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			While I sit here and write this, the weather is not unlike the iconic kiss scene in The Notebook. The sky is filled with steamy rain, sweat-drenched humans, and the intoxicating smell of a summer storm fills the beachy neighborhood. (It’s no wonder I see the similarities, living in the Carolinas where Nicholas Spark’s books and movies are ofttimes set.)

			Not only is it the perfect weather to daydream about kissing your dream lover, but it is also the perfect weather for our writers to pen their romances—or for you, our reader, to curl up inside or on a porch swing on your screened verandah, out of the rain, and read the love stories we selected for you in this new summer issue of Heart’s Kiss.

			Harlequin mainstay, Anna J. Stewart, is back again, this time with a contemporary romance, “You Bet Your Valentine,” that will show us why she is so in demand by her publishers. And Pamela returns to the world she created in “Defective” (Issue 14) about Z43217, commonly known as Zee. She has all the skills of a companion droid, the military expertise of a soldier and what it takes to be a proper spy, but she keeps failing the most simple task of passing for human. She is defective. All she wants is to be chosen, even if she is damaged, and with Kuta, she finds someone who is the first to treat her like a real girl, even if she has a mission to complete. In the latest installment, “Ðamaged,” will she follow protocol or her manufactured heart?

			Rei Rosenquist gifts us with another of her thought-provoking romances which literally show us that love is love, in all forms—even if it takes a dimensional rift for our couple to declare their feelings. Kathryn Kelly is also back with another period piece, “Blue and Gray,” and we welcome Sharon Stevens to our magazine with her touching story about a married couple celebrating their twenty-fifth anniversary, trying to find their way back to each other on a celebratory cruise.

			Andrea Abedi whets our appetite this issue with a scrumptious fluffy gluten free waffle recipe that can help make any breakfast in bed more cozy and romantic, and we have our usual column by Julie Pitzel. Her You Read That? installment this issue, “Shame Shame Shame,” discusses the expectation on our novel heroines to be perfect, or more pleasing to the reader, in order to be likeable. Yet, in comparison, it is often seen as more appealing for our heroes to be damaged, even unlikeable, at the start of the novel, until our heroines “tame” them.

			Last, but not least, we have the absolute pleasure of interviewing Christine Feehan, ahead of her next book release, Dark Illusion. Not only is Christine a delight to get to know (I already had been gifted a signed book by her, years ago, in return to one of only two fan letters I have ever sent to authors), but she is a fascinating person, whose talent is unparalleled. Enjoy discovering more about the person behind the (multiple) famous series of books that have swept us off our feet and find out more about the books yet to come.

			We welcome you to this new issue with the warmth of summer and love in the air. I now have the sudden urge to go over to my bookcase, grab a worn Feehan hardcover off the shelf and retreat to my Amish rocking chair to lose myself in some more romance. Read well, lovers.

			


Christine Feehan is a #1 New York Times bestselling author, with seventy-eight published works in seven different series: Dark Series, GhostWalker Series, Leopard Series, Drake Sisters Series, Sea Haven Series, Shadow Series, and Torpedo Ink Series. All seven of her series have hit the #1 spot on the New York Times bestseller list. Judgment Road, the first book in her newest series, Torpedo Ink, debuted at #1 on the New York Times bestseller list. Christine lives in the beautiful Redwoods near the ocean on California’s Pacific North Coast surrounded by family, friends and several dogs.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS CHRISTINE FEEHAN

			by Lezli Robyn

			Lezli Robyn: Hello, Christine! It is lovely to interview you today. You are a treasure to this field and a pleasure to read. I would like to start with asking you, How did you start your writing career?

			Christine Feehan: I’ve always written. Even as a child. Back then I’d make my sisters read my stories. I continued writing and a friend of mine encouraged me to turn in one of my books to see if I could get it published. I submitted Dark Prince to Dorchester Publishing and they made an offer. The rest is history.

			LR: With at least 75 books in publication and 16 New York Times bestsellers, which book in your career was the first one where you thought, “Oh, I have made it—I now have a career as a writer.” Was it because of an award you won, or a review you received, or some form of milestone achieved?

