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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Disclaimer:

This fairy tale is for adults only (18+). It contains mature themes including feminization, crossdressing, identity transformation, magical eroticism, and moments of romantic and sexual tension presented through a fantastical and humorous lens. There may be strong language, suggestive dialogue, and scenes involving gender exploration and sensual awakening.

If you are of legal age and open to whimsical spells, gender-bending enchantments, and a magically sissified adventure of self-discovery, romance, and chaotic beauty — then proceed, brave reader.

Enjoy the transformation.


Synopsis:

Prince Alaric of Arcanvia is arrogant, entitled, and adored—mostly by himself. But when he insults the kingdom’s brooding sorcerer one too many times, he’s cursed with an enchantment more humiliating than any punishment imaginable: to become a princess.

Now, trapped in a delicate body that sheds rose petals when she’s flustered, Alaric must assume a new identity—Aleria—and embark on a secret mission to seduce the very man who cursed her.

Guided by a sarcastic sister, a deadly serious guard captain, and a bubbly witch with questionable judgment, Aleria stumbles through corsets, spells, etiquette lessons, and magical meltdowns. But the deeper she falls into her new role, the more blurred the line becomes between deception and desire.

And worst of all… Mortimer, the sorcerer she was supposed to hate, is starting to feel like her happily-ever-after.

A whimsical, gender-bending fairy tale full of enchantment, confusion, and reluctant romance.


CHAPTER 1: THE INSUFFERABLE PRINCE AND THE SPELL OF TRUE HATRED

The Kingdom of Arcanvia, a realm where burnished stone towers rose over lavender-covered hills, and markets were perfumed with honey bread and magical herbs. Forests rustled with mischievous creatures, while winding roads snaked between red-roofed villages. The Royal Castle was a fortress of towers sharp as a dragon's teeth, where crimson banners fluttered with the Duskenthal crest: a silver wolf on a black moon. Its halls were paved with white marble veined with blue.

The Great Hall of the Palace of Arcanvia glowed with hundreds of floating candles, though none shone as brightly as Prince Alaric von Duskenthal's ego.

“Let the feast continue!” he shouted, raising his golden wine cup. “Here’s to me, the most magnificent future king this kingdom will ever know!”

The courtiers applauded out of obligation. All but one.

He stood with haughty bearing like a young wolf, his broad shoulders clad in dark silks embroidered with silver threads. His angular face, ravenned by a chestnut mane that always seemed tousled by the wind (or by disdain), wore a smile that delighted the ladies and exasperated the advisors. He wore a ceremonial sword on his belt and a ring with the emblem of his family.

In the shadow of the balcony, with clenched fists and a black cloak that seemed to absorb the light, Mortimer the Bitter watched the scene grudgingly. He had not been invited. Again.

“Alaric, darling,” whispered Queen Maribel, tugging discreetly at her son's sleeve. “Don’t you think you should mention your other guests?”

“Who? The boring dukes? Or that bunch of nobles who only know how to flatter me?” said the prince, throwing a chicken bone on the ground.

An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. Even the butler stopped serving soup.

“Mortimer,” Princess Elara murmured, with a sharp smile, “you forgot to mention the royal sorcerer.”

The princess was a dagger wrapped in velvet. Younger than Alaric but infinitely sharper, she wore her jet-black hair cut in a style that defied fashion, “lest I be mistaken for another useless damsel,” she had once explained. Her green eyes, inherited from Queen Maribel, saw too much—she preferred books to parties.

The insult had been calculated with cruel precision: the invitation to Alaric's birthday party arrived at Mortimer's tower on the very day of the event, delivered by a page boy who dropped it in a puddle before fleeing. The parchment, stained with wine and something that smelled of rot, read:

“His Highness Prince Alaric von Duskenthal tolerates your presence at the celebration of his glorious twenty-third year of life. Bring gift. Or don’t come.”

Mortimer burned the message with a snap of his fingers... but he came anyway. He planted himself on the balcony like an ill-omened raven, watching as Alaric toasted his own magnificence. And when the prince mocked, “At least mine doesn’t look like a magpie’s nest!” something in Mortimer snapped.

The murmur of the party died down suddenly as Mortimer advanced toward the center of the room.

“You know, Alaric?” he said, “I’ve always wondered what it would feel like to hate someone enough to curse them.”

The prince laughed, defiantly.

The royal sorcerer stood like a specter among the golden court. His black hair fell in unruly waves to his shoulders, framing a pale, sharp face where gray eyes stood out like storm clouds. He wore an unadorned dark wool tunic, and his worn leather boots made no sound as he walked. His long hands, scarred from failed spells, adjusted the clasp of his cloak—an obsidian bat.

“Come on! Just kidding,” Alaric said, casually draping his arm over the wizard’s shoulder. “Besides, what were you thinking of doing—the typical spell that can only be broken with true love’s kiss? That’s all just nonsense.”

“It’s all a joke for Your Highness, isn’t it?” Mortimer replied, freeing himself from Alaric’s embrace. “My work at court, my appearance… I don’t understand your need to insult me. But since it’s your birthday, I’ll oblige. If true love’s kiss is a cliché in your eyes, then how about a curse that can only be broken by true hate’s kiss? Until then, suffer my spell, arrogant prince.”

With a quick gesture, the sorcerer threw a violet powder into the air.

The candlesticks snuffed out. The wine in the goblets turned to vinegar. And when the light returned, Alaric’s lips were stained black—a tint that evaporated at the brush of his fingers.

“May only the kiss of true hatred break your doom,” Mortimer announced. “And since no one in this kingdom is so miserable as to hate you as much as I do… enjoy your new life, Your Highness.”

He walked away, leaving behind a chaos of stumbling nobles.

Bread turned to stone. The fountains gushed vinegar. And, worst of all… the portraits in the palace now shouted insults every time Alaric passed.

“You idiot!” roared a painting of his grandfather. “Even I would have invited the wizard!”

Alaric paled.

He had screwed up.

And this time, not even his raven would save him.


CHAPTER 2: THE DISINHERITED AND THE ABSURD PLAN

The sun was barely peeking over Arcanvia when chaos reigned. The royal gardeners fled from rose bushes that hurled thorns like darts, the fountains bubbled with liquid that smelled of wet socks, and in the stables, the horses recited verse (badly rhymed). But the worst was in the markets.

Once-juicy peaches now spat their pits with crossbow precision, leaving bruises on shopkeepers. Honey bread, the kingdom's pride, crumbled into crumbs that formed offensive messages ("Alaric is a moron"). Even the hens laid square eggs that rolled in circles, defying physics.

King Aldous' bellows echoed through the dungeons, where prisoners covered their ears. "This is cruel and unusual!" shouted an apple thief.

"THIS IS UNACCEPTABLE!" roared the monarch, striking his throne's arm with such force that the carved eagle screeched in protest. "Damn, that hurts more than it looks! Just like watching you ruin the kingdom, son!"

