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“I keep telling myself that she just can’t get 
much better, but with every book she amazes 
and surprises me!”—The Best Reviews

 

Praise for the futuristic fantasy of 
Robin D. Owens

 

Heart Change

“The story accelerates as new dangers to Avellana crop up, and the relationship between Signet and Cratag develops, making for a satisfying read.”

—Booklist

 

“Each story is as fresh and new as the first one was. I am always delighted when a new Heart book is published!”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“A satisfying return to an intriguing world. Cratag and Signet will leave you wanting more.”

—The Romance Reader

 

Heart Fate

“A superb romantic fantasy filled with heart.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“A touching tale of learning to trust again . . . Even for readers unfamiliar with the Heart world, Owens makes it easily accessible and full of delightful conceits.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“A true delight to read, and it should garner new fans for this unique and enjoyable series.”

—Booklist

 

“[This] emotionally rich tale blends paranormal abilities, family dynamics, and politics; adds a serious dash of violence; and dusts it all with humor and whimsy . . . Intriguing.”

—Library Journal

 

Heart Dance

“The latest Heart fantasy is one of the best of this superior series . . . retaining the freshness of its heartfelt predecessors.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“I look forward to my yearly holiday in Celta, always a dangerous and fascinating trip.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Sensual, riveting, and filled with the wonderful cast of characters from previous books, as well as some new ones, Heart Dance is exquisite in its presentation.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

Heart Choice

“The romance is passionate, the characters engaging, and the society and setting exquisitely crafted.”

—Booklist

 

“Maintaining the ‘world building’ for science fiction and character driven plot for romance is near impossible. Owens does it brilliantly.”

—Romance Reader Connection

 

“Well written, humor-laced, intellectually and emotionally involving story, which explores the true meaning of family and love.”

—Library Journal

 

Heart Duel

“[A] sexy story . . . Readers will enjoy revisiting this fantasy-like world filled with paranormal talents.”

—Booklist

 

“An exhilarating love story . . . The delightful story line is cleverly executed . . . Owen proves once again that she is among the top rung of fantasy romance authors with this fantastic tale.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“With engaging characters, Robin D. Owens takes readers back to the magical world of Celta . . . The characters are engaging, drawing the reader into the story and into their lives.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

Heart Thief

“I loved Heart Thief! This is what futuristic romance is all about. Robin D. Owens writes the kind of futuristic romance we’ve all been waiting to read; certainly the kind that I’ve been waiting for. She provides a wonderful, gripping mix of passion, exotic futuristic settings, and edgy suspense. If you’ve been waiting for someone to do futuristic romance right, you’re in luck, Robin D. Owens is the author for you.”

—Jayne Castle 

 

“The complex plot and rich characterizations, not to mention the sexy passion . . . make this a must-read.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Owens spins an entrancing tale . . . A stunning futuristic tale that reads like fantasy and is sure to have crossover appeal to both SF and fantasy fans.”

—Library Journal

 

“Owens has crafted a fine romance that is also a successful science fantasy yarn with terrific world building.”

—Booklist

 

HeartMate

Winner of the 2002 RITA Award 
for Best Paranormal Romance 
by the Romance Writers of America

 

“Engaging characters, effortless world building, and a sizzling romance make this a novel that’s almost impossible to put down.”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Fantasy romance with a touch of mystery . . . Readers from the different genres will want Ms. Owens to return to Celta for more tales of HeartMates.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“HeartMate is a dazzling debut novel. Robin D. Owens paints a world filled with characters who sweep readers into an unforgettable adventure with every delicious word, every breath, every beat of their hearts. Brava!”

—Deb Stover, award-winning author of The Gift

 

“A gem of a story . . . Sure to tickle your fancy.”

—Anne Avery, author of The Bride’s Revenge

 

“It shines and fans will soon clamor for more . . . A definite keeper!”

—The Bookdragon Review

 

“This story is magical . . . Doubly delicious as it will appeal to both lovers of fantasy and futuristic romance. Much room has been left for sequels.”

—ParaNormal Romance Reviews
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To Cindy and Deidre. Thank you.




Characters

Calendula (Signet) D’Marigold: The last of the GrandHouse of the Marigolds, Signet has great but unknown Flair.

 

The Hawthorns:

Great Lord Huathe (Laev) T’Hawthorn: Head of the Hawthorns, a widower who made a bad mistake in wedding a woman who he thought was his HeartMate.

 

Nivea Sunflower Hawthorn: Laev’s late wife.

 

Brazos: Laev’s Familiar companion, a young long-haired black cat. Son of Black Pierre, once the companion to Laev’s FatherSire (Grandfather), but now the cook’s cat.

 

Cratag Maytree T’Marigold: Distant kin of the Hawthorns, like an elder brother to Laev, now married to Signet D’Marigold. (Heart Change)

 

Cal Marigold: Cratag and Signet’s four-year-old son, who has interesting memories.

 

Alma Hawthorn: Housekeeper of the great intelligent house, T’Hawthorn Residence.

 

Camellia Darjeeling,
 Her Family and Friends:

Camellia Darjeeling: Owner of Darjeeling’s Teahouse and Darjeeling’s HouseHeart. As a girl of thirteen, she spoke up during a legal case regarding a shipwreck and requested the salvager look for a priceless fifty-piece tea set. The set was discovered and Camellia sold one piece to finance her businesses.

 

Mica: Camellia’s young calico FamCat.

 

Senchal Darjeeling: Camellia’s brother.

