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Prologue
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I want it to be clear that I was not doing anything weird when it happened.

I was on the couch, it was a Tuesday, and there was a documentary on television about the migratory patterns of something. I think it was birds, maybe, or fish, I can’t remember. I wasn’t really watching it. 

My parents were both at work, my mother had left a note on the kitchen counter listing what was in the fridge “in case Hannah wants snacks that are not biscuits,” and I was between odd jobs. The universe and I had reached a temporary, sluggish stalemate. In front of me sat a ceramic mug of tea that had gone cold twenty minutes ago, and I hadn’t done anything about that either. To be honest, this is what twenty-four looks like for most of us, in case anyone was wondering.

Somewhere behind me, down the hall, I could hear my little sister, Hannah. She was four years old and playing noisily, the way only a four-year-old can play noisily. She was fully convinced that whatever stuffed rabbit was being interrogated had done something genuinely unforgivable. A late surprise, my parents had called her, which was a nice way of explaining a twenty-year age gap. She had been working her way through the contents of the house systematically since she had learned to crawl, like a tiny, friendly tornado with adventurous intentions.

Then, as toddlers occasionally do, she had suddenly gone quiet. Now, any older sibling will tell you that a silent toddler means one of two things. They are either perfectly fine or up to mischief, with zero middle-ground.

I did not take notice.

I heard a small clicking sound coming from her direction.

Click.

Then another.

I thought, I should probably get up and check what she’s playing with.

But I didn’t check. The couch had me in its clutches, and my brain was running on low power. The clicking continued, a cheap metallic rhythm. I picked up my cold tea, considered the bleak film forming on the top of it, and put it back down.

I will think about that decision a lot, later. The not-checking. The cold tea. The whole sluggish afternoon, as if none of it would ever matter. I will spend a lot of time remembering that it did.

I was about to reach for my phone again when...

Click, click.

Click, click.

Suddenly, the living room went very bright and very loud, for approximately zero seconds, and then it went away entirely.

Gone was the room. Gone was the tea, the documentary, the IKEA couch, the twenty-first century itself.

The somewhere else hit me face-first. It smelled of horses, wet mud, rotting rubbish, an open toilet, and a heavy metallic tang I could not identify but that my brain immediately filed under old.

The air was thick and tasted like woodsmoke and unwashed bodies.

I wasn’t on the carpet anymore. I was standing on an uneven and unpaved street slick with filth. Men in heavy wool and large, absurd hats were staring at me.

I looked at the men in the large hats.

One of them had a sword. A real, functional, unironic sword hanging from his hip.

Okay, I thought. This is fine. This is probably fine.

It was not, as it would turn out, especially fine.
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Chapter One - The Cardinal’s Guards
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Paris, 1643

The first thing I did was check that I still had all my limbs. This seemed reasonable given the circumstances.

I did. Four limbs, one body, one head. Good. I was also, I noted, still wearing the grey joggers, old college hoodie, and trainers I had put on that morning. Standing there, the synthetic fleece felt suddenly and acutely embarrassing, though I couldn’t think who exactly I owed a fashion explanation to, considering my present situation.

The street was narrow. The timber-framed buildings on either side leaned toward each other overhead like gossipers sharing a filthy secret, their upper floors practically touching and blocking out the sky. The ground underfoot was not so much a road as a vague suggestion of one, a treacherous churn of packed earth, loose stone, and things I decided not to look at too closely for the sake of my own sanity. People moved around me restlessly and with purpose. They seemed to have no patience for obstacles, and I was, very clearly, an obstacle.

To be honest, everything looked dirty. It was like soap had not been invented yet. The grime was baked into the buildings, the clothes, the people, and the loose standing wooden crates rotting in the gutters. But I digress. 

The men in the large hats had not stopped staring at me.

There were three of them. They wore long leather boots, heavy cloaks, and what looked like thigh-high leggings. Weird. When I studied their facial hair, I could tell you they all needed a barber or a modern shaving kit immediately. But then I realized shaving kits were probably a few centuries away from being a thing. Because, seriously, I must have gone back in time.

Each of them had a sword at his hip, and one of them, a broad, dark-eyed man with a mustache that seemed to underline his suspicions, took a step toward me.

