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Praise for the futuristic fantasy of Robin D. Owens

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 . . . Owens proves once again that she is among the top rung of fantasy romance authors with this fantastic tale.” —Harriet Klausner

 
“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. They are multilayered and complex and grow into exceptional people.”—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 . . . I just wish Robin D. Owens wrote faster. I hope she’s got a huge pile of ideas for future Celtan stories, and I for one can’t wait to go back.”—The Romance Reader

 
“Owens spins an entrancing tale . . . Although the setting is fresh and totally captivating, it is the well-developed characters, both human and animal, that make this story memorable. Crafty villains, honorable, resourceful protagonists, and sentient pets drive the plot of this fast-paced, often suspenseful romantic adventure. As have others before her (e.g., Anne McCaffrey, Marion Zimmer Bradley), Owens has penned 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

 
“A tremendous science fiction romance that affirms what many fans thought after reading the prequel (HeartMate): that Robin D. Owens is one of the subgenre’s giant stars. The story line is faster than the speed of light, but more important is this world’s society seems so real that psychic powers feel genuine . . . [a] richly textured other-planetary romance.”—BookBrowser

Praise for  
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  A Moment in Time

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

—Anne Avery, author of All’s Fair

 
“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.”—PNR Reviews




Titles by Robin D. Owens

HEARTMATE 
HEART THIEF 
HEART DUEL 
HEART CHOICE




[image: 001]




THE BERKLEY PUBLISHING GROUP  
Published by the Penguin Group  
Penguin Group (USA) Inc.  
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA  
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario M4P 2Y3, Canada 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd., 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England 
Penguin Group Ireland, 25 St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd.) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty. Ltd.) 
Penguin Books India Pvt. Ltd., 11 Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi—110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), Cnr. Airborne and Rosedale Roads, Albany, Auckland 1310, New Zealand 
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd.) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty.) Ltd., 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, 
South Africa

 
Penguin Books Ltd., Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 
HEART CHOICE

 
A Berkley Sensation Book / published by arrangement with the author

 
PRINTING HISTORY 
Berkley Sensation edition / July 2005

 
Copyright © 2005 by Robin D. Owens.


 
All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

For information address: The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014.

eISBN : 978-0-425-20396-5

 
BERKLEY® SENSATION 
Berkley Sensation Books are published by The Berkley Publishing Group, 
a division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 
375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014. 
BERKLEY SENSATION and the “B” design are trademarks belonging to Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

 


 



http://us.penguingroup.com




To Morgan and Diva




[image: 002]




One
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DRUIDA CITY, CELTA,

404 years after Colonization, spring, late afternoon

 
Get Me down! GET ME DOWN! The telepathic demand was imperious.

Straif Blackthorn had just descended the stairs of the door of the Green Knight Fencing and Fighting Salon, after his daily bout with his cuz Tinne Holly, when he heard the command.

Get Me down!

The mental cry, attached to a screech that could only come from a Siamese cat, speared through his head.

He wanted to put his hands over his ears as the pitch built and the torment continued, drowning out the swish of pouring rain. But a hunter always kept his hands free.

Straif glanced around the sidewalk and street. The smallest shiver of movement caught his attention. There, atop a gray stone wall, crouched under the small overhang of a second-story windowsill, was a damp cat. A Fam—Familiar—an intelligent animal with psi powers that could mentally communicate with people.

She glared at him with bright blue eyes. White with a dark mask of brown, she didn’t look purebred Siamese, but when she shrieked again, he knew he couldn’t deny that piercing note in her yowl. Get Me down. I do not belong in this filthy rain.

The rain of Celta smelled fresh and clean, even here in Druida City. The city added its own aromas, that of evening dinners, the scent of glider, stridebeast, horse.

And wet cat.

You, Straif Blackthorn, you come here and get Me down,  the cat meowed.

He scowled. Small, dainty, half-Siamese, and telepathic. It could only be a female. And it could only come from the GreatHouse T’Ash.

Warily he moved under the window and reached up.

She jumped down instead. “Umph!” he grunted, as she landed on his shoulder and dug in her claws. “Stop it, or you’re ending up in the gutter, cat.”

Balancing, she retracted her claws until they just hooked into his clothing. I am a Fam, daughter of the Cat Zanth who is Familiar to T’Ash.

“I can tell.”

I am YOUR Fam.

Straif stiffened, turned his head to stare into her blue eyes. He noticed her pink nose, her elegance.

I will be good for you, a close companion.

He wondered if that would be true. “Let’s consider a temporary alliance, for, say, six eightdays.”

