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      Sometimes Karma is a kick in the pants…

      Lukas Storm never stays with a woman long enough to finish zipping his pants. With the reality check of deployment on the horizon, he rethinks his Casanova ways. He wishes, just once, he’d loved a woman of substance who’ll cry if he doesn’t return.

      Murielle Russell has admired Luke since she was a genius pre-teen in his classes. Years later, a fateful night at her cousin’s wedding leads to more than soothing Luke before he leaves. Knocked up by the town player, Ellie hates that she’s reliving the sins of her mother.

      As Luke returns, he’ll do the right thing by Ellie and his baby, but his reputation is a hard one to shake, her trust even harder to earn. As they prepare for their child’s arrival, Luke must learn about fatherhood, but more importantly prove to Ellie he’ll remain true.  
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      “Absolutely gorgeous.”

      A deep voice shattered the peace and quiet Murielle Russell had come to the lakeside for. When she turned, her heart picked up and her stomach dropped. Lukas Storm. What in the world was he doing down here? The party was up at the resort, not here by the lake where she’d come to escape the noisy revelers.

      “It is pretty,” she responded, gazing at the multi-colored sky over Lake Winnipesaukee in the White Mountains of New Hampshire.

      “Wasn’t talking about the sunset.” His smirk highlighted the double dimples in his cheeks, the ones every girl swooned over. If girls actually swooned anymore. More likely, they simply draped themselves over him in invitation. Something he rarely turned down. They’d known each other for ten years, since they’d been lab partners in Biology. She hadn’t seen much of him lately, except for a quick chat at the Fourth of July fireworks in town this past summer, but she still heard the gossip. Some things never changed.

      “The view of the lake is great, too,” she added. No way he was talking about her. The geeky little girl who’d bested him at every test. Though, in her bridesmaid dress with hair and makeup professionally done, maybe she wasn’t ugly either. But he’d never seen her in that way.

      Moving closer, he reached out and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Don’t underestimate yourself, Ellie. You’re looking fine. Prettiest bridesmaid at the wedding.”

      “But not prettier than the bride. No one can outshine the bride on her wedding day.” Her cousin, Nicole, had always been the one every guy had chased after. With her long blonde hair and bright blue eyes, they’d swarmed over her when they were teenagers. Elle’s hair could never decide if it was red or brown, though her eyes most definitely stayed in the dark brown category. Like mud.

      “What are you doing down here? Don’t you have bridesmaid duties and stuff?”

      Glancing back up the hill to the fancy resort where Nicole and her groom, Brad, had gotten married, she shook her head. “No, all I had to do was show up and march down the aisle. My Aunt Sharon and cousin, Jenny, took care of everything else. That’s what the Maid of Honor does. Bridesmaids are expendable.” Pretty sure she was only asked to balance the wedding party numbers.

      “Saw you dancing with one of the groomsmen. Is he your date for the night?”

      “He was assigned to be my partner. I think he was on the prowl for something a little higher class than me.”

      Luke scowled. “Again with the put-downs. You look incredible. The guy’s an idiot.”

      Shrugging, she said, “He knows I won’t put out simply because we got partnered together.”

      “Because you have class.” Luke’s eyes narrowed and skimmed the horizon, his mouth in a tight line. What was that serious look for?

      “So, what are you doing down here? You’re big into the parties. Got a lady friend meeting you here soon? There’s a nice little cabana right there. Perfect for a secret tryst. I can get lost so you can have some privacy.”

      As she turned to go, he took her elbow and drew her closer. Man, he smelled good. Not a strong cologne scent. Something woodsy and all Luke. His soap, maybe.

      “I came down to do some thinking and can’t really do it with all the noise of the reception.”

      “Won’t your friends miss you?” Elle searched the hill up to the party, expecting to see a gang of Luke’s friends converging on their location to find him.

      “Brad’s got enough to keep him occupied with Nicole dragging him around to chat with the guests. The other guys have all scoped out booze and babes.”

      “Not you? Isn’t that your usual MO?”

      His eyes darkened, almost like she’d hurt his feelings. Since when did Lukas Storm, Casanova himself, ever care what people thought of his carousing?

      “I’ve got a lot of other things on my mind right now. Brought a bottle down here to keep me company. Want some?” He pointed to the bottle of champagne sitting on the floor of the cabana.

      “You said you wanted to be alone.”

      “Not alone. Just not in the partying mood. I’d love some company.”

      This was a different side to Luke that most people never saw. She’d seen it a few times when he had something serious going on. A difficult test coming up or college applications. Most people only saw the party guy who somehow managed to get straight As in all the advanced level classes. Or the talented jock who played three sports and excelled at all of them. Or the hot stud every girl wanted to be seen with. She’d been fortunate to see more.

      “Sure. These shoes are killing me. I need to take them off or I might not be able to walk ever again.”

      Luke flinched at her words. What had she said? Then, he scooped her in his arms and carried her to sit on the large swinging bench in the half-enclosed building. Holy smokes, Luke Storm had swept her off her feet. Literally. The cushions were soft and thick under her, and the swing started moving as soon as Luke sat next to her.

