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Chapter 1:

Dying Is Not Cool
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I'm about to die for the first time, but I'm not aware of it yet. It's kind of nerve-wracking, but hey, dying is never fun, right? I should know. After all, the number of lives I've taken in my years as Raven, the elite assassin, would make the God of Death blush.

But I shouldn't get ahead of myself. I should focus. I've been waiting my whole life to kill him, and I don't want to miss my chance. Prince Alexander Hartley, heir to the Ironhold throne. A bloody monster. The man who burned my village to ash.

The night air is cool against my face as I scale the wall of the Asterian Palace, like a deadly spider climbing its web. Moonlight illuminates the building, a giant white and gold structure that dominates the city of Astra with its tall spires and ivory walls. Surrounding it, there are lush gardens and courtyards, symbols of the opulence and power of Asteria's royal family.

Reaching the third floor, I find the window open just as the informant said. Slipping inside, I merge with the shadows, letting them cloak me in their comforting darkness. My black clothing helps me to blend in and I check the daggers at my sides, eager to drain the life from Alexander's body.

My hard, hazel eyes scan the environment. The palace is magnificent, a testament to the wealth of our kingdom. From the towering ceilings to the luxurious decor, it's abundantly clear that this place is meant to make a statement. A statement that seems to be repeating 'Look how rich we are!'. But the only thing important is that there are no guards around. So the intel is correct. Whoever paid the Phantom's Hand to assassinate Prince Alexander is definitely an insider, someone who works at the palace or knows it well. It could even be a high-ranking noble.

However, I must be careful. The Asterian Palace isn't just guarded by men with swords. The royal families have Arcanists protect its halls, capable of using magic. Even though the chances of meeting one are very slim, I need to tread diligently.

Long black hair flows over my shoulders as I navigate through the dark, empty hallway. The informant's intel had been spot on so far: no soldiers, no obstacles in my path. It seems too good to be true.

"Almost too easy..." I think to myself as I reach the set of stairs that will lead me to Alexander's chamber. I ascend the cold marble steps, my heart pounding. This is it – the moment I've been waiting for, the chance to exact my long-awaited revenge!

The report stated that Prince Alexander Hartley of Ironhold recently arrived at the Asterian Palace as an ambassador. The Phantom's Hand Clan received a mission to kill Alexander in exchange for ten thousand crowns and as soon as we were told about the assignment, I volunteered. I hate Alexander, he's the one responsible for my parents' deaths during the War of the Crimson Sun.

The memory hits me like a punch to the gut - my parents' lifeless bodies, charred and twisted. Our home engulfed in flames, smoke choking the sky, ashes swirling through the air like snow. The screams of my friends and neighbors, silenced forever by the cruel hands of fate. And standing among the destruction, his face etched with a smug smile, the young Prince Hartley.

My hatred for him fuels my determination as I reach the last floor of the east tower. I stand before a sturdy wooden door, the only thing separating me from my nemesis. I reach for the handle, but it doesn't budge – locked, of course. I roll my eyes in annoyance and take a deep breath, time to go to work! I kneel, picking up the lockpick from my pocket, and start working on the lock. I slide the metal pick inside, feeling for the pins. Truth be told, this is child's play for me.

Being an assassin comes pretty easily to me in general. After my parents died, I was taken in by the Phantom's Hand, the best assassin guild in all of Asteria. I did well in my classes: hand-to-hand combat, weapons, poisons, stealth... My masters were always impressed by my natural talents. The only subjects I didn't ace were Impersonation and Seduction; this is why they never sent me on undercover missions. To be honest, I'm pretty inept at those things. But that type of mission is more for nerds anyway! Everyone knows I'm the Phantom Hand's top assassin.

Finally, the lock clicks open with a satisfyingly smooth sound, and I can't help but grin. This is it – the moment I've been waiting for. The air in the room feels heavy with anticipation, my heart pounding in my chest. I carefully push the door open, just wide enough to peek inside. My eyes scan the dimly lit chamber, noting the lack of guards and traps.

"No guards?" I think to myself. "What ever happened to the mighty Ironhold kingdom? Couldn't scrap together enough coin for some protection for their dear prince?"

A door at the back right corner catches my attention, but it appears to be closed. Then, my gaze lands on the bed, where a figure lies sleeping, dark hair spilling across the pillow. Prince Alexander Hartley, the monster responsible for so much pain and destruction... and now, he's within my grasp. I tighten my grip on the handle of one of my daggers, feeling a thrill surge through me.

I slip into the room, my footsteps light as a feather. Stealth comes naturally to me, and I know better than to risk setting off any hidden traps or waking the prince. After all, he's not just any ordinary royal – he's a dragon shifter, capable of manipulating fire. One false move, and I could end up a pile of ashes.

I approach the bed, adrenaline coursing through my veins, and draw one of my daggers, raising it high above my head. This is it – the moment of reckoning. With a swift downward motion, I plunge the dagger deep into the lump on the bed, expecting to feel flesh give way beneath the blade. But something's not right. Instead of the satisfying sensation of piercing skin, the dagger meets resistance, as if it's been buried in... fabric?

"Shit!" I hiss, yanking the blanket off the bed to reveal what lies beneath. To my horror, it's not Prince Alexander at all, but a dummy made of fabric and hay! "Well, this is embarrassing," I mutter as I stare at it in disbelief, my heart sinking. How could I have been so easily fooled? Was this some sort of trap, or just a cruel joke?

The room suddenly floods with light, the brightness disorienting me for a moment. Magic lights dance around the chamber like dozens of tiny stars, casting shadows against the walls. I hear footsteps – and not just one or two. A whole squadron is entering through the door at my right, quickly surrounding me.

"Of course," I mutter, blinking away the afterimages from the sudden illumination. "It was too easy to be true after all."

As my vision clears, I realize that these guards are not from Ironhold, but instead they're wearing the Asterian uniform. Panic rises in my throat like bile – this is not part of the plan! I was promised no guards would be around. How could this be happening? It's almost as if they were expecting me...

My mind races as I try to find an explanation, but the only thing I can think of is being sold out. Rage and betrayal swirl in my chest like a hurricane – how could someone do this? Treachery aside, the situation at hand was dire. I must act fast if I want to get out of here alive.

I draw my other dagger and prepare to fight for my life. If I'm going down, it won't be without an epic battle sequence to remember me by!

My eyes dart from one guard to another until they rest upon the man who seems to be commanding them. He's wearing a black cape as if to conceal his identity, has a scruffy beard and an air of arrogance that makes me want to punch him in the face.

"Kill the assassin!" the leader barks, his voice deep and authoritative.

"Me, an assassin? I haven't killed anyone tonight" I mock, rolling my eyes. "At least not yet..."

One of the soldiers lunges at me with a sword, but I dodge him easily, spinning out of the way with a graceful pirouette. My dagger slices through the air, finding its mark on the soldier's arm. He lets out a yelp of pain before I send him tumbling onto the floor with a well-placed kick and recover my weapon.

"Next!" I taunt, readying myself for the upcoming attacker.

And they come, one after another, trying to take me down with their swords. But I've been trained for this and I don't hesitate. I dodge and weave, my daggers dancing as I parry their attacks and retaliate with my own. My heart races, adrenaline pumping through my veins, and I can't help but enjoy the thrill of the fight. This is the kind of thing I love about being an assassin!

"Is that all you've got?" I call out between strikes, knocking another guard to the ground. "Come on, I thought Asterian guards were supposed to be the best!"

