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      The airship Persephone departed from the city of Mercury early that morning, commencing the twelve-hour flight to Serenity. Air travel was the quickest means of transport across the globe, but also a privilege reserved for the wealthy. Dignitaries, captains of industry, and high-ranking military officers were usually the only ones who could afford to travel in such luxury and extravagance.

      Jameson Pierce was one such dignitary, a man fortunate enough to be born into a family of exceptional wealth. The young, blond man stood on the ship’s deck with a drink in hand. The ice clinked in his glass as he leaned over the railing, watching as land and sea rapidly passed beneath the ship in a blur of green and blue. While one hand cradled the drink, the fingers of the other wrapped about the globe-like handle of his cane.

      “There you are!” The voice belonged to Katherine, a woman of nineteen, and like Jameson, born into privilege. She was also shallow as a puddle and continually tried his patience. “My dear Jameson, one might think you were trying to avoid me.”

      “Nothing could be further from the truth, my dear,” said Jameson. “I just thought a bit of fresh air would be nice.”

      Katherine came close to him and turned, pushing her back against his chest. She took hold of the arm which held the cane and wrapped it around her waist. “Why would you want fresh air when there is such a magnificent party occurring inside?” She pouted. “You’re becoming a dreadful bore in your old age, Lord Pierce.”

      “Perhaps you’d be better suited with a younger man.”

      “I’d prefer one who can keep up with me,” said Katherine. The tips of her fingers lightly danced up the frilled collar of his shirt. “Do you think you could?”

      “I think...”

      Jameson found the words die in his throat. He gently pushed Katherine away and went to the rail. His eyes spotted something in the distance, something closing in rapidly. Katherine, however, failed to notice.

      Katherine was not pleased to find that her paramour’s attentions were no longer on her. “Jameson Pierce, how dare you⁠—!”

      “Quiet!” His jaw slackened as the object in the distance grew closer. Not to mention larger. “It’s a ship.”

      The solar sails curved in the wind as the small ship came closer and closer to the deck of the Persephone. As it drew nearer, Jameson saw two figures standing on its deck: one man wearing a dark green cloak, and the other a woman in a tight shirt, loose pants, and a small-rimmed hat atop her head. The man rested his foot on the rail of his ship and when it came within a close enough range, he pushed off on that bent leg.

      The cloaked man flipped in the air and landed soundlessly on the deck of the Persephone. He rose from a crouch and as he did, drew the sword sheathed at his side, pointing the tip of it in the direction of Jameson and Katherine. Katherine opened up her lips to scream, and that was when the woman from the other ship landed behind her and clasped a hand over her mouth.

      “Ah-ah, don’t want to announce our presence too soon,” said the woman.

      “Let her go,” said Jameson.

      The woman smiled at him. Her hand went to her belt holster and drew out a boomerang. “It looks like we’ve got a strapping hero, Zarim.”

      “Zarim,” said Jameson, taking in the young man. “Famed sky-pirate. You’re quite a legend.”

      “Thanks,” said Zarim, still holding his sword up.

      “Although to be honest, I thought you’d be taller.”

      “He gets that a lot,” said the woman.

      “Ekala, do you mind?” asked Zarim.

      Ekala shrugged. “It’s true.”

      Zarim turned his gaze back to Jameson. “And who exactly are you?”

      Katherine jerked her head to one side. “He’s Jameson Pierce, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll stand down now!”

      Ekala clamped her hand over Katharine’s mouth again with a sigh. “Can we throw her over?”

      “She can’t give us her money if she’s at the bottom of the ocean,” said Zarim.

      “That’s why we take the money first,” said Ekala.

      “If you harm the girl, you’ll have me to contend with,” said Jameson.

      “Really?” asked Zarim.

      Jameson flinched. Something in the pirate’s eyes. A green flash. But it couldn’t have been real. Just a trick of the light, had to be. “What do you want?” he asked.

      “Everything you’ve got,” said Zarim. “And since you’re ‘Jameson Pierce’,” he mocked Katherine’s tone as he said the name, “I imagine you’ve got quite a lot on you.”

      “I don’t have much,” said Jameson as he reached inside his coat. He drew out his pocketbook and dropped it on the deck. “Just that.”

      Zarim bent down, never breaking eye contact with Jameson as he picked up the wallet. He slipped it beneath the folds of his cloak and it seemed to vanish in there. “Good, then how about we go below deck? See what the other passengers have on them?”

      “You’ll find it difficult, there’s a party going on in the ballroom.”

      Ekala smiled. “We do love a good party.” She pushed Katherine against Jameson. “Lead the way, rich boy.”

      “As you wish,” said Jameson. He and Katherine went into the stairwell first, descending the circular stairs. Once they reached the platform, he led them into the main ballroom. A small band was present and the passengers were dancing and drinking to their heart’s content. Zarim kept his sword ready and, with his free hand, drew the pistol holstered at his side. Ekala held a boomerang in each of her hands. She leaned towards Zarim.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” she asked in a low voice.

      “You wanted some action, this is action,” said Zarim. He raised his gun and fired a shot. The music came to a stop and the guests were startled, turning to face the source of the loud noise. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen! I apologize for interrupting your festivities, but I’m afraid I have to ask you for a donation to my favorite charity. Namely...me.

      “My name is Zarim. I’m sure some of you have heard my name before. And this is my lovely associate, Ekala. The two of us are here to relieve you of the great burden which you call wealth. If you cooperate and give us what we want, we’ll be out of your hair very shortly. But if you cause us any problems...well...let’s just say our reputations speak for themselves.”

