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      Billionaire Crown Prince Skandar Al-Basran’s life is disrupted in a big way when a red-headed beauty literally stumbles into his life. For the first time, Skandar has been asked by his ailing father to lead a series of rituals to reinforce the royal family’s ties to the kingdom’s tribal community. It is vital to Skandar’s future as king that everything go to plan. So when Virginia “Gina” Allen nearly disrupts a particularly sacred ritual, he asks her to stay. Anyone leaving before the next full moon will destroy the ritual and offend the tribe. Gina is unexpectedly enthusiastic about remaining for a week, leaving Skandar entranced. And intrigued. Especially when her enthusiasm continues after he invites her into his tent…

      Gina loves adventure, so spending a week with a sexy sheikh is a no-brainer. Only, weeks later, when Gina realizes she’s pregnant, she knows she’s in trouble. When Skandar unexpectedly returns from the royal palace after his father’s death, she can’t stop herself from blurting out her condition, and Skandar immediately informs her they must marry—but only until a convocation can determine who should be king. His uncle is challenging him for the throne, and not marrying Gina will weaken Skandar’s support among the desert tribes. He’ll make it worth her while, compensate her for her time. Business only. Gina doesn’t need much convincing; she’s happy to help keep peace with the tribes she’s come to deeply respect. But through the whirlwind of events leading up to the convocation, Skandar and Gina’s desire for each other grows stronger. Gina, who’s fallen hard for Skandar, comes to realize she won’t settle for anything but love, and Skandar just can’t seem to understand that love is the one thing he needs most.
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      “Nothing’s gone wrong here, Skandar,” the crown prince’s sister Shahd said, her voice crackling over the satellite connection. Shahd was in Mahamar, the capital, and Skandar was out in the desert, and it all seemed off. “Focus on the ritual.”

      “I can’t focus on the ritual until I know that everything’s well at the palace.” Skandar was more aware of the anticipation in the tribe members gathered around him by the second.

      “I told you, it is. Everything is as you left it. I’m going to hang up now.”

      He ended the satellite call, but Skandar didn’t feel reassured. The fact that he was participating in this ritual at all was a sign of larger problems lurking in the background. His father’s health hadn’t been at its peak in years, but one morning he’d been missing from breakfast, and not long after a message for Skandar had come informing him that he needed to take his father’s place at the desert gathering.

      He wished he’d been able to talk to his secretary, Zaki Sabra, but the man had gone to bed. That had left Shahd, who hadn’t said a peep about his father.

      “Prince Skandar.” The low call came from Abd, one of the tribal elders of the Turala. He waited with the rest of the members with a patience Skandar had never felt in his life. They stood by a fire that had burned down to embers. The moon had just crested the horizon, and the ritual was due to begin.

      They were waiting for him.

      Skandar tried to shake off his unease as he joined them, all of them arranging themselves in a circle around the fire. Night in the desert was crisp and clear, the sky unburdened by clouds, and he took a breath of the firewood scent and tried to focus on the matter at hand. Here he’d been, making a satellite call when they were supposed to be honoring the tradition of their nomadic ancestors. Some of the members, like Abd, still lived that lifestyle. Such a calm acceptance. Such faith. Skandar did not feel calm, even as Abd took a seat next to him.

      “May the ritual assure a plentiful harvest.” Abd folded his hands in his lap. “As it has done so many times before.”

      They watched as Fadel, the tribal mystic, cast the circle, the fire glowing back to life.

      Skandar knew his line. “It’s my honor to represent the royal family in this ancient gathering.”

      “It is our honor to have you in the circle with us.”

      The circle held all of them, and it was exactly this kind of ritual that reinforced his family’s ties to the nomadic tribes and vice versa, should their support be needed in some matter of the kingdom. Maybe that was why his father had sent him here—for the experience. Not because his health was failing at this very moment. Of course that wouldn’t be the reason. Skandar tried again to focus his mind on the fertility the tribes needed to survive—goats, in this case—instead of the worries crowding his thoughts. If this weeklong ceremony could go off without a hitch, then certainly that would have a positive effect on his father. Perhaps it was a test of some kind in advance of Skandar taking over the kingdom. If it was a test, then he was going to pass it with flying colors.

      Skandar breathed in and back out again, relaxing his shoulders as the chanting began. He couldn’t pinpoint exactly where it started in the circle, but after a couple of heartbeats it didn’t matter. Their voices rose in unison, saying the ancient words and layering on intention under the starlit sky. Fadel cast something into the fire, and the smoke rose and curled around them, white against the midnight blue above them.

