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	Friends and family greet Lady Ira Macaria as she alights from the coach that brought her to Oedran. With no idea why she was sent home, she must face the consequences and the King. Now, more than ever, she must marry the right man to save her family's reputation and secure their dynasty. As navigating Oedranian society and rekindling old friendships takes unexpected turns, she must confront her future and her past...
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Chapter 1

	ARRIVING HOME

	Imperadai, Week 16 – 25th Macial, 4th Easis 1193

	Oedran – Macarian House

	LADY IRA MACARIA alighted from the coach that had brought her home to Oedran in a thoughtful mood. Recalling the trepidation in which she’d left for Garth, she hadn’t expected the same emotion to greet her return. Garth had been vibrant and exhilarating, the Citadel Court had seemed far freer than she expected and her hosts had been warm and welcoming. Her recall to Oedran had come without explanation and little notice.

	She thanked the footman who helped her alight and gazed with fresh eyes at her childhood home. Its pale stone seemed far removed from the warmer tones of Garth. She caught the eye of the groom holding the coach horses.

	“Lex! It’s good to see you.”

	“Likewise, my lady. Welcome home. Aunt Maria will be pleased to see you.”

	“Your father’s in his study, m’lady,” stated the head groom ambling over. “Said to tell you to go straight there.”

	“Thank you, Jack. I take it you’re well?”

	“Well enough, m’lady. No complaints. I hope your journey was pleasant.”

	She nodded before leaving for the house. Had it been her imagination or had Jack interrupted her talk with Wynfeld on purpose? Well, they were no longer children running around together. She’d been sent to Garth to break the link with that childhood.

	Her old nurse was loitering in the entrance hall. With a grin, Ira crossed to her. Maturity would wait. The hug lasted a long moment and was full of a year’s absence.

	“Look at you, my lady. All grown and elegant.”

	Ira chuckled and twirled. “Do you like it? Lady Galwood helped me choose the material.”

	“Always did say strong colours suited you. Now, get you to His Lordship. He’s been fretting since dawn, expecting you’d have trouble on the road.”

	“I doubt he ever frets like that.” She ran lightly up the stairs to her father’s study. Catching her breath, she rearranged her dress. The blue silk still made her smile.

	Knocking, she entered the study after waiting for the reply. Her father might be indulgent occasionally, but he was no less strict for that. She crossed to stand in front of his desk to her right. The light behind him made his face dark and brooding.

	“Ah. You’re here. Good.”

	‘Fretting indeed,’ thought Ira. That was not her father. Straight, to the point, direct, a military man through and through. Not someone who fretted. Let alone over her.

	“Yes, father. I’m here. How are you?”

	“Hmm. Immaterial. Her Elegance wrote.”

	Her mind racing, Ira said, “Princess Lilith was very kind to me, father.”

	“She thought you’d be better here. Why?”

	“I don’t know, sir.” Was she in trouble? She wracked her brains, trying to recall anything she’d done to outrage the Princess. There wasn’t anything she remembered. She certainly hadn’t indulged in frivolities like some of the Garth ladies.

	“Well, Her Elegance wasn’t forthcoming on the reasons for sending you home. Make no mistake, Ira, she sent you home. She wrote to His Majesty as well. It has led to an interesting discussion. When you recall what you did, I want to know.”

	Ira swallowed. “I… Father, I have no idea. I honestly have none. I was being the epitome of decorum. I never saw anyone alone. I never danced too often with the same gentleman. I never rode alone – not even if it was with a groom. I didn’t shop alone or take dancing lessons alone. In fact, some courtiers laughed at me because I wouldn’t break with convention. I thought as a guest of His Excellency, it was better not to. If I had any idea, I’d tell you, father. I really would.” She blinked back tears. Why had Princess Lilith sent her away? She hadn’t thought she had insulted her or her son’s hospitality.

	Lord Macaria frowned. “Very well. We’ll attend Court tomorrow. For tonight, I want you to write a letter of thanks to Lady Galwood.”

	Ira left the study no less perplexed than when she’d alighted from the coach and possibly more so. She walked along the landing to her room and sank onto the bed, staring at nothing. She bit at her lip. Maybe there had been something, something she’d work out in time, but until then she’d better write the letter and attend to her household duties.

