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 About this title 
 
    Grand Hunt is a light-hearted adventure with some mature elements. It contains: 
 
    ●  Light LitRPG Elements 
 
    ●  Steampunk-inspired guns, technology, and devices 
 
    ●  Fantasy action and violence 
 
    ●  Romance and harem elements with female characters 
 
    ●  Explicit scenes and language. There is no fade to black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    Smoke billowed into puffy gray clouds in the air. The tobacco scent would’ve been distracting if not for the unmistakable stench of alcohol joining it. The wooden panels on the floors were damp from spilled liquor and the rainwater dragged inside. A dimly lit chandelier shined above the saloon, illuminating a scene that wasn’t as dreary as it smelled. 
 
    A pianist danced his hands back and forth over the keys, his head bobbing left and right to the ragtime beat. Madams swayed softly to the music. When they caught a wandering eye, they weren’t so subtle about raising the hems of their skirts just enough to let them know they were available for the night. 
 
    When they weren’t looking for a lady to spend the night with, the men did everything they could to indulge. Liquor. Tobacco. Gambling. A group of them had gathered around the table to test their strength in an impromptu arm-wrestling competition, complete with all of the boisterous hollering one would expect. Even if they weren’t drunk, they wouldn’t be any less rowdy. 
 
    In the town of Fallstorm, the Olde Canary was the most happening place to be. The jubilant scene made it impossible to tell there was a harsh rainstorm raging outside. 
 
    Harrison pushed the door open and stepped inside calmly. He brushed away the rainwater from his sleeves and slicked a hand through his wet blond hair. A quick, shifty-eyed glance was more than enough to confirm the raucousness he heard from outside. 
 
    “Better get to it…” 
 
    He straightened out his vest and fixed his collar before heading over to the bar. The bartender was an older man. Balding. Chubby. A pair of glasses on the tip of his nose like they were about to fall off. Harrison waited patiently, his back against the bar as he continued looking around. 
 
    “How are you there, friend? You’re not from around here.” 
 
    Harrison turned around to see the friendly smile on the bartender’s face, his voice just as cheery as his surroundings. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I know every face in Fallstorm.” 
 
    “Hundreds of people live here.” 
 
    “And every single one of them has been to the Olde Canary.” 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow. “Even the children? I don’t think the Fallstorm lawmen would be too fond of them being around all the smoke and alcohol. Not to mention the women…” A curly-haired brunette in a form-fitting red dress walked by Harrison. She gave him a subtle sideways stare, just enough to let him know she knew he was looking. With how short the front of her skirt was, he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “Maybe not the children but the lawmen let the people have their fun in Fallstorm,” the bartender said. “Officials aren’t strict.” 
 
    “Is that right? Then I’m in the right place. I’m… looking for someone.” Harrison turned around to face the bartender. 
 
    “We’re all looking for someone, friend. I can’t help you there. But if they’re in Fallstorm, they’re in the Olde Canary. Especially with that dang storm out right now. Now… I recommend having a drink. It makes the view mighty interesting.” 
 
    Harrison reached into his pocket then flipped a gold coin onto the counter with his thumb. “Simple ale.” 
 
    The bartender nodded, that same friendly smile on his face. While his drink was prepared, Harrison pulled his pocket watch from the pocket on his vest. The gold hunter’s case was worn from how many times he ran his palm over it. It had practically molded to his hand. 
 
    “Twenty-second hour…” 
 
    “A nice, sweet ale, my friend. Just because you’re not from around here doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy yourself. You’ll see Fallstorm folks are kinder than anywhere else.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.” Harrison bowed his head and picked up his drink. 
 
    He took a sip and licked the foam from his lips. His hand was steady around the mug handle as he slowly made his way around the bar. Collars were undone. Sleeves were rolled up. Vests were unbuttoned. As raucous as the crowd was, they kept to themselves. An occasional eye from the ladies of the night was nothing more. Strongmen who were up to no good wouldn’t try anything in front of everybody else. Harrison took another sip to look like just another man trying to enjoy himself. 
 
    He circled the floor of the bar then neared the stairs. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie… Fancy some company?” The brunette he eyed earlier leaned against the banister. Her red dress was even more accentuating than before. Her corset squeezed her waist so tight her breasts looked as if they would burst. Along with the stockings and garters not hidden very well underneath her skirt, there was no shortage of things for Harrison to look at. 
 
    “Not tonight.” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Am I not your type?” She batted her eyelashes. The cherry red lipstick just made the powder on her cheeks even more striking. 
 
    Harrison smirked and shook his head. “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “I see…” Her flirty smile turned into something skeptical. “And just is what your type, blondie?” 
 
    “Well…” Harrison shifted his gaze a few meters away. There he saw a game of cards. “…I’m very specific. And I think I just found what I’m looking for. You have a good night now, young lady.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    Harrison had already forgotten about the brunette, his attention focused on the card game. He took a sip of his ale and moved right up next to it. As soon as he did, the other three men at the table looked up. 
 
    “How are you?” The man shuffled the cards around. “You in for a game, stranger?” 
 
    “I’ll play.” Harrison took a seat. 
 
    “You can take my place… Been losing my damn shirt here.” One of the men got up and left. 
 
    The man shuffling the cards was younger. Messy hair. Shirt unbuttoned so much it was a wonder why he even bothered wearing it. He was frail, his dainty fingers deftly bridging the cards over and over. 
 
    “My name’s Chip,” the man said. “This fella here is Nate.” 
 
    “Harry.” Harrison stared at Nate. 
 
    At first glance, Nate wouldn’t have stood out in a place like the Olde Canary. There was no shortage of guys who wanted to do nothing more than drink, smoke and gamble. But the more Harrison stared at him, the more he thought something was off. The winkled, purple bags underneath his eyes like he hadn’t gotten any sleep. The uneven trim of his beard, as if his barber had worked on him in the dark. The few strands of hair he had left on his balding head going in every direction. Either he just woke up or he showered without bothering to comb it, the latter less likely because of how stained and wrinkled his white shirt was. 
 
    Harrison’s stare didn’t go unnoticed. 
 
    “You got a problem?” Nate narrowed his eyes. “You’re lookin’ at me like you got a problem.” 
 
    “No problem.” Harrison smiled softly and took another sip of his beer. “Just… practicing my pokerface.” 
 
    “Practice all you want. It don’t change the cards.” Nate grumbled, the irritation in his gruff tone obvious. 
 
    “You look familiar…” 
 
    “Yeah, well, you don’t. We dealin’ or what?” 
 
    “Nothing fancy here.” Chip tossed around the cards. “Three-card stud. How about an ante, my friend?” 
 
    “Oh… Right.” Harrison smiled politely as he pulled a small stack of gold coins from his pocket and placed them on the wooden table. “This should be enough to start.” 
 
    Harrison looked down at his cards, noticing Nate was still staring at him from the corner of his eye. 
 
    “A three. A ten. A jack…” 
 
    “Bet is on you, friend,” Chip said to Harrison. 
 
    “Right…” Harrison thumbed through the gold coins and flipped one onto the table. 
 
    “Ha!” Nate cackled and shoved a stack of coins forward big enough it spilled over. “You got nothin’!” 
 
    “I fold,” Chip sighed as he tossed his cards forward. 
 
    Harrison kept a straight face as he did the same with his cards, his eyes locked on Nate. “Pretty good.” 
 
    “Weakness!” Nate reached forward and scooped all of the coins to his side of the table. “You never wanna bet just one coin. You gotta be willin’ to risk it all.” 
 
    Harrison nodded in approval. “I respect a man who’s got guts. But if you wanna talk about guts, you should hear about the job I pulled last week.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Chip’s eyes widened as he leaned forward across the table. “What happened?” 
 
    “I was in a town up north. Heard a fancy carriage was coming through. You get all kinda travelers who think they’re too good for the train. Think they can make it on their own. Just my luck, I came upon a man and his family. A banker. Had enough gold stashed away to buy myself a mansion if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Wow… You really did that?” 
 
    “Sure did. Normally, I’d have some reservations. But the banker had it coming to him. He knew the dangers of being on the road. No lawmen outside of the cities.” 
 
    Chip remained wide-eyed listening to Harrison’s story. Harrison took another sip of his drink, amused by Chip’s enthusiasm. 
 
    Harrison had Nate’s attention, too. But the bald man wasn’t smiling or laughing. His eyes narrowed as a broken-tooth grin came across his face. 
 
    “You wanna talk about jobs?” Nate said. “I got one for you. A month ago, I hear about this farm. Rich folks who own a big plot of land. You should see the mansion they’re livin’ in. Got machines doing the work, so all they have to do is sit around and do nothin’. 
 
    “Figured I’d teach ‘em a lesson. Take my share and show ‘em they don’t deserve what they’ve got. Went into the place and robbed ‘em clean. Gave the man of the house a good lickin’, too, on the way out.” Nate reared back in his seat, laughing so hard he had trouble speaking. His belly shook up and down and his eyes began to water. “I tell you, giving the man a knock was more satisfying than takin’ his gold!” 
 
    Nate’s loud, nasally laugh was enough to make Harrison chuckle the same. Chip stayed wide-eyed as he shuffled the cards. 
 
    “Hmm… I guess you have me beat,” Harrison said. “Unless, of course, you’re making it up.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” Nate’s face shifted into a sneer. He leaned forward, his eye twitching. “You callin’ me a liar?” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound very believable,” Harrison said. “You took a plantation owner for what he was worth and gave the man a goodbye present on the way out. Sounds… made up.” 
 
    Nate narrowed his eyes. “If anybody’s story is fake, it’s yours.” 
 
    “If your story is real, where did this happen? There are no plantations around Fallstorm—” 
 
    “Duskpoint. Up north.” Nate got up from his seat and rolled his sleeves up. Harrison glanced at the man’s arm, noticing most of the size was from his fat and not from any actual muscle. The tension at the table had grown thicker but Harrison remained smiling politely. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay.” Chip put his hands up. “I say you’re both telling the truth. Now… Are we here to play cards or what?” 
 
    “Hmph,” Nate scoffed and grabbed his gold. “I’ve got better things to do than take scraps from a fancy man makin’ up stories.” 
 
    Harrison watched as the big man spun around and stomped toward the exit. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just you and me,” Chip said. 
 
    “Thanks for the game, Chip. But I just lost my nerve.” Harrison grabbed his stack of coins and stuffed them into his pocket, leaving a single coin on the table. “For your troubles, Chip.” He made his way through the growing crowd and stepped outside. 
 
    The storm was raging, muddying the dirt roads up and down. Harrison looked left and right until spotting Nate a few meters away on the other side of the road. The bald man was stuffing the pouches on the saddle of his horse, oblivious to Harrison approaching him. 
 
    “Steady…” 
 
    He put a hand behind his back as he slowly jogged forward through the dirt. The splashing of the mud underneath his boots was drowned out by the rain continuing to pour all around him. 
 
    “Nate.” 
 
    Harrison called out his name and the big man spun around, his sneer tattooed on his face. 
 
    “What the hell do you want?” 
 
    “I just… I just wanted to apologize.” Harrison kept one hand behind his back and put his other hand up. “I didn’t mean to insult you.” 
 
    “Bugger off!” 
 
    “It’s just… the story… It didn’t sound believable at first. But I heard about Duskpoint. There are some rich folks up there. Maybe you did pinch one of them.” 
 
    “Ain’t no maybe about it.” Nate stepped forward and bumped his chest against Harrison’s. “I did it.” 
 
    Harrison raised his chin up and looked the man right in the eye. He kept staring, ignoring the rain pouring over his face. 
 
    “You did it,” Harrison said. “You’re absolutely sure you did it?” 
 
    “You’re damn right!” 
 
    “That’s all I needed.” 
 
    Nate furrowed his brow as he stared at Harrison. Harrison didn’t move. He just kept looking. And waiting. Waiting for it to hit the big man. It took a few seconds but the sudden realization made Nate’s eyes widen. 
 
    “You son of a—” 
 
    Harrison pulled his piece from his waist and shot Nate in the gut before the fat man could finish. Even with the fabric of his shirt to block it, there was no stopping the jolt shooting through him. No man was big enough to take a charge from a wrangler. The rainwater only amplified the pain of the electricity. 
 
    Nate fell to the ground, spasming violent from the volts surging through him. 
 
    “Stay down. You’ll only make it worse.” Harrison pulled a collar from his waist and put it around Nate’s neck. A pair of cuffs locked his arms behind his back to make sure he couldn’t fight back. “That was only 10,000 volts. Try anything and the collar makes sure you stop moving for good.” 
 
    Nate gasped deep breaths, the desperation on his face replaced by the anger Harrison was more familiar with. 
 
    “Dammit,” Nate grumbled. “I should’ve known.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have,” Harrison replied with a smirk. He grabbed Nate and picked him back up to his feet. “Norwyn Nathaniel Birch. You’ve got a nice big bounty on your head for the robbery and assault of Mr. Frank Wade. Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 
 
    Nate looked away, clenching his jaw in frustration. 
 
    “Go figure,” Harrison sighed. “They’re always quiet after they’ve already confessed. If it’s any consolation, I was gonna arrest you anyway—” 
 
    “Get on with it!” 
 
    “Right, right. Come along now, Mr. Birch. Next train to Duskpoint is heading out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Harrison sank into the softness of the cotton mattress rubbing against his bare skin. His hands behind his back and his eyes closed, he sighed a deep breath of contentment. Just getting out of the pouring rain in Fallstorm was enough reason for him to enjoy his moment of leisure. The only thing stopping him from drifting off completely was the gentle sound of wet flesh beneath him. 
 
    He peeked his eyes open to observe the redhead. Her head was down, her bangs covering her eyes but not enough to block her mouth. The only thing more distracting than the smacking of her lips wrapped around him was the desire continuing to course through his veins. 
 
    “Come here…” 
 
    She raised her head up, a lustful gaze in her eyes. She licked her cherry red lips, made all the more striking against her pale skin. She grinned as she trailed kisses along his stomach. Harrison stayed comfortable in his position until her face was close to his. The blush on her cheeks wasn’t enough to cover a light spattering of freckles. Not that he minded either way. 
 
    “What would you like now, Mr. Hawke?” 
 
    “I think you know.” 
 
    Her throat shifted with a swallow as she nodded softly. She straddled him, her petite hands pressed against his chest. His hands moved along the soft skin of her waist as he looked her up and down. 
 
    The redhead had everything he could ask for. Firm, ample breasts. An hour-glass figure that fit perfectly in the palm of his hands. A tinge of sweat covering her body from how hard she’d been working. But more than anything else, it was the way she looked at him. A focused, green-eyed stare. Lip bitten in concentration. Breath held. 
 
    Harrison shifted himself toward the warmth between her legs. He locked his eyes on hers as they moved closer to one another. He found her center and plunged into her. A rush of adrenaline pulsed through his veins. 
 
    The redhead put her own ecstasy on display. Her eyelids flickered and her grin disappeared. Her jaw dropped. A moan caught in her throat before it finally escaped. 
 
    “Give it to me… Hawke…” 
 
    “Say please,” he grunted. 
 
    She gasped a deep breath then gave him what he wanted. “Please…” 
 
    His desire began to consume him. He rolled her onto her back, staying between her legs. His hard thrusts moved him deeper into her. His tongue found its way back into her mouth and his hands tangled with hers. 
 
    The redhead lay helpless on the mattress, legs spread as he took her. She moved against him as best she could, though with how forceful his thrusts were, there was little need for it. 
 
    His lips moved to her neck, just so he could listen to her groan in satisfaction. Her mouth trailed to his ears as she whispered. 
 
    “You’re the best hunter in the world, Hawke… Show me… Show me what you can do…” 
 
    Even in the throes of passion, Harrison couldn’t help but smirk. Not that he didn’t pride himself in his abilities with a woman. But being reminded of what he was truly best at only spurred him. 
 
    He rose up on the bed and wrapped his hands around her waist. He watched her body forced to move to his rhythm. Full breasts heaving. Back arching. Mouth open wide and throat dry. The redhead gripped the sheets between tight fists as she lost herself. 
 
    Seeing her whole body quake pushed Harrison to his own end. Teeth gritted, he emptied himself completely into her. He stayed buried within her for every throb of his orgasm. There was nothing like taking a woman who was so willing. 
 
    He collapsed on top of her to collect himself. Their sweaty bodies pressed against each other as they regained their senses. Harrison finally worked up the strength to move away from her. 
 
    The room was nothing fancy. Just a bed to lie on and some candelabras to light the way. He walked to the dresser on the side and rolled himself a few small pinches of tobacco in some paper. He moved toward the window to enjoy the savory vapor, appreciating the view of the peaceful night outside to calm him further. 
 
    The redhead stayed in her position lounging on the mattress. Her head rolled off to the side as she eyeballed the pile of clothes Harrison was only wearing a moment ago. 
 
    “What’s it like?” she asked, her voice soft. 
 
    Harrison took another puff of his cigarette. “What’s what like?” 
 
    “Going on a hunt. Chasing someone down you know is bad. Knowing you’re putting yourself in danger.” 
 
    “I’m never really in danger. Most of these people are on the run, so they’re not as dangerous as you’d think.” 
 
    “Still… You carry a lot of protection.” The redhead got up from her seat toward the dresser where Harrison’s belongings were. He turned to watch her, raising an eyebrow as she took one of the pieces from his holster. 
 
    “What’s this?” she asked. 
 
    He smoked the rest of his tobacco to ashes then walked over to her. 
 
    “That’s called a wrangler,” he said. 
 
    The redhead had both hands on the pistol. The barrel was short. The copper was polished to a dull shine, fitting perfectly in even her small grip. 
 
    “Farmers use it when they’ve got herds getting out of line,” he said. “It’s not lethal. But it hurts enough to let ‘em know you mean business.” 
 
    “Fitting you use it on bounties.” She put the small piece back down on the dresser then picked up a black leather collar. Her eyes were fixated on the golden gears on it. “And what’s this?” 
 
    “That’s a Tesla collar. Hurts more than a wrangler. If they think about running, they get a jolt that stops ‘em dead in their tracks. And it doesn’t come off without my key and my turning sequence.” 
 
    The redhead held it to her neck to see what it might look like, a mischievous smirk on her lips. “Sounds kinky. I think you and I can have some fun with it.” 
 
    Harrison grinned back at her and shook his head. “I don’t mind having a little fun. But take my word for it. It’s not fun wearing a collar. They don’t even use those things on animals. Never had one activate on a bounty. They know better than to try anything.” 
 
    Harrison eyed her curiously. It wasn’t only her petite frame on full display that had his attention. Long, red hair cascading down her back, she looked at Harrison’s things like a pixie up to no good. 
 
    “Hmm… And I suppose this is what you use if you really wanna hurt a poor sap.” She reached down and picked his carbine up. 
 
    Harrison watched her trail her fingers along the combination of chiseled oak wood and carved steel. Her hand moved toward the grip where an inscription was made. 
 
    “HH,” she said. “Harrison Hawke.” 
 
    “Gotta let ‘em know who it belongs to.” 
 
    “This thing would be really dangerous in the wrong hands, I imagine.” She playfully turned and pointed the repeater at him. “What would you do if I used it right now? I could take you for everything you’re worth…” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him, a playful grin on her red lips. Even with his own weapon pointed at him, he was still smiling. 
 
    “I know you won’t,” he said. 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “One, I don’t have anything worth taking and two—” He reached forward and snatched the barrel, swiping it from her in one motion before she could even move her hands from the position they were in. He deftly twirled the gun around and pointed it back at her. “Nobody knows how to use my repeater except for me. That’s why it’s my repeater.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck for another kiss. He set his gun down on the dresser to enjoy the moment. His desire began to stir inside of him once again but not enough for him to want to indulge so quickly. 
 
    A loud thump against the door interrupted their kiss. 
 
    “Harry! You in there?” The voice barked from outside. 
 
    “Of course,” he thought to himself. 
 
    He pulled away from her, looking deep into her eyes. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked. 
 
    “Scarlett.” 
 
    “A redhead named Scarlett. Isn’t that a little… predictable?” 
 
    “It’s that much easier for you to remember.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Just five.” 
 
    “Just five?” He grumbled softly to himself. He hopped into his pants then pulled the gold circles from his pocket. 
 
    “Hey! Open up!” More banging on the door only made Harrison more irritated. 
 
    “Hold on!” he shouted back. 
 
    Scarlett put herself back together. Her hair was slightly out of place but it was barely noticeable she’d just had a romp. 
 
    “That was fun,” she said. “Come see me again. I promise next time will be a lot more… exciting.” She eyed the Tesla collar sitting on the dresser and winked at him. 
 
    He sighed as he walked her to the door. He opened it up to see the man standing with his fist raised, ready to bang on it again. 
 
    “See you around, Scarlett,” he sighed, his attention now focused on the balding man in front of him. Harrison eyed the redhead walking away in her frilly violet dress then turned toward the man who rushed inside of the room.  
 
    “I need to talk to you, Harry.” 
 
    “Obviously…” Harrison shut the door and took a seat on the edge of the bed. “You wouldn’t be bothering me at the second hour if that wasn’t the case. How’d you know I wasn’t sleeping?” 
 
    The man scrunched his face in confusion. “You always sleep with a madam after a hunt. Why would this time be any different?” 
 
    “That doesn’t explain why you’re here.” 
 
    “Can’t a friend check on his friend?” The man held his arms out, an obnoxious smile on his lips. Francis was old, short, pudgy, balding and his mustache was shaved crooked. He dressed well, his shirt and trousers made from the finer textiles in town. He appeared like the kind of man who was barely trustworthy enough to sell rat oil, let alone snake oil. Harrison would have been upset if he wasn’t so used to the man’s amusing appearance. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Harrison said. “Birch couldn’t get far. Not with how bad the weather is in Fallstorm. It was easy to track him. Standard procedure.” He turned back to his dresser for another helping of tobacco. 
 
    “I got something else for you.” 
 
    “Just post it up on the bounty board. I’ll see it when I get around to it. You know I just caught the midnight train from Fallstorm. I need some sleep.” 
 
    “This couldn’t wait. And this isn’t something you’ll see on the board.” 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow at his chubby friend. He thought it was strange to see how anxious Francis was but didn’t say anything. 
 
    The short man sighed before he started talking. “I heard something—” 
 
    “Bollocks.” 
 
    “Wait… What? You didn’t even let me finish.” 
 
    “You’re gonna tell me some rumor. You’re falling for someone trying to have a laugh. I’m not about to hear it.” 
 
    “No, this isn’t from the usual people. This is… This is something bigger.” 
 
    Harrison did his best not to roll his eyes to no avail. He crossed his arms and gave Francis a skeptical look. “What is it?” 
 
    “Some people came into town the other day. Overheard ‘em talking about a man named Craft. Alexander Craft, was it? Said he had a job. He’s looking for hunters, good hunters. Didn’t bother posting it because he only wants the best of the best.” 
 
    “And I suppose you want me to take this job?” 
 
    “Why not? You’re the best hunter in Duskpoint.” 
 
    “That’s not really saying much…” 
 
    “I did some digging. Heard Craft is the real deal. A tycoon with more gold to his name than everybody in this region combined.” 
 
    “How come I’ve never heard of him?” 
 
    “He’s in Grayhaven.” 
 
    Harrison reared back and shook his head. “Grayhaven? That’s more than 300 kilos from here.” 
 
    “It’d be worth it. Craft wouldn’t put this out there without providing a hefty sum.” 
 
    “Going all the way to Grayhaven for a rumor…” Harrison laughed softly to himself. 
 
    Francis took a seat on the bed next to him. His shirt and pants were tight against his chubby body, the buttons on the front of his vest ready to burst. 
 
    “Listen, Harry… How long have we known each other?” 
 
    “A long time.” 
 
    “And in all this time, all you’ve been doing is pulling hunts around Duskpoint.” 
 
    “It’s an honest living.” 
 
    “Nobody’s saying it ain’t. But you’re too good to be stuck around in this small town forever. I think this is your chance. Truly.” 
 
    Harrison looked into Francis’s eyes. As funny as he looked, Francis was his friend more than anything else. Harrison knew he had to consider it. 
 
    “You really want me to go to Grayhaven, huh?” 
 
    “Aye. If things don’t work out, you can always come back. The madams and the bounty board will be waiting for you.” 
 
    Harrison sighed in resignation. “I’d have to get the Icarus ready. Then there are the port docking fees. It’ll cost me most of what I made from the Birch bounty…” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it. Trust me, Harry. It’s time you stop wasting your time on petty criminals. You need to put your abilities to the test.” 
 
    Harrison contemplated it even though he’d already made up his mind. He gave his quaint lodgings one last glance before nodding to Francis. 
 
    “All right. I’ll head to Grayhaven first thing in the morning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The Icarus was a standard personal-class transport airship. The balloon above it was less than a hundred meters in length but was dwarfed by nearly every ship it flew across. The gondola underneath was a little more than sixty meters in length and half as wide. It was sturdy but small, with only a handful of passengers being able to fit inside of it comfortably. 
 
    The rusted brass instruments on the panel were worn well beyond their years. The screws were rusted in place. The circular glass displays were scratched. Harrison wasn’t sure how some of the stains on his dashboard had gotten there. But more important than anything else, the readings were correct. The astrolabe. The clinometer. The compass. He worked around all of the imperfections of his ship and pulled it into the air. 
 
    The journey from Duskpoint to Grayhaven was peaceful, if uneventful. His ship sailed through the clear blue skies, only a few clouds to block his way. He sat comfortably in his seat and looked out the windscreen. 
 
    Slowly, more ships came into view. The other airships made his seem modest in comparison. Giant balloons filled with enough steam and helium made of layers upon layers of nylon and treated leather to make it inflammable. Beneath them, steel and iron gondolas were large enough to house hundreds making their way to the industrious city of Grayhaven. 
 
    As large as the ships were, they were flies compared to the city itself. Grayhaven stretched for kilometers toward the horizon. A cluster of buildings carved from stone and fortified by steel. The city had taken decades to construct and now stood like a monument on the western coast of the continent of Atmos. Steam billowed from the chimneys of all the metal factories. It filled the sky, making it hard to tell where the steam ended and the clouds began. 
 
    A massive wall as high as any of the buildings hugged one end of the city, protecting it from any potential invaders. Artillery cannons threatened to stop those who would attempt to descend upon it. 
 
    Down below, the people made their way along the streets. Ordinary factory laborers. Steelworkers. Blacksmiths. Woodcarvers. Merchants, alchemists and potion-sellers. On the outskirts of the city of steel, farmers worked the lands. It was the more honest work Harrison was more familiar with. 
 
    Grayhaven had its own autonomy. A sovereign city under its own rule like all towns. Though seeing the people reminded Harrison they were little different from those in Duskpoint. 
 
    “This better be worth it, Francis,” he sighed softly to himself as he began his ship’s descent. 
 
    He pulled into the docking port and found an empty spot among the larger ships. A few adjustments on his console and the ship slowed. He waited patiently until the ship brought itself to a halt on the ground with a jolt. 
 
    Harrison tossed the rope out and the magnetic anchor hooked the Icarus to the ground. He gathered his things and stepped off the gondola to find one of the port managers already waiting for him. The scruffy man scribbled on his clipboard as he looked over Harrison’s ship. Harrison couldn’t help but notice the confusion on the man’s face. 
 
    “…Is there a problem?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “Where are you coming from?” the manager asked. 
 
    “Why do you need to know that?” 
 
    “Just for my own curiosity. Can’t imagine you came from very far in this bucket of bolts.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth. The Icarus has got plenty of miles on her but she’s as capable as any ship.” 
 
    Harrison glanced at his ship. The steel gondola was just as rusted as the instrument panel in his ship. The dust and grime had built up over the years to give it a dark sheen that would blacken his finger if he rubbed it. 
 
    The manager made his way around the small gondola as he made his notes. It was the smallest ship in the landing port, so it didn’t take him long to examine the entire thing. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s safe for you to be flying this thing,” the manager said. “I recommend towing it. For your own safety.” 
 
    “What? You’re not towing this anywhere. Look… I only plan on being in Grayhaven for a few hours at most. Let me handle my business and let me be on my way.” 
 
    The manager finally looked up from his clipboard. He peered through his gold-rimmed glasses with a squint. Harrison wasn’t sure if the old man was trying to examine him or intimidate him. Not that he would be successful with either. 
 
    Harrison crossed his arms and rolled his eyes as he waited for the manager to finish his inspection. 
 
    “You a hunter?” the man asked, his eyes shifting toward the holsters around Harrison’s waist. “Nice revolvers. The repeater doesn’t look bad either.” 
 
    “I’ve got a Tesla collar, too. You wanna try it on?” 
 
    The manager kept his eyes narrowed. Considering how old and wrinkled his face was, Harrison figured he got a kick out of people giving him a hard time. 
 
    “Docking fee is ten,” the manager said. 
 
    Harrison furrowed his brow. “Silver?” 
 
    “Silver? Gold.” 
 
    “Ten gold coins just for a docking fee? It used to be five—” 
 
    “Used to be five. Now it’s ten. I should be charging you more to land this scrapheap in the middle of the port. The people of Grayhaven should be compensated for dealing with such an eyesore.” 
 
    Harrison dug into his pocket and counted out the coins. “Lucky for you ten gold isn’t much to me.” He slapped the coins into the port manager’s palm and the old man smiled, his inquisitive look now gone. 
 
    “You can trust we’ll keep a good eye on her,” the manager said. 
 
    “Thanks… Maybe you can help me out. I’m looking for someone.” 
 
    “Thousands of people live in Grayhaven, sir.” 
 
    “This guy’s not just anybody. His name’s Craft. Alexander Craft.” 
 
    “Craft’s the one man you shouldn’t have any trouble finding. Just take a carriage and they’ll bring you right to his place.” 
 
    “Docking fees… Carriages… I’ve spent all this coin already for a load of bollocks. I’m gonna wring Francis’s neck if nothing happens…” 
 
    “What’s that now?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just make sure you watch my ship. I won’t be long.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison looked up at the steel buildings next to him. There was no end to them lining the streets. Giant black steel factories with steam pipes so high he wasn’t able to see the tops of them. The carriage rolled through the crowded streets. Despite the traffic, the journey wasn’t as frustrating as it could have been. 
 
    Before Harrison realized it, the streets started to clear. The carriage pulled up to a large gate. 
 
    “This is your stop,” the driver said. 
 
    Harrison looked out the window and spotted an iron gate. Down the path, he couldn’t see anything except for more stones that paved the way. 
 
    “There’s nothing here—” 
 
    “Through the iron gate. You said Craft, right? There’s only one in Grayhaven.” 
 
    “Right…” Harrison paid the carriage driver and stepped out. He walked up to the iron gate. It extended in both directions around a plot of land that was separate from the rest of the city. “Let’s see…” 
 
    He searched for a way to get in then saw a small radio device next to the gate. He pressed one of the buttons and it turned green. 
 
    “Yes?” The voice coming through the speaker was distorted. 
 
    “I’m here to see Alexander Craft,” Harrison said. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Harrison Hawke. Hunter. At your service.” Harrison hesitated when he realized he hadn’t rehearsed properly. But before he could come up with some scheme to get through the gates, they started to open before him. He watched them push forward until the path was clear. 
 
    “That was easy.” He shrugged as he made his way down the path. 
 
    The smell of steam and smoke from the city began to grow distant. The traffic and people moving through the streets died down. The farther Harrison got along the stone road, the more he realized just how separated he was from the rest of Grayhaven. 
 
    He looked around and noticed the sprawling green fields in every direction. Nothing but open land with some laborers tending to it. He would’ve appreciated how peaceful it was if not for the mansion appearing in front of him. 
 
    White columns carved out of ivory made up most of the structure. It shimmered with a remarkable pristine underneath the sunlight. It was rare to see a two-story house anywhere but this mansion covered so much land, Harrison figured he could host everybody in Duskpoint inside of it. 
 
    He approached a set of ornate double doors. The expensive jewels decorating it looked just as expensive as the golden door handles. 
 
    Harrison was about to reach out and knock when the door opened up for him. Standing there was a man in a green vest and matching cummerbund. He was middle-aged, his dark hair just beginning to recede. 
 
    He stood rigidly and straightened out his shirt as he looked down his nose at Harrison even though Harrison was a few inches taller. 
 
    “The hunter?” the man asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Harrison replied. 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    Harrison stepped into the mansion and immediately noticed it was somehow even fancier than it looked from the outside. The paintings on the walls had frames that looked more expensive than the art itself. The chandelier hanging above the main hall shimmered bright from the crystals and glass it was made of. Even the red carpet seemed to have a sleek, velvety texture underneath the heel of his boots. 
 
    He followed the rigid man down the halls, noticing how unwrinkled his outfit was. They arrived at a door at the end of the hall the man pushed open. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    Harrison walked into the small room. It was darker than the others, the only light coming from a few bulbs hanging from the ceiling and a candle on the desk in front of him. Shelves lined the walls, each filled with old, dusty texts. There wasn’t much else in the room except a man sitting at the desk. 
 
    From what Harrison could see of him, he was a hefty man, considering how well he filled out his large chair. He wore a long-sleeve shirt, the top buttons undone. He was bald without a single hair on his head not counting the unkempt white beard. It was hard to tell the man was worth money with how disheveled his shirt and pants were. It was as if he’d been in the room for days at a time without leaving. 
 
    He peered through his thin-framed glasses as he combed over one of the books on his desk. 
 
    “Mr. Craft, another hunter to see you.” 
 
    The man at the desk slowly raised his head up and eyeballed Harrison. Harrison wasn’t sure what to make of him. He just waited patiently, his hands behind his back and his lips pursed in curiosity. 
 
    “Thanks, Sanders. That will be all.” 
 
    “I will be just outside, should anything happen, sir.” The man gave Harrison a glance before stepping out of the room. 
 
    “So… You’re a hunter, huh?” The man climbed out of his chair, revealing he was a lot shorter than even Harrison could imagine. He walked forward as if he were irritated. 
 
    “I’m a hunter. The great Harrison Hawke. At your service.” Harrison held his arms out proudly. 
 
    “Never heard of you.” 
 
    “That’s all right. I like meeting new people.” Harrison kept a smile on his face as the man kept examining him. 
 
    The man walked up close to Harrison and examined the holsters on his chest. He scrunched his wrinkled face, the glasses not doing much to cover them. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Hmm…” Harrison considered for a moment what to say before going with a straight answer. “You are Alexander Craft, are you not? I heard you needed a hunter.” 
 
    “Is that right? I never posted a bounty on the board. And you don’t look like any of the other hunters who came by.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I take a little more pride in my appearance compared to some of my brethren.” Harrison straightened his collar and fixed his sleeves to his own amusement. “I assure you, I am who I say I am.” 
 
    Craft let out a belated sigh and grumbled as he moved back to his desk. “I don’t know how you found out about this but if you know, you must be capable.” 
 
    He opened a small folder and pulled two sheets of paper out. Harrison looked to see they were a couple of photographs. Two black and white headshots of women. 
 
    “I’m looking for two people.” Craft pointed his finger at one of them. “This here is Evelyn Scarborough… And this one is Selina Riggs. I need you to find them and bring them back to me. Alive. They’re dead, you don’t get the bounty.” 
 
    Harrison picked the photos up and examined them. One with a scowl on her face and the other a younger, demure woman. “What’d she do? Rip you off? I’d believe it. But this one with the goggles… She looks pretty innocent.” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “It matters, yes. Bounty hunters usually seek a bounty on criminals. That’s how jurisdiction works in most cities—” 
 
    “And that’s how it works in Grayhaven. They ripped me off. Bring them back here, so I can deal with them. Are you a hunter or not?” 
 
    Harrison clenched his jaw, his eyes narrowed at the frustrated man in front of him. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” Craft said. “Just know I want these women in my custody.” 
 
    “All right… and the bounty—” 
 
    “Name your price.” 
 
    Harrison was taken aback. He shook his head in confusion. “I’ve never had someone ask me to put a price on their bounty.” 
 
    “Now you have.” 
 
    Harrison looked back at the two photos and sighed. “Two women. If you’ve got other hunters out there, it looks like they’re more trouble than usual.” 
 
    “Don’t go crazy now,” Harrison thought to himself. He bit his tongue to hide his smile, trying to look for an exorbitant but reasonable number. 
 
    “I’ll say 500 gold coins…” 
 
    “Done.” Craft agreed before Harrison could even finish. Harrison took advantage. 
 
    “…Each.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Hmm… Can you give me any other information besides their names?” 
 
    “No. Go do what you do, hunter. I don’t wanna see you again unless these two harlots are next to you.” 
 
    Harrison shrugged and folded the two photos into his vest. 
 
    Craft had already gone back to whatever he was combing over in his book. The bounty was big enough he stopped caring about the old man’s strange behavior. 
 
    Harrison stepped out of the room and couldn’t help a smirk. “Time to go to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    The saloon in Grayhaven wasn’t much different from what Harrison was used to. The alcohol was poured in abundance. The pianist did his best to create a livelier atmosphere. The women weren’t shy about showing off their legs. Their corsets squeezed their figures to make their bosoms more plentiful than they actually were. The men were from all walks of life but most of them were smiths. Their goggles rested on their heads with hours of sweat and soot caked upon their cheeks. 
 
    Harrison straightened his vest out as he stayed next to the bar. He’d caught the eye of a few madams but he gave them nothing more than a friendly wink in return. 
 
    The bartender walked up to him. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “I’m looking for someone.” Harrison pulled the photos from inside his vest and set them down. “You recognize either of them.” 
 
    “I recognize them all right.” 
 
    “Do you where they might be?” 
 
    “I only recognize them from the photos. You’re the third hunter today that’s asked me that. I’ll give you the same answer I gave them. I have no idea. Those women might as well be ghosts as far as I’m concerned.” 
 
    “Right…” Harrison sighed as he looked around the bar. “I don’t suppose you know anybody who’d have the information I’m looking for.” 
 
    “You’re free to ask around. Bound to find someone who knows a thing or two, I reckon. Just as long as you keep your weapons holstered while you’re in here. I’m good friends with the local lawmen.” 
 
    Harrison observed the growing crowd. It was only the thirteenth hour. The sun was shining bright at the center of the sky. But there were still people drinking and laughing among one another in the full-swing of a celebration. 
 
    He stayed quiet against the bar when he noticed a man sitting off to the side by himself. Harrison wouldn’t have paid attention to an old smith having a beer all alone. But the man stared at him, eyes so focused Harrison was sure he wasn’t looking at anyone else. 
 
    Harrison walked over to the table slowly. He observed the dark soot on his face except for the part where his goggles would sit. He wore a thick leather apron. His shirt was sleeveless, showing off a pair of swollen, vascular arms. 
 
    Now that Harrison was standing close, the man shifted his eyes away. 
 
    “Couldn’t help but notice you looking in my direction?” Harrison said. “Something wrong?” 
 
    The man raised his mug up to his lips. He licked the foam from his mouth and sighed a deep breath before shifting his eyes back to Harrison. “You working with any other hunters?” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m working at all?” 
 
    “Only folks who come to this bar are the smiths looking to take a break. Lately, I’ve been noticing a few hunters roaming in and out. Trying to pinch everybody for information.” 
 
    “Can’t blame someone for trying to do their job.” 
 
    “No, I can’t. But you folks are wolves. Out there just trying to take someone down for a bounty.” 
 
    “We ain’t with the lawmen but we’re on your side. Targets get a bounty on their heads for a reason.” 
 
    “Not this one.” 
 
    Harrison narrowed his eyes at the bald man. He looked around to see if anybody was watching then took a seat in front of him. 
 
    “You know who I’m looking for?” 
 
    The man stared at his ale and put it back to his lips. He gulped several times before setting it back down. 
 
    “You’re not like the others.” He shifted his eyes back to Harrison. “Hunters from other cities are honest folks. Just average men and women trying to make a living. Hunters in Grayhaven though… Those are the type that’ll do whatever it takes to get their target. To them, ‘wanted dead or alive’ might as well just be ‘dead.’” 
 
    “Craft wants them alive.” 
 
    “You think that matters to these hunters?” There was a sadness in the man’s eyes as he stared at his beer. 
 
    “If there’s something you know, you can tell me,” Harrison said. “I’ll compensate you.” 
 
    “Evelyn Scarborough. That’s who you’re looking for, right?” 
 
    Harrison nodded. 
 
    “She was the best gunsmith I ever worked with. Could strip a rifle down to its bearings and put it back together with her eyes closed. Used to let her clean barrels just cause it was so nice to watch. The girl worked like a machine. Wouldn’t surprise me if you pulled her skin back and found gears and cogs instead of blood and bone.” 
 
    “What was she doing involved with Craft?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” the man sighed. “Craft’s men come to my forge one day and say they need her services. She refused but they insisted. I tried to stop ‘em but she went along with it to avoid an incident. That’s the kinda woman she is. Next thing I know, she’s missing and rumors are going around hunters are looking for her.” 
 
    The man looked Harrison in the eye. A frown grew on his face as his lips started to quiver. “I worry about her. I hope you’re not like the others. You probably are. But I figure she’s got a better chance than hiding where she is.” 
 
    “And where is she?” 
 
    The bald man hesitated. 
 
    Harrison leaned forward in his seat and clenched his jaw. “If you don’t tell me, some other hunter’s gonna eventually run up on her. With as much money as Craft has got, they’ll find her. If you care about her…” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. But… you gotta promise me something, hunter. You take her in, you don’t hurt her. You help her out.” 
 
    “I don’t kill anybody I don’t have to. That’s not my job. But if she’s a criminal, it wouldn’t be right to help her.” 
 
    The man nodded and sighed another deep breath through his nose. “She’s not a criminal. You’ll understand when you talk to her. She told me she has family in Robourne. Don’t know for sure but that’d be my guess.” 
 
    “Robourne… Right…” Harrison popped up from his seat and felt the bald man grip his wrist tight. 
 
    “Tell her Sway was worried about her. You make sure she’s all right.” 
 
    “No promises. But if I get to her before the others, she’ll be a lot better off.” 
 
    The man slowly released his grip and nodded. Harrison watched as he turned his attention back to his ale, a blank stare in his eyes. 
 
    “Strange…” Harrison pondered him for a moment before turning around to leave. He’d only taken a few steps when he bumped chest to chest with someone. 
 
    “Watch yourself!” 
 
    “Apologies, friend.” Harrison put his hands up and took a step to the side to walk around but someone else had moved in his path. He already knew someone else was behind him but turned around to look anyway. 
 
    Three men had him surrounded. Dirty leather vests and wrinkled linens. Trousers covered in dust. It was almost enough to distract from their unkempt beards and greasy hair. When you were a hunter, the only thing that mattered was your weapons. And judging from the pieces in their holsters, the men seemed more than willing to use them. 
 
    It wasn’t a new situation for Harrison. But he sighed knowing there was only one way out of it. 
 
    “Always at the most inconvenient times,” he said to himself. “Then again, hunters never show up when it’s convenient, do they?” 
 
    The man in front of him sneered. “Heard you’ve been sticking your nose around. Asking questions about a couple of bounties.” 
 
    “You get one thing straight,” the man next to him said. “You get involved with our business, you’ll regret it.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make,” Harrison said. “It’s an open bounty.” 
 
    “You talk a lot for a man who’s outnumbered.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. Why don’t the four of us step outside and settle this like gentlemen? I’m sure we can negotiate something that’ll leave all parties content.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
    The three men were in agreement as they escorted Harrison through the back of the saloon. They stepped into the alleyway, the traffic and townsfolk too distant for anybody to see what was happening. 
 
    They stayed surrounding Harrison, their hands on their waists ready to draw their weapons. 
 
    “Could settle this quick. No… Should see what information I could get first?” 
 
    “Just to be clear, we are looking for the same people, right?” Harrison put his hands up, a friendly smile on his lips. “It’d be a shame if we were going for separate bounties and got into a quarrel for no reason.” 
 
    “Always a good reason to get into a quarrel. Even if it’s for no reason at all.” 
 
    “Such impeccable logic…” Harrison shrugged and looked around. Each of them looked little different from the other. From the way they smelled to the way they eyeballed Harrison, it was obvious they were working together. 
 
    “I said I want to compromise,” Harrison said. “We all have information the other could use. I’ll tell you what. You give me your information and I’ll give you mine. There are two bounties. You can find one and I can find the other. Everybody’s content.” 
 
    “I’ve got a better idea.” One of the men walked forward close enough to Harrison to inhale the unfortunate, musky scent of a man who hadn’t bathed in weeks. “You tell us what we know and we won’t thump your head so hard you’ll lose your memories.” 
 
    “That’s right, pretty boy. Tell us what you know or we’ll make sure your search ends right here in this alley.” 
 
    “Three to one. Don’t be stupid.” 
 
    Harrison gave a nonchalant glance to the men around him. They moved their hands closer to their holsters, their fingers dangling around the grips of their pistols. 
 
    “A compelling argument,” Harrison said with a shrug. “I’ll tell you what. Just let me check the time and I’ll give you all the information I have. Sound fair?” 
 
    Harrison slowly reached for the timepiece in his vest. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” one of the hunters barked. 
 
    “Just checking the time. An ordinary pocket watch. See?” Harrison held it up and popped open the hunter’s case on it. “Now… All I need is a moment… There we go…” He put the timepiece back into his pocket. 
 
    The men all looked at one another, a mixture of anger and confusion furrowing their brows. 
 
    “What was that now?” one of the men said. 
 
    “Just wanted to see how long it would take me to solve our little dilemma. I’d wager four seconds. Let’s see if I’m right—” 
 
    Harrison reached into his back holster and pulled his wrangler out. In the blink of an eye, he caught the man in front of him in the chest, sending him to the floor. 
 
    The other two fired in reaction but Harrison had already anticipated it, spinning out of the way before the bullets were headed in his direction. Another shot from his wrangler caught one man in the face and sent him to the floor. 
 
    While the other two men struggled from the surge of electricity on the ground, the last man stood in shock. A second of hesitation was all Harrison needed to take his own pistol from him. Three bullets emptied into his knee sent him to the ground in a bloody display. 
 
    Harrison sighed softly through his nose then leaned down to search them. While one man clutched the blood gushing from his wound, the other two struggled to get back to their feet. 
 
    “Stay down.” Harrison kept the pistol aimed. “A pistol can cause permanent damage a wrangler doesn’t. You of all people should know that.” 
 
    The hunters didn’t resist but Harrison didn’t find anything of interest. 
 
    Harrison took a step back and looked down. “There we are. A compromise where everybody’s content.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you pay for this!” the hunter still bleeding from his leg screamed. 
 
    “Hopefully it’s after Craft paid me the bounties. I’ll be seeing you boys later.” 
 
    Harrison emptied the chamber of the pistol, letting the remaining bullets fall to the ground, then tossed it away. He stepped back into the saloon and walked through the front entrance. He pulled his pocket watch from his vest and eyed it. “Nine seconds… I’m getting slow.” 
 
    He shook his head at his thoughts as he hailed a carriage to take him back to the port. There was no telling if Sway was even telling the truth. But with 1,000 coins on the line, he had to take a chance. 
 
    “Time to head for Robourne.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    The flight from Duskpoint to Grayhaven was a few hours even with the sky as clear as it could be. Farther north was Robourne, a smaller town Harrison could have passed over if he weren’t paying close enough attention. Despite the short distance, the coming storm proved tricky for his smaller airship. But Harrison guided the Icarus as he’d done enough times before and landed in the port among the other ships that’d stopped. 
 
    It was the fifteenth hour. The sun was still up but nowhere to be found behind the clouds. The rainstorm drenched the small town of Robourne. The sidewalks were empty as the townsfolk found refuge. Wooden houses and buildings composed of hardened logs on steel foundations proved more than adequate to deal with the rainwater. Carriages rolled through the muddy streets, little different from Duskpoint when it rained. 
 
    Harrison had been to the town before. There were no rich folks. There were no factories. There were only honest townsfolk along with sprawling farmland. Just a small northern town of farmers and smiths, a far cry from the industrial city of Grayhaven he’d just left. 
 
    Harrison kept his head down as he finally found an awning to stand underneath. He wiped the rain from his sleeves and vest then slicked his hand back over his head. 
 
    “Small town. Where to start…” 
 
    He considered his options. 
 
    According to Sway, Evelyn was a gunsmith. From where Harrison stood, there were several forges within walking distance. But if Evelyn was intent on hiding, the last place a gunsmith would be is in the most obvious. 
 
    Another option was the local saloon. From what he could see, the lights were on and the party was only just getting started. The rainstorm had apparently made it easier to stay inside and have a drink. 
 
    “She might get suspicious if I ask around. Can’t risk it.” 
 
    Harrison knew he would draw attention to himself just walking around the saloon. Pulling out Evelyn’s photo and asking questions would only make it easier for her to get away. 
 
    He shifted his eyes down the road and saw a small building off to the side. Even in a rainstorm, it was easy to spot. Wooden panels painted white with red highlights along the window panes. A low metal gate surrounding it made sure passersby couldn’t sneak a peek. There was a brothel in every town. Robourne wasn’t an exception. 
 
    “Just here to get a job done. Nothing else.” Francis was hundreds of kilometers away but Harrison could still picture the smug look on his face. He kept his laugh to himself as he approached the ivory house. 
 
    Just as he reached the door, it opened for him. A blond woman, short in stature but noticeably busty in a black corset and skirt eyed him. 
 
    “Hello, stranger.” Her voice was a pitch higher than he knew it actually was. 
 
    “I’m just looking for a place to spend some time until the rain goes away.” 
 
    “No need to make excuses. Nobody’s judging you.” She gave him a wink and turned around, her long skirt stopping him from getting a good look at her backside. “Right this way.” 
 
    He followed the long-haired blond down the hall. The red lights of the hallway dimmed until he stepped inside of the barroom. The sight was a lot more pleasant than a usual saloon. The lights were dim. There was no overwhelming stench of absinthe or smoke. A furnace off to the side kept the entire room warm. 
 
    Of course, the atmosphere was made cozier by all of the women. Male guests relaxed on couches and chairs as their female companions stayed close to them. They all had their hair and makeup done just right, enough to draw attention away from the skintight corsets and revealing skirts. The frilly lace of their gowns only accentuated their already enticing assets. 
 
    “This is the lounge,” the blond said. “Is there anything in particular you might be looking for?” She straightened out her corset and narrowed her gaze, her smirk belying what she was obviously thinking. 
 
    Harrison smiled back and politely bowed his head. “What I’m looking for… I’m not sure yet.” 
 
    “You’re free to browse, though I should warn you. These ladies can get pretty feisty when it’s obvious you don’t have the coin.” 
 
    “And what if I like ‘em feisty?” 
 
    “Don’t push your luck, sir.” The blond gave him a wink then turned around to search for another man who was more interested. 
 
    Harrison did his best not to stare, the photograph of Evelyn stuck in his head. He moved toward the bar where even the bartender was enough to catch his attention. The tan-skinned brunette gave him a cheeky smile. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Bourbon. Something light.” 
 
    “That’ll be two coins.” 
 
    “Two coins. Even the liquor is overpriced here…” Harrison sighed as he pulled his money out, the bounty he’d collected on Birch slowly dwindling away. 
 
    He wasn’t even halfway through his sip when the blond who greeted him at the entrance returned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Missed me.” 
 
    “That’s half of it.” She hopped up on the seat next to him. “I’m interested. You’re… intriguing.” 
 
    “Intriguing. I’m sure every man in this room is intriguing if you talk to him long enough.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I’ve talked to all the smiths and merchants and innkeepers in the world. I’ve talked to airship pilots and port managers. Even rich folk who do nothing but oversee their factories and farms. You though, I know you’re different.” 
 
    She shifted her eyes toward the holsters on his chest. 
 
    “I should really stop walking around with a couple of revolvers,” he said. “It gives me away.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. A man walking around loaded like you is either a hunter or a lawman. Either way, you’re on the right side of the law.” 
 
    “I take it you haven’t spoken to many hunters. Not many lawmen either.” 
 
    “Whether or not you’re the first, I’m still interested. I am intrigued, remember?” The blond batted her eyelashes. It wasn’t enough to distract Harrison from his task, as attractive as she was. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “I’ll play along.” 
 
    “Joline.” 
 
    “Harry.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Harry. You’re not from around Robourne.” 
 
    “You know I’m a hunter. You know I’m not from around here. What don’t you know?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a lot of things…” She leaned forward, making sure he could feel just how soft her breasts were as she pressed against him. Her hand trailed along the inside of his thigh. “I don’t know how big you are.” 
 
    Harrison kept his eyes focused on the bar, looking around at all of the women as he took another sip of his drink. “That’s not hard to tell. I imagine I’m bigger than most.” 
 
    “I just love when a man is honest. I can only take so much humility. You and I should have some fun. What do you say?” 
 
    She kept moving her hand up and down. Harrison avoided the way she stared as she tried to seduce him. 
 
    “I’ll be honest with you, Joline. I’m very particular. I… have a type.” 
 
    “Oh?” She immediately pulled her hand away. “And what is your type, Mr. Harry?” 
 
    “I prefer a woman with dark hair. Long. Fair skin. Intense. Someone who’s strong and likes to work with her hands.” 
 
    “Every woman likes to work with their hands.” She rolled her fingers to demonstrate. 
 
    Harrison chuckled softly and shook his head. “I mean, really work with her hands. A bit of a tomboy, so to speak.” 
 
    “I see… I’m afraid you won’t find who you’re looking for here. Maybe the saloon down the street will suit you.” 
 
    “Maybe…” Harrison trailed off as he looked toward the corner of the room. 
 
    He saw a woman sitting off to the side by herself. She had her legs crossed, her head turned so he couldn’t get a look at her. 
 
    “Wait a second…” 
 
    “See something you like?” Joline asked. 
 
    “I… I think I do. If you’ll excuse me.” Harrison set his drink down and nonchalantly walked through the room. Everybody was relaxing too much to notice, the dim lights and soft piano enough to make someone fall asleep if they didn’t have the right company. 
 
    He kept his eyes locked on the dark-haired woman in the corner. He moved right next to her and she turned to look at him. Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Hello, Evelyn…” 
 
    Harrison kept his thoughts to himself. 
 
    It was her. The suspicious look in her eyes. The raven hair tied up over her head. Her skin was fairer than he imagined but the features of her face, from her cheekbones to her slim jaw matched. Her legs were crossed, a pair of stockings covering everything else her short black skirt didn’t. 
 
    She crossed her arms and pushed her breasts up from behind her black corset. Her body was just as ample as the other woman in the room. 
 
    “Hello,” Harrison said. “I hope you don’t mind. I saw you from across the room and I just had to introduce myself. Harrison.” He took a seat next to her. 
 
    Her face softened slightly. “Eva.” 
 
    “Eva… Not much of a stretch.” 
 
    She smiled softly, looking down at the ground. “I’m sorry,” she said. “When the weather gets like this, I get a little down. I’m sure you’d find bubblier company with one of the other madams.” 
 
    “If I were looking for bubblier company, I would’ve found it already. You’re the one I’m interested in Eva.” 
 
    “I see…” Her eyes looked him up and down, her friendly smile becoming more and more mischievous. “You’re quite the charmer.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “It’s obvious. The neat vest. The clean hair even in the middle of a rainstorm. You even took the time to double holster your revolvers. I almost didn’t notice the repeater on your back.” 
 
    “Smart,” Clayton thought to himself. He couldn’t help but smile at the satisfied grin she had. 
 
