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Chapter One
Andrew McMillan propped his feet on the aft railing and tilted his chair back, turning his face up to the sun which was warm even at seven in the morning.
And what a perfect January morning it was, with a comfortable breeze to send him skimming through the clear blue water. Mac sighed, and felt as if he were truly relaxing for the first time in over a year, knots of tension easing out of his long body. He had a larder full of food, a fridge full of his favourite imported beer and all the time in the world ahead of him to kick back and chill out. Best of all, land – and consequently, people - were just on two hundred nautical miles behind him.
No doubt about it; life was sweet.
Yawning, he rubbed his eyes and gazed towards the horizon. Then he frowned, the chair dropping onto the deck as he leaned forward, squinting at the sight of the two big masts that were breaking up the view.
Well damn, another boat. Not unusual in these waters off the coast of Australia, but still…
He eyed the masts, furled in the brisk early morning breeze and wondered why the crew weren’t taking advantage of the windy conditions. Not that there was any reason why they should. Maybe they weren’t in any particular hurry. Or maybe they were just happy to ride the light swell while enjoying the morning sunshine. Hell, maybe they were out here to do a bit of fishing, although it was a long way from the nearest port.
Despite these possibilities, Mac felt uneasy. A boat like that needed a good wind to get it moving so ignoring the perfect sailing conditions was a little strange. Mac swallowed the last of his coffee and rose to his feet, stretching. There was no reason to think that boat out there – a large ketch, by the look of it – was in trouble but some gut instinct told him all was not well.
He gave an inward shrug. It would take him five minutes to change tack, another ten to reach the vessel with the breeze right behind his sail. He’d just come along side the boat and check it out to make sure that there wasn’t a problem.
He knew himself well enough to realize that if he didn’t check it out, he’d be left wondering for the rest of the day.
Even if he did waste an hour or so, what did it matter? He had plenty of time to waste, after all…
Phoenix Holloway woke gradually and lay for some moments with eyes closed.
Several things penetrated her consciousness in slow degrees. The first was that her bed seemed to be moving rhythmically beneath her which was a little disconcerting, to say the least. In her experience, beds did not normally behave like that.
The second was that her head had somehow turned into a full percussion section in a Forties swing band. The steady hammering of a king sized headache wasn’t being helped by the sound of somebody, somewhere banging on a timpani drum. Or maybe it wasn’t a drum. Maybe it was a jackhammer. The only thing that Phoenix was quite sure of was that she wanted to kill whoever was making that horrible noise because her head was more than enough to contend with.
She groaned and fought to return to sleep, longing for the merciful return of oblivion.
It wasn’t to be.
The thumping noise continued, along with a voice, muffled and incomprehensible that could be heard some distance away. Phoenix frowned, momentarily trying to focus on what the voice might be saying, but it was all too hard. Her aching head was getting some competition from a sudden upsurge of nausea and the slow rocking of her surroundings just made the situation worse.
Phoenix realized she was in dire need of a bucket…
She opened blurry eyes and tried to sit up but it was a slow process because the rest of her body didn’t appreciate the sudden change of position. She blinked at her surroundings and realized, with a dawning sense of horror that she was in the wheelhouse of the Captain's Girl. There was no opportunity to try and figure out the consequences of that discovery however – not yet, anyway.
The overwhelming need to be violently ill overrode all other considerations.
Phoenix lurched through the door and headed for the side of the boat. Her stomach heaved and roiled like a drunken sailor.
‘Ahoy there!’ a voice greeted her. It sounded impatient. ‘Are you okay up there?’
Phoenix glanced down distractedly, and was confronted by the sight of a tall, broad-shouldered man looking back at her from the deck of a much smaller boat. He was wearing nothing but a faded pair of jeans and a pair of tatty sneakers. His bare chest was very brown, longish black hair ruffled by the sea-breeze.
Whoa, Phoenix thought dazedly, we’re about to be boarded by a pirate…
And then she stuck her head over the side and proceeded to be very ill indeed.
Mac stared at the unlikely apparition before him, not knowing what to think.
With her glossy mane of chestnut hair and cat-green eyes, the girl was gorgeous, no doubt about it. But – unless he missed his guess entirely – she was also suffering from a major hangover. And from the look of the boat he had boarded five minutes before, the Captain’s Girl was a rich man’s toy. The teak fittings and state of the art electronics were impressive, to say the least. He eyed the girl, dressed in her short, sparkly party dress and wondered if she were a rich man’s toy as well.
‘How are you feeling?’ he asked, but without a whole lot of sympathy. Mac didn’t have much time for self-inflicted wounds and getting drunk in the middle of the ocean was about as stupid as it got.
‘Like somebody should shoot me and put me out of my misery!’ Phoenix replied with a groan. She was slightly better now that the contents of her stomach had been reduced to zero. At least she no longer felt the need to be sick. Unfortunately her head was still giving her a hard time. She glanced at the tall stranger who seemed to be taking up far too much room in the normally spacious wheelhouse and winced, remembering how she had missed his boat by mere centimetres when her stomach had decided it could no longer tolerate the uneven swell.
Great introduction. Really great.
'So,' he said after a moment. 'Where's the rest of the crew?'
Good question. Phoenix moistened dry lips and considered the issue of the crew for the first time. Fragments of the previous night filtered back to her and she repressed another groan. If there were awards for incredibly stupid behaviour she rather thought she’d be in the running for one.
She’d had an argument with her parents. They’d been staying in one of the glorious resorts at Lizard Island, a holiday she had reluctantly agreed to because it gave her the opportunity to meet up with her old school friend Daniel Corrigan who was serving his medical internship at one of the hospitals in Port Douglas.
