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CHAPTER ONE
‘MAX FALCONER? You’re in luck. That’s him over there.’

Cairo’s gaze followed the pointing finger to where a lean, dusty-looking man was unloading equipment from the back of an equally dusty pick-up truck. Unaware of her interest, he paused to take off his hat and wipe his forehead with the back of his arm in a gesture that told Cairo that he was as hot and tired as she was.

Her green eyes rested on him a little doubtfully. Max Falconer will help you, they had all said. You couldn’t have a better guide, they’d told her. Max knows his way around the plateau as well as any Tuareg.

Cairo had been intrigued by what she had been told of the Englishman who had made his home in the desert, and had secretly imagined a flamboyant, rather romantic figure, but as she watched him methodically unload his truck she was conscious of a pang of disappointment. This man wasn’t romantic at all. He merely looked tired and bad-tempered.

‘Are you sure that’s him?’ she asked the young engineer who had stopped to give her directions.

He grinned. ‘That’s him all right. There’s only one Max Falconer.’

Cairo suppressed a sigh. Nothing was turning out as she had expected this trip. There were no guides available in the town, but when she had been told about the English geologist her spirits had risen once more. It would be even better if she had a friendly, English-speaking companion for the trip, especially if he was as interesting as he had been made out to be. Now, her green eyes were unimpressed as she studied the real Max Falconer. He was very far from being the flamboyant figure she had envisaged. In fact, she couldn’t imagine anyone looking less flamboyant. There was an austere, contained air about him, a sense of deliberate self-control, and, although she had to acknowledge that he looked more than competent, he certainly didn’t look very friendly. He had very ordinary-looking brown hair, and what she could see of his face held a guarded expression. Cairo’s hopes for a fascinating guide and congenial companion were fading rapidly.

Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers, she reminded herself. She had to get up that plateau, and, if Max Falconer was the only person who could take her there, then she would just have to put up with him.

Squaring her shoulders, she smiled her thanks and began to pick her way across the grit and rubble towards Max. The engineer watched her go with regret. Cool, beautiful girls were a rare sight in the rough and ready surroundings of a desert construction camp, and his eyes rested appreciatively on the long, slim legs shimmering in the heat haze as she approached the pick-up truck.

In spite of appearances, Cairo was feeling anything but cool. The heat was crushing and the harsh desert sunlight seemed to bounce around her, glancing off her bright hair like metal. For the umpteenth time, she wished she were at home in a wet and windy London spring. She’d been told that Max Falconer had been in Shofrar for years, that he actually chose to live here. Cairo couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to live in this brown, barren furnace of a country. As far as she could see, there was nothing here but a few rocks, a chaotic bureaucracy and mile upon mile of flat, featureless desert.

Thinking wistfully of elegant city streets as she walked down the dusty road, Cairo had momentarily forgotten about Max until she suddenly realised that he had straightened and was watching her approach. Through the heat, her gaze met his, and she faltered.

His eyes were intensely light in his sunburnt face, so icy and unexpected that she had to resist the urge to step backwards. She couldn’t tell what colour they were. She only knew that they were very cold and chillingly indifferent, and that they made her heart lurch uncomfortably.

Max turned back to the truck, releasing her from that glacial look, and Cairo took a sharp, involuntary breath. She felt oddly shaken. There was something in his eyes that forced her to rearrange her ideas about him yet again. The severity she had noticed from a distance hid an aura of suppressed power that was unmistakable at close quarters. This was no dully capable geologist. This man was tough, and far from unimpressive.

She had been right about the bad temper though. His brows were drawn together over his nose and his mouth was set in a grim line. After that one look, he had ignored her, and something about the deliberate way he went on unloading the vehicle made Cairo’s hackles rise.

‘Are you Max Falconer?’ Her voice came out much sharper than she intended. She had been thrown off balance by the unexpected impact of his eyes, but it was only because they were so light in his dark face, she reasoned. She certainly wasn’t going to let herself be intimidated by that!

Max hoisted a battered metal box off the back and set it carefully on the ground before he answered. ‘Presumably Chris has just told you who I am, or he wouldn’t have pointed me out.’ It was strange that a voice so deep and deliberate could sound so cold. ‘Why bother to ask him if you’re not going to believe him?’

‘Why not just say yes or no?’ Cairo retorted with a snap. It had been a long day. She was hot and tired and fed up with trekking around Menesset in search of a man who was turning out to be thoroughly disagreeable. If only she didn’t have to ask a favour of him!

Taking a deep breath, she took off her sunglasses so that he could see who he was talking to, and forced herself to sound pleasant. ‘My name’s Cairo Kingswood.’ Her eyes were screwed up against the glare, but she saw his gaze flick up at her, narrowed and uncomfortably penetrating, before it dropped back to the dusty truck. Something tugged at the back of Cairo’s mind, something that might have been recognition, but she brushed the thought away irritably. She was sure she would have remembered if she had ever met anyone as rude as Max Falconer before! Look at him, carrying on stacking up his wretched boxes as if she wasn’t there! He hadn’t even acknowledged her introduction.

‘I’ve got a bit of a problem,’ she said at last, when it was obvious he wasn’t going to say anything. ‘Everyone tells me that you’re the one person who can help me.’

Max lifted the last box off the truck, and banged the tailgate back up. Brushing his hands on his khaki trousers, he looked at Cairo at last. ‘Who’s everyone?’ His eyes, she saw now, were a pale grey-green, their startling lightness intensified by a fringe of dark, almost sooty lashes.

‘Just about everyone I’ve talked to since I arrived in Shofrar yesterday,’ said Cairo, forcing her mind away from his eyes and back to the problem in hand. She thought morosely of her frustrating morning trailing around Menesset, of endless shaking heads and charming shrugs of regret and the last word of advice: find Max Falconer. Now she had found him, and suddenly her request didn’t seem quite so simple.

She hesitated for a moment, then pointed with her sunglasses towards the vast, steep-sided plateau that reared out of the flat desert in the distance. From the camp on the outskirts of Menesset, it appeared a vast table of rock, but she knew that it stretched for hundreds of miles, its stony surface eroded by unimaginable time into a weird moonscape. The plateau was about as far from civilisation as you could get, and Cairo shuddered at the very thought of it, but that was where she had to go. ‘I need a guide to take me up there,’ she said.

‘Plenty of guides in Menesset,’ Max said unhelpfully.

‘But there aren’t.’ Cairo’s hair was dark, shining gold, and fell in soft waves to her jaw. Now she pushed it away from her face in frustration. ‘I didn’t take into account that Shofrar is a Muslim country. Ramadan ends tonight so everyone’s celebrating Id-el-Fitr and no one’s going anywhere for the next few days. I haven’t got long, and I can’t afford to wait for them all to come back from their holidays.’

Max was unsympathetic. ‘You should have thought of that before you came,’ he said, opening the door of the pick-up and leaning inside to collect a notebook from the dashboard. ‘It doesn’t take much to find out when the local holidays are before you leave, and if you’d bothered to do that much research you’d have found out that this is no time to be in the desert anyway. It’s much too hot to climb the plateau now. The tourist season ended a month ago.’

‘I was told you go up to the plateau all the time,’ Cairo protested as he straightened.

‘I do—but I’m not a tourist.’

