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Still ‘roun d the  corn er the re m ay w ait

A new road or a secret gate,

And though I oft have passed them by,

A day will come at last when I

Shall take the hidden paths that run

West of the moon, east of the sun.
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I

June 21, 1902

via

December 20, 2012

Up until the poin t that a ll hell broke  loose , it really  had been a perfect evening.  Even in the midst of the mind-

numbing, ear-s plitting  chao s now  all abo ut the m, C lara B rown  still c lung to that opinion (not to mention the nearest

solidly ancho red obje ct in their tim e-traveling  locom otive). 

She had even predicted that something unex pec ted w ould h appen be fore  the n ight w as ov er. Af ter all,  the outing

had been planned by her husband, the eminent, if eccentric, Doctor Emmett L. Brown, now twice Nobel Prize-winning

physicist and inven tor, and to  som e, still th e Cra ckp ot-in- Res idenc e of G reate r Hill Va lley, California. The occasion had

been their 30th wedding anniversary, celebrated on the 20th day of December, 2012, although their evening's activities

took place  in 190 2, in one of the  more  opulent n ight-spots  in New York City, on the much warmer evening of June 20th.

Clara had, of course, been delighted by the prospect of an evening spen t with dinner and dancing in the calmer,

less hurried times of over a hundred years past. No synthesized substitutes for everything from sugar to fats, robbing

the exquisitely-prepared foods of the tastes they were meant to have. No irritating whispers and disapproving sidelong

glances from the less open-minded members of Hill Valley society, some deriding her for her choice in husbands, others

condemning him  for "ro bbing  the c radle ," or sim ply for b eing w hat he was. No  intrus ive inq uiries  from  peop le who

recognized Emm ett as the inv entor of p ractical, clea n, and cheap fusion power and other surprisingly useful bits of

tech nolog y. No s uck ing up  from  peop le who knew the scientist was wealthy, the major owner of an extremely successful

technology firm, leeches who wanted a part of it. No blaring rock bands or over-synthesized jazz or blandly soporific pop

music. Just a w onderf ul, quiet dinner in a beautiful place with just the right balance of desired privacy and excellent

entertainm ent. 

Clara  couldn't have asked for more -- indeed, this was exactly what she had asked for as a wa y to celebrate

their  anniversary, though she hadn't expected to get it. And when the evening was finally over, the last bite of dessert
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eaten, the last dance done, and the time well beyond the midnight hour, she looked forward to going home with a host

of pleasant mem ories to warm her all through the chilly days of the deepening winter.

But then, as so often happened despite Emmett's best efforts to avoid it, something went wrong. They had taken

the time mac hine -- the locomotive rather than the highly-modified gold-plated Jaguar or its most recent successor, one

built  not from a pre-existing car or a train  or an y othe r veh icle, but designed from  the g roun d up f or the  spec ific purpose

of being  a tim e m ach ine -- f rom  whe re the y had h idden  it in plain  sight: the rail yards, where many other private trains

and coaches waited for their owners. Once into the countryside, Emmett had dropped the holographic projection which

had disgu ised  the ra ther o utlandish -look ing M ach ine so  that it  seemed like much any other private train-car, shifted the

disguise to invisibility, took to the skies, and started them on their way to the wee morning hours of December 21, 2012.

It had bee n a perfe ctly smo oth transition from rail to hovercraft, a perfect acceleration to the requisite 88 miles per hour,

and a flawless entry into the stream of the space-time continuum.

And that was where they found that they had entered not the door through time and space, but th e doo r into H ell

itself.

As Clara had already noted, it was a turbulent, horrifying, incredibly noisy place in which they now found

themselves, and though she was at a complete loss to understand what had happened, after som e quick  study, Em mett

had at least a partial answer.

"We 're in n-dimensional space, caught at an interm edia te point betw een the e ntrance  and ex it to the fourth

dimension," he had to postulate in a shout, to make himself audible over the cacophony assailing their ears.

"I thought the transition is supposed to be instantaneous!" his wife shouted back, wishing there was some way

to turn down the volume of Chaos.

"It is," the inventor insisted. "But even the smallest fraction of an instant takes some amo unt of tim e to occ ur."

"But -- this shouldn't be possible! You've told me that a per son  can' t func tion in  n-dim ens ional s pace, tha t sim ply

being there will overload all your senses and ultimately kill you!" Which, she felt, was something she would certainly feel

happening in only a minute or so, if this din continued.

"I've altered all three of the different energy fields I use to surround the time machines to help deal with that

problem ," he hollered back. "Ever since Marty accidentally stumbled across a viable solution to interdimensional

incomp atibility,  I thought it wo uld be a g ood idea  to incor pora te sim ilar pro tectio n into  the tim e m ach ines ' flux d ispe rsal,

weather shield, and holographic imaging systems. At least one is always active during all parts of the time travel

process, and would shield the passengers from the deadly effects of n-dimensional space, just in case something like

this ever happened. I've been here be fore, after all. I didn't ever want to get stuck an d not  be ab le to ge t out a gain

because just being here drove me out of my mind in a matter of seconds!"

He glanc ed at  the re adouts, th en at  the vis ual tu rmoil all too  visible  beyond th e usually semi-opaque

stained-glass windows of the cab. He successfully suppressed a shudder. "It's almost like we're inside a flawed

computer program, where an error in just one line of code sets up a repeating loop and you can't get past it to the rest

of the pro gram  until you find a w ay to fix the m istake."

Still clinging to the passe nger's s eat to whic h she w as firm ly strapped , Clara tried to  presen t a face of staunch

brav ery. "Can't you just shut down the time travel program, then? Wouldn't that at least drop us back into normal space

so we can find the problem and repair it in peace?"

Unhappily, Emmett shook his head. "Once the flux c apacitor k icks  in and  the p roce ss begins , the o nly way it

can stop is by completing temporal transition. As a safeguard, I designed the system so that if transition couldn't be

completed, the process would abort. Whatever happened must've happened during the micro-second between the flux

dispers al and the  end of tra nsition. If it can b e fixed, we  have to d o it from  here."

She as ked the  question  she rea lly didn't want to as k. "Can  it be fixed?"

Em mett  shrugged, not in feigned casualness, but because he simply didn't know. "I hope so. But I won't know

until I try."
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"Then, please, try!" she urged, c overing h er ears, w hich wer e starting to  hurt from  all the noise. "B efore bo th

of us go deaf, or insane from all this racket!"

The scientist smiled wryly in appreciation of her sentiments, then went straight to work. Before long, he had

more  of an answer. "Well, it's not the programming -- all the diagnostics show the system's clean. It must be a hardware

failure."

Clara 's heart wanted to fall like a stone at that announcement. She knew as well as he did that if the failed

hardware was in the computer circuitry, they were quite likely trapped here for eternity. Though some of the bits of silicon

and metal running the Time Machine were available at an y local R adio S hack, m ost w ere h andma de an d so h ighly

customized, it could take weeks to make another, even given the prop er eq uipm ent (w hich , of co urse , they p roba bly

didn't  have at hand). She took a deep breath and mustered her courage before replying. "Pleas e, dea r, don't te ll me it's

som ething insid e the com puters...."

To her immense relief, the white-haired head shook. "If it was, the diagnostics would've showed it, they

wouldn’t’ve run at all, or they would've crashed without finishing. No, it's got to be something simpler than that. Maybe

a worn co nnection  or a crac k in the glas s, some thing that co uld've brok en und er the ex treme  stress o f the gigaw att

dispers al...." His speculations faded as his fingers flew over the computer keyboard, summoning up the programs that

cou ld provide detailed sensor readings of all the time-ship's operating systems, inside and out. He sighed as he ran the

tests. "I wish I'd  put An gel bac k on- line her e. He'd  have this fig ured ou t already, but I  hone stly didn't thin k we 'd nee d him

on such a short trip. Even he didn't think s o, and tha t's what he  was de signed to  do."

Also regretting that choice, C lara did her  part to help, examining all the panes of glass for the smallest crack

or gap (at least as best she could without leaving the security of her seat). Her search quickly revealed nothing.

Fortuna tely, Emmett's was more successful. "It's definitely nothing in the programming or the computer

hardwa re," he announced just after his wife reported the results of her search. "Which increases our odds of managing

repairs w ith the reso urces w e have o n hand . If I can just p inpoint the p roblem  and its pre cise loca tion...."

Of course , Clara kn ew that thin gs were  seldom  that sim ple, but her  thoughts  whispered a quick prayer that just

this once, it might be so. Then lo and behold! A few tumultuous moments later, Emmett loosed a triumphant, "Got it!"

and she sighed back to the heavens her thanks.

"What is it?" she asked, now praying that her worst fears about repairs would not come to pass. "Some vital

part didn't rattle loose and fall off when we made the temporal transition, did it?"

Again, she could  not be anything but grateful when her husband shook his head. "No, and it isn't something we

don't have the tools  or sup plies to f ix, either ." His w ife was  gratef ul he was looking in tently at the  com puter a nd didn 't

her blush in reaction to his apparent mind-reading. "It's just a minor short in one of flux dispersal lines -- one of the most

important connections, granted, but noth ing I can't fix  in a few m inutes with  a pair  of ins ulated glov es an d a little  electrical

tape. The strength of the current running through the line must've made a weak spot pop at just the wrong moment, but

repairing it'll be a p iece of pr overbial ca ke."

Knowing how much power was involved in deploying the field that made time travel possible, Clara was

concerned that her spouse was making too light of the matter. "Are you sure? I don't want you electrocuting yourself,

Em mett, es pecially not on  our ann iversary...."

But the inventor me rely turne d away from th e com pute r with a  grin. "N ow, C lara, a fter a ll these year s you s hou ld

know that I'm not foolish enoug h to work  on th is stuff  withou t ma king s ure I'm  not a source of ground. Actually," he

continued as he crouched down beside her to collect the required repair items from their storage beneath the passenger

bench, "what worries me more is having to work on the outside of the cab under these circumstances." The wave of one

hand indicated the chaos around them.

His  wife's brown eyes turned to perfect circles of horror. She released one hand from its death grip o n the s eat's

edge and c lamp ed it inste ad on  her hu sban d's shoulder. "Emmett, you can't!" she c ried, h oping  to sto p him . You 've told

me time and again that making transition with a door even slightly ajar can be tremendously dangerous -- and that any

contact with the flux dispersal field would be fatal! You'd have to open the door to ge t outs ide, and w ith the  who le veh icle

shaking like a leaf, you'd be killed instantly!!"
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Em mett,  however, appeared mu ch les s con cerne d. "No , not rea lly. For on e thing , we are n't making transition;

we're caught in it, and open ing the do or mig ht actually pre sent a s olution to ou r problem ."

Clara was unconvinced. "But what if it doesn't? You know how much energy we've got crackling around us, and

Lord only knows what other possibly lethal powers might be making those dreadful noises...!"

"The  dispe rsal rea lly should n't be a problem, as long as I stay inside o f it. I'll have to  crawl a long the eng ine's

surfa ce, bu t that sh ouldn 't be difficult; there are plenty of things to hang onto. Given the shape of the locomotive and

the field configuration required to accommodate it, there's about a three-foot high 'safe' zone between the vehicle and

the dispe rsal f ield. B eing in side  it will actually protect me from the other negative side-effects of n-dimensional space.

I promise I'll be as careful as I can, but if one of us doesn't try this, we'll probably be stuck here forever.  I don't find that

especially appealing, do you?"

His  smile was me ant to  be re assuring , but it  couldn't completely erase Clara's doubts and fears . "No -- but are

you ab solu tely sure this is the only way?"

The scientist shrugged. "Of course  not, but I don't think  we have  forever to  spend  looking fo r alternate s olutions."

He motioned with his head in the direction of the machine's computers. "There’re some unhealthy indications that the

arrested dispersal field is the only thing keeping us togeth er in a ll this chaos, and other even unhealthier indications that

the interac tion betwe en the field a nd wha tever's be yond it is caus ing it to deca y." 

He put a hand over the smaller one g rippin g his s hou lder; h is expression softened with sympathy. "I don't l ike

the idea of going out there, either, Clara, but I like even less the idea of the two of us dying h ere, leaving  the kids to

wonde r what ha ppene d to us."

The form er tea che r had n't wa nted  to consider tha t possibility;  hearing her husband say it made her realize how

much she sh ared his f eelings. S he releas ed her o ther han d, laid it on his ch eek  for a m om ent as she studied h is

puppy-dog earnest face, then kissed him soundly, as if it would be her last opportunity. When she drew away, she

leaned her forehead against his and fier cely whispe red, "Please be careful, Emmett. If you don't come back, I'll never

forgive you ."

He laughed softly, not mocking but reassuring. "Then I have no choice but to come back, don't I?" So saying,

he kissed her lightly, stood, and headed for the cab door.

Rather than let the door and ramp swing fully open -- the movement of which might penetrate the energy fields

protecting them  with disas trous res ults -- Em me tt slid open  the lar ge w indow  on the upp er pa rt of th e doo r. As h e laid

one hand on the window latch, he paused, as one does before doing something that could have a very bad outcome,

but when he opened it -- not fully, just enough so that he could hike himself up to the sill level and slip out -- nothing

happened. Both he and Clara sighed, partly in relief at disaster averted, but also mildly disappointed that this had not

been the quick fix it might have been , as it had be en fo r Ma rty dur ing his  accidental interdimensional travels in 1999.

Before stepping out, the inve ntor stop ped to  remove his white tailcoat, and called back to his wife, "Close it up again,

once I'm out. No sense in taking a chance that in all this chaos, something might be knocked out of the cab, through

the field, and  collapse  it in a way that'll strand  us here  perm anently."

Clara saw his p oint at onc e and no dded vig orously. W ith that, he took a deep breath, braced himself to face

the unknown, and carefully pulled himself up onto the lower edge of the window, then turned about and maneuvered

himself out onto the outer skin of the Machine.

Clara watched him even after she  had r isen  and s ealed  the cab, again c onfirmin g tha t the c ause of th eir

dilemma had nothing to do with a portal left ajar. Emmett moved slowly and clung as close as he could to the

locom otive's  surface, lest some unpredicted jostling cause him to stumble and move beyond the dangerous three-foot

limit. Each d eliberate  movement seemed to take an hour to Clara's eyes, but each successful step brought him closer

to his goal and their return home. She prayed in urgent supplication for his safety every time he moved, and prayed

aga in in ear nes t than ks e very tim e he stopp ed. She  mad e a m ental note  to apologize to the Lord for so battering the

gates of heaven for His attention, but she felt sure He would understand, under the circumstances.

Fina lly, after what felt to both of them like an eon's labor, Emmett reached his destination. Clara could not see

what he was seeing, nor could she h ear his mutterings over the din of the unplace in which they were  stranded, but one
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word came through  loud and clear, bringing w ith it wry understanding of their predicament: "Pigeons!" The omnipresent

feathered vermin of New Yo rk City were well known, in both the century of her birth and that of her current residence,

and Clara knew that they considered any available perching place as their own. They also tended to view anything that

rem otely resembled nes ting material as theirs for the taking, and it was simple for the former teacher to sum up two and

two, and realize that the myriad of semi-exposed wiring on parts of the outer engine had captured some nest-building

bird's eye as ideal for their construction.

Odd, Clara reflected, how something so insignificant and yet so unfortunate could have such catastrophic and

unpredic table  results. It reinforced her belief that, plan as one might to avoid disaster, bad luck could strike at any time,

from virtua lly any corner. The best laid plans of mice and men oft gang agly, she mused, so it was only to be expected

that the most meticulously laid plans of eccentric scientists would go even farther awry, once in a while.

After his exclamations concerning the cause of their trouble, however, Emmett at once s et to work  on its

resolution, and in less than a minute, he had the damage repaired. Immediately, the  spac e sur roun ding t he tim e

machine began to scintillate with the familiar glow which always preceded the actua l trave rse o f time and sp ace. Bo th

travelers gasped in horror. There would be no time for him to return to the safety of the cab, and they had no notion of

what wou ld happen to a person caught in Em me tt's po sition  when tran sition  occurred. Ho pefu lly, the energ y fields  wou ld

continue to shield him from da nger.

W ell aware of his predicament, the inventor pressed himself as flat aga inst the  engine 's surface  as he  could

and hung on for dearest life, praying that all his theories about this never-tested event would prove true. The  first s onic

boom shoo k the  time ship  hard , but E mm ett's g rip held.  The  second  buck ed it  even harder, but still he managed to hang

on. He and  Clara we re abou t to sigh with  relief t hat th is was goin g to work,  when, in the split second between the second

boom and the last, s om ething in the  unstable  space  around  them  struck  the Ma chine like  the clenc hed fist of a  giant.

The impac t cause d the eng ine to tilt precipitou sly to one side  and se nt a shud der throu gh the entirety of its metal

structure. A jolt almost electric in nature hit Emmett's hands; the muscles spasme d, and his fingers open ed inv oluntarily.

His  horrified cr y of, "NO!!! " was  drow ned  to no thing  as he  reac hed  in vain to find a new hold on the Machine now

tilting away from him. The third boom sounded; time and space opened to allow the Machine passage.

W ithin the smallest particle of time, a deathly-white Clara saw her husband thrown from the engine; she

despera tely looked for some way to stop the e ffec t alrea dy in progres s, but it was  too late. "EMM ETT!!!"  she shrieked,

but the echo of her own voice was instantly swallowed up by the blackness of the early winter night into which she had

suddenly arrived.

She was home, back in Hill Valley, 2012, but her husband was lost in a somewhere she had no idea how to find.

Overwhelmed by a flood  of disb elief, dre ad, an d nea r-hyste ric grief , she s truck  the co ntrol to a ctivate th e Ma chine 's

autom atic landing  system s, and let it ber th itself while sh e fell to the floo r and we pt.
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II

Time & Place Unknown

Even before he regained consciousness, Emmett could feel his head and ears pounding like the deepest and

brassiest sec tion o f the K ettled rum s from H ell. W as he  still cau ght in  that c osm ic maelstrom of nothingness and noise?

he wondered as coherently as he was able. He was disinclined to think so, as everything in that awful unplace seemed

to be in constant motion, and he could sense (even though there was a faint dizziness in his head) that he was qu ite

still. 

