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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			[image: ]

			Welcome to our fourteenth issue of Heart’s Kiss, which has enough warmth to thaw the harshest winter. While most of United States was submerged in ice and snow from an Arctic vortex, I was in my native country, Australia, watching a bushfire rage across the countryside near my family home by the oceanside. My lovely co-editor, Tina, did a lot of the legwork, swooning over stories our authors were sending us, to select the best pieces for this issue. As my twin editor (we have the exact same tastes, to the point of uncanniness), I knew Heart’s Kiss was in good hands while I was unable to work on this issue. I knew that she would pick stories I would fall in love with, and she has!

			For this issue we decided to go with a more magical theme to help our readers forget the extremes of weather and the stresses of day-to-day life, so we can lose ourselves in fantastical romances for a spell. Our featured author, Anna J. Stewart, returns to our pages with part one of the paranormal novella, Lost and Magic Bound, whose heroine is someone unlikeable you read about in earlier instalments of her Warden in Time series (first published in issues 7, 8 and 9), which goes to show you that not everyone is as they appear at first meeting. Rei Rosenquist also returns to our pages with a fantasy offering, “Rooted in You,” where her characters, Jin and Koda, receive a vision that the Ceremony Tree is about to be destroyed. In a society where only the elders are meant to have visions and age defines who you can love, will they be taken seriously?

			Debra Jess returns our pages with a science fiction offering this time, “Tomorrow Will Be Brighter,” that also helps me brush up on my Yiddish, and we welcome Pamala Stewart to our pages with another SF offering, “Defective,” about Z43217, commonly known as Zee. She has all the skills of a companion droid, the military expertise of a soldier and what it takes to be a proper spy, but she keeps failing the most simple task of passing for human. She is defective. All she wants is to be chosen, and when she meets Kuta, she finds someone who is the first to treat her like a real girl, even if she has a mission to complete. Will she follow protocol or her manufactured heart?

			Even part two of L. Penelope’s novella, Before I Break, has a paranormal touch, being the next installment to her Cupid series, where a magical being helps us mere mortals fall into the right romantic embraces. (Goodness knows we all need help in that department!)

			In a departure from our theme—and to always keep our readers delighted by the unexpected—we invited another new author, Kathryn Kelly, to hop under our covers with her historical piece, “Southerners in Blue”, which tells the story about a second chance at love set during the era of America’s Civil War. This fictional romance was inspired by an historical event, the explosion of the Sultana Steamboat, and it is not one to miss.

			And last but not least, we have more Recommended Books by our reviewer, C.S. DeAvilla, another thirst-quenching recipe by The Temptress Chef, Andrea Abedi, and Julie Pitzel offers up a very thoughtful and insightful installment to her You Read That? column, discussing how women become invisible as they age.

			So curl up in your red winter leggings, knitted slippers and drink a decadent hot chocolate by the fire (I am, right now!) as you enjoy this next issue of Heart’s Kiss. It’s guaranteed to knock your socks off (or your slippers) and thaw the coldest of hearts. Enjoy!

			


L. Penelope is an award-winning fantasy romance author. Equally left-and right-brained, she studied filmmaking and computer science in college and sometimes dreams in HTML. She lives in Maryland with her husband and furry dependents. Sign up for new release information, exclusives, and giveaways on her website: http://www.lpenelope.com.

			BEFORE I BREAK (Part Two)

			by L. Penelope

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			On Friday afternoon, sitting in the passenger seat of a rented sedan, Luce was entranced by the beauty of the vineyards spreading out around them. She could feel the stress melt away from her body with each passing mile. Her last vacation had been exactly never, so she was determined to cherish this short weekend away from responsibility. But a little tendril of guilt wiggled in, threading its way through the peace that had started to build.

			She and Mat would be lying to his sister Charlotte and her friends, pretending to be boyfriend and girlfriend. She told herself it was a harmless white lie with no malice intended. Charlotte was just overly concerned about her brother’s well-being. Seeing him settled down with a girlfriend would ease her mind enough to let her go on tour with her rock star fiancé guilt-free. Luce was actually doing a good deed. But her conscience was not quite on board.

			She hated lying. And she wasn’t entirely sure she could pull this off. If her own parents’ irresponsible life choices hadn’t pushed her to the point of nearly developing an ulcer, she never would have agreed to this ridiculous ruse.

