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​Chapter 1: Get Off Your Royal Arse
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Brandon turned off the alarm and forced himself out of bed. On most days, he woke up even before the alarm went off. It was an unspoken challenge between him and the gadget that had been going on for years. 

[image: ]




The truth was that he was never a big fan of sleeping. It felt like a waste of that time when one could be enjoying the wonders of life - dating, partying, and drinking. 

The last one sounded particularly appealing right now. He needed a mug of strong coffee with his usual shot of brandy nicely added to it. 

With less than two hours of sleep, he needed to pump some energy into his body to survive the meeting with his friends in the prison which Khalid called his office. He'd never understand why a wealthy and successful son a Sheikh needed to work in an office. He could travel to any spot in this vast world with his laptop and work from there. 

Just like Alexander always did. The half-Swede was great at saving money on something by not spending money on something as useless as an office building—even if he was a self-made billionaire, or perhaps because he was a self-made billionaire in the first place. 

Brandon was glad his royal blood had provided him with enough wealth to not need any kind of office or to run any business himself. His lawyers and wealth fund manager made sure he always had enough money for his parties, and he never really needed more than that. 

Life's too short, my noble friends, life is made for partying, he'd always say and that was enough justification for the thirty-year-old illegitimate son of a British lord to free himself of any responsibility that society would impose on him. If he had food, drinks, and sex - and enough money to pay for all of it - and not necessarily in that order of priority - he was content with everything. 

This morning, though, he felt slightly uncomfortable as his three best friends were forcing him to attend a business meeting and discuss an investment all four of them would be a part of. If those were not his lifelong friends - the true and only family that he knew - he'd have insisted that his wealth fund manager attended the meeting. 

This wasn't about money, though. He was going to invest no matter what, only because it was a project Khalid and Xavier were so excited about. He wanted to be a part of it because long ago they swore an oath - the young naive youth they were - they believed the words 'One for all and all for one' would be enough to keep their friendship. They were wrong. Words were nothing. Friendship and loyalty were what kept them close for all these years. He'd wager everything he owned for every single one of those men. 

And yet, that did not give them an excuse to call a business meeting at 8 a.m. Not when Brandon partied all through last night till five in the morning, and especially not when the meeting venue was not some elite sky bar, but a luxurious office on the hundredth floor of Al Qasim tower. 

If only he weren't born with the natural hate for being late and his royal roots did not force him to honor every single precious minute of other people's lives, he'd consider running late for that meeting. He could maybe call some pretty chick to join him for breakfast, and a morning quickie to give him the energy boost he'd need for the meeting. 

But no! 

He quickly took a shower and made sure his royal arse would be on the hundredth floor at Khalid's office at least ten minutes early. He could let his friends tease and mock him all they wanted, but nobody ever accused Brandon Hyde of being late for a meeting. 

Khalid and Saleema were already in the office. He rolled his eyes as he stepped into Khalid's office that occupied almost half of the top floor of the huge tower. Call Brandon old fashioned - which probably in most cases was an undeniable result of his heritage - but he did find it slightly inappropriate for the work environment to kiss one's wife the way Khalid did when all the four walls of his huge office were made of glass. 

"Go get a room," he muttered as he closed the door behind him. The door was of glass as well. Why even bother to close it?

"Good morning to you too," Khalid laughed. The arrogant bastard did not even flinch or shy away being spotted kissing his wife at his place of work. 

"Are you always this grumpy in the mornings?" Saleema asked as she finally rose from her husband's lap and came to give Brandon a good morning hug. 

She was the best thing that had happened to his friend. Brandon couldn't even believe it had been only a couple of months since this amazing woman had entered Khalid's life and had managed to turn upside down not just his life, but everyone else's. 

"How is my little niece feeling?" Brandon asked very gently touching her swollen belly. He was still a bit terrified of being around the pregnant woman. 

Firstly, he was afraid he could do something clumsy and accidentally hurt the baby inside her even with a very light touch. 

But the second and the true reason was that the woman was the personification of the most violent mood-swings. She could turn from the sweetest angel to a fire breathing dragon in a matter of minutes only because she craved for some banana cake with salty sprinkles on top or something equally gross. 