W as he dead, then, disintegrated by passing through the power of the flux dispersal field, or by the maelstrom

of n-dimensional space? Another moment of rumination led him to a second  nega tive co nclusion . A dis em bod ied sp irit

wou ld have no  reason  to feel p hysic al pain, and that was something he perceived all too well. The sharp ache that

reached from behind his eyes and into his arms and shoulders and back end convinced him  that he was in a very

tangible place, and whenever and wherever he had fallen, he had not done so with exceptional grace.

But as mo re an d m ore o f the w akin g wo rld se ttled in to his  muddled brain, he began to realize several important

things: first, and m ost impo rtantly, that he was aliv e; second, tha t alive d id not  me an un dam aged, for  som e of h is

aforenoticed aches  and pain s were q uite subs tantia l; third, that it was sunlight warming his face, not the heat of electrical

sparks or the flux dispersal field; fourth, that the drumming was not the din of the Unplace he had just been; most was

coming from outside his cranium, more distant than he had thought,  but ominously loud, nonetheless; and fifth, that

something exquisitely uncomfortable was digging into the small of his back.

He squirmed, seeking a less painful position but still only h alf-awak e when the sou nd of  a voic e pro dded him

toward full consc iousnes s. The  pound ing both  inside and outside his head made hearing a bit difficult, but the last words,

which seemed clear, were no more intelligible than those which had come before.

"Manályë polda farea lelya?"

Male, his ever-s cientific m ind reflexive ly analyzed the vo ice. Baritone, I think -- but who is it -- and what is that

language he's using? 

Insa tiable  curio sity opened his  eyes,  espe cially when  the words  were  repe ated  with g reate r urge ncy.  Emm ett

looked up in the direction of the voice , and  foun d cer tain aspects o f his a nalyses correct. The sp eak er wa s of th e m ale

persuasion, amply proved by the strong, sharp features of his fair-skinned face and the flowing silver-white beard that

swept a lmos t to his waist. From the lines and creases about his eyes and mouth, he was  plainly m uch  older  than  his

vigor ous ly resonant voice would have led the scientist to believe, but from his posture, that age was clearly not

manifested by crippling physical frailty. Emmett smiled to himself; in that, the two of them had something in common.

To most of the world, he had reached his ninety-second birthday, but in truth, he was now less than one year shy of a

hundred, though the benefits of future medicine and rejuvenation allowed him to retain the vitality of someone well less

than half his age.

But the man was  no one Em mett had ever seen  before, a certainty reinforced by his distinctly unmodern

clothing. The inventor had learned a lot about costume history in order to mak e his travels through time as unobtrusive

as possible, and his youngest son Chris' on-and-off fascin ation w ith the the ater ha d taug ht him  even m ore. T his fellow 's

attire he placed as being considerably pre-Renaissance, perhaps late Twelfth or early Thirteenth Century. He was also

no man of means, as he was clad in simple peasant garb rather than the finery of nobility, not perfectly clean and

well-worn . 

The hood of a fur-lined silver-gray cloak was pulled up over the fellow's white hair; a long, worn scarf of white

with a fain t blue  desig n was wra pped aro und  his head and throat, keeping both warm and the hood securely in place.

His  black leather belt held a stained suede pouch and a knife in a plain sheath; it also cinched in the waist of a long,

loose tunic  of thic k gra y hom espun. T he pa le gra y of a fit ted w oolen  chem ise was vis ible on ly at his  wrists. Darker and

heavier gray woolen trousers were tucked into scuffed boots of black leather. A small satchel was slung over his left

shoulder; the right hand, covered with a worn leather glove, gripped a rather plain staff of pale ash wood. And he was

armed with more than the knife and stick; Emmett could see the outline of a sword hilt pressing against the drapery of

the cloak at his left side.
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It was a very convincing outfit, in its own way, but something abou t it left Emm ett with  the fe eling that h is dating

was off -- or, rather, that the costume itself was off. It had elements of designs belonging to the ancient Celts,

Anglo-Saxons, Britons, even a little bit of Germanic and  Scandinavian influence, stirred together with something

com plete ly alien to all. It was almost like a Hollywood costume shop version from an old Errol Flynn movie, or -- more

accurate ly, he felt -- something that had bee n put  toge ther b y a m em ber o f a m ediev alist socie ty who  had g otten  his

period researc h mixe d up with  ima gery o ut one of th ose  fanta sy nov els that had bec om e obn oxiously ubiquitous and

unimaginative in recent decades.

W as that the answer, then? Had he fallen into the middle of an SCA event, and was being addr essed in O ld

English or some equivalently ancient tongue?

Off-hand, the time traveler had to say no. Linguistics was one of the non-sc ientific pursu its that he fo und qu ite

fascinating, and although the fellow's words seem ed to contain traces of several ancient European tongues, the

combination was one Emmett had never before heard, and he knew enough of Old Eng lish, Mercian, Latin, and more

to know that this was none of the above. Either this language was wholly invented, had been cobbled together from

existing tongues  into a p ecu liar m ediev alist ve rsion  of Es pera nto fo r use  by a recrea tionis t grou p, or w as com plete ly

foreign to any linguist on Earth.

Unh app ily, given the circumstances of his presence in this time and place, he was most inclined to believe the

last poss ibility.

When  the man repeated his uninterpretable question for a third time -- this with an unmistakable snap of

impatient command  and a  lowering o f the rem arka bly bushy white eyebrows above his equally remark able coal-dark

eyes -- Em me tt curt ailed h is curious pond erings  and g ave him  an an swer . "I'm s orry, I don 't unde rstand  you, so  there's

no point in bark ing at m e." Chances were if the man was speaking in his native tongue, the lack of com preh ens ion would

be m utua l, and  wou ld thus illust rate th e pro blem  that h ad de layed h is rep ly.

To Emmett's satisfaction, the fellow got the point at once. His  bristling expression softened back to mere urgent

concern; he glanc ed awa y for a m ome nt, toward something beyond the physicist's head and out of his sight, then turned

back to him again, now with deliberate concentration.

He looked directly into the scientist's eyes, and for a moment, Emm ett thought that he might be one of those

people who had the mistaken notion that if you stared someone straight in the eye and spoke slowly enough, you co uld

som ehow wo rk a lin guis tic mira cle and m ake the m un derstan d a langu age they s imply did no t know. B ut sudd enly, a

thought spra ng into Em me tt's m ind, one he  hadn 't initiate d. It wa sn't in  words so much as in the feelings of words, crystal

clear and perfectly comprehensible. If they had had an audible language, they would have said, with genuine concern,

"Are you  fit to travel? W e mus t get awa y from h ere."

The inventor blinked rapidly, astonished by the unexpected mental communication, but delighted by it as well.

He had always been fascinated by telepathy, and being able to experience the real thing without the peculiar distortions

of a technological medium was both a scientific and personal delight. It was both like and unlike the experience of using

his min d-reading  devic e at hom e, in ways he somehow knew he didn't have time to ponder at the moment. He toyed

with the idea of thinking back in like fashion, but he settled for simply speaking his response normally, suspecting that

his thoug hts, if they wer e being re ad, wou ld conve y the prope r answe r. 

"I think so," he began, wriggling his toes, then testing his legs to see if they were broken, strained, sprained,

or otherwise incapacitated. Both appeared fine. He sat up and started to rise. "Of course, I may be wro--eeeyouch!" The

squea l of pain cam e as the re sult of trying to  lever  him self o ff his  kne es w ith his  left arm. O nly now did he notice that

it was in a makeshift splint and sling, and that his movements had wrenched it out of the latter. The splint was made

of curls of stiff bark bound by strips of some denuded woody vine; the sling looked to be a sash of some sort impressed

into service.

The old m an im me diate ly helpe d him  to his  feet. H e exp ertly s lipped the arm back  into the sling , and  at his

touch, the  stab of p ain abate d. "Your ar m requ ires a mo re secu re dress ing," cam e the wo rdless e xplanatio n, "but my

resources are fe wer  than  my s kills, and there is n't time now. Your surprising arrival frightened the orcs away just before

dawn.  You have remained unconscious ever since, and with enemies so ne ar, I was loath  to leave y ou ung uarded  to

search for better supplies. It is past noon, now. Nigh tfall is  coming -- much too swiftly, for my peace of mind. If you can

travel, we must move quickly. We must put as many miles as possible between us and the orcs before the last ray of



8

sunlight ha s faded , when th ey will sure ly come  out to resu me the  pursuit."

"Orcs?" Emm ett echoed, his only failure in comprehension. The term seemed very familiar -- so familiar, he was

eas ily able to put an English word to the image in his mind -- but he didn't know how or from where he knew it. The

vision looked like something he w ould have expe cted  to find  in one of those uninspired fantasies, but with vastly more

depth  and believability. Ima ges  of old  folktales  and m yths w ith some  footh old in r eality bubb led up  in his b rain in

resp onse, shoring  up his  hope  that h e was still  som ewhere  and so mew hen on  Earth. H e had no t dared to  let him self

think it for long, but it had occurred to him that the bizarre accident which had thrown the Time Machine into a

space-tim e limbo might also have expelled him into a world entirely not his own, which, without the proper protective

equipm ent, wou ld m ean  he ha d per haps fou r days  to live b efore the  incom patib ilit ies of being in another dimension

caused  the m ost vital fun ction s of b ody to  shut  down, pe rmanently.

He had no more than an instant to think of it or of ancient legends again, for his apparent benefactor was most

anxious to depar t. "Yes, orcs. I  had thought this country to be free of them, but I appear to have been in error. Come,

now, hu rry, and I w ill tell you more  once w e are on  our wa y."

Em mett  hesitated. The advice he'd so often given others when traveling through time -- if you get lost or

stranded, stay put, or help may not be able to find you -- came to mind, but was tempered a mome nt later by the

sobering reality of his situation. He had b een  here  for pr obably eight hours or more, had not moved one inch, and rescue

had not appeared. He could stay here and make it easier for Clara or the kids to find him, but given the circumstances,

if he did that, what they were likely to find was his corpse. He s till couldn't remem ber where he had he ard the term orcs

before, but between the image in his head, the sound of the distant drums, and the evidenc e of a recent scuffle nearby

-- including several disturbing lumps in the shadows of the pines that he was certain were dead bodies -- he knew that

the wiser course of action would be to seek protection, and shelter. Shivering with that realization and the chill of a

sudde n breeze , he was  more  than hap py to flee this un pleasan t site. 

The old man moved much m ore swiftly than he had e xpected , especia lly in light of the fact that he was several

inches shorter than the tall inventor and apparently older. He led Emmett on a path through the woods that followed a

winding strea m th roug h a na rrow  valley. T he gr ound was dus ted w ith pa tche s of lig ht snow, a nd a s kin o f ice w as vis ible

in plac es where  the waters  were  still.

Here, fully be nea th the  shad ows  of the  trees , Em me tt sud den ly realize d how  cold it r eally wa s, and tha t the o nly

thing that had kept him warm  was  the pale w inter s unligh t in the sheltered dell they had just fled. That it was also winter

back home encouraged his hopes of being found by his family, but it made him regret having removed his dinner jacket

before attempting to repair the broken Time Machine. The light woolen tailcoat would n't have offered much in the way

of protection, but there was now nothing between him and the cold but a thin dress shirt, a definitely non-thermal

unders hirt, and a red silk vest that was worse than useless. To top it off, he didn't even know how to ask his companion

if there was something in his satchel that he m ight borrow to keep warm .

Fortu nately, he  soon  found  that he  didn't  really need to. After perhaps a mile or so of brisk walking along the

stream bed, the old man changed direction and took them up a hillside and out of the valley. Before long, they

encountered a broad, open path that was either a natural road or the long-decayed ruins of one man-made. It led due

west by the sun , away from  the hills and th e mo untains b eyond the m. H ere, his be nefacto r began  to run, a modest pace

which Em me tt cou ld m atch  with no diff iculty.  With precious little win d to speak of,  the exerc ise was en ough to k eep  him

reas onably warm while the sunlight lasted, though he hated  to think how quickly frostbite would set in once they stopped

or the sun went down.

As they jogged along the road-like flood-plain -- keeping a goo d spe ed, but no t one  that w ould  agon ize Em me tt's

injured arm -- the scientist tried to place the time  of day by the p osition of the  sun. Cla ra had m ade him  prom ise not to

wear any watches before they'd gone on their anniversary trip -- not because his fascination with timepieces annoyed

her, but because for once, she didn't want either of them worrying about how late the night might be getting. The kids

were old enough to take care of themselves, and if they ended up dancing the night away, she hadn't wanted anything

to spoil it.

He'd  given in  very eas ily, and no w felt a s ma ll twinge o f regre t that he  hadn 't at least per suade d her to  let him

wear a decorative pocket watch. The twinge, however, was only that, sin ce od ds fav ored th at his c lock a nd this  place 's

time  of day would be totally out of sync. For one thing, he presumed that the lowering sun was headed toward the

western horizon, bu t if this wasn 't Earth, it could  be north , south, or e ast, for all he knew. And for another thing, even
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if he did  permit himself to assume that he hadn't left his own world, any estim ate he m ight m ake  wou ld dep end  entire ly

on the hemisphere an d latitude, neither of which he knew. At best, he calculated that if this was winter, that the time of

year was still late-Decemberish, and they were in the northern latitudes, then it was nearing three in the afternoon, which

wou ld leave them with only about an hour's worth of full sunlight. At this pace, he had to wonder if they could  poss ibly

run far enough to outdistance whatever it was they had left behind.

Almost as if  in ans wer to  his ruminations, the bearded man slowed to a mere walk after another fifteen minutes

or so had gone by. By then, they were both experiencing quick ened bre athing -- Emm ett's m uch  quick er tha n he w ould

have liked -- but the local still had e nough br eath  in him  to let loose  a pier cing , alm ost b ird-lik e wh istle. H e coc ked  his

head for a m om ent a fterw ard, lis tening for  som ething Em me tt cou ld not hear o ver h is own wheezing; then, he gestured

for th e inve ntor to  follow  him  into a c opse of tr ees  on the nor th side of a  sm all but  rock y hill.

Em mett  didn't have time to ask where  they were going before the answer was volu nteered . "We cannot stay

here for lon g," cam e his com panion's  unvoice , "but there  are things  we will nee d before  we m ove on ."

"Where?" the scientist wondered aloud. He was feeling a peculiar need to hear an audible voice rather than just

thought-words in his head. Telepathic communication was very intriguing, but he gues sed  he wa s still  too human at hea rt

to be who lly comfo rtable with it,  especially when it was a gift he did not possess himself. "This hardly looks like the place

for a gen eral store , or even a  supply sh ed."

The old ma n laughe d softly. "It is not," he agreed, the thought- imag e colored  with am usem ent. "But there are

ways to keep things hidden from even the worst of scavengers." He stepped into a small clearing amid the trees, where

the inventor could see signs that this place had recently been used as a ca mpsite. Beyond the cold ashes  of a dead fire,

his benefactor crouched beside several leaf-bare bushes and whispered something Emmett couldn't have understood

even if he'd been able to hear it. It seemed that the shadows under the shrub branches shifted; the old man reached

into them and brought forth a worn sack that might as well have been m ade  of ca mo uflag e cloth, give n how  well it

matched the drab surroundings -- though Emm ett could have sworn there had been nothing there only a moment before.

Strange, the effects light and shadow could play on one's eyes.

The scientist wasn't sure which was more surprising: the sudden, almost magical appearance of the sack, or

the fact that he had been understood. He decided to go for the latter, for the time being. "Wait a second," he said, putting

his good  hand  on the  fellow's  arm as he began to reach into the bag. "Do you understand me? I mean, obviously, you

do, but are you just reading my thoughts, or do you know my language?"

"Both, and neith er," his benefactor replied, resuming his rummaging after favoring Emmett with a smile of

reassurance. "What you speak is on the surface of your thoughts, and thus easy enough for me to read, so long as you

do not resist the intrusion. I have not looked fa rther, and  will not, withou t your pe rmission . But the ab ility to hear your

though ts and y our s poken w ords  toge ther is  mak ing it  easier for me to learn. Your language is both strangely familiar,

and unfamiliar -- yet, I think it will not take long for me to learn it well enough to converse with you in a normal fashion,

which I w ould prefe r."

"The feeling's mutual," Emmett replied, shivering as a cold breeze wafted through the copse and  he fe lt the first

real sting of sweat hardening to ice against his skin. "There's something familiar about your language that I can't quite

place. Not that you've given me much of an opportunity for comparison, mind you. I never thought telepathy would feel

so stran ge, but I su spect it's a re action to m e doing a ll the talking an d you being  a mu te that's bo thering m e."

The local glanced up briefly, as if one of the English words was utterly incomprehensible to him, even as a

though t. "I am being un fair, I suppo se, not ex tending y ou the sa me co urtesy,"  he sa id both  in Em me tt's min d and  in his

own tongue. Though the inventor truly understood only the former, it was comforting to actually hear a voice other than

the wind's. "It's a ha bit of vanity, I'm  afraid, presuming that as the eldest person around, I am also the most learned and

intelligent. I beg  your  pard on. I s hou ld give you  an equa l chance  to learn. He re," he continued, pulling items of folded

cloth from the sack and handing them to his standing companion. As he took them, Emm ett recognized items of clothing

similar to the old man's, and all in varying shades of silver-grey or greyed blue. "They may not have the length you

require, but they should serve to keep you warm, 'til others can be found. I have long since learned the wisdom of

carrying more than  just th e clothes  on m y bac k wh en on  long jo urne ys, e specially  in the winter.  I made camp here two

nights ago, and left some of my supplies behind w hen I went to attend to other matters, intending to return before

night fall. I hadn't anticipated encountering a band of orcs with an apparently overwhelming desire to separate my head

from the  rest of m e."
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Em mett  only half-heard his latter commentary, so eager was we to get into anything th at would p rovide him  with

better protection from the cold. His half-sighed, "Thank you," was unneeded, for his gratitude shone from him like light

from the sun. He tested his injured arm to see if he could slip it from the sling long enough to dress himself; happily, he

could, and did so while the other man removed a few oth er sm all articles from  the sac k befo re pulling its dra wstring to

close it again.

