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			To my family and friends

			real and imaginary

			And Feral Bob who could be either.

		

	
		
		
			Se non è vero, è molto ben trovato.

			Even if it is not true, it is a very good fabrication.

			– Giordano Bruno , Gli Eroici Furori

 

			Bisogna adunque essere volpe a conoscere i lacci, e lione a sbigottire i lupi.

			One must therefore be a fox to recognise traps, and a lion to frighten wolves.

			– Niccolò Machiavelli, Il Principe

			 

			Occasio facit furem.

			Opportunity makes a thief.

			– attributed to Seneca the Younger
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			Dramatis Personae

			The Crew

			Lyta Cornellis – a thief

			Christopher (Kit) Cornellis  – Lyta’s brother, a printer

			Sylvian Chant – a captain of the Royal Bodyguards, Lyta’s former lover and partner in crime

			Frida Elwyn  – Lyta’s current partner in crime

			Beatriz Alvarez – the Lady of House Alvarez

			Benedictus (Ben) Alvarez – Seigneur of House Alvarez

			Gods

			Eninn the Trickster – God of Thieves

			Cissonia – Goddess of Commerce, Patroness of Amberes

			Kyron – the Warrior, God of Soldiers

			Gloir  – God of the Forge and the Hearth

			Ystara – Goddess of Love

			Nimyeh – Goddess of Wisdom

			The August Imperator – the Imperator Eternal, the August One, God Emperor of Caput Mundi

			Nobility 

			Francisco – King of Castille, León, Aragon and the Greater Brabantine, the Soldier King, the Golden Lion of Castille

			
			Annika – Queen of Castille, León, Aragon and the Greater Brabantine, youngest daughter of the Royal House of Vasa, princess of Geatland

			Iseult – Duchess of Montalbeau

			Charles – Lord Alderton, a lord of Albion

			Carlos V – King of Castille, León, Aragon and the Greater Brabantine, Francisco’s father, deceased

			Church Imperial 

			The Magister of the Scholar’s Tower in the Brabantine

			Frater Julius  – Librarian of the Scholar’s Tower in the Brabantine

			Royal Bodyguards

			Elia Vasquez – General

			Ivar Torren – Captain

			Luca Juárez – Captain 

			Gabriel Montes – Captain

			People of Amberes

			Ranulf Wray – master thief, Lyta’s husband, missing

			Petrus Janlow – criminal gang leader in Amberes 

			Mattias Haldevar – spice trader, fence, former burglar

			Jem Nyati – bookbinder, Kit’s business partner

			Molly Nyati – their accountant and Jem’s wife

			Rhea Cornellis – Lyta and Kit’s mother, deceased
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			chapter one

			Lyta

			Lord Alderton’s masked ball was practically an invitation to be robbed as far as Lyta was concerned, an open challenge to infiltrate his hallowed halls and make off with whatever shining treasures just happened to find their way into her hands. 

			The sweet music of a string quartet rippled through the formal gardens, swirled around the ballroom among the dancers and drifted up curved stairways, while the scented air carried rumours of secret liaisons and bitter rivalries. Falconbrook styled itself as the best address within the city walls: the buildings were ornate and beautiful, with gardens sweeping down to the edge of the canal, which wound a circuitous route until it reached the watergates of the Scaldis. The mansion glowed with the light of a thousand candles, and Lyta moved effortlessly through the ranks of the great and the . . . well, she couldn’t say good. There was precious little good about any of them. She knew that better than anyone. 

			It wasn’t like Alderton and his ilk didn’t owe something back to the city, all of them. Amberes was the richest trade port of the western world, the financial centre, the crossroads of civilisation. The great River Scaldis carried galleys, carracks and caravels up- and downstream, bringing treasures and wonders from the far corners of the world. Riches circulated through its canals on punts and barges and set off on carts and wagons through its gates, across the continent. And eventually, in turn, it all came back to Amberes again. 

			
			There might be cities with more prestige and honours – royal capitals, holy citadels and ancient foundations – but there was nowhere else like Lyta Cornellis’s home. It made the others look like sleepy country villages. So long as it didn’t harm trade, you could do whatever you wanted in Amberes. If you were rich enough. Or clever enough.

			Except for theft. That was frowned on wherever people had riches. Or at least the kind of theft that stole from them. Their particular brand of theft – the one with paperwork and lawyers – that was fine. Her kind, on the other hand . . .

			The gown was beautiful, she had to give that to Frida. It hugged her in all the right places and from the lingering gazes of more than a few guests, Lyta had a pretty good idea that the distraction was top-notch. No commoner could look like this – at least, that was what they all thought – and they’d never recognise her afterwards. The delicate mask which covered the top half of her face was like filigree, disguising far more than it revealed. There was just one more thing to do. 

			Frida wore even more finery, but where Lyta’s outfit was elegant and subdued, Frida’s screamed wealth like a fishwife broadcasting the daily catch. Her partner had been swanning around as loudly and as ostentatiously as she could all evening, swilling champagne and laughing with all the right people, people far too polite and far too grasping not to pretend they knew her when she was clearly convinced they should. Her luscious black hair was piled up on top of her head around a tiara. She glittered as she walked, the image of a society matron who had risen by wealth alone. ‘New money,’ they called it, and sneered. As far as Lyta was concerned there was nothing whatsoever wrong with new money. It spent the same way.

			As Frida walked by the guards, she reached to the back of her neck as if adjusting the catch of the necklace, released the pin and sent silvery grey pearls spilling everywhere.

			The screaming became real.

			‘My necklace! It’s priceless!’

			People scattered after the pearls, with shouts of alarm and amazement. Servants, guards, not a few of the guests . . . Frida stood in the  middle of the chaos and pressed her hand to her chest, heaving in breath after breath.

			And just like that the door was unguarded. All Lyta had to do was put her back against it, shift her weight to lean on it and slide inside, closing it behind her. The arrogant idiot hadn’t even locked it. He never did. Bribes to underpaid servants always paid off.

			Lord Alderton’s study was empty. The only light she had to go by came from the windows, illuminated by the glow of the braziers in the garden. Paintings lined the walls. Only the best. He’d been busy at the art market: De Vos, Key and Pourbus, as well as countless others she didn’t recognise. Another show of wealth. The sounds from outside were muffled but she could still hear Frida as clear as day. Lyta could always count on her to be the perfect distraction. She excelled at it. Always had.

			‘My husband will hear of this. Oh, thank you. Thank you so much. Such a terrible shock. Yes. Oh, look there. Another one went that way. You, yes, thank you, my good man . . .’

			The desk was neat and orderly, the papers in piles or filed in the drawers. It only took a moment to pick the locks, not even a challenge. If that was all he relied on, he was worse than she thought. She flicked through the folders. Nothing there. Damn. She knew it was too easy. 

