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Still ‘round the corner there may wait
A new road or a secret gate,

And though | oft have passed them by,
A day will come at last when |
Shall take the hidden paths thatrun
West of the moon, east of the sun.
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Up until the point that all hell broke loose, it really had been a perfect evening. Even in the midst of the mind-
numbing, ear-splitting chaos now all about them, Clara Brown still clung to that opinion (not to mention the nearest
solidly anchored object in their time-traveling locom otive).

She had even predicted thatsomething unex pected would happen be fore the night was over. After all, the outing
had been planned by her husband, the eminent, if eccentric, Doctor Emmett L. Brown, now twice Nobel Prize-winning
physicist and inventor, and to some, still the Crackp ot-in-Residenc e of G reater Hill Valley, Califomia. The occasion had
been their 30th wedding anniversary, celebrated onthe 20th day of December, 2012, although their evening's activities
took place in 1902, in one of the more opulent night-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 spent 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
glancesfromthe less open-minded members of Hill Valley society, some deriding her for herchoice in husbands, others
condemning him for "robbing the cradle," or simply for being what he was. No intrusive inquiries from people who
recognized Emm ett as the inventor of practical, clean, and cheap fusion power and other surprisingly useful bits of
technology. No sucking up from people who knew the scientist was wealthy, the major owner of an extremely successful
technologyfirm, leeches who wanted a part of it. No blaring rock bands or over-synthesized jazz or blandly soporific pop
music. Just a wonderful, 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 way to celebrate
their anniversary, though she hadn't expected to getit. And when the evening was finally over, the last bite of dessert



eaten, the lastdance 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.

Butthen, asso often happened despite Emmett's bestefforts to avoid it, something wentwrong. They had taken
the time machine -- 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 any other vehicle, but designed from the ground up for the specific purpose
of being a time machine -- from where they had hidden it in plain sight: the railyards, where many other private trains
and coaches waited for theirowners. Once into the countryside, Emmett had dropped the holographic projection which
had disguised the rather outlandish-looking Machine so thatit seemed like much any other private train-car, shifted the
disguiseto invisibility, took to the skies, and started them on their wayto the wee morninghours of December 21, 2012.
It had bee n a perfe ctly smooth 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 thatwas where theyfound that they had entered not the door through time and space, butthe doorinto Hell
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 ediate point between the entrance and exit 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 inventorinsisted. "But even the smallest fraction of an instanttakes some amount of time to occur.”

"But-- this shouldn't be possible! You've told me thata person can'tfunctionin n-dim ensional s pace, that simply
being there will overload all your senses and ultimately kill you!"Which, she felt,was something she would certainly feel
happening inonly a minute or so, if this din continued.

"I've altered all three of the different energy fields | 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, |1 thought it would be a good idea to incorporate similar protection into the time machines' flux dispersal,
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, justin case something like
this ever happened. I've been here before, after all. 1 didn't ever want to get stuck and not be able to get out again
because just being here drove me out of my mind in a matter of seconds!"

He glanced at the readouts, then at the visual turmoil all too visible beyond the 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 justone line of code sets up a repeating loop and you can't getpast itto the rest
of the program until you find a way to fix the mistake."

Still clinging to the passenger's seat to which she was firmly strapped, Clara tried to present a face of staunch
bravery. "Can't you just shutdown 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 capacitor kicks in and the process begins, the only way it
can stop is by completing temporal transition. As a safeguard, | 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
dispersal and the end of transition. If it can be fixed, we have to do it from here."

She asked the question she really didn't want to ask. "Can it be fixed?"

Emmett shrugged, notin feigned casualness, but because he simply didn't know. "l hope so. Butl won't know
until | try."



"Then, please, try!" she urged, covering her ears, which were starting to hurt from all the noise. "B efore both
of us go deaf, orinsane 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'snot 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 thatif 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 any local Radio Shack, most were handmade and so highly
customized, it could take weeks to make another, even given the proper equipment (which, of course, they probably
didn't have athand). She took a deep breath and mustered hercourage before replying. "Please, dear, don't tell me it's
something inside 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 withoutfinishing. No, it's gotto be something simpler than that Maybe
a worn connection or a crack in the glass, something that could've broken under the extreme stress of the gigawatt
dispersal...." His speculations faded as his fingers flew over the computer keyboard, summoning up the programs that
could provide detailed sensorreadings ofall the time-ship's operating systems, inside and out. He sighed as he ran the
tests."l wish I'd put Angel back on-line here. He'd have this figured out already, but | hone stly didn't think we'd nee d him
on such a short trip. Even he didn't think so, and that's what he was designed to do."

Also regretting that choice, Clara 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.

Fortunately, Emmett's was more successful. "It's definitely nothing in the programming or the computer
hardware," he announced just after his wife reported the results of her search. "Which increases our odds of managing
repairs with the resources we have on hand. If | can just pinpoint the problem and its precise location...."

Of course, Clara knew that things were seldom that simple, but her thoughts whispered a quick prayer that just
this once, itmight be so. Then lo and behold! A few tumultuous moments later, Emmett loosed a triumphant, "Got it!"
and she sighed back tothe 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 hishead. "No, and it isn't something we
don't have the tools or supplies to fix, either." His wife was grateful he was looking intently at the com puter and didn't
her blush in reaction to his apparentmind-reading. "It's just a minor short in one offlux dispersal lines -- one of the most
importantconnections, granted, butnothing I can't fix in afew minute s with a pair of insulated gloves and a little electrical
tape. The strength ofthe currentrunning through the line must've made a weak spot pop at justthe wrong moment, but
repairing it'll be a piece of proverbial cake.”

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? | don't want you electrocuting yourself,
Emmett, especially not on our anniversary...."

Butthe inventor merely turned away from the com puter with a grin. "N ow, Clara, after all these years you should
know that I'm not foolish enough to work on this stuff without making sure I'm not a source of ground. Actually," he
continuedas he crouched down beside her to collectthe required repairitems from their storage beneath the passenger
bench, "what worries me more is having to work onthe outside of the cab underthese circumstances." The wave ofone
hand indicated the chaos around them.

His wife's brown eyes turned to perfectcirclesof horror. She released one hand from its death grip on the seat's
edge and clamped itinstead on her husband's shoulder."Emmett, you can't!" she cried, hoping to stop him. You've told
me time and again that making transition with a door even slightly ajar can be remendously dangerous -- and thatany
contactwith the flux dispersal fieldwould be fatal! You'd have to open the door to get outside, and with the whole vehicle
shaking like a leaf, you'd be killed instantly!!"



Emmett, however, appeared much less concerned. "No, not really. For one thing, we aren't making transition;
we're caught in it, and opening the door might actually present a solution to our problem."

Clara was unconvinced. "But what if it doesn't? You know how much energy we've gotcracklingaround us, and
Lord only knows what other possibly lethal powers might be making those dreadful noises...!"

