
	
		
		    
			
			    
			
			
			    
			    
			    
			 
		    

		                     
				 Home
	 Add Document
	 Sign In
	 Register


			
			    
				
				    
					
					
					    
					

				    

				

			    

			

		    

		

	

	
    
	
	        	    
		    		Hawke's Haven    	    

	    	    	Home 
	Hawke's Haven


	

    




    
        
	    

	    
            
		

		
		        		    
    			
    			    
    			

    		    

		    		    
			
			    
				
				    Hawke’s Haven A 4th Millennium Legend, Book 2

Cherie Singer

Hard Shell Word Factory

 Hawke’s Haven

Cherie Singer

2...				

				    				
    				    Author: 
										    Singer Cherie					    				

				
			    

			    
				

				 42 downloads
				 800 Views
				    				 986KB Size
								 Report
			    

			    
				
				This content was uploaded by our users and we assume good faith they have the permission to share this book. If you own the copyright to this book and it is wrongfully on our website, we offer a simple DMCA procedure to remove your content from our site. Start by pressing the button below!
				
 Report copyright / DMCA form

				
			    

			

			
			    
				
				     DOWNLOAD PDF
				

			    

			    
				
				    
				    
					
				    
				    
				    
					
				    
				

				
				    

				

			    

			

			

			

			

			
			
			
		    

		    
						    Hawke’s Haven A 4th Millennium Legend, Book 2
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 Hard Shell Word Factory
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 2
 
 Copyright 2000 Cherie Singer ISBN: 1-58200-532-X Published February 2000 by Hard Shell Word Factory PO Box 161 Amherst Jct. WI 54407 [email protected] http://www.hardshell.com Cover art copyright 2000 Mary Z. Wolf All rights reserved. All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author, and have no relation whatever to anyone bearing the same name or names. These characters are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 With love to my husband, Ken, who has encouraged me to follow mydreams. To Deb, who is as precious to me as the daily sunshine, as are Kari, Matthew, Chelsea, Eric, Kandace, Jordy and Kaylee. Sincere thanks to the Waukesha critique group who always managed to keep me honest and relatively sane. And with deep appreciation to Mary Wolf who has allowed me the freedom to follow the dreams my husband encouraged
 
 3
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 4
 
 Prologue Seventh day of the eleventh month, standard year 3155 “May Garesh, the devil himself, take all of you straight to the Underworld.” Cassidhe Burnelle invoked the ancient curse upon the hordes of arriving guests. She stepped from the waning daylight of the flower gardens into a grove of furze trees, isolating herself further from the controlled chaos going on back at the main house. Her bitter words condemned everyone about to witness the coming event, favored no one, not even herself. Tonight, Wulfe, the Firstborn son from the House of Kincade claimed his mate. The House of Burnelle’s Firstborn daughter, her own sister Cat, would submit and call him Lord. The match had either been made in Celestial Glory or spawned in all six levels of the Underworld. Cassidhe wasn’t certain yet which was the reality, but she suspected Garesh, the unholy overseer of the Underworld, rubbed his hands together with barely contained glee. Bellona’s hot sun disappeared into the far horizon of the Sacred Desert. The swift sunset provided welcome relief from the powerful heat of the long day. Cassidhe paced the well-kept grounds of the Kincade House, waiting until the last possible moment to enter the main building. She had time. The people, observers and gawkers all, still arrived for the most talked about Bellon marital union of the decade.
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 Earth had even sent one of her ambassadors to bear witness to this tragedy in the making. Surely a positive sign the Earthers were finally putting grudges over the Bellon Aggression behind them. The Earthers had fought bitterly against the reparation judgment of two generations ago, but in the end had complied and made payment to Bellona. Cassidhe stood alone in the deepening shadows trying to determine in her own mind what Cat could possibly see in a Fullblood Bellon like Wulfe Kincade. Nothing, other than an arrogant, self-righteous, tradition-bound anachronism. Not that Cassidhe had met him yet, but these old ruling families were all the same: predictable. A sound of disgust escaped before she could clamp her lips shut. Once, before offworlder matings had diluted their Bellon ties, the House of Burnelle had been a member of the ruling Tribunal. No longer, although this union would change that, if only indirectly. Would the return of Burnelle blood to the Tribunal be worth the sacrifice Cat was about to make? Doubtful. Cassidhe vowed to herself that no dictatorial barbarian of a Fullblood would ever lock bonding chains around her waist and thighs as Cat would allow tonight, regardless the reason. Or a Halfblood, for that matter. Would the chains be cold when Wulfe fastened them around Cat’s body? Or would the gold links feel hot enough to brand the skin from being held in his hand? Cassidhe shook her head; she didn’t want to know. Unexpected movement flickering through the shadows drew her attention. A figure, tall and broad even for a Bellon warrior, moved in near silence through the evening twilight. The man stopped, testing the air surrounding him, his stance defensive and battle-ready. He
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 swung around to face in her direction, the outline of his wide shoulders standing taller than the top of her head. “Who’s there?” he demanded. The man’s deep voice sent jolts of electricity sizzling down her spine. As he turned his head, light from Bellona’s yellow moon caught his face. From what she could tell in the evening’s illumination, Wulfe Kincade in the flesh resembled the one and only image she’d seen of him. The same long hair, as dark and fluid as the surrounding shadows, unexpectedly highlighted by one narrow streak of silver. The same soul-deep eyes reflecting the moon’s rays, the strong face. Though the roguish moustache remained, the beard she’d noted in the image had been shaven, leaving behind a dramatic set of sideburns. Puzzled why Wulfe Kincade walked the grounds tonight when he should be inside, greeting the guests as they arrived to attend this travesty of a bonding, she studied him. Perhaps second thoughts about joining with a female of impure bloodlines, so impure she couldn’t claim Halfblood status, troubled him. Cassidhe had expected as much from someone brought up to be like him. A Fullblooded elitist. She stepped forward, letting the moonlight wash over her, careful to keep her right arm in the shadows. She stopped when he began to speak. “I am fortunate, indeed. I have been lucky enough to find the Moon Maiden.” Cassidhe fumed inside as Kincade’s deep voice caressed her, so low and intimate her stomach fluttered at the sound. About to join with her sister, yet he risked Cat’s dishonor by approaching another woman in this manner! He dared to utter the traditional words used to begin courting. So much for honor among the old families, if Wulfe Kincade sought a consort on the same eve he intended to wed. His
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 actions insulted Cat and the House of Burnelle, her mother’s House. He wouldn’t get away with this affront. She’d see to that. “Fortune is kind to me, as well, for I seem to have found the God of the Night,” she responded with the expected words, welcoming his advances, forcing a sweetness into her voice. Under cover of the friendly dusk, Cassidhe checked the positioning of the small stiletto strapped to the inside of her right forearm. Her lips curved seductively to tempt Kincade to his punishment. “God and Maiden, are we? Then perhaps we should discover what magic we make together.” Kincade took a step toward her, drawling the words. Cassidhe ignored the pounding of her heart, focusing on the man now so close to her. He wanted magic, did he? She’d show him a swift and decisive magic he’d soon regret. The stiletto slipped easily, silently, into her hand as she prepared to take that final step. A shame, really, to bring such a handsome devil to his knees. The bass rumble of his voice tickled nerve endings she hadn’t realized she possessed. The sudden quiver deep within her body explained much of her sister’s urgent need to bed this giant of a warrior, but must she wed him as well? Cat must have succumbed to the insanity of Bellon mating lust. Most certainly that affliction destroyed whatever remained of her sister’s logic. Cassidhe moved nearer to Kincade. Somewhere close by, bellgrass chimed a soft melody played lovingly by the gentle breeze. The night’s moonwind, sweetly scented with Bellon herbs, sighed through the garden and trees, carrying fine wisps of her hair toward him to caress the firm angles of his face. She brushed her empty hand over the dark, heavy silk covering his hard-muscled chest. Her
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 fingertips lingered over the too-intimate contact, testing every masculine ridge and valley. “I look forward to seeing what magic you possess, my God of the Night.” “Then allow me to show you my magic, little Moon Maiden.” The huge warrior pulled her to him, his hands shockingly hot and rough when they moved over her. She gasped aloud, moaned a protest to the quick fire igniting inside her body as he bent over her, cupped her buttocks, lifted her against his hard maleness. His demanding mouth covered hers, searching for entry, then his tongue plunged inside. Never had she flamed with such desire. Garesh take him! He acted as though he laid claim to property! Groaning, Cassidhe forced her mind to take back control from her own selfish, traitorous body. Wulfe Kincade would not continue to shame Cat in this manner. She bit down. Hard. His growl of pain sounded as sweet to her ears as the blood from his lip tasted on her tongue. “Curre,” she cursed against his full, sensual mouth. She shifted the tip of her stiletto to within a hair’s-breadth of his midsection. A quick thrust from her would end this savage’s betrayal and dishonor. “Curse you to all six levels of the Underworld, curra,” Kincade said roughly, claiming one last wild kiss from her. She felt his right hand subtly change position. Glancing down, Cassidhe caught the glint of an unfamiliar blade held beneath her ribs. Gods, one wrong move and she could die this night. “I see you two have met,” a feminine, throaty voice spoke from the evening shadows. “I told you not to worry about them, cherished one,” a full bass voice chided the first. Cassidhe turned to look at her sister, who moved forward to stand in the moonlight. And then
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 Cassidhe stared at the warrior who held Cat against his side with blatant, arrogant Bellon possessiveness. Almost a mirror image of the man who still had his knife poised to strike, this new warrior had eyes only for Cat. Cassidhe flexed her wrist and her stiletto silently slid up her forearm under her velvet sleeve. She heard the faint but distinct whisper of the Night God’s dagger being replaced in a leather sheath. Cat’s left eyebrow arched. “I’m glad to see that my sister and my intended mate’s brother have found common ground, although more quickly than I had imagined, and far more personally.” Her brow lifted a fraction higher before she voiced a quiet warning. “Do not forget that once Wulfe and I are joined, you two will then be as brother and sister.” Cassidhe swallowed drily, shaken by how close she’d come to harming an innocent, unsuspecting man. Unsuspecting, anyway, though his blade proved him far from innocent. She stepped away from the massively strong arm still wrapped around her. “The Chaplain has arrived and the bonding ceremony will begin soon,” Cat told them, her smile soft and as secretive as the night shadows. “Are you coming, Cass? You do intend to stand with me?” Cassidhe hesitated, still not at peace with this union. “Are you certain this is what you want?” “Aye, Sister. Never more certain of anything.” “Then I will attend you and hope the Creator blesses this night. For your sake.” “We can’t begin without you, either, Hawke,” Wulfe added, his voice filled with anticipation. He turned, guiding his mate-to-be back toward the main house. Cassidhe followed the betrothed couple, wanting only to get through this evening and leave its
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 multiple catastrophes behind. She felt her cheeks flare with unaccustomed embarrassment. The night air did nothing to cool the heat in her face or the flames racing over and through her fevered body. Flames she wanted to deny, knowing they were a part of her own Bellon ancestral heritage. Flames that this rogue, Hawke Kincade, somehow ignited within her. Flames that scorched and burned for something she could never have. In the eyes of all Bellona, Hawke Kincade was about to become her brother. A fact of little importance since he was an arrogant Fullblood, someone she would never willingly take to her bed. She lengthened her strides, trying to distance herself from the man. Watching the she-devil named Cass walk away, Hawke Kincade tried to swallow, found he couldn’t, and swore an ancient oath under his breath. No one would ever doubt the blood ties of the sisters. The red hair, the wide, expressive eyes, the tiny, shapely bodies. While the real Cat seemed to have a sweetly compliant temperament, this other one possessed a vile temper. He wiped the drying blood from his lower lip. Only the wild one, Cass, could claim the sweetly fiery scent that enticed him, too. The soul-stirring scent of firerose. Based on Wulfe’s description of his betrothed, Hawke had been so positive Wulfe’s soon-to-be mate lured him in the darkness, so certain Wulfe’s betrothed courted dishonor for the Kincade House. And not at all surprised considering the diluted bloodlines of the Burnelle clan. Instead, he’d nearly harmed an innocent, vulnerable female. He ran his tongue over his undamaged upper lip, still tasting her sweetness, then willed his rebellious body to relax when he found the damage her teeth had created on his lower lip. Vulnerable, perhaps, despite her dagger, but surely not innocent.
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 Not the way she’d responded to him, molding her small, supple body to his ready hardness. And Garesh knew, he had been ready. Shocking, the way simple mating lust could rob a man of all logic and honor at the worst possible moment. He followed in the footsteps of the Moon Maiden come to life this night. Too late, Hawke realized his mistake. Every movement of Cass’s wild auburn hair, every sway of her enticing feminine hips, every fleeting hint of her arousing scent battered at his defenses. The heat grew, flared in him, the desire still building faster, hotter, harder, than he had ever known the fever to overtake him. By the gods, the ferociousness of his Bellon mating lust would crush this fragile, petite woman. Hawke’s heart stuttered in his chest as Cass turned for a quick glance back at him. The delicate lines of her face, revealed in the golden shimmer of moonlight, intrigued him, begging him to trace and explore every feminine contour. He expelled a heavy breath. If Cat affected Wulfe half as much, he could understand his brother’s determination and haste to possess his chosen female, but couldn’t Wulfe take her as consort rather than lifemate? Hawke still felt the Moon Maiden in his arms, savored the memory of her honey-flavored lips. He shook his head, impatient with himself. Even if Wulfe and Cat hadn’t interrupted, he doubted he could have seriously damaged a female of such complete and utter sensuality as the woman slipping through the shadows ahead of him. The yen to teach the little deli’ a lesson, though, took up residence in his mind. Oh, aye, he’d relish the chance to teach this wild one many a lesson. Cass Burnelle, who, in a matter of moments would become his sister, fed the awakened fire in his
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 veins. A fire as natural to the hot-blooded Bellons as breathing, and now he had no way to extinguish the blaze that made him burn with the wanting of something he would never be able to claim.
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 Chapter 1 Sixth day of the fourth month, standard year 3164 “Captain.” Hawke Kincade glanced up from the computer screen on his desk. Chenona Redfeather stood in the doorway of his ship’s office until he inclined his head, granting silent permission for his first officer to enter the business area of his quarters. “A courier is here with something for you, Sir. The boy refused to give the message to me,” she added, her irritation made plain by the cold tone of her voice. He motioned with a hand for her to bring in the messenger. Redfeather stepped aside long enough to pull a scrawny boy of about sixteen into the stateroom. “Well?” Hawke took in the reluctant courier’s malnourished appearance and frayed clothing. A station rat, probably an orphan who lived in the maintenance tunnels, eking out his survival any way he could. “What do you have for me, son?” “You’re to b-be on the station, at Tom’s Foolery tonight. Exactly at midnight. Go to private booth number f-five. Make sure you’re alone. P-please, Sir, I have to t-t-take something back with me to pprove I’ve delivered the message to you.” The boy stared bugeyed as he blurted out the message, stuttering every time Hawke blinked his eyes or took a breath.
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 Redfeather shouldered the kid aside, shaking her head. “No. Unh-uh.” She snapped her sidearm from its holster and had the pulse gun nestled against the boy’s ear before he could draw his grimy hand back out of his ragged shirt pocket. “I’m supposed to believe you’re on the level?” She turned to Hawke. “You aren’t buying this, are you, Captain?” “Wait,” the boy choked out. “In my p-pocket. Something that’s supposed to prove I’m t-t-telling the truth.” The youngster’s eyes, wide with fear, pleaded with Hawke. Hawke hid his grin with the back of his hand. Gods, but Red could be touchy. He felt a twinge of empathy for the messenger. “Let’s see the proof. Easy now, lad, or the wild woman here will take off your head.” The boy’s hand shook as he pulled out a velvet pouch and dropped the sack on the desk. Hawke jerked the small bag open and spilled the contents into his palm. The courier sighed. Redfeather gave a soft whistle of admiration before saying, “That’s worth a small fortune, Captain. A wonder the brat didn’t take to stealing.” The pure piece of clear, amber-colored Bellon wulfenite warmed to the touch of his hand. Carved into the shape of a soaring bird of prey, the rare crystal glittered in the light. Hawke studied the boy. “Who gave this to you?” The youngster shrugged. “Didn’t see his face, Cap’n. Tall guy, kinda skinny. D-d-dark hair, I think he had. Older’n you.” “Good.” Sounded like Culver, but the boy no longer looked him in the eyes. Did he lie? Redfeather leaned in for a closer look. “You know who belongs to that thing, Captain?”
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 “Yes. Relax, Red. You don’t want to leave a permanent dent in his ear.” She holstered her weapon. “You done with the kid, Captain?” Hawke nodded again. “Have someone escort him off the ship.” “I need proof I d-d-delivered the message to you,” the boy squeaked out a reminder. “Ah, yes.” Hawke slipped the stud made of Bellon bloodcrystal out of his earlobe. “Give this to the man who paid for your services. Be warned, young courier. If my crystal isn’t there tonight for me to claim, I’ll have no trouble finding you.” “Aye, Cap’n, you’ll find it with the person who hired me. “Red,” Hawke added, temporarily halting her exit, “give him a few extra credits for his trouble.” Redfeather shook her head in disgust, but Hawke knew she’d comply with his orders. He also knew she’d be back in record time to harangue him about the midnight appointment. Hawke studied the carved piece, the wingspan half as wide as his palm. A nugget of pure gold gleamed at the heart of the hunting bird. He’d given the wulfenite to Ambassador Aidan Culver several years ago, a symbol of the respect he felt for the older man, a respect Culver had earned many times over. The Syllogian negotiator wouldn’t be using the valuable crystal as a calling card if the circumstances weren’t important. Hawke decided to reschedule their departure time. The fugitive and the bounty he and his crew tracked could wait. Culver couldn’t. Hawke’s instincts, combined with the rumors he’d heard since putting into the space station, told him that something was definitely wrong. Rumors of clandestine alliances with the Mallochons, whispers about attempted assassinations and stories of defections abounded. Reports of increased raiding and
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 pirating swirled through the station. All omens of bad times to come. A sense of unease settled into the pit of his stomach. Redfeather entered his office again through the still-open doorway, planted a booted foot on the seat of the empty chair across from Hawke. “Are you space happy?” “You keep telling me I am.” Hawke studied his first officer. Bright. Intelligent. Pretty, in a way unique to Bellon female Halfbloods, if she’d ever smile. “Oh, say what’s on your mind, Red, and get it over and done.” “Why? So you can ignore my advice? You want to tell me what’s going on, Captain?” “No.” “Have it your way. You’re not stepping into that den of thieves by yourself, though.” “I don’t need a nargging nursemaid, Red.” “Isn’t that part of the definition of executive officer?” She flipped a long black braid over her shoulder in casual dismissal of his irritation. Hawke stood, dwarfing Redfeather’s tall, lean frame, and pocketed the crystal, now back in its velvet pouch. “I appreciate you worrying about me, but you’re too young to be my mother. Besides, the owner of this little gem isn’t out to kill me. His descendants, maybe, but not him.” He grinned, remembering his first encounter with the Syllogian ambassador’s younger daughter, Cass. Gods. A man didn’t forget a night like that any too soon. “Not funny at all, Captain. You’ve made too many enemies as a bounty hunter to go walking into a place like the Foolery without someone to watch your backside.”
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 “Stand down, will you, Red?” “Not willingly,” she muttered, leaving the office with a swish of her braid. Hawke shook his head. Redfeather tried to get him to walk as straight a line as she enforced on the crew. Luckily, she hadn’t succeeded with him yet. Unbidden, the memory of his first brush with Cass returned. While he couldn’t say they’d avoided each other since Cat and Wulfe bonded, the few subsequent encounters, intentionally brief, had been filled with ever-increasing tension and highly charged emotions. Cass Burnelle couldn’t stand him. Just as well. Given enough of the right encouragement, he might be tempted to risk dishonor by defying one of Bellona’s oldest traditions. Hawke groaned. Cass, whose exotic fragrance and compelling eyes invaded his thoughts at the oddest times. His jaw clenched as he tried yet again to convince himself that his reaction to Cass remained nothing more than simple, instinctual Bellon mating lust. Something he should be able to satisfy with any available female. Preferably a traditional Fullblood female. He didn’t intend to make the same mistake his brother had. HAWKE pulled the heavy folds of material aside and slid into the darkened booth. A faint scent, so like the sultry Bellon firerose that he thought of home, stilled his movements. The drapery moved the lush fragrance to him again when the cloth dropped shut, swirling the air. Ambassador Aidan Culver never smelled like this. He tried to see the person on the other side of the table, but the darkness prevented him.
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 Not that it truly mattered. He knew of only one person with such an exotic natural scent. “How long do you plan to keep me sitting here in the dark, Cass?” A glowlamp on the table slowly illuminated the private booth. The small woman seated across from him slid a dark cowl hood back, revealing her thick mane of unruly auburn waves, fiery highlights gleaming in the soft light. Cass pushed a tankard of ale toward him. She tilted her head and studied him. “How did you know?” “Knowing things keeps me alive,” Hawke said, accepting the drink. Cass Burnelle’s rich, warm voice sent goose bumps chasing across his lower back. Her hazel eyes, as wide and direct as he remembered, looked dark against a face much paler than he’d ever seen. He took his time considering what the reason might be for the missing rosy glow. Taking a deep pull from the tankard, Hawke’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Bellon ale. The genuine thing costs dearly in a place like this.” His brows lowered again as he considered the implication. “I must have something you really want, Cass.” She closed her eyes for a brief second, her long lashes sweeping down, before she looked back up at him and spoke in her rich voice. “I need you.” He choked down a mouthful of ale, doing his best to hide his shock. Cass couldn’t possibly mean those words the way they sounded, but his body immediately responded as though she did. “Me? You sure you have the right man?” The glowlamp made the copper flecks in her hazel eyes shimmer with a promise of forbidden magic. His heart rate increased, matching the pulse he could see at the side of her graceful throat.
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 “Try not to get too excited, Kincade. What I really need is the Yataghan.” Hawke wriggled his eyebrows at her with exaggerated wicked intent. “Me, I can understand, but why my ship? You have one of your own, don’t you? Or did you somehow manage to lose her?” Her eyes flashed coppery sparks at him. “Don’t worry about my ship. The Moon Maiden is fine. I simply didn’t think you could be separated from the Yataghan, otherwise I would have asked just for her.” She looked everywhere but at him as he narrowed his eyes, studying her with suspicion. What the narg had he expected? He took another drink of ale, making her wait, before conceding the round. “You’re right. The Yataghan doesn’t go anywhere without me. She’s one of the few faithful women I know. Spit out the real reason, Cass. I have a felon with a high price on his head just waiting for me to find him.” “This is more important. I need your help finding a victim of abduction.” “Is that what this is all about? I’m a bounty hunter, Cass. You’re the search and rescue expert. Why do you need me?” Blast him! Cassidhe deliberately hardened her voice. “Believe me, Kincade, you weren’t exactly my first choice. Nor even my second. Unfortunately, though, you are the most logical. The reward will be larger than any bounty you’ve ever collected. Larger than any you’re likely to see in the future.” She offered the lure of credits, universally accepted currency, the one thing she figured he couldn’t refuse. The gods knew he’d never offer her assistance out of the questionable goodness of his Fullblood heart.
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 20
 
 Judging by the spark of interest in his dark eyes, she’d used the right bait. Cassidhe felt a sinking sensation. Part of her had hoped other considerations might be involved. Not likely. From the moment of their first meeting, he’d made his feelings more than evident. He didn’t like anything about her. Well, the sentiment was mutual. “I’m not interested in the offered reward, no matter the size. I do bounty hunting. That’s all.” Kincade’s gaze followed her hand as she sipped her own ale, his scrutiny making her feel jittery. He hadn’t changed. Arrogant. Single-minded. Stubborn beyond bearing. “You’re trembling, Cass. I hope you don’t allow every rescue mission to get under your skin like this. Not very... Bellon of you.” His condescension fired her temper. He still couldn’t abide anything or anyone that didn’t positively reek of Bellon tradition, could he? If she didn’t need his help so badly...she’d be tempted to spill his precious Bellon blood right here and now. “How I conduct myself is my business, Kincade, not yours.” “That much is obvious. Always has been.” “I’m pleased we understand one another.” Cassidhe swallowed the dregs of her ale, slammed the tankard down onto the table. Logical or not, she despised the fact that she needed his help. The impurities of her bloodline, created when her mother and grandmother mated with offworlders, forced her to prove herself to other Bellons time and again. She equally despised their need for that proof. “Oh, I think we understand each other quite well, Cass.” “I knew this was a mistake. I knew we’d be at each other’s throats within thirty standard minutes of close contact.” Thirty? Less than ten minutes had passed, a record even for them.
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 21
 