He said something.

I stared at him.

He said it again, slower, but with more volume and exaggerated enunciation, as if shouting would somehow fix the impossibility of our situation.

And then, and this is the part I still cannot explain to my own satisfaction; I understood him. Not after a delay, not in a fuzzy, approximate way. No gadgets, no Google Translate. It was flawless.

“Who are you and where did you come from? You just appeared!”

“I have no idea. I...” I said, and then stopped short. Because he understood me, too. I could tell from the way his eyes instantly sharpened.

This was deeply strange. How could we understand each other? I didn’t even know where I was. I filed the linguistic paradox immediately into the part of my brain I was already labeling ‘things that make no sense and which I will think about later when I am not about to be stabbed.’

It was a folder that was going to fill up quickly.

“You aren’t from around here,” the man said. It was a flat statement, not a question.

“No,” I said. “I’m really not.”

He looked me up and down, his gaze lingering on the hoodie, the joggers, and the trainers with the worn left sole. He briefly pointed at my recently shaved smooth face, then rubbed his own scruffy jaw. His expression told me he was trying to decide whether I was dangerous, deranged, or simply foreign, and happily settling on some combination of all three.

“Where are you from? What brings you to Paris?”

What the hell was I doing in Paris? I thought, but I answered him anyway.

“Far,” I said. “Very far. Different... direction.” I pointed to what I hoped was a westerly direction.

He squinted. Behind him, his two companions exchanged a dark look.

“You have no sword,” he observed.

“No.”

“No cloak.”

“No.”

“No hat.”

I touched my head involuntarily. “No.”

“And what kind of boots are those?” He pointed at my trainers.

He seemed to find me either very suspicious or very pitiful. Possibly both.

After a moment, he shrugged. “They call me Renaud, and the other two here,” he gestured with his gloved hands toward his companions, “are Félix, and that big man is called Petit.”

Petit was not small in any way I could identify. He looked like he could lift a carriage.

“I’m Lucas,” I said.

“Loucahz,” Renaud repeated, as though tasting the syllables. “That’s a strange name. Is it like Luc?”

“Yes, sort of, but I get that a lot,” I said, which was a complete lie but felt like the right thing to say to keep the peace.

Renaud looked at me for another long moment. Then he did something I hadn’t expected. He laughed, short, genuine, not unkind, and clapped me on the shoulder hard enough to violently shift my center of gravity. “Welcome to Paris! May your life be long and your nights filled with passion.”

He turned and started walking, beckoning the others to follow.

“Loucahz with no sword and no hat,” he called out. “Come. You look like you need wine.”

I was fairly sure wine at whatever hour this was, which I assumed to be somewhere in the seventeenth century because they reminded me of the Three Musketeers, was not the solution to my problems. But Renaud was already moving, and Félix and Petit were falling in behind him. The alternative was to stand alone on a street that smelled like a stable had lost an argument with a sewer.

And so, I followed.

The tavern was dark, low-ceilinged, and full of men who looked like they had made poor life decisions that had somehow worked out. Renaud took a table in the corner like he owned the joint, which perhaps he did, and wine arrived without anyone asking for it. It was sour, warm, and tasted vaguely of vinegar, but I drank it because refusing seemed unwise.

A sudden, heavy pressure in my lower abdomen reminded me that I needed to take a leak. I asked Renaud if there was a restroom. The three men burst out laughing and pointed to a filthy wooden bucket in the corner, gesturing that I could either take it outside or just aim out the window into the street. I decided to hold it in, hoping to find a quiet, dark corner outside later. It wasn’t code-red urgent yet.

Renaud talked. He talked the way some men eat, with enthusiasm and without pausing to check if anyone else wanted a turn. He was, I gathered, a soldier of some kind, currently between official engagements, which I understood to mean unemployed but heavily armed. Félix nodded like a bobblehead at everything he said and Petit simply stared at me without blinking, which I chose to interpret as curiosity rather than danger.

I said as little as possible and tried to look like a person who belonged. I knew I was failing miserably, but the other patrons seemed preoccupied with their own miseries.

