
  
    [image: Diamond Sheikhs]
  


  
    
      DIAMOND SHEIKHS

      BOXED SET

      
        THE COMPLETE SERIES

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        DIANA FRASER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Diana Fraser

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Diamond Sheikhs

        Three powerful, sexy sheikhs, three women on a mission, and a mysterious diamond…

      

        

      
        When three historians gather in the hallowed halls of an ancient British university, they decide they can solve the mystery. They have the knowledge, they have the determination, and each woman has a compelling need to find it. They identify the most likely places the diamond will be found and take it in turns to travel to the remote country of Sifra to solve the mystery.

      

        

      
        This boxed set contains all three of their stories—three contemporary, page-turning romances:

      

      

      
        
        At the Sheikhs Command (Darrius and Leonora)

        A powerful, sexy sheikh, a woman on a mission, and a second-chance romance...

        

        At the Sheikh's Bidding (Amare and Janey)

        A controlling sheikh, a woman determined to be free, and a second-chance romance...

        

        At the Sheikh’s Pleasure (Zaire and Rosana)

        A grieving sheikh and a distrustful academic hunt for a mythical diamond, discovering love amidst ancient secrets and their own wounded hearts.

      

      

      
        
        So forget the craziness of our real world, settle down in a comfy chair with your favorite pet, drink and chocolate, and lose yourself in the passion and intrigue which await you in the mysterious country of Sifra!

      

        

      
        Warning: this boxed set contains powerful sheikhs, strong-minded women, and the bedroom door remains open!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AT THE SHEIKH’S COMMAND

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gleave College, University of Oxford

      

      

      “We have to find the Bahr Al Noor diamond,” said Dr. Leonora Cooper, looking across the highly polished dining table at her two colleagues. “That is the task we’ve been given and which I’ve accepted on our behalf. In six 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.”

      Dr. Janey Montgomerie, who looked more like a swimsuit model—all long, tanned limbs and sun-kissed hair—than a research fellow, frowned. “But surely there’s no way we can find it in time for the anniversary celebrations?” She shrugged. “I mean, the ancient texts talk of its unrivaled beauty, greater even than the Koh-i-Noor. It’s priceless. How do we stand a chance of finding it when others have failed for centuries?”

      “Because,” said the last woman in the group, Sheikha Rosana bint Mohammad Al Khal—a princess in her own right and an exotic beauty who’d had to fight every inch of the way to gain respect from the men in her patriarchal homeland to use her excellent brain. “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 still looked doubtful.

      Both the other women nodded.

      “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,” said Leonora.

      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, slipping down in the chair, and looked up at the ceiling to 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. 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 it was stolen by bandits and taken to India. I don’t believe it’s there either.”

      “Where do you think it is?”

      “Sifra.”

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

      Rosana looked thoughtful. “I agree. It would fit with the evidence we have.”

      “And it makes sense to me, too. I spent many months in Sifra and I believe it will still be there.”

      “So, what do you propose, Leonora? 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?”

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

      “We open the book,” Leonora said simply, swirling around her brandy and taking a sip, and then looking at the women. “We’ve discussed before each of our theories. I propose we take it in turns to travel to Sifra, enter the country by whatever means we can, and test our hypothesis. Say two weeks max each and 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. Sifra bordered her own country, which she avoided as much as possible. 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 applicable. I’m sure we’ll find the diamond as part of a crown, or throne, but unadorned, so as not to attract notice. I doubt it will be fun, but it will be interesting. Count me in.”

      Leonora expelled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. If she wasn’t successful following her own area of expertise—religious symbolism in Middle Eastern culture—she needed these women. Between them, she was sure they’d find what they were looking for, to secure her professorial chair.

      If all went well, in six months’ time she would be seated at this same table as part of the two hundred-year anniversary, celebrating her appointment to professor and engaged to her on-again, off-again English boyfriend, to whom she found it so hard to commit. It would be the culmination of everything she’d hoped for. And it would coincide with the equinox, when the light flooded down from the light-well in a series of prisms, which never failed to impress. Finding the diamond would secure everything she wanted.

      But, as she sat back and sipped her brandy, only half-listening to her colleagues talk about the diamond, she conceded to herself that she hadn’t been entirely up front with the others. Because she wasn’t only looking for a diamond. She also desperately wanted to revisit a place where she’d left her heart so long ago, and to see a man. A man she’d once loved, a man she’d never gotten over—a man who just happened to be the King of Sifra. She intended to find him, to make sure she was over him and then move on with her life. How hard could it be?
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      “Your Highness,” said the Grand Vizier, frowning. “This visa, while technically in order, was in use under our old system. In addition, the border crossing is remote and its choice is, to say the least, suspicious. I suggest you refuse entry.”

      The royal council watched with a mixture of confusion and growing concern as their king, Sheikh Darrius bin Hashim Al Sifra sat in silence, glaring at the paperwork which had landed on his desk. He hated council meetings. He hated the fact he was required to be in an air-conditioned room when he’d have preferred to be hunting out in the desert, and he hated that no one said what they meant. He hated council meetings even more when he was presented with a name which set his soul on fire.

      Dr. Leonora Cooper of the University of Oxford was trying to enter his country. He’d known her as Nora—a bright and beautiful university student—who’d been granted permission by his grandfather to do some research in his country. Within days, he’d known her as his soul mate and lover. But they’d only spent a few months together before he’d had to return to the US to complete his education. He’d asked her to wait. She hadn’t, leaving him heartbroken and disillusioned. And now, it seemed, eight years later, she wished to return.

      “You must refuse her,” repeated the Grand Vizier. “It’s usual for foreigners to contact the embassy before visiting our country, not simply turn up with an out-of-date visa!”

      There were mutterings of disgust from others on the council.

      “And, may I remind you,” his vizier continued, “if she had requested permission, she would have been declined it as she overstayed on her previous visit.”

      Darrius gave his senior adviser a stony stare. The vizier and his father had been great friends, and he disliked both.

      “No, you may not remind me, Ammar,” Darrius said. “And…” He extended his glare to everyone in the room, daring them to contradict him. They didn’t. At least he had the advantage of a reputation of fear and strength, which silenced most people. Most people, it seemed, except his Grand Vizier. “And,” he stressed once more, “she may enter.”

      All eyes shot to the Grand Vizier who, after a tightening of the mouth, gave a slight bow of the head, which was contradicted by an arrogantly raised eyebrow. “If that is your decision, Your Highness.”

      “It is.” Darrius focused on the papers before him. “That appears to conclude business.” He rose. “You may all leave now.”

      As the Grand Vizier was about to walk out the door, Darrius called to him.

      “Ammar!”

      The Grand Vizier turned slowly to him. “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “Have a car readied for me immediately.”

      The Grand Vizier inclined his head, but his eyes were stony. “Of course. May I ask for what purpose?”

      “You may ask, and I’ll even tell you. I intend to drive to the border and bring Dr. Leonora Cooper here, to the palace. Is that enough information for you?”

      The elderly statesman’s face would have appeared impassive to anyone else. But Darrius knew it well. He knew what that tight gasp and narrowing of the eyes meant. It meant he disapproved. But he hadn’t needed to see the old man’s facial expressions to know he wouldn’t approve of Nora’s re-appearance. He hadn’t approved of her the first time around.

      “Of course, Your Majesty.”

      Darrius watched as Ammar left the room. He was alone again, which was how he preferred to be, but rarely was. No doubt the old man thought Darrius was intending to revive the passionate affair he’d once had with Nora. He’d be correct. No doubt the old man also imagined Darrius was going to pledge his undying love for Nora. He’d be entirely incorrect on that score.

