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Chapter 1 

This is not about time travel. For sure, I’m not where—or more importantly, when—I 

want to be, but in the end that’s neither here nor there. So to speak. It doesn’t matter. The 

wherefores and whatnots just aren’t something I can waste too much time thinking about. 

I sure wasn’t thinking about it when the big ginger-headed rugby player was giving me a 

close-up look at the business end of a sword. A real gods-honest sword. The rain was hammering 

down over both of us, and he was in a murderous frenzy, shouting unintelligibly at the top of his 

lungs, and what I was thinking was more along the lines of “Holy shit, that guy’s shoving a sword 

in my face! A real gods-honest sword!” 

Or perhaps, “What the hell is going on?” 

Almost certainly, “Crap, crap, crap; I don’t wanna die!” 

Hell, I don’t know what I was thinking, but it must have been something along those 

lines. Cause that’s what I yelled as I cowered in the mud. 

“Crap, crap, crap; I don’t wanna die!” 

Not exactly inspiring dialogue, but it checked Mr. Murderous Frenzy for a moment. The 

sword didn’t go down, and berserker’s scowl didn’t leave the broken-nosed face, but he took a 

half-step—make that a quarter-step—back and paused in his shouting. 

He wasn’t alone. There was a woman behind him, sodden in the downpour, and two or 

three other men. And—holy shit—someone else lying dead on the ground. Not one someone 

else, but like three of them. I could tell they were dead because of the large amounts of blood 

running dark in the mud and rainwater around them. That and the fact that one of them was 

missing half his head—the half that held his brains in. The brains that were now getting drenched 

in the downpour as they lay in the mud beside him. 

Christ. Just like my brains were about to be. Somehow I’d fallen into the clutches of a 

band of sword-wielding axe murderers. Sword murderers, I guess. Hell, at least I’d make the 

news. How many serial sword-murder victims can there be out there? You know, other than 

those three right there? 

Mr. Frenzy shouted something again. Not another tirade, just a handful of words—but it 

wasn’t any less threatening in delivery. I found myself involuntarily scooting backward, but that 

just urged Frenzy and his Bugs-Bunny-couldn’t-pick-this-thing-up sword toward me again. I 

threw my hands up in a desperate sign of surrender, and Frenzy bellowed out again. This time 

there was a touch of familiarity to his shouting. 
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I thought I made out “Qui etes vous?” somewhere in his tirade. French? That would 

make sense, actually, since the last thing I remembered was Bourbon Street. Thing is, French 

isn’t exactly my native tongue. I took two years in high school, cause, you know, you gotta take 

some foreign language. Latin was too geeky and pointless and Spanish too, I don’t know, too the 

thing everyone took. I took another year or two in college, for pretty much the same reasons. I 

got Cs. And hadn’t uttered a word of French since. Our conversation wasn’t destined to be too 

deep. 

But that was OK, cause all I wanted to say was “Please, God, don’t kill me!” I got as far 

as “Ne” (having overlooked the “s’il vous plait” in my rush to get something out), but the French 

for “to kill” wouldn’t come to mind, if it had ever been on the lesson plan to begin with. Je kill. 

Tu kill. Il/elle kill. No matter: No sooner was “ne” out of my mouth than Frenzy was lunging 

forward once more, his shouting back on full volume. 

I was scrambling backward again, or at least doing my best while simultaneously trying to 

grab any low-hanging clouds I might be able to reach. Mr. Frenzy was advancing, but the woman 

came forward and put a hand on his arm. One of the other guys was coming up too, a nice long 

knife in one hand. You know, in case the sword didn’t do the trick. 

She said something to him, this time definitely in French though I couldn’t make out the 

words. But it sounded very French-like. I think. She kept glancing at his face as she spoke, 

though her eyes were mainly on me. 

Her hair was covered under some kind of cap and she was wearing a long dress, sort of 

rust colored and in several layers. It looked like something from a renaissance faire, only fancier. 

Fancier, but also less—I don’t know—less perfect. Like the very cloth had a bit more grain, a bit 

more unevenness than something off an industrial loom in Indonesia. She was soaked through, 

and the dress clung to her, sodden. The long hems were spattered and soaked with mud. You 

spend that sort of money at a ren faire, and this is how you treat your dress-up clothes? 

