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      When courage and a crack shot aren’t enough

       

      After violence shatters Miranda Fletcher’s world, she swears to protect those she loves. An air captain’s daughter, she has courage enough to battle hungry monsters. Now a different threat hides among them—one much harder to destroy.

       Miranda seeks out her rebel brother, Gideon, for aid. A private inquiry agent, he’s searching for victims no one else dares to find. When one of his father’s airships is blown from the sky, Gideon suspects his cases are linked to the disaster, and his family is the villain’s new target. 

       Danger hides everywhere—in gaslit clubs and drawing rooms, in the secret halls of the mages, and among the monsters of the forest. Uncovering the city’s dire truth could cost Miranda and Gideon their lives—or condemn them to a fate more terrible than the grave.
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      Gideon Fletcher slipped a hand inside his greatcoat, reaching for his pistol. Moments ago, as he’d crossed the cobbled street, he’d become prey.

      Instinct alone guided him. The hunter was invisible, but Gideon had felt its gaze like the prick of a stiletto.

      He kept walking, the rhythm of his stride even. Carriages rattled past, dodging around the occasional steam-powered vehicle. On this street of tidy shops, clockwork displays rotated behind bowed windows, spinning and flashing to catch the eye. He ignored the distraction, focusing on the shadowed doorways instead.

      Anger blunted his fear. He’d been on the way to the Mercury Café for a drink and conversation. Even at night, he should have been safe on these gaslit streets. After all, didn’t magic protect the great wall enclosing the city?

      Should wasn’t worth a brass farthing.

      Casually, he angled his body to the left as if peering through the window of a nearby café. A quick scan of the pavement behind him revealed little. The last of the afternoon crowds dotted the solidly respectable neighborhood, hurrying to their dinners and clubs. The men wore waistcoats and bowler hats, and the women had servants to carry their shopping. Outsiders would assume nothing but petty crimes happened here.

      And yet the flesh along Gideon’s spine shrank as if cold, dead fingers caressed his back. He’d felt the same invisible eyes in the wilderness beyond Londria’s gate, where the Unseen roamed.

      Gideon cursed softly, the frigid air turning his breath to mist.

      Slowly, he resumed his journey, his gaze traveling up the old stone buildings to search for lurkers along the rooflines. Above, a passing airship caught the setting sun, the silks of its balloon turning the color of flame. He looked away before the brightness dulled his vision.

      Movement flickered in the shadows of the nearest building, but when Gideon looked, the alley beside the old bank was empty. Without hurrying his step, he slid into the narrow passage, finally drawing his pistol.

      “If you wish a fight, I’m all attention.” His words ghosted in the frigid atmosphere. Heart pounding, he strained to hear the slightest footfall above the clatter of the street behind him.

      The tail of his eye caught a pale blur. He spun, unable to track the movement. The creature moved unnaturally fast, a kiss of air against his cheek, there and gone.

      Gideon sucked in his breath, pulse kicking into a gallop as he flattened himself against the stone side of the bank. He cocked the hammer of his weapon as nervous sweat cooled on his temples. He’d fought the Unseen before—and knew his chances weren’t good.

      Hugging the wall, he advanced a few steps, and then a few more. The darkness of the alleyway was a physical mass. The creature was ahead, but nowhere in sight.

      The stone blocks of the bank gave way to the brickwork of the Regina Hotel. Space was costly in a walled city, and the builders hadn’t wasted an inch between the two structures. No hiding places there.

      The end of the passage ended in a heavy door framed by enormous trash bins. Unless someone opened the door, he had the creature boxed in. Gideon gripped his pistol in both hands, moving more slowly now. Sunset done, the light was fading fast.

      He almost missed the dark shape climbing the shadowed wall of the hotel. It was already a dozen feet above the ground. Tension twisted Gideon’s stomach.

      “Stop,” he said, not bothering to raise his voice. The things had uncanny hearing.

      The creature dropped lightly, landing in a crouch. As it rose and turned to face Gideon, it raised its hands in a mocking gesture of surrender. It wore a white shirt under a dark suit, no doubt stolen from a human victim. It even had a pair of fashionable leather boots.

      Gideon’s chest tightened with fear. There were two kinds of Unseen—smart and crazy. The crazy ones were bestial, violent, and relatively easy to outwit.

      This one was different. Intelligence glittered in the male’s brilliant gray eyes. The tall, slender figure had a mass of silver hair, sharp features, and chalk-white skin. The ethereal pallor was common to the smarter Unseen, as if their beauty and cunning were entwined.

      It smiled, baring a mouthful of pointed teeth. Regardless of their varied mental powers, the Unseen all fed on human flesh.

      Gideon aimed and shot. The sound roared in the small space—or maybe that was his own enraged voice. The figure sprang toward him, seemingly untouched by the bullet. Gideon’s back slammed to the cobblestones, pain lancing through his skull.

      The Unseen’s lips moved, but the shot had dulled Gideon’s hearing. Clawed fingers gripped his jaw, the creature’s strange eyes intent. Gideon sucked in a breath, ready to shout for help. Surely, someone had heard his pistol shot.

      The Unseen bent lower, its wild, earthy smell filling the air as if it brought the forest with it. It stopped barely an inch from Gideon’s face, tendrils of silver hair brushing his cheek. This time, it was impossible not to make out its words.

      “I am Masson,” it—he—said in a cracked voice, as if something had gone wrong with his throat.

      He spoke. For the barest instant, Gideon’s mind blanked with shock. Words made the monster like a human. More like him. He has a name.

      “You’re the brother,” the monster added with a tinge of curiosity.

