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Rain washed the blood and tears off the face of a woman whose body was crumpled up limp beside a dumpster. An explosion rocked the plaza she had been walking through, throwing her broken form dozens of feet to where she now lay. A poorly maintained and leaking gas pipe below the street had erupted and resulted in disaster for everyone walking above it.

Sirens from emergency vehicles wailed in the night, the only thing louder than the screams of innocent bystanders, everyone clamoring for aid amongst the cacophony of chaos. Despite the setting, she wasn’t making any sounds beyond a pitiful whimper as blood trickled from her mouth, nose, and eyes, her organs ruptured and damaged beyond repair.

An invisible curtain slowly dropped around her, the noise of the carnage growing distant. The colors of the world began to slough off her surroundings, mixing into a visceral amalgamation of rain and ink like a surrealist painting. As the light of signs and floating ads grew dim, shouting reverberated somewhere nearby, as footfalls of heavy boots slowly raced towards her.

An emergency worker kneeled beside the woman, looking at her dazed expression and grimacing at the state of her body. A deep sigh of fatigue snuck out from behind his lips as he shook his head at his companion.

“I’m so sorry, darling.”

His poker face was weak, not even an attempt made to hide the reality of the situation. His tired eyes were filled with years of experience, his traumas visible through the crows feet.

A painful rasp responded, trying to form the words.

“I know it’s over,” she mouthed to him, the features of his face lost in the haze.

“Do you have family to contact? Anything I can tell them?”

The ability to speak coherent sentences fading, the woman merely shook her head, tears mixed with blood and regrets.

My family was never close to me, but after a lifetime of movies where someone dying asks for their parents or a sibling on their deathbed... I get it now. Even if my own felt like strangers only connected by blood and circumstances.

“There are people that still might make it, we’ll have to come back to her.”

His companion nodded in agreement, and with a wave of his hand, closed her eyelids, pulling back the final curtain over a silent world around her unmoving body.

I already wanted to die, but now that I’m here, I’m so scared. Everything has lost its vibrancy, and I’m so cold. Why is it so dark? Why can’t I open my eyes back up?

Without any words, she whispered a final goodbye. The woman who had been known as Sayko Ashcaster drifted off into the forever sleep of death.

At least, that’s what she thought.
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Drifting through a sea of stars, the cosmos acting as a cradle to Sayko’s now floating featureless body, she wondered if she had reached an afterlife of sorts. Towards the center of the horizon was a swirling mass of stars, light, and pure energy swelling and pulsing rhythmically. Not unlike a giant heart, its soft rhythm filled her ears.

Beyond it in every perceivable direction there were galaxies, nebulae, and a hundred billion points of light that held a nearly infinite amount of planets and possibilities. Despite the brilliance of it all, she wasn’t properly digesting the expanse of beauty that stretched out into the infinite cosmos. The trauma of death was still fresh in her mind, consuming every one of her senses.

A literal once in a lifetime event was passing her by, still reeling over what had just happened.

Her ‘ears’ still rang from the deafening boom of the explosion and screaming that filled the night air. A dull pressure still ached in her chest where it had been crushed, yet the pain had long since subsided. Blood no longer seeped from every orifice, and she had been spared from the worst parts of dying.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed as she slowly drifted through space, her thoughts finally catching up with her circumstances. It was then that the noise inside her head fell flat, dissipating into nothingness as she grasped the eternity and vastness of space in front of her.

With her mind now clear and ready to perceive it, a delicate, androgynous voice filled her thoughts.

Hello mortal child. I am sorry beyond any measure that can be expressed with human language.

Awkwardly fumbling at her own throat, trying to find a voice of her own, she responded in a meager whisper.

“I feel stupid asking the obvious, but am I dead?”

A soft chuckle rumbled through the solar clouds of stardust, before the voice responded once more.

That isn’t a ‘stupid’ question at all. If dying and your soul being thrown aloft to drift in the endless expanses of the Nether Void didn’t raise any warning bells, I’d be far more concerned about your mental state than the obvious question of your demise.

“Huh... Well, that aside, it figures I’d die from some one-in-a-million freak accident. It feels even worse because I normally never take that shortcut, but I was in a hurry so I could get home to play an MMO and hopefully forget the dread of having to work tomorrow like every other adult.”

Very, very few people get to decide the circumstances of their death, and you are just one of many trillions across the stars who found themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Although she knew the voice was trying to comfort her, the annoyance of it all was beginning to build.

“Well, whatever. Am I just going to float here now for billions of years until the heat death of the universe?”

Currently, you’re at an interstellar junction that marks the space between life and death known as the Neither Void. There are countless instances of this very point in existence stacked infinitely on top of one another, an inevitable crossroads where every soul will eventually reach at least once.

“So does that make you ‘God’?”

No, I am merely one of many wardens that places mortal souls onto the correct path for the next stop in their journey. Using the Book of Souls, we determine if a soul is ready to retire to the afterlife or if they’re to be reincarnated on one of any infinite number of planets spread out across the universe. Where they go or whatever awaits, while seemingly random, is determined by a combination of their past deeds and their present desires weighed against their crimes and regrets.

That’s a lot to unpack. What awaits me, then? The afterlife or another stagnant existence working another dead end job?”

Is there a singular wish in the depths of your heart that you desire above all else?

Trying to resist the urge to give a knee jerk, smartass response to mask her inner sadness, she pressed a finger to her cheek and thought for a moment. She already knew what her deepest desire was, but due to a lifetime of putting up walls to prevent herself from being hurt by others, she hesitated for a moment.

“I...”

Yes?

Shaking her head, she called out in a frustrated tone.

“Why am I being self conscious?! I’m dead! I don’t have to worry about being a cringe thirty-something anymore!”

