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EDITOR’S NOTE

			by Lezli Robyn

[image: LEZLI ROBYN]


			Heart’s Kiss starts off a new issue with a heartfelt thank you to our new readers out there who purchased Issue 7. Tina and I are committed to showing our readers how beautiful love is, in all its forms. This issue contains an erotic F/F story by new writer Kate Capulet, as well as a M/M romance, too, set in the Czech Republic, the ancestral homeland of the story’s author, Olivette Devaux.  Not only that, but L. Penelope is back again with another novelette in her Before I series, this time a new adult piece that is as erotic as it is sweet.

			But as our romance readers know—love is more than what happens in the bedroom, Tina and I ensured our readers are immersed in stories of all heat levels, to show the full gamut of what the romance genre has to offer. The gentle, but evocative, story of abiding love by acclaimed author Juliet Marillier, is rich with Aussie spirit and written with such sensitivity that there is no doubt why Juliet’s books have captured the hearts of so many readers. We also have another reimagined fairytale by Harlequin author Melinda Curtis, and the next installment of Anna J. Stewart’s Warden series, where the second of a trio of sisters meets her hero for a chance at a happily ever after.

			I can tell you now, I get paid to edit this magazine within my 9-5 work hours, but I often cannot wait for the next work day to devour a new story by one of our authors. The minute I hear that distinctive ping! of a new email I’m salivating and waiting for my first spare moment at the end of the night to curl up with a hot chocolate, a cuddly chiweenie and the latest submission to Heart’s Kiss. Who could have thought my work as an editor could bring such pleasure to me as a reader?

			Tina and I couldn’t have been more delighted to buy our first story from D. H. Hendrickson, which shows us true love, even at first blush, doesn’t care about physical limitations—nor should it. Our hero might be seeing his future partner for the first time while she’s seated in a wheelchair, but all he sees is her strength—of character, mind and body. I wanted to read more about this couple.

			An interview with the New York Times and USA Today bestselling contemporary author, Marie Force, along with an excerpt from one of her recently published books, Delirious, also enticed me to seek out more words by that writer; I was buying the full edition of her book before we had sent this issue off to be typeset. Add C.S. DeAvilla’s list of Recommended Books to the mix, and Tina and I have no doubt our readers’ To Be Read pile will be stacked higher by issue’s end.

			For there is one thing we’re proud of, and that is the caliber of our writers. And you could not be of a higher caliber than Brenda Novak. Not only are we thrilled to be featuring her short story “Blood in, Blood out” in this issue, which ties into her Bulletproof series of novels, but will be publishing a recipe from her cookbook--Perfect for Date Night With Your Loved One. They say that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. Well, who better to get irresistible recipes from than a New York Times and USA Today bestseller romance author? She was even just announced a finalist for the 2018 short form Contemporary Romance RITA Award. (Congratulations!)

			On that note, I will leave you to devour this issue at your leisure. We hope you find the contents as delicious as we did!




			


L. Penelope has been writing since she could hold a pen and loves getting lost in the worlds in her head. She is an award-winning fantasy and paranormal romance author. She lives in Maryland with her husband and their furry dependents. Sign up for new release information, updates, and giveaways on her website: http://www.lpenelope.com. We welcome her to the pages of Heart’s Kiss.

			BEFORE I FALL

			by L. Penelope

			Head pounding along with the bass line, Renee crossed the congested living room dance floor and disappeared into the darkened hallway. She was still sober and couldn’t blame alcohol for the haze that covered her mind. In the shadows, a couple writhed in one another’s arms. She looked away—they obviously didn’t care about privacy, but maybe if she’d averted her eyes a few weeks ago, she wouldn’t have discovered Khalil in basically the exact same position, sticking his tongue down another girl’s throat.

			Jesus, what if he was here?

			Part of her had felt relief when she discovered them. Khalil’s hands on her own body had never quite felt right. And his tongue caressing hers had never made her quiver the way she always hoped she would.

			Oddly unsteady in her five-inch heels, she carefully negotiated the uneven wooden floor. This old Victorian on the edge of campus had seen better days. It had at least a dozen drafty rooms. Paint peeled from the walls in patches that looked like water damage. She hoped it wasn’t mold.

