
  
    
      
        
          [image: Reign of Secrets]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2020 L.L. Hunter

        Reign of Secrets

      

        

      
        By L.L. Hunter

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-0463692684

      

        

      
        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      First Edition

      
        
        Manuscript Services Provided by

        Rogena Mitchell-Jones, Literary Editor

        www.rogenamitchell.com

      

        

      
        Cover Design by Stefanie Saw

        Seventhstar Book Covers

      

      

      This book may not be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. All characters and storylines are the properties of the author, and your support and respect are appreciated.

      This book is a work of fiction. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Both author and editor have taken considerable effort in presenting a manuscript free of errors. However, editing errors are ultimately the responsibility of the author.

      This author writes in both American English and Australian English and may include Australian diction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        At the Midnight Ball, leave your inhibitions at the door…

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace’s handmaid adjusted the last tie on her corset and pulled tight.

      “Ouch!”

      “Sorry, Your Highness. I thought you’d be used to this by now. Your mother and father, the Queen and King, expect you to look perfect for Lord Rosen tonight.”

      Grace fought the urge to dry wretch or screw up her face.

      “Lord Rosen is such a bore, and he doesn’t have the best personal hygiene,” Grace stated as she turned side on to admire her slim figure. The maid reached up and pulled Grace’s golden locks free from under her sleeves, causing the pale ringlets to cascade down her back.

      “He is the most eligible bachelor, and one with a title. He’s the perfect match for you.”

      “I don’t want a perfect match, Celia. I want true love.”

      “Oh, you’re such a dreamer, Your Highness. You should get your nose out of those books and open your eyes. True love doesn’t exist in your world. You know that.”

      Her maid, Celia, went to fetch Grace’s gown for the ball, and as soon as she turned her back, Grace pulled a face and stuck her tongue out at Celia. She hated having the older woman as her maid. Celia was always so black and white, but Celia had been in her family since before Grace was born. Grace’s mother insisted she look after her, much to Grace’s chagrin.

      Grace turned back toward the mirror and puckered her cherry-red lips at her reflection. She didn’t want to marry Lord Rosen. The man was unattractive, and they had zero chemistry, but her parents insisted. It was all to do with her bloodline, unfortunately. See, Grace was the last remaining heir to a dying royal bloodline. The future of the Chancellor family depended on Grace. According to her mother, if she didn’t marry and conceive a child by the time she turned twenty-one, then they were doomed. Grace wanted that, but not with Frederick Rosen. She wanted to marry a man or woman she loved. Grace was a romantic and craved a life of vivid colour, not of black and white, and arranged marriages.

      “Grace! Step in.”

      “Huh?”

      “Stop daydreaming! The guests are arriving. Now step in!” Pulling her attention off the poor girl in the mirror, Grace turned and stepped into an exquisite but cumbersome, deep red and gold gown. Celia laced it up at the back and grabbed a pair of matching crimson elbow-length gloves.

      “Remind me again, Celia. Is this the Masquerade Ball?”

      “No. This is the Bachelor Ball for you and Lord Rosen and your impending engagement. The Masquerade Ball is next month.”

      “Oh.” Grace loved wearing masks. She had a collection of about twenty along the wall of her room.

      “You can’t always wear a mask, Grace. You shouldn’t hide.”

      “I know that.” Sadly, she gazed at her masks as Celia placed her golden clockwork necklace around her neck. Then Celia carefully lifted the matching clockwork tiara to the top of Grace’s head. Grace wished she could wear a mask tonight. Celia ran her fingers over the intricate cogs and pieces of precious metals that formed her signature. As she did so, something glimmered underneath the filigree, and the metal stitched themselves tighter together, eventually moulding themselves over Grace’s chest as if they were a part of her. They became like a second skin.

      And they were.

      Because not only did Grace hold the precious blood of her ancestors, her blood held something else, which made her even more special.

      Magic.

      She was the last remaining member of the Chancellor bloodline to be born with magic in her veins, which was what made tonight even more important. To her parents, anyway.

      “Lord Rosen needs to see your beautiful face.”

      Grace scoffed as she twirled one of her ringlets around her finger and left the room. She felt a slap on her backside as she walked down the hall.