 

Guri T’Darjeeling: Camellia’s father.

Takvar Darjeeling: Camellia’s uncle.

 

Glyssa Licorice: One of Camellia’s two best friends. Glyssa is the daughter of the Licorices who run the PublicLibrary system, and is endlessly curious and an excellent researcher. She has a secret regarding her HeartMate.

 

Tiana Mugwort: Camellia’s other best friend. Tiana is studying to become a priestess and has a secret regarding her home.

 

Artemisia (Mugwort) Ginseng: Tiana’s sister, a Healer, four years older than Camellia, Glyssa, and Tiana. She was a girlhood friend of Laev’s late wife, Nivea Sunflower, whom Nivea dropped when she married well.

 

Others:

Jasmine Ash: Daughter of GreatLord T’Ash, journeywoman student to Laev.

 

Great Lord Rand T’Ash: Jeweler/blacksmith, T’Ash has the premier testing stones to discover a person’s Flair. (HeartMate)

 

Great Lady Danith Mallow D’Ash: HeartMate of T’Ash, Danith is an animal Healer and the person who usually matches intelligent animal companions, Fams, with people. (HeartMate)

 

Garrett Primross: A private investigator hired by Laev to find missing Hawthorn treasures.

 

SupremeJudge Ailim Elder: The highest judge in the land and wed to Ruis Elder, the Captain of the grounded starship, Nuada’s Sword. (Heart Thief)

 

Dani Eve Elder: Daughter of Ruis and Ailim Elder, a Null, a person who suppresses psi abilities, or Flair.

 

Tinne Holly: Younger son of the GreatLord, he owns and operates the Green Knight Fencing and Fighting Salon.

 

Great Lord Nuin T’Vine (Vinni): The prophet of Celta.

 

Great Lord Heather: The retired premier Healer of Celta.

 

Grace Lord Cymb Lemongrass: Camellia’s sparring partner.

 

Aquilaria: Manager of Darjeeling’s Teahouse.

 

Acacia Bluegum: Former Druidan guardswoman, she’s set up her own sparring salon and wants to expand it to a social club.
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 One

DRUIDA CITY, CELTA
 421 Years After Colonization
 Late Spring

 

Laev Hawthorn, Great Lord T’Hawthorn, didn’t think the intelligent house he lived in had forgiven him for marrying the wrong woman. The Residence was cool to him, both physically and emotionally. Tough to blame the house, though, when Laev was still cleaning up the resulting mess of the mistake he’d made when he was seventeen.

He was thirty-one now, and new evidence of Nivea’s selfishness had been revealed when Laev’s FatherSire had died three months ago.

She’d stolen Family heirlooms. More, she’d hidden or given away the HeartGift Laev had offered her when they’d first wed. Since she’d been dead for two years, he couldn’t ask her what she’d done with the items. His FatherSire had been protecting him from the knowledge of how low his wife had stooped. Now Laev could only continue to fix the problems resulting from his marriage.

Yes, the room was cooler than he cared for. His grief was deeper than he’d have ever imagined. The Residence and the Family were caught in a rut, running on tradition.

Perhaps when he retrieved the heirlooms, that act being his first real contribution to the Family as the GreatLord, he could shake everyone out of the torpor.

The Residence sent the echo of a banging door. An exuberant breeze seemed to rush toward Laev. He smiled. Or perhaps he could just encourage his journeywoman to chip away at the present stasis.

His student, who was like the younger sister he’d always wanted, had arrived for her morning lesson in finance and estate building. It took real effort to slam a door in the Residence, but Jasmine Ash always managed. And it always amused him. She’d stop at the kitchens for a treat and to stroke Black Pierre, the old Familiar companion cat who’d survived Laev’s FatherSire’s death.

No time now for Laev to send his psi power, his Flair, out to search for his HeartGift. He was glad to abandon the futile exercise.

On to the standard workday. He authorized an anonymous donation to the Saille House of Orphans, then moved the holosphere detailing a current project to the center of his desk.

The door to his den slammed open and Jasmine rushed into the room, small and fine boned and fifteen, with a scowl on her face. Her short dark brown hair was windblown, her blue gaze sharp. “Brood, brood, brood.” She shook a finger at him. “You know I come from a household that has forbidden brooding.”

It always surprised Laev that this exuberant girl was the daughter of taciturn T’Ash and quiet Danith D’Ash.

“You need to forget that flitch of a wife and get on with living.”

“Stop right there.” He cared nothing for Nivea or her memory, but cared a great deal about his honor and she’d been his wife.

He and Jasmine locked gazes. Hers dropped. He modulated his tone. “Easier said than done.” Laev felt a thousand years older than her. “And why have you brought up the subject?”

“It’s Nuin,” she said, referring to her older brother. “He’s going through his Second Passage, fever dreams that free his magic. Like you were when you made that unfortunate decision to marry the fl—Nivea.”

“Jasmine,” Laev warned.

His student huffed. “Nuin’s acting weird and I can see how it happened, which I couldn’t before, but, really, it’s been two years since your wife died.” She stopped and swallowed. The sickness  that had swept through Druida City had taken the old and the young and Jasmine had lost grovestudy friends. Laev had lost Nivea, but they’d been estranged, living in separate suites.

Unknown to all, the sickness had weakened his FatherSire’s heart.

Before Jasmine could continue, Laev said, “What of your assignments?” He tried to make it an easy question. He could still recall being a young child and standing stiffly in front of his father and FatherSire reporting on the activities of his day.