      All Darrius wanted was to take Nora to his bed one last time before he kicked her out of his country for good. Eight years earlier, he’d told her he loved her and wanted to marry her, but she hadn’t bothered to wait out the six months he’d asked of her, and she’d gone. He’d followed, but what he’d seen had made him turn around and go straight home. Now, she’d had the gall to return. It was a shock, it was infuriating, but it was also an opportunity.

      He wished to rid himself of the hold she had over his wandering thoughts during the day, and his erotic dreams at night. He knew that there was nothing like a healthy dose of reality to destroy an illusion. And she’d provided the perfect opportunity to do that.

      He heard the car draw up beneath his window and strode out of the boardroom. Good, he couldn’t wait to see her again and observe how badly the years of academia had messed up her looks. No doubt she squinted, had hunched shoulders and carried too much weight. He couldn’t wait to see, feel, and taste the reality of her. Only then would he be finally be free.
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      Leonora inhaled the hot, dry air, fragrant with flowers from the thorny bushes which clothed the high pass, and looked around at the range of majestic mountains which sheltered Sifra. The view was breathtaking. Her fascination with the country had been sparked during the years she’d spent during her father’s posting as British Ambassador to Sifra, and the spark had been fanned into a flame on her return trip as a university student. She wondered how she could have stayed away from this beautiful country for so long. But, even as the thought entered her mind, she answered it with one word. Darrius.

      After she’d made such a dramatic exit, she hadn’t wanted to return because Darrius was Sifra. And then, after Darrius had married, she’d felt heart-sore and kept away. And then, well, the heart-soreness continued. But she’d missed Sifra… and him.

      Only a plume of sand and dust hanging in the still air marked where her taxi had returned to the country which bordered Sifra. Leonora hadn’t experienced any problems gaining entrance to that country, thankfully. She just hoped she didn’t have to return to it. She turned back to the Border Control office to whom she’d just handed her papers. They were all in order—if a little out of date—and the chances of further investigation would be less here, at this border crossing in the hills outside the city. Or so she thought. But they sure were taking their time.

      “Everything OK?” she asked in Arabic. Again, they looked surprised to be addressed in their language and replied more politely than if she’d spoken English.

      “One moment, please,” said one guard, looking back at the computer. He entered her name into a database and then consulted the other guard in murmured undertones which she couldn’t decipher. He shot her an inquisitive glance, and then reached for the phone.

      Her heart sank. She hadn’t imagined her name would be blacklisted. Okay, she’d been forced to overstay when she’d last been here, but that had been at the request of the king’s son, and so hadn’t been a problem while she’d been under his protection. Apart from that one potential blip, she was a respected academic and had done nothing illegal in her life, or done anything she’d regretted. Not even when she’d left the man she’d had such an intense affair with eight years earlier. She’d done it for the right reasons. But apparently, Sheikh Darrius, King of Sifra, didn’t think so. Because otherwise, why would her name have triggered an alert?

      She sighed, pacing away to the edge of the wire fence and back again as she imagined the scenario. The message would be passed through to the top administration and then there would be a consultation with the king. He’d refuse. Of course he would. No man—particularly a powerful man accustomed to his every whim being indulged—liked it when a woman walked away from him, even if that woman had compelling reasons. And it seemed Darrius was no exception.

      In the letter she’d left for him, she’d told him she was leaving because she’d discovered he was to marry another. But that wasn’t the entire story. He wasn’t to know the secret she’d kept from him, nor how her life had shattered into a thousand pieces. She’d kept that secret close—so close few had known.

      So she’d left Sifra with her world in pieces, and hoped that time would fade her memories of him. But it hadn’t, and she needed closure. She needed to know she was over him. And she also needed the diamond. Two targets, one stone. By the end of this visit, she’d be able to return to her university, be promoted to professor and resume her relationship with her ex. It was all she wanted.

      The minutes ticked by as she paced up and down the narrow space. The clock hanging in the guard’s hut showed half an hour had passed. It didn’t bode well. She continued to pace.

      The guards leaned against the hut, smoking, while they waited for a response. She walked away from them and looked around at the mountainous terrain, pulling her scarf further forward to protect her face from the harsh sun, which was growing warmer with every passing minute. She felt as if her life hung in the balance, and squeezed her eyes closed as she whispered a prayer. Without the closure which seeing Darrius could bring, and without the diamond, she couldn’t move forward with either her professional or personal life.

      Then suddenly a phone rang, and she whirled around. The guard listened for a few moments, and then put down the phone and looked up at her. Eyes still fixed on her, he exchanged a few words with his colleague. Their words were muffled by the window. He stood up, stretched, and then came around to her, holding out his hand. For a moment, she wondered if he wanted a bribe. Then he barked out the word ‘passport’ and she held it out for him. He passed it to his colleague, who stamped it and returned it to her.

      “Have a pleasant holiday, Dr. Cooper,” he said, his eyes bright with curiosity.

      “Thank you,” she replied, understanding his interest. No doubt he’d be wondering why she was on the list, and also why she’d then been allowed in. He wasn’t the only one.

      She continued on to the waiting taxi she’d arranged. It sat a little apart from the two other vehicles, which, no doubt, belonged to the guards.

      She stopped briefly on the ridge and looked down at the ancient city spread out before her. With its ancient, earth-colored buildings, crenellations and windcatcher towers—down which cool air was brought to make the desert city liveable—the city was unique, exotic and made her heart leap. Because, despite everything that was riding on her visit, despite her fears and her hopes, she had the weirdest feeling that she’d come home.

      She shook her head. Ridiculous! She was so far from home it wasn’t funny. Everything she’d been working towards her whole life she’d left behind in England. The weeks ahead of her were simply a necessary break in her life in order to put it back on track. Something she had to get over with. That was all.

      She walked briskly to the car. The rear window lowered, and she bent down to look in. She couldn’t see into the car’s interior, nor the back of the man’s head, swathed in the customary headdress. He lowered the glass barrier between the front and back seats briefly to exchange greetings.

      “As-salamu Alaykum.”

      “Wa Alaykum as-salam,” muttered the driver.

      “Taxi for Dr. Cooper?”

      The man grunted in agreement, and she opened the door and climbed in. She was glad she didn’t have a suitcase, only a carry-on bag which the taxi driver didn’t seem willing to help her with. She slid it across the seat and then followed it, settling into the comfort of the car’s leather interior and air conditioning as the car drove away.

      She named a place which had 360-degree views of the city and which was popular with visitors. From there, she’d go to the hotel, but she needed to visit the gardens first. And not for the reasons the driver might imagine.

      He gave another disinterested grunt. Despite several attempts on the short drive, the driver gave no response to her tentative questions in Arabic. Either her Arabic had gotten a whole lot worse, or she’d encountered the only taxi driver in the world who was unwilling to talk. At least she could be alone with her thoughts.

      It wasn’t until they’d entered the city and police officers held back traffic to allow them to move uninterrupted down the main street that Leonora became uneasy. She sat forward, looking around, and noticed that, not only were they miles from the gardens, but they’d also passed her hotel.

      “Hey!” she said, forgetting Arabic. “That was my hotel!”

      Still the driver said nothing.

      She knocked on the window, leaned forward in her chair for the first time. “Stop! We’re going the wrong way!”

      The window between them slowly descended and, for the first time, the driver looked in the rear vision mirror and caught her gaze. She gasped and fell back against the seat. Dark eyes were fixed on her. Dark eyes which used to warm when she touched him. That warmth wasn’t in evidence now.

      “Darrius!”

      He looked away from her and continued driving. She followed his gaze. They were heading directly for the palace, and her shock turned to fear. What the hell was going on?
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      “Where are you taking me?” Leonora asked, still hopeful that he was simply taking her to a different hotel.

