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“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




Praise for the futuristic fantasy of Robin D. Owens

Heart Fate

“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. The intriguing result is the seventh in Owens’s popular Celta series.” —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

 

“The world of Celta is amazingly detailed, and readers will enjoy the bits of humor that the Fams provide. 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

 

“Character-driven story, brilliant dialogue . . . Terrific writing with a very realistic and sensual romance make Heart Choice a fantastic read.” —Romance Reviews Today

 

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

 

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

—Library Journal

 

“Heart Choice is a wonderful book to lose yourself in for a while! I’ll be anxiously awaiting the next book in this wonderfully imaginative series.” —Romance Junkies

 

 

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.”

—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. 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 . . . 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

 

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 The Gift

 

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

—Anne Avery, author of Fire & Ice

 

“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 all who love cats, and to Tommy and Dingo, 
my Du and Beadle.




Characters

 

Calendula SIGNET D’Marigold: The last of the GrandHouse of the Marigolds, Signet has great but unknown Flair. Her Fam animal companion is cat Du.




The Hawthorns:

 

Cratag Maytree: Distant kin of the Hawthorns, Cratag was born on the southern continent as the son of a shopkeeper, sold his sword as a caravan guard, and joined the Hawthorn household just as they were beginning a feud several years ago. He is now the chief of the Hawthorn guards. His Fam animal companion is cat Beadle.

 

GreatLord Huathe T’Hawthorn: Head of the Hawthorns, Cratag’s sworn lord. His Fam animal companion is cat Black Pierre.

 

Huathe LAEV Hawthorn: T’Hawthorn’s Son’sSon (grandson), a young man of seventeen who is like a younger brother to Cratag. Laev is experiencing his Second Passage to free his psi power, his Flair.

 

Nivea Sunflower: A girl of seventeen, Laev’s first love.




The Vines:

 

GreatLord Muin T’Vine (VINNI): The thirteen-year-old prophet of Celta, his eyes have a disconcerting way of changing when he is experiencing his Flair. Vinni already knows his HeartMate is young Avellana Hazel. His Fam animal companion is housefluff (bunny) Flora.

 

Hanes Vine: Chief of the Vine guards and bodyguard to Vinni.

 

Arcto Vine: Vinni’s tutor.




The Hazels:

 

Great Lady Coll D’Hazel: The head of the Hazels.

 

Great Lord T’Hazel: The GreatLady’s HeartMate and consort.

 

Coll Hazel: A girl of fourteen, the Heir to the Hazels.

 

Avellana Hazel: A girl of seven who had a fall at three resulting in brain damage. She is experiencing her First Passage, a dreamquest/ fugue to free her psi power. Vinni T’Vine’s HeartMate. Her Fam animal companion is cat Rhyz.




Others:

 

GreatLord Rand T’Ash: Jeweler/blacksmith, T’Ash has the premier testing stones to discover a person’s Flair (HeartMate). His Fam animal companion is cat Zanth.

 

GreatLady 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. Her Fam animal companion is cat Princess.

 

GreatLord Heather: The premier Healer of Celta.

 

SupremeJudge Ailim Elder: SupremeJudge of Celta, she is telempathic (telepathic and empathic).

 

Note: Other unnamed characters show up who regular readers might recognize.
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DRUIDA CITY, CELTA 407 Years After Colonization Early Spring

Signet D’Marigold stood on the crumbling edge of the cliff and  dared fate to take her. The sky was more winter than spring, flat and gray. The ground, frozen and dead. The wind, bitter and mean. Her life was as gray as the light, as dead as the land. She had no doubt that fate was as mean as the wind.

Far below, the ocean smacked spray at the sawtooth rocks, as they did every moment of every day, cold enough to suck the life out of her if she survived the fall.

She really didn’t care.

Today was her thirtieth Nameday and she had no one to celebrate it with, not even one acquaintance close enough to meet for a cup of caff.

It had happened again. A couple of weeks ago she’d attended the celebration of Imbolc in the GreatTemple, had participated in the circle and felt vitality humming through her, enough to add  pink to her pale cheeks and a slight golden color to her washed-out blond hair. She’d made a new acquaintance, Whinna Furze. They’d begun to take the steps to deepen the friendship, then Whinna’s life had changed dramatically and she’d left the City yesterday—leaving Signet with only an excited, offhand good-bye in her message cache.

