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I came alert, fists raised, an electric jolt of adrenaline surging through me. I spun, light on my feet, looking for someone to punch, sweat streaming down the sides of my face.


I was in a field.


A sunny field, with a forest nearby.


What the hell?


What the ever-loving hell?


Heart thumping like a bass beat, I tried to make sense of things. Something sounded behind me and I spun, hands back up at guard.


It was only a bird. This was just a field. Ridged and furrowed, with undulating lines in the earth. There was a burned-out section around me, marked by charred stalks of grain and smoldering ash. I searched my memory for clues and found it blank, like a white room ready for paint.


Empty. I was empty. Except for…a vague dislike of swimming?


At the moment, that was the sum total of what I could remember about myself. No name. No background. Just a latent fear of large bodies of water.


I raised a hand to my head and glanced around, trying to make sense of my emptiness. The plants growing outside the burnt area were a few inches tall. My inability to distinguish the variety indicated I probably wasn’t a farmer.


The strange burn marks made a circle, maybe ten feet in diameter, with me in the center. Looking closer, I noticed that the plants under my feet hadn’t been burned. I glanced behind me, and found an unburned portion in a distinct human shape. My shape. A person stencil.


Maybe I was fireproof? Perhaps I had augments to that effect. I appeared to be male, of average height and muscular build. I wore a pair of sturdy laced boots, a long shirt, a brown tunic on top of that, and a vibrant cloak over that. So I probably wasn’t going to get cold any time soon. Under the tunic…


Blue jeans?


With a tunic and cloak? That was odd.


Oh hell. Was I a cosplayer? And why could I remember that word, but not my own name?
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Right, so I’d gone out into a field to take pictures for the local Renaissance faire or whatever. I’d brought along pyrotechnics to make for a cooler shot, and I’d accidentally blown myself up. That seemed plausible enough.


So where was my camera? My phone? My car keys?


My pockets turned out to be empty except for a ballpoint pen. I stepped away from the me-stencil, my feet crunching on the crispy remains of the former plants. The air smelled of smoke and sulfur.


I quickly searched the area, but I didn’t find anything of note. Dirt, vegetation. No pile of belongings; I was beginning to doubt my photoshoot theory. Maybe I was simply a weirdo who liked to dress in old-timey clothing to…go explode in fields?


You know, as one does.


In the distance, I saw a dirt road leading to a cluster of antiquated wooden buildings with thatched roofs and few windows, with a taller structure beyond them. They were partially obscured by a hill, so I couldn’t tell much else about them. I shook my head and let out a lengthy sigh. I had to—


Wait. What was that on the ground?


I rushed over and plucked a fluttering piece of paper from between two larger plant stalks. How had I missed this? The edge was burned, and it had only a few lines of text on it.


The Frugal Wizard’s Handbook for Surviving Medieval England


Fourth Edition


By Cecil G. Bagsworth III


I read the words three times, then glanced at the old-timey buildings again. I wasn’t a cosplayer. I was visiting some kind of theme park. Was that more or less nerdy?


Now that I knew what to look for, I spotted another loose piece of paper over near the woods. Maybe it would have a map on it—or at least list where I could find a first aid station. I’d obviously hit my head or something.


This page was burned worse than the other one. Two chunks of the text were legible: one on the front side, one on the back.


can be traumatic, though don’t worry! As part of your package, a suitable location will be chosen for you to recuperate upon arrival. In addition, it is suggested that you use the handy notation page at the back of the book to record pertinent information about your life.


The transfer process can leave the mind muddied—a few facts about one’s life can jog loose other details. Don’t stress the initial disorientation. It is a common side effect, and all you need to do is


What a perfectly awful place to cut off. I flipped the page over.


seem that the offerings of more expensive packages, sold by so-called premium companies, might be more useful in helping you recuperate. Servants, a luxury manor, and medical staff. Though we can accommodate such requests, don’t fear if you can’t afford them! The Frugal Wizard™ doesn’t need to be so extravagant. Indeed, such services might make things too easy! (See the study done by Bagsworth et al., page 87.)


