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SHE WAS perfect. Sleek, sensuous, responding to the lightest touch.


And therefore dangerous to the man who tried to control her. He would have to be catlike in his reflexes. A moments inattention would


The phone rang, destroying his concentration.


Travis Danvers looked up from his computer screen and blinked like a man surfacing after a long dive into uncharted waters. His blue-green eyes were unfocused. He rubbed his short, tawny beard, shook his head briskly, and tried to concentrate on the here and now rather than on the ever-changing interplay of wind, hull, water, and sail.


Through an open window near the desk, the scent and sound of ocean waves poured into the room, calling to Travis at a level deeper than words. The Santa Ana wind had blown Southern Californias usual smog all the way to Catalina Island. The land lay revealed in all its bronzed, late summer splendor. The ocean was a shimmering, restless blue.


He should be out there on the water, feeling the Wind Warrior heel over as her sails filled and she stepped into the wind.


The phone kept on ringing.


Travis glared at the dainty instrument. He hated all phones in general and this one with a special passion.




Pink.


Bloody hell. What was my cousin thinking of when she redecorated the houseEaster eggs and nurseries?


The phone rang for the eighth time. Travis blew out a breath and flirted with the seductive idea of ignoring the phone and slipping back into the computer-driven virtual world where he tried out new ideas for catching every last whisper of wind in a ships sails.


The phone rang. Number nine.


With a muttered curse he saved his most recent design changes, grabbed the silly pink receiver in his big hand, and snarled his usual telephone greeting.


What!


Swear to God, Danvers, you gotta work on your manners.


Most of Traviss irritation vanished the instant he recognized the voice. Rodney Harrington was one of his favorite people.


Why should I work on my phone etiquette? Travis asked, stretching his long, rangy body and yawning at the same time. Youre the only one who has my cousins telephone number.


Harrington made a pleased sound. Then youre actually in Laguna Beach? My call hasnt been forwarded to Tierra del Fuego or some other benighted place?


Im here, pink phone and all.


Excuse me?


My cousin redid the house since my last visit. Pink. Pink. More pink. Repeat. PINK.


Youre surrounded by pink?


Mostly, yeah. Lavender, too.


Um. Id like to see that. The thought of a man your size lolling around in a pink villa is ... piquant.


So visit me, Travis retorted. Ill put you in the special guest room, the one with the candy-striped canopy bed.



Harrington snickered. Does this mean youll be having the Wind Warriors hull repainted in fuchsia?


Was that the reason you called, to find out if Im repainting my ship?


Actually, yes.


Good-bye.


Harrington laughed and then spoke quickly. I just wanted to be sure the Wind Warrior is all slicked up for her debut.


Travis looked at the pink receiver as though it had licked him. Harrington, are you all right?


In the pink, actually.


Awful pun. Youre fine.


Travis flexed the muscles in his back and shoulders, trying to work out kinks that came from spending hours bent over a computer. His tall, rawboned body had been designed for physical work. If it werent for his lengthy morning swims, he wouldnt have been able to sit still long enough to use his fancy computer.


Whats this about my ships debut? he asked. Shes hardly a virgin, you know.


Remember my idea for a splashy coffee-table book featuring you, your ship, and your designs?


Travis remembered. Suddenly the pain in my neck just moved lower. A lot lower.


Stand up and walk around, Harrington said cheerfully. God made bodies like yours for action, not computers. Ive hit upon the perfect photographer.


Travis had no problem following the non sequitur. His brain was as quick as his body was rangy. If this is another of your


Harrington kept talking in the manner of a man who knew he was going to have a hard sell for a pet project. Cochran! I dont know why I didnt think of her sooner. She


You did, Travis interrupted ruthlessly. I vetoed it.





Did you? Why?


One word. Female.


Rather narrow-minded of you, boy-o.


Thank you.


There was silence, then a long-suffering sigh. Swear to God, Danvers, you can be a real pain in the butt.


Travis grimaced and looked out the window to the rock-lined beach and the endless sweep of Pacific Ocean. He knew he was being unreasonable. Using one lame excuse or another, he had also turned down all the male photographers Harrington mentioned. Travis didnt want to be bothered with having an outsider underfoot on the Wind Warrior, or someone looking over his shoulder while he tinkered with sail and hull designs on his computer.


But he owed Harrington a lot, and Harrington had wanted to do this book for several years.


Youre in Laguna, Harrington said neutrally. Cochran lives in Laguna.


Rod Travis began.


The other man ignored him. Youre going to be there for at least a few weeks. Your ship is at Dana Point. Cochran has a car. Shes familiar with ships, both power and sail.


Silently Travis groaned. He had always known he was going to give in to his friend about the damned book.


He just hadnt thought it would be today.


Maybe he could hold out a little longer, until the new sail design was stitched, rigged, and ready to try out at sea.


Rod, have you thought of


Stop interrupting, Harrington said crisply. Its rude. The publisher is on board, so to speak. Hes willing to pay a nice advance to the photographer.


What about me? Travis asked dryly.


What about you? Youre as rich as I am. Richer, probably, if you followed my advice about the stock market.




Now that you mention it, I was going to ask you about


Nice try, but no, Harrington interrupted. The subject of this conversation is a book about you and your exquisite, ruthlessly efficient designs. You wont be paid because all you will have to do is ignore the photographer and do what you would be doing anyway.


Does that mean youve given up on the idea of me writing the damned book?


Im not entirely stubborn. Some poor grunt will do the captions for five free copies and a pat on his balding head.


I never thought of you as a poor grunt.


Swear to God, you never think of me at all or you wouldnt be such a wart on the pickle of my progress!


Travis started laughing and knew he had lost. All right, all right. Set up a meeting with this photographer forWhat day is this?


Sunday.


Toward the end of the week, then. Well see. No promises.


Next Thursday. Ill leave the details on your answering machine.


I dont have one.


Buy one. Or use E-mail. Youre a hard man to get hold of.


I like it that way.


In-the-Wind Danvers. You and Cochran should get along fine.


An uneasy prickle went over Travis. What does that mean? he asked suspiciously.


Such a nasty bark. All I meant was that Cochran, like you, gets too wrapped up in her work to care about mundane things like sleep or answering telephones.