Signet was alone again. Thirty and no one to celebrate with: no friend, no man, no child. Soul deep loneliness ached inside her.

Alone except for the D’Marigold Residence. She turned her head so she could see it—all pale peach walls and tall, arched windows framed in white, an airy fantasy of a house, looking as if laughter itself had shaped it. But it was empty. Like many of the Families of Celta, the Marigolds had dwindled, and now there was only herself.

She could have opened one of the windows to the winter, leaned out . . . but the loss of the last Marigold in such a manner would have damaged the Residence, the sentient house, and she loved it. Instead, she’d walked to the cliffs and looked down on the endless movement of the sea. It whispered her real name, “Calendula.” She didn’t like that name, so she ignored it.

There had been two messages in her scry cache when she’d returned from her cliff walk yesterday, something that hadn’t happened in years. One was Whinna’s. The other was from T’Ash.

Signet was a challenge to T’Ash and his Testing Stones. His deep, rough voice had said his stones were better, stronger, more finely tuned this year—enough not only to measure the great strength of her Flair, her psi power, but to determine what her particular talent was.

He said that every year.

She wondered if she could dredge up the will to trudge to T’Ash Residence and be tested again for the gift that should have shaped her life, filled it with direction and purpose. This time, she didn’t think so. It was painful seeing how T’Ash’s life had changed, how his Residence, once as lonely and empty as her own, was now full of  love from a menagerie of animals, a precocious child, and his HeartMate, Danith, glowing with the pregnancy of twins, twins.

Signet was sure that if she didn’t make an appointment, T’Ash would forget her until her next Nameday rolled around.

She glanced at her home, couldn’t bear going back to the loneliness there. She looked down to the sea, the same gray ebb and flow against black rock. The wind whipped her cloak around her, seemed to whistle through her. It called to her, too, mocking, “Calendula.” She couldn’t stay here, not today. She’d be tempted to do something irrevocable.

She’d go to CityCenter and let the false cheer and warmth of people surge around her. She’d fill the hours and when she woke tomorrow, she’d feel better. That she knew.

There was a new play with Raz Cherry, a tragedy. It would probably make her life appear good in comparison. Tomorrow would be better.

A gust of wind caught her. “Calendula!”

That wasn’t waves or wind. She pivoted. Dirt crumbled under her heels. She jumped forward, heart pounding at the skittering fall of rock behind her. A young teenaged boy shot toward her, arms waving. “Calendula.”

Blinking at the sight of a visitor on her land, it took her a moment to understand he was coming too fast. “Stop!” she shrieked, but the wind snatched her words away. She set herself in his path, held out her arms, braced.

The collision knocked her back, knocked them straight into air. The teen’s green brown eyes went wide with horror.

But Signet knew every inch of her land, the strength of her Flair. His Flair, greater than hers, added power. She visualized them in the sacred Marigold grove and teleported them there.

They slipped on the frosty ground, fell hard under the huge-boled, leafless trees, both expelling breath, then fighting for it. She recognized him, the thirteen-year-old prophet, GreatLord Muin T’Vine. She looked into his changeable eyes, now green.

“C-c-calendula,” he gasped. “I know what your Flair is, and I have a mission for you!”

His words buzzed in her brain then solidified into meaning. He knew her Flair! Had divined a purpose for her life.

Knew her future.

She nearly moaned with needy anticipation. She yearned to ask a dozen, a hundred, questions but the boy shivered with cold.

She didn’t really want to touch him again, trigger any change in his variable eyes that meant he was seeing her future.

On the other hand, a warmth bloomed inside her that she had a future—a good one. Ignoring her fears, she moved behind him and curved her hands onto his shoulders, holding tight. “I’m teleporting us to my sitting room on three. One, Marigold, two Muin T’Vine,  three.”

They were there, in the circular tower room with huge arched windows showing only the sky from this viewpoint. She settled T’Vine on a twoseat, drew a llamawool throw over him, and ordered him cocoa with a thick topping of white mousse from the beverage no-time storage.