      Shock made Gideon flinch. “What?”

      Carnivore’s claws dug into his flesh, pricking deep. Pain seared through his surprise.

      He thrust the muzzle of his pistol into Masson’s belly.

      A door banged open to Gideon’s left, the sound of steel on brick ricocheting through the alley. Masson’s shoulders hunched in reaction, his posture feline.

      Gideon pulled the trigger. The gunshot muffled the Unseen’s defiant shout.

      Its recoil slammed Gideon back against the hard ground as Masson writhed away, hands cradling his gut. Dark blood spattered the ground, but the creature remained on his feet. Commotion rang from the open door, but Gideon didn’t take his eyes off his opponent.

      Masson sprang, fangs bared. Gideon launched from the ground, driving his shoulder into a bone-jarring collision. The impact drove Gideon back, feet skidding. They grappled, claws tearing the pistol from his hand and taking flesh with it. Despite his stomach wound, Masson was impossibly strong. Gideon punched the creature’s temple, knocking him aside.

      The reprieve didn’t last. Teeth aimed for Gideon’s throat, but he twisted and let the fangs bury themselves in the heavy fabric of his greatcoat. They scraped his collarbone, needle-sharp. Revulsion shuddered through him. He flung his opponent off with a guttural shout of disgust.

      A figure darted into view, swinging a cudgel two-handed. The weapon connected with Masson’s upflung arm. A feral shriek followed the snap of bone, and Masson shrank away.

      A second figure appeared, this one brandishing a long knife.

      Gideon tried to snatch up his pistol, but his right hand refused to work. He grabbed with his left instead, unwilling to be the only one without a weapon. The other figures were running now, chasing Masson toward the dead end of the passage. He brought up the rear, ignoring the flare of pain from his ruined hand.

      The faint golden squares of the hotel windows shed feeble illumination from above. Gideon followed the scuffle of feet, navigating by instinct. The need to strike back, to finish the enemy, drove him like madness.

      You’re the brother.

      There was only one thing that could mean. This was the Unseen who had murdered Gideon’s twin sister.

      He put on a burst of speed. The alley seemed endless, though he covered the distance in seconds.

      There was a scuffle and slide of boots on stone.

      “Sainted mother of plague rats.” The man with the knife stopped.

      Gideon nearly bumped into his back. “What’s going on?”

      “There.” The figure with the cudgel—a woman—stumbled to a halt and tilted her face toward the roofline. He followed her gaze, barely making out what the two were staring at.

      Broken-armed and gut-shot, Masson was swarming up the side of the hotel again, moving as if his injuries meant nothing. Cursing, Gideon aimed his pistol, but darkness made accuracy impossible. He fired anyway, sparks fountaining off the bricks. He swore again, this time with venomous fury.

      Masson paused, taking one backward glance, and then silently vanished onto the roof. Rage pulsed through Gideon, making his wound throb. There was no point in pursuit—not when he was this far behind. The network of aqueducts that served the city’s rooftop gardens could take the Unseen anywhere.

      “Missed him again,” the woman muttered.

      “Again?” Gideon asked sharply. His pulse raced so fast, it left him lightheaded.

      “That one’s been here before,” the man said. “We came when we heard your gunshot.”

      “It was a good thing you did,” Gideon said, though resentment darkened his mood. These two had interrupted his vengeance.

      “It’s the first time anyone’s drawn blood from that one.” The man twirled his knife in one hand. “Congratulations are in order.”

      Gideon opened his mouth, but he couldn’t form a proper response.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” the man said. “Few citizens of Londria know the Unseen breach the city walls, and fewer dare to admit such heresy. Yet, here we are.”

      Yes, here Gideon was—furious and in agonizing pain. The only thing keeping him civil was unanswered questions. “Who are you?”

      “Not so fast.” The man offered a one-sided smile. “It’s a dangerous game slaying monsters. The city fathers would sooner toss us behind bars than admit their magic can’t keep the beasties out.”

      Gideon frowned. He’d learned the hard way that wasn’t exaggeration.

      His silence wiped the smile from the man’s face. “If you want no part of this chase, walk away.”

      “I appreciate your caution. I’ve fought the Unseen beyond the wall. And inside, too. I’ve seen what they can do.”

      Something in his answer struck the right chord. The man visibly relaxed. “I’ve seen you around town. You’re one of the airship family. You flew rescue missions into the Outlands.”

      Gideon nodded, equally reluctant and curious.

      “Then let’s swap stories. Perhaps we can help one another.” The man stepped closer, the dim light showing his features. “The name is Ned Huntley.”

      He was a few years older than Gideon, clean-shaven and wearing round wire-rimmed spectacles. He wore a fashionable tweed suit, as if on his way to a shooting party. Only the long knife hinted his quarry was more than grouse.

      “Why no guns?” Gideon asked.

      “Not when we’re in the heart of the city. Too noisy. The club has practical rules.”

      “Club?”

      “Happy to introduce you, old fellow.” Huntley extended his hand, welcoming but firm.

      Gideon hesitated. This so-called club might prove to be a gang of raving crackpots. Who else hurled themselves at the Unseen with no more than a knife? Still, he raised his right hand automatically. Gideon had been raised a gentleman, and it would be churlish to refuse the gesture.

      Huntley’s eyes went wide. “I say, you’re bleeding.”

      Gideon looked down, and pain roared to life with an agonizing throb. Grooves dug into the flesh of his palm and fingers, soaking his hand in a red glove of sticky gore. His vision tunneled, the last rush of battle-frenzy collapsing like a punctured balloon.

