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At the bungalow, he took the steps two at a time and kicked open the door with his foot. He looked down at the drenched woman in his arms and swallowed hard. If there was anything sexier than Skye in a bathing suit, it was Skye in a wet bathing suit revealing everything that swimsuit had covered. Her beautiful breasts and hard nipples pressed against the wet material.

Dropping her feet to the floor, Gabe could barely catch his breath as he growled, “I’ll get us some towels,” and stomped into the bathroom. If she stayed one more moment in his arms, he would break every promise he’d made to himself.

He pulled off his rain-soaked shirt, grabbed a towel, and roughly dried his chest, all the while giving himself a stinging lecture on self-discipline and self-denial. In his mind, he repeated his reasons: Skye was too young. Too inexperienced. Wasn’t ready. He loved her too much to pressure her. When she was ready, she would tell him.

His mind set on keeping his hands to himself, Gabe grabbed another towel and headed back to the bedroom. He jerked to a stop at the door. Shock and sheer wonder punched him in the gut at the vision before him.

A nude Skye.

Apparently hearing him, she whirled around, her beautiful hair swirling and then landing around her shoulders like a dark, silken cloud.

Gripping the towel in his hands, Gabe stopped breathing, his eyes hungrily devouring every luscious inch of her creamy flesh. He had seen her in various stages of nudity while they were making out, but had never imagined how incredible she would be. Gently sloping shoulders, full plump breasts a goddess would envy, flat, taut stomach, lovely hips curved into the shapeliest bottom imaginable, long legs, lightly tanned and toned to perfection.
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To Jim, who never lost faith
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Kalamina Island
South Pacific
Eight years ago



“You do know there’s more where that came from, don’t you?” a softly teasing female voice asked.

Hunched over his plate, engrossed in stuffing himself with the feast before him, Gabe Maddox jerked his head up to glare. At the sight of the vision in front of him, his irritation at being interrupted and possibly mocked disappeared, along with his mouthful of food. Choking and gasping for breath, Gabe made a grab for his napkin.

“Oh, hey, I’m sorry. Are you okay?” She rushed behind him and pounded on his back.

A hot wave of embarrassment flooded through him. Only half of the food had gone down the wrong way. The other half he’d spewed out. Thankfully, the woman seemed too concerned with his health to notice the half-chewed piece of steak glistening on the table.

Finally catching his breath, Gabe wiped his mouth and eyes and looked at her as she came around to stand in front of him. Breath left him all over again. Beauty as he’d never imagined gazed down at him.

Long, thick mahogany hair, pulled back in a ponytail, drew attention to exotic cheekbones, skin the color of cream satin, full, beautiful lips, and eyes the color of a spring sky. He could do nothing but stare at the vision.

Her eyes darkened with concern. “Uh-oh, are you in some kind of shock or something? Should I call a doctor?”

Pulling in a wheezing breath, Gabe shook his head. “I’m fine. You just startled me.”

He told himself she couldn’t be real. She was an apparition. A figment of his overactive imagination brought on by starvation and torture. No one could be so beautiful. No way in hell could this woman be real.

And then she smiled. Suddenly, Gabe didn’t care if she was a fantasy. Her smile was the kind poets wrote sonnets about. The exotic sky blue of her eyes was so clear he felt as if he could float away in them. Words he hadn’t thought of since his college literature class burst into his mind. Breathtaking. Mesmerizing. Unforgettable.

Her smile tilted down a bit as she grimaced. “Sorry about sneaking up on you. I have a tendency to do that to people. My dad tells me I’m like a cat.”

She stood for a few seconds as if waiting for something. Gabe still couldn’t speak. Had no idea what to say. After a year of seeing only a handful of people, all of whom spoke a different language, his conversation skills were close to zero.

White teeth chewed delicately at her plump lips as if she were nervous. “Well, I guess I’ll be going. Sorry to interrupt your meal. And, uh … sorry for almost killing you.”

Before she could take another step, Gabe jumped to his feet. The movement, awkward and clumsy, almost knocked his chair over. He still had no idea what he was going to say to this beautiful creature. He only knew that if he allowed her to leave, he’d regret it for the rest of his life.

His abrupt move apparently startled her, because her eyes widened, but she didn’t back away.

He finally forced words from his frozen mouth. “Would you like to join me?”

Though still thin from his year of deprivation, he was almost a foot taller than her and felt like a skinny, scraggly pine tree towering over an exotic, delicate flower. He was also known more for his hard, grim looks than his charm, so when she took several steps toward him, he was astounded. Stupid, really, but for some reason, he almost backed away. She was just that beautiful.

Her eyes examined and questioned; Gabe got the feeling she was searching for something. Finally she held out her hand and said, “I’m Skylar James. What’s your name?”

Gabe’s hand engulfed hers as he said, “Gabriel Maddox.”

“Nice to meet you, Gabriel.”

“Call me Gabe.” He paused for half a second to swallow nervously, then added, “Nice to meet you … Skye.”

Something odd flickered in her face and then that smile returned. “I’d love to join you. I’ve had dinner but was seriously contemplating the hot fudge sundae for dessert.”

Remembering his manners wasn’t easy. Where he’d been for the last year, humanity, even in its lowest forms, hadn’t existed. However, his stepmother’s soft instructions from years before finally kicked in and he held out a chair for her.

Skye sat down. Then, without missing a beat, she took the napkin in front of her and scooped up the food Gabe had spit on the table when he’d been choking. Placing it on the edge of the table for the waiter to pick up, she leaned forward and whispered as if she had a secret to share, “I heard if you compliment the chef, he’ll put extra ice cream in the sundae. Want to try it?”

