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   Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    You do not need to have read the Schooled in Magic series to follow this story, as it is largely disconnected from the original books, but - if you have been following the series - Stuck in Magic starts shortly after Oathkeeper. 
 
      
 
    CGN. 
 
    

  

 
  
   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... a shiver ran down my spine as I realised there might not be any.  For all I knew, there weren’t any people at all.   
 
      
 
    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, 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 raced 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.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t say I was surprised. 
 
      
 
    Not really, not after I’d killed the three knights.  Clearly, there was something going on I didn’t understand.  It was a grim reminder that I was a stranger in a very strange land.  Jasmine could have stopped them and yet ... I didn’t understand.  I promised myself I’d think about it later, when I had time.  The bodies were cooling, and the Diddakoi were burying them by the side of the road, yet it was only a matter of time until their master realised they were missing.  They hadn’t looked to be part of a decent outfit, with superiors who looked out for them, but I couldn’t take it for granted.  In my experience, most warlords tended to be very aware of the foundations of their power.  The ones who lost sight of what put them on top tended to lose everything else very quickly. 
 
      
 
    A chill ran down my spine as the wind shifted, bringing with it a reminder of the encroaching desert.  The Diddakoi were ignoring me - although some of the young men were shooting me admiring glances - and I felt alone, even though I had yet to start walking.  I didn’t even know where I’d go.  Heading further into the warlord’s territory struck me as foolish, perhaps even dangerous.  Small communities and suchlike tended to be worried about strangers.  The odds were good I couldn’t pass for a local.  Everything from my goods to body language shouted that I was a traveller from distant lands.  I feared the worst if they decided I was a potential threat.  For all they knew, I was the vanguard of an invading army. 
 
      
 
    If my entire unit had arrived here, I thought sourly, we could have carved out an empire before we ran out of bullets. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought aside as wishful thinking and checked my pistol.  I had four rounds left in the magazine and another on my belt.  It was a relief to know the bullets could go through armour - and whatever magical protections the knights might have had - but my military superiority wouldn’t last.  Once the bullets were gone, they were gone.  Hell, just having superior weapons was no guarantee of victory.  In theory, I could reload the gun with local powder.  In practice, I feared that trying would end with the pistol exploding in my hand. 
 
      
 
    Jasmine caught my arm and pulled me behind the caravan.  She looked ... flushed, although I wasn’t sure why.  Embarrassment because I’d saved her?  Or ... I gritted my teeth, unwilling to entertain the thought of her family blaming her for being groped.  I’d seen that before, in too many countries to mention.  And ... I still wasn’t sure why she hadn’t saved herself.  The knights hadn’t posed any kind of threat to her.  She could have blasted them all before they could react, let alone lash out or run. 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.”  Jasmine’s hands twisted for a long moment.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I took the plunge.  “Why didn’t you save yourself?” 
 
      
 
    “There are agreements,” Jasmine said.  “I could ... I could have handled it.  I could have dealt with them.  I could have ... I could have handled them in ways that wouldn’t bring a world of trouble down on our heads.  But ... I couldn’t do anything overt.” 
 
      
 
    I reminded myself, sharply, that this was a very different world.  The Diddakoi paid a price for their freedom to roam where they willed.  And yet ... it was hard to accept I might have done the wrong thing. 
 
      
 
    “There are hexes of permanent impotence,” Jasmine was saying.  I barely heard her.  “Or other spells, all of which ...” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, although it wasn’t true.  There was no point in begging to be allowed to stay.  My presence was now a liability.  The Diddakoi would have to swear blind the knights had allowed them to pass, then met their fate later.  I supposed it would be easy enough.  The local warlord might not even realise just what had killed his men.  Even if he knew about gunpowder and muskets, my gun was from a wholly different world.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to ask her to come with me, but I had the feeling it would be pointless.  Jasmine was going to go back to school, leaving her people alone.  Unprotected.  I supposed there might be a reason she had so much freedom ... I shook my head, trying to put the amateur speculation aside.  This society had magic.  There was no reason to assume it had evolved along similar lines to my own and plenty of reasons to suspect otherwise.  How did society cope when some of its people were effectively weapons of mass destruction? 
 
      
 
    Jasmine held up a hand, then scrambled into her caravan and started to rattle through her drawers.  I waited, silently cataloguing what I’d kept with me.  Perhaps I could sell some of it for ready cash ... I had a bunch of concepts I could sell for money, even though there was someone else who’d snapped up the low-hanging fruit, but getting them into production wasn’t going to be easy.  I didn’t even know enough to determine where best to start.  God knew there’d been plenty of busybodies, from the temperance and porridge women to civil affairs officers and social justice warriors, who hadn’t even bothered to ask why things were the way they were before trying to change them.  I’d hated that sort of arrogance when I was a kid.  And here, trying to meddle too much might end with my death. 
 
      
 
    “Here.”  Jasmine returned, carrying a small glass vial.  “Regeneration potion.  It’s tricky to make and pretty expensive, particularly as it isn’t tuned to a single person.  Drink it in a single swallow and it’ll repair anything that doesn’t kill you outright.  Once.  Don’t try to dilute it.  You might be able to sell it, if you’re desperate, but make sure you drive a hard bargain.  You’ll only be able to sell it once.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  I’d done a little buying in the marketplace, back in Damansara, but it hadn’t been easy to work out how much things cost.  Prices had been extremely variable, certainly outside the basics like food, drink and clothing.  “How much should I charge?” 
 
      
 
    “As much as the market will bear.”  Jasmine’s voice was serious.  Very serious.  “I could never have paid for the ingredients myself.  I had to brew the cauldron at Whitehall and I was lucky to be allowed to keep a couple of vials.  I was ...” 
 
      
 
    She shook her head.  “If someone is seriously ill, the potion might save their life.  But if they’re desperate, they might try to take it.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand.”  I had the sudden feeling she’d given me something everyone would want to steal.  She might as well have given me a gold ingot to put in my pocket.  The ingot might have been safer.  “Do you ... do you not need it for yourself?” 
 
      
 
    Jasmine smiled.  “I can handle most things without it,” she said, with a hint of pride.  “I was going to be a healer.  If it wasn’t for ...” 
 
      
 
    Her voice trailed off.  I found it hard to look at her.  Jasmine’s smile was so bright it was otherworldly, as if I was unworthy to so much as glance at her.  It was suddenly very hard to even stand so close to her.  Jasmine dropped down from the caravan and stood next to me.  She barely came up to my shoulder, yet she seemed taller.  A crude joke ran through my head, only to be instantly dismissed.  She was... different. 
 
      
 
    Jasmine touched my chest with a single, extended finger.  I felt a faint tingle, which vanished so quickly I thought I’d imagined it.  My heart seemed to skip a beat, just for a second.  She leaned forward, reality itself seeming to twist around us.  I felt another tingle, a stronger one, as her lips kissed my forehead.  It was hard, so hard, to keep my mind focused.  She couldn’t kiss my forehead without my cooperation and yet ... my head spun.  It was all I could do to remain standing.  My mouth was so dry I couldn’t speak. 
 
      
 
    She stepped back.  Reality shifted, one final time, and snapped back into place.  My head ached in confusion.  What had just happened?  I couldn’t quite remember ... 
 
      
 
    “I replenished the translation spell,” Jasmine said.  She sounded more ... normal now, less of an untouchable goddess.  “And I gave you a little protection.” 
 
      
 
    My forehead tingled.  “What did you do to me?” 
 
      
 
    “I gave you a little protection,” Jasmine repeated, patiently.  “It won’t last forever, as you don’t have magic yourself, but it’ll give you a chance.  I think you’ll be able to withstand one hex, perhaps two, before the protection is rendered useless.” 
 
      
 
    “And then someone will be able to turn me into a toad,” I guessed.  “Is that likely to happen?” 
 
      
 
    Jasmine frowned.  “It depends where you go,” she said.  “And what you wind up doing.” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch.”  I tried not to shudder.  I’d seen books listing curses and hexes ... how many of them were actually real?  “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome.”  Jasmine gave me an odd little smile.  “And thank you for riding with me.” 
 
      
 
    I took the rucksack and a proffered gift of water and food, the latter little more than hardtack and salt beef.  I’d never thought I’d miss MREs, but ... I wished, not for the first time, that I’d known I was going to fall into another world.  I could have assembled a platoon of Army buddies - I knew a bunch of people who’d be up for an adventure - or simply crammed a van with trade goods before driving down that road.  Hell, there were people who’d been raised in more traditional communities who had far more useful skills.  I wished - suddenly - that I’d spent some time on the farm.  I’d had a friend who’d invited me.  It felt like a lifetime ago. 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the Diddakoi ignored us as we walked to the edge of the convoy.  They’d finished burying the bodies, leaving the graves covered with sand and soil.  It was hard to tell the ground had been disturbed, let alone turned into makeshift graves.  A few hours - or days - would see the wind sweeping away what few clues remained.  By the time the bodies were discovered, if they ever were, the Diddakoi would be long gone. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t wear your pouch too openly,” Jasmine advised.  “And be careful what you say or do.” 
 
      
 
    I have no friends here, I thought.  I’d never been so alone in my life.  No one to come to my aid, no one to ... 
 
      
 
    Jasmine kept talking.  “Make sure you keep practicing the language,” she warned.  “That spell won’t last forever.  Once it goes ...” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said.  I’d practiced already - and I had a great deal of experience with foreign languages - but I was going to have to do more.  It would be tricky to explain to a sorcerer what I needed if I couldn’t speak his tongue ... if, of course, I could find a sorcerer I could trust.  I’d heard so many horror stories that I wanted to keep a safe distance from magic users ... it didn’t help, I supposed, that I had no idea what a safe distance actually was.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    Jasmine gave me a tight hug.  “Take care of yourself,” she said.  “And may the gods go with you.” 
 
      
 
    I shivered as I returned the hug, then took one last look at the convoy.  The Diddakoi had been friendly, but distant.  I’d known I would have to decide, sooner or later, if I wanted to become one of them or leave ... I hadn’t thought it would come so quickly.  The thought churned in my mind as I turned away, readying myself for the walk.  It wasn’t going to be easy returning to the city, but I knew I had to be there before dark.  The city gates would be closed and locked as soon as night began to fall, leaving me in the open.  I had the feeling that would prove hazardous to my health. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, for everything,” I said.  “And goodbye.” 
 
      
 
    I raised a hand in salute, then turned away and started to walk.  Behind me, I heard the sounds of the Diddakoi mounting up and driving further into the warlord’s lands.  I hoped they’d be safe, and I hoped they’d have the sense to keep their mouths shut if anything happened and they got caught.  Or they’d blame everything on me.  I didn’t want to be hunted by a man who probably had a small army under his command, but it would be better than him harassing the travellers.  Besides, he’d find it harder to track me than the convoy. 
 
      
 
    Unless he uses magic, I thought.  It was a hot day, the sun high in the sky, but I shivered anyway.  Who knows what he can do? 
 
      
 
    I tried not to think about it as I kept walking, maintaining a steady pace.  I’d done route marches and forced marches and - of course - I’d had to keep moving in Iraq and Afghanistan and a handful of other countries.  It was preferable, I told myself, to be here.  The locals might be suspicious of strangers - I was careful to circumvent the hamlets and villages, rather than walking through them - but at least they weren’t shooting at me.  The handful of people I saw looked too downtrodden to shoot at anyone, even if they’d had the guns.  I saw no weapons.  I was fairly sure the local warlord wouldn’t want his people to have guns.  They might start shooting at the knights instead of passing strangers. 
 
      
 
    The fields looked strange, an odd mixture of fertile and dried-out land.  I had the impression, although I couldn’t be sure, that the farms were undermanned.  It wasn’t easy to tell where one farm ended and the next began.  The road led me past dried ditches that might have marked the edges of a farm, or might have been nothing more than irrigation channels running dry through disuse.  I wondered, idly, why the farmers weren’t trying to produce more food.  The city wasn’t that far away.  I could easily imagine it consuming more and more food every year, particularly if the population continued to swell. 
 
      
 
    Which it might not, I thought.  There had to be limits to how much a city could grow, certainly in the absence of modern technology.  There’d been millions of people in New York and feeding them all had to be difficult.  I’d read a handful of books where the supply chains broke down and the results were looting and rioting, followed by mass starvation.  The larger the city, the greater the risk of total collapse if the food runs out. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a pleasant thought, I decided, as I started to encounter more and more people heading to and from the city.  They looked like merchants and farmers.  A handful of them shot wary glances at me, but the majority seemed content to ignore the stranger.  They were all men, at least on the surface, yet I was sure a handful were actually women.  It wouldn’t have been apparent - not even remotely apparent - if I hadn’t grown up in a world where women regularly wore male clothes.  I didn’t blame them.  It wasn’t the first time I’d seen women pretend to be men in patriarchal societies.  It gave them more freedom, as well as security.  I guessed they were the wives, sisters and daughters of farmers, come to sell the farm’s wares. 
 
      
 
    My stomach growled as the city walls came into view.  I ate a piece of hardtack, then joined the line of people advancing towards the gates.  The wind shifted, blowing the stench of the city into my face.  I grimaced, telling myself I’d get used to it.  I had no choice.  There was nowhere else to go.  If the guards on the gates told me to get lost ... I wondered, idly, what I’d do if that happened.  Try to sneak into the city?  Or set out into the unknown?  My heart started to race as I passed through the gates ... 
 
      
 
    The guards ignored me.  They almost made a show of ignoring me.  I tensed, half-expecting to be jumped the moment I crossed the line into the city.  There were guards on the far side, all paying more attention to the farmers than to me.  They didn’t seem to be waiting for me ... it took several moments to realise they were deliberately ignoring me because they didn’t want to take official notice of my presence, because they thought I was a runaway.  I was torn between relief and fear.  If I was taken for a runaway serf, I might be dragged back to a farm I’d never left ... 
 
      
 
    I kept walking, allowing the city to envelop me.  I wasn’t sure where I was going.  People shouted back and forth, their words echoing in my ears as they pushed their way through the crowded streets.  I had the vague idea I could find a place to stay somewhere near the market, perhaps a job or two.  There was always work for someone willing to do the dirty stuff, I knew, although I wasn’t sure anyone was doing the dirty stuff here.  The streets were filthy.  I doubted there were any volunteers to clean the sewers ... hell, I wasn’t even sure there were proper underground sewers.  My stomach churned at the thought.  Damansara was a breeding ground for flies and disease.  I wondered if they’d even made the connection between flies and disease.  Perhaps I could tell them. 
 
      
 
    And perhaps they wouldn’t listen, I thought, numbly.  I was starting to feel hunger pangs again.  Why should they listen to you? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The question mocked me as I purchased some food from a roadside stall and forced myself to eat it.  Why should anyone listen to me?  I was no one.  I wasn’t a warlord or a magician or even a wealthy merchant.  Hell, for all I knew, I was missing something.  There was no shortage of horror stories about ignorant do-gooders who’d made things worse because they didn’t really understand what was going on.  Sure, buying food staples in bulk could save money in the long run, but only if you have the space to store the food.  What sort of idiot wouldn’t realise that poor people often didn’t have the space to store anything? 
 
      
 
    An ignorant idiot ignorant of her own ignorance and idiocy, I thought.  My stomach shifted as I chewed a piece of meat ... I thought it was meat.  I didn’t want to know what it had been, before it had been killed and tossed in the cooking pot.  But what am I going to do here? 
 
      
 
    I was terrifyingly aware of my own ignorance.  I’d come to a world where no one gave a damn about the colour of my skin or college degree and yet ... I didn’t have the slightest idea how to apply for a job.  Or what was fair pay.  Or what my legal rights were ... actually, I was fairly sure I didn’t have any rights.  Damansara didn’t strike me as a place founded on law, order and a shared understanding of the rules.  The citizens had presumably evolved ways to govern themselves, but I didn’t even know who to ask for help.  And who would give me help?  I didn’t know that either. 
 
      
 
    The marketplace surrounded me as I wandered through the square.  The merchants might be interested in hiring me ... it was galling to consider being a shopboy or delivery man after spending years in the Army, but it was better than starvation.  I’d known too many people who’d refused to do menial labour, even when it was that or starve.  I knew better than to let myself fall into that mindset.  And yet, I didn’t even know where to begin.  Who’d be interested in hiring me?  I didn’t even know how to ask.  
 
      
 
    I wandered past a stall piled high with fruits and vegetables, wondering if the stallkeeper would be interested in a spare pair of hands.  I needed somewhere to stay as well as money to earn my keep ... I was used to sleeping in uncomfortable places, but I doubted I’d last a night if I tried sleeping in an alleyway.  Shantytowns and homeless encampments tended to be thoroughly unsafe.  I was lucky that I wasn’t a young woman running away from home.  I’d probably find myself being sweet-talked by a pimp, then put to work turning tricks on the street.  Somehow, I couldn’t see myself being a successful prostitute.  Even Cleo had hesitated to describe me as handsome. 
 
      
 
    The thought hurt.  I’d loved her.  I loved my boys.  But I’d never see them again and they’d never know what had happened to me.  The Army would probably class me as a deserter, as someone who’d driven into the countryside and vanished ... I made a face.  They’d never even find the car.  And ... 
 
      
 
    I heard a shout behind me and turned, just in time to see a young boy - he couldn’t be older than fourteen, although it was hard to be sure - running away from a stall as if the hounds of hell were behind him.  He held a loaf of bread in one hand.  The merchant was shouting about thieves ... I realised, to my horror, that he’d stolen the bread.  A flash of naked anger ran through me.  I’d known too many would-be shopkeepers ruined because of thieves, their livelihoods destroyed because they couldn’t replenish their stock or ... I lunged forward without thinking and tackled him.  He tumbled to the ground, lashing out with surprising strength.  It was hard to get a grip on him.  He twisted and turned in a desperate bid to escape.  I held him down, ducking a wild blow aimed at my face as I caught his arms and pressed them against the ground.  The loaf of bread hit the street and lay still.  I hoped someone wouldn’t try to eat it.  I’d seen animals shitting and pissing on the ground.  There were things on the cobblestones no one wanted in their mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Got the brat!”  I looked up to see a pair of city guardsmen running towards me.  “Good work!” 
 
      
 
    The thief twisted underneath me.  One of the guards clapped me on the shoulder, then pushed me off the boy and kicked him hard.  Too hard.  I tensed, suddenly wondering if I’d made a mistake.  The boy was a thief and yet ... the other guard caught hold of the lad by his hair and yanked him up, then searched him roughly.  A set of pouches tumbled to the ground.  I guessed the boy was a pickpocket as well as a thief.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    I eyed the guardsmen warily as they pocketed the pouches, making sure to keep their hands on the boy.  They looked ... it was hard to put the feeling into words.  They didn’t look very professional.  They looked more like thugs than real policemen.  I had the feeling they were the type of guardsmen who’d take bribes, who’d exploit their positions for all they were worth.  I’d met the type, in Afghanistan.  They’d managed to unite entire districts against them.  A shudder ran down my spine.  Who could blame the locals for wanting the policemen dead? 
 
      
 
    “You’ll come with us,” the lead guard said.  I was certain it wasn’t a request.  “Come.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated.  They were muscular, but I didn't think they knew how to use it.  I could take them both, even without the gun.  And yet ... I considered running, on the assumption I could simply outrun them, but where would I go?  The boy I’d caught moaned in pain as one of the guardsmen kicked his ankle, hobbling him.  I sighed and fell into step beside them.  It was hard not to miss the looks people were giving me.  They probably felt I’d done the wrong thing.  I was starting to feel the same way.  The stallkeeper certainly hadn’t thanked me for my service. 
 
      
 
    The crowds parted as we walked down the streets.  I couldn’t help noticing how many people turned away, as if they were fearful of attracting the guardsmen’s attention.  I’d seen that before, too, in places where honest policemen met unpleasant ends and government cared more for appearance than reality.  I wasn’t sure this place was advanced enough to care about appearance, but ... I considered, again and again, simply running for my life.  And yet, it was pointless.  Where the hell would I go? 
 
      
 
    Perhaps I shouldn’t have shot those guys, I thought, morbidly.  Perhaps I should have asked Jasmine to take me with her ... 
 
      
 
    The boy let out a moan as a small fortress came into view.  I stared in astonishment.  The guardhouse was a blocky structure that was apparently designed to withstand a siege, surrounded by a wall topped with iron spikes.  A pair of guardsmen stood outside the gates, hands resting on their swords.  The street beyond was quiet.  I guessed no one wanted to walk past the guardhouse for fear they’d be dragged inside and tortured.  My escorts spoke to the gatekeepers, then marched through the gate and into the building.  The air inside was surprisingly cold.  I shivered, helplessly.  The thief was passed to a pair of guardsmen and I was shown to a stone bench.  I shrugged, sat, and waited.  It wasn’t as if I had anything else to do. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to wait for what felt like hours.  Guardsmen - all men, I noted - came and went with astonishing regularity.  They wore the same uniform - a white tunic with a black belt and sash - but otherwise they were strikingly dissimilar.  Some were old, some were young; their skins ranged from white to black and everything in between.  Some looked as if they could get into Special Forces without even trying, while others were weirdly acrofatic to the point I couldn’t help wondering if they’d been cursed.  One of the weirder looking men reminded me of Obelix.  They chatted with each other like ... 
 
      
 
    Silence fell.  I looked up to see a middle-aged man making his way towards me.  He wore the same white tunic, but a golden - or at least gold-coloured - sash.  I would have known he was in charge even without it, from the way the rest of the guardsmen deferred to him.  His face was rough, covered with unkempt stubble; his smile was missing several teeth; his piggish eyes showed a glint of intelligence unleavened by humanity.  I was careful not to meet his eyes as he marched closer.  I had the feeling he’d take it as a challenge. 
 
      
 
    He looked me up and down, his expression managing to suggest he’d seen more impressive people sleeping rough on the streets.  I did my best to remain calm, yet ready to act.  I’d met my share of unfit commanding officers, but the newcomer managed to be worse.  He looked the type to explode at a moment’s notice, the type who could be set off by anyone or anything.  I braced myself, unsure if I’d be rewarded or punished.  It was quite possible I’d made a serious mistake and put my neck in the noose. 
 
      
 
    “So,” the newcomer said.  He had no indoor voice.  He sounded like a sea captain trying to make himself heard in a storm.  “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Elliot, sir,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am Captain Alder, City Guard,” the man thundered.  He turned away.  “Come.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and followed him through a twisting maze of corridors.  The building felt old, as if it had been passed down from generation to generation of guardsmen.  I suspected the interior had been designed to confuse intruders as much as anything else, although there was no way to be sure.  Captain Alder marched on without so much as slowing down, forcing everyone else to get the hell out if his way.  I wasn’t even sure he was looking where he was going.  It looked as if he didn’t have to.  Men jumped out of his way as if they were about to be run down by a charging elephant. 
 
      
 
    My lips quirked.  I hastily smoothed them into a neutral expression as Captain Alder led me into a small room.  Another man - tall, thin, bald and strikingly pale - stood to greet us.  He nodded to Captain Alder, then looked at me.  I felt an odd little tingle as his eyes met mine for a second.  Magic?  The man was dressed in black.  Jasmine had told me that magicians were the only people allowed to wear nothing, but black.   
 
      
 
    Crap, I thought.  I didn’t have the slightest idea what this man could do, but ... there was something in Captain Alder’s posture that suggested the magician was dangerous.  It was strange, very worrying.  I’d known boys who were so insane, so willing to do anything to hurt someone even if it meant getting hurt themselves, that they’d scared even grown men.  What now? 
 
      
 
    “Sit,” Captain Alder ordered.  He pointed to a chair.  “Why did you help my men?” 
 
      
 
    I felt a strange compulsion to answer - and answer truthfully.  It was disconcerting to feel my lips threatening to move of their own accord, to speak words that I didn’t quite want to speak.  I tried to shape a lie, but it refused even to form.  I cursed under my breath, wondering if I should shoot the pair of them and then try to escape.  Magic ... who knew what the sorcerer could do to defend himself?  They had guns.  It wasn’t impossible they knew how to protect themselves, too. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like thieves,” I said, finally.  It was true.  It was also a test of just how much the spell would allow me to do.  I could say anything I liked, as long as it was true.  I’d just have to be careful my answers matched the questions.  I was pretty sure they had ways of making me talk.  “They ruin lives and businesses.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Captain Alder seemed oddly amused.  “You’re new to Damansara, aren’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said.  I tried to tell a half-truth, to say I’d been in the city before, but I couldn’t force myself to shape the words.  “I’ve only just arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” Captain Alder said.  “Where do you come from?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed.  They might not believe the whole truth, spell or no spell.  And if they did ... I shuddered, inwardly.  I wasn’t sure what would be worse.  If they believed me ... I wondered what they’d do.  Laugh?  Enslave me?  Sell me to someone who could put my knowledge to work?  Or ... I had no clue. 
 
      
 
    “I was brought from a distant land,” I said, carefully.  “I’ve been travelling ever since.” 
 
      
 
    The sorcerer leaned forward.  “You have a translation spell on you,” he said.  “Why don’t you speak the common tongue?” 
 
      
 
    “I was never taught how to speak it,” I said.  “I’m trying to learn.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder studied me for a long moment.  “Did you run away from a farm?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Captain Alder said.  He seemed pleased.  It took me a moment to realise he’d have had to return a runaway to his former master.  “What are you doing in the city?” 
 
      
 
    “Looking for a job,” I said.  “It isn’t going very well.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder laughed.  “What sort of job do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “Something that pays and lets me have a place to sleep,” I said.  There were several other answers, but I didn’t want to get into them.  I needed to learn how the city really worked - and master the common tongue - before I tried anything more complex.  “I’m not that picky.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder and the sorcerer exchanged glances.  “Last question,” Captain Alder said.  “Do you want to join the guard?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked in surprise, then kicked myself.  There was no reason to believe the locals vetted the guardsmen very thoroughly, if at all.  Captain Alder had confirmed that I was new to the city and in desperate need of a job and ... he didn’t need to know anything else.  Hell, he might see my lack of anywhere else to go as a positive advantage.  Besides, I might just have made myself unpopular by catching the thief.  The locals probably didn’t like thieves, but I’d bet my life they hated the City Guard even worse.  I might discover the locals didn’t feel inclined to help me at all. 
 
      
 
    “It would be a good job,” I said, although I wasn’t sure that was true.  The spell should have kept me from lying, but ... what if I didn’t know I was lying?  I found it hard to believe the spell could determine absolute truth or ... I shook my head.  There would be time to think about the implications later.  I needed to learn the common tongue, then start studying.  “I would be interested.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Captain Alder glanced at the sorcerer.  “Thunder, I’ll see you later.” 
 
      
 
    The sorcerer - I tried not to snicker at the name - stood and left the room.  I shaped a lie in my mouth, just to test if the spell was still working.  The lie seemed ready to leave my lips.  I didn’t dare say it out loud as Captain Alder stood and stared down at me.  I was taller than he was, but he had a presence that dominated the room.  It was hard to escape the sense I was far too close to a wild animal, one that might turn on me at any moment.  I wasn’t sure what I’d managed to get myself into, this time.  Working as a guardsman might just land me in worse trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Kneel,” Captain Alder ordered.  “Have you ever sworn fealty before?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  I’d taken the oath, when I’d joined the Army, but I had a feeling Captain Alder meant something different.  It was disturbing to kneel, let alone place my hands in his and listen to a string of words that bore no resemblance to anything I’d heard back home, even in period dramas.  There was no mention of truth, justice, or even law and order.  Instead, I was told to obey orders from my superiors and little else.  Back home, I’d been told policemen spent years training for the role.  Here ... the ability to wield a club or a whip was sufficient.  I suspected there was no such thing as a written legal code. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome.”  Captain Alder relaxed, slightly, when he’d finished reciting the oath.  He hadn’t asked me to recite it back to him, not even the important parts.  “I’ll have you outfitted at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said.  I wasn’t sure I wanted to ask questions right now - Captain Alder would probably react badly - but I owed it to my conscience to take some risks.  “Sir ... the boy I caught ... what will happen to him?” 
 
      
 
    “The street rat?”  Captain Alder shrugged, as if the matter was of no importance.  “He’ll be lamed, probably.  Or sold into slavery.  There are lots of people who’ll pay good money for a young worker ...” 
 
      
 
    I felt my gorge rise.  I’d caught the boy and condemned him to ... I swallowed hard, cursing myself savagely.  What the hell had I done?  This wasn’t America.  This was ... this was somewhere completely different.  And I might have made a dreadful mistake. 
 
      
 
    Learn the rules, I told myself, savagely.  There was nothing I could do to save the boy.  Not now.  And then you can figure out how to make things better. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “This is where we sleep,” Constable Horst said, indicating the barracks.  “That’s your bunk over there.  Don’t sleep anywhere else or there’ll be trouble.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face expressionless.  The barracks looked uncomfortable, and the bedding looked as if it had been used for decades before it had been passed down to me, but I’d slept in worse places.  Probably.  The air was cold, but heavy with the stench from the washroom at the rear of the chamber.  I grimaced in disgust as I peeked inside.  My old drill instructor would have had a heart attack.  The less said about the toilets - and washing basins - the better. 
 
      
 
    “Just hang with us,” Constable Fallows assured me.  “You’ll get the hang of it in no time.” 
 
      
 
    Or I’ll get hung, I thought. 
 
      
 
    I studied the pair of them thoughtfully.  Horst was tall and thin, with brown skin and dark hair; Fallows was short and fat, although he moved with a grace that suggested he was stronger than he looked.  His skin was surprisingly pale, but his eyes were - somehow- darker than mine.  I couldn’t have guessed at his origin, not on Earth.  Here ... I reminded myself it probably didn’t matter.  As far as I knew, I was the only person around who’d so much as ever heard of Earth. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you into the uniform, then outfitted with weapons,” Horst said, opening a cupboard and thumbing through the racks of clothes.  “And then we’ll take you on patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless you want something to eat first,” Fallows said.  “Or take a nap.” 
 
      
 
    Horst snorted.  “He’ll have plenty of time to nap when night falls,” he said, darkly.  “He won’t be going on night shift for a while.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself as they found me an ill-fitting uniform with a hat that was suspiciously heavy.  A quick check revealed the seamstress had concealed a metal helmet under the cloth.  My tunic was heavier than I’d expected, designed to provide at least some protection if someone tried to club or stab me.  I doubted it would turn a bullet.  Or a sword.  I dressed quickly, concealing my pistol under the cloak before making sure I could draw it in a hurry.  I was trained in unarmed combat, but only a fool or a movie star would use his fists when a weapon would do.  I’d seen trained men brought down by unarmed mobs in my previous life. 
 
      
 
    “This is your club,” Horst said, holding out a gleaming weapon.  It looked more like a wooden truncheon than a club.   I took it and hefted it thoughtfully.  “And this is your whistle.” 
 
      
 
    Fallows produced his and put it to his lips, but didn’t blow.  “You hear this on the streets, you come running,” he said.  “One of your fellows is in trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “You blow it, every guard on the streets will start running towards you,” Horst added, curtly.  “Do not blow it unless you’re in real trouble.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I understood the principle.  False alarms would eventually - inevitably - convince people that it wasn’t worth heeding the distress call.  The boy who cried wolf had been an idiot, but so, too, had his parents and the rest of the townspeople.  Their willingness to tolerate his stupidity had cost them dearly.  I’d regret it if I blew the whistle without good cause.  The guardsmen wouldn’t come running if they believed it wasn’t desperate. 
 
      
 
    “I get the idea,” I said.  I was going to have to learn the rules before I did anything.  Back home, it took years of training to become a policeman.  Here ... they were threatening to put me on the streets within a day.  “What sort of authority do we have?” 
 
      
 
    They looked at me as if I’d started speaking in tongues.  “... What?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know the rules,” I said.  There would be rules, unwritten if not written.  “What are we meant to do on the streets?” 
 
      
 
    “Follow us,” Fallows said.  “You’ll pick it up as we go along.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly, as I changed into my new uniform and stowed my old clothes under my bunk.  I had no idea if they’d be safe, but there was nowhere else to put them.  Horst and Fallows looked me up and down, then nodded curtly.  My heart sank.  Standards were clearly lower than I’d feared.  The white uniform was so baggy that I suspected I was going to have to do some needlework myself, just to make it fit a little better.  I certainly didn’t look intimidating.  I wondered if I’d just made myself a target. 
 
      
 
    My two companions led me down the corridor, pointing out chambers and compartments along the way.  I glanced from side to side, mentally noting the kitchens, the dining hall, the armoury and washrooms.  I’d lived in worse places, although even in the sandbox there’d been a certain understanding of basic hygiene.  The toilets were something out of a nightmare.  The stench was appalling.  I thought I’d caught something just by looking through the door. 
 
      
 
    We stopped in an office, Horst standing beside me while Fallows went to speak to the officer on the desk.  A handful of other guardsmen came and went, staring as they passed.  I suspected it would be a while before they warmed up to me.  I didn’t take it personally.  No one was ever fully trusted, in the military, until they proved themselves.  The guardsmen probably felt the same way.  They wouldn’t befriend the new guy until he proved himself a good man, someone who could be relied upon in a pinch.   
 
      
 
    Horst, perhaps a little more understanding than Fallows, pointed out detail after detail as we waited.  There were only three real ranks in the guard - Constable, Captain and Adjunct - and seniority was determined solely by time in grade.  It wasn’t easy to tell who’d served the longest, but I didn’t need to worry about it.  I was right at the bottom.  Horst seemed to find that amusing.  I had the feeling the guardsmen were permanently short of new recruits.  No wonder they’d been so quick to snatch me up. 
 
      
 
    Fallows rejoined us.  “We’re going on patrol,” he said.  “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I lied.  “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to do anything, but watch and follow our lead,” Horst said.  “It isn’t as if we’re putting you on the gates!” 
 
      
 
    He laughed, as if he’d just cracked a joke.  Fallows scowled and led the way outside.  The warm air slapped against my face, the scent of the city tickling my nostrils.  It looked like mid-afternoon, although it was hard to be sure.  Horst and Fallows motioned for me to stay between them as they started to walk, heading down the streets in a manner that suggested everyone else would get the hell out of their way.  It rapidly dawned on me that they were right. 
 
      
 
    I kept my eyes open, watching the crowd.  It was hard not to see - or feel - the sharp glances aimed at us, the hints of resentment and fear hanging in the air.  I hadn’t felt anything like this since I’d been on patrol in Baghdad, where even the locals who liked us feared what we might bring in our wake.  I tensed, one hand dropping to my club before I forced myself to relax.  Horst and Fallows weren’t stupid.  We wouldn’t be walking down the streets, in the open, if there was any real danger.  The crowd didn’t like us, but that didn’t mean they were going to attack. 
 
      
 
    “Keep your eyes open,” Horst muttered, as we turned the corner and headed down the market street.  “There’s a reward for each and every thief you catch.” 
 
      
 
    “The merchants are always grateful,” Fallows agreed.  “And the captain will be pleased, too.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, eyes scanning the row upon row of stalls.  There were dozens, perhaps hundreds, selling everything from basic clothes to food, drink and weapons.  The stallkeepers didn’t seem too pleased to see us, even if we were deterring crime.  Behind them, I saw nooks and crannies and alleyways that could have concealed anything.  It reminded me of the marketplaces I’d seen in the Middle East, although there were more women in plain view.  They were careful not to meet my eyes.   
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed as I spotted the street children.  They scattered the moment they saw us, scrambling under stalls and fleeing into the alleys.  Horst and Fallows snickered as the children vanished, making no move to chase them.  My stomach heaved.  I didn’t want to think what life must be like for a child, on the streets of a very rough city like Damansara.  I doubted anyone cared enough to set up shelters for them, let alone try to offer a better life.  I suspected the only people offering to help them would want something in exchange.  Children made excellent pickpockets ... 
 
      
 
    Horst kept up a quiet running commentary as we reached the end of the marketplace, crossed the street and walked straight into another marketplace.  I forced myself to listen as he pointed out street markers, showing me how to find my way around.  It was a confusing mess.  Whoever had designed the city, if indeed anyone had designed it, had tried to lay out an orderly pattern, but had rapidly been overwhelmed by the original inhabitants and their heirs.  Some parts of Damansara were easy to navigate - and if you walked down a main road you would reach either the walls or the city centre - but others were a nightmare of narrow streets, dark alleys and homeless encampments that had taken on an air of permanence. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go in there, not alone,” Fallows warned, darkly.  “You won’t come out again.” 
 
      
 
    I eyed the encampment and nodded.  It looked small, from the outside, but it had enveloped a sizable chunk of the city.  The stench was unbelievable.  I saw a handful of children playing in a puddle of filth and shuddered, my stomach churning again.  Behind them, there were a couple of men watching us with unblinking eyes.  The naked hostility in their gaze was terrifying.  They were men who had nothing to lose. 
 
      
 
    “If you have nowhere else to go, you’ll wind up there,” Horst said, as we walked around the edge of the camp.  “And that will be the end of you.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to shiver as we kept going.  Horst and Fallows didn’t seem to have any regular patrol route, as far as I could tell.  Or maybe they were just showing me the city and using it as an excuse to goof off.  We walked through a red-light district - prostitutes were everywhere, some holding out cards covered in illegible scribbles - and then through a more upmarket section that was so great a contrast I wondered if we’d walked into a whole new city.  It wasn’t precisely the suburbs I’d come to know and love, but ... it was clear the locals in this part of Damansara actually took care of their district.  The streets were clean, the people looked happy and well-fed and ... I frowned as they stared at us as if we were something a gentleman’s gentleman might scrape off his master’s shoe.  I’d known blatant racists and insurgents who’d stared at me with less hostility.  I didn’t understand their attitude.  Surely, they should be glad of our presence. 
 
      
 
    “They despise us,” Horst commented. 
 
      
 
    Fallows snorted, but said nothing.  I frowned, puzzled, as we kept walking towards a giant mansion.  It looked thoroughly weird, as if someone had taken the White House, squashed it until it was a little smaller and then painted it in sandy colours.  The guards on the gates, wearing fancy uniforms covered with gold braid, sneered.  Horst and Fallows waved their fingers at the guards, then turned away.  I guessed it was their way of giving them the finger. 
 
      
 
    “That’s Lord Seed’s residence,” Horst explained, once we were out of earshot.  “The men on the gates work for him personally, not for the rest of us.  Don’t expect them to come to your aid if you get into trouble.  It’s not what they’re paid to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Private guards,” I said.  “Fuck.” 
 
      
 
    Fallows snorted.  “Everyone who can hire private guards does,” he said.  “And if they’re wealthy enough, the guards can do whatever they like.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Whatever they like?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure.”  Horst made a dismissive motion with his hands.  “Anyone who can hire a small army of guards, like him” - he pointed behind us - “can afford to bribe a judge, if his men get into trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “If he isn’t already the judge,” Fallows said.  “The landlord might find himself judging his own men.  He won’t judge very harshly.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “How does the government actually work?” 
 
      
 
    They stared at me.  “What ...?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m new here,” I said.  If nothing else, it was a good excuse for asking dumb questions.  “I don’t understand how the government works.  Who makes the decisions?” 
 
      
 
    Horst and Fallows exchanged glances.  “It’s complicated,” Horst muttered, finally.  “I don’t know how to explain it.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s really very simple,” Fallows snapped.  “If you own property, you’re a landlord.  If you’re a landlord, you get a vote.  You can run for office, if you can convince your fellow landlords to vote for you, or get appointed to a government office.  If you’re not a landlord, you don’t get a vote.  It’s as simple as that.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “And what percentage of the population are landlords?” 
 
      
 
    Fallows gave me a sharp look.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean, how many landlords are there, relative to the rest of the city?”  I had the feeling I’d gone too far, but it was too late to stop now.  “How many landlords are there?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s hard to be sure,” Horst said.  “It gets complicated.” 
 
      
 
    “There are landlords who own tiny plots of land, barely enough room to bury themselves,” Fallows said, coldly.  “And landlords who own vast chunks of the city.  And their families.” 
 
      
 
    I listened to the explanation as we resumed our patrol.  The landlords owned Damansara.  They paid taxes, which paid for the guardsmen, the army detachment outside the walls - apparently, the soldiers weren’t allowed inside the city itself - and the local government, such as it was.  The idea of everyone having a vote was unthinkable.  It was easy to deduce, reading between the lines, that the system was massively weighed against the common citizen.  As long as they were landless, they were powerless.  I supposed that explained why the wealthy citizens were wary.  They might be wealthy, but as long as they were landless they had no real power.  We were the club that kept them in line. 
 
      
 
    We, I thought, sourly.  Are you already thinking of yourself as a guardsman? 
 
      
 
    “The magicians live down that way,” Horst said, pointing to a wide - and completely deserted - street.  “Don’t walk there unless you want to be turned into something -  or worse.  The magicians have nasty senses of humour and they don’t like intruders.  Most people just avoid the street completely unless they have an invitation.  They have a bunch of shops on the far side, if you want to buy some magic for yourself, but don’t waste their time.  They’ll get mad.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “What do you do if a magician is also a criminal?” 
 
      
 
    “We find something to do on the other side of the city,” Fallows said, bluntly.  “There’s a bunch of sorcerers who work for the guard.  Let them handle it.” 
 
      
 
    “They normally keep their own rules,” Horst said.  “And there’s no point in trying to do anything about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I see,” I said.  I wanted to condemn them for cowards, but I’d seen enough magic to know it could be very dangerous.  “I think.” 
 
      
 
    I peered down the street as we walked past, my hair trying to stand on end.  Something hung in the air, a weird sensation that reminded me of the hours before a thunderstorm ... I looked up, half-expecting to see clouds overhead.  But the skies were clear. 
 
      
 
    My head spun.  Damansara was so ... different.  I’d seen the endless struggle between rich and poor, between privileged and unprivileged, but this was ... weird.  The rules were different, beyond even my imagination.  I wished, suddenly, that I’d spent more time studying medieval history.  Travelling to a foreign country wasn’t easy, when one didn’t know the rules, but ... how could I understand magic?  How did magic affect the rules? 
 
      
 
    The magicians are effectively above the law, I thought, numbly.  And so are the landlords. 
 
      
 
    “We’re home,” Horst said, as the guardhouse came into sight.  I spotted a handful of guardsmen heading out on patrol, nodding to us as they passed.  “What do you make of it?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, unsure of what to say.  Part of me regretted ever accepting the offer.  Part of me suspected I wouldn’t have gotten a better one.  I knew too little to understand if I was being cheated - or worse.  I certainly didn't have any idea where to find a place to sleep.  I’d considered sleeping in the alleys, but that would probably have gotten me killed.  Or worse.  I needed native guides ... 
 
      
 
    You are a native now, my thoughts mocked me.  It was easy, far too easy, to fall into the trap of considering myself a tourist.  And you can’t afford to pretend otherwise. 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s going to be a very interesting time.”  I yawned before I could stop myself.  “Can we get some rest now?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Fallows said, dryly.  He led the way past the gatehouse and into the guardhouse itself.  The officers on the desks glanced at us, then returned to their work.  “We’ll get something to eat, then hit the bunks.  We’ll be going back on patrol in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Yes, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The first impression I had of the City Guard, which only grew stronger over my first week of service, was that they were simply not a very professional outfit.  The rules and regulations were astonishingly loose, to the point there was practically unlimited scope for abuse and corruption ... as long as the guardsman in question didn’t pick on a landlord or a magician or someone with enough money to land the guard in hot water.  I’d wondered, at first, why they’d been so quick to snap me up and put me to work. My mind suggested all sorts of possibilities, before it dawned on me just how desperate the guards were for manpower.  We were not popular.  We slept in our barracks, in the guardhouse, because sleeping outside was asking for trouble.  I had the feeling the vast majority of the population hated our guts.  We were, at best, tolerated. 
 
