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CHAPTER 1


If Lord Aubrey Ainsley had known when he tied his cravat that the evening he was dressing for was going to change the course of his life, he probably would have picked a more complicated knot.

This is not to say that his cravat looked sloppy. His cravat had never looked sloppy in his life, and he had been even more careful than usual about his appearance tonight, since he was about to visit Talstam Palace for the first time and was just about bursting over it. But being only sixteen and the fourth son of a mere country baronet with a courtesy title, it hadn’t occurred to him that his actions might affect his country’s future.

“It’ll be the prince’s turn next, I daresay,” he heard his aunt saying from the landing. They were staying in her town house for the visit. Like almost everyone in the Sabresian capital, she adored gossiping about high society. Aubrey had cracked the door of his bedchamber open in the hopes of hearing something worth listening to. “He’s the oldest unmarried royal, now that his cousin Charlotte is spoken for. I still can’t believe the king managed to persuade you to come to Elmiddan for this ball he’s hosting for the engagement, though, John. We all know how little love you have for visiting the capital. Or anywhere.”

“Yes, well.” Aubrey’s father, Lord John Ainsley, pitched his voice sardonically light as usual. “His letter was too pathetic. Boo-hoo, it’s going to be so boring; everybody is going to have to be on their best behavior so as not to offend those snooty Hasprennans. I told him to just get drunk, but he said he can’t because he’s the king, and so all his friends had to come and save him.”

His father was leaving out the best part, as far as Aubrey was concerned, because the king had asked after him especially. Aubrey had memorized that bit of the letter. Surely your youngest is ready to be out in society? He and Edmund should finally meet. Do make sure to bring him, old bean. The poor lad must be sick of the countryside by now.

The idea that the king wanted him to meet his son and had somehow known that yes, Aubrey was indeed desperate to be out in society, was very gratifying, even if Aubrey wasn’t actually that fussed about meeting Prince Edmund. His brothers had all met him and reported that he barely had a word to say for himself and tended to spend half his time at events listening to the wind or wandering around touching plants. Aubrey didn’t object to him touching plants—the young man was a Prince of Fortune, after all, and so that was to be expected—but Aubrey wasn’t terribly interested in people who had no conversation. Princess Alicia, his sister, was supposed to be lively, but at fourteen, she was too young to be “out” and so wouldn’t be at the ball. Still, Aubrey would get to visit the palace and meet people, and the royals who were there would be performing their magic, which he was looking forward to most of all.

He reached for the pomade—he thought the citrus one would be best for tonight—while Aunt Dorothea continued her chatter. “Well, now that Charlotte is strengthening ties with Hasprenna, it will be interesting to see who the parliament pushes Prince Edmund toward. Folbrage might complain if it’s another Hasprennan.”

“Yes, one of the papers ran a piece on that a few days ago,” his mother replied, “listing possible marriage candidates from various countries, and which of them were coming. Seems a lot of pressure for the boy.”

Aubrey inspected himself one last time in the looking glass. He had woken up with dark circles under his eyes because he’d had a vision-dream in the night—nothing specifically useful, just the same half-seen imagery of horses and soldiers and gunfire he often Saw: the coming war that so many Seers kept Seeing, but nobody really knew anything about yet. Aubrey’s reflection reassured him that he now looked perfectly well, however, so he went out to join the adults.

“I’m ready!” he announced, and everyone smiled at him.

The room was elegant and modern, like the rest of the house. His parents were perched carefully on the edge of a silk sofa so as not to crease their finery before the night had even begun. Aunt Dorothea had not needed to worry about that, since she would not be joining them—the event was too exclusive—and so she was sprawled on a chaise longue in a dressing robe and slippers, all set for a night in.

“The prince is supposed to be very responsible,” she went on. “He certainly appears very sober and serious whenever I’ve seen glimpses of him. You know the family best, John. What do you think?”

“Prince Edmund is not yet seventeen years old, the same as Aubrey,” his father said, waving his hand at him. “Can you guess how Aubrey’s life will turn out? I cannot.”

“Of course I can,” Aunt Dorothea said. “Aubrey will run off with a poet, and they will collaborate together in a charming old cottage in the woods with a falling-down roof, surrounded by birds and wildflowers, and pay every bill late, but nobody will even care, because they will all love him.”

She winked at him.

“That seems… specific,” Aubrey said. “But thank you, that sounds very promising.”

“Yes,” his brother Wilson said, coming out of the guest room he was using. “Being romantic and disreputable would sound promising to you. Try to behave yourself tonight, won’t you?”

He had said “romantic” as though it were a bad thing. Aubrey looked at his brother and frowned. “Did you mean to tie your cravat like that?” he asked.

“Do fix that for him, dearest,” their mother said.

Wilson huffed but submitted to Aubrey’s ministrations; a mere few tweaks and tugs, but the result was still more pleasing than Wilson, despite being two years older, had managed on his own. Aubrey attempted to also fix his hair but was pushed away.

Their two eldest brothers, John and Cedric, came out just in time to see it.

“How’s mine?” John asked, turning his head this way and that ostentatiously in front of Cedric.

“Better than Wilson’s,” Cedric said. “But that is not much of a standard, I suppose.”

Wilson let out an annoyed grunt and headed down the stairs. Cedric smirked with all the confidence of someone who would not be riding in the same carriage as him and followed.

Aubrey did have to ride with Wilson. Being younger, the two of them went in the black family carriage with their parents, while John and Cedric got to borrow their aunt’s smaller coach, which was very dashing in white and yellow and seated only two.

It was a fine autumn evening, so everyone on the roads had their carriage hoods down. That suited Aubrey. He wanted to see everything the capital had to show him: the street vendors, the widely paved footpaths, the floral window boxes some of the smart new town houses sported. And the clothes. Feathers seemed to have come into fashion for women’s hats, and meanwhile nearly all the younger men walking the streets were wearing their pants so tight, Aubrey hardly knew where to look.

And then, finally—Talstam Palace. He had only seen it at a distance before on the handful of occasions he had been brought to Elmiddan. Stately and elegant, the residence had been updated by King Theodore’s father and was therefore a reasonably modern building of three stories in pale stone, plus attics under a shapely gray roof, with lower wings off to each side in a pleasing symmetry. A large, tiered fountain in an older style still stood at the front, giving a feeling of history. As they got closer, however, Aubrey started thinking of beehives, since the entrance was crawling with guards and grooms and guests. The family joined the queue of carriages going up the drive and waited.

And waited some more.

Eventually, Aubrey slumped in his seat, thunking the back of his head against the wooden top for good measure.

“I’m going to die,” he declared. “I’ve waited my whole life to be out in proper society, and now the palace is right there, and I’m going to be a hundred years old before we get inside. Can we not get out and walk?”

“Walking is something people do in the countryside,” his father said. “Along with talking to people rather than about them, and caring for their neighbors rather than just about what they’re wearing. The amount of silk and jewels I can see from here—the woman in that carriage is wearing enough to pay to set up at least two new schools, and teachers besides.”

