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      Laila Tindall is only in Raihan to hone her pottery skills and visit her ailing grandfather. Marriage was never in the picture. But when her grandfather is tricked into signing a binding marriage contract to a man she finds repugnant, she has one choice: Run away. Her flight ends with a fortuitous meeting with Zayid Hasan, Crown Prince of Raihan, who offers the perfect solution to Laila’s predicament: marry him and solve both their problems. Zayid’s younger brother must marry his pregnant fiancé, and ancient laws dictate the oldest brother is required to marry first. Desperate for a way to protect both her grandfather and herself, Laila agrees. After all, their marriage will last only until Zayid’s brother can marry—and her marriage to the brooding, handsome prince isn’t much of a sacrifice. It’s not like she’s going to be foolish enough to fall in love…

      Zayid doesn’t know what to think about his new half-American wife. He doesn’t really want to think about her at all, but for some reason, he can’t stop himself. Strangely enough, all the royal functions that used to bore him silly are now entertaining with Laila by his side—even though he knows she’d much rather be alone creating her art. Though the marriage of convenience was his idea, he can’t help but start to wish it was the real deal. No way can he ignore the simmering chemistry that’s driving them both a bit crazy. He’s much better at ignoring what’s in his heart—until he realizes it just might break if he can’t convince Laila to stay with him forever…
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      Laila looked down on the city of Raihanabad, the capital city of Raihan, and drank it in. The colors. The evening sunlight pouring down on ancient stucco buildings snugged up next to modern glass structures. None were higher than the palace in the center, surrounded by its green gardens. What would it be like, to trace the shapes of the city in clay? She could feel those edges beneath her fingertips. An arch here, a rough corner there, and a gleaming palace at the heart with all the swoops and falls of Spanish architecture.

      Her grandfather’s house had an amazing view. Part of her wanted to stand here forever, looking across a perfect morning in Raihan. The house hugged a tiny vineyard on one side and a custom fountain in the back. She took another long, deep breath and listened to the water burble in that fountain. The sound moved through the house on the breeze. So peaceful.

      “Papa?” she called, splitting the silence. “I have to get back to the city.” How long had she been standing at the window? She turned away and scanned the large living room, which led into a spacious kitchen and dining room, with a den on the other side. A hall on the left led to two guest bedrooms and the master suite. All of it had been done in a shade of white that made her think of chalk, if chalk were the most elegant thing in the world. Simple, yet high quality. That was her grandfather’s style. But where was the man himself?

      A car door slammed in the back, and she moved into the kitchen and toward the noise without thinking. He couldn’t have left and come back. Could he? If he’d needed something from the city, it wouldn’t make sense to go in the middle of her visit. Although his dementia made him forget the teakettle and sometimes call her by her mother’s name, she hadn’t known him to wander off without telling anyone. Yet. The hairs on the backs of her arms pointed up and away. No, she thought. Let this all be all right. It would probably be fine. She did a quick breathing exercise to calm her nerves.

      “Papa?” The door at the back of the kitchen swung open, letting the orange sunlight in along with her grandfather. “There you are,” she said. “I thought you might have gone to the city without me.”

      Labeeb, her grandfather, came around the kitchen island and gave her a smile. “Gone to the city? Not when it’s time for the ceremony, no.”

      “What ceremony? I didn’t plan on any ceremonies today. I have to get back to the studio.” Her pottery studio was a rented space in the center of the city. Tiny, no air conditioning, a postage stamp of a courtyard, but it had everything she needed while she was in Raihan. She stepped forward and kissed his cheek. “I’ll come visit next week.”

      “No, you’ll stay.” He put his wizened hand on her elbow. “It’s time. Harb, come in.” A confused look flashed across his face and was gone. “It’s almost dinnertime.”

      “That’s right, but I have plans.” And Harb—she did not want to see Harb. The man was a creep. He’d shown up at dinner with her grandfather her first week in the country, and he’d made her stomach turn. He always looked like he was plotting something when he looked at her—something she knew she would not enjoy.

      The man himself stepped into the doorway. The smug smile on his face threatened to unseat her lunch.

      “Hello,” she said. “See you next week, Papa.”

      “Don’t go just yet, my dear.” Harb stepped fully inside, and Laila backed into the living room. Harb laughed. “No need to be shy. In a few minutes, we’ll be married, and you’ll have no time to be bashful.”

      A terrified laugh bubbled up into her throat, but she swallowed it back. “I promise, you’re wrong about that. I’m not marrying anyone, least of all you.”