The innocence and sheer love of life shining in those unbelievable eyes melted every defense Gabe had erected over the last few years. The darkness that had enveloped him for so long began to evaporate and a new hope, a new beginning, emerged.

Skylar could feel Gabe’s midnight blue gaze on her face as she ordered two hot fudge sundaes. Flashing a smile of thanks to the waiter, she turned back to look at the man across from her. Her heart began an unusually loud thumping in her chest. She’d never seen anyone like Gabe Maddox before. Only fierce determination and the mountain of pride etched in his face overshadowed his gaunt, half-starved appearance. Despite his thinness, he was attractive, even handsome, but that wasn’t what drew her to him. There was something in his eyes, his expression, that made her want to know more about him.

She hadn’t meant to embarrass him about gobbling his food. When she’d seen him hunched over his plate so protectively, as if someone might remove it at any moment, she’d blurted out her thoughts. One of her failings was her tendency to say what ever popped into her head. It had gotten her in hot water countless times. And poor Gabe had almost choked to death.

The instant he’d raised his head, she’d regretted her words. He’d thought she was mocking him. Instead, she’d almost killed him.

Now Gabe continued to stare at her without any indication that he would say anything soon. She’d been making small talk since her preteen days, but that intense blue gaze made her forget every conversation starter she’d ever heard. She felt nervous and all fluttery inside. Not a normal feeling for her at all.

Clearing her throat, she said, “Are you here on vacation?”

“Sort of. You?”

“Yes, just got here a couple of days ago.” She frowned at the odd phrasing of his words. “What do you mean, ‘sort of’?”

His thin shoulders lifted. “Kind of recovering.”

“From what?” she blurted out and then winced. When would she learn to control her mouth?

“I—”

Mario, the young waiter who always flirted with her when she visited, set two giant sundaes in front of them and winked at her.

She smiled her thanks and then looked at Gabe, wondering if he’d seen the wink. He hadn’t. His eyes were almost as large as their sundaes as he stared at the mounds of ice cream like he’d never seen anything so beautiful.

Deciding conversation could wait until they finished, she dipped her spoon into the ice cream and took a small bite. Gabe dug into his, overloading his spoon and shoveling it into his mouth. It was a humbling experience to realize that the dessert in front of Gabe was more enticing to him than she was. For a girl who’d had more guys ask her out than the population of a small city, it was both intriguing and exciting. Gabe had no idea who she was.

As he scooped gobs of ice cream into his mouth, Skylar continued to spoon small amounts into hers and watched him, fascinated. She’d never seen anyone eat like that before.

The instant she head him scraping the bottom of his bowl, she pushed hers toward him. “That was delicious, but I’m stuffed. Can you finish mine for me?”

He eyed her for several seconds. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

Gabe needed no second urging. He grabbed her bowl and proceeded to devour it until, once again, he was scraping the bottom of the bowl.

Skylar swallowed past the lump that had developed in her throat. Gabe wasn’t just enjoying his food; he was relishing it as if he had never had anything like that in his life.

“You said you’re sort of on vacation. What does that mean?”

Wiping his mouth, he gave her a look that did something to her insides. Her heart took a flip and her breathing increased. She’d never had that kind of reaction to a guy before. She’d kissed a few and had even thought about going all the way with a couple of them, but never had she felt all these tingly, achy feelings.

“I’ve been in prison.”

Skylar couldn’t control the gasp that left her mouth. If anyone else had said those words to her, she would have gotten up and run. Her reaction to Gabe’s announcement was telling. By the solemn, desolate expression on his face, she knew what ever had happened had hurt him deeply. She also knew that she had nothing to fear from him.

“Can you talk about it?”

He glanced around at the open-air restaurant. Other than a few waiters, the place was almost empty. “We probably need to leave so they can close up.”

Disappointed and slightly hurt at his obvious ignoring of her question, Skylar pushed back her chair to stand. Gabe was there before she could move, pulling her chair out farther for her and then holding his hand out.

Skylar looked down at the hand. Though his skin was tanned, he didn’t look like he’d spent a lot of time outside. The hand was large but bony, like the rest of his body. Placing her hand in his, she was surprised at how small and dainty it looked enveloped in his.

He pulled her to stand but didn’t move away, causing her to look up at him. Those deep blue eyes drew her as nothing ever had before. Surprising herself probably even more than Gabe, she rose up on her toes and pressed a soft kiss to his grim, unsmiling mouth.

“Why did you do that?”

“I don’t know.”

He held her gaze for the longest time and Skylar felt frozen, unable to do anything but return the stare. It was as if he were delving into the deepest part of her soul. Then that stern mouth moved up slightly. “It was nice.”

And Skylar’s heart did a triple flip.

   Gabe drew in a deep, appreciative breath as they meandered along the brick walkway. The air was scented with the sweetness of flowers, freshly mowed grass, and the ocean. Breathing clean, open air was a gift he would never take for granted.

He eyed the young girl who walked so quietly beside him. She couldn’t be real. Girls like that—beautiful but with an innocent exuberance and naturalness he found enchanting—didn’t really exist outside of fantasies. Gabe inwardly cursed his fascination. How many times did he have to get kicked in the teeth before he learned his lesson?

“Can you talk about it?”

He knew she was referring to his bald statement in the restaurant. Most girls would have gotten up and left. Skye’s expression had held a myriad of emotions; not one of them had been fear.

And because of the lack of judgment in her eyes, he found himself telling her everything.

She listened intently, her eyes wide with horror, then soft with compassion. “So the entire village was decimated?”