    “You noticed it but I’m not trying to hide it. I prefer to be upfront and honest with my intentions.” 
 
    “Is that right? And what are your honest intentions, Harrison?” 
 
    “I came here to see you… Eva.” 
 
    “Interesting.” She stared toward the fireplace. Harrison watched the reflection of the flames dancing in her pupils. “I charge more than usual when it’s raining. But I can assure you, it’s a lot more satisfying.” 
 
    “I don’t see how it can be more satisfying just because it’s raining.” 
 
    “Aren’t you curious to find out?” 
 
    “…Lead the way.” 
 
    Eva stood up and straightened out her dress. Harrison looked down and noticed how thick her boots were compared to the other women in the brothel. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    Eva moved through the room with Harrison in tow. They moved down a long hallway. Harrison ignored the noises coming from behind the doors they passed, his attention focused on the hips swaying seductively before him. They moved to the end of the hall and arrived at a plain-looking white door. 
 
    “It’s twenty coins a toss, sweetie,” she said. “I need it upfront.” She held her palm out. 
 
    His stare locked on her blue eyes as he placed the coins in her palm. She glanced down at it then pushed the door open. “After you.” 
 
    Harrison stepped inside the small room. There were no windows. The bed had been done. Outside of the dresser to the side, there was a mirror and nothing else. 
 
    “It’s quite cold in this room…” Harrison eyed his reflection in the mirror and watched Eva close the door. 
 
    The seductive look in her eyes was gone. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure to warm you up real nice.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m looking forward to this.” He put his hands up to his mouth to warm them, Eva inching closer to him. 
 
    Suddenly, he felt her hand move on his holster. In the blink of an eye, he spun around and snatched her wrist. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and struggled to pull the weapon free. But Harrison overpowered her without much effort. He held back though, enough for her to tackle him onto the bed. He grabbed her wrists, doing his best not to hurt her. 
 
    “This isn’t exactly what I had in mind.” He flipped her onto her back. He pinned her down with her hands above her head. He calmly reached behind himself. In one swift motion, he pulled his wrangler and aimed it at her as he got up from the bed. 
 
    He turned his head sideways. “Do you usually get this excited with first-timers?” 
 
    She kept her glare focused on him knowing she couldn’t get away. “What do you want, hunter?” 
 
    “First off, are you Evelyn Scarborough?” 
 
    She looked away from him and sat up. Her jaw clenched as another sigh escaped her nose. “Whatever it is you’re doing, you can’t take me back to Craft.” 
 
    “I don’t think you realize how much he’s paying me.” 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow at her curious expression. There was no longer a scowl but there was no smile either. Just a blank stare. “You don’t know why Craft is looking for me, do you?” 
 
    “That’s not my concern. There’s a bounty on you.” 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.” 
 
    Harrison stood where he was, his weapon raised while he considered his next move. She looked back at him as if she were trying to stare a hole through him. 
 
    “I’m in no hurry.” Harrison moved back and clicked the door locked. “All right, Miss Scarborough. Enlighten me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “I was a gunsmith. Better than the rest. But if you’ve been to Grayhaven, then you know there’s no shortage of capable smiths. I made an honest living. Nothing fancy. I didn’t complain though.” 
 
    “I met a man named Sway. He’s the one who sent me for you.” 
 
    “Sway’s a good man… Like a father to me. But I wonder about his decision to pick you…” 
 
    Harrison motioned with his wrangler. “Go on.” 
 
    “Craft is one of the richest men in the city. Owns a plot of land bigger than any factory or building you’d see. He’s a real piece of work. Heard all kinds of stories about what kinda jerk he was.” 
 
    “If you knew he was a jerk, why would you work for him?” Harrison kept his eyes locked on her as she told her story. 
 
    She didn’t look back at him, instead staring at the wall while the memories came back to her. “I didn’t have a choice. His men came to Sway’s… Threatened him without so many words. I wanted to avoid any conflict. Figured I’d do the work and be on my way.” 
 
    “I assume the same happened to Selina Riggs?” 
 
    “There were a few others who were coerced. Gunsmiths. Machinists. Alchemists. He searched for some of the best ship engineers and got a couple of them, too. He wasn’t sparing any expense.” 
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
    “He wanted me to build artillery to outfit an airship. Heavy cannons. Rapid-fire machine guns. You’d think he was going to war.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s getting involved with the war in the east.” 
 
    “I thought that at first. But the east is so far away from Atmos. Why would a man like him bother getting involved in a war on another continent that’s got nothing to do with him? That’d just be a sure way of tossing all of his gold away. Even he’s not that rich.” 
 
    Harrison crossed his arms, his wrangler still pointed at her. He leaned against the wall and shrugged. “So you he asked you to be a gunsmith, which you are. Not surprising.” 
 
    “It’s not like that. He practically chained me to my workbench. Didn’t get much time to sleep. Barely had any food provided for me. Had to ask permission for the lavatory. I was a slave.” She shook her head. “Late one night, he tells me the cannon I designed is too heavy. I tell him I can make it lighter but it’ll have less firepower. When you’re piecing it together, there’s a trade-off. Heavy cannons can rip through steel or iron with ballistic missiles. Or you can make them lighter. Use repetitive concussion. Craft wanted it both ways.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “He gave me an earful. Told me he owned me and to get it right. I said it’d take more time, more materials and more gold. I remember the way he looked at me. Shaking his head in disgust. I thought he would strike me.” 
 
    “You decided to leave then?” 
 
    “Not only because of how he treated me. When he said he wanted a light heavy cannon, I got curious.” 
 
    “Curiosity killed the cat.” 
 
    “I couldn’t help it… Selina and I… We got close. We were working on two different sites but we’d see each other during our meals. She told me what she was working on. Some kind of outer hull for an airship. Something she’d never considered before. But she said Craft had given her the blueprints that made it seem possible. I don’t know too much about airship engineering but Selina said it was strange.” 
 
    “And your curiosity grew.” 
 
    Evelyn sighed a deep breath and nodded. “Late one night, I decided to pay her a visit. I went over to her room in the dormitory we were all forced stay in. Told her we should figure out what Craft is up to.” 
 
    “And she agreed?” 
 
    “It’s obvious something was bigger at stake here. Selina agreed with me.” She chuckled softly to herself, a smile on her face even though the look in her eyes told another story. “We found our way into his place. We overheard some of his attendants talking. They mentioned a room he spent all of his time in. A small room. Like an old library filled with ancient books.” 
 
    “I think I saw him in that room before.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised. Selina and I combed through some of the books. Texts on how to build all of the intricate machinery he was trying to get us to make. We started putting all of the pieces together then realized what he was trying to do.” 
 
    Evelyn paused suddenly. Harrison held his arms out, his eyes wide in anticipation. “And?” 
 
    She slowly turned her face toward his. “He’s trying to get to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    Harrison didn’t respond. He didn’t move. He didn’t even breathe. He just stood there, biting his tongue. “The Blank Lands…” He said it in his head to make sure he’d heard her right. The longer he stared at her, the more he realized she wasn’t joking. 
 
    “The Blank Lands,” he said. “Do you expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “I don’t blame you for not believing me but it’s the truth.” 
 
    “That is no truth. The Blank Lands are just a myth. An old fairytale passed down from one generation to the next.” 
 
    “I’m just as skeptical as you are… But I saw the books he was reading. I saw the blueprints for what he’s trying to build.” 
 
    “And what’s he trying to build?” 
 
    “An airship that can make the trip to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “Right.” Harrison chuckled and rolled his eyes. “And I suppose you believe this children’s drawing?” 
 
    “Yes. I have it.” 
 
    “Wait… You have the blueprint?” 
 
    Evelyn smirked, knowing she’d gotten his attention. She stayed sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “It’s hidden. So if anything happens to me, you’ll never find it.” 
 
    “You took a big risk running away from Craft and stealing from him.” 
 
    “He gave us no other choice. We grabbed some of the papers. We were heading out but not before we were caught. We had to make a run for it. Just barely managed to hitch a ride on a ship before they could catch us.” 
 
    “What happened after that?” 
 
    “Not much else. Selina and I went our separate ways. I’ve been in Robourne ever since.” 
 
    “Selina?” 
 
    “You expect me to tell you?” 
 
    “Perhaps not… There’s just one thing that perplexes me with your story. Craft wouldn’t put a bounty on you unless you took something from him, which apparently you did. But why would you even bother taking it from him in the first place?” 
 
    Evelyn got up from her seat, her eyes narrowed. “You don’t know the truth about the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “I know they don’t exist.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to the bottom of the ocean but I know there is one. I’ve never been to the stars but I know they’re there. And I’ve never been to the Blank Lands. At least there are rumors of people going there.” 
 
    “More fairytales. The Blank Lands are so far north there’s no point in even considering it.” 
 
    “Okay,” Evelyn sighed. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe they don’t exist. Maybe they do and it’s impossible to get there. But if I’m right, I just did everybody a favor.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “If Craft gets to the Blank Lands, there’s no telling what he’ll find. You know the stories. Great riches. Overwhelming power. Something a man could never imagine in his wildest dreams. I could never help a man like Craft get to the Blank Lands. He would have the power to take over the entire continent of Atmos. He could take over all of Aeria. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I had any part of it, especially after being treated like his slave.” 
 
    “Hmm… I suppose that’s where you and I differ.” Harrison straightened up. “Where are the blueprints you have?” 
 
    “You think I’d have them on me when I know there are hunters out looking for me? They’re in a safe place, don’t worry about that.” 
 
    “Doesn’t help the credibility of your story.” 
 
    “Believe what you want. I refuse to go back to Craft. I will not slave over a workbench for him.” 
 
    “This woman…” Harrison thought to himself. He rolled his eyes and shrugged, no longer interested in listening to her try to escape. “That was entertaining, Evelyn. I enjoyed every moment of it. You almost had me until you mentioned the Blank Lands. Now put this on or I’ll put it on for you.” He tossed a Tesla collar at her. 
 
    “You’re doing this for the gold.” She ran her fingers over the leather. 
 
    “That’s right. I scoop up you and Selina, that’s 1,000 coins. I’ll have to carry it with both hands.” 
 
    “What if I offer you more?” 
 
    “And… how would you do that?” 
 
    “The treasure in the Blank Lands would dwarf whatever it is Craft is paying you. Never mind two hands. You’d have enough gold you couldn’t fit it in whatever ship you flew in on.” 
 
    “Gold in both hands is worth more than gold that doesn’t exist. Put the collar on or I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    Evelyn clenched her jaw in frustration and did what she was told. “You’re making a mistake.” 
 
    “It’s never a mistake when there’s gold involved. But…” Harrison paused for a moment. He couldn’t help a sudden thought in his head. 
 
    “Hell…” He chuckled softly to himself for even considering it. “I’ll tell you what,” he said. “Maybe you’re telling the truth. Maybe there’s a chance we can get to the Blank Lands. Where’s Selina?” 
 
    “Why would I tell you that?” 
 
    “Because if Selina can verify your little tale, it’s your only chance I won’t drag you back to Craft kicking and screaming.” 
 
    “You would drag two innocent women back to the man who treated them like slaves?” 
 
    “From where I’m standing, I have every reason to believe Craft as much as you.” 
 
    Evelyn looked down at the ground and shook her head. Harrison saw the resignation on her face as she sighed. “Selina told me she was heading to Lancaster.” 
 
    “Never heard of it.” 
 
    “Not surprising. It’s a small town farther north. Farmers and ironworkers. She said she had friends there. That was a little while back though. She might’ve left already.” 
 
    “That’s as good a lead as any. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Hold on. Just one more thing.” She put her hands up. “Sway… How is he?” 
 
    “He’s doing fine as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Why would Sway tell you where I am?” 
 
    “He figured you’d be in danger. Thought he could trust me.” 
 
    “He thought wrong apparently.” 
 
    “Other hunters wouldn’t have bothered listening to your story. They’d give you a charge and slap a collar on you faster than you could blink. You’d wake up the next morning shackled to whatever workbench Craft had you slaving over.” 
 
    “It looks like I have no choice.” 
 
    The disappointment in her eyes almost made Harrison hesitate for a moment. But he kept his wrangler raised as he opened the door. 
 
    “I don’t have to explain to you how a collar works when you’re out of my proximity,” he said. “Let’s get a move on now. There should be a train heading to Lancaster. It’ll be faster than the Icarus. Draw less attention, too.” 
 
    He followed Evelyn out of the room. Just as they got to the exit of the brothel, Joline stepped into the hall, confusion on her face. 
 
    “What is going on here?” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Harrison said. “Just taking my new friend Eva here for a walk. I told you I had a specific type.” 
 
    The blond didn’t look any less confused as Evelyn and Harrison stepped back out into the rain. 
 
    Harrison searched the streets before eventually spotting the railway over to the side of town. 
 
    The hour was growing old. The sun started to go down as the clouds began to let up. Not that the weather mattered either way to Harrison. 
 
    “Come on, Evelyn. Lancaster’s waiting for us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    ELEVEN YEARS EARLIER… 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything, Harry. You might as well do it now so you can get used to it.” 
 
    Harrison ignored the man in front of him, his eyes focused on the mug of ale. The golden brown overflowed with white foam spilling from the top and onto the table. 
 
    “If you say so…” He picked the mug up and took a big gulp. He did his best to hold everything down but a cough worked its way up his throat. 
 
    “Ha!” The man across from him laughed and took a big gulp for himself. “Everybody gets a little choked up on their first glass. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “No, it’s… it’s fine… I think I can actually taste why people like this.” Harrison took another swallow. It was more satisfying than the last one, enough to put a smile on his face. 
 
    The two sat around the saloon while the night began. The twenty-second hour meant everybody was out looking for a good time. Harrison shifted his eyes around and noticed some of the others. 
 
    “It seems like everybody came out tonight,” he said. “You’d think there was a reason to celebrate.” 
 
    “You’re alive. That’s reason enough to celebrate. Especially for an old man like me.” 
 
    “You’re not that old, Nunn.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere with me, kid. I know I’m old. No need to sugarcoat it.” 
 
    Joseph Nunn was definitely old. The wrinkly, leather-worn skin. The white hair. The bones that creaked with age. His belly was beginning to bulge. Despite his age, he still puffed his chest out and carried himself like a younger man. But the look in his eyes was enough to tell Harrison he’d been through a lot. 
 
    Harrison sighed as he took another sip of his ale. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nunn asked. 
 
    “I was just thinking…” 
 
    “You made a mistake. It happens to the best of us. We hit the target. That matters more than anything else.” 
 
    “But I still messed up.” 
 
    “You did. That’s just more reason to learn. What did you learn, Harry?” 
 
    The bounty they’d just collected ran through Harrison’s thoughts. “I had him cornered in the alley. I didn’t think he would actually try anything. Figured he’d just give up.” 
 
    “Giving up would be the smart thing to do. You’ve got an animal cornered with nowhere else to go. Putting up a fight only makes things worse. They usually know better.” 
 
    “What happened this time?” 
 
    Nunn reared back in his seat, looking down his nose at Harry. “I don’t know what the bastard saw. Maybe he knew you were gonna hesitate. Figured he’d take his chances popping you good.” 
 
    “Should’ve pulled out my wrangler before I kept chasing after him.” 
 
    “And there it is. You learned something. You’ve got the chops, kid.” Nunn leaned forward in his seat and took another sip of his drink. 
 
    Harrison looked into his eyes. He saw all of the years of experience. All of the bounties he’d collected. All of the chances he had to take. All of the danger he put himself in.  
 
    “Nunn… Do you think I have what it takes? To be a bounty hunter and making a living off this?” 
 
    “It’s not an easy living but I don’t see why you couldn’t. How long have you been doing this with me now?” 
 
    Harrison shrugged. “Just about three years now.” 
 
    “Right. And you’ve got experience with your weapons before all of that. I remember when I first met you. Some kid just wielding a carbine like it was a toy. Now look at you…” Nunn’s smirk filled Harrison with a confidence he never got from anybody else. “One day. Maybe not tomorrow or next week or next year. But one day. You’ll make your mark, Harry. I know you will. Just remember being a hunter is different than just handling a weapon. You’ve gotta know what weapon to use and when to use it.” 
 
    “How are you supposed to know? I mean, I don’t ever wanna kill anybody but if I have to…” 
 
    “Weapon tiers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I call it weapon tiers.” Nunn tapped the carbine hanging over his shoulder. “Repeater. You’re facing an army. An immediate threat. You empty everything you got. Only when you’ve got your life on the line. That’s tier one. Tier two are those revolvers in your holsters. Lethal stopping power but you can disable someone if you need to. Sometimes permanently. Tier three, that’s your wrangler. Most bounties no better than to test someone, so you’ll never have to go past their three. Even with that bandit you had to take down earlier today.” 
 
    Harrison nodded, his eyes wide as he hung on every word. “Makes sense.” 
 
    “One day, you won’t ever have to go past tier four.” 
 
    “Tier four?” 
 
    Nunn smirked and held his fists up. “Doesn’t hurt as much as a wrangler but the right punch has a good amount of sting on it.” 
 
    “Ha! Maybe one day I’ll figure out tier five.” 
 
    “Maybe. I don’t think we live in that world yet. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be any need for hunters.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Nunn reached into his pocket and pulled out his timepiece. “Drink up, kid. We’ve got a lot more night to celebrate. Tomorrow morning, we check to see what more bounties are waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The hum of the steam engine whistling made Harrison blink his eyes open. The train rumbled softly back and forth as it made its way down the tracks. The train cart was dark with only the moon shining in through the windows. The other passengers were fast asleep, including Evelyn. 
 
    Harrison watched her, her head drooping to the side with her eyes closed. The moonlight made her fair skin even more porcelain-like. Harrison smiled thinking about how delicate she looked, considering she had tried to take his weapon only moments ago. He knew he had nothing to fear with the black collar locked firmly to her neck. 
 
    “…Xander…” 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow in curiosity as she murmured. 
 
    “…Xander… It’s okay… I’m here…” Her eyes widened as she gasped suddenly. She jerked her head left and right. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Harrison said. “We’re on the train to Lancaster.” 
 
    She breathed a soft sigh of relief through her nose and sank back into her seat. She crossed her legs and arms as she turned to face the view outside. 
 
    “Who’s Xander?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “What?” Evelyn jerked her head back to him. 
 
    “Xander… Who is he? You were saying his name in your sleep.” 
 
    “Oh…” She looked back out the window but didn’t say anything more. 
 
    “You don’t wanna talk, that’s fine,” Harrison said. “Our stop isn’t too far off now—” 
 
    “Xander is my… was my brother. He died. Eight years ago. He was in an accident near one of the artillery bases. He and his friends were messing around with the weaponry. I always told him to stop hanging with that bad group of his. He never listened though. Next thing I know, he’s laid up in the hospital with a self-inflicted wound.” 
 
    “He shot himself?” 
 
    “Gun jammed on him. Whoever put the rifle together didn’t compensate for the stock. Too much powder buildup. Like a ticking bomb. Caused a small explosion when he fired it from his hip. They had to take his arm and leg off. Doctors did everything they could but…” 
 
    Evelyn stared out the window, the glaze on her eyes more apparent from the moon. Harrison didn’t say anything. He just kept staring at her, the thoughts running around in her head. 
 
    “I wish I was there with him when it happened. I could’ve warned him. Did something our parents never did for us. No point in worrying about it now though. They’re gone. He’s gone. It’s just me now.” 
 
    “Evelyn… Why are you telling me this? It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. I just figured it would help you understand why this is important to me. Maybe you’ll see what you’re doing for Craft is the wrong decision.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There’s something in the Blank Lands. Treasure. Weapons. Great power beyond our understanding. I wasn’t thinking about it when I decided to work for Craft. But now that I know what he was going for, I think maybe… maybe there’s a chance to do something for Xander.” 
 
    “Hold on a second… You think you’ll find the power in the Blank Lands to bring your brother back to life? I’ve heard some wild stories but that’s out there.” 
 
    “Maybe not something that incredible. But whatever’s out there, I know it would be better off in my hands than in Craft’s.” 
 
    Evelyn was so stoic, Harrison couldn’t figure out if she was up to anything or not. The tension in the railroad car grew so thick Harrison had to laugh. 
 
    “You almost had me,” he said. “Sad story about your brother. You even threw in some details about your parents. Unless you put some coin in my palms, I’m still taking you back to Craft.” 
 
    “Maybe. We’ll see if you feel the same way once we talk to Selina. I don’t know much about you but you don’t look very stupid.” 
 
    “Flattery will get you nowhere.” 
 
    “I worked in a brothel. I’ve been around enough men to know you’re all the same.” She suddenly leaned in close to him and whispered into his ear. “Flattery always works.” The warm breath against his skin made the hairs stand on his neck. She pulled away, a seductive smirk on her lips she wasn’t trying to hide. 
 
    Harrison laughed softly to himself. “Keep playing the games you’re playing. I like it. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a bounty who’s entertained me.” 
 
    “Trust me, I can entertain you a lot more than you realize.” She moved her hand to his leg, running it along the inside of his thigh. He couldn’t deny how her soft but firm touch made him tense just a bit. But more than anything else, it only made him smile. 
 
    “Sad story about your brother. Now you’re trying to seduce me. Is there anything you won’t do to get that collar off?” 
 
    “A woman has her ways. I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.” She pulled her hand away then turned her attention back out toward the window. 
 
    Harrison reached into his vest to check the time. It was only the eighteenth hour. There was still plenty of time left in the day to find Selina when they arrived shortly in Lancaster. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It was only a few hours before the train hit its stop at Lancaster. The town was a kilometer away from the station but easy to spot, considering the surrounding areas were nothing but deserted land. Harrison and Evelyn had escaped the rainstorm in Robourne, making their short journey even easier. 
 
    Lancaster was as unremarkable as the town they were just in. The shops and the smiths. The inns and the taverns. Even the buildings where the officials did all of their work were nothing more than old logs pieced together from carpentry done a long time ago. It was a town lost in the middle of nowhere, quiet and unassuming. 
 
    The night breeze blew against Harrison’s face as he stepped into town. He noticed there were no people on the streets or carriages on the roads. There was no steam rising from the chimneys on the forges but there were lights on in every building. 
 
    “Hmm… It’s not that late but nobody is out,” Harrison said. “What do you know about this town?” 
 
    “I’ve never been here before. Perhaps the townsfolk are not the type to retire when the moon comes.” 
 
    “I doubt that. I don’t care where we are, if there’s a saloon, there’s always someone looking for a drink. That means there’s bound to at least be a few drunks wandering through the streets but there’s… nobody. If Selina is here, it looks like everybody else is hiding with her.” 
 
    Harrison looked for the best place to begin his search. He considered the saloon and wondered if there was a brothel. He’d only taken a few steps when a group on horseback approached him. There were three of them, their black vests tight and their white collars buttoned right around their neck. 
 
    “Hold on a second now!” The lead man hopped off his horse then straightened his bowler on his head. Harrison only had to glance at him for a second to figure out he was a local lawman. Hunters had countless run-ins with lawmen. It was something he’d gotten used to quickly. 
 
    From the way the man combed his mustache to his beady eyes, they all looked the same. Harrison chuckled softly to himself as the other two men only proved his thought with their similar appearance. 
 
    The man pointed an electric truncheon at Harrison while he rubbed his mustache with his other hand. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Harrison shrugged. “And a good night to you, sir. We were just wandering through town for a stroll.” 
 
    “Wandering through town for a stroll, huh?” He shifted his eyes toward Evelyn. She didn’t say anything, pursing her lips as if she was holding something back. “And I suppose you’re gonna tell me you’re just a lovely couple out to enjoy the moon?” 
 
    “I was just about to say that.” 
 
    “Save it. A man geared up like a hunter walking with a woman strangled by a Tesla collar. You’re not the usual folks who come wandering around here.” 
 
    “I can assure you, the collar is doing anything but strangling her.” He turned to Evelyn, who stayed quiet outside of a soft cough. Harrison rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the lawman in front of him. “Listen, sir. I’m not here to cause any trouble. Just here to collect a bounty—” 
 
    “I got a bounty for you. How about you take care of the Barker Gang for me?” 
 
    “The Barker Gang?” 
 
    “Some bandits that have been causing Lancaster trouble lately. A roaming band of thieves. They’re taking everything from us. Food. Water. Clothes. Medical supplies. Gold stocks. Crafting equipment from the smiths. If you’re a hunter like you say you are, maybe you can help us out.” 
 
    “Well… I suppose since I’m here. What’s the bounty worth?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just told you the Barker Gang’s picked us clean. Got everybody cooped up. Nobody wants to come out. Just standing at their doors with their weapons, waiting for someone to break in.” 
 
    Harrison laughed. It took him a few seconds to realize he was the only one smiling. “Um… Listen, sir…” 
 
    “Sheriff Thomas Cale.” 
 
    “Sheriff Cale. I don’t know if you get many hunters around these parts but I don’t work for free. That’s why it’s called a bounty. Now if there was some gold on the heads of this Barker Gang, I’d help you out. But I’m not obligated.” 
 
    “Why I oughta… Lousy hunters…” Cale muttered to himself and swung his club at an imaginary fly. 
 
    “Maybe there’s a way,” Evelyn said. “You can help us if we help you.” 
 
    “We?” Harrison raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone. Her name is Selina Riggs.” 
 
    Harrison figured he’d go along with it since Cale was listening. He reached into his vest and pulled out the photo of her. Cale gave it a look and nodded slowly to himself. 
 
    “I know her. The tinkerer. Pretty gal underneath all of that soot she’s always got on her face. Then again, it’s slim pickings with some of the womenfolk here. I tell you, I was at the saloon the other night—” 
 
    “Selina,” Harrison interrupted. “Do you know where she is?” 
 
    Cale looked at the photo and shrugged. “I know where she is.” 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you if you do me a favor and take care of the Barker Gang.” 
 
    “I don’t have time for that,” Harrison sighed. 
 
    “Then I forgot where she is.” Cale folded the photograph up and tossed it back to Harrison. “Good luck finding her.” 
 
    “Now hold on a second…” Harrison put his hands up. Now it was the three lawmen who were smiling. “If I take care of the Barker Gang, I’ve got your word you’ll tell me where Riggs is?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have made me sheriff if I wasn’t true to my word, hunter.” 
 
    Harrison scratched the side of his head and shrugged to Evelyn. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “I wanna find Selina just as much as you do. But if you’re taking me with you, there’s something we should do first.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    It was already late when Harrison and Evelyn stepped into the forge. The lights were on though and a gunsmith sat at his bench. Sparks splashed against his goggles and apron while he tended to the weapon in his hands, a small pistol from what Harrison could see. 
 
    “What are we doing in a gunforge?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about the Barker Gang,” she said. “You have to go in prepared.” 
 
    “I’m always prepared to take in a bounty. I’ve taken whole gangs out before. You don’t have to worry about that.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. But it wouldn’t hurt to take a look at what you’re working with.” 
 
    It took a few moments for the gunsmith to finally acknowledge them. He raised his goggles up into his gray hair and nodded. 
 
    “Hello there, strangers. Name’s Rascal. You needing a weapon at this time of night? Don’t blame you with the gang roaming around. You looked well-equipped there yourself though, hunter.” 
 
    “Thanks, Rascal,” Harrison replied. 
 
    “Sheriff Cale offered him a bounty to take care of the Barker Gang,” Evelyn said. “I was wondering if it was possible we could use your compositor.” 
 
    “Well…” The gunsmith scratched his chin and gave Evelyn a sideways look. “I don’t normally let people have a go with my tools but if you’re going after the Barkers, I suppose I can make an exception. It’s right over there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Evelyn walked over to the side of the gunforge while Rascal went back to work. 
 
    The compositor was a table made of a combination of metal, wood and glass. A steel layer was at the center of it where weapons could be laid. Vice grips held the weapon in place while magnifiers allowed smiths to get a better look. Above the table was a small screen that was blank at the moment. 
 
    “All right,” Evelyn said. “Give it here.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Harrison said. 
 
    “What do you think? Your weapons. I’m not gonna try anything.” 
 
    “Says the woman who tried to take my weapon from me before…” 
 
    Harrison sighed as he pulled everything from their holsters and laid them down. Evelyn lined everything up on the steel layer. The compositor to buzz with electricity and the screen flickered with barely intelligible green text. 
 
      
 
    Repeater Carbine 
 
    Barrel: Grade 1 Cast Iron 
 
    Stock: Grade 2 Oak Wood 
 
    Magazine: Grade 1 Lead Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Revolver 
 
    Barrel: Grade 1 Cast Iron 
 
    Stock: Grade 1 Maple 
 
    Cylinder: Grade 1 Iron Core Copper x 6 
 
      
 
    Wrangler 
 
    Barrel: Nickel 
 
    Ammo: Electric Volts 
 
      
 
    “I’ve used these weapons for years,” Harrison said. “The compositor isn’t telling me anything I don’t already know.” 
 
    “Everything here is standard issue except for the stock on your repeater.” 
 
    “I know. I had that customized.” 
 
    “You should upgrade it. Hey, Rascal! You mind if we use some of these materials? It’s for the Barker Gang, remember?” 
 
    The gunsmith kept his head down as he shouted back. “Nothing too fancy now. I’ve still got a business to run.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll only use the common materials.” 
 
    Harrison couldn’t help but noticed how focused Evelyn was as she examined the weapons through the magnifying glasses. It was the first time he’d ever seen a genuine smile on her face. 
 
    “They’re my weapons,” he said. “If you’re intent on upgrading them, it’s my input.” 
 
    “Rascal’s got a decent supply. What are you looking for?” 
 
    “The barrel increases the range and bullet speed. Stock increases the accuracy. Magazine increases the amount of bullets it can fire in one go.” 
 
    “You know your stuff, Harrison. Different materials give different benefits. The higher the grade, the greater the benefit.” 
 
    “There aren’t any better materials here. But… considering I don’t care if we kill the Barker Gang or not, maybe you should improve the barrel on my repeater.” 
 
    “It looks like Rascal has some Grade 2 Aluminide. It’ll increase the distance you can fire as well as how much it can pierce. If the Barker’s know what they’re doing, it should come in handy. I could put some of it on your revolvers, too—” 
 
    “No. That’ll increase the weight. I don’t need a longer barrel for something I only use when I’m up close.” 
 
    “It’s always nice when a man knows what he’s talking about.” She looked up just to give him a wink before turning her attention back to the compositor. “I’ll replace the barrel on your carbine. This’ll only take a second.” 
 
    Harrison leaned up against the wall and crossed his arms. He checked his timepiece before watching Evelyn go to work. 
 
    She lowered a pair of black-lens goggles over her face and the sparks began to fly. She twisted the vices and stripped down his weapon like she’d done it a million times. 
 
    “Hmm… I guess Sway wasn’t kidding.” The sight of a madam he’d taken from a brothel working on his weapon made Harrison chuckle. The contrast between her goggles and the corset and frilled skirt she wore was like nothing he’d ever seen before. 
 
    She worked with a welder to mold the barrel to fit the rest of the components then pieced everything back together. His weapon was just as Harrison remembered, the barrel a little more polished being the only difference. 
 
    “There we are,” she said. 
 
      
 
    Repeater Carbine 
 
    Barrel: Grade 2 Aluminide (Lesser Shield Piercing) 
 
    Stock: Grade 2 Oak Wood 
 
    Magazine: Grade 1 Lead Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Harrison glanced at the screen then picked his weapon up. 
 
    “I tried to keep the weight the same,” she said. “It’s a little bit heavier.” 
 
    “It’s a lot heavier. Feels like I’m wielding a club now.” He flipped it around in his hands. 
 
    “I can put it back—” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll make the adjustment.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing. If I’m coming with you, I need a weapon.” 
 
    Harrison watched as the smirk slowly formed on Evelyn’s thin lips. “This was never about upgrading my weapon. You just wanted a weapon for yourself.” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to go out there and not be able to defend myself.” 
 
    “You can use one of my revolvers when we’re out there.” 
 
    “What? But you said those are close-range—” 
 
    “I’ll handle everything. Just stay back, okay?” He widened his eyes at her like a parent about to scold his child. 
 
    And just like a child, she pouted softly to herself. “Fine.” 
 
    “Now… There’s a Barker Gang waiting for us. I say we take care of ‘em before the sun comes up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Harrison rode into the night on a horse loaned to him by Sheriff Cale. The night breeze was cold but the anticipation of where they were headed was enough to warm his blood. With only a general vicinity of where the Barker Gang made their camp, he had no idea where exactly they would be hiding. But he was used to searching for someone hiding from him. It was only a matter of time until he’d find what he was looking for. 
 
    Evelyn kept her arms tight around his waist. 
 
    “I never went for a bounty with a bounty I’d already captured,” he said to her. 
 
    “I won’t be a hindrance. Promise.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Harrison stayed away from the train tracks and far from the unpaved roads the caravans and carriages traveled upon. As the night went on, their surroundings became more barren. The desert land stretched endless in every direction with nothing but the wild coyotes and snakes to keep them company. The land was flat enough so Harrison could see if anything was approaching him. 
 
    They traveled for several kilometers until Harrison pulled up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “Up ahead. There’s smoke. Coming from the light.” 
 
    Evelyn narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know how you’re able to see that far.” 
 
    “When you’re riding into the darkness, it’s easy to spot.” 
 
    “You think the Barker Gang is hanging out there?” 
 
    “If not, somebody who knows them is. Look at the rock formation. It’s the perfect spot for cover. Can’t pick ‘em off from long range but they can spot us.” 
 
    Harrison spurred his horse toward a cluster of trees off to the side. He hopped off and Evelyn immediately followed after him. 
 
    “All right. Let’s do this.” She rubbed her hands together then held them out to him. 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow at her. He could still see the confusion on her face even underneath the shade of the trees. 
 
    “You don’t really think I’m gonna give you a gun, do you?” 
 
    “Do you really expect me to just sit back here while you go out there by myself?” 
 
    “Better than having to watch my back while you threaten to blow my head off.” 
 
    Evelyn sighed in frustration and put her fists on her hips. “Look… You wanna take us both back to Craft. I get it. But all I want is to see my friend again. The sooner we take care of the Barker Gang, the sooner we get to her.” 
 
    The frown on her lips magnified the disappointment in her eyes. 
 
    “Dammit…” Harrison knew better than to trust Evelyn. “Never take a bounty at their word.” He repeated it in his thoughts. He knew the only reason he was even considering it was because of how tight her corset was. 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “You can come along. No gun though.” 
 
    “What?” she scoffed. “What kinda deal is that?” 
 
    “It’s the only deal you’re getting. You either come with me. Or you can wait here. Either way, you know it’s the only chance you’ll ever see Selina again.” 
 
    Evelyn crossed her arms and looked away. 
 
    “Clock’s ticking, Evelyn. Who knows if the other hunters haven’t gotten to her already—” 
 
    “Fine. But if this doesn’t work, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 
 
    “It’ll work. Just keep your mouth shut and follow my lead.” Harrison didn’t pay her any attention as he pulled his carbine from his back. He gripped it tight in both hands, still adjusting to the weight. 
 
    He marched forward through the desert and headed toward the smoke in the distance. He made sure to stay behind what little shadows there were. Behind him, Evelyn walked daintily in his footsteps. 
 
    The rock formation came closer into view. Boulders two stories high stood next to one another. Harrison saw the firelight burning in the small cracks between them. He narrowed his eyes and saw some movement. Shadows cast inside of the rocks reflected off the stones. 
 
    “There’s someone in there,” he said. “I think we can get close. Figure out if it’s actually the Barker Gang or someone else. No more talking from this point.” He put his index finger to his lips to emphasize his point. 
 
    They approached one of the boulders and leaned up close against it. He kept his hand up, his head forward as he listened. 
 
    “…You shoulda seen the look on their faces! Poor bastards never knew what was coming! Took all their clothes! Should last us through the next decade of cold seasons!” 
 
    “That Sheriff Cale hasn’t got a clue! The whole town is in their houses! Shakin’ in their boots! I say we head out there tonight and see what else we can snatch. Been looking for some new jewelry.” 
 
    Even if they weren’t the Barker Gang, the loudmouths said enough for Harrison to do something. He turned toward Evelyn and noticed she wasn’t standing next to him. 
 
    She had her hands up, a barrel pressed against her temple with a man holding her by the waist. 
 
    He wasn’t any different from the men he usually took in. Greasy hair covered in a disheveled top-hat and a pair of goggles on his forehead. A mish-mash of broken mechanical components slung over his shoulders and arms. His shirt and pants were just as dirty as his soot-covered face. His outfit was so out of place it was obvious he’d stolen it. He gritted his teeth and revealed a smile that looked like he’d been drinking oil. 
 
    “Now… What have we got here?” he said. “Fancy carbine you got there. Hope you weren’t planning on doing anything with it.” 
 
    “He’s too slow. Just gotta get her to move.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” the dirty stranger asked. 
 
    Harrison clenched his jaw and shifted his eyes toward Evelyn. He kept staring at her and the strangest thing happened. Even with a gun pointed at her head, there was still a smile forming on her lips. 
 
    “I asked you a question.” He pushed the barrel harder against her temple. “You tell me what the hell you’re doing here or we’ll find out what’s inside this pretty little girl’s head.” 
 
    “All right,” Harrison said. “I’m out here because I’m looking for someone. The Barkers. You wouldn’t happen to know them, would you?” 
 
    The man grinned, unashamed of his blackened teeth. “Hey, boys! There’s someone here! I think Sheriff Cale sent someone to pay us a little visit—” 
 
    Evelyn quickly freed herself from his grip and ducked to the ground. Before the man could react, Harrison raised his carbine up and fired a shot that caught him in the chest. The bullet pierced through his shirt and the blood splattered in every direction. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” a voice yelled. 
 
    The shot was loud enough to draw the attention of the men hiding inside the rock structure. 
 
    Evelyn quickly scrambled back to her feet and pulled the pistol from the bandit’s hand. Harrison couldn’t stop her, his attention focused on the shadows beginning to move on the rock next to him. 
 
    “Wait for ‘em… One… Two… Three… Three shots. Line ‘em up.” Harrison counted the men approaching them, listening closely to their footsteps. They got louder and louder. 
 
    “Hey, Dean! What’s going on out here—” 
 
    Harrison spun away from the rock and fired. One shot caught the bandit in the stomach, sending him to the ground. Another shot caught another bandit in the neck. He dropped his weapon, putting his hand up to try and stop the bleeding. A third shot clipped the last man in the knee. 
 
    “Ahh!” The third man yelled out in pain as he sat on the ground. He raised his hand up to fire but a bullet knocked his weapon away. 
 
    Harrison turned to see the smoke coming from Evelyn’s barrel. 
 
    Only one of the men was still breathing. He clutched his leg, blood squeezing out between his fingers. Harrison walked up, his carbine pointed forward. 
 
    “If you wanna survive, you tell me if there’s anybody else hiding in there. Because if I go into your little hideout here and someone tries to kill me, I can promise you it won’t be pretty.” 
 
    The last bandit breathed deep through gritted teeth. Sweat dripped down his dirty brow. The pain was obvious on his face. 
 
    Harrison put his weapon up. “Answer.” 
 
    “…Hey, Tom! Cale sent a hunter for us! Get the hell outta here!” 
 
    “Dammit…” Harrison turned toward Evelyn. “Make sure he doesn’t try anything.” 
 
    He rushed into the rock formation. A bonfire burned in the center of it with belongings scattered in every direction. He searched frantically, just barely catching a glimpse of a man running between the rocks on the other side. 
 
    He holstered his repeater and rushed forward. “Why do they always try to run?” he sighed. 
 
    He ran across the small camp then out through the other side of the rocks. When he got out, he saw the man had already gotten on his horse and was moving away into the desert. 
 
    “I’m sure they won’t mind…” He grabbed one of the horses standing there and spurred it forward. 
 
    His eyes locked on the man in the distance. They raced into the night with the moon as their backdrop. The endless desert horizon continued to stretch in every direction. There was nowhere close for the bandit to escape to. 
 
    But as hard as he pushed the horse, Harrison wasn’t able to gain any ground. Harrison reached behind his back and unholstered his repeater. He raised it up, one eye closed as he looked down the sights. Just as he was about to squeeze, a shot rang in the air. He jerked his head to the side and the sound echoed in his ear. 
 
    “Trying to slow me down. Not tonight.” 
 
    Harrison steeled his aim and ignored two more shots that whizzed by him. He closed one eye again, steadying his aim as the horse galloped up and down beneath him. 
 
    “Steady… Just one shot…” 
 
    He gripped the stock and squeezed hard. The bullet echoed into the night sky. A split-second later the bandit seized in the distance, the impact of the bullet forcing him to fall off his horse. 
 
    Covering the rest of the distance was quick. Harrison raced up to the bandit as he slowly got back up to his feet, blood leaking from his arm. Harrison hopped off his horse and rolled forward as the bandit fired another aimless shot at him. 
 
    “Get away from me!” 
 
    The bandit’s pleas were answered with an uppercut right against his jaw. Harrison hammered him with another right fist to his chin that sent him tumbling onto his back with a thud. Harrison kicked his weapon away and flipped him onto his stomach to put some cuffs on him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Harrison said. “I’ll get you back to Lancaster before you bleed out. Can’t have you dying before Sheriff Cale is through with you.” 
 
    “The… The others… Where are they?” 
 
    Harrison pulled the man up to his unsteady feet. The bandit was no longer angry, his eyes full of remorse. 
 
    “Sorry.” Harrison shook his head. “Three of them are done for.” 
 
    The bandit didn’t resist as Harrison forced him onto his horse. Harrison rode back to where Evelyn was waiting for him, her pistol still pointed at the man bleeding from his leg. 
 
    “He not giving you any trouble now, is he?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “Other than him staring at my bosom this entire time, he’s been a perfect gentleman.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    “Is that all of you?” 
 
    The last two still breathing bandits looked at one another before nodding. Harrison finally worked a smile onto his face. 
 
    “Another night, another bounty,” he sighed and pulled his pocket watch from his vest. It was the third hour, the new day just beginning. “Before the sun comes up. Just like I planned.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Harrison and Evelyn made the ride back to Lancaster without any trouble. The threat of a wrangler and a pair of cuffs were enough to quiet to two remaining Barkers. Sheriff Cale was waiting for them, ready to take the injured bandits away in exchange for the information on Selina. 
 
    It was late in the night. The entire town was sleeping. Harrison looked at his pocket watch then turned back to the window. The faint glow of a candle was enough to illuminate his surroundings, though he was more focused on viewing the quiet town outside. 
 
    “You trust him?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    He ignored her question, his arms crossed as he kept focusing on the window. 
 
    “It’s a funny thing about lawmen and hunters. You’re both supposed to be on the same side of the law but you go about your business differently. Lawmen like Cale put themselves out there. It’s a nice sense of security for the townsfolk to have someone openly watch their back. 
 
    “But you… You’re a hunter. You only handle a problem as much as someone’s willing to pay you.” 
 
    “Is there a point you’re trying to make?” Harrison sighed as he stuffed his pocket watch away. “Because you’re not telling me anything I haven’t already heard before.” 
 
    “Just making an observation… How’s your carbine? Notice a difference?” 
 
    “Not sure. I don’t know if I would’ve hit the shot I needed to when he was getting away without it. I think that I would.” 
 
    “I think so, too. You were formidable out there. It’s… quite impressive.” 
 
    Harrison slowly turned toward Evelyn. She sat on the edge of the bed, her hands on her lap as she stared back at him. He still couldn’t get a read on her from the way she looked at him. Just a seemingly coy smile, eyes narrowed just enough to make him curious. 
 
    He pushed all of the thoughts he had about her out of his mind and turned back toward the window. 
 
    “Get some sleep,” he said. “The sun will come up in a few hours. If Selina is where Cale said she is, we’ll need all the energy we can get.” 
 
    “I’m aware. You wouldn’t have gotten us a room at the inn otherwise.” Evelyn examined her surroundings with a shrug. “When you’ve been working at the brothel house, you start to notice how drab ordinary rooms are.” She got up from her seat and walked around. “I don’t know if I could make any money in a room like this.” 
 
    Harrison smirked, figuring he would humor her. “I was in your room. What’s so special about it?” 
 
    “You were in it before we started anything. The candles. The incense. The angles of the room made the lighting just right. Not to mention the bed is a lot softer. Shame you missed out on it.” 
 
    “It seems so.” 
 
    He was staring outside when he suddenly felt a pair of hands on his shoulders. She began to knead her delicate hands over his muscles but it wasn’t enough to distract him. 
 
    “What are you trying to do?” he said. 
 
    “I’m just… giving you a massage.” 
 
    “What are you really trying to do?” 
 
    “Hmm…” She giggled softly. “I saw you out there. How much you strained yourself to deal with those bandits. How you have to be on alert just to watch me. You might be a hunter who’s used to this but you’re still just a man. I know you sleep and tire and ache just like the rest of us.” 
 
    “Answer the question.” Harrison didn’t stop her though he was ready for anything at this point. 
 
    “Selina is my friend. I want to find her just as much as you do. If it means making sure you’re in peak condition, then I’ll do it.” She leaned forward and moved her cheek next to his. Even traveling through Lancaster wasn’t enough to rid her of her flowery, feminine scent. She trailed her lips toward his ear, her breath warming his flesh. “You did find me in a brothel. Aren’t you the least bit curious of what I’m capable of?” 
 
    Harrison popped up from his seat and turned around. “If you’re trying to seduce me to get that collar off, you’ll have to try harder than that.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, her grin only growing. Her thin, pink lips were seductive enough to get any man’s attention. Harrison clenched his jaw to keep his focus. 
 
    “Keep the collar on.” She trailed her fingers around her neck. “It won’t get in the way.” 
 
    Harrison took a step toward her. She didn’t budge from her spot. He moved until he was looking right down at her, close enough to stare at her chest. 
 
    “I never take advantage of a woman who doesn’t want it,” he said. 
 
    “You should see some of the men I’ve been with. Bankers. Farmers. Smiths and merchants. Skilled men. Men with gold. But absent was their ability to please a woman. I’m curious… I’ve never been with a hunter before. Maybe you would have the ability to please a woman…” 
 
    She pushed her chest against his. Even with a rigid corset blocking the way, Harrison could tell how soft her breasts were. She peered up at him, eyes slowly narrowing until they were closed. 
 
    He stopped thinking. His face moved to hers. Their lips touched. Harrison pushed his tongue forward in search of hers. Their wet kiss filled the silence of their quarters. 
 
    He enjoyed the kiss for a moment before pulling away. Deep blue eyes looked back at him, enough to distract him from her growing grin. 
 
    “Don’t even think about trying anything,” he said. 
 
    “I can assure you… I have nothing but the purest intentions.” 
 
    He reached up with one hand and moved it along her chest. In one hard tug, he undid the lacing of her bodice. 
 
    “Purest intentions… We’ll see about that.” He pulled the rest of the bodice aside and moved his hands to the linens hidden underneath. 
 
    Their faces moved back to one another. Their tongues danced frantically in their mouths as they worked together to free her from her fabric restraints. 
 
    He pushed her back onto the bed and she removed her sleeves. She pushed the rest of her linens down her body. Harrison moved back just enough to see her. 
 
    Without all of her clothes, he saw just how petite her frame was. A slim waist that led up to a pair of supple breasts. The grin remained on her lips as she puffed her chest out unashamedly. 
 
    Harrison loosened his collar just enough before moving his face back to hers. 
 
    “Come on, hunter,” she whispered into his ear and wrapped her arms around him. “Show me what you’re capable of. Show me the strength of the hunter who caught me—Ahh!” 
 
    She gasped against suddenly when he reached beneath her skirt. He tore at her black stockings, peeling them down her legs. Her panties followed, lowered just enough to her knees. 
 
    Evelyn moved her hands toward his holsters on his vest and freed him from them. His belt was next. All of the weapons he hadn’t bothered unequipping were in a piled around his ankles. She worked his pants followed. 
 
    Her hand grabbed his already swollen length through his underwear. 
 
    “Wow…” she sighed into his mouth. “You’re… You’re certainly capable.” She pumped him softly before digging into his briefs. 
 
    He lowered them down enough to free his length. The heat from the center of her legs was calling out to him, making him twitch in her palm. 
 
    He moved a hand toward her neck, squeezing the Tesla collar softly as he looked into her eyes. 
 
    “I promise… I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do.” The pixie smirk on her lips was enough to push him toward what he was already planning on. 
 
    She pushed her stockings and panties down to her ankles, allowing herself to spread her legs completely. 
 
    He clenched his jaw and moved his hips forward. His body moved underneath her skirt as she sat on the edge of the bed. He leaned against her, standing before her as she guided him into her. 
 
    “Give it to me—Hngh!” A deep groan poured from her lips as he plunged into her. He buried himself completely, stretching her with the full length of his rigid shaft. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her small frame and held her close as he proceeded to thump his body against her. His lips found hers. Their kisses joined the chorus of their flesh slapping against each other. 
 
    The mattress squeaked with every thrust. Their hands intertwined. Their tongues did the same. 
 
    Harrison lost himself to a fit of passion. He sweat through his shirt and on his brow. His muscles tensed. His legs buckled but she wrapped her own legs around his thighs to pull him closer. 
 
    He pulled away long enough to look into her eyes. Deep, blue eyes stared back at him through a squinted gaze. 
 
    “Is that the best you can do, hunter?” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and suddenly pulled out of her. She gasped as he grabbed her and turned her around. She giggled as she was bent over the mattress onto her stomach. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said. 
 
    Harrison lifted her skirt over her back, revealing her small, pale backside. He buried himself back into her, his hilt thumping against her cheeks. 
 
    Evelyn reached out and gripped the sheets. Her squeals of delight grew louder with every hard thrust. 
 
    “Oh… Goodness…” Her mouth hung open as the pleasure began to rack her body. 
 
    Harrison pressed a hand down on her back to hold her in position. He could feel himself moving closer and closer to the edge. 
 
    “Oh, hunter… I…” Evelyn shook underneath him, her orgasm unmistakable. 
 
    Harrison lost himself when she did. He grunted hard as he throbbed. He stayed in his position as the two of them succumbed to their orgasmic end. 
 
    He took a moment to catch his breath before eventually pulling away from her. He straightened his clothes out and reholstered his weapons before she even had a chance to flip over and sit up straight. 
 
    She ran a hand over her head to wipe away the few strands of black hair that had been knocked out of place. Her face was red with a tinge of sweat glistening on her brow. The smirk Harrison noticed she had the entire time hadn’t gone away. 
 
    “Hmm… It seems you know how to handle yourself.” 
 
    “I’ve been dealing with bounties for most of my life. You’re not any different, Evelyn.” 
 
    “I think I am. You can’t tell me I don’t make you lust more than the other women you’ve been with.” 
 
    “Ha!” Harrison didn’t hold back his laugh. He moved back to the window and crossed his arms as he enjoyed the view. “Go to sleep, Evelyn. Your fatigue is making you think you’re more impressive than you are.” 
 
    “I see. Take what you want and you’re done with me.” 
 
    “You said it yourself. You only want what I want. Nothing more.” He turned to give her a wink. 
 
    Her cheeks reddened, biting her tongue and unable to respond. She sighed as she moved back on the bed to lie down. Her hands rested on her stomach as she stared at the ceiling. 
 
    “I hope Selina is all right,” she whispered. “If there are hunters out there looking for her—” 
 
    “Don’t worry. If Selina is out there, we’ll find her. Then we’ll see if there’s any truth to your story.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    With nothing but desert in every direction, the train tracks and a lone, dusty road were the only reasons Lancaster wasn’t completely lost in the middle of nowhere. 
 
    Harrison and Evelyn sat on opposite horses as they galloped east into the desert. She just managed to put her outfit back together from the tugging Harrison had given it. The way her body shifted as the horse moved forward was a reminder of the time they’d spend together last night. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” she asked. “Last I remember, you were staring out the window.” 
 
    “A few hours and a fresh pot of coffee are all I need. I’m not about to fall off this horse from fatigue.” 
 
    “Just making sure. We don’t know where we’re heading exactly. For all we know, Sheriff Cale’s information could be old.” 
 
    “If Selina isn’t where she’s supposed to be, we’ll find something. Everybody always leaves a trail, no matter how much they try to hide it.” 
 
    “Spoken like a true bounty hunter.” 
 
    The duo didn’t travel very far when Harrison slowed down. He hopped off his horse and looked down at the ground. 
 
    “What?” Evelyn said. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Harrison knelt down and took some of the dirt between his fingers. The soot blackened his fingertips. “Someone was here. There’s ash from a fire.” 
 
    “Someone had a campfire. That doesn’t mean it was Selina.” 
 
    “Look around. There isn’t anywhere to go except for those mountains in the distance. Unless Sheriff Cale was lying to me, we’re on the right trail.” He didn’t say another word as he got back onto his horse. Evelyn followed after him as they raced faster into the distance. 
 
    Harrison looked around for any sign of where someone could be. The desert was just as barren as it was near Lancaster. The trees were sparse. The boulders were sunken in place. The wildlife running back and forth wouldn’t cause any trouble unless they provoked it. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” he said. 
 
    “Almost where?” 
 
    “…There.” He pointed in the distance at a group of rocks. 
 
    Evelyn squinted and shook her head when she saw the massive boulders. “How did you know that was there?” 
 
    “I followed the trail. There’s ash on the ground.” 
 
    “Hold on. Are you telling me you followed the ash from the campfire we stopped at earlier? You expect me to believe that?” 
 
    “Believe what you want. That’s where we’re heading.” 
 
    Harrison didn’t pay her any attention as he moved forward to the rocks. The memory of dealing with the Barker Gang was still fresh in his head. He was prepared for anything. But they were able to ride right up to the rocks without running into anybody. 
 
    Harrison got off his horse and leaned against the boulder. Evelyn moved next to him. 
 
    “I don’t hear anybody,” she said. “Are you sure somebody’s hiding here?” 
 
    He peeked around the boulder and saw it led down into an inset twenty meters deep. On the other end of the inset, there was a cavern entrance. 
 
    “This isn’t a natural rock formation,” he said. “There are steps leading down. There’s a metal awning over the cave entrance to protect from the rain. If Selina isn’t down there, someone else is.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that? I’m sure there are caves and abandoned towns all over this desert. Most of this part of the continent is unexplored.” 
 
    “We’re not that far from Lancaster. The ash we found earlier is still fresh. Couldn’t be more than a week old.” 
 
    Evelyn shrugged, though Harrison was still focused on how to make his way safely into the cavern below. He slowly moved away from the rock he had his back against and stepped forward between the boulders. 
 
    He kept his head on a swivel, looking around constantly as he descended into the small inset. It wasn’t very large, about the size of a small town. Smaller boulders and stones were scattered in every direction. The dirt was slightly muddy from the rains a few days ago. 
 
    “Come on,” Harrison said. “This way.” 
 
    He walked through the dirt and headed toward the cavern entrance. He couldn’t see clearly what was inside but as the darkness revealed itself, he saw something sitting at the center of it. 
 
    “What is that?” He squinted to get a better view. As soon as it cleared in his vision, his eyes widened. “…Get down!” 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    Harrison grabbed her arms and pulled her to the ground before she could finish. He held onto her and crawled behind a stone as bullets began to fill the air. 
 
    The metal ricocheting off the stones echoed up toward the sky and rang in his ears. Evelyn put her head down and squeezed her eyes tight as the bullets continued to fire. It took a few seconds for it to pass. But even though the bullets stopped, he could still hear the whirring of the mechanism in his ear. 
 
