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        Gleave College, University of Oxford

      

      

      Sheikha Rosana bint Abduallah Al Khal—or Dr. Al Khal, as her Oxford students called her—gripped the sides of the ornately carved dining chair and met Dr. Leonora Cooper’s intense gaze full on. The college dinner had begun like any other but, unlike any other, Leonora had asked Rosana and a third colleague—Janey Montgomerie—to stay behind. There could only be one reason—the famed Bahr Al Noor diamond which had been missing for centuries and the subject of all three women’s research. But what Rosana didn’t know, was what Leonora planned to do about it.

      “We have to find the Bahr Al Noor diamond,” Leonora said, leaning forward, resting her arms on the highly polished dining table. Neither Janey nor Rosana questioned the statement. The diamond was the point at which the research of all three women converged. Each had their area of academic interest, some of which shed light on the whereabouts of the fabled diamond.

      “That,” continued Leonora, “is the task we’ve been given and which I’ve accepted on our behalf. In a few months it will be the two hundred-year anniversary of this college and the Chancellor has given us a significant grant to research the whereabouts of the diamond. It’s an opportunity we can’t pass up. It’ll make our careers.”

      Despite the stir of excitement Rosana felt at the thought of tracking down the mysterious diamond, there was also fear—fear that it might entail a return to the country where it had last been seen—Sifra. Sifra neighbored her own country from which she’d fled eight years earlier with the intention of never returning. She did what she always did when conflicted—maintained a dignified silence. No one would ever have guessed her thoughts from her impassive face. The protective mask had become second nature over the years. She left it to Janey to respond.

      “But surely there’s no way we can find it in time for the anniversary celebrations?” Janey shrugged. “I mean, the ancient texts describe its unrivaled beauty, greater even than the Koh-i-Noor. It’s priceless. How do we stand a chance of finding it when, for centuries, others have failed?”

      “Because,” said Rosana, “each of us has unique knowledge that could help us find the diamond.”

      “Exactly,” confirmed Leonora. “We are arguably the best equipped people in the world to locate it.”

      “More so than the scholars of the countries to which the diamond is connected?” asked Janey, who obviously still felt doubtful.

      Rosana and Leonora exchanged a swift glance and nodded in agreement.

      “They don’t have access to the college archives like we do,” said Leonora. “They don’t have access to the joint research you and Ashley have produced on harems.”

      “True,” conceded Janey. “Now Ashley has married Sheikh Zyir, she’s passed on her research to me to continue.”

      “And nor do they have access to your research, Rosana.”

      Rosana bowed her head in dignified agreement.

      “But where do we even start?” asked Janey.

      “We start here.” Leonora pointed up to the ornate ceiling, whose centerpiece was an elaborate cut-glass dome. “With the newly revealed inscription. Thank goodness the college acted on our hunch to remove the false ceiling. The Persian text inscribed around the glass has to be the key. Two hundred years ago, Lord Gleave returned from his explorations in the Middle East and founded this college. And that was the last known sighting of the diamond.”

      Janey put her hands behind her head, slipped down in the chair and looked up at the ceiling and read the inscription out loud.“In that elevated place of sensual indulgence you shall find what you seek in the eye of heaven.” She sighed. “Could mean anywhere.”

      “No. It means somewhere very precise,” said Leonora firmly. “Previous searches have focused on the belief that the diamond was stolen, either taken by Lord Gleave and ending up here, in England, which we know to be false. Or else bandits took it to India. I don’t believe it’s there either.”

      “Where do you think it is?” Janey asked.

      “Sifra.”

      Janey’s eyebrows rose. “Sifra? Um… That could make sense, given the literature I’ve read.”

      Rosana’s heart had sunk at the mention of her own country’s enemy. But this was her academic research about the diamond they were talking about, and that would always take precedence over anything personal. She would do whatever was necessary to advance her career. “I agree. It would fit with the evidence we have.”

      “And it makes sense to me, too,” said Leonora. “I spent many months in Sifra and I believe it’s still there.”

      “So, what do you propose, Leonora?” asked Janey. “I mean, Sifra is hardly a country you can enter with ease. How do we go about locating the diamond if the country is a closed book to outsiders?”

      Rosana and Janey fixed their gazes onto Leonora, as the most senior academic.

