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			To all my historian friends,


			Sorry, not sorry.


		




		


		

			Αἴσθου ποτὲ ὅτι κρεῖττόν τι καὶ δαιμονιώτερον ἔχεις ἐν σαυτῷ τῶν τὰ πάθη ποιούντων καὶ καθάπαξ τῶν νευροσπαστούντων σε.


			Understand for yourself, then, that you have within you 
something stronger and more divine, for certain, than the 
passions that make you dance on their strings.


			– Marcus Aurelius, Meditations


			Worauf du nun (sage ich) dein Herz hängst und verlässest, 
das ist eigentlich dein Gott.


			Whatever your heart clings to and confides in, 
(I say) that is really your god.


			– Martin Luther, Der Grosse Katechismus, ‘Das Erste Gebot’


			The entire universe is like a lyre tuned by 
some excellent artificer, 


			whose strings are separate species of the universal whole. 


			– John Dee, Propaedeumata Aphoristica
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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


			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


			Druon Cissonius Antigonus – old god of Amberes, killed by Silvius Brabo, a lost god


			Voseh – God of Decay and the End of All Things, a lost god


			Tamfana – goddess of the lost Marsi tribe, a lost god


			Rhiannon – Sovereignty Goddess of Albion


			


			Nobility 


			Francisco – King of Castile, León, Aragón and the Greater Brabantine, the Soldier King, the Golden Lion of Castile


			Annika – Queen of Castile, León, Aragón and the Greater Brabantine, youngest daughter of the Royal House of Vasa, Princess of Geatland


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


			Iseult – Duchess of Montalbeau, deceased


			Andras de Werve – Guildmaster of the Glorious Company of Blacksmiths, city alderman


			Lancel Ursel – Count, Mayor of Amberes, city alderman


			Charles – Lord Alderton, a lord of Albion


			Viola Alderton – sister of Charles Alderton


			Piers – Lord Stirling, a lord of Albion, alchemist


			Juan Alvarez – Baron de Marasso, former general and companion of Francisco, cousin to Beatriz and Benedictus Alvarez


			Church Imperial 


			The Magister of the Scholars’ Tower in the Brabantine, deceased


			Frater Caelinus – High Priest of the Imperial Temple in Amberes


			Tiberius Octavius Aurelianus – First Prefect of the Praetorian Inquisitors


			Silvius Brabo – ancient hero of the Church Imperial, killer of Druon Cissonius Antigonus, old god of Amberes


			Royal Bodyguards


			Elia Vasquez – General


			Ivar Torren – Captain


			Luca Juárez – Captain 


			Gabriel Montes – Captain


			


			People of Amberes


			Frida Elwynn – Lyta’s former partner in crime


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


			Petrus Janlow – criminal gang leader in Amberes 


			Mattias Haldevar – spice trader, fence, former burglar, deceased


			Jem Nyati – bookbinder, Kit’s business partner


			Molly Nyati – their accountant and Jem’s wife


			Rhea Cornellis – Lyta and Kit’s mother, deceased


			Prester Alaric – Vicar of the Seven Churches, High Priest at the Temple of Lost Gods 


			Florrie Stone – custodian of the Temple of Lost Gods, resident of the Rookery


			Etienne du Lac – landlord of The Rack of Lamb Tavern in the Rookery, relic thief


			Thomas Charnock – alchemist from Albion


		



		

		
			Chapter One

			Lyta

			Amberes was never truly quiet, not the port city at the crossroads of the world, but this early of a winter morning, with the chimes of Cissonia’s first bells still echoing through the towers and rooftops, haunting the alleyways and near-empty wharfs like the wail of old ghosts, there was little activity. Snow smothered the usual sounds, muffling the world in white, or at least in that beige-grey sludge which approximated snow here. Lyta found it fundamentally unsettling. Her city, trade capital and port, beloved of Cissonia, Goddess of Commerce, was never still or silent at any hour. But who wanted to be out at the crack of dawn in the frozen heart of the Winter Solstice if they didn’t have to be?

			She certainly didn’t.

			The Vicar of the Seven Churches sat on the bottom-most step, sheltered by the arched roof of the narthex, his head bowed in desolation. His feet sank deep in snow, not that it seemed to bother him. He was younger than Lyta expected. The great title had been handed down only recently, and the last vicar had held it for twenty years. Said title was not quite as esteemed as once it had been. 

			Once, there had been more gods in Amberes than there had been stars in the sky—or so the old stories went. They each had temples and shrines and various other places for their followers to assemble. The Church Imperial had tried to wipe them out, but Amberes being Amberes clung to them stubbornly and, once the Church had been driven back, the remnants of those old religions crept back in. Some of them brought their gods with them. Some no longer had gods to pray to. And some found their gods wherever they could.

			This high priest looked like little more than a scrawny boy dressed in plain, serviceable clothes which were still too big for him. Only the ornate bronze disc hanging from the cord around his neck gave him away. It dangled between his splayed knees, glinting dully in the midwinter light. 

			Breath misted the air in front of him so she knew he was still alive. 

			Lyta had slept late in her room above Kit’s new printshop, face-down and dead to the world. At least there had been no nightmares. Not last night, anyway. 

			Kit had banged on the door of her room, a wretched expression on his freckled face which said he had not been so lucky. The curly riot of his red hair, more golden than hers, looked tangled and dishevelled, even as he tried to drag his fingers through it. She decided not to comment. He didn’t appear to be in the mood for teasing. 

			‘You’re needed.’ Even his voice sounded rough.

			‘Why me?’

			‘There isn’t anyone else.’

			So she was here, freezing, grumpy, and still only half awake, meeting the man who was apparently the last holy guide in the city for those whose gods were long gone. And she had no idea why.

			As she stopped at the foot of the steps, the vicar looked up, his eyes hollow and dark-ringed, devoid of hope. 

			‘You came,’ he said.

			‘Well, . . . you asked nicely,’ she replied, not sure what else she could say. Kit had done the asking, but she’d seen the note the vicar had sent. The words desperate and no one else had indeed been used and her brother had watched her read it in silence until she didn’t have any bloody choice. She didn’t want to be here. Temples were not her thing. 

			The Vicar of the Seven Churches tried to pull himself together, this man ten years younger than her and far from ready for the responsibility weighing him down. He dragged his cloak up around his thin shoulders and stood. Then he took a deep breath to steel himself and bowed to her.

			‘Mistress Cornellis, happy Solstice. May the last light of the lost gods shine on you and may—’

			Lyta shushed him. ‘That’s really not necessary. Not for me.’ She had met some of the lost gods and remained distinctly unimpressed. Their blessings were not worth their weight in shit. Eninn was the only one with half a brain left anyway. And even he . . . 

			The stirring in the back of her mind told her that her little god was daring her to finish that thought. She muttered a curse back at him. 

			The vicar carried on, stumbling over the end of the blessing anyway, though the words fell to an incomprehensible mumble, as if he couldn’t believe she’d refused him and didn’t quite know what to do about it. 

			‘Want to show me what happened?’ Lyta asked when he finally stopped. 

			The burden of it crashed down on him again, his face taking on that bleakness she’d seen when she arrived. Shoulders hunching, he nodded miserably. 

			Kit had asked her to come, Lyta reminded herself. That was why she was here. More or less the only reason. She didn’t have time for temples and their dramas. But she was still trying to build on the new trust between herself and her brother and wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise that. She was also meant to be stepping back and interfering less in his life, which did not come naturally to her. That seemed to lead to him interfering in hers instead, which didn’t seem right. But as she had nowhere else to live since the house on Larch Lane burned down and he had taken her in . . .

			Well, not quite true. Sylvian had offered. She could be living with him, in a palace, no less. Well, in the barracks, or whatever, as trusted servants, or as much as a queen could ever trust a thief, Lyta supposed. Ostensibly she was meant to be working for Annika, although there was precious little to do in that regard. Just keeping an eye on things in the city, on the nobles and the guildsmen and any other people Annika was interested in. She didn’t need to report in. Mostly she talked to Sylvian or one of the other bodyguards. But if she moved into the palace, under the queen’s thumb, at her beck and call probably, like he was, day and night . . . Lyta didn’t want to think about that. 

			If there was one thing Lyta was sure of, it was her ability to fuck everything up when it came to Sylvian Chant. 

			Same with Kit if she wasn’t careful. 

			So . . . 

			Here she was, with a smile. Almost. Ready to help, within reason. She knew the city, knew its underworld. She presumed at first someone had knocked over the poor box which, while being in bad taste, was common enough. She could probably find out who and have a quiet, stern word until it was returned. And while she was doing that, she was not thinking about Sylvian.

			Though Lyta had lived most of her life in the shadow of this particular temple, she had never willingly stepped inside the place. Her mother, gods rest her, had been far too busy for temples, and besides, she had worshipped gods that didn’t even have a place here. Not anymore. Or so she had said in Lyta’s hazy memories. When she and Kit were orphaned, they’d been offered that same charity—food, old clothes, attempts made to find them shelter and a trade—that was basically what the temple did then and now. One of the largest in the city, the temple was lodged here in middle of the Rookery, the poorest quarter of Amberes, like a bone stuck in the city’s throat. It had no riches, no significant patrons and struggled to get by, but still, men like the vicar tried to help those with even less. 

