

    
        
          Sisters, Rivals, Monster Hunters

        

        
        
          Gasbags & Brides, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Caylen McQueen

        

        
          Published by Caylen McQueen, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      SISTERS, RIVALS, MONSTER HUNTERS

    

    
      First edition. June 1, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Caylen McQueen.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223802006

    

    
    
      Written by Caylen McQueen.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Author's Notes

Also By Caylen McQueen

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One




[image: ]


“Kathleen, can you csssssshhhh hear me? Are you zzzzzzrt there? If you're still sssssszzt listening, I need you to say something!”

A smug grin worked its way onto Kath's lips as the voice of her ex-fiancé was lost in static. Normally, the teletalk's static was a minor annoyance. Today, she hoped it would spare her from another string of empty excuses and pleas.

“Kathleeeen!” When Hiroaki whimpered her name, he sounded more desperate and whiny than usual. “Kathleen, why aren't you saying anything? I know you can hear me!”

Kath held a flask in her left hand, which she raised for a swig. In her right hand, she held the teletalk, the modern invention through which her ex constantly vexed her. They were miles apart, but she couldn't get away from him. “I can barely hear you,” she lied. “There's a lot of static on my end.”

“Can you get Cinna to fix it?” Hiroaki asked. His voice was slightly garbled, but she heard every word—especially her sister's name, which made her sneer.

“Why do you think she could fix it, but I can't?” Kath asked.

“Cinna's good with technology. She's always been a tinkerer.”

“Well, I'm good with technology too!” Kath boasted. “Are we finished with this conversation yet? It's really getting pointless.”

“It's not finished until you believe me!” Hiro exclaimed. “I didn't, nor have I ever zzzzrttt fzz.”

Kathleen snickered and took another swig from her flask. As the spirits burned down her throat, she told him, “I didn't hear any of that, Hiro.”

“I didn't sleep with my stepmother!” Hiro suddenly shouted. “I'm not even attracted to that woman! Why don't you believe that?”

Kathleen's lips were ripped apart by a tremendous yawn. She made no attempt to muffle the sleepy sound that came out of her. In fact, she hoped he could hear her boredom. “You're not attracted to her, and yet... you were in bed with her. Naked.”

“That woman has been after me since day one, since the day she married my father! No, it was before that. She's always had a thing for me,” Hiro said. “You've seen her come on to me... how many times?”

“Oh, I've seen it,” Kathleen said. “You expect me to believe you did nothing to encourage that behavior?”

“I didn't! Never!” Hiro whined. “Why would I waste a minute with that woman when I have you?”

“You had me,” Kath corrected him. “We aren't together anymore, Hiro, You need to get that through your skull.”

Significant static preceded her ex's predictable reply. “Bsssshhrrrt zzzzrt broke up with me over a misunderstanding!”

“So you say.” Kathleen's thumb stroked the teletalk's off button. She was tempted to use it, to make him disappear.

“If you leave me, if you end our relationship, that woman is getting exactly what she wanted,” Hiro said.

“It's already ended... and I'd say you both got what you wanted.” With a roll of her eyes, Kath asked, “Do you really expect me to believe you accidentally fell into bed together without any clothes?”

“She slipped into my bed in the middle of the night! Believe me, I was as surprised as you were!”

“And I assume you accidentally slipped an arm around her as well?” Kath joked.

“I thought she was you!”

How many times had she heard the same excuses from Hiro?  They were getting old, and no matter how many times he used them, Kath wasn't convinced. Her fiancé was sleeping with his stepmother—three days before their wedding. No excuse in the world could save him.

“I love you, Kath,” Hiro said. “I love you, I love you, I love you... I've only ever loved you. You have to believe me, please! I would never do anything to jeopardize our—”

“Csssssshuuu,” Kath hissed into the teletalk, imitating the sound of static. “Bzzzzzzrrrr... uh-oh, I can't hear you anymore! It looks like I have to go!”

“Kath...” Hiro attached a long sigh to her name. “That's not even real static. You're making those sounds with your mouth!”

“Zzzzrrt I don't know what you're talking about ssssshhhh.” Kathleen stifled a snort of laughter behind her fingers. “Like I said, I can't hear you! I've got to go.”

Her thumb hit the off button before he could protest, and she pitched the teletalk on the table in front of her. If Cinna wasn't so attached to the damn thing, Kath would have smashed it with a hammer—or shot it with one of her guns. She never wanted to hear another word from Jude Hiroaki Kojiro-Sturgill for as long as she lived. Her fiancé was dead to her.