Em mett  slipped the loose tunic of nubby homespun over his head and maneuvered his arms out the sleeves.

It fit fairly well, although he suspected the sleeves had been designed to fall fully to the wrists, not a few inches above.

He sighed again, more softly. "Well, I guess I can't expect a custom fit, can I? Unless you happen to be some sort of

traveling tailor...."

Again, his companion chuckled. From the sound of it, the inventor received the impression that the man wanted

very much to laugh, to be happ y and see  others happy as well, but was given the opportunity far too seldom.

"Unfortunately, no," he adm itted. "I have many skills, but need lewo rk is  definitely not one of them. I manage, however,

since my needs tend to be small. I carr y mos t of what I  own  with m e in m y trav els, as I have no  perm anent place to  truly

call hom e."

Something about that explanation stirred a faint feeling of recognition in the nether reaches of Emmett's mind,

like a story he had h eard b efore  but co uldn't  rem em ber th roug h the  cobw ebs  of dis tant m em ory. W hile he  allowe d his

companion to help him replace the sling and don an older wool cloak that had also been in the sack, he thought back

to his own g arage-h ouse a nd how  close he  himse lf had often  been to  homelessness. He sympathized, seeing how worn

the fellow's things were, and how little he apparently owned. He decided it would be most comfortable all around if he

didn't  pursue the topic. "I understand," was all he said, changing the subject. "Do you also have no permanent name?"

The innocent query elicited a much stronger reaction of merriment than before. The old man may have been

poor in possessions, but he was  clearly not im poverish ed in spirit. "You m ight say th at," he said when he had gotten the

better of h imse lf. "I often think I have entirely too many, but the one you might know would depend on where you call

home. Are you from a settlement here in the north, or have you traveled from the south, or east...?"

The unwords of the inquiry struck Emmett in such a fash ion, he cou ld not help but think he had managed to land

not only on  his own world, but somewhere in the North American continent at some time in the past. Studying his

benefactor with a quick glance, he wondered if he might have fallen into some part of what was  called  Can ada  in his

day,  with an explorer who traveled amon g the various native settlements of the far north. He knew nothing of those

languages and dialects, and if the man had been raised here, he might seldom, if ever, have heard English. Of course,

that didn't explain the telepathy, but it had often been suggested that such things had once been more common am ong

less soph istica ted culture s, wh ere th ey still be lieved  in m agic  and thus would have encouraged rather than condemned

such an ab ility. Tha t wou ld pro bab ly place him so mew here in the  Eighteen th or Nine teenth C enturies - - a hope  Emm ett

almost didn't dare permit himself to think.

"The west," he finally answered, a little hesitant to name the state or any city, just in case this time predated

them . "At lea st, I'd s uppose  that's  wha t you'd  call  it. Give n the  way I  was just dropped in here, I'm still a little muddled

about thin gs like tha t."

The old man had been replacing the knotted roots that had been used to bind the splint with strips of cloth he

torn from something he'd brought out of the sack when Emmett spoke. He a brup tly froze  -- why, Em me tt cou ldn't begin

to gues s. "The West?" he ech oed, in su rprising do ubt. "The ne ar wes t, of course ."

But the inventor shook his head, supposing he meant the frontier se ttlemen ts east of the Rockies, possibly as

far east as the Mississippi, depending on the time frame. "No, the far west -- and yes, I'm sure of it," he chastised when

his compan ion made a face  of undeniable disbelief. "Don't you think I know where I was born and have lived all of my

life? You can't get much farther w est than where I'm from  -- not unless you want to fall off the face of the Earth and into

the void."

Em mett  had no idea what he'd said, but som ething in his comm ent caused the local to start, and to regard him

with puzzlement rather than skepticism. He hoped it wasn't the crack about falling off the face of the Earth. He'd  really

only meant that as a jesting reference to the people w ho had  told Colum bus su ch wou ld be his fate  when h e set sa il to

the unexplored West. But even in his own tim e, the re we re wa cko s who still be lieved  in a Fla t Eart h, and a co uple

centuries ago, the superstition wasn't all that uncommon, especially among the elderly. Even more, he hoped the
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reaction wasn't an  indica tion o f ano ther d read ful po ssib ility: that h e rea lly was n't on Earth , and his a ccident had

som ehow sent him  to anothe r plan et in an  entire ly differ ent s tellar s ystem , or ev en an othe r gala xy.

But the fellow didn't fall apart or offer any continued denial; after a second, he seemed to swallow whatever was

disturbing him, and simply accepted it with a nod o f his head . "I beg  your  pard on. It w as ru de of  me to  think  there  wou ld

never be others, and presumptuous of me to believe I would naturally recognize any newco mer . You r con fusio n is

unders tandab le, if you hav e neve r been h ere befo re. It can tak e a grea t deal of time  to acclima te."

The invento r's snort was expressive. "I' l l say. I'm Emmett, by the way, Emmett Brown. And please don't ask me

to explain a ny mor e abou t where I c ame  from  or how I go t here. I don 't think I entirely und erstand  it myself."

The man nodded his agreement, even though th at weird ripp le of perple xity crosse d his face  again. "One seldom

does. I am  also f rom  the W est, a nd if  you have heard of me, you would know me as Olórin -- though I shall not be at

all surprised if you do not rem embe r the nam e. There  are ma ny things  about ho me w hich I, too, can n o longer re call."

Em mett  turned it over on his tongue a time or two, thinking hard before replying. "Olórin," he repeated,

wondering if that w as his  first nam e or last,  sampling the syllables to see if he recognized their taste. Oddly enough, he

did.  "Actually, I do think I've heard it before -- but you're right, I can't rem emb er wher e. I'm su re it'll come  to me , in time."

"Don 't concern yourself with it -- it's a trivial matter, and we  have m ore imp ortant bu siness  to attend."  He handed

Em mett  som ething else  he ha d tak en from  the bag an d unw rapp ed; it  looked like some sort of flatbread or shortcake.

"Wa ybread ," he explained as he took the rem ainder fo r hims elf. "Not fresh, any longer, but it will suffice to sustain us

for the time  being. Fo rtunately, w e won 't have to ru n any far ther."

The misplaced scientist hoped he wasn't about to suggest they camp here for the night, and his wish was

granted. Behind him, from the direction of the natural road, he heard the sound of an approaching horse.

"We  will have to rid e togethe r, I'm afraid,"  Olórin told h im as h e led the inve ntor out of  the woo ds. "But it will not

troub le Gaeleroc. He has carried greater loads for much longer distances, and in far greater haste. Today, he need  only

take us  both as fa r as a sa fe have n, wher e friends w ill shelter us." 

Em mett  watched as the chestnut colored horse approached. It was a large and sturdy beast, well tended and

bright-eyed. From the fact that it was still wearing a saddle -- clearly not western-style, nor even En glish-style -- the

inventor suspected that the horse and its owner had been separated unwillingly, and that whatever had caused it to flee

was the same unpleasantry Emmett's unexpected fall from the sky had handily ended. W ell, if he had to get blasted off

his own Time Machine into  God-only-knows-where in the space-time continuum, he was glad that the event had

prevented some sort of calamity for this obviously benevolent person.

Mounting the beast -- Gaeleroc, Emmett corrected himself, since he had heard the name clearly spoken aloud

-- was  difficult, with  his br oke n arm , but o nce  Olór in had  slung  his belongings at the back of the saddle and mounted,

he was  able to  help p ull the physicist up be hind him , with as tonish ing eas e. Th e time  travele r ma rveled  at the o ld ma n's

unprecedented physical strength, but it really was no more remarkable than what had happened to him after years of

being an honest-to-goodness  blacksmith in a time without m odern conveniences. Still, with the sho e on the o ther foot,

he now had a better understanding of what Marty had felt, on similar occasions. With him aboard, they were soon on

their w ay.

Em mett  had noted earlier that the cloak he had been loaned was not a sim ple cape . It had a front closure of

horn buttons, a hood that was held in place by a long dove-gray scarf, and loose sleeves into which he could withdraw

his good arm to keep out the chill wind caused by the horse's swift pace. The wind on his face was keen, but not

freezingly so; th ere w as a s cen t in the  air which he could not place, at first. Eventually, he recognized it as no scent, the

complete lack of pollutants, the gases and emissions, particulate residue, and chemical effluvium to which just about

every resident of California grew accustomed. This wind smelled as if it were wholly fresh and new, never before

aspirated by living lungs or botanical cells. It was young, untainted, and free -- and for a few m ome nts, it ma de Em mett

feel as if he could take on the universe, broken arm notwithstanding. Of course, that was probably more the result of

their  quick snack of waybread and water, which had done a great deal toward improving his overall strength, since he

had apparently been unconscious for at least eight hours, and his last meal was now long since digested.

It might a lso have  had so meth ing to do w ith the presence of his benefactor, which seemed to be every bit as
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invigorating in its reassurance that he was not alone and entirely abandoned. Olórin was an excellent horseman, and

right now, E mm ett felt as if they co uld kee p riding like this  all through th e night, and  he wou ldn't mind  in the least.

They talked at tim es, m ostly abou t the te rrain , whic h was wild  and b eau tiful.  It was n ot at all un like Em me tt's

boyhood recollections of the  mo unta ins be yond  Hill Va lley, of th e Sie rra N evad a bef ore th e poo r judg me nt of p eop le with

too much money and too little conscience had sp oiled s o m uch  of wh at had bee n pris tine w ildern ess . He f ound the ir

two-leveled conversation most helpful, since the vast majority of Olórin's audible words were swallowed up in the rushing

wind around them and the pounding hoofbeats below.

When  the sun actually went down and they continued their flight unabated, Emm ett finally began  to have second

though ts about riding  all night. The tem perature s plum mete d rapidly withou t the sun's  fire, the effe cts of the waybread

wore off, and his freezing toes and feet reminded the inventor that he was wearing only thin dress socks and leather

dress shoes, not the warmer boots of his companion. He suffered in silence for a time, but eventually, the bite of the

cold, the jostling of his broken arm, and the irritation of his already sore backside prom pted him to ask wh en and where

Olórin plan ned to sto p for the n ight.

W ith a subtle signal to Gaeleroc, the elder man slowed their flight from a near-full gallop to a more gentle pace.

The open  plain  had not lasted for long, and now they were moving in an area where the footing would be less certain.

"It shan't be m uch long er, I prom ise," he sa id aloud, in pla in, if accen ted, Eng lish. 

Em me tt's surprise was understandable. He couldn't place the lilt precisely, but it definitely had a British flavor

about it. "You learn fast," he acknowledged, not without a twinge of envy that passed in less than a nanosecond. If he

had possessed the gift of telepathy, he, too, would probably be talking like a native, right now. "But then, you have

advantages I don't. I hope it won't be more than another hour or so, if that much. I'm afraid I've got bruises in mo re

places th an m y arm, an d I don't kn ow how  muc h longer it'll be be fore I lose m y feet to frostb ite."

Olór in laughed softly, as if he was also unfond of the cold. "I apologize if I've set too brisk a pace, my friend, but

it was necessa ry. My original plan had been to head  south, toward Tharbad, but m y encounter with the orcs and the

worse ning wea ther cha nged m y mind. If I rea d the sign s correc tly, I will be needed  more  in the Nor th, this winter."

That wasn't quite the response the inventor had wanted, but he accepted it. "North? I thought we were heading

west."

He could hear more than see the rustle of the old man's nod. "We are, more or less. The haven of which I spoke

lies northwest of where we met. Even before  the o rcs a ppeared , I had  cons idere d m akin g a br ief de tour th ere to  cons ult

with my friends, but your unexpected arrival and the need for a healer convinced me that this was indeed the right

course  to take. W e shou ld be there  very soon . The m ountain h eights  are w ell behin d us,  now . See  how the lan d falls

away bef ore us?  It is the valley of the R iver Bruine n, where  we sha ll find our rest a nd reco very."

The moon was only a thin crescent (a shame, Emmett thought, since getting a look at it in full phase might

provide consoling proof that he was still on Earth), but the stars were preternaturally bright. He could see their light

reflected off snowy slopes and the silver ribbon of a river seemingly far, far away. He tried to ge t a look at the stars'

positions, to see if there were any constellations he recognized, but the jostling of the horse and the mist of his own

breath made it difficult, and made his neck ache. He gave it up, and concentrated on other matters.

"Bruinen ," Emmett whispered to himself, aware that he had not been given a single precise answer to any facet

of his qu estio n, bu t suff icient ly intrigu ed by this new, fam iliarish  word  not to  care . W hy did th ese  place s and  nam es tic kle

so strongly at the edges of his memory? It felt l ike childhood images being stirred: thoughts made so vague with the

passing of tim e, the y had a lmo st van ished, bu t were  in truth  awa iting a  stron ger lin k to b ring th e whole back to life. He

wondered what that key would be -- if one existed.

At length, the horse's pace picked up, having come to what appeared to be a well-tended, if somewhat obscure,

path. Emmett could feel that they were moving down along the winding road; even though Gaeleroc did not resume a

full gallop, the apparently distant river quickly drew near. Just when the lost scientist was beginning to think his backside

could n't take one more bump, they took a turn in the path, and voilé! The y were  sudd enly w ithin les s than a m ile of a

settlem ent, comprised of several smaller buildings and one huge mansion. Lights glowed from all the windows, but even

at this distance, Emmett could tell they were neither electric nor gas.
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That probably kicks it back a few more centuries, the inventor sighed to hims elf, hoping  Olórin wa sn't "listening."

The farther back he might be, the m ore likely it beca me th at anything h e said or d id to chan ge history w ould build into

a tsunami of catastrophic effects by the time the ripples of change reached his natural place in the continuum.

Thus far, he hadn't actually seen anything to convince him he was no longer on Earth (not so long as he

discounted the mental image  of orcs he'd received from his benefactor), so while he reminded himself to be

extra-cautious, he also felt optim istic. H ope  spra ng eterna l, and  Em me tt was  quite  poss ibly the  mo st de term inedly

hopeful person ever born. Years ago, he had postulated several ways in which a person lost in time might be located;

if any of his fa mily had b een listenin g and tho ught to  check his sc ientific  journ als, th ey m ight ye t com e acr oss  his

vario usly fleshed-out theories and find a way to make one work, a job he had never quite been able to finish. It was the

only realistic hope he had, and he wasn't about to let go of it until he had no other choice.

At the m ome nt, howe ver, his m ore im med iate hopes concerned food, a hot bath, fuzzy slippers, comfy pajamas,

and a warm bed. If he was lucky, he'd wake up in the morning, and would happily find that this had been nothing but

a dream. A trifle cliche an ending, perhaps, but one with which he could easily live.

For the present, it was still a very solid reality, the outlook of which was growing more pleasant as they drew

near the large house, if one could call it such. Emmett had seen smaller hotels and palaces in his travels; his own large

home ba ck in the future would have been a mere gatehouse beside this s tructure. O lórin re ined G aeler oc to  a gen tle

walk  as they approached the main entrance; a voice speaking yet another language called to them in timbres of

greeting.

To Em mett's shock, he ac tually understood the first clear word he could hear:

"Mithrand ir! Mithrandir!"

Something in the inventor's he ad sud denly wen t click!, the sound of the lock being opened at last. Like a

cascade of self-assembling Legos  tumbling out of the recesses of his m emory, all the hints and half-remembered

flotsam and jetsam fit together, forming a foundation upon  which m any,  ma ny other item s of in form ation  quick ly built

a clear an d com prehen sible struc ture of ex quisite com plexity -- and e xquisite dis quiet.

Several other voices joined in, one ca lling out a phra se; to his dis may, E mm ett was a ble to translate the first

few wo rds. "Mae go vanne n!"  Hail and w ell met.

He really didn't want to believe he'd hea rd that. Rea lly didn't, because all the data wh ich had ju st flooded  into

his head told him one extremely disturbing fact about those words: They were  inven ted, w holly,  utterly,  and c om plete ly.

This wa s no lang uage tha t had eve r been s poke n in his own  world, exc ept by the pe rson wh o had c onceive d it. 

But as the figures of several tall -- very tall -- man-shapes approached to help them dismount, Olórin answered

them in the same langua ge. Emm ett grasped a word here and  there (his n am e am ong  them ), whic h didn 't both er him

nearly as much as his improved view of the newcomers, who became more visible as they stepped into the light spilling

from the many windows around the great main door. They were all dressed in clothing he would also have called

med ievalesqu e, and no t a one of th em s tood an in ch und er 6' 4".

So much for the theory of gradually increasing size between generations.

No, Emmett didn't want to believe what he was seeing, not one little bit. Not because he wasn't fascinated

(which he was) but because if he did  believe it and it was true, it meant he was n't on his  own  Earth , was n't eve n in his

own version of reality, was probably in an entirely different dimension, and e ven if  he somehow miraculously survived

the prolonged exposure to it, he would never see home again.

Thus, it was with considerably less than his typical enthusiasm for new experiences that he accepted one of

the newcom ers' help in dismounting. He barely heard Olórin say, "For once, they actually weren't expecting us -- or

rather, they weren't expecting me, since they could hardly have kno wn you would be with me. But the watchmen spotted

us com ing into the va lley, and Elrond  is inside, wa iting for us."

Em mett  hear d the  nam e and  could  not conceal a wince. No, I really really really don't wa nt to believe  this.... W ith

even more atypical reluctance, he followed his benefactor into the house.
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The inventor tried  his very bes t not to look at anything around him, for fear that it might seal his fate by providing

irrefutable proof of what he suspected. He kept his eyes focused downward, so that he could watch Olórin's feet and

follow him to wherever they were  going. But when they at last stopped, and his companion spoke briefly with someone

beyond his sight, he suddenly heard himself being addressed directly. Boyhood reflexes and his wife's constant

reminders wouldn't let him be so rude as to ignore it; he had to look up.