Balling her fists and grabbing at clothing that wasn’t there, she screamed out at the top of her lungs.

“I WANT TO BE LOVED! I WANT THERE TO BE MEANING TO MY EXISTENCE! And I don’t mean some bullshit romantic comedy, I mean having family and friends!” She screamed, panting as if she had just conquered Sisyphus’ trial.

That will be taken into consideration. The book has now spoken to me and I am sending you to a very particular world. You will still face trials in your new life, but you will have the opportunity to find all that you desire. Good luck, Sayko Ashcaster.

Before she could digest the warden’s words, she heard the sound of someone snapping their fingers. Plunged into a blinding white abyss, a torrent of noise filled her ears. It felt like she had been thrown into a raging river, her body helplessly being carried out to sea by undertow.

But it was not the sea that awaited her at the end; it was a new, uncertain future looming ahead.

—
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Whispers and a stir of echoes surrounded Sayko. The blinding lights slowly faded into softer shades of gray as the world came into focus.

As her eyesight returned, she found herself staring at an unfamiliar ceiling that definitely didn’t resemble her own bedroom, let alone a hospital or any medical facility she had ever visited. It was a combination of intricate wood and stone tilework that seemed more fitting in a fantasy setting than reality.

Her gaze shifting downwards, she realized curtains surrounded the bed she was lying in, one that DID resemble a hospital.

The bed itself was extremely plain; the sheets were beige, not particularly soft, but enough to keep a patient warm, the frame supporting the mattress white and unremarkable, complete with a single pillow to support her head. There was no comfort to any of it, serving only function over form.

Sayko’s brain began buffering, trying to process her circumstances. She pinched her arm to ensure she wasn’t dreaming, letting out an audible ‘ow’ as she did.

Although her memories were hazy, like distant islands shrouded by fog on the horizon, two things remained clear: the explosion that had taken her life, and the dreamlike conversation she had with the entity that simply referred to itself as a ‘warden’.

Wanting to ensure all her faculties were still intact, she wiggled her toes and fingers, before slowly sitting upright. Everything seemed to be functioning as it should be, but her body felt exceedingly stuff, her limbs somehow weaker and shorter than they should be.

Maybe it’s my imagination?

It was at this point that she realized her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her.

Her hair was much longer and somehow... blue?!

My eyes! I don’t need glasses anymore?!

In that moment she had realized her glasses were missing, yet her vision was crystal clear in spite of their absence.

Instinctively, Sayko grabbed at her face for them, misjudged the distance, and immediately hit herself in the right eye.

“Ow! Shit!”

Recovering from the self inflicted smack, she noticed she was a foot closer to the ground than she had been before. Unless this bed was unusually high, she really had gotten shorter, the soles of her feet barely planting on the wooden floor below.

I really am shorter!

Cautiously, she slowly rose to her feet. She quickly examined her arms and legs for IVs or restraints before stepping away from the bed.

Aside from a nightstand with a notebook on it, there were no medical machines or hospital equipment of any kind to speak of. The generic sterile fluorescent lighting and its hum missing. In its place were peculiar, ornate fixtures radiating a warm, amber light that felt reminiscent of a sunny day.

Trying to take a step forward, she found that her legs were shockingly thin, trembling with every step she took. Sayko glanced around the space for a cane or walker, but found nothing. Sighing, she shook her head and gingerly took a curtain in her hand and pulled it aside, stepping out into the hall beyond.

Scanning the room, she found herself in an artificial corridor between two rows of similar makeshift ‘rooms’, each sectioned off by curtains.

Although she could hear distant footsteps and conversations, it seemed that no one else in the room was awake aside from her. To her right, the path bisecting the rooms lead to a pair of solidly built oaken double doors. To the left, a bay window and what seemed to be a makeshift nurse station that held various supplies and several wooden crates stacked atop one another.

Looking forward, Sayko slowly stepped towards the room across from hers, pulling back a curtain to peer into it. Inside, she found a space identical to the room she had just left; the same bed and nightstand combo with matching sheets and frame.

The only difference was the sleeping figure she found lying in the bed.

Curiosity getting the better of her, she crept towards the comatose figure, her bare feet treading silently across the wooden floors. Once she was near the patient, she bent closer to their motionless form, searching for signs of life.

The patient was a woman no older than her early twenties, with long light pink hair pulled into a neat bun. Her breathing appeared shallow, so soft that Sayko had to put her ear nearly to the woman’s lips to confirm she was at all. In spite of this, she wore a peaceful expression on her face and otherwise seemed perfectly healthy.

Puzzled, Sayko turned away from the woman, tip-toeing out of the space to give the sleeper some privacy. She was starting to feel lightheaded herself, her legs quivering, deciding to return to her bed for a moment to catch her breath.

Laying back on the mattress, she stared at the ceiling once more. The truth began to dawn on her that this body may not be her own and, more importantly, neither was this world. The initial haze from waking let her shrug off these glaring issues, but now that some of her mental fog was clearing beneath the sun of a new day, she was having a harder time ignoring the truth.

I vaguely remember a dream that I was going to be reincarnated again!? Am I someone new? Why wasn’t I reborn as a baby?! What the hell is going on!?

About fifty other thoughts questioning her circumstances and whereabouts fired off immediately. Dread and panic filled her heart and lungs, where they swiftly spread to every corner of her body. Waking up in a ward full of seemingly sleeping patients had her questioning her sense of reality. When had the dream ended and reality began? Or was reality behind her now and a world of dreams ahead?

While she tried to untangle the increasingly jumbled web of thoughts, her attention snapped back to reality as one of the double doors outside her room creaked open.

Sayko stopped breathing at that moment, covering her mouth with a hand. Trepidation spilled into her gut, nausea clawing its way up her esophagus.