"The dispersal really shouldn't be a problem, as long as | stay inside of it. I'll have to crawl along the engine's
surface, but that shouldn'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 dispersal field. Being inside it will actually protect me from the other negative side-effects of n-dimensional space.
| promise I'll be as careful as | can, but if one of us doesn't try this, we'll probably be stuck here forever. | don'tfind that
especially appealing, do you?"

His smile was meant to be reassuring, but it couldn't completely erase Clara's doubts and fears. "No -- but are
you ab solutely sure this is the only way?"

The scientistshrugged. "Of course not, but | don't think we have forever to spend looking for alternate solutions."
He motioned with his head in the direction of the machine's computers. "There’re some unhealthy indications that the
arrested dispersalfieldis the only thing keeping us together in all this chaos, and othereven unhealthier indications that
the interaction betwe en the field and whatever's beyond it is causing it to decay."

He put a hand overthe smaller one gripping his shoulder; his expression softened with sympathy. "l don'tlike
the idea of going out there, either, Clara, but| like even less the idea of the two of us dying here, leaving the kids to
wonder what happened to us.”

The former teacher hadn't wanted to consider that possibility; hearing herhusband say itmade her realize how
much she shared his feelings. She released her other hand, laid it on his cheek for a moment as she studied his
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 fiercely whispered, "Please be careful, Emmett. If youdon'tcome back, I'll never
forgive you."

He laughed softly, not mocking but reassuring. "Then | 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 letthe door and ramp swing fully open -- the movement of which might penetrate the energyfields
protecting them with disastrous results -- Emmett slid open the large window on the upper part of the door. As he 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 sil level and slip out -- nothing
happened. Both he and Clara sighed, partlyin relief at disaster averted, but also mildly disappointed that this had not
been the quick fix it might have been, as it had been for Marty during his accidentalinterdimensional travels in 1999.
Before stepping out, the inventor stopped to remove his white tailcoat, and called back to his wife, "Close itup 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 permanently.”

Clara saw his point at once and nodded vigorously. With 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 risen and sealed the cab, again confirming that the cause of their
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 deliberate movement seemed to take an hour to Clara's eyes, but each successful step broughthim closer
to his goal and their return home. She prayed in urgent supplication for his safety every time he moved, and prayed
again in earnest thanks every time he stopped. She made a mental 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.

Finally, after whatfelt to both of them like an eon's labor, Emmett reached his destination. Clara could not see
what he was seeing, nor could she hear his mutterings over the din of the unplace in which they were stranded, butone



word came through loud and clear, bringing with it wryunderstanding of their predicament: "Pigeons!"The omnipresent
feathered vermin of New York City were well known, in both the century of her birth and that of her currentresidence,
and Clara knew thatthey considered any available perching place as their own. They also tended to view anything that
remotely resembled nesting material as theirs for the taking, and itwas 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-buiding
bird's eye as ideal for their construction.

0Odd, Clara reflected, how something so insignificant and yet so unfortunate could have such catastrophic and
unpredictable results. It reinforced her belief that, plan as one might to avoid disaster, bad luck could strike at any time,
from virtually 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 set to work on its
resolution, and in less than a minute, he had the damage repaired. Immediately, the space surrounding the time
machine began to scintillate with the familiar glow which always preceded the actual traverse of time and space. Both
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 would happen to a person caughtin Em mett's position when transition occurred. Ho pefully, the energy fields would
continue to shield him from danger.

Well aware of his predicament, the inventor pressed himself as flat against the engine's surface as he could
and hung on for dearestlife, praying that all his theories aboutthis never-tested event would prove true. The first sonic
boom shook the time ship hard, but Emm ett's grip held. The second bucked it even harder, but still he managed to hang
on. He and Clara were about to sigh with relief that this was going to work, when, in the split second between the second
boom and the last, something in the unstable space around them struck the Machine like the clenched fist of a giant.
The impact caused the engine to tilt precipitously to one side and sent a shudder through the entirety of its metal
structure. A joltalmost electric in nature hit Emmett's hands; the musclesspasmed, and his fingers opened involuntarily.

His horrified cry of, "NO!!!" was drowned to nothing as he reached in vain to find a new hold on the Machine now
titing 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
desperately looked for some way to stop the effect already in progress, but it was too late. "EMMETT!!" she shrieked,
but the echo of herown voice was instantly swallowed up by the blackness of the early winter nightinto which she had
suddenly arrived.

She was home, back in Hill Valley, 2012, but her husband was lostin a somewhere she had no idea how to find.
Overwhelmed by a flood of disbelief, dread, and near-hysteric grief, she struck the control to activate the Machine's
automatic landing systems, and let it berth itself while she fell to the floor and we pt.



Time & Place Unknown

Even before he regained consciousness, Emmett could feel his head and ears pounding like the deepest and
brassiestsection of the Kettledrums from Hell. Was he still caughtin that cosmic maelstrom of nothingness and noise?
he wondered as coherently as he was able. He was disinclined to think so, as everything in thatawful unplace seemed
to be in constant motion, and he could sense (even though there was a faint dizziness in his head) that he was quite
still.

Was 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 negative conclusion. A disembodied spirit
would have no reason to feel physical 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 more and more of the waking world settled into his muddled brain, he began to realize several important
things: first, and most importantly, that he was alive; second, that alive did not mean undamaged, for some of his
aforenoticed aches and pains were quite substantial; third, that it was sunlight warming his face, not the heat of electrical
sparks or the flux dispersal field; fourth, thatthe 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 half-awake when the sound of a voice prodded him
toward full consciousness. The pounding both inside andoutside his head made hearing a bit difficult, but the last words,
which seemed clear, were no more intelligible than those which had come before.

"Manélyé polda farea lelya?"

Male, his ever-scientific mind reflexive ly analyzed the voice. Baritone, | think -- but who is it -- and what is that
language he's using?

Insatiable curiosity opened his eyes, especially when the words were repe ated with greater urgency. Emm ett
looked up in the direction of the voice, and found certain aspects of his analyses correct. The speaker was of the male
persuasion, amply proved by the strong, sharp features of his fair-skinned face and the flowing silver-white beard that
swept almost to his waist. From the lines and creases about his eyes and mouth, he was plainly much older than his
vigorously 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, butin truth, he was now less than one year shyof 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 Emmett 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 fascination with the the ater had taught 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 faint blue design was wrapped around his head and throat, keeping both warm and the hood securelyin 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 thick gray homespun. T he pale gray of a fitted woolen chem ise was visible only 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.



It was a very convincing ouffit, in its own way, butsomething about it left Emm ett with the feeling that his 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
completely alien to all. It was almost like a Hollywood costume shop version from an old Errol Flynn movie, or -- more
accurately, he felt -- something that had been put together by a member of a medievalist society who had gotten his
period research mixed up with imagery out one of those fantasy novels that had become obnoxiously ubiquitous and
unimaginative in recentdecades.