      Jameson watched with rapt attention as Zarim and Ekala collected the wallets of the passengers. Something especially caught his eye—a symbol on Zarim’s belt buckle. It bore a rose with a drop of blood at the end. A strange thing for a pirate to wear and he committed the image to his memory.

      “We won’t put up with this nonsense from a bloody pirate, “ came a voice from among the crowd of revelers in the ballroom.

      Zarim’s ears perked up at the challenger. Jameson himself was curious, craning his neck to spot the fool. He saw an older man, dressed in a tuxedo and with a golden sash indicating his lordship. His right eye was magnified by a monocle and he stood straight, chin up in defiance. The crowd parted for Zarim, who calmly strode over and pressed the tip of his blade against the old man’s wrinkled neck.

      “Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that, old timer. Did you just say you wanted to be made an example of?”

      “Ruffians, that’s all you are,” spat the lord. “Deserve nothing less than the gallows.”

      “Maybe you’d like to try the gallows firsthand, see how much you like them after?” asked Zarim.

      “Zee, we don’t have time for this.” A buzzing came from a device hanging from Ekala’s side. She plucked it from her belt and raised it to her ear, listening through it.

      Zarim slid his blade beneath the man’s sash and sliced it neatly, letting it fall to the ground. He stuck it with his sword and lifted it up, holding it up to its owner’s gaze. “I’ll enjoy using this as a grease rag.”

      “Kill me if you must. At least I’ll have died with dignity.”

      “That’s what you think, gramps. There’s no dignity in being thrown from an airship.”

      “Zee! Just got radioed, looks like we’ve got company,” said Ekala, holding the transmitter to her ear.

      Zarim looked out the bay window and saw another ship in the distance, closing in fast. It was smaller than the Persephone, but far more dangerous—at least in terms of who was aboard. Zarim cursed under his breath.

      “That’s a Dreadnought scout ship. You have no hope of escape,” exclaimed the lord.

      “Babe, you got the loot?” asked Zarim.

      Ekala shook the sack she held in her hands. “Looks like a pretty decent score.”

      “Good, then it’s time we take our leave.”

      Ekala was first up the steps with Zarim following close behind. But before he ascended, he offered one last look and a grin to his former captives. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your generosity. Now I hope you’ll be sure to mention this little encounter to your friends and loved ones.” He bowed and then sprang up the steps.

      Jameson ran up the steps as well, moving out to the upper deck. Zarim looked at him and smiled before jumping from the railing and flying through the air. At first glance, it seemed like he wouldn’t make it to his own ship, but then Jameson noticed the rope hanging from it. Zarim grabbed it effortlessly. He turned towards Jameson, one hand gripping the rope, and offered a smug salute.

      The entire act couldn’t help but make Jameson grin. The pirates definitely had style, there was no denying that. He went below deck once more and already heard people discussing the events. Jameson rolled his eyes as he walked through the crowd.

      “I’ve heard stories, but I never thought I would be a victim!”

      “This is absolutely uncalled for! I’ll have words with my representative about this!”

      “I thought the Dreadnoughts were cracking down on those awful pirates!”

      “Did you hear what he called himself? That was the Zarim, captain of the Excalibur! Legend has it he’s some sort of a demon!”

      Preposterous, thought Jameson. A demon, he had never heard something so ridiculous. Zarim and his companion were thieves, nothing more. Extremely skilled, brazen thieves, yes, but thieves no less. As he moved towards the bar, he heard sobs and he found Katherine huddled behind. When she caught sight of Jameson, she practically tackled him, wrapping her arms around his body.

      “Oh Jameson, it was horrible! I’ve never feared for my life like that before!”

      “They weren’t going to hurt you, Katherine. They just wanted the money,” said Jameson.

      “Yes, but you’ve heard stories of this Zarim, haven’t you? How he sails to the forbidden lands! And he even employs hobgoblins and cavorts with the unholy ones!”

      “You place too much stock in legends and folklore, my dear.”
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      “What the hell are y’ thinkin’, kid?” asked Swul as Zarim and Ekala entered the bridge of the Excalibur.

      The stout faerie barely stood above three feet. He wore a dark green cap with a short brim, casting a shadow over his unnaturally blue eyes, which seemed to sparkle. A cigar sat clamped between his teeth, and his entire appearance seemed somewhat at odds with the gossamer wings that protruded from the slits in his gray shirt and embroidered vest, the color of which matched his cap and his pants.

      Zarim cast the faerie a dazzling smile as he passed a raised platform which housed an ornate chair with a red cushion. A few feet in front of that, on a slightly lower level, was a large steering wheel and an instrument console.

      “We need to make some waves.” Zarim took the wheel, turning the Excalibur a hundred and eighty degrees. He reached for the large throttle, a rod extending from a point near his feet and accelerated.

      “Think we can outrun ‘em?” asked Ekala.

      Zarim smiled as he patted the wheel with affection. “Not a ship on the planet that can outrun my baby.”

      His eyes widened as the proximity alarm flashed on the console. “Don’t tell me that...”

      “What?” asked Swul.

      “That Dreadnought ship is closing in on us—and fast!” Zarim turned to Swul and Ekala. “You two, go man the cannons! Reduce that damn ship to scrap!”

      “You an’ me are gonna have words later, Zarim,” said Swul.