He did not envy Khalid. Lucky for him, Brandon did not do relationships and there was no such day on the calendar in the future of mankind that he'd ever get married. Never, ever... 

Still, his little niece already meant the world for him. He was going to spoil her like a true princess when she is born. 

"You know we still don't know the baby's sex, right? It might be a nephew, not a niece," Saleema spoke in her calm voice, caressing her baby. 

"I know she's a girl. I can feel that" Brandon argued stubbornly.

Alex knocked on the door right at that moment, as if there was any reason to knock on a glass door when those inside as well as those outside it, could see everything. 

Brandon would never grasp the meaning of such offices. Anyway, with Alexander here, they could start the meeting. And the sooner they started it, the quicker he'd be done and then can go partying. 

His stomach rumbled. He had skipped breakfast in order to be here on time. 

"Hey, can we get some coffee and something while we talk?" he asked. Sounding grumpy as Saleema had already stated so nicely. "Isn't that the whole meaning of having an office? That you have someone who is always happy to bring coffee and croissants or whatnot in the morning."

"Well, some of us use it for other purposes as well, but it's nothing your royal arrogance might be interested in," Khalid laughed. "I'll get my assistant to bring some coffee for us."

"Two spoons of brandy in it, please," he reminded. Though he knew he didn't have to. His friends were aware of how he took his coffee. 

"Of course," Khalid nodded and winked at him. 

"Is Xavier online already?" Alexander asked. Apparently, the Swedish-German businessman was in his worst business mood this morning and couldn't care less about Brandon's indelicate coffee ritual. 

"Yes," Khalid checked his laptop to make sure Xavier was there. He quickly typed a message to him. "Can you believe it? He still refuses to tell me where he `is!" His voice was raised a pitch higher as he shook his head in disbelief. 

That was absolutely unlike Xavier. The man had never left Khalid's side for more than a couple days and those were strictly for business reasons. Now, since he came to Khalid's wedding with some mysterious girl by his side, he had been acting completely unlike himself. He had disappeared right after Saleema and Khalid left for their honeymoon, promising to explain everything when he was back. He had sworn that it was an absolute life and death situation he was dealing with. 

To Brandon, that could only mean that the guy was hopelessly in love and had lost his mind over a chick. That was an absolute disaster. Within a year, he was about to lose his second closest friend to love. At least, Alexander seemed unharmed by that contagious disease. Otherwise, he'd be the only bachelor among them and that was no fun at all. 

"Alright, we can start now," Khalid said as he pressed the call button to connect with Xavier. In a moment, his face appeared on the flat screen on the opposite wall from Khalid's desk. That console was connected to his laptop wirelessly. 

"Good morning, everyone," Xavier greeted them. 

Brandon was the first to notice that it was dark outside the window behind him. 

"Where exactly are you, man? It's night-time there?" He asked as he slowly approached the console trying to catch more details. 

"Oh. My bad. I thought I was careful," Xavier laughed. "As I promised, I'll explain it all real soon. Give me some time to sort things out and get back."

"Blimey! You do sound weird, bro, too weird to my liking," Brandon complained. 

"Enough small talk, please. Some of us have businesses to run," Alexander complained again. 

Apparently, Brandon was not the only one in a grumpy mood this morning. He wondered what had caused Alex's foul mood. Probably Talisha. Saleema's cousin was the one person on this earth capable of ruining Alex's mood as well as Brandon's. Though, he'd prefer not to think about her right now.

"Right, so here's what we have at the moment," Khalid spoke. He made a small pause to make sure everyone was listening to him. 

Brandon felt proud. His friend had changed a lot from the careless brat to the businessman who had successfully pitched the idea of his Hippodrome Royal and had already raised the forty percent initial funding needed for it. 

Initially, it was Khalid's father - who had promised to invest in the venture if his son married Saleema. Later, although his father was interested, Khalid decided to challenge himself and try to raise the funds on his own. He had managed to complete the deal while on his honeymoon. 

Some people did combine business and fun after all. 

Not Brandon, though. His life was made of joy and entertainment only - and that was the best thing that had ever happened to him. 

"As we have agreed, the remaining sixty percent of the funds will be invested by us. Fifteen percent each. If everyone is still game, today we should seal the deal and appoint the one person among us who will take charge of the project implementation." 

