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Prologue

Once upon a time, there was a girl called Emily who fell out of our world and into another, a nameless world of magicians and sorcerers, dragons and mermaids, kings and princes, wonders and mysteries and dangers both fantastical and very human.  There, she became the Child of Destiny, the person who kick-started an industrial revolution, defeated the nightmares snarling at the borders and lurking in the shadows, and turned society upside down. 

This is not her story.

This is the story of the man who followed in her footsteps.

Chapter One

I shouldn’t have been on that road.

I should have been safe at home, in bed with my wife, but ...

“Fuck,” I snarled, as I drove down the interstate.  “Fuck.  Fuck.  Fuck them all!”

I cursed my wife and her lover and the schools she’d chosen for the kids and everything else, including myself.  It should have been so wonderful.  I’d been given permission to go on leave a day early and, fool that I was, I had driven straight home to see my wife and kids.  I’d walked in on her in bed with the neighbour, a fat fool who had nothing to recommend him beyond an even fatter bank account and a wife too in love with her social life to make a fuss about her husband’s infidelity.  It had taken all the willpower I could muster, growing up a poor kid who’d decided the army offered the only chance of a decent life, to keep from killing both of them.  I honestly wasn’t sure why I’d hesitated.

My fingers tightened on the wheel.  Cleo and I had said some pretty horrible things to each other, as soon as the fat fool had fled.  She’d screamed that I just didn’t have any ambition, that I could have moved up in the army or left for a high-paying civilian job somewhere ... somewhere I’d be bored out of my skull within the week.  I’d shouted back that she’d known what she was getting into, back when she became a military wife.  God knew she’d coped well, in our early years of moving from post to post.  It was only when the kids had come into our lives that she’d insisted on putting roots down somewhere permanent, somewhere the kids would have stable lives and schooling.  And then the kids themselves had entered the fray ...

They’d known.  They had to have known.  And they’d said nothing.

I pushed down on the accelerator, my car surging forward as if I could outrun my demons.  I wasn’t sure where I was going.  I just wanted to get away.  A hundred ideas ran through my head, each more outrageous than the last.  I could drive to a red-light district, meet up with a few of my buddies and get insanely drunk.  Or I could put in for Special Forces training or something - anything - that would get me away from my life.  Or ... 

I felt a wave of self-pity that would have surprised the men under my command, on my last deployment.  I’d put everything into the marriage.  I’d done everything right.  

And it hadn’t been enough.

My fists clenched again as I peered into the darkness.  The interstate was empty.  I hadn’t seen another car for miles.  The scenery was unremarkable.  I wasn’t even sure where I was.  The stars overhead seemed to mock me, reminding me I was small in the eyes of the universe.  Nothing I did would ever matter, in the long term.  Nothing ... I knew I should think about divorce, about getting a lawyer to sort out custody and shit like that and ... despair threatened to overwhelm me as I remembered an old buddy who’d gone through a very bitter divorce.  He’d put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.  I understood, now, how he’d felt.  Everything he’d worked for had vanished in the blink of an eye.  And there was nothing he could have done that wouldn’t have made matters worse.

Fuck, I thought, numbly.  

I frowned as I saw lights in the distance, flickering lights.  The police?  I forced myself to take a deep breath, slow down and drive sensibly.  I didn’t want to be pulled over, not when I was in no state to handle it.  There’d been too many horror stories about people being shot for me to want to risk it.  The cops were jumpy these days.  Everyone was.

My eyes narrowed as the lights rose up in front of me.  For a moment, I stared in disbelief.  A helicopter?  A light aircraft?  Was I driving towards an airfield?  It was possible ... the lights darted and twisted in a way I would have thought impossible.  A UFO?  I snorted at the thought.  It was insane.  The lights were flickering ... maybe they were fireworks.  Some dumb kids, living in flyover country, letting off fireworks for the sheer hell of it.  I’d done it myself, when I’d been a kid and thought I’d never amount to anything.  My past self had been a fool.  And yet ...

The air flared with light.  I cursed, throwing up a hand to cover my eyes.  A nuke?  The car shook violently, as if I’d just driven into a shockwave.  I kept my eyes tightly closed, hours upon hours spent reading the manuals for WMD attack echoing through my head.  I slammed down on the brakes, the car tilting ... my head spun so badly I was sure the car had been picked up by the shockwave and thrown back down the interstate.  Was the country under attack?  I’d heard the usual rumblings from Iran and North Korea, but ... there’d been no hint they were going to throw a nuke at us.  Even if they had ... I couldn’t think of anything near that merited a nuclear strike.  The closest major target was hundreds of miles away.

A loud crash echoed through the car.  I winced, my eyes snapping open in shock.  Bright sunlight beamed down.  I stared, blinking stupidly.  Sunlight?  It had been near midnight, only a few seconds ago.  Had I blacked out?  My fingers fumbled with the safety catch on my seatbelt, trying to get free.  If the country had been nuked ... I heard glass crashing behind me and knew I hadn’t lost consciousness for more than a second or two.  The car was falling to pieces and my fingers were refusing to cooperate ... I gritted my teeth, trying to open the door.  It wasn’t easy.  The car was at the bottom of a ditch.  

What the fuck?

I stared in disbelief as I forced the door open and stumbled out.  I’d been on the interstate, driving through the plains.  I wasn’t any longer.  There was a primal forest behind me, as if I’d driven out of it, and a roughly-made road in front of me.  The ditch reminded me of a trench I’d seen in Afghanistan, right down to the tiny trickle of water at the bottom.  It was bizarre.  I rubbed my head, wondering if I was delirious.  It made as much sense as anything else.  

What the fuck had happened to me?  

The sense of unreality grew stronger as I surveyed the car.  It was smashed beyond all hope of repair, the front looking as if I’d driven into a tank.  And yet ... there was no hint I’d actually driven out of the forest.  There were no tire tracks ... I looked into the trees and felt a flicker of fear, something I hadn’t felt in years.  It felt like unseen eyes were looking back.  I hadn’t felt so threatened since I’d patrolled the streets of Baghdad during the Surge ...

It made no sense.  I clambered out of the ditch and looked around.  The entire world had changed.  I could see mountains in the distance, mountains I could have sworn hadn’t been there a few minutes ago.  The road itself looked like a poorly-maintained dusty track, rather than the interstate.  I’d seen better roads in the Third World.  I looked up into the clear blue sky and saw nothing, save for a handful of birds.  There were no planes, no helicopters ... nothing I would have expected to see, after a WMD attack.  There wasn’t any mushroom cloud either.  I swallowed hard as I realised that, whatever had happened, I wasn’t in Kansas any longer.  I’d read a book where a nuclear blast had tossed a homestead through time and space.  Had that happened to me?  I hoped not.  The future world had been nothing more than a dark mirror of the present.

It could be worse, I told myself.  Really.

The thought didn’t reassure me as I tested the air.  It was warm, although nowhere near as hot as Texas or Iraq.  I had the feeling it was probably going to get a lot hotter, judging by the dusty road and the absence of any real traffic.  The locals were probably trying to sleep through the worst of the heat, then resuming their business as the sun started to go back down.  If there were any locals ... a shiver ran down my spine as I realised there might not be any locals.  For all I knew, there weren’t any locals.  

Hugh Farnham thought the same, I reminded myself.  And look what happened to him.

I snorted as I jumped back into the ditch and started to dig through the car.  My pistol went on my belt, the handful of magazines I’d brought with me into my bag.  I’d packed a handful of things in the car, including a first aid kit and a bunch of ration bars, but I hadn’t expected finding myself ... somewhere.  I kicked myself for not packing a rifle and ... whatever else I might have needed.  If I’d known I was going to fall through time, or whatever had happened to me, I would have brought along everything from a reference library to tools and gear to build my own homestead.  It would have been so much easier.

My smartphone felt oddly warm as I took it out of my pocket and pushed the power switch.  Nothing happened.  I stared down at the device for a moment, then sniffed it.  It smelt of molten metal and electrical fire.  I shook my head slowly, remembering all the dire warnings about what EMPs would do to our devices.  Whatever had happened to me had been much more than a simple EMP, but it had clearly fried everything electrical in my car.  I tested the radio, just to be sure.  It was useless.  I hesitated, then pointed the pistol down the ditch and fired.  The gun, at least, worked properly.  So did my clockwork watch.  

Although I have no idea what time it is here either, I thought.  The sun suggested it was just past noon, but ... that was nothing more than a guideline.  Fuck.

I finished searching the car, transferring everything useful to the bag.  There wasn’t much that I could use, save for the pistol ... I looked up, wondering if I would have to shoot a bird for dinner.  The ration bars wouldn’t last long.  I cursed under my breath, wishing I’d thought to pack a handful of MREs.  One of my buddies was a dedicated survivalist, stockpiling everything from medical supplies to MREs and enough canned food to feed an army.  He’d invited me to stay with him, if the shit hit the fan.  I wished he - and his supplies - were with me.  I had a feeling I was going to need help.

I clambered back onto the road and looked down at the car.  I’d never been very attached to it - the dealer had tried to screw me, damn him - but it still felt wrong to see the crumpled mess.  I hoped the fuel tank was intact ... I couldn’t smell gas, yet that was meaningless.  A match in the wrong place might set off an explosion.  I might have been luckier than I’d realised.  The EMP might have sparked a fire instead, turning the entire car into an inferno.

Fuck, I thought, again.

I peered east, then west, trying to decide which way to go.  The air was growing warmer, the heat haze starting to blur my vision.  There was no hint of which direction led to civilisation, no hint of anything ... if indeed there was a civilisation.  I told myself not to be silly.  The road might be primitive, but it was clear proof that someone was trying to make the world a little smaller.  And that suggested a unitary authority of some kind.  The tribesmen I’d met in Afghanistan had been reluctant to help build roads outside their villages, fearing they’d be used and abused by terrorists, taxmen and other undesirables.  They’d probably been right.

A movement caught my eye as I looked west.  Something was moving, coming out of the haze towards me.  I tensed, one hand dropping to my pistol before I forced myself to stay calm.  I had absolutely no idea what was coming.  If I’d had a platoon behind me ... I banished the wishful thinking with an effort as I strolled back, trying to find a place where they could see me well before they got close enough to pose a threat.  I had no idea if they’d be jumpy when they saw me.  I’d spent enough time in the Third World to know that travellers were rarely considered welcome, particularly in war zones.  It was quite possible the newcomers, whoever they were, would try to rob or kill me.  