			CF: Believe it or not, my first thought of being successful with my writing career came when I found one of my books in the library. I’ve always loved the library, even working at the local library as a teen. Seeing one of my own books there on the shelves was exciting and humbling for me.

			LR: Dark Melody is my favorite of your books. Firstly, because I really identify with your female lead, and secondly because your heroine might have had some major (medical) hurdles to overcome, but she was one of the strongest characters you have written. Do you have a favorite character—one that has impacted you the most, in their creation—and if so, why?

			CF: Ivory Malinov from Dark Slayer. I thought she was so strong to overcome all that had happened to her and she went on to become a protector of all those she loves.

			LR: In the same vein as the previous question, have you written a book that has more of an emotional impact on you than others you have done, and if so, why?

			CF: Dark Predator comes to mind. As I was writing Zacarias’ story I had a moment in which I thought I’d finally written a character that couldn’t be saved. I wanted to save him. So, when I finally was able to, that became very emotional for me.

			LR: You now have seven well-known and successful series of books under your belt, with each of them hitting the New York Times lists. Did you find the creative process for each of these series very different? Easier or harder?

			CF: At their core, all of my books are about hope. I’ve never really deviated from that theme. And, of course, they are about love and a happy-ever-after. I do have to research different things for different books, so the process in that regard is the same. But, I do get into a different mind-set for each series. Even a different voice. I want each book in each series to feel different and fresh.

			LR: I have no doubt that one of the reasons why you are so successful a writer is your characters are so vivid it almost feels as if they could jump off the page and enter the room. Similarly, the relationships you create between your leading characters comes across as so real—so passionate and loving, even amongst all the drama your intricate plotting throws into their lives. Do you have a specific process you use in determining how to create new the lead characters for your book, that on the surface seem so different to each other, yet end up being the perfect couple?

			CF: It’s important to me to be thoughtful in pairing a couple. They need to feel real to me. I want each relationship to be new and unique. Whether I start with the hero in mind or the heroine I know that character needs someone to be strong where they may be weak. They need to be alike enough that we see why they are drawn together, but different in ways that they complement one another.

			LR: I have noticed that one of your strengths as a writer is your ability to create a vivid backstory for your worlds you create within our world, and also your ability to weave past lead characters from earlier books into new books as secondary supporting characters, helping create a community linking your books to each other. Was this a conscious decision at the start of your career, because it would build more readership, or your form of creating a series while having standalone stories at the center of each book?

			CF: I always know where I’m going to end up when I start a series. How I eventually get there may vary, but I’m purposeful in how I develop a community, characters or theme for a series. With the family and characters I’m writing about, they have to feel real to me. That’s why I think it all works. I want to feel like I know them, talk to them and I’m there with them.

			LR: Your books seem to mesh romance with the paranormal seamlessly. Have you always wanted to write romance? Similarly, have you always had an interest in paranormal storylines? How did this mesh to become the genre you are seen as being one of the leading writers—if not the paranormal romance Queen of the field.

			CF: I love a wide variety of genres and I read a wide variety of genres. But, I have always loved romance. I love the hope romance brings. Paranormal allows me to be more flexible with what I write. I enjoy that very much. I like being able to stretch boundaries. With contemporary romance I’m constrained by modern society etiquette and expectation. My heroes can be a bit more barbaric and assertive because they’re not human. Contemporary heroes couldn’t get away with what my guys get away with. LOL.

			LR: You are arguably one of the most acclaimed writers in this field. What is the biggest thing you have taken away from your writing career?

			CF: You should always write what you’d love to read so that you never tire of writing. You should help others when you can. You should always remember to be thankful and humble because without your readers and the people who support you, you’d not be here.

			LR: As previously mentioned, Dark Melody had a profound impact on me, in helping me overcome some scary parallels in my life (alas, I have not met my own sexy immortal hunk). How has your readers’ responses to your work impacted you and how you write future books, or changed your daily life?

			CF: I can’t say that reader responses have changed anything with my writing. I always feel like my characters write themselves. But, it’s very humbling that my readers buy the books and show such enthusiasm. Sometimes I’ll go back and read letters, emails or comments when I feel discouraged. It helps me feel inspired. And, of course, my readers make it possible for me to continue my writing career.

			LR: How do you want to be remembered?