    “Machine gun turret.” He peeked around the rock to get a look at it. 
 
    The turret was made of rusted, worn iron. Fifty meters away, it oscillated back and forth, smoke rising from its barrel. He moved away from the rock to get a better look but it immediately pointed at him and began firing again. He ducked back behind the stone and waited for it to finish. 
 
    “What do you know about it?” he asked. 
 
    Evelyn peeked her head up over the stone just enough to get a good look at it. “Six-barrels. It’s not controlled by a remote. A combination of electricity and steam generated from the rainwater. The arsenal connected to it doesn’t look like it’ll empty anytime soon. The thing could fire for an hour straight and it’d still have enough to shoot at us.” 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “It looks like there’s a motion detector on the front of it. Kinda crude but it works. It locked onto you pretty fast. It only needs to cover half of this inset. Whoever set that up put it in the right spot. I don’t think there’s any way of getting past it.” 
 
    “Disable it?” 
 
    “Not from here. It’d rip me to shreds before I got close.” 
 
    “Maybe I can take it out. Aim at the right spot.” 
 
    “The casing on the side is thick. You’d have to empty a whole magazine. Even if you’re the best shot in the world, you still have to aim. And if you aim—” 
 
    “It’ll shoot me first. I get it.” 
 
    Harrison looked for a way around the turret. But all he found were more rocks and mud. The walls were too high to scale and the other side of the inset was blocked by boulders. There was only one way into the cavern and it was right in front of him. 
 
    He took another look at the turret, watching it move back and forth. “Hmm… Lemme try something…” He stood up and ran toward another stone as the turret quickly locked onto him. It fired another swarm of bullets he was just able to duck beneath. 
 
    “Have you gone mad?” Evelyn said. “You’re not gonna be able to tire that thing out.” 
 
    “The sensor. How does it know where to fire?” 
 
    “It looks for a big, moving object then aims and fires. It’s not complicated.” 
 
    “But what if another target comes into view? Will it switch?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But it can’t fire at two things at once… Wait a second…” Evelyn stayed leaning against the rock across from him, her eyes widened as she put her hands up. “You’re not seriously thinking—” 
 
    “You just need to be a distraction, Evelyn. Look… There are stones leading up to the cavern. I just need enough time to hide behind each one. If I get close enough, I can get behind it and it won’t be able to target me.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I like the idea of being bait.” 
 
    “Look in a mirror. Don’t pretend like you’re not used to the attention.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and sighed. 
 
    “Evelyn… Your friend is waiting for us.” 
 
    “Fine. Just tell me what to do.” 
 
    “Put yourself out there. Go on.” 
 
    Evelyn dug her boots into the dirt and popped up. The turret rotated toward her and immediately began to fire. 
 
    Harrison moved away from the rock and raced toward the turret, ducking behind a different stone just as it aimed at him. The bullets ricocheted off the rock but none of them were able to get through to him. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “I think it’s working. Do it again, Evelyn.” 
 
    He watched and waited until she stood up. He switched his eyes to the turret and moved away from the rock, hiding behind another one before it could lock on him. 
 
    The process was slow but Harrison managed to inch close enough to the turret until it was only a few meters away from him. But there were no more rocks in front of him to move to. 
 
    “I have to get by it now or it’ll hit me.” He pulled out his pocket watch. “Four seconds. Probably less. I can make it.” 
 
    He looked back toward the other side of the inset and saw Evelyn peeking her head up. There was some reservation in her eyes but she nodded. He took a deep breath and nodded back to her. 
 
    She popped up from behind the rock. The rusty turret turned to her and took aim. 
 
    “Now!” Harrison rushed out from behind the rock and moved as fast as he ever had before. The turret shifted toward him, the barrel spinning up. He dived forward and rolled just as it began to fire. The bullets ricocheted off the dirt. The turret’s firing path moved closer to him until it was no longer able to rotate. 
 
    He just managed to move behind the turret and watched it move back to oscillating back and forth. 
 
    He stood up and straightened out his shirt and vest. A few of his bangs were brushed away from his forehead. He turned the turret in the dirt and faced it to the side away from him. 
 
    The darkness of the cavern entrance wasn’t as dim as he expected. 
 
    “Lanterns on the walls. Someone’s in here.” He didn’t have to walk very far to find the end of the cavern. A small dwelling had been made. The ground was covered with a cut rug. Smithing tools hung from the walls with a bench right next to it. He saw a small entrance leading deeper into the cavern but instead turned his attention to the workbench. 
 
    He walked up to it and saw all of the components strewn about it. Copper wiring. Soldering iron. Gears and cogs of different sizes. But more interesting than anything else was a set of blueprints hanging on the walls. 
 
    “What’s this?” He squinted at it. The parchment was brown and stained with age, almost like it was going to fall apart. The drawings on it were just as old, the ink beginning to fade. He moved his face closer to get a better look. “This looks like—” 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by a shrieking voice. He quickly spun around and caught a hard right hand against his cheek. Harrison immediately knew it wasn’t an ordinary punch, not just because it made him stumble back. 
 
    He straightened up and saw the woman standing in front of him, her left fist covered in the brass gauntlet she’d just slugged him with. The way the glove fit so big on her hand and arm was almost comical with how small the rest of her was. 
 
    A slender, short-haired blond furrowed her brow at him. A pair of brass, dark-lens goggles rested on top of her head. The rest of her outfit was similar to Evelyn’s, though her bodice and linens weren’t as tight on her body. 
 
    Slightly dazed by the blow, Harrison’s examination of the woman was interrupted as she moved forward with another swing. Harrison spun out of the way and fired his wrangler. A jolt of energy shot forward but the woman raised her gloved hand to block it. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that,” she said. 
 
    “All right. I will.” 
 
    He moved forward and shifted to the side as she swung again. The weight of the punch took her off-balance, just enough for Harrison to move right next to her. He moved behind her and pressed his wrangler against her back, releasing a jolt she wasn’t able to block. The electricity made her grimace and grunt in pain. 
 
    She fell to the ground helplessly. Harrison stood over her and slapped a collar onto her neck. 
 
    “That was fun,” he said. “But I think it’s time you stopped trying to knock my head off with that fancy fist of yours, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    He picked her up from the ground. She stared back at him, an angry pair of green eyes burning a hole through him. Despite the pained look on her face, Harrison couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Something about an innocent woman so angry… It’s quite cute.” 
 
    “What are you gonna do, hunter? Are you gonna take advantage of me?” Her voice was soft even with her frustration. 
 
    Harrison kept his grip tight on her arm to stop her from moving. 
 
    “I just want some answers,” he said. 
 
    “Answers? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Selina!” 
 
    They both turned to the entrance to see Evelyn standing there. Selina squinted in surprise. 
 
    “Evelyn? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Looking for you.” Evelyn walked forward, her appearance enough to calm Selina down. 
 
    “Congrats. You found me. And you led this hunter right to me.” 
 
    “No… It’s okay. Harrison will understand once we explain everything to him.” 
 
    They both turned to Harrison. He loosened his grip on Selina and sighed. 
 
    He took a step back and crossed his arms. “I don’t have to explain to you how a collar works. Now… go on. I’m listening.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Put the wrangler down. She won’t try anything. Will you, Selina?” 
 
    Evelyn walked up to the blond and they wrapped their arms tight around one another. They held each other like family who’d been separated for ages. 
 
    Selina worked a crooked smile onto her lips. Then she turned toward Harrison, shaking her head softly. “What are you doing with a hunter?” 
 
    “You knew Craft was going to send someone after us when we ran off. It was inevitable they’d find us.” 
 
    “How though? We sneaked away on the ship. Nobody knows where we are. It hasn’t even been that long. The bounty hunters are probably still searching Grayhaven for us.” 
 
    “One of Evelyn’s friends decided to give me a tip.” Harrison spoke up. He stared at Selina and holstered his wrangler. “If that makes you feel any better. Now… Tell me what you know. Because if you don’t, I’m sure I can figure it out for myself.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Selina replied. “These blueprints aren’t formatted how they are these days. The text is scrambled. Backward for some reason. It looks like ordinary hull-plating for an airship.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, instead shifting her eyes to Evelyn. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Evelyn said. “I already told him I have the blueprints for the weapons.” 
 
    “I spent some time in Lancaster before I figured it was time to find a better spot to hide in case Craft came looking. I told Sheriff Cale where I was, in case there was an emergency. I guess this qualifies as that.” 
 
    Selina pointed to the blueprint next to her workbench. “It took me a while to decipher it but I figured it out. It’s not ordinary plating. It says here with the right combination of components, you can make something that’s not standard. The perfect mix of durability, speed and amplification for weaponry.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Harrison moved over to the blueprint to take a closer look at it. “Are you telling me this is the blueprint for some special airship?” The faded text was scrambled and just as unintelligible as she said it was. 
 
    Selina ran a finger over the parchment. “Look here. Standard blueprint for plating. The bottom of the ship. The sides. The gondola here doesn’t look like anything special but when you do this…” She took the blueprint and held it up next to a lantern. 
 
    Harrison squinted and saw the outline of another ship coming into view. “There’s something else there…” 
 
    “It’s already hard enough to read. Even with my magnifiers I can barely make it out. But there’s a list of components to put together a hull that’s more durable than anything anybody has ever seen.” 
 
    “I knew you could do it!” Evelyn walked up and wrapped her arms around the blond. 
 
    Harrison didn’t share her enthusiasm though. “Okay. It’s a blueprint for a magical hull. What does it mean?” 
 
    “Don’t you see?” Evelyn said. “I’m reading the same thing on the blueprints I have. Weapons nobody has ever seen before.” 
 
    “And when you put it all together, you’ll have one hell of an airship.” 
 
    “Exactly! This is a one-of-a-kind airship.” 
 
    The way Selina and Evelyn looked at him, he already knew what they were thinking. Even with how silly it sounded, he said it regardless. “The kind of ship that can make it to the Blank Lands…” 
 
    “It’s not a myth, Harrison. They’re real. Selina and I have the blueprints to prove it.” 
 
    “The only reason a man like Craft would risk it.” Harrison chuckled to himself. “The man has so much money he’s willing to make himself look foolish.” 
 
    “It’s not foolish if he makes it there. With the right components and the right people working for him, he can put these blueprints to use and actually do something nobody has ever done before.” 
 
    The enthusiasm in the women’s eyes was growing but Harrison remained silent. He went over everything in his head, his thoughts racing. 
 
    “The Blank Lands… Can I actually get there? What are the chances?” 
 
    “There has to be more to it,” he said. “It can’t be that simple.” 
 
    “There are other blueprints,” Evelyn said. “To be honest with you, Craft has all of the information back at his place.” 
 
    “So… We can’t get to the Blank Lands then?” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina gave each other a sideways glance. “Well…” Selina started. “I’m sure we can piece the rest of the information together. All we have to do is sail north until we find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Harrison crossed his arms and smirked, taking a step closer to Selina so he could look her in the eye. “And just how far north are we supposed to go until we ‘find what we’re looking for’?” 
 
    Selina twisted her lips like someone who’d been caught stealing by a lawman. 
 
    “All right, Evelyn,” Harrison sighed. “You were right. Selina confirmed your story here. Craft is working on a way to get to the Blank Lands. That doesn’t change anything though.” 
 
    “Hold on a second!” Evelyn said. “We told you the truth. You have Craft’s secret.” 
 
    “He’s trying to get to the Blank Lands. I know. What do you expect me to do with that information? You really think I’m gonna sail into the unknown because of a couple of moldy pieces of paper?” 
 
    “The rewards would be bigger than you could imagine. Treasure beyond your wildest dreams. Just like the legends say.” 
 
    Harrison gritted his teeth in frustration. Not because Evelyn was trying to get through to him but because he couldn’t deny he was tempted. 
 
    He put his hands on his hips. “You have anything important in this place, Selina?” 
 
    “Besides all of my belongings? Not really.” 
 
    “Pack everything you need. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I need some time to think. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The trio headed back to Lancaster and took the train to Robourne. While Evelyn and Selina reminisced about the short time they’d known each other working together for Craft, Harrison remained silent and contemplated his options. With both women collared, he didn’t have to worry about either one causing him any trouble. The peace of mind wasn’t enough to tell him what to do. 
 
    They got onto his airship and began the flight south. Harrison sat at the control panel, navigating his way through a clear blue sky. He was still lost in his thoughts. He was so lost he didn’t notice Selina had moved right next to him. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “That punch.” 
 
    “It’s not the first time a bounty struck me. You did what everybody else would’ve done.” 
 
    “It’ll probably leave a bruise on your cheek. Should go away in a few days.” 
 
    “In this line of work, walking away with just a bruise is something you should be grateful for.” 
 
    Selina flexed the brass gauntlet in her left hand. Harrison looked at the rusted metal. The mechanical digits were an extension of her hand, though a lot bigger. Seeing a smaller woman wield it put a smile on his face like it did the first time he saw her. 
 
    “That’s not too heavy for you, is it?” 
 
    The blond shook her head. “This isn’t like most gauntlets. It’s made out of light brass, so it’s not as heavy.” 
 
    “Light brass is a better conductor for electrical impulses. I imagine that thing is quite flexible on your hand, too.” 
 
    “That’s right…” She crossed her arms, her eyes narrowed as she tried to fight off a smile. “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I know a thing or two. Had a gauntlet myself but stopped using it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Got by with my own two fists. With the bounties I hunt, the wrangler is the only weapon I need.” 
 
    “These other weapons of yours are pretty lethal…” 
 
    “Exactly why I don’t use them as often. I try not to kill the people I’m looking for.” 
 
    Harrison stared forward through the windscreen with his hands resting on the dashboard. 
 
    “Where’s Evelyn?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s up on the deck, enjoying the breeze. Nothing like the freedom of sailing through the sky. You should try it sometime. You know the ship will auto-navigate if you put in the destination. Then again, this thing looks kinda old. Do these instruments still work?” Selina tapped the scratched glass of the display and Harrison knocked her hand away. 
 
    “Icarus is just fine. I’m here because I like piloting my ship.” He ran his fingers along the brass wheel. 
 
    “Icarus, huh? I guess every captain has his quirks.” 
 
    “You ever have your own ship, Selina?” 
 
    “Never cared for it. All I want is to settle down in front of my workbench. That’s what I’m good at. That’s what I enjoy.” 
 
    “You were already doing that for Craft. Be honest, Selina. Evelyn made you leave, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Craft… He forced me to work for him. I wanted to leave but you’re right. I wouldn’t have left if Evelyn didn’t convince me. I would’ve stayed the slave I was for him.” 
 
    “You can make your own decision.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with Evelyn. There’s no telling what’s out there in the Blank Lands. There are so many legends, it’s impossible to tell what’s real and what isn’t. Letting whatever is out there get into the hands of someone like him is a bad idea. We… We couldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    Harrison turned and saw a sudden disappointment in her eyes. Compared to Evelyn, Selina was less defiant. Despite greeting Harrison with a fist, she now seemed timid than anything else. 
 
    “I can’t argue with you,” she said. “If you take us back to Craft, we won’t have a choice with these collars around our necks. But… I think it’d be a bad idea. Maybe there’s a way I can convince you otherwise.” 
 
    She pulled her gauntlet off then placed her hand on top of his. He raised an eye in curiosity as she caressed him with her delicate touch. Her crooked smile made him chuckle. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he said. 
 
    “I’m just wondering if you’ll see reason.” 
 
    “Hmm… You and Evelyn really do have a lot in common.” 
 
    “…What?” Her face scrunched in confusion. “Are you telling me you already did something with Evelyn?” 
 
    “It’s all right. Nothing wrong with you or Evelyn using what you have to your advantage.” 
 
    “And what am I using to my advantage?” Evelyn climbed down the ladder that led to the ship’s deck. 
 
    “I was just trying to convince Harrison here not to take us back to Craft,” Selina said. 
 
    “I’m not taking you back to Craft,” he said. “Not yet, anyway… I’ll be honest with both of you. You’re still bounties and I’m always fair with my bounties, especially when they’re worth as much as you are.” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina moved next to one another. The hopeful looks in their eyes were enough to make Harrison think. 
 
    “I haven’t made up my mind,” he said. “Craft is offering me a guaranteed payment. But if there’s a chance I can get to the Blank Lands, I have to consider it. I need to think about it. Talk to someone close to me.” 
 
    “None of us can make that decision for you,” Evelyn said. “I just hope you do the right thing. For everybody’s sake.” 
 
    Harrison looked into Evelyn’s eyes. He could see the disappointment and worry. He turned back toward the clear blue sky, keeping his focus until they arrived where Harrison was most comfortable. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    EIGHT YEARS EARLIER… 
 
    “You’re cute, you know that?” 
 
    Harrison eyed the curly-haired brunette standing next to him. Full lips. Big blue eyes. A bodice squeezing her body and accentuated her already slim frame. As pretty as she was, it wasn’t hard to find a madam like her. But right now, she was the prettiest woman in the world to Harrison. 
 
    “I already paid you,” he sighed. “No need for flattery.” 
 
    “No need to be such a cynic. Not every man I lay with is a stud. I enjoy when it’s someone like you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you had a good time. I enjoyed myself, too.” 
 
    “Make sure you give me a holler next time you’re around. Maybe I’ll be willing to go a little bit further.” She gave him a kiss on the cheek. She made sure he saw her wink before she turned around to leave. 
 
    Harrison sighed as she walked away, admiring the curve of her backside shifting with every step. The view of the woman was replaced by an older gray-haired man. He took a seat in front of Harrison and gave him a smirk. 
 
    “I take it you had a good time with her last night,” Nunn said. 
 
    “Is it possible to not have a good time with a madam?” 
 
    “Madams are doing it for the gold above anything else. Sometimes they’re just not into it.” 
 
    “I guess I’m a lucky one.” 
 
    Harrison looked around the small restaurant. The place was quiet and unassuming like every other place in Duskpoint. It was just after the twelfth hour, with the afternoon crowd beginning to empty out. 
 
    The waitress arrived with a couple of mugs of ale. She placed two plates of food down. 
 
    Nunn rubbed his hands together as he smacked his lips. “Nothing like a good meal and a drink after a celebration of a successful hunt.” Harrison watched him stab the pot roast with his fork and scoop some of it into his mouth. It was enough to make Harrison’s mouth water and do the same. 
 
    “Is that how it is?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “What are you talking about, kid?” 
 
    “We check the board. Find a bounty. Haul ‘em in and collect our reward. Head to the brothel for a drink and a lady. Then wake up the next morning for a meal and some ale. I feel like I’ve done this a hundred times before.” 
 
    “Probably because you have. That’s the life of a hunter. That’s how we do things. What else did you expect?” 
 
    Harrison chewed on his food and shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I thought things would be different…” 
 
    He knew he’d said something wrong when Nunn’s face scrunched with confusion. It was enough to make him put his fork and spoon down. “Different how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought it’d be… different. Not like the smiths or the merchants or the farmers or the bureaucrats. I thought I’d be exploring the world.” 
 
    “You wanna explore the world, you can do it on your own time. But you ain’t taking my ship. Icarus can’t handle turbulent winds.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about sailing to the end of the world. Aeria’s a big enough place I know I’ll never see all of it but…” 
 
    Nunn shrugged at Harrison’s disappointment. He picked his utensils back up and dug into his food. “I remember when I first started,” he said with a mouthful of food. “Got my own rifle and a wrangler with some cuffs. Headed to the bounty board and found some cutpurse. He was hiding on the outskirts.” 
 
    “What was that like?” 
 
    “My heart was pounding in my chest when I found out where he was trying to hide. But the guy was just as scared as me. Tagged him and dragged him back to Duskpoint so the sheriff could deal with him. And that was the end of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I stopped getting nervous. I stopped being worried. I just went out there and did it. I remember what it was like… I know what you’re thinking. But our job isn’t any different from the smiths or the merchants or the farmers. It’s an honest living. We help people. And it’s enough to put food in our stomachs and clothes on our back. Can’t ask for much more.” 
 
    “When you put it like that, I guess you’re right…” Harrison poked at his pot roast with his fork. 
 
    “What else are you thinking about?” Nunn asked. 
 
    “Not thinking about anything.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that. Something’s on your mind, kid. Tell me what it is.” 
 
    “I just… I thought being a hunter would be a little more exciting.” 
 
    “Exciting?” Nunn put his spoon and fork back down. “I guess it’s my fault for making you think that way. Going out on a hunt is so boring, you take for granted that you’re making it back alive. When you’re a bounty hunter, the last thing you want is for it to be exciting. That means you got the job done. You’re good at your job, Harry. This is what you were meant to do.” 
 
    The older man looked into Harrison’s eyes. Nunn was an older man. The only adult in his life who ever looked after him. 
 
    Whatever thoughts remained in his head, Harrison shook them away and smiled. 
 
    “It’s the woman, isn’t it?” Nunn said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The woman. She’s got you thinking about becoming a treasure hunter and finding all the gold you can. Maybe you can sail away with her, living in luxury.” 
 
    “Not even close,” Harrison scoffed with a chuckle. 
 
    “Spending time with a woman is great. But there’s nothing more satisfying than a good meal.” 
 
    Harrison chewed on his bite of food and nodded. “This pot roast is pretty good…” 
 
    “You’re damn right it is. Go on, kid. Get your strength up. We’ve got another bounty.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison sat by himself in the corner. The saloon was quiet except for the pianist playing a slow tune to provide some ambiance. 
 
    He kept his arms crossed as he shifted his eyes around. A few moments later, a pudgy man came into view. Francis rushed up and took a seat in front of him, his face red and his brow dripping with sweat. 
 
    “Oh, it’s good to see you, Harry! I was almost worried about you for a second.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about me when I’m on a hunt. I know how to take care of myself.” 
 
    “Sure. But this is a little different. When I gave you word Craft was looking for hunters, I figured you’d get it done quick or come back because it was bollocks.” 
 
    “I’m not getting this done quick. Bollocks? I don’t know if it is or not.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean? Either there is a bounty or there ain’t.” 
 
    Harrison leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. He looked around the empty saloon to make sure nobody was listening. 
 
    “I already got ‘em,” he said. “There were two of ‘em. Women.” 
 
    “Women or not, a bounty’s a bounty. How much did Craft pay you?” 
 
    “He didn’t pay me. I still have ‘em.” 
 
    Francis’s face wrinkled with confusion. “What do you mean? You haven’t turned them in?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’ve never had a soft spot for a bounty before. Couple of madams, probably. Must be real lookers.” 
 
    “They’re lookers, all right. But that’s not it. There’s something else. If I don’t turn them in, I think there’s a bigger reward on the line.” 
 
    “And what’s that? Promise to pay you more than Craft? I doubt it.” 
 
    Harrison leaned in close and looked Francis right in the eye. He already knew how his friend was going to react but he said it anyway. “They told me there’s a way to get to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    Francis blinked his eyes without a reaction. “Did you say the Blank Lands?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Francis let out a bellow of a laugh, loud enough to get the attention of the bartender. He snorted uncontrollably, leaning back like he was going to fall out of his seat. Harrison waited for his friend to regain his composure, even taking the time to look at his pocket watch and count the seconds until he stopped. 
 
    “Thought I was going mad there for a second.” Francis wiped the tears away from his eyes. “Sounded like you said your bounties could take you to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “That’s what I said.” 
 
    Francis was no longer smiling. He leaned forward as much as his chubby body would allow him. “Oh my, Harry. You have gone mad.” 
 
    “I’m just as skeptical as you. But I’ve seen one of the blueprints. Ancient parchment. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “Rubbish. Anybody could put together a phony piece of paper.” 
 
    “There are two of them. A gunsmith and a machinist. Why would Craft have both of them working for him on an airship?” 
 
    “Who knows with these rich misers? They’ve got more gold than they know what to do with. Maybe he wants to sail around the world.” 
 
    “In an armored gunship? With a war in the eastern continent?” 
 
    “Gotta protect himself.” 
 
    Harrison shook his head. “Craft might be crazy but there’s no reason for him to get involved with a war on the other side of Aeria.” 
 
    “And it’s more believable he’s goin’ off to a faraway land? Harry, even if they did exist, nobody can get there. It’s too far north. Let’s see…” Francis rubbed his fat chin with his index finger. “There was Sir Douglas Sean. He tried sailing north to try to get to the pole. Nobody heard from him ever since. Jesse Spain tried sailing, too, in an airship that was designed for the harshest weather. Gone. Then there was Lord Randall Thereux III. He traveled the farthest north. Got a radio signal saying he was getting somewhere after three days. Of course, nobody ever heard from him after that. I guess he’s the only one who left a trace of himself…” 
 
    “Then you’re telling me there is something out there?” 
 
    Francis sighed, a half-hearted smile coming across his face. “Maybe the Blank Lands are out there. Maybe there’s something else entirely. The point is you keep sailing north, you’ll meet the same fate as everyone else. I say you take your bounty and forget this rubbish. Imagine what Nunn would say if he heard you talking like that.” 
 
    “Nunn isn’t here. He’s gone. He’s been gone a long time.” 
 
    Francis frowned. His eyes narrowed like he was trying to hold his emotions back. 
 
    It didn’t matter to Harrison though. He shook his head and looked around the saloon. “I don’t know if I’m trying to convince you or myself. But I look around here and I see the same thing I’ve been looking at for more than a decade. I’ve been stuck in Duskpoint my whole life.” 
 
    “No shame in that. You do good, honest work. You make a better living than most. Nunn would be proud of you.” 
 
    “He always said I was meant for something more…” 
 
    “I’m your friend, Harry. I’m always looking out for you. This talk of the Blank Lands… It’s bollocks, my friend.” 
 
    “This is my decision to make.” 
 
    “Aye. It’s your decision. You just make sure you make the right decision. Because if you don’t, it’ll be the last decision you make.” 
 
    Harrison smiled and put his hand on top of his friend’s. “Thanks, Francis. It’s good seeing you again.” 
 
    “Stay around and have an ale with me?” 
 
    “Can’t. There’s something I gotta do.” 
 
    Francis tapped Harrison on the arm. Harrison got up from his seat and straightened his vest and collar. He checked his pocket watch and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Where you headed?” Francis asked. 
 
    Harrison took a moment before responding. “Grayhaven. I have a couple of bounties to turn in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    It was the early hours with the sun just beginning to peek through the clouds. Harrison examined his pocket watch while the carriage rolled through the traffic on the streets of Grayhaven. He wasn’t looking but he knew Evelyn’s eyes were on him. The gunsmith stared at him, her jaw clenched. Her silence alone was enough to tell him what she was thinking. Selina sat next to her, quiet as she looked out onto the streets. Their earlier protests fell on deaf ears. 
 
    The view changed when the traffic began to clear. They headed to the edges of the city where Alexander Craft’s sprawling mansion awaited. 
 
    “Wait here,” Harrison said to the carriage driver. “I’ll be right back. Come on, ladies.” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina didn’t have to be coaxed to follow. The collars around their necks assured him of their compliance. Move away too far and the jolt of electricity would be lethal. 
 
    Harrison kept his wrangler up as they walked in front of him up the path toward Craft’s mansion. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake,” Evelyn said. “If Craft gets to the Blank Lands, there’s no telling what he’ll find.” 
 
    “If Craft manages to make it to the Blank Lands, he deserves everything coming to him,” Harrison said. 
 
    They walked up to the entrance where Craft’s attendant Sanders greeted them. The older man examined Evelyn and Selina. 
 
    “I’m here to collect the bounties,” Harrison said. 
 
    Sanders took a step closer, looking into Evelyn’s eyes as if making sure it was really her. A slight smile came across his lips. 
 
    “This is them,” he said. “You can remove their collars and see Mr. Craft for your bounties—” 
 
    “I’ll remove their collars after Craft coughs it up. Don’t even try that with me. I’ll let ‘em die if I have to.” 
 
    Sanders sighed deeply and nodded. “Right this way. Wait here, ladies.” 
 
    Harrison gave one last glance to Evelyn and Selina. Neither lady could look him in the eye at this point, resigned to their fate now that they were back in Craft’s mansion. 
 
    He walked with Sanders down the hall toward the room he’d been to before, counting the steps in his head and examining his pocket watch. “Thirty seconds… Forty seconds… Forty-three seconds…” 
 
    “Fancy watch you have there,” Sanders commented. “I’ve only seen conductors with those.” 
 
    “I pulled a bounty for a conductor. He had no other way to compensate me.” 
 
    Sanders pushed the door open. Somehow Craft appeared even more frustrated than the last time he saw him. The fat man rubbed the sweat from his brow as he combed over the book before him. 
 
    “Mr. Craft… One of the hunters has returned. He’s brought the two bounties with him.” 
 
    Craft shifted his eyes up. “The smith and the machinist?” 
 
    “They are as I remember.” 
 
    “Right… That will be all, Sanders.” 
 
    Craft’s assistant excused himself. 
 
    Harrison stood patiently with his hands behind his back as he watched Craft struggle to get up from his seat. He moved over to a painting at the side of the room and pulled on it, revealing a safe behind it. Harrison watched as Craft reached into it. 
 
    “Remind me how much you were asking for?” 
 
    Harrison considered the possibilities for a moment. “I believe I said a thousand a piece.” 
 
    “Hmm… Could’ve sworn you said 500…” Craft paused for a moment and shot Harrison a look. The hunter stood his ground and gave him a blank stare. “Fine. I’ll give you 2,000. It’ll be worth it anyway.” 
 
    Harrison couldn’t help a smirk as Craft turned back to his gold. He threw two heavy cloth bags at Harrison’s feet. “A thousand in each bag,” the rich miser muttered. 
 
    Harrison knelt down to run his hand through one of the bags. “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    “You wanna count it?” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it.” He tied the bags closed then together so he could sling them over his shoulder. The weight of it was enough for him to notice but not enough to hinder him. 
 
    “Now go on,” Craft said. “I’ve got something to take care of.” 
 
    “There’s just one more thing.” 
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
    “This is the largest bounty I’ve ever handled. Forgive my curiosity, but what is the reason you needed those two women returned? There are many gunsmiths and machinists available in Grayhaven alone. A man like you could afford to bring someone in from all the way on the other side of Atmos, on the other side of Aeria in fact.” 
 
    Craft raised an eyebrow at Harrison. Harrison smiled despite the growing frustration in the other man’s eyes. 
 
    “It’s important,” Craft said. “That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    Harrison shifted his eyes toward the desk. The old parchments looked familiar. The textbook next to the seat was ragged and ancient even from a distance. He couldn’t imagine the text was any more readable even if he put it up to his face. 
 
    “Perhaps there’s some other way I could be of assistance to you,” Harrison said. “Hunters provide more services than collecting bounties.” 
 
    “You want more work, go to a saloon and read a board. Plenty of scum running around Grayhaven for you to wrangle in.” 
 
    “I see…” Harrison took a step closer to the desk. He looked at some of the papers and noticed how familiar they looked. 
 
    “Just like the one Selina showed me…” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Craft barked. “I already paid you! Our business is concluded, hunter.” 
 
    “Right… There’s just one more thing. Please. Humor me.” 
 
    Craft grumbled and sighed. “What is it?” 
 
    “Are these all the resources you have on how to reach the Blank Lands?” 
 
    Craft narrowed his eyes. Just as the realization dawned on him, he was already too late. Harrison pulled his wrangler from behind his waist and sent a bolt at the old man. Craft collapsed to the ground on his belly, grunting in pain. Harrison moved quickly on top of him and cuffed his hands behind his back. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Craft barked. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “I suppose that’s an understandable assumption but I can assure you, I have my wits about me.” Harrison ripped one of Craft’s sleeves off and tied the fabric around the man’s mouth. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this!” His voice was muffled and barely intelligible. 
 
    “Now… Let’s see.” Harrison grabbed the parchments on the desk. He folded them together then placed them into the book Craft was reading. “Is that everything?” 
 
    Harrison’s question was met with more grumbling as Craft struggled. Harrison tore the other man’s sleeve to tie his ankles together. Craft was big enough he would have trouble getting up even without his legs and hands bound. 
 
    “They say there’s no coming back from the Blank Lands.” Harrison looked down at Craft. “You have enough money to live a comfortable life in Grayhaven. I suggest you don’t change a thing.” 
 
    Two sacks of gold strapped over his shoulder and the text and papers in hand, Harrison stepped out of the room and moved down the hall. 
 
    “Forty-three seconds… Forty-three seconds…” 
 
    He moved back to the main hall where Sanders was standing next to Evelyn and Selina were waiting. 
 
    “Ah!” Sanders said. “It appears you’ve received your compensation. Now if you could just remove the collars from these women…” His words trailed off as his eyes shifted toward the book in Harrison’s hand. His surprise was interrupted when Harrison connected with a right hand on the jaw that put him to sleep. The attendant slumped to the floor. Evelyn and Selina gasped in unison at the sight. 
 
    “Come on. Help me.” Harrison began dragging Sanders by his ankles. Evelyn and Selina were too stunned to move. “Help me. Before someone comes. We have to hide him so nobody will find him until we’re already gone.” 
 
    They carried his body through the main hall and hid it behind a banister. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Harrison said as he walked toward the entrance. 
 
    “Where… Where are we going?” Selina said. 
 
    “There’s no time. If you don’t want those collars to kill you, you have to stick with me.” 
 
    They stopped questioning him. Selina and Evelyn walked quickly down the path to the gates exiting Craft’s mansion. Harrison kept his composure, counting the seconds in his head. They rushed into the carriage waiting for them. 
 
    “Drive,” Harrison said. “Airship port. I’ll give you double if you can make it as fast as you can.” 
 
    “Double, huh? Can’t promise you anything but I’ll try.” 
 
    Evelyn looked at Craft’s mansion as it grew smaller in the distance. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s a forty-three second walk from the main hall to the room where Craft is in. Assuming nobody finds Sanders and he regains consciousness on his own, it will take up to three minutes. That means we have at most four minutes until they get to Craft. It will take another minute for Craft to mobilize. We have five minutes to get to Icarus and get up in the air.” 
 
    “You’re really doing this?” Selina said. 
 
    Harrison stayed calm, his eyes focused on the road ahead as he breathed through his nose. “Now is not the time for talking. Focus on what we need to do to up anchor.” 
 
    The carriage driver moved as quickly as he could through the streets. Evelyn and Selina kept peering through the back of the carriage for any sign of someone following them. Every second was a second closer to getting to the port. But there was no telling what was happening back at Craft’s mansion. 
 
    A few minutes went by until Harrison saw the port in view. He reached into his pocket and shoved a handful of gold into the driver’s palm, some of it spilling onto the seat. “Keep all of it.” 
 
    Harrison and the others rushed out of the carriage toward the spot where Icarus was parked. Just as they arrived, the port manager arrived with his clipboard in hand. 
 
    “Hold on just a second now.” He put his hand up. “If it isn’t the hunter with the finest airship in the land.” 
 
    “What is it?” Harrison sighed. 
 
    “Some of the bolts on your rear gondola are rusted.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you noticed, but everything on his ship is rusted,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Bolts don’t meet standard. Can’t let you fly.” 
 
    “What?” Harrison said. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “Afraid not. Safety violation.” 
 
    “I’ll take the risk.” 
 
    “Can’t allow it. Something goes wrong up there, everybody starts to worry. Stop flying. Nobody travels. Production goes down. It’s for the good of the people I keep you grounded.” 
 
    Harrison looked back. “There has to be a way to let me up there. I’ll pay you.” 
 
    The port manager furrowed his brow. “Do you think someone in my position can be bribed—” 
 
    “Fifty coins.” 
 
    “A hundred.” 
 
     “Done. Selina, Evelyn, get ready to sail.” 
 
    Harrison tossed the book to Selina. While the women rushed to the ship, Harrison reached into one of his sacks to count out the money. It took him longer than he expected with the port manager counting each coin one by one. 
 
    “All right, hunter. You’re free to go. Don’t let me catch you in my port again without proper maintenance.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. You won’t see me here again.” 
 
    Harrison rushed to the airship. Evelyn and Selina worked together to pull the magnetic holding anchor back on deck. Harrison strapped into his seat and went over the control panel. All of the instruments flashed green. The balloon slowly lifted in the air as the gas and steam filled it. 
 
    Evelyn and Selina came down from the deck and took the seats behind him as they watched Grayhaven grow smaller in the distance below them. 
 
    Evelyn narrowed her eyes. “I think I see some of Craft’s men down there.” 
 
    “It’s too late.” Harrison grabbed the wheel and throttled it forward. The ship moved forward with a burst and got lost in the clouds. “All these ships moving in and out of Grayhaven will make it impossible for him to get to us now. We’ve got the space we need.” 
 
    “You… You really did it.” Evelyn’s voice was soft as she stared at Harrison. “You believe us.” 
 
    “I’ll believe you when I see it,” Harrison said. “I’m just willing to take a chance.” 
 
    “What was the point of all that? Why did you even bother taking us back to Craft if you were going to leave anyway?” 
 
    Harrison looked at her then at the book Selina was clutching with both hands. 
 
    “Right.” A smirk grew on Evelyn’s face. “All that gold and all of the blueprints Craft was using.” 
 
    “If the Blank Lands are out there, we’ll get to them. Let’s get that treasure.” 
 
    With nothing but the sky ahead of him and Craft no longer giving a chase, Harrison finally let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    With no destination, Harrison sailed east away from Grayhaven. He set a steady course for his ship then eyed his new companions.  
 
    Selina sat off to the side of the small cabin, her head down as she flipped through the old, worn book. Evelyn stood across from her, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. 
 
    “There are only two quarters on my ship,” he said. “I don’t fly with passengers. You two will have to share. I’m sure the bed is big enough to accommodate both of you.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” Evelyn said. “I don’t imagine we’ll be getting much sleep anyway. Not with all of the work ahead of us.” 
 
    “What do you see?” Harrison asked Selina. 
 
    The blond kept her head down as she flipped through the brittle pages. “It’s hard to decipher,” she said. “It’s the basic alphabet but the words are unintelligible. I’m sorry. I only know what I figured out from the blueprint.” She handed the book back to him. 
 
    “The two times I met Craft, he was combing over this book like there was something hidden in it,” he said. “Whatever answer this book has isn’t obvious. In the meantime, we can get started on the blueprints.” 
 
    A small workbench sat off to the side. Along with the blueprints Selina brought from her cavern forge, there were the blueprints Harrison had just stolen from Craft. 
 
    “That was everything he had,” Harrison said. “The only thing missing is the blueprint you said you had, Evelyn. Wherever it is, we can go for it now.” 
 
    “No need.” Evelyn reached down into her boot to Harrison’s confusion. He watched as she pulled the piece of paper free from her long, slender leg. “There we go.” 
 
    “You were hiding your blueprint in your boot this whole time?” 
 
    “Best place for me to know it was safe.” She winked and set it down with the others. 
 
    “Everything adds up,” Selina said. “Evelyn’s blueprints are for ship cannons. Craft had me working on hull plating. These blueprints you stole look like they’re for accelerators for your engines.” 
 
    “A self-propelling engine,” Harrison said. 
 
    “That’s right. More steam means you can travel farther on fewer resources. There’s also a resource here for boosters, which can give you a burst of speed when you need it. We’re talking at least ten times what you’d normally get.” 
 
    “There are more blueprints for weapons, too,” Evelyn said. “Not just cannons or machine guns. It looks like something for an explosive.” 
 
    “There’s also a blueprint for expansion. Judging from Icarus’s size, it might be a good idea to expand the gondola.” 
 
    Harrison looked around. The main deck was small enough to see the paths to the other rooms. Steel and copper made up the walls and pipes connecting everything together. Outside of a workbench and the instrument panel for flying, there wasn’t much to look at. The lights flickered, generated from the electricity gathered from the wind. 
 
    “Icarus’s not fancy,” he said. “It was never meant to be. But if improving the ship improves our chances of getting to the Blank Lands, then I’ll do it.” He walked over to the blueprints. “There’s still some others over here… More weapons? What about these?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen these before,” Evelyn said. “But I don’t think these are weapons you’d equip to a ship. These are personal devices.” 
 
    “Personal weapons. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to upgrade. But it’s not a priority. Upgrading the ship comes first.” 
 
    Everybody was in agreement and nodded to each other. “There’s just one problem,” Selina said. “We have the blueprints. We have whatever is in that book. But one thing Craft had that we don’t is the resources.” 
 
    “I think the gold I took from him should work. There’s nothing we can’t afford.” 
 
    “Buying resources is one thing. Finding them is another. Zithril. Solarite. Glacith. You can find copper and gold wires and cogs at any smith but this other stuff is rare. We might have to mine it ourselves.” 
 
    Harrison smirked at the suddenly worried look on Selina’s face. “If Craft had access to it, we can find it. There are mines with ore deposits all over Atmos. We search every town. We talk to every smith we can. They’ll lead us in the right direction. We upgrade Icarus. We upgrade my weapons. We head for the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “No need to rush into this,” Evelyn said. “We don’t know what we’re heading into.” 
 
    “We might not have a choice. Right now, Craft is drafting parchment to put a bounty on all of our heads and distributing it. Every hunter in the west will be looking for us. Once word starts to spread, there won’t be a place we can hide without having to lay low.” 
 
    “And so… the hunter becomes the hunted.” Evelyn stared at him but all he did was smile. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have made this decision if I wasn’t prepared for the consequences. We get to the Blank Lands, we find the treasure, we sail away with a fortune that’ll dwarf whatever Craft has.” 
 
    “It looks like you’ve got everything figured out,” Selina said. “I suggest you set a course for Avarilla. It’s the biggest town east from Grayhaven. We’ll have some time to search before word gets out that Craft is looking for us. Maybe they can lead us in the right direction.” 
 
    “I also suggest you get a compositor of your own,” Evelyn said. “I can upgrade your weapons for you without charging you the labor a smith would. And if I’m gonna be along with you on the journey, it wouldn’t hurt if I had a weapon, too…” She eyed one of the revolvers in his holster. 
 
    Harrison looked down at it and burst into laughter. It took him a few moments to see Evelyn wasn’t laughing with him. “I’m not giving you one of my revolvers,” he said. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be giving me a revolver. I can turn it into something more, something stronger. I can upgrade your wrangler, your carbine and your other revolver so you wouldn’t even need a second one.” 
 
    Harrison sighed then shrugged, unable to find a reason to disagree with her. The sentimental value alone wouldn’t be enough to convince her. “I’ll think about it,” he said. “Any other suggestions?” 
 
    “There is one more thing…” Selina put her hands around the collar on her neck. 
 
    Harrison shook his head. “I need a smith and a machinist to do this. Those collars make sure I have one.” 
 
    “You don’t trust us?” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Tell me something.” Harrison slowly walked toward Evelyn and crossed his arms. “Did you trust me when I decided to take you back to Craft? Or did you really think I was going to just hand you over to him for the coin?” He looked into her eyes. He counted the seconds that went by as she remained silent. “That’s what I thought… If we’re heading to the Blank Lands together, the collar keeping you here shouldn’t be a problem. Now… If there’s nothing else, I’m setting the course for Avarilla. The clock is ticking.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison sat in front of the instrument panel. He squinted as he ran a finger over the text. Every page was as unintelligible as the last. The ink was faded. Stains made it difficult to tell what was meant to be there and what wasn’t. Even the illustrations seemed to be a jumble of child scribbles. 
 
    “There’s a pattern here…” 
 
    He blinked his eyes and noticed how watery they became. He sighed and shut the book. The sky in front of them was still blue with the sun bright. They’d been flying for several hours but the view hadn’t changed. 
 
    Over to the side of the main deck, Selina leaned over the small workbench. She ran her fingers over the display on the control panel with the blueprints scattered all around her. 
 
    Harrison moved next to her. “Maybe you should get some rest like Evelyn. She’s got the right idea. You’ll need your strength for whatever’s waiting for us in Avarilla.” 
 
    “Do you expect conflict?” 
 
    “I expect anything is possible, including conflict.” 
 
    “Avarilla is a peaceful town. I’ve never been there before but I can’t imagine we would have any trouble with the townsfolk. Besides, I like to move around in my sleep. Wouldn’t wanna kick Evelyn out of bed.” 
 
    “You can sleep in my bed.” 
 
    “Is that an invitation, Mister…” 
 
    “Hawke.” 
 
    She turned toward him and he gave her a smirk. She had some light freckles on her cheeks that disappeared when she blushed. The way she giggled was like a younger girl still in school though Harrison imagined she’d been done with her schooling years ago. 
 
    “Mr. Hawke. I’m fine. I wouldn’t be able to sleep anyway knowing I have a lot of work ahead of me. Take a look at this.” She twisted the knobs and flipped the switches on the instrument panel of the workbench. Green numbers appeared on the black display for Harrison to read. 
 
      
 
    NAVIGATION SYSTEMS 
 
    Level 1 - Navigation Sequencer 
 
      
 
    HULL 
 
    Level 1 - Iron Plating 
 
      
 
    ENGINES 
 
    Level 1 - Heat Accelerator 
 
      
 
    WEAPONS 
 
    Level 1 - Light Cannon (Forward)(Manual) 
 
    Level 1 - Machine Gun (Port)(Manual) 
 
      
 
    Harrison shrugged. “I already know what Icarus has on her.” 
 
    “Everything is standard.” 
 
    “It does the job. I do all of the work by myself. The ship is just a ship.” 
 
    “Things will be different once it’s upgraded. You’ll have more firepower, more armor, more speed. We might find other things if I can figure out all these blueprints out. But if what you’re saying is right and Craft is looking for us, we might not have time to upgrade everything to maximum. You’ll have to make a decision. It’s just like your weapons. Different elements will have different results. Higher levels mean more effectiveness.” 
 
    “It’d help if I knew what we were heading into… But I’ll make the decision when I have to. You can handle all of the work, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve been working on machines my entire life. Ever since I was a child. A ship is no different.” 
 
    Harrison leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. “How’d a girl like you get to become a machinist?” 
 
    “My mother was an alchemist. My father was a steam engineer. Worked on trains. I guess it was only natural I started fiddling around with things. Ever since I could remember, I was always putting cogs and gears together. Watching entire systems run with just a little bit of heat and the steam generated from them always fascinated me.” 
 
    “Your parents… Where are they now?” 
 
    Selina looked down and shook her head. “They’re not around anymore.” 
 
    “…I’m sorry, Selina. I know how that is.” 
 
    “It happens. I’m over it. They got me to start doing what I enjoy. Now I’m as good as any machinist this side of Aeria. You get me the materials, I’ll put together the best airship anybody has ever seen.” 
 
    “You’ll get what’s coming to you when we get to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “I know. Now… I should probably start deciphering this blueprint here. Wouldn’t wanna find out at the last second there’s an element we’re missing.” 
 
    “I’ll let you get back to it.” 
 
    He turned around but she called out to him. “Hey… Hawke.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Can I call you that?” 
 
    “That is my name.” 
 
    She got up from her seat and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks for believing in us. Evelyn and I won’t let you down.” 
 
    He gave her a nod. The short-haired blond went back to work trying to figure out the blueprint. He watched her for a moment before moving back toward the instrument panel at the helm. A sigh escaped him as the ship sailed through the sky. 
 
    “Next stop… Avarilla.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The town of Avarilla was constructed around the inlet of a small lake. The crystal blue water shined at the center of a modest city. The wooden structures were old but not falling apart. The signage on all of the buildings was enough to indicate it had a long and storied history. 
 
    There appeared to be nothing out of the ordinary. A saloon sat ordinarily next to the white-painted brothel. It was a quiet town as far as Harrison could tell. 
 
    He brought his ship down among a couple of larger, commercial airships at the open space on the edge of town. A gust of warm wind blew against his face though the sun was beginning to go down. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Selina asked. 
 
    “The best place for information is always a saloon,” Harrison said. “It looks like the day is about to end. They’ll be more willing to talk when they’ve got some liquor in them.” 
 
    “We could also talk to Avarilla officials,” Evelyn said. “There might be a chance they can point us in the right direction if we don’t find anything here.” 
 
    Harrison walked toward the nearest saloon with Evelyn and Selina in tow. 
 
    The townsfolk were just as ordinary as he expected. The men were dressed in loose linens and vests. Their trousers and boots were dirty with soot after a long day of work. Some of the women had the same appearance, their faces blackened except for the spots on their eyes where goggles covered. The non-working women wore comfortable, thin-leather bodices. Long cotton skirts on the front and back of their legs protected from both the heat and cold. Colorful textiles made them stand out even more against the plain wooden furnishings around them. 
 
    Harrison pushed the door to the saloon open and was greeted with a pleasant scene. The pianist was already in the thick of it, playing a lively ragtime tune to get some dancing and others bobbing to the beat. While some shared stories over a round of ale, others played cards with copper and silver coins on the line. The madams from the brothel next door were here. Some of them wore outfits revealing enough to make Evelyn appear modest. 
 
    The wooden walls were decorated with photos of people he didn’t recognize. Important townsfolk, Harrison assumed. Other signs indicated this was indeed the town of Avarilla. The sweet ale in the air with thick tobacco smoke reminded Harrison of Duskpoint. 
 
    “I’ll look around,” Evelyn said. “I’m sure I could get the attention of some men who can lead me in the right direction.” 
 
    “I can do the same,” Selina said. 
 
    “Maybe we should have a competition. See who could be the first to get a man to point us to some resources.” 
 
    “You’re on.” 
 
    They smirked at one another. Harrison smiled just the same, his attention focused on trying to figure out who would give him the information he needed. 
 
    “It’s not a competition, ladies. Craft is looking for us. Don’t draw any more attention to yourself than you need to.” 
 
    “That’s no fun,” Evelyn said. “Come on, Selina. Let’s see what we can do.” 
 
    The two ladies nonchalantly sauntered through the bar. Harrison sighed then laughed to himself. A couple of women like Evelyn and Selina in the skirts and corsets they had on were bound to catch more than a few wandering eyes. 
 
    Harrison figured he’d start with the bartender. He walked up to the counter and waited until the man with a thin mustache and slick black hair greeted him. 
 
    With his newfound riches, Harrison figured he could indulge. “Gimme an ale. Whatever you recommend.” 
 
    The bartender poured a thick mug of amber liquor in front of Harrison, the foam frothing and spilling onto the wooden counter. “That’ll be a silver.” 
 
    “Silver?” Harrison looked at the mug in confusion. “Just one?” 
 
    “You must not be from around here.” 
 
    “That obvious, huh?” 
 
    “You see that inlet in the center of town? You won’t find water clearer, bluer, fresher anywhere else on Atmos.” 
 
    “It’s a big continent. You sure about that?” 
 
    “Check for yourself. We only fish in the water. No steam factories. No ships. Nothing touches the water except when everybody goes swimming when the sun is hottest. Even then, the lake’s got a natural filtration, so all the bad water gets sucked out into the ocean when the snow and rain comes.” 
 
    “If the water is that good, the ale must be that good.” Harrison took a sip and nodded. “You should be charging more than a silver.” 
 
    “I’ll get more than a silver when you order your next one.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what.” Harrison reached into his pocket and dropped a gold coin down. “You can keep the whole thing. Just need some information.” 
 
    The bartender pressed his hands against the counter and leaned forward. “Don’t know if I can help you but I’ll try.” 
 
    “I’m looking for some resources. I have a couple of friends with me. Smiths. They need things to work.” 
 
    “Right. Plenty of forges still open. I’m sure they’ll have the tools you need. Show them some gold and they’ll treat you real nice. Avarilla folk like to mind their own business but we get along just fine with out-of-towners like yourself.” 
 
    “I can see that. I’m not just looking for ordinary resources though. I’m looking for something different. I don’t suppose you know anything Zithril? Solarite? Glacith?” 
 
    “Never was much of a smith myself. But I hear the mountains are pretty fertile.” 
 
    “The mountains.” 
 
    The bartender stepped back and pointed to a framed map hanging on the wall. He put his finger on the center and trailed it up. 
 
    “Avarilla is right here, up to the northern valley, there are a lot of mines. Most of them are untouched except for what the smiths gather.” 
 
    “Untouched… I’d think any town needs resources.” 
 
    “The smiths make enough they can pay travelers willing to venture there and get it. There’s forest and caves and some mountains. Heading to the valley is a good way to get lost. Not to mention some of the wildlife out there. Officials are always warning us about bandits hanging out there robbing caravans. Never know what to expect, to be honest with you.” 
 
    Harrison examined the map and nodded. “If you say there are resources I can mine out there, I’ll have to risk it.” 
 
    “Say…” The bartender glanced at Harrison’s holsters. “You a hunter, huh?” 
 
    “It’s not much of a secret these days.” 
 
    “If you plan on heading to the valley, maybe you should take up one of the bounties. Plenty of work for you.” 
 
    Harrison noticed the bounty board off to the side of the saloon. There was no shortage of photographs and papers. 
 
    “Usually the local lawmen take care of the bad guys when they roll around. I can assure you nobody else is trying to head out for those bounties. Some nice, guaranteed coin if you can take some of them.” 
 
    “Considering I don’t know what to expect, I’d probably be preparing for them anyway. Thanks, friend. Keep the gold.” Harrison took another gulp of his ale and left the rest of it on the counter. He walked over to the bounty board and examined all of the different photographs. 
 
    “Some real pieces of work,” he sighed. “Which one of you is coming back to Avarilla for justice?” 
 
    He shifted his eyes around and noticed a man who stood out from the others. It wasn’t only the bounty of fifty gold. The maniacal look in the man’s eyes was disturbing even through the fuzzy black and white photograph. 
 
    “Dr. Larold Skinner. Wanted for theft, assault, and steam modifications violating Avarilla’s Peace Act. Last seen in the northern valley near the mines.” 
 
    “Looking for a bounty?” 
 
    Harrison turned to see Evelyn standing next to him. 
 
    “The bartender mentioned there were ore mines to the north. That’d probably be our best bet to find the elements we’re looking for. This guy right here is in the area. Wouldn’t hurt to help these people out while we’re in the area.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were so golden-hearted.” 
 
    “Golden, indeed. A little extra coin will help out. How about you? Did you find anything?” 
 
    “I found another gunsmith. He’s willing to open up his shop for us?” 
 
    “Good. I’ve got some gold now and you can upgrade my weapons for me.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing I can do.” Evelyn bit her bottom lip, making it more obvious she was smirking. 
 
    Harrison sighed, knowing he wouldn’t know what she was up to until she was going through with it. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison tapped the empty holster on his right side. “I feel naked…” 
 
    Evelyn sat at the compositor. The metal sparked against the dark lenses of her goggles as she reassembled the components of Harrison’s revolver. Despite her appearance, Evelyn worked with the skill and precision of the best gunsmith Harrison had ever seen. There was no wasted movement. Every piece of wood and metal was where it needed to be. 
 
    She pieced everything together then held the end result up. A short pistol made of chrome and copper glistened in her palm. The barrel was wide and pointed. 
 
    “What do you think?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s no magazine,” he said. 
 
    “It’s an energy pistol. It uses a combination of steam and electricity. I was never really comfortable with bullets. It doesn’t kill but it stuns. Works better on machines, too.” 
 
    “What did you do to my revolver?” he sighed. 
 
    “You still have one. Give it here. I’ll upgrade everything. Shelden said we could use whatever resources he has.” 
 
    “It doesn’t look like Shelden has much to use.” Harrison looked around the modest forge. There were different types of firearms hanging from the walls. The compositor Evelyn sat at had all of the tools she needed. Boxes lining the walls were filled with metals, stones, and gears, all materials Harrison had seen before. “I wonder what convinced Shelden to let you use his forge…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It won’t cost you… much…” 
 
    “And I suppose there’s a reason he gave you a discount? This wouldn’t have anything to do with a personal favor now, would it?” 
 