Queen Maribel, her perfect coiffure contrasting with her seething expression, hurled a rotten peach at Alaric. The prince dodged with practiced ease, and the fruit exploded against a Battle of the Three Kings tapestry - which promptly coughed up seeds.

"The northern dukes canceled their visit!" she snapped. "They'd rather negotiate with trolls than endure your 'magical innovations'! Fix this, or your sister inherits the throne. And Elara already has her coronation speech prepared... brilliantly."

Alaric opened his mouth, but his great-great-grandfather Gunther the Bald's portrait cut him off: "BOOO! YOU SUCK!" Other ancestors murmured disapproval; one covered its eyes.

Silence fell, broken only by a snoring portrait.

Alaric clenched his fists, his stupidity's weight finally crushing his ego. He needed help.

The prince found Elara in the library, as usual. While he'd wasted his youth on wine and flattery, she'd consumed every law, treatise, and - most crucially - every forbidden magic tome in the kingdom.

The princess sat in a worn leather armchair, cross-legged, with a scroll spread across her knees. She didn't even look up when her brother burst in, pursued by an animated vase that snapped at his heels with porcelain teeth.

"Ah, the Great Troublemaker," Elara murmured, tracing a line of text with her finger. "Did you come to apologize or ask me to clean your mess? Again."

Alaric kicked the vase, which howled and rolled beneath a table, cursing in ceramic clicks.

"It's not my fault Mortimer's a drama-sorcerer!" he growled, brushing at his sleeve - now stained with spiteful magic ink.

Elara sighed with enough force to wilt flowers. Too shrewd for denials, too pragmatic to ignore facts.

"You know the curse requires a kiss from someone who genuinely hates you?" She twirled a jet-black lock. "And in this kingdom, only Mortimer qualifies."

Alaric blanched like linen in bleach.

"You're saying... I have to kiss him?"

Elara looked up, smiling like a knife.

"Oh, not necessarily," she cooed, poison-sweet. "You could live like this forever. The shrieking portraits, the abusive pastries... Imagine decades of Great-Grandfather critiquing your posture."

Alaric collapsed into a chair - which promptly tried to take a bite out of his backside.

"This is absurd!" He raked fingers through his hair. "There must be others who hate me! The simpering court ladies! The counselors! The kitchen staff!"

Elara tilted her head, studying him like a failed potion.

"Darling brother," she said, with the patience of explaining rain to a puddle. "The ladies swoon for you, mysteriously. The counselors endure you. The cooks only despise you mildly on Sundays when you demand eggs at dawn."

She let the truth settle like an anvil on his pride.

"But to truly loathe you? With that soul-burning, curse-worthy passion?" Her smile turned lethal. "That's Mortimer's exclusive specialty."

Alaric's protest died as an etiquette book flew from its shelf and smacked shut before his face - the universe's emphatic punctuation.

Elara rested her chin on one hand, eyes gleaming with victory's cruel glow.

"Tilda."

The name struck Alaric like a thrown goblet.

“The old court witch?” Alaric asked, with a hint of hope that died instantly when he remembered. “Wait...! That madwoman who turned Valtoria's ambassadors into goats!”

“Yes, those same ones.” Elara couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the incident. “Although, to be fair, they brought it on themselves. One of them told her that her potion smelled like ‘troll feet’.”

Alaric ran a hand over his face, as if trying to erase the mental image of those nobles chewing tapestries.

“I can’t ask her for help!” “The last time she was in the castle, the honey bread started singing obscene songs!”

Elara raised a finger, as if she were listing points in a debate.

“She’s also the only witch in the kingdom powerful enough to understand Mortimer’s spells. And, in case you forgot, the only person he respected enough not to curse her as soon as she opened her mouth.”

A silence.

Even the ancestors’ paintings seemed to hold their breath, waiting for the prince’s answer. Even great-great-grandfather Gunther, who since the curse had not stopped hurling insults at the prince, had fallen silent.

Alaric muttered, almost to himself:

“What if I refuse?”

Elara said nothing. She simply pointed toward the window.

Outside, a group of peasants—men, women, and even a small child—were throwing rotten tomatoes at an animated portrait of Alaric, who was dodging and shouting insults between impacts.

“Would you prefer that?” Elara asked, with a softness that cut more than a scream.

Alaric looked at his hands. Hands that had never worked, that only knew how to hold cups and sign decrees without reading. Hands that now trembled slightly.

He had never had to choose between his pride and his raven.

Until now.

“It’s all right.” He whispered, as if the words were burning him. “Talk to Tilda.”

Elara smiled, satisfied. It was much easier to rule when the heir was inept.


CHAPTER 3: "MUSHROOMS, FURY, AND AN ACCIDENTAL TRANSFORMATION"

The sun was just beginning to rise over Arcanvia, tinting the palace towers a pale gold, when Seraphina Galewind, Captain of the Royal Guard, crossed the gardens with a firm and determined step.

Her figure was an imposing silhouette against the dawn light. Of athletic build and martial bearing, she wore the uniform of the royal guard: a dark blue jerkin trimmed with silver threads, which clung to her torso like a second skin. Over her shoulders, a short cloak of the same blue fluttered with each step, and on her back, a round shield engraved with the silver wolf of the Duskenthal shone in the early sunlight.

Her sword, always at her belt, clinked with a precise metallic sound, as if her every step was a warning. It was not a decorative weapon, but a blade of burnished steel, sharp and ready, with dents that betrayed past battles.

Her face, with hard features and steel-gray eyes. Her reddish-brown hair, gathered in a tight braid, fell over one shoulder.

“Highness!”

Her voice, clear and sharp as the edge of her sword, resounded through the corridors of the palace, echoing among the portraits and tapestries. Even the servants, who were just beginning their work, hurried to stand aside.

Alaric, still sleepy and with disheveled hair, turned with an irritated gesture. He wore an unbuttoned silk robe and an expression that screamed “At this hour?”

“Are they so suspicious of me that they need to send you to me?” he spat, rubbing his eye.

Seraphina didn’t even flinch. She was more than used to the prince’s insults—she had heard them all.

“They don’t mistrust you, Your Highness,” she replied, adjusting her leather gloves with a precise movement. “They know exactly what you will do without supervision.”

The silence that followed was more eloquent than any retort.

Alaric looked at her, somewhere between irritated and surprised. It was not easy to leave him speechless, but Seraphina had managed it with a single sentence.

“Come on,” she said, without waiting for an answer. “The kingdom will not save itself.”

And with that, she turned on her heel and started walking, as if she knew that the prince, proud as he was, would have no choice but to follow her.

The path to Tilda’s forest was not a simple path, but a declaration of magical principles: the realm of nature did not obey the rules of mortals.

