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      At the Midnight Ball, not everyone is who they say they are…
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        In the beginning, there was one god and one goddess.

        Aed—or Hades, as he is known to some—and Persephone were the rulers of all the kingdoms and all the worlds.

        Aed and Persephone realized that the only way to become true rulers was to have a people.

        So with the birth of their first child, a daughter, they created a world over which their daughter would one day rule.

        They called this world Aurum, after the precious metal known as the particle of the gods.

        Aurum was separated into seven kingdoms.

        They then created a people for their daughter to rule over. They were transported and spread throughout the seven kingdoms.

        Soon after, along came a son. They gave him a special task: To be the gatekeeper to the entrance to the other worlds—the worlds in which Aed and Persephone resided in. Societies that were forbidden for humans to enter.

        But there was a problem.

        There began an uprising.

        So, to restore peace across all the lands, Aed made a deal with each of the leaders of the seven kingdoms: If they didn’t behave, they would have to sacrifice one of their own each year. If they didn’t comply, Aed would come for them, or set pure chaos upon the kingdoms.

        All was peaceful for many years. Until one day, after the death of his beloved wife, Persephone, a princess with magic blood was born.

        Her magic was unlike anything they had ever seen.

        Aed knew he had to stop her.

        For she would one day bring about the ruin of everything.

        So he concocted a plan to send his children to find her…
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      Grace never thought she would find herself running from the one she loved. But here she was, stuck in the middle of time and space, running from the very person whom she had once run to.

      But everything she once knew—or thought she knew—had been one big lie.

      Grace didn’t know what to believe anymore.

      She didn’t know who she was.

      She didn’t know where she was running—and she didn’t know who to trust.

      Where did one go when the entire world, and the next, was after you?

      All she knew was this: Maddi was a goddess of the Underworld, the daughter of the ruler of the Underworld. Maddi’s brother was once Grace’s betrothed.

      Their father had given Grace his blood, so she was part of them.

      But what was truth and what were lies?

      Grace had been called many things:

      The Hidden Heir.

      The Young Queen.

      And most recently, the Midnight Queen…

      She landed with a thud on the familiar banks of the River of Sorrow, back in Sydlandia. She glanced around. Everything looked the same. Had her horse made his way back to the stables?

      She could teleport back to her palace, but she felt like walking. She needed to clear her head.

      The Forest of Desolation was peaceful. It was quiet. And it was just the thing Grace needed to clear her head—or attempt to clear it.

      She was still so muddled, so confused… so heartbroken.

      She dropped down into the mossy grass and sobbed loudly into her hands. Such a mix of emotions was running through her.

      Heartbreak.

      Betrayal.

      Hate.

      Love…

      She had loved Maddi, and she had betrayed her. She felt like using her dagger to stab her heart.

      She felt utterly hopeless.

      She lay down on the moss and curled into a ball and soon drifted into a dream state…

      

      
        
        The sky had darkened and turned to night. Grace sat up and looked around. As she braced herself, her hand no longer touched soft grass but hard rock and dirt. She studied her hand and skin. It was covered in dark red dirt that seemed familiar somehow…

        It was then she heard the thunderous laughing vibrating throughout the land. She quickly got to her feet and held out her golden dagger before her, looking all around for the threat she couldn’t see but somehow knew was there.

        She knew but didn’t want to admit it.

        It was Aed. He was here.

        And she knew where she was, as well.

        She was back in the Underworld.

        No, no, no!

        She couldn’t be back here. Grace began to run, but she tripped. No, she fell.

        She found herself falling…

        Falling…

        Falling like when she’d had her tarot read on Niamh, and the witch oracle had tricked her, sending her into the Underworld and onto the Throne of Skulls…

        Aed laughed again, and Grace kept falling into the bottomless black pit…

        

      

      

      Grace woke up screaming, and someone was shaking her awake.

      “Grace? Grace, wake up!”

      She opened her eyes and crawled backward in the grass… grass. She was lying in grass once more. It had only been a dream. Thank the gods.

      “Eddie? Is that you?”

      “Yes. Who else? What are you doing out here?”

      She leapt to her feet and barreled into his arms, hugging him tightly.

      “Oh, Eddie. It was all a big lie. Every single thing was a lie. They lied to me.”

      “Who? And what?”

      “Maddi and Fredrick and Aed. Aed is the King of Underworld, and Maddi and Frederick are his offspring. They lied to me to bring me to him. Oh, and they might have killed my parents too. Eddie, it’s horrible.”

      Eddie hugged a rambling, sobbing Grace to his chest and held her tight.

      “Shh. It’s okay. You’re safe now. You’re in Sydlandia.”

      She leaned back to peer into his face. “I am?”

      “Yes. Let’s go back to the palace, and I’ll make you a bowl of soup with your favourite bread and a warm mug of whatever you’d like. Tea, or maybe even one of my mom’s buttered rums?”