			She chanced a glance over at Mat. His brow descended as he checked the map on his phone. They were close to the inn where the weekend-long engagement party was being held. And though it went against the rules she’d set when she first met him, she couldn’t stop staring at his profile.

			There was no doubt he was yummy. Far too yummy to ever be her actual boyfriend. His naturally golden skin was sun-toasted, and the dusting of stubble on his jaw called to her fingers. She curled them into a tight ball. Forced her gaze away from his face only to get snagged by his hands, loosely gripping the steering wheel.

			A flashback struck her: those fingers stroking her bare foot, assessing it for injury after the earthquake they’d been caught in. That was the first time, and last, he’d ever touched her, but she couldn’t push the sensation from her mind. If she concentrated, she could still feel his skin on hers.

			Goosebumps rose along her exposed flesh. She closed her eyes to relive that moment and when she opened them again, the car was stopped.

			“Did I fall asleep?” she asked, stretching her neck and looking around. “Are we here?”

			“This is it. The Entwined Vine Inn.” They both leaned forward to stare out the windshield. The party was being held in a quaint three-story Victorian set right in the middle of a vineyard. On one side of the house was a brick patio, its portico strung with paper lanterns. On the other side, the field of greenery stretched out to the horizon. Everything about this place screamed relaxing.

			“Micah’s mother is paying to rent out the whole thing?” Luce’s voice was awed.

			“Yeah, though Charlotte said he was going to insist on paying her back. One of the band’s unreleased songs got picked up for a commercial. Plus, they’ll be touring for the next year and will probably make more money than God.”

			He grinned and her belly swooped. Nope, couldn’t happen. They had to pretend to be together in front of everyone else, but if she kept on pretending when they were alone, it could only end badly. For her. She summoned a glare, resulting in a confused expression from Mat.

			“What?”

			She fished her sunglasses out of her bag and attacked her face with them. “Nothing. Let’s get on with this.” Then she got out of the car and steeled her spine.

			Breathe, blink, don’t stare and don’t get lost in his smile. She could do this.

			She hoped.

			The inn’s lobby was bustling with people. Charlotte was nowhere in sight, but several tattooed and pierced rock star types lounged around. Mat was introducing her to Micah’s bandmates when the innkeeper, an efficient-looking woman in her fifties, approached.

			“Welcome, welcome. You must be Charlotte’s brother and his plus one. Let me show you to your room.”

			The wide hallway was decorated in florals and dark wood. The innkeeper led them to the last door, a corner room with eggshell blue walls and matching gold damask comforter and curtains. Both the bedroom and the attached bath were tiny. There was just enough space for the queen-sized bed, nightstands, and vanity, but nothing else.

			Luce hadn’t really considered the sleeping arrangements before now. The woman dropped two keys into Mat’s hand and alerted them that room service was available until 10:00 p.m., then she was gone.

			Luce placed her overnight bag down then sat on the bed, taking in the accommodations. “It’s pretty,” she offered.

			He rubbed his hand over his short-cropped hair and looked around the small space. Luce could practically see the gears turning in his head. “I could probably sleep on the floor,” he said.

			She shrugged. “It’s up to you. Whatever you feel most comfortable with.” She picked up her bag and began unpacking.

			“So, you don’t care?” He spoke slowly, as if not believing her.

			“It’s a big bed, Mat. And we’re grown-ups. We can tie a ribbon down the middle to keep our sides separate if you want.” She forced a smile, trying to act as nonchalant as possible but the thought of sleeping next to him was giving her feelings.

			He was wearing a plain, white T-shirt, dark jeans, and his trademark boots. Things were rippling in places where men should ripple, and she had to force herself to remember that this was all fake. He was a runner—off to the next city or country before she could blink an eye, and she was a stayer—solid, stable, steady.

			That set her straight. She didn’t need to settle. Just the fact that she was in this position at all was evidence that Mat and her weren’t on the same page. She was doing him an enormous favor, in addition to helping out his delightful sister and earning a relaxing, free vacation…where she’d have to lie to everyone she met. No problem.

			“So, what’s our story? We should synchronize swatches, right?” she asked.

			He looked at her blankly.

			“No Parker Lewis Can’t Lose reruns in East India? It means get our stories straight. Where was our first date?”

			“Umm…” He frowned and looked away, thinking.

			Luce stared. “Where would you take a girl on a first date?”

			He was hesitant. “I don’t really do a lot of dating.”