He clenched his jaw. The pain had faded somewhat, but he would never forget the bloody horror and smells of the massacre. “Everything was destroyed. The huts, the houses we built. The clinic. The school house. They even burned the fields.”

“But why?”

He shrugged. That kind of question had been asked for centuries. “Why does anyone attempt to conquer and destroy? Power? Ego? The sheer enjoyment of destruction and death? The villages had once been allies, but had a disagreement and grew apart. Then one man decided he wanted them together again so he could control them both. They were already at war when I arrived, but it was only the occasional raid, nothing major.”

“What changed?”

Gabe looked out into the black night and saw her face. The face of betrayal. Pretty but not beautiful. Seemingly innocent but as deceitful and manipulative as the devil himself.

“One of the missionaries had a daughter. She wanted to go back home but didn’t have the funds to get there. She helped them sneak into the village during a celebration when she knew security would be at its weakest. They attacked them at their most vulnerable time. About a hundred people were killed. Most escaped with what ever they had on their backs. Some were captured and imprisoned.”

“Like you?”

“Like me.”

He heard her swallow and it touched him unlike anything had in a long time. She barely knew him and yet her compassion seemed deeper and truer than the majority of people he’d met in his life.

“But aren’t you an American citizen? How could they do that to you?”

How many nights had he lain in his hole of a cell, looked up at the stars, and wondered the same thing?

“Turns out no one knew about us for a long time. The village was burned to the ground. Funds were low so it took a while before the bodies could be identified. Then it took time for them to ferret out that we were being held and where. After that, it took months to free us.”

“How many were there with you?”

“Eight. Only two of us were Americans. Not that I ever saw the other guy. They kept us as far away from each other as possible. That was part of their punishment. No one else spoke English.”

“They punished you?”

“Mostly just worked us from dusk till dawn. Gave us little food and no freedom.”

“Worked you how?”

“Anything they wanted done, we were their slaves to do it. Building … tearing down. What ever they needed.”

“How did you get out?”

“Group called Free Makers. They negotiated our release.”

“How did you end up here … at this resort?”

“The group is funded by several philanthropists. After they checked me out, gave me a clean bill of health, I was offered a month of recovery at a resort. They gave me ten choices. This one sounded the best to me. So here I am.”

“I’m glad you chose this one.”

His mouth curved up again. “Me too.”

“So where do you go from here?”

“Not really sure. I have a few weeks left to make a decision.”

“What about your family?”

Gabe drew in a breath. He should be used to the stabbing pain in his chest by now. It’d been almost four years. At some point, the hurt had to stop, didn’t it?

“My family’s gone,” he said.

“Gone? How?”

Spotting a bench along the sidewalk, Gabe headed toward it. Odd. He’d never talked to anyone about the accident that took his father and brother, but for some reason, he wanted to tell Skye.

“My dad and brother were killed in a mining accident.”

She dropped down beside him and put her hand on his arm. “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

The vast ocean was before him but all Gabe saw was the darkness of that day. The darkest day of his life. “We’d just started work when it happened.”

“You were there, too?”

He swallowed hard. “Yeah, there were nine of us.”

“And your brother and father were killed?”

“Everyone was … but me.”

“You feel guilty about that, don’t you?”

He jerked at her perception, surprised someone so young could understand his feelings so accurately when so many others never had. “Hard not to feel guilty. Sons, fathers, brothers. They all died. I was spared and their loved ones died. They had a right to be resentful.”

“They resented that you lived?”

“It’s a normal—”

He was surprised when she jumped to her feet and stood in front of him. “That’s not normal at all. They should have been happy that you lived.”

A small smile lifted his lips at her indignation. He’d probably smiled more to night, since meeting Skye, than he had in years. But he couldn’t help himself. He’d known this girl less than an hour and she was happier that he was alive than the people he’d known all his life.

“I understood their feelings. It hurt but I understood.”

“What about your mother?”

“My mom took off when I was a baby. Divorced my dad. I don’t know where she is. My dad married my stepmom when I was four. She was a widow with a son a couple of years younger than me.”

“And that was your brother … the one who died?”

“Yeah.” The tightness in his chest grew more painful as he allowed himself to think about the bright, funny kid that became his brother the instant he met him. “He was never my ‘step’ anything, though.”

“But your stepmom. She’s still alive?”

He stared into the night again. “I believe so.”

“She was one of the ones, wasn’t she?”

He looked back up at her. “One of the ones what?”

“That resented you for being alive?”

He shrugged. “She lost both her son and her husband.”

“And one of her sons survived.”

Gabe swallowed. Dammit, he hadn’t allowed himself to think about that hurt in years. Even though he’d understood the grief his stepmother was feeling, it had torn him apart to see the questions in her eyes. Why had he survived? What made him so damn special that he had lived when everyone else had died? He had never been able to answer that question. Admittedly, before his capture, when he’d worked tirelessly beside the villagers, he’d believed he had discovered the answer. Then that theory got blown all to hell.

Aware she was still waiting for an answer, he said, “It’s all water under the bridge now. I’m sure she’s made a new life for herself. She’s probably got another family now.”

Her body trembling with anger, Skylar clenched her fist to hold in her emotions. Gabe was acting as if it were completely normal to have people resent his survival. Instead of celebrating that he had lived, apparently they’d begrudged him for it. She might be able to understand strangers feeling that way. But people who knew him? And his stepmother? A woman who’d raised him, supposedly loved him? Not only was it inconceivable, it was indefensible.

She wanted to stomp her foot and tell him he should get mad, too. But she could see it in his expression—he had long ago accepted their treatment.

“You know, it suddenly occurs to me that you now know everything about me and I know nothing other than your name.”

