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Prologue 

Here Be Spoilers for the Previous Books


Many years ago, on the night his daughter was born, the mayor of Schlafendorf had a vision. 
The vision depicted the new babe grown to a warrior.  The mayor saw blood and pain in her future.  And his prophecy set her on a course to become the hero he had dreamed.
With the help of her friend, Thomas, and a rather reluctant wizard, the girl trained herself to face monsters and to slay them.  She earned a magic sword and used it to save her people from a dragon that had crossed into their bright village from the dark world called the Outlands.  
And then, with Thomas, she went over the bridge herself to seek out the source of evil and give it challenge.  
That mission ended in the blood and pain that was once foretold.  The events of Chloe's birth prophecy had come and gone.  
But what remained for the young hero?  Were her adventures in the Dark World over?  Or was her return only the beginning?
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Chapter one
Empty Spaces


On a beautiful day, a girl walked across the village square. The girl was called Chloe. The village was called Schlafendorf. But a visitor (if there had been any) wouldn’t know that because an old man was sitting on the sign. 
“This is from my mother,” said Chloe, taking a wrapped pie out of the basket she was carrying and offering it to the old man.  
Zebedee, who was the town elder, grinned toothlessly at the fourteen-year-old, who was dressed today like any village girl, in skirt and blouse.  
When Chloe had returned from her adventure in the Dark World, she had seen first to the care of her injured friend, Thomas.  When he was safe, she had cleaned his blood off her armor and polished it and stowed it under her bed.  Her mother had washed the stains from Chloe’s padded jerkin and breeches and put them away too.  
Standing in the square, Chloe reached back to scratch the empty place where her scabbard used to stretch across her back.  Her sword now hung proudly where her father, the mayor, had placed it: over the mantel in her parents’ house. 
"After all," the mayor had said, "the prophecy is over.  Chloe is home, and the village is safe.  The wizard’s knight will allow nothing else like that horrible dragon to cross the bridge from the Outlands."
In the square, Chloe’s eyes strayed to the gleaming knight-shaped golem the wizard had created with magic.  It stood, never moving, its gaze fixed stonily upon the bridge.  
“He don’t talk much,” said Zebedee, nodding toward the guardian.  “Never sleeps.  Must have rheumatism like me,” concluded the elder.  
“Comes of standing around in that tin suit summer and winter, I reckon.  Chills the bones, then overheats them,” Zebedee explained.  “Hard to sleep with rheumatism.”
Chloe listened respectfully to these words of wisdom, then turned away.
“Going to see the wizard, are you?” guessed the elder.  
“I’m going to see Thomas,” Chloe corrected.  “But first I’m going to the farm to do Thomas’s chores.”
“Ask the wizard for a remedy for my feet,” called the elder.  “He’s a healer now, I reckon.”
Taking leave of Zebedee, Chloe set off barefoot down the dirt track to the farm of Thomas’s uncle.  (Like most folk, she went barefoot when it was warm to spare her boots wear until winter when they were needed.)  
From a way off she saw the farmer pause in his hoeing and knew he had seen her.  But she also knew he hadn’t been watching for her but for his nephew.  Thomas was still recovering at the wizard’s cottage.
“I can do the work myself, you know,” said the farmer, his sagging face rising to a smile as she drew nearer.  “I’m not as old as Zebedee.”
“I’d rather help you than sit around with my fingers in a loom,” Chloe answered truthfully.  She removed a pie for the farmer and left her basket on the tilting porch.  Then she took the hoe from him and wielded its blade ruthlessly against the weeds.
The farmer chewed his lunch silently, his gaze straying time and again in the direction of the wizard’s cottage.  
When she was done with the garden, the farmer followed her to the barn.
“Abner and I get along fine here by ourselves,” the farmer said, giving the old plow horse a pat on the neck.  
“He don’t plow as fast, mind.  But that’s more for his sorry mood, missing the boy,” he explained.    
“And then there’s the chicken house,” the farmer mentioned while Chloe mucked out Abner’s stall.  “Loose boards need seeing to, so as to be good and tight come the winter storms.  
"Of course, Thomas can fix those things when he gets back,” said the farmer hopefully.  “It’ll be soon now, the wizard says.”  
Chloe straightened up and looked at him.  “I’d better mend it while I’m here, just in case,” she said.  
When she was done with the chicken house, she went to the farmer’s house and stuffed a few holes with rags to keep the mice out.  She heard chirping and realized the chimney would need scrubbing out in a few weeks when the birds nesting there had finished raising their brood.  
