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Chapter 1 - The Rosavaria Empire slave market
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In the mud-splattered clearing that served as the Rosavaria Empire's slave market, the acrid smell of fear hung thick in the air. Refro, hands bound with jagged rope, stared blankly at the trampled grass beneath his bare feet. The sharp crack of a whip reverberated through the market, and somewhere nearby, a child wailed in desperation.

Refro flinched, the memory of his arrest still fresh in his mind. He was a non-human with cat tail and ears, and as such, it was forbidden for him to browse the Imperial Library. But he couldn't help himself, the desire to learn, to understand, was too strong.

He had managed to elude the Imperial Guards for weeks, but his luck eventually ran out. The guards had ambushed him as he left the library, his arms burdened with scrolls, and the Imperial guards were swift in their retribution. Refro, now labeled as a criminal, was brought before the Imperial Magistrate and sentenced to serve as a slave for the rest of his days, at the mercy of anyone who could afford him.

In the slave market, shackled alongside other unwilling souls, Refro's keen ears picked up fragments of whispered conversations among the onlookers.

The young boy's voice pierced the air, a clear and innocent tone that seemed to carry an inexplicable weight. "Mother, can we take a look at the cat-boy?" he asked, his eyes wide with curiosity. The question hung in the air. The child's voice, though innocent, sent a shiver down Refro's spine. It was a chill that seemed to come from the very depths of his soul, a reminder of the many potential buyers who had come and gone. Each of them had inspected him, touched him, as if he were nothing more than cattle, a commodity to be bought and sold. Refro felt a deep sense of vulnerability, as if he were a fragile glass vase, waiting to be shattered by the slightest touch. He could still hear the sound of their voices, their footsteps, the rustle of their clothes. It was a haunting memory, one that seemed to linger in the shadows of his mind.

The child's mother, however, showed no interest. She casually glanced at Refro, her gaze cold and calculating, before turning away with a dismissive wave of her hand. He felt a surge of relief, as if an invisible weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

In this slave market of despair, where souls were bought and sold without a second thought, Refro could only hope for a compassionate master. One who would see him as a person, not an object. A futile hope, perhaps, but one that kept him going.

As the hours wore on, the fatigue of standing in one place began to take its toll on Refro. His vision blurred, legs wobbled, and he fought the urge to collapse. The air around him grew fuzzy, and the cacophony of the slave market blended into a single, unbearable crescendo. For a moment, he thought he'd lost consciousness, but when he opened his eyes, everything came back into focus.

At that moment, a figure approached, the mud squelching beneath his heavy footsteps. It was a man, tall and imposing, with a thick beard and dark, calculating eyes. Beneath his fur-trimmed robe, Refro could see the glint of metal armor - the unmistakable mark of nobility in the Rosavarian Empire.

The man surveyed Refro, his gaze lingering on his hands and feet. He stepped closer, his hand reaching out to touch Refro's arm. The contact sent a shiver down Refro's spine, but he stood his ground.

The man, seemingly satisfied with what he felt, continued to explore Refro's physique with an unsettling gaze. It was clear that his intentions went beyond a simple assessment of Refro's abilities or health. His touch lingered too long in certain places, leaving Refro feeling vulnerable and exposed.

Refro tensed under the man's touch, unsure of what to do. He had heard whispers of what could happen to attractive slaves in the market, especially those with unconventional features like his. He had always hoped that it would be a rumor, a vicious lie meant to frighten the weak-hearted. Yet here he was, a young and petite figure, standing in front of a man who clearly saw him as more than just a slave.

The man smirked, his fingers tracing the contours of Refro's cheek. His touch lingered, and Refro could feel the weight of his gaze on his body. It was as if the man was sizing him up, trying to gauge his worth through the length of his body and the curve of his hips.

Refro could feel his skin crawling under the man's touch, and he couldn't help but shiver with revulsion.

The man, however, seemed to take this as a sign of interest. He turned to the vendor and began to negotiate the price.

"How much for this one?" he asked, his voice low and gravelly.

The vendor, a portly man with a face that seemed to be perpetually stuck in a leer, glanced at Refro. "Ah, that one? He's a rare find, he is. A cat-boy, with tail as soft as silk and eyes that sparkle like the stars. He's got a quick mind, too. He'll make you a fine servant, he will." The vendor licked his lips, his eyes twinkling with greed. "But, of course, you understand that for a fine specimen like this, the price must be just as rare."

The vendor's greedy eyes gleamed with unabashed delight. He pursed his thin lips, sizing up the wealthy man before him. "A thousand gold coins, and he's yours."

The tall, imposing man seemed to consider this for a moment, his calculating gaze locking with that of the vendor's. He arched an eyebrow, surveying the slave market once more. "Three hundred gold coins, take it or leave it," he said, his voice firm.

The vendor's eyes widened in shock, and he spluttered in protest. "But sir, he's- he's... he's delicate!"

the man sneered, "But soon enough, he'll start to become manlier, and then he'll be worth less than the common slave. I have seen it before. He might even turn into a stubborn brat like the other one I bought."

He paused for a moment, the words hanging heavy in the air. The vendor swallowed hard, his eyes flickering with indecision.

He leaned in closer, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "There is a way, if you're interested, to keep him from... well, from becoming too manly. It's a delicate procedure, of course, and it requires a skilled practitioner. But it's said to be quite effective."

Refro's ears twitched in confusion, the words barely registering in his exhausted mind. A wave of dread washed over him, and his heart skipped a beat. What was the vendor suggesting?

The vendor's eyes flicked towards Refro, a sly smile spreading across his face.

"You see, that's a common concern among the noble patrons, I must admit. But there is a solution, should the need arise." He leaned in closer, his voice dropping to a hushed whisper. "You see, there's a renowned healer in the city, a woman who specializes in such matters. For a fee, of course, she can perform a procedure that will ensure... well, let's just say, he'll remain as he is."

Refro's heart began to race at the mention of a procedure. What kind of procedure could the vendor be talking about? He felt his gut tighten with fear and confusion, unsure of what to make of this sudden revelation. The vendor seemed to sense his discomfort and continued, his voice still a whisper.

"It's nothing to worry about, really. The procedure is quite harmless, and the results are permanent. I assure you, it's a popular choice among the nobles who seek to maintain the youthful appearance of their young male slaves. It's a small price to pay for such a prized specimen, don't you agree?" the vendor finished.

Refro's heart raced, his mind reeling from the options laid out before him.

The tall man considered the proposal, his dark eyes glancing over at Refro, as if weighing the pros and cons of his purchase. The vendor nudged him, reminding him of the opportunity to own a rare and desirable specimen.

Finally, the tall man made his decision.

With a casual flick of his wrist, he tossed five hundred gold coins onto the vendor's table. The coins clinked together, the sound echoing through the market, causing the other slaves to turn their heads in surprise.