I waited, as patiently as I could, as the newcomers took on shape and form.  It looked like a wagon train, right out of the Wild West, combined with gypsy caravans and ... a shiver ran down my spine at the complete absence of modern technology.  I’d lived in trailer parks that had everything from satellite dishes to hot and cold running water.  These people ... there were no visible automobiles or weapons or anything else even the poorest had taken for granted.  I had the feeling, suddenly, that I was about to come face to face with Laura Ingalls Wilder or someone like her.  This was no meeting of the Society for Creative Anachronism.  This was real.

The caravan started to slow as they saw me.  I held up my hands, uneasily aware that I didn’t look harmless.  I’d had to look strong on the streets, then as a raw recruit and soldier ... it had been important, back then, to look like you wouldn’t tolerate any nonsense.  It was the quickest way to ensure there would be no nonsense.  But now ... I kept myself still, studying them as intensely as they were studying me.  They didn’t have any weapons, but that didn’t make them harmless.  My Drill Instructor had been smaller than me, yet he’d never had any trouble kicking my ass across the field.  

They were a strange lot, I decided.  The first wagon had three people sitting up front: an elderly man who looked like a mix of African and Chinese, a middle-aged woman who looked as if she hailed from Mongolia and a young man who had a distantly Slavic appearance.   I wondered, despite everything, if I was being tricked, if a hidden camera crew were about to jump out of nowhere and laugh.  I’d seen enough tribal societies to know they were very suspicious of newcomers.  It was strange to see such an odd racial mix.

The rules might be different here, I thought.  Don’t let your preconceptions get in the way of your understanding.

The wagon train came to a halt.  The elderly man stood and peered down at me.  He had a vaguely grandfatherly face, the sort of person you would trust completely.  I knew at once he was no one to mess with, or to jerk around.  The other two held their places, but the younger man seemed to be shifting into position to attack ... if necessary.  I didn’t blame him.  They had no way to know if I was friendly.  The man spoke ...

I could have kicked myself.  He didn’t speak English.  Of course he didn’t!  I should have expected it, but I’d met English-speakers right across the globe.  Here ... it was anyone’s guess.  I didn’t know what language he spoke, but it wasn’t English or Arabic or any of the other languages I’d studied over the years.  I didn’t recognise a single word.  Not one.

“I don’t understand you,” I said, trying to convey a complete lack of comprehension.  “My name is Elliot.  Elliot Richardson.”

They stared at me with equal lack of comprehension.  The elderly man hesitated, then spoke again.  I guessed he was trying a different language, one he didn’t speak anything near as well.  It didn’t matter.  I still couldn’t understand it.  He tried a third language, then a fourth, uselessly.  I tried a handful of languages myself - the army had turned me into something of a linguist - but he didn’t seem to understand them.  My heart sank.  If I was ... somewhere else ... their languages might have nothing in common with earthly words.  I might never be able to make myself understood.

The man turned and shouted a word.  “Jasmine!”

I blinked.  Jasmine?  That, at least, sounded familiar.  But they hadn’t understood my Arabic or my Farsi.  I knew I wasn’t a perfect speaker, but I wasn’t exactly incomprehensible.  And they didn’t look remotely Arabic.  It might be nothing more than a coincidence or a loanword from another language, something that had moved from culture to culture so long ago that everyone had forgotten its origin.

A girl - I guessed she must be Jasmine - jumped out of the second wagon and landed neatly on her feet.  I stared.  She was stunning, with long dark hair, oriental eyes and a strikingly pale face.  I figured she was around twenty, although it was hard to be sure.  She raised her eyebrows when she saw me, then glanced at the elderly man.  Her grandfather?  The man said something, then looked at me.

Jasmine held up a hand, then moved it in a strange pattern.  I blinked in astonishment as I saw light flickering between her fingers.  What the ... her hand straightened out and jabbed towards me.  I felt a tingle running through my body, a strange sense the world had tilted off its axis ...

“Hi,” Jasmine said.  She spoke English!  But ... her lips weren’t matching her words.  “Can you understand me?”

My knees buckled.  What the fuck was that?

Chapter Two

“Can you understand me?”  Jasmine was eying me, worriedly.  “Can you ...?”

“Yes,” I managed.  “What ... what was that?”

“Magic,” Jasmine said.  She sounded slightly reassured.  “A simple translation spell.”

A simple ... my mind seemed to stagger in utter disbelief.  Magic?  Impossible.  I was dreaming.  I had to be.  I’d crashed the car and fallen into a coma and any moment now I’d wake up in a hospital bed, facing an enormous bill.  Or I might die.  The road had been empty when night had become day and ... it was unlikely anyone would see the crash in time to save my life.  It had been very dark.  A car might drive past, the driver unaware there was anything to see.  I could die at any moment.

Jasmine stepped forward.  “What would you like to be called?”

I blinked.  It was an odd way of asking my name.  “Elliot,” I managed.  “I’m called Elliot.”

“Pleased to meet you.”  Jasmine bobbed what looked like an old-fashioned curtsey.  “You came out of the Greenwood?”

My incomprehension must have shown on my face, because she pointed to the car and the trees beyond.  It did look as though I’d driven through the foliage and straight into the ditch, although it was clearly impossible.  There was no suggestion I’d crashed my way through the trees.  They were practically a solid barrier.  The handful of chinks within the foliage were barely big enough for a grown man.  I felt claustrophobic just looking at them.  I’d delved into enough tight spaces, during the war, to feel uneasy about going back inside.  

I found my voice.  “What happened to me?”

“Some people walk into the Greenwood and come out in a different time and place,” Jasmine said.  She walked past me, her eyes narrowing as she saw the car.  “I’m afraid there’s no way home.”

“I have a family,” I protested.  “I ...”

Jasmine turned to look at me.  “I’m very sorry,” she said.  I didn’t doubt her for a moment.  “But there’s no way home.”

“You can walk back into the Greenwood, if you like,” the older man said.  “I just don’t know when and where you’d come out.”

I pinched myself, hard.  It hurt.  It didn’t feel like a dream - or a nightmare.  Cleo and the boys were ... where?  When and where?  Was this the past?  Was this a time when magic had actually existed?  Or was I on another world?  Jasmine and her family looked human enough, but ... they were such a strange mixture of races I found it hard to believe they lived and worked together.  They looked like gypsies.  Maybe they were travellers, moving from place to place.

“I’m Grandfather Lembu,” the older man said.  “And we are the Diddakoi.”

“He doesn’t know anything about us, Grandfather,” Jasmine said.  “He’s in shock.”

“I don’t know anything,” I said.  It wasn’t the first time I’d been abroad, but ... if magic was real, the world would be very different.  Right?  “Where am I?”

“You’re in the Kingdom of Johor,” Grandfather Lembu said, calmly.  “Does that mean anything to you?”

I shook my head, wondering - too late - if they understood the gesture.  It was possible it meant something completely different here, if they had had no contact with my world.  Or ... I looked around, feeling hopelessly lost.  What was I going to do?  Where could I go?  I was as ignorant of this new world as a newborn...

“You are welcome to stay with us, at least until we reach the nearest city,” the old woman said.  “As long as you honour our ways, you will be welcome.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Jasmine said.  She shot me what I thought was meant to be a reassuring look.  “He won’t know how to behave.”

It was hard not to feel a twinge of panic.  I tried not to show it on my face.  I had no idea of the rules, or how to act ... for all I knew, smiling was a grave insult.  It was terrifyingly easy to give offense if one didn’t know the rules and the offended rarely bothered to give the offender the benefit of the doubt.  If I’d managed to get in trouble when I’d moved from state to state, just by not knowing what I was doing, it would be far worse here.

“First, we bury that ... thing,” Grandfather Lembu said, waving at the car.  “We can’t leave it lying around for the peasants to find.”

Jasmine nodded.  “Take whatever you want from it,” she said to me.  “And then we’ll bury it here.”

I didn’t want to leave the car behind, but there was no choice.  Even if I could get it out of the ditch, the engine was fucked.  There was no hope of driving down the road and out of this nightmare.  I turned and walked back to the car, going through it to recover everything I could.  I’d known operators who crammed their cars with their kit, on the grounds they might be called back to duty at a moment’s notice.  In hindsight, I should have done the same.  I just didn’t have anywhere near enough supplies to last for more than a few days, if that.

Jasmine sat on the ditch and watched me calmly.  Her eyes seemed to skim over the car, as if she couldn’t quite see it.  I glanced at her in puzzlement, then looked away.  She was stunningly pretty, yet meddling with the local women was a pretty universal way to get into trouble.  I’d known a guy who got into deep shit because he’d fallen in love with a girl from the sandbox.  And besides, Jasmine looked to be around nineteen.  She was practically half my age.

“I should have brought more,” I muttered.  Were the remnants of the car any use?  Could I tear out the windows for trade goods?  What about the gas in the tank?  Given time, I was sure I could figure out a way to drain it safely.  “If I’d known ...”

“You’re not the first person who walked into the Greenwood and came out somewhere else,” Jasmine said.  She had very sharp hearing.  “All you can do is make the best of it.”

I straightened.  If this was real, a single mistake could get me killed.  If it wasn’t ... I pinched myself again, just to be sure.  It still hurt.  The wind shifted, blowing the scent of arid sand into my nostrils.  It felt ... wrong.  I picked up the bag and clambered out of the ditch.  I’d go through the bag later, in hopes of determining what I could use for trade goods.  I had no idea what was worth what, not here.  For all I knew, the small toolbox was nothing more than a curiosity.

Jasmine stood beside me.  “Are you sure you have everything?”

“Everything I can carry,” I said.  “Do you want me to help bury the car?”

“No need,” Jasmine said.  “Watch.”

She raised a hand.  My hair stood on end as the dirt and sand started to rise of its own accord and cover the car.  I stumbled back in shock, head spinning in disbelief.  Magic was real?  I’d seen one spell already, but ... I thought I understood, now, how the Native Americans had felt when they’d seen European guns and technology.  It was so far beyond their comprehension that they must have felt they could never catch up.  The first contact between the two worlds had been an outside context problem ... damn, this was an outside context problem.  Jasmine, a girl so slight I could break her in half with ease, had enough power to shake the world.

I forced myself to watch the tiny whirlwind as it covered the car completely.  The ditch looked ruined.  I couldn’t help wondering if someone was going to be very annoyed about that, one day.  The ditch wasn’t in good condition - I could see patches where the sides had caved in - but the hump hiding the car was a great deal bigger. If it rained heavily, it would reveal the car ...

Jasmine lowered her hand.  The storm faded away.  I felt a sudden sense of loss as I looked at the mound.  The car hadn’t been a good car, but she’d been mine.  I’d bought her, I’d refurbished her, I’d repaired her ... I felt completely cut off from my life and world.  I wanted to jump over the ditch and run into the trees, but Grandfather Lembu was right.  There was no guarantee I’d get home if I tried.  The sense of unseen eyes looking at me grew stronger with every passing second.

