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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith
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			It’s always a wonderful feeling to read and prepare another issue of Heart’s Kiss. And a time warp too. For example, while reading for June’s issue it was cold and rainy and I was contemplating if I should make reservations for Valentine’s Day or prepare a nice meal for my husband at home (spoiler—I usually choose homemade meal. Restaurants are nice, but too crowded on V-Day). Then the stories go on a long journey of formatting, copy edits, typesetting, more formatting, more edits. By the time we have a complete issue so much has happened and as I’m rereading the wonderful stories our authors have created, it transports me back to what had been happening when I read them first. Sadly, this time it reminded me that I read these stories when my grandfather was still alive and now he’s gone.

			It’s the magic of a story that can bring us to places and recreate emotions we thought were buried. It reminds us we have so many things for which to be grateful. It reminds us of good times and bad. Romance is a versatile genre and it plays with our emotions and delivers us safely to a happy ending. It leaves us on a good note. Our authors each have a talent to do exactly that in their own unique way.

			A few of our most exciting offerings this month are a longer treat for those who like to savor their fiction. USA Today bestselling author, Anna J. Stewart, has concluded her two-part novella Lost and Magic Bound and I was biting my nails wondering if Elya would be able to go through with her decision to offer herself for atonement. Anna also has some wonderful news professionally—a book she wrote for Harlequin is being made into a movie! We are delighted for her and lucky to have her writing for us. Under the Solstice Moon by Tonya D. Price was another fantastic second chance love story set in beautiful Greece. As a teen, Ava and her boyfriend broke up because she made an unfortunate choice. Now he’s back just as she needs someone to lean on after her father’s death and request in his will to carry out a task during the solstice moon. But is her past boyfriend who he seems?

			We also have three new-to-Heart’s Kiss authors Krista Wallace, Johanna Rothman, and Amanda Pillar. Krista Wallace has a cute contemporary-come-paranormal romance with a nurse who is having a bad day and a patient son of her patient who seems to keep showing up when she’s at her worst—but that doesn’t stop him from flirting his way into her heart in Duchess Keeps her Head. For a trip to the country, Rothman has a little cowboy tale about a woman who is afraid of horses and a man who is willing to help her through that fear. In the end Queenie’s Rescue will surprise you and cheer for our characters. Amanda Pillar, USA Today bestselling author, adds more paranormal flavor to our magazine this issue with Stolen Secrets. Two demons may be rivals, but they soon find out they are also destined mates.

			Welcoming back Olivette Devaux, we are gifted with her adorable story Thor, about a four-legged friend who manages to find himself in a custody battle between two homes and eventually these two men discover that’s not all they have in common, but also a pretty sweet attraction for each other as well.

			Last, we have our non-fiction offerings Julie Pitzel brings us a fantastic column in this installment of You Read That? This time she dives into the history and lore of our paranormal vampire heroes. Why are they so fascinating? She’ll tell you, but don’t get to close, they bite! C.S. DeAvilla has a new list of Recommended Books and Andrea Abedi shares her refreshing Green Lemonade recipe to help nourish our readers ahead of a thirsty issue filled with love.

			Great stories transport us. They evoke emotion not only in our concern for the characters but in reminding us what has made us feel that way in our daily lives. It’s healing. Rejuvenating. Comforting. And yes, sometimes sad. We strive to bring you all those things and more.

			


USA Today and national bestselling author Anna J. Stewart writes sweet to sexy romance for Harlequin’s Heartwarming and Romantic Suspense lines, but paranormal romance is her first love. Early obsessions with Star Wars, Star Trek, and Wonder Woman set her on the path to creating fun, funny, and family-centric romances with happily ever afters for her independent heroines. Anna lives in Northern California where she deals with a serious Supernatural and Sherlock addiction and tolerates an overly affectionate cat named Snickers. You can read more about Anna and her books at www.authorannastewart.com.