			Turning around, Lyta surveyed the room with a practised eye. Behind the desk hung a portrait of a slender, handsome man with cold eyes, by Frans Floris himself – or possibly his students if the gossip was true and the old artist could barely hold a brush anymore from tremors. Alderton had made sure to have his portrait painted by the best name in the business. All the better to look down on those who had the misfortune to sit before him here. Lord Alderton liked to drag people through his home before removing everything of value from their lives. Just so they could see what they were lacking.

			Rumours flew around him like wasps. He was a spy for the Queen of Albion, or had been sent into exile having displeased her. He was hand in hand with the Hansa traders, the secretive seagoing network scattered around the shores of the North Sea, who worshipped  money and brought kingdoms to their knees. He was richer than the Imperator, or he was borrowing hand over fist to maintain this lifestyle. You could take your pick. 

			The frame was slightly askew, and Lyta tilted her head to one side to examine it more closely. Everything else was perfectly aligned but the frame – the one thing every terrified debtor would be looking at in order to avoid the merciless gaze of the real thing.

			A safe was set back in the wall, hidden.

			From the sobbing shouts and exclamations outside, she was running out of time. She hadn’t reckoned on a safe. They were expensive to install and once a locksmith knew you had one, generally there was hush money involved. Especially in Amberes. This one looked Latinate, metal-bound, with twelve bolts, but only one keyhole. Not so different from a strongbox really, just more modern than she’d expected.

			When he was little, Kit would have been fascinated with it. He would have taken it apart and put it back together until he’d had it all figured out. Her brother was good with mechanisms. Now he was a law-abiding and upright citizen, a guild member and a pillar of the community. Her little brother. Too good for his own sister these days.

			Luckily, Lyta had always had a talent when it came to locks in particular. Ranulf had taught her every permutation of the locksmith’s arts because you never knew when you’d need to open something someone else wanted to keep shut. And this? This was child’s play.

			Well, it was if you were a child from the gutters of this city.

			Lyta pulled a couple more of the picks disguised as pins from her hair and set to work. 

			Outside, the voices ramped up another notch. 

			‘What the devil is going on here?’ Alderton. It had to be. No one else had that arrogance. The accent was distinctive too. Like cut glass about to break.

			Frida bawled out an explanation. Lyta could picture her clinging to the tall, slim Albion lordling. ‘My husband . . . Oh my lord, he will be furious. Have you found them all? Please, tell me you have them all. Over there. Check over there. You don’t know his temper!’

			
			The safe opened with a clunk and Lyta grabbed the files inside, sliding them into the secret panel of her bodice and wrapping the material back around herself so they were securely hidden. Her eye caught on something else: a ring, small and gleaming, white gold, marked with a little sigil of Ystara’s star. Her heart stuttered. 

			The ring. He did have it after all. 

			Kit called it the magpie bit of her brain, the bit that saw something shiny and just had to take it. She called it divine instruction, but not out loud. It didn’t do to announce your affinity to the God of Thieves, but Eninn the Trickster had never steered her wrong. The ring was there. Just as promised.

			Admittedly the promise had been made in a half-remembered dream, but here it was in reality, so that was good enough for her. Eninn wanted the ring, and if she stole it for him, well . . . only good things happened to thieves who honoured their god. It stood to reason, didn’t it?

			Lyta could almost hear a voice, like an echo. A chill crept across her skin and the hairs on her arms stood on end. Take it. Take it and it will help you. Take it and find him.

			She had to. Eninn help her, she needed to find Ranulf. She owed him. And Eninn owed her.

			Snatching the ring, she stuffed it down her top, shut the safe, moved the picture back into place and dived for the floor, sliding under the desk and out the other side.

			Alderton threw open the door. ‘What are you doing in here?’

			Lyta scrambled to her feet. Alderton was handsome in that polished way only rich men could be, the lines of his face enhanced by his neatly clipped beard. But the eyes that bore into her were cold and hard. She forced a smile.

			‘I found it,’ she squealed breathlessly. She held out a single silver-grey pearl, flipped her auburn hair and giggled. ‘Oh dear me, what must I look like? Excuse me, sir. I’m so terribly sorry.’ She danced by him, holding the pearl aloft in triumph. ‘Aunt Lucrezia? I found it!’

			
			‘Aunt Lucrezia?’ Frida said, her tone scathing. She set the tankard of ale down on the bar. ‘Aunt?’ They sat side by side in the tavern on the old wharf, as the noon bell finished ringing, their borrowed finery returned to Kaisa, the dressmaker, their plain, everyday leathers and cotton a world away from what they had worn last night. 

			‘Some people have young aunts,’ Lyta explained, hiding her grin. ‘Some people have aunts who are younger than they are.’

			‘Not aunts called Lucrezia,’ Frida grumbled, and drained the last of the tankard. 

			‘Hey, at least he bought it, but it won’t be long until he takes a look in that safe and then he’s going to raise hell.’ 

			‘He doesn’t have a clue who we are. And if he starts going around accusing every woman at that fancy ball of his of theft, he’s going to find himself shut out of polite society. He’s not established enough to try that. I think we’re good.’

			‘Shame about the pearls,’ Lyta said. They were expensive, those pearls, and they’d only found eighty-nine out of the hundred. 

			‘Some bugger’s made out like bandits, I tell you,’ Frida replied with a tone of regret. ‘Probably those guards. Or the harridan in puce. She had a light-fingered look.’

			True enough. But it was worth it for what they’d got from the safe. Some things mattered more.

			They left the tavern, turning down Coopers’ Street and joining the bustling crowds outside. Amberes was a riot of colour, noise and smells. All along the quays, the merchant vessels were tied up for the day and the traders were already haggling, while elsewhere cargo was unloaded and carried through wharfside gates and into the streets, or stowed away in warehouses for onward passage. Languages mixed in a cacophony, sounds from all over the known world. Brabantine and Castilian, of course, and Frankish, which Lyta spoke well enough. There was Occitan as well, lyric and fluid and a bugger to learn. The language of Albion was creeping in more and more thanks to Alderton and his countrymen and their trade in wool, linen and lately in print. Kit was already trying to arrange contracts for the printshop. They couldn’t get enough of  books like the ones he produced so skilfully. Lyta might not spend time with her brother anymore but that didn’t stop her keeping an eye on him. 

			Oxen pulled carts over the worn-down cobbles and bellowed in rage at the indignity, while the nobility, still nursing their hang­overs, held small bouquets of dried flowers to their noses. They had to sidestep a gaggle of geese that had escaped their drover. Shops spilled their merchandise on the streets, stalls and trestles inviting further interest, hawkers yelling their wares. There was shit in the gutters, rats in the alleys and fine houses with gated internal gardens side by side.

