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Disclaimer:
This is a work of romantic fantasy fiction with elements of comedy and adventure. All names, characters, places, and events depicted are original creations by the author or are used in a purely fictional manner. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or to historical events, is entirely coincidental and unintentional.

Content Note:
Although the title and premise address themes of gender identity, transformation, and unconventional emotional relationships, this story remains free of explicit sexual content or graphic violence. The overall tone is cheerful, romantic, and magical, with a focus on comedic misunderstandings, emotional growth, and the tenderness of relationships.
Includes:
Elements of magic, physical transformation, and gender exploration treated with sensitivity and lightness.
Flirtatious and gentle romance, with no erotic or sexualized scenes.
Themes of reconciliation, self-acceptance, and critique of restrictive social norms.
This book is intended for a general audience who enjoys reimagined fairy tales, enchanted worlds, and imperfect but endearing characters.

About the Author:
Sofía Bacon writes mischievous fantasy with heart, humor with spells, and romances where happy endings aren’t always traditional... but are absolutely deserved.

Thank you for reading, and remember:
every kingdom has room for new blooms.


Chapter 1 – Last-Minute Royal Confusions

Under the skies of Arcanvia, rumors traveled faster than messengers, and the markets smelled as much of cinnamon as of conflict.
The kingdom was not at war… but it certainly looked like it.
The stone streets creaked under the nervous trot of official horses, magical portals crackled with such urgency that the Council of Temporal Weavers had doubled their shifts, and even the talking portraits in the Castle whispered conspiracies in tones lower than usual.

In the Grand Council Hall, three chandeliers floated unevenly above the map table; one wobbled dangerously, perhaps an unintentional metaphor for political balance. The ministers argued with feverish enthusiasm, slipping between “trade emergencies” and “rumors of unapproved cults,” while Elara, Queen of Arcanvia, corrected reports with a quill that seemed to have more patience than she did.
She wore deep blue, her hair tied back in a braid as tight as her mood, and her eyes were two enchanted daggers. A messenger approached her; she didn’t look up. She simply said:
—Call Aleria and Mortimer. Now.

The messenger nearly trotted away. One of the portraits —Duke Wernhild, if you didn’t count the insults painted on his frame— muttered, “Ah, the drama’s here.”

Mortimer’s personal spell tower smelled of burned books and floral desperation. There were flowers. A lot of them. Everywhere.
Aleria had taken to leaving little bouquets in absurd places: atop the cauldron, between books, inside drawers of toxic ingredients. She said the place needed “less death and more lavender.”
Mortimer, though he’d never admit it, had begun to recognize the names of the flowers. And to miss them when they weren’t there.

When the messenger handed them the scroll with the royal seal, Aleria was trying —unsuccessfully— to braid her hair in a style that said “authority” without forgetting to shout “I’m delightful.” Mortimer was reading three books at once using a visual duplication spell that gave him a nervous tic in his right eye.
—Vaeldor —she said, after reading it aloud.
—Ugh —was all he replied, dryly.
No more words were needed.

The journey was long and filled with unsaid glances.
Aleria, sitting cross-legged in the carriage, watched the landscape as the wind played with her hair. The dress wasn’t uncomfortable, but it didn’t allow the ease Alaric had been used to. She was still learning what it meant to move in that new body… and with that new perception the world now had of her.
Before, she could speak loudly and no one questioned it. Now, when she raised her voice, people arched their brows or smiled with pity. “How passionate,” they’d say. Or, “Oh, how sweet, but intense.”
And sometimes, when she walked alone, men followed her with their eyes as if they expected something.
It didn’t make her feel afraid, but tense. As if she wore an invisible armor that only she could see.

Meanwhile, Mortimer was a silent enigma.
He sat across from her, not knowing where to put his hands, whether he should speak or not, whether he should hold her hand at some romantic moment… or was that inappropriate? Was he supposed to say something nice? Had he forgotten how to do that? Was it even a thing?
Sometimes he seemed about to say something, but then opened a book. Aleria noticed. And pretended not to.

At one point, their fingers brushed while reaching for a canteen. He froze. So did she.
Mortimer mumbled something —maybe “sorry”?— and went back to staring out the window as if the tree outside was the most fascinating thing on the continent.
The tension, like uncontrolled magic, floated between them. Warm, sweet… and frustrating.

At dusk on the third day, the carriage rolled down a winding hill. The air changed: less humid, heavier. The horizon turned pearl gray, and a cluster of tall, symmetrical, severe towers emerged from the mist.
Vaeldor’s walls stretched out like a poorly phrased promise: pristine, straight, guarded. No colors beyond the gray and blue standard. No smiles on the gate guards.
Aleria sat up straighter, adjusted the clasp at her neck, and said, without looking at him:
—This is when it all begins, isn’t it?

Mortimer lowered the book he wasn’t reading.
—No. It already started. But now… we notice it.
And for the first time on the journey, their eyes met. Just for a moment.
But it was enough to make the breeze of Vaeldor feel a little less cold.

The carriage came to a ceremonious screech in front of Vaeldor’s gates, which didn’t open—they slid apart with such precise efficiency it sent a shiver down the spine. The entire welcome smelled of control: the guards stood in perfect formation, their armor so polished it seemed they weren’t allowed to get dirty—not even by breathing.

A soldier with an angular face and no trace of humor in his jaw stepped forward and saluted with a brief tap of his fist to his chest.
—Welcome to Vaeldor. The appointed ambassador from Arcanvia?
Mortimer, still brushing a petal off his coat (one of the many floral souvenirs Aleria left everywhere), opened his mouth.
—That would be her —he said, gesturing toward Aleria with a slightly theatrical flair.

The silence that followed felt as if someone had cast a spell of absolute muteness.
The soldiers glanced at each other. One cleared his throat. Another pretended to check a list.
The first one spoke again, in a tone that sounded like both an apology and a sentence:
—Women may not serve in diplomatic positions on Vaeldorian soil. By tradition… and by law.

Aleria narrowed her eyes, with a smile that seemed perfectly cordial—unless you were familiar with the way her eyebrows arched when she wanted to set something on fire.
—So you’re telling me… that just because I have decorative breasts and exquisite taste in lavender tones… I can’t represent my kingdom?
—Correct —said the soldier, with the seriousness of someone risking his life without realizing it.

Mortimer blinked. Twice. Then turned to her and said, like someone realizing they have to give a speech in a language they barely speak:
—I suppose… I’m the ambassador.

Aleria gave him a smile so sweet it made the soldiers take half a step back.
—Good thing you have your “personal assistant” to make sure you don’t confuse diplomacy with sarcasm. Again.

—
The walk to the palace was tense, but not for diplomatic reasons. Aleria walked with strategic elegance, while Mortimer tried to remember everything she’d taught him in the last twelve hours about titles, head inclinations, and how not to look at the king like he was a featherless chicken.
—What if I call him “Most Supreme Majesty of the Borderlands”? —he muttered.
—Only if you want us exiled before they serve the tea.

—
The Hall of the Great Stone was as austere as the name suggested: gray, colossal, with columns like spears pointing to the vaulted ceiling. There waited King Lysander, tall as a frozen willow, a face carved in straight lines, and a gaze as if constantly evaluating the incompetence of others.

And then… he began to speak.
—It is an honor, albeit a cautiously considered one, to receive representatives from the Kingdom of Arcanvia, whose liberal approach to magic and diplomacy has been… closely observed, in the context of regional geopolitical evolution… —and he went on. And on.

Aleria leaned slightly on one elbow.
Mortimer tried not to yawn with his mouth open.
In a corner, one of the soldiers—a young man with a perfectly trimmed beard and shoulder pads clearly designed by someone with a grudge against joints—stifled a yawn. Then another. Until, without another word, he stepped forward confidently and bowed beside the pair.
—My name is Roderick, captain of the third civil defense squad and… savior of ambassadors. Please follow me. He won’t finish before dinner.

As the three of them slipped away, the king continued:
—…and therefore, the study of the Zafrael treaties from the year three hundred twelve demonstrates that commerce, like climate, can be unstable if the balance of structural market forces is not duly considered…

The castle halls were immaculate. Cold. Silent. As if someone had cleaned them with magic… and then punished them for using it.
Roderick walked with a martial posture, but spoke with a mischievous smile seemingly reserved only for Aleria.
—We apologize for the little misunderstanding at the gate. Sometimes Vaeldor’s laws… lack nuance. But it’s reassuring to see a lady like you here. Ambassador or not, the realm looks better with your presence.
Aleria offered him a half-smile.
—If you keep talking to me like that, I’ll be forced to think you consider me a decorative diplomat.
—And what if I told you you’re the most persuasive flower in the Arcanvian delegation?
Mortimer, walking just behind, clenched his teeth.
—And what if I told you that flower has a rather lethal magical bite?
Roderick didn’t flinch. He stopped before two identical doors.
—Separate rooms, of course. Protocol. You’re not… married. Yet.
That “yet” lingered in the air like an overly strong perfume bubble.
Aleria, already tired of unsolicited courtesies, opened her door with a mocking curtsy.
—Good night, captain. And thank you for escorting us… away from the king. That was a heroic act.
—For you, princess, I’d do it every day —he replied, with a smile that might have been charming if not under Mortimer’s watch.