    “Why? You jealous?” She winked at him. 
 
    Harrison gave her a sideways glance along with a slight smirk of confidence. “Do what you need to do, Evelyn.” 
 
    He handed his weapons to her. She placed everything down on the metal panel and the composition of the weapons appeared. 
 
      
 
    Repeater Carbine 
 
    Barrel: Grade 2 Aluminide (Lesser Shield Piercing) 
 
    Stock: Grade 2 Oak Wood 
 
    Magazine: Grade 1 Lead Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Revolver 
 
    Barrel: Grade 1 Cast Iron 
 
    Stock: Grade 1 Maple 
 
    Cylinder: Grade 1 Iron Core Copper x 6 
 
      
 
    Wrangler 
 
    Barrel: Nickel 
 
    Ammo: Electric Volts 
 
      
 
    “What do you need, Harrison?” 
 
    “Since I only have one revolver now, why don’t you fix that? I need something that’ll fire faster and hit twice as hard to make up for the loss.” 
 
    “Shelden has everything I need to do all that. I can upgrade the stock for accuracy and the barrel so the bullet travels faster. I can try to double the size of the cylinder, too.” 
 
    “Do it.” 
 
    Evelyn kept her head down and disassembled Harrison’s weapon. More sparks bounced off her goggles as she undid the welding of the revolver. 
 
    “I can’t do much for the wrangler,” she said. “But I can upgrade the stock on your carbine—” 
 
    “No. The stock is just fine. Just fix my revolver.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    Harrison watched as Evelyn put the revolver back together. The new composition appeared on the screen. 
 
      
 
    Revolver 
 
    Barrel: Grade 1 Nickel Steel (Lesser Bullet Speed) 
 
    Stock: Grade 1 Walnut (Lesser Accuracy) 
 
    Cylinder: Grade 2 Iron Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    “That’s as many bullets I can put in that chamber. It’s not double but it’ll do.” 
 
    Harrison examined his new revolver. The stock was slightly darker. The steel barrel had a dull, dark shine. It was all heavier but still comfortable in his grip. 
 
    “If I’m two bullets short of something I’m shooting at, I’m gonna blame you with my last breath.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve got your back.” She held up her energy pistol and winked. 
 
    “How about you, Selina? You feel like an upgrade for your gauntlet?” 
 
    “I can’t work with this compositor,” Selina said. “We’re better off getting the resources and doing the work on the Icarus.” 
 
    “If there’s nothing else…” Evelyn said. 
 
    Harrison spun his revolver around and holstered it in one smooth motion. “I’m ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The sun began to set. Selina held her arms around Harrison as they galloped north from Avarilla. 
 
    “You used to this sort of thing?” Selina asked. 
 
    “What sort of thing do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean getting on a horse and heading out into the unknown. Searching for something you’re not sure you’ll find.” 
 
    “Life’s not interesting when you know what you’re gonna find.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with being safe.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I haven’t met a bounty I couldn’t get. If we don’t find the bounty, we’ll at least find some resources.” 
 
    Evelyn rode up next to them. “The caverns up ahead don’t look like they’re explored.” 
 
    “If they’re unexplored, then the resources should be plentiful.” Harrison spurred his horse and raced faster into the valley. 
 
    The view was different from what he was used to. The deserts surrounding Duskpoint and the nearby towns were always a barren wasteland without much to see. The grass in the valley was green and untouched with sprawling trees spread out in every direction. The mountains in the distance grew taller as he neared them. The number of deep caverns appeared endless. 
 
    Harrison rode right up to one of the empty caverns and hopped off his horse. “This should be as good a start as any.” He unholstered his carbine and walked forward. There was barely enough light for him to see in front of him. Evelyn and Selina stood close behind him. 
 
    “Try not to move too fast,” Evelyn said. “Something could be hiding in the darkness—” 
 
    A sudden wail made Harrison raise his repeater up. He fired off a shot just as a wild cougar charged at him. The bullet pierced its chest, its momentum sending it hard to the ground. The ferocious beast snarled before slumping lifeless. 
 
    Selina walked up to it and ran her gauntlet over its bloody fur. “What’s a cougar doing hiding in a cave like this?” 
 
    “Probably didn’t like us invading its home,” Harrison said. “I don’t think this cavern goes any deeper. There’s something here though…” 
 
    Evelyn moved her hand over the rock walls around her. “This is just iron and steel ore. Same as any other mine. Not what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “We can still put some of this to use. Save us some gold at the smiths. I’ll take some of this back with us.” 
 
    The group worked together to chip away some of the stones. They filled a small satchel and tossed it onto their saddle. Harrison looked around and saw the entrance to dozens of caverns all around him. 
 
    “Are we really going to check every single one of these caves?” Selina asked. “We might not even find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “We won’t find what we’re looking for until we look,” Harrison said. 
 
    The group got back on their horses and rode across to the grass to the caverns on the other side of the valley. Harrison was right in the center of the stretched land when his horse suddenly pulled up. 
 
    “Whoa! What’s going on?” He looked around but didn’t see anything. But even though the horse had stopped moving, the ground continued to shake beneath him. “You feel that?” 
 
    He looked at Evelyn. “Is it an earthquake?” 
 
    “No. Tremors don’t last this long.” He narrowed his eyes at the grass. He could barely make out the soil beginning to shift underneath it. “I think there’s something there.” 
 
    “Something where?” 
 
    “Something… in the ground.” 
 
    The trembling didn’t stop. The dirt continued splitting until the grass suddenly shot up. Harrison and Evelyn backed their horses up and watched as something slowly began to emerge from the soil. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Selina said. 
 
    Harrison’s eyes widened at the mound of dirt continuing to grow. Selina and Evelyn had their mouths open wide. 
 
    It kept rising until it towered over them more than five meters high. Dull steel covered in dirt and rust. Mechanisms shifted, grinding back and forth. 
 
    “Some sort of… mechanical spider?” Evelyn said. 
 
    The creature shook away the grass and dirt covering it. Its iron limbs sank into the ground with its rusted body mimicking a real spider’s. Glowing red eyes shifted around until locking directly on Harrison. 
 
    “Whatever it is, we have to take it out. Come on!” He turned his horse around and galloped away as the spider chased after him, each of its limbs pounding against the grass. He managed to get to a cluster of trees before getting off. In one motion, he unholstered his carbine and fired as the spider tried to approach. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Three more quick shots sparked against its metal body, forcing it to move back. 
 
    Selina rubbed her arm and readied her gauntlet. “I’m with you, Hawke.” She attempted to charge forward but Harrison grabbed her arm. 
 
    “It’s too risky. Just one of those legs will pierce you and finish you off.” 
 
    “What do I do then?” 
 
    “Wait until the time is right. Evelyn! Show me what that energy pistol can do!” 
 
    Evelyn rode up next to them. The mechanical spider’s back turned to her, it wasn’t ready for the bolts she fired at it. White energy surged forward and consumed the spider. Electricity shocked its limbs, making it twitch in place. It was just enough of a distraction for Harrison to move forward and blast it. Three shots against one of its limbs were enough to splinter the metal into pieces. 
 
    “One down!” he shouted. 
 
    The spider’s shriek echoed through the valley as it rose up on its hind limbs. Harrison just managed to roll out of the way before it skewered him. 
 
    “Stay on your horse!” he shouted to Evelyn. “Selina, wait for my signal.” 
 
    The machinist stood anxiously next to a tree, bouncing in place ready to pounce. Evelyn rode in circles around the spider and fired her pistol to stun it just long enough for Harrison to fire. 
 
    “Predictable. Wait for your time.” Harrison kept his composure as he stood before the mechanical beast. It towered over him, its scream enough to keep him on his toes. But every attempt it tried to stab him was dodged. He countered with more carbine shots, weakening its limbs until the iron began to give. 
 
    Half of its legs had been destroyed. Broken metal was scattered around the grass. Harrison wiped the sweat from his brow and maintained his focus. 
 
    “Keep going, Evelyn! It’s slowing down!” 
 
    “Hawke! Look out!” Selina shouted just as the spider suddenly leaped into the air. 
 
    For a split-second, Harrison considered running back. But his momentum was already taking him in the wrong direction as he  anticipated another stab. He rolled forward just as the spider landed with a thunderous pound on the ground. 
 
    Harrison quickly got back up to his feet and fired at its rear. Several shots bucked against its body, making the metal spark. 
 
    “That’s it,” he said. “There’s a shell casing covering its components. If I can get to that, I can disable it.” 
 
    The spider twisted around on its limbs and eyed Harrison with its glowing red eyes. Metal fangs glistened with a sharpness that rivaled a blade. It slowly inched forward, waiting for the opportunity to strike. 
 
    Harrison stood his ground and kept his carbine at his hip. He reached into his vest and pulled his pocket watch out. 
 
    “One second… Two seconds… Three…” He counted in his head how long it took for the spider to take every step. 
 
    “Harrison!” Evelyn shouted. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Hold on…” He put the watch back into his vest and moved both hands onto his carbine. “Ten meters away… Three seconds… Thirty seconds.” 
 
    “Selina!” he yelled. “Get ready!” 
 
    The blond moved away from the tree with her arms raised. Evenly kept circling the valley with her pistol up. Harrison stayed patient as the spider moved toward him. 
 
    He counted the seconds in his head until the spider was close enough for him to look up at. There was still a distance between them. 
 
    “Harrison—” 
 
    “Selina! Now!” Harrison cut Evelyn off. 
 
    Selina charged forward and slammed her gauntlet into one of the spider’s limb just before it could leap. Evelyn followed up with a pistol shot that stunned it enough for Selina to hammer it again, knocking it onto its side. 
 
    Harrison ran forward and slid on the grass beneath it, firing at its undercarriage and moving away before it fell on him. As soon as he got back to his feet, he pulled his revolver out and fired at the compartment on the back of its body. The sparks flew with every shot until the sparks turned into flames. 
 
    The spider squealed but was unable to get up to its feet with the constant shots Selina gave it. Its limbs flailed as the fire continued to grow. 
 
    The group stepped back and watched as the spider slowed until finally stopping completely. 
 
    Harrison holstered his weapons then straightened his vest and collar. He fixed the buttons on his wrists and sighed. “We should check back in Avarilla for someone who can launder the grass stains on my shirt.” 
 
    “I don’t think you should be wasting your gold on laundry,” Selina said. 
 
    “Gold is never wasted when it comes to laundry. I left the rest of my clothes back at Duskpoint, so I’ll have to take care of this outfit—” 
 
    “You fools! What have you done?” 
 
    They all turned toward the whiny voice next to them. 
 
    Harrison’s face twisted in confusion as he saw a man in a disheveled coat and pants stomped toward them. His boots looked two sizes too big and his shirt was torn and covered in dirt. 
 
    “What have you done to my spider?” He moved toward the flaming wreckage, the smoke rising up to the sky. “This was a piece of art. A mechanical homage to nature. A beautiful beast.” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina looked confused at one another. 
 
    “It attacked us,” Harrison said. 
 
    “Because you disturbed it!” the angry man shouted. “It was resting peacefully and you had to ruin everything!” 
 
    He turned toward Harrison, a maniacal look on his face. 
 
    “Wait a second.” Harrison squinted at the man. His white hair was longer and more disheveled, but the look in his eyes was unmistakable. “You’re Dr. Skinner.” 
 
    “That’s right! The great Dr. Larold Skinner! Shunned from Avarilla because of my genius!” 
 
    “You’re wanted for assault and theft. Violating the Peace Act that town has…” 
 
    “Sacrifices had to be made to advance my science. I needed resources. For the greater good. Some people were hurt. Empirical data must be collected.” 
 
    “All right. I’ve heard enough.” Harrison quickly unholstered his wrangler and gave Dr. Skinner a shock to the stomach. The old man crumpled on the ground in pain, making it easier for Harrison to cuff him. 
 
    “Are you sure you should be taking him back?” Selina said. 
 
    “The poor guy doesn’t look like he’s doing too well,” Harrison said. “Look at how frail and malnourished he is. The people of Avarilla will know what to do with him.” 
 
    “He admitted to hurting people,” Evelyn said. “He must be brought to justice.” 
 
    Harrison looked to the side and saw a faint light where Dr. Skinner came from. “Watch him, Evelyn. Selina and I will check what’s over there.” 
 
    “You can’t take me back!” Dr. Skinner pleaded. “I have too many experiments. Too many tests. I have to make the people Avarilla pay for shunning me!” 
 
    Harrison ignored him as he walked over the ridge. He found the small cavern where the light was coming from. He walked a few steps and found Dr. Skinner’s dwelling. There were mechanical components strewn about. Diagrams were drawn on the cavern walls. A workbench was covered with tools. 
 
    “Not bad,” Selina said. “Considering he’s out in the middle of nowhere, I imagine he did pretty well for himself.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing we found him. Take a look at this.” Harrison pointed at the parchment on the workbench. “It looks like he was planning an attack on Avarilla. That spider was just the beginning.” 
 
    Selina shifted her eyes toward a small box resting at the side of the workbench. She knelt down next to it and pulled one of the chunks of ore from it. 
 
    “You find something?” 
 
    She held it up and it sparkled in the lantern light. “…It’s solarite.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” 
 
    Selina smiled. “It’s white but it shimmers under light, just like this. See how much brighter it gets? Craft had some of this. I know this is it.” 
 
    “And it looks like there’s a whole crate full of it. We’ll load up as much as we can. Then we’ll see if Dr. Skinner is willing to tell us where we can find more.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll talk?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. A few thousand volts of electricity will make even a man like him tell the truth.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    The compositor looked little different from a normal workbench. It stood a meter high, its legs and table surface made of iron for holding weapons. A steel plate at the center of it hid the mechanisms beneath. The small display on one side of it was joined by several magnifiers for a smith to inspect weapons more closely. 
 
    Evelyn and Selina watched as Harrison pushed the compositor into place on Icarus’s main deck. 
 
    “This will be good for us,” Evelyn said. “I can upgrade your weapons while we’re in the air.” 
 
    “No upgrades until we know for sure what kind of resources we have stocked,” Harrison said. “Selina, what can you do with the solarite we have?” 
 
    Selina looked over the blueprints on the nearby workbench and shrugged. “Skinner got us a decent amount. We probably could have found more if we stuck around.” 
 
    “We’re still too close to Grayhaven. Hunters are looking for us. The farther we get, the more time we’ll have to spend on the ground.” 
 
    “We have enough for one upgrade but nothing more. Evelyn and I can start working on one of the weapons.” 
 
    “If hunters are chasing us, I would suggest some defense, since Icarus has none at all,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Harrison thought about it for a moment. “Start working on a heavy cannon. I want it ready to be installed next time we land.” 
 
    “The fumes from the solarite can be a little noxious,” Selina said. “I’ll work on the upper deck and let it air out.” 
 
    Selina climbed the stairs up to the next deck. Evelyn moved over to the workbench and went over the blueprint. 
 
    The group only spent enough time near Avarilla to get as much solarite as they could. Along with the compositor they purchased, they had enough resources to keep them busy until their next destination. 
 
    Harrison moved to the flight panel. He looked out into the distance as they sailed through the black night sky. There was nothing to see except the clouds beneath them and the stars above. 
 
    Evelyn walked up next to him. “It’s been a long time since you’ve had a chance to relax. You should probably get some rest.” 
 
    “I’m not tired.” 
 
    “You don’t have to pretend around me. I know you’re just as weary as any man would be after what we just went through.” 
 
    “It wasn’t any trouble.” 
 
    “I suppose you didn’t use much energy. Do you deal with giant mechanical spiders on a regular basis?” 
 
    They exchanged smirks. “That would be the first,” he sighed. “But it’s still a machine. Just like a man, it has its flaws.” 
 
    “You handle yourself quite well. You’ve been doing this a long time?” 
 
    “More than half of my life. I first started when I was a teenager.” 
 
    “Curious… How does a teenager get in this particular line of work?” 
 
    Harrison didn’t say anything, his stare focused on the instrument panel. Evelyn’s eyes were still upon him. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment before speaking. “I grew up in Duskpoint. It’s a small town in the west, in the middle of nowhere. No different from all of the other towns. Out there, life was simple. 
 
    “Not for me though. My mother died during childbirth and my father… My father died in a carriage accident.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, Harrison.” 
 
    “No point in wasting time being sorry. If I had a choice, I’d want them here. But regrets won’t bring them back. Losing them was what happened. I can’t change that.” 
 
    She put a hand on his shoulder, making him turn toward her. Evelyn had deep blue eyes that were more striking in the darkness of the main deck. Her lips twitched into a soft smile. 
 
    “We’ll get to the Blank Lands,” she said. “We’ll do it together.” 
 
    He nodded to her and turned back to the piece of paper above the instrument panel. “Before we get to the Blank Lands, we have to head to our next destination. The saloon bartender was nice enough to lend me this map. More appreciation for bringing in Skinner. Now that we’re farther out from Grayhaven, we have some options.” 
 
    He ran his finger over the map and pointed toward the different cities. “What do you know about these places?” 
 
    Evelyn shook her head. “I’m afraid I don’t know much beyond the borders of Robourne and Grayhaven. These towns are so foreign to me they may as well be other worlds entirely.” 
 
    “Do you think Selina knows anything?” 
 
    “Selina isn’t much different from me. Grayhaven is the farthest she’s traveled from Lancaster.” 
 
    “Then it looks like I’ll have to pick a spot to land at random. We’ll search quickly and if we don’t find the resources we’re looking for, we’ll move on. In the meantime, you and Selina can finish working on the heavy cannon.” 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. It will be nice knowing we can defend ourselves and not be a sitting duck in the sky.” 
 
    She put both hands on his shoulders and leaned forward with a kiss on his cheek. It was enough to make him smile, though he raised an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “First Selina, now you. Any reason two women I have collared are showing their appreciation?” 
 
    “I can’t speak for Selina. My guess would be she admires you. Can’t say that I blame her.” 
 
    “You say that as if your kiss wasn’t out of admiration either.” 
 
    “It was. But I also knew you enjoyed it, too.” 
 
    “No, I would enjoy something a little more than a peck on the cheek.” He put an arm around her waist and brought her close. She gasped as he put his lips on hers. His tongue swirled into her mouth before she gently pushed him away. She couldn’t hide her smile, her blushing cheeks bright on her fair skin. 
 
    “You might not be tired but we have other priorities. I should get to work with Selina.” 
 
    “I’m not stopping you.” He slowly lowered his arm and turned his attention back to navigating Icarus. After Evelyn left, Harrison continued sailing peacefully into the night. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison stood upon the upper deck of his airship, his arms resting against the railing. The cool night breeze blew against his face and through his hair. He sighed a deep breath and his heart slowed in his chest. 
 
    Off to the side, a small furnace burned. The hard metal inside of it bubbled. It was the only light in the sky outside of the full moon shining above. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Selina walked up next to him and leaned with her back against the railing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
    “I set the navigation controls for our next destination. If the coordinates are right, we should land in Henmere when the sun comes up around the sixth hour.” 
 
    “If it’ll take that long, why aren’t you resting?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “Can’t sleep. Excitement, I suppose. Being able to work with solarite again. Making a cannon with Evelyn no ship in Atmos has ever had. This is the stuff I live for.” 
 
    Harrison smiled at the young blond’s enthusiasm. The optimism in her eyes was unmistakable. 
 
    “I can’t recall ever encountering a machinist who looked so forward to something.” 
 
    “That’s because you haven’t met one who got a chance like this. Think about it. Solarite is already rare. But nobody really knows what to do with it. The blueprints have the right combinations and formulas to temper it. I can work with Evelyn to put together a mechanical cannon that would rival the gunships on the eastern continent.” 
 
    “It will be nice to have some weaponry for the Icarus though the prospects of having to use it are curious.” 
 
    “It’s only being prepared for whatever’s out there. The Blank Lands are a mystery.” 
 
    Selina crossed her arms and looked at the ground. Harrison could see it was obvious she was thinking something. The more silent she remained, the more curious he got. 
 
    “There was no reason for you to come with me,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You could have stayed with Craft.” 
 
    “I could never stay with a man who made me his sleeve, even if I got a chance to work on something like this. More importantly, I can’t let whatever’s out there get into his hands.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason?” 
 
    “I guess this isn’t just about me wanting to work with ancient blueprints to put together special machinery. I… I wanna see the Blank Lands for myself.” 
 
    He straightened up. “That’s an odd motivation.” 
 
    She giggled and shook her head. “Ever since I was a child, I was messing around with machinery. Humans can only do so much. But we can exceed our own expectations with all of the elements around us. This is an opportunity to see what our limits really are. I wanna be a part of it. I wanna be at the forefront and see it with my own eyes rather than have someone tell me. We’ll be stopping Craft in the process.” 
 
    “An explorer and a machinist. You’re truly unique, Selina.” 
 
    “How about you? You’re a bounty hunter. Now you’re exploring the world. Why do you wanna get to the Blank Lands?” 
 
    “Gold.” 
 
    He said it so bluntly Selina wasn’t sure how to react. She twisted her face in confusion. “…Gold? That’s it.” 
 
    He stared for as long as he could before he chuckled. “It’s always about the bounty.” 
 
    “Hmm… I guess that’s as good a reason as any. I’m just glad you believe in us. I’ve got a feeling the Blank Lands will be better off if we get there instead of Craft.” 
 
    They both turned back toward the view in front of them as they sailed peacefully into the night. Harrison leaned forward against the railing. Selina moved close to him, her arm brushing against his. She didn’t say a word as she rested her head on his arm and closed her eyes. 
 
    Harrison didn’t mind. He only wanted to enjoy the calm night. But a red dot flashing in the distance got his attention. 
 
    “What is that?” He squinted to make sure he was seeing it correctly. The red dot flashed, growing larger in size. Soon it was joined by others. 
 
    “Do you see that?” he said. 
 
    The red lights were bright enough to make Selina open her eyes. 
 
    “There’s… ten… eleven… twelve… What are they?” 
 
    The lights moved out from the clouds and Harrison quickly saw the ships they were attached to. Great airships four times the size of his own began to sail directly toward him. The wooden structures were monstrous, blocking out the stars as they neared. 
 
    They were so fast, they had surrounded him before he even had a chance to move. 
 
    “Halt! You are in the restricted airspace of the Kingdom of Newburgh.” The voice boomed from one of the airships. “You will be escorted and taken down. Do not try to resist or you will be gunned down.” 
 
    The cannons and machine guns on all of the ships were enough reason for Harrison to take them seriously. 
 
    “Maybe I should go down and wake Selina up for this,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Harrison looked around at the airships surrounding him and shrugged. 
 
    “Let Selina have a bit more time to rest. I’ve got a feeling she’ll need her energy for whatever is down there waiting for us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The Kingdom of Newburgh was as majestic as any city Harrison had seen in his dreams. There were no makeshift wooden buildings. There were no unpaved dirt roads. There were only massive white marble houses with stone roads leading in every direction toward the hills surrounding it. Green mountains covered the edge of the city, blocking it from everything outside. 
 
    In addition to the white buildings, steel factories stretched to the sky as high as any in Grayhaven. The steam and smoke filled the air like clouds. It was a sign the city was as productive as any in Atmos. 
 
    More interesting than everything else in the glistening city though was the keep that sat upon a hill separated from the rest of it. It was molded out of steel and iron but the shine made it sparkle like a precious jewel. It would have looked like just another factory were it not polished the way it was. 
 
    Harrison’s view was interrupted as he forced to descend. The crew from the other ships boarded the Icarus. They were dressed in top hats too fancy for an ordinary lawman but not fancy enough to be an aristocrat. Judging from the armor under the lining of their vests and the rifles they carried, Harrison knew they had some formal capacity. 
 
    A cloth bag placed over his head, he was escorted off of his ship and forced to move forward along with Evelyn and Selina. 
 
    “Where are we going? What’s going on now?” Evelyn’s questions went unanswered. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could loosen my bag a little,” Harrison said. “I’m beginning to work up a bit of a sweat.” 
 
    Selina remained silent as she marched with the others. 
 
    Harrison listened to the sound of footsteps all around him. He could hear the city bustling. The traffic from the carriages. The steam from the factories. The metal and machinery from all of the forges. He could even smell some of the oil and smoke. 
 
    But he kept it all up to himself, knowing he would get an answer eventually, even if it wasn’t the one he wanted. 
 
    He kept walking, counting several minutes in his head, before he was brought to a halt. 
 
    “Stay right where you are,” a stern voice announced. 
 
    The bag came off his head. He looked around to see Selina and Evelyn at his sides. The machinist had a bewildered look on her face while the gunsmith stared confused just the same. 
 
    Harrison shared their confusion. The men surrounding him were dressed the same as the ones who escorted him off his ship. Their rifles aimed at him, he was more focused on how uniform their outfits were. Dark vests and matching trousers that went along with their hats. Belts and holsters were filled with enough ammo to take out an entire army. 
 
    The room was as fancy as any he’d ever been in. The windows were clear, stretching for several meters up and down the wall. The walls themselves were the same white marble as the other buildings in Newburgh, as was the floor. Above him, a crystal chandelier reflected the light from the countless bulbs in it. 
 
    “Where are we?” Selina asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think we were in the Blank Lands,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Harrison stood in the center of the room and looked toward a small set of steps that led up to a couple of chairs. 
 
    “Red carpet… Thrones… I’d think we’re in the presence of royalty—” 
 
    “You stand in the presence of royalty.” Harrison was interrupted by a well-dressed man in a pea coat and top hat. He stood next to the thrones as he continued. “The great King Bertram Weatherbee, ruler of Newburgh, we humbly await you.” 
 
    “King Weatherbee, hmm?” Harrison muttered to himself. “I haven’t met a king before. This should be interesting…” 
 
    A door at the side of the room opened and more of the well-dressed guards walked rigidly inside. They surrounded a man wearing a red velvet robe that covered him completely. A small crown on his head covered his shaggy brown hair. Along with the beard, Harrison wondered if the man moving to the throne was actually a king. 
 
    The bearded man leaned back in his seat and scratched his beard. Harrison wasn’t sure what to make of the indifference in the man’s eyes, though his wide stature was cause for some mild concern. 
 
    “King Weatherbee,” the man next to the throne said. “These three have entered Newburgh airspace without contacting the proper channels.” 
 
    “Right, right.” Weatherbee stroked his thick beard and leaned back in his seat. “So… Who are you?” 
 
    “Call me Hawke. I’m a hunter from the city of Duskpoint.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Am I supposed to know who you are or where that is?” 
 
    “I suppose not. My companions and I are travelers. We’re sailing across Atmos in search of resources.” 
 
    “Of course. Everybody’s always looking for something.” King Weatherbee grumbled and shook his head. “You’re not allowed to fly over Newburgh unless you go through the proper channels. Everybody in the area knows that.” 
 
    “My apologies, King Weatherbee. But since I’m already here, maybe you can point me in the right direction. My companions and I are looking for certain metals. Zithril. Solarite. Glacith—” 
 
    “What makes you think I’ll allow an outsider in my kingdom to mine my resources?” 
 
    Harrison looked at Evelyn, who just shrugged. Selina was just as puzzled. 
 
    He turned back to Weatherbee and smirked. “I don’t suppose it would make a difference if I only need enough for my ship.” 
 
    “The Kingdom of Newburgh enjoys the autonomy that all nations do. Our sovereignty is maintained without the presence of outsiders seeking to take from us.” 
 
    “And I understand that. My presence was never meant as a threat to the sovereignty of your kingdom—” 
 
    “I won’t give you any of my resources. I won’t allow you access to my mines. You’re fortunate you haven’t been executed where you stand.” 
 
    “Hmm… Maybe a little bit of gold will change your mind.” Harrison gave the king a smirk. But Weatherbee responded with a glare and leaned forward in his seat. 
 
    “You got a smart mouth,” he said. “I’ll allow you to spend time within the confines of my glorious city. I want the people to know I am a benevolent ruler and not a tyrant. But you will leave this town at the top of the first hour tonight. If not, I will have you and your party dealt with.” 
 
    “That’s not much of a proposal…” 
 
    “Maybe we can at least visit some of the smiths here before we’re on our way,” Evelyn said. “It wouldn’t hurt to look.” 
 
    “Newburgh looks prosperous,” Selina added. “I’m sure they have something useful.” 
 
    Harrison nodded. “Very well, King Weatherbee. I humbly accept your proposal. My companions and I—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Don’t try anything in my city, otherwise I’ll have you hanged and quartered then hanged again. Now be on your way.” Weatherbee grumbled as he got up from his seat. He made his way back to the door where he came from. 
 
    The guards surrounded Harrison, their weapons still pointed at him. 
 
    “You heard him,” one guard said. “You’re not to spend more than a day in the city before you leave.” 
 
    Harrison looked at his companions. “All right then… Let’s see what we can find in Newburgh.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The saloon in Newburgh wasn’t as strange as Harrison imagined it would be. The pianist played a tune he recognized. The ale smelled as pungent as what he usually enjoyed. Even the furnishings, walls and floors were made of wood despite the stone architecture outside. 
 
    But the similarities of the structure ended when he looked around at the crowd. The men were dressed in getups more appropriate for a ballroom. The gold-rimmed monocles shimmered with an obnoxious shine. Their vests, coats and trousers showed no wrinkles. Their boots were polished. Their hats were free of any debris and the goggles resting upon them showed no signs of use. The conversation among them was lively but not rowdy. 
 
    The women appeared just as fancy. Their gowns were made of fine silk and lace. Their bodices squeezed their bodies tight, accentuating the curves of their breasts. Their skirts were just short enough to reveal the skin on their legs. The white, powdery makeup they wore made Harrison wonder if what they truly looked like underneath. 
 
    He sat at a table by himself until Evelyn and Selina moved to join him. 
 
    “I’ve been to every smith in the area,” Selina said. “They have all of the standard resources. Nothing we don’t already have access to. I can replenish our stock but we can’t craft the upgrades we need for the Icarus.” 
 
    “How about you, Evelyn?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I spoke to several people. They say the mines are closed. Only the crown can you allow you access and they’re quite heavily guarded. The resources are intended for use by the city and only the city.” 
 
    “I heard a similar sentiment. King Weatherbee is wary of outsiders taking advantage of the kingdom. It makes sense some strangers showing up and asking for precious metals would get shunned.” 
 
    “I think we should get out of here,” Selina said. “Weatherbee said he’d kill us if we were still here at the end of the day. I don’t wanna take any chances.” 
 
    “Since we’re here, we should at least have a drink. We have more than enough time before the end of the day.” Harrison stood up from his seat and walked over to the bar. 
 
    Even though Harrison stood out because of all the weapons he had holstered, the bartender gave him no trouble. While Harrison waited for his drinks, he looked around the room. He noticed a woman standing on the other side of the saloon. 
 
    He wouldn’t have thought much of her at first, her crimson red gown lost among all of the other indulgent outfits. But the way she stared at him made it obvious Harrison was the one she was looking at. 
 
    “Hmm… I wonder…” He smirked and looked away but still saw the woman walking toward him from the corner of his eye. He paid her no mind as she stood next to him. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, her voice low like a whisper. “My name is Genevieve.” 
 
    “Genevieve…” He looked down at her, noticing how wide her blue eyes were. Her blond hair was tied up over her head and covered in a bonnet. But more noticeable than all of that was how tight her bodice squeezed her chest, making it pop out. “Harrison.” 
 
    “Harrison… You’re not from around here. We don’t get many strangers.” 
 
    “Considering King Weatherbee’s policies, I’m not surprised. I’ll be leaving soon.” 
 
    “But you only just arrived. It’d be a shame for you to leave when you haven’t gotten a chance to experience all that Newburgh has to offer.” 
 
    She batted her eyes at him, a smirk growing on her lips. He couldn’t help but grin back at her. The thoughts of the things he could do with her began dancing around in his head. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re a lot of fun, Genevieve. But I have business to take care of.” 
 
    “What kind of business?” 
 
    “Nothing you can help me with, I’m sure. My companions and I are searching for ore. I need access to the mines and—” 
 
    “I can get you access to the mines.” 
 
    “You can?” 
 
    “Sure. But… I wouldn’t do it for free.” 
 
    “Of course.” He chuckled to himself. “How much gold do you want?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t want any gold. The company of a stranger will do just fine.” 
 
    Harrison narrowed his eyes. “You want my company in exchange for access to the mines?” 
 
    “We don’t get many strangers here, remember?” 
 
    “How can you get access—” 
 
    “You let me worry about that. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Harrison searched for a reason to turn her down. He needed the ore. She was offering it to him at a reasonable price. The only thing he had to consider was whether or not she was up to something. And judging from the not-so-innocent grin on her full red lips, he knew it was a good possibility this was a trick. He knew he had to take the chance though. 
 
    “All right,” he said. “I’ll keep you some company if you can get me to the mines.” 
 
    “Splendid. I’ll see you in a few hours. Just meet me north of town near the hills.” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    After arriving in Newburgh in the morning, the sun had risen to given the entire city a sparkling sheen. Harrison waited several hours per Genevieve’s request before heading to the northern hills of the kingdom where the mines were located. 
 
    Upon arriving, he saw the iron gates blocking his path but there were no guards to be found. Evelyn and Selina had strapped enough carrying pouches and sacks to themselves to mine a generous stock of ore. 
 
    As Evelyn trailed behind Harrison into the grassy hills, she shook her head in confusion. “I don’t understand. She promised you access to the hills in exchange for your company?” 
 
    “That’s what she said. Is it so surprising a woman would want such a thing?” 
 
    “I’m not questioning you, since the path has been cleared. I only ask you to be wary of ulterior motives. We don’t know much about Newburgh. She could be up to something else.” 
 
    “Genevieve is a young woman. Nothing I wouldn’t be able to handle if it came down to a tussle.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Selina commented. “I think we should check this mine over here.” 
 
    The group made it to the top of the hill where one of the mines was. As soon as they stepped inside, they all noticed how much the walls glimmered. 
 
    “Look at this.” Selina’s eyes widened in surprise. “This is titanium ore. The walls are covered with it! I can use this for my gauntlet.” 
 
    “I can use this for our weapons as well,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Don’t take too much now,” Harrison said. “We still have to focus on finding the rarer ores.” 
 
    Selina picked at some of the titanium before descending deeper into the cavern. Despite the growing darkness, the walls continued to sparkle with an unmistakable shine from the sunlight shining in. 
 
    Selina looked around and sighed. “Just looks like more titanium. I think we should move onto the other mines.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Harrison squinted as he inched down the path. A glimmer brighter than the others caught his eye. “There’s something over here—” 
 
    “Zithril!” Selina rushed up past him and knelt down next to it. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “This is what I worked with when I was with Craft. I’m sure of it.” She immediately began swinging her pick at it. Evelyn moved to join her. 
 
    “Take what you can carry,” Harrison said. “If it runs out, we can check the other mines.” 
 
    The trio worked together until all of the stones had been cleared. 
 
    Selina looked at the bag slung over her shoulder and sighed. “It’s a good amount but not enough to cover all of the blueprints.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Harrison led the way back out of the small cavern. As soon as he got out, he saw the young blond from the saloon standing before him. She placed her hand on her hips, an eyebrow raised in curiosity. 
 
    “Find what you were looking for?” she asked. 
 
    “Almost.” Harrison couldn’t help a smirk. “Genevieve, these are my companions Selina and Evelyn. We’re looking for more of this.” He pulled out a chunk of the zithril. 
 
    Genevieve only had to examine it for a second before nodding. “Zithril. We have plenty of mines where that came from.” 
 
    “Any chance you have solarite or glacith?” 
 
    “Solarite, I’m sure we have that. I’ve never heard of glacith though. Why don’t you and your friends follow me?” Genevieve walked up the grassy trail with a bounce in her step, heading up another hill toward another cavern. 
 
    Harrison walked up behind her with Evelyn next to him. “You still think she’s up to something?” he asked. 
 
    “She seems friendly. I suggest you remain on your guard.” 
 
    They followed Genevieve up on the hill before heading next to an entrance. “I know there’s a lot of zithril in here,” she said. “You should find some solarite, too. Probably more than you can carry.” 
 
    “All right.” Harrison nodded with a smile. “Evelyn. Selina. Let’s get to it—” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” Genevieve put a hand on his chest. “I need to talk to you and discuss our agreement.” 
 
    Harrison shot Evelyn a look. The gunsmith smirked as she stepped into the cavern. Selina had a mischievous grin as she followed after her. 
 
    “Your friends will be busy picking away at the ore. You’ll have plenty of time to fill your bag after.” 
 
    “And what do you suggest we do in the meantime?” 
 
    Genevieve’s cheeks were powdered white, a smear of blush on both. But even underneath it all, Harrison could see how red her face was getting. She took Harrison by his fingers and tugged. “Follow me. I know a place where we can talk without any interruptions.” 
 
    “I don’t see a reason to refuse.” Harrison walked with the younger woman around the cavern on the hill and underneath a cluster of trees. She walked toward a precipice that looked down on the rest of the city. Harrison stood by her side and admired the view. 
 
    “Newburgh’s an amazing city,” he said. “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. It must be nice to live here.” 
 
    “Maybe. I wouldn’t have anything else to compare it to. I’ve been stuck here all my life. Twenty-two long years.” Harrison noticed some disappointment in her eyes. He hadn’t known her for very long but it was the first time she wasn’t smiling. 
 
    “You want to leave?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not that. It’s just… I wonder what’s out there sometimes. We get travelers from other towns. They always have fascinating stories. I know how grateful I should be to live in a city like this but… I just get curious.” 
 
    Harrison smiled softly. “I understand.” 
 
    “I knew you would. I knew it when I saw them marching you through the city with a bag over your head. It didn’t matter what you looked like. I knew I had to meet you.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’m a bit disappointed you don’t care what I look like.” 
 
    She smiled and put her hand up to brush some of the hair out of his face. “Believe me, there’s no reason to be disappointed. I’m glad to see what you look like now…” 
 
    She leaned forward and pressed her chest to his. He was tall enough to look down upon her cleavage though his attention moved toward her face. He moved his lips to hers and gave her a soft kiss. When she pushed more aggressively, he met her with his tongue. Their loud kiss filled the air. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and held her close. Slowly, he pushed her back until she was pressed up against a tree. 
 
    “Oh… Hawke…” 
 
    His hands trailed over her corset, moving underneath her skirt until he found her panties. He trailed the fabric down to her ankles then moved his hand back up. The warmth from her entrance against his palm made him eager to put his mouth back on her. 
 
    “Foreigners,” she sighed. “You’re so much better than the men in Newburgh.” 
 
    Harrison chuckled softly as he trailed his hand over her chest. She didn’t protest as he undid the lace. He stripped away the fabric then moved the linen underneath it. She pushed her bra down to reveal an ample pair. 
 
    He lowered his mouth on her and pulled more sighs from her throat. She shuddered against the tree, eyes closed and hands roaming over his back. 
 
    “I can’t take it anymore,” she sighed. “Give it to me, Harrison. I want you. Please.” 
 
    He took a step back and smirked. “Well, a gentleman never refuses the request of a lady who asks nicely.” 
 
    He locked his eyes on hers as he undid his trousers. They fell to his ankles, revealing a length that made her jaw drop in surprise. 
 
    Genevieve spread her legs just enough for him to step in between them. His eyes focused on hers, Harrison scooped her legs up in both arms and drove himself into her. The wet warmth engulfing him made his knees buckle. But the blond was so petite, it took little effort to pin her against the tree. 
 
    “Yes… Just like that…” 
 
    Her breathy moans were lost in his mouth as their tongues found each other again. Her bonnet fell off her hair. Loose blond strands fell over her face. 
 
    Harrison remained undeterred, driving himself into her with harder thrusts. He pressed her against the tree, holding her legs up to make sure they remained spread. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck to hold him close. Her whimpers grew louder. 
 
    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Harrison couldn’t help himself. The blissful agony on the blond’s face was enough of an answer. 
 
    “Yes… You’re… You’re just as capable as I imagined. I want you inside of me… All of you… I’m close…” 
 
    She moved her legs around the small of his back, squeezing around him. She held onto him tight as she was pinned helplessly against the tree. 
 
    Harrison saw the edge in sight. He continued pushing himself, grunting as he looked into her eyes. 
 
    “Harrison…” 
 
    Her words trailed off as she began to spasm. She shook in his arms. Stifled moans pushed their way out of her throat. 
 
    The blond tightened around him, forcing him to the same end. He plunged up and into her as deep as he could before releasing himself. Thick throbs made his knees buckle. He grunted through gritted teeth as he dug his heels into the grass. 
 
    He kept her in his arms for as long as he could before lowering her down to recover. 
 
    Genevieve giggled as she pulled her underwear back underneath her skirt. Harrison put himself back together, enjoying the sight of her bending over to pick up her corset and bonnet. 
 
    “I’ve never been disappointed with a foreigner. The men in Newburgh don’t know how to please a woman.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I’m not the exception, Miss Genevieve.” 
 
    Genevieve pulled her linens back up and began lacing up her corset. Just as she finished, a voice boomed from the side. 
 
    “Lady Genevieve!” 
 
    Harrison jerked his head to see a set of guards riding toward them through the trees on horseback. The man in front of them wore the same top hat and vest as the others, though a jeweled necklace near his throat made him stand out. 
 
    “Oh, great,” Genevieve muttered softly. 
 
    “What’s this?” Harrison took a step back, confusion on his face. 
 
    “Lady Genevieve! What are you doing here?” The lead man stepped off his horse and walked up to Genevieve. “Are you all right? Has this foreigner harmed you?” 
 
    “He hasn’t done a thing!” 
 
    “The king was worried about you.” 
 
    “I was only gone for a few hours.” 
 
    “Come. We will return to the keep at once. The king and queen wish to have a meal with you. The chefs have prepared roasted duck and sweet vegetables just for you.” 
 
    Harrison narrowed his eyes, shifting his gaze back and forth between Genevieve and the guards. “Am I missing something here?” 
 
    The lead man slowly turned to Harrison. He furrowed his brow with a frown on his lips. “Foreigner. What are you doing near the mines?” 
 
    “I told him he could come here, Clifford,” Genevieve said. “Harrison and I were… walking.” 
 
    “Walking.” He moved his face closer to Genevieve and examined her. “Your lipstick is smudged. Your hair is slightly out of place.” 
 
    “It’s fine…” 
 
    He jerked his head toward Harrison. “You have her lipstick on.” 
 
    “Actually, I don’t.” Harrison chuckled and shook his head. “We’re just sharing the same shade. People always tell me it brings out my eyes—” 
 
    “How dare you besmirch the honor of the princess!” 
 
    “The p… What?” Harrison shook his head again. He thought he’d misheard him but when he looked at Genevieve, he knew he’d heard right. “Princess Genevieve…” 
 
    “You dishonor all of Newburgh,” the man said. “There is only one solution to this. To restore the honor and glory to her majesty, I, Sir Clifford Letcher, challenge you to a duel.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” Genevieve sighed. 
 
    “A duel?” Harrison. “You can’t be serious—” 
 
    The other guards raced up on their horses and pointed their rifles at him. Harrison sighed as he put his hands up. 
 
    “All right… You’re serious.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    The drab room was a stark contrast to the rest of Newburgh. The walls were dusty and eroded from age. The ground was covered in dirt. None of it was enough to bother Harrison, who leaned against the walls with his arms crossed. 
 
    “That smell…” Selina sniffed into the air. “Iodine. That’s what physicians use to close wounds.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Harrison said. “I don’t plan on needing any iodine. I’ll get this over with quick and easy.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Evelyn said. “You spent some time with Princess Genevieve and now a man named Clifford challenged you to a duel?” 
 
    “It’s an old tradition. Apparently, I besmirched her honor and the rest of the kingdom. I simply have to prove I was worthy of taking Genevieve.” 
 
    “I’m not too sure you should be taking this so lightly. We know Craft is sending hunters after us. I can’t imagine what will happen if you kill someone in a new town shortly after arriving in it. Wouldn’t do wonders for your reputation.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be concerned. The people of Newburgh might be old-fashioned but this is a time-honored tradition. Everything that happens within the confines of the duel will settle matters. Genevieve assured me of it.” 
 
    “Just make sure you make it out of this okay,” Selina said. “It’d be a shame for you to kick the bucket after mining all of that solarite and zithril.” 
 
    “I promise you both. I’ll be back on Icarus as soon as this little matter is settled.” The walls shook softly as the crowd cheered in the distance. “I believe that’s my signal.” 
 
    Harrison straightened his vest and sleeves. He did the same with his collar and gave Evelyn and Selina a smirk to reassure them before stepping out of the room. 
 
    He moved onto an empty grass field. It was about thirty meters wide and across, Harrison estimated. 
 
    Off to the side were a small set of wooden bleachers. The fancy townsfolk had gathered in their seats, peering curiously through their monocles and glasses. 
 
    Sitting above the stands underneath the shade of an awning was King Weatherbee. Harrison assumed the woman next to him was the queen. On the king’s other side was Genevieve. The princess spotted Harrison and grinned, enough to give Harrison more confidence he didn’t need. 
 
    “Try not to hurt this guy too much,” Evelyn whispered from behind him. 
 
    Harrison stepped forward onto the grass and saw Sir Clifford appear on the other side. 
 
    The man had removed his coat, revealing the armored vest underneath. He had a bandolier across his chest and a belt filled with even more bullets. Holstered to his side was a rifle. Harrison squinted to get a better view of it. The stock and barrel appeared standard. 
 
    Clifford ran his fingers over his jeweled necklace, his eyes locked on Harrison the entire time. 
 
    A man in a suit and hat as fancy as the crowd’s stepped into the center of the grass to gather everybody’s attention. 
 
    “People of Newburgh. A challenge has been made. The challenge has been accepted. In the time-honored tradition, a duel between two combatants. On one hand, we have the foreigner, a hunter who goes by Harrison Hawke. And in the other, a champion to our people and protector of Newburgh, the great Sir Clifford Letcher.” 
 
    The crowd clapped after Clifford’s name was announced. He took the time to wave to the audience. 
 
    “What a fake smile,” Harrison chuckled to himself. “I wonder if people think that’s real…” He turned around to see Evelyn and Selina had joined the crowd. 
 
    “As all duels, combat will be fought to the death. And it will be done without the firearms you possess.” 
 
    The announcement made Harrison raise an eyebrow. He watched as a guard moved in front of him and threw a saber at his feet. He looked down at the steel blade as it shimmered underneath the sun. The golden hilt looked just as mesmerizing. 
 
    Harrison slowly moved down to pick it up. He gave it a few swings to adjust to the weight of it. “Can’t remember the last time I had to use a sword…” He scratched the side of his head and shrugged. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “Let the duel… begin!” The crowd cheered again at the announcement. 
 
    Harrison slowly walked forward and Clifford moved to meet him. 
 
    “I must slay you. For the glory of Newburgh. For the honor of Princess Genevieve!” He charged and yelled as he swung. Harrison parried the blow aside then moved away to avoid a second swipe. 
 
    Harrison kept his weapon raised as they circled one another. “I don’t suppose it makes a difference if I tell you it was Genevieve’s idea.” 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    Clifford thrust with his saber. Again Harrison was able to parry it. Then another hard swing forced Harrison to spin out of the way. The crowd gasped as Harrison couldn’t completely avoid the swipe. 
 
    He looked down and noticed the linen on his sleeve had been cut but there was no wound underneath. It was still enough to make him sigh. “Do you know of any good tailors in the city?” 
 
    Clifford yelled as he rushed forward again. Both hands on his saber, he swung hard, each one in an attempt to take Harrison’s head off. 
 
    Harrison kept one hand behind his back to maintain his balance, knocking the violent swings away. When Clifford got close, Harrison raised his leg up and kicked him. Clifford tumbled onto his back to the surprise of the crowd. 
 
    Harrison peered up into the stands to see Genevieve smiling just as she’d seen before. 
 
    “No… Can’t kill a man over a woman…” 
 
    As Clifford got back up to his feet, Harrison reached into his pocket to check his timepiece. 
 
    “Two minutes,” Harrison said. “The crowd has seen a riveting contest. But I have no quarrel with you. End this charade and I’ll be on my way. You have my word—” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    Clifford swung hard again, forcing Harrison to block all of the blows. Harrison let his guard down just enough to let Clifford tear through Harrison’s other sleeve. Harrison let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “Fine.” He gritted his teeth and moved forward, slashing at Clifford in an attempt to make him retreat. The metal clanged to the delight of the audience. Each man made no ground until Harrison was able to spin out of the way and stab Clifford in the arm. The saber pierced through his sleeve and flesh alike, resulting in a smear of blood trickling out. 
 
    “Had enough?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “This is for all of Newburgh!” Clifford ran forward again and swung. 
 
    Harrison backed up. “He’s leaving himself open. Right in the neck…” Harrison eyed the exposed part of his opponent’s body next to his necklace but thought against it, instead slapping Clifford on the wrist. He took another glance at his pocket watch. 
 
    “That’s four minutes now. That’s longer than a bout of normal fisticuffs—” 
 
    Clifford interrupted him and stabbed. Harrison wasn’t able to get out of the way completely, taking a swipe against his arm. A small streak of blood appeared underneath the ripped fabric. He quickly responded by slashing at Clifford’s wrist, forcing him to drop his weapon. 
 
    “All right. That’s enough—” 
 
    Clifford remained undeterred. Even without a sword, he charged forward and wrapped his arms around Harrison. They fell to the grass together. The thud knocked the sword free from Harrison’s hand. 
 
    The crowd gasped then cheered as the two struggled with one another. 
 
    Clifford tried to get position as he worked his hands around Harrison’s neck. “For the honor of Newburgh.” 
 
    Harrison clenched his jaw. “You don’t… have to… keep saying that…” He raised his fist up and caught Clifford on the jaw. The punch made his head bobble. It was all the time Harrison needed to roll him onto his back. 
 
    Harrison sat on top of him, laying into him with hard fists until his face was bloodied and bruised. Clifford blinked, still conscious but too exhausted to move. 
 
    The crowd fell silent. 
 
    Harrison looked down at Clifford’s beaten face. Blood leaked from cuts. Purple swelled one of his eyes closed. Then he turned to the audience. Everybody was watching curiously, their faces filled with worry. Even Princess Genevieve was no longer smiling. 
 
    “I think that’s enough.” Harrison sighed as he got back up to his feet. “I don’t know the rules of your duel. Maybe one of us is supposed to die. But Cliffy here fought an honorable fight. There’s no need for me to kill him to prove that.” 
 
    Harrison put his hands on his hips. He looked at King Weatherbee along with the rest of the crowd. The bearded man stood up from his throne and raised his hands up. 
 
    “The rules of the duel state there must be a death. If Clifford is not dead, the battle is not over—” 
 
    “Father!” Genevieve jumped up from her seat. “It’s over! Harrison beat him. There is no need for Sir Clifford to die needlessly. End this. End this now.” 
 
    “He besmirched you, my daughter—” 
 
    “It was my decision. I’m responsible for it. And he has proven himself worthy by defeating Sir Clifford in combat.” Genevieve frowned at the king, breathing deep breaths through her nose. “You are the king! You can stop this.” 
 
    The king twisted his lips as he thought about it before raising his hands again. 
 
    “The princess has spoken. Harrison Hawke has proven his worthiness. The duel is over.” 
 
    The audience clapped, though some of them were reluctant to do so. 
 
    “Thank you,” Harrison sighed to himself. 
 
    Guards moved onto the grass to help Clifford back up to his feet. Evelyn and Selina walked up to Harrison. 
 
    “Good job,” Selina said. 
 
    “I suggest we make haste,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Sure.” Harrison eyed his bloodstained sleeve. “Just let me find a tailor to take care of this first.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Everything is set,” Evelyn said. “We’ve stocked as much of the solarite and zithril as we could. I suggest we make use of the sun while it’s still up.” 
 
    “Go on,” Harrison said. “I’ll be there in a moment.” 
 
    Harrison stood near the steps leading into the gondola of the Icarus. He looked down at the woman in front of him. Her crimson corset and skirt had never looked so appealing. But the curious smile on the blond’s face had his attention more than anything else. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Genevieve asked. 
 
    “My companions and I are going on a journey. To the north. The Blank Lands.” 
 
    “The Blank Lands?” 
 
    “You’ve heard of them?” 
 
    “Only in legends. But those who travel far enough north meet certain death.” 
 
    “There is a way to survive the journey. When I return, perhaps I’ll come back and take you with me.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Genevieve looked down at the ground and giggled. “Or perhaps not. You did not kill Clifford when you had the chance.” 
 
    “There was no need to. Would you have wanted me to?” 
 
    “You did enough to make my father understand traditions do not have to be followed so rigidly. I enjoy living in Newburgh. I intend to rule in my parents’ place when my time comes. That is my place.” 
 
    He leaned forward and kissed her deeply. She wrapped her arms around his neck and whispered into his ear. “The royal bedroom is quite lavish. I will give you a tour when you return.” 
 
    She pulled away and gave him a wink. 
 
    Harrison took a deep breath. “With an offer like that, how can I refuse.” 
 
    “I wish you well on your journey, Harrison Hawke.” 
 
    “Princess Genevieve.” He bowed his head before stepping onto his ship. 
 
    He moved to the control panel, Evelyn and Selina already strapped into their seats. As the Icarus ascended back into the sky, the princess waved goodbye. 
 
    The grand kingdom of Newburgh grew smaller in the distance before eventually disappearing underneath the clouds. 
 
    “Where to now?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “There are more cities east,” Harrison said as he gripped the wheel. “Let’s take stock of what we have then stop at the next city. Hopefully, it will be less eventful.” 
 
    “Somehow, I doubt it will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    NAVIGATION SYSTEMS 
 
    Level 1 - Navigation Sequencer 
 
      
 
    HULL 
 
    Level 1 - Iron Plating 
 
      
 
    ENGINES 
 
    Level 1 - Heat Accelerator 
 
      
 
    WEAPONS 
 
    Level 1 - Heavy Cannon (Auto) 
 
    Level 1 - Machine Gun (Port)(Manual) 
 
      
 
    Selina pointed at the screen as she explained everything. 
 
    “I updated the weapons for the heavy cannon Evelyn and I are working on. This is a reflection of what you’ll have after it’s installed. You have three options from here. You can have us work on a different weapon, we can upgrade the existing ones or I can get to work on improving the plating.” 
 
    “The heavy cannon will do for now.” Harrison was sure of his decision. “Focus on getting the hull plating. While she’s doing that, Evelyn, you can start working on the weaponry for another cannon.” 
 
    “Got it,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “What else can you do with what we have?” 
 
    “The next upgrade is the engines. To get to the Blank Lands, you’ll have to change them. You have options there, too. You won’t be able to choose all of them. I can add a steam booster but the engines themselves will either have a solarite base or zithril base. Glacith would be best but we have none…” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    “The solarite is better for acceleration. You’ll reach top speed fast. Good for stopping and going. It’ll have the Icarus moving fast in a split second.” 
 
    “And the zithril?” 
 
    “Higher top speed. You won’t accelerate as fast but once you reach top speed, you’ll move faster than you would with the solarite.” 
 
    Harrison crossed his arms while he pondered his decision. 
 
