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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

			[image: ]

			Ah, June. It’s hard to believe it will be nearly summer when this lovely issue arrives in reader’s mailboxes and is downloaded onto their ereaders. As I write this, it’s raining and cold and windy, but I so look forward to the warmth kissing my skin like the heroes we read in our romances. Speaking of kisses, we have a deliciously sinful regency romance, “Five Wicked Kisses” by Anthea Lawson, USA Today bestseller and RITA® finalist.

			Lezli and I worked hard to show you more delicious facets of this wonderful genre. Back by popular demand, we have another recipe from the kitchen of New York Times bestselling writer, Brenda Novak. Along with more non-fiction and the latest installment of You Read That?, in which Julie Pitzel takes on Action or Romance: Why Not Both? She reviews a recent survey which explains that romance is on the decline, calling foul since romance is woven into most major movies and entertainment and is part of what makes it successful. Julie also used the interrobang (a punctuation that combines the question mark and the exclamation point) in her article. Romance grammar geeks will love the break from traditional punctuation—and if there’s anything we love at Heart’s Kiss it’s delivering the familiar with a new flare and twist.

			We took care to pick scrumptious shorts that are every bit as sinful as an extra S’mores sneaked from the campfire. We absolutely loved the romantic suspense in “Hidden Treasure” by Sophie Mouette, the fairy tale retelling delights in “Goldilocks and Her Three Sisters” by Kay McSpadden, and the smart, determined heroines of Petronella Glover’s near future astronaut series. We also have a bite sized flash fiction meet-cute, “A Fiery Reception” by Alia Mahmud. Lezli will also get cozy and chat with Beverly Jenkins, multiple award winning and USA Today bestselling author who has been a much-needed voice shaping multicultural awareness in the romance genre. If it’s even more fiction you’re after, then take a peek at the latest Recommended Reads from our review columnist C.S. DeAvilla.

			However, it’s not all fun and games when summer begins. We also have to say goodbye to good friends, if only a goodbye-for-now. Anna J. Stewart’s last installment of her Warden series is in this very issue, “Warden of Fate.” Like everyone else, I’ve been on pins and needles wondering what would happen to the last sister after the cliffhanger ending in “Warden of Sight.”

			So, grab a spot on the tree log in front of our campfire and wrap a warm wool blanket around you as we cater to your romantic fantasies. From paranormal, to historical, to contemporary of every heat level—we hope you find these stories as engaging and entertaining as Lezli and I have. Next time we meet, it will be nearly the end of summer and you will have to tell us about what adventures these months have taken you, dear reader. We are always available on Facebook and Twitter—we love it when readers tweet us photos of where they’re reading our magazine. Thank you for being on this journey with us.

			


Beverly Jenkins is an American author of historical and contemporary romance novels with a particular focus on 19th century African-American life that she believes is often overlooked. This made it difficult to break into publishing because publishers weren't sure what to do with stories that involved African-Americans but not slavery. Jenkins was a 2013 NAACP Image Award nominee and, in 1999, was voted one of the Top 50 Favorite African-American writers of the 20th century by the African American Literature Book Club. In 2016 she was the recipient of the Romantic Times Reviewers’ Choice Award for historical romance, and in 2017 she was given the Romance Writers of America Nora Roberts Lifetime Achievement Award.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWSBEVERLY JENKINS

			by Lezli Robyn

			I am delighted to be able to interview Beverly Jenkins, whose books are captivating a world on a precipice of change. While they are often set in years past, her books highlight the progress we need to make today to increase equality and acceptance of differences within the human race.

			Lezli Robyn: You are known for writing about African American lives in 19th century, United States. But, most particularly, you have focused on writing about characters who were never slaves, weaving historical facts into your fictional depiction of what life was like in those days. In fact, your first three novels, Night Song, Vivid, and Indigo featured characters in positions equal to their white counterparts of the time. What made you focus on this part of African American history, apart from being able to create such strong and vibrant voices to represent their time?

			Beverly Jenkins: I focus on African-Americans in equal positions to show the race’s history is American history—not just African-American history. The contributions of people of color is often glossed over or given short shrift in our nation’s schools. Documenting it in a novel is unique way to educate those who may be unfamiliar with the depth of the contributions.