W as that the answer, then? Had he falleninto the middle of an SCA event, and was being addressed in Old
English or some equivalently ancienttongue?

Off-hand, the time traveler had to say no. Linguistics was one of the non-scientific pursuits that he found quite
fascinating, and although the fellow's words seemed to contain traces of several ancient European tongues, the
combination was one Emmett had never before heard, and he knew enough of Old English, 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 peculiar medievalist version of Esperanto for use by a recreationist group, or was completely
foreign to any linguist on Earth.

Unhappily, given the circumstances of his presence in this time and place, he was most inclined to believe the
last possibility.

When the man repeated his uninterpretable question for a third time -- this with an unmistakable snap of
impatient command and a lowering of the remarkably bushy white eyebrows above his equally remarkable coal-dark
eyes -- Emmett curtailed his curious ponderings and gave him an answer. "I'm sorry, | don't understand you, so there's
no pointin barking at me." Chances were if the man was speaking in his native tongue, the lack of com prehension would
be mutual, and would thus illustrate the problem that had delayed his reply.

To Emmett's satisfaction, the fellow got the point at once. His bristling expression softened back tomere urgent
concern; he glanced away for a mome nt, toward something beyond the physicist's head and outof his sight, thenturned
back to him again, now with deliberate concentration.

He looked directly into the scientist's eyes, and for a moment, Emmett thought that he might be one of those
people who had the mistaken notion thatif you stared someone straight in the eye and spoke slowly enough, you could
somehow work a linguistic miracle and make them understand a language they simply did not know. But suddenly, a
thoughtsprang into Em mett's mind, one he hadn'tinitiated. It wasn'tin 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? We must get away from here."

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 withoutthe peculiar distortions
of a technological medium was both a scientific and personal delight. It was bothlike and unlike the experience ofusing
his mind-reading device at home, 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 were being read, would convey the proper answer.

"l think so0," he began, wriggling his toes, then testing his legs to see if they were broken, strained, sprained,
or otherwiseincapacitated. Both appeared fine.He sat up and startedto rise."Of course, Imay be wro--eeeyouch!" The
squeal of pain cam e as the re sult of trying to lever himself off his knees with his left arm. Only 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 man immediately helped him to his feet. He expertly slipped the arm back into the sling, and at his
touch, the stab of pain abated. "Your arm requires a more secure dressing," came the wordless e xplanation, "but my
resources are fewer than my skills, and there isn't time now. Your surprising arrival frightened the orcs away just before
dawn. You have remained unconscious ever since, and with enemies so near, | was loath to leave you unguarded to
search for better supplies. It is pastnoon, now. Nightfall is coming -- much too swiftly, for my peace of mind. If youcan
travel, we must move quickly. We must put as many miles as possible between us and the orcs before the last ray of



sunlight has faded, when they will surely come out to resume the pursuit.”

"Orcs?"Emm ett echoed, his only failure in comprehension.The term seemed very familiar -- so familiar, he was
easily able to putan 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 would have expe cted to find in one of those uninspired fantasies, but with vastly more
depth and believability. Images of old folktales and myths with some foothold in reality bubbled up in his brain in
response, shoring up his hope that he was still somewhere and somewhen on Earth. He had not 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-time limbo might also have expelled him into a world entirely not his own, which, without the proper protective
equipment, would mean he had perhaps four days to live before the incom patibilities of being in another dimension
caused the most vital functions of body to shut down, permanently.

He had no more than an instantto think of it or of ancientlegends again, for his apparent benefactor was most
anxious to depart. "Yes, orcs. | had thought this country to be free of them, but | appearto have been in error. Come,
now, hurry, and | will tell you more once we are on our way."

Emmett 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 moment later by the
soberingreality ofhissituation. Hehad b een here for probably 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 theywere likely to find was his corpse. He still couldn't remember where he had heard the term orcs
before, but between the image in his head, the sound ofthe distant drums, and the evidence 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
sudden breeze, he was more than happy to flee this unpleasant site.

The old man moved much more swiftly than he had e xpected, especially in light of the fact thathe was several
inches shorter than the tall inventor and apparently older. He led Emmett on a path through the woods that followed a
winding stream through a narrow valley. The ground was dusted with patche s of light snow, and a skin of ice was visible
in places where the waters were still.

Here, fully beneath the shad ows of the trees, Emmett suddenly realized how cold it really was, and that the only
thing that had kept him warm was the pale winter sunlightin the sheltered dellthey had just fled. That it was also winter
back home encouraged his hopesof being found by his family, but itmade him regret havingremoved his dinnerjacket
before attempting to repair the broken Time Machine. The light woolen tailcoatwouldn'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 thatwas worse than useless. To top itoff, he didn't evenknow how to ask his companion
if there was something in his satchel that he might borrow to keep warm.

Fortunately, 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 the mountains beyond them. Here, his be nefactor began to run, a modest pace
which Emmett could match with no difficulty. With precious little wind to speak of, the exercise was enough to keep him
reasonably warm while the sunlight lasted, though he hated to think how quickly frostbite would set in once they stopped
or the sun wentdown.

Astheyjogged along theroad-like flood-plain -- keeping a good spe ed, but not one that would agonize Emmett's
injured arm -- the scientist tried to place the time of day by the position of the sun. Clara had made him promise 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'twant either of them worrying about how late the night might be getting. The kids
were old enough totake care of themselves, and if they ended up dancing the night away, she hadn'twanted anything
to spoil it.

He'd given in very easily, and now felt a small twinge of regret that he hadn't at least persuaded her to let him
wear a decorative pocket watch. The twinge, however, was only that, since odds favored that his clock and 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, but if this wasn't Earth, it could be north, south, or east, for all he knew. And for another thing, even



if he did permit himselfto assume that he hadn't lefthis own world, any estim ate he might make would depend entirely
on the hemisphere and 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 itwas nearing three in the afternoon, which
would leave them with only aboutan hour's worth of full sunlight. Atthis pace, he had to wonder if they could possibly
run far enough to outdistance whatever it was they had left behind.

Almost as if in answer 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 quickened bre athing -- Emm ett's m uch quick er than he would
have liked -- but the local still had e nough breath in him to let loose a piercing, almost bird-like whistle. He cocked his
head for a moment afterward, listening for som ething Em mett could not hear over his own wheezing;then, he gestured
for the inventor to follow him into a copse of trees on the north side of a small but rocky hill.

Emmett didn't have time to ask where they were going before the answer was volunteered. "We cannot stay
here for long," came his com panion's unvoice, "but there are things we will need before we move on."

"Where?" the scientist wonderedaloud. He was feeling a peculiar need to hearan audible voice rather thanjust
thought-words in his head. Telepathic communication was veryintriguing, buthe gues sed he was still too human at heart
to be wholly comfortable with it, especially when itwas a gift he did not possesshimself. "This hardlylooks like the place
for a general store, or even a supply shed.”