			Students carved up these houses and split the outrageous rents among as many as ten people. They made great party houses now that so many of the fraternities were on lock down for hazing. This wasn’t the same house in which she’d discovered Khalil playing tonsil tennis, but at a certain point, all the turrets and peaks ran together.

			Thinking about all the parties she and Khalil had attended made Renee’s stomach clench. Her heart wasn’t broken, but her pride was. They’d been a super couple, that’s the only reason she’d put up with his bullshit for so long. His heavy breaths always panting in her ear, the way his cold fingers slid up and down her skin. She shook off a chill thinking about it. She had no idea how she’d lasted almost a year with him. Whoever that skank was giving him mouth-to-mouth, she could have him.

			But now Renee felt adrift. Their friends had intermingled and since Khalil was slightly more popular—being a starting attack on the lacrosse team—he trumped whatever Renee’s family, looks, and reputation brought to the situation. Now, she’d been on her own for the past few weeks, something she wasn’t accustomed to.

			The thump of the beat made her head spin. Everywhere she turned there were people grinding, or making out, or playing some kind of drinking game. Instead of oblivion, tonight she craved something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She could have stayed home, but staring at the four walls of her single room for almost a month had gotten old. Being naturally social, she wanted to be around people—she just needed to figure out who, exactly.

			An Asian girl with purple dreadlocks brushed by her, bumping her shoulder. “Sorry,” the girl said, giggling. The little bells strung into her locks jingled merrily. Her purple, glittery eyeshadow matched her lipstick.

			Renee took a step back. “It’s okay.”

			The girl grinned and then raced up the steps in a cloud of fruit-scented shampoo.

			“And I thought my heels were high,” Renee muttered. But her stilettos had nothing on the other girl’s insane purple platform boots.

			Renee looked up the darkened stairwell, then behind her at the party she didn’t want to be at. After a moment’s indecision, she climbed the creaking stairs. The old wood shifted worryingly under her feet.

			She was disappointed to find the second floor only slightly less crowded. A line snaked out from the bathroom, and the distinctive sounds of people hooking up rang out behind at least two of the doors. Another staircase led to a third level, but the purple dreadlocked girl was marking it off with yellow police tape reading: CAUTION! DO NOT CROSS!

			“What’s up there?” Renee asked, craning her neck to peer up into the dark.

			The girl turned and shrugged. “Dunno. But it must be something really bad considering the tape and all.”

			“But you just put the tape there.” Renee pointed.

			The girl scrunched her nose and tilted her head to the side. “Did I?”

			“I just saw you.” Renee turned to see if anyone else was hearing this, but nobody was paying attention to the two of them.

			When she turned back around, the girl was gone.

			There was no way Miss Dreadlocks could have gotten by Renee, who was standing directly in front of the steps. But she couldn’t have gone up either, not in less than a second—not in those shoes, without making any noise, when every section of the floor in the house creaked. It was like she’d vanished into thin air.

			Renee considered the tape. If nothing else, it should mean fewer people going up there. The most likely explanation—that didn’t involve the girl beaming back onto the starship she probably arrived on—was that Miss Dreads’ room was upstairs and she just didn’t want anyone bothering her.

			But Renee wasn’t going to bother anyone. She was just going to have a look around, maybe enjoy a little quiet for a few minutes and then head home.

			She slipped off her shoes and climbed under the tape.

			The third floor was small, there were only three doors off the hallway, and it was thankfully empty. She pushed the first door open to find a tiny bathroom, its sloping ceiling meant you’d have to either be really short to shower in here or be okay bending over and hunching down. But the porcelain pedestal sink looked original and so did the black and white tile, only slightly chipped.

			There was a bottle of combination shampoo and conditioner in the shower and not much else. No evidence that a girl used this bathroom.

			The second door off the hallway was missing a doorknob so she passed it on the way to the third. She paused outside, listening. The music from below still vibrated through the walls, but was muted up here, it could have been happening outside or down the street just as easily.

			The curiosity that had overtaken her could be explained by the fact that she was a naturally nosy person. One of her nannies had nicknamed her Harriet, after Harriet the Spy, and Renee hadn’t even protested.