      The woman had remained in the shadows, staring after Masson, but now she snapped from her reverie. She cast a look their way and drew in a hissing breath. “Mr. Fletcher! I should have known it was you.”

      The woman thrust her club into Huntley’s hand and hurried to Gideon’s side.

      Recognition gave him a sudden start. “Layla?”

      She caught his wrist, bending his arm for a better look. “Claws or teeth?”

      “Claws.”

      “Good. We’ll take you inside.” She shot Huntley a look that crushed any argument.

      Gideon wavered, still disoriented. The Layla he knew—tall and lovely, with masses of strawberry-blonde hair—favored frills and lace. He’d seen her many times wooing clients in the soft opulence of Hellion House, her laughter bubbling like the brothel’s free-flowing champagne. Clubbing a monster seemed wildly out of character, and yet she’d done just that.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      She cast him the same quelling glance she’d given Huntley. “Same as you, I suppose. Now, be quiet.”

      “I have questions.”

      “They can wait.”

      She used his handkerchief to wrap his hand, though the cloth soaked through as fast as she bound the wound. Wasting no more time, she led Gideon through a narrow door. It was the same one she and Huntley had burst through minutes before.

      Their path led into the hotel, the passage turning into a servant’s stairway that crawled upward in a never-ending series of landings. Gideon had lost track of the flights—perhaps eight?—when they finally emerged into a dark-paneled foyer.

      This part of the hotel was for private suites. Whoever Ned Huntley was, he had money.

      The name tugged at Gideon’s memory. Huntley. Ned Huntley. There was something he should know about the man, but pain and exhaustion numbed his brain.

      Huntley crossed to a set of double doors with shining brass knobs. He opened them with a flourish, and piano music eddied forth. Voices followed, along with a cloud of tobacco smoke and the scent of strong coffee. Gideon’s gut twisted at the smell, his wounds making him queasy.

      Huntley strode through the door, raising knife and cudgel in a victorious salute.

      “Huzzah!” someone shouted from inside the suite. “The conquering hero returns!”

      “Did you get it?” cried another voice.

      “Almost,” Huntley said with a theatrical sigh. “It went skyward before we caught it.”

      “Come on,” Layla murmured to Gideon, taking his arm. “He’ll be here all night taking his bows.”

      With that, she pulled him past their host and into the room. It was a vast salon, overdecorated in red velvet and far too many gold tassels. A drift of mismatched carpets muffled their steps as they entered, though any stray sound was drowned out as the female pianist struck up a triumphal march.

      Besides the musician, a young man sprawled on a brocaded fainting bench. Across the room, two dandies played chess, the board balanced on the sofa cushions between them. There was a playful air about the group, as if they were ordinary young people whiling away the time. The pile of weapons on the lid of the grand piano said otherwise.

      Layla seated Gideon on an ottoman. Instantly, the young man on the fainting bench rose and poured brandy from a crystal decanter, thrusting the glass toward Gideon.

      Gideon set his pistol on the low lacquered table beside him and accepted the drink. At the other end of the room, Huntley regaled the crew with an account of the fight.

      Layla helped Gideon out of his greatcoat, careful of his injury. “Stay here while I fetch water to clean you up.” She left in a swirl of skirts.

      Gideon did as he was told. Voices receded as he sipped the drink, pain and brandy filling his mind until Layla returned with a cloth and basin.

      “Bad luck.” The young man who’d brought the brandy produced a medical bag and began unpacking tools, arranging them on the table. “Have you encountered this monster before?”

      Gideon submitted as Layla unwound the handkerchief binding his hand. The motion hurt and made his palm bleed again, but forced himself to answer. Talking was a distraction.

      “Possibly. I’ve fought the Unseen many times but never had leisure to study their faces. This one called himself Masson.”

      The medic looked up, large brown eyes wide. He had a thin mustache and goatee, giving him the air of a starving poet. “It spoke?”

      Gideon gave a silent nod. Despite the loud conversation around them, everyone seemed to have heard. The noise faded as they gathered around. Blood dripped from Gideon’s hand into the basin with a hushed plop.

      “It was one of the pretty ones,” Huntley said. “One of their ringleaders.”

      There were other terms for the smarter Unseen—masters, herders, kings. Some speculated they were another species from their bestial cousins. Gideon had never cared much, loathing them all equally, but now he had a name. Now he had an individual to hate.

      “Masson won’t be pretty for long,” he said in frozen tones.

      Huntley gave a low laugh. “Very good, Mr. Fletcher. I knew you were a kindred spirit.”

      A chorus of agreement ran through the group, and Gideon was briefly cheered. He raised his brandy glass in salute and drank the fiery liquid down.

      In the meantime, the young man had finished organizing his medical instruments. “Just to reassure you,” he said, “I am a resident doctor at Walton Hospital, so I know my way around a row of stitches. My name is Fitzwilliam Arden.”

      As he spoke, he slid into a professional manner. All at once, he didn’t seem so young.

      “Gideon Fletcher.”

      Arden took the washcloth from Layla. “Were you injured anywhere else, Mr. Fletcher?”

      Gideon closed his eyes, suddenly exhausted. “The beastly thing bit my shoulder.”

      For an instant, he drifted, the soothing touch of the warm water prompting him to drop his guard. A mechanical click snapped him back to attention.

      He opened his eyes to the sight of his own pistol an inch from his face. Huntley’s grip was perfectly steady. All around them, the hiss of steel on scabbard whispered through the room.

      There was nothing friendly in Huntley’s expression now.

