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Chapter one
The Vision


The Age of Battles was long over.  The castle stood in ruins on the Tor, and the village below was peaceful.  And yet, on the night of his daughter’s birth, the mayor foresaw a warrior.  
He was sitting by the fire, exhausted after hours of waiting for the baby.   He might have thought himself dreaming, except that the creak of the bedroom door had just wakened him from a doze.
Opening his eyes, he saw the aged midwife, clutching a bundle gently to her chest.  Old Alys raised her gnarled hand.  And, suddenly, a scene blazed across the mayor’s sight clear as the emblem on a lord’s banner!  
There was a young woman with red hair streaming in the blast of a storm.  Lightning flashed, showing rain slanting like arrows in a fierce wind.  The warrior maiden stood on the bridge--the very bridge he strolled past every day but which no one dared to cross.  She gripped a weapon in her hand and blood was splashed across her armored chest-plate.  Her face was streaked with black, and a cross glowed red upon her forehead.  Worst of all was the look of agony upon her young face.
Then the babe mewled.  And the mayor blinked away the vision to see the midwife still beckoning.
“Best to see what’s before you, mayor,” said the wisewoman cryptically. 
“So get off your duff!” she added less cryptically.  
“I’m coming, Alys,” said the mayor.  
He rose from his chair and stumbled toward the bedroom like a child walking for the first time.  Inside, his wife, Winifred, lay smiling.  He stepped thru the doorway and took the baby.  It was a girl with wispy red locks.  
“I’ve brought every soul into this village,” the midwife said.
The mayor nodded.  No one could remember a time when the wise-woman wasn’t around.  Some believed Old Alys was a witch.
The crone stepped close again and smoothed the tiny brow with her clawed fingers. 
“This child,” she told him, “is special.”  
Of course, the mayor knew that already.  He gazed down into the pink face, vowing to do all he could to protect his daughter from her fate.    
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Chapter two
Out of the Outlands


NINE YEARS LATER 
It was a beautiful day.  Sunlight twinkled on the river.  As a newcomer crested the arch of the bridge, he stopped to inhale as if it were his first breath of a new life.
Looking around, he saw the grass on the hills was as green and neat as someone’s garden.  And the village was like someone’s idea of what a fairy tale village should look like.  Above it, on a cliff overlooking a farmer’s fields, stood castle ruins.  They gave the scenery a romantic sense of history.    
The stranger, impatient as the first discoverer of a forgotten land, pushed forward over the stone bridge and stepped down on the other side of the river.  Beside the bridge was a road marker constructed of stacked stones which possibly bore the name of the village.  
I say “possibly” because the sign was covered by an old man who was sitting on it.  The old man could always be found there at midday when the sun had warmed the stone.  But the visitor, who was arriving for the first time, wouldn’t have known that.  
“What a nuisance,” grumbled the newcomer.  
“Excuse me,” he said to the inconveniently placed person.  “Perhaps you can tell me where I find myself.”
But the old man remained still upon his makeshift bench with eyes closed.
“Excuse me,” said the visitor again.  And then, louder, “Hello?”
Frustrated, he stepped forward, waving his hand before him until it bumped solidly against the hunched shoulder.
“Eh?” said the old fellow, opening his eyes and mouth wide with a start.  “What are you doing?”
“Oh, uh, sorry,” said the visitor, hastily stepping back.  “I was looking for an interface.”
The elderly man cupped a hand around his ear.  “What did you say about my face?” he demanded.
“Never mind,” murmured the newcomer.  
“Eh?” said the man.
The visitor took a deep breath.  
“CAN YOU TELL ME WHERE I FIND MYSELF?!” he shouted.  But the answer came hurtling from some distance away.  
At the sound of slapping shoe leather, the visitor turned to see a roundish gentleman striding toward them at what was clearly his top speed.  The portly man’s embroidered mantle (that’s a kind of cloak) flew out around him and the feather in his soft cap bobbed.  The hose on his plump, pumping legs were dyed blue (the left) and yellow (the right).  And, around his neck, hung a great gold chain which jingled as he crossed the village square and finally huffed to a stop in front of the newcomer.
“Did I hear someone speak of finding himself?” gasped the man, nearly breathless.  “You must be a philosopher, sir,” he guessed, blinking.
“Uh, well, I…” began the newcomer uncertainly.
But the old man who was sitting on the sign nodded and said, “Zebedee’s the name.”