The vendor's eyes widened in shock as he stared at the gold coins, a look of disbelief on his face. "Five hundred? But I asked for a thousand!" he sputtered, trying to hide his excitement.

"And I'm giving five hundred," the man replied, his voice cold and firm.

The vendor looked at the gold coins in disbelief, but he quickly masked his surprise, knowing that he had just received a generous offer. "Of course, of course. Five hundred it is," he said, pocketing the gold coins greedily.

The man's eyes never left Refro's face, his expression unreadable. Refro felt a cold dread settle in his stomach, wondering what this sudden turn of events meant for him. The vendor's suggestion of a procedure, a procedure that would prevent him from becoming more masculine, filled him with fear. He didn't know what the procedure entailed, but he knew it couldn't be good.

"Now, let's discuss the details of this arrangement," the man said, turning to the vendor.

"You mentioned a procedure, a way to keep him from... changing. I'm curious about this, as I've never heard of such a thing."

The vendor, his greed now replaced with a cautious calm, looked at Refro, then back at the man. "Ah yes, well, it's not something we advertise openly, but I've heard good things about the healer. She's known for her discretion and her expertise in such matters."

The man raised an eyebrow. "And what exactly does this procedure entail?"

The vendor hesitated, looking around nervously. "Well, it's a secret, of course. But I can tell you that it involves surgery to alter certain... something," the vendor explained tentatively. "It's irreversible, so you won't have to worry about him ever developing male characteristics."

The man looked at Refro with newfound interest, his eyes fixated on Refro's slim waist and delicate features. Refro felt his stomach churn in revulsion at the thought of being altered, but he held his composure, knowing that any outward display of emotion might jeopardize his future.

"I see," the man spoke calmly. "And how much would this procedure cost?" The vendor sucked in a breath through his teeth, casting a sidelong glance at Refro, then lowering his voice. "Well, naturally, such a delicate procedure must be kept confidential. And since it's not a part of the regular slave transaction, it will be separately negotiated with the healer. I'd say, allow around two hundred gold coins for the procedure to be done professionally." The tall man's eyes narrowed as he considered the number. "Alright," he eventually agreed, adding yet another two hundred coins to the pile.

Refro's heart plummeted. He felt like a prized animal at a livestock market, his worth reduced to mere coinage.

The vendor handed over the reins to his new master, who beckoned Refro to follow him. The crowd dispersed, and silence fell over the marketplace as the deal was concluded. Despair washed over Refro, the enormity of his situation crashing down upon him.

A firm grip on his arm brought him back to reality.

Refro stumbled forwards, the ground rough beneath his bare feet as he reluctantly followed his new master. His thoughts raced, his heart pounding in his chest, the murky noise of the marketplace barely registering as he struggled to process the enormity of his new circumstances. This world-weary man had just purchased him for an exorbitant amount - a price that, inconceivably, included the cost of a humiliating procedure that Refro could scarcely comprehend.

His mind raced, conjuring nightmarish visions of blades and blood, all in pursuit of some unnamed, unspeakable crime - the crime of male adolescence. It was all too absurd. Yet, the cruel reality of the situation weighed upon him; he was no longer a mere slave. Now, he was a prize, a peculiar plaything for a decadent nobleman.

As his new master led him away from the bustling chaos of the slave market, Refro couldn't help but feel a creeping sense of unease overtake him. His fears, however, were momentarily put aside as the sudden bustle of the marketplace faded behind them.

Tall, sturdy buildings flanked either side of the cobblestone streets, with clothes billowing from windows and the scent of food drifting from open doors.

The citizens of the city went about their day, seemingly oblivious to the atrocities that occurred not far from their daily lives.

The grip on Refro's arm tightened, snapping him back to the present. His master, the wealthy man who purchased him, navigated the crowded streets effortlessly, guiding Refro through throngs of people. It felt as if he were being pulled along by a force much greater than himself, and in a way, he was.

The man led Refro to a small, unassuming building, hidden away in a quiet corner of the city. The sign above the door read, 'Healer's Respite'.

As they stepped inside, the scent of herbs and incense immediately filled the air. The walls were lined with shelves of jars and vials, filled with mysterious concoctions and powders. A thin, pale woman sat behind a counter, her eyes flicking up as they entered.

"Ah, you must be the one who requested my services," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I am Healer Isolda."

The man nodded curtly. "Yes, I am. This is Refro. I'd like him to undergo the procedure you described."

Healer Isolda looked Refro up and down, her gaze assessing and calculating.

She nodded, seemingly satisfied with what she saw. "Very well," she said, rising from her seat. "I will prepare the necessary potions and equipment for the procedure."

Refro felt a chill run down his spine as the healer disappeared into the back room. The weight of what was about to happen pressed down upon him, and he couldn't shake the feeling that he was walking into a trap.

The man led him into the back room, where Healer Isolda was waiting. The room was dimly lit, with a single candle flickering on a wooden table. The walls were lined with shelves of jars and vials, filled with various liquids and powders.

"This way," the man said gruffly, leading Refro towards the table.

Healer Isolda approached, her face hidden in the shadows. She held a small vial in her hand, the contents glowing faintly in the low light. "Drink this," she said, handing it to Refro. "It will help you sleep through the procedure."

Refro hesitated, his heart pounding in his chest. He looked at the man, his eyes pleading for mercy, but the man just stared back, his expression cold and unyielding.

Refro knew he had no choice. He took the vial from Healer Isolda's hand, closed his eyes, and swallowed the liquid in one swift motion.

He could feel a strange warmth spreading through his body, and before he knew it, the room started to spin. His knees buckled, and he fell to the floor, unconscious.

——————
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When Refro woke up, he was lying on a narrow bed in a small, dimly lit room. His head throbbed, and his body felt heavy, as if he was weighed down by a thousand bricks.

Refro groaned as he slowly opened his eyes, blinking up at the ceiling with a dazed expression. His vision was fuzzy, and his mouth tasted bitter and metallic.

For a moment, he couldn't remember where he was, or what had happened. Then, as the fog in his mind began to lift, the memories of the past few hours came rushing back to him in a horrifying rush.

The slave market, the cruel master, the healer, and the mysterious procedure.

Panic surged through his veins as Refro tried to sit up, only to be met with a wave of nausea and dizziness that threatened to send him spiraling back into unconsciousness. Desperate to escape, to find help, he surveyed his surroundings.

The room was sparsely furnished, with little more than the bed and a small wooden table in the corner. A flickering candle sat on the table, casting eerie shadows that danced and twisted on the walls.

Refro's eyes widened as he spotted a bandage wrapped around his groin area.

Tears stung the back of his eyes as realization washed over him. The procedure had been performed, and it deeply affected him. He didn't know what the exact repercussions would be, but he felt violated, scared, and hopeless.