      “Did the bite break your skin?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The muzzle of the pistol filled Gideon’s vision. His nose twitched at the smell of spent gunpowder—or maybe that was the burn of his temper.

      “Superstition.” He said the word carefully. It never paid to insult a man holding a gun to one’s head. “The worst you can catch from their bite is a nasty infection.”

      Science had confirmed the truth. Still, plenty of folklore said otherwise, and he’d seen airmen take a knife to their flesh to cut out the mark of a monster’s teeth.

      “That is the official line. I went to the same lectures given by the same experts,” Huntley said, the words clipped with tension. “They claim a bite is painful and nothing more, but that only applies to the bestial Unseen. Their smarter masters, the ones who masquerade as humans, carry the essence of what they are in their blood.”

      “And what are they?”

      “Mad. Hungry. Cursed.”

      Gideon raised a skeptical brow. “And I will somehow catch that like the pox?”

      Huntley’s features stiffened in anger. “Don’t scoff at something you don’t understand.”

      “I’ve fought and killed my share of Unseen. Perhaps I scoff, but you presume.”

      Huntley sucked in an offended breath.

      “Their blood and saliva carries madness,” Arden said, breaking in with an apologetic air. “Ultimately, it is fatal.”

      “That’s folly,” Gideon protested. “Are you certain the subject in question wasn’t simply rabid?”

      Arden nodded. “I would know the difference.”

      “It happened to one of our own in the course of an evening.” Huntley’s hand shifted on the grip of the pistol, a subtle warning. “Every one of us was there, watching.”

      Gideon swore under his breath. Anger was better than the icy fear stalking his mind. “Surely, even a virulent disease takes time to fester and spread.”

      He glanced toward Layla, but she turned her face away.

      “Come now,” the doctor said. “The best antidote to worry is facts. Which shoulder did it bite?”

      “The left.”

      The doctor gave Huntley a hard look. The man took a step back, though the pistol didn’t waver. Slowly, Gideon set down the brandy glass and unbuttoned his jacket. The garment was new and the buttons tight. Working them with his left hand was difficult. With a noise of distress, Layla pushed past the others and bent to assist.

      “Be careful, woman,” Huntley protested.

      “Don’t be daft,” Layla retorted. “He’s not foaming at the mouth.”

      With Arden’s help, she removed Gideon’s jacket and waistcoat, fingering the fine linen of his shirt to see if there were holes made by Masson’s fangs. Gideon craned his neck to see his shoulder. The fabric was torn.

      The cold, sharp pressure of panic rose in his throat.

      “Did you feel the bite?” Layla asked.

      “I didn’t feel any pain,” he said, but in truth he didn’t remember. He wouldn’t notice a minor wound during the frenzy of a fight.

      “Take off the shirt,” Huntley ordered.

      By now, Gideon was in no mood to protest. He had to know.

      Again, Layla helped him strip to the waist, bringing a murmur of appreciation from one of the chess players.

      He felt Arden’s sigh of relief against his bare skin. “Nothing more than a faint mark. It didn’t break the skin.”

      Huntley lowered the pistol. “Very well. You may dress yourself again.”

      “Thank you.” Relief and embarrassment sharpened Gideon’s tone. What made Huntley think he had the right to give or withdraw his permission?

      Gideon snatched up his shirt from where Layla had left it on the carpet. Blood from his hand smudged the pristine white. He shrugged back into his clothes with Layla’s help, then surrendered his hand for the doctor to stitch. The ragged wound throbbed horribly from being dragged in and out of his garments.

      “I won’t apologize for caution.” Huntley set the pistol down. “As I said, we lost one of our own.”

      “His name was Sanfred,” Arden added, needle poised in the air. “He was a fellow resident at Walton Hospital.”

      “He wasn’t Sanfred by the time he died,” Huntley replied bitterly. “There wasn’t anything left of him. Not the man we knew.”

      “I honor who he was before that night.” Defiance simmered in the young doctor’s tone. The needle stabbed Gideon’s flesh with more force than seemed strictly necessary.

      “As long as you understand he lost his fight,” Huntley said after a long pause. “And that none of us was to blame.”

      Arden gave a tight nod. “Of course.”

      Tension sparked the air as Arden turned away and unscrewed the lid of a blue glass jar. The herbal smell of the contents instantly cleared Gideon’s head.

      Arden spread the salve over his stitches. He kept his gaze on his task, but tension stiffened his neck and shoulders.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Gideon broke in, hoping to ease the mood.

      “I appreciate that,” Arden murmured.

      “It was a true tragedy,” Huntley added. “And, it impacted us in more ways than you might think.”

      “How so?” Gideon asked.

      “Sanfred’s death forced us to abandon our last meeting place,” Huntley said. “First, he destroyed those rooms before we—before the end. Then the landlord got involved. He took a dim view after we burned the body on the rooftop.”

      “You what?” Gideon asked, his head swimming with more than pain now.

      Huntley gave a disgusted snort. “His objection was ridiculous. The fire was perfectly safe.”

      Gideon frowned. “But…”

      “It’s a crowded city. Cremation prevents the spread of disease.”

      “It’s rarely conducted in a private residence.”

      “Given what we do, we could hardly hire an undertaker.”

      Gideon let the topic go, since it wasn’t about to lead him anywhere sane. “Who are the members of your, uh, club?”

      He accepted a second glass of brandy. Arden wrapped gauze over his hand, working with the speed of long practice.

      “We are the members,” Huntley said with a shrug. “Myself, Arden, and you seem to know Layla.”

      “I do.”

      “Those gents are Barnard and Wilmington.” Huntley pointed to the two chess-playing dandies, who bowed in unison.