			CF: I’d like to be remembered as a loving mother and grandmother. Being remembered for my writing would be wonderful, but the lasting impact of kindness and love changes the world. I’m a family person, as most people know. I think I’d like to be remembered for that.

			LR: A little birdy told me that you have a new book coming out on my birthday this year, September 3rd. What is it, and what else can we expect from you in the future?

			CF: Yes! Dark Illusion will be released Sept. 3rd and it is the 33rd book in my Dark series. We’ll be learning more about mages and our ancient warriors from the monastery. Bringing these ancient Carpathians from the mountains to modern America has allowed for some humor, but also has opened up opportunities to talk about the way Carpathians are changing in a new era. Isai and Julija are a power couple and I love the magic they bring when they’re together.

			And the book is important to the overall arc of the Carpathian vs. vampire storyline.

			LR: Thank you so very much for talking to me today about your amazing career and for sharing your thoughts and passions with our readers. I cannot wait to read Dark Illusion.

			CF: Thank you for including me. I really enjoyed doing the interview!

			Copyright © 2019 by Lezli Robyn.
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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.

			YOU BET YOUR VALENTINE

			by Anna J. Stewart

			The carpet muffled Tristan Ramsey’s footfalls as he made his way down the hallway of the Over the River Retirement Home. The hodge-podge pattern in the tightly woven carpet seemed an appropriate metaphor for his life these days. With a scandal brewing at his PR firm—one involving his biggest client—nothing seemed to be going right, a conclusion cemented hours ago when he received word of his beloved high school principal’s health taking a bad turn. It didn’t seem possible, not to his mind at least. Ms. Baxter had always been…well, indestructible.

			The door to room twelve swung open as if anticipating his arrival.

			“Tristan.” Odette King, wearing one of her trademark Christmas cactus sweaters, stepped back and waved him inside. “How good of you to come.”

			“When we heard you were back in Christmas Town, we thought you’d want to know.” Prudence Parker, the final spoke of the Knotty Elves wheel, cast a forlorn look to the bedroom door as if only sadness waited on the other side.

			“You were right.” Tristan discarded his jacket, shoved his hands deep into his pockets and rocked forward on his heels as dread clawed its way into his chest. “How is she? Mom said the doctors aren’t sure what’s wrong with her.”

			“You know doctors.” Odette waved her hand as if dismissing a fly. “Always letting diagnoses bandy back and forth. June will be so happy to see you. You were one of her favorite students, you know.”

			Tristan managed a smile. Ms. Baxter been his favorite teacher; the kind of teacher who had taken an active interest not only in his schooling, but in his life. Ms. Baxter’s small but comfortable one-bedroom apartment was just like her: compact, tidy, and practical. From the brown embroidered curtains to the lineup of photos along the far wall honoring her life-long dedication to educating the students of Christmas Town, Maine, first as a teacher, then as principal. And there he was, framed and centered, on graduation day, proudly displaying his diploma alongside his mentor. And on her other side? The dark-haired, dark-eyed girl he’d secretly called his Brown Eyed Girl laughed into the camera.

			Tristan swallowed the sudden lump in his throat. Not the time, he told himself. Not when his career and future were circling the drain. As if it was ever the right time to think about his long-time rival—and life-long crush—Roxanne Prescott.

			“Is it all right if I go in?” As much as he would like to catch up with Ms. Baxter’s two best friends, if time was short, he didn’t want to miss the opportunity to say goodbye.

			“Yes, yes, of course. We were just heading down to the carriage room for a late morning snack.” Odette patted his arm and motioned for Prudence to follow her. “We’ll be back in a bit. You enjoy your visit.”

			They left before Tristan gripped the doorknob. He knocked twice before pushing open the door. “Ms. Baxter?”

			“Tristan.” Ms. Baxter was sitting up in bed as a queen might sit on a throne, propped up amidst pillows and a hand-made snowflake inspired quilt he had no doubt she made herself. With her sharp features, slightly hooked nose, and unwavering grey-eyed stare, she’d always reminded Tristan of a bird of prey—always on the lookout for rule breakers, class-cutters, and students in need of a friendly ear. “Is that really you?”

			“It is.” Hearing that her voice was as strong as he remembered eased some of his trepidation as he walked inside. “I couldn’t very well not come to see you when I heard. How are you feeling?”

