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      Prologue


      One evening, in the border town of Shadaf in the Kingdom of Rose...


      “This is all your fault!”


      The sharp sound of a slap followed by a dull thud rang out from within a room in the estate of the Margrave of Ardennes.


      A young girl lay crumpled on the floor. The force of the strike had sent her petite frame flying. She splayed both arms out in front of her in an effort to prop herself up. Tears welled in her eyes, and she hung her head low. Her cheek, already swollen all over from previous blows, flushed hot with pain.


      Her frizzy, shoulder length beige-blonde hair was covered in soot. Her skin was a pale, sickly white; malnourishment had left her thin and fragile. She was clothed in the simple attire of a handmaiden, ragged and dirtied all over.


      “My apologies, mother. Please, forgive me.”


      Her apology came right on the heels of the blow, for she knew if it didn’t, it would only be received with greater violence.


      This young woman, subject to cruelty day in and day out, treated as lesser and despicable, was Chloe Ardennes.


      Chloe lowered her head in deference and uttered words of apology again and again and again to the woman—her mother, Isabella—who had just struck her.


      Isabella fixed a glare on Chloe usually reserved for vermin and bellowed, “You. If only you’d never been born, I’d—”


      A barrage of verbal abuse followed.


      You don’t deserve to live. You are useless. If only you’d never been born. The string of insults was rote to Chloe. She simply endured the abuse and continued to apologize, but that did little to abate Isabella’s anger. Finally, Isabella grabbed Chloe by the collar, lifted her face up from the floor, and struck her cheek once more with all her might.


      A warm sensation gushed from Chloe’s nose as splotches of dark red bloomed in her field of view.


      Drip... Drip...


      The last blow had ruptured something in her nose.


      Isabella heaved ragged, shallow breaths. There was no hint of compassion or pity in her eyes—only contempt.


      A proper, decent mother would never subject her daughter to such a pitiless gaze; Chloe knew as much, and had resigned herself to her condition regardless.


      “If you leave so much as a single drop of your filthy blood on my floors...” Isabella uttered one final threat before wrenching the door open and seeing herself out.


      Thank goodness that was the worst of it today, Chloe thought as she pinched her nose to stop the bleeding. She finally had a moment to compose herself.


      Once the bleeding stopped, she woozily picked herself up off the floor, but froze upon seeing the dark splotches of her own blood there. I need to clean this up now before it dries.


      As she rushed to find something to wipe it up with, a voice rang out from behind her.


      “Oh dear, oh my... How terrible. It happened again today, didn’t it?”


      Chloe turned around to see a woman with fiery red hair that gently bobbed up and down as she chuckled to herself. Unlike Chloe, her skin was as white as porcelain, and her sublime figure was the object of every man’s desire. She’d slipped into an extravagant dress—the spitting image of a noblewoman’s daughter.


      “Lily...” Chloe addressed her sister three years her elder.


      Lily’s face twisted into a wicked expression as she stood next to Chloe.


      Chloe felt her shoulders shudder. She was all too familiar with the violence her sister could enact.


      “Say...you’re free, aren’t you?” said Lily. “I’ve a tea party at Count Morgan’s the day after tomorrow. There’s this dress I’ve been dying to wear but I need it embroidered with something lovely.”


      “An embroidery...?” Chloe was quite familiar with the request—or command, rather. Having been forced to do all kinds of needlework since her childhood, her embroideries were well-received at tea parties. Though Lily, of course, never attributed a single shred of credit to Chloe.


      Chloe heaved a sigh internally. “Of course. When do you need it?”


      “Oh I don’t know... How about...tomorrow morning?”


      “T-Tomorrow morning?” Chloe exclaimed. It was already late into the night. That would be a tough deadline to meet, even for someone of her skill. “I-I still have chores to do, don’t you think you’re—”


      Lily struck Chloe’s other cheek—the one her mother had spared.