Suddenly I was afraid. No, that ain’t right. Mr. Frenzy had taken care of afraid, zipping 

me right through to utterly terrified. Frankly, I was glad for the soaking rain; the puddle of piss 

between my knees would have been a lot more obvious on a bright, sunny day. So maybe it’s 

more accurate to say the nature of my fear took a sudden lurch in a new direction. 

Of course you don’t treat your dress that way; the dress you spent 400 bucks on at the 

ren faire. The hand-embroidered dress. The one with jewels. Made of hand-died wool. Hand-

woven hand-died wool. No, that dress you keep in a special cedar chest, where it lays in precious 

care until next year’s ren faire. This—this is how you treat your everyday clothes. On a bad day. 
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I gaped in silence for a few seconds, while they stared equally silently at me. Finally I 

managed to stutter, “Who the hell are you people?” 

They flinched. Holy shit, they flinched at me. 

Don’t get me wrong. Murderous Frenzy didn’t cower; the flinch was little more than a 

flicker. The lady and knife-boy started visibly, though, and Frenzy immediately edged forward, 

the sword, which might have dropped half an inch when the lady came forward, snapping right 

back to attention. If my arms had dropped half an inch as well, they snapped right back up again 

too. 

But the lady gripped Mr. Frenzy’s arm and looked at me intently. “Vous etes Anglais?” 

she asked. Then she said something that was utterly incomprehensible, but sounded like 

someone trying to fake a Scottish accent while talking backward. 

Vous etes Anglais? If Madame Parkin hadn’t failed me back in 10th-grade French, the 

lady was asking if I was English. 

“Um,” I said, which was pretty much how I’d started every sentence of French back in 

high school. Got me a C back then; I’d settle for the same now. “Non,” I forced out. “Um, 

Americain.” 

The lady’s eyes narrowed briefly as she considered that. She glanced at Mr. Frenzy—

maybe I should call him Sir Frenzy—and then back at some other guy a ways behind them, past 

the bodies I was trying so hard to ignore. A bit of a shrug seemed to pass between them. Frenzy 

muttered something to the lady in a questioning tone, never taking his eyes from me. I didn’t 

catch the first bit, but the second word was “Deutsche?” 

She shook her head slightly at that, then returned her attention to me. She rattled off a 

couple of questions, but I couldn’t follow her at that speed. Plus, she didn’t have Madame 

Parkin’s high-school-teacher standard of enunciation. In fact, her French was dreadfully accented 

and frankly sounded a bit sloppy. Not exactly A-grade stuff. Not by Madame Parkin’s standards. 

“Um,” I repeated, emboldened a bit by this realization. Emboldened enough to attempt a 

complete sentence. The first sentence you learn on your first day in high school French, granted, 

but then there’s probably a reason for that. 

“Je m’appel Martin.” My name is Martin. I didn’t know quite whether to stick with the 

normal pronunciation of my name, or to Frenchify it, which would sound something like “mare-

tan” with a roll of the R and the merest hint of the N at the end. My uncertainty tripped my 

tongue, and what I said wasn’t the one or the other, but some mish-mash that was barely even 

recognizable to me. If anything it sounded like I was announcing I was from Mars. 



 

Untitled Chapter 1, part 1 page 4 ©2010 Charles M. Ryan. All rights reserved. 
DRAFT www.charlesmryan.com DRAFT 
 @charlesmryan 

The lady edged forward, her hand still on Sir Frenzy’s arm. Her next words came slowly, 

like she was speaking to a child with partial hearing loss. And who rode the short bus. “Comment 

etes vous ici?” How are you here? 

Christ, how did I get here? I looked around. We were in a forest, on a muddy trail, in a 

downpour. This wasn’t the French Quarter, and it sure as hell wasn’t the Holiday Inn Express. 

Pine trees. Rocks. Hills rolling away under the trees to either side. Hell, this wasn’t even 

Louisiana. 

