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      Chapter 1: Meetup in the Post Town


      1


      Things were nice and peaceful for the next few days after the friendship banquet. Three days before that, there had been a festival of the hunt for the Fa and the five clans that neighbored us, all of which were still in their break periods, so there wasn’t even any hunting going on. During their last break periods, the men and women of those clans had been quite busy providing bloodletting and cooking lessons for the clans that lived farther away from us, but this time they could focus solely on deepening their bonds with family instead.


      The Sudra clan in particular had the twins who had been born about a month ago, and from what Yun Sudra had told me, it sounded like they were all still completely overjoyed because of it. On top of that, Cheem and Ia Fou Sudra had just gotten married, and the Fou man and Ran woman who were expected to marry members of the clan had been making frequent visits, so things had been livelier at their place than they’d ever been before.


      As for the Fa clan, Tia of the red people had completely adjusted to life alongside us at this point. With me and Ai Fa, our hunting dog Brave and guard dog Jirube, Gilulu the totos, and Tia, there were six of us now, which was making our household much livelier too. Coming home from doing business in the post town and having them all greet me together was its own unique kind of happiness.


      Ai Fa was spending her days at the house for the time being, so there wasn’t any need to have the Ruu clan look after Tia. Instead, our young guest was keeping up with her training, playing with Brave and Jirube, and just having fun in general. At times, Tia would climb trees with her arms and left leg alone so that she wouldn’t get rusty, though apparently that was more like some light rehabilitation than the sort of hunting training Ai Fa engaged in. Still, rest really would have been the best medicine for her until that bone healed back up.


      “The red people seem to possess tremendous power. The townsfolk would likely have trouble believing you were a fellow human,” Ai Fa stated. I wouldn’t have been surprised if that were true, given that Tia was able to leap higher than her own head with only one working leg.


      On top of that, Tia was also exceptionally skilled with a bow. With Ai Fa’s permission, she had crafted a bow for herself which she used to shoot practice targets whenever she had a chance. And apparently, her archery was just as good as Ai Fa’s, if not better.


      “Today, I hit more targets than Ai Fa did. I was so proud that I beat someone as skilled with a bow as her,” Tia had told me afterward, which had seriously activated my clan head’s competitive side.


      Still, the young girl was providing some good motivation for Ai Fa too. Though they had plenty of arguments, I found their interactions incredibly engaging.


      As for the discussion we’d had with Granny Jiba back on the night of the banquet, she had informed Donda Ruu of her suspicions as well on the following day. It really was a surprising thought, that the tribe of the white queen that the people of the forest’s edge were descended from could have been relatives of the red people. However, the leading clan head had not found her theory to be worth worrying about, and had waved it all off as pure guesswork.


      Apparently, his response had been, “There’s no proof of any of that, and even if there were, it wouldn’t have anything to do with those of us who are living at the forest’s edge now.”


      Naturally, Ai Fa and I felt much the same way. Even if the people of the forest’s edge and the red people shared the same roots, that had been hundreds of years ago, and their paths had diverged from the moment the tribe of the white queen had accepted the Gaaze from Sym and cast aside their faith in their nameless god. The people of the forest’s edge were now proper citizens of the western kingdom who saw the forest as their mother and the western god Selva as their father.


      I had told Tia about Granny Jiba’s thoughts as well, but nothing that she’d had to say had changed anything for us either. Unsurprisingly, as a red person, she couldn’t accept us as her comrades when we had taken the western god as our father rather than the great god.


      “Still, Jiba Ruu’s thinking may be right. I mean, I thought that the people of the forest’s edge were similar to the red people right from the start,” Tia had stated. “But in the end, you’re still people of the outside world. Your worship isn’t given to the great god, and you use tools made of metal. Even if we were comrades in the past, the leaders of the red people would never see you that way now.”


      In a way, it actually felt reassuring to hear Tia say that. Ai Fa, Donda Ruu, Granny Jiba, and I all believed our current path forward was the right one, but there was no guarantee that all of the clans would see it that way. The weaker their connections with the townsfolk were, the more it would make sense for them to be charmed by the lifestyle of the red people.


      If Ai Fa, Donda Ruu, and Granny Jiba had met Tia a year ago, would they have been jealous of how the red people lived?


      If our current situation had happened earlier and they had then been rejected by the red people, it would have been an absolute disaster. Zattsu Suun had once ranted about how our people had been forced to treat foolish nobles as our betters and townsfolk who had seen us as barbarians as if they were comrades. It was easy to imagine the endless anguish he would have felt if he had been the one rejected. And at the time, Cyclaeus had been acting as the intermediary between us and the lord of the land and the relationship between the people of the forest’s edge and the townsfolk had been at its absolute worst, so perhaps it would have only been natural to react that way back then.


      But now, the people of the forest’s edge had resolved our conflict with Cyclaeus, and we were in the process of forging proper bonds with both the nobles and the townsfolk. So far, only a portion of the clans had experienced the full breadth of those changes firsthand, but I believed that everyone living at the forest’s edge would fully come around to our point of view, given time.




      At any rate, the days passed by smoothly, and eventually the fourth of the blue month rolled around. Three days had passed since the friendship banquet, and there was yet another event happening. This time, though, it was some young folks from the forest’s edge getting invited to the post town instead.


      That said, it wasn’t anything all that big. There were only six people of the forest’s edge participating, so they were able to fit in a single wagon. And apparently, the start of it all had been a conversation between Jou Ran and Yumi back at the friendship banquet.


      “It’s probably about time for Jou Ran and the others to arrive, isn’t it?” Yun Sudra said quietly from the stall next time mine with a sigh. She was making giba meat and nanaar carbonara. “This isn’t going to be trouble, is it? I can’t help but feel a bit worried.”


      “Well, I imagine it should be okay. The people of the forest’s edge and the townsfolk got along just fine during the revival festival, after all.”


      “But you and the members of the Ruu clan were around to act as go-betweens back then, weren’t you? Jou Ran and the others haven’t interacted with townsfolk much, so are you sure they’ll still be all right? I really am concerned.”


      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Yumi and her friends will be able to handle any issues that crop up, no problem,” I replied, causing Yun Sudra’s eyebrows to droop as she made a face I didn’t know how to describe.


      “I like Yumi too, and I trust her. But, well...she sometimes breaks the laws of Genos, doesn’t she? Ben and the others mentioned that during the banquet.”


      “Oh, that thing about Yumi getting taken in by the guards all the time? That was all stuff like her turning things around on thugs when they start trouble. They get a lot of that kind of people at The Westerly Wind where she works.” At the very least, I couldn’t imagine Yumi ever committing a crime for purely selfish reasons. “Plus, with hunters of the forest’s edge around, outlaws won’t go anywhere near their group, I’m sure. And even if they did, I’m sure Jou Ran and the others would be able to subdue a couple random thugs without even hurting them in the process.”


      Of course, it wasn’t like I was totally at ease, but my joy over the fact that this was happening at all eclipsed any possible concerns. After all, this was the people of the forest’s edge and the townsfolk holding an event to get closer to one another without me being involved in any way. It felt like another big step forward for sure.


      “Hey Asuta, are Jou Ran and the others not here yet?” Yumi called out, popping up right after we had been talking about her.


      Yun Sudra quieted down, looking flustered, while I smiled at Yumi and said, “Hey. Is it just about the time you agreed on? I’m pretty sure they were planning to leave the forest’s edge with plenty of time to spare.”


      “Okay! In that case, we’ll wait here!”


      The rest of the young folks who would be participating in the event were lined up there behind Yumi, including the three guys who had joined us at the banquet—Ben, Lebi, and Kalgo. I also spied the girl who had helped Yumi run her stall during the revival festival—Luia—and another girl around the same age whose name I didn’t know, but who I definitely recognized. They were all friends of Yumi’s and regulars at our stalls.


      “We have lots of folks who want to participate, but I figured it’d cause trouble if we had too large of a crowd meeting at the stalls, so we’ll be joining up with the rest later,” Yumi explained with a big grin. “Everyone got really excited when they heard that people from the forest’s edge were coming. You’ll hang out with us the next time we do this, right, Asuta?”


      “Yeah, of course. I’m looking forward to it.”


      Initially, I had been invited to the event too, but my busy schedule had gotten in the way. I needed to work at the stalls until the lower second hour, and afterward I was going to have to handle prep work for the following day. Also, we had temporarily decreased the amount of food we had been serving so we could take time off for the festival of the hunt and our study sessions, and I wanted to work hard during this five-day period to make up for that, so they had decided to go ahead with the gathering without me for now. If today went well, though, there would be a second meetup held on the seventh of the blue month. The break period for our six clans including the Ran would last until the middle of the month, and we were planning to enjoy ourselves as much as we could until then.