      “Not now, little man!” Ekala grabbed Swul by the back collar of his shirt and yanked him behind her. Swul nearly dropped his cigar, but caught it and broke from her grasp, his wings flapping and raising him above the ground. He flew after her, quickly overtaking her as they descended the steps past the middle deck and down to the lower one. At the ship’s aft were cannons and an intercom system. As the pair moved into the seats mounted to the two rear cannons, the Excalibur was struck by a shell from the Dreadnought ship, causing the two of them to rock as the ship quaked.

      The intercom crackled to life with Zarim’s voice scratching through. “You two better hurry up before pieces start falling off my ship!”

      “Don’t get yer panties in a bunch,” said Swul. The cannon was too high for his diminutive frame, so he had to stand on the seat to see over the edge. “You know I hate these damn things!”

      The cannons had wide barrels with a rack attached to it that fed shells into the weapon. Swul maneuvered the cannon, lining up the sight with the Dreadnought attack ship, and fired. There was a momentary lapse as the cannon reloaded and he heard Ekala fire her cannon as well. Both their shells struck the Dreadnought, but failed to deter it and it increased its speed, firing two shells of its own.

      The Excalibur slewed to the left and the sudden shift in momentum caused Swul to lose his balance. He hung onto the cannon’s handles as it swung to the side, but used his wings to redirect him back.

      “The hell’d you learn how to fly?” shouted the stout faerie.

      Zarim’s responding voice crackled through the intercom. “Would you rather fly with a hole in the hull?”

      “Rassum frassum...” muttered Swul. He climbed back into his seat and repositioned his cannon, and directed a sidelong glance to the beautiful piratess manning the gun to his left. “How you doin’, sweetheart?”

      “I’d say better than you, but that’s because I can actually use the restraint harness on this thing,” said Ekala. She brought her cannon to the ready as a fresh shell slid into the barrel. She focused the sight, catching it dead on the Dreadnought. A pull of the trigger and the shell tore through the air. It cut the distance between them and the enemy and blew right into the bridge.

      “Jackpot,” she said with a grin.

      For a moment, the Dreadnought kept on them, but then thought better of it and veered off. Swul watched with a smile on his face. “Can’t believe it, you scared off a Dreadnought ship, babe!”

      “I’m good that way,” said Ekala as she unfastened the harness. She walked back towards the bridge with Swul flittering behind her. Once they reached the bridge, Zarim offered a broad smile of his own and embraced Ekala.

      “That was nothing short of amazing!” he said.

      “Go on,” said Ekala.

      “Let’s save the celebrations, kid.” Swul struck a match off Zarim’s armrest and lit a fresh cigar. “What the hell were you thinkin’ attracting Dreadnought attention like that?”

      “Calm down,” said Zarim.

      “Nah, I won’t calm down!” said Swul. “What’s the point? The bounty from a job like that ain’t worth the risk! All you did was lift some socialites’ wallets. Big freakin’ deal! We don’t need Dreadnoughts on our tail!”

      “The point, my faerie friend, is that it sends a message. It spreads the word and our legend grows,” said Zarim.

      Swul enunciated his points with his cigar clasped between two fingers. “First off, I’m no damn faerie. They cast me out, remember? Second, I was almost killed by one of those Dreadnought squads. I ain’t looking to go up against ‘em again.”

      “You don’t have to remind me, pal. Who’s the one who saved your ass?” asked Zarim.

      “Savin’ me from the fryin’ pan don’t give you no right to toss me in the goddamn fire!”

      “Listen up, short round,” said Zarim. “Last time I checked, I was the captain of this ship, not you! So if you got a problem with the way I do things, why don’t you flitter off somewhere else?”

      “Why you self-righteous, rat-bastard⁠—”

      “You forgot ‘roguishly handsome’.”

      “—roguishly han—hey!”

      Ekala moved towards the helm as Zarim and Swul continued the argument. She leaned against the wall, shaking her head with an amused disapproval. “You’re like damn kids when they get this way.” She knew the faerie had a point, though. Their take? Probably not worth risking Dreadnought attention. But on the other hand, their reputation made things run a bit more smoothly. And she did love going after the rich.

      She finally decided they’d been arguing long enough. “So what’s our travel plan look like?”

      Zarim looked away from Swul, and at console which had a map of the world showing their current position. “I’ve got a course plotted for Delfor. We can refuel and resupply there.”

      Ekala huffed.

      Zarim glanced over at her. “I know Delfor’s not your favorite place, but⁠—”

      “I just don’t trust Gax,” she said. “He’s a first-class creep.”

      “Yeah, but if not for him, we wouldn’t have the Excalibur. And he gives us quite a bit of work,” said Zarim.

      “I suppose,” said Ekala. “Still, he makes my skin crawl.”
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      The city of Xanadar sat nestled in the mountainous regions of the Shanla continent. It had been virtually untouched by the expansion of the Imperials based in Serenity, the location providing natural defenses from invading hordes.

      Here was a place of spiritual enlightenment. A long and rough path led to Xanadar, but those who made the trek considered it a test of their fortitude. Many longed to learn from the guru known as Master Quand.

      Quand was in the midst of a meditation seminar with several of his latest students, teaching them proper breathing techniques, when his eyelids snapped open. His head began to throb as an incredible force surged through his body.

      Quand collapsed, his body going into a seizure as the concerned students milled around him. None of them had been here very long and they had no idea if this were part of the class or if Quand was truly in some form of danger.

      A monk standing near the door pushed through the crowd, falling to his knees alongside of Quand. He tried to hold the man down until the seizure subsided. When it finally had, Quand looked up at the students surrounding him, studying their quizzical expressions.

      “Master Quand?” asked the monk. “Are you okay?”