“Lean over and tell her so, Father,” Aubrey said. “I’m sure she’ll whip it all off and hand everything over for the cause.”

“She could hear you,” Wilson hissed at this point, a little frantic. “Father, please.”

Lord Ainsley went to say something else, but Lady Ainsley patted the back of his hand in a suppressive manner, and he subsided. Aubrey did the same to Wilson and found himself once again pushed away. He wished Cedric or John had come in this carriage. Waiting with them would have been much more fun.

He looked out to the other side instead, since something seemed to be happening there. A crowd had gathered a block or two in the distance, and soldiers from the city guard were moving toward it. He heard shouting starting up from that direction.

“I wonder what that is?” he asked, pointing.

His father glanced over. “Protestors. They often target royal events, since members of the press will be around.”

“What are they protesting?” Wilson asked. He sounded outraged.

Their father gave him a look. “I can think of four recent government policies worth shouting in the streets over, just off the top of my head. We should go and join them.”

“Or,” his wife put in, “you could speak directly to all the relevant MPs at the ball, where you’ve been given privileged access to them. There are a few things I plan to bring up myself if I get the chance.”

Her husband huffed, but Aubrey caught him smiling as he turned his face away.

When they finally got into the palace, the family could barely see where they were going for the people, each one as splendidly dressed as his father had lamented. It was all Aubrey could do not to bounce on his toes. They were announced, and then Aubrey was following his parents into the ballroom proper, which was the largest room he had ever seen. It was, in fact, so large that Aubrey found himself wondering if his family’s entire house would fit inside. He ended up deciding that yes, it would; and probably Aunt Dorothea’s town house besides.

He caught sight of at least half a dozen fireplaces, all carved elaborately in a different color of stone. He made a mental note to visit the ones farthest away from him, which looked large enough to walk around in and which he suspected were from an older version of the room, left over from a time in which great wild boars or sides of game would have been roasted in them whole.

The wall closest to them was dotted with paintings in scrolled frames. Aubrey recognized some of them from books or prints in his father’s library. He had had no idea that the original artworks would be here—it felt a little bit like bumping into an old friend. One showed his ancestor Queen Helen in a floor-length royal blue robe and matching headdress, a sword sheathed at her hip and a feathery quill in her hand: symbology referring to her famous treaty. Farther down was a battle scene in lush oils: the final clash of the last war that Saben had fought with Honal, almost a hundred years ago. He turned to point out the paintings to his older brothers—they would be more interested in them than Wilson—but Cedric had meandered away with a pair of well-dressed young men he must have known from university; and meanwhile John was already halfway across the room with their father.

Aubrey spent a second wondering what he would do if Wilson and his mother also walked off and left him, when they were spotted by a friend of Lady Ainsley’s, a Mrs. Follett, who swept the three of them into the group she was with. Aubrey bowed and nodded politely, but before he had much more than an impression of satin and sapphires, a herald-type person announced that the king and his family were very glad to welcome everyone to the ball with a display of their magical skill. Aubrey’s delight must have shown, because Mrs. Follett gave him a wry look through her lorgnette.

“This is your first time, isn’t it, my young lord,” she said to him, and started waving the spectacles around for emphasis, “so you don’t know how oddly these performances always go. The king and queen traditionally do theirs first because of precedence, but I do wonder why they don’t insist on going last so the others aren’t embarrassed.”

Aubrey didn’t really know what the woman could mean, since magic was magic and he wanted to see as much of it as he could. It would not do, however, to contradict her. He did not want his mother to decide he wasn’t ready for society after all. He set his attention instead on King Theodore and Queen Margaret, who were now walking up the stairs of some sort of dais on the side of the room.

They did not wear crowns, and yet something about them looked regal; or perhaps that was just Aubrey’s fancy. It was the first time he was seeing them in person rather than in the newspapers or, in the king’s case, minted onto a coin. The two of them didn’t resemble each other, even though they were first cousins. Aubrey started running through what he could remember of their family tree in his head. King Theodore’s mother had been an Arnician princess, Aubrey recalled, which accounted for his coloring—he was all dark curls and browned olive skin, whereas Queen Margaret’s creamy complexion looked like she would burn on a hot day as much as he and his own family would—but then the queen grinned over at her husband, and Aubrey stopped thinking about bloodlines.

“Oh my,” his own mother said, next to him. Aubrey considered this a vast understatement.

The queen had crooked her finger, and a huge creature of flames leapt from one of the oversized fireplaces down at the end of the room and started to gambol around back and forth on the ceiling, as though searching for something. It undulated through all the shades of a roaring fire, red and orange in some parts, a yellow so pale it was almost white in others, changing constantly. Aubrey was bouncing on his toes now—he couldn’t help himself—and wondering if King Theodore could also do something so strange and wonderful, when the king created a creature of his own in a great showy gesture, as though pulling from the faraway flames with a giant, invisible rope. The firebeasts started chasing each other around the ceiling, leading to a great deal of gasping from the crowd, and then they solidified a little more clearly into dragons, the symbol of the royal family.

They started looping each other, blowing flames and snapping their jaws, until one darted in to rub its cheek against the other’s. Aubrey thought that one was the king’s. The two creatures were blending into each other now, and then they headed for the far side of the room, settling down in one of the larger fireplaces together, embracing. People started to applaud; Aubrey joined in as enthusiastically as he dared in such a sophisticated crowd.

“Our courtship,” the king joked, which made everyone clap harder, laughing.

Aubrey’s heart was racing. He wished his parents had brought him to the capital years ago; he felt like the world’s possibilities had been remade in front of him. He had grown up knowing that the king and queen both had strong magical gifts, giving them some control over the four elements. Seeing their abilities in person was different. This was why Theodore was the king rather than his brother, Prince Willard, who was the firstborn, but who could only manipulate water. Aubrey knew from the schoolroom that Margaret had also been considered as the next monarch, but as a niece of the previous king rather than a direct descendant, she had been considered less suitable. He wondered at that now, because they appeared—to his untrained eye, at least—to be evenly matched.

Aubrey hoped they would be running through all four elements so that he could see if they were a match in each one, but then the king and queen waved to the crowd and headed for the stairs. He was promising himself that he would quiz his father on the topic later when Mrs. Follett startled him by letting out a tutting noise.

“The young prince is hiding again,” she said, motioning to a figure just visible behind a set of large potted plants that were now being carried up to the stage by an army of footmen.

The last pot was cleared out of the way, and that was when Aubrey forgot all about elemental magic, because he had just gotten a clear look at Edmund, Crown Prince of Saben.

He was well worth looking at.

Aubrey could see why his aunt had said he seemed serious. He had big, dark eyes that seemed to take in everything that was happening on the stage. His coloring met in the middle of his parents, giving him lighter brown curls than his father’s and skin that, though still a rich olive, hadn’t tanned so darkly as the king’s. But where the king and queen had been confident and full of smiles, the prince looked tense and nervous even at this distance, his posture stiff and his hands curled. Aubrey’s heart bled for him. He thought of everything that his brothers (who were clearly blind and dim-witted) had said about him: how he was socially awkward and barely spoke.