“It’s no hardship for me to give up cooking,” said the farmer, leaving the birds in peace, as was his way.  “And Thomas won’t complain when he comes home.”
“I don’t like cooking either,” Chloe admitted.  “Anyway, Mama will keep sending pies,” she said, then added, quietly, “or she might bring them herself next time.”  
She went to the barn again to give Allisande her afternoon milking.  She leaned her forehead against the cow like Thomas would and took long pulls at the teats with her strong hands.  
But Allisande swished her tail and turned her great head to stare, wondering where Thomas had gone.
When the chores were done, Chloe packed a basket of early greens and eggs to take to Thomas’s mother and his brothers and sisters in their cottage upriver.  
It had been weeks now since Chloe had returned across the bridge with Thomas’s broken body in her arms.  She had been trying to fill the space that Thomas had left while he lay healing in the wizard’s cottage.  But there was no end in sight.  
Of course, the end is almost never in sight, is it?
She left the farmer sitting on the porch, watching the long, empty meadow, looking for his nephew to come home.  
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Chapter two
The Healer and His Patient


Chloe set off across the meadow with her basket over her arm and a pitcher of milk in her hands. She didn’t look for the wizard’s cottage, for no one can find a wizard’s house by looking for it. 
Instead, she noted the fox that darted away through the tall grass and the birds and insects that flitted among the late summer wildflowers.  These were things that would interest Thomas and cheer his recovery. 
The wizard was usually away when Chloe visited Thomas, but today he answered her knock.  That is, the mage opened the door…and his mouth.  But it shut again (the door, preventing Chloe from seeing whether his mouth was still open).
Muffled through the door, she heard the wizard say to someone, “What did you do that for?  How are you even strong enough to slam a door?”
There was a silence, followed by “Try opening it with paws the next time you want to go out!”
But, eventually, the door opened again, revealing the wizard—now with his familiar, the cat, Tabitha, on his shoulder.  
“Apparently, we were just leaving,” muttered the wizard as he stumbled forward with the cat’s tail waving before his eyes.  “Important wizarding work, you know,” he explained.
Chloe stepped back to give room as the mug of mint tea he was carrying sloshed dangerously.
As he passed her, she heard him hiss to the cat, “There!  Are you happy?” 
Chloe shrugged off the strangeness of wizards.  Inside the cottage, she found Thomas sitting up on the cot with a blanket over his legs.  
“Mama sent you one of her pies,” she said.  “One for the wizard too.”
“Thank her for me,” said Thomas.  “I get tired of magic porridge.  How are Abner and Allisande and the others on the farm?” he asked.
“They’re all fine, Thomas,” she answered.  “You’ll go back to work soon.”
Chloe knew by the way he looked down at his lap that he didn’t agree with her.
“I have work here that I can't do,” Thomas said.  “I was supposed to patch these cracks,” he added with a nod toward the end wall of the cottage where several cracks showed in the mud plaster.  
Chloe surveyed the wall practically.  Then she took out the linen towel she had used to wrap the pies.  
It was a rather bad example of her own weaving.  Besides being uneven and slubbed, it also had grease stains from the pies, a smudge of black ash from the fire, and a dribble of mustard gravy.  But, at least it was large enough to cover the cracks when Chloe tacked it to the wall.
It may be hard for you to imagine that every piece of cloth in the entire village was made by hand over the course of hours and days and weeks and months.  And all of it was made using thread that was spun by hand too.  
Chloe’s padded breeches had taken her mother weeks of weaving before there was ever cloth enough to sew and quilt with wool felt for padding.  And, when the wizard burnt the ancient tapestry Winifred had first used to cover the cracks, he had destroyed a very valuable thing that could not be easily replaced.  
Of course, it doesn’t do to question the work of wizards.
Outside the window, Chloe noticed the mage swaying on his feet.  He reached a hand to the plum tree to steady himself then frowned into his tea mug.    
“What sorcery is your master working out there anyway?” she asked, disobeying the rule about questioning wizard work.
The wizard’s apprentice smirked toward the window.  
“Just avoiding you, as usual,” he said dismissively.  “Suddenly, it pleases him to be a healer.”
“He can heal you, Thomas.  He said so.”  There was a pleading note in her voice that sounded wrong even to Chloe’s ears.
“Since when do you believe in him?” the boy scoffed.  And, yes, that was worse—to hear Thomas so defeated.