Even though she didn’t see eye to eye with her parents about most things, the holiday hadn’t been too bad. In fact it had been fine until her mother had lapsed into matchmaker mode once again and had produced the unlovely Derek Sandler like a prize pig at a fair, a disgusting specimen of manhood if ever Phoenix had seen one. Red faced and sweating in the balmy summer night that was floating in through the open doors leading onto the terrace, he’d given Phoenix a smarmy grin and a slow wink.
Phoenix had looked him over and shuddered, hissing her indignation at her mother. ‘You have got to be joking!’
‘But darling,’ Daphne Holloway had dropped her voice to a confiding whisper, ‘His father owns that chain of furniture stores. You know; Pinetastic Palace?’
Phoenix didn’t care if the guy’s father owned Fiji… she and he were not going to happen. Not while she still had all of her faculties, anyway.
Of course, it might just take a full blown coma to stop her mother.
It had been around about that time she had come up with The Plan…
‘There’s no crew,’ she admitted to the stranger reluctantly.
He raised an incredulous eyebrow. ‘You’re on board by yourself?’
Was she? Phoenix tried to recall the events of the night before. What, exactly, had happened to Daniel who had agreed to go along with her mad idea, encouraged by an excess of alcohol and devilry? They had been giggling like school children at one stage, trying to start the small runabout that belonged to the Captain’s Girl.
It was all a little hazy. Bits and pieces kept floating back but a coherent picture eluded her. ‘Possibly,’ she said cautiously, ‘I mean… I’m not sure.’
The man was staring at her out of narrowed blue eyes. Really extraordinary eyes, Phoenix allowed rather distractedly. Now that she had the opportunity to get a proper look at him she realized that he was quite attractive. Well, more than attractive if the truth be known. The man standing before her, feet slightly apart, hands on narrow hips, was drop dead sexy. His black hair, oh-so-casually pulled into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, curled slightly around a face that stopped just short of absurdly handsome but not before it had reached the seriously good-looking stage. And as for those brilliant blue eyes…
‘You’re not sure,’ he repeated slowly. His eyes went to the two empty champagne bottles that were rolling gently across the polished wooden floor, the overturned glasses by the sofa she had fallen asleep on. ‘So let me get this straight; you’re two hundred miles from the closest land, on a vessel that’s adrift. You haven’t a clue who else is on board and I’m willing to bet that nobody has a clue where you are. Is that about it?’
Phoenix raised startled green eyes to his face. ‘Two hundred miles?’
‘That's nautical miles. Lady, you’ve got to be the most irresponsible idiot I’ve ever met.’
She flushed. ‘Hey, don’t hold back now. Tell me what you really think. But there were circumstances…’
Not very laudable ones, she had to admit, but circumstances, none the less. Her biggest mistake was accepting those deliciously fruity cocktails from the attentive resort staff. For a girl who didn’t drink a heck of a lot, three of them had left her well and truly reeling.
‘Frankly, I can’t think of many circumstances that could excuse the situation you’re in.’ Her saviour said with brutal honesty.
Despite his outrage, he found himself distracted by the amount of cleavage the little silvery dress was displaying. Standing over her, he had ample opportunity to observe the luscious outline of her full breasts. The girl wasn’t wearing a bra and the dress didn’t leave all that much to the imagination, although his imagination was coming up with all sorts of images without any prompting from him. His eyes drifted down to the long length of tanned leg. Damn, but she was easy to look at! She was probably rather nice to touch, too. But not his type. Definitely not his type!
‘I can’t say I’m a big fan of your boat-side manner!’ Phoenix observed tartly, hands going up to her throbbing temples.
‘I’m not looking for fans. I’m stating a fact.’ Loudly stating a fact… ‘Whose boat is this, anyway?’
‘My father’s, if you must know.’
‘Yeah? Then I guess that must make you the captain’s girl…’
‘In a manner of speaking.’ She muttered, wondering if she could make it as far as the bathroom to get some aspirin out of the medicine cabinet. It seemed like a very long journey but she had to do something about her head.
And water; she really needed some water…
Rising to her feet, she stood swaying unsteadily for a moment.
Mac studied her, frowning. She didn’t look like she’d make the door. ‘Do you need help?’
‘No. Thank you.’ Phoenix lurched forward but the pirate, as she mentally thought of him, ignored her words and was at her side immediately, hand clamping around her arm to steady her.
Big surprise there; even in her weakened state she could see he was a man who made up his own mind about things. She was startled by the quick, hormonal hiccup that the warm, firm touch ignited. Her stomach flip-flopped but it was probably just the after effects of the hang-over, she assured herself. No man had ever affected her with just a simple touch… And she was pretty certain a rude, abrasive common a garden boat bum wouldn’t be the first to start a trend in that direction.
‘I really can manage,’ she muttered, pausing when they were on the deck to take deep breaths of the fresh sea air.
‘Yeah, well I’ll hold on, just the same. You look like you’re about to fall on your face.’
Phoenix was distracted from replying by the sight of the ocean. It looked endless, empty and vast in every direction. It was almost enough to give a girl who couldn’t swim a stroke a panic attack! She thrust down a surge of anxiety at the thought of much water was beneath the Captain’s Girl.
She would not lose it. It was just water and they were not sinking.
Were they sinking??
‘Is… is the boat okay? I mean, in one piece?’
‘It seems sound, all things considered. So… what’s your name?’ her companion demanded while she attempted to pull herself together.
‘Phoenix Holloway.’
‘Phoenix?’ he repeated, with a sideways glance and a definite tilt of the mouth.
