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Prologue
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Nicole looked out from a window of Jigsaw City, the great flying city-ship she’d put together from spare parts, so to speak. It was a massive, orichalcum hexagon a mile wide, which gleamed gold, red and black in the light of the sun, which was far brighter from orbit.

There was a strange, itch-like sensation in her brain that she didn’t care for whenever she looked at the stars. It left her longing to be whole again, which was strange, because she did not appear to be missing anything.

She wore a plain, white T-shirt and denim shorts. Around her neck was a three-tiered necklace of bone and steel beads that looked quite primitive, almost tribal, despite the fact it was made of silver. Strapped to her waist was a belt with a pair of short swords. Since the blades had been combined with a pair of revolver-like blasters, magi-tech devices that were capable of firing spells in place of lasers or bullets, they had pistol grips. The hilt guards above the built-in revolver-like blasters were transparent, artificial diamond screens that displayed cross-hairs when aiming, or a simple computer interface for the selection of spells.

Her long, white hair was bound up on her head in the manner of a ballerina, with tight braids designed to keep it out of the way. Just as her hair hinted, her legs also reminded one of a ballerina, because they were fit and muscular, yet without the bulk of a weight lifter, making her both strong and quick. However, the differences began when one considered her arms, because they were muscular in the same manner as her legs, rather than being dainty affairs. It was clear she used them for more than dance. Her blue eyes bore a measure of deep concern. She’d recently turned twenty-one years old.

She sat on a pile of coins inside one of the observation bays of Jigsaw City, which her dragon had taken for her lair. The gold had been magically produced and while solid, was actually imaginary, making it fairy gold. It had come into being because everyone believed dragons slept on treasure and the existence of dragons was shaped by belief.

The dragon in humanoid form that slept in the fairy gold looked roughly thirteen years old, due to her diminutive size, though it was a little hard to tell. She clearly wasn’t human, with skin covered in glittering, pink scales and a whippy tail reaching out from under her dark purple, ankle-length dress. The scales of her neck and chest were white. Atop her head was a crown-like arrangement of horns that poked through her snowy hair, because she was the self-declared queen of the dragons, a title the others hadn’t dared disagree with.

Nicole had hatched the dragon from an egg about a year earlier, then named her Ustrina Roseus, which was Latin for burning pink. Their relationship was very much like mother and child, though Ustrina was slowly becoming a handful. Dragons grew to adulthood in just a few years and Nicole expected something akin to teenage rebellion at any time.

Then there was the fact Ustrina was absolutely convinced Nicole was a dragon in humanoid form, even though she was actually a half-troll, as evidenced by her white hair, which was how it had appeared since puberty. They’d argued about the subject several times, but Ustrina refused to believe the mother of the Dragon Queen wasn’t one of her own kind.

That, however, was the least of Nicole’s current headaches, because her mind had become permanently bonded to that of the magical city and it wasn’t just Jigsaw City. In fact, her fate had become intertwined with that of the ancient City of Kurg, which had been constructed by the Ulkun, a race of stone men.

Kurg was alive and Jigsaw City had been constructed from the remnants of Kurg, which had been scattered all over the world and beyond, throughout the galaxy, mostly in the form of hexagonal coins that contained dimensionally-folded buildings.

Nicole had accidentally copied the base spells of Kurg into her mind during her twentieth birthday party and ever since, she and the city had become one. Kurg craved to be whole again and so did Nicole. That’s why looking at the stars left her longing.

Data streamed through her mind from the city, which was analyzing signals from other fragments, for the sake of locating them. That had been complicated by a battle over pieces of the city, which had resulted in a fresh scattering of fragments that had folded up into small orichalcum hexagons the size of coins. Unfortunately, most of the pieces that fell from orbit had been deactivated at the time, which was making finding them a pain, because they weren’t communicating like the rest.

Nonetheless, the pieces scattered among the stars were sending clear signals and the more Nicole heard them cry out, the more drawn she was to them. Few of them were being particularly patient, which only made it worse, because she wanted to collect the local pieces before venturing further.

As she disregarded their cries, she stared into the darkest depths of space, intentionally looking between the stars she could see, hoping to find silence. The city followed her gaze and after a moment, she was surprised by fresh data pouring into her mind, which was coming from the spot she’d chosen to stare at.

It was obviously a signal from Kurg, yet it was incomplete and extremely faint. In fact, she was surprised the city had detected it at all. It felt far more distant than any other fragment she’d sensed. It clearly wasn’t in the confines of the Milky Way, which was strange.

Getting curious, she mentally commanded the city to watch the signal, hoping a detailed analysis would yield more information.

With that out of the way, she chose a fresh patch of blank sky and stared, beginning to reflect on her life. Once again, her thoughts were interrupted by another faint signal from far beyond the Milky Way.

With a sigh of frustration, she mentally requested, Another distant fragment?

After a moment’s analysis, data poured into her mind, providing her with another incomplete signal, yet it was identical to the first. In fact, it was the same signal, despite the fact she’d stared at wildly different portions of the cosmos.

Finally getting curious, she glanced at several more dark patches of space between stars and wasn’t at all surprised when the city informed her the signal was coming from every blank spot. Half an hour later, it had done a more detailed survey of space, which indicated the signal was simultaneously coming from all directions, which didn’t make sense. How could Kurg signal from everywhere? Each segment was a physical object that resided somewhere inside the universe, but it was almost as if part of it was signaling from outside.

She sighed with frustration and wondered if the city could transport itself between one universe and another. It was able to fly and teleport, after all. Transportation to another universe might be tricky, but that was hypothetically just a variation of teleportation.

Tiring of stargazing, Nicole rose from the fairy gold that had been accumulating in Ustrina’s lair and left the room. She intended to do some work, because she had local troubles to deal with, before she could even consider exploring the stars, let alone other universes.

“Will I ever be whole again?” She muttered out loud as she took the downward stairs at the back of the room.
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Part 1
In the Sheath
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Chapter 1
Dalmas the Mighty
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Dalmas was a giant among dwarves, just taller than the human average, but with the muscular physique of a dwarf that worked exceptionally hard. In fact, he was so brawny and tall, he required custom-made clothes. He had a long, blond beard that reached his belt, though it was carefully trimmed around the edges, giving it a more neat appearance than the typical dwarf male. He wore a plain button shirt in a light gray and a set of dark, denim overalls.