Yes, the Frugal Wizard™ is capable and confident on their own, and does not need coddling. Read on to learn all the tips and secrets you will need for


All right, so I’d bought some kind of travel package. One that was…really hard on the body, for some reason? A thought flickered at the edge of my consciousness.


I’d chosen this. I wanted to be here.


For a moment, I felt close to answering the more important questions. Then it was gone. I was back to staring at a white room inside my brain.


Regardless, I hadn’t arrived at a “suitable location” to recuperate. I’d woken up in the middle of a burning field. The review almost wrote itself. An ideal experience, if you happen to be a pyromaniac cow. One star.


Wait.


Voices in the distance.


My body moved before I registered the sounds. In seconds I’d slipped into the forest and put my back to a tree trunk. I reached to my side by reflex for…


Hell. Was I reaching for a gun? I wore nothing of the sort, and was also uncomfortable at how quickly—and silently—I’d dodged for cover.


It didn’t necessarily mean anything nefarious. Maybe I was a champion hide-and-seek player. Paintball hide-and-seek?


I’d been thinking about finding help, so I should have been happy to be noticed. But some instinct kept me hidden behind the tree, my breathing slow and deliberate. Whoever I was, I had experience with this sort of thing.


I was close enough to hear when the people arrived.


“What is it, Ealstan?” a timid man’s voice said—speaking perfect, modern English, albeit with a vaguely European accent. “Landswight?”


“This was no act of a wight,” a stronger male voice said.


“Logna’s flames, maybe?” a woman’s voice said. “Look at the outline of that figure. And there were all those incantations scattered about…”


“It looks like someone was burned alive,” the first voice said. “That clap of thunder on a bright, sunny day…maybe fire from heaven consumed him.”


The deeper voice grunted. I resisted the urge to peek. Not yet, my instincts whispered.


“Call everyone together,” the firm voice eventually said. “We’ll put out sacrifices tonight. Hild…that skop. Did she leave yet?”


“Earlier today, I think,” the woman said.


“Send a boy to chase her down and beg her return. We may need a binding. Or worse, a loosening.”


“She’s going to like that,” the woman said.


Another grunt. The crops rustled as the people retreated. I finally peeked around the side of the tree and picked out the three people walking toward the distant buildings. Two men and a woman in archaic clothing. Tunics and loose, baggy trousers on the men—weren’t they supposed to wear hose? I could swear I’d seen that in a museum. Their clothing was dyed in faded earth tones, though the taller of the two men wore an orange cloak—a color so vibrant, I had trouble believing it was period authentic.


The woman had on a sleeveless brown dress over a slightly longer white dress with long sleeves. Other than the colorful cloak, they looked the part of old-school peasants—at least, better than I did, with my jeans. Another point in favor of this being a theme park?


Yet, wouldn’t workers in a theme park speak with old-timey British affectations? “Thees” and “thous” and “mi’lords” and the like. But would they keep up the act when nobody was around?


I needed more information. I noted another person running up to them, carrying something. Scraps of burned paper. Most of the pages of my book must have blown toward the town, and someone had gathered them up.


All right. Mission accepted.


I needed those pages.
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Part of me wanted to stalk out and demand answers. Play the role of irate customer, make them break character.


Yet… Something about all this…


A part of me was convinced that they weren’t actors. That—insanely—this was all authentic, and I should stay hidden.


Damn. That sounded ridiculous, didn’t it?


Nevertheless, my gut said I was a person who trusted his gut. So I stayed put, watching covertly from the shadows as the sunlight waned. I waited a little too long, because eventually, the place went dark.


Basement from a horror movie dark. Clouds moved in, obscuring the stars—and there was apparently no moon tonight. Plus, I didn’t see a single light in the town. I’d expected some torches or bonfires.


I patted the tree I’d been hiding behind. “Thanks for the cover,” I whispered. “You’re a good tree. Tall, thick—and most importantly—wooden. Four and a half stars. Would hide behind you again. Half a point off for lack of refreshments.”


Then I paused.


It was the second time I’d done something similar, and I found myself itching to record the experience and my thoughts about it in a notebook. Was that a clue to who I was? Some kind of…reviewer?