      “Where do you think?” Darrius replied, speaking in perfect English for the first time. She’d been so intent on her own thoughts upon re-entering the country that she hadn’t really registered that he hadn’t spoken before. And now he did, his words dripped with scorn, as if she were the most ignorant person on the planet. Maybe she was. She should have foreseen this.

      “The palace,” she said quietly, the fear deepening, both at the tone of his voice and at his response. He wanted her in his territory, and he was mad at her. The thought of being trapped, unable to come and go as she wished, filled her with dread. It always had. She swallowed hard. “And may I ask why?”

      “Let’s just say it will be more convenient.”

      “For whom?”

      She received an answering glare. Of course, it would be for his convenience. He was king, and she was a nobody.

      “And do you act as a taxi service for every visitor entering your country?”

      The palace gates swung open before them, and they drove into the outer courtyard where the grand entrance was flanked by soldiers. A group of visitors, accompanied by security guards, stopped and stared at them. Darrius raised his hand in acknowledgement of the soldiers’ salute and continued to drive through another set of gates, which opened as they approached. Still he didn’t answer.

      Gowned officials were crossing this next courtyard from the palace to a set of more modern offices on the far side. But the car didn’t stop in the administrative center either. Instead, they continued on through yet another set of gates and entered an inner courtyard which, she knew, was the wing where the royal family had their private residences.

      He didn’t reply to her question until he’d parked the car outside the front steps. Silence filled the car and dust ballooned in the surrounding air. He didn’t bother to look at her. She watched his grip tighten momentarily around the steering wheel and then relax.

      “Only when I have a personal interest in the visitor.”

      “Personal?” She wished her usually firm voice hadn’t quavered. But the air between them vibrated with anger and something more, something she hadn’t expected—something which hadn’t changed in all of those eight long years. A crackling electricity, which needed only a spark to ignite.

      He looked at her then for the first time. His eyes roved over her face thirstily, as if he’d been walking in the desert for days and had found water. A shiver tracked down her spine. And it wasn’t one of fear. How could she have forgotten the effect of his gaze on her? How could she imagine that by merely seeing him, she’d get him out of her system?

      As quickly as he’d turned to her, he turned away again, and the glare of the mid-day sun was gone, leaving her in shadow, leaving her wanting more.

      As soon as he got out of the car, people came running. The door was opened for her and her bag was whisked inside. She felt like she was on a slippery slide to a place she definitely didn’t want to go. How the hell had he taken over her life so quickly and so easily? But she knew the answer. It wasn’t only because he was king in this traditional monarchy. It was because he was Darrius—a man who knew what he wanted, and made sure he got it. He didn’t even bother to see if she followed him, but ascended the steps with the confidence of a leader.

      “Wait! I don’t want to stay here. I have a booking at the hotel.”

      She’d thought he hadn’t heard her, but then he hesitated before he entered the palace and turned to her. “Not anymore. It’s been cancelled. You’ll be staying here, with me.”

      “Tell me one thing. Why did you come to meet me? It obviously wasn’t for a tête-à-tête. You didn’t speak until we arrived.”

      He was king. He didn’t have to answer. One wave of the hand would have been enough to have had half a dozen people come running to shut her up. But the only reason he waved his hand was to dismiss his people. Suddenly, they were alone again.

      “I wanted to see you as soon as I heard you were here.”

      She was blindsided by a searing blast of emotion which came out of nowhere. She’d imagined he’d picked her up to punish her for walking out on him. That he wanted to see her opened up a part of her she thought long dead—a desire so elemental it felt like hunger.

      “You wanted to see me?” she repeated huskily.

      “Yes. I couldn’t believe you had the gall to turn up to my country unannounced after all these years.”

      He descended the steps until he stood close to her—too close. She gasped, holding the tiny breath between pressed lips as she searched his face, needing to see him in the flesh after so long without him. Every night for years she’d tried to remember the details of his face. But the harder she’d tried, the more elusive they had become. One night, she might remember his brows lowered in a permanent frown. Another night she’d recall his cheekbones with vivid clarity—hard and chiseled, highlighted by Sifra’s sunshine as he looked out to the wide open sky. Yet others she’d re-live the sensation of his lips on her body when she closed her eyes in a restless tangle of sheets and longing. The best nights were those when she looked into his eyes—pools of darkness into which she wanted to lose herself. And here they were, looking at her with a hard-eyed look of hatred. And she knew she was already lost.

      She swallowed. “And yet here I am,” she said in a husky voice.

      “And yet here you are,” he replied, a light flaring in those dark, midnight eyes. He withdrew a little from her and she released her breath, flexing her hands as if suddenly aware of herself again. “And here’ll you stay,” he added.

      For a moment, she thought she’d misheard him. It sounded like a threat. It sounded like a judgement.

      “No! What? What do you mean?”

      “Exactly as I say. For the duration of your stay, you will remain here, with me, where I can keep an eye on you.”

      But by his hungry expression, it wasn’t an eye he wanted on her. It was something else entirely. She’d thought she could come to this land, inveigle her way to seeing him again, and then be relieved that there was nothing between them. But things weren’t going to plan.

      “How long can I stay in Sifra?”

      “How long?” He gave a smile which was no smile. “You may stay until I tell you to leave. You may go where I allow you to go. You will do nothing without my personal permission.”

      She stifled a wave of panic. “You mean I have no control over my stay?”

      He gave a derisive grunt. “Only you could believe you could force your way into my country after what you did, and carry on as if nothing happened.” He shook his head. “Such arrogance.”

      The injustice was too much. “After what I did? All I did was⁠—”

      He held up his hand. “Enough, woman! I don’t want to hear your excuses.”

      “But I want⁠—”

      “I don’t care what you want! This is not going to be about what you want, but what I want.” With that, he ascended the steps to the palace once more and opened the door.

      “Darrius!”

      He halted—half-in, half-out of the shadowy building. Then he sighed and spoke without turning around. “What is it now?”

      “I need to know…” She trailed off, suddenly scared, suddenly not wanting to know the answer to the only question in her mind now.

      He turned slowly to her, his eyebrow raised in query.

      It was even harder to ask the question with those hungry eyes on her. “I need to know… what it is you want.”

      The curve of his lips inched slightly higher, but his eyes were still cold. “Want? I’d have thought that was obvious.”

      “Not to me!” she blurted out, realizing she shouldn’t be speaking like that to a king. But this man wasn’t only a king to her, he was an ex-lover, a man she needed to get out of her system, a man she thought she’d be able to resist. A man she’d underestimated.

      “You’ll find out. You have thirty minutes. Thirty minutes to unpack your bag, refresh, do whatever is necessary, and then you will be escorted to the great hall.”

      “There’s a formal reception?”

      His eyes were steely. “Of course. You didn’t think your arrival would go unmarked, did you?”

      He didn’t wait for her to answer, simply disappeared inside the palace. The sound of the door banging closed behind him echoed around the courtyard like a thunderclap.

      “Dr. Cooper?” said a voice politely, and she looked around and saw a Bedouin official with a bowed head. “If you’d come this way, please, I’ll take you to your room.”

      It was clear she had no choice. She was stuck behind several sets of locked gates with a man who’d made it clear she was to be entirely at his mercy over the coming days.

      She pulled at the scarf, which suddenly felt too tight around her neck, and gulped in a lungful of hot, dusty air. She closed her eyes to contain the sense of panic, and steadied herself against the scorching metal of the car. She did what she usually did when the old fears threatened to take control of her and imagined herself floating on the surface of the sea with open skies above her and the cool ocean supporting her. Slowly, the panic subsided.

      “Are you all right, madam?” asked the official, with genuine concern.