      Herb raised his eyebrows at her grandfather. “You didn’t tell her? Labeeb, you’re losing your edge.” He pulled a folded sheet of paper from the back pocket of his linen pants. “I’ve come to claim you as my bride. The deal is set.” Harb handed her the paper. Laila willed herself not to throw any punches.

      She read the words printed there, which spelled out the marriage contract—including a bride price, of all things—but the signatures at the bottom dealt the final blow. Harb’s and her grandfather’s.

      He was already talking.

      “—perform the ceremony.” She looked up to find a third man in the room. The imam. “We’re ready to begin.”

      The imam cleared his throat. “Stand together, and the ceremony will commence.”

      “You’re joking.” Laila couldn’t get a breath. “This isn’t a valid contract.”

      “It’s signed and witnessed. It’s valid.” Harb stood next to her. “Proceed,” he said to the imam.

      “My grandfather has dementia. He wouldn’t have signed this if he were in his right mind.” It hurt her, saying it in front of him, but what did they think they were doing? “You can’t possibly believe this valid.” Even as she said the words, she could see her grandfather nodding from the corner of her eye.

      “Perfectly valid,” he said. “My child, it’s past time you married.”

      “That’s right, Labeeb.” Harb patted the old man on his arm. “You have every right.”

      “I have every right.”

      Horror clawed its way up from the pit of her gut to her throat and clenched her airway in its fists. The imam shuffled from one foot to the other and pulled out a battered prayer book. She had to get herself some time to think.

      “I need the bathroom.”

      “Fine.” Harb cut a glance at her. “Then you’ll come right back here and marry me.” Laila turned to go, but Harb caught her arm. “Right back here,” he purred. “Or I’ll come for you.”

      Bile stung her throat, and she clapped a hand over her mouth and ran for the bathroom. She slammed the door behind her and locked it, her breaths coming hard and fast.

      No time to be sick—she had to get out of whatever this awful situation was. A marriage contract? To Harb? Laila put her hand on the door handle. Maybe she should go back out. Could she really leave her grandfather with him? But after a moment she dropped it to her side. She had to leave him here. Harb wouldn’t hurt Papa as long as he could be used to lure her back. And his friends in the neighborhood would continue to check on him, just as they’d done before she arrived in Raihan. Especially Mara, the next-door neighbor who cooked all his meals and kept the house tidy.

      “She’ll come around to it.” Harb’s voice came to her muffled by the door. “She’ll make me a very happy man.”

      Laila jerked away from the door as if it had shocked her, her heart a miniature earthquake. She hopped up on the linen chest, knocking a basin off balance as she did. She grabbed the ceramic hard enough to crack it. At least it stopped the noise. It took both hands to force open the window. Laila squeezed painfully through the too-small opening and dropped to the ground outside.

      Just move. This was no time to get scared and freeze. She sprinted around the house to the driveway, yanking her keys from her pocket as she went. The little car—bought off Raihan’s version of Craigslist when she arrived—didn’t have much life left in it. God, had she remembered to fill the gas tank?

      The door stuck, then flew open, and she jumped in so fast she slid into the gear shift. Laila allowed herself one look at the house. Nobody had come out. The car hummed to life when she turned the key, and she forced herself to keep her hands calm on the wheel. A smooth drive out. Like nothing was happening. She kept stealing glances in the rearview mirror, but the door stayed closed.

      She didn’t release her breath until she rounded the corner at the end of the road.

      Home free—for now.

      At the next crossroads she took a right, heading away from the city center. The apartment she rented above the studio probably wasn’t safe. If Harb was really determined, he could get that information from her grandfather, and then...

      She couldn’t go back there now.

      Laila rounded the city on the western side, through a hilly area that gradually climbed into mountains. The sun threw itself beneath the horizon as if it was hiding, just like she was. There was no going back. She wrenched the wheel to the right, heading deeper into the foothills, and gunned it. Panic filled her head, clouded her thoughts, and the miles slipped away under the wheels of the car,

      Until the engine sputtered and stopped. Laila sucked in a breath. No, no, no. The gas gauge slipped below empty. Her only option was to guide the car to the side of the road.

      In the foothills of Raihan.

      With nobody to call and a man after her with a marriage contract, which was apparently enforceable.

      She got out of the car.

      The breeze still held a bit of warmth from the day, and it ran its fingers through her hair. Laila took a deep breath. Far to the east, the city of Raihanabad glowed. She had no idea how far she’d driven.