	*  *  *

	As she signed off her letter of thanks to Lady Galwood, she hesitated, glancing at the parchment stack. Would it hurt to write to Princess Lilith as well? She might think it too forward and if she then informed the King, there’d likely be further disgrace, but she had thought they had found a friendship with talk of Oedran and the city. Her Elegance hadn’t been home since her marriage and, although that had seemed happy, she had a somewhat strained relationship with her wed-daughter. It had been nice for them to talk of home. Mind made up, she pulled a fresh piece of parchment towards her. The Princess might never reply, but she would feel better if she had tried to lay an issue to rest. When she finished that carefully worded letter, she retrieved a third piece of parchment and wrote to Tyler Galwood. It might be unusual, but he had been gallant towards her during her stay. Never more forward than a brother would have been and rather less honest than one. Her closest male relative of her own age was her cousin Festus, and he was far too honest at times. She smiled to herself. It would be good to see him. Tomorrow, maybe? She should pay a few calls before attending Court. As she signed the letter to Tyler, she planned whom to call on. Her cousins were top of her list. Festus and Feronia would want all the stories. Cornelia Rale, possibly she’d let Finn and young Aelia join them for the stories, or some of them. Maybe she’d call and see young Leila Ryson as well whose brother Elidir wouldn’t bother them. He was wrapped up with Prince Scanlon’s friendship. Leila might even be at Rale House if she was lucky.

	She addressed and sealed the letters, before bundling them together into another sealed pouch and addressing it to Lord Galwood. That would mean no-one else would read the contents. Or she hoped it would. Interfering with the Exarch’s post was more than most people’s lives were worth. She crossed the hallway between the drawing room and estate office and, knocking, entered without waiting for a reply. The steward pushed himself to his feet.

	“Welcome home, my lady. It’s good to see you.”

	“Thank you, Piers. I’ve some letters for Garth. Can you see they’re despatched by special rider? I wouldn’t like to insult Her Elegance with tardiness.”

	“I’ll see it done, my lady. Is there anything else?”

	“Well, as I’m here…”

	She seated herself with the poise she’d gained in Garth. Princess Lilith’s words echoed in her mind: ‘A young lady never sinks onto a chair. She sits with deliberation and grace. Legs together, back straight. You are what matters. Everything else should fade into the background.’ She could almost see the steward readjust as he took in her deliberate movements. The child was gone, his face said.

	Ira chuckled. “Father sent me to Garth to polish the effects of growing up without a mother, Piers.”

	“Her Ladyship would be proud of whom you have become.”

	“I hope so. How’s father been?”

	The steward hesitated. “He’s glad you’re home, my lady. Let’s leave it there.”

	Ira bit her lip. Realising it, she hastily rearranged her features. “I’m glad to be home. Is there anything I should know about? Any changes?”

	“Mary left, my lady. Married young Tom Warren but he died not long after of stupidity. Got himself kicked by a horse. Never did have much sense. She’s all right, before you start fretting. His mother’s taken her in. I’m hearing whispers she’s marrying one of their neighbours. A good lad. Scribe up at the Courthouse. She’ll do all right for herself. We’ve a couple of new maids as Liza married too. They’ve been here a few weeks. Good girls. I don’t think they’ll give trouble. Maria approved when she returned from visiting her brother. Your father’s left a lot of the oversight in her hands since my wife died.”

	Ira swallowed. “I was sorry I was away then. I watched the stars for her. Was it long?”

	“Not in the end. As to other news, we’re much as we were when you left. Jack’s keeping the stables in order. The kitchen’s under the eye of Maria and Abe, and the gardens, well, Whyte will be glad to see you home. He’s been saying all year, ‘The young mistress needs to see this blooming…’ occasionally he’d stop himself, so I think he was going to say ‘blooming mess,’ but I couldn’t possibly have mentioned that.”

	Ira chuckled. “I’ll have a cup of tea with him soon. I’ve missed the garden here. Garth’s gardens were beautiful, but not the same. I never felt as relaxed in them. Always felt like I couldn’t touch them. Do you know what Abe’s planned for meals for the next week?”