Paralyzed with indecision of whether to feign sleep or seek their aid, Sayko wrestled with her thoughts as to what the appropriate choice should be.

After a few seconds, the sounds of a pair of nurses entering the room greeted her, pushing some kind of cart with them as they moved further towards the makeshift station. They were chatting casually, although she couldn’t make out what they were saying.

If they’re hostile, they’ll probably figure out I’m not really asleep anyways! I might as well take my chance to get help!

Her thoughts raced, frantically trying to commit to a plan of action.

Taking a deep breath and trying to calm her now pounding heart, she stepped off the bed and threw aside the curtain, setting foot into the makeshift corridor once more. Turning to face the nurses, she watched as they turned away from their conversation to the newly awoken patient standing before them, their smiles swiftly fading and replaced by shock.

Feeling a lump of pure anxiety swelling inside her throat, she found herself unable to speak, awkwardly sputtering out a few noises that vaguely resembled words. As she strained to untie the knot that held her voice hostage, the world began spinning. Dizziness overcame her despite her best attempts to stand tall.

Her surroundings suddenly grew taller, skyrocketing towards the ceiling as the floor graciously caught her frail form. Turning just in time, her right shoulder stopped her head from colliding with the unforgiving wooden floorboards. Wincing from the sharp pain that now arced through her body, she watched helplessly as one of the nurses leapt forward to carefully shift her onto her back.

“Abby! Grab Matron Lowell and any cleric on duty! Tell them one of the sleepers has arisen!”

Nodding, Abby leapt away and ran out of the room, throwing open one of the doors wildly as she left.

Turning back towards the girl on the ground whose eyes now filled with tears, the nurse put a gentle hand onto her cheek and tried to whisper reassuring words to the frightened girl.

“There, there, sweet girl. Let me make sure it’s safe to move you and I’ll get you back into bed.”

Although the shoulder pain was negligible compared to everything else, it was the final straw that broke the camel’s back: she really was dead and lost in some strange world with a frail new body.

Wasn’t twelve years of public school plus fifteen years of slowly dying inside working a dead end job not enough punishment?! My only reward was a violent death, why do I have to do it all over again?!

What happened next surprised even Sayko, having lived by the motto of “momma didn’t raise a bitch”.

Walls had surrounded her heart for as long as she could remember, her makeshift armor holding back the pain. Yet, not even the sturdiest defense could stop the pent up emotions from bursting forth.

Against her own will, tears poured down her cheeks and she started to sob.

—
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The gravity of her situation finally settling in, Sayko’s response didn’t surprise anyone but herself.

It had been years, maybe even a decade, since she had let a damn burst like this. Sobs wracked her frail body, failing to stifle her own wails as the nurse tenderly wrapped strong arms around her. Between burnout and a growing sense of apathy, she had stopped letting herself feel anything beyond anger or annoyance.

The nurse was a heavy-set woman with graying hair and striking violet eyes; unabashed kindness gleaming behind them. Wrinkles at the corners of her mouth hinted at a lifetime of smiles and laughter, bringing joy to her patients whenever possible. She whispered gentle affirmations into Sayko’s ear, trying to soothe the upset girl as best she could.

“Let it all out, sunshine. Losaris only knows what yuv been through! Six years is a helluva long time to be sleepin’!”

Finally able to calm her down, the nurse effortlessly scooped up Sayko’s scarecrow frame and gently laid her in bed. Although her wailing had stopped, tears continued to flow from puffy, red eyes. The adrenaline that had carried her was already subsiding as waves of fatigue crashed against her shores.

Disappearing behind the curtains, Sayko could hear the nurse rummaging through a drawer before reappearing with an empty pewter cup. Holding it out with one hand, she hovered the other hand above it, palm facing downwards, all the while mumbling a few words to herself. A circle of light flashed into existence below the outstretched hand, various runes appearing within its perimeter.

Before she could blink, Sayko stared dumbstruck as a stream of water poured from the illuminated sigil directly into the cup.

Once the vessel was filled, she waved her hand and the light instantly vanished. Leaning close to Sayko, she offered the cup of water to her.

“Drink up! There’s no shame in cryin’, but we gotta have yuh replenishin’ that water!”

Nodding, Sayko took the cup and gulped down the water, realizing how thirsty she was. Emptying the cup in nearly a single gulp, she handed it back to the nurse who exchanged it for a handkerchief she had been keeping in a pocket.

Graciously taking the handkerchief, Sayko wiped her eyes, her vision having grown blurry from the faucet of tears. Embarrassed, she turned away as scarlet tinges flashed across her cheeks. It was jarring that the woman had reacted so kindly when the last time she had cried in front of anyone she had just been laughed at and made fun of.

As she finished composing herself, the doors to the ward opened. Several pairs of feet rushed into the room. The curtains parted revealing Abby, the other nurse that had first found the distraught Sayko, along with a similarly dressed woman she assumed was the “head matron”. Behind them, an elven man wearing vibrant teal and white robes brought up the rear of their group.

Striding to the nightstand and opening a diminutive drawer, the head matron withdrew a neat stack of papers that were stamped with an elaborate coat of arms. She slid a finger gingerly under a wax seal and opened the documents, her eyes scanning the pages before clearing her throat.

“Do you remember your name, child?” Do you remember anything about yourself?”

Her voice was formal, a note of excitement and anxiety interwoven in her tone.

Looking between her small audience, Sayko wasn’t sure how honest she should be considering the circumstances, let alone the haze surrounding her memories to begin with. While her brain buffered over what to say, the gray-haired nurse put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a reassuring squeeze.

“It’s okay, dearie. You’re safe here.”

“It’s Sayko. I...” Pausing, she took a deep breath. “At least, I dreamt I was a woman named Sayko, but that’s all I really remember.”