“You are quiet, Loucahz,” Renaud said after a while, refilling my cup without asking.

“I’m a good listener,” I said.

“A good listener.” He seemed to find this incredibly amusing. “In Paris, a good listener is either a spy or a priest. You don’t look like a priest.”

“I’m neither,” I said.

“Then what are you?”

“Between things,” I said, which was technically the most accurate description available.

Renaud opened his mouth to respond, but that was when the heavy oak door flew open. Four men walked in wearing uniforms and expressions that instantly made the room go quiet. People around us suddenly pretended very hard to be unremarkable.

Renaud’s hand moved to his sword hilt without him appearing to think about it.

“The cardinal’s guards,” Félix muttered snidely. It was helpful of him to clarify, though I had already assumed, based on the sudden drop in room temperature, that they weren’t the local welcome committee.

The guards moved through the tavern slowly, scanning faces. They wore striking scarlet cloaks emblazoned with stylized white crosses, a visual declaration of absolute authority that seemed to turn the surrounding air cold. One of them barked a question at the innkeeper, who immediately pointed in my direction. 

I do not know why he pointed at me specifically, as I had been sitting quietly and minding my own business.

All four guards locked their eyes onto me.

I looked back at all four guards.

“That,” Renaud said quietly, with what I felt was a highly misplaced sense of amusement, “is not good for you.”

He was right. It was not good for me.

“You’re the man with the strange clothes who appeared out of nowhere,” the lead guard boomed, stepping up to our table. “A witch, possibly?”

“Uhm, no, I’m not, I’m just...” I tried to defend myself, but logic wasn’t on the menu.

They simply grabbed hold of my hoodie, yanked me out of my seat, and dragged me out into the street. Renaud and the guys did nothing to stop them. But I supposed they didn’t owe me anything. We had just met.

From there, the guards proceeded to push, shove, and hustle me all the way to an imposing structure a few blocks away. I can only describe the building as aggressively stone. Everything about it was stone, the oppressive facade, the dark corridors, the cold walls, the floors, and even the attitude of the man sitting behind the high desk, who looked me over with weary contempt. All stone.

He was an official of some kind, sporting a heavy chain of office and ink-stained fingers. He held the bureaucratic air of a man who has far too much paperwork to do and deeply resents the interruption of actual events. His name, I would learn, was Morel.

He fired questions at me in rapid succession. Who I was, where I was from, who I served, what my business was in Paris, and why I was dressed like a lunatic. He also very seriously wanted to know if I possessed magical powers, was possessed by a demon, or had been cursed by a witch, since people had reported me appearing out of thin air.

My mind raced through the sparse historical data I knew regarding seventeenth-century judicial systems. It occurred to me that denouncing myself as a practitioner of magic would end with dry firewood stacked around my ankles. However, if I played the part of the innocent afflicted victim, maybe the blame could be shifted entirely.

“Yes,” I said, putting on what I hoped was an expression of profound, soul-crushing trauma. “A terrible sorceress. She struck me down with her enchantments and cast me into this place.”

Morel leaned forward, his quill hovering over the parchment. “Where is this witch?” he demanded.

“In another kingdom. Far, far away,” I said, the words slipping out before I could stop them. My brain, entirely overloaded by adrenaline, had apparently decided to hijack the plot of a movie. “She lives in a tower guarded by a fire-breathing dragon. I was merely a traveler, minding my own business in a nearby swamp, when her curse struck me.”

Morel’s eyes narrowed as he dipped his quill. “A swamp? You serve a lord of the marsh?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head miserably. “I was trapped there by a monstrous, green beast. A giant creature of incredible strength. He... he forced me to travel with a talking donkey. The donkey wouldn’t stop singing. It was psychological torture.”

Morel stared at me with his quill poised in mid-air. He looked at the guards, then back to me, trying to process the theological implications of a talking donkey. “A green demon and a talking beast. And this witch over the ocean sent you here?”

“Yes. To Paris.”

Morel sniffed, finally writing it down. “Ah. That explains the ugly clothes.”

They’re not ugly, I thought, defensively straightening the hem of my hoodie.