In the heat of battle, my movements become a blur as I continue to fight off the relentless onslaught of Asterian guards. Each strike feels like a dance, a deadly waltz I've perfected over the years. But just as I'm starting to gain the upper hand, an overwhelming pressure seizes my body, stopping me in my tracks.

"Wha–" My breath catches in my throat, and it feels like an invisible force is squeezing the life out of me. Horror sets in as I realize I can't move a single muscle. I look around and see the man in black twirling his fingers in a manner that seems premeditated. "Oh, no..." There is only one explanation. The man must be a noble, an Arcanist... and he's using Telekinesis on me! Damn it, I should've known he could be an Arcanist, I should've taken him out first... My thirst for revenge made me sloppy. Me, the best assassin in the clan? Ha!

"Got you now," the noble sneers, a malicious glint in his deep-set brown eyes.

This is really, really bad. I search for a way out, but there's nothing I can do when I can't even twitch a finger. I don't see the guard behind me, but I feel it – the cold steel of his blade sliding between my ribs, tearing through flesh and organs. I try to scream out in pain but nothing escapes my lips except for a small whimper as agony rips through my body, blood dripping from my mouth.

"Is this... it?" I think, feeling my strength ebbing away with each heartbeat. The pain is unbearable, but even worse is the crushing weight of failure. I couldn't avenge my family... I couldn't kill Prince Alexander Hartley, the man responsible for all my suffering. And now, my life as an assassin would end without meaning, without redemption.

As darkness encroaches upon my vision, I can't help but wonder if there could have been more to life than this. Could I have found happiness, love, or even just peace? Was there ever a chance for me to be something other than a weapon?

But it's too late. The darkness consumes me, and I lose all sensation.

I am dead... Or that's what I thought.
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Chapter 2

My New and Cute Body
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I stir, a strange sensation washing over me as if I'm floating through an endless void. Am I dead? I remember fighting Asterian guards, and then... an Arcanist. I think I'm lying on a bed. But where?

My vision is a blur, and all I can hear is a high-pitched ringing that seems to be echoing in my skull. I try to sit up, but my body feels sluggish, unresponsive.

With great effort, I rub my eyes and clear my throat. Why does my mouth taste so... odd? It's a mix of chocolate and... Sablethorn berries? The poisonous fruit causes dizziness and confusion when ingested and can be lethal when consumed over a long period. Is that why I feel so disoriented? What's going on?

Slowly, my senses return to me, and I become aware of the softness beneath me. The bed is luxurious, with a plush mattress that cradles me like a cloud. The silk sheets feel cool against my skin, their smooth texture unfamiliar yet soothing.

"Where am I?" I think to myself, struggling to grasp my surroundings.

My eyes adjust to the light, revealing an opulent room straight out of a fairytale. The four-poster bed where I stand, intricately carved with vines and flowers, dominates the space. The walls are adorned with tasteful paintings, while an antique dresser sits in one corner, its polished surface gleaming. Lightweight linen curtains hang from the windows, letting in the sunshine and warmth of the outside world.

"Is this some noblewoman's chamber?" I wonder, feeling out of place amid such grandeur.

My gaze drifts down to my clothes, and I stifle a gasp. I'm wearing a frilly dress! The garment is a confection of white and pink layers, with delicate lace trimming the edges. It's both cute and pretty, but I've never worn a dress in my life, and I find it incredibly uncomfortable.

"What on earth is this monstrosity?" I think, trying to move my arms in the oppressive garment.

I raise my hands to examine them, only to discover that they're no longer rough, but delicate and pale. My nails are long, painted a soft shade of pink that matches the dress.

"Okay, seriously, what the hell is happening?!" Fear begins to rise within me, and I struggle to tamp it down.

As my senses continue to return, I finally become aware of a soft sniffling sound. My eyes drift to the side of my bed and I'm shocked to see a young woman kneeling there, her face hidden in my sheets, shoulders shaking with each sob. She's wearing a simple but elegant maid's uniform, which means she must work in the Asterian Palace.

I wonder what's making her so upset so I place a comforting hand on her head, and she suddenly looks up.

"Y-Your Highness!" she exclaims, clearly shocked. Her eyes widen as she grabs my hands, beaming at me through her tears. "You woke up! Oh, I'm so glad, I thought you were dead!" The maid is young and has a nice heart-shaped face framed by chestnut curls.

"Who are you?" I ask, my voice sounding like a pretty, sweet melody that I don't recognize as my own. The maid looks at me with worry in her soft brown eyes and places a hand on my forehead to check for a fever.

"Oh, no, Your Highness! Are you okay? Did you lose your memory? I'm Lily, remember?" she says, her tone filled with concern.

I shake my head, not understanding anything. Who is this woman? Where am I? Everything feels so strange and out of place...

"Hey," I say slowly, trying to make sense of the situation. "Why did you call me 'Your Highness'?"

Lily looks confused, her eyebrows knitting together as she searches for an answer. She opens her mouth to say something, but I stop paying attention to her. Instead, my gaze is drawn to a huge mirror behind her, and I see myself - or rather, who I've become.

"Wh-who... what happened to me?" I stammer, staring at the reflection in the mirror. My heart races as I take in the delicate features, golden hair, and clear blue eyes of someone who is most certainly not me! It's as if I'm looking at a stranger, yet the stranger follows my every move! What's going on?!

My heart pounds in my chest as I continue to stare at the reflection in the mirror. The frilly dress, complete with white and pink lace, engulfs me like some foreign creature. The stranger's sweet, beautiful appearance is a far cry from the cool and hardened exterior that I'm used to observing in the mirror. Her clear blue eyes shimmer with innocence, and her golden hair cascades down her back in gentle waves, making her appear pure yet alluring.

"Is this really me?" I mutter under my breath, reaching up to touch my smooth cheek. My fingers tremble as they glide over the delicate features that now belong to me. I pinch myself, hoping that the pain will wake me up. "Ouch!" I exclaim, quickly realizing that this isn't a dream at all – it's reality.

"Your Highness, are you alright?!" Lily asks, her voice etched with worry.

"Wh-what happened to me?" I stammer, panic bubbling up within me. Scared, I start to scream as I realize I'm not in my body anymore.

"Your Highness!" Lily gasps, rushing over to my side. Her soft brown eyes widen with fright as she takes in my hysterical state. "What's wrong? What can I do?"

"Who am I?!" I shout, tears threatening to spill from my eyes. "What happened to Raven?!"

"Your Highness, please calm down," Lily pleads, gripping my shoulders gently. "I don't know of any ravens! Please, just take a deep breath and tell me what's going on."

"Nothing makes sense!" I wail, my hands shaking. "I... I woke up and... I don't even know who I am anymore!"

"Alright," Lily says, her voice quivering. "I'm going to find a doctor for you, Your Highness. Just try to stay calm until I return." And with that, she hurries out of the room, leaving me alone with my newfound identity.

As the door clicks shut behind her, I take a deep breath and attempt to steady my racing heart. I may not know what's happening to me, but one thing is clear – I need to figure it out before anyone else discovers the truth about my transformation!

I push myself up from the bed and stumble over to the mirror. My reflection stares back at me with wide, clear blue eyes that seem to sparkle. The golden hair cascading down my back is in stark contrast to the sleek black mane I'm used to.

"Okay, okay... Well, at least I'm cute, right? Could be worse," I mutter under my breath, trying to reel in my panic. "This doesn't make sense, but I have to figure it out."

