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        To Mummy

        Thank you for everything

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Even the helpless victim of a hopeless situation, facing a fate he cannot change, may rise above himself, may grow beyond himself, and by so doing change himself. He may turn a personal tragedy into a triumph.

        VIKTOR FRANKL
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      Standing at the edge of Ilwych market, Jo trembled. Could he really do this? He glanced up at Viola who was talking to him, giving him instructions on what to do and what to avoid, but the advice seemed to slide down sheer glass walls in his mind. With a gulp, he took in the raucous noises of the vendors, vying for the attention of passersby.

      His whole being quavered at the thought of competing with all those merchants. Viola patted him on the back, nodding her head in a way that made Jo’s heart swell with determination. She believed in him. If she could be so certain that he would succeed, then why should he doubt her, or himself for that matter? Perhaps she was right and he was able to do what seemed impossible to him in the moment.

      Jo reminded himself that he knew all about achieving the impossible. Had he not set out from the life he’d known on a mere whim? And yet, he’d met not just a fabler, but the most acclaimed storyteller in the whole intergalactic empire! Who would have thought the great Viola Alerion would accept him as her apprentice, and yet she had—eventually.

      He looked out over the beehive of the swarming market, which stretched out to the right of the street corner where he stood. He knew which tale to recount; Viola had been insistent he choose one he knew well, one that flowed without difficulty when he practised. The Destitute Countess seemed like a good one to start with. It was a tale that resonated strongly with him because it reminded him of the things he held dear.

      Closing his eyes for a moment, Jo breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth, blowing the old stale thoughts out into the ether and pulling in the idea that he could succeed. Within moments, his heart calmed, and Jo felt the story begin to tingle in his blood. It wanted to break free from him, and who was he to deny it?

      He focused on the characters of the story and the words bubbled out of him of their own accord, a torrent of meaning that carried his being into the story. The rush of words and the wave of the tale unfolding through him allowed Jo to forget the spectators. Ilwych and its noxious purple cloud and busy marketplace fell away into nothingness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DESTITUTE COUNTESS

          

        

      

    

    
      “It is with deep regret I find myself obliged to inform you, Lady Mildred, that your father, the late Cecilius Ghirseba, Count of Magnoliis has made you his sole heir and, in so doing, has bequeathed you the totality of his debts.”

      The advocate paused, giving Mildred a moment to process her thoughts. A jumble of questions broiled in response to his sombre demeanour, pitying gaze and downright incomprehensible words, but Mildred pushed the tumult down with practised efficiency. The only outward expression of her turmoil presented itself in the vice-like grip her right hand exerted on the armrest of the chair she was seated in.

      “What debts?” Mildred questioned, tersely. She should have been elated that her father had done the uncommon thing of choosing her as his only heir, instead of bequeathing it all to her distant male cousin as was customary.

      Clearing his throat, Mr Megobruli, the grey-haired advocate, leaned forwards, resting his thin arms on the desk in front of him and steepled his veined fingers. He looked at her through the thick lenses of his half-moon spectacles. “The late count took out two rather large loans in the past several years and has not yet repaid them.”

      Mildred swallowed but was still struggling to process the information when she realised the advocate had not yet finished.

      “I must warn you, my dear countess, that he put up the manor as collateral for one of those loans, and I received this promissory note just yesterday.” He shifted a piece of paper on his desk before returning to his position and peering at her over his fingers, his dark eyes full of pity. “The lenders have pointed out that the loan payments have been late previously and have summarily not been paid for the past half year, meaning they intend to foreclose the property.”

      The earth fell out from under Mildred’s feet. It felt as if an abyss had materialised, and she was in free fall, except her right arm gripped the wooden armrest with such force that it kept her tethered to reality—if tenuously.

      She could not think. She could not speak. The crashing waves this sea-storm brought about in her brain left her inner self gasping for breath, even as her outward appearance remained shocked into motionlessness. She needed someone here with her. Bearing this alone was impossible.

      “Please,” she wheezed, clinging to the lifeline of the chair’s armrest. Her mind raced over the faces of the four people left in the lobby of the advocate’s office building. Rebecca, her oldest friend, had lived through most things by Mildred’s side, but her tongue was known to wag. Mildred considered Sybil, her other long-standing friend, but she was very prone to judge people by their appearances. Mildred felt a sliver of fear curling in her heart at what Sybil might say about this. Julien, he’d been very attentive, especially since her father’s passing a few days ago, but something in Mildred’s gut tugged her away from thoughts of Julien’s jovial face and carefree nature. She needed a person who was down to earth and had a head for money. Steadfast Kayden lodged himself in her mind and would not move. He was the person she needed now.

