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Praise for  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

 
“Returning to the planet Celta, the world of psychically gifted people first introduced in the RITA Award-winning  HeartMate, 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. The second in a series, following HeartMate (2001), Owens’s latest stands on its own.” —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 sub-genre’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
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One
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DRUIDA CITY, CELTA, 403 years after Colonization, Summer, Month of Holly

 
The audio page shrieked into Lark’s bedroom, wrenching  her awake. “Lark, teleport to Primary HealingHall now!”

Mayblossom Larkspur Hawthorn Collinson teleported to the HealingHall intake, instinctively channeling her adrenaline rush from being jerked out of sleep into her psi power—Healing Flair. Agony encircled her. Her nose twitched at the smell of blood and other spilled bodily substances.

Lark stumbled into a cleansing tube and croaked her name. A spell whirled around her, whipping her quilted pajamas, sterilizing her. The door opened.

Another Healer grabbed Lark’s wrist and hustled her to a body, placing Lark’s hands on a trembling, bloody body. “Heal!” she instructed.

Lark focused on her job, her vocation, the reason she’d survived after her husband’s death. The present abdominal wound was deep and deadly. Even as she stopped the bleeding, started closing the awful slashes, she knew she felt a broadsword cut. “Blood here!” she ordered.

Her nose quivered again, now noticing the whiff of flesh burnt by blasers. Rage rose with her gorge. She swallowed the reaction and used her fury to pump energy into the dying man.

A duel. A terrible, senseless duel! From the moaning around her and the twelve broken auras she sensed, it had been more than just one-on-one. A melée, a street fight. She mentally listed the four feuds going on. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she looked down at the colors the man wore, dark gray and green—a member of the T’Holly household.

Again she had to swallow. This feud was the worst. The Hollys and the Hawthorns. There’d been hostility between the Hollys and her Family as long as she could remember. She’d hoped the conflict would fade; instead it seemed to intensify.

Both GreatHouses belonged to the colonists’ FirstFamilies, powerful in wealth and status and Flair. If the combat continued, it could disrupt the whole city. And as Hawthorn FirstDaughter, she’d be subjected to Family pressure.

When her own caring Healer husband had run to help and died in a Noble skirmish, she’d broken her ties with her Family. Nobles’ pride in feuding, nobles’ selfishness in wanting their own way at any cost to others, nobles’ convoluted affairs had killed her Ethyn. Bitterness had eaten at her for years before she’d regained balance. After a while, she’d managed to reweave a thread with her Family. With this feud, she’d once again have to choose Healing or walk away from her relatives.

A soft-squash container of blood was placed between her hands, on the young man’s stomach. “His name’s Eryngi Holly; will he live?” asked the other Healer, Myrrh.

Lips compressed, Lark nodded.

Myrrh hesitated. “There are some Hawthorn men here.”

Lark fixed her attention on Healing the Holly guard.

“The Hawthorns have fewer injuries. I didn’t see your brother or nephew, but your cuz Whitey is here,” Myrrh said.

Lark stabilized the man’s bloodflow and energy, and Healed the lower intestinal layers. “You can finish Healing his organs and skin. Who’s next?”

“Tinne Holly has a blaser burn on his thigh. Holm Holly, his brother, asked for a FirstLevel Healer after Eryngi was seen. A Healer is administering pain relief.”

Holm Holly’s name plucked Lark from her brooding. “The Heir to the Hollys is here?”

“Yes, with his brother and a Healer in Nobleroom One.”

“Of course.”

Myrrh raised her brows at Lark’s sarcasm. “You’ll need to be more diplomatic if you want that appointment as head of Gael City HealingHall.”

Lark grimaced. “You’re right. Is anyone else injured worse than Holly? Perhaps I should see cuz Whitey.” Even though he was her least favorite family member.

“Only this lad bore a life-threatening wound. The others are all being treated. Holm Holly said he’d wait for you.” Myrrh slipped her hands under Lark’s to take over the Healing, then frowned in deep concentration. Myrrh’s complexion paled as she concentrated on chaneling energy from the Universe to use it for complex, delicate Healing.

Lark turned and marched away, re-sterilized herself in the tube, straightened her lavender commoncloth pajamas, then proceeded to Nobleroom One.

As she faced the gold-inlaid door, she inhaled deeply and battled a sense of injustice. Primary HealingHall Noblerooms held all the best furnishings and equipment. Privacy and luxury for the privileged class. Nobleroom One was the best, reserved for FirstFamilies Lords and Ladies.

She shunted aside a contrasting vision of the barren wards of AllClass HealingHall, where she also worked. Noble or common, an injured person needed her Healing skill. This thought came easier now than it had when her husband had died.

As she entered the room, Holm Holly rose from a comfortchair, his expression serious. “How’s my kinsman Eryngi?”

“He’ll recover.”

Holm’s eyelids lowered. “Thank the Lord and Lady.”

“Yes.” She glanced at her patient, Tinne, on the healing bed. He winked at her. ThirdLevel Healer Gelse nodded.

Lark turned back to Holm. She studied him, telling herself she scrutinized him for hurt, nothing else. He looked immaculate, every silver-gilt hair in place, not a smudge on his bloused shirt and trous, not a tear in his elegantly woven cloak thrown over a chair. “You were in the fight, HollyHeir?”

His jaw muscles flexed. “An ambush.”