The old man laughed softly. "It is not," he agreed, the thought-image colored with amusem ent. "But there are
ways to keep things hidden from even the worst ofscavengers.”" He stepped into a small clearing amid the trees, where
the inventor could see signs that this place had recently been used as a campsite. 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 made of camouflage cloth, given how well it
matched the drab surroundings -- though Emm ett could have sworn there had been nothing there onlya 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 factthat he had beenunderstood. 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? | mean, obviously, you
do, but are you justreading my thoughts, or do you know my language?"

"Both, and neither," his benefactor replied, resuming his rummaging after favoring Emmett with a smile of
reassurance. "What you speak is onthe surface ofyourthoughts, and thus easy enough for me to read, solong as you
do not resistthe intrusion. | have not looked farther, and will not, without your permission. But the ability to hear your
thoughts and your spoken words together is making it easier for me to learn. Your language is both strangely familiar,
and unfamiliar -- yet, | think it will not take long for me to learn it well enough to converse with you in a normal fashion,
which | would prefer.”

"The feeling's mutual,"Emmett replied, shivering as a cold breeze wafted through the copse and he felt the first
real sting of sweat hardening to ice against his skin. "There's something familiar about your language that | can't quite
place. Not thatyou've given me much of an opportunity for comparison, mind you. | neverthought telepathy would feel
so strange, but | suspect it's a reaction to me doing all the talking and you being a mute that's bothering me."

The local glanced up briefly, as if one of the English words was utterly incomprehensible to him, even as a
thought. "I am being unfair, | suppose, not extending y ou the same courtesy," he said both in Emmett's mind and in his
own tongue. Though the inventortrulyunderstood only the former, it was comforting to actually hear a voice other than
the wind's. "It's a habit of vanity, I'm afraid, presuming thatas the eldestperson around, lam also the most leamed and
intelligent. | beg your pardon. | should give you an equal chance to learn. Here," 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. | have long since learned the wisdom of
carrying more than just the clothes on my back when on long journeys, especially in the winter. Imade camp heretwo
nights ago, and left some of my supplies behind when | went to attend to other matters, intending to return before
nightfall.  hadn't anticipated encountering a band of orcs with an apparently overwhelming desire to separate my head
from the rest of me."



Emmett only half-heard his latter commentary, so eager was we to getinto anything that would provide 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. Hetested 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 other small articles from the sack before pulling its drawstring to
close itagain.

Emmett 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 | can'texpect a custom fit, can 1? 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 happy and see others happy as well, but was given the opportunity far too seldom.
"Unfortunately, no,” he adm itted. "I have many skills, but needlework is definitely not one of them. | manage, however,
since my needs tend to be small. | carry most of what | own with me in my travels, as | have no permanent place to truly
call home.”

Something about thatexplanation stirred a faintfeeling of recognition in the netherreaches of Emmett's mind,
like a story he had heard before but couldn't remember through the cobwebs of distant memory. W hile he allowed 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 garage-house and how close he himse If had often beento homelessness. He sympathized, seeinghow 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. "l 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
poorin possessions, but he was clearly not im poverished in spirit. "You might say that," he said when he had gotten the
better of himself. "I often think | 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 Emmettin such afashion, he could not help butthink 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 Canada in his
day, with an explorer who traveled among the various native settlements of the far north. He knew nothing of those
languages and dialects, and ifthe man had been raised here, he might seldom, if ever, have heard English. Of course,
that didn'texplain the telepathy, butit had often been suggested that such things had once been more common among
less sophisticated culture s, where they still be lieved in magic and thus would have encouraged rather than condemned
such an ability. That would probably place him somew here in the Eighteenth or Nineteenth 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 least, I'd suppose that's what you'd call it. Given the way | was just dropped in here, I'm still a little muddled
about things like that.”

The old man had been replacing the knotted roots thathad 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 abruptly froze -- why, Emmett couldn't begin
to guess. "The West?" he echoed, in surprising doubt. "The near west, of course."

But the inventor shook his head, supposing he meant the frontier settlements 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 companion made a face of undeniable disbelief. "Don't you think | know where | was born and have lived all of my
life? You can't get much farther west than where I'm from -- not unless you want to fall off the face of the Earth and into
the void."

Emmett had no idea what he'd said, but something in his comment 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 who had told Colum bus such would be his fate when he set sail to
the unexplored West. But even in his own time, there were wackos who still believed in a Flat Earth, and a couple
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 indication of another dreadful possibility: that he really wasn't on Earth, and his accident had
somehow sent him to another planet in an entirely different stellar system, or even another galaxy.

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 of his head. "l beg your pardon. It was rude of me to think there would
never be others, and presumptuous of me to believe | would naturally recognize any newcomer. Your confusion is
understandable, if you have never been here before. It can take a great deal of time to acclimate.”

The inventor's snortwas expressive. "lllsay.I'm Emmett, by the way, Emmett Brown. And please don't ask me
to explain any more about where | came from or how | got here. | don't think | entirely understand it myself."

The man nodded his agreement, eventhough th at weird ripp le of perple xity crosse d his face again. "One seldom
does. | am also from the W est, and if you have heard of me, you would know me as Olérin -- though | shall notbe at
all surprised if you do not remember the name. There are many things about home which I, too, can no longer recall.”

Emmett turned it over on his tongue a time or two, thinking hard before replying. "Olérin," he repeated,
wondering if that was his first name or last, sampling the syllables to see ifhe recognized theirtaste. Oddly enough, he
did. "Actually, | do think I've heard it before -- but you'reright, | can'tremember where. I'm sure it'll come to me, in time."

"Don't concern yourself with it -- it's a trivial matter, and we have more important business to attend." He handed
Emmett som ething else he had taken from the bag and unwrapped; it looked like some sort of flatbread or shortcake.
"Waybread," he explained as he took the remainder for himself. "Not fresh, any longer, but it will suffice to sustain us
for the time being. Fortunately, we won't have to run any farther.”

The misplaced scientist hoped he wasnt about to suggest they camp here for the night, and his wish was
granted. Behind him, from the direction of the naturalroad, he heard the sound of an approaching horse.

"We will have to ride together, I'm afraid,” Olérin told him as he led the inve ntor out of the woods. "But itwill not
trouble Gaeleroc. He has carried greater loads for much longerdistances, and in fargreater haste. Today, he need only
take us both as far as a safe haven, where friends will shelter us."

Emmett watched as the chestnhut 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 English-style -- the
inventorsuspected thatthe 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. Well, 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 broken arm, but once Olérin had slung his belongings at the back of the saddle and mounted,
he was able to help pull the physicist up be hind him , with astonishing ease. The time traveler marveled at the old man's
unprecedented physical strength, butit really was no more remarkable than what had happened to him after years of
being an honest-to-goodness blacksmith in a time without modern conveniences. Still, with the shoe on the other foot,
he now had a better understanding of what Marty had felt, on similar occasions. With him aboard, they were soon on
their way.