      “We open the book,” Leonora said simply, swirling her brandy around the glass before taking a sip, and placing it back on the table. “I propose we take it in turns to travel to Sifra, enter the country by whatever means we can, and test our hypotheses. Say two weeks max each to do whatever we have to do in order to locate the diamond. Are you in?”

      Janey nodded. “I’m in. Sounds cool. A bit of an adventure. And I’d love to see the harems I’ve read so much about.”

      “Good. Rosana?”

      Rosana was more cautious than Janey. And she had good reason to be. She bit her lip for a moment, then lifted her chin and shot them a brief, guarded smile. “I will go, too. After all, my studies on royal traditions are directly relevant. I’m sure we’ll find the diamond as part of a crown, or throne, but unadorned, so as not to attract notice.” She nodded again, this time more strongly. “I doubt it will be fun, but it will be interesting. Count me in.”

      “Brilliant!” said Leonora, filling up their glasses with another generous helping of brandy, despite Rosana’s refusal. “You won’t regret it.”

      Prompted by Janey who’d never been to the Middle East, Rosana began to describe Sifra, which she’d visited as a teenager, before shifting to her own country—the Kingdom of Harran, so similar to Sifra and yet a political adversary. As she described the desert, the mountains, the cities, her heart ached and she realized how much she missed it. The place, that was. But not her bullying father who’d forced her into a brief and loveless marriage, before her husband’s death had allowed her to escape. No, she never wanted to see her father again. But her homelands? Yes, she had a deep yearning to visit them. And the diamond? Most definitely, she thought as she sat back and allowed her mind to wander to the formal dinner which would take place here, in this room, in two months’ time. The dinner was timed to coincide with the spring equinox when the light flooded down from the light well in a series of prisms. It would be spectacular. And finding the diamond would be the icing on the cake.

      Yes, despite her fears, Rosana almost hoped that both Leonora and Janey would fail because then she’d be able to return to the lands for which her heart ached and which were forever forbidden to her, while her father was alive. The diamond was almost secondary. Almost.
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      Rosana paced the guest room she’d been allocated, trying to get her nerves under control. Hanging on the hook was her best abaya—the kind she’d worn in her own country—made of stiff, expensive cloth and demure. The matching scarf was voluminous and in her home country of Harran she’d worn it so that not a strand of her hair showed, and sometimes not even her mouth. Talking wasn’t required in her homeland. Her father had told her that often enough, while she was growing up. But she wouldn’t have her family to hide behind, like last time she visited Sifra. This time—since her colleagues Leonora and Janey had failed to find the diamond—she definitely had talking to do. And this time, eight years after her previous visit, she was a different woman. The last eight years at Oxford had changed her.

      She glanced at her computer, which stood open—the screensaver swirling around the clock face. She couldn’t delay any longer. She’d have to face her family’s long-standing enemy.

      She shrugged the abaya on over her light dress, through which her generous curves were highly visible. There were some advantages to wearing such a voluminous garment, she thought to herself as she adjusted the abaya in front of the mirror. At least none of the men would be focusing on her breasts. No, she thought ruefully, checking her kohled eyes. They’d be fuming that they even had to entertain her in their palace, in their country. She was under no illusions what they thought about her, or her family. She closed her eyes and shuddered at the memory of her last visit, surrounded by her angry father and his senior officials. The mission hadn’t gone well. Her father had gone, believing their brief attempt at co-operation over a tourist resort would lead to a return of the disputed lands back to Harran. It hadn’t. All the Sifran king suggested was marriage between Rosana and one of his sons. It hadn’t gone down well—not with her father, nor, apparently, with the three sons. She knew the present king of Sifra hated her father. And, no doubt, she was tarred with the same brush.

      She glanced at herself one last time in the mirror and narrowed her eyes at the reflection she no longer recognized. She’d transformed herself into the woman she didn’t want to be—the woman she’d turned her back on eight years earlier when she’d left her country for the last time. But she could do it—for this purpose—because her job meant everything to her.

      Straightening her spine, she swept out the room and became the woman she’d once been—overlooked and dispensable. Except this time, while she might look that way, she refused to be either.
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      The palace reception room was full, exactly the way King Zaire liked it. He stood with his brothers, ostensibly listening to the latest anecdote from his youngest brother, Amare, but cast sweeping glances around the room from time to time with a frown. Because what he didn’t like was what he was looking for.

