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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 direction of the gate, I’ll get out of here. I’m assuming—I know there must be some kind of punishment for people who crash royal parties.”

      “I’ll see to it that no harm comes to you.”

      She gave a nervous laugh, her stomach turning. “How can you promise that?”

      That smile flickered onto his face again and left on the breeze. “My opinion is highly valued by the family. Wait here. I’ll get you something to eat.”

      “Oh, that’s really—all right.” He was gone before she finished speaking.

      Laila eyed the path behind her and bounced on the balls of her feet. She could run. But where was the gate? And—of course—she’d pulled it shut behind her. It was probably locked. The only thing worse than having him come back to find her gone would be having him find her somewhere else in the garden.

      “Lamb skewers,” he said, reappearing around a corner she hadn’t noticed before. “Rice. If this isn’t enough, there’s plenty more.”

      He held out a plate, and Laila took it without hesitating. Her stomach had folded in on itself and wept at the aroma of the spices. The plate sat heavily in her palms, and the silverware, she saw, was silver. At least it was heavy and substantial and gleaming in the moonlight. The first forkful of food nearly sent her to heaven. The second sent her even higher.

      She couldn’t stop herself, couldn’t slow down, and half the plate was gone before she could take a breath. Finally, she managed to put the fork on the side of the plate and look him in the eye. “I know how this looks. I don’t think I’ve been that hungry since I was a kid.” She took another steadying breath. “For whatever it’s worth, this is not my normal.”

      “If it’s not your normal, what is your predicament?” His eyes zeroed in on hers. “It sounds a bit like you’re running from something.”

      A bit. Her pulse raced, still sparkling with adrenaline. No way out of the garden except through this man, so…why not?

      “I am,” she said, pressure releasing. “My grandfather—I went to his house today.” The whole story spilled out of her, one word after another. A few tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. She caught them on her knuckle and flicked them away. Crying? No. She’d gotten worked up, that was all. “So,” she finished, “I had to get away before they tried to force me into an actual wedding ceremony. Now, I guess my options are to get out of the contract or get out of Raihan.” And all that money she’d spent on the little studio and the apartment would go to waste. She ate the remaining food on the plate in a few hurried bites. “Unless the contract isn’t really valid after all. It can’t be valid, can it?”

      He frowned. “It was signed by the head of your family here in Raihan?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then the contract is legal and binding.” She planted her feet and held herself upright, but the earth tilted underneath her. “If you were to leave Raihan, your grandfather would be guilty of breach of contract. In Raihani law, that comes with its own set of penalties.”

      Laila closed her eyes. Open your eyes and face it. But she couldn’t. The walls pressed in on her, rough stone brushing against her shoulders, and squeezed tighter. No room to breathe.

      Whatever the legal consequences were, her grandfather wasn’t in any position to face them. Not with his dementia. Not at his age. And certainly not because of Harb. How was she going to fix this?

      Her heart beat with the question, again and again, painfully loud. How? How? How?
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      Zayid kept his face utterly impassive. At least, he hoped it was utterly impassive, because he felt like laughing. How could she not recognize the crown prince of Raihan? The royal family made a point of visiting with the public regularly. Though this woman was an American visiting from the States, according to her story. Still.

      While she had her eyes closed, he took in her face. She had a delicate nose and dark hair that moved with the breeze. Even if she’d been walking for hours, like she said, it still looked silky and gorgeous. He wanted to run his fingers through it.

      She opened her eyes again. “Well, I—” She let out a sigh that caught at something deep inside him. “I’m not sure what I’ll do, then.”

      He waited a beat, expecting it to be a cover. A front for something else. The last month had been the most headache-inducing of his life. The entire country knew that the crown prince was in search of a wife. That meant that everywhere he went, another woman threw herself in his path. Every woman’s mother had the perfect reason why her daughter was the only one who could rise to the challenge of being his wife.

      And nothing could be worse than tonight.

      The setup couldn’t have been more gorgeous—a fully decorated ballroom, a mild night with a warm breeze, and three hundred glittering guests. Zayid could imagine a person might enjoy it. He might even have enjoyed it, if it weren’t for the fact that he was supposed to be the prize at the end of the night.