I went on to tell him that my name was Lucas, and that I was from the United States of America. He looked puzzled by the geography, likely trying to map it somewhere near the dragon’s tower, but when I insisted I served no one and was merely passing through, he scoffed and scribbled a final note.

“We need to take you to the bishop to verify this... green demon story,” Morel said, standing up and closing his ledger. He looked at the guards. “Take him to the cells.”

Two guards grabbed me by the arms and marched me down a corridor that got progressively darker and more dungeon-like. They shoved me inside a tiny cell that reeked of damp straw and previous occupants who clearly hadn’t had access to or used a bucket. I sat down on the floor, trying not to think about what I was sitting on. There was a small aperture high in the wall, but it was more of a polite suggestion of a window than an actual source of light.

Right, I thought, staring at the ceiling. Okay. This is still probably fine.

It was at this point that I noticed the cell’s other occupant.

He was tucked into the far corner, half-buried in shadow, watching me with an alert, predatory stillness. It looked like he had been waiting for something to happen and wasn’t yet sure if I was a blessing or a curse. He was young, not much older than me, with a torn coat, a badly bruised jaw, and dark eyes that were doing a lot of rapid calculation. His hair was a wild nest. I could see, and actively smell, that he had not bathed in days, or maybe even weeks.

“You’re new,” he said, his voice scraping the silence.

“Just arrived,” I said.

“What did you do?”

“Honestly,” I admitted, “I’m not entirely sure.”

He seemed to find my explanation acceptable and shifted forward into the thin beam of light from the window. His name was Émile, and he had, he explained without a shred of embarrassment, been caught in the wrong house at the wrong time in the wrong company, which I correctly understood to be a highly edited version of a burglary gone wrong.

“And you?” he asked.

“I was sitting in a tavern,” I said. “Someone pointed at me.”

Émile nodded slowly, as though this made complete sense. “Paris,” he said, spitting into the corner by way of total explanation.

I leaned my head back against the cold stone, listening to the distant, rhythmic drip of water somewhere deeper in the bowels of the building. The grim reality of the situation was finally settling heavily in my chest. I was sitting in a seventeenth-century dungeon, waiting to be evaluated by a medieval bishop who would likely order my execution. The silence between us stretched, thick with the stench of old straw and desperation, before my companion shifted his weight.

“I have a plan,” he whispered, the words cutting through the gloom.

This plan, as he explained it in a frantic whisper, had three distinct steps. Step one was for us to wait for the guard change, which happened, he said, at an entirely predictable interval because the afternoon guard was lazy and the evening guard was punctual, leaving approximately four minutes where nobody paid attention to anything. 

Step two involved the small window which we were to go through. It was small, he acknowledged, but workable. His brother had, over the last few nights, painstakingly removed the metal bar that had acted as a deterrent. 

For step three he  gestured vaguely at the unseen street beyond the wall and said, “and then we run,” which I felt was less of a strategic step and more of an optimistic footnote.

“That window,” I said, squinting up at the tiny slit, “is very small.”

“You aren’t very large,” Émile shot back, looking me over like he had already assessed the possibility.

I couldn’t argue with his assessment. I possessed a decent amount of height, certainly, but I lacked any sort of broad-shouldered muscularity that would make squeezing through a stone aperture physically impossible.

“And then we run where, exactly?” I asked.

“Away,” he said, staring at me as if I had asked a stupid question.

I thought about Morel sending me to a bishop to see if I was a witch. I thought about the straw I was sitting on, and what had probably happened to it before it became my seating arrangement. I looked at the crude broken bucket in the corner. I looked back at the window. 

“Okay,” I said.

So, when the guard change arrived later, it happened exactly as Émile had predicted. I heard the distant, clanging sound of boots, a brief, muffled exchange of voices, footsteps receding, and then, absolute silence. The four-minute window had opened.

Émile was up at the window before I had even fully registered the silence. He was narrow, slick, and went through the gap like an eel. It was obviously not his first exit of this type. His legs disappeared, followed by a soft, muffled thud from the alley outside.

A second later, his face reappeared near the opening. I could hear more than see him.

“Come,” he hissed.