      Darrius nodded toward the door. “If you’re looking for our honored guest, she’s just arrived.”

      Zaire gave an annoyed grunt, but didn’t turn around. He knew who Darrius meant.

      “You can’t ignore her, you know,” said Darrius thoughtfully, looking at Zaire. “I mean, she is the daughter of the King of Harran and, as our neighbor⁠—”

      “And our greatest problem,” interjected Zaire.

      “Indeed. But neighbor or problem — either way, you need to treat her with respect.”

      “You have to earn respect. And all she’s earned is my wariness. I wouldn’t trust her or her family. Which is why I’ve made it my business to inform her father of her visit.”

      “You’ve done what?” asked Darrius in surprise.

      “Made sure her father knew she was coming here. He’ll hate it, of course. It would make his allies believe he’d switched allegiances from them to us, which would definitely be bad for business.” Zaire shrugged. “Anyhow, I couldn’t resist stirring up the old man.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Darrius.

      Zaire shrugged again. “It can’t hurt.” He stopped short of telling Darrius exactly the rumor he’d set into circulation, ensuring Rosana’s father heard it, because he felt an unusual stab of conscience at the lie. “Anyway, at least it’s making use of the woman’s visit here. I can tell you, I am not looking forward to it.”

      “She was…” Darrius paused as he groped for a positive word for Rosana. “Fine, when she visited with her family.”

      Zaire shot him an incredulous look. “Fine? You call arrogance, silence and rudeness, fine? And then there’s her coldness. My God, when she looks at you, it’s a wonder she doesn’t freeze off your⁠—”

      Darrius looked up suddenly, coughed loudly and placed a hand on Zaire’s arm, stopping him from naming that part of his most intimate anatomy which her gaze would freeze.

      “What’s the matter?” said Zaire.

      Darrius extended his other hand behind Zaire. “Welcome, Sheikha Rosana. It is a pleasure to meet you again.”

      Zaire turned around to see Darrius shaking hands with the object of their conversation, who had no doubt heard everything they’d just said. His distrust of her deepened. Who the hell crept up on people like that? A sweeping glance revealed she was of medium height, and had dark, cold eyes—it was all that could be gleaned from her starchy abaya and scarf. But… her lips—his gaze lingered there. It would have taken a saint not to as they were surprisingly full and luscious. He didn’t remember her lips. He certainly didn’t remember them. No doubt her mouth had been covered last time they’d met, as her ultra strict father would have insisted.

      She suddenly straightened, standing a little taller, as if aware of his scrutiny. Her manner was chill and forbidding. Darrius’s wife, Leonora, had described her as dignified. Zaire wouldn’t. She was arrogance personified, and that arrogance was focused on him now. Her lips were forgotten.

      “Your Highness,” she said. The words sounding facetious—more like an insult than a greeting. “I’m so sorry to interrupt your…” She hesitated, revealing that she knew exactly what he’d been about to say. “Your conversation.”

      He raised an eyebrow, irritated by being on the back foot. “Are you?”

      “Oh, yes. Wouldn’t anyone be curious as to know what exactly my ‘coldness’—I think you called it—would freeze off?”

      He ground his teeth. Another thing that had changed about her. Last time he couldn’t remember her uttering anything more than mumbled acknowledgements under the severe stare of her father. Now it didn’t look as if she were going to hold back. But, as much as he’d have liked to reply in kind, he knew he’d been in the wrong. He’d been rude. He wasn’t usually rude—well, not to people’s faces, anyway. And he hated being in the wrong.

      “You misunderstood, sheikha. I was referring to…” He’d hoped a lie would spring into his mouth, but nothing emerged. Because her eyes, which at first glance had appeared as cold as he remembered, suddenly flashed hot as soon as he had spoken. She knew he was going to lie and was angry at the added insult to her intelligence. The heat in her face transformed her, revealing an entirely different woman to the one he’d remembered. If he’d had to describe in one word what that heated gaze had revealed, he’d have said passion. His gaze, inevitably, fell to her lips once more. Before he could consider this revelation further, a clap on his back from Amare broke his reverie.