Travis wasnt buying it. My bite is worse than my bark. Keep it in mind.


Truer words were never muttered. Dont use your teeth on Cochran. Shes a particular friend of mine.


As in mistress?


Cochran? Harrington laughed sadly. Not in the past, not now, not ever. She doesnt like the opposite sex. Another thing you two have in common.


Im quite fond of the opposite sex.


You like sex. Its not the same.


And you dont? Travis retorted.


I like women, Harrington said simply. Sex is part of it, but not all of it. Women genuinely see the world from a different point of view than we do. Its fascinating. Each time I think Ive figured women out, they surprise me.


Rather like designing and sailing a ship.


If you really believe that, youre getting far too intimate with your ship, Harrington retorted.


Ships dont screw you. What you put into them is what you get back.


Tina was a long time ago.


Traviss hand tightened around the phone, but only for an instant. Tina had been a savage lesson in the difference between women and men. He had had years to get used to the depth of her betrayal. He couldnt change his past, but he could make damn sure it never happened again in his future.


And he had.


He had simplified his relationships with women to mutually beneficial business transactions. No hard feelings and no regrets between consenting adults.


Tina was a very bad mistake, Travis said matter-of-factly. Unfortunately, the highest price was paid by the most innocent. Considering that price, I would be a cruel, stupid son of a bitch not to learn my lesson, wouldnt you say?


Hell, Harrington said gruffly. Sorry. I didnt mean to bring her up.



No apology needed. I dont talk about my former wife if I can help it.


In fact, Travis could count on one hand the number of times he had discussed his disastrous ex. Four of those times had been with his lawyer. The fifth time had been with Harrington, over a bottle of very, very old Scotch. While the Wind Warriors hull rode on the dark blue breast of the sea, they had toasted the pasts bitter lessons under the endless daylight of the Antarctic summer sun.


How much time will this book project take? Travis asked.


Nothing in his voice even hinted at the rage that still coiled in his gut at Tinas memory. He wasnt even aware of his feelings. They were so deeply burned into him that he would have been aware of them only if they were absent.


Depends on how much time you give the photographer, Harrington said. It shouldnt be tough duty.


Why? Is she easy on the eyes?


Cochran is a pro. She could teach you about hard work.


So she isnt good-looking.


Shes a photographer, not a future mistress. What do you care what she looks like?


Travis laughed. Just curious. Bet that she asked you about me.


Nope.


Not even whether I was married or ugly or lecherous or gay or


Nope, Harrington interrupted. Cochrans only questions were when, how long, and what was the advance. Shes no more eager to dillydally than you are. Shes supporting three other people.


Children from a bad marriage?


Bad luck. Her mothers, not hers. Cochran is putting her twin siblings through medical school and keeping the wolf from her dear, ditsy mothers door until January.




What happens in January?


Her mother marries one of my friends.


Rich?


But of course.


Traviss voice turned sardonic. Found a dumb one to support her, huh?


Hes quite bright for a tax lawyer. Worships the ground she walks on, et cetera. She returns the favor and sets up elegant charity dinners for his law firm. Quite a good match, if I do say so myself.


You introduced them?


Little old moi, Harrington agreed smugly. One of my better efforts.


The prickle of unease went over Traviss body again. Harrington took too much pleasure in nudging peopleor shoving them, if it came to thatin a new direction.


About this photographer, Travis said evenly. I wont sign up for anything at all until Ive seen her work.


I should hope not.


I dont want a series of full-color postcards.


Absolutely not.


Or sappy


Wouldnt think of it, Harrington interrupted, satisfaction oozing from his voice.


Damn it, youre purring. I hate it when you purr!


Harrington was still laughing when he broke the connection.


Travis glared at the receiver, smiled ruefully, and hung up. Then he turned back to the computer screen and looked at his latest sail design.


It was good, but not nearly good enough. Maybe if he flared a corner here and took two long, curving tucks there ...


He crouched over the computer again. As the hours went by, the changing design on the screen was reflected in his tourmaline green eyes. He was lost in curving lines of force, wind, and the infinite possibilities of the sea.


For the next three days Travis didnt think about his ex-wife, the photographer, or the book he didnt want to do. Except for his strenuous dawn swims, he was consumed by the endless, changing, fluid beauty of ocean and wind, hull and sail, design and freedom.


Freedom most of all.


Freedom from a past he couldnt change and couldnt stop regretting.







[image: line]

ONE

[image: line]



CATHERINE COCHRAN was too caught up in the sensuous beauty of ocean and sunset to realize that the tide was creeping up on her. Earlier, when the light had begun to slant and deepen into late afternoon, she had picked her way out on the rocky point below her house, set up her camera, and settled in to wait for the moment when the sun would set fire to the serene face of the sea.


She hadnt noticed that the tide was coming up as the sun was going down. The inward sweep of each deceptively smooth wave brought her an inch closer to real trouble. But each wave also brought her closer to the picture she had spent weeks trying to get.


Everything was perfect today. The tide was low, the sky was clear, the sun was setting, and the surface of the sea was a liquid gemstone shimmering with light. If she was patient, the moment she had been waiting for would finally come.


Behind Cat a ragged line of rocks thrust out of the water, gathering height and power until they finally became a headland braced against the seductive rush of waves. In front of her the ragged tongue of land dissolved into random rocks covered by thick beards of mussels and slick green water plants.


That was what held Cats attention now. The textures of shells and seaweed, smooth waves and slanting light, were what had lured her out beyond the tide pools and slippery intertidal rocks to this spot midway between land and sea. She had been daring but not foolish in her quest for just the right photo; at low tide, the top of the rock she crouched on was dry and beyond the reach of all but the biggest waves.


The rocks behind and in front of Cat were below water most of the time. Their rough, powerful faces emerged only during an unusually low tide. As soon as the balance of sea and moon shifted, the rugged rocks would sink again into the oceans liquid embrace. Then the image she had worked so hard to capture on film would be beyond reach until the next time that tide, sun, and weather worked together again.