He tried not to shudd er. Oka y, it's not as ba d as yo u though t, he consoled himself as he looked into the face

of the tall and  hands ome  dark-h aired m an who  had sp oken  to him. He looks pretty normal. So what if he's half a foot

taller than you  and doe sn't look a d ay ove r thirty? He 's nothing b ut an ordinary man. A good draft prospect for the

Lakers , but just an o rdinary m an....

...with pointed ears. Not the extremely exaggerated sort that had been pasted on to Mr. Spock in Star Trek, but

defin itely not the normal ovoid shape of an ordinary human being. Other than that, the man's features were what he

wou ld have  called  norm al, but there was also a strange agelessness about him, and a disconcerting depth of perception

in his dark  eyes. To  mak e ma tters wors e, Em mett c ouldn't help  but see the rest of the room and the others in it, no

matter how hard he tried to focus on the person standing in front of him. Damned curiosity; it always got him into the

worst fixes. But he couldn't deny the obvious any longer.

Elves. He was in a household of elves. The greeting outside had done it, triggered the memories. Only they

were n't recollection s from  his own life, o r anything he  had se en or ex perienc ed, and they weren't even his personal

imaginings from  the pages of h istory.  He k new  it from  the words  he ha d hea rd sp oke n out side  and r ecognize d, as  well

as the name the locals had used to address his companion. The dark-haired man before him was Elrond Half-Elven,

his house was known as Rivendell, the fellow who had rescued  him from o rcs -- orcs! -- was what the  locals  called a

wizard, but who was really an immortal something-or-other in disguise; his real name was Olórin, his Elvish name was

Mithrandir, and he w as gen erally know n to everyone else as Gandalf the Grey. The monochromatic color scheme of

his clothing should've  given it awa y right from  the start, bu t without the p ointy hat to clue  him, it was  an eas y thing to

miss.

The scientist shuddered at both his situation and the unintentionally flippant manner in which he seemed to be

taking it. This was very serious, more serious than he had dared imagine. He hadn't been thrown from the T ime Machine

into a distant point in Earth's past; he'd fallen into Midd le-earth, and into a work of fiction popularly known as The Lord

of the Rings.

Elrond said something to him that Emmett knew had to be a Tolk ienesqu e version  of "Hello, ho w are you ?" It

was bad enough that he knew it; it was worse that he remembered exactly how to respond, from a line he somehow

managed to recall from one of the books.

"Elen sila lúmen n ome n tielvo,"  the more-than-timelost inventor replied with an extremely watery ghost of a

smile. He then gasped, "Great Scott!" and fainted.
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III

Plac e, Riv endell

Time, Still Unknown

As he sta rted to wa ke —  again —  even be fore he a chieved  consc iousnes s, Em mett’s s enses  went to work,

trying to assess his  surroundings before he opened his eyes and saw things he did not want to see.  The first sensations,

of being s nugly unde r warm  sheets  and blan kets  in a co mfortab le bed, were not in the least bit distressing.  He woke

to these feelings on many mornings, especially when they were cold mid-winter days.  There did not seem to be a

second presence in bed with him, but that, too, was not uncommon.  Clara often woke before he did, slipping out ever-

so-q uietly to prepa re break fast or oth erwise s tart her da y.  And it was mo rning , he k new , sinc e he c ould  feel the sunlight

coming through the nearest window and falling across his legs, just as it did in his own bedroom.

The next of his senses to bring him useful information was that of smell.  The scent of a birchwood fire was

eas ily detectable, and the quiet crackling sound that cam e with it indicated a lit hearth somewh ere to his right.  This was

defin itely encouraging, as that was the precise location of the fireplace in his and Clara’s bedroom, and she often liked

to ligh t it on winter mornings.  Other than that, he could hear nothing, nothing at all, which was only mildly surprising.

Most days w hen  the k ids were a ll hom e from s chool (as  Chris  and E mily  were  now , for th e upc om ing ho lidays) , he could

hear distant echoes of the television, or of their m usic playing, o r of com puter ga mes  being playe d.  But if he’d o verslept,

it was possible they had already gone out for the day, or that their mother had warned them against making too much

noise and disturbing their father.  In any c ase , Em me tt had  detected  noth ing yet  to convinc e him  that he was any place

but at home.

With this to fortify him, he finally came fully awake and decided to take the plunge.  He opened his eyes.

He groaned.

This  wasn’t his  hous e, or h is bed .  He w as s till in the  sam e world in  which he had been before passing out.  The

distinctive Elvish letters carved into the elaborate designs on a wooden lintel surrounding a door directly opposite the

bed were all the proof he needed.

The drea ded  now conf irmed , Emm ett closed his eyes again, tightly, and burrowed back under the covers.

Brief ly, he trie d to w ish it all a way, b ut his  scien tific training and years of dogged experience had taught him that wishing

never makes it so.  He was where he was; that was the long and short of it, an d he wo uld sim ply have to  accept it, then

try to undo it.

Tro uble  was, the accepting part was achievable; the undoing part was not.  He wasn’t simply adrift in a time or

a place not his own; he was in an entire reality not his own.  This  wasn’t jus t a quaintly antique hou se or  even  a sta tely

mansion of long he ritage, built in ano ther era o r anothe r country, pe rhaps p opulated  by ances tors of his  ances tors.  It

was home to an enclave of what Tolkien had called Elves, a race of im mortal physical beings brought into existence

before the creation of Man, at least in this version of the universe.  Like so many other things in these tales, it had

different nam es in  different languages, depending on what race or group of people was talking about it, but the name

he recalled best was Rivendell, the last of the Elvish settlements west of the Misty Mountains.

Bits and pieces of the stories came back to the inventor even as he tried not to think about them; he knew the

who le story of M iddle-earth , its creation, its h istory, and its inh abitants  fairly well, as Jules had discovered the writings

of Tolk ien about a year after his family had returned to the 1990s.  Emm ett had been familiar with the stories even

before his son had fou nd the bo oks fo r hims elf.  He had  been w orking o n and of f as a lectu rer at Hill Valley U niversity

in the late ‘60s when the book had become de facto  required reading for ever y colleg e studen t acro ss th e cou ntry.

Intrigued by his s tude nts’ fa scination  with th e tale , Em me tt had  read  it and e njoye d it, though not with as much

passion ate intensity as Jules would display over twenty years later.  The eldest of the inventor’s four children had

devoured the trilogy and gone looking for more; he had even named his horse, Shadowfax, after a noted steed that had

been Gandalf’s after the unexpected plot-twist of his resurrection.  To Jules, they had been the kind of inspiration the

writings of Jules Verne had been to young Emmett, pointing the way to an eventual career in literature.  Through Jules’

interest,  the lore and legends of Middle-earth had eventually become as much of a staple in the Brown library as the

works of Verne and other ima ginative classics.  After the main trilogy had been made into movies over ten years ago,

all of the kids had added them, and the books, to their lists of perennial favo rites.   About once a ye ar fo r the p ast tw enty,

someone in the house was reading the books and reinfecting everyone else with their enthusiasm, so by now, whether
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he’d  wanted  to or not, Em mett  had absorbed almost as much about the history and legends of this world as he had

about his own.

Aside from being in a strategic location between a pass in the mountains and a ford of the River Bruinen,

Em mett  recalled that Rivendell was one of the few remaining settlements of the Eldar, the Elves, during the Third Age,

the period of local history in which the o lder p owe rs an d rac es be gan  to fad e wh ile the cultures and civilizations of Man

grew.  The master and founder of Rivendell, Elrond, was noted as the greatest healer in the world, so the inventor

supposed that if he had  to go and  get him self hurt w hile falling into this w orld, he ha d at least fa llen into the right place.

But the whole idea that he was here at all seemed too fantastic to believe.  Perh aps  he re ally wa sn ’t here, he

reflected; perhaps he’d hit his head and was  now halluc inating in some kind of injury-fed delusion, brought on by Chris’

viewing of one of the movies only the night before — but somehow, Emmett knew it wasn’t so.  He was where he was,

in a world that was utterly not his own, and he was here without any means of returning and no way to be found by those

he’d left behind.

The very thought frightened him .  If this w as no t his own d ime nsion, no  heale r in the  world  wou ld be a ble to  help

him  avoid  the ine vitable  resu lt of his  presence here.  Stranded in a place where the very particles of matter resonated

to a diffe rent s ub-a tom ic harmony  than that of his dimension, in less than a week — probably four or five days at most

— the incom patibility between  his bodily atom s and the  world aro und him  would ca use his n ervous  system  to deteriorate,

more  and more  serio usly, until his  body a nd br ain co uld no longe r function , and he d ied.  It was no t a pleasa nt way to

go; he knew that much from having experienced only the mildest seizures brought on by the condition, but there was

no way he could avoid it, lacking any of the sophisticated technological devices necessary to protect an interdimensional

traveler.

Moreover,  even if he’d been incredibly lucky and this was somehow the Earth he knew, or even just another

far-flung planet so mew here in his  own dim ension, a  place thu s able to  be survived for more than a few days, the ab ility

to construct a new Machine was beyond his reach, given what he knew of this world’s technology, or lack thereof.  He

was in the position of needing to make the tools to make the tools to make the tools to make even the simplest of the

items he would need to build a time machine, and he was well aware that doing so would take longer than the longest

possible  span of years he h ad left to live, especially in a world in this state of advancement.  Accepting his current

situation was the only true choice he had.

W ith pained resignation, he did so, then rolled over, pulled the covers over his head, buried his face in the pillow,

and let himself cry, unrestrained.  He almost never did that (save in the occasional m oments of se ntimental happiness),

not because he’d been brought up with the absurd notion that tears were a sign of weakness or unmanliness, but

because his was such a dete rmined and optimistic nature that he usually found ways to change unpleasant

circumstances so that the re wo uld be no reason to cry.  The last time he remem bered shedding suc h uninhibited tears

of misery was after Clara had greeted his admission that he was a time traveler with a powerful slap and an angry

rejection.  

In a way, this was much the same situation.  Then, he thought he’d lost her forever because of an inevita ble

and unfortunate misunderstanding; now, he knew he had lost her forever because he’d become stranded in a place that

he could not leave, and where she could never find him.  He’d never had a chance to finish the device or even the

programming that would make tracing a timelost person possible.  Accepting the reality of his situation meant accepting

the fa ct tha t he would n ever  again  see h is hom e or h is fam ily or anything or anyone else he had kn own an d loved.  It

was a matter worthy of tears, and he saw no reason not to shed them.

After a while, when the initial grief was spent, the inventor unburied his face from the pillow and took several

deep, almost gasping breaths, trying to steady himself.  As he inhaled, a new scent tickled his nostrils, that of pipe

tobacco being used somewhere nearby.  Emmett didn’t even have to puzzle over a possible source; he knew.  He

wondered how long the wizard had been in the room, and quickly decided he didn’t want to know.

“You know, smoking is bad for your he alth,” he said without so much as a cursory effort to glance at the person

he knew was nearby.  “Medical research has proven that it significantly increases the risk of many lung diseases, not

to men tion heart disease, atherosclerosis, cancers, glaucoma, birth defects, and elevated blood pressure.  Where I

come from, it’s been declared a dangerou sly addictive and h ighly ca rcino gen ic substance.  You really ought to think of

setting a b etter exa mple  and give it up .”
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The soft chuckle he heard in response came from the right side of the room, in the direction of the hearth.

Em mett  didn’t really want to look at Olórin (Gandalf, whatever) , but he figured that c ontinuing t o refuse  to do  so would

be disgustingly childish behavior, unworthy o f a No bel P rize-w inning  ma n of s cience, o r of ev en a s imp le gentleman.

After all, it wasn’t th e fau lt of this  world or anyone in it that he had landed here, and so long as he was  doom ed to  stay,

he might as well try to  ma ke th e bes t of it.  H e m oved  just e nough so  that h e cou ld turn his face toward the fire and peer

out from under the covers.

Gan dalf  was seated in a comfortable-looking chair beside the hea rth; the che erfu lly flicke ring fla me s with in

indicated that it h ad be en tended rec ently,  to keep the room at its currently pleasant temperature.  The  wizard  him self

was wearing yet another set of grey and blue c lothing, tho ugh  this was in  much better condition than his stained traveling

clothes, and far b etter suited  to the indoo rs.  In it, with his long  white hair and beard combed rather than wind-blown and

travel-tangled, he looked m uch more  the part of a wise and powerful mage.  He held in one hand a clay pipe, and the

gen tle smile on his bearded lips was ever so slightly softened by a thin veil of smoke, but the piercing gleam in his dark

eyes wa s not dim med  in the least.  

“I confess I don’t quite grasp everything you just said, my friend,” he replied amiably, “but if you are concerned

for my we lfare, as I pre sum e from  your tone, you  needn ’t be.  Other s with less noble  inten t than  you ha ve told  me  it is

a childish h abit, a m ere toy for m y amus eme nt and the ir annoyan ce, but I ha ve foun d nothing  harm ful in it.”

Em mett  flipped on to his back and stared up at the ceiling, not to admire the craft of those who had carved the

beautiful beams or to face the nightmare more directly, but because he found his right arm was falling asleep from being

pinned unde r him  for too long.  He sighed.  “No, come to think of it, I don’t suppose you would.  Things like cancer and

emphysema probably wouldn’t come into question.  I don’t imagine people like you ever get sick, do they?”

The wizard was not offended by his blunt manner.  “That wou ld dep end  entire ly on wh at you  me an by ‘p eop le

like m e.’”

The scientist sn orted so ftly.  “Wizar ds,” he e lucidated with a va gue  gesture to ward  the ceiling,  “or...w hat is  it

you’re really called?  Istar i?  No,” he said  to himself when Gandalf began to agree.  “The term’s correct in a general

sense, but it’s not the o ne I’m loo king for.  I t’s been years since I read any of the supplementary books, but I know

there ’s something more specific, I think it came up in the movies, Chris just mentioned it last night....  Minor?  Mayor?

Mylar?  No...mm mm .... Ma iar, tha t’s it.  Maiar.  The lesser children of Iluvatar’s thought, what Judeo/Christian tradition

wou ld call an gels , as opposed  to the  Vala r, whic h they’d call a rcha nge ls.  Pe ople  who can’t really die wouldn’t have any

reason to worry about habits that would make ordinary mortals sick, would they?”

For what seem ed a very long time, the only reply Emmett received was the quiet crackling of the fire.  Intrigued

by this lack of response, he turned his head back toward the elder man and was mildly gratified by the expression of

genuine — and obviously speechless — astonishment on Gandalf’s face.  He almost laughed aloud.  “Well, don’t look

so surprise d,” the inven tor sugg ested.  “I am  right, aren’t I?  Of course, I might have the words m ixed up; there was an

awful lot of d etail to  rem em ber, a nd I’m  prob ably rem em berin g this  mostly from vague references in the movies.  The

Ainur — I think that’s the word — were two groups of beings brought into existence before the creation of the physical

world.  After the world was made, a bunch of ‘em left the non-physical world to live in a place called Valinor or Aman

or som ething like th at — maybe both.  They supposedly came to help with the evolution of the world, and to protect the

people in it from some of the other Ainur who wanted to ruin everything, out of sp ite. You’re o ne of  ‘em , and  I’m pretty

sure you  weren’t —  aren’t —  one of the  Valar.”

Yes, a perverse little imp in the back of Emm ett’s mind decided, there was something distinctly satisfying about

seeing Gandalf left speechless for so long.  From what he recalled of the character in The Lord of the Rings, it was very

seldom that anyone, even his best allies and worst enemies, were able to startle the wizard into complete silence for

more  than a few  secon ds.  Catastrophic accidents in space and time could have  their  entertaining moments, he mused.

At last, however, his tongue-tied companion spoke.  “No,” the wizard said softly, “I am not a Vala.  And I am

beginning to think that what I had first thought concerning your origins is no t at all correct.”

Em mett  looked up toward the ceiling again and closed his eyes, bitterly amused by the understatement.  “You

could sa y that,” he agr eed, rath er mo re flippant tha n was h is genera l habit. 

Once mo re, G andalf too k no  offense .  “W hich  leaves me even more puzzled than before.  If you don’t  come
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from Aman, then I am completely at a loss to explain how you managed to literally fall into the middle of an orc skirmish,

out of a clear blue sky!”

He meant what he said, which made it Emmett’s turn to be perplexed.  He blinked, then looked b ack toward

the wizard.  “You mean you don’t already know?  You didn’t see any of that when you looked into my mind?”

“Of course not! ” cam e a cr isp re ply that was very much in the manner of the Gandalf the inventor remembered

from Tolkien’s books.  “As I already told you, I have respected your privacy.  Your thoughts are your own, and I wou ld

not presume to invade them unless I had good reason to believe such an intrusion was warranted and urgent.  Besides,

if you do know  what I am  and from  whenc e I cam e, you wou ld also kn ow that I am  forbidde n to use such power save

in the m ost dire em ergenc ies.”

The wizard spoke in earnest and, being himself an almost scrupulously honest person, Emmett knew he was

hearing the truth.  He was just being so damn cranky over his unexpectedly disastrous circumstances, he was taking

it out on the poor people who hadn’t asked to inhabit this... whatever it was.  He knew better than to irritate those upon

whom his survival might depend — es pecially a som eone w ith the stature  and pote ntial influence  of what a mou nted to

a semi-incarnate angel, and one w ho had very l ikely saved his life at that, protecting him from the orcs — hideous

creatures made by one of the renegade Valar — while he lay unconscious and helpless.

Sighing, he sat up, and apo logized.  “You ’re right, of co urse.  I did  know about the restrictions, that you’re not

really allowed to use all the abilities  you re ally have wh ile you’re here ; I just didn’t rem emb er ‘em  ‘til you mention ed it.