I hastily lock the door, needing some time alone to gather my thoughts. I start pacing the room, desperately searching for any clue as to why I've woken up in the body of a pretty noblewoman. The lavish chamber is adorned with silks and velvets, gold accents gleaming at every turn. It's a far cry from the cold, austere quarters I once called my own.

"Alright, let's think. What do I know?" I ask myself. "Last thing I remember was... being on a mission to kill the Ironhold Prince. Until someone betrayed me and I died. And now I'm here and I'm... in somebody else's body? Argh, this is stupid!"

The absurdity of the situation is almost enough to make me laugh – if only I weren't so utterly terrified!

"Ok, so how did this happen?" I continue, my voice barely more than a whisper. "Some kind of magic? A curse? A twisted joke played by the gods themselves?"

My frantic search leads me to a portrait hanging on the wall. It depicts a radiant young woman in a flowing gown, her golden hair artfully arranged atop her head. The plaque beneath it reads: "Princess Seraphina Brightwood of Asteria."

"Whaaat?!" I exclaim, my eyes widening in disbelief. "I'm not just any noblewoman – I'm the freaking Princess of Asteria!"

Although I try to maintain a semblance of calm, my mind races with questions and fear. How did this happen? Why me? And what on earth am I supposed to do now?!
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Chapter 3

My Plan
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I pace the room, my thoughts racing as I try to make sense of everything. So this is the first time I failed a mission. Clearly, it was a trap. The same noble who could use Telekinesis, the one responsible for my demise as Raven, must be behind it all. Was he the one who ordered Prince Hartley's assassination by the Phantom's Hand? But if he ordered the assassination of Prince Hartley through the Phantom's Hand, why kill me, the assassin? Was it an intervention by a third party? Or is there another reason to betray the Phantom Hand?

"Princess Seraphina?" Lily's voice calls from the other side of the door, jolting me back to reality. "I have arrived with the doctor."

"Uh, just a moment!" I reply, trying to hide the panic in my voice.

The door rattles as Lily tries to open it, only to find it locked. Her worry seeps through her voice as she asks, "Are you alright, Your Highness?"

"Yes, yes, I'm fine," I say, quickly grabbing a silk pink dressing gown and putting it on. "Please give me a moment, I'm... in my undergarments."

I need more time to think, so I decide to fake being ill. Not that it's too far from the truth - the taste of Sablethorn berries still lingers in my mouth. That's when it hits me: Damn it, does this mean someone was trying to poison the princess? It's not the kind of poison one would take if they want to die by their own hand, but the kind of poison one gives to another person if they want them to die slowly and make it seem like natural causes. My heart pounds in my chest as the gravity of the situation sinks in.

Lily knocks at the door once more, her voice a touch urgent. "Your Highness, are you presentable now?"

"Ah, yes!" I call out, faking my best sick voice, which, admittedly, is not very good. I hurry to unlock and open the door. The maid and the doctor both raise their eyebrows as they take in my best impersonation of an ill person, which isn't very good either.

Lily guides me to the bed, her hand steady on my elbow, as though I might collapse at any moment. Once seated, the doctor begins his examination, peering into my eyes, taking my temperature, and even inspecting my tongue.

"Hum...," he mutters, making notes on a small pad. But not even the best doctor could detect Sablethorn berries poison. If he tasted it, he'd likely mistake it for blueberry juice. It requires a special kind of training to identify the substance.

"Has the princess been feeling out of sorts lately?" the doctor asks, looking up from his notes.

"Um, well..." My thoughts come to an abrupt halt, my mind blanking.

"Your Highness has been particularly tired and a bit dizzy for about a month," Lily chimes in, saving me from embarrassment.

"That's the Sablethorn berries," I think to myself, inwardly cursing whoever's responsible for poisoning the princess. The doctor nods thoughtfully, ultimately ordering me to rest for a few days. "Thank you, Doctor," I say, forcing a smile. Surprisingly, he smiles back - a genuine, warm expression that catches me off guard. It's so weird. Usually, no one smiles at me, but it's kind of...nice.

"Would you like some tea before you rest, Your Highness?" Lily offers, her voice full of concern.

"Uh, sure," I reply, almost getting up to follow her before she stops me with a gentle hand on my shoulder. 

"Where are you going?" she asks, confusion flickering in her eyes.

"Um, to the kitchen to make some tea?" I say, puzzled.

Lily laughs, her tinkling voice filling the room. "Oh, Your Highness is so funny!" I stare at her, completely perplexed. She wipes a tear from her eye before continuing. "Well, of course, I'll make the tea and you can sip it in bed."

"Ah! Yes, I was joking... haha," I stammer, feeling my cheeks heat up. That was a close one! Drinking tea in bed feels so decadent, but perhaps that's what princesses do. Lily slips out of the room, promising to return shortly.

Left alone in my chamber, I glare at the ridiculous dress I'm wearing. It's covered in laces, buttons, and clasps that seem to defy logic. All I want is to get out of this thing! I fumble with a clasp near my waist, but it refuses to budge. I twist and contort my body, trying to reach the multitude of tiny buttons running down the back of the dress.

"Ugh! How does one get out of this thing?" I mutter, frustration mounting as I continue my futile efforts. My fingers are more accustomed to handling daggers than delicate clothing. Defeated, I collapse onto the bed, still trapped in the confining fabric.

At least I have some time to sort through everything before facing the real world again. For now, I decide to keep quiet about my true identity and what I know until I can learn more about why I've been reincarnated as Princess Seraphina and who is responsible for my death as Raven.

Lily returns, balancing a tray laden with a teapot, a cup, and a small plate of biscuits. The aroma wafting from the tray makes my stomach growl, reminding me how hungry and thirsty I am.

"Your favorite, Princess," Lily says as she places the tray down on the bed with a glint in her eyes.

I take the cup she hands me, bringing it to my lips. But then a thought occurs: What if Lily is the one who has been poisoning the princess? She certainly has had ample opportunity to do so. Suspicious, I point to the window and exclaim, "What's that?!"

Lily turns to look, her brow furrowed in confusion. "What is it, Your Highness?"

Seizing the chance, I pour the contents of the cup into a nearby vase. "Don't you see it?" I lie, feigning enthusiasm. "Isn't it a beautiful Ophal bird?"

As Lily turns back to me, I pretend that I've already finished the tea and remark how delicious it was.

"Rest well, Your Highness," Lily says with a curtsy before closing the door behind her. I hear the soft click of the lock, and finally, I'm alone again.

I lean against the door, sighing in relief. I can't keep eating their food if there's even the slightest chance it might be poisoned. I've survived without proper meals before; I'll just have to do it again. As for water, there are watering cans on the balcony for the plants, so that should suffice. I refuse to die a second time.

The dress I'm wearing is still torturously uncomfortable, and I need to get out of it as soon as possible. Desperate, I grab some pruning scissors from the balcony and begin hacking away at the fabric. The sound of ripping cloth is music to my ears, and soon enough, the dress falls away, leaving me standing there, naked and free.

Walking over to the mirror, I take a moment to examine this new body. Princess Seraphina's milky skin seems to glow in the sunlight, while her round breasts and pink nipples make her all the more enticing. Her soft curves are a far cry from the toned muscles I once had, but there's no denying she's beautiful.

Turning around, I take in the sight of my round buttocks, but what truly catches my eye is the large Arcane Sigil emblazoned on my back. The design is intricate and mesmerizing, swirling lines forming a circular fractal pattern in a shade of silver-gray. The Sigil stands out vividly against my pale skin.