The undergrowth grew in impossible spirals, forming arches that seemed to lean over to watch the intruders. Small wooden signs, nailed to the ground listlessly, warned in shaky letters: “Don’t step on the talking mushrooms (They cry)” or “No laughing at trees (They take offense).”

The prince pushed aside a vine that tried to entangle itself in his cloak with the insistence of a small child.

“Why the hell does the witch live here?” he grumbled, spitting out a leaf that had flown directly into his mouth.

Seraphina, whose boots seemed to magically avoid all obstacles, replied without looking at him:

“Because she set fire to three rooms in the palace.”

“It was a controlled experiment!” protested a voice from the thicket, followed by a snapping of branches.

Out of the trees emerged Tilda—a whirlwind of blonde energy and unknown stains.

Her golden hair looked like it had lost a battle against a bird’s nest, tangled in twigs and what were perhaps tiny static lightning bolts. A bright green stain covered half her cheek, and her robe, once purple, was now a collage of patches and mysterious pockets.

Over her shoulder, a three-eyed cat purred with an air of superiority, looking at Alaric as if it had already judged him and found him wanting.

“Your Highness!” Tilda exclaimed, as if she had been expecting him for tea. “And... uh... the sword with legs!” she added, pointing a still-smoking finger at Seraphina.

The captain’s expression did not flicker.

“It is Seraphina.”

“Right!” Tilda snapped her fingers, causing a small shower of blue glitter to appear. “The one who beat the prince in a duel. That was fun.”

Alaric shot a murderous look at both of them.

“Are we going to do this or not?” he growled, feeling his patience evaporating faster than his royal dignity in that forest.

Tilda’s workshop was what a proper librarian would call “a public hazard” and what Tilda called “comfortably cozy.” Glass jars rustled against each other on the shelves, a kettle boiled without a fire, and a pair of oven mitts tried to strangle a bunch of parsley in the corner.

Alaric, arms folded and scowling, explained the situation through clenched teeth, as if each word cost him a year of his life.

Tilda was nodding, but her eyes were wandering.

“Mortimer’s spell... true hatred... kiss of spite...” Alaric murmured.

“Would it be better to add dragon scales or ruby dust to the potion on duty?” Tilda thought, looking at a vial containing something flashing in Morse.

Seraphina, leaning against the door, watched the exchange with the expression of one who already foresees disaster.

“In short,” Alaric finished, digging his fingers into the table, “I need to break this curse. Can you help me or not?”

Tilda blinked, as if returning from a mental trip to somewhere much more interesting.

“Ah! Yes, of course, the hate spell. It can only be broken with a kiss, you know—all very classic, very Mortimer. But...” She paused dramatically, as her three-eyed cat rolled its eyes (all three of them). “I’ve got a better idea!”

Without waiting for an answer, Tilda darted toward a shelf, knocking over three jars and a hat that screamed an expletive in a dead language. She rummaged through herbs, humming something about “love and vinegar,” until she extracted a violet crystal that beat like a heart.

“This will do the trick!” she announced, tossing it into a mortar where she began to pound it with alarming enthusiasm.

Alaric looked at Seraphina, seeking help. She raised an eyebrow, as if to say, “This was your idea.”

“What... what exactly is that?” asked the prince, recoiling as the mixture began to emit green sparks.

“A temporary solution!” Tilda waved a wooden spoon that immediately turned into a small garden dragon and flew to the window. “If you can’t get the kiss of true hatred... then let hate find you!”

Before Alaric could protest, Tilda blew on the potion—which now smelled like lemons—and threw it directly at his face.

The liquid hit him like a magical slap, enveloping him in a violet glow before absorbing into his skin.

Silence.

The prince touched his face, hoping for tentacles or at least a spontaneous mustache. But nothing seemed to have changed...

“What...?” he started to say, but then he noticed.

Everyone noticed.

Even Tilda’s cat bowed its head.

For now, hovering over Alaric’s head like an ominous cloud, glowed luminescent letters that read:

“HATE ME. PLEASE.”

The violet glow of the potion dissipated, leaving Alaric standing in the middle of the workshop like a specter of his own confusion. The luminescent letters “HATE ME. PLEASE.” hovered above his head, but that soon ceased to be his greatest concern.

Suddenly, a drop of cold water fell from the ceiling directly onto his nose.

"What...?" he muttered, but before he could finish the sentence, a personalized rain began to fall on him, and only on him. It was as if an invisible cloud had decided that his day wasn't disastrous enough.

"Oh, that's new," Tilda commented, looking around curiously. "I thought only the letters would come out."

Alaric frowned (or tried to, because something in his expression no longer felt the same) and ran a hand over his face to wipe away the water. But as he did so, his fingers brushed against strangely smooth skin.

He stopped.

He looked at his hands.

They were not his hands.

Or well, they were, but... thinner, with less pronounced knuckles, longer nails.

"What...?" He tried to speak again, but his voice was not his own. It was softer, higher pitched. As if someone had tuned his vocal cords without permission.

Tilda bit her lip, but could not hide a proud smile.

Seraphina, who had never in her life shown more emotion than a slight flicker, opened her eyes like saucers.

"Tilda," said the captain, dangerously calm, "what did you do?"

Alaric didn't wait for the answer. He rushed to a mirror hanging crookedly on the wall and was petrified.

The reflection looking back at him was not his own.

Or at least, not entirely.

His hair, once short and unruly, now fell in shoulder-length golden waves. His lips, once thin and always twisted in a gesture of disdain, were now fuller and softer. His face had lost its sharp angles, rounding into a more delicate structure. Even his eyelashes seemed longer.

And his clothes... The shirt that used to fit tightly on his shoulders now hung loosely, and the pants threatened to slip off his hips.

"WHAT DID YOU DO TO ME?" he shouted, and the sound of his own voice made him shudder.

Tilda approached with a bouncy step, completely ignoring the chaos she had just created.

"It's brilliant, isn't it!" She exclaimed. "Look, Mortimer would never kiss you as you are... or as you were. But like this, as a stranger? You could get close to him without him suspecting!"

Alaric looked at her as if she had just suggested eating her own shoe.

"ARE YOU SAYING... THAT I SHOULD TRICK HIM INTO KISSING ME?"

"It's not cheating if it's for a good cause!" Tilda replied, as if that made any sense. "Besides, it's only temporary. Or well, I guess so."

The three-eyed cat meowed, clearly amused.

Alaric looked at his reflection again. His reflection looked back at him, just as horrified.

"This... this can't be happening," he whispered.

"Of course it can!" Tilda said, giving him a slap on the back that almost knocked him over. "So stop whining and get ready to seduce a wizard!"

The silence that followed was so thick that even the personalized rain stopped out of respect.


CHAPTER 4: "PETALS AND PRETENSIONS"

"I hate all this," Alaric declared, in a voice that now sounded too melodious for the anger he intended to convey.

"I know," said Seraphina, and for the first time in recorded history, she smiled. "That’s why it’s so much fun."

