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ONE “VerreJardine – seven sharp – dress – A&A”
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Triday, the Twenty-first of the Second Month of Spring

Gran’s orders were always terse.

She expected them to be obeyed.

Promptly.

Without discussion.

And so I joined a handful of passengers at the carriage door as The Gardens Avenue elevated tram slowed for the Gardens-Dawning Station. A moment later, the platform appeared in the carriage windows, and with a genteel squeal of its brakes, we came to a soft halt. The carriage door hissed open, and I followed my fellow passengers out and into the cool spring evening, smelling of fresh rain, wet concrete, and hot oil.

I glanced at the platform’s clock. Six-forty-three. I’d make “seven sharp.”

We trooped down to the lower, Dawning Boulevard platform level, where we went our separate ways – most to one of the four footbridges over the circle intersection of the two grand avenues for one of its four corners. Some continued down to street level to engage a taxi waiting along the inner curve of the traffic circle. I took the glass-enclosed footbridge to the northwest corner and the access pavilion stairs down to street level. Pausing to open my umbrella, I stepped out into the misty rain. As the rain pitter-pattered on my umbrella, I set out for Park Close and the “VerreJardine”, i.e. the VerreJardine restaurant, a walk of several blocks.

Spring had donned its full regalia in Celora. The twilit evening was a symphony of silver and faun greys, fresh greens, white and pink flowers. The air was cool, crisp, and fragrant with the scent of the flowering trees lining the avenue and the sharp tang of wet pavement. Beneath my finest shoes, the rain-splattered, petal-littered pavement glistened in shades of those greys and the gay-colored lights of the bright shop windows. Before me stretched the ruby-red trailing lanterns of the traffic that hummed by, along with the white lanterns of the contra-flowing bicycles, their dark riders huddled against the rain. Street lamps stretched away into the misty distance, past The Gardens Park, to the bridge over the River Fair. Tall and ornate Second Founding-era buildings lining the grand avenue, with their expensive street-level shops and equally expensive residences above, loomed out of the rain and twilight. As I set out, an eastbound el-tram – its string of windows gently glowing – passed me atop the elegant and ancient chain of concrete arches that runs down that avenue's wide center boulevard.

I hadn’t gone more than a block before I felt the first hint of moisture seeping into my shiny-black dress shoes, despite my little hops and dances to avoid the larger puddles. Which brings us to “dress.”

My overcoat and flat cap might best be described as nondescript. Perfectly suitable menswear for either a minor bureaucrat or a not-quite-starving artist, both of which could fairly describe me. But which, I knew, would be described as shabby, if –  but preferably not – seen by Grandmother. However, I would’ve felt foolish wearing my formal overcoat and hat on the el-tram. Nor did I care to toss money to the four winds on a taxi from the Mont Est Borough. Instead, I decided that the shiny shoes and my formal evening rig I was wearing underneath the nondescript overcoat would fulfill my dutiful son/grandson duties as regards to “dress”. Besides, they would be checked at the VerreJardine’s lobby before Gran or Mom ever saw them. Hopefully.

I had originally planned on spending the evening at the Gallery Decor Nouveau, where we – the artists of the Grace Hill Atelier Society – were putting the final touches to our annual art exhibit. My presence was not critical. I had only one piece in the exhibition, and most of the set-up had been accomplished the previous evening. All that remained was to make the inevitable last-minute changes in paintings and locations, and mingle with friends and families invited for an early private showing. Still, I hated to miss it. But the Mystery of the Clare Trust had risen its inexplicable head, bringing Gran and Mom up from Leflora. Still, with any luck, I might be able to keep the dinner short enough to look in later,  assuming Gran and Mom did not insist on dragging me along with them to the upper-crust dives they were sure to be looking into. If they had to be in town, they'd want to see, and be seen by, the Celora’s right people. Business is business.

As you may have gathered, the dinner at the VerreJardine was a command performance, a command that I’d received only this afternoon on a hastily scribbled piece of paper.

I’d been in the basement print shop of the Celora Metro Transit Bureau’s Art Department,  with Tazza Fain, inspecting proofs of her Metro Transit posters promoting the upcoming Glass Gardens’ Spring Flower Show, when the subdued roar of the ticket press suddenly increased. I glanced to the door to see Baxon, our department’s secretary, hurrying into the office. He slipped past Gen Claver-Mot, the press foreman, who was holding up one of the walls of his office next to the door, hands in pockets, grimly awaiting his orders.

Baxon waved a scrap of paper. ‘Sorry to intrude, Lan, but you had a call. They said it was urgent. The party couldn’t wait for me to track you down. They told me... well here, just read this,’ he said, handing me his scribbled note.

I glanced at what he’d taken down and sighed. “VerreJardine – seven sharp – dress – A&A.”

‘Sorry, that was all the party told me to write. Does it make any sense to you? The caller said it would,’ he added, with an apologetic shrug.

‘Ah, yes, it does. Thanks, Bax.’

He nodded, turned, and slipped past Claver-Mot, to open the door and once again let in the rhythmic thunder and clatter of the ticket press seen through the office’s windows.

Tazza, who had been standing at the big table studying the proof poster, turned to me and said, ‘Let’s go with this green.’ She stepped over to hand me the seventeen-one-forty-seven green swatch card.

We – that is to say, Tazza – had decided that the original green background on her Glass Garden Flower Show poster was a shade too yellow. It was her call. Tazza's a professional poster artist who I'd worked with over the years, so I knew she didn't make changes on a whim – unlike some of the fine art artists we also commission for posters. However, knowing this would be Tazza's only change, and that mixing and changing the green ink would be quick and easy on the poster press, I had, without comment, sorted out a collection of bluer green color swatches and placed them on the offending proof to let her choose a bluer green. Claver-Mot, who had worked with her for more years than me, had not even growled.

I nodded, ‘Looks good,’ and turning to Claver-Mot, said, ‘Make it, seventeen-one-forty-seven, spruce green, Gen.’

He heaved himself off of the wall, and drawing an ink-splattered notebook out of his ink-splattered boilersuit pocket, wrote down the number, and, without a sigh, grumble, scowl, or even a dark look, left to mix the new ink. He yelled something to his assistant, who shrugged and began cleaning the offending green ink out of the green press unit. They hadn’t filled the ink reservoirs with more than a thin coating, pending approval.

I glanced at the brief note and shook my head.

‘Bad news?’ asked Tazza.

I shook my head. ‘No, not really. Just a change of plans.’ I showed her the note.

‘The VerreJardine, I know. Do you usually dine naked?’

'It is not my custom to dine at the VerreJardine, either naked or clothed, unless A &A – which is to say, Gran and Mom, are footing the fare. And that's only when some trade or fashion show brings them up to town from Leflora. Otherwise, it's Capri's on Mont Grace Street most fourthday evenings, with an occasional lunch at the Cafe Deluxe, down the street. Or if it's raining, the Celora Administration Building's cafeteria... What?' Tazza was giving me a surprised look.