She sniffed, then rubbed her head against his cheek. He lifted a hand larger than her head and stroked her jaw. She purred. Her fur felt incredibly soft under his fingers. Her purring and the feel of her softness, her daintiness after his years on a hard trail through much of untamed Celta, sparked a warmth of tenderness inside him. She could speak to him by mind, using Flair—psi powers. Perhaps she could be a companion.

“Six eightdays,” he repeated.

One last rub, then she sat up straight, replying, Unnecessary. You will adore Me. Everyone adores Me.

Straif sighed. It was inevitable that with his new life, he’d  take on new burdens, as well as shouldering all the old ones, the old responsibilities that meant old griefs.

I heard this morning that you are staying in Druida and opening up T’Blackthorn Residence.

News traveled fast. Just that morning he’d made the decision to finally move from a guest suite at his uncle T’Holly’s. He could no longer bear the underlying sadness of the household.

So he’d decided to open his own home. He hadn’t visited T’Blackthorn Residence in some time, and he dreaded going to it now, so his steps lagged.

I will help. I am a Cat of great taste. Surely you have noticed My beauty.

“Right.” He walked back out onto the sidewalk.

Most people call me stunning. She shifted on him. If we walk in the rain, I want a weathershield.

He sighed out a Word, curving a shieldspell around her.

She delicately hummed a small purr. Very nice. I knew I made no mistake in taking you as My FamMan.

“Right.”

Where do we go?

He wanted to hunch his shoulders, more against the thoughts that threatened to inundate him than against the rain.

“T’Blackthorn Residence,” he said. Since he was GrandLord T’Blackthorn, it was appropriate that he live in his ancestral home, on his ancestral estates. Even though he was the sole Blackthorn. The last Blackthorn. The one Blackthorn who’d survived the Celtan Angh virus that had swept through the weak Family genes and killed his uncle and aunts and cousins. The remaining Blackthorn who still grieved for his sister and parents.

I approve. I was born for a FirstFamily Residence. I always knew it. The cat nodded, and her whiskers tickled his cheek, bringing him from thoughts as gloomy as the day.

“Right. Well, Stunning—”

A small paw prodded his face. I am stunning. That is My beauty. My name is Drina.

“Drina, huh?”

Drina. It is a Blackthorn name.

He sighed again. She was going to drag his emotions back from the frigid storage where he’d placed them when his Family had died fifteen years ago when he was seventeen. Since then he’d tried to keep his feelings completely superficial—except his fierce resolve to find a fix for his Family’s genes and so ensure the survival of his line.

They’d passed through middle-class Druida and into Noble Country, huge, old estates claimed by the first settlers of the three colonial ships. Straif’s steps slowed.

A couple of years ago he’d been summoned by his maternal uncle, T’Holly, to track and find his cuzes Holm and Tinne Holly. After their reappearance, Straif had come and gone in Druida, but hadn’t ever returned to his estate.

When Straif entered the greeniron gates, he understood why. T’Blackthorn Residence had once been a showplace, one of the most beautiful buildings in Druida.

Now the many arched windows looked blind and dirty. His gut tightened as he saw some gray, scaly Celtan lichen had crept up the mellow blond bricks of the house, destroying it as surely as the virus had destroyed his Family. He groaned.

Drina leaned her small body against him; the gentle resonance of her reassuring purr vibrated from her side to his face. Straif drew in a deep breath.

This was his fault. He couldn’t bear to be reminded of his past, so he’d let the upkeep of the Residence slip. Now he would pay.

This will take many great spells. Much of your Flair and strength and energy and knowledge. Much gilt.

“Right.”

She sniffed, then slightly opened her mouth and curled her tongue in that sixth cat sense of smell-taste. You have great Flair—great psi power. I have chosen well. I will help you.

“Thanks.” Wanting to get the worst over with, and not able to endure looking at the sad outside of his Residence, Straif teleported them into the den. It was the office of the GrandLord, where all Family discussions took place and all decisions were made.

Miller moths circled around them in a cloud. Drina hopped down to chase them.

Straif ignored her and glanced around the room. The warm Earthmaple paneling comforted him, as did the dusty folds of purple velvet drapes and the ancient desk topped with a  furrabeast leather blotter. He could almost see his father sitting behind the desk, looking at him, fingers steepled in his habitual gesture. Grief stormed through Straif like a caustic whirlwind, swirling memories of his Family—his mother, who matched his father in quiet, gentle, steady nature. Then images came of his irresistible scamp of a sister, Fasha, the only extrovert of the Family, more Holly than Blackthorn. How he missed Fasha, her optimism and determined cheerful-ness. How he wanted that in his life.

