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      When the prey becomes the hunter …

      Miranda Fletcher lives in a glittering world of aeronauts and artists, dance cards and dandies, but terror lurks outside the city walls. The countryside is infested with hungry abominations called the Unseen, and a single crack in the capital’s defenses invites disaster.

      Then Miranda witnesses a murder and learns the walls aren’t as secure as their magical protectors claim. But despite a string of bloody crimes, no one is foolhardy enough to question the mages, much less battle monsters at the gate.

      Except Miranda. When tragedy shatters her home, she’ll risk everything to get answers—and vengeance.

      Sometimes the smallest creature carries the deadliest sting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Hope has two beautiful daughters; their names are Anger and Courage. Anger at the way things are, and Courage to see that they do not remain as they are.

        ― Saint Augustine of Hippo
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      “Watch for a moment,” Norton Fletcher said to his son, Gideon. “Then we’ll bow and scrape to the Conclave. I’d rather see this than their sour faces.”

      Side by side, they ran down the stairs of the administration building and took a shortcut across the airfield. Representatives from the Conclave had arrived thirty minutes ago, their presence like a house call from an anxiety dream.

      Gideon’s stomach ached with worry. “Will they take the delay as an insult?”

      “Probably.”

      “Then why take the risk?”

      “This is my place,” Fletcher replied. “Mine. They don’t have the power here.”

      Gideon wasn’t sure that was true—not in any way that mattered. Still, he couldn’t help looking over to where his father pointed one gloved hand.

      Far ahead, a shout rose from the crowd of workers as mooring ropes released and the Scorpion floated skyward, sleek and nimble. Twin balloons hung one above the other, the silk striped midnight blue and silver above a narrow, high-prowed gondola. The feather-shaped crest of Fletcher Industries was visible along the side, even from where Gideon stood at the edge of the field.

      “A beauty, isn’t she?” Fletcher said, adjusting the brim of his gray top hat. Of middling height, he was stocky and weathered by decades in the wind and sun. He had begun his career as an airman, then built his highly profitable empire one dirigible at a time. “I took her up myself yesterday. Still a few improvements to make, but she’ll be perfect for quick travels inside the city walls. Clever thing can fly right between buildings with a good pilot. Only needs one or two crew members to run it.”

      Gideon had seen the Scorpion under construction, but this was his first glimpse of it in flight. The ship was perfect for a rich man in a hurry or a young buck eager to show off. With the new restrictions on long-distance flight, building urban airships was a smart business move—but that was Fletcher, always one innovation ahead of his peers.

      As his heir, Gideon was both eager and humbled. “What’s its range?”

      “Depends on the weather. It could fly to the next city, but that would be chancy.”

      Gideon shaded his eyes, admiring the graceful way the ship turned. The sight captured his world at its best. Scents from the surrounding fields and work sheds mixed in a familiar, throat-catching way. He’d been around airmen and their machines for the last twenty-five years—since he’d been a babe in arms.

      “The name Scorpion was Miranda’s idea,” Fletcher said. “She’s been showing an interest in the business lately.”

      “How so?” Gideon asked, never knowing what to expect from his youngest sister.

      By unspoken agreement, they altered their course toward the edge of the property, where their unwelcome guests waited. No trees stood around the airfield, but the shrubs and brambles along the outskirts flamed October gold and scarlet in the slanting sun. The early afternoon was still warm despite a bite in the air that promised frost.

      “She’s been practicing at the shooting range.” Fletcher waved a hand toward the airfield’s training grounds. “And she’s been flying with the junior crew.”

      Gideon couldn’t suppress a smile. Miranda loved the air as much as he did. “I knew she was coming here, but not the details. How is she progressing?”

      “I’d give her a real job if she wasn’t my daughter.”

      “But?”

      Gideon already knew the answer. Most professions had women in their ranks, but the wealthiest families still preferred to keep their daughters at home.

