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      ABOUT THE LIAR’S THRONE

      Nina Silverhand has never failed to assassinate anyone before Patrician Lorent. When the client tries to kill her instead -- tying up loose ends -- Nina and Lorent agree to team up against their would-be killer. But first they have to figure out who wants his throne, and Lorent has to hope it's not anyone he likes. Nina doesn't take losing kindly. And she's not one for mercy.

      CONTENT WARNINGS

      Violence, with minor blood and gore; some sexual content between consenting adults; references to a history of exploitative sex work; brief drug and alcohol use.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The bard Nerien an Valur was arrested stepping out of Church one afternoon. Locals were affronted at the Church’s sanctity being violated, but nobody was surprised to know Three-Song Nerien had finally made someone important angry.

      Lady Inavar was very angry.

      She let the bard soften in the gaol for a few Nights before she summoned him to her throne room. At this time, in this year, upon the pate of Her Divine Body, Lady Inavar held the Patriciate in Kamimatose. It used to be a thriving fishport. Now it was a considerably smaller village which only existed to support the manor where she lived.

      Three-Song Nerien’s songs had been irritating Inavar’s gardening staff for weeks too long. She had caught them complaining when they could have been pruning.

      Hence the order for arrest. Hence his time in the gaol. Hence the guards throwing him to the ground at her feet.

      She was tan-skinned and blonde-crisped from all her time on the beachfront; her pale golden gown spread around her like sunset reflecting upon the water. She said, “Play your songs for me.”

      Nerien was a mass of dirty, folded limbs. He had been a scrawny wisp of a sapling before his tenure in shackles. Now his robes hung from his shoulders so loosely they looked the same as they would hanging in a wardrobe. His pointed ears said he was Àlvar, but the mustache and goatee indicated Man in his heritage. He was an ugly, hangdog thing, and Inavar pitied him.

      “You needn’t have arrested me to capture a performance. But if it is music you want, it is music you will have.” His voice was ragged from desiccating underground. “Anything you like.”

      Inavar had him fed. “See how he springs back to life like roses after watering?” She addressed her housekeeper Malorfen, a favored confidante. “Sometimes plants grow better after being parched. A bird sings a more beautiful song at the end of winter’s freeze. And a bard who only knows three songs might suddenly recall a fourth.”

      “My lady?” asked Nerien.

      “You’ve become a subject of gossip for your limited musical choices,” said Lady Inavar. “Would you be surprised to know you’ve been referenced in letters from climes distant as Tērawë and Imladiś? You have crisscrossed Disunamä unceasingly performing the Parables of Śetar’s Son.”

      “They are very long parables each, my lady,” Nerien mumbled through his mustache. “Nobody has reason to complain of repetition.”

      “You perform them once in each tavern where you travel, and you travel often,” she said. “Until you reached my village, you lingered in no inn longer than a single Night. Now you have been in Kamimatose a full season performing your three favorite parables. Never the fourth.”

      “There’s no fourth Parable of Śetar’s Son,” he said.

      “We all know that is not true, don’t we?” asked Lady Inavar, including the maid over her shoulder with a gesture. “You just don’t know the fourth parable. You’re playing the first three obsessively hoping someone has the fourth.”

      “I could not argue with you.” Wobbling, Nerien bowed to her deeply. He lost his balance and fell to his knees.

      “What if I confessed to know the fourth?” asked Inavar.

      Eyes shined brightly within Nerien’s sunken features. “What would a fishport’s widowed lady know about the Parables of Śetar’s Son?”

      “You must have expected I would know something. You’ve been begging for my attention, and you have it.” She spread her arms wide and sat back in the Patrician’s throne. “Perform, bard.”

      “I can hardly perform without my lyre,” he said.

      They had taken his keyed lyre away when he was arrested. Lady Inavar now held it to admire the craftwork. “It’s a fascinating instrument.”

      “Thank you, my lady.” He bobbed another bow.

      “It’s ancient-sung. Even the hollow of its body sounds like Anavero when softly drummed.” She trailed her fingers along its uppermost edge. Where skin stroked unvarnished wood came the sigh of a tree canopy swaying in wind.

      “This is the only lyre fine enough to tell my favorite parables,” said Nerien.

      Lady Inavar beckoned for a kerotera to carry the lyre to its owner. It fell into his arms as comfortably as a babe against mother’s breast. He looked stronger holding it.

      The beautiful device was sung from oak with strings of gnoll gut and keys of polished elk premolar. Every symbol on its body was not carved, but the tree’s myocite sung into the shape of swirls, dots, and slashes. The lyre was operated with a wheel on one end while Nerien’s hand, curved over the body, pressed the keys to form melodies.

      He spent a few minutes twisting the knobs to adjust string tension. Even the initial discord suggested the complexity of tonal lösàlvaren, a hexatonic language that used both modal and falsetto registers to convey information beneath the spoken tongue. The High Àlvare could sing in this way naturally. A bard like Nerien, Low and impure of blood, could replicate it only with his blessed instrument.

      Nerien spoke quietly while tuning. “Have you any idea why hubris is one of the All-Mother’s worst Regrets?”

      “Because your failure is attributable to none but yourself,” said the maid.