			It left her torn as to whether the temple was actually any use to the city. She and Kit hadn’t needed it. She had a trade, however illegal, and they had made their own shelter, the two of them. For good and ill. Even from the beginning she could steal far better food and clothes than the temple offered.

			There were always do-gooders haunting the shittier end of the city, looking for souls to save . . . or so they said. More often than not they were after the vulnerable to fleece, or victims to exploit. What they gave away for free was often barely worth having. And what they asked in return? Well . . .

			Eninn took a grim view of all of it and her little god had always steered her away from threats, albeit sometimes by a roundabout route, sometimes just as hazardous. 

			The Temple of Lost Gods was different. Kit said so and Kit wasn’t actually as gullible as he appeared most of the time. He believed the best in people, not always wisely, but sometimes he was right. 

			Inside, the temple was almost as cold as the city outside it, lit with an array of cheap candles which smoked too much. The solstice decorations of mistletoe, holly and ivy garlands hung everywhere. There were frescos painted on the walls, which must have been bright and colourful when they were first done. They had faded with time, discoloured by the greasy smoke of those same candles, cracking in places so the faces of the gods they represented were hardly recognisable anymore. The temple had belonged to one god many years ago. He was little more than a shadow himself now, lost behind those who had come later. Now there were too many images of gods to count. Various artists had tried to add the newcomers up to a point, with varying amounts of success and skill. Perhaps they had lost the will to go on.

			As the Church Imperial had made it its mission to slaughter all the gods right across the continent, it must have been difficult to keep up. A human being could only paint so fast. But the Temple of Lost Gods had felt the need to at least try. If only for their memory to go on. 

			Countless dead gods gazed down on her now. Their eyes seemed to follow her in the candlelight, and she wondered if they recognised what she carried inside her mind. Or sensed in her still some traces of the place she had been, where no mortal was meant to tread, and from which no god was meant to escape. The place to which they had all been exiled.

			You didn’t actually kill a god. That was impossible. But they could be stripped of all divine power and exiled to a place beyond reality, to the Nether, where they ended up lost in the wandering ways. 

			

			No other god had ever made it back, except Eninn.

			And only because of you, he reminded her fondly, his voice no more than a whisper in her mind.

			She glanced up at the vaulted ceiling high above them, painted dark blue with small golden stars dotted on it. Great soaring pillars like slender trees reached up to support the roof, carved with patterns of leaves and vines, hiding stone birds and other creatures—so lifelike that she thought they might move at any second. It was beautiful. A fading beauty, true, like an old woman trying to cling to her youth. There was something tragic about it, that air of regret.

			‘It happened late last night.’ The vicar made his way down the aisle, fingers brushing against each of the columns like a lover’s caress. ‘I thought I saw a light, so I came back to check. A candle left unattended could burn down the whole place and take half the Rookery with it.’ Lyta knew that only too well. Her own house not far from here had been destroyed in a fire. That hadn’t been a stray candle though. That had been entirely deliberate. Halfway up the length of the temple, the vicar paused. ‘But I hadn’t got much further than this when I . . . I don’t know. I heard something, footsteps and laughter maybe, and I thought it was just children. They get in here sometimes, up to mischief. And then . . . It all went dark.’ He brought his hand up to his head and winced. ‘I think someone knocked me out. I only woke up when one of the custodians found me. There was blood. So much blood. And that’s when we found it.’

			Turning left, he led her through a small oak door and down a bare stone staircase. It curled around on itself, down and down into the depths of the temple crypts. It was even colder down here, bitterly so, the kind of cold that ate into the bones. Their footsteps echoed strangely, and Lyta could have sworn that there was someone following them. 

			It sent a shiver up her spine, but she kept going, trying to shake off the feeling that those gods were still watching her. They couldn’t be. It wasn’t possible.

			‘We found it like this,’ said the Vicar of the Seven Churches in a voice of misery. 

			

			It could have been an ordinary storeroom, if a whirlwind had been through it. The candles burning there were flickering stubs now and must have been lit when the alarm was first raised, but they still showed the place clearly enough. Like how the inner door had been forced open, boxes and cases strewn everywhere and the various reli­quaries smashed. There were bits of gold, gems and pearls scattered across the flagstones, abandoned in favour of what the reliquaries had held. Some of them anyway. There were relics here too, she realised—bits of bone, hair and . . . was that a tooth? The place had been destroyed. 

			‘How many relics were down here?’ Lyta asked, unable to keep the shock from her voice. The gods honoured here might be lost, but that didn’t mean their relics didn’t deserve at least a little respect. None whatsoever had been shown. 

			‘Twenty, that I know of by name,’ the vicar said, and his voice trembled again. ‘But more, a lot more. There was no inventory. I’ve been trying to familiarise myself with them, with what remains of them, but . . . The ladies who maintain the temple will know.’ 

			Ah yes, Lyta thought. There were always ladies who ran places like these, changed candles, sorted flowers, cleaned up, decorated it for festivals like the Winter Solstice, polished everything to within an inch of its life. Including him perhaps. 

			‘They aren’t even very powerful relics, just—just all we had left of those lost deities. Things they touched or blessed, their treasures, bones of their Aspects or Champions, things which—’ His voice broke and he turned away from her.

			Lyta gave him the moment he needed. She continued to examine the scene before her. The relic thieves she knew tended to be religious themselves, in search of the divine. Respectful. Careful. None of them would treat their intended targets in such a way. Most thieves would take the reliquaries too. The amount of precious metal and gems could not be ignored. 

			Whoever had done this, however, hadn’t cared. It seemed more like vandalism than theft and that might be what had shaken the vicar so much. 

			

			‘Vicar?’ she began and then felt awkward. ‘What is your name? I can’t call you vicar.’

			He blinked his mournful eyes in confusion. ‘Most people do. Or Prester, which is the actual title. I’m Alaric. Alaric Hayden.’

			‘Are you from Amberes, Alaric?’ she asked. She didn’t know the name Hayden, but that didn’t mean much. There were new people in and out of the city all the time, from all over the world.

			‘My family live near Anchor Gate.’

			Ah, she thought, the nicer end of the city. Not quite Falconbrook but not far from it. New money. Probably a third son of a merchant family then, with no talent for the family business, farmed out to one of the temples to keep him out of trouble. She knew he’d sounded too well spoken and seemed far too shaken by simple burglary and vandalism to be from around here. 

			‘Right then, Alaric,’ she said. ‘Looks like some kind of relic thieves have been in, that’s for sure. Not our local ones.’ Du Lac and his lot would never treat relics like this. Say what you liked about them, they knew what they were handling and treated them with respect. Besides, they usually stole to order. But if this lot had been searching for something, it looked like they’d lost their temper and trashed the place instead. She bent down to pick up a gnarled tooth. It could have come from a boar. 

			That belonged to Moccus, said Eninn. Or, rather, one of his people. He was a pig god. Some of his Chosen would grow boar’s teeth like that and they had the most awful little eyes.

			Lyta shut down the voice in her mind firmly. She didn’t want to think about what the followers of Moccus, the Pig God, would look like right now. She had no idea who that even was, but she trusted Eninn to be right. So she was definitely holding a distorted human tooth. Great. She held it out to Alaric who cupped his reverential hands around it, muttering a prayer, or an apology. She couldn’t tell. Perhaps he didn’t know either. It could have been both.

			There was nothing left in it, her god told her solemnly. No power, as such. Probably why they left it behind. If there was a single item here with any significant power, the thieves took it with them.

			

			Alaric slipped the tooth into an unbroken box he’d found somewhere among the debris and then looked around vaguely, as if searching for somewhere to put it. Finally, he settled on the surface of the one shelf which hadn’t been torn down off the wall. He fussed over it, making sure it was straight. The only thing in the room that was.

			‘Do you know what they actually took?’ she asked as gently as she could of this almost broken man.

			But Alaric wasn’t listening. He dropped to his knees and began to pick up some of the other pieces while repeating prayer after prayer, as if saving one relic had finally spurred him into action. Tears fell among the destruction and Lyta’s heart lurched for him.

			He believed. He really believed. Even in a place where there were no gods left. 

			‘Prester Alaric?’ a voice called from behind them, echoing down the steps. A woman’s voice, older and only a bit shaky. Less shaky than Alaric’s anyway.

			The vicar didn’t answer and Lyta sighed. She didn’t want any part in this. What had Kit got her into? Why was Kit even involved?

			‘We’re down here,’ she called out and saw Alaric flinch as her voice rebounded off the walls. He didn’t stop in his prayers though or his frantic searching.

			An older woman bustled down into the crypt, carrying a lantern which gave a great deal more light than the miserable candles. 

			‘There now,’ she said. ‘I’ve called on the charity committee and the mother’s guild and— Oh, you’re young Kit’s sister, aren’t you? Lyta?’

			Something punched all the air out of Lyta’s body. She knew this woman. She hadn’t thought about her in years. In all honesty, she’d assumed she was dead.

			‘Auntie Florrie?’

			The woman laughed, lines wrinkling the edges of her eyes. ‘Aye, my love. That’s what you all called me back in the day, wasn’t it? The little ones still do. It’s good to see you, Lyta. Happy Solstice.’