Emmett had noted earlier thatthe cloak he had been loaned was not a simple 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; there was a scentin the air which he could not place, at first. Eventually, he recognized itas 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 moments, it made 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 overal strength, since he
had apparently been unconscious for at least eight hours, and his last meal was now long since digested.

It might also have had something to do with the presence of his benefactor, which seemed to be every bit as
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invigorating in its reassurance thathe was not alone and entirely abandoned. Olérin was an excellent horseman, and
right now, Emm ett felt as if they could kee p riding like this all through the night, and he wouldn't mind in the least.

They talked at times, mostly about the terrain, which was wild and b eautiful. It was not at all unlike Em mett's
boyhood recollections of the mountains be yond Hill Valley, of the Sierra N evad a before the poorjudg me nt of people with
too much money and too little conscience had spoiled so much of what had been pristine wilderness. He found their
two-leveled conversation most helpful,since the vast majority of Olérin's audible words were swallowed up in the rushing
wind around them and the pounding hoofbeats below.

When the sun actually wentdown and they continued their fight unabated, Emm ett finally began to have second
thoughts about riding all night. The tem perature s plummeted rapidly without 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 when and where
Olorin planned to stop for the night.

W ith a subtle signal to Gaeleroc, the elderman slowed theirflightfrom 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 much longer, | promise,” he said aloud, in plain, if accented, English.

Emmett's surprise was understandable. He couldn't place the lilt precisely, butit definitely had a British flavor
about it. "You leamn 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 taking like a native, right now. "But then, you have
advantages | don't. | hope it won't be more than another hour or so, if that much. I'm afraid I've got bruises in more
places than my arm, and | don't know how much longer it'll be before | lose my feet to frostbite."

Olorin laughed softly, as if he was also unfond of the cold. "l apologize if I've set too brisk a pace, my friend, but
it was necessary. My original plan had been to head south, toward Tharbad, but my encounter with the orcs and the
worsening weather changed my mind. If | read the signs correctly, | will be needed more in the North, this winter."

That wasn't quite the responsethe inventor had wanted, but he accepted it. "North? | thoughtwe were heading
west."

He could hear more thansee the rustle of the old man's nod. "We are, more or less. The haven of which| spoke
lies northwest of where we met. Even before the orcs appeared, | had considered making a brief detour there to consult
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 should be there very soon. The mountain heights are well behind us, now. See how the land falls
away before us? It is the valley of the River Bruinen, where we shall find our rest and recovery.”

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 get a look at the stars’
positions, to see ifthere 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 question, but sufficiently intrigued by this new, familiarish word not to care. W hy did these place s and names tickle
so strongly at the edges of his memory? It felt like childhood images being stirred: thoughts made so vague with the
passing of time, they had almost vanished, but were in truth awaiting a stronger link to bring the whole back to life. He
wondered what thatkey would be - if one existed.

Atlength,the horse's pace picked up, having come to what appeared to be awell-tended, ifsomewhat 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 quicklydrew near. Justwhen the lostscientist was beginning to think his backside
couldn't take one more bump, they took a turn inthe path, and voilé! They were suddenly within less than a mile of a
settlement, comprised of severalsmaller 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 himself, hoping Olérin wasn't "listening."
The farther back he might be, the more likely it became that anything he said or did to change history would build into
a tsunami of catastrophic effects by the time the ripples of change reached his natural place in the continuum.

Thus far, he hadnt 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 whie he reminded himself to be
extra-cautious, he also felt optimistic. Hope sprang eternal, and Emmett was quite possibly the most determinedly
hopeful person ever born. Years ago, he had postulated several ways in which a person lostin time might be located;
if any of his family had been listening and thought to check his scientific journals, they might yet come across his
variously fleshed-outtheories and find a wayto make one work, a job he had never quite been able tofinish. It was the
only realistic hope he had, and he wasn't about to let go of it until he had no other choice.

Atthe moment, however, hismore immediate hopes concerned food, a hot bath,fuzzyslippers, 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 smallerhotels and palaces in his travels; his own large
home back in the future would have been a mere gatehouse beside this structure. Olérin reined G aeleroc to a gentle
walk as they approached the main entrance; a voice speaking yet another language called to them in timbres of
greeting.

To Emmett's shock, he actually understood the first clear word he could hear:
"Mithrandir! Mithrandir!"

Something in the inventor's head suddenly went click!, the sound of the lock being opened at last. Like a
cascade of self-assembling Legos tumbling out of the recesses of his memory, all the hints and half-remembered
flotsam and jetsam fittogether, forming a foundation upon which many, many other item s of inform ation quickly built
a clear and com prehensible structure of exquisite com plexity -- and e xquisite disquiet.

Several other voices joined in, one calling out a phrase; to his dismay, Emm ett was able to translate the first
few words. "Mae govannen!" Hail and well met.

He really didn't want to believe he'd heard that. Really didn't, because allthe data which had just flooded into
his head told him one extremely disturbing factabout those words: They were invented, wholly, utterly, and completely.
This was no language that had ever been spoken in his own world, except by the person who had conceived it.

But as the figures of several tall -- very tall-- man-shapes approached to help them dismount, Olérin answered
them in the same language. Emm ett grasped a word here and there (his name among them), which didn't bother 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
medievalesque, and not a one of them stood an inch under 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 wasn't on his own Earth, wasn't even in his
own version of reality, was probably in an entirely differentdimension, and even 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 newcomers' help in dismounting. He barely heard Ol6rin say, "For once, they actually weren't expecting us -- or
rather, they weren't expecting me, since they could hardly have known you would be with me. But the watchmen spotted
us coming into the valley, and Elrond is inside, waiting for us."

Emmett heard the nam e and could not concealawince. No, | really really really don't want to believe this.... With
even more atypical reluctance, he followed his benefactor into the house.
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The inventor tried his very best not to look at anything around him, for fearthat it might seal his fate by providing
irrefutable proof of what he suspected. He kept his eyes focused downward, so that he could watch Olérin's feet and
follow him to wherever they were going. Butwhen they atlast 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 wouldnt let him be so rude as to ignore it; he had to look up.

He tried notto shudder. Okay, it's not as bad as you thought, he consoled himself as he looked into the face
of the tall and handsome dark-haired man who had spoken to him. He looks pretty normal. So what if he's half a foot
taller than you and doesn't look a day over thirty? He's nothing but an ordinary man. A good draft prospect for the
Lakers, but just an ordinary man....