He said nothing about her name or Family, and she appreciated his courtesy. She raised her chin. “You don’t appear any worse for wear.” There weren’t even perspiration marks on his clothes, but then there wouldn’t be; the cloth would carry a spell to erase those. With the thought, Lark became aware of his scent, musky and attractive.

“I don’t look bedraggled because I’m the best at my skill,” Holm said. He dipped his head. “As are you, Mayblossom.”

She gritted her teeth. She hated her first name, but hadn’t corrected him when they’d had their first real conversation since they’d been youngsters. That was two months ago, after a planning session for the charity ball to fund AllClass HealingHall. He’d escorted his mother, D’Holly.

The way he used Lark’s given name reminded her that no matter how she denied her class, she had grown up his equal and he still considered her that, though she was the widow of a common man.

Crossing to the healing bed of layered permamoss covered in silkeen, Lark took Tinne Holly’s hand. She nodded to Gelse and smoothly transferred pain relief duties.

“My heartfelt thanks, GraceMistrys Gelse,” Holm said, flashing a charming smile.

Gelse looked as if she might melt. Then she shook her head as if to disperse bemusement and left.

Lark stared down at the handsome blond youth of twenty. “GreatSir Holly, it’s been a while since I treated you.”

“Three years ago, my second Passage, when I fought my death-duels in the slums of Downwind, when I helped T’Ash.”

“When T’Ash saved your hide,” Holm said.

Tinne grinned, and Lark couldn’t suppress her own smile. She lifted the poultice off Tinne’s thigh. His trous had been cut from the injury, but the ends of the fabric appeared melted. The burn was bad, a third-degree streak from his knee to the outside of his hip. From the amount of relief she’d been applying, she’d thought it a first-degree burn. He must have a high pain threshold. She wondered if it ran in the family and glanced at Holm, only to meet his intense scrutiny.

His gaze switched to Tinne. “You’ll wear a scar from that one,” Holm said.

“Really? That makes six,” Tinne replied with relish.

Lark set her teeth at the sentiment, but built a layer of Healing energy between her hands and the burn. “So, what have you been doing, GreatSir, besides playing blaser-target?”

“Not my fault. Those fliggering Hawth—”

“Tinne,” Holm warned.

“Ah.” Tinne pinned his gaze on Lark and smiled winsomely again. She had the unmistakable Hawthorn coloring of blue-black hair and violet eyes. “Sorry, GreatMistrys Hawthorn.”

“Call me Lark.” Lark carefully repaired the muscle, intertwining lengths of sinew, siphoning more energy faster.

“Yes. I’m grateful for your skill. I don’t feel a thing, and it’s looking much better—” Tinne started to sit.

Even as Lark jerked her head at Holm, he pushed his brother back to the bedsponge.

“GreatSir Tinne, I’m sure your family has an estate and an occupation for you,” Lark said, trying to distract his mind while she Healed his body.

“Yeah. Second sons always get the fighting and fencing salon, The Green Knight.” He sounded pleased. “My G’Uncle Tab is teaching me, so I can become a Master and train youngbloods for the duel, street fighting—”

“Exercise and entertainment. Sport. Exhibition bouts,” Holm continued easily.

Tinne’s gray-blue gaze went to his brother. “Huh?”

Lark used a spurt of anger and disgust to Heal. The muscle glowed with health. The flow of the Universe through her picked up some of her own energy, tiring her. She concentrated harder at sloughing the dead skin away, bringing new skin to the top, transforming the cells to the proper shape and thickness for an outside layer. She quickened her pace, but didn’t forfeit an atom of care. In a few seconds she was done. “Finished. Sending record to Primary HealingHall Library and T’Holly Residence.”

“Immediate payment authorization of all Holly charges to the HealingHall,” Holm commanded.

“Funds transferred,” stated both the deep male tones of T’Holly Residence and the comforting feminine voice of Primary HealingHall.

Tinne sat up. With a pretty, rhyming verse, Lark placed a spell on the injury, keeping it clean, but letting the flow of air  through to the wound. “The bandage spell will diminish over a week. Have your Healer examine the burn daily.”

“Despite the fact that we are the Family that needs one the most, we have no household Healer. Perhaps you would be interested in the position?” Holm asked.

Shock forced Lark to look into Holm’s gray eyes. She felt a tiny jolt. Small though it was, it was still a little stronger than the quiver she’d experienced the last time they’d met. The intervals between their meetings were decreasing, just as her reaction increased. She found speech. “Impossible.”

“Huh?” Tinne said, no doubt as surprised as she that Holm would invite a Hawthorn into their employ. He glanced at his brother, then his lips curved. He stood and picked up her hand and kissed it. “My thanks—Lark.” He glanced at his brother, hesitated, then said, “We would be pleased if you joined GreatHouse Holly. As you know, ours is a line of fighters, not Healers. We have no Family member who is capable of Healing. You would grace our halls.”

Lark smiled at the charming compliment. “Quite impossible.”

Tinne put a hand over his chest and sighed. “You have anything for heartbreak?”

Lark laughed and shooed him out. He left with a bounce in his step.

Holm took her hands before she could follow Tinne. A shudder rippled through Holm’s body. For an instant Lark imagined fear dawned in his eyes, then the odd expression vanished and he smiled as he cradled her hands.

“Such power and Flair and beauty. T’Holly GreatHouse would honor and respect you, Mayblossom.”

She stiffened. His palms were hard but gentle, his warmth and vitality astonishing. She tugged at her hands, but he didn’t release them.

“HollyHeir . . .”