Saleema looked at her husband proudly as he talked with so much authority in his voice. Brandon almost rolled his eyes. This couple was too sweet for his taste, too fluffy and sweet!

Everyone confirmed their interest and once Khalid officially confirmed it and said each of them would receive the contracts for them to sign; he quickly suggested that they proceed to the second - more important question - the person in charge. 

"That should be Xavier," Alexander was the first to speak. "He has been acting like a mother hen to all of us since we were students. Who else can take good care of our joint venture?" 

Indeed. The four of them had been through fire and blood - literally - and much more, yet now they were entering a joint venture for the first time. 

"I'm humbled, guys. But, as much as I'd like to accept the offer, I can't build a Hippodrome while being away," Xavier spoke on the screen. It was unusual to see him on distance. He should be here, nagging and keeping tabs on everyone. 

"You are not planning to stay in your Mystery land forever, are you?" Brandon remarked. For all we know you are somewhere next door and trolling us."

"If I were next door, I'd hurry over there to kick your useless arse, your royal prick!" Xavier teased. "Why don't you take charge?"

"Me?" Brandon almost jumped off his chair. "Like hell?" 

Everyone knew he was good for nothing. Everyone had come to terms with that trait in him. Yet, trust Xavier to try to bring him to the 'right' path. 

"I wouldn't trust my business into this blue-blood's hands," Khalid started and earned a poke in his rib from his wife. 

Good thing, pregnant women cared about justice and protected those in need. 

"On second thought, though," he suddenly continued. 

So, this was a trap! Brandon realized. Of course, it was. Xavier would not have offered it without first consulting with Khalid. And now Brandon had walked right into it. 

"I am too busy with my future baby," Khalid started listing the reasons why it should not be him. 

"Yeah, it's not the woman's duty only to raise the child," Saleema provided. 

Since when did shy and timid Saleema become such a feminist? Brandon admired her, nonetheless. "The baby is not even born yet," Brandon tried to protest but earned a frown from Saleema. 

"Your niece can hear you, Bran! And she says that if you start educating your child after her birth, then you are nine months late!" Saleema rubbed her belly and Brandon immediately felt guilty for hurting his little niece's feelings.

"Then why not Alex?" Brandon immediately tried to distract them. 

"Maybe because I already have two multi-billion companies expanding across four continents...?" Alexander phrased the answer into a question while casually sipping his coffee. "Enough of being a royal slacker; just take the responsibility. It will not kill you. There is nothing hard for you to do and we all know you are more than capable."

"And we will all move to the countryside and be nearby if you'll need help," Khalid nodded. "Fresh air is good for the baby." 

"And I will be available online if you need legal consulting," Xavier smiled. 

Brandon was trapped! Cornered into this situation from where he could find no escape. And here was the end of his carefree rich life. 

Brandon sighed. "So be it. Do not tell me that I haven't warned you. Now that this matter is settled, I'll go enjoy my last days of freedom." 



Chapter 2: The Mystery Woman
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This was a mischievous plot against him. Brandon was still fighting the idea that he was the one in charge of the whole construction and implementation of their joint venture - Hippodrome Royal. 
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Khalid and Saleema had decided to move to the countryside together with him for the months to come. They still used the excuse that it was good for their future baby. Brandon knew better - they were all excited about the Hippodrome project and wanted to be a part of the process. Yet, for some reason, they needed him to handle all the annoying executive parts by himself. 

Alexander also decided to join, stating that he could work from anywhere in the world if he had his laptop with him. 

The last one to join the party was Talisha. As if this whole project did not make Brandon miserable enough, now there was Saleema's hot ass cousin to tease him to his death. 

To annoy, rather than tease, he thought to himself. These days it was very clear that the woman was much more attracted to Alexander with whom she shared a strange type of love/hate relationship. One day those two seemed inseparable and another day they hardly spoke to each other. 

Even thinking back to the first day they met, he was at the center of this hottie's attention, made him proud: until Alexander stepped into the picture, of course. 

Now, as the five of them were on their way to the countryside and were going to reside in the villa that they had rented right next to the location of their future Hippodrome, Brandon felt chills. He was going to be the fifth wheel - the one with no partner. On one side, there was the annoyingly sweet couple of Khalid and Saleema, while on the other side - the hot mess of Talisha and Alexander. 