      “And finally, may I present the charming Miss Telford.”

      The young pianist gave a demure nod. Small, pale, and blandly dressed, her one distinguishing feature was a cascade of golden curls that made her seem far too delicate for this company. After growing up with three sisters, Gideon knew better than to make assumptions.

      “We call ourselves the Anathema Club,” Arden said, tying off the last round of bandages. “In honor of the foul language our former landlord hurled at our heads.”

      Gideon studied the young man as he gathered up his medical instruments. There was a grim turn to his mouth Gideon recognized from his own mirror.

      “How did this group come into being?” Gideon asked.

      It was Miss Telford who answered in a calm, clear voice. “We have all lost someone to the Unseen. You, of anyone, should understand what that means, Mr. Fletcher.”

      A prickle of surprise cut through the numbing balm of the brandy, but it quickly vanished. His family was too well known for true privacy. “You heard about my sister.”

      “All of Londria knows she vanished on the way home from her betrothal ball.”

      Images flashed through his mind. The swirl of a gown. Fog in moonlight. A flash of bloody teeth.

      A ripple of fury, old and deep, shuddered through Gideon’s limbs. He swallowed more brandy, and it burned down his throat like liquid fire.

      Unseen had dragged Sidonie from the carriage. He’d given chase until someone—something—had knocked him out cold and left him for dead on the heath. Failure still smoldered in his gut.

      At first they’d prayed to find Sidonie alive, and then they’d hoped to bury her. The search had been pointless. The Unseen left nothing of their meals.

      Pain twisted in Gideon’s flesh, as if the death of his twin had left ragged flesh.

      He turned the conversation away from himself. “I take it you have all lost a loved one?”

      “In one way or another,” Huntley replied, sprawling in an armchair.

      All the club members had taken seats. Gideon remained on the ottoman with his bandaged hand and bloody shirtsleeves. His mind flashed resentfully to the pleasant evening he’d planned at the Mercury Café.

      Huntley’s expression grew intent. “We’re a motley lot from all corners of Londria. What unites us is the promise of payback.”

      “And what’s the Anathema Club’s charter?”

      “Keep our existence a secret. Fight to kill. Never leave a comrade behind.”

      “And no guns?”

      “Stray bullets kill innocents, and too much noise attracts the authorities. That’s how we knew you were in trouble—we heard your pistol shot.”

      “A bullet evens the odds.”

      “I can’t kill monsters if I’m dead or in jail.” Huntley’s smile was grim.

      Silence hung in the room, charged with memory and emotion. Gideon considered the man’s words. There were others who hunted the Unseen, including his youngest sister, Miranda—but he’d never met another seasoned vigilante. Not like Huntley.

      “There is something I’ve always wondered,” he ventured. “If the Unseen can enter the city, why aren’t we overrun? Why not kill us all?”

      “I don’t know.” Huntley looked away. For the first time, his hard confidence seemed to fade. “Nor do we understand why they take our best and brightest, but they do.”

      A rustle passed through the room. The others had given Huntley the floor, but Gideon felt their unspoken losses. Perhaps grief produced sympathetic vibrations, like musical harmony.

      “Who did they take from you?” he asked Huntley. He had no right to an answer, but it seemed important.

      The man slid off his spectacles, as if he couldn’t bear to meet Gideon’s eyes. “My wife.”

      An oath slid softly from Gideon’s lips. “I’m sorry.”

      “Oh, don’t waste your breath.” Huntley grimaced. “We’ll all be in the grave before this battle is over.”
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        * * *

      

      “And how did you respond to that charming statement?” asked Detective Inspector Palmer several hours later.

      They sat in Gideon’s rooms before the fire, the night well advanced. After Gideon had failed to show at the Mercury, Palmer had stopped by to check on him. From there, the conversation had quickly turned serious.

      Palmer was compact and fair-haired, his weathered face set with brown eyes. Though only a few years older than Gideon, he’d already established a sound reputation in Londria’s police force.

      The man flicked his gold lighter. With a whirr, a tiny clockwork dragon emerged to light his cigarette with a puff of flame. Palmer snapped the contraption shut and sat back, taking a slow lungful of smoke.

      Gideon rose and opened the casement window of his sitting room, letting the frigid night air dispel the fog of tobacco fumes. “Huntley asked me to join them. I told him I work alone.”

      “Good. They sound deranged.” Palmer sat forward. “But I would keep up the acquaintance. They might be useful informants.”

      “In what way?”

      Gideon resumed his seat in the armchair opposite Palmer. The leather was worn, like everything in the rooms he’d rented above Dobson and Son Booksellers. He didn’t mind, even though he’d grown up with money. The place was his, and that was all that mattered.

      “You said yourself they’ve all lost someone to the Unseen. As a fledgling private inquiry agent, surely that piques your interest.”

      “It will once I recover from their hospitality.”

      Gideon adjusted his position so he could peruse the wall to his right. There, he’d neatly pinned an array of photographs and newspaper clippings, each representing a missing person. Most were cases like his sister’s—closed by the authorities before the police could mount an investigation. Those not found quickly were presumed dead. Most times, that was true—but not always.

      “I see you’ve located another one.” Palmer waved toward the photograph of a young man. Gideon had penciled “found” across the forehead.

      “He’d taken up with a mistress. He was out of money and ready to come home.”

      Restless, Gideon rose again, this time to stand before the gallery. There were both men and women, most from good families and all of them young. He’d found five of them, but there were two dozen cases still unsolved.

      “Any other leads?” Palmer asked.