			“Oh,” she said, understanding dawning. “So you just get straight to the fucking? Great.”

			“No, that’s not what I mean. Not always. It’s just—”

			“No problem. I get it. Well, how about dinner? That’s pretty safe and generic. We went to Biscuits and Blues and LaVay Smith was performing. You like nouveau retro swing, right? We stayed for her second set and then went for ice cream after. Think you can remember that?”

			Mat looked annoyed. “You don’t have to manage everything, Luce.”

			“I don’t? So you have this completely under control, right?” She crossed her arms, staring at him. His brow scrunched in a way that would be adorable, if it wasn’t so infuriating.

			“Yeah, that’s what I thought.” She pulled a change of clothes from her bag along with her toiletries kit. “I’m taking a shower. Curtain up in less than an hour.”

			Mat lay back on the bed staring at the ceiling. It was one of those textured ones with the waves plastered into them. He’d had a few like that as a kid and they always reminded him of bad times.

			This was never going to work. Luce could barely even stand him. She was a planner and that wasn’t his strong suit. Even though he wasn’t as comfortable around people as she obviously was, he’d far prefer to just wing it, handle things as they came, and not blow things out of proportion.

			He fished out the sketchbook from his backpack and started drawing. His hand moved across the page, calming him with each line. He wasn’t conscious of, or intending to draw anything in particular, but soon he looked down into a pair of eyes staring back at him from an oval face. Luce’s eyes, judgmental, assessing him and finding him lacking. He couldn’t disagree.

			What kind of man caused his sister to worry so much about him that she didn’t even feel she could get married and live her dream?

			He slammed the sketchbook shut as Luce emerged from the bathroom.

			He had to fight not to stare, but he lost. She was breathtaking. Wearing a strapless dress which skimmed the floor, the lines of her shoulders and collarbones were just begging to be kissed. Her skin was so damn soft. He wished he didn’t remember how soft.

			Another thing he couldn’t seem to forget? How her body had felt pressed against his as he carried her to relative safety in the midst of the earthquake. She’d been light in his arms, but curvy. The sensation of silken, velvety skin against his fingertips made him stifle a moan.

			His mouth was suddenly dry, and he couldn’t tear his gaze away from her. The dress she wore was form fitting from chest to hips before flaring out all the way to the ground. Oranges and blues set off her skin tone perfectly. She looked like something he wanted to unwrap and spend all night licking.

			Luce cleared her throat. He met her eyes and found her raising an eyebrow at him. He looked away quickly.

			“You look nice,” he said.

			“Thanks. I’m not a huge fan of car trips, so it’s good to feel clean and human again.”

			She rifled through her bag, shooting him glances every so often. His face had probably turned colors; he always had a hard time hiding his embarrassment. There wasn’t much point in fantasizing about the way she’d felt in that storage room. How close they’d been huddled together for safety under a metal desk. Even in the crazy, dangerous circumstances, or maybe because of them, the feel of her had sealed itself in his memory.

			He’d been hoping the hotel room would have a couch, or a chair. He would even consider sleeping in the bathroom, but there was only a stand-up shower. And the place was small enough that if he slept on the floor, she’d step on him if she needed to get up during the night.

			He’d have to suck it up and push these feelings away, otherwise he was in for a very long weekend.

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Luce stood along the wall, nursing the same flute of champagne that had been foisted upon her when she first entered the inn’s small ballroom. Not far away, Mat was laughing with a group of hipster musician types. He looked over at her and she smiled brightly, lifting the glass in his direction to assuage the concern in his gaze.

			She’d been engaged in conversation with Micah’s mother for the past few minutes—a fascinating and intense woman who hadn’t required another participant in her monologue. After nodding and making appropriate sounds of agreement and shock when needed, Luce was a bit relieved when the older woman walked off to ensure the hors d’oeuvres were being plated properly. She was happy to now take the opportunity to absorb the festivities.

			Charlotte flounced around the room in a fluffy, pink dress, a huge smile on her face. She was naturally effervescent, and seeing her so happy helped to temper Luce’s guilt about perpetuating this ridiculous lie.

			Out on the terrace, a jazz quartet played up-tempo music. She wandered through the French doors to enjoy the crisp, fresh country air. This was her vacation and she was determined to enjoy it. That was, after all, her main reason for coming.

