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Prologue
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Among the hills of a remote valley in a box canyon, high in the mountains, with an icy river running through it, a young woman with white hair in french braids hiked. She wore a simple, light-colored T-shirt and a pair of shorts, since it was a hot day. She was very fit, in the manner of a ballerina, though the same muscular tone that was clear from the sight of her legs was also apparent in her arms.

Appearing deep in thought, she crested a hill and sat on a rock at the top, which poked out of the waist-high tall grass, where she set her elbows on her knees and rested her chin in her hands. She stared into the distance at the high waterfall that fed the valley’s lake and river, while she considered the future. It was her twentieth birthday, which had stirred up buried questions and feelings regarding her uncertain future.

Nicole Jacobs had spent half her childhood looking forward to returning to her home planet, but having been there for two years, she felt restless. The first year had been spent on getting to know her birth parents and combat training with her aunt, which had been a sunrise to sundown affair, every day, but for the past year, she’d felt almost entirely rudderless, because others had ceased to dictate the direction of her life, since she was an adult.

She’d been so consumed with the idea of getting home, she’d given no thought to what she wanted to do with her life. She had many talents, including singing, ballet, swordsmanship, magic and she’d even managed to graduate from high school with a degree in chemistry. There were so many options available to her, she had no idea what to choose.

She could train for duty aboard a star ship, hire herself out as a sell-sword, seek more education at the local university, find a wizard or witch to study with for magical training in subjects her adopted mother hadn’t been able to teach her, work as an enchanter making magical equipment or look for a job in a chemistry lab. She’d even discovered a local ballet company that was looking for dancers.

Literally, the sky was the limit, but the only subject she felt drawn to was dragons. She’d largely spent the past year taking every opportunity available to study them. She’d become fascinated with them since the time she’d spotted a small dragon walking the streets of the city in the company of a dwarf, while the two of them talked about a shared business venture. There wasn’t much in the way of accurate reading material available on dragons, because their very nature was based on belief and as that belief changed, so did they. Amusingly enough, she’d also discovered that people rarely understood what their beliefs actually were. Consequently, what was written was only loosely true or just plain wrong.

After reading everything she could find on the subject, her research turned to visiting local creatures from myth, including a few old gods and monsters, just to hear their views on dragons, because most of the legendary creatures had spent a lot of time together. The conversations had been illuminating and fascinating, giving her valuable insight into the way dragons thought and interacted with others.

Next had come a chance to go on an expedition with a group of treasure-hunting dwarves, intent on slaying a dragon that had been eating traveling merchants. From that, she’d gained a bit of experience fighting them and the dwarves had told her all they could about the strengths and weaknesses of dragons, based on their first-hand experience.

Finally, she’d taken brief excursions to remote areas, to speak with a few of the most even-tempered dragons, which had been difficult to arrange without getting burned, but she’d managed to entertain them with a mixture of magic, song, dance and nimble acrobatics, gaining a short audience with each, until they’d tired of her presence and ordered her to leave.

In the end, Nicole became an expert on dragon lore, having learned all she could without hatching an egg, coming right back to the question that dragons had helped her avoid: what now? She could become a dragon hunter, but she loved them too much to want to harm them and that seemed to be the only job available that involved dragons.

So, she was no closer to an answer than the first time she’d asked the question and it gnawed at her. So many options, but to seek after one option meant largely ignoring the rest. What she really wanted was a job that fit all her talents, but that was a rather tall order, since her interests were so varied. Really, the only job that fit was that of a traveling adventurer for hire, which did appeal to her, but she wasn’t ready to leave her birth mother, since they’d only recently reconnected. She wanted to stay near her birth mother for at least a few more years, especially after the sudden, upsetting way they’d lost Nicole’s birth father, roughly a year earlier.

The phone in her pocket rang, stirring her from the conflicted thoughts filling her mind.

Nicole raised it to her ear, “Hello?”

“Hi! I just wanted to remind you the party starts in a hour,” her birth mother spoke, “and someone sent you a letter. Feels like there’s something thin and metallic inside, about the size of a coin.”

“Who’s it from?”

“An old friend of your father-your birth father.”

“Thanks for the reminder,” Nicole nodded, “and I’ll start toward home, now.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

She tapped the face of her phone, ending the call, then stood. She turned her head toward the old, wood-veneered house her grandfather built at the top of another hill and set out for it.
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Part 1
Reluctant Heroine
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Chapter 1
Hatching the Egg
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It had been a few weeks since her birthday and sweat poured from Nicole’s body as she checked the thermometer she’d jury-rigged into the old, indoor forge. Staring at the coals made her skin crawl, based on instinct, but she’d gotten used to the feeling in the past few days and hoped to entirely overcome that fear. Roughly 2,800 degrees was the hottest she’d been able to get the forge up to, so she took a moment to back away from the heat, for a rest.

