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    EDITOR’S NOTE


    by Denise Little


    Welcome to the first issue of Heart’s Kiss. I’m thrilled to welcome you to what we hope will be a regular part of your life. We’re on the cutting edge in this magazine, because it will be one of the first times that there’s been a place that celebrates short romance fiction at its core. We love romance at Heart’s Kiss. We plan to give you plenty of it.


    In the coming months, we’ll feature fiction from all around the world of romance, from favorite authors to new voices. We’ll peek behind the scenes of the romance industry, talking to authors, editors, illustrators, booksellers, and fans. We will look at the stories behind the stories that you love. We will explore the places that have spawned great tales. We’ll also look at the places that romance writers and readers gather, including conventions, blogs, autographings, and readers’ and writers’ groups. If romance is in the air, we hope to cover it. Heart’s Kiss is a new adventure in romance and I hope you’ll join us as we find our way.


    I’ve been involved in this world of romance as a professional for thirty years, and for fifteen years before that as an enthusiastic amateur. When I was twelve years old, I scooped up a well-worn copy of Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen, and never looked back. I’ve read a romance a day for decades—luckily, I’m a fast reader. But all that reading paid off. After college, I became a bookseller who specialized in romance. I eventually became the romance buyer for Barnes & Noble, moved to New York, and got to know all the romance writers I idolized, along with all the people who worked behind the scenes in the industry. I became one of them, working as an editor for many years. But I’m a reader first. I still clear my calendar when there’s a new release from one of my favorite authors, and savor the book until the very last word. 


    But sometimes I wanted something shorter in romance, something that would fit into my frenzied life—and I couldn’t find it. Now I get to ask writers to make these little gems of romance; romance that fits perfectly into a modern, frenzied lifestyle.


    I know you love romance as much as I do. I hope you’ll find it in the pages of Heart’s Kiss.


    Copyright © 2017 by Denise Little.

  


  
    Mary Jo Putney has had multiple books named among the five best romance novels of the year by Library Journal. She’s a New York Times bestseller, a two-time Rita Award winner, a recipient of RWA’s Nora Roberts Lifetime Achievement Award, and a Publishers Weekly favorite, with Once a Rebel coming out from Kensington Publishing in August, 2017.


    HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS MARY JO PUTNEY


    by Denise Little


    Denise Little: I met Mary Jo Putney at my very first Romance Writers of America convention. I won’t embarrass either of us by saying how long ago it was, but I will say that out of all the many great things I got out of that convention, her friendship is the thing I value most. She’s smart, funny, and grounded. On top of it, she’s one of the finest writers I know. I got the chance to interview her for the very first issue of Heart’s Kiss, and I jumped at it. Here’s what she said:


    What are you tackling next? 


    Mary Jo Putney: I’ve been doing a Regency series that is moving through time, and the book I just completed finally hit 1814, when Washington was burned and the Battle of Baltimore provided victory for the young republic, as well as providing the national anthem. I am now contemplating the Congress of Vienna….


    DL: What is your favorite novel to date, and why?


    MJP: Sophy’s Choice! I love all my stories and characters. But if forced to choose, I’m particularly fond of stories that push the edges. The Rake is possibly my best known book, and it is about alcoholism, addiction, and recovery. One Perfect Rose was my first New York Times bestseller, and the theme is death and dying. (And yes, it has a happy ending!) No Longer a Gentleman is about a light-hearted fellow who gets thrown into solitary confinement in a French dungeon for ten years, and I wanted to see how far I could push him without making him actually crazy. <G> I like people who have been broken and become stronger in the mended places.


    DL: The romance market keeps changing. We’ve gone from a world dominated by category publishing to a universe of electronic publishing, and rigid rules of romance to everything goes. What have been the biggest changes for you as the romance industry has revolved around us? I will say that the joy of a good story—your specialization—has remained its beating heart.


    MJP: To say publishing has been changing is like saying Moby Dick was a really large fish! But I’ve been luckier than many romance writers. I’m still writing the kinds of stories I want to write and I have a fine smaller publisher (Kensington) that takes good care of me and my books. Advances are way down, but I have the rights to many of my older books, and the revenue stream from indie publishing my backlist has kept me comfortable. I think it’s great that writers who want to write books that don’t fit the old categories are able to publish directly and find audiences. The mechanisms of publishing have changed, but storytellers still tell stories.


    DL: You’ve traveled the world in real life, as well as in fiction. What are your favorite memories of your adventures? Have any of your adventures spilled over into your characters’ lives?


    MJP: Oh, yes, though usually as general background more than specific incidents. I lived in England for over two years and traveled all over the British Isles, which gave me a feel for the settings of my mostly British-set novels. Different kinds of people, different kinds of food and houses and so much more make it easy to get into my characters. One specific thing that turned up in a book was a visit to an old village of collapsed stone ‘“black houses’” on Harris and Lewis in the Outer Hebrides. This was long before I started writing, but I looked at the ruined buildings and thought it would be a great setting for suspenseful hunt scene in a book. And indeed, in Shattered Rainbows my hero and heroine hid from the bad guys in ruins just like that.


    This year’s big trip was to South Africa and Botswana. I’m not sure if I can fit that into my novels, but I had a great time!


    DL: You once told me that you picked your time periods to write in carefully, because history was so rarely clean and happy. Regency England clearly calls you. Why? 


    MJP: The early 19th century was a time of great change, moving from the rigid hierarchies of the old regimes to more democratic and progressive societies. Abolition, feminism, social and political reforms were all bubbling away. Plus, fighting Napoleon was a ‘“good war’” against a Continental tyrant, and I’ve always seen parallels with World War II. Britain is different enough to feel rather exotic to Americans, but we share a common culture, and it was one of the more enlightened countries of the time. Plus, Britain was going into a long period of expansion and prosperity and change. It’s much harder to write about Ireland, for example, because much of the history is pretty grim.


    DL: When you are starting a new project, what comes to you first?


    MJP: Sometimes it’s a plot, so I start thinking about what kinds of characters will be best for that storyline. More often I’m starting with characters because I’m a natural born series writer and have been since I started my second book and decided that the hero of my first book would be great as the best friend. So I end up with a cast of characters that I want to explore. It’s almost always the heroes, so then I have to think about the best possible mate and the plot line that with test them and give them the chance to build a committed relationship.


    


    DL: You’ve explored everything from alcoholism to physical disabilities to tribal wars in your fiction. As your characters confront their troubles, I’ve seen how I look at my own world change. Did you set out to change your readers, or was that just a byproduct of great writing? 


    MJP: I’ve done tribal wars? <G> I’ll admit to having China missionaries in my family tree, so real life issues interest me, and yes, I like to expand the knowledge and understanding of my readers. But only to the extent that such issues enrich the stories. I try to avoid being too preachy. (Probably with less than complete success. <G>)


    DL: I find that people in general don’t change much, but that individual people can change everything. Do you look for that in your novels’ settings and characters?