      “Um, Yumi, thank you so much for taking the lead on things today. Jou Ran and the others aren’t very familiar with the customs of the post town, so, well...” Yun Sudra stated, unable to hold herself back.


      “Hmm?” Yumi questioned with a tilt of her head. “You look awfully worried over there. What’s got you so concerned, Yun Sudra?”


      “That’s, well... Everyone you invited today is related to the Sudra, so...”


      “Oh yeah, the Ran and Fou are related to the Sudra! No worries. I promise we won’t do anything that’ll get the guards called on us!”


      Just then, Ben called out from behind Yumi, “Hey!” He was the oldest of the group, and was good-natured despite kind of having a rough feel to him. “Looks like they’re here. You people of the forest’s edge sure do stand out, even from a distance.”


      I turned to look too, and sure enough, there was a group of people of the forest’s edge approaching from the south. The person at the front of the group was unmistakably Jou Ran, who had a tranquil smile on his face as he waved at us.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting. Are we late?” he said.


      “No worries! You handed off your totos and wagon okay, right?” Yumi asked.


      “Yes, we left them at the inn that Asuta told us about.”


      Naturally, he was speaking of The Kimyuus’s Tail. When you wanted to leave a wagon and totos somewhere in the post town, you had to go to either an inn or a totos seller.


      “You could’ve stored them at our place too, but every now and then, we do get idiots who try to sneak into our storage, so it’s a lot safer with The Kimyuus’s Tail, which is on the main street!”


      “Indeed. Telia Mas was there, and she said to give you her regards, Yumi.”


      “Oh yeah. I’ve been thinking that I should invite her to the next gathering too! We’ve got some other folks waiting for us elsewhere, but we can get started with the people we have here!”


      With that, both sides started introducing themselves. All of the people of the forest’s edge came from clans under the Fou, and the ones I knew by name were Jou Ran, Cheem Sudra, and his wife, Ia Fou Sudra. The remaining three were the second son of the main Fou house, a woman from a Fou branch house, and a woman from the main Ran house.


      “I only got to speak with Jou Ran and Cheem Sudra at the last banquet, but these guys are all friends of mine, so hopefully we’ll get along well,” Yumi said, grinning fearlessly even when faced with people she was meeting for the first time.


      The young women from the forest’s edge responded with reserved bows.


      “Okay, let’s start by getting something to eat! Did you all bring coins?” Yumi continued.


      “Yes, Baadu Fou entrusted us with some.”


      They were planning to kick things off with a snack at our stalls and conclude with dinner at The Westerly Wind. Though paying for food in the post town was not something the people of the forest’s edge did, the head of their parent clan, Baadu Fou, had accepted it as an entertainment expense.


      “It really does feel strange to buy food from you with coins. But it’s kind of amusing as well,” Jou Ran said to us with a smile.


      Next to him, Cheem Sudra looked around at our stalls with great interest. “It all looks delicious, though. I’m not sure what to buy.”


      “In that case, why not buy a bit of each? Then everyone can share and enjoy all of the food we have on offer,” I suggested.


      The people of the forest’s edge had a lot of customs related to eating, but as long as there were plates for splitting it up, they would be able to share food with people who weren’t family. My proposal was swiftly accepted, and the group purchased twelve dishes from our six stalls.


      “We don’t usually get to eat such fine food in the middle of the day. I feel like I’ll end up overeating if I don’t pay close attention,” Jou Ran said.


      “There’s plenty of time left until dinner, so eat as much as you please! I’m gonna really show off my skills for you tonight!” Yumi declared.


      Yumi was in charge of guiding the participants from the post town, while Jou Ran seemed to be filling that role for the group from the forest’s edge. The two of them had spent quite a bit of time with each other at the banquet, and were now smiling at each other in a very friendly way.


      Luia and the other girl looked like they were pretty relaxed too, even though they weren’t especially well-acquainted with the people of the forest’s edge yet. The fact that none of the six of our people who were with them were all that wild-looking was undoubtedly helping with that.


      Jou Ran’s influence has to be the biggest factor, though.


      Jou Ran was two years younger than me, and was extremely good-looking. He had the kind of build you’d expect a person of the forest’s edge to have—tall and lean, yet muscular—and his hair was straight and fairly long. Plus, he had a well-proportioned face and always wore an affable expression. He exhibited very little of the intensity you usually saw from hunters, to the point that he came across as being more mild-mannered than Ben and the other boys from town.


      “Okay, that should do it! Good luck with your work today, everybody!” With that final comment from Yumi, the lively group headed over to the outdoor seating area carrying a ton of food, and Yun Sudra gave another deep sigh.


      “Are they really going to be all right? I can’t help but be worried for them.”


      “Oh? I’m not all that worried myself, but I take it you really don’t trust Jou Ran, huh?”


      Yun Sudra had been deeply affected when Jou Ran had proposed that the two of them try something that would have been incredibly inappropriate for two people of the forest’s edge, so it would make sense if she were still upset about it. Or at least, that was how I saw it, but Yun Sudra shook her head and replied, “No, it’s not like I’m expecting Jou Ran to cause any needless trouble, but still...there’s something I keep worrying about.”


      “Oh? I’m willing to lend an ear, if you’d like to talk about it.”


      After a bit of hesitation, Yun Sudra leaned in closer to me and whispered, “In that case, please keep this a secret. Oh, but I know you don’t keep things from Ai Fa, so it’s okay to share with her.”


      “Yeah, thanks. So, what is it that’s bothering you?”


      “Well, you see...the Fou and Ran women who came here with Jou Ran today both have feelings for him.”


      I blinked in surprise, as that really wasn’t what I had been expecting her to say.


      “Jou Ran’s really popular with young women at the forest’s edge, isn’t he? But why does that worry you, exactly?”


      “Because I’ve been thinking about their feelings a lot.”


      I still didn’t understand what she was trying to say, so Yun Sudra visibly held back a sigh and leaned in again to continue.


      “You don’t get it? I believe they are concerned that romantic feelings will bloom between Jou Ran and Yumi. That must be why they volunteered themselves for this gathering.”


      “Huh? Jou Ran and Yumi? But they only spoke for the first time at the last banquet, didn’t they?”


      “Yumi has been saying she wants to marry into the forest’s edge for a while now, hasn’t she? So they probably got really worried when they realized how friendly the two of them are becoming.”


      Those women hadn’t attended the friendship banquet, though, so they couldn’t have seen Jou Ran and Yumi interacting. But when I raised that point, Yun Sudra simply sighed yet again.
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      “Jou Ran was apparently very excited to tell the other members of the Ran about how much he was able to bond with Yumi and the others at the banquet, and since Yumi’s push to hold this gathering directly followed from that, I’m sure they must have had their concerns.”


      “Is it even possible that Jou Ran has feelings for Yumi in the first place, though? I mean, she comes from town.”


      “I find it difficult to even imagine how Jou Ran feels. He’s just so unlike a person of a forest’s edge at his core...”


      It was the same for me too. But I did know that Jou Ran was still worried about how he hadn’t yet managed to cast aside his feelings for Ai Fa. And he had gotten closer to Yumi because he had opened up to her about those feelings...so was it possible that he actually had fallen for her?


      Hmm. Well, it’s true that the way Jou Ran thinks is something of a mystery for me as well.


      At any rate, all I could do for the moment was pray that everything would go smoothly, regardless of everyone’s competing feelings.


      2


      After wrapping up with our business in the post town, we headed back to the forest’s edge at the lower second hour.


      Once Jou Ran and the rest had finished eating in our restaurant space, Yumi had led them away and they had disappeared into the hustle and bustle of the post town. The plan was for them to find ways to amuse themselves until dark, the way young people in the post town often did.


      Of course, the concept of idle amusement was somewhat foreign to the people of the forest’s edge. Only young children were allowed to simply play, with everyone else working from morning to night. That included both the men who hunted giba and the women who worked back at home.


      During break periods, men would help out around the house too, and would relax and show affection to their families during the time that was freed up. Though there was plenty of enjoyment to be had with that kind of lifestyle, there didn’t seem to be much chance for play to be a part of it.


      That said, with the introduction of totos and wagons, the people of the forest’s edge had quite a bit more free time now. Up until recently, making purchases from the post town had been a very time-consuming part of a woman’s daily duties. The distance between the settlement and the post town was significant, and there was a limit to how much each person could carry. But the amount of time and effort that was required was much lower now thanks to the beasts of burden and vehicles we owned.


