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  Indiana Jones meets Lara Croft in a hot, desperate treasure hunt that spans the globe and captures the imagination.


  Dr. Cat Livingstone works for the British Museum, and she’s frustrated as hell when the mysterious man she knows only as the Silver Fox snatches yet another artefact from under her nose. Determined to steal the priceless necklace back, she tracks him to the Swedish Ice Hotel, but she doesn’t bank on him being the most gorgeous guy she’s ever laid eyes on.


  Heath has no idea that the hot blonde in the ice cold hotel has ulterior motives. But when a night between the sheets ends with both Cat and the necklace gone in the morning, Heath jumps into action.


  Unfortunately for Cat, Heath lives for the thrill of the chase. And the chase is on.
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  Chapter 1


  “How come Lara Croft never froze her butt off like this in Tomb Raider?”


  Dr Cat Livingstone grumbled aloud to the cold air, her voice muffled by her black balaclava. Why, out of all the possible careers in the world, had she chosen to be an archaeologist? True, travelling across the globe hunting for artefacts was exciting, but this was plain ridiculous. The temperature in the snowy Swedish forest had fallen to minus fifteen degrees Celsius, and she wore three layers of clothing beneath her huge, padded snowsuit.


  She huddled in the dog sled, her face like an ice cube even though she wore a balaclava and thick reindeer-fur hat; she shivered as the huskies dragged the sled across the snow, and cursed her employer with copious, colourful swear words.


  “…And next time the museum tell me they ‘absolutely must have’ a precious, ancient artefact, I’ll tell them to stick it up their—”


  “Did you say something?” Niklas shouted the words from his position on the sled behind her, and she jumped.


  “How much longer?” She had to yell to the musher over the crunch and crackle of the snow and the dogs’ excited yapping.


  “We’re nearly there.” Niklas pointed ahead. Yellow light glimmered through the trees, and he directed the huskies toward the wooden house.


  She sighed, relieved. “Thank God.” Wiggling her toes in the thick boots, she hoped she didn’t have frostbite. How did people live in this ridiculous climate? She’d only been in Kiruna a few hours, and she was already turning into one of the ice sculptures she’d seen outside the tiny airport. Maybe they were actually tourists who had stayed outside for too long without the proper outerwear. Nothing would surprise her in this strange country where the sun didn’t rise at all for three weeks of the year.


  As the sled stopped, Niklas jumped off and ran forward to check on the dogs. Cat struggled to get out of the seat on her own and eventually admitted defeat, waiting for him to come and give her a hand up, helpless in her thick suit. “I feel like the Michelin Man,” she complained as he heaved her to her feet.


  “The clothing’s necessary for the cold weather,” he said.


  “I know—it was a joke…”


  He looked at her blankly before striding up to the house. Cat rolled her eyes, waddling after him, sure any moment she was going to fall flat on her face.


  However, as her boots scrunched in the thick snow, the realization struck her. She was actually there—the necklace was nearly hers. She welcomed the fierce thump of her heart, pleased with the proof that she wasn’t cryogenically frozen as she’d feared. Lifting up her goggles awkwardly with her thick gloves, she gasped as the cold air bit into her face.


  Niklas banged on the front door. It opened a crack, and a slim, blonde woman in her late forties or early fifties peeped out. Niklas spoke to her in Swedish while Cat waited, tapping her foot. The woman looked over at her and said something, and Niklas beckoned Cat in.


  Heart still pounding, she followed the two of them into the house, and the woman closed the door behind them. Thick rugs decorated the floor and a log fire crackled in the grate. The warm air was a welcome relief after the cold outdoors.


  Cat looked across at Niklas, her excitement making her impatient. “Well?”


  He’d lifted up his own goggles and taken off his hat and balaclava, revealing his thick brown beard and bushy eyebrows. “This is Ragnara,” he said.


  Cat nodded at the woman and gave her a brief smile before turning back to Niklas. “Does she have the necklace?”


  “One moment, please.” He turned to the woman and began to speak Swedish to her again. Cat tried to hide her impatience. Only gradually did she become aware something was wrong.


  “What’s going on?”


  Niklas frowned. “It’s not here.”


  Cat’s heart took a nosedive and disappointment flooded through her. “I don’t believe it. My contact told me he’d overheard her saying she’d inherited it. She described it perfectly.”


  “You mistake me—I meant to say it was here. But this morning a man turned up claiming to be from the British Museum. She sold the necklace to him.”


  Cat stared at them both, not believing her ears. Ragnara’s brows knitted together. She said something, and Niklas translated. “She is very sorry. She really thought he was the museum’s representative.”


  “What did he look like?”


  Niklas asked Ragnara and translated her answer: “He was very tall. And he had silver hair.”


  Cat’s eyes widened. She stared at Ragnara. “Did he leave anything here?”


  Speaking swiftly, Ragnara picked up something from the table and handed it to Niklas. He in turn gave it to Cat. “He told her a woman would follow him here, and she should give this to her.”


  Cat took the object. It was made out of tinfoil, folded like paper origami into an animal. Fury boiled in her stomach. Without another word, she turned and walked out of the house, scrunching the foil up in her hand.


  Behind her, Niklas gabbled something to Ragnara before following Cat out into the cold. The air seemed crueller than ever after the warmth of the house, but Cat was too angry to care. She stomped up to the sled, wanting to scream her frustration but afraid she’d frighten the dogs.


  “Madam? I don’t understand.” Niklas waddled up to her. “Who was he? And what is the significance of the wolf? Why did he leave it for you?”


  “It was a fox. A silver fox.” She threw the foil away into the snow. “I don’t know who he is, but he’s the bane of my life. For the past few months, we’ve been after many of the same artefacts. Sometimes I get to them first—sometimes he does. I began leaving him a model of a black cat to let him know I’ve been there. He leaves me a silver fox. It started as a joke. But it’s getting beyond that now. Lately he keeps pipping me to the post. That’s the third time in as many weeks he’s stolen something from under my nose. The third time!” Her voice rose, and the huskies barked in response.


  Niklas pulled on his balaclava and lowered his goggles. “He knew you were coming here?”


  “Clearly. The cheek of it. Posing as a member of the British Museum.”


  Niklas shrugged. “I don’t understand the importance of a piece of jewellery.”


  Cat sighed. “It wasn’t just any old necklace. You’re Swedish—you know about the goddess Freyja, don’t you?”


  “Of course, the goddess of war and death. The goddess of love.”


  “Yes, well.” The story behind the artefact was rubbish, obviously, but that didn’t mean the item wasn’t real. “She wore a necklace—legend calls it Brísingamen. Made of quartz. In southern Sweden there’s a vein of quartz running through the granite that has markings—they’re thought to be natural cracks, but they look like runes carved into it.”


  “I know of this,” he said. “We call it Runamo—the earth dragon.”


  She stamped her feet, the cold starting to seep into her bones. “That’s the one. Historical documents have mentioned it for the past thousand years. Supposedly, a twelfth-century Swedish queen made a necklace from this quartz, claiming it had magical powers because of the runes that lay within the rock. Scholars thought the necklace a myth, but recently there have been rumours it has come to light—and then I found out about Ragnara.”


  Niklas nodded. “And this Silver Fox… He must have heard the same rumours.”


  Cat looked out across the dark forest. The sun didn’t creep above the horizon in December this far north. “Yes, and once again he’s beaten me to the finish line.”


  “But you have no idea who he is?”


  “None.” She ground her teeth. “I don’t even know if he’s a private collector or if he works for a museum like me. He hides his tracks well. But one day I’ll find him. Then I’ll give him a piece of my mind.” Or the sharp end of an axe. Or a vial of poison. She’d spent many pleasant hours thinking of ways to get her revenge. And it looked like she would be spending a few more now. He had to learn that nobody crossed the Black Cat and got away with it. She was a formidable adversary, she told herself—smart and ingenious. A force to be reckoned with.


  At that precise moment, a heap of snow slid from the branches of a nearby conifer onto her head. She stood there for a moment, fuming, before shaking it off with a curse.


  “Well, I know where he’s staying, if you want do it sooner rather than later,” Niklas said. Behind his goggles, his eyes glimmered with amusement.


  She gritted her teeth. “How do you know?”


  “Ragnara spoke to his translator before he left. He told her he was taking the man to the Ice Hotel in Jukkasjärvi.”


  “The Ice Hotel?” Cat had heard of the expensive and supposedly magnificent place to stay. Her budget hadn’t extended to such sumptuous accommodation though. “How far away is it?”


  “Not far. There are coaches from the airport. You can be there within the hour.”


  Cat nodded. “Let’s go.” She climbed back into the sled, and Niklas readied the dogs. He stood behind her, yelling to the huskies that soon pounded through the snow, dragging the tiny sled behind them.


  Cat snuggled down, formulating a plan. It was time she took revenge on the man who’d been her nemesis for the past few months.


  What would be the best way to get the necklace off him? Revealing her identity would be a mistake—clearly, the man had no scruples considering he’d snatched the item from under her nose. Okay, that also meant she didn’t have scruples either, but that wasn’t the point. He wasn’t going to say, “Oh, I’m sorry, please, take the necklace back. I didn’t realise it belonged to you.” She would have to resort to an alternate method of persuasion.


  Cat chewed her lip as she played through a variety of choices in her head. In her career, she’d sometimes gone to great lengths in order to obtain the artefacts she wanted.


  In Italy, she’d taken lessons in advanced Latin in order to converse with the head of the National Museum of Rome, who liked to pretend to be Julius Caesar at parties. He’d asked her about her family motto, and when she told him, “Quantum placui tibi” (How was it for you?) he’d sold her twice the amount of Roman coins she’d gone there to buy. She’d refrained from pointing out his tiled entrance floor said “Carpe Canem” (Seize the dog) instead of “Cave Canem” (Beware the dog) until she had the coins in her hand.


  Slightly more adventurously, when she’d heard one of the stone pillars at the Neolithic site of Göbekli Tepe in Turkey was up for sale, she’d taught herself how to belly dance in order to woo the chief archaeologist. Stripping down to seven veils and wiggling her hips in public hadn’t come naturally, but she’d done her best. To her frustration, he’d turned out to be German, but the sight of her shaking her chiffon-covered booty had still been enough to convince him to sell her the pillars.


  No, she wasn’t averse to going to ridiculous lengths to get what she wanted. But how could she get the necklace off the Silver Fox? Unfortunately, she didn’t know anything about him and had no idea of his weaknesses. She sighed, her breath clouding before her. In the absence of any useful data, she would have to resort once again to her womanly wiles.


  She frowned as the sled bumped over the carpet of sparkling snow. It had worked before—there was no reason it wouldn’t work again. God had given her a pleasing enough figure and naturally shiny blonde hair, and thankfully the average man didn’t seem to need more than that to become distracted enough to part with whatever item she had her eye on.


  She did have some scruples. When she wanted an item, first she tried bargaining, and attempted to win the seller over with her wit and impress them with her knowledge. And she’d never bought a relic from someone at a ridiculously cheap price because they had no idea of its worth. She would also never take an item from its cultural home if its context remained imperative to a local community. She liked to think she had some standards.


  But she had no problem with using the gifts God had given her to get what she wanted. Of course, sometimes it rankled that the size of her breasts and not the letters after her name appeared to interest men the most, but honestly, where was the harm in fluttering her eyelashes or using her feminine charm if it meant she got what she wanted? As the British Museum’s most successful finder of rare artefacts, the role was very precious to her, and she was determined to stay top of the league.


  Briefly, she thought of Alexander and imagined the disapproving look that usually appeared on his face when he saw her employing these tactics. The thought made her squirm a little, but she forced her uneasiness away. It wasn’t any of his business. They were her assets to use in whatever way she chose—what did it have to do with him? And anyway, the Silver Fox was the unscrupulous one. The necklace was hers and he’d whisked it from under her nose. He deserved to get what was coming to him.


  Chapter 2


  Dr Heath Roberts smiled at the waitress as she placed a cocktail in front of him. He stretched out his legs with a contented sigh and sipped the colourful, liqueur-laced vodka. The Absolut Ice Bar was busy, but he’d found a quiet corner to enjoy his drink and admire the surroundings.


  Bathed in atmospheric blue lighting, the bar was like no other place he’d been. Carved entirely out of ice like the rest of the hotel, it served its cocktails in ice glasses, and the seating consisted of ice blocks covered in reindeer-fur cushions. It wasn’t exactly the warmest place in the world, measuring at a fresh minus five degrees Celsius, and he wore a thermal shirt and long johns, pants, and two sweaters beneath the thermal silver cloak they’d given him when checking in. But he also had the glow of satisfaction from knowing he’d beaten the Black Cat to yet another precious artefact to keep him warm.


  Man, would she be mad when she eventually got to the little log cabin in the woods. He tried to picture her face when she saw the foil animal he’d left with the Swedish woman, but it was difficult when he didn’t know what she looked like. He sipped the cocktail. He’d formed a clear mental picture of his rival based on her devious nature and the fact that she annoyed him: short, plump, and in her late forties, with closely cropped black hair on her head—and under her arms. With a face that could sink ships and a physique that could win arm-wrestling competitions against Arnold Schwarzenegger.


  One day they would meet. He didn’t particularly relish the thought. She’d beaten him to relics he’d wanted enough times for this to have become more than a game. Their rivalry had turned into a war, and he had no intention of submitting to the next Attila the Hun.


  He looked around the bar. He was the only person on his own, which was a shame, because he felt a distinct need for female companionship. He kind of missed Vanessa, which was saying something considering how surprisingly unaffected he’d been when she finally ended their lukewarm relationship. No, he corrected himself—it wasn’t Vanessa in particular he missed but the feel of a warm body next to his at night. It was two months since they’d shared a bed. So he hadn’t been laid in about…sixty-two days. Roughly translated, he was horny as a tomcat, with no discernible outlet for his pent-up sexual frustration.


  He sighed heavily. If he were a less moralistic man, he might have found himself a “professional companion,” but he’d never had to resort to paying for it in the past, and he had too much self-worth to start now.


  The other option was a one-night stand.


  Heath was rather old-fashioned, and had never slept with a girl on the first night he met her. He liked to wine and dine his partners for a few dates, get to know them a bit better before they made a move to the bedroom. But in his present state of mind, the idea of finding a woman who would be interested in a quick winter fling was strangely appealing.


  Sipping his cocktail, he scanned the bar mischievously, wondering if anyone fit the bill. As he’d already observed, however, everyone already seemed to be with a member of the opposite sex or in a group—nobody else appeared to be alone. And anyway, none of the women present took his fancy. You’re getting picky now you’ve turned thirty, he scolded himself, sighing as he finished off the drink.


  Then his gaze alighted on a woman standing at the far end of the bar ordering a drink. She was tall for a girl, maybe five nine or ten, wearing one of the obligatory silver thermal capes over an amusing blue snowsuit so bulky it gave no clue as to her figure. Like many other people in the bar, she also wore a large fur hat that completely covered her head, but as he watched, she removed it to reveal shiny blonde hair tied in a tight knot at the nape of her neck. Pulling out the pins that secured the knot, she shook her head, and her hair tumbled in golden waves down her back. He raised his eyebrows appreciatively.


  The bartender handed her a cocktail, and she smiled her thanks, lighting up a face that, although beautiful, looked fresh and devoid of make-up, with wide, intelligent eyes—hardly the visage of a woman on the pull. Why was she there, alone? On business?


  She turned and sat on a bar stool, scanning the room. She wasn’t talking to anyone, and at that moment no guy had zoomed in on her, although it wouldn’t be long, judging by the nudges that some of the guys in a group in the corner were giving each other.


  On impulse, Heath stood and, taking his empty glass, walked across the room to lean on the bar beside her.


  He ordered another cocktail, aware as he spoke that she’d turned to look at him. He let her study him for a moment, waiting for the drink to arrive, smiled at the bartender, and paid him. Sipping the drink, he finally turned to meet her gaze.


  Wow. She was stunning. Up close, her eyes were a light, almost silvery green, almost reflecting the light like cat’s eyes. She continued to stare at him with surprise.


  “Hello,” he said eventually, starting to smile with amusement. “Do I know you?”


  “Um, I don’t think so.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and laughed self-consciously. “I’m sorry, I was staring. Your hair’s just so unusual.”


  He glanced over at the mirror behind the bar and ran his hand through the silvery-grey strands. “Yeah, I get that a lot.”


  “It’s just that you don’t look that old.”


  “It’s hereditary, I’m afraid. My dad and brother are the same. We all turned grey before we turned thirty.”


  “Oh, it’s not grey. Grey makes you think of wizened old men and bus passes. Yours is more…silver.”


  “Don’t say that.” He rolled his eyes. “With this cape, I’m worried I resemble the robot from The Day the Earth Stood Still.”


  She grinned and quoted the robot’s famous line from the movie. “And if you start coming out with that, I’ll know it’s time to leave.”


  He burst out laughing. “Hey, a girl that likes science fiction. Well, this is turning out to be an interesting night.”


  She blushed, but her eyes danced. “I’m Julia, by the way.”


  “I’m Heath.” He held out a hand. “Pleased to meet you.”


  She shook it. “Likewise.” Her hand lingered slightly longer than necessary in his—or had he imagined it? Maybe his sex-tuned brain was fantasizing. Her gorgeous, upper-class, Lara Croft English accent wasn’t helping. It did strange things to his blood pressure.


  She sipped her cocktail, looking around the room. “Isn’t it beautiful in here?”


  “Yeah. I can’t believe they rebuild it completely every year.”


  She ran her hand over the bar, which was constructed from square blocks of ice. Her fingers were long and slender with elegant nails, and he had a vivid image of them skimming over his thigh, closing around him.


  He blinked. Slow down, Joe! She was probably waiting for someone. Or gay. Or a nun. It was far too early to be thinking of how soft her lips would feel beneath his. Or how large her breasts were under the snowsuit.


  He cleared his throat. “Quite a feat of engineering.” He held up his drink. “Skål!”


  “Skål!” she repeated, and they clinked glasses.


  He studied her, interested. “So what are you doing here? You’re obviously English—what brings you to this dark part of the world?”


  “I’ve just finished university. I’m spending a bit of time travelling.”


  “A student of what?” He sipped his cocktail. Lingerie design, and she wants to show you some of her products? Yoga, and she’d like your assistance with some of the positions? Heath, would you mind helping me carry out some research on sex toys?


  She lowered her eyes, embarrassed. “I don’t want to say. You’ll laugh.”


  “No, I won’t. I promise.” Unless it really is the sex toys thing.


  She sighed. “Okay. Archaeology.”


  He coughed into his drink. Dear God.


  “See, I told you. Guys find it a right turn-off, all that history and dead bodies and stuff.”


  He wiped his mouth, hoping the blue vodka hadn’t come out of his nose. “Not me. I happen to be an archaeologist too.”


  She stared at him. “No! Really?”


  He picked up his drink. Time to take a chance. “I was sitting over there.” He pointed to the corner. “Would you like to join me, or are you waiting for someone?”


  “No, I’m alone.” She slid off the stool. “Sure, that would be nice—it’s awful sitting in a bar on your own. You always worry some nutcase is going to come and chat you up.”


  “Well, hopefully I don’t fit into that category.” Smiling, Heath led the way back to his icy seat in the corner, unable to believe his luck. What were the chances? A girl who was an archaeologist and into science fiction. Talk about meant to be. This meeting was written in the stars.


  He sat on the icy bench and watched her as she slid in beside him, her green eyes glittering in the light from the bar.


  Chapter 3


  Cat sipped her drink, trying not to smirk at how gullible he was. He looked like a boy who’d discovered he had the biggest box of Lego in the world for Christmas. And it had been so easy! Mind you, the science fiction thing had been pure luck—she happened to like the genre, and The Day the Earth Stood Still was one of her favourites.


  She tried not to stare at his silver hair, which shone almost blue in the atmospheric lighting. She’d expected him to be much older, maybe early sixties, haggard and hard. With an evil glint in his eye like a Nazi villain from an Indiana Jones movie.


  The reality was completely the opposite. He was young, only a year or two older than she was, probably, and extremely good looking. When he’d finally turned to look at her at the bar he’d taken her breath away. “Hello,” he’d said, and his voice—with a distinctive Antipodean accent—had been deep and gravelly, his hazel eyes providing his face with a warmth that his hair lacked, and they’d been filled with admiration and interest as he studied her.


  Since he was wearing the ridiculous silver cape and had several thick layers of clothing underneath, she was unable to get much idea of his physique, but he was tall—really tall, maybe six-three or -four – and she had a sneaky feeling his body probably matched his impressive height.


  She sipped her drink, aware of him studying her. She wasn’t used to practising her charms on this sort of man. None of her previous targets had ever made her heart pound in this way. Alarm shot through her, and she was tempted to walk out of the bar. But he’d started speaking, so she made herself sit still, concentrating on the fact that he had the ancient necklace, trying not to think about his good looks.


  Chic and sophisticated. That was the key.


  She went to lean on the table, missed, and almost fell off the bench.


  He caught her. “Oops. You okay?”


  “Jeez.” She put her drink on the table and licked the drops of spilled cocktail from her fingers. “I’m fine. This is my first drink of the evening, I swear. I’m just naturally clumsy.” She didn’t miss the way his gaze followed the movements of her tongue. A sensual shiver ran through her, unnerving her. Men often looked at her body with desire, but it had never had this effect on her before.


  His lips twitched at her words, but he was kind enough not to laugh aloud. He released her as she made herself comfortable on the bench. “So, Julia, what areas did you specialize in at university?”


  Hmm. She mustn’t drop her guard. She was going to have to be on her toes this evening to make sure she didn’t give her identity away. Equally, sometimes it paid to be honest to save getting yourself caught up in your lies. “Medieval Europe. Particularly early medieval. Anglo-Saxon, Merovingian, Carolingian, Viking, that sort of thing. You?”


  “The same, actually, for my undergrad. My MA and Doctorate are more process-based, you know, excavation techniques and preservation of artefacts, although I did do a detailed study on New Zealand archaeology.”


  “Do they have any?” she teased, aware the country was one of the most recently populated areas in the world.


  He grinned. “We study the arrival of the first Maori, and the early European settlers of the nineteenth century.”


  “So you’re a Kiwi, not an Aussie?”


  “Yep. Wellington born and bred.”


  “Oh. Do you work there?” The perfect opportunity to find out more about her arch-enemy.


  “Yes. I have the very posh title of Head of Acquisitions at Te Papa Tongarewa—that’s the Museum of New Zealand. They’re trying to broaden their range of archaeological pieces, and they hired me to source new artefacts and design displays. It basically means I get to be Indiana Jones and hunt down national treasures.”


  “Sounds like a dream job.” Inwardly she cursed the museum and all its employees.


  He shrugged, smiling. “It’s pretty cool. What are you going to do—do you have a job lined up?”


  “Not yet. I’m going to travel for a while, maybe go on a few digs, get some experience.” It was degrading having to pretend she was an absolute beginner when her list of excavations would make his eyes pop out of his head, but she suppressed her irritation, reminding herself she was only playing a part.


  She shifted in her seat, wishing she didn’t have to wear the blasted snowsuit—it made it very difficult to utilize her body for seduction purposes. Normally she would be leaning forward by now, pressing her breasts together and giving him a view down her cleavage. Not exactly a sophisticated move, but it usually worked. But Heath would be lucky to see the shape of her figure beneath the padded suit. She would have to rely on sparkling dialogue to seduce him.


  Sexy talk wasn’t exactly her strong point.


  Still, she had a couple of moves up her sleeve. She turned a little toward him in the seat, sipping her cocktail. His gaze drifted to her lips and, after swallowing the mouthful of liquid, she licked them. He blinked slowly, his gaze lingering for a moment before returning to hers. She hid a smirk. Poor fool. Did he have any idea she was in complete control of his libido at that moment?


  Heath studied her as she began to list some of the archaeological sites she’d been to. She was an enigma, this one. When he’d first started talking to her, she’d given the impression of being fresh out of university, which would put her at around twenty-one or two. But as the moments ticked by, he became certain she was older, maybe not so far from his own age. Not that he could tell physically—her skin shone smooth and clear, her blonde hair showed no signs of grey, and her teasing manner and wit appealed to his sense of fun. She had a light laugh, and her dancing eyes showed her enthusiasm for life.


  But there was something about her manner, her confidence, which convinced him she was older. He wondered briefly if her wide-eyed innocent look were an act. No, surely not. She may be older, but the flush that appeared in her cheeks from time to time when he teased her convinced him she wasn’t used to being chatted up like this.


  She’d started their conversation quite reserved, although now they were talking about archaeology her face lightened and her eyes began to sparkle. She was a lot more knowledgeable than most newly graduated students he’d met. If she was older than she appeared at first, it meant either she’d gone to college as a mature student or she’d graduated a lot longer ago than she’d implied.


  Not that either option mattered. It made her intriguing. He was interested in her, and not only in what lay beneath the padded snowsuit. But he hadn’t forgotten his original plan to find himself a little entertainment for the night.


  His gaze kept drifting to her lips, which looked soft and pink, practically asking him to kiss them. She looked like the sort of girl you’d take home to meet your mother, although he was sure he’d spotted an interested sparkle in her eyes. Was she the type who indulged in one-night stands? Possibly not, and he was worried about making a move and insulting her. He was surprised at the disappointment that swept through him.


  “So what’s your favourite archaeological period?” she was asking him now.


  He mentioned the Palaeolithic, and she started talking about the human remains at Boxgrove in West Sussex in England, and for a while he actually forgot he was trying to chat her up and just enjoyed the intelligent conversation with a like-minded person.


  They talked archaeology for over an hour, gradually moving on to their second and third cocktails, growing more relaxed in each other’s company as the alcohol began to have an effect and the hour grew late.


  “I wanted to love the Tower of London,” he admitted, “but it had no atmosphere—it kind of spoiled it for me.”


  “Too many tourists,” she said sadly, leaning her head on her hand.


  “Still, Traitor’s Gate was cool.”


  She nodded. “Must have been cooler when all the stakes out the front were full of dripping skulls.”


  “Gives a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘giving head’.”


  Her eyebrows rose, and he realised what he’d said. Oops. That had sort of slipped out. It would be a good test though. He sipped his drink as he waited for her reaction. If she looked insulted, he would know this evening was going to end with a kiss on the cheek before they parted to go their separate ways. But if not…


  Cat stared, shocked. They’d been so caught up in their debate about archaeology, she’d relaxed and had almost forgotten why she’d come to the hotel.


  She forced herself to concentrate on why she was there. He’d made the first sexual reference of the evening, but that was what she’d wanted, wasn’t it? She ignored the sweep of disappointment that the evening was drawing to an end. Yes, it had been fun to talk to him about archaeology, but like most men, he was obviously only after one thing


  So come on then, Cat. Do you really have no idea how to get him to invite you to his room?


  A flutter of unease spread through her. She was going to have to pretend she wanted to go to bed with him. Eek. Now she was really getting out of her depth.


  As she met his hazel eyes, however, she couldn’t look away. In spite of everything he’d done to her over the past few months, beating her to artefacts she’d been desperate to get and being so infuriatingly elusive, her heart rate increased, and her cheeks grew hot at the desire in his eyes. His lips curved, and automatically she smiled in response as something passed between them, something invisible, chemical, electric.


  Confused, she looked at her ice glass, studying the blue vodka cocktail. What was going on here? This had never happened to her before.


  Cat’s love life was non-existent. A turbulent childhood, chaotic teenage years and a strangely sheltered early adult life had left her uneasy about men and hesitant to get involved in a relationship. And the longer time went by, the more difficult it became to open up to a man.


  She looked back up at Heath. He was studying her quietly, seemingly content to let her deal with her thoughts. Of course, men had looked at her with desire before. And yet… Heath couldn’t even see her body, and hadn’t had a glimpse of her cleavage. But still that look had passed between them—the zap of electricity that showed he wanted her.


  For a brief moment, she imagined letting this gorgeous man take her in his arms and make love to her. She liked him. He was warm and funny, and he looked at her as if he wanted her more than the damn necklace. What would he be like in bed?


  Although she’d used her femininity on more than one occasion when she needed something, her one attempt at sex had ended in disaster before they really got going, so she wasn’t quite sure what it would be like to sleep with a guy. She’d read romance novels though, and watched romantic films. In those, the men always lit the women up like fireworks. How would that feel?


  Heath smiled. She’d been staring at him as if he’d told her she’d won a million dollars. Her cheeks grew hot, and she finished off her cocktail, embarrassed. What was she thinking? This was the Silver Fox—the enemy who’d driven her mad on so many occasions. A man who was happy to take a woman to bed on the night he met her. She hadn’t planned on giving her virginity to anyone, and she absolutely was not considering giving it to this scoundrel.


  She had to focus on the mission and the goal—the necklace. Everything else, including his warm hazel eyes and beautiful silver hair, was immaterial.


  Chapter 4


  Heath watched the gorgeous blonde struggle with some inner dilemma. She fascinated him. He sensed deep emotion beneath the surface, an ocean of feelings whirling inside her that he would have been interested to dive into and uncover. What a shame tomorrow he’d be gone.


  Suddenly she looked up at him again, and her hesitation had vanished, to be replaced by something that glittered in her silvery-green eyes. Desire? Determination? She shifted in her seat, moving closer to him, tucking a leg under to give herself height. Before he could move, she leaned across him and pressed her cool mouth against his.


  Taken by surprise, Heath remained still, one hand holding his glass, the other arm stretched out along the back of the seat, and let her kiss him. She did so slowly, moving her lips gently, her eyes not quite closed. His blood surged as if she’d given him a shot of adrenalin, and his pants grew tight as his erection sprang to life—not that she’d been able to see it under all the layers of clothing.


  Lifting herself up, oblivious to the rest of the room, she moved to sit astride him. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten they both wore bulky clothes. As she slid onto his lap, she became wedged securely between him and the table.


  She looked over her shoulder, tried to move, then stared at him, exasperated. “Crap.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Very smooth.”


  “Elegant is my middle name. I used to be a ballet dancer, can’t you tell?”


  He laughed and put down his glass. Her faux pas hadn’t appeared to embarrass her. He liked that about her. She wiggled her hips so she could get as close to him as possible, not even looking at the rest of the room to see if anybody was watching. Luckily, the barman had dimmed the lights and they were in the darkest corner, but her boldness and complete disregard for anything other than what she wanted made his heart beat faster. She slid her hands into his hair, smiling as she stroked it, admiring the colour before lowering her lips once again.


  He opened his mouth and stroked his tongue across her lips, and she gasped and inhaled as if he’d shocked her. Her own tongue crept out, surprisingly tentative at first, but soon she was kissing him back deeply, giving little murmurs of appreciation that sent shivers up his spine.


  He placed both hands on her back, although he couldn’t feel a thing through her padded suit. Suddenly he wanted to rip her clothes off more than anything in the world and press himself up against her, place kisses along her neck, down to her breasts. Oh yeah, I wonder why, Heath? Nothing to do with the fact that it’s been sixty-two days?


  She lifted her head to look at him, her pupils so dilated her eyes looked black.


  Still conscious they were in a public place, he said, “You move fast.”


  “All this archaeology talk turns me on,” she said.


  “Well, there’s plenty more where that came from.”


  “Like?” She brushed her lips against his.


  “Aurignacian blades. Acheulean handaxes.”


  “Mmm.” She kissed his cheekbone.


  “Anthropomorphism, natural selection…”


  “Oh yeah, keep going.” She kissed his ear, running her tongue around it.


  He sighed. “Radiocarbon dating, dendrochronology…”


  “Oh, now you’re just being dirty.”


  “Well, I was going to make a gag about Homo erectus, but I thought it might ruin the mood.”


  She giggled and lifted her head again, her eyes dancing.


  He took her hand and kissed it. “The bartender keeps shooting us glances.”


  “He’s only jealous.”


  He smiled. “Tell me, are you staying here tonight?”


  “No, I only came here for a drink and a look around. I’m down the road at the hostel.”


  He turned her hand over, kissed her palm. Nothing ventured… “Would you like to stay here tonight?”


  Her eyes met his, shining softly.


  “I meant with me, by the way,” he clarified.


  She pressed her lips together. “I’d love to.”


  “I have no idea how we’re going to get up, though.”


  “I wonder if they have any shoe horns?”


  Laughing, he slid a little to the right, and she wiggled her hips, then he slid again, and before long, he was able to swing her around the edge of the table. Without warning, he stood up, and she squealed and threw her arms around his neck. He held her tightly, letting her legs slide slowly to the floor, heat shooting through him at the weight of her pressed against him, even though he couldn’t feel a thing in the snowsuit. “Come on then.”


  Cat took the hand Heath held out to her. His fingers were surprisingly warm on hers as he led her out of the Ice Bar.


  She didn’t miss the amused look the barman shot them, and her heart hammered. What the hell was she doing? She’d never gone so far down the seduction route.


  They walked along the icy corridor to the end, then turned left, following the numbers pinned into the ice until he came to his room. Reindeer skins covered the arched doorway, and they ducked beneath the furs into the suite.


  She stared around her in delight. The large room had round walls like an igloo, carved with glittering silver skeletal tree motifs. The ceiling was engraved with moons and constellations lit with blue and golden lights. The bed stood against one wall, cut from great blocks of ice, covered with a huge thermal sleeping bag topped with thick reindeer furs.


  “Oh my God,” she said. “Wow!”


  “I second that.” Heath watched her admire the lighting and run her fingers over the carvings, stunned at the design. Then, meeting him back at the foot of the bed, her gaze fell onto his.


  She wasn’t sure what was more amazing—the beautiful room or the way his hair shimmered with silver as if it had captured the starlight.


  Impatience shot through her. Oh good lord, listen to her. The necklace, Cat! Concentrate!


  She glanced at his luggage in the corner—one bag, still unpacked. She could hardly ask him to show her the contents of his case. He was studying her again. He seemed to like watching her, trying to work out what she was thinking. He’s your enemy, remember? He’d made her blood pressure rise and had given her a migraine on more than one occasion when she found his silver fox miniatures. She should just bite the bullet and leave while he still had no idea who she was.


  Then he slipped his hand into her hair, cupped her head, and leaned forward for another kiss.


  His lips touched hers gently and her heart pounded. His kisses were soft and yet passionate at the same time. The curiosity she felt every time she read one of her romance novels flickered inside her again. Clearly, he was assuming they’d progress to the bed, where he would…what would he do? She wasn’t sure, but she knew for a fact that if he did it, whatever it was, she’d soon be sighing like the actresses did in the movies when they got into bed.


  She knew where everything went. How the process worked. She just had no idea what it felt like.


  But she couldn’t.


  Could she?


  The thought made her want to blush, giggle, and swear at the same time. It was ridiculous. She was a professional, and had long since moved on from teenage dreams of romance and happy ever after. She’d sealed her heart in a steel box years ago—she didn’t go all swoony at the first sight of a good-looking guy. Not even when he was an archaeologist with silver hair who held her as if she were the most precious treasure he’d ever seen.


  The necklace, she thought desperately. Maybe if she actually got into bed with him, she could distract him enough to turn the conversation around to talking about it.


  Yeah. Because the necklace is the only thing that’s on your mind at the moment.


  She couldn’t help it. Her heart—or, more likely, her hormones—were overriding her logic. One more kiss, that couldn’t be too bad, could it? Giving in, she reached up on her tiptoes—and how nice was that when she was nearly five feet ten?—put her arms around his neck, and kissed him back.


  Heath sighed and drew her into his arms, and even though her eyeballs were freezing in their sockets from the low temperature, she nearly fainted from the blissfulness of a kiss that melted her from the inside out. His tongue, warm and tasting of the sweet liqueur, delved into her mouth, and he was all height and breadth and strength around her, holding her tightly with powerful arms.


  When they finally drew back, he arched his eyebrow ruefully. “Are you sure about this?”


  She blinked. “What do you mean?”


  “Let’s just say I’m not at my most impressive at minus five degrees Celsius.”


  She giggled. Naughtiness surged through her and, unable to resist, she ran her hands down his body. “I’d say you feel okay to me, but to be honest I can’t feel anything.”


  He chuckled. “Perhaps we should remedy that.”


  She bit her lip. Crunch time.


  Heath cupped her cheek, smiling as if aware of the thoughts passing through her head. She caught her breath. She’d never imagined sleeping with a man under such circumstances. Hell, she never thought she’d get close to a guy again, let alone have a one-night stand. And certainly not with the man who’d been driving her nuts the past few months!