“He’s shy,” Aubrey said, almost a question.

Mrs. Follett nodded. “The poor young buck. Although perhaps I’d hide as well. His parents are a hard act to follow, especially when his powers are—well. He’s hardly a dragon, ready to wipe out whole Honal armies for us with the wave of his hand, is he?”

Aubrey felt Wilson stiffen next to him, but then his mother said, “Blowing away enemy troops is all very well, but none of the rest of them could have done anything like, say, cleaning up that problem with the potato crops the country had two or three years ago. A lot of people would have gone hungry if His Highness hadn’t intervened.”

“Yes, well, I hope those pots aren’t full of rotting potatoes,” Mrs. Follett said, peering at them. “Last time I saw him, we were all outside in the daylight, and he made a double rainbow appear for us. That was at least pretty. But what’s he going to do here?”

Aubrey bit his lip. He had known Prince Edmund’s magic was different from the rest of the royal family’s. A Prince of Fortune had some control over the weather, the crops. It was rare as well as useful; no one had borne the title in centuries. But what would that mean tonight? And how stressful must it be for that quiet young man to have to stand up and perform in front of people like Mrs. Follett? Aubrey realized he was furrowing his brow and forced his face to relax. Wrinkles.

The prince took off one of his gloves and set his hand into the first pot. Aubrey held his breath, and then there was a collective “oooh” from the crowd. The plant was growing and sending up thin flower spikes before their eyes. Aubrey, however, had almost missed seeing it. He had been focused on the prince’s faraway expression, rather than the miracle he was performing.

Prince Edmund moved on to the next plant and then the next, the plants blooming more readily each time. It was like something from a dream, Aubrey thought, much quieter than the king and queen’s performance but no less astonishing. They were lavender, a long-stemmed variety. Everyone started clapping politely, and Aubrey joined in. Just as he was thinking that he’d like to get a sprig for his mother, since it was her favorite plant, the herald announced that the shoots would be cut during the evening, and made available for anyone who would like a souvenir from the ball. People clapped more enthusiastically after that.

Meanwhile, the prince had bobbed his head and almost run off the stage to the stairs.

“Dozens of prophecies about what a wonderful king he’s going to be,” Mrs. Follett said, “and he can’t even bow properly. Ah—and speaking of poor manners…”

The woman’s tone had switched to something that was almost vicious, and Aubrey stopped trying to see where the crown prince had gone and turned his attention back to the stage.

A gray-haired older man was walking up the stairs. He did not look much like the king, but this must be his brother, Prince Willard. His eyes appeared lighter from here, his skin paler, as though he didn’t see as much sun, but that wasn’t the main difference between them. King Theodore had an easy, hearty energy about him that seemed to invite one to watch him, whereas Prince Willard… did not. As he was introduced by the herald, he wasn’t even smiling, just waving in a vague, floppy sort of way at the crowd.

He took off his gloves, much as Prince Edmund had, and waved again. He had a strange mark on the back of his right hand, leading around the side and disappearing up his sleeve.

Aubrey turned to his mother, tapping his own hand in the same place. Before he could ask the question, she answered it with “Prince Willard saw action at Folbrage. We were even in one of the same battles. That scar on his hand is from an explosive device he didn’t freeze in time.”

He looked back, feeling emboldened to stare since the mark was a sign of heroism. The prince was now motioning sharply at footmen in livery who were bringing up silver basins. He made a twitchy, impatient movement to dismiss them, and then Aubrey was distracted from all the ways he wasn’t like King Theodore, because clouds of steam pouring up from the basins suddenly obscured him from the crowd’s sight.

Everybody made interested noises. The cloud started swirling into a tighter configuration, and then it was raining down over the stage as something like hail. Prince Willard, visible again, had his arms out. He dropped them in acknowledgment as the crowd started clapping, but then he walked off the stage every bit as quickly as his nephew had.

Footmen came up to sweep the ice away.

Aubrey’s confusion and disappointment must have shown in his face, because his mother bumped him with her shoulder and said, “Yes, that was a bit quick, wasn’t it? It doesn’t help that he gave up smiling after his wife died, but Willard never was as good with a crowd as the king and queen. Like the crown prince, he’s not much of a performer.”

Aubrey wanted to say something about how, actually, the two hadn’t seemed remotely alike. The Prince of Fortune had looked like he needed to be reassured he had done a good job and cheered up, whereas Prince Willard had seemed oddly incongruous. He should surely have had enough experience with this sort of thing to be past the nerves that his nephew had exhibited. Aubrey kept these thoughts to himself, however, since he knew he’d sound ridiculous. He’d never met either man.

He changed the subject instead. “Over there, is that Princess Charlotte with her fiancé? Prince Henri looks much more the picture of a prince than her father.”

Mrs. Follett’s eyes lit up with malicious delight, and he quickly added, “Oh, I didn’t mean that to be unkind—”

“No, no!” she said. “You are quite right, my lord. He does, doesn’t he? He’s all strong shoulders and square jawline; we can feel his presence from here. Not like Limp Wi—”

“The king wrote to John about Prince Henri,” Lady Ainsley interjected. “His Majesty said Charlotte is well satisfied with the match, and that the government was very pleased, since he is one of the Hasprennan crown prince’s younger sons. Look at her. She’s glowing.”

Aubrey looked; Princess Charlotte was in the center of the dais now, waiting more patiently than her father had for a line of servants to set up a round table and place pitchers of water on it. The princess nodded, and her assistants started pouring the water into a silver basin.

The princess looked nothing like Prince Willard. Her hair was a light brown, and her skin was reasonably fair—Aubrey thought that she must have gotten that from her mother and wondered at how little she resembled the rest of the royal family—but then suddenly her face had the same dreamy look that had come over Prince Edmund’s when he had made his first plant grow. Ice started rising on the table.

The servants poured and poured the water, and a shape started to emerge as the princess moved her hands gracefully: winged creatures, like the king’s and queen’s, but this time there was a great eagle—Hasprenna’s symbol—embracing a dragon. Aubrey watched, thinking that the sculpture wasn’t just an impressive display of natural-born talent at making things freeze, the way her father’s had been. It was art.

“That’s beautifully rendered,” he said. “She makes that seem so natural, but she must practice a lot.”

“Yes, indeed,” Mrs. Follett said, sounding surprised. “Clearly having this settled is good for her. I’ve never seen her make anything like that. And I hear the wedding ceremony will be held in Hasprenna?”

Lady Ainsley said something in agreement that Aubrey didn’t quite catch, since music started up at that point. It took Aubrey a moment or two to place the piece, because it sounded so much better performed here by professional musicians than at their neighbor’s house, played by their nine-year-old daughter on an aging spinet.

“It won’t be long, and we’ll all be here for another of these, I’m sure,” Mrs. Follett said. “The family will certainly be making plans for a match for the crown prince soon. Has the king said anything about it, Mary?”