      She opened her eyes and forced a smile on her face. “Yes, thank you.”

      He gestured to a separate entrance, and she nodded and followed him inside the palace, after casting one last glance at the shadowy door through which Darrius had disappeared.

      The panic was gone, but in its place was something she was rarely bothered by—confusion. From her sheltered life in England, her plan had seemed straightforward. Enter Sifra, find the diamond and try to arrange a brief meeting with her ex-lover. She’d imagined a civil conversation during which the past could be well and truly buried and she’d be able to move on. But from the moment the border guards had scanned her passport, everything had gone wrong.

      She’d fallen into a trap to which only Darrius held the key. She was at his mercy now, and they both knew it.
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      Leonora noticed two things as she entered the room she’d been allocated. One, it wasn’t a standard guest room, it was a sumptuous suite of rooms fit for a queen. Two, it was next to the king’s. She knew this because as Darrius had sneaked her into his room eight years ago, they’d been careful to avoid the rooms in which his parents had slept. But his parents were long gone and, no doubt, he now occupied the king’s rooms. Which meant he wanted her close. Too close for comfort.

      She’d never planned on that. She’d planned on seeing him, or maybe even talking with him politely, distantly, and noting the changes in him, and feeling nothing. She’d wanted the ghost made real and then, and only then, would she be rid of his spell. But it hadn’t happened like that. The ghost was up close and personal and the spell hadn’t gone. Yet. But it would. She’d make it leave—one way or another.

      A quick shower and change of clothes later, and there was a knock at the door. She checked her reflection in the mirror. She could almost pass for a native-born Sifran with her smoky eye make-up, naturally dark skin thanks to her Italian heritage, and the scarf she wore which hid her bright blonde hair. She felt the familiar stab of regret at the thought. What she wouldn’t have given eight years earlier to have fitted in, to have been a suitable match for Darrius. She glanced up, caught the look of deep sadness in her eyes, and turned away. There was no point in regrets or might-have-beens. There was only the future, and she simply had to get on with it.

      But then, as she smoothed the silky lines of her abaya, her mind once more strayed to Darrius, as she wondered if he would remember it. It was one of the most beautiful she’d ever seen—midnight blue and of the finest antique silk. It had belonged to Darrius’s grandmother, with whom she’d developed an instant rapport when Darrius had taken Leonora to meet her. Leonora wondered if Darrius would recognize the abaya, wondered if he’d remember how they’d felt that night and later, after they’d made love in his room, how they’d talked of the future. A future which had quickly turned sour.

      Would he remember, she wondered, staring critically at her appearance? She shook her head to rid it of the sentimental notion. What did it matter? That was very much in the past. It didn’t matter if he remembered that evening eight years ago or not. This was simply the most appropriate choice of dress for a formal dinner. Nothing more.

      The knock at the door was repeated. Time to go.

      She was barely aware of the transformation of the gardens she passed as she followed the servant. By day, their symmetry and design was exquisite, but by night, through lights and shimmering reflections, they became something else entirely. From something concrete, they’d become something ethereal and insubstantial.

      She even failed to be awed by the towering columns which supported the centuries old, richly decorated rooms through which she walked. She had only one thought in her mind. Keeping as far away from Darrius as she could. She didn’t trust him, and she certainly didn’t trust herself anymore. Keeping apart from him would be made easier because there would be others there. Hopefully, she wouldn’t have to talk with Darrius at all. The first meeting had proved traumatic enough.

      But when the double doors to the great dining hall were opened from within by invisible hands who must have heard her approach, her heart plummeted as she realized exactly how much she’d underestimated Darrius’s anger. There was no one else in the vast, echoing chamber except the man who stood with his back to her, looking out the window to the distant hills, which were a charcoal smudge against the indigo sky. She could sense the tension in those broad shoulders from which hung an uncompromisingly plain robe.

      The doors clanged shut behind her and she stood for a moment, wondering what she should do. Eight years stood between them. Eight years of silence, of regret, of recrimination and anger. And also, eight years during which her obsession with him hadn’t waned. She could feel those eight years, as if they were solid things, squashed into the small space which divided her from Darrius.

      The silence was heavy, thick with tension, and sultry with heat. A trickle of sweat traveled down her back, as her breathing became uneven. Outside the room, the evening wind played in the trees. The lights danced in the swaying branches, appearing as troubled as she felt. She clutched her hands before her, all her usual confidence and pride disintegrating under the strain. She was no longer the ambitious cool-headed academic all her colleagues knew, but a young girl once more, at the mercy of her spurned lover.

      “Do you remember,” he said, his deep voice startling after the silence, “the last time you were in this room?” He didn’t look at her. She guessed, as king, that simple politeness wasn’t required.

      “Of course, despite trying to forget,” she added, as the mixture of sadness and joy mingled in her mind, stirring the emotions she’d worked so hard to repress.

      “Forget? What exactly?”

      She shrugged, refusing to join him on a trip down memory lane.

      “You are silent,” he said. He looked around slowly, his eyes fixed on her while he turned to face her.

      She should have answered him when he’d had his back to her. Because now, under the full force of his dark eyes, which seemed to strip away her clothes and all the other layers she’d placed between her and others, her thoughts had scattered completely. The subtle lighting created blocks of highlights and shadows across the planes of his face. His handsome features had grown harder over the years, more uncompromising. He had always been impressive, but now he was even more so. And the effect was messing with her mind.

      “So what exactly do you remember of that last evening?” Adrenaline shot through her as he took a few steps towards her, forcing her to gather her thoughts. Why was he asking? It was as if he wanted her to talk about him, about them, about their relationship. She refused to give him the satisfaction.

      “You had to leave early to go to the airport,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly.

      “And you,” he said, his deep voice dropping and warming in tone, caressing her skin, “had to remain behind here, with my family.”

      “Yes, well, I wish I could forget that part.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      She shook her head. She had no idea why he was asking a question to which he knew the answer. Her parents had informed her of Darrius’s engagement, something which apparently had slipped his mind.

      His lip curled. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. Your silence is enough to tell me it is your behavior which you wish to forget.” He nodded in response to her gasp. “Yes, my mother told me everything.”

      “What did she tell you?” she asked.

      His lips quirked into a humorless smile. “It hardly matters now, does it? But tell me, do you remember what we did earlier that evening? How we made love and lay in each other’s arms and planned the future? Do you remember that?”

      How dare he? How dare he stand there and force her to remember the love they’d shared when he’d been engaged to be married all along? She gritted her teeth and shrugged.

      “So you either don’t remember or you’re not willing to tell me you do. Which is it?”

      She swallowed and dug her nails into the palms of her hands, like a schoolgirl trying to contain emotions which she’d forgotten she had.

      “I haven’t forgotten the things we did or said. I have forgotten none of it. Though I’m surprised you remember, and even more surprised that you want to know if I do,” she said at last. “Why is that?”

      He grunted and took a step towards her. The vast table stood between them, set elaborately as if for a state banquet, except there were only two settings at either end. Did he want the distance between them because he couldn’t bear to be near her, or because he didn’t trust himself, or her? She hadn’t a clue. But she had a feeling she was about to find out.

      “Please, be seated,” he said at last.

      Apparently she wasn’t allowed not to answer his questions, but he was totally at liberty to ignore hers. She sat down where indicated because what choice did she have? She’d walked into this trap.

      As soon as he was seated, a team of servers flowed into the room, holding silver platters high above their heads. Sparkling water was poured into the crystal glasses and lean slices of meat and spoonfuls of colorful salad were carefully placed on the plates.

      Leonora sat with an averted gaze for the time it took for the servers to disappear. The silver beams of moonlight flowed into the room, unhampered by curtains or shutters, making the crystal chandeliers shimmer with extra brilliance.