As the evening sea swept toward the outer rocks, Cat counted out the seconds between the rhythmic waves. When she sensed that the light and time and wave finally would be right, she braced herself more securely and let out her breath. At the exact instant the fluid curve of water met the rocks, she triggered the motor drive on her camera.


Well beyond the six-hundred-millimeter lens, wave met rock. Water exploded into creamy cataracts. Fountains of iridescent bubbles licked over black stone.


That was the moment she wanted to capture, the fragile caress of foam and the rock that had broken a billion waves ... the rock that was itself being melted by rainbow bubbles until finally it would be one with the sea it had so long withstood.


Not defeat, but equality, for wave and rock defined each other. Without the wave, the rock would never know the power of surrender. Without the rock, the wave would spend itself quietly on the shore, never finding a way to transform its smooth perfection into a fierce explosion of beauty.


Cat lost count of the waves, of the times she triggered the camera, of the rolls of film she loaded into the Nikons compact body. Her legs cramped, protesting their unnatural position. She ignored discomfort. Until the light was gone, she wouldnt allow anything to break her concentration on the changing images pouring through the long lens into her camera.


Beneath her practiced, calm motions, excitement threaded through Cat. Her trademark was the kind of photos that made the viewer stop, stare, and reassess reality. She knew the shots she was taking now would be some of her best work, combining stark light and shadow, elemental textures, and the changed perspective that was possible only with the use of a very long lens.


With no warning, water leaped up over Cats perch. A cold diamond spray stung her legs. The cramps had been more painful, but hadnt threatened her camera equipment. Seawater did.


She raised her head, blinked, and focused for the first time on the world outside her camera lens. When she looked back toward shore, she knew that she had stayed too long on her rocky perch.


The thirty feet back to the beach might as well have been thirty miles.


The path to the shore was gone. What had been a tricky journey out beyond the tide line was now a witchs brew of surf, foam, and slick black rocks. To keep from being swept off her feet by the powerful waves, she would have to cling to the rocks with teeth and fingernails. Yet she needed her hands to hold her expensive photographic gear beyond the reach of the sea.


Water foamed up toward Cat, then hissed down the hard rock. In the reflected glow of the dying sun, the wet stone looked like a primitive sculpture of hammered gold.


For once she didnt enjoy the rich light. She looked at the water with clear gray eyes and the cut-your-losses attitude of someone who had made a mistake and knew it.


Damn!




Even if her hands had been free, she would be lucky to keep her feet underneath her on the trip back to the beach. But her hands wouldnt be free. She had thousands of dollars worth of equipment to carry, equipment she needed to earn her living.


Equipment she couldnt afford to replace.


Cat wasted no more time on curses or regrets. She measured the height of the water against the rocks she had used to scramble out to her present perch. Even in the troughs between waves, the water was well above her knees. Add more than three feet of wave onto that, and she was in trouble.


But she had no choice except to get ashore as quickly as possible. Waiting would only make the trip harder, the water deeper. She would have to hold her equipment above her head, abandon the treacherous rocks entirely, and wade a diagonal course to the sandy beach that curved back from the headland.


And pray very hard that she wasnt knocked off her feet by the deceptively frothy waves.


Cat didnt look around for anyone to help her. She had been on her own so long that the thought of someone else coming to her aid never even occurred to her.


She checked the fastenings on her carrying case to be sure that nothing would come open, spilling her cameras into the salt water. The bag itself was meant for protection against rain, not for a swim in the ocean.


The most valuable piece of equipment she had with her was an autofocus zoom lens as long as her arm and a lot heavier. The lens was mounted rifle style on a stock that fit against her shoulder. The whole piece of gear was too big to squeeze into the uncertain protection of her camera case.


Reluctantly Cat decided she would have to make two trips. She set down the case that held camera bodies and smaller lenses. Holding the big zoom lens above her head, she cautiously began to climb down from her rock.


Never once did she notice the rangy man who had been trying to catch her attention from midway up the beach.


Hands on his hips, Travis Danvers shook his head in disgust and gave up trying to shout his way into her attention. The lady with the great legs and fiery, French-braided hair must be deaf as well as crazy. There wasnt a chance in hell that she would get to the sand before she was trashed by the surf.


Travis started toward her at a run. And as he ran, he wondered if the rest of her matched her legs. Doubtful, but a man could always hope.


Cat stayed upright through the first wave without too much problem. Because she was still clinging to the rock, the water reached only to her waist. The wave felt cold to her sun-warmed skin and much too powerful. It forced her against the rock in a breathless hug. The cutoff jeans and cotton halter top she wore werent much protection against the sharp edges of rock, barnacles, and mussels.


Get on with it, she told herself through her clenched teeth. You swim in a lot less than youre wearing now.


Watching the sea rather than the shore, alert for the occasional larger wave, Cat eased all the way down the rough shoulder of the rock. She had to cross a narrow trench, then a smaller ridge of rocks, before she reached the sandy shelf leading to the beach. The waves were coming so quickly that she wouldnt be able to take more than a few steps in the lull between breakers.


The next wave was a big one. It caught Cat and slammed her back against the rock she had just abandoned. She scrambled desperately for balance on the slippery, uneven surface. The boiling surf wrenched off one of her canvas deck shoes. She felt a searing pain along the side of her right foot as unprotected flesh scraped over sharp barnacles. Her arms waved wildly, trying to balance her straining body.



It was impossible.


When she felt herself falling, she cried out against the destruction of her trademark lens.


Just before Cat went beneath the wave, something yanked her upright. At the same instant the weight of the zoom lens lifted from her fingers. Reflexively she fought losing her grip on the costly, vital lens.


Hold still, wildcat. Im not going to steal anything.


The deep drawl startled Cat, but not as much as the lazy amusement reflected in the strangers sea-colored eyes. He was standing easily in the powerful surge of surf, his lips curving in a smile that was as seductive to her senses as sunlight tangled in a breaking wave.


Well, you have some sense, at least, Travis said when she stopped struggling. Turn around.


What?


With an impatient sound, he spun her around so that she faced the rock again.


Up, he said curtly.


But


Cat felt his big hand on her butt, and gasped. She fairly flew out of the water as he gave her a hard boost.


Hand me the camera case, he said.