      “Let’s see about fixing these toes.” He picked her feet up and swung them around until they lay on his lap, and she leaned against the padded side of the seat. What the heck? Wiggling, she tried to remove them, but he held on tight.

      “Luke, what are you doing?”

      “You said they were killing you. I can’t have that.”

      Rolling her eyes, she said, “The shoes are too high and hurt my feet. They aren’t actually going to cause me any permanent harm.”

      After slipping her shoes off, he massaged the instep on one foot, then moved to the other. Bliss. Nicole had insisted on the same shoes for all the bridesmaids since the dresses stopped at the knee. Surprisingly, she hadn’t broken a leg trying to walk in them.

      “That feels incredible.”

      He picked up the bottle, pulled off the top, and took a healthy swig. After handing the bottle to her, he went back to massaging her feet. The cool liquid slid down her throat, warming her insides.

      Luke’s hands moved to her ankles, and Elle held her breath as they continued up to her calf. She stiffened, and he glanced up at her, but his hands didn’t stop their movement.

      “Making sure you don’t cramp up.”

      The smile he gave her caused her heart to do cartwheels and back flips. Those dimples were dangerous. She had them, too, but they never seemed to get the same reaction from guys. Maybe men were immune to their charms.

      “It’s pretty here. Peaceful. Gotta soak up as much as I can.” His eyes had a faraway look as he gazed into the distance.

      “Everything okay, Luke?”

      Shaking her off, he smiled, those dimples blasting her way. “Yeah. So we didn’t really get a chance to chat very long at the Fourth of July fireworks. What are you doing now? I know you studied engineering, like me.” His hands squeezed her feet. He’d always said she had a great mind and would be an excellent engineer. She’d taken his words to heart.

      “I work for Spectrum Engineering over at the Pease Industrial Park.”

      His eyes widened. “I work in Portsmouth, too. My firm has a lot of government contracts and does business with yours often. Have you been there long?”

      “A few years,” she answered. She’d seen him a time or two in her building. Of course, she’d never had the balls to approach him when he’d been there. “They’ve been paying for my master’s degree. Two more classes this fall, and I’m done.”

      “Nice to get someone to pay for it. I finished mine last year courtesy of Uncle Sam.”

      “Do you still do weekends in the Guard?” He’d been in ROTC in high school, and she shivered remembering how incredible he looked in his uniform.

      “Air National Guard, yeah.”

      Worry lines creased his forehead as his blue eyes grew unfocused. The dimming sky cast him in shadows. God, he was so good looking. His light blondish-brown hair was short but stylish. His strong jaw was covered in stubble, making her wonder what it would feel like against her skin. And those lean muscles that he’d honed to perfection called out for her to test drive. If only.

      He’d removed his tie and opened the top few buttons of his shirt, so she got a peek of his chest hair. What she wouldn’t give to run her fingers through it. Don’t even think along those lines. More champagne. She tipped the bottle up for another swig.

      A frog hopped across the floor of the cabana and onto her shoe.

      Luke chuckled. “Remember in Bio freshman year, when we had to dissect that frog, and you made me do the whole thing.” His eyes gleamed, and she scowled.

      “I was only eleven. Asking me to cut up a cute little animal was cruel.”

      “I still can’t believe you did high school in three years and graduated at fourteen. Little genius.”

      It hadn’t really been her choice to move a few grades ahead. But once her aunt and uncle, who she lived with, got wind of the fact her IQ was off the charts, and that the private school was offering a full scholarship for her, they’d jumped at the chance. She still wasn’t sure if it was to help her succeed or to get her into a different high school from their two girls. Her aunt loved her, but having your sister’s kid thrust on you when you’d only been married a few years and already had two children of your own, wasn’t easy.

      “You weren’t too shabby either, getting a full boat to Brookside Academy.”

      “Yeah, I was lucky.” There were his dimples again.

      “Not too lucky. You ended up with me as a lab partner in Bio, Chem, and Physics. I still don’t know how that happened. In Bio, our names were next to each other in the alphabet, but not in the other two.”

      “Let me tell you a secret,” Luke whispered, leaning in closer, making her breath freeze. “I sweet-talked the teachers into assigning us together.”

      He had? “Why?”

      “Because you were the best lab partner ever. You’re the smartest person I know, and you didn’t get all gooey-eyed when we worked together. I know I’ve got a reputation, even back then, but when I was in class, I was serious about my studies.”

      “I liked that about you.” She’d liked a lot about him, but he’d never seen her as anything other than his super genius lab partner. The four-year age difference might have had something to do with it.

      “And I liked that you spent so much time studying with me. Honestly, Ellie, you got me through a few of those classes.”

      “What are you talking about? You were certainly intelligent enough to handle them on your own.”

      “True, but I got distracted quite easily back then with…other more social endeavors.”

      Elle rolled her eyes. “Girls. You do have a weakness there. Yet you took me to the prom. Because you felt bad for me.”

      His hands stilled on her feet, and he took a swig from the bottle. “Actually, it was you who felt bad for me, and I’m glad. I was supposed to go with Taylor Markham, but she ditched me a week before to go with Graham Meisner. Guess captain of the football team beats track star any day.”