      “That is true of all Regrets. No…” He paused to listen to the tones again. “Hubris grows when you believe your own mythology. The lies you tell yourself. You believe you can do something against all evidence; it plows the fields so you may sow hope. The death of that hope is how hubris punishes you. It robs you of belief in self before it takes everything else.” Nerien smiled, showing very straight, white, perfect teeth. “Hubris will slay the most titanic, untouchable enemy. The Parable of Śetar’s Son is as much about Doblíen as Śetar.”

      Once satisfied by his lyre’s tuning, Nerien struck a playful posture—a leg extended so only his heel touched the floor, head thrown back, chest puffed.

      “Listen well, audience,” he said, “for I shall sing my favorite parables for you now.” He spun, swirling the gray robes around his legs. “A story of love and passion and intrigue—of fools made lord and lords made fool. Listen to me! Heed my joyful words of pain, for once they’re done, I shan’t sing again.

      “Behold the Parable of Śetar’s Son…”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        In each generation across our bless’d nation

        Spirits choose champions to sing Songs in their tongues.

        Divines grasp mortal lives to follow divine drives,

        forced to act without mind

        in service of their Fates

        like all the mortal greats.

      

        

      
        Śetar turned to Säxe for the needs of her play.

        Her mission? Celebrate! ahead of all debate,

        to grasp joy without guilt, to love in ways she will’d;

        she chose Lorent to build

        her legacy of joy.

        And then she crush’d this boy…

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        In blesséd Imladiś, the Patrician’s caprice

        fomented merriment. He wasn’t arrogant

        like many other lords. He gladly shared rewards

        among the city’s wards

        and sheltered them from pain.

        Joyful was Lorent’s reign!

      

        

      
        But Great House Vulasir was ancient and revered;

        his family bore debts that ancestors beget

        battling against peers. Eventually a year

        of reckoning appeared.

        Śetar could not protect,

        guard, delay, or deflect.

      

        

      
        On this summer steaming, Light was always beaming;

        She shined Her eye upon the brides that danced anon.

        There Lorent was waiting Mother’s choice of mating

        hours unabating.

        He dreamed of an escape

        from his unchosen fate.
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        * * *

      

      Ladies arrived for the fête in droves, drawn from the furthest reaches of Säxe by the promise of marriage prospects. Patrician Lorent, heir to Great House Vulasir, Lord of Imladiś, required someone well-bred to make his heirs. Yet Lorent met dozens of beautiful females and expressed nothing but impatience.

      The parade of females had distinct aromas, each of them more pleasant than the last: this one like freshly baked bread, that one like lavender, another like spun cloudthread. They resembled one another visually aside from altering palettes. None of them were thicker in the waist than around his bicep. They had long legs, flawless skin, and hair loose to their waists. Most wore gowns of a vivid red-orange rumored to be Patrician Lorent’s favorite color.

      Without needing to search the Heraldry records for details, Lorent knew none had grown up outside a manor. They were clearly mujan dwellers with those weak skinny feet. Muscled hands without any scars suggested embroidery, but not hard labor. A few did not have the posture given a lass by her finishing, but most of them looked too young for it, rather than suggesting their families were without coin.

      Lady Ornonea, daughter of another Lord Mayor, would have been the richest of them. He still did not rise to greet her until his mother prodded him to do so.

      Lorent offered a cursory bow. Jaw-length curls swept in front of his features just in time to conceal an eye roll.

      This noble daughter had been dressed to display her finest attributes. Her bare shoulders were the color of unripe plum, her lips as juicy, her bosom as round. Her fruit pit eyes batted heavy lashes. She was graceful in the practical way of such well-born ladies and curtsied exactly the way she had been trained.

      “Do you spy any hint of personality, or has that been cut out to make room for larger breasts?” Lorent muttered to his Uncle Sorlen. He spoke quietly, hoping his mother wouldn’t hear.

      She heard. She pinched him hard enough to bruise his ribs. “My son asks for your first dance this Light, Lady Ornonea,” said Lady Śanveswe. In a musical undertone, she said, «You honor him with your patience.» The High could sing at the exact same time as they spoke. Anyone fluent in lösàlvaren could perceive their dual meanings, but the Low lacked the tongue to sing it.

      “To dance with him would be my honor,” replied Lady Ornonea. «I live to serve.»

      «I’m sure she does,» hummed Uncle Sorlen as she glided away. She melted into the crowd, becoming yet another indistinguishable drop in an ocean of tepid beauty.

      “I can’t even tell them apart,” said Lorent. “We couldn’t have invited even a handful of ladies from other Great Houses?” «Perhaps a little Enantir spice in the mix?»

      Lady Śanveswe’s nostrils flared with restrained offense. “When your cousin already married Lady Kàdare Enantir into our ranks? How many must marry into Vulasir before we become a branch of their Great House instead of our own?”

      «And what a crime it would be to dilute the Vulasir vinegar with wine,» Sorlen whispered to his nephew.

      “If you two cannot be kind, I will have you both made into keroterase!” said Lady Śanveswe.