      That newfound leeway was what had allowed us to start holding study sessions for cooking techniques and prepare more elaborate meals. If everything had remained how it used to be, it definitely would have been difficult to make the time for such things.


      Bottom line, it was definitely a fact that there was more free time available at the forest’s edge now than there had been in the past. On top of that, the Fou must have had a large amount of money to spare, since they had been participating in the Fa’s business for so long, which explained how they had been able to spare some spending money for everyone. That said, even with all that, hunters could only spend a full day freely during a break period. That was why Baadu Fou had considered this a good opportunity and had accepted Yumi’s proposal.


      He must have seen it as a chance to learn how the townsfolk, our fellow children of the western god, lived their lives. And the leading clan heads hadn’t had any objections to the idea. Of course, if the end result of the gathering was that Yumi and the others lost interest in spending time with us, that would probably lead to the leading clan heads banning us from going to the post town solely for entertainment. But it wasn’t the way of people of the forest’s edge to flatly turn down an idea before even giving it a try.


      Personally, I think it’s a great idea. I never expected romance to get all tangled up in it, though.


      However, now that Yun Sudra had explained what had been going on behind the scenes to me, I was feeling somewhat worried too, but I had no intention of trying to put a stop to the event. Things had gotten a bit troublesome when nobles from the castle town had fallen for Reina and Shin Ruu in the past, but we had managed to overcome all of that. If we were going to deepen our bonds with outsiders, then we needed to accept such risks, and if there were any problems that arose, we would deal with them when they appeared.


      “Still, I wonder what exactly they’re planning to do. If they’re gonna be there until sunset, that sounds like an awfully long time to stay in the post town.” We had said farewell to the members of the Ruu clan and were on our way by wagon back to the Fa house when Toor Deen said that.


      “I’m curious about that too, but Yumi wouldn’t say anything. She just told me it’d be more fun if it was a surprise,” I replied.


      “At the revival festival, there were traveling performers who put on shows that you could enjoy, but this isn’t the right time of year for that. I really can’t even imagine how they’re gonna spend all that time,” she stated, looking a bit uneasy, and I could understand why. She had been invited to the next gathering in town.


      “Well, just being able to spend some time talking with townsfolk sounds pretty meaningful on its own, right? We speak to lots of people as part of running our business, but we can’t really do much more than exchange a few words with them normally,” I replied right as the side path that led to the Fa house came into view.


      I slowed the wagon and turned it in that direction, and not long after, I heard an unexpected noise coming from ahead of us. It sounded like there was a fairly large crowd of people gathered at the Fa house for some reason.


      “What’s going on? I see both men and women over there,” Toor Deen questioned with a tilt of her head.


      As our wagon approached, one of the women from the crowd turned around and said, “Ah, welcome back. Is it time for you to return already?”


      “Yeah. What are you all doing here, though?” I asked.


      “Hunter training. We’re watching.”


      When I looked out over the crowd from up in the driver’s seat, I saw that sure enough, there were hunters training in the clearing. Some were trying to pull wooden poles out of each other’s hands, and some were grappling. There were even hunters fighting with wooden sticks in place of swords, and others were climbing trees.


      And then, there was a big commotion. Ai Fa had just sent the big man she was grappling—Radd Liddo, the head of the Liddo clan—tumbling to the ground. Shrill cheers sounded out from young women all around.


      “Hmm! You certainly got the better of me! I challenged you three times and couldn’t beat you once! Your strength is quite impressive, Ai Fa!” Radd Liddo remarked with a hearty chuckle.


      Ai Fa was breathing heavily next to him. Her hands were on her knees, and sweat was rolling down her cheeks.


      “Okay, then it’s my turn. I’ll bring you down this time for sure, Ai Fa,” Radd Liddo’s eldest son declared as he stepped forward.


      At that, Ai Fa straightened up and wiped the sweat from her brow as she said, “Hold on. I am rather tired, and I would like a bit of rest.”


      “What? No quitting while you’re ahead! We still haven’t beaten you even once, Ai Fa!”


      “I have done twenty or thirty matches in a row at this point. It would be difficult to show my true strength in this state.”


      Even with her exceptional stamina and her flowing fighting style, my clan head still had to get tired eventually. In the past, she had managed to grapple with Lem Dom for hours, but these were all highly experienced hunters.


      Radd Liddo and his son shared a bit of a surprised look, then nodded at pretty much the exact same time. “I see,” Radd Liddo said. “Now that you mention it, you haven’t taken even a single break so far. Sorry about that.”


      “True. There wouldn’t be any honor in beating you when you’re weakened. After you take some time to catch your breath, though, we will challenge you again!”


      “Of course,” Ai Fa nodded, then she glanced over my way.


      After hopping down from the wagon, I hurried over to her. “I’m back, Ai Fa. What’s all this about?”


      “The Liddo and Deen men asked to train together. It’s their way of showing consideration for the fact that I face some limitations due to being the only hunter here,” Ai Fa answered, her whole body coated in sweat. She brushed aside the bangs that were clinging to her face with a slight look of annoyance, but her blue eyes were shining brightly. “I’ve been facing one challenge after another, so I’m rather exhausted. However, I am certain that clashing with the Liddo and Deen hunters will be good for increasing my strength, so I very much appreciate the opportunity.”


      “I see. Glad to hear it,” I said with a grin. I was really happy for her.


      My clan head leaned back as if surprised by that, going a bit red and glaring at me. “You have cooking to do, don’t you? Carry out your own work rather than concerning yourself with me.”


      “Yup, got it. By the way, is Tia—”


      “Asuta, you’re back!” Tia shouted out from overhead. Looking up, I saw her smiling down at me from up on the Fa house’s roof.


      “You’re up in a place like that again? I told you not to do anything dangerous, didn’t I?”


      “This isn’t dangerous at all. I was just watching from up here so I wouldn’t get in the way.” Tia then suddenly leaped down from the roof, landed on her left leg and arms, and stood up like it was nothing. Though that seemed like the sort of thing that would send painful vibrations through her injured right leg too, the moment she landed, Tia deeply bent her knee and elbows to smoothly disperse the impact. She seriously did move like an animal. “Ai Fa is sweaty, so I didn’t want to ask her to catch me. Asuta, you haven’t been running into any trouble, have you?”


      “No, I’m perfectly fine. I’m going to go ahead and get to work, then.”


      After greeting all the men who were visiting, I circled around to the kitchen in the rear of the house. Toor Deen pulled the totos and wagon along with the reins, and a number of the women who had been observing the training—the ones who participated in our study sessions and helped out with our prep work—followed us as well.


      As we passed around the side of the main house, we saw men training in pole-tugging there too, and when she noticed her father among them, Toor Deen excitedly called out, “Oh, Papa Zei, you’re here too?”


      “Indeed. Welcome back, Toor,” Zei Deen replied with a gentle gaze and a smile directed at his daughter, which Toor Deen returned. “Are you taking a break, Ai Fa? If possible, I would like to face you again,” he then said.


      “Yes. You may challenge me later,” Ai Fa answered, having silently come with us. She must have been planning on taking a drink from the water jug in the kitchen, but once we arrived, I made a slightly different suggestion to her. “If you’d like, I could put on some chatchi tea. That should be more pleasant to drink than room-temperature water, right?”


      “But you are working, are you not?”


      “It doesn’t take much work. And I’d like to offer the folks from the Deen and Liddo some too.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa said with a smile, and I got started on preparing the tea right away. We had been drinking the stuff at dinnertime, so I had gotten better at making it lately.


      Everyone else set about handling the prep work in the meantime. That involved the preparations for tomorrow, as well as the production of dried pasta that we did once every few days. We had more people here today than had been scheduled to help us out, so that all went perfectly smoothly.


      In order to not get in their way, I chose to boil the chatchi skins on our outdoor stove, with Tia standing next to me the whole time, while Ai Fa wiped the sweat off her face and limbs with a cloth. As we did, Zei Deen approached us again.


      “Asuta, some young folks from the clans under the Fou are visiting the post town today, correct?”


      “Yeah, today was the scheduled meetup with the townsfolk.”


      “I see. In that case, will I be able to hear how things went tomorrow?”


      “Sure. We’re planning to tell all of the clans everything that happened afterward. It’s only a small-scale event, but it’s something we haven’t done before.”


      “Right,” Zei Deen muttered, looking like he had something on his mind.


      “Is something bothering you?”