      “Zaire was referring to our vizier’s wife.” Amare leaned close to Rosana. “She’s a shocker,” he said confidentially, before withdrawing with a smile. “But let’s not moan about your staff’s family in front of Rosana! May I call you Rosana, sheikha?”

      Rosana nodded, and any trace of heat disappeared back behind her reserve. She inclined her head on a neck which, Zaire couldn’t help thinking, would be graceful beneath her conventional scarf. “Yes, you may. We are—or were—neighbors, and we will be working together.”

      “And you are here to discover the whereabouts of the diamond. Like your colleagues.”

      She raised an arched eyebrow. “Now your wives.”

      Amare laughed. “Indeed. Funny that.” He glanced at Zaire, whose icy stare killed Amare’s laughter dead. Amare cleared his throat.

      “And I will be working with you on my task,” continued Rosana.

      “Ah, about that,” said Amare. He looked from Zaire back to Rosana. Zaire could read him like a book. He was wondering how on earth Zaire and Rosana were going to work together. “It will be my brother you’ll be working with.”

      Rosana frowned. “But I thought Darrius would be returning tomorrow to be with Leonora. At the desert palace?”

      Amare grimaced. “Not that brother.”

      Zaire could see the moment Rosana understood the situation. He hadn’t thought her expression could become any frostier. She turned to him, her eyes haughty. “That would leave you, then, Your Majesty. But I’m sure you have business to attend. Maybe this could be delegated to one of your assistants? I sincerely doubt you wish to aid me in my work.”

      There was a challenge in her eyes, which surprised him. Maybe she’d heard as much about him as he had of her. The thought intrigued him. What had she heard? What pre-conceptions of him did she hold in her mind? That clear forehead which shielded that clever mind wrinkled a little and her brow raised in question. What? Then he remembered she’d asked him a question.

      “I am committed to helping you.” He deftly avoided addressing her implication that he had no interest in either her of the diamond. He didn’t. But he didn’t wish her to know all his thoughts. “Of course I will help you. Exactly as my brothers have helped your colleagues.”

      The eyebrow rose a little higher, and it took him all his control not to laugh.

      “Maybe not exactly. They went a little further than ‘helpful’,” he added.

      It seems she was not amused by his allusions. “Indeed. I have no curiosity about how far, or otherwise, they went. All I need from you is to gain access to certain rooms in the palace so I can test my theory.”

      “And that,” he said, “is all you will get.” He forced a tight-lipped smile onto his face. She might have a full figure lurking beneath those stiff robes, she might have eyes that held depths he hadn’t imagined, and lips that were generous with a sweet curve to them, but, really, she was as unbearable as he remembered.

      She shot him a tight-lipped smile. “And that is all I want, I assure you.” She glanced around. “I trust I can begin my work first thing tomorrow morning?”

      “Of course. I’ll organize someone to take you to wherever you wish to go.”

      “Excellent. Then,” she said, casting an arrogant, sweeping gaze at Amare and then back to him, “I’ll leave, as it seems your fear of my gaze freezing off your balls has extinguished your legendary charm.”

      He couldn’t help it. He grinned before he could control it. Her forthright reply was so unexpected that he not only smiled, but laughed out loud. Her face didn’t move an inch, only became heated again.

      “You find something funny?”

      He forced his laugh into a cough. “I didn’t realize I had any charm, let alone it was the stuff of legends.”

      “I concur,” she said stiffly and was about to walk away when Amare stepped in, shooting a warning frown at Zaire.

      “Please, Rosana, stay a little longer. You’re quite correct my brother is severely lacking in niceties, but I assure you his heart is in the right place.”

      She didn’t look at Zaire. “And I can assure you, I have no interest in his heart or its locality. I really must be leaving now.”

      “But you have so much in common!” said Amare. Zaire could hear the desperation in his voice and knew its source. Amare positively glared at Zaire now and nodded knowingly behind her back. He knew what he was referring to. They’d talked earlier about the need to make Rosana’s visit go as smoothly as possible, given her royal status, and the ongoing tensions between their two countries, and Zaire knew he wasn’t helping. He was king now, whether he liked it or not, and he had to control his heated temper and work for the good of the country. “You should invite Rosana to see your horses,” continued Amare.

      “Horses?” Zaire frowned and turned to Rosana, whose eyes had unaccountably brightened. “You like horses?”