      Lorent winced. “You would never do that to me.” Male keroterase were eunuchs. “Sorlen, on the other hand…”

      “Without thinking twice!” said Lady Śanveswe. She stormed away, seeking another drink of wine. She was a beautiful doe herself. Her finishing had not been forgotten after seven centuries; even the reach of her fingers grasping for wine was more graceful than any possible bride.

      Once she was out of earshot, Uncle Sorlen said, “You do look like a miserable little automaton.”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” Lorent replied.

      “You’re not taking the search for a mate seriously. Your mind is a thousand spans away.”

      In fact, Lorent’s mind was sixty-two spans away. That was the distance to the marina where his swoop was docked, waiting for him to break free of his obligations so they could sail again. “I don’t know what would give you that impression,” said the young Patrician, trying to look clueless as possible. “You know I’m eager as my mother to find a śanvensäko that pleases.”

      “I think she’d settle for a ‘säte. Any chance for an heir would lift a mighty weight from her delicate shoulders.”

      The guest list to Great House Vulasir’s fête did suggest desperation. Lor had never met many of the cousins still filing through the gates of Nipande Courtyard; his mother had invited every manor from the strait to the Sou’eastenlands to attend. That included the most thin-blooded relatives whose fathers shared great-great-great grandparents with him but worked humble professions to afford life as nobility. Barely even High Àlvare.

      Lorent had rejected every possible match from nearer Great House relatives. His mother’s net had no choice but to cast wider—but not so wide as to include other Houses, Namä forbid.

      “I’m glad you came, Uncle,” said Lorent. “It’s nice to have a little masculine energy amid all the…” He couldn’t think of polite words to finish the sentence. The pitch of combined voices approached soprano with very little in the lower register.

      “I came not for your benefit, Nephew. I should seek a mate too,” said Lord Sorlen.

      “I didn’t think you would take another wife.”

      Sorlen was an attractive Àlvar in his middle years, perhaps approaching his third millennium, and the glassy shine to his flesh smoothed all creases. The sweep of dark-russet hair over his forehead could have been spun from marsh silk. He concealed the wisdom of an ancient tree behind features which looked no older than those of his fourth-century nephew. His śanven had been lost to Wasting around the time Lor was born, yet Sorlen was not old, really; he had plenty of time to get lonely.

      “Time moves onward,” said Sorlen. “Responsibilities do not.”

      Lor hoped that Sorlen would find a match at the fête. His mother might leave him alone another century if she could be occupied with someone else’s marriage and efforts to reproduce. Then he could return to his swoop and spare himself the burden of marriage another century.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        Dewy fair and graceful, confident and playful,

        concealed by a strange mask, pursuing a fell task,

        begowned in beauty fair, and floating upon air⁠—

        as only killers dare⁠—

        her name apprehended:

        Enura descended.
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        * * *

      

      The Patrician’s ear was turned by a young doe who wore the same dark-blue-and-gold as Lorent rather than cinnabar. A shared fashion palette was their only resemblance.

      This dewy-skinned lady must have been young, yet she moved with confidence. Her hair did not possess a singular color, but shimmered with onyx, ebony leaf, and tannin-rich sumac, with a hint of potash blue in the shadows. It was cut short except for two long braids, which were pulled back to be pinned at the nape of her neck by sparkling gold clips.

      She was also familiar. He had dreamed her face—had dreamed this moment—and he felt a jerk of Fate upon arriving at this forgotten, foretold event.

      “Who is this?” Lorent breathed.

      “Lady Enura,” replied Uncle Sorlen. He was holding a leather-bound journal opened to a page of guest names.

      Enura. Lorent thought, based upon Enura’s frozen features, her name would have tasted like sour fruit— needing only a pinch of cane to make it sweet.

      She reached him and curtsied. “I am your cousin, my lord.” Lady Enura’s voice was husky.

      “Welcome to Imladiś,” said Lorent.

      “Thank you. It is a marvelous xilcadis. I come from Liverwort Manor, an outpost on the Federation’s border. My father shepherds the old tribal lands, which are far less luxurious.”

      He could barely listen as she spoke. He felt as though he were dreaming again, watching everything happen from outside his body. When her mouth moved, he was caught in her lips. He was transfixed by glimpses of a rose petal-tinted tongue. Lor could feel the slightest gesture of her hand as if it stroked his neck.

      Dreamily, Lorent said, “You traveled a considerable distance for this event.”

      “When the śanvensäko of Lord Mayor Círin calls, who may refuse her?” asked Enura.

      Who may refuse Fate? Lorent was suddenly confident he had heard those words from her lips more than once.

      He had been dreaming of this doe.

      “Let’s dance,” he said abruptly.

      She said, “Pardon me?” and her kerotera stepped forward with a hand on his belt knife.

      “My apologies,” said Lorent, holding his hands out in a gesture of peace. “That was ungentlemanly. I only meant to offer my company. I’m sure you are among strangers so far from home; I offer a dance if you like, a chamber in the palace, and a guide for the week. Have you attended a Great Shrine? I would love to show you around my patron Śetar’s Devero.”

      Enura curtsied again. “Nobody warned me there would be such generosity here. From what I am told, the xilcadise are filled with savages.” She remained at the bottom of her curtsy. Her eyes were averted. There was no searching her expression for sincerity or sarcasm. “I must return home as soon as obligations are fulfilled. I’ve no use for quarters or a guide.”