I will not describe in great detail the humiliating process of getting myself through that window, except to say that it involved my hoodie getting caught twice in the stub left by his brother’s efforts, a terrifying moment where I was entirely wedged and had ample time to reconsider every life choice that brought me here, and a landing that was not so much controlled as eventually concluded. I ended up face-down in a narrow alley on my hands and knees.

My hands were wet with some substance I have actively chosen to erase from my memory. Émile hauled me upright and we were moving. I frantically wiped my palms against the rough stone walls as we sprinted.

Paris was something else. The streets were a dizzying maze. It looked intentionally designed to prevent anyone from escaping, full of sudden dead ends, unexpected courtyards, and random citizens stepping out of doorways at the worst possible moments. 

We stopped briefly at a makeshift stone water fountain so I could wash my hands properly, and then we were off again. Émile moved through the labyrinth like he had a GPS map burned into his skull. I simply focused on the back of his heels.

At one point, we had to flatten ourselves against a wall to let a rich man pass on horseback. The nobleman was casually smacking pedestrians away from his horse with a leather rider’s whip, ignoring the crowd of desperate people flocking toward him to beg for money, food, or a job.

“Aristo scum,” Émile grunted next to me, spitting on the cobbles.

I stared at the departing aristocrat. The man was dressed in a heavy, patterned fabric that looked exactly like the material my grandmother’s living room couch was made of... with matching curtains to boot.

Émile yanked my arm, pulling me forward, and we continued our escape.

To break our line of sight from the main street, we scrambled up a set of makeshift wooden stairs outside a building, aiming to cross a low roof and drop down the other side. As we descended the opposite slope, driven by an ill-advised burst of adrenaline and a desire to look cinematic, I leaped from the final three steps with the intention of executing an impressive, athletic vault.

Unfortunately, my lifestyle had not prepared my muscles for acrobatics on uneven surfaces and I landed hard and haphazardly on the jagged cobbles. A sharp, white-hot knot of pure agony tore through my left hamstring. I doubled over instantly, clutching the back of my leg and letting out a low, pathetic groan.

“What are you doing?” Émile asked, spinning around, utterly shocked.

“Never mind,” I gasped, gritting my teeth. “Keep moving.” I dragged my limping leg forward, forcing us back into a run.

Two alleys later, the wine from earlier caught up to me. The bladder emergency had legitimately reached code red. I made us stop in a dead-end recess so I could pee against a side wall. Émile was tapping his foot with frantic, furious impatience behind me, scanning the corners. The second I finished, rearranged my joggers, and turned around; we were off again.

After what felt like hours of breathless running, Émile stopped so dead that I slammed directly into the back of him.

“Problem,” he grumbled.

I looked past his shoulder. The alley ahead was blocked by two cardinal’s guards, staring directly at us with their swords drawn and grins on their faces. They had clearly been waiting for us. How in the hell did they beat us there? Maybe we just looked guilty. And then again, there were my clothes...

We spun around to backtrack, but two more guards were closing in from the mouth of the alley behind us. We were boxed in.

I want to say that what happened next was the result of my own quick thinking and decisive, heroic action. It was not. What happened was that Émile grabbed my arm, yanked me sideways through a heavy wooden door I hadn’t even noticed, and we fell crashing into a dim building full of stacked barrels, a very startled brown cat, and Renaud.

Émile let out a sharp laugh against the stone. “Renaud’s hole. I should have remembered.

Renaud looked at us and then looked at the rattling door and appeared to do the rapid, tactical calculation of a man who had spent his life in similar situations. I found it suspicious enough that they were in what looked like a storage room to begin with.

“Guards?” he asked casually.

“Four,” Émile panted.

Renaud picked up his sword from the table beside him. He was so calm it looked like he was only reaching for his car keys. “Félix!” he barked into the shadows at the back of the room where Félix was apparently lurking. “Petit!”

There was a sudden stir of heavy movement in the dark.

“Wait...” I stammered, raising a hand. “Can we just...”

But nobody waited.

What followed was very loud, brief, and I was present for all of it without being useful in any way. 

