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Chapter 1
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The night sky loomed heavy above the village, a velvet sheet of darkness streaked with clouds that veiled the moon. It felt suffocating, as though even the heavens recoiled from the spectacle unfolding in the cramped, dimly lit cottage. The old village man who fancied himself a healer crouched beside the bed, head tilted, listening far too intently to Mother’s ragged breaths. The air was thick with heat and the stink of sickness, and still he leaned in as though straining to hear some secret. Her chest rose and fell in jagged rhythm, each exhale escaping in a rattling gasp that made the bed groan under her frail weight. Sweat slicked her sunken face, catching the glow of the tallow candle set by the bedside. Her lips, cracked and darkened, pulled apart with each wheeze.

Adalet shifted in the corner, her arms locked stiff at her sides. She wanted to scream at the old fool to stop pretending. Everyone in the room knew his act was worthless—her mother was already more in death’s arms than in the living. Bloodshot eyes bulged in their sockets, the whites stained yellow, and the odor... God, the odor. It clung to the walls, the sharp tang of urine and the sweet, rotting stench of pus oozing from sores that never healed. Death itself had settled into the cottage and refused to leave.

Edgar, the so-called healer, finally lifted his gaze. His eyes, watery and guilt-ridden, landed on the girl. Adalet met them without flinching, emerald irises cutting through him sharper than any blade. Heat rushed into his wrinkled cheeks. Her glare burned with accusation, though she had yet to say a word. Of course she would blame him. How could she not? He had been one of her mother’s loyal patrons, just like the others who had stolen pieces of the woman’s dignity night after night. He rose, his knees cracking like snapping twigs. Slowly, with deliberate care, he packed away his instruments into the battered leather satchel that seemed more for show than for practice. When he shuffled toward her, Adalet’s shoulders locked. The dry rasp of his breathing was loud in her ear as he laid a frail hand upon her shoulder. She shuddered beneath the touch—revulsion crawling down her spine. How dare he? How dare this wretched parasite presume to comfort her? Those hands had bought her mother’s degradation a hundred times over. Mother might have deluded herself, parading her trade as power, but Adalet had seen the truth—the filth, the sickness, the price carved into her flesh.

He dropped his eyes to the dirt floor. His voice came out soft, brittle as parchment. “My dear... your mother’s illness is beyond mending. There is nothing more to be done.” Adalet bit her tongue, holding back the bitter retort. She could not lash out at him, not here, not now. The man had come at the first call in the middle of the night, and for that she owed him civility. But civility was all she would give. Behind them, Edgar’s assistant, a lanky boy with straw-colored hair, lifted the canteen to Mother’s lips. She spat the water back out almost immediately, blood bubbling at the corners of her mouth as she groaned in agony. 

Adalet turned away, blinking hard. “What can I do in the meantime?” she asked, her voice low and resigned. She already knew the answer.

“There’s little left, child. Keep her comfortable. Ease her passing.” Edgar hesitated, then, almost against his will, asked, “Tell me... do you have kin? Someone to look after you once...” His words trailed off. “Perhaps your father—?”

Adalet’s lips curved into a mocking smile. Fool. He truly didn’t know. “I can handle it,” she said with rehearsed calm. “Thank you for your trouble, doctor. I have no coin, as you well know. But I’m sure we can arrange—” Her fingers slid to the buttons of her nightgown, nimble, practiced. Edgar’s eyes widened, and with startling speed for his age, he clutched her hand. He always preferred her mother, not Karma.

“No,” he whispered. “No need for payment. Not tonight. Please—take care of yourself.” His watery eyes met hers, pleading, though whether for her or himself, she could not tell. He turned sharply, barking for his assistant. “Wendell, gather your things. We’re leaving.”

The boy, cheeks flushed crimson, scrambled to obey. As he brushed past, Adalet smirked at him and winked, watching his ears redden before he stammered a hurried, “Good evenin’, miss.” The door closed behind them, and the silence that remained was deafening, oppressive.

“Daughter,” Mother croaked, her voice shredded, “bring me the whiskey.” Adalet fetched it without hesitation. She shoved the bottle into her mother’s bony hands and stood back, unmoved as the woman choked and sputtered over the first swallow. The second went down easier. “Karma,” she rasped, using the cursed name, “sit. There’s much to say, and little time.”

Adalet lowered herself onto the stool. The old woman’s voice was weak, but her eyes still gleamed with cruel vitality, as though spite itself was keeping her alive. Between ragged swallows of whiskey, she spoke of letters to Adalet’s father, of promises long broken, and of the venom she had laced into her life as recompense. Her lips curled with pride when she revealed the curse she had woven into the king’s bloodline: should he ever allow misfortune to befall her—should he raise a hand against her, abandon her to ruin, or fail to uphold the promise he once made—his heart would stop in his chest, and death would claim him before he drew his next breath. She told it like a triumph, boasting of the night she bound the spell with her own flesh and pain, tethering his fate to hers so that his power could never crush her without consequence.

But it was no safeguard for Adalet. The curse was never meant to shield her. In her mother’s eyes, she was not a daughter but collateral, a piece of insurance to ensure the king’s compliance. Protection came only as a byproduct of possession, and Adalet knew it.

Her mother laid out her future as if dictating commandments, each decree punctuated by violent coughing fits that left flecks of blood across her lips. Still, her voice pressed on, driven by wrath and old pride. When at last her strength faltered, she fixed her piercing gaze on her daughter. “I’m ready, child. Bring me my medicine.”

Adalet rose without hesitation. From the cupboard she pulled the vial, its contents shimmering with an otherworldly blue and silver glow. It was heavier than it looked, viscous liquid clinging to the glass. She held it as though it might burn her fingers, her heart drumming in her chest. Returning to the bedside, she eased the cork free. With one hand she lifted her mother’s chin. The old woman’s eyes—dark, hollow pits—met hers, and for the first time, regret flickered there. “I’m sorry, child,” she whispered, so faintly it might have been imagined.

Adalet held her gaze, unblinking. “Oh, Mother... it’s far too late for apologies.”

She tilted the vial. Drop by shimmering drop, the poison slid past cracked lips. Her mother swallowed, then fell back against the pillow, her body slackening in a final exhale. Silence reclaimed the room. Without hesitation, Adalet bent to seize her mother’s ankles. The body was already stiffening, heavy as stone, but she dragged it across the floorboards without ceremony. The head lolled loosely, striking against the wood with dull thuds as if mocking the silence that had followed her last breath. There was no reverence in the way Adalet laid out the burial cloth—just efficiency. She heaved the husk of a woman onto the fabric, folded it over with rough hands, and cinched the ropes tight, binding her like refuse to be discarded.

Out under the pale eye of the moon, she dragged the shrouded corpse into the brush. Brambles snagged the cloth, tearing small rents, and the body jolted each time a rock or root caught beneath it. Her mother’s head struck stone more than once, the sound a hollow crack swallowed quickly by the night. Adalet never slowed. She only pulled harder, her breath ragged, her arms burning with effort but not remorse.

When she reached the shallow grave she had carved into the earth earlier that day, she gave the body one last tug and let it drop. The corpse landed with a lifeless thud against the dirt, limbs shifting awkwardly beneath the cloth. Without a word, Adalet took up the spade and began to cover it. Clumps of earth fell heavy, striking the wrapped form before burying it from sight. There would be no stone, no marker, no memory—just soil pressing down, sealing away what was left.