“Come on,” Jasmine said.  “I’ll show you around.”

I numbly followed her as she led the way back to the caravans.  They seemed to be an entire mobile village.  A cluster of women were lighting fires and boiling water, while the menfolk fed their horses and the children ran and played.  I stayed close to Jasmine, doing my level best to ignore the stares.  They didn’t feel hostile - I’d been in war zones, so I knew the difference - but they didn’t seem very friendly, either.  It wasn’t uncommon, in isolated communities.  A newcomer couldn’t walk up and demand admittance.  He would have to work long and hard to earn their trust.

And I’m the newcomer here, I thought, sourly.  They don’t know me.

Jasmine motioned for me to sit by the fire.  I sat, watching the travellers watching me.  They were a very diverse group, far more than I’d realised.  And yet, there was something about them that made them look alike.  I studied them, drawing on my years of experience.  The men and women seemed separate, but equal.  There was no sense the men were automatically superior or vice versa.  The children were certainly playing together without any sense of separate worlds.

“Drink this,” Jasmine said.  “It’s safe.”

“Thank you,” I said.  The wooden mug looked like something out of a bygone age.  The liquid inside looked like soup.  I carefully sipped it, tasting hints of chicken and vegetables.  My stomach growled, reminding me that it had been a long time since I’d eaten.  Thousands of years, perhaps.  I couldn’t help smiling at the thought, even though it was a grim reminder I’d never see home again.  “I ... I don’t know anything about being this place.”

“I understand.”  Jasmine’s eyes darkened, as if she was remembering something unpleasant.  “I had to go away too, for a while.  It’s never easy.”

“No,” I agreed.  “Where did you go?”

“Whitehall School,” Jasmine said.  She held out a hand.  A spark of light danced over her palm.  “It was very different.  Being in a room ... ugh.”

I had to smile.  “What did you study there?”

“Magic,” Jasmine said.  She sounded wistful.  “I have to go back at the end of the summer.”

My head spun again.  A school for magicians?  A real-life Hogwarts?  It wasn’t a pleasant thought.  I’d read the books to my kids and I’d been unable to look past the multitude of unfortunate implications.  Jasmine seemed nice enough, but ... for all I knew, pureblood supremacism was a very real thing.  If there were people dumb enough to think they were superior, just because their skin was lighter than mine, I was sure there were people who thought magic made them superior.  My skin crawled.  What could magic do?  What could it not do?  The teenage girl sitting next to me might have the powers of a minor god.  

And without her, you couldn’t talk to anyone here, I thought.  You need her.

I forced myself to think.  “The spell you put on me, how long will it last?”

“I’m not sure,” Jasmine confessed.  “I can keep renewing it, you see.  Without renewal” - she frowned - “it’ll last around six months, at best.  It also has its limits.  Focus on learning the language before it wears off.”

“I’m good at learning languages,” I said, although I wasn’t sure it was true here.  There’d been teachers who’d taught me how to speak and write a handful of different languages.  I’d had multilingual friends who’d helped me to develop my skills.  “I’ll do my best to learn.”

Jasmine nodded.  We fell into a companionable silence as we drank our soup.  I couldn’t help noticing that Jasmine seemed as isolated as I, although she was one of them.  I’d wondered if I was treading on someone’s toes, if Jasmine had a partner or admirer amongst the travellers, but ... she seemed too isolated for it.  I didn’t understand it.  In my experience, beauty made up for a lot of things.  Maybe she was just too closely related to the rest of the clan.  There’d been tribal societies with strict rules to prevent inbreeding.

“I need to pay my way,” I said, as the travellers started to pack up.  “What can I do to help?”

“You can help us set up the campsite when we reach the crossing point,” Jasmine said, mischievously.  “There’s a lot of fetching and carrying for all of us to do, when we arrive.”

I smiled.  If there was one good way to integrate yourself, it was through being helpful.  And I did want to pay my way, even if I didn’t have the slightest idea what I was doing.  Jasmine stood and escorted me towards a small wagon, so small it looked like a children’s toy.  I glanced inside, half-expecting it to be bigger on the inside.  It wasn’t.  There was barely enough room for a single person.  I had the feeling I’d break my bones if I tried to sleep inside.  I’d probably sleep under the caravan.  The horse - no, donkey - gave me a bored look as Jasmine scrambled up and took the reins.  I sat next to her, put my bag in the rear and watched as the traveller convoy lurched back into life.

“You have magic,” I said.  I tried to keep my voice casual, but it was hard.  “Does everyone have magic?”

“No.”  Jasmine looked pensive.  “A lot of us” - she waved a hand at the caravans - “have a spark of magic and know a few simple spells, but most people don’t.  The really talented magicians go to school and learn how to do far more advanced magics.  They don’t always come back.”

I winced, inwardly, at the pain in her voice.  It was never easy for someone to leave a traditional community, learn something very different and then come home and try to fit in again.  I’d seen it happen back home, to kids who might have been great if they hadn’t been dragged down by their peers; I’d seen it happen in Iraq and Afghanistan, where religious fanatics had no qualms about murdering educated women and blowing up schools for girls.  Jasmine might not be facing death - I had the feeling she was still part of the clan - but she didn’t quite fit in any longer.

“Magic,” I repeated.  “How does it work?”

Jasmine launched into a long and complicated explanation I couldn’t even begin to understand.  There were too many things that didn’t make sense, too many words I didn’t know ... I lacked too many concepts, I guessed, for the translation spell to work properly.  I wasn’t even sure how it worked.  The military had messed around with universal translators, but they’d never been particularly useful.  They’d been too many dialects and too little time.

I shivered, again, as she talked about her schooling.  The students were dangerous ... I recalled my earlier thoughts about pureblood supremacism and cursed under my breath.  It was impossible to believe magicians didn’t have a superiority complex.  There was no real difference between whites and blacks, but magicians and muggles?  I didn’t want to know what they called muggles in this universe.  It was probably something just as insulting.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do here,” I said.  “This place is so ... different.”

“You’ll get used to it,” Jasmine assured me.  “It’ll take us two weeks to reach the city.  After that, if you want to stay with us, you’ll be welcome.  Or you can strike out on your own.”

I hoped she was right, as the sky started to darken.  The caravans came to a halt in a clearing, Grandfather Lembu snapping out orders to hew wood and fetch water.  I jumped to the ground and helped, carrying water from the stream to the campsite.  The young men said little to me as I worked, although I caught them giving my clothes sidelong glances.  I made a mental note to find new clothes as soon as possible.  I looked like a stranger, someone who didn’t fit in.  And yet ... I thought I saw glimmerings of respect as I helped set up the fire and a dozen other tasks.  Perhaps being here wouldn’t be so bad after all.  And yet ...

“Don’t go out of the clearing after dark,” Jasmine advised, after dinner.  The food had been surprisingly tasty, following by singing and a dance.  I’d sat and watched.  “You don’t know what might be out there.”

“No,” I agreed.  “I ... where do I sleep?”

Jasmine pointed me to the space beside the caravan and tossed me a blanket.  “I’ll see you in the morning.”

I lay back on the ground and stared into the dark sky.  It wasn’t the first time I’d slept out of doors, but ... this time, the constellations were different.  I swallowed, hard.  Wherever I was, it wasn’t Earth.  I was a very long way from home.  I was never going to see Cleo and the boys again.  Cleo I could do without, after everything, but the boys ... I tried not to sob as I realised they were gone forever.  They might be as well be dead.

It was a very long time before I fell asleep.


Chapter Three

I would have gone crazy, if it hadn’t been for Jasmine.

She understood, to some extent, what I was feeling.  She was always happy to chat, even when she was doing her bit for the clan.  She explained what I saw, told me how the clan worked and, often, answered questions I hadn’t thought to ask.  We might not be close friends - we were just too different - but she was, in her way, as isolated from the rest of the caravan as I was.  The rest of the clan kept their distance.  It was hard not to feel offended, even though I knew I should be grateful.  I’d had enough of that back home.

Jasmine explained it, when I asked.  “They’re not sure if you’re going to be hanging around for much longer,” she said.  “They don’t want to get close to you if there’s still a chance you might leave.”

I frowned.  “Where would I go?”

“You’re not the first person to come stumbling out of the Greenwood,” Jasmine said, as we sat on the edge of the campsite.  “Some try to make their way back home, even though hundreds of years might have passed since they were lost.  Others find new homes and wave goodbye to us.  It happens.  We don’t open our hearts to newcomers unless they’re committed.”

“They don’t seem to like you either,” I said.  “I thought you were one of them.”

Jasmine’s mouth twisted, as if she’d bitten into something sour.  “I went to school,” she said, softly.  “They don’t know if I’ll come back, after I graduate, or make my life elsewhere.  If I don’t ... my parents won’t disown me or kick me out, but I won’t be one of them anymore.  A friend, perhaps, yet ... an outsider.”

I winced in sympathy.  I understood the feeling.  “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” Jasmine said.  She smiled, rather wanly.  “I haven’t decided yet.”

She waved a hand at the caravans.  “There are two circles,” she said.  “The inner circle consists of those who are committed to our lives, who would sooner die rather than surrender the freedom of the open road.  The outer circle consists of those who travel with us for a time and then go on to make their lives elsewhere.  They’re welcome, in a way, but they’re not truly us.”

“I see,” I said.  “What should I do?”

Jasmine looked me in the eye.  “Follow your heart.”

I changed the subject and tossed question after question at her, trying to get the lay of the land.  Or the lie of the land, as my old sergeant had put it.  Jasmine didn’t know that much, although I had a feeling she knew more than the average peasant.  I’d met tribesmen in Central Asia who hadn’t known anything beyond their villages.  They neither knew nor cared who ruled their country, let alone what side they were supposed to be on in the forever war.  I had the feeling the Diddakoi paid as little attention as they could to such details.  It left me more than a little frustrated.  How was I supposed to decide where to go, let alone what to do, when I didn’t know what my options were?

We kept moving, never staying in one place for more than a day or two.  I slowly grew used to the limits of my new home, to the simple absence of everything I’d taken for granted.  We cooked dinner on a fire, not in a microwave; we washed in streams, when we could, rather than fancy showers.  I’d hoped to impress them with my knowledge of ‘little devils’ in water - and the importance of boiling the water before drinking it - but it turned out they already knew.  Martin Padway had known enough tech to ensure that darkness never fell on the Roman Empire ... he’d come from a less advanced world.  I knew a lot, but I didn’t know how to build crap I’d taken for granted a few short weeks ago.  If I’d known ...

If I’d known, I would have crammed the car with supplies, I thought.  The toolkit and first aid supplies were useful, but they wouldn’t last long.  I had only a limited amount of ammunition and no way of making more.  I could have brought enough arms and supplies to build a whole kingdom for myself.