      “Don’t you think I’m what?” An indifferent expression on her face, Lily grabbed a handful of Chloe’s hair and gave it a hard yank.


      “Ow, ow! Stop, stop!” Chloe protested.


      “Don’t you mean, please stop, dear sister?” Lily taunted, throwing Chloe to the floor. Looking down at her, a sadistic smile crept onto her face. “Did that hurt? You poor thing...”


      Chloe fought to hold back the tears that threatened to pour out.


      “Oh but what can you do?” Contorting her lips into a sneer, Lily emphasized every last word. “You’re a cursed child, after all.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: To the Royal Capital


      The circumstances that led to Chloe’s current existence as a “cursed child” and the cruelty she suffered because of it could be traced back to a chain of ill-fated events.


      Sixteen years ago, in the frontier town of Shadaf in the Kingdom of Rose, Chloe was born the second daughter to Margrave Clement and Margravine Isabella. Upon her birth, Chloe bore a prominent birthmark on her back, which led Isabella and her midwife to believe one thing.


      This child must have been cursed.


      Now, it wasn’t exactly rare for a baby to be born with a birthmark, but Chloe’s was unusually deep and dark in coloration. Shadaf was far removed from the royal capital, and its people were given to superstition. As a result, what started as a half-subjective, almost personal prejudice against Chloe ended up being attributed to her as a “curse.” It was only reinforced by the plague and famine that had settled over the town at the time.


      “This hideous child sickens me.”


      So proclaimed Isabella as she washed her hands of the child, relinquishing her care to one of her handmaidens. By a stroke of luck, the handmaiden charged with raising her was a native of the royal capital. She did not indulge in the townspeople’s superstitions, and paid no mind to the birthmark on her back. The good fortune, however, would not last long.


      Half a year after Chloe was born, her father passed away from a bout of plague. To say it aggrieved Isabella would be an understatement. Luckily, their eldest son was already of age, so succession rights were not in dispute, but misfortune would soon come knocking once again.


      The next year, and the year after that, plague continued to ravage the land, claiming the lives of many in Shadaf. The Ardennes were spared no grief; Isabella lost her younger sister and her second son to the disease. Isabella herself also fell ill and found herself on death’s door, but somehow managed to cling to her life.


      Isabella’s mind began to drift.


      This misfortune—all of it. It’s all because of Chloe’s curse.


      Faced with overwhelming adversity, the human mind tends to deflect blame and rationalize it in terms it can understand. While logically, the origin of the plague could be traced back to rats from the royal capital, and the deaths in the family could be explained away as nothing more than a series of cruel coincidences, Isabella would not see it that way. It must’ve been Chloe’s fault, the repulsive child. No doubt about it.


      Temperamental, dogmatic, and mentally fragile, Isabella could not recover from the loss of her husband and son, and instead chose to use Chloe as an outlet for her anger. The “cursed child” rhetoric gradually spread from Isabella to the townspeople, and eventually they too came to believe in it. Shortly after, Chloe would be confined to the estate and forbidden to leave, on account of it being unbecoming for someone of a cursed nature to wander around freely outside.


      Thus began the abuse.


      “If it weren’t for you, my husband would still be alive!” Isabella would rage. Following her example, Chloe’s sister Lily and the household servants would join in on her unholy crusade.


      To those of us blessed with perspective, this might seem like yet another tragic case of the residents of an isolated backwater succumbing to mass hysteria, but try explaining that to the young Chloe, who had to live through it all. Called a cursed child by her mother, her sister, and her servants, Chloe, too, began to believe she was cursed.


      If there were any silver linings to be found in this whole situation, it might be the fact that Chloe was a naturally resilient and optimistic child, along with the fact that she had an unwavering ally in the handmaiden that had raised her.


      “Don’t listen to them,” she would say to Chloe. She would prove to be an unconditional source of encouragement and comfort for the young girl.


      In fact, if it weren’t for her, Chloe might not have survived.