      “No, Fei,” said Quand.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “It’s the Soulstones,” said Quand. “One of them has awoken.”
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      The Excalibur lowered from the clouds, its hull skidding above the surface of the sea. As its speed decreased, more of the hull lowered until it was racing atop the water. The speed decreased even more as the airship approached the port city of Delfor, moving into an open dock large enough to accommodate the ship.

      On the outskirts of the empire’s reach, Delfor was one of the few free ports left in the world. As such, it was a prized location for ships of the air and sea, both legitimate and otherwise, to resupply or rest without any questions asked.

      Once the Excalibur had been secured, the crew disembarked. Wings whirring and cigar clenched between his teeth, Swul relished being out in the open air once again. Without worries of the Empire’s reach, he had nothing to fear from drawing attention to his strange appearance. Ekala, although she generally disliked their reasons for making port at Delfor, did enjoy the freedom the city possessed. Zarim, on the other hand, was here simply for business. He never liked spending too much time in Delfor, just wanted to get in and get out.

      On the pier, Zarim raised the hood on his cloak. “Okay, I’m gonna meet with Gax. Shouldn’t take more than an hour or two. Think the pair of you can stay out of trouble until then?”

      Swul grinned as he wrapped his arm around Ekala’s legs. “We’ll be at the bar if y’ need us.”

      Ekala smiled and patted the top of the faerie’s hat. “Take your time, we’ve got some drinking to catch up on.”

      The two walked past Zarim, drawing quite a few stares from confused onlookers. Zarim called after them, “no brawling, okay?”

      Ekala waved a dismissive hand in response without even breaking stride. Zarim shook his head but couldn’t help the smile.

      “Give ‘em about thirty minutes before they get into trouble, if we’re lucky,” muttered Zarim.

      The young pirate moved through the market square, avoiding peddlers who tried to accost him for his patronage. The food venders frequently approached potential customers, holding skewers of exotic delicacies and enticing them to come to the booth. Others asked if Zarim was interested in some companionship. A few advertised lodging for the night, and there was no end to the vendors who walked around trying to sell jewelry or “priceless artifacts” from some distant, foreign land. Zarim had grown used to the peddlers over his many visits to Delfor. He ignored them, tuning them out like so much white noise.

      Once he reached the end of the market square, he turned down an alley. The shadows cast by the buildings concealed the area in darkness and the alley was strewn about with garbage and occupied by a few homeless vagrants. Two hundred yards down the alley Zarim stopped, his eyes flashing briefly as his hand moved beneath his cloak.

      The attacker came from around the corner, pistol in hand, but by the time he brought it to bear, Zarim already had his own pointed at the man’s forehead. The attacker was unshaven and dressed in miserly clothing. The two foes sized each other up.

      “Do we have to go through this every time, Kef?” asked Zarim.

      Kef just chuckled and lowered his weapon. Zarim did the same. “One day, I will get the drop on you, my friend.”

      Zarim patted Kef on the shoulder. “Keep dreaming. I’m here for Gax.”

      “Of course, of course, come with me.” Kef motioned for Zarim to follow him around the corner. He came to a heavy iron door and banged three times. A panel slid open, a pair of eyes checked them, and then the locks turned. The door opened and a large, burly man stood there, nodding to the pair as they entered.

      “Well, well, well.”

      The voice was nasal-sounding. It belonged to a lanky fellow with round goggles on his thin face and draped in a long coat. He approached Zarim with a wide grin.

      “How’s my ship doing?” he asked.

      “You mean my ship, Gax,” said Zarim.

      Gax snickered. “Did I? Forgive my memory, but the last I remember, the terms of our agreement state that the ship belongs to me. You are still in the leasing period, my young friend.”

      Gax moved to a round table with two chairs and sat in one. He motioned for Zarim to sit opposite him. He linked his fingers together and rested his elbows on the table. “So what have you brought your old friend, Gax?”

      Zarim pulled his cloak back to reveal a satchel hidden beneath it. He rested the satchel on the table and opened it, then drew out a large bag of coins and dropped it on the table. “Ten percent, as per our arrangement.”

      Gax took the bag into his lap and two other arms emerged from the front of his coat to hold the bag open. His upper hands searched through it, running his fingertips over the coins. “Excellent.”

      “So we square?” asked Zarim. “Because we do have some other business to discuss.”

      “But of course. Sit, sit.” Gax closed the bag and handed it off to Kef. “So what can I do for you, Zarim?”

      Zarim sat in the chair and leaned across the table. “It’s been a while since you had any jobs for my crew. The more we pull smash and grabs on rich folks, the more attention we draw to ourselves. We had to tangle with a Dreadnought on this last one.”

      Gax threw his arms to the side. “What can I tell you? Times is tough, my friend. Times is tough. When I get a job, I tell you. These days, not much work going around, though. With the passing of days, Ra’kad increases his empire’s reach. More and more Dreadnoughts patrolling the skies and seas. Making a dishonest living isn’t as easy as it used to be.”

      “Then how about you cut me a break?” asked Zarim. “Let us float for a little longer between payments.”

      Gax clicked his tongue. “‘Fraid not, pretty boy. ‘Fraid not. I’ve a business to run, it don’t stop and start at your convenience.”

      “Well, the more we have to contend with Ra’kad’s forces, the more we risk capture or death. And if that happens, you won’t even get ten percent. You think about that.” Zarim stood. “Now I’ve got some technical things to go over with you. Patch up my ship so we can get away from here.”

      “Very well,” said Gax. “Please.”

      Zarim out a sheet of paper from the pocket of his vest. “We sustained some propeller damage and the rudder needs straightening. Plus our usual refueling costs and some additional supplies.”