Never to see them again. No wonder he had fled his life here, searched throughout Celta for some oracle, some native herb or bacteria that might provide an immunization for the awful virus. The Angh virus that was fatal only to Blackthorns.

“Welcome home, T’Blackthorn,” a deep voice soughed. Straif shuddered. It was the voice of the Residence, the voice of a long-dead GrandLord T’Blackthorn.

“Thank you, Residence.”

“There is much to be done.”

“It will be done,” Straif vowed.

“I have maintained the elements of the central HouseHeart. The hearth fire crackles, the fountain bubbles, the wind tinkles chimes, the scent of rich earth rises from the floor.”

Straif cleared his throat. “Thank you.”

“It is good that you return. Please activate the standard arrival, general habitation, and housekeeping spells.”

So Straif chanted the litany that would bring the Residence back to life—ignite fires and provide light, air rooms and clean them. The husks of dried moths in the ResidenceDen disappeared. Drina leapt back up to his shoulder.

When all was as tidy as possible, he said, “I would like a tally of the food available in no-time storage.”

A holosphere appeared with images of great haunches of meat, bins of fruits and vegetables, barrels of beer and wine, cartons of grain.

“The storage no-time,” said the Residence. “Would you like to see a list of the prepared meals?”

“Yes.”

I only eat shredded furrabeast steak of the highest quality,  said Drina.

Straif repeated her words aloud.

“Of course,” said the Residence. “Welcome, T’Blackthorn Fam.”

Drina preened. I also eat cocoamousse.

Straif sighed but told the house.

“T’Blackthorn will need to hire a cook,” said the Residence.

“Right,” said Straif. He’d have to hire several people of the highest integrity. Most Residences were staffed by Family members, proud to be of service to the Head of the Household. They had all died.

A nip on his ear made him jump.

Drina landed on her feet and hissed at him. You forgot Me. I am your Fam. No more of this gloom. We do not allow gloom anymore at T’Ash Residence. D’Ash says so. It is a good rule.

Straif bared his teeth at the cat.

She sat and stared haughtily back at him.

“T’Ash—”

All T’Ash’s Family died, too, but he stayed. He did not run away.

“I was looking for a cure!”

She flicked her tail back and forth. Did you find one?

“No.”

Drina swiveled her head slowly, taking in the state of the once richly elegant room. She sniffed. This place is not acceptable to a Cat of My High Degree. There is not even one pillow adequate for Me to sit on! We must do something about it immediately. Teleport us to Lavender Square, to The Four Leaf Clover, Mitchella’s shop.

“I thought I’d go to T’Apple for advice in a day or two.” After he’d surveyed what needed to be done and gotten over his shock at the state of his home, when he began to plan.

Now Drina curled back her muzzle, showing tiny pointed teeth. The Four Leaf Clover, now. Trust Me.

He narrowed his eyes. “Trust you?”

Her tail whipped back and forth.

Trust Me and follow Me.

“You want to go out in the rain again?”

It will be worth it. You will make Me a weathershield.

Straif looked around the room. He certainly couldn’t bear to stay here.

The Residence spoke once more, the tones the only voice  of his childhood remaining. “I have drawn off much of your excess energy for the initiated spells.”

Straif noticed, he felt weaker by the moment. “Right. We need something more than just a private Ritual by me to give strength to the generational spells. I’ll set up a special Ritual of several FirstFamily Heads of Household.”

Time to shop. Drina tapped a paw on his boot.

Straif stared back at her.

A female. He had a female Fam.

He blinked, then looked around the room that was now lit by firelight. Everything appeared dingy and old and worn.

And hopeless.

Time to shop.

He stared down at her again. A female Fam. He was going to hear those words a lot.

 
 
He took the image of Lavender Square and the storefront  from Drina’s mind and teleported them both. One glance at the shop had him sucking in his breath at the artfully arranged and rich sensuality of furnishings in the display window.

Drina mewed in displeasure. It is closed.

Straif tore his gaze from a pair of lady’s golden dancing slippers seemingly kicked off. They angled against a fall of burgundy velvet that was draped across the gleaming wooden arm of a boudoir chair.

Drina sniffed. You are T’Blackthorn with tracking Flair. Track Mitchella.

He slanted her a sour look, wanting to spend more time viewing the luxuries of the window, appreciating the woman’s taste, judging—

Drina’s mew shrilled.