Chloe looked around for another topic of conversation and her eye fell on the wizard’s magic trunk.  She knew Thomas could ask it for information on any topic and an invisible servant would provide a book.
“I thought you’d be reading like you used to,” she said.    
“Have you been training?” Thomas asked in turn.
“No,” Chloe admitted.  The silence stretched.  It was strange to have nothing to say to Thomas after all the years of talking about the prophecy.  
“My father gave a speech to the town council yesterday,” she remembered.  “It was about my ‘providential destination’,--at least, I think that’s what he said.”
“It behooves us to remember…” mimicked Thomas in the mayor’s deep voice.
Chloe laughed.  
“Papa wants to turn the well into a fountain, and put up a plaque,” she told him.  “Only, Owain pointed out that we couldn’t do without a town well.  And, lacking any knowledge of pipes or plumbing, Jim Potter said the best he could do anyway would be more of a birdbath.
“And then Clydas said we ought not to favor birds but make it a pig-bath instead,” she went on.  “And Aldreda said he ought to look to bathing himself.  And Clydas answered that he would give his pigs precedence."
She watched Thomas’s eyes as he chuckled, waiting for a warmth that didn’t come.  
“I suppose the pigs are the heroes now it’s over,” he said with a wan smile.
Chloe fell quiet.  
“Is it really over, Tom?” she asked at last.  “I feel like I’m walking in a dream.”
“It’s more like we’ve woken from a nightmare,” said Thomas, "and lucky to come back when we did," he added, looking down at his broken body.  
Chloe thought about Ma Spider, killed by the dragon.  And there were many in the Dark World, killed by creatures called Guardians.  Gone never to return.
“After all," Thomas went on, people are still waiting for King Arthur to come back.”
Chloe sighed and said, “Maybe someone built a birdbath, and he thinks his adventure is over.”

      [image: ]Outside, Chloe remembered to ask for Zebedee’s remedy.
“Yes, of course,” said the wizard, turning from her quickly.  “It’s a simple matter,” he called over his shoulder.  
The wizard had a habit of averting his gaze when the town’s hero was around.  It made him seem shifty (as people are who have secrets, even if they don’t remember them).  
But, then again, maybe it was the cat’s fault.  The girl had often noticed the wizard distracted by his familiar, who stayed underfoot, forcing the mage to keep his eyes down to avoid tripping.  
The old man zig-zagged around the cottage yard, making a show of scooping up leaves and shaking pollen from flowers into a handkerchief.  
“When will Thomas walk?” she asked.
“Oh, any day.  Any day.  These things take time, you know,” said the wizard, as he waved sparking fingers over the handkerchief.  
“But he is improving?” asked Chloe.  Her eyes narrowed as the wizard’s hand jerked suddenly, accidentally setting fire to his sleeve which he quickly put out by dousing it in his mug.  
Then he handed over the handkerchief twisted around a sodden lump.
“Here you are, young lady,” said the wizard grandly, while the tail of his sleeve dripped tea on her feet.  “Simply mix it with warm water and soak the affected area until healed,” he said without meeting her eyes.
“My thanks,” said Chloe, but the wizard and his cat were already ducking back into the cottage.  
She pulled the ribbon from her hair and tied the square of cloth.  Then she tucked the bundle carefully into her basket among the greens and turnips.  She still needed to bring food and news to Thomas's mother upriver.   
As she headed back across the meadow, Chloe didn’t trip where the stone used to be (I mean the magic stone, of course--the one the wizard and Thomas had pried up and used to power the knight).  But, she did slow, stepping over the hole, and felt a shiver go down her spine.  
“Feels like someone’s walking on my grave,” said the girl to herself.  Then, with a sigh, she slung a last look over her shoulder before striding on.  
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Chapter three
Destiny


It was only a little while later that the wizard heard a knock at his door and opened it to find the mayor of Schlafendorf in his front yard. 
The mayor was struggling to keep concealed some object beneath his cloak.  This wasn’t easy because the object was large and flat, and the mayor was short and round.
“There’s a hole in your path, you know,” said the mayor, by way of greeting.  
“It’s not my path,” corrected the wizard irritably.  “I never invited anyone to walk across the meadow and invade my privacy.  What are you doing here anyway?”
The mayor chuckled.  “Why, I hope a man can visit a friend, even if he is a wizard,” he said.
“Friend?” said the wizard, lowering his eyebrows and peering under them at the mayor.  “What makes you think we’re friends?”
The mayor laughed like a man who believed his friend was teasing him.  
