
  
    [image: Seduced by the Sheikh]
  


  
    
      SEDUCED BY THE SHEIKH

      
        THE SHEIKHS’ CONVENIENT BRIDES

        BOOK TWO

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        DIANA FRASER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Zakariyya?” Sheikha Soraiya could only repeat the name her father had uttered. She stared at him. Had he gone mad?

      The most recent image of Zakariyya, as he’d appeared on the celebrity pages of an international gossip column, came to her mind. He’d been trying to shield his latest conquest from the paparazzi and glared at the camera while he did so.

      His close-cropped hair, slight frown and the brows which shaded dark eyes, all suggested a fierce control. An impression which was at odds with the curve of his lips which, even when unsmiling, hinted at a sensuousness which the gossip columns did nothing to dispel. Her friends couldn’t get enough gossip about him, but she only read it because of who he was — her fiancé’s brother.

      Her father glared at her. He hated her questioning him. “That’s what I said.”

      She must have misunderstood. Although her father had already waved a dismissive hand at her and was talking to his vizier, she stood her ground. She needed reassurance that her world hadn’t just shifted from under her.

      “Father,” she said, summoning up the courage to interrupt.

      He frowned and turned to her. “Why are you still here?”

      “I have a question, father.”

      “A question?” He looked perplexed, and no wonder. She never asked questions of him. She and her father were usually in complete agreement about affairs of the state, which was all they ever discussed. But this was a little more than that.

      “Yes. You just mentioned the name of my fiancé.”

      “What of it?”

      “You referred to him as Sheikh Zakariyya ibn al-Hadar. That is my fiancé’s younger brother. I am promised to Sheikh Kadar, the King of Sirun. Surely you meant Sheikh Kadar?”

      Her father glowered at her. “You should know I say nothing I do not mean. No, Sheikh Kadar has abdicated in favor of his brother, Sheikh Zakariyya. You will marry him now.” He dismissed her with a wave of the hand as if it made no difference who she married.

      She gasped. “Abdicated?” She couldn’t believe it. She swayed a little and reached out to grip the back of a chair. It was as if an earthquake had jolted her world, twisting it like a kaleidoscope and forming a completely different pattern — one she didn’t understand. “But why? I don’t understand. Why did Sheikh Kadar leave? And where has he gone?”

      “Apparently he has retreated into the wilderness somewhere in Sirun. I’ve been informed he’s chosen love over duty.” Her father made a dismissive sound.

      “He’s abdicated for love,” she repeated dully. She’d always known she was destined to marry Kadar and, on the few formal occasions they’d met, she hadn’t been sorry. Kadar had been easy to like — conversation had flowed and, if he’d appeared somewhat reserved, she hadn’t minded. She’d been lost in those beautiful deep brown eyes from the moment she’d first met him. They often featured in her dreams. But apparently he hadn’t thought about her green eyes in his dreams.

      She gritted her teeth and released her hold on the chair. She turned to her father. “Then he is not the man I thought he was. He doesn’t know his duty.”

      Her father’s frown disappeared, relieved no doubt that she’d come to her senses. “Indeed. And you do. So you will marry Zakariyya, daughter. Next week as planned.”

      Despite her new-found strength, a frisson of nerves ruffled her composure. “But, father, I have not yet met him.”

      “What’s that to do with anything?”

      It had nothing to do with anything, of course. This was a union long-planned for political reasons, not personal.

      “I simply thought it might…” She hesitated as she tried to think of an excuse which her father would accept. “It might be something Sheikh Zakariyya would appreciate.”

      “He won’t care. He simply wants the wedding to proceed as quickly as possible.”

      The frisson of nerves turned into queasy flutterings. “But, father, maybe it should be postponed. I have some work to complete on the recent trade negotiations with the French.”

      “Someone else can finish it. No one is irreplaceable, Soraiya. And besides, the delegation will be traveling to Sirun in a few months. It’s the first step in our closer economic co-operation between all three countries. You can follow-up with them in person if necessary.”

      She nodded. “Of course, but… Surely it’s important to conclude things properly. That’s why I thought⁠—”

      He held up his hand. “Enough,” he bellowed. “The wedding will proceed as planned. The public announcement will take place later today.”