He was known around Heart Forge as Dalmas the Mighty, because he had the biggest muscles anyone had ever seen on a dwarf. Long ago, he’d been a body builder and had spent years putting emphasis on being the strongest in the world. He’d been a prideful creature in those days and had thought himself to be the very best, until Winzon, the city founder, served him a helping of humble pie by defeating him in a contest of strength.

Winzon had been an amazing dwarf, with powerful muscles, but that hadn’t been his greatest strength. In fact, Winzon had beaten Dalmas through cunning, by tiring him out before the final stage of their contest, which had resulted in a loss for the bigger dwarf.

Dalmas had learned two things from that encounter: muscle without stamina was pointless and the muscles between his ears were more important than the ones in his arms. After that defeat, Dalmas had wandered from job to job for a year, angry over the blow to his pride, during which he’d done various jobs in the mines to increase his stamina, while he focused less on muscle mass, pumping iron only for the sake of maintaining what he’d gained.

After a year to stew, he finally accepted the defeat and asked around town regarding the whereabouts of Winzon, only to be told in surprised tones that the city’s champion had fallen in battle. Dalmas had been so focused on his own inner struggles, he hadn’t really spoken to anyone in that time, aside from his supervisors. That had been quite the blow to Dalmas and he’d spiraled even further into depression, because he’d vowed within himself to become an apprentice history miner under Winzon’s tutelage.

Months later, Dalmas asked around town for the name of a history miner Winzon respected and had been directed to a venerable, gray-bearded dwarf. Just convincing Rukrug to take him as an apprentice had taken a year of persistence, including bribes of gold, because all dwarves loved gold, and various rare candies, which had been of even greater value than the gold, because Rukrug had a sweet tooth.

In the end, he finally relented and had turned out to be an able teacher, despite Dalmas initially having trouble with his studies. Nonetheless, he’d applied the same kind of dedication to history mining he’d originally applied to body building, until he’d become a respected scholar and peer, much to the surprise of old Rukrug. The week before he passed, he’d named Dalmas his successor, leaving everything he owned to his apprentice, because the old dwarf had no heir and knew he was dying of cancer.

Rukrug had spent a lifetime quietly studying the world’s ancient ruins, because his particular specialty had been the Sky Children, the people from space that had colonized their world fifteen-thousand years earlier, a passion Dalmas picked up along the way, out of a desire to emulate Winzon.

Dalmas was still known as Dalmas the Mighty, but he accepted the title as self-mockery and the means to remind him how much he’d changed. In his mind, he was weak and would always be so, because he would never measure up to Winzon. Nonetheless, he maintained his muscles, because they were still of value to him; after all, much of history mining involved digging and hand tools were much preferred to heavy equipment, because they disturbed the secrets of history less.

Considering the battle with the rock men from the world’s invisible moon, which were the Ulkun, Dalmas had eventually changed the focus of his research to the alien rock men, because they claimed the world was theirs, millions of years before humanoids arrived. With that important context in hand, he’d managed to shed light on some very mysterious stone ruins that were scattered about the world, which had always been assumed to be of Sky Children origins.

Since the death of Rukrug, about fifteen years earlier, Dalmas had focused on those puzzling ruins and spent close to ten years on just one of them. He was currently at that dig site, because he was finally ready to translate the carvings on the walls, since another scholar, a human linguist named Peares, had recently produced a translation program.

Dalmas stood in the center of an underground chamber with gigantic slabs of rose-colored granite for the walls, floor and ceiling, which had a very dry and dusty scent. Every slab was absolutely smooth and polished. Everywhere the dust had been wiped away, it gleamed. The craftsmanship was exceptional, beyond what even modern dwarves could do. The room was hexagonal in form and the walls were covered in pictographic symbols that had been deeply etched into the stone.

That was the very reason Dalmas had always suspected a separate group of people had lived on the world in the past, before it was colonized. Five walls bore text and the sixth was a large archway that eventually led to the surface, which he’d excavated long ago. The room was lit by a few industrial-style work lights, each with its own power cell.

The Sky Children hadn’t used pictograms, but on the other hand, some primitive cultures of the world, which had technologically regressed, did.

Beside him was a combination of theodolite and holographic recorder on a tripod, which he’d been using to make very precise measurements of the room, to capture the complete context of the writing. That was because the true meaning of ancient words was often misunderstood, due to a lack of context.

Red, green and blue lasers played over the walls as Dalmas slowly rotated the theodolite, while other built-in sensors analyzed material composition. The whole thing whirred, due to a requirement for fans to cool the sensors during operation, because they were rather power-hungry for their size. There was a little, clamshell-cased portable computer with a full keyboard attached to the machine, which recorded the room’s details, rendering a three-dimensional likeness of the scene, in real time.

The recording was of extreme quality, accurate down to thousandths of a millimeter, and very much ready for holographic projection. Dalmas sometimes collaborated with other scholars via digital reproductions of the sites he studied, because they were past their prime and fond of staying home, while he was young and hardy compared to most in his field.

When he was done surveying the room in greater detail than ever before, he tapped the tiny keys of the computer, loading the translation program Peares had recently finished.

Dalmas grinned and read as the text streamed down the screen. The message was a simple, yet boring story, detailing the local mining operation the Ulkun had built the outpost for. The nearby mine had been for the construction of the great city of Kurg and the outpost had once been little more than a warehouse for the temporary storage of ore.

Eventually, the text reached the back wall and the translation caused Dalmas to stare with great shock as what little of his face was visible between his hair and beard turned white as a ghost!

He fell back and stared at the walls with shock, muttering, “How could ye have known me name, so long ago?”

At the bottom of the screen were a handful of symbols, which didn’t translate into words. The computer had instead rendered them phonetically, because the context indicated they were parts of a name. That was followed by a short sentence.

It read as: Dahl-mah-suh, press the wall here. Crossroads.