“Did I not greet you on the very day you arrived in our village?” he said.  “And have I not visited you regularly? (Even when you took a four-year magical nap.)  And have I not always believed in your goodness without any proof or demonstration on your part?” said the mayor.  
The wizard scowled at this, but the mayor continued.
“Furtherally," added the mayor with an innocent grin, "haven’t you eventually fulfilled every request which I asked in friendship?”  
“Never mind," insisted the wizard with another scowl.  "I don’t want to talk about it.”
The mayor chortled in an irritating manner, clasping his hands across his round belly and the flat package.  
“Then it’s good that I’m here to see young Thomas,” said the mayor.  “It’s official business, you know.”
“Thank goodness it has nothing to do with me!” said the wizard, deciding that the pang he felt was not disappointment but was related to the woozy spells he’d been having lately.  “I’m much too busy to waste time with chatterboxes!”
Of course, It was difficult to look busy in the small cottage when Thomas was on the cot and the mayor had perched himself on the only chair.  (Having no help from Thomas in chopping firewood, the wizard had already burned the log Thomas had long ago brought in to use as a stool.)
I really could use another chair, thought the wizard.  Or maybe a bench.  
Having nowhere to sit, the wizard crossed his arms, closed his eyes, and stood himself up like a broomstick in the corner, meditating on the possibility of magically making a bench out of porridge.  
I made a knight in armor, after all.  How hard could a bench be?
Of course, when the mayor spoke to Thomas, the wizard couldn’t help hearing, even though he wasn’t listening:  
“Now Thomas, I have a job for you of the utmost importation,” said the mayor grandly.
“I can’t do much right now, sir,” Thomas apologized.
“You are wrong on that point, my boy,” countered the mayor.  “For, in fact, you can do something not a single able-bodied man, woman or child in the village can do--not counting wizards, of course,” he added with a glance toward the corner.  “You can write those squiggles that educated men use for remembering things.”
At the word “remembering” the wizard flinched, and reminded himself not to listen.
“What is it you want to remember, sir?” Thomas asked warily.
“Why, the prophecy, of course!” declared the mayor, “and how it all came true and therefore aught be remembered like other things that are over with.”
“You want to remember Chloe’s destiny?  But you always kept it secret,” said Thomas.  
“Only to protect my child,” said the mayor.  “And, as it turned out, the secreticity had no effect on the outcomings of the destiny in question.”
Destiny? wondered the wizard, who always listened to his own thoughts, even if he never listened to anyone else’s.  
I suppose a game program is something like a story: a story of the journey forward against odds and competitors, encompassing ups and downs, and, finally, winning or losing.  If the outcome were predicted ahead of time, it would seem like destiny, he supposed, from inside the game.  
But the prophecy is about the girl, he puzzled.  Which is odd, since she's only one of the characters. 
Meanwhile, the mayor was telling Thomas, “I wish to erect a monument with a plaque.  It will tell how you and Chloe left the village in quest of monster and mayhem…”
“No, no, no!” shouted the wizard suddenly.  “There is no way these children could have left the program--I mean the village--and I will not hear otherwise!” he declared.
“Suit yourself, Your Wizardship,” said the mayor.  
The mayor and Thomas waited until the wise man had poked his fingers into his ears and was yammering nursery rhymes to himself.  Then they continued their discussion.
“But what words do you want me to write?” asked Thomas.
“Simply tell the all of it, young man,” advised the mayor.  “Begin with the prophecy and end with the moment that you and Chloe returned.  Think what squiggles are necessary and scribe them to this plaque that Roley Mason has made,” said the mayor.  
Then he unwrapped the flat object he had been carrying under his cloak.  He laid the flat slab of slate gently across the invalid’s lap and added a sliver of the soft stone called chalk.
“It will be a fine thing for the town to have and a tourist attraction as well,” the mayor was saying when the wizard interrupted again.  
“Tourist attraction?!” he exclaimed, forgetting that he meant not to listen.  “But no one can enter the village.”
“That was before the danger was ended,” said the mayor, "and Chloe's destiny proven.  It may be that now others will come like you yourself did.”  
“Impossible.  The village is protected,” declared the wizard.  
The knight was a perfect guardian, he told himself.  If Chloe and Thomas, or anyone else, had tried to enter from outside, it would have vaporized them on the spot.  
No.  The knight couldn’t have let them return.  So they must never have gone in the first place or they wouldn’t be back.  
