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CHAPTER ONE 










No matter how old he lived to be, Jaymin knew he would never forget that terrible night.

He was sound asleep in his room in the palace when Erik, his bodyguard and closest friend, shook him awake.

“Jaymin! Jaymin, wake up! Something awful is happening,” Erik hissed in a frantic whisper.

Groggy and disoriented, Jaymin sat up in bed, clutching the heavy woolen blankets to his chest. At first he couldn’t understand what Erik was talking about, and then from somewhere in another part of the palace he heard muffled shouts and the metallic clash of swords.

Fighting? In the palace? Suddenly wide awake, Jaymin shoved back the blankets and sprang out of bed, fumbling in the chilly near-darkness for his clothes. The fire in the grate across the room had died down to glowing embers, and at this time of year the air had a bite to it, even indoors. He shivered as he snatched up the garments a servant had laid out for him the evening before.

“Hurry,” Erik whispered, yanking a coat on over his night clothes and gliding over to listen by the door. Outside, the sounds of battle were growing louder.

Why hasn’t anyone come to tell me what’s happening? Jaymin wondered, tugging his tunic over his head. Where were the guards who always patrolled the corridor at night? “Guards!” he called out just in case. He jammed his feet into his shoes. “Guards?”

“Shh!” Erik gestured frantically at him to be quiet, his ear still glued to the crack by the door. There was no other response.

Suddenly Erik leaped back, and the next instant the door flew open, making Jaymin jump. Erik slipped into a defensive half-crouch with both hands in front of him, ready for action. He had no weapon, but he needed none. Erik had been thoroughly trained in unarmed combat techniques, and though just a boy, his skills made him the perfect bodyguard for the young prince.

Those skills were not needed now, however. Into the room swept Sir Edmend, a loyal member of the king’s Council of Advisors. He, too, wore only a coat over his night clothes, and his graying hair stuck out in all directions. He was followed closely by a nervous-looking young guard with a drawn sword, his blue-and-white uniform damp with sweat in spite of the night’s chill.

“Your Highness!” Sir Edmend, out of breath and looking anxious but relieved, hurried up to Jaymin as Erik slid aside. “Thank goodness you’re still safe. I thought for certain they’d be in here before now. Quick, come with us.”

The guard flourished his sword with a dramatic flair. “Don’t worry, your Highness, I’ll protect you.” Though Jaymin couldn’t recall his name, he recognized the young man as the newest member of the palace guard. He had taken the oath of allegiance only last week, and was full of that enthusiasm and eagerness for action that young guards often displayed.

Jaymin and Erik followed Sir Edmend through the bedroom door, half-running to keep up with his swift strides. The guard paused to quietly pull the door shut and then hurried after them, boots thudding in a staccato rhythm on the hard stone floor. “What’s happening?” Jaymin demanded. “And where are we going?”

“This way.” The old advisor led them rapidly down the wide hallway, which was strangely deserted. But from just around the corner they could hear shouts and screams and crashing noises, as if doors were being broken down. His heart pounding, Jaymin hastened after Sir Edmend away from the sounds, following him into a smaller hallway used mainly by servants. The alarming noises grew fainter as the four of them hurried down back staircases and little-used corridors, lit only by the occasional smoky lamp and by moonlight streaming through the windows. Now and again they passed frightened servants scurrying about, but aside from the young man behind him, Jaymin didn’t see a single guard anywhere. Had they all deserted? Been killed? Left their posts to go fight whoever was breaking down the doors? Or were the guards themselves the ones causing all the commotion?

From somewhere ahead and to the left came the bang of a door being flung open. Bellowing voices and heavy footsteps burst forth, startlingly close. Sir Edmend stopped in his tracks so abruptly that the others nearly plowed into him. Jaymin grabbed Erik’s arm for balance as the guard bumped into them both, almost knocking them over. They all glanced around frantically for somewhere to hide as the shouting voices drew nearer.

“In here!” Erik yanked open the door of a closet on their left and pushed Jaymin inside. The others crowded in after him, stumbling against mops and brooms and bundles of dusting rags as they squeezed into the tiny space. Jaymin knocked his head on a shelf in the closet’s dim interior as Sir Edmend backed in against him, trying to pull the door shut. But the little closet was not designed to hold four people, and the door wouldn’t quite close. They all held their breath and watched through the crack as half a dozen soldiers charged by brandishing swords and torches, shadows fleeing before them and sweeping after as they passed. Jaymin was hardly surprised, at this point, to see that their uniforms were not the familiar blue-and-white livery of the palace guard, nor the dark green of the Alasian army, but wine-red and black.

Finally the shouting faded and Sir Edmend let the door swing open. “They’re Malornians, aren’t they?” Jaymin guessed as they all stepped out. 

His father’s friend swatted at a couple of brooms that had toppled over against him and gave a brusque nod. “Yes, I think so.” He peered both ways before stepping back out into the hall. I don’t know how they got in, but there seem to be more of them than of our people in the palace now.”

The young guard pulled his boot out of the mop bucket it had been wedged in. “And outside in the city, too.” He ushered Jaymin out of the closet ahead of him. “Have you looked through a window lately? Almar seems to be swarming with Malornian soldiers. We have to get you away from here, your Highness.” 

A volley of screams from the direction in which the soldiers had disappeared punctuated his words, and he glanced around, gripping his sword hilt with white knuckles.

The four of them set off down the corridor once more, their steps even faster now. As he followed Sir Edmend down another narrow staircase, Jaymin tried to puzzle out what was happening. Malornian soldiers in Alasia? Was this the beginning of a war? But why would the Malornians attack his kingdom? Alasia and Malorn had no official alliance, but they had gotten along peacefully for decades.

The neighboring kingdom had been ruled by King Kerman until his death several years ago and was now under Kerman’s son, Prince Korram. Jaymin knew that Malornian law prevented the teenaged ruler from actually being crowned king until he turned eighteen, but he didn’t know much else about Korram. He had met the other prince only once, four years ago, but Jaymin would never have predicted Korram would someday send his army to attack Alasia for no apparent reason.

Sir Edmend paused before a door that stood ajar on the right, spilling torchlight into their corridor. “Careful now.” Motioning for the little group to stand back, he leaned forward and peered in cautiously. “We have to get through the banquet hall without being seen.” 

The banquet hall was the largest room in the palace, with seating for over three hundred. Last night at supper it had been nearly full, but Jaymin knew it would be empty now. The room had five doors: this one, a matching one in the opposite wall, two small servants’ doorways leading to a kitchen, and the large double doors in the western wall, which stood open to welcome guests on feast days. They might be able to hide under the long wooden tables, he thought, if anyone came in before they got through. 

Sir Edmend drew back out of the doorway. “There are soldiers in there,” he whispered tersely. “Six of them. We’ll never get through.”

The guard cast anxious glances around him. “Can’t we go a different way? If we just wait here in the hallway, someone’s sure to come along.” He was obviously a little excited as well as scared, though he was trying hard to cover it, Jaymin thought. He looked young: probably no more than eighteen, and now facing a crisis his first week on the job. Jaymin would have to recommend later that Captain Talifus give him a commendation for this.

“There’s only one other way around, and it would take too long. We have to get the prince out, and we have to do it now. They must be combing the palace for him already. It’s just a matter of time until ….” He glanced at Jaymin and let his sentence trail off.

Jaymin was still confused. “But why —”

“I know!” whispered the young guard, in his excitement probably not even realizing he had interrupted the prince. “We need a diversion. I know what to do. Wait here if you please.” Quickly but quietly, he pushed them all forward past the door, through which Jaymin caught a brief glimpse of tables and benches and a brightly tapestried wall. He stopped them just beyond the doorway, where the angle of the open door blocked their view into the room. His face was paler than it had been a moment ago, and he shifted his sword from hand to hand, wiping sweaty palms on his tunic. He paused, licked his lips, and glanced at Jaymin, looking as though he wanted to say something but couldn’t quite find the words. Then he forced a grin and bowed. Straightening his shoulders, he gripped his sword and pulled the door open, stepping boldly around it out of their sight.

“This way, your Highness,” he exclaimed loudly, and then stopped short. “Oh, no! There are soldiers in here! Quick, go the other way! I’ll be right behind you.” He turned and they could hear him sprinting back down the hallway in the direction from which they had come.

Jaymin held his breath, frozen in place beside Erik. A voice roared from inside the banquet hall: “Did you hear that? He’s got the prince with him! After them!” Then they heard the crash of a bench overturning and the thud of boots pounding across the floor. Jaymin, Erik, and Sir Edmend shrank back as the soldiers poured through the doorway and turned left, sprinting down the hall. Jaymin risked a quick glance around the door and caught a glimpse of the young guard disappearing around a corner, half a dozen red-and-black-clad soldiers in hot pursuit, before Erik grabbed his arm and jerked him back out of sight again.

Sir Edmend drew a deep breath as the booted footsteps faded in the distance. “Well, he’s cleared the way and bought us a little time, and I hope he lives to tell of it. Now let’s go.” 

They hurried into the banquet hall, staying around the edge to avoid having to weave between tables, and darted through one of the smaller doors into a shadowy kitchen. Then Sir Edmend led them out of the kitchen through a back entrance. They followed him along a dark corridor through which they felt their way to an even darker staircase, stumbling down its narrow, creaky steps.

Finally, the trio arrived at a low door in the wall of a cellar somewhere below the palace kitchens. Sir Edmend fished out a bunch of keys from his coat pocket and inserted one into the keyhole. It turned reluctantly, as though the lock had not been touched in years, and the door finally opened with a grinding creak. Jaymin peered in, seeing only a low, narrow hallway, or possibly a tunnel, stretching into musty-smelling nothingness.

“It’s a secret exit.” Sir Edmend gestured for them to enter. “It will take us out into the forest on the other side of the hills.” He groped around on a shelf just inside the doorway. “There should be candles in here somewhere.…”

“But we can’t just leave the palace,” protested Jaymin, belatedly realizing that they had not come here to meet his parents and make some sort of plan or at least escape together. “Not if everyone is in danger. We’ve got to stay and help. I should be fighting beside my father.” Of course, Jaymin’s sword was unsharpened, and though he practiced every day, he had never actually used it against an enemy. But that wasn’t the point. “Where are my parents, anyway?”

Sir Edmend did not reply. He wouldn’t meet Jaymin’s gaze. “Your parents would have wanted you to leave, your Highness. There’s nothing you can do here.”

And then Jaymin knew. He drew in his breath, and the world seemed to reel about him. Erik caught his arm to steady him, and Sir Edmend placed a compassionate hand on his shoulder.

“No,” Jaymin heard himself whispering hoarsely. “It can’t be true. It can’t. No!”











CHAPTER TWO 










“No,” Jaymin mumbled. “No ….” He shifted in his sleep and half woke, dark dreams and dark reality competing for his consciousness. One part of his mind felt the cold floor under his back, the rough wall against his side, the coarse blanket wrapped around him. But the other part was trapped in the moment when he had first realized his parents were dead. His mind filled in the details he had not seen in real life: soldiers bursting into their room as they lay asleep, sharp blades poised to strike, cruel faces sneering as the weapons descended.

“No ….” Jaymin stirred again on the hard floor, and reality finally won. He sat up with a start, his heart pounding. Clutching the moth-eaten blanket more tightly around his shoulders, he struggled to pull his mind away from the nightmare. The nightmare that had really happened.

But even with his mind fully awake, he couldn’t pull away; not completely. The events of nearly a fortnight ago affected every moment of his existence now. They were the reason he was here. Taking deep breaths to try to slow his heart, Jaymin stared into the darkness and lived them again, nearly as vividly as the first time.

He stumbled once again through the dank tunnel with Erik and Sir Edmend in the wavering light of their candle, choking back sobs of horror and grief. He felt his way in total darkness and near silence for an hour or more after the candle finally burned down and he ran out of tears. He groped through the forest, almost as dark as the tunnel but full of obstacles to bruise his limbs and trip him up, while they all tried to get as far from Almar as they could before dawn. He huddled among the trees beside Erik while Sir Edmend hurried into a little village just after sunrise to buy disguises for the three of them. He stuffed his warm, comfortable palace clothes down into the damp hollow of an oak and pulled on someone’s faded tunic and breeches and a patched pair of ill-fitting shoes. He hastened on toward the highway that crossed Alasia, shivering in the drizzle along with the others, until finally they were able to beg a ride in the back of a merchant’s wagon. He waited in the marketplace in the quiet town of Drall, where Sir Edmend inquired about for a cheap place to stay. And he listened as the old man spoke to a woman selling knitted hats and mittens at the edge of the market, who informed them that she had a spare room she was willing to rent out.

This room, which had become the only place where Jaymin now felt anything close to safe. Where he could be at least reasonably certain that Malornian soldiers wouldn’t come bursting in with drawn swords to murder him as they had murdered his parents. Where he and Erik had spent their nights and some of their days for the last two weeks, whenever they weren’t out learning their way around Drall while trying to avoid being noticed.

Jaymin leaned his head against the wall behind him and took a long breath, closing his eyes again. Leave the past behind. You can grieve later. Stop thinking about Father and Mother and what happened, and focus on right now. It’s the only way to survive.

As he had on each of the last twelve mornings, Jaymin deliberately forced the memories and fears into a back corner of his mind, refusing to let himself dwell on them. He would make it through this day without focusing on the pain, he told himself. He would be fine. He could function. He might even find things he could be cheerful about.

Until tonight, of course, when the dreams would invade again as the Malornians had, filling his sleeping mind with fresh waves of grief that he would have to force away once more at the start of the next day.

Jaymin opened his eyes once more and looked around. A few feet away, Erik lay wide awake, curled up in his own blanket, watching him silently through the dimness.

“Sorry,” Jaymin muttered, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “I didn’t mean to wake you again. Just another dream.”

Erik nodded. “That’s all right. It’s about time we were up anyway.” He jerked his head toward the grimy window, where the sky outside was beginning to turn from black to gray. “We have to go to school this morning, remember?”

Jaymin groaned. “That’s right. I wish we could just forget that part of the plan.” He felt a little guilty for his negative attitude; that certainly had not been a part of his princely upbringing. But having lost his home, his parents, and probably his chance at the crown all in the last two weeks, he felt entitled to complain a little.

“You know it would look suspicious if we didn’t go to school,” Erik reminded him. “We have to fit in. We’re just ordinary boys now, remember?”

“I know, I know.” Under other circumstances, visiting a school and interacting with other children their age might have been fun. But Jaymin knew that his friend was not looking forward to this either. Neither of them had ever been to a real school, taking their lessons with a tutor in the palace library instead. Their education had been thorough, especially Jaymin’s, since Erik spent several extra hours in physical training every day. But Jaymin was sure that both of them knew more than most adults about the history, geography, economy, and certainly the government of Alasia. They were skilled in mathematics and the sciences, and they had studied and enjoyed much of the kingdom’s finest art and literature.

But now they had to pretend to be ordinary boys who knew little of this. In fact, they had agreed that to make their disguise better, they should show no ability or interest in their schoolwork at all. It wouldn’t do for two poverty-stricken children to suddenly be experts in subject areas they should never have been exposed to, after all.

And so, for the first time in his life, Jaymin would not be able to put forth his best effort and excel in his studies. In fact, he would have to purposely fail. And that went against everything he had been taught as a prince.

Can’t I even keep my honor? It’s one of the few things I still have left. But with danger all around in the form of the Malornian soldiers who patrolled the streets, he didn’t need to be told the importance of a good disguise.

Reluctantly, Jaymin unwrapped his blanket and clambered to his feet. He stretched, his back and neck sore, as they were every morning now, from lying on the hard floor without so much as a pillow. There was no need to get dressed, as he and Erik were already wearing the only clothes they now owned.

Shivering in the chilly attic room, Jaymin carefully folded his tattered blanket. At home, servants had always made his bed, but there was no one to take care of such chores for him here. If he wanted the room to look neat — and he had decided he did — he had to do his part to keep it that way. It was one of the few things he could still control.

Folding his own blanket, Erik glanced around the bare little attic. “It’s a good thing Sir Edmend can’t see us now.”

Or my parents, Jaymin thought, picturing how horrified they would have been at the sight of their son in this place. He followed Erik’s gaze around the dismal room. Not a stick of furniture graced it; in fact, their blankets were the only objects in it. The dusty floor was barely wide enough for the boys to stretch out on at night. As for the peaked ceiling, it was high enough to allow them to stand upright in the middle, but only just. The narrow window was choked with dirt and cobwebs, and the grubby walls were pocked with little insect holes.

“I don’t think Sir Edmend realized quite what he was getting us into,” Erik said. “Not that this isn’t best, of course.”

Jaymin nodded, recalling how Sir Edmend had assured them they would be all right here in Drall, though they both suspected he had really been trying to reassure himself. It was obvious that he had worried about leaving them on their own. Of course, he knew they were responsible and resourceful, and Erik was more than a match for any individual who might cause them trouble. But there was always the chance that the Malornian soldiers would find Jaymin, and there was little doubt about what would happen if they did.

The three of them had discussed whether Sir Edmend should take the boys to Tainabi, where they could stay with Jaymin’s uncle, Duke Torrathan, and his family. Jaymin would much rather have lived in comfort there among people who knew and loved him. But they had agreed that that would be too obvious. The duke’s home in western Alasia would surely be the first place the Malornians would look when they failed to find the prince in the palace. And they were trying to find him, that was for certain. 

The last thing Jaymin wanted was to put someone else in danger for his sake, so he and Erik had agreed to stay in Drall for now, in the old woman’s dubious care. Meanwhile, Sir Edmend returned secretly to the capital to learn what he could about the situation and discover whether there was anything he could do to help Alasia. He had assured Jaymin that he would be careful and would return as soon as he had anything useful to report.

And Erik had pointed out more than once that it was safer for Jaymin that Sir Edmend wasn’t living here. Put their two recognizable faces side by side, and someone was bound to make the connection.

But when would he return to report? Jaymin was beginning to wonder if Sir Edmend was really safe after all. What if the soldiers caught him? What if they realized he had been an advisor to the king? What if they killed him too? What if I’m stuck here in Drall for the rest of my life with no one but Erik?

Now his friend tossed his own neatly folded blanket into a corner of the dusty little attic. “Maybe old Ana will make something nice for breakfast this morning,” he said. “It would be nice to start school on a full stomach.”

Jaymin knew he was trying to take their minds off of bigger worries. “Wishful thinking. This isn’t the palace.” He set his blanket down beside Erik’s. “Remember having bacon and eggs for breakfast back at home, and freshly-baked bread with butter?” It seemed like such a long time ago already. Another lifetime. “And spiced tea, and platters of fresh fruit, and stacks of oatcakes with that special syrup Lutian always made?”

“Don’t,” groaned Erik. “You’re making my mouth water.” He pulled open the square wooden door in the floor. “I knew we should have brought the head cook with us.” Firelight from the room below lit up the attic in dancing flickers as he clambered down the rickety ladder and then held it still for Jaymin.

The lower room was a little larger than their quarters above, but almost as drab. A thin mat lay by one wall, two or three blankets crumpled haphazardly on it. A little box of clothes and a few personal items stood nearby. The opposite wall was dominated by a brick fireplace, where a rusty pot hung suspended above the charcoal. A small basket of cooking utensils stood before it, and a dented tin pail lay on its side nearby. A little old woman, her hair tied back with a piece of twine, huddled on a stool as close to the fire’s warmth as she could get.

Jaymin narrowed his eyes at the bottle of cheap whiskey that stood in a corner, the last of two dozen that Ana had bought after Sir Edmend had paid her for the boys’ room and board. He thought bitterly of all the good food and extra blankets that money could have paid for.

But a prince must be courteous to his host, no matter the circumstances. He skipped the courtly bow his mother would have insisted on in other circumstances and settled for a stiff smile. “Good morning, Ana. How are you feeling this morning?”

“Besides being hung over as usual,” muttered Erik, whose training in palace etiquette hadn’t been as strict. He knew she was hard of hearing.

“Me stomach don’t feel quite right.” The woman glanced up as the two boys joined her by the fire. “An’ me head hurts sumpin’ awful. You be spectin’ some breakfast, I s’pose.”

“Yes, please.” Jaymin held on to his manners with an effort. Although the porridge she was cooking had none of the appeal of the cuisine he and Erik had been dreaming of, they had learned that anything is better than nothing when you are truly hungry.

“Always wantin’ more food,” Ana grumbled, stirring the pot. “That uncle o’ yours, or whoever he be who brung you here, better come back soon to pay me s’more. He din’t hardly give me ’nuff when you boys be eatin’ me outa house ’n home like this.”

Erik’s eyebrows shot up. He looked pointedly at the bottle in the corner and drew breath to speak, but Jaymin nudged him and shook his head. Switching tracks smoothly, Erik said instead, “Don’t worry, I’m sure our uncle will stop by again soon.” But he avoided meeting her eyes. They both knew it would never do to let Ana hear their doubts about Sir Edmend’s safety.

Still grumbling under her breath, the old crone stirred the pot again. “Well, th’ porridge ain’t ready yet, so make yourselves useful and fetch me some water.” She jerked her chin toward the tin pail beside her. “I’ll need it to wash up with afterwards.”

After living in Ana’s house for nearly a fortnight, Jaymin was beginning to get used to being given orders, but it still annoyed him. If she had any idea who I was, she would be on her knees begging my forgiveness for ordering me around like a servant.

Maybe someday he could tell her, but for now his life depended on secrecy. Jaymin scowled as he opened the door, Erik following with the pail.

Outside, it was still not fully light yet. The air was crisp and cold, the sky overcast and gloomy. A few lingering stars gleamed between murky clouds. The boys trudged down the narrow, muddy street crowded with tiny houses. Smoke drifted from the chimneys, its acrid smell mingling with that of the meager breakfasts being prepared inside and the garbage rotting in the street. 

A few shabbily dressed townsfolk hurried past, heading out to the early market to buy breakfast or returning home for the day. Jaymin had begun to realize that many of those who went out to “work” at night were up to no good. But when they seldom had enough to eat and legitimate jobs were hard for the untrained to come by in a small town, it was easy to see why many turned to other options.

“Sad, isn’t it,” remarked Erik, reading Jaymin’s mind.

Jaymin nodded. “You never see this side of Alasia from the palace. Two weeks ago, I wouldn’t have believed people really lived like this, and now here I am experiencing it.” He wondered if his parents had known there were neighborhoods like this in their kingdom. He had never heard them speak of them.

“So what are you going to do about it?”

A smile twitched at Jaymin’s lips. Erik was never afraid to be direct. “I’ve been asking myself that, too. There are a lot of changes I want to make when I —” He paused. It seemed foolish to dream of a future so unlikely to happen now. And yet he couldn’t help thinking about it, making mental notes about changes to make, ways he could improve Alasia someday. But what was the point? The chances of his ever wearing a crown now seemed almost nonexistent.

Erik lowered his voice, cautious as always, even though no one was close enough to overhear. “You will be king someday.” He had taken to displaying unrealistic optimism lately, as though he felt it was now part of his job to keep Jaymin’s spirits up. “You don’t know how soon things might change, so you might as well start planning what you’re going to do. Just wait. Our army will show up, or we’ll recruit a new one, and we’ll drive those Malornians out again. This will all be over in a few weeks at most.”

“I hope you’re right.” Jaymin kicked idly at a pebble in the street. “If only Sir Edmend would come back with news. I want to hear what’s really happening. How did the Malornians take over the kingdom so easily? Where was our army at the time? Was it totally destroyed? If not, where are our soldiers now? How did the enemy get into the palace, and what happened to the guards? Are all the other palace workers all right?”

Erik gestured for him to be quiet as the two of them rounded the corner at the end of the street. They joined a dozen townsfolk with pails and pitchers in line before a lopsided platform, where the neighborhood pump squeaked as a young girl worked it furiously, filling her bucket.

Jaymin was getting used to the concept of waiting in line now, though he had never needed to do it before leaving the palace. His only experience with lines had been when he rode with his parents at the head of a procession, or when people had lined up to meet the royal family, or when guards or attendants lined the way on formal occasions. On the few instances when there had been anything else to line up for in the palace, it had always been understood that royalty went first.

As they waited their turn, shivering in the breeze, Jaymin heard the sound of accented voices approaching. Then a disorderly crowd of mounted soldiers appeared down the street, dressed in red and black Malornian uniforms.

Erik stepped casually in front of Jaymin, as though to get a better view. Around them, conversations dropped to low, angry muttering.

“Whadda they think they’re doin’, ridin’ through our town like they own it?” someone demanded. There was a quiet chorus of agreement.

“I hope there won’t be trouble that we’re all here together,” a young woman from the back of the group put in suddenly. “They say Alasians ain’t allowed to gather in big groups anymore. Afraid we’ll try to rise up against them or somethin’.”

Jaymin frowned, wondering what sized group counted as “big”, as those around him fell silent in fear. The order was ridiculous. Certain places were always crowded, and at this time of day the pump platform was one of them. How could anyone expect otherwise?

The townsfolk watched as the noisy squad approached. The first few riders passed by, talking and laughing, casting only a few scornful glances at the little group around the pump. Without warning, though, a soldier from the middle turned aside and reined his horse to a halt before them.

“And here we have the simple peasants fetching water for their families,” he announced, like some sarcastic tour guide. “See what ignorant lives they lead. They have no idea how much their kingdom is changing, and they probably don’t really care. As long as they have food and water, they’re content with their lives. What a pathetic existence!”

He was rewarded by a chorus of laughter from his companions. They drew up in a semicircle around the pump, grinning down at the Alasians, who huddled closer together and tried not to meet their eyes.

“Well, peasants,” called a soldier from Jaymin’s left. “Don’t you have anything to say to your new masters? We’ve killed your rulers and we’re here to run this kingdom as it was meant to be run. What do you think of that, eh?”

No one answered. Jaymin gritted his teeth, considering several choice retorts.

“Don’t even think about it,” Erik breathed over his shoulder, still trying to stand between Jaymin and most of the soldiers. “Keep quiet till they’ve gone.”

“You there,” called another soldier, addressing an old man who had just filled his clay jug and had stepped off the platform. “In a hurry to get away from us, are you? Who gave you permission to go?”

The man mumbled something under his breath, looking at the ground.

“What? Speak up, you old bag of bones. And look at your betters when you’re spoken to. I said, who gave you permission, and what’s that you’ve got there?”

“I don’t need permission, and this is water, whaddya think it is?” retorted the man irritably, looking up at him this time. “This here’s a pump, ain’t it? Or don’t you use pumps in Malorn?”

Jaymin raised his eyebrows at the man’s audacity, although he would have liked to say the same himself. The soldier’s face darkened in anger as his companions burst into a new round of laughter, this one at his expense. He spurred his horse right up to the elderly man and glared down at him. “You insolent fool!” His eyes fell upon the brimming jug the man still held. “Give me that.”

“But it’s my only —”

With an impatient gesture, the Malornian drew his sword. The townsfolk gasped and surged backward, half tripping over each other in their haste to get away from his weapon. “Give me that!” he roared, brandishing the sword. This time the man held out his jug in a shaking hand.

The soldier snatched it away and promptly threw it back at him as hard as he could, water spraying through the air. The man ducked just in time to miss being struck on the head. His jug hit the pump handle and shattered.

“And don’t you ever speak to a Malornian like that again!” The soldier brandished his sword again to make his point. His companions responded with a rowdy chorus of agreement, several of them drawing their weapons as well.

“Aw, forget it, men,” a soldier in the back of the group advised, jostling the others as he steered his horse past. Jaymin knew that the yellow cloth stripes sewn onto the ends of his sleeves meant he was a sergeant. “We’re going to be late checking in if we don’t hurry. Let’s go.”

With a few more threats and taunts, the band turned and moved off, leaving the Alasians scowling after them.

Jaymin clenched his fists. Get out of my kingdom. You have no right to be here treating my people like this. He wondered if it had been one of them who had killed his parents, and he glared at their departing backs in fury.

Back at Ana’s with the water, the boys started in on the bowls of plain porridge she handed them. Jaymin wondered what she would say if she knew that one of the ragged boys going hungry by her hearth was the Prince of Alasia. But he reminded himself that he ought to be thankful for the shelter of her tiny home and that they did not have to scavenge for food on the streets and spend the nights curled up in their coats out in the marketplace like some of the poor he had seen. Though he wouldn’t have believed it two weeks ago, he knew now that life could be worse.

“You two know school’s startin’ up again today?” Doubtless Ana was looking forward to no longer having to provide their midday meal.

“Yes, we know,” Jaymin replied between bites. Part of him couldn’t help wishing that this had happened fifteen years ago, before Alasian children were required to go to school. One of his father’s greatest achievements as king had been to provide — and require — free education for everyone between the ages of six and sixteen, except for those whose families chose to have them study a trade as an apprentice. Jaymin didn’t question that it was important to have Alasian children well educated. And some things about school might be interesting. He just wasn’t looking forward to hiding his identity, lying about his name, and trying to blend in with everyone else while pretending not to know most of the things he had learned.

“An’ you know where the school is?” Ana demanded around a mouthful of porridge. “Hilltop School, I think it be called, up on the hill in the middle of town.”

“Yes, we’ve seen it.” Jaymin and Erik had spent much of their time since they’d come exploring Drall. They hadn’t had much else to do, and they knew that learning their way around would be useful.

At least that’s one good thing about school, Jaymin reminded himself. It will give us something to do besides wander around town avoiding soldiers.

Half an hour later, Jaymin stood beside Erik before the school’s open gates. Watching boys and girls of all ages stream in around them, laughing and chattering with their friends, he tried to picture himself as just another poor child raised in this town. I have to be exactly like them. But he wasn’t comfortable with the idea of lying to people, and he wasn’t sure he could do it convincingly anyway. 

My name is Jay. He mustn’t forget. Sir Edmend had come up with that for Ana’s benefit, not that the old woman ever addressed either boy by name anyway. But Jaymin had been named after his father, not to mention his grandfather and great-grandfather. Taking on a different name seemed like a denial of his heritage as well as of his own identity. The idea of being anyone but the prince of Alasia still made him feel lost. I know there’s more to who I am than that. But at the moment he couldn’t think what. Well, perhaps it was time he found out.

From beside him, Erik’s gaze took in everyone who passed by. “We might as well go in.” Jaymin knew his friend was probably memorizing the snatches of overheard conversation, as well as the children’s faces and who was talking to whom. Erik never missed anything that happened around him. Though he planned to act the part of a shy, stammering little boy, Erik could never stop being who he was, Jaymin thought. His muscles were hidden under his baggy clothes, but his serious dark eyes were as observant as ever. Someone who didn’t know him might not notice anything, but Jaymin could tell from the way he moved and stood that Erik was ready to leap into action at a moment’s notice.

But action wouldn’t be needed today, he hoped. Not in school. 

Squaring his shoulders, Jaymin led the way forward past a large wooden sign beside the gatepost. Its paint peeling so badly it could hardly be read, the sign announced, “HILLTOP SCHOOL”. Jaymin made a mental note to see it received a new coat of paint as soon as he was once again in a position to order such things.

Inside, several brick buildings stood around a muddy field where ragged children ran about shouting and playing. Some kicked around a makeshift ball fashioned from a bundle of rags that had been bunched up and tied tightly with twine. Two girls were swinging a rope while more children jumped over it. Adults who must have been teachers stood here and there, watching the students and chatting with each other.

As Jaymin and Erik approached, a man appeared from a doorway and rang a bell. The children stopped their games, gathering up the ball and rope, and everyone headed toward the buildings in a noisy, shoving throng. Not sure where to go, Jaymin followed some children who looked about his age, and Erik followed him. They crowded through a doorway and entered the dim interior of one of the buildings.

So this is what a school is like on the inside, thought Jaymin, looking around. He found an empty spot at one of the long tables and sat down on a bench between Erik and another boy. The room was cold, the walls were bare, and all his classmates — he counted twenty-one of them — looked dirty and hungry. The smell of unwashed bodies filled the confined space.

Jaymin watched the other students as they jockeyed for the seats they wanted and tried to find spots beside their friends. He wondered what it would be like to sit in this room every day with so many boys and girls his own age. But he realized that many of them were starting to look at him, too, and he hastily averted his gaze. 

Why are they staring? Was it just because they didn’t know who he was? Or — a frightening thought — could it be that they did know? Could they perhaps have recognized him as the Prince of Alasia, rags and all?

Then the teacher called the class to attention, and Jaymin was relieved when everyone turned to face her. Surely they wouldn’t look away so quickly if they guessed who I am. He began to relax a little.

Introducing herself as Miss Arrin, the teacher welcomed them all to Seventh Year at Hilltop School. “From now on, things are going to be a little different,” she announced, her voice rueful. “We are going to be learning Malornian history instead of Alasian history. We will also be studying some writings by Malornian authors and poets.”

A surprised murmur ran through the class. “But why?” wondered a girl near the front.

The teacher looked frustrated. “Ever since the Invasion, the Malornians have been in charge here. They have some new laws for us now, and one of them is that schools can only teach Malornian history and literature.”

A few of the students muttered their displeasure. Jaymin buried his face in his hands in helpless disbelief. We can’t even be taught the history of our own land anymore? Well, he had wished for more information about what was going on in Alasia, and now he had some. This is probably just the beginning of the changes.

Erik elbowed him in his ribs, and he jumped, looking up in time to see the teacher hand them each a slate. At least, that must be what this was, he thought, picking up the dark flat object and examining its scratched surface. He knew the pen-shaped implement with a sharp tip was for scratching answers into the slate. But Jaymin had never actually used such things before, since parchment and ink were always available in the palace.

Miss Arrin returned to the front of the room, where she began writing numbers with a stick of charcoal on a white-painted board. “I want to see what level each of you is at in mathematics. Answer the problems on your slate, and don’t worry if there are some you’re not sure about. Just do your best.”

Jaymin had to stifle a surprised laugh. He and Erik had learned to do problems like these three years ago in the palace. Erik grinned as he began to copy the problems down onto his slate, purposely exchanging his usual neat printing for a sloppy scrawl. Jaymin did the same, scratching in random numbers for the answers.

This was going to be an interesting year. Of course, they wouldn’t be here for very much of it.

He hoped.

Finally, someone outside rang a bell again, and Miss Arrin announced that it was time for the morning break. The students left their slates on the tables and lined up by the door, but as the others filed out, she motioned for Jaymin and Erik to stay behind. 

They exchanged an anxious glance behind her back. What could she want? She can’t possibly have recognized me, Jaymin tried to reassure himself. He knew his face was grubby, his hair unkempt, and his clothes faded and tattered. He looked like anything but a prince. Right?

Miss Arrin sat down behind her desk and took a sheet of parchment from a shelf. “You two must be new to Hilltop School. I don’t remember seeing you around last year. What are your names?”

Erik shuffled his feet and glanced at Jaymin, making it clear that he was playing his shy role and his friend would have to speak for both of them. Jaymin swallowed hard, telling himself sternly that it had to be done, and forced himself to look the teacher in the eye. “This is Erik. I’m Jay.” He felt a surge of guilt for the outright lie. His parents would have been ashamed of him.

No, they wouldn’t, he contradicted himself, hoping his feelings didn’t show. I had to do it. They would have understood.

“How old are you?”

“We’re both twelve.” That one was easier to answer, although actually neither of them was sure exactly how old Erik was. He had come to live in the palace eight years ago, after Talanthus, the master-at-arms, had seen him defending himself against three older boys who were trying to bully him. Astonished that such a small child could fight so well, Talanthus had come up with the idea of training him to be a bodyguard and companion-at-arms for the prince. Little Erik, who did not remember his parents and only knew that he lived on the street and ate whatever he could find, was quite happy with the arrangement, as well as he understood it at the time. He and Jaymin had become close friends, and though Erik had always been smaller in stature, people sometimes remarked that he acted older than he looked. But it was just easier, they had both decided long ago, to assume they were the same age.

The teacher glanced up at Jaymin. “You’re tall for twelve, aren’t you?”

He shrugged, trying not to smile at the irony of her doubting his age. “I inherited my height from my father.”

Miss Arrin ran her eyes down a list of names on her parchment. “That’s interesting. I don’t have either of you on here.” She regarded them thoughtfully, and Jaymin wondered if it was his imagination or if she really looked a little longer and more intently at him. “So you’re new to our school. Did you just move to the area recently?”

“Yes.”

“Where did you go to school before this?”

“In Almar.” Jaymin hoped she wouldn’t ask for the name of the school.

“Oh?” Miss Arrin raised her eyebrows. “Was that before the Invasion?”

“Yes.”

She waited for more information, so Jaymin reluctantly went on with the story he had rehearsed. “My parents worked in the king’s palace. They were killed on the night of the Invasion.” In spite of himself, his throat grew tight. He swallowed hard.

Miss Arrin regarded him with compassion. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I’m glad you survived, though. With whom are you living now?”

“With … with a woman named Ana.” Jaymin’s mind went blank as he realized he didn’t know what else to say about her.

The teacher frowned. “A woman? A friend of your family’s?”

Out of sight, Jaymin gave Erik’s ankle a desperate kick. Fortunately, Erik had no qualms about lying at a time like this. “Sh-she’s our aunt.” 

“Really?” Miss Arrin turned to Erik. “So are you two brothers, or cousins? You don’t look at all alike.”

Erik twisted his hands together, his gaze fastened on his feet. “C-cousins.” 

“I see. Your parents were killed as well, then?” Her voice was sympathetic.

“N-no. I d-don’t have any.” Erik didn’t look at her. “I-I’ve always lived with J-Jay and his parents.”

If Miss Arrin was curious about this, she didn’t show it. “Well, welcome to Hilltop School,” she said to both of them. She wrote something on her parchment. “I’m truly sorry to hear about your parents,” she told Jaymin gently, “and your aunt and uncle” (glancing at Erik) “but you both must be proud of them for sacrificing their lives for Alasia.” 

Jaymin nodded, not trusting himself to speak or meet her eyes. He could feel Erik’s sympathetic gaze on him. 

“Well, I have all the information on you that I need for now.” Miss Arrin set down her quill. “Thank you for your time, Jay and Erik. You may go on out and join your classmates for the rest of break.” 

Relieved, the boys hurried for the door, though Jaymin was sure he could feel her eyes on his back until he was out of the room.

Outside, they wandered around the windy schoolyard, watching the students run and shout at their games. “They’re behaving so childishly,” Jaymin said, watching two boys leap onto a third who had the makeshift ball and begin struggling and pummeling each other, trying to grab it from him.

Erik snorted. “Of course they’re behaving childishly. What do you expect? They’re children!”

“But some of them are our age or older.”

“And we would most likely be doing the exact same things if we had lived here all our lives. Growing up where we did with the education we’ve had is what makes us different. They’re the normal ones.”

Jaymin couldn’t help chuckling. “I suppose you’re right. This will be a good experience for us: seeing firsthand how ordinary children act. I’m going to treat it as a valuable part of my education.” It was Erik’s turn to chuckle.

Back in their classroom again, the children listened as Miss Arrin read the students a Malornian folktale. The story was interesting enough, but it bothered Jaymin that they should have to hear the tales of another land instead of their own. Afterward, he sat in gloomy disapproval while the students around him raised their hands to answer questions about the story’s characters and their actions.

Next on the agenda was a writing assignment. The teacher explained that she wanted each of them to write a description of an ordinary day in their life. She wanted a look at their writing abilities as well as their lives, she said.

An ordinary day. Jaymin rubbed his thumb along the edge of the slate that had just been returned to him. I haven’t had an ordinary day in almost two weeks. His mind drifted back to the last ordinary day he had experienced before his world turned upside-down. The day he had relived so many times since then, wishing he could go back to it and stay there. The day before the Invasion.











CHAPTER THREE 










Jaymin awoke before dawn, as he normally did, when a servant came in to relight the fire in his bedroom fireplace. He and Erik dressed beside the hearth and then hurried downstairs. Out in the courtyard, Talanthus was waiting for them beside the stable. He led the boys through a series of stretches and vigorous exercises. In spite of the cold, Jaymin was soon sweating, and he tossed his jacket to a servant in between the sit-ups and the chin-ups from the stable doorframe.

A groom saddled horses for them, and Talanthus handed Jaymin and Erik their shields and dull practice swords and drilled them on mounted swordplay. Again and again he called out the various attack and defensive positions, and the boys wheeled their horses around to strike at each other from different angles.

After forty-five minutes of this, Talanthus brought the training to a halt and bid the prince good day. Erik stayed to work on his wrestling holds, but Jaymin returned to his room for a quick bath and to change into more formal clothes. Then he met his parents for breakfast in the little dining room off their suite. His mother inquired about his training and complimented him on the skills he was strengthening every day, and his father joked that soon Jaymin would be better with his sword than he was. 

After breakfast, Jaymin joined his father in his meeting with the Council of Advisors. They met twice a week to discuss issues affecting the kingdom, and the king liked his son to sit in on the meetings and learn from them.

Sir Edmend, who was always glad to see Jaymin, greeted him warmly at the door and pulled out a chair for him. The advisors sat at a rectangular table with the king at the head, and Jaymin took his seat at the other end, as usual, with his bottle of ink and a clean sheet of parchment. As the men conferred about political matters, Jaymin jotted down notes, knowing his tutor would expect him to recount all the main points for discussion and analysis later.

The meeting over, Jaymin mounted the stairs that led to the palace library. On the landing halfway up, Erik sprang out from behind a curtain and tackled him. Dropping his parchment, Jaymin landed flat on his back on the rug.

“Aren’t you supposed to be defending me, not attacking me?” Laughing, he struggled to get Erik off before his friend could pin him down.

“Talanthus said I need to practice my wrestling holds. Like this one, where I grab your arms and —”

Jaymin managed to roll halfway over, shifting most of Erik’s weight off of him toward the top step. Now Erik had to struggle to keep his balance while Jaymin braced his feet against the wall and pushed. The most challenging part for both of them was struggling in silence; Jaymin wanted to burst out laughing, but it would have been unthinkable to let anyone catch them at this.

As Jaymin shoved one more time, Erik shifted his weight to try to lunge on top of him. The combined forces were too much for the rug underneath them, which slid across the narrow landing until its edge hung over the first few steps. Jaymin let go of Erik with one hand and made a grab for the banister, but it was out of reach, and his sudden movement only hastened the inevitable. They tipped over the edge as the rug slithered bumpily down the stairs, the two boys riding it head-first to start with and then tumbling and rolling over each other, finally ending up wrapped in the rug at the foot of the stairs. The sight of Erik lying on his stomach half on, half under the rug, his tunic twisted and his hair sticking up, laughing so hard he couldn’t disentangle himself, was too much for Jaymin, and he collapsed in laughter as well.

Their mirth ended abruptly as they heard footsteps sprinting down the hall. Jaymin looked up to see an alarmed servant hurrying toward them.

“Prince Jaymin! Your Royal Highness! Are you all right?”

Pushing the edge of the rug off of himself, Jaymin rose to his feet with great dignity. “I’m perfectly well, thank you. Why do you ask?”

The man glanced down at the rug lying in a heap at their feet, and at Erik, now sitting on the bottom step beside it, his hands folded serenely in his lap.

“Ah … no reason, your Highness. I’ll just put that back now, shall I?” The servant gathered up the rug and spread it out again in its proper place. He paused again at the foot of the stairs to bow to Jaymin before returning more calmly to his post down the hall.