			Florrie Stone had been one of the few who had ever been any help to the two of them after their mother died. She’d even helped nurse Rhea towards the end. Lyta remembered those arms holding her close while she wept. But that was Florrie Stone. She cared for all the lost children of Amberes—the Saint of the Rookery.

			‘Happy Solstice,’ Lyta echoed because she didn’t know what else to say.

			‘Kit said you’d help, that you have experience of things like this. And that you have connections to the palace no less.’ Florrie wore the kind of expression that in Lyta’s experience people usually wore when they thought about her brother. 

			Kit had a talent with people, with making them adore him. ­Especially matronly old women who thought he needed to find a nice partner and settle down. Or who needed some heavy lifting done and perhaps something fetched off a high shelf. ‘We didn’t know where else to turn. The watch aren’t interested. “Where’s the crime?” they said. Can you imagine? Knocking out our vicar and doing the gods know what in here? As if that’s not a crime?’

			Oh yes, Lyta very much could imagine the reaction of the city watch had been exactly that. Temples tended to deal with things themselves, and the watch dealt with mundane civic matters. They avoided anything too complicated. This was Amberes. The different strata of the city tried not to get tangled up in others’ business. The criminals dealt with the criminals, the aldermen with the aldermen, nobility with nobility and the temples . . . well . . . 

			She could also picture Kit saying she had experience of things like this, the little bastard. The grin he would have worn. Of course she had experience of theft—mainly with committing it. She was going to make him suffer for this. 

			Eninn had a good laugh at her expense as well. He was almost as fond of Kit as she was. And as fond of getting her into situations like this. 

			If it was anyone else, she’d have said Kit was out to con them, but that wasn’t his style at all. Straight as an arrow, that was Kit. 

			Florrie gently squeezed the vicar’s shoulder and he paused in his prayers, raising his red-rimmed eyes. 

			‘I saw Druon’s hand, Florrie,’ he whispered. ‘A shrivelled hand, reaching for me. It held a candle with a golden wick. The stench of its smoke . . .’ He shuddered and then opened his eyes wide. ‘Was it a vision, do you think? His days have just begun, the darkest nights before the new dawn. What does he want of me? Druon, of all gods.’

			The old woman glanced up at Lyta and shook her head in despair at such fancy. Druon was a lost god of Amberes, the oldest one, and the Winter Solstice had once been his festival, although Lyta knew little more about him than that. No one did. He had a lot of names but none of them had helped when the Church Imperial marched in and chopped him to pieces. They’d thrown him in the river and now he was little more than scary stories to keep children in line. Behave or Druon will come for you. A tale for the darkest nights.

			Florrie tutted solemnly but not unkindly. ‘Come on now, my pet, you need to rest. We’ll gather what we can and have it all ready for you to bless again come Vespers. My girls are here to help. They’ve all come. And Lyta will make sense of this for us. Won’t you?’

			Lyta froze, not wanting to make any promises. 

			That didn’t seem to matter to Florrie, who clearly had already made up her mind. She shooed Prester Alaric up out of the crypt, turning him over to another pair of middle-aged women who bustled around him efficiently. Girls indeed, thought Lyta. There was a host of them who clustered proprietorially around the temple in a desire to do some good and most of them were now gathered beneath all those fading frescos waiting for her to finish up. 

			‘Florrie?’ Lyta asked, lingering beside the steps to the crypt and watching the women fuss over the vicar. ‘What happened to him?’

			‘A nasty blow to the head. I’m not sure if he was knocked out or if he just fell over himself and hit it on the way down. Blood everywhere, there was, but that’s head wounds for you. We found him out cold in the nave.’ She rested her hands on her hips and surveyed the damage. ‘Kit said you’d help.’

			She fixed Lyta with another of those determined looks and Lyta knew she was not going to get much choice in this. She had faced down an evil duchess, a sadistic magister of the Church Imperial and a jealous king, yet she had never felt quite so nailed to the spot. No one crossed Florrie Stone, especially not here in the heart of the Rookery.

			‘You don’t think it’s the usual relic thieves either?’

			‘Nothing much of value here to thieve, love.’ Florrie shook her head. All the same, she looked fit to slap someone about in a very definitive manner. ‘And our local lads know better. They’re relics of dead gods, all lost to the Nether and the wandering ways. Someone new has been stealing relics, true, but only the ones with power in them. There’s always a risk in all the temples, that’s why we lock up. No one thought this would happen to us. Temple of the Lost Gods, remember? Moccus, Vessuna, Tamfana, and the like. We don’t even have names for some of the really old ones. And if they were regular thieves, they’ve left far more valuable things here in monetary value alone.’ Lyta thought of the jewelled reliquaries scattered about down there. She chewed on her lower lip as she made her decision.

			‘I’ll need a list of what’s missing,’ she said. ‘Someone will know something. Someone always does. I’ll take my leave.’

			As she started down the aisle, Alaric pulled away from his attendants, his expression flustered as he hastened towards her again.

			‘Don’t you want to see the body?’ 

			Lyta froze in her escape.

			Body? No one had mentioned a body.

			The Vicar of the Seven Churches had been in shock, but she’d put it down to the relics being raided or the blow to his head. Florrie didn’t have that excuse.

			‘What body?’ she asked, as calmly as she could.

			Florrie rolled her eyes up to the ceiling above. ‘That boy,’ she muttered to herself, clearly in reference to Alaric. It was also obviously not the first time she’d said something of that kind. ‘Go and rest now, Prester. Lucielle will take care of you.’ She gave a rather pointed glare at an ashen-faced woman a few years older than Lyta who carefully hustled him away.

			‘Well, he did get knocked out,’ Lyta reminded her. There was no need to be uncharitable here. Not in a temple. Gods were still listening. Maybe only one, but that one was hers.

			

			‘More than once. Landed on his head as a babe a few times, I suspect. No wonder his family wants shot of him . . . well, no matter. He’s ours now and we’re keeping him. Luce will get him patched up, but he wouldn’t hear of it until you came. Yes, yes . . . The body, yes . . . We found a body, up there behind the altar no less. Put it in the vestry, out of the way.’

			‘You moved it?’

			‘Well, I wasn’t going to leave it in the middle of my temple,’ Florrie replied with no small amount of indignation. ‘Blood gets in between the tiles, you know, and no amount of scrubbing—’

			‘Florrie, why didn’t you tell the watch about that?’ Lyta snapped, getting back to the matter at hand. Moving the body was the surest way to get rid of any sort of clue as to what might have actually happened, even Lyta knew that, but it was too late now. 

			Maybe Alaric wasn’t the only one in shock. Or maybe Florrie and those who ran the temple were hoping to make the body disappear so as not to invite any more trouble. But then, why ask Lyta here?

			Of course, Florrie hadn’t asked her here. Alaric had. Interesting.

			Florrie snorted. ‘Like I said earlier, what’s the watch going to do? Tramp blood and dirt all over the place, get in our way and come out with sweet bugger all? They didn’t want to know. Not about this, not about him. We’re just the Rookery, Lyta. You know that as well as I do.’

			Eninn growled something about her not being far off in her assessment which, frankly, was no help at all. He might have no power left to him after their jaunt to the Nether and back, but he was still an annoying little sod when he had a mind to be. 

			And as he was residing in her mind, that was acutely irritating indeed.

			Lyta clawed for some remnants of patience. ‘Why don’t we start again? Kit said you needed help because someone had broken into the temple. No one mentioned a body. Who is it?’

			Florrie shrugged. ‘No idea. Come on then, I’ll show you.’

			‘Right, and send someone to the palace to fetch help.’

			The woman looked aghast. ‘The palace? Well, of course, one of my girls can go but who’s going to come here from the palace?’

			

			Lyta sighed heavily. This was going to be awkward no matter which way you looked at it. But she didn’t know what else to do.

			Sylvian had duties, and vows, and a thousand other things tying him to the queen. Responsibilities that held on to him far more securely than she ever could. She knew it. He was the one operating under some kind of delusion. 

			But he had promised. If she ever needed him when she was about the queen’s business in Amberes . . . 

			If she ever needed him, full stop.

			He’d better bloody come.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Sylvian

			The Rookery was quieter than usual which made Sylvian instantly suspicious. He could still read the currents of this place. Some things were too deeply ingrained to ignore. As Sylvian approached the Temple of Lost Gods—deliberately taking his time, because he wasn’t actually at Lyta’s beck and call no matter what she thought—he noticed that there were a lot of the usual women who clustered around the place, all of them busy with something or other. The remains of the first solstice bonfire was a black scar on the ground outside, stark against the snow. As he stepped foot inside, every eye turned on him, assessing, judging. 

			Clearly they were finding him wanting, but he had learned long ago not to give a damn what anyone around here thought of him. Amberes hadn’t been his home in a long time. And the Rookery was still little more than a slum, no better than the wharfs or the warehouse district. He might have been dragged up through its gutters, but he had left it far behind him. 

			He held his head high and pulled the invisible mantle of royal bodyguard around him, donning the persona he knew disguised all he had once been from everyone else. 

			Everyone except Lyta anyway. 

			He found her outside the vestry, right at the far end of the temple, leaning against the wall by a little wooden door. Waiting. Lithe and beautiful, her fox-like hair escaping the plait she had tried to tame it with, contrasting with the dark-green cloak like threads of rose gold.