      “I see,” he said, disappointed.

      “Surely you can spare one dance for my nephew,” said Uncle Sorlen.

      Lorent kept his smile fixed until he turned so that Sorlen could see him, but his cousin could not. “Do not insist on my account,” Lorent said through clenched teeth. «I can handle a doe.»

      Sorlen laughed. “Terribly sorry for trying to help.”

      “I will take that dance after all,” said Lady Enura. During Lorent’s brief aside with Sorlen, Enura had taken an aside with her kerotera, too.

      Lorent’s heart leaped. “Wonderful!”

      He extended his arm, Enura curved her hand around his elbow, and she allowed herself to be led onto the floor.

      Other couples danced under the watchful eyes of their escorts and guards. Lady Enura’s kerotera kept an especially sharp eye on them. He followed their every move.

      “He’s protective of you, isn’t he?” Lorent asked. She nodded. “He knows you are safer here than anywhere else in the siśe, does he not?”

      She nodded again.

      Lorent took Enura to the line of does and he joined the end of the bucks’ line. Immediately, they were drawn into the chain of dancing. Enura stepped in time with Lorent, circling as the other couples circled, and he was captive in her eyes. There was a single fleck of pink on her right iris, like a drop of ink at the end of a love letter.

      “I would remember if I met you before,” he said. “Where in the House are you, cousin? What lord did you say fathered you?”

      That earned a twitch at the corner of her lip, which he thought to be a smile. There was a scar at the corner of Enura’s mouth. Lorent imagined a handmaiden had touched it with a spot of face-paint to diminish its appearance. Once he spotted it, he could trace its route across her face to her ear, and another curving over the bridge of her nose. She seemed to have nearly lost her face. He wrongly imagined it was from falling off an elk or a branch striking her in a storm.

      Lorent banished thoughts of tracing the scar with his fingertips. The kerotera wouldn’t have been the only one offended by that.

      The orchestra increased its tempo. Enura was graceful and practiced as much as anyone else in the line. He guessed she had been dancing for at least a century, but he couldn’t be certain. She didn’t look even fifty.

      They came together to step in a circle. Their arms braced their bodies apart from one another, but it left their faces aligned around the axis of their turn. She studied him as he studied her. She did not bat her eyelashes and demur the way other ladies did.

      “I’m not a marriage prospect for you,” said Lady Enura. «Dismiss the thought.»

      «You’re so confident you know what I’m thinking.»

      “Life is not easy on the edge of civilization. Confidence is often the decider between life and death. I came by obligation, but practicing courtly comportment doesn’t benefit my ordinary lifestyle.”

      “Does pragmatism dictate everything you do?” he asked.

      “No. Sometimes I am also motivated by blood lust.” She smiled.

      Lorent smiled too. «Hilarious.»

      She spun out of his hold back into the line of does.

      He counted the steps until she came back.

      “Roc wax,” he said.

      “You have a queer manner of exclaiming randomly, don’t you?” asked Enura.

      “You smell of roc wax, such as I use to oil the strings on my lyre. Do you play?” asked Lorent.

      For the first time, Enura missed a step. She stumbled against his chest. They stopped as the lines of dancers continued around them. “I haven’t played lyre in some time,” she said belatedly.

      He imagined she had some other use for roc wax. It must have been decadent against the skin. “What do you do for fun, my lady?” asked Lorent.

      She swept into the next bout of turns and exchanges a moment too early. The increasing tempo became more difficult to keep up with. Several dancers began confusing the moves. The joyous music encouraged them to laugh rather than grow frustrated, and Lorent was lifted by the mood too. He grinned at Enura over the heads of others until they came back around again.

      Enura stumbled into Lorent. Her hands clapped against his sides.

      He didn’t mind.

      «Thank you for the dance, Lord Lorent,» she sang. «I think that was enough to satisfy everyone involved.»

      “Do you have to leave?” he asked, brushing a few stray hairs off her cheek with the back of his hand.

      “Yes,” she said. “Right now, in fact.”

      She broke away. Lorent would have followed if he could have, but the movement of the crowd divided them. He couldn’t resist being pulled into the spin. He stepped out at the first opportunity, stumbled back to his dais, and got up on a step to look for Lady Enura.

      She had already vanished.

      “I think I’m in love,” said Lord Lorent breathlessly.

      He didn’t feel the ache of a needle thrust under his arm until she had already walked away. By the time he found a spot of blood, it was too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        By no choice of her own, Enura left her throne.

        Noble blood had spilléd—twice. Firstly it misled.

        For Lights Enura rot. The first Enura got

        slaughter’d beside her cot.

        A lady’s blood begat

        the killer’s cruel éclat.
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        * * *

      

      The true Lady Enura was decaying on the floor of her bed chamber thousands of spans away. Her handmaiden’s dead body was within arm’s reach. With windows left open to the humidity of the swamp, both were already beginning to smell. Corpseflies picked at their delicate features, which had collapsed without blood flow. They grayed with the decay of skin oils. The blood of the dead had attracted birds, which bit pieces off every time they fluttered into the house through an open window. Àlvar flesh was too bitter for most carrion eaters. Only starving gorecrows risked it.