			LR: You write characters with such vivid attention to detail, helping others understand how a different way of life impacted the people of that time. How important to you is it to provide references for the historical facts you provide in your novels, to help ground your readers in the reality of that time period?

			BJ: Providing references cements the truth and shuts down those who might think the history is made up.

			LR: You are an advocate for increasing diversity in romance fiction. Books can have a profound effect on readers, helping them to experience, and hopefully understand more about, the ups and downs in human lives very different to their own. How important is it to for us, as writers, to promote equality, on and off the page?

			BJ: This country is becoming more and more diverse with each passing day. Representation matters, and as younger readers age up, they will be looking for stories that reflect them. YA is way ahead of other genres in embracing this. Showing life through one lens is no longer going to be the default model. Romance and the rest of publishing is late to the party but, romance is having the much-needed conversation.

			LR: You also write contemporary romances and have won numerous awards throughout your illustrious career for your books, including winning six Romantic Time Awards out of 8 nominations, as well as being a finalist for the prestigious NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Literary Work. Your most recent achievement, the RWA Nora Roberts Lifetime Achievement Award, in 2017, shows how accomplished you have been in your career. What was the first achievement/milestone you received where you realized you could have a career in this field, and/or that you were making an impact on readers?

			BJ: My very first book, Night Song, let me know I could have a career by the way the readers embraced the story. As I stated in the last question, representation matters. That my books were added to college lit courses was further validation.

			LR: Tell us about the your movie, Deadly/Sexy, and how it is an important venture for the romance field.

			BJ: Siri Austin Productions is a small film company founded by author Iris Bolling. Hollywood and entities like Hallmark and Lifetime haven’t shown much interest in African-American romance. Rather than wait for something that might never happen, Iris formed her company and filmed two of her own books.She’s now branching out to green light other African-American romance authors and I’m blessed to be one of the first. She chose Deadly/Sexy one of my romantic suspense titles. Filming was completed in April and the project is now in post-production. I should have more news on what’s next soon.

			LR: If you had to pick one heroine from all your novels, across all your series, and one hero as your favorites, who would they be? And would you think they’d make a great couple if their paths had crossed between the sheets of the same book?

			BJ: Hmm. Interesting question. I think I’d like to see how Raimond LeVeq from Through the Storm might pair with my lady gambler Loreli Winters from Topaz and A Chance at Love. There’d be fireworks, for sure.

			LR: And lastly, what is next for you, for 2018? What do your readers have to look forward to?

			BJ: What’s next? The 9th book in my Blessings series will be available in late August. The title is Second Time Sweeter. I just signed a new 3 book contract with Avon for more historicals. The first is slated to debut next spring.
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Copyright © 2018 by Lezli Robyn.

			


USA Today bestselling author and two-time RITA nominee Anthea Lawson’s books have received starred reviews in Library Journal and Publisher’s Weekly, and she has been named “one of new stars of historical romance” by Booklist. Make sure to pick up her full-length spicy historical romances, available online at all digital retailers. Anthea lives with her husband and daughter in sunny Southern California. In addition to writing historical romance, she plays the Irish fiddle and pens award-winning YA Urban Fantasy as Anthea Sharp.

			FIVE WICKED KISSES

			by Anthea Lawson

			“He’s watching you.”

			Juliana Tate did not need to turn around to know who her friend Henrietta was speaking of. There was, and had only ever been, one he.

			Waves of heat raced just under her skin, and her heart tumbled abruptly in her chest. Their corner of the ballroom, chosen for its seclusion, was suddenly crowded with the hum of conversation and bright spikes of laughter.

			She flipped open her lace-edged fan and wafted air across her cheeks. There could be no hint of reaction, no sign that the arrival of Robert Pembroke, the new Earl of Eastbrook, affected her. Since coming up to London, she had seen him on three occasions—and each time had done her utmost stay as far away as possible.

			“You told me he was not invited.” Her voice wavered, only the tiniest bit, but she knew her friend heard. “Hen, I depend upon you completely. You’re the only one who knows.”

			Henrietta made an apologetic face. “He wasn’t supposed to be here. But it’s hardly the first time the Earl of Eastbrook has paid no heed to the social niceties. You know what they say about him.”