Skylar tensed for a new reason. Now that he’d explained where he’d been the last few years, she knew why he didn’t know who she was. Her parents had only started allowing her to model when she was seventeen. Any photographs of her before that were published only in the society pages of the local papers and magazines. The modeling was still only occasional, but she’d quickly become a celebrity.

She had a choice to make. Tell Gabe and see his expression change to one of wariness. He would treat her differently. See her differently. Might even end their brief acquaintance immediately.

Or she could allow him to think she was just an average American college girl taking a vacation on her own. The resort staff wouldn’t out her. Most of the guests were here for the very same reasons she was. Escape. An opportunity to be themselves. She’d already spotted a couple of actors and a musician. They’d barely looked her way, as she had them. This place was all about privacy.

Could she take this time and be a different Skylar James? The lure of being treated like a normal person as opposed to the American princess the media liked to dub her was just too enticing to resist.

Holding out her hand, she smiled and said, “Let’s walk and I’ll tell you all about Skye James.”
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“Oh wow, Skye. Did you see that?”

Leaning back against the hard chest behind her, Skylar looked up at Gabe. “Yes. They’re beautiful.”

Concern furrowed his brow. “Are you okay? You’ve hardly said anything since we got on the boat.”

She forced a smile, hoping it didn’t look as fake as it felt. “I’m fine. I think I had too much lunch. I’m kind of sleepy.”

Midnight blue eyes darkened as they roamed her face. “I kept you up too late last night.”

Skylar shivered. When he looked at her like that, it felt like bolts of electricity were running through her. How had she fallen in love so deeply, so quickly?

Gabe lowered his head and pressed a soft kiss to her mouth. “I can never resist that look.”

“What look?”

“The one that says ‘Kiss me.’”

She couldn’t keep the smile from her face. This time a real one. “I’ll have to keep that look on my face all the time then.”

“Look at that one!” a voice shouted.

They turned to see another whale soaring through the water. Gabe wrapped his arms around her and Skylar looked out into the sea. It was a spectacular sight, but she couldn’t keep her mind on anything other than what she had to do. She had to tell him the truth.

Almost two weeks had passed and she still hadn’t told him that one small secret. She couldn’t keep it from him any longer. When she’d first made the decision not to tell, it had been the lure of being treated no differently from anyone else. Falling in love with him had never been in her plan.

Gabe was everything she could want in a man. Kind. Considerate. Sweet. He treated her with the utmost respect. Listened when she talked, as if what she said was important. She had never been treated like what she thought really mattered. Oh, she knew her family loved her, but other people had never acted as if she had a brain in her head. She was pretty. She had money. She was photogenic. That’s all they saw, all she was to most of the people in the world. Gabe saw beneath the surface. He knew who she was. He just didn’t know who she was.

And Gabe made her see herself differently, too. He was twenty-three years old and had done wonderful, exciting, useful things with his life. Skylar couldn’t think of anything useful she had accomplished. Gabe made her realize she had been drifting, allowing others to control her destiny. She’d never really thought about her place in the world till she met him.

He had changed, too. Every day they were together, he grew less grim. His thin body was filling out and he no longer looked malnourished. Occasionally she would see that dark sadness reemerge, but she was usually able to bring him out of it quickly with a kiss or a joke.

How would he react when she confessed? Would it make a difference to him? She would still be the same person. So what if she had a little more money than the average person? Did a few extra bucks mean that much? Okay, a few million extra bucks. But it was still just money.

Gabe knew her family was wealthy. She hadn’t been able to hide that. Not many college-aged girls could afford a vacation on a remote luxury resort in the South Pacific. When she’d told him that her father owned some companies, he’d asked a few questions, but hadn’t seemed that interested or impressed. Money didn’t seem to mean anything to him.

Gabe bit her earlobe gently and whispered, “You ready to go back?”

Skylar shivered. That growly voice, those deep blue eyes, delicious, soul-deep kisses. They just did it for her every time. Pulling away from his arms, she turned to gaze up at him. Unable to keep one other secret from him any longer, she said, “I love you.”

An amazing transformation took place. The last of those shadows lifted and his mouth curved into the most beautiful smile she’d ever seen. “I love you, too.”

   Determined to ignore the blaze of the searing sun, Gabe squinted his eyes against the brightness as he lobbed the ball toward Skye, his mind on something other than playing tennis.

She yelled, “Out!” and ran toward him, a little frown scrunched on her pretty face. “Are you sure you want to play?”

Dropping his racket below his waist, Gabe nodded. Speaking at a time like this was impossible. They’d done everything he could think to stay out of his bungalow. Tennis had never been his favorite game, but if it achieved his goal, he’d play all day.

Skye had no idea what he was going through. And that innocence was the very reason he was standing in almost-one-hundred-degree heat playing a game he not only sucked at, but also disliked. Doing what he really wanted to do was out of the question.

“Are you okay?”

“Fine. Just kind of hot.” And he meant that sincerely.

“Want to go for a swim?”

Skye in a swimsuit was a torturous vision beyond his imaginings, but maybe if he swam two or three miles, he’d be able to think of something other than how much he wanted to remove her suit and make love to her until they dropped in satiated exhaustion.

Aware that she was looking even more concerned since he hadn’t answered her question, Gabe did the only thing he could do. He swallowed hard and said, “Sure, a swim sounds good.”

She took his racket from him. “I’ll drop these off on the way to my bungalow and meet you back here in fifteen minutes. How does that sound?”

Gabe managed a grimaced smile and watched as she ran off the tennis court. She was driving him crazy and he could do nothing about it. Skye was as innocent as he’d first thought … a virgin. The last thing he wanted to do was make her do something she wasn’t ready for.