The royal family and some of the higher nobility in Asteria are born with an Arcane Sigil, a unique symbol imprinted somewhere on their bodies. This mark enables them to tap into the "Aether Strands"—invisible channels of raw magical energy traversing the world.

If what I know is true, then this means Princess Seraphina was an Arcanist, someone capable of wielding magic. But which type? There were branches of magic: Telekinesis, Healing, Illusion, and Divination. Each Arcanist's Sigil determined their specialization. I follow the shape of the Sigil with my eyes, trying to discern any hint of what kind of power it might represent.

There is some sort of motif in the center of the circle, but as I examine the Sigil more closely, I notice something I hadn't seen before—a scar marring its beautiful design. Could this affect the Sigil's function? Is it even possible for me to use magic? I don't have the faintest idea, but right now, there are more pressing issues at hand.

I sigh and pull away from the mirror, looking down at my arms and pinching them experimentally. They feel soft and yielding, a stark contrast to the taut muscles I remember having. I can't help but feel deflated as I continue to pinch my abdomen and thighs. This body may be beautiful and alluring, but it's also frustratingly weak! I miss the strength I once had—the result of years of rigorous training and conditioning.

"Ugh, look at these noodle arms," I mutter, flexing pathetically in the mirror. "I bet I couldn't even do one proper push-up." But I know I can't afford to dwell on my current physical limitations. "Alright, I'll whip this body into shape," I declare, striking a heroic pose.

Donning the silk pink dressing gown, I take a deep breath and head to the desk in my chambers. The room seems brighter now that I have a plan forming in my mind. As I sit down, I pull out a quill, ink, and paper, ready to jot down my thoughts.

"Alright, let's do this," I murmur under my breath. My hand hovers over the paper for a moment before I begin writing furiously, laying out my plan step by step.

My Plan:

1. Learn more about Princess Seraphina so I can impersonate her without raising suspicion.

2. Avoid danger and know who to trust; do not die again!

3. Do a thousand burpees every day to get in shape and build stamina.

4. Kill the people responsible for making me die in the first place.

5. Complete my mission and assassinate Prince Alexander Hartley.

Looking at my list, I can't help but smile. Even in this dire situation, I have something to look forward to.

"Okay, Seraphina," I say aloud, trying to get used to the name, "Time to turn this mess around!"
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Chapter 4

Betrayal Tastes Like Chocolate
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"Ugh," I groan, rolling over in my bed and clutching my head dramatically as Lily enters the room with a tray of food. "It's like someone's stabbing me right behind the eyes."

"Your Highness," she says gently, placing the tray on the table beside me. "I brought you some soup and tea. And look, your friend sent you a box with sweets."

"Thank you, Lily," I manage to choke out before letting my head fall back onto the pillow. The truth is, I feel perfectly fine. The Sablethorn berries didn't seem to have any lasting effects, but I can't shake the suspicion that Princess Seraphina died of poisoning, and her body started to heal after I took over.

I don't dare eat any of the food the servants bring me, including the sweets. Instead, I've been sneaking out through the balcony at night and stealing vegetables from the rear garden, eating them raw. It's not ideal, but it's better than risking another poisoning attempt.

"Has anyone else fallen ill?" I ask, searching for clues.

Lily shakes her head. "No, Your Highness. Just you. The palace staff is quite worried about your sudden ailment." She says that, but no one else has visited me except for her and the doctor. As much as I appreciate Lily's visits and her attempts at cheering me up with her stories, it's just a bit disheartening.

"Are you not hungry, Your Highness?" Lily asks, concerned as always.

"Leave the tray, please," I say, forcing a weak smile. "I'll try to eat something later."

"Very well, Your Highness. I hope you feel better soon." Lily curtsies and leaves the room. As soon as the door clicks shut, I leap out of bed and head straight for the desk. I slide open the bottom drawer, and I take out Seraphina’s diaries. I was fortunate to locate her diaries quickly. Even the ones from her childhood were tucked away inside a secret compartment of the divan near the window.

I consume their pages with a voracious hunger, starting with the most recent. Through each entry, I learn not just about Seraphina's daily activities, but her dreams, fears, and most intimate desires. I feel a twinge of guilt as I read them; it seems like a violation of her privacy. But still, it must be done if I want to survive.

"February 7th," one entry reads, "I visited the orphanage today, bringing them baskets of food and clothing. The children were so grateful, their eyes shining with happiness. It reminded me of my own childhood, growing up without parents to guide me. I only wish I could do more for them."

I can't help but feel a connection to Seraphina as I read her words. She was kind, caring, intelligent, and well-versed in history and the arts. If anything, she was too mild-mannered and lacked self-confidence. She was the type of person that others could take advantage of, or at least that's the impression I get from reading her diaries. What made her that way?

I decide to take a look at her childhood entries, and night catches me still immersed in the story. My heart aches with sadness as I read about her lonely upbringing. Like me, she was an orphan, having lost both her parents in a tragic accident when she was just a baby. Raised by the staff at the castle, Seraphina formed a close bond with her nanny, who passed away when she was only ten years old. Her uncle, King Benedict, never made an effort to be close to her.

"November 3rd," one entry reads, "Today would have been my dear nanny's birthday. I can't believe it's been so many years since she left us. I spent the afternoon in the gardens, picking her favorite flowers and arranging them around her portrait in my chambers." My chest tightens as I imagine the young princess mourning the loss of her closest friend, surrounded by the cold indifference of the royal court.

Another revelation catches me by surprise. Despite being born into the royal family, Seraphina was unable to wield magic herself due to a defective Arcane Sigil. This made her almost unmarriable, despite her status as royalty and potential heir to the throne should King Benedict die without offspring. No one wanted a woman who couldn't pass on the Arcanists' abilities.

I feel a pang of disappointment, as I had hoped that, in this new life, I would have the chance to use magic. As I continue reading, I wonder what else I'll discover about this princess whose body I now inhabit.

The next day I continue poring over Seraphina's diary, focusing on the recent entries, and searching for any clues that could help me understand her better. Two names consistently grace the pages: Cecilia Blackwood and Tristan Caldwell. Cecilia, a noblewoman, appears to have been her confidante and friend since their teenage years. Tristan, a knight from a minor noble house, was part of the Royal Guard.

"January 5th," one entry reads, "Cecilia visited me today. I don't know what I would do without her. She's the sister I never had, the person who knows me better than anyone else." The affection in Seraphina's words is evident, and it seems she trusted every secret to Cecilia. "I enjoyed watching her open all the presents I bought her on my last visit to the provinces. We spent hours talking about the day we would get married and imagining our future husbands. How lucky I am to have found such a loyal friend."

"March 14th," another entry begins, "Tristan sent me the most beautiful bouquet of roses today, alongside a box of chocolates. His letters make my heart race, and though we must keep our love a secret, I cherish every stolen moment we spend together." It becomes clear that Seraphina and Tristan were an item, albeit secretly. They never went beyond some kissing, but that seemed to be enough for Seraphina, who was head over heels for him.

I can't help but roll my eyes at the overly sentimental letters tucked between the pages – they seem so corny and boring to me. But then again, I've never been in love, so maybe they're actually quite sweet. I shake my head, trying not to get too distracted by my own cynicism.

***
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AS I POWER THROUGH another set of burpees, my muscles quiver and burn with each movement. The soft rug beneath me is a stark contrast to the hard stone floors I used to train on back at the assassin's guild. I remember the countless hours spent honing my skills, every cut and bruise a badge of honor.

"Princess Seraphina," Lily calls out as she knocks on the door, snapping me back to the present. "Lady Cecilia and Sir Tristan are here to visit you."