 Cass’s flare of temper sparked something raw in Hawke. He couldn’t contain his growl of protest. “You want close contact? By the gods, I’ll give you close contact.” He reached across the table for her, intent on grasping a fistful of soft auburn silk. The emotional pain darkening her eyes before she lowered her lashes stopped him. Instead, he ran his forefinger up the length of her slender neck, along her jaw line. His finger lingered under her chin, tilting her head up so he could look into her beautiful, cold face. Bits of the puzzle slipped together in his mind, finally making some sense. “You sent the piece of wulfenite. How much extra did you pay the courier to lie to me? Your father isn’t even here on the station, is he? Where is the ambassador, Cass?” Hawke retrieved the velvet pouch from the inside pocket of his leather vest. Angry she’d deceived him, he slapped the bag down in front of her. “Your father’s the one who’s been kidnapped, isn’t he?” He heard Cass’s indrawn breath in the sudden silence. She opened her eyes when her chin came up at a defiant angle, as though daring him to walk away from this. A gesture that shouted of her Bellon roots, no matter how she might try to deny her ancestry. “Yes, Father’s been taken. He was on his way to Nutralis to attend the opening negotiations with the Mallochons. Now the Mallochons claim they won’t even consider peace talks without him. You know the Mallochons must be the ones who engineered his disappearance. Clever of’al, aren’t they, to provide their own excuse not to discuss peace?” Hawke scowled, his dislike of the treacherous Mallochons no less than hers. “You still haven’t explained why you need me.”
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 “The Mallochons will be expecting a Syllogian ship, which eliminates my own. They’ll also expect the League to interfere, which rules out your brother’s Space Corps starcruiser. A Bellon military cruiser is useless for the same reason. The Mallochons may not suspect a nonmilitary ship with a Bellon registry, especially if it belongs to a bounty-hunting rogue like you.” “That’s a heartfelt compliment if I ever heard one. What else?” Her eyes widened. Evidently she’d been surprised by his abilities of perception. Did she always underestimate him? Probably. “We’ll pay any amount you request, Kincade.” “Because it’s your father, a man I’ve always respected, I require no fee.” “You? Not take a fee? I find that difficult to believe.” Her chin rose higher, this time with obvious pride. “My mother’s House will not accept charity. You should know that.” “Fine. The Culver family can help pay for this little jaunt.” If he could anger her enough, she might let critical information slip. Then he’d be able to go after Culver without any interference from her. He named an amount meant to stagger her. The coolheaded wench didn’t so much as blink. “The Burnelle House alone will cover the debt. My father’s family doesn’t yet know about the abduction. Can you imagine the panic in the quadrant if word leaked out that one possible hope of peace with the Mallochons is missing?” Hawke pushed at a spot midway between his eyebrows. “Panic just about describes it. What are you leaving out? What aren’t you telling me?”
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 Cass leaned over the table toward him, her voice soft with grief. The faint scent of firerose teased his senses. “Mother was on her way to meet Father. They abducted her, too, at almost the same moment. Both journeyed on League ships. The Mallochons shouldn’t have known their whereabouts.” “They snatched Dove? If word of this is released, many families in the Bellon Empire will rise up and urge the destruction of the Mallochon Imperium. Bellona will go after anyone from the League who is involved, too. Sweet Creator, the reality of war looms closer to all of us now.” Hawke massaged the same spot on his forehead, trying to order his thoughts and make plans. “So be it. Your sister, as temporary head of the House of Burnelle until your mother is returned, can pay my expenses.” He grimaced at Cass. “You realize, don’t you, that our working together could be about as successful as the ill-fated mating between your sister and my brother?” “Hmm. About that. You haven’t spoken with Wulfe for a while, have you?” Hawke took in the beauty of Cass’s features as she smiled at him the first time tonight, a little tired and weak, but a smile. A brief flicker of mischief lit her hazel eyes, distracting him enough that he admitted the truth. “Not since he made the mistake of offering me half the Kincade holdings, so I guess some time has passed.” “Then you haven’t heard.” “Heard what?” He had the uncomfortable feeling the coming news wouldn’t be to his liking. “Not only are Cat and Wulfe back together, they’ll be welcoming their Firstborn son in the not-sodistant future.”
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 Hawke’s jaw went slack. “Together? A son?” “An apparently successful mating, after all.” “That’s all the House of Kincade needs. A brat of that union. Another—” “Another what?” He shook his head, his jaw clenched now. Bad enough Wulfe had broken with tradition by joining the League’s Space Corps instead of Bellona’s fleet, he’d then bonded with a female who showed absolutely no respect for the Bellon ancestral ways. “A poor comparison.” Even now, he found it difficult to voice any disloyalty toward his brother, the Firstborn. Speaking ill of Wulfe’s mate would do just that. Since the day the warrior clans claimed Bellona as home, they had demanded family loyalty, even if that family insisted on diluting the bloodlines. “Wulfe would have gone searching for my parents, despite the Mallochons expecting a League vessel, but the Falchion is in another sector putting defenses into place to protect key systems in case war breaks out. He’s worried about Cat’s reaction to all of this. The last few months have been hard on her. Wulfe all but had to hold Cat down to keep her from taking off after our parents, until he told her you and I would do the job.” “Wulfe has promised my name to this venture?” “Don’t panic, bounty hunter. I won’t hold you to it.” “I’m Honorbound now. The Firstborn has spoken.” “Oh, cut the Fullblood drek. I’ll go without you once I contact Cat on the Falchion.” “Cat’s aboard the Falchion?”
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 “Of course. Where else would she be?” “I can’t believe my own brother would take her back after what she did. Wulfe should have executed Cat when he had the chance. It was well within his right.” Cass’s jaw clenched in reaction and Hawke shut his mouth. He knew that mutinous look and prepared himself for her anger. “On Bellona, perhaps, but no where else. Things didn’t happen the way everyone seemed to think. Typically, your brother jumped to conclusions.” “Of course you’d believe her. She’s blood.” “Wulfe and Cat have made peace. Can we just leave the issue alone, too? I doubt you and I will ever agree. On anything.” “You’ve got that right.” Hawke frowned at her. In spite of the differences between him and his brother, he couldn’t imagine Wulfe settling for anything less than the truth; he hadn’t abandoned all Bellon sense of honor. “Very well, Cass. I’ll bring your parents back to you. Do you want to meet us here at the station when we return, or somewhere else?” “Think again, bounty hunter. I’m going with you.” “The narg you are.” The thought of spending any length of time with Cass, especially within the confines of a ship, speared right through him. “You’re space happy, Kincade, if you think I’ll willingly stay behind while you go charging off to rescue my parents.”
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 He grinned at her, all the while planning his next move. “Why do all the women in my life keep telling me I’m space happy?” “All of them? Maybe they’re on to something. I’d listen to them if I were you,” she warned, an edge to her voice. She leaned forward. “When do we leave?” “Do you even know what direction we’re going?” Cass gestured with her hands, palms up, spread away from her body. “I have a few leads that deserve investigation.” “Let’s have them. My navigator can plot in a course while we wait for you to board.” We’ll be gone before you get to the airlock, he added silently. “Not on your miserable life. Everything we need to find them is up here.” She tapped the side of her head. “These little gems of information go where I go, or don’t go at all.” “Well, your little gems of knowledge better have their little bags packed and be ready to go in a half hour, because that’s when the Yataghan leaves,” he warned, gritting his teeth. Hawke pushed the velvet pouch toward her. “Here’s your father’s carving. You should have something of mine to return to me, Cass.” She opened her hand, revealing the bloodcrystal stud. “You were generous to pay the boy extra,” she said grudgingly. Cass placed the crystal in his palm, her touch igniting the familiar fire in his veins. He slipped the gold-mounted crystal back into the small hole in his earlobe, the lingering heat from her hand warming his skin. Resigned, Hawke slid out of the booth as he told her, “My first officer will meet you at the Yataghan’s airlock. Give her the coordinates when you board.”
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 He turned back for one quick look, knowing he erred seriously by taking her along, but unable— unwilling?—to change what Sister Fate seemed to have ordained. “Don’t be late. The Yataghan is gone, with or without you, in half an hour,” he warned, then walked away. Cassidhe grimaced; just like a Bellon, to name his ship after a favorite weapon. Bellons would live and die by the sword if technology would allow them. She turned the glowlamp off, then parted the privacy drapery a mere slit, watching Kincade stride through the smoky dimness of the club, the raucous noise from the casino invading the booth. She’d love to know what was going on behind those dark, unreadable eyes of his. This was one of those rare times when Cassidhe wished she’d inherited her sister’s empathic abilities. She studied Kincade as he walked away. Her gaze traveled from the top of his head down the long length of his magnificent body until he disappeared into the shadow-filled, crowded room. Truly, Hawke Kincade epitomized the arrogant, overbearing Bellon male. What did he mean about all the women in his life? Exactly how many were there, and what were they to him? Not that she suspected any kind of shortage with a man like Kincade. Stop it, her inner voice demanded. Thinking along those lines would drive her absolutely stark-raving space happy. She’d not allow thoughts of a Fullblood Bellon—any Bellon—to drive her over the edge. Unfortunate, but also true, was the fact that Hawke Kincade was tall, incredibly strong and far too handsome for his own good. Not to mention hers. Every time she saw Kincade, spending time with him became more difficult. A bitter laugh escaped her. Difficult? That one word didn’t begin to describe the situation. How could her treacherous body respond to someone like Kincade?
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 Cassidhe allowed the drapery to close, shutting herself off from the festive, almost frantic chaos of the club while the warmth left her face. The heat steadfastly refused to leave her body, though. She consoled herself with the realization he wouldn’t dare think of touching her and breaking the ancient taboos. Oh, sure; consolation simply abounded in that thought. A long journey lay ahead, but if she kept her distance from him, the trip just might be bearable. She could tolerate anything, even a barbarian like Kincade and any danger he represented, if he could ensure the safe return of her parents.
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 Chapter 2 Cassidhe hefted the flight bag to her shoulder while the airlock cycled open. She slowly released her breath when she came face to face with another woman. She’d half-expected Kincade to meet her with some trumped-up excuse not to take her along. Relief washed over her, rapidly followed by an unanticipated surge of disappointment. The reason she should miss seeing his arrogant smirk completely eluded her. The taller woman watched a small screen set flush into the bulkhead. A symbol flashed briefly, signaling identity confirmation, and only then did Kincade’s executive officer move her hand away from the holstered sidearm. The officer stepped aside in silence to let Cassidhe board. Cassidhe studied the woman’s aloof expression. “Would you have fired?” “Yes.” The officer headed down the corridor without looking back, her long legs rapidly covering the meters. Cassidhe followed, fascinated by the woman’s hair. Long and loose, the heavy strands hung down her back, cloudy-night black except for the bright red feather design colored into the full length. The tall woman moved with Bellon silence and grace. “I didn’t catch your name,” Cassidhe prompted. “Redfeather,” the Bellon Halfblood answered, stepping into the lift. Of course. What other name would make sense? Cassidhe managed to slip into the car before the
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 door slid shut, and then had to brace herself as the compartment rocketed on its way. She held out a hand to the other woman. “Here’s a chip with the coordinates of our first destination. Your captain wanted me to hand them over when I boarded.” Redfeather took the data chip without saying a word. So much for chitchat. Cassidhe wondered if Kincade’s entire crew would be so warm and friendly. She shrugged mentally. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t here to make friends or get cozy with Kincade’s crew. The lift moved at breakneck speed, the safety override thumbed off by the silent escort. “My name’s Cassidhe Burnelle.” Redfeather’s only response was a deeper scowl. She exited the lift when the car came to an abrupt halt and proceeded down another corridor, not waiting to see if Cassidhe followed. The executive officer stopped in front of a door, motioning for Cassidhe to allow the computer to scan the tiny standard implant in her wrist. The stored information secured the quarters for the new occupant’s use. “I appreciate—” Cassidhe glanced around but Redfeather had vanished. She felt the deck of the Yataghan give a small shudder under her as the docking pylons released. The sensation reminded her of her own ship, the Moon Maiden. Her first officer, Deb Dayton, acting on previous orders, would be maneuvering the Maiden for her own clandestine voyage right now. A voyage that would secretly mirror every course change the Yataghan made. The Maiden would move in sync with Kincade’s ship, ghosting—shielded from detection—her communications system silent. Cassidhe ran her tongue along the inside of her right cheek, confirming the presence of the implanted
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 transponder. If something prevented her from activating the communication device hidden in the copper and bronze necklet she wore, a simple bite to the tender skin of her mouth would send an emergency code to the Moon Maiden. The Maiden’s transport officer would pinpoint her location using the coded signal and, with a mere touch of his fingers to the controls, whisk her home to the Moon Maiden with the translocator beam. Kincade would be furious if he ever found out her ship followed his, even if that discovery happened to save his thick hide. With any luck, he’d never need to know. The last thing Cassidhe wanted to do was go up against Kincade’s hot temper. “I remember you.” Cassidhe pivoted in the doorway at the sound of the midrange masculine voice. “You do?” A young man, no more than twenty cycles old, watched her with very pale blue eyes. Maybe Earther, or more probably from Terra Four. “Do we know one another?” He smiled at her, a shy, wide grin that made his slender face boyishly attractive. “Oh, I recognize you, but I’m sure you don’t remember me.” Cassidhe shook her head. “You’re right. I don’t.” “You couldn’t have seen my face for the blood and bandages. You didn’t have the time to notice one scared boy. I owe you my life. The Mallochons left me for dead when they raided Wikkerd.” Cassidhe felt the skin tighten across her shoulders and down the left side of her back. She fought down the nightmarish memories of Wikkerd. “A lot of people were left to die that day.”
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 “Yes. Too many.” The young man’s eyes dulled for a second, then brightened. “I was in the last load of injured that you helped evacuate. What are you doing here on the Yataghan?” “I captain my own ship now. I’m catching a ride with you while she’s in for refitting.” Cassidhe smiled back at him, genuinely pleased with his apparent good health. “You seem to have recovered without a problem, um—” “Your pardon, Captain. Karlo. Karlo EsBan. I’m training with Pawl Moroe, the Yataghan’s chief engineer.” Karlo’s face went slack. “Who just so happens to be waiting for me.” “Karlo, I would appreciate you not mentioning our... connection to anyone. I’m Cassidhe Burnelle. You can forget the ‘Captain’ part for now.” “As you wish.” EsBan gave her a puzzled frown but shrugged his agreement before hurrying away. Cassidhe finally stepped into her assigned quarters, came to an abrupt stop. The main room, a combination sitting and sleeping area, was unlike anything she’d expected to find here, aboard a bounty hunter’s ship. A quiet cocoon of soft green and muted rose greeted her. A huge bed beckoned with sumptuous promises of comfort. Green satin and rose-colored silk covered the exceptionally long and wide sleeper. Suspicion flared. The bed looked as though it had been custom built for someone the size of Kincade, though the quarters were far too feminine to belong to him. Cassidhe looked down as she took another step. Stars, but who would expect the extravagance of carpeting on Kincade’s ship? Especially so thick and cushiony. Her increasing doubts forced her to make a closer inspection of the shadows. The spacious main room, furnished with comfortable seating and an
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 intimate dining area as well as the bed, seemed secure enough. The only other door led to the head, although the room was far too well appointed to simply be called that. Lush and pleasing, the bathing chamber and dressing room had been designed to comfort and pamper the user. An assortment of bath oils and powders roused her suspicions again. Even the luxury passenger cruisers didn’t provide so extravagantly for their guests. Kincade’s bounty business must be flourishing. Or he’d taken to pirating pleasure yachts. Well, someone had assigned these quarters to her. Why not make use of the accessories? The Yataghan wouldn’t reach her first stop, the Donjon, for several hours. She made quick work of her unpacking. Cassidhe luxuriated in the deepest, widest tub she’d ever seen on a ship, luxury cruiser or not. She sampled the rich oils and salts until she found a combination that surrounded her with a light relaxing scent. Lying back in the soothing waters, some of the tension uncoiled from her body, soaking away into the swirling steam. As each separate muscle went limp, she slipped deeper into the liquid heat. Until her parents’ faces floated past her mind’s eye. Oh, Creator, keep them safe, she breathed. She refused to even acknowledge the sharp fear that warned she might already be too late. No! They would be found in time. Mother and Father would be safe until she got to them. If not, the gods save whoever was responsible, because she’d seek—and find—revenge. Once, for a brief second, Cassidhe thought she heard someone in the main room, but no one answered her sharp call. No other unusual sounds interrupted. The cooling water finally convinced her to leave the tub. The thick and fluffy towels, longer than she was tall, pampered her skin with luxurious
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 softness. She found a neatly folded robe on a shelf, too big, but she could tie the belt, and the material was as smooth as Erosian silk. Cassidhe hadn’t taken more than three steps into the darkened main room before she froze. Some inner sense warned her she wasn’t alone. A faint, not unpleasant aroma, reminiscent of animal, came to her. The dim, quiet room folded around her, isolating her, bringing a low, chest-vibrating rumble to her ears. A pair of slanted, green eyes winked at her from the direction of the bed. Warning prickles danced a jig up her spine. “Computer, lights at fifty percent.” Cassidhe made certain her voice remained steady and quiet. As the lights came up, she found a huge Bellon hunting cat glaring back at her. Creator, the beast must outweigh her by at least fifty kilos. The tawny cat swivelled pointed, black-tufted ears—a male, then—in her direction. He jumped from the bed and padded toward her. The cat’s sensitive nose twitched as the nostrils flared, testing the air. Cassidhe worried her bottom lip, afraid to move, to breathe, to blink, trying to plot a course of action. Once a Bellon hunting cat caught a blood scent, the prey was as good as dead. She could end up a mass of bloody scraps even before she had a chance to bring her parents home to safety. “Computer,” she whispered, “open a channel to the bridge.” The wait lasted a lifetime. Under the circumstances, a short lifetime. ‘Bridge. Redfeather here. What do you need?’ Cassidhe grimaced at the sound of the executive officer’s cool voice, so loud in the room. “Has anyone reported a missing hunting cat?”
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 ‘No,’ Redfeather’s voice came back, a mixture of disdain and flippancy. ‘Why? Have you found one?’ Blast Redfeather’s mocking tone. “As a matter of fact, yes. Or he found me. Your choice.” Kincade’s voice replaced Redfeather’s. ‘Cass. Don’t move.’ Where was she supposed to go? Cassidhe watched the feline hunter crouch down to nuzzle between her calves. The cat’s whiskers and nose tickled as he sniffed her damp skin. “Don’t think I could if I wanted to, Kincade. Any other brilliant advice you want to pass along?” ‘Where are you, Cass?’ She gritted her teeth to keep from shouting. “In my quarters. Where’d you think?” Despite her intentions, her voice rose in irritation and the cat rumbled a warning at her. She lowered her voice, still vexed at Kincade’s obtuseness. “You have a muzzle for this thing? I could use one about now.” ‘I’ll be right there, Cass. Don’t panic.’ “Who? Me? Why would I do that? Hey, no need to hurry. He’ll probably save me for breakfast, anyway. Take your time.” The cat snarled. The muscles in his hindquarters bunched. Cassidhe’s mouth went dry. HAWKE frowned in Red’s direction. “Where did you bunk her?” “In the suite next to yours, of course.”
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 “Next to—?” Hawke cursed an ancient oath. “Why?” “I assumed—” “She’s not. Forget it. Send someone from sickbay to meet me at her quarters.” Hawke raced from the bridge. He had no doubt the huge cat even now mauled Cass, reveling in its blood hunt, shredding her delicate skin. His stomach clenched tight at the vision. The lift took forever. Seconds became hours. He readied his sidearm. He had no doubt, either, that he’d need to destroy the animal to save the woman. He’d have no choice. The Burnelle family would never forgive him if he allowed harm of any kind to befall Cass while in his care, under his protection. He’d never forgive himself. Just how the narg had the hunter gotten into her rooms? Hawke, his own implant overriding security protocol, burst into her quarters, weapon drawn and ready to fire a deadly blast. Cass looked up at him from the floor, her lap filled to overflowing with hunting cat. He could barely find her behind the mountain of fur. A look of wonder and amusement played across her beautiful face. The cat’s huge head rested against her torso, pulling the top edges of her robe apart. His giant paw, the claws still retracted, kneaded a shapely bare thigh, working the silky material higher. The deluge of relief quickly faded to be replaced by the sudden desire slamming through him, fierce and hard. His gaze flew to hers. Cass smiled at him, her eyes sparking copper in the dim light. “He seems to be friendly, if a little overenthusiastic. Guess the big fool likes me, Kincade.”
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 “Looks like he does.” Hawke instinctively flinched when she reached out a slender hand and began to stroke the cat’s thick neck, smoothing the fur over heavy feline muscle. The traitorous beast only purred louder. The cat flicked his pink tongue out to rasp over Cass’s idle hand, urging her to use that one as well. Hawke hunkered down next to Cass and the tamed beast, careful not to touch either of them. “Why in the six levels of the Underworld would you let him in here?” Cass’s eyes narrowed when she glared at him. “Let him in?” The cat growled a warning as her body visibly tensed. “Easy, Cass. Quietly. If you can.” “Listen, bounty hunter, he was on the bed when I came out of the dressing room. Either he can open locked doors or somebody helped him get inside.” “I’ll get rid of him.” Hawke, uncomfortably aware of the bare thigh still being massaged and of the partially exposed breast the cat used as a cushion for his head, couldn’t help but stare. A full, silken breast with skin the color of—Hawke swallowed and motioned imperiously to the cat. “Come, Hunter.” Cass only half succeeded in smothering her giggle when Hunter batted his hand away. The cat’s purr deepened to a warning growl again and he flattened his tufted ears against his skull. “Maybe you should let me,” she suggested quietly. Cass blushed—an unusual but captivating sight for Hawke—as he allowed his gaze to travel up her smooth legs and thighs, over her full breast. She shoved at the cat. The robe gaped open wider, exposing the other breast for a fleeting, heat-generating second.
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 Hawke grunted in surprise when Hunter, still purring, tried to pull Cass back down as she pushed herself to her feet. One of the cat’s claws caught and pulled on the sash of the robe. She giggled again, not trying to hide the laughter this time. A free, uninhibited sound spilled from Cass when the cat’s whiskers brushed against her bare legs. Her robe fluttered open. Quick, hot flames of desire rolled over Hawke, gathering low in his body, heavy and hard. He’d often wondered if that beguiling rose gold color on her face and neck covered the rest of her body. Apparently so, if he could believe the glimpse he’d gotten just now. Cass’s scent, intoxicating and sensual, sultry and fiery, wafted over him as she stood. The fragrance drew him, distinct even through the faint trace of the bath oil she’d used. Hawke stood, too, looking down at her flushed cheeks. He pulled her robe together with shaking fingers, cinching the silk tight at the impossibly tiny waist. Her body scorched his hands right through the robe. She trembled suddenly, surprising him. “Take care how you tempt me, Cass. You may get more than you’ve bargained for.” The unbidden words were spoken before he could do a thing to stop them. “I’ll keep that in mind if you try not to come blasting into my quarters while I’m...entertaining,” she answered coolly. Leaning against the cat, Cass scratched Hunter behind his ear. The feline’s head pressed neatly into her waistline while he purred his devotion to her. “That beast hasn’t done anything but spit and snarl at strangers since the day I found him as an abandoned cub. Now here he is behaving as though you were his den mate. What have you done to him? Bewitched him?”
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 “I’ve enthralled him with my sweet temperament.” Cass finally looked up at him when she spoke, her words serious, but a brightness flashed in her eyes. His heart squeezed tight in his chest. “No, I don’t think that could possibly be the answer.” Hawke shot her a quick grin. If Cass Burnelle possessed a sweet temperament, he’d never seen it. She was as prickly as a needle cactus and only half as warm as a limbed viper. Definitely a challenge. Cass huffed her way to the dressing room. “You’ll live to regret that, Kincade.” “At least this time you’re planning to let me live,” Hawke fired back at her retreating form. “That’s more than I can say for the first time we passed in the night.” Cass poked her head back out at him, looking around the partially closed door, her smooth, rose gold-colored shoulders now shamelessly, provokingly bare. “I could change my mind anytime, so don’t tempt me.” She wiggled as she spoke. Hawke assumed she was squirming into her pants while she continued. “You may get more than you ever expected.” “Try me.” Hawke was taking the first mindless step to follow Cass into the dressing room when someone began pounding on the entry door. Forget the cat. Had Cass somehow bewitched him? “Come,” he rasped, his voice rough with growing need. The one spoken word released the automatic computer lock. Redfeather tumbled into the room, skidding low on one knee, her sidearm drawn, a look of determination darkening her features. Doctor Willow followed right behind her, brandishing an autoinjector Hawke suspected had been filled with a heavy dose of an animal tranquilizer. Hunter hissed
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 and spat at the intruders. “About time you got here, Doctor. Cass could have bled to death by now.” Willow glared back. “How do you think I felt when I couldn’t gain access? I buzzed several times. I finally convinced Redfeather to come down and give me a hand getting in. Security’s on the way now, too.” Cass came back into the room fully clothed, a blessing from the Creator. Hunter padded over to Cass and stood between her and the others as she assessed the arrivals. “Put your weapon down, Redfeather. As you can see, the big pussycat isn’t going to harm me.” “More’s the pity,” Redfeather grumbled. “That’s enough, Red. Cancel the call to security and then try that door chime again, will you?” “Aye, Captain.” Redfeather stepped into the corridor. Seconds later, the chime sounded. This time Cass released the door with the verbal command and the door silently slid open. Hawke could only assume he and Cass hadn’t heard the soft chime because they’d been so engrossed in their verbal sparring. That was an unsettling thought. Maybe she truly had bespelled him. “You have the bridge until I get back up there, Red.” Redfeather’s eyes went cool and narrow. “Aye, Captain,” she repeated before pivoting around and walking out. Cassidhe watched the first officer leave, then glanced at Kincade. How did he put up with that woman? Redfeather wouldn’t last a day on the Moon Maiden, not with that attitude. Did she have a special hold over him? Jealousy flared, and Cassidhe firmly squelched the insane emotion.
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 The doctor stepped forward and introduced himself to her, his friendliness and outgoing personality more than making up for Redfeather’s lack. Once Willow left the quarters, the only sound for a few seconds was Hunter’s contented purring as the cat repeatedly positioned his head directly under her hand. Cassidhe studied Kincade’s profile, disturbed by the fact he had distracted her enough to block out the sound of the door chime. How could she allow something like that to happen? She didn’t want a thing to do with a crazy Fullblood. “What do you plan to do about your cat?” “I could put him in one of the cargo bays, though I’m not sure how he’d take to that. He doesn’t spend much time with anyone but me. He merely tolerates everyone else. Until now.” Kincade answered without looking at her, seemingly more interested in everything else in the room. She didn’t need any further proof of his dislike, though only moments ago...well, she’d been wrong before. His cold disinterest now only reinforced all her previous impressions. Good. The less time they spent together, the better. “Don’t exile him on my account. If he’s civilized, he’s welcome to stay here. I don’t mind.” Hunter wasn’t exactly what she might have preferred for company, but at least he’d keep her feet warm at night. Besides, the cat appeared to be less of a threat to her ego than his owner. “He can stay until I figure out how he got in here from my quarters. At the very least, someone meant to scare you. It’s a miracle the outcome wasn’t more deadly than that.” “Your Redfeather doesn’t seem to care for me very much.” “Believe me, she’s not responsible.” Cassidhe threw him a skeptical look. The Halfblood seemed inordinately protective of her captain.
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 “I won’t tolerate treachery from anyone, though. Whoever is responsible will be...handled.” “I’m glad I’m not the one on the receiving end of that particular promise.” “Whoever’s responsible is going to wish he’d felt the same way before he pulled this stunt.” Kincade finally looked her in the eye again. “Now, we still have the opportunity for a couple hours of bunk time before day watch begins.” She stared back at him, unsure what to say. Little tendrils of fire radiated up her spine. “I’ll meet you for breakfast in the mess hall at oh-six-hundred,” he clarified. “We can eat a quick meal before our first stop.” It seemed he couldn’t wait to make his meaning clear. The heat waned from sudden disappointment. No, from relief. Well, Kincade needn’t fear she’d take any suggestion of his as an invitation. Cassidhe moistened her dry lips with the tip of her tongue and nodded, unable to trust her voice. Kincade’s night-dark gaze caressed her mouth. Then he practically bolted for the exit. He escaped out the door before she could do more than nod again. Probably a good thing, because only the gods knew what hazardous words would have slipped out. A liquid warmth pulsed deep within her in an ancient rhythm, becoming stronger and more demanding.
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 Chapter 3 An exhausting hour later, Cassidhe had proven to herself that restful slumber could be even rarer than the bloodcrystal Kincade wore in his ear. She hadn’t had a decent span of sleep since she’d been notified of her parents’ abductions. Tonight would be no different. She didn’t expect a full night’s sleep until she found them again. Cold and shivering with weariness, she pulled the luxurious bed coverings up under her chin. Desperate enough to try anything, she repeated an Erosian mantra meant to help regulate her body temperature, though the chant had never worked before. She was surprised to feel warmth, then astonished to experience overabundant heat spreading through her body as visions of Kincade intruded, wiping her mind of any good intent. By the time she kicked off the covers, her arms and legs flailing wildly with irritation, Cassidhe realized the mantra had nothing to do with the discomfort. Her body’s instinctive response to the thought of Hawke Kincade caused the heat. Blast and double blast. Having Bellon ancestry always proved to be a bigger liability than any of the advantages might ever be worth. Compounding matters, she’d been dubiously blessed with an overactive imagination. She could still see him standing there, talking about ‘bunk time’. Hunter yawned and then grumbled at her, protesting the bouncing bed and flying covers. He swatted at the pillow she sent flying, hissing his displeasure and indignation at her cavalier treatment of him.
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 “Oh, be quiet, or you can bloody well find someone else to snuggle, you big oaf.” Relenting, she scratched behind his ear. “It’s not your fault, puss. Blame that savage you call master.” She sat cross-legged in the middle of the big bed, holding her head in her hands, forcing Kincade from her thoughts. A drastic error. Frightening images of what the Mallochons might be doing to her parents flooded past her mind’s eye. The macabre visions destroyed any small hope she might have left for rest. Disgusted by her inability to relax, Cassidhe paced her quarters, annoyed by how small and confining the rooms seemed now. Every time she strode past the foot of the bed, Hunter batted at her bare thigh with one of his big paws. He remained good-natured enough to leave his sharp claws sheathed for the time being, but his irritability was beginning to catch up with hers. She didn’t want a fractious hunting cat on her hands, but at this rate, it would be a race to see which of them drew blood first. Cassidhe pulled on the soft copper-colored leather pants and vest she usually wore aboard her own ship, and then the supple flight shoes made to match. “Come on, you can keep me company, puss.” She and Hunter prowled the quiet corridors and bays of the Yataghan together while she tried to develop solutions to any possible scenarios they might find at the Donjon. No matter how many plans came to mind, she wouldn’t know the correct one until she faced the reality. At least the cat’s temperament mellowed as they walked, but the excursion did little for her. Their unexpected presence generated startled glances from the night crew working at their stations. Kincade’s ship and crew impressed her, no matter how much she didn’t want them to. The bounty hunter knew how to choose personnel and command a ship, she’d give him that. For the most part, she amended,
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 recalling Redfeather’s attitude. Too bad his personal relationships weren’t as well ordered as his ship. Too bad Kincade wasn’t old and gray, wed, and the father of twelve, as well. The restless exploration continued until the day watch began to report for duty. Steeling herself, Cassidhe made her way to the mess hall, Hunter still padding silently beside her. As he had done with every new area she’d entered on this exploration, Hunter pushed past her, taking the lead into the mess. His nudges were always well-mannered but firm. Obviously acting as her guardian, the big cat urged her on a path circumventing other crew members but led to the captain. Kincade drank from his mug, the bloodcrystal stud flashing in the light as he moved. He’d secured his long hair back in a leather thong, adding an edge to his already imposing appearance. The dark leather vest did nothing to disguise the hard muscles of his chest or the width of his shoulders. Would she be asking too much to have him show up in something baggy and nondescript? Warmth swirled through Cassidhe when she finally looked into his seductive eyes. “I can’t be late.” “No. Right on time.” Kincade pushed a full mug toward her, lifting his own half empty one. “I hear you’ve been out stretching your legs. Couldn’t sleep?” The pungent aroma of jeela tea enveloped her. She blew across the top of the steaming liquid before answering. “I never could rest easy the first night in a new bed.” She caught the wicked gleam dancing in Kincade’s eyes. Her cheeks grew hot. The unexpected inner vision of herself sharing a bed with him, those strong, capable arms wrapped around her, burst into her mind. She jerked. The jeela splashed over onto her hand. “Cass!” Kincade plunged his hand into the table’s water jug, retrieved a chunk of ice. His other hand
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 dwarfed hers as he held it, stroking the ice over the reddened area, numbing the sting. “The scald isn’t bad. Your skin shouldn’t blister.” “My hand feels fine.” Cassidhe silently castigated herself. What was wrong with her? In other circumstances, allowing her thoughts to wander like this could cost her life, or worse, someone else’s. Such a pointless digression, at that. As if she’d ever end up in bed with Kincade. Gods, what a thought! “I said it’s okay.” Kincade peered at her intently, raising her chin with fingers still cold from the ice. “What about the rest of you?” “You have no reason for concern.” She did, though. Even his icy fingers scorched her right to the soul. “Liar,” Hawke countered, tapping the corner of her mouth with a finger before releasing her, wishing he could do more. Cass looked to be in a bad way. He would be, too, if his own sire was missing under these circumstances. Or his mother. Loved by all, Kestrel Kincade was the one common factor that bound their family together in spite of the differences between the males of the line. He looked across the table at Cass, trying, for the sake of his own sanity, to figure out a way to keep her from accompanying him to the surface. “I’m going dirt-side by myself.” “No.” “I’m telling you, Cass, the Donjon—the pub, the entire planetoid—is a rough place.” “Listen to me and listen well. I’m going, with or without you. The sooner you accept that, the sooner
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 we get down there and start asking the questions we need to ask.” “Only the dregs of universal life spend time at the Donjon. Protecting myself can be enough of a problem when I come here without worrying about your safety.” Lack of sleep made him irritable. Twice he’d had to stop himself from opening the hidden sliding panel between his quarters and Cass’s. That panel made her far too accessible for his peace of mind and body. He’d paced his quarters through the wee hours of the morning. The largest cabin the Yataghan boasted had shrunk in around him, trapping him in a lonely cage. His mind and body warred, as they had for years. The sweet, powerful glimpses he’d gotten of her ripe body only magnified the intensity of the war. “I’m not exactly helpless, Kincade.” “I know that, but—” “Redfeather’s gone with you in the past, hasn’t she?” “What does that have to do with this trip?” “Has she or hasn’t she?” “She has, but a universe of difference exists between the two of you.” Hawke regretted the statement instantly. She’d take the words all wrong and then twist them against him. “Let me rephrase that.” “No need.” Cass set her mug down with obvious, exaggerated care and pushed away from the table, away from him. “Do you plan to transport down or go in a shuttle?” “Shuttle. I don’t want anyone at the Donjon to realize how big a ship we have at our disposal.”
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 Hawke decided he might as well accept the inevitable and take her. The alternative would start a small war her parents didn’t have time for him and Cass to finish. Not right now, anyway. “Then I’ll meet you in the shuttle bay in five minutes. I only need to change my clothes and gather my weapons. The cat can stay in my quarters.” She leaned over the table, spoke a warning in a soft voice. “Try to leave without me, bounty hunter, and it will be you that I hunt down first.” “At any other time, Cass, I might look forward to that.” “I sincerely doubt it, because you wouldn’t be the least bit happy when I found you.” Hawke grabbed her arm before she could turn away. “You may go with me, on the condition you follow my instructions right down to the last micro bit.” “I should be thankful for your permission?” He could tell by the set of her jaw she didn’t like the sound of his stipulation. Finally, she gave one short nod to indicate her agreement, however reluctant it might be, when he stared silently into her eyes. “Five minutes, Cass, not a second longer, or I go without you.” “Oh, I’ll be there, don’t worry.” CASSIDHE met Kincade in the bay, exactly five minutes later. She’d wrapped her full, cloud-soft cape around her, shielding herself from prying eyes. The suede covered her from chin level down to the top of her boots, endowing her with a temporary sense of invincibility. Kincade, braced against the shuttle with one hand, watched her walk across the bay. “Punctual of you.”
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 “I try.” She had a difficult time keeping her gaze off him. His warrior leathers hugged every bulge of muscle, emphasizing the immense width of his shoulders, his trim waist, the powerful muscles of his thighs. If he’d added the metal torso plates and spine guard, he would have looked like a warlord. She pulled her cloak tighter, insulating herself from the fever known as Kincade. “You ready?” “Aye.” Kincade motioned for her to enter the shuttle ahead of him. “You want to pilot?” “Not particularly.” Cassidhe settled into the copilot seat, then wished she’d said yes just so she could be occupied enough to keep worrisome thoughts at bay. She wasn’t about to change her mind and look indecisive in front of Kincade, though. The Underworld would freeze over first. Vaguely, she heard Kincade’s conversation with the shuttle bay chief and then their clearance to leave the mother ship. Seconds later, cold white star fire surrounded them. The only blotch on the black velvet of space, the Donjon, presented a barren, rocky face through the shuttle’s main view port. She studied the little planetoid, so small the main establishment took on the same name, with a mixture of contempt, anxiety and anticipation. She shivered to think her parents could be trapped on this inhospitable mudball known as the Donjon. Desperately, she hoped they were, so the nightmare could end soon. Leaning back against the headrest, Cassidhe closed her eyes to the sight. She knew the rescue of her parents wouldn’t be that simple. Whoever had masterminded this horror must have many more twists and turns in store for all of them. She regretted all the times she’d taken her parents for granted, putting off all the things that should be said. A sad, thick ache lodged in the back of her throat as the possibility she’d
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 never get that chance overwhelmed her. “—in a minute, Cass.” Her eyes popped open, her gaze jumping to Kincade’s face. “Did you say something?” The blasted lump in her throat barely allowed the words to escape. She focused her mind on the business at hand, tried to give Kincade a semi-intelligent look. “I did. Entering orbit... now. Surface readings coming in. Cass, you don’t want that cloak.” “That’s what you think.” “Mighty warm and humid down the-ere.” The last word came out in two syllables as the shuttle hit atmospheric turbulence. “Humid?” Heat she could stand. Bellons were born and bred in the savagely burning sands of the Sacred Desert. Humidity? Another tale, entirely. Okay, so she was Bellon enough to admit that much. “Wonderful.” She undid the clasp at her neck, shrugged the supple suede off her shoulders and waited for Kincade’s response. She’d intentionally chosen her attire with an eye to impress and intimidate the patrons inside the Donjon. If her clothing served the same purpose with the bounty hunter, so much the better. Hawke couldn’t stop the low whistle, but he managed to keep from saying anything. He forced himself to pay attention to landing the shuttle and leading the way to the main establishment. He didn’t trust himself to look directly at Cass again until they arrived at the tavern. His gaze swept over Cass where she stood in the light leaking through the barred windows. He took in a deep breath of damp night air. She’d dressed in the traditional clothing of a Bellon warrior, the dark
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 leather lovingly defining her svelte body. Wide bracelets of copper and bronze, the design laced with gold, shielded her wrists. The same design had been custom-worked into a decorative torso plate that accented her full breasts with perfection. Cass had pulled her wild auburn hair back and tied it with a leather thong nearly identical to the one he wore in his own hair. As if Cass’s looks weren’t distracting enough, her sensual, fiery scent, combined with the subtle, earthy aroma of fine leather only served to heighten his instinctive response to her. He fought for control, unwilling to betray the least bit of his turmoil to her. Difficult, considering she’d never looked more Bellon. Did she have any concept of the image she presented? She bristled with weapons. A sidearm rode against the gentle swell of her hip, the exact spot he wanted to cup with the palm of his hand. Her dagger hugged a slim, shapely thigh, precisely where he wanted to explore. Cass’s falchion rode in a sheath down her spine, its hilt within easy reach of her quick hand. A lasrifle swung by a strap slanted between her breasts. He envied every piece of her arsenal. Music—bad music—pounded through the crumbling walls and small windows. Kincade opened the door to the back entrance. The noise that poured out over them was nothing compared to the smell that rolled and belched out with the tumultuous sounds. Thick with the stink of food gone bad, dirty bodies and filthy clothing, the stench came at them, wave after sluggish wave, each worse than the previous one. Hawke saw Cass fight the urge to choke. “What’s the matter? Your jeela tea not settling well?” She glared at him, clamping her lips tighter. Good. If she became angry enough to snipe at him, she’d forget about her nervous stomach and the
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 foulness waiting for them inside. “You have about two seconds to change your mind, Cass, and then we’re committed. You could wait for me out here.” Irritated all over again, Cassidhe shoved an elbow into Kincade’s ribs—she was rewarded by his surprised ‘oof’—and strode past him, as if she hadn’t a care in the universe. She would have carried the act off quite well, too, if she hadn’t collided with a smelly, unshakeable wall in the guise of a filthy Bartern. She slid out of the trader’s grasp—did they really have only three arms?—but not before the Bartern managed to give her rump a painful pinch. Cassidhe swore at the Bartern, a very old and vile Bellon curse, that brought him up short. The trader backed off even further when he saw the dagger gleaming beneath his chins. His little red eyes took in her dark leather top and pants, the weapons crisscrossed over her shoulders and around her body. Just for added measure, Cassidhe brought a booted foot down on his instep, grinding her heel into the alien’s most vulnerable spot. “Did you want something from me, trader?” The Bartern’s voice came out a squeak. “Your pardon, my lady warrior, I ask. Offend, I did not mean to.” “Yes, you did,” Cassidhe hissed back, “and I don’t like it. Or you. Be gone, before I take your ear as a talisman.” She brandished the dagger, sweeping the exquisitely sharp edge up the side of his face. The slightest pressure and the blade would cleanly slice his skin. “Your pardon,” he kept repeating as he backed away and lost himself in the night shadows outside. Luckily, a brave Bartern had yet to be hatched. Kincade brushed himself up against her back, the contact setting off sparks all the way down her
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 backbone. He leaned down to speak, so close his moustache tickled her ear. “Why did I bother coming along?” “Beats me, bounty hunter. Don’t let me keep you here.” Cassidhe headed for the bar and the server who had watched the entire confrontation. Her fist hit the bar surface in her best imitation of an irritated Bellon, not a difficult task at this point. “Bellon ale. Two. Not replicated.” She turned so she could still see the bartender from the corner of her eye while she leaned against the rail and surveyed the room. What a grimy, sickening assemblage. Every escaped murderer, rapist and thief from the quadrant must be in this room. The way her skin crawled, she had to resist the growing urge to scratch and brush away unseen vermin. The big tub back in her quarters serenaded her ever so sweetly. The server plunked down two mugs. Kincade downed a swig of ale and all but choked on the liquid. He focused narrowed eyes on the server. “This is disgusting. She said real, not the swill you serve to the likes of them.” He jerked his head in the general direction of the motley crowd. Cassidhe shot the bartender a venomous look. “Would you care for a lesson on how to treat your patrons?” The bartender glowered at them, but didn’t argue the point. “I’ll need to send my boy to the cellars for the ale.” “Then do so, if you want our business.” Kincade advised.
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 The server walked to the other end of the bar before Kincade bent closer to her, his voice low. “What does this informer look like?” “Short, greasy looking.” He surveyed the room from his greater height and frowned. “The description fits nearly everyone in the establishment. What else?” “Missing one ear.” “At least that narrows the choice down to half the crowd.” “Bald.” “We’re getting closer. I feel like we’re playing Twenty Queries. I never did like that game.” “You wouldn’t. A person needs patience and an open mind to master it.” Cassidhe surveyed the occupants of the stifling, smoky room, her gaze finally landing on the object of her search. “A one-armed Siriddian.” Kincade’s stare followed hers. He shook his head. “You couldn’t say that first?” Behind them, the server replaced the original set of tankards. Kincade tested the new batch, flipped a credit across the bar. As Kincade looked down at her, his eyes seemed to glitter with a mixture of amusement and exasperation. “He’s the only Siriddian in here, Cass. Hard to miss the orange skin. Stay here while I find out what he knows.” Cassidhe pressed her hand against his waist. He stopped. “What?”
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 “I want to go.” “Cass, you promised to do as I say. Let me talk to him.” His voice had a dangerous edge to it now, all humor gone. “Fine. Do all the talking you want and see what you accomplish, but I’m going with you.” Cassidhe didn’t want to be left alone at the bar as if on display. She wasn’t about to admit that to Kincade, but something in her voice must have kept him from brushing aside her request or her hand. “Come on then, bo’vivent.” His eyes flashed darkly, as though daring her to argue. Cassidhe’s head reared back at the word, but she pressed her lips into a thin line to keep herself silent. The Bellon term didn’t have a direct translation. Nevertheless, the connotation behind it prepared her for how he expected her to act and how he might treat her in the next few moments. Damn him. “Aye, my Lord,” she managed to say without snarling. He flashed her a wicked grin that made her want to kick in his teeth. He’d chosen her role with intentional Bellon autocracy, blast him. She followed Kincade, utterly disgusted with his choice of her role. An unattached sexual companion, a much lower status than consort. Not quite an employee, definitely not an equal partner, but subject to his whims, charged with guarding his life. When he seated himself at the Siriddian’s table, she stood at an angle behind the imposing Bellon, positioned at his right shoulder, each of her hands resting lightly on a weapon. As bo’vivent, her duty would be to protect Kincade’s back. If she didn’t do him serious damage before anyone else had the chance. That thought had definite
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 appeal right now. The Siriddian’s vertically-set eyes glared at them. “I do not remember telling you to sit, Bellon.” The words wheezed out of him as though the air was much too thin for his liking. Kincade tossed a cloth bag into the Siriddian’s lap. “You didn’t say you wanted this, either, but the purse is yours.” The alien hefted the pouch, looked inside. “Who do I kill?” “No one. Yet. What I need is information.” “That, too, can be bought.” “I thought as much. A certain... group has hidden away an acquaintance of mine. I wish to find my friend and the people responsible for his disappearance.” “I see. One or the other can surely be bought. Finding both your friend and his snatcher could be a very costly affair.” “Killing someone slowly for the information I seek costs me nothing but time.” Cassidhe silently counted to ten as Kincade let the implied threat settle between them. The Siriddian gave a slow nod of understanding. “Does this friend of yours have a lifepartner who is also missing?” “He does.” “The price just went up, Bellon, because you don’t have the time to watch me die slowly.” Cassidhe’s dagger quivered in the table top directly in front of the orange-skinned alien before Kincade finished snapping his fingers. “I have no reason not to give you a pain-filled, leisurely passing,”
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 she warned. When the Siriddian raised the gaze of his strangely set eyes, he found her sidearm aimed directly at his reproductive organs. He bounced the pouch of credits in his hand. “Then again, I’m a reasonable being and you have been more than generous. I hope your missing friend knows how fortunate he is to have you as an ally.” The Siriddian stared at Cassidhe as the air whistled in and out of his lungs. “Would you consider trading your female in place of the credits, Bellon?” Kincade tipped his head as though considering the offer. He waited so long to answer Cassidhe wanted to smack the back of his arrogant head. “I think not. At least not tonight. I haven’t finished with her just yet.” “As you say. When you’re ready to sell, I will give you a adequate price, even though she seems a troublesome handful.” “You are a fair judge of females. She is a challenge. Where have they taken my friends?” “I don’t know.” Kincade came up from the table with a snarl. “But I know a person who has that information, Bellon.” “Is that person here?” When the Siriddian shook his head, Kincade spoke over his shoulder to her. “Reclaim our property. You’ve been wanting a talisman. Take one as payment for our wasted time.” Cassidhe had her dagger back in her hand, poised and ready at the one remaining porcine ear before
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 the alien could squeal. “Is this to your liking, my Lord?” She asked the question through gritted teeth, trying to maintain the demeanor of a bo’vivent. “Wait, wait,” the Siriddian wheezed. “For half the purse, I’ll tell you who to find and where. You don’t tell anyone where the information came from. Agreed?” “Don’t forget we found you once already. I’d have no trouble finding you again if you lie.” “I won’t forget.” “Agreed, then,” Kincade said. Kincade motioned for Cassidhe to move her dagger. “Well, Siriddian? What is this stranger’s name and where do I find him?” “You’ll find him passing time at the Devil’s Graveyard.” Cassidhe knew of the place. A ship graveyard manned by a race of beings known as Junkers. Barterns often traded with them for salvaged goods. Kincade didn’t give away any of his thoughts, but they couldn’t be much different from hers. The Devil’s Graveyard was far out of the regular shipping lanes, nearly forgotten unless you traded in derelict vessels or were searching for reclaimed metals and components. A perfect hiding place. “The name?” Kincade pressed for more information. The alien’s vertical eyes slanted dizzily as he frowned. “An Earther name. Something to do with mud or dirt. Dirty. Grubby? Grimy?” Cassidhe lowered her dagger, an awful thought racing through her mind as goose bumps marched over her skin. “Grimes?”
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 “Yes. He knows who has your friends. This—Grimes— is the one responsible for leaking your friends’ locations so they could be taken.” Grimes! If he’d been unfortunate enough to be in her grasp right now, Cassidhe knew without a doubt she could throttle him to within a centimeter of death. Hand shaking, she sheathed her dagger, turned until she met Kincade’s gaze. She jerked her head toward the exit and headed that way herself, leaving him to reclaim half the credits and to bring up the rear. Kincade joined her outside where she leaned against the dirty outer wall of the bar, taking great gulps of the muggy night air. The awful stench from inside tainted even that. “I don’t blame you, Cass. The rooms inside reek of their corruption.” He brushed a stray tendril of hair back from her face. “You know this Grimes?” For one, very brief second, Cassidhe leaned her cheek into the palm of his hand as he caressed her face. “No, but Wulfe and Cat tangled with him a few months back.” She tried, unsuccessfully, to read Kincade’s expression in the darkness. Not done with her yet, he’d told the Siriddian. The rapid tempo of her own heartbeat told her more than she wanted to know. Some part of her hoped Kincade had spoken the truth. Why she felt that way, she couldn’t begin to guess. He was the very symbol of every archaic Bellon custom she despised. Kincade’s voice, much rougher than normal, came out of the darkness. “I can’t wait to hear this story. I take it our side won the skirmish and this could be his retribution?” “I’m afraid so. How long do we need to get to the Graveyard?” “A few hours. The Devil’s Graveyard is right on the border of No Man’s Land, only hours from
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 Mallochon space.” “If we cross No Man’s Land, we’ll be on our own, Kincade. We can’t expect help from anyone else.” “That’s a fact.” “You still willing to do this?” “Have you ever known me to back out of an agreement? I’m not about to start now.” “Good. I wouldn’t want to have to hurt you, bounty hunter.”
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 Chapter 4 Hawke took in a deep breath. The air aboard the Yataghan had never smelled so sweet or been so welcome. The night side of the small ball of dirt below had left a shadow on them both, but Cass seemed the worse for wear. “Ugh,” she complained. “What a pit down there. Will this smell ever come off my skin?” “If you persevere. Do I get to hear this tale about Grimes or not?” He wanted her to tell the yarn, if only to hear her soft, musical voice. “We’ve hours before reaching the Graveyard. I need to feel clean again before I do anything else.” Cass wrinkled her nose against the odor clinging to the leather she wore. Even then, her face contained nothing but beautiful lines. “A sanitation cycle for my clothes wouldn’t hurt, either.” She began to slip the weapons off her shoulders as they walked through the corridors of the ship. Hawke, a step behind and suddenly finding it very difficult to breathe, watched. Even shrugging off the trappings of a warrior, Cass moved with an inborn elegance, as though she slipped out of silk and satin instead of weapons and leather. He ran a finger around the edge of the leather vest at the back of his neck. The ship’s environmental controls must be out of balance. Far too warm aboard today. Cass reached back and pulled the thong from her hair, letting the long auburn waves ripple loosely to her waist. Hawke knew then, as the warmth increased. No malfunction existed in the environmental
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 system. His own body was the source of the heat, but Cass was the potent fuel. In so many ways Cass was antithetical to the average Bellon female. Gods, almost any other Bellon female. Quiet. Confident but not overly boastful of her many talents. Soft and fragile-looking. Thanks to her off-world blood, he reminded himself. When she donned the dark warrior leathers, though, Cass assumed an entirely new personality. Hmm. Had he glimpsed a new personality today, or did the clothing merely bring out the genuine warrior within? Perhaps the Bellon blood truly coursed through her veins, not merely flowed. The thought intrigued him, making his thoughts wander to the stimulating possibilities. Cassidhe walked faster, hoping to leave Kincade behind, but he easily kept up with her. She had become attuned to some of the Yataghan’s nuances in her first hours aboard. Although Kincade’s ship felt different from her own Moon Maiden, the subtle shift in the subliminal thrum of the engines signified their departure from orbit. Her steps automatically adjusted to the different sensation. The little lurch in the pit of her stomach told her the Yataghan had surpassed sublight speed and then far beyond that, racing toward the next destination. In this particular race against time, how she wished her life was at stake, not her treasured parents’. Kincade stood over her at the entrance to her quarters, hovering as if waiting for an invitation. He’d not receive one. “You don’t have to play tour guide for me, bounty hunter. I realize a captain’s work is always waiting. Let me know when you’re through with whatever needs your attention. Then I’ll tell you what I know about Grimes.”
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 She escaped into her rooms, sealing the door, without waiting for his reply. Cassidhe listened in vain for the bounty hunter’s retreating footsteps. The soundproofing prevented her from hearing them. Or did he still stand there? The lure of leaning against his massive strength, only for a moment, appealed to her greatly right now. Too much so. Hunter bounded from the bed as she turned to face the rose and green sanctuary. The cat’s purr of welcome stopped when he rasped his rough tongue over the back of her hand and sniffed her clothes. He backed away, shaking his head, his long whiskers twitching. “I don’t blame you, puss. I stink of that rat hole.” Cassidhe stripped out of her clothes on the way to the bathing chamber. She hung them in the sanitizing cell, hoping Kincade was right. Perseverance and multiple cleaning cycles just might eradicate the odor. She opted for a shower instead of a bath, letting the hot water sluice over her like the erotic stroking of feverish, exploring fingers. HAWKE propped himself against the cool wall of the shower, the cold water pounding over his heated body. Sweet Creator. He’d done nearly everything but stand on his head to keep from feeling any form of desire for Cass. He’d come so close—too close—to destroying all of his hard work by opening that accursed sliding panel. Then, after all his effort to keep away from her, she’d shown up in that leather invitation to lust. His body had responded of its own accord, defying every mental command he made. Even here, he could sense her, imagine her touch, her scent. The icy rush of water did nothing to take the fever from him.
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 Driven by the force of the savage warrior lurking within, he slammed his fist into the wall with a thunderous crack. What was this hold Cass had over him? Why was she the one to fuel such a savage mating need? He was losing his mind, unable to control this thing he named lust. He wouldn’t—he couldn’t—allow it to be more than that. Narg! Why Cass? Sweet Creator, why Cass? Between the time he had first met Cass and now, he’d had more than his share of willing companions, but none of them had been able to put up with him for long. Not a one of them had been able to cool his raging fever, slake his lust, match him for desire. None had fulfilled his visions of copperflecked eyes. Not a one had even come close to filling his heart or capturing his soul. Blast the nargging tradition that said Cass was his sister. He’d never be able to have a permanent union with the likes of Cass—not the way she rebelled against anything Bellon—but might have hoped to at least ease his raging mating lust with her. Adherence to the ancestral ways became more difficult every day, especially with her right here with him. Every time he turned around, her presence hammered at his defenses. Allowing her to come with him had to have been the biggest mistake of his life! And blast her! The only way she’d ever respond to him on a physical level would be a result of her rebellion against any and all things Bellon, not because she really wanted him. A blessing from the Creator, really, since Cass desiring him would only create bigger, more complex problems. Now, just thinking of her, his body surged with renewed heat, became hard and heavy with urgent need. The frigid shower was a waste of good water. Hawke jerked the towel from its hook, swiping it over his body. The thick, absorbent material ripped
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 and shredded in his hands as he fought the overwhelming, burning compulsion to seek out Cass. THE DOOR chime pulled Cassidhe from the shower before she was ready to give up the solitude. At least with the water cascading over her body, she could try to ignore other, more dangerous demands of her flesh. She yanked the robe around her wet body and tied the belt with tight, jerky movements. Her sharp command released the autolock. Eyes opened so wide with alarm she felt the skin stretch, Cassidhe watched Kincade stalk into her cabin, his hair dripping, his glorious body still damp from whatever ablutions he had completed. He wore only his breeches, the soft leather hugging every masculine cord and sinew of his powerful legs. His face flushed dark, as though he fought the cruel grips of a raging fever. Her heart pounded furiously, making it nearly impossible for her to speak. “Are you unwell, Kincade?” “Yes,” he rasped out, “very.” Even more alarmed, she stepped closer to him, the heat from his body enveloping her. “What can I do to help?” “Only this.” Unable to hold back a groan, Hawke reached for Cass, pulling her hard against him, lifting her until his mouth found and captured hers. He braced himself for the expected blows, ready—eager—to welcome even that degree of contact, but the retribution never came.
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 Instead—Sweet Creator—her arms wound around his neck almost possessively, her slender fingers tugging through his hair. Cass’s sweet mouth yielded to him as he slipped his tongue over and beyond her full lips. Her tongue caressed his in a soft duel where each became the victor. He left a moist trail from her mouth, across her chin, along her jaw, to her ear and then down her neck, savoring every honeyed centimeter of her. “Hawke.” His heart lurched somewhere in his chest. She had never called him by his given name before. Cass threw her head back in capitulation. The unexpected, submissive gesture threatening to weaken his knees. He followed her contours with his mouth, finding all of her secret, sensitive hollows. Using the strength of her arms as she wrapped them around his neck and shoulders, Cass raised herself, locked her legs around his waist. She pressed against him, and he shuddered at the contact. His body strained for release from the leather breeches. His breath came in gasps, burning his lungs, drying his throat. “Hawke.” Cass seemed to whisper his name as a plea to the heathen savage within him, a hoarse acknowledgment of the savage inside herself. Fire raged between them. Hawke brushed the silk robe from her shoulders, a little at a time, as he explored the sleek rose gold of Cass’s skin with his mouth and hands. He found himself drowning in the sweet, fiery fragrance that belonged only to Cass. Her skin tasted even richer and sweeter than he had dreamed. He moved one hand to a full, lush breast. The peak hardened beneath his palm at the merest touch.
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 He stroked the satiny globe with his fingers, teasing the hard nipple as Cass moaned low in her throat, her neck arching back even further. Lungs and heart laboring, Hawke became wholly submerged in sensation. He reveled in ancient responses, finally able to explore the treasure he’d found years ago but had been unable to claim as his. Cass raised herself higher, her strong legs gripping him without mercy. He closed his mouth over the other nipple now within his reach, teeth nipping the swollen flesh. Her moans grew more urgent, more savage, making him burn hotter. “Cass, sweet Cass.” Frantic to touch him everywhere, Cassidhe freed a hand from the tangle of Kincade’s long hair, ran her fingers across his collar bone, down to stroke the strong, hard muscles. She slid her nails through the springy curls on his massive chest to tease the feverish skin beneath. His muscles convulsed in reaction under her hand, bringing a smile of satisfaction to her lips, a flush of pleasure to her body. As though reading her thoughts, Kincade gripped her tighter, his mouth demanded more of her. She moved sinuously, intent on finding an earlobe to suckle, a shoulder to nuzzle. She settled herself against his manhood, pushing, undulating. The feel of him, the male taste of Hawke Kincade, scorched away every other thing in the universe. Her heart swelled with the thought that this glorious man wanted her, tradition be damned. Kincade pulled her robe away, letting the garment drop to the floor. The cool air of the room danced across her skin. With both of his fever-hot hands, he began a wild, unfettered exploration of her flaming body, his touch almost too exquisite for her to bear. He kneaded her buttocks in rhythm to their thrusting
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 hips, his breathing harsh and sweet to her ears. His big hands slipped up over the curve of her hips, the hollow of her waist, glided up her spine, drifted to her shoulders...and stopped dead. “Mm, don’t quit,” Cassidhe breathed into his ear, her own hands and hips still busy. She nipped his earlobe. “Not now.” Little by little she became aware he had ceased all movement, his entire body rigid. She pulled back to meet Kincade’s gaze, his dark eyes gone painfully cold and empty. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Gods, what had changed from one breath to the next? Kincade unwrapped her legs from around his waist with a touch now grown impersonal, unwound her arm from his neck, set her back on her feet, stared at her. He pushed her away, his face contorted with what looked like shock. Or disgust. Cassidhe had never felt colder in her life than when Kincade shoved her away. Shoved her, damn him, as though he pushed a container of garbage out of his path. She stumbled, a small shudder of apprehension moving up her spine when his eyes, now flat and emotionless, stared through her, as if she didn’t even exist. Garesh take him and his kind! Kincade retrieved the robe so recently cast aside, threw the silk at her, taking care not to touch her skin. His eyes focused on anything and everything but her. “Cover yourself. Now.” His voice hit her like shards of splintered ice. “With pleasure.” Hands shaking, she did just that, wrapping the robe around her freezing body, her mind whirling. Part of the shaking was due to anger now, though. “Would you tell me what the hell just
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 happened?” Kincade’s lip curled up in a movement filled with contempt. “Nothing happened. Nothing will happen. The House of Burnelle has birthed many types of Bellon, but I never would have thought someone without honor—a coward—would be among them.” He turned on his heel, stalked from the room, his every step grinding her pride into the deck. Cassidhe stood alone in the middle of the room, too stunned and confused by Kincade’s words and actions to move. She considered herself many things, too, but the word coward had never been a component of that list. His words—all lies. Slowly, ever so slowly, she sank to her knees, staring at the closed doorway. Bit by bit her arms wrapped around her middle, trying to still the quaking that came from deep inside. So. This is what came of defying tradition. She’d spent most of her adult life ignoring Bellon customs. Now she had reached payback time. How had her ancestors coped with this? Cassidhe cursed her own shortcomings—shortcomings in the eyes of Bellona. Hawke Kincade would never treat a Fullblood this way. Damn his arrogance! Hawke Kincade, Fullblood son of a ruling family, had simply come to his senses before the unthinkable had happened. Damn! She didn’t want such an arrogant ass such as Kincade, anyway. Let him have his archaic traditions to keep him warm and ease his lust. She’d have the last laugh over this. Only she wasn’t laughing. It seemed Garesh, overseer of all six levels of the Underworld, wanted to rule her life as well as his own unholy domain. Let him. She’d made a nargging mess of the whole thing.
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 HAWKE hurled the metal tankard against the bulkhead of his office. The wildfire brandy ran down the wall in dark rivulets. He turned and paced back the way he’d already crossed the room a hundred times this last half hour. Still stunned by his recent discovery, he found sitting an impossibility. He clenched and unclenched his hands, trying to rid his fingers of the loathsome sensation. Every time he thought of the scars he’d found on Cass’s back, his stomach threatened to revolt. The scars themselves were no problem. Every warrior, no matter how honorable and valiant, eventually collected the marks of battle. Ah, gods, but the scars on her were placed as if from wounds received when a warrior—no, an honorless coward—ran from duty, from battle. How else did a Bellon acquire wounds to the back? Somehow, he felt Cass had betrayed his faith in her. Hawke didn’t want to believe such blasphemous thoughts about Cass, but he hadn’t imagined the existence of the scars. The only times he’d seen Cass pull a weapon, she’d not carried through on her threats. Too cowardly to complete the act? He didn’t always use a weapon once drawn, either, his conscience reminded him. Did that make him a coward? His heart insisted another explanation remained hidden from him. His soul rejected the evidence he’d found. His mind, though, once battle-sharp and intuitive, recognized only the facts presented. Not even a century ago, Cass would have been tried, found guilty and executed on those simple facts. That thought set his heart to hammering against his ribs.
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 His heart. Hawke felt as though a Mallochon hunting devil squeezed its taloned hand-like paw around his heart. The beast crushed the blood from his chest. The scars.... Oh, but, sweet Creator, how Cass had responded! Driven by a passion so strong he’d felt the heat, she welcomed his touch, yielded to his demands and still demanded more from him. And he had been more than willing until...the damn scars. His deplorable actions—shoving her away like that—calling her honorless—appalled him. All he wanted to do was hold her, comfort her. How could he bring himself to comfort a coward? Hawke turned to the doorway, taking the first step needed to demand the truth from Cass. He stopped, took in a deep, steadying breath and let it release. No. If Cass wanted him to know, she’d tell him in her own time. Creator willing, she’d tell him. He clung to that hope. It either was that, or go starhopping crazy.
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 Chapter 5 Dressed once more in the traditional brown leather of a Bellon warrior, Cassidhe stalked through the corridors of the Yataghan. This time, the clothing matched her mood. Every irritating sound and annoying smell carried by the scrubbed and recycled air, noises and odors pure Earthers wouldn’t notice, nudged her temper to new heights. She ignored the curious and startled glances thrown her way by crew members. Nothing and no one pleased her at this moment. The hot anger that coursed through her after Kincade’s insane words and humiliating rejection had altered. In one short hour, she’d felt her wrath metamorphose into a tenuous, cold grimness, an icy, fierce determination. Her control over these newfound emotions threatened to shatter at any moment. The fragile new coolness fighting to command her heart and mind did nothing for her body, a body crying out for release of some sort. The more physical that release, the better. A revelation that made her stomach queasy because the reaction screamed of her Bellon roots. Bellon instinct demanded the liberation of dark emotions, and that demand fueled her resentment the most. A Bellon malady demanding a Bellon remedy, though three-quarters of her ancestry came from other worlds. Blast it, she was more than some passion-driven Bellon! Cassidhe strode into the ship’s gymnasium, a room designed to keep the body fit, reflexes sharp and the mind keen. She stopped just inside the entrance. With her feet planted in a balanced stance, her head thrown back in defiance, she suddenly felt right at home. Instinctively, she itched for the chance to prove
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 her skills and she knew she’d come to the right place. Crew members, male and female, Bellon and not, froze for a second, the silence of their curiosity engulfing her. The pungency of clean, honest sweat eddied through the air. As one, most of the twenty or thirty people returned to what her unexpected appearance had stopped. Some lifted weights to the accompaniment of groans and grunted oaths. Others crossed blades, metal ringing sharply against metal. Three crew members, all apparently excellent marksmen, wagered credits on their knife throws. The few exceptions were Redfeather, EsBan and a tall Bellon male Cassidhe hadn’t seen before. He was a powerful Fullblood in his prime, perfect for her current needs. Cassidhe ignored the man. For now. “EsBan,” Cassidhe acknowledged the young engineer with careful neutrality. She inclined her head toward Redfeather without bothering to say anything. No real insult, but enough of a snub to tweak the taller woman’s sense of Bellon honor. If she had any. Redfeather finally broke her silence. “What do you want here?” Cassidhe shrugged, gestured around the room with intentional casualness. “I feel the need for exercise. This seems to be the place to find what I seek. Am I mistaken?” Several people motioned to various pieces of equipment. One of the marksmen gestured to her stiletto and then to the target, inviting her to try her aim. The first Fullblood moved closer. “What kind of exercise did you have in mind?” The innuendo in his voice silenced the crew members closest to them as they waited for her response. Cassidhe ignored him again. For now. “With that?” Redfeather pointed with her chin, her attention riveted to the hilt of the falchion riding
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 above Cassidhe’s shoulder. “If I can find a partner.” “So,” the big Fullblood said, “the tiny lamb would come out and play with the lions.” His black eyes stared, tracing the contours of her body with typical Bellon brazenness. “I don’t intend to play. I want a real workout.” Cassidhe inspected his body with every bit of the insolence he’d used on her, and then some. A minute shifting of his balance told her she’d gotten to him. “Are you interested, Warrior, or are you all show and no go?” Hearty laughter and a few loud guffaws from the spectators only encouraged her bravado. He tried to stare her down and failed. “I have no interest in slaughtering a lamb.” The man turned away. An insult. “Too bad,” Cassidhe said disdainfully, her reinforced resolve goading her on. “It’s not often a true Bellon...warrior...retreats from a challenge.” She could out-insult this curre. Someone dropped a barbell with a crash and then the entire room went death-still again. Pivoting to face her, the warrior’s lip curled up in a silent snarl before he spoke a warning. “Caution, little lamb, or you will be tonight’s tender feast.” Cassidhe’s mouth curved into a taunting grin. “Only if you’re man enough to make that happen. I have my doubts.” Her wild, inner Bellon savage broke out of the cold bondage she’d enforced and wildly rejoiced its freedom. The Bellon warrior came at her. The rush of adrenaline made Cassidhe’s heart hammer as she braced herself.
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 Redfeather shouldered her way between them. “That’s enough, I tell you.” She glowered at Cassidhe. “Get out of here while you’re still able. Just because you can dress like us, doesn’t mean you are one of us.” Cassidhe gestured to her leathers, her soul celebrating a newfound freedom. “This isn’t a costume, if that’s what you mean. I claim descent from the House of Burnelle.” Redfeather’s dark brows arched upward, registering surprise and acknowledgment. “Well, at least that explains some of what’s been happening. I should have known.” She focused on the man. “Baylock, back off.” The warrior stared through the first officer. “Since the little lamb claims to be one of us, I accept this newcomer’s challenge.” His tone of voice said he didn’t believe Cassidhe’s assertion. “Would you deny me that right, Commander?” Redfeather gave them both a disgusted glare. “Have it your way.” Baylock glowered around the room, issuing his own challenge. “Is there one who would interfere in this matter of honor?” “Only long enough to place wagers,” a voice announced. “Who would waste credits on a fool’s bet such as this?” another crewman called back. “I’m the man you should see.” EsBan edged his way back into the surrounding group. He grinned at Cassidhe, nodding. “I’ll give odds the lady will be the victor.” The room erupted with howls of laughter. “EsBan, your folly betrays your youth,” another voice scolded.
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 The good-natured ridicule, the final impetus needed to push Cassidhe into complete recklessness, did the job. She grinned back at EsBan, her body already instinctively preparing for battle. “Are you sure you wish to do this, EsBan?” “Why not? I can always find a use for extra credits.” The group roared with great guffaws of laughter again and much backslapping as individuals rushed the young engineer to place wagers. After a few short minutes of hasty betting, EsBan finally looked up, saluted Cassidhe. “Wagers are in and duly noted. Anytime you two are ready.” He grinned again. “Make me some money, Lady Cassidhe.” Redfeather, the only one present besides Cassidhe not to wager, moved back between the combatants, frowning her displeasure. “It’s now or never.” “What rules do you use here?” Cassidhe unsheathed her falchion in one smooth motion, inspecting the blade with a show of calmness. Baylock retrieved his sword from the weapon rack, checking the honed edge. “Simple ones, even for you. Combat continues until one of us draws blood or you concede.” His words and inflection made clear what outcome he expected. Cassidhe delighted in flashing the man a mocking look that promised an upset to his steady little universe. “Well, this should be easy enough. I expected the battle to continue until one of us is driven to our knees. Or dies. The rule of combat on my ship.” An untruth, but she could see the statement served its purpose when Baylock’s pupils widened and then contracted. Psychological warfare had definite uses and in some situations could prove to be just as
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 effective as brute strength. Redfeather stepped back, jerked her hand down and the combat began. Baylock’s first few thrusts, hesitant and lazy, held no real power behind them. Cassidhe, convinced she could have evaded the moves with her eyes closed, laughed outright. Her confidence grew and she felt her muscles respond with a new readiness that seemed right. Never one to be conventional, she beckoned to him with one hand, urging him closer, doing her best to provoke him. The insolent gesture earned her a hard glare from Baylock. Her taunting laughter brought a snarl to his face, more power and skill to his strokes. She dodged or parried each attack, obviously surprising him. He regrouped and came at her, holding nothing in reserve now. His rally forced her into a more defensive stance. Baylock drove her back until her blade crossed her breast to ward off a thrust. Cassidhe felt her muscles begin to burn as she countered each ruthless strike. Baylock’s renewed attack made her struggle to draw in enough air. The clash of blade against blade grew louder, more frenzied, deadlier, as Baylock’s greater weight and height took their toll on her. The ring of spectators became more vocal, their voices competing with the clang of metal against metal. Time passed. Their grunts of sympathy, shouts of encouragement and groans of disappointment blurred together, the individual voices receding from her senses as the battle drew her in. Then, the unexpected. A vision of Kincade’s face flashed before her, triggering the rage anew. Ancient warrior blood sang through her. She welcomed and embraced the hot rush of adrenaline, the muscle-burning, bone-cracking surge of energy that only combat provided. Cassidhe slashed across,
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 evading Baylock’s parry, coming within a millimeter of slicing his chest open. Baylock roared his surprise and indignation at the nearness of her strike. He renewed his attack with vicious intensity, driving Cassidhe over the final emotional precipice, pushing her into full warrior mode. Lightning-quick, she spun out of his reach. He lunged after her. Cassidhe used her smallness to her best advantage, driving up inside his long, powerful thrust. Her carefully gauged movement used just the tip of her blade to slice open the first few layers of skin at Baylock’s neck. In true combat, his head would have separated from his body. He knew the truth. So did she. The spectators acknowledged the victor with one, indrawn collective breath. Cassidhe stepped back, arms raised out at right angles to her body, signifying the exercise complete. “First blood,” she managed to say, her heart and lungs laboring. Satisfied and now relieved the contest had ended, she listened to the silence of the group. With a stunned expression, Baylock watched the small rivulets of blood running down his chest, soaking into his vest. The young engineer let out a yell. Cassidhe turned to answer EsBan’s exuberant, youthful whoop of victory. Redfeather’s shout of protest saved Cassidhe. With a warrior’s unthinking reflex, Cassidhe twisted away, dropping to one knee, protecting her right side, raising her falchion. She didn’t move quickly enough to block his strike completely. Baylock’s weapon bit into her, the keen edge slicing through to her left shoulder blade. Pain flared, sharp and
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 breath-stealing as her skin split open under his sword. Hot blood drenched her side and back. Blind survival instinct propelled her up inside Baylock’s overextended reach, slashing her falchion through skin, muscle and tendon. She spun away, shocked by the gush of her opponent’s blood across her eyes. Wiping his blood from her face, Cassidhe swung back to see the awful result of her rage. Baylock swayed on his feet, staring in apparent fascination at his arm, the blood spurting from the deep wound midway below his elbow, staring at his blade now on the floor, released from nerveless fingers. The horrific reality of what she’d done crashed over her. Cassidhe struggled to draw enough air into her lungs to speak. Her own falchion clattered to the deck. She tore the leather thong from her hair, her scalp burning from the strands of hair ripped out in haste. She tossed the scrap of leather to Redfeather. “Get him to Willow before he bleeds to death.” Redfeather tied off Baylock’s arm while someone else picked up the Fullblood’s fallen blade. They escorted the silent, shocked Baylock out of the gym. Instinct took over for Cassidhe again. Through a fog of shock, she knew the Erosian portion of her ancestry helped to dull the physical pain, constricting blood flow to lessen the loss. The only Erosian healing she’d ever been able to do happened reflexively. Blackness hovered at the edge of her vision. Her recklessness had nearly killed a man. Her quest to prove her honorable blood almost destroyed another life. What portion of her ancestry would cure that deplorable miscalculation? Damn that Kincade and his...no, the bounty hunter may have triggered the discovery of her own inner savage, but he hadn’t forced her to use it. She’d chosen that path herself.
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 EsBan, his pale blue eyes standing out against the stark whiteness of his face, picked up Cassidhe’s falchion, offering the weapon to her by the hilt. “You need to see Doctor Willow yourself.” Cassidhe nodded agreement as she cleaned her blade, checking for damage. She grimaced at the awkwardness of having only one good arm. “Once he’s taken care of Baylock. I can wait. My injury is nothing compared to his.” All around them, members of the crew watched her, some with awe, some only with dazed confusion. The ones who stared with admiration bothered her the most. She’d done nothing worthy of approval. Not a one of the watchers complained about the loss of credits or EsBan’s accurate prediction. Cassidhe slid the cleaned blade into its sheath, a deadened sensation settling over her. Reaction to her wound only partially caused the dullness creeping over her mind and body. The extent of Baylock’s injury left her stunned. A few more centimeters, a little more force, and he could have lost an arm. The numbness wrapped around her, insulating her, blotting out everything else. Sudden lightheadedness made her take a deep breath. She clutched blindly for the engineer’s arm. “If you’re finished collecting your credits, EsBan, I could use an escort to sickbay.” The remaining spectators parted, leaving a respectful distance between her and them. She and EsBan left the room, accompanied by the crew members’ comments. “The little lamb has feasted upon the lion.” “Well done, little warrior.” “An honorable victory, little lioness.” “You may fight at my side anytime, my Lady.”
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 “A true Bellon heart.” Cassidhe sighed and leaned more of her weight onto EsBan’s arm. That Bellon heart didn’t feel so honorable right now. “I HEARD a rumor that I’d have a second customer.” Willow placed Cassidhe’s sheathed blade aside. “Wondered when you’d get here.” He eased her vest off. “Less blood than I expected.” The physician’s indrawn breath whistled between clenched teeth, interrupting his quiet monologue. Cassidhe frowned up at the doctor over her shoulder, the medicinal odors making her head ache. The wound hurt like the devil himself had sliced her open, but she hadn’t guessed any permanent harm had been done. “I didn’t think the damage was that significant.” “What?” Willow frowned back at her. “Oh, sorry. The wound isn’t bad at all. I’ve seen more serious from routine exercises aboard this ship when someone gets careless. You’ll be fit before Baylock is.” Did he imply Baylock’s injury to be her fault? Resentment, fueled by guilt, flared in her. Cassidhe pushed herself off the examination table, muttering a soft curse when she jarred the injured shoulder. Facing the physician, she crossed her right arm over her bare breasts. “Understand this: Baylock attacked me after the challenge had ended.” “Whoa. Don’t get so defensive. I didn’t mean anything by that. I wasn’t judging you.” She shook her head. “I can be touchy.” “Hmm.” Cassidhe glared at him. “Save it.”
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 Willow helped her back up onto the exam table. “Is the story true? Do you have Bellon blood?” “Is there something wrong with that?” “Not in the least, young lady. You just don’t look, well, Bellon.” “What, exactly, do I look like?” she demanded, out of patience, especially with herself. “Let’s change the subject, because I meant no insult. I’m a believer. You’re Bellon, all right, with that temper.” He passed his hands over her shoulders, down the left side of her back. “What caused all this scarring?” “What? Oh, that.” The old injury had become so much a part of her that, for a moment, Cassidhe wasn’t sure what Willow was asking, or why. The sudden realization sent new understanding tumbling through her mind. Kincade had pushed her away only seconds after his exploring hands had touched the same area. “Are the marks that ugly, Doctor?” “No, my dear, I’ve seen far worse from plasma bursts.” Could the old scars be the reason for Kincade’s behavior? If so, why? As a warrior, battle scars shouldn’t bother him. A cold lump formed around her heart. Unless Kincade believed something horrendous. His parting words now made sense. “The scars make it appear as though someone blasted me as I was trying to run away, don’t they?” “Well, that’s one slanted interpretation, I suppose.” Willow worked at closing and healing the new injury while he talked. “No damage to any of the bones this time, by the way. No, you don’t strike me as the type to be cowardly. I can’t imagine anyone being fool enough to accuse you of lacking Bellon honor.”
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 “Yeah? Well, stick around, you will,” Cassidhe said, the bitterness from Kincade’s words—and what he must have thought— leaving the taste of old ashes in her mouth. “I could remove them for you.” “Don’t bother, Doctor. No one will see them again anyway.” Willow moved the small, hand-held autohealer over the wounded area for one last pass. “That should finish the job. You’ll need to work out the stiffness.” The doctor handed back her vest. “Your energy readings are a bit low. Is there a chance I can convince you to get some rest?” “No.” She pulled the vest on, flexing muscles that were already tightening. “You do a good patch job, Doctor.” Cassidhe hefted the sheathed blade in her good arm. “I didn’t have anything else to do with my time right now.” Cassidhe caught the sparkle in his eyes. “Can’t have you getting bored. Is Baylock allowed visitors?” “He’s a surly beast right now, but I don’t see why not, in another half hour or so. Redfeather got him to me in plenty of time. The bones and ligaments in the forearm were damaged, so his arm’s under the surgihealer.” The doctor pointed toward the correct treatment room. “You’ll find him down there when you come back. Don’t forget to keep that arm exercised.” AFTER cleaning up and changing clothes, Cassidhe returned to sickbay. She stood at the foot of the bed until Baylock opened his eyes and looked directly at her. “Hello. Willow says you’ll heal.” Baylock nodded, unclenched his jaw. “So he claims. I sometimes wonder if he covers his
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 incompetence with what Earthers call ‘bedside manner’. What I did—my actions weren’t honorable.” His? She felt like a slug and here he was taking the full blame. She had to watch her step, though. If she said the wrong thing now, he’d take her words as an insult and the whole fiasco could start again. “No. Attacking me when my back was turned wasn’t honorable.” She came around the side of the bed, examining his arm under the clear hood of the surgihealer. “Battle lust can be a wild, unpredictable thing, but I’ll wager you won’t risk such an action again.” He tracked her movements with his black eyes, finally locking gazes with her. “You speak to me better than I deserve.” “Truth is, Baylock, I should have made certain you understood I am trained as a Bellon. I failed to do that. Our contest was only supposed to be an exercise, but I was looking for trouble. I admit I provoked you.” Baylock shifted, looking uncomfortable. “You did, but I assumed my size would overcome any moderate skill you might possess. I underestimated you. My ultimate actions were far more dishonorable than yours.” Cassidhe shrugged, cradling her left arm across her chest, as she leaned a hip against his bed. “Depends on your point of view, doesn’t it?” She readjusted her position a bit to ease the tightness in her left shoulder, flexed her arm in a short arc. “I need to keep moving. You feel up to a little walk?” “Where? You want to finish the job?” Cassidhe studied him, found the humor lurking under the gruff exterior. One skinny braid, half again
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 as long as the rest of his hair, hung forward over the helmsman’s chest, sobering her thoughts. He still mourned for someone. “I don’t know about you, Baylock, but my stomach is relentless. If I don’t get some food into it, I’m likely to pass out right here at your bedside.” “You’d—you would take a meal with me?” Cassidhe’s chin came up. “Unless you have a reason you don’t want to be seen with me.” She knew she was still acting bristly, but now that she’d let her Bellon beast out of captivity, she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Baylock’s mouth opened, then closed soundlessly, but he started to get off the recovery bed. Willow sauntered into the treatment room, a half-smile defeating the scowl he tried so hard to project. “I’m going back to Earth where I can be appreciated. Bellon patients never listen to me when I give advice.” He swung the surgihealer out of the way, locking a magnesplint and a small portable healer in place over Baylock’s arm. “This will continue the process and keep the limb immobile while you’re out of sickbay.” Willow wouldn’t allow Baylock out of the room until he’d spoken a final word of caution. “After you’ve filled your belly, you still need a few more hours under the larger unit if you want the full use of your sword arm again.” “Don’t worry, Doctor,” Cassidhe said seriously. “I’ll see that he returns.” Willow grinned at her. “I just bet you will.”
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 ALL EYES followed the former combatants as they entered the mess hall together. Cassidhe could pretty well guess what ran through their minds, but knew if she didn’t make the first overture of acceptance toward Baylock, none of the crew would either. Bellons could be so blasted unreasonable, especially when all they’d taken into account this time around was Baylock’s sneak attack on her. The next few minutes would probably determine if any of the crew members would follow her lead. Cassidhe singled out Redfeather, sitting with EsBan, and headed for her. She leveled a challenging stare at the Halfblood female, silently daring her to turn her back on Baylock. Chances were at least sixtyforty that most of the crew would follow the first officer’s lead. She just hoped Redfeather led in the right direction. Cassidhe decided if they couldn’t ease Baylock back in among his old shipmates, she’d put him aboard the Moon Maiden as soon as she had the opportunity. She stared down at the seated executive officer. “I didn’t realize you and EsBan were friends.” Redfeather glared back at her, ignoring Baylock. “You fought well, Burnelle, but do not presume too much.” “What have I ever done to raise your hackles, Redfeather? You’ve been on me ever since I boarded, and I’m pretty damn sure I don’t like it.” EsBan interceded. “Commander Redfeather, if you and Captain Burnelle would just sit and talk, you’d find you have a lot in common.” “Don’t waste your time, EsBan,” Cassidhe said, still not breaking eye contact with Redfeather. “I know I promised, and I’m sorry, Captain, but I have to tell her.” EsBan shook off Cassidhe’s hand
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 when she would have jerked him out of his chair. “This is the pilot who saved my life on Wikkerd. The pilot who rescued your brother, Commander Redfeather.” Emotions, varied and strong, rippled across Redfeather’s usually restrained features. Her coffeebrown eyes widened, hinting at reactions to come. She regained control almost immediately. “Is this true?” Cassidhe made a dismissive gesture, uncomfortable with the conversation and thoroughly peeved at EsBan. “I can’t say for sure. I didn’t have time to take names. We were there and we did what had to be done. Nothing more.” “She did,” EsBan insisted. “I saw it with my own eyes. I was young, but I recognize her.” Redfeather motioned Cassidhe and Baylock into chairs facing her. The woman’s face tightened into grim lines. “You did more than most, if this is true.” She frowned at EsBan, fierce and intent. “No mistake? She’s the one?” EsBan nodded, relaxing. “No mistake.” Redfeather focused on Cassidhe again. “I wouldn’t have guessed. You didn’t seem the type, and then in the gym—when you were hurt—I caught a glimpse of the old scars on your back.” “And you assumed I got them running away from a confrontation of some kind.” Redfeather nodded shortly, indicating that had been her exact line of thinking. Cassidhe sighed, running her right hand through the tangled strands of her hair. “That seems to be a natural assumption around here for some reason.” “What happened on Wikkerd?”
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 “I don’t remember any of it too clearly, Redfeather.” “I do,” EsBan interrupted. “Those of us lucky enough to be rescued pieced the story together while we recovered and waited for transport out of hostile space.” He told his version of how Cassidhe had received the scars. “A young hotshot pilot managed to get a Syllogian transport shuttle down to Wikkerd through Mallochon fire. She worked herself to the point of exhaustion helping the wounded aboard.” EsBan took a quick breath. “A couple people saw this young woman tote a baby in one arm and fire a lasrifle with her free hand to keep the Mallochon ground troops at bay. Toward the very end, she turned the shuttle over to one of the evacuees to pilot, because the shuttle was overfilled. Then she sprinted through the ground firefight to pick up a fallen child.” Cassidhe felt her face flush with embarrassment as EsBan continued his story, most of the crew in the room listening in silent fascination. “A Mallochon trooper spotted her, took aim and fired. This red-haired angel rolled herself around the kid, protecting him with her own body. She took a plasma burst across her shoulders and down the left side of her back, and still managed to drop the trooper. She staggered her way back to the shuttle in time to pass the child inside before we took off.” EsBan’s voice sounded strained as he finished the tale, as if he’d relived the horror during the telling. “The shuttle was filled well beyond safe capacity. She ordered the man piloting to take off and gave him instructions to come back after her only after the evacuees had reached safety. Until a few hours ago when I saw her in the corridor, I never knew whether or not she lived long enough to escape Wikkerd.
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 Nobody at the field hospital, or later at the evacuee camp, could tell me anything about one lone pilot. We assumed she perished saving us.” EsBan grinned at Cassidhe. “That last child you managed to put aboard the shuttle was Commander Redfeather’s little brother.” Redfeather met Cassidhe’s gaze. “I always wanted to meet the person who saved my brother, but no one could tell me anything, either. You’re definitely not what I thought you’d be, but if you ever need anything, anything at all, just ask.” Cassidhe didn’t say a word. She simply allowed her head to barely shift to her right, indicating Baylock. Only someone looking her directly in the eyes—namely Redfeather—would notice. The first officer’s glance strayed to Baylock. “I expect you at the helm the minute Doctor Willow releases you. I’m tired of pulling your duty along with my own.” “Aye, Commander.” Cassidhe closed her eyes in brief, silent relief.
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 90
 
 Chapter 6 Hawke paced the bridge, prowling behind and around every crew member manning a station. He glared over their shoulders and the tops of their heads, demanding immediate, concise answers to one snarled question after another. With a start, Hawke realized his bridge crew was ready to mutiny. He backed off and the baleful glances gradually disappeared and the tension eased. Then, as the bridge crew’s attitude regained a semblance of normalcy, Hawke picked up snippets of whispered conversation, unconnected words that made no great deal of sense. Lioness. Wagers. A damaged sword arm. Honor. Dishonor. Always spoken with just a hint of awe and respect. Something had been going on below the bridge while he’d been sulking, that much soon became obvious. Ship gossip was often faster than any routine communication link or report system. The official logs from Willow’s sickbay surfaced and Hawke began to receive a true picture of what had happened. No wonder the crew seemed intrigued. His talented helmsman could lose some use of his right arm unless the man took care. Hawke scanned the lines of the report on the screen for more information, his heart giving an uncomfortable lurch over the words describing Cass’s injury. Hawke straightened, his movements stiff. What the narg—or who—had started the battle? He told himself he didn’t care, at least not beyond the fact that Cass had been the one to injure one of his helmsmen. Her recovery was only secondary. He skipped to the lower lines until he found Willow’s prognosis. With luck and cooperation from the
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 patients, the injuries of both combatants should heal without any lasting detrimental physical effects. Relief washed over him. The rigid lines of his body eased, relaxed. Baylock might feel humiliated at being taken by a little thing like Cass, but his wounded pride should mend in time. He couldn’t be concerned over a woman with no honor. Couldn’t lose his heart to the sweet softness of her voice, his body to the heated pull of hers, his soul to the shimmering depths of her copper-flecked hazel eyes. He wouldn’t. Doubts chewed at his resolve. Had his actions forced Cass into doing this? Had she attempted to prove herself to him? Or had hurt and anger pushed her blindly over the edge? Hawke found his second officer watching him. With a curt nod of decision, he passed control of the bridge to the other man so he could seek out Doctor Willow. When Hawke arrived at sickbay, he discovered that both Cass and Baylock had left. “They walked out of here together? Gods, man, are you space happy? How do you know they aren’t on their way to finish what they started a couple of hours ago?” “They seemed friendly enough when they walked out. I heard them talking about eating together.” “Eating? Baylock will make a complete recovery, then?” Willow nodded, pausing long enough to look up from the medical scanner he worked to repair. “So will Cassidhe, if you’re interested. She took a nasty slice and didn’t so much as whimper. Didn’t improve her mood very much, though.” “Did you notice the scarring on Cass’s back?” Hawke avoided Willow’s direct, questioning glances as much as possible. The man was exceptionally perceptive, especially for an Earther. “I couldn’t help but notice, considering.”
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 “How old are the scars?” “Several years, I’d say.” Willow’s shoulder moved in a vague gesture. “My estimate would be at least five, maybe more.” He replaced the scanner in its case. “Could you determine what caused them?” Willow appraised Hawke with knowing eyes, the doctor’s light gray irises darkening. “My best educated guess would be a forced plasma discharge. Damned painful. I’ve seen grown men cry.” “You’ve seen Earthers cry. Did you say forced plasma?” Hawke’s stomach knotted in reaction. “As in Mallochon plasma?” “I’d say so. Those types of scars tend to be quite distinctive. And, if someone asked, I’d also guess the reason the scars are still present is because medics initially treated the injuries in a field hospital. The medical personnel wouldn’t have had the time to remove the flaws in the middle of battle. Or they simply may have had an influx of emergency patients. Up until now, at least, the scarring didn’t seem to be an issue with her or anyone else.” “Did she happen to mention, uh, did it come up in conversation how, uh, did you ask Cass what happened?” Hawke shifted his feet around, crossed and uncrossed his arms under the doctor’s unblinking scrutiny. An Earther, making him uncomfortable! “If you mean, did I pry into Cassidhe Burnelle’s personal background, the answer is no. I left an opening for her if she wanted to confide in me. She didn’t.” Willow’s lips thinned, pulled taut in a grimace. “I have an idea how you Bellons think. Four years on this ship has seen to that. If you believe she got the injuries due to cowardice, you’re dead wrong this time, Captain.”
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 The doctor’s conviction brought Hawke’s own doubts out of hiding, which in turn created a myriad of questions that reminded him what an ass he’d been. He pushed the doubts away, burying them where he tried to tell himself they belonged. He wasn’t mistaken about this matter of honor. Couldn’t be, not after what he’d done, not after what he’d said. Oh, the narg he wasn’t wrong. Hawke returned Willow’s grimace with one of his own. This was the first time he could ever remember wanting to be wrong about anything. He’d thought the scars to be nearly incontrovertible proof. Nearly. He might believe cowardice of just about anyone else, but somehow, that just didn’t feel right when it came to Cass. She had too much spirit to be a coward. So he had been wrong. Now he must find a way to make things right. Hawke didn’t even realize he’d left sickbay and traveled through half the ship until he all but trampled Redfeather as she emerged from engineering. “Watch where you’re going, Red.” “Me? Speak for yourself.” Hands on hips in an indignant pose, Redfeather took in his appearance, frowned. “Uh, Captain, about your...friend, Cass Burnelle. I just want to say that I shouldn’t have treated her so poorly when she first came aboard.” “You do? Why? You obviously don’t like her.” The Halfblood shook her head in denial. Hawke frowned at Redfeather, wondering what had brought about this turnaround. “I wanted you to know that I’ve, well, made peace with her.” “You did what?” Hawke couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
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 “Okay, I’m not sure exactly what I’m trying to express here, but Cass and I won’t have any more friction between us.” “No?” “No.” Red flashed one of her rare grins, but the remarkable transformation wasn’t for his sake. Her eyes were focused on something behind him. Hawke turned and met Cass’s cool, impersonal glance. The copper flecks in her eyes warmed when she met Redfeather’s brown ones. “All set, Nona?” Cass rested her left hand on the cat’s brawny neck. Hunter came to a stop next to her and pushed against her thigh. Her expression remained carefully neutral as she addressed Hawke. “I’m taking Hunter to the cargo bay for some exercise. While he roams, I’m going to tell Nona about Grimes. Do you still want to hear the tale from me, or would you prefer to get the report from your first officer?” When had she and Redfeather found the time to become so friendly? Seemed to have happened at hyperspeed. Nona? Nobody called Redfeather that, except her family. He’d wager she and Cass had done more than ‘make peace’. “I might as well hear the story directly from you.” He reached for Cass, an automatic gesture meant to bring her alongside him so they could walk together. She flinched away, evading his touch. A cold, hard knot of loss lodged itself deep in the pit of his belly. Hawke knew the truth then. Knew if any other man had said those hurtful words to Cass, brought the sudden pain to those beautiful eyes, he could have killed that man without a moment’s hesitation.
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 Another truth burned through him. He knew no matter how Cass had received the scars, he did not care. The scars themselves were of even less consequence. His instincts told him Cass was beautiful, inside and out, with or without the marks. The fact that she wasn’t pure Bellon didn’t seem to matter anymore. Didn’t matter? Where had that come from? The thought only confirmed what he’d reluctantly come to suspect. His heart had somehow been drawn into this conflict. Just when it had happened, he couldn’t say. Cass must have tiptoed into his heart so gradually he never suspected her invasion. How in the six levels of the Underworld could he care so deeply about someone like Cass? He’d spent his entire life defending Bellon tradition, even if it meant arguing against his older brother’s decisions. Hawke remembered all too well the bitter words he’d thrown at Wulfe when his brother had announced his determination to join his life with Cat’s. Now here he was, feeling the same way about Cass, but this situation carried far more serious problems. Staunch Bellon traditionalists might overlook Cass’s ancestry, but never the fact he and Cass were now siblings. How did he get around that? Did he want to? Could he bear not to? No, he didn’t think he could. He had to tell her that. Hawke moved toward Cass. He stopped short when a subtle warning growl vibrated deep in Hunter’s feline chest as the cat insinuated himself between them. Hawke’s gaze followed Cass’s movements, caressed over her as she and Hunter paced the corridor ahead of him and Redfeather. He met Red’s fierce, puzzled glance, but chose to ignore his executive officer and her questions. First the big cat had defected to Cass, and now Red. He couldn’t blame either one of them. Hell, he’d
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 defect right now, too, if he could. Meanwhile, he’d not-so-slowly go out of his star-hopping mind. CASSIDHE sat cross-legged on a hexagonal shipping drum, shifting her rump around until she found a reasonably comfortable spot. The three of them and Hunter had the cargo bay to themselves, just as Nona claimed they would. She watched Hunter as the cat alternately stalked and then pounced upon imaginary prey. She could meet Nona’s thoughtful scrutiny, but simply catching sight of Kincade while he paced the bay—every bit as lethal-looking as Hunter—sent shards of pain slamming through her, clawing at her heart, shredding her emotions. Talking would keep her occupied. She hoped. “Horatio Grimes was an Earther ambassador working through the embassy of the League of Unified Worlds. When he began his diplomatic career, he actually had quite a promising future. All that changed, though, when his fiancee threw him over for a trader. A Bellon. When she joined with the trader, Grimes lost a complete grip on his reasoning. He developed a deep hatred for all Bellons. A few months ago, he tried to interfere in Space Corps business when Cat and Wulfe were assisting the Gaafsaan.” Cassidhe glanced back to Nona. “Cat Culver is my sister. She’s mated to Wulfe Kincade, your captain’s brother.” Flexing her arm to loosen the recently mended muscles, Cassidhe slid to the left, closer to the edge of the drum, tracking Hunter’s movements. “Grimes was...unpleasant to Wulfe and downright insulting to Cat. Cat never said it in so many words, but I think Wulfe came close to killing the man. Wulfe did manage to see Grimes relieved of his position and authority in the diplomatic corps. Somehow Grimes
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 slipped League custody and dropped out of sight before he could be brought up on any of the charges.” Hawke could guess where the story was headed. He stopped his restless pacing, swung around to face Cass. “In other words, this Grimes lost all he had left. The League and the diplomatic corps stripped Grimes of everything, including his pride, and he blames both our families for that.” Cass nodded agreement. She betrayed no emotion, but shadows lurked in her hazel eyes, muting the copper spark. Redfeather’s face, for a few rare seconds, revealed much of what she thought. Understanding. The sudden concern for her two companions. The unaccustomed fear that contracted her pupils to pinpricks. The look vanished so fast, Hawke wasn’t even certain he’d seen it or felt the probing glance Red sent over him and Cass. Adrenaline coursed through him, making his heart pound. That one look from Redfeather pushed him to speak without considering his words. “Grimes has already lost everything he held dear. He won’t be particular about how he carries out his acts of revenge because he has nothing left to lose. You are not leaving this ship again, Cass.” Cass slid off the drum to land on her feet, fists coming to rest on her hips, a mutinous look on her face. “That’s what you think. Try to stop me, bounty hunter.” She took a defiant step toward him. “Despite what you seem to think, I’m not afraid of you or anyone else. Best you accept that fact and remember it.” Any man in his right mind would have walked away from her challenge, but he wasn’t in his right mind, hadn’t been, not since he’d allowed Cass to board. “I expect my orders to be followed here, just as
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 you would on your ship. You’ll do as I say, Cass, or you’ll end up learning the meaning of fear.” “Not from you, I won’t.” She lifted her chin at the damnable angle that meant nothing but trouble. He advanced toward Cass, and all common sense fled his poor befuddled brain. Her sweet lips parted as though in anticipation. Another step, and he was lost, the scent of firerose invading his senses, conquering his once indomitable will. Taking a deep, panicked breath, Cassidhe backed away from the scorching heat of Kincade’s approaching body, backed away until the line of shipping drums brought her up short. Trapped. Nowhere to go but into his arms. She braced herself against his enveloping fever. Instead of suffocating her as she expected, the fire enfolded her, excited her with its exquisite tendrils of flame. She was lost to the madman with eyes the color of night, hair the color of dark shadows. She wanted to reach up on tiptoe, smooth back the one wayward lock of silver hair that flowed from his temple. Time hung suspended as she did just that. Amazed, Cassidhe felt Hawke Kincade tremble under her touch, and the sensation awed her. At that moment, Hawke discovered only Cass’s touch capable of gentling him and igniting his senses simultaneously. He wanted to crush her to him, invade her mind and soul, claim her as his own. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her tiny body in a gentle, protective gesture, cradling her against him, breathing in her essence as she melted into him. Then he had to go and spoil everything with his big mouth. “I want you to be safe.” Cass went rigid in his embrace. She relaxed a second later, leaning back against his arms as they
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 supported her and peered up at him. “That’s why you don’t want me to leave the ship? So I’ll be safe?” “What other reason would I have?” “I see. Then you can’t leave, either.” She gave him a self-satisfied smile. “What?” “Well, I want you to be safe, too. We’ll just have to send someone else.” Cass looked around. “I see Nona’s disappeared, but we can always send her, put her in danger while we snuggle safely in our quarters. Together, of course. Maybe we should send young EsBan, too, see if he’s up to the challenge.” “You’re talking nonsense.” “No more than you, bounty hunter.” “You don’t need to prove a thing to me, Cass, past or present. I jumped the gun, allowed myself to think the worst when I really knew better.” “I have never heard a Bellon—especially a male— apologize for anything.” “Bellons do not apologize. I am only admitting I came to the wrong conclusion. Isn’t that more meaningful than the sad little platitude so many people utter without feeling true remorse?” Cass clapped a hand to her forehead. “Glory’s Gate!” “What?” “I just thought about that fiasco with Baylock. I admitted to him that I had been looking for trouble, but I never really apologized.” He couldn’t help but tease her. “Little more Bellon than you’d like to admit, aren’t you?” “No need to be insulting, bounty hunter.”
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 “No word even exists in Bellonese to suggest such a thing as an apology. Baylock wouldn’t have understood the sentiment. Admitting we’re wrong is as close as it gets to an apology. No sane man would ever doubt your bravery or your honor, or that you’re Bellon.” Only a few hours ago, that last statement would have started a war. “Let me understand this. You doubted my honor. So what you’re telling me is that you’re insane?” Hawke grinned at her, knowing he wasn’t going to win the entire battle. “Intermittently. Which brings me to my next question.” “I’m afraid to ask,” she muttered, leaning a little more weight on his supporting arms. “For someone who doesn’t even like to admit you’re Bellon, you sure managed to take out Baylock. Want to give me a hint how you did that?” “Self-defense was the one Bellon tradition upon which Mother absolutely insisted. Swords, dagger, hand-to-hand, you name it. Turns out she was right. A woman never knows when she’ll have to defend herself from some rogue.” “Guess I’ve been warned.” “And given a grace period.” Cass, tentatively at first, placed her cheek against his chest. Hawke felt the rhythm of his heart change. The beat grew more primitive, the ancient call of Bellon blood to Bellon blood. Cass might have offworld ancestry, but the Bellon heritage was ever stronger, summoning him, refusing to be denied. Hawke laid his own cheek against the top of her head, moving against the soft silk of her auburn hair. “I wouldn’t send someone else to do what is my responsibility.”
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 Too late, he knew he’d found her gentle trap. Oh, she was a clever one. “I know. No more than I would,” she answered, turning her face into his chest, her velvety lips forming the words against his skin where his leather vest parted. Her warm breath fanned his skin, making his body come alive, begging for more. Cass glanced back up at him, the copper flecks in her eyes flashing to match her quick, sweet smile. His heart turned over in his chest under the power she wielded with that simple little gesture. Hawke leaned down to press a kiss to her forehead, when he really wanted to take possession of her inviting lips. He struggled to fight the ancient instinct rising up in him, an instinct growing stronger with every passing minute. Hawke desperately tried to ignore the dark premonition chilling his soul. Deep inside, he feared if he did not claim Cass as his own, now, before it was too late, he’d lose her and any hope he held for them.
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 Chapter 7 Well, that cozy little moment hadn’t lasted long, Cassidhe silently reflected, looking around Kincade’s war room, one area of the ship she hadn’t ventured into on her own. As tempted as she and Kincade might have been to stay in the cargo bay, safe from any outside influence, reality and common sense had forced another inevitable confrontation they had yet to resolve. The only thing they agreed on was bringing her parents home. They were worlds, even galaxies, apart on how to accomplish the feat. Cassidhe leaned against the edge of the heavy table in the war room, ankles crossed and her arms folded across her upper body, demanding an answer from him. “Do you have a better plan? Well? I’d like to hear it if you do.” Kincade pushed the heels of his hands against his closed eyes and rubbed. “Creator knows, I wish I did. We have no idea what we’re walking into down at the Graveyard and no way to find out.” “How could we? We’re going in blind; end of story. A whole bloody nest of Mallochons could be waiting for us.” A little shiver of trepidation wriggled up her spine. “Oh, that does it,” Kincade said with a growl, coming up out of his seat and slapping his fist into the opposing palm. “Now is definitely the time to revise this so-called plan.” She wished Kincade could make the entire nightmare vanish. What nonsense! Since when did she need a protector of any kind? Just because he seemed to have suddenly volunteered for the part didn’t
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 mean she had to accept his star-crazed offer. “Fine. Now’s your chance to impress me. Revise away.” Kincade groaned, raising his empty hands into the air, reaching for unseen solutions. Or divine inspiration. “That’s what I thought,” Cassidhe responded to his telling silence. “Look at the situation logically. We don’t have a lot of alternatives. I say we go with this. Walk in like we haven’t a clue what he’s done. I’ll charm the pants off him and—” “What is that? An Earther phrase? Can’t you reword it?” Cassidhe laughed briefly and obliged him. “I’ll keep him occupied while you raid his information systems.” “I don’t know, Cass, I just don’t like your idea.” “Why? Because I thought of the plan, or because you can’t come up with anything better? Grimes wanted Cat in a bad way. I’m the next best thing.” “The ‘bad way’ part is what bothers me.” “You, my friendly bounty hunter, weren’t the first person to notice my resemblance to Cat although I admit you were the first who intended to kill me because of it.” “Seems to me you, too, had a little homicide on your mind the night Cat and Wulfe wed. If big brother hadn’t come along when he did, I might not be here to help you now.” “True enough, but we’re getting off the important subject here. If I can capture Grimes’s attention long enough, you can get into his computer system.” “What if I can’t find what we need, Cass?”
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 She wouldn’t let a little thing like that stop her. Cassidhe moved away from the table, fists clenched at her sides. “Then I’ll beat the information out of him.” “You want to come out of hyperspace for a minute? We need to go into this calmly. Settle down.” “I can’t. We’re running out of time. The longer we take to find Mother and Father, the less chance they have of surviving.” Cass paced across the room. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost them. Garesh, that’s selfish. I don’t know what the League would do.” “We’ll do this together. We’ll get them back, Cass, I swear a blood oath on that.” Kincade captured her left hand as she paced back toward him. He loosened her clenched fingers, ran his thumb over her palm. “Finally,” Cassidhe said, using her other hand to flip a sketchy salute in his direction. “We think alike about something.” His acquiescence to her plan put a stop to the protracted, sometimes heated, discussion they’d been slogging through. Bellon males could be so unreasonably stubborn. Now this sudden and startling turnaround left her feeling relieved, hopeful and unbalanced all at the same time. “I’m going to hold you to your word, bounty hunter. We will get them safely home. Our resemblance to our respective siblings should be the edge we need.” Still sequestered in Kincade’s war room, they finally called Redfeather in from the bridge, bringing her into the discussion. They told her their plan of action, which promptly horrified the first officer. “Only the two of you? No, this is not a good idea. Why can’t we simply go down there en masse and force the information out of him? I wouldn’t mind taking a few jabs at Grimes myself.”
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 Cassidhe clenched and unclenched her fists. Redfeather’s words created a peculiar sort of need within her. The current situation left her feeling inadequate and ineffectual. Her instinctive response to physically punish Grimes grew stronger with every minute of delay. “I’d love the same opportunity. I just told your captain that if all else fails, that’s what I’ll do. I’ll beat the information out of him.” Kincade nodded his agreement. “I’d be right behind her, Red. Looks like you’d have to stand in line, because I outrank you.” He continued in a matter-of-fact voice, a captain discussing battle tactics. “The main benefit to stealing the information is simple. If, when we finally leave here, Grimes doesn’t realize we know the ambassador’s location, he won’t have a reason to warn the Mallochons we’re on to them. We need all the advantages we can get. I know we can outsmart the devils, but outgunning an entire fleet of Mallochons is another matter. We’d be one ship against any number of massive war machines.” “Granted, your plan makes some sense, but doesn’t sound like as much fun as a battle,” Redfeather said in a dry tone. “You also make the whole caper sound easy. It won’t be. You may not be able to find what you need. Then what?” Cassidhe shook her head. “I don’t even want to think about that possibility, Nona. I can’t afford the time or energy.” “Don’t blame you. What do you want me to do about your parents if you run into a problem?” Cassidhe didn’t believe there would be any ‘if’ about it. Lately, problems always seemed to outweigh the available solutions. “You’ll need to play your part by instinct, just as Kincade and I will need to do while we’re dirt-side. I think we all agree the well-being of the ambassador and his wife take
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 precedence over every other consideration.” Kincade’s thumb traveled up and down her bare forearm while he nodded agreement. Cassidhe shivered slightly from a sudden dark premonition, realizing if the situation came down to choices, she absolutely had to favor her parents’ safety over Kincade’s. The thought terrified her. “You two work out plans for the Yataghan. I’m going to go change into clothing that should be a little less threatening to Grimes.” Hawke watched the sweet, sassy swing of Cass’s hips as she left. Her absence brought a new revelation. A sense of wonder filled him as he realized he needed this magical woman with every fiber of his being. He recognized the emptiness he’d tried to fill with his various companions, finally understood why he hadn’t succeeded. He’d tell Cass all of that, and much more, the minute they were safely back from the Graveyard. Oh, yes, much more. Regardless how she reacted, his life would never be the same. “Captain?” “What?” Hawke’s vision cleared as he mentally shook himself. “Red. Guess I wandered a bit.” “A bit, I’d say. Do you agree, Captain? I do this by instinct?” “Unless you have a different suggestion. I’m open to anything that will keep everyone safe. I’d welcome your input, Red.” “I don’t have another idea right now, but I think better under the pressure of the moment. You won’t second-guess any plan I might put into action during your absence?” “Red, you’ve managed to pull my behind out of the fire more than once. Why would I start doubting
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 you now?” “You shouldn’t. Do you have any specific orders for me?” “One that has priority above all others.” “Of course. What is it, Captain?” Hawke had seen the copper flecks in Cass’s eyes become cold flinty specks when she spoke of Grimes. He didn’t doubt the measures she’d go to in order to retrieve the needed information. Cass might desperately need the most protection from herself before this nightmare ended for her. “If something goes wrong while we’re at the Graveyard, all your energies—and I mean all—are to go toward getting Cass safely returned to the Yataghan.” “We will do everything possible to bring you both home. Garesh himself won’t be able to stop us, Captain.” “If the choice comes down to only one of us, I order you to help Cass get away.” Hawke locked gazes with his executive officer. “I won’t accept any insubordination over this, Red.” “I can see that.” “Do what you can to rescue the ambassador and his wife if neither Cass nor I manage to return.” “That goes without saying, but you’ll both be back, Captain. Together.” Hawke grinned at her, buoyed by her optimism. “Together, huh? I hope you’re right, Red. Gods, I hope you’re right.” CASSIDHE slipped on a long-sleeved blouse. Her necklet, nestling against her collarbone, gleamed in the
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 108
 