      Once, Isabella contemplated disposing of Chloe. After all, why let a cursed child continue to live? It would’ve been trivial to dispose of a babbling infant and pass it off as the plague’s doing, but thanks to the handmaiden’s intervention, Chloe was spared.


      If you kill a child that is cursed, it will only bring forth further disaster...


      She has potential, it would be worth your while to keep her alive...


      Unfazed by talk of curses and superstitions, the handmaiden brought forth argument after argument against Isabella’s plans of infanticide. In the end, her efforts proved fruitful, and Chloe was spared. In exchange, Chloe would be worked to the bone and subjected to conditions even their servants would find unconscionable, but at least she would live.


      Alas, when Chloe reached the age of ten, a death in the family forced her guardian angel to return home, and Chloe lost her sole pillar of support.


      And now we arrive at the last misfortune. Normally, birthmarks disappear between the ages of five to six. Chloe’s, however, still remained at age ten, though it had grown slightly lighter. That was the final straw that led to Chloe’s current fate. Abused by her family, worked like a dog all around the estate, Chloe Ardennes was now sixteen years old.


      And she was still treated worse than the dirty, worn-out rags she used to clean with.


      ◇◇◇


      “There. Only half to go.”


      In a detached building on the estate grounds, Chloe dutifully stitched away at Lily’s requested embroidery. The time was three hours past midnight. After doing laundry for the entire household and preparing for the next day’s chores, it had gotten quite late. As it was almost her time to begin preparing breakfast for the next morning—well, this morning—she was hoping to finish up soon.


      Though usually unthinkable for the daughter of a margrave, Chloe performed almost all the Ardennes household’s chores at Isabella’s behest. Everything from simple tasks like cleaning and laundry, to cooking and gardening—even administrative affairs like the estate’s financial matters—were her obligation.


      “I let you have your life, so you’ll work until you drop dead!” Isabella had proclaimed from the very start of Chloe’s career.


      For better or worse, Chloe was born with fast hands, a sharp mind, and the stamina to match. Coupled with her nigh-compulsive, guilt-driven cursed child complex, she alone could manage the work of five servants. This of course meant that, unbeknownst to their master Isabella, the other servants saw fit to neglect their duties and live the good life. All the while, Chloe devoted herself to chores, bowed her head in greeting to her own family, and worked tirelessly through her nights on administration.


      As a result, the current estate was so precariously reliant on Chloe for the running of its daily affairs that even Isabella, previously so disgusted by her that she wouldn’t even lay eyes on her, would admit that she was indeed capable, though not enough to warrant praise.


      Well, that’s simply expected of her, she would think.


      But, everyone has their limit, even someone of Chloe’s stamina. Worked without rest, abused by her mother, harassed by her sister—Chloe was worn out. Assaulted by exhaustion, sleepiness, her aching body, and above all else—


      “It’s so cold.”


      —the freezing cold that numbed her hands and fingers, she was progressing at a snail’s pace.


      Chloe had called this storage-room-cum-living quarters home for as long as she could remember. Equipped with nothing more than a crude bed, a table and chair with broken legs, and walls and windows so drafty they couldn’t keep an elephant out, it wouldn’t be amiss to say she was living in a shack. Needless to say, no efforts were made to insulate the building after Chloe moved in, so every winter, she would suffer through the brunt of the bone-chilling cold. And while she did eventually get a furnace, she used it only sparingly, as she was provided with such a bare minimum amount of firewood, you’d think they only cared about her not freezing to death.


      She only bothered to break it out when conditions grew so dire that she’d begin to dip in and out of consciousness.


      Draped in a thin blanket that was only slightly better than nothing, Chloe let out a big yawn. Was she tired, or about to pass out? She couldn’t tell. If it were the latter, she could finally start up the fireplace, but then again, that meant things were bad.


      She pricked herself on the thumb with the sewing needle.