‘A&A, as in the fashion design firm of A&A Teya Design?’

‘Ah, yes, that’s Grandmother Ama and Mother Alay Teya’s firm.’

‘Wow. So you’re a Teya?’

‘Nope. I’m at least three generations away from being a real Teya. Gran’s mother was the niece of the Teya of the House of Teya, but that’s as close as I get. None of my ancestors, as far as I know, counted for anything after that. Gran and Mom are just leveraging that Teya connection for business purposes.’

‘Still, what-in-the-Founding, are you doing working here, instead of slaving away in the family firm – if I may be so rude as to ask?’

‘The old story – the unrepentant prodigal son and, well, the desire for creative freedom. You see, everything that comes out of A&A Teya Design is the creation of Gran and Mom’s creative symbiosis. It’s a closed loop. There’s no creative position for me within the family business, despite whatever they promise. I’d just end up being an overpaid manager of the Accounts Receivable Department, or a useless drone. I know’em and their methods too well to fall for their promises.’

‘And working for Metro Transit is a more meaningful job?’

‘Why yes. Hey, I get to work with brilliant artists like yourself every day.’

She smiled, ‘A good point.’

‘Besides, it allows me the time to spend my evenings at the Grace Hill Atelier painting, and/or just hanging out with some of Celora’s brightest new talent. Plus, in a modest way, I’m part of Celora’s art scene. Any time an artist is in desperate need of cash, they know to come up with a poster idea for someplace on the el-tram system or some upcoming civic event, and pitch it to old Lan Teya of the Transit Bureau.’

‘That’s true. The word on the street is that you’re an easy touch.’

‘If you’re good, I am. I take pride in that.’

‘All to the good. But as much as I’d like to hang around and pitch some more cash ideas – cash being always welcome – I have an appointment with another client in an hour. Let me sign that proof with a notation for the color change, and I’ll be off. I don’t need to see a new proof. I’ll see it soon enough in every el-tram station. Besides, Gen won’t let me make another change anyway.’

This reminiscence had carried me to the dark maw of Park Close. Ahead, the large park known as The Gardens stretched away between The Gardens Avenue and The Arts Avenue under arching trees. Park Close was the last of the narrow dead-end streets or alleyways that led to the small squares hidden deep within the buildings that lined the western edge of the park. The VerreJardine was located on the park side of Park Close’s ultimate destination, a small square.

I turned down this narrow and darker street, lit only by the lights over the doors of its discreet establishments – private clubs, genteel pubs, and small restaurants. It grew silent as I left the grand avenue behind. The faint wisps of music from the pubs its only sound, along with the patter of the rain. The square itself was mostly cracked pavement around a small mound of grass and a clump of three overarching trees, now in new leaf. It was just large enough to allow taxis to turn around, discharge patrons, and wait for new ones. The door to the VerreJardine was as discreet as all the others; a deep-set doorway alongside a row of dimly glowing multi-pane windows running along its frontage.

Under the sheltered doorway, I shook off and closed my umbrella before pushing through the heavy door. Squishing across the dim, floral-patterned green-and-gold-papered lobby in my waterlogged shoes, I reached the coat and hat check counter and handed over my cap, overcoat, and umbrella to the friendly girl behind the counter. And then, running my hand through my hair and straightening everything I could straighten – my tie, the fit of the jacket, and my glasses – I drew a breath and proceeded deeper into the VerreJardine where I was greeted by Chaz, the maitre ‘d.

‘Good evening Mr Teya,’ he said, with a grand nod. I suspect that he only knew my name due to my association with Ama and Alay Teya, since I only turned up when they dined here.

‘I trust I’m not too late. I had to dodge a hundred puddles to get here. Still, it can’t be far off from seven sharp,’ I said, peering into the dimly-lit dining room. ‘Have my mother and grandmother turned up yet?

‘They arrived only minutes ago. Shall I show you to their table?’

‘Oh, I suppose,’ I said, and bracing myself, added a careless, ‘Lead on Chaz.’

I spied them at their usual table, two very attractive, youngish-looking women as richly and as fashionably dressed as one would expect for leaders of the Lorrian fashion scene. Thanks to ancient sorcery, one could expect to live a hundred and fifty years of one's allotted two centuries looking much like you did at thirty – if you made the effort. Gran and Mom make that effort, keeping fit and trim, so that even though Gran was pushing ninety-five, and Mom, sixty-seven, they looked youngish, stylish, and no doubt very coy and alluring if you weren't their son and grandson. Plus, their family resemblance meant that Ama and Alay looked far more like sisters than mother and daughter, especially since only twenty-eight years separated them.

Moreover, they were kindred spirits. As I've mentioned already, they worked seamlessly together. Gran perhaps with more of an eye on the business, while Mom, may be a little more carefree and creative. Both were artistic and creative, with their individual creativity and curiosity meshing and sparking each other to greater heights that led them down many varying avenues of design, all carried out with a flare for fashion and promotion.

As I was shown to their table, I felt envious looks from some of the other patrons. Knowing them from childhood, as I do, I saw them more as formidable than as fashionable, and felt the steel in Gran's glance as she caught sight of my approach. I doubt anyone with their wits about them would think them coy if they caught that glance. Indeed, a fellow would have to be a lot braver than I to make a play for either of them. But clearly, my fellows had, since here I am.

The Teyas were an ancient house of wealth and power. They were one of the “One Hundred and Thirteen” Great Houses who eventually supported the Humanist Revolution, otherwise known as the Second Founding, thirteen-hundred and seventy-eight years ago. That so-called revolution banished sorcery and its instrumentalities in support of original ideals of the First Founding. Or at least the official histories say so. We, the people, have likely never been quite that gullible.  Despite the high ideals of the Humanist Revolution, we know the revolution had largely been a struggle for power between the greatest and most powerful industrial concerns of the day over how who would survive and prosper as the population and economy began its rapid expansion phase. And over the next thousand years, it has been largely settled, and is now just history. These days the Teyas remain one of only seven so-called Great Houses out of the one hundred and thirteen Great Houses that signed the manifesto, that have retained their wealth, and with it, their influence. In short, a name and a house that one would like to claim as one’s own.

While not actually a member of the core Teyas, our little branch of the family is not all that far removed from the core family. My great-grandmother Teya was the first cousin of “The Teya'', which is to say the head of the House of Teya. As such, she was considered a core member of the Teya clan. Her daughter, Gran, being a generation removed, technically fell out of that exalted circle. Gran, however, was unwilling to dilute her connections to that exalted circle or share the Teya name with another, so she never named the father of her daughter, my Mom, thus keeping Mom’s Teya name pure and non-hyphenated. Names are important in the upper stratum of society.