			

			When her blue eyes met his, something in his chest inflated, leaving him breathless. Gods, he missed her. Every day, every minute they weren’t together. Like part of him had been torn away. 

			He could still picture her face when he’d asked her to marry him, the way her eyes welled up with panic, the step she took back, right on the verge of outright flight. He’d been so sure, so utterly sure, she’d say yes. Why wouldn’t she say yes? He was offering her a home, security, devotion . . . everything she could want.

			But oh no, not Lyta Cornellis.

			On his finger Ystara’s ring shivered in response to his emotions and he closed his hand into a fist. He didn’t need the goddess to tell him how he felt about Lyta. But he couldn’t stop her either.

			Since Ystara and Eninn had made their deal to save Lyta’s life, since he had begged for their help, he had become the champion of the Goddess of Love, bound even more securely to the defence of the queen, the goddess’s Aspect on this earth. How, he didn’t know. Beatriz had tried to explain it to him but he didn’t understand. Not really. Nor why the goddess he was supposed to serve couldn’t help him with the woman he loved. Lyta defied even Ystara, it seemed.

			But fuck, he wished just once she would have taken his hand and walked the easy path with him. Just once.

			A smile flickered over her lips, his Lyta, a brief and heart-breaking smile, and her gaze never wavered from his face. He knew she still loved him. Even if the goddess didn’t whisper reassurances whenever he doubted. Which was far too often.

			Lyta waited until he climbed the steps and approached her to move, taking a step forward and indicating to the door.

			‘He’s in here. I didn’t know what—’

			Screw this, Sylvian thought, and pulled her into his arms, kissing her like he was drowning and she was air. Then they were just standing together, far too close, staring awkwardly at each other, silence swallowing them up. Her surprise gave way to passion, and she pulled him to her again, burying one hand in his hair. He tipped her back and she let him, giving him the control he needed, yearned for, even if there would be a catch in that later on. But right in that moment he didn’t care. How could he?

			Her body fitted perfectly against his, but even if that dream came true it couldn’t last. Even if he prayed to his goddess to keep her there forever. 

			Even Ystara wasn’t powerful enough to compel Lyta Cornellis. And his goddess was not fool enough to try. Lyta belonged to the little trickster.

			I’m yours, Lyta.

			He had said that back in the Scholars’ Tower, when he thought his life was about to end. He had meant it with everything that burned in his soul. Much good it had done him. Life had somehow managed to get in the way regardless. 

			‘Live in the palace? Are you mad?’ she’d replied when he’d tried to explain about the quarters he’d been offered. ‘What would I do there? And what about Kit? I can’t desert him! Someone has to look after him.’

			That fight had been one of epic proportions, even by their standards. He had said things he really should never have said. So had she. But he couldn’t stay away from her. He hadn’t a hope. 

			‘Well,’ she murmured, her lips brushing his like a sigh as she pulled back. ‘That’s a greeting.’

			Sylvian knew he was an idiot. And if this was a small measure of the retribution she owed him, well . . . perhaps he really was due it. 

			‘I missed you.’

			‘Clearly.’ She almost managed to hide her laughter in that one word and his heart warmed against the winter’s cold. Her nimble fingers stroked his jaw and for a moment he thought of kissing her again.

			An older woman cleared her throat pointedly, her disapproval plain.

			‘Sylvian, remember Florrie Stone?’ Lyta said, as if they hadn’t been wrapped around each other like a pair of teenagers in the grip of true lust. ‘She’s still in charge here. Florrie, this is Captain Sylvian Chant of the Queen’s Bodyguards. Impressive, no?’

			There was a slight emphasis on the word ‘Queen’s’. He didn’t miss that either. And impressive? Definitely not.

			

			The old woman’s face was like the stone she was named for. So she remembered him. Sylvian hadn’t forgotten her either. Florrie had been a friend once, to him, to all the wild children of the Rookery. But she’d never forgiven him for what had almost happened to Lyta and Kit. Few people had, aside from Lyta and Kit themselves. And that had taken several near-death experiences.

			‘Nice to see you again, Florrie,’ he said, straightening his uniform to remind her of all it represented. It was a complete lie, but he could always lie with ease. No change there.

			Florrie looked him up and down and let out a huff which was the only response he was likely to get, but she stepped back into the vestry, leaving the door clear for them to enter after her. Not a single word of greeting, nothing but that glare which would happily consign him to the Nether given half a chance.

			Sylvian was fairly used to this kind of response in Amberes. Not only did he almost land Lyta and Kit in a giant shit-heap of trouble almost fourteen years ago, he had escaped the city and had made something of a name for himself. He’d risen about as high as someone from this quarter could hope to, sworn brother-in-arms to a king, personal bodyguard to him and then to his queen. And more besides. He was the strong right arm of the foreign Crown who claimed their city, the enforcer of its will. 

			They didn’t know the half of it and frankly he’d rather it stayed that way. Let the likes of Florrie Stone loathe him. In saving Lyta and Kit, Ranulf Wray had done an absolute number on Sylvian’s reputation here long before he came back with King Francisco. But that had been for the best of causes and he’d made his peace with the old thief. Lyta had forgiven him, so had Kit. They had gone through hell together getting that cursed book and rescuing Ben Alvarez. He didn’t care what other people thought. Least of all busybodies from the Rookery, no matter how beloved they were.

			‘They moved him,’ Lyta said, her tone less warm to Florrie now, having sensed the situation. No one could have missed it. If someone had told him seven months ago that Lyta Cornellis would have his back, he would have laughed in their face. But here they were, with a dead body and an elderly woman who probably thought he was a demon in human form.

			Some things, he reflected, would never change. Tides came and went, the summer was hot and the winter freezing, and the old women who ran the Rookery would protect their own. And may all the gods help him if he ever hurt Lyta again.

			Of course they had moved the body. No one would want to leave a corpse on display in their precious temple. Not a temple like this anyway. Elsewhere there were gods that thrived on things like that, but thankfully, not here in Amberes. Not anymore, anyway. And for that simple fact they were all eternally blessed. 

			Blood was power, after all.

			A memory of Montalbeau shivered its way through the back of his mind, of that room deep underground, the black smoke coiling up around him, digging through his thoughts and memories as it hardened, encasing him in obsidian, while all the time that bitch of a nameless goddess looked on, feeding on fear, horror and despair.

			He shook the memory aside. It reared its head far too frequently. He wondered if Lyta still had nightmares about it too, but didn’t dare ask.

			‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘Show me.’

			Florrie removed the heavy, embroidered altar cloth which had been used to cover the body and folded it carefully, all the while avoiding looking at the dead boy. He had been laid out as if for a funeral, on his back, hands folded on his chest, eyes closed. 

			And he was only a boy. No more than thirteen. Lack of food might have stunted his growth and left his cheeks hollow. Or he might have been small for his age. His clothes were pretty simple, nothing fancy, but not poor quality either. Hand-me-downs, maybe? The type of thing he and Lyta had grown up scrounging for. But they were well-kept and clean. The front of the tunic had been torn apart.

			Probably when someone or something had ripped his heart out.

			Sylvian sank down on his haunches, balancing on the balls of his feet so he could get a better look. There must have been a lot of blood all around him, wherever he had fallen, but they’d washed that away already. There hadn’t been a trace of blood in the main body of the temple. He would have smelled it.

			‘He’s a kid,’ Lyta said, her voice shaking slightly. ‘Do you know who he is?’

			This was to Florrie rather than Sylvian. She shook her head. ‘Not from around here, I think. And I know most of them that come here for charity. We feed them, find them jobs, places to stay, to be safe. You both know that. He isn’t one of them.’

			He had that very fair hair that signified heritage in the far north. The skin tone too, possibly, although death and blood loss were also contributing factors there. Sylvian wasn’t sure what could have cut him up like that, opening his chest, wrenching the ribs up and aside. He wanted to say nothing human, but then, given all he’d seen, humans were perfectly capable of the most horrific things—more likely in fact. He thought of those stories from the far north where they had once executed people in a way not entirely dissimilar, creating wings of blood and bone from ribs and innards, all the while keeping the victim alive. Annika’s ancestors’ work. If this had been the intent, the work had thankfully been left unfinished. The hollow left behind in his chest was like staring into the void.

			‘So why kill him and just knock the vicar out?’ Lyta asked. Her voice sounded thin, echoing, and he knew she was barely holding it together. She didn’t show it, but no one could look on something like this and not be moved. 

			‘The vicar?’ Sylvian asked, still examining the body. There were marks on the boy’s hands: burns, scars, old and new. Interesting. They might signify something. He didn’t know what yet.

			‘Prester Alaric, the Vicar of the Seven Churches. He’s new, from near Falconbrook.’ That said it all, Sylvian thought. Posh boy trying to do good, which was preferable to what the richest denizens of the city usually got up to. Lyta didn’t comment any further than that but he knew she’d have opinions. She turned away from the body now, staring at the colourful windows behind them. He wondered if she was trying to suppress tears or vomit. Things like this took people in different ways. ‘He was assaulted, knocked out before they rifled through the relics down in the crypts.’