Aleria’s door closed. Mortimer stood for a moment with a clenched fist… then exhaled, spun on his heels, and entered his own room. Slammed the door shut.
And in the darkness, with walls so thin he could almost hear Aleria sigh, he fell back onto the bed with a very undiplomatic word:
—Ugh.


Chapter 2 – Diplomacy, Ribbons, and Noble Yawns

The bathtub released its final breath of steam as Aleria stood, wrapped in a towel like a private cloud. She looked into the full-length mirror hanging slightly crooked on the stone wall. The reflection returned an image that, little by little, felt more like her own.
She no longer hesitated when putting on the cream lace lingerie or fastening the high stockings with satin ribbons. Buckles, hidden buttons, and corsets were no longer enemies but morning allies. The routine had a ceremonial quality: layers of clothing, each more delicate than the last, like wrapping herself in layers of identity.

The dress, cinched at the waist with slightly puffed sleeves, was a pale lavender that contrasted with her dark hair. A few subtle pieces of jewelry—a ring with an iridescent stone and a brooch shaped like a fire flower—completed the ensemble.
And yet, as she fastened the final button, she thought about Roderick.
Not because of what he’d said. But because of how she’d felt: a jolt. A twinge of discomfort. Embarrassment? Not quite. More like… an uncomfortable doubt: Was she truly a princess? Or was she just pretending to be one?

Her thoughts didn’t have time to spiral further. On the other side of the door, someone knocked twice. The wood creaked softly.
When she opened it, Mortimer was standing there.

He wore a formal black tunic with minimal silver embroidery. His tall boots were polished to the point of reflecting part of the doorframe. On his chest, fastened with a brooch bearing the seal of Arcanvia—a magical tower intertwined with petals—the fabric sat smooth and unwrinkled. His hair, though as unruly as ever, had been combed with clear intent. At least… he had tried.

Aleria froze for a moment. Blinked. Bit her lower lip with a smile that melted the line between “courtesy” and “get over here now.”
—Hello, Mister Ambassador —she whispered, stepping forward. She placed her hands on Mortimer’s chest, lifted her chin, and gave him a quick kiss on the lips—soft as a petal on a breeze.

Mortimer froze. Not tense. Not cold. Just… overwhelmed. As if that single gesture had triggered a slow-motion explosion inside his skull.

—I… you… that dress —Mortimer murmured.
—You like it? —Aleria replied with a nervous giggle, lowering her gaze as if that would hide the blush rising up her neck.
—That’s not fair —he said, clearing his throat. His voice was a failed attempt at sounding normal—. You shouldn’t look so diplomatically attractive.

Aleria laughed, a bit shaky, took his arm with a gesture that clearly said “you’re in trouble, wizard,” and together they headed for the hall.

The Grand Throne Hall was a monument to minimalist excess.
Everything was stone, light gray marble, dark blue velvet curtains, and chandeliers suspended by unmoving magic. There was no color beyond the banners of Vaeldor, embroidered with the silhouette of a sealed tower between spears.

The guests were arranged in groupings that seemed choreographed. Vaeldorian nobles, dressed in austere garments, gestured very little. Their conversations were more glances than words. Every laugh was measured as if taxed by the decibel.

In one corner, several Arcanvian mages—clearly out of place—whispered among themselves while eyeing each anti-magic symbol carved into the walls with a mix of suspicion and pity.

Among the notable figures:
The Lord of Foreign Trade, whose beard bore more rings than his fingers.
The High Treasurer, a bony woman with pearl-studded spectacles who looked like she could detect lies by scent alone.
The blacksmiths’ guild delegates, completely out of place in formal attire but still with soot-stained hands.

And among them, floating as if she didn’t touch the ground: Lady Marisela. She wore satin black with emerald green sheen. Her fan cast illusions of flowers blooming and closing with each flick of her wrist. Aleria recognized her instantly. Marisela smiled at them. Not wide. Not fake. But with a promise of future conversation that glinted like a hidden blade.

Mortimer swallowed.
—How do you greet someone diplomatically when they have a hypnotic fan?
Aleria narrowed her eyes.
—Don’t blink. She takes it as weakness.

And so, amid crossed glances, unfinished thoughts, and lips that still burned just a little, the pair entered the hall for what they were: a coordinated disaster.

Outside, King Lysander was sharpening another round of words for a speech no one had requested.
When King Lysander stood on the central platform, all murmurs died as if someone had cast a passive-aggressive silence spell over the room. The king cleared his throat once… then again. And then, as if preparing to rouse a sleeping dragon, began:
—In the name of the Sovereignty of Vaeldor, and with due respect to the integrity of interregional diplomacy and the transmagocratic stability of the treaties signed during the Era of the Second Stone…

Mortimer looked at Aleria in mute desperation.
—Don’t worry —she whispered, pretending to admire a tray of hors d’oeuvres—. In fifteen minutes, he usually mentions the harvests. If he talks about wheat, we’re halfway through.

Lysander droned on, his voice as monotonous as a poorly designed enchantment:
—…and in relation to the food independence of the western corridor, we recall the importance of agricultural neutrality as a backbone principle of our policies…

An elderly noblewoman dropped her fan and didn’t bother to pick it up. Two guards yawned in unison. One subtly leaned against a column for support.

Then, like a hurricane with shoulder pads and pomade, Captain Roderick appeared beside the pair with a smile that was far too bright.
—I believe His Majesty will be… occupied for a while —he said, winking. Then, cheerfully—: Perhaps you'd be interested in some diplomatic entertainment?

Aleria blinked.
—What kind of entertainment?

Roderick pulled a deck of cards from his sleeve like a carnival illusionist.
—A duel. Cards. For honor. Or, if you prefer, for a dance with Princess Aleria.

Mortimer looked at him as if he’d just proposed a ritual sacrifice.

—A card duel?
—Honorable and ancestral Vaeldorian cards. Or so the box says.

Aleria narrowed her eyes.
—And what do you get if you lose?
—A valuable lesson in humility. And the chance to congratulate me on my victory.

Mortimer frowned. He turned to Aleria.
—Do we accept?
She smiled and snapped her fingers.
—If you lose… I get to pick your formal tunic for a whole month.
—Accepted.

The duel began on a tall table, under the watchful eye of half the bored nobility. The deck was illustrated with mythical creatures, flashy special effects, and a point system so confusing that even the High Treasurer gave up pretending to understand anything.

Aleria, positioned strategically behind Mortimer, tried to signal Roderick’s cards… with little success.
—He’s cheating —Mortimer muttered, eyes locked forward.
—So are we! —she replied, elbowing him encouragingly.

The combination of poorly timed gestures, nervous whispers, and glaringly obvious glances was so shameless… that it worked. Roderick was too busy talking about himself and dramatically posing with each card to notice Mortimer had duplicated one using a minor illusion spell.

—Victory for Arcanvia! —Mortimer declared, raising his arms as if he’d just defeated a three-headed dragon.

Aleria clapped with a melodic laugh, and Roderick… smiled gallantly, though his left eye twitched slightly.
—Well played. I suppose… it’s my turn to be humble.
—And mine… to dance —Mortimer said, swallowing hard as he turned to Aleria.

—
The hall still echoed faintly with the royal speech (Lysander had just begun a section on agricultural measuring tools), but the dance floor had filled with noble couples more interested in twirling than digesting state rhetoric.

Aleria took Mortimer’s hand and led him to the center.
—You look paler than a ghost —she said, amused.
—Where do I put my hand? Here? And the foot goes…? What if I step on someone important?
—Mortimer… —Aleria placed her hands over his—. This is like when you taught me how to channel magic. Remember? You said: “Don’t think about the energy. Breathe it.”
—Did that work?
—After I accidentally set three curtains on fire… yes.

He laughed. Aleria did too.
The first step was a shared stumble. The second, an uncertain sway. And by the third… they were dancing.
He, awkward. She, patient.
He, unsure. She, guiding.
Together, they spun as if the world had forgotten they were in a kingdom that didn’t want them.

In the middle of a slow turn, a figure approached with elegance.

Lady Marisela.
She now wore a wine-colored gown with bronze detailing. Her fan painted glowing butterflies into the air as she paused beside them.
—There are many couples in this hall —she said, without raising her voice—. But only one dances like protocol doesn’t matter.

Mortimer and Aleria paused.
Marisela looked at them with intelligent eyes, full of soft irony.
—That’s rare.

Aleria tilted her head.
—Are you on our side, Lady Marisela?
—My dear princess… I’m always on the more interesting side. And you… are.

And with a subtle flick of her fan, she drifted away as if she hadn’t said anything dangerous.
But she had said plenty.

Aleria looked at Mortimer.
Mortimer looked at her.
And without saying a word, they danced again.


Chapter 3 – Flowers, Demons, and the Trembling Hand

Vaeldor’s sun was dimmer than Arcanvia’s, but it held a reserved warmth, as if the city—despite its rigid rules and stern architecture—still had corners that believed in beauty.
It was their first free moment since arriving, and Aleria had no intention of wasting it listening to more speeches about wheat.

