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Chapter one
Time Passes


In a little rose-covered cottage in a broad meadow in an enchanted village called Schlafendorf, a wizard sat dozing by the window. 
Suddenly, he awoke.  
“What a nightmare,” he muttered, rising stiffly from the cottage's one chair.  His quilt dropped in a puddle at his feet.  
“There was a dragon with cursed treasure.  It did something awful…” he trailed off as he noticed the window panes were completely frosted over.    
“How did that happen?” he asked.
He tried to shrug off the image from his dream: a coin rolling from the dragon’s mouth—a coin with an eagle on each side.  Coins usually had different pictures on each side, didn't they?  He didn’t know why it bothered him.  Meanwhile, the shrug had turned to a shiver.  
He rubbed his arms through the thin sleeves of his wizard robe and picked up the quilt to wrap around his shoulders.  Something about the coin had been more frightening than the ugly teeth which had held it.  He distinctly remembered turning from the scene and staggering into the cottage.
“I sat down in that chair,” said the wizard, remembering the pink of summer sunset shining through the window.  His cat, Tabitha, had curled herself in his lap.  At the time, his hands had been shaking too hard to stroke her--but not from cold.  Because it was summer.
“I must have dozed off,” said the wizard, hugging his beard for warmth.  “Except of course, that it was a dream to begin with, wasn’t it?” he reasoned.  “A child can't slay a dragon."
“I slept in the chair all night, I suppose, as it’s morning now,” he told himself.  “But how did the windows frost in summer?  And when did I take the quilt from the bed?”    
While he was puzzling, a knock drew him to the door which he opened to discover the world draped in white and the mayor of Schlafendorf draped in knitted woolens from toque to leggings.
“Well, well!” said the mayor from behind his scarf.  “I’m pleased to find you stirring at last.” 
“It can’t be winter!” blurted the wizard irritably, looking past him at the snow.
“You and I are of a mind, Sir Wizard,” said the mayor agreeably, stamping his feet and bustling inside.  
“As I said to my Winifred," he went on, "‘twas only yesterday these plums hung by the door of yon wizard’s cottage, fat and ripe in the morning sun.  And now here they lie in a crock.’  And she says to me, ‘They’ll lie in the crock all winter if you don’t take the jam to the wizard.  He may want to dollop a taste of summer into his winter porridge.’  And so, here I am,” said the mayor, brandishing the crock of plum jam, which was covered and tied in a bit of linen.
An icy gust caused the wizard to scowl and shut the door.  
“This has got to stop,” he said.
“A man of mysterical power such as yourself may be in a position to do something about the weather,” said the mayor.  “The rest of us are like to find the good in what comes to us, which is, today, the return of friendly company.”  
The wizard scowled at him.
But the mayor, grinning affably, set the crock of jam down on the table next to some shards of shattered pottery.
Shivering, the wizard pushed past him to the hearth, where there was no firewood.  With a shrug, he laid his wooden spoon in the grate and flung a handful of magical sparks to light it.  
“Young Thomas could split some logs for you and stack them,” noted the mayor, uncovering the jam.
“Thomas split logs?”  The wizard shook his head.  “The child could hardly lift a bundle of sticks,” he said absently.  
“Wait!” said the wizard, eyes sharpening as they fell on the crock.  Pushing aside the pieces of his broken porridge bowl, he put his finger in the jam and tasted it.  
“Plum,” he said.  “Did you say your wife got these plums from my tree?”  
“Winifred is ever seeking to ease the ills of those in need,” said the mayor with a nod.  “We all live by our own rules, you see,” he explained, “and that is hers. ’The wizard may need sleep now and food later,’ said she when she sent me to pick the plums last summer."
“My own rule is not to give up on a friend," admitted the mayor.  "And so I have visited every day in the hope that you…”
But the wizard had darted to the door and looked out where the stick of a sapling should stand.  Instead, he saw a young tree, its bare branches outlined by a layer of snow.  
“My tree is not old enough to bear fruit,” the wizard insisted despite what his eyes told him.
