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            Part I

          

          
            Paradise Regained

          

        

      

    

    
      James yearns to end a long journey in the arms of his loving family. But his father’s agents offer the exiled prodigal forgiveness and a place in Society — if he abandons his foreign-born wife and children to return to England.

      With her husband away, Mahzad faces revolt, invasion and betrayal in the mountain kingdom they built together. A queen without her king, she will not allow their dream and their family to be destroyed.
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      To marriage, and to the one who has been my partner over many years in rekindling the fire from embers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s note

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is set in an entirely imaginary kingdom hidden high in the mountains on the northeast border between Iran and Turkmenistan. Such kingdoms, called khanates or kaganates, proliferated in the troubled times as one dynasty of Iranian rulers faded and another had not yet come to power.

      My story is set in the year that the last Zand ruler died, and the Qajar who would be the first of his dynasty set out to reunify Iran.

      At the time, westerners called Iran ‘Persia’ after the great empire Alexander the Great conquered more than 2000 years ago, and my hero (who is English) occasionally drops into that term. To those living in Iran, Persia was just one ancient kingdom in what was then called Eran-shahr or Airan-shahr, which means ‘the place of the Aryans’. This evolved to become Iran-shahr and, more recently, just Iran.

      James’s horse is a Turkmen. His descendants today are Akhal Teke, one of the most beautiful horse breeds in the world, famed for their metallic shine, their endurance and their fierce loyalty.

      James’s people speak a polyglot language created from various Turkic languages and Persian (or Farsi). I’ve used their words here and there throughout the story. If you can’t tell what I meant, look at the glossary at the back.
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      The page divider used in this book is a few words in Persian: Gamble everything for love. These are the first few words of a poem from the Persian Sufi philosopher poet Jalal al-Din Muhammad Rumi:
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        Gamble everything for love.

        If you are a true human being.

        If not, leave this gathering.

        Half-heartedness doesn’t reach into majesty.

        You set out to find God, but then you keep stopping for long periods at mean-spirited roadhouses.

        Don’t wait any longer.

        Dive in the ocean, leave and let the sea be you.

        Silent, absent, walking an empty road, all praise.
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      1794: Pari-Daiza Vadi in the Kopet Dag Mountains northeast of Iran

      The courtyard had been designed to catch and hold the fickle warmth of the mountain sun. Even in early winter, Mahzad and her ladies chose to settle in the pavilion, out of the direct heat, though the children and their nursemaids played on the paving by the cross-shaped pool at the centre of the garden.

      James had ordered it built: a paradise garden on the Persian chahar bāgh model, centred on water and divided into four quadrants, each richly planted in vivid colours. It had been her wedding present, and somehow, their tribe had managed to keep it a secret from their queen, though the qaḷʿa, the citadel, buzzed with intrigue until James had brought her here, blindfolded.

      It had been full summer, and the garden had been glorious but not as beautiful to her eyes as the face of her husband, eyes alight with mischief, with love, and with a promise for later that night when the court was asleep. They had crept down when the qaḷʿa fell silent, giggling when the patrolling guards politely averted their eyes. Mahzad was confident their eldest son, Jamie, had been conceived that night.

      She had been so in love, had been convinced that James had forgotten the English woman for whom he was exiled from his home and had fallen in love with her.

      Eleven years and eight children later, her love was deeper and stronger than ever, but she no longer believed that James returned the feeling. He was fond of her, yes. He respected her as his wife and queen, katan to his kagan, but the passion of the soul? No. She reached for it with her own and met only the barrier of blank civility with which he armored himself from the world.

      When he was home, he was distant if polite, and he had not been home in more than seven months. His trips away had become longer and longer, his letters home more and more formal. He was about the business of their kaganate, which prospered under their rule, but he had never before failed to be home for a birth of one of their children.

      Mahzad dropped a kiss on baby Rosemary’s dark hair, handed the sleeping baby to the hovering nursemaid, and sent one of her ladies to summon her secretary. She had work to do. She was co-ruler of their people and did not have time to waste mourning the fickleness of men.