She stared at the man who was holding her zoom lens beyond the reach of the seaand her. He was tall enough to rise well above the foam. He wore cutoff jeans and a blue-green rugby shirt that matched his eyes.


Because he was already wet to his shoulders, the shirt was plastered to his body, outlining the strength that had so casually lifted her beyond the reach of the waves. His tawny hair was short, well cut, thick, and sun-streaked. His short beard and mustache were clipped to conform to the male planes of his face.


Despite the grooming, he somehow looked uncivilized. He certainly wasnt conventionally handsome. His face was too hard, too individual, for easy labels. If he hadnt been smiling up at Cat, she might have been very wary of him.


Common sense told her that she should be wary anyway.


It was the tawny beard that persuaded her to trust the tall stranger. She had an irrational weakness for the way his beard transformed sunlight into burning curves of gold.


Thats my life youre carrying, Cat told him in a calm voice as she handed down the camera case.


Traviswho had been sizing up the rest of her and deciding that it lived up to the legslooked at her face in startled reassessment. She might be reckless enough to put herself at risk for a few pictures, but she wasnt stupid. There was fierce intelligence in her luminous gray eyes. It was matched by the determination in the line of her mouth.


Ill be careful, he said, turning toward the shore. Stay up there until I get back to help you. The waves are stronger than they look.


So am I.


Cats words were lost beneath the hissing thunder of surf as another wave broke around the rock. She watched her unexpected savior wade toward shore carrying her equipment above his head.


The artist in her approved of him. His balance was remarkable, indescribable, a combination of strength and animal grace that made her hands itch to hold a camera again. In his own way, the man was as elemental and compelling to her as waves sweeping over rocks.


Suddenly she realized that not only was she staring at him as though she had never seen a man before, she was waiting like an obedient child for him to return and pluck her off the rock. The idea of being so entranced by a strangers male grace both irritated and amused her.


Irritation won. She wasnt going to wait like a good girl for him to rescue her. It had been seven years since a man had told her to do anything. She hadnt obeyed then, either.


But her ex-husbands demand had been degrading. The strangers was merely reasonable.




Impatiently Cat pushed away the past and its unwelcome memories. Reasonable or not, she wasnt going to sit around like some limp-wristed princess waiting for a brawny knight to rescue her. Life had taught her that if she needed rescuing, she had better get on with the job herself.


In a pause between waves, she started easing down the slippery rock once more. A wave rushed up, tugging at her with immense, blue-green power, tumbling around her, shaking her until she felt like a leaf being torn from its branch by a storm.


Hes right, she thought. The water is much rougher than it looks.


Cautiously Cat lowered herself farther into the sea. It wasnt a tropic lagoon. Instead of a comfortable eighty or eighty-five degrees, the water temperature was in the seventies. But it was bracing rather than chilling. The first shock of wetness passed quickly.


She was used to Southern Californias rich, cool ocean. She swam in the calmer waters around Dana Point as often as she could. It was as close to freedom as her life got.


January, she thought automatically. Then Ill be able to take a deep breath and relax a little.


But she would never get to January unless she got to shore first.


Cat crept away from the rock, moving by careful inches rather than long strides that would leave her off balance in the surging, playful surf. She shuffled along in the water, never really lifting her feet, always keeping her side turned toward the incoming waves so that the water had less of her to push against.


Once she was beyond the point where breakers could pick her up and slam her onto the rocks, she relaxed. The surf still could tumble her around a bit, but the thought of a dunking didnt worry her. Keeping an eye on the waves, she edged toward the small sandy beach. Her right foot burned and ached with each step, reminding her that she had lost a shoe and some skin as well.


You really dont have the sense that God gave a goose.


The voice came from behind Cat, startling her againbut not as much as the arms that lifted her off her feet and held her above the reach of waves. She stiffened suddenly, aware of the strangers sheer animal warmth, the intriguing texture of his skin against her bare legs, the muscular length of his arms supporting her body. She had never sensed a man in such an elemental way. She wasnt sure she liked the feeling.


Yet the photographer in her couldnt help but notice the play of light over his slanting cheekbones, the contrasting textures of slightly curling beard and sculpted lips, the depth and changing color of his eyes.


Cat had an uncanny feeling that she knew this man. At the same time she was certain that she had never met him before. He wasnt the kind of man a woman would forget.


Yet she trusted him. The same instinct that had prompted her to hand over her cameras to him urged her to relax and accept being helped by the hard-looking man who was simultaneously familiar and a stranger.


Im a good swimmer, she said.


It wasnt an objection to being carried. It was the simple truth.


But as she spoke, unhappy memories surfaced in her mind: a desperate two-mile swim through a midnight ocean, her only beacon a glittering yacht, her only strength the rage that had made her dive over the railing of her husbands boat wearing nothing but moonlight.


Yes, she was a very good swimmer.


Cat realized that the man was watching her, his eyes intelligent, speculative.


Ill bet youve got a temper to match your fiery hair, he drawled.



She smiled a bit. Her rich auburn hair was as close as she came to beauty. The rest of herself she dismissed as average. She had the normal number of fingers, toes, and everything else in between, and it was all in working order.


Well, almost all.


And that was another thing she wouldnt think about.


Dont you have any happy thoughts? he asked softly.


The question went through Cat like a shock wave. Her eyes widened, revealing the shadows in their gray depths. Then her dark lashes came down, shutting him out. He was far too perceptive for her comfort.


I have thoughts that arent unhappy, she said in a clipped voice.


Not quite the same, is it?


Close enough, she said, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice. She almost succeeded.


With a feeling of relief she saw that the beach was only a few feet away. Soon she would be out of reach of the unnerving man she had just met and felt like she had known forever.


Do you always settle for second best? he asked.


Its called growing up.


Its called giving up.


Anger shot through Cat. With a quick, supple twist of her body, she slipped free of the strangers arms. Landing on her feet, she splashed out of the shallow water to get the camera equipment he had left well above the high-tide mark.


With every other step she took, her right foot felt as though she was walking on bees. Sand mixed with blood stuck to her foot, scrubbing against the raw flesh. Ignoring the pain, she slung the camera bag over her shoulder, settled the sling for the zoom lens over her arm, and turned around to head for her house.