			She felt a presence behind her and inhaled, taking in a warm, spicy scent. “Having a good time?” she asked, turning to face her date. In his slim-fitting suit, he was more gorgeous than ever. She ran through her checklist quickly, and rubbed her lips together, just to make sure her mouth stayed closed and no drool escaped.

			His head tilted down, Mat looked at her from beneath his long fringe of eyelashes. “Yeah, are you?”

			“It’s beautiful here,” she said, a little wistful. “And the party is lovely.”

			Silence stretched between them and Luce noticed that Mat wasn’t looking her in the eye. “What’s up?”

			He scratched his head and twisted his lips. “Well, ah…”

			She narrowed her eyes. “What happened?”

			“So, I may have sort of agreed to play a game. I mean for us…together…to play a…sort of couples game.”

			“What kind of couples game?”

			He turned his head to the side and squinted. “I’m not exactly sure. But Charlotte’s really excited about it.”

			Luce’s heart began to race. “This isn’t the kind of game where we prove how much we know about each other, is it?”

			He scratched his head again, eyes wide. “Maybe?”

			“Are you insane?”

			Mat blew out a breath. “It can’t possibly be that bad. Trial by fire, right?”

			Luce was sputtering and trying to come up with an answer to that inane statement, when he grabbed her hand and began tugging her back into the ballroom.

			Her palms were sweating. She didn’t want to get worked up for nothing, but she hated being unprepared. Thinking on the fly was not her strong suit. She needed preparation, practice, notes at the very least. Why hadn’t they created dossiers for each other? That’s what she really should have been doing on the drive up.

			Her heart was now officially in the turbo zone. Mat must have noticed something wrong because he stopped in the middle of the room and turned to look at her, worry creasing his face.

			“Luce—”

			The ringing of a cowbell interrupted him. Someone had gotten the bright idea to play a modified version of the wedding reception game where when the bell went off, everyone who was there with a partner had to kiss. So far, Luce had managed to avoid it because she and Mat had separated almost as soon as they’d entered the party. But here they were, in the center of the ballroom, surrounded by several dozen people who were supposed to believe they were a couple.

			All around them, pairs embraced and kissed. Luce’s gaze skittered, hoping everyone else was too involved in themselves to notice what she and Mat were doing. But Mat must have seen something she missed. He pulled her flush against him and slanted his lips across hers.

			The speedy flutter in her chest grew to a full thrashing. Her blood warmed as his tongue breached her lips. She wrapped an arm around his broad shoulders as he pulled her even closer until all she could feel was the hardness of his body against her.

			He deepened the kiss, his hand lightly gripping the back of her head, and her memory blanked out. Her checklist, her guilt, her reservations—all dissolved. There was a very good reason they shouldn’t be doing this, but for the life of her, she had no idea why. She would have been hard pressed to remember her phone number or birthday at this point.

			The fantasies of Mat that had slipped past her mental barriers over the past weeks had nothing on this. She obviously was not a very good fantasizer because she’d failed miserably to capture how firm his lips were, exactly how good his smell would be this close, where every breath she took was full of him. The way he held her—firm but gentle. Preciously. She disappeared inside the kiss and almost didn’t resurface.

			Until he pulled back. Her instinct was to chase after him, insist they not stop, but her senses began to come back online one by one. Instead of smelling only him, the scents of food and wine returned. Sound was next—the band still played on the terrace, a classic Dave Brubeck tune.

			Mat’s dark amber eyes were wide, looking as shocked as she felt. She could see him shake it off, blink and then look around as if coming back to reality.

			That’s what she had to do as well. Shake it off.

			She hoped he didn’t feel the actual shaking in her hand when he gripped it again. Still firm and gentle. He intertwined their fingers together and led her through the ballroom to one of the smaller parlors in the inn.

			The people they passed looked normal. None of them seemed to have gone through another 5.7 earthquake. Apparently, none of them had felt the ground-shaking ferocity of what she’d just experienced, and she had no idea what to do about it.

			The sitting area had been turned into a game room with three tables set up. At one, a group of thirty-somethings were playing Settlers of Catan. Across the way, two older couples were locked in what appeared to be a contentious game of bid whist.

			Luce smiled passing them. That was her parent’s favorite and brought back some of the brighter memories from her childhood. In every city they’d lived, Moses and Joyce managed to befriend the black intelligencia and organized epic card parties full of smack talking and one-upmanship. It was at these parties where she’d first learned to play cards.