It was a white lie, unsure of how they’d react to her answers.

Although none of them seemed particularly surprised by her answer, the elf sighed nonetheless.

“I hope that someday there’s a patient that can fully describe what they experienced while afflicted by Aporis Abjection. Amnesia and the comatose state seem to be the only two universal results we can reliably count on finding every time.”

The matron lowered herself to be eye level with Sayko, trying to muster a meager smile.

“I’m Emma Lowell, head matron and nurse of Euripides Sanatorium. The place you’re in is a hospice for people suffering from chronic magical illnesses and curses. This ward in particular is for those afflicted by the sleeping sickness,” she paused for a moment to ensure Sayko was following so far.

“The nurses who found you, Abby and Yuna, have been looking over you, as well as the rest of the sleepers in this room for the last six years.”

She continued as Sayko nodded; confusion painted across her face.

“Although I don’t doubt you dreamt about many things, your real name is Senna Lorenz. You’re the daughter of somewhat famous pair of adventurers, Celica and Petrus. We’ve already sent a runner to fetch your mother who lives here in the city. Gods know she’ll be overjoyed to see you awake!”

Sayko’s head was spinning, her thoughts swimming for a meaning to everything unfolding around her.

Having waited patiently for the Matron to finish speaking, the elf spoke once more.

“My apologies for not introducing myself,” his voice was rather posh, his language formal and polished, “My name is Artemis Silvervine, I am one of the resident clerics here at Euripides. Anytime a sleeper wakes, I like to ensure that they aren’t at any risk from any underlying conditions before they’re discharged. I’m honestly amazed you were able to walk at all with how few physical stimuli you’ve had for the past six years.”

Already overwhelmed by everything happening, Sayko hadn’t even thought about that. If this body had been lying limp for six years, shouldn’t her legs be useless by now?

Despite this new world clearly being something out of a fantasy novel, she knew there would be consequences to lying motionless for six years. No amount of daydreaming, books, or anime had been enough to prepare her for this.

“I guess I was just so caught up with panic that I was able to push myself to get up...” nervously chuckling as she spoke.

“Yes, I suppose so. It’s to be expected for the daughter of notable adventurers like your parents, let alone your sister.”

I have a sister?!

“That said, you are what we call a ‘low risk’ sleeper. We have no reason to believe you are suffering from Ject Mutatem, so unless my magic finds something notable, you will be sent home today!”

She couldn’t help but ask about the unfamiliar phrase.

“Ject... Mutatem?”

Oh! How foolish of me, of course you wouldn’t know. It’s when a sleeper mutates into an abomination due to Aporis Abjection corrupting the Ject itself: the anchor that ties soul to body. Once mutated, they often go into a violent rampage, their body undergoing monstrous changes-”

Seeing the immediate horror flashing across Sayko’s face, Emma immediately interrupted.

“Artermis! Don’t terrify the poor girl! I don’t think she needs the gritty details if it isn’t relevant!”

Remembering his patient was a scared teenage girl, not a fellow scholar, Artemis coughed uncomfortably into a balled fist. He quickly composed himself and continued.

“R-regardless of that! I’ll do my final examination to make sure there are no other lingering maladies hiding beneath the surface!”

Lifting his arms, Artemis extended both palms forward. A look of deep concentration swept over his face as he began mumbling an incantation to himself. Within seconds, a large sigil appeared in front of his hands, similar to Yuna’s water spell earlier.

The difference this time was how much larger this sigil was, the light radiating off it almost too bright to look at. Likewise, the runes that made up its form seemed far more intricate and complex. Looking closer, Sayko realized that some of them were making clockwork motions counter-clockwise around its form.

Her heart immediately sped up.

Will this reveal that I’m really some thirty-something year old office worker from another world!?

Several orbs of light no bigger than gumballs emerged from the sigil, playfully dancing back and forth in the air surrounding Artemis. Once about six or seven had emerged, he stopped his incantation and the sigil abruptly disappeared. Waving a hand casually at Sayko, the orbs started flickering rapidly, before hovering around her prone form.

Thin tendrils of light began emitting from the orbs as they now swirled around her, each one seemingly scanning her body. Every so often, one of them would occasionally flash or pulse, all while as Artemis let out an occasional “hmm...” or “Ah!” of acknowledgment.

Finally, with a snap of his fingers, the orbs all let out a small crack! and disappeared.

“Everything checks out! You’re as healthy as the day you fell under the war criminal’s spell!... Well, you know, minus the severe muscular atrophy!”

Yuna interjected at this point.

“Artemis, I’m sure yer a busy man, your rotations and all. We gotta get this little one into a wheelchair and prepped to go home!”

“Osira above, you’re right! It was lovely to meet you dear girl, I always love seeing someone recover from Aporis Abjection! Alas, our jubilation must be short lived, I must be off to meet with my other patients!”

Without another word and parting with a satisfied grin, he sauntered off in a relatively carefree manner, the door gently thudding behind him. Matron Lowell sighed once he was out of earshot, relief evident in her tone, clearly wanting to return to her own duties.

“The bedside manner of a cleric is nonexistent. It takes a kind hand, but sometimes they forget it’s a person in their charge, not something out of a textbook. I digress,” she turned towards Sayko.

“Senna, I’m honored to have helped watch over you these past six years, but alas, it’s time for us to say our goodbyes. Abby and I must return to our work, but I’ll leave you in Yuna’s care until your mother arrives.”

“Th-thank you... I don’t really know what to say.” Her voice faltered at the genuine affection in Matron Lowell’s voice for a girl she hadn’t truly met before today. Over her shoulder, Abby was beaming, and piped up in response.

“You don’t need to say anything at all! We’re just happy to help!”