      “It is. Toor has been invited as well, so I’ve been wondering about what exactly they’ll be doing. Of course, if they’ll be engaging in activities that are inappropriate for the people of the forest’s edge, then it will be canceled regardless, so there is no need to worry, but still...”


      “Yeah. That’s something that’ll have to be decided when the six participants return.”


      The group included Cheem Sudra, who was calm and reasonable, and Ia Fou Sudra, who seemed to me like she was very intelligent, so I was sure that they would give an accurate report. And since they hadn’t had much interaction with the townsfolk in the past, they would be able to give objective opinions.


      “It makes sense to be uneasy about sending family off to a gathering of people you are not familiar with. But I will be there at the next meetup too, so there’s no need for concern,” Ai Fa interjected.


      “Of course,” Zei Deen replied with a smile. “With Cheem Sudra, Jou Ran, and you there, I know I won’t have anything to worry about. Please take care of Toor when the time comes.”


      “Of course. I promise to return Toor Deen to you safely, no matter what.”


      Yumi had said that she wanted her meetups to be for people who were as young as they could reasonably be. According to her, everyone she would be bringing was going to be young, so she wasn’t sure if they’d be able to entertain older folks.


      It seems like Baadu Fou wants younger people to be able to form bonds with townsfolk too, so that worked out well. Still, it makes sense that the parents sending their kids out would be concerned.


      On top of that, Toor Deen was the youngest of the participants at a mere eleven years old. At the forest’s edge, you weren’t seen as an adult nor were you permitted to marry until you turned fifteen, so that probably had Zei Deen all the more worried.


      “Still, it makes me very glad that Toor was invited. With how many times she’s been to both the post town and the castle town, I’m sure she’ll live a full and rich life, and get to experience so many things that I’ve never seen. Though she may face hardships at times, I trust that the mother forest shall guide her properly.”


      “Yes, I feel the same way. And I’m sure Donda Ruu does too,” Ai Fa said with a gentle smile. She must have really opened her heart up to Zei Deen if she was willing to express her emotions openly in front of him. “The townsfolk are certainly quite different from us people of the forest’s edge...but the same is true of nobles from the castle town as well. And since Toor Deen has already managed to forge a proper bond with some of those nobles, it is reasonable to trust her. Your daughter possesses great strength.”


      “I am honored to hear you say that, Ai Fa,” Zei Deen said with a bold yet gentle smile of his own. He was an earnest and kind man, so it made sense for him to get along well with Ai Fa right from the start. And it made me feel all warm inside, seeing Toor Deen’s father connecting with her like this.


      The meetup must have hit its midpoint by now. I wonder what they’ve been doing to enjoy themselves, I thought to myself as I took the pot off the stove, as it was now properly boiling.


      ◇


      The next morning, the Fa clan received a report that the meetup in the post town had turned out to be a very meaningful event. That information came to us from the Fou women who helped with our morning prep work. Apparently, all of their clan members had said it had been fun when they’d returned late last night.


      “Cheem and Ia Fou both told us the same things. None of the laws of Genos were broken, and they weren’t attacked by outlaws either,” Yun Sudra added, having arrived at around the same time. It didn’t seem like the Ran women had anything to add to that.


      All six of the people who had taken part in the meetup shared the same opinion on how it had gone, so setting up a second one was going to be no problem.


      “Were things okay between Jou Ran and Yumi?” I whispered, and Yun Sudra nodded with a look on her face that was difficult to read as she replied, “Yes. I was worried about that too, so I asked Ia Fou to keep an eye out. But nothing particularly noteworthy happened, apparently. In fact, the Fou and Ran women who have feelings for Jou Ran had no problem becoming friends with Yumi, Ben, and the others.”


      “I see. Glad to hear it,” I replied, but Yun Sudra’s expression remained somewhat cloudy.


      “I’m still not feeling at ease just yet, though. After all, we’re talking about Jou Ran here.”


      “Ah ha ha. You really don’t trust him, do you?”


      “There’s no helping that. I mean, he’s Jou Ran.”


      As we continued working, Ai Fa peeked in from outside of the kitchen and gestured for me to come over to her.


      “What’s up? You heard about yesterday too, right, Ai Fa?”


      “Indeed. But I couldn’t help wondering if there were any Jou Ran-related occurrences.”


      “You too, Ai Fa? Well, there doesn’t seem to have been any sort of disturbance involving him so far.”


      I had reported Yun Sudra’s concerns to my clan head last night.


      “I see,” she replied, her well-shaped eyebrows knitted together.


      “Seems like the two of you aren’t done worrying yet, huh?” I said. “To be honest, though, I don’t really feel like there’s anything between Jou Ran and Yumi right now. I mean, they only just met each other recently.”


      “I wouldn’t be so sure. Jou Ran fell for me when we had hardly even spoken, after all.”


      “Well, that’s no surprise, considering how charming you are.”


      Ai Fa’s cheeks went ever so slightly red as she slowly raised her right arm.


      “Sorry! Sorry!” I hurriedly shouted before she could swing down. “Besides, it wasn’t like Jou Ran was just treating things too lightly, right? After all, those Gaaz and Ratsu men asked you to marry them when you had hardly interacted with them either, yeah?”


      That earned a slap to the head before I even saw her move. Still, I wanted to give Jou Ran a bit of support, even if it earned me some punishment.


      “Oww... Anyway, the only option in a case like this is to respect the other side’s feelings, right? I mean, it’s not like those two were just messing around when they asked you to marry them either.”


      “Hmph. Yumi is one thing, but is Jou Ran truly that worthy of your trust?”


      “Well, I’d say I’d like to trust him. He really did fall for you hard, so I want to believe that he wouldn’t move on so easily. So, well, if he really does end up developing feelings for Yumi, then he would have to be incredibly drawn to her, I guess,” I replied as I thought back to when the two of them had been chatting yesterday. There was no telling if that was just a friendship between a man and a woman or the early stages of romance. But whichever one it was, I really hoped that the two of them would keep feeling the same way about each other.




      “So you two are going to go to that meetup too?” Tia asked during dinner that night.


      She, Ai Fa, and I were all gathered around the food, while our hunting dog Brave, guard dog Jirube, and totos Gilulu were relaxing together by the entrance to the house. It had been eight days now since Tia had started staying with us, and I was fully accustomed to seeing her small red figure in the main hall.


      “The people of the forest’s edge used to always avoid interacting with townsfolk, right? So why go out of your way to form bonds with them?”


      “Why is that any concern of yours in the first place?” Ai Fa asked with a questioning glare.


      After nonchalantly slurping down some giba soup filled with herbs, Tia replied, “I’m not trying to complain about anything the people of the forest’s edge do, but I just don’t see the point. I mean, those townsfolk are really different from you, aren’t they?”


      “You certainly speak like you know things despite having avoided contact with the outside world all this time.”


      “I mean, I got to talk to some of the townsfolk at that last banquet. And I’ve been able to sense a lot from that father and daughter who’re staying at the Ruu settlement too.” Tia had spoken to Kamyua Yoshu and Leito at the banquet, and the father and daughter she mentioned were Mikel and Myme. “Bartha and Jeeda aren’t people of the forest’s edge, but they lived as hunters on a different mountain, right? They felt a little more similar to the people of the forest’s edge, but those other outsiders weren’t like you at all. I’d imagine it would be really difficult to form ties with people who are so different at their core.”


      “That is precisely why we must deepen our bonds. No matter how different our lifestyles may be, we are all citizens of Genos.”


      “I see. Well, like I said before, I’m not trying to criticize you or anything. I’ll just be praying that the people of the forest’s edge don’t end up growing weak.”


      “Weak?” Ai Fa questioned, furrowing her brow. “I don’t quite understand what you mean by that. I’m sure you noticed how Kamyua Yoshu’s skills are equal to those of Donda Ruu.”


      “Yes. That man seemed to be exceptionally strong, regardless of whether you were comparing him to other townsfolk or to the people of the forest’s edge. But he still felt closer to the townsfolk, if I had to say... Like Brave or Jirube there.”


      “Hmm? What’s that about Jirube and Brave?”


      “Those dogs are very strong, but they’re different from varb wolves. It’s something about the nature of their spirits, I guess. No matter how strong Kamyua Yoshu and people like him might become, they’d still resemble Jirube and Brave a lot more than they would a varb wolf. But even the weaker women and children of the forest’s edge feel much closer to them,” Tia said, her eyebrows drooping just a bit. “I’m not talking about the strength of your bodies, but about your spirits and souls. It makes me really happy that the people of the forest’s edge are so similar to the red people, and it’d be sad if you became like townsfolk instead.”