She lifted her welding mask, pulled off her work gloves and sat down with her back against the anvil she wasn’t using, pressing her bare neck against the cold steel, which felt heavenly! She had blue eyes and snow-white hair that reached just below her shoulder blades when it was loose. The whiteness of her hair was the only outward sign she was a half-troll; due to a quirk of genetics, all female trolls had snow-white hair, from puberty onward. Currently, her hair was carefully tied up in complicated braids all over her head, to leave no portion of it loose and keep it from the flames. She wore a heavy, long-sleeved coat, a pair of thick trousers and a smithing apron, all to protect her from harm. Hanging from her neck was a curiously crude-looking, multilayered necklace of bone and steel beads that she habitually wore, which had been a gift from her adopted mother to mark the completion of her magical training. She was dirty, covered head to toe in soot mixed with coal dust. She briefly examined the wounds on her hands; her fingertips were burned and wrapped in bandages, due to an early, botched attempt to rearrange the coals, when she’d gotten too close.

An egg was nestled in the center of the coals, just as she’d been instructed, and she’d been carefully monitoring the temperature for the past week, at least once every two hours. The egg was about ten inches tall, with a pink-hued, metallic shell. It stood point upward, with the coals holding it that way.

She’d gotten into a rhythm of short-term sleep, getting a nap in every two hours, after working the forge to its maximum temperature. At first, the work rhythm had been difficult, but she overcame it through careful application of the meditation training her adopted mother had put her through as part of mastering her magic powers.

The dragon’s egg was special and important to her. It had been a gift, but it was also a great responsibility. To hatch it required prolonged, high temperatures, between 1,500 and 3,000 degrees. Under normal circumstances, the mother would have kept it warm with dragon fire, but the egg’s mother was dead.

Nicole could have taken the easy way out, because the friend of her birth father that gave it to her had also offered to take care of incubating it for her, but she’d refused. If she was going to raise a dragon, she wasn’t about to miss any moment of its development. She wanted to do everything the right way, by hatching it herself; she’d read and heard so many stories about dragons, she couldn’t bear to let the opportunity pass.

Both her birth mother and adopted mother had been quick to offer a helping hand, but Nicole refused. In retrospect, considering how hard she’d worked, she kind of regretted the choice, but in the end, she’d bought the old-fashion work shed of a retired dwarf blacksmith on the outskirts of town and prepped it for the hatching. After that, she found an excellent deal on coal, getting about ten times what she needed, along with a generous supply of coke, which she’d been using to increase the temperature before taking naps. She’d gotten it all at a price that was almost a steal, in exchange for a chance to see the dragon once it hatched.

The dwarves from the city of Heart Forge had a strange fascination with dragons, it seemed, and wanted to learn more about their life cycle, all for the sake of hunting them in the wild. After all, the only thing more valuable than a dragon’s horde was a dragon’s egg and anyone that hatched a dragon was said to have a friend and companion for life.

The egg glowed red hot, but that was the required temperature. It was strange to think any creature could survive such conditions, let alone need them to hatch in the first place.

Nicole set an alarm on her phone and quickly fell asleep, dropping into a REM cycle almost instantly.

* * *
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“I am Kurg.” The voice rang out with strange harmonics, sounding flat, emotionless and artificial, almost like a computerized voice or possibly a recording from a passionless, gender-less individual.

Nicole floated in a dark void above an illuminated brass plate that had been divided into seven hexagonal segments, arranged in an almost circular pattern, with one segment at the center and six surrounding it. She wasn’t exactly sure how she was flying, but neither did she give it much thought, because such was the way of dreams.

The brass of the plate took on a molten appearance and structures flowed upward out of it, forming a building. The building was itself subdivided into hexagonal sections and she admired the way it vaguely resembled a small beehive, when seen from above.

As she floated down toward the entrance to the building, she asked, “What is this?”

As if in answer, the voice patiently repeated itself, sounding exactly the same as before, “I am Kurg.”

That didn’t explain anything at all and while it may have been an answer, it wasn’t informative.

“Uh, gee, thanks.” She grumbled, sarcastically.

The huge double doors to the hive-building swung inward and Nicole floated through, drawn in against her will. Inside, the ceiling was supported on columns of sparkling brass, with a wide, open space in the center, complete with a smokeless, clean-burning, hexagonal hearth of brass that lacked a chimney, furnished with stone tables and chairs that were far too large for a human. On the opposite side of the large room was a wide stairwell leading upward.

It looked cozy, but she almost felt compelled to comment, “It’s nice, but everything is too big!”

Before her eyes, the stone furniture crumbled to dust and was replaced by new examples, of a better design. That crumbled in turn, and the room began to flicker, moment by moment, the furniture replaced and rearranged faster than the eye could follow. Sometimes there were potted plants in the corners, but just as often, they vanished or were replaced with a different style of pots.

At one point, she blinked and found the still image of a group of stone statues arranged around the room almost imprinted on the inside of her eyelids, because it had been the last thing she saw before she closed them. All of the statues appeared to be shaped like giant bugs.

Blinking again, as an experiment, she saw a family living in the building, including crude furniture made from wood lashed together with leather strips, a mother and father at the hearth, preparing a meal, while a child slept in one of the other sections, which had mostly been curtained off. Their ears were curiously long and pointed, flopping down sideways, under their own weight. All of them were exceptionally, supernaturally attractive. She was absolutely sure she’d never seen their race before, though they looked almost human.