			So she blamed her natural inquisitiveness as the reason she turned the knob and pushed open the door.

			From the corner of the stairwell, Delilah watches the human girl enter the bedroom. She has temporarily traded in her physical body, with all of its color and pretty decorations, for her natural form—a smoke-like wisp of elemental energy. Though she would much prefer to be purple, stealth is necessary to observe the progress of her mission. A disembodied wisp of colorful smoke would not be incognito.

			Her first assignment for the Guild did not exactly go well. Delilah can’t afford another mistake, or the dream she’s had since her inception of becoming a full-fledged member of the Cupid Guild will never come true.

			The roll of yellow tape she acquired from the Requisitions Department hovers in the shadows next to her insubstantial body. At least she had anticipated her target’s nature correctly. All the girl needed was a push. Delilah’s elemental form cannot smile in satisfaction, though she imagines herself doing so.

			Not until the bedroom door eventually closes does she fade into the darkness and leave.

			Milo looked up when the door opened. The lock had broken just that morning and he hadn’t had a chance to fix it. He figured he’d be flooded with drunk kids busting into his room, but hadn’t had any interruptions—until now.

			The girl standing in his doorway didn’t look smashed. Straightened, black hair fell past her shoulders and the dress she wore was form fitting, but not a cry for attention. She was barefoot, with vicious looking heels clutched in one hand, but she didn’t wobble or sway. She just stared at him with wide eyes.

			He had an assortment of sarcastic statements at the ready for these instances, but they all fell out of his head.

			“The bathroom’s across the hall.” He pointed behind her. She looked over her shoulder then turned back and stepped fully into the room, closing the door. Milo’s eyebrows shot up.

			“Um, sorry to bother you,” she said. She had a cheerleader quality about her—small bones with a perky nose, like an ebony-skinned pixie—but instead of the high-pitched, girly voice that her frame suggested, she spoke with a pleasant alto. He bet if she broke into song, she would enrapture any audience.

			“But?” he asked.

			“What?” She squinted.

			“You’re sorry to bother me, but you will anyway?”

			She ducked her head, looking apologetic and he felt a little bad, but seriously, what was she doing barging into his room? He couldn’t stop his roommates from hosting these crazy parties, but he’d learned after being in college for two years how to survive them. Just stay away.

			“Why aren’t you at the party?” she asked, inching closer. She didn’t recognize him, that much was clear, so what was with her? Why was she even interested?

			He shrugged. “Not my thing.” He closed the book he’d been reading and turned fully to face her. “What about you?”

			Her face shuttered. She was standing in the middle of the room looking lost—he wasn’t sure why she was there but suddenly he didn’t want her to go. He had an overwhelming need to know what had brought her here into his room in the middle of one of the campus’s epic parties.

			“It used to be my thing. But lately…” She shrugged and looked around, then sidled closer to his bookcase and pointed to the light switch next to it. “Do you mind?” she asked, but flipped the switch before he could answer. The overhead light came on, the one that flattened the entire room making everything looked washed out.

			Milo popped up and flicked on the floor lamp, then went over and turned the overhead light back off. She stood next to him looking up and up. It was true he towered over most people, but he felt like a giant next to her. She must be a full foot shorter.

			She smiled and bent down. When she rose back up she was much closer to his height—she’d put on her shoes. Though they still only brought her up to his chin.

			“Renee.” She held out her hand. He stared for a second before grabbing it. She shook his hand firmly and fireworks shot off under his skin. The sensation was so surprising, he took a step back. She tilted her head at him, and his face flamed. He cleared his throat and squeezed her hand again before letting go. No fireworks this time, maybe that was a low blood sugar thing.

			“Milo.”

			Her face cracked into another grin. “Milo,” she repeated. “Cool name.”

			“Thanks.”

			“Not boring and normal like Renee. When I was younger, I wanted to change my name to something more dramatic…”

			“But?” He was suddenly interested in everything about her.

			She shrugged, running her finger across the spines of the books on his shelf. “I couldn’t think of anything. My parents wouldn’t have let me anyway. Names have power they always said.”

