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      When King Bashar Halabi finds out he’s guardian to a recently orphaned girl, he welcomes her into his palace. But he’s stunned when the “girl” turns out to be a twenty-seven-year-old American beauty, Fiona Nadide.

      According to a secret stipulation in her father’s will, Fiona will not obtain her inheritance and be free from guardianship unless she marries before her 28th birthday. But to Fiona, arranged marriages are archaic. She has absolutely no intention of getting married, and certainly not to a man handpicked by Bashar. The truth is, the only man she’s interested in is her smouldering guardian.

      As his ward, Fiona is strictly off limits to Bashar, and his advisors would be shocked if they knew where his thoughts about Fiona were drifting. Problem is, Bas can’t stop wishing he could have her for himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mailing List

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading “The Sheikh King’s Ward”

        (Halabi Sheikhs Series Book One)

      

        

      
        Get SIX full-length novellas by USA Today best-selling author Leslie North for FREE! Over 548 pages of best-selling romance with a combined 2748 FIVE STAR REVIEWS!

      

        

      
        Sign-up to her mailing list and get your FREE books:

      

        

      
        www.leslienorthbooks.com/sign-up-for-free-books

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        End of The Sheikh King’s Ward

      

      
        Thank you!

      

      
        About Leslie

      

      
        Sneak Peek: The Sheikh’s Fake Courtship

      

      
        Also by Leslie

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Fiona felt good. The sky was clear, the sun was up, and for the first time in months, she felt like she could breathe. The lump that’d stuck in her throat the day of the plane crash had melted at last, and she’d enjoyed her morning tea. It still felt too quiet with her parents gone, but the birds in the courtyard were helping with that. She’d woken up to a mynah and a crow squabbling over breakfast, churning up the gardenias with their wings. She was painting them now, a storm of claws and feathers against the green.

      Raised voices drifted from the foyer, a man and a woman. Fiona ignored them. It was laundry day, and the staff would be scrambling, stripping the beds and collecting the hand towels. Pretending this was still a lively household, not just Fiona rattling around like the last pea in the pod. She stepped back from her canvas and looked past it to the terraced garden marching down the hill. Fragrant lemon trees lined white stone paths, all the way to the shore. The Arabian Sea lay beyond, bright blue and calm. It was sweet to be out with the breeze in her face, not cooped up in her bedroom to avoid her father’s scorn. Painting was a hobby, he’d maintained, and not a particularly useful one. It was for Americans and dilettantes, folks with more money than sense. That wasn’t how he’d raised her. It wasn’t—

      “Miss Nadide?”

      She turned with a start. “Khadija! What’d I tell you about sneaking up on me?”

      “To do it as often as possible and always wear soft-soled shoes?”

      Fiona tried to frown but laughed instead. Khadija had always been able to make her smile, ever since she was a small child. She’d joined the household as a tutor and stayed on as a maid, but really she was family.

      “What is it, then?” Fiona turned back to her canvas. “Don’t tell me it’s lunch time already.”

      “Almost, but no. His Majesty is here to collect you. He seems quite determined.”

      “I’m sure he does.” She daubed in a tiny red flower, petals scattering in the wind. The king’s flunkies had been barking at her door for months, demanding her presence at the palace. It was insulting, really; here she was, twenty-seven years old, legally an adult everywhere but here, expected to submit to a man’s protection like some wayward child. “Tell him I’m grieving. I’m not fit to see anyone.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll see me.” A new voice cut in, low and male and sexy. Fiona jumped, slashing the crow’s throat with red. She spun on her heel, and there he was: Bashar Halabi, King of Al-Mifadhir. He’d come in person? This was more serious than she’d thought. Her brush clattered to the floor.

      “Oh. Your Majesty.” She dropped a quick curtsey, mostly to hide the weakness in her knees. The king had a presence about him that didn’t come across on TV, dark and brooding, eyes black as agate. His beard was short and bristly, his body long and lean. He’d drawn himself up in his annoyance, and he towered over her, hard and dangerous. Fiona took a step back. “What brings you to our humble home?”

      “Humble home, eh?” He surveyed the terrace, eyes narrowed. His gaze lit on an Ottoman-era bench inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and he smirked. “I’ve come to collect my ward,” he said. “Fetch her at once. She can send for her things once she’s settled.”

      “Your ward.” Fiona cleared her throat. So he had no idea he was looking right at her. She picked up her brush and set it aside. “Begging Your Majesty’s pardon, but Miss Nadide is in mourning. The loss of her parents came as a terrible blow. She’s asked for peace and quiet, and I think—”

      “I don’t have time for games.” The king squared his shoulders. “I haven’t time for any of this. Now, my car’s waiting. You’ll fetch Miss Nadide, and you’ll fetch her right now.”