      “Taylor Markham’s a bitch.” At the mischief in Luke’s eyes, she slapped her hand over her mouth and glanced around nervously. “Did I say that out loud?” Had she consumed too much champagne already? Alcohol wasn’t something she drank on a regular basis. She should slow down.

      Luke nodded. “Don’t worry. She’s still up at the party trying to get her hooks into Brad’s older brother. He’s a doctor. He trumps even an engineer.”

      “What about a military man? Some women go crazy for a man in uniform. Is Taylor into that?”

      Luke’s eyes darkened, and he stared off past the lake again. “Doesn’t matter if she is or isn’t. I’m not into her.”

      “Not anymore.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Not anymore. She might have been my first introduction into—let’s say certain grown-up activities. I’d like to think I’ve matured since then.”

      That wasn’t exactly what she’d heard. Elle might have lived in Portsmouth for the past two years, but it was still next to Squamscott Falls. Her cousins, Nicole and Jenny, liked to keep her informed of all the small-town gossip. According to them, Luke still had his wandering ways. Never too long with any one woman.

      “I’m not looking for anything right now.” Luke’s mouth pulled tight as he peered at his hands. “I won’t be around for a while.”

      The way he said it got her pulse racing, and not in a good way. “Where are you going?”

      He lifted his chin and glanced at her, then stared at the lake again. “My unit’s getting deployed in a week.”
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      Luke peeked over to see Elle’s reaction. Her cute, little mouth formed a big O, and her eyes widened. He got it. The thought of going overseas into a war zone scared the shit out of him, too.

      “Where are you being stationed?”

      “Afghanistan, or thereabouts.” He couldn’t really give anyone his exact location, and there was always the chance his unit would get moved if they were needed elsewhere.

      “How long will you be gone?”

      Her face had softened with concern, and he reached to take her hand. He hated to admit how much he needed human contact right now. And for some reason, he didn’t want one of his usual ladies. Most of them had little in the way of brain cells, and what did that say about him? Nothing good.

      “About six months.” He shrugged. “Could be longer. Could be shorter.”

      Elle tucked her legs underneath her, causing her to edge closer. Her smile was forced. “You should go for the shorter one.”

      “That’s my least favorite option. It could mean coming home seriously injured…or in a box.”

      Her hand twitched in his, and a tiny moan escaped her perfect mouth as she licked her red lips. “Oh. Then, no, don’t pick that one.”

      The last time Luke saw her, they hadn’t really connected for more than a few words of hello and good to see you again. Suddenly, he was quite aware of how grown up she was.

      Of course, in high school she’d been so much younger, her fourteen to his eighteen when they’d graduated. Often, it was difficult to get past that age difference. Now, staring at her, he wondered how he’d never noticed how pretty she was.

      Her hair was gorgeous, long, and silky. The dying light bounced off it, highlighting the reds and golds. Her deep brown eyes were so rich and dark, he felt like he could get lost in them. When she smiled, those adorable dimples lit up her urchin face, so you couldn’t help but feel great. Elle had always been the kind of person he’d gravitated toward. Maybe not when he’d wanted a date, but certainly when he’d needed a good friend.

      That age difference had always stood in the way. That and the fact she was sweet and good. High school had been all about the action, something he’d never have attempted with Elle. Even after he’d taken her to the prom, he’d only given her a quick kiss on the cheek as he’d dropped her at her aunt’s door. He never would have tried anything more with someone so innocent or young.

      He’d never been with someone like that. Innocent, sweet, good. Had never wanted to make a commitment to anyone. Up to now, he’d only wanted good time girls. Ladies who knew the score and that his attention was a limited time offer. He was too young for a commitment. Or so he’d thought for the longest time.

      Recently, he’d been dwelling on his single status and reevaluating his life. Especially since he got word he was being deployed. It had started him looking at his siblings. All of them married and incredibly happy being with one person forever.

      Erik and Tessa were not exactly what he’d expected from his oldest brother, but Luke couldn’t argue that they loved each other and were ridiculously happy. The fact they had three kids and a new puppy blew his mind. Even with Erik’s inability to walk without a cane, he didn’t seem to let it disrupt his relationship. Of course, Tessa was perfect and accepted him for exactly who he was and never allowed him to wallow in self-pity.

      His brother, Alex, had also married his exact opposite, though Gina had been his shadow since they were kids. It had been a little easier to see them getting together. They’d always been together. Now it was just official.

      His baby sister had also found love in the unlikeliest of places. With the unlikeliest of people. But Sara’s husband, TJ, worshiped the ground she walked on, and Luke couldn’t be more thrilled for the two of them.

      His siblings were all so obviously blissful in their marriages that Luke began to wonder if there was something wrong with him. He had never come across anyone who made him feel enough to want to be with them forever.

      “Are you nervous about going?” Elle rubbed her fingers along his hand, calming him in a way no one else had ever been able to do, except perhaps his mother.

      He shifted slightly, managing to gain a few extra inches toward her. “Not sure I should admit it. I’ll ruin my bad boy reputation.” He tipped his chin up and nodded. “But I am. Especially after what happened to Erik.”