      
 
    It was hard not to blame them, I decided, as I worked through my probationary period.  Horst and Fallows weren’t bad, not in the sense they were terrorists or insurgents or rapists, but they were corrupt and often bullies.  It was hard to watch them angling for bribes and not say something, to not call them out for being assholes to the people they were supposed to protect.  I knew there’d be no point - collecting bribes was one of the perks of the job, the very few perks  - but it was still galling.  It was all I could do, at times, to bite my tongue as I learned how Damansara actually worked.  I had the feeling the formal rules, such as they were, bore little resemblance to reality. 
 
      
 
    Slowly, a picture began to emerge.  Damansara did have a formal government, but it was dominated by the landlords.  They’d stacked everything in their favour.  The highest-ranking posts in the government belonged to them and their families by right, with no one else so much as having a hope of being promoted.  The landlords were a de facto aristocracy, practically a state within a state.  They paid for everything, which gave them vast power.  There were no limits, at least within the walls.  Outside, where the warlords held sway, was a different matter.  The city’s walls were strong, but an army wouldn’t need to break into the city to take power.  They’d just have to lay siege to the city and wait for the population to starve. 
 
      
 
    I kept asking questions, ignoring the snide remarks from my fellow guardsmen as I showed my ignorance time and time again.  There was a certain safety in being underestimated, but still ... I guessed some of them suspected I’d come from a very long way away, although they couldn’t possibly have realised just how far I’d come.  I was weird, a man with completely alien values.  I tried to keep a lid on it - the more different you were, the harder it was to be accepted - but it wasn’t easy.  The more I learnt, the less I liked Damansara. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done well,” Fallows said, when we came to the end of our shift.  “I think you’ll be a full guardsman soon.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” I said, rather sourly.  It wouldn’t be long, I’d been assured, before I’d get more important work to do.  Patrol was easy, as long as you didn’t run into trouble.  Manning the gatehouses along the walls was apparently a great deal harder.  I suspected that meant more lucrative.  “Can we go to bed now?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell, no,” Horst said.  “We’re going out drinking.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  It hadn’t taken me long to realise that Fallows and Horst went out after dark, although they’d never invited me before.  I wasn’t one of them.  Not yet.  But now ... I followed them out of the guardhouse, through a maze of side-streets and into a tavern, torn between excitement and fear.  It was hardly the first time I’d gone drinking - I’d engaged in many a drinking competition in the Army - but here ... I might say something I shouldn’t.  God alone knew how they’d react to the truth.  They might think I was lying ... it might be better, all things considered, if they thought I was.  The truth might not set me free. 
 
      
 
    I’d been in some dives in my time, but this tavern was easily the seediest place I’d ever seen.  The floor was filthy, the table and chairs crusted in the remnants of marathon drinking sessions, the music strange and atonal and the bartenders surly as they took our order and pointed to booths in the corner.  I forced myself to breathe through my mouth as we sat down, wishing - not for the first time - that the guardhouse had a proper shower.  My skin felt grimy, no matter how many times I wiped myself down.  I didn’t want to visit the public baths - I’d heard some horror stories - but I was starting to feel I didn’t have a choice.  I’d probably leave a trail of muck when I clambered into the water. 
 
      
 
    “Here.”  Fallows shoved a tankard of something under my nose.  “You’ll like this.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth, then took a sip.  It was beer - or something closely akin to beer.  It tasted weak, yet ... I had a feeling there was a lot of alcohol in it.  The patrons were quaffing the stuff like nectar, throwing back their necks as they poured it down their throats and over their shirts.  There was something nasty in the air, I noted, as liquid pooled around their feet.  It felt as if a fight was going to break out at any moment.  I warily checked my weapons as I took another sip.  The beer didn’t taste any better.  I supposed the more I drank, the less I would care. 
 
      
 
    Horst put his tankard to his lips and drank ... and drank ... and drank.  I stared in frank disbelief as he held up the empty tankard, let out an immense belch and waved at the bartender for a refill.  A waitress appeared with a new tankard, her eyes a million years old.  I felt a stab of sympathy as she turned and hurried away.  Bartending wasn’t an easy job, even back home.  Here ... I doubted the drunks would leave her alone for a second. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Fallows said.  “How do you like being a guard?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s pretty interesting,” I lied.  It was a job and not a very good one, but it gave me something to do and somewhere to sleep while I got my bearings.  I’d learnt an awful lot about Damansara by keeping my mouth firmly closed and letting my partners do the talking.  They didn’t seem to know much about the lands outside the walls - they had a striking lack of curiosity about the wider world - but they knew everything about the city.  “I’m enjoying myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?”  Horst brayed like a mule.  “We must be doing something wrong.” 
 
      
 
    Fallows snorted.  “You’ll get bored of it soon enough,” he cautioned.  “By then, perhaps you’ll be on the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “How did you become a guard?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a respectable profession,” Fallows said.  His partner snickered.  “And it suits me.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself.  I was pretty sure that was a lie.  The police hadn’t been popular back home - certainly not where I’d grown up - but the Damansara Guardsmen were about as popular as a kick in the groin and somewhat less welcome.  I wasn’t blind to how many people tried to escape our gaze, when we patrolled the streets, or told their daughters to hurry away from us.  Horst and Fallows might seem like good chaps, but the locals regarded them as predators.  No, scavengers.  A pack of hungry hyenas might be more welcome. 
 
      
 
    “It’s fun,” Horst said.  He waved for another tankard.  “And profitable.” 
 
      
 
    He elbowed me.  “You should make the most of it.  You won’t be a guard forever.” 
 
      
 
    Hopefully not, I agreed silently.  I’d been doing my best to think of concepts I could introduce, although it wasn’t easy.  My mystery predecessor had scooped up all the low-hanging fruit.  What few ideas I’d had - irrigation, for example - required connections and money I didn’t have.  What am I going to do with myself? 
 
      
 
    I stared into my beer.  I’d done some research.  Renting a room within an apartment was expensive.  Renting a whole apartment for myself was so far outside my price range that I would have to get promoted several times before I could even consider it.  You had to spend money to make money and I didn’t have any money.  How the hell had Martin Padway done it?  He’d made brandy ... somehow, I doubted that would work for me.  And no one was going to listen to my ideas on irrigation, either.  Why should they? 
 
      
 
    Fallows smiled, coldly.  “So ... tell us about yourself.” 
 
      
 
    It was an order.  I hesitated.  It was a good sign, I supposed, that they were showing interest .  They hadn’t asked many questions over the last few weeks, even when I was questioning them.  I understood - I was the Fucking New Guy, as far as they were concerned, who might be gone in a flash - but it was still irritating.  And yet, I would have preferred them to show no interest at all.  I didn’t want to lie, but I knew I couldn’t tell the truth either. 
 
      
 
    “My family were taken from their homes, a very long time ago,” I said.  It was true - and they’d believe it.  The vanished empire had apparently scattered ethnic groups around its territory to make it harder for them to become a coherent threat.  Or something.  I guessed it was why there was so much diversity in places like Damansara.  “I was raised a very long way away and eventually became a soldier.” 
 
      
 
    “A mercenary,” Fallows said.  “And there I was thinking you were a decent guy.” 
 
      
 
    His words were so deadpan it took me a moment to realise it was a joke.  Soldiers weren’t held in high regard, while mercenaries were feared and hated by just about everyone.  I’d never been fond of them myself - I’d met too many during my time in Iraq - but here it was worse.  They’d fight for whoever paid them, as long as the money held out; they’d loot, rape and burn their way through towns and villages, regardless of which side they were actually on.  I’d heard the horror stories.  Mercenaries were about as welcome in the city as child molesters. 
 
      
 
    Horst grinned as he polished off yet another tankard of beer.  “You fought in the wars?” 
 
      
 
    “Small wars,” I said.  There were rumours of wars against evil sorcerers, strange monsters and campaigns on a scale that would have daunted Eisenhower and Zhukov.  I was fairly sure the stories were exaggerated, but there was probably some truth within the lies.  “It was a job.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mother must have disowned you,” Fallows said.  There was something waspish in his voice, as if I’d somehow touched a nerve.  “A mercenary, for a son.” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “My mother is dead.” 
 
      
 
    A sense of aloneness washed over me.  Cleo and my sons were in another world.  There was no one, as far as I knew, who’d understand my life.  Horst and Fallows knew I’d come from a long way away, but they didn’t know - they couldn’t know - just how far I’d come.  I took a sip of my beer, suddenly understanding precisely why people drank themselves to death.  It would be so easy to crawl into a bottle and refuse to come out.  I was doomed to be alone for the rest of my life. 
 
      
 
    There might be others, I thought, as I finished the tankard.  Jasmine hinted there might be others. 
 
      
 
    I grimaced.  I’d been lucky.  Someone else might have been raped or enslaved or killed by now.  If there were others ... I wished for my old company, with all of its vehicles and equipment.  A company of modern soldiers could have taken Damansara, imposed a genuinely responsible government, thrashed the warlords and started hammering out a semi-modern tech base.  The Lost Regiment would have had an easy time of it, without giant aliens roaming the lands and eating everyone in their path.  They would certainly have survived long enough to get their bearings, then realise their technology was not only superior but very easy to duplicate.  An American from the Civil War era would have been a hell of a lot more useful - here - than I was. 
 
      
 
    Horst shoved another tankard under my nose.  “Drink,” he ordered.  He’d had at least four tankards himself and he was still surprisingly sober.  Either he was used to it or I was wrong about the alcohol content.  “It’ll do you good.” 
 
      
 
    I sipped the drink, while doing my best to answer questions without giving too much away.  I had hundreds of stories of military service, but most would have sounded like blatant lies.  They didn’t know about tanks or aircraft or any of the toys I’d taken for granted.  I told them a little about my service in Iraq and Afghanistan, but they didn’t seem impressed.  I wasn’t sure why.  I had a feeling I was missing something. 
 
      
 
    The music changed.  I looked up.  A trio of travelling bards - for a moment, I thought they were Diddakoi - stood on the stage, striking dramatic poses.  They didn’t seem fazed by the volley of abuse from the patrons.  Instead, they started to sing.  They were badly out of tune -and there was something archaic about their style - but I had to admit they had a certain charm.  The patrons hooted and hollered, waving their tankards around as if they were going to throw beer at the singers.  I guessed it was a tough crowd.  The patrons certainly didn’t seem impressed by songs of the Necromancer’s Bane, Crown Prince Dater and a bunch of other people I hadn’t even known existed. 
 
      
 
    Horst waved at me as the bards took a break.  “Did you fight in that war?” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  There was no point in lying, not when I knew too little to tell a convincing lie.  Besides, I wasn’t sure how much of the songs were made up of whole cloth.  Half of them praised various people I’d never heard of and the other half condemned them.  I wondered, vaguely, if the bards saw any contradiction in kissing a prince’s ass one moment and putting a knife in his back the next.  Maybe they just didn’t care.  The songs were probably written by the prince’s PR department and the bards were paid to sing them. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a shame,” Horst said.  “It was supposed to be glorious.” 
 
      
 
    “War is never glorious,” I said, a little more severely than I’d meant.  The beer was getting to me.  “War is homes destroyed, men mutilated and killed, women and children raped ...” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head, forcing myself to sit back as the night wore on.  The beer was making it harder to think.  I was going to have a hangover tomorrow, my first in years.  And yet ... I looked at Horst and Fallows with a surge of comradely good feeling towards them.  It was hard not to feel something, despite their flaws.  They wouldn’t have taken me out drinking if they hadn’t been warming up to me. 
 
      
 
    Fallows stood.  “This way.” 
 
      
 
    I felt wobbly as I followed them across the room and up a flight of dark stairs to a heavy wooden door.  The air smelt hot, humid and scented.  Someone had sprayed perfume everywhere ... I hesitated as we reached the top, suddenly all too aware of what was on the far side.  Fallows didn’t slow down.  He pushed the door open and stepped inside.  A row of young women waited for us, wearing almost nothing.  I felt my heart kick into overdrive as I struggled to sober up.  Fallows had taken me to a brothel! 
 
      
 
    Horst elbowed me.  “Our treat,” he said.  “Which one do you want?” 
 
      
 
    My heart clenched.  I’d been cautioned, when I’d started my military career, that many of the prostitutes in brothels weren’t there of their own free will.  Some of them had been sold into sex slavery, others had had no choice but to sell their bodies to survive.  And I’d been told - we’d all been told - not to visit brothels.  I tried not to be sick as I remembered the dire warnings.  STDs were the least of the dangers. 
 
      
 
    I caught a girl’s eye.  She looked around nineteen, but her eyes were ninety. 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  I didn’t want to catch something nasty.  Magic could cure anything that wasn’t immediately lethal, I’d been told, but potions were expensive.  I doubted the brothel forced its clients to use condoms.  “I don’t want a girl.” 
 
      
 
    “A boy?”  Fallows seemed pleased, rather than disgusted.  “There are boys in the next room ...” 
 
      
 
    “No, thank you.”  I allowed myself a moment of relief that I hadn’t drunk too much.  “I’m still married.” 
 
      
 
    Horst leered at me.  “Your wife will never know.” 
 
      
 
    That was truer than he could possibly have known.  I scowled.  “I’d know.” 
 
      
 
    Fallows shrugged.  “Then you can wait out here,” he said, sardonically.  “And if you get bored, feel free to take one of the girls.” 
 
      
 
    “Will do,” I said.  I considered heading back to the guardhouse, then dismissed the thought before it had fully formed.  I would be alone and not entirely sober.  It would be asking for trouble.  “I’ll wait for you downstairs.” 
 
      
 
    They shrugged, then made their choices and took the girls into the next room.  I forced myself to sit back and wait, ignoring the titters from the girls.  They didn’t know what to make of me.  I supposed I didn’t know, either.  Part of my body was reminding me that it had been a very long time since ... 
 
      
 
    And you’d probably catch something nasty if you slept with one of them, I told myself.  I didn’t know if AIDS existed here, but it wasn’t the only danger.  And how would you cope with an STD?  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    I’d feared the worst, in the days and weeks after my abortive trip to the brothel, but neither Horst nor Fallows seemed inclined to make a big deal out of it.  I’d worried they’d think less of me for not indulging, yet they didn’t seem to care.  It made no sense, as we patrolled the streets of the city day after day, but I decided it was better not to worry about it.  I needed a native guide, someone who understood the depths of my ignorance, yet I didn’t dare ask for one.  The more questions I asked, the greater the risk of someone realising the truth. 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder seemed pleased with my progress, to the point he told me I was no longer on probation.  I allowed myself a moment of relief, even though it didn’t mean any change in my duties.  Horst and Fallows seemed content to keep me as the third member of the trio, although I suspected I was meant to partner up with another guardsmen.  Trios were rare in the City Guard.  It almost always meant one of the guardsmen was on probation. 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to keep my eyes open, even though I had the sense I was just spinning my wheels.  We rounded up soldiers from the garrison who’d sneaked back into the city - apparently, it was a flogging offense - and kept a wary eye on mercenaries as they entered the city long enough to buy supplies, recruit more infantry and left before their welcome ran out.  I heard rumours of distant conflicts, of fighting between kings and princes and a whole string of lesser titles that meant absolutely nothing.  Horst teased me, asking if I’d be tempted to join a mercenary band, but I wasn’t tempted.  They looked even less professional than the insurgents I’d fought.  And they were just as dangerous to anyone unfortunate enough to cross their path.   
 
      
 
    The weather never seemed to change, somewhat to my surprise.  It was hot all the time, hot and dry and ... there wasn’t even a single rainstorm.  It didn’t rain very often in the desert, if I recalled correctly, but it should have rained a little.  Horst and Fallows didn’t seem to think much of it, when I asked them, yet ... I couldn’t help noticing that the cost of food was steadily going up.  If the wells ran dry, the local population was screwed.  I hoped the landlords had enough sense to ration water. 
 
      
 
    The good thing about getting off probation, I discovered, was that I had more free time to explore.  I changed into a simple set of robes - we were advised not to wear our uniforms when we went off duty - and haunted the bookshops, sounding out the text as if I’d gone all the way back to first grade.  I’d always loved reading - it had been an escape from a childhood I hadn’t enjoyed - but it was hard to work out, sometimes, what the writer had meant.  There were so many different versions of local history, I discovered, that it was impossible to figure out the truth.  Who’d done what?  One set of books insisted that Crown Prince Dater had won the Necromantic Wars single-handedly, another didn’t even mention him.  And I had no idea who Crown Prince Dater even was. 
 
      
 
    “There are more history books on the way, I’ve been told,” the bookseller said, late one evening.  He looked old enough to be my grandfather, although it was hard to be sure.   “Do you want me to put some of them aside for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I could afford them,” I said.  I was trying to save what little I could.  “Are they reliable books?” 
 
      
 
    The bookseller shrugged.  I didn’t blame him.  Whoever had invented the printing press and devised new ways of making paper had concentrated on producing cheap pulp, rather than history and other non-fiction books.  I wasn’t sure if it was an immensely clever move or a sign of naked stupidity.  Probably the former.  Getting people to read - and encouraging them to develop the habit of reading - wasn’t easy.  If they enjoyed the experience, they’d keep coming back for more.  My teachers hadn’t learnt that lesson.  They’d wanted us to read books that were either above us, below us or simply so divorced from our living experiences that it was hard to understand.  I was lucky I’d done a lot of reading in my own time. 
 
      
 
    I waved goodbye as I stepped out of the shop.  I didn’t think the bookseller liked me much, although it was hard to blame him.  The City Guard were little more than bully boys, petty criminals in their own right.  He had to fear I’d simply take whatever I wanted from his shop, even though he was probably quite well connected.  His patrons might not give enough of a damn to support him.  I knew how he felt. 
 
      
 
    The night heat enveloped me as I made my way down the road.  Curfew was a joke, this close to the fancy part of town.  I saw men and women making their way up and down the streets, laughing and joking with the ease of people who knew they were unlikely to run into any trouble.  I heard music echoing from a building and rolled my eyes.  The locals had a surprisingly flexible concept of dating, from what I could tell.  Young men were allowed to walk out with young women, perhaps even take them to a dance, as long as they behaved.  Both sides understood the rules.  It made me wonder what my children would become ... 
 
      
 
    I stopped, dead, as it hit me.  I hadn’t thought about my sons in weeks.  I’d known there was no hope of getting back to them - Jasmine had said as much, and the books I’d read here so far hadn’t so much as suggested the concept of alternate worlds - but I hadn’t wanted to forget them.  The sudden realisation was so strong, so painful, that it almost drove me to my knees.  I wanted to see them again, and I wanted to see my sons so badly I was prepared to agree to anything - anything at all - if it took me back to them.  And yet I knew it couldn’t be done.  There was no way home. 
 
      
 
    The streets grew darker as I wandered through the alleys, alone with my thoughts.  The alleys were emptier here, the homeless regularly chased into the poorer regions of town to fend for themselves ... or die, more likely.  I cursed savagely as I wandered past another dance hall, the faint sound of music touching my ears.  I didn’t belong in this world.  I wanted to go home.  I wanted ... 
 
      
 
    I tensed, senses snapping alert without quite knowing why.  I’d heard something ... one hand dropped to the club at my belt, the other reaching for the whistle.  I was off-duty, technically, but Captain Alder had made it clear a guardsman was never truly off-duty.  If I heard the whistle, I had to respond.  I had no choice.  If I didn’t, they might not respond to me when I was in trouble.  I clutched the club as I inched forward, listening carefully.  Someone was protesting, quietly.  Ice ran down my spine.  I’d heard that tone before, from people who wanted to protest - to object, to say no - without drawing attention.  I reached the edge of the alley and peered into the darkness.  My eyes were good, but it was so dark it still took me a moment to be sure of what I saw.  A young man was pressing a young woman against the stone wall, one hand lifting her dress while the other was holding her still.  I felt a hot flare of anger.  How dare he? 
 
      
 
    “Let me go,” the woman protested.  She squirmed against the wall, unable to break free.  I cringed at the terror in her voice.  “Let me go!” 
 
      
 
    I put the whistle to my lips and blew, then lunged forward.  The man gaped at me, a moment before I yanked him away from the girl and thrust him to the ground.  He landed with a grunt and tried to roll over, too late.  I put my foot on his back and pushed down hard, pinning him to the ground as surely as he’d pinned his victim to the wall.  I heard a gasp from the girl as she stumbled back, but I had no time to console her.  I caught the would-be rapist’s wrists and held them behind his back with one hand, while I frisked him with the other.  He wasn’t carrying much, beyond a pouch of money and a silver wand.  It felt unpleasant to the touch. 
 
      
 
    The man grunted, struggling against me.  “Let me go!” 
 
      
 
    “Like you let her go?”  I heard another gasp from the girl.  “You are going to do some hard time.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know who I am?”  The man didn’t seem put out by my words.  “I’ll break you for this.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed him down, just as the sound of running footsteps announced the arrival of a pair of guardsmen.  One carried a lantern, casting an eerie radiance over the scene.  I stared down at my captive, silently noting his features in case I had to testify against him.  Olive skin, dark hair, darker eyes ... by local standards, he was quite handsome.  But the malice in his eyes, as he looked at the girl, bothered me.  He’d been going to rape her.  He’d been going to ... 
 
      
 
    “My father will sort this out,” the man said.  I felt my heart sink.  “Just get in touch with him and he’ll sort this out.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to the station,” I growled.  There was enough money in the young man’s pouch to bribe ... well, a guardsman or two.  If I left him with the others, I doubted he’d stay in custody for any longer than it took him to realise he could bribe them.  “All of us.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the girl.  She looked around eighteen, although it was hard to be sure.  She had long dark hair, a tinted face and dark eyes; she wore a dress that suggested she was decidedly upper-class.  I wondered, grimly, why she’d been with him in the first place.  I was very sure she hadn’t decided to go wander into the alley on her own.  Her would-be attacker’s clothes were as fine as hers.  Judging by the glances the other two guardsmen were exchanging, I might just have stuck my manhood into a power socket.  Or pissed off a magician.   
 
      
 
    But if I’d done nothing, she would have been raped, I told myself.  I knew the type all too well.  The entitled frat boy, the one who thought his daddy’s money gave him the right to do whatever he liked ... the one who moved from crime to crime until he did something so vile that no amount of money, and expensive lawyers, could save him from a long prison sentence.  I did the right thing. 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as we marched our captive - and his would-be victim - back to the guardhouse.  The officer on the desk’s eyes went wide, the moment he saw us.  He jangled the bell for Captain Alder and sat back, looking as if he was trying to pretend he was somewhere - anywhere - else.  Captain Alder emerged from his office and blinked in surprise, then looked at me.  I had the feeling he wasn’t pleased.  I might have accidentally landed him in hot water. 
 
      
 
    “Elliot, go into the briefing room and wait,” he ordered.  “Hoch, put our guests in the comfortable sitting room.  I’ll deal with them in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    The girl shot me a shy smile as I walked past her, feeling my heart sink again.  I’d saved her and yet ... I had a nasty feeling the fix was already in.  If Captain Alder had recognised the would-be rapist ... I shuddered, unsure if I should just keep walking until I was out of the building, then put as much distance as I could between myself and the guardhouse before they realised I’d deserted.  The briefing room was surprisingly cold, but ... I forced myself to sit and wait.  There was nothing else to do.   
 
      
 
    I thought I heard voices from outside the door, men arguing over ... over what?  Me?  Or something completely unconnected to me?  I waited, wishing for a glass of water or something stronger.  I didn’t want to get drunk, but ... I knew it wasn’t always safe to drink the water in the guardhouse.  The less said about the time I’d drunk unclean and unhealthy water, the better.  They just didn’t understand the importance of boiling water first. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  Captain Alder stepped into the room.  I stood at attention, clasping my hands behind my back.  I doubted he’d appreciate a salute, particularly one he wouldn’t recognise.  The guardsmen didn’t really have a salute.  I had no idea what the local soldiers did, when they wanted to salute.  The city was so slapdash, by my standards, that it was quite possible they did nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Sit.”  Captain Alder pointed to a chair, then sat down himself.  His voice, when he finally spoke, was cold and hard.  “Do you know what you did?” 
 
      
 
    “I saved a girl from being raped.  Sir.”  It was hard to keep the disgust out of my voice.  “Who is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Harbin Galley, son and heir of Lord Galley, one of the richest and most powerful men in the city,” Captain Alder grated.  “And you had the nerve to arrest him!” 
 
      
 
    “He was going to rape her.  Sir.”  I allowed my voice to harden, even though I knew it was probably suicidal.  There was no way in hell a young aristocrat, heir to a rich and powerful family, would have trouble finding female company.  His family’s wealth would have made him very attractive indeed.  “If I’d done nothing ...” 
 
      
 
    “If you’d done nothing, I wouldn’t have found myself at the centre of a political storm,” Captain Alder snapped.  “I spent the last hour caught between two powerful men, each with more than enough influence to crush my career - and yours - like ... like an eggshell.” 
 
      
 
    I gritted my teeth.  “With all due respect, sir, he wouldn’t have been arrested if he hadn’t been able to commit a terrible crime,” I said.  I loathed people who committed crimes and then complained when they were arrested and jailed.  “Did she press charges against him?” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder gave me the kind of look a parent might give a particularly stupid child.  “Of course not,” he said.  “His family and hers will sort it out privately.  He’ll probably pay some compensation and the matter will be buried, protecting her reputation as well as his.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I said.  I thought I saw the logic, but ... it was sickening.  “That’s ...” 
 
      
 
    “The best anyone can hope for,” Captain Alder said.  “If her family makes an issue of it, young man, his family will destroy her reputation in a bid to save his.” 
 
      
 
    “Bastards,” I said.  I knew the type far too well.  “And you just ... let him go.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder met my eyes.  “You have been incredibly lucky,” he said.  “Gayle Drache was collected by Rupert Drache, her brother.  He went to some trouble to ensure you would not be in any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean he bribed you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Captain Alder said.  He made no bones about it.  “And if he hadn’t, you would be in deep shit.  Hardin could have had you sacked, or enslaved, or simply executed.  You got very lucky.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at the floor.  I’d wondered why the guardsmen were so deeply corrupt.  Now ... I thought I knew.  What was the point of being an honest cop in a corrupt city?  I’d arrested a would-be rapist, only to have the criminal escape and ... and I’d nearly been punished for my good deed.  The only thing that had saved me, irony of ironies, was another criminal act.  I cursed under my breath.  If I hadn’t intervened ... 
 
      
 
    You wouldn’t have been able to live with yourself afterwards, I thought, darkly.  I’d thought I was saving Jasmine ... here, at least, I had the satisfaction of knowing I had saved someone from a terrible fate.  I was morbidly sure it wasn’t the first time Harbin had tried to molest or rape someone.  This time, at least, it had come to nothing.  You can still look yourself in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be spending the next two weeks patrolling the slums,” Captain Alder said, flatly. “If you do anything as stupid as this again, you’ll be dismissed before you drag the rest of us into the shit.  Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  Captain Alder stood.  “Get to the barracks.  Get some rest.  You’ll be up early tomorrow to take the morning patrol.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said.  He probably thought it was a punishment.  I was almost glad.  It would keep me busy, making it harder to brood.  I was starting to feel as though I was wasting my time.  Or worse.  If I stayed in a corrupt police force, how long would it be until I wound up corrupt myself?  “Thank you, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder stared at me for a long moment.  “You got very lucky,” he snapped, coldly.  His eyes bored into mine as he loomed over me, so close my fists were itching to punch him in the gut.  “Next time, things will be different.” 
 
      
 
    I had the nasty feeling, as I stood and headed for the door, that he was right.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    You saved her, I told myself.  Take pride in that, if nothing else. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The next two weeks were an eye-opening experience in so many ways. 
 
      
 
    I’d seen the slums before, of course, but patrolling them regularly left me torn between horror at the conditions - I’d seen better places in Iraq and Afghanistan - and a curious numbness that made it hard to think of anything I could do for them.  I was one guard, one man, and there was no way I could even begin to come to grips with the sheer scale of the poverty grinding the poor into the ground.  I wanted to do something to help, yet nothing came to mind.  The slums were an endless nightmare of crime, where one could either be the victim or the victimiser ... sometimes, both.  Just walking through the slums made me sick.  It didn’t help that I was seriously worried no one would come to my aid if I blew my whistle. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the first time I’d been the FNG, but it was ... different.  The guardsmen - the other guardsmen - knew I’d managed to wind up in deep shit.  They feared what would happen, if they stayed too close to me.  I understood all too well - people rarely confronted abusers as long as the abusers had the power to strike back - but it still galled me.  The guardsmen regarded me as a lightning rod, someone who might draw fire just by being there.  I liked to think I would have been more understanding, if I was in their place, but it was hard to be sure.  Standing next to the guy throwing shit was never a good idea.  It was hard to blame the guardsmen for wanting to make sure they were as far away from me as possible. 
 
      
 
    I found myself wondering if it was time to move on, although I had no idea where I could go.  I’d read a great deal about the local political situation, about the warlords and the powers beyond the kingdom, but ... where could I go?  The thought of being a mercenary offended my pride, yet ... how many other choices did I have?  I could sign on as a bodyguard, I supposed, but that would have its own problems.  I’d heard enough grumbling about convoys being harassed, as they made their way through the disputed lands, to fear the worst.  If the warlords were stopping the Diddakoi, it was easy to believe they’d be stopping farmers and harassing them as well.  And there’d be nothing I could do about it. 
 
      
 
    The thought tormented me as I made my way up and down the slums, alone in a crowded sea of humanity.  My uniform separated me from the poor and downtrodden, my conduct separated me from the other guardsmen, and my knowledge and experience separated me from the rest of the city.  I’d read dozens of books on Earth where the time traveller had made himself a fortune, but ... those books mocked me, every time I recalled how easy it had been for men who’d had a friendly author.  I had nothing beyond a handful of coins.  There was no way I could convince someone to let me innovate, not when it would take years for them to see any real results.  All of the low-hanging fruit had already been plucked. 
 
      
 
    There might be another cross-world traveller out there, I thought.  I was sure of it.  Convergent evolution might have led to a written language resembling English, but not an exact duplicate.  The letters had appeared, as far as the locals were concerned, out of nowhere.  But where is he? 
 
      
 
    I sighed as I made my way back to the guardhouse.  There were hundreds of stories of great magicians and aristocratic warlords and great innovators, stories that had grown so much in the telling that it was impossible to sort the kernel of truth from the bodyguard of complete nonsense.  I had the feeling I could spend the rest of my life trying and yet draw a complete blank.  It was funny how I’d never realised just how big the world was until I’d found myself in a place without cars and trains, let alone jumbo jets.  The flight from America to Iraq had been somewhere around twelve hours.  Now, getting from Damansara to half-mythical lands like Zangaria or Alluvia would take months ... if I was lucky.  There was no way I could afford a trip through the portals.  They cost far too much for commoners like me. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back.”  Captain Alder didn’t sound pleased.  He hadn’t, ever since he’d sent me to the slums.  “Report to the briefing room.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said, deciding it would be better not to point out that I’d been on patrol for the last three hours.  Alone.  The guardsmen were never meant to patrol alone.  I had a feeling it was intended as more than just a punishment.  A lone guard could easily be picked off by criminals or rebels, his body left to rot in the streets.  “I’m on my way.” 
 
      
 
    I walked down the corridor, pausing long enough to pick up a tankard of small beer - it had very little alcohol content, I’d been assured - before I stepped into the briefing room.  It was crammed with guards, people I recognised mingling with people I’d never met.  I felt eyes following me as I leaned against the wall, sipping my beer.  It tasted ghastly, but there was nothing else to drink.  The City Guard didn’t seem to have coffee and donuts on tap.  We were lucky to get the beer.   
 
      
 
    The guards spoke in low voices, sharing notes and rumours as they tried to guess what was going on.  I kept my eyes on my beer, while listening as best as I could, but no one seemed to know the truth.  Mutterings about warlord activity on the edge of the city’s nominal territory were mingled with rumours about parades and additional duties, perhaps even an expanded deployment into the slums.  I suspected it would just make them worse.  The slum dwellers hated and feared the guards, seeing them as just another bunch of exploitive bastards.  I was the cream of the cream, just for not taking whatever I wanted and harassing their women.  It made me feel like I’d been awarded a prize for common decency. 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder entered, followed by Thunder.  The sorcerer’s eyes swept over the room, lingering briefly - very briefly - on me.  I felt a rustle of unease passing through the massed guardsmen, as if they were confronting a wild - and rabid - animal.  I’d heard so many stories about magicians, and what they could do, that I honestly wasn’t sure of the truth.  We were strongly encouraged to have as little to do with the magical community as possible.  I suspected it was good advice. 
 
      
 
    The captain spoke in short, choppy sentences.  “Our agents have uncovered a gang of runaway smugglers and their charges.  Hidden in a warehouse.  We are ordered to arrest them, then hold them.  Their masters will take them off our hands.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  There was something in the captain’s voice that bothered me, a sense that ... I wondered, suddenly, if he believed what he was saying.  Or ... I’d met a bunch of officers who thought keeping information from the troops made them clever, or irreplaceable, but I’d never thought Captain Alder fell into that category.  He simply didn’t have much to conceal.  And yet ... something was definitely a little out of kilter ... 
 
      
 
    A guard I didn’t know held up a hand, then spoke in an oily voice.  “Is there a reward, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, if we recapture branded serfs,” Captain Alder said.  “Remember, we have to take them alive.  There’s no reward for bodies.” 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart sink.  Damansara was a magnet for runaway peasants and serfs, who fled the warlord estates in hopes of finding a better life in the city.  In theory, they were allowed to claim their freedom if they stayed out of sight for a year and a day; in practice, the warlords demanded their return even if they were old and grey.  They formed an underclass that lingered under the slums, doing odd jobs and brute labour for employers who didn’t give much of a damn about the law and exploited them.  A handful made it, I’d been told.  The remainder never managed to leave the slums. 
 
      
 
    And yet, the guard tries to ignore them as much as possible, I thought.  What’s changed? 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder snapped orders, dividing us into squads.  I joined my squad, keeping my expression carefully blank.  Perhaps the time had come to slip away into the city ... I scowled as I remembered my little bag of cash was in the guardhouse safe.  I could rely on the administrators to look after it - as corrupt as they were, they knew better than to steal from the guardsmen - but I couldn’t get my hands on it in a hurry.  There was no way I could convince them to give it to me and make my escape before the captain realised I was missing.  He already had his eye on me. 
 
      
 
    The squads formed up, collected their weapons and marched onto the streets.  I hoped someone was watching the guardhouse, ready to send a runner to alert the runaways that we were on the way.  It wouldn’t be that hard for the people-smugglers ... my thoughts ran in circles as something struck me.  The runaways might not have a pot to piss in, but the smugglers were quite wealthy.  They could easily afford to bribe the guardsmen to look the other way.  And yet, we were heading out to bust their chops.  It made me wonder, as my eyes sought Captain Alder, just what had changed.  And why? 
 
      
 
    It was a warm evening, as always, but I was cold as we marched into the poorer reaches of the city.  The crowds scattered in front of us; men and women, rich and poor, running for their lives as though the hounds of hell itself were after them.  I felt chilled, remembering the days when Iraqis and Afghanis had done the same, not so much scared of us as what the insurgents would do to them and their families if they thought the locals were being a little too friendly with us.  Here, we were part of the city and yet ... I fixed my eyes on the squad leader’s back, trying to keep my thoughts under control.  The warehouses at the edge of the poorer quadrant were abandoned, were supposed to be empty.  I hoped the runaways would have had the sense to station lookouts, to run for their lives if - when - they saw us.  There were too many of us to fight. 
 
      
 
    The warehouse loomed in front of us, a surprisingly large and blocky building.  I guessed magic had been involved in its construction, although there was no way to be sure.  The City Fathers had hoped Damansara would become a popular stop along the trade routes, a hope that might not have been misplaced if the warlords hadn’t taxed the lifeblood out of convoys heading to and from the city.  It was hard to be sure how many of the horror stories about the warlords were actually true - I doubted they kidnapped and ate children, let alone sacrificed them to the dark gods for power - but it was clear they were nasty bastards, too stupid to see when they were on to a good thing.  From what I’d heard, they were so determined to cling to their power that they wouldn’t let anyone else have a shot at it.  No wonder the runaways wanted to flee. 
 
      
 
    “Surround the building,” Captain Alder ordered, curtly.  He carried a club in one hand and a shield in the other.  “Squad Five will go in through the rear door and flush the runaways towards us.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned, feeling disturbingly unarmed as the squad took up position.  It had been a long time since I’d done any sort of crowd control duties and that had been with friends and comrades at my back, men I’d trusted with my life.  Here ... I was all too aware there were guardsmen would put a knife in my back if they thought it would earn them a pat on theirs from the rapist’s family.  My skin itched as I saw the fifth squad making its way around the building.  There weren’t many ways in or out.  Captain Alder might be a corrupt bastard, but he wasn’t wrong.  If the runaways were in the building, they had no choice.  They had to charge us when the shit hit the fan. 
 
      
 
    “Remember the reward,” the squad leader muttered.  He was the oily bastard who’d asked the captain earlier.  “Don’t let them get away if you want a share.” 
 
      
 
    I looked up, sharply, as a crash rent the air.  The fifth squad had broken the warehouse door and crashed inside.  I braced myself, unsure of what was going to happen.  Hard entry was always difficult and dangerous, even with modern weapons.  If you had to take the people inside alive, there were limits to what you could do to shape the battlefield.  Here, they didn’t even have grenades.  I had an idea for using gunpowder, but ... 
 
      
 
    The door exploded outwards.  A mass of people - almost all men - boiled towards us, waving sticks, knives and a bunch of makeshift weapons.  I saw desperation in their faces as they charged us, determined not to let us take them into custody.  I didn’t blame them, even as I dropped into a combat stance.  The runaways didn’t have anything to look forward to, when they were returned to their former masters.  At best, they’d be hobbled and put back to work.  At worst ... 
 
      
 
    A man ran into me, swinging his stick in an arc that would intersect with my head.  I raised my club to block it, then kicked him in the chest.  He grunted, but didn’t go down.  I cursed under my breath as he staggered - he was a farmer, tougher than the average guardsman - and smacked him on the side of the head.  He fell to the ground, blood staining his hair and pooling on the cobblestones.  I felt a flicker of guilt, even though I knew he’d meant to kill me.  He hadn’t given me a choice.  It was kill or be killed. 
 
      
 
    The guardsmen wobbled under the sheer fury of the attack.  I saw a handful of guards knocked down, men who would have been killed if the attackers had taken the time.  They probably didn’t want to kill the guardsmen. They just wanted to escape before it was too late.   
 
      
 
    Another man came at me, fists raised.  I banged my club into his clenched hands, then again into his stomach.  He folded to the ground.  I stepped over him, fighting beside two more guardsmen as the stream of runaways seemed to grow stronger and stronger.  We were being pushed back by sheer weight of numbers.  I had a vague impression of a man with a scarred face, stabbing a knife at me; I saw a woman tear open her shirt, the sight distracting a guardsman long enough for her to stick a blade in him.  I turned, just in time to see her break through the line and run.  I hoped she made it.  Her victim would be lucky to survive long enough to make it back to the guardhouse. 
 
      
 
    Not that the local doctors can do much for him, I thought.  Magical healers could work wonders, literally, but they cost too much for the average citizen.  The doctors - they called them chirurgeons - were probably better described as butchers.  It would probably be safer to keep the poor bastard well away from them. 
 
      
 
    The fighting ended, almost as suddenly as it had begun.  I looked around, spotting a handful of guards on the ground.  The follow-up units were advancing, scooping up the prisoners and shackling them.  Captain Alder seemed oddly amused as he snapped orders, directing me and the other uninjured guards to help sort out the prisoners.  I eyed him darkly, feeling my temper fray.  The captain looked pleased, even though at least five guards were dead or so seriously wounded they would probably not survive the night.  I had no idea why he was so happy. 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself as we searched the warehouse, flushing out a handful of runaways who’d tried to conceal themselves rather than join the fight.  It was a crafty tactic, I conceded, and it might have worked if things had been different.  I couldn’t fault the runaways for assuming the guardsmen would do as little as possible.  God knew I hadn’t been very enthusiastic.  I hadn’t wanted to arrest people for the crime of running away from their masters ... 
 
      
 
    It hit me as we started to escort the prisoners back to the guardhouse.  It had been a set-up.  The runaways had been deliberately abandoned by the smugglers, left for the guardsmen ... they’d been left in a place that could be made inescapable, with a little effort.  They might as well have been tied up and left for the taking!  Captain Alder, I realised suddenly, had been working with the smugglers all along.  He’d arrested the runaways, ensuring he’d collect the reward for sending them back to their masters ... I felt sick.  I hadn’t thought much of the captain, particularly after he’d let a rapist go, but ... this was bad.  It was one thing to do as little as possible, in hopes of a quiet life.  It was quite another to actively do evil.  And sending slaves back to their masters was evil! 
 
      
 
    And yet, what could I do about it? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    My gut churned all the way back to the guardhouse. 
 
      
 
    I was complicit.  There was no getting around it.  I’d played a major role in trapping, catching and shackling the runaways we were marching to their doom.  The citizens on the streets booed and jeered, shouting mockery and insults ... as if they were any better than the prisoners.  I cursed myself, again and again, for joining the guard.  I could have done something else, if I’d wanted to earn money.  It wouldn’t have been that hard to sign on as a bodyguard or ... or something, something other than a city guard.  I felt dirty, as if I’d done something irredeemably wrong.   
 
      
 
    And - in truth - I had. 
 
      
 
    The guards laughed and joked, chatting about how they planned to spend their share of the reward.  I hated them, hated them more than I could say.  This wasn’t policing.  This was slavery.  The prisoners had fled oppressive masters and come to the city in hopes of a better life and now they were going to be sent back, because the city didn’t care enough to even try to protect them.  And I was complicit.  There was no way that I could tell myself that I had only been following orders, no way that I could say that I’d at least tried to uphold my standards of justice.  I hadn’t been the one who’d let the rapist go.  I couldn’t blame myself for that.  But this? 
 
      
 
    I could have hit the deck and claimed I was knocked down, I thought.  It would have been easy to let someone hit me.  I knew how to take a punch.  It would have been a gamble - the runaway might have stabbed me while I was defenceless, or merely kicked me while I was down - but I owed it to myself to take some risks.  And instead, I did nothing. 
 
      
 
    “You want to join us for drinks tonight?”  Fallows slapped my back, hard enough to sting.  “You can even pick a girl or a boy and take them upstairs ...” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to do anything of the sort - I really didn’t want to spend any time with them - but I knew I should.  I’d had an idea.  I could free the runaways myself.  I could tell them to flee into the warrens before they were sent back to their former masters.  And I’d need an alibi.  I’d need people who could bear witness I’d been in a bar, surrounded by my fellow guardsmen, rather than alone in the barracks. 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” I said.  “I’ll be glad to.” 
 