She said a spell for the room to heat. For herself, she took a mug of hot, strong, and sweet caff, wrapped her hands around the crockery to still the trembling in her fingers and warm them.

Waiting for Vinni to take one sip, two, ready himself for talk was exquisite torture. Finally, after he had a brown and white moustache on his lip, and she’d finished her caff, she cleared her throat. “You were saying?”

He drank again, and she refused to prod. Despite the fact that he was a boy, he was of far greater rank than she, one of the thirteen GreatHouses, the twenty-five FirstFamilies. He had power and status and wealth beyond her own.

She was also more afraid of his words than plummeting into the ocean. She had hope now, and hope was a fearsome thing. If it crashed, she could shatter.

Vinni wiped his mouth with a softleaf, burped discreetly. “That was close.” His eyes were wide and had returned to green brown.  “I didn’t see that coming.” He shook his head, trembled under the cover. The corners of his mouth twitched up in a painful smile as his changeable eyes met hers. “I can’t always see the future when it concerns myself.”

“A blessing of the Lady and Lord. Otherwise I’d suppose you’d go mad.”

His face lightened, and he sighed. “You’re right.”

Finally he pushed down the blanket. Color had returned to his face, and his freckles were lost against his skin and not light brown against stark white. Signet kept watch on his eyes, deciding she’d be a perfect coward and run if they started to change color with prophecy.

Looking at her over his mug, Vinni slurped the last of his drink. She said nothing, and he grinned, his brown and white moustache dashing. “You’re a nice lady. Good news for you. I know your talent, GrandLady Calendula D’Marigold.”

“Call me by my middle name, Signet.”

He nodded. “I will since we’ll be seeing a lot of each other. You can call me Vinni.”

She didn’t mind his rudeness, did mind his game-playing. Of course he couldn’t understand how desperate she was to know, could he? “Yes?”

“I’ve set up an appointment for you with T’Ash and his Testing Stones,” Vinni glanced at the timer on his wrist, frowned. “In three-quarters of a septhour. This is taking longer than I anticipated.” He looked back up at her, hazel eyes keen. “You’re a catalyst, Signet. Being around you changes other people’s lives, and always for the better.”

She sat, frozen. Catalyst. Images of her entire life flickered before her. Since her Second Passage at seventeen, she’d been losing friends. Because their lives would change and they’d move on. Did she only draw people to her because their lives needed to be changed and once that occurred they didn’t want her near anymore? Had no one ever liked her for her very own self?

“Signet, listen to me!” Vinni demanded.

She focused on him, much better than thinking hurtful and dreary thoughts. This had already been a horrible day. “A catalyst,” she said.

He nodded again. “And we’ll prove it with T’Ash’s Testing Stones.”

“Managing my life, like the GreatLord you are?” she asked.

He winced. “Sorry, I’ll make it up to you. We’ll get you a Fam from D’Ash while we’re there.”

“I’m on the list for Fams. Low on the list.” She’d thought an animal companion wouldn’t leave. Would it? How much would she change that one’s life?

Vinni shifted uneasily in his seat under her stare. “I’ve arranged more than the appointment with T’Ash.” He paused, fixed his gaze on hers. “I desperately need a catalyst.”

 

 

 

Cratag Maytree’s liege lord, GreatLord T’Hawthorn, called him  into the ResidenceDen. Cratag knew by looking at the man’s face that he wouldn’t like what his distant relative and the head of his Family was going to say.

So Cratag sat stoically and waited as T’Hawthorn went behind his antique desk, sat, intertwined his fingers. T’Hawthorn’s comfortchair put his head lower than Cratag’s since the lord was smaller than himself. Most people were smaller than Cratag. That didn’t undermine T’Hawthorn’s power or authority in the least.

“I have had a request for your services,” T’Hawthorn said.

Cratag’s mind went blank. “My services?” He was a personal guard for the T’Hawthorn Family, the head of their force. He cherished the fact that he was an important part of the Family. At least he’d thought so.

Cratag gazed at his quiet lord, the man’s violet eyes, black hair, and impassive expression. Anxiety twisted Cratag’s gut. Was the man he’d sworn a loyalty oath to going to make him a merchant guard? He’d been a mercenary before, but he’d longed  for Family, so had come north to offer his sword and blazer to T’Hawthorn.