“You know it’s Holm.”

She tugged again.

He waited an instant, kissed one of her hands, then the other. The press of his mouth held an emphasis of tender determination and sent a sensual tingle throughout her body she took as a warning.

Slowly he released her fingers. “Merry meet,” he said.

“And merry part,” she replied automatically.

“And merry meet again.” He shot her a brilliant look. “And we will meet again, Mayblossom. Soon.”

Her mouth curved in a bitter smile. “I hope not. The feud, the injuries, death.” A picture of her slain husband rose to her mind.

Holm’s eyes narrowed. He grasped her shoulders and placed a short, hard kiss on her mouth. “We’ll meet again.”

“I don’t associate with fighters,” she called as he strode from the room, squelching the intimate memory of those firm lips on hers and the unexpected rush of desire. She buried the new sensations under old bitterness, hurt and anger. “I despise fighting.” She yanked a cord for the Flair-technology spell to refresh and sterilize the room. Visualizing her bedroom, she gathered her Flair and teleported home.

 
 
Voices mumbled, swords swirled and clashed with discordant blows. Holm fought Hawthorns, spinning, using sword and dagger. The flash of a blade thrust at him. He hesitated. Tinne fell. Holm riposted and pierced the Hawthorn’s heart.

Screams hit his ears. Words he couldn’t distinguish. She drew his glance. Mayblossom Hawthorn, FirstLevel Healer. His HeartMate.

He woke on a shuddering groan. Dew coated long grass a centimeter from his nose. He’d curled defensively in his sleep—but only small night animals and birds rustled around him.

Not again! Sleep-teleporting again.

The fourth time in two months.

Holm staggered to his feet, his breathing a rasp. His arm ached all the way to his shoulder from his fierce grip on his dagger.

The night’s chill breeze dried the cold sweat on his body. He shivered. He was naked. And alone.

The horizon was eye-level. He looked up, past the branches of a huge ash tree, and found the bright starry skies of Celta dimmed by the light of two waxing twinmoons. Once again he’d ’ported to the crater north of Druida that held the ancient Great Labyrinth—a meditation tool.

He didn’t want to meditate or recall being trapped in a blood-colored dream of fighting and death. Or think of the ragged shroud of the previous nightmare where he’d failed his brother.  Tinne had sunk into the black sucking swamp of the Great Washington Boghole—a dream based on reality. Holm had floundered helplessly to save his younger brother, but it was Tinne who rescued them both.

Holm suppressed the groan echoing in his chest, just as he’d suppressed the memory and ignored the dreams since the incident nearly three years ago. He’d hoped he’d banished those forever. He didn’t like thinking he’d failed, didn’t live up to the standards of a HollyHeir, which was his duty and his identity.

His mouth flattened. No doubt his subconscious thought he needed to ponder some problems. He was at the center of the labyrinth, and it would take a septhour to reach the end where he could ’port out. A person could always teleport to the center, but never out from the center.

He loosened his grip on his dagger and switched hands so he could wipe his sweaty palm on his thigh, wondering what he’d do if this plague continued into the windy autumn and snowy winter. Would he have beaten whatever caused the dreams by then?

Stretching, he worked his muscles and steadied his pulse from the dream’s divulgence of his HeartMate.

Holm wasn’t surprised. He’d known the minute he’d touched her earlier in the day. The dreams had primed him, her touch that morning had triggered the revelation.

His thoughts unwillingly trailed back to the nightmare. His brother had died. He’d failed again. Holm rubbed his face.

The labyrinth’s forcelines pulsed with rainbows of energy. He sighed and started the long walk out. Somehow he was sure that, as always, he’d fail to quiet his busy mind and find the core of serenity inside him that everyone said was there.

 
 
The next morning Holm was called into his father’s ResidenceDen.

“Please, sit, son,” T’Holly, Holm’s father, rumbled and gestured to one of the large, comfortable wingchairs stationed in front of his desk.

Holm stared balefully at the chair. It represented all the reprimands of his childhood. When he became T’Holly and succeeded to the title and the estate, that chair would go.

When Holm saw his Mamá perched on the side of his father’s  desk, her hand in her husband’s, Holm tensed for an emotional blow.

There’d been no “little talks” for long years. He was a man grown with ample responsibilities as the Heir of a GreatHouse. He should not be subject to any further parent-child discussions. He fulfilled every duty.

Except one. There was one outstanding issue.

He grumbled inwardly. He’d known someday this moment would come, but, as usual, they’d surprised him. He’d just run out of time. And he needed time. He wasn’t ready to start his wooing. She wasn’t ready.

He respected his parents and had sworn a loyalty oath to T’Holly as GreatHouse Lord, but Holm’s mind sharpened as he sat. He must play this game of wills smoothly.

His father cleared his throat. “Your mother and I have been talking . . .”

Holm’s gut tensed. The worst news always began: “Your mother and I have been talking.” Whether it had been problems with manners, duties, his tutor, his psi power—his Flair—he’d always sat in this chair and heard those words. Though his father said the words, Holm knew who prompted the little talks. He stared at his Mamá. She didn’t meet his eyes.

His teeth clenched in dread.

His parents exchanged glances, then his father turned his pewter-gray gaze again onto Holm. “You’re thirty-seven, and while that isn’t the great age here on Celta as it was on Earth, it is time you married.”