      It was a long ritual, meant to take up all of the heart and mind, and Skandar felt himself falling into it as the moon rose. Time slipped away, twisting itself into the words, and he closed his eyes. The rhythms of the chant rose and fell and rose again. They said the words that their ancestors had many times before. And it would work, as it had many times before. Whether that was through the ritual or their actions didn’t matter as much as the commitment. These words—they were like the tides. Unstoppable and inevitable. What had he been so worried about?

      A small sound pulled him back to the surface, and he let his eyes come easily open.

      A jolt—his heart. A startle. Who was that? The woman stood just outside the sacred circle, and that was not allowed.

      Anyone who was present at the ritual had to be part of it. Skandar rose to his feet before the rush of adrenaline could dissipate. It was only a few steps around the circle to her and he took her arm in his, pulling her back to his place and down beside him. Red hair spilled over her back, catching the orange light from the fire, and her eyes were wide with surprise. The chanting had not been interrupted.

      “Do you know the words?” he whispered urgently.

      “I—yes.” Her eyes met his, and another bolt of intensity went through him. She had been so close to ruining this ceremony. Did she know?

      “Then say them. Once someone joins the circle, they can’t leave until the ritual is over.”

      She gave him a crisp nod and faced the fire again, joining in as much as she could with the chant. She didn’t quite know the words, as Skandar discovered, but she knew enough of them that her voice blended with the other women’s in the group.

      Who was she? He’d never been so aware of another person as he was of this strange woman sitting six inches away from him in the circle. He could almost feel her breathing. What had she been doing, wandering out in the desert on this night of all nights? He ached with the need to know.

      Around them, the chant reached its peak, and Skandar struggled to focus on it, to give himself over to the ritual. All he wanted was to take her into his tent and demand answers. His entire body thrummed with the need to know, know, know more about her. As hard as he tried to keep his attention on the fire and the chant, it was still impossible to do completely, with her hair flickering in the firelight and the shape of her body in the corner of his eye.

      Something shifted in the chant, almost imperceptibly, and Skandar felt the approach of the final round. By unspoken consensus it came to an end, a silence settling over the circle. The silence held and held, and then the tribal members—and Skandar—rose as one. Relief washed over him. She hadn’t interrupted the ritual. That was the most important thing.

      Skandar clasped arms with Abd to his left, murmuring words of farewell and a quick explanation of the woman’s appearance. “My guest,” he said, looking apologetic enough that nobody questioned him about it. “Of course, my guest.”

      And then the tribe dispersed to the tents arrayed around the circular courtyard in the center. A few curious glances swept over the woman as they went. He forced himself to relax. They’d go along with believing she belonged with him. That would be better than anyone thinking the ritual had been disrupted in any way. Abd released his arm and turned away, and before he had gone three steps Skandar had swept his arm around the woman’s shoulders.

      She came with him without hesitation. “Where are we going?”

      “My tent. We need to talk.”

      The woman brushed a hand through her hair, shaking out the red waves. Skandar’s tent was at the edge of the settlement. It was the largest one, kept for the royal family, and the heavy draperies of its entrance resisted his hand as they went through. A young man from the tribe was already inside, lighting the low lanterns and bathing everything in a golden glow.

      “Your Highness.” He gave a bow and slipped out, leaving Skandar alone with the mystery woman. Her eyes danced over the interior of the tent—its separate bathing area, the wide alcove that housed the bed, the feather-light drapes embroidered with scenes from the tribal history. A breeze from outside rustled the fabric of the tent. The world was breathing with him, Skandar thought, a little wildly.

      Her gaze came to rest on his face, and her eyes went wide. “Prince Skandar.” Her cheeks darkened, a pink that pleased him more than he expected. His name on her lips was another little thrill. “I’m sorry, I—” She bobbed something between a curtsy and a bow, and he fought the urge to laugh.

      “You’re not from the tribe.” He kept his voice light, but as she straightened to face him, the pressure descended on his shoulders again. Did it have to feel so literal? He wished he could put it aside for a moment. “How did you find yourself at the ritual?”

      She lifted the hair from her neck and twisted it but didn’t secure it with anything. Skandar had the sudden urge to hold it in place for her. He balled up his hands at his sides, then willed them to relax. “I’m Virginia Allen, but everybody calls me Gina. I’m working on a biodiversity conservation field project for the Global Conservation Monitoring Centre,” she began. “The rest of my team—my colleague and the guide we were working with—are both down with food poisoning.” She scrunched up her nose. “We only have permission to be in the Basran desert for a short time to conduct the survey, and I didn’t want to miss my chance at the data collection, so I—I came out at night by myself.” Her eyes flicked to his and stayed. “I was on a rise above the settlement, trying to reach for a specimen that only blooms at night, and the sand gave way. The slope of the dune was a little ways off from the fire. Maybe that’s why nobody noticed me. I tried to climb back up, couldn’t, and then what?” She shrugged. “It was either stay in the desert alone overnight or walk toward the fire, so I did.”

