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      Her father didn’t listen. He never did. The King. The Ruling Monarch. The Man Who Thought He Knew More About Everything Than Anyone Else.

      Rosalind sighed and held her arms up as the seamstress adjusted the wedding dress. Thousands of seed pearls adorned the garment, making it very heavy. She was being sewn into it, and she had no idea how she would get out of it. This was form fitting taken to an extreme.

      Her dressing room was cold. The seamstress had insisted, saying the dress was warm enough—which it probably was, but that didn’t stop Rosalind’s hands from getting cold. She patted her black hair, piled on top of her head, held into place with two long pointed ebony sticks—pearls dripping off the ends like a waterfall—an elaborate and somewhat ugly gift from Leif, her new husband-to-be.

      She shuddered just thinking of him. He was a Crystofilian—tall, blond, with a tendency toward beefiness. Crystofil was one of the smaller, wealthier countries on Orsem’s southern flank. Her father had been eyeing it for years. He thought the arranged marriage would gain him Crystofil’s wealth, but it was becoming clearer that he was wrong.

      If she and Leif had a son—and the idea of begetting one with him just turned her stomach—then that child would rule Crystofil, inheriting its wealth and its titles. Otherwise, she was merely a royal bride, with no power and no clout.

      She had no idea why her father was proceeding with the ceremony. Especially with the assassins about.

      Everyone knew of the problem. Orsem’s greatest assassin failed his last mission. He had been a brooding, silent man who did most of his work abroad. At home, he was the public executioner, a man whose appearance at a person’s door signaled the end of everything.

      No hangings for him. A simple slip of the knife was more than enough. Wealthy beyond measure, it was said there was no job he could not complete.

      Until the last one. An assassin’s error always ended in the assassin’s death.

      And all the assassins in the kingdom were vying to take his place. Whoever assassinated the most important victim—and increased the King’s holdings in doing so—would receive the King’s favor.

      Rosalind had begged her father to call off the wedding. Her argument was simple: all of the most important people in the kingdom would be there. Her father was risking their lives—and hers—by going through with this charade while the assassins were in such turmoil.
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