—Today, dear ambassador, your only diplomatic mission is to let yourself be dragged along —she announced, taking him by the arm before he could invent an excuse involving books, reports, or a sudden allergy to sunlight.

Mortimer didn’t resist, but he also wasn’t quite sure how to accompany her. He walked with short, unsure steps, as if each cobblestone were a political trap. His tunic swayed stiffly, his hands hung at his sides like they didn’t belong to his body, and from time to time… he looked at Aleria’s hand. As if mentally negotiating whether or not to take it.

Aleria noticed those glances.
—Are you planning to steal my hand or just stare at it until it falls off on its own?
Mortimer blinked.
—I… was considering the diplomatic implications of informal physical contact.
—And I was considering the emotional implications of tactile disinterest.

He frowned, wearing the expression of someone realizing, that wasn’t in the manual.
—Am I being… disinterested?
Aleria sighed, gazing toward the flowers at the nearest stall: blue lilies, purple mint, jasmines painted with tiny runes by hand.
—I don’t know. Sometimes it feels like we’re dancing, but you’re the only one who hears the music.

Mortimer looked down. Pressed his lips together. He was about to speak, but a vendor interrupted them, offering spiced cheese-filled bread, and the conversation dissolved between bites and crumpled napkins.

The Second Ring Market was a symphony of color and chaos. Beneath taut fabric canopies, merchants shouted names of fruits with magical flavors, sold potions for lucid dreams (possibly illegal), and argued with customers who didn’t want to pay with coins but with “a really lovely childhood memory.”

Aleria let go of his arm to try on a reversible cloak that changed color based on mood. Mortimer watched from a few steps away, unsure whether to tell her that when the cloak turned bubblegum pink, her face looked like she was barely holding in a laugh. She spun around, removed it with theatrical flair, and asked:
—Would you laugh if I wore this in court?
—Before or after I get exiled?

They continued strolling past stalls of floating-bubble potions, singing gemstone jewelry that shrieked when struck incorrectly, and swords that argued with their owners. Mortimer seemed less uncomfortable now—until Aleria came close again, this time not taking his hand, but walking very, very near.

And then he felt it.
That almost-accidental brush. Her arm grazing his. The warmth of her sleeve. The silent question.
Should he take her hand? Hug her? Kiss her?
What if she didn’t want that? What if she did and he ruined it? What if he tried and someone saw and some inquisitive-browed noble declared a public scandal?

—Mortimer —Aleria said, without looking at him.
—Yes?
—Breathe. I won’t break.

He swallowed. And in a brief, almost clumsy impulse, he took her hand.
She didn’t stop. She didn’t say a word. But her fingers laced gently into his.
Softly.
As if they had always done so.

And just when the moment started to feel perfect…
A group of hooded figures appeared near the central fountain, waving signs written in poorly mixed magic ink that flickered like dying fireflies:

“NO MORE ARCANE CENSORSHIP!”
“MAGIC FOR ALL — EVEN THOSE WHO CAN’T USE IT!”

One of them was shouting in a high-pitched voice:
—No more repression! No more oppressive rules! No more… stuff! Lots of stuff!

Another hooded figure—clearly unprepared—was waving a sign upside down and stammering every time someone looked at him.

Mortimer raised an eyebrow.
—Amateur protest.
—Charming rebellion —said Aleria, letting go of his hand only to adjust her dress—. Although something smells off…

And then, one of the hooded figures pulled out a black book. Another traced runes on the ground. A third tossed glittering powders into the air and shouted something in an ancient language that suspiciously sounded like:
—Oh great shadow of the grandmother of wrath, come and bring us your fire of demonic facial cleansing!

—Are they actually trying to…? —Mortimer began.
The air tore open with a screech, and the ground shook.
A jagged-edged, red-hued portal began to form, its center bubbling like cursed soup.
—Yes. Yes, they’re trying —Aleria finished, stepping back.

One hooded protester fell flat on his back, another tripped on his robe, and the third started yelling at the portal:
—Not that big! It was supposed to be a pocket demon! PO-CK-ET SIZE!

Mortimer sighed. He snapped his fingers. Aleria’s hand, which had been in his, now held his staff.
—Time for active diplomacy —he muttered.

The ground rumbled. Not metaphorically. Not poetically. Not like in ancient tales where “the earth trembled at the fate of heroes.” No. It literally trembled, cracked, and split open with a sound that made teeth vibrate.

From the center of the poorly drawn runes, with a shriek like a rusted gate screaming in outrage, a demon emerged.
And it wasn’t small.

It had the general shape of a massive gorilla, but with leathery wings half-unfurled, horns like cracked black crystal, and eyes of molten fire that dripped hatred. Every step melted the cobblestones beneath its feet. A broken chain hung from its neck, whistling through the air.

—INSIGNIFICANT MORTALS! —it roared, shaking the few merchants who hadn’t already fled—. YOUR SOULS SHALL BE THE BREAKFAST OF MY RESURRECTION! AND YOUR KINGDOM, A THRONE OF ASH AND POORLY BREWED TEA!

The hooded figures, brave only up to that point, screamed in genuine panic and scattered like clumsy ducks, tripping over each other.
—THAT WASN’T IN THE SCRIPT!! —one shrieked.
—I WANT MY SUMMONING FEE BACK!! —yelled another, disappearing behind crates of enchanted apples.

The demon took a step. Then another. A nearby archway collapsed under its roar. Two children ran out from behind a cart, and the square began to empty in a hysterical stampede.

Aleria grabbed Mortimer’s arm.
—We have to do something!
But Mortimer wasn’t hesitating anymore. He wasn’t uncomfortable, or awkward, or holding back. Now, he was the sorcerer.

His robe lifted in the surge of magical wind. The staff gleamed with an ancient rune Aleria didn’t recognize but felt in her marrow. When he spoke, his voice was a deep, steady melody, carrying an authority that brooked no argument:
—Beast without name or boundary… you are not welcome here.

The demon roared. And charged.

Mortimer didn’t move. He simply traced a semicircle in the air with his staff, and from that stroke sprang a golden line that spiraled upward. A containment seal bloomed beneath the demon’s feet, wrapping it in a cage of liquid light.

—WHAT TRICKS ARE THESE?! —the creature howled, rattling invisible chains.
—Old tricks. From someone who read every book twice —Mortimer murmured, and turned the staff one final time.

With a crack of air folding in on itself, the portal collapsed, sucking the demon back in with a final howl of fury and frustration, like it was being deflated from the inside. The seal glowed… then faded.

Silence.

And then—applause.

A group of merchants broke into cheers. Some citizens peeked out from windows, shouting their praise. An old woman tossed a flower from the second floor.

Aleria didn’t blink.
She stared at him in profile, cheeks flushed, lips slightly parted, her heart pounding as if she’d been the one to channel all that power.

There he was. Her disheveled, grumpy, pessimistic sorcerer…
And perfect.

Because Aleria knew the truth.
Beneath the black layers, beneath the permanent scowl and the sarcastic remarks, there was something pure. Awkward. Tender.
And a heart too big, beating for her—even if he didn’t yet know how to show it.

Mortimer turned toward her, half-overwhelmed by the applause.
—Should we… go?
—YES! —she shouted too loudly, grabbing his arm—. Or better yet, run! Magic is forbidden here, you brilliant and adorable genius!

They took off down a side street, muffled laughter and fluttering cloaks trailing behind them, dodging a stall of illegal wands and a cat that shouted things in Latin. Aleria was gasping with laughter.
—That demon actually mentioned the bad tea! Vaeldor deserves it!
—I’m going to have to forge an entire report to explain this —Mortimer grumbled, though he didn’t let go of her hand.
—What are you going to say?
—"The demon had a philosophical epiphany and left voluntarily."
—Sounds legit.

They rounded a corner. The afternoon light bathed them in a soft gold. The city felt quieter now, less threatening…
But not for long.

Because high atop a tower, in shadows the sun couldn’t reach, a man watched.
He wore a dark cloak, and over his face, a golden, expressionless mask. Only his eyes shone, fixed on the couple disappearing down the street.

He said nothing.

But the metal gleamed with the promise of secrets.
And the silence… knew too much.


Chapter 4 – Echoes Between Books and Royal Silences

The return to the castle was, like many things in Vaeldor, more uncomfortable than hostile.
The guards didn’t stop them—but they watched.
The nobles didn’t confront them—but they whispered.
And the palace staff welcomed them with polite smiles that trembled like leaves at the edge of winter.

Aleria walked the polished stone halls wearing a smile she had perfected for moments of false courtesy. It wasn’t the mischievous smile she wore when plotting something, nor the sweet one she gave Mortimer in his awkward moments. This was her “elegant slap to diplomacy” smile—the one meant to bruise without breaking protocol.

—Floral assistant? —she muttered through clenched teeth as they passed a group of nobles who didn’t even bother to look at her—. If someone asks me to water plants, I’m going to water their shoes.

Mortimer didn’t respond. He’d tried.
All morning, he had sat through a meeting with King Lysander and his advisors, where protocol became a minefield and conversation a one-way channel.