Lady Ainsley shook her head, but before she could speak, a lady to the other side of Mrs. Follett piped up. Aubrey hadn’t caught her name. “Folbrage is out of the running, of course. Anyone the right age for him is already spoken for—see, there’s two of the princesses, with their husbands. But the Frithan and Arnician parties certainly look promising.” She motioned with her fan toward them.

Aubrey recognized them from their fashions, the Frithans in the bright floral patterns that their textiles were famous for and the Arnicians in clashing colors, their men’s breeches so short as to look very foreign to his eyes. There was a titter about thighs, but Aubrey missed the joke because he was so busy being horrified at the thought of that handsome, anxious prince marrying some stranger with his knees on display or a woman in a bright dress. Dancing started shortly afterward, however, which meant that the chatter was cut off as people went to get into position.

“Mother,” Wilson hissed as they moved across the room. “Who was that woman?”

Lady Ainsley’s body shuddered with suppressed laughter. “Mrs. Follett was my captain when I served,” she said, “and she is—well, her current position is a secret, but do not be fooled by the way she talks. She would lay down her life for any member of the royal family in a heartbeat. Now, go join her daughters for the group dance, and don’t forget to head to the private supper room at the first break. The king invited us especially.”

She pushed Wilson in the direction of the dancers. Aubrey followed, thinking not of dancing, but of the supper and meeting the crown prince. He wanted to see that face smile.
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CHAPTER 2


Edmund had been doing his best to avoid people all evening. It had been so much easier when he was younger. He remembered ducking behind his parents’ legs and people just laughing. Running away or hiding under tables, that had been permissible as well.

He missed being small.

He had gotten out of the first dancing set by relying on the custom that granted a rest period to royals who had performed magic. Using their gifts did tire out some people; Edmund had always kept to himself that he was the opposite. To be fair, he had never been sure if that was because he just found it less tiring than dealing with people. It was, frankly, a relief to be allowed to ignore a room full of strangers and connect with the sky or a plant, since they were calling to him anyway, and he knew how to deal with a cloud or a lavender bush.

In an effort to acknowledge that tonight was about his cousin Charlotte, Edmund and his parents would be withdrawing for supper to a private dining area, while Prince Willard oversaw the meal in the main ballroom. Edmund was grateful, since tonight had his insides tied up in even bigger knots than usual, as people weren’t focusing on Charlotte at all. A number of young nobles had agreed to attend this ball, not only from all the neighboring countries but also from places farther afield like the eastern Sunlands, and everyone knew why. There had been an article in the paper about it: COULD ONE ENGAGEMENT LEAD TO ANOTHER? Edmund’s personal secretary, Sir Jenson, had put the damned piece down next to his breakfast yesterday morning, looking as though he were worried Edmund might throw the thing in the fire. He had not. Instead, he had put down his fork and pushed his plate away. He had barely been able to eat since.

Even though his parents had told the prime minister and the ambassadors and diplomats and anyone else who would listen, repeatedly, that they were not interested in negotiating Edmund’s marriage until he had finished university, like Charlotte had been allowed to do, there was no getting away from the fact that he would be the next king. And not just any king. Edmund Fortuna would be one of the greatest kings Saben had ever had; it had been Seen, again and again.

Edmund wished someone would tell him how he was supposed to achieve all this greatness, because the whole thing as it stood now made him feel nothing but sick to his stomach.

While his “rest” period could get him out of dancing, it did not, however, get him out of being present at a ball, and people would still come and speak to him. Perhaps he should have danced after all, he thought desperately at one point, when he found himself cornered in one of the card rooms. He had gone in there expecting to be ignored by people focused on counting hearts and clubs or whatever it was in the game they were playing—he was terrible at cards—but had been unlucky enough to enter just as the players at one of the tables were setting up a new game. He filed it away as a lesson—he would never again try to hide in a gaming room—and struggled to work out how to get himself out of there. The longer all the polite small talk went on, the more his brain buzzed that there was a storm on its way off the coast to the south, and that the palace’s kitchen garden felt a little dry after the warm day, and that the grain crops closest to them, in the fields to the east, were overtaxing their soil.

He dragged his concentration back to what the man in front of him was saying—Mr. Prestan was the minister for defense; Edmund really did need to listen—and caught the tail end of a question just in the nick of time.

“—the next few years? I believe you’re planning to attend university at Craywick?”

Oh dear. Was this a dig about him putting off his military service? Edmund looked at the minister, searching for criticism in the set of his mouth or the faint rise of the brows—red, like his hair—that might suggest a query about his personal life, but the man belonged in this card room more than Edmund did. He couldn’t read a thing in his face.

“Yes,” Edmund said finally. “Craywick. I can do my bachelor’s degree there while training at the barracks with the army cadets.”

Everyone was still staring at him, and so he went on, willing his face to stop heating up. “It is, of course, why my family traditionally studies there instead of Elmsgate; and, being so central and so close to the capital, it is convenient if we are needed anywhere.”

Heavens, everyone knew that—he was being boring and inane—this can’t have been what the man had wanted him to say. He added, a little desperately, “Unless, of course, the coming war with Honal breaks out before then.”

He regretted the words at once, as the man’s eyes widened. He regretted them even more when he realized that the whole room had fallen silent. The only sound was a woman to his right, fumbling her cards and snatching them back up.

“Yes,” Mr. Prestan said smoothly, acting for all the world as though Edmund hadn’t brought up something that the government was very carefully Not Talking About. “We’ll all find our plans disrupted if war breaks out, unfortunately.”

Even in his mortification, Edmund found himself taken aback by this reply, since the man was responsible for the defense portfolio. Surely, if war broke out, his plans would come into effect, not be disrupted. But before Edmund could work out if saying this would be impolite, a footman arrived to request his presence in the private supper room that had been set up for the evening. Edmund took in a great, shaky breath from sheer relief.

The supper room was almost empty when he got there: just the king and queen, looking relaxed with wineglasses in their hands, and some servants setting things up. Almost immediately, however, a few families arrived whom he recognized as his parents’ personal friends—nobody so important that they would be missed for an hour, or who would care all that much if he said something impolitic. He was being guided around by his mother and nodding his head at people in greeting when his father, who had been on the other side of the room, started striding toward the door.

“John!”

His father sounded so happy that Edmund almost felt like smiling too. He turned to see Lord and Lady Ainsley ushered through the door, followed by a trio of broad-shouldered, brown-haired sons: the eldest, who was handsome and charming; the funny, sarcastic one with the glasses; and the one who wanted to go into the army and had no better skills in company than Edmund did. He associated that one with awkward silences, except that he was talking now to a young man Edmund didn’t know, coming in behind them. This had to be the fourth son. They had not yet met, but his father had mentioned him several times, since they would be starting university in the same year, and he had hoped that they could be friends, like he and Lord Ainsley senior had been in their time at Craywick.