My mother, even further removed from the core family, followed Gran’s example, never naming my father. She claims not to know who fathered me. “Oh, I don’t know,” she would say with a shy smile and a little shrug, when I asked. “I was living that kind of life at the time, and it would hardly be fair to pick a name out of the hat, would it?” Still, knowing her and Gran as I do – I’m certain that my father would’ve been a choice, not a chance. In any event, I’m also just Lan Teya, not Lan Teya-Somebody. Or Lan Teya-Nobody. Even so, I’m only a Teya in name just like the tens of thousands of non-core Teyas who fell too far from the family tree over the last thirteen centuries to have anything but the name to claim. In the end, it was simply a business decision – doing business legitimately using the name “Teya” so as to easily be associated with one of the few remaining Great Houses of the world.

Seeing that Gran had spied me, I waved and flashed her a smile.

‘Good evening, Mother, Grandmother. My, oh my, you both are looking in your prime,’ I added, as I arrived, bending to give Mom a kiss on her cheek.

‘Good evening, Lan,’ my mother replied with a kind smile. ‘You’re looking handsome as well.’

Gran glanced to her jeweled timepiece on her wrist, no doubt to check how sharp at seven I was, before looking up and saying, ‘Lan,’ with a nod. She then gave me a hard look, and added, ‘I believe I mentioned the last time we were in that your formal wear is a decade out of style.’

Gran seemed to be in a foul mood. Normally, she is moderately cheerful while ordering people around. I chose to ignore it, but I thought it best to dismiss Chaz with a smile and a nod, before turning back to Gran. ‘Ah, yes. You did. And the time before that, as well. But, as I’m sure you’ll recall, you selected this evening wear for me. You said that it was tailored in a timeless style.’

‘It is indeed a finely tailored ensemble from an old, established firm. Its quality is timeless. However, quality aside, its style is currently out of fashion.’

‘Then it’s hardly timeless.’

‘Quality makes classics. Ephemeral fads in fashion come and go, but must be acknowledged. As the scion of A & A Teya Design, the leader of fashion...’

‘And fads?’

‘Don’t annoy me, Lan.’

I smiled. ‘I’ll try.’

She gave me a dark look, trying to decipher my meaning. Gave up, and continued, ‘As I was saying, I expect you to be a credit to your mother and myself, and that includes when appearing in public, and especially when dining with us.’

‘That being the case, you and Mom need to design a line of fashionable gentleman’s wardrobe for me to wear, as I am hopeless when it comes to fashion,’ I said, with a smile. ‘I could become a living advertisement. I’ll have you know, Gran, that I attend at least one invite-only art show every month, many of which attract the creamy crust of Celorian society.’

‘I think not,’ replied Gran, ‘using you as a model anyway. Though perhaps gentleman’s apparel should be something to look into some day, Alay.’

'I think Lan would make the perfect model,' objected Mom, gallantly. 'He's quite handsome and so debonair.' She's always kind and generous with praise when it comes to her son, so you can discount that opinion as you will.

‘What little looks he can claim, he got from the Teyas. As for the rest...’ Gran shrugged, and added, ‘Well, stop standing around looking like the waiter you appear to be, give me a kiss, and sit down. We have much to discuss. Time is precious. I’ve already ordered the meal.’

I kissed her cheek as offered, and sat down as the wine waiter approached with the wine Gran had already ordered.

She and Mom may have a sister-to-sister relationship, a true partnership – with Gran as the elder sister – but with me, it's more like a stern elder sister to idiot kid brother sort of relationship. While it is not exactly the only reason I live five hours – by express train – north of Leflora. It does suggest one of the reasons.

After the wine had been poured and the waiter departed leaving the bottle, I looked around the restaurant before leaning close, and, in a hushed conspirator's voice, asked, ‘What have you uncovered about the Mysterious Clare Trust Affair, Gran?’

The Mysterious Clare Trust Affair, as I’d been calling it in my head, was a genuine mystery. It reared its mysterious head in a letter from the desk of Mr Dashener Blan, of Blan & Co., Bank and Trust. The letter invited me to a conference with Mr Blan at two in the afternoon of fourthday, the twenty-second of the Second Month of Spring, concerning my potential interests in the Clare Trust. The letter stated that I was to bring my birth record to establish my identity. Adding only that, if I could not make that meeting, I should suggest a more convenient time and date. Now, as far as I can recall, I know of no one named Clare, and thus, my first thought was that this had something to do with my unidentified father.

That notion, however, was likely nixed when I called Mom to ask her if the name “Clare” rang any bells from her youth.

‘Oh, I just received that Blan & Co. letter myself,’ she said, rather breathlessly. ‘And no, I don’t recall knowing or employing anyone by the name of Clare.’

‘Are you sure you didn’t know a gentleman by the name of Clare, rather well, say 44 years ago?’

She answered, rather vaguely, as usual, ‘No, no... I don’t believe so. I’ll have to ask Ama.’ I gave up at that point, not wanting to follow that line of investigation. If Gran would also know a gentleman by the name of Clare... ‘Well, let me know if Gran knows anything about this trust thing.’

She readily agreed to do so, and indeed, called back the following evening to say that Gran had received an identical letter, and was as in the dark as we were. I asked if they’d be in town to find out on the twenty-second. Mom could not say for certain, since they were so very, very busy – you know – preparing for ‘Our Spring Fashion Show.’

The truth is that I lost much of my interest in the mystery knowing that Gran had also received the letter, since I couldn’t see how it could be related to my unnamed father. I suppose, however, that it did not rule out it being concerned with Mom’s own unknown father. I was, however, curious enough to call Blan & Co. to confirm the appointment and to see what I could learn from Mr Blan himself. He was friendly enough, but vague – very vague. He would only say that he felt that the matter under discussion had best be addressed only after confirming our identities when all three of us could be present. And while he hoped that Gran and Mom could attend, it was not necessary. As I said, very mysterious. Mysterious enough, it seemed, to drag the very, very busy Gran and Mom away from their preparations and up to Celora from the South Shore aboard the night sleeper.

Which brings us back around to the VerreJardine.

‘Quit being silly,’ sighed Gran. ‘This is serious business.’

‘It is? What have you found out? What do all of us have to do with this Clare Trust?’

‘As you well know, this is a very busy time of the year for us. Our spring fashion show is only two weeks away. I really didn’t have the time to spare investigating the Clare Trust question.’

‘Still, here you are.’

‘Indeed. Here we are. Curiosity and a chance to meet some important people – customers, suppliers, good friends – brought us here. We’ll be making the rounds tonight, will look into our office tomorrow morning, and still have tomorrow evening to promote interest in the right quarters before we leave on the night train.’

‘Of course, business. So you don’t know anything more about the Clare Trust than you did last week?’

‘Not until today.’

‘Tell all.’

‘I’m trying to, if you’ll let me.’

‘You have the floor, Gran.’