Travis moved with deceptive laziness. Deceptive because he was much quicker than he looked. In two strides he was standing calmly in front of her, cutting off her retreat.


It wasnt something he had stopped to think about. He simply did it. He had no intention of losing such an intriguing, if touchy, female. The combination of great legs and clear-eyed pragmatism made him wonder what it would be like to be her lover.


Not that he was likely to find out. His social skills were beyond rusty. They were a solid lump of corrosion. After his divorce he had discovered that a diamond tennis bracelet brought more smiles and sexy cooing from his women than social lies about beauty and such.


Too bad she isnt Harringtons photographer, Travis thought ruefully. Then I wouldnt have to worry about how to stay close to her.


But Harrington had said Cochran wasnt much to look at. This woman was. Not to everyones taste, certainly. She was no Barbie doll or slickly oiled Playmate. Yet Travis was drawn by her sleek lines and poise, and by the in-your-face independence that would have warned off a less confident male.


Youve had a lot of practice landing on your feet, havent you, little cat? Travis asked.


Cat stared up at him, startled again. How does he know my name?


Then she realized that he was referring to the way she had twisted out of his arms and landed on her feet. She smiled in wry acknowledgment of the compliment and moved to step around him.


Thanks for keeping my cameras dry, she said.


My name is Travis.


Thanks for keeping my cameras dry, Travis.


When she would have walked on past him, he moved with a speed that was surprising in such a rangy, soft-spoken man.


Cat stopped abruptly. It was that or run right into him. She shifted the camera bag again, wincing as a jagged piece of shell bit into her right foot.


Dont you at least owe me a name? he asked.


Several, she agreed coolly, but my mother taught me not to swear.


Travis smiled. The cat has claws. Not even a purr for me? Such gratitude.


On the contrary, Cat said, stepping around him. Im so grateful Im not even going to tell you to go to hell.


His laughter was as unexpected as the strength that swept her up off the sand again.


Put me down, Cat said. There was no coy pleading in her voice. It was as icy as her eyes.


Your foot is bleeding.


Its a long way from my heart.


Travis looked down at her face. His eyes lingered over the tempting curve of her lower lip.


Buy a postcard next time, he said huskily. Its safer.


Postcards lack staying power.


His eyes widened. He stared as though seeing her for the first time.


Im beginning to believe you arent just another pretty face, he said.


And Im beginning to wonder how you keep your feet out of your mouth long enough to brush your teeth.


Come and watch me. Ill even let you squeeze the toothpaste.


His slow smile was a parody of a sexy leer, and he knew it. It was his way of inviting her to share a joke that was on him.


Youre impossible, Cat said, smiling despite her irritation.


Actually, Im very easy.


She groaned at the ancient joke.


Cat would have warned off any other man with a single cold glance, but Travis was too outrageous to take seriously. Obviously he didnt expect anything more from her than a shared moment of amusement. She gave him that, succumbing easily to the lure of laughter, realizing as she did that it had been too long since she had really laughed.


His expression changed when he saw the tense lines of her face changed by laughter. Her gray eyes were radiant, as warm in their own way as her hair with its hidden fire.


Tell me your name, Travis said softly.


The sudden huskiness of his voice was a caress.


Cats eyes widened suddenly. She saw the male intensity in him and wondered how she had made the mistake of taking him lightly. An odd feeling raced through her, making her shiver. She blamed it on her wet clothes.


My name is Cat, she said. Then she added quickly, Catherine.


Do your friends call you Catherine?


No.


Cathy?


Yes.


And your men, Travis said smoothly, do they call you Cat?


There was no mistaking the cynical calculation in his sea-colored eyes. She couldnt have missed it if she had wanted to. The regret she felt surprised her. A corner of her mouth curled in a bitter smile.


This joke was on her, definitely.


Funs over, Travis. Put me down.


What do your men call you ... Cat?


She lifted one dark auburn eyebrow and watched him with cool, unblinking eyes, waiting to be released.


After a long moment he loosened his grip on her legs, letting go of her in such a way that she slid intimately over the length of his body before her feet touched the ground.


And even when she was standing, his arm stayed around her back, holding her against his body.



Cat knew that struggling against Travis would be a waste of energy. Even worse, it would increase her awareness of his disturbing male strength. Her skin burned with the tactile memory of his body rubbing over hers.


Finally, slowly, Travis removed his arm.


Unconsciously she readjusted the weight of the camera bag and shifted the awkward sling to a more comfortable angle. While she did, she studied Travis as though he was an interesting rock formation she was thinking about photographing.


He would have been a good subject. Sunset light transformed his hair and beard into fine, radiant wires. His eyes had changed color again, green tourmaline now, so deep they were like a sea without a shore. His wet clothes clung to every line of tendon and sinew, outlining muscular shoulders and thighs.


Distantly Cat realized that Travis was much bigger than he seemed at first glance. Like a perfectly proportioned tree, she had to stand close to him to appreciate his true size.


And his confidence. He was watching her, waiting for her to move. Nothing in the blunt lines and angles of his face suggested softness.


Not a handsome man, she thought. Yet theres something about him ...


She could look at Travis for a long, long time and still find new aspects of him to appeal to her. He was a complex man.


And she was used to boys.


Im the only one who calls me Cat. I dont have any men. And, she added neutrally, Im not looking for any. She turned away. But thanks twice, Travis.


Twice? he asked quickly


There was surprise in his deep voice. Surprise and something else, something uneasy. He rarely was wrong in his estimate of people, yet she kept taking him off guard.


Cat looked back over her shoulder, caught by the odd inflection in Traviss voice, as though he was echoing her own regret.


Once for the cameras, she explained, and once for the laugh.


I was right, wasnt I? You dont have many happy thoughts.


She pretended she hadnt heard. Without another word she turned and walked away from the surprising, compelling stranger.


Travis watched her proud long-legged stride, the faint hesitation caused by her bloody foot, and the ease with which she shouldered the weight of her camera equipment.