      “Please,” she started again, willing the burning tears away. “I need someone else present, this instant. Would you send for Kayden Geltcrest? He is waiting in the lobby with my other friends.”

      “My lady.” His dark eyebrows almost disappeared into the pristine white of his hair. “This is a most unusual request and it is not customary. Only the beneficiaries are permitted to attend the hearing of the will.”

      “As my father’s heir, the new countess, I hereby insist upon the presence of my trusted friend and advisor, Kayden Geltcrest.” She steadied herself to make the command ring and brook no contradiction. “He shall be permitted to enter this room and stay by my side while I hear the rest of your explanations about this utterly incomprehensible matter.”

      “Ah—ah, yes, my lady. I shall have him sent for.”

      Mr Megobruli snapped a little brass lever, which was attached to the wall beside his desk, and Mildred’s ears picked out the shrill ring of a bell echoing through the hall beyond. Within moments, one of the advocate’s subordinates cracked open the door with a squeak and stuck his curly head through the gap.

      “You called, Mr Megobruli?”

      The advocate cleared his throat, brushing a hand over his snowy beard. “Yes. Please send for Mr Kayden Geltcrest. He is waiting in the lobby. One of the countess’ party.” The young man ducked out again and let the door thud shut behind him while Mr Megobruli proceeded to polish his glasses with a small cloth. He peered through the lenses at a flickering gaslight on the wall and then whirled the scrap of fabric over a particularly tenacious speck of dirt.

      The door opened soon after and while the advocate slipped his spectacles back onto the bridge of his nose, Mildred turned in her seat to watch Kayden shamble over with a quizzical tug to his eyebrows. He kept his body upright using a polished wooden cane while he dragged his right leg after him. Not for the first time, Mildred considered what it must mean to be paralysed like that, to have a body damaged for life.

      “What is it, Mildred? Why did you send for me? I thought none of us were permitted to attend on you?” He glanced from her to the advocate and back again.

      Mildred tried to answer, but finding her voice stuck in her throat, she dismissed his questions with a wave. Turning back to the advocate, she nodded for him to go on.

      Mr Megobruli adjusted his spectacles, smoothed his beard and summarised. “Well, as I was trying to say, your late father accrued some sizeable debts that have now been transferred to you, including the risk of foreclosure on Thornwicket Manor, the Magnoliis county’s country estate.”

      For a second time, Mildred’s mind was violently engulfed by the impossible news. Thoughts reeled through her in an incoherent jumble and she didn’t know up from down. Disoriented, she tried to open her eyes wider, as if letting in more light would somehow help to order the chaos rushing through her mind. Then, as if across some vast distance, a hand settled onto her shoulder.

      Kayden’s voice broke through the fog of her thoughts. “How much?”

      Through the tunnel of her vision, she watched Mr Megobruli fidget on the other side of the desk. The delta-shaped tangle of tendons and veins puckering under the dark skin of his hands seared onto Mildred’s mind. She’d never taken note of what they looked like before, but now, as he shuffled papers on his desk, the well-manicured nails and the light wrinkles seemed to be all she could look at.

      The rustling of the notes was cut off when Kayden leaned forwards, reiterating, “How much?”

      As the advocate’s dark eyes lifted to meet Kayden’s, Mildred felt her friend gently squeeze her shoulder. The reassuring comfort helped bring her out of the fuzzy-headedness of her initial shock, although the way the executor of her father’s last will and testament shifted his gaze, unable to hold his eyes steady, she dreaded what was coming.

      Clearing his throat and straightening the bundle of papers on his desk with a rustle and a tap-tap, the advocate glanced up once more before muttering. “Let me see.” He pulled over one paper from the right of the desk and looked it over. A sigh escaped him before he met Mildred’s eyes, pity pouring from him. “The remaining sum for the first loan—erm—excluding the interest—is—”

      Shutting his eyes, he rushed on. “One million, seven hundred and sixty-three thousand imperial notes.”

      Mildred couldn’t breathe. That was close to the value of her family home, Thornwicket Manor. Kayden’s fingers now dug painfully into her right shoulder, but Mildred embraced the discomfort. It was nothing like the hot titanium bands squeezing around her ribcage, which was the only reason her mind still clung to the present and didn’t give way to the gaping darkness looming under her.

      “And the second loan?” Kayden prompted, his voice hoarse.

      “Erm—that would be—ah—” again, the advocate clenched his eyes shut before answering at speed, “nine hundred and eighty-seven thousand imperial notes.”