			Since ascending to the title six months ago, Robert had taken to life in London with a vengeance. According to the gossips, he had cut a wide swath through the ladies, leaving words like seducer and scoundrel in his wake. Juliana could well believe it.

			Robert had always been handsome enough to break hearts, with his strong jaw, keen amber eyes, and auburn hair shot through with glints of fire. Not to mention a keen mind and wit. No doubt he was pleased to bring so many ladies of the ton to their knees, after years of being treated as unworthy, a shabby country cousin.

			And Juliana had been the worst offender.

			She plied her fan harder, trying to wave away the bitter memory. The past was done—all she could do now was move forward into an increasingly precarious future.

			“Is he still looking?” she asked. It wouldn’t be safe to turn around unless that penetrating amber gaze were focused elsewhere.

			“His attention seems to have moved to Miss Snelling’s bosoms. And there is so very much there to admire.” Henrietta gave a disapproving sniff. “If her gown were any lower she might as well proclaim herself a melon-seller and be done.”

			Juliana could not help a quick glance down at her own, unrevealing gown. She had turned the seams and added new ribbons, but she feared it was evident that the gown was at least two seasons out of date. And it was not as though she had much to reveal, in any case.

			Henrietta saw the look on Juliana’s face. “Tsk.” She took her by the arm. “It’s hardly your fault that you don’t have the newest fashions. You still make a lovely figure. Heaven knows I’ve envied your hair for simply ages. It’s pure gold.”

			“A pity it’s not actual gold. Though I suppose I could sell it.” Things were certainly becoming desperate enough to contemplate it.

			“No!” Henrietta gasped. “Promise me you won’t.”

			Juliana raised a hand to her hair, a gently curling wealth of honey-colored locks that fell to her hips when unbound. It was her one vanity, though dark hair was currently in fashion. As were voluptuous figures—which made her quest to find a wealthy husband more difficult. But Henrietta had assured her that she could snare one within a fortnight, if she applied herself.

			“Keep a watch out for Viscount Wrenforth,” Henrietta said. “He seemed taken with you at the Cotteridge’s musicale. Besides, he has a fine fortune, and is not too ill-favored to look upon. If one disregards the nose.”

			Juliana nodded. She had no time to lose. The debts were mounting, and there was almost nothing left for her to sell, her hair notwithstanding. Her jewelry now consisted of the strand of pearls about her neck and a single bracelet, and the walls of her suite were entirely bare of paintings. She would have to start in on the silver next, and it would become obvious that she wasn’t simply selling her own belongings for a bit of extra pin money.

			Once Society heard of her family’s utter destitution, no one would want to marry her. She must be firmly engaged before that happened.

			Letting out a quiet breath, she went with Henrietta, careful not to glace toward the ballroom doors. She could not bear to see Robert surrounded by the shimmer of colorful gowns and even more brilliant smiles, knowing she had long ago forfeited her place there.

			Robert Pembroke watched as the slender figure in the blue gown moved out of sight—not that any of the ladies buzzing around him could tell where his attention was fixed. To all but the keenest observer, his interest appeared to be upon their laughing flirtations.

			He could have his pick of the dashing widows and adventurous females. Since becoming the Earl of Eastbrook, he had never wanted for company in his bed. But tonight he would not choose any of the lovelies to dally with, despite their obviously-displayed charms.

			No. His thoughts were on one woman alone—a woman with hair like sunlight and the lithe body of a nymph. A woman he had once thought he loved, until she had so cruelly broken his heart.

			He had learned patience in the meantime, had waited four long years to claim revenge on Juliana Tate. Tomorrow, his retribution would begin.

			“Miss Juliana, you have a caller. I have put him in the salon.” The butler bowed and presented her the salver with a thick vellum card centered upon it.

			Oh no. She did not need to pick it up to read the broad script. Robert Pembroke, Earl of Eastbrook.

			Her lungs tightened and a tingle of nerves coursed up her spine. Robert. Here. In the parlor downstairs.

			“Did he give you a reason for his visit? Is he here to see father?”

			“He specifically asked for you, mistress.”

			Juliana drew in a steadying breath.

			“Well then.”