He couldn't stay here any longer. He needed to escape, to get far away from this place and these people.

But how, when every movement felt like an uphill battle? He gritted his teeth, fighting through the pain and dizziness, forcing himself to sit up.

As he swung his legs over the side of the bed, his bare feet brushed against the cold stone floor. The room spun for a moment, making him grasp the edge of the mattress to steady himself. When the world finally came to a stop, he took a deep, shuddering breath and slowly stood up.

He wobbled for a moment, his senses still reeling, but he managed to stay on his feet. His body screamed in protest with every step, a painful chorus that begged him to stop, to lie back down and rest. But Refro knew that if he didn't leave now, he might never get another chance.

He stumbled towards the door, his hand groping for the handle, when suddenly, he fell to the floor with a thud. Pain shot through his body, and for a moment, he couldn't catch his breath. The door swung open, and the healer entered the room.

Isolda took in the scene before her with a frown. "What are you doing out of bed?" she demanded. "You're still weak from the procedure."

Refro tried to speak, but his voice came out as a hoarse whisper. "I have to leave," he managed to say. "Please, help me." The plea hung in the air, barely audible, drained of the strength that had once defined him. The healer stood silent, her eyes betraying neither sympathy nor concern.

"I cannot assist you in your escape," she responded, her voice cool and distant. "Your master paid a substantial fee, and it is not within my rights to interfere."

"But you know what he did," Refro pressed, desperation evident in his voice. "You know the procedure he forced me to endure. I beg of you, have some compassion and help me leave this place," Refro pleaded, gripping the healer's robe in his quivering hands.

Isolda sighed deeply, her expression conflicted. "I do understand your feelings, young one, but my hands are tied. I cannot help you escape without causing harm to myself and my practice. I suggest you rest, regain your strength, and find a way to work within the confines of your new reality. Your master may be cruel, but the life of a mine slave is far more treacherous. You may find that you can navigate your new situation and create a better life for yourself than if you were toiling away in the darkness beneath the earth."

Refro's heart sank at her words, and he let go of her robe, feeling a deep sense of betrayal wash over him. He couldn't believe that this woman, who had just mutilated his body, was now telling him to accept his fate and make the best of it.

He looked up at her, tears welling up in his eyes. "How can you say that? After what he's done to me, how can you expect me to simply accept it?"

Isolda's expression softened, and she crouched down beside him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. "I know it's hard to accept, Refro, but sometimes, we are forced to make difficult choices in order to survive. Your master may be cruel, but he could have sold you to the mines, where you would have faced certain death.She sighed, looking into his eyes. "You are young, and with time, you may be able to gain his favor and secure a better future for yourself. I implore you to rest and consider your options." With that, she got up and left the room, leaving Refro alone with his thoughts.

His mind raced, weighing the healer's words against his own feelings of anger, hurt, and fear. He didn't want to accept the new reality that had been forced upon him, but he also knew that fighting against it could lead to even worse consequences. A heavy sense of despair settled over him, and he could feel the weight of his new reality pressing down on him like a suffocating blanket.

He didn't know how long he sat there, staring blankly at the wall, but after a while, the sound of the door opening jolted him back to reality. He looked up to see the tall man who had purchased him entering the room.

"Get up," he barked, his voice filled with authority. Refro hesitated for a moment, wondering whether it was worth resisting, but ultimately decided against it.

He rose to his feet, feeling a familiar cringe at the tender spot below his waistline, looking up at him with a submissive expression. His new master didn't acknowledge his discomfort, merely leading him outside the healer's residence and into a waiting carriage. The horses snorted softly as they began their journey, sending jolts of energy through the wagon as they trotted across the city streets.

The sun beat down on them as they journeyed through the city streets, each jostling bump of the carriage accentuating the stinging ache of Refro's new 'adjustment'. He dared not let on to his master that he was in any discomfort, lest it incite further anger or punishment. The tall man seemed to be in a brooding silence, seemingly satisfied that his new acquisition was now within his grasp.

Refro's thoughts drifted to the other slaves left behind in the market, their faces a blur of desperation and despair. He felt a sudden pang of guilt as the carriage rumbled past the slave market, the cacophony of voices and whimpers fading into the distance. Among the slaves, he had forged a tentative companionship with a elf from the forest of Faen Kirei. His name was Paeris, a gentle soul with emerald eyes and pointed ears that twitched nervously at the slightest sounds. Paeris had been captured from his homeland and brought to the Rosavaria Slave Market, his spirit unbroken but his body tired and weak from the treacherous journey. They had spent sleepless nights huddled together for warmth and shared meager meals of stale bread and watery soup.

Paeris had shared stories of his home, the sprawling canopies of Faen Kirei, and the legends passed down from generation to generation.

Amidst the tales of creation and the folklore of their gods, one story resonated with Refro: that of the Great Elder of the Elf, who had made a pact with a dragon. The legend spoke of a majestic creature, shrouded in myth and mystery, a being of immense power and wisdom. But Refro had never given it much thought, consigning it to the realm of whimsical stories meant to captivate young minds.

As the carriage rattled on, the sun dipped below the horizon, and the first stars began to twinkle in the darkening sky. Refro sat silently, his eyes staring blankly ahead, lost in thoughts of Paeris and the life he'd left behind. It was a struggle to remain calm, a fight against the floodgates of emotions that threatened to engulf him.

His master, having observed Refro's rambling thoughts, finally broke the silence with a thrown-off remark. "You're quiet."

Refro turned his head towards the man. "I was just... remembering, master," he said hesitantly.

His master sneered. "Your past is irrelevant now. You are my property, and you will serve me loyally from this point on. Do not forget that." He enunciated each word carefully, ensuring Refro understood his place as a slave.

Refro swallowed hard. "Yes, master," he uttered in a submissive tone, hanging his head in defeat.

The carriage rumbled through the streets of the empire, oblivious to the turmoil brewing in the heart of its newest slave. They eventually arrived at their destination - a magnificent mansion, one that seemed too grand for just one man.
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Chapter 2 - Escape
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Refro shifted uncomfortably in the cushioned chair, the magnificent mansion's opulence blending eerily with the dense tension that hung in the air.

His new master had ordered the carriage to a stop outside the imposing structure, leaving Refro to wonder what awaited him within its walls.

Refro's eyes darted around the mansion, taking in the intricate details of the architecture and the lush gardens that surrounded it.

As the carriage door opened, his master's grip tightened on his arm, a silent reminder of his new reality.

But Refro's gaze remained fixed on the mansion, a strange sense of familiarity washing over him.

He had never been here before, yet something deep within him seemed to recognize the place, as if he had seen it in a dream or a nightmare.

With a shove from his master, Refro stumbled out of the carriage and onto the cobblestone driveway, wincing as his bare feet met the unforgiving surface.