 light. While Cat, as Firstborn, had inherited the family journal and ceremonial dagger, Grandmother had bestowed the prized necklet on the Secondborn. The neckline of the blouse, extraordinarily demure by Bellon standards, but barely acceptable by Earther conventions, showed enough cleavage to get the job done. The ivory silk contrasted nicely with the soft copper color of the velvety leather pants and vest. These pieces were almost as practical as the traditional dark warrior leathers, but infinitely more feminine. She swept her hair up, fastening the bundled waves in place with the long, double-tined copper pin she’d inherited from her grandmother. She and Cat had each received a pair of wide cuff bracelets made of copper and bronze, the design laced with gold to match the individual hairpins. Cassidhe snapped her cuffs into place over her wrists. She pulled on a pair of fine-grained leather boots. Her own dagger, snugging up against her right thigh again, completed her change of clothing. Cassidhe stared at herself in the dressing room mirror and suddenly saw a stranger looking back. What kind of person was she? What kind of daughter? Both her parents were in very grave danger. Cassidhe refused to consider anything worse, though the fear hummed and jumped just below the surface. Family ties aside, her father and mother might be the quadrant’s best hope of resolving the potential Mallochon conflict. Everything—every blasted thing—rode on this little venture, yet what was she doing? Allowing hormones to cloud her judgment, dim her values, overshadow essential truths. Cassidhe felt as though she’d become two people. The sane person focused energy on retrieving her
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 parents in an effort to avert intergalactic war. The wild, wanton, savage one wanted to melt into Hawke Kincade’s arms, needed to wrap her arms around the big warrior and never let go. How to meld the two? She forlornly wondered if it could even be done. Cassidhe knew without a doubt what had priority, but giving up on a dream, even one as hopeless as what she’d secretly, silently nurtured about Kincade for so many years, wasn’t easy. Bless the Creator, she had never told anyone how she felt. A sigh escaped before she could stop the sound. Dreams often became nightmares and then had a frightening way of becoming reality. In the nightmare repeated so often during the years, she always lost Hawke Kincade to tradition or death—maybe they were different sides of the same coin. Either way, Garesh ruled her night terrors. Not for long. Cassidhe decided once her parents’ ordeal ended, she’d tell Kincade how she felt. She held no false hopes for the outcome, but she owed the truth to herself and to Kincade. If he seemed horrified by the prospect, fine. She’d move on with a clear conscience and a clean soul. So what if his reaction left her honor and pride in tatters? Neither one would warm her at night even if kept intact. “Sweet Creator, he’s a Fullblood,” Cassidhe muttered to herself. “What’s happened to me? Have I totally lost my mind?” She grimaced into the mirror on the way out of her quarters. She had one more thing to do before she left for the Devil’s Graveyard, because one particular night terror would not become a reality if she had any say. Relieved to find Redfeather alone in the transport room, Cassidhe wasted no time. “Where’s
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 Kincade?” “The captain’s on his way. He should be here any moment.” “Nona, I need a promise from you before he arrives.” “As I said before, all you need to do is ask.” “Things may not go smoothly down there. You know that as well as I do. If something bad does happen, promise me you’ll get Kincade out. Don’t waste precious time trying to find me.” Redfeather flipped her long, thick braid back over her shoulder, the motion revealing her indignation. “I’ll not leave either of you behind. To suggest otherwise is an insult.” “This is no time to get your Bellon butt in an uproar. I mean no offense or disrespect. Promise me this, Nona.” Cassidhe gripped Redfeather’s forearm. “Get him out. Give me your oath. I know I can find another way to escape the Graveyard.” “How?” Cassidhe felt the temptation pull at her to tell Redfeather about the Moon Maiden. The graceful little ship was her one ace in the hole, though. “Take my word. I’ll be able to get away if I know Kincade will be safe. I will have a way home, no matter what happens. Your concern is your captain, and my parents, if I’m not around.” “You’re mighty interested in saving Kincade’s thick hide. Why is that?” “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” She returned Redfeather’s scrutiny as blandly as she could. “Oh, I think I would.” “Do I have your oath, my friend? I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”
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 “I can see that,” Redfeather responded, her face transformed by a rare smile. “You’re a stubborn one, I’ll give you that.” HORATIO Grimes glared up at the Bartern standing at his desk. Filthy aliens, always thinking they were as good as normal people like him. The only aliens worse than the Barterns were the obscene Bellons. “What is it now, Sennog?” “Entering the complex, the couple you’ve been waiting for, I think I just saw.” The Bartern scratched himself with his third hand. When would these inferiors learn to speak correctly? Grimes didn’t hide his distaste for the messenger or the scratching, but masked his excitement over the news Sennog brought. If Catherine Culver and Wulfe Kincade had arrived, the game was on. Excitement made him pant. “Where are they?” “Headed they were, in the direction of the Eatery.” “Go away until I call for you.” Grimes waited until the dirty alien was gone before opening a panel in his desk. A computer and view screen popped up. Simple commands instructed a surveillance camera to pan the Eatery. He stilled the movement. Kincade and his whore. “So,” Grimes whispered with satisfaction, his anticipation beginning to build. “You made your way here even sooner than I thought you would.” “Sar Grimes?” “What?” Grimes glared at his assistant again, angry Sennog had managed to come upon him without being noticed. “Is this important enough to interrupt me?”
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 Sennog gestured to the control panel. “Interest you, this may. Picked up by the communication center, a transmission has been, between a mother ship and a cutter.” “Why would I be interested?” The Bartern reached out to open the correct channel. A woman’s angry voice filled the office. ‘—give a narg about you, Baylock, or your personal problems. In truth, I’m grateful I won’t need to worry about you murdering me in my sleep, but that cutter belongs to this ship. I order you to return the vessel at once.’ ‘You want the cutter so badly, come after it, Redfeather, if you have the nerve. But then, you’re only a Halfblood, aren’t you? Half the bravery of a Fullblood.’ ‘You curre. If I come after you, Baylock, I swear I’ll finish the job Captain Kincade’s lady started. Only I’ll take your arm off and then shove the nargging thing down your lying throat.’ The man responded only with harsh, masculine laughter. The woman spat out a word that didn’t translate from the native Bellonese. ‘She knew the truth, didn’t she? The captain’s lady said you preferred men over women for your companionship.’ ‘Garesh take you, Redfeather. Only you would care about something like that.’ The woman laughed this time. The sudden silence of the closed channel brought a smile to Grimes’s face. “This just keeps getting better and better. Sennog, you did right to bring this to my attention. You may deserve a bonus for this. Observe this deserter of Kincade’s and report back to me. I want to know everything he does, everyone to
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 whom he speaks. Report when he belches and how often.” Grimes turned his attention back to the Eatery. He knew the truth when the pair laughed and seated themselves. Grimes felt the keen disappointment, the sharp anger. Oh, the man looked like that animal, Kincade. Too tall and wide to be a normal man, but not quite enough to be Wulfe Kincade. The woman could almost be the whore’s twin. Her hair, as thick as the slut’s, waved instead of curled, and gleamed a shade deeper. Her eyes differed, too. Hazel instead of dark amber. They weren’t the two he hated so intensely. Ah, but the women and the men had to be related. He nodded, his decision made. Time to find out who these two imposters really were and what they wanted. HAWKE sat across from Cass, watching the portion of the room behind her while she scanned the other half of the room over his shoulder. He shifted in his seat, uneasy with being in a strange place without a wall to protect his back. Cass’s beguiling eyes and face repeatedly interrupted his inspection of the pub-like establishment. The soft, copper-colored leather she wore caressed her body with a suggestive intimacy he found impossible to ignore. Between her looks and the firerose scent of her, he was nearly going out of his nargging mind. Ah, but gods, he’d go happily. “All right, Kincade. I give up. What in the universe are you grinning about?” The low, soft quality of her voice made him tingle in places he didn’t dare think about right now. Especially if he had to stand up any time soon.
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 “Well?” Hawke’s eyebrow lifted wickedly, but he couldn’t tell her, not here, not yet. His thoughts had definitely wandered into lascivious territory, so he skimmed around the truth. “I’ve been thinking how distracting you can be. It’s hard to watch the room with you right here in front of me.” He enjoyed the way her hazel eyes widened, the copper flecks in them dancing. The rose gold color of her cheeks flushed darker, defining the delicate lines of her face. Cass shivered, trying to hide the small tremors from him by adjusting the sleeves of her shirt and the wrist guards encircling her slender arms. “Flatterer. What do you want from me, bounty hunter?” “Many things,” Hawke answered in all seriousness. When she moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue, he wanted to pull her across the table, onto his lap and into his arms. Wanted to feel her tongue invade his mouth. He squirmed in the chair again when his leather breeches tightened further and became painfully confining. Time to change the subject. “At the risk of starting another round of Twenty Queries, what does this Grimes character look like?” Cass bit her lip, looking as if she tried to keep back a smile. Hawke squirmed with near-desperation as he watched, fascinated by the sight of her bottom lip slowly sliding free of her perfect white teeth before she spoke. Cass’s sensual, breathy laugh made his stomach do somersaults. The magical promise in her eyes tugged at him with a gentle, persistent pull. Gods, he was lost and couldn’t remember losing his way. She had only to ask, and he’d lay down his life for her. “I have no idea, but if Grimes is here, he’ll find us. The man’s too unbalanced to ignore our presence
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 for long.” “Hmm. You may be right, my beautiful Cass.” “Ah, you’ve seen the light at last.” “That’s beside the point right now. We have a man—I’d guess an Earther–-at my ten o’clock who appears to be interested in us. I’d say very interested. He’s coming this way.” “Lady Culver?” Cass turned her attention toward the speaker, then away. “No, I’m not.” “Are you certain? Two such beautiful women couldn’t possibly exist in the same quadrant.” “I know my own name.” Hawke pushed his chair away as he stood, feeling his body prepare for conflict. “The Lady Cass is with me.” The Earther inspected them. “The two of you remind me of another couple. A Space Corps captain, Wulfe Kincade and his, uh, wife, Commander Culver.” “You speak of my brother. I am Hawke Kincade. My ship, the Yataghan, is in orbit over the facilities here. This is his mate’s sister, Lady Cass. You are?” “Horatio Grimes.” Hawke inclined his head in brief acknowledgment, gritting his teeth against the enforced civility. He had a hard time tolerating the way the Earther’s leer oozed over Cass’s body. “Are you passing through, Grimes, or do you call this place home?” “Home? No, hardly, Captain Kincade. This is a temporary shelter only. I’m in charge of the biranium
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 reclamation process that takes place here.” Hawke saw Cass slide the tip of her finger up and then down the moist side on the tankard of ale. Did the woman have to make every movement so blasted sensual? She gave Grimes a speculative glance. “In charge, or do you own the process?” Somehow, though Hawke didn’t know how she managed, Cass resisted the urge to grimace at the Earther’s odd laughter. He barely could restrain himself. “Oh, my dear, I own the installation, of course. Nothing else would do.” “I see,” she said with a hint of interest in her voice. “May I join you, Captain? I long for civilized company. The Barterns and Junkers here aren’t much for socializing, at least not in ways I care to pursue.” “Sit.” Hawke decided he wouldn’t have liked this slimy little slug under any circumstances, let alone the current ones. Hawke settled in the chair nearest Cass. “Sounds like you’ve been here a while, Grimes.” “Far too long, I fear. The only news I manage to hear about the state of the League, other than the official releases, is old and corrupted by too many tale bearers. What can the two of you tell me?” “Not much,” Hawke answered after another swallow of ale. Just talking to Grimes left a bad taste in his mouth. “We’ve been cruising the outer sectors for several months now.” “Months? Oh, my, how do you stand the isolation?” “Loneliness is sometimes a necessary part of what I do.” “Exactly what is that, Captain Kincade?”
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 “I’m a bounty hunter.” Hawke enjoyed the quick flicker of fear he saw in Grimes’s eyes, resented the way the Earther’s gaze crawled over Cass again. Hawke silently vowed Grimes wouldn’t live long at this rate. “Don’t tell me you’re a bounty hunter, too, uh, Lady Cass?” “No. I’m only along for the ride, looking for adventure.” Cass laughed. “You probably know more current news than we do. We haven’t seen or spoken to anyone but Kincade’s crew and a few traders in recent months.” Hawke had to admire Cass’s nonchalance. She didn’t even blink. “How unfortunate. Don’t you miss your family or friends?” Cass shrugged. “We’ll have plenty of time to catch up when I get back. Being parted from familiar faces can be welcome at times. I must admit, though, having my feet on firm ground for a few hours while Kincade’s people replenish our supplies is a welcome change.” “I imagine so. Are you in a hurry to be on your way?” Hawke made his response intentionally vague. “We’re not pressed for time, if that’s what you mean. The Bartern slaver I’m pursuing will cross my path sooner or later. The more trouble he gets into in the meantime, the higher the bounty.” “A slaver?” Grimes gave a theatrical shudder. “Terrible people. Why don’t the two of you spend the night here, as my guests, Captain?” “That would be an imposition that we—” “Kincade,” Cass interrupted, “I’d enjoy the chance to talk with someone other than your crew.”
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 “Do stay, Captain, if only to please your lady.” Cass smiled at Grimes, then gave Hawke a taunting glance that looked genuine, and he knew better. “You do want to please me, don’t you Kincade?” “I live to pleasure you, my Lady.” Hawke drawled his answer, deliberately allowing the innuendo to be obvious. Phrasing his response just so practically guaranteed the Earther’s attention. The flash of interest in Grimes’s cold eyes satisfied Hawke. The bait had been dangled. Now Cass had to set the hook. The thought gave Hawke absolutely no comfort.
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 Chapter 8 Hawke surveyed the combined living-sleeping area with a critical eye. Once Grimes left them alone in the quarters he’d provided, the immediate silence became profound. Hawke found Cass’s uneasiness aggravated his own natural wariness of the situation. They stared at one another for a mesmerizing halfdozen seconds before separating to opposite sides of the main room. Cass paced the perimeter of the bland, beige-colored room, giving the walls a visual and tactile inspection. “Well, Grimes didn’t scrimp on the soundproofing. Nothing from the reclamation plant or the shuttle bay filters in.” She glanced in his direction. “It’s so quiet in here I think I can hear your heart beat.” Hawke hoped she couldn’t, considering the way it hammered against his ribs. He’d been anticipating this moment as much as he’d been dreading the opportunity. The sliding panel into Cass’s quarters back on the Yataghan, so recently the worst of temptations, now seemed nothing compared to the prospect of spending any portion of a night in the same room with her. He looked around, searching for anomalies, his glance unerringly drawn to the bed. One bed. He shouldn’t have expected anything else after the show they’d put on for Grimes, but the fact slapped him with a dose of reality. “I get the feeling old Horatio thinks he deserves only the best.” Hawke felt Cass watch him while he made his own tour of the rooms, checking every surface. By the time he finished, his skin twitched each time she took a breath or exhaled. He slipped the tiny scanner
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 back into his pocket. “Nobody will be spying on us in here. I didn’t find any hidden sound pickups or vid equipment. We’re free to do as we wish.” Cassidhe blinked, startled by his choice of words. Ah, if only they were true. “That’s good news. I guess.” Kincade’s deep, sexy voice sent a quiver right through her, stealing her breath away just when she needed air the most. “Are you cold, Cass?” He moved forward, stopped at the edge of the bed. “No. I—maybe a little.” Feverish from her proximity to Kincade, she’d welcome the sensation of cold right now, but he needn’t know that. When Cassidhe looked at Kincade standing next to the bed, she could see only one thing—him tangled in the blasted sheets, naked and hot and excited, his huge body covering hers, possessing hers. Cassidhe shivered again, definitely not from cold, but from the worst case of wishful thinking she’d ever experienced. Kincade moved around the bed to stand in front of her. He stopped only centimeters away, rubbing her upper arms with the palms of his hands, gliding them over the silk of her blouse, teasing her skin beneath. The breath hitched in her chest as the subtle man-scent of him wafted to her. Earthy, spicy, exciting, far too tantalizing. The contact with him quickly stole away what little air and composure remained to her. Cassidhe stepped away when she wanted nothing more than to let him continue to touch her, body and soul. “Don’t.” Kincade motioned to a door on the side wall. “Want to take a bath? The hot water will warm you and relax those knotted muscles of yours. Take my word—they’re knotted.”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 121
 
 Was he kidding? She was in enough hot water already. “I don’t think I could relax. Not here.” “You couldn’t have a more devoted guard. No one will bother you, least of all Grimes. I’ll see to that.” He ran his fingers through his hair, combing the long waves back from his face. The silver streak shimmered in the light, fascinating her. “I won’t violate your privacy either, Cass.” A shard of disappointment lanced through her. Fine. She’d remain aloof from the situation they were in, too. “All I want to think about is finding where the Mallochons are holding my parents. Every time I see Grimes’s face I’m reminded of his part in this scheme.” Kincade moved next to her again, capturing her hand in his. “Let’s go exploring, then.” “Exploring?” Common sense told her to grasp any reason to leave the danger of this quiet, private room. Uncommon emotions didn’t ever want to think about leaving this haven her imagination produced. “Why not? The Eatery’s on the main level. We’re up one floor from that now. We know the basic layout of the complex from the directory Grimes gave us. I think it’s about time we found the nooks and crannies and the people hidden in them.” He gave her a gentle tug toward the doorway. “I’d like to get a feel for how many people are here. We’ll need to know our way around in case we have to leave in a hurry.” Cassidhe followed without hesitation, trusting his judgment in this matter. She couldn’t think straight. Besides, they would need to know if anything could block their escape. Hawke sucked in a quick breath, reacting to the feel of her hand in his. Cass’s delicate fingers released sparks of pleasure that flowed up his arm and through his body, bathing him in a growing heat he did his best to ignore. Unwilling to break the connection, Hawke kept her hand enfolded in his as he led
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 122
 
 her through the halls and different levels of the complex. “Looks like Grimes is keeping the installation staffed close to capacity,” he observed after they passed the third maintenance crew they’d seen. “Hard to say for sure without going into the reclamation plant itself, but you’re probably right. I’d say he has between one hundred twenty-five and one hundred-fifty people under his thumb, split between three shifts a day.” “Sounds like a good guess. The overall plan of the installation reminds me of the main Space Corps building on Earth. The spokes, the cross corridors. This place smells stale, though. Maybe it’s Grimes’s corruption.” Cass grimaced as she looked around. “The more I see of this place, the more the layout resembles a huge spider web. I feel like the fly that’s been trapped and waiting to be dinner.” “That’s a ghoulish thought. Whoa, wait a minute.” Hawke stopped in front of a recessed panel. He noticed someone coming their way and busied himself with a close inspection of Cass’s copper-flecked eyes, not exactly inconspicuous behavior, but hardly suspicious. After giving the Bellons only quick, passing glances, the pair of Barterns walked to the end of the corridor and disappeared into a lift. Hawke reluctantly turned his attention back to the panel. “Each level of the complex is coded a different color, right?” “Right.” “I don’t remember seeing black on the directory Grimes gave us.” Cass shook her head. “I don’t either.” She took the small computerized guide out of her pocket and checked the information, looking up when the guide gave a small beep. “Verified. No mention of a black
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 level.” Hawke moved to the side so she had a full view of the panel. He pointed to a small black rectangle marking the door in the lower left quarter. “Then again, maybe I missed the reference.” Cass stepped toward the panel but nothing happened. She held her arms out away from her body, passed her hands to either side of the door, trying to trip a sensor. “Could be the mechanism activates only from the other side.” “Or maybe the door is just plain locked.” “The spider keeping the little flies in.” “More likely to keep us from finding all the spider’s secrets. I wonder exactly how tangled his web is.” Hawke looked up and down the hall. A male and female Junker dressed in shabby uniforms entered a room a few doors down. “This isn’t exactly the busiest part of the complex, but we’d need a distraction to buy enough time so we can get through the security lock, especially if we have to bypass an alarm of some kind.” “Agreed.” Cassidhe itched to discover if her parents were somewhere behind the locked panels. She would be willing to burn through the door to get to them. Common sense held her back. Failure to find them on the first attempt would only forewarn the Mallochons of their intentions. “Something will come to us.” Cassidhe turned to Kincade, caught the unguarded expression in his eyes, a look that caressed her from head to toe, warmed her inside and out. She felt heat flush her face. Gods, she could cross blades with a man more than twice her weight and nearly half again as tall, but one look from Kincade had her
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 blushing like an untried innosant. She wanted him to hold her. Hold her and never let go. He took her hand again instead, guiding her down the hall away from the locked panel. “As much as I’d like to stand here and look at your lovely face, Cass, I think we should see if we can find any more mysterious doorways.” He stopped long enough to smile down at her, a smile that made her heart ache. “In case no one has mentioned this before, your blush is...amazing.” Kincade’s deep, quiet laugh slid over her like expensive velvet, warm and rich and sensuous. Cassidhe looked away from his dark probing eyes, puzzled. Blushing wasn’t a Bellon trait, yet he didn’t object to her having done so. No other questionable doorways presented themselves, so two hours and many levels later they decided to return to the Eatery. Still too far away to see the entrance to the pub, they couldn’t help but hear a deep voice bellowing out a Bellon song intended to glorify honorable battle. Cassidhe winced as first one sour note and then another destroyed the beauty of the Bellon-loved melody. The inflection and accent of the Bellonese words were definitely native, but couldn’t disguise the atrocious singing. “Stars. If Vernahn hadn’t died over three centuries ago, he’d murder whoever is butchering his battle hymn that way.” “Rightfully so, too.” A pained expression of his face, Kincade listened more intently as they got closer to the restaurant and bar. “Something about the pitch of that voice sounds suspiciously familiar.” Cassidhe stepped through the entrance first then looked back at Kincade. “I can’t imagine why,” she said dryly.
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 “Garesh, what is he doing dirt-side?” Hawke watched with disgust as Baylock gestured wildly, spilling ale from his tankard while he finished the hymn with a grandly off-key flourish. “I’d better get him out of here before someone tries to forcibly shut his mouth.” Baylock’s bleary eyes squinted up at them as they came within a meter of the helmsman. Hawke braced himself for trouble. Bellons were notoriously nasty drunks. “You want to explain yourself, helmsman?” Baylock snarled, threw his tankard in a wild arc. “I don’t have to explain a nargging thing to you.” He peered around to the left. “Or to your wench.” Baylock’s tone and words made Hawke’s hackles rise. “Wench?” Cass planted a fist on her hip. In response, Hawke reached back, sweeping her behind him with a protective gesture. “I’m only giving you one warning, Baylock.” “Or what? You’ll turn your wench loose on me so she can try to take my arm again when I’m not looking?” “That’s not the way I’m told the incident happened.” Baylock cursed in Bellonese. “Somebody lied to you, then.” Hawke noted the other patrons leaving or rearranging themselves farther along the walls. At least the customers staying behind seemed determined to keep out of the altercation rather than become involved. “You’re through, Baylock.” “I already quit.” Baylock teetered on the edge of his chair, his body even more uncoordinated than
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 his speech, if that was possible. “I won’t work the same ship that carries a lying wench such as yours.” Hawke snagged an outraged Cass—barely in time, he noted—as she ducked around him, intent on getting to Baylock. She’d managed to pick up a mug full of some vile brew from an abandoned table and now aimed the tankard at the helmsman. Hawke caught the mug in midair but lost his tenuous hold on Cass in the process. A bad call on his part, Hawke admitted to himself. She pushed into Baylock’s face before Hawke could stop her. “I thought we’d made peace over this.” “Hah!” Baylock’s loud, drunken laughter drowned out anything else she might have said. “Tell me, captain’s wench,” he slurred, “how d’you make peace with so’one who’s tried to m-maim you, s’m’ne who fights without—hic!—honor?” “Why you—” Cass sputtered, while her hand moved with speedy assurance to the hilt of her stiletto. “Easy, sweet thing, he’s drunk,” Hawke said to her, trying to ease her back behind him again. The strength contained in her tiny body always surprised him, but when angered, she was nothing short of amazing. “Sweet?” Baylock erupted in braying laughter. “The only thing sweet about this curra would be her tight little—” Without hesitation, Hawke swung at the helmsman, anger concentrating the strength in his fist. The ungrateful whelp caught the wrath-filled blow right in the mouth. Hawke smiled fierce satisfaction when he heard the helmsman’s jaw crack. Baylock and his chair flew backward, his booted feet snapping up into the air.
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 A Bellon cry of triumph erupted from Cass, a female cheering on her Lord, before she clapped her hand over her mouth, blushing that charming rosy color again. Above her hand, Cass’s eyes flashed copper sparks. Hawke urged Cass out of the Eatery, not an easy task. She kept trying to look back over her shoulder and get to the downed helmsman. Baylock, still stretched out on the floor, snored loudly, the guttural sounds echoing into the hall. “I don’t understand him, Kincade. He seemed fine back on the Yataghan. What’s gotten into him?” “I don’t know, but he’s made a huge mistake. Forget Baylock.” “But he’s—” “History,” he finished for her. “Look at this.” Hawke gestured to the activity in the hallway, the people streaming into the Eatery to survey the damage. “Does this seem like a distraction to you?” Cass watched the influx of gawkers, then grinned up at him. “The best one we’re going to get.” “Good. At least Baylock’s idiocy has served some purpose.” GRIMES leaned back in his chair, smiled his satisfaction with the events as they were unfolding. He’d almost ordered Sennog to eject the defecting Bellon from the complex. A sober Bellon was bad enough. A drunken Bellon was an abomination to his senses. Grimes propped his feet up on his desk, very pleased with himself. The drunk could make this much more entertaining. He watched the view screen as two of his workers carried the unconscious barbarian from the Eatery. The Bellon had poured most of his credits down his own throat. When this Baylock finally awoke,
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 hurting and hungover, he’d need a job, so he’d be offered one. Grimes smiled again. He hadn’t anticipated this angle before, but the prospect of pitting Bellon against Bellon excited him, the physical sensation unlike anything a woman had ever managed to give him. One more Bellon to humble and figure into the equation. Oh, yes, this would be extraordinary good fun. CASSIDHE passed her scanner over the locked panel while Kincade sauntered further down the hall toward the cross corridor. That alone was a sight to behold because Kincade never sauntered anywhere. He stalked with distance-eating strides of his long, powerful legs, no matter where he went. She forced her attention back to the scanner readout. Ordinary sensors on the doorway. An uncomplicated security lock. No sign of an alarm. Not a monitor or audio pickup to be found. All of which, to her reckoning, added up to something not quite right. She adjusted her scanner to emit the frequencies needed, then allowed the tiny internal computer to cycle through a series of random sequences until the correct combination tripped the electronic security lock. The process didn’t take long. Kincade joined her as the panel slid open to reveal another passageway, this one dimmer and dustier than any they’d seen at the installation so far. “Well done, Cass. This is a talent I never knew you possessed. Remind me to change the lock mechanisms on the Yataghan.” “No need. The security locks on the ship are far more sophisticated than this one. That observation alone poses the next inevitable question.” Kincade nodded his understanding. “Top of the line equipment and furnishings everywhere else in
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 the complex. Why not here?” “Precisely. Unless this is a holdover from the older part of the installation. The scanner reads about a ten-year difference, which fits with the history of the installation. The lower levels were done long before Grimes got here.” Kincade looked over Cassidhe’s shoulder into the exposed corridor. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. Meet me in our room.” Not nargging likely, Cassidhe thought, moving out of his reach and stepping into the darker area behind the opened panel. “I’m not about to let you go on alone. We’re not having the same old argument again, are we, bounty hunter?” He followed behind her, letting the panel slide closed. “Not now, at any rate, unless you want me to drag you out of here.” “Just try it. Can we wait until later—much later—for the Lord-and-Master routine?” Kincade stepped close enough for his broad chest to lightly brush against the back of her head. Cassidhe reached behind her and found his hand this time, leading the way down the first sloping ramp. Each level became dirtier and gloomier than the preceding one and somehow more threatening. All the doorways opened into storage areas, some packed full, others almost empty. They found nothing of importance, the lack of discoveries a tangible weight depressing what little remained of her optimism. Multiple ramps and corridors later, Cassidhe grudgingly admitted to being stymied. She kicked a closed door, venting her growing frustration on the inanimate panel, then passed her scanner over the doorway. “This one’s reinforced and the security system is state of the art. Whatever’s on the other side is
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 shielded, too, so I can’t scan beyond the doorway. I don’t believe this. Five levels into this ball of dirt and we can’t get through here. Why is this doorway so different?” Kincade studied the scanner as intently as she had, then focused on the closed panels again. “Almost enough to make you think there’s something important behind the door.” “Oh, yeah, almost. When did you start mastering the art of understatement? We’ll have to find another way in, that’s all.” “If we need to do so. Let’s get back to our room before our slimy little host has reason to wonder where we’ve gone.” HE’D never been more achingly aware of a woman in his life. Hawke studied every delicate curve of her face and body. Such a wondrous puzzle, his Cass. One moment she came across as a strong, invincible warrior, the next, a warm, vulnerable woman needing a man. Gods, more than anything, he wanted to be the one to fight at her side, the one to drive her wild with passion. He didn’t make a move toward her, though. He didn’t dare, or he’d completely lose the grip he had on his desire. The exploration of the lower levels had occupied Cass’s mind, but Hawke knew that had changed now. She sat in the middle of the bed, her cross-legged pose the one she always somehow managed to assume when she felt most vulnerable. Anyone who didn’t know her would think her position reflected an untroubled mind. A good front, but he knew better, and didn’t want to take advantage of her present defenselessness. “I’ve had my fill of spelunking, bounty hunter.”
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 “Our little exploration certainly didn’t prove anything except that frustration exists in great abundance. I’d hoped to find some sort of clue, no matter how vague, about your parents. Tell you what. The lower levels will wait for another time, unless we discover we absolutely have to get down there. I’ll find the information we need from Grimes’s computer if you can keep him occupied long enough.” Cass’s nose wrinkled as though she smelled something bad. “I can think of a million things I’d rather do. Ancient dental techniques come to mind. The payoff better be worth the price.” “We don’t have to use you for bait. Redfeather and I can come up with something else.” “I can handle it. My parents might not have the time for me to be squeamish. Just keep reminding me of the good we’re doing.” She clenched her hands in her lap. The whiteness of her knuckles, every taut line of her body, betrayed her tension and anxiety. “I will,” Hawke assured her, sitting on the bed next to her. He brushed a loose wisp of hair back from her face, traced her jaw. Cass pressed her cheek into the palm of his hand, her skin fine and soft. The contact sent heat spiraling through him. She turned her head far enough to kiss his palm. His body reacted quickly and savagely. Tendrils of flame settled low in his belly. The hard, heavy ache doubled, then tripled, when the tip of her tongue traced the lifeline of his palm, flicked moistly between each finger, pushing him to the edge of his sanity and what remained of his control. Taking a deep breath, Hawke forced himself away from her. Away from temptation. “About time I grabbed a shower. Those lower levels are blasted dirty.” Her presence, her actions, enthralled him so he almost had to grope his way from the room. He
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 hoped the complex had an endless supply of cold water. He’d need it before this night ended. Cassidhe closed her eyes rather than watch him leave, reciting an eons-old mantra for strength. Certain of the longing she’d seen in his night-dark eyes, a longing far more revealing than even the signs his hard, strong body betrayed, she redoubled her effort. She should have been able to rejoice in his obvious physical desire. Instead, a sad sense of futility washed over her as she held her head in her hands. She could understand why, centuries ago when her ancestors had settled on Bellona, bonding had been carefully supervised. The limited gene pool had made siblings from one family marrying siblings from another clan impractical, even dangerous. Such close inbreeding would have magnified any overlooked genetic flaws. The driving principle behind that old rule didn’t apply now, but had become ingrained into the Bellon culture. The archaic taboo hadn’t even been officially listed in the modern statutes of their world, hadn’t been for generations, but remained deeply traditional. Most ruling families wouldn’t defy the ancient ways. That’s why they remained part of the Tribunal, unlike her own family. The result of the Burnelle clan’s defiance had been a long-remembered, graphic example to the other ruling Houses. Still, for a moment, she couldn’t help but wonder. No one here on the Graveyard knew her, Kincade, or their ties. Baylock didn’t count—he wouldn’t be reboarding the Yataghan. Theoretically, she and Kincade could do anything they... desired. Nobody would care. Heart pounding, Cassidhe looked up, stared at the door to the head. Envisioning herself stepping into the steamy shower with him, she breathed deeper, faster. She imagined the sensuous feel of her fingers following the slick paths created by the rivulets of soapy water
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 cascading over his hard warrior’s body. Mouth going dry, she stood, took a life-altering step.... The small console next to the bed beeped at her. Cassidhe cursed at the noise, then sighed with a sense of relief. She stepped toward the communit and touched the control pad. “Yes?” ‘I have a transmission from the cruiser Yataghan for Captain Kincade.’ “Kincade isn’t available. I’ll talk to them.” ‘Acknowledged. One moment.’ ‘Captain?’ Redfeather’s no-nonsense voice filtered into the room. Cassidhe smiled despite her dark thoughts, part of her welcoming the diversion of the Halfblood’s intrusion. The other half resented the Underworld out of it. “This is Burnelle. How are things up there, Commander?” ‘Reasonably sane. The reclamation plant has informed me they’ll need at least another day to fill our biranium requirements.’ Cassidhe pinched the bridge of her nose. The Yataghan didn’t have any more pressing use for the extra biranium than they did a hull breach. Kincade had used the reclaimed element as the excuse to delay departure so they could look around. “Well, we need what we need,” she responded carefully, certain Grimes or one of his staff monitored their communication. ‘My thoughts as well.’ “Nona, what happened with Baylock?” Redfeather groaned. ‘Who knows? He’s been whining about the arm incident since we entered orbit.
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 I finally reprimanded him and threatened to throw him in the brig. He lost his temper and his good sense, then had the gall to steal one of the ship’s cutters. Baylock certainly isn’t what he appears to be. You watch your back, you hear me?’ “Loud and clear. You should have been here for the scene he created in the local eating establishment.” ‘Nasty bit of business, was it?’ “Let’s just say Baylock will be eating soft foods for a few days unless he’s lucky enough to find someone down here with an autohealer.” ‘Ouch. I’m sure he deserved what he got. Remember what I said about Baylock. I’ll see you later. Engineering is screaming for me. Suddenly, I’m to blame for the biranium being late.’ Cassidhe sat for a minute, organizing her thoughts after the channel went silent. Okay. So they had their extra time. She and Kincade needed only to find the necessary information, not wait for the biranium order to be filled. She heard the water stop running in the head. “Kincade?” Relieved and more optimistic now that they had the necessary excuse to stay, Cassidhe jumped up, ran toward the bathing chamber calling his name. “Kincade? Can you hear me?” “What is it? What’s wrong?” Kincade’s voice, filled with alarm, bellowed back at her from the other room. The door to the bathing chamber flew open. Cassidhe ran smack into bare, wet chest. Bare, wet everything. Kincade’s grunt of surprise and his wide eyes pinned her to the spot. Her tongue stumbled as badly as her feet. “Hawke—I—Redfeather—the biranium—we have time—
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 you’re all wet—I—Baylock—oh gods, bounty hunter, put on some clothes!” Finally able to move, she spun him around and pushed him back into the bathing chamber. The sudden view from the rear left her just as breathless and befuddled. Cassidhe hastily backed away, fled to the bed, then thought better of that particular positioning. She’d jumped to her feet to stand in the middle of the room by the time Kincade came back a few seconds later. He’d pulled his trousers on, still open at the waist, giving her a jolting view of the thick vee of hair disappearing beneath the leather. Apparently unconcerned, he toweled water from his hair and his outrageously broad chest. “Cass, you want to repeat what you just tried to tell me?” “I told you to put on your clothes, blast it!” His rich laughter rippled over her, draping her in its velvety texture. “I caught that part. Tell me again about the Redfeather-biranium-time-Baylock thing.” Cassidhe opened her mouth and nervous laughter bubbled out for a few short seconds. “I did muddle the message a bit, didn’t I?” “A bit.” His eyes sparkled and his lips curved upward, but he at least had the decency not to laugh aloud again. Cassidhe repeated her recent conversation with Redfeather. Coherently this time. “I can try to get the information right now. Let’s go, Cass. You’re on.” Cassidhe checked her own appearance, shook her head. “If I’m supposed to keep Grimes busy, I need to clean up.”
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 “Okay, get moving.” Kincade took a step toward her. “Where Grimes is concerned, you be careful, Cass.” “I will, but I’ve got to interest him enough to keep him distracted.” Cassidhe’s gaze followed the towel as he moved the rough cloth along his muscular arms, across the expanse of his chest, down his tapering torso. Kincade flipped the towel over his shoulder, took a swipe at his back. “Here, let me.” She walked around him and stroked the material across his wide shoulders, down his spine to the loose waistband of his breeches. Glory’s Gate! What had she started? The air between them all but sizzled. “Unless he’s made of stone, he’ll be interested, believe me,” Kincade said, his voice deep and strained. “Tell me more.” Gods, but she’d stumbled back into some dangerous territory again. Time to extricate herself. She snapped the towel at him, affecting a teasing tone. “Of course, Redfeather might well like the promotion if you went missing. Yes, I think she’d make a good captain.” “A cold-hearted wench, that’s what you are.” “That’s me.” Cassidhe turned around in the doorway to face him, serious once again. “If you decide to do something really not too bright while my back is turned, walk with care.” “I always try.” “Oh, right, you’re Captain Cautious.” Cassidhe bit her bottom lip, uncertain if she should reveal a nagging thought that bothered her. Maybe he wouldn’t think she was too much of a coward. “This is
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 going to sound like I’m afraid of the spider, but make sure the door’s locked if you decide to leave the quarters without me. I don’t want any nasty surprises waiting for me.” Kincade took a silent step toward her, then another and another. He reached out, cupped the side of her face with his hand. “That’s not being afraid, Cass, that’s only prudent. Don’t worry. I’ll be right here. I’m not going anywhere without you.”
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 Chapter 9 Hawke watched the bathing chamber door shut behind Cass. Tired, hungry for far more than mere food, and completely frustrated, but he’d be here, just as promised. He stared at the closed door. Aye, he’d be here. The second coming of the Creator’s offspring wouldn’t budge him. Hawke struggled with his conscience while Cass showered. The nargging inner voice almost convinced him that expecting anything beyond friendship from her wouldn’t be fair of him. Then the memory flooded through him. How she’d returned his kisses and caresses, demanding as much as she gave. He grudgingly acknowledged the hard, heavy ache residing in his body. The burning for Cass. Ageold philosophy stated once a warrior acknowledged an enemy, the enemy then held no power over the warrior. Right. The last thing he needed right now was that tiny little package of enticement named Cass. How could he keep his physical desires under control with her so close? He should have told her to stay back on the space station. Uh-hmm. He might as well tell the stars not to burn, the Sacred Winds not to blow. The ache lodged deeper inside him because not a nargging thing could be done to solve the situation. Except risk everything–-his honor, pride, heart and soul.
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 The decision to show Cass how he felt came with surprising ease. He had no plan to force her into a situation she didn’t want, but his sense of fairness told him he should give her the option. He could only hope the Creator would guide them into something they both would be able to accept. Given the slightest temptation, though, he could easily toss fairness out the airlock. Hawke figured all it would take would be one more sway of those sweet hips or one more copper-flecked flash of her eyes. Any possible changes to their lives, and those of their families, would be everlasting. As selfish as it seemed, Hawke couldn’t bear to think of Cass refusing him, knowing if she did, he’d go crazy with the wanting of her. Awaiting a decision from her would, by far, be the most agonizing rite of passage he must ever endure. Worth every second of torment, though, if she accepted him and the challenges they must face together. Considering the culture which had created him, he realized that said a cargo load about his state of mind. His ancestors had been Earthers, genetically engineered and bred for the sole purpose of waging and winning wars. When Earth no longer needed the specialized warriors, the ‘normal’ Earthers banished them, exiled them aboard unspaceworthy vessels. The ‘normal’ humans had cold-bloodedly condemned them to die in the lonely, icy airlessness of space. Instead, the warriors found a world where they banned together in order to fight the elements and struggled as one to survive. Preserving the race became all-important. The hostile environment on their new world would have killed ordinary humans, but the warriors persevered, eventually flourishing on their new home. They named the planet Bellona, in honor of the goddess of war and to always remind their descendants of their beginnings.
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 Those same ancient survival instincts compelled him now to claim the one woman his soul already considered his lifemate. Shock ripped through him. That one simple truth endowed him with a sense of freedom he’d never before known. The realization also presented him with an entire set of new and intricate problems to face and solve. CASSIDHE leaned against the smooth-walled enclosure. No matter how long she stayed within the safe confines of the shower, her swirling doubts and fears refused to wash down the drain with the eddying waters. No two ways about it. Hawke Kincade addled her senses. Unquestioningly an integral part of her parents’ return to safety, he represented a danger to her heart and pride. Stars! How could Kincade begin to desire her? Compared to the Fullblood women who had surrounded him all his life, she was a miniature imposter of a Bellon female. In comparison to the other females of her own family, Cassidhe felt she came up wanting in every area, too. How had her foremothers endured the scorn and wrath the traditionalist had heaped upon them? Had they cared? The only Secondborn daughter for untold generations, she hadn’t even inherited any of the empathic skills of her Erosian heritage as Cat had. Cat, the Firstborn, who played fancily with names, using the Burnelle or the Culver surname as she saw fit, employed the many variations of her own first name to hide her true identity. Cat even toyed with the Kincade name now and then. That always put Wulfe right over the rim. Cassidhe let the water flow into her mouth, cascade down her front. She could do the same. Her
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 father called her Casse when his irritation took hold, the Syllogian form having that special little emphasis that made her crazy. Bellons always, but always, knew her as Cass. Her Erosian relatives knew her as C’Sidee. Then the plain, ordinary Earther form of her name, Cassidhe. The way she always thought of herself. No. Name-playing was Cat’s game. Cassidhe knew she must be herself, whoever that might be. She’d never be a freewheeling spirit like Cat. A Secondborn female Bellon of mixed ancestry—two strikes against her from the day of her birth. Did any of these things mark her as less of a person? Less of a woman? Did being Secondborn make Hawke Kincade any less a man? Her heart said ‘no’, but tradition stated— “Oh, to the Underworld with bloody tradition!” EVERY last one of his good intentions flew right out the hatch, victims of his desires, when Cass emerged from the bathing chamber. Her rose gold skin glowed from the heat of the shower. Her untamed auburn hair tumbled in a mass of long, damp waves and soft, wispy tendrils. Hawke watched her tug her fingers through the tangled strands. How he wished she hadn’t dressed. Gods, he’d gotten himself into an impossible situation. If he didn’t distract himself soon, arguing about tradition and his family’s reaction–and the Tribunal’s—would be pointless, because the old laws would be irreparably shattered and discarded anyway. “You look wonderful, Cass. More relaxed, I mean.” “I am, uh, relaxed.” She walked in the other direction, hands trailing over pieces of furniture,
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 obviously anything but at ease. A strange pulling sensation filled his chest as he watched her fingers tremble ever so slightly when they brushed the surface of the clothing chest. Cass valiantly tried to hide the tremor from him, but she didn’t turn away quickly enough. Hawke moved around to the other side of the bed, following her. He spun her around, surprised at how easily, how naturally, they came together. He tipped her face upward. The copper flecks in her eyes glimmered up at him, making his heart skip a beat. Just touching her nearly drove him wild. “Cass, I didn’t mean—I want to tell you—” Every broken statement brought his face closer to her. “We each need—tradition makes—Garesh, this isn’t the time or place to—” “Shut up,” Cass whispered against his lips as he lifted her to him. “Shut up, shut up. Now. Before I change—” Hawke kissed her, pouring all his feelings into that one intimate caress. Cass moaned one tiny protest, his complete undoing. Then she came alive in his arms. The energy seemed to crackle around her, flowing over his skin, then into him, charging through his body. “Hawke. Now, before reason—I need—I want—” “What do you need, sweet Cass? Tell me what you want.” “Shut up,” she pleaded throatily. “Shut up and just keep kissing me. Kiss me until I can’t think of a single reason to stop this madness.” Her hand trembled against his chest when he found her mouth with his again. Seconds, minutes, what seemed like hours later, she pulled back from him, breathless and flushed. A sweet, pleased smile
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 curved her honey-kissed lips. “What do I need? What do I want? Can you cope with the truth, bounty hunter?” Hawke took a deep breath of her intoxicating, fiery scent and listened to her voice, gone all sweet and husky and shaky with her emotions and her desires. “Yes. What, Cass? Tell me.” “You, Hawke. Always you. Only you.” The sweetest, most important words in the universe. Words that changed everything. Words that should vanquish every doubt, every argument. Words that opened the door to disgrace, discord, discrimination, disaster and wondrous glory, all at the same time. He didn’t care—he could handle those things. Could she? Cass needed time to make that fateful decision. The realization set him in motion. Hawke released her and walked unsteadily to the console by the head of the bed, touched several control pads. He held out his arms as the slow, sultry strain of a Bellon bocane drifted through the room and the lights dimmed. “Will you dance with me, sweet Cass? Will you allow me to hold you close to my heart?” He sensed the tiniest shiver from her when she glided into his outstretched arms. Hawke took the first few subtle steps. Cass followed his movements effortlessly, as if she danced with him nightly. Her warm breath fanned across his chest as she spoke. “I haven’t danced since the night Wulfe and Cat joined their lives.” Hawke grinned. He remembered the evening well. He and Cass had danced the one obligatory dance at the celebration and then gone to their separate corners to come out fighting another day. “Nor have I. After that dance, my arms would have felt empty no matter whom they held. Until now.”
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 “Careful, bounty hunter. You’ll have me believing you.” The song faded away to be replaced by a quiet ballad that spoke of love found, lost and then rediscovered. Hawke swayed with Cass in time to the lazy rhythm, content—for the moment—to breathe in her exotic perfume, to enjoy the bliss of her body pressed to his as he murmured true secrets to her. “The Moon Maiden still intrigues me with her sweet magic. She always has.” He nuzzled the softness of her hair, brushed his lips against her temple. “You always will.” He whispered all the things he would do to her, for her, with her. Hawke felt her tremble against him, her heart pound through her delicately formed ribs. Her nearness became an exquisite, fire-laced torture he would willingly endure for the remainder of his life. He hoped to live an extraordinary number of years. “I have wanted no other as I want you,” she confessed in that perfect, husky voice of hers. Cass looked up at him through her lush, dark lashes. She blinked and looked away, suddenly shy and unsure, something he’d never glimpsed in her before. A smile teased the corner of her mouth when she looked back up at him again. “Perhaps your dancing is what fascinates me so.” Hawke smiled down at her. “Perhaps. Or maybe it’s this.” He cupped her precious face with his hand and leaned down to kiss her honey-flavored lips, thrilled by her quick, heated response. He lifted Cass into his arms, brought her down to the bed with him, her slight weight resting easily on the length of his body. Cassidhe withdrew long enough to take a deep, shaky breath before responding. “Maybe it is, at that.” She studied Kincade’s face, lost herself in the eternal depths of his dark eyes. Her soul ached from
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 145
 
 the need to tell Kincade what she felt in her heart, to confess her unsanctioned hope that one day.... She lowered her mouth to his, savoring the taste of him, a blend of fine brandy and fresh mountain water. Or, more appropriately, intoxicating passion wine, sweet and strong. Cassidhe grazed his firm jaw line with her teeth until she came to his ear. She nipped at his earlobe, tugged at the bloodcrystal with her lips. Heart pounding, Cassidhe issued a soft, serious warning. “This is your last chance, Kincade. Any further and I will not allow you to stop what has begun. Not this time.” “You couldn’t stop me.” Kincade sighed against the side of her neck, tracing slow, persuasive patterns on her skin with his tongue. The delicious sensation sent thrilling little tremors of anticipation racing through every part of her body. “Unless you truly wished it so, Cass.” Hawke looked up into her mesmerizing eyes. Hoping Cass would never regret her choice, he eased the supple leather breeches down over her gently curved hips, down her sleek legs. The soft leather boots were no obstacle to him. The tendrils of her hair brushing over his neck and arms excited every nerve ending they teased. “Believe this: I would never take you unwillingly.” A low moan escaped from her throat, part invitation, part desire. “Then take me willingly.” Cass sat up, straddling his hips as she slipped out of her vest and shirt, leaving only the bronze and copper necklet to shimmer against her honeyed skin in the half light. She boldly met his gaze, challenging him to accept her. Hawke arched his back as her movements rocked her body against him in tantalizing ways. The rare rose gold color of Cass’s skin warmed him like no fire ever could. “Oh, my sweet Cass. If I die between
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 now and my next breath, I go a happy man.” “Then don’t die now, my Hawke, for I vow you will yet be an even happier man.” Cass’s full, sensual laugh tickled along his spine and shot on down to his toes. She opened his vest with slow, deliberate movements, one fastening at a time. In between each fastening, her fingers teased through his chest hair beneath the leather, her nails trailed against his skin. She threw back her head, murmuring soft, erotic words of encouragement when his lips joined his questing hands on her satiny breasts. “Sweet Creator, Cass, but you are perfection.” The peaks of her breasts hardened against his tongue. He slid his hands up and over her shoulders, trickled them down her back. He touched the scars with his fingertips and she went death-still in his arms. “Hear me, Cass, and hear me well. You are perfection, inside and out. Don’t ever forget that. I want all of you.” The breath she’d been holding came out a velvety sigh. Cassidhe felt the last of her doubts release with her expelled breath. She loosened the waist of Kincade’s breeches without hesitation, teased his sides and his hard, muscled stomach until her fingertips tingled with heat. She worked his breeches down, bit by bit, learning the texture of his skin centimeter by centimeter until she straddled bare, hard flesh. Cassidhe froze for a second, the air locked in her lungs. The sensuously soft leather had left very little to speculation, but the size of his aroused manhood still shocked her, his hard length and girth far more than she’d ever expected from any mortal. Ah, but she had here, the God of the Night.
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 Kincade pushed up against her, trying to capture her in his arms. Cassidhe scampered away across the mattress, unable to still the nervous laughter spilling from her. “Oh, no, not until you’re as naked as I am.” She laughed again, joyously now, at Kincade’s growl of pretended outrage. He kicked his boots off, jerked his clothing away in a frenzy of haste, before pushing her onto her back, all the while promising the many pleasures she’d receive from him. He captured her beneath his hard warrior’s body while the plush bed covering cradled her in delicious softness. Hawke couldn’t fight instinct any further. He whispered against her mouth, making his bold declaration. “You are mine.” “Yes,” Cass responded with a fierceness that made his heart and manhood swell almost beyond endurance. Their tongues met in a soul-deep kiss, dancing sinuously, just as their bodies had. Hawke kissed her eyelids, her cheeks, her jaw line, her neck. He left moist trails with his tongue and lips, traveling from just below her necklet to both full, peaked breasts, the satiny globes filling the palms of his hands. He explored with his mouth, moving lower, taking a slow, leisurely route to Cass’s navel. She squirmed beneath him as he moved ever downward. Her increasingly uninhibited movements pushed him to new levels of desire and need. Cass groaned when he stopped his leisurely survey of her body, her soft husky words urging him to continue. Cassidhe couldn’t hold back her whimper when Kincade renewed his journey with breathtaking enthusiasm. He began to explore upward this time, his lips tickling the inside of her thighs. The closer he
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 came to his goal, the hotter her body flamed where she lay beneath him. She gloried in the exquisite new sensations surpassing anything that had filled her imaginative dreams. She felt treasured, loved, cherished. Jolts of pleasure rippled through her, radiating outward from her core, spreading charged heat. His tongue found the hardened nub, the very center of her burning, aching need. A wild keening cry burst from her. The reality of Cass in his arms awed Hawke. For the first time in his life, he worshiped the woman beneath him. He glorified her with his eyes, his mouth, his hands, with every movement of his body. His soul-deep devotion to Cass sweetened and intensified the Bellon mating lust blazing its way through his body and mind. Hawke tightened his hands around her hips. Her husky cry enveloped him. The hot slickness of Cass welcomed him, the taste of her sweet and exotic, more erotic than the finest passion wine ever made. He teased her with his lips, stroking her with his tongue until her low, throaty moaning spiraled higher and then higher as she exploded in her first release. Cass quivered beneath him, her body begging for more. Cassidhe wound her fingers in Kincade’s dark hair, the energy of her release still thrumming through her. Before her breathing could slow, or the deep, rhythmic inner throbbing cease, his mouth and tongue lovingly assaulted her again. His erotic onslaught instantly transported her to an even higher, more savage level of release that threatened to shatter her mind. She tugged on his hair, the long strands still entangled in her fingers, urging him on. Kincade answered her silent call, slowly working upward, tasting and exploring her body as he moved. “Now, Hawke, now. I want you. All of you. Now.”
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 Willingly, he obeyed Cass’s plea, repositioning himself over her, his body eager and ready to possess what his soul already claimed. Amid the lure of her sweet firerose fragrance, Hawke eased into her hot tightness. He stopped, shaken by the shocking discovery of a barrier. How could this be? “Cass? By the gods. You are still a maiden. An innosant.” “I told you I’ve wanted no other.” “But—” “This is given to you freely. Always you, Hawke. Only you,” Cass whispered to him, brushing his hair back from his face, looking into his eyes. He seemed to feel her reach into his heart, into his soul, as she soothed the skin at his left temple. Her touch singed his heart and his mind. Fire raged through him, threatening to consume him and what remnant of restraint he could still claim. “I can’t, love,” he finally managed to say. “You’re so small, smaller than any—I can’t. I’ll not be the one to harm you this way. I’ve heard the tales.” Hawke began to withdraw. “What tales?” She asked in a soft, breathless whisper, stopping his retreat, her arms entrapping him with surprising strength. “How a Bellon warrior, lost in the throes of his mating lust, can injure, even kill, a female of a more fragile race.” Cassidhe trailed soft kisses from his temple down to his clenched jaw, the muscles bunching and jumping under her touch. “Oh, my Hawke, rest easy. Most of them are just that: tales.”
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 Still nearly breathless, she struggled to speak coherently. “When such a thing happens, the woman has been taken against her will, often with blood lust tainting the warrior’s mating lust.” She kissed his jaw again. “Neither applies to us. We are not embroiled in battle and sweet Creator, I do want you.” Cassidhe took in another breath and kissed the corner of his mouth, nuzzling against him with a purr of invitation. “Most importantly, you forget I am Bellon. I vow I will not shatter in your arms.” She ran her tongue over his skin, tasting the maleness of him. “Beware, my Hawke. I have no intention of stopping now, so you may be the one to cry out for mercy.” Entranced by the change in her eyes, Hawke smiled down at her. The flecks had become tiny pools of molten copper, revealing the desire burning through her, and something he could almost convince himself that spoke of love. A low growl of need escaped from him when she tightened her hold on him, her grip further refusing to allow his withdrawal. Cass locked her legs around his waist and then shocked him by thrusting upward with incredible strength. She cried out at the sudden piercing, but kept moving against him, drawing him into the ages-old dance of lovers, calling his name in breathless little gasps of pleasure and excitement. Hawke lunged into her, lost to the ancient, primal Bellon instincts, sealing their union, claiming Cass for all time. He matched his tempo to hers, allowing Cass to lead this first dance. Soon she demanded more from him, more of him. Cass cried out again, this time urgently commanding deeper thrusts, riding his untamed lunges to the peak of her wild completion. Hawke eagerly met and matched her, stroke for stroke, ever deeper, until Cass screamed her
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 powerful release. Her fingers dug into his buttocks, driving him over the precipice to his own soulshattering climax. They soared the cosmos together. Slowly, they returned to reality, bodies still entwined, and their heartbeats quieted. “My sweet, sweet Cass, how I cherish what you have given me.” Hawke kissed her with a tenderness he’d never before experienced. The enormity of what had just happened humbled him. “Ah, Hawke,” Cass whispered, brushing the hair back, pressing her fingers to his temple. “We are together, as one.” Only moments later, his hands still gently stroking her, Hawke realized Cass hadn’t moved. “Cass? Oh, gods, Cass, I have hurt you.” He rolled to the side, bringing her with him. “How badly?” Hawke cursed, his own imprecations condemning himself to the Underworld for infinity. Cassidhe took a deep breath, finally able to fill her lungs now that he’d taken his weight from her. Laughing softly, she kissed the base of Hawke’s throat, soothing him. “Ssh. I’m not hurt, only too weak to move.” Physically sated, she smiled sleepily. All the words spoken between them had come so naturally. How had Sister Fate managed to pair them so well? Tradition be damned, she’d not let this wondrous man out of her heart. She kissed his throat again, the strong pulse of life that beat there. “You’ve shown me ecstasy, the Celestial Glory.” Cass’s soft, breathy laughter tickled and teased Hawke, reassuring him, sending new shivers
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 shooting down his spine. “No, sweet Cass, you have shown me the Glory, and that miracle is you.” Hawke trickled his fingers over Cass’s arm, across her shoulder blade, down her back, caressing the small imperfections of the scars with a new reverence. “Hawke, about the scars—I know what you must believe—” “No, I don’t think you do know. You are a loving, caring woman who has the courage to do what you must. You believe in blood ties and honor. I even know you aren’t afraid to challenge outdated traditions that don’t pertain to present-day life.” He continued to glide his hand over her, exploring, knowing her. “I can have them removed.” Cassidhe would do so, but how she hoped he could take them as he took her. Faith alone could bind them together. She traced the contours of his body with the tips of her fingers. “However these marks came to be, Cass, they are a part of you. I accept them as I accept you. In all ways. Have the scars removed only for yourself, if you must. Not for me, not for anyone else.” Kincade’s words warmed Cassidhe right down to her soul. She pressed the tip of her tongue to the pulse in his neck, feeling the movement of life, tasting the sexy, salty taste of him. She placed her palm to his temple. “All that I am, I offer to you.” SHOWERED and dressed once more, Hawke watched Cass with newfound wonder and appreciation. She smoothed the snug leather over her hips with sure, quick movements after tucking in her shirt. His body tightened, hardening in response to the simple movements she somehow made appear so erotic. “Cass, are you certain you’re up to coping with that slug, Grimes?” The amount of blood produced
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 by her gift appalled and worried him. Never had he seen such copious bleeding except from some battle or hunting wound. At least the Creator had seen fit to stop the flow. “Are you strong enough?” “How many time must I reassure you? Save for my lost status as innosant, I am unharmed. The only lingering effect seems to be some achy muscles. Oh, and of course, a deeply satisfying sense of physical contentment.” She turned and wiggled her backside at him, saucily glancing over her shoulder. “I have no complaints.” “Nor have I.” Leaving this room right now would be most difficult, Hawke decided. “Are you set, then?” “As I’ll ever be. How long do you think I’ll need to distract Grimes?” “Twenty minutes, minimum. Give me thirty, or even more, if you can stomach him for that long. I have no way of knowing how complicated his computer security might be.” Hawke frowned at her, concerned. “Don’t let him push you too far. Nothing is worth that.” “Don’t worry. I’d rather die than allow him to touch me. I can’t think of too many things I’d put a higher price on.” Cass shuddered, rubbed her upper arms with her hands. “How will I know if you’ve retrieved the information?” Hawke eyed the communit with distaste. “We can’t risk any type of communication. Grimes must monitor everything that goes on here. I’ll come looking for you.” “Lovely idea, but you have no idea where I’ll be.” Hawke closed his eyes, breathed in, smiled as he opened them again. “I’ve remembered your scent since that very first time we met. I have always been able to recognize the sweet perfume of your body.
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 154
 