			She raised a hand to her hair and quashed the foolish urge to change into a better gown. There were no better gowns, not since father had gambled away all of their money.

			It was fashionable to keep callers waiting, but she had always preferred to face her problems head-on. She went downstairs and smoothed her hair one last time before pushing open the parlor door.

			The room seemed suddenly very small with Robert in it, a tall, auburn-haired force of nature. She could not help but stare at him, the face she kept in her memory—chiseled cheekbones and mobile lips, hair on the long side of fashionable, and eyes lit with golden fire.

			“Miss Tate.” He was before her in two steps.

			Before she could think to move away, he took her hand and bowed. His grip was firm and insistent.

			She felt her pulse race as his attention traveled slowly over her body. His gaze lingered at her legs, her chest, her throat—where she could feel her pulse beating wildly—before he lifted his eyes to her face again.

			“You are looking well.” The look that accompanied his words shot a tingle up her spine.

			Rake. Scoundrel. The words echoed through her body and she felt reckless heat rise in her cheeks. Was this truly the same Robert she had stolen kisses with in the apple orchard, four spring-times ago? Had becoming an earl changed him that much?

			She pulled her hand out of his grasp. “Why are you here?”

			It was altogether blunt of her, but she could not maintain her composure long enough to play the formal hostess with him. The only thing to do was discover what he wanted, quickly, and send him on his way.

			She felt as though she were balanced on a swaying bridge over a chasm. To either side lay dangerous emotions—love, despair. One misstep and she would plunge over the edge.

			“So abrupt, Juliana.”

			The sound of her name on his tongue made her dizzy with longing, with regret. She swallowed.

			“Would you prefer I call you my lord and offer you tea? I’m afraid I cannot.”

			He gave her a hard look. “I’m glad to see the years haven’t changed how you feel about me.”

			“They have not.” She let her gaze slip from his. He would think she meant disdain, but she had never hated him. Never.

			“My condolences on the loss of your mother.” His voice was not particularly sympathetic. “You were in mourning for her a rather long time.”

			Did he suspect her mother’s hand in what had happened? He had never liked Lady Tate—and the dislike had been mutual. In truth, her mother had detested young Robert Pembroke. Nearly as much as she had hated her own children.

			“Yes,” she said. “Father insisted on two years of the black.”

			Two years of formal mourning. At least the terrible misery of living with her mother had ended. Coming up to London this last month had been almost worse, however, once she had realized the desperate state of their affairs.

			“Now you’re out of mourning,” Robert said, “and enjoying life in Town, I see.”

			“Not as much as you seem to be.”

			He leaned forward, with a twist to his lips—those sensuous lips that sent the ladies of the ton swooning. Juliana resolved not to think of his mouth.

			“Indeed, I am,” he said. “Being an earl has its advantages. In fact, I’m here to discuss one of those advantages with you.”

			Her breath caught in her throat. Was he going to suggest something scandalous?

			“I’m sure I don’t grasp your meaning,” she said.

			“Don’t you?” He tilted one eyebrow up. “Your father seems to have gotten himself into a bit of trouble at the gambling tables. However, as we’re such long-standing acquaintances, I took it upon myself to help.”

			“What has father done now?” She reached for the back of the settee, hoping Robert could not see her hands tremble. “What have you done?”

			“You’ll be relieved to hear that I’ve bought up his notes and paid off the creditors.” He smiled, without a trace of warmth. “Your father’s debts now belong to me.”

			“What?” Shock rippled through her.

			This was dreadful. To have Robert, Robert, holding such power over them, after what she had done….

			He captured her eyes with his own, and his expression sharpened to something predatory. Juliana felt like a wild doe cornered by a hunter. The beating of her heart threatened to drown out all other sound.

			“I’ve spoken with your father,” Robert said. “He has agreed that you can redeem the debt from me. For a small consideration.”

			“And what might that consideration be?” Juliana swallowed.

			She would be ruined, utterly, if she became his mistress. It was a terrifying, exhilarating thought, and she thrust it to the back of her mind.

			“I will hand over your father’s notes, to dispose of as you like,” he said. “After I take payment from you…of five kisses.”