  But he stroked her cheek gently with his thumb, and his hazel eyes were warm and considerate. He was nice, and he was sexy, and oh God she wanted to see him without clothes more than anything in the world. She’d denied herself love for so long. Would one night of fleeting passion be such a bad thing? Just once, she wanted to see what all the fuss was about.


  An idea jumped into her head. She’d come here as the Black Cat. He still thought her name was Julia. And there was absolutely no reason she couldn’t continue to play the role. She could seduce him, take what she wanted and still stand a chance of getting the necklace. And if she thought of herself as playing the part, it would give her the courage to go through with it.


  Chapter 5


  If only she had a sexy bra and knickers on beneath the stupid snowsuit! “I have to warn you,” she said, heart thumping as she dropped her hat onto the furs that covered the carved ice table and started to unzip the suit, “thermals aren’t the sexiest underwear going. I hope it won’t put you off.”


  “Likewise.” He pulled the thermal cape over his head and dumped it on top of her hat. Catching his thick sweater by the back of the neck, he tugged it over his head, dropping that on the rapidly growing pile.


  Starting to laugh, unable to believe what she was about to do, she wriggled out of the snowsuit, adding it to the heap. Underneath, she wore a soft, thick tracksuit, and she began to unzip the top. Halfway down, however, she came to a sudden stop, staring at him.


  “I vote we get under the covers as quickly as possible,” he grunted, oblivious to her stare as he pulled his second, thinner sweater over his head. “First because of the thermals, and second because it’s fucking freezing in here!” He glanced over, realised she was staring, and froze, probably literally, considering he was only wearing the cream, thermal top on his upper half. “What?”


  She blinked. “Nothing.” The skin-tight top stretched taut over his muscular arms and impressive chest. His shoulders looked even broader somehow without the bulk of the sweater. His hair stuck up where he’d dragged the sweater over it, and he ran a hand through it, showing her impressive biceps. He was so damn sexy, she nearly swooned like a Victorian governess.


  He looked at his chest, then back up at her. “I wouldn’t be shocked if you changed your mind. These are passion killers if I’ve ever seen them.”


  She tried to imagine what the Black Cat would do. She finished unzipping her tracksuit top and let it slide down her arms, catching it when it reached her hands. Not taking her eyes from his, she threw it onto the pile of clothing, waiting for his reaction.


  His gaze dropped to her breasts, outlined nicely by the clinging thermals, the top two buttons of which were undone to reveal her generous cleavage. He stared, his eyes widening, and she laughed as a smile spread over his face.


  “That’s the nicest compliment I’ve ever had,” she teased, sliding her pants down and kicking them off too.


  He unzipped his jeans, slid them off, dropping them by the side of the bed, and gestured to the covers. “Quick, into the sleeping bag!”


  Laughing, still in their socks and thermals, they climbed onto the huge bed and snuck down into the double bag, zipping it up. Heath grabbed the furs and drew them over the top, then pulled her to him, wrapping his arms around her. “Are you okay? Jeez, this isn’t exactly the most romantic place for a rendezvous, is it?”


  Her heart pounded. The man was all muscle, and he smelled like heaven, all sexy male aftershave and hot body warmth. Oh dear. Nerves began to float to the surface like polystyrene pushed under the water. What the hell was she doing? He was like all the heroes she’d ever seen at the movies or read about rolled into one man. This was not the sort of guy who’d be used to blushing virgins in his bed.


  The memory of her first sexual disaster flashed through her mind and she almost cringed. The guy had been irritated by her lack of knowhow and impatient with her apprehension. In the end she’d tensed up so much he hadn’t been able to enter her, and he’d walked out in disgust. She’d die if that happened again.


  Oh…this was a big mistake. Perhaps she should resort to Plan A—getting him riled up so he got carried away and didn’t notice if she quizzed him about the necklace.


  “It’s okay, Heath—I don’t need romancing.” Rolling on top of him, she began to undo the rest of the buttons on her top, fingers shaking a little. A flash of breast should do the trick.


  “Whoa, slow down, tiger.” He caught her wrists, stopping her before she revealed everything.


  “It’s all right. I’m not bothered about foreplay.”


  His eyebrows nearly shot off his head. “What?” He looked puzzled. “I’ve never heard a woman say that before.”


  “Well, I’m not most women.”


  “I’m beginning to realise that,” he said wryly. “You are a puzzle. Did you consider that maybe I’d like some foreplay?”


  Startled, she pushed herself back so she could stare at him. “A man that needs foreplay? I don’t know whether to be amused or insulted.”


  He rolled his eyes. “I didn’t say ‘need’. I said ‘like’. Come on, the prettiest girl in the room has agreed to go to bed with me—why would I want to rush it? Unless you have to be somewhere?”


  She met his eyes, glowing at his compliment. He wanted to take his time with her. Maybe he would be patient. He stroked down her arms, smiling, and once again a deep longing to experience lovemaking just once flooded her. Taking a deep breath, she shook her head to say no, she didn’t have to go. Not yet, anyway.


  “Perhaps you should let me lead,” he said, smiling.


  “You want to dance now?”


  Laughing, he rolled her onto her back and lay on his side. “Turn over.” He made a circling motion with his finger, indicating for her to face away from him, on her left side. She did so, and he pulled her firmly against him, his chest warm against her back, curling around her, his head propped on an elbow. He slid his right arm over her ribcage, hugging her tightly. “There. Now in the name of everything that’s holy, please try to relax.”


  Her heart pounding, she nestled back into him and tried to do as he bid. “I don’t know what’s so important about relaxing. I thought sex was about ramping up the stress levels.”


  “Then clearly you’ve never had sex with me.” He began to nuzzle her ear.


  “Clearly.” She felt strangely breathless. Everything tingled. It must be the cold. It couldn’t be his light, soft kisses on her skin that were making her shiver. And yet she wasn’t really cold at all. His body radiated heat, warming her from her neck to her feet, and though her nose was out in the icy air, everything else glowed in the warmth of the huge, thermal sleeping bag.


  She felt his hand on her neck, touching the gold chain she wore there, and he ran his fingers over the wedding ring that hung on the chain. She looked up at him. “I’m not married.”


  His eyes met hers. “Okay.”


  She took it from him, rolling it between her fingers. “It belonged to a friend.”


  He brushed her cheek. “You don’t have to explain.”


  “I want to. I…I don’t do this very often, Heath.” At all, in fact. “But when I saw you sitting there, I…” She couldn’t think how to phrase the thrill that had shimmered through her when he turned to smile at her.


  He lifted her chin so he could reach her lips. “Me too.” He stroked her hair, tucking it behind her ear. He kissed slowly along her neck and shoulder, occasionally tracing his warm tongue on her skin, sending tiny electric shocks to her breasts whenever he did so. She sighed, her mind wandering like a lazy dog let off the leash. “Did you know that a sex manual written in 1684 advises extensive sexual foreplay?”


  He ran his fingers lightly up her arm, then slowly down her back, making her catch her breath. “I did not know that, no, but it sounds very sensible.” His deep, gravelly voice vibrated right through her.


  She stretched languorously, enjoying the feel of his muscular body pressing against her back and thighs. “It emphasized which parts of the female body should be stimulated, saying that ‘blowing the coals of these amorous fires’ was pleasing for women.”


  “An interesting turn of phrase,” he said, blowing gently into her ear. “Maybe you should list these parts for me so I don’t miss anything.”


  She sighed again, her hair standing up on the back of her neck. “Did you know there’s a myth that in medieval times if you wanted a baby you had to have the permission of the monarch and that’s why ‘fuck’ means Fornication Under the Consent of the King.’”


  He chuckled. “Uncontrollable laughter isn’t the best aid to a great erection,” he pointed out. “I’m trying to concentrate.”


  “You don’t seem to be having any problem,” she murmured, wriggling her backside. He was impressively long and hard against her butt. He laughed and slipped his hand underneath her thermal top, his palm warm against her cool skin, and traced his fingers around her breasts, not quite touching her nipples.


  His light, teasing touch made her breath come in short gasps, and when she spoke, it was almost a whisper. “Did you know that…Cretans developed the first bras…in 2500 BC? They lifted their bare breasts…up and out of their clothing.”


  “Julia?”


  “Mm?” Her eyelids drooped.


  “Stop talking.” He continued running his hand along her body, around her butt, across her stomach.


  “Oh, sorry. It’s a nervous condition.” And she’d never been more nervous than she was now. Although his gentle hands were beginning to relax her, loosening her muscles and making her sigh.


  “Listing historical facts?” he asked.


  “Talking. But anyway, I told you, archaeology turns me on.”


  He stopped stroking her and kissed her shoulder. “In that case I’ve got something that should give you an instant orgasm.”


  Chapter 6


  She turned her head and stared at him. “Oh?”


  He grinned and leaned over the side of the bed, picking up his jeans, and delved into the pocket. Her heart seemed to shudder to a stop as he retrieved an item and sat back up in the bed. “Open your hand.”


  She did so. He held his closed fist about a foot above hers and then opened his fingers. The necklace unfurled slowly, falling into her palm.


  She stared at the chain of small stones, pushing herself upright, not even feeling the icy cold breeze that curled around her back. Turning the stones in her fingers, she saw the tiny runes cut into the surface and the intricate gold wire that linked the stones together and formed the clasp at the top.


  “It’s beautiful.” Her fingers tingled at the thought of how old it was.


  “It’s allegedly from the twelfth century.”


  Ah, yes. She wasn’t supposed to know anything about it. “Really?” She didn’t have to fake the awe. “Where did you get it?”


  “It was supposedly made by a Swedish queen from the quartz band in Blekinge,” he said, neatly sidestepping the question.


  “The Runamo?”


  “That’s the one.” Her knowledge obviously impressed him. If only he knew. “It’s supposed to mirror the necklace the goddess Freyja wore. Apparently the runes spell out an ancient charm that grants the wearer the potent sexual power to ensnare any lover she chooses.” He undid the clasp and, leaning forward, placed it around her neck and fastened it. “There.” Pulling her back down under the bedclothes, he drew the furs close around them, kissing her nose. “You’ve ensnared me. Not that you needed the necklace to do that.”


  She stared up at him, rolling the stones between her fingers. Now she could pretend she needed to go to the bathroom and make a quick escape. She had what she came for.


  However, the look in his hazel eyes took her breath away. And suddenly she knew she’d been kidding herself all along. This wasn’t about the necklace. He fascinated her, and she wanted him. Just for one night. She wanted to find out what it was like to be loved by a man like this, who touched her as if he were cleaning dust from a precious artefact. It wasn’t love, it wasn’t a relationship, it wasn’t anything except lust, desire, sex. She’d never had this in her life, and she knew it wasn’t for keeps. But what harm could come from having a little, tiny taste?


  “Just for tonight.” He smiled and lifted the necklace. “Tomorrow it’s going to Te Papa.”


  “Of course. It must be very precious.”


  “Like you.” He rolled her onto her side again, curling back around her, and started to kiss her neck.


  She stiffened. “Heath, I just thought, I haven’t any condoms.” She’d never bought any—had never needed them.


  “Don’t worry.” He started to nibble her ear again. “I’ve got one in my wallet.”


  “Just in case?” If she hadn’t turned up at the Ice Bar, there would probably now be another woman in this bed with him. The thought stung.


  “Hey, a man never knows when he’s going to come across a beautiful blonde.” He sucked her earlobe. “Pun intended.”


  She couldn’t help but giggle at that. He was a young, handsome, single guy—why wouldn’t he take advantage of any woman who threw herself at him? But he was here with her now, and he quite obviously found her attractive and wanted to have sex with her. She was using him. Why was she so insulted he was using her?


  She sighed as he began to play with her, arousing her slowly with kisses and gentle strokes of her breasts. This is bliss, she thought, unable to believe she was actually in bed with this sex god, letting him touch her in places she hadn’t been touched since man learned how to use fire.


  After a while, he slid a hand down her thigh and hooked it into the back of her right knee. He pulled her leg further up, leaving the soft, sensitive skin of her left inner thigh exposed. Tracing his fingers across the thin thermal fabric, making her shiver, he cupped her butt and ran his fingers down the seam of the pants, right underneath her. She was already wet, and the thin cloth was soon soaked with moisture as he caressed her, making her sigh heavily and him grunt with pleasure.


  Slipping his left arm underneath her shoulder, he tightened his grip around her, stroking her breast. He moved his right hand around her waist and dipped beneath the fabric. She caught her breath as he traced patterns in her pubic hair. Everything felt sensitive, and she ached with want and desire.


  Slowly, he slid his fingers down into the hot, sensitive part of her. She gasped at the unfamiliar intrusion and his skilled touch. There had been very little of this in her previous attempt at sex. The guy had kissed her for a while, groped her breasts, forced his hand inside her panties and shoved his fingers inside her. It had hurt, and when he climbed on top of her within minutes and tried to get inside her, she’d known even before he rolled off in frustration that it was never going to happen.


  But this… This was something different. How did Heath know exactly where to stroke her? How did he understand what would turn her on? He caressed her slowly, continuing to nuzzle her neck and ear, and gradually she relaxed against him as she forgot about trying to do the right thing, forgot about wondering how to please him. Thought instead only about how he was making her feel, and about the glorious sensations rippling through her.


  He slipped his fingers gently inside her to gather her moisture, then brought them up to caress her, sliding easily through her folds so that she knew she must be swollen and wet. Gosh, what an expert. It wouldn’t surprise her if he had a qualification in foreplay. This must be what it was like to go with one of those men you could pay for sex, who knew how to pleasure women. Maybe he was a gigolo in his spare time.


  She tipped her head back on his shoulder, sighing with pleasure as his fingers continued to explore her slowly, gentle and yet firm at the same time, his other hand teasing her nipple. Her climax wasn’t far off—her muscles were beginning to tighten, pleasure shimmering through her.


  She caught his hand, trying to turn in his arms.


  “Where are you going?” he asked, amused.


  “I, um, need you inside me,” she said, breathing heavily. Wasn’t this when the guy was supposed to climb on board?


  “Not yet,” he murmured. He refused to loosen his tight grip and continued to stroke her.


  “But…”


  “Later, sweetheart. No rush, remember?”


  He wanted to pleasure her first. Dear God, she hadn’t thought such men existed. She turned her head to look up at him, and the heat in his eyes was enough to make her orgasm radiate through her. Everything tightened, and as she exclaimed, he covered her mouth with his, swallowing up her cries, stroking her gently until the pulsing of her muscles finally calmed.


  He lifted his head to observe her, his fingers coming up to trace circles on her flat stomach. She knew she was blushing. It was the first time a man had ever given her an orgasm. She couldn’t look at him, she just couldn’t. She’d lowered her guard, and if he looked her in the eye, he’d be able to see right into the depths of her, into the most vulnerable part of her soul, the part she kept hidden from everyone.


  Chapter 7


  Heath watched his beautiful blonde temptress with amusement, propping his head on his hand and studying her flushed cheeks as he stroked her abdomen lazily. Her pulse beat rapidly in her throat, and his fingers were deliciously sticky from her arousal. She was so hot he was worried the bed would melt.


  She still wouldn’t look at him, however. He brought his hand up to tuck under her chin and lifted it, forcing her eyes up, puzzled as to why she was embarrassed. She’d been pretty forward in the bar. Presumably this wasn’t her first one-night stand.


  He placed a light kiss on her lips. She finally opened her eyes and looked at him. Her silvery-green orbs shone in the light from the carved stars above their heads, reminding him once again of cat’s eyes, reflecting in the darkness.


  “Was that nice?” he asked innocently.


  Her lips curved. “Yes, thank you.” So polite with her British accent.


  He smiled back, studying her curiously. An emotion flickered at the base of her gaze like a candle left in a window, caught in a draught, but he couldn’t place it. Her hand came up and slipped through his hair, and she admired the colour.


  “It’s beautiful.” She brushed it with her fingers.


  “In a manly way, I hope.”


  “Oh, definitely.” She traced her fingers down his neck, then slowly down his chest, and even lower, brushing his erection lightly. He raised an eyebrow and she brought her hand back up to rest on the buttons between her breasts. “Am I allowed to take this off now?”


  “By all means.”


  She undid the buttons slowly, keeping her eyes on him, and sat up to push it down her arms. She returned with a shiver as the cold air bit into her skin.


  He pulled the sleeping bag and the thick furs close around them. Her breasts were generous and firm, the sight of her light pink nipples making him even harder. “Here, let me warm you up,” he suggested.


  He traced his tongue up the valley between her breasts, enjoying the way she inhaled as if she’d forgotten how to breathe out. He covered her upper body with kisses, placing them above the necklace, then beneath it, only then returning to close his hot mouth over a nipple. She gasped and clutched her fingers in his hair.


  He loved how responsive she was, almost as if this was all new to her. She didn’t act being turned on like a porn star like Vanessa used to do, with faked, exaggerated moans and groans. Nor did she lie unresponsive and limp, waiting to be aroused. Her pants and sighs seemed genuine, and he loved her startled little gasps as his mouth and fingers explored.


  Before long, they’d both got rid of the rest of their clothes and then it was only skin upon warm skin, heated to sizzling beneath the thermal covering and the reindeer fur blankets.


  He returned his fingers to the beautiful, moist part of her, and began to arouse her once again to the point where her breathing quickened and the pulse in her neck increased in pace. This time, however, he stopped for a brief moment, retrieving the condom from his wallet and putting it on before moving on top of her.


  Her eyes were wide, startlingly green, but she didn’t say anything as he settled between her thighs. He hesitated for a moment, sensing her indecision. Had she changed her mind?


  He went to ask her, but she pulled his head to hers and kissed him eagerly. Desire coursed through him. She wanted him—that much was clear. And he wanted her, more than anything. Maybe it was just because he hadn’t had sex for a while, or maybe it was because she was gorgeous and enthusiastic, but at that moment he couldn’t think of anything but burying himself in her moist warmth.


  He pressed the tip of his erection into her, and pushed forward.


  Beneath him, her whole body tightened and she exclaimed before biting her lip as if she hadn’t meant to say anything.


  Heath stopped and stared at her, shocked. He’d hardly entered her. It was almost as if…


  And suddenly her intriguing blend of confidence and shyness made sense.


  “You’re kidding me,” he said. “How old are you?”


  She blinked furiously. “Twenty eight.”


  “Sweetheart…” Words failed him. Twenty-eight? How the hell was she still a virgin at twenty-eight?


  He’d never slept with one before. His first love had been an older girl who’d been happy to teach him a thing or two, and since then all his partners had been experienced. She’d been so eager to get him into bed—this was the last thing he’d expected. “You should have told me,” he scolded, worried he’d hurt her.


  “I’m sorry.” Her voice was husky. “I know I should have but I thought I could hide it.” She bit her lip. “Are you going to stop?”


  He hesitated. She was tight around him, wet, swollen, and incredibly luscious. He had to fight not to push his hips forward, to plunge into her. “Do you want me to?”


  Once again her pupils were so dilated her eyes looked black. “No.” She looked hopeful and so unsure of herself that his heart went out to her.


  He kissed her tenderly. “Why me, honey, when you’ve waited this long? Why now? Tonight?”


  “I don’t know,” she whispered. She ran a hand through his hair. “I like you.” Almost imperceptibly, she moved her hips beneath him, as if trying to encourage him further in.


  His lips curved. “I like you too.” He bent his head and kissed her, long and deliciously. Now he understood why she’d looked so embarrassed when she’d come in his arms. He was probably the first guy to ever give her an orgasm. He was the first man inside her.


  Something stirred within him at that thought. He didn’t want to stop—he wanted to show her how fantastic sex could be.


  He raised his head, then kissed her nose. “If you’re sure… We’ll take it slowly, okay?”


  She nodded and swallowed. “Okay.”


  Luckily she was still wet and swollen from her orgasm—that would make it easier, surely? He kissed her again, and then, his lips still on hers, slowly pushed into her.


  She gasped and opened her eyes. “Oh!” There was no pain on her face, just surprise and a sense of wonderment.


  He paused, waiting for her to adjust, placing light kisses on her lips and cheeks. After a moment, he said, “All right?”


  She nodded, eyes still wide. “I feel…full.”


  He chuckled and pushed forward a little more. “To the brim.”


  “Oh…” She closed her eyes, tipping her head back, exposing her long, pale neck, the necklace glittering around the base. “Oh that’s…wow.”


  “Nice?” He curled his hands into fists, fighting the urge to thrust. She was so soft and tight, wrapped around him, her skin like velvet. As slowly as he could, he pulled out, then moved forward again, easier this time, up to the hilt.


  She moaned, slipping her fingers into his hair. “I didn’t expect…oh…it to feel like… Oh…”


  He began to move inside her, pressing light kisses to her lips and cheeks. “Like…”


  She opened her eyes. They were feverishly bright, intense. “So fantastic.”


  He knew what she meant. He felt as if he were dreaming. Had he died and gone to Heaven? He was dizzy with passion, although the vodka probably had a little to do with it. Or maybe it was the necklace, working some kind of magic. The more he moved, the more his thoughts spiralled like jazz music, refusing to follow a pattern. Her mouth was hot and sweet, her tongue warm and soft as it played with his. His body was beginning to ignore his brain’s attempts to control it, his hormones taking over.


  But he forced himself to slow down, concentrating on her, wanting her first time to be good. He took her nipple in his mouth and sucked, stroked her body, whispered in her ear how beautiful she was.


  “Heath…” She bit her lip, her eyelids fluttering.


  He kissed her. “Come with me.”


  Her eyes opened and she looked startled. “Oh…” Excitement and delight filled her features, and it pushed him over the edge.


  In spite of his attempts to stay gentle, his thrusts grew more urgent, but she responded eagerly, meeting him thrust for thrust, running her hands up through the scattering of silver hair on his chest, her own breathing quickening.


  Her muscles began to pulse around him, and he gave into his body’s insistent urging and came as she squealed, her orgasm sweeping over her, her legs tightening and pulling him so far inside her he worried he’d spear her to the bed. Both of them seemed to go on forever, each contraction lengthening the other’s pleasure, until they lay breathing heavily, laughing with the sheer intensity of what they had experienced.


  He rested his forehead on her shoulder as their breathing slowed.


  “Oh my God, you’re gorgeous,” she panted, running her hands through his hair. She muttered something else. It sounded like “bastard”, making him raise an eyebrow. She put her arms around him, though, and kissed his cheek, and he assumed he’d misheard.


  He lifted his head, amused. “You’re not so bad yourself.” He kissed her, slowly and unhurriedly, revelling in the feel of her wrapped around him, warm and wet, like a damp velvet glove.


  When he finally withdrew, they both sighed. He disposed of the condom and lay on his back, tightening his arms around her, feeling the chill of the outside air for the first time. “We should put our thermals back on.”


  “In a minute.” She curled up next to him.


  “Are you okay? Did it hurt much?”


  She raised herself up then to look down on him, guilt plastered all over her features. “No. Not really, not after the first bit. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I was worried you wouldn’t want to sleep with me if you knew.”


  “It’s okay.” He tightened his arms around her. “I’m incredibly honoured that you chose me.”


  Her eyelids lowered and she fingered the necklace around her neck. Then she looked up at the sparkling ceiling. “I wish this night would never end,” she whispered, resting her cheek on his shoulder.


  “It’s not morning yet,” he pointed out. “In fact, the polar nights last for three weeks here, so technically the night isn’t going to end any time soon. We could stay in bed until Christmas.”


  “That is very tempting,” she said, smiling.


  “Yes, very.”


  “Mm, very, very.”


  She sounded sleepy. He smiled and kissed her hair. She smelled of mint, vodka, reindeer fur, and hot, lusty sex. It was an intoxicating mix.


  “Heath?”


  “Mm?”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Okay. For what?”


  But she said nothing else, and he realised she’d fallen asleep.


  He lay awake for a while looking up at the carved stars while he ran the stones of the necklace between his fingers where it lay around her neck, thinking he couldn’t believe that he was feeling what he was feeling when he’d only known her for a night.


  He supposed there may have been some men out there who would be exasperated or annoyed to take a girl to bed only to find she was completely inexperienced, but the thought that he’d been her first thrilled him. Why on earth had she never had a lover before? Twenty-eight was quite some age to reach without ever having slept with anyone. There must have been a good reason why she’d stayed a virgin so long—but then why had she agreed to go to bed with him?


  He felt puzzled and flattered, and as he looked down at her breathing slowly and evenly, affection surged through him. He’d only planned for one night, but he surprised himself by wanting more.


  When they got up in the morning, he’d take her for breakfast, and then maybe he’d be able to find out a bit more about her and discover whether she’d be interested in developing this further.


  Conscious of her body soft against his, he fell asleep and dreamed about driving down a long, winding road at night, green cats’ eyes glistening in the dark.


  When he awoke, he had no idea of the time. The bedroom still looked the same, aglow with blue and gold lights, although he sensed instinctively it was morning. He checked his watch: nearly six thirty. Only as he lowered his arm back onto the bed did he realise she’d gone.


  He sat up, the cold air wrapping around him, but he hardly noticed it. Had she nipped to the bathroom? He glanced over at the table. She’d folded his clothes neatly in a pile. Hers had vanished.


  The necklace! He turned and looked at the pillow next to his. There was no sign of it, but there was an object there, a tiny animal made out of baked clay, hand-painted, its eyes inlaid with tiny green stones. He’d seen it before—he actually had several of them, left at the sites of the archaeological artefacts he hadn’t been quick enough to reach first. It was a black cat.


  His first, crazy thought was that the dark-haired, fat female Schwarzenegger had snuck in during the night and kidnapped his blonde temptress along with the necklace.


  Then he remembered her softly whispered apology before he’d dozed off, and realised the truth.


  Cursing, he leaped out of bed, nearly froze on the spot, and dressed hurriedly in his pants and sweater, stuffing his feet into his boots. Leaving the quiet bedroom, he ran down the corridor, sliding into the wall at the far end before turning the corner and dashing past reception. Ignoring the alarmed look on the receptionist’s face, he thrust aside the reindeer skins and pushed open the wooden doors to the outside world.


  The first thing he saw as looked up at the permanently dark sky were the amazing blue and green swirls of the Aurora Borealis painted across the midnight-blue canvas, temporarily taking his breath away.


  He glanced around the courtyard. It was empty and quiet, the only movement from a delivery driver moving boxes at the far end. She was long gone, probably soon after he’d fallen asleep.


  He stood there, hands on hips, shivering without the warmth of his thermals, and cursed his own stupidity. Julia. Hah! It probably wasn’t even her real name.


  He should have known she wasn’t an ordinary university graduate. He’d been puzzled as to why she seemed older than she intimated—clearly, her archaeological knowledge meant she held a Masters at least. He groaned and closed his eyes as he thought of how he’d patiently explained the origins of the necklace to her. God, she must have been laughing inside. She must have felt so patronized, but she’d hidden it well, playing the innocent, newly-qualified graduate with aplomb. No wonder she’d said archaeological talk turned her on. Clearly she was as committed to her job as he was.


  He shook his head, opened his eyes, and glared up at the green lights. She was beautiful, seductive and dangerous, like a flower that, once it had attracted you to its enticing inner pollen, stung you with poison.


  He was a prize idiot, and she’d duped him easily. He’d even put the necklace on her for Christ’s sake! He stood there, fuming at his idiocy, unable to believe how naïve he’d been.


  And what about the fact that she’d been a virgin? Was it all an act? Something she’d invented to get him to feel affection for her, to take his mind off the necklace? He felt used and violated, and not in a good way. Jeez. How many different ways could a guy get screwed in one night?


  Then he remembered the way she hadn’t been able to look at him when he made her come with his fingers, and how she’d tightened involuntarily when he’d first thrust inside her. He was as certain as a man could be that she hadn’t faked her virginity. And anyway, why would she have bothered to go through the hassle of pretending it was her first time? The very fact that they’d slept together would have been enough to distract him. There were a hundred things she could have done in bed to take his mind off the necklace—in fact once he’d put it on her, she could have said she was going to the bathroom and escaped. But she hadn’t—she’d looked up at him with those wide, silvery-green eyes and welcomed him inside her.


  And what had she said at the end? Oh my God, you’re gorgeous…bastard. She might have gone to his room to try to get the necklace, but she’d been attracted to him, in spite of herself. That was why she’d slept with him.


  His lips began to curve. And it was at that moment, that very moment when he stood there in the Arctic air with the Northern Lights blurring above him, that Dr Heath Roberts realised he was in love.


  Chapter 8


  Cat contorted herself into what must surely have been an advanced yoga position to do up the back of her dress, then stood in front of the hotel mirror and stared at her reflection. The strapless, beautifully-shaped bodice continued into a scarlet sheath that clung to her curvy figure before flaring out at the knee, leaving very little to the imagination and making her wince as she realised everyone in the ballroom would be aware of her lack of underwear.


  Her blonde hair hung past her shoulders in loose curls, and a gold chain bearing a pendant in the shape of the Eye of Horus graced her long, slender neck, befitting her current location in Cairo, Egypt. For once, the wedding ring she usually wore remained in her purse.


  A knock sounded at her door, and she sighed and walked over, opening it and shooting a look that said, don’t you dare say a thing at the man who stood there. “Come in.”


  Alexander Holland raised an eyebrow and followed her into the room, leaning heavily on his cane. “Do you think maybe you should have bought a dress a few sizes bigger?”


  “Don’t start. You want me to make this deal, don’t you?”


  He stopped in the middle of the room and frowned at her. Once upon a time, that frown—framed by his thick, bushy, grey moustache and beard—would have scared her. Now when he said, “How many times have I told you? You don’t need to use yourself like this to get what you want,” she just rolled her eyes.


  “Oh, keep your knickers on. It’s not like I’m walking in naked or anything.”


  He looked pointedly at her backside. “Speaking of knickers, you are wearing Victorian-style underwear under that dress, then?”


  She turned from inserting an earring and came over to kiss him on the cheek. “Darling Alex. Please don’t worry about me. I know what I’m doing.”


  He said nothing, and she sighed. Alexander Holland was the only man in the whole world Cat trusted, and the last thing she wanted to do was upset him. “I’m sorry about the dress. But when you have certain…talents, it seems a shame to waste them. It’s like being marooned on a desert island with Jamie Oliver and getting him to build the shelter while you try to make dinner out of crab and coconuts.”


  He gave a sharp laugh. “You look divine. I know men can’t keep their eyes off you, and one day I’m going to lose you to one of them. That’s going to be very hard for me.”


  “It’ll be a cold winter in hell before that happens.”


  As soon as she spoke, her brain conjured up a clear vision of the icy December evening three days before and of sliding beneath a thermal sleeping bag with a tall, silver-haired man. She cursed under her breath. “Come on, let’s get this done. You know how I hate social gatherings like this.”


  Alexander laughed, offering his arm as they made their way out of the door and along the corridor. “Only you would be discontent with the idea of going to such an expensive and prestigious dinner event, my dear.”


  She poked her tongue out at him. “I’m only doing this because of the Bastet figurine.”


  “Well, if anyone can persuade Sayed to sell, it’s you, my darling.”


  They went into the lift and descended to the first floor. The Four Seasons Hotel was exclusive and sumptuous, and when they exited the lift and walked to the Banquet Room, the scene took Cat’s breath away. The room was huge and hung with crystal chandeliers, the floor covered with thick brown and cream carpets. Circular tables draped with cream cloths and topped with vases of white flowers filled two-thirds of the room. In the centre at the front was a wooden dance floor, the band already playing as people began taking their seats. It was the Four Seasons’ Christmas Charity Ball, and, as had often happened in the past, Cat’s spirits sank at the thought of taking part in a social event with lots of people..


  The urge to escape rose inside her. “Alex…”


  “Come on, Cat, we’ve been through this. You’ve as much right to be here as Cleopatra herself.”


  She nodded, swallowing down her melancholia, and gave him a brief smile, and together they walked into the room.


  For about fifteen minutes, they circled the room talking to guests, Cat taking regular deep breaths in between giving dazzling smiles at the elegantly dressed people. Inside her head, however, she went over the details of etiquette Alexander had taught her. Let the waiter pull out your chair when you sit, remember? And with cutlery it’s work from the outside in. And ask for white wine with chicken, red wine with steak. And no elbows on the table.


  Please God, remind me not to dip my bread roll in my soup.


  Gradually, however, she started to relax. She accepted a glass of champagne from a waiter and scanned the room. “No sign of Sayed yet?”


  “He should be here soon. Keep your eyes open.”


  She sipped her champagne. Alexander stood talking to three or four men from the Egyptian Museum while their wives gossiped amongst themselves. She tried to concentrate on what the women were saying, but she knew nothing about fashion or celebrities and couldn’t think what to add to the conversation.


  After a while she gave up and ran her gaze around the room, looking over her shoulder to make sure the Egyptian hadn’t come into the ballroom while she was facing the other way. And then she saw him. Not Sayed, but the man who had haunted her every waking moment since she ran out on him.


  Silver-haired, dressed to kill in a black tuxedo and bow tie, Dr Heath Roberts stood talking to a couple of Egyptian gentlemen, but his gaze was fixed entirely and completely on her.


  “Fuck,” she said aloud and with vehemence.


  Everyone within hearing turned and stared at her, and Alexander’s eyebrows rose several inches. “Something wrong, my dear?” His tone dripped with disapproval.


  She closed her eyes, wishing she was in Star Trek and Scotty could beam her up. Would Heath yell at her in front of everyone?


  She heard slow footsteps behind her and then his deep voice say, “Dr Livingstone, I presume?”


  She opened her eyes, seeing Alexander frown before she turned. “Yeah, like I’ve never heard that before.” She pretended to be surprised as she saw Heath. “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realise you were a waiter. Another glass of champagne, please.”


  He grinned. “I’ll have you know I had to fight off three men to get to this tux. I don’t think there’s a suit left in the city.”


  “Perhaps you should have taken that as an omen that you weren’t supposed to come.”


  He said nothing, his eyes filled with amusement, and the double entendre of her words sunk in. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she snapped. “This isn’t a 1970s comedy movie.”


  He gave a small laugh and stepped a bit closer to her. “Hello, Julia.”


  “It wasn’t a complete lie,” she protested. “It’s my middle name.” Why was she defending herself?


  “Can I call you Catherine?” he murmured, now only inches away from her, his gaze resting on her lips as if there was nobody else in the room.


  “Nobody calls me that,” she whispered, her heart thumping.


  “There’s a first time for everything.” His lips curved, and she knew he was thinking about being under the thermal sleeping bag, his fingers touching her lightly, or maybe that moment when he’d slid inside her, looking down at her with such surprise and affection when he realised he was her first.


  She blushed, remembering the surprise of the moment, how she’d felt while he made love to her, how tender he’d been. His smile widened. Before she could move, he lowered his head and, shocked and flustered, she stood frozen as he kissed her. It was little more than a brush of his mouth on hers, but one of the women in the group gasped, and a scatter of whispers spread like butterflies.


  When he raised his head, she blinked at him several times. “What the…?”


  He looked up, and she followed his gaze. Someone had tied a sprig of mistletoe to the chandelier. “Merry Christmas,” he said.


  She met his eyes. They were full of amusement. He wasn’t angry with her. Far from it. He looked like he wanted to rip off all her clothes and give himself an early Christmas present.


  Beside her, Alexander coughed discreetly, and she suddenly remembered where she was. She cleared her throat nervously. “Heath, this is Professor Alexander Holland, retired university lecturer and an expert in Egyptology amongst many other things. Alex, this is Dr Heath Roberts. He works for Te Papa Museum in Wellington.”


  Alexander stared at Heath. His eyes went to the younger man’s silver hair. “Ah. So you’re the Silver Fox. Clearly that’s why the two of you want to tear each other’s throats out.”


  Cat could have died on the spot. She hadn’t told Alexander everything that had happened in Sweden. Crap. That was going to come back and bite her in the arse.


  She met Heath’s eyes, and before he could illuminate Alexander, she gave him an almost imperceptible shake of her head and an imploring look. It was a risky request. She hardly knew the man. Maybe he would think it funny to enlighten Alexander with the gory details of their meeting as payback for what she’d done.


  Heath caught the look and studied her with interest. He gave her a small smile, however, and her panic died down. He turned to Alexander and held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Professor Holland. Yes, I had the pleasure of making Catherine’s acquaintance in Jukkasjärvi.” He glanced over at her. “I believe you may have inadvertently taken something that belonged to me, Dr Livingstone.”