			LOST AND MAGIC BOUND 
Part II 
Warden of Time series

			by Anna J. Stewart

			From the moment Elya released her grip on Gareth, she felt herself fall. Seconds, minutes, hours, days…the unending darkness that had sucked her in howled against her ears as shapeless grey puffs of light drifted around and through her. The moisture on her face evaporated. Her clothes, soaked all the way to her skin, dried. In the distance, she heard Tyrus’s distinctive montari whimper as he shifted in the pack on her back.

			A bright blue light approached from a distance, slowly bobbing and weaving its way through the inky black, never slowing and only stopping when it hovered before her fear-wide eyes. She couldn’t look away from the spinning depths of color playing out within its contained border, felt her mind relaxing, her body easing as it stopped fighting and simply surrendered to the decent. She blinked and, in that instant, the blue light pushed forward straight into her forehead.

			She gasped. Her head snapped back. Her body locked, preventing her from moving. She could feel the warmth, a presence, encapsulate her thoughts, dragging her suddenly heavy lids closed. Gareth. Where was Gareth? It was the last conscious thought she had before she gave in, gave up, and sank into oblivion.

			***

			Gareth’s blood pounded through his body as he dived forward, digging through the sand that had dragged Elya and Tyrus away from him. The magic that pulsed back at him nearly drove him to his knees, but he remained upright. Guilt roared up inside of him. What had he done, telling her to trust the magic even he himself had lost faith in? The abject fear he’d seen flash in her eyes would haunt him to the end of his days. Fear he’d put there, by leading them into this place. By asking her to trust him. Panic surged through him, pushing the desperate need to follow her to bursting. The power built, circled, picking up speed and heat as sharp glass-like granules cut into his fingers, his palms as he dug deeper, further.

			“It is not your journey to take.”

			Gareth spun, arms stretched out in front of him as he pushed the magic out in automatic defense. The golden-robed figure in front of him lifted a hand to block the blast of energy. The reflected wave knocked Gareth off his feet and sent him flying through the air. He landed hard on his back, his pack crushed under his weight, his body vibrating with the effects of his own, blood-sizzling magic.

			The figure moved forward; the voice familiar in Gareth’s ringing ears. With another wave of the man’s hand, his head cleared. The aches and pain in his body eased. Air passed easily through his lungs again and he dragged in deep gulps and shielded his eyes as the figure moved over him and blocked the blinding suns.

			“Still acting first and thinking second, I see.”

			That voice. Gareth shoved himself up on his elbows, disbelief crowding out the mindless desperation to follow Elya into the darkness. “Ijaro?” No. It wasn’t possible. His old mentor was long gone, long dead. Or so he’d heard. But the amber eyes staring down at him, the crinkled ebony skin, the wide smile that conveyed both amusement and disappointment combined in his foggy mind to say otherwise. “It’s not possible.”

			Ijaro made a tsking sound and shook his head. “In magic all is possible.”

			No, Gareth corrected. No, it wasn’t. Because from the moment the sand curtained closed behind Elya’s flexing hand, he’d lost her. No more of her thoughts in his mind, no more of the silent singing she’d been doing to keep herself moving through the razor rain that had driven them to these sand hills. No more…of her.

			It was that absence, that…emptiness, that surged through him now and nearly drove the air from his body again. Dread locked around his heart. He’d hear her screams for the rest of his life. In his ears. In his mind.

			In his soul.

			He’d failed her. He’d lost her, left her alone. And worse than that? She’d left him.

			“Self-pity and reflection will do you no good, Gareth. There was nothing you could do to prevent this. Her time of testing began the moment you set her feet on the path. You know this.” Ijaro moved closer, leaning on an aged and warped walking staff. “Where she goes, you cannot follow.” Ijaro looked up and closed his eyes. “She will be returned to you should she be deemed worthy.”

			The rain that had been driving them away from Larius and the Lurkers eased. The red clouds evaporated against a sudden gust of wind, as if they sky were purging itself of the toxic, poisonous rain. The fiery welts that covered the backs of Gareth’s hands and face eased. The stench of sulfur and wet fabric evaporated into thin tendrils of smoke that drifted up and into the air.