The mansion loomed above him, its grandeur unmistakable, a stark reminder of his new life's harsh realities. He stared up at the imposing structure, curious yet wary. It was not the towering mansion that he found oddly familiar, but the sprawling gardens that surrounded it. The vibrant colors of the flowers and bushes beckoned to him, their sweet scent reminding him of a place that felt a world away.

His master's grip on his arm snapped him back to reality. "Come along, slave. No dawdling." The command was barked out as if it were a normal occurrence for him to purchase a slave as capriciously as one would buy an apple from a street vendor.

Instinctively, Refro's legs moved, carrying him forward with an uneasy gait. His head swam as he glanced around, trying to make sense of the situation.

His master led him up the marble steps and through the massive wooden double doors, which a servant dutifully held open.

Once they stepped inside, Refro was immediately taken aback by the grandeur of the foyer. Tall, painted ceilings reached for the heavens, and crystal chandeliers hung with such delicate precision they seemed to float. Servants scurried about in silence, attending to their master's every need.

His master nodded briefly to the head butler who bowed slightly before introduced him; "This is Refro, my latest acquisition. Clean and dress him, and take him to my bedroom."

The butler, a stern-faced man with a prominent mustache and an expression of disapproval, nodded curtly, and motioned for Refro to follow him.

Refro hesitantly complied, his heart racing as he followed the butler through the mansion's corridors.

The butler led him to a luxurious bathroom, where he was quickly ushered inside and directed to remove his tattered clothing. As Refro undressed, he could feel the fresh dressing around his groin, a stark reminder of what had been done to him.

His hands trembled as he stepped into the large tub, sinking into the warm water with a sigh of relief.

The water stung his incisions, but it was a welcomed pain, a distraction from his mounting frustration and despair.

A servant handed him a soft cloth and a block of pale soap, which Refro used to cleanse himself of the grime and filth that clung to his skin. The warmth of the water seeped into his bones, soothing him despite the turmoil that churned inside.

When the water began to cool, the butler returned and handed Refro 
a stack of fresh clothing. He glanced at the garments with dismay. They were luxurious, to be sure,
made from the finest silk and satin. But they were also revealing, the kind of garments that were typically worn by women of ill repute rather than by male slaves. Refro felt his face heat up as he looked at the frilly lace and the delicate silk ribbons, the sheer fabric that left little to the imagination. He couldn't help but feel a sense of disgust and shame as he realized what his new master wanted him to wear.

The butler, who had been watching him carefully, finally spoke up. "I understand that this may be uncomfortable for you, but I assure you that it is your master's explicit wish. You have no choice in the matter."

Refro bit back a retort, knowing that it would do no good. He took a deep breath and began to dress, wincing as he pulled the tight fabric over his fresh wounds. The lace tickled his skin, making him feel even more vulnerable and exposed than before. The sheer fabric left little to the imagination, and as he looked at his reflection in the ornate mirror, he barely recognized himself.

He turned his gaze away, feeling a tear roll down his cheek. He couldn't believe what had become of him. Just a few days ago, he was a free man. And now, here he was, dressed as a woman, a slave to the whims of his new master.

He couldn't even remember his master's name. The only thing he knew was that he belonged to him now - body and soul. He felt the sting of tears trickle down his cheeks as he marveled at how rapidly his life had taken a turn for the worst.

As he finished dressing, the butler ushered him towards a set of double doors with an admonishment to knock before entering. Refro's stomach churned with anxiety.

He looked at the doors, took a deep breath, and knocked gently. There was no answer, so he pushed the doors open and hesitantly stepped inside.

The room he found himself in was massive, easily the largest bedroom he had ever seen. It was richly decorated with heavy curtains and plush carpets, and a canopied bed that looked more like a piece of artwork than a place to sleep. The walls were adorned with various tapestries and paintings, and a grand fireplace crackled warmly in one corner.

In the center of the room, there was a high-backed chair, where a figure sat cloaked in shadows.

Refro's master.

As he hesitated at the door, he caught sight of the figure's hand, resting on the armrest. It was adorned with rings, each one more elaborate than the last. The most prominent of them bore the crest of the knights of the Rosavaria Empire, a reminder of the power this man wielded.

"You took your time," said the figure, emerging from the shadows. Refro jumped at the unexpected sound, his heart racing in his chest.

"I...uh...sorry, master I didn't mean to keep you waiting," Refro stuttered, feeling the heat rise to his cheeks as he addressed the man who now stood before him.

The figure approached, the flickering light from the candle casting eerie shadows over his face.

"Name is Sir Wyschardus," he said in a deep, commanding voice that echoed off the stone walls. The coldness in his eyes seemed to pierce through Refro, making him feel small and insignificant.

Sir Wyschardus motioned to the chair and gestured for Refro to sit. Refro complied, feeling his knees knocking together in nervousness. his master's gaze seemed to survey him from head to toe, as if he were deciding how best to break this slave.

"I see you've dressed yourself as I requested," Sir Wyschardus said, his deep voice echoing in the spacious room. "Your attire is fitting for a nobleman's plaything. I hope you find it comfortable."

Refro shifted uneasily in the elaborate lace and satin gown. With every breath, the fabric scraped against his tender wounds, making each movement pure agony. The garish femininity of his new attire, combined with the forced submission that he had to endure, felt like a slap in the face. He wanted to rip the dress off his body and throw it back at Sir Wyschardus, to scream and shout and fight against the insidious intentions that his master had for him. But one look at the cruel glint in the nobleman's eyes silenced his rebellion before it could even take shape.

As Refro sat, rigid and uncomfortable, on the sumptuous chair, his mind raced, searching for a way out of this situation. His gaze wandered around the opulent chamber, coming to rest on the various tapestries and paintings that decorated the walls.

The scenes depicted within told of battles fiercely fought, of conquests and glory, wealth and power. He wondered if he had been bought by a man who craved dominance and control above all else. If so, he would need to be cautious not to provoke him, to tread carefully around this man's delicate ego. After all, that's what slaves did - tread carefully, walk gingerly upon the unstable foundation of their captor's volatile temper.

As Refro's gaze drifted back to the imposing figure standing before him, he could practically feel the weight of his master's expectations and demands settling upon his shoulders. The room began to close in on him, suffocating him with its opulence and the heavy air of anticipation that hung between them. As much as he tried to withstand Sir Wyschardus's gaze, he couldn't help but feel like a caged animal.

"Well, sit up straight," Sir Wyschardus commanded, his voice firm and unyielding.

Refro winced at the sharp tone but obeyed nonetheless, seating himself a little taller in the plush cushions of the elaborately decorated chair. The way he was sitting, it almost felt like the clothes he was wearing was tightening around his lungs, making it difficult to breathe deeply. When his gaze met Sir Wyschardus's again, he noticed something new in the nobleman's eyes: curiosity.