Holm would have given a great deal of gilt for a stiff drink right then. He sucked in a deep breath, trying to keep his face impassive. “None of my three Passages, the emotional storms that freed my Flair, indicated a HeartMate. I want what you have.” Maybe that would earn him a little more time.

His Mamá’s turquoise eyes held sorrow. She moved closer to his father. “We know you don’t have a HeartMate, dear.”

Staying expressionless and meeting her eyes was hard. But the stakes were too important for anyone except himself to know the name of his HeartMate. He hadn’t had time to strategize how he’d win Mayblossom Larkspur Hawthorn Collinson.

D’Holly sighed. “Many don’t have HeartMates.” She nodded with determination. “But it’s time you wed. A fine marriage can  be had with a good woman. Love can follow, I’m sure.” Her voice faltered at the end, since being a HeartMate, she couldn’t know personally. She swept her hand wide as if encompassing the city. “The Alders have a perfectly happy marriage, and my sister Nata loves her husband. . . .”

T’Holly continued for his HeartMate. “We need to know the Holly line will continue. We need heirs. At least two sons from you.” His father was less than his usual diplomatic self. The fact that T’Holly found the topic distasteful didn’t stop Holm from resenting him.

“A few daughters would be nice, too,” D’Holly murmured, flashing the charming smile Holm had inherited. “As many as you can engender.”

A growl rolled from Holm’s lips before he could stop it.

His father raised winged silver brows and looked down his nose. “We expected this reaction.”

He tapped a crystal set into the desk. A calendar-moon holo materialized between Holm and his parents.

The ResidenceLibrary spoke. “An appointment with the matchmaker, GreatLady Saille D’Willow, has been made for Holm, HollyHeir. The meeting was expedited for two days from now, on Quert. It is to be a full session, no gilt limit.”

Holm winced at the expense. The globe spun faster until it disappeared in a flash of blue-white light.

“We want you to be happy, dear, that’s why we’re sending you to the foremost matchmaker on Celta. D’Willow won’t have any difficulty finding you a suitable wife.” His mother sounded troubled but determined.

“But you don’t want me to be as happy as yourselves, with a HeartMate marriage,” Holm said.

His father snapped into rigidity. “If you had a HeartMate we would do everything in our power to welcome her to the Family.”

Holm narrowed his eyes and let a faint smile play on his lips. “Would you?”

“Of course,” D’Holly said.

Holm lifted his brows. “By your Words of Honor?”

T’Holly scowled. D’Holly furrowed her forehead. “Yes, by our Words.”

“By our Words,” T’Holly echoed. “Not that it is applicable.  D’Willow’s matchmaking ability is the best. She doesn’t personally see very many. If you do a good job courting, we could have a wedding this month.” He cleared his throat and handed Holm a sheet of papyrus. “Perhaps this will help D’Willow, and you.”

Holm didn’t have to read the papyrus to know what was on it. “A list of eligible women from Families with whom it would be advantageous to form a close alliance?” he mocked.

“Don’t take that tone with your father,” D’Holly said, in reflexive defense of her husband. “I’m sure several of the ladies listed are women you could come to love. I quite like Hedara of GreatHouse Ivy and am very fond of Gwylan of D’Sea.”

Holm had heard such names before in the form of dropped hints. He stood. “Speaking of alliances, I trust that this appointment with the matchmaker didn’t also include an alliance.”

“It’s a straight gilt payment,” his father gritted.

“Good.” Holm went to his mother and lifted her free hand to his lips. “I will follow your wishes in this.” But he didn’t smile at her like he generally did.

He’d go to the matchmaker. Better to keep his parents in the dark about his mate. A situation they didn’t know about, they couldn’t meddle in. He’d have to move quickly now. “I trust you will be satisfied with my choice of a wife.”

They wouldn’t.




Two
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Matchmaker GreatLady Saille D’Willow’s bright amber  eyes were nearly lost in her fleshy face, but they were shrewder than Holm liked. She was massive. No wonder she never moved from her lavish suite. Great Flair made great emotional and physical demands, and overeating was a way some GreatLords and Ladies compensated.

She sat back in her chair. Her voice, smooth and mellow, tugged at him to relinquish his annoyance at this forced appointment. “Just because you didn’t feel a HeartMate when you fought the death duels of your last Passage, doesn’t mean that there isn’t one for you in this lifetime. Sometimes there are possible mates that require certain circumstances to be met before they become the solid reality of a HeartMate. Souls must grow in compatible ways for a HeartBond to develop.”

The GreatLady tapped a finger just below the deep red sticks. They had fallen in a dark and foreboding design when Holm had tossed them earlier. Each stick bore an incised gold symbol, gleaming in the summer light that streamed through large windows. The thin and ancient pieces of wood smelled musky, imbued with centuries of smoky incense.

She continued. “Your Flair and subconscious have spoken. You have a HeartMate. You had to mature to meet her needs.  I congratulate you.” Her smile showed small, even teeth, appropriate for the occasion, since every word nipped at him with stinging force.

“HollyHeir, you are a young soul, with just a few lifetimes behind you. Hers is a much older soul, with more experience. You will have to fight hard to keep up with her. You must combat your own nature to fit it to hers. This is the first time you have reached a level where you can meet.”

Typical, that he’d have to fight—and this time himself and her. Fights didn’t bother Holm, but he feared, deep in his heart, that they bothered his HeartMate a great deal.

“In fact,” D’Willow said with a penetrating look, “you knew that, didn’t you? You know you have a HeartMate.”