			Relic thieves didn’t tend to kill as part of their work. Not even the worst of them. Especially not kids. Even assaulting the vicar would be a step outside their usual track. In and out quietly and secretly, and leaving as little trace as possible. If everyone knew a particular relic was missing, the harder it was to shift afterwards, unless they already had a buyer waiting.

			This was different. Even given all he had seen in the horrors of war, Sylvian had never seen anything like this.

			Something had gone right through the boy from behind, snapping the ribs like twigs and ripping through the flesh with brute force, leaving them like skeletal fingers unfolding from the remains. Scraps of fabric clung to the wound. Charred. Burned perhaps. As if a musket had gone off inside him. But no, that didn’t explain it either. None of the possibilities that presented themselves were right. 

			There weren’t any fresh marks anywhere else. No signs that he’d tried to defend himself either. 

			There were no knife marks around the wound. He hadn’t been cut open. The skin was torn and ragged, like the bloody remains of his shirt. Carefully, Sylvian lifted a pathetically thin shoulder and examined the back as best he could. The fabric there, while blood-drenched, was untouched. There was no entry wound. Nothing. 

			The same thought kept coming back to laugh at him.

			It was as if something had ripped itself out, from inside his chest. 

			Carefully, he lowered the body down again and stared at it. 

			It sent a chill through him. No one practised blood sacrifice in Amberes these days. Those gods were long dead, and good riddance. But it had a feel of it here in the temple, left there on display.

			The face of the goddess in Montalbeau rose in his memory again, laughing at him as he struggled with the shadows, helpless against her, as she swallowed him up and drank down all his terror, feeding on it and making him her own. 

			He’d been a sacrifice. So had Lyta. All of them in fact. Or at least that had been the intention.

			

			The dark and vicious goddess Iseult had served would have had her people do something like this, he thought. She would have relished it. Sylvian wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did.

			By Kyron’s helm, this was no good.

			‘Have you asked your friend if he recognises anything?’ he asked Lyta meaningfully. She glanced briefly at Florrie, who was now muttering a litany of prayers, her eyes closed, no doubt horrified by Sylvian’s close examination of the corpse. He knew Lyta didn’t want anyone finding out about Eninn and neither did he. Their lives were complicated enough. 

			‘I can tell you later, but there’s not much.’

			And there wasn’t much he could do here either, not now. Sylvian’s skill lay with the living. Admittedly, mainly with making them not living anymore. He was good at that. The dead, once dead, were a mystery to him. 

			‘I can ask the royal physicians to have a look. But I think it’s fairly clear what killed him.’ He didn’t bother to point out the gaping hole in his chest. Lyta would only mock him if he did. Or at least, he wished she would. Right now, her eyes were strained with dismay. Had she expected him to have an answer? ‘As to why, I don’t know. We’ll get a description passed around and see if anything turns up. It’s possible that the death and the theft aren’t connected, just a horrible coincidence. Not likely, but possible.’

			Lyta didn’t look disappointed, not exactly. But he felt like he had failed her somehow and he never liked that feeling. He had done it for real far too many times. 

			She drew in a shaky breath and for a moment he thought she might bolt.

			Instead she hunkered down beside him. ‘Burn marks on his hands and a few on his clothes. Nothing serious. Some of them have been patched.’ She didn’t quite touch the blood-soaked fabric, but her hand lingered above it. ‘That might be something?’

			‘Might be. Florrie? Anything to add?’ he asked. If he didn’t couch the words in gentle tones, he didn’t really care. This should have been reported long before any theft, and no one should have moved the body to begin with. They were probably lucky they’d thought to contact Lyta and not carried out an impromptu burial in the graveyard behind the temple without saying a word.

			‘May the gods bless him and keep him and may his next life be—’

			‘Quite,’ Sylvian said, straightening. Lyta followed suit. ‘Lock this room and don’t let anyone in. I’ll send for a wagon from the palace to pick him up. It won’t be long.’

			‘That’s it?’ Florrie asked. She didn’t sound impressed. 

			‘No. I want a list of what’s missing from the crypt and the justiciars will want to talk to your vicar.’

			‘Yeah, he’s not going to be much use,’ Lyta interrupted softly. Not unkindly but clear enough. She didn’t count the vicar for much.

			‘All the same. You asked me to come, Lyta. I’m here. Might as well do the whole job. I’ll get one of the justiciars onto it. I promise. That’s all I can manage for now.’

			The boy was dead. There was no one else to kill. Sylvian wasn’t going to be a lot of help here. 

			He stepped out of the vestry and was relieved when Lyta came with him while Florrie stayed behind, covering the body again and then locking up. There were a few other women still milling about, trying to have a good snoop without being seen to do so. Whether at him and Lyta, or the body, he didn’t know. He didn’t like either option.

			‘What do you really think?’ Lyta asked.

			Sylvian rolled his shoulders. This wasn’t his field. Francisco had actual people for investigating things like this, his justiciars. The royal physicians could be persuaded to help usually. They were far too eager to get their hands on a fresh corpse to work out what made it tick and what made that ticking stop. The Church Imperial had the Inquisition. Even the city watch had bailiffs who sometimes bothered when enough of a fuss was made by the right people. 

			‘Something nasty happened in there last night. Not just a theft or a murder. Something more.’

			Lyta made a sour face. She knew it as well as he did. They could both taste it on the air. It was far too familiar.

			

			Montalbeau.

			‘The duchess is dead,’ Lyta said firmly. She ought to know. She’d killed the bitch. Well, she, Kit and Beatriz had between them. He wasn’t entirely sure of the details. Sylvian had been completely snarled up in her dark magic at that stage and no help to anyone. ‘He was just a kid.’

			‘I know,’ Sylvian replied and took her hand in his. She was trembling, her skin icy cold, even wrapped up in wool and leather as she was. She needed a pair of good gloves, he thought absently, and tried to rub some warmth back into her fingers. Surprisingly, she let him. The whole city was in the grip of the worst winter in years. It was starting to feel like they were never going to feel warm again, solstice fires notwithstanding. Maybe he’d buy her gloves for the festivities, if she’d take them. But this cold, bone-deep and terrible, he thought, was something else. She remembered Montalbeau as well. ‘I’d better get back and report.’

			She nodded glumly. Lyta might put on a tough face, and she could endure anything if she had to, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t affected by things like this. 

			‘Do you have to straight away?’ she asked. ‘I thought, maybe—’

			The stab of guilt was keen. 

			He grimaced. ‘The queen has requested that I—’

			Her face fell. She couldn’t hide it, no matter how much she tried. ‘Oh, sure.’

			He didn’t need to say anymore, didn’t have to explain. But somehow he couldn’t stop himself. ‘There’s this business with the council, the Baron de Marasso is due to arrive and she wants—’

			‘I understand. Don’t worry about it, Syl. We are where we are.’

			And there really wasn’t a lot more to say than that, was there? Nothing that wouldn’t end up in yet another argument.

			The queen called and he would answer. That was the way it had to be. His old commander was coming here and he needed to be in attendance when he arrived.

			Marasso was one of Francisco’s most trusted nobles. The king had nominally given Annika charge of Amberes in his absence, but she was pregnant and her time fast approaching. So now he was sending someone else to step into her shoes. Or on her toes. Or something. A good man, Sylvian knew that. He’d served under him in the army and counted him among the best he had ever known. But still . . . 

			Of course Francisco had fucked off. Much as he honoured his king, Sylvian knew all too well that Francisco could be thoughtless. 

			And Lyta, his Lyta, had given up even arguing. Maybe she understood his situation better than he did. Lyta had walked away from him before. Perhaps he deserved it this time as well.

			‘Lyta,’ he murmured, and his hands slid around her body so he could hold her close, just for a moment. ‘I wish it didn’t have to be like this.’

			Francisco’s precious, beloved tiny queen was almost nine months pregnant, the size of a rabid boar with a similar temperament, and so the king had found a bloody border dispute in Westphalia to involve himself in and ridden off with all but two of his bodyguards and half his troops. It wasn’t even his territory, belonging to some distant cousin or other. But no, he had to go and sort it out, the ­Soldier King, the Golden Lion of Castile.

			‘You’re her champion,’ the king had reminded Sylvian. ‘Chosen by the Goddess of Love herself. It’s your own fault.’

			And off he went. 

			Once Sylvian had thought there was nothing Annika could do that wasn’t made of grace and dignity. She was a scion of a goddess, an Aspect of the divine lady of love, Ystara. Men adored her at first sight and always had. For a time, Sylvian had been among them.

			Oh how very wrong every single one of them had been. 

			No promotion was worth this. No duty, no honour, no vow.

			And as for his fault? All he had done was as his king commanded and he was going to be paying for it for the rest of his miserable life. Most of all by being separated from Lyta. 

			‘I could come with you, I guess?’ Lyta said, a peace offering, of sorts. ‘See what your physicians say?’ The wavering grin that found its way on to his face made her glare at him in warning. ‘I’m still not moving in there with you. Kit needs me. Besides, they don’t want me in there. I’m a thief, remember?’ She elbowed him in the ribs.

			‘Yes, but you’re my thief,’ he replied, hiding the stab of disappointment behind a smile.

			*

			‘Getting into the Rose Palace is admittedly a hell of a lot easier when I’m with you,’ Lyta muttered as they passed through the main gates and into the primary courtyard. ‘Hardly anyone gave me a suspicious look at all.’