      She needed to focus. If she couldn’t finish Lily’s floral embroidery exactly as requested, she would have to face her wrath again. She mustered what little remained of her willpower and continued to stitch away.


      “Done...” Finally, she finished—just as the sun was about to crest the horizon.


      She looked over her handiwork a few times. A pretty good job, if I do say so myself.


      Chloe finally had a moment to breathe. Her hands were pricked all over from the needle she’d used to keep herself awake, but if it spared her from her sister, it’d be but a small price to pay.


      “How much longer do I have to keep this up...?” she muttered.


      Thoughts like these would intrude on her mind every now and then.


      Is this really all there is? she thought. In her heart of hearts, Chloe yearned for something more. If her mundane days could at least be peaceful and tranquil, then that would be something, but the cruelty she suffered at the hands of her family and their servants was anything but.


      If Chloe hadn’t known of anything else, then perhaps she wouldn’t have these thoughts, but alas, she knew. Chloe’s guardian, Shirley, had taught her much.


      Now listen, young lady. The world is much, much larger than you think. In the royal capital, there are so many buildings, they cover up all the mountains and rivers, and compared to this town, there are so many people you couldn’t even imagine! Best of all, it’s filled with all the most delicious and beautiful things you can think of. For example...


      It didn’t take long for Chloe, who grew up knowing nothing more than the town she was raised in, to be captivated by Shirley’s tales about the royal capital.


      “I’d love to...go there one day...”


      Even though it was something that might never happen, she couldn’t help but wish.


      In truth, if Chloe had so desired, escaping was well within her means. While she was prohibited from leaving the estate, it had no guards to keep her there. In fact, she even knew the general route to the royal capital thanks to Shirley.


      The only thing that stopped her was the distance. Even someone like Chloe—who had developed immense stamina from trekking around her vast estate since childhood—would find it unreachable on foot.


      As such, Chloe had long believed in the fatalistic notion that she’d never be able to reach the capital by herself. On top of that, the sense of guilt she grew up conditioned to feel chained her down like a shackle.


      A brand new world...the big city...


      Her aspirations for the royal capital would fade away as just that.


      Lost in her thoughts, Chloe drifted off to sleep.




      “Oh, no!” Chloe shot up. “What time is it?!”


      From the position of the sun, it was all too likely she’d overslept. If breakfast is late I’m going to get scolded again!


      Cutting her own morning routine short, Chloe rushed towards the main estate. A few minutes later, she arrived and began to head towards the kitchen, only to find Isabella standing before her.


      “M-Mother?!” The sight alone made Chloe tremble with fear. “Wh-What is it?”


      “I said to not leave a single drop of your filthy blood on my floors, did I not?” Isabella’s tone was calm and clear as ice. Something was clearly wrong.


      Chloe understood the meaning behind Isabella’s words immediately and dropped to the floor on her hands and knees. “I-I’m so terribly sorry, mother. I thought I’d wiped everything spotless. I checked over and over and over again, but I—”


      Thwack.


      Isabella struck Chloe on the side of her head with full force. Knocked down to the floor, Chloe wrestled her upper body up and stared fearfully at her.


      “Why? Why are you like this?” Isabella looked down at Chloe, murderous intent in her eyes.


      It was then that she noticed the knife in Isabella’s right hand. Its silver blade glinted menacingly.


      Chloe’s reaction was delayed. She could not process what was happening. Her own mother brandishing a blade at her? This must be a dream, she thought. But the pain ringing in her head reminded her that it was all too real. Her mind went blank from shock. “M-Mother, wh-what are you—”


      “Why, why, why, WHY?! Why did you have to live? Why not my husband? Or my son?! Why did they have to die?!” Isabella’s voice drowned out Chloe’s feeble squeaks.


      Chloe was at a loss for words, paralyzed in front of her screaming hysterical mother—she had never seen her like this before.