"You see this empire, Refro? This rich land we live in. It took many years and countless battles to create this grand empire. Rosavaria's glory and influence now extend from the seas to the far reaches of the mountains. And yet, do you know how this empire was built? Through treachery, betrayal, and the blood of those too weak to defend themselves, like you. I've built my fortune and reputation on the suffering of others, and I am not ashamed to admit it. The strong survive, while the weak perish—that is the natural order of things."

Refro could feel his heart racing as he listened to his master speak. He remembered Paeris telling him stories of the kingdoms of Faen Kirei, where even in their harshest moments, the rulers took care of their own people instead of exploiting them for their own benefit. Such a place seemed a world away from the decadence he was now surrounded by.

The grandeur of the Rosavaria Empire's mansion and the lifestyle of its ruling class were far removed from the simple, life that Refro had always known.

Before he could respond, Sir Wyschardus continued, "I will give you two choices, Refro. You can either become my loyal and obedient slave, serving my every whim and need without question or complaint, or you can suffer the consequences of disobedience."

Refro's mind raced as he tried to absorb the nobleman's words. His situation seemed dire, but his spirit still held a glimmer of hope.

Just then, the doors to the room swung open, revealing a striking figure. She was tall and lean, with long black hair cascading down her back like a dark waterfall, and her expression was as emotionless as a statue's. She wore a dress that was similar to Refro's, but it fit her better, and it seemed to hug her body in a way that accentuated her curves.

Sir Wyschardus's face darkened as he looked at her. "What is the meaning of this?" he demanded, his voice echoing off the marble walls.

The woman did not respond, merely looking at him with that same cold, emotionless gaze.

Refro felt his heart racing as he watched the exchange between his master and this mysterious woman. He couldn't help but feel a sense of unease, a sense that something was not quite right.

"Sela," Sir Wyschardus growled, his voice dripping with anger. "You should knocked before entering as I have made quite explicit."

Sela tilted her head ever so slightly, a small motion that conveyed her utter indifference to Sir Wyschardus's displeasure. "I am aware," she replied, her voice as quiet as it was cold. "But you also told me to alert you when the, 'guest,' arrived." She paused, eying Refro and her voice took on an indifferent tone as she continued, "I thought it wise to spare you the embarrassment of being summoned like a dog, Sir."

Sir Wyschardus scoffed and stormed over to Sela, grabbing her by the arm. "Enough!" he snapped. "You will show Refro to your room, as you will be sharing it. And you will be punished later for your insubordination. Now go, I have to prepare"

Sela remained impassive, looking down at Sir Wyschardus's grip on her arm. "Very well," she said simply, before turning to Refro. "Follow me," she commanded, leading him out of the room.

As they walked through the mansion's corridors, Refro couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. Sela was a stranger to him, and yet they were to share a room together. He didn't know what to make of it, or of her.

He glanced at her as they walked, taking in her cold, emotionless expression. He wondered what could have led her to be in a situation such as this - a slave in a cruel empire's mansion.

The mansion was a labyrinth of opulence, its corridors lined with tapestries and paintings that told the story of a rich and bloody history. Sela moved with purpose, never hesitating as she led him deeper into the mansion. Refro felt his heart pounding in his chest, unsure of what would happen next.

Finally, they stopped in front of a small wooden door. Sela gave a quick jerk of her head, and he followed her inside.

The room was modest but well-appointed, a stark contrast to the extravagance of the mansion itself. A single bed occupied one corner, a simple wardrobe and a small table with a chair in another.

Sela turned to him, her blue eye watching him intently as she spoke, "This is where you will stay with me." She waved a hand towards the bed, the gesture matter of fact, as if they were discussing a trivial matter.

Refro stared at her, speechless. This sudden change in his circumstances left him feeling disoriented, unsure of how to process it all. Sela, however, did not seem the least bit troubled by their new living arrangements.

"Do you have any questions?" she asked after a moment of silence.

Refro, who had been taking in the modest room, turned to her with a start. "No, none at the moment," he replied hesitantly, still trying to wrap his head around the sudden change in their living arrangements.

Sela nodded, her expression unreadable. "Good," she said simply before turning away from him and walking over to the wardrobe.

Refro watched as she opened the doors and began rummaging through the clothes inside. He couldn't help but feel a pang of curiosity as he wondered where she had come from, and how she had ended up here in this strange mansion.

As if sensing his thoughts, Sela turned to him with a suddenness that made him jump. "I didn't introduce myself earlier," she said, her voice strangely devoid of emotion. "My name is Sela. I am a slave in this mansion, just like you."

"How did you end up here?" he asked, his voice barely more than a whisper.

Sela paused for a moment before answering. Her expression remained calm, but her eyes flickered with a brief flash of emotion. "I was an orphan," she said quietly, her voice filled with a hint of sadness. "I was found by a knight who took me in and raised me as his own. But, as fate would have it, I had to end his life." Sela's voice echoed around the room, sharp and cold. A somber silence fell between them, and Refro couldn't help but feel a pang of pity in his heart. She continued, "I ended up here, as a slave, after the knight's death."

"I'm sorry," Refro said, genuinely moved by the story.

Sela turned her attention back to him, "Don't be. Being sorry won't change what has happened." Her voice was flat, as if she had no emotions left to give. "But we must make do with our circumstances."

Sela's voice was resigned, and Refro couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration for her resilience. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the next question. "What do you mean when you said you 'had' to end his life?"

Sela's expression darkened, and for a moment, Refro thought she wouldn't answer him. But then she spoke, her voice low and measured.

"The knight who raised me, he was a kind man," Sela said, looking down at her hands. "But he had become... abusive. He tried to hurt me one night and I fought back. It was either him or me."

Refro's stomach twisted as Sela recounted the story of how she came to be a slave in the Rosavaria Empire. He searched her eyes for signs of regret, but found none. Instead, he saw only a hardness that spoke of resolution and determination.

"I killed him in self-defense." She said matter-of-factly, "They took no mercy on me, despite my claim of necessity. I was sentenced to slavery for the rest of my life."

A moment of silence hung in the air as Refro took in her words. Sela's story was heart-wrenching, yet she told it with such a cold, detached manner that it was hard to believe she was once a helpless orphan. It was an invisible scar on her soul, one that she had learned to hide well beneath a façade of apathy.

Refro understood that all too keenly, having his own set of wounds - both visible and not - that he kept carefully concealed.

As Sela continued to rummage through the wardrobe, Refro glanced around the room trying to find something else to occupy his thoughts. The chamber was sparsely decorated. The walls were cold and bare, adding to the overall feeling of modesty that was at odds with the rest of the mansion.

Finally, Sela turned around, a fresh set of clothes draped over her arm. "Here, you can change into these," she said, holding them out towards him.