By the time the mound rose smooth and dark against the forest floor, her mother was already fading from Adalet’s thoughts. Forgotten, as she deserved to be. Standing there, she let the night air wash over her. Her chest ached, but not with grief—no, with relief. Tears threatened, but they were not of sorrow. She was free. Free from the chains of her mother’s life. Free from soldiers’ hands. Free from the stench of whiskey and vomit. A laugh, small and wild, escaped her lips. She turned away from the grave, summoning the whiskey bottle to her palm with a whisper of magic. She took one long swallow, then exhaled. “Goodbye, Mother.” The forest swallowed her words whole.

* * *
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Weeks slid past like water to Adalet. For the first time in her life, time did not press down like a stone—it drifted, light and slow, and she savored it. Her mornings were filled with quiet chores, the sort she had once dreaded but now carried out with ease. She swept the floors until they shone with dustless simplicity, carried water without complaint, and fed the bees she had come to adore. By midday she sat in the sun like a worshiper, soaking her skin in its warmth until she could almost believe she was cleansed of the shadows of her mother’s house. In the evenings, when the light drained into a canvas of gold and purple, she tore off bits of stale bread, washed them down with thin wine, and felt a contentment so alien it frightened her. At night, her body surrendered to the straw mattress as if for the first time—her sleep unbroken, her dreams no longer weighted with fear. She had never known rest could feel like this.

Three weeks after her mother’s death, her bees rewarded her patience with four jars of honey, thick and amber, glinting in the sunlight. She carried them to the marketplace, her hands sticky from sealing the lids, and bartered until she came home with cheese, three loaves of bread, and two bottles of wine. It was more than enough. She had long trained herself to live on scraps, one small meal a day, and the thought of food lasting two full weeks filled her with quiet triumph.

So the months stacked upon one another, one soft day at a time. Autumn bloomed quickly and just as fast, began to retreat for winter. The leaves turned brittle, crackling underfoot like bones, warning her of the frost soon to come. Yet still she lived comfortably, alone and unbothered. The memory of her mother faded like the last edge of a nightmare dissolving at dawn.

One evening, with the chill gnawing at her skin, Adalet pulled the axe from the shed and trudged into the forest. Tonight she would make a roasting fire and, for the first time in years, allow herself the indulgence of reading. Perhaps she would even devour the whole book, cover to cover, without interruption. She set to work in rhythm, the axe biting into wood, the crack of splitting logs echoing through the trees. Her body was warm with exertion, sweat trailing down her temples, when she heard it—footsteps. They were heavy, unhurried, and coming closer. She turned, heart stuttering, and saw two men trudging up from the path. Both were in their thirties, though the lines on their faces carved them older. They adjusted their course the instant they spotted her, veering away from the front door of the cottage and heading straight for her. Adalet’s grip on the axe tightened until her knuckles whitened.

The taller man walked with easy confidence, his stubble thick across his jaw, his hair a rusty red that caught the last of the sunlight. His eyes were a sharp, venomous green that flicked over her and the surroundings in restless calculation. His clothes were filthy, little more than tatters. Beside him waddled a shorter, thicker man, round in the belly, whose grin exposed teeth yellowed and crooked. His eyes roved over her with sick hunger. Adalet cringed inwardly; even at a distance she could smell the sour rot of his skin, as if mold lived inside his very pores. His fat fingers hooked idly in his belt loop, tugging at the strained leather strap beneath his gut. The taller one spoke first. “Girl. Where is the mistress, Gwendelyn, who lives here? We wish to gain her services.” His voice was smooth, but it slithered, carrying something reptilian beneath its tone.

Adalet’s chest tightened. She kept her voice flat. “She passed away. Eight months ago.”

Both men faltered, disappointment flashing across their faces. The shorter one clicked his tongue and leaned forward. “That’s too bad. Were you related to her?” His mock-sympathetic grimace made Adalet’s skin crawl.

“She was my mother,” Adalet said, her annoyance sharp in her throat. How dense could they be? The taller man offered a slick apology, but silence quickly swallowed his words. Evening doves cooed, the sky painted itself pink, and the crescent moon rose like a blade above the tree line. The world seemed to hold its breath.

Then the fat one spoke again. “How old are you, deary?”

The question cracked through the silence, startling Adalet. Her breath caught as she glared at them. She weighed lying, but she knew men like this—truth or falsehood, it made no difference. Desire never cared for numbers. Finally, she swallowed. “Sixteen. Yesterday.” The men exchanged glances. A cruel smile stretched across their faces.

“And your father?” the taller one pressed.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Never met him.” That was all they needed. Their smiles sharpened into intent. The fat man stepped forward, undoing his belt with fumbling eagerness. 

“Pretty young thing all alone,” he muttered. “No man to protect you.” Adalet’s heartbeat thundered in her ears, but her body was calm. She waited, watching, the axe firm in her hand. When the man reached her—pants gaping, grin wide—she struck. With a sudden burst, she drove the hilt of the axe into his groin. The impact cracked through him like lightning. He collapsed, choking and cradling himself, tears springing to his eyes.

A smirk cut across Adalet’s lips, shortly lived, as she sprinted for the cottage.

The taller man lunged after her, catching her arm in a bruising grip. She slammed her head back into his face. The sickening crack of bone meeting bone rang out; his nose broke, his blood spattering her hair. Stars burst across her vision from the pain, but she kept moving, stumbling forward, the axe slipping from her grasp.

The man roared, furious. He charged, slammed into her, and shoved his way into the cottage before she could shut him out. “I’ll enjoy fucking the life out of you, you bitch!” he bellowed, driving her back into the kitchen

Panic flickered, but survival roared louder. Her eyes darted. The iron kettle steamed on the stove. She lunged for it, but his arm coiled around her throat like a serpent, crushing her windpipe. She gasped and clawed, her body writhing in his chokehold. With his other hand he pulled a dagger and dragged it down her chest, carving a thin red line that burned across her flesh. Blood welled, and his eyes lit up. He yanked her skirt, fumbling the blade toward her thigh, but his grip faltered. The dagger slipped and slashed deep into her flesh. Pain shot up her body, and she shrieked. “The more you fight, the more I cut,” he hissed in her ear.

Adalet’s vision blurred, but she dragged him where she wanted—closer to the stove. At the last moment, she stomped his foot with every ounce of strength she had. He cursed and loosened his hold. She tore free, seized the kettle, and swung. The iron cracked against his temple with a sound that turned her stomach. He toppled. Rage flooded her, wild and unstoppable. She straddled his chest and brought the kettle down again. And again. Each strike broke him further—bones splintering, skin splitting, blood splashing hot against her face and arms. She screamed with every swing, her fury shaking the walls of the cottage. “MY NAME IS KARMA, YOU SICK FUCK!” she bellowed, each word punctuated with the crunch of metal against flesh.

At last, the rage drained, leaving only exhaustion and pain. She staggered off his body, soaked in blood—his and her own. The corpse was unrecognizable, just pulp and ruin beneath her kettle. Her chest heaved. Her leg throbbed. The reality of what she had done sank like lead into her stomach. She had killed him. Whatever he intended, however monstrous, she had still stolen his life. Murder stained her hands.