...with pointed ears. Not the extremely exaggerated sort thathad been pasted on to Mr. Spock in Star Trek, but
definitely not the normal ovoid shape of an ordinary human being. Other than that, the man's features were what he
would have called norm al, but there wasalso a strange agelessness abouthim, and a disconcerting depth of perception
in his dark eyes. To make matters worse, Emmett couldn'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 i, triggered the memories. Only they
weren't recollections from his own life, or anything he had seen or experienced, and they weren't even his personal
imaginings from the pages of history. He knew it from the words he had heard spoken outside and recognized, 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 orcs -- orcs! -- was what the locals called a
wizard, but who was really an immortal something-or-other in disguise; his real name was Olérin, his Elvish name was
Mithrandir, and he was generally known to everyone else as Gandalf the Grey. The monochromatic color scheme of
his clothing should've given it away right from the start, but without the pointy hat to clue him, it was an easy thing to
miss.

The scientist shuddered atboth his situation and the unintentionally fippant manner in which he seemed to be
takingit. This was very serious, more serious than he had daredimagine. He hadn't been thrown from the Time Machine
into a distantpoint in Earth's past; he'd fallen into Middle-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 Tolkienesque version of "Hello, how 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 [lamenn omen 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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Place, Rivendell
Time, Still Unknown

As he started to wake — again — even before he achieved consciousness, Emmett's senses went to work,
trying to assess his surroundings before he opened his eyes and saw things he did not wantto see. The first sensations,
of being snugly under warm sheets and blankets in a comfortable bed, were notin 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-quietly to prepare breakfast or otherwise start her day. And it was morning, he knew, since he could feel the sunlight
coming through the nearest window and falling across his legs, just as itdid 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
easily detectable, and the quiet crackling sound that cam e with itindicated a lit hearth somewh ere to his right. This was
definitely encouraging, as that was the precise location of the fireplace in his and Clara’s bedroom, and she often liked
to light it on winter mornings. Other than that, he could hear nothing, nothing at all, which was only mildly surprising.
Most days when the kids were all hom e from school (as Chris and E mily were now, for the upcoming holidays), he could
hear distantechoes of the television, or of their m usic playing, or of com puter games being played. Butif he'd overslept,
it was possible they had already gone out for the day, or thattheir mother had warned them against making too much
noise and disturbing their father. In any case, Emmett had detected nothing yet to convince him that he was anyplace
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 house, or his bed. He was still in the same world in which he had been before passingout. 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 dreaded now confirmed, Emm ett closed his eyes again, tightly, and burrowed back under the covers.
Briefly, he tried to wish it all away, b ut his scientific training and years ofdogged experience had taught him that wishing
never makes it so. He was where he was;that was the long and short of it, and he would simply have to accept it, then
try to undo it.

Trouble was, the accepting partwas achievable; the undoing part was not. He wasn’t simply adrift in atime or
a place not his own; he was in an entire reality not his own. This wasn't just a quaintly antique house or even a stately
mansion of long heritage, built in another era or another country, perhaps populated by ancestors of his ancestors. It
was home to an enclave of what Tolkien had called Elves, a race of immortal 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
differentnames in different languages, depending on whatrace or group of people was taking 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 inventoreven as he tried not to think about them; he knew the
whole story of Middle-earth, its creation, its history, and its inhabitants fairly well, as Jules had discovered the writings
of Tolkien about a year after his family had returned to the 1990s. Emm ett had been familiar with the stories even
before his son had found the books for himself. He had been working on and off as a lecturer at Hill Valley U niversity
in the late ‘60s when the book had become de facto required reading for every college student across the country.
Intrigued by his students’ fascination with the tale, Emmett had read it and enjoyed it, though not with as much
passionate 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 careerin 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 imaginative classics. After the main trilogy had been made into movies overten years ago,
all of the kids had added them, and the books, to their lists of perennialfavorites. Aboutonce ayear for the past twenty,
someone in the house wasreading 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,
Emmett recalled that Rivendell was one of the few remaining setttements of the Eldar, the Elves, during the Third Age,
the period of local history inwhich the older powers and races be gan to fade while 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 himself hurt while falling into this world, he had at least fallen into the right place.

But the whole idea that he was here at all seemed too fantastic to believe. Perhaps he really wasn't here, he
reflected; perhaps he’d hit his head and was now hallucinating 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 uttery nothis own, and he was here without any means of returning and no wayto be found by those
he’d left behind.

The very thought frightened him. If thiswas not his own dimension, no healer in the world would be able to help
him avoid the inevitable result of his presence here. Stranded in a place where the very particles of matter resonated
to a different sub-atomic 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 around him would cause his nervous system to deteriorate,
more and more seriously, until his body and brain could no longer function, and he died. It was not a pleasant 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 couldavoid it, lacking any of the sophisticatedtechnological devices necessary toprotect 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 somew here in his own dim ension, a place thus able to be survived for more than a few days, the ability
to construct a new Machine was beyond his reach, given whathe 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 atime machine, and he was well aware that doing so would take longer than the longest
possible span of years he had 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 determined and optimistic nature that he usually found ways to change unpleasant
circumstances so that there would be no reason to cry. The last time he remem bered shedding such 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 inevitable
and unfortunate misunderstanding; now, he knew he had losther foreverbecause 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 thatwould make tracing a timelost person possible. Accepting the reality of his situation meant accepting
the fact that he would never again see his home or his family or anything or anyone else he had known and loved. It
was a matter worthy of tears, and he saw no reason notto 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 scenttickled 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 beenin theroom, and quickly decided he didn't want to know.

“You know, smoking is bad for your health,” 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 mention heart disease, atherosclerosis, cancers, glaucoma, birth defects, and elevated blood pressure. Where |
come from, it's been declared a dangerously addictive and highly carcinogenic substance. You really ought to think of
setting a better example 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.
Emmett didn’treally want to look at Olérin (Gandalf, whatever), but he figured that continuing to refuse to do so would
be disgustingly childish behavior, unworthy of a Nobel Prize-winning man of science, or of even a simple gentleman.
After all, it wasn’t the fault of this world or anyone in itthat he had landed here, and so long as he was doom ed to stay,
he might as well try to make the bestofit. He moved just enough so that he could turn his face toward the fire and peer
out from under the covers.

Gandalf was seated in a comfortable-looking chair beside the hearth; the cheerfully flickering flames within
indicated that it had be en tended recently, to keep the room at its currently pleasant temperature. The wizard himself
was wearing yet another setof grey andblue clothing, though this was in much better condition than his stained traveling
clothes, and far b etter suited to the indoors. Init, with his long white hair and beard combed rather than wind-blown and
travel-tangled, he looked much more the part of a wise and powerfulmage. He held in one hand a clay pipe, and the
gentle smile on his bearded lips was ever so slightly softened by a thin veil of smoke, but the piercing gleam in his dark
eyes was not dimmed in the least.

“I confess I don’t quite grasp everything you just said, my friend,” he replied amiably, “but ifyou are concemed
for my welfare, as | presume from your tone, you needn’t be. Others with less noble intent than you have told me itis
a childish habit, a mere toy for my amusement and their annoyance, but | have found nothing harmful in it.”