‘Nor am I,’ she said. ‘I’m here on business.’

‘Business?’ he echoed incredulously, staring at her with that unnervingly light gaze. ‘How can you possibly have business on the plateau?’

‘I’m here to represent my clients, Haydn Deane Associates,’ said Cairo, trying to sound professional, but the effect was rather spoiled by having her face screwed up against the sun. To hell with courtesy, she thought as she put the sunglasses back on her nose. It was wasted on Max anyway. The dark glasses made her feel cooler and more businesslike. ‘Haydn Deane are an advertising company,’ she went on. ‘They’re anxious to do a fashion shoot using the plateau as a backdrop.’

To her chagrin, instead of being impressed as he was meant to be, Max Falconer burst out laughing. ‘A fashion shoot on the plateau? They must be mad!’ His teeth were strong and white and the laughter momentarily dissolved the grimly austere lines of his face.

‘Haydn Deane are very far from mad,’ Cairo said coldly, insulted and more than a little disconcerted by the way his laugh transformed his face. ‘They’re a creative and extremely successful company who are responsible for a number of award-winning advertisements.’

‘They’ll be responsible for an award-winning cock-up if they try and do a shoot here,’ said Max brutally. He had stopped laughing and she decided she must have imagined that glimpse of a suddenly attractive man. ‘They’ve got no idea what it’s like.’

Cairo struggled to keep her cool. She mustn’t lose her temper now! ‘That’s precisely why I’m here. My partner and I run a consultancy doing all the liaison and preparatory work on one-off international projects like this. Far from having “no idea”, our clients are so well aware of the likely problems that they have employed me to do a reconnaissance of possible sites and iron out all the logistical problems before they arrive. Surely that makes sense?’ she added with artificial sweetness, but Max was unmoved.

He pushed his notebook into the pocket of his old blue shirt. It was very faded and had an oil stain on one sleeve, and his trousers weren’t in much better condition. ‘If you think it makes sense to take a group of self-styled creative city people into one of the hottest and most inhospitable places of the world in the middle of summer, you must be out of your mind!’

‘The end of May isn’t summer,’ said Cairo stubbornly. ‘I know it will be hot, but I’ve been told it’s quite possible.’

‘It’s possible if you’re very fit, very tough and have a good guide. You, Miss Kingswood, don’t seem to fit into any of those categories.’

Cairo lifted her chin. ‘I’m tougher than I look.’

‘I’m sure you’re quite tough enough when it comes to getting your own way,’ said Max, looking her up and down, his cold eyes assessing her smooth skin, the thick, glinting hair and effortlessly elegant clothes. She wore a knee-length linen skirt with low-heeled pumps and a silky olive-green shirt. ‘I’ve met your type before,’ he said in a hard voice. ‘You look like a spoilt brat to me. I don’t suppose you’ve ever done a day’s work in your life, let alone had to rough it.’

This was uncomfortably close to the truth and Cairo’s eyes slid away from his, her jaw working in frustration. She was tired of being dismissed as spoilt by people who never made the effort to know her any better. It wasn’t her fault that her father had pampered and indulged her from the day she was born, and, if she hadn’t had any experience of work before now, well, that had all had to change. It had taken long enough for anyone to give her the chance to do a day’s work! Only Piers had been prepared to give her a chance, and the thought of her partner and why she was here stiffened her resolve.

‘I’m working now,’ she told Max and glanced disdainfully around her at the stark prefabricated buildings of the camp and the dusty road which stretched off towards the empty horizon. ‘I can assure you, I’m not here for the fun of it! I’ve got a job to do up on the plateau, and I’ve done plenty of research about what’s involved.’

‘If you’d done any research at all, you’d have known there’s no way you could get an advertising team up there.’ Max gestured towards the plateau, which seemed to float above the heat along the distant horizon. ‘Did you find out how long it takes to climb up to? Eleven hours, and that’s on a good day. Eleven hours of climbing an almost vertical path in temperatures of well over a hundred degrees, and you can’t stop and rest for too long, or you’d never get to the top before dark. And the plateau is not a place to be wandering around in the dark, Cairo Kingswood. It’s full of treacherous crevices and gulleys. If you fall down them, you never get up again.’ Max glanced at her appalled expression and shook his head. ‘You wouldn’t last five minutes,’ he said with finality.

‘Want a bet?’ said Cairo, much more bravely than she felt.

‘No, because it’s not going to be put to the test,’ he said with flat refusal. He retrieved a battered hat from the cab, brushed the dust off it and set it on his head. ‘I’m not prepared to take you up to the plateau, and that’s that.’

Cairo took a deep breath. He couldn’t refuse, not after it had taken all this time just to find him! She tried an appealing smile. ‘Please,’ she begged, even though it went against the grain to be grovelling to him. ‘It’s very important.’

‘What’s important about advertising?’ Max looked at her with a contemptuous expression. ‘The whole business is corrupt. All advertising does is sell false images to persuade people to spend their money on things they don’t need and probably don’t even want. As far as I’m concerned, that’s dishonest, not important!’

Cairo bit her lip, taken aback by the unexpected bitterness in his voice. Why should he care so much about advertising? It could hardly affect him much stuck out here! ‘It’s important to me to do my job,’ she said after a moment. ‘I can’t do that unless I get up on to the plateau, and you’re the only person who can take me.’

‘My heart bleeds for you,’ he said shortly, shutting the door of the cab, and Cairo’s heart seethed at his indifference.

He could have shown a little more concern at her plight! What was she to do now? She couldn’t go home and tell Haydn Deane she hadn’t been able to get up on to the plateau. Piers was relying on her to make a success of this, their first job, and she couldn’t let him down. If word got round that they were unreliable, they would never get any more work, she thought desperately, and what would happen to her father then?

She watched helplessly as he bent to secure the lid on one of the boxes. ‘Won’t you change your mind?’ she asked, hating herself for the pleading note in her voice.

‘Why should I?’ Max asked, straightening abruptly, and at the expression on his face Cairo took an involuntary step backwards. ‘You don’t impress me with all your talk of business and award-winning advertisers.’ His voice was scathing and she felt herself flush humiliatingly. ‘As far as I’m concerned, if we had no advertisers, the world would be a far better place, and if you think I’m going to waste my time on a totally irresponsible venture like the one you’ve described to me, just to indulge some brainless executive’s ego, you’ve got another think coming. Do I make myself clear?’

‘Perfectly,’ said Cairo in a frosty voice. She wasn’t used to being talked to like that, and she didn’t like it. ‘If that’s the case, I won’t bother you any more.’

‘Please don’t,’ said Max.

He really was insufferable! Turning on her heel, Cairo stalked back along the road to the guest quarters and slammed the door of her room behind her. She wished she had never heard of Haydn Deane or Shofrar, wished Piers had never talked her into coming here. The place was a nightmare and the bureaucracy even worse, and to cap it all she had had to end up pleading with the likes of Max Falconer.

Cairo banged around the room furiously. What did he have to feel so superior about, anyway? He was only some grubby geologist.

Her eyes ached from the glare outside and she washed her face with cold water. The confrontation with Max Falconer had left her tense and frustrated, and her angry face glared back at her from the mirror above the basin, cheeks flushed and slanting green eyes a-glitter.