‘I could not locate my birth record amongst Mother’s papers, and seeing that the Blan fellow insisted that I provide one, I had to come up and call on the Ministry of Records to get one. We’ve spent this entire afternoon motivating clerks to unearth my birth record and any other records associated with my mother. They eventually dug them up, and they have shed a great deal of light on this affair.’ She paused.

I looked at her, and then at Mom, and awaited the dramatic reveal. A moment later, I realized that I was meant to ask for it. So I did. ‘What did you unearth, Gran?’

‘I found that my birth record listed one Carzar Clare as my father,’ she said.

‘Ah-ha!’

She added with a sigh and an unbelieving shake of her head, ‘Moreover, he was listed as my mother’s partner-by-contract. They were married.’

'Meaning that your mother was a Teya-Clare. Well, that certainly makes everything a lot less mysterious,' I said, sitting back to consider her discovery. Seeing that this great grandfather Clare of mine – or any others not a Teya, for that matter – had never ever been mentioned, I had rather assumed that the practice of not identifying the fathers of their children was a family tradition on our branch of the Teyas. 'I take that you never knew she was married?'

‘My mother never mentioned my father, much less a husband, and discouraged any questions concerning him. I eventually grew tired of asking.’

That, anyway, was well within our family tradition.

‘I have always assumed that I was the product of some casual affair,’ she continued. 'However, using my birth record, I was able to unearth my Mother and Father’s partnership contract. It seems that this Carzar Clare and my mother had been married for nearly ten years before I was born. I was also able to find the death record of Carzar Clare, which explains a lot as well. It seems that I was less than two years old when Carzar Clare died from injuries sustained in a roadster crash. So it is no wonder that I don’t have any memory of my father.’

‘Do you know anything more about these Clares?’

Gran sighed again. ‘Just a little. We only had a moment to look in the hotel’s library before we needed to change for dinner. It had an old copy of "The Great Families of Lorria" and from that, I found that there are Clares in it who are, or rather were, one of the Great Houses, indeed, Clare was one of the hundred and thirteen signatures on the Humanist Manifesto. That said, they seemed to have quickly faded to obscurity soon after the Second Founding. The early entries noted little of importance – they owned some companies, otherwise, the family entries were sparse. And since eight hundred and fifty-five, it only listed the names The Clares of the House of Clare.'

‘Was Carzar Clare listed in the book?’

She sighed. ‘Yes, but we shouldn’t jump to any definite conclusions at this point because of that. However...’ she paused, seemingly to consider what conclusions we could jump to.

‘However?’ I asked, prompting her once again. She likes drama.

‘However, knowing my mother, I am all but certain that she did not marry any old Carzar Clare off the street...’

Knowing my great-grandmother, that was a given.

‘So seeing that the two most recent heads of the House of Clare are Carzar Clare and Tarashay Clare,’ continued Gran, ‘I’m certain that the Carzar Clare listed in the book was my father, as the date Tarashay Clare became The Clare matches the death of my father.’

'No doubt he was The Clare of the House of Clare, Gran,' I said, having known her mother, Great-Gran, who had only died a few years ago. "The" before the name of one of the world's Great Houses signifies the head of the family or clan – the person who controls the wealth of the family. In this case, it was likely a fairly meaningless title given the Clares' apparent obscurity. However, in the case of the Teyas, The Teya is an immensely wealthy woman, who personally owns a controlling interest in many of the Teya-branded businesses and industries that lay behind the wealth of the House of Teya and its core family members. ‘But does it really matter, given all the time that has passed, and the likely – shall we say – minor importance of the Clares?’

Gran shrugged, lost in thought. ‘Little wonder why my mother seems to have cut all ties to the Clare family upon the death of her husband. She simply returned to being a Teya – with all the advantages that it brought with it – and never looked back.’

A trait her daughter and granddaughter also shared.

‘So it would seem that you’re coming into some sort of inheritance, Gran,’ I said. ‘Congratulations.’

She shook her head. ‘If I ever inherited anything from my father, I would’ve done so ninety-three years ago, when his estate would’ve been settled. I was two years old, so my mother would have been my guardian. If I did inherit anything, she never mentioned it to me. It’s far too late for that.’ She paused, and added, ‘No, I have a feeling that this trust business is something different altogether.’

‘Then what?’ I asked. I could think of no other explanation. ‘It has to be tied to your father.’

'Yes, of course, it involves my father. But it has to be more than a simple inheritance since this trust business would seem to involve all of us, not just me. Now just let me speak without your constant interruptions, Lan,' she snapped. 'I'm trying to think this through out loud – for your benefit.'

‘Right-ho, carry on,’ I said, and received another sharp look.

'As I was saying, the fact that we all seem to be involved in this Clare Trust is, I believe, significant. We know that my mother did not become The Clare on the death of her husband, seeing that this Tarashay Clare is listed as The Clare following my father. This is hardly surprising, as the position customarily follows the bloodline when possible, not the marriage line. This means that it would be Tarashay's bloodline, her children, grandchildren, or great-grandchildren who would inherit the title of The Clare from her. Now, it is possible, given that I'm the daughter of the previous head of the family, that I might be entitled to some sort of benefits from the Clare Trust. However, you, Lan, would almost certainly be too remote to have any claim, seeing that you're three generations away from Aunt Tarashay, at least if the House of Clare works like all of the other Great Houses.'

‘So...?’ I started to say, earning another sharp look.

‘So the fact that you are included... suggests to me that perhaps Aunt Tarashay didn’t have any children to inherit the title, and presumably control of the trust. But we can’t jump to conclusions.’

I could, but I decided best not to mention that.

Mom, who had been listening quietly, asked, 'But why didn't you become The Clare on your father's death, seeing that you're the person with the most direct bloodline?'

‘Who inherits the position is not set by law. It is a customary position and an honorary title within the houses. They set their own rules of succession. I was obviously too young to act as the head of the house.’

‘But grandmother could have acted as your guardian until you became of age...’

Gran shook her head. ‘No. Mother was a Clare only by marriage. Regencies are usually avoided in these Great House affairs, especially when the potential guardian is from another of the Great Houses. One doesn’t put the reins of the family business in the hands of a rival. And all the Great Houses are still rivals today.’

‘Surely, you must have some rights of inheritance, including a stake in the trust.’

‘Perhaps I do. Though who’s to say that I didn’t already receive my inheritance? Mother may have never told me about it, just as she never told me about my father. I think we can assume that there were bad feelings between my mother and my aunt, seeing that, as far as I know, once Mother returned to the House of Teya they were never in contact again. Did Tarashay Clare ever contact any of you?’

Mom and I shook our heads.

‘Me neither. And knowing Mother, she may well have spurred any sort of contact, or payment for herself, and her daughter. She was a proud woman.’

Mom nodded. Great Gran was indeed a proud woman. Graceful, kind, in a proper way. But someone who was very much aware that she was a core member of the House of Teya.