I slipped out from behind the highly rated tree and found that my skills as a sneak were exceptional. I moved through the rows of partially grown plants, barely making a sound, despite the darkness. Awesome. Perhaps I was a ninja.


Beyond the field, I found the road, which was fashioned of packed earth. I headed toward the town, glad that the clouds had thinned enough to let a little starlight through. It turned the village from “horror movie basement” dark to “horror movie in the woods” dark. An improvement, maybe?


I wasn’t accustomed to such primal darkness. The shadows were deeper than any I’d ever seen, as if strengthened by the knowledge that I couldn’t control them with the flip of a switch.


I reached the village and moved among the silent homes. There couldn’t be more than twenty buildings here. All with wooden walls and thatched, triangular roofs. (Two stars. Probably has terrible wifi.)


I heard a river somewhere in the near distance, and there was a large lump of darkness farther on. I found the river— wide, but shallow—on the other side of the village. Here, I knelt and scooped up some water to drink. My medical nanites would neutralize any bacteria before they gave me too much trouble.


I froze in place, hands halfway to my mouth.


Medical…nanites?


Yes, tiny machines inside my body that performed basic health-care functions. They’d stop toxins, prevent disease, and break down what I ate to provide ideal nutrition and calories. In a pinch, they could provide emergency wound-healing functions. Last time I’d been shot, I’d been back on my feet within the hour—but my nanites had been knocked completely out for a good two days.


Hot damn! A piece of the puzzle. Did I have any other augments? I couldn’t remember, but I did know I’d need more food than an average person. Specifically, I needed high-calorie food, or…carbon? Technically, anything organic would work. But some sources were better than others.


I glanced back at the town. A child had started crying, and the solitary wails creeped me out.


Controlling my nerves, I slipped along the river until I reached a wooden bridge and crossed it. The large shadowy lump turned out to be a fortification of upright logs, driven down into the ground with sharpened ends toward the sky, about eight feet tall.


The wall looked sturdy enough, though I’d have expected something taller and made of stone. Castle-like. A wooden palisade left me a tad disappointed. I withheld my review, though. Maybe it was period accurate.


This had to be where I’d find the more important people in the town—like the man with the deep, authoritative voice.


I scouted around the entire outside of the fortification—it was only large enough to enclose a few buildings—but the gate was closed and there was a big pit dug all the way round. There was also an elevated wooden platform at one corner, inside the wall. A guard post. I’d never make it inside without drawing attention if I tried to jump the pit and climb the fence.


Therefore, I used my entire life’s experience—roughly half a day so far—to devise a plan. I hid behind a nearby tree with a view of the gates, then waited for them to open.


(Tree report: Three stars. Uncomfortable root network. Not for an inexperienced hider. See my other reviews of trees in the area for more options.)


I was contemplating demoting another half star from the tree when I heard something approaching quickly along the road. For a brief moment, my heart leaped. A car?


No. Beating hooves. Two horses with riders emerged from the gloom, illuminated by starlight, traveling way faster than I thought safe to do at night. The riders stopped by the gate and called to those inside. I was too far away to hear the exchange, but the double gate wobbled open soon after.


I couldn’t tell much about the two hooded riders as they trotted through the gates. A few lights inside illuminated two larger structures—one made of stone, the other made of the same wood-and-thatch of the village.


There was apparently something odd about the visitors, for most of the people inside—including the guards—gathered around them. Leaving nobody watching the gates.


I took my opportunity, slinking forward through the darkness. My sneaking skills got me through the gates without being spotted. My instinct for how to stick to the shadows, how to not present a profile, and how to move without making noise made me concerned about where I’d gotten these skills. That, and the fact that I kept wanting to rest my hand on a nonexistent gun. They didn’t seem the type of abilities that belonged to a law-abiding citizen who spent his days reviewing trees.


I crouched beside some barrels, taking stock of what I could see. In the center of the courtyard was a large black stone with a jagged top, taller than it was wide. Like a small version of the Washington Monument with the top broken off. On the far side of the courtyard was a small stable. There, the two riders had dismounted and handed their horses to a groom.


A boy ran for the stone building. It seemed to be of much finer construction than the others. Perhaps it was the lord’s manor? And maybe the wooden one was a meeting hall?