      Fletcher cleared his throat. “Thank the gods your mother’s not alive to see her youngest covered in grease and gunpowder. She’d accuse me of negligence.”

      There were volumes of family arguments in those words—what Miranda wanted versus what she’d be allowed to have—but Gideon left those for later. They’d arrived at the spot where a handful of Fletcher’s employees toiled.

      “The repairs are almost done,” Gideon said. “It was a hard job.”

      “But the men made fast work of it,” his father replied. “Remind me to stand them a round next time they visit the tavern.”

      One of the morning’s delivery carts had rolled free as it was being unhitched. As the story went, a rabbit had spooked the big draft horses, and the idiot beasts had thundered away from the flop-eared menace at top speed. The harness—buckles half-undone in the driver’s hands—had come free, but the resulting jolt had unlocked the wagon’s brake. The heavy load of iron fittings had rolled free before crashing into the wall bordering the airfield’s land, knocking a gap in the old stone. Humans, horses, and bunny were unhurt, though the wagon was beyond redemption.

      And more than the physical wall had broken. The accident had smashed the Conclave’s handiwork as well—hence the visit. A delegation from the Citadel, the Conclave’s stronghold at the center of the city, stood grim-faced on the sidelines. They had insisted on personally assessing the damage to the wall the moment they’d arrived.

      The sight of them blackened Gideon’s mood. Two of the visitors were dressed in dark coats and bowler hats, marking them as administrative flunkies. The other three wore mage’s robes—two in black and one in the pale blue of the Senior Council. A handful of liveried Conclave guards stood a polite distance away, frowning at the grubby laborers but not offering to help.

      Gideon recognized the blue robe as Councilor Ormond, a heavy-jawed boulder of a man with small, wide-spaced blue eyes.

      Ormond looked up as they approached. “You are certain nothing penetrated from the other side? The breach was hours ago. There’s been opportunity for intrusion.”

      Fletcher’s jaw jutted forward defiantly. Still, he kept an affable tone. “My men have been watching constantly with orders to shoot anything that moves. Nothing has set foot on our side.”

      A brief silence fell, broken only by the sound of stone being shifted into place. The twenty-foot wall was hundreds of years old—one of the original sections of the barrier that circumnavigated the city. Each block had been meticulously cut to fit, like an enormous puzzle.

      All the same, it wasn’t chiseled rock that kept the city safe. The barrier around the town was made from many materials—wood, hedges, wrought iron, and even barricades made from whatever rubble the slums could spare. None of it was secure against the enemy outside—not completely. It was the Conclave’s magic that made it impregnable.

      Until, of course, a reckless rabbit had turned a wagon into a battering ram.

      “Your carelessness risked the entire city,” Ormond said, his voice dark with warning.

      “It was pure bad luck,” Fletcher replied. “If there’s a fine, we’ll pay it.”

      The councilor shot him a glare of pure disdain. “Spoken like a merchant.”

      Fletcher colored but was interrupted before he could retort.

      “We’re ready, sir,” called a voice from above. Three airmen stood on top of the repaired section of the wall, wearing heavy work gloves and brown coveralls. Gideon recognized the speaker as Higgins, a senior crew hand.

      “Are you certain it’s sound?” Fletcher shouted back.

      Higgins stomped a foot on the stone. “Tight as a banker’s fist, she is.”

      Fletcher nodded to the Conclave’s men. When Ormond moved his fingers slightly, the two black-robed acolytes stepped toward the wall. One bore a satchel. From it, he took tiny pliers and snips, along with rolls of fine silver-colored wire. With deft movements, the acolytes began to mend the mesh that ran inside the barrier like an enormous, magic-conducting spiderweb.

      The Conclave’s protective power flowed from their Citadel into the silver mesh that circled the city. No unnatural creature could climb, fly, or burrow past the protective shield. It was all that stood between the city and the monsters outside.