      The fog was back. It swirled in on the breeze of such unfathomably large sums. Mildred’s mind struggled against this blanket, which blotted out everything else. Her eyes were wide open but there was no strength left in her mind to absorb anything more than spots pulsating in time to her aching heart and the relentless vice of Kayden’s hand upon her shoulder. From very far away, Kayden’s words filtered through the blanket to her.

      “Two million seven hundred and fifty thousand notes.” A pause followed before he added, “And the interest?”

      Mildred fought the weights that wanted to drag her down. The black abyss beckoned, but still she clung to the armrest and the sensation of Kayden’s hand on her shoulder. She could get through this. She had to. But how? The sluggishness in her brain refused to let these thoughts through. Instead, they batted weakly against the confines of her mind, delicate butterfly wings crushed against the steel cage of adversity.

      The men were talking again, but Mildred couldn’t follow. Kayden’s grip on her shoulder slipped away as his muffled voice came out clearer again.

      “How high? Was it eight percent?” A pause was followed by, “Well, nine or ten? Just tell me, what is it?” Mr Megobruli’s muttered response escaped Mildred, but she did hear Kayden’s exclamation. “You’re saying the debt amounts to about three million?”

      Mildred couldn’t see the advocate anymore. Dark spots flashed across her vision as she gave way to the merciless pull of the abyss. Just before all went completely black, she heard the advocate say, “a little less, but yes. That would be a good estimate if no more interest is accrued.”
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        * * *

      

      “Mildred.” Kayden’s tenor called to her, drawing her away from the comforting blankness she’d been in.

      An acrid smell assaulted her nose, the sting increasing until it forced her eyes open from the pain. Lurching upright, her arm knocked against something. In the same heartbeat, the astringent scent disappeared while a tidal wave of impressions crashed over her.

      She was sitting in an upholstered chair beside a heavy wooden desk. A bright green carpet spread out under her feet, and she glimpsed lamps flickering on the walls. Now she remembered—she was in the advocate’s office—the disclosure of her father’s will. That brought the second wave, along with the last thing she’d heard before passing out. Three million.

      With a groan, Mildred leaned back again. Could the darkness just claim her once more? She did not want to be conscious for this. But her brain had other ideas. While Kayden and the advocate fussed over her, she descended into a warren of thoughts. Thornwicket Manor and everything in it wasn’t worth three million imperial notes. Possibly the lands could be sold for that much, but not at short notice. What would happen to the tenants who worked the land? Also, didn’t the lands produce money for the estate? What, by the emperor, had her father spent all that money on? And why? What could she do? She had nothing. All the years spent with her father’s assurances that her future was provided for—all worthless.

      The abyss yawned again, but Mildred’s mind was too busy skipping along the edges of that chasm to actually pay the gaping black void any mind.

      Why had her father borrowed so much money? There was the new glass entrance hall he’d had built at Thornwicket about a decade ago, but surely that couldn’t have cost that much money? And where was Mildred supposed to acquire such sums?

      The next thought brought on a new bout of titanium constrictions compressing her ribcage and cutting off her air supply. She might be forced to go to debtors’ prison—

      A whirlwind of the tales she’d heard of those dismal places raced through her thoughts. The hunger. The death. A memory of thin arms pushed through bars, begging for a scrap to eat. Once fine clothing hanging in limp and tattered rags off emaciated frames. News articles decrying the institution for inhumane treatment and even murder. Not to mention the knowledge that those who survived and had served their time were never reinstated in high society. Instead, they scrounged for scraps as best they could, almost all reduced to begging on the streets.

      Shaking her head, she tried to dispel the images, but her dervish of a brain wouldn’t let up. How was she going to take care of herself and her mother now? Her mother—heat and pressure increased around her chest. Mother would not take this well. She was wont to give way to hysterics when unexpected things occurred, especially now, in the wake of the count’s sudden demise. As a widow and penniless, what would become of Mildred’s mother? The poorhouse?

      Mildred groaned.

      The whirlpool of her thoughts converged on the image of her grey-haired mother and how wilted she’d looked these past few days. Mildred sat up, looking into the bearded face of the advocate.

      “Mother,” she managed to gasp, half exclamation, half question.

      The older man bobbed his head and strode back around his desk as if satisfied with Mildred’s return to consciousness. “I shall visit your mother this afternoon, my lady.”

      Air whooshed into Mildred as she slumped back against the chair. She closed her eyes for the briefest of moments before fixing her gaze on Mr Megobruli again. “And what is to become of us?” she asked, vaguely aware of Kayden coming to stand beside her again. She couldn’t remember him leaving her side, but she felt another surge of strength as his hand settled onto her upper arm, resting gently against the dark grey material of her mourning dress.