      
 
    Fallows winked as we reached the guardhouse, spoke briefly to the officer on duty and headed out.  A dozen other guards joined us, chattering loudly as we made our way down the streets and into the nearest bar.  I tried to conceal my disgust.  It was crammed with guardsmen spending their ill-gotten gains before they’d even gotten them.  There was singing and dancing and girls in skimpy outfits, eyeing the half-drunken men to see who’d give them the most for doing the least.  My stomach churned as a half-naked man stumbled past and out onto the streets, where he collapsed in a heap.  Fallows laughed, then led the way to the bar.  I said nothing as he ordered several pints.  The drunker he was, the better. 
 
      
 
    “It’s been a good day,” Fallows said.  “The reward money will keep us going for years.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face impassive as I pretended to drink, spilling a little of the booze down my shirt to suggest I was already halfway to being drunk.  Fallows didn’t notice.  He was waving at the girls for more alcohol, then flirting with them in a manner that suggested he was already drunk as a skunk.  I slipped him my tankard, swapping it for his empty one.  He was so drunk he didn’t notice.  Whatever they put in the beer, I didn’t want any of it in me. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll find a girl,” I said, with a shameless wink.  “See you back at the barracks.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheap rooms upstairs,” Fallows said.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    His head lowered, then hit the wooden table with an audible thump.  I stood - he wouldn’t be in any danger, not surrounded by his fellows - and weaved through the crowd, heading for the rear door.  I’d marked it the first time I’d visited.  It was right next to the stairs leading up to the brothel.  Anyone who saw me would assume - I hoped - that I was going upstairs, rather than sneaking out into the darkened streets.  I pulled my hood up as I stepped outside, allowing the darkness to envelop me.  I was hardly the only person who fitted my description in Damansara, but there was no point in taking chances.  If someone saw me and gave a proper description, it was just possible my superiors would start asking questions.  They might be deeply corrupt, with a willingness to do anything for gold, but they weren’t idiots. 
 
      
 
    Just assholes, I reflected.  I wrapped my cloak around myself to conceal the uniform as I hurried on, the donned a bandanna to hide my face.  People who could do better if they gave a damn. 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted as I made my way down to the slave pen.  It was little more than a walled warehouse, not that different from the building we’d raided earlier.  I’d checked it out weeks ago, fearing that I might end up there one day.  It wouldn’t be that hard to escape, even without my tools.  I guessed the runaways were shackled, bound hand and foot.  They knew what awaited them, when they were force-marched home.  They’d been desperate enough to attack armed men with their bare hands.   
 
      
 
    The warehouse rose in front of me, illuminated by a single burning lantern over the gatehouse.   The wall wasn’t that high, barely twice my height; the interior had been designed to make it difficult to climb.  I scrambled to the top, then dropped down and landed inside the courtyard.  My lips twisted as I knelt within the shadows, waiting to see if any of the guards had heard my landing.  The designers hadn’t expected someone to try to break into the slave pen.  Who in their right mind would? 
 
      
 
    I smiled grimly as I slipped around the walls, remaining within the shadows as I approached the gatehouse.  There would be a handful of guards on duty, probably already half-drunk.  I told myself not to take that for granted as I reached the gate and peered inside.  A man was sitting at the table, his back to me.  I drew my club and cracked it over his skull, sending him to the ground.  He seemed to be alone.  I frowned - there should have been at least three guards on duty - and searched the gatehouse quickly before stealing his keys.  Where were the other two? 
 
      
 
    Move, I told myself.  Don’t slow down for anything. 
 
      
 
    I was committed now.  I took the keys and hurried back to the warehouse.  The door was locked, but it was a lock I could have picked in my sleep.  I opened it with the keys, then inched down the corridor and peered into the nearest office.  A guard stared at me, his eyes going wide.  I knocked him down before he could raise the alarm, then glanced around the office.  A handful of papers lay on the desk, covered with unreadable scribbles.  I cursed my inability to read Old Script as I looked at them, then turned my attention to the far doors and tried to open them.  It took me several tries to find the right key. 
 
      
 
    The stench was appalling.  I gagged, stumbling back in disgust.  The darkened chamber beyond smelt like a barnyard ... no, like a prison.  I picked up a lantern from the office and held it up, shining it into the chamber.  A sight from hell greeted me.  The giant warehouse had been subdivided into a number of cages, each holding a dozen chained and shackled men.  Some had clearly been beaten, their wounds left to fester and decay.  Their clothes were tattered and torn.  There were no women or children.  I couldn’t help finding that ominous. 
 
      
 
    Eyes followed me as I made my way to the first cage.  I tried to smile, knowing they’d take me for just another tormentor.  They might try to jump me the moment I opened the cage.  I inspected the locking system, silently cursing the evil genius who’d designed it.  The cage wasn’t meant to be opened by just one man ... I supposed it was a safety precaution, intended to keep the prisoners safely confined.  I cursed under my breath as I opened the first lock, then jammed the key in place.  The system should be relatively easy to spoof.  I told myself I should be glad they didn’t have electronic locks, with fingerprint scanners or PIN numbers.  It would have been a great deal harder to break the prisoners out. 
 
    
“Go through the office, through the gatehouse and run,” I hissed, as I opened the second lock.  The prisoners stood, shaking off their chains.  The noise was terrifying.  I feared someone would hear it.  I didn’t have time to search for the final guard, if indeed there was a final guard.  “Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I moved to the second cage and started to unlock it, working my way through the keys as the first set of prisoners made their escape.  The second set followed the first, then the third.  I tried to open the fourth cage and discovered, too late, that I didn’t have the right key.  The prisoners stared at me as I went through the keys twice, fearing the worst.  There were ten separate cages in the giant warehouse.  If I didn’t have the keys to all of them ... 
 
      
 
    Break the lock, I told myself.  Hurry. 
 
      
 
    I dug a screwdriver out of my belt, inserted it into the keyhole ... and froze.  My entire body locked solid.  I could neither move nor speak.  I couldn’t even hear my heartbeat.  I wasn’t even sure I was still breathing.  Horror washed through me as I realised I’d struck a magical booby trap, and that I’d effectively trapped myself.  I’d thought the locks were absurdly simple, but I’d never realised why.  The keys were charmed to open the locks.  By inserting a screwdriver into the lock, I’d triggered the spell.  And ... 
 
      
 
    My mind raced.  The guardsmen hadn’t given me any training in what to do if I got jinxed, let alone hexed or cursed.  Fallows had told me to make sure I gave magicians the utmost respect - and, if I got zapped with magic, to pray to all the gods it wore off before I went mad or got eaten or ... or something.  I tried to think of a way of breaking free, but nothing came to mind.  I didn’t have any magic.  And I couldn’t move a muscle. 
 
      
 
    If my body is completely frozen, I asked myself, why am I still alive? 
 
      
 
    I heard running behind me, fading in the distance.  The prisoners I’d freed were escaping.  I hoped they made it, even though I was grimly sure I was going to be taking their place.  They could have tried to help me ... but I knew there was nothing they could have done.  Fallows - and Jasmine - had made it clear that ordinary people were helpless against magic.  I feared, as time started to press down on me, that they were right.  There was nothing I could do, save wait.  And try not to go insane. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” a voice said.  “What have we here?” 
 
      
 
    My body jerked, then started to move of its own accord.  I tried to fight, to resist whatever force was controlling my limbs, but it was useless.  Thunder stood in front of me, his eyes narrowing as he studied my hooded face.  My hands rose up a second later, uncovering my face.  Thunder frowned, then turned and walked into another office.  I followed him like a dog on a leash, as helpless as a baby.  My muscles did as they were commanded by his magic. 
 
      
 
    I struggled, mentally, as my body came to a stop.  I’d been caught.  I’d been caught and ... I was dead.  Captain Alder already distrusted me.  He wouldn’t need any more excuse to kick me out of the guard, to sell me into slavery, to even kill me outright.  It wasn’t as if anyone would give much of a damn.  Horst and Fallows would shrug their shoulders and move on to the next recruit.  Jasmine would never even know what had happened.  I wondered, as I waited helplessly, if she’d even care. 
 
      
 
    My mind raged.  I’d tried to do the right thing and ... 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder walked into my field of view.  He looked tired, tired and worn.  The nasty part of my mind insisted he was exhausted, after spending the evening selling runaway slaves back to their masters.  They were slaves, in all but name.  Bound to the land, unable to leave without permission that was never forthcoming ... I wanted to swallow, but I still couldn’t move.  Thunder held up a hand and twisted it in the air, light pulsing around his fingertips.  My head lolled to one side, as if I’d been hit.  The rest of my body remained unmoving.  His magic held me prisoner as surely as chains and shackles. 
 
      
 
    “Elliot,” Captain Alder said.  “Guard Constable Elliot, Son of Richard.  Did you think you could claim the bounty for yourself?” 
 
      
 
    It was hard to speak.  My head felt sluggish and my tongue felt ... I tried to think clearly, despite the discomfort.  If my lower body - everything below the neck - was paralyzed, so completely frozen my heart was still, how was I even alive?  There would be no blood and oxygen going to my head.  I should be dead.  I should be dead ...  
 
      
 
    I felt a surge of panic as I realised I had been confronted with a genuine outside context problem.  Another one.  A wizard had done it.  I almost giggled.  A wizard had done it! 
 
      
 
    “Answer the question, boy,” Captain Alder slapped me across the face.  I tasted blood.  "Who paid you?" 
 
      
 
    I stared at him, numbly.  He thought I'd been paid?  It was ... didn't he expect me to do the right thing?  But then, slavery - however disguised - was normal here.  Freeing the slaves was nothing more than an assault on property rights.  I felt sick - people weren't property - and tried to come up with an answer.  My head was scrambled.  What was the name of the rapist bastard, the one who'd bought his way out of trouble?  If I gave his name instead, he could... 
 
      
 
    “Answer.”  Thunder made another motion with his fingers.  “Answer now - and truthfully.” 
 
      
 
    My mouth opened, no matter how I tried to close it.  “I wasn't paid,” I said, dully.  “I wanted to free them.” 
 
      
 
    Captain Alder gave me a look that suggested he thought I was a moron.  I supposed, by his lights, that he had a point.  What did I get out of freeing the runaway serfs?  Nothing, by his standards.  The idea that it might help me sleep at night was alien to him.  He would sooner believe I'd tried to steal them all by my lonesome, in the hopes of claiming the entire bounty myself, than I'd simply wanted to let them go. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted to free them?”  Captain Alder shook his head, then started to pace the room.  “What were you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “There's no point in wasting time,” Thunder said, before I could speak.  He made a gesture.  My head froze.  Again.  “We won't be paid for the missing slaves.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flicker of triumph, even though I knew I was doomed.   Thirty runaways had made it onto the streets.  It would be a long time before they could be hunted down, let alone returned to their former masters.  I wanted to laugh.  Captain Alder and the sorcerer had probably hoped to claim the vast majority of the bounty themselves, while handing out tiny sums to the guardsmen.  That would be harder now, I thought.  They might be lynched if they didn't pay the guardsmen.  If nothing else, I told myself, the captain was going to be out of pocket. 
 
      
 
    “We can send this oaf into slavery, in their place,” Captain Alder said, from behind me.  He didn't sound very hopeful.  One person, no matter how strong, could hardly do the work of thirty.  “Or ... do you have something else in mind?” 
 
      
 
    "Yes."  Thunder lifted his hand.  Fear gripped me as an evil look crossed his face.  I realised, to my horror, that he was a sadist.  “I think turning him into a donkey and selling him should suffice.  He’s already an ass.” 
 
      
 
    Green light flickered around his fingers, then flashed at me.  I couldn't move.  My skin tingled ... and I felt, just for a second, Jasmine's lips on my forehead.  Thunder's eyes went wide as the spell holding me in place vanished.  I didn't hesitate.  I lunged forward, slamming my fist into his throat.  His body flew back, his head cracking into the wall.  I couldn't tell if he was dead or merely stunned, but either way he was out of the fight.  And... 
 
      
 
    Something cracked into my skull.  I staggered under the impact, cursing my mistake.  The captain.  I'd forgotten about him.  Alder was overweight, but that didn't mean he was useless.  And I'd turned my back on him.  I started to spin around … too late.   
 
      
 
    He hit me again and I fell, screaming, into the darkness. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    I felt like hell. 
 
      
 
    My head hurt, pounding like a drum.  My throat was dry.  My body felt as if I’d gone several rounds with an artilleryman and lost, decisively.  My ... my memory was hazy, but I had the vague recollection that someone had been trying to kill me.  Panic shot through me as my memories snapped back into place.  I’d tried to free the runaway serfs, only to be captured, threatened with a fate worse than death and then ... Captain Alder had knocked me out.  Where the hell was I now? 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to remain still and keep my eyes closed as I reached out with my senses.  I was on a bed, I thought.  It didn’t feel as though I was tied or chained.  I could hear someone - one person - breathing lightly.  It sounded feminine, although I couldn’t tell for sure.  Jasmine?  I didn’t know any other women, not on this side of the dimensional divide, certainly none who would come to my aid.  Who was she?  I hesitated, then opened my eyes wide.  The light was bright enough to make me regret it. 
 
      
 
    “Drink this,” a female voice said.  “It’ll help.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to sit up, despite my throbbing headache.  The room was small, with nothing beyond a simple bed and a chair, but I had the sense of wealth and power.  A young woman stood beside the bed, holding out a glass ... a real glass.  She looked to be around twenty, with reddish skin, short dark hair and a pair of gold spectacles.  She wore a simple white robe that concealed everything below the neckline, held firmly in place by a green band wrapped around her waist.  I would have liked her if we’d met under other circumstances. As it was ... 
 
      
 
    She pushed the glass into my hand.  I sniffed it warily, then shrugged and drank.  If they’d wanted to poison me, they hardly needed to resort to subterfuge.  They could have bashed my head in or slit my throat while I was unconscious.  It tasted foul, as if I’d drunk oil mixed with rotten fruit, but the pain faded.  The woman smiled at me, then recovered the glass.  My eyes narrowed as I looked at it ...  Glass was expensive, very expensive.  Whoever had brought me here was staggeringly wealthy by local standards. 
 
      
 
    “You probably need to drink some water, too,” the woman said, pushing another glass into my hands.  “And then you can meet the master.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed, just for a second.  If she noticed, she gave no sign.  I drank the water - it tasted pure, not the brackish slop I’d endured in the guardhouse - and stood, taking the opportunity to check for damage.  There was a nasty bump on the back of my head, which felt uncomfortable when I pressed my fingers against it, but I was otherwise unhurt.  My body felt surprisingly energetic, despite the beating I’d taken.  I wondered, as I flexed my muscles, just what had been in that potion.  The recipes I’d seen had sounded like something out of a jokey child’s cookbook. 
 
      
 
    The woman watched me with an amused expression.  “Are you done?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, glancing down.  Someone had removed my guard’s uniform and replaced it with a simple tunic.  My gun and supplies rested on a table, along with a belt.  I donned it quickly, breathing a sigh of relief it hadn’t been stolen.  I guessed the rest of the stuff I’d brought - and left at the guardhouse, along with my savings - had been taken by now.  The guardsmen might have been honest enough not to steal from each other, but I was probably no longer a guardsman.  I didn’t have the slightest idea what I was.  What had happened to me, when I’d been unconscious? 
 
      
 
    “This way, please,” the woman said. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged and followed her through a  maze of white corridors.  The interior was odd, a strange combination of Roman and Middle Eastern architecture that seemed designed to allow air to flow freely throughout the house - the mansion - and yet, somehow, keep the air cool.  Magic?  It was possible.  I saw a handful of men and women along the way, all - judging by their outfits - servants.  I frowned, inwardly.  Where the hell was I?  One of the mansions I’d been told never to even look at?  Or ... or what?  The only good sign, as far as I could tell, was that I wasn’t in chains.  And yet, even that was meaningless.  If my captor was a magician, he could stop me in my tracks with a wave of his hand. 
 
      
 
    We stopped outside a brown door.  The woman tapped on it once, then pushed it open and motioned for me to step inside.  It looked like an office, bigger than any I’d ever seen.  The desk and chairs looked small, as if they were dollhouse furniture in a room for grown adults; the walls were bare, save for one covered in maps of the city and the surrounding countryside.  The room was brightly lit by wide-open windows, brilliant sunlight streaming into the chamber.  I blinked, half-covering my eyes.  It was just too bright. 
 
      
 
    “Greetings.”  A young man stood behind the desk.  “Thank you for coming.” 
 
      
 
    I bit down a sarcastic response - I was fairly sure I hadn’t had a choice - and studied him thoughtfully.  He looked to be in his mid-twenties, with long dark hair and light brown skin, but there was something unfinished about his features.  I had the mental impression of a greenie lieutenant, fresh out of West Point, utterly unaware of the real world.  I’d met my fair share of them, back in the service.  Some matured into decent commanding officers.  Some just got good men killed because they mistook education for experience.  I allowed my eyes to wander over his clothes.  They were finely cut, the very epitome of local high fashion.  I was looking at someone so wealthy and powerful that he didn’t need to show off.  Everyone who mattered would already know who he was. 
 
      
 
    Or at least his family is wealthy and powerful, I reminded myself.  I’d heard of rejuvenation spells, but the young man’s attitude didn’t suggest an old mind in a young body.  It remains to be seen what he’ll do when - if - he inherits. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Rupert Drache,” he said.  “I think you may have heard of me.” 
 
      
 
     “Yes,” I said, nodding.  “You were the one who bribed Captain Alder not to punish me.” 
 
      
 
    “You saved my sister from a fate worse than death,” Rupert said.  “You didn’t deserve to be punished for it.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  The local sexual mores struck me as bizarre at best, harmful at worst, but I knew there was no point in trying to change them.  If Rupert’s sister had reported her rape, she would have been disgraced; if she’d kept it to herself, she wouldn’t have been a virgin on her wedding night.  The bridegroom would have been very disappointed.  He might even have used it as an excuse to annul the marriage.  “What happened?  I mean, after I was knocked out?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert gestured to a chair, motioning for me to sit.  “Most guards would have walked away, rather than risk getting involved.  You didn’t.  You could say I took an interest in you.  I asked your comrades to tell me about you ...” 
 
      
 
    Bribed them to talk, I translated, silently.  
 
      
 
    “... And about what little they knew of your past.  I was going to approach you in a week or two anyway, when I heard the news.  Captain Alder was going to sell you.  I ... convinced ... him to let me take you, and all of your possessions, instead.” 
 
      
 
    I tried not to scowl, although I knew I should be relieved.  I’d expected to hear everything had been stolen and sold.  “How much do I owe you?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.”  Rupert met my eyes.  “You paid in advance, when you saved my sister.  But” - he took a breath - “I do have a job offer for you.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems I have nowhere else to go,” I said, ruefully.  Rupert might let me collect my possessions and walk out without a backward glance, but where could I go?  Staying in the city would be a bad idea, yet ... how could I travel?  Would I have to sign up with a merchant’s convoy as a bodyguard?  “What do you want from me?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert sat, resting his hands on the desk.  “I understand you have a ... military ... background?” 
 
      
 
    “You could say that,” I said, carefully.  “I was a soldier, for a time.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert’s hands twisted.  He was clearly nervous.  “By tradition, each of the high families has to take a turn commanding the Garrison,” he said.  “The position is normally determined by lot, because the commander cannot return to the city - he must remain in the Garrison - without special permission.  Lord Galley - Harbin’s father - has managed to convince the remainder of the high families that I would make a great commanding officer.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “And that’s a bad thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Rupert said.  “For me, at least.” 
 
      
 
    As he explained, I understood.  The city’s defence forces were pitiful.  Command of the garrison was roughly akin to reassignment to Antarctica, somewhere so far out of the way that it served a convenient dumping ground for officers the military wanted to punish without making it blatantly obvious.  Rupert wouldn’t be allowed to return to the city until his term expired, unless the city came under attack.  Harbin’s father had managed to ensure Rupert would be trapped outside the city, unable to influence events, for at least five years.  Bastard.  This wouldn’t have happened if he’d taught his son not to rape. 
 
      
 
    “For two years, I will be expected to train the next cadre of soldiers,” Rupert continued, mournfully.  “And I don’t have the slightest idea where to begin.” 
 
      
 
    “And you want me to do it,” I said.  I wasn’t to the idea.  Command of the troops - real command, if not formal command - might be useful.  “Is that what you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Rupert didn’t try to hide his desperation.  “We might be going to war soon, too.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “How so?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert waved a hand at the map.  “Every year, we get thousands of runaway serfs from Warlord Aldred’s estates.  He isn’t happy, as you may have heard.  He puts a lot of pressure on the city fathers - the high families - to return them, rather than let them blend into the city’s population and vanish.  Your actions yesterday ... well, let’s just say they made it harder to give him what he wants.  We think it’s just a matter of time before he starts cutting our trade routes, banning imports to the city or simply marching on the walls to give us a good thrashing.” 
 
      
 
    He grimaced.  “And when that happens, the city fathers normally write off the defenders and bend the knee to the warlord.” 
 
      
 
    I winced.  “Lord Galley expects you to stand and die in defence of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Ouch.”  I could see the logic.  Rupert would either be killed in a hopeless battle or turn and flee the battlefield.  Either way, his political career would end.  It was cold, calculating and completely ruthless.  “Why don’t you build a bigger army and give the warlord a thrashing instead?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked at me as if I’d started speaking in tongues.  “The warlords are too strong to resist,” he said.  “All we can do is make a stand, get hammered and then accept whatever terms they offer.” 
 
      
 
    I studied the map thoughtfully.  I wasn’t sure that was true.  The warlords might be hell on wheels - more likely, hell on horseback - in the countryside, but taking an entire city was very difficult.  Fallujah had been an absolute nightmare and we’d had trained soldiers and technology Rupert and Warlord Aldred couldn’t even begin to imagine.  The simple fact Warlord Aldred hadn’t brought the city under his direct control argued that he couldn’t.  He had to fear the costs of trying to storm the walls.  A warlord who lost most of his troops was no longer a warlord.  I’d seen that play out in Afghanistan. 
 
      
 
    And they have muskets and other new firearms, I mused.  I doubted the warlords had embraced the new weapons.  God might have made men, as the saying went, but Sam Colt made them equal.  A warlord wouldn’t want weapons that would make a serf the equal of a trained knight.  I could put a gun in a child’s hand and he could blow away a soldier with years of training.  The balance of power might not be as unfavourable as he thinks. 
 
      
 
    “If you give in to bullies, you’ll just guarantee more bullying,” I said.  Giving Hitler what he’d demanded had just led to more demands.  “You need to prepare for a real fight.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert raised his eyebrows.  “And when they starve the city?  Or try to take the walls?” 
 
      
 
    “You can keep him back, if you have a proper army,” I said.  I had several ideas along those lines, but they’d have to wait until I made a name for myself.  “How many men do you have under your command?” 
 
      
 
    “The garrison is supposed to have six hundred,” Rupert said.  “Two hundred are meant to be under my direct command, once I train them.  I won’t assume command of the entire garrison until my predecessor reaches the end of his term.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  Damansara had a population of at least four hundred thousand, probably more.  Thousands - perhaps tens of thousands - of people lived off the books, hidden away in the grey and black economy that the city fathers pretended didn’t exist.  The city should have been able to field a much larger army without too many problems.  It wasn’t as if it didn’t have the supplies to equip them, the craftsmen to make weapons ... I gritted my teeth as I realised how difficult it was likely to be.  The city fathers were unlikely to be able to put together a bigger army.  The corruption that permeated the city would make it impossible. 
 
      
 
    And they don’t want to encourage the commoners to think of themselves as powerful, I reflected, sourly.  That would end with the commoners destroying the high families. 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked downcast.  I didn’t blame him.  He’d been sent out to die and there was nothing he could do about it.  Whatever he did, he was fucked.  Unless ... 
 
      
 
    “Two hundred men,” I mused.  “We can do something with that, if you supply them and let me train them.  How much money are you willing to spend?” 
 
      
 
    “I have an allowance,” Rupert said.  His lips twisted.  “I’ve been promised money from the city fathers, but ...” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged, expressively.  I understood.  The money would pass through so many hands - dwindling all the while - that, by the time it reached him, it would be much reduced.  It wouldn’t be cheap to supply even a small army with everything from plate armour to spears, maces, flails and everything else it might need.  Even if I concentrated on muskets and other primitive gunpowder weapons instead, it was going to be tricky.  And yet, if I could get enough muskets - perhaps even cannons - I could make a real difference. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” Rupert said.  “I’m going to die.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you’re not,” I said.  “We are not going to give Lord Galley the satisfaction of sending you to your death.  You’ve already hired someone who knows how to turn a handful of civilians into fighting men.  Give me the supplies and let me do my job and I’ll produce something you can be proud of.  Who knows?  If we look tough, we might even deter the warlords from attacking.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked unconvinced.  “Does that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Bullies never look for a fair fight,” I told him.  “They might lose.  No, they pick on people too weak to defend themselves.  If that person looks tough, ready to fight, ready to hurt the bully even if they’ll go down themselves, the bully will look for other targets.  Look tough and ready to fight and you won’t have to fight.” 
 
      
 
    It might not have been convincing, if Rupert hadn’t been desperate.  His enemies had done their work well.  He needed to win ... he needed to listen to me.  I doubted there was anyone else who could help him ... who would.  The city’s defenders couldn’t take care of themselves and the mercenaries simply couldn’t be trusted.  I owed him.   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much, but it was all I had. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Rupert said.  “What do you need?” 
 
      
 
    “For starters, some idea of what you’re prepared to spend, and what we can obtain on short notice,” I said.  “And then I need a detailed breakdown of your order of battle and what weapons and supplies are available to the garrison.” 
 
      
 
    “You can work with my secretary,” Rupert said.  He looked somewhat confused by my choice of words.  “He’ll help you with whatever you need.” 
 
      
 
    At least he has the sense to get out the way, I thought.  I’d have to educate him in war, but that could be done later.  Once I proved I knew what I was talking about, he’d listen to my quiet lectures.  That’s better than most green LTs manage. 
 
      
 
    Rupert stood.  “There’s one other thing I have to tell you,” he said.  “You know you had a protective charm?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” I said, carefully.  I had forgotten, until Thunder had tried to use his magic on me.  “What about it?” 
 
      
 
    “My family’s magician took a look while you were sleeping,” Rupert said.  “She said it was a very strange charm, very powerful.  But it was designed to only work once.” 
 
      
 
    He met my eyes.  “The charm is gone.   Don’t pick a fight with another sorcerer.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed.  “Yes, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Two days later, we left the city and rode out to the garrison. 
 
      
 
    It was larger than I’d expected, but not that well-defended.  I had read through countless military and procurement reports that had the stench of wishful thinking.  The city’s defenders seemed determined to lie to themselves, even as the warlords tightened the screws.  They could have put up a much better fight, I thought, if they’d made use of the resources at their command.  Instead, they’d fired a handful of arrows for the honour of the flag - metaphorically speaking - and then surrendered and bent the knee to the warlords.  I couldn’t understand it.  Their history of appeasement made Neville Chamberlain look like Winston Churchill.   
 
      
 
    The air tasted faintly of sand, hopelessness, and despair.  I’d had my struggles during Basic - we all had - but at least I’d volunteered.  The men I had to train - the men I had to train for Rupert to lead into battle - had been offered a flat choice between slavery or the army.  I had the feeling, reading between the lines, that the soldiers wouldn’t see much of a difference.  They were held in poor regard, banned from the city until they served their term ... unless their commander chose to employ them as cheap labour.  And yet ... I told myself, firmly, that I could do it.  I could turn them into professional soldiers. 
 
      
 
    General Harris - the retiring commander - greeted us at the gates.  Rupert spoke calmly to him, showing no trace of the fear and despair he’d shown me.  I used the time to study General Harris and his honour guard.  They were decked out in fancy uniforms that would have shamed a dictator, uniforms that would have made them easy targets in a real war.  I could have wiped them out - and most of the garrison for good measure - if I’d had a sniper rifle and bad intentions.  General Harris reminded me of General Winfield Scott - I’d seen photographs when I’d studied the Civil War - although it was hard to be sure.  He looked good-natured, but indolent.  His uniform was expertly tailored, but even his tailors couldn’t disguise his paunch.  I hoped he’d have the sense to stay well out of the way.  
 
      
 
    I said nothing as we were shown into the garrison itself - the interior looked like a weird cross between a barracks and a prison - and directed into the training ground.  The prospective soldiers were waiting.  I hoped to God they hadn’t been ordered to stand in lines, because their lines were so ragged it was impossible to tell who was meant to be standing where.  My eyes ranged up and down the rows.  There were men who looked sullen, ready to cause trouble; there were men who looked hungover, as if they’d been drunk out of their minds when they signed the papers and became soldiers ... they wore so many mismatched clothes that I was silently glad I’d had the foresight to order better uniforms.  They might not be the battle dress I knew, but they’d be better than nothing.   
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed, suddenly, as I spotted Horst and Fallows in the front row.  The two guardsmen - former guardsmen, I guessed - gave me hostile looks.  I cursed under my breath as I realised Captain Alder, deprived of the chance to sell me into slavery, had punished Horst and Fallows instead.  That was an unexpected complication.  The two guards probably felt betrayed.  They hadn’t been ordered to keep an eye on me, but ... 
 
      
 
    I met their eyes and sent a hand-signal, one they’d taught me.  Wait. 
 
      
 
    Rupert shot me a pleading look.  I sighed and stepped forward, raising my voice.   
 
      
 
    “I am Sergeant Elliot,” I said, in my best parade ground manner.  I’d already given up trying to explain Richardson.  Local naming conventions were just too different.  “Some of you are here because you volunteered.  Some of you are here because you weren’t given a choice.  I don’t care why you joined, nor do I care who or what you were before.  All that matters, to me, is that it is my job to prepare you for military service.  You have my word, which you will come to trust, that I will treat you all the same.” 
 
      
 
    I was dimly aware of Rupert backing off as I leaned forward.  “Are there any of you, right here, right now, who thinks he can take me in a fight?  Now is your chance.  Who’s first?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes swept the row of men.  I didn’t have any real support structure, not here.  I didn’t have senior officers who’d back me or MPs who’d enforce my orders ... I wanted, I needed to establish dominance as quickly as possible.  They had to understand that I knew what I was talking about, that trying to fight or resist would just make matters worse.  Some of them, I was grimly sure, would be irredeemable.  And yet, I wasn’t allowed to kick them out. 
 
      
 
    An overbuilt man lumbered out of the crowd and came at me.  His muscles were impressive, but he telegraphed his punch.  I stepped to one side, then stuck out a foot.  He tripped and hit the ground.  The crowd snickered as he pushed himself to his feet, face darkening with anger, and came at me again.  I avoided his next three punches, then twisted, threw him to the ground and pressed my fingers into his throat.  He struggled for a moment, then lay still. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said.  I helped him to his feet, patted him on the back and sent him back to the crowd.  “Anyone else?” 
 
      
 
    Two more men came at me.  I handled them both, with slightly more trouble in the case of one who looked like a cutpurse.  He’d clearly seen some action on the streets.  I knocked him down, helped him up and sent him back to the line, then waited to see if anyone else would try.  I wanted them to know they’d had their chance to take me in a straight fight.  It was the only way to be sure they would listen to me. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said, when no one else moved.  “If you follow orders, I’ll make men out of you.  If not ...” 
 
      
 
    I let the words hang in the air for a long moment, then led them on a run around the compound.  It was curiously hard.  I’d kept myself fit, but there was something about the garrison that trapped the heat.  I made a mental note to ensure better facilities as we ran through the gates, around the walls and back inside again.  The older soldiers stared at us in disbelief.  None of them had gone through anything similar.  I guessed the warlords trained their soldiers better.  It was the only reason they could dominate Damansara. 
 
      
 
    And weapons training can make the difference between freedom and slavery, I thought.  They wouldn’t want just anyone to have military training. 
 
      
 
    I led them into the barracks and looked around.  They were in better condition than I’d expected.  Rupert had promised he’d have them cleaned and readied for the recruits and he’d kept his word.  The showers looked rough and ready, but they’d do.  I’d been posted to worse places in Iraq.  A large pile of clothing - I’d had makeshift uniforms prepared by local seamstresses - waited for us.  I motioned for the men to choose their uniforms, then get changed.  It was astonishing that no one had thought of tailoring uniforms to match the local environment.  Their muskets and flintlocks might not be able to hit the broad side of a barn - they relied on massed fire, not accuracy - but their archers were pretty damn good.  I’d cautioned Rupert to make sure he wore something that didn’t stand out on the battlefield. 
 
      
 
    “Choose a bunk, one each,” I ordered.  “This will be your home for the next few weeks.” 
 
      
 
    I watched them change and inspect the facilities, all the while issuing orders and brief explanations.  Hygiene came first.  Each barrack would have a rota for cleaning the showers, washing out the makeshift toilets and sweeping the floors.  The men themselves would be expected to shower at least once a day, keeping themselves as clean as possible.  It wouldn’t be that clean - water was in short supply - but it would be a great deal better than anything they’d had before.  I wasn’t an expert in so many things - I wished I’d spent time as a drill instructor, instead of just being a raw recruit - but I knew the basics.  The remainder I’d rediscover along the way. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t dawdle,” I said, as we marched back onto the training ground.  “Everything has to be done at a run.” 
 
      
 
    I felt sweaty as I put them through their paces, but I hope it didn’t show.  The whole concept of basic training was to make sure everyone picked up the basics and learned to speak a common language.  It was both easier and harder here, easier because there was no universal training system and yet harder because I was making it up from my own experience.  I’d never realised just how hard the instructors had worked, when I was in Basic.  They’d probably have called it karma.  I didn’t have anyone ready or able to back me up, either.  Rupert had long since vanished. 
 
      
 
    Which isn’t a bad thing, I told myself.  I’ll just have to build him up later. 
 
      
 
    The lunch bell rang.  I marched the recruits across the field and into the makeshift chow hall.  Rupert hadn’t let me down.  The food was very simple - bread, meat, stringy vegetables - but there was a lot of it.  The recruits had never eaten so well in their lives.  I kept up the discipline, preventing a mad rush to the tables and instead making sure everyone had something to eat before allowing them to start.  It was something I knew would breed resentment - it certainly had, back home - but it was also something they needed.  I ate, too, silently sketching out more training programs.  They were going to have to learn to work together - and to trust me - before I put muskets in their hands. 
 
      
 
    And we’re going to have to get them lined up first, I reminded myself.  Rupert was purchasing a small arsenal, but it wasn’t going to be easy to streamline the design.  We might have to pick one design and hire a bunch of craftsmen to churn out hundreds of duplicates.  If we all use different weapons and ammunition, it will lead to one hell of a mess. 
 
      
 
    I whistled, twenty minutes later.  “Back on the field,” I ordered, quietly ignoring the grumbling.  “Give me another run around the walls.” 
 
      
 
    The day wore on.  I showed them how to do push-ups, sit-ups and a dozen other simple exercises I’d been taught in Basic.  They seemed astonished I handed out push-ups and suchlike as punishments, rather than using my fists, but went with the flow.  I smiled behind my hand.  Hitting recruits was a serious offence back home ... and besides, making them do extra exercises instead helped prepare them for war.  We marched up and down, drilled with broom handles in place of pikes and muskets, then moved into the chow hall for dinner.  They looked tired.  I’d kept them very busy.  They would go into the barracks, lie down and go straight to sleep. 
 
      
 
    And tomorrow we’ll do it all again, I thought. 
 
      
 
    “Back to the barracks,” I ordered, once they’d chewed their way through dinner.  “Get a shower, get undressed, get into bed.” 
 
      
 
    I watched them run back to the barracks - they were too tired for anything more than bed - and then waved to Horst and Fallows.  The two guardsmen scowled at me as I led them away from the barracks, into the room I’d designated my office.  It wasn’t much - I’d have to bed down in the barracks myself, at least until I had a handful of trainees I could trust to stand night watch - but it would do. 
 
      
 
    Horst glared.  “What were you thinking?” 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t your concern right now,” I snapped.  I had no intention of getting into an argument.  It would just waste time.  “What happened to you two?” 
 
      
 
    “The captain told us we were being exiled to the garrison,” Fallows said, curtly.  “For failing to train you, apparently.” 
 
      
 
    I felt a flicker of sympathy.  Captain Alder had clearly taken his anger out on the two poor guardsmen.  He might not have been able to sell them into slavery, but he’d certainly done the next best thing.  Or so he thought.  I knew them both.  They had experience that could be helpful, if they were prepared to work with me.  For me.  They wouldn’t like it - they’d been my superiors, only a few short days ago - but it was the best offer they were going to get. 
 
      
 
    “You have two choices,” I said.  “I’m starting something great here.  You can join me, and work with me openly, or you can serve out your enlistment in the ranks and go back to the city when you’re done.” 
 
      
 
    The bitterness in Horst’s voice was almost palpable.  “Go back to what?” 
 
      
 
    “Good question,” I agreed.  Horst couldn’t go back to the City Guard.  There wouldn’t be many other options, either.  His best bet might be swallowing his pride and joining a mercenary band, which would require him to do more than the bare minimum.  “Like I said, I’m starting something great here.  Do you want to get in on the ground floor?  Or do you want to just stay in the ranks until your enlistment expires?” 
 
      
 
    “And do you think these ... these people can actually fight?”  Horst snorted.  “You knocked them down pretty easily.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the sharp retort that came to mind - I could knock him down pretty easily, too - and leaned forward.  “There are no bad men, merely bad leaders,” I said.  I’d never been sure it was entirely true - I’d met a few enlisted men who really should have been discharged for cause - but it was close enough.  “The raw material is there.  I can train them to proper standards before we actually have to go to war.” 
 
      
 
    “You hope,” Fallows corrected. 
 
      
 
    “I hope,” I agreed.  I shrugged.  “Look, I owe you two.  Here is your chance to be something better, to be something great.  Do as I tell you - help me - and you’ll go far.  Or, like I said, serve out your enlistment and vanish back into the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine.”  Horst conceded with ill grace.  “What do you want us to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Learn your lessons,” I said.  “You taught me.  Let me teach you.  I’ll be watching for signs of leadership potential.  If you do well, if you learn your lessons, I’ll let you teach the next set of recruits.  And if you do well at that, you might even go further.” 
 
      
 
    Fallows frowned.  “Do you think you’ll be allowed to promote us to officer rank?” 
 
      
 
    It was a good question, I conceded.  I - or, more accurately, Rupert - had a great deal of authority, but there were limits.  Officers were selected by the city, which meant they were either aristocrats like Rupert or merchant sons who bought commissions.  I doubted either of us would be allowed to select our own officers, but it didn’t matter.  The company - the army - was going to be run by its NCOs. 
 
      
 
    “No aristo is going to let us become officers,” Horst agreed.  “They’ll look down at us and laugh.” 
 
      
 
    “You might be surprised,” I said, vaguely.  I didn’t really had time to explain non-commissioned officers to them.  It was going to be hard enough hammering proper skills into their heads without provoking resentment - or worse.  They’d picked up too many bad habits in the City Guard.  “Give me time.” 
 
      
 
    I led them back to the barracks and pointed them to their bunks, then headed for mine.  It had been a tiring day, all the more so because I hadn’t realised how hard it was going to be until I’d started.  There were just too many things that had to be done, all by me.  I would have killed for a couple of friends with actual experience.  I’d disliked my first set of instructors and yet ... I would have been glad to see them now.  They would have been very helpful. 
 
      
 
    And while you’re wishing, I thought, why don’t you wish for the Lost Regiment? 
 
      
 
    The thought made me smile, even though I knew the Lost Regiment would have looked suspiciously at me.  They’d certainly have no idea what to make of Damansara.  And yet, they’d probably do a far better job.  A thousand men, with a far better understanding of how to produce their tech ... of course they could do better.  The gap they had to close wasn’t so wide.  They could have taken the city, hammered out an 1860s tech base and set off to conquer the world.  And they could have done it, too. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, then started to compose a list of things I needed to do tomorrow.  More drills, more exercises, more practice ... I was going to need to train Horst and Fallows as quickly as possible, just to give me time to work with Rupert.  He needed to learn how to handle his men before he tried to lead them into battle and got them all killed.  It would take time, time I wasn’t sure I had, to prepare him for the role.  Really, I’d be happy to let him take the credit as long as he stayed out of the way. 
 
      
 
    And as long as no one outside the army realises what he’s done, he’ll probably be quite happy, too, I thought.  That really won’t be a bad thing. 
 
      
 
    On that note, I fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    If you have ever watched a movie about young men becoming soldiers, you will almost inevitably see a montage of clumsy oafs becoming skilled men.  You’ll watch days and weeks compressed into a few minutes, with problems smoothed out almost before you notice they were there.  I’d never liked such montages, because they were often dangerously deceptive.  The real world is rarely so obliging. 
 
      
 
    And yet, three weeks slipped by almost without me noticing. 
 
      
 
    We fell into a routine, of sorts.  I put the recruits through their paces, time and time again, and expanded the training routine as they learned to obey orders.  I divided them into groups and made them compete, or work together against other groups.  They got better over time, as I had expected, although I wound up expelling two men to the guardhouse for gross incompetence and outright malice.  A couple of others tried to challenge me, when they found the training a little too rough: I knocked them both down, then spoke encouragingly to them.  They weren’t doing too badly, given that I’d put the entire program together from memory and improvised to cover the gaps.  I’d known recruits who’d done a lot worse. 
 
      
 
    I smiled as I led them into the training hall.  The muskets lining the walls were the latest in military technology, which wasn’t saying much by my standards.  The pistol I wore at my belt - sooner or later, I’d have to show it to the gunsmiths - was a far more accurate weapon.  They were crude, imprecise and - even after a few hours of practice - I hadn’t been able to load and fire the weapon more than twice a minute.  We were going to be firing in rows, taking turns to fire, reload and fire again, just to maintain a steady rate of fire.  And the smoke was going to be appalling. 
 
      
 
    As long as we put out enough musket balls, I thought, it shouldn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  I would have sold my soul for an experienced gunsmith.  I had a friend who’d spent his entire life quietly stockpiling the tools to make guns, so he could arm himself when - if - the government confiscated his giant arsenal of firearms.  I wished he’d been with me.  He would have been very helpful.  I’d heard of terrorists in caves hammering out AK-47s.  If I could have done that, we could have pumped out enough firepower to take on the world. 
 
      
 
    “This is a musket,” I said.  I doubted they’d seen firearms, let alone handled them.   The weapons had yet to take off.  “Your musket is your best friend on the battlefield.  You are going to take very good care of your musket and, in exchange, it will take very good care of you.  You will learn to fire it, to clean it, to have it ready at all times ... you will even take it to bed and sleep with it.” 
 
      
 
    I ignored the sniggers.  “And when it breaks, you will fix it,” I added.  “I’ll be teaching you how to do that, too.” 
 