			‘Didn’t give you much trouble before.’ Sylvian might have countered with the fact that it would be even easier for her if she had only agreed to marry him when he asked, that this could be her home too. Oh, not the grand royal chambers or anything like that. But there were married quarters in the lower west wing, behind the barracks where he still lived now, and all kinds of staff made their homes there. There were gardens. It was nice.

			But he knew the kind of face she’d make, and the cold that would settle between them yet again, so he shut up. He had no idea why she had refused. It didn’t make sense. She was a widow now. He’d thought they were all right six months ago. He’d waited an appropriate time for grieving and the like. He’d spoken to the queen about it and she’d given her blessing gladly, as did Ystara. It should have been easy.

			But then he’d asked her and Lyta had said ‘no’, like he’d suggested something obscene. She had looked so horrified at the idea and fuck—it had hurt. It still hurt. 

			He loved her. Adored her. But no one could hurt him like Lyta.

			This time, they didn’t head to the palace barracks, or the guards’ rooms, and definitely not up to the royal chambers—an area Lyta had once infiltrated far too easily for a bodyguard’s comfort—but rather down into the workday rooms of the lower levels, the administrative heart of the city. 

			

			Sylvian wasted no time handing out orders, summoning a justiciar and demanding the royal physicians be fetched to oversee the body. The faster they could get things in motion the better.

			Fast was a relative term though, as the body arrived before the physician. When the man finally ambled in, he was clearly irritated. Not my problem, Sylvian thought and indicated the body, a pitifully small bundle wrapped in funerary rags. 

			‘I need you to tell me what happened to him.’

			The physician’s scowl deepened. ‘Where did this one turn up?’

			‘This one?’ Suspicion sharpened Lyta’s voice. ‘You’ve seen more than one like this?’

			‘What have you two pitched up with now?’ asked General Vasquez as she arrived, her voice bringing Sylvian to attention in an instant. He moved so fast he was sure he heard Lyta snickering at him. Not loud enough for the general to hear. She wasn’t suicidal.

			Vasquez was a small, neat woman in a formal uniform, who could take on an empire if need be. She certainly ran one. If she was here already on the vague report Sylvian had sent ahead to her, this was serious.

			‘Found him in the Temple of Lost Gods,’ said Lyta. ‘Someone knocked out the vicar, ransacked the vault and left this poor kid behind.’

			Vasquez’s inspection was cursory. She locked eyes with the physician who nodded curtly and her mouth tightened into a hard line. 

			Not good, Sylvian thought. Not good at all. 

			‘Like the other three,’ said the royal physician.

			‘There’s another three?’ Sylvian asked. He didn’t want to but the words spilled out. 

			‘All found over the last two days. Each one younger than the last. Grotesque.’ Vasquez moved on as if the thought was no longer important. ‘Sylvian, the queen demands our presence.’

			‘Wait,’ Lyta interrupted. ‘No one is going to follow up on this?’

			‘Of course someone is,’ said the general and turned her cold gaze on Lyta. ‘You, Cornellis, find out what you can.’ Vasquez waved her hand dismissively. ‘I can’t think of anyone better placed, can you? Poke around. Do what you do best.’

			

			Lyta sucked in a breath, and Sylvian knew she was about to say something which might end up with her behind bars.

			‘We’ll both do it, general,’ he said.

			‘No, Sylvian,’ Vasquez replied. ‘The queen will need a report. You’ve already been gone too long. With me.’

			Lyta gave him a helpless look and Sylvian didn’t know what to say. He had to go. There wasn’t a choice. Not for either of them.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Kit

			Typis Cornellis was busier than ever, with new orders coming in all the time. Since the move to Twelfth Moon Street, and when word got around about the commission from King Francisco, scholars, citizens and nobles alike had started beating a path to the door. Which would have been fine if Kit had another twelve hours in any given day. He would have taken on more staff, but to be honest it took so long to train them up, it would be more trouble than it was worth, and the Worshipful Company of Art and Word only allowed him so many. And rules were rules, as the smug bastard in charge of licences was so fond of saying. Besides which, apprentices couldn’t do everything and there were no extra journeymen available. Kit was run ragged. 

			Jem and Molly were similarly rushed off their feet, because books needed to be bound and above all accounts had to be kept or they wouldn’t be doing much of anything anymore, royal contract or not. 

			It wasn’t only the contract for the king. It was everything else as well. 

			Ben was a scholar rather than a businessman, often lost in his books, his studies or his own mind. Not exactly practical and easily distracted. And that was when the business of House Alvarez could spare him at all. He was still a lord of one of the richest trading houses in the city, a seigneur of the royal court and Andalusian nobility. Beatriz might run things but she didn’t allow her little brother to slack off either. Everyone knew him now he was back in Amberes. And everyone wanted something. Scholars and the like were eager to involve him in various topics of research and Ben welcomed them all, as excited by each new prospect as a child on their name day. Everything was a puzzle to be solved as far as his lover was concerned, even people. Kit didn’t know how to deal with that. Any time with Ben felt like it was stolen. For the last month, for example, he had spent every free moment in the Blacksmiths’ Guild, fixated on his latest project. 

			It was . . . difficult. That was the problem. Everything was difficult. 

			Kit drank cheap brandy until he slept like the dead, or worked himself to the bone all through the night. It was easier that way. It blocked out the memories of all that had happened. Of Montalbeau and the Scholars’ Tower. Of the duchess.

			He still couldn’t drown the nightmares.

			Lyta wasn’t faring much better. He knew that. He heard her sometimes, when she woke herself screaming, or worse, when she didn’t, when he warred with himself over going in there and waking her up, because the noises of fear and desperation she made couldn’t be blocked out. Or when she couldn’t sleep at all, and paced around the little room next to his, or took off into the Amberes night doing the gods alone knew what. But she wasn’t about to let him help her. She still thought it was her job to be the one in control, the one saving the day and Kit knew she’d turn his help aside if he offered. He did what he could, but it was not enough. 

			He’d thought she’d leave as soon as everything had settled, shack up with Sylvian or something, but he had his duties to the palace and she shut down any suggestions she should be there with him. She seemed aimless somehow. He didn’t know what to do about it. Lyta had always been the one to mind people, whether they liked it or not. And now she was trying to step back, to let him live his life as an adult. He knew she was trying. He wanted to help her, he really did. He just didn’t know how. 

			So Kit carried on, throwing himself into his work and hoping beyond hope that one day she would tell him what she needed, allow him to be there for her, for once. That she would let him in.

			

			Same with Ben really. Because Ben could be as changeable as the weather and Kit wasn’t entirely sure anymore where his lover stopped and the gods inside him began. The Ben he had known, the man he had fallen in love with, had perhaps only truly existed between the Scholars’ Tower and the Fortress of Montalbeau. But Kit had to believe he was still in there somewhere and sometimes, just sometimes, it was as if the powers of The Book of Gold had never touched him. 

			Those moments were rare. They never lasted long. 

			It was as if, as well as three remaining gods, Ben carried around an hourglass that was fast running out of sand. Every moment was precious, and Ben worked too hard all the time, as if chasing a solution. And heaven help anyone who brought that up.

			So when Ben showed up mid-morning at the printshop, Kit was surprised. And a little apprehensive. 

			‘I wanted to see you,’ Ben told him, eyes a touch wary. ‘Do you have a moment? Can you talk?’ 

			Ben was dressed in what he considered work clothes. When he’d told Kit that, Kit had laughed because they were more formal than anything Kit would wear, except perhaps to the royal court. But the Seigneur of House Alvarez was expected to dress in brocade and fine wool and silks, and a printer was not. And such finery suited Ben.

			‘Come into the office,’ Kit replied. They had argued last night. It had gone from bad to worse. 

			Ben had that familiar glow in his eyes and the faint touch of gold to his skin, which meant that his gods were stirring. Was he using magic already? Trying to smooth the way, make this less awkward? Kit wasn’t sure if he did it on purpose or not, but he didn’t like it. Whenever Ben used magic, it made his own skin crawl. But how could he explain that to the man he loved without yet another argument? 

			And he did love him. Far more than was wise.

			Kit stepped inside first, holding the door for Ben, who slipped past him. The scent of sandalwood and cedar drifted after him and Kit couldn’t help but inhale deeply, as if he could capture and hold that little piece of his lover. He closed the door firmly, shutting the world outside. His office was a small room off the front of the shop and he was not used to having such privacy, truth be told.

			‘What’s the—?’

			As he turned, Ben grabbed him by the shirt, pulling his head down so the Seigneur of House Alvarez could kiss him thoroughly, driving all thoughts of anything else out of Kit’s mind. Ben kissed like he meant it, like it was something he was determined to get right. He was a scholar, after all. He studied everything until he perfected it. 

			‘I missed you,’ he murmured, his lips still catching against Kit’s.

			The rush of relief made Kit giddy. ‘The feeling’s mutual. What brought this on?’

			‘Do I need a reason?’ He pulled back, as if unsure or defensive. Something in his eyes wasn’t right, not really. That was not a good sign.

			‘No,’ Kit said, a little too quickly, unwilling to let him go. ‘Of course not.’ He kissed Ben again, lingering over each movement. The air around them shimmered in that way it did when the gods were at work and Kit tried his best to ignore it. He couldn’t avoid the magic that permeated his lover. But he didn’t have to like it.

