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Praise for "Dragon Time": 


 


"'Dragon Time' is a beautifully told tale.  It's easy to feel empathy for Katja; she has just enough flaws that we can love her, and not so many that we lose respect for her.  The play of plot and emotion was especially lovely; the ending satisfies completely, and the love in the story positively shines.  While the story has ancient treaties, magician-clockmakers, and, of course, dragons—everything needed for a good fantasy story—it's the love that stands out the most.  It's a story I'll go back to time and time again—pun intended."


 


- Keesa Renee DuPre at Tangent Online 


http://www.tangentonline.com/print--other-reviewsmenu-263/anthologies-reviewsmenu-107/595-fantastic-companions-edited-by-julie-e-czerneda 


 


 


"In 'Dragon Time,' Ruth Nestvold looks at a world years after Siegfried failed to defeat Fafnir.... Nestvold’s story is interesting and she creates an nicely realized Medieval German village based on the legends of the Nibelungenlied."


 


- Steven H Silver at SF Site 


http://www.sfsite.com/~silverag/companions.html
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Dragon Time


 


 


I collect time. My grandfather always said that because I'm a girl, I have no business fixing it, but there's no harm in me collecting. Squirrels collect, girls can too. 


What he doesn't acknowledge is that not only do I collect, I watch. Even though I am not supposed to fix time, I am good enough to be his assistant when he does. I watch while he takes apart the pieces of time and puts them back together again, watch as he cleans each small part, a magnifying glass in his eye and a neat row of tools on his workbench which look like those fashioned to build a house or fix a cabinet, only barely big enough for a doll. But my eye is good, and I can give him the jeweler's saw or the collet tool before he even asks. 


Because I collect time, I noticed before anyone else when time stopped. It was winter, and the Dragon Queen still had not returned to the capitol of Maresburg, when she should have returned at harvest. The hills rising up on either side of the river were dusted with snow, the vineyards below the trees looking like a patchwork of lines, plaid in shades of white and gray. In the valley, the brown of the turned fields was barely visible beneath the thin layer of snow. 


So why hadn't the queen returned from the King of Dragons? 


People worried, but not overmuch. Queen Dagmar had overspent her summers with her dragon before. Still, she had never stayed with him until the snow fell. 


I was at my illicit worktable, a fine watch with designs of the signs of the zodiac embellishing the numbers spread out in pieces in front of me, when I noticed that all the clocks and watches and other timepieces on my table and walls and shelves had ceased to tick. I had several broken timepieces, certainly, but most of those in my collection worked--I had fixed them with my own steady hands, hands not good enough to work the magic of time. Women can be queens and warriors, but they cannot be magicians. 


I ran down from my room to my grandfather's workroom. He was bent over the face of a large clock designed for a mantelpiece or a wall, its hands ornate and its numbers dark and commanding. Here too, time had stopped, Opa just had not noticed it yet. 


He looked up as I entered, his frown of concentration fading only slowly. "What is it, Katja?" 


"The clocks. Look at the clocks." 


Opa took the magnifying glass out of his eye and glanced around, cocking his head to one side. The ever-present ticking had stopped, pendulums hung still, and the clocks with hands for seconds were unmoving. His gaze fixed on a fine upright of oak with an inlaid design of beech. "I just fixed that one this morning," he said, a frown adding even more creases to his heavily lined forehead. 


"All of mine have stopped too," I said. "Something is the matter." 


"But what?" Opa asked. "I am the best time-maker in five valleys. Even the Dragon Queen comes to me." 


He was a good man, even if he would not let me fix time. That was more our world's decision than Opa's. At least he let me have my own room with a door that closed and had not yet forced me to choose a husband. In his own way, he was allowing me to practice his magic while still forbidding it, teaching me by letting me be his assistant, telling me which tweezer he needed when I didn't notice myself. 


I took one of his dappled hands in both of mine. "I will go down to see Petra, see if time has stopped for her family too."


Opa nodded. "Thank you, Kati." 


I took my heavy winter shawl down from the hook by the door, draped it over my head and around my shoulders, and let myself out of the front door of the shop. 


My grandfather's shop was perched halfway up the hill on the edge of the village with a perfect view of the dragon hill on the other side of the valley. Beyond our land and everywhere above the houses of the village, the patchwork of snow-blanketed vineyards covered the hills. Opa had once had a shop in Maresburg on Queen Street before I was born, which he sold to one of his assistants to buy the land here in Unterdrachenberg. But even though he was no longer in the capitol, people still went out of their way to bring time to him. 


I had barely made it down the path to the road through our winter garden of rapunzel and leeks and chard when a handsome young man with a wide smile and even wider shoulders stepped into my path. Georg, the blacksmith's son. I sighed. He had been courting me persistently and with a surprising lack of subtlety since early spring. 


