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        At the Midnight Ball, leave your inhibitions at the door…
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      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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      A knock sounded at Lord Rosen’s office door. He was lost in the maps and ledgers detailing his new venture that it took him a moment to realise the sound wasn’t in his head.

      “Come in,” he said.

      “Lord Rosen, I have the queen for you.”

      At that very moment, he had chosen to take a sip of his scotch. And on the announcement of the queen’s arrival, he choked on the amber liquid. As the door opened and his butler held the door for the queen, he was choking on his drink.

      “Lord Rosen, may I have a word with you?”

      He cleared his throat, still choking. “Yes, ma’am. I mean, Your Majesty. I beg your pardon. You have caught me by surprise.”

      “I apologise for the intrusion, Fredrick, but this is a matter of urgency.”

      “What’s the matter, Your Majesty?”

      “My daughter seems to be missing.”

      “Oh, dear. How is that possible? I took her to her room last night.”

      “I don’t know. But as you were the last to see her, I thought you might have an answer.”

      He quickly closed the leather-bound ledger he was reading previously and pushed it over the secret maps he had been studying. He couldn’t let the queen know what he was up to.

      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I am as lost as you are as to her whereabouts, but I can help you search if you like.”

      “No. That’s okay. She is spirited, our Grace. We have had many an argument before about our new policies and rules. She does this from time to time, runs off. She will return.”

      The queen’s eyes fell to the ledger and yellowed papers littering the lord’s desk.

      “Is this your new project, Lord Rosen?”

      “Oh, I… uh… yes. It’s only in the early stages. I can’t share it with anyone yet. I am still planning.”

      “That’s okay,” said the queen with a wave of her gloved hand. Her coifed greying hair was pinned with feathers, and absentmindedly, she patted one of the feathers, making sure her hair was still in place. “I will leave you to your plans.”

      “Well, let me know if you change your mind and if you require my assistance.”

      “I will, thanks, Fredrick.”

      “Thanks for your visit, Your Majesty,” he said, bowing gently.

      Smiling politely, he walked the queen to the door and saw her out. After she had stepped through the door, he locked it behind her. He didn’t need any more distractions. If he and his family were to overthrow the present rules and break open the border of all the kingdoms, merging them, then he couldn’t let the current monarchy know of his plans.

      He did know where Grace was. It was his doing. She was the pawn in his game. And he was determined, with the help of his sister, that she would play her part.
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      Grace stepped through the doorway of the dark old building first, but what she saw inside was not what she was expecting. She expected lots of dust-covered books, yellowed papers, untouched antiques and perhaps cobwebs. But this library was not at all abandoned and as dark and dusty as she thought it would be.

      “Welcome to the Library of Secrets.” Maddi danced into the room and gestured all-around at the grandeur.

      “It’s…” Grace was utterly speechless. She then turned to Maddi, her head full of questions. “Why is it called the Library of Secrets?”

      “Because it holds all sorts of forbidden objects collected throughout the entire continent. All the things our kingdoms would have us forget. They have tried to censor our history, our media, what we see, what we do, for far too long. Here in the Library of Secrets in Kanika, we are trying to change that. We want a place where one can come and seek answers and read anything they desire. Speaking of desire, you said you would accompany me to the Midnight Ball tonight if I showed you the truth?”

      “Well, you didn’t say you would show me the truth, per se, but this is close enough. I guess I want to see what my parents have been trying to hide from our people and me.”

      Maddi clapped her hands joyfully. “Good. Follow me, Princess.” She took Grace’s hand once more and led her through the book stacks toward the back of the library.

      “Where are we going?” Ahead lay a wooden spiral ladder that led to an upper level.

      “I want to show you something. You’ll love it. It’s my favourite part of the library and my pride and joy.”

      They began climbing the ladder. Through shallow breathes, Grace asked, “This is your doing?”

      “Of course. It is a community affair, though. All the women here volunteer their time, finding rare volumes and pieces during the assignments I send them on, and organising them.”