      Gax waved a dismissive hand. “Yes, yes.”

      Zarim slid the sheet over. “Just sign the work order.”

      Gax’s lower hands reached to the table, one held a pen and he scribbled his signature at the bottom of the sheet. “There, take that to the workshop and he’ll give you what you need.”

      Zarim folded the sheet and placed it back in his pocket. “Good, now I can go.” Zarim gestured to Kef. “If you ever wanna work for someone decent, the offer still stands, brother.”

      “Either way, he’d still be working for me,” said Gax with a giggle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Ekala clutched the tip of the blade with her thumb and index finger. She raised it to her eye level and lined up the target, which had been painted on the wooden wall. With a swift motion, her arm flung forward and the knife left her grip. It struck the target dead-center, right beside two other knives.

      She turned with her hands on her hips and a grin on her face. “Well?”

      A pair of identical twins seated at the bar exchanged glances. One of them held up his hand with his fingers outstretched. “Five outta seven.”

      Ekala rolled her eyes. “First it was two out of three, then three out of five, now five out of seven? I’m startin’ to think you’re stalling, boys.”

      “This is a scam, gotta be,” said the other man. “How do we know that faerie over there ain’t usin’ any funny faerie tricks?”

      Swul looked up from the table nearby. He held a foaming mug in his hand which was the size of his head. Taking a quick swig, he stared at the two men. “Just pay the lady.”

      “Nah, Vance’s got a point, how do we know you’re not usin’ magic or something?”

      “You tell ‘im, Lance.”

      Ekala chuckled. “Vance and Lance? Was your momma afraid she’d forget your names?”

      Vance jumped to his feet, knocking over his stool and pointing an accusatory finger at Ekala. “Don’t you talk about our mom, you bitch!”

      Ekala’s hand went to the boomerang holstered on her hip. “You wanna repeat that, slick?”

      “I said⁠—”

      In the blink of an eye, Ekala hurled the boomerang and it slammed into Vance’s forehead. After striking him, it reversed course, flying right back into Ekala’s waiting palm.

      “Never mind, think I got the gist of it.”

      “Oooh, a brawl startin’ up?” asked Swul with a large smile.

      The bartender looked nervous. He pointed at Swul and Ekala. “Hey, I warned you two last time! Don’t be startin’ any trouble in here!”

      “He started it, Walsh,” said Ekala.

      “An’ I’m gonna finish it!” said Lance, charging towards Ekala with his knife drawn.

      She jumped back and twisted from side to side to avoid his clumsy thrusts. He tried to go for her face next, but Ekala brought up her arms in a cross and trapped his arm between them. She twisted his arm down, causing his body to bend towards the ground and drove her knee into his chest.

      A meaty paw gripped Ekala’s shoulder. She glanced over and saw a large man towering over her. “You leave my friends alone!”

      “Or what, Chubs?” asked Ekala. “You wanna take their place?”

      Chubs raised his fist, reeling back for a strike. Ekala heard a whistle and dropped to her knees. Just as she hit the ground, Swul launched across the room, wrapping his small arms around Chubs’ head. Swul’s strength was far greater than his diminutive size indicated and he was able to bring Chubs to the ground.

      An ugly lump already forming on his head, Vance recovered from Ekala’s initial boomerang strike and came charging at her. Ekala braced herself as he ran at her. She held out her arms and grabbed him as he came within range, then fell on her back. Using his own force against him, she threw him out the bar’s large window and into the street, in a spray of glass shards.

      Walsh struck his fist on the counter in irritation. “Aww come on! I just had that damn thing fixed!”

      A shot echoed in the bar and caused the brawlers to pause. All eyes went to the door where Zarim stood, holding his pistol in the air. Zarim stepped forward, holstering his weapon and glaring at Ekala and Swul.

      “I thought we were clear on the subject of fighting.”

      “They—”

      “Ekala, I swear to the heavens, if the next two words out of your mouth aren’t ‘I’m sorry,’ then I’ll leave the pair of you here to rot,” said Zarim.

      Neither Ekala nor Swul said another word. Zarim kept his eyes fixed on the pair of them as he addressed the bartender. “Walsh, how much do you think it’ll cost you to repair the damage?”

      “Few hundred credits, maybe,” said Walsh.

      The faerie clenched his fists. “Why you lyin’—!”

      “Swul, shut up and pay the man,” said Zarim.

      “Zee, that’s pretty much our share from the last job!” said Ekala.

      “Should’ve thought of that first,” said Zarim. “Now pay up.”

      Ekala and Swul grumbled as they dug through their pockets and pouches for the money. They left the coins on the counter and Walsh gathered them up with a smile on his face. “Thanks a lot, Zarim.”

      “No problem, Walsh. They’ll behave themselves next time,” said Zarim. “You two, back to the ship.”

      Ekala and Swul walked out the front door with Zarim following. No one spoke at all during the short walk from the bar to the dock where the Excalibur waited their return. Once onboard, they proceeded to the bridge and Zarim sat in the captain’s chair. “Once we get these repairs done, we can push off.”

      “So where are we off to?” asked Ekala, leaning against the wheel. “Don’t tell me Gax was actually useful for once.”

      Zarim groaned slightly. “Actually...I stopped by the ship before I found you two causing trouble. Turns out Master Quand left us a message. So I got in touch with him, and⁠—”

      “What did he want?” Ekala’s tone was marked by a total lack of enthusiasm.

      “He sends his regards. And a mission.”

      “Here we go...” muttered Ekala.