			It made him nervous.

			Ben broke off the kiss with a sigh, sensing Kit’s concerns. His eyes studied Kit and in their hazel depths something else looked out. It was unnerving. 

			‘You all right?’ Kit asked tentatively and trailed his hand down the side of Ben’s face. 

			Ben frowned, tried to smile, failed. He leaned in against Kit’s palm for a moment. ‘Yes, it’s just . . .’ He stepped back again, shaking his head as if to dislodge something. The gods in his head were always there, ready to interfere. ‘They’re at it again. I wanted to say I’m sorry. I got caught up in my work last night. And I was . . . I was rude. It was inexcusable.’

			Kit let him go, reluctantly. He didn’t want to fight. He never wanted to fight. ‘Everyone forgets sometimes.’

			

			But Ben shook his head. ‘I know, but I’d promised to spend the evening with you and then—’ 

			‘It’s all right, Ben . . .’ Kit began, but Ben swallowed hard, still not finished.

			‘It isn’t though, is it? I was horrible to you. Kyron doesn’t know when to stop and he gets away from me sometimes. Just slips out. They all do. I’m sorry Kit.’ 

			It had been Kyron then? It hadn’t sounded like Ben, Kit knew that, the things he’d said last night as they parted. That cold, dismissive tone. Kyron, the Warrior . . . yes, that had sounded very much like him. But Ben had also sounded very much like a member of the Andalusian aristocracy, of which he was a prominent member. Which worried Kit even more.

			He didn’t like the nobility. Didn’t trust them. Never had. 

			What on earth was he doing in a relationship with someone like Seigneur Benedictus of House Alvarez? He was such a fool.

			Maybe gods were easier to deal with than the aristocracy. 

			Kit pushed that thought firmly away. It wasn’t true. ‘Are they getting worse?’

			‘All the time. Like they’re chipping away inside me, trying to . . . I don’t know . . . dig their way out, maybe? Or force me to do what they want. Ever since Ystara left them . . . It doesn’t matter. Not anymore. That’s why I’m here.’ To Kit’s surprise, he grinned. ‘I have a plan.’

			That didn’t bode well. It was the way he said it. He sounded exactly like Lyta. Or Eninn. Certainly not like himself. ‘What kind of plan?’

			‘You’ll see. I wanted to ask a favour of Lyta actually.’ He stopped, winced and the colour drained from his face. 

			‘Ben?’ Kit caught him as he swayed on his feet. For a moment several different expressions ghosted over his face and then he was Ben again, wide-eyed and breathing hard, fighting for control. 

			‘It’s all right.’ He twisted his head to one side as if clearing a crick in his neck and ground out the words. ‘Just . . . just a disagreement.’

			That was one way of putting it. The gods who had squirrelled themselves away inside him when he read The Book of Gold were impatient and difficult, and they wanted out. Kit and Ben had thought transcribing the book and printing it would suffice. It hadn’t worked. Reading the words had brought Kit to his knees, such was its power. He had hidden the one surviving copy, and they had told no one else of its existence.

			‘You can’t go on like this,’ Kit said, as patiently as he could. This was another source of many an argument. But he had to try, for Ben’s sake. ‘Have you talked to anyone? Beatriz?’

			The mention of his sister was probably not the greatest idea. Kit knew as well as anyone what having an older sister determined that they knew what was best for you, all the time, was like. The problem was, they were usually right, though he would never admit that to Lyta. 

			Ben shook his head. ‘She has her own concerns. Her abilities have never recovered following her defeat of the duchess. I don’t know why and now our family have taken notice. It’s a mess. I’m hiding in the Blacksmiths’ Guild for as long as possible.’ He was trying to make light of it. Kit wrapped his arms around him, held him close. Ben let out a long breath. It sounded like relief. ‘It’s going to be fine, Kit. I’ve found someone to help, an alchemist, and he’s brilliant. He read one of my treatises on the divine and came here to seek me out. Can you believe it? We’re working on a solution together.’

			Kit let out a low laugh at that. ‘Should I be jealous of this brilliant man seeking you out?’

			Ben frowned. ‘Why would you be—? Oh.’ He smiled at Kit’s fond expression and blushed. ‘You’re teasing. I’m sorry. I’m never sure.’

			Kit gently tilted Ben’s face up with a finger under his chin. He really was beautiful and he didn’t see it. Beautiful and brilliant, and a little broken sometimes. All Ben really wanted to do was solve puzzles, work out the impossible secrets of the universe, unravel all the knots of divinity. He had been born a Divine Nexus, a lodestone for gods and a storehouse of godly power. That would leave anyone a bit broken. 

			Kit had never met anyone like him. And had never loved anyone so very much. Ben knew that, surely?

			

			So Kit kissed him again gently, to reassure him. ‘No, I’m serious. Well, a bit serious. I trust you. It’s everyone else trying to steal you away.’

			‘Thomas isn’t . . .’ Ben made a face, taken aback by the suggestion. If Kit had doubted him at all, he wouldn’t now. Thomas Charnock. Ben had mentioned letters from him and his arrival in Amberes. Kit hadn’t given it much thought. Maybe he should have. It wasn’t jealousy, not exactly. But Kit knew he wasn’t as clever as half the people Ben associated with, and Ben’s own genius dazzled him every day. ‘Honestly Kit. He’s not my type.’

			‘And what is your type?’ 

			‘That is such a printer question.’ An amused smile blossomed on his lips now. ‘Do you want me to show you? You can be very demanding, Kit Cornellis. It must be the craftsman in you. Such a perfectionist.’

			Kit relented and grinned back at him, relaxing at last. ‘So can you, heart.’ 

			By the time Ben left, Kit had completely forgotten that he hadn’t actually got an answer as to what the plan was, or what Thomas Charnock the alchemist could do for them. Ben had a way of being far too distracting. 

			The office seemed very quiet all of a sudden, but Ben’s scent of sandalwood and cedar lingered. Kit tried to busy himself with paperwork. The new batch of ink wasn’t the right quality. He’d already done a couple of tests with it and he wasn’t happy. Too acidic by far, the kind of ink that would eat away at even the best quality cotton-rich paper over time. He needed to report it to the guild—which wasn’t going to go down well because they’d been the ones to recommend it—and try to find something else. Or make his own again. That was going to cost. That was one letter he wasn’t looking forward to writing. He pushed it aside.

			The artist he’d commissioned for the etchings wasn’t delivering either and that was going to be another fight he really didn’t want to have. He loathed confrontation at the best of times. And the way some of them looked at him, the other members of his guild who were meant to be his brothers and sisters—as if he was an upstart, as if he didn’t know what he was doing, as if he had somehow swindled a king to get this job. Many of them were just waiting for him to fail. 

			Sometimes it felt like failure was the only thing he was close to delivering. 

			They were certainly no closer to printing Francisco’s book. Ben was still trying to come to terms with the effects of The Book of Gold on his mind and body, and working on its fresh transcription was difficult as it threw up all kinds of complications. The gods liked to argue, it seemed. And when they did agree on a text, reading it frequently sent Kit into a daze. Ben had set up a study in Beatriz’s house because it was quieter and the printshop could be like the centre of the Great Market at times. Kit fretted constantly over Ben which probably hadn’t helped either. 

			He still didn’t really know Ben Alvarez. He wasn’t the scholar they’d rescued from the Tower, or the man who had gone into Montalbeau either. He was the Seigneur of House Alvarez, and a man who had studied in some of the finest universities in the world. He was beautiful and a Divine Nexus, and fragile. 

			Kit was terrified of breaking him. Though it seemed as if the gods were already doing that themselves. It was worse all the time, as if Ben was clinging to the end of a thread which was quickly unravelling.

			Here he was, thinking about Ben again. About holding him, kissing him, about finding a way to make things work with him and protect him, while the gods gnawed away inside him. Kit sighed and pressed his forehead against the desk, banging it gently as if he could knock some sense into himself.

			‘Um, Kit?’ Jem cleared his throat meaningfully. He didn’t sound happy. Jem filled the doorway, his broad shoulders and chest clothed in a work tunic and his hair tied back. He looked nervous and that alone gave Kit pause. Nothing scared Jem. Well, nothing except Molly, his tiny firebrand of a wife. ‘Kit, we’ve got company.’

			That didn’t sound good either. 

			‘I don’t have time right now.’ Or the energy, but since when did that matter? He’d already wasted the morning. Well, not wasted. Not entirely. But he’d got next to no actual work done. ‘Can you deal with it?’

			‘I—I don’t think—’

			A noise in the main workshop brought Kit to his feet, a crash of something hitting the ground. ‘What the—?’

			He pushed past Jem, out into the larger room where tall windows threw light across his equipment and saw Petrus Janlow standing by one of the presses, a case of Kit’s carefully ordered type spilling over the floor at his feet. 

			‘Oops,’ said Janlow with an unrepentant sneer. He kicked some of the pieces away with his boot. Far too expensive a leather to belong on that foot, Kit thought bitterly. 