			He watched with fascination as she traced his books. Her nails were sparkly and blue, but short, not the fake claws lots of girls wore. “Renee means reborn. It’s a good name.”

			She looked up at him and he noticed her eyes were a clear light brown, lighter than her brown skin. He swallowed.

			“What does Milo mean?”

			“Nothing.”

			The corners of her lips turned up and her brow furrowed. Her expression was a contradiction, sort of the way she was shaping up to be. “It has to mean something.”

			He turned slightly so he wouldn’t stare at her; for some reason he couldn’t tear his eyes away and didn’t want her to think he was a creeper. Though he felt like one. Especially since he’d do anything to keep her here longer, to talk to her more. The thought scared him.

			“It’s based on the name Miles, which means either soldier or merciful, but in and of itself it’s sort of just made up.”

			“So you can make it mean whatever you want it to?”

			“I guess. I never thought of it that way.”

			“What do you want it to mean?”

			Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he leaned against the closet door. He stared into space but his gaze kept coming back to her, looking up at him. “I don’t know. What do you think?”

			She cocked her head to the side and placed a finger on her lips, scrutinizing him. What did she see? He was ridiculously tall, light-skinned, and curly haired. Nothing really special, nothing that stood out except maybe his height and he tended to slouch to make it less of an issue. His T-shirt and sweats weren’t from any kind of designer. But this girl, this beautiful girl, kept staring at him like she was seeing something more. He had no idea what that could be.

			“Milo,” she said, her voice cutting through the silence like a knife impaling him. “I think it should mean solitary scholar.”

			A chill went through him. Maybe it wasn’t profound—he was sitting in his room alone studying in the middle of a party—but it felt profound to him, like she’d seen something true about him, even if it was obvious.

			He looked away from her crystal gaze. “Sounds about right.” His cheeks heated and he hoped she didn’t see. But most of all, he hoped she wouldn’t leave.

			He was blushing. It was the most adorable thing she’d ever seen. Actually, he was the most adorable thing she’d ever seen—he had this sort of shyness to him, that wasn’t really shy. He didn’t seem to have a problem talking to a strange girl who’d invaded his space, but there was something solitary about him.

			That was really the best word for him. He wore aloneness like a cloak. She envied him while at the same time, felt sorry for him. But standing here talking with him was like being alone with someone in a way she’d never felt before.

			She’d always been surrounded by people. As an only child, she’d never had the opportunity to be lonely because her parents were always bringing people around. Their employees and assistants, staff, party guests. Renee’s house was a bustle of activity one hundred percent of the time and she’d copied that once she’d gotten to college. Surrounding herself with roommates and girlfriends and then her boyfriend.

			Khalil had come with ready-made friends and they had all become a huge crew. She never had a moment alone and hadn’t minded. Or had she? Had she really felt suffocated by the only life she’d known? So suffocated that it was actually a relief discovering Khalil’s infidelity.

			Milo stood there awkwardly. Did she make him nervous? She certainly didn’t want to.

			A pulse of pain shot through her toes. She’d put on her shoes so as not to have to strain her neck looking at him, but now her feet hurt.

			There were only two places to sit in the room, the chair at his desk and the bed. It was just a double bed, and she didn’t see how he could fit in it. Maybe he just slept crossways. The thought made her giggle.

			He raised his eyebrows and she tried to get herself together, but the giggles turned into a full laugh and soon she was cracking up so hard she bent over.

			Milo was at her side with a hand at her elbow, leading her to the bed to sit down. Then he stood towering over her looking concerned.

			“I’m okay. For god’s sake, sit down.”

			He looked around like he wasn’t sure where he should sit in his own room, so she slid over to make room on the bed for him. The expression on his face when he sat next to her was priceless—both frightened and pained. She wanted to package it up and save it for all time. She also felt bad for invading his space but no way was she leaving now.

			For the first time in weeks, she felt comfortable. Both in her skin and in her solitude. Being alone wasn’t so bad if you were with someone like Milo.

			“I was laughing thinking about how you fit on this bed.”

			His confused expression sent her into a fit of giggles again. She grabbed his arm once she’d collected herself. “How tall are you?”