			“I would help you up, but I am afraid my old bones will not take the strain.” Ijaro stepped back and Gareth struggled to his feet. “You are concerned for her.”

			“I am sworn to protect her. To guide her.” Gareth forced himself to remain still, hundreds of questions swirling through his thoughts. “She is my charge.”

			Ijaro sighed. “Still not seeing what is right before your eyes. Tell me, Gareth. Is it Elya you are here for or yourself?”

			And so, Gareth thought, his own trial began.

			“Both.” The admission broke free more easily than Gareth intended. More easily than he wanted, but then they both knew nothing, but the truth would pass through Gareth’s lips as long as he was in his former mentor’s presence. “I heard you were dead. Executed by Dracha for refusing to serve as one of his sorcerer defenders.”

			“A necessary fabrication to help save our people. The truth reveals itself when it is meant to.”

			The stooped old man clung to his walking staff as firmly as Gareth had attempted to cling to Elya. Elya. “Is she all right?”

			“You were the one who told her to trust you, to let go. To fall.” Ijaro’s slight black eyes narrowed to the point of disappearing. “Do you no longer trust those who set you on your path?”

			Gareth took a deep breath, reminding himself that it was foolish of him to believe even for a moment that the Zentali were not aware of his movements. Or that his motives and desires would not be questioned. He had removed himself from their ways, not to protect himself as some had accused, but to save them. “Elya’s path is not my path.”

			“Is that so?” Ijaro tapped a gnarled finger against the smooth pale wood of the plain staff he held. “You neglected to answer my question. Do you no longer trust us?”

			“For myself, yes.” But for Elya? Witnessing her reaction to the revelation that he was Zentali had shown him his people had a long way to go before earning the trust of anyone not already entrenched with the race of sorcerers. She had been touched by Dracha and the darkness. A darkness most Zentali would have little or no compassion for. She’d been safe with him. But was she safe with his people? “I have given my word she will reach the temple safely. Whatever it is you have planned….”

			Ijaro’s normally placid, wrinkled face broke into smile nearly as bright as the twin suns in the sky of the Forgotten Realm. His dark skin glistened against the pale color of his robes and without moving, the beads of bells and crystals dripping from the top of his walking staff jingled in the sudden silence of the desert. “The questioning will take as long as it takes. These are uncertain times, Gareth. Those who pass through our land must be examined of their true intentions.”

			Gareth felt Ijaro’s thoughts pressing against his, probing, digging deep for answers Gareth wasn’t ready to provide. With a blink of thought, he inclined his head and locked the door in his mind. 

			Ijaro’s smile widened as if in pride.

			“Since when do you or the Zentali call the Presalas Valley home?” The last he’d heard the few Zentali who survived had taken up residence in the depths of the Scorian Forest far to the east. The endless, unforgiving desert seemed a stark and troubling contrast to the peaceful land near the water’s edge.

			“Since Dracha’s defeat. The temptations offered to our brothers did not stop with the exiles. We had defections up until the end. It was in our best interest to find new shelter once those who had dwelled with us left. Come. You shall wait with us while Elya is tested.”

			“She’s not alone.”

			“Yes. We know. The montari pup will be waiting for you when we arrive.” Ijaro stepped forward, pushed Gareth to the side and held out his hand, moving it in a circle until the sand of the hill Elya had been pulled into parted. Anger tightened his jaw at the effortlessness of the action.

			“Intent, Gareth, is always the precursor to success. Desperation, guilt, fear,” Ijaro turned his head slightly, “will never get you where you need to go.”

			Translation? Gareth had let his emotions cloud his focus. He’d been so focused on Elya, on losing her, she had moved beyond his reach. With a silent grumble of acknowledgement, Gareth followed Ijaro into the hill, wishing he could remain in the desert a while longer, under the warm rays of the suns to ease the settled chill in his bones.