The thought sobered me.  Jasmine had shown me enough magic - parlour tricks, she’d insisted - for me to be very aware there was an unpredictable element in my new world.  She might imagine herself to be performing tricks, but I ... I now knew how primitive tribesmen had felt when they’d come face to face with the wheel, guns and every other piece of technology that was light years ahead of them.  The gulf was so wide I feared I couldn’t begin to cross it.  Even Jasmine’s assurances there would be work for someone like me, if I was willing to work, fell flat.  How could I learn to use magic?

“You can’t,” Jasmine said, when I broke down and asked.  “You don’t have the talent.”

I gave her a sharp look.  “What happens to people who can’t do magic?”

“They don’t go to magic school?”  Jasmine shrugged.  “Seriously, there are places for everyone.”

I sighed and resigned myself to asking more questions as I struggled to learn the language before it was too late.  I’d always been good with languages, but this one ... Jasmine’s spell was a hindrance as much as it helped.  She wasn’t that good a teacher either.  I found it hard to believe that everyone spoke the same language, with some slight local variations, but ... the more I thought about it, the more it seemed true.  Back home, there was an entire industry built around teaching people to speak foreign languages.  There were people who knew what they were doing.  Here ... there didn’t seem to be any need.  I forced myself to learn, trying to come to terms with the underlying grammar.  It didn’t help that there seemed to be a higher and lower language, as well as a written script that made no sense.

They always leave this part out of the books, I thought, grimly.  They wave their hands and overlook the problem so they can get on to the meaty part.

It grew harder, as the days wore on, to remember that I had children.  The boys ... I wondered, grimly, if they’d ever guess what had happened to me.  They’d report me missing, right?  I’d certainly be listed as AWOL when I failed to show up for duty.  And then ... and then what?  They’d never find my car, let alone my body.  Cleo would probably insist I’d gone underground to avoid paying child support.  And when they realised I hadn’t cleaned out my bank accounts ... I made a face.  Cleo would get the money, along with my army pension and everything else.  She’d push to have me declared dead as quickly as possible.  

I felt a pang.  I loved my sons.  I’d even loved her, once.  And I’d never see any of them again.

“You’re brooding,” Jasmine said, when she found me on the edge of the clearing.  “It doesn’t really make things better.”

I glared at her.  “What do you know about loss?”

“Too much.”  Jasmine didn’t sound angry, merely saddened.  I’d told her before that I couldn’t stop thinking about my family.  “They’re not dead.  They’re just out of reach.”

I stared into the trees.  We were a long way from the Greenwood, but I’d been warned - time and time again - never to go out of the clearing after dark.  The urge to just walk into the woods and keep walking, in the desperate hope of finding my way home, was almost overpowering.  Jasmine had told me that there was no guarantee of going anywhere - I believed her - and yet it was hard to stay where I was.  My father had deserted me when I’d been a child.  I’d promised myself I’d always be there for my sons.  

And, through no fault of my own, I’d broken that promise.

The stars mocked me, every night.  They were so different.  I wasn’t on Earth.  I was ... I was somewhere else.  It was good news, in a way; I could tell myself I wasn’t in the past, years before my children had been born, or so far in the future that my great-grandchildren were nothing more than dust.  And yet, they might as well be.  I had no hope of ever seeing them again.  I glared down at my hands, wondering if there was any point in going on.  Who knew what would happen when we finally reached the city?  Would I stay or would I go?

Jasmine touched my shoulder, lightly.  “They’re not dead.”

I rounded on her.  “They might as well be.”

She stood her ground.  “You can remain lost in memories, if you wish, or you can look to the future.”

I shook my head, slowly.  There were times when it was impossible to forget that we came from very different worlds.  Jasmine had grown up in a world where the slightest scratch could mean certain death, if the cut got infected.  There was a fatalism in her attitude I’d seen in the Third World, but not in America.  Death was her constant companion, despite her magic.  She’d learned to accept death in a manner I found impossible ...

She’s never had any children, I thought, sourly.  She doesn’t know what it’s like to lose a child.

I knew I was being unfair, but the thought refused to fade.  Jasmine was young.  It was hard to be sure of her age - Jasmine didn’t seem certain - but she couldn’t be any older than nineteen.  She didn’t seem to have any suitors sniffing around, either.  That surprised me.  Jasmine was strikingly pretty as well as a gifted magician and singer.  But then, it was unclear if she’d stay with the clan.  If she left, her partner would either have to let her go or leave the clan himself.  There weren’t many people in tribal communities who’d make that choice.

“I had a wife and children,” I said.  Cleo and I would probably have gotten divorced - I couldn’t trust her again, not after she’d cheated on me - but ... it hurt.  “Don’t you have anyone?”

Jasmine shrugged.  “Everyone here is related to me, in one way or another,” she said.  “If I stay, I’ll meet prospective suitors when the clans assemble for the winter ceremonies.”

I reminded myself, again, that Jasmine was young.  “You don’t have anyone at Hogwarts?”

Jasmine blinked.  “Hogwarts?”

“Whitehall,” I corrected.

“No.”  Jasmine shook her head.  “How many of them would want to live out here?”

She waved a hand at the caravans.  I shrugged.  Her description of Whitehall had made it sound like a boarding school from hell, where you couldn’t walk down a corridor without someone zapping you in the back and turning you into a frog.  The whole idea was utterly terrifying.  Jasmine seemed to take it in stride, but ... her attempts to explain magic had been incomprehensible.  Nothing she said made sense.  It all boiled down to trying to explain things like the whichness of the why and ... it made me think of the song about the dancing centipede.  She’d lost the talent as soon as she’d tried to figure out what she actually did. 

“They might see it as a step up,” I pointed out.

“A step down,” Jasmine corrected.  “None of them grew up here.”

We stood together in companionable silence.  It struck me, suddenly, that she was oddly relaxed in my presence.  I liked to think we’d become friends over the last couple of weeks, but ... it was odd.  I was a big, beefy man and black besides.  I was used to people eyeing me with concern, even with fear.  Sometimes I understood and sometimes they were just assholes.  And yet, Jasmine didn’t.  She neither leaned towards nor away from me.  It was curious ...

It clicked, suddenly.  Jasmine wasn’t nervous, around me, because she didn’t need to be.  She had magic.  She could protect herself.  I’d known women in the sandbox who’d been able to rely on their relatives to protect or avenge them - such protection had a price, up to and including complete submission - but Jasmine was different.  She wasn’t a defenceless girl, she was ... my head spun as I realised she was strong in her own right.  I’d known some female soldiers who were just as tough as men, women who’d earned their spurs, but this was different.  The world seemed to turn upside down as I glanced at her.  I was wondering why Jasmine wasn’t nervous around me?  Perhaps I should be nervous around her!

She let out a breath.  My paranoid mind wondered if she could read my thoughts.  The concept made my skin crawl.  What if she could?  What if ... I tried not to think of her naked and promptly thought of her naked.  I told myself, sharply, that I was being silly.  She’d told me enough about magic to convince me she couldn’t read minds, although it was possible she was lying.  Or simply accidentally misleading me.

“You can make your own choice, here,” Jasmine said.  “Be what you want to be.”

I laughed as we made our way back to the caravan.  The clan was moving out again, heading down a road that looked as if it had seen better days.  I had the feeling it had been trodden down by thousands of people, over hundreds of years.  The air grew warmer as we picked up speed, inching our way out of the woods.  I breathed a sigh of relief as I saw, for the first time, hints of real civilisation.  I could see tiny villages in the distance, half-hidden amidst the fields.

My heart sank as I took in the sight.  I was no farmer - I knew very little about farming - but I could tell the peasants were working desperately to scratch a living from the soil.  The land looked almost painfully dry, the plants seeming to droop as they fought to draw nutrients from the soil.  The handful of workers in view looked tired, utterly beaten down.  They were all men.  I couldn’t see any women at all.

The air seemed to grow even hotter.  I felt sweat trickling down my back.  Jasmine seemed unbothered.  I couldn’t tell if she was using magic to shield herself or if she was simply used to it.  I kept my eyes on the countryside, my eyes trailing over row upon row of sickly-looking crops.  A dusty ditch marked the edge of the fields.  It looked to have dried up years ago.  The ground looked as hard as a stone.  I couldn’t believe the farm would last for much longer, no matter how hard the peasants worked.  They looked permanently on the edge of starvation.

We drove through a town, the locals paying us very little attention.  They didn’t show any sign of interest, or fear, or anything.  I’d been in places where the locals greeted American troops with sticks and stones - at least partly because they knew the local insurgents would kill anyone who welcomed American soldiers - but this was different.  The locals didn’t care about us or anyone.  I saw a woman making her way down the road, just as we left the town, and stared.  She looked ancient.  It was hard to believe she was still alive.

I heard a galloping sound and looked back, just in time to see a line of horsemen cantering past.  The hooves kicked up dust, which the wind blew into our faces.  I reached for my pistol, then stopped myself.  Who knew who the riders were?  What would happen if I killed one or more of them?

“Local toffs, out for a ride,” Jasmine explained.  She waved a hand, the dust fading from the air.  “They’ll own the estate for sure.”

I glanced at her.  “Who owns the land?”

“The local lord,” Jasmine said.  “That” - she said a word her spell couldn’t or wouldn’t translate - “is probably his son.”

She sounded indifferent.  I had the feeling it was a matter of great concern to the peasants.  Land ownership was a major issue right across the world.  The people who worked the land could find themselves displaced, or enslaved, if the land was sold to someone else.  And it would be perfectly legal.

“Asshole,” I commented.  I didn’t know the brat, but I disliked him already.  “Why don’t the peasants revolt?”

“It happens,” Jasmine said.  “They all get killed.”

I put my thoughts aside as we drove towards the city.  The land looked like a chessboard, patches of cultivated land rubbing shoulders with fields that had been left fallow and ditches that looked as if they’d dried up years ago.  An irrigation project would probably have done wonders for crop yield, I thought - I’d seen it work in Afghanistan - but I doubted anyone was interested in trying.  It looked as if no one was even thinking about helping the peasants.  The riders I’d seen cantering past, galloping through the fields, had been doing them harm simply by existing.  

And they keep the peasants so downtrodden they can’t even think of a better life, I mused.  It made sense.  I’d seen it before.  It was just sickening.  They’d sooner keep their power than make life better for everyone, including themselves.

The wind shifted, blowing an unholy stench into my face.  “What the fuck ...?”

Jasmine giggled.  “Do you know what we call cityfolk?”

“No.”  I forced myself to breathe though my mouth.  The stench was appalling, the scent of piss and shit and too many humans in too close proximity.  “What?”