      
 
    The musket felt uncomfortably fragile as I held it up.  I’d ordered bayonets for the men - they could become makeshift pikemen if the enemy got too close - but I’d left them off.  They had to get used to carrying the muskets, before I let them march around with edged weapons.  There would be too many injuries.  I’d tried to arrange for a permanent healer, but it was simply too expensive.  The chirurgeons - the closest thing the locals had to doctors - were little better than butchers.  I knew more battlefield medicine than they did - I’d nearly killed one for not observing proper sanitation - and I hadn’t done more than the basics.  Calling myself a medic would be stolen valour, only worse. 
 
      
 
    “You will get used to firing the muskets as quickly as possible,” I said.  “We won’t worry too much about accuracy, at the moment.  The idea is to put out as many bullets as possible and let them impale themselves on our guns.” 
 
      
 
    There were more sniggers.  I rolled my eyes, then talked them through loading, firing and cleaning the muskets.  They took the weapons as Horst and Fallows handed them out, then did their best to follow along.  They were almost completely unfamiliar with even the concept of firearms.  I had to rebuke one trooper for peering down the barrel and another for pointing his musket at one of his comrades.  I drilled them mercilessly, hammering the laws of firearm safety into their heads and handing out punishment duties for those slow on the uptake.  I didn’t want to lose anyone to accidents, not when we might be going to war at any moment.  Rupert had told me, in confidence, that the political situation was deteriorating.  It added a certain urgency to our efforts. 
 
      
 
    “Your muskets will be inspected every day,” I informed them, once I thought they had the hang of it.  They hadn’t fired a single shot, not yet.  “Anyone with a dirty musket will be required to spend his free hour cleaning it.  Anyone with a broken musket will be paying for a new one.” 
 
      
 
    I ignored the groans running through the room.  I’d hired a proper accountant to collect the men’s wages, which I’d convinced Rupert to raise every time the men completed a training cycle, and keep the money safe under heavy guard.  It was a more trustworthy system than the local banks - apparently, they did everything they could to convince people to put their money into the banks and then worked hard to convince their customers not to take the money out - although it was fraught with risks.  I’d threatened the accountant with a slow and painful death if so much as a single cent went missing.  I silently blessed whoever had introduced Arabic numbers and double-entry bookkeeping to this world.  It made keeping an eye on the accountant so much easier. 
 
      
 
    We might have to set up a more trustworthy bank, I thought.  The wealthier citizens kept most of their money at home, making it harder to convince them to invest.  But that’ll have to wait for a while. 
 
      
 
    I marched them out of the fort and onto the firing range.  My old instructor would have been outraged if he’d seen it, but it would have to do.  I’d stuck poorly-carved wooden shapes the far end of the range, intending to symbolise advancing infantry and charging horsemen.  They weren’t that detailed, but they didn’t have to be.  We were going to be blowing them to hell repeatedly.  Besides, I didn’t want to remind anyone that we were training against cavalry.  The warlords were probably watching us. 
 
      
 
    “Watch carefully,” I said, after outlining the rules of range safety.  I hefted my musket, demonstrated how to load the weapon, took aim and pulled the trigger.  There was a loud BANG, followed by a cloud of smoke.  I gritted my teeth.  The musketmen were likely to be blinded by their own firing, at least as long as the smoke lasted.  I wasn’t sure what could be done about that.  “Now, in pairs, try it yourselves.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to remain calm, wishing - not for the first time - for modern weapons and trained instructors.  The recruits were eager, particularly after what I’d shown them, but the muskets were completely new.  I watched as they tried to fire, then scrambled to reload.  It was painfully slow.  A troop of cavalry charging towards them might overwhelm their position before they managed to fire a second round ... I told myself, firmly, that the sheer volume of fire would be enough to stop horses in their tracks.  It would work.  It had to. 
 
      
 
    The men were disappointed when I called a halt to the shooting and formed them into lines for battlefield drill.  The concept was simple enough, although - like so many brilliant ideas - harder to execute than it looked on paper.  One row would fire, then kneel to reload while the second row fired; the second row would then kneel too while the third row fired ... I hoped, given time, that we’d be able to pump out six volleys within a minute.  And yet, the smoke was going to be a real problem.  I reminded myself this universe had magic.  Perhaps there were spells to generate wind, to blow the smoke away from our eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Good work,” I said, finally.  They’d picked up the idea very quickly.  It would take days - perhaps weeks - of practice before they did it instinctively, but I was fairly sure it would come in time.  I’d spent the last three weeks drilling them to take orders.  “Now, back to the barracks for our pre-dinner run.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed Horst and Fallows to take command - they were coming along well, although I was afraid to leave them unsupervised too long - and headed towards the officers’ quarters.  Rupert was living there permanently, learning his trade - in theory - from Harris.  I pitied him.  Harris wasn’t my idea of a good commanding officer, or anything really.  He certainly hadn’t shown anywhere near as much care for his men as Rupert, let alone the average West Pointer.  I’d met conceited newly minted officers who thought they knew everything who’d been more thoughtful than our general.  I couldn’t wait for Rupert to take his place. 
 
      
 
    Rupert was waiting for me in the stables.  “Sergeant.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” I said.  Our working relationship was a little odd.  I could give him advice, but only in private.  Thankfully, he wasn’t trying to exercise direct command over the training units or it would have gotten a little sticky.  The recruits weren’t stupid.  If they saw an officer who didn’t know what he was doing, they’d hold him in contempt.  “Did you have a good day?” 
 
      
 
    “It was interesting,” Rupert said.  I was sure that was a lie.  I’d advised him to study logistics, on the grounds he was a better organiser than a tactician, but logistics were boring right up until you realised your war effort depended on them.  “And I’m looking forward to our ride.” 
 
      
 
    I followed him to the horses and mounted up.  I’d let him teach me how to ride, local style - it wasn’t something I’d mastered back home - in the hopes it would let him keep some of his pride.  The aristocracy were all expected to be master horsemen, including the younger women.  Rupert was pretty good at riding, even though he’d never considered joining the cavalry.  And he wasn’t a bad teacher, either. 
 
      
 
    The air smelt cleaner as we cantered away from the garrison and the city beyond.  We weren’t allowed to re-enter the city, not without special permission.  Rupert was probably bored.  Normally, the aristocracy could come and go as they pleased, but Rupert’s enemies would make sure he kept his distance.  I’d done what I could to offer friendship to him, at least in private, although it wasn’t easy.  We had grown up in very different societies.  It was easy to forget, until it suddenly wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    I shook my head as I kept riding, allowing him to correct me from time to time as I surveyed the lands around the city.  Damansara’s precise borders beyond the walls were a little vague, something that made no sense until I realised it gave the warlords a considerable amount of influence over the city without having to make their hostility so overt no one could avoid taking notice of it.  Personally, I thought it was silly.  Someone sidling into attack range might not have hostile intentions, but it was still dumb to let them get so close without making sure of them.  I ground my teeth in bitter memory.  There’d been too many times in Iraq we’d had to wait to be hit, even though we could have killed the attackers before they got close enough to hurt us.  Here, at least, the rules of engagement were a little more sensible. 
 
      
 
    The thought cheered me as we galloped through villages and hamlets, cantering past fields - some showing signs of dehydration - and over bridges that struck me as pointless.  I could have waded through the rivers below with ease.  The city needed to sink some boreholes quickly, to search for underground reservoirs, or start an irrigation program.  I’d tried to suggest it to Rupert, as well as a dozen other ideas, but they’d gotten nowhere.  Rupert was a wealthy young man, with extensive connections, yet ... he didn’t have anywhere near enough power and influence to get things done.  I wondered, idly, if what the city needed was a dictator, someone with the authority to get things moving.  It would have been so much easier, during the war, if we hadn’t had to get authorisation from Washington before doing almost anything. 
 
      
 
    I dismissed the old bitterness - it was unlikely I’d ever see home again - and concentrated on assessing the landscape from a military perspective.  The soil was hard, all but barren in some places; I doubted we could force an advancing army to pass through a bottleneck.  Hell, there was nothing stopping the warlords from sending their cavalry on a slash-and-burn mission through the fields.  Normally, they wouldn’t be able to destroy the fields beyond repair - that was far harder than most people thought - but here ... I wasn’t so sure.  The farmers were permanently on the edge.  If they were killed, or driven from their fields, it might be enough to prevent the farm from being saved.  I cursed under my breath.  The city was in a deadly trap.  We’d have to break out before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    We, I thought, with a flicker of amusement.  When did it become ‘we’? 
 
      
 
    Rupert slowed his horse.  “You’re being very quiet.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just considering how and where the war is going to be fought,” I said.  There was no point in pretending there wasn’t going to be war.  The warlord was just piling on the pressure, trying to find something the city couldn’t give him.  Frankly, I wasn’t sure why he was bothering to come up with an excuse.  It wasn’t as if any of the other warlords - or the king - was willing or able to stop him.  “How much longer do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “I wish I knew,” Rupert said.  He glanced north, towards the warlord’s lands.  “He has a small army under his permanent control.  He could be advancing towards us tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    I doubted it.  The warlord’s power rested on his ability to raise and deploy troops.  If those troops were lost, the warlord’s power would be lost as well.  I’d never met any of the local warlords, but I’d met their counterparts in Afghanistan.  They’d been reluctant to fight to the finish, even when the enemy was on the ropes, for fear they would also be finished.  And the hell of it was that they had a point. 
 
      
 
    “They’re demanding that we hand over more serfs,” Rupert added.  “And we can’t.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I agreed.  The warlord might be smarter if he turned a blind eye to the runaways, but ... I shook my head.  It wasn’t going to happen.  There were just too many messages going back and forth.  A successful runaway would tell his friends and family that he’d found a home and work in the city, encouraging them to flee as he did.  “We just can’t find them.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re getting better organised,” Rupert agreed.  “They don’t want to be sent back and who can blame them?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It wasn’t uncommon for immigrants and expats to put together private self-help networks, particularly those who knew the local government and population were either hostile or likely to become so, and once those networks got established they were extremely difficult to take down.  The immigrants were often unwilling to cooperate, while excluding anyone who wasn’t an immigrant themselves.  The former serfs could hide themselves in the big city, burrowing deep into the slums.  The City Guard didn’t have the manpower to root them out. 
 
      
 
    Not unless they show themselves too obviously, I thought.  And even then, it’s just a drop in the bucket. 
 
      
 
    I allowed myself to consider, briefly, recruiting some of the former serfs.  They’d make good soldiers.  They were already used to hard physical labour - they’d grown up on farms - and they didn’t dare let themselves be captured.  Recaptured.  And yet ... I shook my head.  It would be considered a provocation.  The idea would have to wait until the local government conceded it was in a fight to the death. 
 
      
 
    Provoking the war to happen at a time and place of our choosing might work, I considered, but the longer we can put it off, the better. 
 
      
 
    We chatted happily as we wheeled about and started to ride back.  Rupert talked about tactics - he’d been studying the old books - and I was happy to discuss them with him.  Some lessons were timeless - I intended to write down all I remembered from Sun Tzu and his fellows - while others were pointless.  The cavalry, king of the battlefield, would be dethroned soon.  Once machine guns were developed, they’d be slaughtered as easily as the French at Agincourt. 
 
      
 
    “Harris is planning to retire soon,” Rupert said.  “And then I’ll be the general.” 
 
      
 
    “You need to keep studying,” I said.  Sir Joseph Porter had been better qualified, although not by much.  His position had been purely administrative and everyone knew it.  “And we need to build up a staff.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled as Damansara came into view, twinkling lights shining on the walls as the sun slipped below the horizon.  It was easy to believe, from a distance, that the city was a wonderland of peace and prosperity, a civilised oasis in a world of violence and brutality.  It looked safe and tranquil and utterly timeless ... 
 
      
 
    The war started two weeks later. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The summons arrived at nightfall, the messenger barely giving Rupert a chance to wake me - and for me to pass command to Horst and Fallows - before hurrying us back to the city.  We had special permission to return, something that underlined just how serious matters were as we dressed in our finest uniforms - Rupert’s would have outshone even a dictator’s gaudy outfit - and joined the council of war in the city palace.  It was neutral ground, apparently, which didn’t keep it from being surrounded by legions of private guards.  I wondered, idly, just what could be done to defend the city if those men were under my command. 
 
      
 
    I hadn’t had any real hopes for the council of war - the city government was such a mess that it was hard to say who was responsible for what - but it managed to be worse than I’d feared.  Men shouted at each other, trying to sort out a pecking order before they decided on a response to the crisis; servants were making their way from table to table, handing out drinks that stank of alcohol.  I declined, and signalled to Rupert that he should decline, too.  We needed clear heads.  I watched, feeling my heart sink as senior aristocrats finally managed to impose some semblance of order.  If a relatively small council was like this, it was a wonder anything got done.  I supposed I should be grateful.  A more efficient city government would probably have been better at hunting down the runaways and staving off the war. 
 
      
 
    You have a chance to prove yourself, I thought.  Don’t fuck it up. 
 
      
 
    My eyes glided around the room.  I recognised Lord Drache - Rupert’s father - sitting next to an older man who reminded me of Harbin Galley.  His father?  Harbin himself was standing on the other side of the map table, wearing a blood-red tunic covered in gold braid and medals.  Stolen valour, or I was a fool.  The British officers of old had worn red so the blood wouldn’t show and demoralise the troops, something I’d always thought was silly.  It was unlikely Harbin had even considered showing so much consideration in his life.  He probably thought it made him look good.   
 
      
 
    Me?  I thought it made him look like a target. 
 
      
 
    He looked at me, just for a second.  His eyes glinted.  I couldn’t tell if he remembered me.  He probably thought all guardsmen looked the same.  And yet, standing next to Rupert ... it was hard to tell.  The look he directed at Rupert was anything but friendly. 
 
      
 
    “The warlord intends to send a troop of cavalry down the road to the outskirts,” a young man I didn’t know said.  His fingers traced a line on the map.  “They’ll occupy Pennell” - a small town on the edge of the city’s formal jurisdiction - “and then devastate the farms before retreating, having given us a bloody nose.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  “How can you be sure?” 
 
      
 
    The room rustled.  I realised I’d made a mistake, talking out of turn.  Harbin sneered.  His father frowned, disapprovingly.  The remainder of the room seemed unsure what to say or do.  I might be a commoner, but I was also one of Rupert’s liegemen ... I disliked the thought of people considering me property, yet it had its advantages.  Rupert and his family might have to back me up just to save face. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what they’ve always done,” the young man said.  “The warlords don’t want to lay siege to the city.  They just want to remind us of our place.” 
 
      
 
    “And they haven’t made any preparations for a long war, Tobias,” Lord Drache said.  “They just want to give us a bloody nose.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed the urge to point out that was exactly what Tobias had said as the aristocrats started arguing again.  They didn’t seem to want to fight, or do anything - really - beyond bending over and taking it.  I shuddered.  A long, drawn-out war would be very bad for the city, but constantly surrendering would be bad, too.  And yet ... 
 
      
 
    “You’ll make your stand at Pennell,” Lord Galley said.  He gave Rupert a cold smile.  “Make the city proud, before you run.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert stiffened.  I didn’t have to look at him to know what he was thinking.  If he ran, he’d be branded a coward and blamed for the disaster.  His enemies would have all the excuse they needed to strike at him - and, through him, his father.  If he stood and fought, he’d be killed along with his men, giving the warlord a cheap victory to soothe his injured feelings.  I felt a flash of naked hatred for Lord Galley and his rapist son.  I’d loathed some officers back home - and what I’d thought of our political masters was unprintable - but none of them had ever sent me into a fight they expected me to lose. 
 
      
 
    Well, I thought.  We’ll just have to see what we can do about it. 
 
      
 
    I listened, matching names to faces as the chatter ran around the room.  The city fathers were acting like a bunch of headless chickens, already bending over and bracing themselves for the kick in the ass they knew they were going to receive.  They were already beaten, I noted sourly.  I’d seen it before - bullied kids and communities who didn’t dare raise a hand to their tormentors in the certain knowledge that resistance would only prolong the agony - but this was worse.  They expected Rupert and his men, the men I’d trained, to die.  They didn’t think we could make a stand. 
 
      
 
    It felt like hours before the room came to a decision everyone knew was inevitable - that had already been made - right from the start.  Rupert’s father spoke briefly to him, then departed with the rest of the city fathers.  I hoped he’d said something encouraging.  Harbin paced around the map table, swinging his arm as if he were pushing his way through an admiring crowd.  I rolled my eyes.  I understood the value of making a show, but not when there were so few witnesses.  There was nothing he could do that could change our opinion of him. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Harbin said.  He sneered, openly.  “I trust you have a plan?” 
 
      
 
    “We have our orders to make our stand at Pennell.”  Rupert sounded stunned, as if he couldn’t quite believe what had happened.  “We have to meet them there.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned as I studied the map.  It wasn’t a very good map, but - thankfully - I’d ridden around the city and the surrounding regions.  I silently corrected the details in my head as I assessed the situation.  Tobias had a point.  The warlord didn’t have to come down the road - he could send his troopers cross-country, if he wished - but it was a good way to show his power.  Any invading force wanted to prove it had complete freedom of movement, if only to convince the locals that resistance was futile.  Besides, it would also allow him to look threatening without actually trying to break the walls.  His troops could break off and run if they ran into something they can’t handle. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll scatter you, the moment you form a line,” Harbin said.  He struck a ridiculous pose.  “My cavalry is under your command.  Where would you like us to be?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him.  “How quickly can you get a message from an observation post to the army?” 
 
      
 
    Harbin blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You may have to use short words,” Rupert said, wryly.  “Harbin doesn’t understand long ones.” 
 
      
 
    “You ...”  Harbin clenched his fists, then carefully unclenched them.  “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  I disliked Harbin.  I had the feeling he’d been behind the plan to put us out on a limb and then saw it off behind us.  But, as nice as it was to hear Rupert coming back to life, it wasn’t helping.  I needed Harbin to actually think about what he was doing. 
 
      
 
    “We need a handful of cavalry troopers to monitor the approaches and bring warning of the enemy advance,” I said.  I drew out lines on the map.  “How quickly could you get the message to us?” 
 
      
 
    Harbin frowned.  “My men are not glorified messenger boys.” 
 
      
 
    “They need to be, for this,” I said, patiently.  “How quickly could you get the message to us?” 
 
      
 
    “Quickly,” Harbin said, vaguely.  He poked the map, indicating a position between Pennell and Damansara.  “We will take up station here, in position to react to the engagement.” 
 
      
 
    You mean, you want to be in position to run if things go badly, I thought.  I could see the logic, as cowardly as it was.  You don’t think we can win the coming engagement, do you? 
 
      
 
    “Keep most of your troopers here,” I said.  “Station four along the approaches.  I want them to alert us when the enemy comes into view.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin scowled.  “As you wish,” he said.  “We’ll be ready.” 
 
      
 
    I eyed his back, silently measuring it for the blade as he stomped off.  He was going to be trouble.  The city’s cavalry was drawn from the aristocracy, who lavished care and attention on their horses and uniforms ... I made a face.  A well-run cavalry unit would be very useful, but I had a feeling Harbin’s men were going to be worse than useless.  They wouldn’t want to charge into danger for fear of getting their uniforms smudged.  Harbin’s plan was simple enough.  He’d watch the engagement from a safe distance and then, after we were scattered, gallop back to the city to report our defeat.  Sir John Cope would be proud of him. 
 
      
 
    My lips quirked.  I could rewrite the song, afterwards, to make fun of Harbin. 
 
      
 
    Rupert sagged.  “I’m sorry I got you into this,” he said.  “You can leave, if you want.” 
 
      
 
    “And then what?”  I supposed it spoke well of him, that he was at least offering me the chance to go.  “What will you do without me?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert made a face.  “What can I do?” 
 
      
 
    I could think of several answers, but they weren’t particularly helpful.  Rupert thought he was going to his death, that all he could do was die bravely ... and even if he managed that, his death was going to be reported - by Harbin - as cowardly and shameful.  The temptation to just pack his saddlebags with as much as he could carry and then run had to be overwhelming, but he was standing his ground.  I felt a sudden rush of affection.  Rupert and I weren’t friends - the difference between us was just too great - but I didn’t want to see him die.  He was trying, at least.  I’d known greenie officers who’d done worse. 
 
      
 
    “This is the map,” I said, forcing him to focus.  “Do they always come down the road?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Rupert shook his head.  “Those towns and villages are always the first to be attacked.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned, never lifting my eyes from the map.  The enemy tactic made sense.  They could march through the cropland, burning and destroying, without ever being trapped and forced to fight.  I hoped the townspeople were already on their way to the city.  Local armies didn’t seem bound by any laws of war, as far as I could tell.  They’d loot, rape and burn their way through the towns unless they were stopped.  I grimaced.  I’d done my best to drill proper standards into the soldiers I’d trained, but I knew they probably hadn’t taken them to heart.  I was dreading the day I’d have to make an example of one of them ... 
 
      
 
    “We need to put out pickets ourselves,” I said.  I didn’t trust Harbin to do it properly.  His men might make a terrible fuss if they got scratched by a bush.  Or something.  Decorative units were rarely worth what they were paid, in my experience.  “I wish ...” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at him.  “Can you send messages through magic?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah ...”  Rupert looked at the map.  “What do you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    “We need warning of their approach,” I said, patiently.  I would have killed for a set of radios.  Or recon drones.  Or orbiting satellites.   Hell, I would have killed for a tank or two.  I’d have settled for one of the tanks that cracked the Hindenburg Line in 1918.  It might have been a great deal more useful to me than a modern Abrams.  “Once we have it, we can form a line to block them.” 
 
      
 
    “And then what?”  Rupert sighed.  “We fire a shot and run?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I clapped his shoulder, trying to project as much confidence as possible.  “We kick their ass.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “They won’t expect us to stand and fight.  They’ll come in fat and happy and impale themselves on us.  We’ll smash them and then Harbin can chase the survivors all the way back home.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert gave me a doubtful look.  “What if you’re wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve been training for this,” I countered.  “And they don’t expect a real fight or they would have made a few more preparations.  We can give them a nasty shock, at the very least.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my face under tight control as I talked him through the plan.  I didn’t mean to slap the invaders and send them running back home with a bloody nose.  I meant to smash them utterly.  It was the only way to convince the warlords to back off before they managed to blockade or starve the city - or worse.  As long as they controlled the countryside, they could harry us relentlessly until we ran out of food.  Damansara’s population was just too large to be kept fed for long.  It was just a matter of time before a siege started to bite.  We had to make sure they never had the chance to envelop and starve us. 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Rupert said, when I’d finished.  “We’ll certainly give them a fright.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  Rupert’s best hope - his only hope - was winning a battle everyone expected him to lose.  If he did ... his prestige would soar.  He’d be able to recruit and train more men, then take them into battle for his city.  And I would have a great deal of power, too.  I could finally start getting things done. 
 
      
 
    Don’t put the cart before the horse, I reminded myself.  There was no point in dreaming about the future, not when I had too many other things to do.  You have to win the battle first. 
 
      
 
    “I have to speak to my father,” Rupert said.  “You go back to the camp and get ready for departure.” 
 
      
 
    “Let them sleep,” I said.  It was only one in the morning.  “The battle won’t be fought until the afternoon, at the very earliest.  They’ll need their beauty sleep.  I’ll have them woken at the usual time and prepared for combat.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert nodded to the door.  I took the hint and headed out, passing several uniformed guards as I made my way outside.  It wasn’t a long walk back to the garrison and I needed time to think.  Rupert could take the coach, when he’d finished with his father.  It struck me - too late - that I should have warned him not to tell his father about our plans.  The aristocracy was given to boasting and, if I were in command of the enemy force, I would have inserted spies into the city.  A single moment of bragging might ruin everything, for everyone. 
 
      
 
    A man blocked my way as I left the palace.  “Sergeant Elliot?” 
 
      
 
    I tensed, one hand dropping to the dagger on my belt.  It wasn’t my preferred weapon, but it had its uses.  For one thing, the locals would recognise it as a weapon.  They still didn’t quite comprehend guns.  “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m Seles,” the man said.  He stood in the light, something I found oddly reassuring.  A footpad would have clung to the shadows.  “I’m a broadsheet writer.  I was wondering if I could ask you a favour.” 
 
      
 
    “You can ask,” I said, warily.  The local broadsheets - newspapers - were no better than the National Enquirer was back home.  They didn’t even have the decency to print their lies on toilet paper.  Half of them were controlled by the aristocracy and their stories covered little else, the remainder were regularly shut down or harassed by private armies or street thugs.  Telling the truth was a crime if someone powerful objected.  “What do you want?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to accompany the army,” Seles said.  “It would be my big break.” 
 
      
 
    “It would?”  I wasn’t so sure.  The local rags might not have anything to say about the battle, win or lose.  “Why do you think it would help?” 
 
      
 
    “The broadsheet writers who went into the Blighted Lands became famous,” Seles said.  “This is my chance to do the same.” 
 
      
 
    I said nothing for a long moment.  I’d heard the stories, but they’d grown and grown in the telling until it was impossible, at least for me, to draw truth from the bodyguard of wild exaggerations and outright lies. They couldn’t all be true, could they?  And yet, I could see his point.  A chance to become the local counterpart of Woodward and Bernstein was hardly to be sniffed at, despite the danger.  I didn’t know if he thought he’d be reporting on a victory or a defeat, or if he’d realised he might wind up dead with the rest of us, but ... I shrugged.  I’d just had an idea. 
 
      
 
    “I think we can help each other,” I told him, as I started to walk.  He fell into step beside me, a sign he considered me an equal.  I decided to roll with it.  “Here is what I want you to do ...” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “I won’t waste your time with pretty speeches,” I said, once my soldiers had been roused from their beds and mustered onto the training ground.  I could recite Henry V’s famous speech - or at least the one Shakespeare put in his mouth - from memory, but I doubted they were ready to appreciate it.  “We are going to war.” 
 
      
 
    I pushed on before the muttering got too loud.  “We have trained for this day.  We know what we can do - and they don’t.  They think they can just push us over.  They are going to ride straight into a brick wall and get smashed.” 
 
      
 
    The troops looked slightly more confident.  Only slightly.  I grimaced inwardly.  A few weeks of training had hammered some discipline into them, but they were hardly combat-ready by U.S. Army standards.  I’d cut so many corners that, if I’d done it back home, my court-martial would be the shortest formality on record.  I wished, again, for more experienced soldiers or even mercenaries, men who could provide stiffening to newbies stepping onto the battlefield for the first time.  The troops looked so ragged I was sure the warlords were laughing at them.  I hoped so.  It would keep the bastards overconfident long enough for me to give them an unpleasant surprise. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” I ordered.  I’d considered finding a horse for myself, but it would send entirely the wrong message.  If they thought I had a way out, they’d assume I was planning to desert them.  I would stand and fall with my men.  “Forward, march!” 
 
      
 
    I turned and marched through the gates, onto the road.  The soldiers followed.  I was sure some of them had their doubts, some of them wanted to turn and run, but their comrades would kill them.  I’d done everything in my power to build a sense of camaraderie amongst the men, an awareness we were all in it together.  I hoped it would last long enough for us to meet the enemy on even - or superior - terms.  Nothing succeeded quite like success.  I allowed the sergeants to take the lead as I walked up and down the line, checking the troops and offering words of encouragement when necessary.  They were about to see the elephant for the very first time. 
 
      
 
    A thrill shot through me, despite the grim certainty I wouldn’t last the day if my men broke.  I loved going to war.  I loved testing myself, and my men, against the best the enemy could offer.  And I loved teaching bullies that they weren’t the biggest, baddest bastards on the planet.  The warlords were no different than the terrorists and insurgents back home.  They were tough and fearsome, as long as they didn’t run into someone tougher and more fearsome than themselves.  I had no doubt that, if we managed to give the warlord’s troops a bloody nose, he’d fold faster than a poker player with a very poor hand. 
 
      
 
    The air tasted faintly of sand as we marched towards Pennell.  It was smaller than I recalled, the kind of place that could easily be bypassed or smashed in a modern war.  The townspeople were hastily evacuating, packing up their worldly goods - such as they were - and making their way towards the city.  I couldn’t help noticing the girls and women were staying well clear of my men.  I understood, better than I cared to admit.  I’d told the troops there would be draconian penalties for rape, and I meant it, but it was unlikely the commoners believed me.  What warlord would punish the men he depended upon to maintain his power? 
 
      
 
    I snapped out orders as we took possession of the town, detailing a handful of men to take up positions further down the road and setting the remainder to digging trenches and checking the houses for unpleasant surprises.  There was no sign of Rupert, much less Harbin and his men.  It was almost a relief, although I knew I needed the cavalry to scout and bring warning of advancing trouble.  The enemy might easily decide to approach the city from an entirely different direction. 
 
      
 
    You’re thinking like a practical military man, I told myself.  Try thinking like a bullying asshole instead. 
 
      
 
    I smirked at the thought, then resumed my walk through the town as the sun steadily rose overhead.  The air grew warmer, my men muttering curses as they dug trenches right across the road - there were going to be complaints about that, I was sure - and checked and rechecked their weapons.  I made mental notes of the way out of the town, allowing me to steer men back to safety if something really did go wrong.  I wasn’t too proud to back off if it was clear I was losing.  I was just all too aware that a retreat would rapidly become a rout. 
 
      
 
    Seles stood by the side of a house that was slightly bigger than the others and watched me.  I kept a wary eye on him, too.  I knew better than to trust reporters, even reporters who couldn’t provide helpful real-time data to the bastards trying to kill me.  He wanted a scoop ... I laid plans for the aftermath, then put them aside.  I had to win the battle before I declared myself the winner.  I’d known too many officers who forgot the importance of winning and wound up putting their men through hell, because the enemy didn’t think they’d been beaten. 
 
      
 
    The sound of hooves echoed through the air.  I turned, just in time to see Rupert and Harbin galloping into Pennell.  Rupert looked pale, while Harbin looked unhelpfully confident.  I could see a handful of his men holding position between Pennell and Damansara.  I gritted my teeth as I marched over to Rupert and saluted.  The cavalry wouldn’t be much good on the wrong side of the town.  I needed them scouting the approaches for incoming threats. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve dug up the road,” Harbin protested.  I bit down the urge to make a snide remark about people who pointed out the obvious.  “That’s ... fix it!  Now!” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll fill in the holes after the battle,” I assured him.  It wasn’t as if we’d dug up the Interstate between New York and Washington.  The road was nowhere near as good as a simple Roman road, barely superior to the goat tracks I’d seen in Afghanistan.  I had the feeling the locals didn’t care enough to keep it maintained, probably seeing it as a decidedly mixed blessing.  It would bring them guests and trade, but it would also bring taxmen and raiders.  “Right now, we have more important concerns.  Are your men watching the roads?” 
 
      
 
    Harbin puffed up with self-importance.  “I have ten men on patrol, and I’m keeping the remaining fifty troopers in reserve.  We’ll hit the enemy in the rear if they retreat.” 
 
      
 
    A smashing frontal attack on the enemy rear, I thought, sourly.  Did you ever hear the joke about the deserter who ran the wrong way and got the Medal of Honour? 
 
      
 
    It was hard to keep my disdain off my face.  Harbin and his men looked like ... peacocks, standing out against the drab town and surrounding landscape.  A pair of trained snipers would slaughter them.  I hoped they’d have the sense to stay back until the enemy started to run, then refrain from chasing the retreating men too far.  It was quite easy to turn a victory into a defeat by overplaying one’s hand. 
 
      
 
    But if Harbin himself gets killed in the process, I told myself as Harbin returned to his men, it might be worth it. 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked pale.  “What should I do?” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed a suggestion he should take his horse back to the city and hide until the fighting was over.  “Stay with me,” I said.  “I’ll show you what we’re doing.” 
 
      
 
    Seles joined us as we walked around the town.  I pointed out the defence lines - fragile by my standards, rock-solid by theirs - and how my men would conduct the fight.  I explained my thinking, hoping Rupert was smart enough to understand or - at least - let me command the battle without interference.  God alone knew what would happen if he started issuing orders in the middle of a fight.  It would cause a great deal of confusion at the worst possible time. 
 
      
 
    “They’re coming,” someone shouted.  “They’re coming!” 
 
      
 
    I led Rupert and Seles to the first trench, silently giving the reporter credit for not turning and running for his life.  A man on horseback, wearing Harbin’s colours, was galloping towards us.  I snapped out orders, reminding the troops the newcomer was on our side.  The antagonism between soldiers and marines, back home, was nothing compared to the naked hatred between the infantry and the cavalry here.  I was glad my men hadn’t spent most of their lives in the military.  Given time, I could convince them the horsemen weren’t bad guys.  But given they were aristos … 
 
      
 
    The horseman nearly crashed into the trench, before pulling on the reins and practically skidding to a stop.  I heard titters from within the lines.  I glared them into silence, then clambered out of the trench as the rider dropped to the ground and saluted.  Rupert stepped up beside me. 
 
      
 
    “Report,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “The enemy force is on the move,” the rider said.  “They’ll be here within twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Details?”  I leaned forward.  “How many men?” 
 
      
 
    The rider looked blank.  I gritted my teeth to keep from clobbering him - I needed details, damn it - and snapped out a handful of questions.  Infantry?  Cavalry?  Was it just a raiding party or was it something bigger?  The rider glowered at me, his hand twitching as if he intended to lift his riding crop and strike me, but Rupert’s presence forced him to try to answer.  It wasn’t as helpful as I’d hoped.  An unknown number of horsemen, backed up by an unknown number of infantry, were closing on our position.  I told myself, firmly, that the rider had managed to tell me one useful thing.  The enemy were on their way. 
 
      
 
    “Take up position at the far edge of the town,” I ordered.  “When I give the signal, alert the cavalry to go on the offensive.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert nodded, curtly.  The rider remounted and galloped away, leaping over the trenches and cantering through the empty town.  I made a mental note to look into caltrops.  They would make life interesting, if not impossible, for mounted men.  Rupert shuddered beside me, clearly scared and trying to hide it.  I reminded myself that he was young and ignorant and lacked even a basic military education before being tapped for command.  A cadet who’d been booted out of West Point would be far better, at least on paper, to hold the post. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I promised, quietly.  The air shifted again.  “As long as we don’t panic, we’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    The seconds ticked away.  I kept moving between trenches, speaking to my men.  They were ready, as ready as they’d ever be.  I found myself hoping the enemy would show up before my men started to lose their edge, before the waiting ground them down.  Sweat prickled down my back as the sun rose higher - I glanced back to see the cavalry sitting on the ground, looking as though they were having a picnic.  I ground my teeth in frustration.  Harbin couldn’t have been more dismissive if he’d tried.  I had no doubt he intended to take his men back to the city, if we lost the fight, and claim it was all Rupert’s fault.  Bastard. 
 
      
 
    “Here they come,” someone shouted. 
 
      
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as the enemy troops came into view, then put my telescope to my eye and studied them.  They looked like something right out of the SCA, horses and men draped in truly absurd liveries, although there was something faded about them that added a degree of authenticity one rarely saw in re-enactments.  I counted around fifty men on horseback, backed up by thirty or so infantry.  The latter carried bows slung over their shoulders - I guessed they were primarily archers, rather than groundpounders.  Their coordination was appalling.  Despite the relatively small scale of the battlefield, the cavalry was dangerously ahead of the archers. 
 
      
 
    Rupert muttered an oath.  I shot him a reassuring look, then returned my attention to the enemy.  Their leader was mustering his men - the nasty part of my mind insisted he actually had a pretty good disguise, as his outfit wasn’t any more colourful or impractical than the rest of his men - and directing them towards us.  I was fairly sure they’d known, right from the start, where we intended to make our stand.  They wanted to give us a thrashing to teach the city a lesson, not actually fight and win a war.  My lips twisted in grim amusement.  It took one side to start a war, but two to end it. 
 
      
 
    “Squads One and Two, take aim,” I ordered.  Accuracy would be shitty, but as long as a hail of musket balls were hurtling towards the enemy it probably didn’t matter.  “Squads Three and Four, prepare yourselves.  Squads Five and Six, take up reserve position.” 
 
      
 
    I braced myself as trumpets blared, the enemy starting to canter towards us.  Timing was everything.  We had to hit them, repeatedly, when they were trapped in the sweet spot between being able to retreat and being able to get to us before we blew them away.  I wished, once again, for machine guns and mortars.  I could have blasted them all from a safe distance with a handful of modern weapons.  I could have ... I pushed the thought out of my head as I counted down the seconds.  It was better to err on the side of caution.  If they thought they couldn’t run, they might just continue the charge anyway. 
 
      
 
    “On my command.”  I raised my voice.  “FIRE!” 
 
      
 
    Squads One and Two fired, the sound of muskets firing blurring together into a single, terrifying note.  I cursed under my breath as smoke started to shroud the trenches, then snapped orders to the next two squads.  Squads One and Two knew what to do.  They ducked into the trench, then hastily started to reload as Three and Four took up firing position and took aim.  I didn’t hesitate. 
 
      
 
    “Squads Three and Four, FIRE!” 
 
      
 
    They fired, as one.  I stared at the enemy force.  It wavered, horses stumbling to a halt or to the ground as musket balls slammed into them.  I saw their riders falling backwards or being thrown by their maddened steeds, the injured and dying men crashing into the survivors and sending them flying in all directions.  Their commander was trying to scream orders - or simply screaming, my thoughts whispered - but it was too late.  The orderly formation had devolved into a nightmarish mass of dying men and horses. 
 
      
 
    “Squads Five and Six,” I ordered.  The smoke was getting worse.  Visibility was dropping rapidly.  “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    The enemy broke as a third wave of bullets slammed into them.  Their commander tumbled to the ground.  The survivors made no attempt to save him or any of the wounded.  They just turned and ran.  I saw one of my men shoot at a retreating horse, missing ... I made a mental note to tick him off later, then waved to the cavalry.  I’d forgive Harbin a great deal if his men turned the retreat into a rout.  They didn’t move, not at first.  Harbin had ordered them to mount up, but nothing beyond.  It wasn’t until Rupert started screaming at them to take the field that they finally started moving.  They were damn lucky, I noted crossly, that the enemy archers were already running.  If they’d taken up position and opened fire, they could have massacred Harbin and his men as easily as the English had slaughtered the French at Agincourt.  I told myself, grimly, that the next time would be a great deal harder.  The warlords wouldn’t come in fat and happy now that they knew they had to take us seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Gods,” Rupert breathed.  The battlefield seemed to fall silent.  “Is that ... is that what it’s always like?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I said.  “Next time, it will be worse.” 
 
      
 
    My men started cheering, hooting and hollering and firing shots in the air.  I didn’t try to stop them.  Instead, I detailed three squads to search the remains of the enemy force and take anyone still alive to the chirurgeons.  It might not do the poor bastards much good - the chirurgeons were butchers, even though I’d ... convinced … them to up their game - but we had to try.  My stomach churned as we stepped out of the trenches and walked across the blood-soaked ground.  I’d seen horrors in my long career, yet ... I shuddered at the carnage before me.  Our musket balls had shattered the enemy’s armour, driving fragments of metal deep into their chests.  I hoped they’d died quickly.  They’d been so badly injured that even modern medicine might not have been able to save them. 
 
      
 
    “We won.”  Rupert sounded disbelieving.  “We won.” 
 
      
 
    I clapped him on the shoulder.  “This is your victory,” I said.  “Enjoy it.” 
 
      
 
    The cavalry returned, looking surprisingly pleased with themselves for men who’d done nothing more than chase down retreating troops.  Harbin cantered up to us and jumped to the ground, his eyes going wide as he took in the battleground for the first time.  I wondered, sourly, if he was smart enough to understand what he saw.  The cavalry and archers were no longer the undisputed kings of the battlefield.  A handful of men with muskets could tear them to shreds.  And as weapons technology advanced ... 
 
      
 
    Harbin stopped and stared.  “That’s ... that’s Clarence Aldred!” 
 
      
 
    I followed his gaze.  He was staring at the remains of the enemy commander, his body so badly battered that it was hard to be sure what had actually killed him.  The armour was damaged, but the livery remained intact ...  
 
      
 
    “We killed the warlord’s son?”  Rupert swallowed, audibly.  “Now there will be no peace.” 
 
      
 
    “There will be,” I assured him.  I cursed, mentally.  I doubted anyone in the city - or in the warlord’s territories - would really mourn, but the political implications were worrying.  I’d expected the warlord to keep pushing, just to make sure our victory wasn’t a fluke, yet ... if we’d killed his son, he’d have a cause.  “We just have to win the war.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, heading back to my men.  We’d won.  No one had expected us to win, not in the city behind us or the enemy territory in front, but we’d won.  And now it was time to celebrate. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Damansara went wild. 
 
      
 
    No one had really expected us to win, no one except me.  The aristos had anticipated having to grovel to the warlords - again - while the common folk had resigned themselves to another round of disgraceful bullying and supine surrender, to watching helplessly as food prices climbed into orbit and guardsmen searched the districts for runaway serfs to return to their former masters.  The idea we might actually win, and win so decisively that the enemy force would be effectively destroyed beyond all hope of recovery, was ridiculous.  And yet, as it dawned on them we actually had won, the city came out for us.  They were literally dancing in the streets. 
 
      
 
    A day ago, my men were pariahs.  They were soldiers, regarded as lower than garbagemen or sewer cleaners ... lower, because they weren’t seen as necessary.  Now, all of a sudden, they were heroes.  The law said they couldn’t return to the city without special dispensation, but the population no longer cared.  My men were paraded through the streets by popular demand, then given an afternoon’s leave to enjoy themselves.  I watched, amused, as they were feted like movie stars.  The drinks were on the house and none of them, even the lowest, had any trouble finding female company.  I took advantage of the sudden interest in soldiering to convince Rupert to start recruiting more men, something that was technically within his authority.  Harbin and his peers would have their doubts about the wisdom of placing muskets in commoner hands, but they couldn’t object until the popular excitement died down.  I hoped I’d have enough time to make some permanent changes before Rupert - and I - ran out of political capital. 
 
      
 
    I worked hard.  I convinced Seles - and a bunch of other reporters - to write stories extolling our victory and insisting the warlords were nothing more than a bunch of paper dragons.  I composed - actually, rewrote - a bunch of songs, from Bonnie Dundee to the Battle Cry of Freedom and paid bards to sing them, along with a version of Jonnie Cope that practically accused Harbin of being a coward and a fool.  The bards thought they’d gotten the better of me, when I practically gave away the songs, but I didn’t care.  I wanted word to spread.  I wanted the population to share in the joy of victory, to remain involved even as the excitement faded and reality reasserted itself.  And by the time the aristos realised the city had come to life, it would be far too late for them to do anything about it.   
 
      
 
    I hoped. 
 
      
 
    “They’re still unsure what to do about Clarence,” Rupert told me, as I returned to the city palace.  Rupert, Harbin and a bunch of other city fathers - who’d joined up after our victory -  had spent hours arguing over how to handle the dead brat.  They spoke of him as a boy, even though I’d been younger when I’d first gone to war.  “His father might not even know he’s dead yet.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I wouldn’t care to be the poor bugger who told a warlord his son was dead.  The young man had been a fool, and he’d walked straight into a trap, but at least he’d led his men in combat.  I’d met too many other fools who’d been born with silver spoons in their mouths and found life so easy that, by the time they ran into actual adversity, they were completely unprepared to handle it.  I remembered some of the stories they told about Clarence and shook my head.  They made him sound like a particularly vile character from Game of Thrones. 
 