Dalmas gibbered for a time, but eventually recovered and looked again, convinced there must be some error. He re-scanned the room and ran the translation again, getting the same results. Seeking some explanation and convinced it was a coincidence, he laid the translation over the real text and stared with shock, realizing the Ulkun symbol for a crossroads looked very much like an X. There were stylistic differences, of course, because the symbol used curved, flowing lines, rather than straight ones, but it still resembled an X.

He punched a few buttons and set the lasers to project the translation over the wall, so he could find the message that had been written for his eyes, millions of years earlier. Once his hands were off the device, the theodolite turned on its mount, until it faced the back wall of the place and red laser light played over the surface.

Dalmas noted the indicated X and stepped closer, wondering if he was going mad.

With a dry mouth, a lot of excitement and just a hint of fear, he pressed the X, which was half the size of his fist. Nothing happened and he felt a measure of odd relief, convinced he must have misunderstood.

He returned to the little computer screen and zoomed the display in on the X, expecting to find nothing special, just a symbol etched into the wall. He was quite surprised to realize there was a precisely-cut, hexagonal shape around the symbol, which went deep into the wall, though it was only a tenth the thickness of a hair. It had been so skillfully made that it was invisible to the naked eye and required zooming to the microscopic level to pick out from the rest of the stone.

Dalmas gulped and looked at the wall again. Assuming he hadn’t used enough pressure, he briefly left, returning with a box of tools. After all, the Ulkun were said to be exceptionally strong, since they were made of stone. After opening the box, he selected a rubber mallet and a regular hammer.

He had no desire to damage the wall, but on the other hand, granite was one of the strongest of stones, so he planned to start with the mallet, before trying something more drastic. He measured the head of the mallet with a ruler, then compared it to the measurements for the hexagonal shape hidden in the wall, confirming the mallet’s head was smaller.

He highlighted the hexagon on the screen and zoomed out again, setting the laser to project the shape.

Taking the mallet in one hand and the hammer in the other, he set the mallet on the X, at the center of the hexagon, and tapped the other side with the hammer. When nothing happened, he hit it harder. He kept going, increasing the power he put into each strike, until he began to worry he might have to hit it directly with the hammer.

Just as he was about to give up and try the more risky route, which might damage the wall, there was a sudden thunk and the hexagon popped backwards into the wall, by roughly an inch. There was a stony thunk as mechanisms in a hidden chamber began to move for the first time in millions of years!

He pressed his ear to the wall, just above the hexagon, listening to the sound of stones grinding on each other, getting louder with each passing second. Dalmas couldn’t see what was happening, but when he’d moved the hexagonal stone, he’d unknowingly released a small counterweight, which tugged a small stone rod from a socket, which allowed a carefully-balanced wedge to roll sideways under its own weight. That wedge had been keeping one wall of the room in place, which had been cut to be thicker at the top, with a slant toward the bottom, where it was thinnest. With the stone holding it flush against the sides of the other slabs gone, the great slab fell into the passage beyond and crashed into the floor with a heavy thump that caused Dalmas to scream with surprise!

Once his heart slowed down a bit, he peered into the new passage, which was dark.

He grabbed the carrying handle of one of his lights and waved it at the passage. He’d long suspected the place had hidden passages, due to a multitude of ground penetrating radar scans, but he hadn’t been willing to damage the place to find them.

The first rule of history mining had always been: preserve the find for future generations. It was okay to move things, if required, but it was important to record everything first and put things back when done, if possible. Fortunately, Dalmas had done the work the right way and was confident his colleagues wouldn’t fault him.

The tunnel was a series of three hexagons identical in size to the chamber he stood in, which had been joined by archways.

Dalmas stepped into the first of the gloomy rooms he’d discovered and stood on top of the slab that had been a wall, though it had perfectly slotted itself into a socket in the floor. Glancing sideways, toward where he assumed the mechanisms were, based on sound, he noted another slab that had neatly fit into the wall, blocking access to the mechanisms that had held the wall up. He reasoned the stone that had prevented the wall from falling had been a sort of rolling wedge that moved out of the way, then locked itself in place, a very clever mechanism. The Ulkun were excellent engineers and now that he knew what to look for, he was eager to look for hidden rooms in their other ancient outposts.

Nonetheless, he was bothered by the fact they’d known his name, before he was born.

He continued into the room and looked around, finding the walls just as densely covered in writing as the previous one. He retrieved the rest of his equipment and set up in the new chamber, scanning everything in great detail.

Based on prior experience, he skimmed through the translated text, looking for the Ulkun equivalent to his name.

He wasn’t disappointed, finding a message that read as: Dahl-mah-suh, this way. ‘This way’ was a strange word in the Ulkun language, because it was just a flattened, long triangle, which simultaneously served as a pointing arrow.

Dalmas followed it into the next chamber, where he setup his equipment and translated the walls. Again, he was directed further in, to the final chamber. Repeating the process, he found another message indicating a ‘crossroads’ symbol to press, which was surrounded by a another cut hexagon.

Dalmas was eager to discover what had been hidden specifically for him, but he took his time to record everything he could, making several hours of notes on the rooms and the translation of the text on the walls, before he could stand to wait no longer. However, he did come to realize that the messages for him looked very slightly different, because they were far more precisely cut into the walls. He suspected they’d been added after the other messages, which all related to the local mining operation. The text of the last room indicated the outpost had been abandoned, because the mine had run out of ore.

Dalmas produced his mallet and hammer, then repeated what he’d done with the previous hidden button. When the button fell back in its socket, he stepped back and waited for a slab to fall, but instead, the sounds were more delicate in nature. Eventually, a panel in the wall fell free and fell onto the floor with a thunk that echoed around the outpost! That revealed a recessed alcove at the perfect height for Dalmas to reach inside, just ten inches wide. Resting within was a polished obsidian box of exceptional craftsmanship, about seven inches wide and hexagonal in shape.

He carefully scanned the alcove with his equipment, then cautiously lifted the box out, setting it on the floor. It was rather heavy, causing him to guess it was almost entirely solid stone. He’d expected writing on it, but the surface was smooth, with rounded corners.

After scanning it, he carefully lifted the lid, which came free with a click, revealing the neat way it was designed to lock around the box. Inside was a round lens, six inches in width, made of the clearest amber he’d ever seen, though it was still orange. It fit into the interior absolutely perfectly snug, which would prevent it from rattling. He examined the lid’s underside for a time, looking for the mechanism that had clicked, but he never found it.