	“Not a clue, my lady. I doubt he has. Should I warn him you’re asking?”

	Ira shrugged. “Not today. I’m sure I’ll enjoy whatever is for dinner. I’ll leave you to your work.”

	 

	With an odd feeling of loneliness, she re-entered the drawing room whose windows overlooked the gardens. A fireplace to her left was swept clean and laid. Idly she ran her fingers along the polished edge of the sideboard on her right as she crossed to the windows. Had she really been away for so long? It felt like no time at all. There was something oddly disturbing about that. The gardens were full of autumn colours. She needed to see Whyte soon. Her father would start fretting about the leaf litter in the next week or so. It should be removed to compost. Turning to the room, she shivered, wondering what to do. Getting the fire lit would be a start. Had her father been so distracted he’d forgotten the house needed warming? Ringing the bell, she seated herself at the desk. She should at least seem busy. She was halfway through writing a note to her Cousin Feronia when the footman entered.

	“Could you see to fires please, Leo? Here, the dining room and the bedchambers. Then I’ll have letters that need delivering to Landis House if you could return for them when you’ve seen to the fires.”

	“Of course, milady. Welcome home.”

	“Thank you. How have you been?”

	“Ah, the same, milady.”

	“I’m glad things haven’t changed. Could you let the stables know I’ll be taking an early ride, please? I’ll need a groom to go with me.”

	“I’ll let Wynfeld know, never fret.”

	She considered saying someone else would be fine but she’d be lying. She wanted to catch up on Lex’s news. He’d not written, though he’d said he would. She supposed it would have looked a little suspicious to be getting letters from her family’s groom.

	When the footman was leaving, she added, “Can you ask Maria to join me, please?”

	*  *  *

	A couple of minutes later, her old nurse appeared, carrying a tray of tea and biscuits. “Abe thought we’d need these, my lady.”

	Ira chuckled. “I might have sent for you to ask about the household.”

	“After speaking with Piers? I’ll not believe it and nor will anyone else. Leave the notes. I doubt they’re needed. Your cousins and uncle called by yesterday to make sure His Lordship was well. They know you’re due home today. If they’re not expecting you in the morning, I’m not breathing. So, you’ve grown into your skin at last.”

	“Princess Lilith said my governesses had done a good job, but they couldn’t add polish,” revealed Ira, amused.

	“Hmm. Well, Mistress Fairson was dedicated, but I expect Her Elegance brought a more refined flavour to her teaching. What’s she like?”

	Ira sat opposite Maria and curled her feet into her chair. “Very kind, but she knows what she likes to see. I suppose all the FitzAlcis must be like that, yet she felt like a mother without enough children. She wasn’t soft on me, but she spoilt me occasionally. I like her. The Citadel Court all admire her but… I don’t think they are pandering to her. She’s won their respect.”

	“She was loved here. The city sent her off to Bayan with a pageant and a city strewn with flowers, apparently.”

	“She mentioned it. Along with her imprisonment during the rebellion and how well father served His Majesty during those weeks.”

	Maria chortled. “Aye, your father did that. The image of all the lords dressed ready for battle with shining breastplates will stay with me. I’d come to the city to find work. Your ma was kind when she heard I’d come from the Macarian lands. Took me on, no questions asked. She caught the fever, o’course. Most of us did, but I nursed her through it. She was never strong after. Lost a few childer because of it.”

	Ira started, almost spilling her tea.

	“Didn’t you know? Aye. Why would you? You mother had a son who lived less than a year and two miscarriages. She feared so much when she carried you but, in the end, she was the one who left your father. He doesn’t like talking about it.”

	Ira swallowed. “You said father fretted…”

	“He loves you, Ira. He wants to see you settled and happy.”

	Ira glanced around the room. “I’m… It’s not like I’ll be destitute if I don’t marry in the next few years. I’m his heiress and thanks to ancient Macian law, I can inherit the lordship to go down my line.”

	“I know, my lady, but it’s a parent’s job to worry about their young. Now, talking about being settled,” she crooked a knowing eyebrow. “Anyone in Garth who might be worth writing to?”

	Ira chuckled. “You are a dreadful influence. There were several who tried their absolute hardest to catch my attention. One literally fell over the other in asking me to dance.”