      With ropes and harnesses, Higgins and Crewman Yale helped the acolytes scale the wall, heaving them up a foot at a time as they made their repairs. The interaction between the two groups was cool with suspicion. No one exactly knew what Conclave did inside the Citadel. Magic, certainly, but what else?

      Torture and execution, Gideon thought. Not long ago, he’d rescued a man—Joseph Ellery—from beyond the wall, but Ellery had vanished into the Citadel’s dungeon, condemned because magic ran in his blood. Fortune-tellers, hedge wizards, and wise women shared similar fates. Only the Conclave was allowed to wield magic. A quiet, studious man, Ellery had perished to prove that point—and to save his gifted daughters from the same fate.

      Gideon’s jaw ached as he bit down on the memory, forcing himself to focus on the work above. The acolytes were near the top of the wall now, repairs nearly complete. Higgins and the others reeled them in, fearless of the height—they spent their time in the sky, after all.

      One of the acolytes was a good climber. The other hung from the ropes like a sack of meal, relying on the airmen to heave him upward. As they neared the top, he began kicking and groping for handholds like a small child struggling in the bath. Apprehension tightened between Gideon’s shoulder blades. Without thinking, he found a foothold between the stones and began climbing one of the ropes, heedless of his well-tailored clothes.

      Before Gideon was halfway up, Crewman Black, one of the new recruits, bent to catch the acolyte’s waving hand. It was a mistake.

      Gideon did not see the acolyte make his flailing surge to the top, but he saw Black topple backward, arms wind-milling as he tried to catch his balance. Heart plunging, Gideon scrambled up the last few feet. “Black.”

      The crewman screamed as his feet kicked into empty air.

      Gideon crouched atop the narrow stones. The drop to the other side should have been fatal, but a thick growth of broom and juniper partially broke the man’s fall with a crackle of snapping branches. Black rolled off the greenery, then sprawled in the long, unkempt grass, legs twisted awkwardly beneath him. Gideon’s stomach lurched. It was impossible to tell if the man’s limbs were broken, or even if he were still alive.

      Meanwhile, the acolyte blubbered with shock and vertigo. Higgins held the man by the shoulders, his expression grim. “What shall I do with this one?”

      “Get him out of here,” Gideon ordered, half-tempted to push the acolyte over the edge.

      Perhaps reading his tone, Yale and the others hastened to obey.

      Gideon calculated the distance between Black and the edge of the lurking forest. There was a thirty-foot stretch of grass and weeds before all visibility was lost. As long as Gideon could see around him, he might be safe.

      “Find me a harness,” Gideon called. “I’ll put it on Black, and you can pull him up.”

      “No, sir,” Higgins said, rubbing the gray bristle along his jaw.

      “Why not?”

      Black was not yet twenty—barely at the start of his life. He was worth the risk.

      “There’s your reason.” The older man pointed. “I’d rather you asked me to find you a rifle.”

      Gideon followed his pointing finger. What he saw made an abyss of fear open inside him.
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      The monsters had come.

      There were many things living in the forest beyond the wall, and Gideon had seen a fair few from the deck of his father’s airships. The Great Disaster had born strange fruit, but the Unseen were the worst. No one knew where they’d come from, or why they existed at all. Folklore spawned tales of disease and damnation, but chemists and doctors claimed nothing could be caught from their bite. Except death, of course. They were predators that wore human—or at least humanish—faces.

      Two Unseen stood at the edge of the trees—a male and female holding hands. Their hair was white—the male’s completely so, the female’s streaked with a reddish brown. Still, they seemed young, though their appearance was too alien to be certain. They were tall and painfully slender, their skin bloodlessly white. Dark shadows bruised the hollows of their cheeks and beneath their colorless eyes. They wore clothes, but they were ill-fitting, as if they’d been stolen. Such thievery was possible—Crewman Yale had once said the Unseen were either crazy and brutish or clever and lethal. By the cautious glares these two gave the airmen, Gideon was willing to bet the pair was trouble.