      Enura’s robes were caked with browned blood at the breast. The serrated knife of her murder had been left behind. Hundreds of flies clung to its hilt; the leather wrappings were rotted too. That blade had been responsible for the gash on the handmaid’s throat. Maggots writhed within the aging wound.

      The bedchamber door slammed open. Flies and gorecrows alighted.

      A kerotera fell into the chamber, arm clutching her wounded gut, cheeks nearly as colorless as those of the dead. Rivoras an Danoras gave a horrible moan at the sight of Lady Enura’s body.

      “No. No…” Failure and grief struck her at once. She sank to her knees at Enura’s side. “No…”

      It felt as though this great crime could be undone if only Rivor refused it loudly enough, fiercely enough, with the strength of her entire voi. But she cried so much that the last moisture exited her body through her tear ducts, and Lady Enura did not move again.

      A kerotera’s sole directive was to protect the lady who was her charge. She had no other purpose.

      Rivor had been wounded severely, left for dead. She’d almost died of dehydration crawling to the manor.

      Now the entire family was gone.

      Rivor had failed.

      When she died, Lady Enura had been snacking on slo bread. A stale, hardened slice was near her body. There was also a glass of wine, miraculously unspilled. Its surface was covered in dead flies. Rivor drank the vinegary wine, flies and all, and soaked the slo bread scraps in the last drops. Her dry mouth managed to chew it enough to swallow.

      It was not much, but it gave her strength to stand up and draw her knife. She held its blade into a shaft of dusty light. It was not an ornate dagger, nor a particularly expensive one, but it was well-made. Rivor kept its edge sharp. It could kill anything that breathed.

      “One oath failed,” she rasped. “One oath remains.” An oath of vengeance. The promise to slay Enura’s slayer.
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        * * *

      

      Vinbor an Vindalor took Lady Enura away from the fête with all the urgency of a true kerotera, though he was no more a kerotera than his charge was Lady Enura. Outside the courtyard, Vinbor flashed a grin. “What do you think, Neen?” he asked.

      She stepped into the shadow of a pillar and lifted her hand to look at the bloody palm. Until a few moments earlier, she had been concealing a poisoned thorn in the crease. Now it was gone inside Lord Lorent’s body. She believed she had deposited it between his third and fourth rib. He should have barely bled; she must have nicked an artery.

      “They’ll find the wound soon,” she replied.

      “You made a mistake?” Vinbor asked.

      “Never.” After all, she was not Lady Enura, but Nina Silverhand.

      She used to have a longer formal Àlvar name. Ninahel Aven Linora plus a couple more names. Nina was better. Silverhand had a reputation. Nina wouldn’t risk that reputation because Patrician Lorent distracted her.

      With a yank at her chest’s ribbon, the dress fell around her feet. She wore supple leather greaves underneath. Normally she would have also worn breastplate and vambraces, but the fashion of the High demanded a certain amount of feminine skin.

      Freed of the gown’s weight, she broke into a sprint.

      Nina and Vinbor darted through saplings growing to the north of the courtyard, in the direction of the Barren Cliffs. The fête’s music faded to an indistinct hum. She moved faster once she kicked off her fancy slippers. With toes bared, she leaped off the edge of the mujan. She landed on the netting and rolled off again before striking the forest floor.

      A desert chasm encircled the southern wall of the courtyard. The difficult approach didn’t need to be guarded from below. Nobody could survive the raging river that cut such a deep canyon.

      The nearest guards were on a cliff overlooking them a half-span away.

      Nina stayed behind crenellations to conceal her movement from those eyes until she found her crossing rope. It was affixed low on the ledge, hanging in the shadows.

      With every movement she made, Vinbor stayed at her back. He was never more than three steps behind. “You know, you could be a good kerotera,” Nina tossed over her shoulder.

      “I assume you’d tell me if you meant that as an insult,” said Vinbor.

      She flashed teeth when she smiled.

      Nina crawled across the rope hand-over-hand, legs linked loosely to keep her body hanging underneath. Her gloves were roc hide. They could have easily survived a quick ride back down the rope if she needed to change course.

      Nobody spotted her before she reached the opposite side.

      Vinbor was slower to follow. He shed the kerotera’s armor before swinging across the chasm. “These Säxe keroterase are begging to be cut down from the rear,” he remarked. “Terrible armor.”

      “Noted,” she said.

      They climbed the remainder of the cliff face using only fingers and toes. Quickly, they drew level with the mujan, then climbed higher yet to the top of the cliff. A small security outpost stood on the edge. Two guards were stationed overlooking Imladiś. Their telescope, intended for surveillance purposes, was aimed at the dancers in the courtyard.

      Neither of them heard Nina coming.

      She entered the guard tower crouched low, bare feet noiseless.

      She slit one throat from behind so quickly that he barely gurgled. The other didn’t even look away from the telescope until he heard his companion hit the ground, and then he met the sharp edge of her knife too.

      They died quickly. Her hands never faltered.

      The previous Night, Nina and Vinbor had concealed a bag under overhanging rocks. The perimeter Drakalban were looking for outside threats, not anyone coming from Imladiś. It had been easy to place the weapon that would murder Lord Lorent unseen.