      The advocate’s eyebrows drew together into a black caterpillar. His eyes darted between Kayden, Mildred, and the papers on the desk. A shrug twitched at his shoulders, but he controlled the motion with a breath and answered, deep sadness lining his voice. “I do not know, Lady Mildred.”

      He licked his lips, but Mildred didn’t want to hear any more dithering. “Surely—” she paused, calming the edge of hysteria that had crept into her voice. It made sense the advocate wouldn’t have an answer for this question. He was merely doing the job of informing her of the situation. It wasn’t his fault he was the bearer of bad news. She took a shuddering breath.

      “Can you at least explain to me how this happened?”

      More papers shuffled. “Well—erm—the count took out a loan around ten years ago for the—um—improvements on Thornwicket Manor and—uh—the tenants’ housing.” Mildred frowned. What had her father done for the tenants? The advocate glanced up at her before continuing. “Most of the—ah—funds were spent on modernising the manor and tenants’ homes, especially considering the people living on the lands of the estate provide their—ah—labour for the good running of the estate and its annual revenues.” He licked his lips.

      Mildred had barely listened to the second half of his sentence. She couldn’t stop her mind from racing as it dashed through her memories, pulling up thoughts and experiences from her adolescence. The time when the massive and impractical—but also splendid—glass entrance had been constructed on Thornwicket Manor. What else had the builders done? Riffling through her recollections only brought image upon image of the workers and scaffolding, not to mention all the dust. It had gotten everywhere! Her mother’s complaints also held a prominent place in Mildred’s mind.

      A memory zipped along in the tumult of reflections and Mildred stopped, scrambling to grasp that one moment. For one round, after the domed glass entrance had been completed, a hoard of plumbers had descended upon the manor. She remembered her father talking to their overseer about adjustments that needed to be made in the kitchen to accommodate the new system. And of course, the following round, those same plumbers had swarmed over the tenants’ homes to provide each with its very own water closet, replacing the absolutely repugnant communal outhouse that had existed before.

      “Plumbing.” Mildred’s quiet utterance cut through the advocate’s dithering.

      The older man paused, steepling his fingers again as he looked at her. “Yes—precisely. The plumbing.”

      Mildred nodded as a sigh escaped her lips. There wasn’t much she could say about that. It had been a necessary change, and she could understand that it had cost a fortune. “What about the second loan?” she asked.

      “Erm—well.” The advocate cleared his throat. “It seems the count wished to embrace the future. He—um—invested heavily in the recent space programme. All his liquid assets went into that. The investment has not yet borne fruit, and those monies are tied up there for the foreseeable future. Sale of shares is not an option at this time.”

      Mildred shook her head. “What does this have to do with a loan?”

      “Yes.” The advocate brushed a hand over his brow. “The investment came with an opportunity—erm—to join a consortium for a fleet of trading ships. That is what the loan was for.”

      “Such a high loan for some spaceships?” Mildred stared at the advocate. His words beggared belief.

      “Ah, yes, countess.” He licked his lips. “Building such transports is a costly affair, and your late father’s participation earned him ownership of one of those ships and the right to the profits from the trading expeditions.”

      Mildred leaned back. The world was spinning around her, and her fingers trembled. She shifted her hand beyond the velvet cushion on the armrest and gripped the carved wood. Her distress was so great she barely sensed the grooves in the hard surface as they bit into her skin.

      What was she to do? If all this was true, then she owned a spaceship. What was the point of having it if she couldn’t sell it?

      Kayden leaned both hands onto the desk, the view of his figure pulling Mildred out of the maelstrom of her thoughts. “What of that ship, Mr Megobruli? Why can that not be sold? And the investment recuperated?”

      Papers shuffled and the advocate handed Mildred a sheet, ignoring Kayden’s outstretched fingers. With her left hand, Mildred accepted the proffered item, still gripping the chair’s armrest with her right hand. The paper quivered in her trembling fingers, rustling as it did so, and Mildred swallowed at the advocate’s next words, which poured over her as useless as rainwater runoff, cascading away without finding purchase in her mind.

      “The ship was attacked by pirates on its first expedition. It has not yet reached port but can be expected within a few rounds—if it doesn’t break down completely, that is.”

      Mildred couldn’t suppress a groan. Kayden turned towards her, and she was somewhat soothed by the concern she detected in his dark brown eyes. She sucked in air, drawing on the life-giving substance until it filled her lungs to bursting. Letting out a slow exhale, she turned her gaze back onto the glittering spectacles obscuring the advocate’s eyes.