Turning up the air-conditioning, she threw herself down on the narrow bed with a sigh. ‘There’s nothing to it,’ Piers had said. ‘All you’ve got to do is get yourself up on to that plateau, find a couple of good locations and then fix up a few donkeys to take everyone up there next month. It’ll be easy.’

Easy? Cairo grimaced at the ceiling. It hadn’t taken long to find out that things were going to be far from easy. She would have to wade through interminable red tape to get all the necessary permits from the government, and that was nothing compared to the problem of getting on to the plateau in the first place. If only she had arrived a week earlier, she could have found a guide in Menesset and been up and down the plateau long before the holiday, instead of being reduced to grovelling to Max Falconer—and much good that had done her!

Why couldn’t Haydn Deane have chosen somewhere a little more accessible for the shoot? Max was right, she admitted grudgingly. Some bright spark had probably seen some pictures of the plateau and decided that it would make a suitably dramatic location without giving any thought to how they were going to get all the people and equipment required up there.

‘That’s where we come in,’ Piers had said excitedly. ‘Once they realised how difficult it was going to be, they were only too glad to let us take care of all the arrangements for them.’

He threw himself down at his desk and looked over it at Cairo, who was still reeling from the shock of finding that she was to be sent off into the middle of the Sahara. ‘What’s the matter? This is the break we’ve been waiting for, Cairo! If we make a success of this job, word will get around, and we’ll just take off. They’ll be beating a path to our door in no time.’

‘Why do I have to go?’ she demanded. When they had first set up their consultancy, they had planned to operate in European cities, not in the wilds of North Africa. Cairo didn’t know anything about deserts, other than the fact that she was sure she never wanted to see one.

Piers waved a casual hand. ‘It has to be someone who speaks French so they can deal with the government officials.’

‘You speak French,’ she pointed out, unimpressed.

‘Not as well as you. Besides...’ Piers hesitated, and fiddled with his pen ‘...they particularly asked for you.’

‘For me? Why me?’

Her partner couldn’t quite meet her eyes. ‘They thought your Middle Eastern experience would come in useful in a place like Shofrar.’

‘My what?’ Cairo gaped at him, and Piers had the grace to blush. Haydn Deane, it turned out, had been intrigued by Cairo’s unusual name when Piers had first approached them, and he had been quick to capitalise on their interest by embroidering the truth about her experience.

Cairo was horrified. ‘Piers, being born in Egypt and spending five years in Bahrain as a child hardly qualifies me as an expert on the Middle East! And even if it did, Shofrar is in North Africa, in case you haven’t looked at a map recently.’

‘Haydn Deane don’t care about that,’ said Piers, on the defensive. ‘All they care about is getting the arrangements for the shoot fixed up. What difference does it make? I know that you can do the job with or without any experience, and the important thing was to get the contract.’

‘It doesn’t sound very ethical to me,’ said Cairo stringently. ‘In fact, it sounds remarkably like lying.’

‘You’d never guess that a girl who looks as sophisticated as you do could have such old-fashioned ideas,’ Piers grumbled. ‘Sometimes I think an uncomfortably puritanical heart lies beneath that glamorous image of yours.’ When Cairo still looked mutinous, he leaned forward persuasively. ‘Look, you can’t let stupid principles stand in the way of us getting this contract. If you’re going to turn down opportunities like this, you might as well go back to waitressing, and you’ll never pay your father’s debts off that way, will you?’

It was an unkind shot, and Cairo’s lips tightened, but she knew that Piers was right. Her father was depending on her now.

‘It’ll be easy,’ Piers went on confidently. ‘If this contract goes well, we’ll be able to repay your godmother the money she lent you to get started, and then we’ll start raking in the profits, you wait and see. All you’ve got to do is get yourself up that plateau.’

How?

Cairo hoisted herself upright now, propped the pillow up behind her and leant back against the wall with a sigh. She had to think. There must be some way she could get up the plateau. She could live with disappointing Piers and Haydn Deane, but she couldn’t let her father down. For the first twenty-five years of her life, he had given her everything, and now it was her turn to do what she could for him.

In her mind, she went over her conversation with Max Falconer again. Perhaps she had just approached him the wrong way? She had been hot and tired and cross, and so had he. Thrown off balance by those piercing eyes, she had probably been more brittle than she intended, Cairo decided. He might not have understood that she was offering him a business deal. Money hadn’t been mentioned; he might well have thought that she was asking him to take her up as a favour.

That was it! Cairo sat bolt upright, convinced that she had found the reason for Max’s hostility. She would talk to him again tonight, when they were both in a better mood, and explain that she was fully prepared to pay for his services. Judging by his shabby clothes and battered old truck, he might welcome some extra cash.

Confidence restored, Cairo swung her legs off the bed and rummaged in her suitcase for her most flattering outfit. She would pull out all the stops this evening, and Max would be so bowled over by her charm that he wouldn’t be able to resist coming to a deal! Cairo had a momentary qualm as she hung up her black dress and tried to imagine Max Falconer being bowled over, but she shrugged it aside. After a shower and a beer, he would be much more approachable. He might even apologise for being so unhelpful...

It was lucky that she had been able to stay at the camp, Cairo decided as she washed her hair, remembering the primitive hotel in Menesset with a shudder. If she hadn’t met Bruce Mitchell she could be there now. Bruce was the administration manager of the huge construction camp some ten miles from Menesset, and it was he who had told her where she might find Max.

‘He comes and goes as he pleases, but he’s based at the camp with the rest of us, so you’ve a better chance of finding him there than anywhere,’ he had said. ‘Why don’t you come back with me? We’ve some guest rooms that don’t get used much in the hot season, so you could stay there until Max turns up. It’s not very grand—just a bar and a mess where all the unmarried men eat—but I know they’ll all be delighted at the prospect of some female company for a change.’

Max Falconer hadn’t seemed very delighted, Cairo remembered as she wriggled into her dress. Smoothing it down over her hips, she studied her reflection critically and wondered what he would think. Her face was so familiar to her that she normally gave it little thought, but tonight she leaned closer to the mirror and stared at herself as if she had never seen it before, trying to see herself through Max’s eyes. She had an unusual, triangular face, with a wide jaw and high cheekbones, and green eyes slanting like a cat’s below winged brows. Her thick, waving blonde hair was bluntly cut to the jawline. It was a memorable face, she decided. Max might not have liked her, but he would recognise her when he met her again, and, at the thought, she remembered with some puzzlement that moment when she could have sworn that she had met Max before. He wasn’t the forgettable type either.

His image rose before her, peculiarly vivid. She could picture those startlingly light eyes with absolute clarity, could have drawn exactly the line of his mouth and the angle of his cheekbones. Without quite knowing why, Cairo shivered.

The dress was one of her favourites, left over, like all her clothes, from the good days before the easy, luxurious world her father had built for her had fallen about her ears. Exquisitely cut, the soft black material flattered the soft curves of her body and gave her skin a luminous glow. In spite of its demure design, it was an undeniably sexy dress, and always made Cairo feel good when she wore it.