He set the lid upside down, scanning both the box and its lid as separate objects. Since he was dealing with something designed with optical properties, Dalmas put on a pair of softer gloves than he’d been wearing and gingerly lifted the lens out of the box.

As he held it up in the light, he saw through it, toward the alcove in the wall, which was closed again! He lowered the lens and looked with astonishment, seeing it was still open. He raised the lens again and stared with wonder as a ghost-like image of himself worked the button and opened it!

He was no expert on magic, but he suspected what he was seeing was a form of it. He suspected the lens was somehow showing him the past. As most every dwarf, he hated magic, but he also respected it.

Turn it over.

The voice spoke in dwarvish, without an accent, yet it didn’t arrive in the brain via the ears, reminding him of a ghost. It was also quite disturbing and Dalmas nearly dropped the lens, fumbling it! It flipped through the air, until he caught it, his heart racing with fear at the prospect of damaging his find!

As his heart slowed down again, he looked down at the lens and saw shriveled, dead finger bones, with little bits of rotted flesh still stretched over them. Holding the lens up to his eye, he looked on his own body, seeing a moving corpse! It was a disturbing sight, but Dalmas had participated in a few digs that featured bones and naturally-mummified remains. Still, it was upsetting to see a reflection of the future of his own flesh and bones, just like he’d seen the past, through the other side.

He flipped back and forth for a time, quite surprised the lens seemed to operate on time, rather than light. He made many notes, but constantly wondered why he’d been named on the walls. It didn’t make sense.

Just as he was wondering where the voice had come from and debating whether to make notes on it, he decided he’d imagined it, due to the spooky situation. He put the lens back in its box, then put the lid back on, which clicked in place. As the lid locked on the box, he was surprised to see a little hexagonal panel at the top lift up with a little popping sound, much like air rushing into a small space. The raised section was no bigger than a coin.

Again, he scanned the box, then gingerly touched the raised portion, which immediately slid to one side, as if on invisible rails, revealing a gleaming, brassy hexagon that shined more than it should have in the dim light. The center bore an indented hexagon, but was otherwise plain.

He scanned again, then looked closer, realizing the little, gleaming hexagon had been raised out of the recess in the lid and wasn’t actually part of it.

Take it. The spooky voice suggested.

Dalmas reluctantly obeyed and was surprised when the little recessed compartment sealed itself with a sudden snapping noise, appearing as if it had never existed.

He examined the little metal object, which resembled a coin. He scanned both sides, even though they appeared identical.

After a while, he asked aloud and with distress, “Why me? How did ye know me name?”

He didn’t receive an answer, but would probably have been extremely disturbed if he had.
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Chapter 2
Spooky Action at a Distance
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Nicole entered the primary bridge of Jigsaw City with a yawn. Like most of the place, the walls and floor bore the golden gleam of brass, though they glittered a little too much, because they were actually made of orichalcum, which tended to reflect lights that weren’t really there.

The room had begun as a standard, off-the-shelf housing unit that reminded Nicole slightly of a small bee hive. It was based on an almost circular arrangement of seven hexagons that were seven yards across, with a ceiling roughly twenty-four feet above, because the Ulkun had shaped Kurg for their own size and Nicole had seen no reason to adjust the ceiling for humans. The largest of the rock men were nearly twelve feet tall, which left room for two floors.

Near one of the back corners, part of the wall had shaped itself into a plaque that displayed the city-ship’s name and the date it was named, both in the common language of humans and the pictographic text of the Ulkun. In the Ulkun language, it read as ‘Puzzle Piece City’, because the Ulkun had no word for a jigsaw.

The center of the room was dominated by seven seats with workstations for people to work at, the center of which included a standard flight yoke and control pedals for a pilot. Each station featured a hexagonal touch screen and keyboard on a console that overhung the user’s legs, which was mounted to the floor.

The seats were hard and unyielding metal, but had been improved with tailored and padded coverings in a red color, because the more fleshy members of the crew had begun to get sores in uncomfortable places. The covering at the very top of each seat back was open; during emergencies, the chairs were capable of growing restraining bars similar to an amusement park ride.

The forward walls of the room were transparent, allowing a mostly unfettered view of the space ahead of Jigsaw City and the planet below, which looked almost like a cloud-streaked blue and green jewel. However, they also served as huge screens for sharing information between the bridge crew.

One on the left currently displayed a spinning globe map of the planet, which had a huge super-continent on one side and was mostly ocean on the other, though there were little islands dotting the ocean side. Several Ulkun ruins had been highlighted on the map in purple, while the major settlements of the world aligned with Heart Forge were marked in green. The rest of the settlements were red, to encourage caution, because no one knew how anyone in them might react to visitors from space.

There was a stairwell at the back of the room that linked it to the rest of the city and extended upward, to a second floor catwalk that covered half the bottom floor, which featured twenty more workstations. The center of the stairwell shaft included an elevator, the doors of which featured a pattern of raised lines in the shape of hexagons.

However, what Nicole thought of as an elevator, for the sake of convenience, actually used some rather clever space-twisting magic to swap elevator booths, as required. However, it wasn’t teleportation in the way she understood, which was a messy affair involving wormholes. Instead, it used the fact that any piece of Kurg could be folded into a coin by storing its contents inside a pocket universe. In effect, the elevator was a miniature segment of the city that was briefly folded up and transferred to an attached segment of the city via a shared pocket universe, then unfolded at the appropriate location, taking only a few seconds for the entire procedure. However, the city only tended to use that trick when there were more than four floors. Otherwise, it used a more mundane elevator.

The seats were mostly occupied by dwarves that were hard at work on tasks of their own. One of them was a clean-shaved woman with long and curly hair dyed blue. Her bosom was ample enough that even human women tended to be jealous of her, which might have been the reason she’d shaved off her beard. She wore thick-framed black glasses of a nerdy sort and a light sweater in a blue shade, while the other dwarves wore the gray military-style uniforms of the mercenary company Nicole had hired to help crew the city-ship.