      His vizier, Aabid, coughed. “Sheikha Soraiya must agree to this change, Your Majesty.”

      “Of course she agrees. The child knows her duty. Don’t you? We need this marriage to cement our two countries’ relationships. Blood ties. That’s what it’s all about. There’s nothing stronger. Plus we get their protection and they get Soraiya’s inheritance from my mother at her next birthday. Although, I’m less happy about that. It would have been useful to me,” he grumbled.

      “The land has been clearly left to Soraiya by her grandmother,” said Mohammed. He’d stated it meekly enough but Soraiya knew Mohammed was in fact reproving her father. Her father had always wanted to keep the land but hadn’t been able to object to the legalities around her grandmother’s will. It had been clear that the land would go to the only daughter of both her father and mother, thus excluding any bastards of her father’s. Her grandmother had been shrewd in the way she’d couched the terms of inheritance.

      “Do you agree to marry Sheikh Zakariyya, Sheikha?” asked Mohammed.

      She shot him an uncertain smile. He alone of her father’s close advisors had always shown an affection for her which had been lacking in her father.

      She lifted her chin. “Yes, of course. Father is correct. I know my duty.” She should. She’d been doing it all her life in her quest for her father’s approval. She’d long ago given up the hope that he’d love her.

      Her father nodded his approbation, and walked off without a word. He obviously felt the matter had been dealt with satisfactorily. But Mohammed stayed behind.

      “Soraiya,” Mohammed said in a gentle tone. “I am sure you will grow to like Sheikh Zakariyya.”

      “He is a playboy, Mohammed. Wherever he goes he leaves a trail of seduced women who like nothing better than to plaster their pictures and stories all over social media.”

      He raised a questioning eyebrow, as if wondering how she knew.

      “I’ve heard my staff gossip about them,” she added, in her own defense. She shook her head with a concerned frown. “They go into such detail.” 

      “These stories have been brought to my attention but I found nothing to suggest the women were made unhappy by the experience. He must have some…” He trailed off, shrugged and then smiled. “Charms, should we say.”

      She scoffed derisively. “You can say what you like. He has no idea how to behave and has loose morals. All I know is that any charms must be well hidden from public view.”

      As she finished speaking, she remembered the very graphic description that one of his discarded lovers had publicized about their intimacy. The lover didn’t appear to have been concerned that she’d been discarded, only anxious to share the lurid details of their coupling as widely as possible. It had been a description which had both alarmed and aroused her and she hadn’t been able to rid her mind of the details. She looked at Mohammed in sudden alarm. Maybe he, too, had read the same piece. His lips quirked and she blushed.

      “No doubt, Sheikha, you will find out. And I am hoping, for your sake, that what you discover will be to your liking and that he will charm you, also.”

      She shook her head and pursed her lips, willing the blush to fade. “No, he will not. I am impervious to such things. Besides, I do not need to be charmed because I know my duty. And that is to my father, and my country.” She glanced once more at her father who was talking to his favorite assistant—a woman with whom he shamelessly flirted—who had only ever shown approval, not the love she craved. She swallowed. She wanted to go to him, to beg him to allow her to stay to represent the country as she had been doing since her mother’s shameful divorce. Things were not perfect here, but she had a strong suspicion they would be a whole lot worse for her in Sirun — a country she’d never visited but which she knew was far more ancient and traditional than her own. She’d be married to a man about whom she knew nothing except for his prowess in the bedroom, and the frowning glare with which he turned to the world.

      She smoothed her white abaya around her, hoping Mohammed wouldn’t notice her trembling fingers, nodded to him, and swept out of the room. She kept her head high as she closed the door behind her and walked along the open corridor from which she could see the blue sea lapping at the beach below. And she kept it high as she turned her back on the beautiful scene which she would soon be leaving.

      She refused to allow the world to see she was fearful. She was determined to do her duty as usual, for the sake of her country. Besides, what other choice did she have?
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      In disgust, Zak pushed away the papers which represented so much that was wrong with his country. He glared at them as they fluttered in the breeze which blew in from the high mountains, bringing welcome relief from the heat of the desert. But the cooling wind did nothing to calm his anger, or ease his sense of frustration. His legendary control was being sorely tested.