Would Max think it was sexy? Unaccountably, Cairo felt a blush steal up her throat at the thought of his eyes upon her. In the normal course of events, she would never even have noticed him, she told herself. There was nothing special about him, except for those light eyes that looked through you, and that quality of tightly coiled strength. He had no warmth, no charm, nothing to recommend him at all. She wouldn’t care a bit about what he thought if it hadn’t been for the fact that she wanted to charm him into doing what she wanted. That was what she convinced herself, anyway.

When Bruce Mitchell took Cairo into the bar that night, there was a brief, stunned silence as seventy-five pairs of male eyes took in the vision standing in the doorway. Used to admiration, Cairo took it all in her stride, but was annoyed to find her own gaze straying round the room in search of Max.

She spotted him eventually, leaning against the bar at the far end, and her heart gave an uncomfortable jolt. He was half turned away from her, and, even though he was surrounded by tough-looking men, Cairo couldn’t help noticing how distinctive he was. It wasn’t anything to do with how he looked; there were plenty of lean, rangy-looking men around with deep tans and dark brown hair, but there was a cool air of self-containment about Max that set him apart. He didn’t smile very often, but whenever he did his smile caught at the edge of her eye and her gaze would flicker over towards him.

If Max was aware of her presence in the bar, he gave no sign of it, and Cairo couldn’t help feeling rather put out. She knew quite well that she was a very attractive girl, and just about every other man in the place was eyeing her with appreciation, but Max didn’t even seem to have noticed she was there at all.

The longer his shoulder remained resolutely turned towards her, the more determined Cairo became to attract his attention. She smiled and laughed and chatted animatedly, gathering a cluster of admiring men around her, but no matter how many times she glanced over at Max he continued to ignore her. Cairo’s green eyes began to take on a frustrated glitter. How could she charm him if he wouldn’t even notice her?

‘How did you get on with Max?’ Bruce asked her as they went into the mess for dinner. ‘Is he going to take you up with him tomorrow morning?’

‘Tomorrow morning?’

‘Yes, he told me he was going straight back up on to the plateau. Usually he stays here for a couple of days, but I wondered if it might have been because you wanted to go up as soon as possible.’

It was far more likely that he was going back to get out of her way, Cairo reflected, but there was no point in telling Bruce just how disastrous her confrontation with Max had been.

‘We haven’t finalised the details yet,’ she said vaguely. ‘I can’t quite remember where he said he would be setting off from.’

‘Probably up by Oued Misra.’ Bruce was as helpful as she had hoped. ‘The quickest path leaves from there, and I know Max usually goes that way. He sends his supplies up by donkey, and they go by an easier but much longer route, but I wouldn’t have thought he’d take you that way.’

Cairo’s brain was ticking furiously. ‘Does it take long to get to Oued Misra from here?’ she asked artlessly.

‘About forty minutes in a car. Max gets one of the drivers to drop him off, so no doubt he’ll take you with him.’

Cairo ate her meal thoughtfully, her mind working busily on contingency plans. Her best bet was still to persuade Max to think again, she decided. If he wasn’t going to do what any normal man would have done and come over and say hello, she would just have to go over to him. There was no sign of him in the mess, but when they went back to the bar she caught sight of a lean, compact figure heading towards the door, and, murmuring an excuse to Bruce, she hurried after him.

The door swung to behind her as she stepped out into the night. Max was standing a few feet away, hands dug into his trouser pockets, staring down at the ground as if in deep thought. The light from the mess windows caught one side of his face, highlighting the strong cheekbones and the decisive line of his jaw. A weird sense of déjà vu swept over Cairo without warning, and she hesitated, caught off balance by the sudden certainty that she had come up behind Max like this some time before.

Probably a trick of the brain, Cairo told herself. She had read somewhere about the effect being cause by nerve messages to the brain getting ahead of themselves. At least that would explain why she should feel there was something familiar about a man she could swear she had never met before in her life. It wasn’t just a case of not remembering his face. She couldn’t even imagine a place where she might have come across anyone as different as Max Falconer. He was English, of course, but that was absolutely all they had in common. No, she couldn’t have met him before. She was sure of that.

Still, it was a strangely unsettling feeling, and Cairo made a deliberate effort to shrug it aside as she stepped forward. ‘Hello,’ she said.

Max’s head jerked up, but he didn’t respond to her greeting. Instead he watched her silently, with eyes that were shadowed and unreadable in the darkness.

‘I was hoping to see you this evening,’ she said after a moment. His grimly silent presence was unnerving.

‘Why?’

Cairo suppressed a sigh. Couldn’t he at least try to be pleasant? She tried a charming smile. It had left Bruce Mitchell and half the men in the mess looking dazed, but won absolutely no response from Max. ‘I wanted to apologise,’ she persevered. ‘I suppose I didn’t pick a very good time to pester you this afternoon.’

‘There’s never a good time to pester me, Miss Kingswood,’ Max said discouragingly, and Cairo gritted her teeth.

‘I just thought I might not have explained myself very well.’

‘I’m not stupid,’ he pointed out in a harsh voice. ‘I know exactly what you want. You want me to take you up on to the plateau so that you can make plans to bring in a lot of people who want to waste their time and money taking photographs of something people don’t need and won’t use in a place they won’t even recognise.’

Cairo reminded herself of her resolve to be charming, and managed a light laugh. ‘That’s putting it rather bluntly!’

‘It’s putting it honestly—not a concept much used in the advertising world, I agree.’

Cairo took a deep breath and tried again. ‘I didn’t think you hadn’t understood what I wanted. I just thought you might not have appreciated that I was proposing a business deal. I’m not asking you to do this for free. I’m quite prepared to pay for your services.’

‘The answer is no,’ said Max, dangerously calm.

‘I don’t care what it costs,’ Cairo said recklessly. ‘Are you sure you can afford to give up a chance like this? You could earn more in one trip than the rest of the year.’

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she knew that she had made a mistake. ‘I’ve had just about enough of you,’ said Max with such contempt that she winced. ‘I’ve met your type before. You think that, just because you’ve got money and smart clothes, all you have to do is crook your finger and everything and everyone will fall at your feet. Well, the desert’s not like that, and nor am I. Neither of us is for sale. I wouldn’t take you or anyone like you anywhere near the plateau, no matter how much you paid me, so you may as well go back to the city where you belong and learn to take no for an answer!’


CHAPTER TWO
CAIRO shaded her eyes from the glare and watched the car disappear into the distance. When it was no more than a tiny dot smothered in a tell-tale plume of dust, she swallowed. She must be mad!

The silence settled about her like a heavy blanket. Before her, the desert stretched out, flat and brown and empty as far as the horizon and beyond. Behind her loomed the plateau, an intimidating mass of rock that dropped down to the boulder-strewn wasteland where she stood.

Cairo had never felt so alone in her life. Nothing moved. The silence was so absolute that she could hear her heart beating, and, even this early in the morning, the heat was already intense. She turned to look uncertainly up at the plateau to which she had been so determined to climb. The steep, narrow path soon disappeared into a tumble of rocks; she would never be able to find her way by herself.

She would never be able to make it back to camp either, she remembered with a lurch of her stomach. Bruce’s driver had been reluctant to leave her here alone, but she had assured him that she had arranged to meet Max and that he needn’t wait, terrified that he would hang around until Max appeared and spoil her plan. Now she sat down abruptly on a rock as the enormity of what she had done hit her. She didn’t want to think what would happen if Max didn’t come.