      “Gina,” he said. “I hope you understand that you’re part of the ritual now.”

      She quirked an eyebrow, a smile flickering across her face and disappearing. “Really?”

      “Yes. If you enter the circle, you have to stay and finish out your part, or the rites will be ruined.” All the laughter left her expression, and the seriousness on her face was so lovely it took his breath away. “These rites—they’re important to the tribe, and to me.”

      “Of course I’ll stay.” She lifted her chin. “Of course I didn’t mean—but I’ll stay for the rest of the ceremony.” Gina cocked her head to the side. “Isn’t it over, though? The chanting—”

      “The chanting was only one ceremony in a long chain. This isn’t just one ritual. It’s a series of rituals.” A series of rituals that had kept him away from the palace for the last three weeks. A series of rituals that had kept him in the dark about his father’s health for three weeks. “These are the most important rites of the year because of what they’re designed to do—bless the harvest. And there’s another week to go.”

      Gina’s mouth fell open, and she snapped it shut, her eyes intensely bright even in the low lighting of the tent. “A week?”

      “It will all play out on the lands of the fourth and final tribe, up to the next full moon. You’ll have to come with me. To participate. But I don’t expect you to do that for nothing.” Of all the things he thought might happen on this desert circuit, bargaining with a gorgeous woman was not one of them. “What can I do for you?”

      Her eyelashes fluttered, and the tent seemed to heat around them, but Gina answered in a clear voice. “Nothing. I’ll help. I’ll square things with the home office—they owe me leave, anyway, if I have to take it.”

      He let himself look at her then—really look at her, head to toe, the curves of her and the shadows dancing over her cheekbones and the way her lips parted when she was thinking. There was a subtle shift, it seemed, in the way the earth felt beneath him—as if it were tilted toward her, now. He liked it. He liked what he saw and felt, even if it was too soon to like anything. If she didn’t want anything from him, then he’d make it up to her some other way. Skandar had a week to figure it out.

      “Okay.” Gina reached into her pocket and came up with a tube of lip balm. Applying lip balm should have been the most mundane thing in the world to do, but Skandar couldn’t take his eyes off the movement of her wrists and the glistening layer it left on her lips. “Is there...an extra tent somewhere that I can stay in? I assume we’ll be traveling...”

      “My tent.” It came out too forcefully, and more color whispered across her cheeks, her eyes going wide and bright. Skandar cleared his throat. “I’ve explained to the tribal elders that you’re my guest, so you’ll have to sleep in my tent.”

      Gina took a step forward, and once again her eyes traveled over the tent—the antique furnishings with burnished wood, the luxurious hangings, and the single bed piled high with pillows and blankets. But then her gaze settled on him, and a new heat coursed through every inch of him. She was the one who had tumbled down a dune in the desert and been swept into an ancient ritual, but Skandar felt like he’d fallen into a new world. And at the center of that new world was Gina.

      No—it couldn’t be. He needed the ritual, not the woman. But then again, she was now essential to it. They couldn’t finish without her.

      A slow smile spread over her face, and an answering glow lit in his chest. “There’s only one bed,” she pointed out.

      “There’s room for both of us.”

      Gina stretched her arms above her head, which had the effect of tugging her shirt up to expose a thin crescent of skin above her pants. When she lowered her arms, her eyes burned into his. “Are you tired, Prince Skandar?”

      I’ll never be tired again. “Exhausted.”

      “Then we should go to sleep.”
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      Gina didn’t keep a diary, but if she did, it would read: Dear diary, today I’m on the back of a horse—no, a pedigreed Arabian stallion—behind a very handsome sheikh who’s been tempting me for the last six days.

      The stallion shifted underneath her and so did Skandar in front of her, the muscles of his back tensing as the horse sped up. The wind coming through the sides of her veil, meant to shield her from the sun, felt as delicious as having her arms wrapped around his body. Gina put a hand down to make sure the bag containing her research was secure, still slung across her body, then slipped her arm back around Skandar’s waist.

      It was impossible not to think of him when she was pressed so close.

      The past six days had been dreamlike to the point that Gina expected to wake up any second and find out it had all taken place in her imagination. She had wanted her first field project to be a success, and now she had the opportunity to make it a knockout hit. If only she could keep her attention on the plants and not the prince. Her goal was to identify, describe, and prioritize areas and habitats important for plants in the Middle East, and she’d promised to do more of it while she took the week off to participate in the rites. If it went well...