The wizard didn’t have an answer for where they had been or how Thomas had been hurt, but they couldn’t have been outside the program.  He was as sure about that as he ever was about anything.  
While the wizard was convincing himself, the mayor stood to leave, and, in doing so, noticed Chloe’s towel tacked to the wall.  
“I see you've found some artwork to cover those awful cracks,” he said to the wizard—loudly, in case his friend was still not listening.  
“Quite an interesting use of color,” the mayor remarked while Thomas hid a smile.  
“I especially like this yellow bit,” said the mayor, pointing to the mustard gravy.  “It gives me a feeling of warmth and satisfaction.”  
Then the mayor turned again to Thomas and said, “Now you get to work, young man, and don’t get up from that bed until you have completed the plaque.”
“Yes, mayor,” Thomas promised as the mayor bid him goodbye and bustled out.  
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Chapter four
A Place Worth Saving


Near sunset, while the mayor was still out, the mayor’s wife, Winifred, arrived home. There she found her daughter with storm clouds in her eyes. 
“You’ve been to see Thomas?” Winifred asked.
“Yes, and the wizard,” said Chloe.  “He gave me that!” she said, flinging a pan onto the table with a clatter.  Then she scampered up the stairs to her bedroom. 
Winifred lifted the handkerchief covering the pan and found it full of something gray and lumpy.  
“Is this porridge?” she asked.
“It’s for Zebedee’s feet,” Chloe explained, pounding back down the stairs with her breastplate under her arm.  “I added the warm water like the wizard said, and that’s what it made,” she spat.  
Winifred watched her daughter tearing around the room, pulling things out of the cupboards and putting them back in disarray.    
“He’s not getting better,” Chloe raged.  
“Zebedee?” asked her mother.
“Thomas!” said Chloe.  “And all the great wizard knows is porridge.  Some healer,” she scoffed.
Turning, she knocked over the drying rack by the fireplace, spilling her father’s clean underwear into the ashes.  This brought the girl to a halt.
“I’m sorry,” she said to her mother, biting her lip.
Ignoring the underwear, Winifred took the ribbon from the table.  She felt the tension in her daughter’s shoulders as she tied back Chloe’s fiery hair.
“Perhaps you should have patience,” said Winifred carefully.  “You know Thomas would await you forever.”
“But I can’t wait for him,” Chloe admitted.  “The Outlands are in peril.  The common folk have given up.  And the nobles allow monsters to roam the skies and streets.”  
“Is such a place worth saving?” Winifred couldn't help wondering.
Chloe didn’t have an answer for the simple reason that she had never asked the question.
Winifred sighed.  
“I know what you’re looking for,” she said at last.  She led Chloe to the trunk in the chimney corner.  It was the one she sat on every evening to knit stockings or do something else practical while her husband talked.  
From inside, she removed a fine dress of new cloth suitable for one’s wedding day.  
“I thought you would need this first,” she admitted, “and perhaps these,” she added, setting aside some baby clothes that Chloe hadn’t managed to destroy in childhood.  
Removing next the padded tunic and leggings, freshly washed and folded, she said, “I had thought to save these to show your children.”  Then she sighed and said, “But I suppose you’ll need to wear them again first.”  
She handed the fighting clothes over to her daughter, kissing her cheek as she did so.  “Bring these back to me,” she pleaded.
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Chapter five
Guesses


Lying in the wizard’s cot, Thomas didn’t have a lap. But the wizard's cat, Tabitha, suffered the hardship by lying on his stomach. 
To pass the time, Thomas often played a game of trying to decide if the black patterns in Tabitha’s silvery fur were different than they were yesterday or the week before or if, really, everything had stopped changing since he’d fallen from that building in the Outlands.  
That morning, however, he had a job to do.  Thomas sat up (creating a lap, and then nudging the cat off it) so he could hold what the village mason had made: a clean rectangle of dark slate.  
He knew he should begin his task.  But the story, as he had lived it, encompassed fourteen years of his and Chloe’s lives.  (In fact, it takes two whole books-full of words to tell.)  
“I’ll have to write small,” said the boy, sharpening his chalk on the edge of the tablet.  
At the table, the wizard grunted absently as he spooned porridge into his mouth.  He had woken by falling out of the chair in which he’d been sleeping every night since Chloe had put Thomas in his bed.  So he wasn’t in a mood to chat.  
Tabitha joined him at the table, but she didn't say anything either. 
Thomas rolled the chalk in his hand.  The problem was that he didn’t want to think about the Dark World--for that is how he
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