      “Hmph. That certainly is a lot of grumbling for someone who claimed she wasn’t going to criticize us,” Ai Fa muttered with a piercing look. “Still, such concerns are unnecessary. We have made efforts to deepen our connections with the townsfolk many times now. Through respecting one another and working together, we have been able to overcome some major challenges. As long as we maintain our spirit, they will not have a negative influence on us.”


      “I see. I certainly hope that’s the case.”


      “Furthermore, Asuta comes from town originally. Over a year has passed since he first started living at the forest’s edge, and he has not been a negative influence in the least.”


      As soon as Ai Fa said that, Tia’s expression turned into one of relief. “ I see. Now that you mention it, Asuta does still have the feel of a townsperson about him. He’s a lot weaker than the other people of the forest’s edge, but he’s really nice.”


      “You always have to say just a bit too much, don’t you?” Ai Fa grumbled, shooting me a glare out of the corner of her eye. “And you, what are you looking so emotional for?”


      “Oh, it just made me happy to hear you say that, Ai Fa. I knew that you felt that way, of course, but I still really like it when you say so,” I replied with a smile.


      Ai Fa’s cheeks went a bit red again as she poked me in the head. “After the next meetup with the townsfolk, the clan head meeting will be waiting for us next. We will need to prove that our way is correct then, so you should make an effort to steel yourself for it at least a little.”


      “Yeah, I know. It’s going to be make-or-break for us.”


      However, the meetup in the post town would be happening first. I was certain that with Ai Fa by my side, we’d make it through both events without any problems. Of course, I wasn’t going to just rely on her. I planned to give it my all as well.


      At any rate, as we continued to enjoy our dinner, I couldn’t help but feel a renewed surge of excitement over the two big events that were ahead of us.


      3


      Time kept on moving, and the seventh of the blue month arrived, the day on which the second meetup would be held.


      This one was starting a bit later in the day than the last one, with a meetup time of half past the lower first hour. The plan was for everyone to come order snacks from the stalls and then eat in the restaurant space until we wrapped up with work. And just as planned, two groups of people showed up from the forest’s edge and the post town at the specified time.


      “Hey there. Sorry about making things hectic for you again today, Asuta,” Yumi said with an amused smile.


      The number of young townsfolk she had brought with her had increased to around ten. That included all five from last time, and Telia Mas was timidly standing there among them too. Since she was already familiar with the guys on either side of her—Ben and Lebi—she looked relaxed as she smiled and bowed to us in greeting.


      “I told most of them to wait for us somewhere else because we were gonna meet up later, but these guys all showed up anyway.”


      “Ha ha, no worries. So, is this the full group that’ll be participating?”


      “What, are you kidding? There’re twice as many people as this waiting at the meetup spot!”


      If that was true, then we would have around thirty townsfolk in total. I couldn’t help but admire how wide Yumi’s social circle was, and at the same time, I was really grateful to hear that so many people were interested in interacting with us people of the forest’s edge.


      As for the group from the forest’s edge, Ai Fa and the eldest son of the main Deen house had joined the six from last time to make eight, and once our work with the stalls wrapped up, Yun Sudra, Toor Deen, Fei Beim, and I would join in too, bringing the total to twelve. The Gaaz and Ratsu clans had decided to refrain from sending anyone for now, but the Beim clan head had asked to have Fei Beim come along to observe the actions of the Fa clan. For Toor Deen, the process had been the other way around, with Yumi giving her a personal invitation which Gulaf Zaza had accepted on the condition that a Deen man would also join the group.


      At any rate, after everyone was done with their greetings, they ordered a ton of meals again before heading over to the restaurant space. It was pretty rare for us to get such large groups when we were getting close to the end of our business hours, as we currently were. And on top of that, Ai Fa was even one of them. It really did feel strange to have her pay for food that I had prepared.


      “Everyone looks like they’re already having fun! I’ll have to ask Papa Donda if we can do this in the next Ruu break period too!” Rimee Ruu called out from the stall where she was working. I was sure that Tara would be getting an invite to that one when the time came, since the two of them got along so well.


      “Where are we going to go today, exactly? You haven’t heard the details yet either, right, Yun Sudra?” Toor Deen whispered.


      With an apologetic look, Yun Sudra shook her head and replied, “No, I haven’t. Our clan head went to Cheem’s house in the morning, and apparently heard all about it, but that information wasn’t shared with the rest of us. But it shouldn’t be anything dangerous.”


      “I see. Well, that’s good to hear at least,” Toor Deen said, looking rather uneasy somehow. I was sure that she trusted Yumi, so did her concerns have to do with the state of public safety in the post town in general?


      “Oh, are you thinking about what happened in Dabagg, Toor Deen?” I asked, and the young chef started squirming.


      “Y-Yes. I know there’s nothing to fear with so many hunters around, but, well, I still feel scared. Sorry.”


      “It’s nothing to be sorry about. I’m sure what happened must’ve left a strong impression on you.”


      When we had taken a trip to the neighboring town of Dabagg, we had been attacked by outlaws at the inn where we had stayed. Thanks to Ai Fa, Dan Rutim, and the other hunters, it had ended without any of us getting hurt, but it made sense that it would have been a traumatic experience for a young child like Toor Deen.


      “I can’t imagine there being many people here in Genos who would be willing to mess with the people of the forest’s edge, though,” I continued. “And the strength of our hunters should be even more well known now that Shin Ruu won that tournament.”


      “Y-Yes, I know. We aren’t as hated as we were before either,” Toor Deen said, smiling as if trying to cheer herself up.


      It didn’t take much longer for us to completely run out of food to sell, and thanks to the big crowd and the sizable snack that they had ordered, we were even able to finish up work a bit earlier than usual too.


      “Sorry to ask, but could you return our stalls too?” I asked one of the people from the Ruu clan. “And we’ll see all of you again the day after tomorrow.”


      After that farewell to the group that was heading straight home, those of us who were staying walked over to the restaurant space. Yumi and the others had finished eating by this point, and they seemed to be having fun talking to one another.


      “Sorry for the wait, but we’re all done with work now. So, you’re going to take us somewhere first?”


      “Oh, great! Yeah, let’s head out!” she said.


      And so, our group of more than twenty people started walking down the road in a long procession. Yumi was the one leading the group, with Jou Ran next to her. There was a pretty even distribution of people from town and the forest throughout the rest of our little parade too.


      I managed to claim the spot in the line next to Ai Fa, and then I called out to a rather familiar face—Ben. “I know it’s a little late to be asking this, but everyone here is from the post town, right? Are most of them from families that run businesses like inns?”


      “Well yeah, there aren’t any fields in the post town, so you’ve got to be involved in some kind of business to make a living. If you’re not a merchant, you’re either a day laborer or a guard.”


      “Ah, that makes sense. So the guards are all post town residents too?”


      “Nah, supposedly a lot of them are failed mercenaries who drifted into town. Folks like that just live in the barracks. Still, no matter what kind of family you were born into, if you can’t find a job then you have to try to become a guard or earn pay as a day laborer. Otherwise, you have to become an outlaw and make a living by taking from others,” Ben remarked with a wicked grin, reminding me that he was considered something of a juvenile delinquent here in the post town. “Still, you don’t have anything to worry about from this group. The worst of the lot are me and Yumi.”


      “Huh? You’re not running your mouth again, are you?” Yumi said with a glare from up at the head of the group.


      “No. I didn’t say anything,” Ben replied with a chuckle.


      Considering there were twelve people of the forest’s edge in our group, the other people on the street were unsurprisingly giving us some confused looks. They probably wouldn’t have found it strange if it had just been those of us from the forest walking together, but it must have seemed unusual for us to have so many young people from town with us. Personally, I found it walking down the stone-paved street together like this to be an enjoyably novel experience.


      “Ah, over this way. The road gets a little narrow, so take care not to get lost, okay?” Yumi called out as she stepped onto a side path I was unfamiliar with. Though to be honest, I only knew the paths that led to The Westerly Wind, The Sledgehammer, and the plaza where the meat market was held.


      Looking around, I thought that we actually might have been somewhere close to The Sledgehammer. The old wooden houses were densely packed on either side of the street, and the roughly five-meter-wide path was bare dirt. However, there were tables out in front of the buildings, selling all kinds of everyday items and assorted goods. The majority of those small businesses seemed to be manned by old folks sitting in chairs.


      “Oh wow, there’re a lot of folks selling stuff here on the side streets too, huh?”


      “Yeah, since you need to pay to borrow stalls and a location fee and all that to do business on the main street. These are just folks trying to earn a little spending money, but don’t let that make you think the quality of their merchandise is bad.”