      “He sensed the emergence of something called a Soulstone. But what’s more, he sensed something else ,” said Zarim. “A great evil.”

      Ekala rolled her eyes. “Oh please.”

      Swul, on the other hand, had a curious eyebrow raised while he puffed on the end of a cigar. “Tell me more.”

      Zarim shook his head. “There’s nothing more to tell. Master Quand only said we have to find the Soulstone before it falls into the wrong hands.”

      “I suppose we’re supposed to throw a dart at the map to find it?” asked Ekala.

      “No, he knows where it is,” said Zarim. “Or at least, the general area—Rolyeh.”

      “You nuts?” asked Swul. “They don’t call it Monster Island for nothin’!”

      “I don’t suppose he mentioned anything about payment,” said Ekala.

      “We don’t need payment, we’ll do the job,” said Zarim.

      “Right, of course he didn’t,” said Ekala.

      “It’s serious, Ekala. Master Quand needs my help and he’s gonna get it,” said Zarim.

      “Gax, Quand, you just jump whenever these freaks tell you to,” said Ekala.

      Zarim rubbed his forehead. “Don’t tell me we’re gonna get into this again...”

      “Well...might not be a total loss,” said Swul, trying to derail the potential argument.

      “What are you on about?” asked Ekala.

      “Rolyeh’s got plenty of creatures that aren’t found anywhere else. Those hides can fetch quite a price on the black market,” said Swul. “Might be worth checkin’ out.”

      Ekala paused for a moment and considered this. A smile slowly spread over her face. “Zee, set a course for Rolyeh! After all, when Master Quand needs a favor...”

      “You’re the soul of generosity,” said Zarim.

      “And a monster-huntin’ we’ll go,” said Swul.
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      Any attempts to colonize Rolyeh were abandoned decades ago. Large, vicious creatures existed in all parts of the world, this was true. But nowhere did they congregate in such large numbers as they did in Rolyeh. Beasts of myth and legend, of all different species. Massive reptilian and mammalian beasts battled for control over the land, while sea monsters ruled the oceans and blood-thirsty birds of prey took to the skies. Numerous caves existed as well, rumored to be guarded by dragons. Now it was simply a place where the most skilled hunters would try their luck, and many never returned from their quests.

      However, that meant items which could be collected from the monster carcasses were extremely valuable. The risk was great, but so was the reward and this was how Zarim knew Swul and Ekala would follow him on what he feared might be a suicide mission. Although he wouldn’t let the rest of the crew see it, he was concerned about Master Quand’s request this time around. Normally, Zarim would go wherever the wise man sent him, regardless of danger. But this, on so little information? It definitely was not Master Quand’s style. And that worried Zarim.

      He remained silent as he stood on the bridge, his hands kept firm on the large spokes that extended from the rim of the steering wheel, his eyes continually glancing at the navigation gyroscope which gave a fairly accurate estimate of the Excalibur’s present location.

      Ekala and Swul were in the common area, seated at a table and engaged in a game of cards. A pile of coins sat in the middle of the table and each player held a set of playing cards in their hands.

      “I’m tellin’ you, I don’t like this,” said Ekala. She placed one of her cards in the discard pile and drew a fresh one. Swul watched her movements, then glanced back down to his hand. He murmured something, muffled by the cigar clamped between his teeth, and discarded two cards to draw one.

      “I mean, this whole thing is crazy, right? Just jumping any time Quand says it’s time to?”

      The faerie held the cigar over a tray and tapped it against the tip a few times to shake the loose ash. He shrugged in response to Ekala’s question before puffing on the rolled tobacco leaves once more.

      “Y’know, you could offer some sort of input,” said Ekala.

      “What’s the point? Y’ just want someone to agree with you.”

      “And you’re saying you don’t?”

      “Nah, didn’t say that at all,” said Swul. “All I know is we can get big money for some of those rare breeds. Besides, weren’t you just all gung-ho about goin’ to Rolyeh?”

      Ekala couldn’t help the redness in her cheeks. “I’m not talking about that. I mean the principle of it. I thought we were free agents.”

      “We work for whoever pays.”

      “And when was the last time Quand paid us?”

      “Yeah but this time, we can get paid. Maybe not directly—but hey, money’s money.”

      “But we’re still basically doin’ a job for him for free.”

      Swul groaned. “Quit quibblin’ over details, girl. We got a job, we’re gonna get paid, so why are you complaining?”

      Ekala shrugged. “Just don’t like it is all.”

      “Yeah well, yer gonna like this even less.” Swul placed his cards on the table, face up. “I win.” He reached for the coins, but Ekala threw her cards over the money pot. Swul’s eyes bulged when he saw the hand she held.

      “Is that so?” she asked with a grin.

      Swul pulled away, still puffing on his cigar. “Yer a lousy cheat!”

      “You say that every time and you still haven’t found a shred of proof, little man.”

      Zarim’s voice broadcast over the ship’s intercom system, putting a halt to their discussion. “We’ve reached Rolyeh. We’re about ready to touch down. Hope that goes for the crew as well.”

      Ekala stood and walked towards a large cabinet with Swul hovering after her. She released the latch and slid the door to the side, revealing a small arsenal of weapons. Swords, daggers, axes, staves, a few pistols and some incendiary weapons were all lined on the shelves. A pair of boomerangs were Ekala’s weapons of choice, which she holstered at her hips. In addition, she took a small bandolier of throwing knives, and hung a few explosives from her belt. She finished equipping herself by holstering a handheld grappling gun at the small of her back.