"Give me just one moment," I reply, hastily throwing on my dressing gown and sliding into bed. After the workout, my cheeks are a deep shade of pink. I take out a handkerchief from my pocket and pat my forehead, wiping away the sweat.

"Please come in," I call out, trying to sound composed despite my racing heart. These two people are the ones who know Seraphina best, and they are both nobles, so I really hope they don't notice anything odd!

The chamber doors creak open, revealing Cecilia and Tristan. Their faces are etched with concern, but I can't help but notice their striking appearances. Cecilia, with her brown hair cascading over her shoulders, looks elegant in an emerald gown that complements her piercing green eyes. Tristan, clad in his shining armor adorned with the crest of Asteria, cuts an imposing figure with his chiseled jaw and deep gray eyes. I can see why Seraphina would be attracted to him, he's undoubtedly handsome.

"Please, come in to sit with Your Highness," Lily says, leading them to my bedside and providing them with chairs before stepping back to stand at attention.

Suddenly, Cecilia clicks her tongue, looking at my maid with contempt. "Leave us, servant" Cecilia snaps, her eyes narrowing in disgust. Lily quickly obeys, exiting the room without a word. I frown, taken aback by Cecilia's behavior. Is this how nobles usually treat the staff?

"Thank you both for coming to see me," I say, trying to sound as much like Seraphina as possible. Or at least what I imagine she sounded like. My heart pounds in my chest, but I do my best to keep a composed expression.

"Of course, Seraphina," Cecilia replies. "We've been so concerned about your sudden illness."

Tristan nods in agreement, his chiseled jaw and full lips forming a serious expression. His appearance is pleasant, but I feel a flash of annoyance as he reaches for my hand. As he lifts it towards his lips, I quickly pull away, leaving him frowning at the missed opportunity to kiss it. Is he mad?

"Apologies," I stammer, my cheeks flushing. "I'm just... not entirely myself today."

"So how are you feeling, my dear?" Tristan asks, reaching for my hand and giving it a gentle squeeze instead.

"Much better, thank you," I respond, trying to keep my voice steady and maintain the facade.

Cecilia studies me intently, her gaze sharp and calculating. It's unnerving, but I do my best not to let it show. "You look flustered," she comments, her tone indecipherable.

"Thank you for your concern, Cecilia," I reply, forcing a smile. "I'm sure I'll be back on my feet soon."

Cecilia narrows her eyes slightly, observing me carefully. "Seraphina, have you been feeling dizzy or tired lately? Perhaps sweaty or even numbness in your fingers?" she asks, her tone unassuming.

"I... yes, I used to," I reply hesitantly, remembering the symptoms of the Sablethorn berries poison. "But not anymore. I'm feeling much better now." 

What?! What's the purpose of this oddly specific interrogation? And why is Cecilia reciting the side effects of the Sablethorn berries toxin so accurately?

"Good to hear," Tristan chimes in, though there's a hint of doubt in his voice. His gaze meets Cecilia's, and they share a subtle glance before he continues. "Have you been enjoying the chocolates I sent you?"

Lily had mentioned that a friend was sending me sweets but I hadn’t thought anything of it. But then I realize - HE had sent me chocolates. An uneasy feeling slowly comes over me, and I know something isn't right. But for the sake of maintaining my cover, I lie through my teeth. "Of course, I've been eating them," I lie, forcing a smile. "They're delicious, and they're from you, Tristan. How could I not?" Internally, I shudder at the memory of how my mouth tasted like Sablethorn berries and chocolate mixed together.

"Excellent," he replies, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly.

Cecilia nods, but there's a tightness around her eyes that suggests she's not completely convinced.

"Anyway," Tristan says, clearing his throat, "we should be going. We just wanted to make sure you were all right. We'll come back to visit again soon, Seraphina."

"Thank you both," I reply, struggling to keep my voice steady. "Your concern means a lot to me." I try to smile, but it feels more like a grimace, which seems to unsettle them a bit.

"Take care of yourself," Cecilia says as she turns to leave. Her green eyes hold a steely glint that sends a shiver down my spine. Tristan gives me one last lingering look before following her out the door.

So THESE were Seraphina's closest friends? I utterly, completely despise them!

As soon as they're gone, I spring into action. Grabbing a dark coat with a hood, I slip it on and follow them at a distance through the palace hallways. Their footsteps echo off the marble floors, providing the perfect cover for my own quiet steps.

I watch as they walk side by side, occasionally pausing to check their surroundings, but there are plenty of spots to hide. My pulse quickens when they finally enter a smaller room, Tristan closing the door behind them. I manage to sneak up to the door without being noticed, pressing my eye against the keyhole to spy on them.

I watch Cecilia and Tristan entwined in a heated embrace, their mouths devouring each other with wild fervor. His broad hands grasp her waist, pulling her body against his own as Cecilia's fingertips roam his short, brown hair. Cecilia moans as he licks her neck.

The searing pain of betrayal shot through me like lightning. Tristan, the love of Seraphina's life, and Cecilia, her closest friend – how could they do this to her? To me? All this time she'd only ever shown them nothing but kindness, and this was their response? I clenched my fists in rage, how dare they? 

And most importantly... How long has this been going on?
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Chapter 5

Old Friends, New Friends
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I peer through the keyhole, my heart pounding as I watch Tristan and Cecilia tangled together. Those damn bastards! How could they do this to Seraphina? Biting my lip, I press my ear against the door as they start talking.

"I can't stand it when you take Seraphina's hand and kiss it," Cecilia whines, her voice laced with irritation.

"Ah, but you don't have to worry, my dear," he coos playfully. "No one could ever bring me the same pleasure as you do." I can almost hear the smirk in his voice.

"Still" - she huffs - "you shouldn't do that sort of thing when I'm in the room."

"Are you jealous...?" Tristan teases, drawing out the last word.

"I'm serious!" Cecilia bites back, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. "Did you see how healthy she looks?" she continues, not giving him a chance to respond. My ears perk up at the mention of Seraphina's health.

"I don't think the Sablethorn berries poison we put in her chocolates is having an effect anymore," Cecilia muses, her voice tinged with annoyance. "Is there a chance she became immune?"

"Maybe..." Tristan grumbles.

Aha! It was them, just as I suspected. Those two-faced creeps, after everything I... she had done for them. They are completely heartless!

"Ugh! How is it possible? I hate her!" Cecilia says. "She should've been dead by now, and instead, she's looking more radiant than ever! She looks stronger than she used to!"

I smile, satisfied. It seems my efforts to get in shape with a raw diet and an exercise plan have paid off – even though I could really do with some meat. Ah well, now that I know who was poisoning me, perhaps I can treat myself to a juicy steak...

"That bitch is a thorn in my side," Cecilia spits out.

"Come on, don't be so harsh..." Tristan reprimands her softly. "She's not a bad girl."

"You don't know her like I do," Cecilia replies coldly. "And you can kiss your promotion to Captain of the Royal Guard goodbye if we don't figure a way of getting rid of her. Now that I think of it, maybe..."

But at that point, my eavesdropping is interrupted by a hand that touches my shoulder. Surprised, I turn around to see Lily's innocent face.

"Princess Seraphina?" she asks, her eyes wide and curious. "What are you doing out of bed?"

I fake an awkward smile and say, "Well, I wanted to go for a stroll and was looking for you inside this room but clearly, you're not there because you're here in front of me! Haha, what are the odds?" My attempt at humor falls flat, but I try to keep up appearances.