When she opened her eyes, the blur of movement suddenly ended and Nicole found herself watching the furniture crumble in the passage of time, but the process was slower, as though the flow of time had been reduced to just a few years every second and she felt a strange sense of attachment to the lingering scene of the family of humanoids, as if they’d been something unique among all the others that had lived there.

Before the last trace of furniture turned to dust and was gone, the scene of decay left her feeling hollow and empty on the inside, with a deep, unfulfilled expectation, followed by an incredible sense of passing time, making mere eons feel like the passing of a second. She was filled with a desire she didn’t and couldn’t understand, a longing deeper than the ocean itself, which she began to drown in, it was so oppressive and strong!

She finally cried out, “It’s too much!” The feeling faded and she asked, “What is this all about?”

The voice spoke slowly, saying each word individually, as though to a stubborn child, “I...am...Kurg!”

It echoed through Nicole’s mind as the loudest voice she’d ever heard, even though it had been a whisper.

“What does that mean?” She demanded, out of pure frustration!

“I am Kurg.” It repeated itself, patiently and without emotion.

Getting angry, Nicole shouted, “I don’t understand!”

“I AM KURG!” The voice shouted, and yet, retained its emotionless quality, eventually echoing as a continuous, soft murmur, “I am Kurg.” “I am Kurg.” “I am Kurg.”

Nicole looked around, seeing the light of the hearth dim, until the room was completely dark.

“I am Kurg.” It echoed, then finally, much more softly, as a barely audible whisper, it spoke for the last time, “I am Kurg.”

* * *
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Nicole’s eyes snapped open as the alarm blared away! She’d overslept by about ten minutes and it had taken that long just for the alarm to break through the strangely intense dream.

She shook her head, put on her safety gear, then checked the thermometer. She immediately got back to shoveling coal into the hungry furnace, carefully arranging it around the dragon egg. Then she worked the bellows, feeding the coals more oxygen, to increase the temperature.

An hour passed and just as Nicole was taking another break, to eat, the fires of the forge suddenly went out and instantly cooled, producing a sudden, inward rush of air! The sandwich fell from her hands, forgotten, as the bricks of the forge exploded, due to the instant change in temperature sending fragments pinging around the room, bouncing off the outer edges of the work shed!

The egg still glowed, but it was fading fast! Nicole had been warned about this by Inorath, the friend of her birth father that had given her the egg. It was the final stage of hatching a fire dragon’s egg and also the most important! It was the point at which the mother and father would have been taking turns breathing fire on it, continuously, to warm it as much as possible, while it soaked up the energy as fast as it could, to mature! Without dragon fire or something equivalent, the egg would perish in minutes!

Nicole hated using fire magic, but she had no choice, closing her eyes to fully focus her mind, imagining the egg enveloped in powerful flames! She focused until she felt magic flow out of her, then looked.

When the egg quickly absorbed the fiery burst, Nicole gritted her teeth and continued, hitting the egg with everything she could! Ten minutes passed and the room heated up beyond anything the forge was capable of! Sweat soaked Nicole’s clothes, then evaporated almost as fast!

Nicole stared into the heart of the flame, seeing the egg glow more brightly than ever! She began to tremble, having not quite overcome her instinctive fear of the blaze! In her excitement, she bit her tongue to distract herself from the fear and keep her mind focused!

She began to tire as the roof of the work shed caught fire, but the work at hand was too critical to allow herself to be distracted! She tasted blood as she accidentally bit into her tongue just a bit too far! In a panic, she started to cry, because her energy was almost spent and it looked like the egg needed more!

Gritting her teeth, she put the last of her energy into the fire spell, kicking the intensity up at the last moment, but the egg hadn’t yet cracked! Her spell wavered, began to fail and the egg still needed more!

Fortunately, she’d prepared for the possibility and quickly grabbed a few bottles from the corner that were filled with an extremely flammable oil! Before the flames went out, she hurled them at the egg, each cracking and briefly exploding!

She took a few deep breaths, watching as the flames went out and the egg began to cool, once more!

She cursed and realized she had to give it more! She’d given it sweat, tears and every bit of effort she’d been able to muster, but it required more. It was time to give blood and soul!

She knew it was dangerous beyond belief, but she’d long ago been taught by her adopted mother, a powerful witch and necromancer, that life energy itself could be used as a power source for magic. It was considered black magic, but it was only forbidden to use it to drain the life of another living being. Instead, she turned the power inward, using the energy of her own soul!

It burned like nothing ever had before, all over her body, and was beyond painful, but she clenched her teeth together and blasted the egg with everything she could spare!

* * *
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Kazic, the dwarf fire chief of Heart Forge, stood beside a fire truck, outside the shed. He wore many layers of clothing to protect himself from injury and the outermost layer, his red firefighter’s coat, had reflective strips sewn into it, to make him more visible during an emergency. His traditionally-long beard was black and had been tucked into his coat, to prevent it from becoming a liability on the job, though it normally reached his belt. He stood a head shorter than human average, but like all dwarves, he seemed to make up for his lack of stature by being broader of shoulder and seemingly built entirely out of muscle, giving him an almost squarish frame.