			On the way towards their destination, Lyta paused at the old shrine to Eninn, which was set back into a wall on the corner of Silversmiths’ Street, just before the vast space of the Great Market. Lyta pushed a coin into the gaps in the brickwork while a shapeless statue stared down at her like he wanted more. He always wanted more. For a moment she thought of the little ring she’d grabbed, now hanging around her neck, beside her pendant.

			She wasn’t sure why Eninn wanted it, just that it would help her find out what happened to Ranulf. Her dreams were never clear but she had learned long ago not to ignore them. Her god watched out for her better than most.

			Belief died hard in Amberes. Once, there had been many gods, and the traces of them still lingered, their temples and shrines dotted across the city, although most were empty now or used as markets, dosshouses or communal meeting places. But the faithful still came, following gods who no longer showed themselves. Her coin was not the only one. Some did it with devotion, some for luck, some for a laugh. But Lyta couldn’t help but take it seriously. She always gave him something. 

			‘I don’t know why you still do that,’ Frida muttered.

			Lyta just shrugged. Not even Frida knew about her dreams. The only person she had ever shared them with was Ranulf, and he had taken them seriously as well. Thieves of his skill knew about stuff like that. He was one of the old guard of the criminal fraternity of  Amberes. ‘It’s not in our interest to forget Eninn. Never know when we’ll need his blessing. Especially in our line of work.’

			He’d given her the pendant, a silver disc bearing Ennin’s mark, with an off-centre hole in it, the edges not quite round, not quite smooth. She still wore it on an old leather thong, and it was her guide even now.

			Frida marched on ahead, her voice drifting back. ‘Just don’t let the Church catch you outside Amberes worshipping anyone other than their Imperator. A flogging so often offends.’

			Like Lyta would be stupid enough to leave Brabantine lands.

			In their own territories the Church could flog who they wanted. And worse. But Castille, León and Aragón were pulling away from the Church Imperial and taking all their associated territories, like Amberes, with them. The kingdom wasn’t alone. Albion had long since parted ways, a schism which shook the continent. North of Amberes, Gelderland was in turmoil with new ideas. Such revolution made the Church even more strict where it still wielded power. Viciously so. And those places were not so very far away. 

			They held land only a few days ride from town and had strongholds even closer. There was still an Imperial temple just off New Street, but the aldermen kept close eyes on that, and the acolytes didn’t stray far from its grounds.

			It left the people of Amberes free to worship as they saw fit. Most of them worshipped money rather than gods anyway.

			Lyta blew a kiss at the small faceless sculpture and they headed on their way.

			Stalls sprawled across the Great Market, drenched in warm afternoon sunlight, selling everything imaginable. The opulent facades of the guild houses surrounded it on three sides, towering structures topped with painted golden statues representing their trades. 
The fourth side of the market held the Exchange, where the trade families and merchants met, and deals were done. It was almost as ornate as the Rose Palace, from a time when trade ruled the city instead of the king. It waited, people whispered, like Cissonia, the Goddess of Commerce, biding its time, until the city crowned it again.

			
			Anything was available in Amberes, so long as you knew where to go and didn’t care how much you paid. Turn the wrong corner and the deals done could get dark indeed. Although slavery had been outlawed by Isabella the Magnificent a century ago, it wore lots of disguises. Human traffic was cheap here. Lyta glanced into the maw of Cutlers Lane as they passed, catching a glimpse of dull-eyed girls and boys, leaning against walls outside the brothel. They were getting younger all the time. More reputable places, where the prostitutes had a say and a share, were expensive. Not more than a stone’s throw from palace and Exchange, Janlow’s seedy little empire around Cutlers Lane was not.

			Amberes had a criminal underworld underneath its criminal underworld, and Petrus Janlow was the blackest bit of its black heart. He’d always been there, lurking in the shadowy corners of Lyta’s life. They had run in a pack when they had just been street kids with no future and nowhere else to be but the wharfs and alleys of the city – Lyta, Sylvian and Janlow. The three of them were inseparable and constantly in trouble. Always a new hustle, a different scheme. They would rule the city one day, Janlow said. But she and Sylvian, stupid and in love, just wanted to get out of Amberes and see the world. One big score was all it would take. 

			So when Janlow suggested they steal from Gaspar Ducci, the chief crime lord of Amberes at the time, Sylvian had jumped at the chance. Ducci was loaded, everyone knew that. And then Kit, her little brother, had got involved. Because he was just fourteen and he wanted in. He wanted a place with their gang so badly he’d do anything.

			Sylvian had promised her – promised on his life – that he wouldn’t get Kit involved, that he’d never let anything happen to him. A promise he had promptly broken. So Lyta did the one thing she could.

			She’d gone to the watch.

			It was a hasty decision that cost everything. Sylvian and Kit were caught before they had even cracked open the window and it had taken every coin she had and all she could borrow to get enough for the bribe to free Kit. Which meant she left Sylvian behind in Old Steen. She had to. It was the last she had ever seen of him. 

			
			Part of her still wished there had been any other way. The rest said, ‘Good riddance.’ 

			But her problems only multiplied when Janlow cornered her a few days later. In the middle of the market where everyone could see, right where she stood now with Frida. She’d betrayed the gang, he said and Syl, his best friend, strong right arm and the one who brought in most of their protection money, was gone. She owed him now, he said. And he was going to make her pay. On her knees, on her back, whatever it took, first for him personally, then in the brothels. And then Kit as well.

			Even now the thought of it made her blood turn to ice in her veins and the sensation of standing there as he leered down at her, dug his fingers into her hip and pulled her against him, the reek of his breath and his triumph choking her . . .

			‘Enough,’ Ranulf had said, stepping out of the crowd of onlookers. ‘That’s enough. We have a prior debt, Lyta and I. Let her go, boy.’ Even Janlow wasn’t going to cross one of the old guard, right there in the heart of the city. Not with everyone looking on.

			Ranulf had always been part of the landscape of her life too: older, wiser, a master thief with a string of successful jobs under his belt and a bag of gold hanging from it – a legend in the underworld of Amberes. He drank at the tavern where their mother worked back in the day, and she’d taken him under her wing, because she was a kind woman, Rhea Cornellis, looking out for those from the gutters until the day she died. She fed hungry bellies and gave people shelter. She believed in community, even if it was a community of thieves and whores. 

			Of course, kindness was no protection against the fever which had carried her off. But debts were taken seriously in the city and not all debts were about money.