Lily laughs, though it's a bit forced. She's sharp—she must sense something is off about the situation. Regardless, I grab her arm and ask her to please take me on a stroll through the garden, but first, bring me some juicy steak! I'm famished!

"Steak? At this hour?" Lily giggles, likely finding my request amusing. "Alright, Your Highness, if that's what you wish."

My heart races with anticipation as I walk arm-in-arm with Lily, trying to shake off what I just heard. It's now clear that Cecilia and Tristan have been plotting against Seraphina, and I need to put a stop to their treachery.

***
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I SIT AT THE SMALL desk in my chamber, savoring the last bite of the delicious, gigantic steak I had devoured. The tender meat was a welcome change to the raw diet I had been following. As I wipe my mouth with a napkin, I take out my list from the desk drawer and, with a quill, add another point: "6. Avenge Princess Seraphina and expose Cecilia and Tristan." A surge of resolve washes through me as I plot how I will make things right for both Seraphina and myself.

Acting isn't my strong suit, but I'll have to keep up appearances around Cecilia and Tristan. After reading Seraphina's diaries, I feel a deep connection to her. She was such a kind-hearted person who didn't deserve to have such awful friends. And why were they trying to kill her anyway?

As I ponder over my next steps, there is a knock on the door. Lily enters, beaming. "Princess Seraphina," she announces, "the doctor says you're now fine to go around the palace as you please! That means tomorrow night, you can attend the Crimson Ball!"

The Crimson Ball is held every year to celebrate Asteria's victory in the Crimson Sun War against Ironhold, but it's an event for socialites and I'm afraid I won't fit in. I try to fake enthusiasm, but it's clear that Lily senses something is off. She frowns, her eyes filled with concern.

"Is something wrong, Your Highness?" she asks.

Sighing, I decide to tell her the truth—or at least part of it. "Lily, I must make a confession."

"Of course, what is it?" she replies, leaning in closer.

"I'm... not looking forward to the ball," I admit, avoiding her gaze.

"Really? But you've always loved balls!" she exclaims, clearly surprised.

"Since I got sick, I feel like I can't dance as well as I used to," I lie, trying to sound convincing. "I'm nervous about it."

"Princess, don't worry!" Lily reassures me. "I'd be more than happy to help you practice your dancing before the ball."

"Would you?" I ask, feigning relief. "That would mean so much to me."

"Of course, Your Highness," she replies with a warm smile. "Anything for you."

As she stares at me with her cute, beaming face, I can't help but think how wonderful Lily is. She's turning out to be a true friend, and I feel sorry for ever suspecting her. I'm beginning to trust her more and more.

"Alright," Lily says, positioning herself in front of me. "We can practice the waltz. I'll be the man, so I'll lead."

I nod as she takes my hands, placing them where they should be. Then, she starts humming a waltz, and we rock to the sides a little bit.

As we sway together, a memory surfaces from my days as an assassin. Our Seduction teacher tried her hardest to teach me to dance, only to be appalled by my complete lack of talent. My idea of grace was more akin to clashing swords than flowing ballroom gowns.

"Your Highness, try to relax and let me guide you," Lily gently instructs, bringing me back to the present.

"Right, sorry," I mumble.

"Okay, now let's dance!" Lily exclaims, her eyes shining with excitement. She begins instructing me on how I should move, but immediately there's a problem – I can't help but try to lead.

"Princess Seraphina," Lily teases playfully, "you have quite the... dominant dancing style."

"Sorry," I mutter, flustered. "I just find it easier."

Lily chuckles and agrees to let me lead until I get used to it. She starts with the basic steps, but my idea of a waltz is closer to a martial arts maneuver. As we dance, I can't help but equate the steps to combat moves. If I pivot here, I could disarm an opponent. I think I could carry daggers in my bodice and still dance to this thing.

We continue practicing, our laughter echoing through the room as we trip over each other's feet and struggle to maintain the proper form, particularly when I try to follow instead of lead. Despite the awkwardness, though, I find myself genuinely enjoying our time together. As the sun begins to set, I realize that for the first time since my rebirth, I feel truly happy.

Exhausted, Lily and I collapse onto the floor, sweaty and breathless after hours of dancing. My limbs ache from the unfamiliar movements, but there's a warmth in my chest that wasn't there before.

"Thank you, Lily," I gasp, "I'm so sorry for stepping on your feet so many times."

"It's fine, really," she assures me, rubbing her sore foot. "Besides, you made progress! I think you're ready for tomorrow."

"Really?" I ask uncertainly, sitting up to look her in the eye.

She nods confidently. "Yes, Princess Seraphina. You'll be the belle of the ball!"

My heart flutters at her words, and I can't help but smile. "Well, if you think I'm ready, then I must be."

As we share a moment of contentment, my thoughts drift to what truly excites me about the upcoming ball. The chance to test my abilities as an impersonator, yes, but more importantly, the opportunity to find the noble who killed me in my previous life. To gather intel and spy on conversations. I can feel my pulse quicken just thinking about it.

Little do I know, I'm about to make a huge mistake.
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Chapter 6

The Crimson Ball
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I groan as Lily struggles to lace the intricate golden gown tightly around my waist. The bodice is a suffocating trap, and the heavy skirts weigh me down like a gilded cage. I miss the freedom of my usual assassin attire – the comfortable clothes that hugged my body like a second skin, allowing me to move with grace and stealth.

"Almost done, Your Highness," Lily says, giving one final tug on the ribbons before stepping back to admire her handiwork. The gown is a masterpiece; its shimmering golden fabric is adorned with delicate embroidery of silver thread and tiny pearls, forming intricate patterns that catch the light like a thousand stars.

"Thank you, Lily," I mutter, attempting a weak smile. Once fully dressed, I hesitantly approach the large ornate mirror that dominates one wall of my chamber. The woman staring back at me is a vision of royal elegance and beauty. My golden hair is swept up into an elaborate updo, adorned with tiny diamond-studded pins. My makeup is subtle yet flawless, accentuating the clear blue of my eyes and the natural curve of my lips.

This isn't the type of disguise I'm accustomed to wearing. But there's no denying that the gown accentuates my figure, making me appear... well, truly beautiful. As a princess, I'm supposed to be admired and adored, but as an assassin, I am meant to blend into the shadows, unnoticed.

"Who am I now?" I wonder silently. I just hope I can play my part at the ball.

***
[image: image]


TAKING A DEEP BREATH, I step into the grand ballroom of the Asterian Palace. The scene before me is breathtaking – glittering chandeliers cast a warm glow over the polished marble floor, and the soft hum of conversations fills the air. Lavish tapestries depicting past victories adorn the walls, while the crests of the Asterian Royal family, each bearing an Arcane Sigil, are displayed prominently throughout the room. In the background, a subtle orchestra melody sets a harmonious tone.

Tonight's celebration commemorates Asteria's victory in the War of the Crimson Sun – a brutal conflict that raged for years between our kingdom and Ironhold. It was a war won through bloodshed, sacrifice, and the cunning strategies of our mighty leaders. It was also the war that took everything away from me, that robbed me of my childhood. I sigh.

The opulence of the ballroom is unlike anything I've ever experienced. As Raven Shadowbane, I've infiltrated some lavish events, but never as a guest of honor. I can't help but feel both awestruck and out of place in my extravagant gown and jewels.

But I'm not here to have fun, I remind myself, shaking off the initial wonder. I mustn't get distracted. At the ball, I'm on high alert. Every conversation, every whispered secret, and every side glance might hold valuable intel about the man who killed me or offer insight as to why they targeted Seraphina's life. But how can I find the noble I'm looking for?

