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Let’s see... Where should I start... I know, a day I nearly forgot even happened from a life I barely remember anymore.

For as long as I could remember, I was alone. As far as I knew, even my parents were absent from my birth and the rats on the street raised me. I lived in a poor town that didn’t know what to do with me, even if they cared.

I survived on handouts from a local church that acted as an orphanage with too many other children to count, but I managed to stay alive with what little they could give. The orphanage was where I slept, but that’s all I did there. That was until the church and orphanage burned down.

Since I was never a brave kid, in fact, I was a coward, even if stealing crossed my mind, I would never act on it even if I was hungry, but a week after the fire, I was starving. I watched other orphans steal and either get away or get caught. While I admired their bravery and willingness to brave the steep consequences, I could never do it myself and since I was always quiet and anti-social, I had no one willing to do it for me.

I spent a few days around the market looking for someone I could steal from but never acted on it once I saw an opportunity. Even approaching the shops was daunting, let alone taking anything even from one of the unsuspecting patrons. In the end, I’d always end up approaching someone upfront and begging for food even though it never worked. No one had anything to give to a hungry orphan in a starving town. Remnants of scraps were all I could come by.

Eventually, between the grumbling and pain in my stomach, I finally became blind to my fear and approached someone with some intent to steal.

It was a man in a long coat carrying a small bag of something that smelled edible. I reached for it as fast as I could, but he was faster and caught my hand. Before I knew it, he was holding me in the air by the back of my neck like a stray cat and demanding to know who I belonged to. One of the shop owners nearby told him I was an orphan and he looked at me with a mix of disgust and curiosity. I just looked at him with apathetic eyes, blinded by starvation.

“I’ll take it,” said the man.

I didn’t even have the mind to object as he walked out of town with me still in his hand. No one batted an eye as he did so. No one had anything to gain from it.

“What is your name?” The man stopped just within the tree-line of the nearby forest before asking.

Barely understanding the question, I shook my head. I had no name.

“Understandable. Are you a boy or a girl?”

I looked at him listlessly and he proceeded to lift the tattered potato sack I wore as clothes and rummage through what little fabric clung to my skin underneath.

“Well, aren’t you a brave little girl, stealing from a big, scary man. Aren’t you scared of what could happen if you got caught?”

I simply nodded my head.

“Good, you should be.”

The next thing I remember was crippling pain from everywhere and being pinned to a tree for a long time. That and being fed something that my starving body was all too eager to swallow.

I awoke sometime later in a cage on a carriage with shackles clasped around my neck, wrists, and ankles. This was something I only heard of up until then. I had fallen into the hands of human traffickers.

From then on, my life felt more like a fever dream than anything else. I was sold and traded from captor to captor. I was forced to do things that I forced myself to forget, and things were done to me that only my body remembers to this day.

Every once in a while, I’d see an open opportunity to escape and take it. Despite my cowardly disposition, when I was on the run was the only time I found bravery. After all, that was how I survived the church fire.

Since I was meek and a coward, I was seen obedient to a fault and that made most people lower their guard around me. Once I was on the run, I wouldn’t stop no matter how hard I was pursued until I was caught and punished.

I somehow survived for more years than I cared to count. Far more than I thought I would. All in one piece, miraculously.

The last time I was on the run was after being sold to a rich family as a maid slave. One of many I had been sold to for what was likely pocket change to them. My first task as a maid of the house was to familiarize myself with the layout of the mansion I’d be captive in and so I did, making my way between the halls and taking note of any particularly open areas that led outside or seemingly hidden escape routes.

I was accompanied by another maid who had been there far before me and a swordsman in black who was a guard. Possibly the only guard. The Maid was explaining my duties and obligations, but I didn’t pay her any mind. The guard, however, smelled faintly of blood and wore a cheerful smile. He walked behind us with a presence that made me feel like taking so much as a wrong step would make me lose that foot. He held all my attention.

After a tour of what seemed like the entire mansion, they led me outside and around the courtyard. Between the blurred mix of greenery, concrete, and the occasional garden, I saw a field far off in the distance near a dense forest that was dotted with what looked like headstones. They were all standard square stones with no sight of the usual grand statues the wealthy were so fond of. That made me wonder who was buried there.