			“Better, my boy.” She held out both hands, more wrinkled than he remembered, but just as steady. “So much better now that my favorite students have come to see me.”

			The strength when she caught hold of him and pulled him to sit beside her settling the unease that had been circling inside of him for the past six months. One look. One word. One comforting hand and everything feels as if it might be okay. He should have come home sooner. Wait. Tristan’s stomach dropped. “Did you say students?” As in plural?

			“Long time no see, Tristan.” The confident female voice that drifted from behind him shot him back to AP chemistry with all the finesse of a rocket launcher.

			“Roxie.” The nickname slipped out before he thought better of it, igniting that fiery irritation that years ago had lit his teenage dreams. How was it she’d grown prettier? She’d always been a knockout, but her youthful figure had been replaced by a woman’s curves, a woman’s confidence. It wasn’t the designer clothes or the expensive haircut or her precisely applied makeup. It was, just as it always had been, that intensity of appraisal that curved her lips into a kissable smile. “When did you get in from Los Angeles?” Funny his mother hadn’t mentioned Roxanne was in town.

			“Just before Christmas.” Roxanne walked to the bed and set a glass of water on the table beside the bed. “You?”

			“A couple of days ago. Mom and Dad are moving to Florida so I’m helping them pack.” The suddenness with which his parents had put their house on the market still didn’t sit right with him. When they’d first told him before the holidays, he’d been so preoccupied with work he’d just accepted their decision without question. The guilt and concern that had accompanied him on the trip home had only grown at the sight of the “for sale” sign in their snow-covered front yard.

			“Too bad you missed Christmas. They had a snowshoe race this year.” Roxanne tilted her head in that way she had; the way that challenged without actually vocalizing one.

			It took all Tristan’s effort not to roll his eyes. Some things never changed. Roxanne Prescott never let a challenge—real or imagined—pass her by. He should know. He’d been on the other end of plenty of them.

			“Now, don’t you two start bickering already.” Ms. Baxter patted the back of Tristan’s hand. “This old lady’s just happy to have you back where you belong.”

			“I don’t see an old lady in this room.” Tristan shifted on the bed and focused his attention on Ms. Baxter as she sipped her water. “What are the doctors saying? Is there a diagnosis? Are they running tests? What’s the treatment plan?”

			“If you can get that information out of her, you’re doing better than me.” Roxanne stood on the other side of the bed, arms crossed over her chest, the concern shining in her eyes reflective of Tristan’s. She looked, not tired exactly, but stressed. Odd. Roxanne thrived on pressure. At least the Roxanne he remembered. “All she’s been talking about is the town library situation.”

			“What situation?” Tristan asked. “Sorry. I’ve been packing up boxes and haven’t had a chance to catch up on all the town news.” Even though he’d taken a few weeks’ break from work—a suggestion that had come from the higher ups at his firm—whatever free time he had he spent sending text messages and emails. Of course, only Savanna was answering him, but even her responses weren’t doing anything to ease his mind.

			“Oh, there was a horrible flood after the pipes froze. On Christmas Day, mind you.” Ms. Baxter’s lips trembled. “The structure was barely salvageable. Insurance covered most of that cost, but the inside? Everything—all the books, the computers, the furniture, even the town archives—it’s all ruined. Poor Dallas Blessing, she became lead librarian a while after you two left town. She’s just devastated.”

			“Connie Barlow has been organizing town fundraisers to replace everything,” Roxanne explained. “They’ve had bake sales and most of the holiday festival money was donated, but they’re still lacking a good chunk. Now they’re having a bachelor auction. I wonder whose idea that was?” She eyed Ms. Baxter suspiciously.

			“It was Odette’s, actually,” Ms. Baxter sniffed, but she seemed to be purposely looking anywhere other than the two of them. “Poor Connie came down with pneumonia and is still on bed rest, so the Knotty Elves are leading the charge as no one else seems to have time. We’ve been trying to put a spin on it, you know, make it more appealing to a wider audience. We have a lot of single gals and fellas in town—”

			“Not as many as you used to,” Roxanne observed. “I heard the Bells Are Ringing Wedding Chapel is doing gangbuster business. So much so they’re hiring out for more staff.”