‘That’s right. Phoenix. Is there a problem with that?’
‘Hell, no. Very… uh… new age.’
The breath hissed out of her. What a Neanderthal. Not that she’d always been happy with the name her mother had selected but at least she hadn’t ended up as Starlight. Her older sister loathed it and preferred her middle name of Beth. ‘And you are?’
‘Andrew McMillan. People call me Mac.’ Mac… somehow the single syllable name suited him. Very pirate like, Phoenix reflected sourly.
They were both distracted by a head appearing in the stairwell. Daniel Corrigan came slowly into view, rubbing his tousled brown hair and looking just about as green around the gills as she felt. He paused at the sight of her and gave a sickly grin. ‘Well thank God for that! I thought you’d fallen overboard.’
‘No such luck.’ She gave him a feeble smile in return. At least Daniel was on board and in just about the same condition. He was no more used to drinking than she was and those fruity cocktails of the night before had just about ruined him too. Which probably explained why he had gone along with her daft plan to put a stop to her mother’s matchmaking… ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Like I’ve died but my body hasn’t realized it yet,’ he admitted, his eyes going to the man beside her. ‘Uh… Hi. Are you, like… the captain?’
‘No. There doesn’t seem to be a captain.’ Mac returned shortly.
When Daniel looked at Phoenix questioningly, she shrugged. ‘He was just passing and thought he’d drop in.’ To make everybody on board feel like a total idiot and generally bring the mood down to the subatomic level.
‘Are there any more passengers?’ Mac demanded.
‘Not that I know of,’ Daniel admitted, ‘But I’m not really up with current events. I’d hate to think how many brain cells I killed last night.’ He looked around him for the first time and blinked. ‘Hey! We’re at sea.’
‘I noticed that as well,’ Phoenix muttered and headed for the stairs. Mac followed, obviously doubting her ability to negotiate them successfully. She went carefully, determined not to land on her butt and thereby lower his opinion of her even further.
The situation was grim, there was no doubt about it but she was feeling like the ass end of hell and her brain simply didn’t feel up to dealing. One thing seemed sure; they were a very long way from home. Her father was going to have a minor heart attack when he discovered his precious new boat was missing. And they were saddled with a stranger whose patent disapproval hovered around him like the wet blanket he undoubtedly was.
For a girl with a major headache, it was all w-ay too much!
Mac trailed after Phoenix, pausing to admire the spacious main saloon with its built in deep green couches, polished flooring and elegant scatter rugs. The Captain’s Girl was beautifully appointed, everything done with no expense spared.
Phoenix was in the tiny bathroom off the master cabin. She’d found the aspirin and extracted three from the packet, swallowing them down with water from the tap. Raising her face, she met Mac’s eyes in the mirror and made a face. ‘Look, I know you think you’ve come across a couple of total morons but if you could point us in the general direction of land then we wont keep you hanging about any longer. You can leave us to get on with it, okay?’
Mac was standing just inside the doorway, arms folded. To Phoenix he seemed to radiate an aura of competent male, which made her feel even more of an incompetent female. If that was at all possible. It also made her intensely, uncomfortably aware of him. Too much man, not enough room. ‘Can either you or your friend sail a boat this size?’
Phoenix couldn’t sail so much as a dinghy. She had always avoided her father’s ocean going holidays, too insecure to feel comfortable surrounded by all that water when she couldn’t swim. Her knowledge of anything to do with the Captain’s Girl was based on the brief tour Henry Barry, the man her father employed to captain the big two-master, had given her when she’d first come on board in Brisbane.
Not that she was about to tell Andrew McMillan that…’No,’ she confessed, ‘But as we actually got out here by ourselves I suppose we can get back again.’
‘How did you get out here?’ Mac enquired. It seemed extraordinary they had ended up where they were without mishap.
Phoenix thought for a moment, trying to remember the sequence of events that led her there. ‘I used the engine,’ she said slowly, ‘Dan pulled up the anchor and I got the engine going.’ Not difficult really – all she had to do was turn a key.
Mac expelled a slow breath. The engine certainly wasn’t running now, the deck beneath his feet quiet apart from the slow wash of the ocean itself. Which meant that there probably wasn’t any fuel left in the diesel tanks. A boat this size usually had big tanks that could take it a long way but if it had come up the coast it probably needed refuelling when Phoenix had taken it. Which mean that the only way the Captain’s Girl was going anywhere was under sail.
‘There’s a saying about the luck of fools and children,’ he observed, shaking his head. ‘I reckon you must have used up your quota last night!’
‘I’d had too much to drink, okay?’ Phoenix snapped back, ‘It was a dumb thing to do but I’m not the only person in the world who has done something dumb.’
‘I guess not,’ he drawled, then shrugged in resignation. This was turning out to be a bit more of a commitment that he had originally anticipated. ‘Look, there’s no way you’re going to get back to land by yourself. You’ve run the engine dry and even though you’ve probably got auxiliary tanks you’re still not going to have the legs for it. You need to refuel.’
Phoenix’s mouth went dry. ‘So what’s that supposed to mean? That we’re stuck out here?’
‘Bingo, unless the boyfriend knows how to handle a vessel under sail. And even then it’s going to be a big ask. A boat this size usually has a competent two-man crew. And frankly babe, you don’t look all that competent.’
‘Would you stop bagging me long enough to tell me how we’re supposed to get home?’ Phoenix was trying to keep a lid on the sudden resurgence of nausea. Being below decks seemed to have triggered it off again in a big way and the aspirin she’d taken were swishing around uneasily.