Curiously, a series of dishes with lit candles at the sides were set in front of the stone building. Bowls of fruit, some saucers filled with cream, and…


And a single, singed piece of paper.


The boy soon returned and gestured for the two riders to follow him. The three entered the wooden building I’d guessed was the meeting hall, and I thought I heard the word “refreshment” as they entered. Perhaps I should have been interested in those men, but my attention turned wholly to that sheet of paper. Was it from my book? Why leave it out in front of the building like that?


This was all so bizarre. Was I part of some ridiculous social experiment? A reality television game?


I forced myself to wait a few tense minutes until, as I’d expected, a man in an orange cloak left the manor, accompanied by two men carrying long, one-handed axes and round, wooden shields. No armor that I could see. They had a vaguely Viking look to them.


“Oswald,” one of them shouted toward the wooden watchtower. “Close the gate.”


As the lord and his two men entered the hall, a younger soldier came scrambling down from the tower. He grinned to the others and bowed a little too much to the lord, then crossed over and began to swing the gates closed.


It was time to make my move. Like the old saying goes. Carp diem. Seize the fish. I was out and scuttling across the courtyard before I had time to think. My body seemed to know that while I couldn’t miss my opportunity, I shouldn’t sprint. That would make too much noise. Feeling exposed, I swiftly walked past the large black stone, then past the bowls and the candles, where I snatched the paper.


Within seconds, I had found cover beside the meeting hall. My heart was thundering. I took a few long, quiet breaths to calm myself, then glanced at my paper.


Right. Darkness. Horror movie. All that. Well, there was a window a little farther along. The shutter was latched, but light seeped out. I crept over, then held my paper close to the cracks.


It was filled with printed words, matching the other pages I’d found. But this one was barely singed. It read:


YOUR OWN DIMENSION


The intricacies of dimensional travel are unimportant, and we recommend you not trouble yourself with them. We here at Frugal Wizard Inc.® have done the hard part for you. All you need to do is pick the package you want, and we will deliver one pristine, Earth-lite™ dimension to you.


I stopped reading, the words blurring as my eyes unfocused. Another tiny puzzle piece snapped into place.


This wasn’t a theme park, a strange social experiment, or a game.


This was another dimension.


And I owned it.
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Your Own Dimension


The intricacies of dimensional travel are unimportant, and we recommend you not trouble yourself with them. We here at Frugal Wizard Inc.® have done the hard part for you. All you need to do is pick the package you want, and we will deliver one pristine, Earth-lite™ dimension to you.


That said, a little history never hurt anyone. Unless you end up getting stabbed by a knight! (That’s a little interdimensional humor. Our dimensions are perfectly safe.1)


Though interdimensional travel was discovered in 2084, the technology was only recently declassified and deregulated. This allows not only recreational dimensional tourism, but the opportunity of a lifetime! As an Interdimensional Wizard™ you are part of a bold new coterie of explorers. Like the ancient homesteaders who rushed to claim land in the American West, you may stake your own claim on a unique dimension!


Frugal Wizard Inc.® has obtained a band of the 305th spectrum of category-two medieval-derivative dimensions. That fancy lingo simply means our dimensions are similar to one another, and are two categories removed from Earth itself. Things will be familiar, but not too familiar! We want it to remain exciting, after all.


We spend all our time poring through the dimensions, selecting only the most favorable for wizard habitation. Act now, before all the good dimensions are claimed!2





1 Legal Disclaimer: This statement is made for entertainment purposes only. The interdimensional traveler takes any and all responsibility for all killings, maimings, injuries, dismemberments, and impalements that might happen to them in their respective dimensions. In the event of a dispute, you agree to arbitration, to be adjudicated in the dimension of our choice.


2 Legal Disclaimer: This statement is made for entertainment purposes only. Dimensions are, technically, infinite and we cannot “run out.”
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Yes, I owned it.


I owned England. I owned this planet. I owned this entire universe. On paper, at least.