    “I don’t see how you can go wrong either way,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “It’s not a decision I have to make right now. Finish the construction of the heavy cannon first. I want it installed the next time we land, seeing as how we were interrupted the last time…” 
 
    Selina nodded then took the ladder to the upper deck. Harrison took a seat back at the wheel as they sailed through the sky. The sun was still high, lighting a path that was clear and blue. 
 
    Evelyn moved by his side. 
 
    He didn’t look at her as he spoke. “Is there something you need?” 
 
    “Nothing I need. Just wanted to let you know how impressive it was how you dealt with Clifford back there.” 
 
    Harrison smirked. “Is there a reason you’re attempting to flatter me now?” He turned to her. There was always a curious look in hers. A mischievousness he couldn’t quite figure out. It was as if she was always up to something. At the same time, it made her attractive in her own way, he thought. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were capable with a sword. Are they common in Duskpoint?” 
 
    “Everybody in Duskpoint gets by with a pistol and a wrangler. But when you’re a hunter, you’ve gotta be ready for anything. I had the proper training from the right man.” 
 
    “I suppose that makes sense. A hunter has to make use of everything that’s available to him.” 
 
    “How about you, Evelyn? How good are you with something beyond a firearm?” 
 
    “I think you already know the answer to that.” 
 
    Harrison lost himself in the seductive look in her eyes. And when he realized it, he caught himself. 
 
    “Why do I get the feeling you want something from me? If you want me to take that collar off, I’m afraid I can’t do it. Not until we get to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “You’re right. I do want something from you. But it’s not what you think it is.” 
 
    She moved closer to him. Her deep blue eyes narrowed, making them more striking than they already were. 
 
    He sighed and shook his head. “Always be wary of a woman who wants something from you. Even when she tells you what it is.” 
 
    “That’s good advice. Did someone tell you that?” 
 
    “The same man who taught me how to use a sword.” He raised an eyebrow at her, unable to hold back his grin. 
 
    She laughed softly. “I’ll get to work on the heavy cannon…” She suddenly put a hand between his legs and trailed up toward his crotch. “Then after, maybe I’ll work on the other heavy cannon… I feel like I need to bathe first though. It’s been so long since I’ve washed myself. I’m getting a bit dirty.” 
 
    “Dirty indeed.” 
 
    She gave him a wink before turning to leave. He watched her for a moment, admiring the black skirt hugging her curves. The memories of experiencing them before flashed in his thoughts before quickly leaving him. 
 
    He sighed as he turned his attention back to the instrument panel. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    While Evelyn sat in the main deck and finalized the completion of the first heavy cannon, Selina melted down the solarite ore in a kiln on the upper deck. Harrison watched the blond as she kept her focus. Sparks and ember flew as the wind blew. Selina kept her head down, sweat dripping from her brow and down her goggles. 
 
    “That should do it.” She slapped her hands and raised the goggles back up over her head. “It should be a few hours before it can be tempered. I’ll get to work piecing the heavy cannon together. Once Evelyn is finished with the core, the only thing left to do is plug it in and set it up. Where do you want it, Hawke?” 
 
    “Put it aft. Hunters will be chasing us. Good for keeping them off our backs. I can’t imagine we’ll be going head-on into anything.” 
 
    “Not until the Blank Lands, at least. That’s not a bad strategy.” 
 
    Selina moved toward the workbench where a set of electrical components were sitting. She calmly pieced everything together, whistling softly to herself. 
 
    “Evelyn is relaxing at the moment,” Harrison said. “She’s taking a bath. It’s probably not a bad idea for you to clean up a bit.” 
 
    “Are you trying to tell me something?” She lifted her arm up and sniffed herself to Harrison’s amusement. 
 
    “Not at all. But we’ve been on a long journey so far. Lugging all of that ore back to the ship made you sweat. You can at least take a break.” 
 
    “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to relax for a bit.” She sighed and got up from her seat. 
 
    The two of them moved toward the railing at the side of the ship. The clouds rolled by underneath them. The wind was gentle as they sailed peacefully. 
 
    “You still need to take some time to upgrade your gauntlet.” 
 
    Selina looked down at her left hand and flexed it. “When I get around to it. This is more of a pet project than anything else.” 
 
    “A pet project?” 
 
    “Everybody’s into guns. Rifles. Machine guns. Tesla pistols. Revolvers. It was never my thing. Sometimes you just wanna go up to someone and give ‘em a good smack.” 
 
    “I can see the appeal… sort of.” 
 
    “When I was younger, some of the older kids would always pick on me. I was a really skinny girl growing up, if you can imagine.” 
 
    Harrison eyed her petite physique and chuckled. “I can imagine.” 
 
    “There was this girl. Gertrude. Real mean. Built like a carriage. One day I’m messing around with a Tesla board at school and she knocks it out of my hands. The whole thing shattered on the pavement.” 
 
    “What a mean thing to do. I hope she got the punishment she deserved.” 
 
    “She did. But not from any officials. I didn’t even tell my parents. I thought to myself, ‘how can I swing as hard as a girl twice my size?’” 
 
    Selina’s eyes widened as she lost herself in her memory. Harrison noticed the grin growing on her lips. It was enough to tell him the story she was telling had a happy ending. 
 
    “I put a gauntlet together. Crude. Rudimentary. It was all scrap copper. But the circuit board inside of it had a steam booster, so when it connected, it packed a wallop.” 
 
    “Poor Gertrude.” 
 
    “Poor Gertrude, yes. She never bothered me again.” 
 
    Selina turned to Harrison with a grin that was almost unnerving. He chuckled at her and shook his head. 
 
    “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever met a machinist as cute as you.” 
 
    “Am I only cute for a machinist?” 
 
    “…Even if you weren’t a machinist.” Harrison moved his face to hers and kissed her. She closed her eyes, parting her lips to let him move his tongue toward hers. 
 
    She moved close and wrapped her arms around him. He enjoyed the taste of her tongue before she pressed her hands on his chest and pushed him away. 
 
    “You’re not what I expected,” she said. 
 
    “What did you expect?” 
 
    “You’re a hunter. I… I expected you to drop Evelyn and me at Craft’s and walk off into the sunset with your gold.” 
 
    “I’m not walking off yet. Not when there’s still more gold out there.” 
 
    She smiled softly, her freckled cheeks blushing. She looked away in a poor attempt to hide her sudden embarrassment. 
 
    “I should get back to it,” she said. “There’s no telling how much time we have left.” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” 
 
    Harrison watched her walk back to the workbench before turning his attention back to the view of the clouds surrounding him. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s quarters were quiet and quaint. There was nothing more in it than a bed and a lantern. He sat in his bed, his weapons and holsters resting in a pile off to the side. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    He squinted as he thumbed through the old text. 
 
    “Letters… There’s a pattern here…” 
 
    He scribbled on a piece of parchment with a pencil. He wrote out the unintelligible words then stared at them individually. 
 
    “Every letter represents another letter maybe… But what letter?” 
 
    He thought about it for a moment, staring at an unintelligible sentence. 
 
      
 
    Ocz Gviyn vmz ocz wjpit. 
 
      
 
    “…Ocz shows up twice. That means it’s the same word. Could be anything though…” 
 
    Harrison scratched on the parchment, searching for a combination to make sense of the words. 
 
    “Three letter word… The? The Gviyn vmz the wjpit. Hold on a second. There’s another z in there.” 
 
    Harrison sat up straight as he continued writing. “OCZ… THE… How do you get from OCZ to THE?” 
 
    He wrote out the alphabet then read it to himself. He trailed his pencil over the connected letters. As soon as he did, a smile came to his face. “Five letters back… Craft, you should’ve just hired me to do it if it was this simple…” 
 
    Harrison wrote the rest of the sentence out after scribbling it down. 
 
      
 
    The Lands are the bounty. 
 
      
 
    “That… doesn’t make any sense.” A sudden knock at the door made him turn his head up. 
 
    Evelyn opened the door and stepped inside. “Are you busy?” 
 
    “No. Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Just wanted to make sure you were all right. Selina and I finished with the heavy cannon. It’s ready to be installed when we land.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me… Hey, Evelyn. I think I found something.” He stood up and showed her the book. “It’s not gibberish. It was just written in code. I guess whoever wrote this didn’t want anybody to read it without a little effort.” 
 
    “’The Lands are the bounty.’ What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But I can translate the rest of this book. Maybe it’ll have more clues about what we’re heading into exactly.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. You probably shouldn’t stay up reading that book all night though. I can’t imagine it’s good for your eyes.” 
 
    “A little reading before sleeping never hurt anybody. You plan on putting me to bed, Evelyn?” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and grinned. She laughed softly and shook her head. “I have a lot of work setting up the next cannon. Maybe another time, hunter.” 
 
    “Make sure you tell Selina to get some rest. According to our map, we should hit our next destination by sunrise.” 
 
    “And where is our next destination?” 
 
    “I figured we would skip Henmere, since we got so many resources from Newburgh. We’re heading for Lampworth.” 
 
    “Lampworth… Let’s hope they have what we’re looking for.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Selina stretched her arms out and sniffed into the air. “Do you smell that? They’re roasting some barbecue over at that building over there.” She pointed toward the wooden structure on the other side of the road. The smoke billowed from its roof and the aroma floated toward them. “You think maybe we can stop by and get a bite to eat?” 
 
    “It’d be nice to relax for a moment but we can’t,” Harrison said. “Head over there and get what you need. Make sure you restock our provisions. Food. Water. Whatever components you need. I don’t think there are any resources here but it wouldn’t hurt to ask.” 
 
    “I’ll check with the smiths,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “I’ll head to the saloon. We’ll meet back at the Icarus within the hour. If we don’t find anything, we’ll move on quick.” 
 
    They nodded to one another then went their separate ways. 
 
    The town of Lampworth was peaceful. There were few horses and carriages on the road. The townsfolk stayed under wooden awnings to avoid the shade. Town lawmen casually strolled along on horseback though there was no indication anybody was up to something. 
 
    The town itself was unremarkable, with all of the amenities Harrison had seen before. 
 
    Harrison’s solitude gave him a chance to empty his thoughts. He headed into the saloon to find more ordinary folks relaxing with one another. Chatting. Drinking. Gambling. The men and women didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    Harrison stepped to the bar where a friendly bartender greeted him with a smile. 
 
    “How much for an ale?” 
 
    “That’ll be twenty silver, stranger.” 
 
    Harrison searched his pocket. “I should really break these things down.” He placed the gold coin on the counter. “Keep the rest of it.” 
 
    The bartender’s polite smile grew even wider as he poured a drink. “What brings you to Lampworth, friend?” 
 
    “I’m working on a project of mine. Like to work with my hands. I need resources. Metal and ore.” 
 
    “This project of yours wouldn’t have anything to do with a bounty now, would it, hunter?” He eyed the revolver and carbine strapped to Harrison. 
 
    Harrison smirked. “Not this time. It’s personal.” 
 
    “Strange. Figured you’d be like the others.” 
 
    “The others?” Harrison stopped in the middle of his sip. 
 
    “Lampworth is a quiet town. Boring. Lately, we’ve been getting a lot of hunters around these parts. Men and women armed like they’re about to go to war. You’d think we’re on the eastern continent with how many weapons they’re carrying.” 
 
    “That many weapons, huh?” 
 
    “See for yourself. You see those boys in the corner. They’ve been sitting around here for a few days now.” 
 
    Harrison slowly turned toward the other side of the bar. He didn’t have to look very hard to see them. Hunters always stood out in a crowd of people. There was no fancy top hat. There was no ornate jewelry. Just a simple armored vest and the right kind of weaponry to incapacitate a target. 
 
    These men were different though. They had a rifle over each shoulder and two pistols in their holsters. Their bandoliers had enough ammunition for an army. Harrison eyed some of the devices strapped to their chest, likely debilitating explosives. 
 
    “Look at ‘em,” the bartender said. “Greasy hair. Unshaven. Unwashed. Dusty, dirty clothes. You’d think they skipped bathing and came from the other side of Atmos to get here.” 
 
    “The other side of Atmos…” Harrison straightened up and chuckled. “It’s a shame hunters like them give hunters like me a bad name. I can assure you, I bathed recently. You can’t sneak up on a bounty when they can smell you from a mile away.” 
 
    “You’d be the exception though. Some of the hunters I seen stink like a pig!” 
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt that.” Harrison took another glance at the hunters. This time, he caught their eye. He watched as the two bearded men slowly got up from their seats. 
 
    “Tell me something, friend,” Harrison said. “In Lampworth, how are bounties handled? Do lawmen get involved during a hunt?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure but I imagine it’s the same in the other towns you’ve been in. Lawmen step aside when there’s a bounty up. They only get involved when ordinary citizens are in danger. Otherwise, lawmen figure a bounty is a dangerous person who needs to be taken down.” 
 
    “Then a hunter has free reign here to do what he needs to.” 
 
    “That’d be the case.” 
 
    “You’re right. It is like other towns.” 
 
    Harrison pulled out his pocket watch. He counted a few seconds before the unmistakable stench of body odor and sweaty linens filled his nostrils. 
 
    “Twelve seconds…” He took a sip of ale without looking at the two hunters who stood by his sides. 
 
    The bartender raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “How can I help you, gentlemen? An ale? A beer? Maybe some bourbon? We’ve got the hard stuff—” 
 
    “Nothing right now,” one of the men said. “Just felt like getting a better view of this place here.” 
 
    Harrison stayed calm, licking the foam from his lips. 
 
    “You know, there’ve been a lot of hunters roaming through Lampworth lately,” the man to his left said. “Mighty strange how that can happen in a town without many bounties. Thought I’d seen everybody but now you’re here.” 
 
    “I’m guessing I won’t be the last,” Harrison sighed. “Lampworth is a nice town for a stop. Plenty of smiths and merchants. Have you smelled the barbecue? You can’t get anything like that anywhere else, I imagine.” 
 
    “I know a place,” the man to his right said. “Place called Grayhaven. Lots of fancy restaurants. You ever heard of it?” 
 
    Harrison smirked, his eyes focused on his half-empty mug of ale. “Never heard of it. But if it’s got fancy restaurants, it must be a fancy town with a lot of fancy bounties.” 
 
    “That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “And how big of a bounty is the one you’re chasing now?” Harrison slowly turned to the man on his left. His face was dirtier than he first pictured. But Harrison was more focused on his calm stare. The man’s brow furrowed before he spoke. 
 
    “Five-thousand gold coins.” 
 
    Harrison shrugged. “Five-thousand… I thought it’d be more—” 
 
    In one motion, Harrison backed away from the bar and pulled his revolver and wrangler from their holsters. Neither hunter was fast enough to respond, the man on the left taking a blast to the neck and the other taking a jolt of electricity right between his eyes. The sudden shots made the entire saloon gasp. The music stopped and all attention turned to Harrison as he stood over the two men he just downed. 
 
    “I suppose this is where I leave. It’s a shame really. Lampworth is such a nice town.” 
 
    Harrison headed out of the saloon and began pacing down the street. “Dammit… Where are they?” 
 
    He searched for the nearest smith, figuring Evelyn would be inside. Just when he got to the door, he was interrupted. 
 
    “Hey!” The voice was deep but boomed like a bolt of lightning, interrupting the serenity of the quiet town. 
 
    Harrison slowly turned around. 
 
    The man standing there wasn’t like most hunters he’d seen before. His boots. His vest. His gauntlets. Even the goggles and top hat he wore were all made of the same dull metal. He was draped in a blue cloak, which wasn’t enough to cover the bandolier across his chest and belt filled with ammunition. 
 
    Harrison stared at the man’s face as he stood a dozen meters away. Even with a pair of goggles hiding his eyes, it wasn’t enough to hide his intentions. His thin mustache curled with the rest of his lips into a smile. 
 
    “Harrison Hawke.” 
 
    “Never heard of him,” Harrison replied. “Now, if you’ll just point your shotgun at someone else, I can finish my business in Lampworth.” 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Ezra Garrett. I’m not like most hunters. I have a bit of humanity. Give yourself up and it won’t be painful. I’m giving you a choice no other hunter would.” 
 
    Harrison couldn’t help but smirk at how calm the man pointing a gun at him was. Lampworth lawmen strolled by on their horses but paid no mind as they went about their business. 
 
    “Shotgun blast. Split-second. I can take some of the spray though.” 
 
    “You’ve made a mistake,” Harrison said. “Craft is only putting up 5,000. Is it worth traveling across the continent just to bring me back?” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Hawke. It’s not about the gold. When the Iron Devil promises a bounty…” He cocked his shotgun. “…He turns in the bounty. Now… Make your choice.” 
 
    Harrison sighed. “I never did like making things easy for myself. Sorry, Garrett. This is one bounty you won’t be able to turn in—” He quickly dove behind a barrel just as the shotgun fired. The blast was louder than Harrison expected, the wooden barrel splintering in every direction. 
 
    “Lousy bastard.” Harrison muttered as he unholstered his repeater. He rose up and fired several shots, forcing Garrett to turn his back. Whatever metal he had underneath his hood allowed him to take the brunt of all the shots. 
 
    Harrison stopped to reload, giving Garrett another chance to fire back. Harrison quickly moved behind a post to avoid it. 
 
    Evelyn suddenly popped out from the smith with her energy pistol raised. She fired a shot. Garrett raised his gauntlet up and took the brunt of it with his arm but it made him stumble back to a knee. 
 
    “Get Selina!” Harrison shouted. “Get back to the Icarus!” 
 
    Evelyn nodded as she ran down the side of the road. 
 
    Harrison finished reloading his carbine and noticed more hunters walking through the alleys between the buildings. 
 
    “One… Two… Three… You’ve really outdone yourself, Craft.” 
 
    “There’s no escape, Hawke,” Garrett said. “I’ll give you another chance. Give yourself up and I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Nobody’s hurting me. Not today.” 
 
    Harrison spun away from the post and fired at another hunter trying to sneak up on him in the alley, a perfect shot catching him in the face. He turned toward the other alley and aimed two shots that bucked the hunter in his chest, just above the vest where his armor would protect him. 
 
    The hunter in the next alley and Garrett fired at Harrison, but not before he was able to duck behind another building. 
 
    Harrison calmly reloaded his carbine. “Evelyn! Selina! Let’s go!” 
 
    He watched the doors of the restaurant open up. The two ladies rushed away, running toward the outskirts where their ship was anchored. 
 
    Another shotgun bucked against the side of the building, splintering some of the wood right next to Harrison’s head. 
 
    “That’s strike two, Hawke. You got one more chance. Don’t make this harder on yourself than it has to be.” 
 
    Harrison looked into the distance as Evelyn and Selina reached the Icarus. “A hundred meters… Thirty seconds at most. I can make it.” 
 
    “Sorry, Garrett! Not heading back to Grayhaven. Not until I take care of some business.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision.” 
 
    “It’s always my decision—” He spun away from the building just as Garrett approached the alley. The two exchanged shots that caught each man in the chest. Garrett stumbled back, forced to take a knee. But Garrett’s blast was hard enough to buckle Harrison’s legs and send him flat on his back. 
 
    “Dammit!” Harrison quickly got back up to his feet and squeezed the trigger, sending a shot at another hunter trying to sneak up on him. The bullet caught him on the cheek and forced him to the ground, making him howl in pain. 
 
    “Gotta go now!” Despite the wind knocked from him, Harrison ran through the dusty road and made a beeline for the Icarus. 
 
    Evelyn stood at the entrance, firing her pistol. Her shots forced the chasing Garrett to raised his arm up and block them. 
 
    “Harrison! Look out!” 
 
    Her warning came just in time. Harrison dived forward and avoided the buckshot that went sailing over his head. He got back up to his feet and rushed to where Evelyn was fiddling with the control panel. 
 
    “Shut the door, Evelyn! Strap in!” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina followed his orders and took their seats behind him. He grabbed the wheel and ascended his ship as fast as he could. Through the windscreen, he looked down to see Garrett holstering his weapon. 
 
    Harrison clenched his jaw and sighed a deep breath through his nose. 
 
    “Looks like they found us,” Evelyn sighed. 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Selina said. 
 
    Harrison kept staring at Garrett until he disappeared beneath the clouds. He turned around to see the worry on Selina’s face. Even Evelyn seemed uncertain, her brow furrowed like she wasn’t sure what to make of what just happened. 
 
    “This is what we expected,” Harrison said. “Now that we know what we’re dealing with, we can prepare.” 
 
    “Upgrades?” Evelyn raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Harrison nodded. “Upgrades.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    EIGHT YEARS EARLIER… 
 
    Nunn held the mug of ale to his lips. Harrison watched as the amber liquor vanished, leaving nothing but the empty glass behind. The old man smacked his lips and let out a satisfied burp. It was something Harrison had seen many times before but it never failed to make him chuckle. 
 
    “That’s your third glass,” Harrison said. “Don’t you think you should be slowing down?” 
 
    “Only my third glass? It’s the twenty-third hour. That means I’m already slowing down.” 
 
    “A man your age shouldn’t be drinking so much.” 
 
    “A man my age should be drinking as much as he can. You’ll understand when you get older, kid. You’ve gotta appreciate these moments. There’s nothing as satisfying as relaxing over a beer after a successful bounty.” 
 
    Harrison looked around the saloon and smirked. “What about a good meal?” 
 
    “All right, maybe there are two things as satisfying.” 
 
    “How about a woman willing to do whatever you ask her to?” 
 
    “…Three things.” 
 
    They grinned at one another. The waitress arrived and set another mug of ale down for Nunn to swallow. Harrison’s eyes shifted to the man’s pot belly stretching from all the liquor. 
 
    “Look at that,” Harrison said. “The buttons on your vest are about to pop off.” 
 
    “They’ll go back where they’re supposed to be when I relieve myself. Don’t you worry about me now.” 
 
    Harrison looked around the saloon and noticed another couple of hunters sitting on the other side. They were smiling and drinking, though their weapons indicated they were ready for anything. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it, Nunn. Every hunter I see is capable. They’re fit. Athletic. They can run a kilometer without breaking a sweat. You might be the only man who drinks more than he fires his wrangler.” 
 
    “That’s exactly how I do it. A hunter is only as good as his tools.” 
 
    “Aren’t his physical attributes his tools? I need my eyes to see. I can hear and smell a man coming. I haven’t met a bounty yet that didn’t try to make me give chase.” 
 
    “You’re right. But you’ve gotta have a good rifle, too. Sometimes only a bullet will get your point across.” 
 
    Harrison kept eying the hunters across from him. “I wonder… What would it be like dealing with another hunter? I’d need more than good tools. I’d need my wits, too.” 
 
    “You’d best not let your curiosity get the better of you. You know what the best way of dealing with a hunter is?” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Don’t get a bounty on your head in the first place.” Nunn winked as he took another gulp of ale. “Come on. We didn’t come here so you can pontificate on things that’ll never happen. We just collected a bounty. It’s time to celebrate.” 
 
    Harrison shrugged and picked up his ale. “To another successful hunt.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Ezra Garrett. I’ve heard of him before. He’s called the Iron Devil. ‘Iron’ because that’s what most of his outfit is made out of. And ‘Devil’ because he drags all of his victims back to the hell they deserve, so to speak.” Selina had a concerned look on her face as she spoke. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a man in an iron top hat before.” Evelyn grinned. “It looks quite silly on him.” 
 
    “I don’t care what he looks like,” Harrison said. “He and all those other hunters showing up means they’ve caught up. We’ve gotta be ready whichever town we head to. There’s no telling how many hunters Craft has working for him. How’s our progress?” 
 
    “I just placed the circuit board in the first cannon,” Selina said. “We can install it the next time we land.” 
 
    “The hull-plating?” 
 
    “Almost finished. Just need to temper it so it covers every inch of the gondola.” 
 
    “I want that ready to install when we land, too.” 
 
    “And what about the second cannon?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “Forget about it for now. I need you to upgrade my weapons.” 
 
    “Anything you’re looking for in particular.” 
 
    Harrison didn’t have to think long about it. “Garrett’s covered in a suit of armor. A carbine blast knocked him back but I didn’t get through his vest. I need something that’ll pierce, in case I miss his face.” 
 
    “Piercing. Got it. It wouldn’t hurt to think about new rounds, too. Something heavier. They’ll buck him enough to slow him down. Give you a better chance to follow up.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “I should mention, we didn’t get that much solarite and zithril from Newburgh. I upgrade your carbine and revolver, there might not be enough to make more weapons systems on the Icarus.” 
 
    Harrison thought about it for a moment as he stared at Evelyn. He looked to Selina but she offered no answers, though the concern on her face was slowly disappearing. 
 
    “We’ll find more zithril and solarite,” he said. “We still haven’t found any glacith. Without that, we’ll never get through whatever’s waiting for us at the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “I’ll get to work right now on the hull plating.” Selina nodded and took the stairs to the upper deck. 
 
    Evelyn took Harrison’s weapons from him and sat down at the compositor. She laid them down for Harrison to view. The display brightened with green text appearing on it. 
 
      
 
    Repeater Carbine 
 
    Barrel: Grade 2 Aluminide (Lesser Shield Piercing) 
 
    Stock: Grade 2 Oak Wood 
 
    Magazine: Grade 1 Lead Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Revolver 
 
    Barrel: Grade 1 Nickel Steel (Lesser Bullet Speed) 
 
    Stock: Grade 1 Walnut (Lesser Accuracy) 
 
    Cylinder: Grade 2 Iron Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Wrangler 
 
    Barrel: Nickel 
 
    Ammo: Electric Volts 
 
      
 
    “I can put zithril on the barrels for more piercing. The higher the grade, the more it’ll get through. It’ll take more zithril to upgrade it. I’d recommend Grade 3 on your carbine if you want Garrett to feel it.” 
 
    “Do it. What about the solarite?” 
 
    “The solarite would work best on your revolver. The nickel you’re using hits harder but the bullets are slower.” 
 
    “Garrett didn’t move very fast but I need to make sure I hit him.” 
 
    “That’s what the solarite will do. How about the stocks?” 
 
    “The stock on the carbine is fine. I’ve gotten this far with it. Make the revolver more accurate.” 
 
    “Fast and accurate. He’ll be sure to feel it… I’ve punched in the details. It’ll take more time than usual because of the metals I’m using but this what they’ll look like after I’m done. Are you okay with it?” 
 
      
 
    Repeater Carbine 
 
    Barrel: Grade 3 Zithril (Greater Shield Piercing and Impact) 
 
    Stock: Grade 2 Oak Wood 
 
    Magazine: Grade 1 Lead Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Revolver 
 
    Barrel: Grade 3 Solarite (Greater bullet speed) 
 
    Stock: Grade 1 Walnut (Lesser accuracy) 
 
    Cylinder: Grade 2 Iron Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    “You can get new ammo at our next stop, if there’s time,” she added. 
 
    Harrison nodded. “That’ll do for now. With Garrett chasing us, I need to focus on him as much as the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “I won’t stop working until I’m done.” 
 
    Harrison walked through the main deck toward the control panel. He looked over the instruments, running his hand over the wheel as he stared through the windscreen. The view was clear ahead of him but he wondered how long it would stay that way. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison and Selina worked together on the upper deck to lay out the pieces of sheet metal. With the solarite and zithril combined, the tempered metal had a glistening shine Harrison couldn’t compare to anything else. 
 
    Selina leaned down over the pieces. Goggles over her face, she welded the metal together. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand but maintained her focus through the tedious work. 
 
    Harrison took a pair of goggles for himself and joined her. He didn’t have the speed or precision she did but he managed to get through enough of the work to make a difference for her. 
 
    Harrison noticed the sun at its apex. Having worked through the entire morning, he finally straightened up and acknowledged the sweat dripping down the sides of his face. 
 
    “Selina. Stop. Take a break.” 
 
    The blond finished welding one end of the metal before standing up. She sighed a deep breath as she set the welder down on the workbench. 
 
    “We’re almost halfway there,” she said. “Not bad.” 
 
    Harrison walked over to the railing and let the cool wind blow through his hair and against his face. Selina moved next to him and held out a small pouch. 
 
    “Try these,” she said. 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow as he dug his hand into the bag. He pulled out a small dried strawberry and popped it into his mouth. “I thought you were getting barbecue?” 
 
    “I was. Then those jerk hunters had to cause a commotion. Couldn’t wait.” 
 
    Harrison sensed some of her disappointment. He put a hand on her shoulder and the frown left her face. “Next time we land, I’ll make it a priority to get something more filling than dried fruit.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal to me.” She looked out toward the sky as he rolled by them. “This reminds me of when I was younger. I would always spend my time working on my projects. My parents would call me down for dinner. I’d ignore them and have to end up eating snacks like this because my meal was gone.” 
 
    She twisted her lips as Harrison stared at her in silence. 
 
    “Sometimes I’d work so much I’d go to sleep hungry. It was worth it though. When I built my first machine, watching it walk across my workbench was more satisfying than any meal I could eat.” 
 
    “I’m sure your parents must’ve been proud, too.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, her eyes still lost in whatever she was thinking about. She popped another piece of fruit into her mouth and chewed on it. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Hawke?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “With Garrett coming after us, we need everything we can to defend ourselves. It makes sense I upgrade my gauntlet, too, right?” 
 
    “That would make sense, yes.” 
 
    “Titanium will give it a nice shell. It’s sturdy. But for it to really pack a punch, it needs a Quintex Chip.” 
 
    “A Quintex Chip?” 
 
    “It generates electricity from the static around it. If I put it in my gauntlet, the energy will charge into a wallop strong enough to send someone flying back.” 
 
    “Is there a place we can find a Quintex Chip?” 
 
    “You can find them in most machinist shops. They’re fancy but they’re available.” 
 
    “I don’t see what the problem is.” 
 
    “Well…” She shifted her eyes away. “The problem is they’re kinda expensive.” 
 
    Harrison crossed his arms, looking down at Selina as if she were asking for an overpriced birthday present. 
 
    “About 500 coin.” 
 
    “Did you say 500?” 
 
    “If we’re lucky. More likely 600. Actually, more like 700.” She grinned nervously, her teeth gleaming white in the sunlight. 
 
    The look on her face was enough to make Harrison smile, despite the number. “It’s a good thing I took the bounty from Craft.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you!” She wrapped her arms around him, jumping on him in the process and kissing him on the cheek. “You don’t know what this means to me! I’ve always wanted to see how strong I can make this thing and now…” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” He chuckled as he set her back down on the ground. “If you think it’ll make a difference in dealing with Garrett, I’m all for it.” 
 
    “…Thanks.” She smiled before leaning back against the railing and staring out into the distance. 
 
    Harrison reached into her bag and pulled out a piece of fruit. “Not bad.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison helped Selina finish with the hull plating before retiring to his quarters. He sat on his bed with the book in his hand. The text deciphered, he scrolled through it and made a note of everything. 
 
    A knock at the door interrupted him. 
 
    “Come in.” 
 
    Evelyn stepped inside with her hands behind her back. “I finished with your weapons.” 
 
    “I’ll test them when I get the chance.” 
 
    “Is there anything else you need from me?” 
 
    “Help Selina forge the rest of the zithril and solarite we have. Make sure we have enough for the construction of the engine. Looks like we’re gonna need it…” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand why nobody ever made it to the Blank Lands.” He got up from the bed and showed the book to Evelyn. He pointed to an illustration of a ship flying through the air with some text above it. “What does that look like?” 
 
    Evelyn shrugged. “I don’t know. An airship flying through a lightning storm?” 
 
    “Not just a lightning storm. An electrical storm. There are flying machines that discharge energy aimed at all flying objects. Not even birds can fly through without getting zapped.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s a good thing we’ll have the plating for it.” 
 
    They smirked at one another. “After you’re done processing the ore, see if you can help Selina get to work on the engines. I need that booster. The Icarus needs to move as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I’ll do that.” She turned around to leave but stopped. “Harrison…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I talked to Selina. She said you’re okay with her looking for a Quintex Chip.” 
 
    “It’ll help.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that. But I think I should upgrade my energy pistol as well.” 
 
    Harrison chuckled and looked away from his book. “I suppose you need a Quintex Chip, too.” 
 
    “No. I only need some zithril. It’ll make my energy pistol stronger. Give it more pop. I think I was able to stun Garrett with it. The zithril will stun him a little longer.” 
 
    They both knew what it meant if she used more of the resources they didn’t have. Harrison thought about it for a moment before nodding. “I can’t say no to you.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Is that right?” She slowly walked toward him. The seductive look in her blue eyes was enough to make Harrison lose himself for a moment. “You know, I’m still thinking about the time we spent together. Back in Lancaster… I had a lot of fun.” 
 
    She put a hand over the crotch of his pants. He stared back at her, ignoring the rise she was getting out of him. 
 
    “You still think about that, Harrison?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “With Garrett chasing us and so much work to do… I can’t think straight. But when the time is right…” 
 
    She moved her face closer. He leaned in and kissed her, tugging on her lips with his as he pulled away. She moved her hand away and winked before turning around. She didn’t say another word. 
 
    Harrison chuckled and turned his attention back to the book in his hands. “Next destination… Gotta find more resources…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    “The text mentions glacith. It’s a stone formed from sedimentation after centuries of blistering cold. It would be regular ore but repeated winters change its properties. When it’s tempered properly, it has certain explosive effects. Useful for constructing things like weapons and engine boosters.” 
 
    Selina nodded in understanding, though her face didn’t appear any more enthusiastic. “Makes sense. But did you have to pick the coldest town in all of Atmos to go looking for it?” 
 
    “The colder the environment, the better our chances of finding the glacith. Snowmire has the added bonus of hindering the hunters coming for us.” 
 
    Evelyn walked up to Selina and put a hand on her shoulder. “Look at it this way, Selina. It’ll give you a chance to try on a new outfit.” 
 
    “My outfit’s just fine. But I suppose this can be fun.” She looked at her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    The tailor in Snowmire had all of the appropriate attire for the cold outside. Evelyn and Selina worked together, critiquing one another’s outfits. 
 
    Harrison selected a black pea coat for himself. He buttoned it up then strapped his weapons back on. “Ladies…” 
 
    “Just a second, Harrison,” Evelyn said. “Selina and I are deciding what goes with what. It’s been a long time since either one of us has dressed for the cold.” 
 
    “Ladies… Please.” 
 
    “All right. You know we’re just trying to look good for you.” 
 
    “You can look good for me when we’ve found what we’re looking for.” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina picked out two coats for themselves. The group stepped out of the tailor’s shop and back out onto the streets. 
 
    The town of Snowmire was a stark contrast from all of the other towns they’d been to. The wooden buildings appeared more fortified because of the cold. The steel factories were covered in a blanket of snow, steam and smoke rising from them into the sky. The grass was frosted, crunching underneath their feet with every step they took. 
 
    The weather wasn’t enough to stop the townsfolk from going about their business. They bundled up in their coats and thick trousers as they made their way up and down the unpaved roads. Town lawmen were just as cozy, though they kept a watchful eye with electric batons at the ready. 
 
    Evelyn and Selina followed Harrison into a nearby building. The blond machinist shivered in place in an attempt to rid herself of the cold. 
 
    Harrison looked around the alchemist’s shop. Vials with odd potions sat on the shelves. Different metals and plants filled crates. The pungent smell was something Harrison couldn’t identify, changing with every sniff he took. 
 
    He walked up to the counter and waited. The short man on the other side organized his bookshelf before seeing Harrison standing there. 
 
    He brushed his wispy white hair over his head and hobbled over to Harrison. He peeked over the glasses hanging on the tip of his long nose, his lips twisted in a way Harrison wasn’t sure if he was smiling or frowning. 
 
    “What do you need, pal? You got a cold? Bum foot? Wolf pox?” 
 
    “Nothing like that,” Harrison said. “I was wondering if you had any glacith.” 
 
    “Glacith? What would an alchemist have any need for that?” 
 
    “Right… Maybe you can point me in the direction of a smith—” 
 
    “Smiths wouldn’t have any either. Nobody’s seen any glacith in years. You’ve got just as good a chance of finding some glacith by sticking your head up your bum.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’ll consider that suggestion when the time comes.” 
 
    “You say there’s no glacith but you’ve heard of it,” Evelyn said. “That means there must be some around here.” 
 
    The alchemist raised his head up and eyeballed Evelyn. He was a foot shorter than her, so he had no choice but to look up at her. 
 
    “What’s a lady like you need glacith for?” 
 
    “I… I like the way it looks. My friend here is interested in constructing a jeweled necklace for me. Only glacith will do.” 
 
    “What is she doing?” Harrison gave her a confused look but she maintained her facade, batting her eyelashes like the seductive brothel worker Harrison first spotted her as. 
 
    Selina pursed her lips, holding back a laugh. 
 
    The old alchemist reared back and crossed his arms. He kept an eye on Evelyn and sighed. “Pretty gal.” 
 
    “Yes, I care about her deeply,” Harrison said, trying not to roll his eyes. 
 
    “Normally, I would advise against it but when you’re in love, you can’t help these things. People come to Snowmire looking for glacith sometimes. They all die trying to get it though.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because it’s tough to mine. Normal ore takes a few swings with a pick. Glacith is hardened by the cold.” 
 
    “I’m willing to swing a little harder for this lovely woman next to me.” 
 
    “That’s not the half of it. You’ll have to go beyond Zero Point to get to it.” 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow. “Zero Point?” 
 
    “Because the temperatures get worse over there. You spend enough time there, doesn’t matter how bundled up you are. Nothing short of a flamethrower will stop you from freezing solid.” 
 
    “I don’t intend on staying there longer than I have to.” 
 
    “That’s not always your choice. A long time ago, centuries we’re talking here, there was a war fought. I don’t know the specifics. Details change, even for an old-timer like me. But the war was fought with mechanical beasts. Machinists built monstrosities so they didn’t have to do any fighting.” 
 
    “That sounds interesting.” Selina’s eyes lit up but the alchemist just gave her an eyeful. 
 
    “’Interesting,’” he said. “That’s one way of putting it. They kept fighting until they wiped themselves out completely. But even with both warring nations gone, the beasts still remain.” 
 
    “That was centuries ago,” Evelyn said. “They can’t possibly still be out there.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m right. All I know is people go out there looking for glacith and I don’t recall hearing any stories of how terrifying it was. Whether it’s the machines or the cold, something got ‘em.” 
 
    Selina and Evelyn both shot Harrison a look. He knew the kind of risk it was but he had to take it. 
 
    “Zero Point,” Harrison said. “Where is it?” 
 
    “Just head north of town. Keep following the path and you’ll get to a gate. The warning signs will let you know you’re there. It’s your last chance to not do something stupid.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Harrison stepped back out in the cold of the town. 
 
    “Are we really gonna venture out through Zero Point?” Selina asked. “I can still construct an engine with the metal we have.” 
 
    “It’ll save us some time, too,” Evelyn added. “I could be working on another machine gun or cannon right now. We still have to install the new hull as well.” 
 
    “No,” Harrison said. “We have to do this. A non-glacith engine won’t be enough to get us to the Blank Lands. We take our chance now instead of taking our chance later.” 
 
    “If that’s what you think, I’m with you.” 
 
    “At least we know the hunters won’t chase after us,” Selina said. “There’s just one more thing I wanna do before we go north.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “There’s a slim chance Garrett or someone else might be onto us. I need to get a Quintex Chip now before we forget.” 
 
    Harrison turned to her. The cold reddened her nose and cheeks so much he couldn’t help but smile. He couldn’t refuse the innocent look on her face. 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “We’ll get a Quintex Chip and store it on the Icarus. Make all the preparations you need to. Be ready for anything. We’re heading for Zero Point.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison trudged through the layer of snow on the grass as he headed through the gates north of Snowmire. The farther he moved from town, the more the bitter cold ripped through his jacket. 
 
    He looked around and saw the trees had been devastated from a snowstorm. If they weren’t split in half, they were uprooted completely. The path ahead didn’t appear any more inviting, with the clouds beginning to block out the sun completely. 
 
    He put his head down as a harsh wind blew. He was able to keep his composure. He looked at his pocket watch. 
 
    “How much time do we have? If we don’t get back before then we’ll surely freeze to death.” He nodded to himself then turned around to check on his companions. Evelyn and Selina both kept their heads down as they braced for the increasing winds. 
 
    “Look out for a mine!” he shouted. “The first one we see, we take the ore we need for the engines then head back! No point in staying out here longer than we need to!” 
 
    Harrison dragged his feet over the grass and kept looking around. He found nothing except for uprooted trees. The mountains in the distance appeared closer, though the prospects of finding the ore didn’t improve. 
 
    Selina suddenly fell to a knee. 
 
    “Selina!” Evelyn rushed up and helped her back to her feet. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just slipped.” 
 
    “Don’t rush yourself,” Harrison said. “The glacith won’t do us any good if you’re…” He squinted through the growing darkness, noticing something moving behind them in the distance. 
 
    “If I’m what?” Selina said. 
 
    He walked up next to her, still staring toward the trail they were moving. 
 
    Evelyn turned to look. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “There’s something over there.” Harrison unholstered his carbine. Evelyn did the same with her energy pistol. 
 
    Harrison’s eyes kept scanning the path, waiting for something to appear from behind one of the broken trees. 
 
    “What is it?” Selina said. “A snow leopard? Maybe a wolf?” 
 
    Harrison softly shook his head. He saw one of the trees beginning to sway out of rhythm with the wind blowing against it. 
 
    “No,” he said. “It’s not a wolf—Get down!” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around both women and tackled them to the grass. Right when he did, the gunshots filled the air. 
 
    He looked up and saw a bundled-up man in a coat firing his rifle in their direction. 
 
    “Get behind those rocks!” Harrison shouted. 
 
    The group quickly dashed for cover, the shots ricocheting off the cold grass. 
 
    “Hunter?” Evelyn said. 
 
    “That or a man who doesn’t want us invading his territory.” 
 
    “This is insane!” Selina said. “We’re all about to freeze to death and this guy is trying to shoot us!” 
 
    “Never underestimate a hunter when he’s trying to bag a bounty…” Harrison peeked around the corner and saw the hunter had disappeared. 
 
    “Where did this bastard go?” He shifted his eyes back and forth, searching the trees until finding the faint outline of a figure hiding behind one. “How do I get this guy out of hiding?” 
 
    “You see him?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “I see enough. There’s an uprooted tree. About twenty meters away. It’s by itself. Do you see it?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Fire at it.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can hit him when he’s in cover.” 
 
    “You don’t have to hit him. Hit the tree. I’ll do the rest, okay?” 
 
    Evelyn took a deep breath and nodded. 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready,” he said. 
 
    She squeezed her pistol in both hands then aimed from behind the rock. One eye closed, Evelyn fired and got the trunk. The energy made the snowy leaves spark. 
 
    Harrison quickly dashed out from behind the rock with his carbine raised. The man spun away from the tree to meet Harrison but he was too late. 
 
    Harrison fired two shots, the first splitting the man’s goggles and the second catching him in the chest above where his vest would be. The man tumbled back on the ground from the blasts. Harrison unholstered his revolver to finish the man but saw he was already out. 
 
    Selina and Evelyn walked up as Harrison searched his body. 
 
    “He’s a hunter, all right,” Harrison said. 
 
    “How do you know?” Selina asked. 
 
    He pulled out the parchment inside his vest pocket and unfolded it. It was a sketch of Harrison along with photographs of Selina and Evelyn. 
 
    “’Wanted for theft, kidnapping and murder. Dead or alive. 5,000 gold coins. No questions asked.’” Harrison read it out loud. 
 
    “That’s one way to get everybody’s attention,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “What a shame. He really is offering only 5,000 for me…” 
 
    “Um, guys… We still haven’t found any glacith. Maybe we should get going before we freeze to death.” 
 
    Harrison managed to work a smile onto his face. “Good idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    The trio walked farther north than Harrison expected to. There were still no signs of what they were looking for. The scenery of broken trees along the snowy path didn’t change despite how close the mountains appeared to be getting. 
 
    Selina wrapped her arms around herself as she continued to brace herself from the cold. 
 
    Evelyn gritted her teeth in frustration. “Maybe we should just head back. Maybe a smith in another town has glacith.” 
 
    “Snowmire is the farthest town north on the map,” Harrison said. “If the glacith isn’t here, it won’t be anywhere else.” 
 
    “My toes are numb,” Selina said. “I think my tongue is freezing in my mouth.” 
 
    “I can warm it up for you if you want.” Harrison gave her a smirk. Her cheeks were already red from the cold but somehow got even brighter with embarrassment. 
 
    “My toes or my tongue?” 
 
    “Excuse me for interrupting,” Evelyn said. “But I think I see something up ahead.” 
 
    The group moved forward and the path began to descend. Harrison looked down on an open valley. A blanket of snow had covered it for kilometers. The land stretched all the way in the distance to the horizon, the clouds darkening what lied beyond. 
 
    Harrison turned and saw the small caverns at the side of the valley. They were the only spots not covered in snow. 
 
    He pointed toward them. “There. If there’s no glacith in there, we might find something else useful. Not much farther, Selina. We can make it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she sighed. “I can do this.” 
 
    The trio descended into the valley and began walking toward the caverns. The winds began to howl louder, filling Harrison’s ears to the point he couldn’t hear himself without shouting. He put his head down but it did little to fight the bitter cold beginning to seep through his coat. 
 
    They were halfway through the valley, close to one of the caverns. Evelyn suddenly stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “Wait! Harrison!” 
 
    He turned around and saw her eyes widened. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Over there!” She pointed toward a cluster of trees. 
 
    Harrison watched them sway from the wind like they were about to be ripped apart. But the closer he looked, the more he could see something moving beneath them. 
 
    “…Wolves.” 
 
    The feral beasts locked their yellow eyes upon him. Even from so many meters away, they looked as menacing as any of the wolves he encountered in the deserts near Duskpoint. 
 
    He unholstered his rifle and readied himself. Evelyn stood by his side with her pistol. Selina slammed her gauntlet and electrical energy crackled through it. 
 
    “Watch out.” Harrison turned and saw another pack of wolves appear from the other side of the valley. Their fur gray and white, they bared their sharp fangs. 
 
    “That’s not all of ‘em,” Selina said. 
 
    More wolves appeared behind them on the trail they just walked. Each pack advanced slowly, their heads down and their eyes locked on them. 
 
    Harrison counted them out to himself. “Seven… Eight… Twenty-four… Twenty-five total… Selina can take out five. Same for Evelyn. Fifteen… Fifteen I can handle…” He nodded confidently, a smile coming to his lips. 
 
    “They’re fast,” he said. “I’ll take out ten then switch to my revolver. It’ll only take a split-second but I need you to cover for me when I’m making the switch.” 
 
    “I have your back, Harrison,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Selina, when they get close—” 
 
    “I’ll knock ‘em down. A few rabid wolves don’t scare me.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear. When the first shot goes up, they’re coming. You ready?” 
 
    They both nodded to him. He raised his carbine up and closed an eye to aim. “Let’s see who goes down first…” He picked a wolf at random, his sights locked between its eyes. His hand squeezed and the shot echoed through the valley. The bullet pierced the wolf’s skull and sent it flying back with a splatter of blood. 
 
    The other wolves howled as they charged forward. 
 
    Harrison kept his aim steady, downing the wolves one by one with headshot after headshot. “One… Two… Three… Four…” He counted off his magazine in his head. 
 
    Evelyn kept her composure and took out the approaching wolves with her pistol. But she was only able to down two of them before the first pack was on them. 
 
    “I got it!” Selina moved in front of Evelyn and swung her gauntlet. The swing caught the wolf in the mouth as it pounced, shattering its teeth and sending it spinning through the air. She yelled as she threw another punch to knock the next wolf back. 
 
    Evelyn fired at the next pack of wolves as they neared. 
 
    “…Eight… Nine… Ten…” Harrison finished counting in his head. “Evelyn! Selina!” He quickly switched to his revolver, a split-second the wolves used to surround them completely. 
 
    Selina stayed in front of Evelyn and swung as the raven-haired gunsmith behind her fired. The two worked in tandem to take out wolves both close and far. 
 
    Harrison kicked a wolf that got too close, pinning it down under his heel and finishing it with a close-range shot to the skull. He spun around and fired at the wolf flying toward him, a revolver shot catching it right in the heart and dropping it. 
 
    No longer having to count, Harrison maintained his composure until the wolves were scattered around him unmoving. 
 
    Selina closed her eyes and sighed a deep breath. “I’m glad that’s over…” 
 
    Harrison was about to holster his weapon when he saw something moving in the distance from behind the trees. “I think there’s more of them.” He reloaded his repeater and readied himself. Evelyn stayed next to him, her eyes narrowed in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t… I don’t think that’s a wolf.” 
 
    “What is that?” Selina said. 
 
    Harrison took a step forward to get a better look. He watched what looked like a pack of wolves move away from the tree. But it quickly became apparent, it wasn’t a pack. 
 
    It dug its feet into the grass as it slowly began to stand up straight. Its mechanical limbs were rusted, its body just the same. It towered over every tree in the valley, standing tall with glowing blue eyes and fangs that were sharp to the touch. 
 
    “It looks like… A mechanical wolf?” Selina said. 
 
    “The alchemist mentioned the beasts out here,” Evelyn said. “Now I can see why nobody ever makes it back from Zero Point.” 
 
    “It looks like we’ll be the first,” Harrison said. “I’ll draw its attention. Evelyn, distract it. Selina, wait for my signal. Stick to the plan!” 
 
    Harrison ran toward the two-story wolf as it howled at him. A carbine shot caught it in the eye, forcing it to rear its head back. But a single shot wasn’t enough to stop it. It howled again with an angry swipe Harrison was just able to roll away from. 
 
    Evelyn fired her energy pistol and caught the wolf on one of its iron limbs. The mechanical beast quickly turned its head toward the gunsmith and roared. 
 
    “Stay with me,” Harrison said. “I’m right here.” He raised his carbine up and emptied every round, every shot catching the wolf on the body. The bullets chipped through the metal with sparks flying. “Those upgrades did make a difference. Nice job, Evelyn.” 
 
    He smirked as he was forced to roll out of the way of another swipe. While calmly reloading his carbine, he moved around the wolf to keep its attention away from the two ladies. 
 
    Evelyn fired another shot on one of the wolf’s back limbs. Before it could turn around to go for her, Harrison quickly fired more shots at its body. Sparks flew again, flames beginning to appear from the compartment where its core was. 
 
    “Selina!” he shouted. “Get ready!” 
 
    The blond balled her gauntlet into a fist and bounced in place. 
 
    Harrison fired until his chamber was empty. “Now!” The wolf turned his attention to him just as Selina rushed forward. She reared back with a hard swing, knocking its back limb and crumpling the metal. 
 
    Evelyn fired another shot to stun the massive wolf while Harrison reloaded. 
 
    “I got this!” Selina shouted and swung again. But just as she connected on the wolf’s other back limb, it quickly spun around. A hard swipe faster than she could blink caught her in the chest and sent her flying back. 
 
    “Selina!” Evelyn shouted. 
 
    The machinist rolled through the snowy grass and stopped moving. Evelyn rushed up and fell to her knees to tend to her. 
 
    “Dammit!” Harrison ran forward and slid underneath the wolf before it could finish stalking Selina. Another round of carbine bullets made the wolf stop in its tracks. It fell down to the ground on broken limbs, howling to the sky. Its body sparking, Harrison pulled out his revolver. He aimed at the center of its chest. Each shot hit the same mark until the rest of its body burst in an electrical explosion. 
 
    He walked up to Evelyn as she put her hands on Selina’s face. 
 
    “She’s unconscious,” Evelyn said. “Her heartrate is slowed. If she stays like this, she’ll freeze to death.” 
 
    “We have to take her back.” 
 
    “What about the glacith?” 
 
    “Dammit…” Harrison looked at the caverns in the distance. He knew he couldn’t take a chance with Selina though. 
 
    Harrison knelt down and scooped her up in his arms. He raced back down the trail where they came from toward Snowmire. As they walked back, he noticed a small cavern off to the side. He squinted as he saw something coming out of it. 
 
    “…There’s steam coming from that cavern.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means there’s something in there. Come on!” 
 
    Harrison rushed into the cavern with Selina in his arms. The steam continued to rise until Harrison realized where it was coming from. A small pool of water at the basin of the cavern bubbled warm. 
 
    Evelyn rushed up next to it and put her hand in it. “Wow… It’s hot… Really hot…” 
 
    “Help me. Get her into it.” 
 
    The two worked together to strip Evelyn out of her coat. They undid her bodice and raised her linens from her. They didn’t stop until the blond was completely naked. They gently placed her into the bubbling pool. 
 
    Selina stayed unconscious but Harrison noticed her pale cheeks beginning to redden. “It’s warming her up.” 
 
    “Come on, Selina,” Evelyn whispered. “You’re okay. Stay warm. Wake up…” 
 
    Selina began to twitch softly. Her nose shifted. Her lips twisted. Her eyes flickered until opening slowly. She looked up at Evelyn and Selina and sighed a deep breath. 
 
    “…What happened?” she said. 
 
    Evelyn fell back in her seat. 
 
    Harrison smiled at the blond. “It’s okay. You’ll be all right.” 
 
    Selina turned her head toward the cavern wall. The confusion on her face made Harrison look in the same direction. “Look at that…” 
 
    Harrison got up to his feet and walked over to the wall. The closer he got, the better he saw it. Dull crystals appeared, like unpolished diamonds. He ran his hand along it and the cold surprised him. 
 
    “Wait a second,” Evelyn said. “Is that…” 
 
    Harrison turned around. “Glacith.” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina looked at one another and began giggling. The giddy smiles on their faces was enough for Harrison to forget how cold he was. 
 
    “Hey!” Selina’s sudden squeal silenced everybody’s laughter. “What happened to my clothes?” She put her hands over her body even though it wasn’t visible underneath the bubbling of the water. 
 
    “It was Harrison,” Evelyn said. “He did most of it.” 
 
    “I was only trying to save your life,” Harrison said. “Now… We only have so much time before we freeze to death out here. We need to get as much of this glacith back to the ship as we can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    The group made it back to the ship without encountering any more wildlife or hunters. As another snow began to fall over Snowmire, the Icarus ascended and began sailing east into the night. 
 
    Selina sat at the workbench on the upper deck while Evelyn sorted through the resources they’d gathered. 
 
    “I don’t know how much we can do with this until we melt down all the ore,” Evelyn said. “But you should still set your priorities so Selina and I can get started as soon as it’s ready.” 
 
    “What’s the status on everything?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “It was too cold to install the new cannon and hull-plating in Snowmire,” Selina said. “Hopefully you can find somewhere a little more comfortable for our next destination. I’m free to work on whatever it is you need.” 
 
    “Break down the glacith and start working on the engines. From what I’m reading, we want to get through the electrical storm as fast as we can.” 
 
    “Navigations?” 
 
    “I’ll pilot the ship myself. I know the Icarus better than anybody. Your priority should be making this thing as fast as possible.” 
 
    “With the new engines, there won’t be a need for the balloon. It’ll do a better job of keeping us inconspicuous. Also, I think there’s enough glacith to work on a booster as well.” 
 
    “Do it. Evelyn, focus on getting another heavy cannon. I want one forward, in case we have to break through anything. After you’re done with that, focus on upgrading the barrel on the aft cannon. With hunters chasing us, I want to rip through whatever might be on our tail.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Selina adjusted the instruments on the workbench. Harrison watched as the green text appeared on the screen. 
 
    “This is what systems will look like after everything is installed. You’ll still have to fly the ship manually when it gets thick but everything else will have been upgraded with the metals we’ve acquired.” 
 