Shoving his fingers through his hair, he stared out into the vivid blue water, the color reminding him of Skye’s eyes when she wanted him to kiss her.

He’d never been in love before. Hadn’t even known this type of love existed. He’d had a couple of girlfriends in high school he’d really liked but hadn’t loved. And the girl in Africa who had betrayed so many … he’d had many feelings for her, but they hadn’t been love. Now that he’d met Skye, he was certain of that.

His dad had once told him that when that special someone comes along, you just know it deep in your gut. He’d been right.

Skye was special in every way possible. The purity he’d seen in her eyes when they first met had been confirmed the first time he kissed her. She’d been sweet and eager, but also inexperienced. Her eagerness to learn and Gabe’s willingness to teach had led to some of the steamiest make-out sessions he’d ever experienced, but he couldn’t take it further. Skye wasn’t ready, and until she was, neither was he.

That this beautiful woman, who could probably get any guy in existence, loved him humbled and amazed Gabe. And because of that love, he knew she wouldn’t stop him if he asked for more than just hot kisses. He couldn’t do that to her. When they made love, it would be her choice … not because she felt pressured but because it was something she was sure she wanted. Until that happened, he would continue his daily regimen of cold showers and extreme exhaustion.

“Gabe, are you coming?”

He jerked around to see Skye waiting for him outside the gate. Hell, he’d been standing here under the hot blaze of the sun without any concept of time.

Taking a breath, he ran toward her and held out his hand. “I’ll swim in these shorts.”

Her sweet smile assured Gabe she knew nothing of his struggles to keep his hands to himself. When Skye was ready, she would let him know. He just hoped to hell he could still walk.

They were halfway down the sidewalk, headed to the beach, when the first clap of thunder rumbled.

Skye shot him a disappointed glance. “Looks like that swim will have to wait.”

Pressing a kiss to her palm, Gabe spoke his mind before he considered the words. “Wonder what we can do instead?”

Guilt hit him at the flash of apprehension in Skye’s expression. Dammit, and after he’d told himself it had to be her decision. If those words didn’t sound like pressure, he didn’t know what did.

He was about to suggest they find shelter somewhere and play cards, when Skye surprised him by pulling her hand from his. Shooting him a smile he felt to his soul, she shouted, “Race you home!” and started running.

Loving her spontaneity and sheer exuberance, he erupted in laughter as he ran behind her. With the enticing sight of her beautiful bottom and gorgeous legs, Gabe was content to let her stay several feet ahead of him.

Another loud clap of thunder boomed, warning them a downpour was imminent. In the next instant, as if a dam burst open, rain gushed down, pummeling hard.

Increasing his speed, Gabe caught up with Skye, wrapped his arms around her, and picked her up without breaking his stride. With a soft little laugh, Skye put her arms around his neck and pressed her face against his chest.

At the bungalow, he took the steps two at a time and kicked open the door with his foot. He looked down at the drenched woman in his arms and swallowed hard. If there was anything sexier than Skye in a bathing suit, it was Skye in a wet bathing suit revealing everything that swimsuit had covered. Her beautiful breasts and hard nipples pressed against the wet material.

Dropping her feet to the floor, Gabe could barely catch his breath as he growled, “I’ll get us some towels,” and stomped into the bathroom. If she stayed one more moment in his arms, he would break every promise he’d made to himself.

He pulled off his rain-soaked shirt, grabbed a towel, and roughly dried his chest, all the while giving himself a stinging lecture on self-discipline and self-denial. In his mind, he repeated his reasons: Skye was too young. Too inexperienced. Wasn’t ready. He loved her too much to pressure her. When she was ready, she would tell him.

His mind set on keeping his hands to himself, Gabe grabbed another towel and headed back to the bedroom. He jerked to a stop at the door. Shock and sheer wonder punched him in the gut at the vision before him.

A nude Skye.

Apparently hearing him, she whirled around, her beautiful hair swirling and then landing around her shoulders like a dark, silken cloud.

Gripping the towel in his hands, Gabe stopped breathing, his eyes hungrily devouring every luscious inch of her creamy flesh. He had seen her in various stages of nudity while they were making out, but had never imagined how incredible she would be. Gently sloping shoulders, full plump breasts a goddess would envy, flat, taut stomach, lovely hips curved into the shapeliest bottom imaginable, long legs, lightly tanned and toned to perfection.

Gabe’s eyes inventoried every beautiful feature and then went back to her face. His heart almost cracked. While he’d been staring, she’d been standing in nervous uncertainty. How could anyone who looked like Skye be unsure about her body? She was perfect in every way. That vulnerable, innocent expression grounded him. Whether he understood her need for reassurance or not, her expression told him she did need it. Forcing his stiff legs to move, he walked slowly toward her, unable to keep his eyes from roaming down her body. Heat zoomed, settled low, and throbbed unrepentantly.

Within inches of her, under the roaring of lust in his head, he heard himself say, “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined you would be.”

Uncertainty disappeared and she gave him a look of such relief and happiness, it was all he could do not to grab her and devour every inch of her sweet body.

Reaching out, Gabe touched a jutting nipple with his finger, somewhat surprised his hand wasn’t shaking. He felt as though small earthquakes were erupting inside him. This woman was the loveliest, most wondrous creature in the universe.

At his touch on her nipple, Skye moaned and closed her eyes.

“Your nipples want my mouth on them, don’t they?”

Her eyes flew open, but Gabe’s gaze stayed on her nipples, fascinated to see them harden even more. It was almost as if just by staring at them, he made her even more aroused.

“Please, Gabe.”