"Damn it!" Alaric tried to lift a ceremonial sword from the ground, but his new, thinner, and less trained arms did not respond as he had hoped. He failed spectacularly, falling face-first into a sack of magic flour that sneezed golden dust.

"Ah, yes!" said Tilda, scratching her head with a wrench that definitely shouldn’t be so close to her skull. "Physical strength is made up for by... this!"

Alaric sneezed.

A flurry of rose petals burst from his sleeves.

"WHAT THE HELL?" he shouted, as more petals flew out of his neck as if his anger was expelling them.

"It’s lovely!" Tilda smiled, as if she had just given him a bouquet instead of a floral curse. "Mortimer loves roses."

Leaving behind the big smile of Tilda—who, in her mind, had come up with the best possible solution—the prince and his escort set out on their return journey.

The drawbridge of the castle creaked under the footsteps of Alaric and Seraphina. The newly transformed prince, still smelling faintly of mushrooms, petals, and pent-up despair, adjusted his clothes for the twentieth time in five minutes.

"Stop touching yourself," Seraphina whispered, her voice as dry as the Karath desert. "You look like a cat with fleas."

"This is too weird," Alaric mumbled, looking resentfully at his new curves. "Why would Mortimer have to kiss me like this? Am I his type?"

There was no time for further complaints.

The royal guards, stationed at the entrance, turned their heads in unison toward the "unknown lady."

"Good afternoon, miss," said the first guard, with a smile that caused Alaric to sprout three petals from his cleavage. "What can we do for you?"

The second guard winked with the subtlety of a hammer blow.

"Perhaps a tour of the castle... private," he suggested, adjusting his belt unnecessarily.

Alaric felt his blood boil in his veins (and more petals gather in his chest, forming a small garden of indignation).

"Do you know who I am?" he growled, forcing his voice to a deeper tone that only managed to sound husky and—infuriatingly—appealing.

The guards exchanged glances.

"Of course not, mysterious beauty," replied the first, stroking his mustache with a gallant air. "That’s the charm."

Seraphina had to grab Alaric’s arm before he tried to strangle someone with his delicate new fingers.

The captain led the prince—now a much slimmer figure, with an inexplicable shower of rose petals trailing his every move—toward the royal library. Crossing the threshold, Elara looked up from her book and let out a sound somewhere between a snort and a choked fit of laughter.

"By the ancient gods," she muttered, closing the book with a thud. "What have they done to him now?"

Seraphina shrugged her shoulders.

"Tilda turned him into this. It’s part of the plan."

"It’s not a plan, it’s a nightmare!" Alaric protested, only to have his new voice, sweet and clear, ruin the effect.

Elara bit her lip but couldn’t contain the smile that spread across her face.

"Oh, this is wonderful," she said, getting up and approaching with a light step. "****My dear, you can’t walk around in those baggy clothes—you look like a sack of potatoes with an existential crisis!"

Alaric opened his mouth to protest, but a petal escaped from his hair, floating between them like a silent witness to his defeat.

"I’m not your sister," he grumbled, though without conviction.

"Of course not, darling," Elara draped an arm around his shoulders with false gentleness. "Come with me. We have to fix you up."

Elara’s room was a sanctuary of elegance and order—a violent contrast to the chaos Alaric had endured in Tilda’s workshop. Fine fabrics, delicate perfumes, and sparkling jewelry filled the space, and for the first time in his life, Alaric felt a shiver of apprehension.

"I’m not going to wear a dress," he declared, crossing his arms.

Elara ignored the protest and pulled out a pale pink-and-white gown adorned with lace and gold filigree.

"This one was too feminine for me," she explained, running her fingers over the fabric with nostalgia. "But I think it’ll fit you perfectly."

"IT’S PINK."

"And so are you, now," Elara replied, grinning like a cat that had just caught a particularly plump canary.

The process of dressing him was... humiliating.

The stockings got tangled in his toes three times before Elara took pity and helped him. The slippers—tight and with a small heel—made Alaric walk like a newborn fawn. And the corset was medieval torture disguised as fashion.

"How do women breathe in this?" Alaric gasped, tugging at the fabric as if he expected it to tear out of sympathy.

"With elegance and silent suffering," Elara replied, tightening one last loop with a tug that forced a shriek from him.

Finally, she brought him in front of the full-length mirror.

Alaric froze.

The figure in the mirror could not be him.

She was a young woman with golden hair falling in soft waves over her shoulders, porcelain skin, and pink lips. The dress highlighted a waist he didn’t remember having, and the small golden details sparkled with every movement. Even his eyes, once cold and calculating, seemed larger—softer.

"I..." He swallowed, unable to finish the sentence.

Elara smiled, satisfied, and applied a final touch: a light dusting of rouge on his cheekbones and gloss on his lips.

"Perfect," she murmured. "Even Mortimer won’t be able to resist."

Alaric wanted to protest, but the words died in his throat when he saw the reflection frown—an expression he’d never imagined on his face.

"You need a name," Elara said, resting her chin on her hand. "Something real enough to be plausible... but fake enough that Mortimer won’t suspect."

A silence.

"Aleria," he finally declared, with a mischievous glint in his eye. "Princess Aleria, from a distant land, here to beg a kiss from a sorcerer."

Alaric—no, Aleria—closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

This was going to be hell.


CHAPTER 5: "PRINCESS ALERIA"

When he awoke, he reached out to scratch his chin and—instead of the familiar scratch of stubble—his fingers found only smooth skin. His eyes snapped open. It had not been a dream.

"Damn it," he muttered, and even his voice, now sweet and clear, reminded him of his new reality.

He sat up too quickly, and the movement sent a cascade of golden hair tumbling over his shoulders. Too long. Too soft. With a jerky gesture, he gripped his thighs, searching for some familiar proof that he was still himself.

"Well, that’s still there," he muttered, though the relief withered instantly.

As he threw back the covers, he discovered legs—shapely, smooth, and undeniably curved—that he’d never had before. He ran his hands down his thighs, half-expecting the illusion to dissolve. But it didn’t.

"Damn it, Tilda..."

Reluctantly, he dressed in one of Elara’s provided outfits: a light blue dress with silver embroidery, simpler than yesterday’s pink monstrosity but just as stifling. Aleria tugged at the corset, silently cursing every woman in history who’d worn one without revolt.

As he left his room, a maid handed him a note in Elara’s looping script:

"Dearest sister,
Don’t fret about the closet. I’ve ordered more dresses, slippers, and everything a princess might need.
Embrace the role.
Love,
Elara."

Aleria crumpled the paper, but not before imagining Elara’s laughter echoing through the palace corridors.

The dining room glowed in the morning light. King Aldous skimmed a scroll while nibbling a muffin; Queen Maribel sipped tea with the ease of someone who’d never known a day of strife.

Aleria hovered at the threshold, bracing for the inevitable interrogation.