      “Yes!” she said, with more liveliness in that one word than he’d heard all evening. “I mean…” Was it his imagination or was that a blush seeping up through her cheeks and uncertainty filling her eyes? “I mean, I used to.”

      He was confused. “Used to? You mean you don’t like horses anymore?”

      “No. I mean, yes.” She took a deep breath, and he was suddenly quite enchanted by this confused woman before him. It was as if her shell had cracked, revealing something far more alluring beneath—something uncertain, feminine, and most definitely appealing. As she looked up into his eyes, something caught and tangled between them. Had it been anyone else, he’d have called it attraction. But this was Sheikha Rosana, he reminded himself. The epitome of chill and hostility, the epitome of everything he disliked about the Al Khal royal family. The woman he was going to use.
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      If Zaire was going to use her effectively, he first had to figure out what she was talking about.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not sure what you mean,” he said.

      “I mean,” she said, more slowly, as if she were having trouble collecting her thoughts, “I grew up with horses, but I don’t have time now.”

      His gaze didn’t leave hers. He didn’t think it could, even if he wanted it to. That tangled gaze was a web of magnetic attraction, heat, and something like fear, which puzzled him. He blinked.

      “No time?” He didn’t like to see fear in women and took a step back, mentally and physically, untangling that gaze, which had become something far trickier than he’d at first thought. “Not now you’re a serious academic,” he said. It came out sounding facetious. He hadn’t meant it to.

      But she must have interpreted it this way, too. Because suddenly all uncertainty disappeared and that facade shot up again, like an electric fence, defying anyone to toy with it. Well, that was fine with him, because he didn’t intend to get entangled with any woman. He’d done that once and would allow no one to take Galila’s place in his heart. She was gone and would never be forgotten.

      “I am,” she said in a low, controlled voice, full of emotion.

      “But serious academics can still have time off for good behavior, can’t they?” chipped in Amare, still intent on doing his job of promoting diplomatic relations. Just as well one brother had the skills of a diplomat.

      “My days are full in Oxford.”

      “Ah,” said Amare, finding a hole in her argument, which he was determined to exploit. “But you’re here now. So why not take the time to indulge your interests once more?” He shot Zaire a dark look.

      Zaire shrugged. He trusted Amare’s diplomatic instincts and knew, deep down, he’d have to push his personal thoughts and feelings about relationships, and about this woman in particular, aside. “Why don’t you come to the stables and have a look, maybe even go for a ride?”

      “No.”

      There was no ‘thank you’, no ‘perhaps’, no modification to the single syllable.

      “Right,” he shrugged again, this time it was aimed at Amare. He’d given it his best shot. Well, maybe not his best, but a shot, anyhow. “If you change your mind, let me know.”

      “I’m not someone who changes her mind.”

      He didn’t doubt it. “I’m sure.”

      She looked at him sharply. His brothers were always telling him they could easily read his thoughts. There was that flash of heat in her eyes again. It reminded him of someone else. Someone he didn’t want to think about. He swallowed. Simply the reminder of Galila tripped him up, made him unsure. Made him think he was being too hard. She’d used to rebuke him if she saw him being too hard on anyone. But that was second nature to him because it was how he was raised. He was brusque with everyone—everyone except Galila. Zaire’s chest tightened at the thought of her. He remembered her urging him to be kind to others, even when it felt impossible. He cleared his throat.

      “And I’m also sure that you’d prefer to discuss your theory. Maybe…” He glanced at Amare, hoping he’d help him out, but Amare stood with his arms crossed and his expression severe. Zaire sighed. His brother was angry with him and he knew why.

      “Maybe,” he repeated, “we could find a quieter place to discuss your theory,” he suggested, gesturing towards the open doors beyond which lights lit up the trees, and tables and chairs were grouped along a terrace.

      She didn’t look toward the doors. “Why?” While her face was impassive and cold, he noticed her fingers tapped impatiently together. She wasn’t going to make this easy for him. It looked like only a humble apology would do. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d done humble, or an apology.

      “Because, sheikha, I owe you an apology.” His voice constricted as he said the word, almost choking. He cleared this throat. “I’ve been extremely rude.”

      “Indeed.”