      “Outta the way,” said Swul as he pushed her to the side. He rubbed his chin in thought, examining the arsenal. With a smile, he reached for a twin-bladed battle axe and hefted it. Ekala snickered.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Thing’s bigger than you,” she said. “Overcompensating for something?”

      “Smart ass.”

      Zarim appeared on the catwalk above and descended the metal staircase to the arsenal. He went simple, taking his pistol and his sword, with its ornate pommel. He threw his cloak back so he could sheath both at his belt. His hood was down, green eyes focused on her. “You ready for this?”

      “Ready to do another job that doesn’t pay jack?” Ekala herself, following it up with a nod of her head. “Oh yeah, I’m ready.”

      She slammed the cabinet shut and ran up the staircase to the bridge. Zarim watched her go as he addressed Swul. “What’s wrong with her? I thought she was all gung-ho to get her hands on some monster carcasses?”

      “Women,” said Swul. “Don’t matter what species they are, tryin’ to make sense of ‘em is like tryin’ to punch the wind.”

      “You’re a lot of help.”

      “Not tryin’ to help. Just tellin’ you the way it is.” Swul’s wings began vibrating, moving as a bluish blur, carrying him up to the catwalk. He held the axe by its leather thong, allowing it to dangle beneath him. Zarim sighed and followed.

      “How exactly are we supposed to find this Soulstone?” asked Ekala.

      “Master Quand said when I’m in its presence, I should feel the energy it gives off,” said Zarim.

      “Great, more hocus-pocus,” said Ekala. “Please don’t tell me it’s sitting in some cave, guarded by a dragon.”

      Zarim checked the rounds in his gun. “You’ve got no appreciation for the classics.”

      “Classics nothin’, I just don’t wanna get cooked by dragon breath.”

      He grinned. “Might just be your lucky day, babe. Let’s move.”

      The three proceeded from the bridge to the main hatch of the cargo hold. Swul went to a control panel on the wall and pushed a large, red button below, activating the hydraulic mechanisms. The top portion of the hatch detached from the ship, lowering to become a ramp leading to the grassy fields of Rolyeh.

      Zarim descended first, Ekala stepping behind him. Swul’s wings raised him above the ground and he flew from the ship, holding the large axe with one hand and resting it on his shoulder. “So, your magic radar workin’?”

      Their leader stood quietly in the field, the wind gently caressing his green cloak. He clasped his hands together, fingers pointed to the ground, and lowered his head with his eyes closed. Zarim concentrated on their goal, trying to suss out the flow of the energy. Once he set foot onto Rolyeh, he could feel a presence. As he concentrated, he felt it grow even stronger. Zarim opened his eyes and began walking.

      “I take it that’s a yes?” asked Ekala.

      Zarim gave no answer, just kept walking. Ekala and Swul moved to catch up with him. As he pushed his way through the thick grasses, Swul flew up and slapped a meaty paw on Zarim’s shoulder.

      “Take it easy, kid!” He spoke in a hushed tone. “You gotta move with caution in this place.”

      “You been here before, Swul?” asked Zarim, keeping his own voice low.

      “Nah, just know the lore.”

      “What makes you think it’s not all just some hoax?” asked Zarim.

      “Not exactly itchin’ to find out.”

      Zarim smirked. “No sense of adventure, little man?”

      A screech echoed from above. The three pirates cast their eyes skyward and saw something with a very large wingspan circling overhead, before flying out of view. It was too high up to make out more than a silhouette. Swul focused back on Zarim. “Too much adventure can get you killed.”

      “Point taken,” said Zarim. “I’ve got a bead on the Soulstone, come on.”

      He took the lead, moving through the field’s tall grass, the spongy earth giving way to rockier ground as they drew closer to the mountains. A canyon cut through the jagged peaks, making a path just wide enough for one person to go through at a time. Zarim rested one hand on the hilt of his gun and moved through. Swul went next, gripping the axe tightly and holding it above his shoulder. Ekala had both boomerangs drawn, eyes slowly moving from side to side beneath the brim of her hat.

      They traveled this way for some time, but finally they passed through to the other side and Zarim stepped from the canyon, unhooking the strap that kept his gun affixed in the holster. He glanced around, but all he could see were hills and plains as well as a forest of violet and green in the distance. He breathed in relief and relaxed, turning to face his teammates. “Looks like we’re in the cle⁠—”

      As if sensing his relief, a tremor shook the ground. Zarim stumbled forward and Ekala braced herself against the walls of the valley. Swul hovered on his wings, unaffected. When it seemed to pass, Ekala began to move again, but another tremor nearly caused her to fall. She glared up at Zarim. “Don’t jinx us like that again, okay?”

      “What was that?” asked Zarim.

      “I’m guessin’ it was somethin’ with a pretty big footprint,” said Swul.

      Zarim’s hand tightened around the gun. “Don’t scare the lady.”

      Ekala snickered. “Judging by how tense you are, I’m guessin’ you’re referring to yourself.”

      “No, I was just...shut up. We’ve got a job to do.”

      Ekala emerged from the valley and rubbed Zarim’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, sweetie. I’ll make sure the big, bad monsters don’t scare you.”

      The rumble came again. This time even stronger. Swul’s eyes bulged in their sockets. “You sure about that?”

      Past one of the mountains, a large shadow fell on the plain. It seemed to block out the sun completely. An enormous creature covered with dark, green scales came into view. It moved on four legs, with a hard casing running up the length of its torso, up its long neck and ending at its head. The creature’s jaw was elongated, its lips pulled back to reveal rows of pointed fangs. The eyes burned like hot coals, and large, webbed wings protruded from its back. Lining the spine was a row of spikes, extending from the back of its head all the way down to the mace-like tail.