Limping, she stumbled from the cottage, dragging herself down the mountain path toward the village. By the law of the land, one who shed blood was bound to seek the nearest dwelling and confess—whether the act was murder or defense, the burden of truth could not be carried alone. The moon had risen high by the time she reached the first home—a small cottage belonging to an old couple she scarcely knew. She collapsed at their gate, blood streaking her thighs and chest, the soot-stained kettle still clutched in her hand like a token of her guilt.

The old woman gasped from the window, rushing out with more speed than her age allowed. “Dear God, child!” she cried, seizing Adalet’s arms. “What happened to you?”

Adalet’s words tumbled, ragged and halting: “They... they attacked me. I had... no choice.”

The woman’s eyes widened at the sight of the kettle, slick and red. “Oh, my God.” She reached instinctively for Adalet just as her body sagged, heavy and trembling, into her arms. From the doorway, her husband came running, boots pounding against the packed earth, his voice rough with alarm as he called out to his wife. He caught Adalet’s other side, trying to steady the failing weight between them.

Her vision tunneled, black creeping in at the edges, but before unconsciousness swallowed her whole, Adalet forced her lips into the ghost of a smile and whispered, faint but unyielding: “I had to.”
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The early morning sun poured through the palace windows, turning the polished wooden floors into liquid gold. The crisp scent of dawn, cool air laced with candle smoke and the faint tang of leather and metal from the stables, filled the chamber. A rare serenity settled over the grand room, though it was broken by the measured creak of footsteps.

A young woman appeared, easing the heavy door open with delicate hands. She held her slippers loosely, letting her golden curls tumble down her back in untamed waves. Her gown from the previous evening clung awkwardly in places, draped hastily over her frame, the folds wrinkled and rumpled. Her deep blue eyes locked on the man leaning against the far wall.

General Cain was impossible to miss. Broad-shouldered, tall, and sinewy, he moved with the effortless precision of a predator. Every line of his body exuded quiet control, from the way his boots were planted to the subtle flex of his forearms as he crunched the apple between his teeth. Lean muscles shifted beneath his tunic, his posture relaxed yet impossibly commanding, like a hunter surveying his domain. “Oh! General Cain, you frightened me.” Jessibella pressed a hand to her chest, feigning alarm.

Cain didn’t blink. He let the corners of his mouth twitch upward in amusement, his gaze fixed on her, the apple still in his hand. A soft cough into the back of his fist carried a faint hiss of a word—“slut”—and he smirked, clearly enjoying the reaction. “It’s going to be a beautiful day,” he murmured, mouth full, voice low and teasing.

“Bite me,” she said, a sneer curling her lips.

Cain’s eyes sparkled with mischief. In one fluid motion, he lunged slightly forward, snapping his jaws in the air, teeth bared in exaggerated play. He leaned his entire body into the motion, elbows bent, fingers flexing as though he could actually take a bite out of her. He moved with such feline grace, every motion purposeful yet teasing, that it seemed less like play and more like a silent challenge. Jessibella recoiled, her cheeks flushing, part surprise, part indignation.

She hurried down the hall, her slippers whispering against the polished wood, doing her best to glide silently, yet Cain’s sharp gaze followed her every step. Even when she rounded the corner, he didn’t move immediately. He stayed there, relaxed, arms crossed over his broad chest, grin faint and predatory, clearly savoring the game. Then, with a subtle roll of his shoulders and a controlled step, he pushed the heavy door open and entered the chamber, surveying the space with the ease of someone born to command it.

The room was wide, constructed of polished wood and iron, floor-to-ceiling windows letting in the morning light. Beyond them, the trees swayed gently in the wind, the sky clear and perfect for the long journey ahead. A desk to the left was littered with letters, a candle barely clinging to life atop a candelabra. An opened decanter sent faint spirals of alcohol-scented vapor into the air, and a glass bore the evidence of a red-stained kiss upon its rim.

From the bedroom, rustling drew Cain’s attention. The Emperor was rummaging frantically, tossing blankets aside, crouching under the massive bedframe. Dark hair fell in careless strands across his forehead, clothes rumpled from sleep, yet every movement radiated strength and intent. Roak’s lean, muscular frame carried the effortless control of a man accustomed to command; his long limbs moved with fluid precision, every motion confident, even when flustered. “Where is it...” he muttered, brushing aside sheets, retrieving a boot from beneath the bed. Cain cleared his throat, watching him gather himself. Roak’s striking jawline and piercing brown eyes caught the morning light, the faint shadow of stubble adding a roguish edge to his otherwise commanding presence.

“Looks like the weather will hold for our journey,” Cain said smoothly, leaning slightly on the windowsill, eyes scanning the men readying horses below. “Quiet ride, I hope.”

The Emperor straightened, brushing wrinkles from his leather and strapping on black chrome armor. Cain observed every detail—the way his friend adjusted the straps, the slight tilt of his chin, the rhythm of his breathing. He wanted to chastise him for his lack of poise, but the thought died on his tongue. Sometimes silence commanded more authority than words. “Let’s go,” the Emperor grumbled, grabbing letters from the desk—King Elron’s missive from months ago—and tucking them into his vest. Helmet under arm, he kicked the door closed in one fluid motion.

Downstairs, the men donned armor. The crisp morning wind carried the metallic tang of weapons and the earthy scent of the stables. Cain’s hand brushed his own armor, feeling the familiar weight and balance that came with years of training. “The journey should take three days. The southern border is tame—or so Sherwin claims.” Cain’s smirk was subtle, knowing the incompetent leader’s reputation.

The Emperor mounted first, receiving his helmet from a soldier. Cain slid in beside him, moving with feline precision, lowering his voice just enough for the men not to overhear. “As your friend, Roak, if you’re considering an agreement with Elron, I’d suggest ending your affair with Jesibella. The people won’t take kindly to their lord keeping two women under one roof.”

Roak’s glare was sharp, tempered with authority. “Cain, as your superior, I suggest you shut the fuck up and mind your own business.” Cain smiled faintly, unshaken, and handed him the helmet. With synchronized precision, the men kicked their horses into motion, hooves striking rhythmically against the cobblestone, the palace fading behind them in golden light. The Emperor took the lead, and Cain fell into step beside him, every movement precise, controlled, and fluid.

* * *
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“What do you think he smells like?” Peony asked, her clear blue eyes wide with curiosity and the unguarded lust of youth, as she gazed at her own reflection in the tall, ornate mirror. The sunlight streaming through the high windows caught the golden highlights in her hair, giving it an almost ethereal glow.

Adalet sat behind her on the polished bench, her hands deftly combing through Peony’s strawberry-blonde locks. She braided the hair carefully, though her smile was fleeting, ghostlike—appearing only to vanish the moment it touched her lips. “Don’t waste your breath on foolish dreams, Peony,” Adalet said, her voice low, steady, edged with bitterness. “It’s expected he will choose Piper.”

Peony, though only four years younger than Adalet, had the airy naivete of a child, her fantasies untarnished by the harsh truths of their world. Adalet had long labeled her the 'dreamer' of the family. Peony believed in white knights and heroic rescues, in sunsets and hearts won with gallantry. Adalet, in contrast, had long learned that life offered nothing but calculated cruelty and fleeting mercy.