He’d made a place in the Family, especially with T’Hawthorn’s Son’sSon and Heir. Cratag wanted to stay with them. He didn’t want to go anywhere, do anything else. Had never thought he’d be asked to leave. He’d worked hard for T’Hawthorn, had fought, killed, been willing to die for the man.

Now he was being shuffled aside. He kept his face a mask as T’Hawthorn went on.

“I was approached by GreatLady D’Hazel. As you may or may not know, the Hazels keep no Family guards. The female side of that line is the strongest in Flair, and the title has passed to females. They haven’t settled their problems with dueling or feuds for generations.” His lips curved in a wintry smile. T’Hawthorn had needed Cratag’s fighting expertise because the lord had made a disastrous mistake in feuding.

“I don’t understand,” Cratag said.

T’Hawthorn rubbed his temples with thumb and forefinger. “I’m not putting this well. D’Hazel is in need of a guardsman.”

Cratag’s stomach sank, he already knew where this was leading.

“She went to the Green Knight Fencing and Fighting Salon and requested the name of the best fighter from Tab Holly.”

Cratag tried to visualize a gentle FirstFamily GreatLady at the Green Knight and couldn’t.

“GreatSir Tab Holly gave her your name.”

Cratag tensed. The Hollys were former enemies. “It’s the best salon—”

T’Hawthorn waved a hand, cutting him off. The lord’s smile went a little crooked. “Our feud with the Hollys has been over for years, but I thought you held a personal animosity to them.”

“No.” He hadn’t liked the idea of the feud, hadn’t liked fighting, but he’d known his duty and had been grateful to T’Hawthorn.

“It’s past.” The lord’s nostrils widened with his deep breath, lines showed in his forehead. He’d lost his son. “You are a good  guard, and you keep your skills honed. I would imagine that you would prefer to work with the best, and those fighters are found at the Green Knight.”

Cratag kept his reply to a brief nod.

“I understand.” T’Hawthorn sighed, leaned back in his chair. “D’Hazel has been neutral over the years, making very few, very shrewd alliances. If I supplied her need for a guard. . . .”

Alliances. That was what FirstFamily politics and maneuvering was all about. Cratag knew enough about the noble class to understand that. Though he’d lived among the nobles of Celta for four years, he still didn’t know their ways. He figured that only those who grew up in those ways fully understood them.

He didn’t want to go, wanted his rooms here at the Residence and his daily life with the Family, his mentoring of Laev, T’Hawthorn’s Son’sSon.

T’Hawthorn said, “Of course, I would not force you to accept this temporary position in any way.”

“Temporary? How long?” Not that this feeling of betrayal would go away even if the job lasted a week. All too evident that his life was not his own to command. “What’s the job?”

T’Hawthorn hesitated. “Apparently D’Hazel’s information comes from GreatLord Vinni T’Vine, the boy prophet.”

Worse and worse, a whole mess of FirstFamily nobles with “Great” in front of their names. No way out. Cratag sat and suffered.

“The prophet convinced D’Hazel that her younger daughter should be fostered with GrandLady Calendula D’Marigold. D’Marigold’s household doesn’t run to guards either.”

Cave of the Dark Goddess. D’Marigold. He’d met her once, participated in a ritual with her, had been attracted to her. That recollection almost distracted him from the feeling of being a tradable commodity.

“Avellana Hazel is . . . fragile. There was a past threat of a kidnapping of the girl, and T’Vine believes her First Passage fugue may come very soon.”

Cratag said, “Your Son’sSon, your Heir, Laev, is facing Passage, too. His second.” Cratag couldn’t keep quiet about this. He’d wanted to be here to help the young man of seventeen, a boy he thought of as a younger brother. Laev’s father had been killed in the feud. Passages could be dangerous.

“I am aware of that,” T’Hawthorn said coolly. “But Laev has Grove and Hawthorn blood and is not much at risk.”

So much for interrupting his lord. It had gotten Cratag nowhere. Nobles rarely listened to commoners.

“Avellana suffered brain damage as a toddler. Her Family is worried for her. The Hazels are convinced that her survival of Passage depends on being with D’Marigold.” T’Hawthorn rubbed the line between his brows. “I don’t think it will be an arduous task, but you should know that the Household is a very small and quiet one, not like here.”