      
 
    NAVIGATION SYSTEMS 
 
    Level 1 - Navigation Sequencer 
 
      
 
    HULL 
 
    Level 1 - Reinforced Solarite Plating (Electric Resistant) 
 
      
 
    ENGINES 
 
    Level 1 - Glacith Flair Accelerator (Greater Top Speed) 
 
    Level 1 - Rocket Booster (Speed Boost) 
 
      
 
    WEAPONS 
 
    Level 2 - Heavy Cannon (Aft)(Auto) 
 
    Level 1 - Machine Gun (Port)(Manual) 
 
    Level 1 - Heavy Cannon (Forward)(Manual) 
 
      
 
    Harrison pointed at the bottom of the screen. “Why is the second heavy cannon not auto?” 
 
    “It takes another weapon board,” Evelyn said. “A weapon board we don’t have.” 
 
    “Can we get another one?” 
 
    “They’re fairly common. Depending on the weaponsmiths at our next destination, I’m sure we can get one. The price shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “How long will this take?” 
 
    The two ladies looked at one another. “I can’t speak for Evelyn but engines are tricky,” Selina said. “I have to make sure the circuitry is aligned right. I’ve never welded glacith before. But if everything goes well and I work as much as I can, it shouldn’t take more than two days.” 
 
    “Evelyn?” 
 
    “Upgrading the heavy cannon and constructing another one shouldn’t be a problem. Depending on the resources left over, I can either upgrade your weapons or the ship’s arsenal.” 
 
    “I’ll make that decision when I have to.” 
 
    Despite the work ahead of them, Evelyn and Selina were both smiling. Harrison sighed, his arms crossed as he looked at each of them. 
 
    “We’re close,” he said. “I can feel it. We’ve had a long day. If you’re tired, rest. The next destination is a few days out on the map. We’ll be up in the air for a good long while.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison sat comfortably in his bed. His armored vest hung on the wall with his shirt. His holstered weapons were next to them. 
 
    In nothing but his trousers, he flipped through the textbook, deciphering the words with the code he’d written on parchment. But the fatigue of the journey through the snow began to take a toll on him. His eyelids began to flicker closed. 
 
    A knock at the door jerked him from his coming sleep. He looked up and Evelyn stepped inside. 
 
    “You’re undressed.” She eyed him, her eyes shifting up and down his body. 
 
    “I’m not the only one.” 
 
    Evelyn had removed her corset and the stockings on her legs. With only the linens underneath her bodice, he could see the entire shape of her body. 
 
    “I’ve been wearing the same outfit from the brothel this entire time. I don’t actually sleep in it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re finally getting some rest. It’d be a good idea to tell Selina the same… Is there a reason you decided to visit?” 
 
    “It’s Selina I wanted to speak about, actually. I can’t recall when she’s actually slept. I know she enjoys what she’s doing. And it is urgent we finish as quickly as possible. But the blow she took along with the work she’s doing… She needs a break.” 
 
    “Have you spoken to her about this?” 
 
    “I have. She is a grown woman. Twenty-three years. I cannot tell a woman older than I am what to do.” 
 
    “I’m not that much older.” He smirked. “Tell her I want to talk to her.” 
 
    After Evelyn excused herself, Harrison got up from his bed. He closed the book and put away the parchment. It was only a few moments later when there was a knock at the door. 
 
    Selina stepped inside, her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Evelyn said you wanted to talk to me?” 
 
    “I did.” He took a seat on the edge of the bed in front of her. He crossed his arms and chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Hawke?” She raised an eyebrow in confusion. 
 
    “This is my ship, Selina. Have a seat.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    She stared at the ground as she sat on the bed next to him. 
 
    “The work will get done,” he said. “You’re of no use if you have no energy.” 
 
    “I know,” she sighed. “I’m just… really excited to see how the Icarus will fly once we’ve made the improvements.” She shifted her eyes toward the book resting on the floor. “Evelyn said you figured out what Craft couldn’t.” 
 
    “It appears I did. Whoever wrote that book didn’t want anybody to read it so easily. It’s quite annoying but I’ll get through it.” 
 
    “What did you find?” 
 
    “The Blank Lands exist. Or maybe it’s an elaborate fairytale. If it is, they went to the trouble of mentioning all of the elements we gathered.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I suppose it’s lucky we found the glacith. I got a little overzealous back there.” 
 
    “It was my fault.” Harrison shook his head as he remembered the fight. “I could’ve stunned the wolf with another volley before making you knock it down.” 
 
    “I promise next time it won’t be like that.” She looked up, her green eyes filled with enthusiasm. “Once I install the Quintex Chip, I’ll hit like a carriage.” 
 
    He smiled at her enthusiasm and chuckled. “I believe you.” 
 
    “Hawke, I…” She looked down at the ground. It was clear she was struggling to speak but Harrison didn’t push her. “Thank you. For getting me the chip. For choosing to save me instead of pushing to find the glacith.” 
 
    “Any man would have done the same.” 
 
    “But you did.” She looked up. “My parents… Not even they believed in me. I told them I wanted to be a machinist but my ideas were too mad. Not even hunters have any need for a gauntlet like I use.” 
 
    “I think gauntlets are just fine. I wouldn’t be here without you.” 
 
    “I appreciate you doing what you did for me.” 
 
    The way she stared at him now was different. The usual embarrassment he saw was gone. The red on her fair cheeks was absent. Her eyes were focused. 
 
    She leaned close, putting her lips on his. He pressed forward, pushing his tongue out and tasting her. Their wet kiss filled his dimly lit cabin before she pulled away. 
 
    “When you put me in the spring, you took all my clothes off… You saw me naked…” 
 
    “I’m afraid I did. I can assure you though, staring at you was the last thing on my mind. You have nothing to be ashamed of, Selina.” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Selina stood up from the bed. “I’m never ashamed when I’m with you. I just wanted the first time for you to see me… like that… to be special. I guess I’ll have to settle for the second time.” 
 
    Harrison didn’t blink. He locked his stare on her as she removed the goggles from her head. She unlaced her bodice and let it fall to the floor. She peeled her cotton top off and pulled her arms out of it. She didn’t stop, bending over to tug her skirt down her thighs. She pulled her panties down until she was standing in nothing but her boots. 
 
    Harrison kept his eyes locked on her, admiring the petite porcelain-skinned frame of the blond. From her breasts to her slim waist to the center between her legs, there was nothing he didn’t admire. 
 
    He bent down and unlaced her boots, tugging them from her feet. 
 
    Selina climbed onto the bed and helped him remove his trousers, which were stretching from his length swelling uncontrollably at this point. She placed her hand upon him and stroked him gently, making him sigh into her mouth with another sloppy kiss. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this a long time,” she whispered. “I can’t wait any longer.” 
 
    She crawled back onto the bed and spread her legs, inviting him closer. Harrison sat on his knees and looked down at her. 
 
    “You’re really something, Selina.” 
 
    “Stop.” Her cheeks reddened in a way he’d grown accustomed to. “No more talking. Just be with me tonight.” 
 
    “If this is the only way to make you take a break.” 
 
    “It’s the only way.” 
 
    “Then I suppose I don’t have a choice.” He smirked as he moved between her legs. He pressed his chest to hers and kissed her. His rigid length searched for the warmth emanating from her entrance. Just his tip was enough for him to feel how wet she’d gotten. 
 
    Their foreheads pressing against one another, they stared into one another’s eyes as he plunged into her. Her jaw dropped. A moan caught in her throat before forcing its way out. 
 
    Harrison grunted from the tightness engulfing him. He buried himself completely then pulled himself out. 
 
    Slow, forceful strokes made her whimper with every thrust. Their tongues tangled with each other and their fingers intertwined. 
 
    The blond machinist writhed with pleasure as he increased his pace. She brought her hips up to meet his thrusts. The sound of their bodies colliding grew louder, joining the chorus of the bed shifting beneath them. 
 
    “Take me,” she whispered into his mouth. “Harder. Be with me tonight, Hawke.” 
 
    He pulled out of her and flipped her onto her stomach. She gasped and worked herself onto her knees. His hands desperately gripped her waist as he found himself back inside of her, pressing his hilt against her cheeks. 
 
    The soft thumps of his body hitting hers grew louder once again. His grip firmed on her waist, holding her in place as he took her from behind. 
 
    He grunted louder. She whimpered to meet him. Their moans were joined by the sudden opening of the cabin door. A gasp made them both jerk their heads to see Evelyn standing there. 
 
    The surprise on the raven-haired woman’s face turned into a smirk. “…I suppose that’s one way to make her take a break.” 
 
    “Evelyn!” Selina’s face was already flush, sweat dripping from her brow. But the embarrassment made her so red, it was as if her cheeks were painted. 
 
    “You’ve got a nice butt, Selina,” Evelyn said. “Carry on.” She gave Harrison a wink before closing the door. 
 
    “Evelyn,” Selina sighed. “She knew what was happening. The walls on this ship are so thin—Ahh!” 
 
    Harrison quieted her with a sudden hard thrust. He trailed his hands up to her breasts and brought her close so he could whisper into her ear. 
 
    “Let her hear, Selina. I want you to enjoy this.” 
 
    Selina reached her arms up and wrapped them around his neck, holding onto him as best she could as he continued taking her from behind. 
 
    He increased his pace, slamming into her as he squeezed her soft flesh in his hands. 
 
    She searched for her tongue with his, her whimpers becoming more desperate. 
 
    “Hawke… I… I can’t…” 
 
    Listening to her desire made Harrison work even harder. He slammed into her uncontrollably until she seized within his grip. Her body trembled against him. The spasms were enough to push Harrison over the edge just the same. 
 
    They lost themselves together, shaking in one another’s arms. Harrison held on for as long as he could, throbbing over and over. He emptied himself completely before resting her down gently back on the bed. 
 
    He took a moment to admire her. Her body glistening with a tinge of sweat. Chest heaving with every deep breath. Her face flush and her short blond hair messier than usual. She had a smile on her lips, her eyes closed in contentment. 
 
    He lay down next to her and she moved to rest her head on his chest. 
 
    “I’ll finish the upgrades before we get to the next town,” she whispered. 
 
    Harrison chuckled and gently rubbed her back. “I know you will. Get some rest now. You’ll need all the energy you can muster.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Harrison browsed the display in front of him. He twisted his lips in uncertainty, his arms crossed as if it would give him more insight. 
 
    The older gunsmith walked up to the counter and peered over the rim of his glasses. Just one glance at the old man was enough for Harrison to know he could trust him. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” the old man asked. 
 
    “I’ve had this oak wood for as long as this carbine has been a part of me. I’ve fired thousands of rounds. Every shot hit its mark, straight and true.” 
 
    “Oak wood is fine for getting by. But if you wanna do more than get by, you’re gonna have to make a change. It’ll cost you though.” 
 
    “Gold isn’t the problem. It’s deciding on what exactly I’m looking for.” 
 
    “I see… You can go with an elderwood. It’s got some real kick to it. It’s steady, too. Your shots will be a lot straighter, even when you’re firing from the hip. The problem is it’s a lot heavier. Then again, you’re a strapping man, if you don’t mind me saying.” 
 
    Harrison chuckled softly. “I don’t mind at all.” 
 
    “Opposite of elderwood is pine. Pine is thin. Light as a feather. You barely realize you’re holding it. If you’re not used to it, darn thing’ll slip out your hands if you’re too fast. But you won’t unholster a weapon faster when it’s elderwood. Not very durable though. You plan on butting a man in the face, elderwood’s not what you wanna use.” 
 
    “Light is good but I want something I can hold in my hands… I need something that’s fast. Something durable. Something with proper indexing. It’ll help if I can fire faster, too.” 
 
    “I think I know what you’re looking for…” 
 
    The old gunsmith reached from behind his counter and pulled up a small dark brown block of wood. He patted it with a proud smile on his face. “This is snakewood.” 
 
    “Snakewood. I’ve heard of it. Not very common.” 
 
    “Not very common because it has to be refined. This wood is broken down, chipped then reforged like it’s a piece of metal. You won’t find anything as sturdy and light as this. The best thing about it is you get a proper gunsmith to put the trigger on this thing, you’ll be firing faster than you ever have before.” 
 
    Harrison raised an eyebrow, a smirk growing on his lips. “Is that right?” 
 
    “Turn that carbine of yours into a machine gun. Well, not that fast, but you get the idea. Accuracy won’t drop much either.” 
 
    Harrison picked up the block of wood. The weight was light enough for him to know he could wield it without any trouble. “There’s just one other problem.” He ran his hand over the stock on his carbine. He was so used to the custom engraving of his initials on it, he wouldn’t be comfortable without it. “You don’t know how many bounties I took down with this thing.” 
 
    “I imagine it’s plenty. If you want some advice from an old man.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Life is all about change. Even things you’ve been used to for years, things you thought would always be a part of your life… They’ll change, too. Life goes on. In any case, you can always engrave it again.” 
 
    “…Good point.” Harrison sighed softly and nodded. “I’ll take the snakewood.” 
 
    “I won’t charge you much to refit.” 
 
    “Thanks but I’ve already got a gunsmith I trust.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Selina picked up the piece of roasted chicken as big as her head. Her eyes wide, she took a heaping bite. The fatty juice dripped from the succulent meat as she tore a chunk through the crispy skin. Harrison couldn’t help but chuckle as she helped herself again even though her mouth was already full. 
 
    “How is it?” he asked. 
 
    “Great!” she said with a mouthful. The way her cheeks bulged made her look like she was on the verge of choking but she still took another bite. 
 
    “I imagine you’re quite hungry. You’ve been working so hard for the past two days.” 
 
    Selina managed to swallow everything down and nod. “It’ll only be a few more hours until we finish installing the upgrades. New engines. New weapons. New hull. The Icarus will be unrecognizable.” 
 
    “Take your time. Without the balloon, we won’t draw as much attention to ourselves. It helps that we’re at the edge of Atmos. Nothing but blue water out there in front of us.” 
 
    “This is it, huh?” 
 
    “Unless we plan on going to the eastern continent, the only other direction is to head back west.” 
 
    “I kinda like Nimbleport. Hopefully we could stick around here a little longer than we usually do in these towns. So many people coming and leaving from the port. Hard to believe people still sail on the waters when they can take an airship.” 
 
    “Riding the waters is slower but there’s something peaceful about it. Maybe we’ll go sailing through the ocean one day.” 
 
    “Maybe…” 
 
    Harrison looked around the restaurant. The people looked just as ordinary and industrious as the town itself. Smiths, merchants and farmers all enjoyed their meals with friendly smiles on their faces. It was a peaceful time at the twelfth hour. 
 
    “No hunters around here,” Harrison said. “I guess when you’re the last city this side of Atmos, there aren’t many bounties to collect.” 
 
    “Good thing for us,” Selina said. “I can finally sit down and just have a meal without any trouble.” 
 
    Harrison turned to Evelyn. She held up the piece of snakewood, her head tilted as she examined it. 
 
    “I’ve worked with snakewood a few times before,” she said. “Sway didn’t have much of it. Most hunters out west are just fine with oak wood.” 
 
    “I’m fine with it, too,” Harrison said. “But I wanna be ready for anything. Get that piece of snakewood for my repeater ready after you install the second heavy cannon.” 
 
    “Right. I got another weapon board. It was overpriced but we don’t have many options.” 
 
    “Use all the gold we have left. No point in being frugal now. When we get to the Blank Lands, we’ll have enough gold to overpay for everything.” 
 
    Selina chewed on her chicken, her eyebrows raised. “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Harrison looked around to make sure nobody was listening. Everybody was already engaged in their own conversations. The townsfolk minded their own business, even with a hunter like Harrison in their presence. 
 
    “I’ve been reading through the textbook,” he said. “It’s not clear exactly but somebody lived out in the Blank Lands. An old civilization. A northern utopia. Everything about their society was perfect. When we get to the Blank Lands, we’ll be able to see it for ourselves.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why nobody left,” Selina said. 
 
    “And why they managed to keep everybody out,” Evelyn added. 
 
    “They’ve succeeded so far,” Harrison said. “Everybody thinks it’s a fairytale. Not anymore though.” 
 
    They all smiled at one another. Harrison couldn’t deny the anticipation twisting his stomach. They were close to getting where they wanted to be. Even with the threat of hunters looming, he was more optimistic than he’d ever been. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see what’s out there,” Selina said. “What kind of machinery will they have there? It should be fascinating.” 
 
    The gunsmith sighed with a contented smile. “That’d be nice. But my only concern is that whatever is out there doesn’t fall into Craft’s hands. There’s no telling what that man is capable of.” 
 
    “And you, Hawke? Are you still a bounty hunter hoping to find the biggest bounty any man has ever seen?” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina stared at him curiously. He remained silent as he considered the question. But the longer he thought about it, his answer didn’t become any clearer. “I can’t tell you why. All I know is we’re close. We’ve been through too much. We’ve worked too hard. We’ve traveled all the way across Atmos. From what I’m reading, the Icarus should be good enough to make it to the Blank Lands now.” 
 
    “There’s always room for improvement,” Selina said. “We still have a few extra resources.” 
 
    “We’ll take our time but not too much. We sit around trying to upgrade everything, Garrett and who knows else will catch up to us.” 
 
    “If the book says we’re ready, we’re ready,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Maybe I could finally get a chance to put the Quintex Chip in my gauntlet. Can’t wait to see what kinda wallop it’ll pack.” 
 
    “I fear for the safety for everybody who stands in your way.” 
 
    The group shared a laugh as Selina helped herself to another bite of chicken. Evelyn joined in on the meal as Harrison got up from his seat. 
 
    He was walking over to the bar to order an ale when he noticed a bulletin board hanging on the wall. He saw a couple of bounties posted. 
 
    He squinted as he read the text underneath the photographs. 
 
    “The Delgado brothers. Wanted for horse theft, assault, murder and kidnapping. Reward: 250 Gold.” 
 
    “That much gold, huh? Must be some real dangerous folks.” 
 
    “They sure are.” 
 
    Harrison turned as he heard a voice next to him. The woman greeted him with a smile. 
 
    “The Delgado boys have been terrorizing Nimbleport for a few weeks now. Bounty’s been up but nobody cared too much to do anything about it.” 
 
    Harrison looked her up and down. Her long red hair cascaded down underneath a brown ten-gallon hat. She had a pistol holstered against a vest that accentuated her physique. 
 
    “Hunter all right…” He didn’t care about staring too hard at her, even though she had a capable arsenal. It was rare to see a bounty hunter who was easy on the eyes. 
 
    She put her thumbs in her leather pants, her green eyes locked on the bounty. “I’m guessing the bounty will double if these boys ever come back.” 
 
    “A hunter had to have gone for them already,” he said. “Bounties rarely get that high where I’m from.” 
 
    “Wherever you’re from, we’re not there. Nimbleport is for simple folk. They’re law-abiding citizens. Sometimes they have trouble standing up for themselves. The Delgado boys though… They’re a nightmare.” 
 
    “You seem capable.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She gave him a wink and grinned. “But I’m just one woman. I know better than to risk myself heading out into the desert when I’m outnumbered. Say… What do you think about you and me heading out there? I’ll give you a cut of the bounty.” 
 
    Harrison chuckled and shook his head. “I’m not much of a bounty hunter these days. Got other priorities.” 
 
    “Other priorities, huh? I remember the days when a bounty hunter actually cared about being on the right side of the law. Even enough gold to last him a few months isn’t enough to motivate him.” 
 
    She put her hands on her hips and took a step closer to him. “I’ll tell you what, stranger. You help me bring in the Delgado boys, I’ll give you something better than gold.” 
 
    Harrison raised his eyebrows in curiosity. The redhead’s green eyes were so seductive he thought it was too obvious. “Hmm… A bounty hunter who knows what her best weapon is. I’m impressed.” 
 
    She couldn’t hold back a giant grin. She reared her head back and laughed, holding her stomach as if she was about to fall over. “I like you. I respect a man who’s honest. And you are a looker.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” 
 
    “But I was thinking more in the lines of something else. I saw that ship you came in on. I’m handy with a workbench and a welder. I can help you upgrade it.” 
 
    “…Now you have my attention.” 
 
    “I thought so. Fine ship but it can always be better. You help me bag the Delgado brothers and I’ll work with the local gunsmith to whip you up an auto-machine gun. Even that gunsmith you’ve got isn’t fast enough to put one together like we can.” She peeked at Evelyn on the other side of the restaurant. “What do you say?” 
 
    “How do I know this isn’t some trap so you can get to me?” 
 
    She scrunched her face in confusion. “Why would I trap you, stranger? I’ve got no business with you.” 
 
    “Either she’s a good actor or she really doesn’t know who I am…” He stared into her eyes. Against his better judgment, he decided to go with his gut. “I’ll be in town for a little while longer. I don’t imagine bringing these boys in will take very long.” 
 
    “If you’re as good as you look, it won’t.” 
 
    “Let me talk to my party so they’re not wondering what’s happening.” 
 
    Harrison headed back to the table and took a seat. 
 
    “Missed you for a second there,” Selina said. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “That woman over there is offering to build a machine gun for the Icarus,” he said. 
 
    “I can already build you a machine gun,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “She’s working with the local gunsmith. More hands means the work will get done faster. The faster we’re done, the faster we get to the Blank Lands. All I have to do is help her with a bounty.” 
 
    “What?” Evelyn scoffed. “You can’t be serious. You really trust  another hunter not trying to take you in when every hunter on Atmos is gunning for you?” 
 
    “Craft might have a lot of money but it takes time for news to reach the other side of the continent. This woman doesn’t know who I am.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “I can see it in her eyes.” 
 
    “Oh, is that so? Tell me, Harrison. What am I thinking now?” Evelyn reared back and crossed her arms, giving him a gaze that would’ve made a lesser man shrink in his seat. 
 
    Harrison shrugged. “You’re thinking how much you’ll miss my handsome face when I’m gone.” 
 
    “Ungh…” 
 
    “This bounty won’t take more than a few hours. By the time I get back, everything will be installed on the Icarus. The balloon will be stored. We can head for the Blank Lands. If it makes any difference, the bounty has been making a mess of this town. It’d be our good deed for the day.” 
 
    “I say go for it,” Selina spoke up suddenly. “If the bounty is really dangerous, we should help. These folks don’t deserve that. Evelyn and I will be working anyway, just like you said.” 
 
    The reluctance on Evelyn’s face disappeared. She gave him a nod and he stood up. 
 
    “I’ll have everything set once you’re back,” Evelyn said as she got up with him. “There’s just one other problem.” She tugged at the collar on her neck. 
 
    If the distance between the women and Harrison was long enough, the electrical discharge would be lethal. 
 
    Harrison paused for a moment. He slowly reached into his vest and pulled out the holding pin. He stared into Evelyn’s eyes as his hands moved to the back of her neck to remove the collar. He did the same to Selina then stuffed the collars onto his belt. 
 
    “It feels weird,” Selina said as she rubbed her neck. “Feel kinda naked without it…” 
 
    Evelyn leaned forward and kissed Harrison softly on the lips. “Come back quick.” 
 
    “I will.” He gave her a nod then headed back to where the redheaded hunter was standing. 
 
    “How about it now?” she said. “You ready to go out there and take down some bandits?’ 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Name’s Daisy.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Daisy. Harrison.” 
 
    “All right, Harrison. Saddle up.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    The desert surrounding the town of Nimbleport was as barren as the land around Duskpoint. Outside of the unpaved carriage roads, there were cacti strewn about every few meters. The wildlife of bison and rattlesnakes were harmless as they stayed peacefully underneath the shade of rocks. Dead carcasses of older beasts were noisily picked upon by the vultures. 
 
    The warmth from the sun above made Harrison wipe a bead of sweat from his forehead. It wasn’t enough to bother him though. 
 
    With nothing to occupy his thoughts, he focused his gaze on the redheaded cowgirl in front of him. Daisy nonchalantly galloped forward, her entire body bouncing in rhythm with every movement of the horse’s steps. Her bodice and trousers were tight against her. Harrison imagined how firm her body was and a smirk came across his face. But he quickly shook the thoughts out of his head as he turned his attention forward. 
 
    “How long have you been a hunter?” he asked. 
 
    “I reckon since I was able to pick up a rifle. Let’s say when I was about nine. About fifteen years ago, give or take.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem like much of a life for a peaceful place like Nimbleport.” 
 
    “A peaceful way of life is the only way of life. Even for a bounty hunter. Town lawmen only take care of business when its within city limits. Hunters like me have to go out when there’s a real threat. When this is over, I’ll go back to working on the farm and helping the old gunsmith.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Delgado brothers won’t cause us any trouble.” 
 
    “They won’t.” She turned around to give him a wink. Harrison chuckled softly then spurred his horse forward. 
 
    The duo moved faster through the barren land as the sun approached its apex. Harrison kept his eyes forward and saw a small group of buildings appear over the horizon. 
 
    “I take it there’s something out there,” he said. 
 
    “Just rumors where the Delgado boys are hiding. Only one way to find out if there’s any truth to it.” 
 
    They approached quickly and pulled up just before entering. Harrison hopped off his horse and stared at the decrepit buildings. Merchants. Saloon. Smiths. Every wooden building was falling apart, covered in dirt and dust. 
 
    “A ghost town,” he said. “What happened here?” 
 
    “This was the old Nimbleport. And when I say old, I mean old. Ancient history. Back then, the people didn’t know any better. Picked a spot thinking it was just as good as any. Turns out it’s in a good spot where the sandstorms hit. Everybody figured they’d be mad to stick around, so they moved to where Nimbleport is now. Better to be next to the water than out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “Sound reasoning.” 
 
    “It’s quiet. Good chance our bounties are hiding here.” 
 
    Harrison nodded to her and unholstered his carbine. Daisy did the same with her rifle and slowly walked through the dirt road into town. 
 
    “Lots of buildings here,” he said. “I say we split up.” 
 
    “Careful now, Harrison. These boys can be tricky. Might’ve heard us coming in.” 
 
    “Good. That means they’re waiting for me.” Harrison gave her a nod and moved into the next building. He pushed the door to the abandoned saloon open. 
 
    It was as archaic as he expected it to be. Enough dirt covered the ground to make the floorboards invisible. The cobwebs were thick on the walls and tables. He looked around the broken down furnishings then moved over to the bar. 
 
    He noticed some of the bottles, though empty, were still sitting perfectly in place on the shelves. “For an abandoned saloon, this place doesn’t look too bad.” 
 
    He turned toward the stairs and slowly made his way up. Every step he took made the splintery wood creak. He held his breath to stay as quiet as he could. When he got upstairs, he saw the same broken down furnishings as below. One of the seats was filled though. A skeleton in a lawman’s uniform, complete with a bowler hat still resting on its skull. 
 
    An empty bottle of liquor with a glass next to it made Harrison smirk. “Drinking ‘til the end. Nunn would’ve been proud.” He chuckled softly then turned to a closed door off to the side. 
 
    “What’s in here now…” 
 
    He inched toward it. The floorboards creaked again despite how slow he moved. His hand pressed against the wood, his print appearing in the dust. He held his breath again as he pushed the door open. 
 
    His carbine flew up but there was nothing inside. 
 
    “Storage closet…” 
 
    He turned around to leave when something caught his eye. 
 
    “Movement.” 
 
    He shifted back around with his repeater raised. Just as he did, a man appeared from behind the door and rushed at him. Harrison fired a point-blank shot, catching the man in the stomach. 
 
    The man grimaced but continued pushing forward. He roared at Harrison as he gripped his carbine. The two struggled with one another until moving to the railing. 
 
    The wooden banister was too old to support even one of them. In the midst of their struggle, they collided with it, shattering it into pieces. 
 
    Harrison quickly spun away from the railing and tumbled. He shifted his weight and positioned himself on top of the man. The two of them crashed onto a wooden table beneath them. 
 
    Despite cushioning from the fall, Harrison groaned as he got up to his feet. He looked down at the man as he lay on the broken wood. 
 
    His linen shirt was stained red, the mark slowly growing larger. He gritted his teeth and furrowed his brow in anger as he looked up at Harrison. The dirty face and unkempt beard were just as he remembered on the bounty poster. The anger in the man’s eyes would only last a few seconds longer until they became lifeless. 
 
    “Shouldn’t have struggled.” 
 
    The door to the saloon burst open and Daisy rushed inside. She slowed down as soon as she saw the stranger on the ground. 
 
    “I got one of ‘em,” Harrison said. 
 
    She walked up to identify the body with a half-hearted nod. “You sure did. Leave him here. We’ll drag him back to Nimbleport for the bounty when we get his brother.” 
 
    As soon as they stepped out of the saloon, they saw a man running away down the carriage road. 
 
    “It’s him!” she shouted. 
 
    Harrison quickly ran forward like a bolt of lightning hit him. He chased after him through the dirt, covering the distance until he was more than twenty meters away. 
 
    “Not this time.” Harrison fell to a knee and aimed down his sights. He steadied himself for a second then squeezed. The shot rang through the air and clipped the man in the leg. He stumbled but managed to stay on his feet, ducking around the corner. 
 
    “Why do they always run?” Harrison sighed as he resumed the chase. Harrison ran toward the building and around the corner. Right when he did, he saw a man almost identical to the one he’d just killed in the saloon. He galloped on his horse right toward Harrison with a pistol up. 
 
    Harrison moved back around the building and pressed against the wall before the man fired three shots. The man emerged from the corner on his horse and quickly galloped down the unpaved road. Harrison rose to fire but again, the man disappeared around the corner of another alley. 
 
    “Harrison! Come on!” 
 
    Daisy rode up with their horses. They began their pursuit again, heading out into the desert and away from the ghost town. The farther they moved, the more barren their surroundings became. 
 
    “There’s nowhere for him to go!” Daisy shouted. “It’s only a matter of time!” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. But I don’t wanna have to drag him all the way back to where his brother is waiting for him.” 
 
    Harrison raised his carbine up. He closed one eye and aimed down the sights. His hand steady on the trigger, he squeezed just as the man in front of him turned around and fired his pistol. 
 
    The shot was just enough to distract Harrison and make him miss. 
 
    “Ha!” Daisy said. “Your shot’s off.” 
 
    “Only by a little.” 
 
    “Let me try.” Daisy raised her rifle up and steadied it against her shoulder. Harrison fired a warning shot to stop the man from firing back. The redhead followed up with another one. The shot clipped the man on the back, slumping him forward on his horse. “Bullseye!” She stuck her tongue out in satisfaction and holstered her weapon. 
 
    They caught up to the horse quickly to find the man had bled to death on his horse. Daisy sighed a deep breath and nodded to Harrison. 
 
    “Not bad. Looks like you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “That’s what years of experience will do for you. Come on. Let’s head back to Nimbleport. I think I’ve seen everything there is to see out here.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    They tied the two bodies down on their horses then headed back down the dusty trail to Nimbleport. With the sun still high in the sky, Harrison enjoyed the peace of the moment. He galloped slowly with the redheaded cowgirl by his side. 
 
    “Where are you from?” she asked. 
 
    “A place called Duskpoint. All the way on the other side of Atmos. You heard of it?” 
 
    She shook her head. “We get people from time to time stopping by on their way to the eastern continent. But I can’t say I talk to them very much. Are all Duskpointers like you?” 
 
    “That depends on what you mean.” 
 
    “Skilled with a weapon. Willing to do what’s right for justice. Charming with women. Handsome.” 
 
    He gave her a wink, chuckling at the sudden grin appearing on her lips. 
 
    “Plenty of hunters to go around in Duskpoint. Most of them are doing it for gold though.” 
 
    “Just gold, huh? Are they as sweet as you?” 
 
    “I’ve never had the opportunity to find out. Perhaps I’m lucky.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine any other hunters traveling with two ladies like you are. They’re pretty, too. I reckon they’re more than just travel companions.” 
 
    The slight drawl in her voice made Harrison smile like he’d been doing this whole time. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean? They’re your friends, aren’t they?” 
 
    Harrison stayed silent. Daisy gave him a curious look. 
 
    Before he could answer, a sudden gust kicked up some dirt, forcing him to cover his face. He coughed and waited for the dust to settle but it continued. 
 
    “Aw, no!” she yelled. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “It’s a duststorm. Just our luck…” 
 
    “Hurry back to Nimbleport!” 
 
    “No! We try that and we’ll get covered! It’s suicide!” 
 
    Daisy looked around through the growing sandstorm then pointed in the distance. “Over there!” 
 
    Harrison spurred his horse and galloped after the redhead. The two kept moving until getting to a small rock cavern in the middle of the desert. 
 
    Harrison got inside and shook all of the sand off of himself. “I’ll have to see a cleaner when we get back to town,” he sighed. 
 
    “It might be a while…” 
 
    He slowly turned around and saw the sandstorm raging. The sand was so thick he couldn’t see more than a meter in front of him. 
 
    “How long do the storms usually last here?” 
 
    He didn’t think much of it until Daisy suddenly hesitated to respond. He turned around to see the uncertainty on her face. It was all the answers he needed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    The howling duststorm was distant as Harrison made himself as comfortable as he could. Sitting along the cavern wall, he glanced at his pocket watch before looking back out toward the entrance. 
 
    “Staring at it won’t make it go away.” Daisy took a seat across from him. “Only thing you can do is sit around and wait.” 
 
    “Sitting around and waiting isn’t something I’m accustomed to. But I suppose if it can’t be helped… How long do these things usually last?” 
 
    “Sometimes a few minutes. Sometimes a few hours. They come and go when they please. Most people have enough sense not to be out to avoid getting caught.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to understand why they moved Nimbleport…” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll get you back safe and sound. Your lady friends look like they know how to take care of themselves. There aren’t any roughnecks in Nimbleport who could give ‘em any trouble.” 
 
    “The people in Nimbleport aren’t the ones I’m concerned with…” 
 
    Daisy sighed. Harrison noticed the slight frown on her lips. In the short time he’d known her, the hunter had always been so sure of herself. Her disappointment made him up get from his seat and move next to her. 
 
    “So… You and the gunsmith work together often?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure. Any decent bounty hunter has got a decent relationship with their local gunsmith. Charlie and I go way back. Made my first rifle for me.” 
 
    She pulled the rifle from its holster and held it up. She ran her hand along the stock and barrel. The way her eyes widened with enthusiasm made Harrison grin. 
 
    “Manual fire. Iron stocks and sights. Elderwood stock. I’ve been reinforcing it since the beginning. Now it’s got enough firepower to take down even the toughest bandits.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine the bandits around here giving someone like you too much trouble.” 
 
    “More than you realize. I’ve taken more hits than I’d like to admit. Don’t wear the bulky vests like most hunters do. How about you?” 
 
    She reached out and tapped his chest. She felt the material, her eyes looking toward the ceiling as she thought about it. “Kinda flimsy… Feels like iron plates.” 
 
    “That’s what it would be.” 
 
    “For a bounty hunter coming from all the way out west, you’ve sure taken a lot of chances. A thicker vest would do you some good. What happens if you get hit?” 
 
    “The best solution to getting hit is to avoid getting hit at all. No vest necessary.” 
 
    “You don’t need that big talk around me. Tell me you haven’t been in the pharmacy under a doctor’s knife getting a bullet picked out of your chest.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s never happened.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Daisy was so surprised, Harrison almost thought she was about to get angry. “You’ve never taken a bullet against your chest?” 
 
    “I’ve taken a few grazing shots on the arms. But I know how to get out of the way.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You must have some scars on you.” 
 
    “Would showing you I don’t have any scars prove it?” 
 
    They didn’t blink at one another. The grin slowly forming on her lips made him do the same. 
 
    “All right,” she said with a nod. “Prove it.” 
 
    Harrison stood up. He kept his eyes locked on her as he pulled off his holsters. He set them aside and began unbuttoning his vest. 
 
    “How long did you say these storms last?” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll shoot anybody that peeks.” She gave him a wink, giving him more reason that he needed to continue. 
 
    He set his vest to the side and began undoing his shirt. He stood bare before her, holding his arms out. “There you have it. Not a scratch on me.” 
 
    Daisy got up from her seat, her eyes narrowed as she looked him up and down. She ran her hand along his chest and over his stomach. Her delicate touch despite her tough exterior made Harrison smile. 
 
    “No scars,” she sighed. “I guess you’ve got a really good surgeon back home.” 
 
    “Or maybe I’m just telling the truth.” 
 
    “It’s possible…” 
 
    “How about you, Daisy? What kinda scars do you have?” 
 
    “Just one. Took a bullet on the right shoulder when I wasn’t paying attention. Doctor sewed it up real nice, so it’s barely there.” 
 
    Harrison put his hands on his hips, an eyebrow raised at her. “And?” 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Are you going to show it to me?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t wanna see something like that now… Would you?” 
 
    “I won’t know until I see it.” 
 
    She bit her tongue and sighed softly through her nose. “…Okay…” 
 
    Just as he’d done to her, Daisy stared at Harrison while she removed her holsters. Her vest followed and her shirt was next. Harrison admired the shape of her body. Her breasts were firm behind the bra they weighed heavy upon. Her slight tan accentuated her curves, understandable from all the time she spent in the sun. 
 
    She trailed her hands along her flat stomach and pointed at the line on her shoulder. “You see that?” 
 
    Harrison moved closer and eyed the small pink line on her shoulder. “Barely.” 
 
    “Took a shot from a pistol. It was close, so it didn’t get very deep. Bastard was hiding behind a rock when a sandstorm picked up. I made him pay though. Got him better than he got me.” 
 
    Harrison kept his face close to her shoulder, slowly moving his head until it was next to hers. He closed his eyes as he pressed his lips to hers. Her soft lips made searching for her tongue that much easier. 
 
    He pulled her close for a deeper kiss but she suddenly pulled away. 
 
    “What about your lady friends back in town?” 
 
    “Right… Them… Don’t worry. They don’t mind sharing.” 
 
    “I see.” Daisy raised her eyebrows, poking the inside of her cheek with her tongue. “Is that the kinda man you are, Harrison?” 
 
    “If you mean I’m a man with experience, then yes, I am that kinda man.” 
 
    “Your friends have good taste. I think I’d like another…” She moved her face back to his. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. No longer having to hold back, his hands trailed along the back of her bra. He undid the hooks and let the fabric fall to the ground. He didn’t stop, moving his hands down to her belt buckle. 
 
    Daisy returned the favor. She moaned softly into his mouth as she undid his trousers. The two undressed one another until they were naked in the basin of the cavern, the sandstorm continuing to rage just a few meters away. 
 
    The redhead sighed when he put his mouth on her neck. She wrapped her hands around him and moved her lips to his ear. “Lemme show you how we do it in Nimbleport.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes as she slowly lowered herself down to her knees. Harrison’s heart beat harder in his chest at the sight of the redhead gripping his rigid shaft. Her green eyes widened, still unblinking as she wrapped her lips around him. 
 
    Another sigh escaped him as she moved her face upon him. She sucked upon him, wetting his taut flesh with her mouth. The sounds of wet flesh bounced off the walls and filled the cavern. 
 
    “I like the way they do it in Nimbleport,” Harrison sighed. She smiled with her mouth full of him. 
 
    She began to work her mouth back and forth even faster. Harrison sensed his end nearing. His knees began to buckle. He trembled uncontrollably. At the last moment, he found his senses and pulled her off. 
 
    “What?” Daisy gasped and licked her lips. “Is something wrong—” 
 
    She gasped again as he brought her up to her feet. His hands roamed down her waist until he found her cheeks. It didn’t take him much effort to lift her from the ground completely. She wrapped her arms and legs around him as he pressed her against the cavern wall. 
 
    He shifted his hips, moving his length in search of her entrance. The warmth emanating from her was easy to find. He moved his lips away just enough to stare into her green eyes. 
 
    “Never met a hunter like you before,” she sighed. 
 
    “No. No, you haven’t.” 
 
    They smirked at one another. But a sudden thrust wiped the smiles from their lips. Daisy’s face twisted with agony. Her jaw dropped. A deep moan climbed from her throat, spurring Harrison to work even harder. 
 
    He plunged into her, impaling her completely on his length. Every stroke was harder than the last. He bounced the redhead upon him as if he were trying to split her in two. 
 
    Daisy began to tighten up. Sweat dripped from her brow and covered her tan skin. Her nails began to dig into the back of his neck. 
 
    “Harrison… Oh… Don’t stop…” 
 
    “And if I do?” 
 
    “Don’t joke… Not now…” 
 
    Her eyelids flickered. Her lips twisted, stuck between wanting to smile and trying to deal with the pleasure racking her body. 
 
    Harrison’s knees began to tremble. His body tightened up so much he knew he couldn’t hold back. 
 
    He fell to the ground on top of her, staying between her legs as he drove her into the rocks beneath them. His hilt slammed against her entrance. Their sweaty bodies slid over one another. Tongues sloppily danced together between moans. Fingers locked together in a grip as tight as any weld. 
 
    “Harrison… You’re gonna make me…” 
 
    “Do it, Daisy…” 
 
    “Do it with me… Give it to me… Hunter… Ahh!” 
 
    Her sudden whimpers were followed by her spasms. She trembled underneath him. Her hands squeezed tight around his. Her legs wrapped around the small of his back. The pleasure pulsing through her was unmistakable. 
 
    Harrison gritted his teeth and lost himself. He plunged himself into her, emptying a thick strain of his seed as deep as he could. Hard contractions throbbed uncontrollably. The pleasure of his end made his mind go blank. 
 
    He stayed inside of the redhead, his frame resting on her sweaty body. She rested peacefully underneath him. Her body shook with a giggle, making him sit up. 
 
    “That was…” She sighed a deep breath and shook her head, a growing grin on her lips. “…Wow.” 
 
    “If flattery will get you out of the deal we made, you’d better have another idea.” 
 
    “I’m a woman of my word. Charlie and I will get to work on that machine gun as soon as we get back to town. Of course, that last part isn’t up to me.” 
 
    They both turned back toward the entrance. Harrison watched as the blowing sand suddenly began to die down. The dirt began to settle and blue sky was once again visible. 
 
    “Darn,” she said. “And I was just beginning to have some fun. You should see what I do to a man after we’re done.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you could show me now…” 
 
    Daisy hopped to her feet and stepped back into her trousers. She gave him a wink as she grabbed her top. 
 
    Harrison rolled his eyes and sighed. “I guess I’ll have to find out during the next sandstorm. Let’s get back to Nimbleport and conclude our business.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    The Icarus sat in the dirt on the edge of Nimbleport. With the balloon of the Icarus tucked away, Harrison’s airship looked more sleek and inconspicuous than it had ever been. The solarite plating was polished silver and covered the rusted metal he’d grown accustomed to over the years. Just a glance was enough for Harrison to know how sturdy it was. 
 
    He took a look at it with a smile before stepping inside of it. “It’s hard to believe you managed to weld together enough plating to cover this whole thing,” he said. 
 
    “The ship’s not very big,” Selina replied. “If this were a commercial airship or a warship, there’s no way I would’ve been able to finish.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing I like to travel light. What was it you wanted to show me?” 
 
    “I’ll give you show you the weapons on the upper deck Evelyn installed but first… How was it?” 
 
    “How was what?” 
 
    “Your little adventure out there. Getting caught in a sandstorm. Must’ve been scary.” 
 
    “Oh… That…” Harrison chuckled at the thought of it. “The storm didn’t last very long. Daisy said we were lucky.” 
 
    “How about the bounty?” 
 
    “I’ve never met a bounty who put up much of a fight. They weren’t any trouble.” 
 
    “And did anything else interesting happen?” 
 
    The way Selina looked at him made Harrison twist his brow in confusion. “Not that I recall.” 
 
    “I see… And those marks on your neck. Did you get into a tussle with the bandits?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Must’ve been tough. It looked like he tried to dig his nails into you.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows, her lips curling into a smirk. Harrison couldn’t hold back his laugh. 
 
    “You’ve been spending too much time around Evelyn. Only a woman who worked in a brothel would notice something like that.” 
 
    “I’m only curious. Was she better than me?” 
 
    “Better? I would say different, as all women are.” 
 
    “Quite the diplomat,” she sighed. “On to more important things…” 
 
    She walked to the instrument panel on the main deck. The deck itself was nothing remarkable with nothing more than the brass walls and workbench off to the side. But it only took a second for Harrison to realize everything else was different. 
 
    “You made some changes,” he said. 
 
    “New engines means new instruments.” 
 
    He ran his fingers over the display. The scratched dials were replaced with a glass that was polished clean. 
 
    “I took the liberty of spending some gold on a new display. With how fast this thing can move now, it only seemed appropriate. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all. Whatever helps me fly it better.” 
 
    Selina ran her hands over to the panel. “Here you have everything you’ve seen before. Compass. Short-range electric radar. Clinometer for orientation. Astrolabe. This map here is for your latitudes and longitudes. You can set a direction as usual and the ship will automatically adjust but you’ll have to pilot yourself for stops and starts.” 
 
    “Everything I’m used to.” He moved his hands over the wheel. The piece of brass was polished clean, smooth in his grip as he spun it around. “This doesn’t seem any different.” 
 
    “The throttle is the same. You can move it forward, back, and spin it around in every direction. The new engines mean you can rotate faster than before. This display right here will tell you whether or not somebody’s strapped into the machine gun. No barrel rolls if they’re not, please. Don’t want anybody flying off the top of our deck.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t chance it.” 
 
    “The most important thing, however, is right here.” She moved her hand to the back of the wheel. “Do you see that?” 
 
    Harrison leaned forward and saw the short red switch underneath the wheel. 
 
    “You have to give it a nice hard squeeze to move it. That’s your boost.” 
 
    “Boosters are in, huh?” 
 
    “A jet of helium and steam combusts to heat the glacith. It won’t last long. No more than five seconds, six if you really push it. But you’ll move.” 
 
    Harrison straightened up and raised an eyebrow. “How fast?” 
 
    “Remember what I said about being strapped into the machine gun? More knots than your instruments can measure properly.”  
 
    Her grin made Harrison chuckle. “Only a machinist could smile like that.” 
 
    “I had to shut the engines off for a few hours. The welded metal is still warm and has to set in place. Take off now and the thing will fall apart.” 
 
    “It’s no matter. Evelyn is still working with Daisy and Charlie on the second machine gun.” 
 
    “Two machine guns. Two heavy cannons. Rocket boosters. Armor plating. I can’t imagine anything that’ll stop us from getting to the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “Let’s not count our chickens just yet. You still have to upgrade that gauntlet of yours.” 
 
    They stepped off the ship together. The sun was still high above them without a cloud in the sky. 
 
    Selina stretched her arms out and basked in the sunlight. “Nimbleport is so nice. The water is so beautiful. Maybe we can just hang around here after we get back from the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “That’s a possibility.” 
 
    “I’m sure you wouldn’t mind with Daisy still around.” 
 
    “Ha! Are you still on about that? You’re not jealous, are you?” 
 
    “No, no. That’s not it at all. In fact, it just makes me more eager to see what I can do with you.” 
 
    Selina moved close to him and ran her fingers over his collar. He looked down at the machinist, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    She grinned at him before turning her stare to the side of town. 
 
    Nimbleport stood on the edge of the continent. The ocean was right next to them. Ships rose up and down in the water as passengers got on and off. 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she sighed. “We’re all the way on the other side of Atmos. Look at how big the ocean is. You think we’ll make it, Hawke?” 
 
    “You’ve done everything you could. If the Blank Lands are north, we’ll get there.” 
 
    “I hope so…” 
 
    She sighed another deep breath, a soft smile on her lips. 
 
    Harrison stared out toward the ocean and lost himself in the waves crashing in the distance. “Strange…” He looked down and saw the ground beginning to darken as if a storm cloud was coming. But the darker it got, he knew it wasn’t just a cloud. 
 
    He spun around and saw it immediately. 
 
    It floated through the clouds, a ship more than five times the size of the Icarus. Polished iron covered it completely, shimmering under the sunlight it threatened to block out. The airship moved toward them slowly, growing bigger with every movement. 
 
    Selina looked at him then turned around, her eyes widening as soon as she spotted it. 
 
    “Hawke—” 
 
    “Go find Evelyn.” 
 
    “But we can’t fly—” 
 
    “Now! Go!” 
 
    Selina nodded and ran with a panic. Harrison followed into the town after her and saw all of the townsfolk standing and staring in awe. It was as if the entire town had frozen. 
 
    Harrison searched for one of the lawmen and grabbed him by the collar. “You have to tell everybody to hide.” 
 
    “What?” the official said. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a hunter. He’s here for a bounty. He doesn’t care about collateral damage. You have to get these people out of here.” 
 
    “But there’s nowhere to go!” 
 
    “You have to find somewhere! Go!” 
 
    The lawman gave a panicked nod. He shouted to the townspeople to get their attention. He ushered as many as he could into a building off to the side of town. 
 
    The iron ship kept descending toward them until landing as close to Nimbleport as it could get. 
 
    Harrison stood in the center of the street between the buildings with his carbine drawn. He took a glance at his pocket watch, counting the seconds until he saw a figure emerge from the side of the ship. 
 
    “Garrett.” He was more than a hundred meters away but there was no mistaking him. The iron vest and boots. The hat. The goggles. The cloak he wore over him. And the way he confidently rested his shotgun over his shoulder. 
 
    Garrett sauntered forward, flanked by ten more bounty hunters on each side. The hunters stood stone-faced, eyeballing Harrison as if they were machines. They had their rifles up, ready to shower Harrison with bullets. But their numbers or the bullets they could fire weren’t enough to shake Harrison. 
 
    The Iron Devil kept walking forward until he was separated by the length of three buildings. Garrett pressed his mustache down with his fingertips and grinned. 
 
    “Hawke! I told you I’d find you.” 
 
    “You’re slow, Garrett. You should think about giving that monstrosity some maintenance.” 
 
    “You like it? I call it the Iron Zeppelin. Craft gave me an advance on my bounty so I could have it put together. He knows when the Iron Devil promises a bounty, he delivers.” 
 
    “You’ll fail just like you did in Lampworth.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. We’re at the edge of the continent. There’s nowhere left for you to go.” 
 
    “There’s one more place left for me.” 
 
    Garrett took a step forward. He kept his shotgun on his shoulder, his other hand resting on his hip. His nonchalant demeanor was bolstered by the men flanking him. 
 
    “You made me come all this way for you, Hawke. Searched every town I came across. You can make it up to me though. Step onto the ship and give Craft everything you stole from him.” 
 
    “You have no idea what Craft is even looking for. If a man like him finds—” 
 
    “I don’t care what Craft is looking for. Neither should you, bounty hunter. That’s what we do. We hunt.” 
 
    He lowered his shotgun down around his hip and took it in both hands. The other bounty hunters followed his lead and took aim. 
 
    Harrison dug his heels into the dirt and held his carbine at his waist. He twisted the stock in his palm, the indexing of the wood so familiar it was like a part of him. His other hand held the zithril barrel. The extra weight of it gave every bullet the extra kick he needed at the moment. He steeled his gaze upon the hunter continuing to size him up. 
 
    The door to the smiths opened up. Evelyn, Selina, and Daisy stepped out and joined him by his side with their weapons raised. 
 
    “Look at that!” Garrett said. “All of my bounties in a nice, neat little package. I got no quarrel with you, cowgirl, so you can step aside.” 
 
    “You got a quarrel with Harrison, you got a quarrel with me,” Daisy said. 
 
    “We all make mistakes. So be it… Last chance, Hawke. You know you can’t escape me.” 
 
    Harrison looked at Evelyn. She gave him a nod, her jaw clenched. Selina gave him the same hardened stare. Daisy kept her eyes locked on Garrett as she pointed her rifle at him. 
 
    “Tell Craft if he wants me… He can come get me at the Blank Lands.” Harrison raised his carbine up and fired two quick shots, downing two of the bounty hunters at Garrett’s side with shots straight through their heads. Daisy followed his lead and took two more blood-splattering blasts. 
 
    “Get ‘em!” Garrett shouted. 
 
    His hunters responded but not before Harrison and the others ducked behind the buildings to the sides. Evelyn and Daisy hid in the alley across from him while Selina stood by his side, leaning against the building. 
 
    “I got a plan,” Harrison said. “Just stay calm.” 
 
    “I can block some of their shots with my gauntlet.” 
 
    “I only need you to block one. You hear me, Selina? Block one and you get back here.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He counted the seconds in his head then quickly moved away from the building. He fired two shots, catching a hunter in the neck and sending him to the floor. The hunter grunted in pain, no longer stone-faced as he was just moments ago. 
 
    Another hunter tried to respond but Selina rushed in front of Harrison, parrying the bullet before it caught him in the chest. Harrison returned the favor. He gripped her arm tight and pulled her back behind the building as more gunfire threatened to pierce through them. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” she said. “We can’t take them all out!” 
 
    “Calm down, Selina. It’ll be all right. I promise.” 
 
    Harrison looked across the alley and saw Daisy and Evelyn fighting back. They fired behind the cover of wooden barrels and crates. The smoke and steam rose from their weapons with every shot. The determination on both of their faces was like nothing he’d seen yet. 
 
    He peeked his head around the building to see the hunters continuing to move forward with their weapons up. Garrett stood in the middle of the road without a care in the world, nonchalantly resting his shotgun over his shoulder. His iron heel tapped against the dirt as he watched the gun smoke fill the dirt road in the middle of town. 
 
    There were more than a dozen hunters still left. The gunfire suddenly ceased. They quickly moved away from the streets and ducked into the alleys between the buildings. 
 
    “They’re trying to flank us,” Harrison said. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    “…Fall back…” He looked across the alley to Daisy and Evelyn. “Fall back!” 
 
    They got the message and receded down the street toward the building at the end of the road. More hunters emerged from the alleys, forcing them to duck behind barrels before they could get inside. 
 
    Harrison backed up and covered Selina as she moved to the large building. 
 
    Garrett began to advance forward. He put his shotgun over his shoulder and lowered his hat over his face. 
 
    “All right, boys!” he shouted. “Let ‘em have it.” 
 
    The hunters suddenly flooded into the buildings around them. The screams of the townsfolk filled the air as they were dragged by their arms and legs out onto the road. The lawmen tried to fight back but their electric batons were swiped from their hands before they could act. 
 
    The townsfolk fell to their hands and knees. Their whimpers and sobs were loud as they begged for mercy. The hunters pointed their weapons at them, indifferent to their helpless victims. 
 
    “Now I hate to drag innocent people into this,” Garrett said. “But you brought this on them, Hawke. Collateral damage. Just the nature of being a hunter. This could all be avoided if you just—” 
 
    “You bastard!” Daisy shouted. 
 
    “Daisy! No!” Harrison tried to stop her but she charged forward with her rifle raised. 
 
    She downed two of the hunters before getting clipped in the chest and falling to the ground. Harrison quickly chased after her and fired. Three carbine shots caught three hunters right in the chest, sending blood spraying into the air and knocking them to the ground. 
 
    But he was forced to duck back behind a building as the remaining hunters returned fire. 
 
    “Let ‘em go!” Harrison yelled. 
 
    “Come with me, Hawke! Come with me and you can stop the coming massacre to this town.” 
 
    “No!” Evelyn shouted. 
 
    Harrison watched as Evelyn and Selina charged forward recklessly. Selina took the lead, blocking as many of the incoming shots as she could until she was close enough to swing. Evelyn fired her pistol and stunned a hunter, turning him into a trembling mess. 
 
    They moved close enough for the remaining hunters to surround them. They grabbed Evelyn’s arms and forced her pistol from her grip before she could fire another shot. Selina’s gauntlet was ripped from her arm and tossed to the ground. 
 