			“Christmas Town has become wedding and marriage central. Who knew?” Tristan patted Ms. Baxter’s hand. “The Knotty Elves have taken on a life of their own. Moved beyond knitting, have we?”

			“We still like to knit,” Ms. Baxter beamed, color flooding her face. “Among other things. But this auction event. It does have me worried. Me being down for the count, Odette and Prudence can’t handle it without me. They’re like two bickering hens vying over the same rooster. There’s no peace to be had. Frays my last nerve and is wreaking havoc on my health.”

			Tristan glanced up as Roxanne rested a hand on Ms. Baxter’s shoulder.

			“Please don’t get upside, Ms. Baxter. I’m sure there’s a solution.”

			“We promised the town. The children. Oh, the children.” Two fat tears plopped onto Ms. Baxter’s thin cheeks. “The library is a magical place. For everyone in town, but especially the children. We can’t let them down and yet—” She lifted a hand and flopped it onto the mattress. “Oh, this just breaks my heart.”

			“We can’t have you walking around town with a broken heart,” Tristan said. “Roxie, you’re a whiz in the event planning world out there in Hollywood, aren’t you? There must be something you can do?”

			“Me?” Roxanne blinked as if coming out of a dream. “Oh, I don’t think—”

			“Now, Tristan. Our Roxanne’s a busy career woman. She has parties and weddings to plan for fancier people than us. All those movie stars and celebrities. She doesn’t have time to spend helping three old nobodies try to save the town library.”

			Tristan’s lips twitched. And here he thought he knew the best buttons to push on Roxanne Prescott’s obligation meter. “Well, if she doesn’t,” Tristan said, “maybe I can help. What do you need?”

			“Now wait a minute.” Roxanne dropped her arms and kicked out her hip. “I didn’t say I couldn’t help. It would just take some…juggling and shuffling. Of course I can step in.”

			“Oh, would you?” Ms. Baxter clutched her folded hands against her chest. “It would be such a relief knowing you and Tristan were in charge.”

			“Work together?” Tristan’s ears roared. His gaze crashed against Roxanne’s and he once again found his panic mirrored on her face. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, Ms. Baxter. Roxie and I—”

			“Roxanne,” Roxanne ground out. “My name is Roxanne.”

			Ah, there it was, Tristan thought. The temper. The irritation. The spark. He’d forgotten how much he liked teasing her. “Roxanne and I are still a bit combustible, I’m afraid.”

			“Well, you’ll both just have to set all that aside. It’s about time you two learned to work together. This isn’t about a competition. Or who will be valedictorian or class president or yearbook editor. It’s about rebuilding the library for the children.”

			“She only beat me by three points on that English exam,” Tristan grumbled, recalling having to sit behind Roxanne at graduation as she gave her valedictory speech.

			“Three points is three points,” Roxanne said. “And at least I can remember your name.”

			“Yes, you can, can’t you?” He didn’t try to stop the grin. “Even after all these years.” He wondered what else she remembered.

			“I also know my freshman locker combination. Doesn’t mean you’re special.”

			“Enough.” Ms. Baxter patted a hand against her heart. “You’re making my heart flutter. And not in a good way.”

			Tristan fell silent. Roxanne’s jaw worked as she took a long, deep breath through her nose.

			“Now.” Ms. Baxter folded her hands in her lap. “We’ve got the bare bones of a plan put together. Roxanne, you’ll find the file over there on the desk.” Roxanne’s eyebrow arched, but she did as suggested and retrieved the somewhat thick file. “A bachelor auction is all well and good, but we need a fresh idea, something to appeal to a wider base. And possibly lead to a bit of romance.”

			“I knew it,” Roxanne sing-songed.

			“Matchmaking again, are you?” Tristan might not have been back to Christmas Town in more than five years, but his mother had kept him apprised as to the romantic tendencies of the Knotty Elves and their posse. As long as there was a single person left in Christmas Town, Prudence, Odette, and Ms. Baxter would not rest.

			“What about a bachelor services auction?” Roxanne flipped through the papers and scanned the information they’d collected.

			“What kind of services?” Tristan laughed and earned a tap on his arm from Ms. Baxter. “Sorry.”