      It had to go well, despite how utterly distracting Skandar was. It had been bad enough the first night when they’d lain in bed next to each other, the sheer intimacy of his breathing driving her wild, but the intensity of being close to him had risen to a fever pitch. As his honored guest, Gina accompanied Skandar everywhere. She sat next to him at meals. He accompanied her into the field, and she got to see him with his head bowed over the various species they collected, taking careful notes next to her when she collected something.

      And then yesterday.

      She tightened her grip almost unconsciously.

      Yesterday, he had arranged a head massage for her and sat close by while a woman named Esme worked the tension out of Gina’s scalp and shoulders. Skandar’s dark eyes—so dark they were almost black—pierced hers. His jet-black hair fell in an elegant curve as if he’d just stepped out of the shower. It didn’t matter that they’d ridden most of the morning and spent the afternoon participating in a ritual banquet. With his broad shoulders and narrow waist, he was completely delicious—and completely disarming. He hadn’t looked away while she got her massage. It hadn’t mattered that Gina was fully clothed. She had the distinct impression that he could see everything he wanted to see. When a little moan escaped her as Esme worked, it sent heat down to the tips of her toes and curling low in her belly. Skandar had shifted, leaning forward, the lines of his body the picture of want.

      She felt that same want.

      It had drawn them together after Esme left the tent, as inexorably as gravity tugged rain to the ground, and before they went to bed Skandar had leaned down and kissed her.

      A soft, dreamlike kiss.

      So quick she could have imagined it.

      But she was not imagining being on this horse with him right now, heading back to the settlement after the long morning ride. A shiver went through her at the echoes of the kiss, and Skandar turned his head.

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m great,” she murmured into his back. “When does the ceremony start?”

      “Sunset,” he answered. “You’ll have time to rest, if you’d like.”

      She would like. But Gina would also like for him to stretch out beside her, preferably unclothed. That wasn’t something she was going to push for, however. She was his temporary—and pretend—guest, not his girlfriend, despite the kiss.

      Fifteen minutes later they rode up to the settlement, and Skandar handed the stallion off to one of his grooms. He had a small entourage traveling with him, and it was clear they’d been by when she and Skandar entered the royal tent. The bed had been made up and the curtains tied back, letting a surprisingly cool breeze sweep through the tent. She stretched out on the bed with her notebook. They’d collected plenty of specimens this morning, and she needed thorough notes on all of them.

      “How did we do?” Water dripped into a basin, and her mind raced ahead to picture Skandar in the shower.

      Stop. “We did really well,” she answered, writing down her notes with deliberate patience. “I’m finding a lot of things I might not otherwise have had the chance to see.”

      “Good.” His silence attracted her like a magnet, and when Gina looked over her shoulder she found him standing there shirtless, running a towel over the back of his neck and watching her. “You look lovely like that.”

      She laughed. “Writing notes?”

      “On my bed.” Skandar winked at her and disappeared into the tent’s hidden changing room. Another breeze blew in from the outside, cooling her cheeks. Wow. And this was the last day of the ceremonies. Why did they have to end so soon? Gina could live in this thrumming excitement forever.

      Not really. But she wished. She wished that her job involved more of Skandar, but it couldn’t do that and still be her job.

      The last ceremony began at sunset, and Gina joined Skandar in the circle wearing a traditional robe in coordinating colors with his. The fabric moved lightly in the breeze, caressing her bare legs underneath, and it was all she could do to keep her thoughts on observation and participation. That was, after all, what she was here to do—ensure that the rites went off without a hitch. Gina followed Skandar’s lead as she’d done for the last six nights, sitting down when he did and joining in the chant.

      It seemed to go on forever.

      The ancient, timeless words pushed out everything in her mind, even as they seemed to expand every moment. And every long heartbeat was another chance to be aware of Skandar sitting next to her. His voice rolled through her like thunder, though Gina knew by now that her spirit was supposed to be intently concentrating on the ritual and not just the sound of Skandar’s voice. Still. Still. Shame battled with desire in the pit of her gut. He was just so close. Nobody could blame her for feeling that closeness, could they? Well, yes.

      The chant crested and fell away and finally they were left sitting in the clear silence of the night under the stars. That was it. She’d made it. The last of the rituals. A hollow ache glanced across her heart and she batted it away. There was no need to be disappointed.

      Whispers rose from around the circle, and Skandar leaned in close, the heat of his breath on her ear. “I’ve arranged another massage for you. Full body.”

      The hairs on the back of her neck rose. “I didn’t know Esme did full-body massages.”

      “She doesn’t.”

      He stood up with all the poise and grace of a king and offered her his hand. Gina
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