			Ranulf’s offer came from the same kindness, rather than love, but it had been the lifeline she needed and Lyta had grabbed it with both hands. At eighteen, she’d married a man almost twenty years her senior. Let the gossips talk, she thought. She knew where she stood with him and he had never asked anything of her, never lied to her and always kept his word. Ranulf had been there for her. 

			
			Lyta missed her reprobate husband every single day. He had been missing too long now. Nine months, almost ten . . . The ring burned against her chest, along with the unspoken promise that it would help her find him again. 

			Frida turned away from the market and Lyta followed her, down the labyrinthine lanes of the city, their feet finding their way unerringly where others would fear to tread. They were known here. This was their world.

			Haldevar’s shop was hard to miss, so stooped that its gable almost kissed the house opposite. The front was shabby and in need of repair, but so were half of the buildings in this part of town. A tiny bell rang above their heads as they entered and Frida closed the door behind them. 

			The smell of herbs and spices assaulted their senses. Gleaming jars contained every leaf, seed and bark imaginable on the ­towering shelves surrounding them. If it could be dried and used in any way, Haldevar would have it, from the most common and meagre to the costliest things on the earth. He’d list places that sounded like they came from a dream: Samarkand, Nihon, Calicut, the Americas, Salonika, Kush . . .

			All those places Lyta had long ago dreamed of visiting with Sylvian. Those dreams she had given up and now knew for a lie.

			‘You’re late,’ Haldevar called from somewhere in the depths of the shop. ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’

			‘And miss the opportunity to share these sweet moments with you?’ Frida replied tartly. ‘What kind of fools do you take us for?’

			When Haldevar smiled at Frida his eyes had a familiar flirtation to them. ‘The kind of fools who come bearing gifts, I hope,’ he said with a wink. 

			‘Should I give you two some privacy?’ Lyta asked as she handed over the crumpled papers.

			 Frida smirked as Haldevar smoothed them out on the counter and peered at them.

			He had been Ranulf’s right-hand man and sometime burglar back in the day, until he broke his leg in three places during a tavern  brawl. That put an end to running over rooftops. Now he had a new line of work.

			Haldevar didn’t just sell herbs and spices. He sold anything. He bought things too. And if they weren’t available to buy, he knew how to acquire them.

			‘Good,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll take care of everything. Here.’ He fished out a weighty pouch and slid it across to them. Frida took it eagerly and counted it while Lyta waited.

			‘What about the deed?’ Lyta asked.

			Haldevar pushed a crumpled piece of paper from the pile at her. ‘It’s just an almshouse, Lyta. It’s half-empty. That’s hardly the most important thing here.’

			‘It is to the people who live there.’ Like Kaisa’s mother. The dressmaker had been desperate for help, which was why Lyta and Frida had become involved in the first place. Everything else was gravy. She took the paper back and studied it, not that she could make out much of the writing, which was small and crabby. Instead she handed it to Frida, who rolled it up and put it in the bag with the money. Frida took care of that side of things and Lyta trusted her completely. There weren’t many people she could say that about.

			‘They don’t even have the first clue what you’ve done for them,’ Haldevar said. ‘Why bother?’

			‘We don’t need more people out on the street, do we?’

			The fence cleared his throat. ‘Why does Alderton want property by the Almshouse Gate? That’s the question.’

			‘It’s the other end of the city,’ Frida replied. ‘A world away from Falconbrook and all those fancy mansions with their pretty gardens. There’s actually water in the canals up there rather than whatever shit they’re clogged with here.’ 

			‘Exactly. He’s up to something.’

			‘Does it matter to us?’ Lyta asked. 

			Haldevar fixed her with a stern look. ‘It should. It all depends whose behalf he’s acting on. Still, if he is working for the Hansa they aren’t going to be best pleased, and if it’s Albion that wants a foothold down in the shit end of town, well . . . he’s fucked  there too. The Virgin Queen is not exactly known for her even temper.’ 

			Haldevar snorted and turned away, taking the remaining papers with him. The full repercussions of what she’d lifted from Alderton’s office would take a few weeks to ripple through the city. Lyta didn’t much care what was in there – blackmail material on half the city aldermen probably – but the main thing was that the almshouse was safe now they had the deed. She had no time for anyone who preyed on the weakest in their society and targeting the almshouse, where those with nothing could be cared for in their old age, had put Alderton right in her sights. 

			Alderton had swanned into Amberes as if he owned the place, more like an ambassador for Albion than the merchant he pretended to be, with a chest full of gold and a mouth full of empty promises, buying up property where he had no business buying it. He was rich and privileged, and thought the world owed him whatever he wanted. Now, he would learn differently, and Lyta would make sure it was as hard a lesson as possible. Her people might not want a fight – trade and compromise were their forte – but if they had a battle facing them, by all the gods, they went in tooth and nail.

			‘When’s the hearing?’ Haldevar asked tentatively.

			‘The hearing?’ she echoed, bemused. 

			‘For Kit.’

			That caught her attention. Kit was at a hearing? There was no one more law-abiding than he was. He prided himself on it, and had more than once made it clear that her choice of career was an embarrassment to him, not to mention a professional liability.

			His printing business was doing well, last she’d heard. She was proud of that, and of everything else he had achieved, coming from nothing as they both did. He’d turned away from the life of crime that had come so easily to her, preferring hard graft and an honest living instead. And how they had fought about it. His licences were all in order, she’d made sure of that. Of course they were, because this was Kit and it was the law. Printing without one was no joke and likely to end you up in— 

			
			‘What happened to Kit?’ she whispered, her heart lodged in her throat. 

			‘He was arrested yesterday, Lyta.’ Haldevar looked uncomfort­able. ‘I thought you knew. You know everything that happens in 
this city.’

			It was all she could do not to throw herself over the counter and shake it out of him. She couldn’t believe it. Kit arrested? Kit wouldn’t break the law. He wasn’t that stupid and he never caused trouble, not like her. He’d tried it once and that had ended in disaster, so ever since then he’d been a model citizen. He was supposed to be the good one.

			‘Tell me what happened! Is Kit in trouble? Where is he?’

			Haldevar’s face had paled. ‘Something about printing and distributing a pamphlet. You know how it goes. He’s been charged with sedition.’

			‘He’s a printer. He prints a lot of pamphlets. What’s seditious about that?’

			Haldevar gave her a pitying look. A lot of things could be seditious about a pamphlet, especially now. The King of Castille, Aragón and the Greater Brabantine was in Amberes, trying to assert his authority over a city that didn’t want to be under anyone’s control. At twenty-
six, he was new, young and untried, except in battle. All he knew was violence, and that was how he governed too.