      Isabella’s violent outbursts towards Chloe could be distilled down to one simple impetus: since losing her husband and her son, her anxieties and mental distresses had built up over the course of days, weeks, and years. As much as Isabella would take it out on Chloe, she was little more than a punching bag—capable of absorbing the abuse but able to do nothing more than apologize in return. Isabella’s acts towards Chloe had gradually escalated to their logical conclusion.


      While in her own mind Isabella may not have fully meant to take her daughter’s life, to Chloe, cornered and at her wits’ end, there was no other interpretation.


      Isabella stared down at Chloe with crazed, bloodshot eyes. “You are a cursed child! You bring nothing but disaster and misfortune! You can’t be allowed to live!”


      Isabella raised the knife.


      I-I don’t want to die! A single thought ran through Chloe’s mind. Her survival instincts took over. Her body reacted and threw itself to the side.


      Thunk.


      The knife made a wholly unimpressive sound as it struck the floor, but to Chloe, it might as well have been the sound of the reaper’s scythe coming for her soul.


      Having thrown herself to the floor, Chloe looked up to see Isabella on all fours, her knife thrust into the floor where Chloe had been just a moment ago.


      Isabella panted raggedly, like a rabid animal.


      A brief moment of silence fell before Isabella slowly craned her neck around to look at Chloe. Her eyes, brimming with rage, fixed on her target.


      Run... RUN!


      Her inner voice screaming, her heart pounding in her chest, the sweat breaking out across every inch of her body—every fiber of her being was telling her to flee. Tripping over herself, Chloe scrambled to her feet and broke off into a run, leaving her mother behind.


      “Come back here right this instant!”


      Chloe ignored her mother’s bellows behind her.


      “This...stupid...”


      While Isabella attempted to free the knife that she had planted unexpectedly deep into the floor, Chloe made her escape.


      ◇◇◇


      Chloe panted heavily. She’d made it back to her room. As early in the morning as it was, she managed not to run into anyone else.


      Chloe swiftly barricaded the door, planting her desk and chair in front of it. Despite only sprinting a distance that normally wouldn’t even wind her, Chloe’s entire body was covered in sweat.


      “I’m... I’m alive, right?” Chloe looked down at her own hands uneasily. Pale, sickly, and quivering ever so slightly, those were indeed her hands, and they were indeed still moving.


      Chloe breathed a sigh of relief in her mind.


      But if I were just a second too late...that knife...that knife would’ve...


      “I can’t,” Chloe uttered with quiet conviction. She felt everything she’d kept repressed inside of her well up in an instant. Her memories assaulted every corner of her mind—all the pain she went through, the suffering, the anguish, the despair...


      The despair the despair the despair the despair the despair.


      She’d endured so much.


      She’d endured too much.


      “I... I can’t be here anymore!!!”


      Chloe made up her mind. She was going to run away from this place.


      She bolted into action. Change of clothes, water, nonperishables, warm furs, flints, a bare minimum of personal effects: she jammed everything she needed and everything she could need—along with a memento from Shirley—into a large, shoulder-slung sack.


      Her hands moved quickly. She was afraid that Isabella would free the knife and come after her again. If there was ever even the slightest possibility that Isabella could still reach her, she would not feel safe.


      She found herself wishing for someone in the house to come to her rescue and stop the enraged woman with a knife in her hand, but to no avail.


      BAM!


      A dull sound emanated from the door. Chloe’s heart jumped out of her chest.


      BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM BAM!


      Chloe shrieked in fear.


      “OPEN THE DOOR. OPEN THE DOOR RIGHT THIS INSTANT OPEN THE DOOOOR!” Isabelle roared, loud enough to rupture eardrums.


      The pounding at the door went on, Chloe’s makeshift barricade sliding and shifting with every hit. Her composure on a razor’s edge, she continued to pack away with single-minded focus. As one final step, Chloe took the embroidered dress off the chair back and crammed it into her pack—a small act of defiance against the sister she’d suffered at the hands of for so long.


      Chloe stood up. At that moment, the pounding on the door stopped.