 After this,” he gestured to the wildly rumpled bed, “I could find you in a room filled with a thousand people. I would know you in a desert storm or in the deepest ice caves on Neman.” “You almost sound as if you truly mean those words, bounty hunter.” “I do mean them.” He pulled her into his arms, kissed her temple, her cheek, then her lips, still swollen from their shared passion. Cassidhe’s heart filled near to bursting with sheer joy, her soul sang with an inner completeness she had never before experienced. Now, the only requirement to make her perfectly content was the safe return of her parents. She leaned against Kincade, her muscles still weakened by unaccustomed responses. He had needed to support her limp body in the shower, running his large, soapy hands over her, kneading her tired muscles. He’d caressed her with his slippery fingers, until the result had been a lusty, rowdy coupling under the steamy, pounding water. The urgency of the union had left both of them breathless and trembling, and left her extremely tender in some very private places. She willed herself to heal quickly so they could repeat this new wonder. Hawke set her away from him, reluctantly but resolutely. Cass’s soft, breathy laugh could almost make him forget why they were here. The power of distraction she held over him made his heart thunder. “If we don’t leave this room now, we may never do so. This should be the last step to finding the location of your parents. Once we have the information, we’ll be on our way to them.” “Aye, my parents. When they’re found, though, you will not be safe from me,” she promised him with a wicked smile.
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 “Oh, I sincerely hope not. Now, go set that hook.” He kissed her one more time, unable to resist. “That was for luck.” Hawke’s conscience rode him hard. Cass had entered this room an innosant. He’d taken that from her with his experienced persuasion. An advantage so one-sided a true warrior would be reluctant to act upon. His conscience won out. Hawke stopped Cass before she could take the final step from the room. He hated the idea of giving her the opportunity to back away from what they’d started, but honor demanded he give her a way out of the tradition-breaking position into which he’d thrust her. Regardless how much he wanted to shout the news from every available rooftop. “No other Bellon need know of our tryst.” Blast! If only he could call the words back. Cass halted where she stood, her back straight, the set of her shoulders firm and square. Then she slowly turned toward him, her face looking drawn and pale, her hazel eyes wide and flat-looking. She took in a deep breath he saw as relief and expelled it in measured increments. “As you say, bounty hunter. No need for anyone to be shocked by our...indiscretion. You have set my mind at ease that no other will know our secret. I would not wish to bring shame to your House.” She strode out of the room, leaving behind only the icy shards of her words piercing his heart and her scent mocking him.
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 Chapter 10 Grimes stood at the Eatery’s bar, the best vantage point for observing the sullen Baylock or anyone else who might be more worthy of his attention. The outcast Bellon had been sulking ever since he’d used the last of his credits trying to cure what must have been the grandfather of all hangovers. Baylock took his pain out on everyone around him, verbally abusing the establishment’s staff and any patrons brave enough to walk within a meter of his table. Grimes straightened his clothes with careful attention to detail, brushing away a fleck of lint before he approached his target. “Baylock? I am Sar Grimes. I run the reclamation process here. My assistant tells me you need a job.” “Bah. Be gone, Earther.” “Watch how you speak to me, barbarian. I’m here to offer you something you need.” “Leave me. I require nothing from you or any other Earther.” “Oh, but you are mistaken. Without an ample supply of credits or a job to earn them, you can’t stay here. I am not in the habit of doling out charity. You’ll have to leave at once.” Grimes allowed the Bellon to glare at him through barely focused eyes. “I suppose I could offer you a position here, Baylock, as part of my personal guard.” The Bellon scowled back at him. “What makes you think I’d work for you?” “You’d have continued access to the bar, for one thing. When you’re not on duty, that is. That, and
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 you owe me. I had the medic heal the fractures in your jaw while you were, uh, incapacitated.” He let that sink in for a minute before sweetening the offer. “I’ve also been told you wouldn’t be averse to a touch of revenge against Kincade and his slut. I could give you the opportunity you want.” Baylock jerked forward, all uncoordinated in his eagerness. “My honor will finally be avenged when I’ve humiliated her and defeated him.” “You won’t have the chance to obtain those goals unless you do things my way.” “I’ll do it anybody’s way, even an Earther’s, as long as I can achieve my revenge.” Grimes raised his hand, snapped his fingers. He waited in silence while the bartender served a snifter of fine, private stock brandy to him and a tankard of the cheap ale to the Bellon. “To your new employment, Baylock. Would you care to celebrate your elevated position? I keep a small stable of females for the use of my men, if they’ve earned the privilege. I have several species of females, each unique in her own way, from whom you may choose. The Siriddian is odd looking, but has a talent rare and, shall we say, extremely interesting, among females.” “I have no need for such diversions.” “I see. You prefer other means of satisfaction.” Baylock snarled and pushed himself to his feet, clumsy in his drunken anger. “I will not stand for your insults. What I do or do not prefer is my own affair.” “Not entirely true, Bellon. My interest in your preferences is for one reason. Your first and only duty in my employ will be to guard the Burnelle woman. You will keep her away from any of the men here and prevent the men from using her. That includes you.”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 158
 
 “Find someone else to protect her and treat her with respect, if that is your wish. I will not do so.” “Oh, please. The woman consorts with a Bellon. She is a slut. You don’t have to respect her. Simply see to it that I am the only one who touches her carnally. Treat her any way you must to keep her under control, any way but killing her, that is.” Baylock sank back into his seat, poured half the tankard of ale down his throat, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He leaned across the table, breathing alcohol-laden fumes into Grimes’s face. “Any way I choose as long as she doesn’t die?” “The choice is yours.” Grimes felt his lips twist into a smile of excitement and anticipation. “I see you have some ideas already. Excellent.” “Oh, I have ideas you can’t begin to imagine, Earther. The witch will learn her place.” “Just remember, if you allow her to escape, your life is forfeit.” “A true Bellon warrior expects nothing less for failure to complete his task. Sar.” Baylock finished the ale. “Oh, we’re going to get along splendidly, you and I. Considering you’re a Bellon.” Baylock belched and Grimes shuddered. Once this sodden fool fulfilled his purpose, he, too, would be eliminated. How appropriate. Until then, though, he looked forward to seeing the variety of delights this Baylock might have in store for the woman. Grimes savored his brandy while thrills of anticipation excited him, exceeding his wildest dreams. He’d heard lurid tales of torture procedures that could make the victim linger for days, begging for the release of a swift and merciful death. “Go see my man, Sennog. He’s expecting you. Sennog will assign
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 you living space and your first task. Make certain you do something about your personal appearance before I see you again.” CASSIDHE made her way to the Eatery through an emotional, mind-numbing fog of despair, stomachwrenching anger and a heavy sense of betrayal. She had to remind herself to breathe in and then force the air out of her lungs. She couldn’t have wagered and won a bet on her heart remembering to pound the next beat. Only focusing on priorities—her parents—kept her from doing an about-face and confronting the black-hearted Fullblood. The curre who had taken her innocence with his lust and her self-esteem with a few simple words, destroying her hopes, shattering her dreams. So, Kincade didn’t want anyone to know how he’d broken tradition. The lying, two-faced cheat! She didn’t give a narg who found out. If her announcement—and she intended to scream the news at the top of her lungs—embarrassed him, nargging terrific! He deserved every second of scandalous angst his actions begat for him. Cassidhe ground her back teeth together to keep the piercing shriek of a rage from letting loose. Those archaic Bellon customs didn’t rule her life, nor did all those false, sweetly tender emotions she’d mistakenly believed she felt for the rotten bounty hunter. Kincade better think twice about betraying her parents the way he had her. Pain lanced through her. If he did, she would deliver the cavern-crawling slug of a Fullblood to Garesh on a platter. What an arrogant, self-serving curre! When the time was right, she’d finish what she’d begun all those years ago. She would destroy Hawke Kincade without a glimmer of remorse, and she’d smile the
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 entire time her dagger did its work. Cassidhe walked into the Eatery, propelled by sheer bravado and the overriding need to complete her task. Her legs shook with each step, every movement an uncomfortable reminder of Kincade’s invasion of her body. A server placed an ale in front of her even before she’d completely settled into her chair. “Compliments of Sar Grimes, Lady.” “Tell him I appreciate his generosity.” “You could always thank me in person,” Grimes said, suddenly bending much too close to her. Cassidhe did her best to turn her startled flinch into a gesture of welcome, hoping she managed to pull off the subterfuge. “Horatio. Join me, won’t you?” “I wouldn’t want to irritate your captain.” Grimes scanned the Eatery. “Where is he?” She forced a light laugh. “He isn’t my captain. I told you. I’m only along for the ride. Besides, Kincade’s probably going over a list of sacrificial virgins right now.” “What?” “Never mind.” Cassidhe pushed the bitter feelings toward the bounty hunter aside. “Kincade seemed to be out of it when I left the room. Tired, I guess.” “You aren’t fatigued?” “No.” Cassidhe glanced around the Eatery, looking at the other patrons. “I felt like exploring, maybe talking to people. Kincade isn’t much of a conversationalist.” “I wouldn’t imagine so.”
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 She could have sworn Grimes struggled to keep from rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “I’m too restless to settle down to sleep, Horatio. Maybe I need some excitement. Any ideas?” “I’m not sure how exciting it would be for you, but I could give you a tour of the installation and refining facility. Some of the grounds are illuminated, so you can see a few attractions, such as they are. I’m quite proud of how I’ve pulled this operation together and wouldn’t mind the opportunity to show off a bit. What I’ve been able to accomplish here might surprise you.” “I’d enjoy that, if you’re sure I’d be no trouble.” “Not in the least, my dear. In fact, I look forward to initiating, uh, introducing you to my environment.” Grimes cocked his head at an angle, his green eyes going even colder as his gaze crawled over her body. Cassidhe stared backed, afraid that if she so much as blinked, she’d somehow give herself away. His examination left behind an offensive, almost tangible sensation of cold slime oozing across her skin. Trail of the slug, she thought, shivering inwardly. “Is something wrong, Horatio?” “No, no. I can’t get over how much you resemble your sister.” “Really? I always thought she was the pretty one.” “You do yourself an extreme disservice, my dear. When did you say you last talked with her?” “I didn’t say, but I’d guess it’s been about a standard year.” That time frame should put the Earther at ease. “Why?” “Ah, well, that explains why you haven’t heard her mention me, then.”
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 “How well do you know my sister?” “Oh, better than she even realizes, my dear.” “I see. I’ll make sure to give Cat your best when I finally do speak with her.” “You do that.” Cassidhe somehow managed to smile at him. “Cat will be quite envious if she finds I’ve captured the attention of one of her admirers.” “Will she, indeed?” Grimes stood over her. “Give me a few minutes and then we can begin the tour of the installation. I’m certain you’ll be impressed with what I can show you. I’ll return for you. Don’t go away.” Cassidhe touched his arm, forcing herself to hide her revulsion, and said, “I won’t, but don’t be gone too long. I dislike being alone in a strange place and eagerly await your return.” “You have no need to worry, I assure you. You won’t be alone for long. You may even get to the point where you tire of my presence.” Too late for that, Cassidhe thought. She choked down the growing sickness Grimes’s proximity created in her. GRIMES found Sennog with a small group of personal guards. They snapped to attention when he entered the communication control room. At least this particular batch of worthless aliens had finally learned some sense of discipline and respect for him. It had taken them long enough. “Did Baylock report to you as I ordered?”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 163
 
 “Sar Grimes, yes. Cleaned himself, he has. Issued new uniforms, he has been. In the docking bay, on duty is the Bellon, until you need him.” “You two guards, and you, Sennog. Find the Bellon animal, Kincade, and take him into custody. Confine him in the main discipline chamber. Chain him. Then notify the Mallochon, B’Lor, that he has a new and interesting test subject.” Grimes slapped an autoinjector into Sennog’s third hand. “Use this before Kincade can touch you, or he’ll break you in half. You won’t get the chance to scream for help if you don’t drug him immediately. If Kincade escapes, the three of you will be spending time in the disciplinary chamber in his stead. Notify me the minute your assignment is completed.” “Sar Grimes, as you order,” Sennog replied, visibly shuddering. “Oh, one more thing. When you finally notify me Kincade has been confined, send Baylock to me at once. I’ll have something special for him to do, too.” Grimes made his way back to the Eatery, compiling a mental list of the degrading, painful, arousing things he’d inflict upon Kincade and his little slut. Heart racing, mouth watering, he envisioned every act and every result. Kincade would be destroyed by the knowledge that he, an Earther, had taken his woman from him. The woman would be destroyed by knowing her paramour had deserted her, leaving her behind like week-old trash. Oh, but life could be good. Very good, and just. The Bellons would get exactly what they had coming to them. So close to climaxing his entire body shook, he denied himself the ultimate moment.
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 Instead, he anticipated how much more intense the pleasure would be once the Bellons had suffered...and suffered. HE SHOULD have known better. Hawke nodded casually to a maintenance worker he passed, while he wanted nothing more than to slam his fist straight through the corridor wall. He’d put his honor and pride on the line—right along with his heart—and Cass had destroyed all three with her eagerness to put the last couple of hours—her indiscretion, her shame—behind her, forgotten and unimportant. Garesh take Cass and her devious ways! The emotions he’d thought the little curra had experienced and so artfully expressed were nothing more than mere fantasies of his own making. Betrayal was the only thing he could expect from the likes of her. Oh, but he’d teach her a lesson she wouldn’t soon forget. Cass Burnelle would not walk away from him unscathed. She would burn in the pits of the Underworld, right where she belonged. Something must exist that could hurt Cass the way the pain haunted him. Hawke strolled the rest of the way to the administration offices of the complex. Not an easy task. Like so many things, strolling definitely did not come naturally to a Bellon warrior, especially an angry one. He’d allowed his self-control to slip with Cass, and every other aspect of his life, but he’d regained that control, and he’d not lose it again. Once he reached the offices, the apparent lack of security surprised him. Either Grimes trusted his people, or his people feared him. Hawke strongly suspected the latter. Grimes didn’t seem to be the type to have faith in anyone, nor did he inspire trust or respect in
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 others. Grimes’s life would one day end with his throat being slit in some dark alley or dead-end corridor. That time might come sooner than the Earther had ever expected. Perhaps tonight. Double-checking the computerized directory, Hawke stepped up to the doorway that should be the entrance to Grimes’s main office. Locked. He examined the immediate area with his small scanner. No shielding. Vid pickups aplenty, but they weren’t activated. Grimes had grown too complacent in this outof-the-way place. Hawke dismissed the fleeting thought that this could be a trap. Grimes wasn’t that sharp. The security lock on the entrance would take a little time, but Hawke knew he could bypass the system, if his patience didn’t evaporate before his skills completed the task. Less than five minutes went by before the door panel slid open. The lights in the room came on automatically when he walked in. “Will you look at this?” The rich paneling and extravagant furnishings absorbed Hawke’s quiet words. He shook his head in disgust. When he and Cass had explored the complex, they’d seen the austere accommodations Grimes provided for the reclamation workers. The employees—probably more like slaves, knowing Grimes—spent their time amidst bare-boned necessity at the most. Grimes barely gave them enough for comfort, let alone the expensive luxury found in here. Hawke accessed the computer system and began a time- consuming, methodical search for any reference to Ambassador Culver or the Dove. The inquiry could take a while, even using a key word search string. Use of any verbal commands could lock him out of the system and he didn’t want to risk losing access, not to mention the alarms such an action could activate. Hawke kept one eye on the chronometer, uncertain how far he could trust Cass to keep Grimes
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 166
 
 occupied. He should be able to trust her unfailingly. Presumably because she needed his help in getting her parents back, she wouldn’t betray him here, but the uncertainty ate at him, like acid through ancient metal. A few minutes later, Hawke whistled softly between his teeth and muttered to himself. “Well, well. Grimes, you’ve been a busy little slug. It’s time someone takes you down, and I just volunteered.” Hawke scrolled through the displayed information. Nothing yet giving any indication where the ambassador or Dove might be, but the file listed a minimum of thirty intergalactic laws the slimy Earther had broken over the years. One file contained enough to rivet Grimes to the bulkhead for the rest of his natural lifetime and then some. He’d never be able to hurt anyone again. “I’m going to enjoy putting you away, Grimes.” Hawke narrowed his eyes when new information appeared on the screen. Finally. The location of the Dove and the ambassador. “Any last requests from the condemned man, Grimes? Make them now, or lose your chance.” CASSIDHE didn’t like the look of Grimes’s exaggerated little flourish of a walk any more than the lecherous smirk on his ugly face. The Earther slug was up to something. The ultra fine hairs on the back of her neck lifted in an unmistakable silent warning, not the first time lately that her Bellon ancestry asserted its ancient instincts. The closer Grimes moved toward her, the colder she became. Great shuddering emanations of iciness, foretelling of danger and betrayal, rippled around her. The frigid energy patterns shivered through her. A new, unsettling and confusing experience. Grimes put his arm around her shoulders, setting off wave after of wave of revulsion that became increasingly more difficult to mask.
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 “My dear, what’s wrong?” With an effort, Cassidhe pasted a smile on her face. “I’m fine. Really.” She managed to put enough distance between them so she felt free to at least take a breath. “I’m ready for that tour now.” “You’ll get it, my dear, and so very much more.” Cassidhe searched his face, trying to find hidden meaning in words that sounded so prophetic. Fifteen minutes passed, becoming a half-hour that dragged into infinity. Still Kincade didn’t come for her, making her wonder if she could trust the Fullblood to seek out her location. Maybe he simply planned to leave her behind. No. He seemed to want that, but he’d never be able to explain her absence to Mother and Father. Each elapsing minute increased Cassidhe’s sense of worry. Foreboding filled her with its repellent tangibility until all she could think about was finding Kincade and getting them the narg out of the reclamation facilities. Kincade had found some kind of trouble, or the evil had found him. She just knew something had gone wrong. The communicator on Grimes’s wrist buzzed, finally stopping his moronic, endless stream of description and bragging. Gods, time in the slug’s company could only be compared to being trapped in the first level of the Underworld, condemned to hearing eternal self-serving lectures. “Sar Grimes here. This had better be important.” “Here, Sennog, Sar. With the desired results, your most recent order completed has been.” “Excellent, Sennog.” Grimes turned to Cassidhe. She wanted nothing more than to wipe the smirk from his face. He grew more detestable by the
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 minute. “Come along, my dear.” No, she didn’t want to go anywhere with him. Not anymore. “I’ve taken far too much of your time already. Demanding more from you wouldn’t be fair of me.” Cassidhe knew she had to get away and find Kincade. She sensed something terribly amiss and getting worse by the second. She must find out what had happened. “Oh, but I insist. I have one more thing you absolutely must see before we end our tour.” Cold little pinpricks of warning coalesced into a hard, icy ball at the base of her spine. Without rhyme or reason, she wanted to weep, something she hadn’t done since she’d been a child of two at her mother’s knee. She felt her stomach muscles tighten in response to an impending but unknown threat. The old ‘flight or fight’ was kicking in with a vengeance. Grimes opened a door and motioned for her to precede him into the room. “You can’t miss seeing my office. This room is an oasis of refined taste in a wasteland of a facility.” Cassidhe only vaguely saw the room, now nearly frantic to get away from the Earther. “Lovely. I must excuse myself and return to my quarters.” “One minute more.” Grimes activated what looked like a surveillance system, but the viewing screen remained black. “You might find this interesting.” “I can’t see anything.” “Ah. Let’s remedy that with some lights in the room being monitored. Now what do you think?” The view screen gradually lightened, revealing a murky, undistinguishable shape. As the lighting
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 increased, so did her horror. Hawke Kincade hung in chains from the ceiling of what appeared to be an otherwise deserted room. His body, bloody and bruised, swayed limply while his head lolled at what had to be an uncomfortable angle. Kincade’s dark hair hung down over his beaten, swollen face, obscuring part of the damage. “Hawke!” Cassidhe’s hoarsely uttered cry soaked into the elegant furnishings of Grimes’s office. On the screen, Kincade’s body jerked as if jolted by an electrical current, but his eyes didn’t open and no sound came from him. The only thing audible was the mad, humorless chortle escaping from Grimes. That, and the rasp of the Earther’s harsh breathing. “Sweet Creator, you’re killing him.” “Quite the contrary, my dear. Granted, he may be a little uncomfortable, but I’ve gone to great lengths to keep him alive. For now, at least.” Grimes responded to the buzz from his communit. “Yes? What is it?” ‘Baylock reporting as you ordered, Sar Grimes.’ “Enter.” Cassidhe knew the revulsion clearly showed on her face, but she didn’t care. She glared at Baylock, her rage destroying anything even resembling logic. “You’re part of this? Sweet Creator, how could you do this to your captain?” Baylock’s gaze flicked in her direction for a disinterested second then to the viewing screen. His expression remained impassive, though Cassidhe thought for an instant she saw something burn in the depths of his dark eyes.
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 Grimes grabbed her face with cruel fingers, squeezing hard until he smirked at her discomfort. “Shut your mouth and listen very carefully, little whore. What you say and do now will determine Kincade’s fate.” Her chance to avenge Kincade’s perfidy. Cassidhe bit down until she tasted her own blood to keep all the vile names she knew from spilling out. Outrage against Grimes and his actions seethed inside her. She jerked her head once to indicate her understanding. She felt dirty and bruised when Grimes released her face. “What do you want, Grimes?” “You will stay here at the complex with me.” “I see.” Cassidhe did finally begin to understand. Grimes hadn’t been able to get his hands on Cat. Now he had her right where he had always wanted her sister. Trapped in his detestable spider’s web. “I don’t think you do, whore, so let me explain in terms even an inferior specie like you will be able to understand.” Cassidhe’s chin came up, but she reined in her defiance, waiting to hear what he had to say. “You stay here, for the rest of your life, however long or short that may be, and Kincade lives. You refuse to stay, I have the great pleasure of seeing Kincade die. Slowly. Painfully. What is it going to be?” Jaw tightly clenched, she met the Earther’s disgusting leer. Cassidhe forced her muscles to relax, took a deep, calming breath as she made her difficult decision. “You have no idea what Kincade has done to me, do you?” “What are you talking about?” “I didn’t think so.” She gave Grimes an up-yours grin and then laughed outright. “You picked the
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 Chapter 11 Baylock grunted a harsh oath of surprise, the only sound in the plush office. Cassidhe stared at Grimes, her gaze locked on his hateful face. “I’ve given you my answer. So how soon do I get to leave?” The Earther studied her in turn, his face contorted into lines of confusion and anger. He glanced uncertainly at Baylock, who merely shrugged, apparently unable to add any clarification to the situation. Good. She’d caught both of them off guard. Cassidhe computed the time needed to reach and effectively use her stiletto. Time enough to take Grimes out of the game, but Baylock presented another challenge entirely. “Come on,” she prodded. “How soon?” “Kill her, Baylock.” Cassidhe heard the soft, deadly sound of Baylock drawing his dagger from its sheath. What little remained of her life could be counted in a handful of thundering heartbeats. She blessed the Creator for the life she’d been allowed to live up to this point, no matter how confusing it had been, then glanced at Grimes. “If you expect me to beg for my life, you’ll get old waiting. I’ve never begged anyone for anything. I’m not going to start with you, Earther.” Grimes shook his head as though befuddled. “I completely misread you, didn’t I?” “I’d say so.” She braced herself for Baylock’s strike. Timed just right, she could still take at least one of them with her.
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 “Hold, Baylock.” Grimes nodded slowly, as if reluctantly agreeing with something only he could hear. “Very well. Your departure can be arranged right after you watch Kincade die. The least his cheating slut can do. His death should be an entertaining sight.” He touched a control on the communication unit. “Sennog?” ‘Yes, Sar Grimes.’ “We have no further need for the Bellon captain. Tell B’Lor he may begin preparations for the Bellon’s disposal. I leave the method to his discretion.” ‘Done, it will be, Sar.’ Grimes flicked a cold glance in her direction. Cassidhe stared back. “Well? What are we waiting on? An auspicious positioning of the planets?” “You’re a cold little witch, aren’t you?” “So I’ve been told more than once.” The anger flushing Grimes’s nasty little face rewarded her cool agreement. “Sennog,” Grimes snapped into his communit, “tell B’Lor that Kincade’s death is to be as slow and gruesome as he can make it.” ‘As you order, Sar.’ A humpbacked Mallochon stepped into the range of the camera. Cassidhe watched him brandish a vicious looking tri-bladed knife, each edge jagged and wickedly sharp, meant to tear and brutalize flesh going in and savage the body coming out. He brought his arm back, aiming for his victim.... The gods help her, as much as she wanted to rip out Kincade’s heart with her own two hands, she
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 couldn’t allow him to die by Grimes’s whim and especially not under a Mallochon’s blade. “No!” Grimes looked at her, his lips pursed. “No, what?” “Rescind the order.” “It’s far too late for that, I’m afraid.” “Stop it. Now.” “No. You are not the one giving the orders. Haven’t you learned that yet?” “What do you really want from me?” Grimes sneered at her. “Let’s see. What could I possibly want from a high and mighty Bellon slut?” Cassidhe looked into his eyes and found the soul-chilling madness her sister had described. At that moment, Cassidhe knew she held Hawke Kincade’s life in her very incapable, undeserving hands. Sheer panic flared in her, right alongside a glimmer of hope. Kincade reduced her to Bellon rage with a mere mouthful of words and exalted her to wanton desire with one touch of his mouth. Taking responsibility for the bounty hunter’s life scared the Underworld out of her, but she made her decision between one breath and the next when she fully grasped what Grimes sought. Cassidhe went down on one knee, something she had never done for any man. For anyone. For any reason. Except now, for the bounty hunter. Every muscle in her body fought the action, making each movement stiff and jerky, but her force of will won. Her weight balanced between her left knee and her right foot, she glared at Grimes, resenting him almost as much as she resented Kincade right now. She would die before begging Grimes for her own life, but this.... Let Grimes do what he would to her, for nothing could harm her mind, body or soul more than Kin-
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 cade’s death. That was the truth of it, no matter how bitter that truth might be. “Don’t kill him.” “Aren’t you forgetting something?” Cassidhe locked her back teeth together. She choked getting the word out. The entreaty wanted to stick in her throat. “Please.” “Say it in your native tongue. I want to hear the word in Bellonese.” “If you truly know the Bellon culture the way you’d have me believe, Grimes, then you would know no such word or phrase exists in Bellonese.” Grimes swung his arm back, ready to strike. Baylock stepped forward. “She speaks the truth in this matter, Sar Grimes.” “Oh? Interesting. What else do you have to say, whore?” “I’ll stay here at your complex.” “Ah,” Grimes almost sighed, “I didn’t misread you so badly, after all. Weak. Weakness covered by nothing more than a shell of an exterior.” He touched the control again. “Sennog. Has my last command been completed?” Sennog stammered his reply. ‘N-not yet, Sar. A-apologies, many. Sharpening some instruments, is B’Lor.’ “Stop the whining. Fortunately for you both, I’ve changed my mind. Keep Kincade alive unless you hear differently from me.” He turned his attention back to Cassidhe. “I do believe submission becomes you, my dear. You learn quickly, for an undisciplined animal.” And like an animal, Cassidhe thought, I’ll rip your throat out if you give me half a chance. I swear.
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 “You have me. Allow Kincade to go free.” “In due time, after I’ve had a discussion with him.” “About what?” “I’ll tell him you want to stay here.” Cassidhe glared at him. As if Kincade would believe such garbage. “I see by your expression you don’t believe me. This is the way it’s going to be, and why it’s imperative Kincade believes you want to stay. Pay attention.” Cassidhe clenched her hands into fists, then had no alternative but to allow them to hang uselessly at her sides. She would have continued to gamble for her own life, but not someone else’s. She’d bluffed and lost the most expensive wager of her life. Kincade damn well better appreciate the gesture. “I’m listening.” “It’s easier for me to let him go free. I don’t want him coming back here for you, though.” “He won’t return for me, Grimes. You still don’t get it, do you? He’d already finished with me when you took him prisoner. Kincade won’t be coming back for me, although he might for you.” “You better hope he doesn’t. To that end, he’ll be told you are staying here of your own free will.” “Kincade will never believe you if you tell him that.” “Maybe not, but he’ll believe you.” Cassidhe closed her eyes to shut out the sight of Grimes’s mocking leer, shook her head. “No, he won’t.” “You’d better make certain he does, or he’ll die anyway. That would mean I’d have to take the risk
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 of his first officer firing on the complex, and I don’t like taking risks of that sort. Of course, we’ll relay the unfortunate news to his crew that Kincade was caught in an unforeseeable accident in the reclamation plant. You will confirm my sad story, so they should have no reason to retaliate.” “I don’t know what I can say or do to convince Kincade.” “Look at me.” Grimes grabbed her by the hair, jerked her head back. “I said look at me. Good. You have exactly one hour to come up with something. That’s when I take you to see him. One hour. Baylock, take her back to her room. I don’t want any marks on her until after Kincade leaves. Or dies. Understood?” “Clearly, Sar Grimes.” Baylock hauled Cassidhe to her feet by the nape of her neck, pushed her to the exit. Cassidhe turned on the traitorous Bellon, reaching for his face with her right hand. Her nails dug into the flesh just below his left eye, digging bloody furrows down his cheek to the square jaw line. She ducked the wild return swing of his closed fist. “Baylock,” Grimes warned, “I told you no marks yet. If you can’t follow orders, I have no more use for you.” The Bellon grabbed Cassidhe by the hair, pulled her out of the office, cursing her for the blood she’d drawn. Grimes watched his newest worker jerk the woman out into the hallway. Her body twisted and turned as she fought him, the movements almost suggestive, in a wild, animal-like way. A pleasure-filled shudder moved through him, making him pant as his body broke out in a sweat. He could hardly wait to
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 hear her beg for mercy, hear her beg for his attention. Attention she’d get, but the whore would receive no mercy. CASSIDHE walked ahead of Baylock, her mind working at a furious pace. She plotted and then discarded one plan after another, none of them inventive enough to save Kincade and keep her parents safe at the same time. Nothing would work smoothly until she knew exactly where Grimes held Kincade and what obstacles she’d have to break through to reach him, or until she managed to retrieve the critical information about her mother and father. Sweet Creator, how could she manage to rescue all three of them? She couldn’t believe she even considered risking everything to save the heartless bounty hunter. Then again, Cassidhe knew she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she didn’t at least try. She bit her bottom lip, chewed until the skin became raw, feeling she was absolutely the last person who should be risking other peoples’ lives based on her instincts. “Make use of the time he has given you, my Lady,” Baylock said, catching up to her. “I’ve seen some of the evil Grimes is capable of doing and how much he enjoys his own peculiar form of sickness. He will not hesitate to kill the captain if you aren’t convincing.” “Spare me. It’s a little late for you to play the concerned crew member.” “In reality, my Lady, the timing couldn’t be better.” Cassidhe glared at him as he stood to the side of the doorway to her room, not hiding her dislike. The hateful feeling of helplessness she experienced sickened her. “Garesh is saving a special place for you,
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 Baylock, in the deepest level.” “I wouldn’t be surprised, my Lady. You should know Grimes has someone monitoring the communication circuits to this room. They will not allow you to communicate with the Yataghan using the facility’s system. Any independent means of communication won’t penetrate the shielding that now encloses the complex.” “Shielding?” Cassidhe felt her biggest hope die. The necklet and the implant were useless if he spoke the truth. “Aye. The only portion of the complex not shielded at present is the landing bay.” “Why are you telling me about the bay’s lack of shielding?” Cassidhe’s shoulders slumped with resignation. More to the point, how would she get there? Baylock must be performing his own brand of torture, more subtle than the Earther’s, but just as emotionally painful. “Be gone, you honorless traitor. Leave me.” “Honor, or the lack of it, depends on your point of view, does it not, my Lady? Your own words, I believe.” He inclined his head at a slight angle. “I will be right outside your door.” “How very reassuring.” Her hands automatically curled into dangerous claws, but she remained still, holding her breath. She would bide her time, striking only when her attack would be the most lethal and do the most good. Cassidhe waited until she was reasonably certain Baylock wouldn’t burst back in on her. She brushed her forefinger over the largest copper disk of her necklet. “Burnelle to Moon Maiden.” Absolutely nothing, not even the white noise of interference. Chilled goose bumps raced across her
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 shoulders. Baylock may have been telling the truth. She couldn’t figure out why, though. The silence pounded at her, pummeling her spirit. “Burnelle to Moon Maiden. Respond.” Nothing. In the silence, she realized her body throbbed with a multitude of dull aches and phantom pains, unexplainable but unpleasantly real nonetheless. It would be a long hour of waiting. She began to marshal the pitiful fragments of Erosian training she’d managed to remember. By the time Baylock returned for her, sixty long minutes later, Cassidhe had managed to erect imperfect barriers around her darkest emotions, isolating and controlling the fear, the anger and the desire for revenge. She knew the feelings would erupt later, but for now the emotions were locked away deeply enough for her to give the performance of a lifetime. Kincade’s lifetime. Hawke Kincade would leave this complex alive. He would die by no other hand then hers. By the gods, he would survive this madness, even if she died in the attempt. The breath locked in her lungs. When had he become so important to her? Oh, Sister Fate, don’t do this to me, not now! Baylock guided her to the door panel marked with black. She glared at him when the door slid open. He pointed to a button-like object fastened to his tunic. “Grimes provides the necessary equipment to those he wants to have access to the lower levels. The special frequency activates the door sensors.” Cassidhe stepped into the dim corridor and continued walking, not wasting her breath on a response. “Can you convince the captain to leave, my Lady?” She turned a cold rictus of a smile on him. “I know you’ll be disappointed, but yes, I believe I can. You won’t see him die. Not this day.” Baylock stopped at the next junction of corridors and drew his dagger. Cassidhe braced herself for
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 the first slicing swipe of his knife. Instead, he used the stiletto to scratch the Bellon symbol for silence into the wall. “No audio or video pickups exist at this juncture, my Lady. An oversight by someone. If a person speaks quietly, he will not be heard for six paces. A person will not be seen for three paces in that direction. You should also be aware that by the time you are returned to your room, they will have installed monitors there. You will no longer have any privacy. Grimes will know everything you say, everything you do.” “Why—?” Cassidhe stumbled as he pushed her along. Baylock glanced up at the ceiling, then spoke quietly. “So you realize that whatever I do to you at that particular location, no one will ever witness the deed, nor will they hear or see you. Do you understand?” “Yes, I understand all too well. Not only do I have that sick piece of of’al, Grimes, to worry about, I have your twisted little mind plotting against me. The Earther’s madness explains his part in this, but I fail to understand yours.” Baylock threw another quick look toward the monitor. His laugh sounded forced, guttural. “What did you think? That I was here to help you?” Until he said the words, Cassidhe hadn’t realized she’d been hoping, against all odds and evidence to the contrary, exactly that. HAWKE came awake coughing and choking on some vile liquid he’d breathed into his throat and lungs.
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 Dirty, bitter fluid streamed over him, coldly shocking, reeking of unthinkable rot. Twisting to evade the stream of putrid water brought the searing agony of separating shoulder joints, the sharp torment of cracked ribs, the throbbing ache of a mercilessly beaten body. Oh, aye; he’d had better days. The last moment he remembered with any clarity, he’d been sitting at Grimes’s desk gathering an interesting bounty of information. Then the hiss of an autoinjector releasing something into his body, wiping away everything. Now every time he fought his way to consciousness, the only things existing for him were the chains holding him like a helpless hart waiting to be gutted, the pain, and the one who gave pain. A twisted, deformed Mallochon, hideously scarred from some forced plasma explosion and lasrifle fire, he seemed to enjoy his job with maniacal devotion. “Enough, B’Lor. I believe he’s finally awake. Kincade, can you hear me?” “I hear you, Grimes.” Hawke blinked the filthy water away, tried to toss the wet hair back out of his eyes. Renewed pain ripped through him, making him grit his teeth to hold back a groan of protest. “Where’s Cass?” “How very touching. I wondered how long you’d take to ask.” “What have you done with her?” “She’s of no concern to you anymore.” Hawke’s heart went icy cold and still with dread. Sweet Creator, they’d killed her! Even after what she’d done to him, Cass hadn’t deserved to die at Grimes’s hands. If only Grimes had settled for his death and allowed Cass to go free. Hawke nearly tore his arms out of their sockets trying to get to the Earther.
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 The chains holding him danced wildly, swinging and twisting him around like a broken toy in a high wind. “If you’ve harmed her, I’ll kill you. I’ll rip your heart out and shove it, still beating, down your throat!” Grimes laughed, the sound high and grating. “You’re not in a position to make threats, or hadn’t you noticed?” Hawke hurled a deluge of curses at the Earther. His physical pain was nothing compared to the torment he experienced over being helpless to go to Cass’s aid. Had he been drugged or unconscious from the beatings when Grimes killed her? “Where the narg is she?” “She’s waiting for me.” “For you?” “Me. She doesn’t want to see you again.” “I don’t believe you for a minute.” Grimes sighed with exaggerated weariness. “Let me explain. The Lady Cassidhe and I appreciate the fact you brought her to me. Your part in this is now done.” “Brought Cass to you? What the hell are you trying to say?” “Oh, dear. She was right, Kincade. You are all brawn and no brain.” Grimes rocked his weight from his heels to his toes and back again. “She used you to get here to me. She doesn’t want to be with you. She never has, really. You were transportation, nothing more.” Grimes let out a nasty laugh. “Well, that’s not entirely true. I suppose you were a mildly entertaining diversion for her.” “I don’t believe you.” Hawke squeezed his eyes shut, fighting back a monstrous, blinding headache,
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 whether from the drugs or the beating didn’t make a difference. He feared for Cass’s safety, still halfsuspecting she’d already been killed. No. His heart couldn’t accept her death, refused to even consider the possibility. “I want to hear that from Cass. I want Cass here. Now.” “Oh, I had hoped to spare her this, but very well. Perhaps it’s for the best. Once you’ve accepted the truth, you will be free to leave, after all.” Hawke refused to be baited. Garesh take this slug to the deepest level. “Sennog, have our Mister Baylock escort the Lady Cass here to join us.” “Your Baylock?” The chains spun Hawke around as he twisted to see Grimes’s face. “Oh, of course, you didn’t know. Baylock is the newest member of my personal guard.” “I’ll destroy him when I’m through with you.” “Really, Captain. How melodramatic.” Grimes whistled a tuneless aggravation as he strutted around and around where Hawke hung suspended from the ceiling. Hawke watched the Earther as best he could, trying to figure out what Grimes hoped to accomplish. Cass walked—no, swaggered—into the chamber, escorted by a silent Baylock. The confident, assured swing of her hips shocked Hawke with its implication. Then he saw her face. Copper-flecked eyes, fever bright, flashed with some hot, bitter emotion despite the dark shadows in the fragile skin beneath them. A tired, ashen shade had replaced the rose gold color of her skin. “Cass? Cass, look at me.” She obliged him. Hawke’s heart clenched as she stared at him, her eyes narrowed to cold, distant, unreadable slits.
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 185
 