“What, Skye baby?”

“Put your mouth on me.”

Throbbing with a need so great he could barely speak, Gabe managed to breathe out “With pleasure” as he lowered his head and put his tongue on her nipple. Coherent thought vanished; the sweet, hard bud against his tongue tasted more delicious than the sweetest of candies.

His hands had a will of their own as one held her closer and the other caressed the silken flesh of her stomach. When he reached the soft, springy curls at her mound, he stopped and whispered, “Open your legs for me, Skye.”

Gabe watched her face for any kind of hesitation or fear. He saw none as Skye spread her legs so he could move his hand between them. Fingers touching her softly, he opened the soft folds at her sex and gently pressed a finger against her hard bud. When he felt the hot, sweet moisture of her arousal, Gabe whispered, “You’re soft and so wet down there. So hot and sweet.”

Her eyes fluttering closed, she shuddered and opened her legs more. Gabe pressed deeper and almost lost it when she moved sensuously against him, sweetly riding his finger. A burning haze of lust swamped him; Gabe fought the almost overwhelming need to lay her on the floor and push inside her immediately.

She wanted him, he knew she did, but he had to make sure. Her first time should be something special. Gabe wanted this experience to be something she would look back on with pleasure, not regret.

“Are you sure, Skye?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my entire life.”

“There’s no rush, no hurry. There’s never a time you tell me to stop and I won’t. Okay?”

“I love you so much, Gabe.”

Control on the edge of shattering, Gabe said, “Let’s get on the bed.”

Locking his eyes with hers, he pushed her backward into the bedroom and stopped her at the edge of the bed. Skye sat on the edge; Gabe went to his knees before her.

Never had he seen anything more beautiful or more precious than Skye. Love, acceptance, arousal, and surrender were all there in her eyes. Unable to hold back the words that had been hammering at him for days, Gabe whispered, “Marry me.”

Her smile was unlike any she’d ever given him before, and her words, “Yes, Gabe. Yes,” told him exactly what he needed to hear. She was completely and totally his forever.

Sealing their commitment with a soft kiss to her mouth, he whispered a heartfelt vow against her lips, “I’m going to love you past forever.”

No longer able to hold back, Gabe pulled her legs apart, spread the moist, pink folds of her sex, lowered his head and devoured her sweetness. Under the roaring need inside him, he heard a screaming gasp, felt her body tense beneath him, and then Skye, his sweet, beautiful Skye, exploded against his mouth.

Groaning at her taste, Gabe suckled and thrust gently with his tongue, bringing her softly and slowly back to earth. At the last soft throb, he raised his head to look at her. Lovely face flushed, her blue eyes glittered with a combination of satisfaction and hunger.

“You’re delicious everywhere.”

Unable to stop himself, Gabe went back for seconds. He thrusted deeper, harder this time as Skye’s hands gripped his head, holding him in place, her screams of pleasure urging him on.

Aroused to the point of explosion, Gabe surged to his feet and ripped off his clothes. About to grab a condom, he had a brief moment of shyness as he looked down at his body. He’d gained weight but was still skinny. Skye’s soft, beautiful body and his were so opposite they almost didn’t belong in the same species. He dared a glance at her face to see if she agreed. His heart hitched at her expression. Desire and heat … unbelievable acceptance. A multitude of emotions scrambled inside him … he felt humbled and invincible, powerful and awed. He was the most fortunate man in the universe. Skye loved him, was about to make love with him and was going to marry him. No man had ever been so blessed.

He came to his senses when he heard a gasp. Following her wide gaze, his eyes went to his erection. Hard and throbbing, it stood out like a sturdy tree limb and probably scared the hell out of her.

“Remember, Skye. If you get scared at any time, just tell me to stop.”

The small sexy smile that lifted her mouth almost caused immediate eruption. But when she moved to the middle of the bed and held out her hand in obvious invitation, Gabe went into action.

His entire body shook as he slid a condom on, groaning at how sensitive he was to just that thin layer. What would it be like when he got inside Skye’s heat? He crawled onto the bed and covered her, pressing his mouth against hers until she opened up, allowing his tongue to plunge deep. With a soft gasp, Skye’s tongue met and tangled with his, sucking at him, pulling him deeper and deeper into a realm Gabe had never known.

Pulling away from her sweet mouth, he watched for any sign of fear or pain as he pushed inside. Tight, hot heat clasped and sucked at him as he slid deeper. Gabe gritted his teeth, his body stiff and tense as he fought the need to bury himself to the hilt. Though she flinched and her breath hitched slightly, he saw no hesitation, no fear … only love and acceptance.

His body shouting at him to let go and take her hard and fast, Gabe forced words from his grimacing mouth, hoping he didn’t scare her again. “Let’s stay still, just for a moment, so you can get used to it.”

Her heart in her eyes, Skye nodded and held him close.

Filled with as much love as lust for the precious gift in his arms, Gabe felt her tension ease. Willing himself self-control and patience, Gabe moved inside her slightly and heard a small, soft sound. He looked into Skye’s face and saw everything he wanted and so much more. Paradise. Gabe pulled back and then thrust hard … deep. With a gasping moan, Skye wrapped her legs tighter around him.

Bracing himself on his elbows, Gabe watched her face as he settled into a rhythm of shallow thrusts, retreat, and then deep, hard plunges. No fear, no hesitation … only hot desire and a bright shining love. Covering her mouth with his again, Gabe surrendered himself completely to Skye’s beauty. Perhaps this was why he’d survived, to love and treasure Skye for all eternity.

Eyes closed in ecstasy, Gabe finally found peace.