  She blew a raspberry at him. “Which you acquired by pretending to work for the British Museum, so you can get off your high horse about that.”


  “I did pay for the item,” he reminded her.


  “I believe I reimbursed you for that.” The words were out before she could stop them, and she waited for Alexander to question what she meant, but he was talking to a man standing behind them. She turned to see Dr Sayed Mahmoud Kamel shaking Alexander’s hand.


  The tall, slim Egyptian nodded his head at Alexander, but he was already looking over at her, his dark eyes warm. She walked over and accepted his handshake, giving him her most dazzling smile. “Sayed, it’s wonderful to see you again.”


  “The pleasure is all mine, my dear.” He stepped forward and kissed her lightly on both cheeks. “You look breath-taking—but then you always do.”


  “What a creep.”


  Cat ignored Heath’s murmured words and looked down coyly before smiling up at the Egyptian. “Thank you, Sayed. You are too kind.”


  “I speak only the truth, which is that you are like an Egyptian goddess.” He indicated the dance floor. “Would you care to dance with me?”


  “I would be honoured.”


  He took her hand and led her toward the half a dozen couples swaying in time to the music. She walked past Heath, not looking up at him. Concentrate, she told herself. She was here to make a purchase—that was all. She had to forget about the handsome archaeologist and what had happened beneath the reindeer furs.


  They reached the wooden dance floor and Sayed turned her to face him, sliding his right hand around her. His warm palm rested slightly lower than she would have liked on her hip, but hey, whatever closed the deal.


  They began to move with the music. He was an elegant man, and many eyes in the room were on the two of them at that moment—including Heath’s. A touch mischievously, she pressed herself closer to Sayed, looking up into his eyes.


  His dark orbs studied hers. “It has been a while.”


  “Too long, Sayed.”


  “Yes.” His hand slid half an inch lower onto her butt. “You never called me.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “You never called me either.”


  “You told me not to.”


  “Do you always do what you’re told?”


  He smiled lazily. “No.”


  He was very handsome, in a harsh, slightly scary sort of way. Although not much taller than her, his jet black hair, swarthy skin and dark eyes gave him an imposing, rather daunting presence. Her heart pounded, and not in a good way, as she remembered the last time they’d met over two years before when she was chasing down some artefact he owned. She’d led him on a little, flirted and promised more, although she’d left once he gave in and sold her the item. But she was determined to act as if that had been a mistake. If Heath’s eyes hadn’t been burning into the back of her head, she might have kissed him.


  “You know why I’m here,” she said.


  “The Bastet figurine.”


  “That’s right.”


  His thumb stroked the hand he was holding. “I may have it.”


  “I know you have it. Your men found it last week in the dig at Hierakonpolis.”


  He smiled. “You have good sources. Why do you want it so much?”


  “The British Museum has a new Egyptian exhibit opening and they want a special display on cats.”


  “It is my very favourite artefact.”


  “Oh, Sayed, I doubt you’ve looked at it twice since it was discovered.”


  He shrugged. “You want it, therefore I want it too.”


  She looked him directly in the eye. “What price are you asking?”


  He stroked her hand again. “What are you willing to pay?”


  “Everything is on the table, Sayed.” Jeez, she had to stop doing this. She was turning into a floozy.


  He smiled at her, glancing over at where Alexander was standing with Heath. “Are you sure about that? I have a feeling there are two gentlemen who would not be happy with you offering yourself so freely.”


  Her cheeks grew hot with indignation. “My personal life is no business of either of them.”


  The Egyptian surveyed the New Zealander coolly. “Who is he?”


  She glanced over at where Heath stood sipping his champagne, one hand in his trouser pocket. His gaze had been glued to her, but now he met Sayed’s hard stare. “Dr Heath Roberts. A regular Indiana Jones if ever I saw one.”


  “Like you?”


  She grinned at that. “I guess.”


  Sayed tore his eyes away from Heath’s frown and looked back at her. His hand slid ever so slowly down, onto her butt cheek, and he pulled her close enough to him so their hips touched. “Let us talk payment again. I find myself interested in making a deal.”


  He only wanted her because Heath wanted her. It stung a little, but she shrugged it off. The artefact was all that mattered. “Let me think about what I can offer you…”


  Chapter 9


  Heath finished off his champagne and twirled the narrow glass in his fingers. He studied Cat’s slim form on the dance floor. He’d known she’d be there, of course. He’d heard about the Bastet figurine, and he knew the Black Cat would head for Cairo like an arrow from a bow. He’d convinced himself he’d only gone to Egypt to acquire the artefact, but as soon as he saw her in the skin-tight scarlet dress, he’d known he was kidding himself.


  He’d been unable to get her out of his mind since the morning he’d awoken to find the bed cold. It hadn’t taken him long to find out her real name on the Internet and to discover she was a well-respected expert in the archaeology world. The thought that she was more than a match for him professionally only added fuel to his ardour.


  Now he watched the Egyptian’s hand squeeze her arse, and he narrowed his eyes.


  “She won’t thank you.” Alexander’s voice held a hint of amusement.


  He turned, surprised. “For what?”


  “Rescuing her.”


  Heath met the older man’s gaze and then looked back at the couple. “I’m guessing that’s Dr Kamel?”


  “Yes.”


  “What do you know about him?”


  “He’s very high up in the Egyptian Government. He’s also extremely rich and known for his collections of priceless treasures.”


  Heath knew all that—he’d meant what did Alexander know about him personally. Was the man married? Had he and Cat had a relationship, albeit obviously not a sexual one? It was clear they knew each other. “She’s met him before.”


  “She bought a rare Scorpion Macehead from him two years ago.”


  Heath nodded, watching the way she looked up at Kamel and laughed, tipping her head back, shaking her hair. He recognized the mannerism from his initial contact with her in the Ice Bar. She was flirting, buttering Kamel up. Presumably it wasn’t the first time she’d done it with the Egyptian either.


  Heath was beginning to understand her bartering system; this was obviously the way the Black Cat often made a deal. He had to constantly remind himself that whatever had happened that night in Jukkasjärvi, she was a clever and astute businesswoman who wasn’t afraid of using her sexuality to close a deal, even if she’d never gone as far before as she had with him.


  In spite of his reminder to himself, though, the memory of what they’d got up to under the covers brought a smile to his face. He’d been her first. That had to mean something.


  “Don’t hurt her,” said Alexander.


  Heath looked across at him in surprise. The old man’s gaze was concerned, angry even. “Sorry, what?”


  Alexander took a step closer to him. “I saw the way she looked at you. And I can see the way you’re looking at her. She likes you, Dr Roberts, although she may not realise it yet. But she keeps herself locked away for a reason. She doesn’t need you to go opening doors that should remain closed. She’s fragile as a butterfly.”


  Heath surveyed him for a moment, intrigued by the man’s passionate speech. “Are you her father or her lover?”


  Alexander’s eyes burned into him. “I’m neither. But I’m the closest thing she’s got to family, and I won’t stand by and watch you trample all over her heart.”


  Heath smiled and placed his glass on the nearest table. “Don’t worry, sir, I have no intention of hurting her.”


  He started walking toward the couple who were moving slowly to the music and standing far too close for his liking. After a few steps, however, he turned back to face Alexander. The old man glared at him. Heath grinned, flicking out his hands innocently. “I just want to talk to her.”


  Leaving Alexander standing there, furious, Heath strode determinedly toward the dance floor.


  Cat could feel Sayed’s growing interest as he pressed himself against her. Inwardly she sighed, but she made herself smile and raise an eyebrow at him, looking deeply into his eyes.


  Just then she felt a presence at her elbow and looked over her shoulder to see Heath standing there. He smiled at Sayed. “Good evening, Dr Kamel. May I step in? It seems a shame to let you keep this beautiful young lady to yourself all evening.”


  Furious, Cat opened her mouth to tell him to get lost, but Sayed was already nodding politely, and he released her hand and stepped back to let the Kiwi take his place. “We will speak further shortly,” the Egyptian told her, dipping his head in a short bow before walking away.


  Cat watched him go and then turned her angry gaze back to Heath, who placed his right hand very properly on her waist, his left grasping hers firmly. He began to guide her around the dance floor, seemingly unaware of the fact that she was speechless with rage. He looked absolutely gorgeous in his black suit and tie and crisp white shirt, his silver hair shining in the light from the chandeliers. Damn him.


  “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she snapped.


  He grinned. “You’re welcome.”


  “I did not need to be rescued!”


  “Oh, I beg to differ. Grabbing your arse in the middle of a crowded ballroom is not appropriate behaviour.”


  “You’d have done the same thing if he hadn’t done it first,” she scoffed.


  “Are you amazed at my restraint?”


  “Not really. The way you’re looking down the front of my dress kind of overrides any admiration I might have had.”


  “Oh come on, I’m three inches taller than you even when you’re wearing heels. How can I not look down your cleavage?”


  “You could try.”


  He smiled. “I think you’ve tried hard to put yourself on display tonight. I’m sure you’d be very disappointed if every man you met wasn’t looking down your front or admiring your butt in that extremely tight dress, especially as you obviously aren’t wearing any underwear.”


  She flushed. “How dare you judge me!”


  “I wasn’t judging—I was making an observation.”


  She glared at him. What was it with this man? How was he able to wheedle his way beneath her carefully erected screen?


  He was a very smooth dancer, his warm hand on her waist guiding her around the small dance floor. His comment back in the Ice Hotel, why don’t you let me lead? suddenly sprang into her mind, and her lips curved in spite of herself.


  “That’s better,” he said.


  She sighed. “You’ve probably ruined the deal I was going to make. I guess you’re going to swoop in now and get the figurine for yourself.”


  “Oh, I don’t think he’ll be selling to me any time soon,” he said wryly. “My cleavage isn’t as impressive as yours.”


  “So why did you do interrupt our dance?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” His warm gaze brought heat to her cheeks.


  She looked away across the ballroom, not answering. She didn’t want this intimacy. It was exactly the kind of thing she tried to avoid. She’d been so stupid to go to bed with him. Now he thought he meant something special to her.


  He moved a little closer, ostensibly to avoid another couple, but when they’d passed, he kept his hand in the middle of her back. His lips almost, but not quite, brushed her temple. Gosh, he was tall.


  “Are you going to tell me you didn’t enjoy yourself in Sweden?” he murmured.


  Trust him to be ungentlemanly and bring that up. “I hate to damage your fragile ego, but I faked it, okay?”


  His eyes met hers, amused. “Both times?”


  Her cheeks grew hot again, and he laughed. She lifted her chin. “Absolutely.”


  He smiled. They were really quite close now, close enough for her to feel the warmth from his body.


  Something was puzzling her. “Heath?”


  “Hmm?” He was almost—but not quite—nuzzling her ear. In public! In Egypt! Thank goodness this was a classy hotel with lots of westerners present or she could see him being frog-marched out of the room by security guards for inappropriate PDAs.


  She shivered. “Why aren’t you angry with me? For taking the necklace, I mean.”


  “I am. I’m furious, can’t you tell?”


  She glared at him. “Stop looking at me like that.”


  “Like what?”


  “Like I’m covered in melted cheese and you want to lick it all off.”


  He raised a dubious eyebrow. “Cheese? Surely you’d prefer chocolate?”


  “I don’t like chocolate.”


  He stared at her. “Jeez, you call yourself a woman? You don’t like foreplay or chocolate?”


  “I didn’t say I didn’t like foreplay, I said I didn’t need it.”


  Her words, echoing his in the Ice Hotel, made him smile. “Well, as it’s me that would be doing the licking, I choose chocolate.”


  She shivered at the thought of him covering her in chocolate and removing it with his tongue. He was so gorgeous in his tux, she felt weak at the knees. “Can we please stop talking about licking?”


  “You started it.”


  She heaved a big sigh. “What do you want, Heath?”


  “I want to know if you’ll go to dinner with me tomorrow. Just the two of us.”


  “A date?” She looked up at him in alarm. “Absolutely not. I don’t date.”


  “What, never?”


  “Heath, I think there are a few things we should get straight. I don’t date, and I don’t want a relationship. I’m only interested in my job and, as you are already aware, I do whatever’s necessary to get the artefacts I want. I’m not going to change myself for anyone.”


  He’d been studying her while she spoke, his face expressionless. Now he nodded. “I see.” He cleared his throat. “What about sex?”


  Chapter 10


  She stared at him. “What about it? As you know, I don’t have sex.”


  “Didn’t,” he corrected with a smirk.


  She bit her lip and looked away, embarrassed. “That was a blip.”


  “Maybe. But the fact is that we did make love. You liked me enough to finally give up your virginity.”


  She glared again. “We didn’t make love. We had sex. Let’s not pretend it was anything more than that. And…I was curious, that’s all.”


  He shrugged. “That’s my point. You must have…needs.”


  “There are ways a woman can satisfy herself without having to resort to finding a man,” she scoffed.


  His eyes went unfocussed, and she realised he was picturing her pleasuring herself.


  He sighed. “What are you trying to do to me?”


  In spite of herself, she laughed. Even when she’d flirted with men, they’d never been this intimate. It was a new sensation, and not an unpleasant one. He knew what she was like in bed. She’d pleased him. She couldn’t help but glow at that.


  He blinked and re-focused on her. “As gratifying as battery-operated devices are, they can’t kiss you like a real lover.”


  She met his gaze, remembering his deep, warm kisses as he moved inside her. “True.”


  “So maybe I can help you out a little.”


  “What do you mean?” She was suddenly breathless.


  He nuzzled her ear again. “I’m sure now you’ve experienced the delights of sex you’re interested in finding out more. And I’d be happy to show you. So how about if I agree to absolutely no post-coital contact? I won’t phone, I won’t try and find you, I won’t pretend it’s more than just really, really good sex.” He pulled back and looked at her. “This is one of the most bizarre conversations I’ve ever had. You’re like the complete antithesis of any woman I’ve ever met, do you know that?”


  She bit her lip. He was so gorgeous she was close to throwing him on the floor and doing him under the chandelier.


  He raised an eyebrow. “Well?”


  “Sex is part of a transaction,” she stated, determined not to let him know how tempted she was by his offer. “And you have nothing I want.”


  “Are you sure about that?” His eyes twinkled. “I’m sure there’s a certain piece of my anatomy you’d like to get your hands on.” He was so close to her now it was easy for him to brush his lips against hers. “Think about it, Catherine. No commitment, no risk. No strings attached. The only thing I will promise you is as many orgasms as we can cram into one night.” His hazel eyes were intense. She had no doubt he meant every word he said.


  “Oh.” She felt slightly faint. Orgasms, plural? “Nobody calls me Catherine.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.


  “Now they do. I have to. You see, don’t tell anyone, but my real name’s Heathcliff.”


  She stared at him. “You’re kidding me.” That was too weird.


  “I’m afraid not. My mother is a huge Brontë fan.” He grinned, stepping back from her. The band had finished, and everyone had started to move to the tables, ready for dinner.


  “Think about it,” he murmured. “Let me know when you make up your mind.” And, taking her hand, he led her toward where Alexander was sitting.


  She followed him, her head spinning. As many orgasms as we can cram into one night. Oh my. How was she supposed to turn down an offer like that?


  The tables seated eight. Alexander was talking to a couple from the Egyptian Museum on his right. Sayed sat the other side of them. Heath led Cat next to Alexander. Then, to her surprise, he took the seat next to her. He shook out his napkin, seemingly oblivious to the glares from Sayed and Alexander, and accepted a glass of champagne from the waiter.


  “Skål!” he said to her, holding up his glass.


  Her lips twitched, and she clinked his glass with hers. “Skål.”


  Oh dear. This was going to be a very awkward evening.


  In actual fact, though, it turned out to be one of the most enjoyable meals she’d had for a long time. Heath started the conversation by asking Sayed about his collection of artefacts, and before long they were all discussing archaeology and relics, and the atmosphere gradually thawed. Only Alexander was quieter than usual, his gaze settling on her thoughtfully more than once.


  Toward the end of the meal, Heath glanced at him and then looked across at Cat. “What’s up with him?” he asked her. He was in the process of polishing off his last course, a rich chocolate mousse cake she’d decided not to have.


  She wasn’t going to think about what he’d offered to do with the chocolate sauce. “Alexander’s cross with me. No idea why.”


  He looked across at the older man, taking another spoon of the cake. “That might be something to do with me.”


  “What did you say?”


  “He’s worried I’m going to break your heart.” He sucked his spoon, studying her with his warm, hazel eyes. “Don’t worry. I told him we’re only having sex.” He laughed out loud at the alarm on her face. “I’m joking, Catherine.”


  “Don’t call me that.” She glared at him. “What did you really say to him?”


  He smiled. “I told him he doesn’t have to worry—that I have no intention of hurting you.”


  She huffed.


  He raised an eyebrow. “What was that for?”


  “I haven’t forgotten you’re the Silver Fox. You know what foxes are famous for?”


  He scooped up the last of his dessert. “I don’t know any famous foxes, but I’m sure you’re about to enlighten me.”


  “For being sly, sneaky, and cunning.”


  He licked his spoon. His eyes twinkled. “A cunning linguist?”


  She rolled her eyes. “And a master debater? Yes, I’ve watched Austin Powers too.”


  He grinned. “Actually, that reminds me of a quote from Hamlet: ‘Alas poor Yorick, I knew him, Fellatio.’”


  They both burst out laughing. Everyone at the table looked over at them, and Cat bit her lip, leaning back as the waiter placed a coffee before her. She glanced at Alexander, who was frowning at her. “Care to share the joke?” he asked.


  Cat didn’t dare look at Heath. “We were just talking about Shakespeare.” She sipped her coffee.


  Heath scooped a spoon of sugar into his cup. “We were discussing A Midsummer Night’s Dream and debating the best actor to play Flute.”


  Cat coughed into her drink. Alexander would be perfectly aware of the Ancient Greek term for oral sex, and she was pretty certain Sayed was too, judging by his raised eyebrows.


  Heath blew on the hot liquid in his cup, hiding a smile. She kicked him under the table and he winced.


  She took another mouthful of coffee and glanced at Alexander. He was staring at her, not smiling, but not glaring either. His gaze slid over to Heath. “I heard you call Cat by her full title earlier. How did you find out about her?”


  “I Googled her.”


  Alexander raised an eyebrow. “Is that what they call it nowadays?”


  Her cheeks grew warm. He’d obviously realised she’d slept with Heath. She’d never discussed the fact that she was a virgin with Alexander, but he was aware of her lack of social life and had come to accept that she never got involved with anyone. The thought that he knew she’d gone to bed with the guy she was sitting next to made her unusually self-conscious.


  Heath just smiled, leaning back in his chair, relaxed. “She’s splashed all over the Internet, sir. You can’t be that successful an archaeologist and not be available in the public domain. It was hardly rocket science.”


  She looked at Heath and then glanced over at Alexander. Her eyes narrowed. In spite of Heath’s relaxed pose, there was some undercurrent here, something she wasn’t picking up on. What had she missed?


  Sayed finished off his drink, smiling at her. “My dear, would you care for one last dance before I have to leave?”


  “Of course, that would be lovely. A complete dance. To a whole song.” She shot a warning glance at Heath, who merely raised his eyebrows at the silent reprimand.


  Sayed stood and offered her his hand, and she slipped hers into it. He led her toward the dance floor. Someone had dimmed the lights, and there were already several couples waltzing around the wooden floor.


  “Can you waltz?” he asked, turning her into his arms.


  “As long as you don’t do any fancy steps.”


  He grinned, and they began to twirl. Luckily, it was a slow beat, and Cat relaxed in his arms once she realised she wasn’t going to fall flat on her face and make a fool of herself.


  “We should talk business,” he said.


  “Of course.”


  “We were interrupted last time.”


  “Um, yes, sorry about that.”


  Sayed glanced across to their table. “He doesn’t take his eyes off you.”


  “I know. He’s very rude. Please ignore him.”


  Sayed gave a short laugh and brought his gaze back to her. He looked at her thoughtfully. “We both know I am going to sell the figurine to you.”


  “Do we?”


  “My dear, it is a splendid piece and I am not a Philistine. It belongs in a museum, and you know I hold the British Museum above all others.”


  She smiled. “That is a very wise choice.”


  “So now we come to the matter of payment.”


  “Yes.”


  He studied her with his dark eyes. “I think you need to make a choice.”


  “Between?”


  “Don’t mock me, my dear. I am well aware he has already propositioned you.”


  Her cheeks grew hot, but she tossed back her long hair and met his gaze openly. “I want that figurine. The sale is everything, Sayed, you know me.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Unbidden, Heath’s words to her echoed in her head: As many orgasms as we can cram into one night… Oh, damn the man. Why the hell had he said that? She glanced across the room at him, staring as she saw his seat empty. As Sayed turned her around the dance floor, she twisted her head, trying to spot Heath. Damn it. Had he left?


  She finally saw him talking to a young Egyptian man on the other side of the room. He was deep in conversation, but his gaze was still fixed on her. Relief washed over her at the thought that he hadn’t disappeared.


  Sayed turned her, and she stumbled, her concentration broken. He stopped dancing. “I think I have my answer.”


  They stood in the middle of the dance floor as the other couples waltzed around them. She stared at him, mouth open, speechless for once. He smiled and touched her cheek. “Do not look so alarmed, my beautiful Cat.”


  She blinked and made herself snap out of it. “I think you’ve misunderstood, Sayed. I really do want that figurine.”


  He shook his head. “You have the money, I know. I would not come between lovers.”


  “Lovers? There’s no love involved, believe me, unless you count his affinity for confectionary.”


  Sayed laughed. “Good sex does not come around often, Cat. Make the most of it.” He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm. “Come. The figurine is in the hotel safe. Let us go and make the transaction.”


  She nodded. Tears pricked her eyes. She’d underestimated Sayed, had thought he would be angry at the thought of competition for her affection. She always thought the worst of men. It was nice to be surprised.


  She collected her bag, and then Sayed took her to the main reception. The manager showed them into the meeting room next to his office. After a short wait, a security guard came in with a safety deposit box. He unlocked it, opened it up, and then stood back to let Sayed take out the wooden box inside.


  Sayed opened the lid. She extracted the figurine lying on the velvet, set into foam. It was about four inches high, in the shape of a cat sitting upright, its front paws together primly before it. Cast in bronze, with gold ear- and nose-rings, it had the design of a winged scarab on its chest and head.


  “It’s like the Gayer-Anderson cat,” she said, breathless with wonder. “That puts it in the Late Period, I’d say.”


  Sayed nodded. “I agree.”


  “It’s beautiful, Sayed.” She turned it in her hands. Not taking her eyes from it, she reached into her bodice and pulled out a cheque. They discussed a price, she haggled, and when they eventually agreed, she wrote in the amount and handed it to him, and he handed her the key to the safety deposit box.


  He pocketed the cheque. “It was a pleasure doing business with you, Dr Livingstone.” He smiled. “Although not quite as pleasurable as it could have been.” His eyes twinkled. “And now, you must excuse me, my dear. I have a meeting in town. Please give my apologies to Alexander.” He kissed her on the cheek. Then he pulled back and studied her before lowering his lips to hers. She accepted the kiss, flushing slightly at the thought of the security guard watching them. She concentrated on the statue still in her hand, running her thumb gently over the cat as Sayed pressed his lips to hers.


  Behind them, someone cleared their throat. She assumed it was the security guard, but as Sayed raised his head and turned, she saw Heath standing in the doorway, leaning against the post, arms crossed.


  Chapter 11


  Sayed looked at her, amused, before walking up to the other man and nodding. “Dr Roberts.”


  “Dr Kamel.”


  Sayed walked out.


  She cast Heath an exasperated look. He studied her, unsmiling, then dropped his eyes to the figurine in her hand. “Is that it?” he asked. She nodded and he walked over to her. “May I?”


  She glanced over at the watching security guard, whose face was impassive. Saying nothing, she passed it to Heath, who turned it in his hands, studying it. “It’s beautiful.”


  She smiled. “It is, isn’t it?”


  “It’s like the Gayer-Anderson cat.”


  “I thought the same.”


  He nodded. “Late Period, then?”


  “Around 550BC, I thought.”


  “Hmm.” He studied the winged scarab. “What did you pay for it?”


  “I’m not telling you that!”


  “Were you part of the deal?”


  Her smile faded. “That’s none of your business.”


  “No, you’re absolutely right.” For the first time, amusement lit his eyes. “I’d just like to know whether I need to order the chocolate sauce or not.”


  She stared at him and then turned away, walking to the door. The busy foyer hummed with people, but Sayed had gone. Alexander had probably retired by now too, she thought.


  What should she say? Her heart thumped. She remembered the way she’d searched for Heath on the dance floor, worried he’d left. She didn’t want to get involved emotionally. But if it was just about sex, there wasn’t a problem, was there? He’d told her, no commitment, no risk. No strings attached. How could that be dangerous?


  She turned back to him. He’d placed the figurine back in the box, carefully slotting it into the foam under the watchful eye of the security guard. Closing the lid, he looked over at her. Their eyes met. She didn’t say anything, but he must have read her decision in her gaze. Slowly, he began to smile.


  She nodded at the guard, and he locked the safety deposit box and took it from the room. Heath walked over to her, took her hand, and led her out into the foyer.


  “Wait here.” He pointed to the floor. “I won’t be a minute.”


  “Okay.”


  He hesitated. “Promise you won’t move?”


  Puzzled, she said, “I promise.”


  He disappeared in the direction of the hotel shop. He was only gone about thirty seconds before he emerged again and came straight over to her, grabbing her hand. “Come on.”


  She followed him to the lift, and the attendant pressed the button to open the doors. Heath leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Your place or mine?”


  Shivering, she looked up at him. She didn’t want Alexander knocking on her door halfway through. “Yours.”


  He nodded and went into the lift, pulling her with him, and gave the attendant the floor number.


  They stood on opposite sides of the lift, the attendant in the middle and slightly to the front. As the lift started to rise, Heath undid his bow tie and let it hang loose, wincing as he undid the tight top button of his crisp, white shirt. Cat watched him, feeling slightly faint at his James Bond impression. He winked at her, and she couldn’t stop her lips curving in a smile.


  What had he dashed off to the shop for? He wasn’t holding anything, and whatever he’d bought had to be in his pocket. She glanced at it and then looked back up at him, raising her eyebrows. What’s in there? she mouthed.


  He stared at her. To her surprise, he looked slightly alarmed. She looked back at the pocket curiously. Suddenly, however, he grinned, as if the penny had dropped. He shook his head slightly, glancing across at the attendant. She followed his gaze. The attendant had his eyes fixed politely on the door, so she looked back at Heath and then pointedly again at his pocket. Rolling his eyes, he showed her his purchase. It was a pack of condoms.


  Twelve, he mouthed, indicating the amount on the box before sliding it back into his pocket.


  She widened her eyes, and he laughed, crossing his, making her giggle. Twelve orgasms? Surely even he didn’t have that much stamina!


  The lift shuddered to a stop, and they walked out and along the corridor, stopping outside his room. She watched him take out his keycard and slide it through the slot, his silver hair falling forward over one eyebrow. He was absolutely gorgeous. Since Sweden, he’d been in her thoughts constantly, and the knowledge that she was about to get intimate with him made her quiver all over.


  Further along the corridor, another, older couple walked along to their room, and Cat watched them holding hands as they talked, obviously completely at ease with each other. She couldn’t imagine being so comfortable with a member of the opposite sex, sharing her life with someone else. How would it feel to know that this wasn’t a one-off with Heath—that they were going home together and could do this every night?


  Panic shot through her. She mustn’t think about forever and relationships and love. This was about passion and sex. Experimentation and exploration. She had to concentrate on the physical and forget about her emotions and feelings.


  Heath winked at her as he opened the door and stepped back to let her in, and desire flooded her, a basic human urge to take him inside her and let passion overwhelm them.


  Even before the door clicked shut, she pushed him against the wall, reaching up on her toes to kiss him, pressing herself up against him. He laughed and wrapped his arms around her, and ran his hands down her back to her hips, double-checking she wasn’t wearing any underwear.


  “Nothing there but me,” she said, breathless. Kissing him again, she began to undo the buttons of his shirt. When she reached the bottom button, she ran her hands lightly up his ribcage, then back down to tug at the waistband of his trousers.


  He caught her hands. “Whoa, slow down.”


  “Oh no, not this time.” She didn’t want to be slow and romantic. She wanted it hot and quick. This was all about sex, nothing more, and once they were done, she could get on with her life and try to put him to the back of her mind.


  She pulled him further into the bedroom, walking backward until she met a small chest of drawers with a bump. She’d forgotten how tall he was, though, and he knocked his head on the low lampshade hanging over them.


  He rubbed his head. “Ouch.”


  “Sorry.” Ignoring his raised eyebrow, she tried to undo his trousers again.


  For the second time he caught her hand. “Catherine, there’s no rush…”


  She glared at him. “Don’t call me that.” She pulled him toward her. “And there absolutely is a rush because I can’t wait. You’ve been torturing me all night, so you’ve only got yourself to blame.”


  “Torturing you? By doing what?”


  “Promising a woman multiple orgasms? Really, Heath.”


  He nuzzled her neck. “I meant it. I’ve a whole box of condoms to use up.” He cupped her breast and stroked her nipple with his thumb through the silky material of her dress.


  Desire flamed through her, and she sighed as he pressed kisses around her ear. He smelled heavenly, of aftershave, whisky, and divine warm male, and as she slipped a hand into his hair, she brushed the five o’clock shadow on his chin with her thumb. Did he know how much he was making her head spin?


  She tried to undo his trousers again, and he moved her hand away. She swore under her breath. He was trying to control the pace, and she didn’t want him in control. She wanted him as wild as she felt.


  She pulled him toward her again, forgetting about the lampshade until it nearly decapitated him.


  “Oh, fuck me.” He pushed it aside.


  “I’m trying,” she said indignantly, and he started laughing, which turned into an exclamation as she swept the items on the top of the chest of drawers onto the floor before lifting herself up onto them. She cut off his next words as she pulled him close for a kiss, threading her hands through his silver hair, tightening them. Opening her mouth, she thrust her tongue against his.


  He tore his lips away, breathing heavily. “Seriously, girl, you’ve got to slow down or it’s not only my grey hair that’s going to be premature.”


  She flicked open the button of his trousers and undid the zipper. “In that case you’d better get a move on.” She slid her hand inside. “Last time we did it your way—this time is for me.”


  He pushed her hand away, his eyes hot and exasperated. “At least let me get comfortable.” Retrieving the packet of condoms from his pocket, he threw them on the surface next to her. Then, sliding off his jacket, he hung it on the back of the chair as he levered off first one shoe, then the other.


  He rolled up his shirtsleeves a few times, and she realised he was warm, his hair damp around his temples. “Come on, Roberts, get a move on.” She grabbed him and pulled him toward her. He finally acquiesced, sliding his hands into her hair, kissing her deeply.


  What had got into her? She’d never been like this before. But the memory of what they’d done before and how she’d felt had heated her to boiling point. She was so desperate for him she’d lost all her inhibitions, all her fears. And there was something about him that made her feel like it didn’t matter. Here, alone with him in the room, the same as in Sweden, she could say anything, do anything, and it would remain between them, private, isolated from the rest of her life.


  She hitched up her dress and opened her legs wide so she could pull him close to her, laughing at the look on his face. “I told you I wasn’t wearing any underwear.”


  “Catherine…”


  “Don’t you want me, Heathcliff?” Suddenly worried he was going to turn her down, she moved his hand between her legs. He went to say something, then, finding her swollen and wet, ready for him, he slid his fingers into her, groaning. She leaned her head back, shaking her hair, breathless with desire. “That’s all you, Heath. I was like that the moment I saw you standing there.”


  Chapter 12


  That was it—she’d won—the metaphorical football thudding into the back of the net. His pupils dilated, and his breathing quickened.


  “What’s with you not wanting foreplay?” he mumbled. He stroked her and slid his fingers inside her, groaning as she sighed. “It’s a fun part of the process.”


  “Foreplay’s to get you in the mood and I’m already in the mood. Come on.”


  He grabbed the packet of condoms, fumbling with the wrapping and cursing, then finally retrieved one and ripped it out of the packet, putting it on hurriedly. He pressed himself against her, but she wasn’t going to wait for him. She tightened her legs around him, and he swore and slid straight into her.


  She arched her spine, tipping her head back with a gasp as he filled her up, stretched her, swelling inside her. He held her tightly and mumbled something. Exhaling, she lifted her head. “What?”


  He shook his head. His eyes were so hot that if she’d been made of paper she would have sprung into flames. She made herself hold his gaze, although her behaviour had shocked and embarrassed her. But it was his fault. He’d driven her to this. Standing there with his crisp white shirt hanging open to show his muscled chest, still in his black pants and tie, his beautiful silver hair all ruffled, what was a girl to do?


  He found her zip behind her back, undoing it halfway so her bodice loosened. Slipping a hand inside, he cupped her breast, his fingers warm as they brushed her nipple, sending an electric shock through her so everything clenched around him.


  “Come on Heath,” she whispered. “Enough fancy business. Take me.”


  Smiling wryly, he let his lips hover above hers. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he murmured.


  “You won’t. I…I want to know what it’s like.”


  He looked puzzled. “What what’s like?”


  “Last time was wonderful,” she admitted, “it was slow and gentle and tender, but I want to know how it feels to…” She couldn’t think how to put it in words. All she knew was that she wanted him, needed him, and she wanted it like she’d seen in the movies, hot and rough and fast.


  As he looked deep into her eyes, she could see he finally understood what she wanted—not love and affection, but pure physical desire and arousal. Maybe he understood that she wanted to keep him at arm’s length—make it all about the body instead of the emotions. If so, he didn’t seem too concerned about it.


  “Fair enough,” he said, and he slid back and thrust hard inside her.


  She exclaimed and clutched hold of him. He began to set a punishing pace, thrusting fast, although he watched her carefully as if making sure he wasn’t hurting her.


  It wasn’t hurting. It was bliss. The sensation of him sliding inside her was incredible, plus as he slid forward, his pubic hair brushed against her, arousing her to the point of no return. She’d never imagined it could be like this, so sexy and sensual and animal. He was so manly, so…strong and determined. Even though she’d practically forced him to take her quickly, now he seemed utterly in charge of her, and she sensed he was holding in his own climax as he waited for her.


  He didn’t have long to wait. It was less than thirty seconds before they both came, her first, him a close second, both of them beginning to laugh even before their muscles had stopped pulsing and their breathing had slowed.


  “Jesus Christ.” He put his head on her shoulder. “This must be what it feels like to be a Porsche Carrera.”


  “What?”


  “Nought to sixty in three and a half seconds.”


  She giggled, unable to believe how quickly they’d done it.


  He lifted his head, amused. “What the hell was that all about?”


  “I’m sorry.” She looked up at the ceiling, closing her eyes, mortified. What must he think of her?


  She peeked at him. His eyes were very warm and tender, and he touched her face gently, brushing back a lock of hair. “Sweetheart, don’t ever apologize for making me feel like that.”


  “I’m embarrassed. My hormones took over.”


  “So I noticed.” Smiling, still inside her, he kissed her, soft and slow. “I didn’t hurt you?”


  “No, of course not.” She meant it. She couldn’t ever imagine him hurting her. The thought filled her with warmth, although with it came a touch of caution. He was just a nice guy—he would be tender with all the women he went with. She was nothing special.


  He kissed her again, longer this time. How could her heart start pounding all over again when they’d only just finished?


  When he finally lifted his head, a hint of mischievousness showed back in his eyes. “Next time, it’s my turn to dictate the pace.”


  “Um… Next time?” She hadn’t been sure he was serious about the whole night thing he’d joked about.


  He withdrew from her, disposed of the condom, tucked himself back into his boxers and fastened his trousers. He indicated the box lying next to her. “I’ve still got eleven condoms left. Don’t need them for…” He paused, thinking of a suitable phrase.


  “A flute solo?”


  He laughed and turned as someone knocked at the door. Still laughing, he went over and opened it.


  Heath’s smile faded. Alexander stood there, frowning, leaning heavily on his cane.


  “I’m sorry to bother you Dr Roberts,” said the older man.


  “Heath, please.” He stepped outside the room and pulled the door almost closed behind him. “What can I do for you?”