Jasmine sniffed and set a holosphere on his desk, flung herself into the winged chair embroidered with the dragonflies she preferred, and grinned. “The new bio-liquid technique for saffron farming that I researched was good. My investment quadrupled!”

He lifted a brow. “Our investment.”

She sat up straight. “You put money in, too?”

“Of course. You convinced me months ago that the deal was sound.”

“Then you got the funds today and already knew.” She sounded deflated.

“Yes, but hearing you tell me was the best part of the morning. Excellent job, Jasmine.”

With one last wiggle, she settled into the chair and nodded to the folder on his desk. “The first quarter of this year I have made more than the amount I’ll receive as NobleGilt from the Council when I come of age in two years.”

“You’re well on your way to succeeding in your personal goals. I think it’s time I speak with your father about allotting some of the Ash Family funds to you to invest.”

“Really!” Her voice rose to a high squeak, her blue eyes sparkled.

“Yes.”

She began hyperventilating and put her head between her knees, her voice came muffled. “Thank you, so much. Father doesn’t like handling the Family finances, and the sooner I can take that over, the better. He’s very conservative.”

“I’ll ask your father to give you a quarter of his funds,” Laev said.

Face flushed, Jasmine bobbed back up. “A third.”

“A quarter. I’ll give him a report of your last two years’ investments and my personal opinion on your progress as a financial estate manager.” Laev slanted her a look. “You will write the report. Include graphs. Don’t manipulate the figures, I’ll know if you do. Make sure it’s thorough.” He waved. “Again, excellent job. You’re dismissed for the morning.”

She nodded and went to the door of a small office off his den. So she planned on working here instead of at home. He admitted he’d like the company.

He activated a holosphere about an airship venture he was considering. All in all, Jasmine was more conservative than himself. But she’d been brought up by T’Ash and D’Ash, both very aware of the value of gilt, and with the ingrained idea that the Family fortune must be preserved and grow and must not be put at risk. Gilt was important to them, but the bedrock of that Family was love.

He’d been raised by his father and FatherSire who weren’t averse to wagering a great deal to win a great deal, always knowing that their Family fortune was secure. Plans for increasing their wealth and influence had always been paramount for the Hawthorns. The men had been demanding guardians, always pushing for success, with little affection between them. He wouldn’t be like them in that.

“You should get married again. Consult with a matchmaker to find your HeartMate,” Jasmine said.

She’d caught him off guard and inwardly he flinched. Everyone knew his mistake, that he’d disappointed his Family. Tendrils of past guilt and shame snapped like lashes. He quashed them as always. “Over the line, Jasmine.”

Jasmine wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “Brrrr,” she said. “You can really freeze someone with that gaze. You look just like your FatherSire when he was displeased, like when you took me on as an apprentice.”

“Long time ago and I’m waiting for an apology.”

Her head dropped. “Sorry.” She shifted from foot to foot and he knew her outburst wasn’t just about him. He gestured her back to the chair.

“What’s the problem?”

Blinking rapidly she took the seat, whipped a softleaf from her sleeve pocket, and mopped her eyes. “It’s Nuin. His Passage fugues to free his Flair, his magic, are so big and intense and scary.” She shuddered.

Laev rose from his own seat, went to the no-time drink storage, and pulled out steaming hot cocoa with a swirl of white mousse. He handed the mug to Jasmine, weighing his words. He’d always been honest with her. “The greater the Flair, the stronger Passage is.”

She sipped, nodded, and looked up at him from under spiky lashes. “Dad and Mom are taking turns being with Nuin, but they have a Healer and a couple of fire mages, too,” Jasmine whispered. “Nuin’s always had fire psi. They’ve stripped his bedroom of nearly everything. No one’s died in Passage for a long time, right?”

“I haven’t heard of anyone.” Laev infused confidence into his voice. Families would usually keep such an occurrence a secret.

Again she drank her cocoa, slurping a little. “Mother and Father are HeartMates. Second Passage is when you first link with a HeartMate, right? In sexy dreams?”

Laev supposed Jasmine needed reassurance that common knowledge was true. He took his chair, kept his manner cool and voice matter-of-fact. “That’s right. If there is a woman or man out there that you can bond with emotionally, physically, spiritually—one made for you, Second Passage is important. That’s when your mind and emotions spiral out to connect with your mate.”

Jasmine shifted again, this time in her chair. “And you make a HeartGift.” She stared at him. Everyone knew Laev had made a HeartGift—and given it to the wrong woman.

“How does that work?” Jasmine asked.

“I’m sure your parents told you,” Laev said.

“Well, yes, before Nuin’s Passage, but I wasn’t paying attention, and now they’re concerned and I don’t want to bother them.”

He was never supposed to have to talk about sex with Jasmine. That was a deal he’d made with her parents. Too bad she trusted him for answers.

He tapped his fingers together, one of his FatherSire’s mannerisms, which would age him even more in her eyes. Just an older brother-figure. For a moment he thought of her real older brother, Nuin, felt the echoes of his own hot passion for his HeartMate during Second Passage. No. All his problems stemmed from that mistake when he was seventeen.

“I don’t recall exactly making the HeartGift during my Passage.” Just the connection, the lust, the need to imprint a sculpture with all that he was, pour all his Flair and energy into it. It reflected his deepest self at the time. And it was gone.

“Laev?”

He jerked his mind back to the girl in front of him. She’d bounced back already, sure her brother would be fine, years from her own Second Passage. Still wanting answers.

