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            Publisher’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Kissed by the Elements was born from a simple, enduring belief: some of the most meaningful love stories begin when we step outside our comfort zone.

      In this anthology, nature isn’t just a backdrop, it’s an invitation. A winding trail, a sudden rainstorm, a windswept beach, or a quiet garden becomes the moment where two paths cross and something gentle but real begins to grow. These stories celebrate meet-cutes shaped by fresh air, shared obstacles, and the small acts of kindness that feel all the more sincere when they happen under an open sky.

      Each romance in this collection is clean, wholesome, and emotionally satisfying. You’ll find heartfelt connections, hopeful beginnings, and characters who discover that love doesn’t always arrive with fireworks. Sometimes it shows up in borrowed umbrellas, muddy boots, or an unexpected helping hand.

      Whether you’re curled up indoors dreaming of your next adventure, or reading outside with the wind in your hair, we hope these stories remind you that love has a way of finding us when we least expect it, especially when we take a moment to meet the world, and each other, halfway.

      We hope you too are Kissed by the Elements.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Editor’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Like a softly glowing sunrise, the stories in this anthology will warm your heart with the gentle sparkle of new, unexpected love. These tales embrace the charm of first meetings, the allure of that first, deep look into someone’s eyes when the whole world shifts. They will whisk you off to romantic settings in the beauty of nature, down hiking trails, on waterways or within lush forests.

      You’ll want to be in the shoes of our protagonists when they meet, in the most surprising ways, the men who lay claim to a piece of their hearts. The handsome, wry Irish seaman, the rugged yet gentle bear shifter, the kindly small-town mechanic and more, these attentive strangers will remain in your thoughts after you flip the final page. They may even pop up in one of your dreams. The magnetism that draws these couples together will lure you as well.

      More than romance awaits you—you’ll laugh at the antics of a soaking wet heroine slipping out of a river when she meets her future love, a woman innocently chasing a shocked reporter with a rake down flooded streets, an ice cream server discovering her own creativity in a windstorm with the help of a smart-talking kebab restauranteur. These enticing characters radiate appeal as they make their awkwardly endearing way towards each other.

      The talented authors of these wonderful stories have created worlds and characters to draw you in and charm you unabashedly. Pull up a chair, savour a cup of tea and fall into a romantic reading experience, amid the joys of nature and the hope of a new day.

      

      Lena Samson, Editor

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lovers' Splendid Path

          

          DENISE LANDRY

        

      

    

    
      The late morning sun filtered through the leafy canopy of Parc du Ruisseau-Céleste, casting flickering mosaics of gold and shadow across the forest floor. Avery Thorne moved with quiet precision along a winding, slightly overgrown trail, the soft click of her prosthetic leg blending into the ambient chorus of crickets and rustling leaves. She’d chosen this lesser-known loop on a whisper of a rumour of wild columbine blooming somewhere near the stream.

      Her Nikon camera, worn and familiar, rested against her chest like an old friend. Avery didn’t chase sweeping vistas or dramatic compositions. She sought the quiet marvels: the spiral of a fern, the shimmer on a beetle’s back, the fragile geometry of a dewdrop. Her prosthetic, a remnant of a childhood accident, had shaped her gaze, slowing her down, but sharpening her attention, teaching her to see what others missed.

      As she rounded a bend, the air cooled, tinged with the scent of moss and water. A rocky outcrop jutted above a murmuring stream, and there, nestled in a tangle of brush at the edge of a mossy boulder, were two wild columbine flowers blooming. Red and yellow, delicate and defiant.

      Avery’s breath caught. She steadied herself, adjusted her stance, and lifted her camera. The light was tricky, dappled and shifting. So she fine-tuned the aperture, leaned in slightly, stretching toward the perfect angle. Her prosthetic foot found a narrow root for support. A twig snapped beneath her weight. Instinctively, she reached for a thorny branch, gripping it to keep her balance.

      Then, plop. Her lens cap slipped from her pocket, bounced once on a smooth stone, and landed on a narrow ledge just above a shallow, muddy hollow. She exhaled sharply. “Of course,” she muttered, lowering her camera. The ledge wasn’t far, maybe three feet down, but the angle was awkward. Reaching it would mean a slow, careful descent, muddy, and not without risk. She began mentally mapping the safest route when a voice broke the quiet behind her.