      He inclined his head and pressed his lips together. If he’d hoped for a simple acceptance of his apology, he’d hoped wrong. “In which case,” he shot a pleading glance at Amare but was met with a fierce gaze, which told him his choices were limited to one if he were going to be on good terms with his chief diplomat. He cleared his voice again. “In which case”—he said, this time with the conviction of someone who knew he was cornered and had no other option—“I’d like the opportunity to make up for that, if I may.”

      She raised an arrogant eyebrow. “And how do you propose to do that?”

      A sudden burst of laughter from a group close by made her wince. Seemed she was more sensitive to her surroundings than he’d imagined.

      “By talking. Just you and me. Somewhere quiet where you can tell me exactly what it is you’re looking for, and exactly how I can help you.”

      Her beautiful mouth opened, but no words came forth. It was as if she hadn’t imagined him, the King of Sifra, being direct, telling the truth. For two heartbeats of silence, he wondered what had happened to her for her to be unused to direct dealing and conciliatory behavior.

      She licked her lips and his gaze fell to them before he forced his focus once more on her eyes. It was no hardship. A momentary softening intrigued him before she looked away, toward the doors he’d originally pointed to. She was avoiding his gaze, he suddenly realized. She didn’t want him to see her unguarded by her arrogance. It softened him a little more, which he found most irksome.

      “Of course,” she said at last. “That would be a useful discussion.”

      “Good. If you’d care to go outside, we can talk there undisturbed.”

      As they walked across the room, he was aware of the way she moved, with a grace and dignity which humbled him and made him even more uncomfortable about how rude he’d been.

      He stepped outside and scanned the terrace, spotting a place in the far corner which wasn’t obvious at first glance to anyone who didn’t know the place—and he did. He’d used it before for intimate conversations—and gestured toward it. “We won’t be disturbed over there.”

      She shot him a glance which didn’t show trust, but gave him a brief nod, nevertheless. He called for the waiter to bring some drinks over and pulled aside a chair for her. She dragged out a different chair, one opposite him, and sat down. He shrugged and sat down as well. It didn’t look as if this was going to be easy.

      

      The instant physical awareness Rosana had felt when she’d first looked at Zaire had quickly been superseded by an antipathy so strong that it was all she could do not to be as rude to him as he’d been to her. She was determined to show him she was not a woman to be messed with, not a woman to be insulted, and certainly not a woman to be seduced, which was obviously his intention given the heated glances he’d shot her, not even bothering to conceal his interest. She knew he wanted her physically, and knew, equally well, that she annoyed him intellectually. She didn’t care on either account. She was here for one purpose only.

      She shook her head when offered a drink and sat forward, hands clasped on the table before her, determined to speak first rather than wait for permission to talk, as was traditional.

      “So, Zaire,” she said, emphasizing his name. “As you are no doubt aware, I’m here to find the diamond.”

      He didn’t look impressed by the use of his first name. A frown deepened over his eyes. She blinked, annoyed at how that intense stare pricked at the barriers she’d erected.

      “And I intend,” she continued hurriedly, not liking how he’d opened his mouth as if to interrupt her, “to focus on the throne room.”

      He sat back with a sigh and looped his arm over the back of the chair. “The throne room,” he repeated. “And you think it wouldn’t have been discovered there before now? You think you have some extra knowledge, some extra skill to locate it?”

      “Yes,” she said between gritted teeth. “I do. Otherwise I wouldn’t be here. Obviously.”

      “Obviously,” he repeated.

      “I’ve been researching Queen Mandana, as I believe she is the connection to the diamond.”

      He looked no more impressed. “Queen Mandana. A woman, I believe, who has been the subject of extensive research in our own country, in our own university. And you believe you have something different to add to this sum of knowledge?”

      “I don’t believe. I know.”

      “Really.” Derision oozed through the word. He tapped the back of the chair with impatient fingers. Then it was as if he’d made a decision. He swiveled in his chair until he faced her directly and shifted to the edge of the seat so that their faces were far too close for her liking.

      “Well, that’s all very interesting,” he said, his eyes fixed on her, skewering her to the spot. She couldn’t have looked away if she’d wanted to. And she desperately did want to. “But why should I allow you to indulge your ridiculous fantasies? What’s in it for me?” He paused and her mind raced into places she really didn’t want to go. “What’s in it for my country?” he clarified, and a deep blush filled her face at her ridiculous fantasies. She forced herself to focus.
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