			She drew in a sharp breath. It was not, after all what she had feared. What she had secretly hoped for. But of course, her father would never have consented to such a thing. Thank goodness her brother was safely away at school. She did not want him to know anything of this situation.

			“Five kisses? How very forward of you, sir.”

			“Ah, Juliana. It is far less than I could have asked. Those debts represent a considerable sum.”

			It was true. Five kisses was a paltry payment, even with their reduced circumstances. Was it possible that Robert still cared for her, even after she had turned him away so cruelly? Had her hateful words faded in his memory?

			She searched his expression, but there was no softness there, none of the eager yearning they had shared. No, she would be a fool to think that he had forgiven her.

			“Why?” The word came out nearly a whisper.

			“Because I can.” His voice was hard.

			“So, I’m just another bauble the earl can buy? A trinket to be played with and then discarded when you are done?”

			The thought burned. He didn’t even want her for a mistress, he merely wanted to toy with her, like a cat with a mouse under its paw. There was no warmth of sentiment in him. He only wanted revenge.

			“Do you deserve better, Juliana?” His gaze bored into hers. “After heaping such scorn upon me, do you think I’d come to pay you court now?”

			“My mother—”

			“I didn’t see her standing with a pistol at your back that day, making you say those words. You seemed convinced enough that I was unworthy of you. How did you put it? Ah yes…you said I was no better than the dirt under your feet.”

			She dropped her gaze to the carpet.

			How many nights had she lain wakeful in bed with shame burning through her? She had written to him, apology after apology—had tried to post the letters, but her mother had always intercepted them. The consequence of seeing her younger brother punished for her disobedience had put a stop to her efforts. But she still composed messages to Robert in her heart.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. The words came out nearly a whisper. “It was wrong of me.”

			“Juliana.” He spoke her name like a cold stone. “Do you expect me to believe you feel remorse? You think that, now I’m the Earl of Eastbrook, all should be forgiven between us?”

			“It’s not because of that!” She lifted her head and met his gaze directly. “I don’t care whether you hold a title.”

			It had been her mother who had cared—strongly enough to force Juliana to break all ties with Robert.

			“What a remarkable liar you are.” The coolness of his expression did not change. “Let’s return to the matter at hand. Your debt to me.”

			She wrapped her arms about herself. It was clear he would never forgive her.

			“I don’t see why you’d even want to collect the debt in this manner, since you find me so contemptible. Can’t I give you some other payment?” Though what, she couldn’t imagine.

			“Contemptible, but still beautiful.” He reached out and ghosted a touch along the side of her face. “They call you the Ice Maiden, did you know that?”

			She shook her head. Perhaps her friend Henrietta had heard but spared her the knowledge.

			Would she even be able to find a suitor, with that name shackling her? She could feel all her plans collapsing. Nothing had ever come out right. Her past, and her future, lay in tumbled ruins at her feet.

			What more damage could five kisses do?

			“Very well,” she said. “I will pay what you ask.”

			“Good.” A slow smile spread the corners of his mouth. “Now, come sit down.”

			“I really don’t—”

			“Come.” He took her elbow and steered her to the settee.

			She perched at the edge, and he sat beside her, too close for any kind of comfort. She remembered kissing him—she dreamed of kissing him. Even if he no longer cared for her, it would not be dreadful.

			Ah, if only she were the Ice Maiden in truth—cold and unfeeling. Instead, her heart was as vulnerable as a new rose, in danger of withering under the blight of Robert’s disdain.

			“I suppose…we had best begin,” she said, holding herself stiffly away from him.

			Soonest begun, soonest done, her old governess used to say. Juliana closed her eyes. It was too much to hope that he would simply kiss her cheek, but she tilted her head toward him nonetheless.

			His low chuckle made her eyes open. He had not moved, except to extend one arm along the back of the settee. Despite his laughter, his expression was calculating.

			“It’s not as simple as you seem to think, Juliana. Let me explain exactly how you will pay this debt.”

			“What explanation do five kisses require? Take them and be done!”

			His nearness was unbearable. She wanted to fling herself into his arms. She wanted to take to her heels and slam every door between them.

			“No,” he said. “Each kiss will require a separate visit. I’ll take my first payment today and call upon you the next four Thursday afternoons to claim the remainder.”