“How small?”

“Including D’Marigold, Avellana Hazel, and you, it numbers three.”

Cratag just stared. “I’ll be alone with D’Marigold and the little girl.” He didn’t know what to think, but his pulse quickened at the recollection of the ethereal D’Marigold. She’d seemed like a legendary princess, unapproachable. Now he’d be her guard. The situation, all so mythic, appealed to him.

“Yes, only three of you. The Residence is quite large, a beautiful estate bordering both the river and ocean. You will, of course, draw your salary from me, and I’d imagine that D’Hazel will pay gilt for your services, also.”

That was nearly an insult, and grounded him from foolish flights of fancy. “Gilt is not why I came to Druida or why I offered you my sword.”

“No. I know. But I’d like you to take this job.” T’Hawthorn raised a finger. “And not only for any alliance. We have a Family in distress.” Another ironic smile. “Through my own experiences, I’ve come to a modicum of compassion. Your presence at D’Marigold’s  will ease minds. Celta is still harsh enough that Families perish. If you wish for a divination reading—” T’Hawthorn reached for his runes.

“No.” Cratag’s jaw flexed. “So I am to be a guard at D’Marigold’s, check out her security and increase it, watch the child, keep them both safe from any danger. Including trying to mitigate Passage for the little girl.” How he was supposed to do that he didn’t know. He’d never had enough Flair to experience more than a woozy few minutes of Passage.

T’Hawthorn smiled briefly. “Succinct as always.” His brows lowered. “Keep them safe. D’Marigold has never impressed me as a practical woman, aware of FirstFamily politics or threats. She keeps very much to herself. Your decision, Cratag?”

Always nice to be put on the spot, to make important choices with little consideration. “I’ll take the job. Tell me where and when to start.”

T’Hawthorn consulted a sheet of papyrus on his desk. “D’Hazel, the boy prophet, T’Vine, and D’Marigold are all meeting at T’Ash’s shortly. I’ll have a glider take you there.” Since Cratag couldn’t teleport worth a damn.

“Thank you.”

“No, Cratag, thank you. You have been—are—a valued member of this Family and this household. If I haven’t expressed my thanks very often, please know that I have blessed the day that you came to us.”

Warmth unfurled in Cratag’s chest, almost enough that he could swallow the lump of betrayal.

He stood and bowed.

T’Hawthorn did the same, another sign of respect.

Cratag turned on his heel and strode to the door, left the room, and walked through the castle to the courtyard, where a manned glider waited.

He was leaving a place he’d tried so hard to fit in to. He shrugged. By the time he returned, this feeling of hurt would be gone, worn away by the mission itself.

The mission. He set aside the past to focus on the future. Anticipation surged within him. He’d see D’Marigold again. He’d never forgotten the feel of her fingers clasping his, the fizz of her energy as it passed through him around the circle.

He found a smile on his face that faded when he realized D’Marigold, the princess, would have to live with his scars.




Two
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Signet was seated in T’Ash’s octagonal ResidenceDen, sweating.  The place was warmer than her house by the sea with the heat given off by people and animals . . . people who needed warmth to do their jobs. Family who cared that each other would be warm enough.

The heavy gold curtains were pulled aside from the tall, narrow windows to show the gray day looking out over dormant lawn and bare flowering bushes. In the distance she could see the building housing T’Ash’s forge.

She sat in an intricately carved wooden chair, with back and seat a plush gold, facing T’Ash’s big desk. The desk itself had a few cat-made nicks and scratches that had been stained to “disappear.” A large cat platform was near the desk.

Each year since the first time she’d consulted with T’Ash, the room had a bit more furniture. Then it had been distressingly spare. Before he’d met his HeartMate.

His fees had risen, too, but she’d only paid the first time. She was a challenge to T’Ash since his stones hadn’t been able to determine the form of her Flair.

T’Ash himself was standing in the corner of the room frowning down at a fast-talking Muin—Vinni—T’Vine.

More noise came from another room. People had teleported in. With senses heightened from nerves, she understood that they all had great Flair. A young girl’s piping voice sounded. Avellana Hazel, the life she was supposed to change, and change greatly, so the girl would live through her First Passage.