Sayko tried to turn away to hide the tears in her eyes, the two nurses bowing deeply to her before they turned and left the room. Yuna had already stepped away to fetch a wheelchair, which incidentally seemed nearly identical in function to one found on Earth, albeit far more primitive. The grin she bore all the while made the girl’s heart flutter in the strangest ways imaginable.

When’s the other shoe going to drop? People aren’t this kind for no reason.

Gently propping up Sayko into position to transfer her into the wheelchair, Yuna began making chit-chat.

“I ‘magine it goes without sayin’, but are yuh ready to leave and start yer life over?”

Not responding right away, she merely gave a weak grunt in return as Yuna gently shifted her into the wheelchair. Flashes of her previous life arced like lightning across an ominous sky in her mind’s eye. A world that had left a continually worsening bitter taste in her mouth where nowhere felt like home was now a thing of the past, the clock turned back nearly twenty years.

“I am... but I’m scared. I don’t know the first thing about being Senna Lorenz.” She admitted, not intending for the latter half to be spoken aloud.

“I ‘spose not, amensia and all. But that’s okay! Know why, darlin’?”

“No...” her golden eyes widening as her curiosity piqued.

“Because regardless of who yuh were as a little girl six years ago, yer a teen now and a blank slate. Yuh aren’t set in yer ways, yuh aren’t burdened by the past. Yuh get a new life and not many folks get to experience that!” She hesitated briefly, before chuckling and added, “I mean, even if yer still young enough to not have lived much of a life yet!”

If only Yuna knew the half of it. But the words still held water, and Sayko knew better than to disagree.

“Yeah... you’re right. It’s a fresh start, huh?”

“Course I am! All these gray hairs are a sign of my wisdom!” She fluttered her eyes and made an exaggerated cutesy pose, making Sayko giggle.

“Anyways, yer mum is prolly nearly here, I’m sure. Why don’t we get yuh out of here?”

Anxiety dripped into her veins like a leaking faucet, forcing a pained smile in response.

Family was a touchy subject, having been essentially a stranger to her own. How would the woman react to her ‘daughter’ being a virtual stranger to her?

It was also dawning on Sayko how much care she was going to need. Learning how to walk again was the least of her concerns compared to catching up on the education she would need to survive in this brand new world.

Despite it all, it still somehow felt more hopeful than spending another day in that dreary office building being treated like an object by a faceless corporation that saw her as another warm body to fill a seat.

As they traversed to the foyer of the sanatorium, she was surprised at the level of development their society had accomplished despite being presumably a couple hundred years behind the reality she had left behind. The building was very well lit, fixtures lined the ceiling at fixed intervals running off some kind of unknown energy. Each hallway seemed clean and well cared for, every person they passed in good spirits and smiling.

This doesn’t seem to be a medieval setting, or at least, not one you’d find on Earth. Maybe this city or country is more developed?

Another nurse rushed over to push the doors open for them, letting them through into the main waiting area. A handful of people were loitering about or speaking to nurses or clerics.

Not unlike a regular hospital, at the front of the room was a large reception desk of sorts where a couple of workers seemed to be sorting through various ledgers or talking to guests.

Large glass windows lined several walls, and for the first time Sayko realized it was still relatively early in the day due to the sunlight filtering into the room.

As they approached the desk, someone called out, breaking away from the nurses they were speaking with.

“Senna!”

A woman that seemed no older than her early forties rushed over towards the pair. She had shoulder length navy blue hair pulled up into a high ponytail and bright golden eyes that shone to a nearly supernatural degree. She was somewhat slender, but her exposed forearms were muscular, revealing scars and years of experience wielding swords and other weapons.

Beneath a white and black jacket, she wore a loose fitting navy-blue blouse that matched her hair, with tanned leather pants and tall, functional military boots, a martial air surrounding her. The cherry on top that felt strangely fitting was a diagonal scar that ran down her nose and along her cheek. Yet, somehow it paled compared to the warmth that emanated from her smile.

Jogging across the lobby and weaving between visitors and staff, she came to a sudden stop several feet from them, gracefully lowered herself down to be eye level with Sayko. Her eyes shone, watering as she reached out a trembling hand to career the girl’s face.

“It’s really true... you’re awake...” Her voice was soft, barely a notch above a whisper.

Unable to explain why, Sayko found herself blushing, and for the first time since arriving this new world, felt like a child. Defying all reason or rational thought, this woman felt like her mother, even if they were meeting for the first time.

“I’m your momma, Senna.” her voice cracking, tears filling her eyes.
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Chapter 2
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The mother and ‘daughter’ peered at each other for what felt like an eternity, only silence filling the space between them. A hush fell over every bystander, as they all watched the tearful reunion with bated breath.

“The nurses already told me you have amnesia, so I know you probably don’t remember me. I’ve...” Celica paused, mouth open for a moment before speaking again, “come by here as often as I can for years, holding your hand and praying to whatever god would listen for you to wake up.”

Senna was forthright, unable to lie.

“I’m sorry, I don’t remember you,” she could feel her heart thump in her chest as the words left her mouth, “but I want to get to know you. I don’t even know anything about myself. I didn’t even know my own name until they told me. If you’ll still have me...”

Nodding as tears finally found their way down her face, her voice cracked.

“Of course I will! Sweetie, I have been dreaming of taking you back for six years. Are you ready to go home?”

Several bystanders still lingered nearby, sniffling or wiping tears away from their own eyes. The gravity of the situation was sinking in that waking up from Aporis Abjection was no small feat. For this many people to be so moved by their reunion, the chances of recovery seemed extremely slim.

Seeing this as her cue, Yuna stepped away from the wheelchair, gesturing for Celica to take her place.

“How many lunars do I owe you for the wheelchair?”