Jaymin picked up the parchment that had ridden down the stairs with them and tried to smooth it out. “We’re really going to be in trouble now. At least, I am. You’ve got to find a better time and place to practice those wrestling holds.”

Erik grinned as they started back up the stairs. “You had as much fun as I did; admit it.”

“Yes, but that’s not the point.” Jaymin paused to brush dust and fluff off of his clothes, smooth down his hair, and straighten his tunic. “You look like a ruffian. At least make your hair lie flat again. Then maybe Professor Dreytin won’t say anything.” Their tutor didn’t miss much. He had a kind heart and a sense of humor, but he kept both buried most of the time behind a stern demeanor. He was especially strict when it came to showing up late for lessons or behaving in a way he considered unbecoming to royalty.

Erik licked his hands and tried to smooth his hair down. But there was no fooling Professor Dreytin, who stood waiting for them just outside the library door. He took one look at the two boys and at the parchment full of creases in Jaymin’s hand and folded his arms. “Good morning, your Highness.”

“Good morning, Professor Dreytin,” Jaymin replied meekly.

The man studied him from under bushy eyebrows. “Have you by any chance been wrestling with a carpet lately, your Highness?”

Erik clapped a hand over his mouth in a not-entirely-successful attempt to hold in a guffaw, but Dreytin didn’t even look at him. Jaymin swallowed.

“Well — in a manner of speaking, yes, Professor, I suppose I have.”

Their tutor did not exactly frown, but the long, serious look he gave Jaymin was worse. “I’m disappointed in you, your Highness. A young man of your age and position? I know you would be the first to admit that you have certain responsibilities, and that one of them is to arrive at your lessons on time with your mind prepared for learning. Pausing to engage in such childish foolishness is not only undignified and a waste of time, it is irresponsible. Arriving in this disheveled state only makes it worse.”

“If you please, sir, it was my fault,” Erik put in, having successfully mastered his urge to laugh. “I’m afraid I started it.”

“Hush, Erik, I’m speaking to the prince.” Dreytin never took his eyes off of Jaymin.

“I’m sorry, Professor,” Jaymin replied humbly. “You’re right; it was irresponsible of me. It won’t happen again.” At least, as long as I can make Erik promise to find a better time to lie in wait for me.

“Good. In the meantime, however, I’m afraid I’ll have to speak to your father about it. This has been the second incident of its kind in the last month.”

“I understand, Professor.” Jaymin kept his voice subdued, but inside he was smiling. His father would frown and scold him a little in front of Dreytin, but afterward he was sure to laugh and ask Jaymin how it had felt to ride a rug down the stairs like a sled.

Dreytin opened the library door and ushered Jaymin in ahead of him, Erik bringing up the rear. Jaymin could tell their tutor was over his annoyance when he asked Erik, “So, who won?”

“The carpet, sir,” Erik replied in complete seriousness.

Jaymin loved the palace library, which filled three circular rooms, one above the other, in the western tower. He loved the smell of old parchment and vellum that filled the place, and the books and scrolls — some over a hundred years old — arranged on the curved shelves that lined every wall. Running his hand along the polished oak banister, Jaymin ascended the spiral staircase that rose through the center of the library up to the instruction area on the top floor.

The three of them spent the first quarter of an hour discussing Jaymin’s notes from the meeting and the economic effects the Council’s decisions that day could have on the kingdom. Jaymin was relieved that Dreytin chose not to comment on the condition of his parchment. Then they moved on to the main lesson for the morning, which was on the topography of Alasia’s northeastern coastline. At one point Professor Dreytin went downstairs to fetch another atlas, and Jaymin looked up from his notes and whispered to Erik, “I think you’re his favorite.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re everyone’s favorite.” There was no bitterness in Erik’s voice, just amusement.

“But he never scolds you. He’s always stern with me whenever I do any little thing wrong.”

Erik laughed under his breath. “That’s because he’s not trying to prepare me to run the kingdom someday.”

By the time the two-hour lesson was up, Jaymin had painstakingly created his own scale map of the area on a large sheet of parchment, with a key that pointed out villages, harbors, sea caves, cliffs, a salt marsh, and the ruins of an ancient fort. The accompanying composition, rewritten twice until he had perfected every detail, built on a previous lesson to explain the relationship of the natural features to the history and economy of the region. In the meantime, Erik, who was not required to meet such rigorous academic standards, had been studying a chapter in one of the books about the same stretch of coastline.

The lesson over and Professor Dreytin’s praise ringing in his ears (all right, so I do get more praise than Erik does), they returned downstairs for luncheon in the East Hall. Jaymin joined his parents and the king’s councilors at the head table on a raised platform, while other palace personnel, including Erik and the professor, filled the lower tables in the rest of the room. Servants bustled in and out with trays of food and pitchers of drink. The meal that day was simple, by palace standards: long golden loaves of crisp, warm bread with creamy white butter, steamed vegetables in a savory herb sauce, tender roast quail with mushroom gravy, and fresh fruit for dessert.

After luncheon it was time for Jaymin’s archery lesson. He met Andril, the master archer, beside the palace garden, while Erik returned to his training with the master-at-arms, who assigned him to run laps around the grounds. Whenever he crossed the archery range, Erik tossed out a good-natured joke about Jaymin’s lack of skill with the longbow. Jaymin had often shot rabbits and birds with his old bow, but last week Andril had decided he was ready for a larger one. Jaymin still wasn’t used to the heaviness of his new bow and the tightness of the bowstring, and his arrows wobbled embarrassingly with every shot. After Erik’s first joke, Jaymin fitted an arrow to the string and pretended to aim at him as he ran by, but Andril scolded him so roundly that Jaymin lowered the bow in shame and promised never to do something so dangerous again. Erik’s joke the next time around was that he would have been safer if Jaymin actually was aiming at him.

But at least I’m improving. A week ago the servant who collected his arrows had to run all over the field for them, and one had disappeared entirely somewhere on the other side of the wall. Now at least most of his arrows flew in the right direction, and occasionally he was able to nick the edge of the straw target.

Andril had assured him that when he was good enough, he would be able to bring down a deer with this bow. And that meant that he might be allowed to join the king and his courtiers on their summer hunting expeditions in the hills outside Almar. Jaymin had decided he would wait until he could hit the center of the target at twenty-five yards, and then invite his parents out to see what he could do. Not until then, when he had proved his skill, would he ask Father’s permission to come on the next hunt.

Professor Dreytin met Jaymin and Erik in the main courtyard after the archery lesson. They had been studying the various factors that contributed to Alasia’s economy, and every two or three weeks the tutor arranged a visit to a local industry or business. Today they were going to tour a ranch where horses were raised and trained.

Since it was a cold day, the three of them rode in a covered coach. Half a dozen uniformed guards rode ahead, another six bringing up the rear. Through the coach’s small window, Jaymin watched as they left the city and took a well-traveled dirt road up into the hills.

The ranch, the largest of its kind in the kingdom, covered two dozen square miles on a grassy hillside. The hundreds of fine horses raised there every year were purchased by buyers from across the kingdom, and Jaymin knew that most of the horses stabled at the palace had been bought there.

The manager met them at the entrance, bowing and exclaiming over and over what an honor it was to greet the Prince of Alasia in person. He led them to the stable beside the main office, where saddled horses stood waiting. Followed by the palace guards, Jaymin, Erik, and Professor Dreytin mounted and accompanied the manager on a tour of the grounds. First he showed them the barns where foals were born and explained how their parents were carefully selected for strength, speed, and intelligence. Next Jaymin and the others saw the sheltered paddocks in which the horses spent the winter. The manager pointed out rolling fields beyond, bare and cold now, but used for growing hay and oats, or left wild and grassy for grazing, in the warmer months.

The best part of the tour, Jaymin decided, was when they got to watch young horses actually being trained. He watched over the corral fence as trainers worked with dozens of frisky foals, getting them used to wearing saddles and being led around by the bridle. Some of the older foals were being ridden by young children, who, as the manager explained, were light enough to carry easily as the foals learned to trot and canter with riders on their backs. Jaymin watched the apprentices, some of whom couldn’t have been more than eight years old, and thought how much fun it must be to grow up learning a trade like this. If I didn't already have my career planned out for me, I would have enjoyed being a horse trainer.

In the next field, fully grown horses received more specialized training. Since this ranch supplied the military, many of the horses needed to know the skills necessary for battle. Armed riders galloped around the field striking swords against shields to accustom the steeds to the noise, directing them only with their legs. Others wheeled back and forth, teaching the horses to turn abruptly, dodge, back up, and leap over obstacles on the ground. Still others engaged in mock battles, teaching their mounts to avoid enemy swords while still getting close enough for the riders to strike at each other.

Jaymin could have spent the whole day watching them, but the tour was over all too soon. As he climbed back into his coach for the ride home, he thought about how fun it would be to raise a horse. Though he knew he could never be an apprentice — nor did he truly want to, all things considered — perhaps he could convince his parents to at least let him train his own horse. He could buy one of the foals here and spend a few hours every day learning to teach it. As unlikely as it was that they would let him, it was worth asking.

Though he knew he should be planning the essay Professor Dreytin would want him to write in the morning, Jaymin spent most of the ride back to Almar trying to decide how best to persuade his parents. Beside him, the professor sat silently, oblivious to the schemes he was dreaming up. But Erik, in the seat across from him, grinned conspiratorially, and Jaymin knew his friend could tell he was up to something. Later he would tell him his idea and see if Erik could help think of a way to make it happen.

Back at the palace, everyone was busy preparing for that evening’s banquet in honor of Sir Edmend, who had served in the palace for exactly thirty years. When Jaymin arrived in his room, he saw that an attendant had laid out a new set of clothes for him, tailor-made in the latest fashion. Jaymin was sure he would never understand why his regular clothes weren’t good enough for such occasions, but it never failed that there would be new garments waiting for him before a banquet. Though he couldn’t see what difference it made, he knew his mother liked to see him dressed up. So he dressed in the new clothes, envying Erik’s plain black breeches and tunic that always seemed suitable for any occasion, and remembered to wash his face and comb his hair before going to meet his parents.

Announced by trumpeters, the king made a grand entrance into the banquet hall with the guest of honor, followed by the queen and prince. The guests rose to their feet as they entered and arranged themselves at the head table along with the other advisors and courtiers. They remained standing while the king made a speech praising Sir Edmend’s accomplishments and years of faithful service.

Jaymin could smell the savory aromas drifting out of the kitchen at the other end of the hall, and his mouth watered as he listened to his father. He would never forget the time when he had been six years old, and in a pause in his father’s speech he had stood on tiptoe to ask his mother in a stage whisper, “Is he almost finished? I’m hungry!” The room at that moment had been completely silent, and half the guests had probably heard him. It had been nearly a year before Jaymin had been allowed to attend another banquet, and then only after an instructor had spent hours drilling him in proper etiquette and protocols. Jaymin smiled inwardly at the memory now, his eyes fixed on his father until the speech was over and they could all sit down.

With another flourish of trumpets, a parade of kitchen servants marched into the hall bearing steaming platters of food for the head table first and then for everyone else. Every few minutes they brought out a new course, and Jaymin ate his fill of herb bread with soft cheeses, rich beef and vegetable stew, roast venison in a honey glaze, tender savory vegetables drizzled with butter, apricot stuffed quail, potatoes mashed with cream and spices, and smoked salmon with lime sauce.

Sir Edmend was seated beside him, and the old advisor — who had never been awkward around the prince as some tended to be — inquired about Jaymin’s activities that afternoon. Jaymin found himself telling him all about the visit to the ranch over the fruit pies and sugared almonds.

The new assistant cook had mixed a spiced fruit wine that Jaymin heard many of the guests complimenting. He would have liked to try it, but although he saw his parents and almost everyone else enjoying it, his mother shook her head at him firmly, as she always did when it came to alcohol. So Jaymin settled for apple cider and another helping of stewed pears with cinnamon and sweetened cream. Sir Edmend, who seldom touched strong drink, had only a glass of water that evening.

The festivities at royal banquets often lasted far into the night, and Jaymin was sometimes sent off to bed before they were over. But everyone seemed unaccountably drowsy that evening, and Jaymin found himself walking back to his room with his parents much earlier than usual, Erik trailing behind at a discreet distance. His mother kissed him goodnight and his father smiled and tousled his hair the way he still occasionally did when no one was watching, before they headed off around the corner to their own suite.

He never saw them again.

Back in his room, Jaymin sat by the fire awhile with Erik, talking about horses and how to convince his parents to let him train one of his own. Finally Erik blew out the lamp and the two of them crawled into their beds. That was the last thing Jaymin remembered before Erik shook him frantically awake a few hours later.

Blinking back tears, Jaymin looked up, feeling as though he had just woken up in a different way. He could still feel his mother’s lips on his cheek, his father’s hand in his hair. But he sat in a bare, cold classroom, full of ragged boys and girls spilling the contents of their ordinary days onto slates. 

His own slate was empty, and at the moment, his heart felt the same way. No matter what happened, nothing would ever be ordinary for him again.











CHAPTER FOUR 










At long last, a bell rang once more, and all the students lined up by the classroom door to go to lunch. Jaymin’s stomach growled as he followed his classmates outside and across the schoolyard. There they joined a long column of children filing past a table from which several adults in aprons were serving food. 

The line moved slowly, and it was not until Jaymin finally reached the front that he turned and realized Erik was no longer with him. Startled, he looked this way and that, wondering what could have become of his friend. There were only a few students behind him in line, and all of them stared at Jaymin as he spun around, his eyes searching the schoolyard. Erik was nowhere to be seen. Could he have gone back into the classroom? But why hadn’t he said anything?

“Don’t just stand there,” another boy ordered finally, giving Jaymin a little push to get him moving. “You’re holding up the line. We’re hungry!”

Jaymin turned indignantly to face him, drawing himself up to his full height. He could feel his face growing hot. How dare the boy push him! If he only knew who Jaymin was —

But of course he didn’t know. He was a hungry schoolboy waiting for his lunch, not a rebel purposely attacking the prince. Perhaps ordinary children pushed each other all the time. The best thing Jaymin could do was ignore it. Don’t stand out, he reminded himself, and deliberately lowered his gaze. You don’t want anyone to think you aren’t one of them. He turned back to the table, accepting a tin bowl of sliced potatoes and vegetables from one of the servers. As he moved forward to catch up with the rest of the line, he could hear the boy who had pushed him snickering to his friends. Jaymin flushed once more. He almost stopped to face him again, but what would be the point?

This wouldn’t have happened if Erik had been there. But where was Erik? Could something have happened to him? Surely there can’t be any danger here at school. If there were, Erik would never have left his side.

Jaymin frowned, feeling uncomfortably alone. It was nerve-wracking to be alone in a new place where he was unsure of how to act or what was expected of him. Jaymin wasn’t used to going anywhere without servants or guards. And now, with his parents gone and his home far away, Erik was all he had left of the life he knew.

Determined to push the worries out of his mind, Jaymin followed the line of students to a brick-paved courtyard behind the kitchen. Pausing at the entrance, he looked around at the boys and girls seated on the ground, a little puzzled as to what was expected. Was it proper to just sit down and start eating? Or would someone be making a speech or a toast first? 

The last of his classmates crowded up behind him with their own bowls. “You’re blocking the way again!” the same boy exclaimed in annoyance. “If you’re not going in, move out of our way!”

Having no desire to be pushed a second time, Jaymin chose to step aside with dignity, swallowing an indignant retort as the boys jostled past. “What’s wrong with him?” he heard one of them demand, and they all laughed. Jaymin clenched his teeth in anger and embarrassment. If you only knew who I am, you would all drop to your knees and beg my forgiveness.

Well, he couldn’t keep standing here forever. Jaymin picked his way across the crowded courtyard, looking for somewhere to sit. He held his bowl awkwardly, wondering if it would be better to set it on his lap or the ground. Erik would have known what to do at once, since he sometimes ate his meals in the servants’ kitchen or even out in one of the palace courtyards in between training sessions with Talanthus. But Jaymin had seldom dined without a formal arrangement of knives, forks, cups and napkins, not to mention a table. 

Looking around again, he realized that everyone else was already eating, their bowls held in one hand, spoons in another. Some of the other children were starting to look up at him, no doubt wondering why he was standing there in confusion.

Of course. This was a school, not a banquet hall, after all. Embarrassed once again, Jaymin found an empty spot and sat down on the cold bricks. He picked up his spoon and took a bite, sure that everyone was staring at him by now.

I’d like to see them try to fit into life in the palace, he thought, keeping his eyes on his bowl so he wouldn’t have to meet anyone’s gaze. I’m probably the only one here who would have any idea which fork to use first in a sixteen-course banquet.

Ordering himself to ignore them, he turned his full attention to his meal. The food was plain but not unpleasant. He would probably have turned up his nose at it two weeks ago, but he had learned not to refuse food of any sort now. And it was better than Ana’s cooking.

Though he tried not to look at anyone, Jaymin couldn’t help but notice the way the children around him wolfed down their meal. Many of them chattered loudly, laughing and talking with their mouths stuffed full. Some licked their fingers and even their empty bowls, or gulped down their food so fast that he had to wonder if this was the only meal they expected to get today. If eating this way is what it takes to fit in, I’m not sure I can ever do it. His mother would have been horrified. Picturing her expression brought a sad little smile to his face.

Just as Jaymin was finishing his last bite and wondering what to do next, Erik plopped down beside him, bowl and spoon in hand. Knowing better than to ask him anything in front of so many people, Jaymin waited for his friend to finish eating. It seemed rather unfair of him to just stroll over and start eating as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened, when Jaymin felt as though he had been abandoned in a foreign land.

By the time Erik’s bowl was empty, the courtyard nearly was as well. The two of them followed several other students back around the building to the table where they had been served. They dropped their bowls and spoons into a basin with the rest, and then headed toward the edge of the dirt field where most of the other students were already out playing.

“Finally,” Jaymin exclaimed, when at last they had put some distance between them and the nearest students. “Now tell me why in the world you disappeared like that.”

Erik shrugged. “I thought I should go scout out the area while no one was watching.”

“The area?”

“The school, of course. We have to know if there are places to hide, or any ways out besides the main gate. And I did find a few possibilities. I’ll show you later. We may need them someday.”

“And you couldn’t have told me where you were going? I would have come with you.”

Erik shook his head. “Bad idea. Someone would have seen us sneaking off together. I knew I could manage better on my own.”

It was true, Jaymin thought glumly, that people never seemed to notice Erik when he didn’t want to be noticed. But that didn’t make it any more pleasant to be left behind. “Just don’t disappear like that again, all right?”

“It’s a good thing you didn’t come, anyway,” Erik told him. “I saw a couple of soldiers just outside the schoolyard.”

“What were they doing there?” Jaymin lowered his voice. “They couldn’t have come to look for me, could they?” Surely they don’t have any idea where I am.

“I don’t know. They were talking to one of the teachers over the wall, but I wasn’t close enough to overhear.”

Erik stopped talking suddenly, his eyes flicking to something behind Jaymin. Jaymin spun around, half expecting to see soldiers approaching from behind a classroom. To his relief, it was only the boy who sat next to him in class.

“Hello.” The boy looked them over with curious eyes as he approached.

“Hello,” Jaymin replied.

“I’m Tark. What’s your name?”

Erik shuffled his feet, starting his shy act again, so Jaymin knew it was up to him. “I’m … Jay. This is Erik.” Again, the lie sent a little throb of guilt through him, but it was easier than before.

“You’re new here, aren’t you? Where’re you from?”

“Almar.” Jaymin was thankful to be back in truthful territory.

“Really?” Tark brightened. “I’ve never been there. What’s it like?”

Jaymin shrugged. “It’s a lot bigger than Drall.” He wasn’t sure what else to say. He really didn’t know anything about the parts of Almar where the poor lived.

“Have you ever seen the royal palace?”

“Yes.”

“Really? Is it as big and grand and beautiful as everyone says?”

“I suppose.” Worried, Jaymin tried to think of a way to change the subject before he accidentally gave himself away as a palace insider.

“Wow.” Tark regarded him with admiration. “I wish I could see it. I wonder what it would be like to live in a palace, don’t you?”

Jaymin shrugged again. “I’m sure it’s … it’s very nice.”

“Did you ever see King Jaymin or Queen Esarelle, or Prince Jaymin?”

Jaymin blinked at him, his mind going totally blank at this unexpected question. Tark waited eagerly.

Fortunately, the bell rang at that moment, and Tark’s face fell. “It’s time to go back to class, but we’ll talk more later, all right? I’ve got lots of questions for you!”

“I think some of the other students are suspicious.” Jaymin glanced sidelong at Erik to see his friend’s reaction as they walked back toward Ana’s house after school. “They looked at me strangely.” 

Erik was unperturbed. “People always look at someone who’s new. It doesn’t mean anything.”

“But you should have seen the way they looked at me. I’m sure they think there’s something different about me.”

“I did see the way people looked at you, and I’m telling you, you’re overreacting. You’re just not used to being looked at with anything but awe and respect or envy.” He said this last part so softly that Jaymin had to strain his ears to hear. “This is normal life for normal people. You’ll get used to it.”

Jaymin’s pride felt stung at the thought that he was only accustomed to being looked at with awe. But he suspected that as usual, Erik was right. As a bodyguard, his friend had been trained to notice anything out of the ordinary in people’s behavior. If Erik said there was nothing to worry about, it must be true.

They hurried through the town in silence, shivering a little in the cold wind. The dark clouds overhead were grim promises of rain, or possibly snow, tonight. If only all this had not happened during the coldest winter Alasia had known in over a decade.

Jaymin wished with all his heart that he could go home — back to the palace, where everything was clean and elegant; back to his own bedroom, always warm and inviting in winter with its huge brick fireplace — and most of all, back to his parents, whom he could still hardly believe he would never see again. For a moment he struggled to force down the memories that rose to the surface. His home. His family.

But he had to be strong, as his parents would want him to be. He couldn’t let himself think of them now, or the pain would be too much to bear. He would have to wait until tonight, when it was dark and Erik was asleep; then he could remember and let the tears come if they must.

“Let’s not go back to Ana’s house yet,” suggested Erik. “It will probably be locked anyway.” Ana usually spent the day at the market, selling the stockings and caps she knitted for a few small coins. They wouldn’t be able to get in until she was home.

“All right.” Jaymin was glad for something to distract him from his thoughts. “Let’s go out by the pond instead. We can practice our sword-fighting or wrestling.” That was a much more interesting prospect than sitting around in Ana’s dingy little house. The boys altered their direction and headed for the other end of town.

Jaymin had to admit he enjoyed the newfound freedom of being able to go wherever he liked and change his mind whenever he wanted. In the past, any time he had left the palace, the trip had to be arranged well in advance. Guards and servants must be scheduled to accompany him, and often a trumpeter would announce his coming and clear the way ahead. He always rode with one or both of his parents, either on horseback or in a carriage. In fact, Jaymin didn’t recall ever leaving the palace grounds with only Erik before, especially not on foot. And to think of being able to change his mind on the spur of the moment and go somewhere else just because he felt like it — why, he could hardly have dreamed of that just two weeks ago.

The boys took deep breaths of the fresh, cold air as they came past the last row of houses and into the open countryside. Even the faded patches of dry wintry shrubs and bushes stretching out before them were a relief to their eyes after the dull grays of the town. Here and there, trees stood starkly, bare branches clutching at the sky. Half a mile away, a large pond gleamed silver in the afternoon light, evergreens clustered around it.

Jaymin smiled at the sight of the world outside the town. Usually he preferred to be around people — at least, ones who knew him and treated him the way he was used to. But in the last week or so, he had decided that if he couldn’t be somewhere warm, comfortable and clean, surrounded by friendly, respectful people, then he preferred to be out in nature and away from others entirely. After a hard day, his mother had sometimes gone out to walk by herself in the palace gardens. Now he thought he understood why.

“I’ll race you to the pond,” Erik suggested. The two boys took off, pelting across the hard ground, squinting against the stinging wind. Erik was a pace ahead when they finally pulled up, panting, at the water’s edge.

“Oh, that felt good,” Jaymin gasped, leaning against one of the trunks for support. “Isn’t it wonderful … to be out doing this … instead of cooped up in town?”

Erik nodded, saving his breath, and Jaymin wondered if his friend felt the same way he now did about dirty places crowded with noisy people who had no idea who he was. He sank down on a rock at the water’s edge, and for a few minutes the boys rested in silence, listening to the birdsong and the rustle of twigs in the breeze. Before them, the silver water of the pond shimmered silently, crusted with ice around the edges.

Finally Jaymin stood again. “I wonder if the sticks we used last time are still here.” Townspeople sometimes came out here to gather firewood, so he and Erik had hidden them carefully. He circled around the pond until he found the right tree near the water, felt around on a wide branch above his head, and pulled down two sturdy sticks. “Shall we practice again?”

“Yes, let’s.” Erik had glided noiselessly up behind him, making Jaymin jump. “But we should go further into the trees.” He reached for one of the sticks and hefted it like a sword.

They moved away until the town was out of sight and the cold, quiet forest surrounded them. Shivering a little, Jaymin pulled off his ragged cloak and tossed it over a branch, reminding himself that he would warm up once they got started. The old cloak didn’t fasten properly and would probably fall off or get in the way as they dueled. 

He twirled the end of his stick between his fingers, trying to imagine it was a real sword. Across from him, Erik gripped his in both hands and bent his knees. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Erik sprang forward and Jaymin leaped to meet him. Their sticks met with a thud. Erik aimed a blow at Jaymin’s chest, but Jaymin deflected it, spun around, and struck at his friend’s side. Erik darted out of the way just in time, quick on his feet as always. Their sticks clattered together as they gave their all to the mock fight, slashing and striking, dodging and sidestepping and parrying.

Jaymin felt exhilarated. This was something he enjoyed, something he was good at; a chance to hone his skills instead of hiding them. And by practicing with a weapon, even a fake one, he felt he was preparing for whatever it might take to win back his kingdom. The environment of the forest added to the challenge; the boys had to constantly dodge low branches and be careful not to trip over roots or bushes, slip in patches of old snow, or back into tree trunks. The dimmer light made things tricky, too. Jaymin decided that except for the lack of real weapons, this was better than practicing in the palace courtyard. In real battles, you had to deal with your surroundings as well as your opponent, after all.

A quick thrust that he almost couldn’t deflect in time reminded Jaymin to keep his attention on what he was doing. He focused on his offense, battering at Erik’s defense with harder and faster blows. Step by step, he forced his friend to retreat before his onslaught. Then Erik’s heel caught against a large root, and he stumbled and fell flat on his back. Before he could roll out of the way or scramble to his feet again, Jaymin was on top of him, one knee on Erik’s chest and the other pinning down his left arm, one hand forcing his sword arm back, and the other holding the edge of his own stick against Erik’s throat.

“Oof.” Erik let his muscles go limp. “All right, I surrender. Now get off of me.”

Jaymin clambered to his feet and extended a hand to help his friend up. “Well fought.”

“You too.” They saluted each other with their sticks.

As Jaymin reclaimed his cloak from the branch where he had left it, they heard a child’s angry cry. The boys exchanged startled glances, and then they followed the sound of raised voices, Erik holding an arm out to keep Jaymin from rushing ahead. When they were almost to the pond, Erik gestured for Jaymin to stop, and they paused behind a tree. Peering out, Jaymin saw that two small girls stood nearby, glaring defiantly at a pair of Malornian soldiers. The older girl held an armload of sticks and twigs. The younger one, who was beginning to cry, had apparently just had hers snatched from her by one of the soldiers.

“Awfully nice of you to share your firewood with us.” The other man wrenched the other girl’s sticks out of her hands as well. “Saves us the time of gathering our own, and we appreciate your support of the Malornian troops.” The two of them laughed.

The older girl’s face was red with anger. “Give them back, you big bullies. How dare you take our firewood?”

“Give them back!” the soldier mimicked her. “If you knew what was good for you, little girl, you’d be afraid to talk to us like that. Don’t you know what we could do to you?”

That was enough for Jaymin. He clenched his fists around the stick he still held and turned to Erik. “Come on.”

Erik grabbed his arm to stop him from charging out there. “It’s too dangerous.”

“But there are only two of them,” Jaymin whispered. “We can take them.”

“That’s not the point. We don’t want them to see your face, remember?”

Jaymin scowled. “They’re mistreating helpless Alasian citizens. You can sit here and do nothing if you want to, but I’m going to go help.”

Erik pulled him back as he was about to march around the tree and teach the soldiers a lesson. “Fine. You wait here and I’ll go take care of them. Just don’t let them see you.”

Jaymin relented. “All right.” As long as someone was going to do it. “Have fun.” He knew Erik would.

His friend grinned, leaned his stick against the tree, and slipped out into the open empty handed.

The girls shrieked and scrambled out of the way as the soldier who had been mocking them suddenly pitched forward onto his face, landing on top of his stolen firewood in the mud. His partner dropped his own armload of wood and whirled around, whipping his sword out of its sheath. Jaymin had not expected him to react quite that quickly, but Erik was quicker. His foot flew up and hit the man hard in the stomach, knocking him backward against a tree trunk. He gasped for breath, almost dropping his sword as he doubled over and struggled to get his wind back. Erik danced aside, and now the first soldier had regained his feet and was coming for him. His face and the front of his uniform were muddy, but he, too, held his sword at the ready. Erik waited until the man was almost upon him, then he gave a quick spin and a twist. Slipping to one side, he propelled his enemy forward into the mud again — only now the sword was in Erik’s hand.

The soldier’s face twisted with fury as he scrambled to his feet, even muddier than before. “Give that back, you stupid boy! How dare you take my blade?”

Erik drew back his arm and flung the sword high over the pond. A startled flock of birds took flight from the opposite end, their shrieking covering the splash it made as it landed far out in the water.

“Are you afraid to face a boy without a weapon?” Erik was careful to keep one eye on each of the Malornians. The other one was on his feet, keeping his own eyes on his enemy, but still doubled over trying to get his wind back. The muddy one gave a roar of fury and charged, reaching out to grab Erik, who slipped out of the way again. He seized the man’s arm as his enemy went by, leaning back on his heels and using the soldier’s own momentum to spin him in a circle, which ended as he slammed full into a tree and crashed to the ground in a motionless heap.

The second soldier clutched his sword, baring his teeth like a wild beast. “You’ll pay for this, you little brat.” He swore menacingly.

“You shouldn’t use words like that,” Erik admonished. “Is that how you Malornians talk in front of children? What a bad example you set.”

The soldier advanced slowly in a half-crouch, his sword extended. “You little coward, hold still and let me get at you.”

Erik laughed. “Coward? You’re twice my size and three times my weight, and you have a weapon and I don’t. Who’s the coward here?”

His enemy lunged forward to seize him, but Erik slipped aside once more. The next instant the man fell flat on his face as his partner had, his sword in Erik’s nimble hand. His head impacted with a large rock and he lay still.

“Idiot,” muttered Erik under his breath. “You should have learned from your friend’s mistake.” He glanced around. The two little girls stood wide-eyed under a tree, clutching each other. Nearby, their firewood lay where the men had dropped it.

Erik stuck the remaining sword into his own belt, stepped forward, and gave a courtly bow. “These are yours, I believe.” He gathered up the sticks and handed them to the staring girls, who snatched them from him and then turned and fled back toward the town.

“You certainly have a way with the ladies.” Jaymin grinned as he stepped out from behind his tree. “I just hope they won’t go telling everyone in town what happened. You might start to get an interesting reputation.” He bent over the two soldiers in turn, checking to see if they were breathing. “Well done.”

“Thanks.” Erik held the sword out, hilt first. “What shall we do with them? Should I cut their throats? Or do you want to?”

Is he really ready to kill them while they lie there helpless? Jaymin frowned at his friend. He knew that although Erik had practiced combat techniques nearly every day for the last eight years, he had never actually taken a life. And it didn’t seem right to do it like this. Still, Jaymin couldn’t help thinking of his parents and the other palace residents who had probably been murdered while they slept. “Yes, I want to, but no, we’re not going to. That may be the way they do things, but we’re better than that.” He straightened up. “Help me drag them further into the trees so no one sees them lying here.”

They pulled the two unconscious soldiers into the forest, leaving them sprawled full length on the cold dirt. Erik held out the sword again. “What about this? Do you think we should take it back with us, just in case?”

Jaymin hesitated. They might need a weapon sometime. But two ragged boys with a Malornian blade would attract far too much attention.

“We could hide it somewhere,” Erik suggested. “We can always come back for it later.” 

That seemed reasonable. They found a spot for the sword between two large tree roots and covered it over with rocks.

The sun was setting as they trudged back toward the town. Though they said no more about what had happened, Jaymin couldn’t help picturing how angry those injured soldiers would be when they woke up. True, they hadn’t seen him, but as the two friends made their way through the narrow streets of Drall, Jaymin wondered what they would do if they ever came across Erik again.

Ana sat huddled in her tattered cloak by the fire when they walked in. She held an open bottle in each hand, and an empty one stood beside her. Several more full ones stood in the corner. “There y’ be,” she mumbled, looking up blearily from her stool in the dim light. “Y’ should’ve come back shooner. Yer uncle wash here lookin’ for you.”

“He was?” Jaymin brightened. At last Sir Edmend had returned, but they had missed him. “How long ago did he come? What did he say? Will he be back?”

Ana shrugged and took a swig from one of her bottles. Setting it down, she fumbled in her pocket and finally fished out a folded scrap of parchment, which she handed to Jaymin. The reek of alcohol on her breath hit him like a wave as he reached close enough to take it from her. Hastily, he stepped back out of range before opening it. Erik leaned close to read it over his shoulder as he held the note up to what little light was left trickling through the open doorway.

J-

I’m sorry I missed you. Please meet me tomorrow by the fountain in the town square. I will try to be there about midafternoon. There is much to tell.

-E











CHAPTER FIVE 










“Good morning, class. Today we need to discuss an important issue,” Miss Arrin said, as soon as all the students had filed into the classroom and taken their seats the next morning. “Authority. Who can tell us what an authority is?”

That seemed a rather abrupt way to start the school day, Jaymin thought. But then, this was only his second day in a real school. Maybe it was normal to begin like this.

A girl in the front raised her hand in the air, an action which Jaymin had already learned meant she wanted permission to speak. “Someone who is in charge?”

The teacher nodded. “Someone in authority is in charge of a certain situation or group of people. Now, how should we act toward those in authority?”

There was a moment’s silence. Jaymin wondered where she was going with this.

“We’re supposed to listen to them and do what they say,” someone suggested.

“Sometimes, yes.” Miss Arrin nodded. “For example, in school, teachers are in authority. If none of you did what I said, our class wouldn’t function very well, would it?”

A few students tittered politely. Miss Arrin went on, “But do you think that is always the best response? Or are there are times when obeying authority may not be a good idea?”

She paused to let the class think about this. Jaymin saw her glance quickly out the window, almost as though she were afraid someone might be out there listening. When she spoke again, her voice was lower, and those in the back had to lean forward to hear. “It’s important to realize that those in authority are not always right. When selfish or greedy people are in charge, they might make decisions or give instructions that are not best for those under them — or for anyone else except themselves. When that happens, going along with what they do or say may be the easiest path, but that doesn’t make it right.”

She paused again, and looked around the room, meeting the gaze of every child there. “If you only learn one thing from me this year, let it be this. Always stand up for what you know is right. Always. No matter what other people say; no matter what those in authority may try to make you do.”

Jaymin gazed at the teacher with new respect. He wasn’t sure if the other students knew what she was actually talking about, but he did. He was thankful that she was a part of his kingdom, and in the position of a teacher as well.

“Remember,” Miss Arrin said quietly, “it may be wise to go along for a while, or at least to give the appearance of respect to those in charge. But that’s not the same as submitting. Never submit to authority if you know it’s wrong.”

A loud rap on the door made everyone jump, except for the teacher, who seemed to be expecting it. Her pleased expression suggested that this was perfect timing. She raised her voice. “And now, class, we have a special visitor this morning.” She stepped to the door and pulled it open.

In swept a tall man with dark hair and a haughty curl to his lip. Except for a wine-red cloak, he was dressed all in black. He must be an official representative of Malorn.

Glancing scornfully around at the bare room and the ragged children in it, the man strode to the front of the classroom and sat down on Miss Arrin’s table as though it had been placed there solely for his convenience. The look on his face suggested that he deserved far better surroundings but was choosing to honor them with his presence here for a while.

Miss Arrin stood to one side, her face expressionless, her hands clasped behind her back. When the man spoke, his proud Malornian accent tinted his words.

“I am Inspector Helmen of the Malornian Educational Reform Committee for Alasian Schools. I serve his Royal Highness Prince Korram of Malorn, and am his representative in the educational system of this, the land of his glorious conquest.” His tone was cold. “Good day, children.”

He paused, waiting for a response, but there was none. A tense silence filled the room. Jaymin clenched his teeth, scowling. Behind him, he heard someone mutter, “It would be a better day if you Malornians were gone.” Glancing around, Jaymin saw fear on some of his classmates’ faces, anger on most.

Inspector Helmen did not seem pleased by the lack of response. “In Malornian schools, children are taught to be respectful to adults.” He glared at Miss Arrin. “I suggest you speak to your class about how they ought to behave toward those in authority.”

He swept his gaze over the students again. “You all know that your little kingdom is being ruled by Malorn now. I realize this may not be easy for you to accept, but if you cooperate, things will go much better for you.” He smiled, and his expression made Jaymin think of a predator surrounded by more prey than it could eat. “Many improvements are being made and will continue to be made here; and believe me, you will come to appreciate them in due time. You should already have begun, for example, to study Malornian history and literature. From time to time, Malornian representatives will visit your school to test you on what you have learned, or to teach special lessons on our culture, laws, and other aspects of Malornian life. You will be expected, of course, to learn all you can, and to do your part to become good little Malornian citizens. In a year or two some of you may be required to leave school and serve in Malornian farms or mines or other industries we will be developing nearby, or even move to Malorn to work for us there. In a few years some of you boys will be drafted into the Malornian army.”

Jaymin was dumbfounded. So this was what their enemies were planning for his people! He stared at the man in helpless fury. A few weeks ago, it would have taken only a word from him, and a dozen guards would have stood ready to run this man through with their swords. But now Jaymin sat here powerless, while this imposter with his condescending words and his educational reform plans could do what he liked in Jaymin’s kingdom.

“Does anyone have any questions about the new system?” Inspector Helmen’s gaze swept the room as though he were looking for an excuse to pounce on somebody.

“Don’t even think about it,” Erik hissed to Jaymin, who was just drawing breath to speak. 

Jaymin was angry enough to ignore Erik, but before he had a chance to say anything, a girl whose name he remembered to be Cella rose to her feet. “I do.”

He could see that her hands were shaking, but she clasped them behind her back and went on. “I want to know what gives you the right to change things like this.”

Everyone turned to stare at her. Several students gasped at her audacity. The inspector seemed taken aback, but anger quickly covered the surprise on his face. Before he could respond, however, Cella hurried on.

“Our school was doing fine before you and your people came barging in where you don’t belong. Our kingdom was doing fine. Now you think you have the right to just come in and change our lives however you like and call it an improvement.”

Inspector Helmen was on his feet now, his face red with fury. He approached Cella with slow, deliberate steps. The predator was cornering its chosen prey. The class watched in trepidation as he wove his way between their tables and benches, stalking toward her. “You,” he ground out, “do not realize what you are saying.”

“I-I realize exactly what I’m saying.” Her voice shook a little, but she remained on her feet, meeting the inspector’s gaze unflinchingly. “My father was a soldier, and we haven’t heard from him since the Invasion, so I know he — he probably gave his life trying to stop you people. So I’m not afraid to say what I think about you Malornians invading our kingdom.”

“Your pitiful kingdom,” the inspector snapped, “has serious problems —”

“Problems that you caused!” Cella seemed to feel that as long as she was going to get in trouble anyway, she might as well say everything she wanted to say.

“Your leadership is incompetent,” the inspector went on, as though he had not heard her.

“Of course it’s incompetent. It’s nonexistent! You murdered our leadership!”

Inspector Helmen had arrived at her table. He towered before her, smiling a dangerous smile. “I suggest you hold your tongue now, little girl, before I decide to make you an example to your classmates.”

“I-I hope I am an example to my classmates.” She met his gaze squarely. “I’m not afraid of your threats. You can’t do anything worse to me than you and your horrible people have already done to Alasia.”

“In the name of Prince Korram, take back your disrespectful words before I knock some respect into you!” The inspector slammed his fist onto the table between them, and Cella jumped.

Miss Arrin hurried toward them. “Really, Inspector, surely this —”

Without even turning, he waved a hand to silence her, raising his eyebrows to demand a response from Cella.

“Why should I care about your Prince Korram?” she retorted. “Prince Jaymin was the only prince whose authority would have meant anything to me. All the kings and princes in Malornian history aren’t worth one drop of the Alasian royal blood that you —”

Inspector Helmen’s hand shot out, and he struck her across the face. The sharp slap resounded loudly in the quiet classroom, and students gasped as Cella cried out in pain.

Jaymin leaped to his feet, his heart pounding in his ears. Erik seized his arm in both hands and yanked him down again.

The inspector swung his arm in the opposite direction and caught Cella across the other cheek with the back of the same hand, knocking her back into her seat. Miss Arrin rushed toward them, pleading, “Please Inspector, don’t; she’s only a child.”

Jaymin struggled to free his arm. “Don’t be a fool,” Erik hissed in his ear. “You’ll just make things worse.”

The inspector whirled to face the rest of the class. “I’m warning all of you that you had better be careful about what you say from now on. Speaking against his Royal Highness Prince Korram could become a capital offense very soon.” He shoved Miss Arrin aside and stalked back through the rows of tables to the front of the room, students shrinking out of his way as he passed. At the front, he spun around once more to address them, his red cloak whirling about his knees.

“I have other classrooms to speak to, and other schools to visit, so I’ll be going. But I, or one of my assistants, will return periodically to check on this school — and this class in particular.” He glanced sharply at Miss Arrin. “I expect to see significant progress in implementing the changes to the curriculum, and especially in educating the children as to their new roles in Malornian society. And I expect to be greeted with respect and submission the next time I come.” He glared daggers at Cella, who glared daggers right back at him. Finally he marched out of the room, his cloak sweeping behind him, slamming the door as he left.

There was silence until the door shut, and then a babble of voices rose in relieved and angry exclamations. Those sitting near Cella turned to her in mingled sympathy and admiration, and half a dozen voices began asking if she was all right. Now that the strain was over, Cella’s shoulders slumped, and she dropped her head onto her table and began to sob. Miss Arrin hurried over and put her arm around the girl, speaking quietly to her.

Jaymin dropped his head to his table as well, a sigh of frustration escaping through his clenched teeth. Erik finally let go of his arm, which he had been gripping all this time. “Don’t be angry with me. You know there was nothing you could have done that would have helped.”

“No … I don’t know … no, I’m not angry with you,” Jaymin muttered. “Just with that brute of an inspector. And Prince Korram. And the whole of Malorn.”

Miss Arrin returned to the front of the classroom and rapped on her table for the students’ attention. Gradually they quieted down and turned to face her.