  “I wanted to have a quick word with you about Cat.”


  Heath was suddenly very conscious he’d just had sex. Alexander could probably smell her all over him. He began to button up his shirt, resisting the urge to check his flies, sure he’d already zipped them up. “Oh?”


  “Yes. I just wanted to say she appears strong and in control, but she’s not. She’s so vulnerable, she’ll be easily hurt, and if she were to be, she would find it very hard to pick herself up again.”


  Heath finished his buttons and stuck his hands in his pockets. “We’ve been through this already.”


  “You said you have no intention of hurting her. But you can’t be sure of that.”


  “Yes I can.”


  “How?” Alexander’s eyes had narrowed.


  Heath shrugged. “From what I understand, when you marry someone it’s ’till death do us part.” He kept his voice low.


  Alexander’s face was a picture. He blinked as if Heath had said he wanted to take Cat back to Mars with him. “Marry?” he whispered furiously.


  Heath met his gaze and held it. “Sorry, did I not mention that I’m going to ask her to be my wife? Not yet, obviously. But I will. At some point.”


  Alexander’s face turned thunderous. “I think there’s something I need to make very clear to you.”


  Cat finished running her fingers through her hair and tried to zip up the back of her dress, but couldn’t quite get the zipper to the top. How had she done it earlier? Struggling, she walked over to the door in time to hear Alexander threaten Heath. Her eyes widened and, without thinking, she opened the door and went out into the corridor.


  Heath’s gaze slid over to her. He’d buttoned up his shirt but clearly didn’t know his flies were undone. She gestured at them just before Alexander turned around and saw her.


  Alexander stared at her. His gaze ran down her, from her bare feet to her ruffled hair and lipstick-free lips, as well as the more obvious sign that she was clutching the bodice of her dress to her. He slowly looked back at Heath, who—flies now closed—just grinned.


  “What’s going on?” she demanded, determined not to be embarrassed. She’d done nothing wrong. This wasn’t Alexander’s business.


  Heath looked at Alexander, obviously daring him to say something. The older man met his gaze, his face scarlet with rage. When he spoke, however, he kept his voice low. “Cat is coming with me, now.”


  Heath didn’t react to the anger Alexander was radiating. If anything, he appeared even more relaxed and leant casually against the wall, his hands in his pockets. “I kind of think that’s up to Catherine, don’t you?”


  Alexander walked up to him until he’d almost pressed his nose against Heath’s. “Nobody calls her that,” he snarled.


  Heath didn’t move. He just looked mildly amused. “I do.”


  Cat’s heart pounded, her feet frozen to the floor. Alexander breathed heavily. “You know nothing about her,” he spat. “You think because you’ve taken advantage of a young, vulnerable woman, you’re suddenly the expert on her life?”


  “Hey.” She finally found her voice. “Alex, if anybody took advantage here, it was me. Heath didn’t do anything to me that I didn’t want done.”


  Alexander spun around to face her. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? Have you forgotten this is the Silver Fox? The man you’ve spent the past few months cursing with every swear word you can think of?”


  “No.” She kept a tight control on her own anger. “But what I do in my private life isn’t any of your business. I know you’re worried about me, but you can’t wrap me in cotton wool forever. I’m a big girl now.”


  He looked upset, and her stomach gave a strange flip. “Don’t do this—it really isn’t worth it. Heath and I…” she glanced over at him. “It’s just a bit of fun.”


  Behind Alexander’s back, Heath held up his hands, showing her ten fingers, then a further one, and mouthed Eleven. It was such an irreverent thing to do at such a tense moment, it threw her. She glared at him, but had to bite her lip to stop herself from laughing as she forced her gaze back to Alexander, who was still frowning. Heath’s impertinence had nevertheless reminded her she was her own woman who should make her own choices. She trusted Alexander, but she shouldn’t always let herself be influenced him. What did she want to do?


  Of course, she knew immediately. Heath’s ruffled silver hair, hastily buttoned shirt hanging over his pants and black tie still dangling around his neck were irresistible. She reached out and touched Alexander’s arm. “It’s only sex, Alex. It’s not like we’re engaged or anything.”


  Alexander glanced at Heath, who met his gaze evenly. The two of them stared at each other, and she got the impression there was a battle of wits going on, a bit like a duel, their minds as sharp as the blades once used in this situation. Eventually, the older man sighed. “Just…be careful.”


  Heath grinned. “It’s okay, we’re using protection.” Casting a last, amused look at Alexander’s stunned face, he caught Cat’s hand, backing away and leading her inside the room.


  The laugh bubbled up inside her, in spite of her attempt to quell it. She caught hold of the doorpost, bringing Heath to a stop, and peered around at Alexander. “Please don’t worry. He’s a nice guy.” She wanted to say more, but Heath’s tugging on her hand was insistent, and she went in, letting the door close behind her.


  Heath pulled her into his arms. His eyes gleamed, and she started giggling. “That was so wicked.”


  “I couldn’t resist it, sorry.” He looked down at her. “So, I’m a nice guy now? You must be warming to me.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You called me a bastard in Sweden. You said ‘you’re gorgeous, bastard’.”


  “Ah, I didn’t realise you’d heard that.”


  “I thought I’d misheard, until I woke up and found you gone.”


  “I was talking to the Silver Fox at the time.” She shrugged. “You’re okay.”


  “You know we’re one and the same, right? Like Superman and Clark Kent?”


  “Nuh-uh.” She shook her head and moved away from him. “Thinking of you as two separate people is the only thing getting me through this.”


  His words gave her pause, though. Alexander had been right to remind her exactly who she was sleeping with. It had been fun, but that’s all it was, and the sooner she extricated herself from this situation, the better it would be all round.


  But then he smiled at her, and her heart melted. In the bedroom, he wasn’t the Silver Fox, he was just Heath, tall and gorgeous and sexy. But she knew she shouldn’t forget his alter ego.


  She walked further into the room, crossing her arms over the bodice that still gaped slightly, and stood in the centre, wondering what to do. Her instincts told her to fly, but her heart told her to stay.


  Heath walked over to the fridge, took out a bottle of wine, and poured a glass. He held it out to her. “One for the road?”


  She swallowed. “Alex was right. You don’t know anything about me.”


  He shrugged and walked closer to her, holding out the glass of wine. “So tell me.”


  Chapter 13


  She hesitated, wary. But his eyes were gentle, his smile genuine. Sighing, she took the wine.


  He went over to the bed and sat, leaned against the pillows and stretched out his legs. Then he tapped the mattress next to him. “Come and sit down.”


  She curled up on the bed beside him, feeling shy. “What do you want to know?”


  He sipped his wine. “Whose ring is it you normally wear?”


  She bit her lip. “It belonged to Alex’s wife, Melissa.”


  “Ah. She passed away?”


  “Yes. Two years ago. Cancer.” It had been a difficult time for them both, and she didn’t particularly want to talk about the traumatic end.


  Luckily he must have picked up on that, because he didn’t push her. “Are you related to them?” he asked instead.


  “No.”


  “So how do you know them?”


  She studied her fingernails. She’d never spoken about this to anyone before.


  But his eyes were gentle, and something in her wanted to confide. “I…saved her life once.”


  His eyes widened. “Well, quite clearly I want to know more about that.”


  Did she really want to relive it all again? Part of her panicked at the thought of raking up old emotions. But it had happened so long ago, she reminded herself, trying to keep calm. The events had no power over her now—Alex had told her this repeatedly.


  She gave in. “They were going to the opera and were attacked by a mugger. I just happened to be nearby.”


  “Yeah,” he said, “Like that’s the whole story. Come on, spit it out. How did you stop the mugger?”


  “I used his knife on him.”


  He stared at her. “What?”


  “I know a few moves.” Although she was proud of her self-defence skills, she didn’t particularly want to demonstrate them on him.


  He heaved a sigh, obviously frustrated at her lack of detail. “What were you doing there? Were you going to the opera too?”


  She laughed. “No, not quite.”


  He waited, one eyebrow raised. Clearly he was going to wait until she said something.


  She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I was homeless at the time.”


  His smile faded. “Homeless?”


  “Yes. I ran away from home when I was fifteen. I went to London and lived on the streets for two years. By pure chance I was outside the opera house when Alex and Melissa were attacked. I knocked the mugger’s knife out of his hand and threatened him with it, and he ran off. Melissa asked me to come back with them to their house. I wasn’t going to, but I hadn’t eaten properly for weeks. They took me in, gave me a meal and a shower, and let me sleep the night on the sofa. And I never left.” She related it all as matter-of-factly as she could, as if it had happened to someone else.


  “Fucking hell…” For once, he seemed speechless. She let him stare at her as she sipped her wine, trying to calm her pounding heart. Eventually he found his tongue. “So your love of archaeology came from Alex?”


  “Yes. He worked for the British Museum, and he used to take me there and show me around.” She couldn’t stop the smile that broke out on her face when she recalled those early trips to the museum. She’d been fascinated from the moment they walked into the building, and Alex had quickly realised what a promising student she was. “He knew about all the exhibits in detail. I fell in love with the place, and when he realised I enjoyed the subject, there was no stopping him—they couldn’t have kids, you see, so they sort of took me on as their own daughter. He put me through university and got me the job at the museum afterward. I owe him a lot. Well, everything, in fact. He’s like a father to me. More than my own father was, anyway.” She couldn’t hide the bitterness in her voice.


  Heath reached out and touched her hand. “I didn’t know he meant so much to you. I’m sorry I insulted him. I won’t do it again.”


  “Well, he can be over-protective, and he needs to understand I have my own life now. I feel sorry for him sometimes—he was devoted to Melissa, and he misses her very much.” Her throat tightened, and she sipped her wine to cover her emotion.


  “What about your real parents?” Heath kept his hand on hers. “Why did you run away?”


  That was a step too far. She didn’t want to discuss her birth parents.


  She finished her glass of wine and stood. “I should go.” Crossing her arms over the bodice of her dress, she turned to face him. He hadn’t moved and lay stretched out on the bed, studying her. His face was expressionless, and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking.


  She shouldn’t have told him her life history. Normally you couldn’t pry it open with a crowbar, but she’d seen the sympathy and gentleness in his eyes and hadn’t been able to stop.


  He got off the bed, came over to her and placed his warm hands on her arms. “Don’t go. No more questions, I promise.” He rubbed her arms, and she tingled all over.


  Still she hesitated, biting her lip. He took her hand. “Did you know you can see the pyramids from this side of the hotel?” He led her over to the window and pulled back the curtain. She stared, entranced, at the view of the three pyramids in the distance, lit up by spotlights. He slipped his arm around her. “Beautiful.”


  “Yes,” she said, “they are.”


  “I wasn’t talking about the pyramids.”


  She looked over her shoulder at him. He brushed her cheek with his fingers and slid his hand into her hair. She turned to face him and he kissed her, long and lingering. She put her arms around him, enjoying the slow play of his lips across hers, the warm brush of his tongue, his arms tight around her.


  Eventually he pulled back. “Do you promise if I visit the bathroom you won’t take the opportunity to escape?”


  She licked her lips. Her blood was beginning to race around her body at the desire in his eyes. Her heart thumped, and she knew she’d passed the point of leaving. “I promise. Those eleven condoms are calling out to me.”


  He laughed and kissed her cheek, then went into the bathroom.


  She sighed, picking up the remote and flicking the TV on, and found the music channel, smiling as one of her favourite ballads came on. Happiness flooded her. Well, what was not to like? She was in the middle of Cairo, in a room with a stunning view of the pyramids, she’d made the deal on the Bastet figurine, and the most gorgeous man she’d ever laid eyes on was about to screw her senseless. Hopefully.


  She shouldn’t have told Heath about her background, but she was kind of glad she had. The heavy weight that sat permanently on her chest had lifted a little. She finished off another glass of wine and put down the glass, letting the music wash over her. Oh, yes. Tonight was a good night.


  Heath stood in front of the mirror in the bathroom, washing his hands. He glanced at his reflection, smiling as he saw his hair sticking up where she’d run her fingers through it. He dried his hands and smoothed the silvery strands down, hearing music coming from the other room. She’d put on the music channel. He walked over to the door.


  He opened it slowly, as quietly as he could, and leaned against the doorjamb, watching her. She was dancing, her dress still unzipped, her long blonde hair rumpled around her shoulders, facing the window, presumably looking at the pyramids. She moved sensually and smoothly, her hands linked on top of her head, her hips swaying. He caught his breath as desire surged through him, but he made himself stay still. She was like a deer in a forest, and he was afraid a sudden movement might frighten her away.


  Heath hesitated, battling with himself. He already knew he wanted much more than she was willing to give. He’d made the quip to Alexander about marrying her to provoke the older man, but it surprised him how attractive he found the idea of staying with her. He wanted to date this woman, take her out, spend time getting to know her, fall in love with her. Hell, he was already in love with her, who was he kidding? She intrigued him, with her strange blend of confident archaeologist and shy, nervous woman.


  But she didn’t want anything more with him. Or she didn’t think she did. Something had happened in her past, something he had yet to discover, and it had scarred her for life, making her think she had to hide herself away, making her afraid to let her emotions be touched. He was going to have to show her there could be more between them than just sex.


  He watched Cat dancing, desire flooding his veins like a drug. After they’d finished tonight, she was going to walk away from him, and if he wasn’t careful, she’d talk herself out of ever seeing him again. She’d convinced herself he was bad for her. And clearly Alexander wasn’t going to be any help. Persuading her to see him again wouldn’t be easy.


  But Heath was a man used to getting what he wanted.


  He’d have to have to tread lightly, and be sneakier than he’d ever been before. The Silver Fox was really going to have to work for what he wanted this time. He was going to have to hook her before he reeled her in. And if he had to do it one sexual encounter at a time, then he’d do it that way.


  Chapter 14


  Cat stopped in her tracks when she turned and saw Heath standing in the doorway, watching her. He’d crossed his arms, he wasn’t smiling, and his hazel eyes were very intense. He pushed himself off the doorframe and began to walk toward her, and her heart rate increased. He reminded her of a panther, padding across the carpet; prowling. She backed away until her legs met the bed, the momentum causing her to sit down with a bump.


  He studied her for a moment, still not smiling, and then walked around the bed to the telephone. She watched him, puzzled.


  He picked up the receiver and pushed the button for reception, then waited for a moment, his eyes on her. “Hello? Yes, can I order some room service please? A bottle of champagne—yes that will be fine—and…some chocolate ice cream. Yes. With extra chocolate sauce, please.”


  Cat’s eyes widened as she remembered what he’d promised to do with the sauce. He replaced the receiver and walked back around the bed to stand in front of her. He took her hands and pulled her up. He still wasn’t smiling. The look in his eyes was desire, hot and neat, like fine whisky. She tried to think of something to say, something amusing to break the tension, but for once her mind had gone blank and she could only stare up at him, swallowing nervously.


  Reaching around her, he unzipped her dress and let it fall to the floor. She covered her breasts self-consciously, but he slid his arms around her. Then his mouth was on hers, and she inhaled deeply, slipping her fingers up into his hair, pressing herself against him.


  He kissed her for a full minute before lifting his head, and moving closer to her, his eyes dark with passion. It forced her to step back, but the bed was behind her and she fell backward again, bouncing on the mattress.


  “Lie down,” he instructed.


  She did so, her heart hammering. He walked over to his night bag and retrieved something, then came back over to her. A long, silk tie trailed from his fingers.


  He paused in front of her. “Move up a bit.”


  She shuffled up the bed, but her mouth had gone dry with nerves. “Heath…”


  He climbed onto the bed and sat astride her, then bent his head and kissed her briefly. “It’s only me. You trust me, don’t you?”


  “Er, no.”


  Laughing, he took her right wrist and looped the tie around it. “You promised me, the next time we’d do it my way.”


  “Um… I don’t remember promising anything.”


  He smiled, but didn’t say anything. Taking her hands, he raised them above her head, hooking the tie through one of the slats of the headboard before placing the other end around her left wrist.


  She wasn’t sure she liked feeling so vulnerable. Her heart pounded. “Heath, seriously…”


  “Relax.” He kissed her. “You can get out any time you want. It’s symbolic, that’s all.”


  She looked up at her wrists. He’d slipped the ends of the tie in a simple, tight loop around each one, but hadn’t knotted it. One determined wriggle and she’d be able to free her hands. She looked back at him. “Well, you’d never make it as a Viking.”


  He lay beside her, looking deep into her eyes. “I want you to give yourself over to me. Let me pleasure you. Pretend you’re letting me have my wicked way.” He stroked her cheek. “But you’re in control. You’re letting it happen. I’ll stop any time you want.” He kissed her. “But you won’t want me to.”


  “Oh…” Such strong emotion washed over her that it nearly made her cry. How did he know her so well? How did he understand she desperately wanted to explore her sexuality, but was afraid of giving up control of her body? That she wanted fun, excitement, and passion, without commitment, without complications?


  She cleared her throat. “Well, you’re a regular Rasputin, aren’t you?”


  “Slightly less mad, I hope.”


  “If the cap fits…”


  He trailed a finger down between her breasts. “Rasputin believed in yielding to temptation in order to proceed to repentance and ultimately salvation.”


  “He also stood drunk at the front of a Saint Petersburg restaurant and waved his dick at the diners,” she pointed out.


  He gave a short laugh. “You’re the most unromantic girl I’ve ever met, do you know that?”


  “I don’t know the first thing about romance, Heath. I’m sorry.”


  “We’re not born knowing, sweetheart. Romance doesn’t just happen—you have to work at it. And maybe I can help there.” He lowered his head, touching his lips to hers.


  He kissed her slowly, softly. His palm rested on her abdomen, warm and reassuring. Her cheeks grew hot, although she wasn’t sure why. He lifted his head. Once again, she felt herself lost for words at the intriguing blend of tenderness and desire in his eyes. What was it about this man that dismantled the speech centre of her brain?


  Someone knocked at the door, and he got off the bed and walked over. For a brief second she panicked that Alex had returned but then she heard Heath talking and realised it was only room service. Still, she fidgeted uncomfortably, feeling exposed lying there naked, her arms above her head.


  Within seconds he was back, though, and he put the champagne in its ice bucket on the table, then came over to the bed and climbed onto it, a dish in his hands. Placing it on the bedside table, he stripped off his shirt, trousers, and socks, and then sat next to her in his boxers, legs crossed. He took a mouthful of the ice cream. “Hey, this is good. You want some?”


  She shook her head, trying not to stare at his tanned, muscular thighs with their scattering of light brown hair. “I don’t like chocolate, remember?”


  “Oh, yes.” He took another mouthful. “Actually it’s really good. I might just sit here and eat the whole lot.” His eyes twinkled at the look on her face, and he laughed, stretching out beside her.


  He dipped the spoon in the ice cream, mischievously touching her nose with it, then grinned, leaning over her to lick it off slowly. He touched the spoon to her cheeks, then her lips, licking the ice cream off each time. Next, he dipped the spoon in and held it over her body. Trails of cold chocolate laced across her skin, making her squeal. “Heath!”


  He laughed, put the bowl aside, and leaned over. Slowly, languorously, he began to lick her clean.


  He slid long strokes of his tongue up her abdomen, then circled her breasts, his tongue warm and soft, making her squirm and sigh alternately. More sauce followed, and he smiled impishly when he concentrated the swirls on her nipples. She held her breath as he covered them with his mouth, sucking and licking them clean.


  She’d never, ever felt like this in her life. Her heart pounded and her breathing came more quickly as he began to trail sauce and kisses down her body, skimming her hips and going all the way down her legs to her feet. He moved to the end of the bed, and she wriggled and laughed as he laced chocolate between her toes, sucking them clean.


  Then, slowly, he began to kiss up her thigh.


  When he reached the top and his lips brushed her pubic hair, she gasped, instinctively jerking upright, forgetting he’d tied her hands. The tie was tight enough to halt her movement, and she lay back, her heart beating frantically. He stopped, raising his head to watch her, but she couldn’t look at him.


  She stared up at the ceiling instead, her hands tightening on the loops around her wrists. He said nothing, but stroked her thigh gently, comforting her and planting the occasional kiss as he waited for her to relax.


  She forced herself to remember his words. You’re in control. You’re letting it happen. I’ll stop any time you want. She could slip her hands out of the loops now and push him away. He wouldn’t argue with her, wouldn’t make fun of her. It was her decision. He wasn’t forcing this on her.


  I want you to give yourself over to me. Let me pleasure you. His gentle reassurance echoed in her mind. He wasn’t trying to control her, humiliate her, or make fun of her. He genuinely wanted her to enjoy this.


  Her heart hammered, but she forced herself not to move. He continued to place soft kisses on her thighs, his tongue tracing the skin occasionally, making her shiver. You trust me, don’t you? In the archaeological world, he was the Silver Fox, and she didn’t trust that sneaky bastard an inch. But here, in the bedroom, he was just Heath, gentle and loving, funny and kind. And she did trust him.


  She closed her eyes. She’d read about oral sex, seen it on the movies. She desperately wanted to try it for herself.


  Taking a deep breath, she made herself let it out slowly.


  Heath paused. He placed another kiss on her thigh. When she didn’t react, he moved slightly higher up. He reached for the ice cream again and drizzled chocolate on her hip, licked it clean, then trailed more across her flat stomach to the other hipbone, his tongue following. He moved leisurely, letting her adjust to each new sensation. He brushed her pubic hair with his lips, sending shivers of pleasure through her.


  Slowly, he moved her legs up, pushing them wider apart. She bit her lip, fighting every instinct that told her to sit up and move away. The spoon clinked in the bowl and she screwed up her eyes, jumping slightly as the cold sauced trickle right into her most intimate parts. “Jeez, Heath!” she exclaimed, not knowing whether it was the cold or the thought of what he was about to do that was making her shiver.


  He chuckled, replaced the spoon and lowered the bowl onto the carpet. He hesitated for a moment. Then, finally, he brushed his warm tongue right through the central, hot core of her.


  She gasped, feeling as if she’d fallen into a deep, warm bath. Her whole body glowed with warmth. The sensations threading through her were like nothing she’d ever experienced. He explored gently with his mouth, licking and sucking lightly, then firmly, teeth grazing, the stubble on his chin occasionally brushing her thighs.


  She couldn’t believe she was letting a man do something so personal, so intimate to her. This is a mistake! she thought desperately. Not because it wasn’t nice. But because it was like eating from the tree in the Garden of Eden. Surely once she’d let a man do this, she’d want him to do it again. Because she’d never guessed it would be so wonderful, so incredibly exquisite.


  But she couldn’t bring herself to stop him.


  It wasn’t long before the welcome bliss of an orgasm began to bloom like a flower opening up inside her, the delicious warmth budding low in her stomach before blossoming throughout her like the rose he’d talked about earlier, and as she came, his hands were warm on her thighs, and his mouth was hot and gentle.


  Chapter 15


  As the tremors inside her died down and her heart rate began to return to normal, Heath shifted on the bed, moving up beside her. She shook one hand free of the tie and covered her face with her arm, scarlet with passion and embarrassment. He propped his head on a hand, trailing his fingers lazily across her abdomen, seemingly content to wait until she was ready to talk.


  Slowly, he began to kiss the arm lying across her face, pressing his mouth into her palm, licking her fingers, until she gave a small laugh and finally moved it away. He kissed her lips, and she giggled. “You’re all sticky.”


  “I wonder why.”


  She ran her fingers over her stomach, pulling a face. “I’m going to stick to the sheets.”


  “I wasn’t going to leave you like that. Come on, in the shower with you.”


  She sat up and released her other hand from the tie, looking pointedly at the tent that had formed in his boxers. He pulled her to her feet and said, “Well, what did you expect after what I’ve just done?”


  Pleasure rippled through her at his words. He’d enjoyed satisfying her. The thought made her glow. She let him lead her over to the bathroom, feeling sleepy and sticky. He turned the shower on and kissed her as he waited for the water to heat up before opening the door.


  He went out for a moment and came back with the box of condoms. She arched an eyebrow. “Well I’m sticky too,” he pointed out. He removed his boxers, followed her into the cubicle and closed the door behind him. “And I’ve got eleven condoms burning a hole in my pocket. Well, my metaphorical pocket.”


  She backed up to the tiles and looked up at him. “There’s not a lot of room.”


  “We’ll have to huddle up.” He ducked his head under the water and ran a hand through his wet hair, smoothing it back. Then he took the soap from the dish. He put his arms around her, and she could feel him turning it over in his hands behind her back, working up a lather.


  She looked up at him, and he smiled and winked at her. He was so gorgeous he took her breath away. She wanted to say something witty and amusing, but once again, he seemed to have extracted her ability to put one word after another.


  For the first time since she’d met him, she realised just how tall and broad shouldered he was. In Sweden, they’d been encased in bulky outerwear, and then they’d got into bed before she’d had much chance to admire his body. Earlier in the bedroom, she’d been wearing three-inch heels, and they hadn’t taken the time to remove their clothes. Now, he towered over her, and he seemed to fill the small cubicle, his arms surprisingly powerful, his chest wide with well-defined muscles. He was so gentle and unassuming—she hadn’t noticed he was so…well…magnificent.


  “How tall are you?” she asked.


  “Six three.” He looked down at her. “How short are you?”


  “I’ve five nine and a half, thank you very much—I’m hardly short for a girl.”


  “I hear that half inch is very important.” Laughing at her mock glare, he put the soap down. “Now, then.” He placed his hands on her breasts and she arched an eyebrow. He grinned. “They’re sticky.”


  “Then you’d better wash them.”


  “That was my dastardly scheme all along.”


  She caught her breath as he slid his slippery hands across her skin, brushing her nipples. Stepping closer, he kissed her for a while, gently washing her clean, running his hands up her body, along her arms, down her back, and then returning to her breasts. As she’d already been aroused before they’d even walked into the cubicle, it wasn’t long before she sighed and grabbed the soap, then started on him; washing his body, enjoying the feel of his muscles under her fingers.


  Her hands gradually worked lower and grazed his thighs, slipping between them. She closed her fingers around his erection, sliding her hand up and down, but he pushed her away, giving her a warning look. Reaching out of the shower, he took a condom from the box.


  “I’ll do it,” she said. Eager to try it, she took it from him and rolled it carefully down his firm length, making him groan.


  He caught her hands. “For God’s sake, woman. I’m only human.” He turned her around and placed her hands on the tiles, resting his hands either side of hers on the wall. He moved closer, his erection hard against her butt, and nuzzled her ear. “Open your legs, sweetheart. Lean forward.”


  She did so, widening her stance, heart thumping at the new position. The water trickled between them, hot on her skin. He slid his erection between her legs and brushed it against her sensitive lips, and she closed her eyes with pleasure. She moved backward and forward, arousing herself on him, and he sighed, holding her hips, stopping her.


  “My way,” he said firmly. “We’re going to take this really, really slow.”


  “I don’t know if I can,” she admitted.


  “Come on,” he murmured, moving so the tip of him nuzzled into her. “Work with me. If we only have tonight, I want to make this last. Let’s see if we can make two minutes.”


  She giggled, then sighed as he slid slowly into her. She could tell by his groan that she was wet and swollen.


  Deep inside her, he ran his hands slowly up from her hips, brushing her waist and her ribcage, coming forward to cup her breasts.


  “Ah,” she said. “I can see the benefits of this position.”


  He leaned his left hand on the tiles and slid his right hand down between her legs. “Oh yeah.” He began to move, very slowly, taking the time to stroke her in between each gentle thrust. “Your skin’s beautiful. Soft and silky, like satin.”


  “Yours is like polished wood—it’s gorgeous.” It was true; braced beside her, his arm looked like it had been carved out of oak and buffed to a sheen. Why hadn’t she realised in Sweden how gorgeous his body was? Of course, the water and the steam weren’t helping with the sensuality factor. It heightened all her senses, made everything blurry and erotic.


  He continued to stroke her as he moved inside her with shallow, unhurried thrusts. He traced his fingers across her damp skin, dipping them down so he could feel himself sliding in and out of her. She was drowsy with desire, although it wasn’t sleepiness—it was like being drunk, or drugged. It was as if they’d been spirited to another world and there were only the two of them—nothing existed except this tiny shower cubicle with its steamy walls and cool tiles, and Heath, with his fantastic body and gentle hands.


  Sliding deep within her, he leaned forward and kissed her ear, and she turned her head so he could kiss her lips. An emotion spiralled through her, something she didn’t want him to see, so she closed her eyes, but he was obviously cottoning on to the fact that she only did that when she wanted to hide her feelings and so he said, “Open them.”


  She did so, looking up at him over her shoulder, knowing he was going to be able to see the tenderness and affection that had laced through her like whisky. He never took his gaze off her.


  “Why do you always want to look at me?” she whispered.


  “Because you’re beautiful.” He slid his soapy hands around her body, cupped her breasts and stroked her nipples.


  She sighed, blinking slowly. “I bet you say that to all your girls.”


  He laughed and nuzzled her ear. “When I do, I mean it. And I never lie.”


  “Unless you’re pretending to be from the British Museum.”


  He stopped for a second and considered her words before continuing. “I never lie in the bedroom. Or bathroom, for that matter.”


  She smiled, sighing again at his slow, regular thrusts, pressing hot hands against the tiles. Her body felt intensely receptive, and she knew he was feeling the same from his half-lidded eyes. He leaned forward, cupped her face, and turned her head so he could kiss her again, leisurely, sensuously.


  She’d never been kissed like this before. She shouldn’t be kissing Heath at all. He was like absinthe, highly addictive, and would probably give her a hell of a headache in the morning. But she couldn’t stop. Her lips were ultra-sensitive, and he only brushed them with his own, occasionally touching them with his tongue, but each time he did it, it rang through her body like a bell.


  She sighed, turning her head away. “You like kissing, don’t you?”


  “That’s because you taste nice.” He moved inside her with measured, short strokes. She began to feel the familiar concentration in the pit of her stomach, but he must somehow have sensed it because he stopped moving, resting his hands on her hips. “Stay with me, baby.”


  Her breathing levelled out again. Her eyelids fluttered. “This is like torture. What are you doing to me?”


  “Making love to you,” he murmured, stroking her back.


  “Oh, so we’re ‘making love’ now?” she teased.


  He slipped his hands around to her breasts. “Well, what would you call it?”


  “Shagging. Screwing.” She caught her breath as he began to move again. “Fucking.”


  He laughed. “I prefer my definition.”


  “Why?”


  “What we did earlier, in about ten seconds flat—that was fucking.”


  “And now?”


  He brushed the wet hair back from her face. “This is…something different.”


  He was right, of course. This was more like worshipping, venerating each other. Was it really only the second time she’d met him?


  He ran his right hand down her body and brushed her pubic hair, lightly stroking as moved inside her. He must have had a gazillion women, to be so skilled at this. She had to distract herself or she was going to come, and she knew he didn’t want her to, not yet. “Heath…?”


  “Mmm?”


  “How many women have you had?”


  “That’s not good bedroom etiquette, sweetheart.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t read the handbook.”


  He laughed, rested his hands on the tiles beside her and kissed her ear.


  “Come on, tell me,” she prompted, pushing her bottom back so he could push deeper inside her.


  He grunted. “I don’t keep track.”


  She looked over her shoulder. “You’ve lost count?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a man-slut, if that’s what you’re implying.”


  “Oh? So you don’t usually pick up women in Swedish bars?”


  He bent and kissed her. “Actually, you were my first one-night stand. Two-night stand. Well, you know, first time I’d slept with a woman on the same night I met her.” He continued his slow thrusts.


  Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding me?”


  “Nope. I usually date for a while first. I’m old fashioned.” He kissed down her neck.


  “So what went wrong with me?” she wondered, tipping her head to the side to give him better access.


  “I was only there for the night. I saw you—I wanted you. And I always get what I want.” His voice was determined, amused.


  “Oh.” That sounded like the Silver Fox talking, she thought, but although ordinarily his arrogance would have made her bristle, at that moment his possessive confidence only turned her on more.


  The cubicle was starting to grow steamy and her cheeks glowed, although the warmth was due more to his comment than the steam. She closed her eyes, trying to calm her breathing as his hands moved slowly and sensually over her skin. “So tell me,” she continued in a whisper, “who’s the best woman you’ve been with? What’s her name?”


  “Jeez, Catherine.” He slapped her rump.


  That startled her. “Ouch! What’s wrong with that?”


  “You are such a strange woman.” He nuzzled her ear. “I’ll do you a deal.”


  “Okay…”


  “I’ll tell you if you tell me… When was the last time you pleasured yourself, and who were you thinking of?”


  She dropped her head as her face flamed, her hair falling forward and hiding her face from him. “That’s not fair.”


  He stroked her back, her waist, her breasts. “It’s perfectly fair.” He took her hand from the tiles and slid it between her legs. “Come on. When did you last do this to yourself?”


  “Goodness. I don’t…”


  He chuckled and nibbled her ear. “Yeah, right. A sexy little hotpot like you? It’s nothing to be ashamed of, sweetheart.”


  She couldn’t believe he was asking her such an intimate question. “Why are you so interested in what I do when I’m by myself?”


  “It turns me on, thinking of you touching yourself.”


  “Does it?” That surprised her. “Why?”


  “I don’t know. It’s sexy.” His hands continued to slide over her skin. “Come on tell me, who do you fantasize about?”


  She couldn’t possibly tell him the truth. “Okay. Last time was two weeks ago. And it was George Clooney. Silver hair, you see. I obviously have a thing about it.”


  He cupped her face and turned her head toward him. She closed her eyes and then knew he’d be aware she was lying.


  Sure enough, he said, “Open your eyes.”


  She did so, looking up at him.


  He kissed her cheek. “It’s just you and me, Catherine. Whatever else happens outside, no lies in the bedroom.”


  She gave in. “Okay. It was two days ago. And I was thinking about you, Heath.”


  He sighed with satisfaction in her ear, moving slowly inside her. Each thrust now felt excruciatingly sensitive. She wasn’t skin and bone any more, just a mass of nerve endings and hormones. His breathing had deepened, and she could sense him also teetering on the edge of climaxing, drawing out the moment, trying to prolong the sweet agony.


  She licked her lips. “Your turn.”


  “Hmm?”


  He was having trouble concentrating. He was barely moving now, and she felt like they were both standing on the edge of a deep pit, about to fall off. She made one more attempt to distract him. “Who’s the best you’ve had? What was her name?”


  “I’m looking at her.”


  “Don’t bullshit me,” she demanded.


  “I’m not. I couldn’t. You’re beautiful. And intelligent. And you make me laugh.”


  She didn’t believe him. He was only saying it because she was the one in front of him. First port in a storm. Love the one you’re with.


  He sighed, his left hand tightening into a fist on the tile beside hers, and only then did she realise how much he wanted her and how strong his self-control had been up until then.


  He rested his right hand on her hip and thrust hard, deep inside her. “Oh fuck.”


  She gasped. “Heath…”


  Her muscles tightened around him, and at the same time he gave into the volcano building inside him. She’d never felt anything like it, but she was powerless to stop it—it was like lying on the beach and letting the surf sweep over her. She cried out with pleasure, Heath hot and hard inside her, the water warm on her skin, the tiles cool against her hands.


  Chapter 16


  Several hours later, Heath picked up his bag and took one last look at the sleeping beauty in his bed.


  After they’d made love in the shower, they’d towelled each other dry and returned to bed where they’d lain for a few hours talking, mainly about archaeology, occasionally about science fiction, before he’d started teasing her again with his fingers. He’d played with her for several hours after that. Two condoms (his) and three orgasms (hers) later, she finally persuaded him they’d fitted in as many as she could cope with in one night, and she’d promptly dozed off.


  Heath had lain awake for an hour, listening to her breathe, making sure she was in a deep sleep before he rose, got dressed and quietly packed away his things. Then he’d sat there for a further ten minutes trying to convince himself this really was the only option, the only way to make sure she’d see him again. Maybe even half hoping she’d wake up and stop him. But she hadn’t, and eventually he knew he had to go.


  She was going to be mad at him in the morning. But if he didn’t go now, when the sun came up she would become the hedgehog again: all prickles and refusing to let him near her. She’d be unable to look him in the eye, awkward and embarrassed at the things they’d done the night before, ashamed at how she’d opened up to him. He didn’t think he could bear that.