    MJP: Those are not the terms I think in, but yes, individuals can change dramatically. Since most people resist change, it generally takes something massive and traumatic to effect profound change. Which is why I torture my heroes. Rich, entitled (and titled) men are apt to be jerks unless they’ve suffered enough to develop empathy and understanding for others. So when I torture my characters, it’s for their own good. <G>


    DL: I love romance fiction, and think it is one of the truest descendants of classical storytelling. But I could get into a donnybrook saying that at any college campus or literary luncheon in New York. Why are academia and the literary fiction world so determined to put romance down, despite its commercial success?


    MJP: Because romance is largely by and for gurrls! In patriarchal society, female interests are by definition less worthy. Importance is defined by noise and testosterone, which means building relationships and community is trivial. What makes it worse is that romance sells so well!


    DL: There’s been an explosion of romance into teen fiction, science fiction/fantasy, mainstream, and just about everywhere. Do you have your eye on any new worlds to conquer?


    MJP: Actually, I’ve written genre fantasy novels, young adult historical fantasy, and mainstream romantic women’s fiction. But I always come back to history and relationships because I like them so much.


    DL: What are your desert island books? The ones you would keep with you if you got marooned?


    MJP: Oh, my. Can I take all of Lois McMaster Bujold’s Vorkosigan series with The Curse of Chalion thrown in? And Sharon Shinn’s Twelve Houses and Elemental Blessings series? And Jayne Ann Krentz’s romantic suspense? And…and…how about I take a loaded-to-the-gills e-reader? With something to charge it, of course. Sorry, I can’t do any better than that!


    Thanks for the nice chat, Denise!


    Copyright © 2017 by Denise Little.

  


  
    THE TUESDAY ENCHANTRESS


    A Guardian Story


    by Mary Jo Putney


    Having written a trilogy of Guardian paranormal Georgian romances, I jumped at the chance to write a short story in that world for The Mammoth Book of Paranormal Romance. Guardians are human but with magical abilities that tend to run in families. All my previous Guardian stories had been historical, so I thought it would be great fun to make this one contemporary—and what place is more contemporary than New York City? My working title for the story was “Tuesday Night at the Deli” because nothing ever happens on a Tuesday night—except when it does!


    It was just after 2a.m. on a warm Tuesday morning when I stumbled into the corner deli and croaked, “Gimme a triple espresso mocha latte and make it fast!”


    My pal and classmate Rajiv, who was minding the store for his grandparents, glanced up from his textbook. At this hour, he could get almost as much studying done in the deli as he would at home. “It might be malpractice to give you a triple when you already look like nine miles of bad road. Maybe you should try gettin’ some sleep?” 


    Even after years of being friends, I smiled at the contrast between Rajiv’s East Indian face and his Texas accent. He’d saved my bacon when I returned to school after a couple of years of bumming around. I’d lost the habit of study, and it was Rajiv who helped whip my brain into academic shape again. “I’ll sleep when finals are over.”


    He set aside his book and crossed to an espresso machine so big and fancy that it seemed like it should do more than just make coffee. “Don’t worry, Charlie, you’ll ace the exams. You always do.” 


    “Only because I study so much I have no life.” I waited impatiently until he gave me the tall, foaming cup. After slurping some whipped cream off the top, I started chugging the latte. Two swallows and I started to feel alive again. “Fat, chocolate, and triple caffeine,” I said contentedly. “What more can a desperate student want?”


    Rajiv pulled a couple of hot samosas out of the warming case and handed them to me. “Some protein would be good. And then maybe a scone or three.”


    I thanked him through a mouthful of samosa. He made a cappuccino for himself—only a single shot, the wimp—and I decided I would survive this last exam after all. While I chewed, I surveyed the empty deli. 


    Spotlessly clean, the small place was jam-packed with corner store staples, the espresso bar, and a small but excellent selection of fresh edibles. This being New York City, there was everything from pastrami to burritos to stuffed grape leaves. The Guptas’ deli had kept me from starving for years. “Sure is quiet tonight.”


    “It’s Tuesday night. Nothing ever happens on Tuesday nights,” Rajiv said authoritatively. “They’re great for studying.”


    A chime rang as the door opened. I glanced over, then stopped in mid-bite. “That is the hottest chick I’ve ever seen,” I said softly, speaking under my breath so she wouldn’t come over and deck me for the sexist comment. 


    Rajiv studied her. “Nice looking, but not spectacular. Unless she has the keys to your DNA, and judging by your expression, she does.” I could hear the grin in his voice.


    She was tallish, with a nice figure, dark hair pulled back simply at her nape, a reserved expression, and a profile that belonged on an ancient coin. I couldn’t see her eyes since she was frowning at the rack of packaged cookies. Technically, Rajiv was right. She looked damned good in jeans and a tweed blazer, but she wasn’t a raging beauty. Nonetheless, she made me want to roll on my back and wave my paws in the air. 


    “Okay, she’s not exactly a hot chick,” I conceded. “She’s the kind of girl you want to take home to mother, and if you manage that, your mom says ‘you finally did something right, Charlie.’” 


    “Either you’ve gone nuts from studying and caffeine, or you’d better go over and introduce yourself right now,” Rajiv remarked as he ambled back to the counter. 


    There was a mirror over the espresso machine. The reflection was discouraging. Tall and a little underfed, I’m average looking at best, and I wasn’t at my best just now. My hair hadn’t been cut in way too long, I hadn’t shaved in a week, and my mom would burn my battered sweats if I was ever fool enough to wear them home. The hot chick would probably call the cops if I tried to talk to her. 


    Tentatively I reached out with my power to see if I could get a reading on her. I was immediately slammed with a magical blow fiercer than a physical punch. I gasped. My God, the hot chick was a Guardian, like me! 


    Guardians are families where magic runs strong. The Families have been around since time began, near as anyone knows. We’re human, but with some special abilities. Our elders train us to use them conservatively. To help people, not just to accumulate wealth and power for ourselves. Most of us have regular jobs and regular lives. We’re encouraged to marry other Guardians to keep the power strong, but I’d never met a female Guardian who made me think of orange blossoms and cottages with picket fences. 


    The hot chick whipped her head up when I tried to read her. Her quick scan of the store passed over Rajiv and landed on me with a scowl that would freeze the whiskers off a brass cat. So I walked over to her. “You’re a Guardian,” I said softly. “So am I.”


    Her expression chilled another couple of degrees. “Then you should know better than to probe someone without permission.” Her voice was somewhere between whiskey and velvet, her accent was educated British, and her eyes were a dazzling shade of honey gold. If she asked me to lie down so she could walk over me, I’d do it.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you’d be able to sense that.” I gave her my best earnest, nice-guy look. “You were so beautiful I had to know more.”


    You’d think a sincere compliment might soften her a bit, but no dice. She looked like she wanted to whack me over the head with a package of cookies. “Good night, Mr. Owens.” She had a lot of power to be able to pick up my name when she zapped me. 


    “What’s your name?” When her brows arched, I said reasonably, “I’m sure you don’t want me to be thinking of you as the Hot Chick.” 


    For an instant, I thought she’d crack a smile, but instead she said frostily, “Maggie Macrae. That’s Ms. Macrae to you.”


    A Guardian, all right. The Macraes were one of the best known British Families. As she brushed past me, I asked, “What’s your strongest ability?”