      He raised his eyes to meet the shifting gazes of his ministers who sat around the ancient, pock-marked table which for hundreds of years had witnessed his country’s governance.

      “And why,” he said, pointing to the papers, “do these papers say nothing — absolutely NOTHING — about the true state of my country’s finances? Hey?” He glared at the men in turn but each stared back with the same terrified, glazed look. He’d get nothing from these men who’d been paid off by his mother. “And why are they not computerized yet? I know my brother has instigated a plan. Why has it not been implemented? Do you have people sitting at high desks with quill and ink?”

      “No, sir,” said a minister who obviously hadn’t been properly briefed. “I use a fountain pen.”

      He cut the man dead with a glare.

      “Do I need to explain what’s happening here?” he asked his ministers, eyeing them slowly in turn. “Do I?”

      He rose and they all jumped away, as if they expected him to flatten them with a fist. If only. But, he knew from hard-won experience that that would accomplish nothing.

      “No, Your Majesty,” a man who he remembered advising his father said. “You do not need to explain. And we are here to support you in whatever way we can…. Going forward,” he added, as if that well-used cliché would give Zak confidence in his abilities.

      “And how do you propose to do that?” Zak said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “My father is dead. My brother’s brief reign wasn’t long enough to sort out the country’s finances, which are a mess, and my mother…” He would have to tailor the truth here. He wanted no one to know the full extent of his mother’s betrayal. “And my mother has disappeared. How exactly do you think you can support me, ‘going forward’?”

      “There’s your marriage,” suggested a tentative voice. He glared at the man who shrank back. Then he sighed. The man was correct.

      “My marriage. Next week. Of course.” He gritted his teeth so hard it would have hurt if it hadn’t been eclipsed by everything else. He forced himself to smile but it held all the life of a corpse’s rictus grin, which was exactly how he felt — as if he were watching life slip away from him. “To…” He flicked open his desktop app. “To Sheikha Soraiya of Ra’nan. Who will bring land which will give access to the sea, a deep-water port and tourism potential.” He finished reading the brief notes attached to her name. He muttered an expletive under his breath which shocked the others. “Wealth indeed. It will transform Sirun. It makes me wonder why she wants to marry me.”

      “Because her father, the king, needs us to ensure the long-term security of his country,” offered the same adviser.

      “At least we’re good for something — a buffer between him and the rest of the world,” Zak added. “A devil’s pact which I will accept. What does this woman look like anyway?” Yet more papers were shuffled as a clerk tried to find a photo. It only reminded him of the lack of modernization in his country. “Forget it!” He gripped the edge of the table and huffed out a sigh. “It doesn’t matter. Get all this computerized. Send me your top analysts and finally…” He glanced out to the mountains, always his source of inspiration.

      “Finally?” prompted the chief adviser.

      “And, finally, leave immediately. I never want to see your sorry faces here again.”

      He was aware of the stunned silence but couldn’t be bothered to face them. Instead he walked over to the window to get a better view of the mountains which had always meant so much to him and his brother, Kadar. He needed the memories to soothe him like never before. He waited until he heard the door close behind them before turning around to an empty room. Finally, he was with the only person he could trust. Himself.
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      Soraiya waved away the mirror and the staff who were swooping and swirling around her like a flock of agitated pigeons. She didn’t need reassurance that her make-up was flawless and that her silk abaya, while austere, flattered her green eyes. Instead she focused on maintaining a strength and stillness within. It was the reason people described her as cold behind her back. But, it was also the reason she’d been accepted among her father’s ministers and allowed to do the state work which meant so much to her.

      She walked over to the door and waited for it to open and for her to be announced. She was sweltering and was glad she was wearing the lightest of her silk abayas. She’d never been anywhere as hot, or as ancient as this castle, in this desert city, in the center of the hammada plains with the mountains looming up behind them. Everything was unfamiliar to her—from the accents, to the heat, to the lack of refinement in the people’s manners. She may as well be on the moon.