Refro hesitated for a moment before taking them from her. The garment was a simple nightdress, made of a thin cotton material that was surprisingly soft to the touch.

"I don't understand," he said, looking up at Sela with a confused expression. "Why are you giving me this?"

Sela's expression softened slightly as she looked at him. "You need to rest, Refro," she said gently. "You've been through a lot today, and you need time to heal. This dress will be more comfortable for you to sleep in than the clothes you're wearing now."

Refro looked down at the delicate fabric in his hands, feeling a strange mix of emotions. He was touched by Sela's kindness, but at the same time, he felt a sense of shame and vulnerability at the thought of wearing a dress to bed. However, his body was still healing from the recent surgery, and the soft fabric did look inviting.

"Sela, I... thank you," he finally managed to utter, his voice barely above a whisper.

Sela simply nodded, her expression inscrutable as always. He turned his back to her and began to undress, trying to focus on the task at hand rather than the strange turn of events.

Sela nodded, then turned to leave, saying over her shoulder, "I'll be back in a little while. Make yourself at home."

Refro watched her go, feeling a strange mixture of relief and unease.

He slipped into the nightdress, wincing as the fabric brushed against his tender wounds. The dress hung loose on him, and he felt awkward and exposed in its thinness. But after a moment of hesitation, he realized that it was indeed more comfortable than the constricting outfit he had been wearing before. The soft cotton fabric brushed gently against his skin, and the loose fit allowed him to breathe more freely.

Refro took a deep breath and turned around, just as Sela was coming back into the room. She was carrying a tray with two bowls of steaming soup and a loaf of crusty bread.

"I thought you might be hungry," she said, setting the tray down on the small table by the bed.

Refro's stomach growled in response. He hadn't realized how hungry he was until she mentioned it, but now that she had, he couldn't ignore the gnawing sensation in his belly.

"Thank you," he said, taking a seat at the table.

Sela took a seat next to him and handed him a bowl of soup. The steam rose from the surface, carrying the savory scent of vegetables and spices. It looked delicious, and with a grateful nod, he began to eat.

The soup was rich and flavorful, and despite its simplicity, it was one of the best meals Refro had tasted in a long time. Each spoonful felt like a soothing balm to his exhausted body.

The simple food provided a sense of comfort and normalcy in an otherwise abnormal situation. Sela had already polished off her soup, and the two sat in silence for a while longer as Refro recharged his energy.

Finally, with a sigh, he decided to broach the subject he had been contemplating since they first met.

"Sela, I have to ask you something," Refro began, setting his empty bowl aside. "Do you... ever think about escaping? Leaving this place behind?"

Sela looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "That's a dangerous question, Refro," she said, her voice low. "You know as well as I do that slaves aren't meant to leave. We belong to our masters."

"But you don't think it's wrong?" Refro pressed. "To want to be free?"

Sela hesitated, her eyes flicking down to her hands. "No," she admitted finally. "I don't think it's wrong. But I also don't think it's easy." Sela continued, meeting Refro's gaze with a serious look. "You have to be careful who you trust. Some slaves will be eager to please their masters, and they won't hesitate to betray you for a little bit of favor. It's important to choose your confidants wisely."

Refro felt a pang of guilt at the thought of potentially endangering Sela with his secret, but he knew that he needed someone to help him escape. He had heard stories of how brutal life could be for those who tried to flee captivity and got caught. The Rosavaria Empire was unforgiving to those who did not know their place, and escape attempts were met with swift and severe punishment.

But despite these risks, Refro couldn't shake the feeling that he had to try. The mansion, with all its opulence and grandeur, was a prison to him. He could not bear the thought of spending the rest of his days serving Sir Wyschardus or anyone like him. He had to find a way out, no matter how difficult or dangerous it might be.

He drew a deep breath and looked into Sela's eyes. "I want to escape, Sela. I have to."

Sela regarded him coolly, but her voice was gentle as she spoke. "I know you feel trapped, Refro, but you must understand the risks involved."

Refro nodded gravely. "I do. But I have to take that chance. I cannot simply accept this life as my fate." He lifted his head, determination flashing in his eyes.

Sela looked at him thoughtfully for a moment before speaking. "Very well. I'll help you, but you must do exactly as I say. No matter what."

He nodded in agreement, relieved and excited that Sela was willing to help him.

"We need to gather supplies and information before we make our escape plan," Sela continued. "In the meantime, we need to be extra cautious and not let anyone suspect that we're planning to leave. Understood?"

Refro nodded again, feeling a sense of gratitude and trust towards Sela.

"Also, I need to know what you're capable of," said Sela, her eyes narrowing slightly. "Specifically, how skilled you are in combat."

Taken aback by the sudden question, Refro hesitated before admitting, "I'm afraid I don't have much experience with fighting. I was a scribe before I was brought here, not a soldier. But, I do have some knowledge of strategy. I've read many texts on the subject, and I have a keen eye for patterns and weaknesses."

Sela nodded, seeming to consider this. "It will have to do, then. In the coming days, we must establish a routine that allows us to move unnoticed. We will gather what resources we can, whether it be food, money, or weapons. However we must not arouse suspicion."

Refro nods his head slowly, understanding the gravity of the plan ahead. He knew that escaping would be no easy task, but with Sela's help, he thinks they just may have a chance to taste freedom once more. He reaches out to touch her hand and she raises her brows.

Just then, the sound of footsteps echoed down the hall, pulling them both to attention.

Sela quickly moved to the door, cracking it open a fraction to peer out. "It's time for curfew," she whispered, turning back to Refro.

Refro glanced around the room, taking in the simple bed. "But there's only one bed," he pointed out.

Sela shrugged. "I don't see a problem. We're both adults, and we're not here to... entertain each other." She moved towards the bed, pulling back the covers and climbing in.

Refro hesitated, unsure of what to do. His thoughts raced as he glanced around the room, considering his options. Eventually, he sighed and nodded, moving to the bed and lying down next to Sela.

Their proximity was disconcerting, but Refro forced himself to relax. He listened as Sela's breathing evened out, signifying that she had fallen asleep. He couldn't help but wonder what the future held for them. Would they be able to successfully escape? Or would they be caught and punished?

Despite his fears, Refro found himself dozing off. The warmth of the bed, the softness of the pillows, and the comforting presence of Sela all lulled him into a peaceful sleep. He wasn't sure how long he had been dreaming when he was suddenly jerked awake by a loud noise. His heart raced as he sat bolt upright in bed, listening intently for signs of danger.

The noise which had woken him up, which he now recognized as the sound of breaking glass, seemed to have come from somewhere within the mansion.

Sela, too, was awake now, her eyes wide and alert. "Stay here," she whispered to Refro, before slipping silently out of the bed. She crossed the room in a few swift strides and opened the door just a crack, peering out into the hallway.