Like now. 


"Kati!" He reached into his coat and held out the pocket watch he always wore. "My watch has stopped. Do you think your grandfather would have time to fix it?"


At least this time I had to believe his excuse to seek me out. I shook my head. "Time has stopped for us too. Everything. I was on my way down to the Wengerters to see if it is so for them as well." 


Georg gazed at me for a moment without speaking. "Everything? All of your timepieces?" 


I glanced across the valley at Drachenberg--the seat of the king of dragons, the beings who controlled us and had given us time. What did it mean that Queen Dagmar had not yet returned? 


"Everything," I repeated quietly. 


"I will accompany you to the vintager," Georg said, the tone of his voice expecting admiration for his gallantry. 


I continued to walk, allowing him to fall into step next to me. Why did I find him so uninteresting, now that he had begun to court me? As children we had played together, and while I had often been irritated at his sulkiness when he did not win a game, he and Petra and I had been like siblings the way we fought and loved and hated each other. 


Now I only loved Petra and avoided Georg, mourning the playmate of my youth. 


I was relieved when we reached the house of Petra's family, and I could say goodbye to Georg. It was a fine, low building of wood and stone with the vineyards that had made them prosperous rising up behind it. Petra Wengerter was not only the daughter of the richest vintager in Unterdrachenberg, she also had the blood of the Valkyries in her veins. With her heritage, she should have been in training for a warrior, but she was much more interested in the grapes growing on her father's hills and improving the quality of the Riesling or the Trollinger her family produced. Since her lineage was that of the Dragon Queens, though, if a new one needed to be chosen, Petra would be among those she would be chosen from. 


The house servant (something Opa and I couldn't afford, despite his many loyal customers) answered the door and led me to Petra's laboratory at the back of the house. I suppressed a brief feeling of envy--there were no social sanctions against women running vineyards as there were against women fixing time. 


Petra looked up with a smile, her reddish-gold hair catching the winter light from a high window. "Kati! I'll be right with you." She added some drops of something to a vial that appeared to hold a sample of red wine, placed the vial in a wooden frame made for the purpose, and turned to me. "What brings you here?" 


"Time has stopped in my grandfather's workshop. I wanted to see if you had the same problem." 


Petra gave me a sharp look and rose from her stool. "Stopped?"


I nodded. "Stopped."


Together we went into her family's sitting room and stood in front of the mantle clock of cherrywood. "Stopped," she repeated. 


If it was what I thought, my grandfather and I might not be fixing time for a while. The dragons had given us time; they could take it away again. 


"I think I will go to Maresburg, see if anyone knows anything else," I said. 


"I'll come with you," Petra said quickly. "I wanted to consult with the alchemist about some of the experiments I have been attempting to test the sugar and acid content of our wines." She was a true friend. She knew we could not afford a servant to accompany me to the city, and the roads would be safer with two than with one. 


We took the valley route, following the path above the road and next to the first terrace on the hills of vineyards. It was a fine winter day, the sun warm on our faces and the snow crunching beneath our boots. The bare trees on the opposite side of the road were dusted with snow, whiter towards the crown than on the lower branches, and in between, darker clumps of pines. Maresburg, the residence of Queen Dagmar when she was not with her dragon, lay down the hill and on the other side of the river below our small valley, perhaps an hour's walk when the wait for the ferry wasn't too long. 


We were on the path beneath the vineyards of Petra's family when a huge shadow fell on the snow at our feet, and a horrible screech rent the peaceful morning air. I instinctively pressed myself flat against the rock wall of the vineyard terraces, dragging Petra with me. She seemed to have frozen in place when the dragon winged over us. 


The dragon--huge and red, terrifying and beautiful, darkening the sky--gave another loud screech and let loose a wanton belch of fire on the nearby hill, setting the stand of trees at the top in flames and destroying a section of the vineyards in one breath. Petra cried out and I pulled her into my arms and put a hand over her mouth. If I wasn't mistaken, it was the king of dragons himself, and he was in a foul mood.


I had never seen a dragon so close in my life. As a child, I used to watch for them from my upstairs room in Opa's house, loved to see the way they would circle Drachenberg before landing and disappearing into their lair, but as I grew older and had to help Opa more on our plot of land or in his workshop, there was less time for lying on my bed and gazing out the window watching for dragons. 


But this one wasn't just a beautiful silhouette on the horizon. I prayed to the gods of thunder and fire and the goddess of battle that he would not see us. The winter day had grown warm, and even in the shade of the terraced hills I was sweating, while Petra in my arms shivered with terror. Through our thick clothing, I could smell the tangy stench of fear. 