“Right.” Automatically he shifted the focus of his eyes so he saw the distinctive colored aura-heat trails unique to every person. He narrowed his gaze. The doorway held a tangle of colored paths, but a small pool of bright yellow orange sparkling with gold flecks was obviously Mitchella Clover. He blinked. He hadn’t ever seen a color quite like that. Simply the most beautiful trail he’d ever seen.

Let’s get going! Drina yowled.

Straif sighed. She continually urged him on when he wanted to indulge his natural curiosity—his investigative bent.

He stared down at her. Why are you in such a hurry?

She flattened her ears and glared at him. It is misting. Big FamMan. I am getting wet! And I want a GOOD pillow to sleep on tonight.

With a small whoosh of displaced air that made her jump, he formed a weathershield around her. I could ’port your old pillow from T’Ash’s, he offered.

Her paw streaked out to bat his boot, and he took the hint to track the elusive GentleLady Clover. He kept one eye on the pulsing aura-trail and one on his new Fam, awaiting her answer.

Drina lifted her pink nose. They never treated Me as I deserved .

“Hmm,” Straif said. “Did you have a pillow at all?”

Drina sniffed in disdain, and Straif hid his grin. Apparently not. Obviously she thought to train him to her requirements. Still the humor she induced might make it worth while to be wrapped around a dainty paw.

 
 
In a booth at The Woad Garden, a private club she belonged to, Mitchella stared into her wine and wondered how much longer she could keep The Four Leaf Clover open without asking for a loan from her family. She winced. She’d probably get the loan, but she’d get meddling partners, too, and that wasn’t what she wanted.

Her mouth turned down. She was already lacking because she was sterile. In the huge family of Clovers who prided themselves on being the most fertile family on Celta, Mitchella was the only one in her generation unmarried and without a brood of children. Macha’s disease when she was a girl had taken that from her. Sometimes the ache was so soul-deep that she could hardly bear it, even though she loved her ward, Antenn Moss, as if he were her own son. But Antenn was growing quickly and would leave her house for journeyman education soon. Another depressing thought.

So she set her mind back on her interior design shop. To have to admit to her family that her business was still  struggling after four years, when she’d been sure it would be solid and successful by now, was another mark of deficiency.

She took a sip of her wine and grimaced. The Woad Garden catered to the upper middle class and lower nobility, but Mitchella’s palate had become educated with the fine wines served at T’Ash Residence during her frequent dinners with her friend Danith. Thank the Lady and Lord for Danith D’Ash! Because of Danith and the complete starkness of T’Ash’s new Residence, Mitchella had stayed in business this long. She’d even managed an uneasy truce with the GreatLord himself after their rocky meeting a few years ago.

She sighed and settled deeper into the smooth furrabeast leather bench. No one else was in the room, hardly anyone was in the club. Everyone was home with their families, their HeartMates, their children this rainy spring night. Only Mitchella was alone. She rolled her eyes at the self-pity, a sure sign she was tired. Usually she had too much energy to indulge in such stupidity. Well, she was human—that meant she had moments of foolishness.

Mitchella pushed her glass aside and leaned back on the firm-but-giving bench back. She nodded. She’d done a good job with The Woad Garden. A smile hovered on her lips. This chamber was a dark hunter green with gleaming oak trim and shutters. With the brown leather benches in the booths and a touch of brass in the accessories, it was supposed to appeal more to the masculine patrons, but she’d ensured that a woman would feel comfortable, too.

A bit of pleasure warmed her. She’d done a good job here, and every place she’d consulted. Why was it so difficult getting commissions? She tapped her fingers on the table and noticed her nail tint had faded. Feeling like she wanted something a little more elegant than the jade that matched her onesuit, she concentrated. After a moment her nails became a delicate, shimmering pink.

She was still admiring her hands when Weat, the owner’s younger son, poked his head into the room. When he saw her, he grinned. It was so good to see someone brighten at the sight of her that Mitchella relaxed and sent him a genuine smile. His stare fixed on her breasts, as often happened with boys that age, and his glance glazed a bit, then he hurried to  her. “There’s a man here to see you about business.” Weat darted a glance around the room. “You can use this room for a while, if you’d like.” He grimaced. “We aren’t busy tonight.”

Mitchella rose and shook off her gloom. A little humming in her bones let her know her future called. She knew it was only a matter of time before The Four Leaf Clover exploded into success. Perhaps this was the moment!

She beamed at Weat. “Thank you very much, GentleSir.”

Weat flushed. “I’ll send him back.”

A moment later a man’s large outline filled the shadowy doorway.

As he walked into the mellow light, her insides tensed. He should have looked out of place in the elegant club, but he didn’t.