Eventually, I was led to a cellar below the manor from the outside. It looked more like a dungeon than anything with chains and shackles hanging from the walls. Streaks of blood stained a stone table in the center with open shackles strewn across it. This was nothing I hadn’t seen before, but also something I was not hoping to experience again.

The maid brought me to the table, turned, and held out her hands. “Give me your hands.”

I did so and she unclasped my shackles before sitting them next to the rest.

“You won’t need these as long as you are here. Just make sure you behave yourself because if you don’t, we will visit this room again. Do you understand?”

I nodded my head.

“Good. What is your name?”

I shook my head.

“Mute, are you? I think that would make a suitable name. Mute.”

Mute. That was a common name forced upon me by people who called themselves my master. At least the ones who cared to bother. I never cared what my name was, but I wouldn’t accept one from one of them. If I was going to accept a name, it’d be one I was ready to die with.

We returned to the courtyard and went back inside where I was given a maid’s uniform to replace my tattered tunic and I was sent to work under the tutelage of a different maid. The presence of the guard wasn’t far behind the whole time even though he wasn’t there. The thought of him lingered in my mind. Why was he the only guard? Would running away even do anything aside from getting me strapped to a table and tortured? If there really was only one guard, that meant he was good at his job, but that also meant I only had to win over one person to help me get away.

After a few weeks of diligent work, I was finally allowed to work without supervision. I made sure I stayed as close to that guard as I could to make sure I knew where he was at least some of the time but also making sure I was away from him for long periods of time in case he got suspicious.

In my cowardice, I made no attempt to convince the man onto my side and instead, looked for an opportunity to make an escape on my own. That opportunity came on the night of a new moon. The sky was dark and storm clouds suffocated the stars.

That day, I was overworked since the lord of the house and his wife went on a trip and took half of the staff with him. Their grown children were still around so the rest that stayed behind still had to perform the same arduous tasks forced upon us from the start while picking up extra duties from the maids that were missing. I had fallen asleep by one of the many side entrances and awoke in the dark. No one seemed to pay me any mind and left me alone.

I slowly swept my vision across my surroundings and after confirming the distinct lack of presence, I took a deep breath and made for the woods. This was the perfect scenario that I only dreamed of. No one would notice I was gone for at least a night and I could get far enough to claim my freedom.

I held my breath as if I was underwater swimming to an unreachable surface. If there was any time to not mess up, it was when my freedom was handed to me on a silver platter. Branches whipped by and snagged against my clothes, but instead of pulling free, I carefully maneuvered around them as best I could to avoid leaving a trail of tattered clothing.

At some point, I noticed that I could no longer see the vague silhouettes of the trees, but the darkness still stretched onward. Now more confident in the distance put between me and my prison, I took another breath and ran straight into a wall.

My head bounced off a rocky surface and I fell to the ground as I looked up at a cliff that only looked like a blank canvas of black until I could see the faint grey of the dark clouds overhead. Rain was coming soon. It would erase my tracks, but it would have meant nothing if I couldn’t get farther away.

“And she escapes, quiet as a mouse. Is that what you were trying to do?”

I hopped from the ground in surprise and saw the lone swordsman by the tree line with a lantern in his hand. Undaunted in my state of bravery, I balled up my fists and raised them.

“Oh, willing to put up a fight, huh?” He placed his lantern down and drew his sword. “Alright, you have a choice here.” His blade gleamed orange from the lamplight. “Either you can come back with me, and nobody knows about this, or I can kill you here and now. Either way, you don’t suffer.”

I had been given this ultimatum many times before, but unlike many before, he seemed genuine despite his perpetual smile. A smile that also seemed all too genuine.

My knuckles popped from how hard I clenched my fists. I gritted my teeth, stared him straight in the eye, and said, “Kill me,” accepting the possibility and hoping to spare myself from a much worse life. One I already lived, torture or not.

“Well said.” As soon as his words reached my ears, he became engulfed in brilliant flames that leaped from him in all directions like a sunset, creating a deafening roar and a pressure that nearly pushed me back. “I feel your passion and I accept this responsibility.” He turned his wrists and pointed the tip of his blade directly at me. “Before you die, tell me your real name. I’ll put it on your gravestone.”