She didn’t really want to think about what would happen if he did, either.

Well, it was too late to change her mind now. Cairo stiffened her spine. She wouldn’t have needed to take a risk like this if Max had been more reasonable, she grumbled to herself. If she succumbed to heat exhaustion out here, it would be all his fault. When Max had turned on his heel last night, Cairo had been so angry that her determination to get up to the plateau had hardened to a steely refusal to let him get away with the last word. If he thought he could get the better of Cairo Kingswood with a few sharp words, he was the one who had another think coming! Haydn Deane, Piers, even her father were forgotten. All that mattered was not letting herself be beaten by Max Falconer.

She had lain awake for hours, desperately turning alternatives over in her mind. This plan had occurred to her early on, as soon as Bruce had mentioned where Max began his trek up the plateau, but she had rejected it at first as being too foolhardy. As the night wore on, though, it became clear that if she wanted to get up to the plateau she would have to take the risk.

She had been ready early in the morning and had gone to find Bruce Mitchell’s Indian driver as soon as she had established that Max hadn’t yet left. The driver had been surprised at her request to drive her to the Oued Misra, but as Bruce had put him at Cairo’s disposal he merely shrugged and started the car. Now all Cairo could do was hope that Bruce had been right when he said that Max would leave from here.

If he had decided to go some other way...

‘Don’t even think about it,’ Cairo told herself out loud, jumping to her feet as her voice echoed in the silence. ‘Think about Daddy instead.’ Her determined face softened as she thought about her father. Her mother had died while she was still a baby and Jeremy Kingswood had cosseted and adored his only child ever since, showering her with presents and every luxury money could buy. It was too late when Cairo had found out that the money wasn’t his at all, but she had stood by him through all the scandal and disgrace, knowing that he had done it all for her.

Now it was her turn to look after him. They had sold everything they owned—the cars, the yachts, the houses and apartments, the pictures and antiques were all gone—and Cairo had vowed to pay off what remained of his debts so that they could both start again with a clean slate. If it meant risking her life in the fierce desert sun, well, that was what she would do.

Her eyes ranged the landscape, looking for some sign that she had not made the most appalling mistake, and, in spite of all her bravado, her knees shook with relief when a cloud of dust along the horizon announced the approach of a vehicle. Let it be Max, she prayed as she put her rucksack out of sight and slipped behind the boulder.

Cairo’s heart was thumping as she peeked cautiously from her hiding place a few minutes later. It was Max. He was exchanging some joke with the driver as he hoisted his rucksack out of the back of the pick-up truck. His smile lit his face with humour, and, as once before, Cairo found herself thinking irrelevantly that he could be disquietingly attractive when he smiled like that. As Max turned away to dump his pack on the ground, her memory suddenly jolted, but the flash of recognition was gone before she could grasp it. She had met him before...but where?

Max was thumping the roof of the cab to let the driver know that he was ready, and as the truck drove off with a cheery wave out of the window and a toot of its horn Cairo quickly ducked back behind the boulder. It was cooler in the shadow of the great rock, and she leant back against it, closing her eyes against the momentary panic at the thought of facing Max. She could feel the cool, weatherworn stone pressing against her back. He was going to be very angry with her.

For a treacherous moment she contemplated staying hidden, before her pride reasserted itself and her spine stiffened. She wouldn’t let herself be intimidated by Max Falconer, and, anyway, she didn’t have any choice. If she stayed here, she had no way to get back to the safety of the camp.

Don’t be such a coward, she reprimanded herself sternly and forced herself upright. What could he do to her, after all?

Taking a deep breath, Cairo walked out from behind the boulder. ‘Hello.’

Max had his back to her and was bent over his rucksack, but at her greeting he spun round and stared incredulously at Cairo, slim and elegant in long, loose shorts and a sleeveless shirt. A large straw hat dangled from her hand.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he exploded, after a moment of stunned silence.

‘Waiting for you,’ she said, trying to sound composed.

There was a menacing pause. ‘Do you have some problem understanding plain English?’ asked Max with dangerous control. ‘I’ve told you before, woman, and this is the last time I’m going to tell you, so you’d better listen hard.’ He leant towards her, enunciating very slowly and clearly. ‘I am not taking you up on to the plateau.’

Cairo quailed at the blaze of anger in his eyes, but held her ground. ‘In that case, I’ll just follow you,’ she said bravely. ‘You won’t be able to do anything about it.’

‘You’d never be able to keep up,’ he said with dismissive contempt. ‘You’d be lost within five minutes.’

‘Perhaps, but you haven’t left me with any other option,’ Cairo said, her chin still tilted at a belligerent angle.

‘Oh, yes, I have. Your only option is to take yourself back to the camp, and then to London, as soon as possible.’

‘I can’t.’

‘What do you mean, you can’t? You got here, didn’t you? Now you can get yourself back.’

‘I told the driver I was meeting you here. He’s already left.’

There was a silence. ‘Do you mean to tell me,’ said Max, in a quiet voice that chilled Cairo to the bone, ‘that you came out here to stand in a hundred and twenty degrees and sent away your one chance of survival?’

‘I knew you would come,’ said Cairo, forced back, despite herself, on to the defensive. ‘Bruce said you usually came this way.’

‘Usually, yes! But not always.’ Max stared at her in disbelief. ‘How could you be so stupidly irresponsible? I suppose you realise that if I had decided to go another way this morning you’d have been stranded? Nobody else comes here at this time of year, and you wouldn’t stand a snowball’s chance of walking back to the camp from here!’

‘I have to get up on to the plateau,’ Cairo said stubbornly.

‘What is it with you?’ Max’s voice rose to a shout of sheer frustration. ‘What’s so important about this wretched advertisement that you have to risk your life for it?’

Cairo felt her cheeks burning, and set her jaw. ‘I’ve just set up in partnership with a friend. It’s taken ages to get our first job, and now that we’ve got it I can’t go home and say that I couldn’t even get myself to the location.’ Her green eyes met his squarely. ‘I don’t want to climb up to this plateau any more than you want to take me, but I have to get there. If I don’t, our business will fail. We won’t get another chance like this.’ There was no need to mention her godmother’s loan weighing heavily on her shoulders, or her father, a broken man, waiting patiently for her to set him back on his feet.

‘You were stupid to take on a job like this,’ Max said unsympathetically. ‘The desert’s no place for a girl like you.’

Cairo lifted her chin proudly. ‘You don’t know what I’m like.’

‘I can make a pretty good guess.’ He looked at her with dislike. ‘You’ve been pampered and indulged so much of your life that you think the world revolves around you, and you’re prepared to ride roughshod over everyone just to get your own way. Never mind that I might not want to take you. Never mind that you might hold me up or distract me from my work. Never mind that if you were stuck here other people would risk their own lives, let alone their time and money, looking for you.’ His jaw worked furiously. ‘I ought to call your bluff and leave you here.’

Cairo held her breath as he turned away and swore, snatching off his hat and raking his fingers through his hair in frustration. ‘You’re a damned nuisance!’ he ground out between his teeth. ‘I can’t afford the time to take you back to camp, and, as you’ve so cleverly calculated, I can hardly leave you to die of thirst, no matter how much you may deserve it.’