			Ms. Baxter cackled and the familiar sound lightened his heart.

			“I mean specialized services.” Roxanne ran her finger down the page. “You know like electrical or repair work or carpentry? I recognize a few familiar names here. A lot of them run their own businesses. Have any of these men been contacted?”

			“We didn’t get far enough to contact anyone.” Ms. Baxter coughed and leaned back against her pillows. “It was all so tiring, and people are so busy. If you go that route, we’re going to need a lot of offerings to raise the money we need.”

			“Sounds like a challenge to me.” Tristan turned wide eyes on Roxanne. “Does it to you?”

			She ignored him. “We’d better make it work quick,” Roxanne said. “The auction’s scheduled for Valentine’s Day. That only gives us two weeks to lock all this in place.”

			“A smart event coordinator like you can manage,” Tristan said. “Right, Roxie?”

			Roxanne glared at him. “Of course I can. I’ll just need you to do everything I tell you to do.”

			“See?” Ms. Baxter said before Tristan’s temper caught. “Just like old times. Only in this instance, the town and library will win. Now. I think I’d like to take a nap. How about you come back after you’ve had some time to discuss. I want to be kept up to speed on everything. Lunch time works best for me. Next week will suffice.” She closed her eyes.

			Tristan stood, waved for Roxanne to follow him and together they left Ms. Baxter’s apartment, closing the door behind them.

			“She looks so frail,” Roxanne whispered. “And so pale. I wasn’t prepared—”

			“Me, either.” Tristan cringed. “Have you had lunch yet?”

			“Why?” Roxanne frowned.

			As much as he enjoyed fighting and bickering with her, he needed to fuel up for it. “Because I haven’t, I’m hungry, and we need to get to work if we have to report in with our progress. How about Posey’s?”

			“Okay.” Roxanne nodded then glanced back as Odette and Prudence approached. “She’s taking a nap right now.”

			“That’s good news.” Prudence nodded solemnly as she approached them. “She hasn’t been sleeping well these days, poor dear. Have you…?” She glanced at the files in Roxanne’s hands. “Did she convince you to help?”

			There was something odd in her eyes, something not quite hidden that sent Tristan’s spidey-senses tingling.

			“With the bachelor auction? Yes,” Roxanne confirmed. “It seemed to ease her mind.”

			“It eases all our minds. This way we can put our attention where it needs to be. On June,” Odette said. “We’ll just go in and check on her. Make sure she’s comfortable.”

			“We’ll be back in a couple of days,” Tristan told them. “To report on our progress.”

			“Wonderful.” Prudence beamed. “We’ll look forward to it. Maybe by then June will be up to going to the dining room.” They disappeared into Ms. Baxter’s room.

			“How about I follow you to your dad’s house and I’ll drive you to the diner?” Tristan said before the silence became uncomfortable. They headed outside where the winter air blew through him as only an East Coast winter could, chilling him to the bone beneath his jacket.

			“Parking doesn’t seem to get any better even after the holidays, does it?” Roxanne flashed a quick smile. “That sounds like a plan. I need to check on Dad anyway.”

			“How’s Calvin doing?”

			“He fell over the holidays and broke his leg. In two places,” Roxanne added with a heavy sigh. “He’s never been one to do anything half-way. Anyway, I’m sticking close for a few more weeks until he’s off the crutches.”

			“Tough time to be away from the business I bet.”

			“Yeah, tough time.” She glanced away and winced, then turned as a mini-van pulled into the empty administrator’s space. “That must be Clancy Gallagher, the facility’s administrator.”

			Tristan looked over his shoulder toward the window of Ms. Baxter’s apartment. The curtains moved, but he didn’t see anyone watching. “Maybe he could fill us in on Ms. Baxter’s condition.”

			“Exactly what I was thinking.” Roxanne nodded, her dark hair spilling over her jacket-clad shoulders. “Mr. Gallagher.” She reached out her hand as he approached, wiping off what looked like baby food off the front of his jacket. “I’m Roxanne Prescott. This is Tristan Ramsey. We’re former students of Ms. Baxter’s.”

			“Hello.” Clancy returned the greeting with an enthusiastic handshake. “My wife Hazel’s told me about you two.”

			“Oh?” Tristan’s eyes went wide.