			It was the noise that struck him first. The noise of dozens—no, his eyes widened as shock turned to amazement—the noise of hundreds of voices laughing, shouting, speaking all around him. People. Animals, livestock and pets. While the suns vanished behind him with the closing of the sands, the radiant yellow of the light glowing far above the homes that had been built cast the people and their rustic dwellings in a glow that warmed Gareth’s heart.

			Men, women, and children of all ages milled about and as far as the eye could see. A village of sorts, safely locked behind the magical shields within the desert. A village where the spark of magic surged through his system, welcoming him. “Are they all Zentali?” Gareth’s breath caught in his chest. He knew the answer before Ijaro spoke. “There are so many.”

			“With the portals being opened between realms, we have become a refuge.” Ijaro moved more slowly than Gareth was used to, and he slowed his pace so as not to overtake his old mentor. “Each Zentali gives of himself or herself—”

			“Herself?” Gareth nearly stumbled at the sight of an older woman entertaining a group of young children by making a collection of dolls dance in the air. “Females? There are Zentali females? But that’s…impossible. The Zentali magic has only ever been passed from fathers to sons.” Small stalls and wagons sat amongst the people, some filled with food, others offering tunics and gowns milled with glittering gold thread and laces of rich, tempting color. Hair weavers and magic makers, entertainers, and tradesmen plied their wares and talents as far as he could see.

			“Magic finds a way.” Ijaro cast him one of his irritating, knowing looks. “With the near eradication of our people, it seems the universe was not ready to let us go completely. I can only hope that in time we will not be forced to hide. I continue to believe that Callandra will one day offer us her forgiveness and allow us to live freely beneath the sky once more.”

			“I wouldn’t count on that.”

			Ijaro stopped in front of a small dwelling. Gareth noted the Zentali symbols carved into the wooden door. The frame was just wide and tall enough for Ijaro to enter. Gareth had to duck.

			“Do not rob an old man of his hopes, Gareth.”

			“Hope all you want.” Gareth followed him inside. “Callandra will never change her mind about the Zentali.” If she couldn’t forgive her only son for what he was, she would never forgive strangers. Even if those strangers were, essentially, her own people.

			“Spoken like the boy you were when you first arrived for my tutelage. Ah, this must be Tyrus.” Ijaro leaned his staff against the wall beside the door as Tyrus ran toward Gareth. “He has bonded with you.” Ijaro turned curious eyes on Gareth as he stooped down and scooped up the floppy-eared, big-pawed white pup.

			“No. He’s bonded with Elya.” The relief that swept through Gareth upon holding the pup once more took him completely off guard. “You doing okay? Took a tumble, didn’t you?” He scrubbed his hand deep into the fur between Tyrus’s ears. “Where’d you leave your mistress, huh?” He pressed his forehead to the montari’s and wished he could read the animal’s thoughts. “What?” He didn’t like the way Ijaro was watching him.

			“He has bonded with you.” The old man circled his fingers in front of Gareth’s nose. “I see the light in both your eyes.”

			“That’s impossible. I saw him bond with Elya. Montari only bond to one soul.”

			“Hmmm.” Ijaro removed his robe and draped it over the simple chair by one of the windows looking out on the path they’d walked. “Tell me.” Ijaro waved him deeper into the dwelling and motioned for him to sit on one of the cushions on the floor while he hobbled out of sight. Gareth watched, Tyrus still demanding his attention, as a pot of water on the oddly shaped stove began to boil. “Given what happened on your last journey, I wonder why you would answer your mother’s call.”

			“Don’t call her that.” It was bad enough he’d uttered the word himself only a few days ago. A word he’d sworn never to speak again as long as he’d lived. “A mother doesn’t banish her son to a prison realm, nor does she execute the man she claimed to love.”

			“A mother does what she must to protect her children.” Ijaro returned with Elya’s pack in his hands. He set it on the floor beside Gareth.