Holm tired of the way D’Willow spoke in portentous sentences, dissecting his character. He decided not to answer but to wait for another response from her. After all, she was paid five-thousand gilt a septhour to guide him. He lounged back in the chair and coolly met her amber glance.

They sat some moments in silence. Finally D’Willow laughed. “You show promise.” This time her smile broadened. “But a few minutes’ patience with me will not equal the determination you will need to win your HeartMate.” D’Willow gathered the sticks and rolled them between her hands, ready to throw. “Do you want me to ascertain her name and locale?” The matchmaker nodded to the list of eligible brides that his parents had provided. “Perhaps it is one of these ladies.”

Holm didn’t think the daughter of T’Holly’s worst enemy would be on the papyrus.

Burning curiosity lit D’Willow’s eyes. She wanted to know who his HeartMate was. The GreatLady couldn’t reveal the confidential information, but in the shifting alliances of the Noble-Houses, she could act on it for her own benefit while he courted his lady. And it could take a long time to win his HeartMate, D’Willow was right about that.

She shook the sticks between loosened palms. “I can discover your HeartMate for you—”

“No.” He wouldn’t give D’Willow any advantage to exploit in the FirstFamilies’ political games. He surged from his chair and crossed the room to the door, laying a hand on the ornate handle. Focusing his gaze on the sticks, he connected with them  and withdrew the energy he’d given them for the Divination. The game of wills he had played with D’Willow—him hiding his HeartMate’s name from her, and she wishing to divine it, or see him lose his temper, or both—soured. He opened the door.

She spoke, “I’ll inform T’Holly that we’ve consulted, and of the results—a HeartMate for you. A formal report will be teleported to T’Holly’s collection box in the next few days.”

Manners won. Holm turned and bowed deeply. “Merry meet.”

“And merry part,” D’Willow said.

“And merry meet again.” Now Holm smiled, showing teeth. “But should you somehow Divine the name of my lady and tell it to my lord and Father, I will remember that you did it against my wishes—for as long as I live, and when I become T’Holly.”

Her face solidified until it was like a wax mask, bright eyes piercing him, but he knew she wouldn’t dare to mix in his affairs.

Outside D’Willow’s gates, he stroked the scabbard of his main gauche strapped to his right thigh, pleased. A game was naught but a mock fight, and he had come out of that skirmish a winner. The matchmaker had looked frustrated that she would gain no knowledge of his affairs. She’d spend some of her expensive time speculating now, about the plans of the HollyHeir and the future of the powerful GreatHouse T’Holly.

And she’d puzzle over who might be his HeartMate. She didn’t know the name of his HeartMate. No one did.

Except himself.

What the hell he was going to do?

 
That night Lark stood in the graceful arch of the floor-to-ceiling window of her apartment and looked out at the large square courtyard. The scene was sketched black, white and gray in the twinmoonslight. Both moons had risen, Eire hovered just above the opposite side of the building, some five hundred meters away. Cymru moon shone brightly, a huge ball high in the sky. Their phases were always the same, and tonight they were both full, indicating that the month of Hazel had begun. The HealingHalls could be busy, and she was the Healer on call for AllClass HealingHall.

She’d been too anxious to sleep. And too responsible to use Flair that might be needed to Heal to indulge in her usual pastime of tinting her walls.

The full moons and fragile summer fragrances reminded her of the evening her husband, Ethyn, had died. A boy from the Downwind slums near the docks, he’d tested high in Healing Flair and labored hard to rise above his birth. He’d done it, studied and received FirstLevel Healer laurels, then been killed in a stupid noble street fight four months later. Tears welled in her eyes as the echoes of grief bruised her heart. Even more tears trailed down her cheeks as she admitted that she could no longer remember his face.

Druida City held too many memories and too many family members who wanted to dictate her life. Even living here, in MidClass Lodge, had been a compromise. She’d wanted to stay in the small house in the common sector in southeast Druida. Both her noble Families wanted her close, so she chose the one middle-class apartment building, near to “Noble Country,” where the FirstFamilies kept their castle-like Residences.

It was time to leave Druida. A fresh start was exactly what she needed, which was why she’d applied for the appointment as Head of the Gael City HealingHall, two days away by glider when Ambroz Pass was clear.

She’d miss Maroon Beach and its deep red sand, T’Horehound’s Garden, and, most especially, her friend Trif Clover. But Gael City would be good for her. Gael City was more casual than Druida, the capital and oldest city on Celta. Gael City was also less under the thumb of the FirstFamilies and nobles in general. It could use a FirstLevel Healer. There, maybe she could blossom into the woman she sensed she could become, a woman not dragged down by the past or dodging the continual manipulations of her father—but a woman ready to unfurl new wings to fly to the future. A woman more open to people and possibilities.

She bit her lip when she realized the silver shade of the courtyard reminded her of Holm Holly, his gilt hair and his eyes that changed from dark gray to gleaming silver. She wondered if he was fighting and how she’d feel if he got hurt.

Her scrybowl played a lilting melody, announcing an incoming call. She glanced at the timer and frowned. It neared the second morning septhour, 2 A.M. Who would call? Any emergency  or Family summons would be announced by starburst-page.

She walked over to the scry bowl. “Here.”

A boy’s mischievous grin greeted her. A prank?

“Greetyou, GentleLady Collinson.” His head bobbed out of sight as he bowed.