‘So you’ll take me with you?’ Cairo beamed with relief, but her smile faded as Max stepped towards her and took her chin in one strong, brown hand.

He forced her face up so that her defiant green eyes were staring up into his, and she swallowed at the menacing expression that she read there. ‘You may have won this round, but I wouldn’t feel too smug about it if I were you, Cairo Kingswood,’ he said. ‘I don’t take kindly to being manipulated, and if I hear one word of complaint, one murmur of protest about the conditions, I swear I’ll abandon you right where you are.’ His fingers were digging into her jaw, hurting her. ‘Is that understood?’

‘Yes,’ she said. She wanted to sound cool and was humiliated to find that her voice came out as no more than a whisper.

‘Good.’ He released her, and she stepped back, instinctively rubbing her face where he had held her. The soft skin seemed to burn with the imprint of his fingers. She would probably have two huge bruises tomorrow, Cairo thought resentfully.

‘I presume you brought some supplies with you?’ Max went on, impervious to her aggrieved looks. Having accepted the situation, however reluctantly, he was suddenly all brisk efficiency.

‘I’ve got a backpack,’ she said huskily.

‘Show me.’

Cairo retrieved her rucksack and handed it over to Max, who emptied it out unceremoniously on to the ground. ‘What are you doing?’

‘The more you have to carry, the more you’re going to slow me up. You won’t need half of this stuff. This can go for a start.’ He took her make-up bag and chucked it to one side.

‘But that’s got my cleanser and moisturiser in it!’ she protested.

‘If we find a guelta—an oasis—you can wash. Otherwise you’ll just have to go dirty,’ Max said curtly. ‘There isn’t much point in trying to impress me, and I’m the only person you’ll be seeing.’

‘I wouldn’t bother to waste my time impressing you,’ Cairo snapped back. ‘I was thinking more in terms of personal hygiene.’

Max threw a towel over to join the make-up bag. ‘And I’m thinking in terms of survival. You can do as I say on this trip, or you can stay behind. The choice is yours.’

Cairo subsided into muttering silence, watching sullenly as Max tossed out half the things she had carefully packed that morning. She had read a book about desert survival and had been rather pleased with herself for being so practical. When the compass went sailing through the air to join the pile, she was stung into protest.

‘I might need that!’

‘What for?’

‘Well...something might happen to you.’

‘You’d better hope that it doesn’t,’ Max said grimly. ‘A compass isn’t any use if you don’t know where you’re going. You’d never find your way down alone, compass or no compass.’

‘I’m not leaving my Filofax.’ Cairo pounced on it before Max could chuck it on to the rapidly growing pile, and clutched it protectively to her chest as if she held her life in her hands, which was what it felt like. She couldn’t imagine functioning without it. It held addresses and phone numbers and bank account numbers and notes about the business and lists and birthdays...everything she ever needed to refer to had been carefully entered into the black book and she wasn’t about to leave it behind, no matter what Max said.

‘You won’t need to make any appointments where you’re going,’ Max pointed out sardonically. ‘And there’s not much point in having someone’s fax number when you’re dying of thirst.’

‘I don’t care. I’m not risking leaving it behind. I’d feel lost without it.’

He shrugged. ‘Suit yourself. But don’t blame me when you’re struggling to carry your pack.’ He ran a critical eye over what was left in the dust; a torch, two large water bottles, a bag of food, a sleeping sheet and mat that a friend had lent her, an oversized T-shirt and spare underwear. ‘That’s more than enough,’ he grunted and began repacking it all into her rucksack, while Cairo surreptitiously retrieved her make-up bag.

When he came to her frivolous pants, he looked at them, shaking his head as he stuffed them into the pack, but contented himself with an ironic look.

Cairo flushed. ‘What about my other things?’ she asked sharply.

‘What about them?’

‘I can’t just leave them here. Someone might steal them.’

‘If I thought anyone would be along to steal them, I’d leave you here for them to deal with,’ said Max bluntly. ‘Leave them behind that boulder over there and put a white stone on top of them. Then if anyone did come along, they’d know it was someone else’s property—always supposing they were interested in that rubbish. I can’t imagine anyone finding a use for make-up in the desert.’

Cairo shifted her make-up bag to an unobtrusive position, and managed to slip it into her rucksack with the Filofax while Max was hunting for a white stone. She straightened quickly as he came back and met his suspicious look with an expression of limpid innocence.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Nothing. I await your next command.’

His brows drew together at her flippant tone. ‘You don’t seem to realise what a serious position you’ve put yourself in. You might have escaped being stranded, but you’ve still got to survive the next few days, and I don’t think you’re going to like it very much. Quite apart from anything else, you’re completely dependent on me, so, if you don’t want to find yourself in for a nasty shock, you’d be wise to tread very carefully,’ he said with a note of unmistakable warning.

Cairo tossed back her hair defiantly. ‘I’m not quite as helpless as you seem to think. I’ve got myself this far, haven’t I?’

‘You’ve got yourself into a very risky situation,’ Max retorted. ‘If you had any brains at all, you wouldn’t be making flippant comments. You ought to be very nervous indeed about putting yourself in the hands of an entirely strange man, with no way of getting help.’

‘I trust you,’ said Cairo sullenly. She could see the truth of what Max was saying, but she hated looking foolish, and, although she disliked him intensely, for some reason it had never occurred to her to distrust him.

‘More fool you,’ said Max. ‘I might be a sex-starved madman for all you know.’

She had got the point the first time, Cairo thought crossly. ‘You don’t seem to be mad,’ she said in a cold voice. ‘Rude and unpleasant, yes. Mad, no. As for sex-starved, well, it’s perfectly obvious that you don’t like women.’

Max’s eyes narrowed. ‘What makes you so sure about that?’ He moved towards her, and, suddenly nervous, Cairo backed away until she came up against the big boulder. Her heart was thumping against her ribs, but she met his eyes defiantly.

‘You’ve gone out of your way to give me that impression!’

He was standing very close. ‘You’re so sure of yourself, aren’t you?’ he said softly. ‘Just because I haven’t shown any interest in you, you automatically assume that I couldn’t possibly be interested in anyone else.’ Taking her wrists, he pinned them against the boulder. The look on his face made Cairo struggle to free herself, but his grip was like steel. ‘What’s it like to be that vain?’ he asked conversationally.

Cairo had no chance to answer, for the next moment he had bent his head to kiss her. She tried desperately to turn her face away, but he anticipated her, capturing her mouth with his own. The touch of his lips sent a shock of electric awareness surging through her, and she gave an involuntary gasp which opened her lips to his demand. His mouth was hard, insistent as it explored hers, and, horrified at her instinctive leap of response, Cairo fought to contain the excitement uncurling treacherously along her senses.

Max shifted position slightly, letting his body press her back against the rock while he dropped her wrists to tangle his fingers in her thick golden hair. The vast desert landscape had spun and shrunk around Cairo, until there was nothing except the massive solidity of the boulder behind her, and Max, his mouth on hers and his hands against her face, and the taut, tantalising power of his body. Her hands had fallen limply when he released them, but as his kisses deepened they crept instinctively up his arms, her fingers tightening against the rough khaki cotton of his shirt as if uncertain whether to pull him closer or push him away.