“There may be some very hard times ahead for Alasia,” she said, when everyone was listening. “It should be an inspiration for us all to remember Cella’s courage and the loyalty she showed to our kingdom. Cella,” the teacher said gently, “I know your father would have been proud of you, as would the king and queen and Prince Jaymin, if they were alive. Thank you for the example of patriotism you have shown to us all.”











CHAPTER SIX 










When the bell finally rang to signal the end of school, Jaymin and Erik were the first ones out of their seats and the first in line by the door. Outside, the ground was still muddy from last night’s rain, but the clouds had broken up and a little pale sunlight shone through. The moment Miss Arrin let them go, they half-ran out the door, across the playing field, out of the school gates, and down the hill.

“At last,” Erik exclaimed as they made their way past the rows of houses and toward the center of town. “I was beginning to think school would never be over.”

“So was I. All I could think about all afternoon was Sir Edmend. I wonder if he’s waiting for us in the town square yet.”

They brushed past a group of women chattering in the street. Ahead of them lay the marketplace, and the boys had to slow down as they entered the crowd of shoppers and merchants selling their wares from little stalls and tables and mats spread out on the ground. This was so interesting and so different from anything they had experienced in the palace that Jaymin couldn’t help glancing around with fascination as he still did every time they passed through the market. Eagerly, he sniffed the air, rich with a dozen different scents competing for his attention. The aromas of dried fruit and fish and grain, live sheep and goats and chickens, leather goods, pottery, baking bread, and roasting meat all mingled with the smells of the mud underfoot and the unwashed bodies all around. A cacophony of sounds competed to drown each other out: shopkeepers shouting to draw attention to their wares, customers bargaining for better prices, chickens squawking, sheep and goats bleating, donkeys snorting, whips cracking, and carts creaking as their drivers wormed their way along the crowded street.

The two boys squeezed through the crowd, Jaymin trying not to stare at the food as they passed. His mouth watering, he thought wistfully of the days when he could have asked for anything he liked and been given it without hesitation by merchants who would have felt honored to even be noticed by the Prince of Alasia.

He and Erik finally made their way through the last of the marketplace crowd and into the open square beyond. A few bare trees stood here and there, and high-backed stone benches provided tired townsfolk with a place to rest. In the center of the open area, a small fountain splashed in a marble basin. An engraved plaque beside it announced that the fountain had been placed there by his Majesty King Jaymin II in memory of his late wife Queen Cantyra. Jaymin’s grandparents, whom he had never met. Beyond the square, larger houses and wider streets marked the part of town where those with a little more money could afford to live.

“This is too open.” Erik stared around, frowning. “We’ll be easy to spot here if any soldiers come by.”

“Well, we are in disguise.” Jaymin wasn’t really listening. He had caught sight of Sir Edmend, waiting for them on a bench beyond the fountain, looking very ordinary in his gray cloak and woolen hat. He had grown a beard, too, Jaymin saw. It looked a little strange on him, but it did help with the disguise. And he looked older; his face had new creases and was lined with worry. 

Eager though Jaymin was, he was careful to keep his steps slow and casual as he and Erik approached. Sir Edmend’s eyes filled with relief when he saw them, though he gave only a nod of greeting as they arrived. The relief changed to concern as he took in the ragged clothes he had helped to provide — more ragged now and much dirtier than before — and Jaymin’s straggly hair and dirty face.

Sliding over to make room on his bench, the old man said merely, “Good day. I hope you’ve been well?” He looked Jaymin over anxiously as though to confirm that he was really still alive and safe.

The two boys seated themselves beside him, though Erik turned sideways to keep an eye on the surrounding area. No one else was close enough to overhear them, but there were other people around — though no Malornians in sight at the moment — and he wasn’t taking any chances.

Jaymin shrugged. “Things could be better, but we really can’t complain.” He kept his voice low in spite of his eagerness. “So, where have you been? What have you found out?”

“Quite a lot, and I’ll tell you everything. But first, are you truly all right? You’ve been safe? No one suspects?”

“I’m safe,” Jaymin assured him. “Everything’s fine, really. No one has had any reason to suspect anything.”

Sir Edmend cast a worried look past him at Erik as if for confirmation of what Jaymin had said. “Maybe I should arrange for some guards — better security —” But he sounded doubtful, and Jaymin guessed the old man didn’t really have any way of arranging such a thing.

Erik glanced back at him and shook his head before turning to scan the area once more. “I don’t think that would be a good idea, sir. He has been safe so far, and guards, even in disguise, would only draw unwanted attention. It’s better this way. No one sees him as anything but an ordinary boy.”

Sir Edmend nodded, though his expression still betrayed concern. “Well, if you are quite certain.” He turned back to Jaymin with an embarrassed little chuckle. “You don’t know how many sleepless nights I’ve endured in the last two weeks wondering if you were still all right. I know I ought to find somewhere safer for you to go, but I really can’t think what else we could do at the moment. Perhaps hiding in plain sight here really is the safest thing for now.” He sighed, shaking his head. “But I’ll breathe a lot easier when all this is over.”

“So will I.” Jaymin was trying to be patient. “But in the meantime, please tell me what you’ve found out.”

“Of course. I’m sorry. In answer to your original question, I’ve been all over, but mostly in Almar and the Southern Woods.”

“The Southern Woods?” Jaymin echoed in surprise. “What’s in the Southern Woods? Besides the best venison in Alasia, of course.”

Sir Edmend smiled. “You’re going to like this.” He lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “The Alasian army is there, under the command of General Dirken.”

Jaymin drew in his breath and cast a delighted glance at Erik, who was still too busy looking around for soldiers to notice. “That’s wonderful!” Dirken was a capable leader and skilled military strategist. Jaymin’s father had once remarked that though the general’s manner was gruff, he truly cared about the men under his command, and he probably knew more soldiers by name than any other military leader in Alasian history. Jaymin had met the general several times and admired his commanding presence and the way he always seemed to know exactly what to do. If the army was in his charge, it was in good hands.

“How many soldiers survived?” he wondered, almost afraid to ask. “I’ve heard people say that the Malornians caught our army by surprise on the night of the Invasion and destroyed it completely.”

“The Malornians themselves probably started that rumor to take away any hope we might have that Alasia could defeat them,” Sir Edmend replied. “But the general told me the true story of what happened. Most of our army was camped in the hills south of Almar, where they were doing maneuvers for the last week, when three or four thousand Malornian soldiers attacked their camp on their way to the capital. Our troops were able to slow some of the force of the attack; although outnumbered, surrounded, and taken by surprise in the middle of the night as they were, they couldn’t do much. Most of them were indeed wiped out.”

Jaymin winced. “But I can’t believe that not one of them could have broken away from the battle to go warn the city. Even if they were surrounded, it was dark. There had to be a way to sneak through enemy lines.”

Sir Edmend shook his head grimly. “Bad news there too, I’m afraid. As they realized what was happening, a small group of volunteers was sent to do exactly that. But they must have either been caught and killed, or — more likely — they were in the Malornians’ pay as well. The warning was never delivered, and the reinforcements our army needed never came.”

“Wait a moment,” Jaymin broke in, frowning. “What do you mean, ‘as well’? Was someone else working for the Malornians?”

“I’m afraid so. That’s how the enemy got into the palace. Several of the palace guards were in league with them, including Captain Talifus. I’m not sure if their motive was money or if the Malornians promised them power and position, but the those who should have sounded the alarm opened the gates instead.”

Jaymin stared at him, incredulous. His own people had betrayed them all into the hands of their enemies! If it hadn’t been for a few Alasian traitors, his parents would still be alive. He stared into the distance in disbelief, thinking of what he would like to do to those traitors.

“But what about the rest of the army?” he asked finally, forcing his mind to move on. “Where were the other soldiers?”

“Well, we had a few regiments spread out here and there around Alasia, mostly doing routine border patrols and such, though obviously not enough in the right places.” Sir Edmend snorted. “By the time they found out what had happened, the Malornians were already occupying Almar. The city is swarming with enemy soldiers. So when General Dirken realized the state of things, he didn’t come charging in to try to take back the capital right away as some might have expected. Instead, he’s regrouped what’s left of the army from throughout the kingdom — about eight hundred fifty troops — and they’re all hiding out in the Southern Woods. ”

“Eight hundred fifty? That’s all?” Jaymin was aghast.

The old man nodded soberly. “I’m afraid so.”

Jaymin’s shoulders slumped. He sighed and closed his eyes for a moment, thinking about all those men and their families. How many Alasians, like Cella and her family, were now mourning the loss of fathers, husbands, brothers, sons?

“You know our army was never very large to begin with,” Sir Edmend said, almost apologetically.

Jaymin nodded. “There were just over three thousand soldiers as of last month. After so many years of peace, I didn’t think we really needed a big army.”

“Many of us felt the same way. That’s a mistake I don’t think we’ll make again. But anyway —” Sir Edmend lowered his voice once more — “General Dirken has got all the soldiers busy training and preparing, and when they’re ready, they’re going to march on Almar and try to drive the Malornians out again.”

Jaymin brightened. At least something is going to be done. But how could General Dirken possibly take back such a big city full of so many enemies with only eight hundred fifty soldiers? Aloud, he asked, “Does the general know about that tunnel through the hills where we escaped?”

“I doubt it; not many do. Why?”

“It might be useful to him. If Almar is full of Malornians, I think it would be easier to retake the palace from the inside and the rest of the city from there.”

“That’s a good idea.” Sir Edmend looked impressed. “I’ll mention it when I see the general next.”

Jaymin stared thoughtfully out at the fountain, imagining the scenario, wondering if it would work. He had a sudden picture in his mind of Prince Korram, perhaps sitting like this in his palace in the Malornian capital of Sazellia a few months ago, wondering if his plans to invade Alasia would work. Was he excited now at how well his Invasion had succeeded? 

But what would motivate the other prince to plot such a thing in the first place? That was still a mystery. Jaymin wondered if his parents had been naïve not to suspect anything from their seemingly peaceful neighbors to the south.

“Do they know that he is alive, sir?” Erik jerked his chin toward Jaymin.

Sir Edmend shook his head, and then nodded it. “Well, most Alasians don’t, but some of the Malornians do. You may have noticed the way they often seem to be looking for someone.”

Jaymin glanced up in alarm, thinking of the troops he often saw patrolling the streets of Drall. Were they searching for him?

“You must try not ever to let any Malornians get a close look at you,” Sir Edmend told him. “I’ve heard that many of the officers have been shown your portrait from the palace gallery, and that they’re hunting for you.”

Before this alarming news could really sink in, Jaymin felt Erik stiffen. “Get up. Now. We have to get out of the open.”

Jaymin and Sir Edmend whirled around to see what Erik was looking at. Two soldiers on horseback were riding down the street toward the town square. 

Jaymin leaped to his feet in alarm. They’re hunting for me! “Where shall we go?” He glanced around wildly for somewhere to hide.

Erik grabbed his arm. “Stop panicking. Don’t run. Just turn away from them and come with me.” Moving casually, he stood, turned, and began to stroll back toward the market.

They didn’t see my face, Jaymin tried to reassure himself, as he and Sir Edmend followed Erik across the open square. They aren’t coming after me. They’re just riding past. But his heart hammered against his ribs, and he could hardly stand to walk so slowly. It took all his willpower to keep from breaking into a run or turning around to see which way the soldiers were going.

Finally the three of them merged with the marketplace crowd, and Jaymin breathed a little more easily. Now that they were less visible, Erik increased his pace, leading them around one of the little shops where they could no longer be seen from the square. The three of them stood against the wall, letting the slow-moving stream of shoppers flow around them. Jaymin knew Erik would make them stay there until he was certain the soldiers had gone.

Glancing over at his friend, Jaymin was surprised to see anger on Erik’s face. “How could I have been so stupid?” Erik whispered, clenching his fists. “I knew better. I knew it was dangerous. I knew I should have made us go somewhere else. Why didn’t I say something?”

“Well, we’re safe now.” Jaymin hadn’t seen Erik angry very often, and he wasn’t sure how to respond. “And you did mention it at the beginning; I just didn’t listen.”

“It’s not your job to listen,” Erik snapped. “It’s my job to make you listen.”

Before Jaymin could think how to respond to this assertion, he caught a glimpse of red out of the corner of his eye. The Malornians are still coming toward us!

Sir Edmend turned to Jaymin in concern, and Erik grabbed his arm again to pull him away, but the crowd was too thick and was moving in the wrong direction. The three of them were stuck where they were, and all Erik could do was push Jaymin behind Sir Edmend’s broad back as the soldiers approached.

Jaymin peered out over the man’s shoulder to see the two Malornians riding down the street, looking around the market as though they owned everything in it. An angry muttering grew with their approach as townsfolk shuffled grudgingly aside to let them pass. The soldiers’ arrogant expressions drew scowls and occasional taunts from bystanders as they rode slowly by, their eyes roving through the crowd. Alarmed, Jaymin ducked behind Sir Edmend again.

As they passed an open stall just across the street, one of the two soldiers casually reached down from his horse and picked up an apple. Without even looking at the woman or her son selling the fruit, he took a noisy bite.

“Hey!” The woman hurried out of her little shop. “You can’t just take that without paying for it!”

The soldier glanced over his shoulder at her and laughed with his mouth full as he and his partner stopped their horses. “I’m a Malornian soldier. I can do whatever I want in this place.” Deliberately, he took another bite, enjoying her indignation.

The other soldier grinned. “I’ll have one too.” He snapped his fingers at the woman and held out his hand. “Now.”

She folded her arms and scowled up at them both. “Not until you pay for it.”

The first soldier laughed again, loudly and scornfully, spewing bits of apple in her direction. His partner laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. “You dare refuse the people who conquered your land?”

The little boy appeared at his mother’s side, clutching one of their apples. For a moment Jaymin thought he was going to go and hand it to the man, but the boy drew back his arm. “You want a apple, then have one!” Before his mother could stop him, he flung it with all his might.

The second soldier ducked, but a split second too late, and the flying fruit hit him squarely in the face. Enraged, he whirled his horse and lunged toward the boy, whose mother grabbed him and yanked him aside just in time. They both screamed as the man’s horse charged into their little stall, knocking over their table and sending apples and pears bouncing into the muddy street. Bystanders shrieked and backed away, stumbling and tripping over the rolling fruit, as the other soldier drew his sword and waved it warningly to make sure no one would try to step in. His partner was furiously employing his own sword, as well as his horse’s hooves, to demolish the inside of the shop.

Jaymin cringed at the crashing and splintering of wood, his mind racing as he tried to think what to do. Erik gripped his arm. “We can’t do anything,” he whispered fiercely. “Just don’t watch.”

But neither of them could help watching. Like everyone else, they were frozen in helpless frustration, staring at the scene before them, scarcely able to accept that anyone would do such a thing.

In a moment it was over. The Malornian steered his horse out once more, sheathing his sword and looking well pleased with his handiwork. Behind him, the rickety wooden structure, little more than three walls and a roof to begin with, slowly crumpled in on itself with a final crash.

“I’ll wager you’ll think twice before refusing one of Prince Korram’s men what he asks for again.” The soldier leered at the woman and her son, who were cowering in the doorway of the next stall over. Raising his voice, he addressed the angry but silent townsfolk who stood watching. “Consider that a free lesson in how to treat your conquerors. I hope none of you will need to be taught it again.”

His partner laughed. “Don’t wish for that. Where would our fun be?”

The crowd glared but maintained a frightened silence, making way a little more readily than before as the two soldiers turned and urged their horses on in their original direction. Jaymin, Erik and Sir Edmend watched until they had disappeared down the street and their coarse laughter and jokes could no longer be heard. Finally the crowd began to stir again, murmuring angrily.

Jaymin joined a few others in helping to pick up the spilled fruit, though much of it was muddy and bruised. He placed it in a bag that some kind person had offered the woman. Her son stood stoutly with his arm around his mother as she clutched the bag with one hand. Tears trickled down her face as she stared at the ruins of her business.

Jaymin had seldom felt so angry as he rejoined Erik and Sir Edmend at the side of the road. “What kind of people treat others like that and think they’ll get away with it? What kind of commanding officers let their soldiers behave that way? And what kind of prince leads a kingdom whose citizens act like that in his name?”

Sir Edmend merely shook his head. Erik, busy looking around for more soldiers, had no answer. The kind with no honor at all, Jaymin thought, wishing he had a sword. The truly evil kind. Though he knew Erik would never let him, he imagined himself teaching those soldiers a lesson in how to treat Alasians. Oh, how frustrating it was to be helpless when he so wanted to help his people.

Sir Edmend glanced up and down the crowded street. “Perhaps we had better go somewhere else to talk. I have more to tell you, but perhaps not in the town square.”

“Definitely not,” said Erik. “We should go indoors somewhere.”

Ana’s house was out of the question, but after some deliberation they decided on an inn. Drall only had one, and it was on the better side of town beyond the square. 

Jaymin looked around appreciatively at the carriages and well-groomed horses that passed them on the way. The inn itself was a two-story brick structure beside the road. Three carts and a wagon were parked in the courtyard out front, and stables for two dozen horses stood beside the main building. Though not one of Alasia’s largest towns, Drall was strategically located on a major trade route, and Jaymin knew it was a convenient stopping place for travelers. This inn, located right on the main road, must do good business.

The heavy oak door creaked as Sir Edmend pushed it open, and Jaymin saw with dismay that there would be nowhere to talk in private here. Though it was not yet suppertime, a scattering of guests sat around the common room playing cards or discussing business deals by the hearth.

Erik stepped warily in front of Jaymin, but nobody paid much attention as the three of them entered. Sir Edmend went over to talk to the innkeeper, who was bustling around serving mugs of ale to his guests. Jaymin heard the clink of coins changing hands, and then the man set down his tray and led them up a narrow flight of stairs. As he ushered them into a small bedroom, he looked dubiously at Jaymin and Erik in their dirty clothes and seemed about to object. But Sir Edmend, seeing his expression, pressed another coin into his hand, and the man smiled and backed away.

Erik closed the door behind them, and Jaymin finally relaxed. The room was furnished only with one bed and a little table and chair, but it was private. Jaymin sat down on the bed with a sigh of relief, Sir Edmend pulled out the chair for himself, and Erik, after jerking the curtains shut, crossed his arms and leaned against the wall beside the one window.

“Well,” said Sir Edmend, “I suppose now we can continue. This is where I stayed last night, and I know the innkeeper has no love for Malornians, so we should be safe enough.”

All the same, Jaymin saw, Erik wasn’t going to let his guard down. The anger had gone from his face, but it was replaced by determination. His eyes were fastened on the narrow space between the curtain and the window frame, through which he could watch everyone who passed by on the street outside without being seen himself.

“So,” Sir Edmend said, “where were we?”

“I don’t remember, exactly.” Jaymin kicked his shoes off and pulled his feet up to sit cross-legged on the bed. It was the softest surface he had felt in a fortnight, and he resisted the childish urge to bounce up and down.

“The Malornians are searching for Jaymin,” Erik stated flatly, without turning from the window.

Jaymin and Sir Edmend both looked up in alarm, and Sir Edmend rose to peer out, before they realized Erik was referring to their last topic of conversation and not to a current event.

“Oh, yes.” The old man sat down again, relieved. “That’s right. I believe they are searching for him, but carefully. They don’t want our people to realize their prince is still alive, or Alasia would put forth more of an effort to resist the Malornians. As it is, I think a lot of people don’t see as much point in fighting back when as far as they know there’s no heir to our throne anyway. Even if the Malornians left, who would rule Alasia now? The enemy announced in the capital that they had killed the entire royal family, and Almar has been grieving ever since.”

Jaymin didn’t want to hear about that; didn’t want to be reminded of his own grief. Not now. “What else have you found out?”

Sir Edmend hesitated, rubbing awkwardly at his new beard. “Well, I —” He paused, looking uncomfortable. “Actually, I do have some other information. I don’t know how to say this, exactly, and I didn’t want to have to be the one to tell you, but … I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

Haven’t you been telling us bad news already? Jaymin thought. How could this be any worse than what’s already happened? Aloud, he said, “Just say it, then. What is it?”

“It concerns your mother’s relatives, Duke Torrathan and his family. I’m afraid … well … they’ve been killed too.”

Jaymin caught his breath and stared at Sir Edmend. “What? How? When?”

“I’m not sure of the exact details, but apparently soldiers broke into their home on the night of the Invasion as well. I’m so sorry, your Highness. I think the Malornians wanted to get rid of anyone who might possibly claim a connection to the throne.”

Jaymin slumped over and hid his face in his hands, squeezing his eyes shut to hold back the tears. Not them, too.

Jaymin and his mother had often spent a week or two at a time with his Uncle Torrathan and Aunt Allanie at their home in Tainabi, especially during the spring, when the flowering orchards that surrounded the city were at their loveliest. Jaymin remembered playing hide and seek among the trees with his three cousins when they were younger, laughing and shouting while the adults strolled beneath the blossoms and discussed the prospects for that year’s fruit harvest. In the evenings they had often sat around the fireplace sipping spiced tea, while Aunt Allanie — who was the best storyteller Jaymin had ever known — spun thrilling tales that kept them all awake far into the night.

And now they were gone, just like his parents. All dead.

In the back of his mind, Jaymin realized, he had pictured going to see them again someday when the Malornians were gone, mourning with them for his parents, perhaps staying with them for a while. But Prince Korram and his men had shattered that dream, as they had so many others.

I have no living relatives anymore. Jaymin suddenly felt even lonelier and like more of an orphan than before.

The silence lasted for a minute or two while the others looked away awkwardly, giving him space for his grief. When Erik spoke up, changing the subject, Jaymin knew it was his way of trying to take his friend’s mind off of the pain.

“Sir, what else is happening around Alasia? We know the Malornians have changed the way things work in the schools, but what else have they been doing?”

Jaymin raised his head to hear the answer, grateful for the distraction. Sir Edmend looked grim.

“Too many things already, and they’ve only just begun. Whatever makes money, they’re trying to get their hands on. You know the big glass factory in Wistra, for example, that supplies the whole kingdom? They’ve forced the staff to keep working for a fraction of the pay, and they’ve brought in a few hundred of their own people and made the managers start training them to do everything. As soon as they’re up to speed, I suspect the Malornians will take over the factory completely, and our workers will be out of jobs. And all the glassware they’ve produced in the last week has been loaded on wagons and sent straight back to Malorn.”

Jaymin pictured the sprawling complex of the glass factory just outside the city of Wistra. Located at the tip of Alasia’s Northern Peninsula, it was surrounded by the sea on three sides. He had toured it with his father less than a year ago, at a ceremony honoring an especially talented glassmaker who had just been hired to create customized works of art for the palace. Jaymin had learned how the fine white sand of Wistra’s famous beaches was transformed into crystal-clear jewelry, scalloped dishes, and intricate sculptures in the shapes of birds and animals, in the factory’s huge furnaces. Almost every windowpane in Alasia originated there, and hundreds of Alasians made their living within its walls.

And now the Malornians had taken it over for themselves. That meant hundreds of people out of work, hundreds of families going hungry in the short term, and in the long term … Jaymin shook his head. A glass shortage would have a big effect on the kingdom, and if the Malornians had overrun other businesses too — he didn’t even want to think about it. These enemies had to be defeated, had to be driven back to Malorn. That was the only way Alasia as he knew it would survive.

He thought again about the soldiers in the Southern Woods, probably cold and hungry, but determined. They were the kingdom’s only real hope. This plan of General Dirken’s had better be good.

From his post by the window, Erik stirred, and for a moment Jaymin was afraid he was going to say there were more soldiers outside. But there was no urgency in Erik’s expression as he turned to face them. “Sir, I have an idea.”

“Yes?”

“What if we have Jaymin go and speak to the soldiers? Right before they attack, I mean.”

Jaymin brightened. “Yes! If people have really been grieving the way you said, perhaps seeing me alive after all would inspire them — would give them even more drive to succeed.” He smiled as another idea struck him. “Maybe I could even go into battle with them!”

Sir Edmend looked uncomfortable. “Your Highness, I realize I can’t tell you what to do, but I would strongly recommend against fighting in a battle yourself. If anything happens to you, we’ll have no king to rule Alasia once we are free again. You are the heir to the throne, and you must survive to sit on it.” He cleared his throat. “But as for speaking to the troops, I think that’s an excellent idea. I’ll mention it to General Dirken, if you like. I’m certain he will approve.”

Jaymin nodded eagerly. “Yes, please do that. Then when they’re almost ready to attack, you can come back again and fetch us.”

He leaned back against the wall in satisfaction. They had a plan that involved leaving Drall, and for the first time since the Invasion, he felt he had real reason to hope. His heart was still heavy with grief — both old and new — and dark clouds still loomed outside and in, but his world finally seemed a slightly brighter place.











CHAPTER SEVEN 










Until recently, Jaymin had always thought he liked snow, though it seldom fell in Almar. He liked to look out through the palace windows and see the city cloaked in pure white, clean and sparkling, like a fairytale kingdom. And he enjoyed bundling up in comfortably warm clothes and slipping out with Erik and a few guards for an early-morning ride through snowy fields and woods where only the occasional rabbit or deer had left its tracks in the soft white blanket covering the ground. Best of all was the rare sledding outing in the hills outside the city, always with hot drinks and snacks, dry clothes, and a warm carriage waiting at the bottom. 

Snow in Drall, Jaymin decided with a shiver as he and Erik hurried down the hill after school one icy afternoon, was an entirely different matter. The two of them stumbled and slid along slippery streets toward Ana’s house, their hair and clothes already dusted with white. He had to keep blinking and shielding his eyes with one hand as the wind threw flurries of snowflakes into his stinging face. Slushy snow underfoot found its way in through his patched shoes, numbing his toes. The contrast between his old life of luxury and his new one of poverty had never been clearer.

He glanced around to make sure no one else was within earshot. “If we’re cold here, imagine how much colder the soldiers in the Southern Woods must be.” General Dirken and the remnants of the Alasian army had been constantly on his mind since Sir Edmend had brought them the news a week ago.

“I suppose so.” Erik pulled a hand out of his pocket just long enough to brush snowflakes off his hair and eyebrows before stuffing it back in again. His voice was barely audible over the wind. “I don’t envy them.”

“I do.” Jaymin pulled his flapping cloak more tightly around his shoulders, stepping aside to make way for a couple of donkeys, their riders kicking them furiously to hurry them up. He was used to stepping aside for people now, though it had been an adjustment at first. As the prince, people always stepped aside for him.

“At least the soldiers will be able to do something,” Jaymin continued, as they turned a corner and for a moment were out of the worst of the wind. “They’re going to help save our kingdom. That’s worth enduring the cold.”

“You really want to fight in that battle they’re preparing for, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Jaymin was wistful. “Honestly, I hardly feel that I’ll deserve to rule Alasia someday if I just hide here in Drall and don’t lift a finger to help.”

Erik glanced at him. “I don’t think deserving has anything to do with it yet.”

“What do you mean?”

His friend looked around cautiously and lowered his voice even more, so that Jaymin had to lean closer to hear him. “You aren’t the Prince of Alasia because of anything you did to deserve it. You were born into the position. You’ll rule the kingdom because your father did, not because of anything you’ve done to earn that right.” Erik stopped and turned to face his friend, his voice earnest. “But you will deserve it. I think this is something that has to be earned after the fact. It’s your responsibility to become the kind of king who deserves to rule Alasia.”

Jaymin digested his words in silence for a moment while the snow swirled down around them. Slowly, he nodded. “I suppose you’re right. But ….” He paused. “What are you looking at?”

“Jay … don’t turn around now, but a couple of Malornian soldiers across the street seem to be watching us.”

Jaymin froze. “What should we do?”

“Nothing. We don’t want to make them suspicious.”

“Are you sure they aren’t already suspicious?”

“How could they be? No one could have heard us over this wind. I made sure of that. And they can’t possibly recognize you from behind.”

Jaymin wished he felt as sure as Erik sounded. What if the soldiers had somehow seen his face earlier and had followed them?

“We’d better keep going,” Erik advised. “We’re just ordinary boys on our way home from school, remember?”

They started walking again, trying not to hurry. Jaymin risked a quick glance over his shoulder. The two soldiers stood beside the road, staring at them. One said something to the other, and then they both stepped into the street and headed toward the boys.

“They’re coming our way,” Jaymin whispered. He and Erik quickened their steps.

“We should turn at the next corner,” Erik said. “We don’t want to lead them straight back to Ana’s house.”

The boys rounded a random corner and headed down a new street. Unfortunately, it turned out to be a smaller street with hardly anyone on it, and Jaymin realized they would actually be easier to follow now. He looked around for a way out, but there were no convenient passageways or alleys. They would have to keep going until they came to the next corner.

“Are they still following us?” he wondered aloud.

“I don’t know. Don’t turn around. Just walk faster.”

They strode as fast as they could without actually running. If they could reach the end of the street, they knew the marketplace lay one block over. It would be much easier to hide there.

Behind them, a Malornian voice called, “Hey! You boys!”

“Keep going,” Erik whispered. “Pretend we don’t hear.”

They were halfway to the next street. Just another minute and they would be there. But then, over the wind, they heard the sound of booted feet pounding on the snowy cobblestones. Turning, they saw that the soldiers had broken into a run and were gaining on them fast.

“Let’s go!” Erik exclaimed. He and Jaymin began to sprint down the road. They dodged a couple of men pushing wheelbarrows and raced for the corner. Behind them, they could hear the soldiers coming on fast.

The snowy ground made running difficult, and every step was slippery. But eventually they reached the corner and turned left. A horse shied and snorted as they ran by almost under its nose, and a woman dodged out of their way just in time to avoid being run into. Several people called out to them to slow down or be careful, and from behind, the soldiers yelled at them to stop. 

Jaymin’s heart thudded in his ears as he dodged between people, horses, and donkeys, heading for the marketplace just ahead. His foot slipped on a patch of ice and he half-fell, but Erik grabbed his arm and hauled him to his feet again. The soldiers were still gaining on them, their sturdy boots faring much better in the snow than the boys’ poor shoes.

“You there! Stop! Someone stop those boys!” one of the soldiers called. But people nearby kept walking as though they had not heard. The Alasians were not about to turn two of their own over to the invaders they hated.

Jaymin felt his spirits fall as they finally dashed across one more street and into the marketplace. The usual throng of merchants and shoppers was nowhere to be seen, and there were none of the tables and mats on which goods were normally displayed outside. Of course, he chided himself, it isn’t going to be crowded when it’s snowing. They should have thought of that. But the little shops were still open, and customers bundled in coats and scarves hurried in and out, trying to buy what they needed as quickly as possible.

“In here.” Erik pulled Jaymin into the open doorway of one of the little stalls.

The shopkeeper turned in surprise. “What —” But before he could stop them, the boys had slipped past his vegetable bins and out the back door. 

Jaymin couldn’t tell whether or not the soldiers had seen where they had gone. “We’ve got to find somewhere to hide.” 

“Over there.” Erik pointed across the way to a little shop evidently owned by a tailor. Outside, a rack of clothes stood on display beneath the roof’s overhang. 

The boys darted over to it. The tailor was in his shop showing some goods to a wealthy-looking lady and didn’t seem to see them. No one else appeared to be paying much attention either, and for the moment the soldiers were nowhere in sight. 

Beckoning Jaymin to follow, Erik slipped between a couple of coats and into the narrow space between the clothing rack and the wall. Hastily, the boys rearranged the clothes behind them. Most of the garments hung nearly to the ground, so when they crouched low they were completely hidden, except for their feet.

For what seemed like an eternity, the two of them squatted behind the clothes, trying to slow their breathing and calm their pounding hearts. The wall behind them was cold and hard, and Jaymin’s back soon felt as though it were turning to ice against it. Running had warmed him up, but now he began to shiver again, as much from anxiety as from the cold. But at least they were out of the snow and wind, and the clothes against their faces were soft and warm. After a moment, he followed Erik’s example and warmed his hands in the thick fur of a heavy jacket hanging before them.

The sounds of the marketplace drifted by as the boys squatted there, wondering how long they should wait before they ventured forth. Their own clothes and hair dampened as the snow on them began to melt, and they shifted uncomfortably as their legs grew stiff. Jaymin knew they had to be ready to take off running again at a moment’s notice, but it was hard to remain still in such a position. He strained his ears, listening for the sound of those booted feet, but the moaning of the wind and the occasional muffled voice of a customer in the shop nearby were all he could hear.

He wondered why the soldiers were after them. Had they guessed who he was? Could they somehow have overheard his conversation with Erik or read his lips? Or were they perhaps the same soldiers Erik had fought by the pond, after him to get revenge for their humiliating defeat? I wish I saw their faces closely enough to be sure.

Suddenly, a Malornian voice spoke up from not ten feet away. “You, there. Have you seen two ragged boys? They can’t have gone far.”

“Ragged boys don’t shop here,” came the tailor’s voice. “I sell only the highest quality clothing. Poor children shop down that way, where the goods are cheaper and of much lower quality. But take a look at these fine woolen tunics. Perhaps I can interest you —”

“Not shoppers, you fool.” The soldier’s voice was contemptuous. “Troublemakers. They may have run past or hidden somewhere nearby. We’re willing to pay if you can tell us where to find them.”

“Sorry, I haven’t seen any boys run past today. But if you have money to spend, I could certainly make some suggestions. You, sir, for example. I can see you’ve gained some weight since you first bought that uniform. I could make some alterations —”

“Oh, shut up.” Jaymin smiled at the soldier’s embarrassed tone. “Just call us if you see the boys, all right?”

“There are children all over the market, so I’m sure you’ll find some if you look hard enough,” replied the tailor. “Now if you don’t mind, I have customers waiting. Come back some time if you decide you want that uniform adjusted.”

Jaymin listened as the footsteps moved slowly away. He didn’t dare breathe a sigh of relief, though. There was no way of knowing if he and Erik were really out of danger. He tried to remain motionless, wondering how far the soldiers had gone.

The murmur of conversation rose again as more customers admired the tailor’s goods. Then, without warning, someone pulled a gown off the middle of their clothing rack right in front of Jaymin’s face.

“I’ll buy this one,” a woman’s voice declared from a few feet away. “How much?”

All the clothes swayed from the movement, and Jaymin froze, biting his lip, sure that they were about to be seen. If the lady stood in the right spot, she would be able to look straight in at them through the gap. In fact, Jaymin could see out, his view of the tailor’s legs and the woman’s skirt flickering in and out as the garments swung back and forth.

The light was cut off as the tailor stepped closer, right up against the hanging clothes. But when he spoke, they could tell his back was to them.

“An excellent choice, my lady. Fur-lined velvet, comfortable as well as warm. Just the thing for a winter like this one; and if I may say so, you will look lovely in it. At eighteen pieces of silver, you won’t find a better deal anywhere in Drall.”

Jaymin heard the clink of coins being counted out. As the woman thanked him and walked away with her new gown, the tailor turned around to adjust the clothing on the rack. The boys tensed, ready to leap out of hiding and bolt if he caught sight of them. But he was merely rearranging a few items to fill in the empty space. Jaymin was relieved to realize that there was no longer a gap through which they might be seen.

Time dragged on until he felt sure they had been there for hours. The voices of customers grew fewer and further between, and he knew most people must be heading home for the evening now. His legs were cramping uncomfortably in the narrow space. Tired of waiting, he finally elbowed Erik, but before his friend could check whether it was safe to leave, they heard a quiet step close by. The rack in front of them rocked a little as the tailor placed his hand on it.

“Well, boys.” They heard his voice softly but clearly from above them. “The soldiers seem to have given up the search, and no one else is around just now. It’s getting time for me to bring everything in for the night, so you’ll want to be on your way.”

Sheepishly, Jaymin and Erik crawled out, blinking in the pale light of evening as they clambered stiffly to their feet. The tailor, a tall, light-haired man dressed in fine clothes, stood with his back to them a few feet away, scanning the empty street for danger. He did not turn around as they stood up.

“Er … thank you,” Jaymin murmured awkwardly. “I didn’t realize you saw us. We didn’t mean any harm ….”

“Oh, I know.” The man waved him off with a shrug, still not turning around. “Don’t mention it. Any enemy of the Malornians is a friend of mine. But you’d better be off now before I see you. I don’t want to have to lie if they come back.”

I like him. Jaymin grinned. He and Erik hurried off down the street, staying in the shadows near the walls of the shops to try to keep out of sight and out of the snow, which was falling more thickly now. Glancing back, Jaymin noted the exact location of the tailor’s shop, adding him to his mental list of People to Reward When I’m King. Thanks to him, they had avoided capture and — who knows? — possibly even death.

This time.











CHAPTER EIGHT 










The hardest thing about life in Drall, Jaymin decided one morning, was the dangerous daily trip to school and back. He and Erik burst through the gates of Hilltop school, panting and out of breath and late again. They never knew where they would come across soldiers standing idly around in groups on the corners, or marching in formation down the main roads, or forcing their way on horseback through a crowded street. 

Jaymin couldn’t forget Sir Edmend’s warning: they’re hunting for you. Erik certainly hadn’t forgotten it. He made sure that the two of them never went anywhere without cutting through alleys, hiding in crowds, and sneaking quickly across the unavoidable open places.

It may have been Jaymin’s imagination, but he thought that many of the soldiers seemed more alert now than they had been at first. Every time he and Erik rounded a corner and saw those dreaded red and black uniforms, he couldn’t help but wonder if this time they might not be as lucky as before. Just this morning the two of them had been forced to stop, turn back, and find a different route three separate times to avoid patrols. It was nerve-wracking to have to be so constantly on the lookout. Today, as he often had lately, Jaymin found himself actually looking forward to school, because at least there he knew they would be safe.

“At least there aren’t any other students outside,” Erik pointed out as the two of them started across the empty yard toward their classroom. “No one to pester us with questions.”

“Well, I hope Miss Arrin won’t be angry,” Jaymin replied as they headed toward the classrooms. “I don’t want another lecture about getting to school on time.”

Erik shrugged, his mind already on a different track. “Look, the clouds are starting to clear. Maybe we can go to the pond after school.”

Jaymin brightened. When it wasn’t raining or snowing, the two of them always spent their afternoons in the wooded area outside of town. They stayed till after dark, when it was easier to creep back through the streets unseen. They enjoyed sword-fighting with sticks, or wrestling, or practicing all the stretches and exercises Talanthus had taught them until they collapsed, exhausted, among the trees. After all, it was important to keep in shape and be ready for anything. 

With the lack of challenge at school, Jaymin often felt as though his mind, too, needed exercise to stay in shape. So he and Erik took turns quizzing each other on science and history facts and reciting the names of all the authors and poets they knew, competing to see who could quote more of their writings. Sometimes they used twigs to scratch complicated math problems in the snow or the mud by the pond, challenging each other with harder and harder ones. It helped to pass the time, and it gave them the feeling that at least their minds wouldn’t grow stagnant. And Jaymin found that it helped a little with the frustration he felt here at school, where he was sure all his classmates thought he was lazy and stupid. He knew he should be glad he had been able to fool everyone so well, but he could take no pride in such a victory when he still felt guilty about the part he was playing.

Reaching the door to their classroom, Jaymin turned the handle. He and Erik slipped in, their tardiness earning a frown from the teacher as they hurried to their seats. She was in the middle of a lesson about Malorn’s Impassable Mountains, and the rest of the class was busily writing away.

A map would be helpful, Jaymin thought as he slid into his spot on the bench, remembering the dozens of different maps he had often studied with Professor Dreytin in the palace library. Hilltop School was not very well equipped. Someday when I’m king I’ll make sure that all of Alasia’s schools have the resources they need, he decided. He picked up his slate and began jotting down notes on what Miss Arrin was saying about the Malornian Mountain Folk and their traditional way of life, knowing a quiz would follow.

An hour and a half later, as the rest of the class filed out for the morning break, Miss Arrin called to Jaymin to stay behind. His first thought was that she was going to lecture him about being late, but that didn’t seem likely, since she had let Erik go out with the others. Perhaps it was about his quiz. He had gotten all ten questions wrong, though he knew the correct answers to every one of them. Professor Dreytin had taught him and Erik about the Mountain Folk of the Impassables last year.

Jaymin sat down at one of the tables in the front row. He knew that he must be doing a good job in his role as unmotivated student if even the teacher was fooled. But Miss Arrin, he had to admit, was a good teacher. As she had shown several times before, she would not allow any of her students to fail without doing her best to help them.

The teacher pulled up a chair and sat down across from him. “How are things going for you, Jay?” She rested her elbows on the table.

Jaymin shrugged. What could he say? I miss my parents terribly, I’m still adjusting to living in a hovel instead of my palace, I’ve been feeling inadequate and disloyal to myself because I can’t be who I was raised to be, and if the soldiers I see every day had any idea I’m really the Prince of Alasia they’d kill me on the spot — but besides that, I’m doing just fine. The thought made him smile inwardly, but all he said aloud was, “I’m all right, I suppose.”

“Are you sure?” She leaned forward and looked him in the eye. “I get the impression that things have been hard for you lately. I want you to know that I care; that I’m here if you ever need someone to talk to. Please don’t feel that you have to keep it all bottled up inside.”

Jaymin lowered his gaze. If only you knew, he thought. You have no idea how much I do have to keep inside.

“You miss your parents, don’t you,” Miss Arrin asked gently.

“Yes.” He wished she hadn’t brought them up. He didn’t want to remember his mother’s musical laughter, see her sweeping gracefully down the palace corridors in her flowing gowns, hear her praise him enthusiastically for a new technique he had just learned on horseback or a lesson mastered with his tutor. He didn’t want to picture the warmth of his father’s hand on his shoulder, or hear his hearty laugh or his voice raised majestically in command or lowered confidentially to explain some matter of state to his son. If he did, he might not be able to hold back the tears.

To his embarrassment, Jaymin found himself blinking back tears anyway. But the teacher was considerate enough to pretend not to notice as she changed the subject.

“You know Alasia is changing now that the Malornians are in charge,” Miss Arrin said. “I’ve seen the way you look at them, and I know you don't like it any more than I do. Many of our people sacrificed their lives to try to stop them, but they haven’t been stopped yet.” She paused to make sure she had his attention, and Jaymin nodded, wondering where she was going with this.

“Jay, children like you are Alasia’s future. If there is to be any lasting hope for our kingdom under Malornian rule, it must come from you. That’s a great responsibility you have.”

You have no idea.

“In order to be the best Alasian you can be — in order to have the greatest impact and be able to do the most good for our kingdom — you must have a proper education. I know you don’t enjoy school. But don’t you think it will be worth it in the end if it helps you help Alasia?”

Jaymin could only nod, his gaze averted once more. But she wasn’t finished. “Jay, I know that you can do better than you are doing. You are an intelligent boy; I can see it in you. You have so much potential.” She was speaking so earnestly that he couldn’t help but feel guilty for deceiving her. “Wasted potential in a child is a wasted resource for the kingdom that we both love. For your own sake, and for Alasia’s sake, I want to ask you to start trying. That’s all I can ask. Will you do that?”

Jaymin lowered his head again, ashamed of the person she thought he was. What could he say?

“Oh, Miss Arrin,” he managed awkwardly, “you make me really want to try.” It was the truth. But she waited for more.