"Good morning, daughter," said the king, not glancing up.

"The dress suits you," added the queen, smiling as if her child had always been a girl.

Aleria blinked. No shock. No questions.

"Really? Nothing to say?" he demanded.

The queen shrugged.

"After the portraits started shouting insults, this is almost soothing."

The king nodded solemnly.

"Also, technically, it’s not the weirdest thing that’s ever happened in this family."

Aleria dropped into a chair, defeated. Even his transformation wasn’t dramatic enough to faze his family.

The following days were a masterclass in humiliation.

Seraphina, with her trademark ruthlessness, became his drill instructor.

"Princesses don’t walk like they’re charging into battle," she said, as Aleria tripped over his own slippers.

"Princesses don’t grunt."

"Princesses don’t curse when their hair gets tangled."

"PRINCESSES DON’T SCREAM!"

Aleria gritted his teeth—but he learned. He learned to glide rather than stride, to smile without baring his teeth, to lower his gaze as if he didn’t fantasize about setting the royal etiquette manual on fire.

By evening, Tilda would arrive for "magic lessons" (which mostly involved avoiding disasters).

"Mortimer hates loud noises," she explained, stirring a mint-scented potion, "and people who won’t stop talking."

"Like Prince Alaric," Aleria murmured, testing the alias.

"Exactly!" Tilda cackled. "That pompous ass is insufferable."

An awkward silence fell.

"Ah... right. You’re, uh... not actually him." Tilda coughed, suddenly fascinated by her bubbling cauldron.

After a week, the plan was set.

Aleria studied his reflection one last time. The emerald gown—"to accentuate your eyes," per Elara—clung to his new curves. His hair was pinned into an elaborate twist, with artfully loose curls framing his face. Even his hands, now soft and adorned with pearl-toned polish, felt alien.

"Remember," Elara said, fastening a brooch with a fabricated crest, "you’re Princess Aleria, a distant cousin from Duskenthal’s court. You’ve come to study under the great Mortimer."

"And if he doesn’t buy it?"

"Then you’re doomed," Seraphina said, with her signature bluntness.

It was time to face the tower.


CHAPTER 6: THE TOWER ENCOUNTER

The path leading to Mortimer's tower meandered through twisted trees, their branches whispering secrets in forgotten tongues. Aleria advanced with careful steps, escorted by Seraphina, who, for once, did not seem to be enjoying her discomfort.

“Breathe,” the captain murmured, without looking at her. “If Mortimer is suspicious, all this will have been useless.”

Aleria nodded, but her hands, now delicate and soft, clung to the fabric of her dress as if it were a lifeline. Every step toward the tower reminded her of the absurdity of her situation: was she really going to fool the most cunning sorcerer in the kingdom?

The tower loomed before them, a black stone structure topped by arched windows, from which flashes of violet light could be seen. It did not look like a place for princesses.

“This is the end of my help,” said Seraphina. “Good luck, Aleria.”

The name sounded like a taunt.

Inside the tower, in a study filled with floating books and whispering glass jars, Mortimer sat at his desk. A huge, cat-sized raven perched on his shoulder, watching with eyes that glowed with supernatural intelligence.

On the table, a pile of letters accumulated, all with the same message:

“Wizard Mortimer, pests are devouring our crops—come back!”
“Curse the prince all you want, but goblins eat our sheep!”
“Please, sir, my daughter says the trees talk to her. We don’t know what to do anymore.”

Mortimer frowned, running a finger along the edge of a letter. He didn’t want to go back. Not after the humiliation, not after Alaric had treated him like a disposable servant.

The raven cawed, tilting its head toward the window.

“What?” Mortimer followed his gaze.

Outside, a young blonde girl in an emerald green dress was clumsily advancing toward the tower, as if her shoes were hurting her.

Something about her felt familiar.

“Who the hell…?”

The raven cawed again, as if laughing.

Mortimer sighed and stood up.

The tower door opened before Aleria could touch the knocker.

And there she was.

Mortimer, with his worn black tunic, his hair disheveled as if he had lost a battle against the wind, and those gray eyes that seemed to see too much.

Aleria gasped.

Why had she never noticed before how... attractive he was?

His features were not those of a cruel man, but of someone who had learned to harden himself. His lips, thin but well-defined, were slightly pursed in an expression of curiosity. And his hands, scarred by traces of failed spells, were strong, but with long, elegant fingers.

Mortimer, for his part, was also watching her with strange intensity.

She was beautiful. Too beautiful. And yet... something about her features reminded him of Duskenthal. A distant relative?

The silence stretched on for what seemed like an eternity.

Until the raven cawed, breaking the spell.

“I...” Aleria swallowed, remembering her role. “I am Princess Aleria, of the Eastern Lands. I have come to... to learn magic from you, great wizard.”

Mortimer raised an eyebrow.

“Really?”

Aleria’s heart pounded.

This was going to be harder than she thought.


CHAPTER 10: MAGIC MARKET AND UNEXPECTED JEALOUSY

The Market Between Realms was a place where reality folded like a misfolded map. Under an artificial sky that changed from purple to gold depending on the mood of the wizards who sustained it, hundreds of floating stalls offered everything from freshly molted dragon wings to bottled mermaid whispers. The air smelled of exotic spices and the whimsy of magic.

Mortimer walked purposefully through the crowd, his black robe fluttering like a flag of mystery. Aleria followed close behind, trying not to lose sight of him as her eyes dazzled at every wonder:

A shadow salesman offering “his own, barely used”; a witch haggling over the price of a glass heart (“It’s slightly broken!”); and a goblin boy selling “canned laughter” that burst like fireworks when opened.

At a stall selling rare ingredients, Mortimer stopped to bargain with a three-eyed merchant.

“I need black moon root. Fresh,” he demanded, running his fingers through the jars with the precision of one who knew every poison and every cure.

Aleria watched him from a few steps behind, enraptured. It wasn’t just his sharp profile in the iridescent light of the marketplace, nor how his hands, marked by spell sigils, manipulated the herbs with an artist’s delicacy. It was the way he spoke of compensating the villagers for their losses, of making sure the goblins would not strike again. How many times had Prince Alaric scoffed at that dedication?

Without realizing it, she twisted a lock of hair around her finger, grinning like a fool.

Until a voice like honey poured over marble brought her out of her thoughts:

“A flower like you should not be alone in such a dangerous place.”

Aleria turned to meet a tall wizard with perfectly coiffed blonde hair and blue eyes that sparkled with more confidence than necessary. His royal blue robes were spotless, as if he had never known book dust or potion stains.

“I… uh…” Aleria stammered, instinctively recoiling. She had never been courted before—certainly not like this, with white-toothed smiles and direct compliments.

The wizard advanced, ignoring (or enjoying) her discomfort.

“I am Edric of the Astral Circle. May I accompany you?” He extended a gloved hand. “I could show you the… wonders of the marketplace.”