			“Six five,” he said, looking at her like she was a little crazy. Maybe she was, she felt a little crazy.

			“Do you, like, have to sleep diagonally?”

			He looked at the bed then back at her and a grin spread across his face. “I just curl up. Isn’t that how most people sleep?”

			She tilted her head to look at him and shrugged. “I have no idea.”

			“Why is that so funny?” He didn’t look annoyed just perplexed.

			“Again, no idea. I’m sorry, I wasn’t really laughing at you. I just…I haven’t laughed in forever. Sorry.” She was still touching his arm, and it was warm beneath her fingers. He was thin, being so tall, but not reedy. There was a cord of lean muscle beneath her fingertips that she had the sudden urge to stroke. She wanted to see him without his shirt on, she wanted to find out what he felt like, how hot his skin was and if she could make him moan. She really wanted to hear him moan.

			An image of him crowded into that tiny shower popped into her head. Water on his body, muscles bunching as he crouched.

			“What are you thinking about now?” he whispered. She didn’t know how much of her thoughts had made their way to her face, but she was at a loss for words.

			Gazing at him, she kept getting caught on his lips. They were full and kissable and suddenly she couldn’t think of anything else.

			She leaned forward, his lips the only thing in her vision. But he backed away.

			“Oh shit. I’m sorry.” She shook her head, mortification spreading over her. “Fuck.” She pulled her hand away and ran it through her hair before hiding her face.

			“You have a girlfriend,” she said at the same time he said, “Were you drinking?”

			His expression was concerned, not angry. She checked her breath. “No, do I smell like alcohol?”

			He shook his head.

			“So why did you ask me that?”

			“I don’t know, for a second there you seemed…drunk?” He lifted a shoulder, his gaze on her lips as well.

			Understanding dawned and she felt a rush of affection for him, even more than before. “So, I’d have to be drunk to kiss you?”

			His eyes widened and his mouth opened but nothing came out.

			“Do you have a girlfriend?”

			He shook his head.

			“You just don’t want to kiss me?”

			Once again, his eyes betrayed him by roaming to her lips and staying there. “It’s not that.”

			“What is it?”

			“I don’t even know you.”

			“I’m Renee. I crossed the police tape to see what was up here that was so precious we weren’t supposed to find it. I found you.” She leaned into him and felt his breath on her cheek. He smelled like peppermint and it only made her want to kiss him more.

			“Police tape?” His eyes were guileless, so open and innocent.

			She waved the question away. “Don’t ask.” She wasn’t sure what it was about him, but she wanted to find out. “So?”

			“So?” he whispered, a hair’s breadth away. It was like they were being towed together by an invisible line.

			“Can I kiss you?” Her lips were nearly brushing his they were so close. The peppermint invaded her nostrils and somehow turned her on even more.

			“If you want.”

			There was no distance to close. His lips on hers were warm and sensual. A trill rippled up her spine as they came together. She wrapped her arms around him; his hands moved tentatively to her waist. Sparks erupted under her skin where he touched her. Even through the fabric, his fingers felt right and strong. She slid over into his lap and straddled him. His shock transmitted through the kiss, but he recovered quickly and his palms slid down to cup her ass, bringing her closer. Now she was flush with his growing erection. He swelled against her panties, drawing a gasp from her.

			Her dress had ridden up to her thighs leaving them cold, but the rest of her body was hot. He kissed like she imagined he did everything, with focus and deliberation. With one hundred percent of his of himself and extraordinary attention to detail. He was thorough. Her mouth was plundered. His tongue stroked hers so completely, it was like she’d never experienced a kiss before today—this was so different.

			Heat shot through her and her exposed thighs finally warmed as the pressure of his hands on her ass increased when he tilted her down. Her back hit the mattress and he was on top of her, keeping the weight off her body with his knees. Legs wrapped around him, and the fever between her thighs was growing. She broke her mouth away and gasped for breath.

			“Take off your shirt.”