The mayor chuckled.  “Time passes,” he said, “most especially when you’re not looking.  The tree bears fruit, Thomas is nearly a man, and my Chloe is…”
“But it was only a nap,” interrupted the wizard, shutting the door and leaning against it.  He went on talking to himself—which was nearly as rude as sticking his finger in the jam had been.  
“It’s as if I’ve jumped forward in time.  Perhaps a code update or a memory refresh…,” he mused.  Already, it was hard to remember how things used to be.  Didn’t I have any other pair of shoes? he wondered, wiggling cold toes in the thin silk slippers.
“These cracks have gotten worse,” commented the mayor, pointing to the wall across from the wizard’s bed.  
"So not a complete reboot, then," murmured the wizard.
“Young Thomas could fill them with river clay to keep out the winter chill,” offered the mayor.
The cracks were indeed bigger than the last time the wizard had noticed them.  To tell the truth, he had always avoided noticing them if he could.  
“Has no one told you that people don’t like their flaws remarked upon?” the wizard snapped.  
The washerwoman was fond of pointing out flaws, he remembered.  But now his mind stumbled like a man tripping over a rock in his path.  In the dream, the dragon had killed her.  But the dream now cracked like ice on a frozen pond.
The witch died, the coin fell, and I…almost remembered.
“I’m the player,” he muttered shaking it off.  “If I paused, the game should have paused too," he said, speaking of things his visitor couldn't understand.  (This would have been quite rude if he had believed his visitor was a real person.  But, even so, he still might have done it.  Some wizards are like that.)
"I never liked change," he continued.  "It’s…uncomfortable,” he complained, pulling at the neck of his gown to tuck his beard inside for warmth.
“Too true,” agreed the mayor.  “Goodwife Rotrud has done her best to take over the washing duties since Ma Spider’s passing,” he explained.  “But, tis a fact that she lacks the magic Old Alys possessed.  Or maybe it's knowledge of herblore.”  He leaned forward and whispered, “Between you and me, my braies are itchier than I’d like.”
The wizard’s robes were indeed stiff and scratchy, and, when he looked down at himself, he found the deep purple color had faded to a dull brown and the stars and moons were dingy as if from years of improper washing.  His mind may have paused, but everything around him seemed to have aged.
“I didn’t come here to discuss underclothing,” said the mayor, which was a relief to the wizard.  “I came, as I have every day to provide what friendly comforts I could and prepare for your awakening.”
“It was you who covered me with the quilt!” the wizard accused.
“No need for gratitudations,” said the mayor cheerfully, “but you could allow a hard-working lad like Thomas to return.”
“To scold and contradict me, I suppose,” guessed the wizard, remembering how Thomas had blamed him for the dragon.
“If you wish,” agreed the mayor eagerly.  “The boy would gladly trade such chores for the privilege of learning at your feet.”
The mayor looked down at the wizard’s bony feet where they huddled inside pointy-toed slippers.
“A farm boy has no need of magic spells,” growled the wizard, remembering how the boy had doubted him.  
“But if a certain wizard had need of help—a strong back, a ready pair of hands,” said the mayor delicately.  “And if a kind young man were to see the need…”
“Thomas feels sorry for me, you mean,” said the wizard, moving to the table for breakfast and realizing that he had neither a magic porridge bowl nor a spoon to eat the jam.  In fact, the only dish in the house was now the kettle he used to heat water for tea.  
“I’m wrong about one dragon and he thinks I’m incapable of taking care of myself,” he ranted, “…of patching my own cracks,” he added, turning his back on the wall in question.
The mayor raised his pudgy hands.  “He merely noted that, over the past few years you've spent a lot of time alone with your cat.” 
“I have not!” denied the wizard.  “The cat isn’t even here,” he said.  
Only, at that very moment, he opened the water kettle to find Tabitha curled up inside it.  She rose and stretched and leaped out of the pot and onto his shoulder.
“Good thing I opened the pot before putting it on the fire,” he muttered to her.
The mayor tactfully ignored the wizard’s conversation with his cat.  Instead he explained, “The lad feels—well, we all feel, that you need a connection to the world.”  
“Ha!” said the wizard.  Tabitha struggled to keep her footing as he shook his bony finger at the mayor.  “I know more about the world than any of you.”
