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      0. Duchess in the Attic

      “Wow! Awesome!” Mayley cried with awe as she gazed out of the window of the attic.

      Her eyes glimmered with such childlike wonder and amazement that it made Opal smile.

      “You can see out so far!” Mayley shouted. “It’s like I’m on a huge ship!”

      “Quite right!” Opal beamed.

      The two ladies were in the manor of the small plot of land that Opal had inherited from her maternal grandmother, looking out from the attic window. She had been enamoured by this view ever since she was a young child, and even now loved it very much. Though the fascinating view from the attic window always had her spellbound, she had never once compared it to being on a ship—likely because she had never sailed on a vessel until she was an adult. Even now, after she’d voyaged countless times across the sea, it had taken Mayley’s own observation for her to realize that this view really did resemble one from a ship’s window. Opal knew how vast the world was, but realized that her own scope of it had become quite narrow, and she flashed a smile, the movement feeling a little awkward under the weight of her realization.

      “Thank you, Mayley,” she said.

      “Sure! You’re welcome!” Mayley replied. “But for what?”

      The little girl responded brightly to Opal’s gratitude, but she tilted her head to one side, befuddled. Opal couldn’t help but burst into a fit of laughter; Mayley’s innocent earnestness was just so amusing!

      “Whenever I’m with you, I have so much fun,” Opal said between laughs. “You opened up a door to a whole new world.”

      “A new world?” Mayley asked.

      “That’s right. You’ve traveled quite a bit, haven’t you? Surely, you know how vast the world is.”

      “Mhm, it stretches out very far.”

      Mayley’s childlike and simple explanation made her so adorable, despite her serious demeanor. Opal thought for a few moments and decided to vocalize what had been on her mind.

      “Mayley, would you like to go back to the house you used to live in?” she asked.

      “Hrmmm...” Mayley muttered. “Nope! I wanna stay here! My mom went through so much after my dad died, and that was all in our old house. But here she’s smiling!”

      “I see... I’m very happy to hear that you’re quite fond of this place, my dear.”

      Opal flashed another smile, but she was discreetly observing Mayley, searching for any sign that the girl was trying to force herself to stay strong. Kate, Mayley’s mother, was very worried about her daughter; the mother was abundantly aware that she put her daughter through much hardship and feared Mayley was forcing herself to stay positive through it all.

      When Kate had eloped with her husband, Mayley’s father, they had left for the Principality of Lumeon in search of a new life. But on arrival the couple was unable to find work, forcing them to travel to a mining town. The young couple didn’t quite blend in well with the rest of the town—they weren’t a good fit—and when Kate’s husband passed away from a mining accident, she had lost the only person who made her feel like she belonged there. Left with no other choice, Kate took Mayley and left the town.

      But the principality offered neither bereavement benefits nor compensation to mourning widows, and while Kate eventually found work at the port, she had no other choice but to push herself far beyond what she was comfortable with. That took a heavy toll on her body, and by the time she fell ill from exhaustion and overwork, she could only return to her hometown in Socille Kingdom. But there, she found out that her parents had passed away... Opal thought.

      Kate had no time to sit down and process her loss; after all, the world was still turning, and she had to somehow survive its cruelness with her daughter. Others in her situation would have sold their child in a desperate attempt to make money, but instead Kate clung to an old poster she found advertising jobs for women so she could support both Mayley and herself. The poster originated from a foreign country, and though it was shady that they were looking for workers from different nations at all, Kate had no other options left, and she was too desperate to care. She went to Taisei to work in Baroness Whittal’s factory. There, young children were also apparently forced to work unreasonably long, excruciating hours, and Mayley had fallen victim as well.

      Opal pursed her lips and drew in a breath as she glanced at Mayley’s hands, still covered in scratches and wounds that stubbornly refused to heal. Opal couldn’t save everyone in the factory, but Mayley and her mother were right in front of her eyes. She’d become close with Mayley and Kate during their boat ride, but Opal was worried about offering too much charity, lest she hurt Kate’s pride, and refrained from meddling too much in other people’s affairs. But the duchess now regretted her tact, bemoaning all her worrying over needless matters when she should have just acted.
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