			He licked his lips and rose to do as she asked. She missed his hands on her butt, but it was worth it when he lifted his shirt to reveal cords of lean muscle on his slim frame. She sat up, running her hands down his chest then kissed everywhere she could reach. And then she got what she wanted, a moan. A deep one pulled from his diaphragm that shot her panties with moisture. He moaned so good. It should be illegal.

			Milo had made out with a few girls—in the closet while playing Seven Minutes in Heaven, on couches in basement rec rooms, beneath the bleachers at high school dances. His freshman year, before he started avoiding large gatherings of people, he’d had too much to drink one night and made out with his roommate’s sister, which had been a mistake.

			But making out with Renee made him feel like whatever he’d been doing before should be classified as a different activity altogether. Her skin was so soft and smooth, she smelled like sunshine and happiness. He couldn’t believe how responsive she was, her whole body shuddered when he touched her.

			He drew back to look down at her, hair spread on his pillow, and took a mental picture. A part of him was convinced this was some kind of hallucination. He needed to remember it accurately once he returned to consciousness.

			She smiled drowsily and he rested his head next to hers, breathing heavily. Within a few moments, she’d rolled into him, forcing him to lay on his back with her tucked under his arm.

			She drew lazy circles on his chest with her blue-tipped fingernail. “So why don’t you do parties? Don’t you like fun?”

			He lifted a lock of her dark hair and rubbed it between his fingers. “You got it, I hate fun. Death to all fun. What, do you think I’m the Grinch?”

			She giggled and the sound shot through his bones, filling him with warmth.

			“I like certain kinds of parties, but these huge, faceless crowds that invade every corner of the house, those aren’t the right kind.”

			She turned on her side and looked up at him, her eyes bottomless and open. “So what kind of parties do you like?”

			“Smaller ones. Where you can actually talk to people. Where you can dance without crashing into everyone, and hear each other, and get to know people.”

			“You dance?”

			He shifted, cupping her shoulder and kissing the top of her head. Hoping to avoid the topic. But, of course, Renee was having none of that.

			She hopped out of bed and held out her hands. “Dance with me.”

			The music from downstairs bled through the walls, a driving, EDM track he suspected you had to be on Molly to truly enjoy. “To this?” He shook his head.

			“You don’t have any music playing devices up here?” She turned on her heel and crossed to the desk, then bent to inspect the shelf under the window. He couldn’t help but look at her ass, pointed in his direction, and suppressed a groan. His dick was still painfully hard and embarrassingly visible in his sweat pants.

			She tossed a glance over her shoulder and smirked when she caught him staring. A snap of her fingers draw his attention back to her face. “You have vinyl?”

			He nodded and sat up, scrubbing a hand over his face. Adjusting his pants as best he could, he rose and paced over to her.

			She kneeled in front of the shelf full of records, flipping through them. “Why vinyl? Do you have a record player?”

			He chuckled. “Of course I have a record player. You think these are decoration?”

			“These aren’t even new, they’re antiques.”

			“They were my dad’s.”

			When her gaze hit him, he realized he’d let too much emotion into his voice. This girl was perceptive as hell. He held his breath, waiting for her to ask, but after a few moments she went back to scrutinizing the albums.

			“We can dance to this,” she announced, holding up a sleeve featuring a woman looking out a window expressively.

			Milo paused, surprised. This had been one of Dad’s favorites. The model on the cover resembled his mother, and he remembered sneaking down the steps, long after he was supposed to be in bed, to spy on his parents dancing barefoot to this song in the kitchen.

			He pulled the album from her hands and their fingers brushed. Though she’d touched far more of him, the contact still made his breath catch. To cover his reaction, he turned quickly and crossed to the stereo, which really was an antique, but it was his dad’s too and he’d never give it up while it still played. Maybe not even afterwards.

			The opening organ of Percy Sledge’s “When a Man Loves a Woman” filled the little room. Renee’s arms wrapped around his waist from behind. He turned into her embrace and slid his hands down her back.

			“I should get my shoes,” she said. Though she was pint-sized, she fit him perfectly. He shook his head. When she went to pull away, he grasped her waist and hauled her up. Her legs came around him, her arms circling his neck. Her body pressed against him was sweet agony, and they danced like that, her clinging to him, attached to him, chest to chest, heart to heart.