“Of course,” said the mayor humbly.  “Your heroic deeds in the Outlands are no doubt much in your memory.”  (But, of course, he was completely mistaken about that.)
At least, the wizard certainly hoped that he was.  He believed that he’d forgotten everything important before coming to Schlafendorf.  But then, things had happened since he arrived here—he saw again in his mind’s eye the dragon’s coin.  It had been so familiar… 
But, luckily, the program seemed to have scrubbed any connections from his memory.  He shook his head as if he could shake the image out too.
“We’ve had four years of peace and plenty since my Chloe slew the dragon,” the mayor was saying.  “But I couldn’t help noticing not noticing you,” he said gently.  “Time passes, and men change…”
"I don't like change," spat the wizard crossly.  "And I'll have you know that I am no different than I was yesterday or even when I first came over the bridge into Schlafendorf.”
The mayor chuckled.  “No doubt you are right, sir,” said the mayor.  “If there is anyone so unfluctuable as to practice the denialation of time itself it would be you.  But allow me to suggest that you allow Thomas to help with the day-to-day things. 
“For instance,” he pointed out, “just now your fire is going out.”
Without looking, the wizard flung sparks behind him and managed to set his oven mitt on fire.  
“I don’t need Thomas or anyone else!” growled the wizard, pitching the oven mitt into the fireplace on top of the spoon where it burned with a cheery glow.  “I can take care of myself!”  
But he couldn’t help asking, “Where is the boy, anyway?”
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Chapter two
The Ghost Tower 


Meanwhile, on the round hill above town, which was called the Tor, Thomas the farm boy dumped a basket of hay at a cow's feet. 
“Here you are, Allisande,” he said, scratching her back as she ate.  He looked around at the crumbling fortress which had once commanded the hilltop.  
“We brought your mother here when her milk dried up too,” he told the cow.  Then, remembering how the previous cow, Constance, had fallen prey to the dragon, he added, “It’s perfectly safe now, of course.”    
“Is it?” asked his friend, Chloe, who had, of course, accompanied him.
And Thomas turned to receive a snowball to the face.  
“Ambush!” he shouted, his deep voice echoing off the ruined walls as he ducked to scoop up some ammunition of his own.  
“Close the gates and man the ballista!” he ordered his nonexistent men-at-arms.
But the lone invader kept up a punishing barrage with well-aimed strikes until the young man ducked behind the peacefully feeding cow for safety.
“Surely you would not be so churlish as to strike an innocent,” Thomas challenged.
“I the churl!” responded Chloe.  “It’s you who have chosen the coward’s way by taking the beef shield!”
She fell, laughing, into the snow banked against the castle's northern wall.  
Thomas joined her there.    
“Pax then, and neither of us churls, as Allisande can surely attest,” Thomas said.
There were many sheltered spots among the ruins despite the deep snow atop the great hill.  Allisande would winter here safely so long as they provided fodder.  Like her mother before her, they had saved her from the butcher’s knife.  (Though Thomas's uncle, the farmer, was not as surprised this time.)
The friends sat for a while and watched the cow working mouthfuls of hay into swallow-able bites.  But, even before Chloe's eyes wandered to the corner beneath the north tower, Thomas could tell she was thinking of another adventure and a much darker beast.
It had been so long since the dragon had crossed the bridge and killed Old Alys, the washerwoman known as Ma Spider, that Thomas had begun to hope there would be no further call on Chloe to be a hero.  Still, the dragon, which Chloe had fought as a child with nothing but a sword, did not explain the prophecy.  
In her father’s vision, Chloe had appeared as a woman grown, a hero in blood-splashed armor and shield.  Thomas knew that Chloe had not forgotten her calling nor ceased to prepare for it.  
“I bet I’m tall enough now,” she said suddenly.  She scrambled up to run through the snowy ruins, leaping instinctively over lumps that turned out to be covered stones while Thomas blundered into them behind her.
Never mind.  He knew where she was headed.  
Chloe had stopped beneath the old east tower—what the children called the ghost tower.  No one had seen the ghost which was said to be trapped in the tower room when the stairs fell to ruin.  Even by climbing a nearby wall, a child still couldn’t see over the lip of the open window, and there had never yet been an adult brave enough to try.  