‘So, getting back to the letter we’ve received,’ I said, ‘It would seem that something must have occurred within the House of Clare and/or its trust, to have sparked our letter, the most likely one being the death of Tarashay Clare. If she died childless, wouldn’t you now be The Clare of the House of Clare seeing that you’re a direct, blood-line descendant of the previous head of the family?’

Gran shook her head. ‘While I think you are likely correct in thinking that the death of Tarashay Clare – ninety-three years since the death of my father would be about right – has something to do with all this, I don’t think we should make any assumptions beyond that.’

‘So what would the trust want to see us for? That must mean something, after being ignored for nearly a century,’ I said.

She shrugged. ‘Perhaps the new head of house – my great or great-great nephew or niece – doesn’t share my aunt’s view of my mother and me. I would be considered a core member of the family in most Great Houses...’

‘But mother and me?’

She shook her head and sighed. 'That's what gives me pause...'

‘You don’t believe in the new head of house explanation, do you?’

She sighed and nodded. 'I should, but don't. Of course I know nothing about the provisions of the trust, but knowing how the Great Houses work and seeing that all of us received the letter, I am all but certain Tarashay died without issue. And if that is the case, my bloodline, as the daughter of the previous head of the family, is the new core bloodline of the House of Clare.’

‘Making you The Clare of the House of Clare. And as I said, Congratulations.’

‘No, not me. It would make you The Clare of Clare House.’

‘Huh? Me?’ I stared at her.

‘Yes, you,’ she sighed, with a sad shake of her head. ‘Not that it’s likely to matter too much, since there can’t be a large Clare fortune, seeing how quickly my mother abandoned the Clares and never mentioned them to me.’

‘Why me and not you?’

‘Because you are the youngest member of Carzar Clare’s bloodline who is of age, which I wasn’t when my father died.’

‘I’m not following you. What does my age have to do with anything? You’re his daughter, his direct descendant.’

'And so are you. In the Great Houses, the title of Head of House, as well as the ownership of their wealth, is inherited by the youngest person of age in the most direct bloodline from the previous Head of House, which in this case, assuming Tarashay died without issue, goes back to Carzar Clare, and then through me and my daughter, to you.'

‘Ah... Yes...’ I got it. ‘Just like in the books.’

As a casual reader of historical novels of intrigue and romance, I knew that this particular feature in the succession in the Great Houses was often used as a trope in that type of novel. The unexpected death of the Head of the House would thrust one of the youths of the house into that precarious position, becoming the center, and often target, of a ruthless war within the family with the goal of controlling the young new head of the house, and its fortunes. In addition, this sudden change in status invariably tossed a spanner into the gears of the romantic aspirations of this new head of house, since those romances were usually with a member of a rival House. But all of this was fiction, and this fiction is usually set during the height of the Great Houses and their rivalries, which is to say, five hundred to thirteen hundred years ago. In these modern times, with only the seven of the Great Houses left and much, but not all, of their power and influence gone, there’s much less material for this sort of fiction to work with. And yet, if Gran was to be believed, I might find myself thrust into a similar situation. Ridiculous. Yeah, that sounded about right. Ridiculous.

‘The practice is, of course, dictated by the desire to minimize death fees,’ continued Gran. ‘There are fees for the transfer of wealth upon the death of all of us. While they are minor for most people, when the death involves one of the Great Houses, these fees become very significant. Various rates apply to various forms of wealth, but when the owner of a Great House's assets dies, that house could lose nearly half of its total wealth paying these fees. So you can imagine how eager the Great Houses are to go through that process. If the head of the house and the wealth of the house were passed along to the most direct descendants, which is to say, the firstborn son or daughter of the head of the house, these fees might have to be paid, say every twenty to forty years. But if the wealth is passed on to a grand or great-grandson or daughter, the fees may only have to be paid every century or two. Ideally, the Head of House lives to the ripe old age of a hundred and ninety-nine and has a reliable grandchild of twenty-five. If that grandchild also lives to the age of one hundred and ninety-nine, a hundred and seventy four years will have passed before the death transfer fees would have to be paid again. For this reason, the youngest direct descendant is named the Head of the House, and that would be you, Lan. While I can't be absolutely certain – I don’t know who else is invited to this meeting – it seems to be the most likely reason for all of us to be invited.’

I shook my head, thinking back to all the carefree young people I hung about with in my youth. And the ones I still do. They seemed nothing like the youth in those fictional historical romances I read. ‘If the youth of the past were anything like the youth of today, it’s little wonder there are only seven Great Houses left out of the original one hundred and thirteen.’

Gran shook her head. ‘Their youth is not to blame. There are always a host of elder members of the family holding key positions within the companies owned by the Great Houses who could and did put the brakes on any reckless behavior by a young and inexperienced head of the house.’

Much to the grief of those young heads of houses, if those fictional intrigues and romances were to be believed.

I looked to Gran with a smile. ‘Which is where you come in.’

‘You’re, what? Forty-three years old – I shouldn’t have to worry about you should I?’

I just smiled. I didn’t believe that for a second.

‘But let's temper our expectations. Even if I’m right, it probably means no more than a dividend check once a year for us – if that.’

‘For all of us?’

'Alay and I would be just core family, you'd be The Clare... Speculation is useless,' Gran said with a shrug. 'I just want to impress upon you that we – and by that, I mean you – need to take whatever we are offered tomorrow seriously. We mustn't jump at whatever is offered. We don't want to take on debts and obligations.'

‘Right.’

‘What I’m hoping to impress upon you, Lan,’ she said, with a hard look, ‘is that, if tomorrow you are told that you are The Clare of the House of Clare, don’t start gibbering. And don’t just up and take the position without letting me and your mother give every aspect of the position a clear-eyed appraisal of all its implications.’

‘Right.’

At this point, our waiter arrived with the hors d'oeuvre, and our subsequent discussions merely revolved around the points I've already covered. We did not linger over dinner. We had places to go, people to see. We left altogether, which may have been a mistake, since it gave Gran a chance to eye my overcoat, flat cap, and umbrella as they were handed over to me by the coat and hat check girl.

‘I don’t know who this young man is. I never saw him before in my life,’ she said, turning to the girl. ‘I should not like to think the standards of the VerreJardine are slipping this badly.’

‘Oh, Gran, you’ve cut me to the quick,’ I laughed. ‘I’ll step out and summon a taxi for you.’

Behind me, as I made for the door, I heard Gran say, ‘Thinks he’s an artist. What can you expect?’

Opening my umbrella, I stepped out into the cool, dark square. I spied two twinkling lights and the darker blackness of an idle taxi through the thin curtain of rain. I waved it over – its front lanterns springing to life and sweeping over me as it pulled alongside.

'Two ladies will be out in a moment...' I told the driver and waited only that moment until they emerged from the restaurant.