      His parents had drawn serious inspiration from the Cinderella fairy tale and decided to throw a ball. With pressure mounting and time running out, they’d thought it was the fastest way to find a bride. But what Zayid had found was a seething crowd of women with nerves strung tighter than a guitar string. Nobody had enjoyed themselves from the minute they opened the front gate, least of all Zayid. Two separate women had burst into tears when they stumbled over a word or two after being thrust in front of him by a fawning female relative.

      Hence his escape to the gardens. The ballroom had been rendered entirely airless by the pressure in the room. Zayid prided himself on being the kind of person who could stand up to stressful situations, but even he had his limits.

      He hadn’t expected to find a woman here, too. The gardens had been sealed off from the guests, but one of his guards had clearly left an opening—an outer gate left open, not any of the palace exits.

      “Is there—” She grinned, wrinkling her nose. “Is there any more food?”

      “Of course.” He took the plate from her and returned to the server he’d stationed around the corner. The man took off at a run and brought back a heaping plate, and Zayid found himself walking faster than his usual measured pace on his way back to the mystery woman. “Is this enough?”

      “Oh, yes. I don’t need any more than this.” She really could eat. “I never thought I’d be in the position of climbing out my grandfather’s window and going on a chase through the foothills. Not that they were chasing me at the time. They might be now, for all I know. And when my car broke down, I thought, Laila, you’re going to have to tough it out. I didn’t realize...” She groaned, the sound featherlight on the breeze. “I didn’t know that contract could possibly be valid. That changes things.”

      “And here I thought the party was the most complicated part of my day.”

      Laila—her name was Laila. Zayid had access to the country’s most secret information, but knowing her name felt like a special privilege.

      She flicked a glance up at him between bites. “What’s the party for? A birthday, or a national holiday?”

      “The crown prince is searching for a wife,” he said casually. “Do you know of the crown prince?”

      “I know there is a crown prince, but I don’t know anything about him.” Her tone was light and easy, as if they were friends, or at least acquaintances and not standing in an off-limits garden together. “But I don’t follow royalty. Of any country. I do wonder why he needs to throw himself a party in order to find someone to marry. He must be incredibly full of himself to think that a bevy of women are just going to line up for him to choose from.” Her mouth sprang into an O. “I’m—wow. I’m sorry, that was—that was completely inappropriate.” She lay the fork on the plate and bit her lip. “This obviously isn’t the place to say things like that.”

      “Your words are safe with me.” He stifled another smile. “Do you have any idea what you might do now? Given that the contract is legal.”

      Her eyes widened. “I don’t know. I’m not going to get anywhere with an empty gas tank, but I have to figure this out. I can’t leave my grandfather to deal with the fallout alone. I was just trying to get some space and time to think.” Determination flashed in her eyes. “Maybe I can challenge it in court.”

      “That may not be the safest route for you,” he warned. An American in Raihan, with only one elderly relative to vouch for her? And that relative had dementia and had signed a marriage contract on her behalf? “This is likely to be complex, given the nature of the situation.”

      “Well, I’m not going to marry a creep, so what choice do I have?” She wrung her hands. “This was supposed to be a research trip. I’m here to learn about Raihani pottery. The pottery here—” She gazed up at the sky, looking almost rapturous. “It was legendary in my master’s program in London. This was going to be the foundation of my career, really. I’m particularly interested in a modern potter from this era.” Laila’s eyes lit up. “She—at least I think it’s a she—signs an intricate symbol into her work instead of a name. I was hoping to learn—” She laughed. “Sorry—it’s beside the point, and you don’t care about any of this.”

      He opened his mouth to tell her the truth—that he did care. He planned to leave out the fact that he had no explanation for why he was so drawn to her, and how he wanted to listen to her talk for much longer than would be appropriate on a night like this one. But footsteps on the path cut him off. Footsteps, coming fast.

      “Prince Zayid.” The aide wore the staff’s fanciest livery for the party, a white suit with silver trim that made him easily identifiable. No doubt the man had already been accosted by several people wanting a word with the crown prince. “Prince Zayid, your absence—” It was two aides, both in the same uniform, and they both skidded to a stop a few feet away from where he stood with Laila. “Your absence has been noted at the party.”