      “Her Royal Highness, Sheika Soraiya of Ra’nan!” announced one of his courtiers, stepping aside with a flourish. Soraiya entered the room and for a brief moment her self-possession faltered. The room was cavernous, shadowy and designed to overawe. At the far end the King of Sirun sat on a raised dais. To her surprise he was alone, with not an adviser in sight. Even from that distance she could tell he was watching her. She allowed her gaze to slip and focus on his knees. At least his knees beneath his robes couldn’t intimidate her. 

      She walked along the stretch of carpet, followed by her closest attendant. The knees were getting closer and one of them jiggled slightly as if impatient. As if, she thought to herself suddenly, it wanted to be anywhere other than here, with her. She’d been wrong. Even his knee could intimidate her.

      She came to a halt when the carpet ran out and the knee stopped jiggling. She took a deep breath and forced herself to look up. What she saw didn’t reassure her.

      He looked no more amenable in real life, than he did in his photos. His flint-like gaze was fixed on her as if staring at her would somehow either make her explicable or disappear. Then he huffed out an impatient sigh which seemed to suggest he wasn’t successful on either count. He looked her up and down like the possession which, she supposed, was exactly how he viewed her, and how she was struggling not to feel — bargained and agreed on between two men.

      “As-salamu Alaykum,” he greeted her coldly.

      “Wa Alaykum as-salam.” Soraiya returned the traditional words of greeting.

      He grunted and then turned to her assistant, Daria.

      “Leave us!” he growled.

      Daria looked at her anxiously. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen.

      “Leave us,” he said, louder this time.

      She turned to Daria. “You may leave,” she said with dignity.

      She watched her friend, her assistant and her last link to her home, exit the room. The double-doors closed behind Daria with an echoing clang and Soraiya turned once more to the man who would be her husband. She refused to be intimidated by him. If she could deal with her father, she could deal with him.

      “You want us to be alone, Your Majesty, but we are not yet married and my assistant feels uneasy. As do I.”

      He stepped down from the dais and came to a halt in front of her, too close. But she didn’t retreat.. She was tall, but he stood a head taller than her and she had to look up to him.

      “You feel uneasy?” he asked.

      “Of course. It would be strange if I didn’t,” she said, forcing herself to meet his commanding gaze. “I don’t know you, and yet I have to leave my home and everything that is familiar to me to live in your country with you—a man I’ve never met before but in whom I must put my trust. I suggest these are sufficient reasons for me to feel uneasy.

      Was it her imagination or did that fierce expression soften briefly? If it did, it was only momentary and it was gone the instant she’d registered it. Her hope for a warm reception must have conjured it up.

      “Besides,” she hurriedly continued, “it is not proper.”

      He hadn’t moved and yet he seemed closer. He must know he was invading her space, but maybe it was a test. If it was a test, she was determined to pass, just like any other test which had ever been set her. She was an A+ student and she’d be an A+ wife, because no one could criticize you if you were perfect. She lowered her gaze as she’d been taught. A+, she reminded herself.

      “I think being ‘proper’ is the least of our problems, don’t you?” he said.

      She jerked her head up to meet his eyes once more. Was he referring to the fact that neither of them wished to marry the other? She assumed so, but refused to admit it to him.

      “Your Majesty. I can assure you I have no problems.”

      He grunted with a brief quirk of his lips which she assumed was as smiley as he got.

      “Then aren’t you the lucky one?”

      What on earth did he mean? She looked down with a frown.

      “And stop doing that,” he said.

      She looked up again. “What?”

      “Looking down at your feet as if you dare not meet my gaze. Am I that terrifying?”

      She nodded before she could stop herself.

      Again the quirk of the lips. “I do not wish any wife of mine to be subservient.”

      “I can assure you I do not consider myself to be subservient. I was merely looking down because I was confused by your remark about you having problems.” Then she suddenly realized what he must have been referring to. “I’m sorry about your father. It must be most distressing for you.”

      “Distressing?” He huffed a dismissive grunt. “That is a weak word for what it is. However, it is not his death to which I allude.” He paused as if considering whether to elaborate. He didn’t. Instead he sighed. “Anyway, I’m hoping you won’t be one of them.”

      She blinked, startled and insulted at the same time. “I assure you, I will not be!” she said indignantly.