Since the Heart Forge fire department had been warned the final stages of hatching the dragon’s egg might involve an out of control blaze, they had two fire trucks on hand, but they’d been requested not to extinguish the central blaze by the crazy dragon lady. Instead, they were focused entirely on keeping it from spreading, liberally spraying down the entire area with fire-retardant foam and water. Fortunately, the old smithing shed was in a remote location on the edge of the city and there were no other buildings nearby. The coal merchant had already driven the coal truck to a safe distance, as well, just as the dragon lady asked.

As the chief supervised his fire dwarves, there was a massive explosion inside and the dragon lady was forcefully blown through the steel of the shed’s wall, rolling and coming to a stop twenty yards from it! There was a secondary explosion inside and a monstrous, high-pitched screech, as every flame went out at once! At the same time, the walls of the shed fell outward, revealing a small crater at the center, where the forge had once stood.

Kazic stared at the tenacious woman, surprised by the way she rose to her feet, looking punch-drunk! He was impressed, because she’d just taken a blow that would have knocked even the mightiest of dwarven champions unconscious! As she unsteadily walked toward the crater, checking her gloves along the way, Kazic felt great admiration for her resolve to see things through to the end. The dragon lady paused at the edge of the crater to look inside, then climbed down and out of sight.

Kazic couldn’t help but feel a serious measure of attraction to the woman, based on how tough she was. He’d have to make a point of getting her name, to visit her in the hospital, since she seemed dead-set on working herself there.

One of the fire dwarves stepped up and gingerly touched the melted edge of the crater, where the stones of the smithy floor appeared to have liquefied, then cooled very fast. They looked glassy, like obsidian, though it was still the red color the bricks had been. He pulled his fingers away and shouted in pain!

Kazic ran over, “Did ye burn yerself?”

The dwarf shook his head and showed the chief his hand, which was covered in a layer of frost and the stone he’d touched had a bit of frozen skin stuck to it!

“It’s-” the dwarf cursed, “cold!”

The frostbitten dwarf was rushed over to a waiting ambulance for treatment of his unusual injury, while the chief checked his gloves and knelt, to look into the crater. As he set his glove on the edge, he felt the burning cold of it trying to sting him, even through the heavy material!

The dragon lady was at the bottom, with a tiny dragon cradled in one arm, like a baby. The dragon was adorable, with a pair of huge, blue eyes, a pair of stubby, white horns, four legs, two leathery wings, metallic pink and purple scales on its back and cream-colored scales on its belly, all wrapped up in a package the size of a large kitten. It stared at the dwarf, contemptuously, yawned and laid its head down on the woman’s breast, instantly falling asleep, appearing just as exhausted as she was.

“Would you mind giving me a hand out of this hole?” The dragon lady whispered, “I’m a bit weak from overdoing it, but I had to be the first living thing it saw, so it would think I’m its mother.”

Kazic grinned and lifted her out of the hole with one hand, lightly setting the dragon lady on her feet.

“Me’s glad ye succeeded.” Kazic congratulated as he helped her walk out of the wreckage and then asked, “Me’s been wondering, what’s yer name?” He spoke slightly nervously, his heart thumping hard.

The woman leaned on his shoulder for support as she walked and he got a whiff of her scent. Due to being a dwarf, born to a culture that enjoyed hard work, he wasn’t bothered by her sweaty aroma, but rather found it increased his attraction to the woman, because she was clearly no stranger to hard work. As Kazic looked up at the dragon lady, truly observing at her for the first time, the fire chief noticed she was also quite beautiful, in the slender way of humans. The soot on her face and clothes just made her more attractive. Kazic wondered what she would look like with a beard, but quickly dismissed the notion, because human women had trouble growing them, for reasons he’d never gotten a good explanation of.

The dragon lady answered, “Nicole Jacobs.” As Kazic handed her off to medical technicians, who’d been waiting for the past few hours, just in case, Nicole smiled back, “Thank you.”

As Kazic stepped out of the way, the coal merchant stepped over to get a look at the young dragon, which he smiled at, then commented to Nicole, “Thank ye. Me’s surprised by how cute it is.”

Nicole nodded, “You’re welcome and thanks again, for the coal. You can keep what’s left. I don’t need it anymore.”

She and the dragon were helped onto a gurney, where she promptly fell asleep. The gurney was loaded into an ambulance and EMTs checked the vitals of both woman and dragon, though they did so with a certain amount of confusion about anatomy, in the case of the hatchling. It wasn’t long before the ambulance set off, headed for the city center.

Kazic stared at the ambulance until it disappeared, not noticing for fully five minutes that his fire dwarves were trying to get his attention and making jokes at his expense.

When he finally turned around, they’d already packed away the hoses and were only waiting on him, at which point the natural troublemaker of the crew cracked a wide smile, “Our chief, he likes his women tall,” he held a hand high in the air, to demonstrate, “and slender!” He accompanied the word with moving both hands through the air to delineate an hourglass-like shape, which dwarven women never had without prolonged illness.