Look, O lórin —  Gan dalf— ” His  mo bile fe ature s sc rewe d up in to a fa ce of  singu lar pe culiar ity.  “W hat do you prefe r to

be called, anyway?”

The wizard’s expression in ways mirrored his own.  “Why do you ask?”

“Because for most of my adult life, the only persons to  call  me Emm ett have been my wife and my business

partner.  Even my best friend calls me Doc — which I don’t mind, since I can understand his discomfort with anything

else, given the disparity of our ages.  But I happen to like the nam e Em mett, an d som etimes , I feel it would be  nice to

hear it a little m ore often , just so I do n’t forget it’s m ine.”

Gan dalf  understood, but he made an equivocal gesture.  “I see.  You m ay call me  whateve r you wish, E mm ett.

To m e, it matter s very little.”

The scien tist no dded, rec alling w ith sta rtling c larity a  passage from one of the books.  “Quite so, quite so,” he

said, mostly to himself.  “You’ve got so many of ‘em, it’s only natural that they would eventually become equally important

or unimp ortant.  ‘Many  are m y nam es in m any  coun tries.   Mithra ndir  among the E lves , Tha rkûn  to the  Dwarve s; O lórin

I was in my yo uth in the W est that is forg otten; in the S outh Incá nus, in the  North G andalf....’  That could tend to make

one ver y liberal-mind ed whe n it com es to the s ubject o f nam es —  so long a s none  of them  were an  insult.”

It took the  cogitating inv entor a m inute before he realized that he was talking to himself in front of an interested

audience, and that this audience was staring at him in a manner just shy of open -mouth ed am azem ent. “F orge t I said

that,” he sug gested , but he k new the  wizard wo uld not.  “I suppose I should really call you Gandalf, or M ithran dir, if th at’s

what they use a round h ere.  I can’t im agine you’d  want m e carelessly broadcasting your real name to people who might

mak e bad us e of the info rma tion.”

“An astu te obse rvation.  W hat are you, Emmett Brown?” the elder man asked, his tone that of one seeking a

totally elusive answer rather than dem anding an explanation.  “It’s obvious you are not from any part of the Far West

I know, but neither are you quite like any other living creature I have ever m et, in Am an or Ard a.  Yesterday, you seemed

a complete stranger to Middle-earth, a visitor who had landed on utterly foreign shores; today, you tell me you are no

inhabitant of these lands — yet you know things many who have lived here for countless years do not!  You are not

Valinorean, that I can plainly see now, but neither are you Elf or Dwarf, and you are certainly unlike any Man I have met

during my long travels.  Where do you come from, and how do you know these things?”

For a moment, Emm ett looked away, toward the window and at the snow-covered pine trees beyond.  He now

realized the accidental impression he had created when he’d said he came from the far west.  In his thinking, that meant

the land west of the Rocky Mountains; here, it referred to the home of the Ainur guardians of the world, Valinor, aka the

Uttermost West, the Undying Lands, Aman...  (Lord, but he wished Tolkien had been able to settle on just one name
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for things instead of two or three or four or five — this could get so confusing!)  It was a place that had on ce been part

of this same physical world — Middle-earth, or Arda — but the two had been separated and Valinor had been moved,

prob ably through  som e kind o f intra-dim ensiona l gate, so tha t mortals could never again think to gain immortality by

attacking and conquering it (a foolish notion which had been attempted once before, by mortal Men under the sway of

the renegade Maia Sauron, the same being now causing trouble for the inhabitants of Middle-earth).  The home of the

immortal Elves, Eldamar, was an island still off the coast of Valinor, and by some means, they knew how to construct

ships that could take them across the sea and then beyond it, through that intra-dimensional portal that led into the plane

of exist ence where th e gua rdian  Ainur still lived.  That F ar W est certa inly wasn’t his  far west, b ut the  coinc identally

similar references had been enough to be misleading, especially when com bined  with h is und oub tedly unusual entrance

into this world.

His  head was hurting a bit from all this attempted thinking and remembering when at length, he sighed again.

“If I told you, you  wou ldn’t believe  me ,” he s aid qu ietly, turning b ack  to the  wizard .  “And  if you did believe me, you’d think

I’d gone m ad.”

Even if he hadn ’t seen  it, the s cien tist wo uld ha ve fe lt Gandalf’s dark eyes studying him intently.  He supposed

that he’d really been incredibly lucky, falling into the company of the one person in this re ality who was in the best

position to understand and assist him, but he rather doubted that even a deliberately dwindled Maia could help him get

home again, much less grasp Emmett’s view of this world’s entire existence.

Still, after  his lon g sc rutiny, t here  was  no do ubt in  the w izard’s  expression, or in his voice.  “You do not appear

to be so, nor have you behaved in any manner that would incline me toward that conclusion.  As for the question o f my

belief, I cann ot judge a ny matte r which I ha ve not yet he ard or se en.”

He was  willing to  be op en-m inded , then :  a pos itive sig n.  Still, th e inve ntor c ouldn ’t just b lurt it ou t without

considering the ram ifications of  anything he  said.  Even tho ugh this w as, to him , a fictional reality, it was obviously very

real to those inhabiting it, and in this world as in his own, Emmett knew that any foreknowledge of the future could be

very,  very dangerous.  Absurd, though, to realize that even here, he knew too much about the future and thus held the

potential of d estroying it.

Thinking of this intens ity required pa cing if he w anted to  avoid a skull-splitting headache.  He got out of bed to

do so, and only then noticed that his clothing had been exchanged  for a sort of very long nightshirt made of a soft and

warm blue fabric  woven  in a fascin ating geo metric  pattern, an d that his left arm was no longer splinted or in a sling.

Sensation told him it had been made whole again, which surprised the inventor only until he remembered that Elrond

was ren owned  as the gre atest hea ler in Middle- earth.  Mag ic —  or po wers tha t can  be m istak en fo r them  — w orks  in

its own co untry, a little voice whispered at the back of his thoug hts.  He would have to ask ab out this later, when there

were n’t so  ma ny other m ore im porta nt iss ues  to invo lve him .

First things first, then.  He  would ha ve to start by figuring out just when he was in the grander plot.  Gandalf was

still wearing gray; that at least settled some pa rt of it.  Pre-Moria, possibly pre-Fellowship of the Ring, thus pre- war with

Sauron.  Which left an awfully big scope of possible times.  If he remembered correctly, the wizard had been in Middle-

earth for something like two thousand years prior to the War of the Ring, and  had o nly beg un to  realize  It was  still in

existenc e and ha d been  found a bout eigh ty years befo re that.

The problem, however, was easily solved.  “What year is this?”

One of the  wizard ’s bus hy eyeb rows  lifted in  ever -so-mild  puzzle me nt, bu t he answ ered  the ques tion p lainly.

“As the men of Arda reckon it, 2911 of the Third A ge.  I believe in yo ur tongu e, the m onth wo uld be ca lled Dece mbe r.”

“2911,” Emmett repeated to himself.  He had to think hard to remember any of the years associated with the

novels; it didn’t  help th at the  book s talk ed ab out tw o ent irely diff eren t kind s of re cko ning t hat gave d ifferent calendar

years to the same events.  Bilbo’s 111th birthday — a remarkable event that wasn’t all that far off for the inventor himself,

as he had reached his 99th birthday five months ago  — had been  in 3001, he seeme d to recall, seventeen years before

the W ar of the Ring began.  That put the current time well before events in both The  Hob bit and the ep ic trilog y, but w ell

after Sauron’s minions had started making trouble, and, if he remembered right, also after another wizard, Saruman,

had started setting himself up to become a rival Power by settling in the citadel of Orthanc.  There was something else

about the year 29 11 that felt s ignificant, bu t for the m ome nt, he cou ldn’t recall exa ctly what.  In any case, he knew now

what events he needed to avoid mentioning:  just about everything he was fam iliar with concerning the history of the
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Third Age in Middle-earth.

While he was thinking about what to say next, Gandalf spoke.  “Is the date of some hidden significance?” he

aske d, the que ry a gentle pro d urging th e time tra veler to get to  the point.

Em mett  stopped pacin g.  “O nly to m e.  All rig ht.  I do n’t kno w how to s ay this  in a wa y you’ll un ders tand , so I’ll

just be as  blunt abo ut it as I can.”

“Forthrigh t hones ty is usually the be st cours e of action .”

Not when it comes to the space-time continuum!  “Usually,” was the inventor’s only audible comment on the

subjec t.  “I come from a city called Hill Valley in the state of California in the far west of a country known as the United

States of Am erica on a  planet ca lled Earth.  N ot Midd le-earth; just Earth.  I was in an unprecedented accident that

stran ded  me  here , and  to m y point  of view, you  and e veryo ne an d eve rything  in your sphere of existence are  nothing

but fiction.  I know what I know about you because I read it in a book that, as far as I know, is wholly the work of

som eone’s im agination, n ot reality as I or an yone else  know  it.”

From the look that rippled across Gandalf’s expressive face, that wasn’t the best wording he could have used.

But the wizard made no immediate response.  Emmett could almost see his thoughts at work, measuring what he had

just been  told against the scientist’s assertion that he was not insane.  He sifted it with other thoughts and knowledge

the lost huma n cou ldn’t begin t o dec ipher , and  even tually fo rmed a r eply.

“W hat sort of  acc ident?” he  ask ed qu ietly, tho ugh tfully, un judg me ntally.

Em mett  was frankly surprised that he was being given this much slack after his not-so-good and almost-insulting

illumination, but he was willing to take whatever leeway he could get.  “That’s a little diff icult  to explain, given what I know

about this  world.  I don ’t remem ber if you’re at a ll familiar with the  conce pts of sc ience an d invention .”

The wizard’s glance held a plain statement of, “What do you think we are, total idiots?”  Nonetheless, he smiled.

“Of course, if I have the proper grasp of what the words mean to you.  Invention is the study of the ways in which things

work and can be done, applied to create methods and devices that will achieve the desired goal most easily and

effectively.   Fëanor, for instance, was the greatest inventor in all Ëa, and Celebrimbor of Eregion was a most worthy

successor.   Between them, they crafted artifacts the like of which will never be seen again.  And science, as I have

perceived the definition  in your thoug hts, is m erely the stud y of various  facets  of the  world  around us, and a scientist

one who uses that knowledge to many different and hopefully beneficial ends, with or without the necessity of invention.

Am I incorrect?”

Em mett  shook his head.  “No, you’re exactly right.  Where I come from, science and invention have advanced

in ways very unlike anything you have here.  In a sense, it’s to us the kind of power that magic — or whatever you

choose to call it — is to you.  It allows us to do things that simply wouldn’t be possible without it, both good and bad.

Some of my people would call you primitive because you ar en’t surrounded by the pr oducts o f tech nolog y — a ll those

devices and gadgets and other things ou r inventors and scientists make — but for myself, I sometimes think we’re the

ones w ho m essed  it up, too often  using the  know ledge we  discove red towa rd the wro ng end s.”

A soft s igh whistle d pas t Gan dalf’s  lips alo ng w ith a th in stream of white smoke.  “In that belief, we are the same.

There was nothing even the greatest and most well-meaning of our scientists and inventors could achieve that Melkor

and his m inions co uld not turn  to destruc tive ends .”

“Which is why you are here ,” the yo unger m an ag reed , reca lling thin gs ab out M elko r, the f allen V ala, and his

servant Sauron, who had used Celebrimbor’s knowledge to make the deadly Master Ring.  He said nothing of this,

however, and tried to get back to his original topic.  “Where I come from, I’m both a scientist and an inventor.  My

attem pts a t inven tion haven ’t alwa ys bee n suc cessful, b ut I did  ma ke s ever al m ajor d iscoveries.  So me  I was  able  to

reveal to others and use to genuinely help my entire world, but one I ’ve ha d to k eep  sec ret, sin ce if  it was wrongly used,

it could res ult in unim aginable  destruc tion.”

Gan dalf  was clearly intrigued; he leaned back in his chair, dark eyes aglow with the reflection of the firelight and

his own curiosity.  How long had it been, Emmett wondered, since the immortal had encountered something or someone

so utterly  beyond his sphere of knowledge, even the diminished knowledge that was all he’d been allowed when he had



21

agreed to come to Middle-earth in human form?  And how long had it been since he himself, Emmett, had enjoyed such

a rapt an d genu inely interested  audienc e so co mple tely free of pre conce ptions, go od or ba d?  Age s, it seem ed. 

“How so?” G andalf as ked  sim ply.

The inventor sighed softly and took a seat on the edge of the bed, facing the  wizard.  Time to get to the point.

“I found a way to travel through time and space, to anywhere and anywhen I wanted, a nd I built a m achine to  do it.  Its

potential as a le arnin g dev ice was almost unimaginable, but I soon realized that if its existence became common

knowledge, peop le would us e it for the wrong reasons and wind up unraveling our entire history, obliterating our world.

Som e by accid ent, som e intentiona lly — and s ome  by their desire  for powe r or wealth , or both.”

The wizard absorbed this proclamation with apparent ease; he seemingly had no difficulty grasping the concept

of such a device and its potentially negative ramifications.  “And your accident was in making this secret known?”

Again, Emmett shook his head.  “No, the secret’s still safe.  But som etim es I use the Ma chine, anyway.  It’s

pretty reckless, I know, but I’ve tried to be very, very careful.”  He shrugged, an oddly bitter gesture.  “This time, I was n’t

careful enough.  My wife and I took a short trip to the past to celebrate our wedding anniversary, just wanting to go back

to a time and place that was quieter and sim pler than the time we live in, and wh en we h eaded  for hom e, I didn’t check

everything I should’ve checked.  The Machine malfunctioned, and we ended up in the limbo that exists between one

time  — and one reality — and the next.  I had to crawl onto the outside of the Machine to m ake the needed rep air, and

just after I’d fixed what was wrong, before w e could get out of that awful limbo, something sh ook the Mach ine like a leaf.

I was thro wn off, an d ende d up her e.”

The sound he made was one of eloquent self-deprecation.  He resumed his anxious pacing.  “It was  just p lain

stupid of me!   I knew I should’ve  used a  safety line, es pecially in that k ind of cha os, but I  was too over-confident and

in too big of a hurry to do it.  And while I know other dim ensions exist, I never thought I’d be tossed off m y own  time

machine in the middle of n-dimensional space and wind up stranded in one by accident!  That’s why to me, this—” His

arm swept the room, indicating it and everything beyond.  “—is all imaginary.  Where I come from , it is nothing b ut a

work of fiction, a set of books written by an  aging  Oxf ord d on in h is spa re tim e.  It’s  not even le gends or  myth ology;  it’s

all nothing but a story he made up, and that other people read and enjoyed.  And if this isn’t my own dimension....!”

He shuddered, closing his eyes for a moment as he tried not to think of that unthinkable matter he could not

avoid.  He took a dee p bre ath before con tinuing.  “If it is n’t, I do n’t have m ore th an a f ew days to live.  I d on’t k now  why,

but one thing I’ve discovered is that there’s a very fundamental difference between one dimension — one version of

reality — an d  the nex t.  I suspec t we were  never m eant to  move between them, and though one dimension’s version

of a world  ma y look exac tly like a noth er, the y’re so  diffe rent o n the  mo st basic lev el, sim ply being in a world where you

don’t belon g will kill a perso n in a m atter of da ys.”

“Do you kno w this  for a f act? ” Ga nda lf asked  quietly, proba bly not wantin g to soun d as if he th ought E mm ett

had lost his mind.

Figuring he had nothing left to lose, the inventor was honest.  “Yes.  I experienced the phe nom eno n m yself,

once, and even the mildest symptoms of it are extremely unsettling.  I’ve never actually had to watch someone from

another dimension die , but I’ve seen and felt enough to know that it’s inevitable.  There are ways to protect yourself from

the harmful effects, but none that I could use here, not now.  I didn’t bring the proper equipment with me, and I’m sure

your world doesn’t have what’s necessary for m e to make w hat would be needed, not without a good hu ndred years or

more  to work on that problem and nothing else.  And if I’m not in the dimension I belong in, I won’t even have a hundred

hours  to work  on it.”

The wizard nodded slightly, as if he genuinely understood what Emmett was talking abou t.  Perhaps he d id, in

his own way, the scientist mused, though given the probable circ um stan ces , he needed m ore th an sym path etic

unders tanding if he  was to s urvive.  “Fro m wh at you said, you r wife at leas t is aware th at you are los t.  Is there a way

for her to find you again and take you home?”

Sad ly, Em me tt sho ok h is head .  “My w ife an d child ren k now  the basic  emergency procedures I’ve developed

in case one of us accidentally became lost in time, how to initiate a temporal search, but those procedures presumed

that the lost per son wo uld have  used a  time m achine a nd still be within th e sam e continu um.  It didn ’t allow for the

stranded person being in an entirely alien reality — and it certainly couldn’t have expected that he got there without
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taking a time machine with him!”

Gan dalf  listened to his increasingly impassioned diatribe with quiet attentiveness.  When Emm ett was done,

he puffed on  his pip e for  a m inute  or two , then  said,  “I can  easily  understand your feelings of disastrous dilemma, if what

you believ e is true, and yo u have b ecom e wholly sep arated fro m the  circles of th e world you  know .  Knowing  that I had

become lost in a place where my me re pre sence m ean t I cou ld not live  for m ore th an a h and ful of  days w ould c ertain ly

frighten me as well.  But have you considered the alternative?”

The inv entor sto pped h is pacing  mid-s tride, frown ing in puzzlem ent.  “What  alternative?”

“W hy,” the wizard  began , as if it were ob vious, “tha t my reality and  yours are  one and  the sam e.”

Em me tt didn ’t have  to think ab out it.  “Imp oss ible,” w as his  crisp  and f lat rep ly.

Gan dalf  smiled slightly.  “Why?  If your Mac hine w as de signed to  take  you th roug h the  barrie rs of  time , is it not

possible that you have simply been thrown back into your own distant past?”  He d id not  even  sugg est th at this  might

be a part of Emmett’s future, and the inventor knew why: The wizard, being a Maia, knew from personal experience

exactly  what had happened since the beg inning  of T ime , and  that h istory d id not  includ e anything e ven v aguely

resembling what Emmett had described of his own time.