      “A few. I’m fairly certain this one ran from debts.” Gideon tapped a photo. “And I wager she eloped. I don’t hold out much hope for the others.”

      “Isn’t that Margaret Huntley in the bottom row?”

      Gideon glanced at the woman’s face. “Yes, it is.”

      That was why he’d known Huntley’s name. In the madness of the evening, he’d forgotten the woman—the missing wife—was here in his collection of lost souls. Perhaps it was because nothing about her stood out—at least nothing that showed in the frozen lines of the portrait.

      Now that he saw Margaret’s face, he vaguely recalled the couple. Sidonie had known the Huntleys and their set—but then she’d made friends easily. When Margaret’s parents had reported her disappearance, Sidonie hadn’t believed the gossip about Ned Huntley and foul play.

      And now Huntley had devoted himself to vengeance against the monsters. So had the rest of the Anathema Club, each member nursing a private grief.

      Gideon stared at the portraits. How many more people were missing? How many had been taken by the Unseen?

      “Tonight’s monster had a name,” Gideon said, half to himself. “Masson knew I was Sidonie’s brother. What do you make of that?”

      Palmer said nothing for so long that Gideon turned to face him. His friend’s gaze was steady.

      “You interest the creature,” Palmer said at last. “Perhaps it followed you.”

      “Why?”

      “As it said, you’re the brother. It recognized your scent. Or your face.”

      “But why does that matter?”

      “I have no idea.” Palmer lit another cigarette, the flame masking his features in an eerie glow. “But take care, my friend. It’s not something you want to find out.”
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      Wind hummed in the cables as the airship passed to the north of the Citadel’s tower. Sun flashed against the stained glass windows of the ancient spire, giving it the look of a flaming sword piercing the cloudless sky.

      Miranda Fletcher gripped the edge of the airship’s rail, leaning into the chill breeze as the vessel ascended with giddy speed. The Citadel was the tallest structure in Londria, and in moments, it would be a stomach-churning distance below the ship’s belly. This high up, there was no recovering from a mishap.

      Yet, as treacherous as wind and rigging might be, Miranda loved the sky and the ships that sailed it. The Leopard was an older vessel, but Norton Fletcher, Miranda’s father and the founder of Fletcher Industries, had modernized the design during the last refit. He’d replaced the engine and aether pumps. Indigo sails now augmented the twin balloons, making use of every breeze. Finally, they’d painted the hull a deep blue and gold, giving the ship a regal air.

      But the real innovation was the newest invention they carried aboard, a secret to all but the manufacturers and the crew. A lot rode on how the ship and its new equipment would perform this day.

      At twenty-two and the youngest of her family, Miranda had taken her father’s place aboard the vessel to review its performance. By day’s end, she would report the results of the test flight and, based on her detailed observations, her father would decide whether to put out the call for investors or return to the drawing board.

      Every worker on the shipyard’s payroll awaited her recommendation. If all went well, future orders would keep Fletcher Industries in business for years. If there was a flaw, her father trusted Miranda—his daughter and a trained aeronaut—to report it. Maintaining the reputation of Fletcher Industries was an honor and a grave responsibility.

      “I needn’t ask you if you’re comfortable, Miss Miranda,” Captain Higgins said with a grin that took years off his leathery face.

      The firm had recently appointed Higgins acting captain. It was a well-earned promotion, but also a reminder that Miranda’s older brother, Gideon, had quit the family business, leaving a hole to be filled.

      “This ship floats like a cloud,” Miranda said, shading her eyes with one hand. “It’s like flying on a cushioned sofa.”

      “Don’t get too cocky.” Higgins unconsciously smoothed the jacket of his fine new uniform, his fingers lingering over the golden feathers—the symbol of Fletcher Industries—embroidered on the collar and cuffs. “We haven’t put the girl through her paces yet. You know the drill.”

      She did. Higgins had tried to teach the four Fletcher children to crew an airship and fight as fiercely as any aeronaut. She and Gideon had been enthusiastic; Sidonie and Olivia had quickly taken up other pursuits.

      Flight was hard work. Back then, Miranda had worked as a simple crew hand with no special privileges. Each night, she’d fallen into bed bruised and exhausted, but grateful. She was her father’s daughter, madly in love with the air.

      Higgins watched her expression and apparently read her mind. “How is Mr. Fletcher?”

      “A little better,” she said, a touch too brightly. “He protests at being kept indoors like a hothouse plant.”

      Higgins laughed at that, no doubt because he knew her plain-spoken sire so well.

      “So, when are we testing the equipment?” she asked, changing the subject.

      “As soon as we’re sure everything else is running.” Higgins touched his hat. “With all due respect, Miss Miranda, I’m not taking her over the wall until I’m certain we’ll get home safe and sound.”

      “You’ll hear no argument from me on that point.”

      “Then why not retire to the cabin for now? Rutherford’s Imports sent up a tea basket. You should take advantage of it.”

      Miranda had worn a woolen skirt and jacket rather than her usual flight gear, thinking it better suited her role as a company representative. Without windproof leathers she was cold, and hot tea sounded grand.

      Still, she lifted a brow. “I take it Rutherford’s is offering a sample basket because they want a provisioning contract for the passenger vessels?”

      Higgins gave a slight shrug. “I don’t question a free meal. If you’ll excuse me, miss.”

      “Of course, Captain Higgins,” Miranda replied. “Carry on.”