  Still, he hesitated. He wasn’t a cad—this wasn’t his style at all. But then Cat wasn’t your normal, everyday woman. If she had been, he would have been able to take her to dinner and the theatre, and tease the trust out of her like a whelk out of a shell. But if she wasn’t going to let him do that, and if she insisted on keeping the Black Cat mask on at all times, then he’d have to let the Silver Fox have his wicked way instead.


  Alexander was going to kill him when he found out. Heath’s lips curved in the semi-darkness. Boy was he in for it when they eventually caught up to him. But then that was the point—this way they would come looking for him, and he’d get to see her again.


  He let himself out of the room, and the door closed quietly.


  As he walked along to the corridor to the lift, he thought about what she’d told him of Alexander and her past. Clearly, the old man thought of her as his daughter. He felt a tad guilty at how flippant he’d been to Alex, but equally he felt a twinge of jealousy—more than a twinge, in fact, at how close the two of them were. And yet, as with any father/daughter relationship, there had to come a point where the father let go, freeing the daughter and letting her live her own life. Alex had cared for Cat, saving her and protecting her, but he couldn’t do it forever. He couldn’t provide for all her needs. Someone else had to take on that responsibility.


  And Heath had a pretty good idea who that was going to be.


  Cat awoke from a deep sleep and lay there for a while in the early morning light without moving. She faced the window, the curtain still open where Heath had pulled it the night before, although she couldn’t see the pyramids from where she lay.


  She’d been dreaming and could still recall it vividly. She’d been falling from a great height—a dream she had often—but this time it had been different. A hand had appeared to clutch hold of hers, and although he hadn’t quite pulled her to safety, he had stopped her from falling any further. Hmm. Now what was her brain trying to tell her? All the times she’d had this dream, and she’d never dreamed Alexander had saved her. Two nights with Heath and suddenly he was her great saviour? I don’t think so.


  She closed her eyes, memories of what they’d done the night before flickering through her mind. Making love in the shower had been an experience that had altered her forever—she couldn’t have reverted back to her previous self if her life had depended on it. It had been more than sex, so much more. And coming straight after—she winced at the pun—what he’d done to her in the bedroom, pleasuring her with his mouth…


  She pressed her fingers to her lips. How could she have let herself experience something like that? How could she forget what he’d done, how he’d made her feel?


  She had to get out of the room. Was he awake? Suddenly she became aware he hadn’t moved since she’d woken, and he wasn’t touching her, whereas before she’d fallen asleep he’d wrapped his arms around her.


  She glanced over her shoulder.


  The bed was empty.


  Correction, almost empty. Her eyes fell on the little silver fox model sitting on the pillow.


  Slowly, she pushed herself upright. Glancing around the room, she could see his clothes and bag were gone. Only her red dress remained hanging on the front of the wardrobe.


  She gave a short, sharp laugh. So the Silver Fox had gone and taken Heath with him. Had Heath regretted being dragged out by the sneaky bastard, or had he gone willingly, glad to escape the awkwardness of the morning after?


  Something nagged at the corner of Cat’s mind. What was it? A look on his face, something at the time she’d puzzled about but ignored, thinking she’d imagined it. Yes, that was it, in the lift, when she’d looked at his pocket, wondering what he’d bought in the shop. For a second he’d looked alarmed, almost guilty. Straight after he’d handled the figurine…


  She leapt out of bed and pulled on her dress. She could only get the zipper up halfway, but she was past caring. Grabbing her handbag, shoes and the silver fox model, she left the room and ran along the corridor to the lift, cursing as it rose slowly before pinging open its doors. “Ground floor,” she barked to the attendant, who politely overlooked her ruffled hair and state of undress.


  When the doors dinged open, she sprinted across the foyer, ignoring the raised eyebrows and hushed whispers of the few guests making their way to breakfast. She ran up to the front desk and asked to see the safe deposit box, showing them the key. After a few minutes, which she spent cursing the Fox and calling him every name she could think of, they showed her into the room, and the guard brought the box out for her.


  She opened it with fumbling hands, revealing the wooden box inside, and opened that too. She stared. The figurine still lay there.


  Digging her fingers into the velvet-covered foam, she lifted the cat out. Only then did she realise it was a plastic fake. Skilfully made, it resembled the original exactly, but it was light in her hands and down the back was a distinct join.


  In fact, if she got her nail in the crack, it would probably open…


  The two sides of the figurine came apart. Inside was a rolled up piece of paper. She unrolled it, heart pounding. The cheque read the exact amount she’d paid Sayed. From Te Papa Museum.


  She stood there for a moment, hands on hips. How had he switched it? She hadn’t left him in the room on his own, and anyway, the guard had been present.


  Well of course, he bought the guard off, she scolded herself. Then she remembered. He’d asked her if part of the deal for the figurine had been herself. I’d just like to know whether I need to order the chocolate sauce or not, he’d said. Confused, she’d walked over to the door to think about it, and when she’d turned back, he was replacing the cat in the foam. He must have had the fake one in his pocket, which was why he’d looked alarmed when she glanced at it in the lift. The damn cat had been in his jacket all night, hanging over the back of the chair.


  She looked at the guard, who watched her solemnly. He was a different one to the night before—the shifts had changed. She could complain, get the guard sacked for taking a bribe, cause all kinds of hoo-hah, speak to Te Papa, and get Heath in trouble.


  But she wouldn’t. Because hadn’t she done exactly the same thing herself, in Sweden? And she hadn’t had the decency to leave him the money, either.


  Retrieving the wooden box from the safety deposit, Cat thanked the guard and left the room. Oh well. No need to worry at least regarding how she would feel the morning after. She was mad, madder than a bear that’d been out on the razz and had a migraine-level headache to show for it.


  How dare he! She wanted to stamp her foot. How dare he play her at her own game? Seducing her, completely taking her mind off the figurine before leaving her asleep in the middle of the night.


  She sat on one of the benches in the foyer, looking at the fake cat. He’d obviously planned the whole thing, because he’d had the plastic model made. Probably by the young Egyptian he’d spoken to in the ballroom. He hadn’t even tried to make a deal with Sayed—he’d known all along that he’d switch it once she’d bought it. In fact, that was what he’d wanted—not the figurine itself so much, although that was obviously a nice by-product of the whole thing—but to get one over on her, to pay her back.


  Was that all? She squeezed the Bastet statue so tightly it buckled in her hand. Had he meant anything he said the night before? Or had it all been an act? Was it just a way to dip his wick in the pretty blonde again, or had he truly wanted to be with her?


  She couldn’t believe that Heath—the man who’d made love to her so slowly and tenderly in the shower—had meant to deceive her. But she could completely believe the Silver Fox had. And yet they were one and the same man. She pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. She could not bring the two men together in her head. One she hated with a passion, the other… She slid her hands to her mouth at the memory of how he’d been unable to take his eyes off her, how he’d seemed to so enjoy kissing her, pleasuring her. Being with her.


  I never lie in the bedroom. Or bathroom, for that matter. His words sprang into her head. Whatever else happens outside, no lies in the bedroom. Had he been trying to forewarn her? To make her understand that no matter what the Silver Fox did, what he, Heath, did and said to her in the bedroom was honest and true?


  They’re the same person! She stood up, impatient and irritated with herself. She had to stop thinking about him as if he was schizophrenic. Heath had been very aware of his plans when he took her to bed the night before. He’d carried out it out coldly and methodically, taking what he wanted from her before making off with his loot. And the sooner she stopped thinking of the Silver Fox as his evil twin, the better.


  Glancing up, she saw Alexander standing there, watching her. He had a newspaper under his arm, and had obviously been on his way to breakfast when he’d spotted her in the foyer.


  She walked over to him and shoved the figurine into his hand. “Don’t say a word,” she warned, before marching off, trying not to be aware that he was staring at her unzipped dress and shoeless feet. She would go back to her room, have a shower, and get dressed.


  Then she was going to sit down and plan her revenge.


  Chapter 17


  The business centre of the Xi’an Century Landscape Hotel in Xi’an, China, was packed with people. She slunk in quietly, Alexander right behind her, and they took a seat in the back row. It was a fair distance from the front of the room, and she crossed her fingers that when Heath took the podium, he wouldn’t be able to pick them out of the crowd. She pulled her baseball cap further down. She was determined he wouldn’t recognize her until she was ready.


  She glanced at the program in her hand, dated December fifteenth. Eight days since Cairo. It had proved to be a busy month for archaeology, which often happened in the lead up to Christmas while museums sorted out their exhibits for the New Year. Te Papa Museum, Wellington, was the first museum making a bid for the newly-discovered batch of Terracotta Warriors with its magnificent bronze chariot and horses, excavated in the recently opened Pit 4 east of the Emperor Qin’s Mausoleum. The new warriors, unlike the seven thousand other excavated figures, exhibited much clearer paint fragments, and the British Museum was desperate to acquire them for its new exhibit. Its first exhibition of a selection of Warriors in 2007 had been hugely successful, and it was keen to repeat the event.


  She was hopeful the British Museum would win the bid. Te Papa had just had a similar exhibit, and the British Museum had a higher profile with the Chinese than the Kiwi museum, to her glee. Dr Heath Roberts, speaking for Te Papa, was the first to speak, followed by two other speakers for museums in Italy and Germany, and then she would be last.


  Alexander reached out and squeezed her hand, but didn’t say anything. She gave him a quick smile. He was worried about her. The lead up to Christmas was never a good time for her, but she was aware she’d been more withdrawn than normal that year. He’d guessed it was something to do with what happened in Cairo, but she wasn’t sure if he’d suspected the truth.


  The fact was that although she was mad at Heath—and she was still mad at him—the emotion that had been forefront in her mind since returning from Egypt had not been anger.


  It might have something to do with the two dozen red roses that had appeared on her doorstep the day after she got home from Cairo.


  The doorbell had gone around ten in the morning. Cat had been working in the study, writing a paper for an archaeology magazine, and when Alexander had called out that he was nearest, she hadn’t quibbled. The next thing she knew, he stood at the door to the study swamped by the biggest bouquet she’d ever seen.


  Her original thought was that Alexander had ordered them himself. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d bought her flowers—every year on her birthday he bought her some, and occasionally on a special occasion, such as when she’d got her PhD. But never for Christmas. He knew she hated that time of year.


  She could also tell by the look on his face that he hadn’t sent them.


  “Who are they from?” she asked, already knowing.


  In reply, he handed her the card, plonked the roses on her desk, gave her a look that said You’ve got to be kidding me, and walked out of the room.


  She sat there and looked at the tiny envelope for a while before opening it, but eventually slit it open and read the card inside.


  Someone once advised me, ‘But he that dares not grasp the thorn should never crave the rose’, so here I am, grasping the thorn and contacting you when I promised I wouldn’t. Merry Christmas, Catherine. You are ‘always, always in my mind’. H x


  She propped the card up on her desk and sat staring at it with her hands over her mouth. Her heart pounded so hard she thought she might pass out. After a while, however, she returned to her laptop and typed the second phrase he’d quoted into the search engine. “You are always, always in my mind.” What had he been referring to?


  There were several possibilities. One was a country music song recorded by Elvis, amongst many others, called “Always on my Mind”. But he hadn’t written on my mind, he’d written in my mind, and he’d repeated “always” twice. She knew she didn’t have the right reference.


  After several minutes of thought, inspiration struck. She typed in the phrase again, adding “Catherine” at the end. This time a quote by Emily Brontë popped up, something Catherine Earnshaw had said to the housekeeper, about Heathcliff being always, always in her mind.


  A shiver slid down her spine. She sat back and pulled up her knees, wrapping her arms around them. What was he trying to say? That he missed her—that she was always in his mind? Or was he teasing her that he was always in her mind? And if so, how the hell did he know she couldn’t stop thinking about him? And was he implying he didn’t want to be apart from her? That he wanted to see her again?


  Damn the man! How dare he be so romantic and charming after walking out on her in Cairo? And stealing her beautiful Bastet figurine! She’d been tempted to throw the roses away to prove he meant nothing to her, but after she spent several hours of putting them in the bin and getting them out again, Alexander had finally found her a vase and told her the flowers hadn’t done anything wrong and would she please stop torturing them. For the next week they’d sat on her desk, the card propped by the vase. Alexander had read it and listened as she told him about the quote from Wuthering Heights. She’d added that his real name was Heathcliff. Alexander had just given a short, humourless laugh before walking out of the room, and he hadn’t mentioned it again.


  Now, halfway across the world, the thought of the words on the card still caused her to shiver, even as they made her eyes narrow. Heath had to stop doing this, stop chasing her. The only reason she’d agreed to go to bed with him in Cairo was that he’d assured her she’d never hear from him again. Well, that and the guarantee of multiple orgasms, but that was beside the point. He’d broken his promise, lied to her, again.


  And that was what had brought her to China. When she’d heard the British Museum wanted a representative to put forward its case for the new Terracotta Warriors and that someone from Te Papa was also going to be there, Cat had jumped at the chance. She’d asked Alexander to come along for company, as well as for moral support. He was mad at Heath for both leaving her and taking the statue, and she could only imagine what he was going to do, or say, when he eventually met the younger man face-to-face. But then Heath deserved it.


  Rustling began at the front of the room, and a Chinese official took the microphone from the podium. He said something in Chinese first, and then he welcomed everyone to the hotel in English and explained briefly the order of events. Finally, he introduced the first speaker, Dr Heath Roberts from the New Zealand museum.


  Cat slumped a little lower in her seat as Heath walked out. In the week they’d been apart, she’d forgotten what a physical affect his mere appearance could have on her. As she looked him up and down, her heart rate increased and her cheeks grew hot. Alexander glanced at her, but she didn’t look back at him.


  Heath wore a dark grey, three-piece suit, a light blue shirt, and a blue-and-grey tie, which complemented his silver hair perfectly. He towered over the tiny Chinese translator standing next to him, once again reminding Cat of his tall and powerful frame – something she didn’t tend to notice ordinarily because of his quiet, unassuming manner.


  He was also, surprisingly, wearing glasses. Did that mean he’d been wearing lenses when she’d seen him before? The frames were modern, black and rectangular, and made him look very professorial.


  Briefly, he ran his gaze over the crowd. He would be aware she was there somewhere because her name was also on the program, but he didn’t have time to search properly, and his eyes didn’t alight on her. He smiled at the crowd and began to speak, pausing every couple of sentences for his words to be translated into Chinese. He made a great case for Te Papa, speaking clearly and with conviction, obviously passionate about the subject, sounding authoritative on the Warriors and the other artefacts uncovered at the site.


  When he’d finished, he waited politely for the translator to stop and then asked the crowd if anyone had a question. A couple of people asked for more details on various aspects of Te Papa and its exhibits. Cat waited until they’d finished. Finally, she removed her baseball cap and shook out her blonde hair. Then she stood, raising her hand.


  Chapter 18


  Heath looked over at her. His eyebrows shot up, and a big smile spread across his face. Cat squished the feeling of pleasure his look gave her and surveyed him coolly.


  He grinned. “Dr Livingstone!”


  “Good afternoon, Dr Roberts. That was a very convincing case you made there.”


  “Thank you.” He studied her for a moment, his eyes warm, prompting a ripple of whispers across the room. “You have a question?”


  “I do.” She cleared her throat. “You mentioned the expertise of Te Papa’s treatment bay. You are aware a steady temperature is necessary to make sure some of these exhibits don’t crack? Only I’ve heard you’re having trouble with some of your processes cooling too rapidly. Going from nought to sixty in three and a half seconds isn’t always a good thing.”


  She’d thrown him, on more than one level, she could see, watching as he brushed a speck of dirt from the podium, the corner of his mouth twitching. A contact at Te Papa had tipped off Alexander that the museum had experienced problems in its treatment bay.


  He raised his gaze back to Cat as the man next to him finished translating her question. She’d wondered if he would be annoyed, but he smiled, and when he spoke his voice was warm. “The problem you’re mentioning, Dr Livingstone, is a very minor one; something we would fix before the Terracotta Warrior exhibit arrives. Our technicians are very skilled, and none of our exhibits has experienced any damage as a result of temperature changes. We are very careful to keep a close eye on the condition of our artefacts.”


  He tipped his head, his gaze challenging and amused. “You, of all people, should know that to keep everything in working order you need regular servicing.”


  Cat’s cheeks burned. Regular servicing indeed!


  “Do you have any other questions?” he asked.


  “No, thank you,” she mumbled, and sat down. Alexander looked at her out of the corner of his eye, but she still refused to turn and look at him.


  Heath answered one more question from the crowd and then the translator thanked him and everyone clapped as he left the room. Cat stood and headed for the door as the Italian speaker came forward to take the podium.


  In the corridor outside, she turned and saw she’d guessed correctly—Heath was heading toward her, smiling. “Well, good afternoon,” he said, stopping in front of her. “That was a sneaky shot. I’m guessing that was Alex’s doing.”


  “We have contacts.” She lifted her chin, trying to look him in the eye. She was wearing high-heeled boots under her navy trousers because it was so cold in Xi’an, but she still wasn’t anywhere near his height.


  He reached up and slipped off his glasses. “It’s nice to see you.”


  “Oh no.” She shook her head. “Put them back on.”


  “What?” He looked puzzled.


  “I don’t want to speak to you—I want to speak to the Silver Fox. Put them back on.”


  Heath stared at her, blinking once or twice, then gradually started to smile. “Lois Lane, I have to remind you, we’re one and the same—”


  “Yada, yada, put the damn glasses back on. I can’t concentrate when you’re looking at me like that.”


  Giving a short laugh, he slid the black frames on and folded his arms. “There. Better?”


  “Yes.” She glared at him. “I’m so furious with you I could punch you into next week.”


  “You’d hit a man wearing glasses?”


  “Heath…”


  “I’m not Heath, I’m the Silver Fox, remember?”


  She rubbed her forehead. “You stole my figurine.”


  “Well you stole my necklace.”


  “What are you, twelve?”


  “At least I paid for mine,” he reminded her.


  “I tore up the cheque.”


  “Well that’s nothing to do with me.” He fixed her with a determined stare. “You started it, remember? Back in Sweden. I didn’t even know who you were.”


  “I know. You were just out to seduce some young, vulnerable female.”


  “Seduce?” He looked at her over the top of his glasses. “I don’t think you can give me a lecture on seduction.”


  She glared at him, annoyed that his warm hazel eyes could still send a frisson of delight through her. “You deserved everything you got.”


  He smiled lazily. “Oh, yeah.”


  She flushed again. “And what did you mean, ‘to keep everything in working order you need regular servicing’?”


  He laughed outright at that. “I was referring to the treatment bay.”


  “Of course you were.” A couple of people were walking down the corridor and she stepped closer to him to get out of their way. Up close, she could smell his aftershave, warmed by his body, and see the very slight hint of stubble on his chin. She could remember vividly the rasp of that stubble on her thigh.


  He smiled. “Did you get the flowers?”


  She shook her hair back. “Yes. I put them straight in the bin.”


  “Oh.” For a fleeting second, he looked disappointed.


  Feeling a twinge of guilt at the fib, she said, “You promised you wouldn’t contact me. That was part of the deal.”


  “I lied.”


  “So I see. The Silver Fox doesn’t seem to have many scruples.”


  “As few as the Black Cat, I believe.”


  “Touché.” She looked deep into his eyes. She had to ask. “Was it all a lie? Everything you said?” Her voice came out as a whisper.


  He lowered his arms and slid his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “Which of us are you talking to now?”


  Reaching up, she removed his glasses carefully, revealing his hazel eyes, filled with warmth. They studied each other for a moment. This close up, she could remember being in the shower with him, his muscled arms and chest shining from the water, him sliding inside her so slowly and sensually she’d been in a sexual haze. Her heart pounding, she closed her eyes briefly. When she opened them again, his eyes held tenderness, and the merest hint of desire.


  “I don’t lie in the bedroom,” he murmured. “Remember?” He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I’m crazy about you, Cat, can’t you tell? I’m sorry if the roses upset you. I just wanted you to know, you really are always, always, in my mind.”


  She bit her lip. “Don’t chase me, Heath. I’m not good for you.”


  His hand lingered on her neck, stroking her hair. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that?”


  “I’m damaged goods,” she whispered. “You should keep away.”


  A frown flickered across his forehead. In answer, he slipped his hand behind her head and lowered his mouth to hers.


  She didn’t move, fighting back tears. His lips were soft, and he kissed her very gently, light kisses, intending to comfort, console. It was she who opened her mouth, stepped closer, and deepened the kiss, bringing her arms around his neck, and she sighed as he slid his around her tightly. Oblivious to anyone else in the corridor, they kissed for a long moment, until eventually she drew back, breathing heavily.


  She pressed trembling fingers to his lips. “Don’t fall for me, Heath. It won’t end well.”


  “Too late.” He kissed her hand and smiled.


  A movement from behind them caught his attention, and she looked around to see Alexander watching them from the doorway. Heath nodded toward the room. “You’re up in a minute. You should go.”


  She cursed under her breath, aware of Alexander’s glare. Damn it. She was going to get it in the ear later. She straightened her jacket and handed Heath back his glasses, then turned and walked away to the other entrance to the business centre.


  Heath watched her go, noting her smart navy pants suit and her black high-heeled boots with approval before turning his gaze back to Alexander. The old man had come into the corridor, leaning on his cane. He walked up to Heath now, his face filled with dislike.


  “If I were a younger man, I’d knock you flat on your back right now,” he snapped.


  Heath slid his glasses back on. “I’m guessing I have you to thank for that dig about the treatment centre?”


  “Don’t change the subject.” Alexander’s eyes could have stripped paint. “How dare you think you can shoehorn yourself back into her life after what you did to her in Cairo?”


  Heath narrowed his eyes. “I’m guessing she didn’t tell you about what happened in Jukkasjärvi?”


  “I know you began your little seduction game in Sweden.”


  Heath laughed. “I didn’t think so.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Heath folded his arms. “Let’s just say the Bastet figurine was taken in payment for the necklace.”


  Alexander blinked. He looked disturbed, and obviously hadn’t known the full story. Well, was that a surprise, really? Of course she wouldn’t have told him. Heath felt a twinge of guilt and hoped he hadn’t dropped her in it.


  “Look,” said Alexander. “You have to understand—you can’t mess with her like this. She’s not used to it. You will end up hurting her.”


  “No, I won’t,” said Heath patiently.


  Alexander looked apoplectic. “You left her in bed in the middle of the night, how do you think that made her feel?”


  Heath leaned against the wall and made himself relax. “If I’d waited until the morning, what do you think would have happened? Would she have been all warm and cuddly, talking about our next date? I don’t think so, do you? I left because taking the figurine would be the only way to make sure she’d see me again.”


  Alexander stared at him. “It was all a ploy?”


  “Of course it was!” Irritation flared inside him but he forced it down. Cat thought of Alexander as her father, and he was going to have to court the old man as well if he wanted to get close to her. “Alex, I’m sorry if I upset you with what I did, but I’m sure Cat wasn’t hurt—annoyed, yes, frustrated, yes, but not hurt. Not after what happened in Sweden. She likes me, I know she does.”


  “I’m not arguing with that. But you don’t know her—you don’t know what’s happened in her past.”


  “I know how she met you.”


  Alexander studied him, startled. “She told you about that?”


  “Yes. I know she ran away from her parents and lived on the streets for two years until you found her. She hasn’t yet told me why she ran away, but I’m hoping she will.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Look, cards on the table. I know Catherine thinks of you like a father. And you’ve obviously been good to her in the past, given her a new life, supported her, found her a job. She owes everything to you. But, and I’m sorry to say it sir, you’re not going to be around forever. Don’t you want her to have someone who loves her, someone who’ll look after her? Don’t you think she deserves to get married and have kids of her own?”


  For a moment, he thought Alexander was going to put his age to one side and swing a punch anyway. He kept his weight on his toes, ready to step aside should the need arise. But Alexander didn’t move. He stared at Heath, a slight frown on his face. “And you think you can give her all that?”


  Heath looked him in the eye. “Yes, I do. I haven’t known her very long. But I’m crazy about her, and I want to get to know her better. I know I walked out on her in Cairo, and I admit when I play the Silver Fox I’m sometimes less than scrupulous, but I’m not a bad guy, Alex, not when push comes to shove. I don’t want to fight you. I’d much rather have you on my side to help me out. I’m sure in the long run we both want the same thing for Catherine—that she be happy.”


  They studied each other for a moment. In the background, Heath heard clapping. “The German’s done. It must be her turn.”


  “Yes, we should go.” Alexander cleared his throat. “Two things. First of all, stop calling her Catherine.”


  “Why?”


  “She doesn’t go by that name.”


  “But it is her name.”


  Alexander gave him a steely look. “I’m not going to tell you why she doesn’t like it. But rest assured you’re putting a match to tinder by refusing to stop. Secondly…” He studied the younger man and for the first time his eyes sparkled with something other than anger. “She likes penguins.”


  Had he heard right? “Penguins?”


  “Penguins.”


  For the first time, Alexander was warming toward him. Heath nodded, his heart swelling. “Thanks.”


  Alexander turned toward the room. “Come on—she’ll never forgive us if we miss her big moment.” He glanced over his shoulder. “She’s going to whip your arse.”


  “Tell me something I don’t know.” Heath followed him in, and they sat at the back. Cat was just taking her place at the podium.


  Heath took the opportunity to study her. She’d lost a couple of pounds, and she’d had her hair trimmed—it was still longish, bouncing past her shoulders, but it looked neater, the natural wave ending in a straight line. In her trouser suit, she looked elegant and sophisticated, the boots giving her a sexy edge and a bit of height—not that she was short, as she’d told him herself. The thought made him smile.


  The translator had finished introducing her and now Cat started to make her case for the British Museum having the first turn of the new Warriors. As he had expected, she was confident, knowledgeable, and informed – and also very warm, which surprised him. Not because he found her cold, but he’d imagined she could come across as slightly superior, maybe a little patronizing. But she wasn’t—she appeared genial and affable to the reserved Chinese businessmen, and Heath could see them warming to her even before they processed the information she was divulging.


  As she began to round up, he knew he’d lost. He wasn’t disappointed particularly—he’d known it would be a hard sell against the British Museum, even if it hadn’t been Cat speaking, but he was surprised at the pleasure he felt that she’d beaten him, although they’d yet to see how the other speakers had got on. He always got what he wanted, and he didn’t usually enjoy losing.


  Just before she started asking for questions, he made his way quietly to the door.


  Chapter 19


  Cat glanced around the room as she asked if there were any questions, wondering if Heath was going to trouble her as she’d troubled him, but Alexander sat alone and she realised Heath had left. Disappointment swept over her, but she quelled it as someone asked a question, and answered as knowledgeably as she could.


  When everyone was done, she left the floor to a round of applause. The panel was going to have to discuss what they’d heard. It would be a while before they came to a decision.


  Alexander was waiting for her at the other door when she walked down the corridor. “Well done,” he said, smiling. “You made a great case.”


  “I don’t think I could have done any better.” She glanced past him. “Where did he go?”


  “I don’t know.” He studied her thoughtfully. “We had a very interesting conversation.”


  “Oh?”


  They began to walk back to the foyer. “Yes. I believe you didn’t tell me the whole truth about Sweden.”


  Cat looked down, letting her hair swing forward to hide her face. “I told you what you needed to know. Anything else is my business.”


  Alexander caught her arm, turning her to face him. “My darling, I only want the best for you. I just want you to be happy.”


  “I know.” Her throat tightened. He rarely spoke to her like this.


  “He’s a tricky character, and there’s no doubt the Silver Fox is a fellow I don’t like you being mixed up with. But I think deep down, Heath is a good guy. And he seems to like you very much.”


  Cat’s cheeks burned. “Oh crap. What did he say?”


  Alexander smiled. “He didn’t have to say anything. He sent you roses, my love, that pretty much says it all.”


  She blew a raspberry. “It says he wants to get in my knickers.”


  Alexander sighed. “I think it’s a bit more than that. He hasn’t known you for very long, and I was doubtful of his motives, but I think he’s sincere.”


  She felt flustered and breathless. “What are you saying?”


  “I know you’re trying to brush him off. Pretend it’s nothing. But Cat, one day you’re going to want to settle down.”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “Just listen for a minute. You’re still young, but I’m not going to be around forever. I’d like there to be someone to look after you when I’m gone.”


  She stared at him. “Good grief, what on earth did he say to you?”


  “Nothing, nothing. He just made me think, that’s all.”


  Speechless, she put her arms around Alexander’s neck and hugged him tightly. “Don’t talk like that. I love you, I love you so much, and I couldn’t bear for you not to be here.”


  “I know, darling, I know.” He patted her back gently with his cane-free hand. “And I’m honoured to have been part of your life. But I think it might be time to hand you on.”


  “Hand me on?” She pulled back. “I’m not a baton, Alex, you’re not in the four-by-four relay.”


  “You think I don’t know that? With these feet?”


  She was too upset to laugh. “I can cope on my own. I’m a grown woman now. I don’t need looking after.”


  “I know, darling. But wouldn’t you like to have your own house? A man of your own to care for you? Don’t you want to have babies?”


  “You sound like we’re still in the nineteen-fifties.” Her voice was steely. Alexander never talked to her about anything like this.


  Clearly he realised he’d annoyed her and now tried to backtrack. “Don’t get upset. I’m only trying to think of you.”


  “Well, don’t. I can think for myself, thank you very much. I don’t need you or Heath looking after me, Alex.”


  “I know.”


  “I don’t need a man, or a family, to make my life complete. I’m happy exactly how I am.”


  His eyes met hers. “Of course you are.”


  “Alex…” Tears filled her eyes. “Don’t.”


  Normally, that would have been enough to make him back off, but this time he fixed her with a determined stare. “I’ve been too lenient with you, love. I’ve let you talk for years about how you don’t want a family and want to stay single forever. I’ve indulged you, because I know you had a difficult background, and, selfishly, I suppose I wanted to keep you for myself. But… I can’t do that any more. I can provide you with love and security, but there are lots of things I can’t provide. And you deserve them all. You’re a lovely woman, and you’d make a wonderful wife and mother. You shouldn’t back away from a relationship, love, especially one that makes you as happy as Heath seems to. You should take it with both hands and hold onto it. That’s what Melissa would have said.”


  Cat felt equal parts angry and upset at his speech. She fingered the ring around her neck, trying to think what to say. “I know you mean well,” she settled for finally. “And I understand you don’t want me to be lonely or unhappy. But I’m not, Alex, really. I like my life.”


  “You’re just saying that because you’re scared,” he said, his hand tightening on his cane. “I know you well enough to recognize that.”


  “What the hell did Heath say to you?” She glared at Alexander. “Why are you suddenly coming out with all this?”


  “He made me see I’ve been thinking about myself, and not about you. He only has your welfare in mind. I was thinking too much about myself.”


  “Why won’t either of you understand I’m able to make my own decisions?” Irritation and anger threatened to overwhelm her, as well as worry about the unhappy look on Alex’s face. She didn’t want him to be concerned about her. “If I’m scared of having a relationship—so what? It’s my decision. I don’t have to change that for you or for him.”


  “No, that’s true.” Alexander looked at the floor.


  Sighing, she cupped his face in her hand. “Thank you for looking out for me. But really, I’m okay. You just worry about yourself.”


  “All right, love. I won’t mention it again.” Alexander seemed resigned.


  She’d planned to spend lunch looking around the Terracotta Warrior Museum, but after the conversation with Alexander, Cat felt distracted and edgy. Not hungry, she left him to eat lunch in the restaurant and went up to her room, deciding to do the one thing she knew would relax her—take a bath.


  It did the job, kind of, and her irritation faded, but she still felt confused about their conversation. She lay on her bed in her bathrobe and thought about Alexander’s words. What had Heath said to him to make him come up with such shocking statements? Alexander had never pushed her to get a social life, or to meet people of her own age. And she wasn’t about to start now. She was happy with her life. Wasn’t she? The look in his eyes when she’d said that statement made her breath catch in her throat. Why did these men have the spectacular ability to unnerve her?


  Relationships were hard work, and they needed commitment and compromise, two things she wasn’t sure she had the place for her in current lifestyle. She worked hard, her life was her own, and she liked the fact that she didn’t have to think about or rely on anyone else. Museum work filled her life from morning till night, and she couldn’t imagine how she would be able to fit in a family around it. Plus the thought of opening up to someone and letting them get close enough to hurt her filled her with horror. She wasn’t going down that road for anyone.


  A knock at the door brought her out of her musings. She sighed. She wasn’t in the mood for talking to Alexander at that moment. But it wasn’t fair to leave him waiting. She went over to the door and opened it.


  Heath stood there, leaning against the doorjamb, hands in his pockets. He hadn’t changed, and still wore his grey suit and glasses.


  A rush of emotion shot through her, and she inhaled sharply. He didn’t seem to notice, though—he was too busy taking in the fact that she was wearing only a bathrobe.


  “Hi,” she said. She wanted to berate him for upsetting Alexander, for making him worry that she was going to be alone and unhappy, but as his gentle, hazel eyes roamed over her, all her anger dissipated.


  “Hi.” His gaze returned to her face, and he smiled. “Good job on the speech.”


  “Thanks.” She clutched the robe together at her neck instinctively. His gaze dropped there, noticing her movement, then returned to hers. He looked amused.


  She sighed. “What do you want?”


  He pointed to his glasses. “Silver Fox mode.”


  “Okay…”


  “The Fox wants to say he’s sorry.”


  “For…”


  “Being an idiot. Making me run out on you. I’m very annoyed with him, and I’ve given him a very hard time for it.”


  She couldn’t stop the smile creeping onto her face. “Okay.”


  “He wanted to get you something.”


  “Oh?”


  He pulled one hand out of his pocket and held the object out to her. It was a small soft toy penguin, no bigger than his palm.


  She stared at it, puzzled. “Thank you—it’s, um, just what I’ve always wanted.”


  He twisted the penguin from side to side, making it dance. “It’s a penguin.”


  “I can see that,” she said wryly.


  “For you.”


  She took it from him and looked at it. “It’s…lovely. But I don’t quite understand. Is there a hidden meaning here?”


  He frowned. “No. Alex told me you like penguins.”


  She stared at him. Then she burst out laughing. “Oh, Heath, really! He meant Penguins, you know, the biscuits?”


  Heath’s eyes widened. “Biscuits?”


  “Oh, maybe you’ve not heard of them? They’re English. Rectangular biscuits, covered in chocolate.”


  “But you don’t like chocolate.”


  “Yes, that’s true, sort of—I don’t like chocolate-flavoured things like milk or ice cream or mousse, but I do have a thing for Penguins. I could eat a whole pack in one sitting.” She subsided into giggles. “Oh, your face is a picture!”


  He glared at her with exasperation. “He knew damn well I wouldn’t have heard of them. He set me up.”


  She pressed her lips together and held up the penguin toy. “It’s delightful, Heath, really, very thoughtful.”


  “I went all over China looking for a damn penguin.”


  She started laughing again, covering her mouth with her hand as he heaved a sigh. He looked so boyishly indignant, so embarrassed, her heart swelled with affection.


  She reached out and caught his hand. “Come in.” Pulling him into the room, she gave the penguin a kiss on the beak and put it on the bedside table, then came over to him and put her hands on his chest. She reached up and tapped his glasses. “Do you wear these for effect?”


  “No,” he said grumpily. “The jet lag made my eyes sore, and I couldn’t wear my lenses.” He heaved another sigh and glared at her as she giggled. “What?”


  “Nothing.” Biting her lip, she removed the glasses carefully, placing them next to the penguin. “It was a very thoughtful gift, Mr Fox, and Ms Cat really appreciates it.”


  He studied her sulkily. “I wanted to get you something you’d really like.”


  She touched his cheek. “I love the penguin. And I didn’t throw the roses away, you know.”


  He brightened visibly and then cast her a wary glance. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”


  “No lies in the bedroom, Heath. I promise.” She pushed him gently until his back met the wall. Then she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.


  For a moment he resisted, still sulky like a six-year-old, but as she ran her tongue over his lips and parted her own he sighed and relented, wrapped his arms around her, and pulled her close. She slipped her hands into his beautiful hair, pressing against him, enjoying the smell of his aftershave, the taste of him.


  Suddenly, however, she pulled back. “Oh. I just thought, do you have any…”


  He met her gaze and smiled sheepishly. “Might have.” He fumbled in his pocket and produced the packet he’d bought in Cairo. “Eight left.”


  She studied him, wondering whether to be amused or annoyed. “That was presumptuous.”