Aleria looked toward Mortimer, who was still arguing with the merchant. She didn’t know whether to scream or hide.

Then Edric touched her arm.

It was as if someone had pulled an invisible string. Mortimer turned suddenly, his eyes glowing with an unusual violet light.

“The lady is not interested,” he said, planting himself between them with the elegance of a wolf.

Aleria didn’t think twice: she clung to Mortimer’s shoulders from behind, burying her face in his tunic. He smelled of storm and dried ink.

Edric held up his hands, but a playful smile tugged at his lips.

“My apologies, I didn’t know she was your girlfriend.”

Mortimer turned as red as a haunted tomato.

“She’s not my girlfriend!” he protested, but his voice sounded strangely high-pitched.

Aleria felt a prick in her chest. Why was his denial bothering her?

Mortimer’s raven, which had been watching from a stand of golden apples, let out a caw that sounded like a cackle.

Edric walked away with a mocking bow, but not before tossing Aleria a glance and saying, “If you ever get tired of the bitter one, look for the silver banner.”

When he had gone, Mortimer detached himself from Aleria more abruptly than necessary.

“You shouldn’t be distracted,” he murmured, avoiding her gaze. “This place is not safe for… princesses.”

Aleria didn’t know whether she wanted to slap him or kiss him. Instead, she picked up a petal that had fallen from his hair and “accidentally” dropped it into the pocket of her robe.

The market continued to bustle around them, but at that moment, there was only that awkward silence.

The return to the tower was through a magical passage that snaked through the roots of the trees, illuminated by fireflies that flickered to the rhythm of their steps. Mortimer walked a few feet ahead, his shoulders tense and his gaze fixed on the ground, as if he expected the earth to swallow him up.

“Mortimer…” Aleria tried to break the silence, but her voice sounded weaker than she would have liked.

He stopped abruptly, turning around with uncharacteristic clumsiness. His cheeks were tinged with a red that rivaled the petals still falling from Aleria’s hair.

“I’m sorry,” he managed to say, swallowing as if the words were burning him. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t usually… act like this.”

The raven, perched on a low branch, let out a caw that sounded suspiciously like “Liar.”

Mortimer ignored it, but couldn’t help looking at Aleria when the wind carried back that scent of wild roses. His eyes, always so cold and calculating, now shone with a gentleness that made Aleria lose her breath.

“You don’t have to apologize,” she murmured, fiddling nervously with a fold of her dress. “That wizard was… unbearable.”

“Yes. Unbearable,” Mortimer repeated, as if the word had saved him from saying something worse.

They looked at each other. Too close. Too far away.

The raven, fed up with their emotional dance, swooped off the branch and landed on Mortimer’s shoulder, pecking his ear viciously.

“Oh, you damned bird!” The wizard tried to chase it away, but the raven cawed again, this time clearly saying, “Coward!”

Aleria couldn’t help but laugh, and for a second, Mortimer forgot his embarrassment and smiled too.

After returning to the tower, Mortimer took his black cloak embroidered with silver runes and wrapped it carefully around Aleria’s shoulders, making sure the magical fabric covered her completely.

“It’s not safe for a princess to walk alone at this hour,” he murmured, avoiding her gaze as he adjusted the moon-shaped brooch at his collarbone.

His fingers brushed Aleria’s skin for an instant, and they both held their breath without knowing why. The gesture was protective, almost instinctive—as if after so many years of isolation, something in him refused to leave her vulnerable.

“I don’t want you to…” He swallowed, correcting himself, “It’s not right to expose you to unnecessary danger.”

The raven, perched on the back of a chair, watched the scene with shining eyes, as if witnessing the birth of something fragile and new.

And so, under the stars that were beginning to paint the sky, Mortimer the Bitter escorted Aleria to the castle gates, walking beside her like a silent guardian, unaware that in reality, it was he who needed protection… protection from a heart that no longer remembered how to pretend indifference.

Elara waited in the library, flipping through a book she wasn’t reading. As Aleria entered, covered in petals and wearing a goofy smile that faded as soon as she noticed, the princess needed no words.

“You like him,” she said, closing the book with a thud.

Aleria opened her mouth to deny it, but only a sigh and three more petals came out.

“It’s not… I can’t…” she tried, but Elara raised a hand.

“Sister, if you truly care, this has to stop,” she said, without mockery, without sarcasm. “Either you tell him the truth, or you break the spell right now. Because if this continues, someone is going to get hurt. And I suspect it will be poor Mortimer—with his tower already half-buried in petals.”

Aleria sank into an armchair, feeling the weight of the words. Elara was right.

But how could she tell him the truth now? How could she admit that she was Alaric, the prince who had humiliated him again and again?

Outside, the night wind swept a shower of petals across the castle gardens, as if the spell itself was whispering that time was running out.


CHAPTER 7: PETALS AND SECRETS

The air between them seemed to have thickened, charged with a tension that neither of them fully understood.

Mortimer watched her with those gray eyes that now seemed to dig beneath her skin, searching for cracks in her story. Aleria maintained her composure, though her fingers clung too tightly to the folds of her dress.

“Princess Aleria of the Eastern Lands,” he repeated, each word coming out slowly, as if tasting them. “I’ve never heard of you.”

“My lineage is distant, but noble,” she lied, lowering her eyes modestly—too late remembering that modesty had never been her forte.

Mortimer moved closer, close enough for Aleria to notice the faint scent of ancient parchment and bitter herbs that enveloped him. His eyes, lighter than she remembered, studied her every feature.

“There’s something about you that…”

A petal fell from Aleria’s cleavage.

Mortimer blinked. Another petal followed, then another.

“What…?”

Aleria felt the heat rise up her neck until it tinged her cheeks red. More petals sprouted, forming a small pile at her feet.

“Damn it!” she exclaimed, trying to shake them off as if they were crumbs.

Mortimer watched the spectacle with a mixture of fascination and skepticism.

“What is this?”

“A silly witch cast an enchantment on me,” Aleria improvised, taking advantage of the fact that it was at least halfway true. “I want to learn magic to reverse it. It’s… embarrassing.”

The sorcerer crossed his arms.

“I don’t teach just anyone.”

“I’m not just anyone!”

“And what’s to assure me this isn’t some trick to drag me back to court? Or to break that fool Alaric’s curse?”

The name landed like a whiplash. Aleria had to bite her lip to keep from retorting.

“I have nothing to do with the prince,” she said, forcing her voice into a gentler tone. “I just want to learn.”

Silence.

Mortimer’s raven cawed from his shoulder, as if laughing at the situation.

Finally, the sorcerer sighed.

“Very well. But there are conditions.”

“Which ones?”

“No questions about the court. No mention of Alaric. And if you try anything suspicious—” His voice lowered to a dangerous whisper. “I’ll turn you into something far worse than a walking rosebush.”

Aleria nodded a little too enthusiastically.