Eleven years passed, however the memory of her own capture and return to the castle was never far from her mind. Word had reached King Elron that his bastard daughter had killed a traveler in the village, and he could no longer ignore her existence. He knew of her mother’s illness, and expected the old woman would fight death with every trick at her disposal. If anyone could cheat fate, it would be her mother—but King Elron despised both mother and daughter alike. Adalet’s very existence was a thorn in his side, a constant reminder of betrayal and chaos.

The village elder’s wife had hidden Adalet, but the news of her presence traveled quickly. Two of the King’s finest soldiers arrived, relentless and unyielding, to bring the girl back to the castle. Those first days within the walls were a blur of harsh light, cold stone, and endless commands. Adalet drifted on the edge of consciousness, between exhaustion and awareness, quickly learning her place in the hierarchy of the palace. King Elron convinced Queen Persephone to allow her to live with them. Any deliberate harm to Adalet would trigger the curse her mother had placed on the King—a curse so cruel that if he knowingly let misfortune fall on her, he would die instantly. Persephone had considered the risk, a flicker of mischief or hesitation in her mind, but King Elron’s glare was enough to quash it.

The royal family’s timeline was etched into the palace like scars on stone. The King and Queen had married just over a year before Adalet’s birth. When the news came of her existence, Persephone had already borne Piper, and soon after, Peony, then the twins Poppy and Percy. Attempts at further children ended in miscarriage, leaving Persephone weakened and distant, content at last to sleep in separate chambers.

For eleven years, Persephone poured herself into shaping Piper for the throne, schooling her night and day in eloquence, poise, and the charms of royalty. Adalet often watched from the shadows, perched over balcony railings, eavesdropping on lessons she had no part in. Piper was tall, slender, and graceful—a creature of calculated perfection. Men clamored for her attention in the gardens, and she toyed with them like a predator, tossing her rosy hair, hiking skirts to reveal long legs, arching her chest as she cooed and fanned herself with deliberate precision. Adalet scoffed at these antics, a bitter smile tugging at her lips. She would have been lost in the pretense, she knew.

“AHH! YOU IGNORANT PIECE OF DIRT!” Piper screeched suddenly, tossing a pink gown in a tangled heap at her trembling lady-in-waiting, Agatha. Her high-pitched fury filled the room, sharp and precise, like the crack of a whip. Agatha’s muffled sobs came from the heap of fabric. Piper flounced toward the mirror, adjusting her corset, pushing her breasts higher, arching her back as if she could sculpt herself into perfection with sheer will.

Adalet could no longer restrain her temper.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Agatha. There’s only so much you can do with gravity,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she emphasized the last word. Peony let out a small, suppressed laugh, covering her lips as Adalet’s grin widened.

“Quack-quack, ugly duckling,” Piper snapped through clenched teeth, and Adalet smiled at the clever jab.

“What in the hell is all this racket in here?” The King’s roar filled the chamber, and the sudden intrusion caused all the girls to scramble for cover. Only Adalet and Piper were too caught in the moment to react in time. “You should be dressed by now,” King Elron barked, his sharp eyes cutting into Piper. “The Emperor will arrive any moment.”

“I’m sorry, Papa. The tramp assigned to dress me is as dumb as a doorknob,” Piper shot back, voice dripping with mockery. Adalet rolled her eyes, unmoved. “Piper, that was a rhetorical question. Enough with the excuses—get dressed!” The King slammed the door, leaving the daughters scrambling.

Piper reluctantly donned her pink gown, the silk clinging to her body in displeasure, while Adalet took her time, savoring small comforts. She smoothed clear oil over her lips and released her braids, combing the curls gently with her fingers. Her soft gray dress hugged her hips, subtle yet elegant, marking the contours of her figure without overt display. The other daughters—Peony, Percy, Poppy—looked every bit the picture of pastel princesses, ready for the Emperor’s arrival in the garden.

Adalet, in contrast, harbored no illusions of grandeur. She had expected to remain tucked away in her quiet quarters, enjoying the solitary comfort of a book by the fireplace. Instead, she was summoned into the stifling formalities of court—a world she observed with a mixture of disdain and careful calculation.

* * *
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The journey had been quiet—eerily so—just as Cain had promised. The forest carried a heavy stillness, broken only by the rhythmic splash of hooves against damp earth. Roak tightened and then eased on the reins, slowing his steed to conserve its strength as they followed the meandering river south. The stallion blew a sharp breath through his nostrils, tossing his head in relief. Roak’s gloved hand slid along the beast’s muscled neck in wordless praise, a silent bond between warrior and warhorse. Cain nudged his own mount forward, closing the gap until the two horses moved side by side. His weathered face bore a restless expression, though his voice carried its usual dry humor. “I hope Elron greets us with a cask of wine when we arrive. This river water feels like it’s burning holes in my soul.”

Roak allowed himself a chuckle at his General’s melodramatic complaint. The sound carried lightly over the river’s murmur. Pebbles beneath the surface rattled as the current shifted, the sound mingling with the occasional creak of leather saddles. The Emperor’s sharp gaze swept the tree line. The absence of birdcalls, the hush of small creatures—it all spoke of a predator’s presence. His ears strained for the faintest anomaly. Cain broke the quiet. “Tell me, are you truly considering his offer?” His tone was deceptively casual, but his eyes betrayed his hunger for an answer.

Roak’s jaw tightened. “This is only to open negotiations, Cain. Don’t leap ahead of me.”

Cain exhaled heavily, frustration etched into the lines of his brow. He despised the Emperor’s evasive half-truths. “Then let me speak plainly—about you and Jesibella. If you take the King’s proposal, you cannot keep seeing her. A man cannot ride two horses with one ass.”

Roak’s head snapped toward him, steel flashing in his eyes, but Cain did not flinch. He never did. “It’s just sex, Cain,” Roak said, shifting impatiently in the saddle, voice low and clipped.

“Perhaps for you,” Cain replied smoothly, the scrape of honesty cutting through his words. “But for her, it’s an investment.” The words lingered, sour and unshakable. Roak’s jaw flexed. Damn him. The bastard is right. He had always half-expected Jesibella to be there—draped across his throne like a serpent coiled in silk, not out of love for him, but for the crown itself. She thrived on the game, weaving her charms like snares, her gaze sharper than any blade. Every time he returned from campaign, some part of him braced to find her seated high and smug, her power not earned but stolen with a smile.

“If I accept Elron’s bargain, she will never step foot in my palace again,” Roak muttered at last, the decision spilling from him with cold resolve. Jesibella was a pleasant diversion, from the mundanity of life, nothing more.

Cain’s lips curved in a small, satisfied smile. “A wise choice, your excellency.” The river carried them onward, its waters thick with reflected gold as the sun lowered. The air grew damp, heavy with the scent of moss and river reed. Their horses welcomed the slower pace after their grueling start. Somewhere behind them, a soldier whistled a jaunty tune, the cheerful notes drifting strangely against the uneasy quiet of the woods.