      Only when they were alone again, did she look up at him. He hadn’t moved. He sat with his hands clasped loosely before him, untouched food all around and eyes fixed on her. He was too distant for her to interpret the look. He’d always been good at hiding his thoughts and feelings. He’d once told her that that was how he’d been raised. But she suspected it was the time he’d spent with his hawks out in the desert, watching how they were only calm when they were hooded. And only fully alive when they were free. Darrius was more hooded than ever. But he was trapped in the role of king now, a role which he’d never wanted but which had been thrust on him because he was the eldest son.

      “Why are you here, Dr. Cooper?”

      She blenched at the formality and the directness. He’d used to call her Nora. No one else had ever called her Nora, before or since. But that was long ago.

      She took a sip of sparkling water, its bubbles bursting on her lips, before forcing herself to swallow under his intense scrutiny. She cleared her throat.

      “To further my research, Your Highness.” It was kind of true.

      “Religious symbolism in Middle Eastern culture, I believe.”

      She inclined her head.

      “Hm! It is all you westerners are interested in. Our art, our history. Few are interested in the reality and complexity of my country.”

      She grimaced and lowered her head to hide her reaction to the truth of his words.

      “I see you don’t disagree with me.”

      She pressed her lips together and shook her head.

      “And so why should I allow you into my country to further your research? Hey?”

      “I…” She inhaled a shaky breath. This was ridiculous. She was never nervous. But then, she never had so much at stake before. “I am looking into something slightly different.”

      “And what is that?” He moved forward, resting his elbows on the table and pressing his steepled hands to his mouth. His eyes were fiercer, if anything. She half-expected him to leap across the table and either strike her or kiss her. She didn’t know which. And, she suspected, neither did he.

      “The Bahr al Noor diamond,” she whispered.

      Then his expression changed, and she knew that kissing wasn’t on the agenda.
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      There was a shocked pause and then he sat back and burst out laughing. The sound of his laughter echoed around the cavernous room, filling the space with his derision, for there was no humor in it, nor in the look on his face. Slowly the laughter subsided, and he leaned forward, his body language combative.

      “You are as priceless as the diamond,” he said with quiet menace.

      She knew it wasn’t a compliment. “I don’t mean⁠—”

      He held up his hand to quiet her and she stopped speaking instantly. She was annoyed with herself because she made sure she never let a man get the better of her, but there was a part of her which enjoyed submitting to his will. She always took control of every situation and was used to people doing as she said, so to be subjected to Darrius’s innate authority was both seductive and thrilling.

      “I’m not interested in what you mean.”

      “But—”

      He jumped up and she bit back her words. “Don’t you think I know what you mean? Countless foreigners have invaded our country and the surrounding countries over the years with only one intent—find the diamond and take it away with them, back to their own countries. They come to steal.”

      It was her turn to be angered by his assumptions. She jumped up. “I do not come to steal!”

      “You have another name for finding a priceless jewel and taking it back to your country?”

      “If I did find it, I have no intention of returning it to my country, or to anywhere else come to that. I only want it to be where it belongs. Here.”

      “Then why come looking for it, if it’s here already?”

      “Because it’s lost. No one knows where it is.”

      “No one but you, I suppose.” His tone was dripping in sarcasm.

      She bridled under his assumption that she was both ignorant and arrogant.

      “I think you underestimate me.”

      He shook his head. “I can assure you I don’t. I believe you’re capable of anything.”

      “I’m talking about my knowledge of the diamond and its history. I believe I know more than most, and have narrowed down the likely locations.”

      “Why do you even think it’s here?” He was shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Because the last sighting of it was when Lord Gleave was here, in Sifra. I’m convinced it’s here.”

      “I think that tells you all you need to know. Your Lord Gleave wasn’t only interested in seeing other countries’ treasures, but in taking them away with him. The diamond is in England. It must be.”

      “There’s no ‘must’ about it. Sure, it might be, but look at the facts. He founded Gleave College at the University of Oxford and had its hall created as a faithful replica of the throne room at Qasr Jabal. He was a proud man and an ostentatious one. If he’d had it, he would have shouted it to the rooftops.”

      “Lord Gleave was reviled, I believe, in the last years of his life.”

      “Yes, he was. And it wasn’t undeserved, certainly.”

      “And yet your college continues, funded by the wealth he pillaged from other countries.”

      It had always been a tough point for Leonora to justify to herself, and she certainly couldn’t find the words to defend it to Darrius.

      “The facts are…” She stopped herself from using his first name just in time. “… Your Highness, that I wish to help solve this mystery and believe I can do so.”

      He took another few paces towards her as if he couldn’t stop himself. “You are arrogant enough to come here, to my country, play around looking for a jewel which represents so much to Sifra, and then leave when it suits you. Seems to me you make a habit of dabbling in things which are nothing to do with you—desecrating them—and then leaving, not caring what you’ve stirred up. Just like your precious Lord Gleave.”

      Within a few sentences, he’d moved from talking about the diamond to something much more personal. She could see it in the fire in his eyes and the emotion in his voice. She hadn’t imagined he’d still be so angry that she’d left him. She wasn’t under the illusion that anything other than his pride was hurt. After all, she’d never been a part of his future plans.

      “I’m nothing like him. I came here to help solve a mystery.”

      “Really? Is that the only reason you came?”

      One nod of the head, one word—yes—was all it would take to stop the inquisition. But she’d never lied to him.

      “Not exactly,” she said at last, hoping her vague reply would satisfy.

      But it didn’t. He shook his head in disbelief. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it again with a rough sigh and she suddenly understood. His breathing was coming hard, and he was flexing his hands. She felt like the desert prey being spotted by a falcon high overhead, knowing she had only minutes to extricate herself.

      “Tell me why you really came here,” he said at last.

      “To…”

      “Tell me!” he shouted.

      “I needed to forget you.”

      Her quiet words slashed through the atmosphere. She was aware of a sudden stillness in him. Then his shoulders relaxed.

      “You haven’t forgotten me,” he said in a quieter tone.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “You wouldn’t have wanted to forget me if you’d stayed.” It was an admonishment, but not as angry as earlier.

      “I couldn’t do that. And you know it. You had to marry a woman from your own tribe, your own country, someone who your people would approve of and who could give you children they’d approve of.”

      “That didn’t exactly work out, did it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m no longer married. The divorce from my wife was recently finalized. And we have no children.”

      She was stunned. She hadn’t known that. But there was no reason she could have known. Sifra wasn’t a country whose news hit the international headlines. Sifra was a country like its king—closed, private, baffling.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “that must have been… difficult for both you and your family.”

      He nodded his head slowly but didn’t elaborate.

      “You have not married,” he said.

      She was startled. She wasn’t sure if it was a question or a statement. She decided to interpret it as a question, because she couldn’t handle the fact that he might know about her private life, that he might have been watching her from afar.

      “No, I’ve never married. But I am, was, engaged.”

      He was perfectly still. She’d have thought he hadn’t heard if she hadn’t seen the muscle flicker in his jaw and his eyes darken.

      “Am, was. It doesn’t sound as if you know what you are. I pity the man. It sounds like you still don’t know what you want.”

      The injustice of what he’d said made her gasp. He believed she’d left because she didn’t know her own heart? But she’d written a letter, telling him she was leaving, to avoid the inevitable scene when he’d have to tell her to go. But, before she could say anything, he turned away. She’d been clear about her choices at the time. But now? Now what he said was true. Her mind and heart were in turmoil.

      “I just mean that he wants us to get back together.”

      “And you? What do you want?”

      She shook her head in confusion. “I… I can’t move forward with him.”

      “And the reason for that is?” he asked patiently, as if guiding a student through a lesson.