That fear, that chill, so much deeper and more frigid than the hot, adrenalin-fuelled 

terror at the end of a sword, seeped back from the crevices into which it had slunk under the 

glare of Madame Parkin’s memory. My stomach was becoming a ball of ice, and I could only 

manage a shrug. A slight thing, I’m sure, but I’m equally sure my face told a broader story. A 

more anguished story. 

The lady looked back at that other guy. He was dressed in a long cloak. Equally ren-

faireish, equally coated in embroidery, and equally soaked and spattered with mud. I couldn’t see 

much of his features, but got the impression he was balding under the cloth headcovering tied 

beneath his chin. Not old, just balding. His only weapon was a long walking stick, but I didn’t 

sense he was the fighting type. Not that you can’t whack a guy’s brains out pretty good with a 

long, heavy stick. But he didn’t seem to have the same stance, the same predatory readiness, as 

Sir Frenzy or even Knifeboy. 

Baldy shrugged, more definitively this time. His eyes went wide and the corners of his 

mouth went down in an exaggerated expression of “how the hell would I know?” 

Lady turned back to me, taking a half-step forward as she called out: “Celestine!” 

Celestine? How many of these people were there? Frenzy, Lady, Knifeboy, Baldy, and 

now Celestine. And back behind all of them stood four or five horses. No, not just horses—a 

couple horses, and two or three mules. Or donkeys. Or maybe asses. Hell, I couldn’t really tell 

you the difference. Are they all actually different animals, or just different names for the same 

thing? 

And—shit—two more guys, jogging up the trail to join us. Guys with axes. And big long 

bows. And more renaissance faire clothing. Making seven of them, plus the three dead dudes. 

And their brains. 

Lady called something else to Celestine, though I couldn’t understand it, and the latter 

fumbled around with the mules a bit before approaching with a bundle in her arms. A blanket, 

maybe. 
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“Avez vous frois?” Lady asked me, pulling her arms together in front of her with hunched 

shoulders, as if miming someone wrapping closely in a snugly fleece. Are you cold? Her eyes left 

my face, flickering down only briefly at my crouching body. I glanced down too. 

Holy shit. I was naked. Buck-fucking-naked. The mighty white ape, unclothed. Exposed. 

Right there before God and everybody. 

If Frenzy’s frenzy had me crouched into a tiny ball before, I was an iota now. A speck. 

Houdini was never so small. The low flying clouds were forgotten; my arms were clasped in front 

of me with vice-like tenacity. I tried my best to hide my entire five-eleven frame behind two 

skinny forearms. 

Sir Frenzy straightened, and so help me God I think there was a bit of a smile on his face. 

Or at least a smirk. The sword came down a bit, though I had no illusions about where my 

brains would be ten nanoseconds after I made the slightest unwanted move. 

Celestine approached. Lady, Frenzy, and Baldy were all—I don’t know—my age, maybe, 

or a few years older. In their 30s, I’d say. Celestine was a teenager. She was also wearing a ren 

faire dress, fancy like Lady’s but covered in a cloak, both densely mud-trimmed. Her hair was 

covered, but a fair amount had spilled out. The colour was indeterminately dark with wetness, 

and a little curly. She approached like she’d been told to carry a blanket to an angry, confused, 

naked tiger, and crossed herself as she paused a step or two away, eyes on my feet. But a word 

from Lady sent her forward, the blanket held at arm’s length. 

I wrapped myself up, rising cautiously under Sir Murderous Frenzy’s watchful eye. The 

blanket was wool, and felt scratchy even against my numbed skin. It smelled like the mule 

(donkey?) it had been strapped to. It was warm, or should have been, but even so, and even with 

the rain letting up, I was if anything feeling colder. 

“So,” I said, my shaky voice not even attempting the French. “Where do we go from 

here?” 

*          *           *  

I’ll say one thing for being hog tied, half naked, and dumped in the mud: It gives you time 

to think. 

Thoughts like, “I could try to escape while they aren’t watching, but where the hell 

would I go in this God-forsaken forest?” 

And, “Plus, they would hunt me down and kill me in, like, six-point-eight seconds. What 

with their outdoorsy hardiness and mad medieval skills.” 
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And, “Where the hell am I, anyway?” 