“Most people don’t recall making a HeartGift.” He knew that for a truth. “You have just enough knowledge and control not to hurt yourself during the fever dream. There’s an urgency to make the gift.”

Jasmine grimaced. “Well, Nuin is a glass artist. Dad cleared out most of Nuin’s sitting room and set up a workshop for him instead, for him to make his HeartGift.”

“Your father’s a wise and pragmatic man.”

The girl rolled a shoulder, then leaned back and drank her cocoa in silence. After a minute, she nodded, hopped to her feet, and translocated the mug to the cleanser. When she smiled at him, it was brilliant. “Everything will be fine.”

“I’m sure it will.”

“And everyone thinks Nuin has a HeartMate. And being a HeartMate is wonderful.” Enthusiasm laced her voice.

“So they say,” he replied drily.

She lifted her chin. “I know. I see it every day with Mother and Father. You just need—”

“Jasmine—” he warned.

“—companionship. If you don’t want to look for your HeartMate right now, why don’t I ask my mother to find you a Familiar animal companion?”

“I have a Fam, Black Pierre,” Laev said. He would never want another wife, a HeartMate supposedly made for him or not.

“He was your FatherSire’s Fam. He’s old and sleeps in the kitchen all day. I think he’s the chef’s Fam now.”

She was right. That realization had pain splintering through Laev. Nothing he’d show her. His throat tightened and he scraped words from it. “The morning is going downhill.”

Jasmine winced. “I’m sorry, but you’re too lonely, and I love you as much as my own dad.”

“I’m considerably younger and I don’t need companions.” He felt his gaze frost again. “There are fifty Hawthorns working in this Residence.”

“Which of them are you really close to?” she asked softly. When he didn’t answer, and the silence became strained, she looked at the door to her office, then at him. She inhaled deeply and marched back to his desk. Picking up a card from the “invitation” basket that Laev emptied every week, she flipped it in front of him. “You should go to this party tonight.”

He glanced at the card that was an odd shade of gray and had artistically ragged edges. “The Salvage Ball.” He grunted. “What is this?”

“It’s more of a party than a ball, I hear. We Ashes are not invited. We did not have any investments or property in the merchant ship that went down centuries ago and was salvaged in ’07.”

Laev stiffened. He didn’t care to be reminded of the trial regarding that ship. That had been the day he’d first seen—and fallen for—Nivea. But he recalled that Nivea had gone to the Salvage Ball though he never had.

Jasmine said, “And be sure to take an ugly item from your storage rooms. Everyone does. That’s what makes the party unique.”

“Ah.” He glanced at the holosphere he’d been studying.

“Life isn’t just about business,” Jasmine said. “It’s about love and Family, too.”

“I have enough Family.” And he didn’t believe in love.

Jasmine stared at him from under lowered brows but said  nothing to refute that. He figured her Family had sayings about love as much as brooding, and he didn’t want to hear them.

But again she tapped the Salvage Ball card. “And you should go to this one because more than just FirstFamily nobles will be there. This one could be fun. Go. Act like Laev instead of GreatLord T’Hawthorn.” She offered him a sunny smile. “I know you can do it.” Then she said, “I’ll work on that report now.” She actually went into her office and shut the door behind her.

He rubbed the cheap papyrus of the card. At the party there would be items a household didn’t want . . .

Could Nivea have taken Hawthorn property there? She might have, to hurt him and the Hawthorns. Just give away their heirlooms.

She might have hated him enough to do that by the time she’d died. That hurt, but it was his own fault that he hadn’t worked at his marriage after the first few years. He cared for Jasmine—as a younger sister or a daughter—more than he had for Nivea after his infatuation had worn off.

His chest was tight. The girl made him feel. More, she made him understand his current circumstances. He was lonely. But he didn’t want a Fam. And he didn’t trust his judgement in choosing another woman to be his wife again.

Even if he ever found his HeartMate.

 

 

Camellia Darjeeling stood behind the counter of her tearoom, surveying it for perfection, and grinned. Finally, finally, the dream she’d striven for was coming true. This was her second teahouse. A tearoom, shop, and gathering place.

It was only one cozy room, but it was full of customers. The atmosphere was almost hushed, the three servers unhurried.

She moved into the room, walked toward a table to talk to patrons—a woman and a man who were often at her first place, Darjeeling’s Teahouse. From their expressions she was sure they  liked her new tearoom, and some tension eased. “Welcome to Darjeeling’s HouseHeart. I’m glad you came.”

“Different than the teahouse, but nice,” the man said.

“Serene,” the upper-middle-class woman agreed.

“Thank you. I wanted serene.” Business was great, if it only stayed that way once the novelty wore off. Darjeeling’s HouseHeart had opened at the beginning of the week.

“I think you have another hit,” he said.

Camellia let out a quiet breath. “That’s good to hear.”

“You really modeled this place after a HouseHeart?” asked the woman.

“Yes. I did a lot of research,” Camellia said. Since only the oldest of the houses on Celta—usually FirstFamily Residences who were sentient beings—had HouseHearts, her tearoom drew in everyone who wanted to know what a HouseHeart looked like, or experience the ambience of the innermost ritual space of a house.

The walls were windowless—a detriment to the space that Camellia had turned into an advantage—and of various shades of brown, roughly plastered and cavelike. Everyone knew HouseHearts were hidden under the Residences, so cavelike made sense.

Inserts in the corners rounded the room. Light was just low enough to be flattering, provided by several spell-lights glowing like miniature suns. High in the north wall was a ventilating shaft with an ornate grill that also let in natural sunlight.