Emmett flipped onto his back and stared up at the ceiling, not to admire the craft of those who had carvedthe
beautifulbeams or to face the nightmare more directly, but because he found his right arm was falling asleep from being
pinned under him for too long. He sighed. “No, come to think of it,| don'tsuppose you would. Things like cancer and
emphysema probably wouldn’t come into question. | don’timagine people like you ever get sick, do they?”

The wizard was not offended by his bluntmanner. “That would depend entirely on what you mean by ‘people

like me.

The scientist snorted softly. “Wizards,” he elucidated with a vague gesture toward the ceiling, “or...what is it
you're really called? Istari? No,” he said to himself when Gandalf began to agree. “The term’s correctin a general
sense, but it's not the one I'm looking for. It's been years since | read any of the supplementary books, but | know
there’s something more specific, | think it came up in the movies, Chris just mentioned it lastnight.... Minor? Mayor?
Mylar? No...mmmm.... Maiar, that’s it. Maiar. The lesser children of lluvatar’s thought, what Judeo/Christian tradition
would call angels, as opposed to the Valar, which they’d call archangels. People who can’t really die wouldn’t have any
reason to worry about habits that would make ordinary mortals sick, would they?”

For what seemed a very long time, the onlyreply 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 — astonishmenton Gandalf's face. He almost laughed aloud. “Well, don’t look
so surprised,” the inventor suggested. “I am right,aren’t I? Of course, | might have the words mixed up; there was an
awful lot of detail to remember, and I'm probably remembering this mostly from vague references in the movies. The
Ainur — | 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 something like that — maybe both. Theysupposedly came to help with the evolution of the world, and to protect the
people in itfrom some of the other Ainur who wanted to ruin everything, out of spite. You're one 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 Emmett’'smind 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 alies and worst enemies, were able to startle the wizard into complete silence for
more than a few seconds. 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 | am
beginning to think that what | had firstthought conceming your origins is not at all correct.”

Emmett looked up toward the ceiling again and closed his eyes, bitterly amused by the understatement. “You
could say that,” he agreed, rather more flippant than was his general habit.

Once more, Gandalf took no offense. “Which leaves me even more puzzled than before. If youdon't come
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from Aman, then I am completelyat a loss to explain how you managed to literally fallinto 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 back 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!” came a crisp reply that was very much in the manner of the Gandalf the inventor remembered
from Tolkien’s books. “As | already told you, | have respected your privacy. Your thoughts are your own, and | would
not presume to invade them unless | had good reason to believe such an intrusion was warranted and urgent. Besides,
if youdo know what | am and from whence | came, you would also know that | am forbidden to use such power save
in the most dire emergencies.”

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 poorpeople who hadn't asked to inhabit this... whatever itwas. He knew better than to irritate those upon
whom his survival mightdepend — especially a som eone with the stature and pote ntial influence of what amounted to
a semi-incarnate angel, and one who had very likely saved his life at that, protecting him from the orcs — hideous
creatures made by one ofthe renegade Valar — while he lay unconscious and helpless.

Sighing, he sat up, and apologized. “You're right, of course. | did know about the restrictions, thatyou’re not
really allowed to use all the abilities you really have while you're here; | just didn’'t remember ‘em ‘til you mentioned it.
Look, Ol6rin — Gandalf—" His mobile features screwed up into a face of singular peculiarity. “What do you prefer to
be called, anyway?”

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

“Because for most of my adultlife, the only persons to call me Emmett have been my wife and my business
partner. Even my best friend calls me Doc — which | don’t mind, since | can understand his discomfort with anything
else, given the disparity of our ages. But | happen to like the name Emmett, and som etimes, | feel it would be nice to
hear it a little more often, just so | don’t forget it's mine.”

Gandalf understood, but he made an equivocalgesture. “lI see. You may call me whatever you wish, Emm ett.
To me, it matters very little.”

The scientist nodded, recalling with startling clarity a passage from one of the books. “Quite so, quite so,” he
said, mostly to himself. “You've gotso many of ‘em, it's onlynaturalthatthey would eventually become equallyimportant
or unimportant. ‘Many are my names in many countries. Mithrandir among the Elves, Tharkdn to the Dwarves; Oldrin
I was in my youth in the W est that is forg otten; in the South Incdnus, in the North Gandalf....” That could tend to make
one very liberal-minded when it comes to the subject of names — so long as none of them were an insult.”

It took the cogitating inventor a minute before he realized that he was talking to himself in front ofan interested
audience, and that this audience was staring athim in a manner just shy of open-mouthed am azement. “Forget | said
that,” he suggested, but he knew the wizard would not. “I suppose | should really call you Gandalf, or Mithrandir, if that's
what they use around here. | can'timagine you'd want me carelessly broadcasting your realname to people who might
mak e bad use of the information.”

“An astute observation. W hat are you, Emmett Brown?” the elder man asked, his tone that of one seeking a
totally elusive answer rather than demanding 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 | have ever met, in Aman or Arda. Yesterday, you seemed
a complete strangerto 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 EIf or Dwarf, and you are certainly unlike any Man | 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 pinetrees beyond. He now
realized the accidental impressionhe had created when he'd said he came from the farwest. Inhis thinking, thatmeant
the land west ofthe 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 once been part
of this same physical world — Middle-earth, or Arda — but the two had been separated and Valinor had been moved,
probably through some kind of intra-dimensional gate, so that 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
shipsthat could take them across the seaand then beyond it,through thatintra-dimensional portal that led into the plane
of existence where the guardian Ainur still lived. That Far W est certainly wasn’t his far west, but the coincidentally
similarreferences had been enough to be misleading, especially when com bined with his und oubtedly 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 wouldn’t believe me,” he said quietly, turning back to the wizard. “And if you did believe me, you'd think
I'd gone mad.”

Even if he hadn’t seen it, the scientist would have felt 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 reality who was in the best
position to understand and assist him, but he rather doubted that even adeliberately dwindled Maia could help him get
home again, much less grasp Emmett’s view of this world’s entire existence.

Still, after his long scrutiny, there was no doubt in the wizard’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 of my
belief, | cannot judge any matter which | have not yet heard or seen.”

He was willing to be open-minded, then: a positive sign. Still, the inventor couldn’t just blurt it out without
considering the ramifications of anything he said. Even though this was, to him, a fictional reality, itwas 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 intensity required pacing if he wanted to avoid a skull-spliting headache. He got outof 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 fascinating geometric pattern, and that his left arm was no longer splinted orin a sling.
Sensation told him ithad been made whole again, which surprised the inventor only until he remembered that Elrond
was renowned as the gre atest healer in Middle-earth. Magic — or powers that can be mistaken for them — works in
its own country, a little voice whispered at the back of his thoughts. He would have to ask about this later, when there
weren’t so many other more im portant issues to involve him.