			“Callandra murdered my father.”

			“Not everything is simple.” Ijaro hobbled over to the stove to retrieve cups. “You will have tea and then get some rest.”

			“No. I want to see Elya.”

			“As stubborn as ever, I see.” Ijaro shook his head. “You know the tests she faces. You know the ritual. You will do as you’re told and wait until the test is complete. If she is deemed worthy, you will both be on your way with less than a day out of your time.”

			“Who are we to deem her worthy of anything?”

			Ijaro started, surprise jumping into his eyes. “An excellent question, Gareth. We are who we were made. You care for her.”

			Gareth swallowed hard. To deny the claim would be to lie and that was impossible where Ijaro was concerned. “I will drink your tea. I will not rest until I know Elya is safe.”

			“We do not harm,” Ijaro snapped in an uncharacteristic flash of temper. “For you to believe otherwise—”

			“I will not rest until Elya is safe and back with me.” He accepted the plain wooden cup and, sniffed. “If you’ve doctored this in any way….” Gareth waved his hand over the top of the cup, watched the liquid shimmer as he noted the various ingredients. Berrylin root, callapapa leaves, and Yennetta nectar.

			“That you believe I would drug you so you would do my bidding is more a statement on your faith than my intentions.” Ijaro sighed and poured his own tea. “You have been away from your people for too long, Gareth. You have lost your way.”

			Gareth drank, recognizing the familiar, spicy taste of the tea that had been part of his morning meals for countless years. “Until a few moments ago, other than Larius, I had no idea how many Zentali were left.”

			“Ah, Larius. The trouble you two would get into,” Ijaro laughed. “The trouble his children will be.”

			A sick feeling crept into Gareth’s stomach. “You know of Larius’s children?”

			“I know of all Zentali in this realm.” Ijaro sat in a chair near the stove, groaned as he eased off his feet. “I am getting old, Gareth, but my gifts remain ever steady. The time is coming where we will need to move into the light. The darkness can only sustain us for so long. It’s time for the Zentali to be free once more.”

			“Larius’s children, they’re both—” Fear for his friend, for his friend’s children nearly choked him.

			“They are.” Ijaro nodded. “And will soon come into their powers. The question is, will this world accept them, or will we have another war on our hands?”

			***

			“No,” Elya whimpered, trying to shut her eyes against the darkness, turn her face away from the memories flashing before her. But her body wouldn’t obey. Her thoughts wouldn’t. Flashes of her past sliced through her mind, agonizing stabs of pain she couldn’t escape. “Please.”

			The mirror appeared, shifting through foggy memory and settling in front of her, its thick beveled frame glistening silver and tarnished black. She couldn’t help but look, couldn’t resist the pull as her reflection shimmered into view. A reflection, not only of who she was now, but who she’d been. As a child laughing and playing with Elian on the grounds of the temple where their mother had given birth to them. Where their mother had died days later leaving their father, a scholar devoted to the recording of the history of their people, to follow a short three years later, of a broken heart. In the roaring wind-kissed silence, her memories, her most personal, played out before her. She saw them, through the tears, through the pain, she saw her parents once more, laughing together beneath the thick foliage of the goddess kissed gardens. Her father kneeling in front of their mother, his hands placed on either sound of her rounded stomach, her mother’s hand stroking his hair as she hummed a tune that Elya herself had used to comfort herself for all her life.

			“Mama.” Elya’s whisper cut through the bright image of her parents and flashed her through the next years. Elya growing into adulthood under the guide and tutelage of the goddess Callandra herself. Elian becoming a warrior and guard who would eventually help lead the rebellion against Dracha to victory. Elya, in those early first-blush days of love for Uryen.

			A grey fog drifted across the mirror’s reflection. Elya’s stomach tightened and she whimpered again, wanting nothing more than to forget. Not this. Not. This! Would that she could travel back and prevent her naïve self from falling beneath the seductive promises of a man who had wanted nothing more than her magic and position. Even now, knowing what Uryen was, a Zentali corrupted by the promise of power and wealth, she felt her heart tip toward him. The handsome, fair face. The temptation in his eyes that had convinced her she was the only thing he desired. How had she been so foolish? How could she not have seen what he was? But she had seen. When it was too late.