      They finally reached the top level, a narrow walkway snaked its way around the entire library and created the perfect bird’s eye view of the extensive collection below.

      “This is what I wanted to show you, Grace.”

      Maddi walked over to the handrail and swept her hand over the floor below. When Grace joined Maddi, her gaze followed where Maddi was directing, and she saw it at once—a map of the continent. There were the seven kingdoms of Aurum, four on the mainland with two smaller islands to the west, all layed out in one giant map on the floor. The bookshelves were arranged as the borders between the kingdoms. And at the angle, Grace could finally see where her Kingdom of Sydlandia lay in regards to Kanika, where she was now. Sydlandia lay to the east, on the coast. And Kanika was on the west coast. To the left of Kanika, lay the Isle of Cogs, a small circular island, and the Desolate Plains, filled with the Snowy Peaks to the north, in a kingdom called Alterra. These mountain peaks gave way to a desert to the northeast. There was a river connecting Kanika with Sydlandia—the River of Sorrow to the south. Grace was surprised that this river flowed into one of her favourite places in her home kingdom, the Ashen Lake, in Sydlandia.

      “So, you had no idea about any of this, of the layout? The other kingdoms?”

      “No. None at all. My parents kept all of this from me. I don’t know why, but when I return home, that’s what I plan on finding out. I will confront them.”

      Maddi smiled. “Good. Now, it is getting late. You must be tired. Why don’t we dine and then go find a gown for the Midnight Ball for you.”

      “Okay,” she replied quietly.

      As they left the library, taking a carriage made from cogs and powered by magic—horseless to Grace’s shock—back toward Maddi’s home, she couldn’t help but feel betrayed by her parents.

      Her entire life she had been kept in the dark and lied to—and for what? Censorship? Or were her parents afraid of something?

      She wanted nothing more than to go back to Sydlandia and confront her parents, the king and queen.

      She knew she could wait, though. She wanted to explore this brave new world with Maddi, dance at the Midnight Ball, read all the secret books in the Library of Secrets, and hold hands with Maddi.

      “How does this carriage work? Magic?”

      “Kind of. It is infused with magic after it reaches our shores. But the parts were created in the Isle of Cogs. Anything you see that is built with clockwork and metal, with mechanical parts, it comes from the Isle of Cogs. It’s the manufacturing kingdom. Then after we receive our order, a witch has to infuse the parts with magic. Then they can be called at a moment’s notice by its owner. This is mine, and a witch friend of mine infused this carriage and the working parts with my blood so only I can call on it.”

      “That is amazing. We don’t have anything like this in Sydlandia. This world is becoming more breathtaking and more wonderful by the minute.”

      “I am glad you are enjoying it, Grace. You will adore the Midnight Ball, then.” Maddi smiled at Grace. Grace smiled back, and her heart fluttered. She looked down on the seat between them where Maddi’s hand lay and reached out ever so slightly to touch her fingers to Maddi’s. Maddi gasped and leaned over closer toward Grace, when all of a sudden, the magic carriage came to a stop, and the girls went flying forward. They landed in a heap of twisted limbs, Grace lying on top of Maddi.

      “Are you all right?” Maddi asked.

      “Yes. I am sorry. Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “I am more than okay.” She smiled up at Grace.
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      When Maddi had mentioned a feast, she didn’t mean a measly snack. She meant an actual feast. Grace was surprised when the women walked into the ballroom of Maddi’s building to find a decadent array of food and drink laid out before them.

      “Oh my! This is amazing.”

      “I’m glad you like it, Grace. This is how we do things here in Kanika. We welcome our guests with open arms. And you can stay as long as you like.”

      Grace pulled out a chair at the long table filled with all sorts of food. From cakes to chicken and beef and vegetables to wine.

      “Oh, my goodness. Don’t say that! I don’t think I’ll ever leave.”

      Maddi came and joined her at the table, pulling out a chair opposite. She picked up a crystal goblet with a golden wine inside.

      “Cheers! To the Midnight Ball and new beginnings.”