      A terrifying silence descended upon her.


      Did...did she give up? Just as a small glimmer of hope crossed Chloe’s mind, a different noise shook the room.


      Chloe turned her head towards the source of the commotion—to see Isabella glaring at her through the door-side window, a fist-sized rock in her grip.


      The instant Chloe met Isabella’s eyes, she broke off into a run. She dashed to the back of the room, towards the window on the opposite side. She opened it and threw herself through, just as the sound of a shattering window reverberated behind her.


      ◇◇◇


      Chloe ran as fast as her legs would carry her.


      Flying out of the window of the detached room she had called home for sixteen years, she tumbled a few steps before picking herself up and accelerating, leaving Isabella’s piercing screams far behind her.


      She ran on, not offering a single look behind her.


      Despite barely sleeping the night before, the exhausted and sleep-deprived Chloe found herself overflowing with energy. Crossing the wide-open plains that made up the Ardennes’ estate, she reached the walls that had separated her from the outside world for sixteen years. She scrambled over them, emerging on the other side—and kept running.


      Basking in the morning sun’s gentle glow, Chloe continued down the path that led away from the estate, not a stray thought in her mind. The fog of fear that had clouded over her had dispersed and given way to a feeling of uncontested liberation.


      “I... I did it... I... I did it!” Chloe gasped in between ragged breaths.


      She had fled that home of her own volition. She had finally shaken off the chains that had bound her for so long. As the reality of the situation set in, Chloe felt unparalleled joy.


      Every bit of scenery that flew past her was new and refreshing. The outside world that she had been hesitant about for so long was now exciting and positively sparkling with possibility. At that moment, she even found peace with the sweat lingering on her skin.


      She hadn’t a single obligation, and every single opportunity was laid out before her. This was a first for Chloe.


      As for what she wanted to do first... Well, it’s safe to say she had an idea or two.


      After running for a while and checking that no one was coming after her, Chloe stopped and opened up her pack. She rummaged around until she found it: a hand-drawn map—the memento Shirley had left her. After getting her bearings and figuring out the path forward, she set off once again.


      Her destination could be but one place.


      The capital city of the Kingdom of Rose: Liberta.


      ◇◇◇


      How much time had passed since that fateful day?


      It must have been ten days...no, a fortnight since Chloe had made her departure from the Ardennes’ domain. A lot had happened to her since then, but those stories can wait for another time.


      “I-I can’t...any further...” Pelted by droplets of freezing rain, Chloe slumped against the side of a building.


      An alien scene unfolded before her: rows of brick-and-mortar construction flanked both sides of a wide, bustling street, as throngs of people and horse-drawn carriages flew by. One thing was for sure: she was definitely no longer in the verdant realm of the Ardennes.


      Chloe had finally made it to Liberta. Even with the rain, the moment she laid eyes on the royal capital, she was elated beyond words. With her last bit of energy, she’d willed herself into the city limits—but after traversing mountains and wilderness for days and days with limited food and warm clothing, her emaciated and exhausted legs would carry her no further.


      After having briefly wandered the city streets, Chloe calmed down, and a single thought floated through her head. I...huh? What...what do I do now?


      Having finally reached the promised land that she had dreamed about for so long, the one thread of resolve that had been holding her together had suddenly snapped. Her consciousness wavering, Chloe plopped herself down on a street corner.


      The rain was the killer. Despite moving quite a ways south to reach Liberta, the rain was still rain—its merciless, frigid drops sapped her of her body heat.


      Her body was hot to the touch, but she felt chilled. Her heart had begun to palpitate. The unrelenting stress had taken a toll on her body.


      I might...be in real trouble...


      The last time she had felt such an overwhelming sense of crisis was when her sister had abandoned her on a mountain within the Ardennes’ domain back when they were children. On that occasion she’d managed to follow the animal trails back to safe harbor, but this time...this time was different.