Five days later
New York City



“Daddy, please don’t be mad. I’ll bring him here to meet you. I know you’ll love him just as much as I do.”

Jeremiah James shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Perhaps blurting out that she had gotten married wasn’t the best way to break the news to her overprotective father. Would she ever learn to control her tongue?

“I just can’t believe you would do something like this without telling me first.”

“We didn’t plan it, but it was exactly the kind of wedding I wanted. If we’d gotten married here, it would have been a media circus.”

“Why isn’t he here with you now?”

Hoping to disguise her nervousness, Skylar dropped down onto the sofa and held her hands clenched in her lap. He had to accept Gabe into the family. He just had to.

“I wanted to tell you first before you met him.”

“Did he not have enough guts to face me?”

She was on her feet in an instant, hands on her hips. “He’s one of the most courageous people I’ve ever known. He just—”

“He just what?”

“The truth is, he doesn’t know about me.” She bit her lip. “I mean the famous part and stuff.”

He snorted. “Believe me, Skylar, the man knows who you are. Why do you think he married you without your family around?”

“I wanted it like that. Not him. He wanted to wait. And you’re wrong. He doesn’t know who I am. At least not the part the world sees.”

He was furious and not bothering to hide it, his face almost purple with fury. Skylar tried hard not to put her father in a temper. Not that he would be abusive, she just never liked to see him angry or upset. But now it couldn’t be helped. She was a married woman and he was just going to have to deal with it.

“I wanted to tell you, let you get used to the idea. Then you can come to the island in a few days. Or we’ll come here.”

The tic in his jaw told her he was working to control his anger. “Tell me about him.”

She blew out a breath, knowing the next few minutes were crucial. If she got her father on board, everyone else would follow suit. The entire world would accept Gabe as her husband. But she had to convince Jeremiah James first. She had to help him understand what an amazing man her new husband was.

As she described Gabe, told about his family dying, how he’d worked in Africa to build homes for a small village and how he’d been held captive, she could see something shift in his eyes. Her heart thudded in an optimistic beat. Yes, she was getting through to him.

“You should have seen him, Dad…. When I first met him, he was almost malnourished. And so very sad. He’s been through so much but he’s almost completely recovered now. Just the occasional nightmare. And he has a thing about enclosed spaces. Which is understandable after what he’s been through.” She held out her hands as she strove to describe the man she’d come to admire so much. “He’s done so much with his life. And he’s got such a good heart. I know you’re going to love him.”

“He sounds like a fine man.”

Okay, so the words were a bit stiff and insincere and his eyes were still burning with anger, but it was a start.

“He’s the finest, Daddy. Just you wait and see.”

“What does he do?”

“What do you mean?”

“Does he have a career?”

“Well, he’s been recovering from his ordeal in Africa, so he’s not really had a chance to make any plans. He’s talked about going back to school and getting his degree.”

“He doesn’t even have a degree?”

Skylar bit her lip to keep from snapping out her anger at his obvious condescension. It would do no good to shout that what Gabe had done was more important than having a piece of paper. Yes, college was important, but what he had accomplished was so much more. If she expected her father to be reasonable, then she had to behave reasonably as well.

“He’s only twenty-three, Dad. He’s got lots of time.”

“Maybe he’d like something with one of my companies.”

Though she couldn’t see Gabe wearing a suit every day and working in an office, now was not the time to mention that. The fact that her father had even had that thought was encouraging, though.

“You can talk to him about it when you meet him,” she said.

“When will that be?”

Skylar glanced at her watch. “I’m flying back there in a couple of hours.” She couldn’t keep the smile from her face. “We kind of wanted to continue our honeymoon for a few more days. Then, if you want, I’ll bring him here. I promise.”

His brows met as he frowned. “You’re leaving now? You just got here.”

“I promised him I’d be back as soon as I could. We’ll be back in a few days. A week, tops.”

Her father stood. “Then I guess you’d better be on your way.”

Knowing she’d disappointed him, Skylar ran into his arms the way she used to do when she was a little girl. “I’m sorry, Dad. I know you’re angry with me, but I promise, I swear, you’ll love him.”

Holding her close, he whispered in her ear, “I’m sure I will, sweetie. Now, go on before you miss your flight.”

Giving him one last hug and a kiss on the cheek, Skylar ran out the door. She’d asked the taxi to wait for her. Though she could have asked her father’s chauffeur to take her to the airport, she wanted to start living like a regular person. Chauffeurs were for rich people. She and Gabe would have to live on a bud get until they both decided what they were going to do.

Modeling and endorsements had produced a nice income over the last couple of years, but it wasn’t something she wanted to do for much longer. After meeting Gabe … seeing what he had accomplished, she realized how fruitless her life had been. She and Gabe could do wonderful things together. Working together, they could make a real difference in the world.

She ignored the soft little voice that reminded her that most people couldn’t ask a taxi to wait for forty-five minutes. The fare would be enormous. But this was a special occasion. Sometimes you had to splurge.

The cellphone in her purse jingled. The sound jarred her ears. This was the first time she’d even had the phone on since she’d left over two weeks ago. She pulled it out and checked the readout. Oh no.

Holding it to her ear, Skylar tried to sound happy. “Hello, Mother.”

“It’s about time you answered your phone. I’ve been calling you for days.”

“You knew I was on vacation.”

“But what if I needed to tell you something important?”

“Do you?”

“Well, no, but I could have.”

Rolling her eyes, she asked, “What did you need?”

“I want to see you. Your father says you’re back, but only for a few hours.”

“You already talked to Daddy?”

“Yes. He said you had news. I assumed you were coming here to tell me, but he says that’s not the case.”