Cairo felt as if the ground had dropped from beneath her feet. Her body seemed to have acquired a will of its own, relaxing against Max; ignoring her frantic attempts to keep control, her lips had abandoned themselves to the thrilling pressure of his mouth, and her eyes had closed as they gave themselves up to the dangerous, shocking, shaming pleasure of his touch.

With a muttered exclamation, Max drew away abruptly, and Cairo sagged back against the boulder, grateful for its support. Her legs felt weak and her eyes were huge and dazed by the sudden return to reality.

A muscle was beating furiously in Max’s jaw, and his eyes were blazing with an emotion Cairo couldn’t identify, but otherwise he had himself well under control. He wasn’t even breathing hard. As she remembered how she had melted into his kiss, a tide of colour swept up Cairo’s throat and stained her cheeks crimson. She spread her hands against the boulder and pushed herself upright rather shakily.

‘That wasn’t fair,’ she whispered.

‘You asked for it,’ said Max in a hard voice. ‘As it happens, I do like women, but only some, and your brand of rather unsubtle charm leaves me stone cold.’

‘Why kiss me, then?’

‘To teach you a lesson. You’ve put yourself entirely in my power, and you’ve no one to blame but yourself.’ Max looked at her with a contempt that deepened the colour in her cheeks. ‘I don’t like you and I don’t want you with me, so don’t ask me to be fair with you, Cairo. You haven’t earned the right.’

Swinging up his rucksack, he shrugged it on to his back. ‘As far as I’m concerned, you can stay here and die of thirst,’ he said, as he fastened the buckle at his waist and adjusted the straps. ‘But if you’re coming, you’d better get a move-on. I’m not wasting any more of my time.’ Without waiting to see whether she had moved or not, he turned away and set off up the path.

Cairo stared after him with loathing. Her heart was still pounding from his kiss, and she was struggling to bring her breathing under control. At that moment, dying of thirst seemed infinitely preferable to ever seeing Max Falconer again. She would have given anything she possessed to have walked away in the opposite direction, but as her humiliation cooled reason returned. As Max had pointed out, she hadn’t left herself with any choice.

He was walking steadily upwards, his brown skin and dull clothes blending into the stony background. He hadn’t looked back once. Cairo bit her lip and pulled herself together with an effort. She wouldn’t put it past him to leave her behind. Hoisting her pack on to her back, and jamming her hat on to her head, she set out after him.

The first bit of the path leading up to the very edge of the plateau was steep and narrow, and every now and then her trainers would slip, skidding rubble in all directions. It was oppressively hot and the sun bounced off the rock, enveloping her in its harsh glare. Cairo’s breath was soon coming in short gasps. Beneath her hat, her hair was damp with sweat and clung uncomfortably to her neck.

Ahead of her, Max walked with a loose, rhythmic stride. He looked cool and comfortable, and his indifference grated on Cairo’s resentful nerves. He hadn’t so much as glanced to see whether she was following or not! He was obviously hoping that she wouldn’t be able to keep up, and Cairo was equally determined to prove him wrong. Gritting her teeth, she toiled upwards.

Hating Max made it easier to ignore the hot air which dried in her lungs, making it hard to breathe, or the way the straps of the backpack rubbed against her shoulders. She had never met anyone who made so little effort to hide his dislike. He had every right to be angry at the way she had forced herself upon him, but there had been no need to assault her like that!

Cairo’s hot face grew even hotter as she remembered how humiliatingly she had responded to his touch. It was only because he had taken her by surprise, she argued to herself. Max Falconer was the very last type of man she would find attractive. That cold, hard look had never appealed to her, and, if his mouth had been unexpectedly warm and exciting, well, that was just part of the sudden shock of being kissed like that. She wished she couldn’t remember how it had felt quite so vividly. Her senses still quivered, and her stomach churned at the thought of the hard strength of her body. He wasn’t attractive. He was just...unexpected.

Cairo paused for breath and wiped the sweat off her upper lip as she looked around her. The path was twisting its way up a narrow gorge, and the rock walls soared above her, trapping the heat so that it pressed down on her like a leaden weight. It was a terrible place, she thought with a shudder, bare and menacing. She longed for the soft greenness of England, for a glimpse of trees and fields and houses. Even the immense emptiness of the desert below them would be preferable to this!

Trudging on with her head bent, it was some time before she noticed that Max had stopped above her and was waiting in the shade of an overhanging rock. The thought of a rest quickened her step. She would expire from heat and thirst if she didn’t sit down for a while.

Max sat on the stony ground, arms resting on his knees, and head turned to watch her plod the last few yards uphill towards him. Cairo was very conscious of her red face and the sweat trickling down her back, and she was bitterly resentful of the cool amusement she could detect lurking around his mouth. She knew he was comparing the elegant woman who had approached him yesterday afternoon with the hot, dishevelled girl who was puffing and panting towards him now. She scowled at him as she unbuckled her rucksack and pulled out her water.

‘You’ll have to make better time than this if you want to make it to the camp site before dark,’ said Max.

‘I’m going as fast as I can,’ Cairo snapped, intent on unscrewing her water bottle. The water was warm and brackish, but she tipped back her head and let it splash over her face and pour down her parched throat as if it were nectar. Satisfied at last, she took off her hat, pushed her sunglasses on top of her head and wiped her wet face with the back of her hand.

Max got to his feet as she screwed the top back on and put the bottle back in her rucksack. ‘Ready?’

Cairo opened her mouth to protest that she hadn’t had time to rest when she met his eyes. He was just waiting for her to complain! Well, let him wait! She wasn’t giving in that easily. She lifted her chin at him, green eyes bright with challenge, and swung her pack back on her back. ‘Ready,’ she said, and pushed the straw hat back into place.

There was a flash of reluctant admiration in Max’s eyes before he turned away. Cairo felt insensibly cheered as she settled her glasses back on her nose and took a deep breath. She would show him! Her legs felt shaky, and she longed to collapse in a heap in the shade, but the thought of Max’s contempt forced her to put one foot in front of the other, and she trudged doggedly after him.

If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought that it was for her sake that Max stopped again, not too long afterwards. He shrugged off his pack in the deep shade of a crevice as Cairo climbed slowly up towards him.

‘We’ll rest here for a while.’

She dropped down beside him and closed her eyes, too tired to even find her water bottle. Her heart was pounding with effort and her head felt as if it was held in a vice of heat and glare and thirst.

‘Here,’ said Max gruffly, and she opened her eyes to see him holding out an orange which he had cut into quarters with his knife. They were green on the outside, but juicy and orange within, and Cairo sucked at them greedily. She had never tasted anything as delicious before.

‘Thank you,’ she mumbled through the pith. The sweetness had an immediate effect, and when she had found herself a drink and wiped her face, she felt much better. Taking off her hat and glasses, she ran her fingers through her damp hair and lay back against her pack again with a sigh.

‘Why are you doing this?’ asked Max abruptly. ‘All this talk about doing your job just doesn’t ring true somehow. You don’t strike me as a career type.’

He was right there, thought Cairo. Until a year ago, she had never had to work at all, but that was a year ago. Things had changed since then.

‘I’m doing it for the same reason most people do their jobs,’ she said. ‘I need the money.’

