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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 he heard muffled shouts and the distant 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, having been thoroughly trained in unarmed combat techniques.


Those skills were not needed now, however. Into the room swept Sir Edmend, a 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 by a young guard with wide eyes and 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. “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 common among young guards.


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


“This way.” The old advisor led them 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 in the opposite direction, 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 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. 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. Why were Malornian soldiers in Alasia at all, let alone running through his home? Was this the beginning of a war? But why would the Malornians attack his kingdom? Alasia and Malorn had no official alliance, but the two nations had gotten along peacefully for decades.


The neighboring kingdom had been ruled by King Kerman until his death four 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. Though he had met the other prince only once, 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. “We have to get through the banquet hall without being seen.” Motioning for the little group to stand back, he leaned forward and peered in cautiously. 


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 smaller 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 to be no older 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 ….” Sir Edmend glanced at Jaymin and let his sentence trail off.


Jaymin was still confused. “But why —”


“I know!” whispered the 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 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. 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, partly blocked by barrels and a sack of potatoes. Sir Edmend fished out a bunch of keys from his coat pocket and inserted one into the keyhole as Erik dragged the sack out of the way. The key turned reluctantly, as though the lock had not been touched in years, and the door finally opened with a grinding creak. Jaymin leaned around a barrel to peer 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 a 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-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 actually seen: 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 more through the dank tunnel with Erik and Sir Edmend in the wavering light of their candle, choking back sobs of horror and grief. Eventually they felt their way in total darkness and near silence for an hour or more after the candle finally burned down and Jaymin ran out of tears. Then came their stumbling journey through the forest, almost as dark as the tunnel but full of obstacles to bruise their limbs and trip them, while they all tried to get as far from Almar as they could before dawn. Jaymin huddled among the trees beside Erik while Sir Edmend hurried into a village just after sunrise to buy disguises for the three of them. Reluctantly, he stuffed his warm, comfortable palace clothes into the damp hollow of an oak and pulled on someone’s faded tunic and breeches and a patched pair of ill-fitting shoes. Then they hastened on toward the highway that crossed Alasia, exhausted and shivering in the drizzle, until finally they were able to beg a ride in the back of a merchant’s wagon. In the quiet town of Drall, Sir Edmend inquired about for a cheap place to stay, and a woman selling knitted hats and mittens at the edge of the market 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. 


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 did every morning now, 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 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 fear and grief that he would have to force away once more at the start of the next day.


Jaymin opened his eyes again 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.”


“That’s all right. It’s about time we were up anyway.” Erik 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; it would never have been tolerated in 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 more convincing, they should show no ability or interest in their schoolwork at all. It wouldn’t do for two poverty-stricken children in a small town to suddenly be experts in subject areas they should never have been exposed to.


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 all I have left. But with danger all around in the form of the soldiers who patrolled the streets, now 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 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 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 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. 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 to the capital to learn what he could 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 Malornians recognized him as 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 neatly folded blanket into a corner of the dusty little attic. “Maybe 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 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 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 paid her for the boys’ room and board. He thought bitterly of all the good food and extra blankets that money could have bought.


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 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, he had quickly 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 outta house ’n home like this.”


Erik’s eyebrows shot up. He looked pointedly at the bottle 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, the 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 afterward.”


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 drop to her knees and beg 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 gutters. 


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 couldn’t have imagined people living 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.


Of course, Erik must have known. Though he seldom talked about his early childhood, Jaymin’s friend had spent his first few years of life homeless on the streets. Perhaps that was why he had adjusted to their current situation more quickly than Jaymin.


“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. 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 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’ll do. Just wait. Our army will show up, or Sir Edmend will 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 he 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 the 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. His only experience with lines had been when he rode with his parents at the head of a procession, or when people 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 to line up for in the palace, it was always understood that royalty went first.


As they waited, shivering in the breeze, Jaymin heard the sound of accented voices. Turning, he saw a disorderly cluster of mounted soldiers approaching from 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 low 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”. 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 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 a 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, eyes on 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, 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!” the soldier repeated, 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 once more to make his point. His companions responded with a rowdy chorus of agreement, several of them drawing their weapons as well.


“Forget it, men,” a soldier at 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 killed his parents, and he glared at their departing backs.


Back at Ana’s with the water, the boys started in on the bowls of plain porridge she handed them. Jaymin tried to imagine 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. 


Like Erik when he was little.


“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 this had happened fifteen years ago, before the law requiring Alasian children 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 studying 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 and trying to blend in with everyone else while pretending not to know most of the things he knew.

At least spending the day in school 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 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 felt 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. 


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 on his behalf 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 in 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. 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. Realizing that many of them were starting to look at him, too, he hastily averted his gaze. 


Why are they staring? Was it just because they didn’t know who he was? Or — an alarming 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 learn 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. “The Malornians are in charge now. They have some new laws for us, 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. 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 sums like these three years ago. Erik grinned as he began to copy the numbers 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. 


Jaymin shot his friend an anxious glance behind her back. What could she want? She can’t possibly have recognized me, he 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 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.” In spite of himself, 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 understand.


“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 simpler, 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 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 probably be doing the 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.
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