      He left her alone, and she lingered to gaze out at the living map of Londria. It was the largest of the great walled cities, and the only one she’d ever lived in. Streets ran from the Citadel’s spire to Londria’s perimeter wall like the spokes of a great, irregular wheel. The Tamesis River wove through it like a mirrored serpent, crossing heath and parkland as well as crowded urban sprawl. From such a height, the city was a riot of color and texture, the ceaseless movement of boats and people a complicated dance. Londria was dirty, dangerous, and lovely all at once.

      Although now, after monsters had taken her eldest sister, the danger seemed predominant. Londria’s perimeter wall, magically enhanced by the Conclave, supposedly kept the Unseen out of the city. To think otherwise—to doubt the mages’ power—was treason.

      Miranda and Gideon knew the truth. That was why her brother had become an inquiry agent despite their father’s wishes—to understand how the enemy penetrated the walls and why it was covered up.

      Pain surged through Miranda, cutting off her air as if a fist were squeezing her heart. It had been so hard to admit Sidonie was gone. Swallowing, she pulled away from the memories. She needed a clear head. An airship was no place to become distracted.

      Miranda started for the cabin, where the basket from Rutherford’s awaited. Tea always improved her mood.

      She’d barely taken a step before a running crewman nearly bowled her over. “Begging your pardon, Miss Miranda.”

      “What’s wrong?” she demanded, catching her balance.

      He sprinted off without a reply.

      “Crewman Yale?” she called.

      He was sprinting toward the engines—never a good sign. She strode after him, her skirts billowing around her ankles.

      As Miranda neared the engine room, she sensed the problem—both with her ears and from the vibrations pulsing through the deck. The thrum of the half-beam stationary steam engine had changed rhythm. Now it stuttered like a failing heart.

      Panic jolted along her nerves. A failing engine was a serious thing. The steam-driven propellers at the fore and aft of the vessel provided the necessary lift. Without them, the ship would go down.

      Higgins charged her way like a determined bull. He tried to push past her, but she stepped in his path.

      “Captain, please tell me what’s happening,” she said.

      “There’s a problem with the throttle valve,” he replied, his tone clipped. “Something’s gone wrong with the governor, and she’s running too hard.”

      Miranda stepped out of his way, having heard enough. Regulating the flow of steam was essential. Otherwise, things could go wrong in a dozen explosive ways.

      Higgins ran down the short flight of stairs into the engine room, already demanding answers from the crew. Miranda shifted from one foot to the other, needing to act. A moment later, she was bolting for the cabin, her fine leather shoes skidding on the deck.

      Manners forgotten, she banged through the cabin door. Fortunately, the emergency had emptied it of crew members. Miranda dove for the storage lockers, rummaging for spare gear. Pushing modesty aside, she stripped out of her clothes and pulled on a pair of leather pants, jacket, and safety harness. Then she grabbed a helmet and boots that were almost, but not quite, the right size.

      She scrambled back onto the deck. Higgins was returning from below.

      “What can I do to help?” she asked.

      He did a quick double take when he saw her in uniform, but he understood her intentions at once. She was no longer an observer, but a crew hand he’d trained. He jerked his head toward the mainmast. “Prepare to release the auxiliary sails on my signal.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The order made sense. Slight but strong, Miranda was a fast climber. She sprinted across the deck, barely stopping to adjust the helmet’s goggles against the wind. She grabbed the ladder bolted to the mainmast and started upward. A few rungs up she stumbled, the unfamiliar boots tripping her up. Cursing, she regained her balance and forged on, keeping close to the mast to minimize the pull of the wind.

      Above her, the balloons floated side by side, each emblazoned with the company’s golden feather. The pale, oval forms contained concentrated lifting gas, but not enough to keep the large vessel in the air. The auxiliary sails would help compensate for the faltering propellers, but would they be enough?

      Fear made Miranda’s chest tight, as if a giant had her in a crushing grip. She cursed long and hard, letting the wind shred the words, and forced herself onward.

      It was a bitterly cold climb. She’d found fleece-lined gloves in the pocket of her borrowed jacket, and she was grateful for their protection. The only mercy was that she could see her goal—a round structure surrounding the mast above her. That was the platform where she would manipulate the sails.

      She was still yards away when the entire vessel shuddered and the prow dipped in a sickening lurch. She swayed dangerously, one foot dangling in the air. Yelping with alarm, she hauled herself back to safety and gripped hard as the mast bobbed with drunken abandon. Miranda closed her eyes a moment, desperate to shut out the horrible truth.

      The vibrating pulse of the engine had stopped.

      Cursing again, she broke from her stasis to scramble the last dozen yards to the hatch above. She crawled through it on hands and knees, kicking the trap door shut again before she got to her feet. A waist-high railing encircled the platform, which formed a narrow walkway around the mast. On one side was a metal cupboard as tall as she was, and she immediately pulled open the double doors to reveal two rows of long brass levers. Each was embossed with the name of the sail it governed: The Devil’s Tooth, The Lightning Chaser, The Zephyr’s Child. Two dozen in all.

      Miranda pulled the first, feeling the strain in her shoulders as she worked the spring. Then the next and the next, clenching her teeth against the strain until every lever was down. Then she leaned over the platform’s rail, shading her eyes against the sun as she searched for Captain Higgins.

      His whistle shrilled before she spotted him on the deck below. Two sharp, short bursts followed by a long trill. She spun and slammed the plate-sized starter button with all her weight. There was a ca-chunk from somewhere high up and chains began rattling over gears hidden in the rigging above.

      “Ha!” Miranda crowed, slumping against the rail to catch her breath.