			“I hardly think—”

			“You agreed.” He held her gaze. Flecks of amber burned in his eyes.

			There was nothing she could say to that. She was entirely at his mercy. Her lips parted and his eyes shifted to her mouth. After a heartbeat, he shook his head.

			“Give me your hand,” he said.

			“My hand?”

			“Don’t look so surprised. I told you we’ll continue under my terms. I choose the placement of these most-expensive kisses.”

			She should not have agreed without determining what, exactly, Robert had been planning. But even had she known, refusal would have still been impossible. He had neatly trapped her.

			“Placement of the kisses?”

			“Yes.” His gaze smoldered. “There are so many places on your body I could put my mouth. Five is hardly enough to make a beginning.”

			His words were so full of wickedness, she burned from hearing them. She stared at him, her heart pounding.

			“Give me your hand,” he said.

			Slowly, Juliana extended her arm. He caught her hand, holding it palm-up. Keeping his gaze locked on hers, he set the fingers of his other hand at her wrist. Then, with exquisite slowness, he drew his fingers down. The movement sent sparks flickering along her nerves. His caress continued on to the warm hollow of her palm, his fingers drawing little circles that sizzled through her entire body.

			“Is this necessary?” Her voice was treacherously unsteady. “I thought you were going to kiss my hand, not tickle it.”

			“Oh, I shall.”

			He turned her hand over, his grip warm and inescapable. Bending his head, he brought the back of her hand up to his lips. His lips were firm, and softer than she had expected, warm against her skin. Before she could adjust to the sensation, he flicked his tongue out, and she stifled a gasp.

			Where his lips were warm, his tongue was hot. He parted his mouth, his tongue echoing the circling of his fingers, so that her whole hand was engulfed in swirling fire. She swayed back against the cushions, and he glanced up, satisfaction gleaming in his golden eyes.

			It took her a moment to find her voice. “Are you quite finished, sir?”

			“No.” He turned her hand over, cupping it with his own. “Shall I read your fortune?”

			“I have no fortune, as you are well aware.”

			“You have a wicked past, though.” For a moment something flashed in his eyes. Then his expression hardened. “And you will pay for it, lovely Juliana.”

			She tried to pull her hand away. “I have paid enough, today.”

			“I think not.” He would not release her, and truly, half of her did not want him to.

			No matter their turbulent past, this had not changed—her body yearned for him, in ways she could scarcely understand.

			Once again, he lowered his mouth to her skin. The heat of his tongue in the palm of her hand was astonishing, and incredibly intimate. He ravished her now, lacing his fingers through hers and spreading her hand wide, slipping his tongue in and out between her parted fingers.

			The tips of her breasts tightened, and sensations she could not name swirled through her—heat and a curious discomfort. Despite her efforts at control, she knew he heard her breathing grow unsteady. She felt as though her entire being was there, throbbing in the center of her palm.

			“That…was two kisses,” she managed when he finally raised his head.

			“No—merely the continuation of a kiss to your hand,” he said. He folded her fingers over her palm.

			“But….” She gazed into his eyes, seeing no room for argument. He had always had a stubborn nature. Once his mind was made up, there was no swaying him.

			“Remember,” he said. “I will return on Thursday.”

			She nodded, then cleared her throat. “The butler will see you out.”

			She did not trust herself to remain steady on her legs. Not with the aftermath of his kiss storming through her, the tangles of regret and desire knotted about her heart.

			“Farewell.” He gave the word an ironic twist as he rose and sketched her a bow. He did not look back, and the parlor door swung closed behind him.

			Once she was certain he was gone, Juliana slowly opened her hand, as though something fragile and impossible rested within it. Robert’s kiss, though it was not a lover’s kiss.

			Ah, she would pay a thousand times over for what she had done. If she had thought her life unbearable four years ago, after she had obeyed her mother and turned him away, how much worse would it be now?

			To see him, to kiss him, and feel her heart breaking a little more each time. It was clear now why he had taken up Father’s debts. It was to punish her. By the time the Earl of Eastbrook was finished taking his payment, their fortune would be restored.

			And she would be reduced to nothing.