Stepping forward, Matron Lowell waved a hand.

“For how much your family has sacrificed? Nothing. You’ve gone six years without your youngest, that’s payment enough.”

Opening her mouth for a moment to object, Celica stopped herself and decided not to question the charitable act. Instead, she smiled, looking bashfully at the ground before giving a deep bow of appreciation.

“Thank you, Matron Lowell. Pardon my offense, but I hope we don’t have to see anyone here ever again. At least... not under these circumstances.”

Several of the nurses laughed, while Celica had already turned her attention to Sayko, pushing the wheelchair towards the lobby doors. A pair of nurses shuffled over to open the doors for her as the mother and daughter crossed the threshold onto the cobblestone street outside. Sayko mouthed a word of thanks to them as they passed, before looking over her shoulder to give a final wave to Yuna.

Outside, a bustling city met them. It was something out of a textbook about seventeenth century Europe, albeit much cleaner. The streets seemed to be mostly cobblestone, smoothed down to prevent bumps, with sidewalks and multilevel buildings on either side of the road. The woodwork was breathtaking, fashioned with care by master craftsmen.

The sky above was a rich cerulean, not a single cloud to be seen. The sunlight immediately warmed the girl to her core, kissing her pale body that had been living in shadow for years. If she had to guess, it was nearly summer, especially due to how many laborers were running along busy streets. Foot traffic filled the roads, only making way for the occasional carriage.

Pedestrians immediately made room for the pair as they tried to stay off the street itself, keeping the journey relatively smooth for Sayko. She was thankful for the wheelchair, periodically tearing her attention away from the sights and sounds to flex her legs. They felt like a single notch above dead weight, making her marvel at how effective the adrenaline had been to let her walk for a short time in the sleepers ward.

Sighing, she couldn’t wait for when her legs would be strong enough to walk these streets on her own.

Turning down a side street, Celica cleared her throat.

“It just hit me; we need to get you clothing! You’re in nothing but a hospital gown and the clothes at home are from when you were eight years old!”

This girl was eight years old when she fell asleep? That makes me fourteen now. What an awful age to be reincarnated!

She silently shuddered, thinking back to the misery of junior high.

Leaning down to Sayko, Celica asked, “Do you feel good enough to quickly stop by a shop down the road? If you’re feeling overwhelmed, we can head home and worry about it tomorrow.”

“I...” Sayko hesitated, unfamiliar with the feeling of being given a choice. “I don’t mind making a stop, this gown isn’t very comfortable and kind of ugly,” awkwardly chuckling as she looked down at her outfit.

“That barf green isn’t really your color, anyways,” giggled Celica, playfully poking Sayko’s side.

Laughing together for a moment, Celica steered her around a corner, traversing several neighborhood alleyways until they came out onto another market street. This one in particular must not have been a main road, the street feeling relatively deserted. Shops lined either side of the road, with a few stalls set up between buildings in alleyways.

About halfway down the road, they stopped at a particularly audacious storefront that bore a luxurious sign above the entrance. Senna couldn’t decipher the runic font that she assumed was the name of the establishment, but there was a distinct trait she could decipher.

Cat ears on the leftmost word, and a tail on the furthest right.

A shopkeeper’s voice rang out to greet them before they had even fully set foot into the store.

“Welcome to Reyna’s Boutique where we aim to impress with the dress! How can I-”

What Sayko could only describe with plain English as a ‘catgirl’ came around a corner, stopping dead in her tracks upon seeing Celica and Sayko.

“Qualia, my goddess, please tell me my eyes aren’t deceiving me. CELICA?!” She leapt eagerly towards the woman, the two of them embracing in a tight hug.

Coughing, Celica sputtered as the catgirl wrapped her arms firmly around her torso.

“You... just saw me... last week.” She gasped between the words as the air was affectionately squeezed out of her lungs.

“You know I’m gonna pounce for the real thing every time I see you!”

The woman’s shoulder length hair was a tawny, golden blonde, with two black tufted cat ears rested on top of her head. Almond shaped hazel eyes with golden flecks in them scanned the pair, the pupils sharp and diamond shaped, shining brightly against her sandy complexion. The previously mischievous smile instantly transformed into a wide grin, as she broke away from her embrace.

Eyes wide at seeing a real-life human with cat ears, Sayko looked the woman up and down trying to digest something she had only seen in cosplay or media. Her frame was wiry and athletic despite her job as a seamstress, making the girl realize she must’ve been a fellow adventurer alongside Celica. She was about a head shorter than the latter, a roguish air dripping from her person that spoke to her agility and sly nature.

“What brings you in-” She faltered, her words falling short once she looked down at Sayko sitting in the wheelchair.

After a few seconds her, her eyes widened in shock, her jaw figuratively dropping to the floor. In full volume, she screamed, “GODDESS ABOVE, YOU’RE SHITTING ME! SENNA’S AWAKE?!” Leaping back in shock as she yelled, nimbly landing on the sales counter, her tail jet puffed in surprise.

Sayko gave a shy wave, as she closed her eyes and gave a meager smile. It was a stark contrast to her mother, who was grinning broadly, a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. Hopping off the counter and rushing forward, Reyna knelt down to be eye level with Sayko.

“I know you probably, no, DEFINITELY don’t remember me, but I’m your auntie Reyna!” She gave a wide grin, revealing sharp incisors, “I used to travel with your mom once upon a time, back before I started this shop! I moved to this city along with another friend of ours a few years ago so she wouldn’t be alone!”

Unsure of what to say, Sayko proved that chronic introversion followed you regardless of how good your karma was in the past life. Mumbling while staring down at her own legs, she forced out a response.

“I don’t remember you, but I can’t wait to get to know you. I’m Say... Senna.”