Kathleen leaned back, crossed her arms, and enjoyed a rare moment of silence. She knew it wouldn't last. After a mere two and a half minutes of blissful peace and quiet, she heard Cinna shouting her name.

“Kathleen! Oh my god, Kath, are you still down here?”

She could hear her sister bounding downstairs, and a moment later, the sitting room door flew open. When it opened, Kath could hear the roar of the airship's engines. They were twice as loud as usual, because they were flying twice as fast.

“Kath, why are you still down here?” Cinna shrilled. “You should be at the helm or with the cannons or something! We're going to reach Gilgamech in, like, two minutes!”

“I didn't take this job,” Kath reminded her. “You did.”

“Still, you have to help!” Cinna grabbed her older sister's arm and dragged her from her chair. “If the airship crashes, that's it for us. We'll be dead. Done-zo! Goners!”

Cinnabar pulled Kathleen out of the room, down the hall, and up to the airship's main deck, where they were surrounded by clouds and smoke. Clouds were normal. Smoke wasn't.

“Cinna... why is the airship smoking?” Kathleen asked. Her voice was surprisingly calm, despite her sister's obvious distress. “Are we on fire or something?”

“No. It's the engines. If we're going to catch up to Gilgamech, I had to push them to their limit,” Cinna said. “Don't worry, Kath. I know I said something about crashing, but I was only teasing. I don't think we'll crash... maybe.”

Kath's eyelashes fluttered at her sister's uncertainty. Cinna was always the one putting them in dangerous situations. Kathleen was a mercenary too, but she preferred easy jobs. She only took jobs that required minimal effort. “You better hope Father doesn't see this smoke,” Kath said. “If he does, you'll give him a heart attack, and we won't hear the end of it.”

As if on cue, a gruff voice cried out, “What's with this doggone smoke? Should I start sayin' my prayers yet?”

“Father!” Cinna exclaimed, feigning excitement at the sight of him. She abandoned her sister and hurried to their father's wheelchair. “Don't worry about the smoke, Father. It's perfectly normal.”

Their pater's expression soured as he maneuvered his chair across the deck. “Normal?” he barked at his younger daughter. “There ain't nothin' normal about this! It looks like the whole doggone ship is about to go up in flames!”

Cinna dismissed his worries with a nervous chuckle. She seized control of his chair and pushed him away from Kath before her older sister could agree with him. “We had to go extra, extra fast to catch up to Gilgamech,” Cinna explained. “I promise you, I've checked the engines several times. If I didn't think we were capable of going this fast, I—”

Her reassuring words were cut off by a tired groan from one of the airship's engines. More nervous chuckles bubbled up from Cinna's throat.

“That doesn't sound good, girl,” said Georg, the former captain of La Dame Rose. The airship had seen better days. Six years ago, when he retired from the Royal Aerial Corps, his daughters took command of the ship. They didn't hold a candle to him, and he told them as much at least once every day. Closing his eyes, he recited, “Our Mother in paradise, I am unworthy to speak your name. Should I die on this day, forgive my sins and trespasses.”

“Father, you're not going to die!” Cinna squawked. “I'm taking you below deck. You'll be safe down there.”

“Like hell you are!” Georg raised his rifle and pointed its barrel at Gilgamech. The metal beast was a silver dot on the horizon, barely visible to the naked eye. Georg raised his spyglass and scanned the sky for Gilgamech. When he spotted their target, he whistled with disbelief. “And I'm sure as hell not gonna be safe! As long as that thing's in the sky, no one's safe.”

“You'll be fine,” Cinna promised.

“Think again, honey,” her father disagreed. “Your princess friend is crazy. She should be arrested for this.”

Gilgamech was Princess Lysa's latest creation. The gargantuan metal beast was supposed to be the nation's latest and greatest weapon—until it wasn't. Less than twenty-four hours ago, Gilgamech went rogue. The princess' metal monstrosity couldn't recognize friend from foe. It took to the sky and unleashed its missiles and fire on every settlement it passed, razing towns and turning entire cities to ash. The sister mercenaries of La Dame Rose had been hired to clean up the princess' mess. More specifically, Cinna had been hired. As the princess' best friend and fellow tinkerer, Cinna was no stranger to cleaning up Lysa's messes.

“Take me to the bow!” Georg demanded. “If that thing's got a weak spot, I'm going to find it.”