  “Hopeful, more like.”


  She tried not to smile. “You haven’t used any in the meantime?”


  “As you observed previously, I don’t need them for a flute solo.”


  “I meant—”


  “I know what you meant,” he said gently. “And no, I haven’t been with anyone else.”


  Smiling as joy flooded her, she parted his jacket, only then remembering he wore a three-piece suit. She pushed the jacket off his shoulders and let it fall to the floor. “Oh my…”


  “What?”


  “A waistcoat. Mmm.”


  He laughed. “You like?”


  “Oh yeah. So sexy. That’s it, Mr Fox, I want you, right here, right now.”


  He looked insulted. “You want the Fox? You don’t want me?”


  “You don’t have to wear your glasses, if that’s what you’re asking.” He looked absolutely breath-taking in his grey waistcoat and trousers, the light blue shirt sleeves complete with silver cufflinks. “God, you’re gorgeous.”


  “You like some very strange things.”


  “Oh come on, you’ve got to admit waistcoats are sexy. Almost as sexy as cricket whites.”


  “Cricket whites?” He grinned. “Very English. I don’t happen to own any of those. But I’m sure I can hire some for next time.”


  “Next time?” She paused.


  He tipped his head. “This is our third one-night stand. Aren’t you sensing a pattern?”


  “I…” But whatever she was about to say went out of her head as she saw what was on the carpet, let out a scream, and jumped onto the bed.


  Chapter 20


  “What the…?” Heath followed her gaze and stared at the floor.


  “Oh my God, get rid of it, please,” she begged.


  He looked up at her, then back at the floor. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” The spider was tiny, and almost certainly more petrified than she was. He glanced back up at her. Maybe not, judging by how white she’d gone. She was really frightened.


  “Please,” she beseeched him.


  Hoping nobody had heard her scream and was currently phoning the police saying there was a rape occurring in the next room, he bent and scooped up the spider in his hand, took it outside, and let it go down the corridor.


  When he came back in, she was still standing on the bed, her arms wrapped around her. He made sure he didn’t laugh, instead saying, “It’s okay, it’s gone.”


  “You’re sure?”


  “Positive. It set off faster than Usain Bolt.”


  She swallowed. “I’m sorry. I know it’s ridiculous, but I hate them.”


  He sighed, seeing the tears in her eyes, his humour fading as sympathy overrode it. “It’s not ridiculous. Phobias are irrational fears. Everyone has something. I don’t like heights much.” He walked up to the bed.


  She studied him, bouncing lightly on the balls of her feet, still reluctant to get down. “Thank you for getting rid of it,” she whispered. “I’ve known other men who would chase me with it, thinking it’s fun.”


  He put his hands on his hips. “Tell me it’s Alexander. I’d be quite happy to go to his room and knock him flat.”


  Her lips curved. “I can’t imagine you angry. You always look so calm.”


  “I’m a boiling mass of lava inside. You have no idea.”


  She ran her gaze very slowly down him, then back up. Desire flamed in her eyes. Her longing flamed his blood, sending it firing around his body, pooling in his groin. Her skin was pale, her blonde hair ruffled and tumbling around her shoulders. He’d missed her terribly, had thought about her almost non-stop, and he felt a huge wave of relief that she still desired him.


  He gave her a mock-exasperated look. “What now?”


  “You’re so gorgeous.”


  “Are you still on about the vest?”


  “Mmm, waistcoat, shirt, tie, cufflinks; the whole package.”


  “You’re very easily pleased.”


  She grinned. “So you keep telling me.” She tucked her fingers in the belt of her bathrobe and tugged it slightly. The robe parted, showing him a long, pale thigh and a strip of skin from her waist up to her neck.


  “Okay,” he said as his erection nearly burst through the stitching on his pants, “time’s up. Your pace or mine?”


  She laughed. “Mine.”


  “Fair enough.” He reached out, grabbed her ankles and tugged, and she fell with a squeal, landing on her back on the bed. Laughing, he climbed on top of her, caught her wrists and pinned them above her head. He wanted her so badly it almost hurt.


  She inhaled sharply and looked up at him, her silvery-green eyes wide. “You’re squishing me.”


  “Oh, sorry.” He let her hands go and went to move off, but she put her arms around his waist, stopping him. “Don’t. That wasn’t a complaint. I like it.”


  He smiled and propped himself up on his elbows. Her blonde hair was splayed out on the duvet like the rays of the sun, and there was a look in her eyes he hadn’t seen before. He couldn’t place it, couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but it wasn’t anything bad, that much he knew.


  He spent a while kissing her, gradually nudging aside her bathrobe until she lay naked beneath him, then worked his way down her body, kissing and arousing her until her breathing quickened.


  He was starting to get hot. Kneeling upright, he levered off his shoes and then began to unbutton his vest. She caught his hands, however. “Oh, no. I want you like that.” She was looking at him as if he was a cold glass of water and she was very, very thirsty.


  “Can I at least take my tie off?”


  “Nope.” She pushed him over, rolling so she sat astride him.


  “Fair enough.” He put his hands behind his head, prepared to enjoy the view. “Girl on top. My favourite.”


  She blushed, and he laughed.


  “You’re so wicked,” she said breathlessly. “You love shocking me, don’t you?”


  “Yep. You blush nicely.”


  She wiggled her hips, pressing her soft mound against his hard length. “Can we really have sex now with me on top?”


  “Absolutely. I intend to continue your sexual education and that was next on my list.”


  Her lovely green eyes were sparkling, intense. “In that case, I’ve changed my mind.” She bent and kissed him. “I’m going to make love to you slowly, Roberts. And I’m going to watch you as I pleasure you, as you come inside me. Okay?”


  “Okay,” he said, his heart racing. “I’m all yours, sweetheart.”


  She slipped the bathrobe off her shoulders and threw it on the floor. He caught his breath at the beauty of her body, watching as she arched her back and shook her head so her hair brushed down her spine. Her skin was pale and flawless, her breasts full and heavy, the nipples soft and rosy pink. He was hard as a rock under her, and he knew she must be able to feel it. She looked at him, her eyes shimmering with that unidentifiable emotion again, puzzling him.


  They studied each other for a moment. She reached out and brushed a strand of hair out of his eyes.


  “It needs cutting,” he said. “I look scruffy.”


  She didn’t say anything, just leaned forward and kissed him. He ran his hands down her back, then slid them around her ribcage, cupping her breasts, brushing her nipples so they hardened, and she inhaled. He played with them for a while as they kissed, and before long, she slid her hand into his pocket, pulling out the packet of condoms. Extracting one, she started tugging at his pants.


  “You want them off?” he asked.


  “Nope.” She was breathless with desire. “I want you just like this.”


  His heart pounded. He’d never had a woman desire him so much before, unequivocally, openly, prepared to have him almost regardless of what he wanted. Not that he didn’t desire her back. Her passion, her insistence, was driving him crazy. There was no better aphrodisiac than being desired, he thought. He’d known it turned women on. But he’d never experienced it himself to this degree.


  He helped her out, unzipping his pants, pulling down his boxers and releasing his erection. She rolled the condom on him and then manoeuver herself on top so the tip of him pressed into the wet, swollen part of her. Pushing herself down slowly, she welcomed him inside her, and they both gasped.


  “I’ll never get used to this,” she said, eyes wide.


  He smiled, but inside he was thinking she’s saying there’ll be a next time. Hmm, progress.


  He let her guide the pace, content to watch her as she rocked her hips so he slid in and out of her. He smiled as she ran her hands up his vest and down his arms, bringing his hands up to kiss them. Thank God he’d worn the suit! He wished she’d let him take the tie off though—he was getting hotter and hotter. He loosened it, then undid the top button, laughing as she rolled her eyes, still moving slowly and sensually on top of him. Everything he did seemed to be turning her on at that moment. He knew what it felt like, that sexual fever that swept over you so every little movement of your partner drove you mad—she did it to him all the time. He just couldn’t believe his luck that she felt the same way.


  Catching his hands, she pinned them above his head, and he let her believe he couldn’t move and was completely at her mercy. She rode him slowly, watching him all the time, sliding herself up his erection to the tip, then pushing down until he was deep inside her, making him exhale in a rush each time. She was obviously enjoying the new position, liking the ability to control the pace. At one point she paused, moving her hips very slightly so she teased the tip of him, studying him with interest as he closed his eyes momentarily and then opened them to look at her with exasperation. Smiling, she pushed down hard, taking him inside to the hilt.


  He groaned, his fingers flexing on hers. “Fuck.”


  She smiled wickedly. “Yes, Heath.” And proceeded to do it again, several shallow strokes followed by a long, deep one, and then again, enjoying his tortured sighs as she teased him to the very brink of ecstasy.


  “Catherine, please,” he begged eventually, desperate for release.


  “What, sweetheart?” She looked at him innocently. “Is it not nice?”


  He was tempted to wrestle her beneath him and take her hard and fast, but knew she was enjoying playing with him, and he didn’t want to ruin her fun. But he wasn’t going to last long if she carried on like that. He sighed helplessly. “Too nice. I’m only human, sweetheart.”


  She tightened her fingers on his and kissed him. “You look so gorgeous all vulnerable like this. You drive me crazy, you know that?”


  He was rapidly losing the ability to speak and could only groan again, exhaling loudly as she widened her thighs and took him so deep inside, he gave a long, loud sigh.


  She was nearing her climax, he could tell by her breathing, which was a bit of luck because he was about to explode into her, and he wanted her to come first. Her gaze met his, and he winked at her. She groaned and closed her eyes, and then her muscles tightened around him. He watched the orgasm sweep over her, thinking there was nothing so beautiful in the world as a woman in the throes of pleasure, and Cat was the most beautiful woman of all, her hair tumbling around her shoulders, her full bottom lip caught between her teeth.


  Only as her climax subsided did he give in to the pressure building inside him and feel the familiar tightening in his groin as he swelled and came inside her, and he knew she was watching him, as drunk on his pleasure as he was on hers.


  He closed his eyes, revelling in the feeling of her warm around him, letting his breathing grow regular. She didn’t move and remained quiet, leaning over him, still holding his hands, and eventually he opened his eyes and focused on her.


  He blinked. Her eyes were filled with tears, glistening like windows in the rain, and her bottom lip trembled.


  “What’s up?” Had he hurt her somehow? She hadn’t acted as if he had, and she’d controlled the pace and how deep he went inside her.


  She bit her lip again. Releasing his hands, she pushed herself upright, pressing shaking fingers to her lips. “I missed you.”


  Heath stared as she lifted herself off him. Stunned, he watched her move against the pillows. Wrapping her arms around her knees, she burst into tears.


  Chapter 21


  He lay there for a moment, looking up at the ceiling, completely floored, at a loss at what to do. If he moved to comfort her, would she push him away?


  Sighing, he disposed of the condom and, tucking himself back into his boxers, zipped up his flies. She hadn’t moved and still had her head on her knees, her arms wrapped around them. He lifted the duvet over her and then sat next to her, his back against the pillows. Gently, he put an arm around her. She didn’t move.


  “Catherine…”


  “I think you should go.” Her voice was muffled, thick with tears.


  “I’m not going,” he said firmly.


  She pushed herself over the bed to the other side, got up and walked away. She picked up her robe and slipped it on. Her face was wet with tears. “I want you to go, please. This is my room.”


  He stood and walked around to face her, hands on hips. “I’m not leaving. You’re going to talk to me about this.”


  “Oh don’t be so bloody childish. What’s to talk about? We both got what we wanted, didn’t we?” She dashed the tears from her face impatiently.


  He raised an eyebrow. “I’m being childish?”


  She glowered at him.


  He tucked his hands in his pants pockets. “It’s okay to miss me, honey, I missed you too. That’s why I sent you the flowers.”


  “You gave me your word you wouldn’t contact me,” she snapped. “That was one of the reasons why I agreed to sleep with you again in Cairo.”


  He shrugged. “I lied.”


  “Oh, so you admit it?”


  “Well, yeah. I only promised no lies in the bedroom, remember?”


  She glared at him. “What’s this all about?” She was shaking. “What did you say to Alex exactly?”


  “Er…”


  “He’s giving me speeches about handing me on and not wanting me to be alone. But although I love him dearly, he’s not my father, and even if he was, he wouldn’t get the final say in my future. I don’t belong to any man, Heath. Never have, never will, you get me?”


  Ah. The crux of the matter. Damn it, why had Alexander told her what they’d talked about?


  He held up a hand. “I get you.”


  “I’m my own woman. No one’s going to tell me what to do.”


  “Patently.”


  She was near to tears again. “I’m not interested in a relationship, Heath. Not now, and I never will be. You need to understand that.”


  He studied her calmly. Her words hurt, but he wasn’t going to show her how much. “Who said anything about a relationship? I was just after sex, I don’t know about you.”


  She met his gaze and then looked away. To his relief, she was fighting back a smile.


  He took her hands, relieved when she didn’t pull away. He was going to have to play this carefully. “Listen. Ever hear of the phrase ‘friends with benefits’?”


  “No.”


  “Well, that’s what we’re going to be. Look, I like you, right?”


  She wiped her face and shrugged. “I guess.”


  “And I think you like me, a little.”


  She sniffed. “A little.”


  He smiled. “And we keep meeting up as we zap around the world. Unintentionally.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, I like sex.”


  She met his gaze. “Apparently.”


  “And you like sex, right?”


  Her lips curved. “I suppose.”


  “Well, then. When we happen to turn up in the same country, and we have a few hours to spare, what’s wrong with having a little sex?”


  She looked up at him and swallowed, a light blush appearing on her cheeks. He reached out and brushed them with his thumb. She lifted her chin. “What about the flowers?”


  He scratched his head. “A temporary blip. It’s nearly Christmas, and I was feeling romantic. But don’t let that put you off. I’m not going to push you into something you’re not ready for. If you want to walk out that door and never see me again, well, that’s your prerogative. But equally, if, when we’re apart, you miss me, it’s not the end of the world, okay? Friends miss other friends. It happens. No need to panic.” He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed her fingers.


  Cat watched him, the swell of panic subsiding slightly inside her stomach. Was he being truthful? And was it possible to have that sort of relationship? The freedom of it appealed to her greatly. If they met, they’d have sex. If not, no ties, no relationship, no responsibility. “So you don’t want this to turn into anything more serious?”


  His face was the picture of innocence. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”


  “You just want me for sex,” she confirmed.


  “Absolutely.” His lips twitched.


  She nodded. “And we wouldn’t be exclusive?”


  They studied each other for a moment. The amusement faded from his eyes. She could see the spark of possessiveness in them. He thought that now he’d slept with her, she might be interested in finding out what it was like to sleep with someone else. And he didn’t want her to sleep with other men. Illogically, the thought both warmed and annoyed her at the same time. The fact was that she doubted she’d ever sleep with another man again. But that wasn’t the point.


  “You’d be happy with me seeing other women?” His hazel eyes became calm, slightly cool.


  She shrugged. Naturally, he’d want to date other women. Talk to them, flirt with them over dinner. Take them back to his place. Kiss them senseless, make love to them in the shower, go down on them until they slid their hands through his beautiful silver hair and begged him to take them. Oh God.


  She dropped her gaze to the floor. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”


  He put his hands on his hips but didn’t say anything. She glanced up at him, wondering if he’d be angry, but he just looked amused. He still wore his waistcoat and trousers, although his tie was loose and his hair ruffled where she’d raked her fingers through it. Possessiveness stabbed her sharply. Mine. She felt an urge to tie him to the headboard and never let him go.


  She met his gaze. He studied her with interest. No lies in the bedroom. She felt as if she were made of glass—the bastard could see right through her and knew exactly what she was thinking.


  But he didn’t mention whatever he saw in her eyes. Instead, he said, “Sure. We’re both free to see whomever we please. It’s only about sex, right?”


  “Right.” She was going to keep telling herself that until she believed it.


  He nodded. “Okay.” He checked his watch. “Look, it’s only one o’clock. I don’t think they’re announcing the result until four. Do you want to go and have a look around the Terracotta Museum? I haven’t been yet.”


  “As friends?” she said impishly.


  He sighed and then smiled. “As friends. Sure.”


  “Okay.”


  “I’ll go back to my room and get changed and meet you in the foyer in, say, fifteen minutes?”


  She agreed. He slipped a hand behind her neck. Gently, he kissed her. Then, without another word, he left the room.


  Cat dressed, feeling lighter of heart. One day, he would meet someone else and then it would have to stop, she accepted that. But until then, she was happy to have some fun when they happened to meet.


  She pulled on jeans, a warm jumper and a jacket, and then popped down to Alexander’s room to make sure he didn’t want to go with them. He’d been before and she wasn’t surprised when he said no. She ignored his smile of pleasure when she told him she was going with Heath.


  “As friends,” she told him.


  “Of course.”


  Sighing, she left him smirking and caught the lift to the foyer.


  Heath was already waiting. He wore tight, dark blue jeans, a black wool sweater over a white T-shirt, and a black jacket. Quite possibly, he looked better in casual clothes than he did in his three-piece suit. She thought about the waistcoat. Maybe not. But it was a close thing. She suspected that, whatever he wore, she would find him mouth-wateringly desirable.


  They caught a taxi the short distance to the museum and made their way through the exhibition halls of the vast site, studying the Emperor Qin’s breath-taking array of pottery figures with awe. Cat knew that no two figures unearthed so far had the same features or expression, but it was only when she stood at the foot of Pit 1 and looked at the rows and rows of thousands of terracotta soldiers that she fully understood the vastness of the project.


  The army of statues obviously fascinated Heath, but it seemed that she captivated him even more, because every time she turned to say something to him she found him studying her, a small smile on his face. He also thought it was greatly amusing that the Chinese tourists kept staring at her and nudging each other. She couldn’t work out why, and he wouldn’t tell her, but when they were strolling through the gardens in front of the museum and a family asked him to take a photograph of Cat with them, he seemed to think it was the funniest thing in the world and chuckled for ages.


  “It’s usually my hair that draws the attention,” he told her once she’d managed to extricate herself from the group, embarrassed.


  “They like my hair?” She touched the blonde locks self-consciously.


  “Well, have you ever seen a blonde Chinese woman?” He grinned at her. “Your chest might have had something to do with it as well.”


  “My chest? What’s wrong with my chest?”


  “Absolutely nothing, sweetheart—it’s just a fair bit larger than the average Chinese female’s.”


  She glared at him. The glare turned to a wry grin as she saw the twinkle in his eye. She couldn’t remain cross with him for long, and was enjoying herself too much to be angry.


  “Stop staring at me,” she said anyway. “It makes me nervous.”


  He laughed. “All right. Just until we leave the site though. There’s enough here to hold my attention for thirty minutes. After that, there’ll be no holding me back.”


  So they wandered around more exhibits for half an hour, and true to his world he studied the artefacts, comparing them to other relics displayed at Te Papa or that he’d seen elsewhere. They had a lengthy discussion about whether the arrowheads were better than the ones discovered at Maiden Castle in Dorset, and debated the best preservation technique for bronze objects. He argued his case vehemently, citing various methods he’d seen used and challenging her to come up with a better answer, which kind of made her swoon. Most men found her interest in dead people’s things dull and boring. Heath seemed to revel in it.


  She studied him as he bent to look at a restored stone helmet. He turned his head to look at her, straightening as he saw her watching him. He raised an eyebrow, his hazel eyes alight with amusement. “What?”


  “Nothing.” She couldn’t put her feelings into words. “I’m glad we’re friends,” was the closest she could manage.


  He looked at her for a moment. Then, in the middle of the museum, surrounded by Chinese tourists who now watched them wide-eyed, he bent his head and kissed her. He didn’t say anything else—he didn’t need to. The kiss said it all.


  Chapter 22


  After they’d finished at the museum, they returned to the hotel and made their way to the business centre to await the decision on where the new display of Terracotta Warriors was going to visit first. The announcement came only half an hour later, and she wasn’t shocked to find out it was the British Museum. She gave Heath a triumphant grin. He gave her a look that told her she was going to regret her bragging when he finally got her back to the bedroom.


  She wasn’t to be disappointed. Heath made a lame excuse to Alexander, something about needing to talk to her about cooling temperatures, and he practically dragged her back to her room, where he proceeded to take a long and leisurely hour proving just how friendly they were.


  “Wow,” she said afterward. “You just keep getting better and better.”


  “By 2015 I’ll be phenomenal,” he said, straight-faced. “And we’ll be really, really good friends.”


  She met his gaze for a moment and then looked away. By then he would have met someone else, a woman who wasn’t afraid of being in a relationship, who would be excited to date him properly, get married, have kids. Cat shivered. She didn’t want to think about the future. It made her head hurt.


  He cleared his throat. “I don’t suppose you’d consider coming to dinner with me this evening?”


  “I promised Alex I’d meet him at eight.” She knew her voice was defensive.


  “Okay. All I will say is: six left.” He picked up the packet of condoms and waggled it at her before placing it in his pocket.


  She started to laugh. He was hopeless. “There’s no stopping you, is there? Don’t you ever get tired?”


  “Nope. I seem to have a limitless libido where you’re involved.” He sighed. “Looks like I’ll be having another flute solo this evening.” He started to get dressed.


  The thought of him pleasuring himself while he thought of her made her heart race. He turned back, and she realised she was staring at his crotch. Her cheeks red hot, she looked up guiltily. Had he guessed what she was thinking?


  His gaze was volcanic. Yes, he had. He put his hands on his hips. “Now that’s extremely unfair.”


  She clutched the duvet to her. How come they’d just had sex and she wanted to jump him again? “Come to dinner with me and Alex,” she said, surprising herself.


  He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think he’d be too pleased with that suggestion.”


  “He’ll be fine. He’s only protective of me. It’ll do him good to be tortured a bit.”


  He grinned. “Okay. I think he deserves it after the penguin episode.”


  She picked up the penguin and kissed its nose. “Actually I’m thrilled with little Foxy here.”


  “Foxy?”


  “A penguin called Fox. I thought your sense of irony would like that.”


  He picked up his glasses. “I don’t think Mr Fox is keen to be compared to a stuffed toy.”


  “Oh, I don’t know. They’re both very cuddly.”


  He put the glasses on and gave her a determined look. “The Silver Fox is not cuddly.”


  She studied him. “No, you’re probably right.” Cuddly didn’t do him justice. Delectable, gorgeous, sex-on-legs, yes. She licked her lips. It took all her self-control not to push him onto the bed and rip all his clothes off.


  “You carry on looking at me like that,” he said wryly, “and there won’t be time for dinner.” She smiled, licking her lips again, letting her desire show in her eyes. He folded his arms. “Okay, for that I’m going to get you slightly drunk tonight.” He tipped his head, giving her a wicked smile. “Then I’m going to make you play out one of my fantasies.”


  “Which one?”


  “I’m not going to tell you. But I’m going to be thinking about it all evening, and every time you look at me you’re going to wonder what’s on my mind.” He pulled on his jacket and shoes. “I’ll see you in the restaurant, eight o’clock?”


  “Okay.” She was already missing him.


  He gave her one last, hot look before leaving the room.


  When Alexander knocked on the door just before eight o’clock, she was putting in her earrings. She opened the door and let him in, then went back into her room and slipped on her shoes. She wore a chocolate brown V-necked sweater and a calf-length beige skirt, with sheer black thigh-highs and black high heels. She’d pinned up her hair, leaving soft tendrils to fall around her neck. Alexander smiled as she grabbed her bag and walked over to him. “You look lovely, my dear.”


  “Thanks.” She cleared her throat. “Alex… I hope you don’t mind. I…um…invited Heath to dinner.”


  He studied her thoughtfully. “I see.”


  “I kind of felt I should. He’s pretty cross with you.”


  “With me?”


  She showed him the penguin. “He went all over China looking for this.”


  Alexander burst out laughing. “Well, well. At least he tried.”


  “That was wicked. You knew he’d never heard of the biscuits.”


  “Of course he has—he went to Oxford for his MA and PhD so he must have lived in England for several years. He was being dense.”


  She followed him out of the room, letting the door click shut behind her. “How do you know he went to Oxford?”


  Alexander shrugged. “I did some research.”


  “Oh, did you?” Her voice burned with disapproval, and he cleared his throat uncomfortably.


  “I was just…”


  “Stop thinking about him like an Edwardian suitor,” she said irritably. “We’re friends. With benefits.”


  He looked across at her but didn’t say anything.


  They reached the elevator and he pressed the button, and they stood in awkward silence until it went ping. She felt irritable and nervous about the meal. How was she going to get through it with the two of them concocting every sort of plan behind her back?


  In silence, they went down to the ground floor, and he offered her his arm. They walked to the dining room together, he leaning heavily on his cane.


  Just before they got to the doors, however, he stopped.


  “Cat…”


  “Don’t,” she said immediately. “Please.”


  He reached forward and kissed her. “I was only going to say sorry.”


  “Oh.” Her cheeks went hot. “I’m sorry too. I’m kind of on edge tonight.”


  “Well, don’t be. Let’s go and have a nice time together, shall we?”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  They walked through the doors into the dining room. Heath was already there, seated at a table by the window, reading a paper, but he put it down as they came in and stood to welcome them. He still wore his jeans, but had donned a casual light-blue shirt and dark grey jacket. He looked gorgeous, his silver hair shining in the subtle lighting. He wasn’t wearing his glasses, either, and she realised he must have his lenses in. He looked her up and down before kissing her on the cheek, his eyes warm with approval. “You look lovely.”


  “Thank you.” She suddenly felt very self-conscious with the two of them there, and as she took the seat opposite him, she knew her cheeks were reddening. She was going to have to stop blushing every five minutes when he was around.


  Heath shook Alexander’s hand. “Are you sure you don’t mind me joining you?”


  “Of course not.” Alexander sat to Cat’s left, hooking his cane over his chair. “Did you have a pleasant afternoon?”


  Heath looked at Cat, and she started laughing. He gave Alexander an exasperated look. “I can say with authority that Chinese shops are severely lacking in Antarctic cuddly toys.”


  “I admire your stubbornness,” said Alexander, amused.


  “Oh, I always get what I want.” Heath winked at Cat. Alexander caught the look and raised an eyebrow at her.


  She picked up the menu. “You two have got to promise not to gang up on me tonight. One of you teasing is bad enough, but both of you…”


  They laughed. Underneath the table, Heath stretched his long legs out, brushing hers. She didn’t look up, but she smiled.


  They ordered their meal and a couple bottles of wine, and Cat finally began to relax as she sipped from her glass. The two men kept the conversation light, talking mainly about archaeology, and she phased in and out of the conversation, joining in, but maybe being a little more reserved than she would normally have been.


  She felt strangely shy. These two men both knew her intimately in different ways, and between the both of them, she had hardly any secrets. She was an incredibly private person, and didn’t quite know how to deal with this situation.


  The two men had stopped talking, and she blinked as they both looked at her with amusement. Alexander glanced away, smiling, and picked up his napkin to lay it carefully across his legs. Heath just grinned at her, however, and she realised she’d been staring at him. He flicked a gaze at Alexander, saw he was looking away, and mouthed: “Six,” at her, drawing the number in the air with a finger. Then he winked.


  Cat looked down, biting her lip, suddenly remembering his promise to her that he was going to get her slightly drunk. Every time you look at me, you’re going to wonder what’s on my mind. She glanced up at him again. He knew exactly what was going through her head as he sat back in his chair, fingers linked, a saucy smile on his lips.


  She cleared her throat. “I’m just going to powder my nose before the meal comes.” Casting him a warning glare, she stood and left the table. Jeez, she thought as she made her way to the ladies’. How did he do it? How was he able to keep her in a sexual haze for hours on end?


  Chapter 23


  Heath watched Cat walked away, admiring her butt in the tight skirt, knowing he’d got to her. He loved making her blush like that—it was like a neon light coming on every time she thought about having sex with him.


  He glanced across at Alexander, whose expression was unfathomable. Heath sipped his wine, saying nothing, sensing the older man was about to say something. He was right.


  “She’s not going to make it easy for you,” Alexander said.


  “I know.”


  “The ‘friends with benefits’ thing was your idea, I guess?”


  Heath gave a short laugh. “She said she missed me. And it upset her. She doesn’t want to get involved. I’m still not sure why, but I know better than to push her. I just suggested that if we happen to be in the same vicinity, we make the most of it.” He sipped his wine.


  Alexander rearranged his cutlery. “And she was happy with that?”


  “The idea appealed to her. The reality…the idea of being able to see other people… She wants her freedom, but I don’t think she was so keen on me having mine.” He grinned.


  Alexander frowned. “Are you saying you’ll continue to see other women?”


  “Alex, give me some credit, please. I’ll wait for her.” Heath played with his napkin. “I always get my own way in the end.”


  Alexander seemed amused at that. “Yes, but that was before you met Cat. She’s particularly stubborn. Still, I hope you’ll persist. I gave your words quite a lot of thought.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I’ve always tried to give Cat confidence, to make her feel able to stand on her own two feet and have a steady job and a place to live. If something happens to me, the house goes to her. And she’s invaluable to the British Museum—they’ll never let her go.”


  He studied his fork. “But what you said rang true with me. And because of that, I think there’s something you should know.” He looked up at Heath, his light blue eyes clear. “I’m not a well man.” Heath’s eyes slid to his cane, and Alexander added, “I don’t mean the limp. I have a heart condition.”


  Concern flickered through Heath. “I’m sorry to hear that. Does Cat know?”


  “No.”


  He turned the wine glass around in his fingers. “Are you going to tell her?”


  “No. I don’t think she’ll cope well with the news. She’ll fuss, and force me to take it easy, to stay at home, and I don’t want to do that. Until I hurt my knee, I was an active man. I’ve always travelled, seen the world, and I don’t want to stop now. But I just thought you should know. If something were to happen to me, I hope you’d be there for her. Even only as a friend.”


  “Of course.”


  “You promise you’ll look out for her?”


  “Yes, I promise.” Heath said it with absolute faith. He had no doubt at all that he would eventually be able to talk her into having a relationship with him. They were too good together. There was no excuse she could come up with that would convince him staying together was a bad idea.


  He glanced across the room. “She’s coming back.”


  “Please don’t tell her,” Alexander begged.


  “I won’t.”


  Cat approached the table and slid into her seat. She looked at Alexander, then at Heath. “Okay, you can stop talking about me now.”


  Heath mimed zipping up his mouth, and she laughed and sipped her wine. He hadn’t been joking when he’d said about getting her slightly drunk. Not hammered, obviously, he didn’t want her falling asleep while he was making love to her, but in his experience, a glass or two of wine was the best way to loosen up and release your inhibitions, and, for what he had planned later, he needed to make sure she was nicely relaxed.


  As Alexander poured her another glass, she glanced up at Heath, and he met her eyes. They studied each other for a moment, and he could see the curiosity deep in the silvery-green orbs. She was wondering what he’d planned for the evening. He smiled and raised his eyebrows knowingly.


  His gaze dipped to her breasts where the V of her sweater showed the top of her cleavage. He could just see a hint of the black lace of her bra. Hmm. Black lace. Nice. He felt a twinge in his pants and shifted in his seat. Raising his eyes to hers again, he saw the amusement lighting them. Who was playing whom here?


  Cat saw Heath’s eyes spot her bra and couldn’t stop the smiling stealing onto her lips. So he thought he could tease her throughout the meal? He thought the control of their sexual relationship rested in his hands, did he? Well he wasn’t the only one able to use their talents to put the other in a sexual stupor.


  From that moment, she turned on her charm and used every technique she’d ever learned to make men hot. When she leaned forward, she propped her bosom on her arms, which pushed her breasts up, giving him a nice eyeful. She pretended not to notice, talking about the latest excavations at Petra in Jordan, but all the while she was well aware his gaze kept dipping to her cleavage and, from the way he kept shifting in his seat, it was obviously having an effect on him.


  She played with her hair, fanned herself, licked her lips, gave him sexy looks, and generally had great fun. When she took a bite of his dessert, taking time to suck the spoon clean, she nearly laughed aloud as he closed his eyes and gave a tiny shake of his head.


  Eventually the meal was over, and Alexander finished his coffee and gave them both a smile. “Well I think I’ll head upstairs. I hope you two continue to have a pleasant evening.”


  “Are you sure you won’t have a liqueur first?” Heath asked. “Brandy? Whisky?”


  “No, thank you. I’m sure the two of you have enough to talk about without an old man playing gooseberry.”


  Guilt washed over her, and she stood up to give him a hug. “Oh Alex, I’m sorry, have we been unbearable?”


  “Not at all, my dear.” He gave her a kiss on the cheek and glanced at Heath. “Ask them to put the meal on my bill, would you?”


  “If you’re sure. Thank you, sir.”


  They exchanged a look before Alexander nodded and, taking his cane, walked stiffly out of the restaurant.


  She dropped her gaze to her glass, went to sip it, and realised it was empty again. How many had she had? Three or four? Heath had kept filling it up, and she’d lost track.


  “Fancy something stronger?” he asked.


  She shot him a look. “It’s okay, I’m already ‘slightly drunk’. You haven’t got to keep plying me with alcohol.”


  He laughed. “There was actually nothing sinister meant in that sentence. I just fancy a Scotch.” Standing, he held out a hand. “Let’s go and sit by the fire.”


  A small bar nestled in the corner of the restaurant, with a sofa in front of an open fire, the cushions decorated with curling Chinese dragons. She stood and took his hand and let him lead her over there. On the way, he stopped a waiter and ordered an Islay malt. “What would you like?” he asked her. “Baileys? Sherry?”


  “Sherry? Jeez, Heath, I’m not sixty-five. I’ll have a malt too, please,” she said to the waiter.


  Heath grinned. “That’s my girl.” He led her to the sofa. They sat, about six inches apart, slightly turned toward each other.


  She studied him thoughtfully. He’d called her “my girl”. She thought about the look he’d exchanged with Alex. They were concocting some sort of plan, she could smell it. Unease settled on her like a mist.


  Heath saw the shadow settling over her. She was bothered about him talking to Alexander, he could tell. Her words echoed in his head. I don’t belong to any man, Heath. Never have, never will, you get me? He had to keep his possessiveness firmly under wraps.


  He studied her, one eyebrow raised. “I know what you’ve been doing, by the way.”


  The shadow lifted, and she smiled mischievously. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Yeah, right. You know perfectly well.”


  “Heath, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She crossed her legs, drawing his attention to her long, slim calves encased in the black stockings. Then she laughed at the look on his face. “Well, honestly. After what you said to me in the bedroom? I haven’t been able to think about anything else all evening.”


  “Good.” He turned to accept the two tumblers as the waiter brought them over. He handed her one, and they clinked the glasses together.


  “What shall we toast to?” she asked.


  He studied her thoughtfully. “To a very long, very slow, and very sensual evening.”


  Her eyes widened. “Oh my. Yes, I’ll drink to that.”


  He sipped his whisky, watching her as she did the same. To his admiration, she didn’t wince as she swallowed, which meant she really was used to the drink, because this particular Islay malt was very peaty and medicinal-smelling and would usually have made most women—and a good proportion of men—pull a face.


  “Are you going to tell me what you have planned?” she asked.


  “Nope.”


  Her gaze lingered on his mouth. “Not even an idea?”


  “You know what curiosity killed?”


  She pulled a face. “I’m only asking for a tiny hint.”


  “I’m going to read to you from Current Archaeology,” he teased.


  “Ooh,” she said, fanning herself, “you promise?”


  He laughed. “There’s a great article on Machu Picchu.”


  She rubbed her leg against his. “Tell me more. I’m getting hot already.”


  Smiling, he sipped his whisky again. He may have joked about her teasing him all evening, but she had no idea how much it had worked. She was an incredibly sensual woman—anyone could tell by the way she ate, savouring every mouthful, tasting each dish, using her tongue to catch the noodles as they dangled from the chopsticks. How on earth had she made it to twenty-eight without having sex? And was she aware of how hot she’d made him?


  “You’re shifting in your seat again,” she said. “You’ve been fidgety all evening.”


  “That’s because I’ve had a hard-on for about three hours.”


  She giggled. “Well, I’m practically sticking to the seat.”


  He knocked back the rest of his whisky in one go. “That’s it, come on.”


  “Hold on. I haven’t finished my drink.” She took a tiny sip, her eyes dancing.


  He put his glass on the table, leaned back and glared at her. “You like torturing me, don’t you?”