      Her hand touched his arm, and he suddenly wished he’d removed his jacket and rolled up his sleeves.

      “I’d heard Erik was injured but didn’t get any details.” She didn’t ask. Knowing Elle, she wouldn’t. Gossip wasn’t something she liked participating in, if he remembered correctly.

      “He came home in a wheelchair. It was a bombing, and he was trapped for about four days before they could get him out. His pelvis was crushed. Shattered his kneecap. Apparently, lots of other damage to muscles and tendons as well. A couple of years later, he still uses a cane.”

      Elle inched in closer, her face next to his. “But he came home…and not in a box.”

      “He did.”

      She tightened her grip on his arm. “But it still scares you, thinking it could happen to you.”

      Luke tried to smile. It was doubtful she bought it.

      Music from the reception drifted down the hill toward them.

      “Would you care to dance, Miss Russell?” He thought about adding while I’m still able to walk, but that was far too morbid. He had to push all those negative images out of his mind if he was to get through his deployment.

      Elle cocked her head and closed one eye, assessing him.

      Standing, he removed his jacket and held out his hand. “Come on, Ellie. I need to hold a pretty lady in my arms before I head off to war.” Play the soldier card. Maybe she’ll buy it.

      The corner of her lips turned down, and she rose. Swooping her into his arms, he held her tight and swayed to the music. Luke closed his eyes and rested his cheek against the side of her head. Her arms crept around his neck, and her body settled against his.

      This was it. Perfection. How was it he’d never found this before? This feeling of holding onto something, someone, who just made you feel so right. He couldn’t say he hadn’t been looking. Okay, maybe he’d been more into finding the physical release he could get and less of the emotional. But right here, right now, with Elle in his arms, every feeling and emotion was on high alert.

      They swayed together for song after song, and Luke didn’t want to let go. He needed this memory, this feeling so ingrained he’d remember it for a long time. There was no need for words.

      The lyrics of the song playing spoke of love and forever. For the first time in his life, Luke thought he might have a chance. Which was ridiculous since he was going away soon. He hadn’t spent any real time with Elle in the last ten years. Yet, for some reason, all the support and friendship she’d given him in years past converged on him now, allowing him to draw strength from her. Strength he’d need over the next six months or more.

      “Thank you for staying down here with me, Ellie.” Luke ran his hand over her back and shoulders left bare by the halter neck of her bridesmaid dress. “I needed a friend today.”

      A tiny laugh drifted from her mouth. “You’ve got more friends up at the reception than I do.”

      “I guess, but not the right kind of friend. I don’t want to be a downer to everyone who’s trying to celebrate, and I’m truly thrilled for Brad and Nicole and hope they have a wonderful marriage. It’s just, at the moment, I’m being selfish. I appreciate your keeping me company.”

      Elle lifted her head and smiled at him, her eyes teasing and almost smug. “I’ve got the hot stud, Lukas Storm, all to myself. What woman could ask for more?”

      He paused in his dancing and took a deep breath. Elle cocked her head in question.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No. It isn’t anything to do with you.” He led her back to the swing and settled in with her pressed to his side. Hefting the bottle to his lips, he took a big swig, then handed it to her. She sipped more daintily, then held the bottle in her lap.

      Elle rested her head against his shoulder and gazed up at him. “What are you thinking about, Luke?”

      “Women.”

      A snort erupted from her mouth, and she scowled. “Why am I not surprised?”

      When she tried to scoot away from him, he slung his arm around her shoulder and held tight. “It’s not what you’re thinking. I’ve been remembering all the frivolous women I’ve been with over the years. And I know it’s been a lot. But none of them have ever meant anything to me.”

      Tugging the bottle from her hands, he tipped it up again, then handed it back. “If something happens to me on deployment, all those women, they won’t care. No one will cry at my funeral.”

      Kneeling next to him, she placed her hands on his shoulders. He grabbed the bottle, so it didn’t tip over, and set it on the floor of the cabana. He’d need every ounce of alcohol to get through this night.

      “Luke, you’ve got a big family who love you. They’d be devastated if anything happened to you.”

      “I know that. But I was thinking about Erik and how much his wife loves him. And Alex and Sara are now married, and each have someone special in their lives. Someone who’d mourn for them. I’ve got no one. Not one of those ladies I’ve been with would give me a second thought.”

      Elle bent her head. Her beautiful eyes bore right into his. “I may not be special in your life, but I’d cry for you, Luke. A whole bucket of tears.”

      The words were like an embrace to his soul. Could she be any sweeter? Tucking her against his shoulder again, he pressed a kiss to her hair. “Thank you. That means the world to me. But you’re wrong about not being special. Even after all these years, you still hold a very special place in my heart.”

      When he glanced down at her smiling face, he had the urge to kiss her. To kiss Elle Russell, who was no longer too young for him. She was an adult and so was he. Two consenting adults. Could she ever see him that way?

      “Can I kiss you?” The words slipped out before he could stop them.

      Her brows rose as her eyes grew wider. “You want to kiss me? You’re that desperate, huh?” She slapped a grin on her face, but he’d seen her doubt.