      She was alone in the big city, with no money and no one to call on. Shirley was here, supposedly, somewhere—but Chloe had no way of finding out where. After making it all the way here no plan to speak of, she realized she was in a dire situation.


      A steady flow of pedestrians made their way past her, but no one offered more than a curious glance in her direction. Was it that empathy and common decency were concepts lost to the urban-dwelling folk of the capital? Or was it perhaps that most were simply prudent enough to avoid getting involved with the odd-looking, ragged girl squatting on a street corner?


      Just as she started to think that perhaps this was the end, three shadowy figures crept up next to her.


      “You lost, missy?” A phlegmy voice called out to her.


      Chloe raised her head to see three shady men standing over her with broad, off-putting grins on their faces. The man in front had a clean-shaven head and was quite large in stature. Behind him stood a skeevy-looking man with long blond hair and another stout man with a bowl-shaped haircut.


      A certain conversation from her childhood began replaying in her mind:




      “Now listen, young lady. The capital might sound like a fun place, but you must also be aware of the dangers.”


      “Dan...gers?”


      “Depraved individuals who would want to take advantage of an adorable little girl like you, for example.”


      “De...praved?”


      “Well, I suppose it might be a little early for us to be having this conversation.”




      It seemed that Chloe would come to understand the meaning of Shirley’s words—though she’d have preferred not to find out this way.


      “You a runaway? Lucky us, eh boys?”


      “Oh, we’re gonna have some fun tonight.”


      Clad in tattered clothes and blown-out boots, the three men eyed Chloe up and down. Judging by their previous remarks, these men must’ve approached her for what Shirley had called “depraved” purposes.


      “All right. Get up.” The bald man, presumably the leader of the group, grabbed Chloe’s arm and yanked.


      She whimpered. The frail and lightweight Chloe was brought up to her feet almost instantly.


      “Well look at that. She got a pretty face on her, don’t she fellas?” he said, to the jeers of the other two.


      The three leaned in to get a closer look at Chloe—their yellowed teeth, putrid breath, and bug eyes drew close to her face. As repulsed as she was, Chloe was unable to put up a fight—the exhaustion was simply too great. Yelling and drawing attention to herself was surely an option, but, as someone who had lived a life of subservience, she would not.


      She could not.


      Running away from home was an extraordinary case, as she’d been faced with mortal harm, but ordinarily an action like that would’ve been out of the question. Her obedient upbringing meant she had developed almost no sense of autonomy or self-determination.


      “Come on, let’s go.” The bald man urged Chloe to move. “I said, let’s move.” Utterly exhausted, Chloe remained motionless—which he took as an act of defiance.


      He clicked his tongue in annoyance. “All right boys, gimme a hand. Doesn’t look like this one wants to come quietly.”


      “Gotcha, boss.”


      “Shame.”


      The three of them began dragging the exhausted Chloe along.


      Do I even fight it anymore...? The thought crossed Chloe’s mind. She knew that bad things were in store for her, surely, but if she simply put up with it, just as she always had, it would go away eventually, right?


      They would force her into all sorts of unpleasant things, but at least they wouldn’t kill her, right?


      Looks like the reaper has finally caught up to me.


      She had won her freedom, even if just for a moment. To her, that was enough.


      I’m so tired...


      Chloe closed her eyes, resigning herself to her fate—and yet...


      No.


      A voice cried out from the deepest, most intimate corner of her heart.


      No, no, no, no, NO! Is this really how it’s going to end? After all I’ve been through? I’m going to get taken away by these strange men and let them do as they please? No, no, no, no! I’ll die before I let that happen!


      With her last ounce of remaining strength, she cried out in a raspy whisper, “Somebody...”


      The men stopped. “What’s that? You finally say something missy?” One taunted. He mimed like he was hard of hearing and brought his ear next to Chloe’s face.


      “That’s enough.” An unfamiliar voice joined the fray.


      “Huh? Who’re you?”
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