     “Shielding.” She pivoted and crossed to the counter with long, graceful strides. 


    No kidding—her shields were blocking me cold. I sighed, regretful but not resigned. Now that I’d met her and knew she was a Guardian, I could find her again. 


    Maggie pulled out her wallet to pay for her cookies. “Do you ever have British biscuits like McVitie’s chocolate digestives?” The smile she gave Rajiv was dazzling.


    “No, but I could order some if you want to come back in a few days,” Rajiv said enthusiastically. Though she might not have as much impact on him as she did on me, he wasn’t immune to that killer smile. 


    She pursed her lips—her ripe, full, kissable lips—and said, “I shall be in New York for some time, so if you could order four boxes, I’d be most grateful. Will they be in by Monday?” I could listen to her gorgeous voice and accent all night. And if Rajiv put the moves on her, I’d kill him.


    Before he could reply, three guys who looked like your worst nightmare came in waving guns. “This is a stick-up!” one yelled as he shot out the security camera in a blaze of bullets. As shards of glass rained down, another snarled, “Give us the money!”


    The robbers were young, and I could see from their wild eyes that they were sky high on some kind of drug that made them hyper and stupid. A headline flashed through my mind: Shopkeeper and two customers murdered in burglary! Thank God I wasn’t clairvoyant—that was fear talking, not a premonition. 


    The lead guy, a hulk with a tacky little goatee, spotted me and Maggie Macrae. “Put yer hands up and get over to the counter,” he ordered with a wave of his gun. Some kind of big, mean-looking semi-automatic. 


    I raised my hands and edged toward the counter very slowly. I tried to look harmless, which wasn’t much of a stretch. Maggie did the same.


    Rajiv said peacefully, “No problem, man. You can have all the money in the register. I’ll open it for you.” 


    He reached for the cash drawer. The robber who had shot out the camera, a short guy with bare, tattoo-covered arms, shouted, “He’s going for a gun!” 


    The tallest guy fired a long blast of bullets, the noise ear-numbing in the small space. The slugs slammed into Rajiv. He pitched sideways, his glasses flying and gouts of blood spurting horribly over his yellow “Buddha Rocks!” t-shirt.


    Maggie screamed, and three guns swiveled toward us. The barrels looked like the Grand Canyon. I dived for the floor, dragging her down and shielding her with my body as best I could. Guardian magic can do a lot of things, but not stop hot lead. 


    Maggie felt soft and indignant under me, but was smart enough not to struggle. Guardians have sometimes been persecuted as witches over the centuries, and the ones who survived long enough to procreate knew how to duck and cover. 


    A couple of bullets hit the counter above my head before Goatee Guy growled, “Stop shooting, Shark! Someone will call the cops.”


    My guess was that Rajiv already had, using a foot switch under the counter. God, Rajiv! My stomach churned. He was an only child. His death would destroy his parents and grandparents. 


    Maybe he wasn’t dead yet. Keeping my voice soft and unthreatening, I raised my head. “I’m a doctor. Will you let me look at the clerk?”


    Tattoo Man said incredulously, “This loser is a doctor?”


    The third guy, Shark, said in a jittery voice, “We should shoot ’em all and get the hell out of here while we can!”


    Maggie said from her position flat on her stomach, “Charles won’t cause any trouble.” Her voice was as persuasive as honey poured over a bear. “If he can keep the clerk from bleeding to death, it’s better for everyone.” 


    Goatee Guy gestured toward Rajiv with his gun. “Okay, but don’t try anything! Shark, break open the cash register. When you’ve got the cash, we’ll take what these two have.” His gaze lingered on Maggie in a way that made me nervous, but first things first. 


    I moved to Rajiv’s side. Blood everywhere, but he was still breathing. I’d had my share of rotations in the ER, so I shut my mind to the knowledge that one of my best friends was bleeding out. This was just another crime victim. Start by figuring out how bad the damage was. 


    I ripped his t-shirt open from neck to waist. There were three bullet holes, one just a graze across the top of his shoulder, no big deal.


    His eyes flickered open. “Don’t get creeped out if you fail, Charlie,” he whispered unsteadily. “Remember I’m Hindu. I get…to reincarnate.” His eyes drifted shut again.


    What kind of loon cracks jokes at a time like this? 


    The best kind. 


    Two of the bullets had gone into his chest. Either could kill him. I closed my eyes and skimmed my hands above the wounds, feeling the catastrophic damage to muscle, bone, nerves, and blood vessels. 


    But the wounds weren’t quite lethal, if I could repair the worst of the damage in time. “Maggie, get over here,” I ordered. “I’ll need help applying pressure.” 


    She joined me in kneeling by Rajiv’s side. After a wary glance at the thugs, she turned away and hunched over Rajiv. I felt the buzz as she generated a minor spell to reduce their interest in her. 


    “Do you have a clean handkerchief or anything like that?” I asked. 


    “Who carries handkerchiefs these days?” Looking a little green at the amount of gore splashed around, Maggie reached over to a rack of miscellaneous grooming and toiletry products to our left. It took her only a moment to crack open a package that contained a shoe polishing kit.


    After handing me the folded polishing cloth, she opened a second package. A smart, hot chick. I really hoped we both survived this so I could persuade her that I was worth knowing. As I used the folded fabric to compress the worst of the bullet holes, I said, “Press on that other wound. And please don’t faint.”


    She managed an uneven smile as she set the second polishing cloth on the other wound and leaned on it with the heel of her hand. “I won’t.” 


    As Shark noisily smashed the cash register, she breathed into my ear in a voice so soft only a Guardian could hear it, “You’re really a doctor?”


    “Yeah, if I pass the final exams I’m taking this week. I’m also a Guardian healer. But my specialty is disease and infection and that sort of thing, not surgery and trauma.” I closed my eyes as I concentrated on Rajiv’s torn vena cava, the most lethal of his injuries. When I had the structure clearly in my mind, I poured energy around the tear, pulling the ragged edges together…


    Damn, I couldn’t quite get it! The pieces slid out of my control. 


    I tried again, then again. Still couldn’t repair the damage, and time—as well as Rajiv’s blood—were running out fast. “I need more energy, Maggie. Drop those shields and touch my hand so I can borrow some power.”


    She started to protest, then shut up and spread her fingers so her right little finger touched the outside of my left hand. I could feel her shields go down, and also felt how much she hated doing it. 


    Sharing energy like this was usually done only between people who knew each other very well. Maggie and I were strangers, and she didn’t even like me. But she was Guardian to the core—help was needed, she came through.


    Any other time I wouldn’t have been able to resist studying her mind and energy, but all I cared about now was channeling her magic. She had a hell of a lot of it, too. I felt a disorienting internal wrench as we connected, as if I was tumbling into free fall. 


    She gasped, and so did I. This was the Guardian equivalent of going sky diving with no training on how to open the parachute. After a couple of heartbeats, our energies began to adjust. It’s hard to describe—sort of like the music of two different instruments swooping around each other while trying to find the exact same note.


    Then we snapped into sync and her power began flowing through the link, smooth and rich and deep. I spent an instant enjoying the sensation—she felt like the very best bittersweet Belgian chocolate. Then I concentrated on focusing the blaze of white light we had created. 