—Vaeldor has no need for the emotional magic influence of Arcanvia —Lysander had said without even looking at Mortimer—. Trade with your people is… volatile. Emotional. Spontaneous.
—You mean we have culture? —Mortimer had tried.
—I mean flowers don’t hold up empires —Lysander replied, before launching into a monologue about iron exports and “the character of steel versus the fragility of petals.”

Every attempt Mortimer made to discuss treaties, tax reforms, or the exchange of magical resources was met with interruption, deflection, or an icy stare. Aleria, seated next to a decorative planter, couldn’t speak—at least not officially—but that didn’t stop her from cracking her knuckles every time the king dismissed Mortimer like a child playing dress-up.

And then Mortimer brought up the demon incident.
—There was a summoning attempt in the Second Ring just yesterday —he said, voice carefully measured—. Basic demonology, but dangerous. Is the Council aware?

Lysander froze.
A beat too long.
A blink. Another.
And then, with no change in expression, he simply changed the subject.
—You should take time to explore the kingdom. The ancient structures, the imperial gardens. Our architecture reflects our history. Our order. Our… discipline.

Mortimer stared at him. Aleria clenched her jaw.
—Your Majesty— —she began, then remembered she had no official voice.
—Vaeldor’s gardens have been restored with special care —Lysander continued, without turning his head.
—Perhaps we could discuss internal security. The hooded figures—
—Ah, yes, and the Inner Ring Market is very well maintained. Ideal for visitors.

Aleria blinked slowly.
Mortimer leaned back.
It was clear. Lysander knew something. And he didn’t want to talk about it. Not with them.

What was also clear was something else: the king didn’t want to provoke Arcanvia. He didn’t want confrontation.
He wanted them gone.
Or better yet… distracted.

—We appreciate the suggestion, Your Majesty —Mortimer finally said, dry as ink on stone—. We’ll be sure to see everything the kingdom… permits us to see.

—I’m starting to think this castle was designed to confuse —Aleria muttered, turning the key to her door with the sharpness of someone who urgently needed to punch a pillow or curse at a decorative statue.

Mortimer stepped in behind her, still wearing a tense expression. The sharp sound of the door closing seemed to release the air that had been held since their audience with Lysander.

—He’s not listening to us —he said, removing his cloak and tossing it over a chair with a motion that was almost elegant.
Almost.

—He ignores us, silences us, and sends us to admire gardens while hell climbs out of the ground. Charming —Aleria said, sighing like a queen done with everything as she kicked off her shoes.

Mortimer stepped toward the window ledge and placed a small black stone on the wood. He tapped it twice with the knuckle of his staff and murmured:
—Direct vision. Amber Protocol. Contact: Elara.

The stone floated. A crack of light opened, forming a glowing oval, and an image began to materialize…
…of a talking cheese.

—You again? —Mortimer groaned.
—I am the official royal message-bearer in the Queen’s absence! —chirped the cheese in a high-pitched, Scottish-accented voice, clearly pleased with itself.
—Mortimer, please —Aleria sighed—. We’ve talked about this. Don’t yell at the cheese.
—I AM A CHEESE OF HONOR, PRINCESS! AND I DEMAND—!

The image flickered violently as Seraphina, the ever-stoic captain of the royal guard, stepped into frame. She picked up the cheese without ceremony, tossed it into the back of the room (a distant “my rind!” could be heard), and replaced it with an actual crystal orb.

At last, Elara’s image stabilized.
She was sitting on a map table, boots up like she feared no meetings. Her dress was formal, but her eyes were sharp. When she saw Aleria and Mortimer in the image, she crossed her arms.
—It’s about time. What the hell is going on over there?

Aleria and Mortimer sat in front of the crystal, suddenly a bit more formal.
—Where to begin? —Mortimer said.
—With the demons? —Aleria suggested, raising an eyebrow.

Mortimer recounted the market incident—the hooded figures’ bumbling, the botched summoning, and King Lysander’s suspicious silence. Elara listened intently without interrupting, though one eyebrow arched dangerously when she heard the detail about the portal.

—They tried to summon a demon in broad daylight? And the king ignored it?
—He denied it. With the enthusiasm of someone trying to talk about flowerbeds while the kitchen’s on fire —Mortimer growled.
—Could be something local —Aleria added—. But if they’re gathering artifacts or summoning more creatures… I don’t know, sister. It sounds worse.

Elara nodded slowly, her fingers tapping against her knee.
—This is serious. If someone’s trafficking demonic magic in Vaeldor, it’s a threat to all the realms. Especially if they’re organized. But…

Her tone turned colder.
—Vaeldor is sovereign. I can’t interfere. If I send troops, it’s an invasion. Do you know how many kingdoms would align with Lysander out of spite against me? Even if we’re right, war doesn’t care about nuance.

Mortimer scoffed.
—So… we pretend nothing’s happening?
—No —Aleria cut in, smiling. That smile. The one that came right before glorious trouble—. We handle it ourselves.

Elara narrowed her eyes.
—Aleria…
—Sister, you’re not going to invade a kingdom. Relax. But I’m just a floral assistant with no diplomatic rank. And Mortimer… well, he’s simply charming —she added, elbowing him with a conspiratorial grin.
—Charming —Mortimer echoed softly, barely believing it.

—You don’t have to authorize anything. Just… don’t ask. Deal?

Elara sighed, crossing her legs.
—Fine. Officially, I know nothing. Unofficially… be careful. And if you find something important, send clear signals. Not a sad-faced flower or a traumatized cheese.
—Promise —Aleria said.
—And don’t die. That’s an order —Elara added, just before the crystal began to fade.

The room fell quiet. Only the fading echoes of magic remained… and the weight of a decision already settling on their shoulders.

Aleria looked at Mortimer. Mortimer looked at her.
—Unauthorized secret mission? —he said.
—Deliciously exciting, isn’t it?

Mortimer exhaled, rubbed his face… and smiled. Just a little.


Chapter 5 – Voices Between Pages

The library of Vaeldor didn’t smell like knowledge.
It smelled like censorship.

The high, narrow aisles were filled with books... carefully selected. Every volume had the same austere binding, as if all had been dressed by an ideological tailor. The shelves were organized with suspicious perfection. And there was more space than there should’ve been. As if, at some point, entire sections had been removed… and no one had dared to ask why.

Aleria ran her fingers along the dusty spines, flipping through titles like “Economy Without Magic, Vol. IV,” “Order is Beauty: Essays on Obedience,” and “The History of Vaeldor, Revised (with Appendices That Matter).”
—Mortimer… why do I feel like these books don’t tell you things—they interrogate you?
—Because they do —he said, flipping through a political dictionary—. This glossary only lists two synonyms for “freedom.” And one is “chaos.”

Aleria laughed quietly.
It was there, between stifled laughter and cold marble columns, that Lady Marisela emerged—like someone who never needed to announce herself because the air already bowed at her passing.

She wore pearl-gray with a touch of deep burgundy. Her fan today projected translucent butterflies that fluttered aimlessly between shelves. But instead of her usual quick irony, she approached with a soft smile.
—I’ve always found it… touching, seeing two people lose faith in a system together.

Aleria tilted her head.
—And you? Did you lose yours?
—Oh no —Marisela said, taking a history book without looking at it—. I sold it. At a very good price. And bought silence in return.

Mortimer closed his book.
—Silence?
Marisela nodded. She walked to a nearby table and sat with the grace of someone who’s eavesdropped on too many wars and private dinners.
—Have you heard of the Silent Quarter?

Both shook their heads.
—It’s an old district of the city, officially forgotten… but curious. There’s no sound there. Literally. No wind, no voices, no echoes. Even footsteps seem swallowed by the ground.
—And that’s… natural? —Aleria asked, frowning.
—No. It’s magical. Or it was, once. Many years ago—before Lysander’s reign even—there was a surge of magic that got out of control. No one knows exactly what happened. Some say it was a revolt. Others, a purge. The only certainty is that ever since, the magic there is… silenced. As if the place itself refuses to remember.

Mortimer narrowed his eyes.
—That sounds like something that shouldn’t be missing from official records.
—And yet, here we are —Marisela said, gesturing toward the shelves as if they were a very bad joke—. Not a single book mentions the event. Except this.

She pulled out a thin notebook, untitled, its pages yellowed with age.
—A personal journal. From someone who lived in the quarter before the “purification.”

Mortimer took it carefully. Aleria read over his shoulder.

“First they took the apprentices. Then the masters. Said it was for the common good. And when everything was silent… the houses began to disappear too.”

—How many have disappeared? —Aleria asked, voice low.

Marisela crossed her legs with elegance.
—Depends on who you ask. Some say dozens. Others, hundreds… over the years. But names aren’t recorded. They’re just forgotten.

—And the king… —Mortimer began.
—Lysander didn’t create the Silent Quarter. But he keeps it —Marisela said frankly—. Like someone who won’t break a curse because he already decorated the house on top of it.

A tense silence surrounded them.

—Why are you telling us this? —Aleria finally asked.

Marisela looked at them. Directly. No fan. No butterflies.