Lining the walls were a handful of Ulkun that stood ready for orders. The stone men had made themselves humanoid husks to better interact with humanoids and most were made of granite. They had three thumb-like fingers of equal length at the end of their arms, which were all opposed to each other. Their eyes were gemstones and their mouths were little more than slits in their faces. They had no ears, but did have a protruding bump on their faces, to give the impression of a nose. At the center of their chests were the sockets that held their life stones and each was unique, with different markings on the surface, which was how Nicole had learned to tell them apart.

One of them was made of white marble, with sapphire eyes and a life stone that appeared to be covered in evil-looking arcane symbols, as well as a pair of vertical scratches.

Nicole gave that particular Ulkun a nod of recognition, “Good morning, Ogomid.”

Ogomid was the king of the Ulkun, though his people called him the Forbidden One. It was a strange and alien tale, but Ogomid had spent three million years alone, working to restore his people to life, since they’d all died of starvation. They were now effectively undead and surrounded by an aura of necromantic magic that tended to sicken wizards and witches that weren’t used to the feeling. Nicole had been taught magic by a necromancer and was quite capable of summoning spirits of the dead using the beads of her necklace, so she had no issue with that.

“Yes, it is.” Ogomid mimicked Nicole’s bow of the head, then went on, “I still find it curious the way your kind constantly comment on the obvious.”

Nicole grinned with amusement. She often found Ogomid and his people funny, because they didn’t quite get humanoid customs.

She patiently explained, “It’s not an observation. It’s more like saying, ‘I hope you have a good day.’ ”

“Ah, thank you for clarifying that.”

Nicole sat at her usual workstation and began reading via the computer-like interface. Due to the way her mind was joined to the city, she could directly scour the city’s thoughts for what she wanted, but she found it far easier to process and organize the information via reading. Specifically, she read the freshest data Kurg had recorded regarding the process of locating the deactivated segments of itself. It wasn’t having any success and frustration was evident in its mind.

As she worked, she was completely shocked as fresh data streamed down the screen, which was only seconds old, detailing a signal from a piece of the city that had been deactivated.

Curious to discover more, she closed her eyes and merged her consciousness with the new segment. Unlike the rest, it was not obsessed with being rejoined to the whole. In fact, she quickly realized it had been patiently waiting for millions of years, on orders from the second highest ranking city administrator! The highest admin was the Life Giver, the mysterious force of nature that had constructed the first Ulkun. The second was Irkith, whose life stone had been destroyed only a matter of decades earlier, just before Ogomid had been ready to fully restore him to life.

Using the eyes of the city fragment, Nicole looked around at a fairly dark room made of rosy granite covered in Ulkun writing. The fragment rested in the hand of a dwarf she didn’t recognize.

She opened her eyes and turned to the clean-shaved dwarf woman, “Vanu, a segment just activated. Get me a location fix.”

“Aye.” The blue-haired dwarf muttered and tapped at her keyboard.

The globe on the left wall twirled until the large super-continent was in focus, then it zoomed on a particular location near the eastern edge, which was highlighted with a flashing blue rectangle. It was somewhat north of the site of the first city the Sky Children had built on the planet and up in the arctic.

“There, but we’re not in alignment for teleportation, so someone will have to take a shuttle, unless ye want to move the city.” Vanu declared.

They were in geosynchronous orbit above the ocean side of the planet, because Jigsaw City was so large and the orbital traffic on the other side was too busy for Nicole’s liking.

She rose and headed for the stairs as she announced, “I’ll collect it myself.”

“Me’ll send the coordinates down to the forward shuttle bay, but are ye sure it’s wise for ye to go?” Vanu asked in a concerned tone, “Ye might find anything down there.”

There were two kinds of dwarves, at least to Nicole’s way of thinking: the champions and the workers. Champions were the ones people thought of as typical dwarves, the ones that charged screaming into battle, ax in hand, while the workers tended to live quiet lives, either spending their time crafting things or they became scholars. Technically, there was a third category, those that tended to become kings, who embodied both types. All three were required for dwarves to be effective as a society.

Vanu was most decidedly a scholar and tended to worry overly-much, while most of the mercenaries of Vigilant Hawk were champions.

Nicole wanted to ignore Vanu and go anyway, but knew better than to disregard her concerns, especially when she had a good point.

Nicole hesitated at the edge of the stairs and considered, eventually saying, “I’ll take Kazic with me.”

Kazic was Vanu’s cousin and also the sheriff. He was a decent fighter, but was nowhere near as good as Nicole.

Vanu rolled her eyes, “Oh, because that makes it so much safer? Me was concerned something might happen to ye, by surprise. Ye could be killed, kidnapped, or worse! Me knows ye’re the best fighter we’ve got, but ye’re also too important to take all the risks yerself!”

Another of the dwarves chuckled, “Ah, Vanu, ye worry too much! Nicole is an army, after all!”

The other dwarves had a little laugh at Nicole’s expense, aside from Vanu, who still stared with concern.

Just the year before, while fighting against a mad Ulkun that had been in control of a significant fraction of Kurg, Nicole had entered an enemy fortification alone, despite concerns about needing an army to assault the location. Nicole had simply claimed, “I am an army.”

While she’d managed to back up her claim by inflicting incredible damage to the golems guarding the place along the way, she’d also been captured and interrogated. She’d personally found the situation amusing, because her captor had been laughably bad at torture, and she’d turned it all around in the end. That had gained her a reputation worthy of a dwarf champion, which was why they’d declared her an honorary dwarf, once the battle was over and they were more than a little drunk from the celebration.

Nicole silenced the dwarves with a menacing glare, then looked back at Vanu, saying, “I’ll take two full squads with me. Does that make you feel better?”

“Aye.” Vanu nodded, though she still looked uncomfortable.

“Lognur, you’re in charge while I’m gone.” Nicole looked at one of the mercenaries, who happened to be their commander.

He nodded, “Aye. Me’ll assign some men to meet ye at the shuttle bay.”

Nicole stepped toward the elevator, which automatically opened for her.
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Chapter 3
Accessory to Murder
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Millions of years earlier...

Irkith looked on the Seventh Sage with both pity and frustration, because their madness had resulted in seven deaths. Both of them stood in the desert surrounding the gleaming, brassy City of Kurg, the towers of which glinted in the background.