‘There must be easier ways of making money than putting yourself through this.’ Max glanced over at Cairo, slumped against her pack, her golden hair dark with sweat and her long legs sprawled out in front of her in the dust. Her trainers and short white socks had been pristine white that morning; now they were brown and ingrained with sand. ‘This consultancy business sounds like a lot of hot air. Why don’t you get yourself a proper job?’

Cairo fanned herself with her hat. ‘I haven’t got any qualifications,’ she admitted. There had been no need for her to get a job after she had left school, and she had drifted on, always talking about doing some course, but never getting around to it until it was too late.

‘It’s hard to believe it from the way you’ve carried on since you’ve been here, but I presume you’ve got a brain somewhere in your head,’ said Max caustically. ‘There must be something you can do.’

That was what she had thought, thought Cairo, remembering bitterly the long months when she had tried to get a job, any job; those humiliating agency interviews when she had to admit that she had no qualifications and no experience, the endless letters of rejection, the slow, painful realisation that as far as the world was concerned she was completely useless. Her confidence had been gradually eroded, so that in the end she had been delighted to get work as a waitress. That was before she’d run into Piers again. He was the one who’d picked her up and restored her confidence and made her realise that she had been on quite the wrong track.

‘You can get by on ordinary jobs,’ she said to Max. ‘But if you want to make big money, you’ve got to take a risk. If our consultancy is a success, we’ll make far more money than if we’d stuck at a nice, safe job.’

‘Oh, money!’ sneered Max. ‘I might have known that it would come down to that. Is that all that’s important to you?’

Cairo thought of her father’s face as he added up his debts. ‘It is at the moment,’ she said evenly. Suddenly, she wanted to cry and make Max understand, but he had obviously given up in disgust, stretching out in the shade and tipping his hat over his eyes.

It was the first time she had been able to look at him properly. He was wearing shabby trousers and an old khaki shirt, its long sleeves carelessly rolled up above his wrists, and open to reveal the strong brown column of his neck. She found her eyes drawn to the pulse beating slow and steady at the base of his throat. His hands were linked behind his head and he looked utterly relaxed and at home in this stark, alien environment.

She glanced around her. The rocks seemed to press in on every side, the walls of the chasm looming above her, and the path twisting up and up above them, littered with rock falls. The silence hung hot and heavy. Far, far above her, in the narrow strip of sky, an eagle hung apparently motionless on a thermal current.

Cairo shivered. How could Max look so...so right in this awful place? She shifted imperceptibly closer, remembering what he had said about her utter dependence on him. His solid strength was overwhelmingly reassuring, and her fingers tingled with the unnerving realisation that she wanted to reach out and touch him.

Cairo remembered wryly how disappointed she had been when she had first seen him. She had been distinctly unimpressed, but one look in his eyes had been enough to realise that Max was no more the quiet, ordinary man he had appeared from a distance than he was the flamboyantly romantic figure of her imagination. There was an intriguingly detached quality about him, an air of self-sufficiency, as if he had not the slightest interest in anyone else or what they might think of him. Cairo doubted if he had.

Her gaze lingered on him speculatively. He would be easier to deal with if he were as cold as he appeared at first sight, she thought, but his eyes revealed a man much more passionate beneath the surface. It left Cairo with a feeling of potentially explosive tension which was as unsettling as it was elusively familiar. She had sensed it before, she knew she had.

Her eyes strayed to his mouth, the only part of his face not covered by his hat. Just looking at it gave her a strange feeling, and her lips seemed to burn once more with the memory of his kisses. No, he wasn’t nearly as cold as he liked to appear.

Unaware of her scrutiny, Max wriggled his shoulders into a more comfortable position, and Cairo drew a sharp breath, startled by a sharp jab of sudden, unaccountable, unwanted desire.

‘What’s the matter?’ Max lifted his hat at her indrawn gasp and squinted at her. Even in the shadow, his light eyes were uncomfortably penetrating, and Cairo looked quickly away.

‘Nothing,’ she said in a strangled voice. Horrified at her own reaction, she cleared her throat and improvised hastily, ‘That is, I was just wondering if we might have met before.’

Max gave a hard look and then, much to her relief, dropped his hat back over his eyes. ‘I hardly think we move in the same circles, do you?’ he said dismissively.

‘No.’ He was irritating, overbearing, arrogant, intolerant and downright rude, Cairo reminded herself fiercely, unable to stop her eyes sliding back up his throat to that unexpectedly sensual mouth. The heat must have affected her more than she had thought. She searched around for something to say, desperate to keep on talking and keep her mind off Max’s mouth and Max’s body and the way Max’s fingers had tangled in her hair.

‘What do you do, exactly?’

‘I’m a geologist.’ Max sounded resigned at her question. ‘I’m doing a survey of the structures and potential minerals of the plateau for the Shofrar government at the moment.’

‘Do you work for the same company as Bruce Mitchell?’

‘No, I’m an independent consultant.’

‘A consultant?’ Cairo was unable to prevent mimicking his comment to her. ‘Why don’t you get a proper job?’

‘I work best on my own,’ said Max, unperturbed, but a reluctant smile bracketed his mouth, sending a disquieting jolt of warmth through Cairo.

She jerked her eyes away. ‘Have you been working here long?’

‘What is this? A cocktail party?’ He tilted his hat to send her a sardonic look. ‘This kind of interrogation reminds me of London parties. Everyone interrogates you in the same way—”What do you do? Do you enjoy it?”—and all the time their eyes are sliding over your shoulder, looking for someone more interesting to talk to. It’s all gush and superficial charm. Why do you bother if you’re not interested?’

‘I am interested,’ said Cairo, wondering about the bitterness that edged his voice when he talked about London. ‘I wouldn’t bother wasting any charm on you, superficial or otherwise, but, for better or worse, we are travelling together,’ she added reasonably. ‘I just thought it would be nice to know a little more about you. If I hadn’t really wanted to know how long you’d been here, I wouldn’t have asked.’

Max sighed. ‘If it’s that fascinating, the answer’s about seven years.’

‘Don’t you ever want to go home?’

‘What to?’ He pushed back his hat and sat up, resting his back against the rock. ‘I grew up in a city, and I never want to go back there. It’s all nice and civilised on the surface, but underneath it’s rotten to the core. Most of the people I knew were obsessed with money—just like you—and if it wasn’t money, it was with protecting appearances at all costs, with pretending to be what they weren’t. Corruption starts at that level, and I found it nauseating.’

Cairo winced. Her father had been vilified in the Press for being corrupt, and the label still stung. Corrupt suggested someone devious and rotten, as Max had said, but her father had never been that. Foolhardy, perhaps, even dishonest, but not bad. How could she explain to Max that someone who had broken the law in his business dealings could also be kind and loyal and absurdly generous?

‘Things aren’t always as black and white as you make out,’ she said after a moment.

‘No,’ he agreed unexpectedly. ‘They’re not. But they are in the desert. That’s why I like it here.’ His eyes were on the eagle, circling effortlessly high above them. ‘The desert strips a man down to the essentials. Time takes on a different meaning out here. There are no images in the desert, no worrying about making an impression. You are what you are.’ He glanced at Cairo suddenly, his eyes light and sharp. ‘You ought to spend more time in the desert. It might make you less tense.’

‘I am not tense!’ said Cairo, nettled, and turned her face away deliberately, determined not to show any more interest.
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