      “Grace Mary Chancellor! Scoffing is not nice for a Princess. Now get downstairs before I have to bring Lord Rosen or the Queen up to retrieve you.”

      “Yes, ma’am!” She felt another slap on her bottom and picked up her pace, her lips twitching into a smirk as she descended the staircase into the swarm of ravenous vultures below.

      The grand foyer of the palace was already full of party guests. Grace peered around the banister and down the staircase at the people milling below. Any moment, her name would be called after a cacophony of trumpets. She would descend the stairs like a proper princess and greet each of the guests, before leading them into the grand ballroom for the Bachelor’s Ball.

      Just the thought of all the pomp and ceremony made her want to hurl onto the plush carpet runner.

      The trumpets sounded. It was starting. Grace stood up straight, taking a deep breath, and began her descent.

      “Lords and ladies, may I present, the future Queen of Sydlandia, Princess Grace Chancellor, the last of her name.”

      She plastered on her temporary mask, the one she had to make do with for now—her smile—and made her way down the grand staircase.

      “How are you?” she said to guests along the way. “Thank you for coming.”

      It took what felt like an eternity to reach the ballroom, but Grace did it. She kept up appearances.

      And now it was time to party.

      But first, she had to do one last thing before she made her escape—dance with Lord Rosen.

      As she walked into the ballroom, Grace saw her parents at their table at the front of the room. She quickly turned to the right and made her way to the cascading champagne tower in the corner. She was reaching for a glass when she heard a voice from behind.

      “Are you sure you should be doing that?”

      She grinned. She knew that voice.

      “Eddie. What are you doing here?” Grace threw her arm around his neck. He had grown taller since she had last seen him.

      “I’m helping with the food tonight.” He then stepped back, pushing his floppy light brown hair out of his eyes. He wore his usual brown waistcoat over a white long-sleeved shirt and brown pants. She looked down at his shoes. As usual, they were covered in flour. “And are you sure you should be doing that too?”

      “Ugh. Not you too? Don’t dampen my already sour mood.”

      “Sorry. It’s just… you’re the crown princess, and I’m just the lowly kitchenhand.”

      “Don’t remind me. And who cares? Everyone knows we grew up together.”

      “But, still. It’s not proper…”

      “Eddie, please. Can’t I just get through this night? And get me one of the champagne glasses, will you? I need some liquid courage.”

      He bowed slightly. “Yes, Your Highness.” He reached for one of the champagne glasses on the side of the tower and handed it to her. She sipped the golden sparkling liquid. Like her magic, the bubbles swirled through her blood, adding some much-needed strength and courage to her body.

      “Princess Grace, there you are. I have been looking all over.”

      Grace almost choked on her drink at hearing Lord Rosen’s voice. She looked at him dressed in his finest clothes, then to Eddie, who had turned back to tidying the food dishes on the buffet table. He then disappeared into the crowd before she could say anything else to him. He was acting peculiar tonight. Her heart sank, and she was forced to turn back to Lord Rosen.

      “Fredrick, how nice to see you. Shall we dance?” She set down her now empty glass and offered Lord Rosen her gloved hand. He took it in his and kissed it, before leading her into the midst of the ballroom.

      “Yes, let’s.”
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      Grace and Lord Rosen spun around the ballroom in a flash of colour and fabric. All the other women wore exquisite dresses and their hair styled in the latest fashions. She didn’t think she was stylish. Or rather, she wished she weren’t fashionable. Still, as was the custom of the royal family, each member had to be an icon, a role model to their people. That included having many hairstyles and dresses named after her. Grace wished it wasn’t so.

      As she twirled in Lord Rosen’s arms, she let her mind wander to places she would be killed if others were to find her there. The places she liked to venture to in her dreams were magical, forbidden, worlds filled with everything she wished could happen—everything this world was not. In this world,

      Grace was allowed to dance with whom she pleased. She was allowed to fall in love with whomever she wanted. There were no rules in this world. In this world, you could leave your inhibitions at the door.

      The lights dimmed, and all of a sudden, everyone’s faces blurred. Grace faltered and almost fell to the ground. She caught herself at the last moment.