      
 
    “His father won’t let this pass easily,” I said, softly.  “He’ll want to take another shot at us.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to think.  We’d just given the warlord a bloody nose.  He’d want to hit us back - and quickly, before he lost face - but it wouldn’t be easy.  He’d need to raise and train more troops, then arm them with muskets of his own.  I was tempted to suggest we go on the offensive, but we simply didn’t have enough trained men.  The war would be decided by whoever raised and armed enough men first.  Luckily, I had the feeling we had the edge. 
 
      
 
    Rupert led me into an office and motioned me to sit, then met my eyes.  “Right now, they’re trying to decide how to proceed,” he said.  “What do you advise?” 
 
      
 
    I felt an odd flicker of irritation, which I rapidly suppressed.  The city fathers wouldn’t listen to anything I said.  They wouldn’t even feel the urge to oppose it automatically.  I was an immigrant and a mercenary and a soldier and Rupert’s liegeman.  In private, he might listen to me.  We might even be friends, of a sort.  In public, disagreeing with him was a death sentence.  Perhaps literally.  Showing him up in front of his peers - and his superiors - wasn’t something he could let pass, not without looking weak.  I rolled my eyes.  It was a goddamned stupid way to run a railroad. 
 
      
 
    “First, we need to raise and train more troops,” I said.  That was going to be a pain.  I’d picked out a handful of men I thought had potential for advancement, but none of them had anywhere near enough seasoning.  “Second, we need to start producing more and better weapons and getting them to the troops in the field.  Third, we need to determine what we want from the war.” 
 
      
 
    “The bastards leaving us in peace,” Rupert said. 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “You’re thinking too small,” I said.  “Why not go on the offensive and smash him flat?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert gaped at me, as if I’d suggested flying to the moon.  “He’s a warlord!” 
 
      
 
    “So what?”  I shrugged, dismissively.  “Yeah, sure.  When all that counted was being able to ride a horse and swing a mace, his men had the edge.  Now, we have the edge.  What’s to stop us from taking the offensive and teaching him a lesson?” 
 
      
 
    I allowed my smile to widen.  “He’s been using his control over the roads and fields to keep us in line.  Would it not be better if we took the fields for ourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “The other warlords would ally against us,” Rupert said, slowly.  “And the king ...” 
 
      
 
    His voice trailed off as the vision sank into his head.  The city was effectively impregnable - and would remain so, at least until the warlord produced a more modern army.  The walls were strong, the citizens angry ... the warlord’s troops might have the edge in the field, at least until muskets entered the picture, but if they tried to storm the city they’d be chewed to ribbons.  No one would surrender, not when they knew the result would be a storm of looting, raping and burning.  Even if the warlord won, it would be a pyrrhic victory.  He’d be so badly weakened that his neighbours would invade and force him into exile, taking his lands and his human chattel for themselves. 
 
      
 
    And yet, what if we did go on the offensive? 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what the warlord was thinking, or would start thinking when his servants nerved themselves to tell him about the defeat, but I could make a few guesses.  The warlord would need to act - and act fast.  He’d cut off the roads, isolating the city, then probably send cavalry to burn our fields and generally keep us off-balance until he built up the force he needed to crush us.  We might win the battle, but not the war.  And yet, if we went on the offensive ... I smiled.  Why should we leave him in a position to threaten us?  We could storm his lands, convince his serfs to join us and eventually lay siege to his castles.  Perhaps even take them quicker than he dreamed possible.  Cannons were rare, this far from the more developed countries to the west.  It was quite likely that the warlords had yet to realise their castles could easily become death traps. 
 
      
 
    Rupert listened as I pointed out all the advantages of actually controlling the surrounding countryside.  Our own food and drink - fewer taxes, less risk of starvation forcing us into submission.  No more demands we hand over productive citizens to warlords too stupid to realise the advantage of giving the disconnected a way to escape before their discontent turned into violence.  More and better lands for the aristocracy ... and, perhaps most important of all, a display of power that would make the rest of the warlords think twice about taking us on.  Rupert listened, his face shifting constantly between eagerness and fear.  I understood.  It was never easy to commit yourself when you had too much to lose. 
 
      
 
    But you’re going to lose everything soon enough, I thought, morbidly.  You have to gamble. 
 
      
 
    “Stay here,” Rupert said.  He waved a hand at the walls.  “My office is yours.  Draw up plans for the future, everything we might need.  I’ll go talk to the council.” 
 
      
 
    “Try and convince them to give you more authority,” I advised.  “It’ll make it easier to get everyone marching in the same direction.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert smiled wryly, then left.  I leaned back in my chair and closed my eyes, considering the future.  The maps I’d seen had been so vague it was hard to be certain they were even remotely reliable.  I’d have to round up some runaway serfs and pick their brains, trading citizenship - perhaps even military service - for detailed knowledge of the enemy lands.  It would have other advantages, too.  The serfs would fight hard out of fear of falling back into enemy hands.  If I’d been in their shoes, I would have done the same. 
 
      
 
    I took my notebook from my pocket and started to list everything I needed to do.  Select a handful of sergeants.  Make it very clear to them, by force if necessary, that abusing their charges would result in immediate execution.  I dared not let corruption slither into the army.  I’d seen that in Iraq and Afghanistan and the results had not been pretty.  And ... I’d need to pick out a few prospective officers and manipulate Rupert into putting their names forward for promotion.  I wouldn’t be allowed to promote from the ranks.  That would be a step too far. 
 
      
 
    For now, I told myself.  I could hear cheers in the distance.  The commoners were still partying.  I wonder if the city fathers will be smart enough to realise the commoners have just felt their power. 
 
      
 
    The door opened.  I looked up, expecting to see Rupert.  Instead, a veiled woman - dressed in white from head to toe - stepped into the chamber.  I couldn’t help but think that she looked like a bride.  Behind her, an older woman eyed me sternly as she entered and closed the door behind me, before crossing her arms over her breasts.  My instincts twitched, recognising the threat.  The old woman might be a servant - she dressed like a cleaner - but she was formidable. 
 
      
 
    I stood, unsure what to do.  “My Lady?” 
 
      
 
    The veiled woman removed the face covering.  Gayle - the girl I’d saved - looked back at me, her face a mask.  I stared at her, even more unsure.  It was rare - vanishingly rare - for a commoner to be alone with an aristocratic family’s daughter.  The old woman - I guessed she was the nanny, as strange as it was for a girl in her late teens or early twenties to have a nanny - was a chaperone and yet ... people would talk.  I wondered, suddenly, how many people had talked about Gayle and Harbin.  Rumours would have spread, no matter how much money had been splashed out to keep mouths firmly closed.  It was too good a story not to spread. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant,” Gayle said.  Her voice was sweet, although it had the accent I’d come to associate with the upper classes.  “Thank you for meeting me.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re welcome,” I said, as if we’d planned the meeting all along.  My mind raced.  There was no way in hell this meeting was a coincidence.  Gayle was a teenage girl in a very patriarchal society.  She had very little say in her own life, passing from her father’s authority to her husband’s with nary a break.  Why was she even here?  I didn’t know.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to thank you,” Gayle said.  “And to ask what you plan to do next.” 
 
      
 
    I met her eyes ... and saw, just for a second, a hint she was far more than a pretty face.  I kicked myself mentally.  Anyone who grew up female in such a society would have to be cunning, to understand what was going on ... to manipulate the men around them without ever seeming to be anything more than a young woman.  I shook my head in annoyance.  I’d met quite a few slippery customers who’d come across, at least at first, as complete idiots.  I’d learnt the hard way to beware of anyone who wanted to play a game while insisting they didn’t have the slightest idea of the rules ... 
 
      
 
    Gayle looked back at me, her face hardening for a second.  I knew.  She knew I knew.  I knew she knew I knew ... I shook my head, mentally.  Rupert was young and ignorant and more than a little naïve, but he wasn’t stupid.  It stood to reason that his sister would have the same basic level of intelligence.  She might not have been given a formal education, but that didn’t make her stupid.  And she would have very good reason to pretend she couldn’t count past ten without taking off her socks. 
 
      
 
    Which begs a question, I reflected.  Does Rupert or her father know she’s here? 
 
      
 
    “You’re not from around here, are you?”  Gayle was studying me thoughtfully.  There was no hint she was attracted to me.  She was more interested, I noted ruefully, in what I could do for her.  “Where are you from?” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the nanny.  Gayle shrugged.  “She won’t talk.” 
 
      
 
    “I come from a long way away,” I said.  I didn’t trust her assurances.  The nanny was probably loyal ... but to the person paying her wages, not her charge.  “What tipped you off?” 
 
      
 
    Gayle made no pretence that she didn’t understand the question.  Indeed, I had the odd feeling she liked being recognised as my intellectual equal, if not superior.  “You looked me in the eye,” she said, simply.  “No one from here would have done that, not unless they wanted to get into trouble.” 
 
      
 
    I winced.  The quickest way to get into trouble, if you found yourself in foreign parts, was to get involved with the local women.  I’d known people who’d wound up in deep shit because they’d done something wrong ... not all of them men, I should add.  And I’d done it without thinking.  I looked down, trying to ignore her smile.  As far as she was concerned, I was a commoner.  I could no more look her in the eye than she could take power in her own right. 
 
      
 
    “Ouch,” I said, mildly.  “What can I do for you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a question,” Gayle said.  “Where do your loyalties lie?” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  It would be easy to assure her that I was loyal to Rupert and would remain so until the day I died ... but I doubted she’d accept it.  They thought I was a mercenary.  They thought I’d desert them, the moment someone offered me more money.  It was an insulting thought, but not one I could ignore.  Mercenaries had a very bad reputation and there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
      
 
    “I am loyal to whoever hires me,” I said, finally.  “And I will remain loyal as long as I am paid.” 
 
      
 
    Gayle smiled.  “Good,” she said.  I had a feeling she’d seen something in me she liked.  Or considered useful.  “My family will keep paying you, as long as you keep producing.” 
 
      
 
    She leaned forward.  “You should know there’s been some talk about you,” she added.  Her lips twisted.  “Harbin has been urging that we should evict all mercenaries from the city.” 
 
      
 
    Including me, I thought, curtly.  I simply wasn’t used to thinking of myself as a mercenary, even after taking Rupert’s money.  Is he taking aim at me or is he trying to establish himself as a major player? 
 
      
 
    “He’s also bragging that he and his men won the battle single-handedly,” Gayle said.  “Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    “Hell, no.”  I was surprised by the anger in my response.  “He boldly led his men from the rear.” 
 
      
 
    Gayle’s smile seemed to grow sharper.  “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
      
 
    She glanced up, then stepped back.  “A pleasure meeting you,” she said.  “We’ll talk later.” 
 
      
 
    I watched her go, then settled back into my chair.  Gayle was far from stupid ... which begged the question of precisely why she’d let Harbin get so close to her.  Drunkenness?  Hormones?  Or a simple reluctance to be openly rude to another aristocrat?  I’d known people too polite to tell someone to fuck off, even when their innermost boundaries were being violated.  The misunderstandings would have been funny if they hadn’t been so tragic. 
 
      
 
    And she talks to the other women, I thought.  I’d once had a girlfriend who loved Regency romances.  She’d insisted the women kept tabs on the men.  They probably keep each other updated on what their menfolk are doing, because the men pay as little attention to them as they do to the servants. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, again.  This time, Rupert stepped into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Good news and bad,” he said.  “Good news, we’re going to start preparing for war.  Bad news, the city fathers have appointed a triumvirate to run the war.  They don’t trust me with so much power alone.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  That wasn’t a bad idea, on the face of it.  Why ...? 
 
      
 
    “One of the members will be Lord Winter,” Rupert said.  “But the other ...” 
 
      
 
    My heart sank.  “Harbin.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert nodded.  “I’m afraid so, yes.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned.  Harbin was going to be real trouble. 
 
      
 
    I just knew it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    “The only easy day was yesterday,” I said, cheerfully.  “Tomorrow will be a great deal harder.” 
 
      
 
    I hid my amusement with an effort as I stood in the training field, surveying a scene that would have made my old drill instructors faint in horror.  The troops in front of me looked decidedly the worse for wear.  It would have been easy to think we’d lost the battle, rather than smashed the enemy army and given the warlord a bloody nose.  A couple of days of wine, women and song - I was amused to note that some of the songs I’d rewritten had already spread from one end of the city to the other - had clearly taken their toll.  I just hoped the men understood we’d won the battle, rather than the war. 
 
      
 
    “We gave the bastards a damn good ass-kicking,” I continued.  “We blasted them to hell and back and sent them running home, crying for their mamas.  But next time, they’re not going to come in so fat and happy.  They’re going to know what we can do and be a little more careful.  We have to be ready for them.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed the words to hang in the air as my gaze moved over the troops, lingering briefly on the handful of prospective sergeants.  I hoped - God, I hoped - that my judgement wasn’t flawed.  There was no support structure, not here; there were no MPs to enforce my judgements nor senior officers who’d actually understand what I was doing.  A single bad apple could and would poison the entire batch.  I’d gained one hell of a lot of credit when I’d led the troops to victory, but ... victory had a habit of concealing all the problems that could have easily proven fatal if the battle had gone the other way.  It was easy to learn from defeat, harder to learn from victory. 
 
      
 
    “So ... we’re not going to take it easy.”  I gave them a cold smile.  “We’ll be working even harder to get back into shape, so we’ll be ready when the shit starts flying again.” 
 
      
 
    I kept an eye on them as I led them on a long march, alternating between running and walking to push them to the limit.  There was surprisingly little grumbling, despite the hangovers from too much alcohol and dubious potions.  It worried me a little.  Grunts always grumbled, in my experience.  When they didn’t, it suggested their CO was a dipshit or that someone was planning something.  But here ... I told myself, firmly, that everything I’d put them through had been soundly validated during the battle.  They knew - now - I hadn’t been making them suffer because of sadism. 
 
      
 
    And having the entire city turn out for them can’t have hurt either, I thought.  They have pride in themselves now. 
 
      
 
    The grumbling didn’t get any worse as we sweated out the alcohol, then started the march back to the garrison.  Rupert had arranged a rapid expansion, dispatching a small army of carpenters to build more barracks and training grounds for the growing army.  I would have preferred to bivouac the men inside the city itself, behind solid stone walls, but the city fathers had flatly refused any suggestion the men should be allowed to live freely inside the city.  I supposed they had a point.  It would be a great deal harder to desert if one had to cover a mile of flat ground, rather than just leave the garrison, turn the corner and vanish. 
 
      
 
    We stopped by the mess hall, the men tired but happy.  The suspicious bastard in me wondered if they were up to something.  The more optimistic part of me kept insisting we had won a battle and it would take a few more days for the post-victory thrill to wear off.  I hoped I was right as I turned to face them.  I didn’t need more trouble.  I had Harbin lurking in the background, no doubt planning trouble himself.  He’d been assigned to raise more cavalry regiments.  Rupert had insisted it would keep him busy.  I had my doubts about that, too. 
 
      
 
    “Horst, Fallows” - I snapped out three more names - “remain behind.  The rest of you, go stuff your faces.” 
 
      
 
    The men cheered and hurried into the mess hall.  I made a mental note to work on discipline later, then turned to the five men I’d held back.  They looked torn between eagerness and concern, if not fear.  Being singled out by one’s commanding officer was rarely a good thing here, where commanding officers could use their men as slaves - or beat them to death - without consequences.  That was going to change, I vowed as I led the prospective sergeants into the training hall and motioned for them to relax.  The army was going to treat its recruits like family, not tools that happened to think. 
 
      
 
    “The first set of new recruits will be arriving this afternoon,” I said.  I would have been happier if things hadn’t moved quite so fast, but we needed to get the process well underway before the city fathers started having second thoughts.  Or the recruits themselves started thinking better of their sudden attack of patriotism.  “You five have been tapped to serve as training officers.  The good news is that there will be more pay.  The bad news is that there will be more responsibility - and if you fuck up you will be in deep shit.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed my voice to harden.  “You know how I trained you.  You know - now - that the training served a useful purpose.  I expect you, if you accept these positions, to do the same as I did.  If you mistreat the recruits, if you bully them or steal from them or forget your duty to train them as I trained you, I will fucking take you behind the bike shed and break you.  Is that clear?” 
 
      
 
    They nodded, hastily.  They might not know what a bike shed was - I hadn’t seen anything resembling a bicycle on the streets - but they got the general idea.  I took advantage of their silence to outline the training program, talking them through everything I’d done - to them, when they’d been raw recruits - and explaining the rationale behind it.  They listened nervously, as if they were too worried to ask questions.  I sighed, inwardly.  I wouldn’t have complained if they’d asked anything.  It was often the only way to learn. 
 
      
 
    “Some of you have done training duties before,” I finished.  “This will be profoundly different.  Do not, and I mean do not, fuck it up.” 
 
      
 
    I dismissed them to the mess hall, then followed, hiding my concerns behind a blank mask.  It was hard to play the bully without actually being one, without going too far and crossing the line into outright sadism.  I’d heard stories of troops who fought because they were more afraid of their commanding officers than the enemy, but they rarely ended well.  The poor bastards who’d tried to stop us when we invaded Iraq had often surrendered, when their commanding officers were blown away.  A number had even shot the regime’s mouthpieces in the back and simply gone home.  I wanted them to be a solid cadre of training instructors, not bullies.  I promised myself that, if any of them screwed up, I’d stomp on them so hard we could use them for toilet paper. 
 
      
 
    “The section leaders will escort you to weapons practice,” I said, when the troops finished eating.  “I’ll join you in an hour or so.” 
 
      
 
    I gathered the instructors and headed back to the training ground.  There was a spell, I’d been told, that allowed someone to be in two places at once ... I wished I could do it, although I had no idea how it actually worked.  It was hard enough to multitask in one body, let alone two.  I shook my head, putting the thought aside as I strode onto the training ground.  The new recruits were waiting.  They looked surprisingly eager.  My eyes swept over them, feeling a twinge of amusement.  This was no motley collection of drunkards, poor men and petty criminals given the choice between the army or mutilation.  They’d actually volunteered.  I spotted shopboys and the teenage children of prosperous merchants and a recruit who looked suspiciously like a woman in male clothing.  I wondered, idly, how she intended to maintain her disguise in the barracks.  There was no privacy, even in the privies ... 
 
      
 
    “Welcome,” I said.  “I am Master Sergeant Elliot” - I’d effectively given myself a promotion, although the rank structure was so fluid I doubted anyone would notice until lifted myself up to General - “second-in-command of this garrison and chief instructor.  With me are sergeants ...” 
 
      
 
    I ran through the same spiel I’d given the first time around, with a handful of tiny modifications.  The recruits would know their rights, although if they wasted my time by complaining someone expected them to actually work they’d regret it.  I had a feeling there would probably be some issues.  Damansara wasn’t very democratic, as I understood the term, but citizens had certain rights.  The shopboys considered themselves a step or two above the lowest of the low.  They might try to protest if we pushed them around. 
 
      
 
    They can try, I told myself. 
 
      
 
    I answered a couple of questions, then directed the recruits on a march and hammered basic commands into their heads.  They did better than I’d expected, although some grumbled more than others.  I wondered, idly, if they’d expected a training montage they could just breeze through, making them trained men at the end of the day.  It wasn’t that hard to train men to use muskets, and other basic firearms, but if they didn’t learn to work together they were going to be of very limited value.  I kept a wary eye on the new sergeants as I let them take the lead, hoping and praying none of them screwed up.  Thankfully, my warnings seemed to have sunk in.  They behaved themselves. 
 
      
 
    A messenger arrived, just as the new recruits were being marched to the mess hall for their first taste of military food.  “Sir, the special recruits are on their way.” 
 
      
 
    “When they arrive, have them shown into Bond Hall,” I ordered.  It hadn’t been easy to locate enough special recruits.  I’d had to promise Seles an exclusive interview in exchange for his help.  “Have them served food” - a sign, by local custom, that one was welcome - “and then inform me.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    The messenger hurried off.  I winced, inwardly.  Rupert knew what I was doing - vaguely - but he hadn’t asked many enough questions.  He wouldn’t be the first commanding officer I’d had who’d wanted to maintain a certain degree of plausible deniability, just in case he had to pretend he’d been ignorant of what I was doing, yet ... he faced worse than a court-martial if my plans turned into a political hot potato.  I cursed under my breath.  The city fathers blew hot and cold all the goddamned time.  It would be so much easier if they just left the triumvirate alone to get on with it. 
 
      
 
    Not that Harbin would let me do it, if he knew what I was doing, I thought.  And Lord Winter is about as effective as a band-aid on a sucking chest wound. 
 
      
 
    I sighed inwardly as I spoke briefly to Fallows, leaving him in charge of the sergeants and the recruits, then headed to Bond Hall.  It wasn’t much, just a framework building that could easily have passed for a gym.  I stepped inside, taking a moment to inspect the special recruits before they noticed me.  There were ten of them, in hard-worn clothes with hard-worn faces.  A couple looked vaguely familiar.  They might have been amongst the men I’d freed, back when I’d been a guardsmen.  I hoped so.  It would be helpful if some of them had reason to trust me. 
 
      
 
    They turned to face me, looking worried.  I didn’t blame them.  Seles had promised safe conduct, if they came to meet me at the garrison, but they had no reason to trust his word.  Or mine, come to think of it.  The city spent half its time exploiting runaway serfs and the other half rounding them up and sending them back into slavery.  That was going to change, I was sure.  There’d be no need to send the serfs back after we’d thrashed their masters and given the poor bastards their freedom. 
 
      
 
    “Many weeks ago, I freed a bunch of you from captivity,” I said.  They’d know what I’d done, I was sure, even if none of them had actually been there.  “Do you remember?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” one of them said.  His voice was thick with doubt.  “Was that really you?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “I got caught in a sorcerer’s trap,” I reminded them.  “And I ended up looking a complete fool.” 
 
      
 
    They eyed me thoughtfully.  I hoped that meant they’d listen.  I couldn’t ask for anything more. 
 
      
 
    “The war isn’t over,” I said.  “Warlord Asshole” - I saw them smile - “is going to resume the offensive, the moment he thinks he can win.  It won’t take him long to obtain muskets for his own men, train them in their use and point them at us.  Even before then, he can keep the pressure up by harassing convoys heading towards the city or simply blocking his farmers from shipping food to us.  A smart commander would realise that trying to starve us out - rather than meet us on the battlefield - is the better option.  And if he does, he might just win.” 
 
      
 
    “How reassuring,” the spokesman said, dryly. 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “We are currently working on building up our forces to give him a bloody nose when he tries again, which he will, and take the offensive,” I told them.  “I need two things from you, both of which will make it easier to plan a more ... final end to the war.  If you assist us, you will be granted citizenship and a hefty financial reward.” 
 
      
 
    The spokesman met my eyes.  “And if we refuse?” 
 
      
 
    “You can go back to the city and vanish into the population,” I told him.  “The choice is yours.” 
 
      
 
    I waited, bracing myself.  They had no love for their former masters.  They wouldn’t have fled if they hadn’t been discontented.  And yet, they had no reason to trust me - or my masters - either.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they were already considering contingency plans, for when - if - I betrayed them.  I’d had nothing to lose, as far as they were concerned, when I’d broken some of them out of captivity.  Now ... I had altogether too much to lose. 
 
      
 
    And none of it is permanent, I reminded myself, as they exchanged speaking glances.  It could be taken away at any moment. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stay,” the spokesman said.  “What do you want us to do?” 
 
      
 
    “Two things,” I said.  “First, we know very little about lands beyond the city’s formal border.  The maps show roads and suchlike, but little more.  I need you to help fill in the blanks, to tell me where the farms and villages and strongpoints and castles are ... to tell me, if you know, how the warlord actually governs his lands.  Everything, basically.  Who did you report to, when you were there; who they report to ... and so on and so on, right up the chain.  I have a lot of questions and more will develop, I’m sure, as you tell me more about the warlord’s lands.” 
 
      
 
    “We can try,” the spokesman said.  “But many of us had very restricted lives.” 
 
      
 
    “Every little bit helps,” I assured him.  I wasn’t expecting vast qualities of completely trustworthy intelligence.  The serfs - even their masters - lived in very limited worlds.  They knew very little about life fifty miles away, let alone the other side of the world.  Places like Zangaria and Alluvia that I’d read about in the broadsheets might as well be Narnia or Neverland, as far as they were concerned.  “I just need an idea of how things work.” 
 
      
 
    The spokesman nodded.  “And the second thing?” 
 
      
 
    I let out a breath.  Rupert knew I intended to learn from the runaways.  He didn’t know what else I intended to ask them to do. 
 
      
 
    “I want some of you to go back and prepare your people for liberation,” I said.  Serf revolts were apparently common, even though they were brutally crushed very quickly.  “I want you to tell them that we’ll be coming, and to take weapons and supplies and whatever else you need to give your people a fighting chance.  Tell anyone who wants their freedom to plan for an uprising, but to wait until our troops are in position to support them.  It will happen sooner than you think.” 
 
      
 
    The spokesman scowled at me.  “Really?” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” I said.  “I’ve already placed orders for thousands of muskets, flintlocks, cannons, barrels of gunpowder and everything else we’ll need to fight a war.  It’ll be easy to skim a few of each off the top for you to smuggle into the warlord’s lands.  I don’t promise the uprising will be easy, but it might be better for you if you and your people play a major role in your own liberation, instead of waiting for someone else to free you.  It can be done.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to discuss it,” the spokesman said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll give you an hour,” I said.  “Once I’m back, you can give me your answer.” 
 
      
 
    I left them alone and went to check on the recruits, then the more experienced soldiers.  The section leaders were doing better than I’d expected - if that continued, I promised myself, they’d become sergeants or lieutenants in their own right.  The troops, newly aware of just how formidable their muskets could be, were training hard.  I calculated that they’d be shooting four balls a minute within the week. 
 
      
 
    As long as supplies hold out, I thought, we should be able to win. 
 
      
 
    The spokesman greeted me when I returned to the hall.  “We’ve decided to accept your offer,” he said.  “If you give us the supplies, we’ll take them home.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I allowed myself a moment of relief.  The runaway serf community was fairly tight-knit.  If they said no, the rest of the community would probably say the same.  “Now, let us discuss the lay of the land.”  
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    And so began the Phony War. 
 
      
 
    I could not, of course, allow myself to forget that it was just a matter of time before Warlord Aldred - Warlord Asshole, as everyone was calling him now - resumed the offensive.  I had too much to do, from training troops to little projects that might - or might not - win Rupert’s approval if he ever found out about them, but the city fathers weren’t keeping themselves so busy.  They seemed torn between defiance and surrender, between an awareness the citizens would no longer tolerate appeasement and a fear that trying to fight would result in utter disaster.  I feared there would come a day when they revoked the triumvirate’s authority, told Rupert and Harbin to go to their rooms and sent me into exile.  Again.  The only thing that kept them from doing just that, from what I’d heard through Gayle, was the fear the citizens would revolt and that no amount of grovelling would save them from the warlord’s anger.  His son was dead.  And he knew it. 
 
      
 
    Weeks passed, moving so quickly I could feel the warlord breathing down my neck.  I moved from place to place, training troops, placing orders for newer and better weapons, discussing tactics with Rupert while arguing with Harbin, encouraging broadsheet writers - reporters - to write favourable stories, ‘composing’ songs for the barracks and taverns and recruiting runaway serfs for my long-term plans.  The runaway spokesman - he finally told me his name was Boris, although I was fairly sure it was a nom de guerre - worked hard to make sure I knew as much as possible about the surrounding countryside, as well as recruiting dozens of people who’d stayed behind when he’d made a break for freedom.  I tried to warn him about cell structures and operational security, but the serfs already knew the concept even if they didn’t have a name for it.  Anyone who talked to the local baron - even the village headman - was a dead man walking the moment his peers found out.  There would be no mercy. 
 
      
 
    I - somehow - found time to start other programs.  Most of my early recruits couldn’t read, not even the phonic letters the first cross-dimensional traveller had introduced.  I arranged for some of the newer recruits - the ones who did know - to give lessons to the earlier recruits, then for the newly taught recruits to teach their peers.  I had to smile when I realised I’d effectively reinvented Mary McLeod Bethune’s method of teaching her students to read, although I had no qualms about stealing good ideas from wherever I found them.  The Vietcong had stolen it too.  I’d have sold my soul for a few hundred AK-47s and a handful of T-34 tanks.  They’d dominate the battlefield, as long as the ammunition held out. 
 
      
 
    Be careful what you wish for, I told myself, sharply.  You might not like the people who brought them to you. 
 
      
 
    It was my relationship - if indeed relationship was the right word - with Gayle that gave me the most headaches, although Harbin was a very close contender.  Gayle seemed to always find a few minutes to visit me whenever I was alone, in the city palace or her family’s mansion, offering me a few useful tips on politics and insights into what the city fathers were thinking before vanishing again to avoid her brother or more distant relatives.  I didn’t know what she was doing, or how much her father and brother knew of what she was doing, or anything.  It was strange.  I had to keep reminding myself that she was from a very different society.  She might have a completely different way of thinking about things than me. 
 
      
 
    Which is the problem with meeting people from different cultures, I reflected.  It isn’t so easy to predict how they’ll react to, well, anything. 
 
      
 
    The other upside of my new status as a war hero, I discovered, was that it allowed me to talk to magicians as something close to an equal.  Most magicians maintained a social barrier between themselves and non-magicians - they called them mundanes, which I supposed beat muggles - and rarely lowered themselves to talk to anyone, unless they were paying customers or extremely well-connected.  It actually took some doing to convince an enchanter to talk to me, despite everything.  I had the distant impression Carver and his ilk thought it didn’t matter, not to them, who won the war.  They’d remain in their heaven and leave the rest of us to the seven hells. 
 
      
 
    “It’s not easy to send a message via magic,” Carver explained, patiently.  He was young for an enchanter, I’d been told, although he was probably around my age.  It was hard to tell with magicians.  “Crystal balls require considerable effort and resources to craft, let alone emplace in the twinned locations ...” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I’d done my best to read a handful of magical textbooks, but they’d been completely incomprehensible.  I had the feeling they were trying to explain colour to a man born blind.  Vast swathes of technobabble were mingled with details that made very little sense.  I told myself it didn’t matter.  I didn’t have to know the how and why.  All I needed to know was how it could be put to use in my service. 
 
      
 
    “I see, I think,” I lied.  “I understand there are such things as chat parchments ...” 
 
      
 
    Carver looked irked.  “You do understand how chat parchments work, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  I saw no point in pretending otherwise.  I was fairly sure the concept had come from my mysterious counterpart - the chat parchments reminded me of cell phones, rather than anything more mystical - but I didn’t understand how they actually worked.  The textbooks hadn’t even mentioned them.  “Why don’t you explain it to me?” 
 
    
“It would be pointless,” Carver said.  “You couldn’t even understand what I said.” 
 
      
 
    I resisted the urge to point out he’d assumed I did understand, only a few seconds ago.  “Try me.” 
 
      
 
    Carver snorted and sat back in his chair, trying to come up with a simple explanation that would actually work.  I forced myself to wait, my eyes wandering around his shop.  It looked like a weird cross between a standard carpenter’s workshop and something right out of Harry Potter, piles of wood, metal and mundane tools contrasting oddly with magic wands, potion jars and devices I couldn’t even begin to comprehend.  Rupert had warned me to be polite when he’d arranged the meeting.  A magician’s home was his castle.  A man who entered without permission, or a visitor who acted as if he owned the place, would be lucky if he was simply kicked back onto the streets.  I felt a twinge of envy, despite everything.  Magic was the key to a better life, here.  Even mundane-born students had a chance to make something of themselves.  It was why there were so few magicians fighting on either side of the local conflict. 
 
      
 
    “Magical artefacts are designed to either carry a magical charge, which severely limits their lifespan, or draw their power directly from their owner,” Carver said, finally.  “It’s possible to design something that draws power from background magic, stockpiling the charge within the spellwork until it is finally used up, but there are very clear limits on how much you can actually do.  A trunk might last for years, perhaps even decades; a wand designed to allow the wielder to cast a handful of basic spells, even without magic of their own, won’t last very long at all.” 
 
      
 
    He paused, considering his next words.  “Magic runs through a person’s blood, which makes blood one of the most versatile and yet dangerous magical substances in the world.  It is linked so closely to the donor that even non-magical blood has its uses, although most of them are linked closely to the dark arts.  I could use a drop of your blood, for example, to locate you, or influence you, or simply kill you at a distance.  It is difficult, but it can be done.” 
 
      
 
    I shuddered.  I’d seen how the locals were careful with their blood, but I’d never heard the reasoning stated so bluntly.  “Is there any way to block such spells?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  Carver smiled, suddenly.  “I’ve crafted artefacts designed to protect mundanes against such attacks, although they have their limits.  The blood link is hard to cut completely, particularly if the blood is stolen before the ritual is completed.  It is relatively easy to stop something lethal, but a more subtle suggestion can get through even the toughest defences.” 
 
      
 
    “I might have to buy one of those,” I commented. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be happy to sell you one,” Carver said.  “If they don’t work, you’re welcome to come and complain to me.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  If he was telling the truth, if someone could kill me from a distance, I wouldn’t be around to complain.  “What does this have to do with chat parchments?” 
 
      
 
    Carver brightened.  “Put simply, chat parchments are bonded to their users, who donated blood to the spell that linked the parchments into one.  Once the first spell is in place, and the overall link is set up, the chat parchments draw their power from whichever user writes on them.  That’s why the chat parchments are so difficult to hack, let alone block.  The spells that power them are very advanced, but also very subtle.  Even modified wards have trouble keeping them out.  They are so closely linked to their users that they seem to be part of their users.” 
 
      
 
    “So the spell can’t tell the difference between a chat parchment and someone’s hand,” I mused.  “Why can’t I use them?” 
 
      
 
    “Because the chat parchments draw their power from the user,” Carver said, bluntly.  “And you have none.” 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath.  “Is there no way to send messages through chat parchments without a magician?” 
 
      
 
    “Not easily,” Carver said.  “The spellwork is very delicate.  It isn’t easy to craft something that’ll carry a message, not without magicians at both ends of the link.  Crystal balls are fantastically expensive because they’re so complex and even they have magicians to fine-tune the spellwork every so often.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.”  I’d wondered why the Allied Lands had a Pony Express-style messenger service, when they had something akin to a magical internet, but I understood now.  Their ‘internet’ wasn’t anything of the sort.  “How powerful do the magicians need to be to power and operate a chat parchment?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that powerful,” Carver assured me.  “A newborn magician could handle the task, if an older and more experienced magician did the hard work.  You’d just need to ensure they could read and write.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “And if we were to recruit a handful of newborns, could you help them set up chat parchments?” 
 
      
 
    Carver grimaced.  “You’d need to recruit the ones who didn’t get invited to a school,” he said.  “And that could lead to all sorts of problems.” 
 
      
 
    “So could an enemy army ransacking the city,” I pointed out.  “Could you be sure your shop would remain untouched?” 
 
      
 
    “My wards are strong,” Carver pointed out.  “And the Compact remains in force.” 
 
      
 
    I heard a hint of doubt in his tone.  I didn’t pretend to understand the Compact - reading between the lines, I had a feeling that both magicians and mundanes didn’t understand it either - but it was clear the barriers between magical and mundane society were weakening rapidly.  Magic was just too common, and magicians too numerous, for any form of segregation to take hold.  And if the city was attacked, the magicians would be caught in the fighting, too.  Their wards might not stand against cannonballs and catapulted rocks. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not asking for much,” I said.  “I just need a way to coordinate my forces from a central location.” 
 
      
 
    Carver nodded, although I wasn’t sure he understood.  It wasn’t easy to command a sizable army, one so large it had to be broken into several detachments.  Battles tended to turn into melees because the commanding officers lost control of their troops.  The set-piece battle I’d fought, earlier, had only worked because the enemy force hadn’t realised it was about to ride straight into a meatgrinder.  The larger army I’d been putting together, over the last few weeks, was going to be cumbersome as hell.  I didn’t know how Grant and Lee had managed during the Civil War.  They’d clearly had one hell of a lot of trust in their subordinates. 
 
      
 
    They didn’t have much choice, I reminded myself.  They had to trust that their juniors knew what to do. 
 
      
 
    It took a little more arguing, and the promise of a hefty bribe, but Carver agreed to start recruiting young magicians and teaching them how to create and operate chat parchments.  I made a mental note to keep an eye on them, watching for newborns who could pretend to be serfs long enough to get into the villages and send information back.  I just hoped they’d be ready in time.  Carver had made it clear that the vast majority of trained magicians wouldn’t take part in the war.  I found it incomprehensible, although I suspected the city fathers would be relieved.  The stories of sorcerous warfare were terrifying. 
 
      
 
    I kept working, training the raw recruits, supervising the new sergeants, silently noting who might have officer potential ... and studying maps, considering the possibilities.  The warlords didn’t seem to have banded together against us, although combining their forces offered them the best chance of outright victory.  They hated and feared each other more than they disliked us.  I guessed the other warlords, the ones further away, suspected the stories of our victory were grossly exaggerated.  They had a point.  I’d heard tales of the engagement that claimed we’d slaughtered millions.  The warlords knew perfectly well those stories couldn’t possibly be true. 
 
      
 
    And then, all of a sudden, the Phony War came to an end. 
 
      
 
    I was asleep - of course - when the messenger arrived, summoning me to an urgent meeting with the military council.  I jumped out of bed, dressed hastily and mounted my horse for the ride back to the city.  The gatehouses were heavily defended - I’d urged the triumvirate to make sure the warlords didn’t have a chance to slip a small army through the gates, taking the gatehouses and bypassing the walls - but the streets beyond were quiet.  The parties were over now.  I wondered, as I cantered towards City Hall, if the locals were starting to think the war was over, too.  It wasn’t as if any of the warlords had done anything more than shake their fists and promise bloody revenge. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve just had a message from Warlord Aldred,” Rupert said, when I joined the military triumvirate.  He held out a scroll.  “The message is long and flowery, but” - his lips quirked - “it basically says give me what I want or else.” 
 
      
 
    “Bend over and take it, more like,” Harbin growled.  He looked to have been roused from his beauty sleep, too.  I wished he’d been allowed to stay in his bed.  Lord Winter was an amiable buffoon; Harbin was actively poisonous to everyone unlucky enough to encounter him.  “His troops are finally mobilising.” 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes.  Warlord Aldred had - had had - a small body of trained and experienced troops, a cadre he could use to lead raw recruits drafted from the farms and villages.  The battle had shattered them, killing dozens and leaving the remainder deeply pessimistic about their future.  I’d heard from my spies that the warlord was having problems recruiting mercenaries to fill the gaps in his forces, let alone take the lead as he advanced towards the city.  They wouldn’t be able to spend whatever he was paying them unless they survived and ...  
 
      
 
    I smiled.  Mercenaries were generally realists.  They knew a lost cause when they saw one. 
 
      
 
    “Took him long enough,” I commented, lightly.  “He should have been moving a great deal quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Harbin said.  “He doesn’t have to take the walls to beat us.  If he cuts us off from the farms, we’re going to starve.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said.  It was hard to keep the surprise off my face.  Harbin had veered between insane optimism and complete depression, coming up with wild schemes that would get us all killed and then deciding we were going to be killed anyway.  It was the first piece of awareness he’d shown that military realities were actually a thing.  “So we have to get there first.” 
 
      
 
    I traced a line on the map.  “He’ll be bringing a large body of troops towards us,” I mused, “which means he’ll have to mass them here, at Furness.  The town is close enough to the border to serve as a base and yet far away enough to give him some plausible deniability, if things go badly.” 
 
      
 
    “Or let him get his troops back to his heartlands if one of his rivals puts a knife in his back,” Rupert said, thoughtfully.  The lessons I’d been giving him on long-term thinking were starting to pay off.  “We’re not his only enemy.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin looked unconvinced.  “And what do you suggest we do?” 
 
      
 
    I smiled.  “We take the offensive,” I said.  “He expects us to just sit still and wait to be hit.  Again.  It’s time we hit him first.” 
 
      
 
    “But ...”  Harbin swallowed, hard.  “If we lose, we lose everything.” 
 
      
 
    “You said it yourself,” I reminded him.  “If we let the bastard lay siege to us, we lose.  We have to take the offensive.  We punch our way into Furness, we beat his army in the field, we take the war as far as we can, right into the core of his heartland.  We take his lands, tear down his castles, free his serfs and make it impossible for him to wage war on us - on anyone - ever again.” 
 
      
 
    “The king will not be happy,” Lord Winter said.  “If we strike outside our borders ...” 
 
      
 
    “And what,” Rupert demanded, “has the king ever done for us?” 
 
      
 
    And, on that note, we crossed the Rubicon. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the army - two-thirds of the force I’d built up over the past few months - marched out of the city and headed into enemy territory. 
 
      
 
    I sat on my horse, riding up and down as the men tramped down the road, pretending not to hear the grumblings from the more experienced soldiers.  The last two days had been a nightmare as we’d rushed to get everything we needed, from dried meat and purified water for the troops to entire cartloads of gunpowder, ammunition and medical supplies.  The local chirurgeons might be butchers, or at least staggeringly ignorant of even the basics I’d been taught in boot camp, but at least they were better than nothing.  I’d spent a few days, during the Phony War, writing down everything I could remember about basic medical care and giving that summation to our chirurgeons.  The wounded might survive and recover, if the chirurgeons actually took care of them. 
 
      
 
    The wind shifted, blowing a sandy scent towards me.  My private spies had reported that the first bodies of enemy troops had already reached Furness, suggesting that the city’s official intelligence agents were - at best - wildly behind the times.  It was a common problem in my experience - spooks liked to pretend they knew more than they did, often at the expense of the troops - made worse by the information blackout.  The warlord had made it clear that anyone who entered his territory would be searched and harassed, if not told to take their unwelcome presence somewhere else.  The fog of war had truly descended across the land.  It was hard to be sure what might be waiting for us, on the far side of the horizon. 
 
      
 
    I did my best to look confident as I rode past the cannoneers, even though I feared the worst.  The cannons were new technology, as far as the locals were concerned, and they hadn’t worked all the bugs out yet.  A handful had exploded during trials, injuring or killing their crews; others hadn’t been cleaned properly by the cannoneers during test shots and wound up being rendered useless.  I’d shown the new recruits precisely what happened to careless gunners - I’d made them look at the injured men - but I was all too aware the poor bastards could do everything right and still wind up badly injured or dead.  The musketmen had an easier time of it.  I’d drilled the first musketmen in cleaning their weapons and now it was rare to see a dirty weapon.  Anyone who slacked off would be set straight by their comrades a long time before the sergeant laid eyes on the dirty gun.  I was confident ... 
 