The other fire dwarves erupted in laughter, while the visible portions of Kazic’s face between his helmet and beard turned bright red with embarrassment, almost matching his coat.

Kazic shouted, “All of ye, shut up, or me’ll make ye eat yer words, Nendal!”

As the chief climbed into the passenger seat of the lead truck’s cab, so they could head back to the fire house, he felt troubled, knowing Nendal’s comment bore a kernel of truth, for he really was smitten with the dragon lady and it had come as a total surprise.

“Just ignore Nendal, Chief.” The driver shrugged, “She’s a strong woman, tougher than any dwarf girl me’s ever seen, and if any dwarf can woo her, it’d be ye. If it doesn’t work out, then at least ye’ll have an interesting story to tell the next time we go out for a drink.”

“Thanks.” Kazic nodded.

The last traces of his embarrassment faded away and he resolved within himself to pursue his strange, new fancy for the dragon lady, Nicole.
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Chapter 2
The Greatest Gift
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Millions of years earlier...

It was early evening on a sandy beach and the last vestige of the sun was barely visible on the horizon, while the teeming stars of the sky started to show themselves. To one side, a river poured into the ocean, the divide between land littered with little, sandy islands. In the background, a grassy floodplain marked the transition between the sand and the forest the river flowed out of.

One moment, there was no one present and in the next, a barefoot woman wrapped in a white robe stood on the beach. She was of average height, with fair skin, black hair and little about her appeared unusual, except her eyes.

When looking into the eyes of another living creature, it isn’t unusual to see a spark of liveliness there, which an expert observer can learn much from. For example, one can look into the eyes of an animal and judge their intelligence. One could look into the eyes of a child and almost see the thoughts churning in the mind behind them. Look in the eyes of an adult and one might just see the intelligence that lies within...or not, depending on who one is observing.

In the eyes of the woman on the beach, a terrible weight and burden were apparent, for her eyes were filled not just with intelligence, but a depth of intelligence that outshone the greatest of human minds and looking deeper, one could almost swear they could see the future...

The Giver sighed in loneliness, for she was the only one of her kind in the entire galaxy.

She’d walked the land of many worlds of the galaxy and each she walked had been gifted with life. Oh, scientists would later claim it came to be spontaneously and perhaps that was true. Not even the Giver knew if she gave life or if she merely witnessed it, her presence drawn to worlds where life was about to emerge. In truth, correlation never was causation.

However, on the current occasion, she stood on a world she’d set foot on once before, which was unusual and an event to be marked, because it had never happened before. The air was rich with life energy and the whisper-like thoughts of every living thing. She could sense the thoughts of the trees on the edge of the forest, going back and forth, commenting on how unlike a tree she was. In fact, they were viciously gossiping about her, incorrectly believing she was unable to hear their conversation.

Bothered by the back-biting words of the trees, her loneliness only increased and she desperately wanted companionship. She also knew, based on her foggy recollection of all possible futures, the time was right for her to choose a future by taking direct action, though she wasn’t quite sure what form that action was meant to be.

She looked up at the stars, hoping to find companionship there, but realized as she listened to them singing their grand, cosmic opera, she couldn’t possibly interrupt the performance; they were far too busy and they’d only just begun, after all. It would be impolite to interrupt and their work was pleasant enough, after all.

Hearing the voice of the river, she turned and greeted it, but it only babbled back, incoherently. Though she could sense it teemed with life, its thoughts were slow and sluggish. No, it would not be able to make conversation with her.

Turning to the vast ocean, she repeated her greeting, but it only waved back and what little sound it made was quieter than the river, causing her to conclude it was likewise mute and slow of thought, even though it carried more life than the river.

Leaving the beach, she tried speaking with the grass, but it staunchly refused to speak with her. In the distance, the grass near the forest joined the trees, gossiping about her in a pointedly painful fashion. She begged and pleaded with the plants to speak with her, but the only response was an increase in the volume of their scornful, biting comments about how different she was. Seeing within them minds she could converse with, she begged until she was in tears, but the plants refused to directly respond to her, instead sharing jokes with each other, at her expense.

In her grief, the Giver knelt low and bowed her head, allowing her tears to fall to the earth, where they mingled with a patch of dry clay. She was inconsolable for a time, but then, as she wiped away her tears, she saw two muddy spots, formed from her tears making the clay of the ground soft, along with a natural crack in the surface that looked almost like a little, smiling mouth.

Seeing her desire mirrored in the unliving earth, she vowed within herself to give it the greatest of gifts: both life and intelligence. Weeping with profuse joy, she mixed her tears with the dry earth, carefully kneading the mixture until it had become a lump of soft clay, just a bit larger than her clenched fist. Using her fingers, she shaped the clay into a small, rough column, about six inches tall and equally wide. On one side, she shaped it into a face with kindly features, then allowed it to dry in the light of the rising sun.

Looking past the trees, she peered at the smoking mountain beyond the forest. She ignored the mocking voices of the trees and headed through the woods. When she reached the smoking mountain, she searched for an area with just the right heat. Sweating from the proximity of the lava pouring down the mountain’s side, she left the small, clay column until it had baked into stone, then retrieved it.