She studied him, aware of contradictions. He moved with supple grace and carried himself with inherent arrogance—an arrogance that shouted “nobleman.” Yet he displayed more than a few rough edges.

His clothes, though of good quality, looked frayed at the shirt cuffs. And the shirt cuffs showed no embroidery denoting a noble name. She relaxed. Though she cultivated a good, professional manner for Nobles and interacted well with NobleLadies, she didn’t like NobleLords.

But this man wore working trous with narrow legs instead of excess, costly fabric caught and cuffed at the ankles. Scuffed and scratched celtaroon boots—and it took heavy duty to scar celtaroon—molded his narrow feet and muscular calves. The celtaroon itself had faded from its original orange and blue pattern to beige and gray, a process that took years.

His jaw showed dark stubble, and his body looked far harder than anyone would expect a pampered nobleman’s to be. She could only figure that the aura of complete power was due to his competence in the untamed wilds of Celta.

He sizzled her nerve endings. She was a tall woman, built on voluptuous lines, but he was taller still, with shoulders that could block her view. Dark and dangerous, with only a hint of refinement and an undercurrent of sensuality. Her senses thrummed to life in pulses that sent a flush under her skin and stirred her. She smiled, pleased at the hum of attraction; it had been a while since she’d had a lover.

She glanced at his wrists again. He didn’t wear marriage cuffs.

Mitchella swept a wisp of tumbled hair behind her ear, glad she was wearing the jade silkeen onesuit that contrasted well with her flame-colored hair. She shifted her shoulders a bit so more tendrils fell over the curves of her breasts, and she smiled, adding a bit of her Flair—charisma—to enhance herself.
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The intriguingly sexy man raised his brows as she  stepped from behind a wing-backed chair. His eyes widened as they lingered on her body.

Her onesuit was cut less full than fashion demanded, shaping her breasts, waist, and hips. She’d paid an outrageous sum for it, but now it was all worthwhile.

“Can I help you?” She didn’t have to lower her voice to huskiness, her attraction to him made it come out that way.

“I’m afraid so.” His voice was deeper than she’d imagined, richer, with cultivated tones. “I need some good decorating skill and many new furnishings.”

She liked the way he said “I need.” She could imagine him saying it in more intimate circumstances with the rich, mellow note in his voice turning rough and demanding, and she felt a quiver.

Then her mind took over. Good skill and many furnishings: sounded like a nice, expensive job. She refrained from rubbing her hands together, but her smile expanded.

He turned and cocked his head, then again met her eyes. “I’m told you’re the best.” It rumbled out of him, quietly, and all Mitchella could think of was tangled bedsheets.

She wet her lips. His cobalt gaze fastened on her mouth.

She hadn’t meant to tease him, her throat felt uncomfortably dry, and the effect he was having on her body began to unnerve her. She had to take care, she couldn’t afford to lose a lucrative commission.

“I’m grateful for the praise.” She struggled to sound calm. His virility kept her off balance. “May I ask who recommended me?”

He smiled, a curve of well-shaped lips in a strong jaw. Her heart pounded harder. “You may.” He took a step forward.

Now she could smell him, and the scent of tough masculinity was highlighted by the clean fragrance of sage. Sage conjured up a traveling man, an explorer. And she knew it was true of this man with every beat of her heart. She inhaled and exhaled audibly.

He leaned closer.

“Rrrrowww!” demanded a dainty cat, gliding into view.

“My Fam.” He shook his head in amazed amusement.

Everything in Mitchella tightened in wariness. She recognized Drina. Only powerful noblemen had Fams, and she didn’t care for noblemen. Her friend Danith’s husband, T’Ash, had once teleported her across the city with an angry thought. Mitchella had never forgotten the sheer terror of the experience. She and T’Ash still treated each other guardedly, though he’d apologized and she’d accepted it.

A Fam, a cat raised by GreatLady Danith D’Ash, and Drina’s own sense of complete superiority added up to only one thing: This man was a noble of the highest class. Mitchella’s smile turned merely courteous as she moved behind a large wooden antique buffet partitioning the room, putting a barrier between them.

“Drina,” Mitchella said flatly. She inclined her head to the cat. “Greetyou.”

Drina sat like a small, elegant white and beige accessory to the room. Her tail curled over dark brown paws. “Prrrp,” she mewed politely.

The NobleLord glanced down at Drina. “She made an unexpected stop, otherwise she would have arrived with me.”

Drina stood, stretched, and with waving tail, began to explore the room.