The youngest, pampered incredibly Flaired child of a FirstFamily GreatHouse was in Signet’s hands, and she had no idea what to do to save her. If she failed, the consequences could be disastrous. No one would ever trust her. Sweat coated her palms. She wiped them on a softleaf. Soon she’d have to hold all of T’Ash’s egg-shaped stones. All of his many stones indicating type of Flair that grew in number year by year, none of them reacting to her.

She heard Danith D’Ash welcoming the Hazels, and Signet relaxed a little in her chair. She wouldn’t have to meet them until her Flair as a catalyst—and what exactly did that mean?—was confirmed by T’Ash’s Testing Stones. Finally having a good Certification of Flair would be concrete validation.

T’Ash coughed, and Signet swung her gaze from the door to the large man who’d seated himself behind his scarred but glossily polished desk. “You know what to do, Signet.” He smiled, and she thought he meant it to be reassuring, but it only reminded her that of all the people in the Residence, she was the least in nobility and power.

Vinni came away from the door where he’d been lingering and hitched himself up to a chair next to hers. “I promise, Signet, that you won’t suffer for this.”

“Of course she won’t,” T’Ash sounded offended. “None of my stones hurt anyone if used properly. In all the times she’s tested, they haven’t harmed her.”

“I meant the whole situation, T’Ash,” Vinni corrected.

T’Ash snorted. Then his piercing blue gaze pinned hers. “I witness that GreatLord Muin T’Vine offers reparation for any harm that comes to Calendula D’Marigold as a result of his request that she foster Avellana Hazel.”

Vinni looked surprised, but T’Ash nodded. “Always wise to ensure a man’s word is good.” Signet remembered that T’Ash had lived on the streets as a boy and young man, worse off than she.

She wasn’t afraid she’d lose gilt or status, which didn’t mean very much to her. She might be shunned, lose more bits of her heart.

Already her own life had changed—could it only have changed when she’d fallen so low?

Now she knew how her Flair affected others, she’d figure out how to use it for good. If she thought about it, she should be able to make it into a business like others used their Flairs.

Would the effect she had on people’s lives be less extreme if she were less emotionally connected to them? Still be for the better? So many things to think about.

But Vinni had straightened at being called a man.

“Now, Signet.” T’Ash opened a heavily carved box that contained only two of his eggs that measured the strength of a person’s Flair. He slid the box to the edge of his desk and, sighing, Signet picked up the clear crystal egg. As always, it felt neither cool nor warm. She closed her eyes and spiraled down into her center serenity. Her core seemed stronger, brighter . . . because she had hope. When she opened her eyes, beams of light shot out from the space between her fingers, as bright as a summer’s day on this relapse to winter.

Turning her hand over, she opened her fingers and let the egg dazzle.

Vinni gasped. T’Ash made approving grumbles, then rubbed his hands, a gesture of excitement Signet had never seen. “I always knew your Flair was greater than you tested.” He grinned. “And it’s a new, better-calibrated stone.” He narrowed his eyes, shot Vinni a look. “Catalyst psi power, you said.”

“Yes,” Vinni said.

Doubt crossed T’Ash’s face. “I checked the Flair records. There is no listing for ‘catalyst’ or any people who have been ‘catalysts.’ ”

Giving a casual shrug, Vinni said, “Might have been some we didn’t know about. Records of everything but the FirstFamilies’ talents are scarce.” He made an encouraging gesture to Signet.

After exhaling a little sigh, she said, “It seems whenever I make a good friend, their life changes and they . . . leave. Move on. Usually literally. They move away from Druida.”

T’Ash was making notes. “Big change in their lives.” He looked at her from under lowered black brows. “So you make at least one large change, but what of someone who lives with you on a constant basis?”

Her face stiffened. “I don’t know.”

“Your parents are dead?”

“Yes.”

T’Ash winced. “Sorry, insensitive.”

Vinni lifted his chin. “She causes lives to change. She’s a catalyst, and I want her Flair for my HeartMate, my Avellana.” His expression turned mulish. “Signet is Avellana’s best chance to survive First Passage.” He looked away. “If there is no change in Avellana . . . as it is . . . what I’ve seen . . .” His small shoulders slumped.

Signet’s mouth dried.