			“Don’t worry. Nothing horrible. Just the fact that there’s never been a rivalry at Christmas Town High quite like yours.” Clancy headed to the door. “Are you coming to visit June?”

			“We just left, actually. Can you tell us anything about her condition?” Tristan asked.

			“What condition?” Clancy’s obvious confusion didn’t make Tristan feel any better.

			“Ms. Baxter’s,” Roxanne clarified. “She wouldn’t tell us, but what she alluded to sounded serious. How long has she been bed-ridden?”

			Clancy frowned and looked over Tristan’s shoulder. “June said she’s sick? What did Odette and Prudence say?”

			“The same thing,” Tristan volunteered. “I half expected her to be on her death bed when I walked into the room.”

			“Me, too,” Roxanne agreed.

			“Well.” Clancy shook his head. “I’m not exactly sure what’s going on, but June’s been perfectly fine as far as I know. She was giving salsa lessons yesterday afternoon in the activity room.”

			“Salsa lessons?” Tristan looked back to Ms. Baxter’s window just as Prudence, Odette, and Ms. Baxter all ducked out of sight.

			“Sounds like the Knotty Elves are up to their old shenanigans,” Clancy laughed. “They definitely keep us all on our toes. It was nice to meet you both. I expect I’ll be seeing you around.”

			Tristan watched in silence as Clancy Gallagher headed inside, laughing and shaking his head.

			“Huh.” Roxanne planted a hand on her hip and stared at Ms. Baxter’s window. “You know what’s happened, right?”

			“Yep.” Tristan took a deep breath and caught the scent of rose and lilacs drifting off her skin and hair. “We got bamboozled.”

			“Bamboozled? Ha!” Roxanne scowled. “We got conned.”

			“Does that mean you’re gonna quit?”

			Roxanne turned those amazing, laser-beam eyes of hers on him. “Are you going to quit?”

			“Nope.” Tristan shook his head. “She asked for help, even if she was sneaky about it. I’m going to consider myself flattered and do what I can.”

			“So am I.” She straightened her jacket, lifted her chin. “Want to make it interesting?”

			Being conned by three old ladies wasn’t interesting enough? “What do you have in mind?”

			“How about a trip down memory lane?” Roxanne’s lips curved and she hugged the file folders against her chest. “I bet I can get more bachelors on board for this auction than you can.”

			“Aren’t we a little old to be making bets?”

			Roxanne shrugged. “If you’re afraid of losing—”

			“I’ve never been afraid of losing,” Tristan cut her off and, because he couldn’t resist, brushed her hair behind her shoulder. “Not even to you. What’s the wager?”

			“That will take some thought.” She barely flinched at the name this time as the pink rose into her cheeks. “But I’m sure we can come up with something we both want.”

			***

			Excitement propelled Roxanne through the diner door Tristan held open for her and instantly burned off the chill of the blustery January weather. Stomping the snow off her shoes she unwound her scarf and told herself to calm down, relax. Be careful and practical. Her initial panic at being goaded into taking over the bachelor auction event was quickly banked by the realization she’d been given a potentially life altering opportunity. Whatever else she did in the next few minutes, she couldn’t let her long-time rival Tristan Ramsey know her company was hovering on the brink of complete failure. She certainly wasn’t ready to admit—even to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

			[image: ]

			It’s summertime and, man, can I feel it here in California. It’s hard to believe, for the first time when putting together an issue, the weather reflects what it will be when the next issue publishes. August promises to be a hot one (as is May, when Lezli and I started selecting what stories would appear on these pages—and many stories were read even before that!). It takes a lot of time and careful consideration, but we’re sure we know what Heart’s Kiss readers want: more romance, for one. And we’ve got that coming your way in the October issue, too.

			Kathryn Nolan will be appearing with an exclusive novella just for our readers—she’s a hot new writer and if you’ve not read her other works, I think Queen Cleopatra and the Baseball God will be just enough to get you hooked. (Warning, you could go broke buying out all her other novels for your hungry e-reader.) We’ll also have more stories by authors you love who frequent our magazine and Lezli interviews Darynda Jones. Thank you for your support and readership—we love fans of romance, and Heart’s Kiss readers especially. Have a great summer and we’ll see you in October.
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