      Cupping her face, he stroked his thumb down her cheek. “You are so good and sweet and beautiful, Ellie. That hasn’t been what I’ve had in my life up to this point, but right now, it’s something I’m finding I need. I’ve been so shallow in my choices of women and the thought of not returning, never having held a woman of substance, makes me ache. I don’t know what the future is going to hold for me, but I just want to touch something, someone good and honest and pure of heart before I go.”

      She nodded, and her smile warmed him all the way through. His hands drew her toward him, and he pressed his lips to hers. Sweet. Yes, they were soft and sweet, and he needed more.

      Shifting, he draped her legs across his lap and lowered her back to the cushions. Again and again, he kissed her, made love to her lips, and caressed her face and neck and throat. Elle reached out for him and ran her hands across his shoulders and around the back of his neck. He couldn’t get enough of simply kissing her.

      A small humming sound drifted his way, and he adored the rapturous expression she wore as his lips nipped their way down her neck. But he had to have her mouth once more. It had become addictive, and he couldn’t stay away.

      “I can’t believe I’ve waited this long to sample your gorgeous lips. If I’d known they tasted like honey, I would have found you long ago and spent the rest of forever drinking them in.”

      Her laugh had him easing back to gaze at her. Kiss-swollen lips. Hair in disarray. Eyes shining with mischief. This was the image he needed to keep with him always.

      Digging in his jacket pocket, he extracted his phone. Elle sat up, and he snapped a few pictures.

      “What are you doing, you goof? I must look awful.” She shook her head and finger-combed her hair away from her face. He took a few more.

      “I’ve never seen anyone look more beautiful than right now.”

      A blush spread across her pale skin. “You’re nuts.”

      “Nuts for you.” He gave her another quick kiss, then reached for the bottle of champagne. They’d finished more than half of it.

      Pointing to the bottle, Elle said, “That’s why you’ve suddenly found the need for someone like me.”

      “No. This has just finally given me the courage to reach for something I didn’t think I could have.” He took a long swig, then handed it to her. When she finished it off, he tossed it on the grass, then dragged her to lie on the swing again, holding her tight to him.

      “What are you doing, Luke?”

      He pressed his lips to hers, stopping the words of doubt he knew would come out. Elle was one of the most intelligent people he knew, but when it came to being confident with her appearance, she seemed happiest to blend into the background.

      Peeking at his watch, he marveled at the time. Well past two in the morning. He was only just noticing the sounds from the party had died down. He’d been enjoying being with Elle too much.

      He rested against the end cushion and tugged until her head lay on his chest. “I’m too tired to walk back up that hill. This way I can say I’ve slept with one nice girl.”

      Elle started to pull away, but Luke held tight. “Just sleep. Please, Ellie. Stay with me the rest of the night.” His voice sounded desperate to his own ears. Pathetic, yes, but he couldn’t let her go. He needed her tonight as he’d never needed anyone before.

      She snuggled against him, and he sighed, his muscles relaxing. “The memory of you in my arms will help me get through my time away. Thank you.”

      “You’re going to be fine, Luke. I know you will.”

      As he drifted off, he hoped she was right.
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      Luke opened his eyes to something tickling his neck. Gorgeous auburn hair spread over his shoulder and chest. The wedding. Drinking the champagne with Elle down by the lake. And they were still here.

      Though it was still dark in their cozy spot on the swing, the sky over the lake had begun to change colors. Dawn was approaching, and he’d have to say goodbye to his time with Elle. He didn’t want to. He wanted to stay here for as long as possible.

      Something had changed for him last night. Yes, he’d been pondering his choices lately and wondering if it wasn’t time to put his Romeo image in the rearview mirror. But seeing Elle again, holding her, kissing her, touching her, had cemented those thoughts and dreams. His desire for excitement and physical intimacy with a variety of women had faded into a need for substance and love and a constant in his life. Someone who’d cry for him if he didn’t make it back.

      Like Elle.

      Gazing down at her sleeping form, he knew he wanted what his siblings had. With Elle? Maybe it was too soon to vocalize those thoughts, but it didn’t mean that he couldn’t keep them close to his heart. Keep her close to his heart.

      His arms tightened around her, and he nuzzled his nose into her hair. He’d carry her scent with him and remember it when he needed a boost. Remember how she felt in his arms, curving herself against him. To stay warm? It was August, and the slight breeze was refreshing, not cold. He’d like to think she knew it was him and wanted his touch.

      Kissing her cheek, he ran his hand down her back, memorizing her curves. A soft moan drifted from her lips.

      “Luke. Mmm, that’s nice.”

      So she was aware it was him touching her. Why did that please him so much?

      “You’re nice. And beautiful. And I just want to hold you as long as I can.”

      Her dark eyes opened, and a smile lit her face. “I’d like that, too.”

      Their mouths came together, and soon he was kissing her as if there was no tomorrow. Maybe there wasn’t for him. He tried to keep the desperation away, but it kept seeping back in.

      As he skated his hand up her bare back, he flicked open the clip holding her halter top together. A tiny sound of protest slipped from her mouth, but when his lips nipped along her flushed skin and down to the valley between her breasts, she clung to him tighter and arched her head back.