	“What did you do?”

	“Oh, I smiled sweetly and told them they would have to come to an accommodation as I wasn’t in the mind to disoblige or favour either of them, but if they drew blood, I’d dance with neither of them.”

	Maria laughed. “What happened?”

	“They tossed a coin. The following evening, I danced with the loser first. It seemed to keep them both sweet.”

	“Just danced?”

	“Just danced,” confirmed Ira. “I wasn’t reckless at all. I promise. I did have some fun though. Princess Lilith might have helped a bit more than I realised as well. I never wanted for company. In fact, it feels quite strange to be without it here.”

	“So I’m not company then?” asked Maria.

	“You’re more than company,” replied Ira, snapping a biscuit. “How’s Lex been?”

	“Working hard. You’ll spoil your dinner.”

	“You brought the biscuits.”


Chapter 2

	RIDING HIGH

	Pentadai, Week 16 – 26th Macial, 5th Easis 1193

	Macarian House – Ira’s bedchamber

	IRA AWOKE THE FOLLOWING MORNING contemplating the day ahead. She’d ride out to Wynwood. Her father wouldn’t object if she took a groom with her. The sun was shining through the mists, and breakfast wouldn’t be for a couple of hours.

	Her maid had laid everything out. There was no need to ring for her to help: riding habits were rarely laced tightly and she could manage these stays on her own. She’d have to pick out something else for visiting and for Court later. Her heart sank. If Princess Lilith had written to the King, she would have to answer his questions and, at Court, that would be tricky as she had no notion why she’d been sent home.

	She left the house feeling oddly free. The caution needed in Garth was also required in Oedran, but at least she knew the groom riding with her well, and no-one would look askance at her riding with a member of her own household. She patted her mare’s neck as she looked about for Wynfeld. He strolled to join her, leading his horse. Not a Swiftfoot like hers, but no less impressive.

	“Morning, my lady.”

	“Morning, Lex.”

	A cough behind her preceded, “He prefers ‘Wynfeld’ now, m’lady.”

	Ira chuckled. “Does he, Pretyman?”

	Torn between amusement and frustration at being outmanoeuvred, Jack eyed her. “That’s me told then. Aye, I know. Times change. Just don’t make me regret letting him go with you, m’lady. Where are you off to?”

	“Wynwood.” She gave Jack a hug. “We’ll be sensible.”

	He hugged her back as though she was still six and tripping him up. “You be that, m’lady. Don’t want to have to carry you back.”

	 

	By the time they’d manoeuvred their horses through the crowds around the King’s Gate and then through the busy streets beyond, the day was bright and clear, with the early mists evaporating before their eyes. The autumnal colours were less in evidence in the city, but, once out through the Paras Gate they were vibrant, the congestion eased and Wynfeld drew level.

	She smiled sideways at him. “What do you think Jack meant about us behaving ourselves?”

	“I can think of a few things. As long as your dress isn’t covered in mud, we’ve been good.”

	She laughed. “True. Do you prefer Wynfeld these days?”

	He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what I prefer. It’s what’s normal. I’m used to it. His Lordship prefers we use our family names – well, unless it’s people like Jack whom he’s known for years.”

	“True,” mused Ira. “I hear Mary was married and widowed.”

	“Yes. She’s not had an easy time. We’re keeping an eye on her until she’s wed again. Maria would have taken her back, but I don’t think she wanted to return.”

	“I wish she had though. I don’t like to think of her struggling. Have you heard anything from Liza?”

	“Not beyond the fact she’s happy. Or she seemed to be, anyway.”

	“And what do you think of the new maids?” asked Ira with a grin.

	“They have nothing on my lady.”

	“I’d hope they were wearing something,” replied Ira innocently.

	Wynfeld chuckled. “You’re incorrigible, you really are.”

	She smiled sweetly. “I’m a lady.”

	He crooked an eyebrow. “You are indeed. Though, as far as I can tell, I’m not sure that means you have to be ladylike.”

	She snorted. “My manners have been polished in Garth; they should shine here.”

	“I’m blinded by them,” muttered Wynfeld. “My lady, move over. His Highness is riding this way.”
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