“What of your own Passages?” T’Ash asked her bluntly. “Have you had them all? Did the third come early or at twenty-seven? How rough were they?”

“I’ve had them all. Third Passage came when I was twenty-one.” She didn’t want to remember that time. “It was difficult.” She could barely force out the next words in a harsh whisper. “My parents died during my Third Passage.”

Both males stared at her.

She bit her lip. “They weren’t here in Druida. My Passage came untimely, none of us knew it was coming until they’d left for a sailing holiday with several other couples. Their boat capsized. . . . I always wondered if I . . . if my Passage somehow affected . . .” She couldn’t go on.

T’Ash sucked in an audible breath, his face was stark. “Perhaps their Flair was stifling you, or keeping your Passage at bay, or some such, and when they left, it surged.”

Signet had never thought of that.

Vinni’s eyes unfocused, turned a grayish blue. In a calm, bland voice he said, “Nothing you did, nothing you were, affected their deaths. It was their time.”

A relief and a slight comfort.

T’Ash grunted and made more scratchings with his writestick. Then he put the instrument down and stood, opened another carved box, larger than it had been the year before, holding more Testing Stones. He set the top aside, glanced at the stone eggs and at Signet, waved for her to stand, so she did. This was a different step in their little process. Usually he brought a table to set in front of her and let her hold each stone. Some were odd and unpleasant, some slick, some dulling . . . but none had truly reacted to explain her Flair.

The chairs she and Vinni sat in were drawn close to the desk. T’Ash waved at the stones. “Just run your finger over them. I don’t think anything there is what we want,” he muttered. Then he paced toward a corner of two walls of the eight-sided room that were covered with books. “Catalyst,” he grumbled. “Catalyst. What sort of stone might . . . a type that’s not in the box.” He left.

Signet shared a glance with Vinni. She straightened her shoulders and took a big breath, then touched a fingertip to the first stone, a creamy quartz crystal with streaks of darker silk. Warm. Not right. She continued quickly, bumping her finger down the row of stones, then the next and the next, through all six rows, getting little bursts of feeling from them and ending at obsidian, then a dull black. When she was finished, she felt a little nauseous. She’d had too much strange input from them.

So she sat back and rested her arms on the chair’s curved ones. Vinni patted her hand. “I know I’m right.”

He was a GreatLord with great Flair, so she believed him. The more she thought about her life, the more the particular theory that she was a catalyst fit. After her First Passage as a child her grovestudy group, which had been stable for years, disintegrated and reformed. After her Second Passage, the young gallants who’d been vying for her had all found their true HeartMates, or good and loving wives. She’d begun to lose friends then.

T’Ash strode through the door, letting it slam behind him. He cradled something wrapped in light green velvet. “This is a lambenthyst that I recently acquired. They are living stones, but not sentient—or can be alive sometimes.” He frowned. “I’ve been trying to buy all the lambenthyst mines I find—”

“T’Ash, can we get on with it? The Hazels are waiting for us,” Vinni said, as if he’d heard talk of lambenthysts before.

Grimacing, T’Ash said, “Fine. We’ll see how you interact. If you’re a catalyst for more than people.”

A catalyst for rocks! Signet just stared. She couldn’t believe it.

“Living creatures,” Vinni said, looking interested.

Carefully, T’Ash set the cloth on Signet’s lap. There was no weight to the stone, but her thighs warmed, began to tingle. He stepped back and watched as she unfolded the velvet, ready to pounce if she dropped the thing, she was sure.

When she saw the crystal, she gasped, and Vinni made a surprised noise. The stone was cut and faceted like a huge violet white diamond. She cupped it in her hands, it seemed all sharp cutting angles, and she cried out as it sliced, felt the slipperiness of her blood, then a throbbing warmth. A vision enveloped her, like she walked into a bright dream, showing pieces of her life from her Third Passage on. Once again the leavetakings of her life flashed before her in exquisite and painful detail. This time she saw that when she met people, there was a flash between herself and them. If they stayed near her for a while, the “flash” sank into them, changing the pattern and balance of their inner selves. Then “sparkles” appeared inside them, lovely designs. They were more cheerful, healthy.

Then the people left.

