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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, Aragón and the Greater Brabantine, the Soldier King, the Golden Lion of Castille

			
			Annika – Queen of Castille, León, Aragón 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, Aragón and the Greater Brabantine, Francisco’s father, deceased

			Church Imperial 

			The Magister of the Scholars' Tower in the Brabantine

			Frater Julius  – Librarian of the Scholars’ 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?’
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A desperate thief. A magical book. A heist for the ages.
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