“I like how you included the four elements,” the woman said.

“Everyone knows a HouseHeart has all the elements,” said the man. “I like the fireplace in the south wall.” The fireplace was fashioned to look rough and worn into the rock, natural rather than man-made. On this warm late spring day, the flames were small.

The woman laughed. “I prefer the round pool in the middle. That copper lily fountain is fabulous.” She gave a little cough. “I wouldn’t have thought to have floating copper flowers. The sound when they bump against each other is lovely, just lovely. I like the water sound, too. I have this entryway . . . Might I ask the artist?”

“Enea of Yerba Lane.”

The man raised a brow at the woman, who was fussing with her napkin. He glanced up at Camellia. “Good of you to give your sources.”

Camellia chuckled. “Everything Enea does is unique.”

“Thank you.” The woman gazed around again, her forehead creased. “Lovely place, wonderful atmosphere.” She breathed in and her nose twitched and her lips pushed in and out as she studied the sculpted greeniron tubs on either side of the door that held lush plants. The greenery climbed toward the ceiling on trellises in the same pattern as the ventilation shaft above the plant life.

“Very, very lovely,” the woman said. She eyed the long shelves lined with jars of tea. Behind the counter was a note of color from canisters, tiles to set teapots on, and teapots themselves. All wares Camellia sold. “You have different products here than at Darjeeling’s Teahouse.”

“More suited to this place,” Camellia said.

“I like that brown teapot,” the woman said.

“I can set it aside for you.”

“Yes, please do.”

At that moment the server arrived with their food. Camellia kept the menu very simple, foods a person would have during rituals: cheese and crackers, fruits, breads both salty and sweet, some sandwiches, flatsweets, whatever would complement her teas. The teas themselves were more robust here than at her other place, strong and hearty.

“Enjoy.”

“Mmmm.” The man nodded as he chewed a sandwich.

Camellia welcomed other patrons—some she didn’t recognize. All seemed pleased.

Then she went to the east wall where sconces held statues—one of the Lord and one of the Lady. Before them stood tall urns with many-holed tops for the subtly fragranced incense sticks that patrons could light. One odor-free but sparkling-smoke-producing  stick always burnt in each of the urns—the element of air. A stick had finished and she needed to replace it.

When she was done, she examined the room again, making sure it matched the image she’d had in her head for so long. Yes, she was sure her concept would work. All in all, it seemed like a HouseHeart to her.

Not that she knew of a HouseHeart personally, but she’d done her research—hard not to when one of her best friends was Glyssa Licorice, the Heir to the PublicLibrary Family. So Camellia had seen records describing HouseHearts in general, and even some private records and record spheres of an unnamed HouseHeart or three. Since the destruction of the HouseHeart would kill the Residence, information on them was stingy.

Her friends were the best. At thirteen they’d had a grovestudy research assignment on a sunken ship that had been discovered and was being salvaged. Camellia, her mother, and brother had been living in her Family house at the time. Camellia had recalled a story of losing their fortune in a shipwreck. Her friends and she had searched the few Family documents and found a letter and the invoice for a tea set from a famous Chinju artist.

Camellia had interrupted the hearing on a lawsuit about salvaging the ship at JudgementGrove and was awarded the tea set—if GrandLady Kelp could find it in the ocean. The woman had; the fifty-piece tea set had not only survived but increased in value astronomically. Camellia had sold the largest item, a huge urn, and had enough gilt to found her business.

She owed everything to her friends, to the women who had helped her.

A server came to Camellia and discreetly gestured to a table where two women sat. Camellia knew the smaller one with brown hair, GreatLady Danith D’Ash. She’d married into one of the twelve GreatHouses, the crème de la crème of Celtan society. Danith liked tea, and Camellia had concocted a special blend for the woman. The GreatLady often patronized Darjeeling’s Teahouse.

Camellia didn’t know D’Ash’s companion, a boldly voluptuous woman with flaming hair and cream-colored complexion, but since her clothes were in the latest fashion and of the most expensive fabrics, she must be another high-status Noblewoman.

“D’Blackthorn wishes to speak with you, Camellia,” the server said, identifying the other woman.

“Take the counter for a moment, please,” Camellia replied. But as she walked toward the table, her pride in the HouseHeart trickled out, replaced by a stream of anxiety. Of course both of the ladies knew what real HouseHearts looked like.

D’Blackthorn was the interior designer of Druida. If she said the design of the HouseHeart was poor and uninspired, she could ruin Camellia.
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Danith D’Ash stood and offered her hands along with a smile, and the knot in Camellia’s stomach loosened. “Greetyou, Camellia.”

“Greetyou, GreatLady D’Ash.” She took D’Ash’s hands and accepted a little squeeze before withdrawing her fingers.

D’Ash sniffed. “Haven’t I asked you to call me Danith?” She turned to the redhead. “This is my friend, Mitchella Clover D’Blackthorn.”

Current fashion had slits running up Camellia’s tunic with little material to grab and curtsey, though she managed a quick, discreet wipe of her palms on the cloth as she bobbed. “I’m pleased to meet you.”

D’Blackthorn smiled, did a scan of the room. “You’ve done something quite unique here.”

Camellia’s stomach squeezed again. Unique was one of those words that could mean a lot of things.

Though she thought she was keeping a pleasant expression, D’Blackthorn must have noted something because the woman laughed. She held up a hand as if to stop any of Camellia’s racing thoughts of disaster. “A very unique and special place.”