The husk of the insane Ulkun was white and gray granite, which sparkled in the light of the sun, as did his polished, amber eyes. The husk had six legs in an insect-like arrangement, with a large pair of mandibles that were suitable for digging. It featured a pair of antennae that he used for smelling and feeling the world with great sensitivity, which were made of gleaming metal. His husk bore many hair-like protrusions of a similar material that gave him both the ability to hear and sense nearby vibrations.

Irkith’s husk was of similar construction, though it was of red-hued granite, with bands of brassy metal that gleamed. His antennae and the hairs of his body were thin and flexible metal with the same brassy look. He looked on the world through eyes of emerald.

“I regret constructing you.” Irkith sighed, “Why did you convince the Forbidden One Whose Name Cannot Be Recorded to steal the lives of seven of his brothers?”

“I did not.” The Seventh Sage answered.

Confused, Irkith growled back, “But he murdered-”

The Seventh Sage interrupted, in an infuriatingly calm tone, “One cannot steal what is freely offered.”

Irkith was disturbed by the very idea, but the Forbidden One had claimed the same thing, that the seven lives he’d taken had been freely given, which didn’t make sense. Nonetheless, it wasn’t right, even if it was true. That was the very reason Irkith had punished the criminal. Killing a brother was wrong, for whatever reason. Accidents happened from time to time and such cases were excusable, but murder was not. In fact, Irkith was bothered he’d been forced to invent a new word just to cover the unthinkable crime. It didn’t help Irkith’s mood one bit to know that the Forbidden One had gone even further, by consuming the very life from the life stones of his brothers, an unthinkable abomination that had turned him into an immortal Everlasting Stone.

However, Irkith had always found that conversations with the Seventh Sage went more smoothly when he humored the insane Ulkun.

“Why did you convince the Forbidden One Whose Name Cannot Be Recorded to consume the life of seven of his brothers?” Irkith spoke with great precision.

The Sage spoke simply, “The Last Days.”

“As King of the Ulkun, I order you to answer me plainly, without speaking in riddles!” Irkith shouted!

“In the Last Days, the life of the land will begin to fail and the Ulkun will starve. One shall walk the path of sorrow and tears, that the dead may rise again. After, the work of the trapped shall be scattered. Good and evil shall bear a child that walks the sharpened edge. The Leader will rise, to embody the scattered, joined by heart and soul to the pieces. The Fair Ones shall stand in the Leader’s path, for the good of all. The Child shall bear the elements like the weight of the world and challenge the Leader before evil strikes. The Leader shall face a dark reflection of all they are. Before the Four Riders rise to wipe the slate clean, the Child shall become six and one, separate, yet unified. Then the Great Purpose shall be fulfilled.”

Irkith shook his head with frustration. The Seventh Sage had often spoken of the Last Days, in which he’d prophesied that the Ulkun would die, but he’d never heard the rest, because they’d never spoken of what came after the Last Days. Irkith had always assumed that the dead rising again was a metaphor for the Ulkun rising to a higher plane of existence, once their souls were released from their life stones.

It was particularly frustrating that the Sage had spoken of the Great Purpose, but hadn’t given any details on how it would be fulfilled. The maker of Irkith, the Life Giver, had spoken in equally vague terms regarding the Great Purpose of Kurg, the grand city they’d ordered Irkith to build. He knew just enough to know that constructing both the city and the Ulkun were part of it. He oversaw the former, while he spent the majority of his time on the latter, by constructing, teaching and leading the Ulkun, who contributed their labor to the construction of Kurg.

However, Irkith was skeptical, because everything the mad Ulkun said was a cryptic riddle. That had always been the trouble with the Seventh Sage.

The other six sages had been constructed to be experts in vital and important fields, but for the seventh, Irkith had carefully constructed his child’s life stone in a way that made them aware of the future, which had driven the Ulkun quite mad. Yet, there was value in everything he said, but only to those that could find the truth within the ramblings. Irkith was furious about the deaths, but could not deny the fact that some of the Sage’s lesser prophesies had come true, some of which had helped avert tragedy.

Nonetheless, Irkith could not ignore what the Seventh Sage had done, because it had resulted in seven murders.

He sighed, looking on the Sage with pity and regret, saying, “As King of the Kingdom of Ulkun, I pass judgment on you for your crimes. Your punishment will be the removal of your life stone, which will be divided, because I can’t allow you to incite another murder.”

The Seventh Sage nodded and reared up, leaving four of his legs on the sand of the desert, while he raised his forelegs, presenting the socket of his husk, which his life stone had been inserted into. Unlike his husk, the casing of the Seventh Sage’s life stone was dark basalt, though there was a visible seam down one edge of the little hexagonal column, due to the unusual way it had been constructed.

Irkith reached out with his mandibles and latched onto the life stone as it slightly slid out. He pulled and the stone came free, revealing it had amber lenses set into the top and bottom. The husk of the Seventh Sage lost all semblance of life and froze like a statue, which teetered forward and crashed into the sand.

“I’m sorry.” Irkith spoke honestly as he set the life stone in the sand and braced a foreleg on one side of it.

“The Seventh Sage shall be divided and hidden away, taken to the six corners of the world.” The Seventh Sage’s voice emanated from the stone, “Each shall reside in a remote outpost of the Ulkun and await the day of unification...”

Irkith listened for a time as the Ulkun prophet spoke more plainly than ever before, giving great detail on where and how the six pieces of his life stone should be stored.

Irkith didn’t like the idea of letting a prisoner dictate the terms of their own imprisonment, but he’d allowed the Forbidden One a last request before he was placed in a solitary prison known only to Irkith. Therefore, he reasoned the Seventh Sage deserved no less and noted the mad Ulkun’s instructions. After all, he would surely be needed again, in some future day.

When the mad Ulkun finished, Irkith lamented, “I wish there was a better way.”

“There is not.” The Seventh Sage spoke with sympathy, “All is as it should be.”

“Have you any final words, my child?” Irkith asked.

“Do not worry or feel guilt. You have acted for the good of all and ensured the Great Purpose shall be fulfilled. The Life Giver would thank you.”

Irkith wished he could believe that. He really did.