  “Absolutely.” She moved forward on the sofa until she was just touching him. Taking a small mouthful of the whisky, she slipped a hand behind his head, reached up and kissed him. When he parted his lips, she slipped her tongue inside his mouth and let him taste the scotch.


  When she pulled back, her eyes were lava-hot. That was it. He was done waiting.


  He took the glass from her and finished off the drink himself.


  “Hey!” she complained.


  “Babe, if I don’t get you upstairs now I’m going to seriously embarrass myself.” He walked over to the bar and paid the bill, even though Alexander had told him to charge it to his room, then came back and took her hand. Walking swiftly, he led her out to the foyer and across to the elevator.


  Chapter 24


  As the doors slid open and they entered the lift, Cat’s heart thumped wildly. She’d been careful not to eat too much during the meal, and now she was glad she hadn’t, as clearly Heath wasn’t in a mood to wait for her food to go down.


  There were a couple of other people in the lift, and she and Heath stood at the back in silence, not touching. She glanced up to find him watching her, as usual. When she followed his gaze she realised he was looking down her front.


  She rolled her eyes, and he shrugged as if to say What? She looked pointedly at his pants and the suspicious bulge at the front. He looked down, then back up at her and raised an eyebrow. “Six,” he reminded her in a whisper.


  She shivered in apprehension as the lift went ding and the doors opened. He took her hand and led her past the other people in the elevator. She felt deliciously naughty. These people had no idea what she and Heath were about to get up to.


  They reached her room, and she swiped her card and opened the door. He indicated for her to precede him, and she did so warily, conscious of the hungry look in his eyes. Suddenly she felt nervous. She’d been on tenterhooks all evening, trying to imagine what he was planning, and now the time had come, she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.


  Inside, she dropped her bag by the bed, turning as he walked up to her. He slid off his jacket and moved toward her, forcing her backward until she was against the wall, where he put his hands on her hips.


  “Are you okay?” His voice was gentle. He could obviously sense her hesitation.


  “I’m fine. Just a little nervous.”


  He stroked her cheek. “It’s only me.”


  “I know. But sometimes you make me…” She hesitated.


  “I make you what?” He bent his head and brushed his lips against hers.


  Everything tingled at his soft kiss. “Umm, uneasy. Like there’s a panther in the room.” Her voice was barely a whisper.


  “A predator?”


  “Exactly. I feel like you’re hunting me, like you’ve tracked me down.”


  He lifted his head. She looked into his beautiful hazel eyes, noticing the glimmer of his lenses for the first time. “Do you want me to go?” he asked.


  She swallowed. “No. Do you want to go?”


  He shook his head. “Nuh-uh.” And he lowered his mouth to hers.


  He kissed her deeply, and she put her arms around his neck, letting him press her against the wall. Even though she had two-inch heels on, he seemed a lot bigger than her. She always forgot how tall he was until she got close to him like this. His height and the feel of his muscular arms around her comforted her, taking away some of her nerves.


  He pressed his lips to her throat, then around to her ear. “You smell divine.”


  She sighed. The alcohol was finally having an effect, and she felt relaxed and lightheaded with desire. She started to undo his shirt, but he pushed her away with a gentle laugh.


  “Isn’t that in the plan?” she teased and kissed him, nibbling his bottom lip.


  “Not yet.” He moved away and caught her hand to lead her around the other side of the bed. The curtains were open, and through the nets she could see the lights of Xi’an sparkling in the darkness.


  He stood her by the bed and kissed her for a while until she began to sigh, then lifted her sweater and pulled it over her head. He dropped it onto the bed and looked down at her black lacy bra. “Oh yeah.”


  He sounded as enthusiastic as a teenager seeing a girl naked for the first time. She tried to tug at his shirt, but he pushed her hand away again. He undid the button at the top of her skirt and pulled down the zip. Finally, he slid it down her legs and waited for her to step out of it before discarding it on the bed.


  She stood there in her black lacy underwear, black thigh-highs and high heels, feeling beautiful because of the way he looked at her.


  “Now you?” she asked hopefully, but he shook his head.


  He pushed her gently, and she sat on the bed, her hands tucked under her thighs. She watched him curiously as he walked over to the dressing table and retrieved the chair from there. He brought it over to the bed and placed it opposite her, then sat facing her, his knees touching the bed either side of hers. Sitting back, elbows on the arms of the chair, he linked his fingers in his lap and studied her. “God, you’re beautiful.”


  Her blood rushed around her body, the alcohol making her feel reckless, shameless. “What do you want?” she asked, prepared at that moment to give him anything he asked for.


  He nudged her knees apart with one of his own. Then, moving both his knees between hers, he widened them, spreading her legs. His eyes, when they settled on hers, were dark with desire. “I want you to make yourself come for me.”


  She blinked, a thrill running through her. “You want me to…”


  “Yep.” His lips curved. “And I want to watch.”


  Her mouth fell open and her cheeks burned. “I couldn’t.”


  “Yes, you can.” He brushed his knee against her inner thigh. “Go on. I know you want to. I know you’re wet and ready for me.”


  “Heath!” He’d said it on purpose to shock her. Her heart pounded so much, she was afraid it might leap out of her chest and flip-flop across the room. She reminded herself that he didn’t want to humiliate or embarrass her. He was trying to show her the extent of her sexuality, the depth of her passion—she turned him on, and he adored watching her. He seemed to know her better than she knew herself. The alcohol threaded through her veins, warming her, emboldening her. His eyes were hot, taunting, daring her to accept his challenge. He made her feel grown up, a woman, a million miles away from the insecure girl she’d once been. She wanted to turn him on, to drive him crazy. She wanted to shock him, too.


  Still she hesitated, however. Heath watching her come while they made love was one thing. Letting him watch while she played with herself was another. It was such a private thing. How could she do it under his dark gaze, knowing he was going to be aware of who she fantasized about while she did it?


  She looked up shyly, wondering if he would be exasperated or irritated with her uncertainty, or if he’d feel awkward that he’d asked her. His hazel eyes were kind, though, and he smiled as he rose from the chair and came to lie beside her and pushed her back with him.


  “All right,” he said. He propped head on a hand and half-leaned on her, his thigh deliciously warm and heavy on hers. “I’ll help you get going. But then you’re on your own, okay?”


  “Okay,” she said shyly.


  “Let’s start with these lovely stockings.” He nuzzled her ear as he covered her hand with his, then moved it down to her thighs. “These are very naughty stockings.”


  “Why?” She let him move her hand, stroking the sheer, silky thigh-highs. “They’re only stockings.”


  “They’re black, and yet they’re almost transparent.” He moved her hand up to the elastic at the top and slid two fingers of her hand underneath. “Your legs look miles long in them. And yet at the top, your thighs are pale and soft.” He dropped his hand to her knee and pushed slightly, and she sighed, widening her thighs as he returned his hand to hers.


  He moved her hand around the outside of her leg, then back, continuing toward her inner thigh. The skin there was sensitive, and her touch lingered, brushing the white skin showing above the dark thigh-highs.


  He kissed her shoulder. “Now, about these panties.” His hand was warm on hers as he moved it up. “Only I don’t really know if they deserve to be called that. Because they’re really nothing more than a scrap of black lace. Very naughty, Catherine.”


  “I’m not naughty,” she protested, but he just laughed.


  “Oh, yes you are. And I intend to release that naughty girl inside you a piece at a time.” His breath was warm on her ear, and she shivered. He really thought she was naughty, and it pleased him. He liked her being naughty. It turned him on.


  That gave her courage, and she slowly stroked down the front of the lace. “You were right,” she said softly, looking into his eyes. “I am wet.” Her heart pounded, but when he rewarded her with an intake of breath and a press of his erection against her thigh, pleasure flooded through her. For the first time, she felt in control.


  He moved his hand away and let her stroke herself. She closed her eyes for a moment, concentrating on the sensations her touch aroused. It felt incredibly sensitive, even though her fingers only brushed lightly. She caressed the lace again, then, taking a deep breath, slipped a finger beneath the black material.


  “How does it feel?” he asked huskily.


  “Swollen. Slippery.” She met his gaze, her cheeks growing hot again, but he looked so turned on that she just closed her eyes again as she slid a finger into her warm folds. Collecting some of the moisture there, coating her fingers, she brought them back up and started to arouse herself.


  He kissed her cheek. “Tell me what you’re thinking about.”


  “You,” she whispered.


  “What part of me?” He sounded amused.


  She opened her eyes and looked up at him. “All of you.” She slipped her free hand into his hair and brought his head down for a kiss. When he lifted his head again, she stroked his cheek. “Your beautiful hair. Your lovely eyes. Your gorgeous body, all muscles and strength and warmth.” She started to undo some of his shirt buttons so she could slip her hand inside and touch his warm skin. “Your amazing mind. You could make me come just by talking about excavation techniques, I swear.”


  He chuckled and kissed her. “You are the perfect woman. You realise that?”


  “Not everyone’s,” she said.


  “Maybe just mine, then.” He brushed his hand across her breast and slipped his fingers under the lace of the black bra to stroke her nipple. “That’s not a complaint, by the way,” he added. “No lies in the bedroom, Catherine—I don’t want to share you with anyone else.”


  She wanted to tell him not to say things like that, but then she remembered the sharp possessiveness she’d felt earlier, the way her brain had insisted mine when she thought about him sleeping with other women.


  She wasn’t going to think about that now. The alcohol had finally done its job, and she felt relaxed and able to continue with his fantasy alone. She stood, pulling him with her, and pushed him back into the chair. He watched as she slid her black panties down her legs and stepped out of them. Handing them to him, smiling at the wry twist of his lips, she reached behind her back and unclipped her bra and let that slide down too, dropping it on the floor. Clad now only in her black thigh-highs and high heels, she bent over to kiss him leisurely.


  She glanced down at his jeans and smiled at the prominent bulge. “No touching yourself till I’m done,” she teased.


  His eyes blazed with heat. “Yes, ma’am.”


  She sat back down, her inhibitions and nervousness disappearing on seeing how turned on he was. Opening her legs, she lay back on the bed and began to touch herself again, sliding her fingers deep inside, then bringing them up to caress the velvet folds. Closing her eyes, she brought her other hand up to her breast and began to play with her nipple. She thought she heard Heath swear softly, but she ignored him, biting her lip and trying not to smile as she concentrated on the brush of her fingers.


  It wasn’t long before she felt the tightening of her internal muscles. Could she really do this with him watching? He must have sensed how close she was, because his knees touched hers, widening her legs slightly. She could almost feel his hot gaze on her, warming her. But it was too late to stop. Everything tightened in a rush, and she cried out at the strong pulsing of her muscles, pressing her hand tightly to herself, giving soft sighs as the orgasm rolled over her, sweeping her up in its wake.


  Chapter 25


  Heath sighed and watched Cat float gently back to earth. It was quite possibly the most erotic thing he’d ever done, watching her touch herself, listening to her soft sighs fill the room. She stretched and then pushed herself upright. He studied her, resting his forehead on his hand again. He gave a little shake of his head. She was amazing. He was the luckiest man alive.


  Laughing, she got up and leaned over him.


  “What?” he growled.


  “I love that look. That sulky, ‘I thought I’d got my own way but it turns out I haven’t’ look.”


  He gave a short laugh. “That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, to sit there and watch you and not touch you.”


  She poked her tongue out at him. “Serves you right.” She glanced down. “Wow, and you’ve managed to keep your hands off yourself.”


  “You have no idea.” He was hot and frustrated. “My self-control deserves a medal.”


  Cat kissed him and then pulled him out of the chair and onto the bed with her. She pushed him back onto the pillows. He looked up at her, amused. He could tell she was planning something.


  “Your turn,” she said.


  “For what?”


  “To pleasure yourself.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “You want me to…”


  “Yep. And I want to watch.”


  He recognized his own instructions to her and shrugged. “Fair enough.”


  “You’ll really do it?” She seemed surprised, her eyes widening with excitement.


  He laughed. “If you want, you crazy creature.”


  “Oh my.” She unbuttoned his shirt and, getting him to sit up for a moment, slipped it off his shoulders. He undid the button and the top of his jeans and unzipped his flies. When he went to remove them, however, she stopped his hands. “No, keep them on.”


  “Whatever the lady desires.” He lay back and stretched out beside her.


  “Ooh.” She moved closer and propped herself up on an elbow, leaning over him slightly.


  She studied him with her cool, green eyes. “This may not mean much to you, but it’s something I’ve never watched.”


  “I’ve never done it for anyone, either.”


  She blinked. “Truly?”


  He shrugged. “Not like this.”


  “Good.” She kissed him. “Heath?”


  “Mm?”


  She nuzzled his ear. “I read about it in a book once… When you come, will you…come over me?” Her cheeks flushed prettily.


  He closed his eyes as heat radiated through him. “Good lord, woman. What are you trying to do to me?”


  “All over me, Heath.” She kissed him again. “On my face.”


  “Any more talk like that and it’ll be over before it’s begun.”


  She laughed and moved even closer, pressing her breasts against his arm. “Go on then, quick, while there’s still time.”


  He sighed and pushed down his boxers. Her gaze moved to watch him. As he began to stroke himself, he watched her, seeing her eyes widen with pleasure. Her breathing quickened as his erection swelled in his hand, reacting as much to her desire as to his sure, practiced touch.


  “Tell me what you’re thinking about,” she said.


  He closed his eyes. “You.”


  “What part of me?” she teased.


  “Your breasts. Stroking them with my hands. Covering your nipples with my mouth.” Hot blood surged around his body at the thought.


  Her lips brushed his. “What else?”


  He sighed. “Making love to you.”


  “How? What position?” She moved on the bed and flicked her tongue over his nipples.


  He caught his breath. “From behind. Kneeling.”


  “Oh.” Her voice was faint with desire. “I’d like to try that.”


  “I’d put my hands on your arse. And lean forward and cup your breasts.”


  She kissed up his neck to his mouth. “Sounds like you have a very good imagination.”


  He opened his eyes to look deep into hers. “It’s very useful when you’re not around.”


  She watched his hand moving. “How often do you do this? No lying, now, not in the bedroom.”


  “Most days. I can’t help it. I start thinking of you, and I’m lost.”


  She traced her hand down his chest, across his stomach, circled his hips, and then slid her hand underneath his zipper and into his boxers to cup his balls. He sighed. She brushed his cheek with her lips. “Show me how to do it.”


  He let her close her hand around him and put his hand on top of hers. Slowly, he showed her how to arouse him. She pushed his hand away and continued to move hers, gentle, rhythmic. “Is that okay?” she whispered. Her eyes were teasing. She knew how turned on he was.


  “Yes.” He closed his eyes again and lifted his arms above his head, arching into her touch. “Oh yeah.”


  “Think about my breasts, Heath,” she whispered in his ear. “Heavy and warm in your hand, my nipples pink and soft, until you lick them with your wonderful tongue, and then they tighten, go all hard as you suck.”


  He sighed, but she hadn’t finished with him yet. She was obviously enjoying the new experience of talking dirty. And he was happy to encourage her.


  She took his hand and brought it back down. “Now you. I like to watch you touching yourself, knowing you’re thinking about me. Growing hard because of me.” She slid her hand through his hair, brushed her lips against his temple. “I want you to think about how you like making love to me, Heath, how you push into me, how I feel all warm and wet around you. How you like to go deep, right inside me.” She gave a heartfelt sigh, almost a groan. “I can’t believe you’re doing this, you’re so sexy, and you turn me on so much. Come on, Heath, come for me, sweetheart. I want to see it happen, I want to watch you. Do it for me.”


  It was no good—her voice was too husky, too sensual, and he wasn’t going to last much longer. Pushing himself up, he pressed her onto the bed and knelt beside her, knees spread wide. She scooted down a bit and slid an arm under him, kissing his thigh. “Come on, sweetheart,” she said. “Make my day.”


  He sighed and began to stroke himself again, tipping back his head, closing his eyes. She was just too hot, too beautiful. Her answering murmur of appreciation tipped him over the edge. As heat surged through him and everything tightened, he knelt up and came over her, groaning, unable to believe how beautiful she looked as her eyelids fluttered and her beautiful pink tongue quickly disposed of the evidence.


  “Ooh,” she said afterward, as he sat back with a sigh. “Yum.” He raised an eyebrow and she ran light fingers across her cheeks. “Nivea should bottle this. I bet it does wonders for the skin.”


  Cat watched as, mumbling under his breath, Heath fell back onto the bed. She giggled and leaned over him.


  “You are certifiable,” he told her, his eyes still closed.


  She laughed, puzzled. “Why? Because I’m enjoying myself?”


  “No. Because you seem to like me so much.”


  She frowned. “You’re kidding me, right? Your other women must have felt the same way about you.”


  He shrugged. “They didn’t seem quite so…enthusiastic.”


  She shook her head. “How could any girl go to bed with you and not think you’re the best lover in the world?”


  He laughed and stroked her cheek affectionately. “That’s a very kind thing to say. Thank you.”


  “I mean it.”


  “I know.” He looked pleased at the compliment.


  Cat studied him, perplexed. It was the first time she’d considered he might be getting more from their time together than just good sex. He made her feel special, and he was teaching her so much about making love, she’d not given any thought as to what she might be giving him in return. She’d assumed he liked having sex with her because she was fairly pretty, and he liked her body, and the archaeology thing was a turn on. And that she was convenient. It was pure luck that she’d happened to be in the bar when he was feeling horny, after all, otherwise he might have been more resilient to her attempt to seduce him. She’d also presumed his previous lovers were all experts in bed and had worshipped his every move. But maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe she made him feel special and sexy too. The thought made her feel strange inside, because, if that was the case, perhaps she meant more to him than just a warm body in his bed.


  He sighed and looked at his watch. “It’s getting late. Do you want me to go back to my room?”


  She studied him for a moment. He looked so gorgeous lying there, his jeans still around his hips, bare-chested, silver hair ruffled, eyes half-lidded with lazy contentedness. Suddenly the last thing she wanted was to spend the night alone. Friends with benefits. They were in the same hotel—what did it matter if they spent the night in the same bed?


  She shrugged nonchalantly. “Alien is on the classic movie channel in fifteen minutes, if you’d like to watch it.”


  “Oh, you’re so romantic,” he said, amused.


  “Actually, although I love it, the film scares the crap out of me. I was hoping I could hide behind you.”


  He smiled. “Come on then. Into bed with you, and get the TV on.”


  The movie was a good excuse to cuddle up to him, not that she needed one particularly. He seemed quite happy to watch the TV with her tucked under his arm, kissing her occasionally, covering her eyes when he knew a scary bit was coming.


  In the end, he stayed all night, and they managed to get through a further two condoms before they finally fell asleep, tired and happy, curled up in each other’s arms.


  When Heath awoke, it was still dark. The clock on the bedside table read 5:45. Cat sat on his side of the bed, fully dressed, smiling at him.


  He pushed himself up onto one elbow. “What’s up?”


  “My plane goes at eight. I’ve got to check in by six thirty.” She touched his face. “You look lovely when you’re sleeping.”


  He ran a hand through his hair and sat up as she went over to her case and zipped it up. His chest tightened. “Is the penguin going with you?” he asked, trying to keep his voice light-hearted.


  “Foxy?” She grinned at his grimace and studied the stuffed toy. “Stupid penguin. Don’t know if I’ve got room in my bag.” In spite of her words, she kissed its beak and squeezed it into her hand luggage.


  She looked around the room, making sure she had everything. Finally, she came back over to him. “Thank you for a lovely time.”


  “You’re welcome.” His heart pounded, but he knew there was nothing he could say to convince her to stay, or to get her to promise to see him again.


  She bent and kissed him. “Goodbye, sweetheart. Until we meet again.”


  “Goodbye, Catherine.”


  And, just like that, for the second time since he’d met her, she walked out of his life.


  Chapter 26


  On the other side of the world, it was summer.


  Cat was an intelligent woman—she had a degree, a Masters, and a PhD, but she still couldn’t get her head around the fact that not only was it hot Down Under, they were also living twelve hours in the future.


  Okay, so maybe not exactly in the future, but that’s what it felt like, knowing that although it was Friday evening in the sub-tropical town of Kerikeri in the Northland of New Zealand, Alexander was just getting up in the UK.


  Cat tipped her head back and let the sun warm her face as she walked slowly along the road to the inlet. Huge palms lined the roads, making her feel as if she was on the set of Jurassic Park and at any moment a T-rex and a velociraptor might come crashing through the trees on top of her. But all was quiet, the road free of cars, the only sound coming from fantails and tuis and other exotic birds flitting about in the palms.


  The air was warm and humid, a welcome relief after the freezing weather of England. It was December nineteenth. She’d previously been swimming in the pool at her motel and still wore her bikini under a bright blue halter-top and a flowing white skirt, her hair scooped off her neck in a clip.


  She rather liked New Zealand. The people were friendly and the climate appealing, the food was wonderful and the coffee fantastic. The only problem with the country was the fact that it had only been born relatively recently, which was a bit of a drawback to an archaeologist, especially one used to immersing herself in historical sites and artefacts. Still, she was on her way to the Stone Store—the country’s oldest stone building, and the next day she was due to meet the son of a local Maori tribal leader about some ancient Maori weapons that the British Museum would absolutely die for.


  She rounded the corner and sighed at the view. The Stone Store, a large rectangular building, sat to her left on the bend of the old road that used to cross the river. To her right she could see a long, low building that claimed to be a bar and restaurant, with a white colonial-style veranda laying back off the road and overlooking the inlet, fronted by a huge pear tree.


  She walked past the Stone Store, in front of the other wooden historic building she knew to be Kemp House, and down to the river, seeing kids playing on the stepping-stones to the other side while their parents strolled leisurely along the grassy banks.


  Suddenly, for no good reason whatsoever, she missed Heath terribly. He’d phoned several times, but each time she’d avoided his call. Alexander was getting tired of coming up with excuses for why she refused to come to the phone. He’d tried to quiz her as to why she didn’t want to talk to Heath, and eventually she’d got angry and told him to mind his own business. But basically, she hadn’t wanted to talk to Heath because she knew speaking on the phone would be the first step toward having a relationship. And that wouldn’t be fair on him.


  That didn’t stop her missing him, though.


  Standing in the sun now, she watched the couples strolling hand-in-hand, the children playing in the water, and shivered. She felt as if she were pressing her nose up against the window of a toyshop, looking inside at all the brightly coloured toys, while outside it was a Dickensian winter. Part of her longed for that other life, marriage and kids and holding hands. But she’d made the decision that that life wasn’t for her. And nothing had changed since then. Even if she had met the kindest, sweetest, most gorgeous guy in the world.


  She turned away from the view that was making her sad and started to walk back toward the Stone Store. And then stopped in her tracks. For a moment, she thought she was imagining him, had conjured him up through sheer need and loneliness. But she blinked and he didn’t disappear, and she realised it really was Heath sitting there, on the steps of the Stone Store, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees, hands clasped loosely, watching her.


  They studied each other for a minute. He was dressed for summer in navy tailored shorts and a white polo shirt, and he looked healthy, fit and good enough to eat.


  All she wanted to do was go up, throw her arms around him and tell him how much she’d missed him. But something in his face made her hold back. She dug her fingers into her arms, forcing herself to stay where she was. Was he disappointed to see her there? He didn’t smile, and he certainly didn’t run up to her with delight.


  Well she had to do something. She walked forward slowly, coming to stand before him at the bottom of the steps. “Hey,” she said.


  “Hey.” For the first time he smiled, but his eyes were cool.


  “How long have you been sitting there?”


  “You walked right past me when you came down.”


  “And you didn’t say anything?” She tipped her head at him, her heart thumping. “You trying to avoid me, Roberts?”


  He laughed then, stood and walked down the steps to stand before her. She wore flat sandals and he seemed all height and breadth, the polo shirt clinging nicely to his muscled arms and chest, his silver hair shining in the evening sunlight.


  “You look nice,” she said. She’d meant it to sound sexy, but it came out kind of pathetic.


  He sighed and pulled her into his arms. “Come here.”


  She slid her arms around his waist and let him hug her. He rested his cheek on her hair and kissed it gently.


  “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. “But friends are allowed to miss friends, right?”


  “Right,” he said. He pulled back and looked down at her. “I’ve missed you too.”


  She moved her arms up around his neck, slid her hands into hair and kissed him. She couldn’t help it. For one brief, horrible second, she thought he wasn’t going to respond, but then his arms tightened around her, and he kissed her deeply and soundly, a kiss that made her feel as if she had come home.


  When they finally drew apart, his eyes had grown warmer. He kept his arms loosely around her, stroking her back. “I suppose you’re here for the weapons?”


  “Yeah.”


  He glanced across the road at the building overlooking the inlet, from which low strains of jazz music had started to emanate. “Do you want to go for a drink?”


  “Sure.” Now she was finally with him, she didn’t want to let him go.


  He bought them both a handle of Speight’s lager, and they took the glasses outside, wandering along the bank past the skiffle group to a table under a large tree. He sat on the bench opposite her and leaned on the table, watching her as she sipped the drink.


  “I didn’t know you liked beer,” he said.


  “There’s a lot about me you don’t know,” she teased. It was the wrong thing to say. His eyes turned cool again, and he looked away, across the river.


  She twisted the glass in her hand. “I usually prefer wine, but a beer’s nice when it’s so hot.”


  He nodded and took a swallow of his own drink but didn’t say anything else.


  A few more minutes and he’d be finished and looking to leave. She could feel his reservation, his coolness, coming off him in waves. There was only one topic guaranteed to keep him interested.


  “So what’s new at Te Papa?” she asked.


  He met her gaze, and she thought she saw amusement in his eyes, as if he was well aware of her ploy. But he started telling her about a new exhibit he was setting up on the Incan civilization, and then she told him about the Saxon hoard of silver that had been unearthed in Yorkshire, and before long they were discussing all manner of archaeological sites and artefacts, and Heath started to relax.


  An hour passed, the light gradually started to fade, and in the trees the cicadas began to call, a truly tropical sound.


  “I like it here,” she said during a rare lull in the conversation.


  “You surprise me.” He picked at the bowl of fries they’d ordered when it became apparent neither of them really wanted to leave. “I didn’t think you’d like such a new country.”


  She shrugged. “I like that it’s new. I bet there are miles and miles of land here where no human foot has ever trodden. Some places, like England, are so crowded, both with people and with memories. I don’t know if I believe in the afterlife, or that we have souls. But the other day I was in Camden Market, and as I walked along the canal I had this sudden, vivid feeling that I was the millionth person to walk that path, and I could almost feel all the other people around me. I get that a lot at archaeological sites—I can almost feel their history. But I don’t get it here. It feels clean and fresh, like early morning grass.”


  It was, quite possibly, the longest sentence she’d said to him, and he looked suitably surprised. Then he smiled. “I thought you said you weren’t romantic.”


  “I didn’t think I was. I was just stating a fact.”


  He met her gaze, and for a moment they studied each other. The incredibly warm and humid air had made his silver hair curl slightly around his temples, and the hollow of his throat glistened with moisture. She felt an urge to touch her tongue there, to slip her hands up his shirt and feel his damp skin. She wanted him, suddenly and urgently, wanted to feel his hands on her, his mouth on her breasts, wanted to taste him, have him inside her. She almost gasped, the need was so strong.


  He looked away. Had he seen the desire in her eyes? He finished his Coke—he’d only had the one beer, protesting he was driving—and put down his glass. “I’d better get back to the motel,” he said. “I want to be with it for tomorrow, now I know I’m up against the Black Cat.”


  “You’re giving me the brush-off,” she said.


  He leaned back and surveyed her, cool again. “You didn’t return my calls. You sent back my presents. Any reason I shouldn’t give you the brush-off?”


  “I thought we were friends with benefits,” she said, a little sharply. “We’re not having a relationship—gifts and lovey-dovey calls aren’t appropriate.” He’d suggested the arrangement himself, hadn’t he? Why did he have to try to change it?


  “Where are you staying?” he asked, changing the subject.


  “The motel by the top roundabout, opposite the garage.”


  He nodded. “Did you walk down?”


  “Yes.” They were suddenly awkward as strangers. “I’ll walk back. It’s not far.”


  “It’s also nearly dark,” he chided, getting up from the table. “Come on, I’ll drive you.”


  Chapter 27


  They walked in silence to his rental car, and she got in the passenger side and buckled herself in. He did the same, turned on the engine and eased the car out of the car park and onto the road.


  They hadn’t been in a car together before, and it was a curiously intimate environment. His muscular legs were only inches away from hers, and his arms looked brown and strong as he stretched them out on the steering wheel. She felt acutely conscious of his masculinity, of his height and weight, and just how different he was from her. Images flashed through her head of things he’d done. Turning to smile at her in the bar in Sweden, dressed in that absurd silver cape, winning her over even before he’d said a word. Propositioning her on the dance floor, promising her as many orgasms as she could manage in one night, knowing she’d never be able to resist such a guarantee. Making love to her slowly and sensually in the shower, showing her a world of sensuality and delight.


  The town was quiet, free of the noisy revellers that would have graced the streets in the UK. The doors of the bar in the town centre were open, and there were a few couples sitting outside enjoying a drink under the palms, but other than that, it was relatively empty considering it was such a beautiful night.


  “Where is everyone?” she asked.


  “Here people tend to go to each other’s houses to relax, rather than to bars.” He threaded the car through the one-way system, heading for her motel.


  She studied him, curious. “You live in Wellington, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that area a lot different to up here?”


  “Oh, Christ, yes—it’s very sub-tropical here. Down there the climate is several degrees cooler, although we have some beautiful summer days.”


  So now they were reduced to talking about the weather. She wanted to ask him more about his life. Where did he live? In a house, a flat? Did he share with anyone? What friends did he have? Were his parents alive and did he have brothers and sisters? What did he do in his spare time? But she’d told him she didn’t want a more intimate relationship, and the cool, shuttered look had come over his face, so she kept quiet.


  As they reached her motel, he indicated and pulled off the road. The driveway swept around the side of the owner’s house and she directed him through the orchard of lemons and mandarins to the cabins around the back. He pulled up by hers, and she could instantly smell the lemons through the open windows of the car.


  He left the engine running. “Well, it was nice to see you again.”


  She looked up at him. “You’re really not going to come in, are you?”


  He scratched at some imaginary piece of dirt on the steering wheel. “I should get back.”


  She glanced around the motel complex. The individual cabins were all quiet, and there was nobody about. Their car was in the shadows cast by her cabin, out of sight of the main house.


  She glanced at him—he looked sad. She’d hurt his feelings when she’d returned his gifts. He really liked her.


  She reached across him and turned off the engine. Instantly the sounds of the evening filled the car—the cicadas singing their tropical song, and the long, low hoot of a morepork.


  He sighed. “Catherine…”


  She slid her hands up her skirt and wriggled to get her bikini bottoms off. He stared at her. “What on earth…” She unclipped her belt, and, lifting herself up in the seat, moved to sit astride him. It was a bit of a squeeze fitting herself in front of the steering wheel, and reminded her of when she’d sat on his lap in the Swedish bar. She had to snuggle quite near to him. Only as she wriggled her hips close to his did she realise how turned on she was making him.


  He sighed again. “This isn’t a good idea.”


  She ignored him, grasped the bottom of her halter-neck and pulled it off, dropping it onto the passenger seat.


  “Catherine…” he said again, giving her an exasperated look.


  She reached behind her neck and untied her bikini top, pulling the ties down. The cloth peeled slowly off her breasts to reveal her nipples. They looked dark and soft in the moonlight.


  “Oh Christ.” He tipped his head back onto the headrest and sighed.


  Almost in tears at the fact that he was struggling to fight his desire, she took his hands in hers and brought them up to rest on her breasts. He looked at her, his hazel eyes dark and helpless and, with relief, she could see he was lost.


  She kissed him hungrily, moving her hips to rub herself against his erection. She sighed as he stroked her breasts and brushed her nipples until they hardened, then rolled them between his fingers.


  He moved one hand down to her thigh and slid his fingers up her leg, then underneath her skirt to move around and cup her butt. “God, you’re so…”


  “So what?” She moved her hips, arousing herself against him.


  He groaned. “Irresistible.”


  She slid her hands under his top and skirted his ribs, brushing his nipples. “You’re the one who’s irresistible,” she whispered, running her tongue around his ear. “I’ve been thinking about this all evening.”


  He exclaimed as she began to pull at his shorts. “What are you doing? Come on, let’s go inside.”


  “No, I want you here.” It was as if the moonlight was stirring her blood. She had to have him before another minute passed.


  “Control yourself, woman, it will take us ten seconds to get indoors…”


  “Now, Heath.” She pushed his hands away, unzipped his shorts and pushed down his boxers to release his erection, which was so hard and long she gave a heartfelt sigh of relief that he obviously wanted her so much.


  He made a half-hearted attempt to stop her again. “For fuck’s sake—”


  She caught his hands, moved on top of him and, with a satisfied sigh, wriggled her hips until she felt him enter her.


  He gasped. “Wait—I haven’t…”


  She hesitated and realised she’d forgotten all about a condom. Oops. She was so inexperienced at this, so bloody naïve. “Shit, I’m sorry.” She paused. “Do you want me to stop?”


  His fingers dug into her hips. “We have to be careful,” he whispered.


  “I’m on the pill for medical reasons,” she whispered back, as if they were afraid of being overheard. “And you know I’ve never been with anyone else.”


  “I’ve never had sex without a condom before,” he admitted.


  So it was unlikely they’d have a problem with disease. She was desperate to sink down onto him, but made herself wait, not wanting to push him into something he didn’t want.


  She did, however, experimentally tighten her internal muscles.


  He gave her an exasperated look and nodded.


  She lowered her hips, taking him deep inside her. “Oh…that feels good…”


  “Catherine…” He closed his eyes and finally gave in, pushing up into her further. “Oh Jesus…”


  She began to move on top of him, small thrusts as there wasn’t much room in the car with the steering wheel behind her butt, but it was enough to make them both sigh loudly. She released his hands and he ran them lightly up her back and closed them over her breasts.


  “Oh God…” She tipped her head back as he kissed her neck, and she arched her spine, pressing her breasts against his hands. She’d missed this so much. She slipped her hands into his hair, dropping her head to kiss him, and his hands slid to her butt as she began to move more urgently. Her passion built, reflecting in his eyes as he pulled her closer to him with each thrust, driving deeper inside her.


  Before long the orgasm claimed her, and she cried out at its intensity, mirroring his answering groans as he swelled inside her, driven to the edge by her erotic sighs.


  She rested her head on his shoulder, and he kissed her ear as their heartbeats gradually slowed.


  “Can we go in now?” His voice was filled with amusement.


  She giggled. “I’m sorry. My hormones got the better of me.”


  “I noticed.” He stroked her cheek. “You little minx. You know I can’t resist you.”


  So he was admitting he’d tried. She levered herself off him and managed to slip back into the passenger seat. “Will you come in? For a cup of coffee.”


  “Okay.”


  Thank goodness he’d agreed to stay—she’d worried he’d drive off as soon as they were done. She led him into the cabin, which was small but beautifully decorated in dark green and cream furnishings, with local paintings on the walls. She put the kettle on while he stood looking out of the window across the orchard. He glanced over his shoulder as she took two mugs and began to make the coffee. “There’s a kiwi out there,” he said. “You can hear it crying.”


  “Crying?” She listened, and then heard the mournful wail echo through the darkness. “Oh, that’s so sad.”


  “It’s okay, it’s not sad. It’s a mating call. Little bugger’s feeling horny.”


  She laughed and poured the hot water in. “Sounds like someone else I know.”


  “Yes. Catherine.”


  She brought his cup over to him. “I was talking about you, Heathcliff.”


  “Me? I was just driving the car.” He gave her an exasperated look.


  She grinned. “Point taken. But I’m glad you gave in.” She took his hand. “Wanna come lie on the bed? The Mummy has just started on Sky TV.”


  “I love that film.”


  “I knew you would.” She smiled and pulled him toward the bedroom.


  Chapter 28


  Heath followed her reluctantly. This is a mistake. His brain thought it, but his heart wouldn’t agree. So he let her lead him to the bed, and he stretched out, welcoming her into his arms, and they cuddled up to watch the film.


  His mind was only half on it, however. He’d spent the last few days thinking of ways to get her to accept that she missed him when they weren’t together. He’d phoned her so often that Alex had started to answer the phone with a “Hello, Heath”. But it hadn’t worked. She’d refused to talk to him and had returned his presents. Alex had been right—she’d decided she didn’t want a relationship, and she wasn’t going to give in.