“I do want to do all I can for Alasia,” he continued, under her prompting gaze. He hesitated, trying to negotiate a truthful path through this conversation. “I want to get an education, and I — I’m sorry I haven’t been a very good student.” That was true, too. “I’ll try hard from now on to do better.” Maybe he could, too. He could make a little improvement, and she would think he was trying harder. 

But if only you could see how much I already know, he thought. If only I could show you the kind of work I’m really capable of!

Miss Arrin smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “Thank you, Jay. I’m sure your parents would be proud of you. And I have a feeling that you’re going to do great things for Alasia someday.”

Jaymin allowed himself a smile. This time he met her gaze. “I hope so, Miss Arrin. I intend to.”

“Good. Now, hurry along and go play. You still have a few more minutes before the bell.”

At the door, Jaymin paused. I could tell her, he thought suddenly. She wouldn’t betray me. I could tell her who I am, and then I wouldn’t have to pretend in front of her any more. Maybe she could even help me.

“What is it?” came Miss Arrin’s voice from behind him, doubtless wondering why he had stopped in the doorway. “Is there something more you’d like to talk about?”

He hesitated, his hand on the door handle. Should he tell her? She would be so honored to know she had the Prince of Alasia in her class! She deserved that honor. Jaymin smiled, picturing her wonder and amazement when she found out. But then, he reminded himself more soberly, he would be burdening her with the secret as well. Besides, would she even believe him?

Glancing up, Jaymin saw Erik waiting for him just outside the window. He was looking in, and their eyes met. Seeing Jaymin’s look of indecision, Erik raised a questioning eyebrow.

I can’t tell her, Jaymin decided finally. Not here; not now. But someday I will. When I’m king. I’ll invite her to the palace, and maybe I’ll even hold a banquet in her honor.

“Jay?” The teacher came toward him, her voice puzzled.

“Never mind,” Jaymin blurted out. “Excuse me.” He slipped outside before she could ask anything else.

Erik was soon chuckling at his account of the conversation. The two of them headed for the back of the school, where they could be alone behind the classrooms. But no sooner had they rounded the corner than they saw half a dozen boys standing there, obviously waiting for them. These were older boys, in Ninth or Tenth Year, whom they had seen around the school but never actually met. Jaymin wondered what they wanted.

The group moved toward them. One boy, a tall, burly fellow with straw-colored hair and dark eyes, stepped forward.

“Hello,” said Jaymin. The other boy grinned unpleasantly but didn’t reply. More to break the awkward silence than because he really wanted to know, Jaymin added, “I’m Jay. What’s your name?” The lie, though it still made him uncomfortable, was getting a little easier every time. He wasn’t sure he liked the implications of that.

“Worran.” The boy barked out the name like a challenge. “And don’t you forget it!”

Jaymin was bewildered by his manner. Was he upset about something? “I’m pleased to meet you, Worran. We —”

“Well, we’re not pleased to meet you,” Worran interrupted, taking a step closer. Out of the corner of his eye, Jaymin saw Erik shift a little, watching the other boys as two or three began to circle around behind them. He still couldn’t understand what was wrong with Worran.

“Ever since the two of you came here, you think you’re better than everyone,” Worran continued. “Always by yourselves, always too good to be with anyone else. Like a couple of standoffish rich boys who got better things to do than mix with the likes of us. Well, we’re set to teach you a thing or two.”

Jaymin, astonished, had never dreamed their actions could be interpreted like that. “I beg your pardon if we’ve given that impression. We just — my cousin and I don’t really like the games everyone else plays, so we keep to ourselves and try to stay out of people’s way.” Actually, he would have enjoyed talking and playing with the other students. It would have been nice to make some new friends. But he knew it was safer not to let anyone get to know him, not even to let people talk to him if he could avoid it.

“It’s never been our intention to be rude or unfriendly, and we’re certainly not rich.” He spread out his hands, indicating his ragged clothes as evidence.

Worran laughed scornfully. Taking their cue from him, his cronies laughed too. “Too late for that. We’re gonna teach you a lesson you’re not gonna forget. You gotta be polite to your elders here at Hilltop School.” He pushed up his sleeves dramatically.

Jaymin suddenly realized what the older boy intended, what he must have been looking for an excuse to do all along. He couldn’t hold back a surprised laugh. Worran was trying to start a fight! But why? What a pointless, childish thing to do!

The tall boy scowled, his dark eyes narrowing, and he took a step closer. Jaymin could feel Erik shift again, ready to leap into action.

“What are you laughin’ at me for, huh? Didn’t I say you gotta be polite? Didn’t I?” Worran clenched his fists.

“Oh, please.” Jaymin smiled tolerantly. “I’m sure we’ve all got better things to do than get in a fistfight over as silly an issue as that. The Malornians have taken over our kingdom, after all. Why should we Alasians fight each other?”

Diplomacy was supposed to solve everything, but it didn’t seem to be working now. Worran and his little band stepped closer. “You’re just scared!” Worran taunted. “I could beat you to a bloody pulp, and you know it.”

“I really wouldn’t try that if I were you,” Jaymin cautioned, seeing Erik move forward slightly. “I’m the last person in the kingdom you want to pick a fight with. Trust me.”

“Ha! You think you can beat me?” scoffed Worran, and his friends around them laughed again on cue.

“Well — yes, as a matter of fact,” Jaymin admitted, “but I’m not your biggest problem. He is.” He indicated Erik, who glided forward to stand between them.

“Him?” Worran sneered, looking Erik up and down. Erik’s hands hung loosely at his sides, and his face was expressionless. He looked like nothing but a helpless young child. “This little thing that hangs around you all the time? The shy one who watches everyone and mumbles and can’t talk right? I’m s’posta be scared of him?”

Jaymin shrugged, seeing that the fight was inevitable. “Your choice. Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Worran drew his fist back, but that was all he had time for. Jaymin stepped aside to give his friend more room as Erik leaped forward, landing two kicks and a couple of hard punches from mid-air. Worran yelped in pain and surprise, and the two boys went down with Erik on top. Jaymin glanced around at Worran’s friends, his only concern whether they might try to come to their leader’s assistance. But they were staring open-mouthed, even taking a few nervous steps backward. Either they didn’t care enough about Worran to come to his aid, or they were cowards. Probably both.

Jaymin looked back at the combatants. Worran struggled and kicked, trying to free his right arm, which Erik had pinned down. Bellowing in pain and rage, Worran flailed his left fist wildly, but most of his blows seemed to be missing their target, as Erik’s upper body barely stayed in one place for an instant at a time. Erik, on the other hand, was silently letting the bully have it, his face grim, every muscle in his lean body clenched.

“No need to overdo it,” Jaymin cautioned, seeing how hard his friend’s blows were landing. “He’s not a Malornian.”

Worran struggled to rise. “Someone get him off me! He’s insane — ow! Get him off!”

Jaymin threw another glance at the other boys, but they had backed away even further, wanting nothing to do with anyone who could beat up their leader like this. “All right, Erik, you’ve made your point,” he said finally. “Better let him go.”

Erik rose to his feet and stepped aside, barely even winded. His clothes were a little rumpled and his knees muddy, but he was apparently unhurt. Worran, however, was another story. His nose and lower lip were both bleeding, his pale hair was covered with mud in the back, and one eye was already starting to swell shut. He lay propped up on his elbows, glaring at them balefully, breathing hard.

“You should consider joining the army in a couple of years,” Jaymin suggested. “They can use determined fighters like you. But in the meantime, you’d better not pick fights with your schoolmates anymore.” He extended a hand to help the older boy up. “No hard feelings, though. Don’t try to cause trouble for us again, and we’ll forget this ever happened.”

Worran ignored the hand and staggered to his feet on his own, rubbing his shoulders and jaw where he would doubtless have bruises by tomorrow. He pointedly turned his back on Jaymin, glaring at his cronies as he wiped the blood from his mouth. “Some help you are.”

They began to protest, but Worran wasn’t listening to their excuses. He spun back around, using the distraction to leap in Erik’s direction, his other foot shooting out in a hard kick aimed at the smaller boy’s midsection. 

Unfortunately for Worran, Erik never let his guard down that quickly. Jaymin stepped out of the way once again as Erik seized the flying foot with both hands and twisted it, catching Worran off balance and throwing him to the ground again, face-first this time. Before the bully knew what had happened, Erik had landed on him once more, his knees digging into Worran’s back. He seized both Worran’s wrists, forcing the boy’s arms backward and up at an impossible angle.

“Ow! Ow!” Worran twisted and kicked in a furious effort to break free. Jaymin could have told him it was useless. Even he always knew he had lost a wrestling match when Erik managed to get him in that hold.

At that moment, they heard the bell ring from the other side of the building, signaling the end of break time. Worran’s friends seized the excuse and disappeared around the nearest corner.

“Lemme up,” Worran growled. “You’re gonna be late to class. You’re gonna get in trouble. I’m gonna tell the teachers what you did. Fighting’s against the rules, you know.”

“What are you going to tell them?” Jaymin asked with interest. “That you started a fight with a boy half your size, and he beat you up?”

“Ow! Stop it, will you?” the bully bellowed at Erik. “Fine, then, I won’t tell. Just let me go, all right?”

Erik glanced up at Jaymin for consent. Jaymin stepped closer and squatted down beside them. “We’ll let you go, but you have to promise not ever to do this again.”

“Fine. I promise.”

“Not just to us. Promise you’ll never attack any law-abiding Alasian citizen again.”

“All right, all right. Now let me go!”

“Say it. On your honor as an Alasian.”

“On my honor as an Alasian, I won’t ever attack another Alasian again. Are you satisfied?”

Jaymin nodded to Erik, who released his grip and stepped back. Worran rolled to his feet, rubbing his forearms and grimacing in pain. “What is wrong with you two? I was just —”

“And you’d better keep your promise,” Jaymin warned, cutting him off. “If I ever find out that you haven’t, you’ll really regret it. This was nothing.”

Worran turned without replying and limped away.

“Well, this wasn’t quite how I’d planned to spend my morning break,” Erik muttered as they waited for him to leave before returning to the classrooms themselves. “I just hope he and his friends keep their mouths shut about this, otherwise I might end up with that interesting reputation you were talking about.”











CHAPTER NINE 










Jaymin and Erik headed back toward the main schoolyard, knowing by the silence that they were late returning to class. As they neared the corner of the building, though, they became aware of the murmur of children’s voices starting up again. Erik, who was in the lead, stopped short, gesturing for Jaymin to wait. Peering around the corner, they saw a puzzling sight. From all over the school, teachers were leading their students out of class again and into the yard. The students’ voices rose in confused exclamations and questions, but no one seemed to be giving any answers.

“I don’t like this.” Erik pulled Jaymin back and the two of them stepped behind a building, listening to the sound of children’s voices chattering a few dozen yards away. “They just got back into class after morning break. Why are they all going out again so soon?”

“And it doesn’t sound as though they’re going out to play.” Jaymin was just as puzzled. He leaned across Erik for a quick glance around the corner. “The students are all lining up out there in rows.”

Erik tugged him back out of sight and ran his eyes along the old brick wall that surrounded the school, just in case they needed a quick getaway, Jaymin knew. There was no back entrance; Erik had checked for one on their first day there. But he had once shown Jaymin a few spots where they might be able to get over the wall if they ever had to.

Without warning, silence fell in the schoolyard. It was like the way their class stopped talking the moment Miss Arrin walked in, but somehow this was different — a frightened silence. Jaymin and Erik strained their ears, wondering what was happening, and then they heard the measured tread of multiple pairs of heavy boots.

A teacher’s voice, sounding a little anxious, addressed the assembled children. “Good morning, students. As you can see, we have some visitors who would like to have a look at our school today. I’m told this won’t take long if we all do exactly as they say.”

A new voice spoke up. “Stand still where you are, all of you. Teachers, keep them in straight lines.”

Jaymin and Erik looked at each other in alarm. The voice had a Malornian accent and carried the ring of authority, power, and pride. An officer. What was a Malornian military officer doing in their school?

“This will only take a few minutes,” the voice continued. “Just stand still and look at the soldiers as they come by.”

Erik peered cautiously around the corner again; and Jaymin, unable to contain his curiosity, stepped closer and did the same.

Twenty or thirty uniformed Malornians stood around the edges of the schoolyard and in front of the large gate, which was shut for the first time Jaymin could remember. More soldiers were pacing back and forth along the rows of students, peering carefully at each one as they went by. The students looked nervous, but they weren’t being harmed, and Jaymin couldn’t understand what the Malornians were doing. Now and then one of them would pause in front of a child — always a boy, and always one with brown hair — and stare more closely into his face before continuing past. Several times he saw soldiers call each other over and stare at a boy together, conferring in low voices, before shaking their heads and walking on.

Erik backed away from the corner, pulling Jaymin with him, and retreated further behind the building. “We have to leave, now!”

Jaymin remembered Sir Edmend’s warning that the officers had been shown his portrait and were searching for him. He often had the feeling that some of the soldiers around town might be keeping their eyes open for the missing prince, but now apparently they were actively stepping up the search. Perhaps they had looked in all the obvious places, like among the nobility or in the well-to-do areas, and now they had decided to search among the poor.

They must have assumed that if he was in disguise, he would be attending school like everyone else. They have to be searching every school in Alasia, Jaymin thought, trying to make himself believe it. They couldn’t have come only to Hilltop School. They didn’t know he was here. How could they possibly?

“There,” Erik whispered. He pointed to a tree close to the wall, one of its bare branches hanging over the other side. “Keep low.”

He bent over and scurried forward in a crouching run, with Jaymin just behind. They had to pass by the space between two buildings, and Jaymin kept his eyes straight ahead, not daring to glance over to check if anyone had seen them.

“What was that?” he heard the shrill voice of a six- or seven-year-old exclaim as they hurried past. He winced and kept going, hoping none of the soldiers had heard. Erik reached the tree and made a leap for the lowest branch, catching it and swinging himself up in one fluid motion.

“What was what?” demanded a deep voice from around the corner.

“Quick, jump!” Erik hissed, clambering higher with a frantic glance in the direction of the voice. Jaymin jumped, grabbed the branch, and hoisted himself up, clinging to the trunk for support as his muddy shoes slipped on the damp wood.

“I know what it was,” an older boy called. Jaymin’s heart sank as he recognized Worran’s voice. “There are two boys sneaking around back there. They attacked me at break time, and now they’re hiding so they won’t get in trouble.”

Muttering furiously under his breath, Erik eased out toward the limb that overhung the wall, jerking his head for Jaymin to go ahead of him. Jaymin clambered awkwardly around his friend and onto the branch, knowing it would be useless to try to get Erik to go first.

“Where? Back here?” came the officer’s voice. They heard his footsteps thudding forward between the classrooms.

“Hurry!” Erik whispered, pointing over the wall.

“Yes, back there behind the classrooms,” Worran replied, and they heard the triumph in his voice.

Jaymin crouched to jump, but paused for a split second, peering down. The ground outside the school’s wall sloped steeply, with houses and other buildings standing at the bottom of the hill, but as far as he could tell there was no one around. Then he caught a glimpse of red off to the left. A soldier stood about twenty yards away, and now he saw another one in the distance on the right. They were guarding the school from the outside, Jaymin realized, so no one could go in or out during the search. There were probably soldiers spread out all the way around the school. But neither of these two was looking their way, and Jaymin calculated that if they were quiet, he and Erik just might be able to jump to the ground and run or slide down the open hillside and behind one of the houses before they were seen.

All this flashed through his mind in an instant. But in the same moment, he realized this would never work. Even if the officer coming up behind them didn’t see them before they jumped, he would be sure to notice the branch swaying. He would shout the alarm, the two soldiers outside would turn to look, and Jaymin and Erik would be spotted immediately. Even if they made it to safety without being caught, the soldiers would surely guess why they had been fleeing from school today of all days. They would be waiting here the next morning, or come to drag Jaymin and Erik out of class tomorrow. Hilltop School will never be safe for us again.

It seemed there was no easy way out of this one. Any second now, the officer would round the building and see them there, perched helplessly on the limb like flightless birds. He would recognize Jaymin, and then —

Unexpectedly, Erik reached out and gave him a shove. Jaymin lost his grip and fell sideways off the bough, down to the hard ground on the other side of the wall. At the same instant, Erik jumped — but in the other direction, back into the school.

Jaymin froze in horror, crouching at the base of the wall where he had landed. What does he think he’s doing? At least the two soldiers hadn’t seen Jaymin fall, and if he didn’t move, perhaps they wouldn’t notice him for a while. But now there was no way Erik could get out without being seen.

Sure enough, from the other side of the wall Jaymin heard the officer’s deep voice exclaiming, “What are you doing there, boy? Get over here!”

“I-I wasn’t doing anything!” Erik’s voice was frightened. “I was just climbing a tree for fun, but then I fell. P-p-please don’t hurt me!”

Jaymin found a place where some crumbling mortar had fallen out by the corner of a chipped brick, and he put his eye to the hole. He was just in time to see the officer — a captain, judging by the green stripes at the ends of his sleeves — seize Erik by the arm. “Why aren’t you in line with the others? Trying to run away, are you, boy?”

“N-no! No, I wasn’t! P-p-please let me go!” Erik struggled a little, and the officer gripped him more tightly, swinging back his other fist to box his ears. Erik shrieked in pain as the man began dragging him back toward the main schoolyard.

Now Jaymin realized what his friend was doing. It was what Erik had spent most of his life training for: protecting the Prince of Alasia by whatever means necessary. In this case, distracting the officer; buying time so Jaymin could escape … without him. Sacrificing himself for him.

“No,” Jaymin whispered. Erik was going to let himself be dragged away and killed to protect him! This couldn’t be happening. He knew he had to get away; he would be seen at any moment if he stayed here, and then Erik’s sacrifice would be for nothing. But how could he just leave his best friend?

He’s not going to be killed, the rational side of Jaymin’s mind pointed out. Why would he be? The Malornians had no idea who Erik was. Jaymin was the one they were looking for. They would take Erik back to line up with his class and probably make a few threats about what would happen to anyone else who didn’t cooperate, the teachers might lecture him, the soldiers would finish looking at the students, and then the Malornians would leave Hilltop and this would all be over. Erik would be stuck in class for the rest of the day, and then after school he would come to find Jaymin and they would both be safe.

Unless, unless, the other side of Jaymin’s mind whispered. Unless they decide to make an example of him and show the other students what happens to anyone who tries to escape. Unless one of those soldiers recognizes him from by the pond and wants revenge. Unless they somehow figure out who he really is.

Losing Erik would be the last tragedy that could possibly happen to me. Jaymin’s parents, aunt, uncle, and cousins were dead; his kingdom was being destroyed; he couldn’t go home; he was hungry and cold and had nothing to wear but filthy rags; and the only other thing that could possibly make his life worse could be just about to happen. Even being killed himself almost didn’t seem as bad as being stuck in this new existence without Erik.

Jaymin realized his hands were shaking. He leaned back against the wall and licked his dry lips, trying to slow his breathing and his heart, neither of which had any good reason to be going this fast. What am I thinking? Erik would be fine. Surely not even Malornian soldiers would kill a child in cold blood in front of hundreds of other children. They must know that if word of such a thing got out, every Alasian in the kingdom would be up in arms against them. Besides, Erik could get out of anything. He would find a way to escape. He always did. In the meantime, he had made a way for Jaymin to escape, and if Jaymin didn’t, it would all be for nothing.

Get a hold of yourself, Jaymin thought. Don’t be a fool. You have nothing to panic about. This is Erik’s job, and he knows how to do it. Just get away from here and find somewhere to wait for him.

He looked around. The soldier to the left had his back to him and was leaning against the wall gazing idly down at the town. The one to the right seemed to be polishing his sword on the sleeve of his coat. They had probably done this twenty times before at twenty different schools and were bored of the routine.

It’s not good enough just to get away, Jaymin reminded himself, gauging the distance he would have to cross before he would be out of sight. I can’t let either of them see me. He decided that it would be safest to stay close to the ground. This part of the hill was steep enough that he could almost lie on his back and slide down, and if he was slow and quiet, the soldiers might not notice.

Sliding down turned out to be harder than he had thought. Sharp rocks dug into his elbows and backside as he began to scoot downhill. He could feel the back of his clothes getting muddier and muddier, and his cloak kept getting pulled off his shoulders as it snagged on rocks. Finally, exasperated, he took it off entirely and bundled it under his arm. 

He was about three quarters of the way to the bottom when his foot slipped in a patch of loose stones, sending them rattling down the hill. He heard a sudden yell from behind him and to the right.

“Hey! Who’s that? Hey, you!”

He turned and looked back up the slope. The soldier who had been polishing his sword was now brandishing it, staring at him.

“It’s some kid trying to escape from the school,” shouted the other soldier. “Stop him!”

Jaymin gave up his efforts at stealth. Leaping to his feet, he began to sprint down the hill, still clutching his cloak with one hand, his other arm extended to keep his balance as he ran. Out of the corners of his eyes, he could see both soldiers starting down the hill after him.

It was strange not having Erik there to take charge. Jaymin reached the bottom in just a few seconds and raced around the first house he saw. He found himself on a quiet residential street with no one about. What should he do now? Where should he go?

Somewhere crowded or with lots of places to hide. That was what Erik would say. Perhaps the marketplace again. He ran across the road and around a house on the other side just as the two soldiers burst out onto the street where he had been. “I’ll look left, you go right,” he heard one of them call, and their footsteps pounded off in opposite directions.

Are they really gone? Jaymin thought in surprise. He peered around the corner in time to see the soldiers disappearing down either side of the street. Just in case, he ducked low and dashed across the road toward another row of houses behind this one, and then he rounded a corner and hurried around another row behind that. There were no more soldiers in sight, and it looked as though he wouldn’t even need to hide in the market. That was almost too easy. In spite of everything, he felt a little surge of pride. I got away without help from Erik or anyone else!

Stepping into a dim alley to put his cloak back on and consider his next move, Jaymin reminded himself that it wouldn’t be easy after this. He could never go back to Hilltop School. What would he and Erik do all day from now on? They couldn’t just sit around Ana’s house. Apart from there being nothing to do there, she would get suspicious and demand to know why they didn’t go to school. And they couldn’t just spend their days walking around Drall, as they had done at first. Anyone who saw them out of school would be suspicious, especially the Malornians. He supposed they could always go out to the pond every morning and hide in the trees all day, but they would run the risk of being seen every time they left town. The best option would be to go and stay with General Dirken and the soldiers in the Southern Woods, but Jaymin didn’t know the way, and it wouldn’t be safe to try to travel there without Sir Edmend’s help anyway.

There’s just no good way to work things out now. He could have kicked himself for his clumsiness back on the hillside.

Well, there was no point in stewing over what couldn’t be changed. If — when — Erik came back that afternoon, they would make a new plan. In the meantime, he had better spend the rest of the day in Ana’s house where no one else would see him. Boring though it would be, at least he would be safe there. But what would he tell her? That he had left school early because he felt sick, perhaps. Sighing inwardly at the thought of yet another lie, Jaymin gave a few practice coughs and started in the direction of her neighborhood.

By now, sneaking through the streets and hurrying from one hiding place to the next was almost normal, but nothing felt really normal without Erik. This was the first time Jaymin had ever been completely alone outside the palace grounds, but there was no sense of freedom or excitement about it. Just a cold hard knot of worry in the pit of his stomach. Worry about Erik, worry about getting caught, worry about what they would do now.

Ana’s street was deserted. Smoke rose from a few chimneys, but not from hers. Jaymin tried the door, but it was locked. No one answered his knock.

Now what? He sat down on the doorstep with a sigh. Ana was probably at the market selling those hats and scarves that he wished he could afford. She wouldn’t be back until she ran out of items to sell or the market closed at dusk, whichever came first. But it wasn’t even noon yet. He couldn’t just sit here until then waiting for someone to see him.

I’ll have to go out to the pond and wait there, Jaymin decided, rising to his feet again. Erik will know where to look for me.

On his way back through town, he saw four separate platoons of soldiers. Was it his imagination, or were they more alert than usual? He kept his head down, but two or three times he had to dodge around corners when he thought they might be looking at him suspiciously. He was thankful that there were no soldiers around at the edge of town as he hurried across the open space beyond the last of the houses.

The next few hours were the longest of Jaymin’s life. He wandered idly among the trees, did chin-ups from a branch, skipped stones across the pond, sat pensively on a log, and tried unsuccessfully to plan his and Erik’s next move. His stomach growled as lunch time came and went, and he thought longingly of the meal he had missed.

As the afternoon wore on, it grew harder not to give in to anxiety. Though he had no way to know exactly how long he had been out there, Jaymin eventually decided that school must be over by now. Where was Erik? Again and again he pushed his worries away, turning to exercise to distract himself. But again and again his fears returned, growing harder to dispel each time.

Jaymin was throwing rocks at a distant branch, working on improving his aim, when a voice right by his ear made him jump. “I see you made it too.”

Jaymin whirled around in startled relief, dropping his handful of rocks. “Erik!” He seized his friend by the shoulders, delighted to see him again. “You’re finally here!”

Erik jerked away from his grasp. “Ow! Let go.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. Just don’t touch my shoulders or back.”

Jaymin stared at him. “What happened? Are you all right?”

Erik nodded, leading the way further into the trees, even though there was no one around to hear them. “I’m fine, and I’m glad to see you are too. I suppose we’re both a little the worse for wear, though.” He glanced at the dried mud on Jaymin’s tunic. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

“No, but I’ve got bad news. We can’t go back to Hilltop. The soldiers saw me leaving.”

Erik didn’t seem surprised. “We can’t go back anyway. They’re suspicious of me now.”

“Really? Tell me what happened.”

“Well, that captain dragged me in front of everyone and shouted that they’d caught me trying to run away from school, and that this was what would happen to anyone who disobeyed or tried to resist them. He hit me with his belt a lot of times and made me stand there until they’d finished looking at everyone. Then he told me they’d all be keeping their eyes on me and that if I didn’t submit properly to Malornian rule, worse things would happen.”

Jaymin thought of his friend standing there, being humiliated in front of the whole school, taking a beating that he could easily have escaped from just so he, Jaymin, would have a chance to get away. “We’ll pay them back for this, Erik, I promise. I won’t let them get away with doing that to you. Are you all right? Does it hurt a lot?”

Erik waved him off. “I told you, I’m fine. I put a smile back into Worran’s day, that’s for certain. You should have seen his face when the soldier was hitting me. Anyway, I went back to class, and later, when the others had gone out to lunch, Miss Arrin asked about you.”

“Really?” Of course she would have noticed he was missing. “She didn’t tell the Malornians I was gone, did she?”

“No, but she asked me where you were. I told her you were afraid of the soldiers and had run away to hide, and that I was trying to leave too when they caught me. She didn’t say anything else, but I could see she suspected there was more to it than that.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter anyway, since we won’t be going back,” Jaymin pointed out.

“Yes, but she’s not the only one who suspects something. When I left at the end of school, two soldiers followed me. They weren’t in uniform, so they probably thought I couldn’t tell, but it was obvious.”

Jaymin frowned. “They didn’t see you come here, did they?”

“Please!” Erik looked offended. “You know me better than that. I let them trail after me to the far side of Drall and then gave them the slip over on the other end. They have no idea where I went.”

Jaymin leaned against a tree and sighed. “So what do we do now? We can’t go back to school, we can’t stay at Ana’s house all day, we can’t spend our days in town, and we can’t leave Drall before Sir Edmend comes back. And who knows when that will be?”

Erik nodded tiredly. “I know. We’ll have to think of something, but not right now. Let’s go back to Ana’s house and make a plan in the morning.”

“Ana isn’t there. I already checked.”

“She’s there now. I stopped by to look for you before I came here.”

“Well, then we’ll go back where it’s warm. We can talk about the hopelessness of our lives tomorrow.”

For once Erik didn’t have a joke or a witty retort. He merely nodded, and the two of them turned and headed toward town, Erik walking stiffly and Jaymin full of anxiety. Where could they go from here?











CHAPTER TEN 










Jaymin and Erik could smell the whiskey Ana was drinking the moment they stepped through the door.

“Yer uncle, ’e be a impatient one,” was her slurred remark as they walked into her little house.

Jaymin stopped short. “What do you mean? Has he been here?”

She nodded. “Jush’ af’er Erik came an’ went. ’E dint like it none when ’e ’eard you washn’t ’ere. But ’e brung me more money!” She waved her bottle, sloshing alcohol onto the floor, and gestured to the corner, where a little cluster of new bottles gleamed in the firelight.

“What did Sir — what did he say?” Jaymin inquired, fighting back his annoyance at the sight of the liquor. “Did he leave us a message?”

“Oh, I ahmosh’ fergot.” Ana dug in the pocket of her patched old dress. “’ere it be.” She handed him a crumpled slip of parchment, spilling a few drops from her bottle on it in the process. Jaymin smoothed it out, holding it up so Erik could read it too.

J-

The time has come. I’ll be waiting where the main road leaves Drall at the southeast end of town. Please meet me there as soon as you can.

-E

Jaymin felt a little thrill of excitement course through him. “We’ve got to go.” He stuffed Sir Edmend’s note in his pocket. “We may not be back tonight.” Or ever.

She was in the middle of a swig of whiskey and did not reply, except to give a disinterested wave with her free hand. They hurried out into the cold again, Erik slamming the door shut behind them. With steps as light as their hearts, they dashed down the narrow street.

“At last,” Erik breathed. “General Dirken must be preparing his attack.”

“I’ll have to congratulate him on his timing.” Jaymin laughed. “There couldn’t be a better time for us to leave Drall!”

“Imagine,” Erik added, keeping his voice low. “In a few more days we might be back in the palace!”

“If the general’s plan succeeds,” Jaymin reminded him. “We’d better not get our hopes up too soon.” But it was hard not to. He had been waiting for so long, and now — now, at last, it seemed the time was near. Perhaps soon he could go home!

They reached the end of the street, passed the old pump, and turned right. Thanks to their earlier explorations, they knew exactly where to go. But traffic was growing heavier, and it became more difficult to keep up their pace. At the next corner, they had to slow down and wait for an oxcart to lumber by before they could cross. A flock of ragged children tore by in the opposite direction, shouting and chasing each other, and the boys had to step to the side of the road to let them pass.

It was hard to be patient when Jaymin knew Sir Edmend was waiting. After over a month of poverty in this little town, he was finally about to leave, and if all went well, he might never have to return — at least, not in disguise.

After we drive the Malornians out, Jaymin thought, I’d like to take a trip back here, and visit Ana and the people at school again — as the Prince of Alasia this time. He pictured Ana’s shock when she opened her door and saw him standing on her front step in his royal clothes, surrounded by guards and servants. And how the students at Hilltop would stare when his gold-trimmed carriage rolled through the gates and into the schoolyard! Miss Arrin would be speechless. Tark would be thrilled. And Worran would hide at the back of the crowd, terrified lest anyone find out he had once tried to attack the Prince of Alasia.

Jaymin couldn’t keep back a grin at the images in his mind. The prospect gave wings to his feet, and he sped along behind Erik, weaving between slow-moving pedestrians, pausing only when necessary to let carts or people on donkeys go by.

In their eagerness, the boys forgot their usual caution. Rounding a corner, they careened headlong into half a dozen red-and-black clad soldiers. 

Erik skidded to a stop and whirled around so fast his shoes slipped on the icy street and he lost his balance. He fell against one of the soldiers, who gave a startled yell and stumbled backward. Jaymin plowed directly into another soldier, completely bowling him over, and they both went down onto the cold ground.

Before he could scramble away, Jaymin felt his arms seized from behind, and someone he couldn’t see hauled him roughly up. “Watch it, boy,” the fallen soldier barked, dusting off the back of his breeches as he clambered to his feet.

Erik had been caught, too, but a quick jerk and a roll almost got him clear. There were too many of them, though, and two of the soldiers pounced and grabbed him by the shoulders, eliciting a yell of pain. Erik could probably still have squirmed away; he was an expert at that sort of thing, but he wasn’t about to leave without Jaymin.

“Let us go,” Jaymin exclaimed, struggling to free himself. “We didn’t mean to run into you.”

“You didn’t mean to, eh? You should be more careful.” The soldier who held him from behind addressed one of the others, who seemed to be in charge. “What should we do, Captain? Let them go?”

“Just a moment.” The captain stepped up to stare at Erik. An icy breeze ruffled Jaymin’s hair and stung his face, but the foreboding that crept through him was even colder as he recognized the deep voice he had heard that morning. This was the same officer who had almost caught him at school.

“You again!” the Malornian exclaimed, glaring at Erik. “Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you caused any more trouble?”

“I-I didn’t mean to,” Erik protested meekly. “I’m s-sorry I b-bumped into you. I d-didn’t see you; I was just running and I came around the corner and there you were, and I tried to move out of your way ….” He was babbling, gesturing with his arms, obviously trying to distract their attention so Jaymin could slip away. But it was no use. The soldier holding onto Jaymin was gripping him so tightly it hurt, and Jaymin thought in dismay that there was only one way this was likely to end.

The officer reached down and slapped Erik across the face, silencing his protests. “Shut up, boy. I’ve heard enough of your excuses for one day.” His gaze turned to Jaymin. “And who is this troublemaker?” He stepped forward and bent down to stare at him closely. Jaymin instinctively pulled back, but the soldier behind him tightened his grip even more. His heart clenched in horror as the man reached forward and grabbed his chin in one hand, brushing aside Jaymin’s unkempt hair to get a better view of his face.

“Hmm,” the soldier murmured. A slow smile spread across his countenance. “We’ve searched half the schools in Alasia, and after all that, I think the prize has just landed right in our laps.” He turned to one of his companions. “Take a look, Lieutenant. Don’t you think?”

He was cut off by a cry of pain from one of the others. Erik, who was still being held by the shoulders, seized the moment of distraction and swung his whole body forward to execute a well-aimed kick to a soldier’s groin. Then, with a twist and a rip, he jerked free from the two men who had been holding him, leaving part of his sleeve dangling in one of their hands.

“Ohh,” gasped the man who had been kicked, doubled over in pain. “That — I think that’s the kid who attacked me and Dallan in the forest!” Apparently he had recognized Erik’s fighting ability, if not his face. Jaymin wondered briefly if Erik had recognized the soldier. He himself hadn’t even noticed.

“Don’t let him get away!” groaned the hurt Malornian. 

Erik spun to the left as two of them reached for him. Letting go of Jaymin’s chin, the officer made a grab at him from the side. But Erik twisted and dove between the man’s legs, tripping him up and knocking him into the first two. 

Jaymin jerked and pulled, desperate to break free, but his captor gripped him more firmly than ever. Then Erik seemed to burst out of nowhere, slamming his body between them. His momentum knocked all three of them to the ground, and the soldier let out a howl of pain as his elbow twisted the wrong way beneath Erik’s weight, perhaps dislocated. Jaymin wriggled free and rolled to his feet, just in time to see Erik, who was already up, deliver a quick punch-kick-punch to another soldier who was reaching for his sword.

“Let’s go!” Erik shouted. Jaymin took off after him, sprinting down the street once more. Behind them, they could hear swords being drawn as the soldiers started forward in pursuit.

Bystanders who had gathered to watch scattered as the boys sprinted across the street and around the corner. There was no time now to wait for anyone to pass. Jaymin knew that this time they were literally running for their lives. He was thankful for all the hours he and Erik had spent by the pond keeping in shape. That just might give them the edge they needed to get away now.

An alley opened up to their right, and they darted into it. Behind them, they could hear the captain shouting, “Some of you go around that way! Cut them off!” At least two sets of footsteps followed them in. 

Jaymin leaped over a puddle, almost slipping on the wet cobblestones as he caught up to Erik and raced for the light at the other end of the alleyway. He wasn’t really sure what they would do when they got there. Beside him, Erik panted, “Follow me,” and sped into the lead once more.

They burst out into the next street and veered sharply to the right again. Beside them, a stone wall rose to about as high as Jaymin’s head. Without slowing, Erik leaped, grabbed the top, and flung himself over the wall sideways, with Jaymin only an instant behind.

They landed in the hard-packed dirt of what was probably a garden in the spring and summer. At the moment it was bare, except for a few leafless sticks around the edge that would probably be flower bushes in a few months. A stately house rose before them, surrounded by equally bare fruit trees, and a gray cat sat licking itself on the doorstep. A middle-aged woman hanging laundry out to dry on a clothesline glanced up in surprise. “Mercy me!” 

“Sorry!” Jaymin called as he scrambled to his feet and stumbled after Erik, who was already sprinting across the yard. Reaching the far end, Erik gave a quick hop to peek over the wall, and then sprang to the top. Jaymin clambered up after him, and the two of them dropped to the ground back by where they had entered the alley.

For the moment the soldiers were nowhere in sight, but they couldn’t be far away. The boys crossed the street and raced down the next one, then around a random corner, then around another one, earning annoyed looks as they dodged and pushed past people all the way. 

Glancing over his shoulder, Jaymin saw no sign of pursuit. He and Erik finally slowed their pace to a walk. His lungs were burning, and his breath came in gasps. There was no time to rest, though. The soldiers knew who they were now, and would not give up this time. It was only a matter of time before every Malornian in Drall was out after them.

“We’ve got to get to Sir Edmend.” Jaymin looked around, trying to get his bearings again. “Where’s the main street from here?”

“It should be that way.” Erik pointed ahead and to their left.

“That sounds right.” Let’s just hope we get to it before they find us, Jaymin added silently as the two stumbled on, weaving between passers-by, trying to get their breath back. Down the road, turn left; down another road, turn right — would this town never end?

At last their road emptied onto a wide thoroughfare. People on horses, mules, and donkeys rode by in both directions, and now and then a cart or wagon rattled past. Pedestrians crowded the edges of the street, trying to stay out of traffic, occasionally pushing into each other to avoid a vehicle that rolled a little too close.

“Finally.” Jaymin sighed in relief, eyeing the main road the way a lost traveler might have eyed an oasis in a desert.

They turned left, heading southeast toward the edge of town. The two of them trudged along beside the traffic, grateful to become part of the crowd. Just a few more minutes and we’ll be safe, Jaymin told himself. Sir Edmend can’t be much further. Just a few more minutes. We can make it.

But then Erik clutched his arm. “More soldiers! Over there.”

On the other side of the road, a line of about ten Malornian soldiers marched toward them in step. They did not appear to have noticed the boys yet. Have they spoken with the ones who caught us? Do they know that I’m here in Drall? Are they looking for me or just passing by?

“Keep walking,” Erik whispered. 

Jaymin turned his face away from them. There was nowhere to hide, and running would be the surest possible way to attract attention. They could only keep going and hope that the traffic would block the soldiers’ view of them until they had passed.

Jaymin’s dread grew with every beat of his heart. With difficulty, he forced himself to keep his steps steady and not to stare at the Malornians. Maybe this group was on a routine patrol and didn’t know about them yet. Or maybe they were only on the lookout for two boys on the run. Surely the soldiers wouldn’t take notice of them strolling casually by in the midst of so many passing people.

Surely.











CHAPTER ELEVEN 










The whole world seemed to slow down, Jaymin thought, while the line of soldiers marched closer and closer. He kept his eyes straight ahead, trying to look unconcerned, trying to act like everyone else. Beside him, he could feel Erik blending into the crowd in that mysterious way he had of seeming so ordinary that most people never really noticed him. I’ll never understand how he does it. Everyone had always noticed Jaymin.

The soldiers were even with them now. He resisted the temptation to glance their way, focusing only on the street ahead, though he was keenly aware of every red jacket and pair of black breeches marching past to their right. He even caught a glimpse of yellow on the sleeves of the sergeant in front. How could one line of color take so long to pass? Even his own feet seemed to move at a fraction of their usual pace. It was as though time itself was on the Malornians’ side and had slowed down to give the enemy a greater chance to catch them.

But eventually the last of the soldiers were out of sight, and time seemed to return to its regular pace. Jaymin breathed a sigh of nervous relief, realizing as he did so that he had been holding his breath. That had been a little too close.

Around them, the buildings began to thin out. Much of the traffic was starting to disappear down other streets. They were nearing the edge of town.

“Not much longer now,” muttered Erik, keeping a wary eye on their surroundings. “A few more minutes and we should be there.”

The afternoon wind whipped past them as they made their way along the increasingly empty street. Jaymin shivered and wrapped his cloak more tightly around himself. He had warmed up while they were running, but it was uncomfortably cold now. At least it didn’t look as though it was going to rain or snow this evening. If General Dirken were planning an attack for tonight, he would have clear weather for it.

Ahead, Jaymin began to catch glimpses of open plains and farmsteads between some of the houses. They were nearing the outskirts of Drall, but where was Sir Edmend? Jaymin tried not to think about the possibility that the soldiers might have found him first. He peered ahead as they walked, searching the street before them. A mere handful of pedestrians were in sight now, most too far away to make out their features. A couple of boys on donkeys plodded along across from them, and a young man led a train of pack mules in the opposite direction. Up ahead, a cart loaded with bulging sacks stood by the side of the road, and a well-dressed couple trotted past in a buggy. But that was all. No Sir Edmend in sight.

“He’ll be here,” Erik assured Jaymin, noting his friend’s worried expression, or perhaps simply reading his thoughts. “He’s probably hiding somewhere, watching for us to come by. Or he might still be further ahead.”

“Yes, I’m sure he is.” But inside Jaymin had to admit that he didn’t feel quite so sure. Did he leave without us because we took too long? Or has he been caught?

A triumphant shout behind them made them jump. Jaymin spun around just in time to see four Malornian soldiers — they looked like part of the original group — rounding a corner onto the main street. “There they are! After them!” one of the soldiers yelled. All four drew their swords.

Not again. The boys took to their heels once more, Jaymin in the lead, knowing Erik would insist on staying between him and danger. They darted around the first corner they came to. Remembering Erik’s idea last time, Jaymin vaulted over a wall, his friend only an instant behind.

They found themselves standing beside an expensive-looking carriage parked in front of a large brick house. No one was in sight, but from somewhere behind the house, a horse whinnied.

“Under here!” Erik whispered, and dived beneath the carriage, wincing involuntarily as his back brushed against its underside. Jaymin dropped to his belly and squeezed into the low space after him. They lay there in silence on the cold paving stones as the soldiers’ feet ran past and then stopped.

“Where did they go?” they heard the captain demand in his deep voice. “There’s nowhere to hide on this street.”

“Perhaps they made it around the corner already, sir,” another spoke up.

“Perhaps,” the captain replied, “but not likely. I suspect they’re trying to hide on the other side of one of these walls. They could be in someone’s yard.” Jaymin heard his footsteps approaching, and then his voice came from just a few feet away. “No one here. Let’s check the rest.”

The footsteps moved away, and Jaymin heard the soldiers calling to each other as they strode along the wall, evidently peering into every yard. In a moment their voices grew louder as they returned on the other side of the street.

“They must have hidden behind one of the houses along here. Or they could have climbed over the wall at the back and came out on one of the other roads. You two try down that way, and we’ll go ahead to the next street. They can’t be far away.”

“And neither is that reward,” gloated another soldier, and Jaymin thought he could hear a grin in his voice. “Just think, we’ll be rich. Two thousand gold pieces for anyone who can kill or capture Prince Jaymin!”