      He watched as the male flexed and curled his free hand. It was the only movement either made. It—he—had claws as long as finger joints. The female’s gaze fixed on Black. She was strangely beautiful, but in a way that made nightmares of his dreams.

      “There are only two,” Gideon murmured, rising to his full height. The wall was just a foot wide and woefully uneven, but he’d spent his life in the rigging. He could all but balance on thin air.

      “It’s a trap,” Higgins said. “There are others hiding in the trees. It took a while, but eventually the hungry beggars noticed us working on the wall. They’ve been waiting like hounds under the table, hoping one of us would fall like a scrap of bacon.”

      “Did they try to attack?”

      Higgins shrugged. “We shoot before they make it past the tree line. That’s kept them back, but each time they’re bolder than before.”

      And Black, helpless and alone, was enough of a tempting meal to make the risk worthwhile. Neither man needed to say it.

      The male’s eyes turned Gideon’s way, making him wonder if the creature had heard and understood the conversation.

      “Here you go, sir,” Yale said, passing a rifle to Gideon.

      Gideon took it, grateful for its solid weight. He checked to ensure it was loaded and ready to fire.

      “What’s going on up there?” Norton Fletcher called from below.

      Gideon glanced down to see identical scowls plastered across Ormond and Fletcher’s faces. Irritation struck. He didn’t have time for explanations. “Wildlife.”

      Higgins gave a shout. Gideon returned his attention to the field to see the distraction had cost him. The female had darted forward, grabbed Black’s arms, and was dragging him toward the trees. Black regained consciousness and screamed in pain, but agony was soon pushed aside by visibly dawning horror. No one survived the Unseen. No one wanted to. Hungry bastards.

      Black’s struggles frustrated the female, who bent to get a better grip on her prey. Her grimace showed pointed teeth, like a pale, pretty shark. Blood scored Black’s arms where her claws had dug in.

      The male pushed in, taking over. With unreal strength, he hauled Black up by the waist, clutching him to his chest like an oversized toy. The female leaned in, licking Black’s face.

      The youth’s screams turned into a heart-rending howl. She reared back, her face splitting into a mocking grin.

      Gideon raised the rifle, cursing the tremor in his hands. Fletcher airships had flown plenty of missions to pluck sailors from the river when things went wrong. He’d seen what happened if the rescue ship arrived too late. There was a code, a promise every airman made to his fellows—no one let his friends be taken alive.

      He shot with both barrels, blowing Black apart. The male, too. Blood and bone exploded into the air. Even through his ringing ears, Gideon thought he heard the sound of rending flesh, then the patter of it raining to the ground. That was impossible, and yet his mind supplied every vivid detail.

      He crouched, a wave of dizziness swamping his senses. He’d never fired on his own men. Not before now.

      He’d hardly known Black, but that didn’t matter. Gideon had ripped the crewman’s life away.

      I killed him.

      A boy.

      A mercy.

      A murder.

      No court would convict Gideon for saving a lad from the forest. For a moment, he wished they would.

      A visceral chill left him shaking, but it cleared his head. Guilt and hatred rushed through him. If it hadn’t been for the acolyte… Yet, they desperately needed the barrier. There would be no retribution for the clumsy move that had sent Black to his death. The Conclave was beyond the reach of common justice.

      Higgins pulled the rifle from Gideon’s hand, then began reloading it. Something new was happening below. The female circled the ruined bodies of the others, as if she didn’t believe what had just passed. At the same time, more of the Unseen crawled from the forest, some on two feet and others on all fours. These were not pale and beautiful, like the first pair, but were ragged and twisted, with dark, matted hair and hunger-glazed eyes. According to Yale’s classification, these would be the crazy ones.

      They rushed the bloody mess, spittle dripping from their jaws. The female whirled on them, slashing her claws and screeching her displeasure. Gideon blinked. She’s protecting what’s left of her mate. It was a disquieting thought, too human for comfort.