Mitchella bit her lip. His gaze heated, and he strode forward,  with masculine grace that almost equaled the Fam’s. But now Mitchella’s mind was firmly in control of her body. She slammed a door on her desires. Being sterile, there could never be anything more than a brief liaison between her and a nobleman. He would want to continue the Family line.

She cut the small aura of charisma and let her eyes cool.

“And you are?” she asked.

His eyes narrowed, and he eyed the buffet between them. His nostrils flared, and he smiled, still attracted.

Too bad.

“Blackthorn,” he said in a husky voice. “Straif Blackthorn.”

Worse than she’d thought. A FirstFamily GrandLord. Nothing could ever come of a relationship with this man. Never ever.

“I’d heard you were back.” All she knew was he’d come and gone from Druida several times in the past years. She didn’t pay much attention to noble activities.

She recalled his GrandHouse Residence. Her eyes widened. Oh, how she’d love to get her hands on that house. Passion for her craft surged within her. “Are you going to restore T’Blackthorn Residence?”

The Italianate house of many arches made her fingers itch to return it to its former beauty. She must have the general plans and history of the Residence in her files.

He lifted a brow at her, perhaps from the change of attitude from the sensual to the practical, then moved up to the buffet and leaned against it—into her personal space. He didn’t stop his own provocative signals of male interest and intent.

Damn! She hoped she hadn’t issued a challenge. Straif Blackthorn—she stiffened, remembering old school lessons, the Blackthorns were trackers, explorers, and hunters.

He sent her a heated glance from half-closed eyes, and she felt the tingle from her toes to her head that sparked small shocks throughout her middle. She refused to react and kept a pleasant smile on her face.

He blinked, and the sexual look was gone, replaced by one of measuring consideration.

She could only hope that he’d hire her as a decorator and leave the rest alone, so she kept her expression professional as she reached into a pocket for her business cards that showed  room models. Not taking her eyes from him, she withdrew a card and handed it to him.

It was pink. Far too feminine for him. “Wait,” she said, “I gave you the wrong card.”

He ignored her and let it sit on his palm. Mitchella suppressed another quiver at the contrast between the pink “marbled” card and his calloused, tanned palm.

He stared at the card, then back at her, a slow smile moving over his face. “It takes a certain kind of woman to carry off pink.” His glance flicked down her again, “and a green silkeen onesuit. I think you’re just what I’m looking for.”

She tired of playing games. “I’m only interested in restoring your home, GrandLord.”

Now he raised sandy brows. “Is that so?”

“Yes.”

He watched the rise and fall of her bosom with appreciation. “Drina recommends you,” he said.

Drina hummed in her throat. The cat stood at an open shutter, admiring her reflection in the window.

T’Blackthorn looked over his shoulder at his Familiar and smiled with sincere amusement that made Mitchella catch her breath. “Drina says she is a Cat with excellent taste.”

Mitchella managed a smile. “She certainly thinks so.”

His thumb rubbed the indentation on the card, triggering the projection of a model room holo about one and a half by two meters. The pink marble walls contained darker streaks for visual interest, and all the furniture was a glossy deep burgundwood. The bedsponge lay on a stand, with diaphanous curtains layered around it and attached to the ceiling. The curtains swirled with the slightest hints of sparkling rainbow-pastel glitter, as if a fairy galaxy had been caught in their folds.

As he gazed at the room model, the sensual tension spinning between them quieted to something deeper and more serious.

T’Blackthorn touched the image, and it disappeared. He curled his fingers over the business card, his face taut and his eyes yearning. “I’ve spent years in the wilds. I’ve missed the furbelows of very female women, of Ladies, and forgotten how—soft—your sex can be.”

“You’ve stayed with the Hollys.” She’d heard that much.

He raised an eyebrow. “My uncle and cuzes, and other relatives, a Household mostly of men. My aunt, D’Holly, is a very dynamic woman.”

“And feminine.” Mitchella had met D’Holly once.

“T’Holly Residence is decorated with weapons in patterns on the walls—circles and diamonds of knives, spears, swords. All within easy reach. There are paintings of battle, tapestries of hunts,” he gestured with the hand holding her pink card, “male stuff.” He moved his shoulders impatiently. “I’ll take it,” he murmured.

“Take what?”

“The room. I want one just like it in my Residence. You have the job.”

Glee blossomed inside her. She could barely keep from dancing around the room. This would make her reputation!

He smiled, and she knew she shouldn’t be near this man. She should run as fast and as far as she could away from him. But an opportunity to design the interior of one of the only twenty-five FirstFamily Residences would never come again. And T’Blackthorn’s! It had been a showplace once, one of the most beautiful houses in Druida. She could make it so, again.