 “Cassidhe, my dear, I’ve told the captain of your desire to stay here with me. He refuses to believe me. I’m sorry to put you through this.” “I told you he could be stubborn, Horatio.” “So you did.” Grimes took her hand, squeezed her slender fingers with a grip that looked almost painful. “I’m afraid he’ll need to hear the words from you.” Hawke’s belly sank down to his knees, right along with his hopes when she turned to him. A muscle on her jaw line bunched and jumped. “Nothing exists for you here, bounty hunter. Go back where you belong; go back and do what you need to do.” Hawke tried to see into her eyes, into her soul. “You don’t honestly expect me to believe any of this, do you, Cass?” “What I expect, Kincade, is for you to recognize the truth. I don’t need—” Cass stopped, swallowed. “I don’t want you here. Be gone.” “Prove it to me, Cass. Show me how badly you want me gone. Prove you want to stay here with that slug instead of leaving with me.” “Be assured I don’t want you any more than you ever really wanted me.” She turned back to Grimes, insinuated her body against the Earther’s. “Believe me, bounty hunter, when I say it’s best for everyone involved if you just go away and leave us alone.” She pulled Grimes’s arm around her waist, pulled his head down to hers. Cass kissed Grimes, her hands clutching at the slug.
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 “No!” Hawke’s heart and soul slipped precariously, crushed under the burden of unexpected anguish. Garesh, but she told the truth. Bad enough that she didn’t want him, but she’d chosen some weak-willed Earther instead. The bile of sickness, bitter and foul, threatened to roll into the back of Cassidhe’s throat. Kincade’s outraged roar of betrayal echoed through the chamber and through Cassidhe’s heart, driving out even the revulsion that roiled her stomach when her lips met Grimes’s. She feared meeting Kincade’s accusing eyes, but not because of the pain or anger she might find there. Instead, her greatest terror now was that he’d read the truth in her own eyes and refuse to leave this hellish prison without her. She would not be the cause of his death. Not today. “You lying, traitorous little cheat,” Kincade shouted. Cassidhe jerked as if Kincade had slapped her, but still refused to look at him as he continued to rage. “This is what comes of mating with offworlders. Inferiors who don’t know what a Bellon heart is. You’re no more a Bellon than Grimes is. Neither of you knows the meaning of honor. Let me out of here, Grimes. The faster I leave this curra behind me, the happier I’ll be. You’re a disgrace to the House of Burnelle, Cass. You are pathetic.” Cassidhe vowed to herself that Hawke Kincade would live through Grimes’s madness, if only so she could take her own revenge. Finally she faced him. She forced a frigid indifference into her voice, so icy it chipped away at her own sanity. “Do you believe I care what you or anyone else may think of me? You’re the one who’s pathetic, Kincade.”
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 She prayed Grimes would put an end to the nightmare and allow her to leave this horror-filled chamber before her knees gave way, before her heart broke completely and ceased beating. “Mister Baylock, escort the Lady Cass back to my offices. I will join you shortly. Sennog, lower the captain and take him to the cutter that belongs to his ship. Allow him to leave the surface with all due haste.” Cassidhe concentrated, holding the pain close in a hard little ball that sank to the area beneath her heart. Somehow she managed to make her way out of the horrific chamber. A door clanged shut behind them. The bile erupted and she lost whatever little her stomach contained. Baylock caught her as she stumbled into the wall, righting her back onto her feet, and pushed her along the dark corridor. “You were very convincing, my Lady. The performance must have been difficult for you.” Jaw set, she regarded the Bellon walking next to her. “Exactly what makes you think that was a performance?” “It could be nothing else. Kincade is wrong. Your very actions define Bellon honor and the Bellon heart.” “As if you’d know, you two-faced curre.” Baylock paused at the juncture he’d marked on their way to the lower levels. “I am pleased beyond measure to know your spirit is unbroken by Grimes.” “Why? Looking forward to doing it yourself?” Cassidhe hoped the conversation would serve as a distraction. How long would Kincade take to reach the cutter? Had he boarded yet? Would her heart or soul feel the moment of separation when he left the surface? Left her life? “Baylock, why does Grimes
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 want me in his office?” “I can’t say for sure, but I’d guess he wants you to witness the captain’s launch.” “Meant to fill me with despair, of course.” “With a certainty.” Baylock stopped. “Our destination.” Unsure how she’d even gotten there, Cassidhe stepped into the well-appointed office. She would do her best not to give Grimes the emotional show he obviously wanted from her. She’d never been able to maintain the mental disciplines as well as Cat, but, by the gods, she would do everything possible. For her first mental exercise, she made a list of all the vile names she could call Grimes, utilizing every language and distinctive dialect she knew. The concentration had a centering effect, resulting in an inspired assortment. Grimes minced his way into the office. The arrogant, self-satisfied smirk on his face made the palms of Cassidhe’s hands itch for the chance to slap away his simper. “Kincade didn’t take long to turn on you, did he?” Grimes’s smirk grew. He activated a large viewing screen and a communication channel. “I want you to see Kincade leave so you realize I’ve kept my word and your little performance served its purpose.” He cast a sneering glance in her direction. “It was an inspired drama, by the way.” Cassidhe numbly listened to the chatter taking place between the landing bay and the few ships coming in or departing. Her heart jerked against her ribs when Kincade’s voice demanded immediate clearance for his cutter. Landing bay control gave their permission in a few short minutes and Kincade fired his maneuvering thrusters.
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 The view screen switched to an outside, long-range perspective. Kincade’s small cutter sped away from the Graveyard. An unfamiliar voice with a Siriddian accent voice cut through the general noise, urgent, strident. ‘Captain Kincade, this is landing bay control. I must speak with you.’ No response. ‘Captain Kincade, please respond. You must shut down your engines at once.’ Still no response. ‘Control to cutter. Our sensors show a serious engine imbalance. Unless you shut down immediately, you are in danger. Your ship may explode unless your engines are rebalanced before you attempt to leave orbit.’ Kincade finally answered. ‘Nice try, but you tell Grimes what he can do with your warning. He should enjoy it.’ Cassidhe stepped toward the communication system. “Let me talk to him, Grimes.” “Why would he trust you now?” “I have to try.” She wasn’t about to let him die, not after all Grimes had inflicted upon them. “If you don’t, I swear you’ll never know a moment of peace, Earther.” The view on the screen exploded in a glaring white corona surrounded by a blaze of silver shards. The painfully bright burst of light wiped out everything in view. The cutter was—had been—at the center of the detonation. Cassidhe’s screams ripped from her throat.
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 Chapter 12 Dimly aware of her weakened legs giving way, Cassidhe sank to the floor in a disjointed heap. The vague sensation of someone trying to catch her before her head hit the floor rudely pulled her back to painful awareness. She recognized Baylock only by the ancient oaths the helmsman muttered. Curses only another Bellon would understand. Maledictions that doomed someone to eternal torment and damnation. The black-hearted traitor must be condemning Kincade’s soul. Baylock would pay with what remained of his own soul. “What are you saying to her, Bellon?” Baylock jerked Cassidhe to her feet. “I only told the deli’ she was fortunate not to be on the cutter.” Grimes leered at her. “Time will tell how fortunate she thinks she is.” He nodded at the helmsman, a pleased expression on his face. “You booby-trapped the cutter, Baylock, in a move worthy of me. Your drive for revenge is strong, and I approve. Well done. Now, it’s time to progress to the next step in my plan.” Grimes’s overbearing gloating fired Cassidhe’s anger. She tore loose from Baylock’s bruising grasp with a violent jerk. “If you think I’ll stick to our agreement now, Earther, you’re a fool.” “Listen, you cheap little piece of baggage, I had nothing to do with the death of your precious Kincade. You heard us trying to warn him. His own stubbornness killed him. Now you will abide by our pact. I consider the agreement binding and will accept nothing less.”
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 “If I refuse? What can you do to me?” “Nothing, perhaps, that would worry you, but I won’t hesitate to give you to Baylock for a toy. I’m sure he’ll be able to think of something amusing.” “I assure you I will, Sar Grimes,” Baylock agreed. “I thought as much. Get the slut out of here. Lock her in her quarters. If she gives you any trouble, don’t be afraid to discipline her.” Grimes gave her a sly, amused look. “With Kincade out of the way, we needn’t worry about marks any longer, Baylock. Just make certain you make a vid of the...disciplinary session...so I may view it at my leisure. Don’t forget the sound portion. That’s half the fun.” “I’ll keep the deli’ in her place.” Cassidhe didn’t care what anyone did to her, least of all, these two. Sweet Creator, Hawke was dead, as dead as her heart. Grimes had sanctioned his murder. And Baylock, the turncoat, had apparently carried out the deed. Murderers. Cowards. Garesh take them both to the deepest levels. A shrieking battle cry erupted from her. Cassidhe flew at Grimes. She had him on the floor, her hands around his neck, choking the life from him, before Baylock could do anything to stop her. She beat Grimes’s head against the floor, screaming her rage and hatred. “Die, you rotten son of a curra!” She rammed her knee into the Earther’s crotch and listened to the sweet sound of his agonized howl. Wild for revenge, she fought Baylock with every dram of strength she possessed while he struggled to haul her off the Earther. She looked down at the floor where Grimes still writhed and whimpered. “Die!” Baylock half-carried, half-dragged Cassidhe out the door. As suddenly as the savage blood lust had come upon her, the intense craving for revenge vanished. Her strength gone, her will destroyed, she
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 closed her mind and simply allowed Baylock to do with her as he wished. Cocooning numbness enfolded her, promising sweet oblivion if she’d only relax, drift, allow her mind to close against reality. She drifted. Cassidhe found herself pushed up against the corridor wall outside her room, abrupt, cold-edged awareness forced upon her. Baylock stood over her in a threatening stance. “Grimes will not easily forgive your actions, my Lady.” “Like I care. Leave me, murderer.” “My Lady, I swear on my lifeblood, I did not cause Captain Kincade’s death.” His blatant lie spawned an icy ruthlessness and purpose in her. “Useless words, Baylock, because you have no life. I vow the House of Burnelle and the House of Kincade, joined as they are, will crush you. Our Houses will not cease until you and all of your kin are brought to your knees and utterly destroyed. That is my blood oath.” Cassidhe swung her arm in a high arc. Her palm connected with his face. The resounding slap, more of an insult than a closefisted blow ever could be, rocked Baylock back onto his heels. The force of the blow vibrated through her arm up to the shoulder. “I will be the one to take your head, Baylock. Do not forget that important fact.” Baylock didn’t retreat. “I understand how you must feel.” “You understand nothing. If not for your intervention, at least Grimes would be dead already. He soon will be, though, and so will you.” “While you would still be trapped here, my Lady.”
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 Cassidhe moved along the wall to her room’s doorway, feeling her way. Being shut in the confining space of those quarters right now grew to a daunting prospect. Bellons—she’d been finding more Bellon aspects to her nature than she had ever suspected—managed their most painful emotions through a physical release such as weight lifting, blade combat, or even better, hand-to-hand, anything exhausting and physically punishing. Locked away in that cell of a room, she’d have little opportunity to channel her raw grief over Kincade’s death. Grief and loss she had yet to comprehend. Madness could be the alternative, and frighteningly, insanity had definite appeal right at this moment. HOME. Hawke tried to take a deep, bolstering breath and failed halfway through when his cracked ribs protested. He unsealed the cutter’s hatch, fighting it all the way. Whatever had exploded so closely to his small vessel had damaged the workings of the exit portal. The mechanism squealed a protest to the abuse, opening with fitful jerks. He mustered the strength to face down Redfeather and do something he never would have believed he’d do. Lie to his first officer. Lie, because telling her the truth created too much soul-splintering pain. Hawke ducked low enough to exit the cutter, grimacing at the torment the simple movement produced in his abused body. Grimes’s resident torturer, the misshapen Mallochon, approached his job with an awesome fervor. Hawke reached dockside, wishing his homecoming had happened almost any other way.
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 Redfeather’s probing gaze locked on him, her dark eyes standing out in sharp contrast to the shocking paleness of her face. He straightened his body as much as he could. The sharp pain lancing his rib cage stole his breath, tried to rob him of purpose. “Bojen, Red.” “Captain.” Redfeather approached, searching behind him, looking for someone else to walk through the hatch. A long moment passed before she met his gaze again, her face now a dull gray, her eyes flat, intentionally without emotion. “Captain?” Hawke forced down the choking thickness lodged in the back of his throat, struggled to speak the words without betraying his ravaged emotions. “Lieutenant Baylock and Captain Burnelle won’t be reporting.” “Sweet Creator.” Redfeather swallowed twice. “I’ll assign and supervise a detail to remove their bodies from the cutter.” Hawke studied the deck beneath him, unable to bear witness to Redfeather’s stunned grief. “No bodies. I had nothing to bring back with me.” That much, at least, was true. “We don’t even have that? Where is that madman, Grimes? I’ll send him to Garesh myself.” Redfeather stalked toward the cutter. Hawke reached out, pried her fingers from her sidearm, disabling the weapon. “Forget Grimes. The only thing we have left to do is rescue the ambassador and his wife. Their safety is imperative. I hate to think this, but we may have even less time than we realize.” She made a vague gesture of agreement. “You know where they’re being held?” “If I can believe the information I found.” “Let’s do the job, then. We’ll come back for the Earther when we’re done.”
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 “Count on that. Grimes is dead. He just doesn’t know it yet.” Hawke determinedly relegated the horrific vision of Cass and Grimes kissing to the back of his mind. “What nearly blew me out of existence out there?” “A very hot forced plasma explosion.” “Where did the blast originate? Nothing showed up on the cutter’s sensors until detonation.” “Nor on ours, Captain.” “The cutter’s deficiencies, I can understand. Its equipment is limited, but the Yataghan should have caught the source.” “We should have. Unless, somehow, the device itself was shrouded.” Hawke spared her a quick glance. “That’s a possibility I don’t like. Ghosting ships are one thing, but weapons? The prospect and what it could mean to warfare is chilling.” “Even more reason for us to try to stop this before it begins.” They walked out of the shuttle bay together. “What do you think, Red? When we’re done rescuing Culver and the Dove, I imagine the entire crew could use a long shore leave. I’d like to spend some time out in the Sacred Desert on Bellona, myself.” “The Sacred Lands? You’ve been through your initiation rites years ago. The only other reason anyone besides the Nomads go out there is if they’re—” Her voice faded away, the question silent but potent. “Hiding or forgetting? Right you are.” Both, he thought silently, Sweet Creator, both. “Doctor Willow is waiting for you in sickbay.”
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 “I’m all right.” “No, Sir, you are not.” Redfeather came to an abrupt halt, pivoted to face him. “The Yataghan can’t afford to have someone in your condition on the bridge. I won’t allow it.” “You won’t...yes, mother,” Hawke ended his argument with a weak agreement. He caught the concerned look she cast in his direction and chose to ignore her. He changed direction and headed for sickbay. CASSIDHE listened. The silence existed as her enemy now, hanging on her, working to destroy her. A heavy, tattered shroud of grief and loss, pushing her down, defeating her, forcing the air from her lungs, the strength from her body. The room receded as an annoying buzz filled the encroaching blackness, replacing the silence. Cassidhe felt herself begin to slip away into the dark void, quietly, thankfully. With a sense of release rolling through her body, her eyes rolled back... until she glimpsed Grimes’s surveillance monitor, blatant in its size and placement, obvious in its intent. She exploded in a wild frenzy of destruction, shocking even herself, yelling and screaming until her throat turned raw and her voice failed. She shredded bedding and upholstery. She slammed the moveable pieces of furniture into the walls until they smashed to pieces. Then, in an act of finality, she sent her dagger flying to pierce and destroy the monitor, imagining the mechanical eye to be an extension of Grimes. Spent and gasping for air, Cassidhe bent at the waist, palms pressed to her knees, her hair hanging in
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 her eyes. Perspiration rolled down the sides of her face, dripped onto the floor. She reached for something sparkling amid the trash and remnants, found Kincade’s bloodcrystal. With trembling fingers, she slipped the stud into the hole in her earlobe, flicked the little toggle into place with a fingernail. The door slid open. Wiping the salty sweat from her face, Cassidhe straightened to face Baylock. “Here to punish me, traitor?” “I have orders to confiscate your dagger.” He retrieved her stiletto from the monitor. “You managed to destroy the visual, but the audio still functions. Come with me.” He thrust her knife into the high top of his boot then reached for her. Cassidhe’s jaw went rigid. Baylock grabbed her arm, pulling her from the room and speaking before she could react further. “Do not create more problems for yourself,” he warned. “No, we can’t have that, can we?” Cassidhe combed her fingers through the tangled strands of her hair, pushing it out of her eyes. Sometime during her rampage she’d lost the long copper pin and had yet to find the heirloom. She strode ahead of Baylock, fed up with him pushing and pulling at her, sickened by the thought of him touching her again. Once in the hall, he spoke to her in ancient Bellonese, the words quiet and purposeful. “I’ve convinced Grimes you must be out where you can get exercise, an opportunity to vent your grief. I told him if he didn’t allow that freedom, you could will yourself to die before he ever had the opportunity to take you. That, and the fact that his technicians are afraid to be in the same room with you, convinced him. He’s ordered the maintenance crew to fix your monitor while you’re out with me.”
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 “Where are you taking me?” “Someplace where we may speak without interference, and more important, without being overheard.” “Oh, happy day. Let me know when we’ve reached this magical place.” Cassidhe centered her thoughts. She’d have to choose her time carefully. “Where might that be? The cozy little nook that you showed me in the tunnel?” “No, that wouldn’t give us enough time. We’ll go to the landing bay.” The bay. The only place in the installation not shielding communication signals. They walked in silence until they reached the upper observation deck of the landing bay. Larger than she’d imagined it to be—she and Kincade had transported down—Cassidhe analyzed the layout. “Were you telling Redfeather the truth about having a way to get away from here?” Cassidhe studied Baylock through narrowed eyes, not bothering to hide the hatred she felt for him. “Do I look so much a fool that I would tell you?” “No, my Lady, you do not look a fool, nor are you one. It pains me to say, though, that Grimes intends to...take...you soon, with whatever force he feels necessary. Luckily, your well-placed knee-jab seems to have slowed his plan of action somewhat. If you have no avenue of escape, my dagger is yours to use as you see fit.” “Just give me back my own.” “Grimes will demand I hand yours over to him. He needn’t know you have mine until it’s too late.” Cassidhe felt her eyes widen in surprise. “Clarify.”
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 Baylock inclined his head, a minute gesture no one but another Bellon would notice as out of the ordinary. Come to think of it, he’d done the same thing a couple of time just lately. Like when he’d mentioned honor, or the lack, depending on viewpoint. “I obey your commands, my Lady, whatever they may be. I will fight at your side, if that is your wish. My dagger is yours to take your own life if you decide to avoid dishonor at the Earther’s hands.” He stared directly into her eyes as he continued. “Although your death would sadden me, I would take your life to save your honor. If you order me to do so. My preference, however, would be to get you off this ball of hellish dirt. I believe that may be your preference, as well.” She refused to give in to the quick surge of hope, the unreasonable lift of her heart. “Why should I believe you? Give me one good reason.” He gestured to the surrounding bay, shook his head. “I have none to give you. I hoped Redfeather somehow managed to get the message to you.” “What message might that be?” And what game did he play? “She planned to tell you I wasn’t what I appeared to be. A reference to this unfortunate ruse.” Ruse? Cassidhe swallowed back her exclamation of surprise. She looked around the landing bay in an effort to suppress the excitement rushing through her. She must not raise anyone’s suspicions. “What brought you down here to the complex in the first place?” “The best plan Commander Redfeather and I could come up with on short notice.” “The captain didn’t know of this alleged plan?” “No.”
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 “Don’t mess with me, Baylock. I won’t take kindly to any further deception.” She sure didn’t have anything to lose at this point. Baylock leaned on the railing with a show of casual indifference. “Never.” He straightened again when heavy footsteps sounded on the metal grating below them, then ascended the steps to their level. Sennog approached, giving no indication he was even aware of their presence. Until he came abreast of them, when he said quietly, “Coming, is Sar Grimes. A foul mood, he is in. Trust, do not. Alone with him, Lady my, do not be.” He continued walking without missing a step. “Heads up,” Cassidhe said in warning to Baylock, when she spied Grimes entering the lower level of the bay. “Aw; poor guy’s still shuffling. Guess my knee really hit him where he lives.” Baylock’s upper lip curled in an expression of contempt so Bellon she instinctively put all doubt behind her. “A shame you don’t own a knee sheath for an extra dagger, Captain. Grimes might have lived, but I believe he’d be less a threat gelded. I’d be willing to teach you how to use the knee sheath effectively.” “I’ll consider your offer.” Cassidhe watched Grimes approach while she considered options. “Let’s say I really can find a way off this purgatory. I won’t leave until I get a chance to discover where my father and mother are hidden. We can’t blindly hope Kincade found the information and somehow managed to get the data to Redfeather before-–in time.” “What do you think I’ve been doing, my Lady?” Cassidhe’s heartbeat faltered, then pounded furiously. “You have the location?” “Aye, my Lady, I do.”
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 “May the Creator’s Blessings rain down upon you. If you’re right about the shielding, we need to be here in the bay if we are to get away from this imitation of the Underworld.” “So you do have a means of escape.” Brief seconds of alarm and doubt filled her mind. She had no choice but to bury the hesitation. As casually as possible, she brushed her fingertips over her necklet. “Don’t get your hopes up yet.” “Understood.” “Good, because this isn’t personal. Remember that.” “Wha—?” Baylock’s question became lost in the sound of her fist connecting with his jaw. She pulled the punch this time, but she swung hard enough to make the blow look convincing. Grimes’s annoying voice interceded before Baylock completely regained his balance. “First you try to kill me, then you destroy the room I so thoughtfully provided, now you’re attacking a member of my personal guard. I won’t have it, you little slut.” Cassidhe swung at the Earther. Baylock grabbed her arm before she could connect, but that didn’t stop her triumphant words. “That’s right, Grimes, you won’t have it.” She smirked at him for a change, stepped away from the Earther. “I’d have to be dead before I’d let you touch me.” “That would be rather pointless. Although, even that might have its possibilities, I suppose. Make no mistake, whore, I will have you.” “Not in your wildest dreams.” Cassidhe moved a few more agitated paces along the walkway. Baylock followed step for step, still gripping her arm. If this didn’t work, she’d lost her only chance. Grimes laughed, the sound harsh and mirthless, before he stopped short, wincing as if in pain. “I’d
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 say more like your nightmare, except you will be awake when your bad dream becomes reality, even if Baylock must hold you down.” “That’s about what I would expect from you. No Bellon male would ever ask another for help in possessing a female. A man too weak to claim his own woman doesn’t deserve one.” Cassidhe’s chin came up as she glared at the Earther. “Why can no one grasp the concept of who I am?” “I know what you are, and you sicken me, Grimes.” She turned away, Baylock close to her side as she tapped a fingernail against the copper necklace. Grimes came after her, his face contorted with his madness. “Don’t you ever walk away from me again, slut.” Cassidhe placed her hand on Baylock’s arm, held fast and said a short, silent prayer. “Don’t worry yourself, little Earther. I will trouble you no further. The Bellon and I leave you to yourself. A harsh punishment, I admit.” She felt the beginning tingle of the transport beam even before she completed the sentence. Grimes shouted a protest and lunged wildly for her. It was one Underworld of a rough ride. Cassidhe’s next moment of tactile awareness burst upon her with suffocating reality. Something— felt like a shoulder—jammed her face against the hard, unforgiving floor of the transport chamber aboard the Maiden. Someone heavy weighed her down, forcing the air from her lungs, while a sharp pain dug into her ribs. “Mmph. Need air. Get off me.”
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 “My Lady, are you injured?” Baylock rolled off her and helped Cassidhe to her feet. He kept Grimes pushed to the floor with a booted foot to the Earther’s back. “The extra mass of this of’al tossed us around a bit during transport. The beam wasn’t configured for three.” “Rest easy. I am unhurt.” Cassidhe reached inside her vest, found the missing hairpin that had been jabbing her side. Grimes began to whine. “I demand to know—” Baylock shoved Grimes with his foot, rolling the Earther over onto his back with no pretense of gentleness. “You will speak only when spoken to.” Grimes’s eyes were green wells of fear, rapidly going blank with shock. Cassidhe bent over him, the sharp points of the strong pin resting on the pulse in his neck. One foot pressed into his chest, holding him in place. “Welcome to my world, slug. I guarantee you won’t enjoy the stay.” She straightened, gathering her hair in an untidy knot and stuffed the hairpin through the bundled strands. Stepping up out of the chamber, Cassidhe greeted an assortment of the Moon Maiden’s personnel. They all seemed to eye Baylock with wariness and Grimes with curiosity. “It’s good to be back, people.” “Welcome home, Captain,” Misha, part of the tactical team, said. Her angelic face glowed with happiness. A member of the Maiden’s security team stepped forward. He directed a stare over Cassidhe’s shoulder to watch Baylock haul Grimes to his feet. “I await your orders, Captain Burnelle.”
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 “Cut off communications for everyone dirt-side. Jam their systems until our people get down there. No outsider is to land or depart until further notice. Oh, find a Bartern named Sennog and make certain he remains unharmed in the upheaval. Send a security detail to the surface and commandeer the reclamation plant. Narg. Commandeer everything. Take enough personnel for an extended stay without orbital support.” “Anything else?” “Take the Earther to the brig. Have medical check him to make certain the transport didn’t jumble something it shouldn’t have.” “Aye, Captain.” Cassidhe waited until the security officer escorted Grimes out of the chamber. She smiled at the only other person aboard smaller in stature than she. “All is well with you, Misha?” “It is now. You had us worried for a while.” “No need.” Cassidhe favored her talented transport officer with a grateful look. “Chief Syle. Excellent work with the transport.” “Thank you, Captain. I apologize for the rough ride.” “Couldn’t be helped under the circumstances.” Cassidhe switched her attention to Deb Dayton, her first officer. “Status of the Yataghan?” “She went into hyperspace about two hours ago, right after the—” “Understood.” Cassidhe cut her off, unwilling to think about the devastating explosion. “Prepare to leave orbit on my command. Deb, this is Lieutenant Baylock. He helped pull my backside out of the fire.
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 Baylock, Commander Dayton.” Dayton flashed a grin at the tall Bellon. “Thanks for getting her back in one piece.” “Mister Baylock will give you the coordinates of our destination.” “Aye. Do we ghost?” “We do, indeed.” Cassidhe motioned for Dayton to go on ahead. She turned her attention to Baylock. “I don’t believe it’s necessary for my crew to know all the details of what happened down on the surface.” “As you wish, my Lady. Or would you prefer Captain?” “Whatever makes you comfortable, my friend. Come on up to the bridge with me.” Baylock examined his surroundings as they went, the corridors, the lift and finally the bridge, his black eyes wide with obvious surprise and unvoiced approval. His silent observation made Cassidhe see everything with renewed fondness and gratitude. The Maiden had been built and outfitted from Cassidhe’s own specifications, with the comfort of her crew and passengers in mind. Her personnel deserved the best. More importantly, surviving victims of any search and rescue mission needed comforting surroundings. A feeling of safety. Gentle contours, subtle colors and, bless the Creator, sweet-smelling air to welcome them home. “You like the Moon Maiden?” “Aye, Captain, I do. A fine lady. One thing puzzles me.” “Oh?” “How did you get your hands on a ghosting device? The technology is rarer to the League than
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 bloodcrystals.” His focus slipped to her earlobe and back to her face so quickly she almost didn’t notice. “Mallochons are infamous for blowing up their own ships to keep the technology away from anyone else.” “Normally, that’s the case. The system we have came from a Mallochon ship that crashed on an asteroid. The crew perished, but portions of the vessel were salvaged. In order to field-test the equipment, Space Corps needed to match ship mass, and the Maiden fit the bill.” “Space Corps just happened to pick your ship?” “Not exactly,” she answered, thinking of Cat’s influence. “I had someone on the inside pulling for me. Besides, it was easier to keep the device a secret this way. The Corps has the most efficient, though unofficial, gossip channel known to sentient beings.” “So I’ve heard.” Cassidhe visually inspected the bridge, looking for reassurance. The one constant in her life remained familiar and soothing. “Where are we going, Baylock? Where are my parents?” “Wikkerd.” “Oh, just perfect.” Her skin rippled with goose bumps. Why did they have to be there? “Deb, exactly how far behind the Yataghan are we?” “They left orbit two hours, eleven minutes ago. They went into hyperspace three minutes after that.” Baylock still scrutinized the bridge. “Are we fast enough to overtake them?” Cassidhe shook her head. “We don’t have much on them for speed. I’d say we’re pretty well matched in that department. We can keep up but not surpass them anytime soon. Mister Carson, put up a
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 chart of the space between us and Wikkerd. Show our best course and the course you believe the Yataghan has taken.” Cassidhe and her bridge crew studied the information on the viewing screen. “Well, Redfeather seems to be going to the same place.” “Captain Kincade somehow got the information to her.” “Hmm. Carson, could you get us through that asteroid field while keeping us in one piece?” “No, Ma’am. I’ve piloted ships through everything from an ion storm to gravitational flux, but not an asteroid belt.” The Maiden’s helmsman looked at the chart again. “Especially one that dense. I don’t know if anyone could get through this one.” “I have.” Surprised by the pronouncement, Cassidhe looked over her shoulder at Baylock and speculated. “Say again.” “I have maneuvered this particular field.” He met her probing gaze with a steadfastness that impressed her. He shrugged. “Training exercises in the Bellon military. A method my commanding officer used to eliminate pilots not up to his standards.” “Well, that’s one way to enforce discipline and thin the ranks. I’d say your experience outdoes my own. You’ve only done this with smaller ships, right?” “Definitely. Two or four man vessels, mostly. I wouldn’t even consider a ship the size of the Yataghan. The Moon Maiden might be small enough to make the squeeze, if Sister Fate decides to smile on us.”
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 “What do you need, besides the Sister?” “Mister Carson’s assistance. Full sensor power, full helm control, full engine capabilities.” “If we go through the asteroid field, it’ll be slow going. Will the course shorten our travel time enough to warrant the risk?” Baylock studied the charts and the navigation console, then he and Carson ran a quick computer simulation. Baylock finally nodded. “If we’re lucky—very lucky—we could get into orbit ahead of Redfeather.” “Total travel time?” “Six, seven hours. Depends how cleanly we get through the field.” Cassidhe weighed the options. They were few and far between. “I want someone manually monitoring the long-range sensors for outside interference then, because we’ll have to deactivate the ghosting device to boost our engine and shield capabilities. Misha, we’ll need you,” Cassidhe slid a quick glance toward Baylock, then back to Misha, “monitoring, too.” Cassidhe studied Baylock for a few more seconds, then made her decision, committing her ship and her people to the plan. “You’d better get into the hot seat, my friend, and begin to feel what the Maiden can do.” Baylock saluted her, a grim smile on his face. “And Baylock? She’s the only ship I have right now, so treat her with a little respect.” “Aye, Captain, as if she were my own.” “Considering the one hundred and one things that can go wrong, you’d better.”
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 Cassidhe and Dayton spent the next ten minutes giving ship-wide alerts and advice on what was to come. The team of helmsmen reviewed the asteroid charts and plotted a course of action. Everyone on the bridge held their breath as they began maneuvers. Cassidhe’s fingernails dug into the padded arm of the captain’s chair when the Maiden listed sharply to starboard, evading a particularly hazardous chunk of jagged rock. The ship immediately heeled to the opposite direction. Dayton skidded sideways at her station before she grabbed a railing for support. “Damn, I think I broke my finger.” Cassidhe felt as though she used her own will to guide the Moon Maiden through the labyrinth of asteroids. Long seconds stretched into even longer, tense minutes filled with rolls, jolts and sickening lurches. A three-second span of weakened shields made Cassidhe break a cold sweat. Thanks to Baylock’s diligence, they survived the eternity with no hull breaches. The final violent roll elicited a yelp from Cassidhe. The ship’s artificial gravity cut out for a long, disorientating second. Someone cursed Garesh and she heard at least two people retching from the sudden weightlessness. Overly-strong gravity slammed personnel back to the deck, but the ship cleared the field. “Are you injured, Captain?” She grinned at Baylock, settling herself back into the captain’s chair after gravity returned to normal. “Only my pride.” “This will make you feel better. We’re clear and have no damage to helm control or the engines. Hull integrity is normal. You’ve discovered for yourself that gravity has been restored.”
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 “Excellent. Deb, engage the ghosting device. Get someone from the maintenance crew up here to do a little housecleaning.” “Aye. We are now ghosting.” Cassidhe walked over to stand behind Baylock’s seat, placed a hand on his shoulder. “Well done, my friend. Barely a dent.” “I aim to please, Captain. May I make a suggestion?” “Certainly.” “You will need as much energy as you can muster when we arrive at Wikkerd. Rest would seem to be the remedy.” She squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises.” Baylock relinquished his seat to Carson. “Allow me to escort you to your quarters.” “Very well. Commander Dayton, do we have an empty bunk for Mister Baylock?” “Yes, Ma’am. Deck three, cabin ten. Do you have the standard implant, Lieutenant? Allow our system to scan the chip, and the quarters are yours.” “WE HAVE a—” Redfeather scowled at the Yataghan’s tactical and communication officer. “Well? We have a what?” The younger officer shook his head. “A nothing. I thought I saw a blip on my long-range sensors, something on the edge of the Portunas asteroid field. It must have been my imagination. Nothing could disappear that quickly.”
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 “I wonder.” Hawke stood behind the officer at the communication center, bracing a stiff arm on her chair. “What about a Mallochon ship just beginning to ghost?” “Maybe, Captain, but the object looked smaller than any standard Mallochon design I’ve seen. Every ship I’ve ever known them to send out of their home system is much larger. The blip was probably an echo off one of the major asteroids.” “Replay that portion of your log, Dana.” Hawke and Redfeather watched the quick segment on an auxiliary screen. The signature was small, and seemed to be coming directly from the field. Nothing to worry about. A new and unwelcome fragment of unease found a home in the back of Hawke’s mind, though. He’d had this same twitchy feeling before. The felon he’d been hunting had backtracked and began hunting him. Hawke shrugged, but the itch between his shoulder blades wouldn’t go away.
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 Chapter 13 The explosion catapulted her out of sleep, out of bed, her own screams ringing in her ears. Cassidhe searched the dim outlines of the room’s furnishings. The echoes of the panicked screams faded to be replaced by the thunderous pounding of her heart. Do you require assistance? She jumped when the computer’s synthesized voice made its inquiry. “No.” She had only lowered the lights when she’d crawled into bed, strangely unable to bear the thought of complete darkness. The shuttle explosion had invaded her sleeping visions and now Cassidhe thought she understood. The time had come to let Hawke Kincade go to his Glory. Cassidhe pulled a pillow off her bed. She took the bloodcrystal from her ear lobe and knelt on the floor, placing Kincade’s crystal, the one tangible link she had to the bounty hunter, on top of the pillow. Eyes closed, Cassidhe crossed her arms over her upper body, palms cupping her shoulders and concentrated on the essence of Hawke Kincade, his goodness, his courage, his honor. Every time she did, dark thoughts of how he’d betrayed her rushed in to obliterate the good. Once he had possessed her body, he’d rushed to discard her. She pushed the hurt away, and tried to give the death ritual true meaning. In every other aspect of his life, Kincade had been an honorable man. Cassidhe concentrated on that undeniable truth. Thoughts of him filled her so completely she could feel, smell and taste him. Unable to hold
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 anymore, she flung her arms out away from her body, signifying the ritual release of a loved one. Now only the death chant remained undone. Cassidhe heard the ancient chant in her mind, but even after several minutes, she couldn’t give voice to the Bellon psalm. Something deep inside her would not permit her to do so. Her eyes burned with an unexplained heat she tried to rub away. The man she’d secretly cherished above all others had died and she couldn’t bring herself to honor him with the chant, couldn’t find the strength to say goodbye. She finally opened her eyes. The bloodcrystal winked back at her, its inner light throbbing. Cassidhe checked her own pulse. Her heartbeat didn’t match the crystal’s rhythm. Legend said the crystal’s inner light went dark when the owner died. Then again, she’d never seen a bloodcrystal after the owner had passed over. Shards of ice slipped down her spine. Cassidhe pressed her palms to her flat belly, the bare skin cool to her touch. Maybe an explanation existed. Hope flared within her. She bowed her head, beseeching the Celestial Glory for one more favor. “Sweet Creator, allow me the gift of bringing Hawke Kincade’s seed unto a new generation. Not for me, but because Kincade cannot simply end without a legacy.” She took a deep breath, faced what she knew as the truth. “I lie, Sweet Creator, to myself and to you. I ask this for myself as much as for Kincade’s legacy. No other man will ever possess me. I desire no other man’s seed. If I am not honored with this gift I seek, Hawke Kincade will live on in my memory and in my heart, but I will not harm him by keeping his spirit bound to me.” Cassidhe repeated the ritual motions, throwing her arms wide. Still, the death chant wouldn’t move
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 past her lips. Something held the mourning song back. She placed the pulsing bloodcrystal in her palm, studied the blood-red color, but she couldn’t find the courage to chant his death. So. Kincade had been right all along. Cassidhe Burnelle had no Bellon heart or honor. She tipped her hand sideways until the crystal fell back onto the pillow. Cassidhe held her head in her hands, body trembling with the need for rest. She must be alert when they finally went into orbit around Wikkerd. She stumbled back to bed, pulling the covers over her chilled skin, debating whether to find something to wear to bed. A sound of frustrated resignation escaped when she rolled over, wrapped herself around the pillow and burrowed under the blankets, away from the pain. CASSIDHE’S breath caught in the back of her throat as the God of the Night swept her into his arms. The savage strength emanated from him on waves of wild, uncontrollable heat. The Night God brought his full lips down onto hers, claiming her, exploring her. She kneaded his hard-muscled buttocks while he fitted her to him. The deep rumble that began in the depths of Hawke’s broad chest was pure Bellon. The sound thrilled Cassidhe, made her shiver with delicious anticipation. The chest-vibrating sound became a challenge she would gladly meet, proving to him that she was Bellon enough to match him in any way needed. The purr-like sound in the back of her own throat issued an instinctive invitation to his challenge. “Hawke, my God of the Night.” His hot kisses turned to quick little nips along her neck and across the top of her shoulders until she squirmed in his grasp. Cassidhe stroked him through soft, revealing leather and glided her fingers over
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 every centimeter of bare skin she could find, tracing every ridge and valley of bone and muscle. She captured his lower lip between her teeth, invaded his mouth with her tongue. A deep, rib-vibrating groan escaped from him. “You are mine, Moon Maiden. Only mine.” “Only yours, Hawke.” The molten fire in her veins streamed toward the center of her being until she could hold no more. Exploding, she cried out. Hawke’s name still echoed through the room when Cassidhe woke, her body shaking. He must be here. No mere phantom could create this feeling within her. She sank back into the cushions, reveling in the wondrous sensation of Hawke Kincade’s arms, found the enveloping dream again, and left everything but her chosen reality behind. HAWKE heard the soft chimes of the bellgrass floating on the sweet moonwind. Bellona’s huge moon sent beams of golden light to dance among the trees, filtering down to caress the delicate lines of the woman’s enchanting face. He breathed in the exotic scent produced only by her, forever losing his heart and soul. “Cass, sweet Cass, you are the Moon Maiden I’ve awaited my entire life.” “As I’ve awaited you, my God of the Night.” Cass trailed a fingernail down his bare throat, down and across his chest, circling his nipples with little teasing strokes. She spread her hands over his ribs, danced her fingers down his sides. Her tiny hands met at the front of his waistband, pushing downward through the vee of hair that disappeared into his breeches.
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 Cass’s mouth played across his chest and belly, alternately licking, nipping and kissing as she went. Her warm breath caressed his skin, scorching him, awakening him. A hot, wild ache settled low in his body, hard and heavy from need. “I will have you, Cass, you and only you.” “I know,” she breathed against him, her hands urging him into an unknown, overpowering state of arousal. A Bellon purr of desire, entirely feminine and seductive, began deep in her throat, pulling him, teasing him, thrilling him. Hawke burned with the need to accept her invitation. “What do you want, Cass? Who do you want?” His heart turned over as she gazed up at him, her copper-flecked eyes stealing his soul. “Grimes,” her honeyed lips proclaimed. Honeyed, traitorous lips. Hawke’s bellow of outrage, confined within the room, echoed and echoed again until he could no longer bear the sound. Is assistance required? “Computer off.” He growled the command, his voice hoarse from his outburst. Drenched as badly with perspiration as if he had been performing rigorous exercise instead of only dreaming, he stumbled to the shower. Cool water cascaded over him, sluicing away the thick layer of sweat. The tendrils of flame still coiled through his belly, an all-too-familiar companion of late. Wasn’t it enough that Cass had so blatantly chosen Grimes over him, flaunting her treachery? Hawke leaned back against the shower wall, head thrown back, eyes squeezed shut. Why, why must he relive the indignity again and again in his dreams? Nothing in his life, no fight, no battle, no other loss, had
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 prepared him for the pain caused by Cass’s defection. Her betrayal tore at his insides much as a wild creature clawing its way to freedom, tortured him more than he wanted to admit even to himself. Just as bad, maybe even worse, a soul-deep ache revealed too clearly how much he missed her. Her absence left an icy void no one else would ever fill. Hawke cursed, the imaginative Bellon oaths only temporary patches over his raw hurt. If he could only have her here, just one more time.... CASSIDHE, face down on the captain’s bed, heard Hawke leave the bathing chamber, the whisper of his bare feet as he walked toward her. She feigned sleep, just to see what he’d do. Centimeter by slow centimeter, the silky sheet drifted down her naked body, baring the back of her neck, her shoulders and arms, her back, her waist. The silk slipped past her hips, her thighs, tickled the back of her knees, sending an aching quiver through her. By the time the silk grazed past her calves, her ankles and the soles of her feet, hot moisture threatened to explode between her legs. “Hmm,” Hawke’s deep voice rumbled quietly. “Still asleep. Too bad. I had every intention of ravishing her.” Cassidhe gasped when he touched his warm wet tongue to the arch of her foot, tracing the curve. He laughed softly then nipped her ankle. “Sweet little faker.” Cassidhe moaned as Hawke nibbled his way up first one calf then the other. His big hands caressed the outer portion of her legs while his mouth traveled up the inner, more sensitive areas of her thighs. When he reached her hips, she felt his manhood, hard and heavy with desire, pressing against her, but he
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 didn’t stop his sweet torment. Oh, no, not him. He only increased the wild, wondrous torture. Hawke traced her spine with his tongue, explored her shoulders and upper arms until she writhed with invitation beneath him. “Tell me what you want, sweet Cass. Tell me what you need.” “You,” she sobbed. “By the gods, you, Hawke, only you, all of you.” He kissed the back of her neck, slowly turning her onto her side as he traced her jaw, claimed her lips. “Why do you want me, Cass?” “Because I love you with all my heart,” she whispered against his sensual mouth. “Liar!” Hawke pushed her away. “If you truly loved me, you would never have chosen Grimes over me!” “But I didn’t. Believe me, love, I didn’t.” “Lying, traitorous witch. You haven’t a drop of Bellon blood or honor in you. Liar and coward.” Cassidhe scrambled out of bed, crying Hawke’s name, begging him to understand. The lights came on in her room, chasing away the last of the dream fog. The computer’s voice, dispassionate, impersonal, inquired if she needed assistance. She snapped out a command in Bellonese that silenced the thing. Cassidhe crawled back on top of the rumpled covers, staring out at the void through the view port over her bed. Still on her knees, she braced her forearms on the deep ledge and stared outward, her eyes burning hotly, the void there no bleaker than the one in her soul. Bit by bit, Cassidhe became aware of her own reflection in the plazglass. Her image glittered back at her in an unfamiliar way. She reached up and touched her own cheek, the wetness of a single tear. Strange
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 things, tears, that something so wet could feel so scalding. She couldn’t remember crying since a toddler, yet here she caught herself doing so a second time in only hours. Tears were a form of surrender totally alien to Bellons, but the thought didn’t bother her. Nothing bothered her anymore. Except being without Hawke, and being alone. Cassidhe retrieved the clothing she’d removed upon entering her quarters. The copper hair pin fell to the floor, the sparkle of metal catching her eye. She used the pin to hold up her hair while she waited for the set of leathers to go through a sanitation cycle. She dressed and made her way to the Moon Maiden’s mess hall. Baylock and Dayton shared a table, dirty dishes scattered between them. “Captain,” Baylock acknowledged without fanfare. “Oh, Captain. Weren’t you able to sleep?” Deb zipped over to the autoserver, returned with a steaming cup. “Here, this will help relax you. My aunt swore by herbal tea, and it helps me. Come on, drink up.” Cassidhe took a swallow of the weak brew, rolled her eyes at Baylock. Ale appealed more to her at the moment. Dayton went on, not noticing. “You should be resting as much as you can, Captain. We have everything under control.” “I know you do, Deb. Do me a favor. Take a breath and talk slower.” The first officer frowned as she studied her captain. “Maybe you should have medical take a look at you. Your eyes have this odd, feverish glitter to them. Do you need more tea? I can go get it.” “Leave her alone,” Baylock said quietly.
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 “I was only—” “I know, but you’re treating her as if she’s made of Erosian crystal.” “She’s been—” “Commander Dayton, your captain is Bellon.” “As well as Earther, Syllogian and Erosian, Lieutenant.” Baylock looked at Cassidhe, as though waiting for her to say something. She lifted her shoulders in a vague gesture. “I don’t have my falchion. It’s on Kincade’s—” Cassidhe’s voice caught. “It’s on Redfeather’s ship.” “Your yataghan?” “I have that.” Cassidhe stood to leave, spun back around to Baylock. “I lied, you know. We don’t fight until someone’s driven to his knees. Only to first blood.” “Good. I wouldn’t want to lose my arm this time.” CASSIDHE's responses were lethargic and uninspired movements. She knew her defense would have gotten her killed in combat. Baylock knew it, too, but gradually increased the tempo of his attack. He came at her again and again, forcing her to either defend herself or accept his blade slicing through her skin. She couldn’t allow that to happen, so she began to fight back in earnest, strengthening her defense. With each stroke, she damned the Mallochons, setting her anger free. Every thrust cursed Grimes as the rage burned through her. Each parry condemned herself for causing Kincade’s death. The wild, Bellon Cassidhe ripped free again. She slashed and spun and whirled through her dance of grief.
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 “Hold,” Baylock finally bellowed. Cassidhe’s vision gradually cleared, focused on her comrade, on the trickle of blood coloring his shoulder and arm. She sank to the floor, gasping for air, heart pounding. It was the first time she’d really felt her heart beat since Kincade’s shuttle had exploded. Baylock sat next to her, gulping in his fair share of oxygen. Baylock. The only other person on this ship who had known Kincade, the only one aboard who might comprehend what drove her through this ritual of mourning, because he’d been with them at the Graveyard. “I understand some of what you must be feeling, Captain.” She gave him a weak grin. “Do you?” “Yes. I lost my mate. In three weeks, she will be dead two standard years.” “I grieve for you, Baylock.” “As I do for you.” “If I hadn’t coerced Kincade into helping me, he’d still be alive.” Baylock nodded. “If I hadn’t insisted Maya visit me at the outpost where I was stationed, she’d be alive.” “Her death wasn’t your fault.” “Kincade’s death wasn’t your fault, either. No one made the Captain do something he did not wish to do.” “What happened? With Maya, I mean.” “Mallochons destroyed the ship that carried her to me.”
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 “The bloody Mallochons.” “Aye.” “I can’t sleep, Baylock. Every time I close my eyes, I have nightmares about what happened. Or even worse, in a way, I dream Kincade’s right there with me. My heart simply will not accept his death.” Cassidhe pushed her right arm out in front of her, spread her fingers. “Sometimes it seems all I need to do to touch him is reach out just a little bit farther, just a little bit more.” Baylock grasped her hand, squeezed. “He’s gone, my Lady. You can’t touch him, at least not that way.” Cassidhe’s throat ached with a loneliness painful beyond words. “Then how?” “By finishing what he started.” He pulled her to her feet. “So, now what, Captain?” “We go bring my parents home.” “I like the sound of that.” Cassidhe wiped the blood away from the small cut on Baylock’s shoulder with her free hand. “You’re bleeding.” “Not as much as you.” Cassidhe touched the left side of her head where the perspiration made the cut sting. Her hand came away wet and red. “Hawke has—had—a scar in almost the same spot,” she said in a shaky voice. “Wulfe gave the mark to him in a practice session one day for not paying attention. They were only boys, but the hair grew back silver.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “How do you get over it, Baylock?” He squeezed her hand again before releasing his grip. “You don’t get over it, my Lady. You just get
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 on with it.” “How do I get on with the fact that Kincade died believing I chose Grimes over him?” Cassidhe searched for the answer in Baylock’s black eyes, but she didn’t find what she sought. She found, instead, respect, friendship, understanding and shared grief. “WHERE is that damnable creature?” The louder Hawke bellowed, the quieter Redfeather’s voice became. “Have you tried Cass’s—” she cleared her throat. “Have you tried the quarters next door?” “For what reason? The rooms have been locked since we—I left for the Graveyard.” “I know, but the cat got in there once before, as I recall.” “Not without someone’s help.” “Are you certain?” Redfeather inspected a smudge on the wall of his suite. “Check this out. If Hunter stood on his rear legs, his front paws, or even his muzzle, would easily reach this height.” Hawke studied the mark dirtying the wall on a level with his shoulder. He passed his hand over the mark and the sensor directly beneath the smudge. The panel slid open revealing the luxurious quarters on the other side. He stepped into the room, instantly struck by the faint, lingering scent of firerose that belonged only to Cass. “Lights, sixty percent.” Hunter stretched, yawned, blinked at the intruders, then relaxed back onto the satin-covered bed with a minor rumble of protest. He pushed his head into the pillows and watched them with sleepy-looking eyes.
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 “Nargging traitor of a cat, almost as bad as the deli’ you befriended.” “What?” Redfeather gripped Hawke’s arm, wheeling him around. “What did you just say?” “You heard me, Red. Cass is a traitor with no honor.” “I don’t believe Cass Burnelle ever knew a dishonorable day in her life. What in the name of all that’s sacred makes you think so?” “I didn’t believe it, either, at least not deep down inside. Not until she chose—” Hawke bit off the rest, unable to say the Earther’s name. “Chose what, Captain?” “She chose to stay behind,” he finally managed to answer aloud, but his inner voice said so much more. Until she chose that slug of an Earther over me. “What do you mean she chose to stay behind? Sweet Creator, are you mad?” “She made that choice, I tell you.” Then she stomped up and down on the dregs of my honor and pride. “Besides, you didn’t see the scars on her back. Her back, Red.” “I certainly did see them. Oh, narg.” Redfeather slapped a palm to her forehead. “In other words, she didn’t tell you how she came by the scars.” “No, she did not.” “Did she try?” Hawke thought for a moment. “I guess she started to tell me, but I didn’t let her finish.” “Well, allow me.” “Back off, Red. I’m not interested.”
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 “You’d better be.” Redfeather, in excruciating detail, told him exactly how Cass had become scarred. Hawke felt the blood drain from his face. His lips, numb when he finally managed to ask a question, dreaded the answer. “Did she say anything out of the ordinary to you before we went down to the Graveyard?” “Depends how you define out of the ordinary.” Hawke glared at his first officer. He needed to know the entire truth, but the gods help him, he didn’t want to know. “What did Cass say to you?” “Cass’s first concern was for her parents, certainly, but she tried to make me promise to get you out before I spent time trying to find her.” Redfeather gave him a tight little grimace of a smile. “She wanted to protect you, although now I don’t know why she bothered.” “Sweet Creator,” Hawke whispered hoarsely, his throat dry and aching. “What happened? What have you done?” Hawke spun around to face Redfeather, shocked to hear the rising fear in her voice. Red’s fear wasn’t a match to the icy horror beginning to flood through him, though. “I walked away from Cass, left her to Grimes.” “Left her?” Redfeather swallowed and took a breath. “You mean you left her body to the Earther?” The ball of icy dread in his gut expanded, growing harder, colder. “Something like that.” “Sweet Creator, tell me you didn’t leave her down there alive but defenseless against that madman.” Hawke remained silent, stunned by what the possibilities could be, shocked by the near-pleading quality to Redfeather’s voice. No, the rational part of him said, Cass’s display with Grimes had been too
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 convincing. What he’d seen couldn’t have been an act. She had stayed with Grimes of her own free will. He couldn’t bear the alternative. “She was alive.” “We can’t panic,” Redfeather said, oblivious to his thoughts. “Cass assured me she’d have means to get away if she became trapped down there.” “How?” “She didn’t give me any details. Just said I shouldn’t worry about how she’d fare.” “Like I said; Cass chose to stay.” The silent accusation in the Halfblood’s dark eyes shriveled his scrotum. Doubt gelled in his belly again. Torn between praying he was right and hoping he’d made the worst error of his life, Hawke leaned against the bulkhead and rested his forehead against his arm. “Face it, Red. Cass didn’t plan on leaving the Graveyard. She’s right where she wants to be.” Redfeather stalked around the guest suite, her fist pounding into her palm. “Let’s assume for one wild minute that’s true. That means she doesn’t give a narg about her own parents.” “Not necessarily. She knows we’d go after them.” “I’ll give you that one, for now, but then there’s another flaw to your so-called logic. Baylock definitely planned to leave, but he’s not here, either.” “After his treachery, he’s no loss.” Hawke looked into Redfeather’s eyes again, eyes suddenly gone wide. He tried to swallow around the words sticking in his throat and couldn’t. “You’d better tell me, Red.” “I sent Baylock to cover your back end. Garesh, how could you think that of him? He was devoted to you and to Cass. He died down on that ball of dirt for both of you.”
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 The noise erupting from Hawke became the cry of a wounded animal fighting its pain. Hunter came up off the bed, hissing, back arched, claws unsheathed, as he scented the air, searching for his master’s enemy. Hawke stalked out of the suite, propelled through the corridors of his ship by Redfeather’s words. No matter how far he went or what direction, he couldn’t outpace the truth. If Cass had betrayed the helmsman, then Baylock could be dead for real by now. Hawke knew if he had misjudged the situation, then both Cass and Baylock were, at the very least, in deep trouble. He’d signed their death orders by leaving them behind. Hawke pushed splayed fingers through his hair. Little Cass. She always had more spirit than six warriors and wouldn’t go down without a fight. Trapped at the Graveyard, though, she’d eventually fall, and she’d die knowing Hawke Kincade had deserted her when she needed him the most. Hawke stood in the empty exercise room, overcome by doubts. Should he take the chance and go back for them? He could be returning for nothing more than dead bodies and putting the ambassador and his wife at even greater risk. Returning now would be the same as condemning Culver and the Dove, while the possibility still existed he might find a traitorous and hostile Cass. Or a tiny, vulnerable Cass hanging on only long enough for him to rescue her. No matter what he did, someone came out the loser. Someone suffered because he made a fate-filled decision. Hawke struggled to still the sound of doom pulsing in his heart. He went at the nearest punching bag with ferocity, words shouting through his mind. Garesh, he’d
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 kill to have Cass here with him right now, safe. He raged against the fact that her ambassador father meant more than Cass to the League and to the peace cause. He swore if he ever found Grimes alive, he’d take the Earther apart limb by limb, centimeter by centimeter, and then send him to Garesh in the deepest levels of torment. Hawke took a deep breath, gripped the punching bag and hung on. Sweet Creator, protect Cass if I misjudged her.
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 Chapter 14 Cassidhe stood outside the Moon Maiden’s brig, hands clasped behind her back. She studied Grimes, locked safely away behind the security force field, and she swore to herself he’d never get the opportunity to harm anyone ever again. “How many Mallochon patrol ships can we expect to find at Wikkerd?” “How would I know?” “The number of ground troops?” “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” “You’re not helping your case any. The League Judicial Committee will make an example of you. I plan to be their star witness, especially if you thwart me now.” Baylock entered the security area. “Want me to help him find his memory, Captain? The process could be entertaining.” Cassidhe paused as though thinking. Baylock’s offer tempted her more than she cared to admit, even to herself. “I’d prefer he be left in one piece, but I may end up handing him over to you, my friend.” Baylock grinned. “I look forward to the moment.” “I bet you do.” “You c-can’t just hand m-me over to this—this Bellon.” “Why not, Grimes? You were eager enough to put me in his not-so-tender care, as I recall.” “Th-that was d-different.”
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 “Most assuredly,” she answered caustically, then glanced at Baylock. “We could always transmit a message telling everyone how much of a help Grimes has been to us in rescuing the ambassador and then leave him stranded for the Mallochons to find.” The color hadn’t returned to the Earther’s face yet, and now his complexion went even pastier at her words. His puny neck seemed unable to hold his head still anymore. In addition to the head tremor, his hands shook whenever he pulled them out of his pockets. Grimes squeaked like a pinched rodent. “It w-would be—it would b-be inhuman.” “Seems to me that’s exactly what you’ve always claimed we Bellons are: inhuman. Do you honestly believe what you did to Kincade in that horror chamber of a room wasn’t inhuman?” Cassidhe leveled a deliberately cold stare at him. “I think it’s time you discovered for yourself exactly how Bellons treat their prisoners.” “You w-won’t. You c-can’t do that to m-me.” “I can do anything I want. You’ve done great wrong to two prestigious Bellon Houses and to Syllog’s most prominent ambassador. Who on board this ship would want to stop me?” She watched, unmoved, as his entire body shuddered, but with fear rather than lecherous anticipation. Head bowed and shoulders slumped in defeat, Grimes nodded. “To my knowledge, the Mallochons shouldn’t have any patrol ships in the vicinity of Wikkerd. The portion of the outpost they’ve managed to make habitable probably houses a dozen or so troopers. I wouldn’t think more than twenty troopers, but the Mallochons told me only what they wanted me to know.” “Weapons capability?”
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 “Beyond hand weapons, maybe a laser cannon or two. If the Mallochons do happen to have patrol ships in the area, whatever would be a normal complement for that size of vessel.” “I want as much information about the outpost as you can give me. The layout. The extent of their supplies. Whatever you might know.” “It isn’t that much. I don’t think they ever really told me the truth.” “Maybe, maybe not. I’ll be the judge.” Descriptions, the words tumbling together, rushed from Grimes in a nearly incoherent litany of information and conjecture. He insisted he’d overheard a Mallochon trooper saying the ambassador and his wife were being kept separated at opposite ends of the outpost. When Grimes stopped and she’d sorted out most of the facts from fancy, Cassidhe turned to the guard on duty. “Feed him. No special services, though, and I want him to stay put, no matter what, unless I personally change the orders.” “Understood, Captain Burnelle.” Cassidhe exited the security area, Baylock accompanying her. “How much of what he just told you do you believe, Captain?” “None of it, until the information’s been verified. We’ll begin scanning the area with ship’s sensors as we come into range. Misha and Sandler make a good team.” She looked up at the man walking beside her. “You have no idea how I hate the idea of returning to that place.” “I wasn’t on Wikkerd during the Uprising, but I can imagine how you must feel about returning. Forget about everything else for which the place stands. Consider Wikkerd as the last, necessary hurdle to
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 overcome in getting your parents to safety.” “Yeah. That’s the only thing that could make me go back.” Cassidhe flexed her shoulders, trying to loosen the tense muscles and met with little success. “I keep thinking there’s going to be some sort of nasty trap waiting for us when we get to Wikkerd.” “I would not be surprised.” Cassidhe did her best to ignore the sense of dread building inside. She’d never willingly walked back into a nightmare before. She wondered if blood still stained the stone walkways, if the burn marks from the forced plasma still marked the ground. She realized the pit of her stomach had gone cold. “I could use some jeela before I hit the bridge. Want to keep me company?” “WE’LL BE coming out of hyperspace in less than two minutes,” Dayton announced quietly. “Good.” Cassidhe stretched, glanced around the bridge and resettled in her captain’s chair. “McCabe has been predicting engine burnout for the last hour.” Deb made a sound suspiciously like a snort. “That old McCabe is as bad as any engineer I’ve ever met, and I’ve known some real characters. They treat the ship’s engines like family and family like mere acquaintances.” Cassidhe felt a moment of sadness for her first officer. Deb’s father had been an engineer on a Space Corps cruiser. His opinion of bridge officers had been only a notch or two above his estimation of the Barterns. Deb’s father would have hated seeing his daughter serve as first officer on any type of vessel. “The Maiden wouldn’t be what she is without McCabe.”
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 “Oh, I know.” Cassidhe sensed a shift in the deck of the bridge, subtle but definite. “Out of hyperspace, Captain,” Dayton added. “Establishing orbit per your orders.” “Any vessels below?” Dayton conferred with Misha and Sandler. “None that we’ve found, except the cutters underground.” “Surrounding space?” “Nothing in the immediate vicinity, but the Yataghan is coming in fast. We have less than ten minutes before our landing party will be detected transporting down to the surface.” “Then I’d better get moving.” “Who are you taking?” “Baylock.” “Nobody else? I don’t think that’s wise, Captain.” “Involving more people won’t prove anything at this point, Deb. Have Baylock meet me in the main transport room. The last I knew, not a single building had been left intact on the surface, but if you find anything different in your scans, let us know at once. We’ll put down at the outermost tunnel. Looks like the entrance will be under the rubble at the northern outpost. Track us from there.” “Aye, Captain.” Dayton’s unhappy face underscored her concern. BAYLOCK grimaced his discomfort after a quick examination of their murky tomb-like surroundings.
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 An instinctive Bellon response. “I feel like a rat in a maze.” No better than a fly in a web, Cassidhe thought, and grinned in sympathy. Bellons were nearly unanimous in their dislike of cramped underground places, especially if they were damp and slimy. Give them a vast burning desert or an all-out firefight in the wide reaches of space anytime. She shivered. Some things were just inbred, and she was Bellon enough to share his sentiments about this subterranean pit. Baylock studied the readouts from the scanner in his hand. “The tunnel continues for a stretch with only minimal obstruction. At the first main juncture, the southbound corridor is totally blocked. We want the east and west branches, though. All energy readings emanate from those directions.” Cassidhe touched her personal communit. “Burnelle to Maiden.” “Dayton here,” Deb responded, her voice heavily overlaid with static. “We’re tracking you the best we can through the natural interference, Captain. Be advised we’re getting too much background radiation for a clean transport from underground. The interference is also making your voice transmission fluctuate in strength. The Bellon ship is coming in. Communication must end.” Baylock stood behind her, his scanner in one hand, his sidearm in the other while she flashed her searchlight into the darkness. Cassidhe took the first step. “You and me, my friend.” “Aye. Now tell me why you don’t want Redfeather to know we’re here.” “If she can honestly say she had nothing to do with this mess and the Mallochons, it could save her a lot of trouble in the long run. She’s broken several border treaties just to get here, not to mention what
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 235
 
 will happen if she’s apprehended by the Mallochon border patrol. If Redfeather is found on Wikkerd, it multiplies her problems.” “She won’t let something like treaties stop her if she believes she’s doing the right thing.” “Which is why we need to get the ambassador and the Dove out before Redfeather gets drawn any deeper. My parents' fate is my responsibility. If Nona knew we were already here, she’d try to transport down right on top of us. I’d like to keep her out of trouble. You and I are already in it up to our necks.” HAWKE prowled around the bridge of the Yataghan, carrying a mug of jeela while he awaited results of Dana’s expert scanning. Each second of delay made him more impatient to finish what they must, impatient to rush back to the Devil’s Graveyard. He’d sell his soul to be there now. He had to discover the truth. No. He knew the truth. He had to face what he’d left behind and make things right. Somehow. Cass’s supposed deceit filled his nightmares, so he had abandoned the notion of sleep. The problem with that soon became painfully simple. Dread of what his actions may have done to Cass shadowed every waking moment. On top of that, he had compounded the problem by lying to Redfeather about Cass and Baylock. Gut instinct told him the whole, sordid mess would become significantly worse before being resolved. “Captain?” Hawke gulped the last of the tea, now stone cold. “Yes, Dana.” “Nothing above ground. No buildings, no ships, no people. Just rubble and ruin. Underground, we’re
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 236
 
 finding a different story.” “Tell me more.” “I have some mineral interference, but the sensors are showing two ships, class six or smaller. Probably four-man cutters. I’m picking up life signs of twelve to fifteen people. Not all of them Mallochon. The readings spread out over a quarter kilometer and three levels.” “Only three?” “Maybe a fourth. I wouldn’t recommend anyone trying to transport in or out of any of the levels. Not enough information for that. A person could end up part of a rock formation.” “Are the levels all natural or fabricated?” “Combination of the two.” “Good job, Dana.” Hawke gestured to Redfeather. “Ready for our next adventure?” “Let’s go get them. Transport room is on standby. Extra weapons are waiting for us. A full security detail is armed and ready to transport down immediately if we need them.” CASSIDHE held one fist up in the air and shut off her searchlight in the other hand. Baylock leaned down until his ear was next to her mouth so he could hear the whispered warning. “Footsteps. Someone’s coming this way.” “Thought I heard something.” He straightened, closed his eyes, sampled a current of air. Baylock grinned down at her in the near darkness. “Redfeather,” he said quietly. “Looks like she’s in deeper trouble now, too.”
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 Cassidhe had to remind herself to whisper. “Damn, she didn’t waste any time, did she? How do— you and Nona?” “Nothing formal,” Baylock continued, voice barely audible. “No declaration. We get along. Well.” “Oh, I bet you do, my friend.” Cassidhe cuffed him lightly alongside his head, her heart warming at his admission. “I told you Redfeather would finish what the captain had started, if she could.” “Yes, you did,” Cassidhe said around the sudden ache in her throat threatening to choke off her words. Baylock cupped her shoulder with the palm of his hand. “I know this has been difficult for you, Captain, but getting your parents back will make you feel better, allow you the time to heal the hurts.” “Mm-hmm.” His timely, continued reminders helped her remain focused. The safe return of both her parents would be a good thing, but nothing, absolutely nothing, would ease the excruciating void Kincade’s death had created. The hateful, newly familiar sense of vertigo rocked her for a second. Instead of fading into nonexistence as time passed, the lapses were becoming more frequent, each one almost—almost— convincing her Kincade stood as near to her now as he had in life. Baylock grasped her arm as she leaned face-first into the tunnel wall to keep from falling over. “Captain?” he asked next to her ear. “Don’t worry. It will pass.” “You stay here. I’d be happy to bring the commander to you.”
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 Cassidhe took a deep breath, turned around on unsteady legs. “Go, but if you’re not back in five minutes, I’m coming after you, so save your reunion with Nona for when we get out of here.” Five minutes later, still alone, she began a stealthy exploration of her own. HAWKE skidded to a silent stop at the intersecting corridor. His reflexes took over. He grabbed Redfeather’s arm, jerked her behind him, pushed her into a crevice in the wall. Redfeather moved her head just far enough to release an indignant hiss and spit out sandy grit. “Why the narg did you do that?” she whispered angrily. “I didn’t hear anything.” “Neither did I,” Hawke answered, barely making a sound. He leaned back against a tunnel support. He’d heard no sound, but the wild, exotic fragrance that screamed Cass’s presence had rocked him to the core. He tested the air currents. Nothing. The scent had vanished, lost to him. “I thought for a second—I thought Cass was here.” The words were out too fast to call back and bound to bring questions. “What? Captain, we both know that isn’t likely.” Red carefully kept any inflection from her whispered words, but he felt the unvoiced accusation. “Wishful thinking, I guess.” “I know, Captain. Grief can make any of us do strange things, imagine even more painful ones.” Hawke turned his head to look at his first officer in the dimness. “What are you saying?” Redfeather cleared her throat, inspecting the floor of the tunnel. “I’ve wished many times in the last few hours that Baylock could stand beside me again, but wishing will not make it happen.”
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 “I had no idea.” Hawke regretted the grief his lies were causing Redfeather. He’d soon need to tell her the truth about Baylock being alive, but not until the ambassador and his wife were safe. Red would hate him for what he’d done, what he had allowed himself to believe. How could he blame Redfeather? He hated himself. Deceit left such a bitter taste in its wake. “Let’s get this done. You take that branch, Red, I’ll take this one.” He pointed to the scanner display. “The corridors should converge later, here.” CASSIDHE strained to hear something more, but the faint scraping sound didn’t repeat, nor did the stealthy sound of a footstep. She couldn’t catch a scent, either, but the air currents were wrong for it, going toward rather than from the direction of the small disturbances. Minutes passed. Still uneasy, Cassidhe waited several more heartbeats before moving. She darted around the corner and collided with a solid mountain of bone and muscle. Long, powerful arms kept her from falling. She looked up into the man’s face. The universe slipped wildly, her heart quickly following. She wrapped her arms around a massive chest and listened to the thunder of a warrior’s heart. “Hawke!” Kincade’s night-dark eyes gleamed in the switched-on searchlight as he swung her around with a whoop. “Hawke, I can’t believe it’s you! Sweet Creator, I thought you were dead.” Kincade released her, pushed her away as dark emotions shadowed his eyes and handsome face, replacing what she’d obviously mistaken for joy. “No such luck, Cass.”
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 “Luck? What do you mean, bounty hunter?” The world beneath her feet righted itself, but unpleasantly, painfully so. “What are you doing here, Cass? What happened? You get tired of Grimes already? Or did he tire of you? Red almost had me convinced you were the victim.” Shocked by his cold voice and colder words, she could only stare at him, unable, unwilling to accept his meaning. Kincade turned his back, began to walk away, flinging one more taunting question over his shoulder. “Tell me, Cass, how did Grimes feel about me breaking you in for him?” Heart shattering, Cassidhe gave an earsplitting war cry and launched herself at Kincade. She caught him behind the knees with a bone-jarring body slam that sent them both tumbling. Cassidhe screamed at him. “What are you talking—damn you—how can you believe—you stupid, arrogant son of a—get off me, you ungrateful curre!” She fought to get away, but now he had her pinned to the tunnel floor, his knees on either side of her thighs. He held her hands together over her head with one of his while the other one rested at the base of her throat. Cassidhe bared her teeth at him. “Get. Off. Me.” “What else do you have to say for yourself?” His free hand strayed down to her left breast, lingered with a hot heat. “Not a damn thing,” she whispered past the lump lodged in the back of her throat. Sweet Creator, he was alive and well. She’d never be able to repay the Creator for the blessing. Or Kincade for this latest insult.
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 Kincade pressed his face against her temple, breathed in. He stayed that way for a moment, motionless, before he whispered to her in a voice unlike any she’d heard from him before, gentle and low and husky. “Did he—did Grimes—hurt—” Redfeather’s voice burst into the bubble of isolation surrounding them. “Come on, you two. We don’t have time for this.” She all but leaned against Baylock, still apparently shaken by his sudden appearance, and she kept looking at Baylock in disbelief. Kincade roughly pulled Cassidhe to her feet, his face set in grim lines. His grip on her upper arm made her wince, sparking her outrage again. She jerked her arm away, muttering imprecations about his parentage. Baylock’s grin faded, changed to obvious anger when he looked at her and Kincade. The helmsman moved closer, pulled Cassidhe away from Kincade, then glanced back at Redfeather, shaking his head. “We believe the ambassador and his wife are on separate ends of the complex. We’ll find the Dove. You and your captain get the ambassador.” He turned a glare on Kincade. Redfeather’s face went blank. “My captain?” “Aye, Commander.” Baylock cast one last challenging glare at Kincade, a huge lion protecting its cub. “But I thought—” “Change of plans, Commander Redfeather. My present duty is to Captain Burnelle.” Cassidhe decided enough was enough. They would solve nothing here in the underground darkness. “Can we sort this out later? We’re wasting valuable time.”
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 Baylock gestured for her to precede him. “Of course, Captain. I am eager to see how accurate Grimes’s information is. I look forward to telling him our results when we return topside.” Kincade let loose an outraged bellow. “Grimes is with you?” Cassidhe’s voice went quiet and cold, a direct counterpoint to the emotions seething through her. “Where did you expect him to be? Sitting around, waiting for me back at the Graveyard?” She spun away, letting Baylock follow as he would. She kept walking until she’d passed round a bend in the tunnel. Cassidhe stopped to catch her breath and ease the trembling in her body. The helmsman joined her, looked over her shoulder as she held the small scanner out before them. They followed the directional signal that pinpointed what they believed to be the Dove’s life signs, a unique signal among all the others in the installation. Cassidhe began the journey again. Baylock adapted his stride to hers. Long minutes passed. He finally cleared his throat, ready to break the silence. “When Redfeather told me of Captain Kincade’s survival, I expected to find you shaken.” “Glad you weren’t disappointed.” “I could barely believe her when she told me the news. She had difficulty crediting her own eyes regarding my presence.” “Oh?” “Kincade allowed her to assume I had been killed at the Graveyard. He even allowed her to believe, for a short time, that you were dead.” “Oh, he did, did he?” “Captain, you look as if someone beat you. Not physically. Emotionally.”
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 “Think you’re blasted perceptive, don’t you?” “I can be, but I can’t figure out what happened. Why would Captain Kincade let Redfeather presume we died?” Cassidhe glanced up at Baylock, a bitter little smile twisting her lips. “I guess I may have overacted my part just a touch when we were at the reclamation plant.” “Meaning?” “It would seem my apparent preference for Grimes played a little too convincingly for Kincade’s tastes. Your reference to Grimes a few moments ago put the last rivet in the death chamber, so to speak.” Baylock overshot the corner she turned, wheeled around to come after her, muttering choice, descriptive oaths. “Well, you picked up some nasty phrases from the Barterns in so short a time,” Cassidhe scolded. “He cannot suspect that of you.” “He doesn’t suspect; he believes. Can we change the subject?” Cassidhe stopped at another juncture, checked the signal. “According to this, we should find my mother behind the second door on the left down there.” “I’ll wait here, guard our backs.” He put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her. “I didn’t mean to make matters worse.” “I know.” Baylock inclined his head. “As of now, if you’ll have me, I would claim the Moon Maiden as my mother ship.”
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 “You’d be a welcome member of our little family any time. Do me a favor and make certain it’s what you really want.” HAWKE pushed on through the tunnel, following the life sign signal on his scanner. Cass’s unexpected appearance on Wikkerd had turned everything upside down yet again. The realization that Grimes had accompanied her only made the situation worse. Redfeather had been unnaturally quiet since the episode one level up. He knew his first officer well enough to realize she’d neared the explosion stage. Hawke stopped before they had to climb down to the next level, turned to face her. “I intended to tell you the truth, Red. I didn’t mean for you to find out the way you did.” “Oh, really? Could have fooled me. So what’s your version of this farce?” “My version?” “Aye. Your side of the story. I think I’m being extraordinarily fair by giving you a chance to explain.” “Since when does a captain need to explain his decisions?” Redfeather went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “What exactly happened at the Graveyard? You led me to believe Cass and Baylock were both dead. Then I discover you left Cass behind alive. Now, come to find out, they thought you were dead. With good reason, I might add.” “That’s what Cass said. Why the narg would they think I’d been killed?” “They saw your cutter explode, or at least, they thought they did. What Baylock told me makes
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 sense, Captain. The explosion blinded the Yataghan’s sensors for a few seconds. The blast came close enough to the cutter to look bad for you from a dirt-side perspective.” Hawke leaned against the wall, suddenly weary beyond bearing. “I suppose it could have happened that way. That doesn’t explain what Cass did before the explosion.” “What? Save your life? She did, you know.” Redfeather repeated everything Baylock had hurriedly explained to her. “Baylock heard and saw the entire disgusting episode. What he didn’t witness firsthand, he saw on the complex’s surveillance equipment. Only Cass’s cooperation kept you alive. Cass refused to ask Grimes to spare her own life. Then she went down on one knee and begged for yours. Lot of good that did. She should have slit your gullet herself and put you out of your misery.” Cold shock ripped through him. “She did that? Cass went down on her knee for my life?” “Aye. Neither Baylock nor I know what happened between Cass and you. It’s none of our business, anyway. We do know she traded herself for you. The woman’s out of her mind.” “Traded herself?” “Aye. Only that kept you alive.” “If that’s the case, why is Grimes with them now?” “He’s an uninvited guest who’s not too happy about being locked in the brig.” “The brig? I hope they have him hanging in chains. Oh, Garesh, I’ve mucked up this entire situation.” “You won’t get any argument out of me. You’ve done a bang-up job.”
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 “Wait a minute. What brig? How were they able to accomplish all this without a ship?” “They have one. The Moon Maiden. She’s equipped with an experimental shrouding device. The ship ghosted, following us to the Graveyard. When we left, Cass’s crew retrieved her and Baylock. The Maiden went into orbit around Wikkerd before we got here.” “Just how did they manage that?” “Believe it or not, they went through the Portunas asteroid field.” Hawke let out a deep breath. “That would make it possible, all right. That explains our blip on the long-range scanners.” He didn’t want to believe what he realized must be the truth. If he did, then he’d have to believe what he’d really done to Cass back at the Graveyard and again here. The nasty accusations. The vile words. All of them wrong. Narg it, he’d been wrong. Ears and face burning with shame, his shoulders slumped under the burden of an emotion he found difficult to name. He wondered how many eons had passed since a Bellon male had felt shame over his treatment of a female. By far, not long enough.
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 Chapter 15 The door remained tightly sealed no matter what Cassidhe did in an attempt to trip the sensor. She didn’t have the time and the patience to waste on subtlety or finesse. “Mother,” Cassidhe called out, “stand back from the entry and protect yourself.” Cassidhe set her lasrifle’s power level and blasted through the door, springing into the room prepared for trouble. Still in a defensive crouch, she spun around at the wonderfully familiar sound of soft laughter. “My darling child, from the very day you were born, you always did know how to make an entrance.” In one motion, they were hugging each other with the fervor reserved for parent and child. Cassidhe pulled away only far enough to inspect her mother’s tired, beautiful face. Dove’s dark red-brown hair, the lighter cinnabar streaks growing ever wider over time, hung free in deep, untidy waves that accentuated the aristocratic shape of her face. “You look so tired, Mother. Have they injured you in any way?” Dove shook her head, smiling as she returned Cassidhe’s intense scrutiny. “I am unharmed. You could use a few hours of rest, too, if my eyes don’t fail me.” Shouts and the sound of weapons being fire intruded from the corridor, interrupting the all-too brief reunion. “Baylock may need help. We haven’t much time.” Cassidhe took one look at the drab, shapeless robe
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 covering Dove and made a face. “Where is your regular clothing?” “The Mallochons took everything I had. We must find your father. We can’t leave without him.” “Kincade’s taking care of that. My job is to get you out.” Dove came to a stop. “Kincade? As in Hawke?” Cassidhe made another face at her mother, this one not so good-natured. “Who else?” She urged Dove out of the room and down the corridor. Two Mallochon troopers lay crumpled on the floor. Baylock had disappeared. Cassidhe peered around the corner, finally able to breathe a sigh of relief when she spied the helmsman emerging from another doorway. He motioned for them to join him. “My Lady,” he greeted Dove with respect. “I am Baylock, here to serve you and your daughter.” “Well met, Warrior. The House of Burnelle is grateful.” “Status, Baylock?” “Aye, Captain. I’ve disabled the Mallochon’s communication systems sufficiently to insure they will be unable to manage repairs without new supplies.” “Excellent. Did you have to kill anyone?” “No. I injured two of the troopers, but not seriously and managed to stun any others I encountered.” “Good job. Let’s get out of here. We’ll wait for Father at the same juncture we left Kincade and Redfeather.” Cassidhe glimpsed a frown, quickly replaced by a speculative look, flit across Dove’s face as Baylock nodded his agreement and then motioned Cassidhe ahead of him. She shook her head and fell back to take her mother’s arm.
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 “Mother? Is something wrong?” Cassidhe directed her mother down the corridor. “No, I don’t think so. Mister Baylock, I don’t remember my daughter telling me about you. Are you new to her vessel?” Baylock glanced at Cassidhe, his expression carefully neutral. “Very new.” “I see. Congratulations.” The small frown appeared and vanished again. “She’s quite particular about members of her crew.” “Anything else, Mother?” Cassidhe felt her mother poised to ask more pointed questions, but hoped she wouldn’t, at least not now. “No.” Dove pressed Cassidhe’s arm to her side. “Oh, how I look forward to being reunited with my mate. Have you spoken to your father, Cass?” “I’m afraid not. Kincade’s sudden appearance will surprise him as much as mine did you.” “You didn’t surprise me. I fully expected at least one of my daughters. You seemed the logical option. How is Hawke, anyway?” Cassidhe met Baylock’s glance this time, then looked away. She could only hope her own face remained as unreadable as his. “The same as always. Hawke Kincade never changes. He is Bellon, after all.” “As you are, Daughter.” Oh, I’m Bellon, make no mistake, Cassidhe muttered to herself, her thoughts turning dark and more silent. So Bellon that I want to choke the life out of that ungrateful wretch, Kincade. I can’t believe I thought I could love him or that he cared about me. What an idiot I’ve been. She’d discovered more
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 Bellon blood in herself than she’d ever wanted to see. An uneasiness filtered into the back of her mind making her vaguely wonder what type of trouble Kincade had managed to find for himself. “GET down!” Hawke bellowed his warning to Redfeather. He recklessly dived across the corridor opening in an effort to divert the Mallochon’s attention from Redfeather. The plasma blast caught Hawke high on the left shoulder, spinning him head over heels, slamming his still-recovering body against the far wall. “Narg.” Redfeather’s voice rang out over the sound of her sidearm returning fire. “How bad is the hit, Captain?” “Not,” he shouted back. Redfeather fired again and Hawke heard the thud of a body falling. The sudden quiet made his ears ring with the echoes bouncing around them. He watched Redfeather rush through the corridor to check the downed trooper. “He won’t wake up for a while,” she announced with great satisfaction. “Nice shot.” Holding his arm close to his body, Hawke climbed to his feet and joined her. He checked his shoulder. Painful but not life threatening. “Good thing he wasn’t as sharp as you.” Redfeather gave his injury a quick, impersonal inspection. “Not as bad as you deserve. Sir.” Hawke groaned. She wouldn’t likely forget his lies any time soon, but he’d be nargged if he’d apologize. He’d acted in her best interest, or at least thought he had at the time. That was the end of the
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 matter. “You’re so hot with that thing,” he said, motioning to her sidearm, “get the door open so the ambassador can leave.” REDFEATHER, as he expected, followed his order, grumbling while she complied. She called out a warning to the occupant of the room and blasted down the door. The ambassador wasted no time in joining them. “Hawke, my friend, you are a welcome sight. Come. We must find my wife.” “Cass is seeing to your wife’s release from the other end of the installation.” “You and Cassidhe came together?” “Not exactly.” “That’s an understatement,” Redfeather muttered. “Enough,” Hawke warned her. “Ambassador Culver, do you have anything to bring with you?” “No. They even took away our clothing and gave us these garments. Not exactly stylish, but I’m decently covered.” Culver walked next to Hawke as they found their way back through the tunnels. “What did you mean about you and Cassidhe not ‘exactly’ arriving together?” Hawke had too much respect for the ambassador to simply ignore him. “We began this journey together well enough, but we became—separated—about halfway here.” “We are all returning together, though?”
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 “No. I have my ship. Cass has hers.” “Ah. Certainly, though, we will journey in tandem. Under the circumstances, the safety of numbers is advisable.” The burning in Hawke’s injured shoulder doubled about every forty-five seconds. The wounded area felt as if someone held an open flame to the tissues. “If that is what you wish, so it shall be, Ambassador.” If you can get your daughter to agree, he added silently, doubting the outcome. He wished the ambassador luck. Cass wasn’t of a mind to do anyone any favors right now. Cass’s feminine fragrance drifted from the darkened corridor ahead, followed by her quiet voice, both startling Hawke from his thoughts. “Father! Blessings upon the Creator for your safety.” “Certainly, although Hawke and his companion deserve an equal share of gratitude.” “No doubt it is as you say, Father.” Cass’s eyes shimmered in the glow from Redfeather’s searchlight, growing wide when her gaze found Hawke’s shoulder. “Honestly, Kincade, can’t you stay out of harm’s way for more than a few hours? Your ship’s surgeon has a fulltime job just tending to you.” Hawke studied her while she watched her parents embrace and murmur assurances to each other. The beginning of a smile softened the lines that worry and exhaustion had etched into her sweet face. “Are you pleased, Cass?” The entrancing smile disappeared as if it had never existed. The sense of a physical loss surprised
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 him, but didn’t lessen the empty sensation. “I will be pleased only when my parents are safely aboard the Moon Maiden.” “They should travel aboard the Yataghan.” “Not on your life, bounty hunter.” “It only makes sense, Cass,” Hawke countered with growing frustration. “Would you care to explain why?” The ambassador interceded. “The wisest course of action would be for your mother and me to travel separately.” “I disagree, Father.” “Obviously, but separating doubles our chances.” “Doing so didn’t help last time, did it?” Dove stepped between father and child. “You are correct and logical, my husband. I will travel with Cass while you accompany Hawke. I’ve lost track of time, thanks to our captors. How long before the peace talks are to begin?” Hawke checked his chronometer. “Ten hours, eleven minutes. We’ll make the conference if we don’t run into any Mallochon patrol ships or other troublesome delays.” Cass stopped short, turned to stare back into the corridor from which Hawke and his party had exited. “Did you hear that?” The sound of running footsteps marred the immediate silence. “Aye, Captain Burnelle,” Baylock answered first. “Someone’s followed them.”
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 Hawke muttered a curse. “How is it possible we missed someone? Red, nothing personal, but did you check the head on your end of the tunnel?” “The head? What person in their right mind would hide while his comrades are under attack? Especially the head, of all places?” “You’re thinking like a Bellon, Red. We’re dealing with Mallochons.” Cass stifled a groan, tossed her lasrifle to Redfeather. “Laserlock the rest of the passages behind us as we go.” “Laserlock?” Baylock moved into position beside Redfeather, his own lasrifle set. “We’ll be more efficient by working together. If done correctly, for every five seconds we take to block the passages, it should take them sixty to clear a path.” “Can’t we simply transport out?” the ambassador asked. “Too much interference,” Cass and Hawke answered simultaneously. Their gazes locked for a heartbeat. ONCE out of the underground installation, Cassidhe knew they all felt a sense of relief, even her father. He may not have had to cope with the Bellons’ aversion to the underground environment, but he hadn’t enjoyed the surroundings, either. Now with the natural illumination of daylight revealing the true extent of the damage, Cassidhe found it impossible to ignore Kincade’s injury any longer. Her own shoulder seemed to want to throb and
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 burn in empathy with his. She found a sani-sheet in the utility pouch fastened to her waist and placed the tissue-thin membrane over the angry, open wound. She sealed the edges of the film to his skin, warmth flaring between her fingertips and his body. “A topical anesthetic will ease the burning sensation. Forced plasma burns are notoriously painful. The sheet contains a disinfecting agent, too. I have confidence that Willow will put you right in no time.” Kincade’s entire body tensed. His hard muscles seemed to thrum beneath her touch. His body radiated an almost unnatural heat. His night-dark eyes went straight to her soul, stealing her breath. He leaned down to speak to her, his voice a quiet rumble. “An unnecessary ministration, but welcome, nonetheless. Your touch, as always, is a unique experience.” Whether by accident or design, his lips brushed the outer curve of her ear, his warm breath sending shivers down her spine. When the ambassador and Dove completed their private farewells and parted, he checked to be sure Redfeather was ready and touched the communit attached to his vest. “Kincade to Yataghan. Three to transport.” Cassidhe stepped backed along with her mother and Baylock. She watched the other three wink out of sight and then contacted her own ship. “Dayton here.” “Deb, notify the Yataghan of your position before you deshroud so you don’t take them by surprise. I don’t want them firing on you by accident. Then transport us immediately.”
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 In seconds, they left Wikkerd behind. Dayton met them in the transport room. “Hawke Kincade wishes to speak with you, Captain.” “In a moment. Baylock, would you settle my mother in the cabin next to mine?” Cassidhe motioned for the transport officer to leave the small room, then spoke to her first officer. “Deb, I’ll join you on the bridge shortly.” Cassidhe opened the communication channel once she was alone. “Burnelle to Yataghan.” She clenched her fist to still the trembling in her fingers. “Cass.” She would swear until the day she died that she could feel the heat his body generated come right through the comm channel. “What do you want, bounty hunter?” “How do you want to do this?” For one horrible second, her mind sorted through all sorts of interesting, erotic images. She had to consciously slow her breathing before she hyperventilated. “Do what?” “The trip to Nutralis, Cass.” “Oh. Oh.” The business at hand now helped to focus her mind. “The Moon Maiden will ghost. We’ll run a course parallel to yours. No communications.” “How do I—how do we know if you’re even with us?” “Guess you’ll have to trust me.” Something that sounded like a low growl came over the communication system to her. “Blast it, Kincade, I wouldn’t do anything to endanger my own father.” “No, no, of course not.”
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 “Kincade?” “Yes.” “Be aware of the fact that I won’t deshroud my ship unless doing so is my last possible option.” “I understand.” “Good. We’ll go into hyperspace right behind you. Tell Father that Mother and I will meet him outside the council chambers on Nutralis.” “I’ll give him your message. Cass?” She felt a yearning sensation deep inside at the way his voice seemed to caress her name. The feeling grew as the sensation of heat intensified. “What is it? Kincade, are you still on channel?” “I’m here. I...take care of the Dove, Cass.” The communication ended abruptly, shutting off the sudden hoarseness of Kincade’s speech. Cassidhe puzzled over what had just transpired while she notified Dayton to prepare for the journey. Deb could handle the routine maneuvers well enough, giving her the much needed opportunity to spend precious time with her mother. HAWKE passed on the information to Redfeather and then retreated to his office after a visit to Willow. What the narg was happening? At times he felt as though a tangible something, some sort of tether between souls and emotions, connected him and Cass. Sheer imagination, of course. He instinctively looked over his shoulder, found nothing but a blank wall. Too often, he thought he sensed another presence, seemingly hovering around him. In him. A warmly sensual, distinctly feminine
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 presence that eerily reminded him of Cass. Creator, but he was going space happy. Hawke hadn’t felt entirely alone for many hours now. Little icy tracings skittered up his spine. The truth of the matter was he’d felt like this at least since he had robbed Cass of her innocence. So. The answer. His conscience made him feel guilty. Wonderful. Just what would Aidan Culver do if he discovered his so-called friend had deflowered his daughter? So much for the belief that Bellons never regretted their actions. CASSIDHE returned her mother’s warm, unconditional hug, resting her head—just for a moment—on the familiar, reassuring shoulder. Dove had ordered a change of clothing that, not surprisingly, proclaimed her Bellon ancestry. The redwood color of the soft leather complimented the natural streaks in her dark hair. “I worried so about you, Mother. You and Father.” “The ordeal is behind us now.” Dove studied her with questioning eyes. “When did you and Hawke decide to join?” Cassidhe’s heart skipped a hard beat. “As soon as I realized I needed help ferreting out information about where the Mallochons were holding you and father. I worried they’d taken you to different locations. That would have made it impossible to get to you both without someone’s help. Kincade filled the bill.” A mischievous smile temporarily erased the worry from Dove’s face. “That isn’t exactly what I meant, dear heart.”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 259
 