      Grace studied the wine goblet in her own hands. She hesitated in toasting Maddi. Maddi noticed her resignation.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. I came here by accident. I don’t even know how I got here. I’m in this strange world that’s all new and peculiar, and you’re saying I could stay here and leave everything I know behind?”

      “Yes. You could if you want to.”

      “I don’t know if I can. I’m the heir to the throne of Sydlandia. My people need me. They’ll be wondering where I am.”

      “Okay, look. I’m not saying you have to stay. I am not forcing you to. I am not keeping you prisoner. All I am saying is that I employ you to please consider my offer. In the meantime, enjoy the feast. Afterward, I’ll get my assistant to lay out a few dress options for the ball tonight. I know you will change your mind once you attend the Midnight Ball. Most people do.”

      Grace took a sip of her wine. It was fruity and sweet, but not too sweet. After a few more sips, the alcohol began to warm her blood. She then began to relax and enjoy herself at last. Maddi smiled as Grace chatted about her life growing up in the palace of Sydlandia, her childhood friend Eddie, and the Ashen Lake, her favourite hangout. Her bedroom in one of the castle’s turrets overlooked rolling green hills and the Field of Wildflowers, which was just that. A kaleidoscope of colourful wild blooms as far as the eye could see. Maddi thought it sounded idyllic.

      After their dinner, Maddi led Grace upstairs to the dressing room. And just like all of the places she had visited here, this room widened her expectations.

      “Is every room in this kingdom as glorious?”

      Maddi grinned wildly. “Yes. But the venue where the Midnight Ball is held is the most spectacular. It is filled with magic, secrets, sparkling crystal chandeliers, dancers in beautiful colourful costumes, and everyone is in a mask. It’s all so secret and mysterious.”

      “Like most things in Kanika, it seems. So, are all these fabulous gowns yours?”

      “Yes. But I let my assistants wear them too.”

      “Oh, so your assistants are not like your staff? Your servants?”

      “No. The girls are my family. We treat everyone here equal. That’s the number one rule in Kanika.” Maddi wandered over toward a rack holding magnificent ball gowns in every colour and shade imaginable, and some Grace could only dream of.

      “What’s your favourite colour, Grace?”

      “Well, my mother always said red or gold was my colour. I love blue, though, but I was never allowed to wear it. Nor purple. I’m not sure why. No one would ever tell me. And black. That was reserved for mourning. So, forget it.”

      “Well, your mother isn’t here, is she?” Maddi’s eyes sparkled with something mischievous as she walked over toward a gown of midnight blue. She pulled the coat hanger out and held up the dress before her. Grace gasped as she took in the most exquisite gown she had ever seen. It had crystals along the bodice. It was strapless with a floor-length tulle and satin skirt.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Like it? It’s amazing. I love it!”

      “Then it’s yours. Wear it tonight.”

      “Oh no. I couldn’t possibly.”

      They stood before a full-sized gilded mirror. Maddi held the gown in front of Grace for her to see what it looked like on. Grace turned her head from side to side, trying to imagine her wearing a crown or even a mask with this amazing gown. She imagined dancing with the tulle skirt flowing around her, in the arms of a beautiful woman or man. Her eyes would be done up and her lips crimson. Her face would be half-hidden behind a black and blue lace mask, and her long hair would be in an updo with rare golden flowers from the Field of Wildflowers in Sydlandia. And when she spun back around, there was Maddi, in her arms. She was the one she had been dancing with. She had been caught up in the moment. The music softened, and she leaned in for a kiss…

      “Grace?”

      She suddenly realised Maddi was saying her name. She snapped out of her dreamscape and back to reality.

      “There you are. Where did you go?”

      “To the place only my wildest dreams will let me venture.”

      “It doesn’t have to be only in your dreams, you know,” Maddi whispered. Grace turned her head slightly. Maddi was there beside her, and she couldn’t help it.

      Grace pressed her lips against Maddi’s.

      And then, taking the dress, she stepped into the changing area in a curtained area on the other side of the room and put on the magnificent, romantic, midnight blue gown.

