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THE EMPEROR'S EMPTY SEAT

Emperor Tiber Ardent died sitting up, because the throne would not let him fall.

The Hall of Nine had been built from black mountain-stone and old oaths. Nine seats stood beneath a ceiling painted with dead stars, each throne facing the imperial seat in the middle as if waiting to judge whoever dared sit there. On coronation days, noble families whispered that the thrones were only relics. On nights of murder, the servants knew better.

Blood ran down the steps of the central dais in thin red rivers. Marshal Varric stood before the dead emperor with a sword in one hand and the broken seal of the empire in the other. Around him, the councilors knelt. Some knelt from loyalty, most from fear, and three because Varric's soldiers pressed blades against their throats.

Prince Caelan watched from behind the western screen, one hand clamped over his own mouth. He had come to ask his father for permission to leave the capital. Instead he saw the empire choose a new shape: iron boots, closed gates, and a general who smiled at a corpse.

Varric turned toward the nine lesser thrones. 'Wake,' he said. The word struck the hall like a bell under water. Stone arms creaked. Carved beasts opened gemstone eyes. The Throne of War flushed crimson. The Throne of Gold glittered with coins that had not been there before. The Throne of Memory sighed in the voices of the dead.

The emperor's corpse lifted one hand and pointed toward the screen. Caelan ran before anyone else could look.

Behind him, Varric laughed. 'Bring me the heir. A throne cannot be stolen while blood still runs away from it.'
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THE PRINCE WHO RAN

Caelan Ardent escaped the palace through the laundry tunnels, wearing a servant's coat that smelled of soap, smoke, and someone else's life.

Above him, bells shouted treason over the capital. Below him, water dragged palace ash through narrow stone channels toward the River Vel. Caelan had been trained to command cavalry, sign treaties, and smile at people who hated his family. He had never been trained to crawl through freezing filth while his father's blood dried on his sleeves.

At the old drain gate, a woman waited with a lantern hooded in blue glass. She was not palace staff. She wore a rebel's gray scarf and carried a knife with the relaxed confidence of someone who had used it before. 'Prince Caelan,' she said, without bowing. 'You are late.'

'Who are you?' he asked.

'Liora Vale. Your father ordered my brother hanged for stealing grain he had already paid taxes on.' She pushed the gate open. 'Tonight I am the reason you are not dead.'

Caelan should have distrusted her. He did. But soldiers were already shouting behind him, and distrust was too heavy to carry at speed. They fled into the lower city where shops had shuttered their windows and every alley seemed to breathe. Posters with Varric's wolf-spear crest appeared before dawn, as if the coup had been printed before the emperor had stopped breathing.

At the river steps, Liora handed him a cloak. 'Your name will get you killed now.'

'My name has done that for others for years,' Caelan said.

She looked at him properly then, and something in her face softened without becoming kind. 'Good. Regret is more useful than pride. Come on, prince. The throne is hunting you.'
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THE ROOM OF NINE SEATS

The safe house had once been a chapel to a forgotten river saint. Now its altar held maps, stale bread, three crossbows, and an old scholar who had fallen asleep on a book that was older than the empire.

Master Orren woke when Liora kicked his chair. He had white hair, ink-stained fingers, and the eyes of a man who had survived by believing nothing too quickly. 'So this is him,' he said. 'The last clean bloodline.'

'There is no clean bloodline,' Caelan answered.

Orren smiled. 'Excellent. He reads history.' He dragged a cracked map into the lantern light. Nine circles marked nine provinces. Each circle bore a symbol: sword, coin, eye, vein, mask, cloud, skull, blade, and moon. 'Your ancestor did not found the empire with armies alone. He bound nine conquered powers into nine thrones. Each throne governs a hunger. War. Wealth. Memory. Blood. Shadow. Storm. Death. Truth. Dreams.'

Caelan stared at the symbols. In the palace, the thrones had been called ceremonial seats, old trophies carved by dead kings. 'My father never told me.'

'Your father preferred comfortable lies. The thrones answer only to imperial blood or to anyone ruthless enough to feed them. Varric has no blood claim, so he will feed them.'

'Feed them what?'

The scholar closed the book. 'People, at first. Then cities. Eventually, choice itself.'

Liora placed a knife on the map beside the mark of the sword. 'The Throne of War woke first. It sits in Redhollow Fortress. If Varric claims it, every frightened soldier in the empire will hear his command as courage.'

Caelan looked at the knife, the map, and the rebel woman who had saved him despite having every reason not to. 'Then we destroy it.'

Orren's expression darkened. 'No Ardent has ever destroyed a throne.'

'Then it is time one learned something useful.'
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