Thinking of the way she’d been spurned by the trees, she returned to the forest and pressed the lips of the stone to the bark of the first tree she found. Concentrating her mind on the task, she forcibly transferred life energy from the tree into the unliving stone, causing the plant to instantly crumble to black ashes! Examining the stone and listening to the subconscious thoughts within, she quickly determined it needed more.

With their lives clearly on the line, the trees and grass finally spoke directly to her, screaming, begging and pleading for their lives, asking for mercy! The grass leaned as far away from her as possible and the trees quaked with fear, some of them dropping fruit as they tried and failed to escape, due to being rooted in place!

She heeded them not and added the life of six more trees to the stone, as she’d done with the first. With the seventh feeding, the stone fully came to life and cried out like an infant in distress! Cradling the stone child in her arms like the precious gift it was, the Giver sang a comforting lullaby to it, until it was calm.

With a child to care for, the Giver was no longer lonely. True, it would be some time before the child was mature enough to speak, but what’s a little time to an immortal? Companionship was worth cultivating.

“Irkith.” She softly named the child, aloud.
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Chapter 3
The Calling
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“I am Kurg.”

Nicole held a plain, hexagonal coin with no markings other than a slight, hexagonal indentation at the center, on both sides. At first glance it appeared to be made of brass, though it glittered in a strange fashion, almost as if it were reflecting light that wasn’t there.

She stood in a black void. She could see herself, but nothing else, though the surface her bare feet rested on felt like cool metal. For some unknown reason, she wore the thin, robe-like clothes of a patient in a hospital, with a plastic band around her wrist, which probably bore her name, though she was unable to read it, appearing to her as a strange mix-up of jumbled letters.

She remembered the small object in her hand from her birthday party. It had been the first gift she received, coming via a mysterious envelope that arrived with the rest of the house’s mail, with the return address indicating it had come from someone named Maeldoon. The guests of her party had revealed this was the name of an eccentric wizard friend of her birth father and grandfather. She’d expected there to be a note along with the coin, but there had been nothing else in the envelope. When she asked about that, everyone at the party that knew the old wizard just laughed and insisted he probably forgot to put the letter in before he mailed it.

She’d held the little plate for a long moment and lost herself in the intricate, fractal-like, repeating patterns of the enchantment, finding the permanent spell on the coin to be the most complex she’d ever sensed. She’d gingerly removed the gloves she habitually wore, to get an even more sensitive feel for the magic, which had been a mistake. Much to her chagrin, she’d accidentally duplicated the enchantment inside her own mind, which was the primary reason she always wore gloves.

As a half-troll, Nicole had been born with a unique magical power, allowing her to easily copy the magic of others. As a newborn infant, she permanently copied her birth mother’s natural troll powers, followed by the anti-magic power of a dwarf nurse and then, finally, when she’d been handed off to her adopted mother, she permanently gained the power to cast spells through concentration or intense emotion. Her adopted mother had shielded her from being exposed to new magic for her entire childhood by taking her to a distant nation that spanned roughly a third of the galaxy, where magic was little more than rumor.

However, by the time she turned eighteen, her power had matured, such that she normally only gained new magical powers temporarily. In the past year it had matured further, giving her an unprecedented sensitivity to magical emanations of all kinds, allowing her to copy spells simply by seeing them cast. It also gave her the ability to study enchantments in great detail. Touching magic objects gave her an even finer understanding of their magic.

The spell on the coin was strange. Having duplicated it in her mind, she saw even greater detail in the magical patterns, which as far as she’d been able to work out, included the capacity to cast every fundamental spell that magic could produce, as boiled down to the bare minimum concept, with an incredible, life-like internal process controlling the final result. She’d become convinced the coin was capable of casting any spell that could be imagined, if only the triggering mechanism were known.

Along with the duplication of the permanent spell on the coin, she also gained a terrible migraine, which had mostly ruined the party for her. After that, she put the little coin away, because just looking at it made her head ache worse. Then, with Inorath’s gift of the dragon egg, she’d completely forgotten it.

As she stared down at the coin in her hand, the voice whispered, once again, “I am Kurg.”

Remembering the prior dream, she shook her head and muttered, “Here we go again.”

“I am Kurg.” The voice repeated, softly.

Taking the words to be an attempt at an introduction, she offered, “I am Nicole.”

This time, the voice hesitated and spoke in a questioning fashion, “I am Kurg?”

She pointed at herself, “Nicole.”

The coin flew out of her hand and into the air under its own power, quite suddenly, and the voice spoke, “Kurg.”

Nicole stared at it, in surprise, “You’re the coin?”

“I am Kurg.”

“Can you say anything other than that?”

The voice responded with confidence, “I am Kurg.”

“So, that would be a no.” She reasoned aloud, but then remembered the strange building from the previous dream, so she asked, “What was all that stuff you showed me before, with the hive-like building?”

“I am Kurg.” The voice answered, which wasn’t enlightening.

However, as she stared at the thing, it floated down to her feet and the invisible surface she was standing on, where it landed with a clatter. As it lay still on the invisible floor, she felt a powerful urge to touch it. For a moment, she resisted and considered the consequences, but in the end, decided to be adventurous. After all, it seemed to be trying to answer her question.