 “I have no idea what you mean, then, Mother.” Cassidhe’s face flushed hotly as the recent memories flooded her senses. “We did...join...physically, but only once.” Her cheeks flared with renewed heat when she thought of the steamy shower Kincade had shared with her. “Make that twice. Both times were mistakes that will not be repeated, I assure you.” Cassidhe hated being the cause of the lines reappearing in the Dove’s classically beautiful face. How could she reassure her mother that all would be well? She couldn’t reassure herself, let alone anyone else. “Won’t be repeated, you say. Neither of you spoke words of promise? Words of commitment?” “Absolutely not.” “You’re certain? Tell me everything said between the two of you.” “Mother!” “Dear heart, nothing you could say would come close to embarrassing me, but that is not what I had in mind. Tell me what, if any, declarations or promises either of you may have made to each other.” “Nothing.” That moment when she had brushed Kincade’s hair back from his face burst into her mind. “I did—I did say I wanted no other, that I gave myself to him willingly. Under the circumstances, the words just sort of came out.” Dove’s mouth formed a silent ‘oh’ of enlightenment. “Were you touching him—of course, you were—what am I saying? How were you touching Hawke when you said those words?” Cassidhe told her, reliving every heated second, remembering the current of electricity between the ends of her fingers and his temple. “I know you think you feel differently now, Cass, but at that moment, did you mean what you said?”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 260
 
 “Yes, of course, or I never would have said the words. How foolish I feel now.” “How so?” “When I said the words, I felt we were each part of a whole. It’s all so strange. When I thought he’d been killed in that plasma blast, I dreamed about him every time I closed my eyes. When awake, I felt like I could just reach out and touch him. Mother, I couldn’t find the courage to chant his death.” Dove felt behind herself, eased down into the nearest chair. “Oh, my.” “I know. I am ashamed I couldn’t perform the chant.” “There is no shame in that. You couldn’t do the chant because he lived.” “I didn’t know that at the time.” “Don’t be so sure.” Cassidhe sat next to her mother, welcomed the loving arm that soothed her, held her close. “What are you saying?” “Unless I’m mistaken, dear heart, right about now, Hawke should be nearly mad with the need to be with you. He’ll be craving your scent and your touch so badly he’ll begin to believe you’re everywhere around him, or wishing you were.” “You’re making this sound as if—sweet Creator, Mother, you’re making it sound as if Kincade and I have been bonded in an Erosian ceremony, as if we’ve bonded mentally.” “Cass, you and Hawke may not be legally bound, but from what you’ve related to me, you are joined. Mentally. Emotionally. Physically.” “That can’t be. I won’t let it be.”
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 “Think about it. Did you have any sense of danger to Hawke while we were on Wikkerd? Say about the time he was caught by the trooper’s fire?” Oh, Sweet Creator, is that what she’d felt? “If it’s any consolation, Hawke will be having a very difficult time with this. Bellon males don’t take—naturally—to the mental joining. They react as if to an...invasion.” “His experience can’t be any worse that what I’m feeling right now.” “Oh, his symptoms probably are. Knowing the Kincades, he won’t be having an easy time of it. Remember, he is a Fullblood Bellon. You, dear heart, are only one quarter. Although the severity of his reaction will be based on how hard he fights the reality.” Cassidhe shivered. She almost—almost—felt sorry for Kincade. “I can’t imagine what he’s feeling.” “You may not have to imagine, not if the connection continues.” “What do you mean by that?” “Unless the bond is somehow severed, each of you will become ever more immersed in the other’s emotions, especially if you’re in close physical proximity. Or maybe not. After all, this bond is accidental, is it not?” “I will not allow this to be happening. We’ll just sever the bond.” Dove laughed softly, though sympathetically. “Dissolving a bond like this is not easily accomplished. My poor baby. What a time for your Erosian talents to awaken.” “I don’t want them. No. I don’t have any Erosian talents, Mother.” Cassidhe wanted to shout, but couldn’t yell at this woman who had given her life. “Cat is the one with all the abilities. I am lacking in
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 the department entirely.” “The two of you are of the same blood. You are as talented as she, though perhaps in different ways. You only needed reasons to use the talents. Hawke Kincade, apparently, is one of those reasons. Being in his presence for an extended period has evidently, um, awakened something in you.” That irritating little smile flickered across her mother’s face again. “How do I get rid of this thing?” “Perhaps only you can answer that, Daughter.” “What is that supposed to mean?” “The bond wouldn’t have formed if your heart and soul hadn’t been involved. Your body had something to do with this, too. We’ll sort the mess out, somehow.” “How?” For the life of her, Cassidhe couldn’t see a way. “The joining wasn’t a formal rite of any kind, so the bond may simply disintegrate.” “If it doesn’t?” “You may require the assistance of a healer. Now I wonder what other latent talents have been awakened in you.” “What do you mean by that?” “Where one exists, another usually does, also.” “Terrific. Mother, could this...joining simply go away?” “I suppose the bond could cease to exist if the love isn’t true.” “That’s the best thing you’ve said so far. I tell you, I don’t love that brute. I never have. I never
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 Chapter 16 “Captain Burnelle?” Cassidhe pasted a welcoming smile on her face before turning from the lift entry and facing the ship’s surgeon. “Twyla. I haven’t seen much of you since I returned.” “Not for my lack of trying. You’ve become very adept at avoiding me.” “I’ve had much occupying my mind, Doctor. You may have noticed. We’re in the middle of a crunch. Not to be rude, but I’m expected on the bridge.” She stepped into the lift when the doors whisked open. The Maiden’s medical officer maneuvered into the car right behind her. “I think I’ll ride along.” The doctor sent a probing look over Cassidhe. “How much weight have you lost, Captain?” “Maybe a kilogram.” “More like two or three. I’d guess you’re dehydrated on top of the weight loss.” “I’m fine.” Cassidhe adjusted her stance minutely to accommodate the lift’s shift from vertical climb to horizontal movement. “You haven’t been ‘fine’ since you found out about your parents. Stop by sickbay and let me do a scan.” Cassidhe’s hand strayed low to her belly. If she carried Kincade’s child, she would take every precaution necessary to protect the babe. “You can perform one scan for me.”
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 With the practiced eye of a ship’s surgeon, Twyla noted her gesture. “You’re pregnant?” “I’m not sure. That’s why you’ll need to do the scan.” “If you’re not certain yet, this would be a very recent development. Perhaps while on the Yataghan?” Cassidhe shook her head. “At the Graveyard.” She shivered. “I hope that’s not prophetic.” “Oh. Baylock.” “Don’t be—” Cassidhe’s mouth snapped shut. She’d been going to tell Twyla not to be ridiculous, but did it matter what anyone thought? People would believe what they wanted to believe anyway. She and Baylock had been acting pretty damn cozy since he’d come aboard. If nothing else, the helmsman would get a chuckle out of everyone’s assumption. She hoped. Sooner or later the news would filter to Kincade. What would he assume? The worst, naturally. “Don’t be so nosy, Doctor. Let’s find out first, shall we? I’ll stop by sickbay when I find the time.” Cassidhe stopped the lift, let Twyla exit onto a different deck and continued on her way to the bridge. HAWKE paced the upper level of the Yataghan’s shuttle bay while Hunter explored the lower level. The cat’s disposition had degenerated from simple feline aloofness to that of an evil-tempered hunter denied its prey. Hawke knew he and the cat deserved each other right now. He put his hands on the railing, supporting the weight of his upper body. The minute vibration of the ship’s engines—noticeable only when he concentrated on the sensation—flowed through his being. An invisible comfort. Of all the objects and people in his life, only the Yataghan never let him down. A faithful mistress, she never acted
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 spiteful. A grand lady he’d protect to his dying breath. He’d worked his tail off for more than two years accruing the credits he needed, adding to his inherited funds, until he could afford to have her built. Long months later, he and a skeleton crew released the docking clamps for her first shakedown voyage. Hawke stroked a hand over the railing as though caressing the lean lines of a lover. This ship meant almost as much to him as his honor did. “I need to talk to you.” When Hawke heard his first officer approach, he’d wondered if she’d act on the anger bubbling through her. He knew immediately from Redfeather’s tone of voice his grace period had expired. For Red, she’d been uncommonly patient. “Who has the bridge?” Fists planted on her hips, arms akimbo, she glared at him. “No one. I have her on automatic pilot.” “No reason to be any more sarcastic than you’ve been already.” “No? I can think of at least two that I know of. Baylock and Cass Burnelle. What the narg did you think you were doing?” “I told you. I thought they had betrayed us.” Redfeather exploded with a snort of disgust. “Not that, though I question your sanity regarding them, too. I want to know why you would lie to me. How many times have you lied to me in the past? Are you going to lie to me in the future?” “Stand down, Red,” Hawke warned. “As your captain, I won’t tolerate this.” “Well, that can be fixed now, can’t it? When we reach Nutralis, I’ll be leaving the Yataghan.”
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 “Good riddance,” he shouted, a snarl of annoyance curling his lip. “I’ve had it up to here,” Hawke made a slashing motion across his throat, “with every last one of you. Garesh take all of you. Narg! I hope Garesh has saved a special place for that little she-devil you esteem so highly!” “Argh! How she can love you is beyond me!” Hawke felt his lips twist into bitter lines he couldn’t control. “Love me? After what I did to her? The only thing she feels for me is hatred.” “Sweet Creator All Mighty, can you blame her?” “Who do you recommend to take your place as executive officer, Commander Redfeather?” “I don’t give a rip-roaring narg.” Hawke tried one more time. “Red, I thought I was protecting you.” “Do me a favor. Find someone else to protect. If you do as good a job for me as you did for Cass, I’m doomed.” Redfeather wheeled around and left the bay, her long braid whipping wildly, each swing matching an angry footstep down the metal steps. Hawke’s fist slammed into the nearest bulkhead. The crunching sound of splintering bone raced ahead of lancing pain. “Narg! Narg! Narg!” The harsh curse acknowledged the cold, desolate place his heart had occupied at one time, admitted how he had misjudged Cass. He recognized the growing, burning need within him still crying out for her. A weakness he couldn’t afford. Everywhere he turned, he saw Cass, caught the scent of her fiery perfume, heard her sultry voice. His body remained in a painful, constant state of hard readiness for her. By the gods, he’d kill anyone who got
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 in his way! He stalked from the bay, dimly aware his hand needed Willow’s attention. Hawke managed, without even trying, to alienate a dozen more crew members on his way to return the cat to his quarters and then on his way to sickbay. Willow powered down the small autohealer, moving the instrument away from Hawke’s hand. “That should do it, Captain. You’re not being very kind to your body. Even Bellons can’t survive this kind of constant abuse.” “Doctor, you are aboard the Yataghan for your medical expertise. If and when I need advice, I’ll seek out a counselor for that purpose.” “Actually, that was a medical observation, Captain.” The Earther’s soothing, professional voice only served to further enrage the beast lurking within Hawke. He forced himself out the door and on to engineering before he could strike the physician. More than the simple physical desire for Cass ravaged him, though the gods knew the desire grew more potent than he would ever have believed possible. He needed to see her, speak with her. He wanted to know how she felt about everything from politics to family to the meaning of life. Although he seemed to instinctively feel her sentiments on these matters and many others, he wanted to hear them from her personally. The brightest, most intelligent woman in existence had bewitched him and now she hated everything he represented. With good reason. Garesh must be splitting his side with laughter over this twist of fate. Red had been right. Better Cass had slit his gullet the night of their first meeting. The minor discomfort of bleeding to death would have been nothing compared to the present pain. Hawke grimaced.
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 Chances of the situation improving ranged from zero to none. Hawke lost what remained of sound reasoning as the physical and emotional need to claim Cass blossomed further, driving out all common sense and logic. He exploded from the lift, his snarl of frustration echoing around him. The majority of engineering personnel melted away into the background. Only herculean effort brought his emotions under control, an automatic reflex protecting the people around him. Nearly every dram of control had left him, burned away by the raging fever consuming his soul. The whole damn crew knew something beyond his command had finally touched him, and he didn’t give a narg. He figured he might as well stay in engineering—everyone else aboard would be safer that way. They were pushing the Yataghan to her limits in the effort to get the ambassador to the negotiations on time. He could only hope the Moon Maiden managed to keep up with them. Hawke spun around as the lift doors reopened a few moments later. The ambassador stepped out of the car. Culver, wearing a set of clean clothes more appropriate to a Syllogian—soft, soothingly bland hues and textures—moved to stand next to him. The ambassador focused his gaze on the eerie glow of the main engine core, the stardrive laboring to meet the demand. “My friend, I am indebted to you. Whatever you wish, ask. It is yours. Anything within my limited power.” Hawke knew Culver’s power to be anything but limited. The knowledge tempted him. “Careful, Aidan. I might accept your offer.” “Please.”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 270
 
 Hawke gripped the top of the safety rail until his fingers went numb. The sound of the ship’s engines became lost in the roar filling his senses, tearing at his reasoning. “I want only one thing. Your daughter.” The ambassador’s left eyebrow arched sharply upward, the only indication of surprise he allowed. “I see. Has Cassidhe agreed to this?” She had, hadn’t she, when she professed to wanting only him and no other? “Yes. She claimed she would accept no other man.” “This is the first I’ve heard of this desire. Until now, Cassidhe has always maintained an adamant wish for autonomy.” “Do you believe the match to be inappropriate?” Culver’s silence lasted only a moment. “Hardly inappropriate. Would I have chosen differently for her? Probably. Is it a mistake to bind the Burnelle and Kincade Houses even more tightly? Possibly. Only time will tell. Will I withhold my blessing? No. I don’t live under some of the constraints you Bellons have forced upon yourselves. Those same restraints, do, however, make your request that much more surprising.” Culver rested a hand on Hawke’s shoulder. “If, as you say, Cassidhe has agreed, you need only seek Dove’s approval. She still heads the House of Burnelle.” “I will.” “Remember that her blessing to this union may not be so easily won, my young friend. My wife has insights only others of her kind may understand, but they must be considered in this matter. Being a Bellon, she may feel differently than I.” Culver favored Hawke with an amused look. “I can practically
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 guarantee Dove will voice at least one objection, if only to underscore her authority.” “CAPTAIN?” Cassidhe swivelled around in her raised captain’s chair, the sharpness of the man’s voice flagging her immediate attention. “What is it?” Sandler, part of the ship’s tactical team, didn’t take the time to look at her. Instead, he continued to concentrate on his screen. Seated next to him, Misha had her eyes closed, a single crease between her eyebrows revealing her deep concentration. Sandler finally answered, not taking his focus off the screen when he shook his head. “Scanners aren’t picking up anything. Must be Mallochon.” “Go to yellow alert,” Cassidhe said automatically. She blinked to adjust her eyes as the amber hue subtly altered the color of everything. “Misha?” The Erosian nodded. “Coming closer.” Misha stood, eyes still closed, slowly turned in a circle, stopped with her body angled away from the main view screen. “Positioning aft of the Yataghan on her starboard side.” “Carson, give us some maneuvering room. Take us to the Yataghan’s aft port side. Drop far enough under her belly for a clean shot at the Mallochon ship. Sound a silent red alert.” Everything and everyone became bathed in a pale red glow. “How soon, Misha?” “Soon, Captain.” Baylock leaned over to speak to Cassidhe. “What’s happening? What’s the little Erosian doing? How
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 can she determine the location of a Mallochon ship?” “Misha’s a Seeker.” “Seeker? I don’t understand.” “Our sensors can’t detect shrouded ships.” “Right. Nobody has sensors with that capability.” “Misha can find them. If we encounter a ghosting ship, a Seeker is the only way I’ve found to avoid them or defend against them.” Baylock’s eyebrows went high. “She can find shrouded vessels? Incredible.” “Most of the time,” Cassidhe said quietly, “it’s astounding.” The Seeker’s soft ‘oh’ drew their attention. “Is the Mallochon ship in place, Misha?” “Yes, Captain. A large cruiser, I’d say.” “Everybody stand ready.” Baylock inspected readouts for defenses and weapons, turned back to Cassidhe with a look of surprise. “You told Captain Kincade the Maiden hadn’t been equipped with high-output weapons. She could hold her own against the Yataghan any day.” “I didn’t tell Kincade that. He assumed, and I didn’t bother dissuading him from his preconceived notion.” “I admit you use logic difficult to argue, but why?” “I don’t want to give away the Maiden’s presence to the Mallochons if I don’t have to. If Kincade’s weapons officer even subconsciously relies on us for help, I may have to do just that.”
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 A feeling of unease washed over Cassidhe. She frowned in the direction of the tactical station. “Sandler? Misha?” Both officers shrugged and Misha’s frown deepened. “Why are they waiting? It’s not as if—” Cassidhe felt a chill go up the back of her neck. “They’re waiting for help to arrive. They want to make sure this is a kill. Find that other ship!” Misha shut her eyes, the line between her brows much deeper than before, her face paler. Nearly two minutes passed before she wilted against the back of her seat. “I can’t.” Cassidhe flew out of her chair and moved around to the Seeker, placed her hands on the Erosian’s shoulders. “Yes, damn it, you can. I know you can.” Misha took a deep breath, straightened and tried again. Cassidhe closed her own eyes. She could... almost... see, almost experience, what Misha experienced. Cassidhe felt the exhilarating freedom to soar among the stars. The unexpected ability to explore the cold, white starfire dazzled her. The invasive, distant presence of the second Mallochon ship shadowed her awareness. Through it all, she sensed and delighted in Hawke Kincade’s dominant force. The Seeker’s quiet voice brought Cassidhe back to the bridge of her ship. “Yes, Captain. A second ship, but too far away to be of help right now. Engine failure, perhaps.” In a way she couldn’t begin to understand or explain, Cassidhe sensed Misha’s assessment to be accurate. She had to harness all of her energy to simply open her eyes. Her mother’s gentle, smiling face greeted her. “You have done well, Daughter. Your talents are stronger than even I had suspected.”
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 “What do you mean?” “At a more opportune moment.” Dove glanced at Misha. “I’ll see to your Seeker. She’s as exhausted as you are.” “Appreciated, Mother.” Cassidhe tried to shake off the weariness dulling her own mind and body. Dove placed a gentle hand to Cassidhe’s temple and closed her dark eyes for a moment. “Yes, you’ve done very well. You will continue to do so.” Unexpectedly energized by her mother’s warm touch and praise, Cassidhe swung back into action. “Carson, try to position us at the Mallochon’s most vulnerable spot. They usually skimp on their rear shields. Sandler, when they realize their backup has been delayed, they’ll hit. If and when you detect weakening in the Yataghan’s shields, I want to hear from you. Weapons, be ready with a full barrage on my command.” “Their first strike will be accurate,” Baylock predicted. “The Mallochon commander has a cool head. If his emotions were leading, he would have attacked the Yataghan by now.” Cassidhe nodded, her mind continuing to work out strategy. “The attack is going to be brutal when it comes. Baylock, I need you near the deck three port side life pod. The final effort to save my mother’s life if the Maiden falls.” “I’m honored,” Baylock responded without hesitation, immediately leaving the bridge. Dayton glanced up from where she bent over a tactical screen. “What’s Kincade likely to do at this point?” Cassidhe blew a stream of air at the lock of hair falling into her line of vision, finally anchoring it
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 behind her ear. “Who knows? If I were in his place, I’d send out a wide-range message telling everyone what’s happening the minute they deshroud. The Mallochons might not be so eager to blow them out of existence if half the sector’s listening as it happens.” “True. We could broadcast if he doesn’t” “I will not put my mother in further danger.” The weight of the decision felt like a physical thing, pressing down on her. But what about Father, her inner voice protested. “I won’t give away our position unless I absolutely need to do so.” Sandler stiffened. “Ship deshrouding!” “Come on, Kincade,” Cassidhe urged aloud, “do the logical thing. Broadcast. Make sure everyone knows who is trying to stop you. Do it, Kincade, do it before it’s too late!” “MALLOCHON ship deshrouding on our starboard side. Her plasma cannons are powering up. Orders?” Redfeather stood to Hawke’s left side, her body tensed for action, all personal issues put aside. “Captain? Awaiting your orders.” “Shielding to full power.” A dozen possibilities raced through his mind. The least likely course of action seemed to scream at him, demanding his attention, but he couldn’t cave in to the weakness. He’d die before he allowed the Mallochons to believe he acted out of cowardice. Still, the idea persisted like a nagging ache. Oh, aye, he’d willingly die, but would everyone else aboard feel the same? Every member of the crew put his or her life in his hands every time they left a port. Each of them had journeyed with him on
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 every cockeyed manhunt he decided to undertake. They had defended him with their own lives. Look at Baylock, walking into the den of the enemy without blinking an eye. What about Cass’s father? The ambassador risked his own life, even the lives of his family, for a cause important to him, but at what personal cost? Aidan Culver worked for peace, but Hawke had never considered him a coward. He bared his teeth in a feral grin. If nothing else, he’d take the Mallochons by surprise. “Open communications. All frequencies, all languages. Tell the whole sector the Mallochons are attempting— again—to stop the safe return of Ambassador Culver to Nutralis.” “Captain?” Red’s face clearly revealed her shock, but her voice remained firm, unemotional. “You heard me, Commander. Dana, have you complied with my order?” “Aye, Captain.” “Good,” Hawke said, proceeding to let the entire sector of space in on the Mallochon’s most recent illicit action. CASSIDHE listened with surprised wonder as Kincade did exactly as she had hoped. So totally out of character for a Bellon warrior. She knew her mouth hung open in shock, but she couldn’t seem to close it. A small corner of her heart whispered to her, confirming Kincade to be an extraordinary warrior. She met Deb’s startled stare. “Wow,” Dayton said in soft admiration. “How’d you do that?” “Coincidence.” Maybe, but this coincidence had goose bumps marching over her skin in regimented
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 waves. “When was the last time you saw a Bellon—no offense, Captain—take the less aggressive avenue?” “It happens, Deb.” Although not often, at least not by the Kincade men, she added silently. Cassidhe listened, along with her bridge crew, to the open comm channels, still amazed by what she heard. Kincade minced no words in telling the entire sector what the Mallochons had done and intended to do. The Mallochon commander tried to bluster his way through the situation. Incoming transmissions indicated Kincade’s message had been received and understood by dozens of worlds, nearly a hundred ships, and the council on Nutralis. The Mallochon ship closed communications and shrouded, disappearing from sight. Cassidhe turned around and found the Seeker standing behind her, the little line between Misha’s brows still present. She must have given Dove the slip. “What do you think, Misha?” “Mmh. They’ve backed off, Captain, but they’re still with us. Oh!” Misha sprang toward the helm. “Move us! Move us! They’re heading right for us.” The Maiden veered sharply, tossing the bridge crew around like rag toys. “Accident or by design?” Cassidhe asked, climbing back to her feet and massaging her left shoulder. If intentional, the Mallochons must have perfected a way of their own to detect ghosting ships. That thought frightened her nearly out of her wits. “Um, accident, I think,” Misha answered. “If we stay on this course, we should be safe from collision.”
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 Chapter 17 Cassidhe stepped out of the transport chamber on Nutralis, following in her mother’s eager steps. Her parents’ quick greeting embrace and exchanged assurances made her smile. Too often, obligations separated the pair. Unfortunately, Kincade’s presence overshadowed the happiness of seeing her parents together. Her father squeezed Cassidhe’s shoulder, gave her a smile she returned, and leaned down to speak quietly. “I’ve given my personal blessing. I have only to confer with your mother regarding the matter.” “What?” Cassidhe couldn’t imagine what her father meant. “We haven’t time now, Cassidhe. We will discuss the decision after the peace negotiations. In the meantime, you and Hawke will be good enough to accompany us to the council chambers.” Cassidhe fell into step next to her mother and asked softly, “What did Father mean about his personal blessing?” “I haven’t an inkling. You have no clue?” “None.” Cassidhe glanced ahead at her father and Kincade and then back to her mother. “Kincade’s at the heart of it, though, as sure I’m taking my next breath. After everything else that’s gone wrong, I’m not certain I want to know.” “Good, because it seems you’ll have to wait. The council chambers are directly ahead.” “The sooner this entire mess is put to bed, the better.”
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 Dove chuckled softly, squeezing Cassidhe’s arm. “Interesting choice of phrasing, Daughter.” The thick stone doors to the council chambers, twice as tall as Kincade, pivoted outward soundlessly. A trio of council members emerged from the doorway. They hurriedly ushered the ambassador and Dove to the far side of the corridor for a hushed conference. Cassidhe took the opportunity to confront Kincade head-on. “What happened on the Yataghan? What, exactly, has Father decided to bless?” Kincade’s grin too closely resembled a smirk for her tastes. “Aidan offered to repay me for assisting him and the Dove. I accepted his generosity.” She felt cold shivers of premonition run up and down her spine. Lightning-quick flashes of heat chased the shivers. “Your asking price?” “You.” The heat exploded into anger. “I won’t be used as payment for something any decent being would have done.” Her words tumbled out in a fierce whisper. “I have already promised you payment—legal tender—from the House of Burnelle. I’ll not be the flesh bonus. You and my father are seriously delusional if either of you thinks differently.” Kincade reached for her, shaking his head. “It’s not like that, Cass.” The heat from his hand scorched all the way down her arm, though his grasp remained surprisingly gentle. “Then how, bounty hunter?” “The arrangement just seemed to happen.” “Oh, I’m sure.”
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 He glanced around. “This isn’t the place to be discussing such a matter.” “Why not? Afraid someone will discover you’re not above taking flesh bounty? I’m still waiting for a logical reason for your actions.” “Hard to explain.” “Try, you—you Bellon.” “What’s the point in trying to talk with you? You are one hardheaded, cold-hearted, meanspirited wench.” Cassidhe felt her hands clench with the growing urge to close around his thick neck. “Me? Are you serious? You are so hardheaded and unbending you’re almost a caricature of a Bellon. You can leave any time now. Go back to the Yataghan and get out of the sector. I’ll forward your credits.” “Leave? No way. I’m not going anywhere without my reward.” “Be gone, I said. If you think I’m going with you, you’re space happy. I said I’d forward—” The corridor erupted with sudden shouts. People rushed past. The bounty hunter pulled her against his side in time to keep an enraged Mallochon from trampling her. Kincade started to take a breath, then stopped, evidently rethinking his action. He looked downward. Kincade glanced at her, his eyes narrowed with anger. He’d found the stiletto she’d used to prick his rib. “Sheathe your blade, Cass. Now.” “When I’m ready. Tell my father you spoke in haste. Tell him you’ve changed your mind. Inform him you were joking.” “Like hell I will.”
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 “Tell him. You’ve changed.” She twisted the blade of her stiletto to emphasize the seriousness of her demand, making him flinch. “Your mind.” Her parents rejoined them in front of the granite doors, their concerned frowns snaring her attention. Cassidhe managed to slip the stiletto back into its sheath without anyone but Kincade noticing. “What is happening, Mother?” “The Mallochons are trying to refuse mediation.” Dove gave her a weak smile. “Nice to see you two have at least settled matters and remained friends.” Kincade’s arm tightened around Cassidhe, holding her close, stealing her ability to breathe or think. “I can’t say the matter is settled, my Lady, but I’m working on the situation.” His declaration left Cassidhe speechless. The nerve of the savage! Dove sighed, a sound of relief. “I worried you’d resent the way Cass bound you to herself, even if done by accident. We don’t need another dispute.” “Bound me?” “I realize the Erosian mental bond can be overwhelming at first.” Kincade’s arm fell away and a look of horror washed over his strong features. “Mental bondage?” “Isn’t that what you two have been discussing?” Kincade leveled an accusing glare at Cassidhe. “And you dared to condemn me for accepting a flesh bonus?” His harsh laughter rang in the sudden quiet of the hall. He leaned down to speak scornfully in her ear. “You are correct, after all, Cass. I want only the bounty you promised from the Burnelle coffers. Absolutely nothing else.”
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 “Nargging wonderful.” Two council aides appeared in the foyer directly in front of the huge doors, waiting to usher the ambassador and Dove into the inner chamber. Cassidhe, sandwiched between her parents, took a step forward. “I will accompany them.” Kincade, centered himself a pace behind her parents and put in his credit’s worth. “And I will accompany Captain Burnelle.” The taller aide spoke respectfully. “The inner sanctum is for the council members and the representatives involved in the negotiations.” Cassidhe reminded herself to exhale slowly. “I understand your concern, but you must understand mine. Ambassador Culver and Lady Burnelle have already been kidnapped and had their lives threatened because of these negotiations. Compounding my concern, they are my parents. I will not leave them unattended.” The aides conferred. The taller of the two bowed slightly from the waist. “That is acceptable. Captain Kincade, however, must remain here.” “Forget that.” Kincade’s voice rumbled with irritation. “Unless you are also family,” the shorter aide interjected, “we cannot change the rules.” “Well, brace yourselves, because I’m the closest thing. The ambassador’s daughter and I are to be joined.” Furious, Cassidhe whirled to face him. “What the—” “Silence, Cass. I realize our betrothal isn’t general knowledge yet, but I won’t allow them to separate
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 us.” Garesh take this bloody fool! If Kincade thought for one minute she’d abide by this travesty, he couldn’t be more mistaken. Then she made the error of locking stares with him as he spoke in his rich, deep voice. “Cass, I’m assuming the Mallochons have at least two representatives. One of us to observe them, one of us to keep your parents from harm. Unless you have a more eloquent plan.” Blast him and his logic! She turned on her heel to face the aides. “You will accept this?” “Reluctantly, yes, but if any of the representatives or council members object, the chairman may overrule and eject you.” “Understood.” The quiet conversation going on within the council chambers hushed and then stopped completely as the four entered. The most aged councilman—presumably the chairman—rose to greet them. “Welcome to the chambers of Nutralis, Ambassador Culver, Lady Burnelle. Please introduce your companions to our council.” Her father bowed formally, his hands folded near his waist. “My daughter, Casse, captain of the Moon Maiden. Hawke Kincade, captain of the Yataghan. They rescued my wife and me, then escorted us here.” “Rescued you from whom or what?” Aidan Culver’s calm, steady eyes pierced the Mallochons in their seats. “From a faction of
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 Mallochons determined to stop these proceedings.” He looked to the chairman again. “The delay in our arrival was not of our doing.” The Mallochons surged to their feet, shouting blustery denials. “How dare you accuse our people of this action? Where is your proof, Culver?” “You may question anyone from either ship. The Moon Maiden has a crew of—” “—eighty-seven,” Cassidhe provided with a lift of her chin. “—and the Yataghan has a complement of—” “—one hundred and fifty-four,” Kincade said in his deep, compelling voice. “Any and all would be eager to speak with you, just as the ambassador has stated.” Dove spoke to the council for the first time. “If you are not content with the two hundred and fortyfive of us, the Maiden also has in her brig the Earther responsible for betraying us to the Mallochons. Horatio Grimes. His involvement has been proven to the satisfaction of all.” She eyed the Mallochons. “Settle this matter with us here and now, or face the wrath of the Bellon Empire. Then, and only then, the League of Unified Worlds may be allowed to have what remains of Malloch.” “The Burnelles no longer sit upon your ruling Tribunal,” one of the Mallochons shouted. Kincade moved a pace forward. “Interesting you point out that fact, but it is not entirely true. The House of Kincade is a ruling House. The Kincades and the Burnelles have been joined through marriage. We stand together as one formidable force.” Cassidhe swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. Kincade was damnably irritating at times— most of the time—but he sure could come through when he felt like it. She pressed her hand to his
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 forearm and squeezed, hoping he could feel her appreciation. He covered her hand with one of his, his presence alone making her feel treasured. Then the bounty-hunting rogue had the gall to wink at her, flashing that devastating smile of his, and she didn’t mind a bit—just this once. The Mallochons either were unable to hide their anger or simply didn’t care who witnessed the display. They stormed from the room, hurling murderous looks at the quartet. CASSIDHE walked into the quarters the Council had assigned to her parents and looked at the surroundings. “This isn’t bad, Mother. Much roomier than what I provided you on the Maiden.” “But far more impersonal. A part of you is in every centimeter of the Maiden, almost as if she is your child.” Cassidhe’s hand strayed to her stomach, torn between hope and dismay. “Would you be grandmother to an entire ship?” “I feel I already am, Daughter.” Cassidhe settled in a corner of the divan, curling her legs beneath her, uncertain how to approach the subjects that had brought her to these rooms. She began hesitantly. “Mother, I have many questions.” “We should wait for your father.” “Father definitely is involved with one of the reasons I’m here, but at this moment, I question what happened on the bridge of the Moon Maiden. How could I see Misha’s vision?” Dove’s eyes filled with understanding and concern. “Oh, Daughter, you didn’t. You saw your own.”
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 Cassidhe shook her head. “Impossible.” “Face reality, child. You did. Now that the talent has awakened in you, the Seeing will only increase in strength.” “Narg. This—this talent—wouldn’t have manifested itself if I hadn’t accidentally bound myself to the bounty hunter, would it?” Dove smiled almost sympathetically. “One incident may well have sparked the other, but sooner or later, I feel confident your talents would have surfaced. With or without Hawke as a catalyst.” Cassidhe fidgeted and finally pulled her legs up and hugged her knees. “How do I master the Seeing?” “You don’t, but neither does it master you. One learns to live with the talent and control the Erosian part of your heritage. Cat learned this lesson at a much younger age, but she was more open to the possibilities. You must accept the abilities, as I have, as your sister has.” “Acceptance doesn’t come easily to me, Mother.” “I’ve noticed.” Dove laughed. “Do you think it has come easily for any of the Burnelle women? The Seeking ability is a valuable asset. Cat sought the same ability but never attained it. She hasn’t been touched by that particular talent. From what little I’ve seen, you have the potential to be even stronger, even more far-ranging than Misha. That is unusual for someone only one-quarter Erosian. Along with the asset comes responsibility.” Cassidhe shot a look at her mother. “What, Daughter?”
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 “I’m only now beginning to accept the fact I’m more Bellon than I ever wanted to be, and now this. Any more surprises in store for me?” Dove’s soft laughter floated through the room before she answered cryptically. “Many, my Daughter, many.” Cassidhe didn’t even want to contemplate what Sister Fate had planned for her. She decided a change of subject was in order. “Have you and Father arranged for your return home once the negotiations are completed?” “Not yet. I hoped to return with you.” “I’d like that. How long do you think the mediation will take?” Dove sat next to her. “Minutes. Days. Weeks. The Mallochons are accusing the League of not acting in good faith. They want to cease all negotiations.” “That’s terrible.” Terrible, and Cassidhe truly abhorred the relief she felt for herself. Conscience heavy with guilt, she couldn’t quite look her mother in the eye. “Then we can leave right away.” “No. The Council is insisting we attempt to reach some sort of pact. Your father and I will stay until all possibilities have been exhausted.” “I understand. I can return for you once you’ve completed the bargaining sessions.” “Why are you in such a hurry to leave?” Cassidhe couldn’t lie to her mother. Even as a child, lying had been an impossibility. “Kincade doesn’t seem to be in any hurry to get under way, so I guess I will. I need to put some distance between us.”
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 “So you’ll run from the turmoil you’ve created? No matter how unintentional your actions, it is your duty to solve this problem.” “My leaving will solve this problem.” Cassidhe clenched her teeth so tightly her molars ached. The entry door opened. Aidan Culver stepped into the room, greeted his wife and daughter with his usual reserve. Cassidhe managed to wait until he’d settled next to her mother before speaking, but only because she still clenched her teeth together. “I mean no intentional disrespect when I say this, Father, but I will not be used to pay a debt you feel needs reimbursement. The credits I promised Kincade are more than generous.” “I have been under the impression you were eager for this joining.” “No, no, no.” “I have agreed. Would you have me negate my word of honor?” “Yes. No. Honor definitely is not involved in this travesty. You agreed under duress.” “I think not. Dove, would you please talk to our daughter?” “My husband, you won’t like what I have to say on this subject.” “Blessings upon you, Mother.” “Do not be so quick with your undying gratitude. I disagree only because the joining would violate one of Bellona’s oldest traditions.” Cassidhe couldn’t believe her ears. “Since when is Bellon tradition your main concern?” So fast the movement blurred, Dove reached out with her hand and grasped Cassidhe’s jaw,
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 squeezing just hard enough to get Cassidhe’s attention. Then her mother spoke in a whisper-soft voice. “Do not, ever again, speak to me in that tone of voice, Daughter.” She relaxed her fingers, sat back against the cushions of the divan. “Casse, I am appalled by your indiscretion,” her father admonished. Cassidhe nodded, too shocked by her mother’s swift reprisal to speak. Dove continued as if the discord had not happened. “Even if you wanted Hawke Kincade right down to your very soul, I would forbid the joining. I may not live long enough to see the House of Burnelle once again seated on the Bellon Tribunal, but it will happen. If Cat isn’t successful, then her son will be, if only because he carries the Kincade bloodline. If you defied tradition with Hawke, the Kincade House could be in jeopardy of losing its ruling seat. I will not risk that.” “Yet you would deny my happiness because of age-worn tradition?” “I deny you nothing, Daughter.” Dove studied her with an air of perplexed innocence. “You don’t want Hawke Kincade. Remember?” “Oh. Right.” Oh, narg. Of course her mother was right. Then why had a deep, dark, entirely empty pit just opened wide somewhere in her soul? Cassidhe risked a look at her father to gage his reaction. Interesting. She’d never seen the one and only Ambassador Culver with his mouth gaping open. “I regret we do not have more time right now. Your father and I are needed for other appointments very soon.” “Mother, I—” “The subject is closed. We will speak soon, of other matters.”
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 “The Council has invited me to join them at the reception tonight. I will see you both there. Until then, my parents.” HAWKE fought the urge to clear his throat for the third time. Few females could unnerve him, but Dove Burnelle definitely fit into the top of the short list. She’d asked him here to ‘discuss matters’. So far, she hadn’t said a word, just studied him with those dark knowing eyes. Hawke swallowed again despite his best intentions. He expelled an uneasy breath. He could see no way out of the situation without causing some degree of affront. The sooner he extricated himself from any union with Cass, the better. To think the devious wench had bound him without his knowledge and consent! And then dared to act outraged over being used as bounty! “You wished to discuss something with me, Lady Burnelle?” “Yes. I understand my mate has given conditional approval for your betrothal to Cass.” “Aye, he has. I believe I can—” “I mean no disrespect to you, Hawke, or to the Kincade House, but I cannot allow this union to come about. I absolutely forbid the formal bonding.” Hawke struggled for air, as though a fist had exploded into his solar plexus. The oxygen lack made his mind react sluggishly. “I—Lady Burnelle—” Dove rose from her seat, moved to stand next to him, squeezing his shoulder with slender, strong fingers. “If Wulfe and Cat had not joined so many years ago, you would have been welcomed as our
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 daughter’s husband. I cannot condone the joining of brother and sister. Nor can I believe the House of Kincade would welcome this misadventure. Personally, I’m disconcerted to find you even considered the idea. You’ve always been so...traditional.” “What of the mental link already existing, thanks to your daughter?” “Ah, a problem yet to be solved, but I have faith the answer is on her way to us.” “On her way?” “Yes. I’ve sent for a strong Erosian healer. M’Tilde is one of the best. She will be on Nutralis in only a few days, and she will be able to break this unfortunate link. Once M’Tilde has done her work, you nor Cass will experience such a thing again. I’m sure, knowing my daughter as I do, Cass hasn’t expressed her remorse over causing this incident. Be assured, however, that she has deeply regretted her actions.” “Oh, I bet she has.” “I urge you, Hawke, to consider what you feel appropriate recompense for your trouble. The House of Burnelle will honor any claim you make. Simply name the price.” “The price?” “Do you have a figure in mind?” “No. Not yet.” The only figure he saw belonged to Cass. “When you do, let me know. I must ready myself for the reception tonight. Are you going?” “I—no, I don’t believe I will.” “Good. Better you don’t. Until the link between you and Cass is severed, being around each other could prove to be... uncomfortable for both of you. I will see you tomorrow, then.”
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 Dove ushered him out of the rooms and into the corridor before he managed to make any type of protest or agreement. He found his way outside, into the fresh air and took a deep breath. Dove had given him exactly what he wanted. His heart should be pounding madly with sheer release. Instead, his heart thudded lethargically, as though it had no reason to go on beating. Hawke stared up at the sky, searching for the tiny wink of reflected light he could identify as the Moon Maiden, but he couldn’t find her. Something empty and achy settled in the pit of his stomach. Oh, aye, he’d gotten exactly what he wanted. No one would force him to join with the deceitful Cass. And no one would force Cass to join her life with his. They had been forbidden to join. Resentment flared. A Burnelle denying a Kincade. Unthinkable! Resentment against Dove’s highhanded refusal swirled through him, gathering strength and force until his gut churned. Better he and Cass not spend time together, huh? A healer on the way to sever the link? Hah! Only time would reveal what Sister Fate had to say in the matter. He had a few days until the Erosian healer arrived. Hawke fully intended to make the most of the hours ahead. THE soft chime of the communit broke the silence in her quarters. “Yes?” ‘Incoming message, Captain Burnelle, from the starcruiser Falchion. Commander Culver.’ “Put her through, Deb.” ‘Aye. The Falchion is far enough out you will notice a two-second time delay. Transferring the comm
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 channel now.’ Cassidhe’s screen came to life and she saw herself. A blink later and Cat’s image smiled at her. It always happened that way. They looked so much alike, the differences didn’t become obvious until her eyes really focused. “Sister.” Cat’s smile widened until she beamed. ‘We received the relayed message about Mother and Father’s return. Well done, little sister.’ Cassidhe studied Cat’s face. She’d always heard pregnant women gained weight in their faces, but her sister’s was, if anything, drawn thinner. “We managed, though probably not with the finesse the Space Corps would expect.” ‘Who cares how the deed was done? The message was the first piece of good news to come our way in days. Did you lose any people?’ “No, blessings from the Creator. We sustained injuries, but all are mending.” ‘Good.’ A small frown crossed Cat’s face. ‘You seem subdued, Cass. Has something else happened?’ Cassidhe figured she owed her sister something of an explanation. “Cat, all the awful things I’ve said in the past about your Erosian talents and how you bonded with Wulfe were out of line.” Cat’s eyebrow arched sharply upward, the trait inherited from their father. ‘Uh-oh.’ “How do you keep that side of yourself under control?” Throaty laughter bubbled from her sister. Cat backed up and turned sideways, showing her body’s profile, patting her hugely swollen belly. ‘I don’t always, as you can see. My philosophy is this: better to
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 control the talents than to allow them to master me. It is a never-ending process of learning.’ Cassidhe pressed her own flat belly. “You regret carrying your mate’s child?” ‘Never. I would change only the timing of this babe. Regardless, our son will be welcomed and well loved, war or not.’ “I know he will. Did Wulfe ever have a problem accepting the Erosian aspects of your union?” ‘Like most Bellons, he resisted at first, but once he allowed his love for me to guide him, all went well.’ Cat’s eyebrow arched again. ‘That’s the difference I sense in you. I wasn’t certain. My empathic abilities have been a bit wild since I became pregnant. How, Cass? You were never one to explore that side of yourself, let alone exercise it.’ “I did not intend for a link to occur.” ‘You’ve somehow linked with Hawke?’ Cassidhe nodded, miserable, her hopes for a solution eluding her grasp. “Is it that obvious?” ‘Remember, I know you well. I’m willing to wager Hawke isn’t receptive to the situation.’ “You always did like understatement, Sister.” ‘I sympathize. I’m married to his brother, after all, and they are much alike. What has Mother’s reaction been?’ “She has forbidden the joining. The Creator has blessed me with that, at least.” ‘Do not be so quick to deny your heart, Sister. Be strong but do not be afraid to bend.’ “I will try. Creator’s blessings upon your family. I look forward to the news of your son’s safe arrival.”
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 ‘A warm welcome of return to our parents.’ Cassidhe traced the blanked screen with her forefinger, wishing she could maintain the communication link with Cat. Nothing had been resolved, but in some inexplicable way, Cat had helped. As young siblings, they had been opposite personalities, never agreeing. Recent years had shown they were becoming more alike in their beliefs and attitudes. Cassidhe suspected she had done more of the changing. Cat had usually been willing to meet her more than halfway. With a sigh, Cassidhe moved into the bathing chamber in preparation for the reception tonight. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about facing Kincade again until tomorrow. His refusal of the chairman’s invitation had been polite but firm.
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 Chapter 18 Once she’d showered, Cassidhe found herself in no hurry to reach Nutralis or engage her parents in idle conversation, so she pulled on a clean set of leathers and decided to make certain Grimes remained securely imprisoned in her brig. Her people were good, but she didn’t trust the Earther. Cassidhe studied the man who’d had a hand in bringing such turmoil to her family. Good riddance to this of’al. “The chairman of the Nutralis council has agreed to oversee your transfer to official League custody.” Grimes fidgeted on the edge of his narrow bunk. He tried to focus on Cassidhe, then the floor, then Cassidhe again. His once bright green eyes had turned dull and faded. “What happens to me now?” “You’ll be returned to the League’s main embassy to face charges of treason against the League of Unified Worlds. Once that’s been settled, you’ll face individual charges from Syllog, Earth, Bellona and Erosia.” Cassidhe leaned against the bulkhead opposite Grimes’s cell, her arms folded, her stance intentionally relaxed. A look of desperation had replaced Grimes’s odious leer. He offered no further threat to her. “At least I’ll be favored with your gracious company that much longer.” “I can happily say you won’t,” Cassidhe told him, bristling at his sarcasm despite herself. “Captain Kincade has been commissioned to return you.” “Which Kincade?” “Does it matter?”
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 “No, I suppose not.” Whatever Grimes had been using to bolster his waning courage finally eluded him completely. Cassidhe watched as he seemed to crumple in on himself. “You’ll be in the care of Hawke Kincade.” “Well, that’s a perfect end to an imperfect plan.” “Isn’t it, though?” The wretched look on his face prompted a warning. “Don’t do anything to antagonize him into jettisoning you. If you don’t return for the trial, your loss won’t break Kincade’s heart or his finances.” “If I refuse to go with that animal?” Cassidhe’s fingers dug into her upper arms until her nails left crescent marks in the flesh. It either was that, or wrap those same fingers around his scrawny neck after his remark. “Why do you hate Bellons so much?” She held up a hand, palm outward, forestalling his reply. “I know all about the betrayal of your betrothed. Whatever this obsession of yours is, it goes much deeper than that.” Grimes sneered then nodded his reluctant agreement. “I had relatives killed during the Bellon Aggression.” “So did I. So did many of us.” “The Bellons were ruthless in their attacks.” Cassidhe's heart pounded from the adrenaline flooding through her. “And Earth wasn’t? They murdered our children!”
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 “Little warriors, waiting to become killers, that’s all they were.” “That’s all they were? They were innocent babes! What a sick little man you are.” Cassidhe fought to master the outrage and the nausea vying for attention. “My people wouldn’t be the warriors they are if your people hadn’t tampered with our genetic codes a thousand years ago. We fought your Earther wars for you and won. Then when you didn’t need us, you condemned us to death.” Grimes jerked his head away from her accusing glare. “Obviously not soon enough.” “No, it wasn’t, was it? By the time your ancestors decided they should eliminate mine, it was too late. Not only could we fight better than you, we did everything better. Each succeeding generation grew stronger, more intelligent, more independent, more determined to survive. Earth hadn’t counted on that. Our priority became our future generations.” “That ‘priority’ as you term it, nearly destroyed Earth and her people, and caused serious damage to the League.” Cassidhe shook her head. “Only the relationship between Earth and the League when they finally discovered what the ‘normals’ had done to us a millennium earlier. You’ve lost sight of one thing, Grimes. If we had intended to destroy Earth during the Aggression, she would have crumbled in our fists and you wouldn’t be here. We simply revenged our ancestors, our families.” “Families,” Grimes snorted. “Yes, families. We mated for life, something the ‘normals’ couldn’t understand then and don’t to this day. With few exceptions, that is still our way, even after all these centuries. That is one of our great strengths.”
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 Grimes laughed, a disdainful, mirthless sound. “But that is changing, isn’t it? Since the Aggression, your people have begun to marry offworlders.” He pointed at her. “Look at you. Neither Bellon nor Earther. Even those two bloodlines have been diluted with alien blood. Freaks like you don’t belong anywhere, but then, you’re no more a freak than the likes of Kincade.” “Leave Kincade out of this.” “What is it about Bellons? Especially the Kincade men?” “I don’t understand.” Cassidhe watched, taken aback as Grimes’s eyes reddened and filled with what appeared to be tears. “Your sister defended Wulfe Kincade to the point she threatened to kill me. I remember what you willingly said and agreed to do so you could save Hawke Kincade’s life. I keep hearing the way you screamed out his name when you thought he had died in that plasma burst.” Cassidhe remembered, too, with disturbing clarity, remembered feeling like she’d died right along with the bounty hunter. “What, exactly, is your point?” His tears overflowed, streaking and smearing his face. “No woman ever loved me enough for something like that. No woman ever will.” Cassidhe tried—oh, how she tried—to harden her heart. Instead, she felt something for Grimes that was a rarity. Pity. She pitied this little slug of a little man. A sense of sadness washed over her. Sometimes, even love wasn’t enough. “I feel sorry for you, Grimes. I don’t know if I could live carrying such hatred in my heart and soul. I do know I wouldn’t want to try.” “Don’t waste your pity on me. I feel about you the same way my ancient ancestor, Dale Gareshian,
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 felt about his creations—they would be your ancestors. They were—and you are—nothing more than created objects.” “You are descended from Dale Gareshian?” “I am, and it looks as though that line dies with me. I find it ironic that while my family ceases to exist, yours will thrive. Ironic and wrong.” Cassidhe’s heart slowed as the adrenaline gradually left her body. “May the Creator care for those around you and protect them from the vileness of your thoughts.” She spun on her heel and walked away from the black hole of hatred existing where a heart and soul should thrive instead. Pity. Sorrow. All the feelings Grimes would never begin to understand or appreciate washed over her again. And he wondered why no woman had ever really loved him. The poor, blind fool. HAWKE observed in silence as the council’s youngest member introduced himself as Trayner. The council member then ushered him and Cass into the sequestered chamber. The Council had called a lastminute meeting, hoping to defuse the growing tempers in a private setting rather then the public gathering slated for later. Council members, Ambassador Culver, Dove, and two Mallochon representatives sat at a huge, round table. Two lushly padded, high-backed chairs were vacant. Trayner pulled one of the chairs out for Cass, solicitous of her comfort, then gestured for Hawke to take the other. The way the younger man hovered over Cass made Hawke think of a vulture ready to land and pick the bones of a find.
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 The chairman welcomed them. “I’ve asked everyone to meet because certain allegations have been voiced. We seek only the truth. We expect everyone’s cooperation. I advise all in attendance that this meeting is being recorded. Please state your name for the official record.” Trayner smiled encouragingly at Cass, indicating she should speak first. “I am Cassidhe Burnelle, second daughter of the House of Burnelle, native to Bellona. I own and captain a Syllogian-registered trading vessel, the Moon Maiden.” Hawke felt the corner of his mouth lift, pleased by her response. He’d never known Cass to openly proclaim her allegiance to the homeworld of Bellona. The chairman nodded thoughtfully. “Do you earn credits in any way other than trading?” “I do. More and more, I have been requested for search and rescue missions.” “By private parties?” “Most often. Occasionally, governments also purchase my services.” “Which provides the majority of credits? Trading or search and rescue?” “Definitely search and rescue, because it’s more dangerous.” “Thank you, Captain Burnelle. And you, sir?” Hawke gave Trayner a last narrow-eye glance, a silent warning, before answering the chairman. “I am Hawke Kincade, second son of the House of Kincade, a ruling House of Bellona. I own and captain the Bellon ship Yataghan and am an independent bounty hunter.” “Is this not what I said?” demanded one of the Mallochons. “We contend these bounty hunters are infamous for the deaths of the people they are to ‘return’ for judgment, though they try hard to hide the
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 fact behind lies and misdirected information. Bellon and Earther relations are nearly as strained as they were two generations ago. How can you allow this Grimes person to leave with Kincade when the Earther’s death is a certainty?” “Silence, please. Captain Kincade, do you collect bounty from just anyone?” “No, Chairman, I do not. I track only those criminals found guilty by due process.” “Thank you, Captain.” The Mallochon representative bounded to his feet. “I have a question.” “Proceed,” the chairman said, “but in a manner appropriate to these chambers.” “Have any of these so-called felons died in your custody, Kincade?” “Yes.” The Mallochon seemed surprised by the honesty of the answer. "Were you responsible for the deaths, Captain?" The chairman asked the next question, apparently unfazed. “No, sir, I was not, nor was any member of my crew. Both men—partners—had been injured during their escape. They were beyond medical help by the time we located them. They died shortly after that.” “Ah. Thank you for your cooperation, Captain.” The Mallochon pointed an accusing finger at Hawke, Cass, and her parents. “They are the ones who have perpetuated these lies against us, yet the only prisoner they have in custody is an Earther. Look to Earth for your terrorists. The League’s cries for peace are a farce. I contend Cassidhe Burnelle and Kincade are working in collusion with the League and its negotiators to lull the Mallochon Imperium into
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 a false sense of security. I refuse to negotiate for peace under these circumstances.” Hawke stood, pushing his chair away with what took an incredibly unfamiliar amount of control. Never had he felt so close to the edge, but he’d made up his mind to have his say whether they agreed or not. “I would address this council further, Chairman.” “Continue, Captain.” Hawke leveled a glare at the Mallochon, a look that had stopped many battle-hardened Bellon warriors in their tracks. “This person’s accusation is an insult to the ambassador, his mate, his daughter and to my House.” His hand unerringly found Cass’s slender shoulder, silently soothed the outrage he felt radiating from her. Another hard-eyed glance from him, and Trayner bowed and stepped back from Cass’s chair. Hawke angled his head in Culver’s direction. “Perhaps, Ambassador, we should take our leave, and allow war to come about. Malloch appears eager for a confrontation. Maybe it’s time we obliged her.” The chairman interceded. “The wiser choice would be for the ambassador and his wife to begin negotiations. We trust the representatives from Malloch agree.” The chairman gave a challenging stare to the Mallochons that impressed even Hawke. “Yes,” the Mallochon representatives answered, short and surly. “We would not have the Council believe we seek anything other than peace.” “I didn’t think so,” the chairman responded calmly. “We’ll allow the captains to take their leave now. The rest of us should finish in time for the reception.” Hawke escorted Cass from the chambers. Once in the main corridor, he swung around to face her.
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 “Care to join me in the gardens?” “No.” Cass continued walking. “Wait.” She spun to face him. “I am expected at the reception. I will have a free half hour tomorrow morning. Whatever business we have left should be concluded at that time.” “You have time. We have more than mere business between us, Cass. You’ve seen to that.” Cassidhe glared at Kincade. He just couldn’t leave well enough alone. “If I could undo it with a single thought, don’t you think I would?” Kincade took her arm and steered her toward one of the doors leading to the gardens. “I don’t know if you would or not, but snapping and snarling at one another isn’t going to solve our little tangle, now is it?” “No. If so, we’d be untangled by now.” “Exactly. Now walk with me. I have something to say. Considering what’s gone on between us recently, I couldn’t blame you entirely if you never trusted me again.” “Good. Then you won’t be disappointed.” Cassidhe’s first reaction, to dig her heels in and balk, seemed childish, and the lushness of the gardens impressed her even when she wasn’t in the mood to be. She sank onto the ground and lifted her face, her eyes closed, to the late afternoon sun, allowing the warmth to soak into her body. Although the sun of Nutralis didn’t have the fierce intensity of Bellona’s sun, the heat still melted away a portion of the tension from her muscles. “We’re both at fault, you know.” “You needn’t remind me. That fact has been a bitter mouthful to swallow.”
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 Kincade settled next to her on the grass, close enough that the heat from his body outdid the orb high above. Cassidhe opened her eyes and looked into his night-dark eyes. Here she’d been set for another argument and he’d taken her by surprise when he shouldered part of the blame for their problems. Was he changing that much, or had she actually begun to understand the Bellon psyche? Against her will and better judgment, her resistance to this warrior began to melt away, as well. “Does the idea offend you so much?” A warning of imminent danger shivered its way from her toes to the top of her head. What idea? “That’s your only answer? A shiver? What is that—dread?” “Hm?” Time had passed unnoticed while she tumbled headlong into those soul-deep eyes. “What was the question?” Kincade shook his head. “A bad idea, anyway. Someone would find us dead, our hands locked around each other’s throats. Something new bothering you, Cass, or the same old mess?” Cassidhe shrugged, trying to dismiss the feelings carried over from her painful discussion with Grimes. She told Kincade the gist of the conversation and he responded pretty much as she expected. “That slug. He’s tainted from far back in his family history. Gareshian was a monster who tampered with human lives and was at the root of our strife. His counterpart wasn’t any better.” “Andrews? Aye. Gareshian created physical warriors while Andrews engineered psychics to wage mental war and intrigue. The difference is, we survived. Once the ‘talents’ were exiled, they disappeared, never to be found again, as though they were swallowed by a black hole.” “A loss to the universe. They discovered Gareshian’s plans to kill us off. Without the talents, our
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 ancestors wouldn’t have had the time to prepare for the future. Bellons would never have existed beyond that generation.” Cassidhe changed her position enough to keep the glare of the lowering sun out of her eyes, but not so much as to lengthen the distance between them. Even out in the sun, she basked in his body heat. “How can people treat others like that? Like animals or objects?” “I don’t know, Cass. Maybe Gareshian and his ilk were long-lost relatives of the Mallochons.” “Maybe they were at that.” Cassidhe forced herself back to her feet, disturbed and drawn by Kincade’s nearness. “I really need to get a move on, bounty hunter. I have to change clothes again. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow.” “CAPTAIN Kincade.” Hawke cast a tired look at his communication officer. A short time ago, he’d stood in the gardens on Nutralis, watching helplessly—gods, what a nargging awful feeling—as Cass walked away from him. The sight had slammed home what it meant to be lonely. “Problem?” “No, Sir. You have an incoming message from the Falchion.” Brother Wulfe wouldn’t waste valuable time for niceties. “Let’s hear it.” “The transmission is scrambled. Your eyes only, Captain.” “I’ll take the message in my office. Have Redfeather report to the bridge.” Only minutes later, Hawke activated the comm unit on his desk. “Pipe it down.” He grabbed a mug of jeela from the autoserver.
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 ‘Aye, Sir,’ Redfeather’s voice responded. The screen glowed to life and Wulfe’s voice filled the room. ‘Brother. Considering what you’ve managed to survive, you look well.’ “How do things fare with you?” ‘Not as well as hoped. I have disturbing news for you. We’ve uncovered a rumor—unconfirmed but seemingly reliable—that the Mallochon infiltration has gone further than any of us dared to believe.’ “Has your mate passed this information on to her family?” ‘Cat doesn’t know. Each day she grows larger with my son and more exhausted in body. My chief medical officer fears for her and the babe because of the worry over the ambassador and Dove. Cat needs to regain her strength for the birthing.’ “May the Creator protect her and your son. How far have the Mallochons penetrated?” Wulfe raked the fingers of his right hand through his long hair, pulled at the muscles in the back of his neck, mannerisms Hawke had seen thousands of times. ‘I believe the Mallochons have an agent sitting on the Nutralis Council.’ Certainty chilled Hawke as his thoughts immediately flew to the youngest member, the one so attentive to Cass. Trayner. “I may know which one.” ‘Then you are a step ahead of me. Is there someone on the council you trust without reservation?’ “Aye. The chairman. He’ll not want to believe what I’ll have to say.” ‘Then you must convince him.’ “Time for a new challenge, anyway. It was becoming too quiet here,” Hawk said with bitter humor.
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 ‘Happy to oblige. Brother, I would value your assistance in keeping my mate’s family safe.’ “My life for theirs.” True words, but Wulfe needn’t know every reason behind the vow. Not yet, anyway. ‘I prefer you keep yourself alive, as well. Good fortune.’ “Until we speak again, Wulfe.” Hawke closed the communication channel, contemplating the blanked screen. Well, now. Maybe he should make an appearance at the reception after all. HAWKE kept to the fringes of the room, observing those attending the gathering. The young council member who’d acted as liaison circulated through the room. The devil’s tongue always seemed a little too glib, his smile too professional. Worse, no matter where Trayner moved, part of his attention stayed focused on Cass. Cass. Hawke had no idea where she’d gotten the dress she wore, but the garment caressed her body the way...he sighed in admiration and frustration. The dress lovingly cupped Cass’s feminine figure the way his own hands wanted to stroke her every curve. The apricot-colored silk covered Cass from her slender neck down to her shapely little ankles. The silk, though, played tricks with a man’s eyes and his senses. The fabric had to be of Erosian origin. Depending on how the delicate material caught the light, Cass appeared fully clothed one minute and naked as a babe the next. His manhood boldly reminded him her body wasn’t that of a babe. He had
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 to stop himself from going to Cass and wrapping his leather cloak around her, shielding her from every other man’s view. Apparently, it didn’t matter what type of arsenal she wore, silk or battle gear, he seemed destined—or doomed—to envy it. Across the salon, Hawke found a pair of broad shoulders clad in dark warrior leather wending through the crowd of people. A few maneuvers later, and his former helmsman came into full view. Wary unease shifted through Hawke’s midsection. “Baylock. I didn’t expect to see you here.” “Captain Kincade. Have you seen Captain Burnelle?” “Not in the last few seconds. Problem?” Baylock nodded. “I have some news she’s not going to like. The captain gave orders not to transmit important messages, but to deliver anything critical in person.” “I left the same orders with Redfeather. You never know who may be listening.” “Agreed, which is why I must find the captain.” “I’ll pass the message along.” Baylock studied him for a long moment. “I don’t believe Captain Burnelle would appreciate that.” “Perhaps we could trade information for information.” The helmsman returned Hawke’s speculating stare. “Depends on the information, doesn’t it?” Hawke motioned Baylock to one side of the salon, away from the main flow of people. “I’ve a mind to get a few answers from you.” “Depends on the questions.”
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 “You’ve gotten tight-lipped in a hurry. When you and Cass thought I was a goner in the plasma burst over the Graveyard, did Cass weep for me?” Baylock stared back as if he thought his former captain had gone mad. “She did not. She is Bellon.” “Ah. Of course. How did she react?” Hawke hadn’t expected tears, so he couldn’t begin to explain the irritating sense of disappointment. “As any honorable Bellon would. She tried to kill Grimes with her bare hands.” “She tried. What stopped her?” “I did.” Baylock cracked a grin. “I still have the bruises to prove it.” Hawke half-grinned in return. “She can be a handful.” “Aye.” The grin vanished. “Captain Burnelle demolished her quarters, but it didn’t stop there. In her grief, she nearly destroyed herself.” “Grief,” Hawke said with wonder. “I didn’t know, Baylock. Cass was so damn convincing with Grimes.” “You would be dead right now if she hadn’t been.” Baylock’s words, true as they were, struck him like blows. “If I could change any of it, I would, but the past is done and gone. I can only affect the present. With any luck, I can direct the future a little, too.” “Events will run their course.” “I intend to help shape those events.” “What’s changed?” Hawke relayed the basics of his brother’s suspicions.
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 Baylock didn’t take the news any better than Hawke had when he received it. “Is it truly possible the Council has been infiltrated?” “I believe we need to work under the assumption that it has been.” “Captain Burnelle will not be pleased.” “I don’t want Cass to know, at least not yet.” “You aren’t asking me to act behind her back.” Baylock stated it as a warning instead of asking as a question. “For her own protection. I won’t subject her to any further danger unnecessarily. You don’t want that, either, do you?” “You know I don’t.” Baylock shook his head. “Captain Burnelle will be hot when the truth comes out.” “She’ll make Redfeather’s dressing-downs look like a gentle spring rain. What were you going to tell Cass when you found her?” Baylock shrugged fatalistically. “Aye, you’ll find out sooner or later. We’ve discovered two shrouded Mallochon ships orbiting Nutralis and believe more are on the way.” Hawke gave a sharp snort of disbelief despite the way the hairs on the back of his neck lifted. “And just how did you find them if they’re shrouded?” Baylock didn’t so much as blink. “The Maiden is capable of detecting such vessels.” “This is the first I’ve heard of that little miracle.” “Yes, I would imagine so. You will relay the message?”
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 Hawke’s mind spun and churned at light speed, weighing the options. “No, no I won’t, not yet anyway.” He forestalled Baylock’s expected protest. “I want the Mallochon agent sitting on the council to believe the Yataghan is the ship detecting the shrouded vessels. She’s more heavily armed and better shielded than Cass’s ship. I’d prefer the Mallochons take potshots at me rather than her. You transport up to the Yataghan and have Redfeather begin to quietly make preparations for possible attack. Then make certain the Maiden is prepared, just in case.” Hawke expelled a deep breath. “Understand my position, Baylock. I failed to protect Cass the way I should have back at the Graveyard. I don’t intend to muck it up this time.” Baylock favored him with a lopsided grin. “Captain Burnelle will not like any of this.” Hawke laughed outright. “Tell me something I don’t already know.” “Will Commander Redfeather believe me?” “She will if you tell her I’ve decided the Sacred Desert can wait for another time.” “I DON’T believe it,” Cassidhe said to the chairman, then laughed some more at his outrageous story. “What did you do?” “That’s when I knew he’d already given me the solution. I simply told Gregor he had two choices. Either he bathed or he retreated to neutral ground. He chose to retreat, appeasing his opponent. Both sides were signing the pact before they realized what happened.” Cassidhe laughed again, charmed by the old gentleman and the stories from his childhood. “And so the play area remained peaceful for another day. Outstanding, especially for a six-year-old. You were
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 destined for the council, Mister Chairman.” She turned and bumped into a chest so massive and so familiar it could only belong to Kincade. Had he decided to attend the reception merely to ruin her evening? She wouldn’t put it past him. “I, uh, I didn’t see you.” Kincade steadied her with a casual movement of his arm. “Not a problem, Cass.” “I didn’t expect to see you, either.” “I had a change of heart. Mister Chairman, I’d like a word with you, if you have a moment.” “Of course, Captain Kincade. Please excuse us, Lady Cass.” Cassidhe smiled and walked a short distance across the salon. She turned to watch Kincade and the chairman, her back to the huge stone fireplace. The silver streak in Kincade’s hair gleamed handsomely in the artificial lighting. He wore a set of soft, form-fitting suedes in a deep bronze color. A matching cape covered one shoulder, hiding part of the full-sleeved shirt but not the set of wide shoulders. The creamy-colored silk lay open at his neck all the way down his chest. And damn, but his dark eyes sparked and flashed with devilment. The bounty hunter was up to something. She felt it, like an ache deep in her bones, almost as strongly as the ache she felt at the very core of her body. Both aches grew and intensified with steady warning. Any doubt vanished as she saw Kincade speak and then the chairman’s face. A disbelieving frown, the blankness of shock, and then a dark look of outrage contorted the elderly man’s features. Then the chairman led Kincade from the room, their exchange subdued but intense, the people around them
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 forgotten. The uneasiness continued to plague her, increasing and expanding. “I wonder what that was all about.” Cassidhe looked up to meet her mother’s concerned gaze. “Then it’s not my imagination?” “No,” Dove answered softly. “Hawke has you worried, doesn’t he?” “Oh, yeah. Kincade’s trying to pull another fast one.”
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 Chapter 19 The worry lines on Dove’s face deepened. “A trick of some kind? What makes you say that?” Cassidhe shrugged. “A feeling I can’t quite put into words.” “I know.” Dove gave Cassidhe a quick hug. “Those disturbing sensations will cease once M’Tilde works her magic for you.” Cassidhe forced a laugh. “Kincade will probably worship the healer. You might want a vid of that spectacle.” A commotion on the far side of the salon drew their attention. The chairman bustled through the crowd, stopping at first one cluster of people and then another. Cassidhe watched his progress around the room for only a moment before turning back to her mother. “That’s trouble if I ever saw it.” “I fear you’re right, Daughter” Dove agreed, moving to greet the chairman as he approached them. By now, the music had stopped and the conversation had turned to the hushed buzzing of conjecture and speculation. “Mister Chairman.” “Lady Burnelle. We must speak with you and your husband.” “I am here,” Aidan Culver spoke from Dove’s side, taking her arm and leading her away in the chairman’s wake. Cassidhe closed her eyes, immediately thinking of the Moon Maiden and her crew. The strangest
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 sensation crept over her, like icy little feet and sharp miniature claws sending shivers through her. In her mind’s eye, the Maiden glided effortlessly through silent space. Cassidhe’s sense of serenity shattered as waves of discord buffeted her. Shrouded vessels. Two. No; two here, around Nutralis, with maybe three more ships coming closer. Cassidhe didn’t understand how she knew, but she knew with certainty. The knowledge washed over her like a deluge of sleet. She swayed, her body unexpectedly weak. The inner visions faded. Did this seeking always make Misha so debilitated? How did she manage? A smoky, spicy male scent invaded her senses. She looked up—and up. She fought the temptation to lose herself in Kincade’s night-dark eyes. Cassidhe vowed he wouldn’t know how his nearness affected her heart’s rhythm or scattered her thinking ability. “We need to talk, Cass.” “Haven’t we said everything already?” “I thought so, until I received the latest bit of news.” “Not good news, the way you sound.” “The Mallochons are moving to surround Nutralis.” “Aye,” Cassidhe said quietly. “Two ships are already here. Three, maybe more, on the way.” Kincade tried to keep the surprised look off his face, but he forgot to—or couldn’t—still the minute twitching at the corner of his eye. “How do you know?” “The big question, bounty hunter, is how do you know?” “Come on, Cass. I’m as progressive as the next man. The Yataghan is equipped with up-to-the-
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 second sensors. We can detect shrouded vessels the same way you do.” “Can you, now?” An outright bluff, a load of of’al! Kincade wouldn’t know a Seeker if he saw one. Cassidhe had all she could do not to call him on it, but why give away her own secrets before she had to? Some inner quirk made her decide to see if he would continue the charade. “Good for you. Do you have first or second generation equipment?” “Uh, second.” “Lucky you. I’m still using my first Seeker.” A grin snuck past her guard, but she brought it under control. Any other time, she might enjoy making him squirm more, but they were in too tight of a spot right now. “Aye, lucky me.” “Well, I have a dozen things to set in motion right now. See you around, bounty hunter.” Kincade stopped her by planting his hands on the fireplace mantle, one to either side of her head. He leaned down to speak in his deep, quiet voice. “I’m doing everything I can think of to keep you—your parents protected. Believe that.” He strode away before she could unstick her tongue from the roof of her mouth, where his nearness had glued it. Cassidhe didn’t doubt he meant to keep her mother and father out of harm’s way, but Kincade hid more than one thing from her. Camouflaged the facts. Tried to divert her attention. Out and out lied. What did he hope to keep from her? How badly did he intend to deceive her, right when she needed to trust him the most? “Lady Cassidhe.”
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 Cassidhe brought her eyes back into focus. “Trayner.” Maybe this member of the council would be willing to share what he’d heard in the inner chambers. “Looked like something upset the chairman a little earlier.” “Most definitely.” He looked around the salon at the scattered groups of people talking in subdued voices. Somebody finally thought to start the music again. “We may wish to discuss the matter outside in the gardens. Privacy is desired.” Cassidhe took his offered arm, allowing him to escort her. Outside, the cool night air whispered through the silk of her dress. The scent of spice flowers imported from Bellona floated through the darkness. How she wished Kincade walked by her side rather than this slight young man who had never hefted a sword, paced a battle bridge or claimed a woman with the finesse of the Night God. “Here, this bench is comfortable, Lady.” Cassidhe seated herself and waited for Trayner to settle beside her. “How bad is the news?” Trayner leaned toward the ground, scuffling the sandy soil with one of his hands. “Very bad, I’m afraid. Especially for you.” He straightened, a glittering rock filling his hand; a rock that barely would have covered Kincade’s palm. Trayner turned the rock this way and that in the moonlight, the gleam refracting from its edges. “Why especially for me?” Trayner sighed. “If I had any other choice...” “Choice?” Too late, Cassidhe heard the swish of air movement and, for a brief painful second, the sparkling rock collided with the side of her head.
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 HAWKE winced. Sudden, sharp pain speared through his right temple and just as quickly vanished. Dark foreboding clawed its way through his midsection straight to his backbone. He much preferred the pain in the side of his head to the sense of impending doom he couldn’t understand. Once the chairman accepted Hawke’s assertion that a council member acted on behalf of Malloch, the elderly statesman had quickly formulated plans to trap the agent red-handed. Except now, Hawke couldn’t find Trayner. Or Cass. He moved through the people congesting the corridors and huddling in clumps in the salon, searching for her. His line of sight remained unobstructed by anyone tall enough to block it until he spied Baylock making his way over to him. Hawke forestalled whatever Baylock had come to say. “I can’t find Cass or anyone who remembers seeing her in the last half hour.” “Aye,” Baylock responded grimly. “I’ve had the same disturbing results. I’ll go check the council chambers. She may have slipped in there for a moment of solitude. The Maiden is scanning for the captain now.” He touched his own comm badge. “Baylock here. Assign an open channel to Captain Kincade immediately.” Hawke’s badge beeped once. ‘Channel open. Stand by.’ Hawke rapped a rhythm on the fireplace mantle with a clenched fist while he waited for word from the Moon Maiden or Baylock’s return. Unable to stand around any longer he spoke to the Maiden. “I’m going outside to check the grounds.” ‘Acknowledged.’
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 A few short steps into the garden and his impatience grew beyond endurance. “Where is she?” Hawke demanded of the new comm link open to the Maiden. “Have you found her yet?” He waited with growing fury for someone up top to answer him. A woman’s voice—what was her name? Ah, Dayton—finally responded with coordinates only about five meters to his left. He covered the distance in only a second. “I’m still not seeing her.” ‘Sweet Mother, you should be standing on top of her.’ The slight noise of his leather boot hitting something metallic drew his attention. He bent to retrieve the object and felt his heart squeeze in his chest. “Commander Dayton? Is your captain’s comm unit part of the copper necklet she wears?” ‘Aye.’ “Narg. I have the necklet.” Dayton went shaky on him. ‘A-and the c-captain?’ “Not here.” ‘I’ll send a search team down immediately.’ “Belay that. Let me think this through.” ‘We have to find—’ “What the narg do you think I want? Now shut up and let me think!” He didn’t know the Maiden’s crew, couldn’t trust one of her teams not to muck up any evidence left behind. Dayton probably wouldn’t sit still for very long and allow strangers to do the tracking. Wait a minute. The exec knew Baylock. Hawke trusted Baylock not to endanger Cass any more than she already
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 321
 