“No,” was the blunt answer.

“W hy not?” wa s the  equa lly blunt r ebu ttal.

“Because it’s just not pos sible!” the  scientist de clared, articulating eac h word fo r emp hasis.  “A rchaeo logists

and paleonto logists and  geologis ts and Lord only knows what other ologists have been studying the physical history of

our planet for centuries, and there  is abs olute ly nothing to s upport e ven the re mote st chan ce that ev en one  culture with

this high a degree of sophistication and technological advancement ever existed on Earth prior to the earliest

anth ropo logic  records of homo sapiens.  And there certainly isn’t the slightest bit of evidence that any of the countries

or societies or even some  of the people, like the Elves, ever existed, before or after the beginn ings  of rec orde d hist ory.

Which, in plainer English, translates to this:  The only  record of your existence, to us, is in a work of fiction written by

a single man.  It wasn’t based on legends or myths that were part of any real culture, not any more than in the sense

that Tolkien was influenced by the general m ythic and legendary concepts of Germanic and Scandinavian and British

folklore.  We’ve looked back as far as we can into the depths of our planet, and if this is part of our distant past, it’s so

distant tha t it precede s any reco rd of life as w e know  it.”

Desp ite the lengthy a nd hea vy-worde d explan ation, riddled  with word s tha t me ant nothing to h im, G andalf was

not at all confused by the general implications of the younger man ’s statem ents.  “An d you believe  that isn’t pos sible.”

Em mett  blinked at his comment, which bore no hint of inquiry.  “Of course not!  For  that to have happened, there

wou ld have to have been some period — probably tens of thousands of years, from what Tolkien wrote — in which E arth

existed more or less as we know it in my time , with v irtually  all the same flora, fauna, climates, and such, and was

inhabited by several appa rently very sophisticated civilizations that rose and fell but left absolutely no physical evidence

that they’d  ever  exist ed.  G iven w hat w e kn ow o f the g eolog ical and  biological history of the planet, that would be

extrem ely unlikely.”

“But  not wholly impossible .”

The inv entor rolled  his eyes in ex aspera tion at Ga ndalf’s pe rsistenc e.  “Not wholly,” he grudgingly conceded.

“But damned nearly.  So damned nea rly that I’d be willing to wager you’d have a better chance of waking up one morning

to find yo u’d turned into a toad overnight.  I suppose it’s possible, but still unlikely, that I fell out of n-dimensional space

onto a plan et ou tside  my s tellar s ystem  but s till  in my own continuum, where parallel evolution created a world identical

to the one  Tolkien  wrote ab out in his sto ries.”

The wizard ’s see me d inor dinately plea sed  by tha t rebu ttal.  “Which means, then, that a chance still exists that

you are in the same sphere of existence as that from which you came, and thus your  fam ily will be able to trace you

here, an d take you  hom e.”
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This time, Em mett sighed, not irked by the constant rejoinders, but acutely aware of his tenuous situation.  “I

suppo se.  But it’s no t a very good  chanc e.”

In retur n, Ga nda lf smiled.  There was something of gentle amusement in the expression, as well as something

of unflaggin g optim ism.  T hat was  one of th e wizard’s  mo st de fining  char acte ristics , Em me tt sud den ly reca lled, h is

determination to carry on and maintain hope under the most impossible and hopeless circumstances — again,

something they had ve ry muc h in com mon .  It sho ok h im a  little to s ee it  so powerfully exemplified, as if the wizard was

somehow able to take even the smallest shred of a possibility of hope an d turn it into a m uch-ne eded lifeline. E mm ett

cou ld see  it in his eyes, tho ugh ther e was o nly a mild ec ho of it in his vo ice.  “Well, then, if you have difficulty holding

out hope against seem ingly ins urm oun table  odds , I sha ll do it fo r you.  I s hou ldn’t lik e to th ink th at you  will die in a  only

few days, and nothing can be done to prevent it, not after your timely arrival here helped save my life.  I have seen many

things even more unlikely come to pass — and in this case, I somehow feel that all is not as black a s it might a ppear.”

Em mett  could sense that there was more to that particular feeling than just an idle wish for things to be better.

He fou nd it both re assurin g and un settling, but c ouldn’t think  of how to  respon d to it.

In the silence, Gandalf stood and disposed of his pipe embers in the fireplace.  The flames rose for an instan t,

consuming the sparse new fuel, then quieted again.  “In any event, Elrond has suggested you spend the day resting,

as even his healing powers cannot restore stren gth lost to w earin ess  and in jury.  A  conv enien t pres criptio n, since it w ill

also ke ep you se parate fro m the  house hold, for the  time be ing.”

Em mett  had a  mo re de finite r eac tion to  that re ma rk: H e fou nd it dis turbin g.  It m ade  him  feel as if the wizard

had sudde nly appointe d hims elf his jailor.  He  frowne d.  “The n you don ’t really  believe me, do you?  Y ou th ink it w ould

be better  if I stayed lock ed up he re, and k ept m y lunatic raving s to m yself.”

But Gandalf was unruffled; he spo ke calmly as he m ade certain the last ashes were  cleaned  from  his pipe.  His

casual man ner betra yed no hint o f warines s or dou bt.  “Quite the contrary, my friend.  I have no better explanation for

your remarkable entrance into this world, and I have  hear d no lie  in your words nor seen it in your eyes.  Moreover, even

the most skilled tale-weavers of Middle-earth — in this Age or any other — haven’t the ability to  spin  a story that rings

so true yet speaks in such precise detail of matters totally beyond the comprehension of any Elf or M ortal — a nd, if truth

be known, almost nearly beyond the understanding of this humble wizard!  But even though I believe you, I do not think

that othe rs wo uld be  so re adily accepting.  Many would think you a servant of the Enemy, or one who has designs of

his ow n wh ich would b ode  ill for tho se of  us who se ek to  pres erve  Midd le-ea rth.  It is  for you r own  sak e tha t I dee m it

best for you  to rem ain in this roo m, at lea st for toda y.”

The scientist easily saw his point.  “So how do you pla n to expla in me?  I don’t believe for a minute that Elrond

took m e into his ho use an d went o ut of his wa y to heal m e just bec ause I ha ppene d to faint in fron t of him.”

The wizard chuckled, his pipe almost magically disappearing into some inevident pocket of his flowing tunic.

“That was an unusual first impression, I do grant.  But Elrond would have helped you for that very reason alone:

because you were injured and unwell and approached him in peace.  It is not without reason that he is held in great

esteem.  I told him you were my traveling companion, and had been injured while helping me escape from a band of

orcs, an d he did n ot ques tion it.”

Emmett’s wide eyes widened all the more.  “You mean you lied to him?  Aren’t you the person who wouldn’t

snare even an orc with a falsehood?  Or was that one of the other characters...?”

Gan dalf  prudently eschewed requesting an explanation.  “What I said is the truth, whe ther or no t you realize

it.  We have traveled together, and your tim ely, if un usual, arr ival no t only caused you r injur ies, it w as of  grea t help  in

driving off the orcs who had besieged me.  Terrified them out of their wits, I suspect, since there were several

tremendous claps of thunder and flashes of light heralding your arrival. It was enough to startle even me, and was

doubtless a large part of why I first concluded that you must have been sent from Aman —  though I and the other Istari

arrived much mo re qu ietly.  I shou ld hav e rea lized fr om  that a lone that som ething m ore u nusual was af oot.  A t the tim e

I spoke to Elrond, this was all the more I knew of you, other than the fact that you do not come from Arda, and speak

none of our languages.  And unless I am m istaken, it will remain the truth, for I sense that our journeys together have

not yet done.

“But they will go no farther for today, at least.  I can see that Elrond’s suggestion was wise:  You haven’t yet
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recovered your full strength , and wo uld do we ll to spend th e day resting .  Besides ,” he added to the younger m an’s half-

begun denia l, “until yo u are  able  to speak one of our languages, how would you be able to communicate with anyone,

save me?”

The inventor plopp ed ba ck o nto th e edg e of th e bed .  “Th at’s tru e,” he  adm itted, a lso ad mittin g to h ims elf that

he really wa sn ’t quite up to par; he was beginning to feel a little weak in the knees just from his relatively brief burst of

pacing.  “And I don’t suppose I helped things by using an Elvish greeting last night, did I?”

“Not unless you know m ore of the tongue than a few phras es, which I perceive you do not.  But do not worry!

I shall seek guidance on these matters, and perhaps I will devise a solution sooner than you think.  For now, use the

time  to regain your strength.  I will see to it that meals are brought to you, along with whatever else you might wish for

your com fort.”
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IV

December 21, 2012

11:05 a.m .

Although he did not voice his feelings on the matter, Emmett knew that the one thing  he ne eded m ost fo r his

personal comfort was the surroundings of home, with himself and his family safe and sound.  But he knew that for the

present, not even the greatest of wizards could grant him that wish.

Even so, back in the where and when in which he belonged, persons who might eventually provide him with that

oh-so-desired resolution were already at work, doing what they could to achieve it.  Not all those efforts, however , wou ld

have fallen within the range of even the eccentric inventor’s wildest imaginations.

When  the worst of the tsunami of panic had passed and she had calmed enough to regain her power of motion,

Clara gamefully pulled herself together and took what she felt was the best course of action: She consulted the

Mac hine’s  time-tracking controls.  Before glancing at them, she felt a moment’s hesitation.  What if they showed a blank

in the Time and Place Last Departed readou t?  She shuddered at the very thought, but bravely managed a peek.  To

her relief, she saw that the thing still read New York City, June 21st,  1902, 4:25 a.m.

That ordeal completed, she left the hangar/barn and headed for the garage, where Emmett’s newest and much

smaller Time Machine was currently berthed.  W ithin minu tes, she  had it airborn e and on  its way back  to the time  and

place she ha d just left.  Afte r all, logic indicate d that the first place to loo k for  som eone who had  fallen  off a T ime

Mach ine was in  the last plac e they’d bee n, and w ith any luck (and a positive answ er to h er un ceasing  praye rs), s he’d

find her stranded husband in the middle of the wheat field over which they had left 1 902.  Prudence had inspired her

to take the new machine; until someone more technically competent than she had a look at it, she didn’t trust the

locomotive not to repeat its recent unfortunate performance.

Unh app ily, the matter was not as simple as she’d hoped.  Emmett was not where she’d prayed the accident had

left him, and she had no idea how to begin a search for som eone com plete ly lost in time and space.  Her distress fed

on itself and grew until, when she at last returned home to wake her children and give them the horrible news, she was

in no better a state of mind than when she had last arrived.

It took the foursome the better part of an hour to get the who le sto ry out o f their  distraught mother, another hour

or so for  them  to get her to  show th em w hat and w here the  malfu nction ha d been , and a po rtion of a third  for them  to

persuade her that they’d somehow find a way to bring their father back home, alive a nd well.  W hile Jules and Emily and

Chr is tried to convince Clara to get some rest while they looked into the problem, Verne excused himself and headed

out to the lab in the  barn to ge t started.  It wa s late mor ning by the tim e all four rejo ined in their fa ther’s private

workshops.

“She ’s asleep, finally,” Jules told Verne when they were together.  The eldest at 29, Jules had been married for

several years , was  the fa ther o f a two -year -old  daughter named Erica, and was happily settled into his life as a full-tim e

novelist and the home-maker of his  hous eho ld, in a q uiet neighb orho od in th e nea rby tow n of E lmd ale.  H e and  his fa mily

had gone with his parents to Sweden ea rly in December, for the presentation of their father’s s econd N obe l Prize in

Physics.  Since then, life had been  quiet  in the B rown  fam ily — un til Chris had called late last night with the frantic news

about their father’s disappearance.  Jules had come over right away to do anything he could to help, as had his other

siblings.  “Though it wasn’t easy.  I’ve never seen a nyone tha t hysterical be fore —  espec ially not Mom .”

Verne, seated be fore  the lab ’s m ost powe rful com pute r am id a se a of flo ppies, CDs , and oth er rem ovab le

media, glanced up without raising his head.  He was the second eldest at 27, and of the four took most strongly after

their  father, in m any ways.  A fter spen ding the las t four years  working  in the labs a t his father’s company, EPB

Technologies, he had finally been promoted to the head of on e res earc h divis ion, a  fortu nate  turn th at had com e sho rtly

after his recent ma rriage to M agg ie Banning, the daughter of Emmett’s business partner, Peter.  They already had a

young son, Michael, who was due to turn two in April.  “What’d you do?”  he asked curiously.  “Have Em or Chris distract

her while you snuck up from behind and clobbered her to sleep?”

Emily shook her head.  The second  young est a t 22, s he was als o the  mo st “no rmal” of t he B rown  childr en, in

most respects.  She had just received her und ergradu ate degree  last June  and wa s curren tly at work on  her grad uate

work to pass the Bar, on her w ay to beco ming  a lawyer.  Sh e was b right, exceptionally pretty, and completely smitten
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with John Thomas Beckett, whom she had known since childhood and to whom she had recently become engaged.

She was ho me fr om s chool fo r the holidays , and had  been as  startled by this n asty turn of events as her brothers. “I

slipped her one of those muscle relaxants left over from when she hurt her shoulder back in August, snuck it into her

orange juice when she wasn’t looking.  She’ll probably be hacked at me for doing it, but at least this way, she has a

chanc e of getting  enoug h sleep to  really calm  down.”

She stepped beh ind the second of her brothers  to peer at the large  LCD  scre en.  V erne  had the co mp uter in

file search mode, and had been scanning disk after disk after disk, seeking a specific file. “What’s up?”

The blond explained.  “Not much, yet, but if we’re lucky....  You ma y not re me mb er this , Em , ‘cause you  were n’t

much more  than a ba by, and you w eren’t eve n aroun d yet, Chris, b ut when  Jules an d I were g etting old en ough to

unders tand wh at you cou ld do with tim e travel, we  tried snea king off w ith the Tra in.”

Jules snorted.  “Yeah, and we weren’t a whole lot mo re’n babies, either, thinking we could ‘sneak off’ with a

flying locom otive.”

Verne agreed  with a nod .  “One tim e, we ac tually man aged to  get to it befor e Mom  or Dad  could sto p us.  W e

were lucky — nothing happened, except that we nearly totaled one side of the barn tr ying to  get it out.  Da d put  a who le

raft of safety interlocks on the barn and the Machine to keep it from happening again, but he knew that if we’d managed

it once, we ’d find a wa y to do it again —  and that m aybe the n ext time , we’d pull it off, in a b ad way.”

The eldest co ncurre d.  “I rem emb er it, all right, just like it was yesterday.  I don’t think Dad was ever that mad

at us, before or since.  Between that and the way he and Mom were so worried, they scared us out of trying it again for

at least two  years.”

“And by then,” Verne went on, “Dad had started working on the next Machine.  I heard Mom try to talk him out

of it, once.  She said  she thought the locomotive had a lot more charm and character than the Jag, but I knew why she

was really  worried: Once we figured out how to drive the car, it’d be a piece of cake for us to figure out how to get around

Dad ’s security and take  it out.  But Dad was already two steps ahead of her, and us.  He was working on a program that

wou ld make it possible to trace time travelers and pin down their location in space and time, so someone could go after

them  and bring  them  back h ome .”

“Didn’t he tell us all about that, years ago?” Chris wondered aloud.  At seventeen, he looked astonishingly like

a dark-haired version of his  fathe r at the  sam e age , thou gh he  also h ad re ma rkab ly clear green eyes inherited from one

of his maternal ancestors.  He was exceptionally bright, fascinated by a very odd combination of astronomy, medicine,

film-making, and acting, and was currently enrolled at UCLA, until he dec ided w hich  care er he  wan ted to  purs ue in

earnes t.  There was still a strong streak of innocent mischief in him that occasionally go t him  into trouble, and he was

the unflagging light of love of fifteen-year-old Marlene McFly.  “After Emmy and J.T. and Marlene and I stole the Jag and

wound up stranded  in 1666, without leaving any real clues about where we were going?” 

Emily shive red s lightly in  remembrance.  “Yeah, he did.  I remember him saying that if something like that ever

did  happen again, that if we accidentally got stranded in another time, we should keep calm and stay put, because he

was wo rking on  som ething to m ake it eas ier to find us .”

Again, Verne nodded.  “Yes — and you’ll note he was already p retty sure we wouldn’t listen to his hands-off

rules, even though there was really no way any of us could get around all the security systems he built into things after

you guys stole the Jag.  I still can’t figure out some of the things he d id to m ake  sure  the barn s tayed  off-lim its.  A w hile

back, ma ybe a ye ar af ter you  guys  made that mess in 1666, I got a look at the part of the program he’d been working

on, and it w as spec ifically designed to trace someone who was lost in time without leaving any indication of when or

where th ey were g oing.”

Chr is pick ed up  the C D his  broth er ha d jus t dum ped  onto  the s tead ily growing  “no luck ” stack .  “Only a part of

the program?” he queried with concern.  “Didn’t Dad finish it?”

This  time, the blond shook his head.  “I don’t think he had a chance.  All of that happened right after he’d found

out about the terrorists who were going to try killing all of us on his and Mom’s twenty-fifth anniversary, and between

taking precautions for that and then going through all the heada ches to  build th e new est tim e m ach ine, he nev er rea lly

would’ve h ad time  to com plete the pr ogram .”
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Jules digested  this for alm ost a full m inute befo re loosing  a large sigh .  “Oka y, Vernie, I’m  gonna  be hone st with

you: I know you inherited more  of Dad’s genius than me and Emmy and maybe Chris put together.  Bottom line: If you

can find Dad’s files, can you finish writing the program?”

Verne stoppe d what h e was d oing, put his  hands  on his lap, a nd look ed his elde r brother straight in the eye.