She reached out and acted on the strange impulse, finding herself picking it up, placing a thumb on one side of the coin and a finger on the other. Next, she felt the urge to pull in opposite directions, even though the little coin was clearly a solid piece of metal, rather than some kind of sliding puzzle.

However, she was shocked to see the coin pop apart, quite suddenly, revealing it really was a kind of puzzle made of smaller parts, with the edge pieces sliding away from the smaller, central hexagon, until it reached the edges of it! She sensed incredible magic filling the air. Since instinct told her she didn’t want to be anywhere nearby, she let go and took several cautious steps back.

As she watched, the metal of the coin melted, seemingly without heat, then started to multiply in volume, rapidly flowing outward at high speed!

Seeing she was about to be overcome by the movement of the metal and not wanting to be trapped in it, Nicole dashed away at a dead run, glancing back from time to time, until it stopped flowing. In the end, the molten metal solidified as a set of seven hexagonal plates in a roughly circular arrangement, with one in the center and six around the edges. Each plate was about seven yards across, from one flat side to its opposite.

Just as she began to think the show was over, the surface of the plates rose upward, forming the familiar structure of the hive-like building she’d seen before.

“I am Kurg.” The voice offered.

“So, Kurg, you’re both a coin and a building?” Nicole reasoned.

Strangely, she felt pleased, quite out of nowhere. The feeling reminded her of using telepathic magic to communicate, almost as if she had some form of empathic bond with Kurg, allowing her to feel what it did.

While she walked the perimeter of the building, to get a good look at it from the outside, her eye was drawn to the distance, where other lonely structures had appeared. In particular, her eye was drawn to a tall tower of the same, brass-like metal, which resembled a lighthouse, including a powerful, rotating light, piercing the dark void to announce its presence.

“What is that?” She asked.

“I am Kurg!” This time, the voice was faint, as if it had been shouted from the distant lighthouse.

She looked around at the other buildings that had sprung up, including a few more hive-like buildings and what could possibly have been a bit of city wall, which stood aloof.

“What are all of these things?”

The answer came from all directions, as if many voices answered, in unison, “I am Kurg.”

Nicole puzzled aloud, asking, “All of these things are Kurg?”

The answer was a cacophony of voices, but this time, they weren’t in sync. Some of them cried out in pain, while others whispered softly. Some spoke with confidence and others were timid.

However, they all spoke the same words: “I am Kurg.” “I am Kurg!” “I am Kurg.” “I am Kurg!”

The volume rose to the point of pain and Nicole found it difficult to concentrate as many conflicting emotions flooded her heart and mind, with the over-arching sensation being one of deep-seated longing, as though an ancient promise had been left unfulfilled for far too long.

The torrent of sudden communication was overwhelming and painful, until Nicole cried out, “Stop! You’re hurting me!”
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Chapter 4
Irkith
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Irkith had been hard at work for many solar revolutions, while the Life Giver watched over him.

His husk was unlike that of the Life Giver, with six legs instead of two, giving him greater stability and speed, with strong mandibles suitable for digging. His segmented husk was constructed from a red-hued granite that had been banded together with a glittering, brass-like metal, to make it more durable. He saw with a pair of eyes fashioned from two large, smoothly-polished, green gemstones and he bore a pair of metallic antenna, through which he smelled and touched the world, with great sensitivity. His body was covered in tiny, hair-like metal filaments, which were most sensitive on the tips of his feet and the joints of his legs, allowing him to sense vibrations in the earth and hear the words of the Life Giver.

It was a good husk, clearly designed for the purpose of tunneling through the ground, a task the Life Giver had charged him with, in search of the metal ore required for the Great Purpose.

He still remembered the first husk his life stone had been inserted into, which had been fairly small, with only two legs. It had been glorious to suddenly have limbs for the first time. However, after seeing his difficulty with balancing on two legs, the Life Giver fashioned another husk, this time more like the one he used today, with six legs, patterned after one of the smallest of living creatures in the world. The Life Giver then patiently taught him to care for himself, paying particular attention to ensuring he knew how to feed himself, by suckling life from the back-biting trees and grasses of the world.

Deep in a tunnel of his own fashioning, Irkith returned to the large pocket of ore he’d discovered, confirming his location by smell of the ore. In the dark, he carefully bit another piece free, using his mandibles. The ore chunk was easily lifted with his mouth, even though it was almost as heavy as he was. Unable to see past his burden, he navigated by smell and sound, until he emerged into the light, where he returned to the side of the Life Giver.

He set the ore beside a hundred others just like it, all of which were somewhat shiny, gray rocks. Nearby were many piles of other ores, in various colors, including a bright green pile, with some small amounts of blue mixed in, though most were red and brown shades.

He was about to go for another when the Life Giver called out, “Come. Observe.”

Irkith joined the Life Giver and looked into the furnace they’d built by fashioning bricks from clay. They’d been feeding the flames of the furnace with dead wood from the back-biting trees of the forest, as well as some black rocks that burned well, when greater heat was required.