She looked into his dark blue eyes.

“I want it.” He flicked his thumbnail on the card and the model room spun once again into life. “I’ll take it. No expense spared.”

Mitchella had always dreamed of hearing those words. Now they tempted her beyond all bounds.

He collapsed the holo and tucked the card in a hidden shirtslit pocket. Then he put an arm on the buffet and leaned forward. “You have more?”

Mitchella backed up. “More?”

“More cards—room models.”

She pulled out her cards and offered him the one of mock-furrabeast leather grain. He activated it. A meter-sized image of a masculinely furnished den materialized. T’Blackthorn tilted his head. “Nice. A little conservative for my taste.” He shot her a look. “You’ll remember that.”

“That’s my business. Of course.”

He nodded.

“We’ll meet tomorrow at Midmorning bell, then. I want to  start work on the pink room immediately, in the MistrysSuite.”

Mitchella stiffened her backbone. “Absolutely not.”

T’Blackthorn raised his eyebrows.

She lifted her chin before answering. “Your wife must decorate the suite.”

He scowled. “I’m not married.” He rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “I think I have a HeartMate. I touched her during my last Passage when I learned to control my Flair.”

Mitchella should have been relieved. Of course he’d have a HeartMate, someone he’d bond with body, heart, mind, and soul. Most FirstFamily Nobles were that lucky. It came of having great psi powers and breeding for Flair. Bonded HeartMate couples led to more stable Families and increasingly Flaired children.

Instead she flinched inwardly. He had a HeartMate. It would be complete folly to have an affair with him.

As if he’d read her mind, he said, “I’m not ready to find or bond with my HeartMate. Everything must be perfect before I do that. T’Blackthorn Residence must be restored and sparkling. Other—problems—must be solved.”

So he’d be happy to have an interim affair with a commoner before he sought his HeartMate. Typical man. Typical Noble. The thought bolstered Mitchella’s resistance to the electricity between them.

“I’ll be glad to make T’Blackthorn Residence as perfect as possible, GrandLord,” she said coolly, professionally.

Drina jumped up on the buffet and swiped a paw at one of the pink cards Mitchella still held. The cat impaled it on her claw. She tapped the indentation and the pink model room appeared. Staring at T’Blackthorn, she mewed.

His lips quirked in amusement, and he slid a sidelong gaze to Mitchella. “She wants the pink room.” Narrowing his eyes, he studied Drina, then glanced back to the model bedroom. Now a small Drina image sat regally on the bed.

T’Blackthorn shook his head. “She said the room would complement Her, make Her look beautiful. She’s right.”

They were both right, Mitchella realized. The cat looked perfect in the room.

He gazed at Drina, and when he spoke, his tones were quelling. “Your room is the small dressing room between the  MasterSuite and MistrysSuite,” he informed the cat. “I’m sure GentleLady Clover can decorate it to your undeniably good taste.”

Drina pressed the holo control on the business card again and again, until the pink room, magnified and distorted, overwhelmed the real room they stood in.

“Very well,” T’Blackthorn sighed. “I’ll indulge you this once. The Heir’sSuite has a playroom that shares a wall with the GrandLord’s MasterSuite. I’ll convert that room into your bedroom and have a connecting door cut.”

Mitchella barely kept herself from goggling at T’Blackthorn’s casual wave of a hand as he outlined the reconstruction.

Drina flexed her paw, and the model room vanished as the card spun to the carpet. It was just a business card again. With a claw-hole in it.

He looked at Mitchella, his gaze lingering on the tumble of her hair, her face, her lips. “I think we will do very well together.”

“That’s my job.”

He offered a hand. Reluctantly, Mitchella gave him her own. Instead of shaking it, he lifted it to his mouth. The soft pressure of his warm lips went directly to her center. She pulled away, pasting on another professional smile.

“Tomorrow at Midmorning bell, then,” he said.

“Yes.” She’d be up all night studying all the information she could on T’Blackthorn Residence. She was sure she recalled it being featured several times in various publications on architecture, furnishings, how the FirstFamilies lived. She needed plans and dimensions. Old holos of how the rooms looked. Perhaps she could even get some sort of idea of the previous owners’ tastes.

Then realization struck.

The Blackthorn curse.

She stared at him.

He, just like T’Ash, had lost his entire Family.

But not to a rival nobleman—to some disease. Her stomach clenched. This man and she had another thing in common. Loss. He had lost all he loved in the past. She had lost the hope of children to love in the future.

T’Blackthorn stilled as if understanding she’d finally  remembered the history of his line. She wondered if he read her own heartache.