      The messenger was only halfway down the long side of the garden when Patma came hurrying down the steps from the zenana, the women’s section of the palace. Even from the other end of the garden, Mahzad could see that her secretary was agitated about something. She had lost the calm she had adopted as chief of Mahzad’s scribes, her usual elegant glide abandoned for a walk that bordered on a run, her eyes wide with excitement. She was not surrounded by the bevy of undersecretaries who carried her desk and writing tools, prepared her ink, ran her messages, and made copies of lesser documents.

      No. There they were, just stepping out of the long doors onto the zenana’s terrace. Patma must have hurried some distance to have so outstripped them.

      The secretary did not pause when she passed Mahzad’s messenger, speaking over her shoulder as she skirted a small child pushing a toy pony and hurried up the steps to the pavilion. She stopped at the top of the steps to kick off her footwear before venturing on to the rugs that lay everywhere and then composed herself enough to offer a polite greeting, bowing as she said, “Peace be upon you, my queen.”

      “Peace, most excellent of scholars,” Mahzad responded, inclining her head as she waited for the younger woman to burst with whatever news she carried.

      Patma bowed again. “Katan, serkerde Gurban reports possible trouble coming our way from Iran. A caravan, he says, pursued by bandits or possibly soldiers.”

      Mahzad squelched the fleeting hope that the commander of her forces was in error; that the approaching group was James and his men, returning at last. Gurban would make no such mistake, and besides, James would be coming from north of the mountains, not south. His last letter put him on the shores of the Caspian, the great inland sea that separated the khanates of Turkmenistan from the shifting borders between Russia and Iran in the Caucasian Mountains.

      “How large a force?” she asked.

      “The serkerde says three long strings of camels, and the caravan also has horses and carts. The pursuers are further back, except for those harassing the tail of the caravan. The serkerde has sent men to count them, but they must surely have more men than the caravan, do you not think? Or why would it flee?”

      “More men, or better armed, or better trained. Is Gurban son of Azat waiting to report to me?” She stood, assuming the answer would be “yes,” and kept her face impassive when Patma shook her head.

      “He has ridden out with a force to secure the pass, excellency.”

      “Then we shall follow.” Mahzad was already heading for the palace, throwing out orders to send her attending maids scurrying to fetch her riding clothes, her personal guard, her horse.

      She was ruler here in her husband’s absence. She should have been appraised of the threat by her military commander, should have been the one to decide how to deal with it. Not that she disagreed with his decision. Secure the pass, of course. Keep both sets of intruders out, and settle their differences beyond the valley Mahzad and James protected.

      Gurban thought women should engage in the virtues and tasks of the hearth and leave military action and rulership to men. Never mind that Mahzad had fought alongside James since the first bandit attack on their caravan fifteen years ago and been co-ruler with him since they overcame the robber chief who formerly tyrannised this hidden valley. Invited to stay and make it their kingdom, they had renamed it Pari Daiza, the enclosed garden.

      Her military commander was loyal to James, but James had been gone a long time. What if…

      She shook off her fears. At least he had sent to tell her what was happening.

      Which reminded her. “How did you come to carry the serkerde’s message, Patma?”

      “He came to the schoolroom, my lady. To fetch Jamie beg and Matthew beg to ride with him…” Patma faltered as Mahzad stopped abruptly.

      “And?” Mahzad prompted.

      “I heard what he told the young princes, my lady, and came to inform you.”

      Ah, yes. Patma would have been giving the older children their thrice-weekly lessons in calligraphy. Mahzad lengthened her stride so her court had to hurry to catch up. If Patma had not been giving that lesson, Gurban would have carried off Mahzad’s two eldest sons with Mahzad none the wiser.

      Gurban son of Azat had gone too far.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A fishing port on the west coast of the Caspian Sea

      “I should have been home months ago,” James complained. He had been rereading the letter that kept him tethered in this Caspian Sea port, as if it would miraculously change and disclose the reason he was being asked to wait. Hints about his father and news to his advantage? The Duke of Winshire never did anything to anyone’s advantage but his own.

      “We could not travel in this weather, and when the storm is over, your father’s men will be able to cross the sea,” his body guard Yousef pointed out.

      James tossed the letter into the top of the open pack that held his clothes. The one next to it, with the odd bumpy protrusions, was packed tightly with presents for Mahzad and the children, some to celebrate his homecoming and some for Christmas which was mere weeks away.