      From the bag, she drew a powerful short bow and a single arrow. Its point matched the needle Nina had driven into Lorent’s side. The needles, taken from the jaws of a vosaik, longed to be together the way waves longed to devour the shore.

      Patrician Lorent was a tiny dot among many other dots, hardly a different shade of gold than anyone else under midday Light. Nina had memorized the way he strode, the glint of his hair. Now that she had been in his arms, she could associate his movements with the memory of his salty scent, the dimple that marked only his left cheek, and the way he had looked at her—like she was the only doe in the entire Republic.

      Nina strung the bow, kneeled smoothly, and steadied herself into position. She drew the bow once without an arrow to ensure it was still pliable after exposure to the weather. Then she nocked her special arrow. She pulled red-and-black fletchings to her cheek. Her fingers buzzed as she pulled back on the string.

      Release.

      The arrow flew.

      She dropped the bow and turned to help arrange the still-warm bodies of the guards. One was twitching. She slid a knife under his chin again.

      Nina grabbed a pair of dirty uniforms from the tower. Most of the wooden plates fit over her body suit, but she had to skip some because she was too short and the plates overlapped. Vinbor fit his stolen uniform better. He got everything laced from cloak to boots.

      Nina said, “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Not going to make sure you hit the target?” asked Vinbor.

      “I hit,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      At the moment, Patrician Lorent was having a conversation with his steward behind a decorative trellis. “Make sure the guards know Lady Enura can’t leave,” said Lorent. He had found one little spot of blood on his tunic, but anyone could have accidentally jabbed him with a fork or suchlike. “She intends to go back to the Federation border. We can’t allow that to happen.”

      “Is she a criminal?” asked the steward.

      “No, no,” said Lorent. “Quite the contrary.”

      The steward bowed deeply.

      Lorent took two steps away before needle reunited with needle.

      The arrow came whistling out of nowhere, arced by some unseen wind, and whipped around the trellis to impact Lorent.

      The point struck rib bone. The punch of the arrow was like a mallet on drum.

      Lorent looked down—he had reflexively gripped the arrow’s shaft — and he initially felt nothing but surprise at the sight of so much blood cascading onto his feet. It was warmer than the pond where he swam in the summertime.

      Mother will be so angry about this mess.

      “What the hexes?” he asked aloud, too confused to be afraid. “That hurts.”

      The room was darkening around the edges.

      His mother approached. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Lorent.

      His legs wobbled. His vision blurred.

      Lady Śanveswe screamed: “Assassin!”

      Keroterase scattered in an explosion of activity, removing the ladies they protected.

      They needn’t worry, thought Lorent distantly.

      No second arrow came. The only target was Lorent.

      He could not draw breath. His vision dimmed as he fell to his knees, tipped onto his side, and floundered in a puddle. The last thing he saw was his mother’s slippers retreating as she tried to avoid the encroaching line of blood. Then Lorent saw nothing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        Through viscera and moss trudg’d wounded Rivoras

        away from certain death tward a difficult breadth

        of hungry, waiting swamp. She owed a report prompt

        to noble lords atop

        the House that she call’d home.

        She took along one bone.

      

        

      
        She bore the evidence of Lady’s exodus.

        Clutching Enura’s jaw, Rivoras fought the maw

        of muddy, murky wilds. Her honorable trials

        drew toward her darkly wiles.

        A lonely spirit’s greed

        responded to her need.
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        * * *

      

      Rivoras an Danoras. Come to me…

      Fading quickly, the kerotera followed the sound of her name through the murky swamp. She had lost sight of the falling Light. She could not tell north from south and prayed her caller would lead her nearer life than otherwise.

      A dark figure stood among the spreadroot trees, where lichen clung to dead branches and mushrooms thrust from decaying wood. When Rivor spotted her caller, the figure retreated. It remained out of reach without seeming to walk. It cast no shadow.

      Rivor squinted into the Night, seeking to distinguish details in the middle of the spirit’s oversized cloak. There was nothing to be seen. This was some elemental piece of the slow-moving waters and mangroves, grown out of the rot that collected under sedge.

      It was said that dead things never decayed all the way in the substrate. Sometimes creatures died and then came back angrier for it.

      Considering how many Ork were surely caught in the swamp, the anger could have been mighty indeed.

      She feared to reply to the shadow-thing. She wavered in knee-deep slime, afraid to go forward, afraid to go back. She pressed Enura’s extracted jawbone to her breast.

      You are too weak for the revenge you desire, said the creature. He had a masculine voice with a rough edge like buzzing flies. She could not identify an accent that was Orkish or Àlvar.

      Rivor tripped and collapsed upon a sturdy root, muscles liquid. A mosquito landed upon her sweaty brow. “I will get revenge,” she said under her breath. She thought if she spoke to herself, she was not speaking to the shadow—it could not harm her.

      I know your desire, said the darkness. I will give you power to fulfill this oath: fists of wind and whips of blood. All this and more, you may have until your quarry is dead.

      “No,” said Rivor, still speaking only to herself.

      There will be a price. There is always a price.

      The flies were biting, the Light grew hotter, and Rivor was dizzy for want of blood. She could not lift her dagger again.