He looked a little familiar, more, his general coloring and features tickled her memory—noble features, GreatHouse features. Lark frowned. “I know you—”

“Muin T’Vine, Vinni.” He puffed out a thin chest. “I’m GreatLord T’Vine. You delivered me nine years ago. I was your first kid.” He stared at her hands. “You have FabFlaired hands, I remember.”

Lark repressed a shiver. She didn’t doubt it. He had been the first babe she’d brought into the world from his mother’s womb. He’d been uncanny, with ever-changing eye color. Lark had felt the seed of powerful Flair in him, which was immediately confirmed by the Oracle attending the birth. Old D’Vine, the prophetess, had done the honors of Oracle, and named the newborn as her Heir, bypassing three generations of her descendants. No, Lark didn’t need any further reminding of Vinni, the seer.

“I’ve got your coordinates, you’re in MidClass Lodge. I’m there, transnow.” His image vanished and his voice lost the tinny scrysound as he spoke again, behind her. “Nice cave. Soft cushions and sweet-smelling potpourri, Phyll will like it. Got any cocoa mousse?” He opened his satchel and an orange kitten hopped out, hissing, with all its hair on end.

Before she bent to pick it up, Lark was in love. “Mine?”

“Zanth, Fam to T’Ash, is the Sire and a feral Downwind queen is the Dam. The kitten was raised by GreatLady D’Ash.”

“Good bloodline.” She stroked the kitten’s head.

Wide emerald eyes gleamed. Greetyou, FamWoman, it said.

She held it at eye level, cocked an eyebrow at Vinni, who continued to grin. “Male?”

“Yeah. One tough cookie. One great Fam. He and his brother, Meserv, are really special cats. Make sure they spend a lot of time together.”

I’m Phyll. A tiny pink tongue licked her cheek and Lark choked. You are lonely. I’m here now.

Vinni looked away and scuffed his feet.

“Phyll. That’s not a Collinson name,” Lark said.

The boy gave her a sharp, too-adult look. “You’re not a Collinson.”

“I—”

Vinni cut her off with a commanding gesture. “He was your husband and you had a short time together. He’s cycling on the wheel of stars, awaiting rebirth, gone. He wasn’t your HeartMate.”

The word shocked her. She had no HeartMate in this life. She’d never connected with a HeartMate during the turbulent Passages that freed her Flair.

HeartMate, Phyll echoed.

She held her breath.

Vinni continued relentlessly. “Phyll’s not your Family name of Hawthorn, either. Phyll’s a Heather name, from your mother, Calluna. You carried the name of Larkspur Hawthorn, but don’t forget, the skylark is a Heather symbol.” His odd-colored eyes went distant, focused again. “Don’t think you can run from Druida and your destiny,” he whispered.

Lark shivered. He opened his mouth, looked at her, shut it, jerked his head in a nod. “You will do very well.” He screwed up his mouth, nodded again. “Think of what Family the name Meserv comes from.” Vinni bowed once more. “Merry meet.”

Lark resumed breathing; obviously he wasn’t going to say anything else about her future right this moment. She chilled as she thought of “destiny.” She inclined her head. “And merry part.”

“And merry meet again. We will meet again.” He left with a pop.

Lark shook her head. Far too many noble males were telling her that.

Phyll licked her face with a rough little tongue, his brilliant green gaze fastened on her. We all have fine fate. He mewed, his eyes widened more, and he playfully bit at her thumb. Foood. Mmm-Meserv-vvv. Foood.

 
 
The next morning Holm sparred with several men at The  Green Knight Fencing and Fighting Salon until his G’Uncle Tab, twelve decades old, overpowered him. Pushing Holm against a  wall, Tab braced his gnarly arm across Holm’s throat. “I guess I know what’s gnawin’ at you, boy, but you don’ have to take it out on me anymore. I got better things to do than be a beatin’ bag for you,” Tab panted. He’d gone to sea as a young man, and his accent slipped from time to time into seaspeech.

“I have to marry,” Holm said between clenched teeth.

“Yap, you do. Real sorry that ya are between the cauldron and the deep blue sea, but that’s an Heir’s duty for you. Ya have filled the shoes of a Heir very well.” Tab shrugged. “Ya knew this day would come. Make the best of it instead of comin’ around to batter my students ’cause ya are antsy.”

Holm growled.

Tab swatted Holm’s head hard enough to make his ears ring. “And don’ try an’ take it out on me.”

“If you can’t take it . . .” Holm grinned ferally and whipped his sword out.

Tab promptly twisted the weapon from his grip.

Holm scowled.

“I don’ have to take anythin’ from ya, boy. And I want ya gone, you’re scarin’ my students away. This is a respectable place, been in the Family for generations, an’ I won’ let ya close it down ’cause you’re in a snit. If ya wanna fight, go pick on your friend T’Ash.”

Holm bared his teeth. “He’s no fun since he married. We practice defensive sparring only. Maybe Tinne—” Holm gagged as the muscular arm cut off his air.

“Don’ be a-pesterin’ that boy. Tinne’s my heir. He’ll be a-runnin’ this place when I retire. An’ I want him in good shape to do it. Now sheath your sword, cool your blaser, and master your temper. Ain’ nothin’ ya can do here that will make your duty any more tasty, an’ I’m tired of ya beatin’ on me. So, go!” With a strength that belied his many years, Tab marched Holm to the atrium and shoved him out.