      “Oh, God, Luke.”

      “I’m not a god, but if you want to address me as one, I’m okay with that.”

      A laugh transformed into a gasp as he flicked his tongue over her nipple. The peak hardened, and he drew it into his mouth, sucking and licking.

      Elle held his head and whispered words of encouragement. “Oh, yes. Aah, Luke.”

      Taking turns, he gave attention to her other breast as she tugged his shirt from his waistband. Soon, the silky skin of her hands was gliding over his back.

      “Oh, yes, Ellie. Touch me. God, that feels incredible. Don’t stop.”

      She didn’t. Her hands ran up and down his back, then around to his sides. He eased back to allow her access to his chest and filled his gaze with her beauty. Her lovely breasts lay before him, and he touched them again, stroking and caressing and kneading until she wriggled her hips and moaned.

      When Elle bent one knee, the skirt of her dress slithered to her hip exposing her gorgeous leg. He couldn’t even think about controlling his desire to explore. He caressed the skin on her calf, then drifted up to her thigh.

      He shouldn’t go any farther. This was Elle. Pure and good and sweet Elle. He could control himself.

      Shifting his position, he nestled on his side and kissed her lips. She got to work unbuttoning his shirt. Okay, maybe she had other ideas.

      All right. He’d let her lead and see where it went. He wouldn’t push.

      As Elle swirled her fingers in his chest hair, he skimmed his hand up her leg to her firm ass. God, it was round and full, and he couldn’t get enough of touching and squeezing it. When he dipped his hands inside her panties, she wiggled until they slipped lower. He could take a hint. He helped her get them off, then tucked them in his pocket.

      Now, he needed to keep Elle satisfied.

      His hands, her hands, mouths and lips caressed, licked, nipped, and worked each other into a frenzy. Somehow, his pants had come undone, and Elle had his erection in her hand.

      “Please tell me you’ve got something to put on this?” Her sultry voice nearly sent him over that second.

      “I…uh, yeah. Brad actually had condoms made with their names on them.”

      Elle rolled her eyes, her hand continuing to glide up and down. Luke wasn’t sure he could concentrate enough to find the condom. Digging into his pocket, he withdrew it and ripped the packet open. His hands shook as he attempted to roll it on. God, he’d never been so nervous about sex. This was Elle. This was different and real.

      He kissed her again and swept his fingers up her leg and under her dress to find that sweet spot that would get her ready for him. But when he dipped between her legs, she was already hot and wet. Shit. He wouldn’t make it very long with the way things were moving.

      A few strokes of his fingers had Elle groaning and writhing. Finally, she pushed him on his back and straddled his hips. Slowly, agonizingly, she lowered herself until her pelvis met his.

      “Ellie, you’re going to end me right here. I didn’t want this to—”

      Her hips stopped, and her eyebrows pushed together. “You didn’t?”

      “Oh, God, no, I did. I do. But you’re too good for me. I don’t deserve anything you give me.”

      Her hips twisted, and he groaned. “Like this?”

      “Please, yes. Anything you’re willing to give me.”

      She pressed a kiss to his lips as her hips swayed back and forth and side to side. “I want to give you everything, Luke.”

      “Too good for me,” he whispered as this gorgeous woman undulated and squirmed.

      Her head fell back, and ecstasy wreathed her features. Her beautiful breasts jiggled as she moved. She wiggled faster, and soon her mouth opened in a soundless scream as her body jerked and twitched. Her fingers clenched on his chest as she trembled.

      Quickly flipping her on her back, he plunged inside again and again until he joined her on that trip over the edge. Collapsing against her, he adjusted slightly to avoid crushing her. Still joined, he pressed a kiss to her forehead and stroked her cheek.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be the same after that. It was perfect. You are perfect.”

      Biting her lips, she nodded. “It was.”

      He didn’t want to let her go, but the dawn was breaking over the horizon and soon it would be light. He held her for as long as he could, then finally eased himself from her body.

      After reattaching her halter top, she pulled a tissue from her pocket and handed it to him.

      “Thanks.” He chuckled and used it to wrap up the condom, then stuffed it inside the champagne bottle.

      They held each other for a short while, but he knew they didn’t have much time.

      “I should probably get back to my room.” Her shoulders hunched as she stared at the horizon. He couldn’t let her go, thinking she was just another quick screw.

      “I want to see you again before I leave. I can’t give you a ride back to Portsmouth, because I came on my motorcycle, but can we have breakfast together before we take off from here?”

      She nodded and leaned into him. “That sounds nice. I’d like to take a shower first. As soon as I find my panties.” Her head pivoted left and right, scouting the area.

      “Be brave and fearless. Go without. See how it feels.” Mostly, he didn’t want to give up his souvenir of his time with her. He’d never done anything like this before. He needed something to remind him of her.

      Elle stood and smoothed her skirt down. “You’re crazy, but I guess I don’t have a choice since I can’t find them. Good thing my name isn’t in them or whoever finds them will have more information than I want them to have.”