Given enough time lying on your side, in the cold mud, with your hands and feet slowly 

turning purple under the pressure of the knots, you could theoretically get in a lot more thinking. 

Or you could go my route, and pretty much think those same three thoughts over and over. 

The others had set up a camp alongside the muddy trail, cutting down a couple of trees 

to open an area large enough to set up a sort of overhead tarp. Not sure that would be copacetic 

with the Forestry Department, but I was beginning to consider that the Forestry Department 

might be a very long way away. Like maybe 600 years away. 

No, that was crazy talk. A ranger was going to show up in his Ford Explorer any minute 

now and save my ass. Aaaany minute now. 

I was right about Sir Murderous Frenzy. At least the Sir part. His name, it seemed, was 

Stephan. Sieur Stephan. Sieur being French for Sir. The lady’s name was Madeleine. Ma Dame 

Madeleine, she was called several times. My Lady Madeleine. Lying in the mud beneath the edge 

of the tarp, just outside the warming radius of the small fire they’d built under its center, I could 

make out snatches of their conversation. Clearly, I was the day’s topic of conversation. 

Despite the Sieur and Dame thing, I didn’t get the impression Madeliene and Stephan 

were an item. They were obviously the honchos of the group: While they sat, Knifeboy went off 

to tend the horses and Celestine built the fire and started putting some food together. Baldy—

Gaspard, it turned out his name was; I didn’t hear any Sieur—seemed more on a par with 

Madeliene and Stephan, but it was hard to tell. He spent a lot of time stroking his chin and 

looking enigmatic. And staring at me. Madeliene and Stephan asked him a lot of questions, few 

of which I could follow, but didn’t seem to find his answers satisfying. 

Finally, as Celestine passed out plates of something steamy and stewlike, Stephan rose 

and stepped over to me, a plate in his hand. He wore a—well, I’ll be blunt, it looked like dress, 

though not as long as the women’s. I wasn’t about the share that assessment with him. It was 

dark blue, with a white cross centered on the chest. Two belts were strapped around his middle, 

from one of which hung his sword, thankfully tucked into a scabbard at this point. 

He gave the plate a brief motion that conveyed the entirety of “sit up, I’ve brought you 

something to eat.” I struggled to my butt, but indicated my bound hands with a brief glance over 

one raised shoulder. Stephan seemed to consider, but only for a moment. He had taken the 

measure of me, and knew exactly how much of a threat I was. 

Not that I was a complete wimp. I’d spent six years in the National Guard, paying my 

way through college. Light infantry, so the real thing—at least for one weekend a month and two 
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weeks a year. Basic training, PLDC, and even Air Assault school—they’d put me in the best 

shape of my life, and I could pound out 70 push-ups at a time, push through a 12-mile hike in 

three hours with rifle and a 60-pound ruck, and survive (admittedly just survive) a five-mile run. 

But that had been a decade ago, and though I was still pretty fit I had never been what 

you’d call terribly strong. I’d been handy with a SAW and reasonably good at getting a fire team 

through a react-to-ambush exercise, but I’d never seen real combat—I was out before 9/11. 

Mano-a-mano against Sir Stephan, the maniac rugby player with three feet of steel? There was no 

way. He knew it. I knew it. He knew that I knew it. 

It wasn’t just the build and the big honking sword. There was something else. In the 

Army we’d have said he was hardcore, but that seemed almost flippant now. My unit had once 

trained with a guest NCO from the British army, a guy who’d fought in the Falklands and done 

peacekeeping duty in Cyprus and the Sinai. He radiated a sense of physical prowess, a 

certainty—a genuine certainty—that there was no situation on the horizon he couldn’t handle—

no man in the room he couldn’t take down. 

I’d only known Stephan—if “know” is the right word—for a couple of hours, but it 

didn’t take more than a few seconds to see that he had this on steroids. It wasn’t just the 

attitude; the sense that in his life he’d soundly beaten much tougher men than I. It wasn’t the 

broken nose or the scar under his left cheekbone or the commanding stance that, while a manly 

asset in its own right, isn’t necessarily related to experience in combat. There was something 

else—maybe the build of a body that wasn’t just tough, but belied a toughness bred into it, 

trained into it from childhood. Maybe the eyes, that sized up everything they fell upon. Assessing 

threats. Thinking two steps ahead. 