That wasn’t much better.

“I’ll enjoy coming here. The food is wonderful.”

Relief filtered through Camellia. “Thank you.”

D’Blackthorn slanted a look at Danith D’Ash. “Danith was trying, again, to convert me to tea.” GrandLady D’Blackthorn shook  her head. “But I’m a caff person and will remain a caff person.” Another look at her friend. “Though I did like that smoky tea enough to buy a few ounces.”

Camellia featured several “smoky” teas. She’d have to ask the server which one D’Blackthorn ordered. “Thank you,” Camellia repeated.

After pursing her lips, D’Blackthorn said, “Yes, you did very well here. A little mysterious, but comfortable. I don’t doubt that you’ll have continuing business. Definitely appeals to commoners and lower nobles as a place to aspire to, and would give comfort to anyone. Well done.”

Huge praise. Now Camellia felt shivery with elation. “Thanks again.”

With a considering look in her eyes, D’Blackthorn said, “I’ve meant to drop by Darjeeling’s Teahouse but haven’t done so. I’ll have to put that at the top of my outings list.”

“I’ve always told you you’d like it,” Danith D’Ash said smugly.

“And sometimes you’re right,” D’Blackthorn replied with the easy teasing of longtime friends. One more glance around, and then D’Blackthorn picked up her pursenal and moved to the payment counter.

D’Ash remained by the table, studying Camellia. The GreatLady dipped her hand in her opposite sleeve pocket and drew out a card. “Come see me at MidAfternoonBell. I have a young FamCat who just came in who I think will suit you.” She followed her friend.

Camellia stared at the business card. A Fam! She was torn. She’d love to have an intelligent animal companion, but she also had wonderful, delicate items in her house. She could imagine the tears, the crashes.

But would she ever get another chance at a Fam if Camellia turned D’Ash down? You didn’t say no to the FirstFamilies. Not even friendly and generous ladies.

Absently, Camellia did a brief cleaning spell of the table, sending the china back to the kitchen to be washed.

Neither she nor her servers could do such spells often during the  day, but energy from her delight with D’Blackthorn’s compliments ran high in Camellia.

At the counter D’Ash asked for several types of tea, one of them “smoky,” which was probably what D’Blackthorn had had. D’Blackthorn gestured to the prettiest and most expensive teapot Camellia carried. Selling that item had just made her operating expenses for the day.

The two ladies took their purchases and, chatting, sauntered from the teahouse.

Camellia refrained from skipping as she passed the counter and went into the kitchen for a quick check. All was fine.

All was fabulous.

“You handled that very well,” said a familiar voice and Camellia turned to see one of her best friends, Glyssa Licorice.

Camellia’s breath whooshed from her. “Thanks.”

“So the designer for the nobility approved of Darjeeling’s HouseHeart?” Glyssa asked. Glyssa’s Family valued intelligence over status, information more than gilt.

“Yes, she did.” Camellia chuckled, another bit of relief. “Both seemed to think the HouseHeart was as it should be. Thank you for your help.”

Glyssa tucked her hands in her opposite sleeves and made a noncommittal noise.

Camellia raised her hand, palm out. “Don’t criticize. They were both born commoners, lower in rank than we, and were very gracious. A few mentions from D’Blackthorn and this place will pull in more folk—from the nobility because she’s one of them, and from the commoners who’ll think that this truly is like a HouseHeart.”

“I am corrected and rightly so,” Glyssa said. “But I believe you think too much of business.”

Camellia was always thinking of business, but she didn’t believe that was a fault. Business was exciting. Glyssa’s comment was an old one, and Camellia dismissed it as usual. The Licorice Family was wealthy and Glyssa had never been poor. They just weren’t interested in appearances.

Then Glyssa’s smile broke out and made her serious and thin-featured face beautiful. “But I came to say that Nuada’s Sword wants to see you and me and Tiana again.”

Another summons—from the last starship.

Camellia waved the card D’Ash had given her. “Can’t today.”

“What’s that?” Glyssa asked.

“Appointment with D’Ash to get a FamCat today. MidAfternoonBell.”

Glyssa’s brown eyes rounded with pleasure . . . and, as always, curiosity. “Then tonight . . .”

“This evening is the Salvage Ball.”

“Oh. Right.” Another attraction for Glyssa since one never knew what people would bring—anything from jewelry that just might be valuable to grotesquely ugly knickknacks. Camellia admitted she enjoyed going for that reason, too.

“I’ll scry Nuada’s Sword and tell it that we are busy,” Glyssa said.

“For the next couple of days.”

Glyssa scowled.

“Really. I am. Still getting this place running smoothly, and I need to cat-proof my house.”

“That’s for sure.”

“You didn’t already tell Tiana to meet us at the starship?” Camellia asked. Tiana Mugwort was the third friend in their triad.

“No, she’s busy at the Temple.”

“That’s all right then.” The stiffness in her shoulders eased.

“Can I come with you to D’Ash’s?” Glyssa asked.

As far as Camellia knew, Glyssa had never been to the animal Healer’s office . . . which was located in a Residence, a sentient house. Glyssa seemed to throb with inquisitiveness. “Maybe I can get on the list for a Fam,” Glyssa said, then grumbled, “D’Ash gave Fams to the PublicLibrary, but not to our Family.”

Camellia would be the first of their group to get an animal companion. Another benefit of taking D’Ash up on her offer of a cat.

“Of course you can come.” D’Ash’s offices were open to all who needed an animal Healer.