My mind flashed back to the cemetery I often saw from the courtyard. Were they all slaves he spared with his blade? Was he really so compassionate, unlike so many? Was that why he could smile the way he did?

“I don’t have one.” Never dropping my stance, I tensed my legs and shifted my weight, ready to run.

“I see.” The blaze surrounding him condensed until it looked like a thin veil cloaking him in light. “The candle that burns brightest, burns the hottest fastest.” The flame disappeared and suddenly, it was daytime. “I’ll see you in nirvana.”

His legs barely shifted and I knew I couldn't run from him as the sky grew brighter.

My hands dropped and my mind cleared. This really would be the end of me, but at least it’d be the end. His words replayed in my mind and I settled on a thought. “That would be a nice name. Nirvana. That’s the name I’ll die with. I like it.”
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A bright light filled my view and then everything went dark once more. My head was empty, no longer attached to my body as I landed on the cold, hard stone. Stone? The ground was soft with dirt and grass. How was I on stone?

Slowly, my eyes adjusted to the sight of the man kneeling before me. I was leaning against the cliff face behind me, having already given up on life. I looked around and saw that nothing else had changed. I was immediately convinced this was heaven.

“Wha- why are you kneeling?” I asked, strangely calm.

“It is only right to kneel before divinity,” he said, “Shall I stop?”

“Yes,” I said, apprehensively.

He stood and went to pick up his lantern. “Should we get going now?”

“Where?”

“Home.” He raised his lantern to the left. “The road is this way.”

“I’m not in heaven yet? What about my body?” I looked around for a corpse but didn’t find one. “Did you bury me already?”

“My apologies, Goddess. I thought you were merely a slave, but I know differently now.” He bowed.

“Wait, I’m not dead?”

“No, but we must get going before our enemies catch wind of your resurrection.”

“Resurrection? I get the rest, but resurrection?”

“We should walk and talk. It will rain soon.”

Without a moment’s notice, I turned and took off at full speed. If I wasn’t dead, I needed to get as far away as I could. I soon began hearing rapid footsteps nearby and saw the man close by with his lantern flickering wildly in the wind. The sight of him keeping pace with me so effortlessly made me panic, but I didn’t have long to worry about it before going blind to the sound of a heavy thump.

I awoke to movement and felt the heat of someone’s back. We were moving between the trees much faster than I could alone. After a moment, pain shot through my forehead, and I winced. I must have run into a tree.

“I see you are awake.” The man’s voice made my head hurt more, but the pain soon began to fade.

“Are we going back?” I mumbled.

“Not to the mansion,” he said, “We’re going where you are needed. The last of your followers reside in a town called Goldleaf, in Gullanda.”

“Goldleaf?” I was in shock, barely believing my ears. “I’m from there... I- the orphanage.”

“It looks like your memory has not returned yet.” He sounded jovial despite the nonsense he spoke. “I will remind you of your origins and hopefully jog your memories.”

We soon came upon a road and followed it away from the lights of the manor in the distance. On the way, he told me a story.

There was once a godless land of people who often adopted the deities of others and worshiped them as their own. Despite this practice, the people were often besieged by calamities and natural disasters. On one occasion, the last of their people were nearly wiped out by a tsunami that reached far inland. That was when a miracle occurred. A woman stepped forward, and bearing mighty flames, she pushed back the high wave and revealed a water serpent large enough to swallow a mountain. Once the serpent was revealed, the two began a fierce battle that lasted for seven days until their final clash ripped the sky in two and shook the earth. The battle resulted in the neutral demise of both parties. As the woman lay dying, so too, did her foe.

It was only with her final breath that the people learned the truth. The land they called home was not godless. The woman who emerged to save them was actually the goddess who presided over them. Unlike many other gods, she was mortal and could die of age and sickness. She considered herself unworthy to be a god and hid amongst her people while protecting them from the worst of the disasters that came their way. When she did die, she would reincarnate as a child born of her people soon after.

The reason she would tell her people of this at that moment was that the sea serpent, who had been causing the turmoil befalling the people, was a mortal god, like her. They would both be reborn beside the people who they were meant to protect. The serpent god, however, had come to enjoy watching the suffering of humans and soon sought their destruction.