The footsteps retreated, along with the voices of the soldiers chuckling and congratulating themselves, but Jaymin lay there feeling sick inside. They’re not even necessarily trying to take me alive. He had suspected as much, but now he knew for certain. If they caught him again, it would all be over.

The boys waited without moving for several more minutes. Jaymin wondered which way the soldiers would go when they didn’t find them. They would probably assume their prey was in another part of town by this time — at least, he hoped they would.

He shivered as the cold from the ground seeped through his clothes. Pillowing his face on one hand, he stuck the other into his pocket to warm it and suddenly realized that the pocket was empty. He switched hands and checked the other pocket, but it was empty as well. Where’s the note? Jaymin felt around on the ground beside him.

“What is it?” Erik whispered.

“Sir Edmend’s note. It must have fallen out.”

“No!”

“It might be here somewhere.” Trying not to make any noise, Jaymin patted the ground around him, but the scrap of parchment was nowhere to be found.

“Do you think it fell out when we first bumped into those soldiers?” Erik whispered.

“Maybe. Or it could have been when we jumped into that woman’s yard.”

Erik didn’t reply, but Jaymin knew his friend well enough to feel his tension, hear his worry in the way he breathed. “Maybe no one found it,” Erik murmured finally. They had to hope for that. Otherwise their enemies would know exactly where they were heading — and where Sir Edmend would be. 

At the thought, Jaymin struggled against the panic that clutched at his heart. If they had read the note, the soldiers would be waiting for them at the edge of town. Perhaps they had found Sir Edmend there and arrested him already — or worse. I’ll never forgive myself if he’s been killed because of my carelessness. And what would he and Erik do without their old friend? Even if they escaped the soldiers, they had nowhere to go. They certainly couldn’t stay in Drall any longer, and they didn’t know the way to the army camp.

Finally, Jaymin stirred again. “Let’s go,” he whispered. “Whatever happens, we can’t just wait here forever.”

But Erik shook his head. “Not yet,” he whispered back. “Give them a few more minutes to clear out of the area. We can’t afford to take any more risks.”

But how can we not take risks? Jaymin thought. Just being in Drall is a risk. The sooner we get out of town — if we even can — the sooner we’ll be safe. He said nothing, however. Erik had made protecting him his life’s business, and when it came to safety, Jaymin knew he couldn’t argue with his friend.

At last Erik shifted position. “All right. You stay here for a moment while I make sure no one’s around.” He wriggled out from under the carriage, slowly this time to avoid bumping his sore back, and stood up to peer over the wall. Then he turned and beckoned to Jaymin. “Come on!”

Jaymin crawled out after him, and the two of them scrambled over the wall and into the street. It was nearly dusk. Soon it would be dark, and then they could hide more easily, although it would be that much harder for them to find Sir Edmend.

They hurried back to the main road, glancing up and down to make sure no soldiers were about. “What do we do now?” Jaymin wondered aloud, relieved to find no enemies waiting for them. Perhaps no one had seen the note after all.

Or perhaps their enemies were just hiding. Lying in wait.

“I suppose we go on to the very edge of town, and then find somewhere out of sight to watch and wait for Sir Edmend,” replied Erik. “He may have been delayed like we were.” Neither of them wanted to mention the other possibility.

The boys trudged down the nearly-deserted street, glancing nervously around with every step, dreading to see the familiar wine-red and black uniforms. Approaching the loaded cart they had seen earlier, they paused to peer cautiously around it.

Then the cart driver reached out and placed a hand on Jaymin’s shoulder. Jaymin leaped backward as Erik sprang to his defense with just a little less than his usual whirlwind speed. But he managed to stop himself a split second before his kick landed.

It was Sir Edmend.

“I’m sorry to startle you.” The old man smiled apologetically through his straggly gray beard. “Under the circumstances, I didn’t think calling out to you by name would be wise. Our red-clad friends are just down that next street there.”

His wrinkles seemed deeper and his face more careworn than when they had seen him last, but Jaymin couldn’t remember ever feeling more thankful for the sight of anyone’s face. He hopped up onto the seat beside Sir Edmend, who gestured to the bulging sacks behind him. “It would be best if you stay out of sight until we’re clear of town. I hate to suggest it, but there are a couple of empty sacks back there.”

The boys did not need to be told twice. The sacks were just big enough for them to worm their way into, feet first so they could pull the drawstrings almost shut over their heads. Though Erik said nothing, Jaymin could tell his friend was in pain as he struggled to force his sore body into the tight space. But in a moment the boys were both settled. Unless someone looked closely, they would never guess two people were hidden there.

Sir Edmend flicked the reins and the horses began to move forward at a slow trot. Curled up in their burlap bags, the boys were bumped and jostled against each other and the rest of the cart’s load. Jaymin could see nothing and hear very little above the rustle of the sacks, the creaking of the cart, and the rattle of the wheels, though he strained his ears for sounds of danger. At one point he thought he heard several horses canter past, but it was hard to be sure.

It seemed that they lay there for hours, their cramped muscles complaining, the smell of dried corn rising from the bags below and beside them, as they jolted and swayed back and forth with the motion of the cart. “I feel sick,” Erik whispered finally from beside him.

“It should be safe for you to come out now,” called Sir Edmend, as though he had heard. “We’re well away from town, and there’s no one about.”

Thankfully, Jaymin and Erik loosened the drawstrings and wriggled awkwardly out. They stretched their stiff limbs, Erik grimacing in pain as he did so.

Looking around in the dim light of evening, Jaymin saw that they were now surrounded by bare fields and farms. The town of Drall had dwindled to little more than a gray smear against the horizon behind them. Soon it will be just a gray smear in my memory, he told himself with satisfaction. I’ll never have to live there again.

Their road stretched forth from the town like a flat ribbon, straight and sure, through the countryside. Here and there, the twilit landscape was broken by the solid shapes of farmhouses or barns, the ones to the left fading into the dusk, the ones to the right silhouetted against the last glow from the vanished sun. Warm light glowed from some of the windows, making Jaymin think of contented families spending a comfortable evening together. Ahead, the road led gradually upward toward a shadowy range of hills, where pale streaks and patches of old snow caught what was left of the light.

The boys clambered over the bags of corn to the front, and Sir Edmend shifted aside to make room for them on the long wooden driver’s bench. “Where did you get the horses and cart?” Jaymin wondered when they were settled. “And what about all the corn? Are you taking it to our soldiers?”

“I bought the vehicle and horses in Almar a few weeks ago, your Highness,” replied Sir Edmend. “They’re part of my disguise. I’ve been posing as a merchant taking food to sell in nearby villages, but it all goes to the Southern Woods eventually. Of course ….” He glanced back at the bulging bags behind him. “If all goes well tonight, these won’t be needed anymore.”

“Tonight?” Jaymin repeated. “So what exactly is the plan? Is General Dirken actually planning to attack Almar tonight?”

“He is, Your Highness, and he is going to make use of the secret tunnel into the palace as you suggested. I believe he is also planning to have a couple of platoons attack different parts of the city from the outside at the same time. He can give you the details when you meet with him this evening.”

“It’s so good to know that we’re finally going to make a move.” Jaymin leaned back against the hard boards of the seat in satisfaction. “I can hardly wait to talk to him.”

“He is looking forward to it as well, your Highness.” Sir Edmend glanced at Jaymin, smiling through his beard, which still looked as though it wasn’t sure it belonged on his face. “You know General Dirken is not a man to show emotion, but when I first told him you were alive, I could have sworn there were tears in his eyes. And the soldiers will be beside themselves with joy when they see you.”

“They don’t know yet? Good.”

“No, they don’t; the general agreed it would be more effective — not to mention safer — to keep the secret until just before the attack. And speaking of which ….” His gaze lingered on Jaymin’s tattered clothing and the mud caking his back. “Forgive me for saying so, your Highness, but you don’t exactly look — or smell — much like a prince right now.”

Erik grinned, and Jaymin chuckled ruefully. “I’m afraid you’re right. Any suggestions?”

“Well, as it happens, I did bring some new clothes for each of you. In the village of Keston up in these hills, there’s a little inn where I often stay on my way to or from the forest. If you like, we can stop there for a bite to eat, and you can bathe and get yourself presentable.”

Erik’s eyes lit up, and Jaymin turned to Sir Edmend in grateful delight. “That sounds wonderful! But can we spare the time?”

“Barring any mishaps on our journey, your Highness, we could stop at the inn for an hour or so and still make it with time to spare. General Dirken isn’t planning to begin until after midnight. And besides” — here he glanced over at Erik with a smile — “I think we should make this a priority. I saw Erik’s expression when I mentioned bathing, and I get the impression it’s been awhile.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly.

Erik chuckled. “Trust me, sir, you don’t want to know.”











CHAPTER TWELVE 










Jaymin finished lacing up his new boots and rose to his feet. As he strode across the bare little room, his cloak flowing regally behind him, he was struck by the incongruity of the situation. Though no bigger than the room in the Drall inn where they had sat and talked, this one seemed almost luxurious, especially compared to Ana’s tiny house. It was furnished with a bed, bath basin, wooden chair, and writing table, and even had enough space to actually walk around. But now Jaymin was dressed like royalty again, and he felt out of place in such shabby surroundings.

Catching sight of his reflection in the mirror on the far wall, Jaymin smiled in satisfaction. Gone was the poor, hungry boy with the dirty face and tattered clothes. In his place, at last, stood the Prince of Alasia. His old clothes lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, discarded like the life he was leaving behind. Now, Jaymin was finally clean, and his still damp hair, though a little too long, was neatly combed for the first time in weeks. His new white tunic was of the finest quality wool. His breeches were tucked into soft leather boots, and his matching leather belt fastened with a silver buckle. 

Not only did he look like a prince once more, but his stomach was comfortably full for the first time since the Invasion. True, the future was still uncertain, but Jaymin allowed himself to enjoy the moment of looking and feeling like who he really was again.

A soft, staccato tap came at the door in Erik’s usual rhythm. When Jaymin pulled it open, he could tell right away that his friend was feeling better too. Sir Edmend, after he had heard about the events of their day, had insisted on going out into the village while the boys were eating supper, and buying a jar of salve for the welts on Erik’s back and shoulders. It must have helped with the pain, because Erik was moving less stiffly. 

He slipped into the room, followed by Sir Edmend, who was carrying a couple of lanterns. They both did a double-take when they saw Jaymin, who watched their reactions with amusement. Erik merely raised his eyebrows, but Sir Edmend set the lanterns down, pushed the door shut behind him, and made a low bow.

“Your Royal Highness,” he murmured, and then faltered, groping for words.

“You actually look like a prince again,” Erik finished for him.

Jaymin chuckled. “I finally feel like one again, too. The new clothes were an excellent idea, Sir Edmend. Thank you.”

Erik nodded his agreement. He was dressed all in black now, with a long cloak and a hood that hid most of his face. Just the way he preferred to be seen in public.

“It feels great, doesn’t it?” he remarked to Jaymin, adjusting the clasp on his cloak. “We’re clean at last; we’ve got warm clothes again that aren’t falling apart; we’ve had a good supper, including meat, for the first time in over a month; our lives are not presently in danger; and we’re out of Drall. What more could anyone want? I mean, besides a kingdom, of course.”

Jaymin could think of several things, the most obvious being his parents, but he chose just to smile without replying. Erik, after all, had never known his own parents.

“If you’re ready, your Highness, perhaps we should be on our way,” Sir Edmend broke in. “We still have several miles to travel tonight.”

“Maybe you should wear my cloak until we’re away from Keston,” Erik suggested. “You don’t want anyone to mistake you for royalty again.”

“Good idea.” Chuckling, Jaymin unfastened his cloak, which was royal blue velvet embroidered with gold and silver thread and lined with soft white fur and looked unmistakably regal. With the hood of Erik’s plain black one up, he was covered from the top of his head down to his boots. Surely no one could identify him now.

The three of them headed out of the room with Erik in the lead, carrying Jaymin’s cloak folded so the embroidery didn’t show. They strode down the narrow corridor and into the large common room of the inn, where eight or ten people — all locals, from the looks of them — sat talking and laughing over plates of roast pork and mugs of ale. 

Fishing through his pockets, Sir Edmend pulled out a handful of coins to pay the innkeeper for their brief stay of just over an hour and the meal they had enjoyed earlier. Keeping his back to the room and the hood pulled low over his face, Jaymin waited for him at the serving counter that separated the dining room from the tiny kitchen. Meanwhile, Erik walked over to the front door, where Jaymin knew he would check up and down the dark road to make sure there was no danger in sight. What danger they might encounter in a little village like Keston, though, Jaymin couldn’t imagine. The Malornians probably didn’t even know the place existed, and they wouldn't be likely to care even if they did.

“Potatoes again, is it?” the innkeeper asked in a low voice as Sir Edmend counted out eighteen copper coins into his hand. “Or corn, maybe?”

“It’s corn today.” Sir Edmend’s voice was equally low. “That seems to be going for the best price at the moment.”

“I’m sorry I can’t send you with anything more for them this time,” the innkeeper said, “but everything’s tight right now. I’m saving my flour, though — maybe next time you come through I can give you a few extra loaves to take along. I know that won’t go far among so many, but it’s all I can do.”

Sir Edmend smiled. “Every bit helps, Lornsby. And just knowing I can count on you not to say anything is the best help you can give.”

“Well, I don’t know who I’d say it to even if I wanted. We’ve been fortunate to have escaped notice so far, up here in the hills. Not a single Malornian soldier has set foot in our village since the Invasion.”

The lamp on the counter flickered as the front door opened and shut, and Erik was suddenly beside them, his face and voice full of alarm.

“Malornians! Eight of them, galloping up the road!”

Jaymin froze. They’ve found me!

Lornsby gasped. Sir Edmend stared first at Erik, and then around the room in desperation.

“Where can we hide them? Quick, you’ve got to help!” He seized the innkeeper’s arm. “You wanted to do more? Now’s your chance.”

“What, your sacks of corn? It’s no crime to transport food. If the soldiers ask, tell them you brought it here to sell.”

“No, Lornsby, the boys! We’ve got to get them out of sight.”

“Oh.” The innkeeper floundered for a moment, and now they could all hear the pounding of hooves on the road outside. Conversation in the dining room ceased as customers looked up from their plates and exchanged apprehensive glances.

Looking panicked, the innkeeper glanced down the hallway leading to the bedrooms, but shook his head. “That’s the first place they’d look, and the windows don’t open wide enough to get out. The back door’s locked, and no time to go get the key.” As the hoofbeats stopped outside the inn, he raised his voice to address the guests at his tables. “Block the windows and doors, everyone! Delay them!”

Chairs scraped and tables emptied as customers rushed to the windows, crowding against them as though they just wanted to see out. Several men leaned against the front door, and one of them turned the bolt.

“Over here.” The innkeeper gestured to the space behind the counter where he was standing.

The handle on the front door turned. When it didn’t open, someone pounded on the wood and shouted, “Open up in the name of Prince Korram!”

The men leaning against the door turned to see if everyone was ready. “Delay them!” Lornsby repeated desperately as Jaymin and Erik hurried into the kitchen and ducked behind the counter. A heavy, booted foot began to kick at the door.

It’s not much of a hiding place. Jaymin squeezed between a sack of onions and a large wheel of cheese as Erik scrunched down between the cheese and a box of apples. The space beneath the counter was full of shelves on which were stacked plates and pots and pans, and beside the large oven across from him stood a bin of firewood, with piles of cooking supplies heaped on the floor around the edges of the little room. But there were no convenient cupboards or empty barrels to hide in. When he looked up, he could see Sir Edmend leaning over the counter, his worried face peering down at them.

“Move!” Erik whispered fiercely, not bothering with manners. He gestured frantically to Sir Edmend, whose face disappeared.

With a splintering crash, the inn door flew open. “Get out of the way!” a Malornian voice shouted. Jaymin heard the sounds of people bumping into tables and chairs, and cries of “Ow!” and “Do you mind?” and “That was my foot you just stepped on!” as customers were shoved aside.

“You, Innkeeper!” bellowed a voice.

Lornsby, standing close enough that Jaymin could have touched his feet, nodded courteously. “Yes? Can I help you, sirs? Perhaps you’d like to buy a drink, or some supper? Or pay for my door that you just broke?”

“Why was your door locked?” demanded the man.

“I beg your pardon, sirs. Please don’t take it personally. It’s just that I’ve heard stories of soldiers barging into places and damaging property or stealing things and hurting people. I’m sure none of you would ever do that,” Lornsby added hastily, “but I just thought maybe if I locked the door you might find someplace else to go. Not that you aren’t welcome here, of course. It’s just that — well —” He floundered to a stop. “So, ah, what can I do for you, gentlemen?”

“Have there been any strangers in town in the last few hours?” another Malornian demanded. Jaymin could hear the scowl in his voice.

“Strangers? Well, no, sir, I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean, you don’t think so? In a village this small, surely it would be obvious.” The soldier addressed the room at large. “Any of you! Tell me if there have been strangers around here today. That’s an order!”

Jaymin’s heart sank. Everyone in the room had seen him, even if they didn’t know who he was. Although they had rallied to delay the soldiers at the innkeeper’s request, how strong were their loyalties really? Surely one of them would give him away if the Malornians threatened them or offered a reward.

“Yes, I saw eight strangers, Mister,” one of the inn’s customers called out.

“You will address me as Sergeant,” the Malornian replied coldly. “What did they look like, and when did you see them?”

“Well, Sergeant, they was all dressed in black and red, and they had big shiny boots that they wrecked a door with.” Jaymin could hear the grin in his voice. “I’m seein’ ’em right now.”

The room erupted into laughter. “Good one, Bennick,” someone called, and there was a clatter of tin mugs as Bennick’s friends raised their cups in a toast to his wit.

“Will you all shut up your drunken racket?” bellowed the sergeant. “We’re here on serious business.”

“Pour them some ale, why don’t you, Lornsby,” someone else suggested. “You can’t do business without a drink, strangers. Here, come and sit down with us.”

Lornsby bent and fumbled on a shelf for more cups, careful not to look at Jaymin and Erik as he did so. But before he could start filling them, one of the Malornians strode forward and pounded his fist on the counter right above Jaymin’s head.

“Enough of this foolishness! Answer us, man. We know there’s at least one stranger in town right now. Whose cart is that down by the road?”

Jaymin bit his lip. Of course someone who lived locally wouldn’t leave a cart of food outside an inn.

“The cart is mine, sir,” Sir Edmend interrupted calmly, and Jaymin could tell from his voice that he was standing at the other side of the room now. “What exactly is the problem?”

“Yours?” They could hear the man turning to face him. “What’s in it, and what are you doing here with it? How long have you been here? Where did you come from?”

“I’m here to sell my cargo, of course,” Sir Edmend replied. “Why else would I be parked outside an inn with a load of corn? I arrived earlier this evening.”

“You said you hadn’t seen any strangers today,” the officer accused.

“Ed here isn’t a stranger,” Lornsby explained. “I do business with him all the time. We’re old friends.”

“You, Cart Man,” put in another Malornian. “Didn’t I see you in Drall a few hours ago? I’m sure I recognize that cart and the horses.”

“That’s right,” Sir Edmend replied, still calm and unconcerned. “I bought the corn in the marketplace there and brought it here to sell.”

“He came from Drall today,” one of the soldiers murmured significantly. “You didn’t happen to bring any passengers along with you from Drall, did you? Two young boys?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” 

From under the counter, Jaymin stared at Erik in horror. What was Sir Edmend saying? Was he going to give them away? 

“They heard I was coming to Keston, and they asked me for a ride. I have no idea who they were, but they paid me up front in gold, and I’ve got to make a living, after all.”

“Wait a moment.” The Malornian sounded confused. “They paid you in gold? They were rich boys?”

“Well, that was the strange thing.” Sir Edmend’s voice grew thoughtful. “They were dirty and ragged, as though they lived on the street, but one of them had a pocketful of gold coins. And they acted a little oddly, come to think of it. The one boy kept giving the other orders, and the other one obeyed everything he said. It was funny to see someone who looked like a beggar acting that way. But I suppose you just never know with children these days, do you? Maybe it’s something they learn in school.”

The Malornians drew apart and Jaymin could hear them whispering to each other. He strained his ears but could only make out bits and pieces.

“… must be him, all right …”

“… with him from the palace …”

“… would have used it before now …”

“… saving it for …”

“I see what’s going on.” Sir Edmend’s tone was that of someone who has come to a sudden realization. “They’re thieves, aren’t they? The money was stolen — stolen from Malornian soldiers. That’s why you’re after them, isn’t it? Was it one of you they robbed? Well, I promise you, I had no idea, or I would never have let them ride with me. I don’t make it a practice to help criminals, I assure you. Here, you can have your gold back. I’m an honest trader; I don’t want any trouble.” There was the clink of coins, and Jaymin was relieved that Sir Edmend apparently really did have some gold with him to back up his story.

“So where are these boys now?” one of the soldiers demanded. “Where did you take them? And I hope for your sake that you really are honest, because if we find out you’re lying, you’ll lose a lot more than a few gold coins.”

“Why, I brought them here, of course. We were all hungry, so we came here for an early supper as soon as we arrived. Ask anyone in the village; I’m sure dozens of people saw us drive up.”

There had indeed been a number of villagers about earlier as their cart had approached the inn. Sir Edmend was wise to mix some truth into his story, Jaymin thought, especially when it came to things that could easily be confirmed by witnesses.

“Is that true, Innkeeper?” barked one of the soldiers.

“It certainly is,” Lornsby assured him. “They paid me in gold too, and I served them my best roast pork and potatoes.”

“Prove it, then. Show us your gold,” ordered another soldier.

Lornsby hesitated, and Jaymin’s heart sank as he realized the man must not have any. What would he do now?

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t. I haven’t got it anymore,” the innkeeper responded finally.

“Why not?”

“I used it to help pay for the corn my friend Ed here sold me,” Lornsby explained reasonably.

“Let’s see it, then,” the Malornian demanded of Sir Edmend, who also hesitated.

He doesn’t have any more gold, thought Jaymin.

“I gave it to the sergeant already,” Sir Edmend said.

“You gave him the gold they paid you. Now hand over the gold they paid the innkeeper.”

“It was all together. I thought that if they had stolen it, I had better return it all at once.”

There was a pause, and Jaymin imagined the soldiers staring doubtfully at Sir Edmend and Lornsby, trying to decide whether to believe them or not.

“Can anyone else confirm their story?” one of the Malornians called out, suspicion in his voice. “Surely some of you must have been in here at the time. Did any of you see these boys?”

“Oh, yes,” came a chorus of agreement, although actually there had been only two or three people in the room when Jaymin and Erik had eaten supper.

“They were here, sure enough.”

“Had a good appetite, they did, too.”

“Sat over at that table by the wall.”

“Paid old Lornsby in gold, just like he said.”

“All right, all right,” the soldier cut them off. “So where are these boys now?”

“They left right after they finished eating,” Sir Edmend replied. “They said they had to meet someone outside.”

“One of you must have seen where they went,” exclaimed another soldier. “We’ll pay three of these gold coins here to anyone who can tell us.”

The silence couldn’t have lasted more than four or five seconds, but to Jaymin, it was an eternity. He and Erik stared at each other, and he knew they were both thinking the same thing. This could be the end. One of the customers would tell the soldiers they were right there in the room. Erik would leap from hiding and attack, and Sir Edmend would pull out his sword if he was wearing it beneath his cloak, though more likely it was hidden back in the cart. Jaymin would try to run for the door, but with eight soldiers and at least that many villagers in between, there was no way he would make it. Erik and Sir Edmend might take out three or four or even five of the enemy before they were killed, but then Jaymin would be seized. If I’m lucky, they’ll tie me up and drag me to Almar or wherever Prince Korram is at the moment, claim the reward money, and then Korram will kill me. If I’m unlucky, the soldiers will just kill me here and now and take back my body.

“I saw them, Sergeant,” called someone from the other end of the room.

Grimly, Erik shifted position, ready to vault over the counter and spring into action.

Jaymin had a sudden thought. I should just stand up and give myself up without a fight. Of course he would be killed just the same, but then at least his two friends wouldn’t have to die needlessly. 

He drew a deep breath, and Erik shot him a sharp glance. I’ll have to be quick, Jaymin thought, or he’ll stop me before I can do it.

“I was heading over here to the inn for supper myself,” the man explained from the dining room, “when I saw someone over by the big rocks at the other end of the village.”

Jaymin let out his breath and relaxed again. Maybe no one had to die this evening after all.

“He had three horses with him,” the man continued, “and he was standing there like he was waiting for someone. Then I saw two boys walking toward him from this direction. When they reached him, they all got on the horses and rode away into the hills.”

At this, a murmur arose among the soldiers. Erik used the noise cover to lean forward and whisper, “You’d better not have been thinking what I think you were thinking.”

“Hush.” Jaymin avoided meeting his eyes.

“An accomplice,” exclaimed one of the soldiers. “I knew they must have one!”

“A family servant, maybe,” suggested another. “I told you we’d regret not getting all of them.”

“How long ago was this, and exactly which way did they go?” demanded a third. “Down that road toward the forest?”

“No, sir, I told you, they headed for the hills. The hills in the opposite direction. Nobody in their right mind goes into that forest at nightfall, sir. Trust me; I’ve lived by it all my life. There’s dangerous things in there, even in the daytime. No, they went northwest into the hills about half an hour ago. That’s all I know.”

“All right, men, let’s go,” barked the sergeant. “Sounds like they aren’t far ahead, and it’s a good clear night for a search. The two thousand gold pieces are as good as ours. You, and you, wait out there to guard the road just in case. The rest of you, follow me.”

Jaymin heard a rush of footsteps crossing the room, and the broken door was jerked aside with a clatter. A moment later they heard hoofbeats and the cries of men urging their horses to a rapid gallop. As the sounds faded in the distance, a sullen Malornian voice — outside the inn now, and growing further away as it spoke — could be heard grumbling, “Why us? It’s not fair. I want my share of the reward money too.” Then someone pushed the door shut, and the voice was cut off.

For a moment there was silence in the inn. Lornsby, still standing just inches from the boys, asked quietly, “Are they really gone? Someone check the windows.”

“They’re gone,” one of the customers replied. “The two that stayed have headed down to the road.”

Lornsby heaved a huge sigh and mopped his forehead with a dish towel. “That was close. Far too close.”

He knelt behind the counter, face to face with Jaymin and Erik. “Two thousand gold pieces, eh? You’re worth a lot to them.” He looked closely at Jaymin first, then his gaze flickered briefly to Erik before returning to Jaymin and lingering on him. “I was going to say that since I saved your life, you should tell me why they’re after you. But on second thought, you’d better not.” He paused. “I think I can probably guess, anyway. Let me just say that it’s an honor to help you.”

“Thank you, Lornsby. I won’t forget this,” Jaymin replied, with as much royal dignity as anyone hiding under a counter on a wheel of cheese surrounded by the smell of onions could muster.

“But he’s not safe yet,” cautioned Sir Edmend, who had returned to lean over the counter again. “We can’t leave with those two soldiers standing out there by my cart.”

“We’ll come up with something.” The innkeeper straightened up again and raised his voice to address the room. “That was good quick thinking, men. Quite a story you came up with on the spur of the moment, Bennick.” He picked up a pitcher of ale and rounded the counter to go refill their cups. “I say, a toast to Bennick’s storytelling talents. This round’s on the house.”

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Sir Edmend admonished as soon as he was able to make himself heard over the cheers. “We still have to get the boys out.”

“To be sure we do. Don’t worry over there, expensive boys,” called one of the customers. “You just stay where you are for now, and we’ll think of a plan. Those snakes aren’t going to get their hands on you.”

“We just have to get those two soldiers off the road, is all,” someone pointed out.

“But what’s the best way to do that?”

“Wait till it’s a little darker, and then sneak up on them,” another voice suggested. “There are only two of them, and lots of us.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Sir Edmend snapped. “They’re trained soldiers with swords, and they have their horses. Even if they didn’t hear you coming, the horses would; or they’d smell you. You’d be killed, every one of you, and then they’d probably burn your village to the ground.”

“Actually, I think the solution is quite simple,” said Lornsby. “Think about it. It’s cold outside, and they’re not happy to be there anyway. All we have to do is convince them they would rather spend the evening back in here, and then —”

“In here?” half a dozen disbelieving voices cut in.

“Are you out of your mind?” someone added. “We just got them out!”

“No, listen. We welcome them to come join us back in here where it’s warm, they drink some ale, we let them spin some tales of their daring deeds as Malornian warriors, they drink some more ale, we all sing a few songs together, and in the meantime Ed and the boys sneak out the back and round to their cart. We keep the soldiers occupied, and before they know what’s happening, cart and corn and boys and Ed disappear into the forest.”

“Good idea,” someone spoke out.

“Bring out your box of dice, Lornsby,” someone else suggested. “Lowest number gets to go invite them back.”

“Not just yet,” the innkeeper cautioned. “This is far too soon. They need time to get cold and bored and thirsty. You go out there now, and they’ll wonder why you’re so eager to get them off the road.”

“We can’t wait too long, though.” Jaymin heard concern in Sir Edmend’s voice. “The boys and I have a deadline. If we don’t get to where we’re going in the next couple of hours … well … it wouldn’t be good.”

From around the room men chuckled in the way of people who share an understanding of something they never speak openly about. Jaymin guessed that everyone here had at least a general idea of the secret their nearby forest held. After all, this was Sir Edmend’s last stop on his journeys in and out with supplies. Keston was full of patriotic Alasians who must know something about his work. That much was obvious from the way they had banded together to throw the Malornians off the scent even when they didn’t completely understand what was going on.

“Deadline or no, this won’t work at all if we don’t wait long enough,” the innkeeper said. “Make yourself comfortable, Ed. I’m going to go get my tools, and some of you can help me patch up that door. Then we’ll start some music. We’ll make it sound like they’re missing a lot of fun in here.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN 










An hour or so later, Jaymin woke from another doze, his head pillowed on a sack of potatoes on the floor. The singing had finally stopped, and he knew at once what that meant. He and Erik sat up, more than ready to leave this tiny kitchen, where all they could do was wait behind the counter while Sir Edmend and the rest of the inn’s customers sang one rousing chorus after another.

“All right, everyone, I think we’ve given those soldiers long enough,” the innkeeper said. Jaymin could hear the sound of ale being poured into cups. “Fim, you’d better be the one to go down there; you’re the best actor here. Tell them I’m sending them each half a cupful as thanks for keeping the road safe from bandits this evening. Let them know that if they want to come sit by the fire with us for a couple of minutes, we’d be interested to learn a Malornian drinking song or two before they go back on duty. With any luck they’ll decide some more ale is in order, and that they’d rather guard a warm inn than an empty road.”

There were murmurs of agreement from around the room.

“And you, Ed,” Lornsby continued, striding round the corner into the kitchen. He nodded courteously to Jaymin as he searched through a cluttered drawer and finally fished out a ring of keys. “You and the boys here will slip out the back door before Fim goes out. Wait behind the inn for a while to make sure the soldiers are staying, then you can sneak around and down to your cart.”

“Good idea.” Sir Edmend followed him into the kitchen, lanterns in hand, and glanced down at Jaymin and Erik to make sure they were awake and ready.

“The two of us will go across the hillside while you take the road,” Erik told him as Lornsby sorted through the keys, found the right one, and unlocked a narrow door in the kitchen wall. “We’ll join you in the cart after we’re all well into the forest, in case you get stopped before then.”

Sir Edmend nodded his agreement and set one of his lanterns down to clasp Lornsby’s hand in farewell. Erik slipped out to check that the coast was clear, letting in a gust of icy air, and Jaymin wrapped the black cloak tighter around himself.

“Good luck,” called someone in the inn. Jaymin paused in the doorway and looked back into the room. He wondered if he ought to say anything to these men who were risking their lives for something that hadn’t been fully explained to them. They were all watching him curiously, no doubt wondering who this boy was whom they were going to so much trouble to protect. 

“Thank you all,” said Jaymin. “I won’t forget this.” Then he followed the other two out into the cold night air.

The stars were bright overhead, and the thin layer of snow underfoot gleamed in the starlight. Jaymin was thankful for his new warm clothes out here on the frigid hillside. Erik, cloakless himself, gathered the bundle that was Jaymin’s cloak to his chest as he looked warily around.

Following his gaze, Jaymin saw the glow of firelight from the windows of a dozen scattered houses on the hillside before them. Smoke curled lazily from chimneys. He couldn’t see the two Malornians, who must be on the other side of the inn, but they all heard the front door open and close. Fim’s footsteps crunched through the snow as he headed down the path to the road below.

“Cold evening, isn’t it?” he called. Malornian voices grumbled a response.

“This will warm you up a little. Old Lornsby brews it himself. He says to tell you thanks for keeping the road safe tonight. We get bandits up in these parts now and again, but they’ll stay away with you here.”

“Only half a cup?” complained one of the soldiers.

“He’s a little stingy sometimes,” Fim’s voice apologized. “But if you’d like more, I’ll tell you something. We don’t get visitors very often here in Keston, and things are pretty dull most nights. We’ve all heard each other’s stories and sung the same old drinking songs more times than we can count. I’ll wager you know some that we don’t, though. If you care to come in and warm your hands by the fire awhile, my friends and I will be glad to refill your cups a few times in exchange for a tale or a tune.”

There was a pause while the soldiers considered this. Jaymin pictured them weighing the risk of being caught drinking on duty and leaving their post against the pleasure of a warm inn and pleasant company on a cold night.

“Well, maybe just for a few minutes,” one of them said. “I suppose we could take a little break and still be back out on watch hours before the others get back.”

“But only if you throw in a plate of that roast pork as well,” the other soldier added. “I’m starving!”

“A plate of pork it is, then.” Fim laughed. “I’ll pay for that myself if you’ll start by teaching us a new song. Something we haven’t heard before. Something folks sing back in Malorn.”

Snow crunched underfoot again as the men climbed the slope to the inn. The door shut behind them, and then there was silence.

Jaymin stood beside Erik and Sir Edmend, straining his ears for signs that the soldiers were distracted, shivering a little in the breeze that blew off the snow. He wondered how long they needed to wait to be sure the soldiers wouldn’t be back out again too soon.

“I hope my horses are all right,” Sir Edmend muttered, fidgeting restlessly. “I never intended to leave them out in the cold this long. They’ve got their blankets on, but still. I hope they don’t make a sound when they hear me coming.”

“How far down the road is the forest, sir?” Erik’s mind was on other problems.

“Not far. Half a mile or so.” Sir Edmend pointed into the dimness. “Just past the last of the houses over there. Once we get under the trees the road is pretty narrow; only the woodcutters really use it much. Don’t go too far in before I come; it would be easy to get lost.”

From behind them in the inn, they finally heard the muffled sound of two voices bursting into song:

“Well, lift your cup and we’ll all drink up

To our enemies’ defeat

For it ain’t no boast when we raise a toast

To the army that can’t be beat.”

“That’s our cue. I’ll meet you just inside the trees.” Moving quietly, Sir Edmend hurried around the inn and down the hill toward the road.

Erik beckoned to Jaymin and led the way along the slope above the road, which stretched out to their left in a dark strip with billows of white on either side. Pausing to look down and back, Jaymin could see the boxy form of the cart standing beside it.

It was easy to avoid the little houses squatting on the hillside. They reached the edge of the forest without incident and found stumps to sit on while they waited. For the second time that day, Jaymin was surprised at how easily he had escaped.

They could hear the cart approaching from a long way off. The wheels squeaked and the boards rattled, and the horses’ hooves seemed incredibly loud in the still night. Jaymin could hardly believe that no one was coming out to see what all the noise was. But the Malornians must still be busy drinking and singing, and no one else in the village seemed to care. Besides, the soldiers weren’t actually told to guard the cart. So surely they would have no real reason to be concerned if its owner drove it away.

However, the cart’s owner sneaking out the back and driving away in the middle of the night without unloading the cargo he had supposedly brought there to sell would probably be a different matter entirely. We should have thought of that earlier. Would the two soldiers notice that Sir Edmend was no longer in the inn? Would they see the cart being driven off, cargo and all, in the direction of the forest? He could only hope they were so engrossed in their food and drink and song that they wouldn’t look out of the window until it was too late.

Finally, Sir Edmend and the cart entered the forest. He was visibly relieved to see Jaymin and Erik waiting for him, and the two boys got up without a word and climbed onto the seat beside him.

For a long time the horses led them slowly through the darkness while they all strained to see the road ahead by the dim starlight that filtered through the trees. Finally Sir Edmend reined them to a halt, and they all sat still and listened for a moment.

A light breeze sighed through the branches, and one of the horses snorted and shook his mane, but there was nothing else. No hoofbeats. No angry Malornian voices. No sounds of pursuit.

“It looks like we made it.” Sir Edmend lit first one lantern and then the other, and Jaymin squinted in the sudden flare of light.

Erik frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea, sir? Now anyone around will see us long before we see them.”

Sir Edmend stepped down to fasten the lanterns to hooks at the front of the cart. “I know, but only our own soldiers are likely to be around from here on.” He resumed his seat and picked up the reins again. “And we need the lanterns. I’ll never be able to see the route without them.”

Erik hopped off the seat. “Then I’ll walk beyond the reach of the light and scout out the way. If there are enemies ahead of us, I’ll see them before they see the cart.”

Jaymin wasn’t sure how much good that would do. After all, it wouldn’t necessarily prevent an attack from behind or the side. But he knew his friend had excellent hearing and eyesight, and if Erik crept along ahead of the cart’s light and noise, he could keep an eye and ear open for trouble.

“Very well,” Sir Edmend agreed. “When the road forks, wait till we catch up, and I’ll tell you which way to go.”

Erik tossed Jaymin his cloak and waited just long enough to receive his own in exchange before disappearing into the darkness. Sir Edmend slapped the reins, and the horses began to move forward at a slow trot.

Fir trees leaned broodingly in from either side, their white-robed branches contrasting sharply with the darkness between them, their shadows leaping and weaving in the lanterns’ bobbing light. Sir Edmend leaned back and sighed as the cart bumped along on the dirt track barely wide enough for it to pass. “I hope the delay hasn’t ruined our plans. We’re a lot later that we were supposed to be.”

“Do you think our soldiers might have already left for their attack on Almar?” Jaymin asked. “Or would they wait for us?”

“I don’t know,” Sir Edmend replied. “But the general was planning to station a couple of men not far from here with fresh horses for us. One of them would take the cart around by the road while the other led us through a shortcut straight to camp. Since we’re this late, though, they may have assumed something happened to change our plans, in which case they would probably go back to prepare for the attack.”

“But you do know how to get to the camp even without their help, right?” 

“Yes, but that way will take longer. And we may meet sentries who don’t know we’re coming and might be reluctant to let us through at all. Security will be tight, tonight of all nights.”

Jaymin could think of nothing to say to this. What a disappointment it would be to come all this way and go through so much to get here, and then at the last minute be stopped so close to the goal. He had been looking forward to seeing what was left of the army and to speaking to the soldiers before their battle. He wanted to believe that some inspirational words from him, along with the excitement and joy he hoped they would feel at seeing their prince alive, might just give them an extra measure of strength and motivation tonight. And that could make the difference between success and failure, victory and defeat.

He and Sir Edmend sat in silence as the horses hauled them on, closer and closer to the destination they might or might not be able to reach, or reach in time.

Some sort of bird — an owl, perhaps — called out from the treetops over the crunch-thud of the horses’ hooves and the cart’s rattle and creak. Peering upward, Jaymin saw only a dark blur gliding silently away from the light. He wished his education had included a little more about the wilderness and what lived in it. It would have been nice to know what sorts of creatures might be prowling all around them.

A moment later he wished it again when some small unseen animal burst out of the snowy underbrush right beside the road and went crashing away through the darkness. He and Sir Edmend both jumped and the horses shied in alarm. It took a long time for Jaymin’s heart to calm down after that.

The next startling sound came from far off to their left. This one was a long, lonesome cry that sent shivers up Jaymin’s spine and made the horses twitch their ears and roll their eyes nervously. Though he had never heard it before, Jaymin was sure it must be a wolf. Erik has never been trained in unarmed combat against wild animals. At least Sir Edmend had a sword, but Jaymin hoped his friend wouldn’t encounter any dangerous beasts out in the darkness ahead.

Several times Erik appeared out of the darkness before them to check directions before vanishing once again. Meanwhile, the cart trundled on, joggling and lurching over protruding roots and the occasional fallen branch hidden under the snow. After sitting for so long on the wooden bench, Jaymin began to think that his friend had had the right idea in walking after all. Jaymin’s own back was beginning to ache a little from the hard boards, and his wasn’t throbbing from an encounter with a Malornian belt.

The cart’s jolting, uncomfortable though it was, gradually began to lull him. In spite of the motion, in spite of the hard seat and the cold air, in spite of the possible dangers on every side and the excitement of what was to come, Jaymin found his eyelids growing heavier. 

He jerked awake with a start when Erik materialized from out of the darkness again. “There are three men just ahead, with horses tied nearby,” Erik murmured, shielding his eyes from the light to preserve his night vision. “They didn’t see me, but by now they will have heard the cart.”

Jaymin sat up straight, wide awake once more. Were these General Dirken’s men, waiting to lead them to camp? Or could there be Malornians this deep in the forest? Maybe I should hide in an empty sack again.

“It’s probably nothing to worry about,” Sir Edmend said. “Our side often has routine patrols guarding the different routes through the woods.” But he loosened his sword in its sheath as Erik disappeared into the shadows beside the road.

A moment later a dark form stepped out of the forest before them, a drawn sword in his hand. Jaymin’s heart lurched, and for a brief, foolish moment he wondered if he should leap from the cart and run into the trees. But no. Sir Edmend, in spite of his age, was a skilled swordsman, and Jaymin knew Erik was watching from somewhere close by, ready to leap out and attack in an instant should his help be needed.

“Halt! Who’s there?” the figure demanded. Jaymin breathed a silent sigh of relief, his heart settling into its normal position once more. The man did not speak with a Malornian accent, and though he was dressed in plain clothes, Jaymin recognized his sword as the leather grip hilt design used by the Alasian army. His partners were nowhere in sight; they were probably watching from behind trees nearby, arrows on the string in case the strangers gave any trouble.

Sir Edmend pulled up the horses and handed the reins to Jaymin, then clambered stiffly to the ground, careful to keep his hands in plain sight. “Good evening, friend,” he greeted the soldier, stepping closer to one of the lanterns so the man would be sure to see his face. “It’s I, Sir Edmend, messenger for General Dirken. I’m bringing supplies for the troops.”

“Ah, yes.” The soldier seemed to recognize him. “I’m sorry, sir, but we were told not to let anyone through tonight.”

“The general is expecting me. He told me he’d send someone out to meet me, but I’m afraid I got delayed.”

“Well, I don’t know anything about that, sir. I came on duty an hour ago, and no one said anything to me about expecting anybody.”

Sir Edmend scowled. “Who was on duty out here before you, soldier? I’m guessing it was a ranking officer, wasn’t it?”

“Well, yes, sir; it was Lieutenant Dorvic and a couple of the men under his command.” The soldier looked puzzled. “Why does it matter?”