      Toys. Books. Swords. He and Mahzad had agreed the two older boys were ready for real weapons, half-sized to suit their height. Matthew, in particular, had an instinct for sword craft, both the Eastern and the Western style.

      The small swords commissioned from a Spanish master sword maker might be a little large, depending on how quickly the boys had grown in the months he’d been away. The largest of the three blades was intended not for his sons but for his wife, a beautiful weapon, graceful, elegant, and deadly. Mahzad would love it.

      “The begum’s last letter said she was well,” Yousef added, which set James pacing again, for in Mahzad’s last letter, she had reminded him her time was almost on her. As if she thought he didn’t know. As if he wasn’t counting the days.

      The date on her letter was weeks ago, and still, he lingered here more than two hundred miles from home. He had never before missed the birth of one of their children.

      “The baby will be born by now.”

      Someone would write, surely, if things had gone wrong? His tortured visions of his Mahzad dying in childbed and his children killed or sold to slavers were nonsense.

      Yousef, who had begun as his jailor nearly two decades ago and become his best friend, easily followed his thoughts. “The son of Azat is a reliable man, and the people are loyal.”

      Peter was busy polishing a high shine into the Western style boots James had purchased in Italy. As always, he took a gloomier view. “Childbirth is a chancy business,” he intoned.

      James usually ignored his valet’s determination to see the clouds behind every silver lining, but today’s remark matched his own imaginings too closely for comfort.

      Yousef snorted. “Mahzad begum has birthed seven children without difficulty, and they know where we are. If she needs our lord, a fast rider would reach us in two days. Three at most.”

      Which means, James thought, that Mahzad doesn’t need me, which I already knew.

      Oh, they still worked together well, and she always treated him with courtesy, even affection. But she was so busy with the children, with the business of the kingdom. Even in their bed, she seemed to be thinking about something else.

      That had been at least part of the motivation for this long trip. Only a small part. Someone had to check a possible shipping venture as a sound way to invest the wages he and his people had earned guarding caravans through the mountain passes. He was the best person for the job, since he spoke the languages of the places in the Mediterranean where they’d need to go to secure docking-rights and had friends in most of the them. He was English, which wasn’t ideal in Italy and France, but certainly more to his motley tribe’s advantage than sending a Persian or Turkmen to deal with people in those countries. The land route to avoid the Ottoman Empire meant learning Russian, but he’d always picked up languages quickly.

      “I am going to check on the horses,” he announced. Anything to take his mind of the endless waiting.

      Yousef fell into step behind him as he crossed the outer room where most of their party lounged at their ease, dicing or drinking tea. One or two made to rise to their feet, but Yousef waved them down.

      In this benighted hole of a fishing village, the only inn took no more than fifty guests and their animals and was currently less than half full. It was built on the caravanserai model, a series of interlinked courtyards, each lined with rooms and niches.

      James led the way down the stairs, along halls, and through repeated arches until they came out into the large outer courtyard, surrounded by a long colonnade of arches that led to stabling and other housing for riding and pack animals. Melegush was tethered where he could see the courtyard, and he whickered imperatively as the two men approached.

      “My golden one,” James greeted him.

      He had raised the horse from a foal, and there was a deep affection between them not marred by the months Melegush had spent in Astrakhan waiting for James to return from his mission. And providing stud services in partial payment of his board, which Melegush had undoubtedly taken as no more than his due.

      Yousef saluted his own horse, and the two men settled to grooming their animals.

      “If these agents of my father are not here by the end of the week, they can wait till next Spring,” James said. “I’m not missing Christmas with my family for the old man’s convenience.”

      “News to your advantage,” Yousef mused. “What could it be, I wonder?”

      From the next bay in the colonnade came the jingle of harness and the hum of voices speaking in Turkmen. Melegush and the other horses were about to have neighbours.

      James switched to English to answer Yousef’s question. “I neither know nor care. It will be to the duke’s advantage, not mine.”

      “An Englishman? Here?”

      The speaker stood in the archway, far more incongruous in this setting than the dark-haired James in his robes. An Englishwoman, and not just any Englishwoman but, by the few words she had spoken, one of his own class. Taller than average, with the fair hair so prized here in the middle-East, probably only her age had kept her from being snapped up as a concubine for some local despot. He’d put her in her late thirties or early forties, about the same age as himself, though time had been relatively kind to them both. Here, on the western coast of the Caspian Sea, in a small Turkmen fishing village, she wore a Western carriage dress, riding boots, and a pert bowl-shaped hat with a nonsense of a veil.