“I have to, Jules, that’s all there is to it.  I know all about Dad’s theories of time travel and his designs for the machines

and the way he writes programs, especially with the micro proces sors he  invented.  He explained to me the general  way

this program wa s supposed to do w hat he wanted, and if you put it all together, it’s more than we could make anyone

else unders tand witho ut a few yea rs to tutor ‘em .  If I can’t  finish it, no one can — and do you want to be the one to tell

Mom that we’ve haven’t a snowball’s chance of ever seeing Dad again?”

His  siblings shook their heads.  “No,”  Jules finally sighed.  “‘Cause even if we can find what you’re looking for

and you can finish it, there’s no guarantee that it’ll help us find Dad again, not if he wound up stranded in n-dimensional

space.”  In unspoken concert, each of them collected an armload of disks, went to the nearest terminals, and started

to help th eir brother sift through the thousands upon thousands of files that might hold the key to their father’s salvation.
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V

December 21, Third Age 2911

4:30 p.m .

Rive nde ll

Elsewhere, other pe rsons c oncern ed with  Emm ett’s future were  turnin g equ ally inten se, if s om ewh at diff eren tly

motivated, thought to the matter.  The folk of Rivendell were all intrigued by Gandalf’s unexpected and unprecedented

companion, since the grey wizard’s habit was to travel alone, or with persons somehow involved in achieving the same

goal as he.  As far as they knew, Gandalf was on no specific errand at present, other than his usual gathering of

information conc ernin g the ir Ene mie s, and the  ma n who had  com e with  him  did not look to be any sort of Ranger or

explorer or even simple woodsman that they had ever seen.  Som e wh ispe red a mo ng them selve s abo ut the  unth inka ble

possibility that the wizard had taken himself some sort of apprentice — a speculation fostered by the fellow’s appearance

and the manner in which he had been dressed — but Elrond was certa in it was not  so, th ough Ga nda lf him self c ould

not be found to support or deny the rum or.

It was true, however, that the Master of Rivendell was also intrigued by the stranger, who bore scant

resemblance to any Elf or Ma n he had  ever kn own.  That he  was no t a child of the  Firstborn  was ea sily discerna ble to

one of Eldar blood.  It was more difficult to tell what sort of Mannish lineage he might possess, but to one such as

Elrond, whose father had been the first King of Númenor, it seemed fairly certain he was not one of the last Men of the

W est, a Duna dain.  Yet he also  lacked  the stoute r earthines s com mon  to the lesser races of Men, and certain parts of

his attire, which Elrond had seen while attending his injuries, were completely alien to the Elf.  Eve n his nam e, Em mett,

did not sound as if it had roots in any tongue with which he was familiar, not even the Comm on Tongue, Westron.

Though he said nothing of it to his peoples’ not-so-idle inquiries — replying instead that Gandalf’s affairs were

his own to keep, and he would not presume to so much as offer speculation concerning them — he did indeed wonder

if this Em mett  had come from the Far West, for his appearance held that strange mixture of age and youth which none

outside of Elvenkind, save the Istari, showed.  That morning, Gandalf had admitted to his  host  that th e fello w wa s new ly

come to Mid dle-e arth,  but he would say nothing  more  specific a bout him , and sho rtly thereafter h ad gon e off to m editate

in private on  all the ma tters curre ntly occup ying his thou ghts. 

Elrond knew  that, great a s his own  respon sibilities were, the w izard’s  were far greater and a vastly heavier

burden, so he had not pressed for further explanations.  If his understanding of the situation was required, he wou ld

learn what he needed to know in due time.  If not, so be it.  Elrond had known Gandalf long enough to understand that

when he wa s unu sua lly unresponsive on a subject, it was because he had chosen to keep to himself the tremendous

onus of carrying what was always very dangerous knowledge.  Elrond respected and admired him for it, and never

questioned his decisions.

And as he m editated u pon the s ubject o f his unex pected  rescue r, Gand alf hims elf quick ly realized just how

perilous indee d was the  kno wledge Emm ett ha d give n him , not o nly the  inform ation  conc ernin g his  origins, but also his

rem arka bly detailed understanding of this world.  The wizard knew, though he had not said so, that his chance

com pan ion‘s  awareness of the history of Ëa was  vast —  even  vaste r than  his ow n, in ways, fo r in his  hear t, Ganda lf

cou ld sens e tha t Em me tt, bein g a tim e traveler, knew much of their future, and the eventual outcome of the ir stru ggle

against Sauron.

The wizard’s po werful cu riosity wanted  to go to the inv ento r and  beg h im to  tell all  that he k new of w hat was  to

come — but fortunately, his even stronger wisdom and common sense told him that to do so would be their undoing.

If, for instance, he were a general who learned of a bloody battle in their future and was able to win it by moving sooner

than predicted, he might lose more of their men and resources than would have been lost had he let fate take its own

course; thus, he might unintentionally set the stage for a far greater defe at to fo llow.  B y the sam e tok en, if h e took this

information and, kn owing tha t man y lives would b e lost, avoided the battle entirely, he might save some lives of his allies,

but also s pare the  Enem y a drain of s trength a t a key m ome nt, a turn wh ich would  ultimately en d in total disas ter. 

No, it was far better to  know nothing, and to let history unfold as it would by virtue of their actions or inactions,

unhampered and u nconfus ed by the nig gling d em ons  of wh at m ight p rove  to be  forekno wledge fa r too c lear fo r their

own good.  Eru Ilúvatar, Who had created all worlds, had His own greater designs, and Gandalf had always believed

that a person — mortal or immortal, human or Elf, dwarf or hobbit, Maia or Vala — would do bes t to not even  try to

second-guess  their Creator.
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Still, he did ha ve stir rings  of his  own dimmed foresight on this matter, a very strong feeling that this unexpected

turn of events was also someho w a part of Ilúv atar’s  grea ter pla n.  He  could  sens e tha t me re ch ance had  not lite rally

thrown Emmett Brown into his path — or, more accurately, on top of the Orc captain who had been coming

uncom forta bly close to lopping off the besieged wizard’s head.  There was a purpose to Brown’s presence here and

now, and though he  did no t pres um e to seek  any pr ecise details of that purpose, Gandalf knew, in quiet humility, that

he needed guidance beyond that at hand in Middle-earth in order to make his next decision.

And so, for the remainder of the morning and much of the brief winter afternoon, the wizard wandered alone

in the p ine fo rests  abov e Im ladris , seeking  som e ans wer, h owe ver sma ll, that m ight g ive him  a clue  to lead  him  on the

proper path.  And he did indeed find an answer, though in a way he had not expected.

That evening, before the meal-summons had been given, when the sun went down behind veils of thick clouds

and snow  bega n to fa ll, gen tly, on th e sho ulder s of th e m oun tains  and the ea ves o f Rivendell, the wizard r eturned  to

Elron d’s house.  Though he was invited to join the others in the Hall of Fire before dinner, he politely declined and

headed straight for Emmett’s room.

There, he found the inventor seated at a small table, using writing implements he had been given to set down

some lengthy but indecipherable version of whatever had been going through his mind.  He had asked for a bath and

a change of clothing before th e wizard ha d left, but while the former had been used, the latter had not been touched,

except for the warm, ankle-length dressing gown his hosts had provided along with the bath.  From the stack  of papers

already covered with his rather attractive, if alien, script, he had not budged from the table since he’d sat down and

started writing.  The room was beginning to chill, as the fire had not been stoked or tended for some time.

The sound of the wizard’s entrance first elicited only a cursory glance from the scientist; immediately thereafter,

he looked up again, a much more  focused and attentive doubletake.  “You’re back,” Emmett said, a statement with the

barest frosting of  surprise .  “W hen I didn ’t see hide n or hair of you  all day, I’d started wondering if your search for

guidanc e me ant a pilgrim age to so me w ise ma n of the m ountains .”

Gan dalf  sm iled slig htly at the rem ark.  “No t quite,” he ad mitted a s he sa w to rekindling the hearth.  “It is easiest

to me ditate  when one  is not besieged by constant distractions, which can be many in this house, and as you guessed,

I chose  to leave it for a w hile in order to  find adeq uate privacy.  But I did  not requ ire seclus ion so gre at that I would have

wandered farth er tha n I could return before the sun set.  We are in the midst of a bitter winte r, and I hav e no love o f its

biting cold, es pecially at night.”

The inventor raised one curious brow.  “So you didn’t take this u p with Elron d?  I expe cted you w ould.”

“Under other circumstances, I might have.  But wise and learned as Elrond may be, the matter of you and your

presence in Middle-earth is of a depth beyond even his wisdom and understanding.”  He sighed softly, setting aside the

fire-irons as a merry blaze once more danced in the hearth.  He took off his cloak and other protective outdoor garments,

then settled himself in the chair he had used that morning, to soak up the welcome warmth.

Em mett  put down his writing tools and took a seat on the edge of the bed nearest t he fireplace, only then

realizing how cold the room had gotten.  After warming himself for a minute or so, he broke the silence.  “I see your

point.  If the fact that I came here through time and space and consider this a wholly separate reality was enou gh to

stretch the limits of your belief, it probably would be com pletely beyond anyone else’s comprehension.” 

He pulled his long legs up onto the bed and crossed them, to tuck his bare — and chilly — feet under the folds

of the th ick ro be.  H e sigh ed.  “Y ou k now , I really am  very gratefu l that you believe  me.  W hile I had so  muc h time to

mys elf to think about it, today, I realized my behavior this morning was only one step short of deplorable, and I ’m s orry.

It isn’t your fault that I’m stranded here , and  I don ’t even think I properly thanked you for helping me yesterday.  It’s no

excuse for ju venile  manners, I know, but I hate being in a position where I can’t do anything to change what’s happened.

I’ve concluded that moping over my circumstances is even more counterprodu ctive.  A ll I can do is have faith in my

family, hope for the best, and try to make the most of whatever might happen to me while I’m here, even if it’s for the

rest of m y life — and  even if that tu rns out to b e only a few  days.”

Gan dalf  watched the inventor as he s pok e; wh en he  was  done , the w izard r esponded w ith gentle symp athy.

“You need no t apologize, E mm ett.  I myself have been know n to be les s than a m odel of gra ce whe n faced  with

needless stupidity and constant frustration.  It’s gratifying, however, to know that you have made your peace with these
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matte rs — a lthough I m ust tell you that a ll is not as dark  it might se em.”

Em mett  laugh ed so ftly.  “Th ank s for  the encourag em ent —  but there’s  no reason you ‘must’ tell m e anything.”

The wizard crossed his arms and looked into th e fire f or a m om ent, th en tu rned  his da rk-e yed ga ze to h is

companion.  “Actually, there is a reaso n.  My m editations to day were not fruitless — indeed, they were far more

produc tive than I co uld have  hoped .”

The inventor frowned, puzzled.  “How?  If you didn’t talk with Elrond—”

“Elrond is by no m eans m y only source  of coun sel, my frie nd.  The guidance I sought was not from any of the

W ise in A rda, b ut fro m th ose  in who se servic e I came  to Mid dle-e arth. ”

This time, Emmett blinked.  “The Valar?”

Seemingly hesitant, the elder man nodded, turning back toward the fire.  “Yes.  Even before I left the house,

I knew that this was a matter far mo re profound than I had originally believed.  The implications of your presence here

and the possible repercussions resulting from it are such that I felt I could not speak of it to anyone in these mortal lands,

not even the greatest of those who sit upon the Council.  As a rule, I cann ot hold any but the most tenuous

communication with those  in Am an, a form you would probably call prayer, but when I find myself in great need of

guidance, I am sometimes answered by moments of insight, signs pointing to the path I must take, words whispered

into my he art, or other  mea ningful bu t indirect res ponse .”

His  eyes shifted to Emmett, their expression intense, but not troubled.  “Today, the answer I received was m ore

than enough  to co nvince me that I had become entangled in a very important matter, perhaps more important than

anything I ha ve ever b efore en counte red.”

The s cientist sw allowed u neasily.  “I’m n ot so su re I like the so und of th at....”

The wizard nodded, comprehending the feeling.  “Yes, I also was suspicious, at first.  Many times in the past

have our Ene mies  adopted  fair and he lpful guises  to lure us away from vigilance when vigilance is most needed.  Sauron

did so when he came as Annatar to the house of Celebrimbor, to learn from him the art of Ring-making.  Even my own

lord, Manwë, was once persuaded to release his brother Melkor by such deceitful means, and the result, you may know,

was dis astrous .”

Em mett  knew indeed; that much of The Silmarillion and other fragmented tales had stuck with him.  Melkor, aka

Morgoth, was this universe’s counterpart of Lucifer, the most beautiful and powerful of the angels who had fallen

because he was not content to be the greatest creation of God; he wanted to be God.  “So, you think someone with bad

intentions might be trying to trick you now?”

But this time, Gandalf shook  his head.  “No.  Allowing one’s self a false sense of security by accepting all one

sees at face value can be dangerous; but there is an even greater peril in allowing one’s prudent wariness to become

over-vigilance, so thus you distrust a genuine helping hand when it is offered in an h our o f great need.  A lso, th ere is

no way in which any of our Enemies could have known of the nature of your unprecedented arrival, since neither you

nor I have spoken of it to anyone outside this room.  Even had they understood precisely what happened, the o rcs c ould

not have  take n wo rd of  it very far in one day, and I strongly suspect they were too frightened by the strangeness of your

sudden appearance to want to leave their caves, after we had fled the vicinity.  Vengeance against an injured foe

requires no act of bravery, and making noises designed to trick us into thinking them  stron g and  unco nquerab le wh ile

in the fastness of their own home was much easie r than  mo unting an a ctua l purs uit agains t adve rsar ies st ill capa ble

of action.  No, I have no reason to believe my Enemies are attempting to deceive me.  My uneasiness, I think, comes

from the nature of the answer itself, for this time, it was no indirect whisper, but a very clear and well-aimed shout.  And

although it seems to me that the respondent was the Lady Varda — one of the Valar whom I serve — but it also seems

plain to m e that she  was m erely a m essen ger.”

He took  a long , deep bre ath, th en slo wly loosed it as he cleared his throat and gathered his thoughts.  “At any

rate,” he continued, “an answer was given, largely in these words I was instructed to convey to you:

“‘My child Em mett, son  of Evere tt and Elea nor:  Do n ot fear for yo ur future, no r for that of your kin, for your
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coming to this time and place was not without greater purpose.  I am aware of your plight, and also of your family’s

concerns for your welfare.  Do not despair!  Already they have begun their journey down the paths  whic h will in the

proper time lead them to you, and you shall all be reunited in safety.

“‘For now, I bid you to set aside your concerns about this place to which you have come; yo ur presence here

presen ts no danger to your life.  The truth will someday be known to you, and y ou w ill not be displeased in the discovery,

for as this world was brought into being, so, too, have many other wo rlds and tim es bee n fashion ed.  I know  them  all,

from the largest stars and galaxies and most powerful singularities to the smallest grains of sand and the sub-molecular

particles of which all things are fashioned.

“‘And I know you well, Emmett, as I have known every being who has or will w alk in  the light of day or the dark

of night.  In the world you know, the gifts which have been yours since you first took breath have been both your greatest

joy and greatest burden.  Here, you will find them to be not a burden but a benefit; you may indeed find your time in  this

place to be of service to the greater good, for both yourself and those whom you encounter. Do not look for a  swift

departure from  this place, bu t do not be  afraid that yo u will be left alone  and rud derless .  My servant Olórin has agreed

to be your guide while you are stranded here.  Heed his counsel, but do not fear to take your own, and much good may

come  of y our vi sit  to these  foreig n shores , fo r bo th o f yo u.’”

The wizard paused for a moment as he finished repeating the message.  He noticed then that Emmett was

sitting with his elbows on his knees and his fa ce cove red with  his hands.  The posture puzzled him.  “Are you feeling

ill, my friend?” h e aske d quietly.  “Perh aps I sh ould hav e waited u ntil you were m ore fully reco vered....”

The scientist look ed up at th e com men t, passing  one han d acros s his long f ace as  he did so .  “No,” he

answered with a sha ke of h is head, “I thin k I’m a bout as  fully recovere d as I’m  going to ge t.  I’m just finding this a little...

overwh elming .”

A wry expre ssion flick ered ac ross G andalf’s fe atures.  “B ecaus e this time ,  you are the one who has difficu lty

believing me?” he speculated.

But again, Em mett s hook  his head .  “Actually, I do believe you.  I never told you the names of my parents, and

since I don’t believe  you lied whe n you told m e you didn’t pr y into my thou ghts, so meo ne else h ad to tell you.  Not o nly

that, but as intelligent and knowledgeable and powerful as you might be in ways I don’t understand, I’m positive you,

and probably the Lady Varda, too, don’t have the faintest idea what was meant by singularities and sub-molecular

particles.  And that’s what I’m  finding un settling.”

This  time, the mage’s brows drew together as his face creased with perplexity.  “I don’t quite understand,” he

admitted.

“I’m  not surpr ised .  You s ee, O lórin —  or wo uld you rather I c alled you G andalf?   You nev er gave  me a  definite

answe r, one wa y or the othe r.”

The wizard sm iled.  “Actu ally, Emmett, upon reflection, I find that, like you, the experience of hearing my proper

name from one who truly understands it is rather refreshing.  But your instincts about using it only in private ar e quite

correc t.  If it wer e to com e to th e Enem y’s ears, he might have cause to re-evaluate the true nature of the Five Wizards,

and may reach conc lusions that could eventually prove disastrous to all Middle-earth.  I trust you to exercise discretion

on the matter.  Othe rwise , call m e what you will.  Each of my given names has its own place in my heart, and whichever

you choo se will give it a new  blessing .”

The inven tor’s  expression alone wa s his pledg e to be circ ums pect.  “T hen, getting  back to  the original s ubject:

In my world, the time I come from is considerably after the Creation of the universe as we understand it, no matter which

theory of creation you subscribe to.  For those of us who still believe in the existence of a Supreme Being — and the

more  I see and understand of the universe and the way it works, the more I become convinced that it wasn’t all just

some absurd accident — our relationship with our Maker is vastly more abstract than yours, or even the most skeptical

mind  in Middle-e arth’s.”