      “Lose something?”

      She turned, startled. A man stood a few feet back on the trail, tall and relaxed, with hazelnut eyes that held a quiet intelligence. His dark hair was tousled, his faded green T-shirt stretched across broad shoulders, and a hand trowel glinted in his grip. He looked like he belonged there: earthy, grounded, at ease.

      “Just my lens cap,” Avery said, gesturing toward the ledge. “It has a habit of escaping.”

      He scanned the scene—not her, not her leg—but the terrain and the cap. “Bit of a reach,” he said, matter-of-factly. Before she could respond, he stepped off the path with practised ease. In one fluid motion he crouched, extended his arm, and retrieved the cap. He brushed off a speck of dirt and held it out to her.

      Their fingers touched. A brief, unexpected warmth passed between them. His grip was steady, unflinching. She looked up, meeting his gaze fully now. There was curiosity there, and a smile that felt like sunlight breaking through mist.

      “Thanks,” she said, her voice softer than she’d meant. “That was… generous.”

      “No problem at all,” he said, slipping the trowel into his belt. “Can’t have a lens wandering around without its armour.” He nodded toward her camera. “You must be the wildflower whisperer Eleanor at the visitor’s centre keeps talking about.”

      Avery raised an eyebrow, caught off guard. “I’m Avery, yes. But ‘whisperer’ feels a bit… dramatic.”

      Rhys smiled, the kind that settled easily on his face. “She said you had a gift for finding what most people miss. That you move through the trails like you’re listening to them.”

      She laughed softly, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. “I suppose I do listen. The flowers don’t shout, after all.”

      “I’m Rhys,” he said, offering his hand. “I help with trail design and ecological surveys. I’ve been working on the new accessibility loop near the ridge. Eleanor mentioned you were hoping to spot columbines.”

      Avery took his hand, noting the warmth and steadiness of his grip. “It’s a bit of an obsession,” she admitted, glancing toward the delicate blooms. “They’re so fleeting. You have to be patient… and lucky.”

      Rhys followed her gaze. “They’re stunning. And stubborn. Like they only bloom for those who earn it.”

      She smiled, the moment settling between them like mist on the forest floor: quiet, natural, and full of possibility.

      Rhys followed her gaze, his expression softening. “You’ve got a good eye. I’ve probably walked past these a dozen times without noticing.” He paused, studying the blooms, then glanced back at her. “Are you getting the shot you wanted?”

      “Almost,” Avery said, lifting her camera again. With her footing secure and the lens cap back in place, the moment felt steadier. “Just need the right light.” He didn’t offer suggestions, just stood nearby.

      As she adjusted her frame, he asked, “What is it about them? The small things?”

      Avery lowered the camera, her gaze drifting from the flowers to him. “They ask you to slow down. You have to earn them. In a world that rushes past everything, they remind you to look closer. There’s beauty in what’s quiet. What’s patient.”

      Rhys nodded, thoughtful. “I get that. My work’s about creating spaces that invite people to pause. To connect with the land instead of just passing through it. I’m a landscape architect, trying to make the world feel a little more… rooted.”

      “That’s wonderful,” Avery said, genuinely intrigued. “So you helped design some of these trails?”

      “Some of the newer ones, yes. Especially the accessible paths. Right now I’m surveying for a new trail near the old growth section. It’s a balancing act of education, conservation, inclusion.” He smiled. “Your photography feels like it’s part of that same conversation.” They lingered beneath the canopy, leaning against the rough bark of a maple. The forest hummed around them with crickets, wind, the distant trickle of water. Their conversation meandered like the trail itself, touching on ecosystems, native flora, and the quiet tension between preservation and presence. There was no rush. Just a shared rhythm.

      Eventually, Rhys glanced at his watch. “Duty calls. These trails don’t tend themselves.” He offered a smile, easy and warm. “Good luck with the columbine. Maybe I’ll see you again.”

      “You too, Rhys,” she said, a flicker of reluctance in her voice. “And thanks.”