			A third table had been set up in the back of the room. Charlotte and Micah stood next to it, and Luce was relieved to see Micah expertly riffle shuffling a deck of cards in mid-air.

			“I thought we were in for some kind of newlywed game,” Luce said, still cautious.

			Eyes dancing, Charlotte motioned for them to sit. “I think spades is an excellent way to get to know each other.”

			“I like the way you think.” Luce cracked her knuckles, feeling some residual effect of Charlotte’s enthusiasm. She sat across from Mat at the folding table, taking in his lost expression. He actually looked a little green. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m not that great a spades player,” he admitted.

			“Watch and learn, Mathias-san. I’m an excellent sensei.”

			They agreed on the rules after a brief disagreement on sandbagging penalties—Micah advocated a hardcore style of play where each sandbag was negative ten points, but he was voted down by everyone else.

			“Let’s just keep it simple this first round,” Charlotte said, eyeing her brother warily. She dealt, and since Luce was on her left, she bid first.

			“I’ve got four and a possible,” she said. Mat pressed his lips together. Changed the order of his cards, then changed them back.

			Charlotte bid three and then it was Mat’s turn to say how many books he thought he could make with his hand. In spades, two players on a team worked together to win each hand—a book. Higher cards won the round, but spades were trumps, beating all others except the two jokers. Mat was her partner, and to win the game effective bidding, based on the cards in your hand you thought would win the round, was key.

			“One,” he said, then put his cards down.

			Luce’s brows rose. Maybe he just had a shit hand. But when Micah bid three, Luce did the math. There were thirteen possible books to be made. Assuming that Char and Micah knew what they were doing with their bidding and that her own possible became a reality, that left two books unaccounted for. It looked like Mat had underbid.

			Sure enough, when the round ended, Mat had actually made four books, negating not only her possible but two of Charlotte’s assumed wins.

			“You had three spades and a joker in that hand, Mat. Why would you only bid one book?” She tried to keep the exasperation from her voice.

			“They were just so low,” he said, shrugging. Luce took a deep breath. Usually with new players you had to worry about reneging—bidding too high and then not making the books. But Mat had the opposite problem, one she hadn’t considered would be an issue for him.

			She recalled Moses sitting down with her and explaining the rules of the game when she’d been about eight or nine. “The key to spades is confidence,” he’d said. “Not just in yourself, but your partner. Over time you learn how to read each other. Learn how possible their possibles are and how they tend to bid. Good team work equals success.”

			Mat wasn’t confident, at least not in his bidding. Now that she thought about it, though he appeared self-assured on the outside, he didn’t seem to have a ton of faith in himself. He wasn’t overly apologetic all the time like some, but his quiet manner seemed to hide a sense of unease.

			When he presented designs at work, it wasn’t with a flourish, but with the expectation that they would be unacceptable, and he’d have to go back to the drawing board. She hadn’t thought much of it until now.

			Luce dealt the next hand and kept this in mind as they bid again. This time, since he bid before her, she mentally added two to his low number, and adjusted her bidding accordingly.

			“So, Mat,” Micah said while waiting for Charlotte to take her turn, “are you thinking you might stick around a bit longer now that you’re seeing Luce?”

			Mat studied his hand intently, but Luce didn’t miss the slight paling of his skin under his warm, golden tone. “Well, Luce hasn’t done much traveling, so I think it would be great to show her some places she hasn’t seen before.”

			Luce bristled. “My father is really sick, so I don’t see being able to get away any time soon.” Mat looked up, concern in his eyes that touched her even as his words had annoyed her.

			“His COPD is pretty serious, and he hasn’t been that great about taking care of himself,” she admitted.

			Charlotte nodded. “Yeah, that’s tough. I understand why you have to stay close to home.”

			Mat shifted in his seat as if the very idea of staying close to home made him itchy. Luce buried the anger that sparked within her and focused on her cards. Her strategy was working; they’d made their bid and once again, Mat had made more books than he’d originally thought he could.

			“How’s your job going?” Char asked her brother.

			“My contract was only two months, but our boss, Bobby, has already said he’d love for me to stay on.”

			Luce looked up, surprised. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Yeah, he just told me this morning, actually.” Mat’s eyes locked onto hers sending a message she couldn’t decipher.

			“That’s great news,” Char said, triumphantly winning the book with a three of spades. “So you might stick around then.”

			Mat cleared his throat. “It would be nice to sleep in the same bed for a while. I actually like working there. It’s different every day because of all the people around. Almost like not working in an office at all.” The statement seemed to stun him, and Luce smothered a smirk.