			Robert leaned back against the cushioned seats of his carriage and smiled. That had gone very well, indeed. In fact, he’d been surprised—and gratified—by how quickly Juliana had responded to him. Beneath that reserved exterior of hers, passion simmered. And now that she’d revealed it, however inadverdently, he meant to use that passion to his own ends.

			The first kiss had affected her better than he’d even dreamed. Though she had tried to conceal her reaction, her body betrayed her—her rapid heartbeat, her parted lips. It was only a short distance from arousal to desire, from desire to obsession. He would not call it love, that bitter word that curdled in his mouth.

			Obsession would do well enough, though women and raw youths preferred to paint over the starkness of overwhelming passion, calling it by sweeter, more sentimental terms. Beneath the rosy haze lay harder truths. Love did not exist.

			He’d learned that lesson. Juliana would, too. And no matter what name she called it, he would bring her to her knees. He would make her fall in love—or at least infatuation—with him, using all the means at his disposal. And then he would break her heart, just as thoroughly as she’d broken his.

			Juliana Tate. Damnation, but she was still beautiful, with hair that could make any man yearn to sin. His fingers tingled at the thought of unpinning it, seeing those honeyed waves cascading over her shoulders and down her back. The image of Juliana clothed only in the golden veil of her hair was delectable.

			The door of the carriage swung open, a waft of cool spring air interrupting his carnal imaginings.

			“My lord,” the footman said, setting the steps.

			Robert nodded his thanks. Before him rose the imposing façade of the Earl of Eastbrook’s town house. His house. He took little pleasure in it—the death of a good man had brought him here. The title and wealth were simply the means to an end. Juliana’s downfall.

			It had taken him the better part of a year to mend his shattered heart. That year had changed him from a dreamy-eyed youth to a man. He had learned that women lusted for him, and he had honed that power. Not until his cousin had died, leaving him the title, had he begun to think he could claim revenge on Juliana.

			Her apology had been unexpected. Not genuine, of course—he’d be an utter fool to believe that. Still, he’d thought it would take her longer, by the third kiss perhaps, to offer a show of remorse.

			Of course, it was on account of his new title. She’d inherited her mother’s grasping nature. Robert stalked up the stairs, not pausing as the butler opened the door. He made his way to the dark-paneled study. A fire burned on the hearth, warding the spring chill from the air.

			One of the maids had brought in a spray of apple blossoms. The sight kindled an icy rage within him. Snatching the white-petaled boughs from their vase, he threw them onto the coals. They hissed and smoked and then, at last, burst into flame.

			Just as he had burned out the memory of Juliana, white petals caught in her hair, laughing in the apple orchard.

			He would bring her low, make her suffer as he had suffered, and then he would be free. Only four kisses stood between him and the future.

			“Miss Tate is expecting you, my lord,” the butler said to Robert one week later, taking his hat and gloves.

			The man led him to the same room as before, a parlor with striped wallpaper and a decided lack of ornamentation. Juliana was standing behind the settee, her arms folded at her waist. She was wearing the same drab dress as last time.

			Did she think to try and put him off with unattractive clothing? Her hair spoiled the intent, however. The honeyed strands were twisted into an awkward coil at the back of her head. His fingers itched with the desire to pull her hairpins out and let that golden cascade tumble freely down.

			“Good afternoon,” he said.

			“My lord.”

			She made no other concession to his title, no dip of a curtsy, not even an inclination of her head. So proud and intractable. But he would bring her to her knees—figuratively speaking.

			And literally? His cock stirred at the thought of Juliana, hair unbound, on her knees before him. But no. That was not how one wooed a woman, even if he intended to break her heart in two at the end.

			When he rounded the settee, she began to move away.

			“I refuse to chase you about the room, Juliana,” he said, catching her arm. “Stand still.”

			She swallowed, and he could see her pulse fluttering at her throat. Despite her icy demeanor, she was not unmoved by him. He intended to unsettle her even more.

			“Very well.” She tilted her cheek to him, as she had done before. “Kiss me and take your leave.”

			“Dear Juliana.” He slid his hand down to the curve of her waist. “I told you, it’s not that simple. Turn around.”

			He placed his other hand on her other hip and rotated her until she stood with her back to him.