      James recalled his manners and bowed, a slight inclination, playing her words back to her with an ironic quirk of his brows. “An Englishwoman? Here?”

      That earned him a laugh, and he revised his estimate of her safety as the humour transformed her face, stripping away the years. He hoped she had plenty of guards and the money to keep them loyal.

      In the next moment, she narrowed her brows, peering intently at him. “James? Lord James Winderfield? But it cannot be!”

      Someone who’d known him? And well enough to call him by his first name? There was something familiar about her, but he couldn’t call it to mind.

      “Because I am rumoured to be dead?” he asked.

      “Yes.” The lady nodded. “Eleanor was heartbroken.”

      Even after all these years, his own heart caught at the thought of Eleanor. She suffered? But then, she had married the Duke of Haverford, and undoubtedly, his wealth and position had been a comfort. No. That was unfair. With James gone and her father and his two ducal friends pushing for the alliance, what choice did she have?

      James spread his hands. “I am not dead.”

      “Evidently. Then why…” She caught back whatever she had been about to say. “You don’t remember me, do you? Cecily Warren, I was back then. Cecily McInnes, now.”

      Ah. He did remember. In those days, his attention had been all for Eleanor Creydon, younger daughter of the Earl of Farnmouth, youngest debutante and reigning beauty of the Season. Perforce, he had met the circle of other girls she had gathered around her, generously sharing her success. In the mature woman before him, he saw traces of the gawky girl he remembered, an awkward leggy filly not yet grown into the unconscious grace and beauty Eleanor wore as her birthright.

      He remembered Alec McInnes, too, another of Eleanor’s suitors. Without rank, wealth, or looks to recommend him, poor Alec had never been in serious contention. As it turned out, nor had any of them, Falmouth having made his diabolical compact with Haverford before Eleanor ever stepped into a ballroom.

      “Is Alec with you?” he asked, and was sorry when a wash of pain swept over her face before being absorbed by her studied calm.

      “Alec has been gone for almost two decades, Lord James.” She lowered her chin and looked up at him through her lashes. “I am a widow.”

      Flirting had not been one of Cecily Warren’s talents as a young woman, but she had clearly had some practice in the last twenty years. Time to remind the lady that they were not alone.

      “Mrs. McInnes, allow me to present my friend, Yousef ibn Ahmed. Yousef, Mrs. McInnes is an old friend from my youth.”

      Cecily could not quite hide the flash of surprised shock, as if he had introduced her to his horse, but she recovered smoothly, dropping a shallow curtsey. “I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Ahmed. Or is it Mr. Yousef?”

      Yousef’s eyes gleamed, and he bent closer, as if to impart a secret. “Let us solve the conundrum, Mrs. McInnes, by being friends. Yousef will do.”

      She flushed and dimpled at Yousef’s clear interest. “Then you must call me Cecily, Yousef, as must you, James, and we shall be friends together.”

      Let them flirt with one another and leave him out of it, James thought, but he gave a half smile in agreement and allowed himself to be persuaded to join Yousef in escorting the lady to her rooms and checking the disposition of her guard.

      “How fortunate for me that you were here,” she said.

      Which raised the question of the reason behind her presence, which seemed highly unlikely. But such a chatty woman would undoubtedly tell all if he gave her half a chance. James had only to wait.
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      Cecily allowed herself an inward smile of congratulation as she prattled about the discomforts of her trip around the southern shores of the Caspian Sea. Step one of her mission was accomplished. Lord James Winderfield was precisely where she had been told, and she had made contact. Before she had been ten minutes in the caravanserai, in fact!

      He was even more handsome than he’d been twenty years ago. Seducing him would not be a chore, though it was a pity about his friend, who was even more to her taste. Perhaps they could be persuaded to share? But that would not suit the plan, would it? She needed to remember what was at stake and not allow herself to be distracted.
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      Pari-Daiza Vadi

      Gurban and her two sons were atop the wall James had ordered built in the narrow winding pass that was the main entry to their valley. Mahzad ignored the pull in unused muscles as she climbed the stair, grateful for her mare’s easy gait and the relatively short distance between the palace and the pass. She had not been on a horse since her seventh month of pregnancy, but she would be sure to make time for riding after today.