Brandon cursed under his breath as he imagined his life for the months to come. That tiny little curse earned him a hard hit on his head from Khalid. 

"No swear words in the presence of your future niece," he warned. 

The hell, he was about to protest, but immediately swallowed the words back into his throat. 

"Why? Are you doing to keep her in a glass jar? Locked away from the real world?" he protested using more polite words. 

He was not an expert in bringing up kids, but one thing he knew for sure - guarding her against everything in the world - especially swear words - was not going to help her. 

"No, but she'll first learn the nice words, and then cursing," Saleema supported her husband. 

"Alright, alright!" Brandon raised his arms in defeat only to hear terrified screams and realized that he was the one driving the car. "Told you. Not a good idea to put me in charge of anything." He beamed knowing his words would irritate everyone. 

"Oh, by the way, Bran," Saleema started. 

Every time she started something with her sweet, innocent 'Oh, I just remembered something' line, there was a promised bombshell the woman was about to drop on his head. 

"What now?" he narrowed his eyes at her through the mirror. 

Not that there was any chance to intimidate this woman. She was Khalid's wife after all and was quite used to handling bad boys like him and his friends. 

"Ohm, you might see a surprise when we arrive," she said. 

That sounded good so far. He wouldn't mind some cool surprise. 

"Is the surprise only for him?" asked Talisha who had been annoyingly silent today. As was Alexander. Again. Something was going on between those two. 

Brandon did not want to beg for details himself. He didn't want to show any sign of interest. More than anything Brandon hated being on the losing side. And when it came to him and Alexander competing for a woman's attention - it was always the half-Swede ending up on the winning side. 

Long ago, Brandon had come to terms with the fact that he was not loved by women. Some were attracted to him only because of his British origin and found his thick accent sexy; others wanted nothing but a rich man spoiling them with gifts. None was ready to put their heart on the stake for him, though. And good for them because he did not deserve those hearts anyway. 

The hell I need that kind of headache! Let them keep it to themselves, the thought. 

"So, what's the surprise?" he asked, realizing that he had been lost in his thoughts. 

"Well, it's not a what but a who," Saleema continued speaking in puzzles. 

Women! They never make anything easy. Never reveal any piece of information without torturing a man death. He really was not in a mood for this. 

"I don't expect any who," he spat. 

Or rather - there was no 'who' that he'd be looking forward to seeing right now. 

"Well, that's unfortunate," Saleema continued keeping the mystery in her story. She was enjoying her little game. "You'll have to work with her for the upcoming months... It would be better if you do expect her."

"Who?" repeated Brandon. 

"Who?" There seemed to be a tiny undertone of jealousy in Talisha's voice. 

"Who?" Alexander joined them in his lazy, disinterested voice. 

"Our new interior designer," she chuckled - knowing all too well her tiny hints were telling him nothing. 

Brandon hissed. This woman was having too much fun at his expense. As he watched her through the mirror - she was beaming and jumping like a little girl, who couldn't wait to reveal her surprise yet, and was making it as mysterious as she could. Khalid was also pleased with his wife's game. Apparently, the traitor knew exactly what she had on her mind. 

"And we need an interior designer as early as now in this project? Why exactly?" he asked. 

They had not started the project yet. No architects, no planners, no construction team was chosen. But they already had an interior designer and as he could guess a person who was Khalid's and Saleema's secret? That made absolutely no sense to his very logical mind. 

"We need her because of who she is," Khalid's little wife provided another piece of her puzzle. 

"Oh. My. God. Saleema! You can kill a person with those guessing games. Tell us already!" It was Talisha who had lost her patience. 

Brandon was glad this woman was more impatient than he was. He would've wanted to give away his own interest in the matter. It was always handier to pretend to be disinterested. Nobody could hurt him that way. 

"Karina," Saleema beamed brightly at her revelation. "Are you happy, Bran? I knew you'd be. Tell me you're happy, please." 

"Why the hell..." he barked. "Sorry, little niece," he realized he was not allowed to swear. That wouldn't last long. Once the baby was born, he'd teach her all the bad words at once. And then he could cuss to his heart's content. 