      What had happened? Perhaps she had had one too many glasses of champagne. But she’d only had the one. Hadn’t she?

      All the noise came back in a rush, and the room spun. Grace put her hand to her forehead. The room was still spinning. She swayed and suddenly found herself in Lord Rosen’s arms, looking up at him.

      “Princess, are you okay?”

      “I… I suddenly don’t feel well.”

      “Let me take you over to the chaise longue to sit, and I’ll get someone to bring a cold compress and some water.”

      “No. I think I’d rather go lay down. In my room. All this noise. All the dancing…”

      The room spun again, and she fell to the ground, landing hard on her backside.

      “Whoa!”

      “Princess Grace! Can I please have some assistance? The princess isn’t feeling well.” While Lord Rosen gathered some men to help assist in carrying her upstairs to her bed, Grace let her eyes pan the room. The other couples were watched her being taken out of the ballroom. As they walked out, something, or rather, someone caught her eye. A woman in a tuxedo and a gentleman’s top hat stood to the back of the crowd of onlookers and party guests. She had raven hair and crimson lips, and as the mysterious woman walked by Grace, the woman winked at her and held a finger to her lips before disappearing into the darkness.

      That was when Grace passed out.
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      Grace woke up to a room that wasn’t her own. Why wasn’t she in her bedroom? She had asked for Lord Rosen to take her to her room, hadn’t she? Surely he had sought assistance from her staff in seeking out her room. She sat up and surveyed her surroundings. Her bed wasn’t her usual four-poster bed with a golden duvet and silk cushions and drapes. This room was black, white, and grey, with stiff linen and a hard double bed. As she swung her legs over the side, she noticed she was no longer wearing her crimson gown. In fact, she wasn’t in a dress at all, but what looked to be undergarments.

      “What in the world?” she said aloud. It was then that the door opened, and a young girl walked in, carrying a covered silver tray.

      “Oh, good. My boss was wondering when you’d wake. I’ve brought you some breakfast.”

      Who was her boss?

      “Where am I?” forgetting her niceties and manners with which she had been raised. Grace simply had to find out where she was and what had happened. She was missing time.

      “You are in Rosen Tower, miss. In my boss’s private suite. She was concerned. She said she found you unconscious in the foyer and brought you up to her rooms. I will let her know you’re awake.”

      “Who is your boss? And where are my clothes? I was in a crimson gown last night with gloves, and now I am in nothing but my undergarments. My corset is missing, as well. Who undressed me?”

      The young girl, who couldn’t be more than seventeen, with a petite frame, placed the tray on the desk and opened the curtains. She wore a pinafore dress that was plain and grey, the same shade as the furnishings in the room, as well as a white button-down blouse. Her hair was blonde and cut in a short, neat bob. She then turned to face Grace and bowed.

      “I do apologise, miss. My boss had my colleague undress you. She was concerned you couldn’t breathe. I hope you don’t mind. I will go and fetch my boss now.”

      “Thank you.”

      When the girl left, Grace gingerly stood and wandered over to the gleaming covered tray. A waft of something delicious floated out from within the confines of it. Curious, she lifted the lid and found a plate full of pancakes overflowing in syrup with fresh fruit and cream. Her stomach rumbled. When was the last time she had eaten?

      She also found freshly squeezed orange juice and coffee. She took a sip of the coffee. In her kingdom, she could have coffee made from beans all over the world, whenever she liked. This coffee was bitter and weak. She set the mug aside and enjoyed the juice. Which again, was not like the freshly made juice back home. But it was still nice.

      Then she cut into the pancakes, but they were rubbery and half-cold. She could tell the berries on top were not handpicked and grown fresh in the garden. They tasted snap-frozen and perhaps weeks or even months old. They lacked the same sweetness as the fruit back home, but she ate them anyway because she was famished.

      She was just lifting the last forkful of breakfast into her mouth when the door opened and in walked the most beautiful woman she had ever seen.

      Grace choked and turned slowly. It was the woman from the ball, the one in the gentleman’s attire who had put her finger to her lips like she was hiding a secret. She couldn’t help but stare, speechless.