I started for the entryway to escort each of them under my umbrella, but they didn’t wait to be escorted – stepping out into the light rain, they hurried aboard the taxi just to show me that they weren’t about to be treated like elders.

I gave Gran and Mom quick pecks on their cheeks as they passed me and reminded them, ‘One-forty-five tomorrow.’

‘Sharp,’ replied Gran, adding. ‘Good night.’ A wish that Mom echoed.

I set out for the Gallery Decor Nouveau – it was only eight-thirty. But between the dampness of my shoes and, to my surprise, a dampness in my spirits, I found myself boarding the westbound The Gardens el-tram to head home instead. I won’t claim it to be a full blown premonition, but I had a feeling that whatever Mr Blan had in store for us tomorrow, it would – starting at one-forty-five sharp tomorrow – draw a line between my life as of today, and the rest of it.
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TWO  The Clare Trust, The Grace Hill Art Show, and The Invisible Girl
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Fourthday, the Twenty-second of the Second Month of Spring

I spent the morning – a bright, cheerful, freshly scrubbed spring morning – in the office getting little constructive work done. Sleep had done nothing to ease my mind about whatever it was that the Clare Trust was going to drag me into, which, somehow, seemed inevitable, for no discernible reason, except I had a sneaking suspicion that's just how life works.

I lunched at the corner Cafe Deluxe, and then spent an hour in the small park outside of the Celora Administration building, before hailing a taxi and rolling around to the Cafe Azure on New Founding Boulevard to collect Gran and Mom at one-forty-five. They were waiting on the pavement outside when we rolled up, and had been for hours, or so Gran would have me believe. It was closer to four minutes, which I blamed on traffic. We then set out for Bank Lane in the financial borough of that name, where Blan & Co. had their office. A five-minute drive.

The office of Blan & Co. is located on that narrow canyon of high finance that gives Bank Borough its name – Bank Lane itself, long, narrow, and respectable. It stretched away in the blue shadows of its imposing banks and offices, lined by neatly trimmed trees, as our taxi pulled up in front of Blan & Co.’s office, which proved to be a narrow building squeezed between two large commercial bank buildings. It did, however, feature an impressive brass-trimmed door flanked on either side by a pair of tall columns, in keeping with the staid and respectable air of the street.

As the taxi pulled away, Gran turned to me. ‘Remember what we talked about last night? We are here to examine whatever prospects the Clare Trust has to offer us. However, we sign nothing without taking it around to our lawyer. Have I made myself clear, Lan?’

‘Very clear, Gran. Sign nothing. We’ll need to have our people look it over.’

‘Right. Lan – the door.’

The brass-trimmed door I pulled open for her revealed a lobby that was in keeping with Bank Lane's air of staid respectability – a temple of modest, or perhaps, discreet wealth. It was mostly hollow – a two-story affair, in marble and aged-darkened wood paneling. There were two teller windows at its far end, set under a balcony that looked down on the lobby. The click-and-clatter of our footsteps on the marble floor seemed indecently loud as we made our way to the lobby's only other feature – a large reception desk off to one side, with a dauntingly dour-faced receptionist sitting behind it, and half a dozen chairs in a row for the convenience of clients who arrived early for their appointment.

Despite arriving almost five minutes early, we had barely time to name ourselves to the receptionist before a youngish-looking woman – willowy tall, with a pleasant face, collar-length dark auburn hair, in a very trim pinstripe-black banker’s suit, grey waistcoat, white blouse, sporting a patterned yellow cravat, stepped out of the lift. She hurried over to us and introduced herself with a fresh, friendly smile.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said. ‘I saw you from the balcony. My name is Cia Leen. May I take it that you are all here for a two o’clock meeting with Mr Blan concerning the Clare Trust?’

‘That is correct,’ said Gran, with a nod.

‘I’m delighted to meet you. As your new account agent for the Clare Trust, I’m looking forward to working with, and for you,’ she said with her cheerful smile and a nod to each of us. ‘Though, I should add, only after Mr Blan has confirmed your identity. I mustn’t put the cart before the horse. Still, I have no doubt that we will quickly clear that formality. So, if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you up to the conference room.’

We followed Mz Leen to the brass-doored lift and then along a short corridor to a modest conference room on the second floor with windows overlooking the lobby.

Mz Leen struck me as a strange mix of propriety and frivolity – her formal pinstripe suit in black with the grey waistcoat and white shirt was, indeed, the traditional look of bankers, male and female, though, for trust account agents, it struck me as, perhaps, just a little excessive. And then we have that paisley-patterned yellow cravat, which was not traditional. Taken together, it struck me less as a uniform than an expression of individuality, which I found interesting.

As I have already mentioned, it is hard to guess the age of a person, if they make the effort to stay fit. You have to look for subtle clues. Sometimes it is the fashion in dress, or the way they wear their hair, or the words they use in conversation, which, having decided that they suit their taste, they retain long after these little things are fashionable, and thus can be used to date them. A better gauge, when at close range, is their eyes and their attitude. It is hard to live, say a century, without becoming a little too knowing, a little cynical, a little weary, and perhaps a little wise as well, in how one looks and what one says. I mention this only because Cia Leen struck me, as she made polite small talk, as being too young – too open and even too friendly, if one could be too friendly, to be what she purported to be, an account agent for a Great House's trust – which I presumed meant handling the investments of the trust. I found her youthfulness, in contrast to her effort to look like a staid banker, almost comical. Or maybe it was just that little rebellion with the yellow cravat. All that said, I'd a feeling from just a minute’s acquaintance that she would be a very hard person to dislike. And with Gran along, I hoped so, for her sake.

‘Please, have a seat at the table. Mr Blan will be joining us shortly. If you have your birth records handy, you might want to bring them out. I know that Mr Blan is very eager to settle this account.’

We barely had time to draw out our papers before Mr Blan arrived, with a fat folder in hand. He too, was rather younger than I had expected.

‘Good morning, good morning,’ he exclaimed briskly, as he walked around to the far side of the table. ‘I’m Dashener Blan, a vice president of the ol’firm, Blan and Company. And can I take it you’re Mz Ama Teya, Mz Alay Teya, and Mr Lan Teya?’

We assured him we were.

‘Excellent, excellent. I’m delighted that you could make it today,’ he said, as he leaned over the table to shake our hands. ‘Now, I see you have your birth records in hand. If I might have a look at them... A formality, of course; Mz Leen has no doubt done her homework in tracking the proper Clares down. Still, we must be certain in these matters. We wouldn’t be doing our duty to the Clare Trust if we didn’t take every precaution to ensure that the right people benefit from it.’

We handed over our birth records as he sat down facing us, with Leen taking a seat at the far end of the table. Opening his folder, he carefully inspected each of our documents against the papers in his folder.