Hours later, as the light withered into dusk, Cain raised a hand and signaled for camp. Without a word, the soldiers moved like clockwork, dismounting, tending to the horses, and setting their gear in order. A fire was coaxed to life, its crackling flames biting into the night’s creeping chill. Rabbit meat roasted on a spit, filling the air with savory smoke. The whistling soldier, plucked a stringed instrument from his pack, coaxing out soft melodies that mingled with the crackle of firewood. Roak leaned against the trunk of an ancient oak, its gnarled roots rising like protective walls around him. He withdrew a bundle of letters from his vest and let the firelight wash across the ink. His eyes scanned King Elron’s words, proposals wrapped in veiled promises. Elron dreamed of alliance. Roak dreamed of conquest. His mind flickered to the villages he planned to claim, to the southward march that would stretch his empire’s shadow farther than the eye could follow.

Nearby, Cain worked his whetstone against the blade of his sword, the sound a rhythmic counterpoint to the lute’s gentle strumming. Sparks of steel whispered with every stroke. “I swear,” Roak muttered suddenly, flipping through another parchment, “every woman in this cursed land must have a name starting with P.” He scowled down at the ink, shaking his head.

Cain smirked without lifting his eyes. “Quite the nuisance, isn’t it?”

“And this—this absurd affection Elron pours into his queen. Why must I know so much about her?” Roak’s eyes narrowed, tracing the lines until they halted on a name. “What is it again? Ah—Piper.” Cain’s chuckle spilled out before he could contain it. The soldiers nearby shared in the strange laughter, as Roak’s brows furrowed. “What? Pie–per. Did I say it wrong?” He stabbed a finger at the page as if the letters themselves had mocked him.

After wiping his grin, Cain spoke evenly. “Piper is his daughter, my lord. His eldest. Persephone is the queen.”

The firelight caught the tightening of Roak’s jaw. His eyes widened at the implications bleeding from the king’s florid descriptions. A sour sickness curled in his gut. With sudden violence, he shoved the letters back into his vest. The thought of alliance with such a kingdom now felt like rot on his tongue. Negotiations would be ash. When his armies marched, they would raze every stone until Elron’s house was nothing but dust.

Later, under the spread of the night sky, Cain nudged Roak awake for his turn at watch. The fire had dwindled to glowing embers, and the forest’s true orchestra had returned—the chirp of crickets, the river’s lull, the croak of distant toads. Cain drifted quickly into sleep, leaving Roak alone with the stars. He lifted his eyes to the pale sweep of the Milky Way. The sky was a river of its own, timeless and eternal. For a fleeting moment, the world hushed, and Roak felt the ground tremble softly beneath him, like the steady purr of some ancient beast. Warmth spread from the earth into his bones, and the memory of his mother’s arms returned to him—her scent, her strength, the way she rocked him as a child. His throat tightened. His eyes stung. He pressed his lids shut against the ache. “I miss you too, Mother,” he whispered into the soil, into the stars, into the silence. The night held him close, and for the first time in years, the Emperor allowed himself the fragile gift of memory.
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Chapter 3
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Adalet let her fingers trail across the worn edges of her book, flipping through pages she had read a hundred times before. The words barely held her attention—she had abandoned them thirty-eight times already—but the feel of the parchment beneath her fingertips soothed her restless spirit. The gentle rasp of paper on paper was a small comfort, a tether to calm her nerves as she sat upon the stone bench in the garden.

Piper paced in front of her, skirts brushing against her ankles, her slippered feet whispering against the flagstones. She twirled a golden strand of hair around her finger, her eyes far away, her lips pressed in thought. Neither spoke. Neither dared to. Silence hung between the sisters, heavy with waiting. On the grass nearby, Percy and Poppy clapped their hands together in a singsong rhythm, their little voices breaking the hush with laughter that rang too bright against the uneasy air. Peony, seated close beside Adalet, leaned her fair head against her half-sister’s shoulder. Her lashes fluttered shut, her breath deepening as she allowed herself a moment’s rest.

From beyond the garden walls came the low neigh of warhorses, their hooves striking the stone courtyards, followed by the metallic rattle of armor as soldiers prepared. The sound slid down Adalet’s spine like a warning. And so it begins, she thought, her thumb frozen on the edge of a page. Peony stirred, lifting her head with a soft groan, her crystal eyes heavy with sleep. “What do we do now?” she whispered, as though afraid the soldiers might overhear.

Piper stopped her pacing at once, and turned, forcing a small smile onto her lips. “Papa said Leon will come and call us to the dining hall when supper is served.”

“Good. I’m starving,” Peony sighed, her stomach grumbling loudly enough to betray her. The afternoon sun had already begun its slow descent, its warmth dulled, shadows stretching longer across the garden stones. The garden fell into a hush, broken only by the rustle of leaves in the warm breeze and the distant clatter of hooves and armor. The sisters lingered in their stillness, suspended in a fragile pocket of time. Adalet traced another page with her fingertip, though she no longer read the words. Piper’s pacing slowly resumed, her steps faltering as the sound of voices echoed faintly from the front gates. The warhorses neighed again, sharper this time, their iron shoes striking stone. The daughters exchanged looks, silent but knowing as their waiting had finally ended.

At that same moment, beyond the garden walls, the gates of the castle creaked open to admit the Emperor of Ro and his men. Leon was waiting at the base of the castle steps, posture sharp and dignified. He greeted Roak with a polished smile and a firm, practiced handshake. His hair was pale as wheat in sunlight, his jawline scrubbed clean, his tunic spotless as though he had been carved fresh from marble that morning. Standing before him, Roak felt the faint prickle of distaste crawl across his skin. The man was too neat, too polished—like something that had never known sweat, dirt, or battle. Beside such refinement, the Emperor felt as though the dust of the road clung heavier to his armor.

Leon bowed low, releasing Roak’s hand with a flourish. “His Majesty welcomes you and your companions,” he said, his voice smooth, melodic, rehearsed. He turned next to Cain, clasping his hand with equal warmth. Cain offered nothing but a steady grip, his helmet tucked beneath his arm, his expression carved from stone. “I am Leon, high advisor to the King. Please, follow me to the King’s study where we may discuss matters further,” the man continued, his words slick as oil as he gestured them inside.

Cain cast a backward glance at the rowdy soldiers behind them, his gaze narrowing like a blade drawn across a whetstone. “Behave,” he growled. The men groaned in playful protest, shoving their General onward. Cain jogged a step to catch up, nudging Roak’s shoulder in passing—an unspoken show of solidarity.

Inside, Leon led them with swift, deliberate strides through the echoing corridors of the palace. His silence was deliberate, too—guarded, as if every word not spoken was more valuable than those wasted in idle chatter. At last, he ushered them into a study.

The room was intimate but stately, dominated by a massive oak desk that gleamed in the fading light. Shelves climbed the walls to the ceiling, sagging with leather-bound volumes. The faint musk of parchment and ink filled the air, mixing with the golden light of sunset pouring through the tall window. Cain dropped into a chair with the weight of a man who claimed whatever space he pleased. Roak, however, remained standing, his gaze sweeping across the room as if weighing it for hidden motives. He drifted to the window, eyes narrowing.

The garden stretched below, gilded by the sinking sun. And there they were—the King’s daughters. Five women lingered among the hedges, their gowns stirring faintly in the breeze. Their stillness carried a quiet, watchful weight. Roak’s eyes moved over them one by one, calculating, unimpressed. He imagined them as a chorus of chatter, cloying voices pressed into his ears, and his mouth twitched with the faintest edge of disdain.

