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One Hot Winter’s Night

Serenity Woods

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.

About the Author

Serenity Woods lives in the sub-tropical Northland of New Zealand with her wonderful husband and gorgeous teenage son. She writes fun, flirty, and sexy romances in a variety of romantic sub-genres. Serenity has won several writing competitions and is a member of Romance Writers of New Zealand. She would much rather immerse herself in reading or writing romance than do the dusting and ironing, which is why it’s not a great idea to pop round if you have any allergies.

You can check out all her books at
www.serenitywoodsromance.com
.
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To my very own Silver Fox
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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.
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