Glyssa pulled her hands from her sleeves to rub them. “An afternoon at D’Ash’s and the Salvage Ball tonight.” She grinned. “Life is good.”

For the moment. Camellia wouldn’t be able to get out of visiting the starship for long. She and Glyssa disagreed on this, too. Glyssa loved visiting the Ship.

At first, Camellia had been thrilled. She and the Ship had discussed growing a tea crop and experimented with some ancient strains. Camellia’s Flair—psi power—was for blending tea, and she’d chosen species that could be adapted for Celtan tastes. So now some of the teas served and for sale in her places were grown in the starship’s great greensward. A good selling point.

But lately Camellia sensed that someday Nuada’s Sword would realize she kept secrets it wanted.

She didn’t know what she’d do then, but at least that day wouldn’t be today.

 

 

Laev had just returned to his desk after a solitary lunch in the formal dining room when a yowl jolted him from his work. He stared at the FamCat, Black Pierre, progressing toward him with a very young cat—maybe seven months—walking behind him, staring at the room.

Jasmine erupted from her office, nearly stumbled over the cats, and hopped back. Black Pierre hissed. “Sorry,” she said, choking a laugh.

They both watched as the old cat trod across the thick carpet until he—and the sleek cat—circled Laev’s desk to his feet.

Your Fam, Black Pierre said telepathically.

The cat tilted its head to stare up at Laev coolly. Its slinky tail twitched. He will do.

With a flick of a paw, Black Pierre knocked its head. Quiet, you. This is GreatLord T’Hawthorn. You should be honored.

The youngling moved to pounce on its elder, but Jasmine, used to animals, caught it and brought it up to rub against her face. “Aren’t you pretty,” she cooed. The animal calmed.

I am, it said.

Black Pierre sniffed. My son. Not as beautiful as I was at that age.

Laev was almost afraid to ask, “Where did you get him?”

Turning his back and walking toward the door, tail high, the older cat said, My get.

Laev choked. “Yours? You’re ol—” he stopped before he insulted the cat.

I am not as old as your FatherSire when he died in the bed of his lady.

Jasmine snickered. Laev rubbed his temples with thumb and forefinger. Another scandal that he’d had to live down, how he’d come into his title three months before. The back of his neck heated.

You are too alone, Black Pierre said. But you do not deserve such a wonderful Fam as I.

“Uh-huh,” Laev said.

But you can have him. An indiscretion. The cat gave a tiny cough. And you may name him. Now I return to My FamMan, the chef.

Sure showed where Laev ranked in the cat’s priorities. Black Pierre teleported to the kitchen.

Jasmine stroked the cat she held along his back. His purr filled the room.

“Maybe you should take him home—” Laev began.

“Did you forget who you’re talking to?” Jasmine arched her brows. “I am not allowed to bring home Fams for my mother to place. Father’s rules, and I don’t want to alienate him before you speak to him and a quarter of my Family’s funds are in my hands.” Jasmine placed the cat on Laev’s desk, where he deigned to bat a crumpled piece of papyrus, sending sheets to the floor. Turning around, he knocked over the basket of invitations.

He hadn’t quite come into his full growth, but he looked to be a good hunter. His fur was long and black. When Laev reached out to pet him between the ears, the cat bit his fingers. “Ouch!” Laev shook his hand. Droplets of blood welled from tiny holes. “Keep  that up and you’re gone to the gardening shed. Have you been vetted by D’Ash?” he asked the tom.

The cat lifted its nose, sat like a proud cat statue No. But I will be pleased to see D’Ash. She will recognize My worth.

“Of course she will,” Jasmine said cheerfully. “Mother loves all cats.”

The tom inclined his head and his tail gave another swish.

“I’ll scry her now.” Jasmine went to the wall and touched the screen. “The cat needs a name.”

Laev and the cat stared at each other. The young tom’s eyes were a light green. Nice.

The cat glanced aside, lifted a forepaw, and licked it. You have nice eyes, too.

Laev figured the compliment was progress. Maybe he could live with it.

Maybe I can live with you, the tom replied.

All right, the cat was very telepathic.

The tom stood and stretched, his back arching in that sinuous way that amazed. Being telepathic is one of My best qualities.

Laev shielded his thoughts. The cat narrowed his eyes, hissed, batted another piece of papyrus off the desk, followed it down to pounce on it and shred it. I think I will like living here.

“I think the garden shed would suit you better,” Laev said. “I don’t want a biting cat.”

The cat looked around and smiled ingratiatingly. No biting.

“Mother says you should bring—” Jasmine hinted heavily.

“Brazos,” Laev said.

Brazos. I like that name. The cat gave the papyrus one last slice of claws, sat proudly.

“—you should bring Brazos around MidAfternoonBell. She will be squeezing you in as it is.”

For a moment Laev’s pride was ruffled. He was T’Hawthorn!

Brazos sneezed.

“We’ll be there,” Laev said.

Jasmine relayed that to her mother and the scry screen went  dark. The girl beamed at them, nodded. “Great. You can meet with my father before the appointment and convince him to give me gilt to invest. I’ll get my report right to you.” She hurried back to her office and closed the door.

The tom stalked through the room, tail switching. There is a smell I do not like. He reached a bookcase, stretched tall to insert paws in the dimness of a shelf and yank something from the shadows to fall on the floor. The glass bottle rolled awkwardly and the stopper came off, decanting a puddle of perfume.

A thick, musky odor filled the room. Nivea’s scent. Laev’s pulse pounded and a headache exploded. He rubbed his temples, staring at the tom, whose eyes were wide.