Then another petrifying screech tore through the sky, lower and louder, and I looked to the south where the dragon call had come from. A huge black dragon was winging its way toward us, larger even than the red, its cries filling the air. With one part of my mind, I had to wonder if we would survive this morning, but with another, I could only stare in awe at the beauty of the creatures in the sky above us. As long as I could remember, dragons had never flown in the direction of the city, and now here was not just one but two of them. The dragons, only male, had to take human form to mate with women, but since the times of the Dragon Wars and the attempts by Siegfried and his warriors to wipe them off the face of the earth, they avoided men. Once, it was said, dragons had lived among us in their human form and only taken on their dragon form if needed, but now the opposite was true. 


The black dragon flew straight toward the red dragon and past him, stopping in mid-air and blocking his path. Keeping him from continuing on to the city with his murderous breath and his bad mood. 


The two dragons hung in the air above us, darkening the morning sky. I had never seen anything so beautiful in all the sixteen years of my life. Red and black they hung, their huge wings outspread, almost translucent in the winter sunlight. Their smooth, scaly bodies glinted and danced as they faced off, graceful and huge. 


The screeching became deafening, and Petra slumped in my arms, fainting from fear. I staggered and leaned against the stones of the terrace, trying to protect her as much as I could; it could draw attention to us. But the dragons seemed very caught up in each other, extending their necks in what looked like a threat, wings flapping in the sky to stay in place. Then all the energy and anger suddenly seemed to go out of the red dragon. His head slumped to his chest, and he allowed the black to herd him back to the dragon hill, both of them now silent. 


All the energy went out of me as well, and I slid down to the ground, snow and all, no longer able to hold Petra upright. I took her shoulders and tried to shake her awake; when that didn't work, I even slapped her face. No response. I didn't know what to do. I found myself crying, my friend's head nestled in my lap, my toes and backside growing cold. 


Luckily, another traveler heading for Maresburg found us before we had to freeze to death next to the road.


"Ho! What are you doing sitting in the snow?" 


I looked up, my heart beating rapidly. A finely dressed young man was approaching us on the path. He was tall and dark, but at that moment, I couldn't see anything threatening about him--the sight of another person who could bring help was too much of a relief. "My friend fainted when the dragons scorched that stand of trees above us."


The young man's gaze followed the direction of my gesture, his amber eyes narrowing. "Dragons, you say?" 


"Yes, there were two fighting in the sky here, one black and one red. Petra passed out at the noise they were making." 


The stranger looked down at Petra, a faint smile turning up his lips. "Then we will have to wake her, won't we?" 


Before I could react, he pulled Petra up and shook her so hard I thought her head would come off. 


"Wait, stop!" I scrambled up and stumbled. I wondered how long I had been sitting next to the stone wall--my feet were numb. 


Petra whimpered and opened her eyes, and my anger turned to gratitude, that fast. 


"No!" she squealed when she saw the man holding her. I had to say, I didn't see any reason in his countenance to squeal "no" that quickly, and I knew from many long, giggled conversations in her father's attic that Petra wasn't instinctively prudish. The alchemist she wanted to visit in town seemed to be her latest conquest. 


She pulled away from him and put her arms around me, leaning her head on my shoulder. The dark-haired man gave me a lop-sided grin. 


I returned it and stuck out my hand around the cringing form of my friend. "Thank you. I'm Katja of Unterdrachenberg, and this is my friend Petra Wengerter."


The stranger took my hand in his own warm, strong, capable hand and smiled at me--a smile I felt down to my freezing toes. "It's nice to meet you," he said. "I'm Lothar." 


"Are you from Maresburg?" 


"No."


"What brings you to these parts?" 


The smile left his face, and he glanced at Petra's back. "Business," he said shortly. 


Which reminded me that I shouldn't be trusting a stranger on the road. I released the hand I was surprised to notice I still held. Under my cloak, I felt for the dagger in the pouch at my waist. 


"We need to return to Unterdrachenberg to tell Petra's father about what has happened to his vineyards," I said. 


"I'll accompany you," Lothar said. 


I shook my head. "No need. It's not far. We'll be fine the rest of the way home. Thank you again for your help." 


He nodded. "Perhaps you can help me in return--I'm looking for a clockmaker. Can you tell me where I can find one?" 


A stranger who wouldn't state his business? No, I wouldn't lead him to Opa. "There is a shop in Queen's Street, close to the livery. But they probably won't be able to help--time seems to have stopped. My friend and I were on our way to Maresburg to see if anyone there knows more when the dragon singed her family's vineyards and scared her half to death." 


At my words, Petra straightened up and pulled out of my arms. "I'm fine now, Kati," she said. 


"But we would still be sitting in the snow if it weren't for Lothar."


"She would have come to herself soon enough." Lothar graced us with a slight bow. "Well, ladies, I must be on my way. It was nice to make your acquaintance." 
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