      “So you mean to tell me, Mr Megobruli, that I have inherited nothing, apart from the responsibility to fulfil a debt amounting to three million imperial notes. My home is no longer my own—” Her voice quavered, and she took another steadying breath before adding, “And what of Thornwicket estate and the tenants? What will become of the land? Can the estate’s revenues not be used to pay back this debt over time?”

      The glasses twinkled as Mr Megobruli nodded his head. “The land is yours by right, Lady Mildred.  However, I do not think it will be of much use in the immediacy of this case.”

      She leaned back, even as her mind screamed at the uselessness of it all. What good was all that land if it couldn’t generate the money required to pay off the debts? Mr Megobruli’s final words trickled into her conscious mind and a follow-up thought stabbed through her. “How long do I have before the debtors come to collect?”

      The advocate squirmed once more. He fidgeted with his papers until Mildred felt ready to burst. Anger simmered, wanting to spurt a sparkle of flaming butterflies through her veins. Her right hand clenched against the wood, and she bit her lip, forcing her being back into control. She needed to keep a hold on her temper. Tears of frustration burned at the back of her eyeballs while she forced it all into stillness and waited for the advocate to finally answer her question.

      The elderly gentleman looked up, light glancing off the glass of his spectacles. He cleared his throat. “Well—erm—the first loan has been called in for one round from now—” Mildred’s heart squeezed. The world began to spin again, and she feared the black chasm would swallow her once more.

      The advocate’s eyes widened. He seemed aware of the effect his words were having on her, and he raised his hands as if to quieten the thunder of her heart. “I have already written to them,” he said. “I’ve asked for respite on your behalf, especially in consideration of the late count’s passing. I have not yet received word, but I hope they might accept to give a second round.”

      There were no words left in Mildred. Everything was dry. Her mind still; her mouth a desert. Her whole being felt desiccated, sucked dry by the knowledge she was reduced to nothing. Kayden rubbed her back in soothing circles, but the attempt at comfort was pitiful and could never hope to heal the gaping hole Mildred felt had been ripped into her being.

      Mr Megobruli rose, shuffling around the desk as he said, “I must call upon your mother, Lady Mildred. If you have no further questions, I shall depart immediately to impart these tidings before you arrive home. As the long-standing friend I have been to your parents, I know the importance of this. Your lady mother is most delicate, I know. It is why I advised her not to come today.”

      Mildred sat stunned, still struggling to process everything she’d learned. The advocate rested a hand on her shoulder, the first contact he’d made since she entered the room. “I promise you, countess, I shall do everything in my power to assist you. Please remain here until you have settled your nerves. My colleagues are completely at your disposal.”

      She wanted to nod, wanted to thank him for his concern, but her body would not cooperate. Mildred felt like she was swimming through thick pitch. From a great distance, she sensed the advocate’s retreat and the soft thud of the door as it fell closed behind him.

      Kayden’s voice filtered to her. “Mildred.” Through the haze of her overwhelmed mind, she focused on his chiselled features, heightened by his neatly-trimmed beard. “Mildred, we’ll find a way.” He rested a hand on her arm, gently rubbing from wrist to elbow. “Even if I have to take out a loan on my business, we can find a solution to this.”

      Mildred jerked away, horrified. “Kayden, no. Never in a thousand lifetimes would I ask such a thing of you. How could you think I would drag you into this mess? And your business? Absolutely not. It is out of the question. There is no way I would let you yoke yourself to me in such an awful manner.”

      “But I have the means to help. Mildred, I want to. I could not bear to see you taken down by this. No one deserves such shackles, least of all you. Stop being so stubborn and let me help you.” He leaned forwards, his brown eyes sparkling in the light from the gas lamps.

      Shaking her head, Mildred retorted. “I am deeply grateful to your support, Kayden, but should something go wrong I would be riddled with guilt. What if you lost everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve? There is absolutely no way I would let that kind of resentment come between us. I must find another way or serve my time in prison–”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Those are the options.”

      Kayden made to interrupt again, but Mildred held up her left hand, keeping her right anchored on the arm rest, as if it were the last solid item stopping her from casting adrift. “Now, let us not speak of this disaster anymore. I need time to think. I don’t believe I’ve quite grasped it all. It’s too upsetting.”

      Kayden shook his head this time and reached out, tucking a wayward strand of Mildred’s coal-black hair behind her ear. “You are so strong and determined. I have no doubt you will find a solution to this.” He straightened and held out his left arm. “Come, Mildred. It is time for you to go home. I shall take you.”

      Mildred had to bite back the retort that it would not be her home for much longer. There was no use bringing bitterness to bear on him. Taking a shuddering breath, she came to her feet and accepted his outstretched hand. As they turned towards the coat stand, Kayden curled the fingers of his other hand around the carved top of his cane, which had been resting against the advocate’s desk.