      “I see. I’ve been doing business for over a year now, but I didn’t know about places like this at all.”


      “Heh, that’s because you can get almost anything you need out there on the main street. But that’s the territory of merchants and travelers, so when we get up to trouble, we stick to the backstreets.”


      “Trouble?” I repeated, and Ben gave a strained chuckle.


      “She just chose her words poorly. We don’t do anything that’d anger you people of the forest’s edge.”


      “Yes, that is what I told previously as well,” Ai Fa chimed in.


      “You people of the forest’s edge sure are serious, especially considering how wild things got at that banquet,” Ben said.


      Then Yumi waved her hand to grab everyone’s attention. “Asuta, Ai Fa, could you come over this way? And everybody else who wasn’t at the last meetup too.”


      My clan head and I exchanged a look, then hurried over as requested. Meanwhile, Toor Deen, Yun Sudra, and a few others also approached from wherever they had been.


      There was a building that stood out from the rest on one side of the road a short distance ahead of our group. The other structures around were all built of wood, but that one alone was made of gray stone. It was pretty big too, probably taking up more than twice as much land as the houses around it.


      “Is it the lodgings for the guards or something?” I asked.


      “Nah, this is the temple of Selva. Jou Ran and the others found it interesting, so I wanted to make sure to show you guys too.”


      When she heard that, Yun Sudra’s eyes widened and she said, “A temple? We did the ritual to change gods at the grand temple in the castle town. So this is a similar sort of place, then?”


      “Yup. We’re not permitted to set foot in the castle town. That’s why babies born in the post town or the Daleim or Turan lands all receive the blessing of Selva here.”


      I looked up at the building again with renewed curiosity. Now that she mentioned it, the building’s style did look sort of similar to the grand temple in the castle town. The grand temple had been on a totally different scale, though, and this one didn’t have quite the same grandiose feel to it. Some of the gray bricks had been replaced with new ones over time, and the marks left from all the various repairs that had been done on it made it feel rather old in comparison.


      “You people of the forest’s edge have all undergone the ritual to change gods, so you shouldn’t need to keep heading to the castle town whenever a new baby is born from now on, and in the future they’ll receive their blessings here instead, right?”


      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s how it is.”


      We would get an answer to that question when Gazraan and Ama Min Rutim’s child was born.


      As I was thinking that, Yumi shot me a grin and said, “Come over here, then. You can take a peek inside.”


      “Huh? Won’t that get us scolded? This is a sacred place, isn’t it?”


      “If they didn’t want people looking in, they’d have the curtains pulled over the windows. It’s no problem at times like this.”


      I didn’t get why that meant we had to peek inside, though. Ignoring our bewilderment, Yumi walked over to the temple without the slightest hesitation.


      “Come on, over here. And do your best not to be too loud.”


      As Ai Fa, Yun Sudra, and I were glancing at one another, Jou Ran grinned at us and said, “I’d say it’s worth a look. When I told Baadu Fou about it, he seemed rather interested too.”


      “Baadu Fou? What do you mean?”


      “If I tell you, Yumi’s sure to chew me out.”


      Ai Fa and Yun Sudra looked displeased at that, but I decided to follow Jou Ran’s advice. After all, Yumi was trying to show us a good time in her own way. This must have been one of the surprises she had prepared, so it would be best for us to just politely go along with it.


      As we walked over, Yumi broke out in a big smile and pointed at the building’s front wall. There were five little ventilation windows evenly spaced out on it, none of them big enough to fit your head through. And when I used one to peek inside, I found a rather unexpected sight. The main hall with its stone walls was pretty wide, but it was packed tight with young children.


      “Wh-What’s this all about? What are those kids doing?”


      “Those are all kids who live in Genos. The monks are teaching them to read and write and stuff.”


      The young kids were split into several groups, with one monk in charge of each of them. They didn’t seem to be dressed as formally as the priests in the grand temple had been. They were simply older men and women in white robes and red shawls. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but they seemed to be lecturing the children while occasionally pointing at them with the notebooks they had in their hands.


      “Especially well-off families will have their kids go to a place called a school, but only a small number of big merchants can afford that. Most folks who live outside the stone walls send their kids here every few days instead.”


      “I see. So this is where the people of Genos learn their letters and everything?”


      I hadn’t heard anything about Tara going to a place like this, though. When I asked Yumi about that in a whisper, she shrugged and said, “Yeah, since everybody who lives in the Daleim lands are farmers. Unless someone is expected to need to count money, their parents tend to think that there’s no real reason for them to learn to read and write. But I’m sure Tara’s big brothers came here.”


      “Oh, so not all kids go here?”


      “Nope. I’d say it’s mostly kids from the post town. A little farther to the north, there’s a temple to the seven minor gods, so I suppose kids from the Turan lands might go there instead,” Yumi explained with a bright grin. “I was always so noisy that the monks were always scolding me. Honestly, from the point of view of the families, just being able to off-load their kids who can’t help with work for a while is probably a big help. There’s a limit to how many they can take, though, so you can only send them here once every few days.”


      Now that she mentioned it, the kids in the temple did all seem to be small enough that they were probably under the age of ten. Though I didn’t see any of them throwing tantrums, some of them were wobbling back and forth looking bored, and others who were whispering to their friends next to them.


      So it serves as both a school and a day care, huh? Yeah, I could see how people running a business would appreciate that.


      As I casually glanced around, I noticed a statue standing in the corner of the room and gasped. With those four wings, the massive spear, and the bright red color, it was clearly a statue of the western god Selva. It was a lot smaller than the one in the grand temple, sure, but it was still about as big as Deek Dom, and it looked so vivid and striking that I almost felt like there was a real fire burning away at the far end of the room.


      “Okay, let’s head on back. If the kids notice us, it’ll probably cause trouble for the monks,” Yumi said, leading us back over to the crowd.


      Jou Ran was waiting there with a smile, and he asked, “Well? How’d it go?”


      “It was pretty surprising. But why is Baadu Fou so interested in all that?” I asked.


      “The Fou are learning how to read and write and count and everything so they can sell meat in town, right? Apparently, it becomes tougher to learn that stuff the older you get, so he was saying maybe we should have kids start learning how to do it at a young age.”


      “Ah, I see. Yeah, back in my home country, kids did a lot of studying.”


      The fact that the people of the forest’s edge didn’t really have anyone to teach them as they tried to learn how to read and write and do arithmetic was making things even harder. If we could learn from those monks just like the townsfolk, then I was sure we would be able to master all the skills those kids were learning.


      It’s definitely worth consideration. Though it could prove to be awfully difficult for the kids from the forest’s edge.


      After looking around to check on everyone in our group, Yumi energetically called out, “Okay, let’s get moving! Everybody else is waiting in Vairus Plaza.”


      “Vairus Plaza? Vairus is the name of the fire god, right?”


      “Yup. Most plazas and roads and stuff are named after the seven minor gods. It’s like a charm to ward off disaster or something,” Yumi replied as she resumed walking, and then she started pointing all around. “Vairus Plaza is connected to Vairus Way. And the place where the meat market is held is called Maduar Plaza.”


      “Oh wow, I had no clue it had a name like that. Honestly, I’m not very familiar with the seven minor gods.”


      “The seven minor gods are the children of the four great gods. There’s Arill for the sun and Eila for the moon, then Maduar for the harvest, Vairus for fire, Naada for water, Miza for fate, and lastly, Giri Gu for darkness. So, you didn’t even know that the sun god Arill’s the guardian deity of Genos?”


      “I didn’t have a clue. So, is the revival festival such a big deal because Genos worships the sun god?”


      Yumi laughed and waved her hand as she answered, “Nah, that’s not it. The sun god and fire god are closely linked to the western god Selva, and I’m pretty sure that’s why so many towns take them as guardian deities. But the sun god’s revival festival is a big celebration even in Jagar and Sym.”


      “Ah, gotcha. By the way, Selva is the god of fire, right? But one of the lesser gods is a god of fire too?”


      “The fire god Vairus is the god who brought Selva’s flame to man. He’s also considered the god of the hearth, so he should be the one who’s most important to you, right, Asuta?”
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      I felt kind of bad about how little I knew when it came to that stuff. The name of the fire god Vairus was one I’d only ever heard in the title of a song and some magic chanting.


      “So the townsfolk all know everything about those seven minor gods?”