But then his gaze stopped. One figure sat apart, her dark hair a striking contrast against the pale silks and gold braids of the others. She was still, as if carved from stone, her grey gown flowing to the ground like shadow poured into fabric. The last rays of daylight caught on her skin, turning it into something that glowed softly against the gloom. A strange pull tightened in Roak’s chest. He realized with a start why she had caught him so—there were five women below, but the letters had spoken only of four. Curiosity sharpened his expression.

Leon’s voice broke the silence, sliding closer to his shoulder. “Ah, you’ve noticed His Majesty’s daughters,” he remarked, his tone lined with pride. Cain rose at once, striding to the window, eager to see what had stirred his Emperor’s interest. Together the three men looked down, Leon positioned neatly between the commander and his General. “They have been awaiting your arrival most eagerly, my lord,” he added smoothly.

Roak lifted a hand and pressed his finger sharply against the glass, directly over Adalet’s silhouette. His voice was low, clipped, precise. “Who is she?”

Leon hesitated. For the briefest moment, his eyes flicked uncertainly to the figure below. Then, too quickly, he answered, “Ah—the tall one pacing? That is Piper, the King’s eldest daughter. Her beauty is matched only by her voice—the voice of angels. She would make a superb—” The sentence never finished.

Cain’s hand shot out, seizing Leon by the hair and slamming his face against the glass with a resounding crack. The advisor gasped, his cheek squashed painfully against the pane as Cain leaned in, his voice rumbling deep with authority. “His Excellency asked about that one.” He pressed a finger to the glass directly over Adalet’s still figure.

Leon’s eyes, wide and panicked, darted down to her. He stammered through the pressure. “M-my apologies, my lord... That is the King’s eldest daughter... Karma. She came to the palace eleven years ago, after the death of her mother.”

Roak’s brow arched. His tone was edged with mockery. “I thought you said Pepper was the oldest.”

Cain corrected coldly, “Piper.”

“Whatever,” Roak dismissed, his annoyance flashing across his features. The stench of lies lingered in the air like smoke.

Cain finally released Leon, letting him stumble back, red-cheeked and silent. Without waiting for instruction, the General stalked from the study, boots echoing down the corridor. He knew his duty. Roak had not needed to speak it aloud; Cain had been his intelligence officer long before he was ever given command. Moments later, the door opened again. King Elron himself entered, draped in formal white garments. His long silver hair was neatly bound at the nape of his neck, his manner composed but uneasy. Bowing deeply, he murmured, “Your Excellency.”

Roak inclined his head, silent. Elron seated himself across the desk, shifting awkwardly in the Emperor’s presence. In that instant, the balance of power tilted. The King’s title mattered little; Roak’s presence filled the room like a blade laid bare on the table. “I appreciate you responding so swiftly to my request for council,” Elron began.

Ah. So that was how he would play it. Roak knew the truth: he had delayed for months before deigning to respond. The flattery fell flat, as transparent as glass. Roak narrowed his gaze, studying the man before him. His hands were soft, untouched by the calluses of labor or war. His smile too practiced, his posture too careful. Overthrowing such a man by violence, Roak mused, would be almost pathetic—he could already see Elron crumbling at the faintest threat. Unworthy of his time.

“About your proposal,” Roak began, his voice even, his eyes unreadable.

“Oh, yes, a man with a mission in mind. I admire the focus, my lord.” Elron grinned too quickly, too wide, as if the expression were forced into place. He immediately regretted not opening with something stronger, something cleverer. His hands twitched against the carved arms of his throne, fingers drumming, then gripping to still themselves. “I have readied my eldest daughter, Piper, for your kingdom,” he pressed on, words rushing forward as though they might carry his nerves with them. “We employed the best scholars of your history and culture to school her a year ago. She is a fine student, diligent, eager. Her mother has trained her tirelessly in the elegance of queenship, and I believe she will slip into her role with ease.”

He watched Roak’s face with the greed of a gambler watching dice fall, his breath caught somewhere between his chest and throat. A bead of sweat slid beneath his collar. The Emperor’s expression did not flicker—not a twitch of lip, not a narrowing of eye. Elron’s throat tightened. His mouth went dry. He swallowed once, then again, forcing his voice steady as he hurried on, the pitch of desperation barely masked beneath his smooth tone. “Of course, should Piper not meet your... tastes, I have other daughters. My second eldest, Peony, is twenty-three, and though not schooled as thoroughly as Piper, she is a quick study. She could—yes, she could—prove a worthy bride in time.” Still nothing. Roak’s silence pressed down like a weight. Elron shifted in his seat, suddenly too aware of the way his own crown felt heavy, almost suffocating, on his head.

Roak’s face remained carved from stone. “And my youngest girls, Percy and Poppy, have just turned sixteen.” Elron’s voice lowered, as if making some dangerous offer. Though not yet of marrying age, if your excellency prefers one of them, I will concentrate my efforts on whichever you choose until she matures.” The words slithered across the chamber. Roak’s silence deepened. He could scarcely hide his revulsion. The king spoke of his daughters as though they were horses for trade, books for lending, wine for pouring and pouring until gone. It sent a chill up his spine—this casual, rehearsed detachment, this hollowness where fatherly love should have been.

At last, Roak’s voice cut the air—soft, precise, sharp as a blade sliding free of its sheath. “Who is Karma?” The question struck like a thrown spear. Elron’s face faltered, paling, then flushed. His gaze snapped to Leon, who lowered his head in shame.

“Ah. Yes... Karma,” Elron said at last, voice thickening as if the name itself were distasteful. “I suppose I owe you an explanation.” Roak’s eyes narrowed. He gave a small nod. Continue. Elron steepled his fingers. “I imagine a young man understands the primal needs of our gender.” Roak’s lip twitched, almost imperceptibly. “My excursions across my kingdom once left me feeling... untouchable. I met a woman unlike any I had ever known—brazen, sharp-tongued, disrespectful. She challenged my authority. I despised her insolence... and yet, I could not stay away. I found myself entranced by her. She was the town’s mistress—cunning, manipulative, wickedly seductive. I regret ever yielding to her maliciousness. She wove a web, and I, like a fool, stepped willingly into it.”

Roak leaned back, his eyes hooded. Of course, he thought. The selfish coward will never name his sins. He will dress them in prettier garments—seduction, entrapment, a woman’s fault. Always a woman’s fault. Elron continued, sighing theatrically. “By the time I learned she carried my child, I was already wed. Piper was soon to be born. To my relief, the woman wanted no connection between me and her babe. She feared, and rightly, that I would see the child killed.” His voice carried a strange note of pride. “Years passed. When her mother died, the girl appeared again. Out of my generous heart, I allowed her into my household.” He pressed a hand over his chest as though it were a holy act, conviction rolling off him like incense meant to mask rot.

Roak’s lips curved into a thin, judgmental grin. The lie was so well-polished it would have fooled anyone who hadn’t already learned to read the shadows behind men’s eyes. But the Emperor was not anyone. He could see the filth in Elron’s soul, and the stain of his false benevolence only deepened the stench. “I see,” Roak said softly.