It didnt take a crystal ball to know that she wasnt going to look back.
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TWO
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STRUGGLING NOT to limp, Cat crossed the narrow strip of sand that stood between the ocean and the ragged cliff ahead of her. Houses spilled down the steep face of the land, trailing stairways like tentacles down to the beach. The bluff was so heavily eaten by weather and sea that deep ravines separated homes whose outer walls were no more than twenty feet apart.


To visit neighbors, Cat had to climb up to street level and cross over on the city sidewalk or climb down to the beach and take a private stairway up to the neighbors house. The arrangement wasnt unusual in Southern California cities like Laguna Beach, where waterfront land was so valuable it was sold by the inch.


A rock concealed beneath the sand made a joke of Cats attempts not to limp. She bit her lip against the pain.


Cat.


She froze. She hadnt heard Travis come up behind her, yet he was so close to her now that she could feel his warmth radiating against the bare skin of her back.


Will you let me help you? he asked.


The words were soft, spoken against the braided mass of her hair. His breath was as caressing as sunlight on naked skin.


When she didnt answer, he slowly picked her up again, giving her every opportunity to object.




Cat could have told herself that it was all right not to protest, that her foot hurt too much to walk on, but she had given up that kind of comfortable self-delusion when she dove into a midnight sea seven years ago. She was letting Travis carry her because it felt right, as though he was an old friend helping her rather than a stranger who intrigued and annoyed her by turns.


Thank you, Travis said softly.


She shook her head in a gesture of disbelief that was directed at herself. Then she sighed and relaxed against his strength. It did feel good not to be walking on her bloody foot.


Im the one who should be saying thanks, Cat said.


Maybe. But you dont allow many people to help you.


Surprise and wariness flickered through her. She didnt like being so transparent.


How did you know that? she asked coolly.


I watched you on the rock. The rest of the world just doesnt exist for you.


Nothing mysterious in that. Concentration is simply part of being a photographer.


Travis smiled down at her, but his eyes were intelligent rather than amused.


When that wave sprayed your legs, he said, you knew you were in trouble. You didnt look around for help.


Why would I? I was alone.


You acted like you were on Mars. You didnt even notice me when I yelled.


The surf was too noisy, she said.


He shook his head. It took you about three seconds to get to the bottom line. No whining, no hand-wringing. You saw your best chance and you took it.


Your point?


That kind of independence is unusual for a man, much less for a woman. It comes from living alone.




Like you? Cat challenged.


Yeah, he drawled. Like me.


Well, dont cut your foot. Youre too big for me to carry.


He laughed and his arms tightened in what could have been a hug.


Kitten, I Travis stopped abruptly, aware of the sudden stiffness of her body. Dont like being called kitten?


Right the first time, Travie-boy.


What happened to the last man who called you kitten?


The last boy who called me kitten decided it was a case of mistaken identity.


Cat smiled, but her eyes were narrowed against the painful flood of memories. For a time, Billy had called her kitten. Billy, the pretty, petulant, too rich boy she had married before she was old enough to know better.


Another unhappy thought, Travis said.


You seem to have the touch.


He winced. Sorry.


Why? You cant be blamed for my memories.


You made them, and youll live with them, he said. It was a summation, not a question.


Cat cocked her head and looked at Travis again. She was becoming used to his uncomfortable insights.


Have you been reading my mail, or are you a practicing warlock? she asked.


One corner of his mouth lifted slightly. It would take a warlock to pet a red-haired cougar, wouldnt it?


Im told that warlocks have green eyes. Yours are, sometimes.


Not often enough to count on the warlock scale. Actually, Im a pirate.


A pirate ... Cat said slowly, testing the thought.


She looked at his profile, his beard luminous with the fading light, his teeth a slash of white beneath an arrogant nose. An uncompromising face, utterly male, fully suited for a pirate.


Ill buy that, she agreed. A southern pirate.


Southern? Travis asked as he began climbing the stairs at the far right of the beach. How did you guess?


The name. And the sexy drawl. East Texas?


Guilty.


Belatedly Cat realized that she was being carried up the wrong stairs. Im the next one over on the left.


Im not.


You live here? she asked, surprised.


For a while.


House-sitting?


After a fashion.


Then Cat remembered the man she had seen for the last eight dawns when he dove into the waves and swam out beyond the cove, his body as sleek and powerful as a dolphins.


I didnt recognize you with your clothes on, she said, thinking of the brief black trunks that were all Travis wore at dawn.


He stopped at a midpoint on the stairs and stared down at her blankly.


Your dawn raids, she explained, smiling.


Her smile revealed the white shine of teeth against the tip of her pink tongue. Reluctantly Travis glanced from her mouth to the multilevel redwood-and-glass house that was one stairway over. Understanding hit.


And I didnt recognize you with your clothes off, he said wryly.


He looked back at her, taking in the thick auburn braid sliding over her shoulder, the wet halter top outlining two very tempting breasts, and the cutoff jeans that only emphasized the feminine curve of her legs draped over his arm. Slowly his glance returned to the halter and her nipples drawn tautly against cloth.



The lack of clothes is a definite improvement, Travis added.


Cat looked down at herself, wondering if her halter had been ripped on the rocks. The cloth was intact, but for an instant she saw what he had seena woman whose breasts were perfectly revealed through the halters thin cloth, every curve, every swell, nipples puckered by cold. Everything.


She had never seen herself through a mans eyes. The experience was both shocking and ... intriguing.


Do I embarrass you? Travis asked.


His voice was gentle rather than teasing. She reacted to the drawl as though she had been caressed.


I dont know, she admitted.


Honest little cat, arent you?


Always, she said flatly, not bothering to be polite. She looked at his face again, fascinated by an elusive something about this man that appealed to her. I keep feeling weve met before.


His sun-bleached eyebrows shot up in surprise or disbelief.


Hearing her own words, Cat groaned. Youve reduced me to clichs.


I know the feeling.


Slowly Travis bent his head down to her. She didnt protest when his lips brushed across her forehead. His short, sleek beard smelled of sun and salt and man. She closed her eyes, accepting his caress as easily as he had given it.


For the last three days Ive seen you at dawn, he said against Cats hair, stealing down your stairs like a shadow. Youre all but hidden by equipment. Are the baggy jeans and sweatshirt a disguise to keep off predatory males?