			Her image in the mirror was of what she had been—in her flowing robes, her silver hair spilling in long curls beyond her waist. Her face alight with the glowing promise of love and a future, a future outside the temple with a man who loved her above all others.

			Uryen loomed behind her, that deceitful mask of a face, his hands moving up her arms to capture her shoulders and turn her toward him. The face she saw in her dreams, in her nightmares, met her gaze in the glass, razor sharp, dark and evil. Unscarred features, radiant eyes, and a touch as soft as the petals of a capralias flower. The sky darkened. Storm clouds moved in and around the image she saw in the mirror.

			“No.” Once again, Elya tried to look away. She didn’t want to see any more. She didn’t want to feel what he had made her feel. His kiss had enthralled her. His touch awakened her and when he’d taken her, when she’d given herself to him, only then did she see, did she know, the truth. In the deepest recesses of her mind she screamed. Elya watched, helpless again, as Uryen turned her to face the mirror, the black-eyed, vacant stare chilling Elya to her core as her silver hair transformed into the black of Dracha’s heart. Uryen bent down, whispered in her ear. Even now, as she watched, she could feel the heat of his breath, the strength of his hands as he’d commanded her, abandoned her. Controlled her.

			Elya’s eyes blurred with tears that refused to fall. She was not that girl any longer. She would not, could not succumb to the memories nor to the shame they brought her. Not when she was so close to earning the right to forget them once and for all. Whatever this place was, whatever force was pillaging her mind, she would endure. She would reach the temple. She would surrender to their rituals and offer herself for atonement and the only peace she knew was possible for her.

			She watched herself fade in the mirror. Relief cascaded through her until the faces of three women shimmered into sight. Elya’s lips trembled at the sight of the MacQueen sisters, Clara, Nellie, and Amber, arms interlinked as they were dragged into a world they had no knowledge of; a world only they could save. Their screams, their protestations, their shock followed Elya into every dream, pushed her out of every restful sleep.

			They were safe now, Elya told herself as if the thought alone could erase the darkness in her mind. They were back in their world, with the men they loved by their sides. They had survived.

			As the reminder flitted through her thoughts, Elya’s mind cleared. Just long enough for her to call out to the women she had nearly killed. If she focused, just enough, if she could only…. Every ounce of magic she possessed swirled inside of her. Her blood pumped. The chill on her skin faded beneath the warmth of her power. Her fingers twitched. Only barely. Only enough to catch her attention. Enough for her to focus on making them move. The pain screeched through her as her fingers clenched into fists. “I see them!” Her hoarse voice echoed into the unending darkness around her, the words cracking webs in the glass as she saw a valley appear before her. A valley with a thatched roof cottage and three, no, four red-headed women sitting in an endless garden of exploding color and life.

			Life in the eyes of the MacQueen sisters and their…and their mother! “Shonna.” The tears she’d kept at bay flooded her eyes again. The goddesses’s daughter was alive! The three daughters she’d birthed were with her and…and each of them carried their own child. Amber, a boy, Elya knew in an instant. As strong and dark-haired as his father, Rivalin. Nellie would have a girl, with a smile as charming as Keane, who would love her without end. And Clara, the youngest. Elya’s breath hitched in her chest. Clara, the youngest of the sisters, perhaps the strongest of the three, carried twins. A boy and a girl. Children of magic. They would all be children of magic. Children of the Goddess. “They’re safe.” Elya sobbed against the release of grief as her heart expanded with joy. She’d been told they were safe; told they’d returned to the lives they’d been snatched from. Elya had even partly believed but until this moment….

			“Where’d you leave your mistress, huh?”