			He had arrived in Amberes with fanfares and celebrations, and had promptly dismissed the despised governor, the Duchess 
of Montalbeau. At first, the people celebrated. There was talk of extra freedoms, of taxes being lifted and a new era in Amberes. But it was the talk of fools. Nothing would change: nobility looked after its own, not the common man. In the king’s eyes, all Amberes was good for was money: it was the market of the world. There would be no rights or justice for them. And Lyta had no doubt that was what her noble, foolish little brother’s pamphlet was about. 

			He had put himself straight in the king’s sight this time. And Francisco wouldn’t tolerate dissent. 

			
			Kit had no one of note to vouch for him, no one to stand for him except her. He wouldn’t have a chance. They may not see eye to eye and hadn’t in years, but that didn’t matter. He was Kit.

			‘Where’s he being held?’

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Two

			Lyta

			Old Steen Prison was a hulking grey block of a building right on the river, wedged in the city walls, with a turreted gatehouse and iron bars as thick as young oaks covering every miserable window. It took Lyta far too long to get there, even though she ran all the way, heedless of anything and anyone in her path. It had been a fortress once, hundreds of years before, foreign armies breaking themselves on its defences, and it retained that reputation for blood and death. She didn’t even know if Frida had followed her. She’d just taken off, sprinting through the city she knew like the back of her hand, now made strange and terrible. 

			Kit was in trouble. Kit, who never did anything wrong. Kit, who she had spent every single day of her wretched life trying to protect. 

			Old Steen haunted the nightmares of the worst of society. She knew people who’d come out irreparably broken. Others emerged so filled with rage or terror they barely functioned. Torture, disease, misery and despair lingered in every corner of every cell. And that was just for those who left alive. Only the fortress of Montalbeau itself had a darker reputation.

			Sedition was a high crime, a transgression against the king himself. 

			As Lyta reached the desk she was almost relieved to see the man sitting there had a familiar hangdog face: Tijs Straeten. 

			‘Kit Cornellis,’ she said. 

			‘They’ve already taken him to trial,’ Straeten told her in what might have been a gentler tone, had he not looked at the duchess’s man  over her shoulder and stiffened. They were still swarming over Old Steen then, still holding the reins of power here. The king might have armies, but prisons needed guards. The desk sergeant’s eyes grew careful. ‘Nothing I can do for you. If he comes back it’ll be for the noose.’ 

			When Lyta opened her mouth, Straeten shook his head in the smallest gesture of warning. The duchess’s guards were on the lookout for trouble and if she was arrested, who would help Kit? 

			Rumour had it Iseult of Montalbeau served a goddess so dark she didn’t even have a name – not one anyone would say out loud. Too many of those called to work for her never returned, and people whispered, in the dead of night, that she bathed in blood to augment her magic. The victims were never named, of course. But they vanished all the same. Especially people who found themselves suddenly on the wrong side of the law. People who had no one to support them, no one to miss them.

			Straeten sorted through some papers as if he hadn’t a care in the world, but his hands shook. ‘Want to take a message for me? There’s coin in it for you.’

			She sucked in a breath, watching his hands. Words appeared beneath his pen: Admit bearer to public gallery. 

			Straeten handed her the slip. ‘Take this. You’ve time yet but not much. Now off you go.’

			Lyta walked out clutching the piece of paper in her numb hand. She passed some royal guards outside, posturing and posing in their newfound position. The fight between the duchess and the king was already spilling onto the streets of her city. It wouldn’t end well, and it was the ordinary people who would suffer. Then there were the aldermen, elected by the guilds and ratified by the Crown, who ran the city watch, and just wanted to be left alone to trade and count their money. 

			Too many forces at odds in one small tangle of a city.

			Amberes was a rich purse ripe for picking, and the vultures were circling.

			The Rose Palace was a confection of a building, the intricate facade soaring to the sky, the stone carved with lifelike flowers and vines.  Its gutters dripped gargoyles shaped like fantastical creatures of legends, and the turrets were topped with golden spires. The windows glowed with more stained glass than a temple. It couldn’t have looked more out of place in Amberes if it tried.

			The site it occupied had once been a medieval trade hall, before old King Carlos took Amberes with cannon and sword and claimed the largest building in the city for his new home. He rebuilt it and renamed it. Why ‘roses’ was anyone’s guess.

			As a trade hall it had been open to all, and traces of that structure still remained. Half had been kept as civic offices, courts and barracks, while deeper behind the walls, the private quarters now housed the king and his entourage. It had to be a security nightmare. 

			There was talk of a new civic building, a city hall, to be built in the Great Market, which would dwarf the Exchange and the guild houses, to separate the work of the city from that of the Crown – more to insulate the Crown than to serve the people. But there had been talk of that for twenty years. 

			Lyta looked up at the imposing gates, decorated with bosses carved with roses and thorns, with crowned lions over the occasional ghost of guild signs or trade-house symbol, in a dizzying riot of imagery. She picked her way through the petitioners and the queues of onlookers swarming the entrance, all shut outside.

			The enormity of it settled on her shoulders like a weight. There were too many people here. They wanted a glimpse of the king and his new queen. They wanted to see the duchess humbled or revenged, and to see criminals punished as brutally as possible. They wanted a show. They wanted blood.

			Lyta presented her paper to a disinterested guard, who briefly searched her for weapons before letting her inside. She made her way up the narrow stairs to the balcony over the chamber and seated herself on a narrow wooden bench. The gallery was packed but she managed to peer over the heads of those in front of her. 

			Opposite, she could see the aldermen seated in their boxes overlooking the floor beneath. The Ursels, Van Stalens and Marnixes – all the trade families. De Moy had brought his new mistress. They  ignored the sea of prisoners beneath them. De Werve was notice­ably absent, as was the Rockox clan. Political lines had already been drawn. 

			And below them . . . 

			So many. It stole Lyta’s breath. People shackled and herded together like animals. The public crowd in the balcony jeered and shouted. Any of the usual rotten vegetation and other missiles that the good people of Amberes liked to throw at those in the dock would have been removed by the guards, but that was only because the king was present. 

			Her eyes were drawn to the man seated at the distant end of the chamber, far from the rabble. Stained glass rose like a spiderweb of rainbows behind him. King Francisco himself took centre stage, clad in plain enough clothes given his elaborate titles, and wearing a slender golden crown. The Soldier King, they called him, and the Golden Lion of Castille. A war hero, fresh from victorious battles in Aquitaine, Burgundy and the Breton Marches, although Lyta doubted he had ever been in actual danger, surrounded by his guard at all times, just as he was now. The king was young and supposedly handsome too. She couldn’t tell from this far away, but there was something arresting about his dark colouring and intense eyes. He held himself with an air of command, as if he was the centre of the world. The sword across his lap had to be ceremonial. It was huge. And yet, something told her that if called on to use it, he wouldn’t be wanting.