      When she stepped out from behind the curtain, Maddi was waiting for her. She gasped and held out the mask she had been dreaming about.

      “How did you…”

      “As I said, it doesn’t have to be only in your dreams. It can be your reality. Will you accompany me to the Midnight Ball, Grace?”

      “Yes. I would love to.” She slipped on the mask. And then Maddi went about dressing for the night too. But Maddi didn’t do dresses. She put on a fantastic gold power suit and painted her lips a glistening golden shade also.

      At a quarter to midnight, as they were about step outside the door to the tower and into the waiting clockwork carriage, Maddi turned back to fetch one last thing.

      “I almost forgot. Here.”

      In Maddi’s hand, she held the very flower from Grace’s fantasy. It was like she had pulled it from her dream.

      “The flower. How…”

      “You should be able to have everything you want, Grace. And more.” Maddi pinned the golden wildflower from her home kingdom into Grace’s hair, and together, they climbed into the carriage and made their way to the Midnight Ball.
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      The road to the Midnight Ball was scenic. Their carriage took them through the city and across a stone bridge.

      “That’s the River of Sorrows,” said Maddi as they rolled over it.

      River of Sorrows. I’ve heard of that. Where have I heard that? Grace thought.

      She couldn’t remember right now. Her mind was racing with possibility and anxiety over where they were going and what would happen. What would the Midnight Ball look like? What was the Midnight Ball? What would happen there? Why was it shrouded in such secrecy?

      “We are almost there,” said Maddi, as they rolled through a short tunnel of trees and began to climb a winding road. The carriage crested a hill, and it was then that Grace saw it—a grand circus tent of black and gold striped fabric lined with fairy lights and fire sconces.

      “Oh my!”

      As they got closer, Grace could see the words The Midnight Ball emblazoned above the circus tent in curling golden letters. The words looked like they were floating in mid-air.

      “It’s… magical.”

      “Welcome to the Midnight Ball, Grace,” Maddi said with a smile as she got out of her seat as the door to the carriage opened of its own accord. Magic? Grace could definitely feel the magic in the air tonight.

      Maddi turned back and held out her hand for Grace, and she took it gratefully and stepped out of the carriage. She wore golden shoes that sparkled in the light and fire of the tent. The crystals in her dress also shimmered. She felt magical herself. She felt a grin spreading on her lips, and it spread throughout her entire body. She felt drunk already, and she had yet to consume any wine.

      When they approached the entrance to the Midnight Ball, a man was standing near the door in a top hat and tails. His suit was black and midnight blue with gold trim that glimmered in the torchlight. Grace thought the gentleman looked familiar.

      “Welcome to the Midnight Ball, ladies. Leave your inhibitions at the door and be who you’ve always wanted to be,” he said in a deep singsong voice.

      Instantly, Grace recognised the man.

      “Lord Rosen? Is that you?”

      As she walked past the gentleman, his eyes flashed with something. Recognition? It was but for a split second. Was it that she had caught him in a lie? But it was all over when he spoke.

      “I’m sorry, young lady. You must have me confused with someone else. I am simply here to welcome everyone. Please, please, go on in and enjoy yourselves. But not too much…” he said with a wink.

      Grace wondered what he meant by the last part as the gentleman who looked and sounded like Lord Rosen tipped his top hat and ducked inside the door, disappearing into the darkness.

      Strange.
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      The sound of a sultry saxophone was the first thing Grace heard when she entered the tent. But the tent was just a façade, an illusion. For inside, was a whole other world. It was a grand ballroom filled with champagne towers that seemed to float in the air, sparkling chandeliers that also seemed to float, fire sconces and masquerade masks.

      She saw dancers in golden gowns and gentlemen in golden suits. There were also pairs wearing midnight blue like her gown as well as black and purple and crimson. Every delicious shade Grace had ever dreamed of wearing but was never allowed.

      “This is wonderful!” she exclaimed gleefully.