“Because I’m here on important business, and the general said he would have someone ready to escort me in. When I didn’t show up, he probably decided he needed all his officers back at camp to get ready for tonight.”

“You know about tonight?” The soldier looked surprised.

“Yes, I know about tonight, and I need to get there before everyone’s gone. You’ve got to lend me a couple of horses and show me the quickest way through the forest. I’ll leave my cart here with one of your partners.”

The man looked uncomfortable. “I’m really sorry, sir, but I can’t do that. My orders were very clear. I have to guard the road and make sure no one gets by to interfere with the plan or send word to the enemy.”

“You know me, soldier!” Sir Edmend was losing patience. “What would you have eaten in the last month if not for me? The general trusts me. You know I’m not some Malornian spy. Why would I be bringing a load of food if I wasn’t on your side?”

“That’s true.” The man hesitated, looking hungrily at the sacks of corn.

“General Dirken will be most unhappy with you if he finds out you turned me back,” Sir Edmend warned. “Have you ever been on his bad side before?”

The man shook his head, looking nervous now.

“Trust me, you don’t want to be.”

“Well, I suppose maybe I could let you go on as long as I inspect your cargo first. And I have to ask who it is you have with you.”

Jaymin kept his gaze lowered, his cloak wrapped tightly around himself, hoping the man wouldn’t recognize him. He didn’t want rumors starting before he was ready to announce himself to all the soldiers at once, and it suddenly occurred to him that perhaps he should have kept Erik’s cloak with its deep hood a little longer.

“My cargo is corn.” Sir Edmend fumbled one of the sacks open and scooped out a handful of the dried kernels as evidence. “And this is a boy I met in Drall. He’s had some contact with the enemy, and he knows a few things that the general might find useful.”

The soldier looked Jaymin up and down and then nodded dismissively. He glanced into the darkness to his left, and one of his companions materialized from the shadows. He wore a sword at his belt and held a bow, as Jaymin had expected, but had returned the arrow to its quiver.

“You’ll pardon us, sir,” the second man ventured almost apologetically, “if we search your cart. Just a security precaution — it’s nothing personal.”

Sir Edmend nodded. “You can’t be too careful.” He turned to watch as the first soldier sheathed his sword and circled around to the back of the cart, where he began poking through the sacks one by one. 

Good thing I’m not hiding in there after all. Jaymin smiled as he imagined how the man would probably have reacted to discovering a boy curled up in one of the bags.

“All right.” the soldier dusted off his hands as he finished the job. “We can’t escort you to camp, but you’re free to continue on.” He glanced anxiously at his partner. “You don’t think we’ll get in trouble for this, do you?” The other man just shrugged.

“You won’t,” Sir Edmend assured them as he climbed back onto the seat. “If anything, your commanding officer will be glad you had the good sense to know it was best to disobey orders this time.” 

The soldiers exchanged another glance. They didn’t look reassured.

Picking up the reins again, the old man slapped them across the horses’ backs, and with a creak, the cart began to move forward again into the night. “That wasn’t what I was hoping for, but it could have gone worse, I suppose.”

The road rolled slowly by once more as the horses dragged them deeper and deeper into the forest. With little to do besides duck the occasional low-hanging branch ready to dump its load of snow on them, Jaymin began to grow drowsy once more. Then Erik appeared again like a ghost from the darkness ahead. “Three more soldiers.” He vanished once more. 

Jaymin held his breath and Sir Edmend fingered his sword hilt. A moment later a lone man stepped out of the trees, gaunt and wary-eyed. 

“Stop and identify yourselves,” he ordered.

“You know me. I’m Sir Edmend,” the old man told him as he stopped the horses again. “General Dirken is expecting me, and I don’t want to hear any arguments from you,” he added. “Look in the sacks, search the cart, do what you have to do, and then get out of my way so I can find the general before the night gets any later. He must be losing patience by now.”

His commanding tone worked. A second soldier stepped onto the road and glanced briefly through the sacks before nodding, satisfied. “On you go, then, sir,” he ordered, “if you’re sure General Dirken’s expecting you.”

“Perhaps you could lend us a couple of horses and take this boy and me to camp by a shortcut,” Sir Edmend suggested more courteously. “The general will want to meet with us as soon as possible.”

“Perhaps so, sir, but we’re all under strict orders not to leave our posts tonight,” the first soldier told him. “You may ride on, though.”

Sir Edmend sighed. “Very well.” He shook the reins and the horses moved forward as the men melted back into the shadows.

A few minutes later, when Erik returned to report yet a third patrol, Sir Edmend nodded wearily. “General Dirken has certainly stepped up security. It’s not surprising in light of what he’s planning. But we’re getting close to the encampment now, so this will probably be the last stop.”

A moment later another soldier appeared on the road in front of their cart. “Stop right there. Who are you, and where are you going?” 

“Good evening. You remember me. Sir Edmend. I’m coming to deliver supplies to the camp and talk to the general, and I need to get there as quickly as possible.”

“Oh.” The soldier stepped closer and peered at them in the lantern light. “Yes, I do recognize you now, sir, but I’m afraid I can’t let you through this time. Our orders were very clear that no one is to come or go through these woods tonight.”

“Your orders don’t include me, soldier. General Dirken is expecting me. Search the cart if you must, and then let me pass.”

“I’m sorry, sir.” The man still stood blocking the way. “I wasn’t told there were to be any exceptions. I’m sure you understand I have to follow the orders I was given.”

“The general may have thought I wasn’t coming after all, because I got delayed.” Jaymin could tell Sir Edmend was trying hard to be patient. “But whether you were informed or not, it’s very important that I see him tonight. He’ll be most upset if you don’t let me through. Now stand aside.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” the soldier repeated, but he didn’t move. “If you come back tomorrow you’ll probably be allowed into camp. There’s an inn over in Keston where you and the boy could stay until then.”

“Tomorrow will be too late,” Sir Edmend snapped. “We have to get there tonight. I told you, General Dirken is expecting me.”

That isn’t going to work this time. Jaymin made up his mind. Taking a deep breath, he stepped down from the cart, his legs stiff after sitting for so long. He strode forward until he stood right beside one of the lanterns, letting its glow illumine his face. “What’s your name, soldier?” he demanded in his most imperious tone.

The man stared at him in surprise, and for a moment Jaymin thought he wasn’t going to answer. “Corporal Ossien,” he replied finally. “What’s yours, boy?”

Jaymin drew himself up and looked him full in the eye. “Jaymin the Fourth. That’s ‘Prince Jaymin’ to you.”

Corporal Ossien stared at him. “What?”

Jaymin didn’t bother to reply, just stared back and let his words sink in.

The corporal turned to Sir Edmend, who was still waiting in the cart. “Is this some sort of joke?”

“It’s no joke, Corporal. You’re standing face to face with the Prince of Alasia, soon to be your king.”

“That’s impossible.” Ossien took a step forward, his gaze flicking back and forth between the two of them. “Prince Jaymin was killed in the Invasion along with the king and queen. I know someone who saw their bodies. Korram’s men buried the three of them with all the dead guards and servants in a big grave they dug behind the palace.”

Jaymin froze. Prince Korram didn’t even give my parents a proper burial? He just dumped them in a hole full of other people’s bodies? 

In his mind’s eye he saw his mother with her tender smile, her strong arms that had often lifted him onto her lap when he was little, her soft hands that had dried his tears and soothed away his hurts and given him the strength to be who he needed to be. And now her body was lying crumpled anonymously in the middle of a pile of rotting corpses. Couldn’t they at least have buried my mother properly? Isn’t that the least even a Malornian could do for royalty, even enemy royalty?

It was the ultimate insult. I hate that Prince Korram. Jaymin’s grief hardened to anger inside him. I hope our soldiers kill him tonight, along with every one of his men.

Jaymin realized that the soldier in the road was still staring at him. With difficulty, he pulled himself together. “I don’t know whose body your friend saw with my parents’,” he told the man, “but it obviously wasn’t mine. There were other boys my age in the palace. It wouldn’t have taken much for Korram’s men to kill someone else and dress him in my clothes, and then tell everyone it was the prince.” Actually, that made a lot of sense. “It could have been one of the stable boys, or a gardener’s assistant, or the blacksmith’s apprentice. But as you can see, I’m very much alive.”

With a rustle of branches, a second soldier stepped out of the darkness and onto the road, also staring at Jaymin. “Are — are you really the prince? This isn’t some kind of trick?”

“I am Prince Jaymin,” Jaymin told him regally.

“Do you think he would admit it if it was a trick?” But the first soldier didn’t sound as sure of himself anymore.

The second man turned to his partner and lowered his voice to a whisper, but Jaymin could still make out his words. “Did you see the look on his face when you mentioned the mass grave? I think it really must be Prince Jaymin.”

“Until he proves it, we can’t let him through,” the first soldier whispered back. “It could be a trap, tonight of all nights.”

How can I prove my identity to them? 

The new soldier stepped forward and addressed him again. “My name is Private Ennel, your Highness. If it really is you, allow me to ask you a question.”

“Very well.”

“I had the honor of meeting King Jaymin a couple of years ago,” Private Ennel said. “He visited the military training base outside of Almar back when I was a new recruit. As he and some of the officers rode past inspecting the troops, something startled his horse. I happened to be standing close by as he spoke softly to calm her, and I heard him say her name. I’m certain the prince would know the name of his father’s horse.”

Jaymin gazed into the darkness, thinking. The trouble was, his father didn’t have just one horse. There were over two hundred horses in the palace stables, and he had probably ridden most of them at one time or another. But he did have some favorites. Jaymin frowned, trying to decide which one his father would have been most likely to ride at the time. Ennel had said she, which narrowed it down. But there were at least half a dozen mares whose names came to Jaymin’s mind as definite possibilities.

Wait. The military training base. That was up in the hills above the city, where the roads were dirt and it rained frequently. Jaymin’s mother used to say that it was better to ride dark horses anywhere there might be mud, because mud splatters on a white horse were unsightly and took away from the noble image people liked to see when royalty passed by. So their family usually rode or had their carriages pulled by light horses on the cobbled streets of Almar, and dark ones in the countryside or in smaller towns where the roads weren’t always kept in good condition.

A dark colored horse, then. What black or dark bay mare would his father have chosen for a visit to the military base that day?

Calara, probably. She was one of his favorites, fast and strong, her coat a glossy black except for a white streak running down her face. But as Jaymin opened his mouth to say her name, he remembered that Calara had only been purchased about two years ago, when she was barely full grown. True, she was frisky and excitable, and he could picture her being easily startled and needing to be soothed. But would his father have ridden such a young, inexperienced horse up the steep, rocky track through the wilderness on a formal visit? Probably not, and that was even assuming they actually had her by then.

That left two likely choices, as far as Jaymin could think. Dawn and Zayla, both dark bays, both reliable and experienced. But Dawn was a little bigger, a little more regal-looking, perhaps a little better for ceremonious occasions.

Jaymin opened his mouth again, but again stopped himself before he could say the name. That didn’t seem right. Dawn was steady and calm, not easily ruffled. Zayla, on the other hand, was high strung. She would be much more likely to take fright at some unexpected sound or movement.

“It was Zayla,” Jaymin said aloud. He knew he was right even before Private Ennel dropped to his knees in the road before him.

“Your Highness! Forgive me, I wanted to be certain it was you. It seemed too good to be true.”

“Your Highness,” echoed Corporal Ossien, on his knees now as well. He looked nervous. “I’m sorry; I truly am. I had no idea you were really alive.”

And then a third man appeared from among the trees to kneel beside the other two. “Prince Jaymin!” His face was radiant. “Alasia has a future now after all.” He fumbled for his sword, and in a moment all three of them had drawn their weapons and placed them on the ground at the prince’s feet.

Jaymin had seen people lay their swords at his father’s feet before, symbolizing their loyalty and readiness to serve and fight for the king. But this was the first time anyone had done it for him, and he couldn’t help pausing to savor the moment. It had been weeks since anyone had knelt before him or even treated him with respect, and it felt good to be acknowledged for who he was. 

But then he felt ashamed. These brave men had undoubtedly lived in cold and hunger and constant danger ever since the Invasion, much as he had. They had probably seen friends and comrades killed, perhaps even been wounded themselves, and they would soon risk their lives to try to help save his kingdom tonight. And here he was making them wait on their knees in the snow while he relished this feeling of importance.

Jaymin stooped to pick up the swords, handing them back to their owners one by one. “Please, rise. I don’t blame you for not believing such an unlikely claim at first, and I appreciate your commitment to following orders and to keeping our military safe.”

“We’re at your command, Sire. How can we serve you?” the corporal asked as the three of them rose to their feet, sheathing their weapons.

Jaymin paused, taken off guard. Sire, like your Majesty, was a title for a king. He had only ever been called your Highness before. True, he would probably be crowned king soon, assuming his army could defeat Prince Korram’s tonight. But it was startling, and not entirely comfortable, to hear himself addressed by the title that had always been his father’s. I don’t deserve that title yet.

“Sir Edmend and I need to get to General Dirken as quickly as possible,” Jaymin told the soldiers, shaking off the discomfort. “I’d appreciate it if you would escort us to camp now, Corporal, so there won’t be any further delays.”

The man bowed, his face lighting up at the opportunity to serve his prince. “I would be honored, Sire.”

“But don’t tell anyone who I am,” Jaymin warned. “Any of you. I’ll introduce myself to the troops when I’m ready.”

They all promised, and Ossien disappeared into the trees to fetch his horse. Jaymin turned and climbed back onto the cart seat beside Sir Edmend, who was visibly relieved at how things had turned out.

On horseback now, Corporal Ossien led the way down the narrow track, the cart bumping along behind him. After they had rounded a bend and could no longer see the other two soldiers, Erik appeared silently from out of the trees and hopped up onto the seat, settling himself beside Jaymin.

“The camp is only a quarter mile or so from here, your Highness,” began Ossien, half turning in his saddle. “We’ll be there in —” He broke off, catching sight of Erik, and instinctively his hand flew to his sword hilt.

“It’s all right, Corporal,” Jaymin hastened to assure him. “This is a friend of mine.”

Erik gave him his best innocent-little-boy smile. The soldier paused, his mouth open to speak, but then he closed it again and bowed from the saddle. He must have been dying to ask where Erik had come from and how he had escaped the sentries’ notice, but he said only, “Very good, Sire. In any case, we’ll be there shortly.”

With one more glance at Erik, the man turned again and led them on into the darkness toward the army camp. Toward General Dirken. Toward the soldiers Jaymin hoped to inspire and the events that could lead to the restoration of his kingdom in the next few hours. Or to its complete destruction.











CHAPTER FOURTEEN 










Before long, Jaymin glimpsed the flicker of firelight through the trees ahead. As the cart drew nearer, he began to make out the shapes of tents, and they were soon close enough to see that there were perhaps sixty or seventy of them pitched in a large muddy clearing. Campfires flickered here and there, surrounded by clusters of soldiers warming their hands. Thin patches of snow gleamed in the firelight, though most of it had been shoveled away into dirty drifts beneath the surrounding trees. Horses stood to one side in a long row of makeshift stalls, and a couple of simple wooden huts apparently served as storage places for weapons or supplies.

“We call this Camp One,” Sir Edmend explained in a low voice as they approached. “There are three others within a radius of about a mile and a half. Not exactly well-equipped barracks, but the Malornians haven’t found them, and that’s the important thing.”

“I see the troops haven’t left yet.” Jaymin was relieved. “General Dirken must have decided to wait for us after all.”

As they neared the edge of the clearing, another soldier strode over to meet them, looking noticeably more relaxed than any they had yet seen. Perhaps he assumed — with good reason — that no enemies were likely to make it this far, and that even if some did, the safety of the Alasian army didn’t rest solely on his shoulders. 

As they drew close, Corporal Ossien swung out of his saddle and addressed the approaching soldier. “Sir Edmend and — and his friends here need to see General Dirken. Could you let him know they’ve arrived?”

“Of course.” The man grinned, his face lighting up in recognition. “Welcome back, sir. Are you bringing us more food?”

“Now,” Ossien prompted. The man nodded and ran off toward the tents.

Sir Edmend, Jaymin, and Erik climbed down from the cart, and Jaymin stretched gratefully, relieved to be off of that hard seat and on his own feet once more. Ossien stood protectively nearby, not saying anything, but looking warily around as Erik was doing. He obviously felt the weight of responsibility at having the Prince of Alasia in his charge.

In a moment the other soldier was back, followed by a young page boy. “The general is eager to see you,” the soldier announced. “Rennie here will bring you to him. I’ve been asked to take care of your horses and the supplies.” 

Erik was careful to stand in front of Jaymin as the page, a boy of about their own age, approached. He gave them a curious glance but addressed Sir Edmend. “The general told me to bring you the long way around. Follow me, please, sir.”

Jaymin nodded his thanks to Corporal Ossien before turning to follow the boy through the trees around the edge of the camp. The tents to their right flapped in the night breeze, and the low voices of the men around the fires drifted to their ears as they passed. Jaymin noticed that like those in the forest, the soldiers all seemed to be thin and haggard-looking. Unlike the ones they had seen earlier, though, these were in uniform, and some were sharpening swords. It was hard to tell at this distance, but from their voices and posture Jaymin thought they looked eager, restless, a little edgy. No doubt they were discussing the coming battle and wondering what the next few hours might bring.

Rennie led them about halfway round the clearing and then into it. As they passed a dozen men warming their hands around one of the campfires, Jaymin kept his head down and let Erik walk between him and the soldiers. Finally they stopped before a large tent that had been set apart from the others. Rennie pulled the canvas flap back a little and spoke through the crack. “General, your visitors are here.”

“Send them in,” came the reply. The boy opened the flap wide and gestured for them to enter. Jaymin lifted his head and straightened his shoulders, putting on what Erik liked to call his princely look, and then stepped inside.

The inside of the tent was lit by a small lantern hanging from a pole above them. Against the tent’s far side stood a neatly-made cot with a wooden trunk beneath it. Several camp chairs were drawn up around a low table on which a map of Alasia had been spread out.

As they entered, General Dirken rose from one of the chairs. He was a tall man, with stern features and short dark hair fading to gray around the temples, his plain green uniform accented only by the gold general’s pin at his collar. His face was lined with the solemn responsibility of one who knows his decisions will affect the lives of thousands.

With two swift strides, the general crossed the floor to where his guests waited. Sir Edmend and Erik had stepped back to either side, and Jaymin stood between them with the same regal bearing he would have worn in the royal audience chambers back in the palace.

The general took Jaymin’s hand in both of his and dropped to one knee before him, his dark eyes full of emotion. “My prince,” he whispered. “I cannot tell you what a great gift it is to see you alive. The whole future of Alasia gleams brighter now, even in this dark hour.”

“Thank you, General.” Jaymin gestured for him to rise. “When Sir Edmend told me that you were alive and in command of the army, it lifted a great load from my mind. I know that if anyone can lead our troops to victory tonight, it will be you.”

A shadow seemed to cross the general’s face as he stood once more, releasing Jaymin’s hand. “I am honored at your Highness’ faith in me, but the situation has just become more complicated. I do not think we should attack tonight after all.”

“What do you mean?” Jaymin was startled. “What’s happened?”

“I have just received some alarming news, your Highness.” The general gestured to the back of the tent, where they now saw a man dressed in plain clothes, his face pale and his mouth hanging open, sitting in the shadows behind the table. He looked as though he couldn’t decide whether to believe his eyes and ears or not. “Private Dannel, come here.”

The man rose to his feet and stepped around the table toward them. He glanced up at the officer as though for confirmation that this was really happening.

“Dannel is one of my agents,” the general continued, ignoring the man’s hesitation. “He has been serving as a spy for me in Almar, and just a few minutes ago he returned with some news that may change everything.”

Dannel stood uncertainly before them, staring at Jaymin. “C-can it really be you?” he whispered in awe. “They said you’d been killed.” He looked as though he wasn’t sure whether to salute, bow, or kneel as General Dirken had done.

“I am Prince Jaymin.” After so many weeks of hiding his identity, it felt good to say those words for the second time that evening.

The man sank to his knees, his face radiant. “Oh … your Highness … how can I ever say what a joy this is! To think that you’re alive after all, and I’m meeting you in person! Your Highness, I — I — I’m at your service!”

“Thank you, Dannel.” Jaymin inclined his head regally. “I accept your service in the form of your word that you won’t tell anyone about me. I don’t want anyone else to know I’m alive yet.”

“You have my word, your Highness,” the man promised eagerly. “If there’s anything else I can do, you have only to say so.”

Jaymin nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind. In the meantime, you may rise.” He glanced at General Dirken. “I’m eager to hear this news, General. Suppose we all sit down, and Dannel can tell us whatever it is he told you.”

The general and Dannel pulled out chairs for Jaymin and Sir Edmend, and the four of them sat down around the table. Erik remained standing just inside the tent entrance.

Dannel still looked as though he couldn’t believe this was really happening, but at a stern glance from the general, he managed to collect his wits enough to speak coherently.

“I — I’ve just come from Almar, your Highness, where I was trying to find out what I could about the Malornians’ plans. I’ve been back and forth several times since the Invasion. Sometimes I pretend to be one of their soldiers — people say I do the accent well — and a couple of times I’ve even gotten into the palace and their barracks. They’ve never once suspected I wasn’t one of them,” he added with pride.

“Just tell the prince what you found out, soldier,” the general ordered. “We haven’t got all night.”

“Yes sir. Well, to make a long story short, your Highness, I found out that the Malornians know about our plans. They’re expecting our surprise attack tonight, and they’ve planned an ambush.”

Sir Edmend drew in his breath. Jaymin felt cold all over. “They must have spies among our troops.” Of course. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but somehow it had.

The general nodded grimly. “No doubt they do. The question is, what do we do now?”

Jaymin closed his eyes for a moment and took a slow breath, focusing on the problems at hand. As part of his royal training, he had joined in dozens of strategy meetings with his father, the Council of Advisors, and various military officers, including General Dirken himself a few times. But his father was gone, the Council of Advisors had been scattered, and most of the officers were dead too. Now it was up to him, the general, and Sir Edmend to make the crucial decisions. 

Jaymin opened his eyes again. “First, we had better postpone tonight’s attack. Then we have to find out who the spies are.”

The general nodded again. “I agree. However, the troops are prepared to attack now. They’ve already been waiting longer than planned, though I’m thankful for the delay, since otherwise we might all be marching to our deaths tonight. But if we suddenly announce a change of plans, the spy or spies will guess that we’ve found out what they are doing.”

“And we can’t have that,” Sir Edmend agreed. “If we’re going to catch them, we don’t want them suspecting that we know about them just yet.”

“Could we come up with some other excuse for postponing the attack?” Jaymin wondered.

“Such as?”

“Wh-what if you tell them it has something to do with the prince reappearing,” suggested Dannel. He faltered when everyone turned to look at him, but seemed to gather himself and went on. “Maybe you could tell everyone that now that Prince Jaymin has shown up, he has a better plan, one that will take a few days to get ready. That would give you time to find the spies and decide what to do.”

“Stick to your spying, soldier, and leave the decision making to those who understand such things,” snapped General Dirken. “Telling everyone that Prince Jaymin is here is the last thing we want to do now.”

Dannel cringed at the rebuke, but Jaymin nodded in agreement. “We don’t want the Malornians knowing I’m here, and since we don’t know which of our soldiers we can trust, it would be unwise to tell any of them.”

“Very unwise,” muttered Sir Edmend. “We’ll have to change that part of the plan, too.”

“Perhaps, General,” Jaymin began, “you could make it seem that you had never actually intended to attack Almar tonight at all. Maybe it was a drill or a test to see if our troops could be ready for such a thing, but really you had a different plan in mind all along.”

They digested this in silence for a moment, and General Dirken nodded slowly. “That could work, except for the minor detail about actually having another plan.”

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” broke in Erik from his position by the tent’s entrance, “but several people are approaching.”

Everyone looked up, and General Dirken rose from his seat. Now they could all hear the clop-clop of horses’ hooves on the frozen ground and the quick thud of two or three pairs of feet. From outside, Rennie’s voice called, “General?”

“Excuse me a moment, your Highness,” the general murmured. Jaymin nodded, and Erik slipped out of the way as Dirken strode toward the entrance. He opened the flap just wide enough to step outside before sealing it behind himself.

“What is it? I told you I didn’t want to be disturbed,” they heard him say.

“I know, sir.” The page’s voice was apologetic. “But these men insisted they had to see you at once.”

“General,” a man’s voice broke in. “We’re from Camp Four — you know, the easternmost one —”

“I know where Camp Four is, soldier. What is it you want?”

“Sir, the two of us were on patrol by the eastern edge of the forest this evening, and we saw an army on its way. Five hundred horsemen at least, sir, riding into Alasia from Malorn!”

Inside the tent, Jaymin and Sir Edmend exchanged a look of alarm. As if they didn’t have enough problems already, now an extra Malornian army was approaching?”

“How far away?” they heard the general demand.

“When we saw them, sir, they were maybe five miles from the forest’s edge, which makes it about thirty miles from here. But that was hours ago, sir. We rode back as hard as we could to bring the news, but it’s slow going through the forest in the dark, sir. When we got to our camp, Captain Tarl sent us to tell you.”

“I see. In which direction was this army heading? Toward Almar?”

“No, sir, toward the forest. Toward us.”

General Dirken was silent a moment. Then, “Good work, soldiers. Wait over there by the fire for now, but don’t mention this to anyone else. I’ll send for you if I need to speak with you more about this. Rennie, get them something to eat and see to their horses. Dismissed.”

He stooped to reenter the tent. “You heard?”

“Yes.” Jaymin knew his own expression must be as grave as the general’s. “The situation seems to be getting worse by the minute.”

“At least now you have your excuse to cancel tonight’s attack,” put in Dannel from his corner.

The general glanced at him sharply. “We have no further need of your services for now, soldier. I’ll see you receive the usual payment later, but in the meantime, you may wait out by the fire with the others. Say nothing to them of any of this.”

“Yes, General.” The man stood and backed toward the entrance, with an awkward bow in Jaymin’s direction. “If there’s anything more I can do, sir, or — or your Highness, please let me know.”

“Thank you,” Jaymin replied as Dannel shuffled out of the tent.

“So.” The general resumed his seat across from Jaymin. “Apparently this is where they are. Or at least where they were when last seen.” He placed a finger on the map on the table in a spot near both the Southern Woods and the Malornian border, and Jaymin and Sir Edmend leaned in to look. “And here we are in the woods, twenty-five miles from there.” He pointed again. “I think we can safely assume that this approaching army will do nothing before daybreak. They can’t get hundreds of horsemen through twenty-five miles of unfamiliar forest in the middle of the night, even if they do know our general location.”

Sir Edmend frowned. “What worries me is the fact that they’re heading here, instead of toward the capital.”

Jaymin nodded in agreement. “If those spies of theirs have told them exactly where we are, then we’re running out of time.”

“True. Well, we were ready for action anyway. This way, everyone can get a few hours’ sleep, and we’ll just save the battle for the morning.” The general’s face was grim. “We know these woods better than the enemy does, and I intend to take advantage of that. They are probably better equipped, but if there are only five hundred, we do outnumber them. We won’t let this be an easy battle for them.”

Jaymin sighed as he began to realize how serious their situation was. Even if they won tomorrow, their army’s location was apparently no longer a secret. They couldn’t stay here if the Malornians knew about the forest camps, but where else in this part of the kingdom could eight hundred fifty Alasian soldiers hide?

“Something about this strikes me as strange,” Sir Edmend said. “If they know where we are, why send only five hundred when they could send their entire army to wipe us out? And if they knew we were about to attack Almar, why not send their extra soldiers to reinforce the troops there and join the ambush? Why head for our camps in the forest if they think we’re planning to be gone tonight?”

There was silence for a moment as they all considered this.

“Perhaps these horsemen are just to cut off our retreat,” the general suggested. “Their plan may be to come through in the morning when they think we will all be gone, to steal or destroy our supplies, and to lie in wait for whatever wounded survivors escape from the ambush in the capital. They may believe they don’t need to send more if we’re about to come to them.”

The others nodded. That made sense, and yet it was hard to be sure what Prince Korram’s men were thinking. Something about this situation still seemed odd.

“If they know we’re close by, why would they travel during the day when our sentries could see them?” Jaymin wondered aloud. No one had an answer to that.

“I’ll assign extra patrols throughout the forest tonight, especially in the eastern region,” General Dirken decided. “They’ll keep us updated if the enemy does anything else unexpected. In the meantime, the rest of us will sleep with weapons at the ready. I’ll have our men move east to meet them before dawn, with some of them waiting just inside the forest and others positioned to surround them and cut off their retreat after they enter it. We’ll get a little sleep and then be ready to march a few hours before sunrise.” He turned to Jaymin. “With your approval, your Highness.”

Jaymin nodded tiredly. It had been a long day, and this was not how he had expected it to end. “Yes, General, I think that’s about all we can do at this point.” He hoped his voice didn’t betray the discouragement he felt.

“Very well, then. I’ll have my page show you to an extra tent for what’s left of the night.” The general caught Erik’s eye. “Go and call him; he should be over by the fire.”

Jaymin opened his mouth to explain that Erik was actually his bodyguard, not a servant, but Erik caught his eye and gave a tiny shake of his head before slipping out. People frequently mistook him for a servant, but that suited him just fine — he had often pointed out to Jaymin that he could do his job better when no one realized it was his job.

The general pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. “We have a good four hours left before we need to be up, your Highness, and I think we could all use the rest.”











CHAPTER FIFTEEN 










Jaymin could hear voices outside his bedroom. The Malornians! They had invaded the palace! They had killed his parents, and they were coming to kill him, and he had to escape. At any moment now Sir Edmend would come rushing in to lead them to safety through the secret passageway. Now Erik was shaking him awake to warn him of the danger, just as Jaymin had somehow known he would.

“Jaymin! Jaymin, wake up!”

Jaymin sat up with a start, almost falling off the narrow cot. Why was his bed so small? Then the tent walls stirred in the night breeze, and all at once he remembered where he was. 

Moonlight streamed in through the crack by the opening, and above the flapping of the canvas he could faintly hear Sir Edmend snoring from the next tent over. The only other sound was the rustle of trees in the wind outside. He rubbed his eyes and peered up at the dim figure of Erik standing over him.

“What is it?” Jaymin fought the urge to lie down again and pull the covers over his head. “It can’t possibly be time to get up already.”

“It is for us. Quick, get dressed and I’ll tell you.”

With a sigh, Jaymin rolled out of bed and groped in the darkness for his clothes, shivering as he left the warmth of the blankets. Erik seemed already to be mostly dressed.

“Rennie just came by,” his friend explained, shoving a foot into his boot. “Apparently the general has received an urgent message from Camp Four and wants to talk to you right away.”

“Again?” Jaymin fastened on his cloak and fumbled for his belt, yawning. “I wonder what’s happening.”

“Probably nothing good, for him to call you at this time of night.”

Having finished dressing, Jaymin ran his fingers through his hair. “Do I look presentable?”

“How should I know? It’s dark! But I’m sure you look princely enough to talk to the general. Ready?”

“I suppose.” With a last wistful look back at the warm cot he had so reluctantly vacated, Jaymin followed Erik out of the tent.

The night air was even colder than he had expected. “It’s freezing!” he gasped, stopping to wrap his cloak more around himself tightly.

Erik nodded seriously. “This is quite possibly the one place in Alasia that’s colder than Ana’s attic.”

Through a gap in the clouds they could see a nearly full moon hanging low above the treetops. Around them, the camp lay still and silent, tents crouching in neat rows like large, dark animals. The forest pressed in from all sides, full of shadows and secrets. At the far end of the clearing, a little fire flickered red-orange, the forms of two men on duty silhouetted against it. Jaymin wondered how many more patrolled hidden and watchful in the darkness.

Light glowed from inside General Dirken’s tent. Beside it, a bay horse stood shivering and stamping, its breath puffing out in clouds. The sleepy-looking page paced and yawned nearby, hands clasped in his armpits for warmth, hood pulled low. When he saw them coming, he hurried to the general’s tent and spoke into the opening. Then he pulled back the flap and gestured for them to enter.

Inside, General Dirken was deep in conversation with a uniformed soldier. Both men rose respectfully to their feet as Jaymin stepped in.

“Your Highness, I am truly sorry to summon you at such an hour, but I believe you will agree that this matter warrants your immediate attention.” The general gestured toward the man beside him. “This soldier has just come from Camp Four, and he brings news that I know you will want to hear.”

“Your Highness.” The soldier bowed low. “It’s a great honor.” Judging by his lack of surprise, he must already have been told he was about to meet the Prince of Alasia.

“Thank you.” Trying not to yawn, Jaymin took a seat at the little table, too sleepy to draw out the formalities, and gestured for the men to be seated as well. Erik once again took up his position by the entrance. “So, what’s this news?”

“Your Highness, I was on guard duty near our camp tonight, and my partner and I were approached by two young men in the forest. They were unarmed and carried a white flag for parley, and said they wanted to speak with whoever was in charge.”

“Malornians?”

“Yes, your Highness, but not just any Malornians. He may have been lying, of course, but one of them said —” The soldier hesitated.

“Said what?”

“Your Highness, he said he was Prince Korram of Malorn.”

Jaymin caught his breath, his sleepiness vanishing instantly. Prince Korram? Could it be true? And if so, what would it mean? He could not imagine any reason why Prince Korram would even be nearby, much less approach their camp in the middle of the night with only one companion to ask for a secret meeting.

“What did he look like?” Jaymin asked finally, trying to recall all he could about Korram.

“He’s short and wiry, your Highness, with black hair and thick eyebrows. He looks maybe fifteen, sixteen years old.”

“Is he dressed like a prince?”

“No, your Highness. His clothes look as though they’re made of deerskin.”

Jaymin’s brow furrowed in thought. He had met Prince Korram only once, when the Alasian royal family had visited Malorn about four years ago. Korram’s father, King Kerman, had just died, and Jaymin and his parents had made the trip to attend the state funeral. Jaymin, who had only been eight years old at the time, barely remembered Korram as a pale-faced boy with dark, unruly hair, looking completely devastated by his father’s sudden death. His younger sister had been present too, silent and somber, along with their newly-widowed mother. Korram, who had been only a little older than Jaymin was now, had hardly spoken during and after the ceremony. He had remained only a prince since then, Jaymin knew, for Malornian law stated that in the event of a king’s death, a regent would be chosen to help the prince rule until he came of age. Some man by the name of Rampus had gained the regency.

Jaymin wondered again what Korram wanted, assuming it really was him, and how this would affect their plans for the morning. Would there still be a battle?

General Dirken was looking at him. “Your Highness?”

Jaymin met his gaze. “Let’s go and talk to him, General. I’m curious to hear what he has to say.” And I’d like to meet the person who has caused the deaths of everyone I care about, created so much damage in my kingdom, and buried my parents in a mass grave, he added silently. He’s unarmed, and he’ll be outnumbered. We could — 

But no. Their enemy had come under the white flag of parley, and they would honor that. They had to. Honor was one of the few things Alasia had left.

Jaymin turned to the soldier. “Where is he now?”

“He and the fellow with him are waiting just outside Camp Four, your Highness, guarded by my partner and Captain Tarl. The captain sent me here to bring the news to the general.”

Jaymin turned to Dirken. “Well, General, shall we head over to Camp Four?”

“If you wish, your Highness.” The general looked less than enthusiastic. “However, we must be prepared for a possible trap.” He turned to the soldier. “You are quite sure the two of them are alone? There could be no other Malornians hiding in the forest nearby?”

“We made certain of that, sir.”

“Good.” But Dirken didn’t seem entirely satisfied. “Just in case, however, I want you and a few others to come along unseen. You’ll leave your horses in Camp Four and steal through the forest ahead of us. Stay out of sight with your bows and arrows at the ready, and at the slightest sign of trouble during this meeting, don’t hesitate to shoot.”

“Understood, sir.”

“I think we are ready, then.” He glanced over at Erik. “You go help Rennie saddle up some horses. I’ll summon more soldiers and instruct Captain Norrin to oversee Camp One while we’re gone.”

Camp Four looked very much like Camp One, with its supply huts and rows of tents squatting silently in the moonlight. The soldier led them around the perimeter of the camp and then pointed out a trail leading into the woods. After tethering his mare to a tree, he disappeared into the darkness beside the trail, followed by three armed officers. When they had gone, General Dirken drew his sword. Glancing around suspiciously, he nudged his horse slowly down the trail. Jaymin followed, and Erik, also peering into the trees, brought up the rear.

They only had to ride about two hundred yards into the forest. There, a small fire crackled in a little clearing just off the trail. Three camp chairs were set up around it. On one of them, a young man wearing what did indeed look like deerskin sat warming his hands. His companion, dressed the same way, stood behind him. Two horses were tied to trees off to the side, and two green-uniformed Alasians paced nearby, eying the young men suspiciously. All four looked up as the little party rode into the clearing.

“Sir!” One of the soldiers, wearing the bronze pin that marked him as a captain, stepped forward as they dismounted. He snapped to attention and saluted smartly. 

Dirken tossed his reins to Erik, who had already jumped down and stood waiting to take them, and returned the salute. “Dismissed, Captain. Take your soldier back to camp. I’ll handle it from here.”

“Yes, sir.” The captain motioned to the other man, and the two of them turned and marched down the shadowy pathway toward Camp Four.

Jaymin handed his reins to Erik as well and strode over to the fire. The youth seated there was several years older than he, with a shock of shaggy black hair, bright black eyes, and sharp features. His companion, obviously a bodyguard, stood with the same relaxed readiness Erik showed in uncertain situations, dark eyes silently taking in everything around him.

It had been a long time, but Jaymin recognized in the young man before him the boy he had met four years ago. There could be no doubt as to who this was. Their eyes met, and Jaymin saw a flicker of recognition, followed closely by surprise, in the other’s face. 

Korram rose to his feet, and Jaymin saw that in spite of being several years older, the other prince was only an inch or so taller than he, with a lean, wiry build. He doesn’t look like a mass murderer.

Korram took a step forward and made a slight, formal bow. “Prince Jaymin.”

“Prince Korram.” Anger and bitterness warred with curiosity as Jaymin returned the bow. Formal situations required such courtesies, no matter how he felt about his enemy.

“I must say I wasn’t expecting to see you,” Korram said. “Rumor has it you survived the Invasion, but I wouldn’t have thought to find you here. I’m pleasantly surprised.”

“The surprise is mutual,” Jaymin replied coolly, “though whether the pleasure is, remains to be seen. I’m sure you understand why my thoughts toward you and your people have not exactly been pleasant ones lately.”

“Of course. But after you hear what I’ve come to say, perhaps those thoughts will change.”

“I make no promises,” Jaymin told him, “but I’m willing to listen. Shall we be seated?”

They sat down in the camp chairs on opposite sides of the fire. General Dirken took the seat to Jaymin’s left, resting his naked sword across his knees. A not-so-subtle reminder that he didn’t trust Prince Korram and would be ready for any trickery. Erik, having tied their horses to a branch beside the other two, glided over to stand behind Jaymin. The two princes regarded each other over the flames, both silent for a moment, trying to gauge each other. The only sound was the crackling of the fire.

Korram broke the silence first. “It would be the height of stupidity, as I’m sure you realize, for me to ride unarmed and with only one attendant into what’s potentially enemy territory, if I didn’t have a truly important reason.”

Jaymin raised his eyebrows. “Potentially enemy territory? If invading my kingdom like this doesn’t make us enemies, what do you think would?”

Korram nodded. “I know, I know. I’d feel the same way, I’m sure, if you had invaded Malorn. But that’s why I’m here: to try and make you see that this wasn’t my fault. We don’t have to be enemies.”

How can it not be his fault? Jaymin folded his arms and leaned back in his chair, scowling suspiciously. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that, whether you believe it or not, I have as much to lose in this situation as you do. I want your help, and you need mine. Let’s end this stupid invasion so we can each go home and rule our own kingdoms in peace.”

Jaymin stared at him. This wasn’t making sense. “If peace is what you want, perhaps you should have thought of it before you invaded Alasia.”

“I didn’t invade Alasia! Regent Rampus did!” Korram looked as though he wanted to leap from his seat, but he drew a deep breath and managed to contain himself.

“Look,” he gritted out. “This was not my idea. Rampus has been ruling Malorn ever since my father died, and until I turn eighteen next year, I can’t take the throne, and I have very little real power. In theory I’m supposed to have some say in how the kingdom is run, but in practice — well, Rampus asks my opinion and listens to my suggestions, and then goes off and does exactly what he wants anyway.” Korram’s voice was bitter. He paused for breath and to make sure Jaymin was listening.

Jaymin’s mind was whirling. Everything he had assumed about this boy for the last month was being turned upside down.

“So you’re saying it was Regent Rampus’ idea to invade Alasia, and you couldn’t stop him?” he clarified. If that’s true, it changes everything.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying!” The other prince ran a hand through his unruly hair, making it stand up even more. “He came up with all the plans and a whole list of ways that it would benefit Malorn, and then he just went and carried them out.” Korram leaned forward earnestly, resting his forearms on his knees. “I won’t pretend I didn’t see the potential advantages. You have natural resources that I’d love to have access to, for one thing. But I wouldn’t go about it like this. If I wanted something from Alasia, I would open trade negotiations and try to work it out. And even if I did attack, I wouldn’t have done it the way he did — sneakily, and at night, and all. I would have made a formal declaration of war and gone about it fairly. Not that I would attack you, I mean,” he added hastily, seeming to realize what he had just said. “I don’t want war. I’m just saying that if I did, I have more honor” — he practically spat out the word — “than to attack at night and worm my way in with the help of spies and traitors.”

Jaymin regarded him thoughtfully. “If what you’re saying is true, why didn’t you do something to stop it? Surely you could have tried.”

“What do you think I’m doing right now?” Korram spread out his hands in protest. “I risked my life to come here. Not only am I at your mercy, but if word of this gets back to Rampus, it will all be over for me. There was nothing I could do before, but I’m trying to stop him now, trying to help you at the same time.”

Korram stared pleadingly into Jaymin’s eyes as though begging him to believe him. “You don’t know what it’s like in Malorn. Rampus controls almost everyone with any influence in my kingdom. All the noblemen, the army — they all think that everything he does is with my authority, but it’s not. No one opposes him and gets away with it. In some ways my family and I are practically his prisoners in our own palace.”

Jaymin stared back at him, shocked. He had never pictured the other prince’s life being anything like that.

Korram paused again, searching for the right words. “You’re a prince too. Try to imagine my situation. This man is popular throughout the kingdom; he’s the regent, which means he has almost all the powers of a king, and he lives for power. He gets furious anytime I speak against anything he’s done. Through his clever little hints and implications and offhand remarks, he’s made it clear that he is in charge of Malorn, and if I go against him, well, I’d just better watch out. Next year when I turn eighteen, the law says he’ll have to step down for me to be king, and if I know Rampus — and trust me, I do — that’s the last thing in the world he plans to do. And that’s why he’s done all this.” Korram waved his arm in a sweeping gesture that encompassed Malorn, Alasia, and their respective armies waiting to meet in battle. “He’s trying to gain power, to show my people what great things he can do for Malorn, so that when I just happen to die, just as my father happened to die four years ago, he will be the High Council’s natural choice for the next king.” Korram stopped for breath and to run a distracted hand through his hair again. His voice had been gaining in intensity, and his face was flushed. 