The Life Giver quietly demonstrated the process of smelting and purifying several ores, including turning the shiny gray ore into a silvery metal, while the green ore transformed into a reddish-brown metal.

When the work was done, they stood back and instructed, “Demonstrate.”

Irkith obediently got to work. It wasn’t easy to manipulate small objects with his mouth, but he completed the task by repeating the actions he’d just memorized. He was slower than the Life Giver, but he more than made up for that inefficiency by being able to dig quite quickly, which was the most time-consuming portion of the Great Purpose.

“Good.” The Life Giver pronounced, after Irkith had demonstrated knowledge of smelting all available ores, and then instructed, “Observe.”

The Life Giver began work on a fresh process of combining metals, by melting specific proportions of ingots together, stirring with their fingers, as required. With some very special metals, once the stirring was complete, they held a limb over the mixture, in deep concentration. Irkith sensed them pouring a measure of life into the mixture. It wasn’t enough to impart life to the metal, but it was enough to start the transmutation of an alloy into a single metal. These transmuted metals took on new properties and gleamed from within, almost as though they were glowing, slightly.

Toward the end of the training session, the ingredients for two different transmuted metals were mixed, melted down, transmuted and then poured into tiny, hexagonal forms made from cut stones, which were allowed to air-cool for a time before they were cleaned and polished. The end result was a metal alloy made from the transmuted metals.

Once again, the Life Giver requested, “Demonstrate.”

Irkith struggled with some of the most delicate steps and spilled some of the metal, but ultimately succeeded in making another batch of the small, metal hexagons, after having demonstrated his knowledge of alloys and transmuting.

“Good.” The Life Giver nodded and Irkith returned to his tunneling.
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Chapter 5
Motherhood
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Nicole woke looking at the face of her adopted mother, who snapped, “You idiot!”

Nicole felt like she’d been through the wringer and back again, which was surprising in and of itself. Between her troll regenerative magic and the combat training she’d been through, very little was capable of phasing her. After all, she once been stabbed by a mugger, only to grab his wrist and break several of his fingers, before she even took notice of the knife in her gut. The wound had been nothing to her, because it healed almost as fast as she pulled the blade free; her combat training had been much more painful and grueling than a mere knife wound, having been a daily sunset to dusk workout, normally without breaks, over the course of a year. It had also included many wounds that were far worse.

Resting beside her on the inclined hospital bed was the sleeping form of the little dragon, which appeared to have grown slightly. It had curled its forelegs around her left arm, while it cuddled next to her, to benefit from her body heat. The room was sparsely furnished, with concrete walls, giving her a clue she was in one of the underground hospitals the dwarves of Heart Forge had built.

She grinned back, mischievously, “I love you too, Mom.”

Cha’da, her adopted mother, appeared to be in her late forties or possibly early fifties. Her skin was pale. Her bright, red hair had been braided and left to dangle down her back. She wore a black, pointed, leather hat to mark her status as a witch and a black, leather dress, to match it. Her face was creased with concern.

Standing beside Cha’da was Nicole’s adopted father, Max, who had short, blond hair and a face full of wrinkles he’d earned mostly from worrying about his wife, who’d been quite the wild child in her younger days, if the stories were even true; she’d been half-raised by goblin pirates.

Opposite her adopted mother was her birth mother, Lyra, whose white hair reached just below her belt-line. To Nicole, looking at Lyra was almost like looking in the mirror, because they bore a strong resemblance to each other. Lyra was a full-blooded troll, but the only outward sign was the snow-white color of her hair. Thanks to the durability and regeneration granted by her troll heritage, she still looked about twenty years old, even though she was much older. Her blue eyes were filled with concern.

“Do you have any idea how dangerous that technique you used was?” Cha’da growled, “You’re lucky to be alive! I can’t believe you would be so stupid as to use your own life energy to power a spell! You were unconscious for the better part of a day. The doctors and I have done what we can to magically restore you, but I’m afraid it will take at least several days of rest for you to recover, even with your regenerative magic.”

Looking over at the little dragon, Nicole felt something like a motherly bond with it, as she shrugged, “There was no other way.” She stroked the scales of the dragon’s side and explained, “If I hadn’t used that dangerous technique, this little one would have perished, without even hatching. It was the only thing I could do to save her.”

That was strange. She instinctively knew the dragon was female, just from having touched her. How could that be, when there were no external signs of dragon gender? Then she looked closer at the dragon and knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, based on the magical emanations coming from her, she was female.

As Nicole’s bare fingers brushed the scales, she idly examined the magic of the creature and learned the half-chemical and half-magical secret of dragon fire, since the little dragon’s internal organs were hard at work magically producing stores of liquid hydrogen, along with separate stores of liquid oxygen. It was all a matter of taking in oxygen from the air, followed by breaking down the atoms of a certain percentage, through a magically-fueled transmutation reaction, turning it into hydrogen. In that moment, Nicole realized the little dragon had two organs that were similar to venom sacs, situated in her long neck, to hold the two reactive substances. In essence, the little dragon was a living, breathing factory that produced oxidizer
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