Making her mother angry at a time like this was not a good idea. Though her parents had been divorced for years, if there was one area where Carole James still had influence over her former husband, it was Skylar. If her mother thought Gabe was good for Skylar, chances are her father would, too. Maybe she should have gone to her mother first. Overoptimism was another flaw of hers. She’d been silly to think her dad would just jump on board about her marriage to man he’d never met.

Biting her lip, Skylar glanced at her watch again. She would miss her plane if she didn’t get to the airport within the next hour. There was another one tomorrow night, but she’d wanted to get back to Gabe as soon as she could. However, getting her mother’s approval would make everything else so much easier.

“How about I delay my plans for another day and drop by to see you?”

“That sounds wonderful, darling. I’ll have Henri make something special for dinner.”

“I’ll see you in about an hour then.” Skylar closed the phone, then leaned forward. “Can you take me into mid-town Manhattan? Twelve Sutton Place South.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Blowing out a long sigh, she slumped back into the seat. She desperately wanted to call Gabe. She’d told him she would be back as soon as she could, but she hadn’t given him a definite time frame. Just told him probably no more than two or three days. She’d said she needed to take care of some family business. He hadn’t asked her any questions but she’d seen them in his eyes.

Suddenly exhausted, Skylar closed her eyes. First she had to make her mother promise to talk with her dad to accept Gabe into the family. Then she had to go back and do the hardest job of all. Apologize to Gabe for not telling him the truth. She only hoped he loved her enough to forgive her.

   For the tenth time in as many minutes, Gabe checked his watch and then looked at the clock on the bedside table. She’d said she might not make it back today. He should have gone with her, but she’d looked so nervous and upset when he’d made the suggestion he’d backed down.

Unable to stay in the small room and just pace, Gabe went out onto the balcony. It was still small, but at least it was outdoors and he’d didn’t feel as though he were smothering. He wished he could take a run on the beach, but he wanted to be here in case Skye surprised him and came in tonight.

She was telling her family about him. He knew she was. She hadn’t said, but she’d made mention more than once that her father was ultra-protective of her. Since Gabe felt very protective of her himself, he couldn’t fault the man for wanting to take care of her. Skye was special.

It was still hard to believe they were actually married. If he’d been told three weeks ago that he’d leave the island a married man, he would’ve laughed. No way in hell did he figure he’d ever marry. But now he couldn’t wait to start married life. They had so many things to talk about. Lots of important decisions to make. For the first time in years, he was actually glad to be alive.

Skye had not only made him fall in love with her, she’d given him his life back.

How he had found the one perfect woman for him, he didn’t even bother to question. Maybe after all his bad luck, fate had finally given him a break. Only, he didn’t feel like this was a break. This was beyond anything he’d ever fantasized about. Skye was everything he could have wanted and so much more.

A knock at the door had him back in the room in a second. She was back!

Gabe swung the door open, his smile of welcome freezing on his face as he looked at the hard-faced middle-aged man glaring at him.

“Can I help you, sir?”

“Yes. You can damn well leave my daughter alone.”

   Skylar perched on the edge of the worn-out taxi seat. She just couldn’t seem to relax or stop worrying. The ride from the airport back to the resort had never seemed so long before. An odd anxiousness had built up inside her, and the only thing that could calm her was being back in Gabe’s arms again.

Getting back to him had been a nightmare. First the flight had been delayed for bad weather. Then customs had been short-staffed, slowing everyone down. She had considered using her name to get special treatment but couldn’t make herself do it. It was time she started behaving as if she meant to go forward.

But the wait was killing her. For some reason, the minute she’d stepped out of the cab in front of her mother’s apartment building, she had felt the need to turn around and get back to Gabe as soon as possible. She just had the oddest thought that he needed her.

She had forced herself to keep going. Getting her mother on board was crucial. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked out the way she’d hoped. Not only was her mother appalled that she’d married without telling the family, she couldn’t believe Skylar had married a man with no money or social standing. She’d acted as if her daughter had committed a major crime.

After an explosive exchange of words, Skylar had ended up leaving the apartment in tears and going to the airport, hoping to get a connecting flight somewhere that would get her back to the island sooner. She had failed. Instead, she’d spent a miserable night at an airport hotel.

She could have called Gabe. Stupid not to, but if she did, she would cry. And then he would be upset, too. Though she wasn’t usually an overemotional person, being in love had brought all sorts of tumultuous feelings to the surface. Breaking down over the phone with her new husband wasn’t something she wanted to put either of them through.

Besides, she still had her number one major worry to deal with. What would Gabe say when she told him who she was? It couldn’t change his feelings for her. He might be disappointed in her for not being entirely truthful, but Gabe loved the real Skylar James. Not the fake one she showed the world.

“Here we are, ma’am.”

Grateful that the interminable trip was finally over, Skylar grabbed the door handle before the driver had a chance to open it. She bounded out of the car, handed the man more than enough to cover the fare, along with a giant tip, and then, moving as fast as her feet would carry her, headed to Gabe’s bungalow.

Skylar ran up onto the small porch, burst through the door, and faced an empty room. She blew out a half sigh, half sob. After all that worry, he wasn’t even here. He must have gone for a swim or run.

She turned to go outside to look for him when a movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. A small piece of paper on the dresser fluttered from the breeze of the open door. An odd sort of dread filled her, turning her legs to lead, as she made her way slowly to pick up the note.

Her hands shaking, she read the scribbled words.

By the time you read this, I’ll be gone.

Clutching the note in her hand, Skylar whirled around and ran for the door. Her heart, her very being, crying in denial, she stopped on the porch and screamed, “Gabe!”
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