      “I knew you would love it. It is all for you, Grace. Come, let’s grab a drink and enjoy ourselves.”

      “Okay. A drink would be nice.”

      She followed Maddi over toward the floating champagne glasses, and Maddi reached out to grasp one easily from the tower of glass and bubbles. She handed it to Grace and then grabbed one for herself.

      “Cheers!” Maddi shouted over the noise, and Grace smiled, clinked her glass with hers and then drank. As Grace drank, all Maddi could do was watch.

      The bubbly liquid filled her veins soon enough and put Grace in a relaxed state. When she had finished the drink, she put it down and began swaying her hips in time to the music.

      Maddi watched her while slinking slowly back into the shadows where her brother met her.

      “Have you convinced her?” he asked her. Their voices didn’t need to be hushed. The music was loud enough to drown them out.

      “I think so. With enough time spent here and with the magic in her veins as well as the spelled wine, she’ll soon be swayed.”

      “Good. The Queen of Sydlandia is pressuring me still.”

      “Does she suspect you’re playing her?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Good,” said Maddi. “We must keep going. Soon, when it is time, the entire Kingdom of Aurum will know who has been playing who.” She grinned wickedly.

      “The people need to know everything. They can’t be kept in the dark any longer. You should have seen Grace’s face when I showed her the map…” She shook her head.

      “The deception has gone on way too long,” said Fredrick. And Maddi shook her head in agreement.

      “I’ll talk to you later,” he said. “I must get back to Sydlandia. The Queen will begin suspecting something isn’t right, that Grace didn’t simply vanish.”

      “But didn’t she order you to go find her?”

      “Yes, but I can’t give up my façade yet. Keep playing your part, big sister. And I’ll keep playing mine.”

      “Okay, little brother.” They held each other’s wrists in a shared agreement between siblings, and Fredrick put his top hat back on and went back to greeting guests at the door. Maddi walked over to Grace and joined her on the dance floor.

      Grace smiled when she noticed Maddi had joined her. Grace stepped closer and placed her hands on Maddi’s hips, and they swayed together to the sensual tones of the brass band.

      The next song was a more upbeat one. Grace took Maddi’s hand and led her further inside the magical circus tent to join the other dancers.

      As they danced and hopped and swayed together, time seemed to slow and bend and warp, and soon, Grace found herself drifting away from reality.
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      She woke up sometime later in her own bed. She knew it was her bed because she wore her usual linen nightgown and her familiar red velvet drapes darkened her windows. Her red and gold duvet on her bed rustled as she stirred and sat up. Her head spun. She felt drowsy and still a bit drunk.

      What happened? She slid out of bed slowly and walked over to the window to open the drapes. She winced as the bright sunlight streamed in and almost blinded her. She turned away from the brightness to see something glimmer on her nightstand.

      It was a golden wildflower. Something was familiar about the flower. Grace walked over and picked it up, and as soon as her fingers touched the petals, everything came rushing back.

      The dancing…

      The music…

      The dresses in dreamlike colours…

      The men and women in top hats…

      The torchlight and the chandelier...

      Maddi…

      Lord Rosen…

      The Midnight Ball…

      The Midnight Ball. She had attended the Midnight Ball! In Kanika!

      But if she had been at the Midnight Ball in another kingdom, what was she doing back here in Sydlandia? How did she end up here?

      Could it all have been a dream? But the flower was real. She had worn it in her hair. She now held it in her hands. Her memories were real; she knew it. It couldn’t be a dream.

      She had to figure out how she got to Kanika in the first place and then back here to Sydlandia without her knowing.

      Her stomach grumbled. But first, she needed food.

      Thankfully, her handmaid must have sensed she was awake because she burst through the door with her assistant. Each of them had their arms filled. Her handmaid held a dress in pale yellow. And her assistant held a porcelain washing basin and a jug of steaming water.

      “Good morning, Your Highness. We have a busy day ahead. Your father and mother want to see you in the banquet hall. And then you have a full day of meetings to attend.”