      The woman smiled. “Hello. I’m glad you’re finally awake. I was quite worried. I found you late last night right after midnight in the foyer of my building. You were hardly breathing, so I had you brought up here. I hope you don’t mind I had your corset removed. It was cutting off the oxygen to your lungs. Your dress was exquisite, by the way. Such fine tailoring. Were you at a party?”

      So many questions. Grace had so many questions. Yet this woman was asking a hell of a lot of questions as well. And Grace couldn’t speak, because, well, she was spellbound by this beautiful woman.

      “I’m sorry. This must be very confusing for you. I can’t imagine what it feels like to wake up in a strange bed in a strange place. Let me start over. My name is Maddison Rosen. Maddi for short. And I am the leader of this kingdom and owner of this building, Rosen Tower.”

      Rosen? Why was that name familiar to her?

      “Fredrick’s last name is Rosen,” Grace blurted. She couldn’t help it. This couldn’t be a coincidence.

      The woman, Maddi, laughed. She had a deep but musical laugh.

      “It’s a common name,” replied Maddi flippantly. But Grace wasn’t so sure that were true. She knew there was much more to this mystery.

      “I’m Grace, by the way. Grace Chancellor.”

      She left it at that. She didn’t want to say she was the future Queen of Sydlandia. First, she had to clear something up.

      “I have a question, Maddi.”

      “Yes?” Maddi moved around the room with an air of confidence. She wore a man’s suit again, this time in dark purple. Her hair was chocolate brown, and her lips painted a deep crimson, the colour of her outfit. Her hair was tied back in a tight ponytail at the nape of her neck. “You can ask me anything. You must have many questions.”

      “Where am I?”

      “You are in my building, Rosen Tower.”

      “No, no. I know that. But where am I? What kingdom?”

      “Oh. Forgive me. We are in the Kingdom of Kanika.”

      Kanika. That name sounded familiar, but she was unable to recall where she had heard it before. She remembered there was some controversy around the kingdom, though.

      “Oh, I’m from Sydlandia. Do you happen to know how far that is from here? My brain is still foggy. I am missing time. I’m not sure what happened last night.”

      “Of course. Why don’t you get dressed and accompany me to the library? They have books and maps of all the kingdoms. I’ve heard of Sydlandia, though. But it is a protected kingdom with closed borders surrounded by a lot of rules, is it not?”

      “Yes.”

      Grace dressed in a blue suit similar to Maddi’s—something she would never get away with back home—the two women walked toward the library in the centre of town. On the way, Grace told Maddi of all the rules of Sydlandia.

      “By the time girls reach the age of sixteen, they must find a suitable husband. He must be rich enough to afford his wife. All women have a price. Mine is high because of my rank.”

      “That seems, I don’t know, unfair.”

      “It is the way it has always been. The other rule is, women must only marry a man. They can’t have feelings for a woman. That is punishable by the stripping of titles and name and sometimes, death.”

      Maddi stopped walking and turned to face Grace.

      “What is it?” Grace asked.

      “Listen, I mean no offence, but I think your rules are outdated and unjust and inhumane. In Kanika, we do things a lot different.”

      “How?”

      A twinkle formed in Maddi’s eye, and she began walking before pausing. She then held out her hand behind her toward Grace.

      “Why don’t I show you?”

      She looked at Maddi’s hand, hesitantly. Back home, if she were to hold another woman’s hand, even a friend, she would be punished.

      “I… I don’t know. I should be getting home. My parents, my people… they’ll be worried.”

      “I’ll tell you what? I’ll make you a promise—come with me tonight to the Midnight Ball, and if you still want to go home, I will take you home.”

      “The Midnight Ball? What is that?”

      “At the stroke of midnight, you will find out. Now come on and let me show you my kingdom.”

      She entwined her fingers in Grace’s and the two girls ran down the street laughing.

      There was something about this world that lifted all the weight off Grace’s shoulders. She couldn’t quite place the feeling, but somehow, she felt freer. She felt like an entirely new person. Here she was running hand in hand with another woman, a beautiful woman, and she suddenly felt no shame in thinking that.
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