      “Let them note it, then.” He waved them away with one hand. “I’m in conversation.” Not only was he in conversation, he was in conversation with perhaps the only woman on the planet who didn’t care that the hunt for a bride was on. Talking to Laila the Garden Trespasser was far more restorative than even the fresh night air and solitude. Give that up to go back into the party? No, thank you.

      “We’ve been sent by Queen Aanisah. She’s requested your presence with the other guests,” said the second aide. A loud crash swept his retort from his mind.

      Laila stood in the path, hands still hovering in the air as if she hadn’t dropped the plate. The royal china lay shattered on the cobblestones, the fork topping the mess. Her pretty lips had dropped open.

      “Oh, no,” she whispered. “Oh, no.”
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      The crown prince. The crown prince. Of course—how could she have so badly misunderstood her conversation with none other than Zayid Hasan, first in line to the throne of Raihan? She’d seen a picture of him in the in-flight magazine on the way over. Hmm, she’d thought. He’s attractive. But she’d been so excited to travel that she’d put it out of her mind. What were the chances she’d end up at the palace? Slim to none, she’d thought. She’d been so, so wrong.

      Zayid looked from her to the aides. God, she must look like a mess. All three of the men wore white—suits for the aides, and a crisp shirt for Zayid. How could she ever have thought he was anything less than a prince? He seemed to make a decision, his dark eyes snapping back to hers for one more fleeting second. Look back at me, something inside of her cried. Even though it’s a rush so intense I could die from it.

      “The two of you, take Ms....”

      “Tindall,” she supplied.

      “Take Ms. Tindall to one of the sitting rooms in my private wing.” Then he was gone, disappearing around a corner of a garden path. His voice carried back to her. “And get me someone from security.”

      The private wing of the palace. Laila’s hands shook with nerves as she followed one of the aides through the labyrinth of the garden paths and up to a wide set of double doors. The aide stepped up to the doors—tall, thick wood banded with gold—and opened them for her, then ushered her in as if entering a royal palace were no big deal.

      “This way, Ms. Tindall,” he said. She shut her wide-open mouth and tore her gaze away from the art on the walls. They’d stepped into a hallway—but it was the nicest hallway Laila had ever seen in her life. Plush carpet dipped beneath her feet. Everything smelled new, like fresh paint, but ancient at the same time—was it the stones? She didn’t know. And the art. The art. Gilded frames, yet somehow still understated. She resisted the urge to brush her fingers against the wallpaper surrounding the frames. Such exquisite patterns. Instead she followed the aide through the halls of the palace. To the private wing.

      Two turns later, he led her through a door halfway down another hall.

      Laila sucked in a breath. The opposite wall of the sitting room—and sitting room hardly did it justice—was taken up by a huge picture window looking over Raihanabad, sparkling in the distance. She could see the main palace perching at one end of the city, tiny from this distance.

      “The prince will be with you shortly,” the aide said, and the door shut behind her with a soft click.

      “Thank you,” she said, too late. Sheer, heady anticipation warred with a hint of irritation. The prince...

      Laila had never wanted to look out a window more in her life, but the inside of the room caught her attention. Delicate furniture upholstered with fabric in pinstriped patterns. A fireplace surrounded by white paneling. Soft lamplight from round globes on shelves in the corners. And in that lamplight—pottery.

      The red-and-gold toned vase had its own stand in the corner, and she leaned in close, holding her breath. It looked awfully close to the style of the mystery painter. Laila’s palms ached to pick it up and flip it over, just to see. She got an inch closer. It reminded her very much of the photos she’d seen and the two pieces in the museum in London. In which case...it was priceless.

      Laila stepped back from the vase, giving it a wide berth. She didn’t want the prince to catch her touching it. His dark eyes popped into her mind, sending a shiver down her spine. How he’d so easily caught her wrist in midair. Where had he gone? Back to the party?

      She sat down on an overstuffed sofa and stood up again. He’d called for security, too. She sent up a quick wish to the universe that he wasn’t, for some reason, locating Harb.