      
 
    ... and yet, I was all too aware of my weaknesses.  Harbin had done a good job in raising more cavalry - I silently commended him for something, even though he’d been a colossal pain in the ass while we’d been drawing up the battle plans - but we didn't have enough horsemen covering our flanks.  We’d practiced drawing up in battle formation, if the enemy cavalry located us and decided to charge, yet I had few illusions about what would happen if we were challenged in the field.  The army had expanded too rapidly for my peace of mind.  I’d scattered my experienced men amongst the great mass of raw recruits, giving them additional rank and pay to encourage them to set a good example and stiffen their nerve when they came face to face with the enemy, but I was uneasily aware I just didn’t have enough of them.  Morale was a slippery thing and there was no way, with the resources I had on hand, that I could really show them what they’d be facing.  If panic took root in the ranks, the entire army would waver.  It might even break. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the thought out of my head as the army marched on.  It was crude and rough and short of almost everything it needed, but I knew we’d done a good job.  I certainly had more faith in Rupert, and Harbin, than I’d ever had in the local troops and militias we’d raised and backed in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria.  They had always been unwilling to commit themselves - they’d feared, not unreasonably, that one day we’d simply abandon them to their fate - while the cityfolk knew they’d be chopping block if they lost the war.  It helped, I supposed, that I couldn’t run.  It would mean abandoning everything I’d done and starting afresh somewhere else, if it was even possible.  I’d learnt a great deal more about how the world worked, by talking to magicians as well as merchants, but I was still very aware of my own ignorance.  The stories from the west, where I guessed my predecessor had arrived, were so wild it was hard to take them seriously.  I simply didn’t know what was really happening beyond the Johor’s borders. 
 
      
 
    And the more songs I introduce, the greater the chance I’ll draw attention, I thought.  The tunes I’d taught the bards were catchy - and, to a cross-dimensional traveller, they’d be familiar.  There was no United States in this world.  What were the odds of someone writing their own version of the Battle Hymn of the Republic, with nearly every word precisely the same?  If my counterpart hears the song, they’ll know what I really am. 
 
      
 
    The thought mocked me as I rode beside the army.  There was no guarantee the other cross-dimensional traveller was from my world.  The world around me was living proof there were other worlds, other timelines.  The other traveller could have come from a world where Hitler won the Second World War, or the South won its independence during the Civil War, or the American Revolution was squashed by Britain, or ... if the timelines had diverged even further back, perhaps when the Spanish had tried to invade Britain or Julius Caesar had led his troops on Rome or Alexander the Great had invaded Persia, it was hard to believe we’d have anything in common.  My counterpart might think the songs I’d plagiarised, with only minimal edits, were all mine.  We might use the same numbers and letters, but not speak the same language. 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked tired as he brought his horse alongside mine.  “What happens if they bypass us and attack the city?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged, wondering who’d put that thought into his head.  Harbin?  It struck me as unlikely, but ... if Rupert had a military advisor, why not Harbin?  He could easily have hired a mercenary to give him advice, with strict orders to keep his head down and claim absolutely no credit for himself.  Harbin had insisted on bringing several cartloads of supplies and a number of servants with him, I recalled with a scowl.  I’d thought he was being silly - the supply carts would have to be abandoned in a hurry if things went belly-up - but there might have been a deeper purpose to his demands.  Or perhaps I was just giving him too much credit. 
 
      
 
    “The walls are heavily defended and the gatehouses are secure,” I reminded him.  I’d made sure of it, once we had enough muskets and cannon to outfit the army.  “If he chooses to hurl his army against the stone walls, they’ll be chewed to ribbons.  It’ll shorten the war in our favour.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed myself a cold smile.  The warlords might not have realised it, not yet, but their castles weren’t the priority target, not any longer.  It was their armies that were going to be targeted.  If the asshole wanted to bleed his troops white by hurling them against the walls, giving my army a free hand to tear though his lands, liberate his serfs and destroy his power base once and for all, it was fine by me.  Napoleon once said, never interrupt your enemy while he is making a mistake.  It was advice I intended to take.   
 
      
 
    The marchers kept inching forward.  It was hard not to feel as though we were dawdling, even though I knew there was no point in trying to run.  The men were carrying heavy packs, as well as their muskets, powder horns and ammunition.  There was nothing to be gained from forcing them to move faster, and a great deal to lose.  And yet, I was sure the warlord already knew we were coming.  Carver and his peers had taught me a great deal about what magic could do.  A lone magician in the warlord’s service could spy on us from a distance and there was nothing we could do about it.  The magicians had suggested using magic to block their vision, but a blank spot would be just as revealing - I figured - as an army advancing straight towards Furness. 
 
      
 
    But we don’t want the warlord to get cold feet and sue for peace, I reminded myself.  Not immediately, at least. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  The warlords rested their power on military skill and brute force.  It would be hard for them to make any concessions, not least because it would weaken their position beyond repair.  And yet, what if they did?  There were plenty of people, back in the city, who’d sooner make peace with the warlord rather than risk fighting it out to the finish.  I didn’t want to give them the chance.  The warlord would say whatever he had to say to buy time, while gathering the forces and supplies he needed to crush us when the next war began.  There was no point in trying to appease someone who could never be appeased.  They just saw it as a sign of weakness and demanded more.  In my world, we should have learnt that lesson with Adolf Hitler. 
 
      
 
    A horse galloped up beside me, the rider looking oddly uncomfortable.  “Sir, the chatterers are requesting your presence.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said.  I’d termed the magicians accompanying the army the chatterers, if only to confuse any spies in the ranks.  And, perhaps, to keep the troops from wondering why the magicians didn’t win the coming battle with a wave of their hands.  “I’m on my way.” 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly, as I spurred my horse towards the carriage.  There hadn’t been that many magicians who’d been willing and able to accompany the army.  Carver hadn’t lied, I’d discovered, when he’d told me most of the promising magicians had been scooped up by the distant magic schools or taken as apprentice magical craftsmen.  The remainder had been willing to help, in exchange for extremely high pay and a certain degree of independence.  I hoped that wasn’t going to cause problems, but I feared it might.  And that was only the start of it. 
 
      
 
    The magician pushed a head - her head - out of the carriage.  I’d been reluctant to recruit women in any role, certainly on the front lines, and I would have avoided it altogether if there’d been enough male magicians willing and able to serve.  There would be trouble, once the troops realised there were women amongst them.  I’d done my best to encourage the girls to dress as men, insisting it was part of their uniform, but I doubted they’d fool anyone willing to look past surface appearances.  It was just a matter of time until something went really wrong. 
 
      
 
    “I got a reply from Fallon,” Kyra said.  She’d been destined for magic school, from what Carver had told me, before her parents had put their foot down and told her they couldn’t afford it.  She was clever, I’d been told, but it was useless without proper education and there was no way she was going to get it.  Her parents had also vetoed her applying for a scholarship or simply promising future services to someone wealthy enough to put her through school.  “She says the army has already arrived in Furness.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  I’d be surprised if it really was the army.  The locals knew how to count, naturally, but anything above two figures was often simply rendered as lots.  It was incredibly frustrating.  Fallon was as smart as a whip - apparently, she’d been a child when her parents had fled the serf plantation - yet there were limits.  She had to stay out of sight, pretending to be a serf woman rather than a city girl or a magician.  I doubted she and her comrades had seen more than a small fraction of the enemy force. 
 
      
 
    “I expected as much,” I said.  I’d done my best to calculate how much time we had, before the warlord mustered his forces and launched the offensive, but there were no truly reliable answers.  My most optimistic calculations suggested that he’d already mustered several hundred soldiers and marched them to Furness, not enough to lay siege to Damansara but enough to cause real trouble if he used them aggressively.  “Tell her to try and get an accurate count if possible.” 
 
      
 
    Kyra smiled, then winked.  I sighed inwardly.  Kyra seemed determined to regard the march, and the war, as nothing more than an adventurous holiday, rather than something that could end with her dead - or worse.  She needed more seasoning and we didn’t have time for that.  I put the thought aside, telling myself she’d learn soon enough as she scribbled words on a chat parchment.  It was strange, watching the ink fade right in front of my eyes.  Even now, months after seeing my first spell, it still felt eerie.   
 
      
 
    I heard galloping and glanced back, just in time to see Harbin heading towards me.  I pasted a calm expression on my face as he leered at Kyra, who giggled and blushed, then looked back at me.  I’d suggested he stay with the rest of his men, sweeping the lands in front of us in search of possible threats.  It let him feel useful and kept him out of my hair and, besides, there was a possibility the warlord had set up an ambush.  I’d hoped to keep our destination a secret, to the point I’d promised dire retribution to anyone who so much as breathed a hint of it to anyone, but word had spread through the city anyway.  Not that it mattered, I supposed.  The warlord would have to be stupid not to guess at our first target.  Furness sat on a crossroads, strategically important even if it wasn’t being used as a military base.  Once he got over his shock at being attacked, he’d work out what we were doing and react. 
 
      
 
    “I just heard from the scouts,” Harbin said, as Kyra pulled her head back into the carriage and closed the curtain.  “There are hundreds of troops in Furness.” 
 
      
 
    “We have thousands of troops,” I reminded him.  “What are the enemy troops actually doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Digging ditches and preparing tents, if the reports are accurate,” Harbin said.  I was surprised he hadn’t taken the reports at face value.  “The archers drove my men off before they could get a good look.” 
 
      
 
    “Digging ditches or trenches?”  I doubted he could answer.  To a layman, a ditch and a trench would look almost alike.  “Did they spot any sign of cannons or muskets?” 
 
      
 
    Harbin shook his head.  “No,” he said, with a sneer.  “There were no modern weapons.” 
 
      
 
    I kept my thoughts to myself.  Archers weren’t quite as effective as modern snipers, but they were pretty damn good.  I’d seen a trained archer hit a target that would have daunted William Tell.  If the archer had wanted to hit the horseman, there was a very good chance he’d succeed.  But then, we’d killed a number of trained archers during the last engagement.  It was possible the replacements simply weren’t up to the task. 
 
      
 
    “Then we continue as planned,” I said.  “We have to take the town as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin shot me a sharp look, full of displeasure.  Rupert and Lord Winter had given me tactical command, overriding Harbin’s objections, but I had no doubt he’d cause trouble if I gave him a chance.  My fingers itched.  I was seriously tempted to just draw my pistol and shoot him.  It would be disastrous and yet ... Harbin was an attempted rapist, a prideful ass and all-around danger to the war effort.  The sooner he was gone, the better. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said.  His voice dripped honey and acid.  “Whatever you say, Your Majesty.” 
 
      
 
    I swallowed a number of extremely sarcastic responses that came to mind.  Harbin glanced at the carriage, his eyes speculative.  I gritted my teeth, hoping he was doing it to annoy me rather than seriously thinking I’d brought the young women - girls, really - along as something other than communications officers.  Kyra and her peers had magic, I reminded myself.  They could take care of themselves, if they didn’t care for his advances.  Even Harbin had enough sense to leave them alone ... right? 
 
      
 
    His family can’t complain if he gets himself turned into a frog, I told myself.  And it would solve an awful lot of our problems if he did. 
 
      
 
    I inched the horse forward, mentally recalling the maps I’d studied over the last few days.  Furness wasn’t heavily defended, somewhat to my surprise, but the citadel would have been a major headache to any conventional attacker.  To us ... it was just a target.  I silently drew up my plans, considering them as best as I could.  I’d have to take a closer look at the defences, when we reached the town, but ... 
 
      
 
    If he’s only sent an advance force to the town, we can take it and prepare the town to stand off the main force, I told myself.  I had no doubt we could take the town.  The defenders simply hadn’t had the time or the resources - or the will - to make it impregnable.  And if he’s sent his full army already, we can win the war in a single day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for us, if not for him, Harbin didn’t get himself turned into something small and slimy - which would have been a little redundant - by the time Furness hove into view.  My advance scouts had already cantered around the town, making sure there wasn’t a relief force within marching range, but I took the time to stop and survey the defences for myself before committing my troops to the attack.  Furness was, according to the maps, a teardrop-shaped town, with a small castle - a citadel - resting at the pointy end.  The ever-growing shantytown surrounding the walls - too low to make an effective defence, even if the hovels and shacks weren’t pressing against the stone - made it look more of a smudge.  I shuddered in disgust as the wind shifted, blowing the stench of piss and shit and I didn’t want to think about what else towards me.  The town was asking for a disease outbreak, if one wasn’t already raging within the walls.  I was surprised the townspeople hadn’t demanded their overlord remove the refugees from their lands. 
 
      
 
    He probably doesn’t give a damn what they have to say, I mused.  He has the entire town in a stranglehold. 
 
      
 
    My eyes lingered on the citadel for a long moment.  It was small, certainly when compared to the mansions of Damansara or military bases back home, but I had to admit it was effective.  The walls were invulnerable, if one didn’t have magic or gunpowder.  The warlord’s troops could simply retreat behind their defences, if there was a serf revolt, and let the rebels batter their heads against the walls until relief troops arrived or they simply gave up in despair.  My spies had told me there was a small middle-class community within the town, big fish in a small pond, who would happily support a revolt if there was a real chance of success.  Right now, their chances of victory were pretty damned low.  They simply couldn’t get rid of the citadel. 
 
      
 
    I smiled, coldly, as I shifted my gaze to the rest of the defences.  The town hadn’t been designed for defence, not when their overlord knew the townspeople would turn against him if they thought they could actually win.  His troops were frantically digging trenches in front of the walls, pushing refugees into the town or forcing them to flee into the barren countryside.  I guessed they’d been too afraid to try to make their way to Damansara.  The warlord’s heralds had been telling everyone that the cityfolk were going to kill, rape and burn their way through the countryside.  I was reasonably sure the vast majority didn’t believe the lies, but ... I shrugged.  Right now, it didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    A cannoneers rushed up to me.  “Sir, the cannons are in position, ready to bombard the citadel.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  The citadel was the final defence line, as far as the defenders were concerned.  They hadn’t realised how vulnerable it was ... hell, they’d cleared most of the refugees away from the citadel, unaware that I’d hesitate to fire at human shields.  Harbin wouldn’t have any qualms about slaughtering innocents, I knew, but me ... I liked to think there was some honour in war.  My lips twisted in disgust.  Cold logic told me that wasn’t true.  And besides, if we let the bad guys think human shields would deter us, they’d all start rounding up serfs and turning them into shields. 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I looked at Harbin, who was studying the defences with a disdainful eye.  “Have one of your men take a demand for surrender.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin turned to his juniors and barked orders.  I listened, even as I turned my eyes back to the defences. The local rules of war, such as they were, called for the attackers to offer the defenders a chance to surrender and march out with full honours, perhaps even give their parole before they were allowed to go home.  Apparently, aristocrats could even be released after they promised to pay a giant ransom when they got back to their own lines.  I’d assumed they always broke the agreement, once they were safe, but the history texts insisted the ransoms were generally paid.  I supposed it made a certain kind of sense.  If you broke the rules too openly, no one would accept surrenders and promises of ransoms in the future. 
 
      
 
    My eyes narrowed as I studied the defence lines, while a horse and rider galloped towards the citadel, lance raised in a parley pose.  They seemed designed to soak up bullets, although it was clear they hadn’t seen just what massed cannons could do.  I’d made sure my people knew how to fire canister shots and grapeshot, even scattershot ... although that was very much a last resort.  It was unfortunate, for them, they hadn’t started taking their defences seriously until very recently.  I rolled my eyes.  Damansara hadn’t needed me to point out the advantages of taking the offensive. 
 
      
 
    The rider tumbled backwards, an arrow protruding from his chest.  Harbin let out a cry of shock.  For once, I agreed with him.  Shooting a man on parley was a declaration of unrestricted war, all the more so as the cavalryman wasn’t a commoner, but a born aristocrat.  They’d just told us the battle was going to be fought to the bitter end. 
 
      
 
    Unless the townsfolk rise up behind the lines, I thought.  We’d tried to slip some weapons into the town, but it was difficult to say what would happen.  The locals might sit on their hands until it was clear we were the winners, just to make sure their former masters were in no position to take revenge.  We have to send them a very clear message. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the messengers.  “Cannonballs to the citadel, canister to the trenches.  Fire!” 
 
      
 
    The air seemed to boom as the cannons fired a ragged volley.  I heard screams in the distance as the first cannonballs slammed into their target, severely damaging the citadel.  The trenches, oddly enough, were tougher - the soil absorbing much of the canister shot - but rapidly weakened.  I snapped more orders, watching coolly as more and more cannonballs found their target.  The citadel’s walls started to collapse, cannonballs punching deeper and deeper into the interior.  Archers appeared on the battlements, trying to get into position to shoot the cannoneers.  My musketmen greeted them with a barrage of musket balls.  Their accuracy was shitty, but they were firing so many balls that it hardly mattered.  I felt Harbin’s discomfort as a handful of archers fell from the walls, dead before they’d had a chance to return fire.  Cannonballs could take down the walls of Damansara as easily as they were breaking through the citadel. 
 
      
 
    A low rumble split the air as the citadel started to collapse, chunks of heavy stone slipping from the walls and crashing to the ground.  I had a glimpse of halls and barracks within the building, before they were obscured by smoke and dust.  A man ran through the open, waving his hands frantically; a cannonball passed right through him, practically vaporising his body before slamming into the far wall.  The poor bastard hadn’t had the slightest idea what had hit him, I reflected, as I turned my attention to the defences.  He’d been grossly unlucky and paid the price. 
 
      
 
    The trenches were wavering, men either massing behind rapidly weakening defences or running for the inner walls.  I didn’t blame them for breaking.  Their leaders were bully boys too used to doing whatever they pleased to realise that they’d run into someone who could fight back, while the majority of the troops were either raw recruits or mercenaries.  The latter would be thoroughly pissed at their nominal commanders.  By shooting down all hope of a parley, they’d ensured their troops wouldn’t be offered any terms.  The best they could hope for was unconditional surrender. 
 
      
 
    “Order the advance,” Harbin said.  He turned to a messenger.  “The heavy cavalry are to advance and break their lines.” 
 
      
 
    “Belay that order,” I said, without looking at him.  “The cavalry are to stay where they are!” 
 
      
 
    Harbin snorted.  “You don’t want to break their lines?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to be gained by throwing the cavalry into a meatgrinder,” I said.  I might have thought better of it if Harbin himself had been leading the charge.  He was something of a coward, true, but if the order came to advance and he didn’t ... he’d be finished.  His own men would disown him.  “Let the cannons wear them down a little more.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes drifted over the gathering troops as I beckoned to the messenger.  “Order the 3rd Cannons to load canister, then wait for the enemy charge,” I said.  “They are to fire when the enemy troops reach the halfway point.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled grimly, although I knew the carnage was about to get worse.  The enemy didn’t have many options left.  I’d surrounded the town.  They could fall back and force me to assault the town directly, which would probably lead to the townspeople putting a knife in their backs, or charge my lines.  They’d made damn sure surrender wasn’t an option.  We’d be quite within our legal rights to mutilate, enslave or simply execute anyone unlucky enough to be taken prisoner.  I sighed under my breath.  It would have been so much easier if they’d let the messenger deliver his message, then send him back with a rejection.  Harbin would probably make a terrible fuss if we accepted their surrender ... 
 
      
 
    The enemy troops charged.  I sucked in my breath as they advanced in a ragged line, screaming and chanting as they came.  A handful of shots rang out as the musketmen, their positions now half-shrouded in smoke, opened fire, but the enemy troops kept coming.  They didn’t have a choice, I reflected as I counted down the seconds.  Their own commanders had seen to it.  I hoped the bastards were leading the charge in person.  They deserved everything that was about to happen. 
 
      
 
    I winced as the cannons boomed, unleashing a hail of canister right into their lines.  It disintegrated, men dissolving into bloody mist as the cannons tore right through them.  The attack stopped dead, the muskets petering out as it became clear the attack had been completely shattered.  I’d hoped to see at least one or two wounded men trying to crawl back to their lines, or raise their hands in surrender, but it looked as if the entire force had been slaughtered.  I felt a surge of hatred for their commanders, to the point I hoped they’d stayed behind just so I could hang them personally.  I’d met a few officers who’d made me want to roll a grenade into their bunks, but none of them - not even the one who intended to be the youngest general in the army - had sent men to their deaths so blatantly.  I wanted to wrap my hands around their necks and squeeze. 
 
      
 
    Instead, I looked at Harbin.  “You can send the cavalry in now.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin turned and barked orders, summoning his horse as his subordinates charged forward.  There was no resistance as they crashed across the former lines, scattering what remained of the defenders.  I only saw a handful of men as the cavalry maintained their advance, pushing all the way right to the walls.  They seemed to be consumed with fighting ... I hoped that meant the townspeople had risen, determined to free themselves before we did it for them.  I told myself that was a good thing.  They’d find it easier to press their claim to their own town if they liberated it themselves. 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  There were factions in Damansara who thought taking over the warlord’s lands was an absolutely brilliant idea, parcelling the farms and plantations out amongst the noble families and landowners.  It wasn’t going to be easy to dissuade them, not after the warlords had repeatedly cut supply lines to ensure the city remained under their thumb.  And yet, they’d be storing up trouble for the future.  I made a mental note to see what I could do about it, then summoned my bodyguard as the rest of the fighting died away.  It was time to advance into the town and take possession of the citadel.  The former citadel.  Right now, it was barely anything more than a pile of rubble. 
 
      
 
    “Impressive.”  Rupert sounded disturbed as he surveyed the ruins.  “That could happen to our walls, couldn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d told him as much, time and time again, but he hadn’t believed me.  The sheer destructive power of modern weapons was hard to grasp emotionally, even if one understood - intellectually - what they could do.  Rupert would have to tell his family, and the rest of the aristocracy, that times were changing.  They’d have to come to terms with the lower classes, and make room for them, or be swept away as the new world took shape and form.   
 
      
 
    Horst came up to me.  “Your orders, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Detach a company to take possession of the citadel, but keep the main body of the troops outside the town,” I said.  I didn’t want any incidents.  “If anyone survived the bombardment, they are to be taken prisoner - if possible - and held until I can take a look at them.  If not ...” 
 
      
 
    I smiled, grimly, as I summoned our bodyguards and led the way down to the town.  The trenches had been utterly shattered, torn and broken bodies littering the ground ... it was hard not to feel sick as I realised the bodies had been so badly damaged I couldn’t tell how many men had been killed.  Young and old, aristocratic and commoner ... they were equal in death.  I snapped orders to a messenger, commanding him to organise work parties to bury the bodies before they had a chance to decompose.   The last thing I wanted was a disease outbreak in my rear.  It would be an utter disaster. 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked sick as we made our way to the walls.  The shantytown had been devastated, dozens of makeshift hovels torn to shreds by the cannons and the retreating soldiers.  The walls were damaged too, great chunks of stone lying everywhere in mute testament to the sheer force of the offensive.  The streets beyond were occupied by Harbin’s troops, a handful of men in commoner clothes and a single woman.  Fallon, I guessed.  The junior sorceress - I’d been told she was barely a journeywoman, if that - was wearing a commoner dress and carrying a wand in one hand.  There were no other women within view.  I feared that wasn’t a good sign.  The townspeople feared us as much as their former masters. 
 
      
 
    Fallon stepped forward.  “My Lord,” she said, curtseying to Rupert.  “This is Allen, leader of the rebels.” 
 
      
 
    I saw Harbin’s lips twist in distaste as Rupert nodded to Allen.  He was a stranger - I guessed he was a merchant, someone who’d made a fairly good living - but the man beside him was one of my agents.  I hadn’t really expected that much from them, beyond intelligence reports, yet ... I smiled to myself as Rupert and Allen spoke briefly, sorting out how the town would be occupied for the next few weeks.  The army would have to move on as quickly as possible, I told myself.  The longer we stayed in one place, the easier it would be for the warlord to cut our supply lines and starve us.  It was a cowardly tactic, but pragmatic.  The warlord had to know - now - his troops couldn’t meet ours in open battle. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to come to an agreement.  We’d already sorted out what we wanted from the townspeople and none of our demands were particularly unreasonable.  Allen hurried away to take the good news to his fellows, who would be relieved that we didn’t intend to conquer the town or simply burn it to the ground, while Rupert and I headed towards the citadel.  A handful of prisoners, all wounded, sat on the ground in shackles; the remainder of the garrison, I was sure, was either dead or running for their life.  They wouldn’t get far. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no one I recognise amongst the prisoners.”  Rupert sounded disturbed.  “Did the commanders all die?” 
 
      
 
    “Probably,” I said.  They might have holed up in the citadel, unaware that it had become a death trap.  “Or they might have led the charge in person.” 
 
      
 
    I occupied myself surveying the damage, occasionally giving orders to messengers as they found me and made their reports.  We’d smashed the fortress to rubble, but at a very high cost in cannonballs and gunpowder.  We might be able to recover some of the cannonballs ... not all of them.  Some would have shattered or been warped on impact ... it would be easier, at least in the short term, to have more brought from the city.  I sent orders to have the logistics expedited as fast as possible.  Once the warlord realised our greater weakness, he’d move to take advantage of it. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll continue the offensive as quickly as possible,” I said.  It would take several days to march to the warlord’s core castle, his seat of power, but it could be done.  The real trick would be smashing the castle into rubble before the warlord’s subordinates came to their master’s rescue.  “We have to keep him off balance and ...” 
 
      
 
    A messenger ran up to us.  “My Lords!” 
 
      
 
    I felt my heart sink as the messenger started to genuflect wildly.  This wasn’t going to be good.  The poor bastard clearly thought he was going to take the blame.  I understood why.  Shooting the messenger was a fun pastime around here, as petty and short-sighted as it was. 
 
      
 
    Rupert, bless him, reacted calmly.  “What’s happened?” 
 
      
 
    “A soldier tried to rape a girl,” the messenger said.  “And all is chaos!” 
 
      
 
    I swore.  It really was going to be bad. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    “The slattern is lying, of course,” Harbin said.  “All she wants is a bastardy bond.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned.  It had been an hour since the messenger had arrived with the bad news and it had only managed to get worse.  And worse.  The accused rapist was a cavalryman - that was bad enough - but he was a very junior aristocrat whose family had been Lord Galley’s clients for centuries.  Harbin was obliged to defend him, even if he didn’t want to and I was pretty damn sure he did.  He didn’t give a shit about the townspeople, or the war effort, or anything that threatened to get in the way of the aristocracy’s right to do whatever the hell they wanted and to hell with anyone who objected.  I rubbed my forehead as Harbin went on and on, mustering arguments that would have been thrown out of court back home. 
 
      
 
    Rupert shifted uncomfortably beside me.  He knew precisely what sort of person Harbin was, and he knew what Harbin had tried to do to his sister, but he was caught in the middle between the aristocracy and the imperatives of war.  I’d done my level best to convince him that it was important we didn’t mistreat the local population - we didn’t need them rising in our rear or disrupting supply lines - yet if he came down on the accused rapist like a ton of bricks he’d be condemned by just about every aristocrat in Damansara.  They were above the law.  They couldn’t be held accountable by their inferiors or the entire system would collapse.  I felt sick.  The system deserved to fall apart. 
 
      
 
    And far too many people will believe she wanted money from a noble family, I thought.  Back home, people had talked about women getting pregnant to force the father to marry them.  Here, they insisted the women wanted child support payments from the father of their child ... I shook my head.  It was disgusting.  They’ll believe she seduced him because they’ll want to believe it as the alternative is too disturbing to contemplate. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps we should get the facts,” I said, after Harbin claimed - for the third time - that the victim had seduced the attempted rapist and could therefore be reasonably be blamed for everything that had happened to her.  “Fallon, what actually happened?” 
 
      
 
    Harbin tensed as the sorceress-journeywoman stepped forward, hands clasped behind her back and her wand hanging from her belt.  A magician was, at the very least, a social equal to a high-ranking noblewoman - and, thanks to magic, probably equal to a nobleman as well.  It would be hard to discount Fallon’s testimony on the grounds she was - shock, horror - a commoner as well as a woman.  And yet, if Harbin failed to defend his family’s client, he’d wind up in deep shit.  I saw his eyes flickering back and forth as he thought.  It might be too late to give the victim a great deal of money in exchange for keeping her mouth firmly closed. 
 
      
 
    “We were making our way back to the town hall when we heard a scream,” Fallon said, calmly.  “We hurried to the source and saw a man pushing a young woman against a wall, her dress pulled down and his hand up her skirt.  I reached for my wand, intending to stun him, but Allen and Gus got to him first and knocked him to the ground.  At this point, it was discovered that he was a soldier and he was frog-marched to the command tent.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin glowered.  “And who’s to say she didn’t seduce him?” 
 
      
 
    Fallon’s eyes flashed.  “She screamed,” she said, flatly.  “If she’d wanted it, why would she have tried to resist?” 
 
      
 
    Harbin snorted.  “We all know woman make a show of resistance ...” 
 
      
 
    I cursed under my breath as I felt the tension in the room.  The rapist might just have ruined everything.  The townspeople would regard us as enemies if the bastard got away with it - and who could blame them? And yet, if the rapist was punished in any way, his family would demand satisfaction ... I wondered, suddenly, if I should go outside and simply kill him before the argument could get any worse.  I could make it look like an accident if I did it with my bare hands.  I hated rapists.  The bastard deserved to be castrated, then hung. 
 
      
 
    Fallon’s hand dropped to her wand.  “That was not a show,” she snapped.  “She was trying to escape a man stronger and nastier than her!” 
 
      
 
    “We need to hear from the other witnesses,” I said.  I didn’t want to interrogate the victim if it could be avoided.  “And then we need to decide what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Agreed.”  Rupert’s voice was very quiet.  “Bring in the other witnesses.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to listen as the story was told and retold.  There were no obvious discrepancies, no suggesting the story might be nothing more than a put-up job.  I’d seen terrorists and their supporters claiming our troops had carried out all sorts of atrocities, but the vast majority of their stories simply hadn’t held water.  This one did.  I could easily believe the cavalryman had decided he was going to have sex and to hell with what the girl wanted.  I shuddered in disgust.  Even a very junior nobleman, a step or two above the merchant classes, could have easily found a willing partner.  Damn the man. 
 
      
 
    The man himself didn’t help his case, when he was brought before us.  He veered back and forth between insisting she’d wanted him and acting as if he was the victim, simply by being forced to answer for his conduct.  It might have been more effective if he’d stuck to one story, I reflected; his entitlement complex, fully a match for his superior’s, made it clear he hadn’t cared in the slightest about the poor girl’s feelings.  I’d known too many men like him. 
 
      
 
    “He’s innocent,” Harbin said, when the witnesses were ordered to wait outside the tent.  “Let him go.” 
 
      
 
    “He doesn’t sound innocent,” I pointed out.  “And we need to bring him to heel.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin shrugged, dismissively.  “What is one slattern compared to the war effort?” 
 
      
 
    I had to keep myself from lunging at him.  “My Lord,” I said with icy patience, “the war effort will be badly hampered if we are seen as ... predators.  Here comes the new boss, they’ll say, just like the old boss.  We need the support of the townspeople, and everyone who dwells within enemy territory, if we are to win the war.  If they turn on us, we might lose.  We need to make an example out of him.” 
 
      
 
    “And if we hang him for a little bit of fun,” Harbin pointed out smoothly, “the war effort will be damaged anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “I can see your reasoning,” I conceded.  It was hard to hide my disgust.  “But if we lose the war, his family - and yours - will be condemned anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “It was a little bit of fun,” Harbin said.  “What does it matter?” 
 
      
 
    “It matters to her.”  I felt my temper snap.  “We came as liberators.  We made it clear to the troops that atrocities will not be tolerated.  That ... that bastard has ruined her life and left her damaged and ...” 
 
      
 
    “It isn’t as if he took her maidenhead,” Harbin said, dismissively.  “It didn’t get that far ...” 
 
      
 
    Rupert straightened.  “Hang him.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin coughed.  “Rupert, are you quite out of your mind?” 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Rupert looked at me.  I saw grim resolve on his face.  “Hang him.  Now.” 
 
      
 
    I stood and bowed.  “Yes, My Lord.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin coughed, again.  The confusion on his face was clearly visible.  He’d assumed Rupert would support him, conveniently forgetting that he had tried to rape Rupert’s sister.  Perhaps, without that experience, Rupert wouldn’t have understood how bad things could have become ... I grimaced as I made my way through the door and onto the street.  The poor girl might not have lost her maidenhead, and her chance of a good match, but the rumours would damage her anyway.  And the war effort would be damaged, too. 
 
      
 
    And if Rupert takes the blame for hanging the bastard, I thought, it will be harder for anyone to question it. 
 
      
 
    I winced, inwardly, as I started to bark orders.  The rapist stared in disbelief as I took a rope, wove it into a noose and slung it over the nearest tree, then started to shout.  I wrapped the noose around his neck, then pulled the rope until the noose strangled him.  I felt sick.  I’d killed men before, but this ... it had to be done, I told myself.  It had to be done. 
 
      
 
    The body dangled in front of me.  I tied the rope into place, then stepped back to allow the townspeople - and the soldiers - to stare.  We hadn’t had a choice.  The rapist bastard had been guilty, and if we hadn’t punished him we would have been guilty, too.  And ... I hoped my men would learn the lesson before I had to hang another.  It would have been a great deal harder to keep them disciplined if they’d watched an aristocratic rapist get away with it.  I knew idiots who’d openly asked why they couldn’t do things they’d seen others do ... 
 
      
 
    Harbin stormed out of the tent, looked at the body and glared at me.  “I’ll see you pay for this.” 
 
      
 
    “For obeying an aristocrat’s orders?”  I cocked my eyebrows, wondering if he’d take a swing at me.  I might have to grab a horse and run, if I punched his lights out, but it would be incredibly satisfying.  “Or for doing what I had to do to make sure the war effort doesn’t falter?” 
 
      
 
    His glare grew worse, somehow.  “After the war is over, I’ll make you pay.” 
 
      
 
    He stormed off.  I resisted the urge to make a rude gesture at his retreating back.  There were just too many watching eyes.  A smarter man might have tried to turn the whole affair to his advantage, sneakily blaming Rupert for overriding him after he’d done everything in his power to save the rapist’s life.  He’d probably get his wrist slapped for failing, but ... it wasn’t as if there’d be real consequences.  I sighed, inwardly, as I turned back to the command tent and stepped inside.  Harbin was going to have to go.  There were no other options. 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked up at me.  “Did I do the right thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I was sure of it, although I knew his family - and the other families - would disagree.  “If the townspeople turned against us, it would have made it harder for us to win.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert shook his head.  “I didn’t do it for them.  I did it for Gayle.” 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter why you did it,” I assured him.  “All that matters is that you set a good example to the troops.” 
 
      
 
    “Hah.”  Rupert stared at the map for a long, cold moment.  “We’d better win another victory quick before his father hears the news.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  I considered, briefly, asking the magicians not to send any messages from Harbin, or simply lose them in transmission, then dismissed the thought before I could try to put it into action.  They’d be in real trouble if Harbin realised what they’d done.  Besides, Harbin was a horseman first and foremost.  He’d send a letter with one of his men.  “And we need to regroup and continue the offensive as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    I checked the map, then summoned messengers and started to issue orders.  The cavalry could head north, deeper into enemy territory, while the infantry readied defence lines and prepared themselves to resume the offensive.  I was fairly sure the warlord would have dispatched troops as soon as he heard we were on the march, perhaps before he’d realised just what we could do.  I liked the idea of him impaling himself on my defences.  I didn’t want to meet him in the field if it could be avoided.  My men just weren’t experienced enough for a fluid battle. 
 
      
 
    Although they’re getting there, I told myself.  We’ll have plenty of experienced troops soon enough. 
 
      
 
    We finished laying our plans, then emerged from the tent to walk the streets and speak to the junior officers and soldiers.  The rapist was still hanging where I’d left him, his body a silent warning to anyone who ignored my orders; I was mildly surprised none of the cavalrymen had tried to cut him down and cart his body back to his family.  Perhaps they hadn’t liked him or ... I frowned.  I’d made sure to scatter the cavalry, sending them out to scout the landscape before Harbin had any bright ideas about launching a coup and seizing control of the army for himself, but they hadn’t all gone.  Harbin himself was sulking in his tent, probably composing angry messages to his father.  Or trying to convince Lord Winter to ally with him to remove Rupert from his position.   
 
      
 
    The town felt ... safer, I decided, than many of the places I’d seen in the Middle East, although there were still only a handful of women and children on the streets.  I wasn’t too surprised.  The locals carried swords and daggers openly, something that would have gotten them arrested and executed only a few short hours ago.  They’d taken them from the dead bodies, I guessed.  Only a handful carried muskets and pistols, almost all from us.  My agents were, even now, preparing themselves to head further into enemy territory. 
 
      
 
    I left Rupert in the command tent, then crossed the boundary line and headed into the army camp.  It was very makeshift - two-thirds of my men were going to be sleeping on the hard ground, rather than under canvas - but it would suffice.  They’d made sure to dig latrines and enforce strict sanitation, rather than letting the men crap where they liked.  Horst was barking orders at the newer recruits, directing them to dig more trenches along the edge of the town.  I nodded in approval.  It was always better to keep the troops busy.  I knew from my own career that bored and aimless soldiers tended to go looking for trouble. 
 
      
 
    “Sergeant,” Horst greeted me.  “The men were very impressed with how you handled the shithead.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  That was good, at least.  They’d seen me hang an aristo.  If I was willing to do that, I would have no qualms about hanging a commoner.  “Did you make it clear they’d be hung too if they did the same thing?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Sergeant,” Horst assured me.  “I think they took it to heart.” 
 
      
 
    I hoped so.  I very much hoped so.  I didn’t want to have to hang any more of my men. 
 
      
 
    We toured the camp, then I headed back to the town as night started to fall.  I’d ordered additional patrols, just to be sure the enemy didn’t have a chance to sneak people into the town or the army camp, but I was all too aware we didn’t know the land as well as I would have liked.  The locals would make good scouts, given the chance, yet ... I wasn’t sure we’d have time to recruit them.  They might be reluctant to commit themselves openly.  If their former masters returned ... 
 
      
 
    Two days passed.  Nothing happened, not even a rebuke from the city.  I fretted about what they might be thinking, then relaxed - slightly - as our supplies arrived on schedule.  The troops replenished their supplies, then continued to prepare for the next advance.  I moved from unit to unit, speaking to the men as I kept a wary eye on Harbin.  He’d been very quiet since our last meeting.  I was sure he was up to something.  
 
      
 
    Rupert greeted me when I returned to the command tent, after spending the morning inspecting the troops.  “Harbin has asked if he can join us for lunch,” he said.  “I said yes.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, silently checking I was still carrying my pistol.  Harbin might be doing something stupid, but ... there was no way I could say no.  I’d scattered most of his men and I doubted my men would take orders from him, not without checking with me first.  I didn’t think he’d had time to actually plan something, but ... 
 
      
 
    “The locals seem to think they’ll be in charge of these lands, after the war,” Harbin said, as he joined us.  “They don’t understand we’re going to claim them for ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Best not to tell them,” I said, dryly.  Harbin was going to die.  I intended to personally make sure of it.  As soon as I came up with a plan, he would be a dead man.  “We need to keep them on our side.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin gave me a look that suggested he’d seen more impressive people lying in the gutter outside a particularly vile - and cheap - pub.  “Do you think you’ve won anything?” 
 
      
 
    “The war isn’t over until we make the warlord kiss our ass,” I said, keeping my voice under tight control.  The aristocrats might speak of peace, once we’d convinced the warlord to take us seriously, but I knew better.  We were now locked into a fight to the death.  The warlord had to be crushed to convince the others to leave us alone, or he’d crush us.  I had no illusions about how long we could keep our advantages, such as they were.  We had no monopoly on cannons or muskets or anything else.  “And that means we need all the help we can muster.” 
 
      
 
    I heard something rattle outside the tent.  My hand dropped to my pistol as the flap opened, then relaxed - slightly - as Fallon stepped into the tent.  Her eyes were grim. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord.”  She looked unsure who she should be addressing, so she kept her eyes fixed on the table.  “We just received a message from Barrow.  The serfs are revolting and they want our help.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “Barrow is quite some distance away,” I said.  “It’ll take us hours - days, perhaps - to march there.” 
 
      
 
    “Not on horseback,” Harbin said.  “We could get there very quickly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I agreed.  “And if we help the serfs to win, we might just shorten the war.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    And why, I asked myself, do I feel as if I’m about to rerun the Battle of Little Bighorn? 
 
      
 
    I clung to the horse for dear life as we galloped down the road, heading north as fast as our beasts could carry us.  Harbin’s cavalry took the lead, followed by my company of mounted skirmishers, men I’d trained to ride horses to the battlefield and then dismount when the fighting actually began.  The concept had puzzled the locals, with Harbin and the other traditionalists sneering at it, although some of the younger aristocrats had started to see the value.  Battles were often determined by who got there first, with the most, and horses were the quickest way to travel unless you were a powerful magician or had them on your payroll. 
 
      
 
    Fallon’s grip tightened as we picked up speed, dust billowing in the air.  I tried to ignore the feeling of her breasts pressed against my back.  Taking her was a risk, yet it had been one I’d been forced to accept.  I needed a communicator and she was the only one with a chat parchment linked to the northern rebels.  And there was no way we could put her in a carriage.  The odds of a wheel breaking - or worse - as the horse-drawn carriage careened down the road were just too high.  I wished I’d been able to pass her to someone else, but who could I trust? 
 
      
 
    I scowled as my eyes sought out Harbin’s back.  He’d been very enthusiastic about the operation, helping me to throw it together with astonishing speed.  Rupert seemed convinced Harbin was looking for a victory, a way to gain enough prestige to challenge Rupert for overall command, but I wasn’t so sure.  The idea of letting Harbin take command of the operation didn’t sit well with me.  If nothing else, he and his men would give the revolting serfs a poor impression of the army and then all hell would break loose.  I’d heard enough jokes about the serfs being revolting, in all senses of the word, to fear what would happen if Harbin was left unsupervised. 
 
      
 
    The horse kept going, somewhat to my surprise.  I was no horseman - my military service hadn't included anything on horseback, at least until I’d found myself in a whole new world - but I was sure the beasts should have been slowing by now.  Harbin’s bragging had struck me as exaggerated, back when we’d been planning the operation, yet ... I was starting to think he might have been right.  We were covering the distance at astonishing speeds.  It was possible, I told myself, that the horses had been bred - or enhanced - for war.  Magic could do a lot of things I hadn’t considered possible. 
 
      
 
    Fallon shivered.  I hoped she wouldn’t lose her grip.  Rupert had taught me how to ride - apparently, half of it lay in confidence - but I didn't even begin to have his experience.  I almost wished I’d brought him with us, rather than leaving him to bring the rest of the army in our wake.  He could have carried Fallon without any real problems, although ... I shook my head.  There was no point in second-guessing myself.  I’d made the right decisions, based on what I’d known at the time. 
 
      
 
    The landscape started to change, becoming greener.  Barren and dying fields gave way to green croplands, planted with everything from wheat to fruit-bearing trees.  Small channels carried water to the crops, carefully tended by the locals.  We galloped through hamlets and tiny villages, the largest so small it would have vanished without trace in the city; I gritted my teeth as we rampaged through fields that, before we arrived, looked to be ready to be harvested.  There was no point in trying to stop Harbin.  We had to get there before it was too late. 
 
      
 
    And besides, I told myself, never give an order you know won’t be obeyed. 
 
      
 
    The landscape grew darker, I noted, as we kept going.  Here and there, farmhouses were nothing more than burnt-out ruins.  I spotted a handful of serf cottages and barracks that had been hastily abandoned.  From what I’d been told, the serfs were nothing more than chattel, treated as little better than property.  They had no rights; their marriages were little more than words, their children could be taken away at any moment, and they were forbidden to own anything, even the clothes on their backs.  I didn’t blame them in the slightest for rebelling against their lords and masters, their owners.  My ancestors had done the same.   
 