"Karina?" Alexander cocked a brow. Apparently, he didn't remember her. 

Brandon groaned. Alex was almost flirting with her the first time he met her. It was months ago when Khalid had organized a three-day-long drinking party as he was still in denial of being in love with his future wife. Back then, Brandon had called Karina to join them, and Alex could not tear his eyes off her. Yet he did not make any advances, knowing well that Brandon wasn't very generous when it came to sharing his women. He could pretend he was, even suggest trying a threesome. The truth was he'd never followed through with it. Even with women who meant nothing to him but hot, passionate releases. His women were only his.  

"Is that Brandon's fuck buddy?" Talisha asked. 

This time, Brandon knew for sure he heard the jealousy in her voice. He was glad. He made a mental note to thank Saleema later for that little revenge that warmed his heart. 

Well, let Talisha know she was not the only woman in the center of every man's attention. Good. Karina was hot as fuck, and he'd be damned if he didn't shove into everyone's face how he loved every wicked thing she did to pleasure his body. 

"Don't say that word, Talisha!" Saleema reproached her cousin. 

"Which one? Buddy or fuck?" she chuckled, enjoying how the word made the pregnant woman blush with embarrassment. 

"The second one," Saleema answered biting her lip. 

"Darling, for a married woman, you should already be used to that word. People say fuck and people do fuck. Isn’t nothing bad about that. Just say it - fuck, fuck, fuck!" Talisha teased. 

"Shut up. I can say sex or lovemaking. No need to use the rude f-word," Saleema's voice was almost a whisper. 

Khalid laughed and peppered kisses on his wife's temple. 

"A couple months ago, she couldn't even say the word sex aloud. We're making progress. Slow but visible," he came to his wife's defense. 

"Yeah, the day Saleema learns to talk dirty, Brandon will turn into a saint and believe in unicorns farting rainbow," Alex provided his favorite unicorn comparison which never failed to make everyone laugh. 

"Anyway, back to the main story," Brandon cleared his throat. "Why is Karina going to oversee the interior design? I'm glad she's coming to stay with us and warm my bed during long lonely nights when I have to work on this Hippodrome project while you lazy bastards will be enjoying your rest..." Yes, he was going to remind them every chance he gets that they had outmaneuvered him for him to take responsibility for this project. "Still, why her?" 

"Have you seen any of her work?" Saleema asked. 

"Man, her portfolio is impressive," Khalid seconded his wife again. "I'll have to admit I have no idea she was such a smart and talented chick when I first met her. Not your usual mindless-fuck-chick type, you know..." 

Indeed, Brandon never cared that his women were smart. Hot - yes, please. Adventurous - always! But smart? Who cared about smart? Smart was boring in Brandon Hyde's universe.

"Had no idea she had any professional education," Brandon grumbled. It wasn't surprising. He knew little about her. Karina was different from the other women he had sex with. Usually, he tried not to date the same woman more than a handful of times. But Karina had been around for quite a while now. It was easy to be with her, he secretly admitted. 

At some point, he was scared that she would turn into someone like Dhanya - Khalid's ex - constantly causing drama and demanding to define their relationship. But none of that happened. And as time went by, he got used to having her in his life every now and then. That did not mean they were exclusive or anything. He dated as many women as he wanted and that was the amazing thing about his life. 

"You say professional education?! Man, I'd say it’s a solid education that many so-called lead experts in the field would envy. That's why we went ahead and hired her immediately," Khalid's voice was filled with so much enthusiasm. Brandon could only hope that it was simply his admiration for the professionalism of the woman and not another trap his friends had prepared for him. 

No matter what, Brandon suddenly felt proud for Karina. He wondered whether that strange feeling was caused by the fact that it was obvious that the more everyone praised his lover, the more annoyed and irritated Talisha got. He doubted that indicated that she had any feelings for him, but rather the realization that she was losing his admiration for her. Her fan - her admirer who always sparred with Alexander for her attention was now slipping away from her. 

He smiled smugly at her. 

Well, well, my fair lady. Know that when you reject a man, you are very close to losing his infatuation as well, he thought to himself, and he knew everyone could see his silent satisfaction. 