      He waved his hand, as if to swat away her assurance. “Let’s hope not. But neither of us has a choice in this matter. Both our countries require this match to be successful.”

      She lowered her eyes again, as she tried to figure out where he was going with this line of talk. This, she had not imagined at all. He wasn’t doing anything by the rule book. She’d have to keep her wits about her.

      “Indeed, Your Highness,” she murmured.

      Then he did yet another thing which she didn’t expect but was even more disconcerting. He reached out with his finger and lifted her chin. No man had ever touched her before. He must have seen the sudden flash of fear in her eyes because his own eyes narrowed with interest.

      “You jump at my touch?”

      She swallowed and gave a slight nod, not enough to dislodge his finger, whose teasing touch stroked once across her skin before he dropped his hand.

      “I am an… honorable woman. Of course I jump at a strange man’s touch.”

      “But this strange man will soon be your husband and will be sleeping by your side.”

      She might be able to prevent her lips from trembling, or tears from trickling down her cheeks — she’d had enough practice at that — but she couldn’t prevent her heart from jump-starting into a ridiculously fast tattoo and a flush of brilliant color filling her face. She ignored both but it seemed he couldn’t.

      He dropped his hand. “I see.” He pursed his lips into a rueful expression. “You are a virgin.”

      “Of course I am,” she replied, deeply indignant. The heat refused to leave her cheeks but she kept her gaze fixed on his, daring him to look away instead.

      “Shame,” he said under his breath.

      Anger burst inside of her. How dare he humiliate her and denigrate all that she stood for and valued?

      “Shame? Surely it would be shameful to be like one of your other women?” The words of reproach and anger spilled out before she could prevent them.

      A spark of humor briefly lit up his face before it was quickly replaced with an expression which could only be described as compassionate and which Soraiya somehow felt even more discomfited by.

      “Of course, you are correct. I am sorry if you think I’m criticizing you. I am not, I assure you. It is only that I am unused to handling such rare treasures.”

      For some reason her mind dwelled on the use of the word ‘handling’. She swallowed. “We are obviously two very different people, Your Highness, with two very different sets of values. But I trust we can find mutual ground upon which we can build a sound marriage.”

      He grunted, amused. “Ah, I heard about your diplomatic skills. It’s a wonder your father allowed you to leave after all the work you’ve done for Ra’nan.”

      It was a wonder to her, too.

      “Anyway, please come with me,” he continued, “and we will take some refreshments.”

      She followed him through to the rear of the room where he held a door open for her, and she stepped outside into a courtyard above which awnings were draped to provide shelter from the sun. Plants grew all around and a fountain played. It was cooler here, and for the first time she felt she could breathe.

      “This is lovely,” she said, fingering the leaves and lifting a bloom to her nose to inhale its subtle fragrance.

      He looked around as if noticing it for the first time. “The important thing is that it’s more informal, and private. Please, take a seat.” He turned and raised a hand to an attendant who loitered discreetly.

      “Not so very private, I think,” she couldn’t help commenting.

      He shrugged as if unaware of the attendants who were waiting for a raised eyebrow or hand before they came running to grant his every wish.

      They sat in silence as a crescent-beaked dallah was brought over to the table upon which small cups and a plate of dates had also been laid. Only after the cardamom pods were added to the brew were they left alone again.

      “May I?” she asked, as it didn’t look as if anyone else was going to emerge to pour the coffee.

      He nodded. “Please.”

      She poured them both a cup of gahwa, and settled back on her seat again. She watched as he sipped the hot coffee, and allowed his gaze to linger there, as if his thoughts were far away.

      He’d been so close before that she’d been struck more by his presence than his appearance. But now she saw that his eyes were an odd copper color — not brown and not gray—but utterly compelling. And that his natural good looks were marred by his habitual frown and the straight line formed by those otherwise sensuous lips. If anyone had any doubts as to his self-control, the well-defined lines and sharp planes of his face would have banished them. This wasn’t a man given to excess. Except perhaps in one area… Her mind drifted to the women she’d heard so much about. He obviously loosened up with them and, when he did, she couldn’t help wonder what lurked beneath that layer of control.

      He turned to her suddenly, too abruptly for her to pretend she hadn’t been looking at him. His lips quirked again.