      
 
    I shuddered as the battleground came into view.  Bodies lay everywhere, scattered over ruined fields or destroyed shacks.  The majority were clearly serfs - the men wore drab shirts and trousers, the women dresses that looked like shapeless sacks - but here and there a more aristocratic body lay on the ground.  They’d been stripped of everything they’d carried, save for their clothes.  I puzzled over that for a moment, then shrugged.  The serfs might be able to make their way to another plantation and slip into the crowd, but if they were caught wearing fancy clothes they’d be broken on the wheel.  Or simply shot out of hand. 
 
      
 
    Harbin called a halt as we reached the remains of a large farmhouse.  I allowed myself a sigh of relief - my body was aching in places I hadn't known existed - and slipped to the ground, holding out a hand to help Fallon as she clambered down, too.  She had even less experience on horseback than I did.  I made a mental note to ensure that changed, then asked her to contact the rebels and ask for an update.  If there was no answer, we might be too late.  We’d have to retreat in a hurry if the rebels had already been defeated.  I was all too aware that we were out on a limb.  Without the big guns, the warlord’s troops could overwhelm us with ease. 
 
      
 
    “Put out scouts,” I ordered, as I limped towards Harbin.  I didn’t miss the look of scorn he shot me.  He’d been in the saddle since birth.  To him, the wild gallop had all been in a day’s work.  “If the battle is still going on, we have to find them.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re still fighting,” Fallon said, looking up from her chat parchment.  “But they’re pinned down in a small village.” 
 
      
 
    “Get details,” I said.  The local mapmakers were idiots.  Half the villages within the region were either unnamed or simply left off the maps.  The locals didn’t always name their villages ... to them, their villages were simply the village.  “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    A scout cantered back, waving his arms.  “Over there,” Harbin said.  I heard the dark amusement in his tone and scowled.  “Or at least something is going on in that direction.” 
 
      
 
    I raised my voice as I heard the sound of battle in the distance.  “Mount up,” I snapped.  I practically jumped into the saddle, then hefted her up behind me.  “And hurry!” 
 
      
 
    The sound grew louder as we started to move again.  I forced myself to think.  I’d given the rebels several crates of outdated muskets and gunpowder, as well as instructions on how to make more.  I wasn’t sure they’d had the time to produce more gunpowder, but a local blacksmith should have been able to start churning out more muskets as well as bladed weapons and other surprises.  As long as they were careful, they should have managed to evade detection ... clearly, something had gone wrong.  I told myself it didn’t matter.  We weren’t too late. 
 
      
 
    Smoke rose in the distance.  I took the telescope from my belt and peered towards the battle.  The rebels had made a deadly mistake, choosing to turn the town into a strongpoint rather than try to vanish into the countryside.  I understood their thinking - the terrain wasn’t really suited for guerrilla warfare, particularly when the overlords started handing out heavy punishments to anyone who dared collaborate with the rebels - but they’d allowed themselves to be pinned down.  The forces besieging them looked tiny, compared to the army we’d crushed only a few short days ago, yet its commander clearly knew what he was doing.  He’d surrounded the town, dug a shitload of trenches and started to tighten the noose.  And his archers were hurling flaming arrows into the town. 
 
      
 
    “Skirmishers, dismount,” I snapped, as the enemy army started to take notice of us.  They hadn’t heard we were coming, judging by their positions, but they couldn’t possibly have missed us after we appeared near their lines.  “Cavalry, stand at the ready.” 
 
      
 
    I forced myself to think.  I didn’t have the forces to break the siege.  My skirmishers could start digging their own trenches, rapidly expanding our lines under cover until we met their lines and tore into them, but ... my men weren’t trained in hand-to-hand combat.  I hadn’t had time to train them as anything more than musketmen.  I kicked myself mentally as I glanced at Harbin’s sword.  I’d been so convinced the days of swordsmen and knights in amour were already over that I hadn’t thought to train my men how to handle a sword.  And even if I had, I wouldn’t have had time to do a proper job of it ... 
 
      
 
    “Form skirmish lines,” I ordered.  There were a handful of enemy soldiers within clear view, unaware they were in danger.  “Prepare to fire.” 
 
      
 
    Harbin swore.  I looked up, just in time to see a man stand up and start waving his hands towards us.  A tongue of flame shot through the air, turning rapidly into a whip that scorched three horsemen and threatened many more.  Fallon let out a gasp of horror.  A magician, I realised dully.  A living weapon of mass destruction.  I heard panic starting to spread through the ranks.  My skirmishers were tough, but they weren’t ready for magic.  I didn’t know anyone who was, save for the magicians themselves. 
 
      
 
    “Muskets, target the magician,” I snapped.  There’d be no such thing as accuracy, once again, but - at the very least - he’d be forced to duck.  “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    The skirmishers fired a wild volley.  I saw light flare around the magician, an instant before he stumbled and collapsed.  His magic vanished at the same moment.  My skirmishers continued to fire, sweeping bullets across the enemy lines.  Harbin let out a yell, then led his men forward.  I had to admire his nerve, although the risk wasn’t as great as it looked.  The enemy had been shocked by the death of their magician, their morale breaking even before the cavalry galloped towards them.  They were a terrifying sight if one didn’t have the weapons to stop them in their tracks.  I knew, all too well, how the French must have felt when they’d faced the German Panzers for the first time. 
 
      
 
    “Cover them,” I bellowed, drawing my pistol.  “Keep firing!” 
 
      
 
    The din was overwhelming.  I was dimly aware of Fallon pressing her hands to her ears as she sunk to the ground, of gunshots barking ... the sound echoing through the air in a manner that made it hard to locate the shooters.  I tracked Harbin as best as I could, taking careful aim at his head.  My heart started to pound.  I was a good shot, one of the best in my unit, and yet if I got it wrong ... 
 
      
 
    I pulled the trigger as Harbin crashed into and over the enemy trenches.  The pistol jerked in my hand, the noise unnoticed in the racket.  Harbin plunged forward, falling from the horse and striking the ground hard enough to destroy all evidence of the shot.  A horse stomped on his corpse a second later, crushing his remains into the mud.  It would look like an accident, I was sure.  The locals didn’t have any experience with modern weapons.  The bullet would have gone straight through his head and out the other side.  Even if it was discovered later, it would be hard for anyone to work out what it actually was, let alone what it had done. 
 
      
 
    The battle grew louder.  I lowered my hand, carefully making sure no one had seen what I’d done.  The combination of smokeless powder and the sheer confusion on the battlefield should have made it impossible, but ... I allowed myself a sigh of relief.  Harbin was dead and gone and no one could pin the blame on me.  Probably.  There’d certainly be no dispute that he’d led his troops into the fight and died bravely. 
 
      
 
    And he’ll be hailed as a hero, I thought, as the fighting started to die down.  His family would get more mileage out of his death than they’d ever gotten out of his life.  It just isn’t fair. 
 
      
 
    I snorted at the thought - the world wasn’t fair - and watched as the enemy troops started to break and run.  My skirmishers advanced, shooting at the enemy backs; a couple of men fell but the remainder kept running until we lost them completely.  The last of the shooting died away as the cavalry took possession of the trenches, horsemen slashing their swords through the handful of surviving soldiers.  I shuddered, even though it suited me to have them blamed for Harbin’s death.  And I doubted they’d have been allowed to survive for long regardless. 
 
      
 
    “Sir.”  Harbin’s deputy - I thought he was called Lucas, although I wasn’t sure - saluted me.  “I beg leave to report that we have taken the trenches and scattered the enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Well done,” I said.  I meant it - and not just because the confusion had given me enough time to rid myself of a problem.  “Put out a line of scouts, make sure the enemy doesn’t have another force within striking distance.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, sir,” Lucas said.  He sounded a lot more reasonable than Harbin.  “I’ll see to it at once.” 
 
      
 
    I allowed Fallon to send a message to the communicator within the half-destroyed village, then walked across the remains of the battleground.  Bodies lay everywhere, as always; a number had clearly been cut down when they’d been trying to surrender.  I grimaced, making a mental note to address the issue later.  The magician’s corpse lay on the ground, his body faintly odd to my eyes.  It wasn’t something I could put into words.  I counted the wounds - four hits, out of thirty shooters - and then walked over to Harbin’s body.  His skull was a shattered mess, blood and brains leaking onto the ground.  There was no trace of the bullet, no hint of what had happened.  As far as I could tell, I’d gotten away with it. 
 
      
 
    Alas, poor Harbin, I thought.  I knew him. 
 
      
 
    I put the thought firmly out of my mind as I started to issue orders.  Harbin’s body - or what was left of it - would be put aside for his family, while the other bodies would be buried within the remains of the trenches; the former serfs, starting to emerge from their town, were left strictly alone.  I spoke quickly to their leader, another of my agents, who explained there were a whole string of revolts either underway or about to break out.  I hoped it shattered the warlord’s lands, although I feared the worst.  The vast majority of the revolting serfs wouldn’t have the weapons they needed to take out the castles and fortified homes, not before it was too late.  I’d have to do something about that, but I had no idea what. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll have to continue the offensive,” I said, finally.  If we won quickly, we should have enough time to consolidate before the other warlords decided it was time to stop us and formed an alliance to do just that.  “I need a list of every skilled man under your command.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon waved to me as the former serfs hurried away.  “I just heard from Kyra,” she said.  “They’re on the way, but they won’t be here for a few days.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d expected as much.  The army would be a great deal slower than the mounted cavalry.  And once they arrived ... I mentally reviewed the maps I’d seen.  We weren’t that far from the warlord’s seat.  His castle was meant to be huge, the largest in the country, but I wasn’t impressed.  We should have enough gunpowder and cannons to take down his walls and smash his castle into rubble, if he didn’t surrender.  I would have talked truce, if I’d been in his shoes.  It would take longer than he had to put together an army that could do more than slow us down. 
 
      
 
    Particularly if serf revolts are breaking out all over, I told myself.  That’ll make it harder for him to call on help from his clients. 
 
      
 
    “Tell them to hurry, but not to take risks,” I said.  If the warlord was thinking, he’d hit our supply lines.  We couldn’t afford to be thrown back on what little we could carry with us.  “And send a message to the city.  Tell them we need more supplies.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon nodded.  “Yes, sir.” 
 
      
 
    I watched her go, then turned my attention to assisting the serfs.  They’d done remarkably well, although they would have been screwed if we hadn’t come to their rescue.  I watched grim-faced men carrying bodies to the graves, while the women prepared food and planned for a mass evacuation if things went badly wrong.  I told myself they’d be fine.  We’d carry on the offensive, straight into the heart of the warlord’s territory.  And that would be the end. 
 
      
 
    And Harbin is gone, I thought.  I took no pleasure in killing, particularly shooting someone in the back, but I wasn’t going to waste time mourning him, either.  Without him, things will be a great deal smoother. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    “Harbin is dead?”  Rupert looked conflicted.  “I ... what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “He died well,” I said.  “He died in the midst of the fighting.” 
 
      
 
    It was true enough, I supposed.  He had been leading a frontal attack into the enemy defences when I’d put a bullet through his skull.  I’d written detailed reports of his death, trying to establish an unquestionable narrative as quickly as possible; I’d flattered the dead man in ways that would’ve made Saddam Hussein blush.  I had a feeling that, here, the reports would be regarded as nothing more than his due.  Harbin’s family had been trying to paint him as the victor of the first engagement ever since they’d realised the battle had been a decisive victory. 
 
      
 
    Rupert frowned, unconvinced.  I kept my thoughts to myself.  Rupert knew - had known - Harbin.  He knew that Harbin had been a coward.  He knew ... I wondered, idly, if Rupert would guess the truth.  A smart man might quietly keep it to himself, relieved Harbin had bit the dirt before he’d had a chance to really screw us; Rupert was smart, I knew, but his experience was very limited.  He might blow the whistle without realising it would do more damage to the war effort than anything Harbin could do. 
 
      
 
    I let him consider the matter as I watched the army marching into Barrow.  Rupert had pushed the men hard, but it had still been several nervous days before the troops had hove into view.  We’d liberated the town and the surrounding farms, but the rebellions further away had either stalemated or simply collapsed.  The serfs didn’t have the firepower to win in a hurry, nor the supplies to keep their former masters penned up until they ran out of food and surrendered.  I’d drawn up plans for systematically smashing the fortified manors and tiny castles, one by one, but I was all too aware that would be taking my eyes off the prize.  The warlord had refused to surrender or even consider asking for terms. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose he died well,” Rupert said, reluctantly.  “And his family will be pleased.” 
 
      
 
    “They’ll credit him with winning the battle,” I said.  It might even be true.  The charge had certainly broken whatever was left of the enemy morale.  “We’ll name a castle or something after him.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert smiled, rather thinly.  “Let’s not go that far.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, then left him with his thoughts and headed over to assess the marching army and reorganise the struggle.  The makeshift logistics system had held up better than I’d expected, although we were still on a shoestring.  We simply couldn’t source most of what we needed from the liberated territories, not in a hurry.  I had no doubt blacksmiths and craftsmen, free of the prying eyes of their former masters, would start churning out cannons and muskets and everything else, but that would take time.  I’d done what I could to kick off assembly-line manufacturing, rather than tiny little cottage industries … I shook my head.  It was going to take years for the idea to really catch on.  The craftsmen had been strongly against it right from the start. 
 
      
 
    Fallon smiled at me as I passed her tent.  “The city has promised reinforcements,” she said, holding out her chat parchment.  “And they’ve declared a day of mourning in honour of Harbin’s death.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  It stuck in my craw to honour a man I knew to have been a rapist, a rape-enabler, a tactical disaster and all around entitled piece of shit, but it was a small price to pay for keeping the truth buried.  By the time it came out, if it ever did, there would be so many people invested in the lie that the truth would hopefully be lost without trace.  I doubted anyone would even come close to guessing the truth.  The muskets were so inaccurate that even if someone realised Harbin had been shot in the back, they’d assume it was a hideous accident rather than deliberate murder.  The best shot in the musketeers, bar me, couldn’t have been sure of hitting the broad side of a barn ... 
 
      
 
    “We’ll hold a parade in his honour, when we get home,” I assured her.  “Right now, we have to continue the war.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon bowed her head.  It occurred to me, an instant too late, that she might have realised the truth.  Women tended to be very perceptive, much more perceptive than men gave them credit for.  Women’s intuition was nothing more than the subconscious mind putting together clues the conscious mind couldn’t or wouldn’t acknowledge.  Fallon knew what kind of person Harbin had been ... she certainly knew I’d had excellent reason to arrange a little accident for him.  And ... she might have access to magic she could use to dig up the truth.  The thought hadn’t occurred to me when I’d shot the bastard.  The only upside, as far as I could tell, was that the battlefield had been contaminated by the other magician.  It might make any sort of forensic activities difficult. 
 
      
 
    They might not even figure out what actually happened, I told myself.  There was no need to panic.  Not yet.  Even if they work out that he was shot, they’d have problems understanding precisely how it happened. 
 
      
 
    I tasked Fallon with a handful of messages, then continued marching through the ever-growing camp.  The cannoneers emplaced their weapons, preparing the town to stand off an enemy counterattack; the infantry dug trenches, in some cases churning up the enemy trenches we’d destroyed, and assisting the locals to rebuild.  I was mildly surprised the former serfs were cutting down trees and fixing the damage, although I suppose it was a way of demonstrating their new ownership.  I hoped it would last.  We could, and we hopefully would, kill the former masters - or, at the very least, drive them into exile - but the city fathers were already arguing over the proper distribution of the spoils of war.  I hoped that didn’t get out of hand.  The serfs would be happy to work with us, I was sure, but not trade one set of masters for another. 
 
      
 
    And they have better weapons now, I reminded myself.  Anyone who takes them for granted is going to regret it. 
 
      
 
    I kept myself busy as more and more reports came in.  The revolts were spreading, some serfs taking up arms while others simply put down their tools and walked away.  Hundreds came to join us in Barrow, while the remainder started to head back to the city.  They’d probably find it a great deal easier, now that we’d scattered the patrol and shattered the warlord’s grip on his southern lands.  The city wouldn’t be sending any more serfs back to their former masters, not now.  They’d voted to abolish the whole cursed practice shortly after our first victory. 
 
      
 
    Horst met me as I started to walk back to the command tent.  “The men are ready to continue the offensive.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, silently pleased that Horst and his peers had come along so well.  I’d worked hard to keep them in line, rewarding the ones who did well and busting the failures - or bullies - back to the ranks, but I was still uneasily aware the system was very far from solid.  I needed more experienced NCOs ... I didn’t have them.  There was something so ramshackle about the arrangement that my old drill instructors would have been utterly horrified, then start screaming for me to be court-martialled and kicked out on my ass.  And yet, I had to admit it was working better than I’d expected.  Victory had a habit of encouraging people to paper over the cracks in the edifice. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll continue the march shortly,” I said.  Warlord Aldred was based at Kuat, a castle that was supposed to be impregnable.  If the reports were even halfway accurate, and hadn’t grown in the telling too much, I could see why the locals would see it that way.  “Have there been any major issues?” 
 
      
 
    “Not any that matter,” Horst said.  “There were a handful of men who ate unripe fruit and got sick; a couple more who harassed the locals and got forced to run the gauntlet, but nothing else worth mentioning.” 
 
      
 
    I had to smile.  Horst wouldn’t have said anything, back when we’d been guardsmen, if his peers had stolen from the shops and stalls.  It had been one of the perks of the job.  I made a mental note to keep an eye on the situation, just in case he slipped back into old habits.  Horst was no fool - and he was being paid very well to uphold the new standards - but he might start to slip.  It wasn’t easy to get rid of bad habits, not when they’d been allowed to fester for years.  I’d known a man who kept swearing mighty oaths to give up the booze, but rarely managed to keep himself from drinking longer than a week or so. 
 
      
 
    The thought nagged at me as I toured the lines, spoke briefly to a handful of men I remembered - Napoleon would have been proud of me - and inspected the guns.  The army looked more like a mob than anything organised, although it was largely an illusion.  Their uniforms were dirty, their faces unshaven ... I wasn’t too concerned.  A unit could be good or it could look good, but rarely both.  I’d sooner the former than the latter.  My men would stand, unbeaten and unbowed, when a fancy unit would break and run.  I glanced at a handful of flasks, gave their wearers a sharp look that told them to be careful, then turned away.  As long as drinking didn’t get out of hand, I’d turn a blind eye.  And if it did, the drinker and whoever had supplied the drink would wish they’d never been born. 
 
      
 
    It was growing darker when the messenger found me.  “Sir, you’re wanted in the command tent!” 
 
      
 
    “I’m coming,” I said.  Command conferences had been a great deal less acrimonious since Harbin had fallen.  “I’ll be there in a moment.” 
 
      
 
    A large horse, wearing the most elaborate caparison I’d seen since we’d marched out of the city, stood outside the tent.  I frowned as I studied the heraldry.  I was no expert - the local aristocrats had a dizzying series of sigils and coats of arms - but the presence of drawn swords was clear proof the messenger represented a warlord.  Warlord Aldred?  I couldn’t imagine any of the others sending a message to the army, not when they’d find it easier to send the messenger directly to the city itself.  If, of course, they knew what was happening.  It was unlikely they realised how far and how fast we’d advanced, although it was impossible to be sure.  They could be using chat parchments too. 
 
      
 
    I pushed the flap aside and stepped into the tent.  Rupert sat in his chair, facing a young man - he was barely entering his teens - wearing a fancy outfit that had clearly been designed for a much older man.  The unkind part of my mind whispered he looked like a purple and gold grape, before hinting that the young man had been sent because his master feared he’d be executed the moment he rode into the camp.  It was hard to believe the messenger was someone important.  He wasn’t even old enough to shave! 
 
      
 
    Which might be meaningless here, I thought.  He speaks with his master’s voice. 
 
      
 
    The messenger’s eyes flickered over me, then turned back to Rupert.  “My Lord?” 
 
      
 
    Rupert kept his voice mild.  “You have a message?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, My Lord.”  The messenger sounded as if his voice hadn’t broken.  “My master wishes to inform you that His Majesty has commanded a formal truce, between the forces of Damansara and himself, and that his daughter has been dispatched to mediate a permanent treaty of peace.  He proposes that your forces hold your positions until a settlement has been agreed.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  “Oh.  He does, does he?” 
 
      
 
    The messenger looked, just for a second, as if I’d committed some hideously indecent act in public.  “Yes, My Lord.”  He addressed his words to Rupert, not to me.  “His Majesty commands it and we must obey.” 
 
      
 
    He held out a scroll.  Rupert took it, then nodded.  “The guard will escort you to somewhere you can wait,” he said, as he unfurled the scroll.  It was written in Old Script, with not a single English letter to be seen.  “You’ll have our answer shortly.” 
 
      
 
    I waited until the messenger had left, then frowned.  “What does the letter say?” 
 
      
 
    “The same thing, except more floridly,” Rupert said.  “King Jacob of Johor has declared a formal truce, ordering both sides to hold their positions and wait for his daughter to arrive so she can handle the negotiations.  And it would be treasonous for us to refuse.” 
 
      
 
    “Shit.”  I forced myself to think.  “Do we know the letter really came from the king?” 
 
      
 
    “It has the royal seal.”  Rupert held it up for me to see.  “The magic woven into the seal makes it impossible to duplicate, let alone forge.” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t so sure, but there was no time to worry about it now.  I’d wondered what the warlord would do, now we were deep within his lands.  It shouldn’t have surprised me that he’d gone running to the king.  Bullies always ran, if you hit them hard enough.  I had to admit it was a neat solution.  Twist the king’s arm to force him to order us to stop, then draw out the negotiations long enough to rebuild his army or simply cut our supply lines and starve us out.  It would work, too.  The lands we held couldn’t feed the army, not for very long.  We might lose the war without fighting another shot. 
 
      
 
    “They sent the message directly to you, not to Damansara,” I said.  I was fairly sure that was true.  If the city had gotten the message, they’d have relayed it to Fallon or one of her peers.  “That’s ... interesting.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert studied the scroll.  “They’ll have sent a copy to the city,” he said.  “It’ll just take longer for their messenger to reach the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  Messengers were meant to be inviolate, but - right now - no one was doing more than making a pretence of following the rules.  I could see a messenger, galloping down the road, being waylaid and killed by a gang of runaway serfs, or perhaps even one of my patrols if they mistook the messenger for a spy.  And yet ... my thoughts churned.  The warlord was clearly trying to buy time.  It couldn’t be allowed. 
 
      
 
    “We have to press on,” I said.  “There’s no choice.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert gaped at me.  “Defy a direct order from the king?” 
 
      
 
    I snorted.  “And how much power does the king actually have?” 
 
      
 
    He said nothing.  I didn’t blame him.  It was never easy to admit the emperor had no clothes, even when it was blindingly obvious.  The king didn’t have the power to compel his nobles to do a damn thing, not when they didn’t want to do it.  As long as the warlords remained united in their quest to keep the monarchy weak, that was never going to change.  Damansara couldn’t rely on the king to do anything to help them, not when the warlords had the king under control.  If we stayed where we were, or retreated back to safer territory, we were effectively conceding defeat. 
 
      
 
    “This is just a ruse to buy time,” I explained.  “He’ll force us to expend our food, then retreat in a hurry or start taking food from the locals.  Either way, he wins.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert met my eyes.  “And when the city fathers order me to bend the knee to the king?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  “The message can’t reach the city for at least another two days, right?  They’ll need that long just to get the message, longer still to decide if they want to accept the king’s orders.  We can use that time to press the offensive ourselves.  We’ll arrive at his door before he has a chance to do anything, even if he realises we’re coming.  And then we’ll crush his castle and win the war in one fell swoop.” 
 
      
 
    My smile widened.  “And we can even send back a message offering to discuss terms,” I added.  “It’ll keep him from realising we’re on the move ...” 
 
      
 
    Rupert shook his head.  “We can’t afford to break the laws of war too openly.” 
 
      
 
    I sighed, inwardly.  I understood the importance of keeping the laws of war.  At the same time, I also understood the importance of making sure everyone else kept the laws, too.  I had no qualms about misleading someone who’d tried to mislead us ... 
 
      
 
    “Then tell him you’ll consult with your superiors,” I said.  “They’re not expecting you to make policy for the entire city, are they?” 
 
      
 
    “You are.”  Rupert smiled, but there was no humour in it.  “If this goes wrong ...” 
 
      
 
    “Victory has a thousand fathers,” I told him.  I understood his reluctance.  Rupert and his family had a great deal to lose if everything came crashing down.  And yet ... there was no middle ground, no space between victory or death.  The warlords knew, now, how dangerous the cities could become.  They’d be quick to garrison the others if they had a chance.  “Defeat ... you can blame everything on me, if you like.” 
 
      
 
    “Believe me, I will.”  Rupert shook his head.  “And they won’t accept it for a second.” 
 
      
 
    He stood.  “I’ll tell the messenger that we’ll discuss the terms, then send a messenger of our own back when we’re done,” he said.  “And ... if you’re right, we’ll be on top of him before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said.  If we lost, we’d be declared rogue.  “We’ll begin the march at dawn.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    I didn’t sleep much that night. 
 
      
 
    It was hard not to think, as darkness enveloped the camp, that Rupert and I were crossing the Rubicon.  We weren’t precisely disobeying orders - it wasn’t as if the city fathers had ordered us to remain where we were, at least until the princess arrived - but I had a feeling they’d take a dim view of us carrying the offensive all the way to Kuat.  They had to know the king was effectively powerless, that he’d been forced to issue orders for us to hold in place and wait, yet if they wanted to take a swing at our necks we’d given them all the excuse they could possibly want.  I’d told Rupert to blame everything on me, if things went wrong, but the blunt truth was that there’d be more than enough blame to go around.  I might have to flee the army when - if - the shit hit the fan. 
 
      
 
    I tossed and turned, even though the bedding was surprisingly comfortable compared to some of the places I’d served as a younger man.  Doubts assailed my mind.  The army was tough, and we were steadily gathering more and more experience, but if we lost the coming battle we’d be finished.  I knew there were more recruits being trained, including a number of former serfs who wanted to fight for their freedom, yet ... losing the army would be bad even if it wasn’t a total disaster.  We’d been committed the moment we’d given the warlord a bloody nose.  We had to teach him, and his peers, that they could no longer push us around.  There would be no peace until they got the message.  They had to feel their defeat.  They had to know, deep inside, that they’d been smashed flat.  If we’d hammered that lesson into Germany in 1918, we might not have gone to war with Germany again in 1941. 
 
      
 
    Dawn broke, like a thunderclap.  I staggered to my feet, splashed water on my face - it was strange to realise that, out here, a basin of water was pretty much the height of luxury - and gathered myself before stepping outside.  Rupert didn’t look as if he’d slept any better, I noted. I envied the soldiers who were looking disgustingly, and disturbingly, cheerful as they readied themselves for the march.  They knew where they were going.  There wasn’t a single one amongst them who didn’t want to kick the warlord in the balls.  And yet ... the lack of grumbling was almost unnatural.  It worried me. 
 
      
 
    Fallon greeted me as I sent out scouts, her hair hidden behind a scarf.  I had no idea who she thought she was fooling.  She looked as if she’d dressed as a man without being quite sure how to do it.  I guessed she was experimenting a little, now that she was well away from her parents.  Magical families were apparently more permissive than mundanes, from what I’d been told, but there were limits.  I wasn’t remotely surprised. 
 
      
 
    “There’s been no message from the city, save for a routine update,” Fallon told me.  I’d asked her to keep whatever she heard to herself, at least until Rupert and I got the news first.  “Is that what you wanted to hear?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  I’d seriously considered leaving Fallon and her peers behind.  Barrow wouldn’t be particularly well defended, once the army marched out, but their magic would keep them safe ... or so they’d assured me.  It was tempting to deliberately march out of communications range, giving us a degree of plausible deniability if the city ordered us to halt the offensive and hold in place.  But it wouldn’t fool anyone.  The city fathers had objected to us taking young magicians in the first place.  They’d certainly wonder why we’d changed our tune on short notice. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be riding behind me, again,” I said.  I pretended not to see her grimace.  It would be an uncomfortable ride, even with an experienced rider holding the reins.  “I’ll need you to stay in touch with the rear area.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon nodded, curtly, as we joined Rupert in the officers’ mess.  The food was very plain  - Harbin had bitched up a storm, as if he’d expected us to provide him with roast venison or something else equally rare and expensive - and I didn’t feel like eating, but I forced myself to stuff myself until I was full.  Fallon and Rupert were more reluctant to eat, despite my prodding.  They were going to regret it later, even if they were carrying rations in their pouches.  God alone knew when we’d have time to sit down and eat properly again. 
 
      
 
    Rupert met my eyes.  “Are you sure this is going to work?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, pretending a confidence I didn’t feel.  The warlord’s castle was heavily defended.  Under normal conditions, the defenders would have most of the advantages.  They could just batten down the hatches and wait for besiegers to give up and go away.  “We can and we will take down the entire castle.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned, then led the way back outside.  The scouts were already reporting back, bringing word of an open road between Barrow and Kuat.  I nodded, pretending relief even though I’d hoped we’d encounter the warlord’s army in the field.  It would have given us an excellent chance to crush the bastard, without ever having to tackle his walls.  I’d read the reports from earlier wars, reports that had made it brutally clear why no winner had ever emerged.  The castles were just too strong to take quickly, forcing the attacker to lay siege to them or bleed his army white trying to take them by force.  Some castles had never been taken at all.  Kuat was one of them. 
 
      
 
    The army started to march forward in ragged order, soldiers singing cheerfully as they advanced to the front.  I was torn between amusement and horror as I helped Fallon onto the horse, then scrambled up in front of her.  Some of the songs would have shocked the moral guardians back home ... I rolled my eyes as the horse started to canter forward.  There was nothing to be gained by objecting, not now.  It would undermine my authority.  Besides, too many of the singers might be dead in a day or two. 
 
      
 
    I smiled as a handful of horse-drawn cannons rolled down the road, their crews riding carts loaded with gunpowder and shot.  Others were pulled by volunteers, serfs who’d been liberated and then recruited to serve as porters.  I wasn’t too keen on hiring anyone as human pack mules, but I didn’t have a choice.  We were running short of horses and oxen.  Besides, it would let us slip more money into the local economy and let them think they were contributing to their own liberation.  I’d known people who’d resented being liberated almost as much as they resented the people they’d been liberated from.   
 
      
 
    We’re going to have to teach them to think of themselves as individuals, I thought, as the army picked up speed.  And to stop thinking of society as a divinely ordered hierarchy. 
 
      
 
    The thought festered at the back of my mind as we kept moving, passing through towns and villages that had either been abandoned or liberated by rebellious serfs.  I saw hundreds of signs of places that had been hastily abandoned, refugees fleeing into the undergrowth as they saw us coming.  I didn’t blame them for trying to hide.  They had no reason to believe we were friendly, even if my agents had managed to get this far north.  Hell, they might not even know who we were.  It was unlikely their masters had been honest about their defeats. 
 
      
 
    Fallon pressed against me as we marched through a shattered village.  “How can people live like this?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  “They don’t have a choice,” I told her.  The village was practically drowning in mud and shit.  I hoped the villagers had made it out before their village had been raided by a passing army.  “Their masters don’t let them keep anything for themselves, so they do as little as possible.” 
 
      
 
    And dream of the day they’ll be free, my thoughts added silently, as we marched past a burnt-out manor.  A pair of bodies hung from trees, twisting unpleasantly in the wind.  They’ll have a lot of grudges to repay, now that the day of liberation has finally come. 
 
      
 
    We reached a handful of abandoned fields, made camp for the night and continued the march the following day.  Fallon reported no messages from the city, something that bothered me.  I’d considered trying to waylay the messenger, but there’d been no way to do it - as far as I could tell - without making it obvious.  Still ... I shook my head.  There was no hard data, nothing I could use to make my estimates anything better than guesswork.  We’d just have to keep going until we reached our target.  I just hoped we’d get there in time. 
 
      
 
    The warlord made no attempt to do more than slow us down, even as we began the final march to his castle.  I hoped that was a good sign, although I wasn’t sure.  A smart commander would have had scouts along all the roads, perhaps even spying on our camp from a safe distance.  My cavalry had done what they could to keep prying eyes away, but I doubted they’d succeeded.  Besides, we’d been marching north for two days, disturbing everything in our path.  They had to know we were coming. 
 
      
 
    “It’s impressive,” Fallon breathed, as the castle came into view.  “Is it bigger than Whitehall?” 
 
      
 
    I shrugged and turned my attention to studying the defences as the army started to spread out and lay siege to the giant castle.  It was huge - the stories hadn’t exaggerated as much as I’d thought - a cluster of stone buildings surrounded by a colossal wall that seemed to merge into the buildings from place to place.  The town outside was smaller than I’d expected, placed neatly within the shadow of the castle.  A handful of people were fleeing as the army spread out further - I sent orders to have them interrogated, to see what was actually happening before they were sent on their way.  It was clear how the warlord had dominated the surrounding countryside for so long.  As long as he could fall back on an impregnable castle, his control couldn’t be challenged. 
 
      
 
    “Set up the guns,” I ordered.  The walls were perfect killing grounds, but ... I was lucky the warlord hadn’t built his castle on top of a hill.  It would have made life a great deal harder.  “Prepare to fire on my command.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked worried as we prepared for the assault.  “Should we send a demand for surrender?” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t so sure - killing the warlord and tearing his castle down would send an unmistakable message - but nodded anyway.  Better to at least pretend we were doing things by the book.  I summoned a messenger, told him to take a demand for unconditional surrender to the warlord, then sent him on his way.  The cynical part of my mind insisted the warlord would tell us to go to hell even if we had a sword at his throat.  Even a truce that left us in control of the lands we’d taken would make him look weak, so weak one of his subordinate aristocrats might go for his throat.  He might prefer to fight to the last, rather than come to terms.   
 
      
 
    We waited.  I lifted a telescope and peered at the battlements.  They were lined with men, most carrying swords and shields rather than muskets or crossbows.  I guessed the murder holes, clearly visible along the lower walls, were already manned, archers standing at the ready to wreak havoc on our lines.  The gatehouse was almost a small castle in its own right, looking tougher than the citadel we’d taken earlier.  It would be a pain to take even with modern weapons, or what passed for modern weapons in this world.  A single USAF bomb would level both the castle and a surprisingly large chunk of the surrounding countryside. 
 
      
 
    Fallon caught my arm.  “There’s a great deal of magic woven into the walls.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, curtly.  Magical defences, from what I’d been told, seemed designed to cope with magical threats.  It was perfectly possible to punch out - or shoot - a magician who didn’t craft his wards specifically to handle a physical threat.  I supposed it made a certain kind of sense - most people would hesitate to get into a fight with someone who could stop them with a snap of their fingers - but it was a curious blindspot.  If what I’d been told was true, even hardened wards acted like deflector shields.  Every time they were hit, they got weaker. 
 
      
 
    The messenger returned, looking grim.  “My Lord,” he said, to Rupert.  “They ... ah ... refused your kind offer.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert smiled, although I could tell he was nervous.  “And what did they actually say?” 
 
      
 
    I ignored the messenger’s spluttering - the warlord had probably said something scatological or worse - and snapped orders.  The cannons started to boom, hurling heavy shot towards the walls; the musketmen unleashed a furious volley, sweeping dozens of men off the battlements and causing the rest to hastily duck.  I cursed under my breath as the cannonballs struck the walls and shattered, or bounced off, without doing any noticeable damage.  The walls were either thick enough to take the blows without shattering, which seemed unlikely as I couldn’t see any cracks, or the magic reinforcing them was strong enough to keep them intact.  I hoped the noise was doing at least some damage.  I’d been in tanks that had been under heavy attack.  Their armour had stood up to the hammering, but the noise had threatened to drive us all crazy. 
 
      
 
    “The magic is holding,” Fallon told me.  “You’re not hitting it hard enough to take it down.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, watching grimly as the second volley was no more effective than the first.  The only success was a cannonball that went over the walls, crashing somewhere within the keep.  I hoped it had done some damage, although it was impossible to be sure.  A handful of archers were trying to shoot at us, but finding it hard.  My musketmen fired at them every time they showed their faces.  I hoped they’d stay well back.  I needed the cannoneers to keep firing into the castle. 
 
      
 
    “Aim the canister so it lands in the courtyards, then add some fire arrows,” I ordered.  The flaming arrows were coated with something magic, something - I’d been assured - that was hard to put out.  “And order the sappers to start their work.” 
 
      
 
    My lips twisted into a grim smile as the noise grew louder.  I wasn’t expecting the canister shot to do much of anything, although it would be great if the flaming arrows ignited a barrel of gunpowder, but it would force them to keep their heads down.  The defenders might even be assuming I was wasting my time, expending gunpowder and cannonballs in a fit of bad temper before I had to withdraw before I ran out of supplies.  Reading between the lines, I had a theory that most of the warlords had done pretty much the same at one time or another. 
 
      
 
    Rupert stepped up to me.  “How long can we keep this up?” 
 
      
 
    “Long enough, I hope,” I said.  I’d drilled him in logistics.  He wasn’t a bad organiser ... I wondered, idly, if he’d make a good Pompey the Great.  Pompey had lacked the flair of his arch-enemy, and he’d been hammered when he’d fought someone who was his tactical superior, but his grasp of logistics had been magnificent.  “We just need to keep them from realising what we’re really doing.” 
 
      
 
    I glanced at Fallon, then issued more orders.  The skirmishers would have to take the lead, when we poured into the castle.  I wished, not for the first time, that I’d spent more time on basic weapons training ... or that we had more than a handful of flintlocks.  We were going to be fighting the bastards on nearly even terms, when we got into the castle.  And yet ... I braced myself as the sappers returned, reporting success.  The gunpowder was in position. 
 
      
 
    “Stay back,” I ordered Rupert.  “You do not want to be caught in the fighting.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert looked mutinous.  I understood.  Harbin - damn the man - had at least managed to die bravely.  Rupert’s reputation would be dented if he didn’t lead the offensive in person.  But there was no choice.  I needed Rupert to stay alive.  And besides, if we won the battle, we could easily compose narratives that made Rupert the hero.  Reality was more than a little flexible.  The story would stick because we wanted it to stick. 
 
      
 
    “Their wards are still holding,” Fallon commented.  She sounded oddly impressed.  “Their walls are barely damaged.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, pretending to be unconcerned.  The magic might be beyond me, but it clearly had limits.  I could easily imagine a shield that only blocked attacks from the outside, allowing their archers to stand up in the open air and shoot their bows in perfect safety.  It didn’t seem to be possible.  The locals might not understand modern technology, but they sure as hell grasped magic.  It was such an obvious concept that I was sure that, it was possible, it would have been done. 
 
      
 
    “Send the signal,” I ordered.  The enemy didn’t seem to have realised what we were doing, but that could easily change at any moment.  For all I knew, time was about to run out.   I wasn’t sure what they could do about it, but I didn’t want to find out the hard way.  “Detonate the mine.” 
 
      
 
    A moment later, the world seemed to explode. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    I covered my eyes, hastily, as the ground shook violently, great clouds of dust and smoke rising from the walls.  It was glorious!  The magically-reinforced walls were warped and twisted, great chunks of stone crashing to the ground despite the spells woven into the building.  The blast had clearly reached further into the castle than I’d expected ... I snickered as I realised the enemy wards had actually deflected the blast deeper into the castle, rather than redirect the force back at us.  They really hadn’t expected such an attack, I decided.  The idea of undermining a castle’s walls wasn’t new, but cramming gunpowder into the mine and detonating it under the walls was. 
 
      
 
    “Musketmen, sweep the walls,” I barked.  The enemy soldiers were stunned.  We had to take them at a run, before it was too late.  “Cannoneers, target the inner keep!” 
 
      
 
    I nodded to Rupert as the cannons started firing again.  A handful aimed canister shot into the shattered walls, hoping to kill anyone who’d survived the blast, while the remainder directed cannonballs into the inner building.  I was unsure if they were as heavily warded as the outer wards, but it didn’t matter.  We’d breached the walls.  A smart enemy would be trying to surrender now, to get the white flag into the air before we plunged through the walls and into the keep.  If they refused to surrender, we would be quite within our rights to kill everyone inside the building without even trying to take them prisoner. 
 
      
 
    They’ve nowhere to go, I thought, as I rallied my skirmishers.  All they can do now is hurt us as much as possible before we kill them all. 
 
      
 
    I raised my hand, feeling the air shake as my troops braced themselves.  They looked eager to get to grips with the enemy ... that wouldn’t last, I was sure.  House-to-house combat was never fun, even if you had body armour and microscopic drones and all the other toys that had been tried and tested in the Middle East.  Urban warfare cut the advantages of modern technology down to almost nothing ... I told myself not to be so pessimistic.  The enemy didn’t have AK-47s or IEDs or anything along those lines, either. 
 
      
 
    “Follow me,” I shouted, raising my sword.  It was hardly professional, but I didn’t give a damn.  “Charge!” 
 
      
 
    The men cheered as I led them towards the smoking remnants of the mine, musket balls cracking over our heads as the musketmen sought to cover us.  My ears ached as I plunged through the crater, then scrambled up the far side and into the castle, eyes sweeping from side to side for potential threats.  It looked like the building had been torn open by the blast; walls scorched and battered, doors lying on the floor in ruins.  I led my men on, directing half of them to seize the upper levels while the remainder held open the breach to allow more and more invaders to enter the castle.  If the defenders weren’t going to surrender, they’d have to muster a counterattack before we solidified our foothold and started to take the rest of the castle. 
 
      
 
    I led the way down the corridor and stepped into a mini-courtyard, looking as if someone had screwed up the plans when the castle had been put together.  There was hardly any space for anything, as far as I could tell.  I heard a shout a moment later and saw men boiling out of the far door, urged on by someone remaining safely at the rear.  I raised my pistol and shot him, then barked orders to my men as the attackers started to slow in confusion.  My men opened fire a second later, musket and flintlock balls tearing though the attackers and sending them to the ground.  Another man appeared, waving his hand to snatch a fireball out of nowhere and hurl it at me.  I blinked at it, stunned, then ducked sharply as it shot over my head and crashed into a far wall.  An instant later, another fireball burned his head to a crisp. 
 
      
 
    I looked back.  Fallon was standing there, looking pleased with herself.  My lips moved soundlessly.  I hadn’t expected her to follow me.  She shouldn’t have.  And yet, she’d saved my life.  If she could do that ... I nodded at her - this was neither the time nor the place for an argument - then started barking orders again as reinforcements kept flowing into the castle.  We needed to push on before the defenders started to rally again. 
 
      
 
    “Surrender,” I bellowed.  My parade ground voice was loud, but practically lost amidst the din of battle.  “Surrender and your lives will be spared!” 
 
      
 
    I heard some angry muttering behind me.  I ignored it.  I didn’t particularly want to sack the castle.  I certainly didn’t want my men to get into bad habits by raping and slaughtering what remained of the castle’s population.  If they were prepared to surrender, I’d accept it instead of forcing them to fight to the last.  The warlord himself shouldn’t live past the fighting - my ancestors had had no shortage of problems when the old ruling caste hadn’t been uprooted and destroyed - but there were innocents in his castle.  Even his men were only following orders.  Here, that excused everything. 
 