The visitor glanced from the old man to the round one.  
“The village is called Zebedee?” he asked hopefully.  
But the portly man shook his head with a hearty chuckle.  
“No, no.  Zebedee is the name of our town elder,” he explained, laying a hand on the old man’s shoulder.  “And I am the mayor,” said the mayor.  
“Allow me to welcome you to our fair village,” he went on.  “Indeed, I am the official welcoming committee as I am the town’s only official, and I am welcoming you.  I am glad to engenderate your acquaintanceship and to be at your service!” he added with a bow that nearly dragged his chain of office on the ground.
The mayor raised himself and waited expectantly, but instead of introducing himself, the visitor only muttered, “I’m not called Zebedee, then, thank goodness for that.”
The mayor squinted at the visitor.  “I see you are not eager to give your own name, sir, and I quite understand,” he said.  “Everyone knows that a name holds the power to enslave--look at Rumpelstiltskin, for instance, but, then, you’d know all about that,” he said with a wink.
“I only meant to ask by what name the village is known,” stammered the newcomer in confusion.
“Known?” said the mayor.  “Why this village is little known.  I might even venture to say that it was un-known.  It’s an out-of-the-way place you’ve found, sir, not on any map I’d wager.  Just ask our wise elder here,” he suggested, gesturing to the old man, who nodded agreeably, shouting:
“Can’t hear a word!”  He frowned, adding, “Everyone mumbles.”
The visitor decided to put the mayor to the test.  “I wonder then whether you can tell me the name of this place?” he said while watching the mayor sharply.
The mayor froze.  For seconds, his face was a mask so still a passing bee hovered round the pink curl of his ear looking for pollen.  Then, under the visitor’s eye, the portly man’s forehead suddenly smoothed and his cheeks crowded upward in a relieved smile (and the bee went on its way).
“Why Schlafendorf is the name of our little town,” he said, rocking back on his heels.  
“Really?” said the newcomer.  “Never heard of it.”  
“And yet I have certainly heard it and said it many times myself over the course of my life,” the mayor assured him confidently.  “You can believe the name has never left my mind from the moment I heard it.  And let me be the first to welcome you to it.  Or I would be, if you hadn’t already had words with Zebedee here,” he added with a gracious gesture toward the old man.
“That’s what I’d like to know!” shouted Zebedee irritably.
The mayor nodded respectfully.  “That’s Zebedee, always on top of the question of the hour.  AREN’T YOU, ELDER?” he shouted. 
“The old man who came over the bridge, that’s who!” declared Zebedee.
“Old man?” asked the visitor, patting his chest.  He was surprised to find his fingers tangled in a long white beard.  
“Ah, of course,” he said, looking down at his wrinkled and spotted hand.  He probed his memory delicately but found no image of himself to contradict the one that rippled below him in the river.  And he did feel weary, as an old man should.  No doubt that was why he had retired to…Schlafendorf.
“OF COURSE, HE’S OLD!” the mayor was shouting in the elder’s ear.  “YOU’VE NEVER SEEN A YOUNG ONE, HAVE YOU?  It takes time to learn all the spells and secret languages, I suppose,” he added to the newcomer conversationally.  “Plus, the magic taxes your strength, I imagine,” the mayor guessed.  
Magic? The visitor wondered to himself.
“IT’S NO WONDER HE LOOKS A MIGHT PAST HIS PRIME,” the mayor said to Zebedee.  And then to the visitor: “Why, it’s clear to anyone that you’ve come to our little village to take a rest in our…”
“Pies!” suggested Zebedee helpfully.  “That’s all I can eat these days because my teeth fell out.”
“You never heard a truer word, sir,” declared the mayor, nodding and smiling as he turned again to the visitor.  “Heed the intellidense of the Elders, I always say.”  
“Intelli…?” 
“Sagacitations,” agreed the mayor.  “Direct from the horse’s mouth, you might say.”
“You might say it, but…” the visitor started to respond, but the mayor had already turned again to Zebedee.
“WE’RE KEEPING THE WIZARD FROM HIS REST!” he shouted.
“Ah ha!  A wizard is it?” murmured the man-who-now-knew-he-was-a-wizard to himself.  “How appropriate.”  He swung his arms in the long sleeves of his dark robe which he now noticed was speckled with white stars and moons.