Its cold at dawn.


Not if youre in the right bed.


The thick crimson light of sunset concealed his expression, but Cat could feel Travis waiting for an answer to the question he hadnt asked. Not quite.


Im always in the right bed, she said. Mine.


She wondered whether that had been the answer he wanted to hear. His expression told her nothing.


Travis continued walking up the stairs, breathing evenly, carrying her with every appearance of ease. Cat appreciated his strength on more than a simple feminine level. Her own careerand pridedemanded that she keep the flexibility and stamina she had enjoyed as a teenager. At twenty-nine, that wasnt easy.


Cat guessed that Travis was at least five years older than she was. She respected anyone who had the discipline to stay fit on the other side of thirty. She knew several men who got breathless just climbing up her steps from the beach. She had worn out more than one eager male simply by walking down to the water, swimming for an hour, and walking back up to her home.


It was piquant to realize that it would take more than a bit of exercise to wear out the man called Travis.


Now, that looks like a good memory. Or at least, he amended, taking the last step and walking onto a cantilevered wooden deck, not a bad one.


Its a new one. Fully worth cutting my foot for. In fact


Cats words stopped abruptly as Travis turned, giving her a view of the sun balanced on the edge of a shimmering magenta sea. The whole world had turned burning gold and shade on shade of purple. There were no clouds, no smog, nothing to interrupt the razor clarity of the horizon.


And then Cat saw a sailing ship sweeping before the wind like a great black bird. Soon it would fly across the incandescent eye of the sun.


Put me down, she said urgently, struggling without realizing it, intent on the image that was forming in her mind.



Cat didnt see Traviss surprised look or the instant of anger that quickly became puzzlement. Once she felt the deck beneath her feet, she forgot her wet clothes, her cut foot, even the disturbingly sensual presence of the man who stood watching her.


Her hands flew over the camera case. She found an empty camera body with one hand and high-speed color film with the other. She loaded the camera, secured it to the autofocus zoom lens, and zeroed in on the sailboat.


Less than a minute after Travis put her down, Cat was taking the first picture. She worked rapidly, with a precision that reflected the years she had spent looking through a lens. The long lens was sensitive, well balanced in its rifle-style holder, and easy to use.


Yet the lens felt very heavy after a solid day of photography. Even as Cat braced her arm, part of her mind cursed her relentless schedule of work in the past twelve months. Her reserves of strength were gone. She was weak when she desperately wanted to be as strong as the beautiful ship skimming over the incandescent sea.


But most of Cats mind ignored regrets and emotions. Pouring herself into the camera, she focused entirely in the moment, forcing her weary body to obey her commands.


The ship cut the burning wake of the sun. In silhouette the purity of the ships lines became breathtaking, more work of art than simple transportation. Curve on curve singing of speed and distance, flight and patience, power and silence, endlessly poised on the edge of creation.


The last frame of film whirred through the camera. The motor drive fell silent.


Quickly Cat looked at the sun and the ship. There was neither time to reload nor enough light left for photography. With an expression of yearning, she lowered the camera and watched the elegant ship sail into the condensing night.


Not until the ship vanished completely did Cat notice that her foot throbbed, her arms were shaking with fatigue, and Travis was bracing her with one hand and holding the heavy zoom lens with the other. She sagged against him but still said nothing. Her eyes searched the darkness beyond the setting sun, looking for a ship. She found nothing but colors draining into night.


Its gone, she said.


Travis stared at Cat. Her eyes were luminous, intense. Her voice was barely more than a sigh, as melancholy as the descending night.


Oh, God, she whispered, it must be incredible to sail that ship over the curve of the world and into the soul of beauty.


Travis clenched his jaw against the anger uncoiling in his gut. Shes just like the others after all, out for everything she can get from me.


A seagull cried, breaking the spell the ship had cast over Cat. She looked up at Travis. His expression was distant, his eyes unreadable.


Didnt you see it? she asked. It was the most beautiful ship ever created. Someday Ill take a photo as perfect as that ship. Then Ill smash my cameras and never take another picture again.


Travis didnt say anything. His disappointment in finding that Cat was just like the other women he had known was so intense that it was almost pain.


It infuriated him.


Fooled again, he told himself bitterly. Just when I was congratulating myself on finding a woman who was interested in me before she ever knew about my bank account.


I should have known better.


Travis?


He didnt answer.


She looked at him again, wondering why he looked so remote, so grim. Then she replayed her own words in her mind. For the first time in years, a flush climbed up her cheeks. She laughed self-consciously.



Sorry, she muttered. Not everyone feels the way I do about light and shadow and the shape of freedom.


Travis didnt trust himself to speak. Anger and disappointment were too strong, shockingly strong.


I barely know her. Why the hell do I care that shes another gold-digging, lying female?


Cat smiled slightly, trying to understand the expression on his face.


Im not really crazy, she assured him. Not all the time. Ive just never seen anything quite that beautiful before.


She waited for Travis to speak. He didnt. His eyes were a reflection of deep twilightmystery and darkness and something else, something bleak that she couldnt name.


Travis? she whispered.


His fingers tightened on her arm to a point just short of pain.


What kind of game do you think youre playing? he asked roughly.


Cat stared at him, not understanding the question. All she knew was that the expression on his face was as cold as the wind lifting off the darkened sea. The lazy, approving masculine warmth was gone as though it had never existed.


Abruptly she felt so tired she could hardly stand up. The weakness sweeping over her was frightening.


No, she thought instantly. I cant be this tired. Not yet. Not for four more months.


But she was. Exhaustion was stealing through her like twilight, taking all warmth and color. She couldnt allow it to happen. Her reserves of strength had to last until January.


In January she would be able to crawl into bed and pull the covers over her eyes and sleep for a year.


Until then she must do what she had been doing. Work, followed by more work, followed by much more work. There was no other choice that she could live with. She had already failed lifes bitter little tests once. She would work herself into the grave before she failed again.


This time she was counting only on herself.


Im not playing any game, Cat said flatly. Im way too tired for games. I saw something incredible, and for once there was someone worth sharing it with. Thats all.


Travis didnt say a word.