Renaud, Félix, and Petit surged into the alley with such efficiency that it suggested this was, for them, a fairly ordinary Tuesday afternoon. There was a great deal of shouting. The sharp, clanging screech of steel on steel. The cat apparently had enough of the noise, let out a demonic screech, and bolted out of the room.

I stood frozen in the doorway because it seemed like the safest place that wasn’t actually hiding, which felt cowardly, and also because Émile had strategically positioned himself directly behind me, which suggested he shared my survival instinct but had far less guilt about it.

All I could hear were the blunt insults being hurled between the fighters over the clash of blades. And then, just like that, it was over.

The guards weren’t slaughtered, I want to be clear that nobody appeared to be seriously mutilated, but they were thoroughly discouraged, disarmed, cut and bruised. They retreated down the street at a brisk jog. Maybe this particular arrest just wasn’t worth the fuss or they were going to call for reinforcements. Most likely the latter.

Renaud stepped back through the door, casually wiping a smudge of grease off his hands onto his cloak, looking mildly satisfied.

“Loucahz,” he said, cracking a grin. “You have interesting friends.”

“But I just met him,” I said, pointing an accusatory finger back at Émile.

“And yet,” Renaud mused.

Émile, stepping out from behind my shoulder, greeted Renaud with a level of slick confidence that totally masked the fact that he had just escaped a dungeon and hidden behind me. 

Renaud stared at him for a long, quiet moment, then burst into a laugh, and somehow, I am still not entirely sure how the social logistics worked out, we were all sitting back down at a table in a completely different tavern with fresh wine. It was as though the last few hours had been nothing more than a minor, tedious errand.

It was Petit who saw them first.

He said nothing. Petit, I was beginning to realize, never said anything, but his gaze locked onto the heavy front door with an intense, rigid focus, and slapped his palm on the table. Renaud followed his eyes, and the easy atmosphere evaporated. Everyone stood up.

More guards. A lot more than before. And marching in behind them, holding his chain of office with his ink-stained fingers resting on his belt, was Morel.

He looked directly at me.

I looked directly at him.

“There will be consequences,” Morel barked. 

Renaud stepped in front of me. I hadn’t asked him to do this, and I was puzzled why a guy I met a few hours ago was acting as my human shield, but he muttered something fast and low to Morel that I didn’t quite catch. Morel’s eyes narrowed into slits and the guards behind him shifted, their knuckles whitening on their sword hilts. Renaud’s hand rested heavily on his own blade. Félix and Petit were doing the thing trained fighters do where they reposition their weight without appearing to move at all.

Émile leaned close to my ear, his breath hot. “If this goes badly,” he whispered, “get out and run left.”

“Why left?” I whispered back, my heart hammering against my ribs.

“I have no idea,” he said. “But pick a direction before you need one.”

This was, I thought, genuinely solid advice that I fully intended to act upon. I shifted my weight. Morel barked an order. Renaud replied with a sharp curse. The temperature in the room plummeted past freezing.

Then, one of the guards, a young, anxious-looking kid on the end who had the distinct vibe of a trainee on his first day, stepped forward at the exact wrong microsecond. His hip caught the edge of a massive wooden barrel. The barrel tipped. Three more stacked barrels followed it in a roaring, heavy cascade, and the tavern exploded into total chaos.

I jumped over a table, scattering stuff I didn’t even see and got myself out of the tavern and then ran left.

I made it approximately four frantic steps into the intersecting alley before I ran directly into a guard coming the other way. We collided like two football players and both went down hard in the dirt. Luckily, I scrambled up first, driven by pure survival adrenaline. I sprinted blind. I took a sharp right corner, then a left, and suddenly I burst out into a wider, bustling street packed with people, market stalls, and horse-carts. I pushed through the crowd, ignored the shouts, didn’t look back, and kept running until my lungs made a violent, chest-heaving case for stopping.

I stopped. I slumped against a crumbling brick wall, my hands on my knees, panting like I had just completed a marathon.

Behind me, the shouting was distant, swallowed by the ambient noise of the city.

Ahead of me, a woman selling cabbage from a cart was staring suspiciously at my clothes. Another woman, much younger, approached me, offering a painted, theatrical grin. She was missing a few teeth and looked like she hadn’t seen a bathtub in a calendar year, leaving me entirely unsure of how to react.