      She marvelled at this man who supported her, even bearing some of her weight while her limbs trembled and threatened to desert her, all the while he struggled with his own physical insufficiencies. It made her consider what a matching pair they finally made, him broken in body and her in spirit.

      Mildred tried to dispel the bleak thought. She simply needed to get home—but then what? Sleep. Tomorrow was another day, and she would get by. One step after another, it was all she could do right now. One faltering footstep and then another and another brought her to the coats. Kayden helped her into hers before shrugging his way into his own.

      Then, cane in hand, he guided her to the door, but paused. “Your friends are still waiting in the lobby. Shall we send someone else to see them out or do you want to speak with them yourself?”

      Her heart froze. Rebecca and Sybil had waited, giddy at the thought Mildred might have become an heiress. The thought of their blathering turned Mildred’s stomach. She didn’t want to see them and most definitely didn’t want to have to explain this horrendous situation to them. How could she? The words would surely stick in her throat and die on her lips. It was mortifying to think she was reduced to nothing—worthless and expendable.

      And of course, Julien was also there. He’d hoped she would invite him to accompany her to the reading of the will. She’d seen the dark cloud descend over his generally cocky demeanour when she’d asked everyone to wait for her as the advocate had instructed. How would he respond to her having chosen Kayden’s support and advice over his? Now that she thought about it, Julien—or Lord Rutherford as he liked to remind anyone who would listen—had been making a nuisance of himself since her father’s passing. He must have also expected, or at the least hoped, Mildred would become the heiress her father had once promised her she would be.

      With a shudder, Mildred said, “I don’t want to, but I understand that would be rude. I’ll speak to them.” She paused, remembering what a gossip Rebecca was. “What am I going to say to them? I don’t need my private affairs hurled throughout the gossip mill by tomorrow.” She let her face sink into her hands.

      “You don’t have to go into details, and certainly not into the sums. Just state the simplest facts and have done with it.” When Mildred curved in, her shoulders shuddering on a sob, Kayden added, “And I’m here for you, don’t forget. I don’t have any problem being rude to that lot.”

      Remembering the snide comments Rebecca was wont to make about Kayden, Mildred straightened her shoulders. It was no good trying to get out of this. It needed to be done and the sooner the better.

      Three hopeful faces looked up when Mildred and Kayden walked into the lobby a moment later. In a scraping of chair legs on marble flooring, her friends launched themselves to their feet and clamoured, speaking over each other in a crashing wave of questions Mildred couldn’t follow. The thing she did notice was how excitement and hope gave way to furrowed brows and concern.

      Holding up her hand to request silence, Mildred said, “Things have not turned out as expected.” She drew in a shaky breath, hoping to draw strength from the air around her to be able to go on. Rebecca inhaled as if wanting to speak, but Mildred forestalled her. “Although my father has bequeathed everything to me, there were—um—certain—” Mildred closed her eyes, trying to shut out the exasperating glare Sybil was giving her for struggling to speak. Tears burned her eyes as Mildred tried to extricate the word debts from the back of her throat. She leaned heavily on Kayden, remembering how he’d asked the right follow up questions and gotten the most important information out of Mr Megobruli’s hemming and hawing.

      “Well?” Rebecca asked.

      A hand jostled Mildred’s arm and she snapped her eyes open to find Julien grabbing her other side, as if trying to forcefully pull her away from Kayden. Mildred wanted to jerk away from him but managed to maintain her composure enough not to appear rude. For some reason, she did not want Julien anywhere near her. It was a visceral response, and it surprised her. Notwithstanding, the spark of ire his touch brought on was enough to rally Mildred’s faltering voice.

      “What I mean to say is—and it has come as quite a shock—there are debts.”

      Rebecca gasped and horror froze her teardrop face. She didn’t meet Mildred’s searching gaze, and the young countess felt her heart plummet, a stone bearing down a well shaft, heading straight for the icy waters fathoms below.

      Sybil murmured an “Oh, you poor dear,” before turning to comfort Rebecca who began to sob, and Mildred wasn’t certain if the mumbled words had even been directed at her.

      “Urgh, what a waste!” Julien exclaimed and stormed out the main doors of the building, which reverberated with a dull thud hot on his heels.

      Moments later, a grieving Rebecca floated out in a rustle of pink fabric with Sybil’s emerald silk-clad arm draped around her.

      Mildred stared after them, hearing the door fall closed a second time, although it was less violent. She had no idea what had just happened.