    When I’d mastered our combined energies, I channeled it around the damaged vena cava and visualized wholeness. The ragged edges slowly came together and began to meld until the vessel was as good as new. 


    “Got it!” I said with quiet exultation. It was strange to be saving a life while Shark was emptying the register a yard away and the other two thugs were scarfing down hot food from the case right behind Maggie. The deli looked even smaller from the floor.


    Maggie uttered a soft prayer of thanks. “Ready for the other wound?”


    “Yep.” I took over the blood saturated pad and did a detailed scan of the damage. Besides blood vessels, some nerves needed fixing. Bones were broken and that kind of repair would require far more energy than Maggie and I could muster. But with her help, I could manage the vessels and nerves.


    As I worked on the second wound, I was dimly aware of police sirens. I was just finishing the repair when suddenly sirens were screaming right outside the door. A gruff voice yelled, “Police! Come out with your hands up!”


    “Jesus, the cops are here!” Goatee Guy exclaimed. “We need to get the hell out the back!” 


    I snapped in my ER voice, “There isn’t a back way out! Better to surrender before they shoot you down.”


    “If the guy’s already dead, we should shoot you two as well so there are no witnesses!” Shark growled, his eyes crazed. I gave him credit for the fact that he was trying to think. Can’t say I liked the murderous direction of his thoughts. 


    “Rajiv isn’t going to die,” I said swiftly. “Since you let me work on him, he should pull through. You were smart. Be smart again. Surrender to the police and you may serve a little time, but you’ll have a life ahead of you.” 


    Tattoo Man scowled at Rajiv’s limp body. “Ya shouldn’t’ve shot him, Shark. Think the cops will negotiate if we take these two hostage? Maybe we can use them to get away.” 


    I was dizzy and light-headed from the energy I’d burned in the healing, but I tried to find an argument that might work. “Rajiv is holding his own, but negotiations take time. He might not make it if you delay,” I warned. “Rajiv’s mom is a federal judge. If he dies, the cops will never stop hunting till they find you, and then they’ll fry you for murder one.” 


    “The smug bastard is lying to us!” Shark said, voice panicky. “We gotta blow these guys away, too!”


    He was aiming his gun at me when Maggie Macrae said in a rich, soothing voice, “He’s not lying. The clerk is going to be all right. You can be, too.” 


    Slowly she stood, uncoiling her long, lithe body. She’d shed her blazer and released her hair. Under the fluorescents, thick waves fell past her shoulders in a shimmering cascade of dark auburn. I stared, entranced. Ms. Maggie Macrae was the most sensual woman I’d ever seen. 


    The thugs reacted the same way. Their gazes were riveted. Maggie took a step toward Goatee Guy, who was the closest. It was the bravest act I’ve ever seen.


    “Jaybird, you’ve never done anything like this before,” she said, her voice sultry. “Do you want to break your grandmother’s heart after all she’s done for you?” 


    He gasped and his hand dropped until the barrel of his gun pointed toward the floor. She smiled and laid a hand on his shoulder. The weapon fell from his nerveless fingers as he stared at her like a stunned ox. 


    She gave Tattoo Man an enchanting smile. “Rocko, you’ve got a girl who loves you and a baby on the way. Why did you let yourself get talked into this?” 


    He looked as if he wanted to weep. His weapon also sagged toward the floor. Maggie patted his cheek and he beamed at her goofily as the gun slipped from his hand. 


    She turned to Shark, who backed away frantically, trying to steady his gun with two shaking hands as he aimed at her heart. “Jeez, what are you, some kind of witch?”


    The spell she’d used on the others wasn’t working on him, so I dragged myself out of my trance and hurled a can of tomato soup into Shark’s throat. “Duck, Maggie!” 


    I was a pretty good pitcher in the days when I had time to play ball. Shark made a strangled sound and doubled over. I followed up the soup with a big, heavy can of garbanzos that hit him in the temple. He collapsed, loosing a shot as he fell, but Maggie had ducked and the bullet went over her head. 


    While she was bent over. she scooped the other two guns from the floor. By that time, I had collected Shark’s weapon as well.


    I yelled, “It’s okay in here, officers! I’m one of two customers. The three robbers have surrendered and given us their guns. Call an ambulance! The clerk is badly hurt!”


    “Put your hands in the air!” the gruff cop voice called.


    It wouldn’t be good for the police to come in and see three guns, so I set Shark’s way up on a shelf of canned goods. After I added Maggie’s two weapons, I raised my hands and yelled, “Come on in!”


    The two thugs who were still standing looked a little dopey from whatever Maggie had done. The police entered in a wary crouch, weapons at the ready. When they saw the threat was over, they relaxed and cuffed the robbers. I guess I still looked harmless, since they didn’t suspect me of being one of the bad guys. 


    An ambulance arrived, and suddenly the deli was full of cops and EMTs looking to see if Rajiv was salvageable. One whistled softly as he checked Rajiv’s heart beat and blood pressure. “This guy’s the luckiest man in New York City. He’s lost a lot of blood, but the bullets seem to have missed the major blood vessels.” 


    Fortunately, it wouldn’t occur to them that Rajiv had been healed by magic. “I did what I could to slow the bleeding,” I explained. “He and I are both fourth year med students and his father is a surgeon. Take good care of him.”


    The EMT nodded. Medical people look out for their own. “He’ll make it. You do good work, doc.” High praise. 


    As Rajiv was hoisted onto a gurney, he managed a crooked smile. “Don’t let the grands get too freaked out, Charlie.”


    I patted his hand. “I’ll tell them you’ll be okay.”


    His grandparents would go straight to the hospital, I suspected. His parents, the judge and the surgeon, would grab the first available flight from Dallas. Thank God the news about Rajiv was good.


     As the barely conscious Shark was wrestled to his feet, a policewoman said to Maggie and me, “Stay out of the way while we take care of the perps and victim. We’ll need statements.”


    I nodded and moved to the back of the shop, Maggie following. She looked as drained as I felt. I asked, “Want a latte?”


    She smiled crookedly. “You’re a barista as well?” 


    “I helped out Rajiv sometimes when things got busy.” I made two of my favorite mocha lattes, heavy on the cream and chocolate syrup, but only single shots of caffeine. I figured both of us had had enough stimulation for one night. 


    Maggie accepted the latte, took a swig, then slid down to the floor, her back against the cabinet. “That was an impressive job of healing, Dr. Owens.”


    “Charlie.” I heaped as much whipped cream on top of my latte as I could, then joined her on the floor, only a few inches between us as we leaned back against the coffee cabinet. Despite all the noise and activity—there were now TV cameras filming outside—we had our own private little space to talk. I’d brought a handful of cranberry scones down with me, and I offered one to Maggie.


    Scones are first class comfort food. She tried to be ladylike, but failed. After demolishing one in two bites, she said, “Remind me to never again go out for food at 2a.m. in New York City.” 


    “Okay.” I bit my scone in half, chewed and swallowed. “What you did was pretty amazing. How did you tame those two guys? What kind of spell were you using?”