—Because you’re not like the usual diplomats. And because… sometimes silence needs a crack.
She stood up. Took a step, and her butterflies vanished as if they’d never been there.
—Good luck, untitled ambassador. Sorcerer with a critical gaze.
—Are you with us? —asked Aleria, just as Marisela turned the corner.
—I’m with those who ask questions. And you… you ask the right ones —she said, disappearing in a whisper.
That same night, the Silent Quarter didn’t receive them. It swallowed them.
Aleria and Mortimer walked through narrow alleys, lit by a frozen moon that felt far too distant to be comforting. The spell Mortimer had conjured —a minor illusion of visual diversion— wrapped around them like a thick mist, bending the attention of anyone who saw them. Not true invisibility… but the kind of charm that made people look away, forget someone had just passed.
—Are you sure this spell works? —whispered Aleria, clutching her cloak.
—As sure as the talking cheese watching us from the council tower —he grunted, raising his staff to light the path with a dim orb.
And suddenly… nothing.
No wind. No footsteps. Not even the sound of their breathing.
The Silent Quarter lived up to its name with unnatural harshness. The spell didn’t cause it. The place itself demanded it.
Empty houses. Windows fogged from the inside. Shutters sealed with half-erased magical symbols. In one corner, a dry fountain. In another, a stone circle carved with runes very similar to the ones from the demonic portal they’d seen in the market.
Mortimer crouched. Placed a hand on the runes, and his expression hardened.
—This isn’t an ancient relic. This is recent.
Aleria looked around, frowning.
—And why here? Why right where everything is... silent?
—Because if no one can hear it, no one stops it —he said, in a low voice.
They moved deeper, through stone corridors and unlit lanterns. They found another incomplete circle. This one showed signs of being forcibly interrupted. And most disturbing: a spiral of ash. Not from fire. From magic.
Aleria turned to him.
—They’re practicing. Not just summoning. They’re rehearsing. Refining.
—Looking for the perfect place for a major ritual —Mortimer concluded.

They returned to the castle just before the guard shift. Their spell was fading, and the night smelled of suspicion.
As they reached the hallway of the diplomatic chambers, a figure crossed their path with firm steps.
Captain Roderick.
And this time, he wasn’t smiling. His hand rested on his sword’s hilt, out of sheer habit. His right eyebrow raised… out of sheer distrust.
—Ladies, gentlemen. A bit late for a stroll, isn’t it?
Aleria raised her chin with offensive elegance.
—The night in Vaeldor has its charm. Though it’s curious that the captain of the guard patrols diplomatic zones at this hour. Are you following us?
Roderick narrowed his eyes.
—The well-being of ambassadors is a kingdom priority. We observe everything for… precaution.
Mortimer crossed his arms, his staff making a soft clack on the floor.
—"Precaution" or espionage? Because if you think we’re a threat, the least you could do is send us tea instead of hidden eyes.
Aleria stepped forward, her tone impeccable, polite… and lethally diplomatic.
—Investigating officially recognized ambassadors without consent could be considered a hostile act toward Arcanvia. And if there’s any doubt, I can write to my sister. The Queen. She has excellent spelling when she’s angry.
Roderick’s face paled slightly. His stance softened, retreating half a step.

—There's no need to take it that way. We're just… following protocol. Nothing personal.
—Sure —said Mortimer—. The best protocols always involve illegal surveillance.
Roderick coughed. Shifted his weight. And, with the subtlety of a poorly trained thief, changed the subject.
—Anyway, uh… His Majesty the King has announced a royal ball for tomorrow night. A celebration for the visitors. He hopes to count on your presence.
Aleria pretended to consider it.
—A ball, you say? With music, lights… and no uncomfortable questions?
—Exactly —said Roderick, clinging to that lifeline.
—Well then —said Aleria, with a glassy smile—, we’ll dance. Though I can’t promise not to step on someone with authority.
Roderick forced a smile and retreated with a slight bow.
The pair waited for him to disappear down the hall.
—Do you think he believes us? —asked Aleria.
—No. But he fears us enough to pretend he does.
And with that, they entered their rooms.
The doors closed at the same time, but their thoughts… kept spinning together.
Vaeldor had more shadows than anyone was willing to admit.
And starting tomorrow… some of them were going to dance.


Chapter 6 – Stumbles, Laughter, and Suspicious Hooded Figures

The Grand Hall of the Painted Skies was dressed for celebration as if trying to distract the world from its political problems with velvet, floating lights, and far too much expensive perfume. The walls were adorned with magical frescoes depicting ancient Vaeldorian victories —all, curiously, without any wizards. Candles floated in choreographed formation, the musicians played without a single mistake —possibly because the instruments were enchanted to tune themselves—, and the guests’ masks sparkled like jewels stolen from fairy tales.
Mortimer and Aleria arrived at the ball as diplomats. But the hall, like everything in Vaeldor, had its own agenda.
Aleria wore a wine-colored dress with old gold embroidery, the neckline modest yet elegant, the skirt wide enough to hide a dagger or two, and a silver butterfly mask that made her eyes look larger, more enchanted… or more dangerous. Mortimer, for his part, wore a dark blue robe with silver details, his hawk-shaped mask barely managing to conceal his discomfort. He looked more like an exiled noble than an ambassador —which, to his surprise, worked well in Vaeldor.
—Are you sure this is a good idea? —he murmured.
—I’m sure that if we don’t dance, we’ll look guilty. And if we do dance, we’ll look clumsy. So let’s go with clumsy. It’s more charming.
—Is that a diplomatic tactic?
—It’s an Aleria tactic. It’s always worked.
The music changed. It was an elegant piece, with quick turns and crossing steps. The couples began to dance with grace.
And then… the two of them stepped onto the floor.
Mortimer took the first step. Stepped on the hem of Aleria’s dress. She stumbled, tried to recover, and accidentally pushed her mask higher than usual. Mortimer spun to avoid hitting her and ended up spinning too far, smacking a noble with the sleeve of his robe.
Aleria laughed. Laughed with that laugh of hers that seemed to mock gravity itself.
—You're dancing like you're conjuring a typhoon!
—And you're like you’ve got bat wings on your ankles!

They attempted a synchronized bow. Aleria dipped with grace. Mortimer tried… and both fell forward in a glorious crash of cloaks, skirts, and diplomatic pride.
A pause. And then, laughter. Theirs first. Then from a few onlookers. Even the band seemed to shift into a lighter tune.
Aleria leaned on his shoulder.
—I think that was our best number so far.
—I’ll call it “Ambassador in Style Distress.”
The hall was still laughing as Mortimer and Aleria slipped away from the spotlight, swept along by a current of velvet and music that wrapped around them like a curtain too heavy to hold.

They had both survived —more or less— their improvised number on the dance floor. Aleria was still chuckling, her mask tilted at a mischievous angle. Mortimer pretended his dignity hadn’t been lost somewhere among the violins, though inside he was still counting how many of Aleria’s toes he’d stepped on.

They left the bustle of the ballroom for one of the side balconies, right where the music faded into the distance and the night hung suspended between marble columns and floating lanterns. From there, part of the imperial garden could be seen, asleep under Vaeldorian mist. The moon looked like a puddle hung in the sky, and the silence was so intimate even the wind seemed to keep the secret of their steps.

Aleria leaned on the railing, her cloak falling with a grace that could have made a tailor weep. Her eyes, no longer laughing, fixed on the horizon.
—This has been harder than I expected —she murmured.
Mortimer, beside her, tilted his head.
—The dance? The dress? The fall in front of twenty dukes?
—The mission —she said, humorless—. This. Us. I thought working together would be easy. Like back in the tower, with potions exploding and those flowers you used to leave in my cauldron.
—That was easier because everything else was more chaotic —he replied with a slight smile.
—And because no one was watching. Here… everything feels like a performance.

There was a moment. Long. Silent. Not uncomfortable. Just… fragile.
Aleria lowered her gaze.
—We haven’t had time, Mortimer. Real time. It’s all been politics, hooded figures, stupid rules about flowers, and titles that don’t even let me speak in my own name.
He lifted a hand. Hesitated. And then, with the softness of someone touching something precious for the first time, caressed her cheek. The black glove contrasted with her warm skin, and his expression was no longer that of a grumpy sorcerer or an uncomfortable diplomat.
—Aleria, I—
But he didn’t finish the sentence.

Because below the balcony, hidden among the dark hedges of the garden, three hooded figures were arguing with their usual clumsiness. The breeze carried their voices, just enough to be heard among the bushes:
—I’m telling you, the master already has the Mask. Everything’s under control.
—You sure? We’re still missing the seal fragments.
—Doesn’t matter. With the Echo Mask, he won’t need sacrifices. Just channeling.

Mortimer froze. His hand still brushing Aleria’s cheek, but his eyes… weren’t with her.
They were on the name. That name.
—Mortimer? —Aleria asked softly, noticing the change in his expression.
He stepped back, as if the air had thickened.
—What did they say? —he whispered.
—The Echo Mask —Aleria repeated—. Do you know it?
—It’s not just an artifact. It’s Duskwood. Lost for generations. It was created by an ancestor of mine. Sealed in a duel against... things that shouldn’t be remembered.

His eyes were shining, not with excitement, but with alarm.
—If their “master” has it… this isn’t a clumsy cult anymore. It’s a structured threat. Real power. Ancient history unearthed by the wrong hands.
Aleria turned to him, serious.