			“Really, sir.” She tried to take a step away, but he held her firmly in place. “I don’t see—”

			“My kisses, to take as I please. As we agreed.”

			She would see soon enough. He felt a smile curve his lips.

			A shiver went through her—he felt it beneath his palms where they rested on the sweet curve of her waist. Slowly, he pulled her back until their bodies were nearly touching. Awareness thrummed through him. That delicious, scant inch of space that separated them—the anticipation of touch, preceding the actual moment.

			The pale skin of her neck looked smooth as cream satin. He could hardly wait to taste it.

			He bent his head, inhaling the scent of orange-flower water drifting up from her hair. Slowly, so that she could feel the heat of his breath, he dropped his lips to hover at the delicate indentation of her nape. Feather-light, he brushed his mouth across her skin. Her stifled gasp made heat flare up in him.

			Pressing his lips more firmly to her neck, he nibbled his way to just beneath her ear. Her pulse beat wildly beneath his mouth, though the rest of her remained still as glass.

			“Delicious,” he whispered.

			He raised one hand and pulled gently at the neckline of her dress, exposing her collarbone. Just there, a tracing of the tongue, hot and smooth against her skin. He swirled delicate circles back up toward her ear, and another tremble ran through her.

			It did not take long for him to locate the hairpins restraining the glorious mass of her hair. He pulled them out, one by one, and let them land, unheeded, on the carpet. All the while, his lips mapped the arch and curve of her lovely neck.

			One strand of hair came free, landing on her shoulder. Her hand flew to the back of her head, but it was too late. Robert pulled out the last pin, and her hair tumbled down in all its golden glory.

			She whipped around, her blue eyes hot, her face flushed. “How dare you!”

			“What?” He kept his tone light, amused, though the sight of her arousal made a dark tide stir inside him. “I can ravish your neck, but woe betide any man who touches your hair?”

			It lay over her shoulder, gleaming like sunlight. He reached for it, he couldn’t help himself, and ran his fingers through the soft waves.

			Narrow-eyed, she pulled her hair out of his grasp.

			“Kisses are one thing,” she said, “but I did not give you leave to wreak havoc on my coiffure.”

			“You prefer to leave that to your lady’s maid? She’s doing a terrible job of it, I must say. That style doesn’t suit you.”

			“It’s none of your concern.” Juliana tossed her hair back behind her shoulders. “You’ve collected your payment for the day, my lord. Now I must bid you farewell.”

			She had always been beautiful when in a temper. Not that her beauty was any excuse for her past behavior. Still, he enjoyed cracking the façade of the Ice Maiden.

			Knowing it would unsettle her, he went down on one knee and swept up the errant hairpins scattered on the carpet. He glanced up and gave her his scoundrel’s smile.

			“Shall I re-pin it for you?”

			“No!” She took a step back, then held out her hand. “My hairpins, if you please.”

			He rose and considered the bits of metal in his hand. “Perhaps I’ll keep them.”

			Her eyes widened, a flash of something like desperation moving through them. “Give them back. Please.” The last word was strained.

			Was she really so destitute, that she could not afford to replace a handful of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL


By Lezli Robyn





.

			[image: ]

			ATina and I have ended yet another issue with more than enough love to get us through cold summer months….

			Yes, you read correctly: I wrote cold. It’s been an unseasonably chilly spring on the East Coast, and if it weren’t for all our authors warming me up with their stories, I’d begin to despair we’d ever experience any heat this coming summer.

			But you see, that is the amazing thing about romance stories. I don’t just mean they get you all hot and bothered with steamy love scenes (although they do that, too!). But love stories help show us that there is warmth in this world, in people, and that is enough to thaw the coldest spring.

			While I’m sad to say goodbye to Anna J. Stewart (just for now!), next issue we’ll be delighted to welcome back L. Penelope, with yet another story in her Before I series and Petronella Glover has sold her first story to us that does not involve astronauts—although there will be a mermaid or two.

			If the thought of frolicking on the beach isn’t enough to warm your toes (or tails!), Alice Faris’ delightful Pregnant Girl’s Guide to Falling in Love would be enough to thaw any cold heart, and we can’t wait to reveal who we’re interviewing next!

			Until next time. Love well, my dear readers.
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