Aubrey, that was his name. He was taller than his brothers: about the same height as Edmund, but slighter with it. He also resembled his mother much more than her other boys did, and Edmund had heard her called a great beauty.

He had never given that much thought before now.

“Sweetheart?”

Edmund jolted. He turned to see his own mother studying his face in concern, and he realized he had been staring at the young man. He felt his face heat up.

“Is it going to rain?” she asked.

For a moment, Edmund couldn’t make sense of her question, but then understanding washed wonderfully over him: she thought he had been gazing into space, distracted by his gift. Which, to be fair, did happen.

“Yes,” he said, jumping at the excuse. “Out to sea.”

She made a sympathetic sort of noise and touched his chin affectionately with a gloved finger. “I know it’s hard. But do try to be here and not there?”

He was trying. He did try. He nodded rather than saying that and let her guide him toward the latest arrivals. They apparently weren’t quick enough for his father, though, who was looking around for him, holding his arm out to summon him over. Edmund dutifully put himself within grabbing distance and was swept into the group.

“Here’s Edmund,” his father said jovially, “finally able to meet the youngest of your—my goodness, John, look at those eyes! Where did he get those? Never from you.”

“No, the blond hair and the blue eyes are from Mary’s side; her brother Charles was the same. Aubrey just got an empty title from me, making him a lord of nothing. He’s the last lord of nothing, you know.”

They both looked at Aubrey then, as though expecting him to respond.

Edmund felt trapped on the young man’s behalf for a second, appalled at his father—imagine meeting your king and him acting this way—but the young Lord Ainsley merely made an elaborate and somehow sarcastic sort of bow at them both, like a rake in a play admitting to everything, smirking, and their fathers laughed heartily.

“I see what else he gets from you,” the king said. He looked like he was all set to go on being witty, but his friend interrupted him to demand wine at this point, and they went off.

Abruptly left to themselves, Edmund and the youngest Lord Ainsley gazed at each other for a moment in silence. Even though he knew that, as the higher-ranking one among them, he was supposed to speak first, Edmund’s head went completely empty. The young man’s eyes really were very blue, like the sky on a clear summer’s day, and he couldn’t think of anything to say but that, and he could not possibly say that. After a few more moments, the lordling seemed to take pity on him, and said, “It really is lovely to meet you, Your Highness. I can bow properly if you’d prefer? Or should we start that introduction over entirely?”

A startled laugh made its way out of Edmund’s mouth. Lord Ainsley grinned in response—and Edmund had to remind himself not to just stand there staring again. He cleared his throat.

“No, I think our fathers thoroughly ruined any chance we had at a polite meeting,” he said, and then couldn’t resist adding, “but what was all that about you being the last lord of nothing?”

“Oh, none of us are lords of anything. Surely you have loads of us around here? We have no castle or fort or really any land, apart from Father’s estate from the baronetcy. We’re only called lord as a courtesy because my great-great-great-grandfather was King William the Fourth.”

“We’re cousins?” Edmund wasn’t sure how he hadn’t known that.

“So distant that I don’t think it counts. What would it make us? Fourth cousins? Fifth? When do you stop counting, I wonder?”

Edmund had no idea and found himself saying so, while he followed Lord Ainsley to the supper table.

“This all looks so amazing. I feel like someone should draw it and put it in a storybook as a forbidden fairy banquet,” Lord Ainsley said, handing him a plate. “Well, anyway, the courtesy runs out with me and my brothers. We’re the last generation who are supposed to be addressed as lord, and I’m the youngest, so I’m the last. Oh my goodness.”

Edmund, who was contemplating a platter of sliced meat, looked up in alarm.

“Yellow strawberries!” Aubrey exclaimed, holding one up for Edmund to see.

“Oh! Yes,” he said. “Those are my favorites. They’re from the palace gardens; I help them grow. Well, I help everything in there, but those plants are mine.”

“Really? But should a prince be mucking about in the dirt like that? I know this sort of thing is your business, as it were, but I didn’t think you’d be actually tending things. Won’t you soil your regal hands, magic or no magic?”

Edmund found himself laughing again. “Not like that. I crossbred my favorite wild variety with another one to try and improve the cropping. Very little hand soiling required. They were my first experiment in botany, when I was young.”

Stop talking about plants, part of his brain started urging him, pulling up memories of people’s eyes glazing over as they nodded politely at him, except that Lord Ainsley wasn’t doing that. His eyes were wide, his lips parted, and then he said, “Well, now I definitely need to try one!” and bit into the strawberry he was holding. He closed his eyes, letting out an appreciative noise, and Edmund had to stop himself from staring again. He quickly turned to the table and started loading his plate, almost at random, and then risked glancing back as Lord Ainsley started speaking again.

“I take it all back. Get as dirty as you like; that was the most delicious strawberry I have ever tasted. So, when you say crossbred…”

It turned out that the young man had some basic knowledge of the subject. Somehow or other, he ended up drawing out of Edmund that there were half a dozen varieties of strawberries in the gardens here that he had been working on, including one he had made available to farmers, that, though a traditional red—Lord Ainsley affected disappointment—was hardy and yielded very well. They led from there to his lordship asking him about the potato harvest that he’d saved two winters ago, getting them onto the risks of crop homogenization, when Edmund discovered that he’d cleared his plate.

He stared down at the pretty blue-and-white pattern without seeing it, thinking that he hadn’t eaten that much in one go in days—he had been too nervous—when his mother called him over to speak to someone else. Lord Ainsley bowed politely and moved away, but Edmund found himself keeping half an eye on the young lord for the rest of the supper. It was hard not to; the conversation seemed the most animated wherever he was. At one point, he and his father made Edmund’s own father laugh so hard, the king couldn’t breathe and started thumping on the wall, gasping. Edmund felt such a stab of envy—he didn’t even know of what—that he completely missed whatever it was that the woman in front of him was saying.

Then things got even worse, because it was time to go back to the ballroom. There would be no more hiding in card rooms; his dances for the next set had all been organized through official channels, well in advance.

First there were several of Prince Henri’s very proper Hasprennan relatives. At least none of them had been on the list that had made it into the newspaper, about possible marital candidates for him. Neither were his next two partners: a widowed Frithan princess perhaps a little younger than his parents who, it occurred to him later, might very well have been scouting him for younger relatives; and then a duchess from Folbrage of around the same age who, despite not being on the newspaper’s list, had still flirted outrageously, making him extremely uncomfortable.

After that, he spent what seemed like an eternity dancing with young women who had been on the list, while people stared at them and spoke about them and generally acted as though they were public property. Which they were. He made the same safe, practiced small talk with every one of his partners to keep himself from any more missteps like the one he had made with the minister for defense. The only partner this had proved problematic with was the Nordish princess he’d danced with next.

He had expected to find her a more relaxing partner than his previous ones, since she was married, with young children. When he had asked her how her journey over had been, however, she had launched into a lengthy complaint about how long it took to travel the usual way from Nordan to Saben, since they had to go by boat to Folbrage, travel through both Folbrage and Hasprenna, and finally ferry over from there.