      He nodded once, then turned, his stride steady as he disappeared down the path. Avery watched him go, focusing back on the wildflowers. The light had shifted—soft, golden, perfect. She raised her camera. This time, the shot came easily.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Avery was back at the trails. This time exploring a quieter section, a winding path that traced the stream’s edge like a secret. The morning had promised clear skies, but now heavy clouds churned above, rolling in from the west with theatrical intent. She’d meant to pack her umbrella, but in her rush to catch the early afternoon light, she’d left it behind. A low rumble of thunder echoed through the valley. “Perfect,” she muttered, quickening her pace. The visitor centre was a good twenty-minute walk, and the first fat drops were already splattering across her camera lens. She spotted the silhouette of a massive oak ahead, its branches sprawling like open arms. Beneath its thick canopy she ducked in, shaking the rain from her hair and jacket. Someone was already there.

      Rhys.

      He looked up from where he leaned against the tree’s broad trunk, his waterproof jacket zipped to his chin. A neatly folded tarp lay beside him. His hazel eyes widened in recognition, then softened into a smile. “Well, if it isn’t the wildflower whisperer again. Running from the rain?”

      Avery laughed, the sound unguarded. “Guilty. I forgot my umbrella. This storm snuck up on me.”

      “Didn’t it?” he said, gesturing to the space beside him. “Plenty of room under nature’s umbrella. Surprisingly effective.”

      She settled beside him, the bark rough against her back, the scent of damp earth and pine rising around them. The rain intensified, drumming overhead, hissing softly on the path beyond. It was unexpectedly cozy beneath the oak’s shelter.

      “Thanks,” she said, tucking her camera beneath her jacket. “This beats getting soaked.”

      “Anytime,” he replied, his voice low and steady. “So, what were you chasing today? More elusive beauties?”

      “Fungi,” she said with a grin. “The rain brings out the weird and wonderful. But I think they’ll have to wait. Unless you’re up for puddle photography?”

      Rhys chuckled. “Tempting, but I think I’ll stay dry. Still, there’s something about a storm-washed trail. It sharpens things. Makes the world feel… honest.”

      Avery nodded, her tension easing. “It does. It strips everything down. Leaves only what matters.”

      They sat in silence, listening to the rhythm of the rain and the distant roll of thunder. It wasn’t awkward, just full of shared observation. Avery felt herself settle, the warmth between them growing.

      “So,” she said eventually, “what brings a landscape architect out in a downpour?”

      “Final survey,” he said. “For that path I mentioned. I was hoping to beat the rain but nature had other plans. Still, it’s good to see how the trails hold up. Erosion tells you a lot.”

      She glanced at him, curious. “You always wanted to do this?”

      Rhys smiled, thoughtful. “Not always. I started in urban design. Big projects, lots of concrete. But I kept thinking about my sister who uses a wheelchair. We’d go hiking as kids, and she’d always get left behind. I wanted to change that. Make spaces that welcome everyone.”

      Avery’s gaze softened. “That’s beautiful. My accident happened when I was nine. I lost my leg but gained a different way of seeing. Photography became my way back into the world. I couldn’t run, but I could notice.”

      Rhys looked at her, something quiet and reverent in his expression. “You do more than notice. You reveal.”

      She smiled, touched. “I’d love to see your plans sometime. Or better yet, walk the proposed route with you.”

      “I’d like that,” he said, pulling out a waterproof notebook and pen. “Give me your number. I’ll text you when the ground’s dry enough for a proper walk-through.”

      She rattled off the digits and as she did, the rain began to ease. A shaft of golden light broke through the clouds, illuminating the forest in a soft, ethereal glow.

      Rhys stood, offering his hand. “Ready to face the freshly rinsed world?”

      She took it, their fingers intertwining. The contact lingered, warm and sure. “Ready,” she said, meeting his gaze. And she was ready for the walk ahead, wherever it might lead.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Avery was back at the reserve, this time walking alongside Rhys, a handful of reserve directors and two reporters, invited to preview the proposed interpretive trail. The group had started on a familiar stretch of the old path before branching off into the new section where the terrain shifted into gentler slopes, widened curves, and native plantings tucked into the edges like quiet guardians.