He gave her oblique look. ‘Not much choice. I’ll have to take it in.’
‘You?’ the room was heaving far more than the swell of the sea could account for. Phoenix’s head felt clammy, as did her sweating palms. She took a step towards the head, cursing herself, the boat and this irritating stranger.
‘Me,’ he agreed dryly, then paused ‘Call me crazy, but you don’t look so good. Need a hand?’
A hand? She had an uncomfortable feeling that she needed more than that… Phoenix felt Mac take hold of her, supporting her while he led her forward. His arms came around to enclose her body, bending her with surprising gentleness towards the porcelain toilet.
Once again, Phoenix found herself being horribly sick in front of the enigmatic and irksome Andrew McMillan.
Chapter Two
Two hours later Phoenix was feeling a great deal better physically but she wasn’t so sure about her mental state. She was still trying to make up her mind about their masterful new captain.
It was difficult to know whether to be grateful or to just kill him and dump his body over the side.
She’d showered, consumed about a litre of water and nibbled down a piece of dry toast that Daniel had assured her would make her feel a lot better. He was right and she was reassured when she managed to keep it down.
She had also changed out of the ridiculous dress that she’d worn the night before. Fortunately she had left a few things on the boat when she had disembarked at Lizard Island and now she was more comfortably clad in denim shorts and a white sleeveless shirt.
Mentally, she was still smarting, wondering if being stranded at sea hadn’t been a preferable option to being treated like a spoilt brat by the infuriating – and high handed – Captain Mac. His unexpected gentleness when she had been heaving her heart out had temporarily lulled her into believing that he wasn’t so bad after all. Then he’d gone and ruined it as soon as she was on her feet again by tersely berating her for drinking so much.
‘It’s irresponsible to have so little respect for your body,’ he’d growled, lifting her feet onto the double bed and pressing her down onto the soft, quilted material with a large masculine paw. ‘And typical of a hell of a lot of girls today. Trust me Princess; it’s not a good look!’
Phoenix had flushed hotly. ‘That’s not fair! I hardly ever drink.’
‘Right,’ he muttered darkly, pulling a lightweight blanket off a chair and covering her, ‘Only when there’s a party going down, right?’
Ugh! He had obviously made all kinds of assumptions about her based on the manner in which he’d found her.
So what if she’d been dressed like a party girl. She’d been at a party, for heaven’s sake! So what if she’d had too much to drink the night before - for a girl who rarely drank anything at all, the alcohol in those cocktails had proved to be extra potent and she had paid the consequences. It was infuriating to know that he’d added two and two together but had reached the wrong answer entirely.
While not actually a career girl, Phoenix worked hard and made quite sure she didn’t rely on her parent’s money to survive. The problem was, Mac didn’t know that and he obviously had her pegged as either a good time girl or a rich brat – she hadn’t figured out which it was yet but he was totally wrong on both counts.
And she couldn’t figure him out at all!
He was a competent sailor who was used to the sea, that much was obvious. But everything else was a bit of a mystery. He had taken charge of the situation so fast that her head was spinning. First he secured his own boat, a single masted catamaran called the Mistral – to the stern of the Captain’s Girl. Then he’d radioed Port Douglas, giving the Captain’s Girl’s position and current status.
Phoenix had lain down for half an hour but then, unable to sit still any longer, decided she felt well enough to get up and see what was going on. She’d gone up on deck and had found Mac in the cockpit He’d glanced around at her when she came in and she stood silently as he had recited the details of the vessel. After a moment the naval operator had come back at him.
‘We’ve got a report on that vessel. Missing, presumed stolen.’
Mac gave Phoenix a quizzical look. ‘I don’t think it was stolen. More like… temporarily acquired by a family member. I have Phoenix Holloway and Daniel Corrigan on board.’
‘The Captain’s Girl is registered to a Graham Holloway. His skipper reported the loss at dawn.’
‘They think it was stolen?’ Phoenix demanded, then flushed. Of course they would have assumed it was stolen. Boats didn’t just sail themselves into the sunset. This, she reflected unhappily, was just so embarrassing. She could envision her father, stomping up and down, full of bluster while her mother flittered around, trying to calm him down.
It was enough to make her sincerely grateful for the intervening miles!
Mac raised a sardonic eyebrow at her. ‘Well you can tell Mr. Holloway that his little girl is alive and well and about to get a crash course in seamanship. I’ll keep you updated on our situation.’
‘Do you need the navy to come and give you an escort to the dance mate?’ the voice on the other end of the radio sounded amused.
‘Not necessary,’ Mac informed the man, ‘I’ll bring it in myself.’
‘No worries. Let us know if you need a hand.’
Phoenix was chewing her lip. ‘They offered to come and get us,’ she pointed out when he’d ended the call. ‘And even though I appreciate your help,’ or whatever it was he called it, ‘I really think I’d prefer to have the authorities come and pick us up.’
Mac leaned back in his chair and regarded her for a long moment. ‘Well that’s just tough luck Princess. The authorities have better things to do with their time and money than rescue boats that shouldn’t need rescuing in the first place.’ He raised a hand when she would have spoken. ‘Don’t get me wrong. I don’t want to be here any more than you do. Frankly the idea of babysitting some poor little rich girl until I can return her to her daddy is a prospect I can do without. Unfortunately I don’t have much of a choice. I happened to be the one to come along and now we’re stuck with each other. It would be irresponsible to turn a couple of babes in the wood like you and your boyfriend adrift.’ He grinned at her mutinous expression, ‘You can thank me later sweetums.’