“Stinkers,” Jasmine said.  She sobered.  “Believe me, it fits.”

I nodded as the city came into view.  Somehow, I didn’t doubt it.

Chapter Four

The city - Damansara - was ... striking.

I was used to cities that sprawled out until they blurred into suburbs, overrunning towns or the countryside.  Damansara was a walled mass, with a line of demarcation between the city and the country outside.  The land immediately outside the city had been cleared, providing absolutely no cover for an invading army bent on looting, raping and burning its way through the city.  I could see a handful of men on the battlements, watching the distant horizon.  I hoped it was just paranoia.  The idea of being caught up in a war was far from appealing.

The stench grew worse as we made our way towards a gatehouse that looked a lot like the Jugroom Fort in Afghanistan.  It wouldn’t stand up to modern weapons for a second, I decided, but it would be difficult to assault without firearms and explosives.  The gates were designed to allow only a couple of wagons and carts through at any one time, ensuring the guards would always have the advantage in numbers.  I was pretty sure there were cauldrons of boiling oil positioned above us, ready to make life miserable for anyone who caused trouble, and archers on the battlements.  I’d seen archers in the SCA.  Bows might not have the flexibility of guns, but an arrow through the gut could be lethal.  The men who’d died at Agincourt might as well have ridden straight into machine gun fire.

I shivered, helplessly.  There was a sense of age around the gatehouse that was almost a physical presence.  I’d seen buildings from the colonial era and none of them had the sense of being hundreds of years old.  This one looked as though it had changed hands time and time again without ever losing its sense of purpose.  I felt tiny and insignificant as we joined the line of horse-drawn carts waiting to pass through the gatehouse, my eyes threatening to water as the stench grew worse and worse.  I’d been in a dozen hellholes with poor sanitation and no clean water and this was worse.  The stench of too many people and animals in too close of a proximity was almost unbearable.  I did my best to bear it without complaint.

The guards eyed us as we inched through the gatehouse - I was uneasily aware that the building was designed to let the defenders pour boiling oil on unwanted guests - but waved us through without comment.  I was surprised.  They looked like the type of guards to demand bribes before they let anyone through the gates, their clothes so tattered that the only thing that marked them as guardsmen were the white sashes on their shirts.  I’d seen more impressive policemen lazing in their cruisers or stuffing themselves with donuts.  And yet, some of them had lean and hungry looks that bothered me.  It was never good to attract the attention of the police in a Third World country.  They were almost always deeply corrupt.

Jasmine looked uneasy as she guided the unhappy donkey onto the streets, her eyes flickering from side to side as if she expected to be attacked at any moment.  I didn’t blame her.  The city reminded me of New York, though the buildings were smaller and much less impressive.  Even so, they seemed to hem us in, looming over the crowded streets and casting long shadows into our hearts.  I had the sense we were driving straight into an ambush, although I couldn’t have said why.  A team of men with modern weapons could have made an attacker pay in blood if he wanted to take the city.  And the local population would pay, too.

I studied the crowds curiously as we made our way down the road.  They were of all colours and creeds, from men darker than myself to women so pale I thought they were albinos.  There was no unity, as far as I could tell: there were people covered from head to toe and people wearing barely enough to cover their privates.  Some looked extremely rich, surrounded by cronies and bodyguards as they paraded through the city; some looked so poor they had to be beggars, constantly begging for alms.  I felt a pang as I saw a handful of amputated men sitting by the roadside.  There was nothing I could do to help them.

The stench - incredibly - seemed to get even worse.  I tried not to think about the sewers.  I wasn’t convinced that any of the buildings had any plumbing.  The buildings themselves were an odd mix, a blending of medieval styles from all over the world.  I thought I saw European influences, mingled with Arab and Far Eastern.  It was easy to believe, suddenly, that I wasn’t the first person to find my way across the dimensional gulf.  I was alone, but if an entire town or city had been scooped up and shipped to a new world ...

Jasmine pulled on the reins as we entered a large courtyard.  “We’ll be setting up here,” she said, as the rest of the travellers parked their wagons in a circle.  It reminded me of cowboys readying themselves to repel an ambush.  “And then we can go explore.”

I nodded, stiffly.  My arms and legs ached, but that was nothing a little exercise wouldn’t cure.  Jasmine hopped down effortlessly and waved to her grandfather, who started barking instructions with the air of a man who expected to be obeyed.  I scrambled down beside him and hurried to work, lifting boxes of goods out of the caravans and piling them up as directed.  Jasmine was setting up a small stall, a structure that looked oddly childish until she completed the finishing touches.  A couple of younger girls hurried up with a tray of tiny glass jars and bottles.  Potions, from what she’d told me earlier.  I still found it hard to believe they actually worked.

“It’s a little quieter than I expected,” Brother Havre said, from behind me.  I tried not to jump.  I’d always had the feeling he didn’t like me.  Given that he kept making eyes at Jasmine, I was fairly sure he was jealous even though they were technically too closely related for him to be considered a possible suitor.  “There should be more people on the streets.”

I gave him an odd look.  The courtyard was empty, save for us, but the streets beyond were crowded.  New York wasn’t so busy and, the last time I’d visited, it had been heaving with people.  It looked as if there was no hope of getting out of the courtyard, let alone back to the gatehouse and onto the road.  The older folk looked uneasy as they finished setting up their stalls.  I didn’t blame them.  I’d grown up in a city and I found Damansara oppressive as hell.

“There should be more,” Brother Havre repeated, reading my face.  “It’s oddly quiet.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said.  A pair of wealthy men - judging by their clothes - appeared on the edge of the courtyard.  “Who are they?”

“Inspectors,” Brother Havre said, darkly.  “You go back to Jasmine.  I’ll take care of them.”

I nodded.  I had no trouble recognising his attitude.  I’d been much the same, before the army had knocked it out of me.  I was tempted to point it out, but I knew he wouldn’t listen.  I wouldn’t have listened, either, at his age.  Instead, I turned and walked back to Jasmine’s stall.  She smiled as I came up.

“Grandfather says we can explore the town,” she said, pressing a pair of coins into my hand.  “We just have to be back in time for tea.”

I felt an odd little qualm.  Jasmine hadn’t said anything about it, but ... it was clear I’d have to make a decision, soon, about what I wanted to do with myself.  Stay with the travellers or find a place somewhere else ... I cursed under my breath as I accepted the coins and studied them thoughtfully.  They looked like Roman coins, but so rough and crude it was hard to judge their value.  I put them in my pocket, shaking my head.  I just didn’t know enough to make up my mind.  What was I going to do?  I didn’t know.  

Jasmine passed me a long cloak, then donned one herself despite the heat.  I pulled mine on and followed her out of the courtyard, into the packed streets.  They weren’t as bad as I’d feared.  The crowd seemed to know when and where to move, walking in long lines that moved surprisingly quickly.  It was worse on the roads.  Oxen carts clashed constantly with horse-drawn carriages, their drivers shouting curses at each other ... it struck me, suddenly, that they might be real curses.  A handful of guardsmen were trying to calm everyone down, but it didn’t look as though they were having much luck.  It looked as though a dozen fights were constantly on the verge of breaking out.  

I kept my eyes open, watching the crowd.  A small boy - he couldn’t have been older than eight - eyed me speculatively.  I eyed him right back and he looked away ... a pickpocket, probably.  An older man groped Jasmine’s rear ... I started forward, intending to punch his lights out, but there was no need.  There was a flash of light and a wave of heat ... he staggered away, clutching his hand and cursing openly.  I stared at her in astonishment.  I would never be used to magic.

It was all around me, I realised dully.  Street magicians played with fire for the locals, or performed tricks that might have been sleight of hand ... or real.  I’d seen my share of street performers, in the states and overseas, but I wanted to stop and stare like a rube.  Jasmine stood next to me for a few moments as a man turned a woman into a statue, somehow moved her into an absurd pose, then released the spell.  She staggered, her face twisting as if she was unsure if she wanted to laugh or cry.  Jasmine caught my hand and pulled me away.  I didn’t try to resist.  I didn’t dare lose her, not in a city I didn’t know.

Jasmine kept up a running commentary as we made our way on.  The veiled men and women were high-ranking aristocrats ... or, the cynical part of my mind added, people aping their social superiors.  How could you tell if you couldn’t see their faces?  The middle and merchant classes wore more dramatic clothes respectively, showing off their wealth if not their breeding.  The poor wore rags.  I couldn’t help feeling sick at the sheer number of poor and desperate people on the streets, from pickpockets working the crowd to topless prostitutes who looked as though they were coming to the end of their lives.  I saw the desperation in their eyes and shuddered, helplessly.  They didn’t want to be on the streets, but what choice did they have?

We walked past a row of temples - Jasmine’s disdain was obvious - and past a set of mansions before circling back towards the marketplace.  There were fewer people on the streets, something that alarmed me before I realised it was getting hotter and hotter.  The locals probably took siestas, sleeping through the heat and returning to the streets when it grew cool again.  Or as cool as it ever got.  The terrain outside the city strongly suggested the kingdom was one bad summer from drought and famine.

“This might interest you,” Jasmine said, as we stopped by a stall.  “What do you think?”

I stared.  The stall was covered with books.  They looked oddly tattered, as though they’d passed through multiple hands or simply produced by printers who didn’t quite know what they were doing, but ... they were books.  And the letters on the front were English letters ... I reached for one and picked it up.  The language was impenetrable gibberish, as if someone had tried to transliterate a foreign language into a pronunciation guide, but ... they were English letters.  And Arabic numbers.  I’d wondered, earlier, if I was truly the first person to cross the dimensional gulf.  I knew now I was not.  There was no way a completely separate world could have duplicated the letters and numbers so precisely.  God knew Latin and Chinese numerals had nothing in common with their Arabic counterparts.  

The sense of unreality washed over me - again - as my eyes swept over the rest of the books.  There were instructions on how to build a steam engine ... I couldn’t read the text, as if the book had been produced by IKEA, but I could follow the diagrams.  Others showed how to produce printing presses, abacuses and looms ... one of them looked something like a spinning jenny.  I stared down at a book about the human body, shaking my head in disbelief.  It was just ... unreal.

“My wife laughed at that book,” the stallkeeper said.  He had the air of a man telling a joke that never quite came out.  “Can you believe they left out one of the holes?”

I put the book down, wishing - suddenly - that I could read.  It was easy enough to sound out the words - I guessed there was no clear agreement on proper spelling - but ... Jasmine’s spell didn’t seem to work quite right when I said the words.  I was tempted to ask if we could buy one of the books, but ... I frowned as I realised the true implications of what I was seeing.  I’d assumed my knowledge of modern life would give me something to sell, when - if - I left the travellers ... I cursed under my breath.  I should have known better than to assume anything.  All of the low-hanging fruit, when it came to industrial development, had already been plucked.  I didn’t know if there was another cross-dimensional traveller or not, but it didn’t matter.  I could no more produce a jet engine or a computer for them than I could get pregnant and give birth ...