      She forced her steps into a graceful glide, pleased to see the welcome on the faces of her two boys and most of the other men. She was still katan, the queen, mother, and heroine of the people, though most of those on this wall were too young to remember how she and James defeated their oppressor and set them free.

      Gurban’s eyebrows nearly met as he frowned, even as he shifted from one foot to another and shot a glance sideways at his officers. Annoyed and nervous, was he? Mahzad could work with that.

      She smiled. “Peace be upon you, serkerde, and thank you for your devotion to the people.” At the acknowledgement of his rank and purpose, some of the tension went from his shoulders. “I received your message and have come straight away. Do we know yet who these strangers are?”

      There. Now embarrass me and yourself in front of my sons and the men or take my lead.

      He was no fool, the serkerde. “Peace be upon you, Lady. No, though both groups are dressed and armed in the Persian style.”

      “Look, Mama,” said young Jamie. “The camels keep coming, though they must see us here on the wall. What should we do?”

      “Keep them all out, of course,” Matthew answered, scornfully. “Should we not, Mama?”

      Another palm leaf for Gurban. “Serkerde? Has this young warrior the right of it?”

      As she waited for his answer, she unslung her bow. She was accomplished enough with a blade, thanks to many hours of tutoring by the children’s father, but unmatched with the bow. If the intruders thought to enter the valley, she would help to change their minds.

      Gurban read her intent, and a reluctant smile pulled at the corner of his lips. “Matthew beg is correct,” he pronounced, more to his soldiers than to her sons, “as is our katan. She has her bow at the ready.”

      “Ho the gate!” The shout, in Persian, confirmed the origin of the caravan. The first camel had emerged from the twisting path, coming out onto the flat patch before the gate twenty yards away, its rider cupping his hand as he bellowed.

      Gurban confirmed that Mahzad had won at least this challenge to her authority by looking to her for permission to respond. She nodded, and he moved forward, gesturing as he went so that several of the guard moved to put themselves and their shields between the intruders’ possible arrows and Mahzad and her sons. Well thought, Gurban.

      “What seek you in the valley of the mountain king?” Gurban shouted.

      He spoke Persian clearly, if with a Turkmen accent. Indeed, their people were polyglot by necessity, reflecting their many origins: Turkmen, Persian, Chinese, Mughal, Arab, Caucasian, and even African, as well as their English leader. The original valley people were already of mixed ancestry. The guard who had absconded with her and James from the service of her father added an even wider mix, since most had been slaves captured in pirate or military adventures from the far edges of the Muslim world. Many others—Silk Road travellers and local tribespeople—had chosen to join them as they made a success of guarding the caravans that crossed or skirted the mountains.

      “Refuge and sanctuary,” the herald called back.

      Gurban signaled for his archers to put arrow to bow and aim. “Return the way you came.”

      “We are pursued,” the herald shouted, looking back along the mountain trail.

      Those chasing them were not yet in view, but the herald’s own party had now all reached the empty space before the gate, carefully altered by James’s engineers to be within bow shot of walls and without cover.

      The herald seemed to realise this, shrinking a little as if to make himself a smaller target then stretching out again. “We come in peace.”

      “You have no business here,” Gurban said sternly. “Return the way you came. Take your enemies with you.”

      One of the camels was kneeling, and someone was being helped to the ground, a woman so wrapped in a chador that even her gender was a deduction. The herald turned his camel, which strode toward her as she hurried through the waiting crowd. From the wall, they couldn’t hear his words, but his tone was enough to suggest argument. One that he lost, for the woman pressed forward.

      Gurban raised his arm, ready to give the signal to fire.

      “Wait,” Mahzad said, whether out of curiosity or premonition, she could not have said.

      Gurban frowned but obeyed.

      The woman stopped just a few feet from the foremost of the camels, her servants hovering behind her.

      “Mahzad,” she shouted, in English. “Mahzad, is that you? It is Grandmother. I have come to visit.”
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      Caspian Sea coast

      “We are going home,” Yousef explained to Cecily, who had joined them for dinner at their fire, bringing her chief guard with her. James was happy to let him carry the burden of the conversation, while James brooded about the distance that still separated him from his family.