Phoenix glared at him. It wasn’t thanks she was planning on giving him. ‘There’s no reason for your particular brand of chivalry, believe me. I’m perfectly happy to wait for somebody else to come along. And – as this is my father’s boat - I think I get a say in things. I don’t want your help, okay? I would prefer not to have to rely on some… some boat bum to get me back to land!’
He shrugged, unperturbed. ‘Life is full of disappointments princess.’
‘Do not call me princess!’
His strong mouth quirked upwards mockingly. ‘Then stop behaving like one! Just kick back a little and relax. You can pout all you want but I think you’re going to have to face the fact that we’re spending the next however many hours together.’
Pout? Pout? For the first time in her life, Phoenix felt like stamping her foot in rage. She knew she was behaving exactly like the brat he envisioned her to be but there was something about his attitude that drove her crazy. He was so sure of himself, so… irritatingly competent!
Now, standing moodily on the broad expanse of the foredeck while Captain Ahab checked the sails, Phoenix continued to dwell on her unwelcome companion.
Just who the hell was he, anyway? What kind of man spent his days sailing the ocean? All very well for him to say he was capable of bringing the ketch in but for all she knew, his only purpose for boarding them in the first place was to hijack the Captain’s Girl. Just why he would do such a thing was unclear but she much preferred to think his motives were less than altruistic when he set her teeth on edge with his attitude.
‘How do I even know you’re going to take us back to land?’ she’d demanded before storming out of the cockpit.
‘You don’t,’ he replied dryly, ‘I might be heading for the West Indies to sell you into the slave trade. I hear they like their women feisty, at least at first. I guess you’ll just have to trust me.’ Mac had met her fulminating look and grinned, ‘I suppose that’s not a position you find yourself in a lot.’
Well, he was one hundred percent right about that.
Disgusted, she’d gone to find Daniel, who was in the narrow galley, trying to take his own advice and eat something. He still looked very ill, the freckles that covered his face standing out against the whiteness of his skin. He gave her a wan smile when she joined him.
‘I feel like hell has taken up residence in my body.’
‘You don’t look the best,’ she agreed, her eyes running over him critically. ‘I’ve just been talking to that… privateer. Apparently he’s taking us back to the mainland.’
Daniel raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? He knows how to do that? Because much as I’m enjoying this unexpected break, I’m supposed to be on duty tomorrow afternoon and my supervisor is going to be less than happy if I don’t turn up.’
‘I don’t know how long it will take. He seems to know about boats.’ She propped herself on one of the long stools and sighed. ‘Look Dan, I’m really sorry about all this. I suppose this was the last thing you were anticipating when you came up to visit me yesterday.’
Daniel cocked an eyebrow. ‘Which particular thing? The engagement or the voyage?’
Phoenix gave a reluctant smile. ‘Poor Dan! My mother, that damned bar… you really have had a hard time of it.’
He shrugged and slipped an arm around her shoulders. ‘I daresay I’ll survive. And it was all worth it to see the look on your mother’s face when you gave her the big news. I thought the old girl was going to faint.’
Phoenix’s lips quivered at the memory. When Daphne Holloway heard that her daughter was engaged to Daniel she had swayed, jolted by shock. Not that she didn’t like Daniel; she just didn’t think him suitable husband material for her daughter. Anyone with an income of less than two hundred thousand a year was unsuitable husband material according to Daphne. And while Daniel was training to be a doctor he wasn’t even planning on specialising, which must necessarily reduced his future earning potential.
Phoenix didn’t want to marry Daniel and she was pretty confident he didn’t want to marry her, which was why she’d made her ridiculous suggestion that they announce their engagement in the first place. All she had been doing was buying a little time until she could escape her mother’s scheming ways and return to New South Wales. Her argument with her parents had been based solely on their insane attitude that their youngest child should get married and settle down… and the addition of a little too much alcohol.
‘If you two are finished,’ a cool voice spoke from the doorway, ‘I’m going to need a hand getting this thing under sail.’
Phoenix turned to regard Mac, who was once again making the space around him shrink. The galley had immediately reduced to the size of a cupboard. Lord, but he was gorgeous… Phoenix squashed the reflexive thought ruthlessly. She knew she was attracted to take charge, confident men. But they hadn’t worked out so well for her in the past. And this one was even more gung-ho than usual. He might be sex appeal personified but that didn’t change the face he was quite possibly the most annoying man she had ever met. ‘I’ve already told you – I can’t sail a boat.’
His eyes gleamed with mocking humour. ‘Hey, I’m not overestimating your abilities here. You don’t have to know anything. You just need to do as I tell you. I assume you can take directions?’
Phoenix widened green eyes at him. ‘Do you?’
Mac expelled a long breath. As sexy as this distracting female had been in her slinky little dress, her shorts and shirt were even worse in terms of serious diversion material. Those long, well shaped legs just kept going on forever. She’d released her thick hair from its braid and it cascaded half way down her back in a glorious curtain of rich, warm colour.
Once again Mac cursed the dumb assed impulse that had brought him alongside the Captain’s Girl. Phoenix Holloway was the kind of complication he – and probably about a thousand other guys! - had come to sea to get away from. Except he couldn’t remember any of the girls back in Perth affecting him quite so profoundly!
Next time his instincts told him to investigate he’d take it as a warning and run the other way… His eyes travelled to her companion, Daniel Corrigan. He was still looking the worse for wear, eyes like infrared roadmaps, which clashed badly in a face tinged with green. No doubt about it, Mac decided, the guy looked like he should be horizontal again. ‘I think I can probably manage with just one assistant at the moment,’ he observed blandly. ‘Perhaps you’d better go lay down again.’