I wasn’t sure about all the specifics—my memory was still performing at a decided zero-out-of-five-stars level. But I knew people could buy dimensions. Well, technically, you bought exclusive access—managed by an unbreakable quantum passcode only you could unlock—and the legal right to do whatever you wanted in that dimension. I mean, in some of these places, the laws of physics (as understood in our dimension) didn’t apply. So why would the UN General Constitution?


Whatever the reasoning, this place was my playground the size of a planet.


But…what did that make me? Tourist? History buff? Would-be world-emperor? What had been my motives for coming to this place? And why had I woken up in a field, rather than in some pre-prepared stronghold or some…I don’t know…science place?


Well, I definitely hadn’t been an academic. But I knew something had gone wrong.


As I considered the implications, voices inside the hall reminded me to pay better attention to my surroundings. I was unarmed and confused. If I were to saunter in, explain that I technically owned all of this, and ask them to kindly obey me…I suspected they’d saunter over to me, explain that the sword they’d rammed into my gut didn’t care what I claimed, and ask me to kindly avoid bleeding on the rug.


Could I impress them with my fantastical futuristic knowledge? Did I have any of that? I racked my brain, but it seemed my futuristic knowledge equated to a handful of movie quotes. I also knew that computers would exist someday. They involved circuits. And, uh, processors.


I had medical nanites, but that would be difficult to show off in an impressive, “Look, I’m a god” sort of way. My most consistent “superpower” was the ability to get coughed on a lot without getting sick. I could heal from a larger wound, but while the nanites rebuilt themselves, I would be exposed if someone decided I should replicate the feat. None of that felt like a good peasant-quelling mechanism.


Maybe I could get bitten by a snake or something, and not die? Where did one find a snake?


I had to find the rest of the book. Maybe it would include some kind of help line.


I made my way carefully around the back of the building, approaching a closed window closer to the voices.


“…I would certainly not wish to offend the earl,” a deep voice was saying. I recognized it—Mister Orange-cloak, the local lord. “But this is most unusual. We have a skop in town. Perhaps she could—”


Another voice said something, quieter, but threatening.


“Now?” Orange-cloak said. “You want to visit the site…now?”


Footsteps followed, and they left the building. Great. I’d missed the entire conversation.


I snuck around the side of the building, hoping to catch something relevant as they left.


“If this man you’re seeking is nearby,” the lord said, “we shall find him. But I must warn you…it looked very much like he had been struck down by an act of a god.”


The visitors didn’t reply. Together, they strode out the freshly opened front gates, and the lord—distinctly annoyed—followed with wide strides, shaking his head.


Wait.


They were looking for me?


They were looking for me.


Relief surged through me. Something had gone wrong during the transfer to this dimension, so the people who maintained this had obviously sent rescuers. I wasn’t the only one who could get to this dimension. Maybe I’d left them with the key and permission to come help.


I raised my hand, preparing to call to them, when I heard a sound.


I reached for my nonexistent gun yet again as I spun and found two people crouching behind me. They’d been creeping up through the shadows behind the hall. The person in the back—a twenty-something woman—pointed at me with a panicked expression.


I immediately fell into a fighting stance. Hands in front of me, feet ready for action. Huh.


The younger man in front of the woman carried a knife, which he immediately swung—and which I blocked, by instinct, with my forearm.


And…it didn’t hurt.


Why on earth didn’t that hurt?


The young man had hit me hard with a blade, and I’d taken it like an utter champion, not even a nick on me. I did have other augments! Platings under my skin? I was a fighter! I could…


I heard shouts in my memory.


Flashes of light. From a time before.


I felt pain, deep shame. It choked me, a black vine wrapped around my lungs.


I put a hand to my head, trying to banish these phantoms from my memory while simultaneously latching on to them as something real from who I had been. What was wrong with me?


The man swung again. I felt a deep, nearly uncontrollable panic, and was slower to block.


I’d fallen…I’d…


The man’s blade connected with my exposed wrist, and his eyes widened as his knife failed to cut me. He backed up a step. I stumbled, overwhelmed by the fragments of memories.


Flashing lights. Angry voices. I…


I blinked and glanced to the side. The woman had found a wooden board somewhere. She swung it, and I didn’t respond this time. I was too unnerved. But theoretically, my platings would protect me from—


The board connected with my face, and I felt a flash of agony before my nanites cut out my pain receptors. I briefly saw stars, but at least I was unconscious by the time I hit the ground, so the terrible memories stopped assaulting me.