Cinna argued, “Father, I really think you should let Kath and me handle this.”

“Like hell I am!” Georg snapped. “You girls don't hold a candle to me, and you know it. If anyone's gonna kill that thing, it's me.”

Disagreeing with Georg was a useless endeavor. He always got his way. When his daughters were foolish enough to disobey, he never stopped complaining about it. Officially, he was retired. Unofficially, he was still the man in charge.

“Father, I love you, but you can be a real pain in the ass,” grumbled a sighing Cinna.  

“Same to you, sweetheart,” he retorted. “Where's Kath? Where'd she go?”

“I'm here, Father,” Kathleen responded in a bland, bored, monotone voice. Unbeknownst to her sister and father, she had been trailing behind them.

“Well, you need to get your ass to the cannons,” Georg demanded. “No one can operate them better than you.”

“That's... almost a compliment,” Kath noted. “I'm almost grateful.”

“And if you can help me kill that thing, I'll almost be proud of you,” her father said. “Cinna?”

“Yes, Father?” His younger daughter sounded hopeful, as if she anticipated a compliment too.

“Try not to get in our way,” Georg said. “In fact, maybe you should man the helm. I don't know if we should leave this in the hands of the autopilot.”

“But... you've always said the autopilot is better than me,” Cinna reminded him.

“The autopilot is better than you!” her father barked. “But you've got something like a brain in your head, don't you? I don't want to give you too much credit, but you might be slightly better at dodging missiles than a damn machine!”

Cinna steered her father's wheelchair to the airship's bow and left him near the rail. His palms were moist with perspiration as he raised his rifle and peered through its scope.

“Our Mother in paradise,” Georg repeated his prayer with a lump in his throat. “I am unworthy to speak your name...”

Gilgamech had spotted them. A metallic creak echoed through the sky as the beast turned in their direction.
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Georg studied Gilgamech through his sniper rifle's scope. As far as he could tell, the metal colossus had two weak points—or three, if one counted both of its eyes. Its third weak point was on the back of its neck, the beast's power source, where a trio of wildly spinning gears worked to keep the beast aloft.

Georg couldn't see the back of the beast's neck, not while Gilgamech was facing their direction. He aimed at one of the metal mountain's yellow eyes, which were equipped with state of the art sensors. Gilgamech had such good eyesight, he could see the rifle aiming at him. His defense mechanisms were triggered, and a metal panel slid over his right eye, protecting him. The metal panels were usually suspended above his eyes, like metal eyebrows, but they were more than mere decoration. Georg's shot was deflected by the metal panel, and Gilgamech's eye was unharmed.

As the beast drew closer to La Dame Rose, his metal mouth opened with a clang. There was an ominous crackle and pop as the furnaces in his throat fired up. A few seconds later, ribbons of flame poured from Gilgamech's mouth and wrapped around the body of the airship. The vessel was fireproof, but Georg wasn't. He leapt from his wheelchair and staggered away from the incoming fire with little time to spare. He could feel the flame heating his back as he hobbled behind one of the ship's masts, taking cover. His knee couldn't bend, and his back was achy, but he made it to safety before he was roasted.  

“Doggone it!” Georg punched the mast as he cursed. “That was more than enough for me! I quit!”

Cinnabar suddenly reappeared and cried, “Father, are you alright?”

“Barely, girl, barely,” Georg replied. “But my chair's on fire. I can't say that makes me too happy.”

Cinna tore off her coat and frantically smacked his chair with the garment. When that failed, she grabbed the airship's emergency hose and used water to douse the flame.

Gilgamech was returning. Georg raised and lowered his rifle. He lacked the willpower to try again.

“Girl, you need to send a message to your princess friend,” Georg requested. “You need to tell her this is way beyond our capabilities!”

“I don't think that's true, Father. We've been monster hunters for years! We can do this!”

As Cinna shared her encouraging words, her sister deployed the cannons. Kath landed three direct hits on Gilgamech's face, but the metal beast was undeterred. He retaliated with a missile that clipped the side of their airship, but didn't take them down.

“Cinna, that ain't a monster. That thing is... something else entirely,” Georg said. “Doesn't Her Highness have people who can handle this? Soldiers or something?”

“Yes... but she thought we would be best for the job,” Cinna said. “We should be proud of that!”

“Oh, I'm proud... 'til the moment I shat myself,” Georg murmured. He tucked his rifle under his arm
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