“Lessons begin at dawn,” Mortimer added, pointing to the door. “Get some rest. Tomorrow, I will not be so indulgent.”

The walk back to the castle seemed longer than usual. Aleria’s every step echoed with an agitated rhythm, as if her heart had been trapped in Mortimer’s tower. The night wind toyed with her hair—now lighter, softer—and each gust reminded her of the intensity of that gray gaze that had scrutinized her so intently.

She arrived at her quarters with her cheeks still aflame, not realizing she had been nibbling her lower lip the entire way—a nervous habit that, in her male form, she’d never had before.

Elara reclined on a couch by the fireplace, an open book on her lap that she clearly wasn’t reading. As she saw her “sister” enter, a mischievous smile lit up her face.

“You did it!” she exclaimed, slamming the book shut. “For a moment, I thought you’d come back as a toad.”

Aleria let out a sigh that dislodged several petals from her cleavage.

“Yes, but…”

Elara tilted her head, instantly catching the uncertainty in her voice.

“But?”

Aleria pressed a hand to her chest, where her heart pounded.

“It’s different. When he’s near, I feel like… I don’t know how to describe it. Like the air thickens. And when he looks at me, it’s as if…”

A shower of petals burst from her hair, carpeting the floor at her feet like a trail of involuntary confessions.

Elara bit her lip to stifle a laugh.

“Oh, this is far better than I planned,” she murmured, eyes glinting with mischief.

Aleria frowned.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing, sis,” Elara replied, standing and smoothing her dress with mock innocence. “It’s just fascinating how Tilda’s magic seems to affect you in such… specific ways.”

She plucked a petal from the ground, twirling it between her fingers.

"Mortimer was always a talented sorcerer, don't you think?" Elara continued, with a look that knew too much. "They say even his anger has a certain... elegance."

Aleria opened her mouth to protest, but only succeeded in releasing another flurry of petals from her sleeves.

"I'm not—! It's not like that!"

"Of course not," Elara nodded, heading for the door. "Just remember: you need to wake early tomorrow. Wouldn't want to disappoint your... teacher."

The deliberate emphasis on that final word sent fresh warmth flooding Aleria's cheeks.

The blush burned so fiercely that, for one luminous moment, the room needed no candlelight.


CHAPTER 8: LESSONS IN MAGIC AND PETALS

The sun had not yet risen when Seraphina burst into Aleria's room with the subtlety of a battering ram.

"Get up." The captain's voice cut through the air like a whip.

Aleria groaned and burrowed deeper into the blankets, momentarily forgetting she no longer had the privilege to ignore orders. Seraphina didn't hesitate—she yanked the covers away in one swift motion.

"By all the devils!" Aleria protested, recoiling from the morning chill.

"Mortimer values punctuality," Seraphina reminded her, tossing over a dark blue dress—simpler than Elara's elaborate gowns, but no less constricting.

The dressing process proved less disastrous than the day before, though no less humiliating.

Her stockings tangled between her toes not once, but twice. The low-heeled shoes no longer made her trip, yet still pinched mercilessly. And the corset... well, the corset remained a sworn enemy.

"I hate this," she grumbled as Seraphina tightened the final laces with the efficiency of a veteran quartermaster.

"I know," the captain replied, her eyes glinting with amusement.

The first rays of sunlight gilded the path as Aleria set out. The brush of fabric against her legs still felt alien, the cursed heels sinking into soft earth with each step. Around her, the forest stirred to life: leaves whispering secrets, the petrichor of dew-kissed grass, and in the distance, the mocking caw of Mortimer's raven—a feathered critic of her clumsiness.

With every step toward the tower, anticipation coiled tighter in her chest, drawing forth petals that sprouted like traitorous thoughts between her fingers. How many would she shed today?

The tower loomed before her—no longer ominous, but waiting.

The door swung open before she could lift the knocker.

Mortimer stood in the threshold, arms crossed, one sardonic eyebrow arched.

"Punctual. Good."

That was all. No praise, no reprimand. Yet Aleria felt a foolish swell of pride at having met his expectations.

Inside, the tower defied all expectations of a reclusive wizard's lair. Floating shelves displayed books in precise rows. Jars of ingredients pulsed like captured fireflies in the candlelight. A hearth crackled with methodical warmth. Not chaos, but calculated order—the domain of a mind that tolerated no nonsense, least of all from wayward apprentices.

"Do you have experience with magic?" Mortimer asked, turning toward a table cluttered with herbs and glowing crystals.

Thanks to Tilda's lessons, Aleria answered with measured confidence:
"I know the basics. Minor transformations, potion theory..."

Mortimer nodded, his expression unreadable.
"Today we'll work with simple ingredients. I'd prefer to keep my tower intact."

The lesson progressed with unexpected ease. Mortimer proved a patient—if exacting—instructor.

"Valerian root requires spiral cuts, not chunks," he demonstrated, his blade moving in one fluid twist.

Aleria focused, but her attempt splintered the root into uneven fragments.

Mortimer exhaled and stepped closer.
"Like this." His hands closed over hers to guide the knife.

The contact lasted only a heartbeat—but it was enough.

Petals erupted from Aleria's collar, scattering across the workbench.

Mortimer went preternaturally still.

"Apologies," Aleria whispered, her neck burning.

Then came the unthinkable.

Mortimer plucked a single petal between his fingers, studying its crimson veins.
"I've always favored roses," he murmured—so quietly it might have been meant for himself alone.

He tucked the petal into his robe's pocket and resumed teaching as if the moment had never occurred.

Aleria found herself speechless.

The princess entered the royal library, petals still clinging to her skirts like guilty secrets. Elara glanced up from her fireside armchair, her smile all feline amusement.

"So," she purred, swirling her wine, "how was your first lesson with the terrifying wizard?"

Aleria collapsed into the opposite chair, petticoats puffing absurdly around her.
"I learned to slice valerian root. And... apparently Mortimer likes roses." Her fingers drifted to where the petals had bloomed.

Elara choked on her wine.
"He kept one? By the gods, this is even better than I'd hoped!"

"It's not funny," Aleria grumbled, though the scarlet flush creeping to her temples betrayed her. "Wouldn't it be simpler to just... catch him off guard and kiss him? Skip all this nonsense."

A spark-laden sneeze erupted from the bookshelves, followed by Tilda’s sudden materialization.

"That wouldn’t work, you daft girl!" She brandished a crumbling tome titled True Love’s Crucible: Spells of Earnest Affection. "The kiss requires consent—and genuine desire. Mortimer would need to want to kiss you."

The silence that followed grew so dense even the fireplace embers dimmed in discomfort.

"Then how in seven hells do we manage that?" Aleria dragged her hands down her face, dislodging a shower of petals.

Tilda wedged herself between them with the gravitas of a war council. "Mortimer’s stubborn, not stone. With the right disguise, precisely chosen words... and perhaps a few strategically placed petals..." Her grin turned wicked. "We might coax him into playing along."