Daniel hesitated, ‘I have to admit that I feel less than ship-shape. But if you need a hand with anything -’
‘If we’re desperate we’ll come and get you,’ Phoenix told him firmly. ‘Honestly Dan, you do look like hell. Perhaps you should go up and lay down on deck? The fresh air might do you good.’
‘As long as he’s laying flat on his back he'll begin to feel better. Doesn’t matter where he’s doing it.’ Mac corrected her, then turned to Daniel, ‘Best thing for seasickness. And when you do begin to feel better, don’t get up straight away. You’ll need to stay prone for a couple of hours.’
Daniel nodded with obvious relief. ‘Sounds good to me. Okay, if you’re sure you can manage. I have to admit I don’t think I can face the prospect of throwing up again.’
Phoenix made sure he reached the forward double cabin without mishap, checking to see if there was a basin handy in case his body got the better of him. Daniel gave her a sleepy smile. ‘I’m sure there are all sorts of lines you could use at the moment. Want to try ‘physician, heal thyself’?’
She grinned. ‘You’re only an apprentice physician. You’ll be able to do stuff like that when you grow up. You know – prescribe yourself something suitable.’
He chuckled. ‘I think a nap might fix me up. Are you sure you’re going to be okay with Captain Bligh out there?’
Phoenix gave an airy shrug. ‘Hey, I’ve met his type before and he’s nothing I can’t handle. Piece of cake. Just relax. Get some more sleep.’
When she left him she reflected that those had been brave words indeed; she hoped she could handle the enigmatic Mac but she was by no means sure that this was the case. There was an unmistakable air of self-contained mastery about him that caused the hairs on the back of her neck to rise.
He was everything she did not like in a man. Way to confident, to sure of himself and his abilities.
She straightened her spine as she returned to the deck of the Captain’s Girl. If Mac, as he liked to call himself, thought he could order her around then he had another think coming. She would help him get the boat underway because she needed to get back to shore and spending any more time than was necessary in his company was totally unappealing. But if he thought she was going to be a good little sailor to his lord of the high seas act, he’d find out his mistake fast enough. She didn’t trust him or his easy assurance. Nor did she like the way his eyes ran over her body in that purely masculine summation she so hated from the male of the species.
He was a pirate all right! But she was one vessel he wasn’t going to lay siege to.
She found him up in the wheelhouse, studying charts that he’d spread out on the table. He didn’t look up when she came in. ‘How’s the boyfriend?’
‘Resting comfortably,’ Phoenix didn’t bother to tell him that Daniel wasn’t her boyfriend. If he wanted to make that assumption, more fool him.
‘He’ll be okay in a couple of hours. Hangovers and the motion of the ocean are not a good combination. But I guess you’ve already figured that out for yourself.’
Damn right she’d found it out. Her head was no longer pounding but it still felt fragile, as if the skull had been replaced by eggshells that must be treated gently at all costs. ‘What are you doing?’
‘Laying a course for land. We should reach the coast in around fourteen hours.’
Phoenix frowned. ‘But it didn’t take us fourteen hours to get here. It’s only nine o’clock in the morning and we left the party at around midnight.’
‘You had the tide with you,’ Mac pointed out, ‘and a couple of diesel engines to help you on your way. We’ve got nothing but sails.’ He smiled at her doubtful expression, ‘You’re not exactly the trusting type, are you?’
She shrugged. ‘Should I be? I don’t know anything about you. You turn up in the middle of nowhere and tell me your name but apart from that scintillating piece of information I haven’t a clue who you are. What are you doing out here, anyway?’
‘Exploring.’
Phoenix raised an eyebrow. ‘Exploring? Just what is there out here to explore?’ Her eyes ran over him, noting once again the tough, muscular body. A really excellent body. It was hard to get away from that fact. He’d slipped on a faded pale blue polo shirt but it only emphasised the taut muscles of his arms and the considerable breadth of his shoulders. He was obviously in peak physical condition.
‘The sea changes all the time. And there’s a lot of it to explore. I like the fact that you can go for weeks and never run into a soul.’ His eyes travelling to the twin windows overlooking the foredeck. ‘There’s nothing but wind and water and a boat.’
‘So you’ve been out here alone?’
‘All alone. It’s been… very peaceful,’ he observed wryly, and she was left in no doubt that it was her fault his peace had been shattered.
‘I didn’t make you stop and help,’ she pointed out crossly.
‘Too true. I’ve got no-one to blame but myself for that,’ he agreed, turning back to his study of the charts.
Phoenix eyed him resentfully, wondering why she should be feeling guilty about causing him the vast inconvenience of helping them out of a sticky situation. She told him he didn’t need to hang around but he insisted on doing the law-of-the-sea, big sailor routine. She tried to rationalise her irritation but part of the problem was that she was annoyed at herself, at the fact that she was so aware of him as a man. She didn’t want it and she didn’t need it.
But her physical response to him was hardly his fault.
The silence between them was less than comfortable. ‘I’m getting a coffee,’ she said, more to break the inexplicable tension than because of any caffeine withdrawal. He wasn’t even looking at her, for heavens sake! ‘Do you want one?’ she added ungraciously.
‘That’d be nice. Black, no sugar thanks.’
Phoenix glared at him for a moment before stomping out of the wheelhouse.
Returning to the galley, she spent long minutes cursing herself as she found cups and coffee and started the coffee maker. No instant, of course. Why would the Holloways have instant?