Holm winced at Tab’s loud binding spell on the door, denying Holm entrance for an eightday. He looked back at the inner doors to the salon, narrowing his eyes. If the place was forbidden to him for a week, he’d go mad. He needed somewhere to work off his restlessness and figure out how he was going to woo and win his HeartMate. The sparring rooms in T’Holly Residence smelled so sour he could barely tolerate them.

He might even find himself looking for fights in Downwind slums—there real danger awaited him.

He jammed his blade into its sheath and stormed from the salon, nearly tripping over a boy of about nine who sat on the steps.

“HollyHeir.” Something in the very quietness of the boy’s voice stopped Holm. He turned, hand on sword hilt.

The child gave him a cheeky grin.

Holm snorted. “You want me?”

“No, you need me,” the boy said. “More than that, you need  him.” He pulled something that had made a small bulge in the leather satchel beside him into the summer morning.

Before Holm knew it, the tiny marmalade tom kitten had mewed plaintively and attached all of its small, sharp claws onto his shirt. He sighed—the silkeen shirt was ruined. He scowled at the boy, then froze in recognition.

“You’re the new GreatLord T’Vine,” Holm said. Muin was the fourth generation son of the old seeress, given the title at so young an age because of his outstanding Flair in prophecy.

“Muin T’Vine, that’s me. Call me Vinni.” He gave a little bow. Holm would have done better at his age.

Holm scanned the neighborhood. An old established commercial area near CityCenter, it was still no place for a Noble child alone. “You shouldn’t be here by yourself.”

A dimple flashed in T’Vine’s cheek. “Now and then I evade my captors—um, tutors. I’m really just a kid, after all.”

Holm doubted it.

“And you need me.” Vinni struck a cocky pose, legs wide, hands on hips. “I picked the kitten ’specially for you from one of Zanth’s get. Dam was a Downwind feral. His name is Meserv, a Holly name.” Vinni’s voice became crisp. “I’ve had a vision.” He screwed up his mouth as if thinking how to phrase it.

Holm quashed rising anxiety. He hadn’t ever been on the receiving end of a prophecy and he didn’t like it.

Vinni jutted his chin. “Think on this and remember when the future comes to pass. You have a hard fight ahead and you also need”—he lifted a finger—“One: to make a HeartGift”—another finger rose—“Two: two protective amulets from T’Ash, and”—a shudder passed through him—“Three: to be reminded of the Null, Captain Ruis Elder of the starship Nuada’s Sword.” 

Holm’s stomach clenched into a sickening knot. “Not Ruis Elder—” Ruis Elder was a Null, a person who drained a person’s Flair, negated their psi powers. No one with great Flair cared to endure Ruis Elder’s presence.

“Gotta go. Merry meet.”

“And merry part,” Holm said through cold lips. He didn’t know what Vinni’s words meant and wished he could forget them, but didn’t dare.

“And merry meet again!” T’Vine skipped a few steps and vanished with a quiet pop and a scent of ozone.

“I won’t meet you again, if I can help it,” Holm muttered, sure he wasn’t alone in the thought. Those Vines were damned uncanny. No wonder people avoided them.

Now the little cat was a source of comfort. Holm cradled it in his hands, enjoying its warmth and rumbling sides.

Fooood. A teeny telepathic voice echoed in his mind.

Holm lifted the kitten to eye level.

It unscrunched its face and opened wide blue eyes.

Fooood.

“I suppose you want cocoa mousse.”

A little pink tongue darted out. Furrabeast bites? First?

Holm sighed and cuddled the kitten close to his chest. “You’re Zanth’s son, most definitely.”

Meserv settled, sniffed. Excellent smell. We all have fine fate.

 
 
“A HeartMate! Oh, my darling son, I’m so thrilled for  you.”

Dozing, his mother’s voice sounded like it came from a long distance. Though he couldn’t see her, Holm knew his mother was dancing. She had a habit of dancing when she was in high spirits. It made for some interesting GreatHouse Rituals.

He grunted and fumbled for his robe. Meserv mewed in reproach at being jostled. Holm lay in the sunlight pouring through the glass dome of the solar on the top level of GreatHouse Holly Residence, drowsing after a strenuous swim.

“You naughty boy, you’ve been avoiding your father and me.”

He had. Unlike most other topics in his life, the interview with the matchmaker D’Willow and its outcome was not something he wanted to discuss with his parents.

“Where are you?” Passiflora D’Holly trilled.

He heard the hasty push of a branch, and the limb snapping back. “Ow! Don’t you think this conservatory of yours is getting a teensy bit overgrown, dear? Holm? Holm!”

Reluctantly he sat up from the natural moss bed and pulled the fleecy sorbaroot robe around him, letting delightful wisps of daydreams about Lark Collinson dissolve. He glanced at Meserv, who had rolled over to his back, round belly prominent and forepaws curled over it. The Fam gave a little snuffle of pleasure. He’d gorged on ground furrabeast at lunch.

Holm pushed back wet hair from falling in his face and braced for a conversation with his Mother. It would be hard to avoid all the points he wanted to keep to himself.

“Here, Mamá.”

“Holm!” She beamed as she did a dance step and a pirouette. She waved the D’Willow report, which sported four different colored seals. Before he could rise, she came over and gave him a smacking kiss on the cheek. “There’s my boy.”

D’Holly tickled Meserv’s stomach. The kitten burped, slitted its eyes. Greetyou, D’Holly. Good lunch.

She laughed. “Lots of lunch, anyway. Go back to sleep.”

Meserv’s sapphire eyes closed.