      Fiona swallowed hard. That lump was back in her throat. She forced a smile and felt it curdle on her lips. “Even if I could, surely you’d agree it’d be cruel to uproot her without warning and with none of the comforts of home. Give her time to grieve, to gather a few mementos…”

      “I’ve given her four months,” said the King. “I believe I’ve been more than fair. Now—”

      There was a rattling at the door, and Khadija reappeared with a tray. “Coffee for you and your guest, Miss Nadide?”

      Fiona’s heart sank. The king’s brows shot up, his stern expression turning to one of amusement. “Miss Nadide, is it?” He took a step forward, then another. “Well, isn’t this a surprise?”
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      Miss Nadide. Bas hid his surprise quickly, covering it with a grin. This was good news. He had Fiona Nadide right where he wanted her, off-balance and caught in a lie. She was blushing, even, the freckles across her cheekbones standing out in stark relief. He fought the urge to brush at them, see if they came away like cinnamon sugar.

      “Miss Nadide,” he repeated. “This certainly simplifies matters.” He stalked toward her and was gratified to see her back away. She had an insolence about her, the kind that spelled trouble, but maybe this errand would be simpler than he’d thought. He clapped briskly, and she flinched. “Shall we go?”

      “This is ridiculous,” she muttered. A crease formed between her brows. It was sexy, that look, the way she pursed her lips. Bas turned away, but his heart rate picked up.

      “You’re holding up affairs of state,” he said, more roughly than he’d intended.

      “You know I’m an adult, don’t you? Twenty-seven years old?” Fiona turned her back on him. She stood gripping the table, and she looked good from that angle too, all long legs and generous curves. “Anywhere else, I could laugh in your face, send you off with a flea in your ear.”

      “You’d treat your king that way?”

      Fiona said nothing. Bas tried a chuckle, hoping to put her at ease.

      “I don’t disagree with you,” he said. “You’re clearly quite capable of taking care of yourself. But your father’s will was clear. I’m to serve as your guardian till you’re of age by our standards.”

      “So guard me from afar.” Fiona’s knuckles whitened. “I’d like to mourn my parents in the home I shared with them.”

      “I can’t allow that.” Bas circled the table to look her in the eye. “If I were a businessman or some common tradesman, I might overlook the formalities and leave you to your grief. But I’m King of Al-Mifadhir. The press finds me fascinating, and those around me by extension. For your own safety and privacy, I must insist you live under my roof.”

      Fiona laughed, high and brittle. “I have my own guards,” she said. “Walls all around.” She gestured at the garden fence, fourteen feet high and topped with iron spikes. “What’s someone going to do, parachute in? Snorkel up from the sea? This is silly.”

      “Silly or not, you’ll comply.”

      “And if I don’t?” Her eyes met his. They were a chilly blue, Bas noticed, the color of the sea.

      “If you don’t,” he said, “I’ll be forced to compel you.”

      “What, you’ll throw me in prison? Have me chained to the wall?”

      “Don’t be dramatic.” Bas scowled. This was getting out of hand. He’d come on a simple errand—pick up his ward and escort her to the palace. He’d sent messages and escorts and more than one official summons and received nothing but silence in return. When other business brought him to the neighborhood, he’d decided to take matters into his own hands.

      Still, this wasn’t playing out as he’d imagined. He’d expected a teenager, some snotty kid. Fiona was practically his own age, and she wasn’t wrong. Twenty-seven was grown by any reasonable standard, but rules were still rules. Legally, she was a minor, and she needed a guardian. Bas crossed his arms and blew out a frustrated breath. A little manipulation might get him what direct conversation hadn’t. “I won’t lock you up, but you’re fond of your staff, aren’t you?”

      Fiona went pale. She tried to hide the way her eyes darted to the grand archway, where a knot of maids had assembled, but her dismay was all too clear.

      “You’ll come or I’ll close your estate.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would.” Bas held her gaze with an effort. It hurt to face her pain, her naked shock as his words hit home. He steeled himself and kept going. “Your finances are under my control till your twenty-eighth birthday. It’s within my power to shutter your house and put your servants on the street. Or I could leave everything as it is, and you could come with me. Like a holiday.”

      Fiona hesitated. She glanced at her easel, where two birds were locked in combat. The one on the bottom had lost already, the victor’s claw pressed to its throat.

      “You can bring that with you,” Bas offered. “It’s only four months. After that, well…we’ll talk about that.”

      Fiona looked out to sea. Her shoulders sagged. “Then you’ve won, I suppose. All hail the conquering hero.”

      Bas thought she might cry, but Fiona just loosened her painting smock. She slipped it off and slung it over a chair. She’d lost, but she wouldn’t break. He could see it in the set of her shoulders, in the tilt of her jaw. She shook out her skirts and pushed her hair back.

      “Shall we go?”

      “We shall.” He stood aside to let her pass. Fiona swept past him like a queen. Her hand brushed his cuff, leaving a bright smear of red. He’d wounded her pride; she’d gone for his wardrobe.

      The next four months would be interesting.
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      Fiona softened in the car, much to Bas’s relief. Her cold façade melted as the towers of the capital rose on the horizon, and she seemed to be trying to make the best of the situation.