  So where did that leave him? If she refused to do anything other than have sex when they met, what did that mean for the long term? As much as he loved sex, Heath wasn’t the sort of guy to sleep with a dozen different women and then forget about them as soon as they left. When he committed himself, he did it with all his heart.


  He wasn’t used to this. Having to fight so hard for what he wanted. Usually once he set his mind on something—whether it was a woman or an artefact—it would be in his possession within days, weeks at the most. But this woman left him flummoxed. She whisked precious treasures from beneath his nose, and she was refusing to be seduced into a relationship. He couldn’t make the girl love him, or force her to spend time with him. He was starting to realise that she was calling the shots—and he didn’t like it one bit.


  Turning to get his coffee, he stared at the bedside table and picked up the tiny penguin sitting next to her clock. “What’s he doing here?” he asked, amused.


  “Foxy insisted on coming.” She kissed it and put it on her side of the bed.


  He sighed. He knew she was on the way to loving him. Everything she did told him that, except the words from her mouth. But that was the most important part. And what was the point in loving someone if you wouldn’t let yourself be with them? Okay, so it was early days and maybe if they continued like this for a while, she’d come around to the idea. But something told him she wouldn’t. Whatever had happened when she was younger had prejudiced her against relationships. She was never going to want to settle down, to have a family, a proper home life. And he wanted those things. He wanted a wife, kids, a family home. He was thirty now, and while it was hardly old, he wasn’t exactly a teenager either. He was ready for commitment, for stability. And Cat wasn’t.


  As the film drew to a close, he sat up and swung his legs over the bed. “I really should go.”


  She got up swiftly and walked around in front of him to catch his hands. “Oh no you don’t. There’s something I’ve been planning since China. For the next time we met.”


  “Oh?” He didn’t want to know. But he couldn’t stop himself pausing to find out. He was so weak. He hated himself.


  She knelt between his legs and gave him a wicked smile. “This was the next fantasy on my list.” She started to undo the zipper on his shorts again.


  He stared at her. “Catherine…”


  “I’ve been dreaming about it for weeks. I haven’t been able to get the idea of it out of my head.” She licked her lips and studied his erection, which had miraculously sprung to life again. “I’ve not done it before, Heath. I didn’t think I’d ever want to. But thought of taking you in my mouth, tasting you…”


  He leaned back on his hands. “Oh, Jesus.” What man would be able to say no to that?


  She closed her hand around him. “Tell me what you like.”


  He sighed. Then he reached out and touched her hair. “Anything you do is fine by me, sweetheart.”


  “That’s not very helpful,” she said wryly. “Tell me if I’m cold, warm or hot, at least.” She sent him a sexy glance that made his blood boil. Then she closed her lips over him. Sliding them down his erection, she took him deep inside the warm cavern of her mouth.


  Exquisite sensations overwhelmed him and he tipped his head back and gasped. “Oh jeez, red hot.”


  She gave a little laugh, and then she gave herself over to pleasuring him, her tongue velvety smooth, licking and sucking and driving him to the edge of ecstasy.


  He bore it for as long as was humanly possible, but she was too beautiful, her mouth too hot, to go on for long. Damn it. He wanted to make it last, but after only a few minutes he was close to climaxing and he couldn’t hold out for much longer. Her blonde hair brushing his thighs tortured him physically and visually, and the sight of her lips around him could have made him come on its own. Combined with the sensation of being inside her hot mouth… Oh dear God, did she know what she was doing to him?


  “Catherine…” He was having trouble holding back long enough to form the words, but he had to tell her. He warned her huskily, “I’m going to come,” expecting her to lift her head. To his shock, however, she just gave a murmur of approval and took him deeper inside, swallowing him whole, and that was it, everything tightened, and he erupted into her mouth. Unable to believe what she was doing, he cried out and clenched his hand in her hair, his head tipping back as emotion and sensation washed over him.


  Afterward, she wiped her thumb and finger slowly from the corners of her mouth to the middle of her lower lip. “Now every time I lick my lips in public,” she giggled, “you’ll know what I’m thinking about.”


  Heath didn’t say anything. He just looked at her, blinking, slightly dazed. She frowned, concerned.


  “Are you okay?” She touched his hand. “Did I do something wrong? Did I hurt you?”


  He shook his head, but still didn’t speak. He lay back on the bed and covered his face with his hands, and then ran them through his hair.


  He felt completely overwhelmed. He’d been with his share of women, and only a small proportion of them had enjoyed performing oral sex. Some of those hadn’t liked him coming in their mouth—a couple of others had politely used a tissue afterward. He didn’t mind particularly, but he’d rather they didn’t bother if they didn’t enjoy it. But Cat made him feel sexy and gorgeous and wanted—which was completely ironic because she was the one person not interested in him, not really.


  She smiled and came to sit beside him, and stroked his cheek. “You’re so sweet, sometimes. I love you.”


  The words obviously came out before she could stop them. Clearly, she hadn’t even known she was going to say them. He didn’t know who was most surprised, her or him.


  He stared at her. “What?”


  Her eyes widened. “Shit. Sorry. That kind of slipped out.” She met his gaze for a moment and then looked away, standing up.


  Quickly zipping himself up, he stood and caught her hand as she went to walk into the lounge. “Catherine…”


  “It didn’t mean anything.” Her voice was hard. “It was a slip of the tongue. Don’t get all romantic on me.”


  He gave a harsh laugh. “You’re incredible. You’ve just told me you love me, but you still won’t admit it to yourself.”


  She went scarlet. “What are you talking about? This isn’t love. We’re just having sex.”


  “Bullshit.” He was angry now. “I know I haven’t said it but I’ve tried to show you, and I’ll say it now. I love you, Catherine.”


  The colour faded from her face as quickly as it had come. “Don’t. You don’t love me. You can’t—we’ve met less than half a dozen times.”


  “Ever heard of love at first sight?”


  “Don’t mock me,” she snapped.


  “I’m not.” He fixed her with a firm stare. “I’m crazy about you. I love you, and I know you feel the same way about me.”


  Her eyes turned steely. “Don’t tell me what I do or don’t feel. I don’t love you. You’re convenient. We’re using each other for physical relief, that’s all.”


  Hurt made him catch his breath.


  He shook his head and put his hands on his hips. “I don’t want this.”


  She glared at him. “This what?”


  “This.” He gestured around him. “Having sex and then not knowing when I’m going to see you again. Not knowing who you’re with, what you’re doing. Having you pretend you don’t have feelings for me. I can’t do it, Catherine. I won’t do it.”


  “Some guys would kill for this,” she said angrily. “For hot sex with absolutely no commitment.”


  “Maybe. But I’m not one of them.” He saw the pain on her face and sighed, his anger fading. He reached out and touched her cheek. “I’m in love with you. It’s early days, and if I’m very careful, I might be able to haul myself back from the edge. But I can’t carry on like this. I’m just going to fall for you further. And it’s killing me.”


  He hesitated and took her hand. “Tell me you love me again, and mean it. Tell me you don’t want me to go—that you know we’re meant to be together. That you want to at least try to make it work.” He slipped a hand into her hair. “I want to marry you, Catherine. Share a house with you. Have babies with you. Look after you, bring you home to meet my family, grow old with you. Wouldn’t you like that?”


  Her eyes were bright green, shining in the semi-darkness. She shook her head, and his heart sank. “That life’s not for me,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. I can’t give you what you want.”


  “Why not?” He was so frustrated he could have torn the cabin down with his bare hands. “What’s your big secret? Tell me! Tell me why you ran away from home, what happened to you that was so bad you can’t bear to think of letting any man get close?”


  “I told you in China, Heath, I’m damaged goods.” A tear ran down her face. “I told you not to fall for me.”


  “I can’t help it. I love you.” He wiped her tear away with his thumb. “Don’t you trust me?”


  “More than I’ve ever trusted anyone,” she said brokenly.


  He bit his lip. “But not enough.”


  Another tear spilled out. “I just can’t.”


  He pulled her into his arms. “And I can’t make do with pieces of you. It’s not enough for me.”


  “I understand.”


  He rested his forehead on hers. “I don’t want this to be over.”


  She nodded, tears flowing freely. “But it sounds like it kind of is.”


  Even then, she wouldn’t fold, wouldn’t admit she needed him. Heath wanted to bawl like a girl, to scream like a toddler, but he didn’t. He kissed her forehead, letting his lips linger for a moment. Then he walked out. He got into the car, started the engine, and reversed out of the drive.


  By nine o’clock the next morning, Cat was walking down to the local coffee shop where she had agreed to meet the son of a local Maori kaumatua, or elder. She’d told Heath when they were at the bar the night before that her appointment was at 1pm, and he’d told her his was the same time, and they’d realised that the young Maori was clearly hoping to play them off one against the other. That morning, however, she’d rung Rapine and asked to meet him earlier, hoping to conclude the deal and get out of Kerikeri before Heath realised what was going on. If she was going to end up without him, she might as well have the weapons to cheer herself up.


  She tried to tell herself that a suitcase full of ancient weapons was going to be a suitable substitute for sex with a gorgeous archaeologist, and almost believed it, until she thought about the look in his eyes as he’d kissed her before he’d left.


  But she wasn’t going to think about that. She’d spent all night playing it over in her head without coming to a different conclusion. He deserved better than her—he needed a woman willing to settle down and provide him with the things she couldn’t. She’d done the right thing by forcing him to end it. Trying to carry it on, persuading him to sleep with her when they met up—it wasn’t fair to him. Even if she did miss him terribly.


  She shook her head, concentrating on the bright Kiwi sunshine and the smell of coffee emanating from the cafe ahead of her and trying to ignore her misery. She adored the espresso coffee the New Zealanders made, with steamed milk and just the right amount of foam on the top, usually with a little fern drawn on the surface. She was in the mood for coffee. Possibly with a slug of brandy.


  Then she saw the car outside the shop. It was Heath’s rental. A rather beaten up car was parked in front of it, and beside it stood Heath and a Maori guy that she presumed was Rapine. The Maori guy must have called Heath and told him she’d asked to meet earlier.


  Heath looked over his shoulder as she approached. Their gazes met briefly before he looked back at Rapine.


  The Maori guy was young and looked nervous. She could understand why. Heath was glowering, hands on hips, towering over the slighter, shorter Maori lad.


  “Kia ora,” she said, walking up to him. “You must be Rapine—I’m Dr Cat Livingstone. We spoke on the phone.”


  “Yes.” He pronounced it “yis”. He looked at Heath. “This is Dr Roberts from Te Papa Museum.” His Antipodean accent had the distinctive lilting, clipped intonation that most Maori seemed to have.


  She looked at Heath, who looked coolly back.


  Rapine glanced between them curiously. “Do you two know each other?”


  “Yes,” said Cat.


  “No,” said Heath at the same time.


  “Okay…” Rapine lifted his chin. “Let’s talk business.” He indicated the boot of his car, presumably where the weapons were.


  “Let’s not,” said Heath shortly. He turned to Cat. “He hasn’t got permission from the kaumatua to sell these.”


  “They belong to the iwi,” Rapine protested. “I am the elder’s son—I have as much right to sell them as he does.”


  Cat’s heart sank. “I understood the tribe had agreed.”


  Rapine looked determined. “The iwi were divided. Some of them didn’t agree. But we need the money. We have to build a new jetty down on the foreshore. And our primary school needs books and sports equipment. The elders prize our history and culture above everything—they can’t see that we need to live in the here and now.”


  Cat studied him, realizing he was older than she’d first thought. He made a sound argument, but that didn’t mean he had the right to sell the weapons. Items like that always had spiritual and cultural significance. It had only been his insistence that he’d had the authority of the tribe behind him that had convinced her to come.


  Heath glared at her. “Don’t even think about it. You’re not buying them.”


  Anger flared in her stomach. She would never consider removing an item from its cultural home if its local community didn’t want to sell. The thought that Heath considered her capable of doing such a thing hurt her feelings. But she wasn’t about to tell him that. “Who are you to say what I can or can’t buy?” she snapped.


  He scowled. “This conversation is over.” He pointed at Rapine. “You’re going back to your village and you’re going to return those weapons to wherever you got them from.”


  “Heath!” Cat stared at him. “You can’t tell him what to do like that.”


  “I most certainly can.”


  She glared at him. “If you don’t want to buy them, that’s fine. But if someone else wants to buy them, it’s none of your business.”


  He’d taken on that lazy, relaxed look that she was beginning to understand meant he was furious. And she knew it wasn’t really about the weapons.


  He took her by the arm and marched her a few yards down the road, turning her to face him. “Tell me you’re not going to buy those weapons,” he said carefully.


  She wasn’t going to agree with him just because he was bullying her into it. She lifted her chin. “I’ll do nothing of the sort.”


  His eyes met hers. Finally, she saw, shimmering in the hazel depths like stones at the bottom of a pool, the deep, deep hurt he’d been trying to hide. “I don’t know you at all, do I?” he said quietly. “What a fool I’ve been. I thought the woman in my bed wasn’t the Black Cat. But you’ve been her all along.”


  “We’re one and the same—you can’t separate us. You told me that about you and the Fox,” she reminded him, trying not to cry.


  “Yeah,” he said. “But I was lying.” He released her arm. “I guess I’ll see you around.” And he turned and walked back to his car, got in, and drove away without a backward glance.


  Chapter 29


  “You’re going with Ed to a strip club,” Lucy said firmly. “Tonight.”


  “No, I’m not,” Heath replied, just as determinedly.


  “Honey, you need to get drunk, and you need to get laid. It’s the only cure for being in love.”


  Heath swore loudly, slammed his pen on the table and stood up. “Will you leave it out? I’ve had as much as I can take from you, Ed, Judith, Mum, Dad, and the rest of the goddamn family.”


  His sister-in-law shrugged, totally unaffected by Heath’s show of temper. “We’re worried about you. You’ve never been like this before.”


  “I’ve been back four days, not four months—I can’t see why you’re so worried.”


  “Sweetie, usually you forget about a girl five minutes after she’s out the door. For you, four days of moping is an eternity. It’s not surprising we’re worried.”


  Heath’s gaze dropped to his desk. He sighed heavily and sat again, putting his head in his hands. “I can’t get her out of my mind. She’s all I think about. I thought it would get easier, but it only seems to be getting worse.”


  He closed his eyes. He’d played over the scene outside the coffee shop a million times. He’d been cruel to her, and then he’d walked away from her. It was the only thing he could have done, but it didn’t stop him feeling like a heel. He missed her. He wanted her. But she didn’t want him. The conundrum went around and around in his head like a kid refusing to get off a Ferris wheel.


  Lucy studied him. Heath adored his sister-in-law. She reminded him of a spaniel puppy with her glossy brown curls and huge eyes. Now those eyes were filled with sympathy. “She really got to you, this one, didn’t she?”


  Heath sighed and rested his forehead on a hand. He looked up at her. “She was The One,” he said simply. “Or I thought she was.”


  “The One?” Lucy raised her eyebrows.


  “You know. The One. Mrs Right.” Heath looked down at his desk and fiddled with his stapler. “Or I thought she was. I knew she was anti-commitment. But I thought I could talk her around.” He punched the stapler, ejecting a folded piece of metal onto the table. “Turns out I couldn’t.”


  “Maybe she’s changed her mind, now she’s had time to think about it.”


  “I doubt it. She’s so stubborn. There’s no way she’d call me in a million years.”


  “And there’s absolutely no chance she’d be interested in anything more?”


  “Absolutely none.” Heath doodled with his pen.


  He knew things had to change. He had to do something to move on. She was probably in Rome or Berlin or Moscow flirting with some guy to get access to a dinosaur bone nobody had ever heard of or would be interested in seeing.


  He sighed. “Maybe I will go with Ed tonight. I’ve got to get her out of my brain. Perhaps having sex with someone else would work.” He closed his eyes and received a brief flash of Cat’s mouth closing around him as she went down on him, his hand tight in her blonde hair. He put his head in his hands again. “Oh God.”


  Lucy sighed. “Do you love her?”


  Heath looked at where he’d doodled a drawing of a black cat. There was no hope for him whatsoever. “Yes.”


  “And do you think she loves you?”


  “Yes.”


  “So…you’ve got to go back to her. Tell her how you feel. Talk her into it. You weren’t head of the debating team for nothing.”


  Heath shook his head. Then he leaned back in the chair and studied Lucy again. “It won’t work. I know that. For us to work, she would have to admit she wants me, and that’s not going to happen. I’ve got to move on.” He looked at the documents on his desk awaiting his attention, but the words swam in front of his eyes. “How do I do that again?”


  Lucy stood. “For God’s sake, man, it’s Christmas Eve. You look like you haven’t eaten in a fortnight. Come out with me and get a mince pie or something.”


  He knew she wouldn’t give in, not where food was involved. She treated him as she treated her two kids: firmly and stubbornly, with food and sleep being top priority. “Okay.” He scooped his papers together. “Let me just make sure there’s nothing urgent in here, and I’ll be right with you.”


  Cat stood by the window, looking out at the gardens in front of the hospital. They always tried to make them beautiful so the patients had somewhere nice to walk during the day, but, inevitably, they were inhabited by smokers, or people in gowns shuffling around in slippers with white faces. Now, at eight in the evening, they were filled with shadows. She wouldn’t be surprised if they were haunted with the spirits of those who didn’t make it out of the place.


  She hated hospitals. She would have given anything to go home and crash out in her own bed. But she couldn’t leave Alexander.


  She turned and looked at the old man lying in the bed across the room from her. Tubes led from him to a ventilator, and he looked pale and small in his striped pyjamas. He’d had a heart attack, and it wasn’t yet clear whether he would be strong enough to recover from it. He might die there, in the hospital room, with only Cat to give a damn that this fine man wouldn’t see another day.


  She looked back out of the window, her mobile phone in her hand. Numerous times, she’d dialled the number for Te Papa in Wellington. And every time, she’d cancelled it before anyone answered.


  Ringing Heath meant giving in. It meant admitting she wanted him, needed him, something she’d never said to anyone in her life, not even Alexander, although they’d both known he and Melissa had saved her life as clearly as she’d saved theirs that day on the street. She didn’t want to do it. She didn’t want to admit to Heath or to herself that she needed him. Besides which, she didn’t want to burden him. They’d made the break—he’d be getting on with his life.


  But she did need him, and she did want him. She’d wanted him when she left him in bed in the ice hotel; when she woke up to find he’d vanished from the room in Cairo; when she’d got on the plane in Xian; the moment he walked away from her outside the coffee shop. She’d wanted him all the way home on the plane flight. She’d wanted him every minute of the four days they’d been apart. And the first thing she’d thought about when on the way to the hospital on hearing of Alexander’s heart attack was Heath, and she’d cried, ashamed her distress wasn’t only due to the fact that the man she thought of as her father was possibly going to die.


  She missed him. So much, she couldn’t eat, sleep, or think straight. She needed to hear his voice again.


  Biting her lip hard, she dialled the number for the museum again and put the phone to her ear.


  This time, when the receptionist answered, Cat asked the woman to put her through to Dr Heath Roberts’ office. She closed her eyes, trying hard not to cry. She had to keep calm and not put any pressure on him. It was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, to stand there and wait for him to answer. His phone rang and rang. It would be just after nine in the morning there. And of course it was already Christmas Eve in New Zealand—she’d forgotten. Perhaps he didn’t work on Christmas Eve?


  She was about to hang up when the phone clicked, and then he said, “Heath Roberts.”


  Emotion rushed through her at the sound of his deep voice, and she had to bite her lip again, willing herself to keep calm.


  In the background, she heard a woman say, “Honey, I told you not to answer. It’s just some crank in corduroy pants wanting to sell you some ancient crap nobody’s interested in.”


  “Lucy,” Heath scolded, his voice muffled, presumably with his hand over the phone.


  Cat’s heart pounded. Of course, Lucy could be a work colleague. But her use of the word “honey” suggested something more. She hesitated as tears threatened to fall. “Hello?” he said again into the receiver. “Sorry.”


  She closed her eyes. “Hi.” She cleared her throat and tried again. “Hi, Heath. It’s Cat. Cat Livingstone. From the British Museum. In London.”


  There was a moment of silence. Then he said, with wry amusement, “I guessed that. I only know one Cat. Hey, sweetheart.”


  His endearment made her eyes fill with tears. She bit her lip again and looked up at the ceiling.


  “How are you doing?” he asked.


  “Okay.”


  A pause.


  He cleared his throat. “Where are you?”


  “London.”


  Another pause.


  “How have you been?”


  “Fine.” She looked at her shoes.


  A slightly longer pause.


  Then he said, “What’s up, love?”


  She forced herself to swallow, to calm down. “It’s Alex.”


  “What’s happened?”


  Cat shook her hand in the air as if that would stave off the emotional tsunami she could see approaching her. “He’s had a heart attack. I’m in hospital with him.” She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth.


  He paused for a moment. Then he said, “Which hospital?”


  What did it matter? She told him, somewhat impatiently. Then she heard him say something to the Lucy woman, his voice muffled again.


  When he came back, his tone was gentle. “Are you okay?”


  “Yes.” And then the wave washed over her, and she sank into a chair. “No.” She rested her forehead on her free hand. “Heath, I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t have called. I know we said we wouldn’t, but…I just needed to talk to you. I miss you. But friends are allowed to miss friends, aren’t they?” She tried to make her voice light-hearted and failed miserably.


  “Sure,” he said. “Absolutely.”


  “Heath?” Her voice was small, pathetic.


  “Yes?”


  “You know you’re more to me than a friend, right?” Her eyes filled, and she bit her lip. She felt as if she’d just stood herself in front of the English archers at Agincourt and their bows were all pointed at her.


  He hesitated. Then he said, “Hold on. I’ll just be a minute.”


  She held the phone tightly, her throat so constricted she couldn’t swallow. What was he doing? What was so important he’d ignored the most significant thing she’d ever said to a man in her entire life? Was he saying goodbye to his girlfriend? Putting Cat on hold while he kissed her? Tears broke free and rolled down her face, and she covered her mouth with her shaking hand.


  “Catherine?”


  She could only answer with a huge sob. She’d never sounded so femininely pitiful in her entire life and she hated herself for it.


  He spoke firmly. “Hang in there, honey. There’s a flight in ninety minutes. Lucy’s booking me on now.”


  “Lucy?” she managed to squeak.


  “My sister-in-law. She’ll drive me to the airport.”


  The relief was so great, she could only reply with an even louder sob.


  “Sweetheart, I know it’s a long flight, but I’ll be there late tomorrow. Don’t go anywhere. Okay?”


  “Okay,” she whispered.


  “I’ve got to go now or I won’t make the plane. I love you.” He didn’t wait for her to answer and hung up.


  He was flying across the world for her. On Christmas Eve. And he still loved her.


  She burst into tears.


  Chapter 30


  Heath arrived at the private hospital just after midnight, London time. He was tired, dishevelled and slightly disoriented—his eyes stung, and he’d had to resort to his glasses. But as he waited for the elevator to take him to the ICU, he could only feel excitement at the thought of seeing Cat again.


  When he arrived at the nurse’s station, he gave his name and asked if the nurse could direct him to Alexander’s room.


  “Are you a relative?” the stern-looking nurse asked.


  Without hesitation, he replied, “I’m Catherine’s partner.”


  “Ah. Okay. This way, please.”


  “How’s he doing?” Heath walked beside her along the corridor.


  “Actually, he’s improved over the last couple of hours—we’ve taken him off the respirator. You’re welcome to stay. We don’t have visiting hours as such, but if we think you’re tiring him, you will be asked to leave.”


  “Yes ma’am,” said Heath.


  She gave him an amused look before stopping outside a room, and looked in. “Oh, Cat’s not there. She’s probably gone to get a coffee. She won’t be long—she’s hardly left his side.”


  “Okay.” He smiled as she opened the door for him.


  He paused in the doorway. The room looked like the space shuttle—full of wires and flashing lights and buttons. Alexander lay in the bed, attached to a gazillion tubes and drips. But he was breathing on his own, and he had colour to his cheeks.


  Heath walked over and stood beside him as the nurse checked the screens and fiddled with the drips. He felt awkward being there—he didn’t know the old man well, after all, and the last time they’d met in Xi’an, Alexander had threatened to punch his lights out. He didn’t want to give him another heart attack if he happened to wake up. But it was already too late, because Alexander’s eyelids fluttered, and then he looked up.


  Heath smiled and put a hand on his arm. “Hey, Professor Hammond. It’s Heath Roberts. Cat’s just popped out—she won’t be long.”


  Alexander studied him. “Heath?” His voice was croaky and he swallowed. “What are you doing here?”


  “Doing what you told me to.” Heath winked at him. “Looking after your protégée.”


  Alexander gave a short, weak laugh. The nurse glanced at Heath warningly. Alexander looked across at her and rolled his eyes at Heath. Then he whispered, “She didn’t do it, you know.”


  Heath knew he should tell the old man not to talk, but Alexander’s words intrigued him. “Do what?”


  “Buy the Maori weapons. She sent the guy packing. She’s a good girl.” Alexander’s eyelids fluttered again and the nurse gave Heath another warning glance.


  “Go to sleep,” Heath said softly, patting his arm. Alexander did so, his chest rising and falling shallowly, but evenly.


  A shadow moved in the room, and Heath looked up at the doorway. Cat stood there staring at him. She wore jeans and an old blue jumper and looked thin and pale. She’d scraped her hair back in a ponytail and wore no make-up.


  The nurse looked at them. “I’ll be back in two minutes,” she warned. “Keep your voices down.” And she left the room.


  Heath watched her go, and then his gaze slid back to Cat. “Hey.” His heart pounded, but he made his pose casual.


  “Hey,” she said back. She bit her lip. She didn’t move. “You came,” she said quietly.


  “Of course I came. That’s what friends do when other friends are in trouble.”


  Her eyes went glassy and her lip trembled. Then a tear spilled down her cheek.


  He sighed. “Oh come here.” He walked over, and she met him halfway. He wrapped his arms around her, and she started crying into his jacket.


  He let her cry, kissing her hair and stroking her back until she finally quieted. She pulled back and left the circle of his arms for a tissue from the bedside table. She dried her eyes, not looking at him. Then she said, “Let’s go outside. I don’t want to wake Alex.”


  He followed her out and down the hall to a leisure room with chairs and sofas and a TV. It was now nearly eleven-thirty, though, and the room was empty, cast in darkness. Neither of them turned on a light, content to see by the light from the corridor. He took off his jacket and hung it over a chair, then shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans.


  She walked to the window, looking down at the gardens. He went over to stand beside her. The sky was heavy and grey, and the meteorologists had forecast snow.


  “Thank you for coming all that way for me,” she whispered.


  He reached out and touched her cheek. “I’d do anything for you. Haven’t you got that yet?”


  She rested her cheek in his palm. “I thought I’d lost you.”


  He stroked her skin with his thumb. “Never. If you want me, I’m here.”


  “I do. I really do. It’s just… I don’t know how to have a relationship. I’m so crap at it, Heath. I’ve kept my heart intact all these years and promised myself I’d never open myself up to being hurt again, and I’m scared.”


  He dropped his hand to hold hers and pulled her over to the sofa with him. He sat, bringing her with him, and held her hand. “Sweetheart, that’s okay. Relationships are scary. People say things like ‘I’ll love you forever,’ but that doesn’t really mean anything because you can’t promise how you’re going to feel in a year’s time, or even a month’s time. All we can say is ‘I like you, I enjoy being with you, and I’d like to get to know you better.’ Surely that doesn’t sound too scary?”


  She looked down and examined his brown hand, his long fingers. “I suppose not. I just…”


  He raised her fingers and kissed them. “I know this is going to be difficult for you. But I need you to tell me why you left your parents and ran away to London.”


  “I don’t know… I can’t…”


  “Come on. It’s just me here. I’m not going to make judgments—I just need to know. We can’t move forward until then.”


  Chapter 31


  He was right—she knew it. But it was just so hard. She’d shut away those feelings for so long—did she really want to dig them all up again?


  Basically, though, it came down to two choices. Either she opened up and told him, or she kept quiet and would lose him. And that wasn’t really a choice at all.


  “Okay,” she whispered. She cleared her throat. “You may not have guessed by my accent, but I was actually born very working class.”


  “I didn’t realise that, no.”


  “I know the term doesn’t really mean much to Kiwis as you don’t have the same class system over there. But here in England, even today there’s a class system. You’re judged by your accent and your education rather than your wealth. Anyway, my parents were very ordinary, my father worked in the local paper mill, my mother was a cleaner. And when I was two years old, they died in a car accident.”


  His eyes widened. “Oh.”


  She continued on matter-of-factly. “I was adopted by my mother’s sister Anna and her husband, Liam. He was a manual labourer who worked on building sites.” Her stomach clenched just talking about him, but she made herself continue, conscious of Heath’s fingers stroking her own. “He didn’t have a qualification to his name. But he was good looking. He was one of those men who got whatever he wanted by using charm. That’s how he got Anna—she was a shop girl, and she was bowled over by this handsome jack-the-lad who swept her off her feet.”


  She sighed, the words coming easier now she’d made the decision to tell him. “He was a terrible philanderer—he was always out at the local pub getting drunk and going off with other women. Anna was already a sour, resentful woman by all accounts, and his unfaithfulness tipped her over the edge. She was horrible to him, and in return, he beat her.”


  He tightened his fingers on hers, his face filled with pity and, underneath it all, anger. He stroked his thumb across her knuckles. “Did he hit you?”


  “Sometimes. Not very often. Only if I got in his way when he was angry.” She pushed away the memory of his belt cutting into her back.


  “Is that why you left?


  “Partly. Anna never stood up for me—in fact she seemed quite pleased when he turned his anger on me. But anyway, that wasn’t all of it.” She had to carry on with the story and get it off her chest. “When I was fifteen, he came home drunk one night. And he tried to…” Her voice tailed off as emotion overwhelmed her.


  Heath went pale. “He abused you?”


  “He wanted to. I didn’t let him get that far. I grabbed my coat and my purse and left—just walked out, and kept walking.” She shivered, remembering the day so clearly. “I thumbed a lift to London and lost myself in the city. Begged for food, lived on the streets. It was hard and frightening, and several times I nearly went back, but I couldn’t bear the thought of living there. I know he would have tried again.” Tears rang down her face.


  Heath pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all that.”


  “It’s okay.” Her voice was muffled against his jumper. “Alex and Melissa found me, and they were wonderful—I’ve always thought of them as my real parents. They brought me up as their own, and I told them I wanted to forget who I was, forget Catherine—you see, that was what my aunt and uncle called me. But Alex and Melissa called me Cat, and they gave me speech lessons, educated me, and helped me to put her behind me.”


  “And there’s me insisting on calling you Catherine.” His voice was hoarse. He rested his lips on her hair. “Can you forgive me?”


  She pulled back, wiping her face. “Actually, the strange thing is that now, having told you everything, it’s like I can finally stop trying to ignore my past. The things that happened forced me to meet Alex and Melissa, and that’s a good thing. And you using my name—it erased the memory of him saying it, you know?”


  He cupped her face. “You’re so brave. No wonder you found it difficult to trust again.”


  She swallowed. “I haven’t told you, but I did try to have a relationship. I met a guy a few years ago, another archaeologist, and we dated for a few weeks. We actually got to bed, but when he tried to…well, you know, he couldn’t. I was so nervous I just clamped up tight. And he was so horrible to me about it—I promised myself I’d never go there again.”


  Heath looked genuinely puzzled. “But you slept with me in Sweden. How on earth did you make that step?”


  “I wasn’t going to,” she admitted. “I was trying to get the necklace and thought I’d get you into the bedroom and then escape.”


  “So what happened?”


  She met his hazel eyes and her cheeks grew warm. “I got seduced.”


  He started to chuckle. “Is that a complaint?”


  “No.” She reached up and touched his face. “It was the best thing that ever happened to me. You’ve been so patient with me, Heath. And I’m sorry I’ve kept you at arm’s length.”


  He turned his head and kissed her hand. “I understand. I think it was good for me to have to work hard to get what I wanted for once. It made me realise just how much I wanted you.” He pulled her toward him and touched his lips to hers. “Merry Christmas.”


  Her eyes widened. “Is it Christmas Day already?”


  “I think so.” His brow creased. “I’m not sure. I’m a bit jet-lagged.”


  She bit her lip. “I’m sorry to take you away from your family on Christmas Day.”


  He brushed her hair from her face. “I’d rather be with you.”


  “Oh.” She frowned. “I haven’t got you anything.”


  “Well, I’ve got something for you.” He hesitated. Then, to her shock, he pulled something out of his pocket, moved forward on the seat, and knelt before her. He opened the jewellery box to show her the gleaming diamond ring. “Dr Catherine Livingstone, will you marry me and make me the happiest man on earth?”


  She stared at him, open mouthed. “Are you serious?”


  “Yes.”


  “But, but…” She couldn’t believe he’d asked her. “We’ve not even known each other a month. I’m screwed up, and you might change your mind after a few weeks in my company. I’m grumpy in the mornings. And useless at cooking.”


  “We’ll work it out,” he said, smiling.


  She studied the ring and couldn’t stop herself reaching out to touch it. “Where did you get it?”


  “When the plane stopped to refuel in LA, I rang a friend in London and asked him to get it for me. I described what I wanted, but I know you didn’t get to choose it and it may not be the perfect fit. So I’d be happy for you to take it back and get exactly what you wanted.”


  She pulled it out of the box and slid it onto her finger. It fitted perfectly.


  “It’s beautiful,” she whispered, turning it so it glittered in the light.


  “So is that a yes?” His eyes were hopeful.


  She still couldn’t believe it. “It’s not going to be easy,” she said, trying to stop her heart swelling. “I’m not going to forget everything just because I’ve opened up to you.”


  “I know. Telling me all your problems won’t make them go away. You’re not going to suddenly never think of your past again. But I hope it means we’ve taken the first, tiny step on the road to moving forward.”


  He kissed her fingers. “Catherine, I want you to know that I’d never, ever, do anything to hurt you. I understand what you’ve been through, and I’ll bear that in mind when we’re in bed. Sex should never hurt, or be shameful, or humiliating. Any time I do—or suggest I do—anything you don’t like, I want you to tell me. I won’t be annoyed or upset. We’ll just think of something different to do.”


  She nodded, hope beginning to flower inside her.


  “After saying that,” he continued, a smile creeping onto his face, “I’m not going to change because of what you told me. I’m not going to stop trying to shock you, because I like the light that comes on behind your eyes when I say something that turns you on.” Her cheeks grew hot, but he tucked a finger under her chin so she couldn’t look away. “I’m going to continue to love you in ways you can’t even conceive of yet, because I can see the passion fluttering inside you like birds caught in a cage, and every time I love you I let one of those birds out. And I’m not going to stop until they’re all free.”


  “Oh,” she said. For a moment, it was all she could think of to say. Then she managed to add, “But…what would we do? You live in New Zealand, and I live here.”


  “We can spend some of our time here, some there. Or I’ll move to London, or you can move to New Zealand. I’ll do whatever you want. I just want to be with you.” And then he sat back beside her, slid his cool hand through her hair to the nape of her neck, and he lowered his lips to hers.


  For a moment, she remained motionless. Then she melted into him and put her arms around his neck, the layer of ice that had formed around her heart so many years ago finally beginning to thaw. He was right—she wasn’t going to be able to forget everything overnight, and it would be a long while before she’d be able to let herself trust him completely. But his words had touched her in a way that nothing and nobody had been able to, not even Alex, who loved her how a father should love a daughter. Heath’s declaration that he wasn’t going to stop showing her how he felt meant more to her than any flowers or presents he could ever have bought her.


  “I love you,” she said when they finally drew back.


  The joy that lit his features was reward enough. “I love you too, sweetheart.”


  “Oh look,” she said, glancing at the window. “It’s snowing.”


  They stood and walked over to look outside. Heath moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back against his warm body. He nuzzled her ear and kissed her neck.


  “You’re supposed to be looking at the snow,” she scolded.


  “I’d rather look at you.”


  She slipped a hand into his hair and watched their reflection in the window with half-lidded eyes as he pressed light kisses down her neck.


  She’d only meant to have a winter fling. But this Christmas story was turning out to have a very happy ending.
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