      “You are staring, Sheikha.”

      “I apologize. But surely it is natural to be curious about a man I have only just met and with whom I will spend the rest of my life?”

      His face relaxed but there was no quirk of his lips this time. “You are, of course, correct. So, do you like what you see?”

      She sipped her coffee, letting the silence stretch as she slid the cup back onto the table. She refused to allow herself to be dominated. She placed her hands in her lap, aware of how her sapphire rings glittered in the light, reminding him of the wealth of her nation and, by extension, her own value. She shrugged and allowed a slight smile to play on her lips. Two could play at his game.

      “It’s irrelevant,” she said.

      The silence held all the tension of an arm-wrestle.

      “You’re different to how I imagined,” he said at last, relenting a little.

      She didn’t answer, and didn’t avert her gaze.

      “Aren’t you interested in how I imagined you?” he asked.

      “No,” she said. “As I say, it’s irrelevant. We are to be married and we should talk about the future.”

      He raised an eyebrow and inclined his head. “So be it. No small talk. Suits me. So, Soraiya — may I call you that?”

      “You may,” she said archly.

      “We are marrying to merge our two blood lines — your father, the King of Ra’nan and myself, the King of Sirun, and all that that entails.”

      Again she inclined her head. “Exactly. And only in that way can we ensure our countries’ future co-operation, strength and wealth—economically, politically and strategically.”

      He looked surprised. “You talk like a statesman.”

      “Because I am. I am a stateswoman.”

      His eyes narrowed and he turned his head slightly, as if he hadn’t liked her answer. She knew she was challenging him, but there seemed little point in pretending she was someone more interested in dresses than economics, or in the state of her nails than in the state of the nation.

      “You will be my wife, Sheikha,” said Zak firmly. “And mother to my children. That is enough of a role for a woman.”

      “I can be all three — wife, mother and stateswoman.” She suddenly thought of a winning answer. “Just as your mother has been.”

      The mood changed instantly. His brow lowered and he glared at her. She’d crossed a line she hadn’t known existed.

      He rose abruptly, causing his cup to tumble over and the black liquid to flood the highly polished table. “If you mean what you say when you declare you wish to do your duty, then you will take on the role prescribed for you. You will never have the freedom my mother had as a Queen of Sirun. Never!”

      He stood looking down at her for a few moments, as if wanting to say more, before huffing angrily and walking away. Had she upset him because she could never hope to rise to the brilliant heights of his powerful mother? Or was it the reverse? Whatever, she’d clearly hit a nerve. And, even worse, she might have jeopardized the wedding plans. She panicked as she imagined returning home to her father without the prized Crown and all its implications for her people.

      “Wait!” she called out, following him to the door which led back into the palace. He paused, his hand on the handle, ready to leave. “Please, wait,” she said, placing her hand boldly on his arm. “I apologize, Your Highness. I spoke hastily. Of course, I will be guided by you as to my role.”

      For one long moment she wondered whether all was lost and she’d have to return to Ra’nan in shame. Her whole future, and that of both countries, hung in the balance. A muscle flickered in his jaw. It was the only thing which betrayed his thoughts and feelings.

      He turned his copper eyes, which had darkened to the color of burnt chocolate, to her. “Very well. We will proceed with the wedding. But, I stress, I will not, ever, permit you to take on a role such as my mother had in this country. Not you, nor anybody else.”

      And in that moment, she knew that his mother wasn’t someone he idolized but someone who, for some reason, he hated. She recoiled under his heated glare as if scorched. Once burned, twice shy. She’d remember that next time.

      “Of course,” she murmured, relieved to have gained his agreement to proceed. Returning to her country and an angry father would have been untenable. She had no future there. Her father had made that clear.

      No, she thought, as she walked with her fiancé back through to the reception room where her attendant was now waiting for her, whether she liked it or not, her future was here in this country, with this uncompromising man. But, she promised herself, next time they met, she’d be better prepared. Because she refused to give up her dream of a meaningful life. Her father had come to appreciate her work and so would Sheikh Zakariyya ibn al-Hadar.

      Once she was safely married, he’d come around. She’d make sure of it.
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