Yeah, or maybe he was scary tough dude with a sword and a bad attitude, and I was a guy 

who’d pissed in the mud. Either way, I wasn’t about to throw down with him. 

Stephan set down the plate and reached over my shoulder, untying the knots. I grimaced 

as I flexed my hands, drawing them around to pull the donkey-scented blanket a bit tighter about 

my shoulders. 

“Vous avez faim,” he said, handing me the plate. It was more a statement than a 

question. You’re hungry. As he sat down on the log in front of me, his foot made a brief, 

thoughtless motion, casually kicking the end of his scabbard out of his way. Something about 

that motion, a quick little gesture he probably didn’t even realize he’d made, clenched my abs 

again, the ball of ice reforming. That wasn’t the move of a guy who spends his weekdays in an 
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eight-by-eight cubicle. That was the move of a guy who sits down with a sword strapped to his 

belt every day. Every day for many, many years. 

“Lady Madeliene,” he began, speaking in French to the half-deaf kid on the short bus, 

“thinks maybe you are a devil.” 

I had the beat-up tin plate in one hand, and a chunk of bread loaf in the other. The 

appearance of food had conjured some rumbling in my tummy, despite the iceball, but now I 

found myself frozen, staring up at him. Let’s review our 10th-grade French, shall we? “Un” means 

“a,” not “the.” That would be “le.” So at least I’m just a devil. Not the devil. 

That’s good. Could be worse. Still, if I’m a devil, they’re going to burn me at the stake or 

something. Isn’t that what they did? Or was that witches? 

“Gaspard says maybe you are the shade of the dead man, though he cannot explain why 

you look nothing like him.” 

Okay, the dead man. That’s progress. We’re only two or three more steps away from 

someone who doesn’t get burned at the stake. 

“I don’t think they are right. I think you are flesh and blood.” 

 Yes, I thought. Flesh and blood! Harmless flesh and blood that definitely should not be 

burned, stapled, or mutilated. My mouth wasn’t taking part in the conversation, though, and 

continued to hang slack-jawed and as motionless as the rest of me. Besides, I don’t think I knew 

the French for “mutilated.” 

I summoned a heroic effort to regain my language skills and control of my body. I must 

have been subtly inspired by Stephan’s Middle-earthian machismo, though, for the words that 

came out of my mouth were a surprise even to me. 

“If you cut me,” I said, “I will bleed.” 

God, what was I thinking? Of course he did it; I knew he was going to do it as the words 

slipped off my tongue. One hand reached out to where my upper arm emerged, bare, from the 

blanket, grabbing a half-inch of flesh between forefinger and steely thumb. Yes, even his thumb 

was steely. 

The other pulled a 10-inch knife from his belt, and before I could even blink slashed a 

solid gash across the pinched flesh. Guess what? I bled. 

I hissed, but refrained from the string of expletives such an injury would have incited at 

any other time. Inspired by the machismo again, I guess. Blood ran down my arm in a couple of 

fast-moving threads, to drip from my elbow. I wasn’t going to bleed to death or anything, but it 

was probably the worst cut I’d had since I ran into the sliding-glass door to our porch when I was 
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14. It had been open just a few minutes before. If I’d been home now—wherever that was—I’d 

be grabbing the car keys and headed for the ER. I’m sure there would have been three or four 

stitches in it for me. I was equally sure that wasn’t in the cards now. 

Stephan nodded, dropping my arm. “You do indeed,” he said. “So, how did you come to 

be?” 

I noticed I had crushed my bread. It was stale—not stale like Wonder Bread a day past 

the “best by” date, but stale like a supermarket baguette left on the counter for a week. The hard 

chunk had broken into fifteen or twenty fragments, most of which were now in the mud. 

Miraculously, my plate of stew remained unspilled. 

“I don’t know,” I said. I wasn’t sure exactly what to say—I mean, I truthfully didn’t 

understand what was going on. But more to the point, visions of bonfires hadn’t completely left 

my head. Don’t mind me, I’m just visiting from 2009. What year is it here, anyway? No, that 

wasn’t going to set anyone’s mind at ease. 