      “What should I call you?” she asked.

      “My subjects refer to me as Your Majesty.”

      “Not Commander of the Faithful?”

      Bas stifled a snort. “I’m not deserving of that title.”

      Fiona’s eyes sparkled. “Your Radiance, then?”

      “I’m not the sun, either, as you very well know.” He covered his mouth to hide a smile. “You grew up here, didn’t you?”

      “Mostly.” Fiona’s grin widened. “But you’re more than my king. You’re my guardian. My shield against the terrors of the night.” She clasped her hands together. “Sir Guardian. Most noble guardian. Oh Guardian, my Guardian.”

      “Never call me that.” He pressed his lips together, pretending to consider. “My family calls me Bashar. Bas for short.”

      Fiona looked him up and down, as though taking his measure. He stiffened under her scrutiny, unused to anyone drinking him in like that, with curiosity instead of deference. At last, she nodded to herself.

      “Bas it is, then.”

      Bas it is. He couldn’t contain his smirk. Fiona was messing with him, but he found himself enjoying it. Maybe it was her tone or that satisfied little smile, but his name on her lips felt like an olive branch. He leaned in, emboldened.

      “I have to ask—most women in your position would be lining up for a place at court. And your father wanted that for you. It’s the right thing, so what’s the downside?”

      “The right thing?” Fiona’s smile withered and died. “What, living someone else’s dream? Being herded down a path that was never mine to choose? Do you think my father asked my opinion? Do you think he cared?” Her expression tightened. “Don’t think I’m blind to the rest of it. You’re to find me a husband, aren’t you?”

      Bas harrumphed. He hadn’t meant to broach that subject just yet.

      “Well?”

      “Your father might have suggested something to that effect,” he said. “Do you not want to be wed?”

      “To a stranger? Of course not.” Fiona made a frustrated sound. “In what world is that the right thing, pledging myself to a man I hardly know? Wasting away in a loveless marriage?” She looked away, shaking her head. “I don’t see a ring on your finger.”

      “And?”

      “The king can hold out for love, but us peasants have to—”

      “Miss Nadide.” Bas cut her off a little too sharply. “I’m willing to forego certain formalities, given our situation, but I’m still your king.”

      “Still my lord and master.” Fiona lowered her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap. I just hoped…”

      Bas cocked a brow. “What?”

      “I’m curious, I suppose. We’ll be spending a lot of time together. I thought it might be easier if we had some common ground.”

      Bas nodded. “You’re not wrong. Or not entirely so. I could find myself a match, someone convenient, but I do think about…love.” He frowned at the heat rising in his cheeks. This wasn’t a conversation he’d anticipated having. “But love takes time. I’m a busy man.”

      “Keeping those peasants in line.”

      “Indeed.” He licked his lips, eager to have the spotlight off himself. “What about you? If you were free to do anything, what would it be?”

      “Run,” she said. “Get on a plane and just…did you know I have a master’s in art history?”

      Bas opened his mouth to respond—no, he didn’t know—but Fiona wasn’t done.

      “I’d go to New York, maybe Rome. Somewhere I could put that to use. I’d work for an auction house, a big one. One where I could have my hands on a Gentileschi one day, a Basquiat the next, centuries of great art mine to admire.”

      Bas stared, speechless. Fiona was still talking, the words spilling out in a rush. That high color was back in her cheeks, not anger but passion. He found himself captivated by her lips, imagining them parted for another reason, harsh gasps of lust hissing between them. She had gooseflesh, maybe from the air conditioning, and he pictured himself gripping her arms tight, thumbs digging into soft flesh. He’d silence her with a kiss. She’d climb into his lap, breath hot on his neck, whisper something scandalous—

      “Bas?”

      He blinked the fantasy away. Hot shame rose in his gut, followed by annoyance. “What experience do you have? Everyone in Rome and New York started out at eighteen. How do you expect to catch up?”

      Fiona bristled. “Women do it all the time. Housewives, once their kids are in school. Divorcées.”

      “They end up as waitresses. Short-order cooks.”

      “You sound like my father.” She folded her arms. “I’ll have you know I have contacts. Offers, even. I’d be starting at the bottom, but I’d work my way up.”

      “Oh? You have something on paper?”

      “Not yet. But I will.” Fiona rolled her eyes. That got Bas’s ire up, and his cock along with it. He shifted to hide his body’s reaction. It wasn’t just that she was beautiful, though she was. It was that fire in her belly. He couldn’t remember wanting anything so badly, badly enough to defy his father for it. To throw everything over for it. She had a hunger about her, and it was awakening his own. He straightened up, away from her.

      “You are a spectacular painter,” he said. “I’ll give you that.”

      “What?”

      “You’re an excellent painter.” Bas grinned, relishing Fiona’s surprise. She was staring, tense and wary, as if she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. He pressed his advantage, determined to
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