      All Grace could do was nod. Eddie held onto her and helped her onto his horse. He would have carried her, but she was too big and heavy to lift now. Grace was no longer a girl. She was a woman.
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      Grace inhaled the chicken soup and broth once more, then took one more spoonful. She swallowed and pushed the bowl away. Eddie’s mom’s soup cured everything. And so did her buttered rums. Grace’s hands wrapped around the earthen mug of rich hot liquid. The rum had already warmed her blood somewhat, but she felt it would never be wholly thawed, not after what Maddi had done. She shook her head to shake off the thought and took another sip.

      Eddie sat down at the kitchen table opposite her and watched. He gave her a hesitant smile.

      “Feeling better?”

      “Yes. A lot. Thanks, Eddie. And thank your mother for me.”

      He nodded. “Of course. It’s nothing.”

      When Grace’s eyes drifted away from his to somewhere beyond, like she was staring at a ghost, Eddie began to worry. Was what she had said before true?

      “I don’t want to push you, but… are you up to talking about it yet?”

      She looked into her drink. Taking a careful sip, she put it back down on the table and looked up at him.

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready. So much has happened lately. Before I headed to Niamh with Maddi… before the witch oracle tricked me, and I landed in the Underworld with Aed…”

      “What did she say exactly? Maddi? I can’t believe she’s… What? A god of the Underworld?”

      “I know. And she said I was part god of the Underworld and part god of the Upperworld. Part dark and part light… It’s all too much.”

      Eddie reached over the table and placed a gentle hand on hers. “I know. It’s okay. I think we should just take it one day at a time. You know, no one has touched your parents’ things since… you know. We thought you might like to sort through it.”

      She nodded. “Yes. I think that might be a good idea.”

      She stood up, and leaving her half-finished mug of spiked tea on the table, she left the room.
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      Eddie had been right. Grace’s parents’ things had been left untouched. Everyone had wanted to wait until she returned to do anything.

      Looking at her parents’ four-poster bed, the dresser, her mother’s jewellery, and their clothing… deep despair began in her gut and made its way up to her heart, and lastly, into her soul. She collapsed on the carpeted floor and sobbed and sobbed until it was dark.

      When her tears had dried, and after she ate a little supper that Eddie had gladly provided, with a glass of wine, which calmed her, she got into organizing their belongings.

      She left their bed untouched but began sorting through her mother’s personal jewellery collection next. These were the things she wore every day, from cheaper costume jewellery to more expensive signature pieces, like the silver clockwork necklace, a twin to her own gold one. Mr Kigumi had also made it on the Isle of Cogs. She ran her fingers over the glittering metal. She would take it and wear it with pride. It would go perfectly with some of her new darker outfits.

      Next, after going through her father’s cufflinks, pocket watches, and ties, she went through their closet.

      Buried deep inside the closet, under a stack of her father’s hats and boots, was a small wooden box about the size of a book. It was flat on top, and the box was dark cherry wood and had intricate carvings in the lid.

      Grace had never seen this before. She took it out into the light and lit an extra candle so she could see it more clearly.

      Carved into the lid were an array of symbols. Some were familiar to her, yet some were not.

      There were skulls and a dagger with blood dripping off the blade at the bottom of the image, which seemed to tell a story. In the centre of the image was a castle with a river and mountains in the background. Could this be Aurum? Perhaps the skulls and blade represented the Underworld.

      At the top of the image, was a sun surrounded by rings of light in different coloured wood, shining over what looked to be a meadow with wildflowers and more mountains. The wildflowers were similar to what grew here in Sydlandia, but there were no mountains here.

      But Grace remembered from looking at the map of Aurum that Alterra had snow-capped mountains like these. Could this be Alterra? It was beautiful, the carvings, but Grace felt that somehow held a deeper meaning.

      She hadn’t looked inside yet.

      There was a golden clasp on the lid of the box. It was unlocked, so Grace flipped the clasp and opened the box.
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      Inside the carved box was a book. It was shiny gold and black. It had a symbol of a mask in the centre, and coming out from the mask were stripes of alternate colours, in black and gold—the colour of the Midnight Ball.

      Grace quickly flipped over the front cover of the book, her heart racing with possibility.

      On the first page was her mother’s name in fancy calligraphy. She knew her mother used to write with a quill from a black swan. She traced her finger over the delicate letters.

      She missed her mother terribly. And if this book was what she thought it might be, then she knew she might feel closer to her mother after reading it.

      And she was right. On the next page was a date followed by a diary entry written in the same hand as her mother’s name.

      It was her mother’s diary.

      Grace hurried back to her room after blowing out the candle and curled up in her favourite reading chair and began to read her mother’s diary.

      
        
        Year 1 of the New Age, also known as the Grace Age (NA or GA), Sydlandia, Aurum.

        

        The witch’s prophecy is beginning to come true. Grace is starting to show signs of magic. We’re unsure of which world they originate, though. They could be from any, as her bloodline stems from all three…

        

      

      Grace paused and stared at the text. She had to re-read it a few times to make sure she was seeing it clearly and understanding what she was reading.

      Had her mother meant that her own bloodline stemmed from all three worlds? And that she had begun to show signs of magic that could come from any of the three worlds? What did that mean?
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