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Benedetto de Lyse can pick nearly any lock in the delta city of Ardent. As a common thief and lowly henchman of one of the city’s shadow princes, his options to move up in the world are limited. Which makes his fascination with the charming Alessandra all the more tragic. She’s a daughter of one of the merchant princes, and there’s no way he’ll ever be able to unlock her heart. Hell, she doesn’t even know that he exists.



Yet when a rival organisation threatens to kidnap the princess, Ben can’t sit idly by. After all, the Cordo family has a penchant for snipping off fingers if their demands are not met with alacrity.



In Ardent, caring about the wrong person can get you a slit throat and a pocket full of stones to drag you to the bottom of the river.



With time running out, Ben must act, even if his intervention threatens to spark a war that will rip out a city state’s underbelly.
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The Princess Job 


By Nerine Dorman



Dedication



For Storm. 
May Bast and Sekhmet 
walk by your side 
in the Field of Reeds.
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CHAPTER 1




 Her name is Alessandra Francesca Luciente. She is the most beautiful woman in all of Ardent, and she has absolutely no idea I exist.

Yes, yes, I know, some would say it’s downright creepy watching her every Day of the Bells, when she visits the Isle of Doves Library, but truth be told, there is no lovelier sight in all of the Ardent River delta. At least by my estimation. Cael will disagree, but then I’ve told him numerous times that his taste in women is tawdry and predictable.

Ah, the lovely Alessandra. She is most deserving of my praises, for there is none like her in all the city, perhaps even the entire region. From her mother’s side, it is said, she has inherited her warm, coppery skin and a wealth of mahogany hair that she wears in loose tresses. Sometimes, she even pins back tendrils at the sides with sprays of flowers. The style is oh so rustic, if you consider the current intricate fashions that involve strings of pearls and semi-precious stone beads in a dizzying profusion, but I like it. In fact, prefer it, and I would give my right hand for the opportunity to twist those beautiful curls between my fingers. Gently, of course. Cael says her preference for simple hairstyles makes her appear as if she has pretensions of being a shepherdess, but as stated earlier, he’s not qualified to make an assessment of beauty when he likes his women with bleached streaks in their hair that have been stained in unnatural shades of alchemical green.

Yet Alessandra’s eyes – and I have been close enough to see them on five occasions – they are a startling hazel; the pigment close to her iris a red ochre that is almost scarlet, that contrasts with the pale emerald of the outer edges. Cael says it makes her look like a vampire, but considering that neither of us has ever seen a vampire, I’ll disregard his opinion once more. In any case, I’m certain vampires don’t exist.

While I am an imperfect judge of fashion, I must pass some commentary on Alessandra’s sense of style. Not for her the tightly cinched waists and voluminous skirts that are currently all the rage. While there is no denying that her waist is indeed narrow, she does not wear a corset so tight that it appears as if her breasts are about to burst forth in all voluptuousness. Oh, her breasts are lovely, but she does not flaunt them like a pair of overripe fruit ready for the plucking. Besides, as my mother has always said, more than a handful is a waste. Cael says she’s flat-chested, yet I am equally certain I don’t have a taste for boys, and I will assert that there’s just enough for me to cup in each hand. Should I have the opportunity, that is. And not that I would foist myself on her person in such an uncouth fashion. I have some manners.

Cael loves to remind me that I am wasting my time pining after Alessandra, that there are dozens of young women more eminently suitable to be recipients of my affection that I don’t need to moon after untouchable paragons of feminine beauty far beyond my reach or status, but I don’t care.

Cael says a great deal of things, and he’s welcome to his opinion, which as my mother loves to say are like bungholes. Everyone has one, and they are many and varied. I am allowed to adore Alessandra, even from a distance, for there is no wrong in looking upon that which is rich in beauty – much as one would gaze upon fine paintings and sculptures in a gallery. Beauty feeds the soul, and the gods alone know that there is so much that is brutish and awful in the world these days that we need all the beauty we can extract from our lives. Not that I visit many art galleries, but the sentiments are there.

Even I, but a lowly foot soldier for one of Ardent’s Shadow Princes, should enjoy the privileges of those who walk in the sun. No matter that Alessandra’s father is one of the great Sun Princes. I’m well aware that such a match that I yearn for is ill-starred and impossible. Our love is dream stuff, and it nourishes my heart when all around me is ugly and broken.

Cael says I should read fewer serials, and besides, that reading will fill my head with unattainable aspirations. I tell him it’s the dreams that keep us alive and give our existence meaning. I do not adhere to any of the Saints and the gods that they have brought forth shining from the Dark, but I do know that if I were a Saint, then Alessandra would be my goddess, and I would kill even the Bull of Yarga for the privilege of bathing her feet in the sacred tears of the moon.

I live for the Day of the Bells, for it is when all the towers and steeples across the delta celebrate dawn with tongues of brass, and my heart rejoices, for I shall see my goddess at noon.


*


Today is no different from any other Day of the Bells. Cael and I finish our rounds at the Copper Wharf, having collected from the coppersmiths who owe fealty to our family. Cael has that tight smile he always gets once we’re done. He knows where we’re headed. He also knows better than to complain – it’s been this way for six months now.

The Library of Doves is on the southern side of the isle, which means it receives more of a breeze, and during midsummer this stirring makes all the difference to the muggy, soupy air. The library is skirted by one of the older public gardens – a pleasant, terraced affair where many visit during the noon hour. Vendors sell iced treats, fruit teas, and flavoured wines, and it is altogether preferable to find a patch of grass or if you are lucky, a coveted bench by a cheerful fountain or watercourse. While viridian peacocks spread their many-eyed fans for their intended loves, many people will do the same, after their fashion, although in our case I’d say it is the female of the species who is brighter than the male.

Cael and I are drabber than most, garbed as we are in our black tabards and trousers that mark us as belonging to one of the Shadow Princes. It is not so much that ordinary folk give us a wide berth – for that is also the case if we are within spitting distance – but it also allows for a degree of anonymity. Gazes skate past, as if those present could unsee us. As per our designation, we melt into the shadows better. Which is why my beloved Alessandra has never had the opportunity to truly see me.

My lady has already stationed herself at her accustomed spot by the statue of Narcisse. Every Day of the Bells she sits here for exactly half an hour so that she may sip a berry ice while glancing through the books she has borrowed from the library. This is the time Cael usually stretches himself out in the shade with his wide-brimmed hat pulled over his face.

He says this
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