    “No!” Harrison charged out and fired, managing to clip one of the hunters in the neck. The blood leaked down his body as he fell to his knees. 
 
    Harrison ducked behind a post as another swarm of bullets headed in his direction. 
 
    “Not good enough!” Garrett quickly raised his shotgun up and slammed Selina in the side of the head. The violent thud stopped her from resisting. Evelyn received the same fate, a hard blow sending her to the ground. “Let’s go!” 
 
    Garret led the way back to the Iron Zeppelin as the hunters carried Selina’s unconscious body. 
 
    Evelyn struggled to break from their grip on her arms, still in a daze. “Harrison! Go for the Blank Lands! Get there before Craft!” 
 
    “Shut up!” Garrett barked. He raised his shotgun up and caught her right on her temple again. Evelyn fell the same as Selina, no longer struggling as she was carried away. 
 
    Harrison slammed his boots against the dirt and pumped his legs as fast as he could, chasing after them until his lungs burned. But as more hunters emerged from Garrett’s ship, Harrison was again forced to move behind the cover of rocks to avoid more gunfire. 
 
    “Dammit…” He gritted his teeth, helpless as he waited for the hail of gunfire to end. He kept counting the seconds in his head, ready to move as soon as he could. “Come on… Come on…” 
 
    When the bullets stopped, he moved out and chased after the ship. 
 
    But the hunters were gone. The Iron Zeppelin ascended into the air. Evelyn and Selina couldn’t be seen. 
 
    He pushed himself but the distance between them continued to grow until he was more than a hundred meters away. 
 
    Garrett stood at the entrance to his ship. “You ever wanna see them again, come to Grayhaven!” He gave Harrison one last wave before disappearing inside. 
 
    Harrison raised his carbine up and aimed down the sights. He squeezed hard on the trigger but the shot plinked harmlessly against the massive iron ship. 
 
    Forced to catch his breath, he fell to a knee. 
 
    No matter what he did, he couldn’t shake the helplessness beginning to loom over him. But there were no clouds. There was just a clear blue sky with the Iron Zeppelin sailing back west, out of his reach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    NINE YEARS EARLIER… 
 
    Harrison leaned against the building. His arms crossed, he stared at the floor as his thoughts emptied. He ignored the townsfolk walking by him. The people went about their business as the sun shined above during the twelfth hour of the day. 
 
    He jerked his head to the side and saw the old man gingerly step through the door. 
 
    “You all right—” 
 
    “I’m okay.” Nunn put his hand up and put his coat on. “Didn’t get very deep. Doctor popped the bullet right out and patched me up. Nothing a plate of pot roast and some ale won’t cure.” 
 
    Nunn walked away from the doctor’s building with Harrison trailing right behind him. Harrison kept his thumbs in his pocket, shaking his head as he searched for what to say. 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Nunn said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Don’t say it, whatever it is you’re about to say.” 
 
    “How do you know what I’m gonna say?” 
 
    The old man stopped in his tracks and turned to Harrison. Nunn always had a way of looking intimidating. Even when Nunn had a smile on his face, it didn’t mean much. 
 
    “I’ve known you since you were a kid,” Nunn said. “You’re still a child in my eyes. Just because you can wield a wrangler and have bagged some bounties doesn’t change that.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “You’re about to apologize.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—” 
 
    “I just said don’t say it.” Nunn put a hand on Harrison’s shoulder. “You’re less than half my age. You haven’t seen as much as I have. I’ve seen it all. Taking a bullet isn’t something I try to do but it happens in this line of work.” 
 
    “It was my fault.” 
 
    “It was your fault. If that was me, I would’ve taken out the target. That’s what bounty hunters do. Nothing else matters. It’d be best if you realize that. Now you know.” 
 
    Nunn squeezed his hand around Harrison’s shoulder before walking away. Harrison followed after him, keeping his head down as his mind started to race. 
 
    “I saw him,” he said. “That bandit had his arms around that boy. He was gonna kill that kid. I had to draw his attention away.” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain to me what you did. He raised his pistol up from the kid and pointed it at you… at me, after I decided to pull you aside.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Nunn? What would you have done? When a bounty is holding a hostage, is it just a matter of taking out the bounty, no matter what?” 
 
    Nunn stopped in his tracks again. He narrowed his gaze, looking Harrison right in the eye like he was the only thing that existed. “What do you think bounty hunters do?” 
 
    Harrison shook his head, trying to search for an answer. 
 
    “The fact that you even have to think about it makes me wonder about you,” Nunn said. “Maybe I haven’t been getting through to you like I thought I have.” 
 
    He took a step toward Harrison and kept his eyes locked on him. Nunn hardened his intimidating stare. 
 
    “You’re a bounty hunter,” Nunn said. “All that matters is the bounty.” 
 
    “What about doing what’s right? What does it matter if we got our bounty but that little boy died?” 
 
    “What does it matter? The gold matters.” 
 
    “Is that what it’s always about? The gold?” 
 
    Nunn scoffed and put his hands on his hips. “Let me tell you something, Harry. And I want to make this perfectly clear to you. You can do this for glory. You can do this for fame. You can do this because you wanna impress a cute girl at the brothel. You can do this because you wanna help out the people of Duskpoint. But you won’t always get that. Some people don’t care that you’re out risking your life. One day you’re famous, the next, you’re forgotten by the next hunter that comes along. A woman might be impressed but she’ll move on when she sees something else she likes. 
 
    “But you know what’s guaranteed? You know the only thing you know for sure that you’ll get in this line of work? The gold. It’s right there on the posters. Take this bounty and you’ll get paid. That’s why we do this.” 
 
    The old man was staring so hard at Harrison, Harrison didn’t even realize how hard his heart was pounding. Harrison didn’t budge though. He didn’t even need to give it more than a second thought. 
 
    “What about doing it because it’s the right thing to do?” Harrison said. 
 
    Nunn leaned back and crossed his arms. “Keep doing the right thing. Let’s see if that’s enough to fill your stomach and put a roof over your head. That’s if you even make it back for supper.” 
 
    Nunn spun on his heel and marched down the road. “Come on now. I just spent more time in the doctor’s office than I wanted to. Let’s have a meal and forget about this nonsense.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison stood at the instrument panel. His pocket watch in his palm, he watched the hands tick by. He counted the seconds in his head, each one as agonizingly slow as the last. 
 
    He didn’t move. He didn’t blink. He just stared at his watch with nothing on his mind except the time slowly moving by. 
 
    “Damn…” 
 
    He muttered to himself and exhaled as if he’d been holding his breath. He left the Icarus and leaned against the side of it. 
 
    The sun was still high in the sky. A warm breeze blew against him, cooling the sweat already beginning to drip from his brow. He was about to lose himself in his thoughts when he heard footsteps approaching. He didn’t have to look up to know who it was. 
 
    The redhead moved right next to him. “I like to come out here sometimes,” Daisy said. “Just relax in the sun and the breeze. I know what you’re thinking. Nimbleport’s such an empty town with everybody always coming or going. Why would you need to leave if you wanted some peace and quiet? Well, sometimes you just really need to be alone. You’re probably kinda feeling that way right now. But I ain’t going anywhere.” 
 
    Harrison sighed softly through his nose. “I learned a long time ago there was no point in pouting, if that’s what you’re getting at.” 
 
    “You’re not pouting, I know that. I also know you ain’t happy either. That passes though. Everything passes.” 
 
    Harrison looked up at her. The redhead had a smirk on her lips that made him realize things weren’t completely lost. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “Just a flesh wound,” she said. “Didn’t hurt much. Doctor said it’ll leave a scar but hey, that comes with the territory. I hear there are some men who think scars are kinda sexy. Maybe when it heals up, you can give it a kiss to make it feel better.” 
 
    Harrison chuckled softly. “If this were any other time, I’d kiss more than just your scar… I’m sorry about what happened to the townsfolk. Never meant to get any of them involved.” 
 
    “Nothing happened to ‘em outside of some dirt on their clothes. At least now the lawmen around here will take the threat of bandits more seriously. Hopefully we’ll see more lawmen around these parts. You did what you could. Your friends stepped up, too.” 
 
    “They stepped up and now they’re going back to the man they were trying to escape.” 
 
    Daisy raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “Sounds like a long story but I’m willing to listen if you’re willing to tell it.” 
 
    “All you need to know is Evelyn and Selina escaped from a bad man they were forced to work for. And now they’re being taken back.” 
 
    “Didn’t know ‘em very well but they seemed like good women. Not that it matters. Nobody deserves to be a slave. That doesn’t explain what you’re still standing around here for.” 
 
    “Selina installed a new engine. It’ll be a few hours before I can take off without the whole ship falling apart on me.” 
 
    “I saw that monstrosity. A few hours won’t make a difference. You can catch up to that thing in no time.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know if I’m going after them.” 
 
    Daisy was taken aback, her brow furrowed in confusion. “You mean you’re just gonna abandon your lady friends?” 
 
    “Evelyn said it herself. She told me to leave her behind.” 
 
    “You’re not actually gonna listen to her now, are you?” 
 
    Harrison sighed, his eyes focused on the dirt as the memories came back to him. “An old friend of mine. A person closer to me than anybody else. He told me the only thing that should matter to a hunter is the gold. Maybe he’s right.” 
 
    “Hmph. Doesn’t sound like much of a friend to me. What good is the gold if it doesn’t help you sleep at night? 
 
    “I don’t know much about you, Harrison. I’ve only talked to you for so long. But you’re a man more than you are a hunter. I don’t even know why you’re thinking about this.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Harrison chuckled. “You’re right. I guess I just needed to hear it from someone else. It’s hard to escape a ghost when it’s right over your shoulder…” 
 
    “We’re going after your friends. Nothing’s gonna stop us from saving them.” 
 
    Harrison raised his head up. “We? Us?” 
 
    The redhead crossed her arms and tapped her foot against the dirt. “I don’t know what you did or why that man came after you. It don’t matter at this point. He came to Nimbleport. Threatened the peace of this town. I’ve got a bone to pick with that bastard myself.” 
 
    He grinned when he saw the unmistakable defiance burning in her green eyes. 
 
    “As soon as your ship is ready, we’re gonna head right for that hunk o’ junk in the sky.” 
 
    “Right. There’s just one more thing we need to do. You and Charlie were working on that machine gun.” 
 
    “That’s right. I can get some of the other townsfolk to join in. We can get it together in a snap.” 
 
    “Forget about the machine gun. I’ve still got resources on the ship. I’m gonna put everything I can into my forward cannon. You ever work with zithril or solarite before?” 
 
    “Never heard of it but I’m sure Charlie can make it work.” She squinted at Harrison. “What’s on your mind?” 
 
    All of the time spent waiting finally cleared Harrison’s thoughts. He’d gotten over Selina and Evelyn’s abduction. He didn’t care Garrett was waiting for him and setting up a trap. He didn’t care he would have to travel back in the direction he came after coming so far. 
 
    The determination burning in his chest was strong enough to make him forget about everything else except his only goal. Now all he could do was smile. 
 
    “You’re looking at me kinda crazy now, Harrison. But if you want us to upgrade your forward cannon, we can do it.” 
 
    “That’s what I want. I need it.” 
 
    “Another machine gun would be better for a more balanced attack. Can I ask why you want the forward cannon specifically?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to send Garrett a message he won’t miss by punching a hole through his ship.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    The heavy cannon was the size of a carriage, resting on the Icarus’s bow. The sleek lines and glistening metal were an afterthought though. The circuitry and wires connected to it meant it could detect anything within a fifty-meter radius. And judging from the size of it, anything it detected was sure to meet a certain end. 
 
    “I’ve seen ships pass by before. Fancy gunships, too. Never seen a cannon like this before though. I’d hate to be on the ship that takes the brunt of this.” 
 
    Daisy ran her hand over the cannon, admiring it like a piece of art. 
 
    Harrison remained focused despite her enthusiasm. “You saw how big the Iron Zeppelin is. It’ll take more than a cannon.” 
 
    “I reckon you’ve got a mighty fine plan up your sleeve.” 
 
    “A good hunter always does.” 
 
    He walked over to the side of the ship where the machine gun was waiting. Its polished steel glistened underneath the sunlight. It wasn’t nearly as large as the forward cannon but it was more than formidable. 
 
    Harrison pointed to a small metal box underneath it. “That’s the energy canister. It generates energy from the wind while we’re flying. The heat generated creates the ammunition to fire. Steam propels it out at a rapid rate. The problem is overheating. You see this thing start to glow red hot, that means it’s overloaded. Take your finger off the trigger.” 
 
    “Take my finger off the trigger… That’ll be tough if I see that bastard.” 
 
    He pointed at the ground. “Magnetic harnesses. They’ll lock onto your boots and keep you in position even if we’re upside down. These side plates around the gun will cover you while you’re firing. As fast as we’re gonna be moving, they won’t be able to hit you.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Don’t try taking down the ship. You can squeeze the trigger ‘til your hand breaks and you won’t make a dent. Let the cannon you upgraded do the work. Focus on keeping my path clear.” 
 
    Daisy put her hands on her hips and nodded. “I’ll fire this gun until we’re where we need to be. What are you gonna do?” 
 
    “I’ll be piloting the ship. I’ll get in position to blow a hole through the zeppelin. Once I do, I’ll get on and look for Selina and Evelyn.” 
 
    He squeezed her shoulder in his hand and made sure to look her right in the eyes so he got her point. “This is a different kind of bounty,” he said. “We go in, get ‘em, then leave. They’ll be too slow to give chase.” 
 
    “I got a personal beef with this Garrett fella. But… I’ll settle for doing as much damage as I can.” The redhead winked then positioned herself behind the machine gun. She squeezed both hands on the handles, swiveling it around to test her aim. 
 
    Harrison moved away from her then looked out as the Icarus sailed into the distance. It had only been a few hours since they’d left Nimbleport. The sun was beginning to set but their path was clear. 
 
    “Stay in position,” he said. “We’re almost there.” 
 
    He headed back onto the main deck and sat at the instrument panel. His hands gripped the wheel and pushed forward to throttle the Icarus even faster. He kept his eyes locked on the clouds in front of him, waiting for the scenery to change. 
 
    He broke through a wall of clouds and saw it. The Iron Zeppelin floated ominously. 
 
    His brow furrowed, Harrison clenched his jaw as he pushed forward on the throttle. 
 
    The ship in front of him grew larger with every meter he covered. 
 
    “Get ready, Daisy.” He spoke the words even though he wasn’t near her. He imagined her focused and aiming down the sights of the machine gun. 
 
    “Let’s see what this thing can do.” He pressed down on the trigger underneath the wheel. The Icarus shot forward like a bolt of lightning, ripping through the clouds. 
 
    He gained on the Iron Zeppelin until it was floating right before him. He watched as compartments on its side opened up. Mechanical drones began to fly out of it like large bees. 
 
    The sound of gunfire filled his ears and appeared in front of him. Daisy’s shot was true, exploding the drones in the air and filling the sky like fireworks. 
 
    “That’s it, Daisy. Keep it up.” 
 
    Harrison stayed with his eyes locked on the Zeppelin. He gritted his teeth as he neared it. One hand moved to the instrument panel, flipping the switch to activate the cannon on the ship’s bow. 
 
    “Selina… Evelyn… Hold on. I’m coming.” 
 
    He pressed the trigger on the throttle again and the Icarus shot forward like a bullet. He moved right toward the Zeppelin on a collision course. Just before he slammed into it, the heavy cannon let out a thunderous blast that exploded on the side of the Zeppelin. 
 
    The energy hammering into the side of the massive iron ship was deafening. Bright light filled the sky, forcing Harrison to turn his face. He gritted his teeth and pushed forward on the throttle, sending the Icarus into a nosedive. Harrison held on for as long as he could before turning his ship back up. 
 
    More drones flooded out of the Iron Zeppelin. Harrison swore he could hear Daisy screaming as she continued to pick off the drones with endless gunfire. 
 
    Harrison steadied himself as he pulled the ship back around his target. The spot where the heavy cannon fired had left a gaping hole in the zeppelin’s side. 
 
    “I’m coming, ladies… Stay with me now.” 
 
    He floated his ship as close as he could before climbing back to the upper deck. 
 
    Daisy stayed behind the machine gun, yelling as she continued to shoot down all of the drones beginning to swarm on them. 
 
    “I’m going after them!” he shouted. “Watch my back.” 
 
    He grabbed the rope connected to Icarus’s anchor, holding it up and spinning it around. He gathered enough momentum then tossed it forward. The magnetic anchor on the end of it slammed against the side of the zeppelin’s hull. The anchor began to retract, pulling the Icarus closer to the opening Harrison had made. But just when it was close enough for Harrison to make the jump onto the Zeppelin, hunters appeared. 
 
    Harrison quickly ducked down behind the railing on the side of his ship. A hail of gunfire filled his ears just inches away from him. 
 
    “Daisy! Gimme some cover!” 
 
    “I gotcha!” 
 
    The redhead rotated the machine gun to the opening where the hunters were standing. The barrel rotated and bullets filled the spot. They tried moving out of the way but a second too late was a second too slow. 
 
    Daisy screamed as she turned the hunters into a bloody mess. They fell back on their spots while others plummeted off to an assured death. 
 
    Harrison kept his head down until the gunfire stopped. He slowly stood back up to see the carnage of broken metal and bloody bodies Daisy had left behind. 
 
    “Path’s all clear.” She gave him a wink. 
 
    He gave her a smirk then made the leap onto the zeppelin. He rolled forward and unholstered his carbine and revolver. One weapon in each hand, he walked forward, ready to kill anything that wasn’t Evelyn or Selina. 
 
    The halls of the zeppelin were a stark contrast to his own ship. There was no rusted brass or leaking steel pipes. It was the finest piece of construction Harrison had ever seen, ship or otherwise. 
 
    “I wonder how much Craft spent on all of this—” 
 
    “He’s over there!” 
 
    Harrison moved behind a wall as a group of hunters fired upon him. He waited for the gunfire to stop before responding in kind. Rapid shots from both weapons lit up the hunters. Faces. Necks. Chests. He made them bleed, squeezing his trigger with an anger he’d never had before. He kept firing until not a single one of them was moving. 
 
    After stepping over the bodies and blood he’d left behind, he searched left and right. The ship was so massive, he wasn’t sure of which direction to go. 
 
    “Where would he be keeping them?” 
 
    He ducked behind a corner as a trio of hunters came rushing at him. 
 
    “Gotta keep ‘em alive…” 
 
    He counted the seconds in his head before moving back into the hall. He fired at two of the hunters, catching them both in the soft spot above their vests. Then he moved back around the wall to avoid more gunshots. 
 
    “One… two… three…” 
 
    He moved back into the hall and fired at the last hunter. Two bullets in his knee sent him screaming to the floor. The hunter grabbed his leg with both hands, wincing in pain as he writhed on the ground. 
 
    Harrison rushed up to him and pointed his carbine against his temple. “Where is Garrett keeping them?” 
 
    “I can’t… The Devil will kill me…” 
 
    Harrison pressed his repeater down harder. “If you don’t say, I’ll kill you.” 
 
    The hunter sputtered in frustration and sighed. “Deck 4. Eastern block. Just take the stairs. Please… Don’t kill me…” 
 
    Harrison pulled his rifle back up then slammed into the side of the man’s head to prevent him from following. 
 
    He quickly climbed the ladder up two decks to where the hunter directed him. Another group of hunters headed in his direction, but he ducked behind a wall and let them move by without incident. 
 
    “Come on… Where are they?” 
 
    He raced down the halls until finding a metal door at the end of it. He pushed it open and found a set of bars blocking his path. Behind them, Selina and Evelyn sat next to one another. 
 
    They both looked up, their eyes wide in surprise. 
 
    “Hawke!” Selina jumped to her feet. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Evelyn said. “I told you to go for the Blank Lands—” 
 
    “Quiet.” Harrison raised his carbine up and fired at the lock. He searched their necks. “Garrett didn’t collar you?” 
 
    “I told him there was no need. He convinced himself there was no way for us to escape.” 
 
    Harrison smirked. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The three raced back down the hall and down to the deck where the Icarus was waiting for them. The rush of wind coming in from the hole blowing against the side of the zeppelin grew louder. Harrison saw the light outside beginning to appear. 
 
    More hunters lay on the ground in pools of their own blood, courtesy of Daisy’s handiwork. 
 
    “How did you…” Evelyn’s question was answered when she saw the redhead continuing to fire her machine gun at anything that moved. 
 
    “Come on!” Harrison barked at the two of them. They helped Selina get back onto the Icarus first. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Harrison turned around to see Garrett slowly walking toward him. The hunter appeared just as he remembered, armor and goggles polished to a shine. “Do you think I’m just going to let you take my bounties like that?” 
 
    “Yes…” Harrison gave him a nod. “I think you are.” 
 
    “I think not.” Garrett raised his shotgun up and fired. 
 
    Harrison and Evelyn ducked out of the way. 
 
    “Get on the ship!” he yelled at Evelyn. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Get on!” 
 
    The gunsmith nodded and stumbled onto the Icarus. Harrison moved to follow but another shotgun blast made him duck back to the ground. 
 
    “All right,” he sighed. He unholstered his carbine and pointed it at Garrett. “You wanna do this now, let’s do this.” 
 
    “Ah… There’s the hunter I was looking for. I was beginning to think you didn’t exist.” 
 
    They both leaped to the side and fired at one another. Both blasts narrowly missed. Harrison quickly recovered, ducking behind a shipping container as Garrett shot again. 
 
    “You should’ve just gone back to Grayhaven!” Garrett shouted. “I’ll never let you leave my ship alive!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if I leave your ship or not. As long as they make it to the Blank Lands before Craft, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    “How noble. And you call yourself a bounty hunter.” 
 
    Harrison looked around, searching for a way to get by Garrett and onto his ship. Daisy continued keeping him cover just outside but he knew she couldn’t stay forever. 
 
    “Just come out now and we can end this,” Garrett said. “One shot. Right between the eyes.” 
 
    Harrison turned to the opening off to the side. He could see the Icarus slowly drifting away as the reel on the anchor began to loosen. 
 
    “One chance. That’s all I need.” 
 
    “All right, Garrett. One shot. You miss this one, you’re not getting another one.” 
 
    “I’ll take those odds.” 
 
    Harrison took a deep breath then got up to his feet. With all of his strength, he pumped his legs and ran toward the opening at the side of the ship. 
 
    Garret raised his shotgun up and fired. 
 
    Harrison gritted his teeth and leaped forward just before he heard the shot buck behind him. He stretched his arm out as far as he could and reached for the rope keeping his ship attached to the Zeppelin. His fingers barely wrapped around it. He squeezed his grip as tight as he could and in the same motion, brought his carbine up and fired at the rope. The gunshot split the rope away from the magnetic anchor and sent the Icarus floating away from the Zeppelin. 
 
    “Harrison!” Evelyn shouted. 
 
    Harrison held on tight as he swung underneath his ship. He shifted his body to avoid another blast from Garrett standing at the opening to his zeppelin. 
 
    “Selina!” Harrison shouted. “Get us out of here!” 
 
    Selina rushed down the ladder to the main deck and throttled the Icarus farther from the Iron Zeppelin. 
 
    Daisy kept the machine gun up and fired, forcing Garrett to take cover. More gunfire was followed by explosions bursting through the sky in a trail behind the Icarus as the cannons took out the chasing drones. 
 
    Harrison squeezed onto the rope, dangling on the side of his ship with nothing but the clouds underneath his feet. 
 
    “Only a few more seconds. Evelyn can’t pull me up by herself.” 
 
    He holstered his carbine then gripped the rope with both hands. With every last bit of strength he had left, he pulled himself up the side of his ship. 
 
    Evelyn pressed her heels into the deck as she gripped the rope to bring Harrison up the side. She strained, screaming as she tugged him up until he was able to climb over the railing and fall next to her. 
 
    “Everybody get down!” he yelled. 
 
    Daisy and Evelyn followed him down onto the main deck. He took the controls from Selina and pushed forward on the throttle. A speed boost made everybody stumble back. The clouds began to flash by them in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Harrison stayed focused until he knew he was clear of the Iron Zeppelin’s range. “That’s it. Garrett can’t catch up to us here.” 
 
    He turned around to see the exhaustion on all of their faces. 
 
    Selina rushed up to him and planted a kiss on his lips so hard he nearly fell back. 
 
    Evelyn giggled softly to herself. 
 
    Daisy put her hands on her hips and sighed. “I reckon you three will be taking a break after all this.” 
 
    Harrison looked at his other two companions and shook his head. He didn’t have to say anything for them to know what he was thinking. 
 
    The Blank Lands were waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    The Icarus sailed peacefully north toward the horizon. The sun began to set in the west with the clouds rolling by beneath. 
 
    Harrison breathed calmly through his nose and closed his eyes. His heart slowed in his chest and he began to relax. 
 
    “This is it,” he said. “The last stretch.” 
 
    He turned around to see his two companions. Evelyn leaned against the wall, her arms crossed and a confident smile on her lips. Selina sat next to the workbench. She was smiling though Harrison could still see some uncertainty in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m surprised Daisy isn’t coming with us,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Taking Daisy with us isn’t her priority. She has a responsibility to watch over Nimbleport.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’s up to us to make sure Craft doesn’t get his hands on whatever is out there.” 
 
    “Like it’s always been.” Harrison turned back to the horizon. “The coordinates are set. There’s no indication on any map other than what I read scribbled in that old book. We’re headed in the right direction but I can only guess how long it will take. We have enough provisions to last us a few weeks. There’s no more time for any upgrades.” 
 
    Evelyn moved by his side and shook her head. “I can’t believe it. We’re actually headed for the Blank Lands.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s out there. We need to be prepared for everything though. Make your final preparations. Get some rest. After everything you’ve been through so far, I know you’re tired.” 
 
    “I still have to upgrade my gauntlet. I should probably take care of that now.” Selina climbed the ladder up to the main deck. 
 
    “Evelyn?” 
 
    The gunsmith nodded. “I’ll finish the upgrade on your carbine.” 
 
    “There’s something else I have to ask you to do.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    Harrison got up from the pilot’s seat and began unbuttoning his vest. Evelyn smirked, her tongue sticking out the side of her mouth. “I suppose now isn’t a bad time to ask for something like that, seeing as how this might be our last chance to be together.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Tempting as always. But Daisy made a good point. My vest won’t cut it. Constantly having to hide behind cover. Not being able to trade shots with Garrett.” 
 
    “Sounds like you need a suit of armor.” 
 
    “Have you seen the top hat he wore? He looks quite foolish, considering nobody would actually aim above his head. No, I need to ask you to reinforce my vest. Use whatever solarite, glacith or zithril we have left. Keep it light but make it durable.” 
 
    Evelyn took the vest from him. “I’m a gunsmith. This is work more suited for anybody else, a tailor even.” 
 
    “It’s important Selina finishes the upgrades on her gauntlet. There’s no one else on the ship who can do it.” 
 
    “If there’s nobody else.” 
 
    He put his hands on her arms and moved his face to hers. Her soft lips were wet enough to make him want even more. He gently pulled away from her, staring into her deep blue eyes. 
 
    “I trust you,” he whispered. 
 
    She smiled softly and nodded. “I won’t let you down, Harrison.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison climbed up to the upper deck. Garrett’s drones left scuffs and scratches of gunfire along the floors but everything remained intact. He smiled as he saw the cannons on the bow and aft waiting for any threat to near. 
 
    Selina sat at the compositor. Her focused stare was locked on two magnifiers hovering over her gauntlet. 
 
    It only took Harrison a moment to realize the changes she’d made. The dull brass replaced with a brighter steel. The titanium was rusted but even just a glance was enough to see how much sturdier it was. 
 
    “When Garrett’s hunters pulled this thing off me, I didn’t think I would ever get the chance to wear it again. I was stuck inside of that cell. It was all I could think about.” 
 
    “Really? I’m disappointed I wasn’t on your mind.” 
 
    “I mean, besides you.” She stuck her tongue out at him before going back to work. 
 
    Harrison moved to the railing and put his hands in his pockets. He looked out toward the sun to the west as it began to dip beneath the clouds. 
 
    “Thanks.” Selina spoke without taking her attention off her gauntlet. 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me for something I was going to do regardless. I would never let a man like Garrett take you back to a life you didn’t want.” 
 
    “That’s just it though. You saved me from Garrett. You saved me from Craft. You didn’t have any reason to believe me. But you did it anyway.” 
 
    “What if I told you I was only doing it for the gold?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. You did it. And… I know that’s not the case.” 
 
    She sighed softly. Harrison stayed silent, curious as to what she could possibly be thinking. 
 
    “Listen, Hawke… I see how most of the women are in Grayhaven. They’re all dressed in fancy gowns. They’re looking to catch the eye of a man so they could live in luxury. They want to wear expensive jewelry and dine on exotic foods while enjoying the admiration of the men around them. 
 
    “I was never like that. I never wanted that. I just wanted to be a machinist.” 
 
    “Not just any machinist but the greatest machinist. To prove the doubters wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s how it was before. Now though… Evelyn is right. We have to keep whatever’s out there out of Craft’s hands. Thanks, Harrison. Thanks for letting me do my part to save Atmos. Maybe even all of Aeria owes us thanks.” 
 
    He thought of something clever to say but instead bit his tongue. The sincerity in the young blond’s eyes was clear, even as she kept her focus on her gauntlet. 
 
    Harrison watched as she slipped it on her hand up her forearm. The intricate piece of machinery extended over each finger. The mechanisms trailed all the way up her arm. Gears turned near her elbow. 
 
    She held her hand out and wrapped the thick titanium fingers into a fist. 
 
    “How does it work exactly?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s not as complicated as it might look. Energy is created whenever I close my fist. It’s stored in this tube right here. When there’s enough pressure, it releases all of the energy in a combination of steam and electricity.” 
 
    “I thought you said it wasn’t complicated.” 
 
    “I guess it’s easy when you’ve been doing it all your life…” She grinned as she ran her hand along her arm. “After this is all over, maybe I’ll make a gauntlet for you, just like I said before.” 
 
    “And as I said before, tier four is treating me just fine.” 
 
    “Tier four?” 
 
    He held his fist up. “I’ve gotten by all this time with just blood, skin, muscle, and bones.” 
 
    “Hmm… Let’s hope that’s enough this time.” She moved close and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Umm… I had a talk with Evelyn while we were locked up.” 
 
    Harrison shrugged. “I assumed you did.” 
 
    “It was about you. We… exchanged notes on… your… performance.” 
 
    “My performance?” He raised an eyebrow. “I suppose I shouldn’t judge you for a conversation in captivity.” 
 
    “When this is all over, maybe you’ll give me another chance to gauge your performance again. I think it’ll be a lot better the second time.” 
 
    The way Selina smiled formed a couple of dimples on her freckled cheeks. It was almost enough to distract Harrison from how red she’d become. 
 
    He chuckled softly and nodded. “I’ll be looking forward to it.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison retired to his room for several hours to give both women the time they needed to work. After reading through the rest of the ancient book, he stepped back out into the main deck. Evelyn sat at the compositor and brought the information for his weapons up on screen. 
 
      
 
    Repeater Carbine 
 
    Barrel: Grade 3 Zithril (Greater Shield Piercing and Impact) 
 
    Stock: Grade 2 Snakewood (Better Hipfire Accuracy, Increased Firing Rate) 
 
    Magazine: Grade 3 Lead Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Revolver 
 
    Barrel: Grade 3 Solarite (Greater Bullet Speed) 
 
    Stock: Grade 1 Walnut (Lesser accuracy) 
 
    Cylinder: Grade 3 Iron Core Copper x 10 
 
      
 
    Wrangler 
 
    Barrel: Nickel 
 
    Ammo: Electric Volts 
 
      
 
    “You should be able to squeeze the trigger faster with your new stock. You’ll be more accurate at close range, too. I also took the liberty of getting you some new ammo at Nimbleport. They’re still copper but the higher grade means they’ll have more impact. I took a good close look at Garrett when I was next to him. Even his armor can’t withstand it forever.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on encountering Garrett again. How about the ship?” 
 
    Evelyn moved from the compositor to the workbench and brought the display on screen. 
 
      
 
    NAVIGATION SYSTEMS 
 
    Level 1 - Navigation Sequencer 
 
      
 
    HULL 
 
    Level 1 - Reinforced Solarite Plating (Electric Resistant) 
 
      
 
    ENGINES 
 
    Level 1 - Glacith Flair Accelerator (Greater Top Speed) 
 
    Level 1 - Rocket Booster (Speed Boost) 
 
      
 
    WEAPONS 
 
    Level 2 - Heavy Cannon (Aft)(Auto) 
 
    Level 1 - Machine Gun (Port)(Manual) 
 
    Level 3 - Heavy Cannon (Forward)(Auto) 
 
      
 
    “Looks like you upgraded the forward cannon.” 
 
    “Courtesy of Daisy and the local gunsmith.” 
 
    “Weaponry is strong. Hull plating is improved. I’ve seen how fast this thing can move now. Are you still sure about navigations?” 
 
    “I trust myself to fly this thing more than any kind of machinery or circuitry… The vest?” 
 
    “The vest…” 
 
    Evelyn got up from her seat and pulled the vest up from the compositor. It didn’t appear any different than before, black with the same pattern Harrison had worn this whole time. 
 
    Evelyn moved behind him and put it onto his arms. Then she moved back in front of him, looking into his eyes as she buttoned it up. 
 
    “All dressed up for the big gala…” she said. 
 
    They smiled at one another. “The greatest gala anybody has ever seen.” 
 
    “How does it feel?” 
 
    He straightened it out and nodded. “Sturdier but not heavier.” 
 
    “That’s a thin sheet of solarite with an iron base. Best I could do not being a tailor and not having much time left.” 
 
    “It’s more than enough.” 
 
    Evelyn glanced down at the book in his hands. “Been doing some reading?” 
 
    “Just finished.” 
 
    “Anything interesting?” 
 
    “Yes… It appears someone used to live where we’re going. It was a long time ago. An ancient, advanced civilization.” 
 
    “Any chance we’ll find someone there?” 
 
    “Not likely. It was many years ago. Whoever wrote this book wrote it like they were telling a story. They spoke of the inhabitants in the past tense.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that we don’t become past tense as well.” 
 
    He raised the book up and pointed to the text. “Something else interesting I found… Look at this… They don’t call them the Blank Lands. It just says the Lands.” 
 
    “The Lands… I guess ‘Blank’ stands for the literal blank in the text.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. But there’s something written between the words.” 
 
    Evelyn squinted to get a better look. “I think I see it. It’s faint. Like someone tried to erase it. What does it say?” 
 
    “I deciphered it.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows at him. “Don’t keep me in suspense now, Harrison.” 
 
    “It says ‘Grand’.” 
 
    “Grand… The Grand Lands. That’s a lot more appealing than Blank. Why do you think they erased it?” 
 
    “Maybe whoever wrote this book understood the kind of influence it might have. Someone might be mad enough to actually try to travel there based on its name.” 
 
    “Then why even write the book in the first place?” She widened her eyes at him, growing more curious than she already was. 
 
    “An ancient, advanced civilization. It would be a shame if that story was lost to history.” 
 
    Evelyn considered it for a few seconds then nodded. “That makes sense… There’s one last thing I have for you, Harrison.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She moved back to the compositor and picked up a small device. She grabbed Harrison’s hand and placed it into his palm. 
 
    He examined the sphere of glass. A line of copper ran along the center of it. Inside, there was what appeared to be sand. He rotated it around and saw the hands just like on his pocket watch. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a steam grenade. A high-powered explosive. One of the blueprints showed me how to make it.” 
 
    “Is that such a good idea to be carrying on my ship right now?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It won’t go off you until you pull that lever on the side and set the timer.” 
 
    “Evelyn… Why are you giving me this?” 
 
    She sighed softly through her nose, almost like she didn’t want to say it. “There’s no telling what we’ll find down there. There might be a chance we have to destroy it, just so it doesn’t fall into Craft’s hands. I feel like… Whoever made these blueprints made this one for a reason.” 
 
    “…I understand.” 
 
    “If you see that, make sure you have enough time to get back to the Icarus.” 
 
    “How big is the radius?” 
 
    “I can’t be certain. A hundred meters. At least. An inch closer is too close.” 
 
    He shifted his eyes back to the steam grenade then tucked it into his vest opposite his pocket watch. 
 
    The horizon slowly became darker as they raced through the sky. 
 
    “Get some rest,” he said. “We’re almost to the edge of the map.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    Evelyn sat with her arms crossed, staring blankly toward the dark horizon. Selina nervously tapped her foot on the ground as she ground her teeth back and forth. 
 
    Harrison peered into the distance then turned to his instrument panel. The clinometer. The astrolabe. The compass. Everything was lined up with the location on the map. 
 
    “Should be here…” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes and searched through the darkness they continued to move through. The clouds rolled by beneath them. The stars began to shine brighter above. Harrison kept his hands on the wheel to keep them study. 
 
    Suddenly, a hard jolt made them shift in their seats. 
 
    “Stay strapped in,” he said. “Just a little bump in the road…” 
 
    He looked back down at his instruments and noticed everything had shifted. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “I can’t get a reading. It’s telling me we’re moving in the opposite direction only… we’re not.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Selina pointed forward. 
 
    In the distance, tiny objects began to appear floating in the sky. Small mechanical devices, glowing with electricity around them. 
 
    “Better stay clear of those,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Harrison floated near one of the objects and the electricity around it amplified. The light flashed and another thud shook the Icarus, jolting them in their seats. Harrison gripped the wheel tighter as he continued to zoom through the sky. More of the objects appeared. 
 
    “There’s too many of them,” he said. “They’re some kind of electric mines.” 
 
    “The hull should be able to hold,” Selina said. 
 
    “I won’t take the chance unless I have to. Evelyn.” 
 
    The gunsmith nodded and got up from her seat. She climbed to the upper deck. 
 
    Harrison slowed as much as he could and watched as the gunfire shot forward in front of him. He flipped the switch to activate his heavy cannon. The electric mines exploded in the sky, giving Harrison just enough space to pass through. 
 
    “How are we doing, Selina?” 
 
    The blond sat anxiously in her seat, her gauntlet tight against her chest. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “You’re doing fine. Just a little turbulence. Have you ever been on one of the big airships before?” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what that has to do with anything.” 
 
    “Have you, Selina?” 
 
    “I did. Once.” 
 
    “And did it rock back and forth when you were on it?” 
 
    “It did.” 
 
    “That’s all this is. No difference. We’re taking a nice little trip to the Grand Lands.” 
 
    “Ha! That might work with a child but I know better. I think…. I think there are more mines up ahead.” 
 
    “Evelyn’s got them taken care of. Looks like our ship is upgraded enough.” 
 
    “Harrison?” 
 
    He heard a sudden concern in her voice. He didn’t have to ask her why. He watched as a dark cloud formed in front of him. It grew so large he couldn’t fly over it or beneath it. 
 
    “Hold on, Selina. I’m going through it.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and accelerated into the cloud as it approached him. As soon as he entered, the entire ship was surrounded by lightning. The blue electricity crackled loud enough for him to hear it through the ship’s hull. 
 
    The electric mines continued to explode all around him, rocking the ship back and forth. Harrison kept his composure as best as he could and continued pushing. 
 
    “Evelyn can’t see the mines. Doesn’t know what she’s shooting at…” 
 
    The heavy cannon worked to take out as many mines as it could but when one exploded, it set off a chain reaction that detonated the one next to it. 
 
    The Icarus began to shake so violently Harrison had trouble staying in his seat. His entire body shifted around. The view through the windscreen became dizzying. The lightning continued to flash in front of him to the point he had to grimace and close his eyes. 
 
    “Selina! Take my place!” 
 
    “What? But—” 
 
    “I have to get Evelyn! Come on!” 
 
    Selina got up and quickly strapped herself into Harrison’s seat. 
 
    He climbed to the upper deck where Evelyn was standing next to the machine gun, trying to focus on more mines than she could count. 
 
    The wind alone was hard enough to knock them down. The electricity from the mines was thunderous. It filled Harrison’s ears to the point he could barely hear himself think. 
 
    He rushed up to Evelyn and put a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Get down below!” he shouted. 
 
    “I have to take out the mines!” 
 
    “Selina needs you by her side! Take the cannons! It’s not safe for you out here!” 
 
    “And it’s safe for you?” 
 
    “Don’t argue with me!” 
 
    Evelyn gritted her teeth and frustration before quickly moving away from the gun. Harrison watched her descend before taking her place and locking his boots into the magnetic holds. 
 
    “Keep moving forward, Selina… Don’t stop…” 
 
    The Icarus floated through the sky, dark clouds beginning to billow around them. Harrison could barely see the electricity crackling in the distance but he stayed focused. He shifted the machine gun as fast as he could. After he shot down a mine, he quickly moved to the next one. 
 
    The amount of electricity rocking the ship became too much to handle. The Icarus shook violently. 
 
    “She’s losing orientation… Dammit…” 
 
    Harrison looked forward but there appeared to be no end in sight. The cloud engulfed the Icarus completely in every direction. No matter where he looked, there were electric mines. 
 
    A mine suddenly slammed against the ship’s hull, rocking it so hard it jarred Harrison out of place. He fell free from the magnets holding him down and stumbled onto the deck. 
 
    The Icarus began to tip over on its side. 
 
    “Hold on…” 
 
    He slid down the deck, threatening to fall over the edge. Just before he did, he grabbed the rails with one hand. 
 
    “Not this again…” 
 
    He clenched his jaw and used all of his strength to pull himself back up. The electricity crashed like thunder all around him, deafening and blinding him all the same. He squeezed his eyes tight and put his other hand up on the rail. 
 
    “Come on, Selina… Steady this thing…” 
 
    The Icarus slowly began to reorient itself straight before Harrison’s grip became too slick with sweat. A bolt of electricity narrowly missed him and slammed against the deck floor. He rushed back down into the main cabin, stumbling back and forth as he tried to take Selina’s place. 
 
    “Strap in!” he shouted. 
 
    Selina and Evelyn both took their places back next to him. The machinist closed her eyes, her lips moving softly with a silent prayer. Evelyn reached out and put a hand on top of hers. It was enough to make Selina turn to her and smile. 
 
    “This isn’t where we meet our end,” Evelyn said. “We’ve come too far to stop now.” 
 
    Selina’s throat bobbed up and down with a hard swallow. A nervous smile came to her lips as she nodded. 
 
    “You’re right,” Harrison said. “I have to push through…” 
 
    His fingers moved toward the booster on the underside of the wheel. 
 
    “The hull is holding,” he said. “If I can get through all of these mines, I can detonate them without taking the full impact.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of mines out there, Harrison,” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Not enough. It’ll hold, won’t it, Selina?” 
 
    Selina hesitated to respond. Harrison looked back at her and smirked, trying to will her to give him the answer he wanted. 
 
    She giggled anxiously and nodded. “It’ll hold.” 
 
    “That’s what I wanted to hear. Hold on tight, ladies.” 
 
    Selina and Evelyn held one another’s hands tight. 
 
    Harrison gripped the wheel as tight as he could as he squeezed the booster switch. 
 
    The Icarus shot forward like a bullet, igniting all of the electric mines around them. The lightning and thunder surrounding them were endless, blinding their view of the sky in front of them. 
 
    The ship rocked violently. Harrison held his place as best as he could. But the ship began shaking more and more to the point he lost control. 
 
    Suddenly, the dark cloud disappeared all around them. The nighttime sky returned to normal with the stars shining bright above them. The Icarus began to reorient itself toward the direction they were heading. 
 
    “I think…” 
 
    Before Harrison could finish, he noticed something in front of him. His eyes narrowed as he saw something blocking his path. He blinked to make sure he was seeing it correctly. 
 
    A blue barrier sat in the sky like everything behind it was walled off. It stretched all the way above the atmosphere, down beneath the clouds, and toward the horizon on both sides. 
 
    The Icarus began to shake as more electricity began to slam against the hull. 
 
    “That’s where we’re heading,” Harrison said. “That’s the barrier blocking us from the Grand Lands.” 
 
    He flipped the switch on the instrument panel and activated the heavy cannon. A charged blast shot forward and collided with the barrier. The explosion of energy was so bright all of them had to close their eyes. 
 
    It took a few seconds for the energy to disappear but when the light went away, the barrier sat plainly in front of them. 
 
    “No good,” Evelyn sighed. “The forward cannon is the strongest weapon we have.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    Harrison glided the Icarus toward the barrier. 
 
    “Wait,” Selina said. “Hawke, you’re not thinking—” 
 
    “Hold on. We can get through this.” 
 
    Neither woman bothered protesting. At this point, Harrison had already made up his mind. 
 
    He pushed forward on the throttle and closed in on the barrier. 
 
    “Thirty seconds… Twenty seconds… Fifteen seconds to impact…” 
 
    Harrison kept track in his head. His heart beat faster in his chest. His body continued to shift in its seat as the turbulence increased. 
 
    “Wait for it… Five seconds… Now!” 
 
    He flipped the boost switch hard and the Icarus sped forward just as they neared the barrier. The ship hit the barrier at lightning speed. The impact spun the ship in every direction as it tumbled forward in the sky. 
 
    Selina screamed as she rocked violently in her seat. Evelyn held on as tight as he could. 
 
    Harrison kept his eyes forward as the Icarus kept spinning in its descent. 
 
    “Come on… Come on!” He grabbed the throttle as hard as he could, pulling back and trying to force the Icarus back into position. 
 
    But the more the ship tumbled, the more he could see the ground below them getting closer with every spin. 
 
    He knew there was no avoiding it. All he could do was brace himself. 
 
    “Hold on—” 
 
    His orders were interrupted as the Icarus’s hull slammed into the ground like a comet. The ship rocked violently as it skidded across the dirt. They slid for hundreds of meters until grinding to a harsh stop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    “Ungh…” 
 
    A pain throbbed in Harrison’s temples, forcing him to blink his eyes open. He slowly woke from the sudden darkness and his hand instinctively moved to his forehead. 
 
    “Not bleeding. That’s a good sign.” 
 
    Despite how much pain he was in, his thoughts quickly shifted to the view in front of him. The sun rays lit a forest more tropical than he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Must be dreaming still…” 
 
    The instrument panel flickered with lights but nothing appeared broken. 
 
    He turned around to see Selina and Evelyn still strapped in their seats. The two ladies were groggy as they slowly came to. 
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
    Evelyn opened her eyes, a long, painful sigh climbing out of her throat. “I’m not sure… What were you thinking? You had no idea if we could get through that barrier.” 
 
    “It worked.” 
 
    “Let’s not try that again,” Selina said. “I think I’m gonna have nightmares about spinning out of control like that.” 
 
    “Come on.” Harrison unstrapped himself from his seat. “Let’s have a look around.” 
 
    “Are you sure we’re in the right spot?” 
 
    “There’s only one way to know for sure.” 
 
    With a bit of reluctance, Selina and Evelyn followed Harrison’s lead off the ship. 
 
    The forest view was even more mesmerizing standing right next to it. The lush trees stretched toward the sky as the sun shined above them. The branches stood high in the treetops while more brush surrounded them. The air was warm against Harrison’s skin. The smell of fresh dirt and leaves filled his nostrils. He couldn’t remember taking a breath so clean and clear. 
 
    He looked behind the Icarus and saw the trail his ship skidded through in the forest. 
 
    “Smooth landing,” he said. 
 
    “I’m more concerned about the smooth takeoff,” Selina said. 
 
    “We’ll deal with that after we figure out where we’re at.” 
 
    He walked forward through the trees. Selina kept her gauntlet up, ready for anything that came through the brush to attack them. Evelyn kept her pistol at her side, just as wary as her machinist companion. 
 
    Harrison examined his pocket watch to see just how much time had gone by. The group had been unconscious for enough time for the sun to begin to come up, a combination of fatigue and a turbulent landing taking its toll on them. But the throbbing pain in his temples had subsided and his focus was renewed on the path before him. 
 
    “If these are the Grand Lands, they don’t look very grand to me,” Selina said. 
 
    “Patience,” Harrison said. “I think I see something in that clearing up ahead…” 
 
    He walked forward and pushed the brush and branches aside. He moved by the last set of trees and suddenly found himself standing on a precipice. In the valley below, there were buildings sitting in the center of it. 
 
    “Wow,” Evelyn said. “It looks like we found… something.” 
 
    “We did all right.” Harrison couldn’t help a smirk. “Let’s go see if the locals are friendly.” 
 
    “I don’t think there are any locals left around here…” 
 
    Harrison descended into the valley, the small set of buildings coming into view. The closer he got, the better he could see them. 
 
    Structures made of steel, brass and copper were covered in moss. There was no steam coming from the chimneys. The pipes lining the buildings had seen better days. The gears and cogs running the machinery next to them had rusted shut. There was no sign of movement, not even from any wildlife. 
 
    “Look at all of this growth,” Evelyn said. “It’d take centuries for all of this to build up.” 
 
    “That would fit the timeline I read in the book,” Harrison said. 
 
    He moved next to one of the buildings and looked up at it. There were no windows on it. There didn’t even appear to be an entrance. 
 
    “This looks like a factory,” he said. 
 
    “What kind of factory?” Selina asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe an electrical or steam generator. There are nothing but components inside of it. This thing hasn’t been used in ages.” 
 
    “This town isn’t very big. Lancaster is bigger and there’s not much there. Are you telling me we came all this way to look at a bunch of defunct factories?” 
 
    “That building.” Harrison pointed at the structure in the center of the town. “That’s where we need to go.” 
 
    The building stood no more than fifty meters away. It was constructed of the same rusted steel and brass as the others, the pipes surrounding it just as worn and moss-covered. But it was taller, its roof formed in the shape of a pyramid. 
 
    Harrison walked to it and looked up. “No windows. No doors. Just like the other buildings. There has to be a way in though.” 
 
    “Maybe you can make your own entrance,” Evelyn said. “Selina here can punch a hole through it.” 
 
    “No… There’s another way.” 
 
    Harrison stood at the side of the steel building and pressed his hand against the wall. He ran his fingers along it before suddenly finding a crevice. “Right here.” He pushed his fingers down like pressing a button. 
 
    The earth suddenly rumbled underneath them. Harrison took a step back and watched as the brass wall began to rise, revealing a pathway inside. 
 
    Selina squinted at the door. “The gears and mechanisms are still functional. I’ve never seen this kind of engineering before.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “It’s all still running so smooth. If you leave something like this for just a few months, it’ll start to rust. But… the gears are positioned in a way it doesn’t matter if it’s not maintained. This is incredible!” 
 
    “Let’s not get too excited.” Harrison walked forward into the building. “We don’t know what we’ve found yet…” 
 
    The trio walked into the building and found themselves standing in an open space. The ground was made of solid steel, so clean it appeared someone just polished it. Surrounding them were dozens of pipes leading up toward the ceiling which glistened with the same polish as the floor. Sunlight shined in through holes along the walls ten meters above them. 
 
    “What do you suppose they have a big open space like this for?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    As soon as she finished speaking, the entrance they walked through came crashing down. Harrison rushed up to it and tried to search for a way to open it back up. 
 
    “We’re not trapped in here… Are we?” Selina gave the others a concerned look. 
 
    Evelyn and Harrison looked at one another, their silence already saying more than enough. 
 
    Before their worry could get to them, the ground rumbled. 
 
    Harrison steadied himself and eyed the other side of the room. He watched as the steel wall slowly began to rise. Behind it, the shape of a figure appeared. 
 
    He instinctively unholstered his carbine and held it at his waist. Evelyn readied her pistol. Selina activated her gauntlet. 
 
    They all stared at the wall until it rose up toward the ceiling. A machine stomped forward two-stories tall before them. A mechanical frame of gears and cogs rested on a pair of steel legs. It had no arms, a couple of machine guns one would find on a turret in their place. A red light shined on the center of its body. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Looks like some sort of mobile defensive turret,” Selina said. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we could tell it we’re not hostile.” 
 
    The red light roamed around the room as if it was searching for something. The light moved to Harrison and locked on the center of his chest. He closed one eye to deal with the glare shining bright on him. 
 
    “No,” Harrison said. “I don’t think that’ll make a difference.” 
 
    He ran to the side just before the machine began to fire. The bullets ricocheted off the floor as Harrison pumped his legs. Evelyn raised her pistol and fired a blast of energy that stunned the machine enough to halt its fire. 
 
    Harrison raised his carbine up and unloaded, damaging one of its turrets but not enough for it to resume firing. Again, Harrison avoided the shower of bullets as he raced around the room. 
 
    “I have you, Hawke!” Selina rushed forward with her gauntlet activated and slammed it into the machine’s leg. The massive blow crumpled its limb and made it stumble. But the punch was so hard, it made the machine turn its attention to the blond. 
 
    Harrison quickly ran up and tackled her as the machine’s gunfire resumed. They just managed to duck out of the way before Evelyn was able to stun it again. 
 
    “Just like we always do!” Harrison shouted. “Keep it distracted, Evelyn! Selina, follow my lead!” 
 
    Harrison rose up and fired his carbine. His new stock made it easier for him to cock back and fire faster than ever. He emptied a set of rounds into the machine’s body, sending sparks flying from its mechanisms. 
 
    It turned toward him and fired, forcing him to move again. 
 
    “Selina!” he shouted. 
 
    The machinist moved next to it and quickly hammered it with another gauntlet blow. Just as it turned, Evelyn fired another blast from her pistol to stun it. 
 
    “Finish it off!” Harrison pulled his revolver out and fired both of his weapons at it. Selina waited until he emptied both of his weapons before running back up to hammer its other leg and send it tumbling onto its back. 
 
    “Evelyn!” 
 
    Evelyn followed Harrison’s order and fired another blast. It was all the time Harrison need to reload. He stood next to the machine and aimed both weapons at the red light, firing until the sparks ignited all over the machinery. 
 
    The gears ground to a halt as the flames consumed it. The trio watched until the machine became motionless while it bathed in the fire. 
 
    Harrison sighed and shook his head. “That wasn’t so bad.” 
 
    He looked back toward the entrance they came from and the wall began to rise. At the same time, the wall opposite to it began to come up. 
 
    “We can leave now,” he said. “Or we can see what else we’ll find.” 
 
    Selina smiled and gave him a thumbs up with her gauntlet. Evelyn appeared just as confident as she nodded. 
 
    Harrison walked toward the new opening with the others. A set of stairs led down into a growing darkness. He walked for several seconds until he began to see something in the distance below. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    There was something glowing beneath them. And the closer they got, the more intense the glow became. 
 
    He suddenly stumbled as the steps came to an end. He just managed to avoid falling over. As he regained his footing, he found himself standing in front of a small brass panel. Next to it, there was a floating ball of blue light that illuminated the small room he stood in. 
 
    “Strange,” he said. “Have you ever seen anything like that before?” 
 
    Selina lowered her goggles down and peered into the light. “I don’t know what it is.” She slowly reached out her gauntlet to touch it. “I can feel something. Like thick steam or smoke… Only I’ve never seen gas like it before.” 
 
    “Perhaps there’s something on that panel,” Evelyn said. 
 
    Harrison looked down at the small panel before him. It was a small piece of brass, unmarked and unassuming. He placed his hand upon it and suddenly the blue light began to shift around before him. 
 
    Selina yelped and pulled her hand back. 
 
    They all watched as the blue light slowly began to take shape like smoke forming into a figure. The figure turned into a woman in a set of modest robes and a hood over her head. 
 