      After he grabbed the bottle and his jacket, she picked up her shoes, and they strolled up to the hotel together. There was no one around at this time of the morning. He should be exhausted with how little sleep he’d gotten, but for some reason, he was energized.

      At her door, he kissed her. “I’ll see you in about an hour. Is that okay?”

      Elle nodded, then disappeared inside her room. Luke headed down the hall to the elevator and took it to his floor, tossing the bottle in a hallway trashcan. Once inside his room, he emptied his pockets and started to undress. The blinking light on his phone caught his attention. He’d turned the tone off yesterday before the wedding, so it wouldn’t go off during the ceremony. He’d forgotten to put it back on.

      Swiping across the screen, he found a dozen calls from family members and half a dozen texts. They all said to call as soon as he got the message. Shit. That didn’t sound good.

      Clicking on Alex’s number, he waited, his heart beating rapidly. His brother picked up in seconds.

      “Luke, it’s about damn time you called. We’ve been trying to reach you all night.”

      “I shut the phone off for the wedding and never thought to check it until now. What happened?”

      Alex cleared his throat, and Luke’s hand shook at the pause. “Dad had a heart attack last night.”

      “Oh. God.” His legs gave out, and he sank onto the bed. “Please, tell me he’s okay.”

      Alex sighed. “It was a mild one, and the doctors think he’ll be fine. However, they’re still running tests to see what kind of damage there was.”

      “I’ll be home as soon as I can. I’m leaving right now.”

      He started throwing his toiletries into his bag as Alex filled him in on which hospital they’d taken Dad to and how their mom was handling it.

      “Don’t kill yourself by speeding back here, Luke. Be careful.”

      “I will. I’m so sorry. Tell Mom and Dad I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about. There wasn’t anything you could have done. I’ll see you soon.”

      Luke disconnected the call and quickly tossed everything into his overnight bag. As he headed to the lobby, he wanted to call Elle to tell her what happened. Then, it occurred to him he didn’t have her number. He didn’t even remember her having a phone with her. God, this couldn’t have come at a worse time.

      He left his key card on the front desk, and a clerk held up a finger to him from the back room. He was talking on the phone and tapping away at a computer. Luke didn’t have time to wait. He needed to get home. Regardless, he had to leave a note or message of some kind.

      “Looking for something, Luke?” Taylor Markham materialized behind him, still in the dress she’d worn the day before. Walk of Shame. At least no one had seen Elle and him coming in earlier. Too bad there weren’t more people around now. Taylor wasn’t the first person he’d think of to leave a message with, but he needed to get home. His dad needed him. What choice did he have?

      “Taylor, can you do me a favor, please?”

      Her features adopted a teasing smirk. “Always willing to help you out, Luke.”

      “I have an emergency at home and need to run, but I was supposed to meet Ellie Russell for breakfast in a half hour. Can you give her the message, please?”

      “Murielle?” The way she said Elle’s name, with a nasally whine, pissed him off. “What are you doing having breakfast with Murielle?”

      His jaw clenched tighter. “She’s a friend. Will you tell her, please? I really have to go.”

      Taylor batted her eyelashes and puckered her lips. “Of course, I will. Anything for you, Luke.”

      “Thanks.” He rushed off and jumped on his bike after stowing his bag in the storage bin. Taylor hadn’t even asked what kind of emergency. Didn’t matter. She still lived in town. She’d find out soon enough.

      He just needed to get home and make sure his dad was okay.
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      The drone of the blow dryer couldn’t distract Elle from her thoughts. They were too focused on what had just happened with Lukas Storm. Wow. Never in a million years would she have pictured herself and Luke being so intimate.

      All the gossip she’d ever heard about Luke being a fabulous lover was true. Was she just another girl in a long line of many? Had it meant anything to him? It had meant the world to her. She’d been in love with Luke since she was twelve.

      “No, he needed someone good and sweet. That’s what you gave him.” Not that she was a virgin by any means, but she’d hardly fit the description of a femme fatale.

      Those ridiculous doubts she always carried with her floated around her head again. Luke had been desperate. Was that the only reason they’d had sex? He’d said he hadn’t even wanted to do it, yet then he’d said he did. God, what confusion.

      Elle smoothed the brush through her newly washed hair and gave her head a shake. It wasn’t as pretty as the curls from the wedding, but still fresh and shiny. Unfortunately, the lovely makeup job the beautician had done for the wedding party had washed down the shower drain.

      Some face moisturizer and a quick sweep of mascara would have to do. Otherwise, she’d be late in meeting Luke. Their time together had meant something. He wanted to see her again.

      She hadn’t packed much in the way of clothing, figuring she’d only be driving home today, but she’d brought a cute top and some shorts that showed off her long legs. That would have to do. The high heels she’d worn last night got kicked to the side in lieu of her red canvas sneakers.

      When she glanced at the clock near the bed, her heart beat faster knowing she’d be seeing Luke again in only a few minutes. After stashing her room key in her purse, she took a last check in the mirror and headed out.

      As she crossed the lobby, a few people milled about. No one she knew, which was good. She wasn’t always comfortable with her cousin’s friends. Too many of them had been the kids from town who’d teased her unmercifully when she was younger.