    She looked at me in surprise. Nice long lashes around those honey gold eyes. “Couldn’t you tell?”


    “You’re an enchantress!” I exclaimed as I realized. One of the rarest kinds of mage, enchantresses were almost always female, and they could project allure so powerfully that a man’s brain would turn to mush. The power has been studied in recent times and seems to be a matter of pheromones. An enchantress could turn hers on, calibrate the intensity, and focus them in an instant. Maggie Macrae could probably stun the whole male population of a New York borough if she wanted to. “I didn’t realize.”


    Her brows arched. “I thought you knew as soon as I came in. I just arrived in New York, so I assumed jetlag had weakened my shielding.”


    I thought back, then shook my head. “You weren’t sending out any enchantress vibes. If you had, I’d have passed out just looking at you.”


    “You thought I was that attractive even though I wasn’t trying to attract?” Maggie said with interest as she nibbled more daintily at a second scone. This close, her lips looked even more kissable.


    “I sure did!” Probably better if I didn’t say that my reaction to her had been, “This one! I want this one!” The men in my family tend to fall in love at first sight and stay in love until they die, but no point to scaring her off now that she was talking to me. “Sorry about demanding your energy when we haven’t even been properly introduced.”


    She made a dismissive gesture. “It was needful. I was able to follow you well enough to see what you were doing. He wouldn’t have had a chance if you hadn’t been right here and a superb healer.” 


    Her admiring glance warmed me to my cockles, whatever cockles were. That wasn’t covered in anatomy class. I matched my shrug to hers. “It was needful. And Rajiv is a really good friend.”


    She closed her eyes, looking exhausted. “Enchantress magic doesn’t always work. My thanks for your timely and well placed tin of soup.”


    “Shark was so hopped up that nothing could get through to his addled brain, not even world class pheromones like yours.” I sighed, thinking of the work that needed to be done still. “Do you have enough energy left to help me put a spell of protection on the deli? I cast one here when I started at med school and until now it worked—no robberies, no violence. But something stronger is needed. This shouldn’t happen again.”


    “Good idea. As I said before, I’m particularly good at shielding, so I’ll take the lead.” She cocked an eyebrow at me, clearly waiting to see if I was going to go gorilla on her and insist that I shape the spell. 


    “Good. I’m only middlin’ at shielding and repulsion spells.”


    Maggie nodded approvingly. “Plus, you must be tired to the bone after that healing work.” She took my hand, long cool fingers interlacing with mine. 


    I drew a shaky breath as lightning jolts of Maggie energy swept through me. I forced myself to relax and flow, putting my energy at her disposal. She wasn’t kidding about being good at shielding. The protection she built was a thing of beauty, like the work of a first class architect. No armed thugs would enter the deli any decade soon. 


    But she allowed nothing personal to show. I’m not as good at shielding, so she must have picked up some of my feelings. She gave me a spooked stare when we finished the spell work and released hands. I let go of her reluctantly, but figured I had to if she was going to believe that I wasn’t a crazed stalker. 


    Before I could ask for her phone number, the cops came over and separated us to take statements. Yes, officer, there were three robbers. Shark was the one who shot Rajiv. They deserved some credit for allowing me to save his life. Yes, I’d put Shark out of commission with canned goods. 


    I was so tired I was weaving on my feet by the time they had finished with the questions. Mercifully, they said I could wait till later in the day to go to the station and sign my statement.


    As soon as they finished with me, I looked around for Maggie. No enchantresses in sight. My pulse spiked with alarm as I asked the nearest policeman, “The woman, Maggie Macrae. Where is she?”


    He shrugged, his attention elsewhere. “She left after giving her statement.”


    I wanted to howl that she couldn’t leave, we had unfinished business. I was heading for the door when my brother David showed up, looking even scruffier than I did. He’s an NYPD cop, the best detective in the city because he’s a Guardian enforcer and not much gets by him. 


    “Jesus, Charlie!” He gave me a bone cracking hug. “I heard about this robbery on the radio and had a hunch you were here.” Being Dave, it would have been more than a hunch. “Whose blood are you wearing?” 


    I stared down at my gory sweats. “Rajiv’s. But he’ll be okay, I think.”


    “Because of you?”


    I nodded. Dave knew enough to guess the rest. I’d used my healing abilities on him often enough. He had a talent for getting banged up. “I need to get moving,” I said numbly. “There was a woman here, Maggie Macrae, and I have to find her.”


    “Macrae?” He recognized the Guardian name, of course. 


    I nodded again. “She persuaded two of the yahoos to drop their guns. Now if you’ll excuse me….” 


    Dave blocked my way. He can read me pretty well. “You liked her?”


    “For me, she’s why men fight,” I said impatiently. “Now get out of my way!”


    His hand locked onto my arm. “You’re dead on your feet, little brother. And don’t you have a final exam later today? Go home, get some sleep, take your exam, clean up so you don’t look like a fugitive from a slasher flick, and then find her.”


    “I need to find her now, David,” I growled. “Will you remove your hand before I break it?”


    He looked startled—I don’t lose my temper often—but let me go. “Want me to find her for you?”


    Which he could easily, since enforcers are always brilliant finders. “Hell, no,” I snapped. “Women are suckers for the tall, dark, and dangerous thing you have down so well. I’ll find her myself.”


    “Would that you were right about the tall, dark, and dangerous thing,” he said wryly. “Go left, then left again for half a block. And good luck.”


    As I said, he’s a great finder, and I’ll admit that it saved some time to have him point me in the right direction. But that still left a long avenue block of apartment buildings. I followed his directions. Left, then left again. My brain felt wrapped in cotton wool and I wanted nothing more than to collapse anywhere, a bed by preference though concrete would do. But I had to find Maggie Macrae before I could sleep. 


    Some senses operate better when you’re tired. I closed my eyes and let my mind drift as I looked for Maggie’s bittersweet Belgian chocolate energy signature. Chocolate and the smoothest Highland whiskey, yesss….


    I headed into the third apartment building on the right. A sleepy doorman was on duty. He came awake fast at the sight of my bloody self, and he was six and a half feet of frowning disapproval.


    Before he could call 911, I said reassuringly, using all the persuasive magic I had, “Could you ring Ms. Macrae in apartment 30-D?” 


    Glad I’d been able to pull the apartment number out of the ether, I continued, “I’m respectable, really. Ms. Macrae and I were both in a convenience store robbery and I want to check that she’s okay. Tell her it’s Doctor Charles Owens.”


    It must have been the magic that persuaded him, because it sure wasn’t my appearance. He rang up to her apartment. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Ms. Macrae, but there’s a fellow here who calls himself Doctor Owens. Shall I let him in?”


    There was a long pause and my heart sank. If Maggie said no, I didn’t have the energy to storm the building. Not tonight, anyhow. 


    But she must have said yes because the doorman grudgingly let me in. I don’t even remember taking the elevator up, though when I exited on the thirtieth floor, I vaguely noticed I’d left bloody smudges on the wall where I leaned during the ascent.