    “Hello,” the woman said, her voice soft. “My name is Parthena, here to welcome those who have made this journey. You have come a long way, traveler. Welcome to the edge of Aeria.” 
 
    “The edge of Aeria…” Harrison stared at the woman in disbelief. “The Blank Lands. The Grand Lands.” 
 
    “This land has many names. They all speak of this same land.” 
 
    Harrison had so many questions, but he knew where to begin. “What happened here?” 
 
    The floating entity didn’t hesitate to respond. “Long ago, those living here knew nothing but peace and prosperity. The people enjoyed a life parallel to those the gods enjoy. 
 
    “Nothing is infinite. Peace and prosperity can only last so long. As the people advanced, so did their knowledge. And with that knowledge, they understood that all things must come to an end. Even a civilization as great as this.” 
 
    Harrison shook his head. “I don’t understand. Where are they?” 
 
    “The people here understood the true nature of man. Even with the greatest intentions, it only takes one man to bring it all to ruin. The founders of this city decided it must be locked away. This great power must not be allowed to fall into the hands of the rest of Aeria… Into your hands…” 
 
    Harrison watched a door rise on the wall in front of him. He could see another blue light emanating from within. He cautiously walked toward it with Evelyn and Selina following closely behind. 
 
    The next room was small, not much bigger than a closet. But his attention was focused on the small crate in front of him. Tiny vials filled with a glowing blue liquid were lined up together. 
 
    Harrison reached down and picked up one of the vials to examine it further. “What is this?” 
 
    Selina picked one vial up for herself to look at it. “If this is what I think it is…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I think it’s… Tesla Oil.” 
 
    “Tesla Oil?” Evelyn grabbed one of the vials. She shook her head in disbelief, an incredulous grin on her lips. “This can’t be…” 
 
    “What is Tesla Oil?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “It’s a myth,” Selina said. “Alchemists have worked for centuries trying to come up with something like this. It’s a cure-all, be-all, end-all fluid. God’s Blood. Tears from Heaven. Life Elixir. There are all kinds of names for it. Just one vial is enough to make powerful medicines or power an entire city for centuries or reinforce a weapon so it’s indestructible.” 
 
    Harrison looked down at the hundreds of vials. “And there’s a whole crate of it… There must be thousands of vials here.” 
 
    “This is what Craft was looking for,” Evelyn said. “If he even gets a fraction of this, he could use it to take over the entire world.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense.” Harrison walked back out of the room toward Parthena. “If this Tesla Oil is so powerful, where is everybody?” 
 
    “The people of this land knew this could solve all of its problems. They also knew it could create problems none of them could solve. The decision was made to isolate themselves from the rest of the world. They lived here. They died here. Some chose to have families but a small civilization, alone, would eventually end. Worry not. Their final days were spent in peace.” 
 
    “Why would you not destroy all of this? Why would you leave it here?” 
 
    “The people decided to leave the fate of the world in the hands of the one worthy enough to make the journey here.” 
 
    “…Me…” 
 
    “It is your decision, traveler. You can either take the Tesla Oil for yourself. Or you can leave it.” 
 
    “And there’s nothing to stop me?” 
 
    “I am only the avatar of a civilization that no longer exists. I am neither your conscience nor your guide.” 
 
    “Then it really is up to me to decide…” 
 
    “The land also came up with another solution.” A door on the other wall began to rise and reveal another room. “Those willing to make the journey would likely be searching for riches unlike the world has ever seen. It is a consolation for those not interested in the power.” 
 
    Harrison stepped into the next room and immediately recognized what was inside. A crate full of gold bricks lay before him. He picked one of them up in both hands. Selina did the same. 
 
    “Is this real?” she said. 
 
    Harrison chuckled as he tapped his finger on it. “It’s real.” 
 
    “There’s enough gold in just one of these bricks to mint a thousand coins. Maybe more. And there are more bricks in this crate than I can count.” 
 
    “Again, the choice is yours,” Parthena said. “Take your reward. The last reminder those departed have for you is to understand the consequences of your decision. You may lead yourself and perhaps the rest of the world to prosperity. Or you may lead it to certain despair.” 
 
    Harrison looked down at the gold brick in his hands. 
 
    “There’s no decision to make,” Evelyn said. “You can’t bring the Tesla Oil. This is exactly what Craft is looking for. I thought he would attempt to take over the world. Now I see how he would do it.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Selina sighed. “I mean, it would be nice to have some of that Tesla Oil to help people. But the thought of it getting into someone like Craft’s hands. I couldn’t live with myself knowing I was responsible for what could happen.” 
 
    Harrison set the brick of gold down then moved back into the other room. He picked up a vial of Tesla Oil and held it between his fingertips. 
 
    “Nunn…” 
 
    “Harrison!” Evelyn said. “You’re not seriously thinking of taking it with you, are you?” 
 
    Harrison sighed a deep breath to clear his thoughts. 
 
    “You’re right. But this is the last remnant of a remarkable civilization. What a shame it would be for them to leave their fate to someone none of them would ever meet.” 
 
    “That was the decision they made, Harrison. They are nothing but a memory now. Nothing is infinite. Just as Parthena said.” 
 
    Harrison held the vial between his fingertips. Selina and Evelyn kept their eyes locked on him, growing more nervous with every passing second. 
 
    “Hawke?” Selina said. 
 
    “…Pick up as much gold as you can carry and load it on the Icarus,” he said. “We’re leaving the oil behind.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Evelyn dropped the gold bar along with the rest of the stack they’d gathered. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand and let out a sigh. 
 
    “Don’t get tired on me now,” Harrison said. “You saw how much gold was still back there.” 
 
    “Do we really need that much gold?” She pointed at the bars as she counted them in her head. “I’m counting at least 100,000 here. And that’s just the scrap value. If we tell a merchant that we got this from the Grand Lands at the edge of Aeria, he’d pay us even more than it’s worth.” 
 
    “If we told a merchant that, he wouldn’t believe us.” 
 
    “…Good point.” 
 
    “Just a few more trips and we’ll have everything. Once we have all of the gold, you won’t have to lift a finger for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “All that gold… Living in a lap of luxury… It’s almost frightening to think about.” 
 
    “Don’t think about it too much. Just use it as motivation to finish the job.” 
 
    Harrison stepped out of the Icarus with the others as they headed back into the valley where the rest of the gold was waiting. It was a short walk inside the temple and down the stairs. The avatar Parthena stood motionless as the trio moved by her. 
 
    “How many more trips do you think we’ll have to make?” Selina asked. 
 
    “There’s a lot of gold here,” Harrison said. “We’ll keep going until we get all of it.” 
 
    “We might be here until the last hour of the day.” 
 
    “If that’s how long it takes, that’s how long it takes.” 
 
    Harrison grabbed a few gold bricks then stepped out of the room. 
 
    The glow from the Tesla Oil in the next room continued to glow. The bright blue light had an eeriness Harrison couldn’t ignore. 
 
    He walked over to the crate with all of the vials and looked down at it. 
 
    Evelyn was about to ascend with Selina when she noticed Harrison staring. The gunsmith walked up and nudged him with her elbow. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked. “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    “I know what we have to do. It’d be a shame though. This is the greatest advancement the world has ever seen. So much good can be done with this. To leave it behind…” 
 
    “I think the people who lived here before understood how great of a power they wielded.” 
 
    “I suggest we head back up before I begin to have regrets.” 
 
    “Regrets? Treasure I could understand. But I never imagined you would be so curious to take what else we found here.” 
 
    “I’m merely trying to appreciate what they’ve left behind, Evelyn.” 
 
    The two ascended up the stairs into the main room of the building. Harrison began to chuckle at the thought of taking the Tesla Oil with him. But as soon as he got to the top of the stairs, those thoughts quickly left him. 
 
    He stood in place and saw Garrett standing in front of the exit. Five hunters flanked him on each side, their rifles and shotguns pointed in their direction. 
 
    The Iron Devil raised his shotgun over his shoulder. His iron boot clanked against the metal floor as he took a step forward. He rubbed his mustache down with his fingertips and smirked. 
 
    “The Iron Devil always gets his bounty,” he said. “Even if I have to chase a man all the way to the end of the world.” 
 
    “Why won’t you just give up?” Harrison sighed. 
 
    “And not come to the Blank Lands? Regardless of what you think of me, Hawke, I’m not the uncouth hunter you might think I am.” 
 
    “And what are you?” 
 
    “I’m a man who can appreciate the civilization he’s standing in. I know of the ancients who lived here before. I’m aware of the knowledge they possessed. Getting to experience it for myself was just an added bonus in addition to taking you in.” 
 
    Harrison tossed a gold brick at Garrett’s feet. The gold was so dense it left divot on the metal floor. 
 
    “You’re a hunter,” Harrison said. “There’s plenty of gold to go around. I suggest you take it and leave.” 
 
    Garrett straightened his hat on his head enough to make sure Harrison could see him raise his eyebrows. “Is that a threat, Hawke?” 
 
    “I just wanted to see if you were smart enough to take the better option.” Harrison dropped the other bricks in his hand and pulled his repeater out. 
 
    “We were supposed to settle this on the Iron Zeppelin before you flew away. I guess it’s more fitting I take you in so close to the finish line before you cross.” 
 
    Harrison couldn’t help but smirk. “Try me.” He squeezed the trigger and fired a shot that caught one of the hunters next to Garrett right above the armor on his chest. The hunter fell to the ground with a loud thud to break the silence in the room. 
 
    “Get ‘em!” Garrett Barked. 
 
    The other hunters followed his orders with a hail of gunfire. 
 
    Evelyn rolled out of the way and responded with a shot from her energy pistol that stunned one of them. Harrison followed up with a shot to the face and put him to the ground for good. 
 
    Selina rushed forward and blocked a swarm of bullets moving toward Harrison. The other hunters brought their weapons up and fired. Just before they could, Selina slammed into them with a swing of her gauntlet. Her fist moved like lightning, pounding one man and sending him flying into the others. They hit each other like dominoes and fell unconscious. 
 
    “Of all the incompetence…” Garrett sighed. “Take him down!” 
 
    He marched forward fearlessly with his shotgun at his hip. He kept his focus on Harrison and fired endlessly. Harrison ran out of the way, narrowly avoiding the spray ricocheting on the ground behind him. He kept moving until Garrett was forced to stop and reload. 
 
    “Selina! Evelyn! Get to the Icarus!” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “You have to get the ship ready to fly!” He shouted at Evelyn. “We’re getting out of here!” 
 
    He reached into the pocket of his vest and showed her the steam grenade. She stared at it, not moving from the spot she stood. 
 
    “Go!” he barked at her. 
 
    Evelyn nodded and rushed toward the exit with Selina before the hunters on the ground could recover. 
 
    Garrett finished reloading and cocked his shotgun. “A noble sacrifice,” he said, his shotgun resting on his shoulder. “Staying behind to let them escape. But it’s all in vain. I will hunt them down just as I’ve hunted you.” 
 
    Harrison ignored the cocky hunter’s remarks and raised both of his weapons up to deal with the hunters still around him. 
 
    One hunter rushed at him with his shotgun but he quickly met his end with a revolver shot to the face. Another came from behind Harrison but Harrison quickly spun around to give him the same fate. 
 
    “One… Two… Three…” 
 
    Harrison counted the hunters he downed as they advanced. 
 
    Two hunters charged recklessly and fired but not before Harrison was already ducking to the ground. He lay on his belly with his repeater up and blasted them each with more precise headshots. 
 
    “…Four… Five… Six… Seven…” 
 
    Two hunters surrounded him. Harrison was unable to dodge the two rifle shots. They caught him right in the chest. The force of the bullets made him stumble back. 
 
    He sighed as he realized the improvements to his vest were enough to withstand the bullets. 
 
    Garrett watched from the side as Harrison took down one hunter with a bullet through his neck. The last hunter took three revolver bullets to his knees then one more between the eyes to finish him. 
 
    “I suppose it was just meant to be.” Garrett stepped forward until he stood a few meters away from Harrison. “The Iron Devil reels in another bounty… again.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to teach you a lesson?” 
 
    “The only thing you’ve taught me is how much of a coward you are. We’re at the end of the world, Hawke. There’s nowhere left for you to run.” 
 
    Harrison twirled his carbine and revolver in his hands. “Who says I’m running?” 
 
    Garrett chuckled to himself. “Just because you took down a bunch of two-bit hunters doesn’t mean anything. As they say… When you want something done correctly, you have to do it yourself.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” 
 
    Harrison fired both of his weapons just as Garrett did. The two took the full brunt of the shots, stumbling back onto their knees. Harrison rushed back to his feet just as Garrett did and again they exchanged shots. The bullets bounced off of Garrett’s armor but he gritted his teeth in frustration at having to stay balanced on his feet. 
 
    “New armor,” Garrett said. “It won’t save you this time.” 
 
    Harrison held back the retort on his tongue and rushed forward. Garrett rose up to fire but Harrison quickly rolled out of the way from the shotgun blast. Garrett continued cocking and firing, his shots trailing behind Harrison. 
 
    Harrison moved right next to Garrett and raised both of his weapons up at point-blank range. Garrett quickly fired two shots, each one knocking the revolver and carbine from Harrison’s hands. 
 
    “Too bad for you,” Garrett said as he pointed his shotgun at Harrison’s face. 
 
    He squeezed the trigger just as Harrison knocked the barrel to the side. The bullet ricocheted off the steel wall. 
 
    Harrison grabbed Garrett’s shotgun with both hands and struggled to break it free from his grip. He looked Harrison in the eyes as he tried to pull his weapon back. 
 
    “You’ll never escape me,” Garrett said. “The Iron Devil is taking you back to Hell!” 
 
    Harrison gritted his teeth. “…Not… today…” He lowered his head down and gave Garrett a hard headbutt on the nose. Harrison felt the bone breaking against his forehead and a rush of blood that followed. But Harrison wasn’t without injury himself, Garrett’s goggles providing more utility than he expected. 
 
    Garrett dropped his shotgun to the side as he fell to his knees. He put a hand to his nose to try and stop the blood trickling down both nostrils. 
 
    Harrison fell to one knee and struggled to maintain his balance. His hand on his forehead, he tried to steady his thoughts. 
 
    “It’s almost over…” 
 
    He blinked his eyes to clear the cobwebs in his vision and moved back to his feet. He saw Garrett beginning to stir. 
 
    “Have to stop him now…” 
 
    Harrison moved as fast as he could. He closed the distance but just when he neared, Garrett quickly grabbed his shotgun and fired. 
 
    Harrison gasped as the point-blank shot slammed him in the center of his vest. The blast sent him onto his back and knocked the wind out of him. He struggled to breathe as he stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Oh… God…” he groaned in pain as he tried to catch his breath. 
 
    Garrett’s cackles began to fill his ears. The laughter of the Iron Devil was unmistakable, growing closer with every step the hunter took. 
 
    “You put up a good fight, Hawke. You might be the greatest challenge a bounty has ever given me. But I am the greatest hunter in all of Aeria. Even you can’t escape me.” 
 
    Harrison slowly pushed himself up to his knees just as Garrett stood before him. He looked up to see Garrett pointing his shotgun at him. 
 
    “Say it,” Garrett said. “Say I’m the greatest hunter in all of Aeria. Then I’ll grant you the eternal peace you deserve.” 
 
    Harrison put his hands on the ground and smirked. He was just beginning to catch his breath. It was enough for him to do what he had to. 
 
    “You want me to call you the greatest hunter?” Harrison said. “I can’t do that if it’s not true.” 
 
    “But it is. You understand that now like all the rest.” 
 
    “No… No, it’s not. Because if you understood that, you’d know what a hunter’s best weapon always is.” 
 
    The confident smirk disappeared from Garrett’s lips. His brow furrowed. He clenched his jaw, revealing crimson teeth that were stained with the blood dripping from his nose. 
 
    Just before Garrett could squeeze the trigger, Harrison rolled to the side and pulled his wrangler from its holster. He rose up and fired a point-blank shot that caught Garrett right on the cheek. It didn’t matter where it landed. When the charge of a wrangler hit skin, they always felt it. 
 
    Garrett’s body seized up from the electricity, his shotgun falling from his hands. Harrison quickly caught it, aimed and squeezed. A point-blank shot bucked Garrett in the face and sent him flying flat onto his back. 
 
    Harrison dropped the shotgun to his side with a sigh. He straightened up and fixed his vest as he looked at the bodies around him. He took a moment to collect his weapons before descending back to the room where the Tesla Oil was. 
 
    “Parthena,” he said as he pulled the pin on the steam grenade. “I’m sorry. I have to destroy all of this to make sure it doesn’t fall into anybody else’s hands.” 
 
    “That is one outcome the founders of this land anticipated,” the avatar replied. “If that is your decision, traveler.” 
 
    “That is my decision… Hmm… I wonder…” 
 
    He eyed one of the vials of blue liquid and picked it up. 
 
    “Fifteen minutes… Just enough time for us to fly out of the blast radius…” 
 
    He set the timer then placed it down on top of the crate of vials. The grenade began to tick loudly in the silence of the room. 
 
    “Goodbye, Parthena.” He paced back up the stairs as fast as he could. 
 
    “Goodbye, traveler…” 
 
    Harrison ran out of the building and through the valley. In the distance, the Iron Zeppelin loomed over the hillside. He could barely make out the trail up the valley back to where the Icarus had crashed. 
 
    “Come on… Almost there, Harrison… Not much farther…” 
 
    The ground suddenly rumbled beneath him. The jolt was so strong it knocked him to his feet. 
 
    “Harrison!” Selina appeared at the top of the hillside with Evelyn right next to her. 
 
    But another rumble against the ground forced him to turn his attention elsewhere. As soon as he turned around, he saw it. 
 
    A mechanical monstrosity bigger than all of the buildings in the valley suddenly stood before him. Steel arms and legs hissed with steam as the gears rotated upon them. The body of the beast had no head. Instead, there was a person inside of its chest. 
 
    “What the…” Harrison narrowed his eyes in disbelief when he realized who the fat man was. “Craft?” 
 
    “You should’ve just completed the bounty!” Craft shouted. “I would’ve paid you a fortune to bring me back my property!” 
 
    Craft worked the control panel in front of him and the giant mechanical robot stomped forward, crushing the buildings underneath it. 
 
    “They were never your property!” Harrison yelled. “I suggest you get out of here before this whole island goes up in smoke!” 
 
    “You stole something from me! I’m here to take it back!” 
 
    Craft slammed one of his massive mechanical arms down on the hillside. Harrison rolled and narrowly avoided getting pounded into the grass. 
 
    “Hurry!” Evelyn rushed down and picked him back up to his feet. 
 
    The three ran through the forest back to the Icarus as Craft continued chasing after them. Harrison kept his head down and ignored the sound of the trees being uprooted behind him. The destruction all around him was endless but his ship was in sight. 
 
    “Get in and strap on!” Harrison shouted. 
 
    Craft stomped forward and swiped the trees out of his way. 
 
    The three just managed to get inside of the Icarus while Craft was still charging at them. 
 
    Evelyn and Selina strapped into their chairs. Harrison quickly began the ascension sequence and the Icarus moved away from the ground. But they’d only moved a few meters when something stopped them. 
 
    “Dammit… Hold on…” Harrison pushed the throttle forward and activated the speed booster. They began to ascend but after the boost ended, they were forced back to the ground. 
 
    He sighed, knowing there was only one thing he could do. 
 
    “Selina… Evelyn… Craft is holding onto our ship… I have to…” 
 
    “I’m on it!” Evelyn hopped up from her seat. Selina did the same and followed her out of the ship. 
 
    Harrison stepped back out to find Craft standing a few meters away, towering over them as he raised his fists into the air. 
 
    “I’ll drag you back to Grayhaven!” the old man shouted. “Dead or alive!” 
 
    Evelyn and Selina looked at one another nodded. The gunsmith pulled her pistol from her hip. Selina slammed her gauntlet against her palm. 
 
    Harrison sighed as he unholstered his carbine. He took a peek at his pocket watch to see how much time he had left. 
 
    “Thirteen minutes, twenty-two seconds…” 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted when Craft slammed his fists into the grass. They moved out of the way but the thundering force knocked them all off balance. 
 
    Harrison straightened up as best as he could and fired but a sheet of thick glass stopped the bullets from getting to Craft. 
 
    “What is that?” Harrison said. “Bulletproof?” 
 
    “Bulletproof, maybe. Let me give it a try.” Evelyn raised her pistol up and aimed. She looked down her sights and fired a burst of energy that caught the machine right in the chest. It stumbled back, making Craft angrier than he already was. 
 
    He swung his fist, forcing Evelyn to roll out of the way. 
 
    Selina charged forward recklessly and slammed her gauntlet into the machine’s legs. It stunned it momentarily, giving her another opportunity to hit it again. 
 
    Craft fiddled with the switches and controls and straightened out. “You’ll have to do better than that!” He slammed his fist into Selina. She raised her gauntlet to avoid taking all of it but the blow was so massive it sent her tumbling back on the grass. 
 
    “Selina!” Evelyn rushed up and dragged Selina behind a cluster of trees. 
 
    Harrison kept his carbine at his side and emptied his rounds into the machine’s legs. The metal sparked and chipped but Craft didn’t slow down. 
 
    Another hard swing made Harrison roll out of the way and find temporary cover behind a tree. The tree was uprooted with another swipe. Harrison ran and found cover where Evelyn was tending to Selina. 
 
    “Whatever that thing is made of, I can’t hurt it,” he said. “I have to get through his protective glass.” 
 
    “I can break it,” Selina said. “Get me up there. Hawke, you know my gauntlet will shatter that glass. It’s our only chance.” 
 
    “Where are you hiding?” Craft shouted. 
 
    The giant machine stomped around the forest clearing, knocking away the trees with every massive swing it took. 
 
    “Harrison?” Evelyn said. “He’s gonna find us. We can’t fly away. We have to do something.” 
 
    He closed his eyes to gather himself. “Think…” An idea popped into his head and he sighed a deep breath. “I can’t get you up there, Selina. But maybe I can bring him down. Evelyn. Your pistol still works on him. You can stun him.” 
 
    “Only for a few seconds.” 
 
    “That’s all I need. Follow my lead.” 
 
    Harrison moved away from the tree and charged forward. 
 
    “There you are!” Craft threw a slow punch that Harrison was able to roll forward through and avoid. He kept moving closer to the machine until he was right next to it. 
 
    “Evelyn! Now!” 
 
    The gunsmith fired a shot at the machine and stunned it long enough for Harrison to climb onto its leg. He climbed up, digging his boots into the metal and trying to avoid getting caught in the gears. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Craft said. 
 
    Harrison swung onto the machine’s back and hung onto it. “Evelyn! Don’t hold back!” 
 
    Craft reached back and tried to grab at Harrison just as Evelyn unloaded a stream of shots. The energy slammed into the machine, holding it in place with its hands behind its back. 
 
    “Come on…” Harrison held on as hard as he could. “Come on!” He kept pulling until the weight of the machine suddenly began to make it stumble back. “Selina!” 
 
    Selina raced forward and slammed her gauntlet into its legs. The machine slowly began to tilt until it began to fall onto its back. Harrison jumped off and rolled to the side, just as the machine fell onto the grass. 
 
    “Selina! Now!” 
 
    Selina climbed forward to the compartment on the machine’s body and reared her gauntlet back. 
 
    “No!” Craft put his hands up as Selina’s punch shattered the glass into dust. 
 
    She didn’t stop, reaching forward and slamming her fist into him again and again. The massive blows from the gauntlet bloodied and bruised him worse than any ordinary punch could. 
 
    “Selina…” Evelyn pulled her aside and took her place. 
 
    Harrison watched in slight amusement as the gunsmith cracked right hands against the fat man’s face. 
 
    “This is for everything you made us do,” Evelyn grunted, though Craft wasn’t conscious to hear it. “Forcing us to work for you… Trying to take advantage of us…” 
 
    “Okay,” Harrison said. “That’s enough. We’re running out of time.” 
 
    Evelyn gave him one last punch for good measure and finally climbed away from the machine. 
 
    They all rushed back into the Icarus and strapped in. Harrison began the ascension sequence and the ship moved up through the sky and above the clouds. 
 
    “Selina… How big is the blast radius for all of that Tesla Oil igniting?” 
 
    “At least a few kilometers,” she said. “But I wouldn’t chance it.” 
 
    “Good advice.” Harrison pushed the throttle and activated the speed boost. The Icarus shot forward, ripping through the sky like a bullet. 
 
    Harrison finally took the time to catch his breath. He pulled out his pocket watch to see how much time he had left. 
 
    “Three minutes…” 
 
    The impromptu battle with Craft had taken him longer than expected. But he breathed easier knowing it was over. 
 
    Selina and Evelyn stayed quiet in their seats. They stared forward through the windscreen, no expression on their faces. 
 
    Harrison was just as calm as they were. He glanced down at his instruments and watched as the distance between him and the Grand Lands increased. 
 
    “What the…” He blinked his eyes in disbelief. 
 
    “What is it?” Selina said. 
 
    “There’s something on the radar. Something behind us.” 
 
    “More electric mines?” Evelyn said. 
 
    “No. Those are too small to pick up.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s the barrier we passed through.” 
 
    “It’s not that either. It’s… moving. Hold on…” 
 
    Harrison unstrapped from his seat and rushed to the upper deck. Selina and Evelyn looked at one another before following him up. 
 
    As soon as Harrison got to the upper deck, he saw it. 
 
    “Impossible…” Harrison closed his eyes but when he opened them again, the Iron Zeppelin was floating toward them. “I killed him… 
 
    “We’ll never get away,” Evelyn sighed. “Garrett is relentless. There’s no way to stop him.” 
 
    “There is…” 
 
    “How? As long as he’s in that ship, he’s going to keep hunting us down.” 
 
    Harrison stared at Evelyn as he reached into his vest. He pulled out the small vial and held it between his fingers. 
 
    Selina blinked her eyes. “…What?” 
 
    “You took a vial of Tesla Oil?” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Selina,” Harrison said. “What’s the blast radius for one vial?” 
 
    “I don’t know for sure…” she said. “A lot…” 
 
    “This is the only way I can stop the Iron Zeppelin. He’s been coming after us this whole time. I have to end this now. You understand this, don’t you?” 
 
    Selina put her hands on his face and kissed him. “Tell me it’s almost over.” 
 
    He smirked back at her. “It’s almost over.” 
 
    Evelyn put her fingers on his chin and forced him to look at her. “If we get through this…” She leaned forward and kissed him the same as Selina. 
 
    “After we get through this…” he said. “Get back down. Strap in.” 
 
    The two women nodded and headed back down onto the deck. 
 
    Harrison moved toward the aft of the ship. The vial of Tesla Oil rested in one of his palms while his other pulled his repeater carbine out. He stared at the Iron Zeppelin in the distance as it continued to block out the sun and move toward them. 
 
    “I can make this throw… I can make this shot…” 
 
    His words to himself were the last bit of motivation he needed. He couldn’t help a smile thinking about it though it had yet to be done. 
 
    “Don’t worry, ladies. We’re going home.” 
 
    He moved his arm back and heaved the vial forward in the sky behind the Icarus. His carbine rose to his face. One eye closed, he looked down the sights. The vial tumbled through the air in the distance. He squeezed the trigger when it came into his sights. The bullet shot forward and shattered the vial. The blue liquid exploded in the air, sending a shockwave through the clouds that knocked Harrison onto his back. 
 
    Even on his back, he was still able to look up as the sky darkened from the explosion. The Icarus shook violently underneath him. 
 
    He clutched the hull and crawled back to the opening leading down to the main deck. He just barely managed to fall down as the Icarus began to tumble. 
 
    The Icarus kept shaking violently until coming to a halt. Selina steadied the ship as best as she could before letting Harrison quickly take her place. 
 
    “Do you think that explosion took him out?” Selina asked. 
 
    “I didn’t need to take him out.” Harrison looked down at the radar and saw the distance growing between him and the zeppelin. “I just needed to slow him down…” 
 
    He pulled his pocket watch out and counted the last few seconds until the steam grenade would go off. 
 
    “Five… Four… Three… Two… One…” 
 
    He activated the rocket booster and the Icarus moved forward. The sky began to darken in every direction. An explosion grew in the distance until a wave of energy hit the ship, filling his ears until it was deafening and shaking him down to the bone. 
 
    Harrison held on for as long as he could until everything went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 
 
    SEVEN YEARS EARLIER… 
 
    The sky turned auburn as the sun went down over the horizon. The light shined in through the window but the room remained dim. 
 
    Harrison sat completely silent in his chair, his eyes focused on the hardwood floor. 
 
    “Hey, kid. What’s wrong?” 
 
    He slowly peeked his head up. 
 
    Harrison had looked at him so many times before but this time was different. Face wrinkled and skin sagging. Beard thinning and white. His eyes were filled with exhaustion. Even the way he smiled looked like it took every bit of his energy. 
 
    “You get some bad news?” the old man asked. 
 
    Harrison shook his head. The disappointment he had only made Nunn grin even more. 
 
    “I had a good run. Sixty-seven years. Better than most people these days.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have drank as much as you did,” Harrison said. 
 
    “Is that right? You think it was the liquor that did me in and not the decades of hunting bounties all over Atmos?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that—” 
 
    “I know what you meant. You were just trying to look out for me. Like you always look out for everybody. I wonder where you got that from.” 
 
    “You know exactly where I got it from, Nunn.” 
 
    “Ha!” the old hunter scoffed. “I was always about the gold. Not like you. Always trying to pick the bounties that would help people out.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s true. But you looked out for one person. Someone who needed somebody when there was no one else.” 
 
    Nunn’s grin softened. His eyes narrowed like he was trying to hold something back. 
 
    “I remember when I first met you, Harry,” he said. “You were just some snot-nosed little runt running around the streets causing trouble.” 
 
    “I remember.” Harrison smiled as the memories came back to him. “A lousy cutpurse. I should’ve known better.” 
 
    “You didn’t know better because there was nobody to tell you.” Nunn labored as he straightened up in his bed. “No parents. No friends. An orphan without anybody to watch over him. Just like me.” 
 
    Harrison swallowed to clear his throat. His emotions began to get the best of him but he held back. 
 
    “I taught you everything I know, kid. All these years in the game. Now you’re gonna go out there and do something special.” 
 
    Harrison shook his head in confusion as he squinted at the old man. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get through to you. Tell you just be a hunter. Pick bounties off the board. Earn some gold and make an honest living. Be an ordinary man here in Duskpoint. But I know you’re destined for something greater. You move faster than I ever did. You shoot straighter. You think on your feet. Everything you need to be a great hunter. Hell, I think Francis likes you more than he ever liked me.” 
 
    “I’m a bounty hunter. That’s all I’ll ever be.” 
 
    “What does a bounty hunter do?” 
 
    Harrison furrowed his brow. “What?” 
 
    “What does a bounty hunter do?” the old man repeated. 
 
    “I… hunt bounties.” 
 
    “You hunt people. You track ‘em down and bring ‘em back where they belong. You study people. You read ‘em like a book. You do it long enough, you start to figure ‘em out.” Nunn raised his hand up and extended his index finger. “I had you figured the first hunt we went on. All these years we spent together just made me sure of it.” 
 
    Harrison watched as the old man reached onto the dresser next to him. He placed his wrinkled hand on top of the small piece of brass then held it up between his fingertips. 
 
    “This pocket watch is from the conductors themselves. Keeps exact time. If the train is scheduled to show up at the seventh hour, you bet your ass the train will be here right when the hand hits the seven.” 
 
    He held the pocket watch out. Harrison slowly put his hand out. Nunn placed the watch into his palm and pressed it down. 
 
    “You’ve only got so much time on Aeria,” Nunn said. “Make every second count.” 
 
    “You always told me to live a sensible life. The only thing that mattered was the gold.” 
 
    Nunn looked out toward the window, a sly smirk forming on his lips. “I only said that because this old man could never keep up with you. I didn’t wanna risk it. Now that I’m gone, you’re free. Take the Icarus and put it to use. Go out there. Don’t just be a bounty hunter. Be great.” 
 
    The old man turned back to him. Nunn had always intimidated Harrison. Even after so many years together, Harrison did everything he could to not make him upset. 
 
    Now was different. Now Harrison saw an old man with a genuine smile and happiness in his eyes even though he wasn’t long for this world. 
 
    The sight of it was enough to make Harrison’s eyes glaze over. He swallowed to maintain his composure but it didn’t stop the tear from trailing down his cheek. 
 
    “Go on, Harrison Hawke. There’s a grand adventure out there waiting for you. Promise me you’ll find it.” 
 
    Harrison dropped his head, his thoughts beginning to empty. He slowly opened his palm and watched the seconds tick by on the watch face. 
 
    “I promise…” 
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Harrison was dreaming. At least, he wished he was dreaming. He didn’t want the familiar pain throbbing in his head to be real. But as his thoughts slowly returned to him, he realized there was no escaping it. 
 
    His seat rocked gently back and forth in its place. He opened his eyes to see the water swaying to the same rhythm. The blue ocean stretched endlessly toward the horizon. Above it, the sky was peaceful and blue. His eyes shifted and the rest of the clouds came into view. 
 
    There was something wrong with the clouds though. Blue and gray, he knew it wasn’t natural. He squinted as if it would make them change but it didn’t. 
 
    He unstrapped himself from his seat and turned around. Selina and Evelyn slowly came to. They blinked their eyes open and looked up at Harrison. 
 
    “Are you… okay?” he said. 
 
    Evelyn sighed a deep breath and smiled. “I’m a little sore but I’m still in one piece.” 
 
    Selina put her hands all over herself. “Hold on. Let me make sure everything is where it’s supposed to be.” 
 
    Harrison laughed softly as he ascended the ladder to the upper deck of the Icarus. As soon as he stepped out, the ocean breeze blew against him. 
 
    “Wow!” Selina moved next to him, her eyes wide as she looked at the sky. “That’s amazing!” 
 
    “Hmm… Who would’ve thought a Tesla Oil explosion could make something so beautiful?” Evelyn smirked. 
 
    The three stared out into the distance. The blue and gray clouds in the sky swirled around, taking up all the space above them. 
 
    Harrison was mesmerized. He didn’t blink while he continued watching the strange clouds float above them. In the distance, he saw something splash in the water. He narrowed his eyes and saw something else fall. 
 
    “Is that… The Iron Zeppelin…” Selina whispered. 
 
    Harrison laughed softly at the sight of more debris crashing into the water. “The Iron Zeppelin might’ve gotten through the barrier but it didn’t have the right kind of hull-plating to withstand a Tesla Oil blast.” 
 
    “The ones who wrote the book,” Evelyn said. “They knew this would happen. They prepared us for this.” 
 
    “That means we did it,” Selina said. “We went to the Grand Lands. We found the Tesla Oil and did what they wanted us to do.” 
 
    Harrison looked down at the floor. He sighed softly as old memories came back to him. 
 
    “Nunn…” 
 
    A hand on his shoulder interrupted him. “Harrison.” He turned toward Evelyn. “We had no other choice. It was the right thing to do. Bringing the Tesla Oil back to Atmos…” 
 
    “I know.” Harrison smiled. “I just didn’t imagine we would go to all this trouble to travel to the Grand Lands just to blow them up.” 
 
    “It’s not all bad,” Selina said. “Last I checked, we’ve got a ship full of gold bars. I say we take our newfound fortune and have a little fun.” 
 
    “It’ll take some time before people realize Craft is gone. Once they know they can’t pay his bounty, hunters will stop searching for us. Until then, we’ll have to lay low before you can return to Grayhaven. All three of us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad. What do you think, Evelyn? You feel like spending a little more time around Mr. Hawke?” 
 
    Selina gave the gunsmith a mischievous grin. 
 
    His thoughts clear and the weight of the world off his shoulders, Harrison could finally appreciate the seductive look in Evelyn’s eyes without thinking about anything else. 
 
    “Yes,” Evelyn said. “I suppose it won’t be so bad.” 
 
    Harrison chuckled. “Let’s get the Icarus moving. I’m sure we can find a better place to enjoy the view.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    With the Icarus repaired, Harrison sailed south to Atmos. He found refuge in Nimbleport, where there was no indication any hunters were attempting to track him down. 
 
    “Ah, that’s nice…” 
 
    Harrison sighed a deep breath as he sank deeper into the tub. The bubbles were warm all around him. The water washed all of the sweat and grime that covered him. Even his aching muscles were soothed. 
 
    He closed his eyes as his fatigue took control of him but a sudden knock at the door woke him. He turned to see Evelyn step inside. 
 
    She looked different from what he was used to seeing. Her tight corset was gone, her linens loose on her body. Her stockings had been removed along with her boots. Her feet were bare as were her legs, which almost gave him a view up the skirt of her dress. Her hair was no longer tied up. But her face was still the same as he remembered. A bit of exhaustion but somehow seductive, he thought to himself. 
 
    “Is this important?” he asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be bothering you if it wasn’t.” 
 
    “I’m glad you understand that. Nothing is quite as annoying as interrupting a man when he’s in the lavatory.” 
 
    “You’ve been soaking for several minutes. If you stay any longer, you might wrinkle away.” 
 
    “We all wrinkle some day. That’s how life is… I thought you said this was important.” 
 
    She knelt down next to the tub. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “What is it? Did a hunter come to this town and recognize you?” 
 
    “Not that.” 
 
    “What else is more important than that?” 
 
    “Come with me. It’s urgent.” 
 
    “If it’s so urgent you can tell me what it is…” 
 
    She stared at him as she rolled up her sleeve and put her arm in the tub. He locked his eyes on her, not blinking despite her hand trailing delicately along his thigh. Her delicate touch underneath the water was more relaxing than he remembered. 
 
    A smirk came across her face when she found his length. She wrapped her fingers softly around him. Harrison’s desire was slowly beginning to stir within him, a soft sigh escaping his nose. 
 
    “That important now, is it?” 
 
    “Yes.” She stroked him gently beneath the water. “It’s that important.” 
 
    “If it’s that important, I suppose it can’t wait.” 
 
    He slowly stood up from the bath. Bubbles and water washed down his body. The raven-haired gunsmith bit her bottom lip as she eyed him up and down. Seeing Evelyn’s enthusiasm only made him more eager to see what she wanted to speak about. 
 
    He stepped out of the lavatory back into his quarters. It was a modest room as every other room in Nimbleport was, he imagined. There was nothing more in it besides a dresser to rest his things upon and a bed to lay his head on. 
 
    And right now, it was more than suitable. 
 
    Harrison couldn’t help a smirk as he saw what was on the bed. “What have we here?” He slowly approached the bed where Selina was waiting for him. 
 
    The blond appeared even more relaxed than Evelyn. No dress or linens. No boots. No gauntlet. Not even the goggles stuck to her head. The short-haired blond laid on her stomach, her feet pointed in the air as she bit her index finger. 
 
    “This better be important.” Harrison raised an eyebrow as he put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “It is,” Selina said. “All three of us have been through so much. I think it’s about time we finally relaxed. Since we’ll be spending so much time with one another until the bounties on us are removed…” 
 
    Evelyn moved next to him. She placed her hands on his shoulders as she whispered into his ear. “I think it’s only appropriate we get to know each other even better…” 
 
    Harrison turned his head just enough to kiss her. Evelyn’s tongue pushed its way between his teeth. He smirked at how aggressive she was. His desire burned even hotter in his gut, swelling the length between his legs. 
 
    He was so distracted by Evelyn’s kisses he didn’t notice Selina crawling toward him. The machinist moved close enough to put her mouth upon his shaft. The wet warmth made Harrison’s knees buckle. He turned his head to enjoy the sight of the attractive blond slowly moving her head back and forth. The twinkle in her eye made the sight even more hypnotizing. 
 
    “Careful now,” Evelyn said. “I need you at full strength.” 
 
    “Full strength?” Harrison sighed. “After everything we just went through? You ask a lot of me.” 
 
    “If Selina isn’t enough, perhaps you need more motivation.” 
 
    Evelyn took a step back and lowered her shirt. Harrison had seen her body once before but he still appreciated it all the same. A slim waist leading up to a pair of ample breasts. Fair, unblemished skin that seemed paler from the sunlight creeping in through the windows. The sight of her petite frame only made Harrison even more rigid in Selina’s mouth. 
 
    “I still need more motivation.” Harrison gave her a smirk. 
 
    “Then I’ll give it to you.” Evelyn crawled onto the bed with her back to him, giving him a nice view of her firm and full backside. Between the shape of her body and Selina continuing to please him, he had trouble deciding where to look. 
 
    Evelyn made the decision easier as she moved her face to Selina’s. The two kissed one another deeply, making Harrison raise an eyebrow in curiosity. 
 
    “I didn’t realize you two were that close…” 
 
    “All of us will be spending time with one another until our bounties are up,” Evelyn said. “You don’t object to it, do you, Selina?” 
 
    The blond grinned and shook her head. “I don’t mind at all.” 
 
    They wrapped their arms around one another and fell back onto the bed. They lost themselves in their deep kiss. 
 
    Harrison was eager to join them. At the same time, he knew he had to take a moment to admire the view. Selina and Evelyn were both naked on the bed before him. Their slim bodies pressed against each other. Tongues roaming the other’s mouth. Hands tangled in each other’s hair. 
 
    His desire eventually got the best of him as he crawled onto the soft mattress before them. They moved away from each other and lay back on the bed. 
 
    “Okay, Hawke…” Selina said. “Who will you have first? Me… or Evelyn?” 
 
    Harrison looked into Selina’s green eyes, watching them narrow in a way he’d never seen before. 
 
    “I assure you we are both ready for you.” Evelyn spread her legs, giving Harrison the evidence she was telling the truth. Her entrance was slick enough to make his mouth water at the thought of what it would feel like to take her again. 
 
    Evelyn closed her legs and sat up straight. “I’m curious though.” 
 
    “About what?” Harrison asked. 
 
    “I didn’t spend much time in the brothel. I didn’t get the chance to… observe a man with another woman. In fact, I’ve never seen it before in my life. Perhaps you could satisfy my curiosity, Harrison.” 
 
    His decision made for him, Harrison grabbed Selina’s ankles and pulled her toward him. She gasped at the sudden movement and grinned as Harrison moved on top of her. Their tongues met in another deep kiss. Harrison pushed up, searching for her warmth with his length. He found her entrance quickly and plunged into her. 
 
    The blond gasped into his mouth, gripping the sheets as she braced herself. Hearing her whimper only made Harrison’s desire burn even hotter. He thumped himself against her body as he tried to bury himself as deep as he could. 
 
    He straightened up and knelt before Selina, watching her body move to the rhythm of his thrusts. Her breasts heaving. Her mouth agape. Her eyes rolling in her head. 
 
    Evelyn put her fingers on her chin and turned his face to hers. “You are amazing.” She gave him a deep kiss. “I want you to make Selina feel pleasure. Then I want you to do the same to me.” 
 
    “Who’s the one giving orders now?” he asked. 
 
    “Perhaps you can put a collar on me to make me obey.” 
 
    “Don’t give me any ideas now.” 
 
    They smirked at one another. 
 
    Selina continued to gasp while the other two exchanged flirtations. The entire time, Harrison kept his hands wrapped tight around the blond’s legs. 
 
    The sound of his hilt slapping against her body echoed through the room. Harrison gritted his teeth as he increased his pace. 
 
    “I can’t… I… Hawke…” Selina’s whimpers made him work even harder. 
 
    Evelyn put her hands on his shoulders and whispered into his ear. “You’re going to make her come, Harrison… Don’t stop now… Let her feel you…” 
 
    Harrison squeezed Selina tight in his grip before she seized up. The blond writhed uncontrollably on the bed. Her back arched. Her legs bent. Moans poured out of her throat. Her spasms were so hard Harrison had to squeeze her tighter so she didn’t fall out. 
 
    He held on until she eventually fell back on the mattress. The satisfaction Harrison had from pushing Selina to her end was only temporary. 
 
    Evelyn grabbed his length and pulled him out of her. She straddled him, sitting on his lap and pushing herself down upon him before he had a chance to react. They gasped into one another’s mouths, their eyes locked on each other as he filled her up. 
 
    “My turn,” she whispered. 
 
    “Your turn.” 
 
    Harrison smirked as he wrapped his arms around her waist. His desire had not dissipated. What Selina had pulled out of him, Evelyn took advantage of. 
 
    She wrapped her arms and legs around him. She pressed her lips to his. She moved as best as she could, bouncing on the full length of his rigid shaft. 
 
    Harrison gripped his hands tight upon her waist. His lungs burned. His muscles began to ache. His body dripped with sweat. He pushed through all of his exhaustion, Evelyn’s soft, wet body more than enough motivation. 
 
    “I want you,” she whispered. “Just like the first time we met… In Lancaster. Harrison…” 
 
    She clenched her jaw. Her eyes shut tight as her back suddenly arched. She pressed up against him, trembling in a way Harrison knew she’d reached her end. 
 
    He could no longer hold back. He pushed into her as deep as he could and lost control. His length throbbed as he emptied himself into her. Thick contractions blanked his thoughts except for the pleasure pulsing through him. 
 
    He spilled everything he had into the gunsmith before laying her back down on the mattress next to Selina. Harrison used what little strength he had left to crawl on the bed between them. 
 
    They lay next to each other, staring at the ceiling, breaths deep, contented smiles on their faces. 
 
    “Harrison?” Evelyn said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “That was amazing.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Selina added. 
 
    Harrison’s grin grew even wider than it already was. 
 
    He had all the treasure he needed. The people he cared about were safe. He could have a life of leisure few could ever have. There was nothing more he could ask for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    ONE MONTH LATER… 
 
    The knife sliced through the soft pot roast without much effort. The juices leaked onto the pool of gravy next to it, further indicating how tender it was. A pile of roasted potatoes next to it were just as inviting. The seasoning gave the whole plate an aroma that made Harrison’s mouth water. He stabbed a bit of everything with his fork and stuffed it into his mouth. The beef was so succulent he took another bite before he’d even finished with the first. 
 
    He ate with more vigor than everybody else in the restaurant. Not that he cared if anybody was staring or not. His only focus was on trying to satiate an appetite he believed wouldn’t go away. 
 
    The tubby man before him observed the plates of food on the table. He scratched the roll of fat on his chin, his eyebrows raised in curiosity. But it wasn’t because of Harrison’s seemingly never-ending appetite. He was simply surprised the man was sitting in front of him at all. 
 
    He held up a stack of papers and waved them. It was the only thing he could do to get Harrison’s attention. 
 
    Harrison swallowed down his bite of food as he eyed the parchments. “Is that all of them?” 
 
    “In Duskpoint but I’m sure there are a lot more elsewhere,” Francis said. “Craft had enough of these things printed I couldn’t go anywhere without seeing your face.” He placed the wanted papers down and leaned forward across the table. “Where the hell have you been, Harry?” 
 
    Harrison washed down his bite of food with a gulp of grape juice. He couldn’t help a smile despite the concern on his friend’s face. “Where do you think I’ve been?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You tell me you heard a rumor about the Blank Lands. Next thing I know, Craft puts a bounty on you bigger than any I’ve ever seen. That’s a lot of coin.” 
 
    “I thought I was worth more than 5,000.” 
 
    “Maybe if Craft put up more, you would’ve gotten caught.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Felt like every town I went to, there was some hunter trying to reel me in.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s the case any longer.” Francis looked around the restaurant suspiciously even though Harrison knew there was nothing to worry about. “Nobody’s heard a peep from Craft in more than a month. Officials visited his estate and didn’t get an answer. Grayhaven’s taking the land for the city and all his workers are leaving. It’s like the man just… disappeared.” 
 
    “Disappeared… That’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “Now, I know something happened.” Francis pointed his index finger up and waved it at Harrison like a teacher scolding a student. “Something mad, I bet. But I’m your friend, Harry. So you gotta tell me the truth, you hear me?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you the truth.” Harrison leaned forward, unable to stop from grinning. “I made it.” 
 
    “What did you make?” 
 
    “I got to the Blank Lands.” Harrison leaned back and put his utensils back on his pot roast. The savory aroma of all his food was enough for him to ignore the confusion on Francis’s face. 
 
    The pudgy man scratched the side of his head, his brow even more wrinkled than it already was. Harrison knew what was coming. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    “I said I wanted you to tell me the truth.” 
 
    “That’s the truth. Craft was working on a way to get to the Blank Lands. That’s why he put up so much gold and chased after me so desperately.” 
 
    “All the way to the Blank Lands?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “And that’s where he is now?” 
 
    “Around there, pieces of him in the atmosphere and in the ocean, I suppose…” 
 
    Francis rolled his eyes. “Harry… I thought we were friends. Now you come to me with some fantastic tale about making it to some mystical land. Nobody’s ever sailed north and actually come back. You probably just found a remote island nobody has ever—” 
 
    Harrison reached into his pocket and dropped a gold bar onto the table. It thudded against the wood, shaking all of the plates of food. 
 
    “That thing is quite heavy,” Harrison said. “Carrying it around in my pocket while I was waiting for you. Take it from me, please.” 
 
    Francis swallowed then licked his lips like his mouth was dry. He gave Harrison a look, hesitantly putting his hands on the gold then picking it up. His eyes widened when he realized how much effort he had to put into holding it. He shifted his eyes left and right to make sure nobody was watching then ran his palms over it. 
 
    “This is pure gold,” Francis said. “Enough to mint a thousand coins or so. Where’d you get this?” 
 
    “Flip it over.” 
 
    Francis looked down at the stamp on the bottom of the bar and moved his fingers over it. “Grand…” 
 
    “There was a civilization here on Aeria a long time ago. They’re gone now but they left a record of themselves. They’re not the Blank Lands, Francis. They’re the Grand Lands.” 
 
    “Huh… Not bollocks…” 
 
    “Not bollocks.” 
 
    Francis had a blank look on his face, the gears slowly turning in his head. 
 
    “If you actually made it to the Blank Lands… The Grand Lands… That’s the greatest thing any hunter, any person has ever done.” 
 
    “Maybe it is. But you’re my friend and you barely believe me. Not that it matters either way. The Grand Lands are gone and Craft with them. I got the gold.” 
 
    “…How much gold?” 
 
    When Harrison smiled, Francis did the same. They shared a laugh as Harrison resumed eating his pot roast. 
 
    “Sounds like you did all right for yourself,” Francis sighed. “No more bounty on your head. Some gold in your pockets. Only caught a glimpse of them but a couple of pretty lasses to keep you company. What are you going to do now?” 
 
    “While I’ve been laying low, waiting for the bounty on me to come down, I was thinking about it the whole time.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Before he died, Nunn told me I was a natural bounty hunter. He said I could be better than he ever was at it. That he was just holding me back.” 
 
    Harrison stared at the table as the memories of his old mentor came back to him. For a moment, he was sad his friend was gone. But the longer he thought about it, the bigger his smile became. 
 
    “He might have been holding me back. But I learned everything I knew from him. It’s only right I keep doing what I’m doing. That’s what he would have wanted.” 
 
    “I’m sure Nunn is proud of you now.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “So… You really want me to have this gold, Harry?” 
 
    “I’ve got more than I know what to do with. Besides, there’s always another hunt out there for me if I need to refill my coffers.” 
 
    They smiled at one another before Harrison stuck his fork back into his meal. “If you want, maybe you can keep your ear to the tracks and tell me if there’s another bounty for me. No hunts for a month has left me a bit bored.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do for you. Any preferences? Something easy to get back into the flow of things?” 
 
    Harrison shook his head. “There’s not a hunt in the world I can’t finish.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    Every day in Duskpoint was little different from the one that came before it. The townsfolk went about their business as usual. Officials walked through the streets to keep law and order. The kids ran through the streets after a long day of lessons at school. The sun shined bright but not enough to make walking beneath it unbearable. 
 
    Harrison stood at the bow of the Icarus, looking out upon all of it. Behind him, there was nothing but barren land and a lone road toward the next town. 
 
    He rested his hands on the railing of his ship, a soft sigh escaping his lips. 
 
    “Something on your mind?” Evelyn walked next to him. 
 
    “It’s strange. I’ve lived here all my life. Ever since I was a child… My earliest memories are running through these streets.” 
 
    “I bet you were a troublemaker.” 
 
    “I wasn’t.” He said it with a smirk, enough for Evelyn to know he was lying. “I like to think I didn’t have much direction. Just a teenager who was trying to make it through life.” 
 
    “Then you became a bounty hunter.” 
 
    Harrison shook his head. “A man named Joseph Nunn found me. He took me under his wing. Treated me like the parents I never had. Most people would think twice about putting a carbine in a kid’s hands and telling him to go for a bounty. They’d say it’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “It’s not?” 
 
    “I was already a bounty hunter. Even before I met Nunn. He just made me realize it.” 
 
    He turned toward Evelyn. Despite her confident demeanor, he knew Evelyn’s heart was as soft as anybody’s. He enjoyed staring at her, even if it was just to admire the way she looked. 
 
    “I’m a bounty hunter,” he said. “I have to do what I have to do. If you want to come along with me—” 
 
    “Shh…” She put a finger on his lips to quiet him. “I’ve gotten so used to being around you, I can’t imagine what it would be like if I wasn’t here. You’re a bounty hunter, Harrison. That’s who you are. Wherever this ship takes you, I’ll be by your side.” 
 
    “I’m glad. I could always use a good gunsmith.” 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. Her mouth trailed along his cheek and whispered into his ear. “I’m more than your gunsmith…” 
 
    They both turned to see Selina climbing to the upper deck. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.” 
 
    “You weren’t interrupting anything,” Harrison said. “What did you find?” 
 
    The blond twiddled her fingers as she slowly moved toward him. “Well… The Icarus’s a small ship. Expanding it will take a fair amount of gold.” 
 
    “I’ve got plenty of gold. How much of it will I need?” 
 
    “That depends on how much you want to expand. Extra cabins. Maintenance. Improved artillery. Everything is an option. The rare resources, you’d have to mine though.” 
 
    “Perhaps we can visit our friends in Newburgh again… But I think the Icarus is just fine as it is. No trips to the Grand Lands in my future.” Harrison walked toward Selina. “How about you? Are you planning on taking this trip with me?” 
 
    Selina suddenly became sheepish, her eyes focused on the ground. “There’s nothing for me in Grayhaven. I thought I just wanted to be a machinist. That’s still the case. But I don’t just want to put things together. I want to make a difference. I know the only way I’ll fulfill my potential is by being by your side.” 
 
    He put his hand on her chin and turned her head up, forcing her to look at him. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He brought her in for a kiss. Her cheeks flushed so red he had to smile at her. 
 
    “So,” Evelyn started. “Do you have your next bounty? Settle something here in Duskpoint? Or perhaps find something in Grayhaven where this all began?” 
 
    Harrison looked out toward the horizon. An inexplicable peace washed over him. An experience he couldn’t compare to anything else. 
 
    He made it to the Grand Lands. He had enough gold to last the rest of his life. There were no threats for him to worry about. And the two women by his side were as loyal as he could ask for. 
 
    He reached into his vest and checked his pocket watch. He stared blankly at it, watching the hands slowly roll by. 
 
    “Nunn…” 
 
    He swallowed to clear his throat then straightened up. 
 
    “I say we go where the wind takes us.” 
 
    Selina moved close to him and put a hand on his shoulder as she looked out toward the horizon. “I’m with you.” 
 
    Evelyn stood on his other side. “Me, too.” 
 
    “There are bigger bounties out there. There’s more gold to be collected, more lands to explore… Let’s go find ‘em.” 
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