The sound of distant voices floated towards them, but it was too faint to discern what they were saying. Sela’s body was rigid with tension, her senses heightened as she strained to listen.

Meanwhile, Refro remained in the bed, his heart pounding in his chest . He wanted to get up and see what was going on, but he knew better than to disobey Sela, who had already made it clear that she would not tolerate disobedience.

After what felt like an eternity, Sela finally turned back to him, her expression unreadable beneath the dim light.

“Stay here,” she repeated in a low voice, before disappearing into the darkness of the hallway.

Refro couldn’t help but feel a surge of anxiety as he watched her leave.

He tucked himself back under the covers, his cat ears straining to catch any sound that might indicate what was happening outside their room. But the hallway remained eerily silent, save for the distant chatter of the masters and guards.

Minutes turned into hours, and still Sela didn’t return. Refro’s anxiety grew with each passing moment, until he could bear it no longer. He threw off the covers and crossed the room to the door.

Cracking it open, he peered carefully into the corridor, trying to discern any movement or sound. But everything was deathly still. He stepped out into the hallway, his bare feet making no noise as he moved silently towards the source of the commotion.

It took him a few minutes to navigate the twists and turns of its opulent corridors. He finally reached his destination: the main hall, where he heard the murmur of voices.

Pausing at the entrance, Refro took a moment to assess the scene.

The room was bathed in shadows, but the dim light revealed frantic movements, whispered arguments, and angry shouts. Sir Wyschardus stood in the center, flanked by a guard, who was trying to restrain a young woman with short, curly red hair. "Let me go!" she screamed, her voice carrying through the hall. "We're not your property! We're human beings!" the girl yelled, tears streaming down her face as the guard tightened is grip on her.

"I am the rightful owner of every slave under my roof, and I will determine the fates of all whom serve me." Sir Wyschardus's booming voice filled the hall, his words echoing through the cavernous space as he stared down the angry slave girl.

Refro watched in horror as the scene unfolded before his eyes. Seeing that the slaves were in serious trouble, he took a deep breath and stepped out of the shadows, drawing the guard's attention.

"Sir," he addressed Wyschardus, his voice calm and composed despite the danger around him. "What seems to be the issue here?"

Wyschardus looked at him with a scowl, his eyes narrowing. "I don't remember asking you, slave. Get back in your quarters." Wyschardus spat out before turning his attention to the guard restraining the red-haired woman. "Take her away and chain her in the dungeons. No food or water for two days. That will teach her some obedience."

The guard nodded and begin to tug at the girl, who kept crying and struggled against him. Refro reached out instinctively to help her, but the guard shoved him away hard. He stumbled back, falling on the cold marble floor. His head spun for a moment before he see Sela stepping out from the shadows.

She held a long, sharp cooking knife in her hand, its blade glistening ominously.

The guard's eyes widened as he caught sight of Sela, his grip on the girl loosening slightly. Sela didn't waste any time. She lunged forward, plunging the knife deep into the guard's neck.

The guard's eyes went wide with shock as blood gushed from the wound. He collapsed to the ground, dead before he hit the floor.

The room fell silent, and for a moment, no one moved. The girl's cries ceased as she stared at Sela with wide, shocked eyes.

Sela's blue eye flicked towards the fallen guard, and then back to Sir Wyschardus. The tension in the room was palpable, as if a storm was brewing.

Sela, with a swift movement, reached out her arm and grasped the guard's sword, pulling it from its sheath and turned to face Sir Wyschardus. The cold steel felt heavy and solid in her hand.

Sir Wyschardus, however, did not seem surprised. Instead, he unsheathed his sword with confidence, a smug smile playing on his lips.

"You think you can defeat me?" he laughed, circling around Sela with an almost mocking grace.

Sela didn't rise to the bait, instead maintaining her grip on the sword, waiting for the right moment to strike. Refro could see the muscles in her arms tense as she anticipate Sir Wyschardus' advance. The slave girl was still behind them, frozen in shock.

Sir Wyschardus, undeterred by Sela, laughed. "I am the master here, and I will brook no insubordination. I will cut off the hand that rebels against me master, and then I will punish you in ways you can hardly imagine." Sir Wyschardus roared, circling around Sela. But before Sir Wyschardus could continue his monologue, Sela lunged forward with lightning speed. She thrust the sword upward, aiming for his arm. Sir Wyschardus stumbled back with a cry of pain as the blade sliced through his flesh and sliced clean through his forearm. Blood flowed freely from the wound, staining his expensive clothes a deep red.

"You treacherous whore!" he yelled, cringing in pain as he clutched the injured limb.

Sela remained unmoved and resolute. She looked at him with steely eyes, her grip on the sword tightening as she prepared to strike again.

Sir Wyschardus, choking on his pain and rage, looked at her with pure hatred in his eyes. Refro could see him clench his jaws, trying to rein in his anger while simultaneously trying to fight off the searing pain from his severed arm.

Blood stained the ground beneath him, painting a gruesome image of the man he once revered.

Sela, undeterred by the sight of his pain, stood tall, holding the sword firmly in her hands. Her eyes never wavered from Sir Wyschardus, who stared back at her with a mix of anger and disbelief.

With one swift motion, Sela raised the sword above her head and brought it down on Sir Wyschardus. He crumpled to the ground, defeated and lifeless.

A hush fell over the room.

Refro, still on the floor from when he was pushed, couldn't believe what he had just witnessed. 

He looked up at Sela, who stood there, frozen in place, her eyes fixed on the lifeless form of Sir Wyschardus. The sword she had wielded was still clutched tightly in her hand, and her face remained devoid of any emotion. It was as if she had become a statue, a silent sentinel in the midst of the chaos. The slave girl, who had been standing quietly in the shadows, suddenly burst into action. With a wild, animalistic fury, she began to kick and stomp on the corpse of  Sir Wyschardus. The sight was both shocking and unsettling, a stark reminder of the brutality that had unfolded. Refro, sensing the urgency of the situation, quickly scrambled to his feet, making his way towards the slave girl, his eyes locked on her. "Wait," he said firmly, his voice echoing through the room. "Stop, please." He reached out, placing a gentle but firm hand on her shoulder. The touch seemed to have an immediate effect, and the girl's movements slowed, her kicks becoming weaker and less frequent. Refro's eyes never left Sela, who continued to stand there, her face still expressionless.

The girl froze, and Refro turned to look at her. Her eyes were wild and unfocused, but as he looked closer, he saw something else there too - a faint glimmer of magic.

"What are you?" he whispered, taking a step back.

Sela, who had been watching the exchange with a mixture of confusion and concern, finally spoke up. "What do you mean?"

"Her eyes," Refro said slowly. "There's magic in them. She has Fey blood."

"Fey?" Sela asked. "You mean like an actual fairy?" Sela asked, her tone skeptical.