 


FAQ


Have I Time Traveled?


[image: A small cartoon starring a squashy marshmallow character dressed in a blue robe and pointed wizard hat. This wizard, named Mervin, drives a go-cart seemingly built from an hourglass, a clock, some wheels, and a pair of antennae. The go-cart sits in a prehistoric paradise complete with a T-rex, a Pteranodon, a triceratops, and other lizards with overly large eyes and cute bellies.]


No, you have not. This might seem counterintuitive, as you’re probably living in your own castle at the moment, commanding legions of peasants while you engage in a Better than True Life Experience™, such as inventing electricity, writing Shakespeare’s plays, or attempting to speedrun the conquest of France.


While your surroundings might seem medieval, your Personal Wizard Dimension™ has seen roughly the same number of centuries as ours has. However, our specially cultivated dimensions have moved slower through their technological and social development. Therefore, you do get a semi-accurate experience reminiscent of medieval England, but you haven’t time traveled.


Still confused? Think of Nebraska. Nebraska is a landlocked state in the center of the United States of America. Because of its general lack of importance—and its distance from trendy population centers—it lags a few years behind the coasts in fashion, music, and distribution of collectible card games.


You might feel like you’ve time traveled when visiting Nebraska, but careful scientific experiments using synchronized timepieces have proven no time dilation is in effect. (See Luddow, Sing, and Coffman, “Nebraska really is just like that” in Journal of Relativistic Studies, Volume 57, June 2072.)


Just as Nebraska is a few years behind everyone else, your Personal Wizard Dimension™ is behind our dimension by half a millennium or so. You have, essentially, purchased your very own, unique Super-Nebraska™.







 

[image: A rectangular stone slab with a round boulder stacked on top. There is a triangular petroglyph carved in the boulder. Above are four slashes, and the sun rises higher over the horizon.]


When I woke up, the young woman and man were standing on the ceiling.


Or…wait, I was upside down. Yeah, that made more sense.


My head had a faint pulsing at the base of my skull—without my nanites, there would have been some serious throbbing from that plank-to-face contact—and my hands and legs had been bound tightly. Was I tied to the wall? Yeah, they’d hung me from the ceiling beam, then tied my hands behind me. I wondered what they’d wrapped the rope around.


It was an innovative interrogation technique, so I gave it a point for originality, but…wouldn’t a chair be more effective? It was an old standby for a reason. (Three stars. Watch more spy movies and report back.)


As soon as I opened my eyes, the woman stepped forward. She had blond hair in tight curls that barely reached her collar, and wore a black sleeveless dress over a white dress that was longer through the sleeves and hem. It had some nice maroon embroidery on the neck, but the white ropes wrapping her waist had a frayed look, giving it an intentional, handmade air.


She narrowed her eyes.


Right then. How to get out of this? The shame and fear I’d felt before had faded completely, replaced with embarrassment. I obviously had physical augments, but I’d stood there and let a woman plank me in the face. Unprofessional.


“You’ve made a terrible mistake,” I told her.


She didn’t respond, instead cocking her head.


“I’m a very powerful being,” I told her. “You have angered me.”


The young man hid behind her, peeking out at me. He seemed unremarkable—a shorter fellow with similar blond curls and a slight build. Upon closer inspection, he looked younger than I’d assumed. Perhaps only fifteen or sixteen.


“Sefawynn,” he hissed, “I don’t think the inversion is doing anything. He still has his powers!”


“Has he eaten you yet, Wyrm?” the woman asked.


“No.”


“Then the inversion is working,” she said.


“It’s not working,” I said. “I’m gathering my powers as we speak. Release me now, or I’ll bring fire and destruction upon your house.”


The woman narrowed her eyes further, then raised both hands, fingers up and thumbs out toward one another. Then she spoke.



“I live the last light / of lovings long-lost.


Care-keeper I am — and ken my kindred.”


As she finished, both of them leaned closer, as if to see the effect on me.


“Poetry?” I said. “That was nice.”