A knock at the door cut the tension. Leon opened it, admitting a servant who bowed low. “The dining hall is prepared.” The men rose. Leon led Roak and Elron into the cavernous hall, where the long table gleamed with candlelight. Dozens of pillars of wax bathed the chamber in golden glow, their flames mirrored in the polished plates and cups. At the center of the table lay a magnificent roasted boar, its glistening skin lacquered with honey, flanked by heaps of charred vegetables. The savory perfume filled the air, so thick Roak felt hunger awaken in his gut for the first time that day.

He sat to Elron’s right, Cain slipping into the seat beside him with silent precision. Elron claimed the head of the table, smug as though the throne itself sat beneath him.

The hall quieted as the feast began, but Roak and Cain conversed in low tones—an ancient dialect, old as the mountains themselves—words rolling like hidden thunder, understood by none in the room.

“Finally,” Roak murmured, his voice a low rumble beneath the soft muffles of the dining hall. His golden-flecked eyes cut toward his General. “What kept you?”

Cain dipped his head in apology as he lowered into the chair beside him. “Forgive me, my lord. This one is a tangle. Sparse records, whispers half-believed, threads difficult to follow. But—” he reached for the gauntlet of wine and took a steady swallow—“I’ve gathered enough.” Roak’s hand, steady as carved stone, waved for him to continue. Cain leaned in, voice rough but quiet. “She is the illegitimate child of the King. Born of his... excursions.” He let the word hang with a hint of scorn. “The man cannot keep his crown tethered when he leaves his walls.”

“Naturally,” Roak replied, lifting his goblet with unbothered grace. His lips brushed the rim as his eyes flickered toward the Queen, who had quietly joined, a still and silent figure opposite her husband. She and Elron listened, but they could not follow the ancient tongue in which the men spoke. Still, Elron’s fingers tapped a nervous rhythm against the table, betraying him. Cain pressed on. “When the girl was born, her mother—already known for her bitterness—laid a curse on the King. If any harm befell the child by his will, he would drop dead on the spot.” Roak arched a brow at that. He said nothing, but his silence pressed for more. “Yet the woman cared little for her,” Cain added grimly. “Groomed her as she did herself—to service men. The woman grew up knowing no innocence.”

That caught Roak’s attention. His jaw tightened, and his eyes snapped to Cain.

“Mhm.” Cain gave a small nod, confirming the cruelty of the tale. “After the mother’s death eleven years past, the girl was brought into the palace. To ‘watch over her,’ or so the story goes. But I suspect it was not her safety they feared for, but the village’s. She became... troublesome.” He shifted, tearing a biscuit in two and chewing through it as though it were the story itself. “Two travelers came to her cottage. They demanded her services, and when she refused, they attacked. So, she killed one of them.”

Roak’s hand froze on his cup. Sixteen, he calculated silently. Still a child. Fury stirred in his gut like fire under stone, but he breathed slow to keep his expression calm.

Cain swallowed hard, washing down the bread with wine. “One corpse in her home. The other—driven off bloody. That was the last straw. They pulled her here to the palace walls.”

Roak’s lips curved, not in scorn but in the beginnings of fascination. A girl groomed to be broken, yet she had bitten back. A curse surrounding her birth, a shame Elron could not wash away. A survivor cloaked in disgrace.

Movement at the far end of the hall pulled his gaze. The princesses were arriving.

First, Piper—chin lifted, steps rehearsed, her smile sharpened like a weapon. She sought his eyes immediately, a flash of silk and painted prettiness, but her eagerness reeked of performance. Then Peony, trailing more timidly. She kept her head lowered, her hands clasped tightly, as though each step across the stone might betray her. A servant escorted them one by one, seating Piper beside her father, Peony beside Cain. The General sat stiffly, uncomfortable beside such fragile silence. The twins followed, placed neatly on either side of the Queen, who remained unreadable in her stillness.

The hall fell quiet as servants filed out. The air thickened, and then she entered. Adalet. No announcement, no fluttering fanfare—just a shadow slipping through the door with quiet purpose. She poured herself a glass of liquor at the sideboard, the movement smooth, unhurried. Then she glided to her seat opposite Cain, sliding her chair with a silence that seemed deliberate.

Roak did not blink. He watched every step, every detail. The fall of her long brown hair over bare shoulders, the way her grey cotton dress draped easily against her frame. Modest compared to Piper, yet more arresting for it. A single tear-shaped cut in the fabric bared the delicate curve of her chest, her breath rising and falling steady and unashamed.

Piper, in contrast, glittered. Her gown shimmered pink, her hair sculpted in careful coils, her lips a ripe, blood red. A doll polished and poised for display. Adalet, however, sat calm and unyielding, breaking her bread into small pieces and slipping them sensually past her lips. Roak thought he heard a faint sound escape her—pleasure or mockery—but it vanished like a whisper in wind.

Persephone’s voice piped up from the far end, bright and desperate. “It is such a pleasure to be graced with your presence, Your Excellency!” Roak gave her the briefest flick of acknowledgment before his gaze returned to Adalet. She had not even lifted her eyes, and yet she had his full attention.

The meal was served. Pig carved, platters passed down. Each guest received their portion in turn—until Adalet, last of all, was given the scraps. She accepted them with quiet grace, nursing her cup instead of protesting. The insult rolled off her like water over stone.

“I cannot wait to tour your vast empire, my lord,” Piper cooed, her voice laced with ambition.

Roak allowed his gaze to shift, meeting her eyes long enough to summon a radiant smile from her. But the moment he looked away, she wilted slightly, robbed of the spark she so craved.

His gaze drifted back, noticing across from him Adalet rolled her eyes. The gesture was sharp, disdainful, delicious. Roak nearly laughed into his wine. Yes, indeed. Karma.

The knives and forks clinked, filling the silence with steel on stoneware. Then Elron cleared his throat. “I hope we may come to some compromise, concerning our kingdom and your plans of expansion,” he said, words careful, almost trembling. His eyes clung to Roak’s face as if to measure every flicker of response. Cain noticed the twitch of the King’s jaw, the sheen of sweat gathering at his temple. Nervous. And yet—his Emperor sat content, savoring every moment of the old man’s unease.

“My lord has splendid plans for peace, I can assure you,” Cain cut in smoothly, his tone measured but pointed. Beneath the table, Roak felt the deliberate nudge of his general’s boot. The Emperor inclined his head in reluctant acknowledgment, his calm nod giving away nothing. King Elron’s lips split into a broad smile, relief washing over his features. His shoulders, which had been hunched tight as bowstrings, slackened as if he’d been holding his breath for far too long. The flicker of triumph in his eyes betrayed how desperately he needed Roak’s approval.

Silence reclaimed the hall, broken only by the scrape of utensils as the servants cleared the remnants of the main course. They moved with practiced speed, whisper-quiet, and returned moments later to refill goblets before vanishing into the shadows again. Their presence was efficient, mechanical—except in one regard. Adalet rose without a word, her slender fingers clutching her empty glass. She walked to the bar at the back of the chamber, each step accompanied by the cold weight of indifference from the staff. They did not acknowledge her, did not bow or offer to serve, and the omission grated like a stone in Roak’s boot. Their disrespect was blatant, offensive. And yet, no one else seemed to notice. She returned with her glass replenished, slipping quietly into her chair. Her gaze caught Peony’s, and the two exchanged a fleeting smile—soft, sisterly, a bright flicker in the heavy gloom. Odd, thought Roak, his eyes narrowing.