With a leg still braced on the life stone, Irkith latched onto the other side with his mandibles and pulled the outer shell apart, which released with a click. Inside was the larger of the two lenses, as well as a smaller hexagonal basalt casing, which had been designed to slide within the larger one. Irkith set the basalt stone he’d removed to one side, then reached for the amber lens, carefully setting it aside. Next, he repeated the process with the smaller casing, producing another click, revealing the smaller of the two lenses, which was set beside the first. Finally, he pulled the second half of the smaller casing from the larger one.

With that, the Seventh Sage’s soul had been divided into six parts and Irkith felt like a murderer. He knew the mad Ulkun could be reassembled, but that didn’t make him feel better.

Irkith wept tears of molten stone for what he’d been forced to do and the days to come, in which the mad Ulkun’s life stone would be scattered around the world.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4
The Living City
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Nicole stepped from the elevator and directly into the Sheriff’s station of the city-ship, though she was still in the administration tower. The room had a pair of cells along the back wall, with a large desk between them. The cells were mostly sectioned off with regular walls, but the portions facing the sheriff’s desk were the barred doors. Aside from the stairs and the elevator, which reached all the way to the primary bridge, at the top of the city, and the secondary bridge, at the bottom, there were archways on either side that led into the cavernous, open chamber surrounded by the city-ship’s hull.

She looked on Kazic, a dwarf with black hair and beard. That hung to his belt, like most dwarves, with little of his face visible between his official hat and beard. He wore a black watchman’s uniform, since he was the sheriff for Jigsaw City. He wore a heavy tactical vest over that and had a pair of sleek, black blaster pistols holstered on his hips. Strapped to his back was an ax.

He had a clipboard in hand and muttered with a few of his deputies, who were dressed much the same way he was.

When he finally noticed Nicole, his eyes lit up and he smiled rather wide. Handing the clipboard to one of the deputies, he rushed over to Nicole and hugged her. She leaned down and kissed him, quite passionately, leaving the deputies looking away with embarrassment, while they waited for the two lovebirds to finish ‘greeting’ each other.

After what felt like a quiet, yet wonderful eternity, they stopped kissing and Nicole found herself quite befuddled for a moment, totally unable to remember why she’d come, at least until the city began nagging her to be made whole again.

“We’ve pinpointed another piece of the city.” She informed her boyfriend.

He nodded, “Aye?”

“I’d like you to come with me to collect it. I think it might be fun, especially since Vanu thinks it might be dangerous.”

Kazic chuckled, then turned to a female deputy, saying, “Oz, ye’re in charge while me’s out.”

Ozabella had a red beard, which was shorter than dwarven average, at just six inches. She was rather young, with an eager expression. Nicole had met her six months before, when Kazic recruited her. She used to be a watchman in Heart Forge, but had since become Kazic’s right-hand woman.

“Ye can count on me, sir!” Ozabella declared as she saluted.

Nicole took Kazic by the hand and led him out of the room, into the open space outside. Just a year before, it had been fairly empty, with plenty of space to grow, but the central levels of the city now bustled with activity.

The three central levels of the platforms spanning the gap between the six skyscrapers that served as structural supports had become a busy market, where wares of all sorts were bought and sold at open-air stalls. The smell of beef frying wafted through the air, because the local food court had a tendency to put it on a stick, before dipping it in batter, followed by a trip through a deep fryer. At the other end of the food court was a stall frying patties for burgers.

Ironically, Nicole was making money hand over fist from that little business venture, because her family’s cattle ranch supplied the meat. It came from a breed of cow that wasn’t common on the planet and was therefore quite popular. The market reminded her of a shopping mall, despite the nature of the stands hawking wares, because everything was indoors.

Nicole had modified some of the walkways into ramps going up and down on each side, to reduce congestion around the stairwells of the corner towers, because the place was busy at all hours, even in the middle of the night, when the city’s lighting dimmed. At the center, a teleporter station had been setup, to easily allow visitors from Heart Forge or the many space stations in orbit to come and go as they pleased. The once open spaces surrounding the central hexagonal platforms now featured several new tower-pods attached to the central towers, which had been made from the standard hive-buildings of Kurg. Most of them had become homes, but there were also workshop spaces mixed in.

Nicole was proud of what they’d built in only a year, because Jigsaw City had become a popular place to live and work, despite how crowded it was. Nicole had even been forced to organize a city council, consisting of Ogomid, Lognur, Kazic, Vanu, and a former space pirate that went by the nickname Mad Eye. The council handled running the city on Nicole’s behalf, though she had veto power over any decision they made, because she’d effectively become queen of a city-state.

She’d so-far refused to accept a title of any kind. Inwardly, she’d begun to think of herself as a princess, though she didn’t want to be called that. Princess had such a girly, froufrou vibe and she’d rather people thought of her as tough. She didn’t care for the royal overtones of the word, either.

Unfortunately, there still wasn’t enough room to properly house the nearly ten-thousand Ulkun and half of them were still waiting idle down on the planet. In particular, that was due to the dragons Ustrina had brought to the city for defensive purposes, who took up an excess of space, each having turned a whole housing unit into their lair. That was one of the many reasons Nicole insisted on finding the rest of the segments scattered on the planet, before venturing out into the galaxy for more. After all, the City of Kurg, which Jigsaw City had been made from, belonged to them, despite the fact she’d reluctantly become the city’s living avatar. The entire purpose of the Ulkun was to build up the city, both in the sense of construction and in terms of people dwelling there.

Nicole led Kazic off the central platform, to a railed bridge that joined the walkway that ran around the center-line portion of the city. From there, they followed it into a hive building that jutted through the outer hull.

The interior housed a number of small, silvery shuttles shaped like beetles, which featured six legs and a bubble-like cockpit with a dark canopy. Each had some pretty hefty blaster cannons and missile launchers mounted to the sides. The rear doors of most were open, with the top half raised out of the way, while the lower half served as a short ramp. Aside from the cockpit, they were one large cargo bay lined with seats for passengers on the inside.

Mixed in among the insect shuttles were smaller fighters that carried the same level of armaments, but at a fraction of the weight, because they’d been purpose-built for combat. They were of a very similar design, though they resembled mosquitoes, rather than beetles.