      A dark head of shoulder-length hair twisted her way, and Elle couldn’t duck out of the way fast enough. Taylor. Maybe the woman would ignore her as she’d done so often in school. When she wasn’t making fun of Elle and how smart and young she was.

      “Murielle. How are you?”

      God, she hated the way Taylor said her name. And she did it on purpose, that whiny, nasally voice stretching out the first syllable of her full name. No one else ever used that name for her. Not if she could help it.

      “Hi, Taylor.” Elle attempted to simply nod and walk past, but the witch stood between her and the door to the breakfast room. From here, Elle could tell Luke wasn’t there yet.

      “Looking for someone?”

      “Just something to eat.”

      Taylor shrugged and glanced around the lobby. “I haven’t seen too many people from the wedding around this early. It was a long night for many of us. The only one up and at ‘em that I saw was Luke Storm. He had some skinny blonde with him and was headed out on his motorcycle. But you know Luke. When has he not got some girl on his arm? And in his bed.”

      A hole opened up in Elle’s chest at Taylor’s words. Luke wouldn’t have done that. He’d asked to have breakfast with her, and he hadn’t been with anyone yesterday.

      “Thanks for the gossip, but I’m fine.” Still, she peeked inside the breakfast room, then scurried to the front desk. Luckily, Taylor had drifted off down the hall toward the pool area.

      “I’m looking for Lukas Storm. He hasn’t checked out, has he?” Of course, he hadn’t. Even if he wasn’t ready to declare his undying love for her, he’d still meet her for breakfast like he’d promised.

      The clerk tapped a few keys, then nodded. “Yes, he checked out about forty minutes ago.”

      The hole inside grew and expanded, until Elle wasn’t sure if her internal organs would be swallowed up in it. Luke had checked out. Without leaving her a message. Right after promising he’d meet her.

      Swallowing hard, she pushed back the tears that threatened. Guess that whole fear of going off to war had all been an act. Had he planned this out or just played along when he’d seen her by the lake? Why her? There were tons of women at the wedding yesterday who would have given their right arm to have sex with Luke. Taylor would have been first in line, though she’d already had a piece of Luke Storm. The very first piece, if Luke’s comment was anything to go by.

      Was Elle a dare? Or simply in the right place at the right time? Or maybe she should call it the wrong place.

      Taking a deep breath, Elle stomped back up to her room and threw her stuff in her bag. At least she hadn’t said anything to Taylor about Luke. The woman was the worst gossip in the state of New Hampshire. Within seconds, everyone would know how gullible Elle had been, falling for the special charms of the youngest Storm brother.

      As she got in her car and started the trek back toward the coast, Elle couldn’t help but smile. Yes, she’d been stupid, but Luke had made her feel things she’d only dreamed of. She’d keep hold of that memory and make sure it didn’t fade away with time.
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      Six Months later

      Luke ran into the open arms of Molly Storm and held her tight. “Thanks for coming to get me, Mom. I’ve missed you so much.”

      His mom stepped back, her hands on his arms. “I missed you, too, sweetie. You look like you’ve lost weight. Didn’t they feed you where you were?”

      Luke chuckled. His mother never changed. “We were fed, but none of it was as good as your food or Gram’s or Aunt Luci’s. Please, tell me you’ve got something cooking at home as we speak.” The stale sandwich he’d gotten on the plane into Hanscom was hours ago.

      She looped her hand through his arm and led him away from where the other National Guardsmen were reuniting with their families.

      “Alex has a roast and vegetables in the crock pot, and Gina made a cake for tonight. Sara and Erik will be coming up tomorrow. As much as they wanted to see you, they didn’t want to overwhelm you all at once. You’ll have Saturday free, then the rest of the cousins will stop by Sunday. That’s when the really good food will show up.”

      Luke couldn’t wait. His six months away hadn’t been as awful as he’d originally pictured, but it certainly hadn’t been all roses. Much of what they did involved drones, so Luke had been fortunate not to be too close to the front lines. There were still things he’d seen that he wanted to forget.

      “Just thinking of all that great food is making me hungry.”

      “I can stop at a fast food place if you’re really desperate, but we can’t tell your brother.”

      Luke laughed. “Yeah, it’ll spoil my appetite. Although I don’t think that’ll be a problem for a while. I think I could eat a few extra meals every day for a month at this point.”

      After claiming his duffel, they got in the car and started for home. Well, Alex and Gina’s home, but he’d been living there before he left and would stay there again until he found a place of his own.

      “Gina hasn’t sold her grandmother’s house yet, has she?” Luke liked the idea of living in the same neighborhood he’d grown up in, especially the remarkable Victorian Gina had inherited from her grandmother. The only other houses on the street were owned by Alex and their cousin, Greg.

      “Not yet. It’s just about ready to go on the market. She was hoping you might want it.”

      His mom glanced quickly in his direction before focusing on the road again.

      “It’s a possibility, though I don’t really need anything quite so large at the moment. How are Greg and Ali getting on? I’m bummed I missed their wedding.”

      “They’re such an adorable couple. Greg had thought to wait until you got home, but
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