The King cleared his throat. His voice carried, but there was a tremor beneath it. “My dear daughters,” he began, forcing command into his tone, “I want to include you in this next phase of negotiations—as it may very well involve you.” The table stilled, every gaze fixed on him. He savored the moment like a performer gauging his audience, then continued, “Emperor Roak and I have been discussing, at length, a treaty between our two kingdoms. Of course, there will be trade, but we hope this agreement will last lifetimes.” His eyes flicked toward Piper, and she answered with a small nod, rehearsed and dutiful. “I have requested,” he went on, his glance darting nervously between Roak and Cain, “that Emperor Roak grant our kingdom leniency during his future sieges, and provide support to our armies and neighboring villages in the event of retaliation against this alliance. In return”—his words thickened, heavy in his throat—“I have offered him one of your hands in marriage. A fine sacrifice for a king whose only heirs are his treasured daughters.”

The princesses bowed their heads in silent acceptance. Only Adalet did not. A quiet scoff escaped her lips, sharp as broken glass. Roak’s head turned almost imperceptibly toward her. His curiosity, already stoked by her presence, flared hot. “What do you think of the King’s proposal, Lady Karma?”

The name struck her like an arrow. Her round face drained, her emerald eyes widening in shock. The chamber froze, every breath caught in collective stillness. Adalet shifted in her seat, searching her father’s face as though for permission—but Elron’s eyes burned into her with warning. Her voice came steady nonetheless, quiet but resolute. “My opinion does not matter, as I am neither a princess nor a political scholar.”

Her father’s glare darkened, but Roak leaned forward, hungry for more. The cadence of her voice, the conviction laced through it, intrigued him beyond reason. “Yes, I am aware of your... status,” he replied, his tone edged with challenge. “However, my question stands. Humor me.” He crossed his arms, refusing to let her slip away.

The silence stretched taut, broken only by the faint clink of her glass as she raised it, buying time. At last, she spoke, her tone calm but cutting: “As you wish. Personally, I think it a smart move. The rumors in the other kingdoms claim that though you are young in your reign, you do not yet offer stability. There is fear that even while you hold the upper hand, your Empire may crumble. Without an heir, unrest would be inevitable. Your people are desperate for a cause, your grace. Offering them a glimpse of sustainability will appease them—for now. But securing a Queen ensures a bloodline, and with it, a future cause to rally behind.” She drank deeply, her eyes finding her father as the final words settled.

Elron’s face went scarlet, the veins at his temples pulsing. His hand trembled as he tightened his grip on his goblet, the polished metal groaning faintly beneath the strain. “Precisely what I was thinking, sister,” Piper purred through gritted teeth, her voice sharp as porcelain clinking on silver. She propped her chin on her hand, leaning forward, her chest deliberately thrust toward the polished oak of the dining table. Adalet’s eyes dropped to her glass, the amber liquid swirling in lazy circles as if it could help her disappear from the scene. Roak’s gaze sharpened, dark and unreadable, cutting a path straight to her. Cain’s eyes flicked nervously from his commander to the table, trying to gauge the storm brewing behind Roak’s calm exterior.

Persephone’s delicate throat cleared, soft yet deliberate, drawing the room’s attention. “Karma, I think you have overstayed your welcome. You may leave now.” The words were gentle, almost polite, but their weight made Adalet’s chest tighten. She rose smoothly, sliding out from under the table, the rustle of her chair whispering across the floorboards. A slight bow first to the Emperor, then to her father, and she turned to leave.

A single command froze her in place. “Sit down.” The word carried authority that brooked no argument. Instantly, she obeyed, lowering herself gracefully into her chair. Hands folded neatly in her lap, ankles crossed, she waited, the air thick with expectation. Roak shifted in his chair, a predatory calm about him, and spoke slowly, each word deliberate: “King Elron, I will honor your proposal. From henceforth, you will have access to my men—whatever number you require. I will also lift all trade tariffs between our kingdoms, as I hope you shall do likewise.” He paused, letting the words sink in. The King’s face broke into a broad, almost gleeful smile, relief lighting his eyes like sunlight breaking through storm clouds. “We will continue operations as normal, with borders left intact to avoid chaos among the villages, and taxes will remain as they are. No need to confuse anyone with simple boundary lines.” Elron’s laughter rang through the hall, almost threatening to tip him from his chair. Cain’s fingers twitched, waiting. He knew Roak’s style: soothe before striking, charm before demanding the impossible.

Roak’s gaze then turned to Adalet, steady and unflinching. “In return, I will accept your offer of good faith with your daughter’s hand.” Adalet's breath caught, relief and fear tangled in her chest. Perhaps Piper would finally leave, and the relentless weight of expectation might lift from her shoulders.

“Perfect!” Persephone clapped, her eyes sparkling as they met her husband’s. “Piper, dear, go pack your things. I’m sure His Excellency is eager to introduce his people to their future Queen.” 

Piper’s grin stretched ear to ear, a blush spreading across her cheeks, but before she could rise, Roak’s voice cut through the celebration. “Not you.” Piper froze, confusion and horror twisting her features. Peony stiffened beside her, heart hammering—surely, she would be next. “Karma will return with me. We leave at dawn, and I will not wait.”

“What?!” Piper’s shriek tore through the hall, tears brimming at the corners of her eyes. Adalet’s gaze locked on the Emperor, searching, questioning. What could he possibly want with her?

“Your Excellency, I implore you to reconsider; Karma is unsuitable for the throne and cannot secure your Empire’s sustainability,” her father interjected, voice strained, pleading. Piper’s sobs filled the hall, her anger almost tangible, radiating in sharp, hot waves.

Roak’s lips curled in a faint, enigmatic smile. “What say you, Lady Karma? Should I reconsider my offer?”

Adalet’s voice was quiet but steady. “It sounds like I don’t have a choice.” Her eyes never wavered from his, cold and measured. The faintest smile touched his lips.

“I am not taking a war prisoner, my lady. You have a choice.” Silence fell. The tension was a living thing, coiling and twisting, pressing down on every chest in the hall. A knife could have sliced the air. Her eyes shifted from her father to Peony. She read the silent plea in her sister’s gaze: Do not leave me here. Her heart ached, torn between love and necessity. If she stayed, she would be trapped forever, a pawn in the kingdom’s eyes. Her freedom, fragile as glass, depended on this choice.

“I will go with you,” she whispered, voice barely audible over the echoes of the hall. Her gaze dropped to the table, avoiding the inevitable chaos her words would unleash. Piper shot to her feet, storming from the hall with a theatrical scream, Persephone trailing in frantic pursuit, shrieking her own frustration.

“Excellent. Your Highness, I look forward to our alliance. I will inform the soldiers that we leave at daybreak; a horse will be ready for you, my lady,” Cain said, bowing swiftly to both Roak and the King. Roak made no reply, leaving the hall shortly after Cain.

Guests trickled out, leaving only Adalet behind. The echo of her heels on the stone floor accompanied her to the bar. She grabbed the bottle of liquor by the neck, downing several hard chugs as a sharp burn claimed her throat. The taste was bitter, but it steadied her nerves. “Fuck,” she whispered, voice rough, barely audible over the stillness of the empty hall.
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