      “You. I can’t move forward until…”

      “Until you know for sure you no longer want me.”

      “Yes,” she whispered, unwilling to confirm, but unable to tell him a lie.

      “I, too, want you gone from me. You haunt me, like the threads of a dream I cannot rid myself of.”

      She nodded, dry-mouthed. It was the same for her.

      “Threads which tie me,” she said, “which make it difficult for me to move forward.”

      “Maybe I can help you there,” he said. He dipped his head, and his frowning brow cast a shadow over his eyes.

      She flexed her hands, forcing herself to focus. She was here only to find the diamond, not to rekindle anything with Darrius. The opposite, in fact.

      “Help me find the diamond?”

      He shrugged. “That as well. It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “We have unfinished business, you and I.” He leaned forward and brushed his knuckles across her cheek. Desire flared within her such as she’d never known with the lovers she’d had since Darrius. “I suggest we finish it.”

      She was shocked. “Finish it?”

      “Come to my bed, Nora, tonight and then the next night, however long it takes for me to get you out of my system. I imagine a few days should suffice.”

      She shook her head, but his fingers slipped into her hair and held her head firm. She could do nothing but look up at him. He was much closer now. His mouth was only a kiss away. Could she? This moment was all she’d dreamed of for so long. But she hadn’t imagined rekindling their affair. She’d imagined something quite different. She’d imagined she’d watch him and his wife from a distance, watching him be a king, a different man, someone who was no longer connected with her. Instead, she’d walked straight back into the world she’d left eight years earlier.

      “I don’t want you,” she managed to say.

      His hold on her head firmed. “You lie.”

      She tried to shake her head to deny it, but he refused to let her.

      “Don’t lie to me.”

      “What I mean is…”

      “What you mean, Leonora, is that you don’t want to want me.”

      She bit her lip. “How did you know?”

      “Because it’s the same with me. I don’t want to want you, either. I have a life I need to live. I don’t need any distractions.”

      “And is that what I am? A distraction?”

      “An eight-year distraction I need to exorcise.”

      “I can’t come to your bed.”

      “Unless you do, I won’t help you find the Bahr al Noor diamond. And, without my help, you will fail, no matter what your research tells you. Because you won’t be given permission to travel unless I give my approval.”

      “You’re blackmailing me to get me into your bed?” She couldn’t believe that the man she’d known, the man full of love and integrity, had turned into someone capable of this.

      “You can put it how you like, but the facts are clear. We want each other and, unless you come to me, you’ll have a wasted trip. What’s it to be?”

      Just the feel of his hands against her scalp, his warm breath on her cheek, and his masculine smell filling her nostrils, making her mouth water at the thought of the pleasure he could bring her, made her want to agree. But that wasn’t what she’d imagined happening. She’d planned to keep her distance, believing that would be enough. She was losing control, and she didn’t like it.

      Suddenly, the sound of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer from the city below them filled the air. She closed her eyes. What the hell was she doing? This wasn’t her. This wasn’t what she’d come for. She opened her eyes and looked at him with a fierce expression, digging her fingernails into the palms of her hands.

      “No,” she said.

      He did something to surprise her then. He smiled, and she realized that she could lie to herself, but she couldn’t lie to him.

      Instead of letting her go, he dipped his head and brushed his lips against hers. She could have sworn her heart stopped, before it swept into a pounding beat which had her forgetting all else except the feel of him against her. She grasped a handful of his robe in one hand, and pressed the other flat against his chest, whether to resist or to explore his chest beneath her fingertips, she couldn’t have said.

      “What’s it to be, Nora?” he said, his voice roughened by desire.

      She closed her eyes and looked down, struggling to calm her breathing, struggling to think straight.

      Then, from somewhere temporarily buried, her rational self returned. “No,” she repeated, and he immediately stepped away.

      “Goodnight then,” he said coolly, turning from her and walking back to the open door. Without a further word, he stepped out into the gardens.

      It was what she’d wanted, but from the moment he’d withdrawn his hand from her, she knew she’d made a big mistake.
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      Leonora ran through the corridors back to her room, taking wrong turns, hardly aware of her surroundings. The flame that had suddenly burst into life deep inside of her when he’d kissed her consumed all rational thought, stripping her bare of everything except what her body needed. Him.

      Eventually, she found the right corridor and hurried up to her door and entered her room. She leaned back against the door, and looked around, chest heaving with exertion and something more—a desire which she’d thought she’d get rid of once she’d seen him. She’d spent the past eight years trying her hardest to suppress it but now it had come back stronger than ever before.

      It seemed that just observing him wouldn’t be enough to rid herself of her need for him. But to accept his proposal? She shook her head, trying to deny the obvious conclusion that her clever brain had reached despite her fears.

      “No,” she said to herself firmly.

      She strode across the room and flung open her windows. She needed the evening breeze to cool her heated cheeks. She leaned over the sill and breathed in the fragrant air. Below her, lights shone onto the sparkling waters of a fountain. Climbing plants had reached her first-floor window, bringing with them fragrances which were made richer, more pervasive, by the moist air which wafted up from the water below. It was a place for senses, a place for seduction. God help her. It seemed everything was designed to get her into his bed. Even the gardens.

      She was about to turn away when she heard something. Someone was in the garden below her. She looked down and saw Darrius walk to the terrace wall, below which a sheer drop plunged to the city and plain below. In the distance, the dark, jagged line of the mountain range was silhouetted against the purple sky, and it was this to which he looked. He stood still, but with an autocratic air which left the observer in no doubt that he controlled every inch of the country he surveyed. Power emanated from him. And yet, somehow, she doubted whether he was standing there thinking about power. Power had meant nothing to him in his youth, and now there was a suggestion of some other quality revealed by the set of his shoulders and the tilt of his head as he gazed outward. She could only think of one word to describe it—yearning.

      He turned suddenly, and she stepped away from the window, not wanting to be seen. But it wasn’t her he was looking at. She heard his vizier address him and Darrius respond. She couldn’t hear what was being said but knew that Darrius was annoyed about something—his peace being interrupted most likely. With one last look at the view, he went inside. It was as if he were chained up. Darrius should be outside, with the wind in his hair and the sun in his eyes. He was a man who should be free of the confines of buildings, free to exist in a world where he could truly be himself. Instead, he was forcing himself to be a person he was not, because he was born to be king. Long ago, he’d confided in her he was not looking forward to taking over as king after his father, but that he would not shirk his duties. It hadn’t surprised her. He was too honorable a man for that.

      She returned to her room and tugged off her scarf. Something inside of her had changed. She still felt intensely aroused, but the scene she’d just witnessed had altered everything. It had weakened her defenses, and made her want to reach out to him—and more. But there was still something holding her back. Her brain still told her she shouldn’t go to him, that it would be stupid, not what she came for. Ridiculous! But, it seemed, there was a part of her brain which was prepared to argue with the stubborn part.

      Would it be stupid to go to him tonight, she wondered as she undressed and switched on the shower? She stepped under the warm jets of water and closed her eyes as she imagined Darrius’s lips touching her most private places like the water which ran in rivulets over her stomach and lower. She pressed her palm against her sex and opened her eyes suddenly. Would it be stupid to go to him? Hardly stupid, she decided. More like a very rational response for an aroused body seeking satisfaction.

      Would it be ridiculous, she thought as she stepped out of the shower and dried herself slowly on the plush towel? Her first tactic had failed spectacularly. Just seeing him wasn’t enough to destroy the mirage of desire which had consumed her every day and night of these past eight years. Multiple lovers hadn’t fixed it, nor had hard work and focus on her research. Would it be so ridiculous to spend the night with him? After all, there was always a place for empirical research in a scholar’s toolkit.