Jasmine steered me down the stalls.  I followed, feeling numb.  Stalls selling food contrasted oddly with stalls selling weapons, primitive blunderbusses and muskets that looked as if they would explode in the user’s hands.  It was strange to note that the stallkeepers had gunpowder weapons out in the open, but no edged weapons bigger than a dagger.  There were no swords, no spears ... it made no sense.  Or did it?  If gunpowder weapons were unreliable, and I had the feeling they weren’t particularly accurate, they might not be seen as dangerous to the balance of power.  The thought made me smile.  If the gunsmiths were producing blunderbusses now, what would they be churning out in a decade or two?  I hoped I’d be around to see it.

I touched the pistol at my belt and smiled.  The odds were good it would be worth a lot of money, if I sold it.  I didn’t want to sell it.  I’d had to leave behind far too much already.  And besides, it would useful ... at least until I ran out of ammunition.  There was no hope of finding more, not here.  I doubted the local gunsmiths could do anything with the pistol, except - perhaps - taking it apart for ideas.

Jasmine stopped in front of a food cart and bought a pair of squidgy sandwiches that might have passed for hot dogs, if they hadn’t been squashed by the seller.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to eat it - the cart looked terrifyingly unhygienic - but my stomach rumbled loudly the moment I took a sniff.  The stench of the city had faded ... no, it hadn’t faded, I’d just gotten used to it.  I wanted a bath.  It didn’t look as through the locals bothered to wash.  Even the richer ones looked filthy.

This city is a breeding ground for disease, I thought.  I’d seen all kinds of diseases in Third World hellholes, some which had been alarmingly close to home.  Do they even know to boil water before they drink?

There was no water on sale, not even the ever-present bottled water I’d seen in the Middle East.  Everything looked alcoholic, which made a certain kind of sense.  Beer and wine had been safer to drink, at least in the short run, until people had figured out the importance of clean water.  I gritted my teeth, then bit into the sandwich.  It tasted better than I’d expected, with a spicy sauce that make my mouth burn, yet ... I didn’t recognise the meat.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what I was eating, either.  Cat?  Dog?  Snake?  Who knew?

“We’d better start heading back to the caravans,” Jasmine said.  She gave me a sidelong look as we started to walk.  “What do you think?”

I hesitated.  The city might grow on me, if I let it.  I could find a place to stay, surely ... I shook my head.  I didn’t know where to find a job or ... or anything.  I looked at the beggars and shuddered, wondering if I’d end up begging.  What could I do, to make a living?  Teach the locals how to make sandwiches?  They already knew how to make sandwiches.  I probably knew all sorts of things they could use, but ... how could I make myself heard?  

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  The city did have its good points.  “If I stay ... what would I do?”

“They’re very accepting of newcomers here,” Jasmine told me.  “People come from all over the world, just to trade their wares.  There’s always work for someone who’s willing to work.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said.  The Diddakoi weren’t that accepting.  I’d have to dedicate myself fully to them if I wanted to stay permanently.  It was just a matter of time, I feared, before they started asking pointed questions.  “When do I have to decide?”

“We’re due to leave in five days,” Jasmine told me, as we entered the courtyard.  She squeezed my hand, reassuringly.  “You have until then to decide.”

Chapter Five

I couldn’t decide, not really.

The city did start to grow on me, as Jasmine and I spent a handful of days exploring the streets.  It was weird and wonderful, yet - in so many ways - alien and horrific.  There was a bit of me that insisted I could fit in, that I could find a job and build a life for myself, and there was a bit of me that wanted to stay with Jasmine and her people.  It wasn’t easy to choose between them.  The city wasn’t a very safe place, yet staying with the travellers would mean - eventually - subsuming myself in their society.  They’d made it clear they would accept me, but only on their terms.  And I wasn’t sure I wanted that kind of life for myself.  They were just too ... insular.

I spent the week, when I wasn’t helping Jasmine and the others, exploring the city.  The basic design continued to remind me of New York - the streets and buildings were laid out in regimented patterns - but generations of inhabitants had laid their own work on top of the chessboard, creating their own little worlds within the city.  I walked past temples for a dozen different gods coexisting in uneasy harmony, then strode through a magical section - it was oddly empty, as if no one visited unless they had business there - and peered into what was self-evidently a gated community for the rich and powerful.  The guards looked nasty enough to deter anyone, except for hardened thieves.  I guessed that they had the authority to do whatever they liked to intruders.  The laws probably didn’t apply to the wealthy.

My instructors had taught me to learn how local society worked as quickly as possible.  It wasn’t easy.  I spoke to people - Jasmine had encouraged me to speak to as many strangers as I could, to ensure I leant the language quickly - but few really wanted to discuss politics.  The questions I wanted to ask would raise eyebrows, I was sure, because they were the sort of questions that would make it clear I was a newcomer.  I bought mugs of foaming beer in bars and taverns, cheap and nasty compared to the stuff from home, then sat and listened unobtrusively as people - merchants and farmers, mainly, as well as runaway serfs - talked and gossiped.  And, slowly, a picture began to emerge.

Damansara was, technically, a free state.  It owed loyalty to the King of Johor, but the king didn’t seem to have any real authority.  The city was run by the city fathers, who were elected by property owners.  If you didn’t own property, I guessed, you were effectively disenfranchised.  The property owners could run the city to suit themselves.  Or could they?  The merchants grumbled about taxes and tariffs laid down by warlords and aristocrats, making it harder to turn a profit as they moved from city to city.  I had the uneasy feeling the city’s independence wasn’t anything more than an illusion.  The walls were strong, but the city could be surrounded and besieged very easily.  I doubted that the locals had enough food within the walls to withstand a siege.  The local warlord, whoever and whatever he was, could bring them to their knees very easily.

There were more and more details, from a hundred different people, that I tried to slot into a coherent whole.  There was a king, who had a daughter ... and only a daughter.  The general opinion seemed to be that she’d be married to one of the warlords, sooner or later, and the outcome would be civil war as the rest of the warlords banded together against their new king.  It definitely sounded like a recipe for disaster.  I did my best to work out how the different places went together, but it wasn’t easy.  My mental map was effectively blank.  They might as well have been talking about somewhere on the other side of the world.

The stories seemed to grow wilder as they touched on events further and further away.  A king turned his kingdom into a land of the dead.  A naked woman rode a dragon and melted down a castle, in hopes of putting the rightful heir on the throne.  A sorceress lost her powers, only to come back stronger than ever.  A university at someplace called Heart’s Eye ... the word university brought me out of my listening trance.  Was there another dimensional traveller?  A third?  Or was it just a wild coincidence?

I mulled the thought over for a while, then dismissed it as useless.  The stories were so wild that I couldn’t tell how much was actually true, or if any of them were.  And even if I did find out, what could I do with that knowledge?  I had no way of knowing where to find another dimensional traveller or ... or anything.  If people were being dumped randomly into the world, they could be scattered right across the globe.  The thought made me shiver.  I could have found myself drowning if my car had been dumped in the ocean ...

A sense of loneliness washed over me as I stared down at my drink.  The night was growing darker.  The exotic dancers were coming onto the stage, but ... I didn’t want to look at them.  I felt oddly disconnected from the world around me, lost in my thoughts.  The patrons were hooting and hollering, waving their hands at the dancers.  It could have been any rough bar near a military base, except ... 

I stood, leaving my beer for whoever wanted it.  I didn’t trust it.  Alcohol was supposed to be safe, but I had my doubts.  Besides, I’d seen enough shady characters around to know it was better to remain sober.  The last thing I wanted was to be mugged.

The darkness was hot and stifling, the air smelling of spicy food and rotting meat.  My stomach churned as I walked past a row of stalls, selling something akin to kebabs and sausages.  I still didn’t want to know what went into them.  Behind the stalls, there was an open sewer.  The stench almost overpowered the food.  I forced myself to breathe through my mouth as I kept going, heading down the road to the campsite.  I didn’t want to be anywhere near the stalls, not when they didn’t have the slightest respect for hygiene.  That sewer had to be a breeding ground for disease.

I kept one hand on my pistol as the crowd closed in.  They were just too close ... I gritted my teeth, reminding myself that I’d been all around the world.  And yet ... I tried not to look at the street rats - little boys, mainly - running through the crowd’s legs.  They wanted to rob me, steal what little I had ... I shuddered as I saw a small child, probably a girl.  Her face had been so badly mutilated that I knew it was just a matter of time before she died in a ditch.  No one seemed to be helping the poor kids.  Their lives had only just begun and yet they were already over ...

My gorge rose.  I’d seen poverty in America - I’d grown up in poverty - and yet, this was different.  This was worse.  There wasn’t any hot and cold running water, let alone computers, televisions or any other modern concepts.  I’d learnt to hate the people who thought they were helping my community, as a young boy, yet I had to admit they were trying.  Sometimes very trying.  Here ... there didn’t seem to be anyone interested in helping the poor.  I guessed that anyone who did would have very dark motives.  The boys could be turned into pickpockets, like Oliver Twist; the girls ... I shuddered.  I didn’t want to think about it.

I heard someone shouting further down the street, sounding more like a carnival barker than a protester.  I hesitated, then went towards the noise.  I wasn’t the only one.  The shouting was coming from a courtyard, just like the one granted to the travellers.  I frowned as I passed through the crowds, noting that the onlookers seemed to range between very rich and middle-class.  It was odd.  What was it ...?

A flash of light burst out of nowhere, illuminating the courtyard and revealing a stage.  A show?  I stared as five people were pushed onto the stage.  For a moment, I thought it really was a show.  And then I realised it was something far worse.

My stomach churned.  Four of the five people were in manacles, making it impossible to fight or run.  The fifth wasn’t shackled, but had a nasty-looking collar around her neck.  Generations of atrocities flashed through my mind as the barker - no, the slave dealer - started to talk.  The slaves were a mix of colours, but ... I recoiled in horror.  My ancestors had worn chains, too.  Was this what awaited me, if I stayed in the city?  Or what ...

The dealer kept babbling.  The shackled men had been legally enslaved, he insisted; they were good for five days work out of every seven.  I recoiled as the bidding started, the price rapidly going up and up.  I couldn’t believe anyone would bid for a slave ... no, I knew better.  I’d seen slaves in the Middle East.  If this culture accepted slavery, if it saw nothing wrong with enslaving people ... I studied the slaves themselves, trying to determine how they felt about the whole affair.  Two of them - insanely - looked pleased.  A third was loudly declaring that he was worth more than a pittance.  I couldn’t understand it.  It was just horrible.