      No. He wouldn’t. He hadn’t looked like he would betray her that way. And that brought her back to his eyes.

      The party seemed like it might be breaking up. A pair of voices—perhaps a pair of older women—passed the door. Maybe people were going to their rooms. Laila couldn’t tell how long she’d been thinking of those dark eyes in the night.

      The door opened, and she jumped back, catching her breath. Zayid stepped into the room, followed closely by the two aides. “Prince Zayid,” she said. “You’re—you’re back.”

      He shot her a look with those dark eyes, and heat trickled down her spine. “Leave us.”

      “Sheikh Zayid, we’re not supposed to⁠—”

      “Leave. Us.” He folded his arms across his chest and didn’t look at the other two men to see if they would obey. After the barest hesitation, they did. She was alone with a prince. “Sit.” He gestured to the low sofa in front of her.

      He was so handsome, with those cut cheekbones and tight muscles, that she wanted to swoon onto the sofa like a lady in an old movie. Keep it together.

      “I’m not sure if that’s the best idea.” She met his eyes. “You weren’t honest with me in the garden. You—you let me believe you weren’t anyone of major significance. I told you all about my problems.” A pinprick of fear burrowed into the back of her neck. Her adrenaline was fading. Reality was setting in.

      “Let me begin again.” He dropped his arms and lifted his chin a fraction of an inch, and it took her breath away again. This man was going to become a king. “I’m Sheikh Zayid Hasan, crown prince of Raihan. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He came to her and lifted her hand easily in his and brushed his lips across her knuckles. “And I’d like to remind you that I never uttered a lie. You believed only what you wanted to believe.”

      “Laila Tindall,” she said, an electric pleasure moving through her at his touch. She pulled her hand away. “But you stood there while I gave you...intimate details of my life. That man might be waiting outside the door right now.”

      “Sit down, Ms. Tindall.”

      “Oh, if you’re going to kiss my hand, call me Laila.” Her heart refused to settle down. “But I prefer to receive bad news standing up.” She planted herself in front of the sofa. “Go ahead, Prince Zayid. Say it.”
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      Fear glistened in her eyes, which Zayid could now see were a startling shade of green—but there was ferocity, too. He should have expected that. She’d walked alone across the foothills at night and come in through an open gate. Laila Tindall clearly wasn’t a pushover.

      “Stand, then.” His own pulse throbbed at the corner of his neck. Zayid almost felt that he was the one being chased in the dark. “I’ve come up with a plan that will help us both.”

      She opened her mouth as if she was ready to argue but cocked her head to the side. “Help us both?”

      “The party to find a bride for the crown prince”—He gestured to himself—“is because we in the royal family have a predicament of our own. My younger brother Yaseen’s situation has put us in some upheaval. He needs to marry the woman who is pregnant with his child, but because of the ancient laws in Raihan, he can’t marry until I do.”

      Laila’s eyes went wide. “So you’re just going to get married? Like that?”

      “To preserve the family’s honor, yes.” His heart beat harder, thinking of it. He was not going to let scandal come to the palace because he couldn’t find a bride—not now, and not ever. “Another ancient law is on our side. It gives the royal family authority to choose any bride, even one outside other royal bloodlines. Or already contracted to marry.”

      Laila looked hard at him, her eyes narrowed. He could fall into those green eyes and keep falling forever. If he let himself. Which he wouldn’t. “What are you saying?”

      “It’s simple. I propose that we marry each other, for a set period of time. Once my brother is married, we can go our separate ways. It solves all our problems. And, of course, I will pay whatever bride price Harb offered for your hand and make sure your grandfather is provided for.”

      Laila sat down heavily on the sofa and looked up at him, green eyes huge, lashes full. The angle hooked him in the ribs and yanked his soul toward her.

      “What...what would be the period of time?”

      Zayid sat in the closest armchair so he wouldn’t have to look down at her. “Twelve weeks. Another ancient law...” She bit her lip. “I know. Another ancient law says that twelve weeks must elapse between royal weddings. My ancestors appear to have been obsessed with weddings.”

      Hope flared in her eyes, making them seem brighter in the soft lamplight. “Why are you doing this? You could have your pick of any woman in the country. Someone from your world.”