As they approached the gates of the mansion, Brandon saw that Karina's car was already parked outside. Probably, she was waiting for them to arrive and to enter the estate together. They were supposed to be there by 2 p.m. Probably Saleema had told her to be there at the same time. 

Brandon checked the time on his watch. It was a quarter to 2. 

She's punctual; he thought to himself and was startled by the realization that if before he was looking for flaws in her character to push her away from him, now he was praising her virtues in his mind. 

Idiot, that's a sure path to self-destruction, he reminded himself. 

As he parked the car not far from the main gate, he rushed out and making sure everyone was watching his actions, pulled Karina into his arms and captured her lips with his before she had time to acknowledge anyone. He tugged on her bottom lip, and she opened to him giving him access to the inner recess of her mouth and he enjoyed the exploring. He knew where to touch her and did just that and felt her answering and uncontrollable response as she reached her arms around his neck, her body shivering as he deepened the kiss that he was now, surprisingly, thoroughly enjoying. 

Now, let the show begin, he smiled to himself.



Chapter 3: Private Expectations
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Karina was struggling for breath. Yet, she was not ready to end the kiss. His lips were moving deliciously over hers, nibbling and sending waves all over her body. It claimed everything she had - all she was - heart and soul as his and left her trembling unable to control her response to him. 
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His scent was intoxicating - so crisp, so bold and sincere. It wrapped around her, and she knew she'd be able to taste his breath on her lips long after this kiss was ended. And afterward, she'd cherish every moment of that unfading sensation. 

Brandon never failed to surprise her, to steal her breath away, to leave her speechless like a confused adolescent. She hated that she let him have such an effect on her, yet she also loved it. 

She had been worried about this meeting, as Saleema had decided to keep it a secret and break it out to Brandon at a very last moment. In case he freaked out. Of course, her cold-blooded Brit never truly freaked out. Even if he did, he concealed the emotion deep in his heart so that no sign of what he considered weakness was given away. She knew him well enough to read those emotions in his deep dark eyes. 

She had tried to play every possible scenario in her head during her drive here. He could've walked out of the car and politely asked her to leave. Except for one or two rare occasions when he had invited her to join him, Brandon preferred to keep his bed mates away from his true friends. As if she could betray him and giving away anything about him that was of a sensitive nature... Not that she knew much in the first place. But she had held him in her arms while he had slept. She knew how often he was tormented by his nightmares. She knew some deep dark demons were gnawing at his soul every night. 

The second scenario she had imagined was a very business-like handshake and a request to meet him in his office the following morning. That was a possible development. Brandon knew exactly how to shut people out of his life when he did not need them and lock his heart away behind seven seals. 

The scenario that he'd rush out of the car and kiss her, thoroughly, holding her tightly against his body, had never crossed her mind. Either she didn't know him that well after all or there was something else going on here which she was unaware of. 

And soon, that little mystery was revealed to her. 

Once they broke apart from each other and she gasped for air, she saw his companions step out of the car one by one. There were Khalid and Saleema. She was showing nicely, and it was the most beautiful picture ever. 

Khalid was always kind to Karina, except probably for their very first meeting when he hated her guts for forcing him to admit his true feelings for Saleema. She'd forgive him that. Men were always idiots when it came to showing their feelings. It left them exposed and fragile. 

Next was Alexander who walked out and scanned the surroundings with his icy blue eyes. The guy was too silent and too self-absorbed for her liking. And then there was Talisha, who followed Alexander, staying very close to him, yet looking away, pretending that she did not realize that she was standing so close - almost invading his personal space. Karina sincerely believed that not everyone should be allowed into that very personal space of the young billionaire. 

And that last person who walked out of the car provided the answer to Karina's questions and crashed her fragile hopes. 

So, this was just a game that Brandon was playing. She was a smart woman and never fooled herself. She knew very well that Brandon was attracted to Saleema's eccentric cousin. Such women were always the heart of every party. 

You might own his heart, she spoke to her rival in her mind, but his body is mine, for now at least. And she was not going to lose this battle so easily. 

Anyway, battle plans can be implemented later. Now, Karina put on the best fake smile she could force on her lips and hurried to greet everyone. First, she rushed to give a warm hug to Saleema. Nothing faked there. She did adore her from the first moment she met her. 
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