“You oughtn’t to walk in those,” Zebedee remarked, staring at the pointed and curled toes of the wizard’s slippers.  “Bad for your feet.  No support.”
“Wisdom of the ages,” remarked the mayor proudly, patting Zebedee on the shoulder.  Then he looked toward the center of the square where someone had left a bundle of rags piled against the stone wall of the village well.
“Angus!” called the mayor.  “Get over here and make yourself useful.”
The pile of rags scrambled to its feet, revealing itself to be, in fact, a man wearing rags who ambled slowly toward the little group.
“Once your feet gets bad, there’s not much you can do,” Zebedee was lamenting.
“This is Angus, the town beggar,” said the mayor to the wizard.
“Pleased to meet you,” said Angus, whipping the ragged hat off his head and holding it out slightly as he bowed, as if to collect rainwater in it, though the sky was clear.  “How may I be of service?”
“Try a salt soak,” suggested Zebedee.
“Show the wizard around town,” suggested the mayor.  Then, turning to the wizard, he said, “I must notivate my wife of your arrival.  I will call upon you later, sir,” he added with a bow.
“I don’t want…,” began the wizard, but the mayor was already bustling away down the street.
“Always on the run, always in the know, always busy,” said the beggar, shaking his head.  “Makes me tired to watch him,” Angus admitted.  “He and I are in the same business, you might say, representing the village.”
“He mentioned a tour,” said the wizard, turning expectant eyes on the beggar who shrugged.
“This is our village,” Angus said, spreading his arms to take in the village square and the one street each to right and left.  “Now, we’d best be off.”
“Wait,” said the wizard, laying a hand on the beggar’s dirty sleeve and immediately regretting it.      
“I don’t see a library,” he said urgently, taking in the squat houses that lined the riverbank.  “Where do you keep the books?”
“Books?” asked Angus.  “The likes of what a nobleman sets up as trophies, you mean?  There ain’t been any noblemen here since the Age of Battles,” the beggar declared.  “And they didn’t live in the village but in the castle on the Tor anyway.  More defensible, you see.  Until it wasn’t.”
“No books,” said the Wizard, disappointed.  “Then what is there to do?” 
Angus shook his head.  “Being as how they can’t read anyway, folks mostly do other things.”
“Other things?” asked the wizard blankly.  
Angus shrugged and answered, “Work, play, pass time together on the street.  Lifting a cup at the tavern’s not bad,” he suggested.
“I have no intention of becoming involved with the locals,” announced the wizard. 
“As you wish, sir,” agreed the beggar good-naturedly.  “But there’s no books in this town—unless you brought them here yourself, of course.”
Angus gestured toward a trunk which the wizard suddenly noticed was sitting beside him.  It was constructed of wood and leather.  The wide iron bands that reinforced it were marked with strange runes and mystical symbols.
The visitor sighed.  “Of course,” he said.  “My trunk.”  
“I suppose you’ll want me to lug it for you,” said Angus.  Returning his hat to his head, he threw the heavy box onto his back where it bowed him down like a tree in a high wind.    
“I’ll leave it short of where it’s wanted, of course,” the beggar added.  “And I’ll set it down hard so as to guarantee disorder to whatever’s inside,” he explained as they walked past the edge of town, down a dirt track, and across a meadow buzzing with insects and dotted with spring flowers.  
“A reputation as a no good lay-a-bout doesn’t just fall on you,” Angus went on.  “I take pride in my work like anybody.  Now if you’re in need of any type of time-wasting or lolly-gagging, just you come to me, and I’ll set you up proper.”
“Thank you, no,” said the wizard firmly.  “I don’t need help of any kind.  I don’t want...well, anything.”   
As he followed the bobbing shape of his trunk, the wizard wondered if the man was going to want a tip and then worried how much to give.  This was just the sort of thing that made being around people so difficult.  He couldn’t quite remember, but he thought he’d expected something different before he’d arrived.  That was the difficulty of traveling without your memory, he supposed.  
When they stopped, the wizard felt of his robe, which, of course, had no pockets.  His hands brushed a jingling purse at his belt instead.  However, Angus would not allow him to drop more than two pennies in his hat.  
“The poor are always with us, so it’s said,” he replied affably, “and we must all do our part to keep it that way.  How would it be if I earned more money than I could easily profligate?”
The beggar had dropped the trunk in the grass and sat down on it, wiping the sweat off his face with his dirty blouse.