      He rubbed his hands over his face, plunging himself into darkness for a split second. Laila was still watching him when he resurfaced. She looked almost delicate, sitting on the antique sofa.

      “All the women at the ball...all the women who have ever approached me about this...they’re hoping for something real. They’re hoping they can convince me to fall in love with them, and they’ll have their very own fairytale. Or their families have a political or financial agenda. Or all of the above. You and I are different.”

      Laila cocked an eyebrow. “We don’t want real marriages?”

      “We want to be free.”

      He heard her subtle intake of breath. Out in the hall, footsteps moved quietly past the door. The aides would be getting antsy. If he didn’t get back to the ballroom soon, his mother would come looking for him herself. His lungs seemed too small. If Laila dismissed this out of hand right now, he’d have no choice but to go find someone at the party. At the end of the hall a grandfather clock that had been passed down for four generations ticked and struck the time—eleven p.m. Not quite Cinderella’s midnight, but he was running out of time to choose a backup bride.

      “I do want to be free,” Laila said softly. “I do.”

      “Good.” That was all he needed—at least for now. He stood up, head humming with plans. “I can give you the night to make your final decision. Wait here for my aides. They’ll take you where you need to go.”

      “Where’s that?” Laila was on her feet in an instant, moving closer. He pushed down the urge to sweep her up into his arms and take her to the helicopter pad himself.

      “Back to the city,” he said, tearing his eyes away from her one last time. “You’ll stay at the palace there. The guest rooms here are full, and I think it will be better if the hopeful guests at the ball are kept in cheerful ignorance of your presence, at least for tonight.”
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      Laila rolled and stretched, coming awake under the softest sheets she’d ever touched in her life. This had to be the best bed in the universe. For once, her body felt perfectly rested. She hadn’t spent all night tossing and turning the way she did in her tiny apartment, with its ancient twin mattress. As excited as she’d been after the helicopter ride from one palace to the other, she’d still fallen almost instantly into a deep sleep.

      Now she opened her eyes onto a sunlit guest suite in the private wing of Zayid’s palace. The king and queen, it turned out, spent most of their time at the country palace where the party had been held. Zayid lived here. And for the moment, so did she.

      Laila abandoned the comfort of the sheets and took everything in. It had been late enough the night before that she’d climbed straight into bed, but now—now she was in the palace. The palace that had watched over everyone in the city for centuries—including her, for a little while.

      Deep blue wallpaper etched with a thin leaf pattern in gold covered the walls. The bed itself was a massive creation of gleaming dark wood and pristine white sheets. Pillows on pillows. She’d dumped her purse and phone on the matching bedside table. Laila threw open the curtains, letting in another wash of sunlight. The room overlooked the royal gardens, teeming with flowers.

      Gorgeous. Simply gorgeous. The view made her heart race. She threw the curtains shut to cover it up, so she wouldn’t be overwhelmed by her circumstances.

      It would be an adventure to marry the crown prince; she couldn’t deny that. But how could she accept it? She didn’t want to get married. That had not been the plan when she bought her ticket to Raihan. Her plan was to go back to London and get a teaching job—preferably one that included making and researching pottery. Marrying Zayid would only be exchanging one marriage contract for another. This one came with its own gilded cage.

      But it was still better than marrying Harb or leaving her grandfather to deal with the fallout. A burst of anger shot through her arms and balled her hands into fists. That man didn’t deserve a marriage contract for scamming her grandfather. He deserved⁠—

      She shuddered away from the dark, vengeful thoughts.

      A soft knock reverberated through the bedroom door, which cracked open an inch. “Ms. Tindall? I heard you moving about. My name is Maha, and I’ll be your personal aide during your stay at the palace. Good morning.”

      “Good morning,” she said, wrapping her arms across yesterday’s clothes. “A personal aide? I’m not sure I’ll need help with anything.” Laila hadn’t even considered day-to-day life at the palace. She hadn’t considered that it might last longer than a single night. Yet here she was, talking to her new aide through the door. “Will I?”

      “Sheikh Zayid wanted me to bring you some clothes and make sure you’ve been acquainted with the space. I’ll be with you to guide you through the day.”