      Kayden placed his left arm around her shoulders. “Don’t mind them, Mildred. They have shown their true colours. I am so sorry you had to experience that on top of the rest of this crisis, but I promise you, I shall never walk out on you. Not for any reason.” His words were like life, pouring into her on the wings of the first real breath she’d taken since stepping out of the advocate’s office.

      “Come, Mildred. It’s time you were home. You will need to absorb all of this. I’m certain, by the morrow, you’ll have some brilliant plan to set it all straight.”
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        * * *

      

      A little under an hour later, the automobile turned up the drive lined with poplar trees. The huffing monstrosity jolted Mildred and sometimes even flung her into Kayden with every sway of the chassis. Kayden still clasped her hand as he had done for the entirety of this journey. Mildred welcomed the contact and the comfort it provided, while also being grateful to Kayden for his silence.

      They crossed over the Thorne River, the ancient bridge had been erected by her ancestor seven generations before, at the time when the county of Magnoliis had been gifted to Ensio after the Plains Wars. Ensio, the first count, had built the original residence here, although little remained of that manor building, as each generation had made improvements, adding ever more grandiose additions with each passing decade.

      The vehicle swept around the bend, and Thornwicket Manor came into view with its pale sandstone walls and sweeping columns. At the sight of the grand dual staircase leading up to the patio surrounding the mansion and the arched entrance, mirrored by the imposing glass dome above it, Mildred’s heart squeezed, shooting pain into her fingertips. Thornwicket Manor, the home at the heart of Magnoliis county, which had been in her family for seven generations, would not be so for much longer.

      Her whole being ached in an echo of the weight bearing down on her shoulders. Thanks to her father’s misjudgment, she was the last countess, the end of the line. Her children, if she had any, would not grow up running through the emerald fields and learning to paint these landscapes like she had. Tears burned glowing-hot pokers, but she clamped down on the emotion, pushing it further and further into the depths, away from non-existent prying eyes.

      The automobile swung around the central fount, gravel crunching beneath the tyres before coming to a stop at the staircase. Mildred observed one of the footmen approaching to open the door for her. She took a shuddering breath and Kayden squeezed her hand. Then his fingers were gone, and he pulled himself forwards, leaning onto his cane as he stepped out into the nippy air of early evening.

      Mildred braced herself, smoothing the dark grey fabric of her skirt and tucking an errant strand behind her ear. With a sigh, she pushed herself upright, unable to find any more excuses to drag out the inevitable. She looked up at the glass dome, her father’s pride and joy, but also the element which had doomed the family living in this building. Of course, she had to remind herself it wasn’t only the dome that was to blame. The addition of running water and other modern amenities had been very necessary. Why did it all have to crumble to dust over money? Why was she being threatened with this unbearable loss? It was too hard to carry in the wake of her father’s unexpected and painfully permanent absence. The cavity in her chest seemed to fill up with a glowing rock. It was stuck there, unmoving; and the pain made Mildred want to scream.

      Instead of giving in to the desire, she bit down hard on her lip, forcing the tremor from her quivering fingers. She had to put on a brave face. Knowing her mother, the scene awaiting Mildred inside Thornwicket would require every ounce of Mildred’s capacity for calm. Kayden joined her at the foot of the staircase, and Mildred held out her right arm for him on reflex.

      “Thank you, Mildred,” Kayden murmured as he set about navigating the staircase with his paralysed leg.

      Mildred still couldn’t fathom what it must be like to suffer as he had. Infantile paralysis had ravaged his body, leaving his right knee stiff and immovable, not to mention reducing the leg to a weakened limb, plagued by pains. Could she really complain about her lot when she had a fully-functional body that allowed her blissful ease of movement without experiencing discomfort?

      She sighed as they made it to the top step and her thoughts were once again swept along the paths of history as she stepped through the arched doorway into the glittering rainbow refractions that the last light cast onto the polished marble floor. Her foot sank into the soft carpet forming a strip to the end of the brightly lit glass-encased hall, which gave way to oak panelling and the wooden staircase to the upper levels. The carpet runner branched off to her left and she followed this through a side door into the sitting room. On her left, she looked out through the large glass doors and the view overlooking the beautifully tended box hedges and the park beyond the gravel drive. The lump in her chest grew, putting pressure on her lungs and making even the tiniest of breaths painful enough to prick tears into being.

      Steeling herself, Mildred forced her body to turn towards the settee. Under the massive painting of Magnoliis town from two centuries earlier sat none other than Mr Megobruli, his snowy beard contrasting with the darkness of his wrinkled skin. Mildred’s mother was nowhere to be seen and before Mildred could ask, footsteps from the hallway drew her eyes to a servant carrying the advocate’s cloak and hat.