The outer door of the bay was simply a standard door. Set high on the inner wall was a bubble-like room with stairs leading up to it, which served as an observation room for those that controlled the doors, because the entire room functioned like a massive airlock. Three dwarves worked out of it, seated at control stations like those on the bridge.

Spotting Nicole and Kazic, a group of Lognur’s men waiting beside a shuttle waved them over.

When they stepped closer, Nicole asked, “Is everyone ready to go?”

“Aye.” The Lieutenant in command of the men nodded, “We’ve been ready for close to five minutes. What took ye so long?”

One of the mercs sniggered, “Probably kissing again!”

Behind the Lieutenant, the other dwarves leered suggestively and silently shivered with suppressed laughter, some even covering their mouths, while Nicole and Kazic both shaded a little red.

The Lieutenant, who was older than most of the others, sighed, “Ah, to be young again! Enjoy it while it lasts, because it never does. Shall we get going?” He gestured toward the waiting shuttle.

Regaining a measure of composure, Nicole nodded, “Yes. You have our destination coordinates?”

“Indeed, and we’ve already filed a flight plan. It shouldn’t take us more than half an hour to get there.”

Everyone climbed inside and while the doors were secured, the pilot radioed for clearance to depart.
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Chapter 5
Not a Negotiation
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Dalmas finished his work for the day and was carrying his equipment out of the old outpost when he reached the first chamber. He was surprised to see dwarves with assault rifles fanning out along the walls in a very militant manner, each with flashlights mounted to their weapons.

The instant they noticed him, he was suddenly surrounded by a ring of pointing weapons, which left him basically blind, because it was dark and they were shining lights right in his face!

“Ye mind if me puts me things down, before me puts me hands up?” He asked in a quiet and serious tone, while he started to sweat rather profusely.

“Sorry, we didn’t mean to be rude.” One of them commented, “At ease, men. What’s yer name, stranger?” They asked in a friendly tone.

Most of the weapons were lowered, which was nice, and Dalmas was grateful.

He put down a few things, then bowed his head in the direction of the dwarf that spoke to him, while another switched on an electric lantern and set it at the center of the room, so everyone could see. The last few that were still pointing for the sake of light lowered their weapons. The leader was a little older than Dalmas, who was in his fifties, probably placing the other dwarf in his early sixties, which really wasn’t that old to a dwarf, who regularly reached at least a hundred years without medical aid, due to how hardy they were.

The militant group wore the gray uniforms of Vigilant Hawk, a mercenary company that Dalmas used to see around Heart Forge, but which seemed to have vanished, not that he’d been paying attention.

“Dalmas, the Mighty.” He answered honestly.

“Me’s Lieutenant Brumar,” The leader smiled and gestured around the room, “and these are me men.”

“Why all the military hardware?” Dalmas asked, “Nothing has been alive in this place for a few million years, because it’s an Ulkun outpost.”

The rough, mine-like tunnel beyond the entrance, which Dalmas had helped cut, produced a young human woman with white hair. She wore denim shorts for the summer heat, a T-shirt and a pair of thin, leather gloves. Short swords hung from her belt, which at second glance looked more like gun-blades with integrated blasters. People sometimes custom-made those, because the dwarves of Heart Forge had a long history of favoring melee weapons, but they were still rather rare.

She sighed, “For my sake, I suppose. You could think of the men as bodyguards.”

Dalmas looked the woman in the eye and made an attempt to take her measure. She gave him a rather intense glance that indicated she was far better at that particular talent and after a brief instant, she entirely relaxed, while his gaze lingered a little longer. In the end, he concluded he looked on the face of someone that had seen it all, or at least thought they had.

Based on how relaxed she’d become, Dalmas knew she’d decided he was no threat, which felt a little like a gut punch. That began to remind him of the way Winzon had once looked at him.

Dalmas gestured around the room and requested, “Ye’re welcome to look around, but please take care to avoid touching anything, since this is a historical dig.”

“Thank you.” The woman nodded, “By the way, I’m Nicole Jacobs.”

He recognized the name, based on news items from the last year. Daughter of Levi and Lyra Jacobs, granddaughter of the famous Zechariah Jacobs, who brought technology to the dwarves. She was deeply tangled in the affairs of the Ulkun, having almost become their queen. She was the same that built a massive, flying city in a very short time, using unknown technology, or possibly magic.

Her demeanor shifted in an instant as she spoke in the tone of a request, though it was obvious from her expression it was really a demand, “Please hand it over.”

Getting chills due to the spooky nature of the voice he’d been hearing, Dalmas nervously stuttered, “Wha-what are ye-ye talking about?”

Nicole extended a hand and patiently explained, “An Ulkun artifact made from an alloy that superficially resembles brass. It’s the size of a coin.”

“How did ye know?” The eyes of Dalmas went wide, “Me only just found it!”

Give it to her and go with her. The ghostly voice spoke, causing Dalmas to whimper a little.

“Not important,” Nicole shook her head and reached closer to Dalmas, her hand still open and waiting, “but you’re going to give it to me, one way or another.”

“But it’s an important piece of history! Me hasn’t even studied it yet!” Dalmas protested.

Nicole countered, “It belongs to the Ulkun and I’m their chosen representative. If you want to argue with international law, I do have a lawman on hand, who’s recognized in both Jigsaw City and Heart Forge.”

Dalmas reached into his pocket and produced the coin, grasping it firmly in his fist, which he held above Nicole’s hand.

“On one condition.” He grumbled.

Nicole warned, “This isn’t a negotiation.”

“Just hear me out.” He stubbornly pressed on, “It’s a small condition.”

“What is it?” Nicole sighed.

“Me studies Ulkun ruins, but me would rather study the Ulkun. Me hears tell yer flying city has something to do with them, so will ye let me talk with them, so me can learn about their culture? That’s all me wants.”

Nicole nodded, “I’m surprised you haven’t visited already. Jigsaw City has been open to visitors for six months. You can come any time you want, but the Ulkun may or may not want to talk to you. Where have you been hiding, under a rock?”

Dalmas chuckled a little and set the coin in Nicole’s hand, “Me supposes so.” He glanced up at the ceiling
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