"How long?"

"Oh, weeks. Possibly months."

Aleria bolted upright, launching three full-blown roses from her hair. "I don’t have months! I want my body back now!"

Tilda and Elara exchanged a glance.

"Well," Tilda said, producing a vial of violently purple liquid from her sleeve. "There’s this. A selective attraction potion. Temporarily heightens... compatible inclinations."

Elara’s eyebrow arched. "Is that even ethical?"

"It’s efficient," Tilda corrected as the concoction gurgled ominously. "It merely amplifies what already exists."

Aleria eyed the vial like it might sprout fangs. "What if it turns me into an actual shrub?"

"That happened one time!"

Elara leaned in, smiling with the ferocity of a shark scenting blood. "So, dear sister—your choice: slow, methodical seduction... or gamble on becoming a sentient topiary."

Petals cascaded from Aleria’s sleeves, forming a veritable hillock of surrender.

The plan was officially in motion.


CHAPTER 9: ELIXIRS AND FRUSTRATED EXPECTATIONS

The forest lay swathed in spectral mist as Mortimer and Aleria ventured beneath the gnarled boughs. The goblins’ ravaging of village flocks had finally tipped the scales—though Mortimer insisted it was “not the raven’s concern,” the pleas piled high in his tower had worn him down.

“This isn’t about royalty,” Mortimer muttered, shoving aside a low branch with his cane. “It’s about people who can’t defend themselves.”

Aleria studied him sidelong. Behind the sorcerer’s acerbic veneer lurked a man incapable of turning away from suffering. How often had Prince Alaric willfully ignored that very trait?

Mortimer’s raven lanced ahead through the trees like a living shadow, leaving them momentarily alone.

Now. Aleria’s fingers trembled as she retrieved the violet vial from her petticoats. Three drops on her pulse points—neck, wrists—just as Tilda had instructed. The liquid chilled her skin, its scent a clash of roses and cinnamon-spiced intrigue. No matter. If it worked, her curse would soon be a memory.

She hurried to match Mortimer’s relentless but unhurried stride.

“Is something wrong?” He turned—and then it happened.

Mortimer’s storm-gray eyes locked onto hers with devastating focus. He stepped closer, deliberate, until mere inches separated them. Aleria’s heart hammered like a frantic sparrow, petals erupting from her hair to drift between them like pink-tinged ghosts.

“Aleria…” Mortimer murmured, leaning in.

She shut her eyes, braced for the brush of his lips—

—only to be met with a low, velvet laugh.

“It’s been years since I last caught that scent.” He withdrew, his smile edged with knowing amusement. “Wild roses from the southern gardens. My favorite.”

Aleria’s eyes flew open. “That’s it?”

Mortimer’s brow arched. “Were you hoping for more?”

The realization struck like iced water: Tilda’s “potion” was merely perfume. Exquisite perfume—one Mortimer adored—but utterly, infuriatingly mundane.

“Tilda…” Aleria growled, petals darkening to crimson with fury.

The raven returned, its caws suspiciously gleeful, as if privy to Aleria’s humiliation. Mortimer ignored it, striding ahead while she stumbled after him, petals clinging to her like pink scars of shame.

Aleria lurched through the undergrowth, cursing in a colorful cascade:
—Tilda’s incompetence.
—The heels sabotaging her balance.
—The petals betraying her.
—And above all, the universe’s cruel sense of humor.

“This is hopeless. Catastrophically hopeless,” she muttered, kicking a stone—which struck a talking mushroom mid-sentence.

“Grik’nak thyself!” the fungus shrieked in Goblin-tongue.

Blinded by frustration, she missed the gnarled root serpentining across the path. Her foot caught—

—and the world upended.

Yet before dirt met dignity, strong arms intercepted her.

“Careful, princess.” Mortimer’s voice skimmed the nape of her neck, deeper than the forest shadows.

Aleria looked up.

The sorcerer’s face hovered a breath away. Sunlight sieved through the leaves, gilding his lashes, transforming his eyes to quicksilver, that rebellious forelock brushing his brow—

Since when had he looked so… touchable?

Mortimer, too, seemed ensnared. The dappled light caressed Aleria’s parted lips, the blush painting her collarbones, that maddening rose-cinnamon scent conjuring memories of abandoned palace gardens.

They leaned in, unthinking.

Aleria’s fingers itched to twist into his hair. Mortimer’s breath stilled.

Until—

“AHEM!”

Three goblins with noses like overripe berries ogled them, grins wide enough to swallow the sun.

Mortimer jerked upright, setting Aleria down as if she were made of glass, then adjusted his tunic with poorly feigned nonchalance.

The raven cackled from its branch.

“Mortimer the Bitter!” ravened the tallest goblin (knee-high to a grasshopper). “Long time no bargain!”

“Not my fault your lot devoured an entire flock,” Mortimer retorted, his ears burning crimson.

“But you did bring tribute!” piped another, pointing at Aleria, who stood petal-strewn and murderous.

“She’s not tribute,” Mortimer snarled—though the raven’s scoff suggested otherwise.

After a debate involving:
—Rhymed obscenities (goblin tradition).
—A leprechaun’s acorn barrage (aimed squarely at Mortimer’s forehead).
—And one inexplicable chicken impression (courtesy of the smallest goblin).

A deal was struck:

“Three sacks of bog-glitter mushrooms,” Mortimer declared.

The goblins squealed like piglets at a feast, jumping in circles.
"They'll make our hats shine like captured moonlight!"

Aleria, still adrift between embarrassment and longing, muttered:
"This is the most absurd diplomatic exchange in history."

Mortimer shot her a glance that clearly said "welcome to my world", while his raven chortled like a drunken minstrel.

As twilight draped the forest in indigo and gold, their return to the tower unfolded in heavy silence—thick with everything left unspoken. Aleria stole glances at Mortimer, each one wondering:
Does he feel it too? That electric almost-kiss?

Mortimer, for his part, fixed his gaze on the path ahead—though his fingers worried a single rose petal in his pocket, plucked secretly from where she'd fallen.

And the raven?
It never stopped cawing.
Not once.





EPILOGUE: END OF PART ONE

The chaos, the flowers, the heels, and the spells—they are just beginning.

Aleria has learned to walk gracefully, cast spells without setting things on fire (most of the time), and survive Elara’s sarcasm, Seraphina’s challenges, and Tilda’s unpredictable potions. But the most dangerous thing hasn’t been the magic... it’s been that grumpy wizard whose icy exterior is thawing faster than his curse.

Now that Mortimer stands closer, and Aleria’s heart pounds harder than it should every time he’s near, an uncomfortable truth begins to blossom:

Breaking the spell might not be the hardest part.

Perhaps the true challenge lies in not falling in love in the attempt.

But that, dear reader, is a story for Part Two.

(The petals keep falling...)
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