My mind raced, trying to come up with a scheme to free them.  But nothing came to mind.  The crowd would tear me to pieces if I tried ... I touched the pistol, then shook my head.  Back home, orders had prevented us from doing anything about barbaric traditions.  Here, I was just as helpless.  All I could do was watch.

I turned away as the collared girl was pushed forward.  The crowd grew louder, screaming for her to take off her clothes.  She was pretty, her tanned face a mix of a dozen different roots.  I granted her what little privacy I could by not looking, cursing myself for ... for what?  There was nothing I could do for her.  I forced myself to push through the crowd and out of the courtyard, fleeing the helplessness gnawing at my very soul.  I’d heard of horror - I’d seen horror - and yet the sight behind me had unmanned me.  

But there was nothing I could do.

It’s easy to be detached if it happened in the past, or in a country that isn’t yours, I thought, in a fit of self-mockery.  But it’s harder to just watch it happen when you’re trapped in the same world ...

I lost track of time as I stumbled through the city.  Rationally, I knew I shouldn’t be surprised.  Slavery was the mark of a primitive society, with a primitive mindset.  It wouldn’t survive the dawning industrial revolution ... or would it?  Slavery had been on the decline in the United States before the cotton gin had suddenly made it cost-effective again.  I didn’t want to think about it.  And yet, the nightmare pressed against my mind.  What sort of society condoned this treatment?  I really shouldn’t have been surprised.  I’d seen enough, over the last few days, to know I was trapped in a medieval world.  Slavery and serfdom was just ... normal, as far as the locals were concerned.  I wished, desperately, for a portal back home and a chance to recruit my Army buddies.  Magic or no, a small army of men with modern weapons could punch out the opposition and start reshaping the world.

But it’s not going to happen, I thought.  Whatever force had brought me here had done so, seemingly, at random.  Jasmine had told me there was no guarantee I’d get back home.  I am trapped ...

The air changed.  My instincts sounded the alert.  I looked up and frowned as I spotted a gang of older toughs, manning what looked like a makeshift checkpoint.  They were an oddly diverse lot, but there was no mistaking their intention.  A young lad eyed me as I walked towards him, gauging my willingness to stand up to him.  I looked back at him evenly, silently daring him to try something.  I didn’t like the odds, pistol or no pistol, but I didn’t have it in me to back down.  Show weakness to a human wolf and he will be forever at your throat.  The boy stared at me for a moment, then shrugged and said something to his companions.  I guessed it was a dismissive remark, a droll observation that I probably didn’t have anything worth the effort.  I understood, all too well.  It was important to save one’s face in such a world.

I heard laughter behind me.  The brats were laughing at me ... I ignored them with an effort.  The City Guard should be dealing with them, but ... the City Guard didn’t seem to be good at anything beyond pushing people around and, really, it wasn’t much good at that, either.  I found it hard to believe they had any sort of authority, let alone a way to keep the street toughs under control.  Back home, the cops had all sorts of advantages.  Here ... they didn’t even have a monopoly on legal force.  No wonder Damansara was so ridden with crime.

My thoughts were spinning, again, by the time I reached the campsite.  The travellers were packing up, readying themselves for the next stage of their eternal journey.  Brother Havre gave me an unwelcoming look ... I balled my fists, trying to resist the temptation to start a fight.  He’d spent some time, yesterday, trying to convince Jasmine to walk out with him.  She hadn’t been interested.  I thought he was jealous.  Idiot.  Jasmine was young enough to be my daughter.

Jasmine herself sat by her caravan, brewing a potion over a fire.  She looked up and smiled as I approached.  “Did you have a good time?”

“No,” I said, bluntly.  I was too tired to dissemble.  “I saw a slave market.  I ... how did they wind up slaves?”

“Depends,” Jasmine said.  “People in debt sometimes sell themselves into slavery to pay off their creditors.  Or they are enslaved, by order of the court.  Or ... criminals are enslaved to repay their debt to society.  In theory, we are told, a slave can earn money for himself so he can buy his freedom.  In practice ...”

“Let me guess,” I said.  “The slave’s master will keep charging interest until the slave owes him more money than ever before.”

“Sometimes,” Jasmine agreed.  “It does work, sometimes.  The slaveowners aren’t supposed to cheat the slaves.  A slave who knows he has no hope of buying his freedom is a slave who can turn on his master, or simply run away.  There’s a certain incentive to play fair.”

I squatted beside her, feeling sick.  “It’s disgusting.”

“Yes,” Jasmine said, flatly.

“Doesn’t anyone try to change it?”  I shook my head in disbelief.  “It’s ... it’s horrible.”

Jasmine shrugged.  “The city-folk have their little ways,” she said.  “They can govern themselves as they wish.”

“As long as they don’t upset the local lord,” I pointed out.  “Right?”

“Yeah.”  Jasmine let out a breath.  “Even for us, freedom is never free.”

I sighed, inwardly.  I thought I understood.  The Diddakoi had their freedom, but it came with a price.  They were a highly-stratified society, one that could never put down roots or become a steady community.  Those who chose to play by the rules were welcome.  Those who didn’t were either shunned or asked to leave.  I wondered, suddenly, if Jasmine would be pressured into marrying her father’s choice for her, even though she had magic.  It was never easy to leave a tight-knit community.  I’d known people who’d been cut off from their families for marrying outside their culture.  

Jasmine snapped her fingers at the fire.  It died, instantly.  I shivered, despite the warm air.  I was never going to get used to magic.  It was just ... unnatural.

“We’re leaving tomorrow,” Jasmine said.  She stood, brushing down her skirt.  “Do you want to stay?”

I hesitated.  I didn’t want to stay in the city and I didn’t want to lose myself in the Diddakoi.  They weren’t bad people, but ...

“I think I’d like to see the next city,” I said, finally.  “Is that allowed?”

Jasmine grinned.  “It’s just the same as this one,” she said, waving a hand towards the nearest building.  “The name is different, but the people are just the same.  Unless you go to Dragon’s Den or Pendle and they’re both on the far side of the world.”

I nodded.  I wasn’t sure Jasmine’s grasp of geography was any better than mine, given how vague she’d been about how some places related to others, but if a town was over a hundred miles from Damansara it might as well be on the other side of the known world as far as the locals were concerned.  There was nearly three thousand miles between New York and San Francisco and, without modern transport, travelling from one to the other would take months.

Jasmine touched my hand, lightly.  “You can stay for the next part of the journey,” she said, “but you’ll have to make up your mind soon.”

“I know.”  I wished I had an answer.  There wasn’t much I could do for the Diddakoi, beyond manual labour.  It wasn’t as if they needed me.  Jasmine had been very kind and helpful, but I knew it was just a matter of time before she went back to school.  And then ... I snorted at the thought of going back with her.  What place did I have in a school of magic?  “I’ll decide at the next city.”

“Good.”  Jasmine grinned at me.  “And right now, we’d better get some sleep.  Grandfather wants to leave bright and early tomorrow morning.”

I saluted.  “Yes, My Lady!”

Chapter Six

We left the following morning, as expected.

I couldn’t believe just how clean the air was, after a week in the city.  It was hot and dry - I thought I could taste sand with every breath I took - and yet it was so pure.  The stench of human sweat and waste that had pervaded the city was gone, blown away by the smell of fields and pollen.  I thought I could taste sand in the air, whenever the wind shifted slightly, but I didn’t mind.  It was so far superior to the city that I honestly didn’t understand why so many people stayed there.

They don’t have a choice, I thought.  Damansara was ... a city.  I’d picked up enough about local politics to know the cityfolk couldn’t simply move into the countryside and stay there.  The lucky ones would wind up swearing loyalty to the warlords or moving from place to place in hopes of finding work.  The unlucky ones ... I grimaced.  The slave market haunted my dreams.  They’re stuck.

I glanced at Jasmine, sitting beside me as we led the convoy further down the rough road.  She looked oddly pensive.  She’d explained, as we waited to pass through the gates, that she’d be returning to magic school - I still couldn’t help thinking of it as Hogwarts - within the month.  The thought bothered me more than I cared to admit, to anyone.  Jasmine was the closest thing I had to a friend in this strange, new world.  When she was gone ... I didn’t know what I’d do.  I didn’t want to stay with her people and I didn’t want to set out on my own.  And there were no other choices.

My mind churned.  I’d moved from place to place before, but this was different.  This wasn’t my world.  The underlying assumptions of how things worked would be different.  The cities might be reasonably tolerant - Jasmine had told me that merchants from all over the world passed through their gates - but the countryside would be suspicious of strangers.  I could see ways to irrigate the drying fields, yet ... would they listen?  I’d met enough do-gooders back home, idiots who hadn’t understood how the world actually worked, to fear that the locals wouldn’t listen to me.  They’d think I was just another idiot.  I would have sold my soul for the remainder of my old platoon, or even a handful of Army buddies with guns.  If nothing else, we wouldn’t have been so vulnerable.  This was a dog-eat-dog world.

The wind kept shifting, blowing through Jasmine’s hair as she guided the donkey on.  I frowned as we passed a set of hovels, the locals so worn down that they didn’t even look at us as we passed, and headed deeper into the countryside.  The terrain was strange, a weird mixture of tundra, thickets and sandy near-desert that puzzled me.  I thought I spotted people living amongst the trees, but it was hard to be sure.  The back of my neck prickled as we headed further and further from the city.  I was certain we were being watched.  It was hard not to escape the feeling that some of the unseen eyes weren’t human.

“It’s good to be on the move again,” Jasmine said, more to herself than to me.  “We’ll find a place to camp somewhere ...”

Her eyes narrowed as she peered into the distance.  I followed her gaze.  Three men on horseback sat ahead of us, holding what looked like spears.  It took me a moment to realise they were lances, honest to God lances.  A whiff of something unpleasant crossed my nostrils as the wind shifted again, a scent of horseshit mingled with something I couldn’t place.  They were knights in armour, yet they lacked the polish of movie knights or SCA recreationists.  It was hard to be sure - they were some distance away - but they looked more than a little grubby.  I reminded myself that their looks didn’t mean they were useless.  I’d learnt the hard way that a military force that prized appearance over reality was certain to get thrashed when it actually had to fight.  And yet, it was hard to take them seriously.

I grimaced as the distance narrowed.  A tank would have squashed them flat and never even noticed.  Hell, an AFV or a police car - even a regular car - would have had no trouble running them down or outrunning them.  I doubted the horses would willingly charge a tank or an AFV.  And yet, I didn’t have a tank.  My hand dropped to my pistol, combat instincts screaming a warning.  There was going to be trouble.  I knew it.  