			“Yeah, it’s not so bad,” she said. “I do miss the info desk downstairs sometimes. The unwashed masses can be invigorating.” They smiled at each other, then at the same moment seemed to catch themselves doing it and looked away.

			“What would you do if you weren’t doing…what is it that you do again, Luce?” Micah asked.

			“I’m in PR. And I don’t know. I worked at a tour company for a while in college. It’s rough and more unpredictable than I wanted, but you get to move around a lot, talk to people from all over the world, and share the city with them. It’s…rewarding in an unexpected way.”

			Mat was staring at her again. “I can see that. I think you’d be great as a tour guide.”

			Her cheeks felt warm at his praise.

			“Luce has a real way with people,” Mat said. “She can get them to open up to her and share things. It’s pretty amazing.” Was something wrong with her hearing or was that admiration in his voice?

			Charlotte produced the coveted big joker, ending the round in her favor.

			“Nice, baby,” Micah said. They fist bumped over the table.

			“You guys are a good team. Looks like engagement agrees with you.” Luce was honestly happy for them, though as the love birds stared at each other sappily, a lump lodged in her throat. Must be nice.

			Mat was busy tallying the score and looked up grinning. “We’re tied, three games each.”

			Charlotte laughed. “That’s more games than you’ve ever won in your life, Mat.” She turned to Luce. “You’re good for him.”

			“Want a tie breaker?” Mat asked.

			Char sighed and shook her head. “I’d better get back out there. The good thing about this party is it’s pretty low key, but I should do one more round of socializing.”

			“Thanks, this was really fun,” Luce said, glad that she meant it.

			Charlotte grabbed her hand and squeezed. “I’m really glad you could come. It’s been so wonderful getting to know you.” She looked like she would say more but Micah was behind her, pulling out her chair.

			Luce’s own chair moved, and she looked up to find Mat there, being very gentlemanly. He helped her up; her hand in his sizzled at the contact.

			“Thank you.” Her voice sounded breathless to her own ears. She hoped Mat didn’t hear it.

			Now that they were standing side by side, her gaze once again drifted to his lips, her mind replaying their earlier kiss. That was against the rules; it could lead to other unwanted reactions, but she couldn’t seem to look away. An electric charge built up between them, crackling with energy.

			The room fell away. Charlotte said something but she couldn’t hear it. Mat leaned closer. Was he going to kiss her again? She wouldn’t mind even if there was no bell. That would really sell this whole charade, wouldn’t it?

			His scent filled her nostrils and she pressed her thighs together. What would it be like to—

			When Charlotte spoke again, the sheer horror lacing her voice cut through the haze.

			Mat heard it too and pulled away. His expression transformed from wondrous to dismayed. “Shit.”

			Luce turned to see what caused the reaction.

			An older, ebony complexioned man stood in the entry to the inn’s lobby. Charlotte and Mat were both frozen in place, identical looks of chagrin on their faces.

			Luce took his hand and squeezed. “What’s the matter? Who’s that?”

			Mat’s voice was empty, with just a hint of anger. “Our dad.”

			CHAPTER NINE

			The upbeat music filtering in from outside became a drone in Mat’s ear. It buzzed like a wasp burrowing under his skin. The sharp pain welling inside him was almost as intense.

			The Colonel strode through the foyer wearing a black suit with wide lapels. His dark clothes and darker expression made it look like he was going to a funeral. Mat hadn’t seen him in years. The man’s hair was receding, though he still kept it cropped brutally short. His face was weathered. He was beginning to look old.

			Reflexively, Mat straightened his spine and pushed his shoulders back, adopting a more acceptable posture, then inwardly chastised himself for doing so. It was second nature around his father, though. He didn’t want to take his eyes off the man, but he had to see how Charlotte was faring. She looked as shocked as he felt, which answered the question of whether she had invited him.

			“Dad, what are you doing here?” Her voice was shaky. Mat wanted to throttle the interloper for disturbing his sister’s celebration.

			She moved forward to meet him with Mat on her heels. Micah and Luce were there as well, forming a network of support he wasn’t used to.

			The Colonel looked around, taking in every detail of his surroundings. A few of the guests had stopped, apparently noticing the tension. But most were still oblivious—in the ballroom dancing or gathered in other areas of the inn drinking and eating. At least the entire party wasn’t ruined.