—Then we’ll bury that story again. Together.
And behind them, the moon briefly hid behind a cloud, as if it too needed a moment to process what they had just heard.

With their hearts still racing from what they’d overheard, Aleria and Mortimer descended silently from the balcony and reentered the ballroom, scanning the crowd for the hooded figures. The festive atmosphere hadn’t changed: laughter, clinking glasses, smiling masks... but everything felt more sinister now, as if luxury itself was concealing a freshly opened wound. Mortimer moved forward with purpose, his eyes sweeping across every corner. And then he saw it.

A man on the far side of the room, unmoving amid the crowd, wore a golden mask without expression. He wasn’t dancing. He wasn’t speaking. He was only watching.
—Hey! —shouted Mortimer, charging into the crowd, shoving through cloaks and clouds of perfume, ignoring the offended looks of half the nobility.
Aleria followed, weaving between dancers and flying trays, the music playing on as if there were no danger. But when she finally caught up…
—He’s gone —she said, panting—. I don’t see him.
Mortimer spun on his heels, frustrated. He had been there. Right there. That mask was unmistakable. That emotionless golden face. That void in the eyes.

Gone. As if he had vanished.

At that moment, Lady Marisela appeared from behind a column, her fan snapping shut with a dry clack, her voice tinged with melancholy.
—I’m sorry you couldn’t reach him. It would have been… enlightening.
Aleria watched her closely. Mortimer too.
Too convenient.
Too quick.
And for the first time, both wondered whether Marisela was not just helping them uncover the truth… but also helping to cover it up.


Chapter 7 – Broken Secrets and Reflected Magic

The next morning dawned under a thick mist that refused to lift. Even inside the castle, the shadows seemed denser than usual, as if the sunrise itself doubted its right to shine over Vaeldor.

Aleria and Mortimer did not join the other ambassadors for breakfast. They declined the invitation with forced politeness, preferring to retreat to the Eagle Tower to send a message to their queen and report.

The pair sent a couple of formal documents to maintain appearances, then searched for a room with a table to “write” another message—one tucked away, dusty. They sat down, and Mortimer made sure no curious eyes were nearby.
—Are you sure this will work? —Aleria asked as Mortimer unrolled an ancient scroll inscribed with runes that seemed to shift like living ink.
—It’s Duskwood magic —he replied, crossing his fingers while drawing a circle with his staff—. It wasn’t made for spying… but for recording history. What our blood has touched… it remembers.

Aleria perched on the edge of the table, eyes wide with anticipation. Mortimer placed a drop of his own blood at the center of the scroll. The ink reacted with a subtle sound, like pages sliding in an infinite library. The letters spiraled outward, forming images that floated like smoke. Mortimer’s eyes moved quickly, scanning for useful information, until he froze in surprise.

The last guardian of the Echo Mask.

A young woman, noble-faced and intense-eyed, appeared in the projection. She wore a lesser crown and a medallion bearing the Duskwood seal. Beside her… King Lysander, younger, more human, with a gentler gaze. He was smiling. Holding her hand.
—What is this? —Mortimer whispered—. Lady Vaenira Duskwood. My great-aunt. Daughter of the master of invocations from the fifth line of the family archive. She vanished… no record. No grave. Just one cryptic note in my grandfather’s texts: “She chose love. The throne did not choose with her.”

Aleria watched without breathing.

The scroll showed a ceremony fragment. Sacred unions. Noble applause.
Then… another image: a dark gathering. Grim faces. A council. Torn papers. The medallion falling to the floor.

—They annulled her —Aleria murmured—. For politics. For image. But why?
—Because she was a sorceress. —Mortimer clenched his fists—. And her union tainted the “non-magical purity” of the royal Vaeldorian bloodline. She was erased from the records. And he… let himself be erased.

The scroll dimmed slowly. The ink fell back into slumber.
And in the silence, a theory began to weave itself through unspoken words.
Aleria was the first to say it:
—What if all of this… the cult’s plan, the disappearances, the demons, the Echo Mask…?
—What if it’s Lysander’s revenge? —Mortimer finished—. Not just against his council for forcing him to yield, but against the whole system that made him choose between love and throne. What if he wants to reclaim the magical legacy he was denied… but without dirtying his own hands?
—Marisela might be covering for him —Aleria added, lowering her voice—. She helps us exactly when we need it… but never tells us more than she wants. If she works for Lysander, it would make sense. She moves between both worlds. She must be the one assigned to watch us.

The silence that followed wasn’t comfortable. It was heavy. Overwhelming. Like they had finally opened a door no one wanted to walk through.
Aleria looked at the faded scroll.
—If Lysander is behind this… he won’t let us expose him. He wants us distant. Quiet. Diplomatic.
Mortimer nodded slowly, his words weighing more than ever.
—Then we have no choice. We break the silence. Even if it puts us in the throne’s crosshairs.

—Give me the stone. Quickly —Mortimer said, already searching his robe before the ink on the ancient scroll fully vanished.
Aleria didn’t need to ask what he meant. She pulled the small crystal communicator orb from her bag and handed it to him. The sphere glowed at his touch, and Mortimer spoke the activation code clearly.
—Priority contact: Queen Elara of Arcanvia. Crimson Protocol.

After a moment of ethereal humming, the crystal lit up, revealing a blurry image of the Arcanvian throne room. And front and center, the usual unmistakable figure:
—I am the designated spokesperson for—! —began the talking cheese, shaking its tiny crown with absurd dignity.
—Shut the cheddar up! —snapped Aleria, pushing the crystal with both thumbs—. We need to speak with my sister now!
—SISTER! —she added urgently, a word she never used unless the situation was critical.

The cheese froze. Partly from surprise. Partly from respect… or fear.
A second later, Elara appeared in the image. Impeccable. Sharp-eyed. Not a wrinkle on her cloak.
—What happened?

Aleria explained. Everything. Quickly, without unnecessary pauses. From the discovery of the erased marriage to the suspicion that Lysander was behind it all. The possible paternity of Kael. The betrayal disguised as diplomacy. The cult. The Echo Mask. Revenge buried under centuries of politics.

Elara didn’t interrupt. She just listened. And when Aleria finished, she nodded, jaw tight.
—Very well. You have direct authorization. Mortimer, use whatever you need. And be ready. I’m mobilizing our forces. If this is the scale of the deception, we can’t let it grow.
Mortimer tilted his head.
—With respect, Your Majesty… we don’t need an army. I’m enough.
—Maybe —Elara said, pursing her lips—. But I’m sending a strike team anyway. Seraphina will lead it. She knows how to move without triggering a diplomatic incident… or so I hope.
Aleria smiled with tense pride.
—What would I do without you, Elara.
—Probably fall into traps set by amateur hooded figures.
—Too late —Mortimer said, glancing behind her.

The crystal sphere crackled.

Elara turned her head in the image. An alarm began sounding in the background. Seraphina appeared briefly behind the Queen, sword over her shoulder, barking orders. But before they could say more… the image cut off.

And instantly, there was the sound of cloaks brushing fabric.

Aleria and Mortimer turned at the same time.

Hooded figures. At least six. Poorly hidden. Poorly armed. Poorly organized. But surrounding them.

—Are they seriously coming at us with torches and magic sticks? —Aleria asked, inhaling like someone about to sneeze glamour.

—They don’t even have proper attack formation —Mortimer muttered.

One of the hooded ones raised a staff and shouted:
—Surrender, sorcerer and false princess! For the legacy of Kael!

Mortimer closed his eyes.
—One.

A spell sent a concentrated gust of wind that scattered three of them like dry leaves.

—Two.

A second spell activated a containment field that trapped the remaining ones in floating bubbles, spinning slowly like sad holiday ornaments.

Aleria watched them twirl in the air, their feet dangling, cloaks bunched over their heads.
—Was that it?
—Yes. I was feeling generous.
—Do you want to interrogate them?
—Only if you promise not to mock them when they cry.

And among the echoes of the hallway, floating above the magical bubbles and the footsteps approaching from the shadows, something invisible began to move.

Because now, the battle had already begun.


Chapter 8 – The Face Beneath the Mask

The footsteps of Aleria and Mortimer echoed with authority as they walked through the marble corridors, the sound almost chanting the tension they carried in their chests. Aleria walked with her chin held high, her dress flowing with every step like a declaration. Mortimer walked beside her, his cloak still stained from the earlier containment spell, his staff pulsing faintly with a violet glow. They were both contained fire.

In front of the throne room, Captain Roderick stepped forward like a human gate with a smile stretched too thin.
—I regret to inform you that His Majesty cannot receive visitors at the moment. He’s reviewing treaties… and perhaps his schedule doesn’t allow—
—Step aside, Roderick —Aleria interrupted without even slowing.
—This could be considered an act of diplomatic aggression if—
—I could consider you a rug if you stay in front of me —she added, with icy sweetness as she brushed past him.

Mortimer gave Roderick a pat on the shoulder as he passed.
—Nothing personal. Just urgent. Also, kind of inevitable.

Roderick could only stammer something about protocol before the great door swung open with a simple, disobedient spell, and the two Arcanvian ambassadors entered the Throne Room like a storm.