			“See,” he said into her hair. “This is my kind of party.”

			She laughed and squeezed him tighter. His hands grabbed her butt to keep her in place, and she sighed against his neck.

			“Mine too,” she whispered so soft he almost didn’t hear.

			Renee woke up warm. It was odd because she was never warm when she woke up alone, but a wall of heat burned at her side. She pried her eyes open to find the sun shining into her room from the wrong side—then last night came rushing back to her.

			Milo was still asleep, his face slackened and peaceful and beautiful in the morning light. She couldn’t see his hazel eyes, but his lips beckoned to her. She kissed him gently, and he smiled in his sleep.

			Her bladder was full, so she slipped out of bed to the bathroom across the hall. The cold, wood floor stung the bottoms of her feet. She ran back into his room to find him rubbing his face, staring at the spot where she’d lain as if confused. A huge grin broke onto his face when he saw her.

			“It’s freezing in here in the morning,” she said, rubbing her arms.

			“Then come back to bed.” He opened the covers to her. She dove in on top of him, settling into the warmth of his arms, resting her head on his chest.

			“Sorry I conked out on you,” he said.

			She didn’t know how long they’d danced. Record after record had gone by and she hadn’t wanted to stop, but at some point they’d fallen onto the bed and, apparently, into comas.

			An apology was written on his face and she kissed it away. “Milo. Why haven’t we met before?”

			He brushed a strand of hair off her forehead before tracing her lips with his finger. “Cause you’re not real.”

			“I’m not?” She raised her eyebrows.

			“Nope. Not real. Just an imaginary girl who showed up at my door last night trying to escape the best party of the year.”

			“That must make you imaginary, too.” She trailed a finger up his chest then stroked the emerging stubble on his chin.

			“Why? I’m not impossible.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			He lifted his shoulders. “I’m just Milo.”

			“And I’m just Renee.”

			“No, there’s no such thing. You’re like the sun, full of light. I’ve seen you out there. You always have a bunch of people around you, hanging off everything you say. You have a campus radio show, you write for the newspaper, you feed homeless kids on the weekends. You’re a force of nature, Renee.”

			“How do you know so much about me?” She tilted her head to regard him anew. Last night he hadn’t given any indication that he recognized her. How had she not seen him before? She would have remembered someone like him, so tall and beautiful.

			He shrugged.

			“We’ve never had any classes together, have we?”

			“Freshman English. Econ last semester.”

			“You were in my Econ class?” She was incredulous. He nodded. “With Professor Akanbe?”

			“Yup.” He smiled a half smile and looked away, his hold on her loosening.

			She thought back. Khalil had been in that class with her and she’d been so wrapped up in him, so wrapped up in who they’d been she hadn’t noticed anything outside that little world. Shame filled her.

			“That just proves I’m real. I’m a jerk. I don’t know how I couldn’t have noticed you.”

			He’d grown far away. Even though she was right there with him, his heart only inches from her lips, he was retreating. She could feel it.

			“Why would you have?” His voice was hushed.

			She forced him to look at her, sliding a hand to cup his cheek. With an unwavering gaze, she kissed him, slowly, remembering their first kiss and how she’d never felt anything like it before. He kissed her back just as thoroughly as before, with just as much focus. It thrilled her. She would make sure he knew how real she thought he was. 

			She slid her hand underneath his boxers and stroked him. She kept stroking until his throat vibrated with a rumble that made her bones melt. Then he pulled his lips away.

			“What?” she said, chest heaving.

			He shook his head and before she knew it, she’d been flipped onto her back with him on top. She was still in the dress she’d worn all night. He slid up the skirt, hands grazing her thighs until her hem was at her waist and her panties were revealed. Then he kept pushing the dress up, helping her out of it until she lay in her bra and panties blushing under his perusal. 

			He didn’t seem to know where to look first. He took her in with tiny darts of his eyes; an eternity passed before his mouth descended onto her breasts, pulling her nipple between his teeth with the fabric of her bra as a barrier. She shifted to undo the clasp, pulling it away from her body to give him better access.