His mother glanced at the verdant plant life. “Yes, perhaps we should have the gardeners cut this back a trifle. My, this little alcove is something of a green cave, isn’t it? Hmmm.”

“I’ll speak to them.” He’d tell them not to touch a thing.

“Ah, Holm, a HeartMate, I’m so glad for you.” She sat down, slipped her arms around him, and buried her face in his shoulder. “You can’t know how much that marriage discussion hurt.” Her voice was muffled. He swung an arm around her and squeezed her.

“I didn’t want to force you to marry, but the demands of the Family . . .” His mother had been a FirstFamily daughter of GrandHouse Apple, taught from infancy about Family demands. It was great luck for T’Holly and GrandMistrys Passiflora Apple that they’d been HeartMates, but just as the Nobles bred for powerful Flair, so, too, did they more often than others find HeartMates. A HeartMate bond for their line was treasured.

“I’m sorry,” she said in a small voice against him, “but we would have expected you to marry, HeartMate or no. Just as we  expect you to marry quickly now.” She rubbed her face on the cloth, then she kissed his cheek once more.

His mother glanced at the report. “But now you don’t have to settle for a wife, you have a HeartMate!” Her dimples flashed.

Holm sighed. “I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as your and T’Holly’s courtship.”

“No? But a HeartMate bond—it can’t be very difficult.”

“Tell T’Ash that.”

“Ah, T’Ash.” D’Holly gave an airy wave. “There were extenuating circumstances, his unfortunate childhood. . . . Nothing like that for you, my dear.”

Now was the time for his own dancing—around the subject. He couldn’t tell her anything he didn’t want his father to know. Holm gave her a final hug, stood, and stretched. His mother rose and nearly matched him in height, a tall, slender woman. The Hawthorns ran to small and curvy. Holm’s daughters would be lucky if they got their FatherDam’s height.

“Did the report name the lady?” Holm asked.

D’Holly squinted down at it. She said she was too busy to get her eyes Healed back to their youthful acuity. Holm just thought she was too impatient for the eight-day procedure. He came from an impatient family.

“No, D’Willow didn’t say who your HeartMate was. Odd. No, ah, but she says you know.”

He had to tell his mother enough that she’d give him time to woo Lark, yet couldn’t reveal his HeartMate was a Hawthorn. That would guarantee that his parents would interfere. The whole situation was messy—and would become even more chaotic if GreatLords T’Holly and T’Hawthorn got involved.

“I’ve had inklings.” Since two months ago when he’d met Lark to plan the charity dance to benefit AllClass HealingHall, and had felt an unexpected pull. Ever since, he’d made it a point to see her at least once an eightday. He fought his own nature to pounce, but also fought a deep, unsettling feeling that if he gave into the desire, his life would change forever.

D’Holly’s feet pattered in a little tap dance. “Tell me.”

He plucked the report from her fingers and tossed it to the pallet. Meserv opened one eye as if considering a pounce, burped again, and curled onto his side.

Holm took his mother’s hands and drew her into a waltz. He  danced her from the small alcove to the cool stones surrounding the deep blue irregular pool.

She laughed and hummed a waltz of her own, one of her first musical compositions. Music continually ran through his mother’s mind. She was always accompanied by some mental tune. Music and dancing would distract her.

“My wooing won’t be easy. My HeartMate’s a Healer.”

D’Holly almost missed a step. Her eyes widened, then she winced. “Oh, dear. Healers almost never approve of fighting. And Hollys are fighters. Why, you, after your father, are the premier fighter of Celta.”

“I know.”

“It is the basic nature of the Hollys. Something that we will never breed out of the line.”

“I know.”

“It is expected of the Hollys.” She tilted her head. “Perhaps it will take two weeks of courting.”

“Yes.” He spun her into a sweeping turn. She closed her eyes in pleasure. When she opened them, they focused on the bare triangle of his chest and the dark red scar of a blaser burn.

“Oh, dear,” she said again. “Scarred. All of you. My innocent babe that was once so smooth and flawless.”

“Not for a long time.”

“Who’s that dancing with my HeartMate?” T’Holly’s voice boomed, then was smothered by plants and the waterfall at the end of the pool. “GreatHouse Residence, music if you please, an Earthen waltz for my GreatLady and me.”

Music filled the solar.

“Louder!” T’Holly ordered. The beautiful “Blue Danube” drowned out his voice. He gracefully cut in and took his wife in his arms. “This is a frivolous place, glass and greenery, a pool, and a waterfall. A waterfall! On top of the Residence.”

Like many GreatHouse Residences, the Holly home was modeled on an Earth castle. It had no fairy-tale charm but was a real fortress, walls rising five stories before angling outward in battlements—a solid, square building with no turrets and no windows on the outside until the last level. The pool had been in the basement. Holm had hated the dank, moldy place. He’d had to fight for the remodeling, and his father would voice displeasure all of his life. It was worth it.

Meserv mewed and sat on Holm’s foot.

T’Holly whirled his HeartMate away. Passiflora threw back her head and laughed.

They made a fine picture, a man and a woman in the prime of their lives: he looking down at her with open adoration, she returning all his love.

Holm fisted his hands and shoved them in his pockets. He wanted that. He wanted that badly. Looking at them, he knew the loneliness of his heart, and the yearning of his soul for that one special person. The longing permeated his being, not only heart and soul, but also his mind and body. Nothing would be right for him until he had his own HeartMate. Lark Collinson. He would get her, and keep her.

We will get her, Meserv said.
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