      “Huh? Well, yeah. When you get married, you make an offering to the moon god Eila, and when someone close to you passes away, you make one to the darkness god Giri Gu. Fortunetellers revere the fate god Miza, and farmers worship the harvest god Maduar. So they’re involved in our lives in all sorts of ways,” Yumi explained with a bright smile. “Kids learn about that sort of stuff from our parents and those monks back there. And I’m sure you people of the forest’s edge will hear a ton about them too as you interact with townsfolk more.”


      “Yeah, I’m sure you’re right,” I replied.


      “Ah!” Yumi suddenly called out, and then she hurried over toward the edge of the road. “Talk about perfect timing. Look, this is Vairus.”


      Curious, I approached the large table she was standing next to, which was set up in front of a building. It had a large number of carved wooden figurines arranged on top of it. Each one was around ten centimeters tall, and they were all somewhat rotund in appearance. The one Yumi was pointing at looked like a little kid whose head was poking out of a pot, which made it look kinda silly. However, its hair was standing up like a mane and it had glaring eyes that seemed to be staring right at me. Overall, the design gave me the impression of a mischievous young child hiding in a large pot.


      “Oh, so this place sells souvenirs?”


      “No, they’re more like statuettes meant to protect your house. Of course, people from other places do buy them as souvenirs too,” Yumi said.


      There was a little old lady sitting on the other side of the table with a shocked expression on her face as she looked up at my fellow people of the forest’s edge who were standing behind me.


      “So, these ones are the harvest god Maduar, and those are the sun god Arill. I don’t see any of the other gods, though.”


      The harvest god Maduar looked like a bald man with a portly build, sort of reminding me of Dan Rutim, and the figurines of the sun god Arill were larger and more detailed than the others. His face was like that of a lion and his lower half was that of a horse or some other sort of four-legged animal. He had a fierce appearance, and was wielding a sword and a spear.


      “Oh, I’ve seen statues of this god in the castle town.”


      “That’s because the sun god is the guardian of Genos. I bet they must’ve been pretty impressive if they belonged to a noble, right?”


      I had first seen that figure in what had previously been the Turan manor, where there had been four massive stone sculptures of the sun god placed in one of the rooms.


      “Maduar is also the god of commerce, so it isn’t just farmers that worship him. Merchants put up figurines of him too. I guess it’s mostly inns that do a lot of cooking that enshrine Vairus.”


      “Huh. I’ve never seen one at any of the inns we work with, though.”


      “Oh yeah? I guess we don’t at our place. Hey ma’am, what sort of people buy your Vairus carvings?”


      “Hmm? Ah, it’s usually customers from Jagar and the like who buy those. Fire is essential in the forging of steel, so a lot of southerners hold the fire god in high regard,” the old woman answered with a nervous smile.


      “But the fire god is important when it comes to cooking too, right? So how about buying one?” Yumi suggested.


      “Hmm. I think I’ll pass. Do you want one, Asuta?” Yun Sudra asked.


      “Yeah. I could see it making a good souvenir for today’s meetup.”


      I turned to look at my beloved clan head, and got a quick response of, “Do as you please.”


      And then, the eldest Deen son finally noticed Toor Deen’s pleading glare and smiled before saying, “You want one too, Toor? Then go ahead and buy one. I’ll talk it over with the clan head later.”


      “But...won’t I get scolded for spending money unnecessarily?”


      “You’re the one who brought the Deen clan the incredible wealth that we have now, aren’t you? If he tries to complain about it, then I’ll just have to scold him instead.” Though the Deen clan head seemed pretty hard to please, his oldest son seemed to be much friendlier, from what I could tell. According to Toor Deen, he took after his mother. “Besides, I’m sure it doesn’t cost enough to make the clan head complain about it in the first place. How many red coins is this?”


      “The fire god carving is three red coins.”


      “Hmph. That’s the same as twelve poitan. If that’s all it takes to get the stove god’s protection, it sounds like a cheap price to pay.”


      With a joyful expression on her face, Toor Deen bowed her head and said, “Thank you.”


      The two of us then went ahead and grabbed the ones we wanted out of the lineup of wooden figures. And when I quietly whispered, “We’re matching,” Toor Deen gave me a bashful smile.


      “Okay then. Shall we get going? We’re heading to an accessory shop next,” Yumi said.


      “Huh? Weren’t we going to the plaza?”


      “We’ll pass it on our way there. Vairus Way has a lot of shops that sell stuff that’s cheap but high quality, so I showed folks around to all sorts of places at the last gathering too,” Yumi said, turning toward the back of our group and waving at the Fou and Ran women. “There was some stuff that caught your eyes last time, right? Did you get permission from your family to buy them?”


      “Yes, we received coins to do that today.”


      The two young women were smiling in embarrassment. They were the ones who supposedly had feelings for Jou Ran, so it was a real relief to see them so comfortable around Yumi too.


      “We’ve got plenty of time, so don’t have to rush. Besides, going shopping together like this is a way of getting closer, isn’t it?”


      “Well, I suppose you’re right about that. All right, show us where this shop is.”


      “Yup! Follow me!”


      And so, we once again formed a line and resumed our stroll down Vairus Way. After placing my stove god statue into a storage pouch at my waist, I shot Ai Fa a smile. “So, we’re going to an accessory shop next, huh? Hopefully they’ll have something that looks good on you.”


      “I already have more than enough of that kind of thing, don’t I?”


      “But we might come across a lucky find. Ah, not that you have to force yourself to make a purchase or anything.”


      “You seem like you’re enjoying yourself quite a bit,” Ai Fa muttered, her expression remaining deadly serious.


      As everybody around us continued to happily chat with each other, I whispered, “I’m having fun because everyone else is. Are you not having a good time, Ai Fa?”


      When I pulled back, Ai Fa tilted her head a bit, then leaned in to whisper her response.


      “I can’t quite say I fully understand why, but it makes me feel happy when I see you enjoying yourself.”


      As I struggled to come up with a good reply, Ai Fa pulled away and her gaze turned to look straight ahead again. Her gallant face still looked fittingly solemn for a clan head, as it always did. However, I couldn’t help but notice a satisfied gleam in her blue eyes.
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      After half an hour or so of casual shopping, we finally arrived at Vairus Plaza.


      “Okay, here we are. The others might be really sick of waiting by now,” Yumi said.


      The plaza was certainly pretty big. It was at least as large as Maduar Plaza, where the meat market was held. The ground beneath our feet was paved with stone, and there were benches dotted about here and there. The younger people who were hanging around in the space were making a lot of noise, but there were also old people out enjoying the sun and little kids running all around, which made for quite a pleasant sight. Though there was a lot of crime in the post town, it was clear that public safety was well maintained in places like these.


      “Guards patrol around here a lot. See? Right there,” Yumi explained.


      Glancing in the direction she was pointing, I saw two guards standing beside a sundial in the center of the plaza. And when one of them saw me, he jerked a little in surprise and then stomped over to us.


      “What’s all this about? Let me warn you, it’s against the laws of Genos to do business here.”


      “Oh, hey Marth. What a coincidence, running into you in a place like this.”


      Marth was a platoon commander, and one of the only guards in Genos who I knew by name. Underneath the brim of his helmet, I could see him grimacing as he glanced around at the people of the forest’s edge gathered before him.


      “Just answer the question already. Why are you here in Vairus Plaza, where you aren’t allowed to sell things?”


      “Um, honestly, we’re just here to enjoy ourselves, I guess?”


      As Marth stood there dumbfounded, Yumi laughed, “Heh, the people of the forest’s edge are citizens of Genos too, so they’re free to mess around wherever they like, right? We’re not breaking any laws of Genos at all!”


      “You’re that girl from The Westerly Wind, aren’t you? You’re not teaching them any sort of bad habits, are you?”


      “Hmph. If I did that, they’d get angry and leave. Why don’t you quit it with the pointless nagging and get back to doing your job?”


      Marth gave a deep sigh, then shot me another glare. “Just make sure you show the proper restraint. If you break the laws of Genos, I’ll drag you away without the slightest hesitation.”


      “Of course. We’ll keep that in mind,” I said.


      Marth shrugged and headed back over to his coworker. And of course, Yumi stuck her tongue out at his back as he went.


      “Ugh, they’re so annoying, I swear. And I never expected that there’d be guards you get along with too, Asuta.”


      “Well, he shows up when he has time off and has become something of a regular at our stalls.”


      “I see. So that’s why he was worried about you, huh? Well, I guess it’s good that he’s a nice guy,” Yumi remarked with a mischievous smile, then started leading us forward once again. “Okay, let’s get back on track. I’m sure the others must be sweating a bit because of that guard coming over to talk to us, after all.”