“Of course, if we could simply sail directly, around Honal, that would be much easier,” she had concluded, and Edmund had squinted at her, confused.

“Well,” he had said finally. “Their privateers and the rough water around their country do make that impossible.”

She had sniffed. “Our navy is building a fleet of larger ships, with bigger cannons on board to fend them off. The latest designs.”

Edmund did not know what to say to that. He didn’t see how larger cannons would help with a choppy sea. He changed the subject and did not ask any of his subsequent partners how their trip over had been.

He almost convulsed with relief when he got to the last song of the set, which he had insisted on saving for the bride-to-be. Charlotte took one look at him when he appeared at her side as the music started and gave one of her almost-silent huffs of laughter.

“It’s not that bad,” she said in her gentle voice. “It’s a party!”

“It is a stock auction,” he replied, putting out his hand for hers. “You might be off the block, but that makes me the next—the next bull to be brought to market.”

He felt better, just saying the words. Like brushing off an insect that had been making his skin crawl.

“Not just any bull,” she said, letting herself be led out to the dancers. “The prize bull. Just—try not to fret about it. They can’t make you do anything.”

Edmund knew that. But he also knew that there were a thousand ways that you could be worn down or manipulated or controlled or backed into a corner. He already did things every single day that he didn’t want to do, for his duty. True, he also refused the occasional thing, since there was only so much of him to go around, but—this was different. Continuing the royal bloodline so as to pass on the magical gift—that wasn’t just expected of him, it was eagerly anticipated, as were the diplomatic benefits of him making a good match. If he failed in the first of these—which he would—then the second would become even more important. Especially with war on its way.

The thought made his stomach clench, but so did the idea of letting his people down.

If I could just be enough on my own…

“There you both are!” a male voice said next to them. His uncle. Edmund braced himself, letting go of Charlotte’s waist as they turned to face him.

“Uncle Willard,” he said, as Charlotte murmured her own greeting to her father. “And my lady,” he added, inclining his head at his uncle’s dance partner, who was curtsying. Dame Edwina was the minister for foreign affairs and diplomacy, and her brown face under her elegant, elaborate hairstyle was pleased. She looked, in fact, like the cat that had gotten the cream—as well she might, Edmund thought, since she had surely participated in Charlotte’s marital negotiations. No trace of her satisfaction was present on his uncle’s face, however; he looked like he was at a funeral even more than usual. Edmund wondered if he should ask Charlotte about that. Was her father unhappy about her marriage? But then he never seemed happy about anything, so he dismissed the thought. He didn’t want to upset Charlotte.

“Were you searching for us?” he asked.

“I always like watching you two dance,” he said. “You look good together. It’s a shame that… Well.”

Charlotte twitched. If he had not still been holding her hand, Edmund might not have noticed.

“Oh, don’t bring that up again,” Dame Edwina said, her airy tone taking the sting out of the words. She tugged on Prince Willard’s hand. “Come on, Your Highness, I don’t think we’ve danced together since my debut; I’m not letting you out of it early. Your Highness, Your Highness,” she added, bowing her head to Edmund, then Charlotte, and practically dragging Charlotte’s father away.

Edmund turned back to his cousin, taking her waist again. He was about to ask her what on earth all that had been about, but Charlotte’s face was flushed.

“Are you all right?” he asked her. “Do you need some air?”

“No, too many people are watching us,” she said, quickly putting herself back into position. Then, after a moment, she added, “I’m sorry he brought that up.”

Edmund led her back into the steps, but she didn’t seem any more comfortable, so he felt he might as well ask.

“Brought what up, exactly? What was that about?”

She looked at him; then recognition cleared her expression. Her mouth quirked.

“Did nobody ever tell you that my father wanted us to marry?”

The room seemed to tilt. Edmund nearly tripped over his own feet. He recovered himself as best he could and asked, “Us? As in… to each other?”

“Did you never wonder why the government was so happy to wait to plan a marriage for me?”

Edmund had never given it any thought at all; he’d been too worried about his own. His collar suddenly felt too high, his cravat too tight around his throat. “They—they were giving you time to focus on university,” he said, each word getting weaker under Charlotte’s patient gaze.

“They were waiting for you to grow up a bit more, Edmund,” she said gently. “To see if we might suit.”

“But…” he said, and stopped. He had too many objections; he had to sort them into some kind of order. He did not say the first one: You deserve a better husband than I would have been to you. “We grew up together in the palace,” he said instead.

That made her smile.

“Yes, my father did regret that once I told him you were like a brother to me, and so neither of us were ever going to want it. Complained very loudly that it hadn’t been that way for your parents.”

Edmund’s mind raced. His parents had been the same age, for a start, whereas Charlotte was six years older than him; and they had not spent their whole lives together. His mother had gone away to Hasprenna to finish her schooling and then stayed for university. His father had missed her terribly and realized how he felt about her.

Not to mention the fact that his parents were both, by their natures, more likely to be inclined toward each other than Edmund would ever be to any woman, but he had not told anyone about that yet. He felt his face heating up as he wondered—had people been watching Charlotte and him together this whole time, looking for signs of—of what? Affection, beyond the familial?

“Did everyone know about this but me?” he asked.

“No, no,” she said. “The bureaucracy wanted to keep it quiet so that we wouldn’t look like—well, rejected goods to other prospects, or like we were scorning other countries. Your parents were never keen on the idea, if it makes you feel any better. I expect that they just didn’t see the point in mentioning it to you, just like I never wanted to. I didn’t actually know that no one had told you, though, so… I feel a bit foolish now.”

Edmund felt his eyebrows draw together in worry, but Charlotte appeared to be holding in laughter.

“I’m sorry you found out this way,” she said. “I thought we were just—being typically awkward and not talking about it.”

They both laughed then.

“Thank you,” Edmund said quietly, after a moment.

She shook her head to dismiss his words and motioned over his shoulder with a tilt of her head. Edmund turned; there Prince Henri was, dancing with the flirty duchess. Edmund felt a stir of unease for him, but no discomfort was showing on the man’s perfectly symmetrical face, so perhaps he didn’t mind so much.

“He’s very handsome,” Edmund said, since Charlotte now had a fond smile on her face that he liked seeing there, and he wanted to say something supportive.

“Mmm, I think his dance partner thinks so too. Ah well.”

They spent the rest of the dance in companionable silence, and then they made their way over to the closest refreshment table, which, Edmund saw with a little twist of pleasure in his chest, Lord Aubrey Ainsley and one of his brothers were also heading toward. Edmund introduced them to his cousin, and Lord Wilson Ainsley started stuttering compliments to her on the artistry of her ice sculpture. Aubrey caught Edmund’s eye and looked as though he were about to say something facetious, but they were interrupted by the herald announcing that the crown prince’s lavender had all been given out.

“Oh no!” Aubrey exclaimed, and then slumped. Edmund’s confusion must have shown on his face, because the young lord went on with, “I had wanted to get my mother a sprig.”