“Are you looking for any company, sweet boy?” she purred.

Uhm, no, I thought. I mean, even her breasts, which were trying to pop out of the top of her stained dress, had literal mud streaks on them. Well, I hoped they were mud streaks.

“Sorry,” I wheezed out loud. She had absolutely no reason to accept the apology, but I didn’t care.

I straightened my back and looked up at the jagged, narrow skyline of seventeenth-century Paris. I looked at the crooked timber buildings, the grey, smoky sky, and the people going about their mundane lives as though none of this was remarkable, which, for them, it probably wasn’t.

I thought, I need to find Renaud and make sure he didn’t get killed because of me.

I thought, I need to find a way home.

I thought, I need to understand why the hell I can understand them and they me.

And then, the world went very bright and loud, and the street, the cabbage cart, the toothless woman, and Paris itself went away entirely.
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Chapter Two - A Mountain
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Pompeii, 79 A.D.

As the bright light and noise dissipated, I saw myself standing in a narrow alleyway. The walls on either side were plastered white, and the sky above the gap between them was a blue so deep and uncomplicated it looked painted. It wasn’t just warm, either; it was thick with it, the kind of heavy, wet heat that settles on you like a second wool blanket you didn’t ask for.

I just stood there for a moment, catching my breath. I was happy to see my limbs were all still attached, but my left hamstring was still throbbing with a dull, white-hot ache from my spectacular roof jump. As for my general geographic situation, well, that was entirely unclear.

The smell, at least, was different from Paris. Still not what anyone back home would call pleasant, but different. Less rotting meat, more dry earth, charcoal, and something sweetly smoky burning underneath everything. Warmer smells. The smell of a city that had settled into itself.

A pungent aroma of crushed garlic and roasting meat hung heavy in the air, wafting toward me from various open-air storefronts. Well, they looked like storefronts. 

I could hear the distinct, chaotic hum of a crowd nearby, so I limped toward the noise.

The alley opened without warning into a wide, paved street, and I stopped dead. It was nothing like Paris. Paris had been cramped, dark, and vertical. This place was open, low, and blindingly bright, featuring wide stone streets, flat-fronted buildings, and people moving in every direction with a frenetic market-day energy. Stalls lined both sides of the thoroughfare. Men argued over prices, gesturing wildly with their hands. A dog of no identifiable breed trotted past with two women carrying massive clay pots on their heads. They made it look effortless, simultaneously making me feel deeply inadequate for no clear reason.

Everyone was wearing tunics. Linen, mostly, in off-white and pale earth tones, paired with simple leather sandals. Some of the men had short cloaks pinned at the shoulder. None of them were wearing anything that would have looked out of place in a high school history textbook, which was how I knew, approximately, in which age I was.

When I was, was a different question. One I hadn’t yet worked out.

I stepped out into the street, and a wooden cart, pulled by a very unhappy-looking donkey, nearly took me out at the knees. The driver barked something at me that I was fairly certain wasn’t a welcoming greeting. I scrambled back onto the elevated walkway. The donkey paused, looking at me with what I can only describe as deep disdain.

“Careful.”

The voice came from my left. A girl, perhaps seventeen or eighteen, was sitting behind a low wooden stall covered in small clay pots, dried herbs, and little tied bundles of something that smelled sharp and medicinal. She was looking at me with an expression I hadn’t encountered yet on this trip, not the paranoia of Paris, and not the irritation of the cart driver. It was something more careful. She was evaluating me.

“Thanks,” I sighed, rubbing my sore leg.

She didn’t look away. If anything, she looked harder.

Behind her, half-visible in the dark doorway of the building, a broad-shouldered man in a stained tunic was watching me with considerably less subtlety. He had the thick, calloused arms of a guy used to lifting heavy objects for a living, and an expression that suggested he was fully prepared to lift and toss me into the gutter if the situation called for it.

“You’re not from here,” the girl said, matter-of-factly.

I stared at her, my mind spinning. Is this what really good dope feels like? I wondered. Just arriving up in different centuries, getting judged by locals?

“No,” I said out loud. “I’m really not.”

“Where are you from?”