Laev and the tom stared at each other before choking. Jasmine bulleted into the room. “What a stink. Smells like that disgusting scent that your wife liked.” She stopped for breath and began coughing.

“Win—windows open!” Laev snapped.

The glass of the windows thinned and a brisk spring breeze wafted around the room. Laev circled his desk to stare at the pool that was staining the rug he loved. Brazos shot to a far corner of the room, hissing. Don’t like, don’t like, don’t LIKE.

“Uh-oh,” Jasmine said thickly, holding her nose.

“Residence?”

“Yes, T’Hawthorn.”

“Please send the housekeeper here to clean up this mess with the proper spells.”

“Yes, T’Hawthorn. She is on her way.”

Breathing shallowly, Laev said, “I didn’t know that bottle was there.” He hated the stench, too. The odor of the past, of failure. He’d moved beyond that, but here it was again, clinging like the perfume, reminding him of past mistakes.

He’d—they’d—ritually cleansed the Residence after Nivea’s death, annually since then. There should have been no more scent of her.

But he knew in his bones that she must have left other reminders  of herself throughout the house. She didn’t like him, but she wouldn’t let herself be forgotten—even if her soul was long gone to circle on the wheel of stars until her next life.

He gritted his teeth. He wouldn’t let her haunt him.

 

 

Camellia shifted from foot to foot in a pretty little pastel vet examination room with a high counter that held a bedsponge. The odor of animals pervaded the office suite. She was alone in the room.

Danith D’Ash had appeared briefly to welcome them, laughing at the curious gleam in Glyssa’s eyes. But before D’Ash brought out the cat who was supposed to be Camellia’s Fam, a horrible emergency alarm pulsed and D’Ash ran.

Glyssa had stayed in the room for about three minutes, then mentioned something about “taking a peek around, maybe at D’Ash’s famous Fam Adoption Room” and slipped out the door.

Camellia glanced at her timer, wondered whether she should wait, but she didn’t want to alienate a FirstFamily lady. Nor did she want to return another time.

When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she opened the door, glancing down the short hallway for Glyssa. She didn’t see her friend and tentatively walked to the mainspace. The room was empty. Apparently the teenaged boy who’d been at the desk was helping his mother. A reddish light still pulsed in an alcove that held the huge teleportation pad. The indicator showed it was in use. Camellia touched the button to clear the pad in case it was needed for another emergency.

There were four large doors. Which one would Glyssa have gone through?

Camellia opened one and passed through. Her feet sank into thick carpet. An atmosphere of wealth and luxury—peace—enveloped her. Her nose wrinkled. The air smelled rich. Furniture oils and unique incense or perfume—maybe even spells. Expensive spells that would cost the amount she’d make in a month.

Or maybe it was just the knowledge that she was in a true,  intelligent Residence, a FirstFamily home, even if it had been rebuilt—or the aura of such a being. Camellia shivered and turned back.

A door opened a long way toward her right. “Thank you for your kind words about my daughter,” T’Ash’s deep voice rumbled.

Another man answered, “Not kind, though you should be proud. I’m factual. Give her the gilt to work with, T’Ash, she’ll double or triple it, I assure you.”

Something about that man’s voice hit her like a blow, disorienting her. Wrenched something open inside her that she never wanted open, had suppressed until she’d forgotten about it.

She knew that voice.

No, she didn’t! Remembering that voice would be hurtful to her heart. Threaten her present life with one she couldn’t have. No.

She turned and ran, stumbling, back to the examination room, shut that door.

Dizzying darkness pressed on her and she folded over, bracing her hands against her legs, panting, forcing back unconsciousness. Her skin was clammy.

No. She wouldn’t let a past realization emerge that would shatter the life she’d crafted.

No.

The door opened and D’Ash and Glyssa were there. The lady was splattered with blood. The men stopped outside the door.

Camellia’s breathing hadn’t steadied before Glyssa and D’Ash entered together.

“That was just amazing!” Glyssa enthused. “You saved that horse’s life.”

Camellia stared. The emergency had been a horse?

“Thank you.” D’Ash was beaming. She shook her head and went to a hook to pull down a pale blue over-tunic. Sickness washed over Camellia as she saw D’Ash’s pastel green sleeves showed streaks of the deep and gleaming red of blood.

Turning her head, she sagged against the counter with the bedsponge, heard small noises as the GreatLady stripped away the old over-tunic and donned the new.

“Uh-oh.” Glyssa was there, putting an arm around Camellia, stroking her back, helping her to a bench. “It’s all right. The horse is fine.” Then Glyssa tsked. “She doesn’t do well with blood.”

Yes, that had to be the reason Camellia felt so bad. Not the shadows of the men near the door. One of the men.

She would ignore them. Had to.

Camellia dropped her face in her hands, hiding from the sight. Hiding from her friend and the GreatLady, hiding from the men.

Hiding from herself.

“Give us a few minutes,” D’Ash said to the men.

“We’ll wait right here,” her husband said.

The lady shut the door gently. Camellia lifted her arm and wiped her forehead with her sleeve.

D’Ash gestured and a spell whisked through the small room, leaving the scent of fresh and soothing herbs, banishing the faint tang of blood that had layered on Camellia’s tongue.

“Cat,” Camellia said.

“Yes, of course. Your Fam will be quite helpful in calming you, Camellia,” D’Ash said.

Maybe, maybe not. Camellia just wanted everything done and to be out of here.
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