      Oh. She had almost forgotten that she was a princess. And not only a princess, but the heir to the Sydlandian throne. She studied the yellow dress and the corset her handmaiden was busy laying out for her to wear and scrunched up her nose.

      “Don’t you have anything else? How about a gown of crimson or midnight blue? Or even purple?”

      “Your Highness, might I remind you that you are only the princess and princesses do not wear such dark shades. Not until they are married and coronated.”

      She felt like throwing a tantrum like she used to do as a child but remembered that she was now seventeen and wanted to be treated like a woman, not a child. And if one day she were allowed to wear those dresses, of midnight blue, crimson or purple, even black, she had to act like a woman.

      She sighed. “Fine.”

      After they had helped her into her underthings and yellow dress, she put on her clockwork jewellery. She looked at her reflection in the mirror as her clockwork crown was added last. Grace couldn’t help but be reminded of Maddi and the magnificent clockwork carriage they had ridden in to the Midnight Ball.

      “Princess Grace, your parents ask your attendance in the banquet hall as soon as possible,” announced the butler from her door.

      “Thank you, Geoffrey. I am on my way.”

      She smoothed out her yellow tulle and satin skirts and made her way down to the banquet hall.
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      The sound of trumpets announced Grace’s entrance to the banquet hall.

      “Her Royal Highness, Princess Grace,” announced the royal butler. Henry had been with the family since he was in his twenties. Now in his sixties, Henry should know better, but this was a formality. And the King and Queen of Sydlandia were all about formality, tradition, and pomp and ceremony. It annoyed the heck out of Grace.

      “Thank you, Henry. But you know that’s not necessary. I am merely coming down for breakfast.”

      “Really, Grace. Must you?” said her mother.

      “Good morning, Mother. Father.” Grace sat at her usual seat at the far end of the long banquet table, furthest away from her parents and opposite her father.

      “Are you feeling better, my dear?” asked her father.

      “Feeling better?” she asked, momentarily forgetting what had happened and where she had gone and what she was supposed to be doing. She took a sip of her Earl Grey tea.

      “You went to a party with Lord Rosen, but returned early because you weren’t feeling well?” She almost choked on her tea.

      “Oh. Yes. I am feeling better. Thanks.”

      So, Lord Fredrick Rosen was in on this. What was going on with him? And how was he connected to Maddi? They shared the same last name. Next time she saw them, she would ask.

      “That’s good. Because of what Fredrick told us, the party was quite something.”

      She coughed to cover her laugh. “Did he now? And what else did Lord Rosen say?”

      “Oh, just that you both had a little too much champagne and did a little too much dancing.”

      Grace let out a slow breath and took another sip of her tea. She felt like she needed something stronger if she was going to get through this breakfast with her parents unscathed.

      If Lord Rosen was talking to her parents behind her back and her adventure into Kanika, then she had to find him. She couldn’t let her parents know what she was getting up to, about the Midnight Ball, and especially not Maddi. They would sign a death sentence over her name.

      This reminded her of the map in the library.

      “Hey, Father? I was curious if you had any books about the other kingdoms in your collection?”

      As she studied her father’s face, it turned from its usual shade of flushed pink from too much alcohol to a pale, unhealthy shade of grey. He looked like death.

      “Father? Are you…”

      “Grace, you know texts on the other kingdoms of Aurum are not allowed in these lands. However did you learn of them?”

      “I, um… I met someone from one of the other kingdoms at the party last night. They told me they had read some texts, seen a map of the other kingdoms.”

      “Hmm. Well, perhaps that is true of their wild kingdom, but here in Sydlandia, we have no such texts. Now, please no more talk of the other kingdoms. There are several meetings of which I’d like you to attend today, Grace. And after that, you will go straight to your tutoring session.”

      She was being scolded. She knew it.

      “Fine.” She smiled and ate the rest of her breakfast like a good little princess.

      But in her head, deep inside, her whole body was anxious to get back to Kanika and see Maddi.
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      There was a double-tap on Maddi’s office door, the signal that one of her staff needed something urgent.
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