Lysander sat on his elevated throne, surrounded by statues and symbols of Vaeldorian tradition: crossed spears, framed documents, an intentionally unbalanced scale labeled “for aesthetic design.” Beside him, two advisors whispered with the intensity of people who knew the castle was about to catch fire… but weren’t sure whether to open a window or hide under a table.

Lysander looked up.
—I did not authorize this meeting —he said coldly.

Aleria climbed the steps to the throne without hesitation, stopping at a distance careful enough not to suggest she planned to hit him with the ceremonial scepter.
—We’re not here out of courtesy. We’re here for the truth.

Mortimer raised his staff —not in threat, but like someone holding up a mirror.

—We know about Lady Vaenira. We know she was erased. That she was a Duskwood. That she was your wife.
Lysander paled. The advisors exchanged nervous glances.
—Where did you get that information? —the king asked, his voice drained of color.
—From your mistakes —Aleria said—. And your silences. Because no one erases that much… unless they have that much to hide.

The king stood. Tall. Shaken. But still upright.
—I did not deny Vaenira. I lost her. She was taken from me. By the council, by the rules I still uphold today. I didn’t cause this!
—Then who did? —Mortimer raised his voice—. Who’s summoning demons in your kingdom? Who’s manipulating hooded fanatics? Who has the Echo Mask?

Lysander opened his mouth.
But he didn’t get to answer.

Because one of the throne room walls exploded with a violent roar and red light.
Marble flew through the air like paper. Guards were flung back. Fire crawled across the floor like a hungry tongue.

And through the debris, the hooded ones stormed in.
Disorganized. Chaotic. But numerous.

At the back, walking through the smoke and shattered stone, a figure advanced with slow, deliberate steps. Not running. Not shouting. Just walking.
Tall. Elegant. Hooded… and wearing a golden mask without expression.

The Masked One.

Guards tried to contain them. Swords clashed, spells sparked. But the golden figure did not flinch.
And when it stopped in the center of the hall, it turned its face toward the throne…

…and spoke:
—Father.

Lysander didn’t move.
Aleria gripped Mortimer’s arm.
Mortimer narrowed his eyes.

The Masked One removed the hood.
Dark hair. Eyes sharp as blades. A resemblance to Lysander… but younger. More wounded. More resolute.

—I wasn’t erased —he said, his voice clear as a final verdict—. I was hidden.

The Masked One raised a hand. With a simple gesture, like dismissing a bothersome servant, a wave of power burst from his palm and swept across the hall with a deep roar.
Guards were thrown back as if by a storm. The banners tore from the walls. The magical flames of the torches bent toward him, as if acknowledging an authority older than the crown.

Silence fell, suffocating in its weight.

Kael, son of no one by law, walked forward with slow, unwavering steps across the cracked marble, and stood before his father’s throne.
—So here you are. Still sitting on that same throne. Motionless. As always.

Lysander said nothing. He didn’t have to. His face said it all: color gone, lips pressed tight, eyes locked on the mask like he was seeing a ghost he himself had forged.

Kael raised both hands and removed the mask with a motion almost ritual.
Beneath, his face was young, beautiful, and severe. There was something of Lysander in the cut of his jaw—but the eyes… the eyes were Vaenira’s. They burned with that same blend of wisdom and defiance that only the Duskwood could convey in a single glance.

—My name is Kael Duskwood. Son of Vaenira, of the magical line you despised. Son of Lysander, king of this hypocritical nation that sacrificed its heart in the name of purity.

Mortimer took a step forward, but Aleria gently touched his arm.
It was time to listen.

—When you broke the engagement, father… when you obeyed your council instead of defending the woman who loved you, my mother returned to the ancestral Duskwood home —Kael continued, his voice rising like a spell that settles into the bones—. She came back broken, but not defeated. She wanted to erase what happened. She wanted to protect me. And the family allowed it… for a price.

Aleria raised her eyebrows.
Kael nodded, as if he had read her thoughts.
—They told her she could return to the lineage. That she would be welcomed… if she gave her son up for adoption. If she renounced me. As if I were a stain that could be washed away with silence.

Mortimer frowned. Aleria pressed her lips together.
—She refused —Kael said with pride—. She raised me alone. In secret. In the woods near this very city. She taught me to read with forbidden books, to summon with spells your people called heresy. She told me about you. And she never cursed you, father. Never. Even as guilt burned her from the inside. Even as she cried entire nights hearing your name in the kingdom’s speeches.

His gaze locked onto Lysander’s with such intensity the air seemed to shiver.
—She still loved you. But you chose the throne. Not her. Not me. Not the truth.

A silence as brutal as the truth itself filled the throne room.
—And now… with the relic she left me —Kael raised the Echo Mask, the golden metal gleaming with ancestral power—, with the inheritance this kingdom buried and I unearthed with blood, I will destroy this stupid system. This lie dressed as order. This country that broke my mother’s heart… out of fear.

The mask floated in the air, crackling with aura.
—I will make them hear what they tried so hard to silence. The voices of the forgotten. The ruins of their purity. And the magic that still burns in their blood… no matter how they deny it.

Aleria and Mortimer looked at each other.
Everything had changed.
And everything was about to break.


Chapter 9 – Duel Between Shadows and Flowers

The throne room, which minutes before had smelled of incense, diplomacy, and fear, now reeked of dust, scorched magic, and unearthed past. Guards lay unconscious or tied up by their own floating spears; the nobles who hadn’t fled were curled behind decorative columns, pretending not to exist.
And in the center, among shattered stone and legacy, Kael placed the Echo Mask upon his face.

The golden metal descended over his features as if the very air sealed with it. The silence that followed was brutal—not empty, but heavy, as though it carried every word never spoken. As if by covering himself, the world decided to fall quiet, out of respect… or terror.

Mortimer stepped forward.
His pace was slow, his staff not raised to strike, and his voice, when it came, carried no thunder.
It carried history.
—You don’t have to do this, Kael.

Kael didn’t respond.

—I know the pain. Of being ignored. Abandoned. Of being a stain no one wants to clean, so you become a scar no one can forget.

Aleria watched Mortimer, her heart caught mid-beat. She knew that tone. It was the one he used on hard nights. When he wasn’t sure if he was still a prince, a witch, nothing… or everything at once.

—The Duskwood family was… cruel. Ambitious. Cold. Power over soul. —Mortimer looked up—. But you and I… we don’t have to repeat that.

A magical whisper moved through the room, but Kael didn’t flinch.
—They didn’t make you a bastard. They didn’t rip you from your mother. They didn’t force you to hide your name.

The voice that came from the mask was doubled: Kael’s… and a feminine echo, mournful. As if Vaenira spoke through him.
—They killed me before I could live. Now I’m simply returning the favor.

The spell began to form around him. Floating lines. Runic fragments spinning like a deranged crown.

Mortimer didn’t move.
—I don’t want to hurt you.

But his body was ready. His magic, already channeled through his fingers. His staff glowed—not as brightly as the mask, but steadier. His priority wasn’t to win.

It was to protect Aleria.

—Mortimer! —Aleria shouted—. Back!

Too late.

Kael raised both hands, and the runes spun like blades. A black sphere formed above his head.

The final spell.
—Goodbye, brother of blood who pretends to have a heart.

And then—
CRASH!

The ceiling broke. Not metaphorically. Literally: a portal burst open in mid-air, and through it fell, screaming with disproportionate force:
—AAAAAH, THIS WASN’T THE FLOWER TOWER!!!

Tilda.

She fell like a meteorite in a purple sequined dress. Her hat flew off, her hair sparked with poorly controlled magic, and her staff spun mid-air as her body dropped directly onto—
Kael!

With a loud and deeply unepic thud, the Echo Mask flew off from the impact, bounced off the throne, and spun like a loose tooth on the table of history.

Kael landed on his back, dazed, crushed beneath a small witch who smelled of cinnamon and sulfur.

Tilda sprang up as if nothing had happened, dusted off her dress, snatched her hat from mid-air, and turned to Mortimer and Aleria as though she’d just arrived at a surprise party.
—Sorry. Wrong portal!! Oops!! I didn’t mean to… well, I did want to help, just not like this. Anyway. Bye!

And with a snap, she teleported out again, disappearing in a burst of accidental confetti.

Aleria stood there, mouth slightly open.
—What… what just happened?
Mortimer looked at Kael, stunned. Then at the mask, just centimeters from his boot.
He sighed.
—Tilda happened.

The smoke began to clear, leaving behind the flickering glow of fallen torches and scorched banners. The echoes of spells still vibrated in the throne room walls, but the battle had ended.

With a guttural yell, Roderick burst in from a side door, sword in hand and half his cape singed, followed by a dozen royal knights. Despite the chaos, they entered with discipline—and more impressively, with surprising effectiveness.
—ON THE GROUND! ALL OF YOU! ANY HOODED ONE WHO BREATHES EATS FLOOR! —Roderick roared, with more theatricality than real menace.

The cultists, now leaderless, spell-less, and completely unsure what to do without their infamous “Master,” surrendered faster than it had taken them to organize their first protest. Within minutes they were subdued, bound in magical shackles, and escorted from the room under the incredulous gazes of the few nobles still brave (or curious) enough to peek from behind the curtains.