The youth squeezed the woman’s arm. “Try a stronger boast.”


She nodded, and made the same sign with her hands before speaking again.


“I banished the beast / of Bastion’s Barrow.


Song-sounder I am / and sing out strongest.”


I frowned, and both of them shied back.


“Not even a flinch,” the youth whispered. “That’s bad, isn’t it, Sefawynn?”


“I don’t know,” she said, folding her arms. “I’ve never loosed an aelv before.” She tapped her index finger against her arm. “Fetch the little father, but do it quietly, so the visitors don’t hear you.”


The boy nodded, then paused.


“I’ll be fine,” the woman said without looking at him. “The inversion has rendered him helpless.”


“But he said—”


“Once again, Wyrm,” she said, “have you been eaten?”


He looked down, as if he needed to check.


“If the aelv’s powers weren’t bound,” she said, “we wouldn’t be standing here. We’d either be controlled by him, or we’d be puddles of human juice, mashed to the floor. Go fetch the little father. I’ll be fine.”


The youth bobbed a nod, then hurried out the door. I revised my assessment of his age downward again. Perhaps he was big for his age.


“Could you at least put me right-side up?” I said to the woman. “I’m starting to feel light-headed.”


She studied me, and didn’t respond.


“So…” I said. “You keep calling me an…eelev? I’m not rightly aware of what that is. Maybe you could fill a guy in?”


No response.


“That younger fellow is your brother?” I asked. “And you’re the lord’s daughter?” They had to be—both she and the boy were dressed better than the others in this town. But why did she call the lord “little” father?


Yeah, she wasn’t saying anything.


 “You saw the boy’s weapon bounce off my arm,” I said. “I’m warning you. I’m a powerful person, and I’m growing upset.”


Her eyes were like steel, her face completely expressionless. Zero stars. Would rather have a conversation with a corpse. It wouldn’t glare at me the entire time. Would probably listen better too.


I turned my attention to my augments. Obviously I had improvement on my forearms. Those were called…platings. That’s it. I had a microfilament mesh under my skin, backed up by structural nanites and bone reinforcements. Basically, it would take an industrial-strength laser or a military-grade weapon to cut through my flesh—as long as my nanites continued to function. Another augmented person could punch me senseless with enough time, but I’d be invulnerable to a bunch of medieval peasants.


As I thought of it, I instinctually called up a visual overlay display. It listed my augments and their status. Hot damn! I had platings from the tips of my fingers all the way up to my shoulders and across my back. Another set ran along my legs, from my thighs down to my feet. Both sets also worked for force redistribution and gave me some strength advantages, mostly in gripping ability.


Those were extremely expensive augments. It wasn’t uncommon to start plating a few body parts, then move on to others. Most people would go for the head and the chest first. That made the most sense.


However, my nanite-healed concussion indicated I hadn’t done that. I frowned at the menu. I did have skull and chest platings—but they were listed as nonfunctional. What the hell?


I had the vague impression that I hadn’t paid for the augments, that I worked for a living and didn’t have that kind of money. So maybe…whoever had purchased my augments hadn’t finished installing my head and chest platings? But why were my arm, leg, and back platings functional?


My memory provided no answers, so I tried to untie myself. Unfortunately, the knots were good, and my enhanced grip strength wouldn’t help if I couldn’t reach the ropes. None of the muscles in my chest seemed to be augmented, as a little exploratory flexing didn’t lead to me ripping free or anything. I probably looked silly, though.


Eventually, the door opened, and the oil lamps on the table sputtered as two figures entered. One was the youth from earlier—Wyrm, she’d called him? The other was Orange-cloak. Muscular, and a good six-foot-four, this fellow towered over the woman. His beard was streaked with grey, as was his hair, and he looked to be in his midforties. But man, he looked like he could have gotten into a boxing match with a boulder, and won.


Weren’t people in the past supposed to be much shorter than modern people or something?


“I’ll be frank, Little Father,” said the young woman—what had her name been? “I have no idea what to do with this one.”


“What is he?” the lord asked, eyes narrowing as he studied my jeans—now fully on display, with the bottom of my tunic flopping down to the tie about my waist.