 might be. “Dayton? Find Baylock. Have him pull the best personal scanners he can find and have him meet me right here in five minutes.” ‘I’m on it. We’re trying to trace all transports tonight.’ “Good.” Hawke didn’t hold out much hope in that direction, but if the task kept Dayton occupied, so much the better. Three minutes and forty-five seconds later, Baylock sparkled into existence a meter away from Hawke. The helmsman had armed himself to the teeth, his dark warrior leathers reinforcing his air of grimness. Baylock tossed a scanner to Hawke. “We can double-check readouts.” Hawke caught the scanner, flipped it on and began to scan. Twenty minutes later, they’d gone full circle and found nothing to help them. Hawke exploded. The rage erupted with a force that surprised even him. No one would take his woman and survive. Only a fool would believe otherwise. “I’ll nargging kill him.” “I agree in principle, Captain, but we may as well be trying to follow her trail with our noses for as much good as we’re doing. We could do DNA scans, but we’d probably find traces of the captain on everyone inside. Not to mention everyone would realize what we’re doing.” “Oh, hell, I know, but I vow—Sweet Creator! Our noses!” “Captain?” “We just may have a way to find the last person to have contact with Cass, but we’ll need to hurry.” “How?”
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 “Hunter.” Baylock swung around to stare at him. “Say again.” “We’ll bring the cat down, give him her scent and allow him to roam the grounds. Hunter should zero in on anyone who had direct contact with her. He’ll find Cass.” “By the gods, that may work, Captain.” “I’ll go up top and get Hunter. You corner the chairman and make certain he stops any further departures from Nutralis, either shuttle or translocator. Keep the chairman, Ambassador Culver and his wife sequestered. All three touched Cass tonight and we’re obviously looking for someone else.” THE magne-leash didn’t thrill the cat, but he tolerated the device well enough once Hawke gave him Cass’s scent from a shirt Baylock retrieved from the Maiden. Hunter prowled through the groups of people, his triangular nose twitching with unceasing vigor. The cat made most of the people uneasy, mainly because of his intimidating size. Hawke couldn’t help but reflect on how similar the glances seemed to be. Sometimes there wasn’t much difference between the looks he received and the ones bestowed upon Hunter. Hawke battled to keep his rage and mounting desperation in check, not wanting to influence the cat’s mood and, thus, the animal’s effectiveness. The self-imposed task became increasingly difficult. Every minute that passed without finding Cass resulted in another minute of growing danger for her. Baylock approached from his side of the salon. “The Mallochons may have gotten her off-planet, Captain.”
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 Hawke mulled that possibility over, finally shook his head. “No. Cass is still dirt-side. I can feel it.” He stopped in his tracks. He could feel her presence. Hawke blew out a startled breath. Must be a side affect of that damnable mental bondage thing Cass had used to snare him. “As you say, Captain. Both ships are continuing to scan for her unique life signs, as well as tracing every transport and shuttle departure.” “Good. I don’t want to miss a shot.” Hunter stopped, paced a circle around two men deep in discussion, then moved on. Hawke rolled a shoulder, trying to release the building tension. “Cass stood right there for a good ten minutes tonight speaking with the chairman.” “Perhaps this plan will work, Captain.” Hawke followed as the cat took a zigzag course toward the big stone fireplace and circled another spot. She’d stood there talking to Dove and then to him not that long ago. A sensation Hawke could only describe as panic gripped him, bursting into his awareness and then winked out like the slamming of a door. Instinct told him the strange flare of emotion came directly from Cass. “Baylock?” “Yes?” “She’s close.” “I sincerely hope this to be true.” Hunter circled a trio of people. A soft, low rumble vibrated through the cat’s chest. He singled out one of the three and snagged the man’s leg with a huge paw, his claws extended. Hunter clawed the man’s
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 loose pants and yowled a challenge. “Ow! Captain Kincade, your animal has drawn my blood.” “So I see. Hunter, stand down.” The cat, ears flattened to his skull, backed away, but stayed close enough to reach the man with one jump. Hawke gripped the targeted man’s shoulder. “Well, well. Trayner. Nice of you to reappear. Where is Cass Burnelle?” “What do you mean, Captain?” “Baylock, ask the chairman to join us.” Hawke moved Trayner—with the assistance of Hunter’s nudging shoulder—edging the man toward a wall. “Right now your collusion with the Mallochons is secondary, though you will pay for that, too. I want Cass and I want her now. What have you done with her?” Baylock didn’t seem to question Hawke’s certainty. He closed his comm channel and simply moved next to Trayner, allowing his stance and size to enforce his intimidating words. “You have ten seconds before I snap your neck. Revealing Captain Burnelle’s location is the only action that will save you.” The council chairman seemed to pop up out of nowhere. “Please, withhold your retribution until we have all the facts, Mister Baylock.” Hawke shortened the cat’s leash. “Do you have information, Mister Chairman?” “I believe so. Our conversation got me to thinking. I did some checking. No one has seen Trayner’s family since early today. Where are they, Trayner?” Trayner shook his head. “Tell us,” the chairman urged.
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 Hawke ground his back teeth together. “Trayner, you’re about two seconds away from feeling your spine shatter in my hands. Spill it. Now!” “They’ll be contacting you shortly, Captain, about returning the Lady Cassidhe to our world.” “Who will?” “The Mallochons. They’ll offer to return Captain Burnelle and my family to Nutralis in exchange for the specialized sensors aboard your ship.” “Ah.” Hawke wanted to kick his own backside. It was all his fault that Cass was in the middle of this. The ruse had worked only too well. The chairman had known exactly whom to enlist to spread the rumors. Now, if only the older man could act innocent enough to persuade Trayner to tell what he knew. The chairman frowned at the men around him. “What specialized sensors are these?” Trayner seemed only too happy to tell the chairman. He probably thought it would save his miserable hide. “The Mallochons claim Captain Kincade has equipment capable of detecting shrouded vessels. Once they receive the equipment, they’ll send Lady Cassidhe down.” The chairman’s face expressed surprise for a split second. “What will you do, Captain? How will you respond to their proposal?” “Give them the damn equipment, of course.” Baylock’s head snapped around, a look of concern on his face. “A moment of your time, Captain.” “Later. This comes first.” “Captain, that’s not—” “Baylock, you can’t possibly believe a handful of components is worth more than Cass’s life?”
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 “No, but the Seeker—” “Can be replaced. We have much to do. Mister Chairman, your security staff is able to contain Trayner?” “Fear not, Captain. We’ll see to him.” Hawke watched Trayner and the chairman walk away. “I want that equipment aboard the Yataghan in twenty minutes.” “I’ll ask her if she’s willing,” Baylock replied, an edge to his voice. “Dayton won’t hold back to save her captain.” “I meant the Seeker. We’re not speaking of a simple scanner we can disengage, move and then reinstall somewhere else.” “What’s so special about—what’d you call it?—this seeker?” Baylock paced away about ten steps and then back. “You’re not hearing me, Captain. The Seeker isn’t a scanner as you know it. The Seeker is a person.” “A per—? A person? You mean to tell me I just agreed to trade a person? Why the narg didn’t you tell me?” “If you recall, I tried.” Hawke glared at his former helmsman. A grim smile surfaced to replace the accusing stare. He briefly clasped Baylock’s shoulder. “So you did. Tell me, what’s your take on Trayner’s story?” “Everything he told us seems plausible.” “Seems.”
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 “His involvement with the Mallochons has been exposed. Trayner has admitted his culpability and why he’s involved. Family.” “Baylock, your worst character flaw may be your willingness to blindly trust others.” “Better that than not to trust the people I should.” The dart of Baylock’s rebuke hit home, the point coated with acid. “Once, I would have argued with you. Not now.” “So what’s next? I don’t like the idea of sitting around waiting for the Mallochons.” Hawke sure didn’t either. “Based on Trayner’s heartfelt little confession, where do you think they’re keeping Cass?” Baylock paused, scratched his jaw. “One of the Mallochon vessels.” “Why?” “Trayner implied her location several—narg!—too many times.” “Not a bad way to keep us from firing on any of their ships.” “If you’re right and the captain is still dirt-side, why can’t we pick up her life signs on our sensors?” “Find me the answer to that question, Baylock, and I’ll fatten your supply of credits.” CASSIDHE opened her eyes in slow, experimental increments this time. She wanted to be on her feet and gone from whatever level of the Underworld in which she found herself, but she’d made that disastrous mistake the first time she had awakened. One abrupt movement from her had sent her pinwheeling back into blackness.
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 Not that being awake changed her ability to see much of anything. Using excruciatingly small movements, Cassidhe twisted her head, first one direction, then another. She stared so hard through the darkness little starbursts of light flashed across her vision and her eyes hurt from the strain. Cassidhe concentrated on keeping her breathing steady. The faint, dry smell of—oh, gods, no—dust teased her nose. She fought the sudden urge to sneeze, biting her lip until her teeth cut through the skin. The involuntary need to sneeze won, but she contained it, only to feel her ears plug, muffling what little sound came to her. Cassidhe licked her lips. Only then did she realize the taste of blood had existed the second she’d awakened and wasn’t from her newly sliced lip. She ran her tongue along the inside of her cheek and found a rough-edged wound. Cassidhe gritted her teeth. Someone had crudely cut out the transponder, using very little finesse to accomplish the barbaric task. Adding further insult, they hadn’t bothered to heal the wound. An annoying sting in the area of her wrist told Cassidhe the implant there had been removed in as primitive a manner. The familiar, comfortable weight of her necklet had been taken from her as well. Effectively isolated and no means of communicating with anyone, she tried to think of another way out of her predicament. Aggravated, she tossed her head to shake the hair out of her face. Cassidhe instantly regretted the action, though she stayed awake long enough to hear the faint hiss of the autoinjector begin. Blast these new rapid acting drugs.... “WHAT do you suggest we do?” Hawke gave Dove’s question a moment’s thought before answering. The Lady Burnelle had taken
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 the news of her daughter’s abduction with quiet aplomb, but she’d seemed to age right in front of him. “I want to start with a room-by-room search of the complex. The Yataghan has a large enough crew to accomplish the task.” Dayton came off the edge of her chair. “Our crew will expect to help.” Hawke nodded. “They will, though most of them will not participate in the search. The Moon Maiden needs to leave this system—the entire sector—fast.” “Leave? No way am I going without my captain.” Aidan Culver steepled his forefingers, using them to pull at his lower lip. “Commander Dayton, please listen to everything Hawke has to say.” Hawke inclined his head in Culver’s direction. “Once the Maiden is beyond the sensor range of the Mallochon ships, she can contact the League. Then she’ll shroud and return here.” Baylock exuded an air of confidence. “The Maiden will be a powerful surprise for our side.” He glanced at Dove, a slight smile flitting across his face. “Too bad we don’t have another Seeker to utilize.” Culver placed a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Go on the Moon Maiden, my wife. Use the excuse that our other daughter needs you. Misha can transfer to Hawke’s ship.” “I’ll make the necessary arrangements,” Redfeather assured the group. “I am sorely out of practice,” Dove admitted with a sigh. “Other duties have kept me occupied.” Hawke stared at her. “You’re one of these—these Seekers?” “I’m not nearly as disciplined as Misha. Or as naturally strong as another who comes to mind. I’m unable to pinpoint exact locations, but I can manage generalities with fair accuracy.” She glanced at
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 Baylock. “You, Warrior, are a shameless scoundrel.” “One works with what one has, my Lady. The talent had to come from somewhere.” Hawke stopped pacing, swung around to face the others in the room. “The sooner we put our plans into motion, the sooner we find Cass.” Dove looked up, frowning. “You are correct, of course. May I have a word with you, Hawke? In private?” Baylock moved toward the door. “Commander Dayton and I will begin preparations and meet up with you later. We will coordinate with Commander Redfeather in the meantime.” Dayton followed. “We can get a lot done and be ready to make our move.” Redfeather pushed both of them out of the room as she snapped a salute toward Hawke. “You can count on all of us, right down to the maintenance crew.” “I know, Red.” After the door closed, Dove turned to him. “Hawke, Aidan and I are as concerned about Cass as you are, but you may have a valuable edge we don’t. Are you getting a sense of what’s happened to her? A feeling? A hunch?” “You’re asking if I’m sensing anything through the link.” The reality of what he’d sensed—he assumed from Cass, thanks to her form of mental bondage—made him feel off-balance and ineffectual. He experienced short bursts of inexplicable futility, even despair. A vague sense of physical discomfort, even distant pain made him believe Cass’s captors weren’t treating her gently. The prospect of telling Cass’s mother his last revelation bothered him unexpectedly. “I’m convinced
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 Cass is very much alive and very displeased with her current situation.” Dove favored him with a faint smile and squeezed her husband’s hand. “Her stubbornness will keep her going. Anything more?” “Nothing that makes a great deal of sense.” Dove would worry if he told her any more. “Your link to Cass is new and very brittle due to the—unusual—circumstances. I’m grateful you’re able to sense her life force. My heart will beat more easily now.” Damn. Hawke knew he owed Dove the truth, but why worry the woman any more than necessary by some ridiculous hunch. For all he knew, Cass could have pulled some sleight of hand and engineered her own disappearing act. If only. “How soon can you be ready to board the Moon Maiden, Lady Burnelle?” Hawke couldn’t have put the transformation into exact words, but, right before his eyes, from one heartbeat to the next, Dove changed from concerned mother to a seasoned, battle-ready warrior. “Five minutes and I’m gone, Hawke.” “Get this Misha person moving, will you? Make certain she comes dirt-side first, then transports to the Yataghan. The harder we make it for anyone to trace our movements, the more effective our surprise.”
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 Chapter 20 Dayton stood surprisingly firm in the face of Hawke’s belligerent refusal of help. She insisted the Moon Maiden crew do a share of the search. Hawke figured the Earther female must have had a lot of practice butting heads with her own captain, and gave Dayton credit for sheer determination. Baylock mediated, finally getting Dayton to see the importance of the Maiden leaving the system and returning shrouded. Hawke found himself agreeing to incorporate members of Cass’s security roster into the search teams. He got a perverse pleasure out of putting Baylock in charge of the personnel he’d fought so hard to include. When you got right down to it, Hawke decided several hours later, it didn’t matter who led what team. So far, nobody had been fortunate enough to find Cass. Baylock’s groups started on the top levels of the complex and worked down. Hawke set his teams to work in the lowest levels to work upward. The Yataghan scanned the planet’s surface on a continuous basis in an effort to locate her. No one turned a clue. Worse, Hunter didn’t hit a scent trail. Only Hawke’s conviction that he felt Cass’s nearness kept complete desolation at bay. He could point as many fingers as he wanted at the Mallochons, but he was the one who’d decided to keep vital information from Cass. Regardless how ‘noble’ his intentions may have been at the time, the knowledge might have helped prevent her disappearance. Now, only the middle levels of the complex remained unsearched. They housed living and sleeping
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 quarters for the council members, their aides, the council staff and an assortment of guest rooms with individual climate and atmospheric controls for exotic offworlders. Grim but still fiercely determined, Hawke entered yet another empty room. Only this time, the achingly familiar scent of firerose stopped him in his tracks. Cass had been here. “Lights.” Hawke checked the status on his small portable computer. These quarters were listed as unassigned, a vague and next to useless notation. Hawke tested the air again, feeling she was close. Definitely Cass’s scent. Still fresh and obvious. She hadn’t been gone very long. He turned to leave, trying to dispel the feeling he was about to make another mistake. He decided Hunter should be able to track Cass from this point. Hunter leaned his weight against the restraint of the leash, refusing to budge. Hawke tugged again and the cat yowled his refusal. Hawke looked back into the room and frowned. One corner of the chamber seemed to shimmer, the way desert air wavered over sands in the sere heat. Or...the way stars could shimmer around a ghosting vessel if the configuration of the shrouding device hadn’t been calibrated with absolute accuracy. Had someone perfected a miniature version? Hawke released the cat and watched in fascination. Little by little, the cat disappeared into the corner of the room, as though the shadows devoured him. First the hunter’s nose, his head, his thick neck, then his front legs vanished. Hawke followed, exercising more caution than Hunter had. His skin itched like a thousand insects swarmed and bit at him as he passed through the invisible barrier. Then it didn’t matter, nothing mattered, because he saw Cass.
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 Relief, sweet relief. Hot, harsh anger. Dried blood streaked Cass’s beautiful face and neck. Bruises discolored and puffed the skin on her right cheek. Hawke clenched his hands into tight fists as he imagined choking the life out of the ones responsible. Hunter pushed his pink nose against Cass’s hand. Hawke ached inside when the cat received no response from her. He shoved the hunter aside, touched Cass’s slender, fragile neck. A pulse, too slow and too weak, moved sluggishly beneath his fingers. His throat dry with fear, Hawke quickly checked the equipment strapped to her arm. A medical device of nefarious intent. His scanner confirmed his suspicions, showing the equipment rigged to fill her body with numbing drugs every time she moved. Not wanting to trigger another infusion of drugs into her system, he had to work slowly. Beads of sweat rolled down his face, stinging his eyes, blurring his vision. Cass moved restlessly. A heartbeat before the gear delivered another dosage, Hawke eased the contraption away from her body. She mumbled his name. The sweet, hoarse sound of her voice brought a smile to his lips. The door to the room opened. Baylock looked in and then started to retreat. “Here, helmsman.” Baylock spun, sidearm drawn, squinting. “Captain Kincade? Are you here?” “In the corner.” Hawke fumbled with the unfamiliar controls of the shrouding device he found on the floor next to Cass. “Hang on. Don’t go anywhere.” He finally managed to deactivate that equipment, too. Baylock blinked, shook his head as though to clear his vision as he moved closer. He grunted a
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 wordless oath when the barrier dropped and he saw Cass’s face. “Alive?” “So far. Get the doctor down here without raising too much of an alarm.” “Willow is already down. Figured we’d need him.” “Good man. Wish the narg I had someone who knows one end of a shrouding device from another.” “I studied the one on the Maiden.” “Did you, now? Enough to get this one aboard the Yataghan and start Moroe on a reverse engineering process?” “Think I can manage. Captain, a coded message came down a few minutes ago. Misha says we have three shrouded vessels watching us and the Moon Maiden is coming into range. She should be moving into position within ten minutes.” Baylock activated his comm tag. “Doctor Willow, home in on my signal.” Hawke pulled strands of Cass’s hair out of the dried blood on her face. Her long lashes—dark with the barest hint of auburn coloring—fluttered against her cheek. “Boun’y hun’er?” “I’m here, Cass. So’s Baylock. You’re relatively safe with us.” “Says you.” Her voice sounded slurred, most likely from the drugs. Cass drew a breath between clenched teeth. “Too bad you weren’t around earlier. Get Trayner. Lock him up until I can stand on my own two feet.” “He’s not going anywhere, Cass. Nutralis security is holding him, with some reinforcement from our people. We had an abundance of volunteers to, uh, guard him.”
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 “Gotta find my necklet.” “Just so happens I have it right here.” Hawke grinned when he pulled the copper and gold necklace from one of his pockets. Cass would recover, her voice seemed stronger already. Her eyes opened all the way, the full force of the power in those copper-flecked hazel orbs hitting him right in his chest, even with the fading drug influence. Hawke’s heart beat a tattoo when she managed to give him a crooked little smile. “May be hope for you yet, bounty hunter.” “Do you have any orders, Captain Burnelle?” Cass looked in Baylock’s direction. “Not at the moment, but do you think we can put off our next training session for a day or so, my friend?” “That can be arranged.” Willow poked his head into the room and made a beeline for Cass. “What have they done to you, girl?” The ship’s surgeon had his medical scanner out and functioning before she could answer. “Nothing you can’t put right, Willow.” The doctor shut his scanner. “With the help of a little time. We can move her, Captain.” Hawke cradled Cass to his chest while Baylock signaled the ship. They left Nutralis behind, if only temporarily. CASSIDHE jerked awake, the violent movement tearing the sheets loose. She scrabbled sideways and backwards to get a clear view through the port over her bed. A terrifying sense of impending destruction
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 made the throbbing in her head hurt even worse than it should from the residue of the Mallochon drugs. Oh, gods, her skull had shrunken several sizes too small for her brain. The hurting, squeezing sensation increased when she caught sight of the Yataghan suspended in her orbit. A dream, then. A nightmare. Cassidhe squinted her eyes shut in an attempt to still the pounding in her head. The nightmare vision returned, swooping in, catching her unprepared. A shrouded Mallochon cruiser maneuvered around the Yataghan, preparing to blast Kincade’s ship out of space. The Yataghan swung around to protect her starboard side, moving too sluggishly to be effective. “No!” Cassidhe slapped blindly at the bedside comm unit in a desperate attempt to contact the bridge in time. “Dayton! Help the Yataghan. Protect the Yataghan!” A silent, brilliant explosion wiped Kincade’s ship out of existence. Cassidhe sat back on her heels, hands clutching nothing but air as her universe collapsed around her. A big, warm hand closed over her shoulder and a heavy weight canted the mattress under her body. Long, strong arms wrapped around her, pulling her close, cradling her. “Ssh, all is well,” Kincade’s deep voice soothed. “Your crew,” she moaned, turning in his arms and pressing her face into his chest. “Sweet Creator, the crew. Nona. EsBan. Willow. All the others.” “Everyone is perfectly safe. Open your eyes and look for yourself.” “What?” Cassidhe pulled back from Kincade, her mind snared somewhere between relief and outrage. “You were dreaming. Again.” Kincade touched his finger to her face. The tips came away wet. He
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 studied his fingers and then her eyes for a moment, a frown shadowing his face. “Tears, yes? I don’t remember ever seeing a Bellon cry before. Why are you shedding them now?” “The lost lives. The Yataghan, the lady you love most.” Kincade took her chin in his hand, turned her face toward the view port. “Take a good look. Most of those things are out there, alive and well.” “But I saw—” She stopped, stunned speechless by the sight of Kincade’s ship hanging in space right where she belonged. “You saw everything in your mind. Evidently your Seeker mind followed the confrontation.” Cassidhe swivelled her head back to him. “You know?” “I know.” He smiled at her. “I understand you were as surprised by the ability as I was to hear about it.” “That’s putting it mildly. Make sense of what I thought I saw, can you, bounty hunter?” “The Mallochons tried to destroy us, all right. Probably pretty much like what happened in your dreams. The shrouded ships maneuvering for attack, then our surprise for them. We defeated them by the Maiden and the Yataghan working together. Quite a team, in case you’re wondering.” “But how did I—?” “Willow and your mother explained most of it to me, but you’ll have to get the finer points from them. The bottom line is this: the drugs the Mallochons pumped into you mucked up your ability to tell fact from fantasy for a while. You have a tendency to blend the two.” “Oh? Do I?”
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 “The side effect from the drugs won’t last long. You’ll be your old no-nonsense self before you know it.” His moustache twitched over his grin. “Creator’s blessing.” She eyed him suspiciously. “You would have sacrificed the Yataghan to save my people. And me.” “A small price.” Kincade’s dark eyes reflected another hint of humor. “What were you saying about the lady I love most?” Flustered, Cassidhe looked away and down, then felt her face flush. She wore only a man’s standard issue undershirt, thin and comfortable, but too revealing under the circumstances. Unsettling confusion jumbled her thoughts. Making matters worse, her body tingled and burned wherever Kincade touched her. “I remember sitting outside with Trayner. On a bench.” She pulled at a few strands of tangled hair. “Ouch!” Kincade pulled her hand away from the side of her head and kept it in his. “That lump is courtesy of young Trayner.” “Oh, yeah. The rock. I sincerely hope I’ll have the chance to show Trayner my appreciation in person.” “Trayner is still in a very secluded, very secure room on Nutralis. The council chairman would probably be willing to lift the visitor ban for you.” “How long have I been out of commission?” “Almost eight hours.” Cassidhe considered that unexpected news. An hour or two, maybe, but not eight. “Fill in the details
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 for me.” “Dove came back aboard here and Misha went to the Yataghan. Dayton left the sector, shrouded the Maiden and returned. By that time, the shrouded Mallochon vessels had arrived, but between Misha and your mother, we were able to track them and stay one step ahead.” “My mother?” “Where did you think the Seeking ability originated?” “Guess I didn’t bother to wonder.” “The Mallochons, and everyone else, for that matter, are convinced Bellona has developed a highyield sensor capable of tracking shrouded anything.” “I love it. What else?” “We managed to take the Mallochons’ shields and weapons off-line with minimum loss of life. We received some injuries of our own in the process, but nothing life-threatening. All the Mallochon commanders and subcommanders are in custody on Nutralis, right beside the Mallochon representatives, who were aware of and encouraged every move made by the Mallochon military.” “What’s the word from Malloch?” “They claim to be searching for new representatives.” “Then we don’t have a nonaggression treaty yet?” Kincade stroked the side of her neck, the motion at once soothing and arousing, especially when his fingers slid under the shirt’s neckband. “Looks like that could be a while. We may have to force a pact down their throats and hope they choke in the process.”
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 “Tsk, tsk, Captain. Keep saying things like that, and you’ll start an ugly rumor about Bellons wanting to live in peace.” Cassidhe let the back of her head rest against his broad chest while she looked out at the stars. “Anything else I should know?” “Good news, for a change. M’Tilde will be here soon. You will be free of me yet.” He continued to stroke her neck and shoulder. “Feel up to a celebration dinner? You have an entire crew waiting to see you. My crew wishes to see for themselves, too, that you’ve come through with no ill effects.” Throat aching, she worked to keep her breathing steady. Kincade seemed to be so pleased about M’Tilde arriving. “I don’t think I’m up to a group...celebration.” “If you’re tired, you don’t owe anyone an explanation.” “A small gathering. My parents, Nona, EsBan, Dayton, Baylock, Willow. You, of course, since you have cause to celebrate, too.” “Don’t I, though.” His voice seemed to rumble through her, and it carried an edge she’d heard from him on previous occasions when something hadn’t thrilled him. Cassidhe tried to tell herself her heart shook and faltered because of that deep rumble and nothing else. Then she tried to convince herself M’Tilde’s pending duties had nothing to do with the sensation. “Would you ask Mother to come in when you leave?” Kincade’s hand stilled, slid away from her. He moved off the bed behind her. “Guess that’s my cue to get out.” Cassidhe scooted around on her knees. “Why were you here with me instead of Mother, or even one of the doctors?”
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 He opened his mouth as if to say something, closed it and shook his head. He started again, managing to get words out this time, though she had a feeling they weren’t his first choice. “Because I wanted to be.” “Oh.” His answer took her by completely surprise. She’d expected some smart-ass remark, and here he’d managed to say what sounded like the truth. One of them was slipping. Uh-huh, but which one? “Hey, bounty hunter.” Kincade stopped just short of the doorway, turned around and lifted an eyebrow at her. “You called?” “I’m glad you were here.” “Me, too. Your physician, uh—Twyla?—wants to see you the second I leave.” “Something wrong you haven’t told me, bounty hunter?” “I planned to ask you the same thing. She’s just checking up on you, I guess. I’ll send her in.” Twyla bustled into Cassidhe’s quarters, her mood breezy and upbeat. The doctor was too damn cheerful. She had some kind of bad news. “Let’s hear it, Twyla.” “If I had allowed everyone in to see you who wanted to, you’d be exhausted by now.” “What’s the word, Twyla?” “The ordeal the Mallochons put you through should have no lasting effects. I’ve already replaced the missing implants with superior models.” “What about the other matter?” Cassidhe felt a new kind of fear radiate out from her center. She
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 343
 
 spread her fingers across her lower abdomen.” “You aren’t pregnant. Nothing there for the drugs to affect. Lucky thing, too, or it could have been a nasty bit of business.” Disappointment, sharp and bitter, whipped through her, quickly followed by relief that she carried nothing that would come to harm because of the Mallochons. “I suppose I’m happy with the news.” “You’re not sure? Do you want to see Baylock?” “Bay—? No. Tell the others, including Mother, I’ll see them when we gather to eat.” “Captain—” “Just leave me be for now, Twyla.” “As you wish, Captain.” Cassidhe felt her way to the edge of the bed and sat, letting the doctor’s words penetrate. The Creator had made the correct decision, the only decision possible. She knew that, with certainty, but knowing didn’t erase the pangs of loss. She shook her head; she’d had nothing to lose. When the time came, Cassidhe found she didn’t want to face anybody else. What if M’Tilde intended to dissolve the mental link with Kincade immediately? A reluctance to break the link took root, filling her. A hesitation she couldn’t begin to justify, a aversion she refused to understand any further than the fact she didn’t think she could bear another loss so soon. Cassidhe waited until she figured they’d gathered in the mess hall, then asked her communication officer to give her ship-wide ability, and enlisted the officer’s help in convincing Kincade’s duty officer to let the Moon Maiden temporarily hook into the Yataghan’s central communication.
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 Cassidhe spoke to the personnel of both ships, hoping her appreciation sounded as sincere as she felt. “I want every crew member to know how proud I am to work with each of you. Without your efforts these last few days, the League would be closer to war than any of us care to contemplate. Without your efforts, Ambassador Culver and his wife would still be among the missing, and so would I.” She began to break the connection, then stopped, a grin spread over her face. The bounty hunter would have her in a sling, but she couldn’t stop her impulsive wickedness. “In case no one has mentioned the fact yet, both crews deserve an extra week of shore leave. Have fun.” When she broke the link, she could swear the ship echoed with voices raised in exultation. And one roar of outrage. Cassidhe laughed out loud. Kincade wouldn’t be able to renege on the shore leave without coming off as some miserly curmudgeon. “Take that, Mister-I-wanted-to-be-here but I-can’twait-to-break-the-bond, and stuff it where the Sacred Winds don’t blow.” CASSIDHE’S headache finally ebbed away. Her body even managed to shake off the lassitude the Mallochon drugs left in their wake, but as Cassidhe watched her mother usher Kincade into her parent’s rooms on Nutralis the next morning, she wouldn’t wager her emotions had found stable footing yet. The sight of him—every magnificent centimeter—filled her with... regret, guilt, elation. Anger, resentment, oh, gods, and love. Emotions clashed so strongly within her, she marveled no one else noticed. Dove motioned Kincade to the seat near Cassidhe. He settled next to her, shifting uneasily, as though unwilling to allow his body to touch hers. “You two get comfortable while I see if M’Tilde is ready to begin.” Dove slipped into the next room
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 after one last reassuring smile. “I know you can’t wait to get the procedure over and done.” Cassidhe glanced at Kincade and then away from his unblinking regard. “Believe me, I didn’t put you in this position intentionally.” “I know Cass. You have already said as much. I’ll be the first to admit instinct can be overpowering, and it needn’t be only Bellon instinct to come on so strongly. Maybe, if things were different...” “But they’re not.” “Perhaps some day.” “Right. When someone doesn’t mind risking their honor by going up against the Tribunal.” Kincade cocked his head, listening, thinking. He finally nodded and gave her a calculating look. “That’s what it would take, all right, with a big enough payoff to justify the risk.” “I’m not holding my breath for—” “Here we go,” Dove said brightly. “Cass, Hawke, this is M’Tilde. She will help you.” “Hello. Please, relax,” M’Tilde instructed in a quiet, soothing voice. The diminutive elderly woman put her left hand to Cassidhe’s left temple, her right hand to Kincade’s temple. She closed her eyes. Cassidhe felt warmth from the contact, then gasped as all barriers vanished. She sensed Kincade with every atom of her being, and she reeled under the impact. His heart beat side by side with hers. Their lungs took in air together. Their minds and souls blended, became one entity. The thought of losing Kincade absolutely terrified her. M’Tilde broke the contact with an abrupt movement. Her quiet voice held a new harshness at odds to her gentle countenance and demeanor. “The two of you have agreed this union is to end? C’Sidee?
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 346
 
 Hawke?” “The decision has been made,” Dove answered for them, her voice sharp and firm. “Both came to me seeking a method of termination.” “Is this true?” M’Tilde asked of them again and waited for their responses. Cassidhe locked gazes with Kincade, wondering if he’d experienced anything close to the same sensations she’d felt a moment ago. His night-dark eyes held a haunted look and she would have done anything to erase the stark emotion. She opened her mouth, trying to find the words to ease his pain— Kincade’s comm badge beeped. His hand moved almost in slow motion to activate the tag. “Kincade here.” Redfeather’s voice invaded the room. ‘We’ve received an emergency message from Bellona.’ “Let’s hear it.” ‘Raptor Kincade has been injured. Your father’s condition is considered grave. He is not expected to live out the week. Your family requests your presence at the Kincade compound. End message.’ Kincade stood, his face impassive. “I’ll be right there, Red. Relay a message to Bellona telling them we’ll be leaving orbit in a few minutes. Give them an ETA based on our maximum speed.” ‘Aye. See you up top.’ Cassidhe slipped an arm around Kincade’s waist, gave his solid body a squeeze. “May the Creator bless your father with recovery.” He nodded. “Do you mind cleaning up any of the details about the Mallochons?” “No, I don’t mind.”
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 “Can you see to Grimes’s return to League custody?” “Yes. Now go. We can make arrangements with M’Tilde or another healer at a later time.” “Agreed.” He pulled her against him, held her tightly for a second, brushing the top of her head with his lips. “Take care of yourself, Cass.” “I always do, bounty hunter,” she whispered for only him to hear. Kincade was through the door and gone before anyone else could say another word. Cassidhe met her mother’s worried look. “Mother, what happens if Raptor dies? Is Wulfe strong enough to hold back the warmongers?” “The Tribunal will listen to Wulfe. They must.” Dove chewed on the corner of her thumbnail. Then she jerked her hand away from her mouth. “Bah! Raptor Kincade isn’t dead yet. Where do you think his sons get their stubbornness?” SIX hours later, Cassidhe and her parents had tied up any loose ends concerning the Mallochons. The Council on Nutralis hoped to be able to convince Malloch to send new, honest representatives soon, and openly believed they’d be welcoming Ambassador Culver back to their chambers very soon. Privately, Cassidhe wasn’t so certain, but didn’t give voice to her doubts. A part of her didn’t want her parents within light-years of the Mallochons again, peace or no peace. She’d spent the last twenty minutes with her mother while the ambassador said his final farewells to the council members. Cassidhe hugged the Dove again for good measure. “I’d be more than happy to take you and Father, and M’Tilde for that matter.”
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 “I know, but the Space Corps vessel that brought your crew members back from the Graveyard can transport Grimes. They’ll also get us back to the embassy in good time while you answer the distress call from Maronos.” She waved away her mother’s concern. “His daughter’s missing. I’ll give you odds she eloped, because they haven’t had one demand for payment or received a single threat.” “You do intend to check?” “Yes, certainly.” Aidan Culver slipped up on his wife, took her hand in his. “I see you’ve delayed our daughter long enough for me to say goodbye.” “But of course, my husband.” “Casse.” Cassidhe flinched inside, but met his eyes. “Father?” “I regret making a difficult situation even worse for you. I would never willingly hurt my family.” She smiled at him. “I never thought you would, Father.” “On top of that, your mother and I owe you our lives. An excellent rescue.” His praise warmed away any remaining hard feelings. Her father didn’t commend any person’s action lightly. “I had more help than anyone realizes.” He stepped closed and spoke quietly. “If you ever want to talk about what happened at the Graveyard, your mother and I will be there for you.” Alarm shivered through her. “What did Kincade tell you?”
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 “Absolutely nothing, which is how I know something must have happened.” Able to breathe again, Cassidhe shook her head. “The past is gone. A good voyage to you both. My love and respect go with you.” “And ours with you,” her parents said as one.
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 Chapter 21 Twenty-seventh day of the sixth month, standard year 3164 Cassidhe took a deep breath of satisfaction. She touched the SEND command on her terminal, transmitting the final report and the list of expenses to her most recent client. She blew the air out through her mouth and then pushed her chair back. Tired in body and mind, Cassidhe stretched her legs out and propped them on her desk, fidgeting while she wondered how long she’d have to wait. Six weeks had passed since she’d given her testimony against Grimes via a hyperchannel. Both Syllog and Bellona had filed charges and wanted to try the Earther in their home courts. They’d finally agreed Grimes’s case could be heard before the League’s Judicial Committee. The Committee had yet to hand down their decision, but Cassidhe figured Grimes wouldn’t see free space until he was an old, old man. Though her body sought rest, her mind automatically turned to the next job queued up on her schedule. Hard, constant work seemed to be the only thing keeping her sane. Idle moments and sleep brought terrible memories and haunting dreams, respectively. As a result, she’d crammed nearly half a solar year’s rescue work into two months, driving her crew relentlessly. Surprisingly, the crew hadn’t rebelled. Yet. Then again, everyone aboard had been well compensated for the work. Now she needed to decide who she could do without for the next job. The pending assignment
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 required only half her crew, though everyone on the roster needed time off. The upcoming mission shouldn’t be critical—the victim had been assassinated weeks ago. His family wanted her to investigate because no one had been arrested for the crime. A little out of her normal venue, but she hated to pass up the chance to keep busy. The chime to her office entrance brought her back to the present moment. “Come.” Baylock walked in and took the empty chair after she motioned in its general direction. “I wanted to tell you this in person, Captain. You have an incoming message from Bellona.” “What’s so unusual about that?” Cassidhe dropped her feet to the floor, suddenly uneasy. “Who is it?” “The communication advisor to the Tribunal.” “Oh.” Cassidhe knew without even thinking. Whatever news the message contained, it couldn’t be good. Baylock stood to leave, but she shook her head to stop him. “Is the transmission coded?” “No.” “Then stay, my friend. If the Tribunal locks me away for some reason, come visit, okay?” “Which do you prefer I bring when I come to break you out? Your falchion or yataghan?” “Falchion, definitely, if you can somehow manage to retrieve it from Kincade’s ship.” She touched the control pad. “Pipe the waiting transmission down, bridge.” ‘Aye, Captain.’ Her screen filled with an image of a middle-aged Bellon male. ‘Captain Burnelle. I am Dahn Criker, communication advisor to the Tribunal. You are hereby summoned to Bellona to stand before the
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 Tribunal.’ Cassidhe’s heart had a hard time keeping a steady rhythm. A small part of her didn’t want to let go of the idea someone had made a mistake; it wasn’t really her they wanted. “Am I accused of some transgression?” ‘I do not know, Captain. I merely deliver the Tribunal’s message. Shall I tell them you will cooperate?’ “Yes. We will change our course immediately.” ‘Excellent. When may we expect you?’ Cassidhe did a couple of quick mental calculations. “We’re pretty far out. Fifteen hours, minimum.” Baylock nodded, silently confirming her time frame. ‘Bellona out.’ “Your orders, Captain?” She flipped a hand toward the blanked screen, a ‘what else can we do?’ gesture. “Change course. Oh. Find out if anyone wants to be dropped off for shore leave along the way. They’d better take it while they can. I have no idea how long I’ll be staying on Bellona.” “Aye. Captain? Permission to accompany you to Bellona and to go dirt-side with you?” “Why?” “I know Dayton is your first officer, but you may want a Bellon you can trust at your back.” “You’re welcome to go with me, but not for that reason. Deb’s shore leave is at the top of the list. She gets some R and R whether she wants it or not. You, my friend, get to work in her place.”
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 “Aye, Captain,” Baylock replied in a pleased tone before he left to carry out her orders. Cassidhe paced her office, wondering what disaster awaited her. A blessing from the Creator, at least the bounty hunter would be long gone. His father, Raptor, had recovered from his life-threatening injury. Her own parents had been back on Earth the last she’d heard, which meant she’d have the Burnelle home to herself. Peace and quiet. Exactly what she didn’t want. CASSIDHE entered the main house in the Burnelle compound, suddenly overwhelmed by the mix of emotions. A sense of homecoming, a sense of alienation. A feeling of comfort, a feeling of dread. She buried them all and took the time to look around. The highly polished granite floor of the foyer reflected the late afternoon sunshine. The light flashed from the floor to the mellowed wood paneling and the mirrors in their heavy frames. The weapons hanging on the walls gleamed with the patina of cherished use and great age. “Lady Cass.” Cassidhe turned with a ready smile to exchange warm greetings with the housekeeper. This woman had seen her from diapers through dolls to departure from the family home. “Greer, old friend,” she said, pressed to the ample bosom. “Oh, how we have missed you, little one.” Cassidhe pulled back and looked around. “I’ve missed you and Captain Jon. Is he as well as you appear to be?” “That old mate of mine is still well enough to watch the young females.”
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 “But too smart to follow them, I’ll wager.” “Just so, little one.” “Tell me, Greer. What’s going on?” The housekeeper nodded sagely. “Aye, a fine puzzle we have here. The Tribunal summoned your mother, plus your sister and husband, though the Lady Cat can’t come, of course, with the babe due any minute. Her husband, the captain, must attend to Space Corps business, but sends his regards with his mate’s.” “Has Mother arrived?” “Oh, aye, yesterday morning, bright and early, and as puzzled as the rest of us. What’s more, the Tribunal has demanded attendance from every ruling House for the closed session tomorrow.” “Closed?” This didn’t bode well. Little tingles of warning raced up Cassidhe’s arms. “Do you think they’ll be discussing war?” “Perhaps. War seems to be the topic of most conversations these days, but that doesn’t explain their demand for your presence, does it?” “No,” Cassidhe said softly, knowing a frown creased her forehead when Greer automatically reached out and tried to soothe it away. “Bless us, child, let’s get you upstairs to your rooms.” “No. I think I’ll walk down to the Plaza.” “And give yourself an opportunity to pick up some gossip?” “Works for me.”
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 Greer shook her gray-haired head in mock disapproval. “Well, you came by the trait honestly enough. Your mother left for the Plaza hours ago.” “Did she seem worried?” “I’d say concerned and curious, more than worried, and anxious to see you. She said she’d look for you by the eastern fountain.” The sun drenched Bellona in a golden hue Cassidhe had only seen on this world. She allowed the rich mellowness of the light to seep into her skin, lift her soul, to fill her heart while she walked. A sense of peace she hadn’t experienced in years claimed her, if only for a few seconds. Cassidhe stopped at the northern edge of the Plaza, directly in front of the Cathedral. Though most family compounds held their own chapels, the Cathedral had been built large enough to meet the needs of everyone in the province. Cassidhe climbed the wide stone steps, the granite polished and slightly concave in the center from centuries of footsteps. Inside the hushed, vaulted building, row upon row of pews and kneelers filled the main floor. A chaplain moved among the scattered small groups of truth-seekers. Cassidhe made her way to the Burnelle pew and knelt long enough to whisper blessings upon the Creator and quietly voice her need for guidance. When she finally rose, a small sense of acceptance for whatever would come calmed a portion of her anxiousness the sunlight hadn’t managed to soothe. The chaplain met her in a side aisle and welcomed her home in quiet tones. She dropped an unpretentious but generous offering in the tithing tray on her way out.
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 Outside again, Cassidhe found the Plaza swirling with an undercurrent of excitement and anticipation. Clusters of people formed, unknotted and grouped again. Each group spoke of two things: the Tribunal’s pending closed session and war. Dove extricated herself from one of the untangling knots and threw a strong arm around Cassidhe. “Daughter, mine! You’ve finally arrived.” “Less than an hour ago. What in the universe has brought all of this about?” She gestured to the people flowing around them. Dove sobered for a moment. “Many things, including the threat of impending war. I’m sure you knew that, and Greer reinforced the thought. A world cannot be divided and still stand firm against the enemy. I believe the people are discovering this truth.” Cassidhe returned her mother’s hug. “A line of thinking so logical it almost feels Syllogian,” she teased. “Strange. That’s what Hawke told me earlier today.” Heart pounding, Cassidhe stared around the Plaza. The crowds were beginning to thin. The people remaining still talked and gossiped, but more quietly now. The air currents slowed and nearly stopped, then began a subtle shift in direction, the first sign the moonwind would sigh through the trees tonight. The hot, sweet scent of firerose teased her nose with welcome familiarity. “The bounty hunter is onplanet?” “He was already here when I arrived. I gather he’s been home again for several days. Seems he’s been seen talking with many highly-placed individuals.”
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 “I wonder what he’s up to this time?” “I’m sure we’ll find out. Come, Cass. I’d like to bathe and change before evening meal.” “You go ahead, Mother. I’m not hungry.” “Well, pretend to be. We are dining at the Kincade House tonight.” The strength seemed to leave her legs. Cassidhe shuffled backward until she found a bench. Her backside connected with the hard stone as she sat. “Wonderful. Welcome home, me.” RAPTOR Kincade himself opened the door to his House. The unexpected gesture of respect toward the Burnelle House startled Cassidhe and clearly took Dove by surprise as well. “Lady Burnelle, Welcome. Lady Cass, you are as beautiful as your mother.” Cassidhe smiled at him. “You flatter me, Sir. I quite like that.” Raptor laughed aloud. “Obviously, you are as outspoken as your mother, also. Enter, enter and be welcome.” They followed as he led the way into the great hall. Cassidhe glanced around the huge room. Little had changed since the night Cat and Wulfe had joined their lives. Wooden panels glowed in the soft light. The metal of weaponry, ancient and new, gleamed from the walls. The room held the faintest, pleasing aroma of sweetwood smoke. Cassidhe relaxed a bit. Maybe it hadn’t been such a mistake to come here tonight. She felt... to her surprise, she did feel welcomed. "Evening greetings, my Ladies." The fleeting sensation vanished under the weight of Hawke Kincade’s deep voice.
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 Cassidhe spun to face him and the two women he escorted. Kestrel, his mother, released the bounty hunter’s arm and stepped forward to greet her guests with warmth and graciousness. The younger woman, all shapely two meters of her, kept her hand on Kincade’s forearm. Her black hair hung down her back and over the shoulder away from her escort. The woman’s dark, wide gaze strayed from Kincade rarely and reluctantly. Cassidhe decided she didn’t like her. Something about the woman’s wide-eyed adoration of Kincade set her teeth on edge. “Our houseguest, Blaise Jameson,” Kestrel said quietly, offering no further explanation, and introduced Dove and Cassidhe to her houseguest. The bounty hunter had claimed another conquest, even daring to bring this one into the family home. Must be special, indeed, Cassidhe’s inner voice proclaimed bitterly. Then again, this Blaise looked to be a Fullblood. The hurt of being so easily replaced stung and burned, squeezing her ego without pity. She’d never get through this meal. Cassidhe focused on the Lord and Lady Kincade, ignoring their son and his chosen companion. Hawke felt his eyes narrow in frustrated reaction when Cass turned away from him. With effort, he fought every natural instinct in him—gods, too many; too strong—demanding he snatch Cass into his arms and into his bed. Or onto the floor. Or the nearest field of herbal grasses. No; enough scandal would erupt in the days to come. The heady scent of wild firerose reached him, straight from Cass’s honeykissed skin. Garesh! He’d never survive the torture of the evening meal. He turned to Blaise, covering her hand with his. “Another drink,” he offered her while his mother
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 saw to the needs of the Burnelle women. “Yes. I’ll have what you’re choosing.” Hawke hesitated. “Not a good idea, Blaise.” He intended to down enough wildfire brandy to ensure he slept tonight. He’d cope with the resulting hangover somehow—at least the pain would take his mind off Cass. He hoped. “Whatever you say, Hawke.” Hawke noticed Cass turn and cast a frankly disbelieving look at Blaise and her easy, good-natured compliance. Cass gave one quick, disgusted shake of her head. Hawke grinned, unable to imagine her agreeing so readily to anything, even something she truly wanted, if someone else made the suggestion. Especially if he made the suggestion. Cass would defy Garesh himself if he dared to materialize before her. The brandy slid down his throat with deceptive ease and then erupted in his empty stomach with explosive heat. Mere seconds later, bright pinwheels of color burst onto the inside of his eyelids. When he opened his eyes, he found Cass’s gaze on him, the copper flecks in her eyes flashing defiance, daring him. Silently, resolutely, Hawke took up the challenge. Ah! Sweet, glorious battle! He met Cass head-on, smiling the entire time. He would take no prisoners in this little war, nor give quarter to anyone. He intended to win. Or make Cass so miserable, she’d wish she had lost. He turned to Blaise and proceeded to grandly and effectively charm the shy creature. By the time he finished, Blaise’s face flushed with pleasure. While Cass’s flamed with... hmm, exactly what emotion reddened her cheeks? Kestrel moved everyone along to the dining hall. The savory aroma of bresk’t stew, one of Hawke’s
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 favorites, greeted them. The hot, yeasty smell of freshly baked bread enriched his anticipation of the meal. While they ate, the small group talked of friends they had in common and of enemies. They discussed the Mallochon situation and the possibility of war against them. Cass met Raptor’s dark gaze unflinchingly. “The Mallochons can’t be the reason the Burnelle family has been summoned to stand before the Tribunal. Speaking for myself, I’ve done nothing I consider evil enough to garner formal charges.” Raptor laughed. “Well put, my Lady Cass. No, you’ve done no evil that anyone has dared mention to me.” Hawke leaned forward to look into her eyes. “That depends on your definition of evil, does it not, Cass?” Hawke’s parents met his airy question with silent disapproval. Kestrel’s eyes flashed with obvious dark thoughts. Raptor continued to speak to Cass after one quick, reprimanding stare at Hawke. “Surely, though, young Cass, you can understand why I cannot speak of the reasons until the closed session tomorrow morning.” “Father, you must understand that Cass doesn’t follow many of the Bellon ways,” Hawke provided quietly, daring Cass to confront him. Dove eyed him with a wary expression bordering on amusement. Cass, blast her to the Underworld, ignored him and his antics entirely now, taking great pains to keep his father involved in conversation. “I understand, Lord Kincade,” she countered, “but that doesn’t mean I like their action.” Cass pushed pieces of baked tuber root around her plate, not really bothering to eat.
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 “Cass, that’s quite enough,” Dove said blandly while her eyes snapped with an emotion Hawke couldn’t quite define. Raptor seemed unconcerned. “She only speaks her mind, as any Bellon does. Child, let me assure you, your House has nothing to fear tomorrow. The will of the Tribunal may have to be bent and persuaded, but I have no doubt they will reach the right decision.” Raptor turned to Hawke. “Do you agree with my assessment, Son?” Cass gave Hawke a disgusted glance and then returned her gaze to his father. “Your pardon, Lord Kincade, but I believe your son’s judgment is beclouded by wildfire brandy. Much of what he says at this time would be pointless.” “My Lady Cass, you are correct, and quite astute.” Raptor looked at his son, speculation filling his older eyes. “Why don’t we have jeela and dessert in the solarium,” his mother suggested. Good plan, Hawk decided. The wildfire brandy had worked its magic to the point where his nose had gone numb and he could no longer taste the food. Moonlight filled the solarium with a golden light that couldn’t be washed out by the glowlamps. Prized examples of his mother’s experimental hybrid plants filled the room with the aroma of growing things, of clean earth, sweet blossoms; the cycle of life. “You have quite a collection, my friend,” Dove noted with enthusiasm. “So many varieties I’ve never seen before.” “I’m always trying new combinations,” Kestrel admitted. “One never knows what amazing trait or
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 wondrous strength new hybrids will display. I’ve found pure strains are not always the best or the most reliable, hardly ever the strongest. The hybrids usually outdo the originals in one way or another.” His mother’s blasphemy blew away most of the alcoholic fog the jeela hadn’t blasted out of his system. Had his mother guessed his true feelings for Cass? He’d like to think her words supported him and weren’t simply meant as idle chatter about plants. Cass’s sweet voice dispersed the final wisps of his inebriation. “Lady Kestrel, would you object to me walking the gardens?” “Not at all, child. The grounds are to be enjoyed. The compound, as always, is secure. Spend as much time in the gardens as you wish.” Cass excused herself and disappeared into the night without a backward glance. Hawke swallowed hot jeela, thinking how empty the house suddenly seemed. He turned back from the open double doors to find his father standing at his shoulder. “Why don’t you and I take a short detour to my offices while we let the women talk plants.” Definitely not a question, but an order. Hawke followed, knowing exactly what his father intended to say. When the door to Raptor’s office closed, he discovered he’d been right. “Just what in the Underworld do you think you’re doing tonight? Have you lost your grip?” “Father, I don’t expect you to understand. I’ve been wrestling with something.” “Well, pin it or lose it! That’s an order.” “I think I’ve got it pinned. At least, I’m in the process of pinning it.”
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 “Do you have an explanation? By the gods, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve been bespelled by some female.” Hawke grinned at his father. “I’ll let you know the day after tomorrow. I’ve decided how to handle my, uh, situation.” “Good. Just make certain your solution doesn’t blow up in your face.” “I’m not worried about me. I don’t want you touched by the explosion.” Raptor gripped Hawke’s shoulder. “What touches you, touches me, Son. The Kincade House will stand as one, as it always has. Look around you. The House still stands, even after Wulfe joined the Space Corps. You can’t possibly be contemplating anything worse.” “Do yourself a favor and don’t wager too many credits on that, Father.” Raptor squeezed his shoulder. “Our House will stand as one, no matter what, just as our people must stand together to survive.”
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 Chapter 22 Cassidhe let a growl of frustrated anger escape. She slapped her hand against a tree limb, again and again, until her palm smarted. Sweet Creator, why would Kincade want the meekly agreeable, nauseatingly compliant Blaise? How had such a Bellon female ever come to be? She tried to shake the sting from her hand, whipping the air. Why would he choose smoke when he could have flame? He’d be bored by the wispy illusion of passion in less than a solar month. Ha! A week! How could the bounty hunter condemn himself to a life of such utter blandness? Better yet, how could she even begin to care? Only one quarter of my blood is Bellon, yet my heart is more Bellon than that wretchedly housebroken, inappropriately named female ever thought of being! Reality hit her with a closed fist. She’d spent a lifetime trying to prove she’d inherited nothing Bellon. Now this. If she truly thought any action on her part would help the situation, she’d consider throttling the woman Blaise and disposing of the body. Such a drastic response would solve nothing and, hard as it might be to believe, only create more problems than she had now. Cassidhe walked through the gardens, straight back to another time, to her first sight of the Night God. She closed her eyes when she came to the exact spot where she’d first seen her God of the Night. The moonwind played the bellgrass with tenderness again this evening, touched her skin with featherlight strokes. The sweet, earthy aroma of herbs and grasses flitted on the gentle breeze. Flowers. Bellon
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 sandalwood. Her breath hitched. Sweet Creator, the spicy man-scent only Kincade possessed. “Cass?” She waited for him to come to her, as he had so long ago. Kincade walked alone, his latest conquest left behind somewhere. If appearances meant anything, he had most certainly declared himself to the tall, phenomenal Blaise. The Fullblood Blaise. The Blaise assuredly free of scandal or questionable honor. Resentment—and yes, blast it, jealousy—rushed over and through Cassidhe. “Well, well. The God of the Night walks again.” The words burst out scathingly, a direct result of those insidious emotions threatening to demoralize her. “As does the Moon Maiden, I see, lovelier than ever.” “Caution, bounty hunter, or I may choose to believe you. Then where would you be?” Cassidhe angled away from him. Even seeing his profile, or the silver streak in his hair reflect the moonlight, tied her into knots. “A beautiful night. I haven’t been home to Bellona in a long, long time.” “Not since the night we first met, or so I hear.” “The night Cat and Wulfe were wed,” she corrected. “Our meeting was a...circumstance of that occasion.” “Oh, it was a circumstance, all right. One I very nearly didn’t survive.” “Yeah, well, I regret more than one thing in my life.” “Which do you regret, Cass? That you came so close to killing me, or that you didn’t follow through?” Cassidhe leaned against the satin-barked tree trunk behind her. “Both.” She looked up at him and
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 gave him a teasing smile. “Shocked?” “Always, by you. And never. Cass, do you ever feel that mental connection between us? Or has it disappeared for you?” Disappeared? Hah! They should be that blessed. The feelings sometimes overwhelmed her to the point Cassidhe felt certain she’d go mad. “Once in a while I feel...an uncomfortable sensation. You?” Kincade cleared his throat. “A twinge here and there.” “We should probably use a healer to help break the bond completely. It’s not often we’re in the same place at the same time.” She folded her arms across her upper body, waiting to see what he’d say. “You’re right, of course, Cass. I don’t know about you, but my schedule is clear for the time being. I have no plans to leave Bellona until the Yataghan’s ready for a shakedown cruise.” “Shakedown?” “I’m having her refitted with new sensors, the next generation of shields and extra weapons.” “Don’t forget the third generation of Seeker.” “Cute, Cass, very cute. You’re not going to let me live that one down, are you?” “Why should I? You left yourself wide open with the bluff.” “Aye, I did.” Cassidhe turned her face into the moonwind, took a breath of sweet night air. “Blaise is...” She cast about for the right word, found nothing she’d be willing to say or anything she figured Kincade wanted to hear. “Speaking of Blaise, look at these.” Kincade pulled a pouch from his pocket and spilled the contents
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 into his palm. He held four gold chains up for her to see. The moonlight sparkled off the links. “The goldsmith delivered the bonding chains today.” Cassidhe felt the fist of some giant tormentor squeeze her heart and stomach into hard little lumps. She blessed the Creator for providing the tree behind her for support. “I’m sure Blaise will be appropriately thrilled.” Kincade frowned at the chains, looked her up and down and then grinned hugely. “Gods, you could almost jump through any one of these fully clothed and still have room to spare. Tiny little thing, aren’t you?” “I suppose I could jump through them, but I won’t. Smacks too much of jumping through hoops on command. Besides, any woman who allows some man to lock bonding chains around her deserves every last moment of despair she gets.” “Feisty, too.” “What are you doing out here, anyway, bounty hunter?” Cassidhe pushed off from the tree and walked a few paces away from him. “Shouldn’t you be inside with...everyone else?” “I needed to tell you something before you decided to disappear for the evening. I’m addressing the Tribunal the day after tomorrow.” She stopped, pivoted around to face him. “Really.” “I’m entitled to bring someone with me. I’ve chosen you.” Her throat tightened painfully. No, no he hadn’t chosen her; not really. Not for the important things and the important reasons. “Why not Blaise?”
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 “She’s not interested in government and politics or law. She’s a nice woman, but I have little in common with Blaise when you get right down to the heart of the matter.” Cassidhe knew better, dammit, but she found herself nodding, agreeing to attend the Tribunal hearing he’d be addressing, all the while wondering why the bonding chains were for Blaise. The gods help her, she couldn’t come up with a logical reason she’d willingly admit to. “The subject of your address must be important to you.” Kincade moved to stand before her. He traced the curve of her cheek with his thumb. “The most important thing in my life.” His thumb strayed to her mouth, stroked whisper-soft across her lower lip, glided along her jaw line. He cupped the back of her neck and pulled her closer. Kincade claimed her mouth with his, a deep growl rumbling up from his broad chest. Cassidhe pressed against him, felt the strength of his arousal throbbing against her. Kincade explored her body through the heavy silk of her suit. One of his hands took possession of her buttocks, kneading, pulling her closer. With the other, he tested the weight and feel of her breast. His thumb brushed over her hardened, exquisitely sensitive nipple. Liquid heat filled her, pulsating and relentless. Every centimeter of her body ached for his touch, and so much more. She ripped his shirt open and began a rib-by-rib exploration, the texture and scent of his skin familiar and arousing beyond belief. Kincade groaned against the side of her neck, found the tender spot beneath her ear with his warm lips.
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 “Hawke,” she breathed his name into the night, ready to surrender to this savage who so easily captured her heart. “Hawke?” Blaise’s voice reached out of the darkness and slammed Cassidhe back to reality. “Are you out here?” Cassidhe pulled away from Kincade, gasping for air, facing what she’d almost allowed herself to do. “Go to her.” “Narg.” “Leave me, I said.” Equally breathless, Kincade tried to speak. “Day after tomorrow. Tribunal.” Regrettably, she’d already given her word, and she wouldn’t go back on her promise. “Yeah, yeah, I’ll be there.” “On your oath?” “I said so! Now get away from me. I will return to the House momentarily. Be gone, I tell you.” Unable to do anything more, Hawke cursed a vile oath under his breath, grudgingly giving Cass what she wanted. He walked away from her, taking his frustration out on the growing things underfoot. He wanted—wanted, hell—he needed Cass so badly he couldn’t swallow, couldn’t draw a deep breath, couldn’t think beyond putting one foot in front of the other. That woman would be the death of him yet. And, if the Creator willed such a blessing, his salvation, too. “Hawke?” He forced the annoyance from his face, trying to look as welcoming as he could under the
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 circumstances. “Blaise. Is something wrong?” “Not at all. Your parents and the Lady Burnelle are talking about old times, so I gave them some privacy. Plus, I wish to tell you of my appreciation for what you’ve done for me.” “Could I do anything less for my cousin’s betrothed?” “Cousin two times removed. You’ve done far more than many would. The last message from Rico now has him arriving less than an hour before the ceremony.” “The military is not always understanding about civilian matters.” “Something Rico tells me I must learn to either accept or ignore. That’s also my mother’s biggest objection to our union. Are you certain you wish to risk my mother’s anger?” “The course of true love must be followed, Blaise.” She glanced around the moonlit gardens. “Now that you’ve brought it up, where is your Lady Cass?” My Lady Cass. He liked the sound of that. “Escaped into the trees somewhere.” “She didn’t say much directly to you over dinner. Have you managed to displease her somehow?” “Beyond your wildest imaginings, Blaise. That one has a temper always near the flashpoint.” Blaise laughed, apparently delighted. “Then she’s as passionate as you, isn’t she? You’ll either make beautiful flames together, or burn each other out.” Hawke stared into the grove of trees, searching back along the path he’d taken away from Cass. Which of Blaise’s prophecies would come true? Beauty or disaster? Hell or haven? CASSIDHE entered the Plaza with her mother. They’d taken their cutter from the Kincade compound to
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 this point, then sent the little flyer home on automatic control. So far, the trip back had been silent. Now, little snippets of conversation from the few couples and small groups still in the Plaza reached them. “Interesting evening, was it not, Daughter?” “Enlightening.” Dove cast a look down at her. “I thought so, too, in more ways than one.” “Well, the evening revealed a side of the bounty hunter I’ve never seen before.” “I’ll say. I’ve never seen one man drink so much wildfire brandy and remain standing.” “Creator, he’ll hurt in the morning unless he makes a quick visit to a medic. Serves him right, though. I meant his choice of companion.” “Blaise?” Dove’s eyes twinkled in the moonlight. “I think the girl is very sweet.” “Sweet?” Cassidhe’s voice went up an octave in amazement. “She’s agreeable and pleasant. Pretty, too.” “She’s nauseating, Mother.” “Would you say that if she’d been attached to any other man’s arm?” “Why should that make any difference?” Her mother’s question went right to the heart of the matter, like a wardart to the target’s eye. She probably could have loved Blaise like a sister if the woman had been with any other man. Dove shrugged. “Just asking.” She reached out and stopped Cassidhe, turning her so they faced one another. “Have your feelings for Hawke changed?” “Some, I suppose,” Cassidhe answered honestly.
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 “How?” Oh, this was going places she had no intention of visiting. Cassidhe fell back to half-truths. “Kincade has honed his ability to irritate me to a fine edge. Worse, he enjoys doing so. He can anger me with one look and then make me feel like a naughty child with the next glance.” And make her heart pound by being in the same sector of space. “If I never see him again after tomorrow, I’ll be thrilled.” “I’d like to see something thrill you. You’ve been decidedly...unthrilled lately.” “Do not be concerned about me. What is going to happen tomorrow, Mother?” “I don’t sit on the Tribunal. How would I know what they have planned?” “Maybe you don’t, but over the years I’ve seen you in action. You’ve always known as much, if not more than the members, about the inner workings of the Tribunal. I can’t imagine you’re suddenly out of the unofficial loop.” “I’m surprised you noticed. You have always worked so hard to dissociate yourself from anything Bellon.” “Like I told Kincade tonight, I do regret some things from my past. I’d like to think I’ve inherited some of your traits. With a few blessings, I’ll be able to use them sooner or later in some capacity.” Cassidhe turned and looked in the direction of the Kincade compound. She’d tried to ignore the vague feeling of disquiet plaguing her thoughts since they’d left the Kincades, but the twitchiness grew. “Something wrong?” “A sense of unease. Restlessness. Nothing new, Mother, I assure you.” “Having trouble sleeping?”
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 Cassidhe nodded glumly. “Fortunately for me, when I’m aboard the Maiden Baylock keeps me company a lot of the time. He doesn’t sleep well, either. We’ve put in some long hours in the gym together. It’s wonderful for sharpening skills and conditioning the body.” “The body and mind find difficulty resting if the heart is in turmoil, or in limbo.” “Enough, Mother. My heart is fine, right where it is. Would you object to Baylock visiting our home?” “He is always welcome, Cass. Any and all your friends may come through our door at any time. He’s an honorable warrior and has earned our gratitude. Does he have a woman?” Cassidhe told her mother what she knew about Maya and her death. “To lose a mate that way...I can’t imagine, yet so many of our people have survived just such a tragedy. Skirmishes, accidental injury.” “That reminds me. Raptor looked to be in fine shape tonight. The injuries from a couple of months ago have healed without any side effects?” Dove frowned. “You know, it’s the oddest thing. After you had gone out to the gardens, I mentioned how hale and hearty he appeared. Raptor and Kestrel both seemed surprised I’d think otherwise.” “What did you do?” “The only thing I could.” Dove shrugged one shoulder. “I mentioned we’d heard a rumor about Raptor’s injury while we were on Nutralis. They assured me it never happened.” Cassidhe looked toward the House of Kincade again, a little ripple of awareness flowing through her. “Then either someone lied to the bounty hunter, or he had a hand in lying to us.”
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 “Those are the only two conclusions I’ve been able to conjure.” Dove studied her face closely. “Can you think of any reason Hawke would lie about such a thing?” “What possible reason could he have?” “I don’t know, Daughter, unless he found something on Nutralis he didn’t want to face. Or didn’t want to do.”
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 Chapter 23 Cassidhe swallowed, thankful for the increasing din of voices that hid the nervous sound. Determined to be strong for her mother, She studied the growing crowd of Tribunal members. How Dove managed to stay so calm and relaxed, she’d never know. Her own stomach felt invaded by flitting wingdancers. Struggling to overcome her self-consciousness at being the focus of every Bellons’ attention, Cassidhe stood on the dais in the center of the Tribunal’s Great Hall with Dove. Representatives from every continent, each ruling family of Bellona, filled tier upon tier of seats. The Burnelle family had once occupied the only empty space in the assembly, purposely kept vacant as a silent reminder to those who would dare defy tradition. The low rumble of voices swelled with speculation and interest, echoing and re-echoing off the high domed ceiling and dark granite walls until the sound reverberated in Cassidhe’s belly and chest. Raptor Kincade called the Hall to order merely by standing and raising one clenched fist over his head. When silence reigned, he addressed the assembly. “I have called this special session for only one important reason. The menace from Malloch threatens our world and the worlds of our League allies. Now, more than ever, it is imperative our own people stand united. Not since our ancestors’ arrival on this world has solidarity been more critical.” He lifted his gaze to every level, drawing each representative into the coming discussion. “Without
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 our complete inner unification, we will find our task of presenting a wholly unified front to the enemy difficult, if not impossible. How can we declare ourselves united to the League when dissent still brews here at home?” “What would you have us do?” a voice challenged. Raptor passed a feral look around the Hall, finally allowing his stare to land on one man. “Consolidate our Houses into one strong, unbeatable voice and purpose, Tigre.” Tigre, Lord of the House of Samson rose. “This is the reason the Burnelles are represented today? You would return their House to the Tribunal?” Raptor didn’t back down from the warning challenge. “I would call for that vote, yes. My Firstborn stands with me in this decision.” “The Wulfe has returned?” A wave of voices rolled through the room. “No,” Raptor answered sharply. “Wulfe still commands his Space Corps vessel. He works in his own way to push back the Mallochons. He strives to guarantee our freedom, our way of life. If anyone here is foolish enough to doubt my words, you have only to contact Wulfe yourself.” “I see. And if your Firstborn should fall, what then?” Samson continued his challenge. “How does the next in line stand?” Hawke Kincade moved forward to position himself shoulder to shoulder with his father. Cassidhe saw the bounty hunter take his time looking into the eyes of each lawmaker. No one said a word the entire time. Then his gaze met hers. His night-dark eyes sparked with humor and she had to squelch the urge to grin at him. The corner of his mouth moved, twitching his moustache, as though he knew something she
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 didn’t. “Well, Hawke?” Samson demanded. “You’ve always been more conscious of tradition than your elder brother. You have always supported the old ways. What is your position?” “I stand with the Lord of Kincade House. I stand with the Firstborn.” Kincade’s deep voice boomed through the Hall. “The time has arrived for Bellona to unite as one power, to bring the Mallochons to their knees.” Samson turned his ferocious scowl on Dove. “How do you feel about bringing the Mallochons to their knees, Peacemaker’s Daughter?” Dove surveyed the crowd in much the same manner the Kincades used. With respectful challenge in her eyes and in her stance. “It’s no secret my mother brought an end to the Aggression against Earth. Nor is it a secret that Bellona and her children have thrived—grown in number and strength and wealth— during this time of peace.” Cassidhe noticed several of the Tribunal representatives nodding. The richer the lawmaker, the more vigorous the head movement. Dove allowed the truth of her words to seep in. “Everyone here knows that my mate, Aidan Culver, even now attempts to confirm peace with the Mallochons.” Dove continued, almost ruthless in her purpose. “Now I will tell you something you may not know. Whether or not the Burnelle family is returned to the Tribunal does not affect my reaction to the threat of Malloch. If war is the only way to stop the spread of their vileness, I will be among the first to unsheathe my dagger in Bellona’s defense. I would be the first to plunge my dagger into Malloch’s evil heart if they
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 dare harm one more child of Bellona.” Cassidhe watched and listened to her mother, wide-eyed. Seldom did the Dove display such fire and aggressiveness. Is this how her mother had been years ago, before learning to negotiate peace talks and treaties? Samson jabbed a finger in Dove’s direction, something close to a smirk on his battle-scarred face. “Where is your Firstborn?” Dove smiled when she glanced at Cassidhe. “Cat is with her mate, Wulfe, aiding him in his endeavors while she waits to birth their son.” Samson hesitated for the first time. “They are together? Wulfe and Cat await a son?” “Of course. Didn’t you know? Your informants are slipping, Tigre.” Cassidhe all but choked swallowing the laughter that wanted to bubble out. Lord Samson didn’t know what to say next. Another representative, young and unfamiliar to Cassidhe spoke. “This is your Secondborn, Lady Burnelle?” “Yes, Lord Outlaw. Cass.” “Lady Cass, since you stand before us at this time, I would hear your opinion.” “What do you wish to know?” “How have you battled the Mallochon influence?” Reluctant to be the center of attention, Cassidhe stepped forward only when her mother nodded encouragement, prodding her participation. Talking about herself in front of all these Fullbloods
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 intimidated her to the point of being painful. “I have fought the Mallochons in my own way since the Uprising on Wikkerd. I helped evacuate those who survived and bury those who didn’t.” She took a deep breath to regain control over her shaky voice. “The House of Burnelle did not sit on the Tribunal at that time. My actions then and since would be the same whether the Burnelles ruled the Tribunal or had never heard of the lawmakers.” Cassidhe swallowed, decided to say everything on her mind. “Right is right. Wrong is wrong. War is not my first choice, but I would die defending Bellona—or any other world—from Malloch. I stand with my Mother and my sister. Bellona must survive as the mistress of her own destiny.” Her last look around the Hall ended on the bounty hunter. He inclined his head at an angle she thought might be an indication of some small amount of respect and approval. Raptor even nodded in her direction before addressing the assembly again. “Any further questions for the House of Burnelle?” Raptor glanced around the suddenly quiet room. “Very well. Lady Burnelle, if you and your daughter would wait in the reception hall, someone will come for you when the vote is complete.” “As you say, Lord Kincade.” Dove left the dais, head held high, and walked from the room at a sedate pace. Cassidhe went with her mother, her own stomach churning. As Secondborn, she had never expected to address the Tribunal. Being summoned and questioned by them hadn’t been on her list of ambitions, either. She held her tongue until she and Dove were alone in the outer hall. “You knew what would happen here today, didn’t you, Mother?”
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 380
 