Thomas caught up in time to see Chloe take a running start and hoist herself to the top of the wall.  She shuffled out along the ledge, hopping a fallen section like a cat and inching her way forward until she was hard by the tower itself.  Here she leaned against the icy stones, and Thomas saw that the top of her snow-dusted red hair came barely higher than the window ledge.  
“Do you see anything?” he asked, his voice the same hoarse whisper it had always been when they played near the tower.
“I’m too short,” Chloe replied, to his relief.  But then she did something terrifying.  
She took one foot off the wall and stretched it forward to wedge it in a crack between two stones of the tower.  Then, as Thomas watched, the other boot left safety as well.
“Chloe, are you mad?!” called Thomas, watching her cling to the wall beneath the window thirty feet off the ground at least.  
Then she reached a hand up over the ledge, moved and replaced her feet in higher footholds and did the same again until both elbows were wedged in the window corners and she could pull her body fully through into the ghost tower.
Thomas didn’t know whether to sigh in relief or gasp in fear.
Above him, Chloe walked around the tower room, disappointed not to be immediately confronted by a spirit.  
“It’s just an empty room,” she called.  She leaned into a niche to gaze down the garderobe then inched to the edge of the crumbled stairs.  It was then, with her back to the room, that she felt the prickling of hairs on her neck.  
Chloe whirled and, with a gasp, dropped the knife that had flown to her hand. 
The room was now occupied by a kind of bed—or maybe it was a crypt, for the body lay more in it than on it.  But the body wasn’t dead, for she saw its chest rise and fall.  
From one breath to the next the image was gone, leaving the room empty again except for the leavings of mice and nesting birds.
Chloe retrieved her knife.
“Well, I saw the ghost,” she told Thomas when she’d climbed down.  “Probably caught napping when the fortress fell.  A lot of trouble to look at an old man sleeping.”  
“It was dangerous,” said Thomas, even though it was too late.  “You didn’t have to climb it.” 
But Chloe replied, “I’m fourteen summers old, Thomas.  If I’m not tall enough now to see over the ledge, tis likely I never will be.  Anyway, I’m done with waiting.” 
“You sure it’s not that you’re tired of brewing ale and watching the soup kettle and sweeping floors…” Thomas chided.
“And clearing ashes and collecting eggs and dipping candles!” Chloe agreed, nodding ruefully.  “The worst is all the counting.  How many crocks of pickled vegetables to last the winter?  How much mutton makes how many pies?”
“When to plant the peas, and how many rows, and how many eggs to leave for hatching,” Thomas chipped in.
“And how often to change the linens and when to take a bath.”  Chloe sighed, “There’s too much thinking in grown-up life.”
“I don’t mind,” said Thomas.  “It’s what I was made for, I guess.”  He was nothing more heroic than a farm boy.  Not for the first time, he wished his friend could simply be Chloe.  That had always been enough for him.
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Chapter three
A Wizard and His Familiar


After dozing for four years, it was no wonder if the wizard was a little restless. He paced the tiny cottage as he considered his situation. 
He wasn’t thinking, as you would: Why did I pause while everyone else went on with life?  The wizard knew he was different.  And he knew that what the people of Schlafendorf did the last four years wasn’t life.
“Suddenly there’s snow and jam and even a new laundress!” he complained.
He shuffled back and forth, muttering words like “processor” and “algorithm”.  Such magic talk would be gobbledy-gook to you or me, but the wizard’s cat sat on the table watching him intelligently with her big green eyes.
“Could the program be breaking down?” he worried, stopping to lean over the cat and stare into her inscrutable face.  
Tabitha blinked at him thoughtfully, allowing the silence to stretch.
“Oh, is it my turn to speak?" she finally said.  "I thought maybe you’d forgotten I knew how.  You’ve forgotten so many things.”   
“I dearly hope so,” said the wizard, mopping his brow with his beard.    
Tabitha gave a quick lick to the fur on her chest before saying: “You seem nervous.”
“Of course!” erupted the wizard.  “’Time passes.  Things change.’  That’s what the mayor said.  But they never did before, you see—not like this.”  
He waggled the end of his beard at her like a floppy finger.  “I tell you something made the program jump forward in
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