Phoenix sighed, leaning against the bench as the dark, aromatic liquid dribbled down into the cubs. So she didn’t like Andrew McMillan. There was something about him that rubbed her the wrong way big time. But while she might not like him, part of the problem, she acknowledged reluctantly, was the fact that she found him so attractive. She suspected most women would find the abrasive bastard attractive. Some guys just exuded sex appeal like a natural bodily secretion. But even Phoenix, with her limited amount of experience, knew that attractive and infuriating were not a good combination!
‘Right then; I’ll do whatever it takes to get this damned boat back to land,’ she promised herself, fetching milk out of the refrigerator and pouring it into a jug to steam. ‘The sooner we get back, the sooner I return to New South Wales. And then I can pretend this whole, horrible holiday never happened…’
Mac had finished plotting their course by the time she returned. He accepted the cup and propped himself against the table, considered her. ‘At least you seem to be a better sailor than your boyfriend. How are you feeling? Got your sea legs yet?’
‘I’m okay.’
Mac slid his eyes over her. She was okay; in fact, she was more than okay. As soon as she entered the room he’d immediately been aware of her - he’d had to force himself not to look around, to focus on the charts he had spread out in front of him when really he just wanted to let his eyes settle on her for an hour or two.
Rest there and admire the view.
Which was a problem. She was trouble with a capital T – he knew it. He could feel it with every fibre of his being. Just the same, the faint, exotic fragrance she exuded curled around him like a net and he was reminded of the legends of the sirens who pulled men in with their song, singing them to their doom. He only hoped this girl sang off-key because so far she was doing a pretty good job of entangling his interest with out so much as a whistle!
But he wasn’t looking for love. Or even sex, for that matter. Mac was on sabbatical from women, from life and pretty much from the world.
So Phoenix-unbelievably-lame-name Holloway was not on the agenda.
Just be cool Mac, he reminded himself firmly. Remember Rebecca…
Mac had always liked women but he’d spent years skirting around anything that resembled a serious involvement until Rebecca had come along. She had been something special, or so he’d thought at the time.
She had been a girl made in much the same mould as this one, back in Perth. An only child of wealthy parents, she had pursued him like he was a trophy and in the end he’d yielded, becoming seriously involved with her to the point where they’d both ended up talking marriage. That was before he’d seen the light. Or regained his sanity – whatever you wanted to call it.
He’d broken it off seven months before and he knew the girl had only just been coming around to the idea that it really was all over, that she wasn’t going to get her own way. He’d stopped playing her games. Rebecca had always been spoilt rotten by her doting parents and she didn’t know how to deal with life because of it. Her temperament had been nothing but sunshine when things were going her way, but at the first sign of opposition, her mood had been inclined to turn into a full scale squall. He’d promised himself faithfully that he would never get involved with a girl like that again so Phoenix Holloway was well out of the running.
She had spoilt little rich girl written all over her.
And she had a boyfriend. He seemed like a nice enough guy but he was probably the son of some highflying company executive who’d never done a decent days work in his life.
‘You look like you’ve swallowed a lemon,’ Phoenix commented, watching him.
He looked at her, blue eyes frowning. ‘It really was a major piece of stupidity, coming out here alone when neither of you were capable of handling a boat. You’re lucky you didn’t run into some kind of trouble.’
‘What kind of trouble could you run into out here, for heaven’s sake? Icebergs? There’s nothing for miles in any direction.’
‘You could have run into bad weather. It’s quite common at this time of year. Or another boat.’ He shook his head, placing his coffee cup down rather hard on the table and glaring at her. Her casual dismissal of the dangers she had been facing annoyed the hell out of him. People had been known to die under similar circumstances. Wanna be sailors who fancied themselves as Jacque freakin’ Cousteau. ‘You can’t underestimate the sea, Princess. Do that and you suffer the consequences.’
‘You make it sound like it’s alive.’ Phoenix muttered, subdued.
She knew she had been crazy to do what she did but he didn’t need to rub it in. He made her feel about ten years old.
‘Do I? But then, I spend a lot of time sailing her. We’ve come to an understanding.’ He reached out a hand, fingers sliding down the length of her silky hair. The gesture surprised both of them. They stared at each other for a long moment, his hand stilling against her hair. Everything around them seemed to disappear… Then Mac’s hand dropped away quickly and he turned back to the charts. ‘I’ve plotted a course south. All we have to do is stay with it and we’ll be fine; back to land in no time.’
Phoenix swallowed, wondering if she had imagined what had just happened between them.
But no, something had definitely taken place…
His fingers, trailing down her hair had been strangely erotic and had triggered a response, curiosity to have him touch her again, an unexpected jolt of something sweet and hot, that fizzled along her nerve ends.
She’d seen the look in his eyes and knew that he had felt something too, maybe even that same fizzle…
Phoenix seized the coffee cups and – without looking at him again – hurriedly left the room.
Chapter Three
His hand on her hair…
What had that been about?
Washing the cups up and wiping down the bench, sure signs that she was flustered, Phoenix tried very hard not to think about Mac’s fleeting touch, or the look on his face when he’d stood so close to her. She grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and took a long pull on it.
Maybe I’m dehydrated, she mused. She’d heard that dehydration could produce all sorts of symptoms. Like hallucinations. Maybe she’d only thought she’d seen something on his face, only imagined that her body had sat up and paid attention when he’d touched her.
‘Good one, Phee,’ she muttered, ‘over analyse the hell out of one little touch. Nothing wrong with you, now is there.’
Of course, she hadn’t had sex in over eighteen months. Dehydration and repressed sexual urges might account for a lot. If she stayed in the galley long enough, she could probably convince herself that Mac was nothing more than a kindly mariner and she was sexually frustrated idiot that needed more fluids.