			He licked her nipple, then bit it gently and the sensation shot straight between her legs. She trembled with need as he savored her breasts with his tongue. Propped on one elbow, his other hand caressed the underside of her thigh, then pulled it around him as he leaned his weight into her, his erection pressing at her core.

			She was aflame, the well of arousal running deep until she couldn’t take it anymore. Ripping at the waistband of his boxers, she pulled them down along with his sweats, wanting him inside her so much she was unwilling to wait through any more foreplay. She was so wet, responding to his slow, methodical tongue which pulled pleasure from the deep recesses of her body. 

			“Condom. Now,” she ordered. Eyes unfocused, he shifted to the nightstand and pulled out an unopened box. She tried to be patient as he ripped open a packet, but couldn’t keep her hands off him. Her fingers roamed his chest, his back, his dick, before he swatted her hand away so he could sheath himself.

			She swallowed as the cold air hit her wet nipples—wanting to pull him back down on top of her, inside of her and keep him there. Both her legs wrapped around him, she arched her back to get closer. All too slowly, he guided himself home. As he sunk in, a flutter built within her chest and needed to escape. She let out a sound she never had before as he seated himself all the way inside her. It was more battle cry than groan and vibrated in her throat as it came out.

			Thankfully, Milo muted her with a kiss, his hands on her ass cheeks, spreading them apart as he drove into her. Though her eyes were open, she couldn’t see anything. She could only feel the way he slid in and out, feel his fevered skin beneath her hands everywhere she touched. Hear their labored breaths mingling as they both struggled for air. The gentle roars escaping from him spurred her on. She clawed down his back, begging for more with her body, unable to speak coherently. 

			She reached up to grab the headboard and isolate the movement of her lower half, pushing up to meet him thrust for thrust, the trembling in her legs making its way up her body. Her hair even trembled.

			The orgasm built from inside, nurtured by Milo’s deep thrusts, which impaled her in the best possible way. He demanded more from her. The unassuming boy she’d stumbled upon, who’d focused on her exclusively, required that she meet his demands. She rose to the challenge. Right before she flew apart, her vision returned and she found his gaze on her. Tears sprang to her eyes and then she was subsumed in pleasure that was felt in each strand of her hair. It pulsed outward like a supernova, infinite energy and blinding light. A star being born inside her. 

			Milo’s own shouts brought her back to herself. He shook above her and collapsed, mingling their sweat and breaths. Her body thought it had run a half-marathon. She’d never put this much effort into sex, though this hadn’t been a chore—it was effortless—but took everything from her. She was stripped bare, literally and figuratively, and the look on Milo’s face showed he was similarly affected.

			She felt cracked open like an egg, like everything was seeping out of her and melting into goo right there on the bed. Though it was a long time before she could move, she knew she had to leave as soon as possible. 

			Milo saw things no one had seen before. His knowing gaze sent shivers through her spine, and she couldn’t escape. Solitary scholar was right. He’d been studying her all night. Half of her wondered what he’d found, but the other half did not want to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

[image: TINA SMITH]


			Thank you, dear readers, for joining us in another issue of Heart’s Kiss. Lezli and I are absolutely delighted to bring you great romance fiction and fun non-fiction in each installment. We love hearing from readers and if you have suggestions or requests for stories, let us know your favorites! We are dedicated to bringing you more of what you want to read. And as always reviews on the magazine are always appreciated. In the next issue we are excited to have another story from Leslye Penelope in her Before I series and the last installment of Anna J. Stewart’s Warden novella series. We have an interview with multiple award winning and USA Today bestselling author Beverly Jenkins. Brenda Novak also has more yummy recipes for us from her kitchen! We will welcome back Petronella Glover with another tale that celebrates smart, resourceful heroines. Historical romance author, USA Today Bestseller, and RITA nominated Anthea Lawson will be joining us as a Heart’s Kiss newcomer as well. Again, it’s been a pleasure—but sadly it’s time to go. We invite you to join us in June, or better yet, Heart’s Kiss joins you on some tropical beach outing. Toes in sand and the pages of our magazine spread out on your beach towel. Or maybe a on a hike. Or maybe tucked away in your kindle on a camping trip. You provide the setting and we bring you the entertainment.
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