Jaymin didn’t blame him for being so upset. “So you think Rampus means to have you killed soon?”

“I’m certain of it. That’s why he called me here from Malorn. He sent a message, and he made it sound like an invitation to take part in our upcoming victory, but he and I both know it was really an order. He told me to lead five hundred horsemen, who he thinks I recruited for him, over the border to attack your troops in the forest, assuming they were still there when we arrived. He’s found out about your plans to attack Almar, by the way. If you haven’t tried yet, I wouldn’t recommend that you do. He’s more than ready for you.”

“Thank you,” replied Jaymin, “but we found out about that on our own.”

“All right. Anyway, I’m supposed to come sweeping through the woods with my troops tomorrow, wiping out any resistance between here and Almar, and then meet up with Rampus in the city. If I managed not to be killed in the forest, I know Rampus would have someone else ready to do the job, probably a sniper in an Alasian uniform lying in wait somewhere in Almar. In any case, Rampus wants me out of the picture just as surely as he wants you dead, and he wants Alasia as a trophy.”

Korram leaned back again in the camp chair and regarded Jaymin across the fire. “So there you have it. We’re both in a tight place, and that’s the whole situation.” He sighed, and some of the anxiety seemed to drain from him, replaced by mingled weariness and relief. It was easy to see what he must be thinking. I’ve finally told him. Now I just have to wait and see how he responds.

Jaymin gazed thoughtfully into the fire. It was strange how the anger and bitterness he had felt toward the other prince ever since the Invasion had faded so quickly. Amazing what a few facts can do. Assuming they were facts, of course, and that Korram wasn’t lying about all this. But Jaymin had no reason to doubt the other prince’s words. What would Korram have to gain by telling such an elaborate lie? On the contrary, everything he said made sense, and his situation certainly seemed, in its own way, to be as serious as Jaymin’s. Why else would he even have come here?

Jaymin glanced over at General Dirken, who had remained silent throughout the discussion. The general met his gaze and gave a slight nod. It seemed he was willing to trust Korram, too.

“What token can you give us to prove your goodwill?” Jaymin asked finally.

The older prince had apparently been expecting the question. “I’m prepared to give you this.” He twisted a ring off his finger and handed it to Jaymin over the fire. Jaymin took it and examined it closely in the firelight. It had a wide gold band inlaid with a number of tiny rubies and diamonds. The rubies had been delicately arranged to form the shape of a hawk with outstretched wings, two glittering diamond spears crossing behind it in an X shape. Jaymin recognized the Malornian royal crest.

“I would like it back after all this is over, if you don’t mind,” Korram said, “but in the meantime, keep it as proof of my goodwill. And if at any point you feel that I’ve dealt less than honorably with you, you needn’t return it.”

Jaymin nodded, watching the dancing flames reflect off the tiny gems. He knew this ring must be a treasure of the Malornian royal household. His father had a similar one with the Alasian royal crest. Jaymin’s mind wandered for a moment as he wondered if he would ever see it again.

“That’s fair enough, I suppose,” he replied, bringing his thoughts back to the present and pocketing the ring. It would certainly not have been appropriate for him to wear it.

Beside him, the general cleared his throat. “If I may, your Highness ….”

Since it was unclear which prince he meant, both turned his way, but he addressed Korram. “Would it be too much to request one further token? One which would cost you nothing, but be of great practical benefit to us.”

“Such as …?”

“Do you know the names of the traitors among our troops?”

“Of course! Some of them, anyway. If you have something to write on, I’ll give you as much of the list as I know.”

The list, thought Jaymin in dismay. Are there that many?

They all cast about for something to write the names on, but no one had come prepared. Finally, the general produced a large, white handkerchief from his pocket. He carefully extracted a partially burned stick from the fire and handed both to Korram.

Korram chuckled, but he spread the handkerchief out on one knee, and began to write clumsily on it with the blackened end of the stick.

“There are four that I know of in your army,” he began, scratching away, “mostly ranking officers. And I’ll give you some more for free. These next four were part of the palace guard. They are the ones who let Rampus’ men in on the night of the Invasion.” The burnt end of the stick had stopped working, so he used it to nudge another one away from the flames. Its tip was still glowing, so he tapped it in the dirt to put it out. Adjusting his hold on his new writing implement, he bent over the list again.

“Let’s see … then there was a man who had gone to work in your palace kitchen. And some Malornians who have been living in Almar as merchants for several years. They secretly sent Rampus information about the best ways into the city. Feel free to deal with them if you want to. I don’t care.”

He finished writing and handed the handkerchief across the fire to Jaymin, who scanned the faintly scrawled names. Captain Talifus and the other three on the palace guard were familiar to him, but the only other name he recognized was the first one on the list.

Dannel.

Jaymin scowled, remembering how eager Dannel had seemed to serve him. How embarrassing to think he had fallen for the man’s act.

He passed General Dirken the list. “Apparently Dannel is a double agent.”

Korram gave a short laugh. “You mean he was spying for your side too? He must have been good. Rampus never suspected a thing.”

“Neither did we.” The general glared at the names on the handkerchief. He folded it carefully and tucked it into his pocket. “Dannel and the other three soldiers will be dealt with before morning,” he promised, “and the rest, as soon as possible.”

“Are you willing to trust me now?” Korram tossed his writing stick back into the fire and brushed the ash off his hands onto his breeches. “If you want to search out those soldiers and interrogate them to make sure I’m telling the truth, I’m willing to wait.”

Jaymin glanced at the general, who shook his head. “I don’t believe that will be necessary, your Highness. All four of their names are familiar to me. I think it’s hardly likely that Prince Korram would even know the names of our soldiers if not for the reasons he states.”

Jaymin turned back to Korram. “All right. We believe you. So, what is it you suggest we do?”

Korram crossed his legs and gazed into the fire thoughtfully. “Well, my three basic ideas are to get to Almar alive, place Rampus under arrest, and then take command of all my troops and lead them back to Malorn. Exactly how I’m going to do those things, though, I’m not sure yet.”

“What do you know about the horsemen you have with you?” Jaymin wondered. “Do you think most of them would take your side if they knew the truth about Rampus?”

Korram nodded. “Most of them would. I trust the ones I recruited myself. But some are part of the regular Malornian army, and it’s hard to be certain about them. They’ve always obeyed him, but he’s always made it sound as though he was just passing on orders from me. So I’d like to think that if I actually stepped up and gave some orders myself, they’d do as I say.”

Korram chewed his lip, gazing into the flames, and Jaymin could tell he wasn’t at all certain about this. With a sigh, he poked a burning log further into the fire with the toe of his boot. They all watched as golden sparks leaped up and floated into the darkness above.

“But even if all of them are loyal to me,” Korram continued, “that doesn’t take care of the first problem. I still have to make it to Almar alive. I know Rampus isn’t going to rest until I’m safely dead, and even five hundred horsemen will be no protection against his schemes.”

General Dirken addressed Korram. “If I might make a suggestion, your Highness.”

“Yes, General?” Jaymin wondered if the other prince was making an educated guess, or if he really knew what the gold pin on Dirken’s collar stood for.

“Why not send a message to Regent Rampus tomorrow announcing that you have defeated our troops in the forest? You could also hint that you have discovered something important of which you must tell him in person. His curiosity would most likely keep him from having you killed before he can at least talk to you. Then you and a few trusted officers could meet with him privately in Almar, at which point your men would seize him.”

Korram pursed his lips, considering it, and Jaymin knew he must be thinking over that “most likely”.

“That’s feasible,” Korram replied finally. “There are details, of course, that would have to be worked out.” He turned to Jaymin again. “I do actually have a similar idea for how to get past the second problem, and that’s where I’m most hoping for your assistance. I need a way of preventing Rampus from calling for help the moment he realizes my intentions. He’s certain to have dozens of guards close by no matter where we meet.”

“Couldn’t you have some of your own people ready nearby too?” Jaymin wondered. “Maybe some of those horsemen you do know are loyal?”

“I thought of that. But Rampus has set up his headquarters in your palace, and he would be suspicious if I tried to bring them in there. They’d be stopped at the door. Apart from Ernth here, there’s really no one who would have reason to be with me inside.”

“I see. So what did you have in mind?”

“Well, I thought perhaps you could have some of your Alasian soldiers waiting in the palace, disguised as Malornians. Then when his guards try to intrude on our little meeting, your men could leap out of hiding and attack them.”

“One problem.” Jaymin tried to keep his voice convincing. “How do my people get into the palace in the first place? From what I hear, Almar is swarming with Malornian soldiers right now.”

Korram hesitated. “You’re not going to be happy that I know this,” he began apologetically, “but those spies were pretty thorough, and I found out a lot of what they told Rampus. I know that there is at least one secret entrance into your palace, and that you had been planning to use it for tonight’s attack.”

Jaymin let out his breath in frustration. Their spy problem had been worse than he had thought. “All right,” he admitted. “So there is.”

“I won’t ask you where it is,” Korram put in hurriedly. “I’m not even going to ask you to let my soldiers use it. But if you could send some of your men through, that could make the difference in whether this whole plan works or not.”

“So. You’re suggesting that I secretly send my soldiers to the palace through an entrance that Rampus already knows about; have them hide somewhere in its two hundred thirty-nine rooms that we assume is near where he’s most likely to decide to meet with you, hoping that none of the hundreds of enemy soldiers stationed in or around the palace happens to notice them even though Almar must be on heightened alert because of the attack they were expecting tonight; and then somehow at exactly the right moment they’ll all leap out of hiding and defeat Rampus’ men so that you can place him under arrest and then order all your troops out of my kingdom, hoping they’ll decide to obey you. Is that right?”

Korram laughed. “It does sound a little unrealistic when you put it that way, doesn’t it? But I think somewhere in there we have the beginnings of a workable plan. Unless you can think of anything better?”

Jaymin cast a doubtful look at General Dirken.

“I think,” began the general, “that with a few adjustments and the addition of some minor details, we do have a plan worth following. This is what I suggest ….”











CHAPTER SIXTEEN 










Jaymin, Erik and Sir Edmend sat around the camp table in General Dirken’s tent, enjoying a late breakfast of cold venison, cornbread, and coffee. After the negotiations last night, Korram had ridden back to rejoin his troops at the edge of the forest, while Jaymin and Erik had turned in for a few more hours’ sleep. But Jaymin suspected that the general had been up ever since, fine-tuning the day’s plans.

Wrapping his hands around his steaming cup to warm them, Jaymin leaned back blissfully in the camp chair and took a sip of coffee from his tin mug, savoring its rich, strong flavor and warmth. He had never particularly enjoyed the taste of coffee before, but now he realized how much he had missed the simple luxury of a hot drink on a cold morning. “A proper breakfast at last. How long has it been?”

“Four weeks, five days, and, um … about four hours,” replied Erik promptly.

Jaymin chuckled. “Quite long enough, if you ask me.”

Sir Edmend chuckled too. “Not many would call this a proper breakfast. Thank goodness there’s always venison to be had in these woods. But aside from the supplies I’ve been able to bring — and a few others too, of course — the soldiers haven’t had much else to eat.”

“Well, it seems like a feast to us.” Jaymin helped himself to another slab of venison. Just the taste of meat was a treat after so many meals of porridge or vegetables and potatoes.

“So this sounds like quite a plan that you made last night,” remarked Sir Edmend. Jaymin wondered a little guiltily if they should have brought him to talk to Korram too. Well, that had been the general’s call.

“I can hardly believe that Prince Korram is on our side,” Sir Edmend continued. “So, his five hundred horsemen will be spending today in Camps Three and Four?”

“They should be on their way now.” Jaymin took another sip of coffee to wash down the last of his cornbread. “Our soldiers are all moving into Camps One and Two. We’ll be more crowded, but it won’t be for long. Korram is going to send a message to Regent Rampus this morning, announcing that he’s on his way to Almar to bring Rampus some important information. This afternoon, a small group of our soldiers will enter the palace through the secret tunnel. A little later, Korram and his horsemen will ride for the capital, where he’ll meet with Rampus in the palace. With the help of our soldiers who will be hiding in the tunnel ready to burst out and attack, he’ll place Rampus under arrest and demand that the rest of the Malornians follow him as their rightful ruler. If everything goes well, he should be ready to start leading his troops back to Malorn by this time tomorrow.”

“And if it doesn’t go well?” Sir Edmend’s expression betrayed his concern.

“That’s why the rest of our army will be leaving shortly after Korram. They’ll hide in the hills around the city, and he’ll send word if he needs reinforcements. I hope it won’t come to an all-out battle, but if it does, we’ll be ready.”

Sir Edmend frowned. “Forgive me for saying so, your Highness, but it sounds like a risky plan. I can think of several things that could go wrong.”

“Oh, yes, it is risky. Erik and I were talking last night, and we came up with a list of twenty-three potential problems.”

In spite of himself, Sir Edmend laughed. “Twenty-three? That’s even worse than I’d thought. But really, I don’t suppose I could come up with anything better. And General Dirken — he’s in favor of this, I assume?”

Jaymin nodded. “He thought most of it up himself.” He paused. “Speaking of the general, I wonder if he was able to find the other three spies.”

Dirken had sent Rennie over a few minutes earlier to report that Dannel was nowhere to be found. He had apparently slipped away last night, and Jaymin assumed he had gone straight to Regent Rampus to report everything he had seen and heard.

“I don’t like it,” Erik murmured under his breath from the other side of the table. Jaymin knew he was thinking about Dannel as well.

“I suppose Rampus knows you’re here now.” Sir Edmend’s thoughts were obviously on the same track. “It’s a good thing we’re putting this plan into action today.”

Unexpectedly, Erik spoke up. “I still don’t like it,” he said. “At all.”

Jaymin and Sir Edmend turned to him in surprise. Erik usually had plenty to say when he and Jaymin were alone, but when others were around he would automatically switch from cheerful friend to silent bodyguard, seldom speaking unless spoken to.

“The way I see it,” Erik continued, addressing Jaymin, “your survival is the biggest weakness in Rampus’ plans. As soon as the rest of Alasia finds out you’re alive, our people will have real reason to resist the Malornians. If I were Rampus, I would make eliminating that reason my highest priority.”

The familiar worried look returned to Sir Edmend’s face. “You do have a point. And yet I’m not sure what better move we could make at the moment. We are doing what we can to take care of Rampus as soon as possible.”

“With all due respect, sir, that’s not good enough.”

Jaymin was shocked. It wasn’t like Erik to criticize anyone, much less a respected member of the king’s Council of Advisors.

“I knew we were in danger in the town square that time, and I kept quiet,” Erik continued, his voice pained, “and look what almost happened then. I won’t make the same mistake twice. Rampus is going to try something; I’m sure he is. Waiting around here is a bad idea.”

Jaymin considered his friend’s words. “I see what you’re saying, but surely, with our army surrounding me, this is the safest place I can be right now.”

Erik shook his head stubbornly. “It’s not safe for you here, Jaymin. It’s not. I’m not going to keep quiet about it this time.”

He had never argued with Jaymin in public before, and Jaymin wasn’t sure how to respond. “Well, what would you suggest we do? It’s not as though I can go back to Keston or Drall.”

Erik shrugged. “You can hide somewhere else. Alasia’s a big place.”

Jaymin sighed in exasperation. “You know I can’t just leave. You were there when we made our plans. Prince Korram will be arriving at any moment now, and I’ll need to finalize the arrangements with him, and I still have to make my speech to some of our soldiers later before they leave for the secret tunnel.”

Erik shook his head adamantly. “Cancel the speech.”

Jaymin was growing annoyed. “You worry too much.” Besides, he had been looking forward to showing himself to the soldiers. It would be fun to see their reactions when they found out who he was. “Korram is going to arrest Rampus by the end of the day, anyway. We really can’t move any faster than that.”

Erik glared at him. “You’re making a mistake, and it could be costly.”

Jaymin glared back. “That’s a risk we’ll have to take, but I don’t think it’s a very big one.”

Erik closed his mouth and folded his arms, accepting defeat without surrender. Jaymin turned away to avoid his penetrating gaze, thinking uncomfortably that he shouldn’t have spoken to his friend like that. What if Erik is right? Well, he was a bodyguard. It was his job to worry about Jaymin’s safety. That didn’t mean anything would really go wrong.

From outside, footsteps approached the tent. Jaymin heard General Dirken’s voice saying something he couldn’t quite make out, and Rennie replied. A moment later, the general pulled back the tent flap and ducked inside. 

“Your Highness.” He bowed to Jaymin. “And Sir Edmend — good morning.” Like most people, he ignored Erik, which was exactly the way Erik liked it.

“Hello, General.” Jaymin gestured to the empty chair. “What news?”

Dirken sat down, accepting the cup of coffee that Sir Edmend poured for him. “The other three spies are now under guard, your Highness. They’ve been stripped of their rank and are awaiting court-martial. Prince Korram was telling the truth.”

“They actually confessed?”

“They did, your Highness.” The general took a swallow of his coffee with the air of one who has accomplished a successful morning’s work.

Sir Edmend raised his eyebrows. “I’m afraid to ask how you convinced them to talk so quickly.”

“Then don’t. Rest assured I did nothing technically illegal. Let’s just say that by the time we were finished, they were only too eager to tell me everything I wanted to know. As I had suspected, they have been providing the Malornians with information since even before the Invasion. I’ll brief you more thoroughly later, but in the meantime, we may wish to head for Camp Four. I’ve just received word that Prince Korram and his horsemen have arrived.” He turned to Jaymin. “He would like to meet with you at your earliest convenience.”

Jaymin nodded eagerly. “I’m ready now. Would you like to come and meet him, Sir Edmend?” Then I won’t feel so badly for not inviting you last night.

“I’d be glad to, your Highness.” General Dirken downed a last swallow of coffee, and they rose to their feet. Erik waited until they had all left the tent before slipping silently after them.

Korram was pacing restlessly when they arrived, with his bodyguard, Ernth, standing silent and watchful nearby. At Dirken’s suggestion, they met in the little clearing where they had talked the night before, a safe distance down the trail from Camp Four, where Korram’s soldiers were busy tending to their horses and lighting cooking fires. As the general had pointed out, even if they trusted Korram, it wasn’t worth taking the risk that some ambitious Malornian might recognize Jaymin and hope for an assassin’s reward from Rampus. So they were careful to stay out of sight, and Dirken had once more arranged for armed guards to follow them through the trees to keep an eye out for trouble.

Korram’s dark hair stood up just as wildly as before, and the dark circles under his eyes bore testimony to his lack of sleep, but there was a spring to his step and an excited light in his eyes. Jaymin smiled to himself as they dismounted. He could understand Korram’s feelings; they were not so different from his own. If everything went well, both of them would have their kingdoms back in just a few more days.

This time General Dirken had come prepared with pen and ink and parchment. It took only a few minutes to compose a letter in which Korram reported to Regent Rampus that he had defeated the Alasian army and killed Prince Jaymin himself. Jaymin suggested that last detail for Erik’s sake, but if Erik felt better about his friend’s safety now, his expression gave nothing away.

The letter went on to say that Korram would be arriving in Almar shortly to show Rampus a secret treasury in a hidden room in the palace, discovered from information from captured Alasian military leaders. They sent the letter off with an eager young Malornian horseman, accompanied by an Alasian soldier to guide him through the forest toward Almar.

When that had been taken care of, Sir Edmend used a stick to sketch the layout of the palace in a patch of old snow under the trees. Korram studied the floor plan, memorizing the corridors and stairways he would take when he led Rampus to the tunnel entrance, which he would claim was the way to the treasury. Though the regent’s spies had told him there was a secret tunnel, as far as anyone knew he had no idea where it actually was, so he would have no reason to suspect anything. Korram even practiced the route, walking through the trees and turning right and left as Sir Edmend talked him through it. They couldn’t afford any mistakes or misdirection later.

When they had finished, Jaymin found that he had plenty of time to reflect on what they were doing and to wonder if it would really work. So many things could go wrong. What if Rampus refused to meet with Korram? What if Rampus had stationed soldiers in the hills around Almar where the Alasian military had been based, and Dirken’s soldiers couldn’t get through? What if no Malornian soldiers believed Korram or wanted to join him? Maybe this was a stupid idea after all. But there was no turning back now; the letter was on its way, the wheels were turning, and at this point they had no choice but to go through with their plan.

Korram looked anxious too. “Doesn’t the waiting get to you?” he asked as they sat on stumps just outside Camp Four, watching through the trees as Malornian horsemen drilled with spears. 

Jaymin nodded absently, intent on what the soldiers were doing. He was used to Alasian sword fighting techniques, but this was a different style of combat entirely. The Alasian army had not been trained to battle opponents with spears.

“Do all Malornians fight like this?” he asked. “The soldiers I encountered in Drall only had swords.”

Korram grinned, and there was no mistaking the pride in his voice. “These are the only soldiers in Malorn — or I should say, in Alasia now — who are trained this way. It’s because most of them aren’t regular city-bred Malornians; they’re Mountain Folk. You see the ones wearing deerskin clothes instead of the red and black uniforms? I recruited them from up in the Impassable Mountains. They’ve never been part of an army until a couple of months ago, but they’re tough fighters, and any one of them would give their lives for me or for each other. And one of the best parts is that Rampus’s soldiers have never faced opponents with spears before. It should give us a bit of an advantage if it comes down to it.”

Jaymin nodded in agreement. “And considering how badly his troops outnumber yours and mine put together, we can use every advantage we can get.” He sighed. “I just wish I knew how this was all going to turn out.”

Korram’s eyes were far away. “I don’t know exactly what will happen in the next few hours, but I know how it’s going to end. By this time tomorrow, Rampus will be in chains, and I’ll be leading all my troops back to Malorn to tell my people the truth about him and to get ready to be king.”

He sounds like Erik, Jaymin thought, trying to convince us both that everything will turn out all right no matter how unlikely it seems.

“And you,” Korram continued, lost in his fantasy, “will be riding into Almar in triumph as the conquering hero back from the dead, with your people lining the streets and cheering their lungs out for you. Now that’s something to look forward to, wouldn’t you say?”

Jaymin gazed out at the soldiers in the clearing, noting the way they used the heads, shafts, and even the club-like butts of the spears as they swung and jabbed at each other from their horses’ backs. Looking closely, he realized for the first time that many of the Mountain Folk warriors were women. They were dressed and armed the same way as the men, and seemed just as formidable in their fighting abilities. Doubtless that would be another surprise for Rampus and his troops.

He would rather have discussed soldiers and combat techniques than answer Korram’s question, which opened the door to uncomfortable thoughts he preferred not to think at the moment. Quite apart from the issue of whether or not their plan would actually succeed, Jaymin wasn’t certain how he felt about the other prince’s scenario. 

“I’m sure they will be cheering,” he replied finally, “but I’m not so sure I want them to.”

Korram glanced over at him, obviously puzzled. “Why ever not?”

“Because I really don’t deserve it. I haven’t done anything much.” He paused, trying to decide how much he wanted to share with this boy he barely knew. Choosing his words carefully, he began again. “Everyone admired my father. He did great things for Alasia. People cheered whenever he went out, because he had earned their love and respect. But I haven’t done anything to deserve it, and yet as you said, they’re all probably going to be cheering their lungs out anyway.” I’ll never be like Father. I don’t know how to be a good king yet. Alasia needs him, not me. I’m not ready to rule the kingdom. The thoughts he had been pushing to the back of his mind for the last few weeks were growing stronger now that it seemed he actually had a chance of getting his kingdom back. A kingdom that would undoubtedly be thrilled to see him alive. A kingdom he was afraid he would let down.

Korram chuckled. “I see what you’re saying, but there’s a lot more to it than that, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that your people will be excited to see you not just because of what you have or haven’t done, but because of who you are. You’re the only one left to rule Alasia. You are their hope, their future, whether you’ve actually done much yet or not. Because they know you will.” He turned to face Jaymin, his eyes serious. “As princes, it’s our responsibility to become the kind of kings who deserve their people’s praise.”

Jaymin nodded absently, not really digesting the words. He watched the galloping riders as they flipped their spears from one hand to the other then switched smoothly to a variety of two-handed grips, all while guiding their horses with just their legs and feet. Admiring their skills was easier than pondering his own inadequacies. He had a feeling Korram had made a good point, but he would have to consider it some other time. As much as he wanted his kingdom back, he wasn’t ready to think about actually becoming king. 

“So, what about those Alasian resources you said you’d like access to?” he asked, to change the subject. “Would you care to discuss some trade possibilities?”

Korram brightened. “Definitely! What would you think about some of your glass in exchange for some of our gold or marble?”

The day dragged on as the two princes discussed trade arrangements and peace treaties while they watched the soldiers practice and tried to stay out of sight. At last, however, the appointed time arrived.

General Dirken had summoned three dozen handpicked Alasian soldiers to a small clearing a short distance from Camp Three. Earlier Sir Edmend had spoken privately with two of the soldiers, describing exactly how to get to the mouth of the tunnel. It would be safer if the whole group didn’t know any more than necessary.

Jaymin stood watching with Erik from behind a tree, safely out of sight for now, though in a few minutes he would step forward to deliver what he hoped would be words of encouragement and inspiration. Korram sat on a stump off to one side with Ernth.

The four of them watched as the soldiers rode into the clearing, dismounted, and tied their horses to trees at the clearing’s far end. Jaymin wondered what they would do with their horses when they reached the tunnel. The forest was thick in that area, miles from the nearest road, so probably the soldiers would simply tie them to trees as they were doing now and hope no one would discover them and the hidden tunnel entrance nearby. Yet another possible snag in our plan, Jaymin thought. That makes it twenty-four.

When the soldiers had formed up in neat rows in the center of the clearing, General Dirken stepped out and mounted the simple wooden platform, put together that afternoon from two short logs and a couple of planks, in front of the soldiers. Once he started speaking, Jaymin walked around to wait behind the assembled soldiers. They were all standing at attention with their eyes on the general, and Jaymin knew they were too disciplined to turn around now. No one would see him before he made his grand entrance.

General Dirken explained briefly but clearly what Korram planned to do in the palace and how they were to fit into his plan. Finally, he reminded them of what was at stake and commended them for their valor in the Battle in the Hills on the night of the Invasion.

Jaymin adjusted his cloak and prepared to walk forward as Erik gave him an encouraging grin. He was grateful that his friend seemed to bear him no ill will after their quarrel that morning. Though he knew Erik still believed he had made a mistake, at least he seemed to have accepted Jaymin’s decision, along with whatever consequences it might bring.

“And now,” the general said,” I have some news that I trust will come as a welcome surprise. We have with us a special guest who would like to say a few words before you depart on your mission.” Jaymin straightened his shoulders and assumed his most regal bearing. “I have the privilege of welcoming before us his Royal Highness Prince Jaymin the Fourth, son of the late King Jaymin the Third and Queen Esarelle, heir to the throne of Alasia!”

Jaymin strode forward, his steps purposeful and his eyes straight ahead. He could feel the astonishment rippling through the soldiers’ ranks as he passed, and some even gasped out loud. Unlike Korram, they obviously had not suspected that he was alive. Reaching the makeshift platform, he mounted the step and nodded to General Dirken, who bowed in return and stepped aside.

Jaymin turned to face his audience. Thirty-six of his kingdom’s finest soldiers gazed at him in awe. Startled out of their military stiffness, several stood openmouthed, and tears of joy shone in the eyes of one or two. Most remembered to bow as he turned toward them, the rest hastily following suit a second later. 

Jaymin smiled, enjoying their looks of joy and surprise. This was exactly the response he had expected. It was both humbling and fulfilling to witness their delight at seeing him alive.

“Fellow citizens of Alasia,” he began. 

But he got no further. With a sudden pounding of hooves, a single horseman burst out of the trees in a wild gallop. He reined his mount to such a sudden stop beside the platform that the horse skidded and nearly sat down on its haunches in its effort to stop in time. Without even noticing Jaymin, the man whirled toward General Dirken, his eyes wild.

“General! There’s a Malornian army on its way. It’s practically reached Camp Four!”

A murmur of horror ran through the assembled soldiers. From behind them, Korram leaped to his feet, swearing.

“How many?” Dirken snapped.

“At least two thousand, sir. Maybe three!”

Jaymin crossed the platform in two steps and jumped down to stand beside the general just as Korram dashed over to join them. “I swear I didn’t betray you!” Korram’s eyes were almost as wild as the horseman’s. “The messenger must have.”

It was Dannel, Jaymin thought with certainty. He could have kicked himself for not anticipating this. Erik had been right after all. The double agent must have gone straight to Rampus last night with the news that Prince Jaymin had come to the army camp, and Rampus must have gathered his troops and marched straight for the forest to finish what he had begun.

Jaymin glanced across the clearing to where his friend still waited behind the soldiers. Their eyes met, but there was no I told you so in Erik’s look. No surprise, either. Just worry.

Aloud, Jaymin said, “I believe you, Korram. Do you think you can stop them?”

“I’ll try. I’ll ride out and meet them before they get here. Maybe if Rampus is with them I can place him under arrest right now. Maybe I can convince his soldiers to do what I say. I’ll bring my horsemen.” His words tumbled over each other in his haste. Ernth appeared beside him with their horses, and Korram vaulted into the saddle.

“We’ll be right behind you with backup,” Jaymin called after him. He was certain, as convincing as Korram might be, that it wouldn’t be enough. Not if Rampus knew he was here. Battle was inevitable now, no matter what the other prince said. Surely Korram knew it too.

Korram raised a hand in acknowledgement as he wheeled his horse and galloped away, Ernth close behind him. Jaymin wondered whose side Korram’s horsemen, the ones who weren’t Mountain Folk, would be on. Had he even spoken to them yet about Rampus? Too late to worry about that now.

Jaymin spun around to face the messenger again. “Do our other soldiers know?”

The man obviously didn’t recognize Jaymin or understand what a mere boy was doing here, but he nodded. “Messengers are taking the word to all our camps. They’ll head for Camp Four as soon as they can get horses saddled.”

Jaymin jumped back onto the platform. The soldiers still stood in their orderly rows, startled at the sudden turn of events, but grim and ready. So much for the speech I planned. “It’s time to fight for Alasia!” he shouted. “Who’s with me?”

An answering shout rose from every throat. As one, the soldiers drew their swords, and the clearing resounded with the ringing of steel as they raised them high. Every face was eager. Every man was ready.

“Then get to your horses,” Jaymin yelled, “and let’s go!”

“You heard the prince,” roared the general, already astride his own steed. “Do it!”

They did.











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 










The freezing wind stung Jaymin’s face, whipping his cloak out behind him. Claw-like branches overhanging the path did their best to unseat him as he careered madly past. General Dirken galloped just ahead of him, and behind rode Erik, with three dozen mounted soldiers following them single-file down the narrow path between Camps Three and Four. Jaymin’s heart pounded in time to the thudding of his horse’s hooves, and his borrowed sword slapped furiously against his left leg with every stride.

They were going into battle! He might get to fight for his kingdom after all!

They were going into battle. People were probably going to die.

Jaymin wasn’t exactly afraid for himself — well, all right, he was a little frightened — but he felt a heavy sense of responsibility that was its own kind of fear. This whole situation was happening because he was here. The soldiers were unquestioningly following him. If anyone died, it would be because of him. Because he hadn’t listened to Erik.

This must be how General Dirken feels when he orders troops into battle, Jaymin thought, willing his pulse to slow down. Lives are lost or saved depending on his decisions. But that was different. General Dirken hadn’t made the mistake of not listening to a friend’s sound advice. People would probably lose their lives today because of something Jaymin could have prevented. 

But it’s no good worrying about it now, he reminded himself. Regret won’t change anything. Rampus’ soldiers are coming, and if they won’t listen to Korram, we’ll just have to defend ourselves. 

The tree-lined corridor he had been galloping through widened, and then Jaymin burst out into the open. He reined in his horse and looked around Camp Four. It was bare, since the tents had been taken down that morning, with only the cold ashes of cooking fires to show that people had been living here just a few hours ago. On the far side of the clearing, another path led into the forest, but it was clogged with the men and women in Korram’s army. They gripped their spears and talked excitedly, obviously impatient to be off, but the pathway was crowded and the crowd wasn’t moving.

The three dozen Alasian soldiers pulled up behind and around Jaymin, horses puffing and snorting in the cold air. Meanwhile, General Dirken hurried over to question Korram’s men.

Erik nudged his mount forward and drew up beside Jaymin. “Are you nervous?”

Jaymin glanced at his friend. “Why should I be nervous?”

Erik kept his voice low so the soldiers around them wouldn’t overhear. “Because it’s our first real battle. And because you think you’re responsible for all this and you’re not sure if you made all the right decisions. Am I right?”

Jaymin chuckled, his eyes on the general, who was speaking to a Malornian horseman. “Aren’t you always?”

Erik grinned. “Of course. Anyway, don’t waste your energy worrying. It’s not your fault things didn’t go as planned.”

“But, Erik.” Jaymin swallowed, knowing what he needed to say. “You were right all along about the danger. I didn’t listen to you, and I should have. I’m sorry.”

Erik waved a hand dismissively, but Jaymin knew he had accepted the apology. “I told you, stop worrying. There would have been a battle somewhere in the next day or so, one way or another. Everything will turn out all right in the end. You’ll see.”

“It doesn’t always work that way, you know.”

“You said I’m always right, didn’t you?”

Their nervous banter was interrupted by General Dirken’s return. With a glance at Jaymin for approval, he raised his voice and addressed their little company.

“Apparently Prince Korram is speaking with Regent Rampus right now. If the prince cannot force the regent’s men to surrender, it will be up to us — along with whichever of Prince Korram’s horsemen prove loyal — to hold back the enemy until the rest of our soldiers arrive from Camps One and Two. So make your way through the trees parallel to the trail until you can see the regent and his men, but don’t attack unless they do, and mind you don’t confuse his soldiers with the prince’s. Go!”

Jaymin watched a little wistfully as the green-uniformed soldiers sped off into the forest again, dodging trees, making their own paths as they crashed through the thick underbrush. He wanted to be part of the action. It bothered him to wait safely here in the clearing while others were sent into danger, but he knew that if and when the fighting started, the clearing wouldn’t remain safe for long.

The general turned toward him. “Your Highness, I wish I could convince you to wait this out somewhere else. Doubtless the regent is attacking specifically because he heard you were here. If anything happens to you ….” 

Jaymin shook his head. “I appreciate your concern, General, and I understand your point. But surely you see why I can’t leave now. Prince Korram is riding at the head of his troops, and when the fighting starts he’ll be in the thick of it. How would it look if I just run off and hide where it’s safe?”

“Then at least let me persuade you to wait a little further back, your Highness. Among the trees.”

“Yes.” Erik cast Jaymin a look that brooked no argument.

Reluctantly, Jaymin guided his horse a few yards into the forest, but close enough that he could still see into the clearing between tree trunks. As the other two followed him in, a thought occurred to him. “General, shouldn’t you be out there directing the troops? You don’t have to wait here with me.”

“I will not leave you unprotected, your Highness.”

“But General, they need your leadership. What would be the point in keeping me safe if we lose the battle?”

“It would be better than winning the battle but losing you, your Highness.”

Jaymin wasn’t so sure about that, and he might have protested further if Erik hadn’t prodded him from behind with the rim of his shield. “Stop arguing!” his friend whispered. “He’s right.”

“If I have the chance to assign one of my officers to guard you instead, your Highness, I will,” Dirken said.

At that moment, they all heard the distant blare of a Malornian trumpet sounding the attack. Then shouts broke out, followed by the ringing and clashing of swords. Korram’s soldiers in the clearing began shouting excitedly as well. Horses snorted and plunged as their riders spurred them into the trees, giving up on the crowded path as the Alasians had done a few moments earlier and making their own way toward the sounds of battle.

Jaymin’s heart began drumming a little faster. He tightened the shield straps on his left arm and drew his sword, just in case. On either side, he could see the general and Erik doing likewise.

In a moment the clearing was empty, though they could still see movement through the trees on the other side. Waiting there doing nothing when people were obviously fighting so close by was agonizing. Their horses, sensing the nearby action, pricked up their ears and shifted restlessly, champing at their bits. 

When will the rest of our troops arrive from Camps One and Two? Jaymin knew it would take time for them to get their weapons and saddle up their horses. In the meantime, what exactly was happening in the battle? Had anyone been killed yet? Were Korram’s soldiers all remaining loyal to him, fighting their fellow Malornians, or had some of them turned on their prince? Did any of Rampus’ soldiers join Korram, or were they all truly on the regent’s side? Questions whirled through Jaymin’s mind as he stared at the trail leading into the forest beyond the clearing, wishing he could see something, anything, of what was going on.

A cream-colored horse came crashing out from among the trees and bushes at a canter, its saddle empty, stirrups swinging wildly. Its mane and withers glistened with dark blood, but the horse did not appear injured. Jaymin swallowed and exchanged a grim glance with Erik. Somebody was either dead or seriously wounded. He hoped it wasn’t an Alasian, but at this distance he couldn’t identify the saddle style well enough to be sure.

Then they heard a volley of shouts from across the clearing, and what looked like at least a hundred soldiers in wine-red and black burst from the forest, heading straight toward them. Jaymin clutched his sword tighter, and Erik moved his horse in front of him, and the general shouted at them to get further back into the trees, and Jaymin’s blood pounded in his ears — or was that the pounding of hooves as the Malornians galloped toward them? — and he called to Erik to get back, and tried to turn his own horse around, but the general had grabbed his bridle from the other direction and was trying to pull him back the opposite way, and the Malornians were still coming, closer and closer and closer, and he could see the sunlight glinting off their helmets and drawn swords, and then all of a sudden there was a pounding and crashing from behind and to the left, and soldiers in green streamed into the clearing toward the approaching Malornians, and the general rode forward and shouted orders at them, and there was a horrible clashing of swords and yelling and heavy thudding as horses collided and riders were thrown to the ground, and Jaymin realized that he had been holding his breath and his hands were shaking. 

Erik, still with his horse positioned between Jaymin and the enemy, cast a quick glance over his shoulder and grinned shakily. Jaymin noticed that his friend looked just a shade paler than normal, but an excited light shone in his eyes, and his jaw was set firmly.

“You look like you’re ready to be a hero,” Jaymin tried to joke. His heart was still pounding, but he forced his voice to keep steady and his tone light, even as he anxiously watched the green furiously struggling with the red and black just a few dozen yards beyond Erik.

“Oh, of course!” Erik’s voice sounded cheerful, too, but Jaymin wasn’t fooled. His friend was also keeping one eye on the battle, anxiety lying under the excitement. “Erik the Great fights valiantly, nobly sacrificing his life to defend the future King Jaymin the Fourth. Just watch and see!” He was trying a little too hard to sound lighthearted.

“Not that kind of hero,” Jaymin snapped, more sharply than he had meant to. “I don’t want a dead hero for a friend, understand? That’s an order!”

Erik merely chuckled and turned to face the battle once more.

General Dirken, meanwhile, had ridden into the clearing and caught the attention of one of his men. In a moment he returned with a young captain — perhaps recently promoted, Jaymin thought, after the Invasion had left holes in their ranks.

“Here, Captain Norrin,” Dirken said. “Your task now is to protect the prince. Guard him with your life, and I do mean that literally.” Then Dirken spurred his horse and streaked back toward the battle.

“Protect the who?” The young man turned and stared at the boys, his gaze coming to rest on Jaymin. “The … oh my goodness, it’s true! You’re really Prince Jaymin, aren’t you? We heard you were dead!”

“Not yet, anyway,” Jaymin replied, “though I suppose that could change today. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain Norrin. I’m sorry you have to sit out the battle on my account.” He turned his gaze back to the fighting, too distracted to make small talk now.

Jaymin knew a lot about battles, of course. His history lessons under Professor Dreytin had been thorough, and he could explain almost anything anyone might want to know about any major conflict in Alasia’s history. But somehow none of his studies had quite prepared him for this … this chaos. He couldn’t even tell which side was winning. The clearing was filled with a confused tumult of clashing weapons, cries of pain and of triumph, the skip and thud of hooves on the hard-packed ground, the neighing of horses, and the occasional muffled note of a trumpet signaling some new sally from away among the trees. And the combatants drifted nearer as he watched.

I should join them. It isn’t right for me to just hide here doing nothing while others defend my kingdom. I should take my place in the battle and fight for Alasia too.

Even as he thought about it, another wave of Malornians broke out of the trees. The Alasians were outnumbered now, and the fighting grew more frantic. Jaymin felt he just had to do something. He couldn’t sit comfortably off to the side and watch his people lose this battle.

Jaymin drew a deep breath, forcing back the nervousness. He had made his decision. “I’m going in,” he shouted to the captain and Erik above the din. “Come on!” Knowing they would try to talk him out of it, he didn’t wait for a response, but charged forward through the trees. They both sped after him. Erik, bent low over his mount’s neck, passed him up as they entered the clearing and then maneuvered to stay just ahead.

Jaymin’s heart was still beating fast, but he felt a strange sort of calmness. This was what he had to do. Many of Alasia’s rulers had battled for their kingdom in years gone by. Now he, too, had the opportunity to fight for the land he loved, side by side with his people as they defended their homeland. He yelled a battle cry as he charged into the fray, brandishing his sword.

The next few minutes were a blur. He didn’t consciously think about his lessons in swordplay or his daily practice with Erik, though he knew he was using the skills Talanthus had taught them. But this was different. This was real. He had never actually fought with a sharpened sword before, never had to struggle for his life against armed enemies. He knew his life was in danger, but Erik hovered at his right and Captain Norrin to the left, both doing their utmost to parry the blows meant for him, both keeping themselves between him and as many dangers as possible.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jaymin could see more Alasians galloping out of the woods. Soldiers from another camp must be arriving at last. It seemed to have taken them forever, but he knew the battle had actually only started a few minutes ago.

For a moment the Malornians in the clearing were outnumbered, but it didn’t last long. Soldiers on both sides had begun fighting their way out of the trees and into the open, where there were fewer roots and bushes to trip the horses, and fewer branches to knock their riders out of their saddles. 

Jaymin realized that there were far more Malornians here than he had thought. Had Rampus brought his whole army over from Almar? Perhaps he had even summoned the soldiers from Drall and other towns. No doubt he saw this as his grand opportunity to crush Alasia once and for all and take total control of the kingdom. 

And if he won, that was exactly what would happen. 

Jaymin gritted his teeth. Over my dead body, he vowed silently. And he realized that was indeed the way it was likely to happen.

Random pictures from that frenzied scene began to imprint themselves on Jaymin’s mind as he struck and parried, dodged and twisted in his saddle, ducked and lunged and struck again. A soldier in red and black struggled furiously with one in deerskin a few paces in front of him, both their faces contorted with anger. General Dirken bellowed orders at the top of his lungs, his deep voice carrying even over the din of battle. A fair-haired man slumped motionless across his horse’s neck, one arm dangling, the bright red stain on his back contrasting sharply with the green of his uniform. A burly, bearded giant of a man barreled down on Erik, while Erik urged his horse out of the way just in time and dropped the man with a deft flick of his sword. A horse reared, screaming in pain as it received a blow meant for its rider. Sir Edmend battled two enemies at once, his sword whipping through the air almost too fast for the eye to follow. A young man who might have been Korram shouted and gestured and gathered soldiers to his side. An approaching Malornian was wrenched off his horse by an unseen foe on the ground. Corporal Ossien recognized Jaymin and fought his way over to his side. Two Malornians battled each other on foot, dodging the trampling horses, one of them stumbling and going down beneath the other’s sword. Erik’s horse pranced and shied nervously, its saddle empty.