The approving glances and lingering stares from the guests make me feel uneasy. I'm used to blending into the shadows, not drawing attention. A lecherous old man with a crooked smile approaches me, his eyes raking over my body.

"Princess Seraphina, you are truly the most radiant beauty in all of Asteria," he says, reaching out to pinch my arm.

I grit my teeth, taking a deep breath to suppress my assassin instincts. "Thank you, sir," I reply coolly, stepping away from his grasp. "Please excuse me."

As I slip through the crowd, I remind myself that this is all part of my mission. To find the enemy hiding among these people, I must play the part of the princess – even if it means enduring unwanted attention.

"Ah, Your Highness!" the chamberlain calls out as he approaches me. "If you would be so kind as to greet some of our esteemed guests from the east gate."

I nod, steeling myself for the challenge ahead. As nobles line up to pay their respects, I can't help but feel overwhelmed by the sheer number of foreign names and territories. Although I sat through classes at the Phantom Hand where our Impersonation teacher, Master Sirius, lectured us on geography and politics, there are still so many locations of which I'm not aware. I will confess I wasn't the most attentive student during his lectures.

Thankfully, guests stop arriving. Relieved of my duty, I sigh and turn towards the ballroom, taking in the sight of swirling couples on the dance floor. I've never been one for dancing. Yet there's something undeniably beautiful about the way they glide across the room, their laughter filling the air.

However, the whole thing feels daunting at the same time. The ballroom is a tempest of twirling gowns and music, and I stand on the fringe, feeling like a ship anchored too close to a storm. Just as I'm lost in thought, the storm edges towards me.

First one man, then another, and soon half a dozen of them crowd around, each one presenting himself more grandly than the last, eager for a dance. "Princess Seraphina, might I have the pleasure?" one asks, only to be shoved aside by another insisting, "No, allow me!" Elbows jab, and voices rise. Their bickering is overwhelming. Each refusal I offer is drowned out by another eager suitor's request.

Desperation fuels my retreat, and I step backward, trying to put some space between me and the insistent mob. I can't just knock them all out, much as I might like to. I'm a princess tonight, not an assassin. One more step back, and I bump into something solid.

The insistent calls cease immediately. The would-be suitors, their bravado from seconds ago now completely vanished, mutter apologies and scatter like leaves before a gust of wind.

I can't help the triumphant "Ha!" that escapes my lips. Pivoting, I'm met with a towering figure all in black, his muscular build evident even beneath the layers of fine cloth. His chiseled jaw is set in a slight scowl, but it's his eyes—amber, intense—that hold me captive. They smolder with a barely suppressed fury that's both terrifying and enthralling. The heat of a blush spreads across my cheeks, and I find myself momentarily lost for words.

"I'm sorry," I stammer, looking up at him. "I didn't mean to—"

He interrupts, the storm in his eyes fading to gentle amusement. "It's quite alright, Princess."

I move to stand beside him, grateful for the respite. With a deep breath, I comment, half to myself, "I detest balls."

A low chuckle emanates from him. "You and me both."

I risk a glance up at him, curious. "Really? Why are you here then?"

He smirks. "Duty, and a bit of pride. And you?"

"I'm on a secret mission," I say jokingly.

"Is that so?" he asks, intrigued, a glint of playfulness in his eyes. "What kind of mission is it?"

"If I told you, then it wouldn't be a secret mission, now would it?" I reply.

His laughter is rich and genuine.

I turn my attention back to the dance floor, wondering if Lily's lessons did any good when I feel a big, heavy hand on my bare shoulder.

"Princess Seraphina," the deep, seductive voice sends a shiver down my spine. I glance sideways to find the tall, dark-haired stranger standing very close to me, his piercing amber eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that makes my heart race. Now that I look at him up close, there's something familiar about him, but I can't quite place it.

"Would you do me the honor of sharing a dance? Even if you hate balls" he asks, extending his hand towards me with practiced grace.

"I suppose one dance couldn't hurt," I reply without thinking, my curiosity getting the best of me. As our hands touch, a chill courses through me, and I wonder whether accepting his invitation was wise. But there's no turning back now.

As we make our way to the center of the dance floor, I hear whispers surrounding us. My instincts scream at me to be cautious, yet the allure of this mysterious man is undeniable. We assume the position for a waltz, and I can't help but notice the taut muscles beneath the fabric of his clothes. A blush creeps up my cheeks as I imagine what he might look like without the layers hiding his impressive physique.

"Shall we?" he asks, playfully raising an eyebrow. His serious expression belies the hint of mischief lurking behind his amber eyes.

"Let's," I agree, my heart pounding against my ribcage.

He takes my hand in his, and I'm suddenly filled with a strange sense of security. All too soon, the music begins to play and I feel like everything Lily taught me has been for nothing. Although I step on his feet more times than I care to admit, he never complains. Despite my clumsiness, he adjusts his steps to match mine, and the dance begins to feel almost effortless. The world around us blurs into a kaleidoscope of colors – the flickering chandeliers casting a warm glow over the swirling gowns and tailored suits.

"Forgive me for stepping on your toes," I chuckle nervously, feeling heat rise to my cheeks. "I'm not much of a dancer."

"Did you step on me?" he says with a grin, his amber eyes sparkling with amusement. "I didn't notice."

I can't help but laugh at his unexpected remark, and as we glide across the polished floor, I find myself drawn to him even more. My heart races in my chest, and I wonder what's wrong with me. I probably shouldn't be dancing with a man I don't know, but his presence is intoxicating, making it difficult to think clearly. And yet I have this nagging sensation that I've met him before.

"Oops," I whisper, stepping on his foot once again. He merely chuckles, and without missing a beat, allows me to take the lead. The dance becomes smooth once again, and gratitude washes over me.

"Thank you for letting me lead," I say, unable to contain my laughter. His smile widens, and I melt under the warmth of his gaze.

"Princess Seraphina," he says, his voice smooth as silk, "I should be the one thanking you for giving me the pleasure of this dance. I didn't think you would accept an invitation from me."

My curiosity gets the better of me, and I ask, "Why would you say that?"

He looks genuinely surprised by my question. "Well, because I'm Alexander Hartley, the Prince of the Ironhold kingdom."

The words hit me like a physical blow, and my heart drops into my stomach. The enemy prince – the very man I've been sworn to destroy – is standing right in front of me, holding me in his arms.

How could I not have recognized him sooner? The monster who burned my village, killed my parents, and ultimately led to my own death! I suddenly come to a halt and step away from him. I can't do this. I can't dance with him... but I can't afford to let him know what I'm thinking, either.

"Is everything all right, Princess Seraphina?" Alexander's voice is barely above a whisper, filled with concern.

Every pair of eyes in the ballroom is on me, my heart pounding like a wild drum as I stand, frozen. I can feel the weight of their gazes crushing me, threatening to shatter the facade I've so carefully crafted.

"Princess Seraphina?" Alexander's voice is a soft murmur, filled with worry and confusion. "Are you feeling okay?"

My jaw clenches at his words – how dare he pretend to care?

"I..." My voice breaks, barely audible. I swallow hard, trying to maintain my composure. It would be so easy to end it all, right here, right now. Just one quick motion, using the lace from my bodice to choke the life out of him...

I shiver at the thought, my fists clenching at my sides. The whispers grow louder around us, swirling like a maelstrom that threatens to consume me whole. Is this where my cover shatters? Where my need for revenge will outweigh everything else? How can I possibly continue this charade when the man I've sworn to kill stands so close, yet so far out of reach?