“Far,” I said. It had worked adequately in Paris, and I saw no good reason to retire the phrase.

She tilted her head slightly. Her eyes scanned me the way Renaud’s had, tracking the hoodie, the grey joggers, the trainers, but where Renaud had landed on suspicious, she seemed to land somewhere else entirely. Somewhere that made me slightly uncomfortable.

“Your clothes,” she said, leaning forward. “I have never seen cloth like that. What is it made of?”

“I think it’s a polyester-cotton blend... but it’s from very far away,” I said, tugging at the fleece cuffs.

“And your face,” she continued. “You have no oil on your skin. No dust from the road. Only a dusting of hair. Soft long hair on your head. You’re... strange. Very clean. Are you a prince of some kind?”

I had showered that morning but obviously didn’t say this. Though based on the sweat dripping down my neck right now, I was going to need another one soon.

“I travel light,” I told her. “And, no, I’m not a prince.” It would have been nice if I was, I thought.

She said something then, quietly, more to herself than to me. I caught the Latin word for a god, and something that might have meant sent or arrived. The broad man in the doorway immediately growled a sharp response, his tone clearly translating to stop that nonsense immediately, and she went quiet. She was clearly used to being told to stop things her whole life and had developed a highly practical approach to complying to such requests.

The man stepped out from the shadows of the doorway. Up close, he was even wider, sporting a grey-streaked beard and a permanent squint. Probably from all the hours spent working under a harsh sun. He looked at me with deep suspicion.

“My father,” the girl said, by way of introduction. “Marcus. And I am Livia.”

“Lucas,” I nodded and went to shake his hand.

Marcus looked at my hand when I extended it for a handshake, stared at it like it was a dead fish, then shook it cautiously.

“Loucas,” Livia said, drawing out the syllables in a way that was almost identical to Renaud’s French pronunciation.

“What do you want here?” Marcus asked. Straightforward, with no warmth, but no immediate hostility either. He was a busy man with a business to run.

“Honestly,” I said, “I’m also trying to work that out.”

Marcus stared at me for a long moment. Then he looked at Livia, who was still watching me with an intense and assessing expression. Finally, he looked back at me and appeared to make a sudden decision, the logic of which I couldn’t possibly follow.

“You’re hungry,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

My stomach chose that exact microsecond to let out a loud, hollow growl. I was, as it happened, famished. “Yes,” I admitted.

“Sit,” he said, pointing his thick chin toward a low wooden stool beside the stall. “Livia, get him food. And fix whatever he did to his leg. He is walking like a wounded mule.”

Livia got up without an argument, suggesting this wasn’t the first time her father had ordered her to patch up a lost stranger, and disappeared inside the dark building. Marcus sat back down in his doorway and returned to watching the street like a gargoyle. Whether he was guarding his inventory or his daughter, I couldn’t determine. Probably both.

I sat on the stool, letting out a ragged sigh as I gingerly stretched out my aching left leg. The hamstring was a tight, throbbing knot.

A minute later, Livia returned. She wasn’t just carrying a clay bowl of food; she had a small stone mortar, a shallow dish filled with a thick, greenish-brown paste, and a length of coarse linen cloth. The paste smelled powerfully of vinegar, crushed pine needles, and something extremely bitter.

Without asking for my permission, she knelt directly in the dirt at my feet.

“Wait, what are you doing?” I stammered, pulling back slightly. In my century, when a strange girl dropped to her knees in front of you it could imply so much, and most of it you’d regret the next day.

“Keep still,” she commanded, her voice calm and clinical.

She pushed up my jogger leg and reached up, firmly gripping the back of my thigh. I winced, but she ignored my pathetic gasp, scooping up a dollop of the cold, pungent sludge and smearing it directly onto my skin underneath the rolled-up fabric. Her hands went dangerously close to my groin area and I was praying to all their gods that she kept her hands at bay. Especially with her father being nearby. 

“It is vinegar, dried myrtle, and crushed willow bark,” she explained, her thumbs digging into the muscle with an alarming amount of physical pressure. “It draws out the fire in the blood.”

“It draws out a lot of things,” I choked out, gripping the edges of the
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