The girl nodded, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "Yes, I am from the Yiris Theocratie. I was born with a tiny amount of fairy blood in my veins, just enough to make my eyes sparkle with a magical energy," the girl replied, her voice quavering with emotion."I was taken from my family when I was a child and brought here to the Rosavaria Empire to be sold as a slave. My name is Meadow."

Sela and Refro shared a brief, yet meaningful exchange of glances. The name Meadow was indeed an uncommon one, but it did seem to align with the peculiar naming traditions from the Yiris Theocratie. Sela, with a hint of curiosity in her eyes, found herself questioning the origins of the name, but she quickly pushed the thought aside. Instead, she focused on the conversation at hand. After a moment of silence, Refro finally broke the tension, "It's a beautiful name, Meadow. And I'm truly sorry for what you've been through. It's hard to imagine the pain and suffering you must have endured. But know this, we will do everything in our power to help you get back home." The sincerity in Refro's voice resonated with Sela. She felt a glimmer of hope, a flicker of light in the darkness that had enveloped her for so long. But she couldn't shake off the feeling of unease that lingered in the back of her mind. She knew that the journey ahead would be fraught with challenges, but she was determined to see it through.

Meadow nodded, tears of gratitude welling up in her eyes. "Thank you," she whispered.

Sela turned to Refro. "We need to move quickly," she said, her voice low. "Now that we've killed Sir Wyschardus, all the Empire will be looking for us. We need to gather whatever supplies we can and leave the mansion immediately. I know a way out, but we need to be quick."

Refro nodded in agreement, still reeling from the events that had just transpired. He turned to Meadow, who was still trembling slightly."Meadow, can you walk?" he asked gently.

Meadow nodded, wiping her tears away. "Yes, I can," she said quietly. "I want to get away from this place as soon as possible."

Sela nodded in agreement. "We all do," she said. "Let's gather whatever food and supplies we can find, and leave as quickly and quietly as we can.

But first, I need to take something from Sir Wyschardus," Sela said, walking back to the body of the fallen nobleman.

Refro and Meadow followed closely behind her, their eyes fixed on the body of the man who had once held so much power and control over them. Sela knelt down beside him, taking the sword that had fallen from his grasp. Its guard was fashioned in the shape of a bat, its eyes made of precious rubies that glinted ominously under the flickering light of the torches.

She gripped the hilt tightly, feeling a surge of power flow through her as she did so. The blade itself was beautifully crafted, the metal gleaming even in the dim light of the room.

"This sword will serve us well," Sela said, rising to her feet. Her eyes were alive with a fierce determination, and the mere sight of it filled Refro with a sense of strength and courage. He could only hope that it would be enough to get them out of this place alive.

Sela tucked the sword and it scabbard securely in her belt, and Refro turned his attention to the task at hand - scouring the room for supplies. They would need food, drink, and any weapons they could find to defend themselves on the road ahead. Sela began rummaging through the drawers of a nearby table, pulling out handfuls of silverware and stuffing them into a sack. Refro searched through the kitchens, grabbing anything that looked edible and shoving it into a satchel.

Meanwhile, Meadow's eyes fell on one of the guard's belts lying abandoned on the floor, its leather glistening with blood. She approached it cautiously, her eyes fixed on the dagger tucked into the belt. With a quick, decisive movement, she pulled it free.

Meadow turned to Refro and Sela, the dagger clutched tightly in her hand. "We should go to the Yiris's shrine in the slum," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "They could help us escape."

Refro looked at Meadow, surprised by her sudden suggestion. "A Yiris's shrine? But I thought Yiris was seen as a fiend in the empire, not a goddess."

Meadow nodded, her eyes grave. "Yes, that's true. But in the slums Yiris is revered as a protector of the oppressed and downtrodden by some. The shrine there is hidden, but if we can find it, we might be able to seek refuge and ask for help."

Refro and Sela exchanged a glance, both unsure of what to make of Meadow's words. But they knew that time was of the essence and that they couldn't afford to ignore any potential leads.

"Let's give it a try," Sela said as she glanced at Meadow.

Refro nodded in agreement, feeling a newfound trust for the Fey blooded girl.

With a new sense of urgency, they gathered all the supplies they could carry and began their escape from the Rosavaria Empire's mansion.

They wound their way through the sprawling gardens and made their way to the back gate.

The night was still but the moon hung low in the sky, casting a silver glow on the marble columns. Meadow led the way with Sela and Refro close behind. The mansion loomed behind them, a silent silhouette against the dark sky.

The gate was guarded by two burly men, scanning the area with bleary eyes.

But the shadows served Refro and his companions well, obscuring them from the guards' line of sight.

As they approached, Sela signaled to her friends to stay back while she scoped out the area.

"I'll take care of the guards," she whispered to Refro and Meadow. "Just wait for my signal."

Refro nodded silently, the weight of their situation settling on his shoulders as he watched Sela creep towards the guards.

With each step, she glided like a shadow, each movement fluid and graceful, calculated and deliberate. 

Without hesitation, Sela slipped behind the guards and just as they turned to look, she grabbed one of their chins, holding it shut as she plunged the sword into his neck. The guard's eyes went wide with terror, but before he could shout for help, he collapsed to the ground. The other guard, caught off-guard by the sudden attack, could only stand there in shock for a moment before Sela turned her attention to him.

She strike the guard in the chest before he had a chance to react. He collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath as his life drained away. Sela stood there for a moment, watching the guards' final moments with a cold, detached calm, before turning back to Refro and Meadow.

"Come on," she whispered. "We need to move quickly before anyone else comes."

They slipped through the gate, disappearing into the shadows beyond.
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Chapter 3 - Yiris's shrine
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The city was quiet, save for the occasional stray animal rustling in the underbrush and the distant sound of music and laughter coming from some far-off party. But they were far from the celebration. Refro couldn't shake the nagging feeling in the back of his mind. He kept looking over his shoulder, half-expecting to find Sir Wyschardus or one of his guards in pursuit.But they were alone in the darkness.

The group quickly made their way from the upper district of the capital to the slum. The contrast was stark, to say the least. The grandeur and opulence of the upper district were replaced with dilapidation and squalor. The buildings were crumbling, and the streets were narrow, winding, and treacherous.

The air was thick with the smell of garbage and human waste, and the sound of people crying and fighting filled their ears. Refro couldn't help but feel a sense of unease as they walked through the slum.

No guards patrolled these back alleys, but the sounds of the city could still be heard in the distance. The streets were narrow and winding, and it was difficult to tell where they were heading.

Meadow led them through the slum, her eyes darting nervously around as they walked. She was tense, as if she was expecting something to jump out at them at any moment. Sela, on the other hand, was calm and collected.

She walked with a smooth stride, her eyes alert and focused on their surroundings. Refro couldn't
































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