I drew a deep breath and started slowly. “I don’t think I’m from—” 

But Stephan had suddenly straightened, his head swivelling sharply to the side. 

“Cyril!” he hissed, but Knifeboy was already in motion, grabbing a saddle and dashing 

toward the horses. Stephan barked a series of quick orders to the two guys with axes and bows, 

one of whom was apparently called Gigot, though I couldn’t catch the name of the other. In 

three great steps Stephan had crossed to the other side of the tarp, grabbing a shield and helmet 

along the way. By the time he had the shield on, the biggest of the horses—a gigantic black thing 

that would make the Budweiser Clydesdales swoon—was saddled and standing restlessly on the 

trail. 

I glanced at Madeleine. She and Celestine were at stark attention, eyes focused down the 

forest track like everyone else’s but mine. She had risen to standing, her feet planted firmly and 

chin raised just a bit. Celestine was behind her. She looked a tiny bit less confident. 

I could hear now what they were reacting to: A clop-clop approaching up the trail. My 

knowledge of horses is limited to what one can learn from Clint Eastwood movies, but it 

sounded like a trot rather than a full-on gallop. 

Stephan was in the saddle now, fitting a great big can of a helmet over his head with one 

hand. He turned halfway back, and Knifeboy—Cyril—threw him a big long spear. He caught it 

deftly, lowering it to his hip in one smooth motion. Of course. 

He wasn’t wearing any armor, but the getup was pretty convincing without it. The giant 

coffee-can helmet, hiding his face behind a few slots and holes. The shield, flat on top with a 
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pointed curve on the bottom, painted blue with a white cross to match his tunic. Or whatever 

you call it. The lance. The sword. The enormous horse snorting and pawing the ground with 

hooves the size of dinner plates. Holy shit. 

Cyril had come up behind him, a smaller sword of his own in hand. Gigot and the other 

axe dude had disappeared into the trees. Madeleine stood tall under the tarp. The sound of the 

clop clops slowed, then stopped just out of my sight, maybe a hundred feet or so down the trail. 

From behind Madeleine, Celestine glanced in my direction and for a moment our eyes 

connected. Her face was nearly expressionless, tainted with just a touch of apprehension. I 

thought it was this mysterious newcomer, but then I realized it might be me, left unbound and 

unattended. It crossed my mind then that this might be my chance to escape. I don’t think that’s 

what she was afraid of. 

I gave her a faint smile, but it might have come across as a grimace. 

“Allo, Sieur Stephan!” a voice called out from the direction of the newcomer. It was the 

voice of a young man, a kid maybe even. 

Stephan lay his lance across his lap, freeing his hand to reach up and pull off his helmet. 

“Come forward!” he called back. 

The clop clops resumed, slowly, and a horse came into view. A tall, gangly boy sat astride 

it, saddleless and looking only vaguely more comfortable than I would in his shoes. Or lack 

thereof. They stopped a couple lengths from Stephan, and the boy slid from the horse’s back. 

The animal, its job apparently done, began to nose about in the grass. 

The kid doffed his flopsy hat before Stephan, then glanced at Madeleine and made a 

short, awkward bow. If he noticed me at all, he made no sign. 

“I am glad to have found you!” he exclaimed, somewhat breathlessly, and trying to direct 

himself simultaneously at Madeleine and Stephan. “I bring word from something-or-other.” He 

didn’t actually say “something-or-other,” of course; I made that up. It was more like “bwah-de-

hayloft.” But I’m pretty sure that wasn’t exactly it. 

“It is Gilbert, is it not?” Madeleine asked. 

“Yes, Ma Dame,” the boy answered. 

Madeleine’s eyes narrowed. “Go on, then, Gilbert. What word?” 

“It is Etien, my lady, Compte de Namur,” the boy continued, still working a bit to catch 

his breath. Madeleine didn’t react, but I could see Stephan turn his attention from the boy to 

her. Celestine straightened. 

“He has come to Bois de Haillot, my lady,” the boy said. “His troops are on your land.” 
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