Wondrous and strange that her Flair had caused this, enough to dry the tears behind her eyes.

“Did you see that?” T’Ash asked Vinni in a hushed tone Signet  never thought would come from the tough lord. She became aware that his large hand rested on her shoulder. Vinni’s fingers were linked with hers. They’d shared her vision.

“Looks like you were right. A catalyst for sure, maybe a type of Healer. As she balances their inner Flair, their lives change. Amazing.” T’Ash shook his head. “She also gathers something, some sort of Flair into their lives. The power of change? Then they, um . . .”

“They leave,” Signet said flatly.

T’Ash looked uncomfortable.

“And the time it takes for her innate Flair to work is decreasing,” Vinni said softly, releasing her hand. “A month at first, then becoming shorter, perhaps as short as two eightdays with—Whinna Furze?” He glanced at her.

Compressing her lips, Signet nodded. He was right. Her friendships had shortened over the years.

“Look at the rock,” T’Ash said.

Signet became aware that it was heavy in her lap and stared. It was no longer the pretty piece of crystal, but a dull surface of glowing purple surrounded by other rock. All the same, it felt better and shot off little waves of sparkles.

Vinni sucked in a breath. “How did that happen?” Vinni asked. “What happened?”

T’Ash stared. “I’d guess that it has gathered back to itself the part that was cut away to make the ‘jewel’.” He frowned. “Happened fast. Rock is different than people, patterns less complex, more structured. There was blood. Bodily fluids can emphasize Flair.” He waved a hand between them. “You’ve got three strongly Flaired people here.”

The rock began to hum, deep and low, then there was another bright flash of purple, and it disappeared, leaving her cut hand Healed.

Both men appeared a little pale.

Signet’s mouth dropped open, she snapped it shut. “Gone. The story of my life.”

Vinni took her hand in his smaller one and lifted the back of it to  his lips, kissed it reverently. “You may be left behind, and I’m sorry for that, but the lives you change are enriched. You help people, and I thank you for that, on behalf of them all.”

“And you need me to help Avellana Hazel.”

Vinni’s green brown gaze met Signet’s squarely. “Yes.”

T’Ash had returned to his desk and the box of his stones, looking at them with frustration. “I don’t have the right stones to indicate your power.” Like her, he ran a finger over the stones, polishing them, giving some of his own Flair. “I’ll look for some.” Now he met her eyes. “I will find some.”

“No matter that we don’t know exactly what her Flair is or how it works,” Vinni murmured.

“New types of Flair are evolving all the time,” T’Ash said. “I like to keep up with them.” He drew out a piece of thick, expensive papyrus, set his hand casually on the sheet, and a Certification of Flair appeared. It stated Signet’s name, her rank, that she had GrandHouse power and a talent for “Catalyzation, with Other Effects to Be Determined.”

Before she could say anything, T’Ash had ordered the sheet to the NobleCouncil Clerk. T’Ash stared at her and rubbed his chin again. “I’ve seen you at rituals at GreatCircle Temple.” Her duty as well as a futile attempt to be a part of Druidan life. She inclined her head.

“Hmm,” T’Ash said. “I’ll research those. I’d bet the ones where you’re present have better results than if you aren’t.” He gave her a slashing smile. “You might be in great demand soon.”

“She must help Avellana, first,” Vinni said.

“Speaking of that . . .” T’Ash’s face softened, and he went to the door, opened it to his hugely pregnant wife, Danith. They were HeartMates, so he would have known she was outside the door. Another, different, pang went through Signet. What would it be like to have a HeartMate?

The GreatLady animal Healer beamed up at him. She was dressed in a dark tunic that showed a lot of cat hair and a few stains Signet didn’t want to think about. D’Ash’s boots were cracked and scuffed.

T’Ash leaned down and kissed her, put an arm around her waist.

D’Ash’s gaze went to Signet, who was rising, and to Vinni, who’d hopped to his feet. Vinni bowed, and Signet curtsied.

“Greetyou, D’Marigold, Greetyou, Vinni. The Hazels are waiting in my Fam adoption room. Some Fams arrived last night and this morning. Would you like to come back?”

Time to meet GreatLady D’Hazel, who held Signet’s future in her hands—and Avellana Hazel, whose future Signet had to save.
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