They shared a moment of silence throbbing with untold griefs. Then, T’Blackthorn inclined his head. “Merry meet.”

“And merry part,” Mitchella replied through dry lips.

“And merry meet again,” he said. “Come, Drina.”

Drina brushed against Mitchella, purring loudly, leaving little white hairs clinging to her onesuit, then jumped to T’Blackthorn’s shoulder.

“Right,” Straif said to his Fam, then looked again at Mitchella. “Drina thanks you for the pink chamber. We’ll start with that.” Cat attached to his broad shoulder, he strode from the room.

Mitchella let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. She’d hurry home to research T’Blackthorn Residence. At least doing the first room would be easy.

It was, after all, her own bedroom.

 
 
Since T’Blackthorn Residence had siphoned off much of  his energy, Straif decided to walk back home. Even the thought of facing his decrepit home didn’t lower his spirits—much. He’d already taken steps to make it beautiful again, as lovely as it had been in his childhood. A place of warmth and comfort. Just one glance at Mitchella Clover and he knew she could fulfill his dreams for his home. And maybe for himself—for a while, too.

Mitchella Clover is not too ugly for a human, Drina said.

Straif laughed. He supposed that was a compliment. His spirits lifted. Mitchella Clover was fascinating and beautiful, and he enjoyed the sizzling punch of sexual attraction between them. He felt more himself and alive than he had for a long time.

“What about me?” he teased the little cat sitting on his shoulder. He had plenty of years in the wilds of untamed Celta—since he’d just turned seventeen—and showed the wear of them on his body.

You are beautiful, Drina said.

Straif stopped in his tracks. He turned his head and came nose-to-nose with the cat. “I am?”

I am stunningly beautiful, and you are my FamMan. That makes you beautiful, too.

He blinked at the cat-logic. He’d never heard of beauty-by-association before.

You are beautiful inside.

That was stunning, all right. Since he didn’t know what to say, he kept walking, taking the turn onto Bountry Boulevard, moving from middle-class Druida to Noble Country. The tree-lined street was one of the oldest in Druida and ran along the edges of many of the FirstFamilies estates. Full dark had fallen, and arrhythmic patters of raindrops splashed from the trees. Drina hissed. Straif strengthened the weathershield around her until she was safe from any drips.

He cleared his throat. “I disagree about Mitchella Clover; she is very beautiful.”

Drina tensed, her claws biting into his shoulder.

“Ah, her coloring complements yours.” That was certainly true, and both females projected femininity. He couldn’t see sharing a rough campsite with either of them. A wisp of memory brought back the last time he’d seen a woman’s face in the flames of a campfire—and his last lover.

He’d had a simply-sex affair with a lady on the southern continent of Brittany until he’d gotten word that the Holly-Hawthorn feud was heating up and his uncle, T’Holly, needed him. Once he’d arrived in Druida, like everyone else in the Holly Household, he’d been preoccupied with the feud and its aftermath.

He hadn’t even gone to see his occasional lover here in Druida, GraceLady Kalmi Lobelia. But then the last time he’d seen Kalmi she’d raged at him for leaving her. He’d figured she never wanted to see him again. A pity because she’d been a good prophetess and there was always the chance she might see the way to repair the defect in his Family heritage.

He stretched his legs in a stride, feeling the smooth working of his muscles. He’d been without a lover for over three months. Now the thought of Mitchella Clover raised his spirits. He’d been honest in telling her he had a HeartMate, but had also informed the exquisite lady that it would be a long time before he went in search of the woman to claim her as his wife—years perhaps. He wasn’t even sure where he’d stashed  the HeartGift he’d made during his last Passage—the mental trial that freed his psi power, his Flair.

Finding his HeartMate was another goal that could sink him in gloom. Refurbishing his home might take months, but he was still no closer to a fix for his flawed gene than he had been at seventeen. It could still take a long time, but that was for the future.

Right now he anticipated a few months with the delectable Mitchella. Though she was a commoner, she had a nice bit of Flair, and he sensed she knew how to play the sex game. He wouldn’t push—much. All he had to do was to depend on the heated attraction between them. Sooner or later they would wind up in bed.

Drina yowled in his ear, and he tensed. He’d been ignoring her, and her mews had escalated.

“Yes?” he said.

A pillow for Me.

“Right.” He noticed she’d made the request as they were passing T’Holly Residence where he’d stayed until that morning. He smiled. She was one smart feline. He stopped by the greeniron gates and rang a small bell. Through Flair-technology the sound would echo within the castle. Straif faced the crystal scrystone.
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