Giggling at the obvious, Reyna ruffled Senna’s hair, a mild look of disbelief in her eyes.

“I know, child. We’ve all been waiting a long time for you to wake up.”

Her inquisitive nature getting the better of her, she asked the obvious question.

“We...?”

“Of course! Your parents made a lot of friends during the war, and we all became family. Not by blood, but by choice. Although only a couple of us followed your mom to Enzen, we all try to keep in contact!”

“Oh... Have you been taking care of her, then?” Sayko responded, a blundering attempt at a joke.

Belting out a laugh, Reyna put her hands on her hips in an exaggerated pose.

“You bet I am! This girl is a monster on the battlefield AND in a war room, but she’s hopeless at having fun or taking it easy, so auntie here makes sure she gets out of the house and enjoys herself once in a while!”

Cheeks turning red, Celica looked away, attempting to remain nonchalant about her friend’s teasing. The bonds between the two were plain as day, and the joy in Reyna’s eyes and smile was sincere.

“A-Anyways...” Celica composed herself a bit from embarrassment, “She’s going to need something more substantial to wear beyond just a hospital gown, wouldn’t you say?”

“Look, I know it’s practical, and I know they’re dead asleep and don’t really care what they’re wearing, but this reject tablecloth is a crime. Who chose this color!?” It’s barf green!”

“Reyna...” Celica nodded pointedly at Sayko who was becoming visibly self-conscious about her getup.

“Ahem! Regardless, I have some pre-made clothes I can send home with you today, but I’m going to quickly grab your measurements so I can make you something special!”

Sayko foolishly tried to step up and out of her wheelchair only to realize it really had been adrenaline that carried her out of bed earlier that day, not some isekai superpower. True to her catlike reflexes, Reyna reflexively caught the girl before she could even topple over.

Giggling, she eased Sayko into Celica’s arms.

“You make a baby deer look like a gymnast,” she teased, her smile not ceasing for a moment.

Celica held up Sayko’s doll like form up while Reyna took some lightning quick measurements. Sticking her tongue out a bit as she focused on writing down everything, she turned her attention away to the racks of clothing artistically positioned around the store. Celica slowly laid her daughter comfortably back into the wheelchair in the meantime.

Breaking away from the pair, the catgirl seized seemingly random articles of clothing from various places across the shop, running to and fro between displays. Snagging some boxes from behind the counter, she packed up about five or six outfits, a healthy pile of socks, and some underwear.

Sizing up the stack, she shuffled over and set it in Sayko’s lap, making sure it wouldn’t topple over.

“Are you able to hold onto those okay?” Putting a hand on the girl’s head once more.

Nodding and giving as confident of a grunt as she could muster, Sayko wrapped her arms around the boxes.

Meanwhile, Celica was reaching into the coin purse at her side, but before she could get it open, Reyna grabbed her hand.

“Don’t worry about the cost, Celica. Consider these a combination of birthday gifts and a celebration for your little one being awake once more. We’ve all lost a lot and the world is finally healing, and you’ve been long overdue for good news.”

Sayko craned her neck back to try to catch Celica’s response to the kind gesture, only to see a bashful expression that quickly disappeared from sight as the woman turned her head away. The movement wasn’t quite quick enough to stop a pair of tears from hitting her daughter’s neck. Understanding how self conscious that could feel, Sayko immediately turned to Reyna and called out to distract her.

“Thank you, auntie Reyna!” Trying her best to force a grin even though faking a smile felt like pulling teeth for her.

Glowing at hearing her name, a heartfelt grin met Sayko, her ears twitching with delight.

“I’ll repay you, obviously.”

Celica was glowing, her eyes shining.

“Being in my life is repayment enough, Celica.”

The two women hugged once more, not saying a word between them. The connection clearly ran deep, something that could only be built by time and hardships together. Sayko couldn’t imagine what the two women had been through, but it was plain as day that they were family, too.

They’re closer as family than I am to this poor woman..., she thought to herself rather gloomily.

After they said their goodbyes, they found themselves outside once more, Sayko tightly clutching the boxes against her chest. She hadn’t really paid attention to what outfits had been thrown together, too shocked by the exchange that had just happened. This world felt completely foreign; not because of magic or mythical creatures, but because of the community and kindness everyone felt for one another.

The rest of the journey ‘home’ was mostly uneventful, in part due to the cocktail of over stimulation and shock that was making the sights easier for Sayko to digest. She was momentarily shaken back to reality, however, as they passed through Geidra Square, an ornate plaza filled with marble fountains and intricate stonework sculptures.

A screech rang out from the sky above snapping the girl back to reality. Far above their heads, a passing drake was soaring over the city and gave a call to its partner in the distance. Although the beast turned a few heads, most people just laughed or pointed happily at the sighting which was somewhat uncommon in the city. Sayko, however, clutched the boxes in her lap so tightly they were starting to warp.

That thing is the size of an electric car, what the actual hell?!

Once the creature moved on, she started to appreciate her surroundings a bit more. Throngs of visitors loitered around the plaza, making casual conversation amongst themselves while even more pedestrians moved in-between the lanes of foot traffic. People of every variety met her gaze: elves, dwarves, humans with animal traits collectively known as Qu’len, and even a few she didn’t recognize.

“Cel...” pausing, she decided to commit to her role, “Mom?” she asked aloud, anxious about how to refer to the woman.

Giggling, Celica replied. “Yes, you can call me ‘mom’. Are you doing okay?”

“What are these statues? They’re beautiful...” She didn’t want to say they reminded her of something out of antiquity both because Celica would have no idea what she was talking about, and because they put most statues from Earth to shame.