What?

Jaymin whirled around. 

Empty.

The saddle was empty!

For an instant his heart seemed to stop, and his whole body turned cold. “Erik!” he shouted, but his voice was lost in the general racket. Frantically, he spun in his saddle, searching the ground for any sign of his friend. But all he could see were trampling hooves. No one could survive down there. In his despair Jaymin lowered his sword, some distant part of his mind thankful for the captain and the corporal who were, for the moment, keeping the enemy at bay. He couldn’t fight. He couldn’t think. He could barely breathe.

Erik.

Erik was gone. His saddle was empty.

Perhaps there was a chance he was still alive. There had to be a chance, there must be. His mind whirling, Jaymin tried desperately to convince himself.

But deep inside, he knew it was a lie. If Erik was alive, he would never have fallen from his horse. At least, not unless he was seriously injured, in which case he would never survive all those pounding, iron-shod hooves down below.

And Erik had been injured before the battle even began, Jaymin suddenly remembered. His shoulders and back must still have been smarting from the beating that officer had given him at school — had it been only yesterday? He had not breathed a word of complaint, and in the excitement of the last twenty-four hours, Jaymin had forgotten all about it. But I should have remembered. How could anyone be expected to fight in that condition? It probably hurt just to sit on a horse or pick up a sword. I should never have let Erik join the battle.

But Erik had to be all right. He was Jaymin’s closest friend, his lifelong companion. Nothing could happen to him.

Could it?

With a sick feeling of growing horror, Jaymin recalled the last words he had heard his friend say. Erik the Great fights valiantly, nobly sacrificing his life to defend the future King Jaymin the Fourth. Just watch and see.

“No,” Jaymin whispered hoarsely, clenching his fists. “No! No! Erik, I told you not to do it!”

A flash of sunlight off metal caught his eye, and Jaymin barely raised his shield in time to stop a sweeping sword from cleaving him in two. The force of the blow jarred painfully through his shield arm down to his shoulder blade, reminding him that this was no time for his reflections. He could deal with them later. Right now he had to avenge Erik and win his kingdom back. Gritting his teeth, a new fire flashing in his eyes, Jaymin raised his sword again.











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 










Afterwards Jaymin was never sure how much time had passed. It could have been a few minutes or a few hours — he didn’t know or care. His world had shrunk down to a narrow circle of flashing metal and horse and danger; a clashing headache of sword on sword, sword on shield. Strike. Clash. Parry. Clash. Strike. Clash. Dodge. And again. And again.

Eventually, the blare of a trumpet intruded into his consciousness. A moment later he realized that the clashing had stopped. There were no more swords reaching for him. He rubbed sweat out of his eyes with one sleeve and looked around, his circle of awareness expanding to include the sound of Alasian voices cheering. General Dirken, standing up in his stirrups, announced something in a loud voice. The Alasians cheered again.

So it was over. Jaymin looked down at his right hand, fingers stiffened in place around the hilt of his sword. He wasn’t sure he could let go of it if he tried. His shield was still strapped tightly to his left forearm, and as he lowered it he noticed that it now seemed to be made of solid lead. His wrist, elbow, and shoulder ached from the blows the shield had blocked. But the ache in his heart was far worse. His whole being felt numb to everything else.

“Your Highness?” The general guided his horse closer and leaned toward Jaymin, but his voice sounded as though it were coming from a long way away. “Your Highness, they’ve surrendered. Regent Rampus has been captured. The Malornian general has submitted to Prince Korram, and the battle is over. Your Highness, are you all right?”

“Yes, General.” Jaymin fumbled his sword back into its sheath and used his other hand to pry his stiff fingers loose from around the hilt. So we’ve won the battle. But at what cost? It was a battle they shouldn’t even have had to fight in the first place. And they wouldn’t have, if Jaymin had listened to Erik’s warning. He knew he would never forget his friend’s words: You’re making a mistake, and it could be a costly one. 

Well, his mistake had cost Erik his life. Now Jaymin would have to go through the rest of his life knowing that Erik had died because of him.

And how could he rule the kingdom without his best friend’s encouragement and support? He couldn’t even imagine life without Erik. The two of them had been nearly inseparable ever since Jaymin was four years old. Even when his parents were busy, Erik had always been there, playing with him, learning with him, training with him, learning to defend him. What will I do without him or Mother and Father?

And yet Alasia had won. Regent Rampus had been captured. The Malornians would leave now, and Jaymin and his people could begin putting their lives back together. If Erik was alive, he would say, I told you it would turn out all right.

“I told you it would turn out all right,” said Erik.

Jaymin practically leaped out of his skin, and the saddle. He whirled around, wide-eyed. “Erik?”

“Right here.” Erik slipped out from among a crowd of Alasian soldiers busy congratulating each other and appeared beside Jaymin’s horse, on foot. His shield was badly dented and his black clothes were rumpled and splattered with blood, but most of it didn’t seem to be his own. His jaunty grin disappeared when he saw Jaymin’s expression. “What is it? Are you all right? Are you wounded?”

“Oh, Erik,” Jaymin managed in a half-whisper. “I thought … I thought you were dead.” Weak with relief, he slumped over his horse’s mane, hiding the tears he couldn’t quite keep back in spite of himself. For a moment the soon-to-be king was gone, and in his place sat an exhausted orphan boy who had just gone through a great ordeal and thought he lost his best friend.

Erik stepped closer to the horse’s head to look up at him. “I’m sorry, Jaymin.” His words were barely audible over the excited voices of the soldiers celebrating their victory.

Jaymin’s shoulders heaved just once, and then he unobtrusively wiped his eyes on the horse’s sweaty mane and sat up straight. “If you ever do that to me again, I swear I’ll — I’ll — I’ll lock you in the dungeon for a year! What in the world were you thinking?”

“Oh, please, your Highness, not the dungeon! I can explain everything, truly I can!” They both laughed.

“Well?” Jaymin demanded.

“Sword-fighting on horseback just isn’t my style. I realized early on in the battle that I would be much more effective defending you from the ground.”

“From the ground? Are you mad? You’d be trampled to death!”

“Well, I wasn’t, obviously.” Erik gave an impish grin. “You just have to be quick and light on your feet. There are lots of legs to grab from there, and nobody sees you coming when they’re so busy attacking people at their own level. I must have gotten a dozen enemies within three yards of you.”

Jaymin sighed and shook his head, half-laughing with relief. “You never cease to amaze me.”

“That’s my job.”

An “ahem” from his other side brought Jaymin back to what was happening around them. General Dirken was still sitting there patiently waiting to be noticed, one hand firmly on the reins as his steed stamped and sidestepped in the milling crowd.

“I’m sorry, General.” Jaymin turned his own horse a little to face him. “Please continue what you were saying.”

“Your Highness, Prince Korram has recalled his troops. Doubtless he will want to speak with you.”

Jaymin looked around. The Malornians had mostly moved over to the far side of the clearing, where their general was issuing orders. They were crowding through the forest too, deerskin and red and black moving among the trees as far as he could see. The clearing, large as it was, was much too small for everyone, and most of the Malornians now seemed to want to leave as much space as possible between themselves and the Alasians.

People were dragging away bodies, which Jaymin now saw scattered here and there on the hard, cold ground. Far more of them than he wanted to admit were wearing green. A few dead horses lay among them, and soldiers were catching riderless ones and tying them to trees out of the way. The wounded from both armies were being helped to their feet or carried off the field by their comrades.

Off to one side, Jaymin saw a tall, proud-looking man in the grasp of several Malornians, two of them binding his wrists behind his back. Korram, on horseback, was leaning over the man and gesticulating angrily. Though Jaymin couldn’t hear his words from this distance, he could imagine what the other prince must be saying.

So that’s Regent Rampus. Jaymin stared across the clearing at the man who had caused so much trouble and heartache for him and for Alasia. The man responsible for thousands of deaths, including my parents’. The one at whom I should have been angry all that time when I was so angry at Korram.

For some reason, Jaymin wasn’t as angry now, though part of him wondered if he should be. But it was hard to feel anger when he was so full of relief. Relief that Erik was alive, relief that they had won, relief that this was all over now, relief that he could finally go home. 

And Regent Rampus would get what he deserved. He would be brought back to Malorn in disgrace to be tried for his crimes of high treason, murder, and who knew what else, and probably executed in the end. And yet the thought of his death really didn’t bring Jaymin pleasure. Looking around at the motionless bodies on the field of battle, Jaymin knew with certainty that no death could or should ever bring him pleasure. It will be enough that justice is served.

At the other end of the clearing, Korram finally turned his back on Rampus with a dismissive gesture. Looking up, he saw Jaymin watching him, and their eyes met across the distance between them. Then Korram urged his horse forward, a small knot of the Mountain Folk soldiers with him.

Jaymin squeezed his heels into his own horse’s sides and rode forward to meet Korram. He was flanked by General Dirken and Sir Edmend and followed by Captain Norrin, Corporal Ossien, and a few more soldiers whom the general beckoned after them. Erik slipped into their midst and accompanied them on foot.

From behind him, Jaymin heard a murmur starting among the troops. It had apparently struck them that an ordinary boy wouldn’t be riding forward with the general to speak to the Malornian leaders. He had tried to keep mostly out of sight, but perhaps some of them had caught glimpses of him around the camps in the last day or so and now wondered who he was and why he had fought in the battle. Jaymin could hear snatches of their conversations, fading off as he moved further away.

“… that boy on the gray horse …”

“… do you really think …?”

“… might not actually have been killed in the Invasion …”

“… has to be Prince Jaymin!”

The two parties met in the middle of the clearing. Korram looked disheveled and exhausted, much as Jaymin felt, but his eyes were alight with excitement. He drew rein a few paces away and made a low, formal bow from the saddle. “Prince Jaymin.”

“Prince Korram.” Jaymin returned the bow, reminded as he did so of their meeting last night, when they had made their plans around the little fire. Plans which had turned out quite differently than either had expected. Now here they were, meeting again in the field of battle, with their respective armies looking on.

Then Korram’s excitement got the best of him. “Jaymin, we did it! Rampus is my prisoner, and now we’ll both have our kingdoms back!”

In spite of himself, Jaymin had to laugh. He had always been trained to be dignified and formal in public. Well, maybe there were times when it was all right to give in to excitement. After all, they certainly had a lot to be excited about.

“Yes, we did it.” He hoped his own grin didn’t look as idiotic as it felt. “Congratulations!”

Korram nudged his horse forward, and officers on both sides reached warily toward their swords as the prince extended a hand. But Jaymin moved his own horse forward as well and gripped the other’s hand in his own.

“Congratulations to you,” Korram replied with a matching grin. “Your side technically won, after all.”

For some reason this struck them both as funny, and they erupted into laughter in spite of the formality the situation should have held and of the startled glances of their officers.

And so, in the pale light of the late winter afternoon, the two formerly enemy princes clasped hands in the middle of the battlefield, laughing together in joyful relief, while Alasia and Malorn looked on from either side.

Though the hills around Almar sported a fresh dusting of snow, the sky was blue and clear, and the city seemed almost to sparkle in the morning sunshine. Throngs of excited Alasians lined the cobbled streets, which were as clean as though they had been scrubbed by the last night’s rain.

Jaymin exulted in the sight as he rode triumphantly into town with General Dirken two days after the battle, followed by Erik, Sir Edmend, and a long line of proud soldiers. It’s a good day for a new beginning. Messengers had hurried ahead to bring word of their victory and to announce that the prince was alive; and nearly the whole city, or so it seemed, had turned out to welcome them. People crowded every balcony and leaned out of upper-story windows in the houses overlooking the road, wearing their finest clothes and enthusiastically waving scarves and flags, cheering their lungs out just as Korram had predicted. At the edge of the road, young children jumped up and down, shrieking with excitement, or ran along beside the horses. Jaymin smiled and waved in response, nodded and smiled and waved again. 

His people’s cheers didn’t bother him the way he had thought they might. He had fought in the battle, after all, and it felt good to know that he had helped defend his kingdom. Now I just have to find ways to continue to protect it.

As he rode through the city, Jaymin looked around fondly at the stately buildings and parks that he now realized he had missed so much in Drall. He had traveled through Alasia like this hundreds of times, and yet in some ways it had never really been like this at all. He had a new appreciation for the city of Almar, but it was more than that. Of course, he had never returned home in glorious victory after being publicly declared dead, and in the past he had usually ridden with one or both of his parents. But it wasn’t just that, either. Details stood out to him now from the crowd in ways they never had in the past.

An old man, his face lined and wrinkled, leaned on a cane and grinned toothlessly, slowly waving a gnarled hand. Four giggling girls crowded in a doorway, all pushing and peering around each other, craning their necks for a glimpse of the prince. A young mother clutched a wailing baby and gazed anxiously into the faces of the soldiers behind him. A tall, gray-haired man, likely a retired soldier, stood at attention and saluted as Jaymin and the troops passed. A husband and wife held hands, each waving their free hand, beaming and shouting something he couldn’t hear. A boy of about his own age twisted a brown hat in his hands, looking awe-struck and a little envious as he watched Jaymin ride by. A tired-looking, middle-aged woman with a weary smile held a basket under one arm, waving a blue scarf. Where always before Jaymin had seen just a blur of faces and waving hands, now he saw individuals, each with a life full of hopes and joys and struggles, each looking to him to guide their kingdom along paths of peace and prosperity and freedom.

The journey back through Almar seemed to take forever as he turned from side to side in his saddle, waving and smiling and waving some more. Jaymin tried to make eye contact with as many people as possible and even called an occasional greeting to some who seemed especially thrilled to see him. His arms, still sore from the battle two days ago, felt almost as tired now as they had after the fighting. But the crowd’s excitement was contagious, and Jaymin found that he didn’t mind.

At last the road rounded a corner between buildings, and Jaymin drank in the welcome sight of his home, rising high above the city. The palace’s marble walls gleamed as white as the snow up on the hillsides, and its turrets and spires and battlements stretched gracefully into the sky. Bright blue and scarlet banners snapped welcomingly in the breeze. The sight of it brought a lump into Jaymin’s throat. At last he was returning home.

The next few days were so busy they seemed to pass in a blur. Jaymin found countless details to take care of before his coronation ceremony as he worked to repair the damage Regent Rampus had done to Alasia. True to his word, Korram saw to it that every last Malornian invader was sent back to Malorn, and the Alasian traitors were seized and locked in the dungeon to await trial. A few troublemakers, however, could not be found — Dannel the double agent, for example, had completely disappeared. And no wonder, with the governments of two kingdoms eager to punish him for his treachery.

One of the most enjoyable tasks that claimed Jaymin’s attention after his return was that of rewarding the people who had helped him. He sent messengers to deliver personal notes of thanks and explanation to Miss Arrin, Cella, the tailor, Lornsby — even the woman whose yard the boys had jumped into while fleeing from the soldiers in Drall. Jaymin didn’t want to forget anyone who deserved his gratitude.

With Erik’s help, he made a list of every student in their class at Hilltop School and ordered invitations to his coronation sent to all of them, along with arrangements for carriages to pick them up from school for this special field trip. He smiled to think of the shock they would feel when they learned that the Prince of Alasia was their classmate for the last few weeks. No doubt Tark would be especially thrilled at the opportunity to visit Almar and see the palace. If I have a chance, Jaymin thought, perhaps I’ll show him around and answer his questions — honestly this time.

For Hilltop School itself, Jaymin ordered a large wagonload of books, maps, blank parchment, and other school supplies. Lornsby and his friends at the inn each received six gold pieces: double what they would have received for turning Jaymin over to the Malornians. He also ordered an ornamental but sturdy door to make up for Lornsby’s old one that the soldiers had broken. To the tailor he sent several bolts of fine fabric as well as a case of silk thread in dozens of colors. Then there was a brand new water pump on a sturdy platform to replace the old leaky, rusty one in Ana’s neighborhood.

As an afterthought, Jaymin added Ana’s name to the list of those to reward. After all, she had provided a roof over his head when he had needed one. He debated with Erik what kind of gift would be appropriate. There was no point in sending money, as she would only spend it on alcohol. After some deliberation, they decided to order two beds with extra blankets and pillows: one for her own use downstairs, and one for her attic, in case she decided to rent it out again.

Sir Edmend would not accept any reward for saving Jaymin’s life and for the role he had played in helping Alasia over the past weeks. He declared that he had always wanted a chance to do more for his kingdom than sit on a council, and his only regret was that he couldn’t have saved anyone else. Erik, who also owed Sir Edmend his life, suggested that Jaymin have a public monument built in his honor outside the palace. Jaymin seized eagerly on this idea, and decided to have a second one placed in the town square in Drall as well.

Jaymin didn’t bother asking Erik what reward he would like. He knew his friend would only laugh and say he had just been doing his job. Jaymin couldn’t keep track of how many times Erik had saved his life, and he wished he could repay him or honor him somehow. But he knew all Erik wanted was to remain the silent shadow behind him, unnoticed by almost everyone, anonymously doing the job no one else saw. Calling attention to him would only make that more difficult.

To Jaymin’s sorrow, one of the people he most wanted to reward could not be found. The young guard who had made it possible for him to escape the palace on the fateful night of the Invasion had apparently not escaped himself. He had sacrificed his life to divert the enemy’s attention from the prince, and though Jaymin wasn’t surprised when he heard the news, he mourned to hear that yet another life had been lost for his sake.

Jaymin spent long hours conferring with his father’s Council of Advisors around the heavy oak table in the Council Room, discussing plans for ruling Alasia. The first day he met the Council in there, he headed automatically for his usual seat at the foot of the table, but Sir Edmend pulled out the king’s chair for him with a smile. After a startled pause, in which all the Councilors stood waiting by their accustomed seats, Jaymin walked slowly around the table to his father’s spot at its head. This will take a lot of getting used to. Sitting in his father’s chair only served to remind him that he still didn’t feel ready to take his place.

The Council members, of course, were supportive and eager to help Jaymin as he prepared to take on leadership of the kingdom. But the more plans and decisions they made, the more Jaymin thought about the weighty ones that lay in his future once he was king. 

That date was fast approaching, and already the palace was alive with the excitement of preparation. Though Jaymin shared some of the excitement, the primary emotion with which he began to look ahead to his coronation was dread.

His parents’ memorial service took place ten days after Jaymin returned to the palace. The somber event was held in an open-air amphitheater near the outskirts of Almar. Jaymin stood on the stage beside his father’s and mother’s closest friends and advisors, telling himself over and over that he must be strong. He would grieve in private later, as he had done often enough already. For now, in public, he must stand still and strong, putting on a serious face for the crowds who watched to see how their next king would act. And so he listened with composure while the speakers listed King Jaymin III’s accomplishments and spoke of Queen Esarelle’s character. They told of the great things the two of them had done for Alasia, but what nobody mentioned, Jaymin thought with a lump in his throat, was what wonderful parents they had been. Mother’s encouragement and ready smile, how Father joked with his son when no one else was around. The way the two of them had seemed to fill the palace with their presence so that it now seemed strangely large and empty. And the way their son now wondered how he would ever be able to fill his father’s shoes. 

As the court musicians struck up a melancholy funeral dirge at the end of the service, Jaymin stepped slowly off the stage with the others, two thoughts filling his mind: I’m never going to see my parents again, and, only seven more days until I have to become king.

The morning of his coronation came long before Jaymin felt ready for it. He and Erik sat in the little nook beside the room they had shared for most of their lives, eating breakfast together by lamplight. The sun hadn’t even risen yet, but today being Coronation Day, the palace was already astir. Jaymin himself had been awake for most of the night, too excited and anxious to get much sleep. Erik, who was a light sleeper, had finally grown tired of listening to him toss and turn and had summoned a servant to bring breakfast.

So the two of them sat curled up on a velvet-cushioned sofa in their slippers with thick woolen blankets wrapped around their shoulders to keep out the chill of the winter morning. A little fire snapped merrily in the fireplace against the opposite wall, and on the low table before them sat plates of bacon and scrambled eggs and a small loaf of freshly baked bread with a dish of butter. Steaming mugs of spiced tea stood beside a platter of fresh fruit, available even in the winter thanks to the gardeners’ skills in the greenhouse. A tall stack of oatcakes towered over a pitcher of the sweet syrup that Lutian, the head cook, was famous for. 

Erik dug in with relish, but Jaymin picked restlessly at his food, too nervous to eat much. “It’s just what we used to dream of back at Ana’s house,” Erik pointed out over a bunch of grapes, his favorite food. “Remember?”

“How could I forget?” Jaymin smeared a lump of butter back and forth across a slice of bread. “Can you believe we were there less than three weeks ago?”

“It seems like a lifetime away now.”

“I know.” Jaymin set down his knife and poked at his eggs with a silver fork. “And in a way, it was. I went from being royalty to a commoner. I’ll probably always look back on it as a whole separate life.”

Erik considered this over a bite of bacon. When he didn’t reply right away, Jaymin glanced over at him. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that you have an advantage your father never had — nor any other Alasian king either, as far as I know.” Erik sipped his tea, cradling the hot cup in both hands. “You have a completely different perspective on your kingdom now. You’ve lived with the poor, and you’ve seen what life is like for them. Now you can rule over them better. No one will be able to say that you’re not in touch with the lives of everyday citizens.”

“That’s true, I suppose.” Jaymin prodded the eggs aside and nibbled halfheartedly at a corner of his bread.

Erik gave him an admonishing frown. “You ought to be eating more than that. You know the physician said the other day that you should get more meat back on your bones.”

“I know.” Jaymin set the bread down and brushed the crumbs off his fingers with a linen napkin. “I’m just not hungry right now. I have too much on my mind.”

“You’ll have the weight of a crown to add to it in a few more hours.” Erik grinned.

Jaymin sighed, twirling his fork idly. “I know. That’s just it. I’m not sure I feel ready for that yet.”

“A little late to be having doubts now, don’t you think?”

“I’m not exactly having doubts. I just — oh, I don’t know.” Jaymin laid the fork down again and pushed his plate away. “I just don’t feel like a king yet.”

“Six pounds of gold on your head might help.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready to be all that Alasia needs me to be. I know I’ll have the Council of Advisors to help, but still.”

Jaymin uncurled himself from the sofa and rose to his feet. The window beckoned, so he wandered over, the blanket still draped round his shoulders, and unfastened the shutters. Pale daylight streamed in as he pulled them open, lighting up the shadowy corners of the room. He settled down on the wide stone window seat, drawing his knees up to his chin and re-wrapping the blanket around himself. Outside, servants shoveled fresh snow from the courtyard, piling it in wheelbarrows to be dumped in the moat. Beyond the castle’s outer walls, Almar was beginning to wake up. The night’s storm had passed, and this looked to be a clear day.

“Do you think your father was a perfect king from the very moment he was crowned?” Erik queried from the sofa.

Jaymin inclined his head in acknowledgement but didn’t reply. His heart still ached. He had been thinking about his father a lot lately. His father, whom he had loved and admired so deeply. His father, who had done so much for Alasia. Following in his footsteps will be terribly hard. There was still so much about ruling a kingdom that Jaymin wished he could learn from him, and from his mother too.

Jaymin rested his forehead against the cold Wistran glass and gazed out at the city. Father, Mother, I wish you were here. I’m not ready for this.

But his parents were not here. Jaymin felt a momentary flicker of envy for Korram, who at the moment was lodged in a guest suite downstairs, doubtless looking forward to watching today’s ceremony. True, Korram had his problems too. Regent Rampus had escaped while being brought back to Malorn for trial and was still on the loose. But Korram had more time — until he was eighteen — to prepare to be king, and he had a mother to help him. Jaymin didn’t have either. There were no laws about regents in Alasia as there were in Malorn, though perhaps there should have been. Ready or not, the crown was almost his, and what he didn’t already know, he would have to figure out as he went along.

“Some things can only be learned through experience,” Erik said softly.

Yes. He knew that was true. Jaymin had certainly learned a lot from the experiences of the last few weeks, things he would never have learned under other circumstances. He supposed that not even his father, who had ascended the throne at the age of seventeen, had known everything about being a good king right from the beginning. And Korram wouldn’t know everything even at eighteen.

Some things can only be learned through experience.

And then, unexpectedly, it hit him.

I may not be all that a king should be yet, but that’s all right. What matters is what I choose to do, what I become, after I’m king.

It seemed obvious, and yet he hadn’t thought of it that way before. Jaymin’s eyes widened as the thought sank in. And in that flash of understanding, his whole outlook changed.

Outside, a brilliant sliver of light appeared above the horizon to the east. Jaymin squinted as the fiery edge of the rising sun emerged between two of the rolling hills that surrounded the city. He was suddenly aware of shadows streaking the courtyard below, of a patch of ice reflecting the light with dazzling brilliance.

After I’m king. It’s what I do after I’m king that counts.

He recalled what Korram had said to him the morning after they had met. It’s our responsibility to become the kind of kings who deserve their people’s praise.

Erik’s words in Drall returned to his mind as well. “You aren’t the prince because of anything you did to deserve it,” his friend had said as they stood in the road that snowy afternoon. “But Jaymin, you will deserve it …. This is something that has to be earned after the fact. It’s your responsibility to become the kind of king who deserves to rule Alasia.”

Why hadn’t it sunk in before? I don’t have to know everything beforehand. What a freeing thought! I don’t have to feel completely prepared. He just had to focus on learning through experience and becoming the best king he could possibly be. The kind of king Alasia needed.

The sun, still half-hidden behind the hills, had grown too bright to look at. Its burning splendor was setting fire to the snow, sending rivers of molten light down the streets and across the rooftops of Almar.

Behind him, Jaymin heard Erik pushing the table aside and standing up. “It’s going to be a busy day. If you’ve finished breakfast, we should start getting ready.”

Outside, the golden globe of the sun finally floated free of the hills. The blue sky seemed to beckon it with wide open arms as it rose majestically to meet the morning.

With a new confidence stirring in his soul, Jaymin turned and rose to his feet.

“I am ready,” he said.

I hope you enjoyed Prince of Alasia! If you did, please would you click here to leave a review on Amazon? Even one or two sentences would be a big help. Thank you!

If you liked Prince of Alasia, you’ll love The Nameless Soldier. Read on to find out more!

The Nameless Soldier

What do you do when you’re the only survivor?

Nineteen-year-old Tarvic bears the name of a mighty hero from Alasia’s past. However, the young soldier feels anything but heroic when he regains consciousness to find himself the lone survivor of a brutal attack by invaders from the neighboring kingdom. 

Forced to leave his identity behind, Tarvic is thrust into civilian life in the role of protector to three war orphans. When the four of them encounter a mysterious stranger, he must choose between keeping the young girls safe and taking on a mission that could help free his kingdom. Can Tarvic live up to his noble name and find a way to balance his duty and his dreams?

Read on for a Preview of The Nameless Soldier

Tarvic woke to the sound of a distant yell, abruptly silenced. He pushed his blankets aside and sat up, puzzled, but heard only the light patter of rain on the canvas. “What was that?”

Drevel, his roommate in the barracks and tentmate out on campaigns like this, stirred and rolled over. “What?”

“I heard something. Someone shouting.” 

“It’s probably just another drill.” But Drevel sat up too, shoving his own blankets away, as Tarvic crawled over and untied the tent flap.

A blast of wintry air and raindrops greeted him as he leaned out, peering across the tent-studded hillside. Clouds hid the moon and stars, and on every side the thick dark of the forest leaned in from the edges of the large clearing. But the telltale flickering light of distant torches sent shadows leaping over tents and across the open spaces between them. Why would someone be using torches out here? Any soldier in camp had easy access to lanterns among the supplies. 

Something was wrong. Very wrong. Tarvic pulled back into the tent and yanked on his breeches and jacket.

They both heard the next yell, closer this time, and then the unmistakable clash of swords. Both men snatched up their own swords, jamming their feet into their boots and fumbling for shields. From all around them, shouts of alarm erupted as men in their company woke up.

And then the enemy was upon them. Horses exploded through the camp, trampling tents and the soldiers just crawling out of them. Riders leaned low off their mounts’ backs, swinging swords and waving torches.

Halfway out of his tent, Tarvic threw himself flat on his face to avoid a slash that would probably have decapitated him. He scrambled to his feet, only to be knocked off them again by a blow that he barely caught on his shield.

Light, shadows, horses, blades, rain. Chaos raged through the clearing to the sound of crashing metal, pounding hooves, shouts of challenge and desperation. Tarvic regained his feet and fought as best he could from the ground while enemy riders thundered around him. Dodging and ducking, he aimed for the men’s legs and tried to keep out from under their horses’ hooves. With no idea who he was fighting or why, his only goal to stay alive for the next heartbeat, he dodged and darted through the tumult looking for spots where horses and enemy swords weren’t. All around him, men fought and ran and crumpled to lie as limply as the trampled tents.

Slipping and stumbling in the mud, Tarvic felt a surge of satisfaction as his sword met flesh and an enemy yelled in pain. And then the man wheeled his horse and charged back toward him, and Tarvic turned to flee. 

He tripped on something soft that groaned. Pain shot through Tarvic’s wrist as he caught his fall, and only a quick roll saved him from being trampled as the man’s horse cantered over him. 

Its rider wheeled again, and Tarvic rose to his knees, barely raising his shield in time to protect his face. The force of the blow threw him backward, jarring his already sore wrist.

Another horse leaped over him, and Tarvic cried out in pain as a hoof struck him on the shoulder. He stumbled to his feet, ducking low to present as small a target as possible, and ran through the melee.

He saw fewer people on foot now, more obstacles in the mud. Was it cowardly to flee from a battle you couldn’t win? Nothing in Tarvic’s eight months in the military had prepared him for this. Not counting occasional minor border skirmishes, the kingdom of Alasia hadn’t seen an actual war in six generations. Besides routine patrols, city peacekeeping, and the frequent drills and training, the military’s primary duties involved escorting merchant wagons through robber-frequented stretches of rural highway and keeping an eye on the sections of coastline where seafaring raiders were known to attack. Tarvic had never fought in a battle that involved more than a handful of opponents at a time, and none of those opponents had been anywhere near this organized — or this deadly. 

If we escape, we can regroup somewhere safer and — A hard blow to the back knocked him to the ground again as another horse pounded over him. Giving up all pretense of courage, Tarvic scrambled to his feet once more and fled for the edge of the clearing and the relative safety of the trees beyond. I can’t do anything here. They’re going to slaughter us all!

He was practically there when another rider appeared in front of him, leaning low with sword outstretched. Tarvic almost impaled himself on the blade, raising his shield just in time. He fought back frantically as the man slashed, swinging his weapon again and again. I need my horse! Military training had included nothing about how to fight a mounted enemy from the ground. But Lightning was tethered in the row of makeshift stalls on the far side of the camp, probably prancing restlessly under his blanket and wondering why his rider didn’t come to spur him into battle.

Tarvic didn’t even see the blow that almost killed him. His ears barely registered the thudding of more galloping hooves from behind, nearly drowned out by the rain and the sounds of battle. But the world exploded in light and pain as something struck the back of his head harder than anything had ever hit him before.

He lurched forward, feeling his sword drop from limp fingers. Managing two steps before his legs buckled, he was just conscious enough to recognize the urgent need to crawl. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Or they’ll kill you out here. That was the only thought left in his mind as he pulled himself toward the concealing shadows behind the line of tree trunks. And then even that faded, giving way to darkness.

Buy The Nameless Soldier at http://smarturl.it/NamelessSoldier











About the Author

Annie Douglass Lima considers herself fortunate to have traveled in twenty different countries and lived in four of them. A fifth-grade teacher in her “other” life, she loves reading to her students and sparking their imaginations. Her books include science fiction, fantasy, YA action and adventure novels, a puppet script, anthologies of her students’ poetry, and Bible verse coloring and activity books. When she isn’t teaching or writing, Annie can often be found sipping spiced chai or pomegranate green tea in exotic locations, some of which exist in this world.

Connect with Me Online

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AnnieDouglassLimaAuthor/

Goodreads: http://bit.ly/ADLimaOnGoodreads

Blog: http://anniedouglasslima.blogspot.com

Twitter: https://twitter.com/princeofalasia

Email: AnnieDouglassLima@gmail.com

Sign up for my mailing list so I can let you know when new books are available. When you sign up, I’ll send you a free copy of one of my fantasy books! 

http://bit.ly/LimaUpdates











Discover Other Titles by Annie Douglass Lima...











Prince of Alasia (Annals of Alasia, Book 1)

Twelve-year-old Prince Jaymin, heir to the throne of Alasia, barely escapes with his life when invaders from neighboring Malorn attack. Accompanied by his young bodyguard, Jaymin flees to a nearby town to live in hiding. There, surrounded by the enemy soldiers searching for the missing prince, his life depends on his ability to maintain his disguise.

As the danger intensifies and the Malornians’ suspicions grow, Jaymin seeks desperately for a way to save his kingdom and himself. Then he stumbles upon a startling discovery that will challenge his assumptions and forever change his view of Malorn and the events that altered his life. 

Buy Prince of Alasia at http://smarturl.it/PrinceofAlasia











In the Enemy's Service (Annals of Alasia, Book 2)

When the Malornian army invaded Alasia and Prince Jaymin was forced to flee for his life, what happened to those left behind? In the Enemy’s Service tells the story of ten-year-old Anya, imprisoned among other survivors and forced to work for the occupying troops. While pretending to follow orders and serve diligently in the palace, Anya discovers ingenious ways to spy on enemy officers and slip valuable information to the Alasian resistance. 

But as she helps to craft plans that may eventually free Alasia, Anya accidentally uncovers a disturbing reference to her own family. Her fears are strengthened when she is confronted by a mysterious Malornian who seems somehow to know the truth behind the role she has been playing. Holding her life in his hands with that knowledge, he claims to bear information implicating her father in the betrayal that led to the Invasion itself.

Buy In the Enemy’s Service at http://smarturl.it/EnemysService











Prince of Malorn (Annals of Alasia, Book 3)

One major obstacle stands between seventeen-year-old Prince Korram and the throne that is his birthright: Regent Rampus. Temporary ruler of Malorn, Rampus has no intention of giving up his position when the crown prince comes of age – or of allowing the prince to live long enough to reach that age.

Desperate to build an army of his own to stand against the regent, Korram treks into the Impassable Mountains to try to recruit the one segment of Malornian society not under Rampus’s control. But can he lead a band of untrained hunters and gatherers to victory against the full might of the Malornian military? Or will they all be crushed by the grasping hand of the regent before the prince can claim his rightful throne? 

Buy Prince of Malorn at http://smarturl.it/PrinceofMalorn











King of Malorn (Annals of Alasia, Book 5)

Life as the king’s younger sister should be exciting.

Not for Princess Kalendria. She’s sick of the dissent and of constantly having her family undermined by those who think they could rule Malorn better than King Korram.

Hoping to lighten the mood in the palace, Kalendria plans a ball to celebrate her seventeenth birthday. It doesn’t hurt that their handsome Alasian ally King Jaymin has promised to attend, and she’s been waiting for him to notice her for as long as she can remember.

But unfriendly forces have their own party plans. When Kalendria, Korram, and Jaymin barely survive an assassination attempt, their only recourse is to flee into the wilderness. Tracked by unknown assassins, they must figure out whom they can trust and who is behind the plot. Can Kalendria help her brother reclaim his throne – oh, and catch Jaymin’s attention while she’s at it – before they are all killed and war destroys both kingdoms?

Buy King of Malorn at smarturl.it/KingofMalorn











Annals of Alasia: The Collected Interviews

“I never thought I’d have to dress in rags or sleep on the floor. But hiding my identity as the Prince of Alasia is better than being killed.”

“Information? Manipulation? Assassination? I have lots of talents! How can I help you?”

“They said it wouldn’t hurt anything. They said no harm would come of it. They said my troubles would be over the moment I did them that one tiny favor. What other choice was I supposed to make after everything started going wrong?”

An orphaned prince desperate to keep his identity a secret. A double agent happy to offer a variety of services … for a price. A well-meaning merchant who may have just caused the biggest disaster in his kingdom’s history. Meet the citizens of Alasia and Malorn and prepare to be drawn into a tangled web of war and intrigue.

This collection of twenty-four character interviews is designed to complement the first three books in the Annals of Alasia but can also be enjoyed on its own.

Receive a free digital copy of Annals of Alasia: The Collected Interviews at http://bit.ly/LimaUpdates











The Collar and the Cavvarach (Krillonian Chronicles, Book 1)

Bensin, a teenage slave and martial artist, is desperate to see his little sister freed. But only victory in the Krillonian Empire's most prestigious tournament will allow him to secretly arrange for Ellie's escape. Dangerous people are closing in on her, however, and Bensin is running out of time. With his one hope fading quickly away, how can Bensin save Ellie from a life of slavery and abuse?

Buy The Collar and the Cavvarach at http://smarturl.it/cavvarach











The Gladiator and the Guard (Krillonian Chronicles, Book 2)

Bensin, a teenage slave and martial artist, is just one victory away from freedom. But after he is accused of a crime he didn’t commit, he is condemned to the violent life and early death of a gladiator. While his loved ones seek desperately for a way to rescue him, Bensin struggles to stay alive and forge an identity in an environment designed to strip it from him. When he infuriates the authorities with his choices, he knows he is running out of time. Can he stand against the cruelty of the arena system and seize his freedom before that system crushes him?

Buy The Gladiator and the Guard at http://smarturl.it/gladiatorguard











The Student and the Slave (Krillonian Chronicles, Book 3) 

Is this what freedom is supposed to be like? Desperate to provide for himself and his sister Ellie, Bensin searches fruitlessly for work like all the other former slaves in Tarnestra. He needs the money for an even more important purpose, though: to rescue Coach Steene, who sacrificed himself for Bensin’s freedom. When members of two rival street gangs express interest in Bensin’s martial arts skills, he realizes he may have a chance to save his father figure after all … at a cost.

Meanwhile, Steene struggles with his new life of slavery in far-away Neliria. Raymond, his young owner, seizes any opportunity to make his life miserable. But while Steene longs to escape and rejoin Bensin and Ellie, he starts to realize that Raymond needs him too. His choices will affect not only his own future, but that of everyone he cares about. Can he make the right ones … and live with the consequences?

Buy The Student and the Slave at http://smarturl.it/StudentandSlave











Emperor's Heir (a Krillonian Chronicles Novella)

A late winter storm. An unexpectedly icy road. A limousine sliding, flipping, crumpling.

And just like that, Emperor Vandion is left without an heir, and the Krillonian Empire reels in shock and dismay. 

Until they announce that there might actually be an anonymous heir out there … if he or she can be found.

Buy Emperor’s Heir at http://smarturl.it/EmperorsHeir











Heartsong

Two alien worlds.

One teen emissary.

No reality she can trust.

Thirteen-year-old Liz Smith has been ripped away from one foster family after another for years, so the idea of a permanent home is tantalizing. Who cares if that home is a colony sixty-five thousand light-years from Earth? The friends in her trusty e-reader will keep her company just fine on her interstellar relocation. 

But when the adventure of a lifetime turns into the disaster of the cosmos, Liz can only retreat so far into the books that have always sheltered her from loneliness and loss. Trapped in half-truths and secrets that leave her questioning reality, can one orphaned bookworm find a way to stop two races from destroying each other … and somehow write a happy ending to her own story?

If you like books about space travel, aliens, or cross-cultural transitions, you’ll love this poignant science fiction adventure. Get your copy of Heartsong now to start the journey today!

Buy Heartsong at http://smarturl.it/HeartsongSciFi











Squawky Learns About Love

In this humorous puppet skit, Squawky the parrot helps children memorize I Corinthians 13:4 and learn what the Bible has to say about loving others God’s way.

Performance time: approximately 7 minutes

Buy Squawky Learns About Love at http://smarturl.it/Squawkylove











Hide it In Your Heart: A Scripture Coloring and Activity Book for Adults and Kids

More than just a coloring book, this inspirational activity book will help you relax, unwind, and enjoy some creative fun while hiding God’s Word in your heart. 

The 35 separate verses and passages are printed in colorable word art with decorative borders, blank on the back to make them easier to remove and frame or display, if desired. Each one is accompanied by two different activities or puzzles featuring the verse or key words from it.

Hide it in Your Heart is an ideal Scripture memorization aid for Christian schools, homeschool programs, Sunday schools, or your own personal use. Children and adults will enjoy learning, practicing, and meditating on these artistically presented verses from the New International Version Bible.

Proceeds from the sale of Hide it In Your Heart will be donated to Christar to help provide a translation of God’s Word for a minority people group in East Asia who do not yet have the Bible in their own language. Learn more at www.christar.org.

Buy Hide it In Your Heart at http://smarturl.it/hideit











Hide it In Your Heart in 2019: A Week-at-a-Glance Calendar with 53 Colorable Bible Verses and 24 Word Puzzles for Adults and Kids 

This 2019 calendar features a Bible verse for each week in creative fonts that can be colored in. A wide variety of holidays are listed, both traditional and unusual. (Do you know when Appreciate a Dragon Day is? How about Lost Sock Memorial Day?) You’ll have plenty of room to record your activities and appointments in the section for each day and week. After every month, you’ll find word puzzles featuring key words from that month’s scriptures and holidays. 

Prepare for a year full of coloring and fun that will help you hide God's Word in your heart in 2019 without even trying!

Buy Hide it In Your Heart in 2019 at http://smarturl.it/hideit2019











Once Upon a Bowl of Oatmeal

70 Easy, Delicious, and Healthy Recipes

(Gluten-Free and Vegan)

To Transform those Boring Oats in the Back of Your Cupboard

Into a Mouth-Watering Treat

While some might think it would take magic to make a bowl of oatmeal delicious, others believe it just takes the right recipe. In this cookbook, we present a little of both!

Are you tired of high-sugar, low-health-value instant oatmeals in tiny serving packets full of artificial colors, flavors and preservatives? Once Upon a Bowl of Oatmeal contains 70 hearty recipes packed with natural ingredients and brimful of vitamins, minerals, fiber, and antioxidants. All are gluten free, assuming you use gluten-free oats, and vegan (or they come with a vegan option). Most require no salt so are perfect for a low sodium diet. Almost all of these recipes can be prepared in ten minutes or less, saving you time in your busy morning.

Oh … and no more math! Whether you’re cooking just for yourself, for a family of six, or any number in between, every recipe comes in the form of a handy table that shows exactly how much of each ingredient you’ll need for however many servings you want.

Tasty enough for kids to crave but wholesome enough to appeal to health-conscious parents, these mouth-watering recipes will give you plenty of energy for your day while pleasing your taste buds too. Start using Once Upon a Bowl of Oatmeal now and say goodbye to artificial breakfasts that don’t fully satisfy!

Buy Once Upon a Bowl of Oatmeal at http://smarturl.it/OnceUponOatmeal
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