“Not a landswight,” she said, “since we can all see him fully. But look. He’s clean-shaven as any woman, with shorn hair, feminine hands—”


“Hey!” I said.


“—and not a particularly muscular build—”


“I’m considered quite athletic among my people.”


“—plus pale skin and delicate features through the face,” she finished. “Also note the perfect teeth and pristine nails. I know the lore, Little Father. This man matches the descriptions of an aelv perfectly.”


“Not a god, then,” the lord said, relaxing.


“Plenty dangerous,” the woman said. “Perhaps more so. A god would want something natural of us. An aelv…”


“He took one of the offerings, Little Father,” the youth said. “The incantation. He didn’t care for the food or drink.”


“Written word,” the lord said, stepping closer to me. “Did you bring it to our realm, aelv, or did its arrival draw you? What can we do to appease and loose you?”


“Cut me free,” I said in my most intimidating voice, “and apologize for the treatment I’ve suffered.”


The lord smiled. I’d been prepared to see a mouth full of dingy, rotting teeth. I’d been wrong about that guess as well, as he seemed to have all of his teeth—and while they weren’t pristine white, they weren’t rotting either. They weren’t exactly straight, but for a guy living in a time before dentists, his smile wasn’t half bad. (Two and a half stars. Won’t break the camera.)


“Cut you free?” the lord said. “You think I’ve never heard a ballad before, aelv?”


“It was worth a try,” I said. “Very well. I shall require a berry that has never seen the sun, two stones polished by a frog, and one leaf of nightshade—in return I shall leave your quaint village with a blessing and return to my people.”


The lord glanced at the woman, who shrugged.


“I’ll…see what can be done,” the lord told me.


“Or,” I said, “you could tell those two men looking for me that I’m here? Then you could turn me over to them… ?”


“Ha!” the lord said. “You are very cunning! But as you aren’t red-haired, nor do you have the features of a foreigner, I don’t believe they want you.”


Wait.


The men weren’t looking for me?


The lord turned to the woman. “I need to attend the earl’s messengers before they find my absence strange,” the man said to her. “Something is odd about them, about this entire day. Will you stay here, or join me?”


“I’ll stay,” she said. “Take my brother; send him with word if anything else unusual happens.”


Orange-cloak nodded to her and left, the younger man trailing after him. I found his interaction with the woman curious. She wasn’t bowing or scraping nearly as much as I might have assumed. Barely a mi’lord mentioned.


I really should throw away everything I thought I’d known about the past.


The woman was still watching me. Great. Was this going to be another “conversation” with a wall?


“Look,” I said, “can we—”


“Let’s cut the lies, stranger,” she interrupted. “I know what you really are.”







 

[image: A roughly triangular stone slab stands among a handful of smaller stones. On the slab is a petroglyph of a human that has fallen on its head. Above are five slashes, and the sun pulls free of the horizon to rise higher.]


“You…do?” I said.


“This is a good village,” she said, “with a strong and diligent thegn. Yet, they don’t have much. Why upon the lands would you pick here to run your scam?”


Scam?


“Oil with a stencil to create the burned-out figure,” she continued, “which I’ll admit is ingenious. Scattered pages of text is nothing new, though I’m shocked you were brazen enough to take one from an offering. But the demands you made of the thegn? Ridiculous.”


Ah… She thought I was a grifter, come to bilk the locals. It was an apt description of a dimensional tourist.


“Next time,” she added, “flinch at my boasts. I find it incredible that you could put so much preparation into your scam, but do so little research. You look exactly like an aelv—even shaved your beard—but you couldn’t do a little playacting? How can you be so incompetent yet capable at the same time?”


Play along, my instincts said. You can ride this.


“The hit to my head,” I said to her. “Did you have to swing so hard? When I woke up, I barely remembered what I’d had for breakfast, let alone what my plan was.”


She grunted, arms still folded, golden curls wobbling as she shook her head at me. “You can’t be alone. Those messengers have your accent.”


“Yeah,” I said. “They’d have told your father how to get rid of my haunting. Then I’d appear in the night, give him a scare, to encourage him along.”


“Why do you think Ealstan is my father?” she asked.
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