			Yet.

			“So, you’re getting married, Charlotte?” Faint hints of his Jamaican accent were still audible in his clipped speech. But the sound of his voice after so many years made something inside of Mat crack a little. He took a deep breath for strength.

			Charlotte blinked, looking lost, then Micah took her hand, visibly shoring up her strength.

			“Yes, Dad, this is Micah, my fiancé. Micah my father, Colonel Lennox Woodson.”

			Micah and the Colonel shook hands.

			“Customary for a potential groom to ask the father’s permission first, is it not?” The Colonel’s smirk held no mirth.

			Micah didn’t miss a beat. “Dowries and arranged marriages are also customary in some places. Just not twenty-first century America, sir.” His voice was respectful, but firm. The Colonel sniffed, dismissing the younger man.

			Mat’s father’s gaze then landed on him before moving to Luce. An almost imperceptible raise of his eyebrows was all the reaction the man gave.

			“A-and this is Mat’s girlfriend, Luce,” Charlotte said.

			“Lucinda Garvey.” Luce extended her hand. Mat knew how forceful his father’s handshakes were and that he didn’t take gender or bone size into consideration. But Luce looked like she gave as good as she got; the muscles in her forearm tensed as she squeezed back. Some empty part of his heart filled upon seeing it.

			“Garvey. Where are your people from?” the Colonel asked.

			Luce smiled. “No relation to Marcus, I’m afraid. My father’s from Alabama. Fayette, originally.”

			The Colonel sniffed. “Slave stock,” he muttered.

			Mat could feel Luce tense. “Dad—” he began.

			But Luce cut him off. “Oh, so your ancestors sailed from Africa to Jamaica voluntarily? Fascinating.”

			The Colonel bristled. “My people were maroons. They escaped slavery and fought back against the European oppressors.”

			“So, they were slaves, at one point?” Luce’s chin jutted out proudly. “I’m not ashamed of that. My ancestors built this country. America would never have become what it is without our blood and sweat in the soil.”

			Mat could see the veins in his father’s forehead pulse. Though the Colonel had lived in the States for decades and gained his citizenship, he had a low opinion of black Americans and never failed to share that with whomever he was around.

			Instead of responding to Luce, Mat’s father sniffed again and turned away, indicating the conversation was over. Charlotte and Micah stood looking at Luce with awe.

			“How did you know about the party?” Mat asked through gritted teeth.

			“Facebook,” the Colonel replied.

			Charlotte shot Mat a questioning glance. “You’re on Facebook, Dad?”

			“No. Of course not. But I know people who are. I assume my invitation was lost in the mail.” His brows rose. “I think I’ll take a look around the festivities.” He executed an about-face and marched off into the ballroom.

			Charlotte was aghast. There was a reason that neither had seen the man in years and that he hadn’t been invited in the first place. It wasn’t just because he was overly strict, mean as a snake, and lacked the gene for love. No, he was also a rude bastard who bulldozed his way through every interaction with other human beings.

			Growing up, he’d taught his two children that they were superior to all others and they didn’t need anyone else. The Colonel hadn’t blinked when his wife abandoned him and their children. He’d expected them to pick up and go on like nothing had happened. He threw himself into his work, advancing steadily, moving regularly, and leaving everything else, including his children, behind.

			“I’m so sorry for him,” Charlotte was saying to Luce and Micah.

			Luce held her hand up. “No need. We can’t choose our parents. I understand that more than most.”

			Charlotte nodded and looked worriedly in the direction he’d gone.

			“Let me go talk to him,” Mat said, though the idea caused rivulets of sweat to run down his back. They were the same height now, he wasn’t a little boy anymore, and he doubted his father would become violent, but still the cold fear gripped him. The fear he’d never been able to shake. He still ran from it.

			But now he stalked after the man, through the path of bewildered partygoers left in his wake because the Colonel stopped for no one. He found him at the bar in the corner of the room, throwing back a Jack and Coke. A drink sounded like an excellent idea right about now.

			“Moscow mule,” Mat said to the bartender.

			The Colonel snorted. “You drink like a girl. If you want vodka, ask for vodka.”

			“I ordered what I wanted.” Mat paused and took a deep breath. “And my girlfriend doesn’t seem to have a problem with it.” He wasn’t sure why he added the last part; what did he care what his father thought of his masculinity?