Firstthingsfirst, then. He would have to start byfiguring out justwhen he was in the grander plot. Gandalf was
still wearing gray; that at least settled some part of it. Pre-Moria, possibly pre-Fellowship of the Ring, thus pre-war with
Sauron. Which left an awfully big scope of possible times. Ifhe remembered correctly, the wizard had been in Middle-
earth for something like two thousand years prior to the War of the Ring, and had only begun to realize It was still in
existence and had been found about eighty years before that.

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

One of the wizard’s bushy eyebrows lifted in ever-so-mild puzzle ment, but he answered the question plainly.
“As the men of Arda reckon it,2911 of the Third Age. | believe in your tongue, the month would be called December.”

“2911,” Emmett repeated to himself. He had to think hard to remember any of the years associated with the
novels; it didn't help that the books talked about two entirely different kinds of re ckoning that gave different calendar
years to the same events. Bilbo’s 111" birthday— a remarkable event thatwasn’t all thatfar off for the inventor himself,
as he had reached his 99" birthday five months ago — had been in 3001, he seemed to recall, seventeen years before
the War of the Ring began. That put the current time well before events inboth The Hobbit and the epic trilogy, but well
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 2911 that felt significant, but for the moment, he couldn’t recall exactly what. In any case, he knew now
what events he needed to avoid mentioning: justabout everything he was familiar with conceming 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
asked, the query a gentle prod urging the time traveler to get to the point.

Emmett stopped pacing. “Only to me. Allright. I don't know how to say this in a way you’'ll understand, so I'll
just be as blunt about it as | can.”

“Forthright honesty is usually the best course of action.”

Not when it comes to the space-time continuum! “Usually,” was the inventor's only audible comment on the
subject. “I come from a city called Hill Valley in the state of Califomnia in the far west of a country known as the United
States of America on a planet called Earth. Not Middle-earth; just Earth. | was in an unprecedented accident that
stranded me here, and to my point of view, you and everyone and everything in your sphere of existence are nothing
but fiction. | know what | know about you because | read it in a book that, as far as | know, is wholly the work of
someone’s im agination, not reality as | or anyone else know it.”

From the look that rippled across Gandalf’'s expressive face, that wasn't the bestwording 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 human couldn’t begin to decipher, and eventually formed a reply.

“W hat sort of accident?” he asked quietly, thoughtfully, unjudgme ntally.

Emmett was franklysurprised that he was beinggiven this much slack afterhis not-so-good and almost-insulting
illumination, but he was willing to take whatever leeway he couldget. “That's a little difficult to explain, given whatl know
about this world. | don’t remem ber if you're at all familiar with the conce pts of science and invention.”

The wizard’s glance helda plain statement of, “What do you think we are, total idiots?” Nonetheless, he smiled.
“Of course, ifl have the proper grasp of whatthe words mean toyou. Invention is the study ofthe 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. Féanor, for instance, was the greatest inventor in all Ea, 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 | have
perceived the definition in your thoughts, is merely the study 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 | incorrect?”

Emmett shook his head. “No, you're exactlyright. Where | 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 callit — 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 aren’t surrounded by the products of technology — all those
devices and gadgets and other things our inventors and scientists make — but for myself, Isometimes think we're the
ones who messed it up, too often using the knowledge we discovered toward the wrong ends.”

A soft sigh whistled past Gandalf's lips along with a thin stream of whitesmoke. “In thatbelief, 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 minions could not turn to destructive ends.”

“Which is why you are here,” the younger man agreed, recalling things ab out Melkor, the fallen Vala, 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 | come from, I'm both a scientist and an inventor. My
attem pts at invention haven't always been successful, but | did make several major discoveries. Some | was able to
reveal to others and use to genuinely help my entire world, butone I've had to keep secret, since if it was wrongly used,
it could result in unimaginable destruction.”

Gandalf was clearly intrigued; heleaned back in his chair, dark eyes aglow with the reflection of the firelight and

his own curiosity. How long had itbeen, Emmett wondered, since the immortalhad encountered something or someone
so utterly beyond his sphere of knowledge, even the diminished knowledge thatwas all he'd been allowed when he had

20



agreed to come to Middle-earth inhuman form? And how long had it beensince he himself, Emmett, had enjoyed such
a rapt and genuinely interested audience so completely free of pre conce ptions, good or bad? Ages, it seemed.

“How so?” Gandalf asked simply.

The inventor sighed softly and took a seat on the edge of the bed, facing the wizard. Time to get to the point.
“| found a way to travel through time and space, to anywhere and anywhen | wanted, and | built a machine to do it. Its
potential as a learning device was almost unimaginable, but | soon realized that if its existence became common
knowledge, people would use it for the wrong reasons and wind up unraveling our entire history, obliterating our world.
Some by accident, some intentionally — and some by their desire for power or wealth, or both.”

The wizard absorbed this proclamation with apparent ease; he seemingly had nodifficultygraspingthe concept
of such a device and its potentially negative ramifications. “And your accident was in making this secretknown?”

Again, Emmett shook his head. “No, the secret’s still safe. Butsometimes | use the Machine, anyway. It's
pretty reckless, Iknow, but I've tried to be very, very careful.” He shrugged, an oddly bitter gesture. “This time, | wasn'’t
carefulenough. My wife and Itook a short trip to the past to celebrate our wedding anniversary, justwanting to go back
to a time and place that was quieter and sim pler than the time we live in, and when we headed for home, | didn'tcheck
everything | shouldve checked. The Machine malfunctioned, and we ended up in the limbo that exists between one
time — and one reality — and the next. | had to crawl onto the outside ofthe Machine to make the needed repair, and
justafter I'd fixed what was wrong, before we could get out of that awful limbo, something shook the Machine like a leaf.
I was thrown off, and ended up here.”

The sound he made was one of eloquentself-deprecation. He resumed his anxious pacing. “It was just plain
stupid of me! | knew | should’ve used a safety line, especially in that kind of chaos, but | was too over-confident and
in too big of a hurry to do it. And while | know other dimensions exist, | never thought I'd be tossed off my 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 | come from, it is nothing but a
work of fiction, a set of books written by an aging Oxford don in his spare time. It's not even legends or mythology; 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....I”

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 deep breath before continuing. “Ifitisn’t, | don't have more than a few days to live. | don’t know why,
but one thing I've discovered is that there’s a very fundamental difference between one dimension — one version of
reality — and the next. | suspect we were never meant to move between them, and though one dimension’s version
of a world may look exactly like another, they're so different on the most basic level, simply being in a world where you
don’t belong will kill a person in a matter of days.”

“Do you know this for a fact?” Gandalf asked quietly, probably not wanting to sound as if he thought Emm ett
had lost his mind.

Figuring he had nothing left to lose, the inventor was honest. “Yes. | experienced the phenomenon myself,
once, and even the mildest symptoms of it are extremely unsettling. I've never actually had to watch someone from
anotherdimension die, but I've seen and feltenough to know 