      Then the female lifted her pale gaze to Gideon and howled, showing her teeth. Both clawed hands reached toward the airmen on the wall, the bloody nails as sharp as knives. Obedient to her command, the Unseen charged.

      A horrid realization slammed Gideon. The wire had been repaired, but not recharged with magic. “The barrier is down,” he shouted. “Get off the wall.”

      Higgins blasted the shotgun into the swarm, but no one remained to see what he’d hit. Gideon grabbed a rope and slid down it, feeling the burn of hemp against his palms. The others followed, hitting the ground and scrambling away from the wall. The cacophony of snarling, mewling madness drifted after them. Gideon grabbed the fresh rifle Yale offered.

      “Let us work.” Councilor Ormond stepped forward, flanked by the black-clad acolytes.

      Gideon didn’t argue. Instead, he retreated farther to make room. Ormond faced the repaired section of the wall, close enough to reach out and brush it with his fingertips. The acolytes flanked him, and the guards formed a loose half-circle behind the trio, rifles drawn.

      “It’s about bloody time they did something besides glare,” Gideon muttered to his father. He flinched as he heard the Unseen’s claws scraping the stone. They were climbing. The urge to run burned white-hot inside Gideon, but he cocked the rifle. His father put a calming hand on his arm.

      “Stay strong,” Fletcher murmured. “The men have lost one of their own. Show them your courage. They need it.”

      Gideon swallowed hard, wanting to scream at Ormond to hurry. The councilor made complicated gestures in the air while all three mages chanted. Nothing in their manner spoke of urgency.

      The Citadel guards trained their weapons on the top of the wall. They didn’t have long to wait. The top of a scraggly head popped into view, and the rifles thundered. Another face reared above the stones, then another and another, clawed hands scrabbling for a hold. Volley after volley sounded, drowning out howls of pain and fury. The stink of gunpowder filled Gideon’s nose. Dropping to one knee for a better angle, he took his own shot, grunting at the kick of the rifle against his shoulder.

      Then a distant silver flare glimmered in the corner of his vision, where the wall curved far to his right. The glow sped toward the repair, rippling as the magic of the Citadel coursed along the silver mesh. The spell was taking hold. A cry went up as others saw light flowing from the left as well, the two halves straining to knit the shield together. With a sound like a giant crack, the lines of magic met.

      Gideon ducked, the radiant flash blinding him. Behind his eyelids, an afterimage of the wire burned bright. Cries of shrill agony rang from the other side of the wall, then the Unseen fell silent.

      The humans cheered.

      Gideon straightened, blinking. No more faces leered over the wall. They were safe. The Conclave guards parted, and the three robed figures turned as one.

      “It is done,” Ormond said.

      A scatter of images flashed through Gideon’s mind—the nightmare beauty, Black screaming, the fury in the bereaved creature’s eyes. Her mad howl had felt like a curse settling on Gideon’s soul, personal and bloody. She wants revenge.

      The fugue was broken by his father stepping forward and bowing low. Humility looked odd on Fletcher, but Gideon knew, without a doubt, his father meant it. The Conclave had just saved their lives.

      A tiny, irrational piece of Gideon resented it.

      “Our profound thanks to you, Councilor Ormond, for your timely assistance,” Fletcher said.

      Ormond gave a slight nod, which seemed to serve as a signal. The acolytes broke away to pack up their tools and supplies.

      Higgins and Yale gave the order for the other Fletcher Industries workmen to begin cleaning up the detritus of the repair. Already, they were making plans to get blind drunk in Black’s honor. Gideon would not join them. Not tonight—not when he could still smell the gunpowder from the fatal shot.

      The Fletchers and the Conclave representatives moved away to give the workers room. As they walked, Ormond waved a hand to encompass the scene. “We have kept the city safe since the Citadel’s founding, but the barrier’s protection cannot be taken for granted.”

      Fletcher bowed again, accepting the reproof. “As you say.”

      “I had to shoot one of my men,” Gideon
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