      Rhys led the way, his voice animated as he pointed out subtle grading changes, strategically placed flora for soil stabilization, and benches designed to offer panoramic views without disrupting the natural flow. “We’re not just building a trail,” he said, gesturing toward a curve that framed the valley, “we’re crafting an experience. One that invites reflection, connection, and respect for the land. And one that welcomes everyone.”

      Avery walked quietly among them, her camera packed away. She wasn’t photographing, just observing. The trail beneath her feet was mostly smooth, but she’d noticed a few uneven transitions between gravel and boardwalk; subtle but significant.

      The group paused at a scenic overlook along the proposed interpretive trail. Wildflowers spilled across the hillside in a vibrant sweep, but the real focus today was the path itself: its gentle grading, widened turns, and thoughtful placement of benches and signage. Rhys stood at the front, animated as he described the design choices.

      That’s when a reporter, flipping through notes, glanced toward Avery. His gaze lingered briefly on her prosthetic leg, then shifted to the trail junction behind them.

      “Forgive me,” he said, addressing Rhys, “but I noticed that the incline near the wetland boardwalk doesn’t have a proper landing. Wouldn’t that pose a challenge for someone using a mobility aid?”

      The question hung in the air. The directors turned, some frowning, others silent. Avery felt the weight of the moment not personally, but familiar.

      Rhys’s expression faltered. He followed the reporter’s gesture, eyes narrowing at the slope in question. “That section was meant to be temporary,” he said slowly. “We planned to regrade it once the soil settled. But you’re right. It’s not adequate as it stands.”

      The reporter nodded, then looked back at Avery. “You’ve walked this trail. What’s your experience been?”

      Avery hesitated. She hadn’t expected to be drawn into the spotlight. But she also knew the value of honesty. “It’s a beautiful trail,” Avery said, her voice steady. “But that slope back there is tough. For someone like me, with a prosthetic leg or anyone using a wheelchair or cane, it takes extra effort to get through. And that’s the thing—if a trail is truly accessible, it shouldn’t feel harder for some people than others. It should feel welcoming to everyone, from the first step to the last.”

      Rhys’s face tightened with realization. The pride that had lit his features earlier dimmed. He stepped forward, his voice quieter now. “I’ll revisit the grading plan. And I’ll walk it again myself with a mobility aid, if I have to. Because accessibility isn’t a checkbox. It’s a commitment to me.”

      One of the directors shifted uncomfortably. Another cleared their throat. Avery watched Rhys. Her heart stirred, not by guilt, but by the integrity in his response. He wasn’t just defending a design. He was defending the people it was meant to help.

      Later, Rhys sat alone at his drafting table, trail map unrolled, pencil in hand. He wasn’t just revising a slope. He was re-centring the project around its true purpose: to make the path not just beautiful, but truly open.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few days, the sun filtered through the canopy of Parc du Ruisseau-Céleste, casting soft shadows across the newly improved trail. Avery moved slowly, her camera in hand, capturing the way dew clung to the edges of moss and how the light danced across the bark of old-growth trees. The trail felt different now, more intentional, more welcoming. She could see Rhys’s touch in every curve and slope, in the way the path invited rather than challenged. She had hoped to run into him.

      It had been nearly a week since the walk-through with the directors and the reporter, and though they’d parted on good terms, she hadn’t heard from Rhys since. She’d sent a message two days ago, just a photo of a particularly photogenic mushroom with the caption: Your erosion control is working. Even the fungi approve. But there’d been no reply. As she reached the edge of the wetland boardwalk, she paused, scanning the trail for any sign of him. Nothing. Just the quiet hum of insects and the distant rush of water. On a whim, she turned back toward the visitor centre.

      Inside, the air was cool and smelled faintly of pine and old paper. Eleanor, the centre’s longtime volunteer, looked up from behind the desk with a warm smile. “Morning, Avery. Out chasing light again?”

      “Always,” Avery replied, then hesitated. “Has Rhys been around lately?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “Not since the directors’ visit. He’s been working on the trail extension near the ridge, I think. Said he needed space to rethink a few things.”

      Avery nodded, trying to mask the flicker of concern that rose in her chest. “Thanks.” She stepped outside, the sun now higher, casting sharper shadows. She walked a little more, half-heartedly taking photos, but her mind was elsewhere. Had she said too much during the walk-through? Had her comment about the slope made things worse? She was about to head home when her phone buzzed.