			Two women flanked him. The Lady Iseult, Duchess of Montalbeau, was a familiar enough sight, dressed in black and veiled in lace, still ostensibly in mourning for her late husband. Rumour was she’d had him murdered or had even done the deed herself. But Lyta knew all about rumours like that and there was rarely a chance they were true. Men died, especially old men. And sometimes they left young wives behind. 

			The shadow of Ranulf hung over everything in her life. He had left on one last job, one of Eninn’s own devising – to break into the most dangerous fortress in the region: Montalbeau. And he hadn’t come back. 

			
			Lyta had loved him in her way, and he had cared about her. That was why he hadn’t allowed her to go. And that was why he hadn’t come home again.

			Lyta reached for the necklace and squeezed the pendant and the ring through the fabric of her shirt. Eninn had promised the ring would help her find Ranulf. She had to trust in that. But now she needed his help with something far more pressing – Kit.

			The other woman beside the king was the dawn to the duchess’s nightfall, slender and fair, wearing a gown that shimmered in the afternoon light. There was no doubting her beauty. She radiated it. The queen, a new wife, innately royal in her own right. Annika had come all the way from Geatland in the distant north to Francisco’s fortress in Valladolid, right in the southern heartland of his empire, to marry him, the youngest daughter of the royal house of Vasa. Her beauty was famous the world over. They said she was descended from a goddess of love through her mother, a blessed bloodline, full of divine power. Francisco had moved heaven and earth to win her.

			A queen like Annika legitimised his reign, young as he was and a second son. The carrion crows had been circling from the moment the crown went on his head, but he’d seen them all off and won his prize as well. Rumour had it that the royal coffers had been bled dry by war, and her dowry didn’t do enough to fill them. Geatland wasn’t rich. But the king had set any thought of that aside the moment he’d set eyes on Annika. Some things were worth more than money. Her lineage for one thing. And her beauty. Now all they needed was an heir.

			Annika looked so slight a breeze might blow her away was it not for the weight of jewels on her body and gown. She was pale as the snowy land from which she hailed, her white-blonde hair like gossamer, held back from her slender face by a white-gold diadem. Her icy-grey gaze travelled over the prisoners before her and for a moment Lyta sensed distress from her. Perhaps even pity.

			Behind the royal party stood an array of guards, decked in the royal colours, navy and gold. Armed to the teeth. It was a show of strength. A threat.

			
			A name was called, a man thrust forward, charges read. It was piteously quick. King Francisco listened, his face giving no indication of his feelings. If anything he looked bored. 

			A hushed silence fell over the chamber. 

			‘Guilty,’ the king said, and the prisoner was dragged away. 

			Another name was called, and another. Some crimes were worse than others. Some made even Lyta shrink inside herself in disgust. But most could have been settled without this showmanship. The duchess must have been saving trials up for the king’s arrival, whether to dismay him or exhaust him it was hard to say. Not that it seemed to be bothering him in the slightest. Sometimes the king listened closely, sometimes he appeared to have already made up his mind. No one got a say in their own defence. 

			Disposable lives, that was all they were. 

			‘When someone shows you what they are, Lyta,’ Ranulf had told her once, ‘believe them. And when someone puts on a show, ask yourself, why? What do they want you to see? What do they want you to learn?’

			What did the king want them to see? His strength. Nothing more than that. His complete power of life and death over each and every one of them.

			The crowd in the chamber and in the gallery started to dwindle as the light faded outside. Very few prisoners were acquitted and there was still no sign of Kit. The dull thud of a headache built between Lyta’s eyebrows but as the gallery cleared, she was able to make her way to the front and peer over. A youth sat beside her, a boy perhaps fourteen, the same age Kit had been when their mother had died, too young to be watching something like this. But here he was, leaning over the rail as if he was at the theatre. Thin as an alley cat, with mismatched eyes, he grinned at Lyta, a far-too-knowing grin on so young a face, and then shifted over for her to get a better view.

			Kit appeared from the pit housing the prisoners, his red-gold hair catching the last of the light as he climbed into the dock, the curls tamed and tied at the back of his neck. Lyta’s breath wedged in her throat as she saw the bruises down one side of his face, and her  stomach twisted when he turned to look up at the gallery and his blue eyes caught hers. Something hardened in his expression, something she had never seen before. Kit was in trouble and he knew it. And he didn’t want her there. 

			The last time they had spoken it had ended in a fight. He was banging on about natural justice or some such nonsense. She’d told him that he might as well take up farming unicorns. He’d called her a criminal and a liability, and she’d . . . well, she’d said some things she wasn’t proud of. He’d finished by telling her he never wanted to see her again. And she had said, fine, he never would. She hadn’t meant it. She embarrassed him, she knew that. And because she secretly admired everything he had achieved, that stung. 

			‘The charge is sedition and the publication of treasonous pamphlets contrary to the royal licence,’ the clerk of the court’s voice rang out. Dates followed, details, a brief description of the raid and Kit said nothing, just held his head up high and looked right at the king. 

			The others had grovelled and tried to show deference. Not her brother. Lyta had never been more proud of him. Or more afraid for him.

			King Francisco leaned forward. He’d barely moved in the last hour. A murmur ran through the crowd. Lyta studied the aldermen opposite her, who were craning their necks too, like vultures.

			‘Christopher Cornellis,’ the king said, his surprisingly melodic voice melting against the senses. ‘You’re an educated man. Do you have anything to say in your defence?’

			‘If it please, your Majesty.’ Kit’s voice sounded strained. You’d have to know him well to hear it. ‘All the guilds are asking for is a fair hearing. Taxes are strangling the city. Your people are starving. Rents are increasing, as is crime, and no one is concerned with the—’

			That was as far as he got. A club landed squarely in his stomach with a sickening crunch and Kit doubled over, smacking his head on the wooden edge of the dock.

			‘Bow before your betters, dog,’ the black-clad guard sneered at him. Hooting laughter and jeers followed.

			
			Kit struggled up, fresh blood trickling down his face. His hair had come loose, as rebellious as hers, turning dark where the open gash bled on it. He drew in a shaky breath, obviously in pain, and Lyta had to dig her nails into the bench to keep herself still.

			‘Majesty,’ Kit tried again, ‘we only want to petition you to—’

			Another club struck him, in the back this time and Lyta let out a cry of dismay. She clapped her hands over her mouth, aware of eyes turning towards her. 

			A cold hand gripped her wrist and pulled her back. The adolescent boy again, surprisingly strong. A shiver ran through her and her stomach clenched. They were going to kill Kit. One way or another, they were going to kill her little brother. She sank down on the bench, waiting for the end to come. If he comes back here it will be for a noose, Straeten had said.