 “I had a good idea. Raptor has wanted to do this for years. Cat and I managed to hold him off until now. He wouldn’t wait much longer, and events pushed the inevitable.” “You could have warned me.” “I wasn’t certain.” “Why did you stop Raptor from doing this before?” “We had to wait for the best chance of the vote carrying in our favor. Using the Mallochons as a rallying point is a stroke of genius.” “Raptor always was clever, if I recall correctly.” “I’m sure he’d appreciate that thought, but Hawke really pushed the timing.” “The bounty hunter? Why?” “I thought perhaps you would know, Daughter.” “No, I—unless it’s his way of making amends for his reaction to, uh, the situation I seem to have created for us.” “Perhaps you’re right.” Dove nibbled on her right thumbnail. Her mother had been doing that a lot lately, which meant circumstances had Dove worried. “I received a transmission from the vessel Essence early this morning, Cass.” “The Essence? She’s Erosian, isn’t she?” “Yes. M’Tilde is aboard. The timing is...appropriate. You are here. Hawke is here. You will both have the support of immediate family.” “Mother—”
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 “The physical and mental torment you and Hawke have suffered the last two months must come to an end.” “What if one of us doesn’t want it to end?” Did even the smallest possibility exist that her mother had changed her mind? “Surely that isn’t your desire. The time is now, Daughter. Everyone gets what he or she wants. No intimate connections. You told me yourself you wouldn’t mate with someone like Hawke, or have you forgotten? Hawke made his feelings equally clear to you. Both families will be relieved to see this matter finally resolved.” “Families? Has Kincade’s family been told of this?” Dove hesitated. “To be honest, I don’t know. I doubt Hawke has said anything, under the circumstances. Those who do know will be relieved. Better?” Cassidhe glared at her mother. “Not a person exists who will be more pleased or relieved than I.” “So you’ve said, little one, more than once.” Cassidhe swung away to face the closed doors to the Great Hall, afraid she’d say something to anger the Dove. She folded her arms tightly across her upper body. “How long are they likely to take in there?” “In a hurry to go somewhere?” Dove did some serious chewing on her thumbnail before she answered. “I didn’t mean to snap. Depends on how persuasive Raptor is. On how contrary Samson intends to be. On how curious the younger representatives are about my daughter.” “What?” “An advantage is an advantage, no matter how disguised. I saw the way Lord Outlaw looked at you.
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 He may vote to reseat the House of Burnelle solely based on his desire to court you.” “Ridiculous. What if the motion isn’t carried?” Dove frowned at her thumb and very deliberately shoved her right hand into a pocket. “Cat will have to take up the cause at an opportune time. I am weary of the struggle.” To Cassidhe’s knowledge, Dove had never uttered those words before. “You’re tired?” “The peace efforts must take priority over the small matter of our seat on the Tribunal.” The doors to the inner chamber swung open before Cassidhe responded. Hawke Kincade stood in the doorway, motioning Dove and Cassidhe back into the Hall. His face remained impassive, but Cassidhe felt herself relax. The bounty hunter’s body moved easily with no sign of stiff anger or resentment. The motion must have passed. She walked beside her mother with confidence. Once the two of them stepped onto the dais, Raptor stood and saluted Dove, his clenched fist extended in her direction. One by one, each representative, male and female, did the same. Samson acknowledged the House of Burnelle last, almost grudgingly. The noise in the Hall grew in volume until the victory chant shook the floor, vibrated and boomed from the walls and high ceiling. Her mother clasped Cassidhe’s hand and raised their clenched fists together over their heads, shook them in triumph. Dove waited until the boisterous cheers died away. “As one, the Bellon people will stand firm against the threat from Malloch. We shall overcome this adversary as we have all others. The House of Burnelle proudly takes her place among you.” Cassidhe saw Lord Outlaw making his way to her side. Before he reached her, she found herself swept into the bounty hunter’s strong arms. Kincade twirled her around and off the dais, squeezing the
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 breath from her, his laughter low and sexy in her ear. Over the bounty hunter’s shoulder, Cassidhe watched suspicion darken Outlaw’s face. “Well, sweet Cass,” Kincade said into her ear, “are you pleased with what’s happened? Are you excited?” “Very. I understand you had something to do with this.” Caught up in the moment and the feel of his arms around her, she gave him a very unbrotherly kiss. “If I wasn’t Bellon, I’d even go so far as to thank you.” “High praise, indeed, but I’d settle for another of those kisses.” He leaned over her, a wicked gleam in his dark eyes. Cassidhe felt her lips part in an anticipation as wicked as his intent, until an unfamiliar presence drew her attention. Lord Outlaw stood at her side, waiting to offer his congratulations, staring at the two of them. “If your brother will permit me, Lady Cass, I wish to offer my formal best wishes for your House and congratulations on the glorious victory your family has won today.” She slipped from Kincade’s grasp. “A glorious day for all Bellona,” she answered, looking back to Kincade as the crowd of well-wishers surged around, drawing her away from the bounty hunter. Above the shouts and backslapping, Cassidhe heard her mother’s voice ring out through the Hall. “The House of Burnelle will host the Tribunal for evening meal. Tonight, we celebrate!” Another cheer went up, the volume threatening to shake the granite blocks from their foundation. The jostling groups of people separated Cassidhe even further from her mother and Kincade. Too short to
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 see over the shoulders around her, she could only hope both would find her later. Lord Outlaw moved closer, seemingly taking on the role of her protector.
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 Chapter 24 When Cassidhe made her way down the main staircase, she found a flustered and disheveled Greer in the foyer. The housekeeper flitted from one end of the entrance hall to the other like a six-winged hoverbird. “It’s about time you came down, child. Have you and your mother finished?” “We have. Greer, relax. You’ve overseen hundreds of dinners for Mother when she’s hosted the most famous world leaders from all over the galaxies. Only our own Lords and Ladies and their families will be here tonight.” “Only, only, she says.” “Honestly, Greer,” Cassidhe said on a sigh. “I know, I know, but your mother has never held a seat on the Tribunal before.” Cassidhe hugged the elderly woman to reassure her. “Pretty amazing, isn’t it? How many are actually coming tonight?” “Every House responded with a ‘yes’.” Greer’s voice hit a new high note on the last word and her hands clasped together at her waist. “All forty-three Houses?” The piece of news surprised Cassidhe. She’d expected at least a few holdouts. “Aye, all forty-three, and most are bringing mates and other assorted family. Several chaplains as
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 well. We’re planning for at least one-hundred and fifty people. Oh—the Dove said you’d want to know two guests by the name of Baylock and Redfeather will be in attendance. Friends of yours?” Cassidhe sighed. “Good friends; comrades. What time is the celebration scheduled to begin?” “Gathering at eight, dinner at nine.” Greer frowned, inspecting Cassidhe’s bronze-colored leathers. “Child, tell me you have something appropriate to wear, or I vow I will keel over right now.” “I think I can manage to find something you’ll deem acceptable.” “Get a move on, then, and allow me to do my job. Oh, wait. A package came for you.” Greer scooped an opaque plazglass cylinder off a side table and handed the container over. Unabashedly, she watched Cassidhe break the seal. “O-o-oh,” Cassidhe exclaimed in soft appreciation, lifting out a small spray of wild fireroses. The perfectly formed, velvety petals shimmered with tiny beads of moisture that highlighted the creamy coloring. The edges of each petal gleamed with color, like they’d been dipped in molten copper. “Remarkable.” “A rare coloring. Is there a message?” Cassidhe found a small message cube and pressed the playback control. Though rare and incredibly beautiful, not nearly as exquisite as you. “An admirer!” Greer practically squealed. Kincade’s words, spoken in the deep voice that resonated to Cassidhe’s soul, quickened her breathing. Blast him! Every time she thought she had her feelings locked away, under control, he pulled a stunt like this. Well, she’d show him. “Do you need help with anything, Greer?”
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 “No, child. Despite my twitterings, everything’s under control.” “I’m going up to bathe and dress, then. I know just the outfit I should wear.” AT QUARTER after eight, Hawke watched Cass descend the Burnelle staircase and felt his heart stutter in response. Halfway down the steps, Cass must have found someone in the crowd she recognized because she lit up with a smile so beautiful he instantly resented whoever received the full force of her scintillating welcome. Cass had pulled her long auburn hair back from the left side of her face, allowing the deep waves to flow down her back. She’d fastened his gift of fireroses over her left ear, her only adornment. She didn’t need anything else. The aurora-colored silk dress skimmed her lithe body, displaying the upper portion of her full breasts with tantalizing impudence. The long, slim skirt, slit up the side to the level of her hipbone, flashed a glimpse of leg with each step. He’d wager his bloodcrystal she wore nothing underneath but skin and her unique scent. Oh, aye. Cass had dressed for a singular brand of battle tonight. Hawke glared out over the crowd and then watched Cass reach the main floor and the waiting Baylock. The helmsman claimed Cass’s outstretched hand with an easy familiarity that raised Hawke’s blood pressure until his head throbbed. Jealousy, hot and violent, seared through him. “Well, don’t you look outstanding?” Hawke’s vision cleared enough for him to see the woman speaking. “Red? Is that really you?” Redfeather had slid and slithered her tall slenderness into a tube of silk the same brilliant red as the
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 feather design in her hair. “Talk about outstanding. Is that dress legal, even here on Bellona?” “Borderline” she answered with a smile. “Have you spoken with Cass yet?” “Not tonight. She’s been busy...socializing.” He eyed Redfeather’s outfit again. “You’ll have better luck than I cutting through the crowd. I’m heading outside for fresh air. If you manage to get to Baylock, I want a word with him.” “I’ll see what I can do, Captain.” Hawke made slow progress to a side entrance. Seemingly every step he took brought him into contact with someone who wanted to toast the Burnelle triumph or pound his back with familiarity and homeworld welcome. “Hawke, there you are,” Dove greeted him with easy amiability. “How does this evening find you?” “Surrounded by friends.” “You are, Hawke, have no doubt. I need to see you and Cass in my study after dinner.” “Problem?” “None. In fact, I have a solution to a problem. M’Tilde has unexpectedly arrived. She’s resting in her room. By the time we’ve finished eating, she should be strong enough to conduct a session with you and Cass. Tell my daughter when you see her, will you? I haven’t been able to corner her yet.” Dove immersed herself in the crowd without waiting for an answer. Hawke continued his way to a side door thrown wide to let the moonwind in. Once free of the press of bodies and standing outside, the cool evening air helped to at least temper his mood so he could keep himself in check. The manner in which Baylock claimed Cass’s hand so readily galled him. He strode
 
 Hawke’s Haven
 
 Cherie Singer
 
 389
 
 back and forth over the packed-dirt path meandering through the Burnelle House private gardens. A tingling sensation warned Hawke he wasn’t alone anymore and had him spinning around and down into a defensive crouch. “Hold! I haven’t come as an enemy.” “But have you come as a friend, Baylock? I didn’t know if you’d even bother.” Hawke stared back impassively as the helmsman eyed him. “I almost didn’t come, Captain, but I figured we have a piece or two of unfinished business.” “That’s my take on the situation, too. First order of business: What’s Redfeather to you?” Hawke saw surprise flicker across Baylock’s face before he managed to control his expression. The moody lighting of the glowlamps under the cloud-shrouded moon revealed the helmsman’s reticence. “Redfeather? She’s your first officer and my comrade.” “I suppose Cass is only the captain of the Moon Maiden?” “And my friend, as well.” “Right.” Hawke stepped closer, appraising Baylock through narrowed eyes. “You’ve gone out of your way to make yourself indispensable to Cass. I don’t appreciate the way she’s come to rely upon you.” “And you’d like me to do what? Do my best to destroy her magnificent Bellon spirit? Or simply turn my back on her, like you did not so long ago?” Hawke longed to ram his fist past Baylock’s teeth and down his throat; he ached with the compulsion to deny the helmsman’s words, to eradicate them. Some small part of him, the part still sane,
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 admitted the truth of Baylock’s words and they stopped him deep-space cold. How could he dictate Baylock’s actions—honorable, as far as he knew—when his own had only been selfish and even destructive to Cass? Baylock had by far done the better job of caring for Cass. A painful revelation. A situation that needed immediate rectification. “Baylock, if Cass is truly your friend, you’ll want to see her happy.” “That goes without saying. Do you have a way to accomplish that, Captain?” “I might, if I can catch a break or two.” “Perhaps someone could help supply one of those ‘breaks’? In fact, I know someone who would be very willing to give you a hand.” “I hoped you’d say that.” CASSIDHE found her place at the tables and congratulated herself on managing to evade Kincade during the meet-and-greet session. Not so difficult, considering the bounty hunter seemed to have vanished about midway through the reception. He could have seen to formal farewells, at the very least. She shrugged away her irritation, refusing to allow his absence to bother her. Now she could relax and enjoy the remainder of the evening. “Daughter, a quick word before we’re seated.” “Certainly, Mother.” “I wish to see you and Hawke in my private study immediately after dinner.” “Is something wrong?”
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 “No. In fact, we’re about to put everything right. M’Tilde is here. She will meet us in my study to have her session with you and Hawke, only I haven’t been able to find him. Relay the message to him for me.” Dove slipped away into the throng milling around the tables. The news that should have thrilled her only served to dampen what bit of enthusiasm she’d managed to find for the evening. Kincade would have his way in this matter after all. He’d suffer no more of the ‘mental bondage’ he’d decried so vehemently. Sensing his presence even before he caressed her, Cassidhe stiffened seconds before Kincade’s hand came to rest at the small of her back. The power of his touch raced through her headlong, setting nerve endings to misfire and making her lungs labor. “Seems we’re partners for dinner, Cass.” “I don’t think so.” She knew they weren’t. She’d helped her mother with the seating arrangements. Not only wasn’t Kincade her partner, he wasn’t even at her table. “Oh?” Kincade glanced pointedly at the tiny icon at the place setting next to hers. Cassidhe frowned. The Kincade icon representing their House shield, and marked to indicate a Secondborn son, brazenly held its place next to hers. Someone had made last minute changes. She didn’t know whom to blame, but vowed to find out. Cassidhe suspected the bounty hunter himself, but that seemed a little too—what?—convenient? Likely as not, the arrangement dismayed him as much as she wanted to be distressed over this arrangement. Kincade gallantly pulled the chair out for her, saw her seated with careful, almost solicitous attention. Then he offered her a generous portion of passion wine. The bounty hunter was plotting
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 something again, but she couldn’t determine what. His veneer of civilized behavior slipped and slid only during the moments when the diner to her right, Lord Outlaw, engaged her directly in conversation. Outlaw’s flattery and persistent attention brought a glint of cold biranium to Kincade’s dark eyes, lending an even wilder edge to the bounty hunter’s dangerous persona. A delicious tingle of forbidden appreciation zipped through her body and settled deep in secret places. Lord Outlaw, only a year or two younger than Kincade, presented a fine figure of a Bellon warrior, but somehow came up wanting in every category Cassidhe brought to mind. Not as tall or as muscular as Kincade. Good looking, but not as savagely handsome. Not as sharp-witted—or sharp-tongued, for that matter. Nice sense of humor, but not as finely honed. A nice laugh, but not the deep, triumphant sound she now equaled with male exuberance. Damn. The tables very nearly groaned with the warrior-sized portions of fowl cooked to succulence and the trays of meats seared to a fine, rare doneness; mounds of tuber roots of all kinds; hearty native vegetables; and yeasty, crusty breads to soak up the meat juices. The rich, familiar aromas brought back memories to Cassidhe, memories of her childhood, of special trips home to Bellona, fond glimpses of family times. Boisterous conversation and side wagers filled the immense room with the sounds of comrades come together, of celebration, of unification. Good conversation and companionship bolstered already hearty appetites amid the clatter of cutlery and the ring of metal goblets. Dessert finally arrived. Cassidhe groaned. An ambrosia of Bellon fruits, dressed with the nectar of the halva fruit. Her all-time favorite, and she didn’t have one square centimeter of room left. The fragrant
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 aroma of jeela and Bellon coffee wafted through the dining hall, replacing the heavier odors of meats. As if on cue, people eased back from the tables, sipped their hot beverages, nibbled on dessert, laughed and talked. Cassidhe sipped the rich, sweet coffee, letting the potent brew trickle its way into any crevices it might find in her stomach. “Aren’t you finishing your dessert, Cass?” Kincade asked when the decanters of brandy began to circulate. “Not enough room.” “You barely ate a thing.” Cassidhe found herself smiling as she looked around the room full of Bellons. “By comparison, I suppose not, but full I am.” “How about a walk outside, then?” He must have noticed her hesitation. Kincade raised his right hand shoulder high, showed her his palm. “My best behavior. Temporarily.” “Ah, a promise and a warning, all at one time. Impressive, even for you, bounty hunter.” “Would that be a yes or a no?” Cassidhe wavered, wondering shy she bothered. “A yes, for a short walk. I can’t simply disappear with a house full of guests, but the thought of fresh air is tempting.” “With this many people, who would notice?” He pushed away from the table and stood, then eased her chair back a bit more. “Ready?” “I will very much notice your presence or absence, Lady Cass,” Outlaw said, pushing his chair away and standing beside her. “Perhaps your brother would allow me to escort you for that walk.”
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 She shouldn’t—oh, gods—she shouldn’t go with Kincade, but any moment M’Tilde would complete the task for which she’d been summoned. Then she and the bounty hunter would forever go their separate ways. Oh, aye, she shouldn’t, but she’d not deny herself this last opportunity to...risk dishonor to the newly restored House of Burnelle! Sweet Creator, what was she thinking? Kincade touched her bare shoulder then, and Cassidhe knew exactly what she was thinking, and the part of her doing the thinking. “Lord Outlaw, I’m certain you will understand when I say Kincade and I have a matter of business to settle. We both were involved with the arrest of Horatio Grimes.” “Yes,” Kincade chimed right in. “We are awaiting word of his sentencing even now.” “I see,” Outlaw answered stiffly before turning away. Kincade grinned after Outlaw’s retreating back, a wicked glint in his dark eyes. “Now are you ready?” “More than ready for you, bounty hunter.” Kincade looked genuinely surprised for a second or two before turning his potent, sexy smile— tweaked to full power, blast him—on her. Cassidhe admitted to herself she had tried to hate this savage rogue, but found the task impossible. In the gardens, the moonwind carried the faint, musical chime of the bellgrass and the distinctive sweetness of spice flowers. The golden moon had shed her cloak of clouds to cast soft shadows against the buildings and under the umbrella and furze trees. Kincade took her hand, tucked it in the crook of his arm. “Let’s walk to the Plaza.” Surprised but willing, Cassidhe agreed, lengthening her stride a bit to match his shortened one.
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 Somehow they found a middle ground without any fuss and easily walked side by side. “Any special reason you suggested the Plaza?” “Do we need one?” Kincade stopped at the boundary of the Burnelle compound and risked snaking a hand through the firerose brambles. Cassidhe held her breath. The thorns produced fierce, burning wounds if they managed to pierce the flesh. He cupped an apricot-colored firerose in his palm when he withdrew. After carefully and efficiently removing the thorns, he threaded the stem into her hair next to the ivory ones he’d sent. “You should always wear fireroses.” Cassidhe walked along next to him again. “Why’s that?” “Because they’re like you.” “The fireroses are like me?” “Mm-hmm. Beautiful and fascinating to look at, soft and fragile to touch. They even smell like you. But when you dig deeper, the branches with the thorns grow around the rose and protect the delicate bloom. I’ve discovered you, sweet Cass, are more than capable of protecting yourself. Bright, beautiful and battle-ready. What more could a warrior desire?” Taken aback, Cassidhe came close to stuttering. “I’m not sure.” They walked the distance in a companionable silence broken occasionally by repeating bits of news each had heard during the course of the evening. “There you are!” a voice exclaimed. “I didn’t think you’d make it!” Cassidhe stopped and stared as Blaise ran down the steps of the Cathedral and took possession of
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 Kincade’s other arm. “Hurry up, Hawke. The chaplain has been here for twenty minutes already. He says he’s never waited this long to perform a bonding ceremony. Oh, stars! Did you bring the chains?” Kincade patted a pocket in his vest. “Right here.” “Bonding ceremony?” Cassidhe finally choked out, snatching her hand back from Kincade’s side. Blaise grabbed Cassidhe’s retreating hand. “Isn’t it exciting?” “Absolutely beyond belief,” Cassidhe answered numbly, meaning every syllable of each word. “I know. I’m so glad you could be here to witness!” “Witness?” Cassidhe went from cold dread to fiery temper in one pounding heartbeat. “No! Oh, no! Not on your devious cold-blooded, thick-skinned Bellon hide, bounty hunter! The Underworld will freeze over and make icicles before I witness a bonding ceremony between you and this—this—imitation of a--” Kincade picked her up and silenced her tirade by kissing her. Hard, demanding, completely and totally possessive, he held the kiss until she felt her lungs would burst. Then he relented only enough to allow her to breathe. He whispered against her mouth, “Not Blaise and me. Blaise and my cousin, Rico. He has a twenty-five-hour pass and is in a great hurry to claim his mate. The ceremony must be now.” “Not Blaise and y—Blaise and someone name Rico?” “Aye, but I appreciate you caring.” “I don’t!” Cassidhe turned her embarrassed attention on Blaise. “Let’s get you wed before one of your witnesses dies prematurely. Then they’d have to try me for premeditated murder.” Blaise giggled and led they way up the Cathedral steps. “You two are riotous together.”
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 “Oh, aye,” Cassidhe muttered, “jam-packed fun.” Kincade grinned. “Well, we’re not boring.” Despite how Kincade had duped her into witnessing, the bonding ceremony moved her more than she’d ever willingly admit to the bounty hunter. The devotion between Blaise and Rico touched her heart while their vows warmed her soul. Blaise spoke her words with a shaky voice. ON MY OATH, NO OTHER TO BE KNOWN. MY HEART, MY SOUL, MY BODY, MY MIND, YOURS ALONE. Rico’s gaze never left his mate’s face when he made his oath. TWO HEARTS JOINED TO BECOME ONE EVEN MORE COURAGEOUS THAN ONE. TWO SOULS JOINED TO BECOME MORE INVINCIBLE AS ONE. AS YOU HONOR AND PLEDGE TO ME, I WILL HONOR AND PLEDGE TO THEE. Blaise voiced her last words with a glow of happiness on her face.
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 MY VOW OF ALLEGIANCE TO YOU, MY LORD, AS YOUR MATE, YOUR WIFE, NOW AND ALWAYS, WITH EVERY BEAT OF MY HEART, WITH EVERY BREATH I TAKE, I GIVE YOU MY LIFE, THIS JOINING TODAY, MY LORD, ONLY YOU CAN PART. Cassidhe watched as Blaise concluded her portion of the traditional Bellon ritual by pouring the ceremonial passion wine into a heavy bonding goblet and tasting a drop from her finger as proof the wine contained no poison. Then she offered her new Lord the first swallow from the goblet. As their words faded away into the walls of the Cathedral, Rico presented the set of bonding chains for the chaplain to bless. The ensemble of chains Kincade had carried in his pocket. The chaplain ended the ceremony by wrapping all four chains around the couple’s joined wrists and intoned the Creator’s blessings. Later, when the newly bonded couple found themselves alone, Blaise would fasten one length around Rico’s neck. Rico, in turn, would fasten one length around his mate’s waist and one around each thigh. The thigh chains would then be connected to her waist chain high on each hip. Symbols Cassidhe had vowed never to allow upon her person. She discovered, with sudden and unexpected clarity, that envy left a nasty aftertaste in one’s mouth.
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 “NICE ceremony.” Kincade’s arm exerted light pressure across Cassidhe’s shoulders, steering her under the branches of a satin-barked tree in the Plaza. “Very nice,” she agreed, allowing him to position her back against the angled tree trunk. “Why all the secrecy, though?” “Not secrecy. Discretion and expediency. The happy couple must make the most of Rico’s twentyfive-hour pass, after which, her mother will not be able to object too strongly to their union. I’ve given them access to my private retreat in the Sacred Desert. Blaise and Rico will not be interrupted.” He spoke the words in deep, soft tones, his warm breath teasing her ear, the side of her neck, the top of her bare shoulder. “Well, what do you know? I’ve discovered the bounty hunter’s weakness; marrying off his cousins.” She caught his earlobe between her teeth. “No,” Kincade groaned the word. “You are my weakness. And my strength.” Her breath came in soft little pants as his hands explored the curves of her body. Cassidhe’s mouth slid from Kincade’s ear, along his firm jaw and rediscovered his lips. She flicked her tongue, teasing the corner of his mouth. “Since when?” Kincade pulled her to him, the hot, thick length of his arousal pushing against her through the layers of clothing. “Since the night I first met you, Moon Maiden.” He gently scraped his teeth along her shoulder. Little bursts of exquisite pleasure wriggled through her body, collecting and growing low in her
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 belly. Thigh muscles quaking, she quivered against the warrior holding her. “Hawke—Hawke—Hawke.” “You don’t realize what you—oh, sweet Creator.” “What?” Cassidhe whispered, savoring the feel and the taste of him. “This is madness.” “Completely,” she agreed, easing away from him, a heavy ache where her heart should be. She placed her palm to his cheek, the look of sadness on his face echoing her own. “Take me home, bounty hunter, before we do something that will make us end the evening hating each other.” Kincade slowly circled her wrist with his thumb and forefinger. “We wouldn’t want that.” “Besides—out here, in the open—anyone could see us.” “Worried about creating a scandal, Cass?” She made a little sound of exasperation. “I’m not concerned about what anyone thinks about me, but I do care about the Kincade House.” “Let me worry about my family’s reputation.” “Then there’s Mother. Now that she’s seated on the Tribunal, I must consider her position.” Kincade slid his circled fingers up and down her arm. “I didn’t think the Tribunal seat mattered to you so much.” Cassidhe shook her head. “Not the seat itself. The Mallochon threat being what it is...well, patient, cooler heads may have to prevail.” “Cool heads are rare commodities among Bellons.” He laughed softly, brought his other hand up to trace her jaw. “Although exposure to you has convinced me we all have an unexplored level of patience
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 and an untapped will of levelheadedness.” “Well, then, my job is done.” “Oh, aye, and done well. Come on. I think it’s late enough.” Puzzled now, she studied his fiercely handsome face, realizing how appropriately he’d been named. “Late enough for what?” “I simply meant we’ve been gone for some time. I wouldn’t want your Mother to worry.” “Mother! Oh, stars!” “What? Will she be overly concerned?” Cassidhe took his arm as they returned the way they’d come, automatically matching the rhythm of each other’s steps. “She might be angry, but she won’t be worried. I’m a big girl.” But Cassidhe knew the Dove would be furious they’d missed their appointment with M’Tilde, and Cassidhe couldn’t really blame her. She simply had been unable to tell Kincade about the Healer’s arrival. Now he’d be angry, too. She decided to savor the last few minutes of peace with the bounty hunter and not say anything. Kincade sighed. “Yes, indeed, you are a big girl.” CASSIDHE and Kincade found Dove sitting alone in the great hall, a glass of wildfire brandy on the table next to her. She didn’t say anything when they entered, only cast a questioning look at them. “Has everyone left, Mother?” “Yes.” Dove flashed a quick look at Kincade. “Or retired for the evening. M’Tilde joined me for
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 about an hour. She gives her regards to both of you.” Kincade cleared his throat. “Lady Burnelle, we failed to notice how long we were absent.” “Evidently.” “It’s my fault, Mother. Don’t blame Kincade. I hope you’re not too angry with us.” A hint, a mere suggestion of a smile played across Dove’s face. “I’m not. Something interesting must have captured your attention.” Cassidhe slid a glance in Kincade’s direction then answered her mother. “Kincade and I went to the Cathedral for a bonding ceremony.” “What?” Dove came out of her chair in one swift surge of movement. “Without telling me you were bonding?” Cassidhe caught the toppled snifter of brandy before it hit the floor while Kincade steadied Dove. Or had her mother lunged for Kincade on purpose? “Not ours, Lady Burnelle. We witnessed for Blaise and my cousin Rico.” “Oh. I thought you two finally—I thought, for just a moment, that you and—never mind.” Dove settled in her chair and tossed back the remaining brandy in one swallow. “Would either of you care for a drink? I certainly could use another,” she added, sounding almost glum. Kincade declined the offer and bid them both a good evening, his parting words for Cassidhe. “Don’t forget. Meet me in the Plaza, bright and early tomorrow.” Something about the ceremony she’d witnessed must have softened her brain along with her heart, because Cassidhe couldn’t think of one witty remark. “I’ll be there, though I haven’t a clue why.”
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 Kincade leaned down, brushed a light kiss across her cheek. “Courageous dreams, sweet Cass.” He slipped out the double doors into the night. Blast that man. He was always disappearing into the night on her.
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 Chapter 25 Cassidhe crossed the Plaza in the predawn light with her mother. Dove’s steps had a bounce Cassidhe hadn’t seen in a long time. Frankly, her mother’s mood surprised her after last night, but Dove hadn’t said a cross word about missing the appointment with M’Tilde. “You’re really happy about returning our House to the Tribunal, aren’t you, Mother?” “I’m thrilled for the future generations of Burnelles.” Cassidhe hoped her sister planned a large family. The way things were shaping up, Dove wouldn’t get any future generations any other place. “Do you have any clue what Kincade is bringing before the Tribunal?” “None. Even Raptor claims he doesn’t know. Hawke didn’t give you any indication last night?” “No. Kincade was more talkative than usual, but he didn’t say much about today.” “Men. Ah, that reminds me. I spoke to your father shortly before you came down this morning. He sends his regards and best wishes.” “Did the news please him?” Dove hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, although he realizes we must now spend additional time apart.” She stopped walking and took Cassidhe’s hand. “Do you plan to spend time here or will you be off on the Moon Maiden?” Three months ago, Cassidhe wouldn’t have hesitated. She’d felt no obligation to this world beyond
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 friends and family, but now...she’d discovered and accepted the Bellon side of her nature and even reveled in it at times. To be safe, she should spend her time wherever Kincade didn’t, but safety didn’t take as much of a priority as it once had. “Inquiries for my services are accumulating even as we speak. Baylock is appropriately amazed.” “Where is our gallant warrior?” “Visiting old stomping grounds.” “How soon will he be returning to the Yataghan?” “What?” Cassidhe felt her eyebrows draw down into a frown. “I don’t know that he plans to return to her.” “Oh. I thought I heard him say something along those lines to another friend of yours. Nona.” “Nona Redfeather. She’s the bounty hunter’s first officer.” “Day’s greetings, my Ladies.” “And to you, Hawke,” Dove responded. “How does the morning find you?” “Eager for a new challenge.” Dove glanced in Cassidhe’s direction and smiled. “You certainly know how to pick them. I’ll see you two inside.” She walked past the Cathedral and on to the Great Hall. “You planning on going in with me, Cass?” “I said I would. I don’t make a habit of going back on my word.” “That’s what I’m counting on.” He reached out, touched her cheek. Cassidhe tried to ignore the quiver making its way through her body. “Do I get a hint?”
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 “No. I want the pleasure of seeing that special look of surprise on your face.” “You have me worried, now, bounty hunter,” she admitted, only half joking, as the tempo of her heart increased. The half-formed link between them gave her a sense of his anticipation. That same connection frustrated her by not clearly revealing the reason. “Wait until I get started inside. I’ll be leaving the building either a hero or an outcast.” Cassidhe slanted a curious look at him while they walked past the Cathedral. Even knowing the mental link would be formally severed in only a matter of hours, he still managed to steal her breath and make her body heat with raw desire. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” “Very.” He halted halfway up the steps to the Tribunal Hall. “If I’m cast out, will you, too, pretend not to know me?” Cassidhe went three steps higher before stopping. She turned to face him, eye to eye. “One thing you’ll never be, bounty hunter, is a stranger.” “Sweet, sweet Cass.” He started the climb again, catching her around the waist and pulling her along. “I received a transmission before I arrived here. The Judicial Committee has made their ruling concerning Grimes.” She stopped and took a deep breath. “What was the decision? He’s spending the rest of his life on a penal colony, right?” Kincade shook his head. “No. He’s spending five years here on Bellona.” “What?” Aghast, she could only stare at him. “You must be joking!” “No.”
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 “What form of madness is this?” “Cass, listen to me for a minute. Try not to be angry. The Committee asked me what I thought the Earther’s punishment should be. I told them how I felt. I think Grimes should have to live among the people he’s hated all these years. He should discover for himself how some of our people live, how we survive our world. Maybe then, he can understand us.” “I’d wager you’ve not opened the House of Kincade to this madman.” “No. He’ll be given the opportunity to live, to survive, with Nomads in the Sacred Desert. He should see how our people learned to claim this world as home, what our ancestors had to live through. If he’s alive at the end of five years, the Committee will take another look at his case and make a new recommendation.” “Five years with the Nomads. Grimes won’t last five days.” “That is his option. If Grimes is willing to work and cooperate with the Nomads, he might make it. If he isn’t willing, then he will most assuredly die in a very short time. Confining him on a penal colony somewhere wouldn’t prove a thing. His hatred would only fester and consume him. This way, he’ll be too busy trying to survive the Desert to waste precious time on hatred.” Cassidhe looked into the night-dark eyes studying her. “I hate to admit it, but you’re right about that.” “We can only hope, if he lives, that the years in the desert will teach him something about us and about himself.” “Whether he learns anything or not, I just have.”
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 “What’s that, Cass?” “You have a very intricate mind, bounty hunter.” She linked her arm with his. “Now tell me. Do I have any specific function here today?” “Always.” “I’m serious. By going with you, am I responsible for anything?” “No, not really. Just listen with an open mind to everything I have to say. Everything.” “I can do that well enough.” While they waited together in the reception hall, Kincade gave her a short description of what to expect. “I’ll address the assembly from the dais you and your mother used yesterday. You should stand on the main floor at the edge of the dais, slightly behind me.” Shades of bo’vivent! Cassidhe felt her defenses going up. Her next question came out between gritted teeth. “To your left or to your right?” “Don’t go all bristly on me. It’s a Tribunal rule, not my idea. The right, about a meter away from me.” Cassidhe eyed him, not certain if she should entirely trust him, then threw caution to the Sacred Winds. “I believe you.” “You do?” An aide arrived to usher them into the inner sanctum before she could offer the barbed observation she’d intended to make. What choice did she have but to trust him at this point without going back on her
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 word? Raptor Kincade, as Tribunal Leader, rose from his seat in the section reserved for his House. He stared down to his Secondborn on the dais. Raptor revealed no emotion on his face, not even curiosity. “You have been granted the opportunity to address the Tribunal. You will do so now.” Cassidhe felt a new swell of anticipation fill her. The bounty hunter’s night-dark eyes held a challenge as he surveyed the room and then began to speak. “Yesterday, the Tribunal decided Bellona is stronger with her ruling families joined as one. A strategic and wise decision. I would have you make another today. Though we are now allies with Earth, she once was our despised enemy. Do we owe any allegiance to the limitations enforced upon our ancestors by the old Earthers a millennium ago?” “By the gods, we do not,” Samson insisted, pushing to his feet. After yesterday’s session, Cassidhe would have recognized Samson’s contempt-filled voice without bothering to look. Murmurs and occasional shouts of agreement to Samson’s words moved through the room before the bounty hunter continued. “Then why do we continue to pay homage to one of these old limitations?” Samson let out a roar. “I do not pay homage to anyone, least of all Earth!” “Oh, but you do. We all do. When our ancestors landed here, they did whatever they had to do in order to insure survival and to guarantee strong future generations.” “Of course they did.” Kincade nodded in Samson’s direction. “Lord Samson, you seem eager to take part in this
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 discussion, so help me out here. Let’s say it’s a thousand years ago. We have just committed ourselves, our families, to this new home named Bellona. With me so far?” “Yes.” “I have now claimed your daughter as mate.” “If you are worthy, you have.” A few chuckles rolled through the huge room. “We’ll assume for the time being that I am. Now, my brother, who is equally worthy, wants your other daughter. Remember, it is one thousand years ago, and our numbers are few. How do you respond?” “I tell one of you ‘no’.” “Exactly. Why?” “We are too few to so closely intertwine our gene pool.” “Yes, we are. Now move forward to today and repeat the same scenario. Is your answer still ‘no’?” Samson nodded. “Why?” “Because it is our way. It is a tradition that dates back to...the Earthers exiling us to space.” Samson scowled, apparently unhappy with the answer he’d just given. “But you have no scientific or even any logical reason to deny both me and my brother today? Nothing beyond the tradition that began only because of Earth’s actions?” “Not today, no,” Samson finally admitted. “Yet you would stop my brother from claiming your second daughter?”
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 “Or stop you from claiming the first.” Many of the members laughed and nodded now. “Lord Samson, you would ignore a way of binding our families, our ruling Houses closer together? You’d ignore a way of making certain at least one of your family’s bloodline always had a seat upon the Tribunal?” Lord Delgado stood. “I’ve known you for many years, Hawke. You have continuously defended the old ways. You have always openly encouraged adherence to tradition. Do these things mean nothing to you now?” Outlaw rose to his feet, a look of anger spoiling the striking lines of his face. “I believe Hawke Kincade has a personal interest in this particular tradition.” The bounty hunter pivoted to face Outlaw. “You are correct, Lord Outlaw. I believe family traditions will always be important, but consider this: If we were meant to cling to the ‘old ways’ we would still be Earth’s war machines. Or extinct. I’m not fond of either alternative. Yes, the old ways helped form us into what we are today, but we can’t allow them to control us now. To me, that would be the same as allowing Earth to control our future. Bellona does deserve to be her own mistress.” Cassidhe felt the heat of Kincade’s gaze when he looked at her. "I have been wrong all these years to insist the old ways are the only ways." His voice took on a tone that, to her anyway, hinted of intimacy. He turned his focus back to the lawmakers. “Expose this old tradition forbidding such matings for what it is. A relic left over from Earth’s attempted dominance and destruction of our ancestors.”
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 “Why don’t you tell us what has changed your mind, Hawke,” Outlaw suggested in a malicious tone. “Or haven’t you the courage to do so?” Kincade grinned at Outlaw. “I’ve learned something very recently. I’ve learned there are different types of courage, different brands of honor, different shades of bravery. Changing a custom so old it has become part of our way of life takes a new form of honor and courage that I hope our lawmakers are capable of meeting.” Standing alone on the raised dais in the middle of the chamber, Kincade slowly pivoted in a full circle. He faced every respected and revered lawmaker unflinchingly. When he finally stood still, Cassidhe tracked his line of sight and found he stared defiantly at his own father. Raptor only nodded in return, a fleeting hint of a smile crossing his fierce countenance. Outlaw banged his fist onto the railing in front of him. “I would know why you bring this before the Tribunal now,” he demanded. “So would I,” Cassidhe said too softly for anyone to hear. She watched the bounty hunter’s wide, magnificent chest rise and fall with the force of his breathing. Oh, but Kincade heard her words. His gaze unerringly swung in her direction. “Would you, Cass?” She nodded, her tongue too numb to move. Kincade spread his arms and swept the chamber with broad gestures, not taking his gaze from hers. “Hear me, lawmakers, for never have truer words been spoken in this chamber.” He pulled Cassidhe onto the dais with him. He gripped her shoulders and gazed into her eyes. His
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 voice deepened in tone and increased in volume until the words roared through the immense Hall. “You. Are. Mine!” “Wha-at?” Somewhere from the midst of Kincade’s thunderous voice, it felt as though a bolt of lightning struck her. Kincade swept her up into his arms, holding her against his chest. He spoke only to her now, his voice bass-deep but infinitely quieter. “No more than I am yours. Now. Always. Through eternity.” “Hawke.” He kissed her. Oh, gods, he kissed her, stealing and restoring her soul simultaneously. Lightning crackled and sizzled around their intertwined bodies and thunder boomed. Or so it seemed. An eternity later—much too soon—their lips parted. They looked around the chamber. Not thunder, but the boisterous, deafening sound of Bellon approval. Kincade threw back his head and laughed. He shouted to be heard over the exuberant applause and chanting. “By the gods, sweet Cass, I think they’re on our side!” “Our side? What is our side?” Cassidhe tried to find a balance, tried to get Kincade to hear her over the din of celebration without everyone in a ten-meter radius picking up on every word she said. “I want you as my mate. If you’ll have me. M’Tilde is here—I asked her to come, not to break our bond, but to strengthen it. The chaplain, Father Grady, will be pleased to formalize our union in a Bellon ceremony.” “Hawke, this is—” “Only the beginning. I love you, sweet Cass. Do you love me, even a little?”
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 “I love you with all my soul, bounty hunter.” She kissed him, doing her best to convince him of her words. “About time you two realized the truth. It’s taken long enough.” Dove clasped one of Cassidhe’s hands and gripped Kincade’s forearm. “What finally brought you to your senses?” Kincade inclined his head in Dove’s direction. “You have only yourself to blame, my Lady.” He set Cassidhe back on her feet, but held her close to him. “The moment you forbade our union, my mind saw what my heart already knew.” “Yes,” Cassidhe agreed, feeling almost giddy with relief, “that’s exactly when I realized—Mother! You knew!” “Indeed I did. Aren’t you glad?” Cassidhe stretched up on tiptoe and kissed her mother’s right cheek. Kincade leaned down and kissed her left one. “Looks like I get to welcome a new member to my House.” Raptor gave the three of them an expansive grin as his long arms encompassed them. “I am highly pleased by your choice, my son. Welcome, Daughter Cass, to the House of Kincade.”
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 Epilogue Hawke kicked the door shut to his Desert retreat before he even considered allowing Cass out of his arms. She slid down his body, centimeter by slow centimeter, knowing exactly where and when to press against him for maximum effect. By the time Cass supported her own weight, he’d become desperately, insanely hard for her. “Now,” he growled in her ear. “Woman, you’ve been tormenting me the entire trip here. It’s time you paid the price. Now.” “Promises, promises,” Cass teased, lunging for the bed. Hawke groaned and backed away from the sleeper. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this.” “What? Have I done something to displease you so soon?” “Never,” Hawke assured her. He took a long, leather-wrapped object from the fireplace mantle and presented it to her. “My falchion,” she whispered after removing the covering. “I thought perhaps you’d traded my weapon for an ale somewhere along the way.” Cass traced the intricate detailing added to the hilt. Hawke followed her fingers with one of his. “Symbols of the Kincade House, added to those of the Burnelle line already on the hilt. Two lines joined to become stronger, Cass. Not one replacing the other.” “You don’t know what this means to me.” “Show me.”
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 Balanced on her knees in the middle of the soft cushions, she began to unfasten the leathers she’d changed into from her bonding dress. “No, let me. I want to rediscover you, millimeter by millimeter. Don’t deny me that pleasure, Cass.” “I deny you nothing, bounty hunter. Come rediscover me.” She held out her arms to him. Her hazel eyes flashed copper sparks by the light of the sweetwood flames in the fireplace. “Computer, begin program ‘Cass-alpha-one’,” Hawke ordered. The lights dimmed and the sweet, slow notes of a bocane moved through the room as his mate of three hours, his mate of a lifetime, drifted into his arms. Haven. Definitely haven. They removed each other’s clothing slowly, with many detours along the way, the time well spent in touching and tasting. Cass stiffened ever so slightly in his arms when his hands drifted over the scars on her back. With difficulty and great reluctance, Hawke put a little space between them, only enough so he could see her face, and more importantly, she could see his. “You are beautiful, my wife.” Cass laughed softly, her warm breath tickling his bare skin. “Your vision is failing.” “You are beautiful to look upon, Cass, and I would know that even if I were to go blind. Remember what I said in the Tribunal about different kinds of courage and honor?” “Mm-hmm.” “Well, you taught me that truth. You’ve taught me another, as well.”
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 “And what’s that, bounty hunter?” “You’ve taught me that true beauty is not necessarily seen with the eyes, but it is always found with the heart and felt very deeply with the soul.” “Oh, Hawke,” Cass’s voice caught on his name, making it sound sweet and important. Cassidhe’s heart filled to the point she could barely breathe. How precious this savage warrior had become to her. She reached behind him, fumbling in one of the pockets of his leather vest he’d tossed aside. She managed to snag the satin pouch containing the bonding chains. She spilled the links into her palm, mesmerized by the four lengths worked from the finest rose gold she’d ever seen. The chains slipped through her fingers like small golden rivers. “Isn’t it time you locked these on me?” Kincade covered her hand with his. “I remember your opinion of bonding chains. They are not a condition of our union, sweet Cass.” “My, you’re just breaking traditions left and right, aren’t you?” She chose one length and fastened the chain around the bounty hunter’s neck. “That’s so no one will doubt you are mine. Two bound together as one, stronger than they ever were when apart. Now, if I’m not mistaken, it is your duty to put the other three around me.” “Duty, no, but it is my honor.” He slipped one around her waist and then maneuvered to circle each thigh with a finely-worked chain, his warm lips helping his nimble fingers. “Two bound together, tempered and made stronger for infinity.” “They’re warm,” Cassidhe said softly as Kincade fastened the thigh chains to the one circling her waist.
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 “What did you expect?” “I’ve often wondered if the chains would be icy cold, or so hot as to brand the skin, but they’re warm, as if already a part of me.” “This is a good thing, isn’t it?” “The best.” She laughed with relief and joy. His dark eyes glistened in the low light. “I love you, sweet Cass.” “I love you, bounty hunter.” Cassidhe felt the strange sensation of her eyes filling with tears, but she didn’t care, for they were the tears of joy. Kincade cleared his throat. “About the conditions of our union—” “Oh, here we go, conditions and demands, and not wed even a day. What do you ask of me, bounty hunter?” “My name is Hawke. I know you can say it—I’ve heard you.” “I may have slipped a time or two, but with good reason.” She kissed the pulse point in his neck. Kincade held her beneath him to explore every centimeter with his hands, his mouth, his eyes, until the liquid heat threatened to explode through her body, giving her the reason she needed. “Hawke, my Hawke. Always you. Only you. Hawke.” ~ The End ~
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