      “You’re on your way already?” she asked, turning back to the elderly gentleman.

      “Yes, Countess. Your lady mother retired but a moment ago, and I must make haste to return to the city. There is much to be done for you both.” The advocate came forward and raised Mildred’s signet ring to his lips. “I shall send word when I receive news about the loan, Lady Mildred. I sincerely hope the creditors will agree to extend the window for you to repay them.”

      Swallowing hard, Mildred fought the surge of tears threatening to engulf her. She nodded, not trusting her voice to remain calm under the storm of emotions.

      “We shall meet again soon,” Mr Megobruli added before turning and striding from the room, bidding Kayden a good evening as he passed.

      Mildred sank into the closest settee chair, drawn downwards by the stone that had been her heart as it plummeted into the chasm this afternoon had permanently ripped open under her feet. What was she going to do? Her eyes roamed over the fine upholstery of the furniture playing ring-o-roses around a low table with delicate inlay work on its surface. The magnificent paintings on the walls jostled for her attention; the village from two centuries ago flanked by portraits of her ancestors. Further along, there were more landscapes, including a much more recent rendition of Magnoliis town from her father’s younger days.

      A sideboard graced the wall closer to the entrance and with her eyes, Mildred examined the little nick-nacks decorating that space: a pair of porcelain statues, dancing a traditional round; her great-grandfather’s snuff box; a hand-painted vase, gift from the emperor; a miniature likeness of Thornwicket Manor as it was now, which she’d painted a few years ago. Mildred’s heart seized again at the thought these priceless heirlooms would not be worth much to a pawnbroker, while each was immeasurably valuable to her.

      She slumped with her head in her hands, hoping she might awaken from this nightmare and find it all a figment of her overly dramatic imagination. The rasping sound of a throat being cleared startled Mildred back to the reality of her situation, and the undeniable fact that it was, indeed the truth, and she was living it with her eyes wide open. Kayden looked at her, his pale brown irises shimmering with concern.

      “Mildred, please take care of yourself and don’t worry too much. I’m certain a solution will present itself. Will I see you tomorrow?”

      Kayden’s words washed over her, and Mildred blinked, trying to dispel the distance stretching out between them even as he stood less than a foot from her. Her mind scrambled to understand what his words meant. “You’re leaving?” As her voice rose with a hint of fear, Mildred clenched her jaw, clamping down on the bubbling anxiety threatening to overwhelm her.

      “I must.” Kayden stepped closer, resting a hand on her upper arm. The familiar gesture brought a little comfort, dispelling some of the strange feeling of dissociation Mildred was experiencing. “There are things I must attend to at the office, but if you come into town, I’ll be certain to meet up with you. Shall we luncheon together?”

      Mildred shut her eyes, trying to get a hold of herself and stop the trembling in her fingers. The sense of abandonment was great, an overwhelming wave crashing over her and threatening to sweep her away. She had to remind herself, Kayden had been by her side the entire afternoon. Of course, doing so meant Kayden had neglected his own duties—for her. She needed to show gratitude, not spoilt petulance.

      He’d mentioned luncheon. Something niggled at the back of her mind, and Mildred considered what it might be. What was tomorrow? All the turmoil of this afternoon had washed away the details of her agenda over the upcoming days. What had she been planning to do? Even for the half-round? Mildred’s thoughts scrambled to recall anything from her schedule.

      With exasperation lining her voice, she asked, “What was I going to do this round? I can’t remember anything!”

      “Mildred, seriously. How can you be thinking about any of that? Your father passed away unexpectedly a few days ago, and you’ve just received word you are in severe debt. Give yourself a moment to adjust to this new state of affairs. You cannot possibly expect to continue as if none of this has happened. Cancel whatever engagements you had planned. This situation is most upsetting, and you haven’t given yourself the time to even process it, let alone find a satisfactory solution. You will need to take over running this entire estate and familiarising yourself with your duty as countess, in addition to the financial situation.”

      Mildred shook her head. Although she knew he was being sensible, something nagged at the back of her mind. She had intended on doing something of utmost importance. How could she forget what it was?

      Kayden became insistent. “Mildred, you need to take things slowly and allow everything to settle. This is a tremendous upheaval, and you must let yourself adjust to the change in situation. It’s already taken a toll on you. I can see that. What you need most is rest and time to familiarise your thoughts with this change in—”

      Like a cat discovering a wayward mouse it had been hunting for hours, Mildred’s mind took that moment to pounce on the obligation she had been struggling to remember. “The Protection of Magical Creatures Association meeting,” she exclaimed, slamming the heel of her hand against her forehead with a resounding slap.
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