			Elya gasped. Gareth! She’d heard Gareth’s voice. She was certain of it. Elya pounded her fists against that which held her firm, twisted her head from side to side. “I’m here! Here! Let me….” She screamed in pain as she ripped her arms up before slamming them back down. “Let me go!” Let me go back to him. Please. Let me go back to him.

			The mirror flickered. The image of the cottage in the valley shifting out of sight. The cracks in the mirror multiplied, the sound of strained glass cracking the silence, echoing into the darkness of the void which trapped her.

			“I said,” sweat broke out on her face as heat swirled inside her chest, “I said let me go!” She screamed the last word, the strength and magic shooting out of her and into the mirror. The glass exploded. Elya felt the freedom and rush of release as the bindings that trapped her vanished. She fell again, gently this time, as if she were an infant being lowered into a cradle. Her mind emptied. All the grief, all the sorrow, all the guilt, drained out of her. Finally. Her eyes drifted closed on a sigh. Finally, she could sleep.

			***

			Gareth was loathed to admit it, but Ijaro had been right. He should have gotten some sleep. The exhaustion that crept over him was no doubt his body’s reaction to the endless trek through the razor-rain and the unending desert hours before. His leg still ached from the wounds he’d received in the depths of the grotto despite the salve Elya had used. The guilt and fear over Elya being taken from him seeped through him like a toxic potion.

			Ijaro himself had climbed onto the cot near the stove and fallen into a snoring slumber leaving Gareth to wander the small confines of the old master’s dwelling with a growing sense of unease.

			Unease that drew him outside and back into the village teeming with Zentali.

			If he let himself, if he unleashed the magic stored within him, he could hear those who dwelled far beyond anything he could see. If he’d let himself, he would have known, far earlier than the moment Ijaro had appeared, that his assumption the Zentali had been eradicated was wrong. They had not only survived, they’d thrived. They’d multiplied. And here, hidden within the magical depths of the desert, they lived.

			The pale pink sky above had dimmed. Torches flickered to life as he walked down the path he and Ijaro had traversed upon Gareth’s arrival. How long had it been? Hours? Days? Time didn’t seem real here. Nothing seemed real here. Every voice, every face, dozens, hundreds of them swarming around him, in his mind both invigorated and worried him. So many. There were so many of them, how could they possibly be safe while those outside the boundaries of the desert wished them gone.

			The faint strains of string-plucked and fluted music danced against his ears as he strode through the crowd, taking in as much as he could. The laughter, the delight-sparked eyes. The smell of roasting meats and fresh-baked breads. Barrels of fruit and wine were offered up and bargained for as children—so many children—spun about their parents’ and grandparents’ feet. The sight of it all, the feel of it all, nearly drove him

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			[image: ]

			I write this on the Sunday evening where so many lovers in the world are curling up on the couch together to watch the last episode of Game of Thrones. If you ever wanted evidence of how much an impact authors can have on their readers (and George R.R. Martin is arguably one of the best writers), you only have to read the many news articles, blogs posts, Facebook comments (and memes) and Twitter reactions to the last few episodes of GoT to know that the elements a writer can create with their fiction—the worlds they set their stories in, the unique characters we grow endlessly fascinated with, and, most importantly, the relationships we love to ship—can really reflect back to us what we want out of life. And for the most part, that is a happily-ever-after. It’s what we all yearn for, instinctively.

			And what better genre to offer a happy ending than the romance genre? I have curled up with many a romance novel, devouring the happily-ever-afters to help nourish my heart and remind it that the right person is out there, if you keep yourself open enough to find them. And Heart’s Kiss is dedicated to not only giving you one HEA, but at least five an issue, guaranteeing to leaving you feeling all loved up with the many possibilities and forms love can appear in your life.

			So, as we approach summer in the United States—I’m looking forward to long walks on the beach with my chiweenie, Bindi—and winter in Australia and varying forms of each around the world, I thank our readers for supporting us in our labor of love, this magazine. We couldn’t have done it without you! Until next time, lovers.
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