      Rhys Kincaid

      Sorry for the radio silence. Been buried in trail revisions and mud. Want to see what stubborn ferns look like when they win? I could use a second pair of eyes and yours are my favourite.

      Avery’s breath caught. She smiled, her fingers already moving to reply. I was starting to worry. Lead the way, Rhys. And tell those ferns I’m bringing reinforcements.

      They met at the main trailhead where the morning light filtered through the trees in soft, golden shafts. Rhys stood waiting, dressed in his usual hiking gear—earth-toned layers, sturdy boots—and that easy smile. Avery wore her favourite hiking pants, a light jacket, and her camera slung across her shoulder. Her prosthetic leg was visible beneath the cuff.

      “Morning, Avery,” Rhys said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Ready for your exclusive preview?”

      “Sure,” she replied, her heart giving a quiet flutter.

      They started on the old trail then turned onto the newly revised section of the interpretive path. The changes were subtle but meaningful: gentler slopes, smoother transitions between surfaces, and a new landing at the wetland boardwalk that made the incline manageable for all users. Native plants lined the edges, their roots anchoring the soil, and the benches had been repositioned to preserve sightlines without compromising accessibility.

      Rhys walked beside her, pointing out the updates with quiet pride. “We regraded the slope,” he said, gesturing to the boardwalk. “Added a proper landing and widened the curve. It’s not perfect yet, but it’s better.”

      Avery nodded, her gaze sweeping the trail. “It’s thoughtful. You listened.”

      He glanced at her, then looked away briefly. “I wanted to say… I’m sorry. For how things unfolded with the reporter. I know it put you in a tough spot.”

      Avery stopped walking, turning to face him. “You don’t need to apologize. I should’ve handled it differently too. I didn’t mean to call you out. I just wanted to be honest.”

      Rhys met her eyes. “I know. And I’m glad you were. You reminded me why I started this project in the first place.”

      They stood in quiet understanding, the forest around them alive with birdsong and the rustle of leaves. The awkwardness that had lingered since that day dissolved, replaced by something steadier… mutual respect, and something softer beneath it.

      They continued walking, the trail winding gently through the trees. Rhys spoke with passion about his work, about the balance between human access and ecological preservation, about creating spaces that invite contemplation and connection. Avery listened, asking questions about plant species and design choices, her curiosity genuine. He never spoke to her as if she were a symbol or a checkbox, just as someone who saw the world with the same reverence he did.

      Eventually, they reached a scenic overlook. The view opened wide: rolling hills stretching to the horizon, a river winding like a silver ribbon through the valley. The air was crisp and clean, carrying the scent of pine and damp earth.

      “This is beautiful, Rhys,” Avery murmured, raising her camera to capture the scene.

      “It is,” he agreed, standing beside her. “One of my favourites.” But he wasn’t looking at the view. He was looking at her.

      Avery lowered her camera, sensing his gaze. A blush crept up her neck. “So…” she began, suddenly unsure, the easy rhythm of their conversation pausing in the quiet.

      Rhys stepped a little closer. “Avery,” he said, his voice soft, “I’ve really enjoyed our walks. And our… accidental meetings.”

      She smiled, meeting his eyes. “Me too, Rhys. More than I expected.”

      He reached out, gently brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. His fingers lingered, warm and steady. “There’s something about you,” he said, almost a whisper, “that sees the world with such clarity. I like that. I like you.”

      Her heart thudded in her chest. “I like you too, Rhys.” The words felt simple, but they carried weight.

      He leaned in slowly, giving her space. Avery didn’t pull away. She tilted her head slightly, closing the last inch between them. His lips were warm, soft, and tasted faintly of mint and mountain air. It was a gentle, hopeful kiss and a promise of many more.

      When they finally parted, a breathless silence settled between them. The sun shone brightly on the hills, the river shimmered, and the trees whispered their secrets. Nature, in its quiet wisdom, had brought them together, guiding them along winding paths, through unexpected storms, and into something real.

      Avery knew, with a certainty that settled deep in her bones, that this was just the beginning. A shared journey, hand in hand, through all the wild and beautiful places the world had to offer.
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