    Then I was at her door, knocking. Maggie opened it warily, her shields locked tight as a bank vault. She’d discarded the jeans and blazer and wore a long monk’s robe in a gold velvet color that matched her eyes. Every inch of skin below her neck was covered, and she was the sexiest woman I’d ever seen. 


    Maybe I’d gone nuts—entirely possible—but sexual tension crackled between us like heat lightning. I forgot about fatigue as every cell in my body went on alert.


    Her gaze met mine, then slid away. “No need to come by. I’m fine.”


    “I’m not. Can I come in?” 


    She stepped back and let me pass while I tried to figure out how to justify being here at 4a.m. without admitting to crazed lust. Of course she wasn’t worried that I’d attack her—the enchantress gift comes with a major talent for self defense. But she was still way skittish. 


    The apartment was really nice. Glad to have a neutral topic, I said, “It looks like you’re in New York for a while?”


    “I was working in London in computers, and my company just transferred me here.” She crossed to a window and stared out at the lights of the city, her arms crossed tightly in front of her. The golden velvet robe might be monkish, but the graceful body underneath sure wasn’t.


    “Of course, that’s only my day job,” she continued. “I imagine you’ve heard of the Protection Project? I’m also here to strengthen New York’s shielding.” 


    I’d heard of the project, of course. Guardians around the world and across nations and ethnicities all worked to protect the great cities and historical sites from terrorism. We weren’t always successful, but we’d prevented a whole lot of grief, especially in the Mideast. It made sense that someone as powerful at shielding as Maggie would be part of that. “As a resident of New York, I give you my thanks.”


    “I need to thank you as well.” Her profile was as still and elegant as a Greek sculpture. “First for protecting me with your own body when that maniac was shooting the shop up. Then for taking Shark down with your tinned soup.” 


    “Sometimes physical action beats magic.” I really should go home, but I couldn’t bear to leave. I needed something from her. A sign of interest, maybe. Not easy to imagine when she looked like a porcupine. 


    Abruptly I realized why she was prickly. I said quietly, “It must be hard to be an enchantress and always have to be on your guard against men going crazy over you.”


    “You have no idea.” Her laughter was brittle. “I had to learn shielding as soon as I could walk.”


    I was getting better at reading her, for I caught a fleeting impression of an unhappy love affair in London. Guardian emotions run deep. Falling for some idiot who lusted after her body and didn’t care about her brains and bravery and uniqueness had devastated her. That’s why she’d taken the job in New York. 


    “Owenses mate for life,” I said baldly. “As soon as you walked in the door, I knew. I don’t expect you to feel the same way now, but I rather desperately want the chance to persuade you to take me seriously. Roses and canned soup and chess games in the park. Whatever you want.”


    She turned, startled. “How did you know about the chess…? Of course, you’re a Guardian. And a rather powerful one.”


    “The world always needs healers, and it’s the main thing I’m good at.” I dropped my internal shields so she could probe if she wanted to. “See for yourself.” 


    I felt a light, hesitant brush on the edges of my energy field. Then a stronger touch as she began to relax. I felt like a cat being petted. 


    “My mother said it’s best to find someone who thinks I look good even in the morning when my hair is wild and my eyes are half closed,” she said thoughtfully.


    “I’m entirely willing to find out.” I looked into her honey brown eyes and felt myself falling, falling, falling. “But I already know the answer is yes. You’ll look wonderful even then. Just like you do now.”


    She looked startled. “I’ve got my allure clamped down to zero. You shouldn’t be able to pick up any enchantress magic at all.”


    “You’re still the most attractive woman in Manhattan, and there’s serious competition here.” I stood very still as her energy reached deeper and deeper, as erotic as if she’d dropped her robe on the floor. Reaching out to her with my own energy, I said, “It’s not just your looks. It’s your brains and your courage in facing down those robbers. That was…amazing. Worthy of the most famous of your Macrae ancestors.”


    “You really know how to charm a woman, Dr. Owens,” she said with a slow, dazzling smile. Her shields went down and she began to glow, her warmth and sensuality enfolding me even though we weren’t touching. Her living room was full of swirling golden light as our energy fields danced and twined together. This was unleashed enchantress power, I realized. I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven.


    “Not a doctor yet, but soon.” Her openness produced a rush of relief so intense I felt downright giddy. To her inner sight, I probably sparkled like skyrockets. “I have no serious vices, I like kids and animals, and I clean up fairly well.”


    “You look rather fine now, in a down market sort of way.” She frowned as she read me more deeply. “Heavens, you have your last exam in a few hours! You need to get beyond that before thinking about mating for life.”


    “You’re right,” I agreed. “Will you go out to dinner with me tonight, after the exam is over and I’ve showered and caught a few hours of sleep?”


    “I have a better plan.” Maggie crossed the room with gliding steps and reached up to rest her hands on my shoulders. Her burning, sexy hands. “You have a fine set of shoulders,” she murmured as she skimmed her hands over them and down my arms. 


    “I’m supposed to be the healer,” I said huskily. “But you could raise the dead.”


    Maggie laughed, not displeased. “Now you will go in my bathroom and take a shower while I throw those appalling garments into the wash.” She kissed my left cheek. “Then we will both lie down on my bed and sleep.” She kissed my right cheek. “Nothing else, but the energy exchange of being close will enable you to recover enough to pass your pharmacology exam so you needn’t think more about that.”


    I slid my fingers into her shimmering hair. “Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say.”


    “Then you will come back here, and we shall not leave the apartment for the next week.” Her lips met mine, and we connected in a blaze of pure transformation. This, I realized hazily, was what the ancient Guardians called an alchemical marriage. Two souls bonding till death did us part. And it could happen in an instant. 


    I wrapped my arms around her slim, provocative body, and we fell into each other. “Are you sure nothing happens when we go to bed?” I breathed. “There is more than one way to share energy and be revitalized.”


    She laughed and stepped from the embrace. “You wish to play doctor? We’ll see, Charles. We’ll see.”


    I caught her hand and kissed it. She blushed adorably, heat radiating from her as she gave me a gentle push in the direction of the shower. I headed to the bathroom wearing a smile that could light up Manhattan. 


    Who said that nothing ever happened on Tuesdays?


    Copyright © 2009 by Mary Jo Putney.
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    TAKING THE CAKE


    by Diane A.S. Stuckart


    “Cate! The Uber driver is here!”


    Finally!


    “Hang on a sec,” Cate MacKenzie told the auto repair shop owner she’d just called. Lowering her cell phone, she peered out of her tiny office to the equally small but well-equipped commercial kitchen beyond. 


    “Madison,” she instructed her assistant, “grab Damon and get the Thompkins-Jones cake loaded for me. I’ll be ready to go in a minute. I’m working on getting the van repaired in time so we can still deliver the cakes to the Martinez’s quinceanera and Mrs. Fillmore’s 100th birthday by the end of the afternoon.”


    Madison nodded, her asymmetrical blond bangs dipping over one blue eye. Flipping her hair back into place, she gestured toward the staging table where a series of sealed white cake boxes was arranged.


    “Damon and I finished boxing up all three cakes,” the girl said. “He’s outside now helping the driver get his car ready. It’s an SUV like you asked—the kind with the sliding doors—so all they need to do is fold down the seats and then we can load up for the wedding.”