“From the lavender plants?” Edmund asked. “My ones?”

“Yes, it’s her favorite,” he said. “My brothers won’t have thought to get any for her. I mean, just look at John,” he added, motioning to a far-off spot across the room. “He’s barely spoken to any of us; he’s busy surrounding himself with as many eligible young beauties as he can find. I daresay he hasn’t missed a dance all night. I don’t even know where Cedric disappeared to.”

Edmund glanced over, not really seeing, and then reached into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out a cutting. He held it out to Aubrey.

“I find the smell calming,” he said, to say something, since the lordling was just looking at him—but then he saw the floral spear he was holding was wilted from being in his pocket all night, the square stem bruised. “Oh—wait—” he said, and then put his other hand over it. It didn’t take much, just a second or two of focus, and then he held the thing up again. The sprig was perfect now, as though it were freshly cut. Aubrey’s whole face lit up, but then something distracted him to the side.

Edmund turned his head in time to see the wall next to them start to crack right open like a broken pane of glass. There was a great noise—a booming—and before he had made sense of any of it, Lord Ainsley had thrown himself at him.
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CHAPTER 3


All the breath was forced from Edmund’s body as his back hit the floor. He spent an airless second with Lord Ainsley’s weight on top of him and then managed to gasp in a breath that tasted wrong and made him cough. He spent a few moments reminding his lungs how to work before realizing that whatever that booming had been, it had stopped.

No—it hadn’t; it had just moved and was happening down at the other end of the ballroom now. Edmund’s ears were full of ringing and shouting. He turned his head and took another few moments to comprehend what he was staring at.

There was a large piece of masonry—almost a foot wide, though not quite as high, its edges rough and uneven from the way it had been blown out of the wall—on top of Lord Ainsley’s arm, pinning him in place.

“Aubrey? Aubrey!”

That was Lord Wilson Ainsley, his dark jacket covered in white dust. He was on all fours to their left with a cut down the side of his face and his hands red with bloody scrapes, crawling toward them. He seized the chunk of brickwork on his brother and heaved it off. Aubrey cried out, a sound that went straight to Edmund’s nerves, banishing his shock.

The young lord’s arm didn’t look right.

“Don’t touch him,” Edmund said to the brother, since he was showing all the signs of readying to haul Aubrey up next. “He needs a physician. Send a footman for one, quickly. The ballroom’s lined with them,” he added, a little sharply, since the man was just staring at him blankly.

Wilson nodded and went.

Aubrey shifted on top of him, to look into his face.

“Thank you,” the lordling said, between his teeth, “for getting rid of him.”

Edmund’s body convulsed with something that wasn’t quite laughter. “I think your arm’s broken,” he said. “Try not to move it. I’m going to attempt to get out from under you. Do you think you can brace yourself?”

Aubrey shifted, hissed, tried again, and Edmund wiggled himself free.

“Try not to—” he started to say, but it was no use; Aubrey had rolled onto his side, taken hold of his arm with his other hand, and sat up. A grunt of pain escaped him, his face going even paler, but then he saw Edmund observing him and smiled, of all things.

“This really does hurt quite a lot,” he said in a conversational tone, like a dowager commenting on the weather, and Edmund let out another not-laugh.

“Is it just the arm? You aren’t hurt anywhere else?”

“I don’t think so. You?”

Edmund shook his head. They looked over to where they had been standing; there was a hole in the wall large enough for two people to walk through easily, and while dust was everywhere like a horrible sort of mist, the rubble had mostly landed in huge chunks some three or four feet farther in than where they had been standing. It took Edmund a moment to understand what that meant.

“All of that would have hit us,” he said. “You’ve saved both our lives.”

Lord Ainsley’s blue eyes had closed.

“Well, you had a problem with your walls,” he said, his voice sounding strained now. “Do they always explode like that?”

Edmund, who wasn’t sure how the young lord was able to be flippant at a time like this, was grateful to see the royal physician making his way over to them. Sir Omar looked harried, his brown skin streaked with pale dust.

“Your Highness,” he said, bowing, his Arnician accent heavier than usual with concern. “Are you hurt?”

“No, thanks to Lord Ainsley,” he said, motioning to him. “Please, check him first—his arm—”

He stopped there, since the doctor had already pulled his spectacles out of his waistcoat pocket and perched them on his nose. He started making tutting noises as he felt his way up and down Aubrey’s forearm.

The young lord pressed his lips together, his eyes pinching, but apart from that he didn’t move. Edmund didn’t want to look away from his face, but there was a commotion: Lord Wilson Ainsley back, with his parents. Edmund could see his own father coming up behind them and his secretary, Sir Jenson. Charlotte, who appeared uninjured, was helping someone else, near the wall.

“What’s wrong?” Aubrey’s father demanded, going straight to his son, who warded him off, holding up his right hand.

“Please don’t jostle me, Father,” Aubrey said. “It’s just my arm.”

“He’s been very lucky,” Sir Omar said. “It looks like a clean break in both bones. I’ll need assistance to put them right, though, and my setting table.” The man glanced up as the king joined them and bowed his head perfunctorily. “Your Majesty, if I could have your permission to set up an infirmary somewhere in the palace to deal with the wounded, and if you could send for my assistants and equipment? No, not you, sir,” he added, as Edmund went to go with him. “I still need to check you over.”

Edmund stood around feeling useless and helpless as his father left to recruit servants and organize things. Sir Jenson came over to him, looking baffled.

“Your Highness, what happened?”

“You didn’t hear what those men were shouting, as they were carried off by guards?” It was Lady Ainsley. Edmund stared at her. He hadn’t heard words, only noise. Sir Jenson shook his head, and she went on with “They sounded like one of those groups who keep protesting that Saben shouldn’t passively wait for the coming war with Honal, but act to either prevent or precipitate it in some way. There were four of them, yelling slogans while being dragged away.”

“What slogans?” Edmund asked.

“The ones they usually use—‘Action on Honal’ and ‘Don’t wait to protect your people.’ Nothing especially creative, sir.”

“But…” Edmund said, motioning to Aubrey. He didn’t say, They did the opposite of protecting our people. It seemed too obvious.

Lady Ainsley seemed to understand, since she smiled a little and said, “Yes, sir, their destructive tactics are counterintuitive, but it gets their cause a lot of attention. I expect in this case, they will have been trying to demonstrate that if they could sneak into Talstam during an event and plant explosives, Honal forces could do the same.”

“Explosives?” Edmund asked. “More than one?”

“There’s a fountain at the front of the palace now pouring water out of its side, sir, and I believe there’s a wall being held together by the force of Queen Margaret’s will at the other end of the room. There could be more—I don’t know.”

Sir J looked stricken. “Not the Hennerly fountain?”

When no one answered him—Edmund hadn’t even known the thing had a name, just that its stone fish were so grotesque, he’d been frightened of them as a child—the man went on with “It’s more than two hundred years old!”