      We crave the wicked, the creature continued. We would take the hearts of those you kill until you fell your final opponent. For collateral, you will give us your capacity for love.

      “I cannot love already,” said Rivor, sinking onto all fours. She looked up at him, and still, she could see nothing but a blotch against the deepest shadows. “The capacity for love was cut out of me long ago.”

      If so, you have nothing to lose. I will take the love from your breast and fill the hole with power. Power to sate your needs and mine. Fulfill your oath and you will be free.

      Had Rivor ever been free?

      I think it’s a fair price, even if you kill only one victim for me, continued the creature. And you will be so strong, you may do anything you please. Anything at all.

      Except for love. A useless vestigial appendage of one’s voi.

      A fair price.

      “A fair price,” she rasped. “Yes.”

      As quick as that, she was taken in the grip of a dark hand. Life flooded into Rivor’s body. She was pulled upright, and it felt as though she were given bones as strong as ancient trunks. Her veins raced with quicksilver. Her heart beat faster, color drained from the swamps, and her master’s house seemed to dwindle. Biting flies could no longer penetrate her skin. The Light grew distant.

      “What should I call you, my patron?” asked Rivor from the depths of premature Night.

      I am Hollow, replied he. I can only be filled by the likes of you. Make me full, Rivor.

      When he released her, she fell again to his knees on the mujan. True Night had arrived, and the twin crescents of the anti-god’s eyes seemed to smirk at her.

      A fair price…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        
        The living vessel took upon a soul forsook.

        Her flesh blazed! She cried! The swamp’s poison applied

        Hollow’s curse to her flesh. Her living form was thresh’d

        so Hollow could enmesh

        with her still-beating breast.

        A warrior possess’d!

      

        

      
        Hollow ate what was good and left that which withstood,

        boiling Rivor to bone, turning blood to his home.

        She relived all pains past, from the first to the last,

        in one punishing blast⁠—

        he slay’d her heart, her love,

        and wore her as a glove.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s not how it happened, according to the parables I know,” interjected Lady Inavar.

      Three-Song Nerien cut off. He stopped turning the wheel of his lyre, though his restless fingers continued depressing the keys, as if he were the one possessed. “Forgive me, my lady. It is only a parable. A lesson wrapped in a story evolved by time and tellers.” For all that he told the story in a lively singsong voice, he was measured addressing the noble and her handmaid. “In this verse, Rivoras an Danoras is taken by a creature serving as metaphor for a Spirit of Regret, paralleling the Spirit of Aspiration who has chosen Patrician Lorent. This teaches us to embrace joy over vengeance.”

      “You are drenched in lies,” said Inavar.

      Nerien flinched, but only barely. “I beg, how is the story meant to be told?”

      “Truthfully,” said the lady.

      “In our version of these parables, Hollow is not a metaphor for a Spirit of Regret, but a figure of redemption,” said Malorfen. “A wound that cuts rot from a wound so one may better heal. Rivoras an Danoras is not possessed. She coexists with this pain.”

      The bard bowed deeply. “Your version of the parable sounds fascinating. I would perform it for you, if you will supply the text.”

      Inavar and Malorfen conferred among one another. They were equally deferential to one another despite disparate castes. No decent lady would bother to argue with her maid when she could command obeisance, but argue she did.

      After a time, Inavar said, “You may continue with your parable as you know it.”

      Nerien turned the knob of the lyre slowly, bringing back the drone of strings without the right tempo. Sweat dripped down his brow. “Where was I?” His fingers answered the question. The tune shifted from adventure to suspense. “Ah yes. I remember.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Lorent would not awake; his soul would not betake

        a body sickened thus. His healers would discuss

        if he should stay abed ‘til he was proper dead.

        His lordly uncle said,

        “Do not give up the fight!

        Give Lor another Night!”

      

        
      
        And then another Night, and then another Night.

        They fought a hopeless war no one had won before.

        Lor’s father never came; his mother was the same.

        Nobility’s high games

        Mattered more than one son

        Even one almost done.

      

        
      
        But Śetar remember’d. She would not surrender

        Her son from mortal life. His joyful-foolish drive

        Pleas’d the Spirit’s yearning. Her power came burning

        Through his veins, discerning,

        and gave him health anew.

        She kiss’d him and he grew.
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        * * *

      

      At first, the healers were certain Lord Lorent would never awaken. “Vosaik toxins are difficult to heal when delivered by surface wound,” Healer Orantsa said. She had extracted the two needles, contained them in a jar, and placed that jar within another larger jar before showing them to Lady Śanveswe. “These penetrated bone. Poison festers within his marrow yet.”

      Seated upon her husband’s throne, Lady Śanveswe gravely considered the needles, bloodied by her only son. The remnants of venom etched the inner jar. “Is there no hope for him?”

      “Hope is a choice we make,” replied the healer.

      “Take every choir in Säxe to my nephew’s room,” said Sorlen, standing at her side. “I will pay for their time if it means emptying my coffers.”

      Hexant choirs, each with hexant healers, gathered within that very Light. They encircled Lord Lorent, colorless and sweating in his bed, to sing hexant hymnals in sacred harmonies. Their songs were somber. None of them believed he would recover, either.