    “Perfect.”


    Cate grimaced. It wasn’t perfect, of course, but it was the best she’d been able to do on a Friday at noon with barely two hours until the Thompkins-Jones wedding, and the company delivery van unexpectedly needing a new starter. With her custom cake business still in the fledgling stages—she’d been open for a little less than a year—no way could she risk a justifiably ticked off bride posting a bad review on Yelp for breach of contract.


    Calling an Uber driver had seemed the most practical option to get the cake to the wedding on time.


    Leaving her assistants to literally handle the heavy lifting, Cate finished her call with the repair shop, then set her phone next to her purse and returned to the kitchen. As she’d explained to the bride when the young woman had placed her order, delivering a wedding cake consisted of more than simply dropping it off. Even a fondant cake—the kind with flashy molded icing, and all its layers already assembled—needed a final look once it reached its destination. 


    But a traditional buttercream wedding cake such as Jen Thompkins had chosen required careful assembly onsite, and usually a few fixes and repairs. More concerning was how the delicate icing would hold up when the cake was to be served outside on a spring afternoon. Timing was everything—while she didn’t want to be late, she couldn’t deliver it too early and risk the icing melting. That’s why Cate always brought along a decorating kit that included knives, spatulas, shaping tools, and a dozen different tips for last minute fixes. 


    Note to self. Next time, push harder for fondant.


    Making sure everything she needed was in her caddy, Cate went to the refrigerator and pulled out several bags of prepared icing in white and pastels. 


    “Cake insurance, check,” she murmured, adding those to the equipment.


    Setting her caddy on the staging table, she went over to the coat rack where several clean chef’s jackets hung. She chose the black one…Damon and Madison, both being interns from the local culinary academy, wore the white. As always, she couldn’t help a small rush of pride at seeing the words, Cate’s Classy Cakes, embroidered in gold on one side of the jacket. 


    Standing in front of the narrow mirror hung beside the coat rack, she quickly buttoned the jacket over her crisp white blouse and black dress pants. Of course, when she was actually working, she’d wear drawstring white or black pants and sensible rubber-sole flats instead of the black high heels she was wearing, but she always liked to dress up when delivering for a formal event. Besides, a few inches added to her five-foot two-inch height always made her feel a bit more “in charge.”


    “We’re set,” came a youthful voice behind her. Her other assistant, the dreadlocked Damon, had returned from loading the wedding cake and was dabbing sweat from his dark brow. “I can’t believe it’s April and already hot as heck,” he grumbled. 


    “That’s the price you pay for living in beautiful West Palm Beach, Florida,” Cate reminded him with an ironic smile. “And you’re exaggerating. It’s barely going to hit eighty degrees today.”


    With a final check of her long, brunette hair smoothed into a sleek knot at the base of her neck, she returned to her office and snatched up her purse, slinging it over her shoulder. Then, caddy in one hand, and invoice and map to the reception location in the other, she rushed out to the sidewalk. 


    Madison was leaning toward the driver’s side window of the late model, light gray sport utility vehicle, flirting with the guy behind the wheel. All Cate could see of him was a muscular tanned arm and the short sleeve of what appeared to be a garish Hawaiian shirt in shades of red, blue, and yellow. 


    She rolled her eyes at that, even as she gave an inner self-deprecating chuckle. Pretty bad when a twenty-year-old had better luck with men than she did. But, on the bright side, the man in question had horrendous fashion taste. Cate preferred her guys in khakis or suits.


    “Madison, save it for the tow truck driver,” she said, but without true rancor. “He should be here any minute to get the van. Remember, if something happens and the repairs aren’t finished in time for Damon to make the other two deliveries, call another Uber driver and have it put to my account.”


    “Will do. Good luck!”


    With a saucy wave in the direction of the driver, Madison strutted her way back to the shop. Cate, meanwhile, was juggling caddy, map, and purse as she climbed into the SUV’s backseat and closed the sliding door. Not exactly limo service, but as long as she got to the reception site in time, and with cake intact, she wouldn’t complain. Swiftly, she eyed what Damon had done. 


    The larger section of the passenger’s seat—leather-upholstered in the same shade of gray as the SUVs paint—had been lowered and flattened to form a deck. Damon had put down a yoga “sticky” mat atop the resulting carpeted surface before setting down the two cake boxes. That way, the boxes were less likely to slide in transit.


    The taller box held the first three layers, already stacked and doweled together. The second, much smaller box held the elaborate top layer—the “mini cake” that would be removed before slicing for the happy couple to save for their first anniversary. 


    “We need to hurry,” she urged the driver as he signaled and pulled out from the curb. “But not too fast. We don’t want the cakes sliding around. Plus, I need you to turn your air conditioning on high so the icing stays cool. Oh, and I have a map to the wedding”—she waved the paper with the instructions—“if you want to take a look. It’s at Mounts Botanical Gardens.”


    “Don’t worry, ma’am,” Mr. Hawaiian Tropic replied as he obediently cranked up the a/c and carefully rounded the block. “I’ve got a GPS that’ll take us the fastest route. But we’ll have to take side streets. The President is supposed to be landing at PBIA”—Palm Beach International Airport, he meant—“in the next hour, so chances are the interstate will be blocked.”


    “Fine, fine,” she absently muttered as she dug through her purse for her cell. Where in the heck had she put it? Then she recalled how she’d hung up from the repair shop and set her cell beside her purse, not in it. She’d been in such a hurry to get out the door that she had completely missed grabbing it.


    Panic flashed through her, a reaction that she ironically recognized as the old, OMG, I’m used to being connected 24/7/365 and suddenly I’m not syndrome. She knew the symptoms well—a bit of twitching, heart palpitations, fingers clutching at a phantom phone case. Maybe she should have the driver turn around and head back to the shop so she could retrieve it.


    Get a grip, Cate. People have gone without phones for millennia and survived it. 


    Not that it was good business to be headed toward a client’s location with no way to reach her, or vice versa. But they’d arrive within twenty minutes, and surely there would be no disaster in the interim. Once on site, she’d simply borrow someone else’s phone and call Damon to make sure all was well back at the shop.


    “Catie? Catie Stubbs? Is that you?”


    The sudden questions from the front seat startled her from her reverie, the more so because no one had called her by either of those names in years. Her gaze flew up to meet that of the Hawaiian-shirted driver reflected back at her in the SUV’s rear view mirror. All she could see of his face was his broad forehead and his brown eyes, both features seeming vaguely familiar. As did the man’s voice, come to think of it.


    And then it all clicked into place.


    Her own brown eyes widened in horrified disbelief. His dark hair was shorter than he used to wear it, his hairline a bit higher than she remembered, and the lines around his eyes more pronounced than they’d once been. But, it definitely was…. 


    “Noah?” she choked out. “Noah Ransom?”


    “Yeah. So, uh, how have you been, Catie? I guess from the sign on the shop that you finally got your own bakery, like you always wanted?”


    Disbelief was rapidly morphing into something between dismay and outrage. How have you been? What the heck kind of question was that, after the way they’d parted…and how in the heck was she supposed to answer? 