“Yes, there are some who doubt the existence of Powers greater than themselves,” Gandalf acknowledged.

“Most are pitifully uneducated, unconscionably self-centered, or somehow became lost to the knowledge concerning

their own C reation —  usually throu gh the w orkings  of the En emy, or  their own e xcess ive pride.”
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Emm ett nodded.  “Quite so.  What you have to understand, however, is that in my world, having a close

relatio nsh ip to the Creator — God, most of us call Him — m eans you live a good life, pray on a fairly regular basis, and

maybe go to chu rch, onc e in a while.  If He ever talks to anyone directly, that person is usually considered insane, and

lock ed aw ay in an  asylum .  It’s been a long time since anyone had a face-to-face or even mind-to-mind conversation

with Him a nd was  readily believed  by others.  A nd thoug h you have n’t com e right out a nd said it yet,  you think Varda

was passing on a message from God, don’t you?”

The wizard was unruffled.  “Yes, although we name Him Eru Ilúvatar.  Are you saying, then, that you doubt what

I have told you is genuine?”

“No!  And that gives me the willies, if you’ll pardon the colloquialism !  I mean, it’s one thing to know, in an

abstract sense, that there may be other, superior forms of life in the universe, and that some of them might be

conside rably  farth er up  the evolutio nary la dde r, able  to do things humans can’t, and are immortal, for all intents and

purposes.  I always thought — probably out of total arrogance — that I’d be able to tell the difference between an

ordinary person and someone like that, if I ever met him, but up until now, the only thin g tha t’s ma de you  seem  at all

unlike any other human I’ve ever kno wn is  your ability to communicate via telepathy, and maybe the speed with which

you picked up my language.  But this...!”

Gan dalf  grasped what he was trying to say, and empathized.  “I do understand your feelings.  There is a great

difference between studying a thing, to know what can be known of its existence, but quite another to finally meet and

experience that which you have only seen in your imagination.  There is not a one of the Ainur who has not felt this,

Em mett.   We sang of  the world b efore it was bro ugh t into being,  and s aw it in  our m inds  and h earts  in won derful detail

— but none of us could not have  understood what it would be like to at last see it made manifest, real and solid and not

me rely a creation  of thoug ht.  It was bo th a delight an d a distres s, and it took  som e time to  grow co mfo rtable with  the

reality of it.”

“Yes,”  the inventor all but sighed, grateful to know that his current state of mind wasn’t beyond comprehension.

“And  I guess it’s  going  to tak e m e a little  while to get comfortable with this  reality.  I think something in the back of m y

head wasn’t qu ite ready to let go of the notion that maybe because you look and act pretty much like an ordinary human

being, that’s  wha t you re ally are.  But ordinary people don’t go around passing on messages from  the A lmig hty, an d if

I don’t wan t to start think ing you’re cra zy, I have to let go of the notions that would make me more comfortable and

accep t the truth.”

“But is that truly so difficult?”

“Acce pting wha t you really are?”  Emm ett shook  his head .  “No.   W hat’s  difficult is re alizing  that G od H ims elf

is apparently taking a personal interest in my welfare, to th e point of a lmos t direct interve ntion!  It’s....”

His  voice stopped, frozen for a moment with his expression of flawless astonishment.  “Well,” he continued at

length after  his vo ice ha d thawed  and h is fac e had  retur ned  to its norm al mob ility, “all I can say is I’m shocked and

touched and extre mely  grateful, an d I know nobody at home is going to believe it, if I ever work up the nerve to tell them.

I just hope it doesn’t go to my head!”

Gan dalf  laugh ed so ftly, now  gras ping in  full the  inven tor’s  bewildered situation.  “I doubt it will.  You a ppear to

have  both  feet q uite firmly planted in whatever ground from which you spra ng, a t leas t in reg ards  to you rself , and  I’m

sure you won’t be getting any delusions of... what would you call it?  Sainthood?”

A quirky smile twitched at the time traveler’s lips.  “Yeah, that’s the word, and you’re right, I won’t.”  He paused

long enough to take a deep breath, then let it sigh out again.  “So, I take it whatever He’s got in mind for my  near future,

you’re in on the plan?”

The wizard made an equivocal gesture.  “To a certain extent.  As you have already heard, He believes we can

both derive som ething of s ignific ant bene fit from  a con tinued rela tions hip, a lthough I’ve  not had tim e enoug h to devise

even a vague notion of w hat that be nefit m ight be.  Bu t the next a ctions I sh ould tak e were v ery clear, an d quite sensible.

If we are to be companions for an unspecified length of time, there are things you will need to know — and things

against w hich you m ust be w arned.”

Em mett  held up one hand in polite interruption.  “Wait, don’t tell me:   Number One on the warning list is:  Do n’t
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tell anyone who you are, where you came from, and what you know about the future.”

Gan dalf’s  eyes widened in genuine surprise.  “Almost those exact words,” he admitted.  “Did He speak with you

as well?”

A brisk shake of the inventor’s head was answer enough.  “No.  But after traveling through time as much as I

have, and having stumbled so close to ultimate disaster more than once, it doesn’t take long to learn the rules of the

game.  And the biggest Rule of Time Travel has always been, Don’t do anything that might change the future and cre ate

a parado x.  It’s on ly logica l that th e sam e would ho ld true  here  — a ll the more so, if this isn’t even my own continuu m.”

If there  were  word s in Emm ett’s re ply tha t he d idn’t  understand, Gand alf hid it quite we ll.  “Then you  also realize

that while you are here, we must find a way for you to fit in, as best we can.  In order to accomplish that, I must ask your

perm ission be fore we  can co ntinue.”

The inventor shrugged.  “I think a su btle appro ach like th is is proba bly as good  a plan as  any.  If that’s the kind

of perm ission you n eed....”

“Not precisely, although your approval is appreciated.  No, I said before that I would never look beyond the

surface of your thoughts without asking leave, and since I was instru cted  to m ake  certa in things k now n to you as q uick ly

as pos sible, I find m yself in need  of that per miss ion.”

Once he realized s ome  form  of mo re profo und telep athic com mun ication wa s what w as be ing suggested,

Em mett d idn’t pause  for so m uch as  a split seco nd to think  about it.  “You ’ve got it — o n one c ondition.”

“Which is?”

“If you see or sens e or w hate ver anything in m y head  that in  any wa y could  tell you even a tiny bit of what I know

about the future — this  futur e, specific ally, Mid dle-e arth’s  — you’ll igno re it an d nev er loo k ba ck, o r eve r ask  me  to tell

you mo re.”

The wizard touched one finger to his lips for a moment, a gesture of reflection, then smiled.  “If you had not

asked that, I would have hesitated to continue, fearing that you did not fully understand all of what m y request might

imply.”

One corner of Emmett’s mouth lifted in impish humor.  “And if you hadn’t asked my permission, I would never

have trusted you again — which I’m sure you knew very well.  Unless the source of my in form ation  is com plete ly

incorrec t, I know  quite a bit m ore abo ut you than you d o abou t me.  And one of things I know is that you would never

give in to the temptation of trying to catch more than  a glim pse  of the  futur e.  You  kno w be tter —  bette r than  I do, if

comes down to  that, since I have had the te mer ity to try it, again and again.  So there was really no need for me to ask,

but I kne w you  wou ldn’t  have trusted my sense of discretion or anything else about me if I didn’t mention my conditions

out loud.”

Gan dalf  laughed.  “Yes, you know that I know that you know that I won’t trust a person who cannot keep a

confidence, or does not understand the need for some thoughts and information to remain private, is that it?”

They laugh ed togeth er at th e con volute d abs urdity o f it all.  Then Emm ett added, “Exactly.  Were you warned

to expect my prerequisites?”

The elder’s head shook, firelight lending a golden-red glow to the strands of white hair as they danced back and

forth.  “Not specifically.  But I was told that you are an honest man, one who will do his best to uphold and merit the trust

of others, an d who in tu rn is him self worth y of trust.  I believed this of you before today’s events — or, rather, I wished

to believe it, but n eeded  the conf irmation  to ease m y suspiciou s and w ary old m ind.”

“And has it?”

“Most definitely.  You have my word that I shall do nothing in discord with your wishes, and moreover will not

attempt to see beyond any other veils you may choose to place before me.  Is that satisfactory?”
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“More than.  So,” th e invento r sighed, s hifting to a more comfortable position on the bed in preparation for

whatever came next.  “What do I have to do?”

Gand alf simp ly settled his ha nds on  the arm s of his ch air.  “Look  at me , and do n ot be afra id.”

Em mett  briefly t oyed  with s aying t hat being a fraid  was the farthest thing from his mind (since the emotion he

cou ld barely contain was really eagerly unbridled curiosity), but he decided to just keep quiet and do as bid.  W hen  his

own dark eyes met the even darker eyes of the wizard, he felt the smallest shiver tremble up his spine, as one might

start when not unpleasantly surprised by the sudden appearance of an old friend.  He then had the strangest sensation

that he wa s shrink ing, me tamo rphing into a  sma ll bird that was  being lifted b y the gentle h ands o f a kindly ke eper.  

The impression swiftly rippled away, replaced by a far stronger perception that he was a young child gazing up

into the trusted face of a beloved parent.  That, too, lasted only for the tiniest instant, as a tide of which he had never

before felt the  like ro se up  arou nd him , the c urrent too  stron g and  swift f or an y one drop of water to be seen, but

nonetheless warm and gentle and strangely safe.

He didn’t know if he closed his eyes during that time , but h is visio n of th e solid  world around him fell away, as

if he had succumbed to sleep with both eyes still open.  For a while, he caught bright flickers that felt l ike half-

remembered dreams, soothing beyond words, pierc ingly cle ar as  new  sunlig ht on  glass -hard ice,  gent le as a  mo ther’s

caress, more beautiful than a thousand poets could describe.  He had no sensation of time’s passage or of anything

else occurring outside the strange and magnificent rhapsody in his head, but when he nex t was able to perceive the

waking world, the fire had waned, the lamps had gone out, and he could feel drops of warm water falling on the backs

of his hands where they rested in his lap.

The inven tor’s r ational though ts told  him  that his eyes were tortured and watering, either because he’d been

crying, or because he hadn’t blinked for an hour.  He really didn’t care which was the answer.  He w as far more

interested in what was slowly but persistently settling into his mind and taking firm root: volumes of information

concerning this world, its be ginnings , its people, its history, its customs, its languages.  Some of these things had already

been written by Tolkien, and he recognized them well enough, but the detail and depth went far beyond even the best

and m ost com plex of the  old Oxf ord don ’s writings. 

He no w could b ring to mind actual images — som e vivid, others out-of-focus and unable to be fully grasped,

undoub tedly me mo ries f rom  Gan dalf’s  point  of view, no w blu rred  by the  resu lts of h is current embodiment in human-like

flesh, the decre e of th e Va lar wh ich bo th cla rified  his un ders tand ing of  the peop les of  Midd le-ea rth an d clou ded  his

knowledge of what he truly was and had been. B ut som e of thos e imag es rem ained strik ing in their clarity  or emotional

impa ct.  He saw echoes of what it had been like in the uncounted ages before and after the physical world had been

shaped and time had begun.  He could remember great b attles  that h ad tu rned  the tide of h istory w ith ca tastroph ic

results, sme lled the sce nt of the ve ry first flowers  ever to  blossom, felt the warmth of a light that was created before the

sun.  He watched the age of Elves begin its long rise and fall, and perceived the gradual development of the first human

nations.  He saw from afar, sadly, the fall of Númenor, and an age later witnessed the growth of hobbit civilization in the

North o f Middle-e arth. 

He knew what it was like to walk in the guise of an Elf, among the greatest people and realms of their kind.  He

understood, albeit rather dimly, what it was to be an Ainu, a creature of pure thought with senses totally beyond anything

mere  mortal minds ha d ever imagined.  He hea rd the greatest swell of music ever made as he sang his own sm all part

in the Ainulindalë, the music of Creation.  Kingdoms rose and fell, great leaders were born and died, whole worlds

changed in the most awesom e cataclysms ever known; Powers both mortal and immortal struggled constantly for

dominance.  This encyclopedic information he had been given was even more impressive than the half-dozen new

langu ages tha t had  sudd enly an d fully  joined the several others he already knew with the fluency of English, down to

the understanding of certain dialects, colloquialisms, and idiomatic speech.

Em mett  had no way of knowing how long he sat there, staring blankly into space while his mind reveled in the

results  of this “teaching” experience.  Presently, however, he was draw n from h is reverie by the almost-forgotten wizard

who ha d given him  this splend id gift.

“Are you all right, Emmett?” the now-familiar voice asked in gentle concern.  “I was as careful as I could be, and

I know n othing I did w as suff icient to brea k your m ind....”
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“Break it?” the inventor croaked with a laugh of complete dismissal.  “Trust me, I have never felt less broken

in my entire life!  Of course, I’m sure this in no way reflected a hostile invasion of my mind, but even so...!”  He had no

word s to desc ribe it p rope rly.

“I’m  glad you found the experience pleasant,” Gandalf replied.  “Others have not — but then, they themselves

were hostile or bitter persons, with guarded and shuttered minds.  Yours is surprisingly unso.”  He folded his arms,

expressing his puzzlement.  “But if such is the case, why are you weeping?”

Emm ett’s  laughter turned toward himself as he wiped his face on the soft sleeve of his robe.  “No t out of

discom fort!   Wh ere I come from, I’ve often been accused of wearing my heart on my sleeve, as we put it, although I find

I have a greater tendency to cry when I’m at my happiest instead of vice-versa.  Some people think it’s a sign of

weakness in a man, but I’ve never been able to understand  why, unless you’re using it to snivel your way out of

something.”  

He sniffled away the last of the dampness and deliberately quelled his eagerness to simply sit there and

examine the gifts of information he had been given.  He looked back at his co mp anion .  “Sinc e I pre sum e this  wasn’t

just to satisfy my personal curiosity, what’s next?”

The wizard  leane d bac k in h is cha ir, not p recis ely from  wea rines s, bu t me rely as one stretching his back after

a brief but difficult task.  He took out his pipe, considered indulging in it for a bit, then changed his mind and put it back.

“Next....   The evening meal will be called soon, and I see no reason you should not attend.  Indeed, it’s time you showed

your face and put to rest some of the ridiculous rumors that have been circulating a mon g the hou sehold s ince last nig ht.

When  I told him your gear was lost at the skirm ish w ith the  orcs  — not at a ll untru e, since that is presumably the point

at which you lost your world! — Elrond promised to have new attire made for you at once, though I see you have been

provided with adequate  things, for  the tim e being.”  He gestured to the neatly folded stack of pla in clothing a nd the pair

of soft boots at the foot of the bed.

He spok e in Sin darin  Elvish, the local language, which Emmett now recognized and understood to perfection.

It was so different, so beautiful and almost lyrical, hearing it this way rather than listening to it without comprehension,

or merely imagining the sound of a few disjointed words and phrases read from a lifeless pag e. Delighte d, he had  to

try out the new g ift by responding  in kind .  The  word s sim ply cam e, as  easily a s if he  had k now n and  stud ied them  all

his life.  “Yes,” he said, wondering if he spoke with an obvious accent, “but are you going to have to continue explaining

my pre sence  with half-truth s and e vasions ?  I’m no t really very com fortable w ith that.”

Gandalf inclined his head.  “I understand your feelings, but sometimes, when a greater purpose hangs in the

balance, one must adopt disguises to protect both himself and his quest.  Not all people wear clothing or adopt new

appearances to deceive others; often, it is for genuine protection.  Here in Middle-earth, I myself appear not as I truly

am, yet I took on this guise of flesh so that I could help the peoples whose lives are bound to the material world to raise

resistance and hopefully defeat one of my own k ind.  The explanation I have given Elron d of w ho you  are is  extre me ly

simple, yes, and it does not tell the whole tale of you and your origins, but neither is it a lie meant to deliberately misdirect

others into presumptions that will cause them harm.  If Lord Ilúvatar sees in the larger fabr ic of E ä’s fu ture s om e ben efit

that might be derived from your adoption of protective camouflage while you are here, do you truly be lieve it to be of

wicked intent?”

The time trav eler sighe d.  “W hen you p ut it that way, no.  But I sti l l am what I am.  You can give me all the

information there is to give about your universe and everything  in it, bu t whe n eve rything ’s boile d dow n, I’m  still really

an inven tor and s cientist, and  not m uch of a nything this w orld wou ld unders tand.”

“Not true,” came the swift reply.  “Have you already forgotten that you spent almost ten years of your life laboring

as a blacksmith and tradesman?  Or that you passed at least as many years employed as a teacher?  I have also seen

in your memories proof that you would make a more than adequate woodsman or explorer, that you know much about

the care  and r iding o f horses  and e ven c ertain  other animals, that you have considerable knowledge in the drafting and

comprehension of maps, a remarkable understanding of healing herbs and how to tend those ill or wounded, and that

you even  have  quite  resp ecta ble sk ills as an artist and musician.  Do you think no one in this world would understand

those trades?  No, for the time being I believe we need say nothing more of you than that you are my traveling

companion, encountered accidentally but most fortunately in the wilds, and h ave m any an d var ied sk ills wh ich you  ply

at need .  No m ore c ould  be sa id of the Rangers who guard the Northlands, and they are held in great respect by those

who truly gra sp their pu rposes .”
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Em mett  blinked three times, then sighed again.  “I take it back.  You seem to know almost as much about me

as I do ab out you, no w.  Fair’s fair, I gu ess.  Bu t I hope we  won’t get c aught in a  web of o ur own m aking.”

A smile lit the wizard’s aged face, a merry expression that erased many marks of his long years.  “If we do,” he

said  conspiratorially, “the web will not be of our making, but Lord Ilúvatar’s.  And I trust He has far greater skill at

constru cting suc h things th an you or I.”