In the center of the throne room, Kael—maskless, breathless, his vengeance disarmed, and one eyebrow still bleeding from Tilda’s collision—tried to sit up.

That’s when Mortimer approached. Not with staff raised. Not with a shield of spells. Just himself.

Kael lifted a hand, maybe by instinct. But Mortimer didn’t strike. Didn’t conjure. He simply knelt and offered his hand.
—You’ve clung to destroying what hurt you. But you can learn another way. Not for me. For her.

Kael looked at him. Wounded. Ashamed. Human.
And lowered his head.

Later, as the sun dipped behind Vaeldor’s towers, Kael was escorted—without chains, without jeers—to the ancestral tower. Once a sanctuary of magical knowledge, it would now serve as his prison… for a time.

Aleria watched from a distance, her hand entwined with Mortimer’s, her chest still pounding—but now not from danger… but from what still might be saved.

And in the throne room, now restored and quiet, Lysander remained standing, staring at the spot where his son had spoken the hardest words he had ever heard in his life.

It had been he who ordered the doors of history opened.
It had been he who turned to Aleria and Mortimer.
—Vaeldor… has been deaf for too long. But no more. I can’t erase who I was. But I can write something new.

Aleria bowed her head with dignity.
—Arcanvia will help. But this time, not as saviors. As allies.

And that night, without ceremonial cape or witnesses, Lysander climbed the spiral staircase to the tower where Kael now lay. He stopped before the cell—not guarded, but sealed with a simple glyph.

Father and son looked at each other for the first time without protocol. Without mask. Without title.
—I didn’t come as a king —Lysander said, his voice dry with effort—. I came as a father. I can’t change what you lost… but I want to earn what’s left.

Kael didn’t answer immediately. Then nodded. Just slightly. But he did.
—She always talked about you —he said, eyes damp—. I don’t know if this place will really change… but I’d like to see it.

And in that promise, among old stone and new hope, the first crack formed in the system that had destroyed so many.


Chapter 10 – Petals for the Return

The sky over Vaeldor finally opened. Not literally—this time—but symbolically. The flags hanging from the towers no longer bore only the mark of the cold-stone kingdom; they now flew beside Arcanvia’s fire-colored banners, woven with welcoming runes and enchanted threads that whispered soft music to the wind.

In the palace’s central plaza, between restored columns and magical stained glass still faintly scented with recent spells, the representatives of both realms gathered to sign the Alliance of Two Paths: a treaty that acknowledged the sovereignty of both nations, but also their need to move forward together. Magic and tradition. Reason and feeling.

At the center of that ceremony, with a quill that shimmered like the feather of a newborn phoenix, Aleria signed as Arcanvia’s official ambassador to Vaeldor.

The parchment glowed. The seals activated with a burst of soft light. And the nobles present—even the most skeptical—applauded.

Aleria lowered the quill, lifted her chin, and smiled. Not with a forced smile. Not with contained anger. But with pride. The same pride Mortimer gave her from the back of the hall, with that expression of his that said, “I’m not crying, a dragon flew into my eye.”

Among the crowd, discreetly near a lira-shaped column, Lady Marisela watched.

She wore moss green and muted gold, her fan floating in a lazy yet elegant arc. She didn’t approach. Didn’t interrupt. She only nodded to the couple, her eyes sparkling with that unique blend of irony and respect that only she could deliver with such effortless grace.
—Sometimes —she whispered to no one— fairy tales do end the way they should.

And just then, a magical portal opened—bright and smooth as enchanted glass.

From it stepped not one, not two, but twelve Arcanvian soldiers, clad in light cloaks and wielding spears of light, followed by a figure impossible to mistake:
Seraphina.

The captain strode toward Aleria and Mortimer without breaking stride, her boots echoing like steady heartbeats.
—I apologize for the delay —she said, voice crisp and armor gleaming—. Elara said you needed reinforcements. But it seems you finished the war before I could decapitate anyone.
—I’m sorry —Aleria replied, amused—. We got ahead of the drama.

Seraphina exhaled.
"Alright. Then we’ll serve another purpose. We’ll be their escort back home."
Aleria and Mortimer looked at each other. There was weariness in their shoulders, ash on their boots… but also something else. A soft glow. Like when you water a plant and the next day see the first sprout.
They walked together toward the portal, opening like a promise.
"Vaeldor still has many shadows," Aleria said softly.
"And many stones," Mortimer added. "In the walls, in the laws… in some heads."
"But maybe…" she squeezed his hand, "if they fill them with flowers…"
"…the kingdom might finally bloom," he finished.
And then they crossed the threshold.
Side by side.
With petals in their souls.
And the future open like a new book.

The journey back to Arcanvia wasn’t immediate. With Seraphina’s official escort keeping any threat at a respectful distance of a hundred meters, the couple allowed themselves, for the first time in days, to simply breathe.
And that night, at the edge of an enchanted forest whispering songs through faded leaves, they camped under a clear, silent sky. The stars seemed closer there, as if they had leaned down to listen.
Mortimer set up the magical perimeter barrier without saying much, while Aleria, seated beside the campfire, boiled water in a copper teapot adorned with sparkling runes.
“Moon petals, a dash of sneeze root… and a pinch of heart flower,” she said, stirring with a tiny spoon that gave off golden sparks. “Tastes like garden. Smells like magic. Burns your tongue. Perfect for you.”
Mortimer smiled, awkwardly, and not because of the tea.
“Are you… happy?” he asked, stirring the air for no reason.
Aleria leaned in to sniff the steam, her cheeks flushed from the heat.
“For the first time in a long while… yes.”
He nodded. Swallowed. The moment was perfect. Calm. Intimate. Full of possibilities.
And true to his Mortimer nature… he messed it up a little.
“I, uh… I’ve got something.”
Aleria looked at him, one eyebrow arched.
“A new potion? A critique of my recipe?”
Mortimer, visibly tense, knelt on a painfully pointy rock.
“I don’t know how to say this.” He pulled something from his pocket with hands that didn’t know whether to shake or explode. “I’m a disaster of a boyfriend. Grumpy. Impatient. I spend my days complaining about things I don’t even understand. But I love you. And I want to spend all my days fixing myself with you.”
He opened his palm.
A ring.
Simple, forged in silver, but within it spun tiny enchanted petals.
They would never wither.
Aleria looked at him. Listened.
And then…
“YES!!!” she shouted, with a radiant laugh. “A thousand times yes!!”
She launched herself at him with a kiss that spilled the tea, knocked over the teapot, and nearly set the blanket on fire. They both fell to the ground in a tumble of laughter and loose magic.
“Where’s the ring? The ring!” she shrieked.
“I don’t know! I think it bounced off my boot!” he replied, patting the grass like a desperate archaeologist.
They found it together, laughing like mad, soaked in petals and with minor burns from scalding tea.
Mortimer, with clumsy fingers and endless love, slipped the ring on her finger in a whisper.

Aleria, her eyes shining and her voice trembling with joy, hugged him so tightly that the protective spell almost triggered by reflex.
"And I love you just like that. But…" she grinned with mischievous glee, "I’m choosing the wedding outfits."
"Whatever you say, princess."
And so, under the witness of stars, with laughter-laced kisses, spilled tea, and a promise planted among magical flowers,
their forever began.
Not perfect.
Not without stumbles.
But absolutely enchanting.

THE END.





Afterword – A Petal Never Truly Falls

Dear reader,
if you’ve made it this far, first: thank you. Thank you for walking with Aleria and Mortimer through miscast spells, awkward dances, political arguments disguised as banquets, and masks that hid more than identities. Thank you for believing in a story that, like its protagonists, didn’t always know how to fit in… but bloomed anyway.

The Transvestite Princess: Ambassador wasn’t born to be perfect. It wasn’t even born to be heroic. It was born to be honest, to speak about transformation, love, mistakes, second chances, and that sweet little clumsiness that is loving someone —and, even more, letting yourself be loved.

Aleria was not a traditional princess. She didn’t want to be. Her crown didn’t weigh as much as her desire to be herself, even when that meant blushing in front of a grumpy sorcerer who didn’t know where to put his hands.

Mortimer… well. He learned that love can’t be conjured. It’s built. With awkward silences, poorly worded apologies, rings lost under rocks, and hugs that say what words can’t.

And Kael… wasn’t the villain. He was a walking wound, an echo of all that wasn’t said in time. And sometimes, fairy tales need to remind us that even the “enemy” has a story. That resentment can burn… but it can also fade, if someone dares to look at it with compassion.

Vaeldor changed. Not overnight. But it began.
And Arcanvia… kept blooming.
And between the two, an ambassador and a sorcerer built a bridge. Not with bricks. With petals, patience, and clumsily wrapped promises.

This story was a mischievous, soft, awkward, magical fairy tale. And deeply human.
And if it leaves us with anything… it’s this:
True love doesn’t break curses.
It mends them.
Little by little.
Hand in hand.
Smile by smile.
With petals that never wither.

Thank you for reading.
See you in the next spell. 🌙🌸
— Sofia Bacon
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If you enjoyed this story,
please consider leaving a
short review on Amazon.
Even a few kind words or
stars help more than you
imagine — and keep me witing
more fabulous adventures
like this one!
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