      “Don’t. Move.” Zarim whispered. “If we’re lucky, maybe it won’t⁠—”

      The dragon’s head jerked in their direction and its glowing eyes narrowed. It let out a loud roar, proclaiming its dominance. It moved towards them deliberately, and Zarim reacted quickly, drawing his gun and firing. The dragon blinked as the bullet struck its snout and it let out a bellow of anger.

      “This just isn’t my day,” said Zarim, drawing his sword.

      The dragon charged towards him, and Zarim jumped from its path. He rolled on the ground, moving quickly back to his feet. It followed him, banking right before running into the side of the mountain, scraping off earth and clinging plant life, and causing a small avalanche of pebbles and stone. Despite this brief delay, its long strides quickly bridged the distance between it and Zarim, and he bent his head down to gobble up the scrambling pirate.

      Before the dragon could strike, a boomerang drew its attention, striking its neck and ricocheting away. With his eyes, Zarim followed the boomerang as it flew back into the hand of its wielder.

      “Find the stone!” shouted Ekala. “We’ll distract it!”

      Zarim couldn’t help but admire the woman. Even though she wanted no part of this mission, that didn’t stop her from transforming into a consummate professional the moment it was necessary. He watched as Swul joined her in the battle, the two of them striking at the dragon from different points, dividing its attention to prevent it from focusing too strongly on one or the other.

      He dashed through the field, following his instincts. As he grew closer to the Soulstone, his eyes began to take on a more ethereal color. Zarim tried not to look over his shoulder as he ran through the tall weeds, though he felt an unbelievable temptation to do just that. Into the forest, now moving past the boles of towering trees, Zarim heard a low growl. He came to a sudden stop, Zarim saw a pack of very large wolves slink from the underbrush, shoulders hunched, head and ears low, and coming on their hind legs, instead of all fours. Even in the afternoon sun, their eyes glowed with a strange light. Legends were told of the explorers who never returned from Rolyeh. Most official accounts believed them to be dead, but some theories held that they had gone native, transformed by the island. Until this moment, Zarim hadn’t considered how literal that might be.

      There were only three of them ahead of him on the trail, and seemed mostly concerned with the carcass of a giant boar. Zarim knew he had to move carefully to get past them, get downwind so they couldn’t pick up his scent. He pushed his back to a nearby tree, and looked up, finally spotting a limb that seemed strong enough to support his weight. Zarim coiled his legs and sprang, but when he caught the limb, it caused the tree to shake, the leaves rustling.

      That alerted the werewolves, and they dropped to all fours, moving to investigate the source of the noise, sniffing the air, low growls emanated from their throats. Zarim pulled himself onto the limb. He inched carefully along it, moving closer to the trunk. The tree was too wide to wrap his hands around and the bark was too smooth to afford much of a grip. Moving a hand beneath his cloak, he drew a pair of throwing knives. He jammed one of them into the bark and tested its hold. Satisfied, he pulled himself up and stuck the second knife above the first. After withdrawing the first blade, he saw a strong limb just above. With the daggers, he pulled himself up a little more and was able to climb onto the limb.

      In the hopes of transferring himself to another tree, Zarim moved down the limb where it grew thinner, bending under his weight. The leaves attached to the branches rustled. One of the werewolves glanced up and howled. The other two looked up as well. Now the three moved around the tree, staring up at their prey. With their clawed hands, they began ascending the same tree.

      “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding!”

      Zarim jumped to a limb on another tree. Two of the wolves tried to give pursuit, scrambling up the first tree. The third was still close to the ground, and he moved beneath Zarim, hoping he might fall. The werewolves’ claws allowed them to move up the trees as easily as if they were running on flat ground, and Zarim realized that in a few more moments they would overtake him, and when they did those same claws would rip him apart.

      One of the werewolves leaped across the chasm between trees, easily alighting on the same branch as Zarim, and scrambling along it. He was within feet of reaching Zarim, when a great screech rent the sky above. Zarim cringed as the sharp sound stabbed at his ears and he circled the trunk of the tree trying to put something solid between himself and the werewolf. To his amazement, the werewolf didn’t pursue him any further, but both the werewolves in the trees ran headlong to the ground and disappeared into the underbrush with the third, leaving Zarim and the corpse of the slain boar behind.

      Zarim’s relief was short-lived. Whatever had caused the werewolves to flee had to be even worse, and Zarim was now at a loss for what to do. He could feel the Soulstone’s presence coming from somewhere higher, perhaps even atop one of the mountains. The unholy wail came again, louder than it’d been before. He peered through the treetops, and saw a rapid blur fly past. Zarim shook his head, unsure of what it could have been. He tried to locate the Soulstone again, concentrating.

      A massive talon burst through the leaves, wrapping around Zarim’s torso and pinning his arms to the side. Within seconds, Zarim was being carried high above Rolyeh. He craned his neck, trying to see what it was that held him so tightly. What he saw was a demonic, flying reptile with an elongated beak, leathery wings and skin. And he was now its prey.

    



OEBPS/images/the-myth-hunter-short-stories-kindle-2.jpg
? \”{,.,
? '\

ud\ww/\\] I ﬁm





OEBPS/images/pulp-corner-press-logo.jpg
g

~
Pulp CORNER PRESS





OEBPS/images/soulquest-cover_ebook.jpg
PERCIN
CONSTANGINE

-

S@1)js

QU





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