Handing them back to us, he said, 'Now, if I might also see your identity card to establish that you are indeed the people described in the birth records.' And seeing the expression on Gran's face, added, 'I know, I know. It's obvious who you are. Still, you must understand that I have five generations of Clares and Blans looking over my shoulder; two of the Blans are still alive and still look over everything I do, even after twenty years of doing it. And this is especially true when it comes to the Clare Trust, which is a legend in the firm. Still, even without all those elder Blans looking over my shoulder, I assure you that a financial investment business doesn't last for a thousand years without being annoyingly particular about every little thing we do. We were established in seven-seventy-one, and I'm expected, and I intend, to do my part, to keep the ol'firm ticking along so that someday I, too, can look over my share of young Blans' shoulders,' he said with an apologetic smile.

‘Just so,’ said Gran with an appreciative nod, with a meaning-filled glance cast in my direction.

We produced our identity cards for his inspection.

‘Excellent, excellent. Now to get down to the business at hand.’ he said, handing them back. ‘Right. Now, ah.. Well, may I take it that you were unaware of the unfortunate death of Tarashay Clare on the fourteenth of First Autumn, last year?’

‘Until yesterday we were unaware of the existence of Tarashay Clare, much less her death,’ said Gran. ‘Indeed, we were unaware of any connection we might have to the Clare family. However, yesterday afternoon, after unearthing my birth record at the Ministry our connection became clearer. My mother never mentioned having been married, much less to a Clare.’

‘Indeed, Indeed... So you’re entirely unaware of your Clare heritage? Hmmm. Interesting. I had anticipated that you had not kept in close touch with Mz Clare, but not that you were unaware of your relationship. You see, people who expect to benefit from a death, usually contact us within days of learning about it. The fact that we had not only to determine whom the proper beneficiaries were, but seek them out ourselves, suggested that you were not close to the late Mz Clare. But entirely unaware...

‘Not, I suppose, that it comes as any great surprise. We only learned of her death ourselves less than three months ago, only after her Leflora bank contacted us after we sent a dividend check to her account that they had closed. It seems that she had just visited this Leflora bank and had its bankbook on her when she was grazed by a taxi and thrown to the pavement. Must have struck her head, and never regained consciousness. She had no identity card—only this bankbook with only her name on it when she died. We’ve been unable to find any trace of her life in Leflora or the South Shore, so we are assuming that she used another name after her retirement to the South Shore.’

‘Something of a recluse,’ remarked Gran. ‘And quite old, as well, I presume.’

She was a hundred and ninety-three when she died,’ replied Blan. ‘But I wouldn’t say she was a recluse. Not exactly, anyway. She was a retired university professor. A historian. However, some fifty years ago, shortly after retiring from that position, she moved to the South Shore. And as a result, we have had little contact with her, save for dispatching her quarterly dividends.

‘Those arrangements were conducted well before my time in the ol’firm. In addition, the account agent who had served the Clare family for well over a century, also retired soon after Mz Clare, and died several years ago, so I have only our paper records to go by. The trust investments do not require much looking after, allowing them to be handled by our account agent pool, with no single person looking after them. In short, I can offer little in the way of information about your Clare relative. All I can say is that Mz Clare had an independent income and other interests. And apparently no interest in returning to Celora.

‘However, with her death, that is no longer the case. I have assigned Mz Cia Leen to personally look after the Clare Trust,’ he added, with a nod to the person in question. ‘I am certain that you will find her enthusiastic and knowledgeable about the Clare family holdings. She has made a point of learning all she can about the late Tarashay Clare, and is eager to make the Clare Trust work for you. And I might add that, though young, she is very qualified to do so. She’s been with the ol’firm for ten years, and before that, she had been employed for nearly twelve years as a financial analyst for the National Bank of Celora before joining us. I assure you that the Clare Trust is in good hands, and will be for decades to come.’

As we looked to her, Mz Leen nodded, blushed, and said, ‘As Mr Blan said, I’m delighted to have the opportunity to serve you on all aspects of the trust and to help you get the house up and running once again.’

‘What exactly is the nature of this trust and house we are talking about, Mr Blan?' asked Gran briskly, turning back to Mr Blan. 'We are completely in the dark about my late father's family and affairs.'

‘Of course, of course. I have all the records here for your inspection. However, given that you seem to be unaware of your Clare connections, may I take a few minutes to give you a little background on the Clare Trust?’

And seeing Gran’s impatient frown, added, ‘I promise I’ll be brief. I know you’re anxious to learn all the details, but seeing that you were unaware of your heritage...’ he gave us an apologetic smile to be met, I fear, by some rather resigned looks from all of us.

‘Well, to begin with, the trust was created by Ivor Clare in seven-eighty-seven. He sold the family’s prosperous Clare Electric Devices Company and converted all the proceeds to the Clare Trust, which is an irrevocable trust. He put the management of the trust entirely in the hands of Blan & Co. which had only been founded by a grandfather of mine four generations ago, a decade before. We were charged with managing the Trust in perpetuity for the benefit of the House of Clare.’

‘You mean that we have no say in its management?’ asked Gran.

Mr Blan nodded. ‘Exactly. Ivor tied up the Trust very tightly to prevent that. The family can never get at the principle, and we must manage that principle in the most conservative manner available to us. He clearly wanted the Clare legacy to last.’

‘Why did he sell a prosperous company only to tie up all the family’s wealth in a trust?’ I asked. ‘It sounds like he didn’t trust his heirs.’

‘The reasons have always been open to debate. One of the stories passed down is that he did so because he somehow knew that the Clare Electric Devices Company would be bankrupt within two centuries. The House of Clare had been in the First Founding era, an important manufacturer of banned instrumentalities of sorcery. They were, however, a signatory of the Proclamation and Manifesto of the Humanist Revolution and survived the revolution. After the Second Founding, they switched to manufacturing legal electrical motors and other devices, and quite successfully, I believe. So, at the time, there seemed no reason for his pessimism. The story goes that he used sorcery to see the future, and sold the business at its peak. Take it as you will.

‘As for the idea that he didn’t trust his descendants – that hardly seems the case. Nearly all of the core members of the House of Clare went on to be successful, each in their own ways, though perhaps the dividends they received may have aided them in their initial endeavors. This may have been Ivor’s intent. Who knows?

‘That said, what the House of Clare has been far less successful at is producing those core members of the House of Clare. Perhaps because there was no longer a core business to keep the various Clares within the core family busy, so each generation went their own way, leaving their lineage behind. As a result, the House of Clare has long been a small one. So small that it would likely have taken us a year to search the Ministry of Records to trace the most direct descendant of Ivor Clare, had Mz Ama not been born less than two years prior to the death of Carzar Clare. Carzar’s younger sister, Tarashay, continued this unfortunate family tradition and, indeed, never had children of her own. Had she, they would’ve been the beneficiaries of the Clare Trust as the most direct descendants of the Head of the Clare Family, assuming, of course, that at least one was of age.