She looked at his expression and finally recognized it. Contempt.


My mistake, she said, trying to step away from him. The big hand that was clamped on her arm held her where she was. Close to him.


Whats my last name? Travis demanded.


I dont know.


Guess, he said sarcastically.


I said I was too tired for games.


Cat tried to move away, but Traviss fingers were like iron, caging her. She turned on him with narrowed eyes and a mouth that no longer smiled.


Smith, she suggested acidly. No? How about Johnson? Or Jones.


Then she jerked her arm sharply. This time she didnt take Travis by surprise. This time there would be no easy escape for her.



Smith, Johnson, and Jones are the three most common names in the English language, she snarled. After them, the odds of guessing right go straight to hell.


Travis saw and recognized Cats anger. It was like his ownthe instinctive rage of a thirsty animal that had finally found water, only to discover it was tainted.


Cat shivered again. Warmth had drained out of the evening as surely as color. She moved, but remained imprisoned by his grip.


I suppose you dont know the name of the ship, either, he said coldly.


The lens is powerful, but it cant read print a half mile away against the sun. Her tone was as cold as his.


Travis stared at her for the space of several breaths, hungry to believe her, afraid to be wrong again. The cost was simply too high. Not in money. He could afford that.


But he couldnt afford the personal wreckage that came from misjudging a womans motives.


Cat waited, watching Travis with remote gray eyes. Gradually his expression and his grip on her arm gentled. His fingertips moved over her skin as lightly as a butterfly sipping nectar. She shivered beneath his sensitive touch, feeling as though she had never been caressed by a man before.


If the ship was yours, he said softly, what would you call her?


Freedom.


Is your world a jail, Cat?


She looked up at Traviss face. His expression was intense yet oddly gentle. Instinctively she gave him the honesty his waiting silence required.


Not always, she said. But the next few months are going to be really tight.


He dragged a key from the wet pocket of his shorts and unlocked the door to the gleaming white house. Tell me about it while I take care of your foot.


Before she could accept or refuse, Travis picked up her camera equipment and gestured her inside with a sweep of the hand holding her big zoom lens.


Cat hesitated for only a heartbeat. His shifts in mood were unsettling, but they were no worse than her reckless concentration on taking photos or her babbling about freedom and the soul of beauty.


She stepped into the house. The unglazed terra-cotta tile of the entryway felt cool beneath her sore foot. Her remaining canvas shoe squeaked with each shift of her weight.


Sand grated as she and Travis walked side by side into the center of the luxurious foyer. She looked at their gritty feet and the pale pink carpet that waited beyond the white marble tiles.


Were going to ruin your carpet, Cat said.


I can only hope, he muttered. Then he said, Linda assured me that I cant do anything to the house that her parties havent done already. Twice.


Cat glanced at the expanse of pink and wondered. It looked spotless to her. Are you sure?


Positive. Have you been to my cousins parties?


No. Ive only lived next door for six months, but your, um, cousins parties are legend in Laguna.


Figures. My cousin has been in London for the last six months. It must have been real quiet around here.


He caught Cats quietly cynical smile at the word cousin. But he didnt say anything.


Neither did she. She simply looked around the glass-walled, lushly carpeted living room. There were modern crystal sculptures and mirrors and beveled glass, suede couches in startling pink, and minimalist art like sliver exclamation points scattered around the room.


After a time Cat realized that Travis was watching her, waiting for her attention to return to him.


Having second thoughts about the carpet? she asked.


Screw the carpet. Linda really is my cousin. My mothers sisters daughter.


Cat studied Travis for a moment, then nodded slowly. Cousin it is. You have no more reason to lie to me than I have to lie to you.


You act as though men never lie to women, and vice versa.


Men dont.


Travis smiled crookedly. I take it that your definition of man has little to do with age.


It has nothing to do with age. She looked down at her foot. Why dont you bring the disinfectant or whatever out here? My blood is the wrong shade of pink for the rug.


No problem.


He set aside Cats camera gear, picked her up, and carried her through the room. Other than making a soft, startled sound, she didnt object.


Glass doors slid open to reveal an interior garden. A hot tub steamed invitingly in the midst of greenery and concealed lights. Somewhat cynically, Cat waited for Travis to suggest that she would be more comfortable if she took off her cold, wet, sandy clothes.


Do you have a special definition of woman, too? he asked, setting her on the broad lip of the tub.


The question was not what Cat had expected. It slipped past her defenses without warning. A memory went through her like black lightning, darkening everything it touched.


Billy had been very cruel on the subject of her womanhood. But then, he had been very disappointed. He had wanted to found a dynasty.


No, Cat said, trying not to let her memories color her voice. No special definition. Honesty. Warmth. Intelligence. Endurance. The usual things.


Usual? Tawny eyebrows lifted. The usual things are bust, waist, and hip measurements.


Which, added together, invariably exceed the IQ of the boy doing the measuring.


Travis smiled. Wise little cat, arent you?


Eventually. Its called survival.


He pulled off his wet shirt and tossed it aside. The hair on his chest gleamed wetly. Cat half expected him to take off his jeans, but he didnt. He simply slipped into the tub and pulled her in with him. At no time did he so much as hint that either one of them would be more comfortable without clothes.


Cat couldnt help relaxing as the heat of the water went through her like a benediction. She sighed with pleasure.




I didnt know how cold I was, she admitted after a time.


You mean that interesting shade of blue isnt lipstick?


Smiling slightly, she flipped her braid outside the tub and sank farther down on the bench that circled the interior. With a groan, she rested her head on the lip of the tub. Eyes closed, she let heat seep into muscles that were tied in knots from the tension and fatigue that had ruled her life since the twins hadnt been able to find enough grants, loans, and scholarships to get through medical school.


Cat had made up the difference, even though her mother was a sweet, incessant drain on her daughters bank account. She had worked herself into the ground and she knew it.


I can hang on until January. Ive done it for four years. I can do fourteen weeks and four days standing on my head.


She repeated the words to herself, and the promises. In January she would cut her workload in half and take proper care of herself again. Until then, life was going to be a jail of sorts, with each bar carefully chosen and set in place by her own hands.


Tell me about your jail, Cat.
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