Just one misstep could bring it all crashing down around me.
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Chapter 7

Too Many Princes To Dance With
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My world has just come to a screeching halt. The man I had shared a dance with and who I thought I had connected with, is in fact the Prince of Ironhold—the one person I should treat as an enemy. How could I have been so foolish? The way his piercing amber eyes gazed into mine, the warmth of his hand on my waist... It makes me sick to think I found him attractive, even charming! The whispers around us grow louder as the tension builds. Prince Hartley wears an expression of confusion, looking as if he's about to speak.

Before panic can fully set in, a firm hand wraps around mine, drawing me into one more dance. I blink in surprise to see another man. He has tousled blonde hair that falls over his bright blue eyes, which hold a mischievous glint. His toned physique is evident beneath his finely tailored clothes; he's tanned and attractive, but in a more refined manner compared to the primal appeal of Prince Alexander. Judging by his clothes, I infer that he's from Zephyrion—a coastal kingdom known for its breathtaking landscapes and thriving trade.

"Allow me to introduce myself," he says, his voice smooth as honey. "I'm Casimir, first Prince of Zephyrion."

"I'm Princess Seraphina," I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. My mind still races with thoughts of Alexander, but Prince Casimir's presence provides some form of distraction.

"I know who you are—your fame precedes you," he says with a teasing smile.

With every elegant spin and dip, Casimir guides me effortlessly across the dance floor. He's trying to show off but I can't deny there's a natural grace to his movements that almost makes me forget my troubles. Almost. As we glide away from Prince Hartley and the whispers surrounding him, I find my voice. "Thank you for getting me out of there," I say, my words barely more than a whisper.

"Did Alexander say something to upset you?" Casimir asks, leaning in closer. His eyes search mine, genuine concern etched across his handsome features. I hesitate before offering a noncommittal response. "It's complicated."

Casimir's lips curl into a playful smirk as he leads me further from the center of attention. "Well, his loss is my gain." He's audacious, I'll give him that.

He leans in, and I can't help but notice the inviting scent of his cologne. He squeezes my hand and looks into my eyes, his voice a low whisper. "Your gown tonight," he sighs, "it brings out your beauty. I can't take my eyes off you."

Maybe another time I would have taken the bait, but right now my heart isn't in it. "Thank you," I reply, keeping my tone neutral, eyes averted.

Not discouraged, he leans in even more, his voice dropping even softer, "Is it the dance you find so disinteresting, or is it your partner?"

I meet his gaze, caught off guard by the directness. "Neither," I manage to say. "It's just been a... long evening."

I'm still shaken by my encounter with Alexander and can't bring myself to engage. Acknowledging my discomfort, Casimir stops the dance and suggests, "Care for some fresh air?"

Gratefully, I nod, and he guides me through the grand double doors that open onto a patio that leads to the palace gardens. The night air is cool, providing a soothing contrast to the heat of the ballroom. In front of us, the gardens stretch out in a stunning display of meticulously arranged flower beds, their colors muted beneath the soft glow of the moonlight. A gentle breeze rustles the leaves of the nearby trees, adding a calming melody to the night.

"Beautiful, isn't it?" Casimir asks, his eyes reflecting the moonlit scene before us. I nod silently, taking in the serenity of the gardens after the chaos of the ballroom. For a brief moment, I allow myself to be lost in the tranquility of the night. But as much as I want to forget my troubles, my mind keeps wandering back to Alexander. How could I have been so foolish as to dance with my mortal enemy?

Taking advantage of the momentary silence between us, Casimir reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small bag of candy. "Care for some?" he asks, offering it to me.

"Thank you, but no," I reply, my focus still preoccupied with the recent encounter. He shrugs and pops one into his mouth, the sweetness of the treat bringing a grin to his face.

"I just love them," he admits, cheeks dimpling in a charming smile. "One of life's simple pleasures."

My gaze drifts back to the ballroom, where Prince Alexander stands, looking in our direction with a baffled expression. Quickly, I avert my eyes, heart pounding from the sudden closeness of our gazes. Casimir follows my line of sight and chuckles knowingly.

"He's probably looking for a wife," he muses, running his fingers through his golden locks. "But honestly, don't you find me more handsome?"

I can't help but smile at his audacity, but before I can respond, my attention is suddenly drawn to a figure exiting the ballroom. It's him—the man who killed me in my past life! He looks almost exactly as I remember: scruffy beard, arrogant posture, and an unmistakable air of cruelty about him.

My heartbeat quickens, my assassin instincts kicking in. Who is he? Where is he going? I have to follow him before he leaves!

"Who's that?" I ask Casimir, trying to keep my voice steady while discreetly pointing toward the man.

"Who, that man?" Casimir glances in the direction I'm pointing. "Duke Garrett Sinclair, if I'm not mistaken. He's from Asteria. Shouldn't you know him?"

But I've already left his side, my mission as Raven taking over every fiber of my being. Casimir watches me go, a hint of surprise in his eyes, but I can't afford to think about that now. I can always apologize later.

I take a deep breath and slip into the shadows, allowing my assassin training to guide me as I trail Duke Sinclair through the gardens. He looks suspicious, constantly glancing over his shoulder as if expecting someone to be following him. I smirk to myself; as that's exactly what's happening.

The duke heads towards a secluded part of the gardens, away from prying eyes. My heart races as he finally arrives at his destination. Near one of the fountains, a beautiful woman is waiting for him. She's elegant and poised, her foxy appearance given life by her dark eyes and auburn hair that cascades down her back.

Duke Sinclair and the noblewoman exchange hushed words, their conversation just out of earshot. I need to get closer. I notice the tension between them, evident in their stiff body language and the harsh whispers that barely reach my ears. They seem to be arguing about something important.

Cursing my stupid gown that makes it difficult to move without being noticed, I dare to inch closer, hiding behind a tall hedge. Finally, I can make out their words.

"Lady Clarissa, the jewel of Ironhold," Duke Sinclair snorts, sarcasm etched on his tone. "I was told there was nothing you couldn't achieve, and yet you disappoint me once again."

"I'm taking a huge risk by even meeting you here, so I don't have time for your mockery," the woman – Lady Clarissa – retorts, her voice laced with contained anger. "You know what would happen if someone from my kingdom sees me with you. And yet, here I am, so make it quick."

Shock courses through me as I digest the information. So this woman, Lady Clarissa, is from Ironhold? What could she possibly be doing here, conspiring with an Asterian noble? My heart pounds like a war drum in my chest, and I force myself to remain composed and focused on their conversation.

"Did you show them the evidence? The proof that it was an Asterian noble who ordered the assassination of the Prince?" Duke Sinclair hisses, his face contorted with impatience.

Lady Clarissa rolls her eyes, clearly irritated. "I told you in my letter already. I did, repeatedly. But he didn’t seem concerned since the mission failed." She scoffs, adding, "Can you believe it? What do you expect me to do now?"

"Find something else! Do whatever is necessary. He's not pleased!" Sinclair snarls, clenching his fists at his sides.

He? Who is he? I wonder. There was no doubt they were talking about my mission... my last mission. So finally, I've got a lead! But how come a noble from Ironhold and a noble from Asteria are conspiring together? The kingdoms are still enemies, even if after the War of the Crimson Sun they resumed diplomatic relations. It was no secret that King Magnus of Ironhold is still looking for revenge on Asteria. What the hell is going on?

One thing is clear: a dangerous game is afoot, and I'm right in the center of it. 
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