      
 
    We charged across the courtyard and crashed into the next building.  A man stepped out of the darkness and swung a blade at me.  I darted back, wishing I’d spent more time on my swordsmanship, then shot him through the head.  I should have brought an axe instead, something I could use without spending weeks in training ... I put the thought out of my head as more and more men blocked our way, forcing us to clear them out with musket balls, swords and makeshift grenades.  It was damn lucky, I reflected as we pushed onwards, that the warlord had frittered away most of his time.  The castle was hard enough to take, even though we’d broken the walls.  If he’d taken the task seriously, we might have been in real trouble. 
 
      
 
    Darkness fell as we pushed our way further into the castle, crying out for them to see sense and surrender.  I gritted my teeth, directing my men to light torches even though it posed a very real risk of giving away our positions.  The fighting was growing increasingly chaotic, I knew; I was losing control, if I’d ever really had it.  We crashed into a small hall and encountered a bunch of terrified servants, men and women who stared at us in fear.  I detailed a handful of men to escort most of the servants out of the castle, back to our lines.  The remaining two looked ... reasonable. 
 
      
 
    I met their eyes.  “Where is Aldred?” 
 
      
 
    They stared at me, caught between fear of us - the invaders - and their masters.  I reached into my pouch and produced a handful of gold coins, holding them out to them.  Someone gasped behind me.  It was more gold than they’d seen in their entire lives, I was sure.  They had to be wondering if I’d take their answers and simply slit their throats, rather than actually keeping my side of the deal.  And yet ... there was enough money, resting in my palm, to let them start a new life somewhere well away from their former master. 
 
      
 
    “He’s in the throne room,” one of the servants stammered.  “I ... I can take you there.” 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  I passed him the coins, ignoring the other servant’s sputtered protests.  He’d had his chance.  “Lead on.  And no detours along the way.” 
 
      
 
    The servant nodded and led us down the corridor, then pushed a tapestry aside to reveal a hidden door.  I clutched my sword tightly in one hand as we stepped into a darkened passageway, all too aware that we could be walking straight into a trap.  The servant passageways - I’d seen them in Rupert’s mansion - was just too narrow for us to walk in anything other than single file.  I promised myself I’d bury my sword in the servant’s back if it turned out he was trying to con us.  He wouldn’t get away with it. 
 
      
 
    I felt the air shift, slightly, as more cannonballs crashed into the keep.  It was hard to believe, despite the noise, that we weren’t alone, that we weren’t trapped within a confined space.  I’d never been claustrophobic, but it was still a relief when we reached the upper floor.  The servant stopped beside a heavy wooden door and tried to open it.  It didn’t budge.  The bolts on the far side, I realised after a quick inspection, had been firmly shoved into place. 
 
      
 
    The servant started to stammer.  “Sir, I ...” 
 
      
 
    “It’s quite all right,” I assured him.  I would have been more concerned if the hidden door hadn’t been bolted.  “What’s on the far side?” 
 
      
 
    “His lordship’s bedroom,” the servant said.  “He ... ah ... uses the tunnels to see his mistresses.” 
 
      
 
    Mistresses, I thought.  How many does he have? 
 
      
 
    “Tell me about the layout,” I said, keeping my voice hushed.  The walls were thick, but there was no guarantee we couldn’t be overheard.  “What’s on the far side?” 
 
      
 
    I listened, then nodded at Fallon.  “Open this door.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon pointed a finger at the door.  I felt my ears pop, an instant before an invisible force crashed into the wood and blasted it open.  I would have preferred something a little more subtle - the noise had been loud enough to be heard for quite some distance - but beggars can’t be choosers.  I jumped through the wreckage of the door, looking for possible threats.  The chamber was incredibly gaudy, gold and purple everywhere.  Purple was the royal colour, if I recalled correctly.  Having so much of it here was a clear sign the warlord had his eye on the throne, as well as absolutely no taste whatsoever.  I’d have been embarrassed to rest my head on his bed.  I was pretty sure he didn’t have anyone willing and able to tell him his room looked dreadful. 
 
      
 
    He’s a warlord with a habit of chopping off heads, I thought, as another round of cannonballs crashed into the walls.  No one is going to say anything even mildly critical to him if they can help it. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the men, then led them into the next room.  A maid stared, her eyes uncomprehending, then dropped to the ground in a faint.  I had the feeling she was faking it, but I didn’t have time to check.  Instead, we hurried over her body and straight in to the next room.  Warlord Aldred sat on a golden throne, every inch a pretender to the real throne; a handful of men in fancy uniforms were pressed against the far wall.  The warlord’s presence pervaded the chamber.  I was sure he would have made a bid for the kingship if he’d thought he’d get away with it. 
 
      
 
    He stood, drawing his sword.  I studied him thoughtfully.  His paintings weren’t particularly accurate, I noted; he was neither fashionably thin or so fat he might as well be a danger to shipping.  His body was thick, but most of it looked to be muscle.  He carried his sword as if he knew what to do with it.  I was pretty sure he did.  Rupert had been taught how to use a sword from birth and his birthplace was reasonably civilised.  Aldred had grown up knowing that anyone, even his nearest and dearest, could become an enemy at the drop of a hat. 
 
      
 
    It isn’t an excuse, I told myself, firmly.  I could understand why everyone from Hitler and Stalin to Saddam and Castro had done the horrible things they’d done, but understanding didn’t bring forgiveness.  Quite the opposite.  And even if was, there would still have to be a reckoning. 
 
      
 
    The castle shook again.  The space between volleys was growing longer.  I’d told the cannoneers not to shoot off all their powder and balls, just in case we needed to make a fighting retreat to Barrow or Furness.  And yet ...  
 
      
 
    I shook my head.  The battle was over.  It had been over from the moment we’d broken down the walls.  They should have surrendered.  Right now, there weren’t many people left to surrender. 
 
      
 
    I met the warlord’s eyes, trying not to wince.  This was not a man who accepted, even for a moment, the possibility of defeat.  This was not a man who’d surrender, no matter how much he told himself it was just for tactical advantage.  He wouldn’t so much as pretend to give up, although it would save hundreds of lives.  He had a wife and a family and if the fighting continued, they’d be killed.  Or worse. 
 
      
 
    “The battle is over,” I said.  I doubted it would make any impact at all, but I owed it to myself to try.  The warlord was doomed.  The shattered castle was clear proof his power had been broken beyond repair.  “If you surrender, you will be treated well.” 
 
      
 
    He snarled and raised his sword.  I saw his point.  No one was going to ransom him.  His former subordinates would sell out for the best terms they could get, while the remainder of the warlords carved up his territory between them ... they’d wage war on us, I was sure, but it would be too late to save Aldred from defeat and destruction.  The best he could hope for was his family being allowed to go into exile, but it wasn’t likely to happen.  His former peers wouldn’t want his son to grow up into a future thorn in their side.  They’d probably have the entire family killed. 
 
      
 
    “I mean it,” I said.  “You can take your money and go into exile and ...” 
 
      
 
    Aldred lunged at me.  He really did know how to use his sword.  I blocked his first swing, more by luck than judgement, but he just kept coming.  I thought I was stronger, although it was hard to be sure.  His blows kept hacking through my defences, my hands aching as he crashed his sword into mine time and time again.  A man of honour, I reflected, would have kept fighting with an unsuitable weapon, even though it meant certain death.  I wasn’t that much of a man of honour.  I pointed the pistol at Aldred - his eyes went wide as he realised I was going to deny him a honourable death - and pulled the trigger.  His body crashed to the floor and lay still.  I winced, inwardly.  I didn’t have many bullets left. 
 
      
 
    “It’s done,” I said.  I looked towards the other men.   None of them had moved, perhaps fearing the wrath of the winner if they tried to intervene.  “Surrender now and you get to live.” 
 
      
 
    They bowed their heads, then went to tell their men to surrender.  I allowed myself a moment of relief, before issuing orders of my own as the fighting died away.  The noble prisoners would be kept in the camp, under heavy guard, while we decided what to do with them; the soldiers and guardsmen would be invited to join our army, unless they were guilty of war crimes and atrocities.  It was going to be a legal headache to sort out.  Back home, there were no excuses for war crimes; here, merely following orders would be enough to get a free pass. 
 
      
 
    Besides, saying no to the mad dictator back home is a good way to commit suicide, I reflected.  I’d met too many people who thought they could deter war crimes ... without realising it was pretty much impossible without a force both able and willing to come down on the perpetrators like a ton of bricks.   And you’d get your family slaughtered as well. 
 
      
 
    I shrugged - maybe the worst of the worst would make a daring escape before we had to make some decisions about them - and then grinned as Rupert stepped into the room.  He shot a sharp look at Fallon, who winked, then turned to me.  I smiled at his expression.  He looked like someone who’d been convinced he was about to lose a rigged game, only to come up trumps after all.  I understood.  If we’d lost the battle, it would have been wise for the pair of us to loot the war chest and start running.  We certainly wouldn’t have been welcome back home. 
 
      
 
    The thought surprised me.  When did Damansara become home? 
 
      
 
    “We won.”  Rupert looked at the throne and the body, perhaps making sure it really was Aldred, then sat on the floor.  “What now?” 
 
      
 
    I looked through the window.  The castle was effectively ruined.  It would take weeks, if not months, for it to be repaired.  I figured we could turn it into a garrison, if we wanted to expend the time and effort, or simply tear down the remnants and leave it as nothing more than a pile of rubble.  It wasn’t as if Kuat was still impregnable.  We’d proven it wasn’t, beyond a shadow of a doubt. 
 
      
 
    “Now?”  I shrugged.  “We finish liberating the rest of the slaves, chase their former masters into exile if they don’t want to fight and be killed, then scatter garrisons throughout the lands as we raise troops for the next war.  We won.  It’s over.” 
 
      
 
    “And start arguing over who gets what,” Rupert predicted.  “They’ll already be dividing the lands up, back home.” 
 
      
 
    “As long as they remember the serfs aren’t serfs any longer,” I said.  I was pretty sure the serfs were arming themselves with everything within reach.  They couldn’t expect mercy if they fell back into enemy hands.  “They won’t agree to put down their guns and trade one set of masters for another.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon pulled her chat parchment from her pocket and frowned.  “My Lord, we just got orders to remain in Barrow and wait for Princess Helen.” 
 
      
 
    Rupert and I looked at each other.  A moment later, we started to laugh. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least they’re not demanding we give back the castle to a dead man,” Rupert said, an hour later.  We’d spent the time dictating messages to Fallon, then listening as she repeated their messages back to us.  “That would have been awkward.” 
 
      
 
    I grinned.  Fallon giggled.  The city fathers had been shocked, according to her, when they heard what we’d done.  They hadn’t even realised we’d continued the offensive, even though it had been part of the plan.  Going on until we hit something so hard we had to stop made perfect sense, as far as I was concerned, and we’d kept going until we won the war.  Warlord Aldred’s former subordinates might try to declare independence, or try to offer homage to another warlord, but it didn’t matter.  Right now, they lacked the firepower to do more than irritate us.  The rebel serfs would keep them penned up until we could smash their castles one by one.  Kuat had fallen.  I had no doubt the others would be even easier to destroy. 
 
      
 
    Rupert smiled, tiredly.  “We still have orders to wait for the princess,” he said.  “By then, hopefully, the council will have decided what they want us to say to her.” 
 
      
 
    “They do keep changing their minds,” Fallon agreed.  She glanced at the parchment.  “Right now, they’re asking about securing our new territories.” 
 
      
 
    I unfurled a map and studied it thoughtfully.  “We’ll position scouts along the roads leading to the neighbouring warlord territories,” I said.  The nightmare was a united advance on multiple fronts, perhaps three or four armies heading straight to the city, but I doubted the warlords would manage to coordinate such an offensive.  They’d need to build a modern army first, giving us time to tighten our defences and send more agents into their lands.  “If they start an attack, we’ll know about it.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon wrote a message on her parchment.  A shiver ran down my spine as the words faded and vanished as if they’d never been.  I’d never had that reaction to radios or computers ... I frowned as Fallon read the reply out loud.  To my eyes, the chat parchment was blank.  It was hard not to feel that we were being conned.  We’d busted an insurgency cell, back in the Middle East, whose leader had faked messages from a multinational network to keep his subordinates in the fight.  I knew Fallon wasn’t lying, and yet it was hard to believe she could see something I couldn’t. 
 
      
 
    I turned my attention back to the map.  “We’ll place a garrison here, just to make sure someone doesn’t try to take it from us, then split the army and deploy cannoneers to the rest of the castles.  If they surrender, they can leave without a fight; if not, we can blow their walls down and they can die in the ruins.  The quicker we eliminate them, the better.” 
 
      
 
    “The city fathers want you to detach half the army and send it back home,” Fallon said.  “I think they’re getting worried.” 
 
      
 
    “We can do both,” I assured her.  “And thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon nodded, dropped a curtsey and hurried out the room.  The communicators had taken over a handful of chambers, although personally I’d have preferred to keep them in the camp outside the walls.  We were still searching the castle with the aid of the former servants, liberating prisoners from the cells, capturing records and logging every last item of value within the walls.  The latter would probably have to be sent to the city, although I was pretty sure a number of smaller items had already been pocketed by my men.  I sighed, inwardly.  I didn’t want to encourage looting and yet ... it wasn’t going to be easy to stop.  Few, if any, people had qualms about stealing from a dead warlord.  God knew he’d been stealing from everyone within reach. 
 
      
 
    Rupert smiled at me, then winked.  “She has a crush on you, you know.” 
 
      
 
    I scowled.  It had been a long time since I’d lain with anyone and right now, in the flush of victory, my body was insistent on reminding me just how long it had been.  Fallon was young and pretty and ... I cut off that line of thought before it could go any further.  She was young enough to be my daughter, more or less, and she’d grown up in a society I didn’t understand.  It would be safer to visit an upper-class brothel, when I returned to the city, although that carried risks of its own.  The last thing I wanted was a fantastical STD. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure she’ll get over it,” I growled.  I cleared my throat as I studied the map.  “What do you think the princess actually wants?” 
 
      
 
    “Aldred wanted her to tell us to go home, disband our army and let him kick our backsides a few times,” Rupert said.  We’d found the warlord’s private letters, along with everything else, when we’d searched his quarters.  It was strange to realise that a man who’d had no qualms about twisting the king’s arm - he hadn’t been even remotely subtle about it - had also been a patron of the arts and a moderately gifted poet.  “What she wants?  I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded as I turned my attention to organising the aftermath of the war.  I didn’t really want to send a sizable chunk of the army home, even if they took a route that just happened to take them past a number of castles that needed to be reduced if they refused to surrender, but I didn’t have a choice.  The city fathers had to wonder if we were dangerously loose cannons, even though we’d won the war.  They might not be openly churlish about it, not when public opinion would be firmly on our side, but they’d certainly do something to clip our wings.  It was just possible they’d order us to concentrate on raising and training new recruits while giving combat commands to more reliable officers. 
 
      
 
    The hours went quickly.  I checked the pile of captured gold - it looked like a dragon’s hoard - then arranged for it to be returned to the city under heavy guard.  I allowed a detachment of former serfs to raid the warlord’s armoury, taking a few hundred swords, spears, crossbows and suits of armour that looked hopelessly outdated, along with thousands of arrows.  It amused me to discover that the warlord had actually had his very own cannon, although he’d made no attempt to put it into service.  The design was badly outdated, but it could still have hurled a cannonball into the city’s walls.  I was sure his neighbours would be building up their own forces as fast as they could. 
 
      
 
    Fallon caught me as I returned to the castle, after inspecting the troops.  “We have orders to send the aristocratic prisoners back to the city,” she said.  “They want them back immediately.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll see to it,” I said.  The warlord’s wife, mistresses and remaining children had been kept under guard.  I wasn’t sure what, if anything, we could do with them.  I didn’t want to execute them in cold blood, and yet, leaving them alive would cause all sorts of problems in the future.  “And then ...” 
 
      
 
    She stopped as the chat parchment vibrated in her hand, more proof - if I’d needed it - that the original concept had come from my world.  Or one very much like it.  “Sir ... the princess has been kidnapped!” 
 
      
 
    I blinked.  “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Her carriage was waylaid.” Fallon didn’t look up from her parchment.  “They took her and rode off ...” 
 
      
 
    I led the way back to the throne room and ran to the map table as she gabbled out more details.  The princess had been within the dead warlord’s lands when she’d been attacked and taken by a band of ... of who?  I shuddered as the implications dawned on me.  The warlords had refrained from insisting the princess marry one of them - willingly or not - because there’d been a near-perfect balance of power.  Anyone who tried to take the princess, and thus the crown, would be promptly targeted by the others.  But now, with Aldred dead, the northern warlords might just try to snatch the princess, force her to marry one of them and declare themselves the heir to the throne.  I felt sick.  If they took her, if they raped her, she’d have no choice but to marry the rapist.  It would be the only way to preserve her reputation. 
 
      
 
    Bastards, I thought.  What sort of fucked up society forces a woman to marry her rapist? 
 
      
 
    “If they take her ...”  Rupert’s thoughts were clearly going in the same direction.  “We have to save her.” 
 
      
 
    I ran my eye down the map, silently calculating the possibilities.  The mystery kidnapper would have sent cavalry, perhaps even mercenaries, rather than coming in person.  He would have wanted to maintain a degree of plausible deniability, even if everyone knew what had happened.  I did my best to think like a total shithead intent on taking the princess - and her title - by force.  If I’d been trying to do it, I would want to get the princess to my castle as quickly as possible.  We’d heard a report that Warlord Cuthbert had moved to his castle on the border ... it wasn’t much to go on, but it was all we had. 
 
      
 
    “If she’s being taken to Cuthbert,” I said as my finger traced a road on the map, “they’ll have to gallop down here.” 
 
      
 
    It made sense, I decided.  Cuthbert was the strongest warlord in the north, now we’d crushed Aldred.  He might just think he could get away with kidnapping the princess and marrying her by force.  Any of his peers who wanted to do something about it would have to fight their way through our territory first ... he might just get away with it, if we gave him the chance.  I had no intention of letting him get away with anything.  The city fathers might not give much of a shit about the princess, or the throne, but Cuthbert was already a threat.  He’d be much more of a problem if he wound up with royal authority as well as his own considerable forces. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stop him,” I said.  The idea of saving a royal princess was appealing.  “Rupert, you stay here and get the army ready to secure the border.  Fallon, you’re with me.” 
 
      
 
    Fallon didn’t object as she followed me down the stairs and out to the campsite.  My skirmishers were already to go, the cavalrymen leaping into their saddles as we hurried towards them.  I noted with some amusement that the common-born skirmishers and the aristocratic cavalry were actually getting along, now they’d won a victory together.  Harbin would be rolling in his grave.  I smirked at the thought as I barked orders, then climbed onto my horse.  Fallon sat behind me as we raced away from the castle, her arms wrapped around my chest.  I did my best to ignore her. 
 
      
 
    My mind churned as I picked up speed.  My logic made sense, yet ... what if I was wrong?  It wasn’t as if the kidnappers had to go down the main road, even if it was the quickest route to the border.  Hell, Cuthbert wasn’t the only suspect.  I couldn’t see any of his subordinates kidnapping the princess without his approval, which wouldn’t come, but what about the southern warlords?  They’d have to admit what they’d done eventually, once the marriage was duly solemnised, but by then it would be too late.  The princess would be theirs and everyone would pretend there’d never been anything wrong with it. 
 
      
 
    Sweat prickled down my back as we galloped.  I’d studied the map carefully.  If we picked the right crossroads, we should find ourselves ahead of the kidnappers ... I tried not to think about the dangers of someone else taking the princess.  What if it had been a serf faction?  They had motive to hate the royals too, without any compelling reason to keep the princess alive.  I’d heard horrifying tales of what happened to aristocrats who fell into commoner hands.  The viciousness was appalling.  And who could really blame them, when the aristocrats were so relentlessly savage to their serfs?  They didn’t even see the serfs as human. 
 
      
 
    We reached the crossroads and swung around, cantering south.  My heart started to race as I mentally checked the timing, again and again.  There was just no way to be sure ... we could have missed them, or gone the wrong way, or simply set off on a wild goose chase.  What if ... I wondered, suddenly, if we were being lured into a trap.  The princess’s life didn’t mean that much to the warlords.  They might just feel it was time to partition the kingdom between them and to hell with the legitimate royal family.  Alexander the Great’s successors had done pretty much the same thing. 
 
      
 
    I heard a shout and raised my head.  A handful of horsemen were galloping towards us.  I snapped orders, sending the cavalry ahead while the skirmishers hastily dismounted and formed a line.  The enemy troops - they had to be hostile, now that the remainder of the aristocracy were cowering inside their castles - didn’t slow down.  I gritted my teeth as they crashed through the cavalry, punching through the gaps in their formation rather than trying to stand and fight.  They didn’t have much of a choice - the terrain on each side of the road wasn’t good for horses - but it was still alarming.  There was a very real chance we’d kill the princess, completely by accident.  I was entirely sure everyone would assume it had been deliberate.   
 
      
 
    “Target the horses,” I ordered.  I’d already told the skirmishers what to do, but I wanted to be sure they understood.  “Fire!” 
 
      
 
    The muskets barked as one.  The enemy line shivered and came apart, turning into a ragged mass as a number of horses hit the ground hard.  The remainder kept coming.  I reached for my pistol, all too aware I was running out of bullets, as the muskets fired a second volley.  The enemy broke, trying to scatter in all directions.  I saw a figure slung over a horse, hands tied behind her back.  I swore under my breath.  The chief kidnapper was going to get away.  I was a good shot, with the best weapon in the world, and yet I was unsure if I could shoot out the horse’s legs or put a bullet through the beast’s head.  That only worked in bad movies and worse TV shows. 
 
      
 
    Fallon waved her hand.  I saw light splash around the horse’s feet, an instant before it shuddered to a halt.  The rider flew out of the saddle and crashed into the ground.  I didn’t need to check to know he was dead.  His neck had clearly been snapped by the impact. 
 
      
 
    I dismounted and hurried over to the horse.  The beast was quivering, struggling against an invisible force.  I felt another shiver of disquiet as I pulled at the ropes, undoing the bonds tying the princess to the saddle.  They hadn’t cared about her comfort - she would have cramps soon, if she didn’t already - but they might have saved her life.  The ropes had also kept her from being thrown off the horse. 
 
      
 
    The princess stared at us.  Someone had stuffed a gag in her mouth.  I did my best to look reassuring as I cut her hands free, the best sign we could give that we were friendly, then helped her remove the gag.  The bastards had nearly choked her.  I looked at the dead men, wishing I could kill them again.  They hadn’t had to treat her so roughly. 
 
      
 
    She coughed.  Fallon offered her a canteen of water.  I studied the princess with interest as she sipped the water, then started to massage her limbs.  I’d expected, I was discomfited to realise, something akin to a Disney Princess, but Princess Helen was clearly out of her teenage years.  I mentally tagged her as being in her late twenties or early thirties, with light chocolate brown skin, dark hair and a figure that was more solid than willowy.  She looked tough, I thought.  Her arms were strikingly muscular. I had the feeling she would have made a good soldier, if she’d been born in a better society.  Warlord Cuthbert - or whoever had ordered the kidnapping - might have made a dreadful mistake. 
 
      
 
    “My thanks,” she said, finally.  Her voice was stronger than I’d expected.  “And who are you?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitated, unsure how to answer.  “We’re from Damansara,” I said.  It wasn’t as if she’d recognise any of us.  The monarchy seemed to prefer to pretend the cities didn’t exist.  “We heard you’d been kidnapped and came to rescue you.” 
 
      
 
    The princess looked surprised, although she hid it well.  I guessed she’d been caught by surprise by the sheer speed of our advance.  Her kidnapper had probably assumed we’d be too busy fighting Warlord Aldred to do anything about him.  And that Aldred would be in no state to protest, either.   
 
      
 
    “You won the war?”  Princess Helen sounded unconcerned, as if the matter was of no importance, but I could tell it was an act.  She was clearly far more intelligent than she let on.  Being her father’s only child meant she couldn’t afford to pretend that politics were something that happened to other people.  “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    I grinned as I motioned for one of the cavalry to loan the princess his horse.   “It was very simple,” I said.  We’d tell her the full story later, once we returned to the castle.  “We came, we saw, we conquered.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Five days after the battle, we returned to Damansara. 
 
      
 
    The city greeted us with a massive party.  They’d known we’d beaten the warlord in a handful of skirmishes, but now the threat from one warlord, at least, was gone for good.  The warlord was dead, the remainder of his family put into permanent protective custody; there were other warlords, of course, but they were no longer feared.  My men were the heroes of the hour, telling tall tales about how they’d single-handedly won the war when they weren’t dancing in the streets.  The old stigma of being a soldier was gone.  It was suddenly fashionable to be in the army, or to date a military man; my troops had no trouble, no trouble at all, finding willing partners.  I had the feeling things were definitely going to change for the better. 
 
      
 
    It was strange, a day after we returned, to attend Harbin’s funeral.  I stood in the crowd and watched as aristocrat after aristocrat paid tribute to Harbin as a great war leader and the hero who practically won the war on his own.  It was hard to resist the temptation to stand up and point out that Harbin had been a coward and a rapist who’d only led a charge because his own people would have turned on him if he hadn’t, but I forced myself to keep my mouth shut.  Harbin was dead.  I’d shot him myself.  And I’d gotten away with it.  There didn’t even seem to be a hint of suspicion there was anything even slightly untoward about his death.  
 
      
 
    My eyes sought out Gayle, on the far side of the ceremony.  Her face was blank.  Harbin had tried to rape her, only to have the whole affair swept under the rug by heavy bribes and heavier political pressure.  I wondered what she was thinking.  Did she think Harbin had died well?  Or did she think he hadn’t died soon enough?  He would have cost her everything, from her reputation to her chance of making a good match, if he’d managed to actually go all the way.  If I’d been in her shoes, I would have been plotting Harbin’s death well before some kindly soul put a bullet in him. 
 
      
 
    I frowned inwardly as I noticed Princess Helen standing next to Fallon, who’d been appointed as her semi-official guide and bodyguard.  The princess had spent the last few days asking hundreds of questions, listening to the answers and then asking more questions.  I’d met police and military interrogators who were less capable of spotting evasions and half-truths and pushing through them to get to the truth.  Rupert had admitted, privately, that he found the princess rather intimidating.  It didn’t really help that she occupied a vague spot between being a woman, and thus socially inferior, and being a royal princess who was the only realistic heir to the throne.  I’d looked up the genealogy.  It made very little sense to me, but - as far as I could tell - Helen was the only clear heir.  Everyone else ... if she died, or was put aside, there was going to be a major power struggle.  The warlords would take sides and the uneasy truce would be shattered beyond repair. 
 
      
 
    Right now, too many warlords are stunned by what we’ve accomplished, I thought.  But that will change soon enough. 
 
      
 
    The funeral continued, until it ended with a parade through the streets.  I kept my face under tight control as I mentally listed all the things I needed to do, now that Rupert and I had enough power and clout to get things done.  Better sanitation, better water supplies ... I hoped I could raise newer regiments, armed with better weapons in a bid to stay ahead of the warlords.  We didn’t have any hope of keeping them from using gunpowder weapons themselves, let alone magic.  The secret had gotten loose well before my arrival.  I’d just made it worse by proving gunpowder weapons weren’t just a fad.  The genie could no longer be put back in the bottle. 
 
      
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as Harbin’s corpse was cremated, then turned to walk back through the streets.  The party would go on and on, as if our victory was the end of war itself, but I couldn’t afford to believe that it really was over.  We’d beaten one warlord; the others would unite against us soon enough, once they had newer weapons.  Boris and his peers would have to help me send agents into their lands, armed with the secret of gunpowder and the simple truth that the warlords could be beaten.  We’d already started to recruit new soldiers from the liberated serfs.  Some of them, I was sure, could be sent into enemy lands to undermine their rulers before they started to pose a threat. 
 
      
 
    A servant met me as I returned to city hall.  “My Lord, your presence is requested in the meeting room.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded - I’d been forced to endure a number of meetings with the city fathers over the last two days, all of which had veered between insane optimism and deep despondency.  They seemed unsure if they wanted to keep the captured lands, some seeing it as a chance to expand their own holdings at the warlord’s expense and others seeming convinced it would be needlessly provocative.  I wasn’t surprised to note that none of them gave a damn about the serfs who worked the land.  Given time, that would change.  They’d have to realise the serfs were armed now, armed and dangerous.  Trying to put them back in chains would merely plunge the city’s military into a nightmarish quagmire. 
 
      
 
    My heart twisted as I followed the servant up the stairs and into the meeting room.  It was heavily warded, as secure as magic could make it.  I wasn’t sure if the wards would keep out something as mundane as a tape recorder, let alone a smartphone, but it would be a long time before the locals had to worry about anything along those lines.  I blinked in surprise as I saw Fallon, standing guard outside the door.  She wouldn’t have done that for just anyone. 
 
      
 
    She smiled at me, charmingly.  “Her Highness is waiting for you.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded.  “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Princess Helen was seated in a chair, I noted as I entered the room.  She stood and looked me up and down, then nodded to a slightly smaller chair.  I sat, resting my hands on my lap as I thoughtfully studied her.  The princess would never be taken for pretty, but she had a very definite presence.  Her eyes flickered towards the far corner.  Gayle sat there, her back to us.  I guessed she was a chaperone.  The princess’s reputation would suffer if she was alone with a man. 
 
      
 
    Which makes it harder for her to have any private discussions, I thought, sourly.  They’re deliberately trying to hamper their future queen. 
 
      
 
    The princess looked me in the eye.  “Where do you come from?” 
 
      
 
    I blinked at the question, then shrugged and trotted out the story I’d given Rupert only a few, short months ago.  A traveller from a far-distant land who’d become a mercenary, then a guardsman, then finally entered Rupert’s service ... it wasn’t entirely untrue, although I’d made sure to leave out all the interesting details.  The princess didn’t seem impressed.  She probably heard so much bullshit in her life that she was good at detecting when someone was trying to mislead her.  I wasn’t lying that much, but I was reasonably sure she wouldn’t see it that way. 
 
      
 
    She smiled, humourlessly.  “And the truth?” 
 
      
 
    I found myself answering the question before my mind quite realised what I was doing.  I told her about Earth, I told her about how I’d arrived in Johor, I told her about Jasmine and the Diddakoi and how I’d eventually found myself working as a guardsman before entering Rupert’s service.  The words just spilled from my mouth ... I realised, too late, she’d used magic.  A wave of anger shot through me, followed by fear.  The protections I’d purchased from Carver and his ilk hadn’t kept her from enchanting me.  If I got out of the meeting alive, I resolved, they were going to regret it. 
 
      
 
    It was hard to focus enough to pick my words properly.  “You put a spell on me!” 
 
      
 
    The princess held up her hands.  “Technically, I wove the spell into my words, but the effect is much the same,” she said.  She sounded oddly relieved.  “Gayle and I had a long chat about you.” 
 
      
 
    Her voice hardened suddenly.  “They’re going to kill you.” 
 
      
 
    I blinked, one hand dropping to my pistol.  “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “Lord Galley is leading the charge, but there’s a bunch of others.”  Gayle turned to face us, her voice grim.  “Some of them think you’re a rogue element, a mercenary who cannot be wholly trusted.  Others think they don’t need you anymore.  And others ... they think you have an unhealthy influence over Rupert.  Father is particularly concerned about your relationship with him.” 
 
      
 
    Her lips twisted in distaste.  “The rumours have been spreading for weeks,” she added, after a moment.  “You don’t so much have his ear as you have your hand on another part of his anatomy.” 
 
      
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  They thought Rupert and I were lovers?  The local attitude to homosexuality had always struck me as odd - being a top was fine, being a bottom was not - but I didn’t swing that way and, as far as I knew, neither did Rupert.  There was no way to be entirely sure, of course.   I hadn’t seen him spend much time in the brothels, but that proved nothing.  He was rich and well-connected enough that he could probably get anything he wanted just for the asking.  He wouldn’t have any trouble finding someone who was discreet ... 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t matter what they believe,” Princess Helen said, briskly.  “All that matters is that they intend to get rid of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ungrateful bastards,” I muttered, heedless of who might be listening.  My mind started to race as I considered what to do.  Could I round up my troops and launch a coup?  I doubted it.  The units that might be loyal to me personally were garrisoning the occupied lands ... there was no way I could get them back in time before the hammer fell.  “What do they think I want to do?” 
 
      
 
    I shoved the question aside as I forced myself to think.  I’d kept my salary in my office ... I could go back, get my hands on it and the rest of my possessions, then grab a horse and run.  I knew a lot more about the lay of the land now.  I could try to head west, to see if I could find the other cross-dimensional traveller, or simply see if I could make a name for myself in another city.  They’d know what I’d done for this city.  They might take me on, now that I’d proven myself.  It would be a great deal easier if I didn’t have to explain every little detail to minds that had been ossified by disuse. 
 
      
 
    A thought struck me.  “Does Rupert know?” 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know, no,” Gayle said.  “There aren’t many people who know.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at her, sharply.  “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    Gayle met my eyes, an unusually forward gesture for a young aristocratic woman.  “I have ears,” she said.  “And so do some of my friends.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s astonishing what people will say in front of you, if they think you’re just a young woman with nothing between her ears,” Princess Helen said.  Her voice was cold, but there was a hint of anger that shook me.  The princess was hardly a teenager, yet there were still people who treated her as a child?  “It is sometimes useful not to be taken seriously.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slowly.  Gayle and her friends might come from rival houses, but ... it struck me, suddenly, that young women would have every interest in pooling information.  They had so little power of their own that they needed information to make the best use of what they had, to gain some influence before it was too late.  Their families might be rivals - Rupert and Harbin really had been - but they still needed to work together.  I felt a pang of pity.  It wasn’t fair.  Gayle and her peers could have been so much more. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the warning,” I said, finally.  I briefly considered going straight to Rupert, but ... it would be pointless.  It wouldn’t be fair to ask him to choose between his family and me.  I thought he liked me - and I’d done my best to become a father or older brother figure to him - but he wouldn’t put his family ahead of me.  “I ...” 
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” the princess said.  “Let me hire you.” 
 
      
 
    I stared.  “You want me to come with you?” 
 
      
 
    Princess Helen let out a sigh.  “My father is a good man, but he is weak.  He doesn’t have the military force to bring the warlords to heel.  His forces simply cannot stand up to them in open combat, which means that - as long as the warlords work together - they can humiliate him any time they like. When I take the throne, it won’t get any better.  They’ll keep blocking prospective husbands, which means I won’t have an heir of my own.  That needs to change and, thanks to your victory here, I might have time to actually make things change.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think I can do that for you,” I said.  I wasn’t blind to the simple fact she had interests of her own, but ... they meshed with mine.  For the moment.  It was difficult not to believe her warning about the city fathers, not when Gayle backed her up.  I knew them well enough to believe they’d try to put a knife in me, as soon as I outlived my usefulness.  “Do you think they’ll let me go?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m planning to depart tomorrow, before they start pushing for me to leave,” Princess Helen said.  “You’ll join me in my carriage.  I’ll tell them, once we’re on the way, that you have agreed to enter my service.  Your former master will be compensated and the remainder of the city will breathe a sigh of relief.  As far as they’ll know, you don’t have the slightest suspicion they’re going to kill you.  They won’t think of you returning to extract revenge at some later date.” 
 
      
 
    “And if you want to,” Gayle added, “please remember that I helped you escape before it was too late.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at her, thoughtfully.  “If you don’t mind me asking, how do you two know each other?” 
 
      
 
    “We exchange letters regularly,” Princess Helen said.  She winked at me.  “We don’t talk about anything secret or sensitive, not as far as any of the menfolk can tell.  But we can develop relationships that come in handy from time to time.” 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  I had a feeling that wasn’t the whole story.  I also thought I wouldn’t never know the rest of it.  But it didn’t matter. 
 
      
 
    “I want to invite a few people along, later,” I said.  “Is that possible?” 
 
      
 
    “Fallon has already agreed to join my service,” Princess Helen said.  “The others ... you might have to recruit them later, once you’re safely away from the city.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, thinking hard.  The princess was telling the truth.  Probably.  I knew Gayle well enough to understand she’d have some interest in repaying the debt she owed me, even if it meant risking a clash with her father or brother.  And ... the city fathers really were a bunch of ungrateful bastards.  I had no trouble at all believing they’d turn on me the moment they thought they didn’t need me.  Telling lies about my relationship with Rupert would probably make it harder for him to object, later.  Bastards. 
 
      
 
    My mind churned.  I didn’t have to go with her.  There were other options.  I had enough money to go almost anywhere I wanted, from Zangaria to Heart’s Eye.  I could make a new life for myself there.  And yet ... she wasn’t fool enough to use me, praise me and discard me.  Probably.  She’d need me - or someone like me - for the rest of her life.  It wouldn’t be easy to take the throne, let alone rule effectively.  She was right.  She did need an army of her own.  
 
      
 
    “Very well.”  I stood and bowed.  “It will be my honour to enter your service.” 
 
      
 
    “And it will be mine to accept you,” Princess Helen said.  “Together, we will change the world.” 
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
 
      
 
    The Story Will Continue In: 
 
      
 
    Her Majesty’s Warlord 
 
      
 
    Coming Soon. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Afterword 
 
      
 
    Back in 2000, or thereabouts, I was a member of a short-lived book club - short-lived, I have to admit, because while we were all interested in books we were not interested in the same types of books.  It was hard to find books that we were all willing to read, let alone discuss, and while it did expose me to different genres that broadened my mind a little it also convinced me that some people had takes on books that never agreed with mine. One of those takes stuck in my mind. 
 
      
 
    We were reading Outlander, the first book in the Outlander series by Diana Gabaldon.  (It was titled Cross Stitch in the UK, but I’m going to stick with the US title here.)  The basic plot is relatively simple; Claire Randall, a nurse from 1940s Britain, finds herself stranded in 1740s Scotland, shortly before the Jacobite Rising of 1745.  She is taken in by the local community, uses her medical skills to impress them, weds a young man - Jamie - and eventually becomes involved in the morass of political and personal struggles threatening to tear the Highlands apart.  It was, I thought, a good novel, but not one that interested me; Claire didn’t seem to have any real impact on history, not even introducing better medicine and suchlike. 
 
      
 
    One of the other readers, a young woman, thought it was a brilliant novel.  She liked the idea of going back in time and marrying a man from a simpler age.  I found that attitude difficult to process.  Claire fell into a world of disease and deprivation, where a person without kin had little hope of survival; a world where women, such as Claire, were pretty much the property of their husbands.  There is even a scene where Claire is physically disciplined by Jamie and while it is possible to argue that Claire deserved it, or that Jamie had no choice but to make it clear to the rest of the clan that Claire had been punished, it doesn’t mask the fact that the world of 1740 was not kind to anyone.  The idea of someone wanting to go back in time and live there struck me as absurd.  They would be throwing away both the comforts of the modern world and their own safety.   
 
      
 
    It is always fun to romanticise the past, and how to consider how it might be changed by an influx of ideas from the future.  It would not, however, be easy to have any lasting impact (certainly if you happened to be a single person with no real proof of your story).  Our ancestors generally had good reasons for being the people they were.  Their societies were adapted to realities that we simply don’t understand.  We recoil in horror when we look back at the sins of the past - slavery, conquest, semi-rigid gender roles - without realising that our ancestors had less choice than one might suppose.  They had attitudes, shaped by their environment, that often made them seem an alien people.  It is easy to think they were very primitive and indeed stupid.  How could they take such obvious untruths for granted?  But the simple fact is that they didn’t know they were untruths and it took time, decades and centuries, for society to advance to the point they could be put in the past, where they belonged.  The world of our ancestors had no place for them. 
 
      
 
    Consider, education.  It took years, in the past, to teach someone to read and write, let alone turn them into an educated man, even by the standard of the time.  Who amongst the common-born had time for it, when they had to scrape a living from the land?  The idea of universal education simply didn’t catch on - it couldn’t - until society reached the point where it could support children in schools, instead of forcing the children to work from a very early age.  When our ancestors did something, they generally had a reason for it.  
 
      
 
    Now, what does that have to do with Schooled in Magic and Stuck in Magic? 
 
      
 
    Emily did not realise, at least for several years, that when she arrived in the Nameless World she entered society at a very high level indeed.  She had magic, which made her a de facto noblewoman; she was popularly believed, amongst the local chattering classes, to be the bastard child of one of the most powerful sorcerers in the known world.  And she was at Whitehall, a relatively safe environment compared to the rest of the world.  People were prepared to listen to her, and give credence to her words, even before she became the Necromancer’s Bane, Baroness of Cockatrice, Mistress of Heart’s Eye, etc.  This gave her enough room to introduce a handful of simple innovations, which took off like rockets and ensured some of her more radical ideas got a chance to breathe.  She had her failures - some ideas didn’t work because she didn’t know the details - but she had enough credibility, by this point, for her missteps to be overlooked.   
 
      
 
    And, even though a sizable number of powerful people were growing increasingly concerned about her, and her impact on their society, they were reluctant to take open steps to deal with her for fear of the consequences. By the time they tried, it was too late to put the genie - they would have seen it as a demon - back in the bottle.  Killing Emily would not have stopped the revolution she (accidentally) started.   
 
      
 
    Elliot has none of those advantages.  He is a man without magic, a soldier in a world that regards soldiers - at best - as parasites.  Worse, perhaps, he is a man - and therefore automatically seen as more threatening than the younger Emily - without any real social position at all.  He is a child of his world, just like Emily, but he’s in an environment that takes a far dimmer view of his ‘eccentricities.’  He has no rights, beyond those he can secure for himself; he has no patron, at least at first, to provide political cover and protection.  He doesn’t have the option of dispensing ideas and concepts as a farmer might scatter seeds on the ground, to see which ones sprout into life; he has to get down and dirty just to build a place for himself before he winds up dead in a ditch.  Emily can afford to take risks with people like Harbin Galley.  Elliot cannot. 
 
      
 
    I went back and forth about writing this story for a long time.  Part of it was concern about crossing wires with The Cunning Man; part of it was fear about breaking the world I’d created over twenty-four novels and four novellas.  I only decided to do it because I had the first scene rattling around in my head, demanding I write it.  I’d been meaning to try to write a serial, so I plotted out a rough story and wrote two-four chapters per month until I reached a logical stopping point.  And then I started drawing up the plans for the next book, Her Majesty’s Warlord. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure, yet, how the next book will be written.  A serial, like this one, or a more normal project?  (One thing I discovered, when looking over the files, was that the serial format created headaches of its own.)  Nor do I know, yet, if Eliot will ever meet Emily (although I think that, one day, they probably should come face to face.)  As always, if you have any thoughts on the matter, feel free to let me know. 
 
      
 
    And now you’ve read this far, I have a request to make. 
 
      
 
    It’s growing harder to make a living through writing these days.  If you liked this book, please leave a review where you found it, share the link, let your friends know (etc, etc).  Every little bit helps (particularly reviews). 
 
      
 
    Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Christopher G. Nuttall 
 
    Edinburgh, 2021 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   For more fine books, go to www.henchmanpress.com 
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