			 No one expected him to be acquitted. Not even Kit. But he was still going to try. He was still going to run his mouth off about justice and fairness, and any number of other myths that nobility hated to hear about. If he was lucky, they’d just hang him. 

			Lyta squirmed, pleaded silently with her god for help.

			The boy beside her squeezed her hand. He didn’t say a word. There was nothing he could say.

			The queen raised a hand to her husband’s arm and said something. His expression clouded and then he nodded. Without warning, he rose to his feet. ‘We will resume tomorrow morning. Our beloved queen is unused to such spectacle and wishes to retire. Clear the court.’

			And just like that they were gone, sweeping out of the chamber with their guards and retinue following, Kit forgotten. 

			Lyta shook off the boy’s hands and scrambled for the door and the stairs back down, but by the time she reached the doors, there was no sign of Kit. There was no way he’d survive another night in Old Steen. 

			Lyta couldn’t break him out. But maybe she could plead for him if she made a case before the king. Now. She was already in the palace after all and she knew its layout. She’d learned it when Ranulf had  planned a break-in years ago. In the end the gang he led had insisted she be left behind and they had almost been caught. 

			That was when her husband had taken to calling her their lucky charm. Blessed by Eninn, his favourite. 

			But he still hadn’t taken her on the last job. And then he hadn’t come back. Which she felt proved the bloody point.

			Reversing from the main doors, Lyta headed straight for the guardroom. A cloak hung there, in the deep wine red of the city watch, the crest of Amberes picked out in a frayed gold thread, a tower surrounded by fortifications. She grabbed it and swirled it around her shoulders. 

			Keep moving, always make it look like you know where you’re going, like you have somewhere to be. People won’t look twice or question anyone who appears to have a purpose. 

			It was almost as if Ranulf was walking beside her, whispering in her ear. She grabbed the pendant about her neck and offered up a prayer.

			The corridor turned left and she saw a flash of movement ahead. The boy, the one from the balcony. How had he got ahead of her? And what was he doing here? He poked his head around the corner and grinned at her, his mismatched eyes gleaming, and then he was gone.

			Lyta hesitated. ‘Hey,’ she called softly. But no one called back.

			The door stood ajar at the end of the hall, obviously a servants’ entrance from the plain walls and the darkness beyond. She slid inside, pulling it closed behind her and began to climb the stone stairs. Above her she could hear footsteps, quick and light. And for a moment, she was sure there was a laugh, one she almost knew. It lived in the corners of her dreams and ghosted after her sometimes in the alleyways of the city. It sounded like Eninn. 

			Her skin gave that familiar shiver, as if a breath ghosted over its surface.

			Sometimes she just had to trust in her feral god.

			Lyta slowed as she reached the first floor where the royal quarters were located. She hesitated, wishing she had a weapon, even though sweat slicked her palms and she would probably drop it  rather than find use for it. Then again, only a select few could legally bear weapons in Amberes. Breaking into the royal quarters was bad enough. Doing so with a blade in hand would be an instant death sentence. 

			Soft carpet muffled her footsteps as she stepped out into the first-floor corridor. Tapestries hugged the walls and she began to sweat beneath the cloak. 

			As Lyta made her way past a series of formal reception rooms, towards an ornately carved set of double doors which had to be the royal apartment, she heard rising voices from the other side.

			‘And where have these surplus tax incomes gone, Lady Iseult? We have no records of such rises.’ The king’s voice, cold and angry, dangerous.

			The duchess laughed, apparently unconcerned. ‘The people always complain of taxes, your Majesty. It’s a fact of life. He’s just a troublemaker, from a family well known to the authorities.’ 

			Lyta sucked in a breath and made herself still and quiet. That wasn’t good. The idea that the duchess knew anything about her family set every nerve tingling with alarm. Instincts rose in her that would make everything so much worse: to burst in there and defend her brother; to speak up for his good name, which wouldn’t do him a blind bit of good. Kit needed her to be calm, to be the voice of reason. Kit needed her.

			The door opened and Lyta took a step back, slamming into something hard, tall and broad, a solid wall of muscle and armour. She started to turn, but hands like stone seized her by the shoulders. 

			Instinct took over. She twisted, dropped, her leg lashing out as the figure behind her lunged after her. She felt her foot connect and he grunted. But he didn’t let up, taking the blow and still coming at her. She launched herself off the floor, grabbing the nearest tapestry to give her leverage. It came down as she went up, using the wall to hurl herself away.

			She wasn’t fast enough. He grabbed her out of the air and slammed her on the ground. Before she knew what was happening, there was a foot on her chest and a sword tip at her throat.

			
			Lyta fell still, staring up the length of the blade, straight into the endless black eyes of the man she had once loved body and soul, and who she had betrayed into forced conscription, thirteen long years earlier: Sylvian Chant.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter Three

			Sylvian

			It should have been easy. It should have been a position of honour and what the general had referred to as ‘an easy ride’. He’d gone from conscript, to soldier, to war hero, to royal bodyguard and companion. He thought he’d be in the sun-drenched capital of the southern kingdom, Valladolid, or following Francisco around Andalusia or Navarre, fighting by his side in Aquitaine, Naples or Burgundy. Instead he was back in bloody Amberes again, with the king and the duchess at each other’s throats, the queen terrified of her own shadow and, to add injury to insult, now forced to confront the fear-wide, cornflower-blue eyes of Lyta Cornellis.

			Lyta, his Lyta, once love of his life, who had abandoned him to the tender mercies of Old Steen. Lyta, who had turned him in and left him to rot. The woman whose neck he would cheerfully ring.

			Her lips parted, forming his name, or part of it, but she didn’t say it out loud. Just lay there, staring up at him in horror. Well, he was her nightmare, wasn’t he? And she was his.

			The last time he’d seen her, she hadn’t even looked at him. When he’d knelt on the stone floor of Old Steen in shackles and she’d strolled past him and pointed at Kit. ‘Him. I’m taking him.’

			A gnawing rage ground away inside him, one he thought he’d long ago managed to suppress. 

			Right on cue, the king appeared, holding an ornate but deadly double wheellock pistol his father had prized, made by the skilled hands of a master gunsmith as a bribe. It might be twenty years old,  but it was still in perfect condition, maintained as lovingly by the son as it had been by the father. Light gleamed off the cherry-wood stock inlaid with carved ivory, its steel body overlaid with gold. Just looking at it chilled Sylvian’s heart. 

			‘What is going on out here?’ Francisco asked.

			‘Your Majesty—’ Sylvian began, but Lyta, still lacking the self-preservation skills most people were born with, spoke first.