“They’re a mix of myth and history. Despite being rebuilt and renamed several times, Enzen has been here for over a thousand years, and although we have books detailing that, sometimes having an artistic rendition like these makes it ‘real’ for some folk. Some of them also tell a story for the places that aren’t here anymore and give a voice to people who have no hometown or homeland to where they can return.”

“When I can walk again, will you bring me here and tell me their stories?”

Yuna’s words echoing in Sayko’s head, she realized that she didn’t want to be as passive as she was in her previous life. There was so much beauty and wonder to behold in this world, and she didn’t want to miss any of it.

“I’d love that!... Although,” she smiled sheepishly, “I may have to brush up on my history, too...”

Leaving the plaza behind, they weaved through several streets lined with pubs, restaurants, and oddball shops, until they were once more in a neighborhood. About halfway down that road, they stopped at a small set of stairs leading down to a somewhat hidden cul-de-sac of small houses squashed between three lanes of multi-story housing. The houses themselves clearly predated the surrounding neighborhood by a generation or two, yet look out of place against the other buildings towering above them.

Taking a deep breath, Celica whispered in Sayko’s ear.

“Don’t panic, I don’t want to make you have to get out of the chair yet.”

Before Sayko could process what she meant, the woman kneeled behind the wheelchair, a grunt escaping her lips before handily lifting it off the ground. Letting out a small yelp as the girl’s stomach lurched, she could feel gravity release its tendrils off her body as the ground grew smaller beneath her.

“Sorry for startling you, I just didn’t want it to be bumpy going down the stairs!”

This woman is inhumanly strong, good god!

Momentarily hyperventilating and trying to loosen the death grip she had on the arm rests, Sayko no longer doubted Celica’s ability to be an adventurer. Catching hands from a lady that strong could result in lifelong injuries, let alone bruises your ancestors could feel. It was especially shocking coming from such a humble, reserved woman with such a thin frame.

Setting her daughter down on level ground, she leaned in and pointed outward towards a particular house peeking out from around the corner.

“That’s our house!”

Approaching the house, they were greeted by a waist high gate connected to a stone wall that encircled the property. The house beyond was two floors tall, but still appeared to be rather humble, clearly dating back at least a generation or two before the neighborhood around it had been built.

As they passed through the creaking gate, they came out on a small hand paved path that lead to the front door, bisecting a modest front yard. Several bushes with thorny flowers lined the wall, complete with a small pond and babbling fountain tucked away in the corner.

Sayko was awestruck at the picturesque space.

Celica stepped forward and fumbled with some keys until she got the door open and turned back to her daughter.

“We’re home, Senna.”

—
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“Tell me, my beguiling flowers, can anyone define the term ‘power vacuum’ for me?”

A pale man only a shade darker than a ghost twirled a rose in his fingers, nimbly dodging the thorns that lined its stem. Adorned in a tweed half jacket, a button up dress shirt, and slacks, he was overdressed for anything outside of a gala.

Silver eyes with a haunting, hollow gaze gave a

His eyes were silver, a hollow gaze haunting them, his thin lips pursed almost as if he didn’t understand his own question. Behind him, an extravagant dining table filled the darkened room, immense curtains drawn shut over every window, denying the occupants the warmth of the sun.

“Oh, I know the answer! Pick me, Monsignor! Me!”

A woman in her mid-twenties frantically leapt up and down after leaping from her chair.

The room fell quiet and no one acknowledged the woman. After several moments, another speaker responded.

“When someone of immense power has fallen and no one has replaced them to restore the status quo.”

Their voice was monotone, bored even.

“Exactly, my sweet Tulip. Does anyone know why we need this status quo?”

“C’mon, I know the answers, Monsignor! Pick me, already!”

The woman’s tone was becoming frantic, her mannerisms more animated.

“Without it, there is no natural order. Without strife, mortals will grow happy. Happiness and fulfillment breeds weakness, and our goddess despises weakness.”

“Another flawless answer! Well done, my delicate Orchid!”

Silence fell upon the room, aside from the now whimpering woman who desperately wanted to be noticed.

“That foolish Kronomancer fell victim to his own arrogance, and once more the world has returned to peace. He did not take kindly to potential competitors, so with him gone, we are free to leave the manor once more. Our efforts to awaken the chained maiden can, no, must resume. But there is a matter we must attend to before that happens. Can anyone guess what that is?”

The woman was now shaking, desperate for the attention and approval of her master. Sweat beads ran down her temple as she tried to remain civil, slowly raising a hand before being cutoff by another voice.

“We need to-”

“DAISY! IT’S MY TURN! I’VE BEEN WAITING VERY PATIENTLY!”

Seizing the chair behind her, she frantically threw it against a wall with such force that it snapped in half, one of its legs embedding into the wall. Flipping around, she slammed her firsts onto the table and screeched.

“WE NEED TO ELIMINATE THE HEROES AND ADVENTURERS THAT STOPPED ERYX! AND ANY OTHER SOLDIER, ADVENTURER, OR HERO THAT RIVALS THEM! WHAT’S MORE...”

She paused, panting as she looked up and down the table. Amused and annoyed looks alike met her eyes, before lowering her voice.

“We... We need people paranoid. Unhappy. If you break down the bonds of solidarity between neighbors, it makes it easier to start a war.”

An amused smile spread across the pale man’s face. He stopped twirling the rose, pressing a thumb against a thorn until it pierced the skin, a droplet of blood emerging from the wound.

“I’m so proud of you, Violet. Of all my flowers, you’ve needed to learn to be assertive most of all!”

Her voice shifted to become barely a whisper.

“You’re... proud of me...?”

Falling to her knees, she began loudly wailing.

“Daisy, you have a like mind to your darling sister. Do you agree that powerful individuals who aren’t interested in the maiden’s salvation should perish?”

“I do. Eryx was a petulant child that sought godhood. He
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