      As she hung up the towels, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror and was shocked. She could see the effect of his kiss in her eyes—dark, aroused eyes. And that arousal was echoed in her body with her peaked nipples and flushed skin. She looked like a woman who wanted sex. Her lips slowly curled into a knowing smile, which did nothing to undermine her first impression.

      No, she thought. Going to bed with Darrius would be neither stupid nor ridiculous. She placed her hands on her flat stomach. It would be exactly the right thing to do.

      Instead of getting into bed naked, she plucked the ivory silk robe off the back of a chair, slid in her arms, and loosely tied the belt. She squirted on a little perfume, touched up her makeup and drew in a deep breath. She could do this. She nodded to her reflection, encouraging herself. She didn’t think she’d ever desired someone so much, nor been so nervous about taking that first step, in all her life. Her blood pulsed loudly in her ears. Just this one thing, she said to herself, would clear the way to her future, and put her in control of her life. She nodded again, more decisively this time.

      She opened the door quietly and peered out into the silent corridor. There was no one around. Next to hers was the bedroom which she knew to be Darrius’s. She glanced down the corridor to where Darrius’s old room had been. When she’d sneaked in there eight years ago, he’d drawn her a plan to ensure she hadn’t gone into the wrong room. No, this one was definitely the king’s bedroom.

      She stood listening for a few moments, but there was no sound, no lights, except from her own room. As soon as she closed her door, the corridor was plunged into darkness and a shiver of nerves tracked along her spine. What if someone should come? What if the old Grand Vizier was lurking, determined to protect his king from women who might lead him astray? She strained her ears, listening for any sound, anything out of place, but there was nothing. She was sure they were alone in this wing of the palace.

      In bare feet, she padded across the cool marble floor to Darrius’s room. She slid her hands on the handle, gripped it and suddenly froze. What if it was alarmed? He was king after all. What if she turned the handle and a siren blared and a host of security descended on her? It was a risk she had to take. She released the handle and the door suddenly flew open.

      “Nora,” he said calmly, as if had been in no doubt that she would show up at his door.

      “Darrius!” She tried not to look at his naked chest which peeped out from the loose robe he wore but, as it was at eye level and a thing of beauty, she failed. “I…”

      Her words trailed away into silence as her thoughts scattered. All she knew was that she had an urgent need to touch him. Before she could, he grabbed her hand and tugged her inside his room and slammed the door closed behind them.

      “You what?” he asked impatiently, his eyes roving over her. “You lost your way?”

      She shook her head.

      “You were hungry?”

      She was about to deny it, but then realized he was right. She nodded, and from the look in his eyes, he immediately understood.

      With one swift motion, he pulled on the tie of her robe and it slithered free, opening her robe to reveal her nakedness. He pushed down the material from her shoulders and gripped it tight over her chest. Her arms were trapped beneath the restraint as he pulled her to him.

      For one brief moment, he searched her eyes, as if unsure. She opened her mouth—whether to speak, to tell him why she was here, or to kiss him, she hardly knew. What she did know was the moment he looked sure. His eyes widened and showed an answering need. His lips weren’t gentle as he claimed hers with a kiss, nor were his hands, which gripped the stuff of her robe tight.

      As his lips moved over hers, her desire shot sky high and she kissed him right back. Turned out they were hungry for the same thing and both demanded satisfaction from the other. His tongue in her mouth, seeking hers, his breath against her face, his heart pounding as he pressed his chest against her breasts—it all sent shockwaves through her body, settling into a swelling heat and warmth between her legs.

      Eventually he released her robe to cup her cheeks with both hands as he continued to kiss her, his groan traveling through her body, as she pushed closer to him, intent on feeling every inch of his muscled chest and arms and hips against her body. She snaked her hands around his neck. She wanted to become one with him, to bridge that gap between her imagination and reality which had taunted her every day of these past eight years. She gasped under his mouth as his erection pressed into her stomach. He was hungry for her, all right. And the kiss only made him hungrier.

      He stepped away from her suddenly and she felt bereft, tried to keep her grip on his neck, but he pulled away. It was clear this was going to be on his terms, or not at all.

      Before she could react further, he ripped off her robe, and it fell to the floor, leaving her standing naked before him. The only light which entered the room came through the window, a delicate blend of starlight and a sliver of a new moon. Never in her life had she felt so vulnerable. For one moment, she wondered if he truly wanted her like she wanted him, or whether all he wanted was to punish her, to take her and use her as he believed she’d used him. Was that what he was thinking? That he wanted her was beyond doubt. But his dark eyes gave away none of his thoughts as they roved hungrily over her body.

      Then he looked up and met her gaze and suddenly she knew she didn’t care how he wanted her, because she wanted whatever he would give her.
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      Darrius couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was more beautiful now than she’d been before and he hadn’t thought that was possible. But she’d matured. Her petite figure had filled out with the kind of curves which invited touch. He wanted to devour her, with his eyes, with his body, with his mind, with everything. He allowed his gaze to move down from that beautiful face with the smoky eyes and bruised lips to her breasts. He didn’t touch them, but still her nipples peaked under his searching eyes.

      Then he looked lower, past her flat stomach to the apex of her legs. She was naked there, stripped of hair, and he didn’t think he’d ever seen anything so erotic. She’d prepared herself for him, which made her even sexier in his eyes, knowing she wanted him, and had anticipated this moment all along. He clasped her hand and took a step back, tugging her toward him. And she came, like someone drugged. He smiled, knowing he could command her to do what he liked. And he would. He wanted everything from her. Her body, her mind, her soul, and, more than anything else, he wanted to punish her for leaving him.

      “Lie on the bed,” he growled.

      She narrowed her eyes—she was no submissive woman, and was letting him know with her narrowed gaze and secret smile that this was something she wanted to do, something which she knew would give her what she wanted, too, otherwise she wouldn’t be doing it. She sat on the edge of the bed and then, watching him, watching her, she opened her legs.

      His cock throbbed at the sight of her slick pussy, swollen and so ready for him. Then, with one quick movement, she raised her legs and pushed her heels close to her bottom and lay back, both hands behind her head, as if she hadn’t a care in the world, offering him exactly what they both wanted. And there was no way he wasn’t going to take it.

      He pulled off his robes until he stood naked before her, his cock hard and ready. With no more words, or kisses, or touches, he lifted her hips and slid inside of her with one forceful thrust.

      She dropped her head back, closed her eyes and gasped, one long inhalation of air which told him all he needed to know. Hot bliss filled his veins as he remained deep inside of her. Nothing had come close to this since she’d disappeared from his life so abruptly.

      “Look at me,” he commanded. And she snapped open her eyes and met his gaze. Immediately he withdrew and, holding her where he wanted her, thrust back into her again.

      He played her like he’d imagined so many times—holding back just when she was about to come, punishing her for leaving him.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, needing to hear the words from her. “Tell me.” Her breath was coming in gasps. He took her hand, which had slid down to her sex as if to hasten her pleasure, and clasped them both and held them on either side. They were chest to chest, his mouth above hers. He had no more kisses in him, he only wanted her submission. “Tell me,” he repeated for a third time.

      “You,” she breathed. He wondered if it was a word, or a sigh, but it was the look in her eyes of total surrender to his will which tipped the balance. He nodded and then drove into her with a relentless rhythm until she cried out his name and came in an explosive, shimmering climax, which massaged every last drop of his seed from him. It was as if she wanted the essence of him, wanted what he could give her—his baby. For the first time, he wondered whether she’d taken precautions. He hoped not. Because he wanted her to be his woman, and to carry his child. He wanted her in the most primitive way possible. But she still felt separate, elusive. He had to know what she was thinking, what she was feeling.