      Yousef was also yearning for the valley. “We left in the spring, and it is now winter. It will be good to be at our own hearths again.”

      “Home,” she said, with a sigh. She looked down at the signet ring she wore on the middle finger of her left hand, a man’s ring surely, and an old one too, gold and crowned in a star. “A star to lead you home.” Looking up, she met James’s eyes. “The promise of the ring. It is from Viking times, or so they say, and is meant to be good luck for travellers.” More quietly, she added, “I, too, have been away from home for a long time.”

      “What adventures bring you here, Cecily?” James asked. He had been burning with curiosity all afternoon. Had McInnes left her with enough wealth to travel? He would not have thought so, though she may have had other wealthy relatives to endow her in twenty years.

      She chuckled, the wistful expression on her face disappearing as if it had never existed. “Too long a tale for such an evening, Lord James. We would be here all night, you and Yousef asleep from boredom, long before I was done.”

      As she had all evening, she ignored Peter and her own guard, a Turk from Istanbul called Kamal. The Turkmen habit of regarding all men as equal, and of treating servants as family, was much more to James’s taste, but she could not help her upbringing. He would try not to hold it against her.

      “Suffice it to say,” she continued, “that I left home to broaden my horizons, and I am now ready to return to England.” She turned to Yousef, leaning slightly toward him, and James was amused to realise she was trying to make him jealous. “I love the East, Yousef, but I miss my own land. I miss the green hills and the trees and flowers of home. I even miss the rain.”

      “Have you been to Persia, Cecily?” Yousef asked. “You would love the gardens of Persia.”

      “Persia, Lebanon, Turkey, Egypt.” Cecily sighed. “They all have their beauties. None of them are home.”

      Yousef quoted the thirteenth century Sufi poet, Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī.

      
        
        “I burst my breast, striving to give vent to sighs, and to express the pangs of my yearning for my home. He who abides far away from his home is ever longing for the day he shall return.”

      

      

      Cecily laughed, a light studied tinkle of a sound. “You must translate for me. I fear my grasp of Persian is insufficient.”

      But sufficient enough to know that, of all possible languages, Yousef the Egyptian had spoken Persian.

      Yousef obliged with the translation, and Cecily’s eyes lit in a smile.

      “Just so,” she agreed.

      James had clearly spent too long with connivers and tricksters, when he suspected a chance met Englishwoman—an old friend, furthermore—of lying about how well she spoke Persian. The Persian poets were the best in the world, or so said the Persians. And she would know that, if she’d travelled as broadly as she said. He shook off his doubts, although with a mental note to assume he and his party could not discuss secrets in front of Cecily in any language.

      “How far to your home?” Cecily addressed the question to Yousef.

      He answered easily but in general terms. A vague wave to the South West. The number of days’ easy ride. Yousef waxed lyrical about crossing the desert in the spring, and James grumbled that they should have been home long since. The Turkmenistan desert in early winter could be a bleak place. They would need to carry all the feed for their animals and travel fast in the hopes of avoiding being caught by a storm.

      “Ah.” Cecily nodded, twisting the Viking ring to and fro on her finger. “You have been away longer than you intended. I likewise, but your home is merely a few days ride, gentlemen. I have much further to go. Still, I daresay to be away so long you have travelled far? To Egypt, perhaps?”

      “To Egypt, the Hellenes, Lebanon. Even Spain and Algeria,” Yousef boasted, preening a little under the Englishwoman’s flirtatious gaze.

      There was no reason for James to find that annoying. She was a widow and Yousef a single man, both of them adults. If they found one another attractive, it was none of James’s business. Any concern he might feel was simply as a friend to them both.

      “A long trip,” she observed. “No wonder you have been away so long.”

      That prompted Yousef to tell some of their adventures: being blown off course, fighting corsairs, negotiating their freedom with the Turks and later the Italians. Their accommodations in Istanbul were more comfortable and the Ottoman officials more courteous, but Yousef still had fond memories of the Italian prison guard’s daughter.

      Cecily listened with every evidence of enjoyment, occasionally turning with sparkling eyes to James to ask him a question or make a comment. When they finally parted for their beds, James was surprised to discover how quickly the evening had passed.
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