Lord Ainsley senior, who had been examining Lord Wilson Ainsley’s injuries, turned at this with an incredulous expression that looked ready to spill over into shouting, but that was when Sir Omar sat back with a satisfied sound and pronounced Aubrey very well, apart from the break.

“With your permission, sir?” he said to Edmund. Edmund nodded, and the man started prodding him gently, telling him to let him know if there was any pain.

Edmund looked at Sir Jenson over the physician’s shoulder. “Did you know about this? These protestors?”

His secretary looked uncomfortable. “There are always discontented people, sir, and these ones are never going to influence Lord Dell’s government. You know that their policy is to wait until military matters have been Seen before making major decisions. And besides, these groups usually keep their protests to the coastal cities with military bases, like Adurnmouth and Marisetown. We haven’t had anything like this in the capital before. The bureaucracy wasn’t very worried about them.”

Lord Ainsley senior made a huffing noise. “We’re right near Marisetown,” he said. “This isn’t their first bombing. I expect if the government had a few more Seers in the cabinet, like it’s supposed to, perhaps they could bring themselves to care more. I’ve got two sons who’ve woken up screaming for years over what they’ve Seen coming in this war. You’ll forgive me if that doesn’t sound like nothing worth worrying about to me, sir.”

Sir J merely bowed in reply. Edmund was grateful; he would have expected the man to bluster defensively, as was his wont, but Lord Ainsley had a clear point. Edmund was still processing everything the lord had said—Aubrey had seemed so bright and cheerful up until his arm being smashed, not at all who one would picture waking up screaming and predicting doom—when the king returned. The surgeon stood up, having finished poking and prodding Edmund’s legs.

“His Highness seems uninjured, sir, but I would like to keep him where I can see him for the next few hours, if he doesn’t object. The young Lord Ainsley here will need to come with me. Where are we setting up?”

“Just one minute, now,” Aubrey’s father interjected. “What are you going to do to my son?”

“You can trust Sir Omar, John,” the king said. “You know that the Arnicians are at the forefront of medical science; he’ll take as good care of him as if Aubrey were a member of the royal family himself—”

“So he should!” Lord John Ainsley was yelling now. “This is what is wrong with this country, Theodore! Why should your family get better care than—”

“Your son saved my life,” Edmund blurted out. Everybody stared at him, and he felt his face heat up but went on doggedly. “He saved both our lives. If it hadn’t been for his quick action, we would both be completely broken under all that.” He motioned to the pile of deconstructed wall. Everyone turned to it.

“Yes,” said Sir Omar after a moment. “Very brave. Now I’m going to take my patient and mend the bit of him that did break—”

“You can’t give Aubrey poppy,” Lord John Ainsley interrupted, his tone still annoyed but at least no longer shouting. “He’ll have a vision.”

The surgeon seemed to take that in, at least. “Ah,” he said. “Right. Good to know. Anything else?”

He looked down at Aubrey, who shook his head and got himself into a kneeling position and then stood up. The surgeon was saying something to the king and queen about how ice would be welcome, but Edmund had been watching Aubrey’s face go from pale to ashen as he moved. He stepped closer, feeling helpless and useless.

They made their way to the makeshift infirmary, which had fewer people than Edmund had expected. There were just three other patients there, in the next room, already bandaged up by Sir Omar’s assistants and presumably dosed with laudanum, dozing on the sort of bed that Edmund associated with these types of places. He had visited them after accidents in an official capacity but had never dreamed one would be set up in his own home.

He was just contemplating the matter and wondering where the palace guards had been while the explosives had been set up, when the surgeon asked him if he wouldn’t mind helping Lord Ainsley. The assistant was cutting off the young man’s coat, in preparation for setting his arm.

Edmund had never broken a bone or seen one set. The setting table was horrific, with leather straps and a great metal thing that the surgeon explained was for “traction.” Since Aubrey could not be given poppy—if it induced a vision, he would not only be weak afterward, he might also thrash around and injure himself further—Sir Omar gave his patient brandy, which made him wince. He then produced a bottle of something new called ether, which, after enough time had passed, rendered the lordling insensible. Edmund was glad of it. Getting the bones back where they belonged was a more violent business than he had imagined. He was given the task of holding the lordling’s body still while the surgeon worked, an assistant hovering and occasionally intervening. He was too gentle at first out of self-consciousness and was barked at for it. He took a firmer hold of the young man’s torso with his hands, bracing it against his own to keep it from moving and thanking heaven that Aubrey was unconscious, since this would be mortifying otherwise. The lordling’s dead weight was flush against him from hip to shoulder. Edmund had never held anyone this close before, outside of his own family.

Edmund still couldn’t believe what had happened: that someone—several someones—had felt like they had to take such violent, extreme action to just be heard. But clearly that was the case, since he had known nothing of their concerns before they had blown up a section of his home. He was too tired to unpick if that was right or not. It was hardly as though their cause wasn’t important; and he had not been raised to think that violence was never justified. He would be going into the army, after all. It was considered part of his royal duties.

“A bit to the left, Your Highness,” the assistant said, making him jump. He moved Lord Ainsley in that direction, and the surgeon made an approving noise as he started straightening the limb.

Edmund couldn’t watch. He turned his eyes to the ceiling and tried to think of something else. The lordling had been very impressive. Edmund’s tutors had told him again and again that someone’s character revealed itself in the unexpected, extreme moments of life. Lord Ainsley had not had time to think but had immediately protected, showing care as well as good judgment. Edmund could only hope that he would have done the same, but doubted it. He suspected he would have frozen in shock instead and doomed them both.

“There,” Sir Omar said, startling Edmund from this train of thought. He glanced down to see the man tucking the edges of a neat knot into a fold of bandage around the splinted limb. “Nothing should shake that loose.”

Edmund and the assistant moved Aubrey as gently as they could to a narrow bed in the next room. The others in there seemed to be sleeping more deeply now. Edmund found himself reluctant to leave the young lord. He had saved his life, but more than that, Edmund had liked him. He had made him laugh, in the middle of precisely the sort of occasion that had Edmund feeling like an animal performing tricks in a circus. And of course it had all ended horribly, he caught himself thinking morosely, but that wasn’t fair. Especially since the one having the worst of it was Aubrey.

Edmund was just resolving that he would sleep down here with the wounded rather than leave Aubrey alone in a strange bed under a strange roof, and never mind protocols and whatever else his station dictated, when their fathers arrived, peering through the doorway. Edmund made his way over to them. Lord John Ainsley puffed out a breath, his face and posture relaxing visibly as he saw his son, whole and peaceful.

The king clapped his friend on the shoulder. “There,” he said, his voice pitched low so as not to disturb the room too much. “Sir Omar says he just needs time now, and he’ll be right as rain in a few months. I told you he was the best.”

His lordship flicked a hand toward the room. “I assume I’m all right to take one of these other beds?”

Edmund tried to keep his face still, thanking the heavens he hadn’t said anything. All his agonizing had been ridiculous, as usual; Aubrey’s father would be staying with him. Of course.
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