			Crossing Janlow had only ever brought him and Lyta misery. Kit might hate the man and everything about him, but he also had a keenly developed sense for self-preservation. There were four other men and women with the gang leader—rough, hard, the worst of the city. He knew them to see and had always tried to pretend he didn’t. But they knew him too, clearly.

			The moment Kit appeared every eye was on him like a pack of hunting hounds spying a fox. 

			Great. 

			Royal printing licence, he reminded himself. Respectable businessman and guild member. 

			And still Janlow could waltz in here like this and cause chaos whenever he felt like it. 

			‘What do you want?’ he growled, grabbing a spare pullers’ lever for the presses from where it leaned against the wall. It was the closest thing to a weapon here. Behind him, Jem did the same. They were big men, strong and not afraid of a bit of violence, either of them. But they were also outnumbered and surely outclassed. The other heavies moved their hands to weapons, not so concealed beneath the long cloaks they wore, all the same colour and bearing the same crest as Janlow’s.

			Janlow’s gang. Alderton’s employees. Same thing now.

			‘Well that’s no way to greet an old friend, Kitten,’ Janlow sneered at him. Kit swallowed down the reply that came first into his mind. This man was no friend of his. He would have gladly seen Kit dead as a boy and had made Lyta’s life a misery on more than one occasion. Ranulf had saved them from him, but only just. Using Kitten was another dig, one designed to get a response which Kit refused to play into. He knew better.

			‘You aren’t welcome here, Janlow,’ Kit said, amazed at how even his voice sounded. ‘Best leave now.’

			‘Or what? You’ll call the watch?’ He grinned at his companions, as if to say ‘And what would they do?’ There was a ripple of laughter, nasty and knowing, but Kit held his ground. ‘You’re a respectable businessman, Master Cornellis, I know that. I’m sure they’d come running. But so am I these days, so all they’d do is tell us to play nice, isn’t that so? And I do want to play nice, Kit. My patron wants a word with you, that’s all.’

			‘Your patron?’ He knew the answer, but it didn’t mean he was going to say it and give Janlow any form of legitimacy in any of this. ‘Or your master?’

			Janlow scowled. ‘Lord Charles Alderton.’

			They all knew full well who was holding Janlow’s leash these days. He had no more reason to defer to him either. The nobleman from Albion had almost killed Lyta, and had persuaded Frida to betray them all. If Janlow was the last man in Amberes Kit wanted anything to do with, Alderton ran a close second. And if he ever laid eyes on Frida again . . . 

			He kept his voice low and steady. ‘I have no business with Lord Alderton either. If you’ll excuse us, we’re busy.’

			‘A conversation. Won’t take long. A proposition, that’s all. Hear him out, Kitten. Before anything awful happens to your lovely new premises. It’s taken you all this time to get up and running again after the last unpleasantness.’

			Anything awful. Great. Janlow had once burned Lyta’s house to the ground to make a point. But at least he wasn’t demanding money to make sure that his particular brand of something awful didn’t happen. A conversation. Fine. He could spare a few words for Lord Charles Alderton. They probably wouldn’t be pleasant ones. But that still didn’t mean he was a fool.

			‘I’m not going anywhere with you.’

			‘No need. He’s right outside in his carriage. Waiting. He doesn’t like to wait for long, Kitten.’

			Kit raised one eyebrow, firmed his jaw and stared Janlow down. 

			Call me Kitten one more time, he thought, and tightened his grip on the length of wood.

			‘Well he can come in here and talk then. Like I said, I’m not going anywhere with you or him.’

			Janlow snorted out a laugh. ‘Suit yourself. He won’t like it though.’

			‘I don’t much care,’ Kit told him. ‘If he wants to talk, that’s my condition. And you lot, out.’

			As Janlow and his thugs obeyed, Kit glanced at Jem who gave the impression of having been carved from stone, his eyes blazing with anger. Good. At least there were two of them here.

			He was grateful Ben had gone. There was no telling how Kyron, the God of War, would react to a threat like this. He’d try to help, which meant anything could happen. The gods forgot that Ben was mortal and Kit couldn’t bear it if Ben got hurt on his account. But he’d seen that flush of rage fill Ben’s face too many times when Kyron took control. 

			‘You sure this is a good idea, Kit?’ Jem asked.

			‘No. Not in the slightest. But I’m not sure what else to do. Just watch my back, all right?’

			Jem nodded curtly. ‘I sent the boys out back, told them to take a break. Molly’s already on the way to the watch house. They might not hurry along but she’ll make a scene until they do come, believe me.’

			Kit did. He absolutely did. Molly could raise an army if she set her mind to it. He trusted the two of them in a way he trusted few other people. When the duchess and the Magister were coming, he’d given the second proof copy of The Book of Gold into Jem and Molly’s keeping. They’d returned it without even taking a look. When he’d asked why not, Molly fixed him with that implacable expression and said, ‘It seems like an awful lot of trouble, that thing. Best left alone.’ 

			She was not wrong.

			Alderton swept into the workshop as if he owned it. Everything he wore was quietly understated but clearly the best, tailored to make the most of an already excellent physique. 

			The exiled lord from Albion cast a dismissive eye around the room—at the cabinets of type, the ink, the presses, the sheets of printed paper hanging up to dry like washing high overhead, scraps of paper scattered everywhere ready to be used as wrappers, padding or to wedge between wobbly bits of type—assessing it, calculating its worth in an instant no doubt, and finding it wanting. His upper lip curled in a way that set Kit’s teeth on edge.

			Kit tightened his grip on the lever and glared. He knew his worth and that of his workshop. Trust someone like Alderton to be unable to appreciate that.

			‘Master Cornellis,’ said Alderton finally. He cast a glance at Janlow, who followed close behind him. ‘Leave us be, Petrus. I will speak to the master printer alone.’

			Master printer. That was a concession Kit hadn’t expected. Not that he was about to drop his guard.

			Jem, Kit noticed, didn’t move. He was holding his lever in both hands, his feet hip distance apart, ready for anything. Alderton turned his cool gaze on him but the big bookbinder didn’t flinch.

			‘My partner,’ Kit said, careful not to name him. Alderton probably already knew who he was. Lyta was convinced the Albion lordling knew everything that went on in Amberes, and pulled most of the strings as well, but that didn’t mean Kit was going to offer anything extra up on a plate. 

			‘Indeed,’ Alderton said. He glanced around for a moment, but clearly decided that the typesetter’s stool was beneath him. He indicated the proofing desk under the window, a plain wooden table with benches on either side where Kit and Molly would meticulously check the first sheets of any print run for errors. ‘Would you join me, Master Cornellis? Kit?’

			

			Kit lifted his chin and took a seat opposite him, still keeping the lever within reach. ‘What do you want with us, Lord Alderton?’ 

			No first names for him. If Alderton thought him rude, so be it. There was nothing in his words or tone to give that impression, but this man was not a friend and never would be. He could talk as sweetly as he liked, but Kit knew him for a monster.

			Alderton didn’t smile. He didn’t try to charm Kit or anything like that. His smooth expression didn’t quite crack, but there was an urgency in his grey eyes that didn’t fit all Lyta had said about him. This was a man who ruined people, who blackmailed the great and the good and destroyed all those who got in his way. As a landlord, he was the worst kind, intent only on profit and not on his tenants’ welfare. He’d been known to put people out on the street for any infraction, even for a whim. Because he could.

			But right now he was . . . worried. More than worried. There was an edge of frantic in his gaze and the set of his mouth. Kit could read people. It was one of his strengths. This was a man on the edge. Not in a dangerous way though. This was a person in need. Afraid. 

			‘I want you to intercede with your sister for me. I need her help.’

			For a moment Kit couldn’t think of a thing to say in response to that. His eyes grew wide, mouth parting in surprise. 

			‘Lyta? You’re talking about Lyta?’ 

			It was not like he had another sister.

			Lord Alderton had the grace to look uncomfortable at making the request. ‘I realise the last time we met we did not part on the best of terms.’

			‘You kidnapped her, threatened her and she only escaped with a knife in her back. She’s lucky to be alive.’

			Alderton spread his hands between them. Even his nails were spotlessly clean. ‘My employees were overzealous. You know how that is, I’m sure. They can get carried away in their eagerness to please. Like your . . . man there.’

			Kit’s surprise gave way to a dark irritation.

			‘Jem isn’t my employee,’ Kit growled. ‘As I said, he’s my partner.’ If this man was trying to approach him as some kind of equal, Kit was not having that. Especially not if he was implying whatever Kit thought he was implying about Jem. The dark-skinned man was a skilled bookbinder and Kit was damned lucky to have him in the business. Especially after everything that happened earlier in the year. ‘Look, if you think I can persuade Lyta to do anything she doesn’t want to do, you really don’t know her. My sister has a mind of her own, and that mind is very firmly set against you.’

			Alderton gave a sigh. He withdrew his hands and reached into the inside of his coat. Kit flinched, expecting a wheellock pistol or at least a knife to emerge and for this to all turn very nasty very quickly. 

			But instead the lord brought out a small oval bundle, wrapped in wine-coloured velvet. He unfolded the material to reveal a miniature, framed in gold; a portrait of a woman, young and exceedingly beautiful, with hair the colour of honey and a heart-shaped face. She wore a pale pink gown which set her skin aglow. She was little more than a girl, not even twenty if Kit was any judge. 
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