			“Ah, why are you with that gal? She’s a bit dark, don’t you think?” Ironic because she and the Colonel were about the same complexion. But his father had always liked them blonde, a predilection Mat didn’t share.

			He wouldn’t allow the man to disparage Luce any further. “Don’t speak about her. Just keep her name off your lips. Why did you come, really?” He took a sip of his drink and relished the burn as it went down. It matched the fire already in his belly and gave a shot of courage he desperately needed.

			“Why shouldn’t I be here? My oldest daughter is getting married. To a man without a real job no less.” He shook his head and slammed his empty glass on the counter, demanding a refill.

			“Micah has a job. He’s a musician. In a successful band.”

			“Musicians.” He waved his hand dismissively. “That kind of success is here one day and gone the next. At any rate, I’m your father, and I have a right to be here.”

			Mat’s hackles rose. “What rights you had you gave up when you abandoned us.”

			“Abandoned?” His voice surged, causing others nearby to turn and stare. “Who put food on the table? Kept a roof over your heads? Me. I did all of it, and I got no thanks.”

			“You want thanks?” Mat asked, anger growing. “Is that what you came here for? For us to genuflect on our knees with gratitude at how great it was to have an empty home to come back to? The wonderful experience of forging our names on papers for school because you were never home? To be appreciative of how Charlotte had to put off college to take care of me because you couldn’t be bothered? Well, thanks, Dad.”

			The Colonel was seething, eyes loaded with ammunition and ready to fire. “I was a man, and I handled my responsibilities. What are you? Running around the globe with no place to call home. When I traveled, it was for a purpose. I was protecting this country and my family so you could have the luxury to make drawings for a living.”

			“I am a graphic designer,” Mat growled. “And I live my life the way I choose. I don’t hurt anyone with my actions.”

			“Pshaw. You’re a little boy still crying about how Daddy didn’t love him enough. Running away from any sense of accountability. When I was your age, I had real duties, people depending on me. What do you have? Who are you to question me? When you grow up and become a man, then talk to me about my choices.”

			With that, his father took his drink and walked off onto the terrace. Mat was left standing there reeling. His fists tightening as rage blinded his vision.

			Toxic. His father had always been toxic. With a fast and poisonous tongue. Part of Mat wanted to storm after the man. Part of him wanted to shrivel into a ball and never emerge. A warm hand on his made him look up.

			Luce stood there, focused intently on him. How much had she heard? Enough that her eyes were filled with emotion. Inside him was turmoil, a raging sea of guilt and pain, dredging up detritus from the bottom.

			“Come with me,” she said, gently uncurling his fingers and taking his hand in hers. She led him away this time, to where, he didn’t care.

			CHAPTER TEN

			Luce guided Mat onto the dance floor. The band had stopped playing outside and a DJ had taken up the slack. Couples were swaying to the soothing tones of a love song, one of Toni Braxton’s, sung low and sad.

			She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close. They were near the spot where they shared their first kiss only a few hours ago, but it could have been a lifetime.

			Mat was stiff in her arms. But she didn’t let it bother her. She kept hold of him and swayed gently, not even really trying to dance. She suspected he just needed positive human contact. Talking would come, if he would confide in her. But for now, movement. Touch. A reminder that everyone wasn’t that awful man he had for a father.

			She felt sorry for Charlotte and

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

			[image: ]

			I’m so happy to welcome spring this year. We moved last year to a new place and had a blank slate for a back yard—this year we started designing and planting. It was much like organizing these issues of Heart’s Kiss. A historical here, and paranormal there—and, oh, here’s a good place for a friends-to-lovers, and readers will appreciate if we drop an opinion column over here. But as I’m writing this, we’ve already moved on to our June issue and spring will be a happy memory. I can give you a hint of what to expect. As you can easily guess, you will get the second installment of Anna J. Stewart’s novella. I’m excited to see how those two characters with so many differences will be able to come together and make it work. We also have Karen McCoy, who had written us a column about YA romances in our October issue last year, coming back to try her hand and show us her talents with contemporary romance fiction (with a little nod to romantic comedies). We’ll also have our usual staples: Julie Pitzel will have a new You Read That? column, C.S DeAvilla will recommend more books for your library, and Andrea Abedi will have a new recipe and opportunity to spread your culinary expertise. Plus a lot more surprises to come—wait until you see who we are interviewing!—and short stories galore. All that will sow the seeds of happily ever afters in your imagination.
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