Jasmine scowled.  “Don’t say a word, unless they speak to you first,” she ordered, curtly.  I heard an edge of worry in her tone and shivered.  “And don’t tell them where you came from.”

I winced, inwardly.  Jasmine had more power in her little finger than most people had in their entire bodies.  I’d seen her use magic for all kinds of things.  I’d even encouraged her to show off a little, in hopes of understanding my new home.  It was hard not to feel a little intimidated by the power at her disposal, although she’d never done anything remotely threatening.  And yet, she was worried.  I eyed the knights.  Did they have magic too?  Or ... or what?  

The knights moved into the middle of the road, forcing us to come to them.  My instincts kept sounding the alarm.  I felt as if we’d moved into an ambush, with insurgents on both sides ready to pour fire into our positions.  I found myself looking for cover, for places we could hole up while calling for air support ... I shook my head in frustration.  It wasn’t going to happen.  We were trapped and yet ... there were only three of the bastards.  Magic or no, we outnumbered them.  We could fight our way through easily.

It won’t be that easy, a small voice reminded me.  The knights represent the local warlord.

I kept my face impassive, somehow, as the convoy shuddered to a halt.  The knights managed - somehow - to look both ridiculous and dangerous.  Up close, their armour was tarnished and patched in dozens of places; their faces were twisted with grim anticipation that only sharpened when they looked at Jasmine.  I shuddered, bracing myself for real trouble.  They weren’t anything more than bully-boys, throwing their weight around as if they might lose it at any moment.   I knew the type.  They liked pushing people around, but they were useless in a real fight.  And they tended to alienate everyone, even potential supporters.

The knights dismounted and walked towards us, moving with surprising grace despite their armour.  They kept their swords in their scabbards - I was surprised they weren’t carrying gunpowder weapons, just swords and whips - but I was certain they could draw them at incredible speed.  Their armour looked heavy.  I made a mental bet with myself that the knights were at least as strong as me, probably stronger.  Their faces were brown, scarred and pitted with a lifetime spent in the open air.  They looked as though they meant business.  

And what sort of threats do they expect to encounter, I asked myself, if they’re wearing armour all the time?

The leader scowled as he stopped beside Jasmine’s caravan.  “Get down.”

Jasmine obeyed, putting the reins to one side before clambering down to the ground.  I followed, feeling uncomfortably exposed.  There were only three of them ... I stared, silently assessing my chances.  I could draw my pistol and put a bullet through the first one’s head before he could react, probably.  They hadn’t moved to take my pistol, even though it was clearly visible on my belt.  I frowned.  They stared at me in cold disdain.  I realised my mistake a second too late.  I’d met their eyes.  There were cultures where meeting someone’s eyes was an unspoken challenge.

Perhaps I should grovel, I thought.  I hated the very idea of kneeling in front of a trio of thugs, but ... perhaps there was no choice.  Perhaps I should ...

The knight waved a hand at me.  “Who is he?”

“My prospective cousin, here to learn the ropes,” Jasmine said, quickly.  I kicked myself, mentally, for not suggesting we put together a cover story.  “He’s from Galicia.”

The knight looked me up and down, his eyes lingering on my face for a long thoughtful moment.  One of his companions made a remark I didn’t quite hear, but sounded crude.  He grinned, rather sadistically, and shot me something that might have been a pitying look.  I guessed he thought I was attracted to Jasmine.  I didn’t know much about marriage customs amongst the Diddakoi, but if I was a cousin she was presumably off-limits even though it was pretty clear we weren’t actually related.  I felt a wave of loathing.  Jasmine was young enough to be my daughter.

“Our lord has commanded us to search everyone who enters his lands,” the knight said, in a tone that suggested he hoped we’d try to resist.  He raised his voice.  “Everyone out of the caravans.”

The Diddakoi obeyed, looking as pissed as I felt.  I gritted my teeth as we were herded away from the convoy and ordered to wait by the side of the road.  The knights leered at us as they started to poke their way through the caravans.  Something broke inside one of the lead caravans, the sound echoing in the air like a gunshot.  Jasmine’s fingers shaped themselves into a spellcasting pose, then stopped as she forced herself to relax.  I told myself it would all be over soon, that we’d resume our drive shortly.  It wasn’t reassuring.

I leaned closer to Jasmine so I could whisper in her ear.  “What’re they looking for?”

Jasmine shrugged.  “Runaways, probably,” she said.  “The serfs are bound to the land, unable to leave without permission.  Their local lords never give it, so they run away.  The cities are supposed to capture and return runaways, but as long as they’re careful they don’t get caught.”

I shuddered.  My ancestors had had much the same problem.  I wondered if there was anyone in the city helping the serfs to run and hide.  It was possible, although unlikely.  Damansara would be easy to starve if the warlord laid siege to the walls.  The city fathers might try to turn a blind eye to any runaways, but if the warlords came calling with an army ... I cursed under my breath.  The runaways might keep wages down, too.  It was quite possible they’d find themselves locked out of the local guilds, ensuring they’d have problems finding work.  My ancestors had had that problem, too.

The knights finished poking through the caravans and headed back to the front of the convoy.  I had the impression they hadn’t done a very good job, although it was hard to be sure.  They’d probably made certain they’d checked everywhere big enough to hide a grown man.  I frowned at the look on their faces as they walked up to us.  They looked dark with anticipation.  It wasn’t over yet.

“On your feet,” the leader ordered us.  “Now.”

I stood, keeping my eyes lowered.  I couldn’t understand why the Diddakoi were taking it so calmly, not even trying to put up a fight.  Jasmine wasn’t the only magic-user amongst them, surely.  The knights had had their fun ... I tried not to grimace as they formed us up into a line, Jasmine at the front.  I knew what was coming ... I knew what was coming, even as I hoped and prayed I was wrong.  

“Let’s see what you’re carrying,” the knight said, with a leer.  “Let’s see ...”

I felt a surge of anger as the knight started to search Jasmine, hands wandering all over her body.  How dare he?  Jasmine stood still, but I could tell she was shaking with rage.  I’d been taught how to search prisoners, yet ... this wasn’t about safety or security.  It was about naked sadism and power and ... they wanted to do worse, much worse.  I knew the type far too well.  They weren’t going to stop until ...

The pistol practically leapt into my hand.  I pointed it at the leader’s head.  “Step away from her!”

He laughed.  It wasn’t a nervous laugh.  I was pointing a gun at his head, my finger tightening on the trigger, and he genuinely thought it was funny.   It struck me, too late, that he honestly didn’t recognise the threat.  The flintlocks and muskets I’d seen in the city were handmade things, strikingly crude.  The pistol in my hand had come from another world.  He probably thought I was threatening him with a truncheon.

“Step away from her,” I repeated.  “Now!”

“I’ll teach you to threaten your betters,” the knight growled.  He tugged the whip from his belt.  “I think fifty lashes ...”

He shoved Jasmine to one side.  I shot him, instinctively.  The shot was strikingly loud in the silence.  He staggered, then crumpled to the ground.  His companion gaped, unsure of what had happened, then grabbed for his sword.  I shot him, too, then turned to look for the third knight.  He turned and fled, running for the horses as fast as he could.  I guessed he wasn’t Sir Lancelot or Sir Galahad, even though I supposed a hasty retreat was the best choice under the circumstances.   He’d just seen two men killed through what might as well have been magic.  Even if he knew what a firearm was, he would never have seen anything like mine before.  And putting some distance between us was his best chance of survival.

I hesitated, then shot him in the back.  He tumbled - I breathed a sigh of relief that the bullet had gone through his rear armour - and hit the ground.  I paced towards him, keeping my pistol pointed at his head.  He wasn’t dead, but - from the way blood was flowing out of the wound - it was just a matter of time.  I grimaced in disgust.  If he hadn’t been wearing armour, he might have survived long enough to get medical treatment.  The bullet hadn’t just punched through the armour.  It had rammed chips of metal through his body.  He was beyond help.

Jasmine stumbled to her feet.  “What have you done?”

I blinked at her.  “They were going to rape you!”

“I could have handled them,” Jasmine snapped.  Sparks darted around her fingertips.  “You didn’t have to kill them.”

“You could have zapped them into frogs or something,” I pointed out.  “Why ... why did you even let them stop us?”

Jasmine looked pained.  “There are agreements,” she said.  “We’re not supposed to get involved in local politics.”

I scowled as I turned back to the dead knight.  The guards might not have been magicians, I supposed, but their master probably had magic-users under his command.  Maybe Jasmine could have taken them out, easily.  Their master would have sent others after the travellers and who knew where that would have ended?  I wondered, sourly, if I’d made a mistake.  The local warlord might be an asshole who made regular assholes look bland by comparison, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t take care of his men.  I’d seen too many warlords in Afghanistan to feel otherwise.  The smart ones treated their men well.  The stupid ones rarely lasted long enough to make a mark.  And if this local warlord had lasted long enough to establish a dynasty ...

The thought mocked me as I searched the bodies.  They weren’t carrying much, beyond small pouches of coins.  I poured them into my hands and studied them.  They were so rough and imprecise that it was impossible to determine what they were worth, not without a pair of scales and some dumb luck.  Or magic.  One of the knights had a dagger concealed in his sleeve.  Jasmine sniggered when she saw it.  I didn’t get the joke.

“What’s so funny?”  I turned the blade over and over in my hand.  It was very well made, certainly compared to the swords.  I had the feeling they would snap under the right - or rather the wrong - conditions.  “It’s just a dagger.”  

“That’s a virgin blade,” Jasmine explained, as I removed a miniature scabbard from the knight’s arm.  “Noblewomen carry them, in order to defend their virtue.  It’s very rare for a man to carry one.”

“Probably why he carried it,” I said.  I knew the value of a concealed weapon or two.  The dead knight might have been endlessly mocked by his comrades for carrying a lady’s weapon, but it might have saved his life.  “He could stab someone who thought he was defenceless.”

Particularly, my thoughts added, if it was something he wouldn’t be expected to carry in the first place.  

The thought made me smile, which vanished when I looked at the knights.  They were walking slabs of muscle.  It was hard to believe they’d ever be helpless - or seen that way.  I’d seen tougher men in the Army, but not many.  I was strong - I knew I was - but I was relieved I hadn’t had to trade punches with them.  I had a feeling I might have lost.

“We’ll have to bury them, then let the horses run off,” Grandfather Lembu said.  I tried not to glare at him.  He, not Jasmine, should have spoken to the knights.  “And we have to talk.”

Jasmine looked as if she wanted to say something, but he cut her off and looked me dead in the eye.  “You can’t stay.  Not now.”