He smiled, revealing blackened teeth.  “It’s my calling in life, you see,” Angus explained.  “Everyone needs one.  Now, if there ain’t nothing else you need of me, I know a place I can rub these two coins together and make ‘em disappear so as to return to my proper state of destitution.”
The beggar raised himself and shambled off through the tall grass.
“But don’t leave the trunk here,” began the wizard.  “Where am I to…?”
And then he caught a glimpse, out of the corner of his eye, of a building he could have sworn wasn’t there a moment before.  The wizard whirled to face a lonely but charming half-timbered cottage with a thatched roof and roses climbing up the stone chimney.
Gazing upon it, the wizard said to himself, “So, this is home.”  
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Chapter three
Darkness and Danger


The mayor’s wife was surprised to learn of the wizard’s arrival.  As far back as she could remember, there had never been a newcomer to the village.  Of course, no one in the village had been alive during the Age of Battles.   
Only the troll had seen that long ago time and the many warriors who had come to assault the fortress on the Tor.  But, even so, as far as she knew, none of them had been wizards.
“I was stupefacted to meet him,” the mayor told his wife.  “My brain refused for a moment to remember the name of the town, which I’ve surely known all my life!”
Winifred nodded thoughtfully as she straightened her wimple and took up her market basket.  But it was not the name of the town nor her husband’s forgetfulness which bothered her.  
“Why has he come here?” she asked as she left the house and strolled beside her husband.  
“A wizard is a man of destinature!” he explained, greeting the wainwright with a wave.  “He takes charge of fate and writes his name upon the page of history!  One might as well ask why we are here if not to serve his uses.”  
Winifred reflected that this was no answer to her question.  As the two of them walked along.  She nodded to the baker in his shop and the blacksmith at his forge and the miller making a delivery of fresh-milled flour.  
The town was very small, of course, so it was no wonder that they knew everyone.  It was also no wonder that, in short order, they arrived again at the very place where the events of this story began.
“Might this wizard be dangerous?” Winifred worried.
“My dear,” said her husband, as they approached the bridge, “any wizard is dangerous.  They play with mighty powers, you know,” he said, raising his voice.
“ASK OLD ZEBEDEE IF YOU DON’T BELIEVE ME,” he added.  They both looked at the town elder who was still sitting on the road marker.
“Might be warts,” commented Zebedee.  He stared at his feet, “Or bunions.  I can’t bend down there to see.”
The mayor’s wife lifted the cloth in her basket and discovered a meat pie which she had brought for the elder’s lunch.
“Of course, in our special case,” the mayor said quietly, “a powerful wizard is just what’s wanted.” 
“Just what I wanted,” Zebedee echoed, shoving the pie into his toothless mouth.
“You’ve said the very thing, Elder!” said the mayor with more volume.  Then he drew his wife a little away into the shade cast by a giant oak tree.  Its limbs spread to shelter the village’s stone well on one side and reached nearly half-way across the broad river on the other.  
Leaning closer to his wife, the mayor said, “Great power may protect our Chloe from…you-know-what.”
Winifred clasped her empty basket.  “It’s been nine years since your vision,” she said. “I had hoped you were mistaken about you-know-what.”
Her husband gazed over the bridge and across the wide river toward the world outside the village.  
“Destiny can be no mistake,” he said grimly.  “Nor can we simple folk change it.  But this wizard may have the power to remeliorate the danger involved.”
Winifred walked thoughtfully to the well and drew a dipper of water for Zebedee.  As they returned to the end of the bridge, she said to her husband, “But surely this great man has some purpose of his own.”
“Going to walk in the creek barefoot,” announced Zebedee, who, having finished his pie, was once again contemplating the issue of feet.
The mayor patted his wife on the arm.  “Winifred, my dear, that is just the point.  If we do our best to please him, this great mage may find it in his heart to do a favor for us in return--in secret, of course.”
“The secret is mud,” asserted Zebedee when he had sucked down the water and returned the dipper to the lady.  
“I have a good feeling about the wizard,” said the mayor, the feather in his cap bobbing.  “In fact, if it were possible, I should have ordered a wizard long before this!”
The mayor glanced around to see the milkmaid crossing the square and the butcher slopping his pigs.  He lowered his voice and drew his wife back into the shade of the great oak.
“In the meantime,” the mayor said quietly, “it behooves us to let Chloe have her childhood.  We must keep all the darkness and danger of my vision and her destiny a secret.”
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