      Spars sprang from the deck and masts, telescoping outward at astonishing speed. Massive brass casings sprang open to unfurl the sails with clockwork precision, spinning wheels and ropes hauling the sails into place with a deafening clatter. Then, the indigo canvas billowed and roared as the wind caught it, surrounding the vessel in thunder. In one enormous crash, the long brass levers Miranda had pulled snapped back into their starting positions, locking the sails into place.

      The ship weaved with the sudden pull of the wind. Miranda grabbed hard at her perch, falling to one knee. Why was no one steering? Then she remembered the mechanical system that governed these sails, like the propellers, operated on steam. Her efforts had bought them time to attempt repairs, but they were still adrift.

      And if they couldn’t repair the engine? Their odds were dismal. Tears of fright pricked her eyes.

      Then, a bit at a time, the nose of the ship lifted. Barely believing it, she got to her feet again. The tension in her chest eased, but an unmistakable crackle of magic slid over her skin, raising every hair. That sensation meant they’d just crossed the limit of the Conclave’s protective spells—the ones meant to keep monsters out of the city.

      She stared as the great stone blocks of Londria’s perimeter wall slid beneath them. Beyond lay the Outlands, the vast forest of her nightmares. Gideon had taken rescue parties over the wall to find stranded travelers, but many were nothing but gnawed bones when—or if—he located them.

      In the far distance, a pair of wild dragons sported over the trees. They might charge an airship, but they were far from the most dangerous creatures out there.

      And then she looked down. The Unseen—a dozen, and then more—lurched from the trees. They wavered as the ship’s shadow crossed their upturned faces, then sprang into a frenzied pursuit.

      They were tiny from where she perched in the clouds, but unmistakable by their crooked, shuffling gait. These were the mindless ones, the flesh-eaters who swarmed their living victims like carnivorous fish. She’d fought them before, but only when she could pick the time and place.

      Now she was a rabbit dangling above the wolves. Even with the sails, the ship’s altitude would eventually decay.

      Miranda’s heart pounded as the vessel drifted onward, helpless in the grip of the wind.
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      A shout snapped Miranda from her horrified trance. Earsplitting clangs resounded from the engine, followed by a groan of gears. Someone roared a curse.

      She’d done what she could up here in the rigging. It was time to join the others—perhaps the trio of crew hands heading for the weapons lockers. She hooked the carabiner on her safety harness to one of the lines and braced for a fast descent to the deck.

      The engine belched a plume of steam, and the ship reeled. Miranda grabbed the line for support. Then the ship rolled to port, tilting almost flat. Miranda tumbled like a discarded toy, her legs kicking as she fell from the platform into empty sky. She grunted as the safety line pulled tight, dangling for an agonizing moment before gravity sent her plummeting.

      With the instinct of long training, she flipped so her feet could catch her when she reached the deck. Wind pummeled her face as she streamed downward. Higgins was directly below her, shouting orders at the crew distributing aether rifles. Then the ship gave another sickening dip, and he stumbled, catching his balance only to slide across the tilting deck. His arms flailed, but there was nothing to grab.

      Miranda’s heart jumped as the captain snatched at the gunwale only to lurch over it, feet dangling above the deck as his hat sailed into the sky. For a sickening instant, he seemed balanced on his midsection, only a fluke of physics holding him in place.

      Airmen lunged toward Higgins, but his long slide had taken him beyond their reach. Miranda had no time to think. She thumbed the release of the safety harness, feeling the click of gears through her gloves. Timing was everything—wind, speed, and the angle of the deck coming together as she dropped. It was a longer fall than she liked. Impact jarred her hips and knees as she landed in a crouch just yards from the captain.

      She sprang up just in time to grasp the back of his coat, using all her weight to haul him to safety. The cloth tore just as Crewman Yale skidded up beside her to grab the captain’s arm. The ship coughed and shuddered, the engines coming back to life with a snarl. Chains clanked as the gears that worked the sails began to spin. High above, a cable snapped with the sudden force.

      With no more warning than that, the deck heaved to an upright position. Miranda and Yale collided as Higgins tumbled backward. They all landed in a heap.

      The crew cheered, whistling and banging their wrenches against the steel pipes. Miranda lay still for a moment, her cheek pressed against the boards of the deck. The blessed vibration of the engine thrummed through her bones like a mother’s heartbeat. She sucked in a long breath, unsure if she were about to weep or burst into laughter.

      Then she rolled onto her back and let Yale pull her to her feet. He was grinning, but instantly sobered. Miranda glanced from Yale to Higgins, and her own mood sank. The captain was scowling.

      “You are reckless, Crewman Fletcher,” he said, loud enough for all to hear. “What is the protocol for releasing a safety harness during a flight emergency?”

      Miranda’s mouth went painfully dry. To Higgins, safety came before anything else, even the fact that she’d saved his life. “Don’t do it, sir, unless both feet are on firm decking.”

      “Correct. And what would have happened if you’d miscalculated your landing?”

      She fought the urge to hang her head. “I would have gone over the side, sir.”

      “And if you’d lived, you would have joined me for dinner with the monsters.” Higgins gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Just because you can do something does not mean you should risk it, lass. As your father’s proxy on this flight, your safety is paramount.”

      With that, he strode toward the engine room. Yale followed after, but not before he’d given her a sympathetic wink.

      Miranda turned away, avoiding the eyes of the other crew members. Some were congratulatory, others resentful because they were not the ones who would be the toast of the night’s revelry.

      She didn’t care about the glory. She cared about her friends—and the danger still to come.

      The ship was rising, but it remained on the wrong side of the wall. The Unseen ran in

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/rowan-ash-logo-standard.jpg





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/theleopardtarot-tlined-2.jpg
©

THE LEOPARD

>






