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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the students of human potential and transformation, including but not limited to Viktor Frankl, Mary Morrissey, Henry David Thoreau, the Greek Philosphers and Napoleon Hill, and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience, we are humans with shared emotions, experiences, and responses, or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm of daring adventures.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve written this collection of my own invented ones and you can get two for FREE! Yes, you read that right. The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      While fairytales and retellings have taken up much of my focus in writing, ideas have come to me from many places and that means I write in several different subgenres of fantasy. However, the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. As with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to war, war trauma, psychological trauma, maiming, murder, character death, emotional abuse, and post-traumatic stress.

      I have always learned through reading and found that resilience is built through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil be in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans. In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      xoxoxo

      Astrid
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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

    

  


  
    
      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.

      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 swarming market’s beehive, 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 the story tingled in his blood. It wanted to break free from him, and who was he to deny it?

      Jo 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.
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      “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 asked, tersely. She should have been elated that her father had done the uncommon thing of choosing her as his heir, instead of bequeathing 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 like she was in free fall into an abyss, 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. Mildred 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 four people who waited in the lobby. 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 prone to judge people by their appearances. A sliver of fear curled in Mildred’s heart at what Sybil might say about this. Julien? He’d been 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 companions.”

      “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, 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, 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.” 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, Mildred 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 see.

      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.

      “You said ‘first’. Do you mean there’s a 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 abyss’ merciless pull. 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 sat 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. Mildred 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? 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 dark chasm yawned again, but Mildred’s mind was too busy skipping along its edges 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
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