She left the galley, heading for the tiny bathroom where she patted cold water over her warm cheeks, hands shaking a little as she thought of the intensity of that flash of – whatever the hell it was – that may, or may not have passed between her and Mac. She felt flushed and slightly disoriented, which surely went a long way to confirm the dehydration thing.
Eying herself in the mirror, she had to admit that she certainly didn’t look right; her eyes were overbright, wide with uncertainty.
Okay, she told herself firmly, just… breathe deeply and get a grip on yourself girl!
So she was aware of Mac as a man; why not? She already established with herself that any woman between the ages of sixteen and sixty would have been aware of him. Sex appeal… He was a fine physical specimen. It didn’t mean anything, for heaven’s sake. She was sexually deprived woman (although, up until ten minutes ago she wouldn’t have called it that – more along the lines of sexually choosy) so it was only natural that she should respond to all that testosterone.
It was just nature. Biology. Whatever the hell you wanted to call it.
Plus the unusual situation they both found themselves in.
And let’s not forget the after effects of alcohol.
‘That is totally it,’ Phoenix muttered to her reflection. ‘I am just… in a weird state. Anybody would be. It’s absolutely understandable.’
Pep talk complete, she left the bathroom slightly more settled than when she’d entered it. She stuck her head through the cabin Daniel had claimed and was relieved to find him fast asleep again. Hopefully, he would feel a lot better when he woke up. Having Daniel around would alleviate the tension that seemed to reverberate between her and Captain Bligh.
As for whatever it was that had taken place upstairs; she was going to pretend it never happened. From now on she would focus on getting on with the job of returning to land, and consequently, sanity. The nice, safe life she had known – was it only a few days ago? – would be hers once more.
She headed back up into the sunshine.
Mac was out on deck, looking up at the two furled sails. He glanced at her briefly, brilliant blue eyes concealed behind sunglasses. ‘I think we’ll go with the mainsail to begin with,’ he informed her, voice perfectly matter of fact. She was relieved by the normality. It helped to reinforce that nothing had happened between them.
‘What do you want me to do?’
‘I’ll get the mainsail secured. All you have to do is take the wheel and hold it to its current compass setting, okay?’
‘Doesn’t this thing have an automatic pilot or something?’
‘It does but we aren’t turning it over to autopilot while I’m fooling about in the rigging. I’m afraid some things have to be done without the aid of modern technology sunshine.’
And right back to irritated! At least she had no trouble ignoring how attractive he was when he was being a pain in the ass. Phoenix wondered if he could hear her teeth grinding together. ‘Not a problem. I’m sure I’ll manage.’ How hard could steering a boat be, anyway? It wasn’t like there were any pedals involved in the equation.
Mac didn’t look all that confident in her abilities. ‘Come on. I’ll show you.’
The wheel of the Captain’s Girl was a smallish affair, not like the big wheels she had seen in movies. If there was a storm there would be no lashing yourself to this baby. ‘Just hold to the heading we’re now on,’ he told her, ‘It’ll pull a little when I get the sail out but keep it steady, okay?’
‘Okay.’ He was standing very close to her and she inhaled the fresh, slightly spicy scent of him, flummoxed by the way that every one of her senses stood to attention. Mac was bad news in confined spaces. Still, all men should smell so good, she reflected inconsequentially. Women would be hanging around them all the time…
‘Right; we’re going south by south-west. The needle has to point exactly there.’ He tapped a finger against the glass and glanced down at her, ‘Think you can manage that?’
It was weird the way he could befuddle her head. One part of her – the sane part – found his attitude irritating beyond belief. The other part – the horny, hormonal part – continued to wonder what his mouth would feel like against her own. Or how his body would feel pressed up against her, naked and delicious…
One thing was sure; if she didn’t pull herself together soon he would be thinking her even more brainless than he already did.
‘Of course I can manage. Contrary to what you might think, you don’t have to use words of one syllable or less when giving instructions.’ It was a credible attempt at snappy.
He frowned. ‘It’s not that I don’t think you’re capable, it’s just… In my experience, girls like you aren’t used to doing what you’re told. And in this situation -’
‘Girls like me?’ Phoenix interrupted, half turning to face him. Just what did he mean by that? ‘What’s that supposed to mean? You don’t know the first thing about me.’
‘I’ve met enough pampered little rich girls to know that they all like to have their own way,’ Mac retorted, ‘No matter what circumstances, no matter how important it is that they just do as they’re told, they want to argue. We haven’t got room to argue here. I just need you to do as I say.’
‘Yeah, I get that. But don’t presume to tell me who I am.’
He leaned back a little, looking down at her. ‘Well, let’s see now,’ he drawled. ‘Grew up in one of the better suburbs in an impressively substantial house, went to private school, holidayed in the south of France and Tuscany and… oh wait, let me guess. Bet you loved those skiing jaunts at Chamonix, right?’
Phoenix sucked in a deep breath, hand itching to slap the smug expression on his face. The worst part of his little potted history was that most of it was true. Apart from Chamonix – her parents had preferred Cortina. But so what? Nobody could help their childhood and hers had been particularly blessed. It was what you did when you were an adult that counted.
But Mr. Judgemental had already made up his mind about that.
‘That’s right,’ she said, after a time, ‘absolutely. My family has money and I get to do whatever the hell I want. Now, if you can get around to bringing this thing back to land, I’m sure that my father will give you a nice, fat tip for your troubles. After all, a boat bum can’t be expected to live on saltwater and bile all the time, right? Somebody’s got to buy the beer, right?’
They glared at each other for a long moment.
Then Mac reached out, dragged her into his arms and kissed her.
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