      Aha—so she wouldn’t be left to her own devices. That wasn’t surprising. And Maha had a kind, smooth voice. She thought about going back into the city and running into Harb, and her stomach turned. Better to stay here, aide or not.

      “Okay.” How did people live with servants like this? Did they just embrace the awkwardness? Laila would have to. “I’m probably going to shower, then.” The bedroom was only a third of the suite. It also branched off into an en suite bathroom and walk-in closet and had its own separate sitting area.

      “There are fresh towels and cloths in the bathroom,” Maha said. “I’ll leave some clothing choices on the bed.”

      Laila hopped into the shower and lathered up the creamy, expensive shampoo. He had assigned her a servant. An aide. And—what now? Her nerves sparked and sang. She had only ever seen one picture of Zayid, and the royal family didn’t release intimate information about its members. She could be considering marriage to a psychopath.

      But—no. A psychopath wouldn’t have cared if she was hungry. He wouldn’t have brought her a second plate of food. He wouldn’t have offered to take care of her grandfather and free her from the tangles of the other marriage contract. And if she rejected the proposal now, her grandfather would be at the mercy of a man who very well might be the kind of psychopath she was trying to avoid.

      Laila shut off the water. Marriage to the sheikh it was. She tried to ignore the happy bang and clash of her heart. Zayid—he was hot. He was so hot. And in the privacy of the bathroom, she let herself blush and feel that heat.

      Once she had dried her hair properly for the first time in weeks—there were no outlets for hair dryers at her apartment—she went back out to the bedroom. Maha had made the bed and left a full wardrobe’s worth of clothes across the foot. She found underthings in her size and slipped them on, relishing the feel of the fabric on her skin. Time to select an outfit.

      She found two traditionally cut kaftans, soft and flowing and subtly shaped. One was a deep wine shade and the other a delicate forest green. Laila ran her hands over each one in turn. So soft. So soft. She chose the green dress and let it drop over her head with a whisper. Goosebumps rose on her arms. Yes—yes. She’d stay here for a while, if only to keep wearing clothes like this. If only to be safe for another hour or two.

      Maha waited for her in the sitting room. She stood up when Laila entered and dipped her head in a subtle bow. Heat roared across Laila’s cheeks.

      “You don’t have to do that. I’m—I’m definitely not royalty.”

      The other woman looked at her with a twinkle in her eye. “You are an honored guest of Prince Zayid, which is all that matters to me.”

      Laila cleared her throat. “Speaking of Prince Zayid...where is he? I’d like to talk to him.”

      Maha gave her a gentle smile. “The sheikh will speak to you in his own time.”

      Laila considered this. “Could you send him a message for me?”

      “Of course.” Maha’s expression was open and ready. Laila had never felt so out of place in her life. “Whenever you have word to send, I’m happy to pass it along to him.”

      Laila cast around for a piece of paper and pen, but what was the point? She’d already said as much to Maha. “Tell him I’d like to see him,” she said. “Just so he knows.”

      “Right away.” Maha stepped outside, and Laila had the acute sense that she’d be back in a matter of seconds. She was. “I’ve sent one of the other aides with the message. Now.” She folded her hands in front of her, smiling. “Sheikh Zayid has requested that I give you a short tour of the palace.”

      Laila tried to pay attention as Maha led her out of the private wing to the gardens her room overlooked. They wended their way through the paths, admiring the flowers in bloom. Laila kept waiting for Zayid to appear from behind every corner. A hot irritation sizzled through her, followed by a breathless attraction. It was almost too much. Pay attention, she thought. Maha gave her plenty to pay attention to. In the public-facing wing of the palace, they went through three art galleries, then circled back to the private quarters.

      Maha ticked off the rooms as they passed by. “A private dining area,” she said. “Another set of guest suites. Down that hallway is a fully equipped gym and pool.” They rounded another corner. “And—ah, Sheikh Zayid.”

      At the sound of his name, all the hairs on Laila’s skin stood up. Zayid waited outside the door to her guest suite, hands in his pockets, feet planted. Somehow his jaw seemed even sharper, his muscles more defined, than last night. She felt his eyes on her like two embers.