      He pulled out of her and stood over her, but she wouldn’t meet his eyes. Instead, she pulled up her knee and rolled onto her side, one arm over her forehead, hiding her eyes, as if unwilling to meet his gaze.

      “Look at me,” he commanded.

      Her head moved lightly against the bed cover. “I can’t.” Her voice sounded strained, as if she were having difficulty containing something.

      “Why not?” He heard the roughness in his voice, but could do nothing to prevent it. It felt as if the years of yearning had disappeared and nothing was as important as this moment.

      She pulled away her arm and turned her face to his and he could see what it was she was hiding. Tears streaked down her face and suddenly his need to control—to own, to punish—evaporated. There was nothing more important than this woman before him, who looked destroyed. Had he done that? He knew he’d never forgive himself if he had.

      “Nora,” he breathed. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt you?”

      She swallowed, but a half-sob emerged, anyway. She shook her head, and her tears soaked into her hair. He pushed her hair aside and tenderly caressed her cheek.

      “Nora, please tell me what’s wrong. What is it? Is it something I’ve done? If so, I’m sorry. I let my needs take over.”

      “It’s not…” She gulped.

      “Please, tell me, what’s wrong?”

      She tried to sit up. He pulled her into his arms and held her tight against his chest. But the action seemed only to increase her distress, and the crying began again. He waited until the sobs subsided before pulling away. Then he gently brushed away the traces of her tears with his fingers and kissed her lips, which still trembled slightly. This time the kiss was no command, but an urging caress. Slowly they lay down, face to face, his arms around her, wanting to give her whatever comfort he could. But he couldn’t give her any more than physical reassurance unless he knew why she was crying.

      “Please, Nora, tell me.”

      “I…” She swallowed. “I’d forgotten.”

      He pushed aside her hair, so he could see the expression in her eyes. He needed to use all his senses to figure out what the hell was going on.

      “Forgotten what?”

      She gave a glimmer of a smile. “What it was like to make love to you. What it’s like”—she moved her hand down to her sex—“to have you here, inside of me. I’d forgotten how right it felt. How much I needed it.”

      He grunted, satisfied. It was good she felt that way. He placed his hand over hers and exerted pressure on her clitoris, watching her face at the same time. She gasped and her face contorted with pleasure as he increased the pressure. He lifted his hand from hers and she stopped, eyes opening.

      “Don’t stop,” he instructed.

      With her eyes open, she played with herself, arousing herself once more, and smiling as she registered his own arousal. She opened her legs a little wider, and he watched as she took their combined juices which lined her sex and played with it, rubbing it into her skin, drawing it up to her clitoris.

      He couldn’t take it any longer and, with one swift movement, he turned her in his arms and slid inside of her. This time there were no delays, nothing but the urgings of each other’s body, a sensitivity to each other which he’d known with no other lover. He could tell it was the same for her. Gone was the veneer of business-like arrogance, replaced by an almost innocent, beguiling openness which he knew he could not bring himself to damage, no matter his first thought about revenge. She was too precious, too rare, for him to destroy.

      After they both climaxed a second time, he held her in the same position—her back to his chest—cradling her, not wanting the moment to end. He brushed aside her hair from her neck and placed a kiss there, above her pulse, tenderly touching it, thinking he could not live without that beating heart beside him. Theirs was no ordinary connection. And he’d do whatever he had to do to make sure the connection was never again broken.

      As he watched her slowly relax into sleep, her eyes fluttering now and then, he felt more at peace than he’d felt since he’d last seen her. Those eight years of unhappiness seeped out of him, like poisoned blood, leaving him with a sense of rightness which he couldn’t deny. He couldn’t do without her. However he had to do it, he was determined to fight for a future which had her in it. It was that simple.

      

      Darrius slept deeply with Leonora snuggled in his arms. It wasn’t until the first fingers of dawn probed the darkness that he awoke, feeling more rested than he could ever remember. He didn’t want to wake her so he continued to lie with his arm around her, watching as the darkness swiftly gave way to light. And, with the day, he knew he had to face up to reality—confront what had happened and try to figure out what he was going to do about it. As the sun climbed the horizon and its rays poured into the room, he traced on her back the flickering shadows of leaves from the trees outside his window. He watched as her breathing changed, and she opened her eyes and looked around with surprise.

      “I thought I’d dreamed I was in your arms!” she said with a smile.

      He pushed aside a lock of her hair. “It’s no dream,” he said, sliding his hand along the curves of her body before coming to rest on her hip. “I’ll prove it.”

      Laughing, she slipped from his arms and pulled on her robe.

      He frowned. This wasn’t what he’d intended at all. “What are you doing?”

      “Returning to my room for a shower and to start my day. It’s going to be a busy one.”

      “And what exactly are your plans?” he asked, his voice automatically slipping back into his usual commanding tone.

      She looked around in surprise and then frowned. She tied her robe firmly before turning to him.

      “I have work to do,” she said. “Like I said, I want to find the diamond.”

      “Does it really mean so much to you?”

      He got up out of bed and went to her.

      She nodded. “Personally, and professionally.”

      It was his turn to frown. “It’s a precious stone. That’s all.”

      “No, you’re wrong. It’s much, much more than that. It’s my future. My independence.”

      “Your independence?” He was confused. “What is that to do with us? Why do you imagine you need either the diamond or your independence?”

      “Because I do, Darrius, I do. Last night doesn’t change a thing.”

      He gripped her hands and tugged her to him. She bounced against his chest.

      “Of course it does. We will marry and that will be your future. That will put an end to your independence.”

      She tilted her head angrily to one side. “I’m not one of your Bedouin women you can order about, Darrius! I’m a modern woman with a life of my own.”

      “Not anymore. That changed the moment you entered my room last night. It wasn’t independence you wanted last night. You wanted me.” Reassured by the memory, he stepped away from her and pulled on his own robe. “No, we will marry. I’ll inform my Grand Vizier immediately so he can arrange it.”

      “Darrius! I’m not marrying you! How can I? For one thing, your people would never accept me and, for another, I have a life in England—a career.”

      “Then why did you come?”

      She nibbled her lip as if uncertain how to respond.

      “Nora,” he said in a warning tone. “Tell me honestly. Why did you come?”

      She still hesitated and then drew in a deep breath, as if mustering up her courage. “To get over you,” she suddenly blurted out. “To move on. There’s a man, an ex-fiancé, who wants to marry me. He⁠—”

      “What?” Darrius exploded, preventing Leonora from further speech. “What?” he repeated, trying, without success, to control the red mist which had descended in his brain at the thought of his Leonora with another man. “There will be no other man but me!”

      As soon as he saw the shock of surprise, swiftly followed by defiance, in her eyes, he regretted his explosion.

      “Nora!” he called out.

      But she opened the door and, with one hand firmly on the handle, she turned to him, her own anger now matching his.

      “What? You expect me to commit to you knowing I cannot ever marry you? Is that what you expect? You expect me to be some kind of sexual slave, kept tucked away at night for your pleasure?” She shook her head. “That’s not me, Darrius. I am not that woman.”

      She closed the door firmly behind her, leaving him with only one thought. Whatever he had to do, he would do it. He’d move mountains to make sure this woman never left him again. Because she was wrong. She would marry him. He’d do whatever he had to do to make that happen. There would be no other outcome.
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      Leonora may not have intended to have sex with Darrius but she was glad she did. She studied her stony expression in the mirror, still trying to contain the deep-seated anger she felt at his high-handed macho arrogance. Yes, she thought, she was more than glad. She was ecstatic. If only because it was quite clear to her how he was the opposite of everything she wanted.

      He was arrogant. She swiped her hair with the hairbrush.
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