As the light left her eyes, she was able to give them her name. Nirvana.

“Her name... So, what you said...” I shook my head and forced my next thought away.

“What I told you is the shortened version of the tale. Nirvana is not only your name but where you and all the rest of us go when we die. As a god, you only stay in nirvana until another of our kin is born. Do you remember anything now?”

“No...” Barely paying attention to what he said as his words mixed into the wind, I held my wrists with my arms around his neck. I figured nothing I said would convince him that I wasn’t who he said I was and if it did, I would be unwise to bring it up so long as I wanted to keep my head on my shoulders.

By now, droplets began falling from the sky with a few heavier beads in between. Eventually, the rain picked up and it was a downpour. More than an hour later, we were still going at the same speed towards new lights in the distance that I could barely see between the thunderous rain.

The lights turned out to be from a farmhouse. After knocking on the door and speaking to the residence, they allowed us to sleep in a storage shed full of hay. As soon as we were inside, I let go and climbed off of his back onto the stacked hay.

Once I was next to him, he put his hand on my shoulder. “Warmth.” An intense heat rose from within me and steam escaped my clothes. I was now dry. The man sat his lantern on the floor and sat on the hay, also now dry.

“Um... You never told me your name,” I said.

“My name is Aislin. Since it seems like your memory will take more time to return, are there any questions you would like to ask?”

“Yeah. If you’re really from this whole religion you were talking about, why were you in that mansion?”

“As the strongest of our people, I was sent out to search for you a few years ago. I decided to become a sellsword, so I didn’t starve on the way. The lord of that house hired me himself to keep security on the condition that I may leave whenever I want.”

“So, did you do what you were going to do to me to other maid-slaves?”

“More than I would like to think necessary. I was surprised at just how many chose death over servitude.” His smile never wavered.

“Did any part of that bother you?” I tried to sound calm, but my voice wavered with rage. “We- they- I was a literal slave... yet you always smile... no matter what...” I looked down at myself and thought, “Of course, you can, you’re not like me.”

“Oh, I was indeed bothered. The older maids were vicious to a fault, and they always smelled like blood for some reason. Whatever secrets are held deep within that manor, I want nothing to do with them.”

We both stayed silent for the rest of the night and at some point, I fell asleep. My eyes opened to daylight as a feeling of motion jostled me awake. I was on Aislin’s back again, but he was walking this time. We were leaving the farm behind and continuing down the road. I climbed off his back, and we walked together until we met a town. Since it was now daytime and I no longer felt the need to cower at the sight of him, I was able to get a better look at him than before.

His dark red hair resembled blood as it fell like a stream. It was slicked back at first, but the rain allowed it to run wild. His blue eyes shined with unparalleled optimism while his smile, his most dominant feature, stood undaunted in the face of scrutiny. He wore a long, thin, black overcoat that failed to hide away his sword and his shirt underneath was such a dark red that I almost thought it was black. His clothes were well-worn and had gold thread stitched into them that slightly glimmered with enchantments.

The first thing we did was go to a clothing shop so that I could get into something more comfortable than a maid’s uniform. Aislin immediately went and picked out a lavish red dress decorated with feathers. I immediately dismissed it, and he went around picking out the most extravagant dresses he saw, all vibrant reds and yellows. I eventually went with a pair of comfortable black pants that fit well, a slightly oversized dark blue vest coated with pockets, and a pair of fingerless gloves. Everything was perfectly lengthed to cover the scars left from years of wearing shackles. Aislin paid gladly for it, and we left the store.

“Thank you,” I said, checking again to make sure just the scars from wearing shackles were covered completely. I was fine with the rest of the scars adorning my body being visible. They would sell me more as a seasoned adventurer than a former captive.

“Do not thank me yet, we still have two more stops left before we continue our journey.”

“Um, speaking of our journey, how far do we have to go?”

He stopped and looked at the sky with empty eyes for a moment. “I have no idea.”

“Okay, so... What if I’m not this goddess you say I am?” I started twiddling my thumbs.

He looked me dead in the eye and said, “After what you showed me, I have zero doubt in my mind of who you are.”

For some reason, that shook me to my very core. In that brief moment, I believed him until reality set in.

Our next stop was an armor shop
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