‘It was only because you, Ama, were not of age at the time of your father’s untimely death, that Carzar’s sister became the so-called Clare of the House of Clare rather than you.’

‘I am familiar with the custom.’ said Gran, with a grim nod. ‘But it would seem that I should have inherited something of the personal property of my father, if only after I came of age.’

'Unless there is a superseding will, all the personal assets of The Clare of the House of Clare are willed to the trust. The trust, however, cedes the right to this property to the new head of the house. I have no record of how Tarashay distributed her brother's personal assets.' he said with a shrug. 'What I can say is that Ivor Clare set up very strict and elaborate rules for the management of both the Clare Trust and what we, as the managers of the trust, can do – with an eye to preserving the trust in perpetuity. Tarashay inherited the benefits of the Clare Trust by the rules of the trust, which state that it passes to the most direct adult of the bloodline, which in this case, was Carzar's sister. The trust pays benefits only to The Clare, though The Clare can share those dividends with others as he or she chooses. So, under the rules of the trust, neither you nor your mother were qualified to receive automatic benefits from the trust, even though you are a direct descendant of Carzar Clare, and were not named as beneficiaries by Tarashay Clare. However, with her death, your line becomes the most direct living descendants of Ivor Clare, hence our meeting this afternoon.’

Gran shrugged. ‘So what does this trust include?’

'First of all, I must make it clear that by the rules set down by Ivor for the Trust, neither you nor your daughter, are the principal beneficiaries of the trust. You see, the trust must pay certain fees to transfer the benefits of the trust to a new beneficiary. Alas, death fees, like death itself, can’t be avoided, so as to minimize them...

‘Yes, yes. Lan becomes Head of the House of Clare, the principal beneficiary of the trust,’ said Gran. ‘I’m familiar with the process common in the great houses.’

Blan nodded, ‘Exactly.’

‘So what sort of benefits does Lan receive from the trust?’

‘Right,’ said Mr Blan, opening up his fat folder. ‘I have everything set out and papers prepared...’ I’ll spare you the details. There were many.

It was nearly four hours later when we stepped back onto the pavement of Bank Lane. Despite Gran’s initial caution, she had quickly and eagerly come around to having me sign all sorts of papers. Thus, when I stepped out of the Blan & Co.’s office, I had been transformed into The Clare of the House of Clare. Total dividends ran about seventy-five thousand centi a year, which, at Mr Blan’s suggestion, I divided into six shares – Gran getting three as the daughter of Carzar, Mom, two, and myself one, giving myself an annual dividend of some twelve-thousand-five hundred centi. In addition, I had a life tenancy in the Clare’s family estate, Chateau Clare, located on the Isle of Autumn, which came with a generous one-hundred-thousand-centi-a-year budget to staff and maintain it. It was this estate on the Isle of Autumn that had Gran quickly changing her mind about “we’ll have our people look over the papers'' and had me taking off my glasses so that I could see the mark that told me where to sign, as one paper after another, was slid across to me after being inspected by Gran.

For, you see, only the richest of the Great Families and New Wealth own estates of any size on the Isle of Autumn. Gran and Mom had their own mansions on the South Shore, but an Isle of Autumn one was beyond the scope of the founders of A & A Teya Design. Hence, we had hardly left the conference room before Gran and Mom started discussing all their plans for Chateau Clare – once I moved into it and hired the staff. Mz Leen had volunteered to show us the place on fithday morning, and Gran readily agreed to stay on for another day to inspect it. My thoughts on the matter were not solicited, and my remarks concerning it were ignored.

‘Hail a taxi, Lan. If we are to attend your art exhibit at seven, we’ll need time to freshen up and get dressed,’ Gran said, as we stepped out onto the street.

I searched the lane and, spying a taxi drifting our way, listlessly stepped out into the street and raised a hand to bring it alongside.

‘Aren’t you happy, Lan?’ asked my mother, as she stepped beside me while I held the taxi door open for Gran. ‘You don’t seem very happy.’

‘Oh, I guess I’m just overwhelmed,’ I replied. True enough, but far from the whole truth.

‘Well, I’m sure you’ll be feeling much better at the exhibition. I’m looking forward to seeing your painting,’ she added, as she followed Gran up and into the taxi.

‘I’m sure I will be,’ I replied, suppressing a sigh, and climbed in behind them. Maybe – after a few glasses of the free sparkling wine before the doors even open.

The Gallery Decor Nouveau is, as its name suggests, a large retail establishment with four showroom floors devoted to a wide variety of home furnishings – from original paintings, art prints, objet d'arts, furniture, to kitchen utensils, selected and priced to appeal to the modern household of the upper half of the standard pay scale. While it has a prestigious New Founding Boulevard address, it's located several blocks north of the most fashionable stretch of that boulevard, though still prestigious enough to cater to the everyday needs of even the independently wealthy. It devotes several showrooms on its spacious ground floor to a rotating art exhibit that features various artists and artist collectives, designed to draw potential customers into the Gallery Decor Nouveau – and pocket a modest commission on any works sold during the show. I'm a member of a twenty-three-strong artist co-op, known as the Grace Hill Atelier Society. We've staged an annual exhibition at the Gallery Decor Nouveau for the last decade. In the past, it ran two weeks, but this year, with the promise of four new paintings and four earlier examples of his paintings by our headline artist, Arri Cara-Varee, a rising star in the Celorian art scene, the gallery management had graciously extended our engagement to three weeks. Even their modest commission on an Arri Cara-Varee piece sold made the extra week worth it.

Still in a daze after the trust meeting, I absently dressed – once more donning my quality, but out of style, evening wear, before taking the el-tram to the gallery. I steered clear of the usual nervous fussing about arrangements – from the hors d’oeuvre tables to the paintings on the walls – and instead devoted myself to sampling the sparkling wine before the doors opened for customers, just, of course, to make certain they were up to snuff.

Two glasses before seven was a rather early start for me, but given the events of the day, and the fact that this was the first time I had entered one of my paintings in the exhibit – "Meric Lane, Misty Morning", painted in "instant impression" style, I felt that two were necessary. With those quick two glasses, I felt a slight, though hazy, return to my usually cheery, self-confident self, and perhaps more so. Hopefully, I wouldn't make a fool of myself. Not that it would matter, it was Cara-Varee's paintings that the people who counted were here to view, and hopefully buy.

Over the last several years, Arri Cara-Varee's work has gained considerable critical acclaim from art critics, and subsequently, significant attention from the wealthy art-buying class. He was our artists' society's golden-haired lad, though his hair was red and rather wild. And though he could be a rather prickly person to deal with – he was an artist, after all – he was highly esteemed by the other twenty-two members of the society for both his art and, maybe even more so, for his loyalty. Arri could've premiered his new paintings at a far more prestigious art gallery – he already had his paintings on display and being sold in more exclusive galleries. But he hadn't. He knew that having his new work being shown here first would bring in far more
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