      “Sheikh Zayid,” Laila said. They drew up in front of him. “I’m glad to see you.”

      Amusement danced in his eyes. “I gather you felt a bit impatient about our meeting today.”

      That same twist of irritation mixed with desire curled through her like a ribbon. “Did you get the message I sent?”

      “I did.” Now a smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “I had other obligations to attend to first.”

      “I don’t have a charger for my phone,” she blurted out. “That was one thing I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Zayid gave her a slow nod. “Maha, thank you.”

      Maha murmured something in Arabic and was gone in a breath of lavender-scented air. The atmosphere around them seemed charged, electric, and Laila was relieved when Zayid spoke again.

      “I think there’s more to discuss than a charging cable.” He opened the door to her room. “But for the record, that’s been taken care of.” Her phone waited for her on a side table snugged up next to the sofa, plugged into a slim white cable. “Was there someone you needed to call?”

      She put the phone down. “Not yet.” Facing Zayid was like staring into the sun. “Let’s talk first.”

      Zayid gestured for her to sit, and this time she didn’t hesitate. He lowered himself easily into a chair across from her. “I assume you’ve made your decision.”

      “I’m almost there. I have a few questions.”

      He inclined his head, and Laila fought the urge to leap across the coffee table and throw her arms around his neck. He could catch her. Easily. No doubt about that.

      “First,” she said, her old instinct for adventure kicking in, “if I were to accept your proposal, what would my role in this marriage be?”

      He held her gaze. “Because it’s a short-term arrangement, I would only need you to perform a few social duties. There would be nothing else required of you, except for those public appearances. We’ll keep our relationship platonic and remain friendly acquaintances.”

      Laila nodded crisply, ignoring the twinge of disappointment she felt at her core. “And my grandfather.” Her throat tightened, and another wave of heat threatened her cheeks. “You said you’d take care of him. What does that mean?” She cleared her throat, trying to sound less like she was on the verge of tears. “How are you going do to that?” Laila sat up straight and rearranged her hands in her lap.

      All the traces of amusement disappeared from Zayid’s expression, leaving behind a cold determination. “Labeeb will be treated as a member of the royal family, with all its protections extended to him. Upon the moment of our marriage, the contract with the other man will be null and void.”

      “Then I accept. The proposal,” she said quickly, relief cascading over her in a breathless rush. “I’ll marry you. The sooner the better.”

      Zayid leaned forward, eyes searching hers. “Are you quite sure? I wanted to allow you time to sleep on it.” Laila saw a crack of vulnerability move across his face, quicker than lightning. “Was it enough?” Zayid rubbed at his forehead with the pad of his thumb. “I spent all of last night evading proposals, so the sooner we make our decision, the better.”

      She let out a laugh. “You know, if it weren’t for all these ancient laws, neither of us would be in this position.” She let herself sink back against the sofa. “Raihan has been a mountain of trouble since the moment I set foot here.” And I don’t know how to get out, a part of her howled. Laila jolted upright, realizing too late what she’d said. “Wait, I—I didn’t mean⁠—”

      Zayid came around the table with sure, long strides and she pulled back, bracing for anger. But instead he dropped onto the sofa next to her. “You’re right. If it weren’t for the laws, we wouldn’t be in this room together.” The low baritone of his voice wrapped around her and made her wish she could sink into it like a blanket. Speaking of the room—was there any air in it left at all? Her pulse fluttered in her temples. “But we are. And for all its trouble, Raihan is one of the most beautiful places on Earth.” The crown prince held up a hand, and Laila held her breath. He brushed a lock of her hair gently away from her face, his eyes tracing its path before settling back on hers. “You’ll come to appreciate its splendor.”

      Laila gulped in a breath, catching the sunlight scent of his cologne. “Will I?” Will everything be all right?

      “I’ll see to it.”

      She felt herself leaning into him at the same time she held herself back, the tension singing through the room so powerfully it hurt her ears. Kiss me, she thought wildly. Kiss me now. And then marry me. But kiss me first.

      Zayid didn’t kiss her.

      But when he dropped his hand, he brushed all the way down the side of her neck, shoulder, and wrist, leaving a trail of heat as he went.
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