			‘I’m unarmed. I’m here to beg for my brother. Please, you have to listen to me, your Majesty!’

			Lyta was here for Kit. Of course she was. The rage sparked up another notch. It didn’t matter that this was exactly why Sylvian had been coming to see the king, to beg him to spare the boy. Well, Kit was a man now. But that was beside the point. Lyta had got here first. And Lyta would always do anything to protect Kit.

			‘Let her up, Chant.’ The king sighed and lowered the firearm, returning the lock mechanism to its safety setting. ‘It has been a very long day. Torren and Juárez are standing by in the anteroom. If she is indeed unarmed, I’m sure between us we can handle any issues. Or would you rather I summoned the rest of my bodyguards and explain your fears?’

			He gave Sylvian a cynical smile and stepped back into the room from which he had come.

			‘Come in here then,’ he called out.

			Sylvian couldn’t disobey a direct order from his king, so he stepped back, releasing Lyta but keeping his sword blade bare. His left hand itched to pull out the knife at his belt. Once he would have trusted Lyta with his life, but that had been a long time ago. And this wasn’t about his life: it was about his king’s.

			He would do anything for Francisco. He had proved that hundreds of times.

			‘Really, your Majesty?’ The duchess sneered as Lyta passed her. She even took a step back to avoid the thief. ‘You’re consorting with the scum of Amberes now? You won’t learn anything from her. An upstart from an upstart city, one which will still not accept its place.’ She looked Lyta up and down as if assessing a pig and shook her  head. ‘Not the worst they have to offer, I suppose, but there are better whores all over the docks.’

			Once Lyta would have lashed out in rage. Now she bowed her head and folded her hands in front of her. The words, however, were quiet, carefully pitched and devastating. 

			‘I guess you’d know.’

			An upstart from an upstart city indeed. A long, shocked silence followed. The duchess’s face froze in suppressed rage. 

			From the far side of the room, the queen made a noise like a stifled laugh. She sat with her back to them, gazing at the fire, ostensibly ignoring them. Sylvian knew she was listening to every single word. There was a mirror over the fireplace. She was watching too. Nothing got past Annika.

			The duchess’s face went even whiter but she didn’t look around. She had barely acknowledged the new queen which was yet another snub. 

			‘You should hang them both,’ she said in glacial tones. ‘You’d only be saving time. With your permission, your Majesty, I will depart. I have a long journey home and I fear the stench is turning my stomach.’

			Lyta opened her mouth again and Sylvian took a step forward in warning. She’d only get away with so much and she was already dangerously close to that line. Only the fact that she appeared to be amusing the queen stood in her favour. Sylvian knew Francisco too well. He didn’t like to be crossed and the gods help anyone who did.

			Luckily for Lyta, all his attention was fixed on the duchess. ‘There is still the matter of the book, madam,’ he told her. She stopped, and a slow, cruel smile spread over her beautiful face. 

			‘The book? Why, the book is mine, your Majesty. A gift from your noble father.’

			The king stiffened, scowled. ‘And now your king has need of its return.’

			She shook her head. ‘I think not. The book is secure, safe within my library. And there it must stay. The Church agrees. It is far too precious a thing to bring forth into the light on the whim of a girl  who follows a lost goddess, I think. Not yet, in any case. Perhaps, when the time is right.’

			Francisco’s voice was the sudden snap of a whip and Sylvian knew this was sliding badly sideways fast. The girl in question had to be the queen, so that was insult enough, but the command had come from the king’s mouth. It was not to be denied. ‘This is not a request, Iseult.’ 

			She met his gaze, head held high. Her disdain was written all over her face. ‘Oh, I think it is. One I decline. Farewell, Lord King. And may you have the joy of Amberes I never did.’

			‘I have not given you leave—’

			But she had already walked away. No one could command the Duchess of Montalbeau. Sylvian had tried to tell him, but Francisco wouldn’t listen. People didn’t say no to him.

			Until now.

			Lyta cleared her throat. ‘I can get the book for you.’ She spoke far too quickly. Sylvian knew that tone. Lyta was desperate and right now she’d do anything, promise anything. This was not good.

			Sylvian’s heart plummeted. ‘Lyta, you have no idea what you’re saying. Just shut up and hope that—’

			‘Enough, Chant.’ The king cut across him. His attention fixed on Lyta now, intrigued. Sylvian cursed under his breath. ‘I want to hear what this lady has to say.’ Lady indeed. If only Francisco knew.

			By the antlered helm of Kyron, he could strangle her right now. A hundred times over. And it had nothing to do with their past.

			‘Majesty, please—’ he began.

			The king grinned like a boy and Sylvian knew he’d already lost the argument. Francisco’s mood had changed again, like quicksilver. ‘Put the sword away and introduce me to your friend. Lyta, isn’t it?’

			 ‘We’re not friends,’ Sylvian said quickly, at the same time that Lyta blurted out ‘He’s no friend of mine.’

			Well, that was where they both were then. Good. It was better this way. 

			The king laughed loudly and walked back to the fire and his waiting wife.

			
			‘Take off the cloak,’ Sylvian hissed at her as they followed Francisco to the seats at the far side of the room. ‘You’re no more city watch than I am.’

			She looked him up and down in far too familiar a way. ‘No. You far outgrew that idea, didn’t you? No soldier either now. What are you?’

			‘King’s bodyguard,’ he growled.

			She snorted out the most unladylike laugh. ‘Figures.’

			The king had taken a seat near the fireplace while Queen Annika perched on the edge of one of the other silk-covered chairs. She helped herself to a glass of the rich red wine they had brought with them from the south, from the royal cellars. They didn’t trust anyone in Amberes, with good reason. And while the palace was well secured with Sylvian’s fellow guards, the king wanted his privacy. Courtiers got in the way and Francisco believed that a person who couldn’t even serve themselves food and drink didn’t deserve to be fed and watered.

			It was a nightmare. 

			One that had just taken an even more horrific turn with the arrival of Lyta Cornellis into their supposedly completely secure quarters.

			‘You know each other,’ Annika said, her voice like birdsong. Sylvian had never met a woman quite like the queen. Every sound was poetry, every gesture a dance. And she had a mind like a bear trap. People took one look at the beautiful doll of a woman and completely underestimated her. Even the duchess, who should have known better. 

			Francisco had been completely smitten with Annika from the first moment they met. Sylvian had seen it in his eyes, could have attested to the moment it happened, the complete and utter surrender to her, right from the start. He’d felt the same way himself. Just a moment in her presence was enough to do it. She had that effect on everyone – everyone except for Lyta, it seemed. And Iseult of Montalbeau. 
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A desperate thief. A magical book. A heist for the ages.
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