      She patted her pocket for her cell phone and reached back into the car to grab her purse. And then Laila started to walk.
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      The night turned inky black with bright, diamondlike stars, and Laila kept walking. The hills turned lush under her feet. The city didn’t get closer. Judging from the time on her phone, she had walked for an hour before it died. Then what choice did she have? She kept walking until she saw the light, which couldn’t possibly be the city. Could it? No.

      It was like the some of the gates that led into the city, only more ornate and more subdued at the same time. The ironwork perched between two wings of sandstone walls and looked ancient, as did the building inside—a palace of some sort. But more importantly, the gate was slightly ajar. Music floated on the air from somewhere on the other side of the building, and every so often the echo of a laugh came down through the night.

      Laila shifted her weight from one foot to the other. The worn-out sneakers she wore had not held up very well to all that walking. Whether it was a good idea to enter some unknown gate on the off chance that whatever happened inside would be okay, she couldn’t say. But she had nowhere else to go, and there were people here—somewhere. The music got louder as the breeze shifted. Where was it coming from? Not directly inside the gate, so how bad could it be to just step inside?

      The gate opened farther under her hand with a creak, revealing...a garden.

      A lush garden, in shades of deep green and black in the moonlight. And lamplight. Lamps bordered the path leading in. If that wasn’t an invitation, she didn’t know what was. This kind of garden didn’t happen in the back of a junkyard or an abandoned warehouse. Someone would be inside who could at least give her a ride back to the city. A hotel or the airport, maybe. She hadn’t decided yet.

      Laila pushed the gate closed behind her, and a weight lifted off her shoulders. There. Harb wouldn’t be following her that way, at least.

      The paths turned and wound, and inside five minutes Laila didn’t know which direction she was heading. Adrenaline fizzled and popped in her veins. Her shoulders loosened. Her mother would be having a fit if she knew what was happening, but this felt less like running from creepy Harb and more like diving headfirst into an adventure. Laila guessed it could be both things at once.

      She’d made it halfway between two of the lamps, which cast a lovely yellow light on the cobblestone path beneath her feet, when two light taps landed on her shoulder. Her entire body leaped with the startle, and she whirled around with a choking gasp, swinging her hand as hard as she could.

      The man stopped her strike in midair, catching her wrist as easily as she might flick away an insect.

      “You startled me,” she bit out. “You⁠—”

      You—he—whoever he was, he was breathtaking. Tall. Muscled, beneath a shirt that looked expensive even in the dark. Her fingers itched to trace one of the buttons. Or maybe slip her fingers beneath the placket. He held her hand lightly, but she knew without a shadow of a doubt that if she so much as tried to pull away, she’d discover an iron grip.

      “You scared me,” she said, lifting her chin. “The least you could do is apologize.”

      A smirk spread across his face, revealing flawless teeth, and heat erupted in the base of her belly. “I should apologize?”

      Oh, his voice was smooth and deep and took the strength from her knees. She tested his grip and there it was—the strength singing in every muscle—but then he dropped her hand. Regret crashed into Laila. Better to have him touching her than not. The power in his words hit her in the next wave. This guy had something to do with this lush garden. And he wasn’t the gardener.

      “I’m sorry,” she heard herself say. “I was only looking for...” A ride home. Maybe a bodyguard. A bench to sit on. “...some food. I’m so hungry.”

      He watched her as she spoke, his dark eyes hot on hers. The smirk disappeared, and he replaced it with an expression so deadly serious that it sped up her heartbeat.

      “I thought I might find something in here,” she admitted into the silence between them. “But that plan’s probably out the window now. I’m sure you’ll have me thrown out.”

      He folded his arms across his chest. “Why are you trying to steal food from the royal family? Surely there’s an easier way than crashing a party.”

      Her heart snapped backward and sprung forward as if she’d put it on a slingshot. “I—I didn’t know.”

      He arched an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t,” she insisted. “I assumed it was a fancy party, but I didn’t know whose. I thought—” She stole a look around at the garden walls. “I guess I wasn’t thinking,” she finished lamely.

      “How did you get here without knowing you were at the palace?”

      She jutted her hip out a few inches, giving her throbbing left foot a break. “I was driving and ran out of gas out in the foothills. My phone—” This sounded ridiculous, even to her. “My phone’s battery died. I was only looking for help. I’m sorry.” She brushed her hair out of her face. She had to look windblown and disheveled, and here she was, standing in front of someone involved with the royal family. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I should go. It’s best if I leave now.” Laila turned on the ball of her foot, ache spreading through the arch and into her heel.

      “Wait.”

      She stopped dead at the command and faced him. “If you point me in the
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