      Still, Sorlen sent for hexant carriages led by the swiftest elk to bring more healers to the xilcadis.

      Lorent’s mother also sent a lone rider to the coast. “Find Lord Mayor Círin.”

      The initial choirs of healers sang without rest until carriages returned with replacements.

      A handful of dates passed. Lord Lorent remained unconscious.

      Then came a Light where the blossoms fell and new-formed fruit abruptly ripened. Cherries the color of sunset-stained desert grew fat. A sweet wind blew open the windows of the palace. Tapestries fluttered on the walls. Lingering snow on distant mountains melted into surging rivers.

      Finally, color washed over Lord Lorent’s cheeks.

      Then, at long last, with Uncle Sorlen at his bedside, Lorent awakened.

      The first thing he said was this:

      “Where is Lady Enura?”
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        * * *

      

      While unconscious, Lord Lorent’s confused, sickly mind had slid from delusion to memory to dream with no distinction between them.

      He remembered talking to his mother before the march of brides.

      She had been holding one of his hands in both of hers, which were far daintier, with much longer fingers. “We lack the breadth of Kovenor holdings and the wealth of Enantir. Neither would remember to include us if listing the oldest families.”

      “Those other families are also constantly mired in games of murder,” Lorent had replied. “I’d much prefer a happy life in a well-nurtured village to their drama.”

      “You are a lone tree in the greater grove of your dynasty. You must think about your responsibilities as if you are a grown adult.”

      “My dear Àma, I am half as old as a millennium. I sit on the throne of Imladiś, which thrives under my care. My inferiors luxuriate in festivals and drown in wine. We house the poor. We clothe their children. There is no finer xilcadis in Belarion than mine, and I prefer this legacy to any other.”

      She cupped his cheek and smiled pityingly. “It is not a challenge to serve the xilcadis in the same palace where your Lord Mayor manages the siśe. You will lighten his burden if you marry well—do you realize that?”

      Lor had kissed his mother’s knuckles and lowered her wrist. Firmly, he said, “Short of marrying the eldest Enantir, no marriage could make our Great House compare in wealth. I can’t pander to unrealistic expectations.”

      This had left his mother momentarily wordless. Patrician Lorent had only recently begun arguing with her, and she still never expected it. She would see him as a doting child until she died.

      “It is never one maneuver that wins a war,” said Lady Śanveswe so coldly, like the night in desert winter. In the dream, he suddenly felt miniaturized before his mother. «See how young you are, to think so small?»

      Lorent’s height dwindled on every one of her words until he drew eye-level with her belt of keys. She spoke with the restrained impatience of mother to child.

      “Our generations elapse a thousand years, and eras will elapse a thousand generations.” She was a span taller than Lor. “Our smallest decisions will ripple out and change the future for Àlvare we will never know. We must make these choices with the gravity they deserve.”

      “I must live every Light and Night for these thousands of years! I will only marry for love regardless of wealth!” He had to shout to hope she would hear him, he had become so small.

      «You think you know everything,» said his mother. “You think nothing matters but pleasure, but pain stands at the end of such a frivolous road.”

      He was so small, he fell through a crack in the floor. He slipped away.

      Sleep was turbulent.

      Lorent had dreamed of floating in a Night-blackened sky where the Everhalls hung amid thunderheads. Each Everhall blurred into different colors than the pinpricks he often viewed through the telescope in his mother’s orrery.

      The Everhalls were huge when he swam among them, and they contained a spectrum of vibrant worlds. Orotio was crimson like the desert at sunset; Daledus was golden like fading reeds. Lorent stretched out his arms to embrace them. But they never came near. He could only admire the shine they cast upon storm-weighted clouds.

      Lightning sparked distantly, giving volume to the sky and diminishing Lorent among it all.

      He was nothing. Not even a soaring bird, or the feather torn loose from its wing. He was a mote in comparison to the Everhalls, the storm, the sky.

      Then he began to fall.

      The Everhalls fled as wind battered his body. Clouds absorbed and released him. He barely registered the xilcadis roofs before they became huge—and he punched a crater into the palace, entering his own body like a world tree falling on an elk.

      Lorent gasped and flailed into consciousness.

      “Where is Lady Enura?” he asked, tongue clumsy with sleep.

      “He awakens!” «He’s alive!» A Healer ran away to alert the staff.

      Lor rubbed at his bleary eyes. It wasn’t the first time he had roused to find himself on one of those bleached white Healer beds, but last time, he had only gotten a shoulder dangerously tangled in a rope on his yacht. This time, the pain suffused his entire body. His fingers felt like they had turned into twigs. His feet were swollen and numb. Hexes, his hair was hurting. He could barely see a thing.

      “Enura?” Lorent asked again.

      A nearby hand clasped his, and it comforted him enough to cease his fight against the bedsheets. “You have more immediate concerns than any doe,” said his companion.

      Lor relaxed into a sensation of dulled pain. He needed more time before he could see well enough

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Note
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Map of Säxe
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Selected Glossary
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/the-liars-throne-original.jpg
% To the ruthless b

go the spoils

-rf)) V7§

REINE

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR








OEBPS/images/tlt-map.jpg
©Saxe

Imladis