    Fine, was polite and shut the door on further prying. 


    Great, after I figured out you were the jerk ten years ago, and not me, was more accurate, if less than polite. 


    Fabulous, once I realized you did me a biggest favor in the world when you broke our engagement…and my heart, was the unvarnished truth.


    Instead, she took a steadying breath and said in a cool, clipped tone, “Yes, I own the shop. And it’s Cate, not Catie. And it’s Mackenzie now, not Stubbs.”


    He didn’t need to know that her marriage had happened on the rebound following their breakup…a quickie Las Vegas elopement that ended in an equally quickie divorce two years later. She’d kept her married name, partly because she was by then gaining a professional reputation as Cate Mackenzie, and partly because she’d been glad to unload the Stubbs name. No offense to the generations of stalwart Stubbses who’d proceeded her; she’d simply had her fill of jokes over the years regarding her last name and her admittedly short stature. 


    She saw Noah nodding.


    “Hey, I should have known some lucky guy would snap you up,” he replied, sounding surprisingly cheerful about the situation. 


    They drove in silence for a few more minutes, Cate concentrating on holding onto the cake—and onto her composure. With luck, he’d have the decency to keep their unexpected meeting a business transaction, as she intended to do. 


    But her hopes for that were dashed when, abruptly, Noah asked, “So, is he—your husband, I mean—in the food biz like you?”


    “Actually, he was an investment banker.”


    “Was?”


    Cate hesitated. None of this was any of Mr. Noah Ransom’s business, but cutting off the conversation would make her look churlish. Besides, she no longer cared about his opinion of her. Not at all.


    “We divorced after a couple of years,” she said, keeping her tone carefully non-committal. “I haven’t seen or heard from him since we signed the papers.”


    “Too bad,” he replied, sounding like he meant it. “I guess no kids?”


    “No. You?”


    They’d stopped at a red light. Noah took that opportunity to pull a small photo off a clip on his visor. He swung around to face her. Smiling, he proffered the picture, saying, “Just one son. His name is Trevor.”


    A wave of all-but-forgotten bitterness washed over her. Marriage and kids had been the reason for their split ten years ago. She’d wanted it; he hadn’t. It had been, as they’d both agreed, a deal breaker. But it seemed that, once he’d dumped her, Noah had decided to close on at least one of those deals, after all.


    The boy in the picture was a grade schooler—seven or eight, she judged. In appearance, he was the polar opposite of Noah with his pale blond hair and big blue eyes. Actually, she couldn’t see much of a resemblance between father and son, save for the single dimple when he smiled—his in the right cheek, and Noah’s in the left. 


    “Cute little guy,” she admitted in a tight voice. “I guess he looks like your wife.”


    “Yeah, he lucked out,” Noah cheerfully agreed as he stuck the photo back on the visor, and accelerated with the now-green light. 


    Cate noted that he didn’t correct the “wife” assumption. Apparently, he’d changed his mind on the marriage portion of their deal breaker, too. 


    Then, while she did silent battle with unexpectedly resurrected emotion, he went on with obvious pride, “And he’s a good kid, too. He had his eighth birthday last month. Instead of a party, he and three of his buddies spent the day at the animal shelter cleaning cages and helping the other volunteers. And he used his birthday money to buy toys for some of the senior dogs who’ve been waiting for months to be adopted.”


    A bit of the bitterness dissipated. Trevor sounded like a stand-up little guy…probably because of his mom, she decided with an inner snort. 


    “It’s great to see a child that young already doing for others,” she coolly agreed. “I’ll bet his mother is really proud of him.”


    “Yeah, she was.”


    “Was?”


    Maybe his marriage hadn’t lasted, either, she thought with satisfaction.


    Noah’s steady gaze met hers in the rear view mirror. “We lost Trevor’s mom two years ago. Pancreatic cancer.”


    Cate caught her breath, abruptly feeling like a Class A jerk. Here she’d been feeling sorry for herself remembering a long ago breakup, and this man had recently lost his wife to a terrible disease. Not only that, but a little boy had been deprived of his mother at an age when he needed her most. 


    “Noah, I am so very sorry,” she choked out. “I can’t imagine how hard that was—is—for you and Trevor.”


    “Yeah, it was pretty tough in the beginning, especially for him. You know, all those firsts.”


    Cate nodded, eyes welling despite herself as she mentally ticked them off. First birthday without his mom. First day of school without her. First Christmas with only his dad. Noah obviously had been there to help him through it…though he’d had to go through those same milestones, himself. 


    But there was one thing that didn’t make sense here. 


    “I know it’s none of my business,” she ventured, “but why are you driving people for a living? I mean, I thought you planned on being a big-time attorney. When we broke up”—she stumbled only a little over those words—“you were finishing up your final year of law school.”


    “I finished, even passed the bar,” was his even reply. “By then I’d met Maggie. We had a little birth control failure thing happen, and so we went ahead and got married. I wasn’t worried about a job, at first. I figured someone would hire me any day. But the recession was still going big guns, and there were a couple of thousand other new lawyers in Florida besides me looking for work. When nothing turned up after a couple of months, I got a job in sales and marketing, instead.” 


    He stopped at another red light, and while they waited for it to change, he went on, “I started hauling in the bucks, so I figured that was my career path, instead of law. But after Maggie died…well, I decided that life was too short not to do what you want to do. And what I still wanted to do was be an attorney. The only problem was that no decent firm wanted to hire a lawyer who never practiced a day in his life.”


    The light turned green, and with a quick check of traffic both ways, he made a left. Cate, meanwhile, felt like she was watching a TV show, and they’d gone to commercial before the big reveal.


    “So what did you do?” she persisted once he’d settled the SUV into the far right lane.


    “About a year ago, I took the plunge and hung out my own shingle. I hand out legal advice for working people who can’t afford the rates of a big-time law firm. Things are picking up, but it’s still a bit hit or miss as far as income. That’s why I’m driving. Plus, I can take Trevor to school every morning and—Catie, quick, grab the cake!”


    Barely had he shouted that last then he hit the brakes, and the SUV squealed to a lurching stop. Since Cate already had one arm protectively embracing the boxes, they held steady. Once the vehicle quit moving, she demanded, “Noah, what in the heck were you doing!”


    “It wasn’t me. Look.”


    He gestured beyond the windshield, and Cate gasped. 


    They had turned south onto Military Trail, a major north-south artery that stretched through and well south of West Palm. Here, it was three lanes on either side of a narrow median that alternated between grass and concrete. The botanical garden butted up to that road maybe a mile down from where they were. They should have been a couple of minutes away from their destination. 


    Should have been.


    Perhaps two dozen cars in all three lanes had come to an abrupt halt ahead of them despite the fact that the traffic light she could see a block beyond was green.


    “What is it?” she demanded, trying not to panic. “A wreck?”


    “Worse than that. Stick your head out the window and look at the northbound traffic. Notice anything strange?”


    “Other than there’s not any, which I’ve never seen on this road before, except…oh, my god, there’s people standing in the middle of the road.”


    “Protesting in the middle of the road,” he clarified, as around them car horns started blaring. “They’re holding signs.”
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