      That was when we heard a “Hey!” from someone closer to the middle of the plaza who started waving their hands. In response, a bunch of people who were scattered all around began to gather together, eventually forming a group of more than twenty, all young men and women who looked like they fell between thirteen and twenty years old.


      “What a crowd. Don’t you all have to help out back at home?” Yumi asked.


      “I don’t wanna hear that from you of all people, Yumi! Still, yeah, a lot of us are gonna have to head back before the sun sets,” one of them said.


      Though there were a lot of people gathered, I actually recognized the majority of them. They were mostly regulars at the stalls too.


      “With this many people here, it’ll be tough to memorize everybody’s names even if we all give them, so let’s just get started and introduce ourselves to the people we get along with well,” Yumi suggested.


      “Sure. So, what are we going to actually be doing?” I asked.


      “Everyone can do whatever they want. Are you going to practice the flute again, Jou Ran?”


      “Yes. It shouldn’t take me too much longer to finish learning ‘Vairus’s Banquet,’” the hunter replied with a smile.


      “Okay,” Lebi said, stepping forward. “In that case, anybody who wants to study the flute, come over here. I can give more lessons on ‘Vairus’s Banquet.’”


      Apparently, both Jou Ran and the second Fou son had gotten flute lessons from Lebi last time. The Fou and Ran women also joined them, as did Telia Mas and a few others from the post town.


      “Oh? So they’ve been practicing with those wooden flutes? They have a pleasant sound to them,” the eldest Deen son remarked with a friendly smile. He was one of the new attendees who hadn’t gone to the last meetup. Meanwhile, Toor Deen was standing there next to him and glanced all around the plaza with open curiosity.


      “Those are louder than grass flutes, though, aren’t they? Won’t it cause trouble for others if you play them in a place like this?” she asked.


      “Yeah, but they’re stuffing the pipes to dampen the sound, so it should be fine. If we made that much noise, the guards would raise a fuss about it,” Yumi replied, then she turned toward the eldest Deen son. “What about you? If you don’t have any interest in flutes, what about board games?”


      “What are board games?”


      “It’s quicker to show you than to explain. Cheem Sudra seemed to have some real skill for it.”


      Cheem Sudra had already been led over to the edge of the plaza by Kalgo. His wife, Ia Fou Sudra, and a number of young folks from the post town had followed them too. And those of us from the forest’s edge who were participating for the first time all decided to observe as well for the moment.


      “Normally, we bet coins, but I know you people of the forest’s edge don’t like wasting money, so we can just enjoy competing for the win itself.”


      As I listened to Yumi speak, I analyzed the object sitting between Kalgo and Cheem Sudra with great interest. It was a thirty-centimeter-square wooden plank with smaller squares marked on it, and there were a number of round game pieces around the size of a ten-yen-coin on the board that were painted either black or red, fifteen of each color.


      “This is a pip-based game. You roll the die, then advance your pieces the number of spaces that the pips show. And if you get all your pieces into your goal before your opponent, you win.”


      It wasn’t something I was all that familiar with, but the rules seemed pretty similar to those of backgammon.


      This was the first time I had seen dice here in Genos. They had six square sides, each of which had a number of dots marked on them, making them identical to the dice I was familiar with. If this was a game that used dice, that meant that the results would be influenced by luck. However, it did seem to require strategy too, and the crowd all cheered as a beginner like Cheem Sudra fought an even match against Kalgo.


      “Hmm. I can’t quite say I understand. No matter how hard you may think, the match is still decided by those pips on that die thing, so I can’t see much meaning to a game such as this,” the eldest Deen son stated, and Ben turned his way with a grin.


      “What about a different sort of game, then? Like a mock battle that has no luck factor at all.”


      “Oh? What sort of game is that?”


      After that, around half the crowd left to follow the two of them. Yun and Ia Fou Sudra remained with Cheem Sudra, but the rest of us from the forest’s edge decided to check out the other game too.


      “This one isn’t a race between the pieces. It’s a game inspired by war. Whoever defeats their opponent’s soldiers and takes their general wins.”


      Ben’s explanation made it sound like a game that was more akin to shogi or chess. There were five types of pieces: swordsmen, spearmen, cavalry, captains, and generals, each of which could move in different ways. There were fewer of the stronger pieces, and if you took the enemy general, then you won. But unlike the shogi and chess I was familiar with, the starting positions weren’t fixed, and you could arrange your own pieces as you liked. However, you could only deploy them in a limited area, so there wasn’t an excessive amount of flexibility on that front. Standard practice seemed to be to distance your general from the enemy forces as much as possible and place the swordsmen in the front, as you had the most of them.


      “I see. At the very least, this indeed doesn’t seem like a game that would be impacted by luck.”


      “Yeah, but it can get pretty tricky once you get the knack for it. When going up against a beginner, it’s common to remove your cavalry and captain,” Ben explained.


      “If you hold back that much, there won’t be any point in competing. I would like to compete under even conditions if at all possible.”


      That was a fine mindset and all, but it would definitely be really difficult for a beginner to win in a game like this. And sure enough, their first match ended in less time than it would take to boil a kimyuus egg.


      “Hmm. It seems I will require practice.” Even so, the eldest Deen son still went ahead with the same conditions for the rematch. He held out just a bit longer the second time, but the result remained unchanged. And it was the same way for their third and fourth matches too. “Hmm. My head is starting to hurt. It seems like I may not be well suited to this game.”


      “That’s why I said it was reckless to play on even terms. How about you play with someone else from the forest’s edge, then?”


      “Ah, good idea. In that case, could I ask you to play against me, Ai Fa?”


      My clan head didn’t look especially interested, but she offered no objections and sat down in the seat Ben had been using. After having watched four matches, she seemed to have memorized the rules. And so, Ai Fa silently laid out her pieces.


      “Now that I think about it, this is the first time I’ve seen a woman from the forest’s edge participate in any kind of competition. The three of you who came before didn’t play any of the games,” Ben said, having joined the audience.


      Fei Beim, who was standing next to me, turned toward him and replied, “The women of the forest’s edge have no custom of competing to show our strength. I’m sure Ai Fa accepted because she is a hunter.”


      “Huh? But this is just a game. It’s not like they’re actually taking up swords and fighting, so why don’t you give it a try too?”


      “No. Even if it is a game, I have no intention of fighting,” Fei Beim stated, glancing over at the other crowd. “I was more interested in that die pip game.”


      “Then maybe give that one a shot. We’ve got plenty of boards and pieces to spare, after all. Luia, why don’t you play her?”


      “That sounds good,” Luia replied from nearby, offering Fei Beim a smile. In the past, she had been pretty timid, but thanks to the revival festival, she seemed to have grown fairly accustomed to the people of the forest’s edge.


      Thinking back, Luia had feelings for Shin Ruu too, didn’t she?


      The crowd split once again, with some leaving to watch the match between Fei Beim and Luia. Toor Deen and I stayed to watch Ai Fa and the eldest Deen son play, since we were members of their families. By this point, the pieces atop the board were already pretty jumbled together.


      Huh? Ai Fa seems to have a pretty big advantage.


      I had only stopped watching for a moment, but during that time, Ai Fa’s captain had advanced pretty deep into the enemy forces. On top of that, she had already defeated the enemy captain and taken a cavalry and a spearman. Even having no experience in the game at all, it was obvious to me that the eldest Deen son was already in a real pinch.


      I’m amazed she managed to overrun him this badly and this quickly. And wait, she went for a kamikaze attack with her captain even though she only has one of them?


      That bold strategy proved successful, as Ai Fa swiftly achieved victory.


      “I see,” the eldest Deen son said with a big nod. “I think I’ve come to understand how to fight this battle better thanks to you, Ai Fa. I would like to ask for another match, if you don’t mind.”


      In the next match, the eldest Deen son advanced his captain without hesitation too. However, the piece soon fell to a cavalry-based pincer attack. In the meantime, Ai Fa had managed to press in on his general again with her own captain.


      “You cannot return this captain to the board as your own piece, correct?” Ai Fa asked.


      “That’s right,” Ben replied with a nod. “You can mess with the rules if you want, but that’s how it’s generally played.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa said, placing a swordsman she had taken down onto the board. After worriedly thinking for a long time, the eldest Deen son decided to move his general. And yet again, Ai Fa managed to corner the piece using her kamikaze specialist, the captain. Even the cavalry and spearmen in the way soon fell to the captain. It felt like the ferocity Ai Fa displayed in contests of strength between hunters was playing out there atop the board.


      Eventually, one of her swordsmen blocked the enemy general’s path, exerting control over the space where the opposing piece needed to flee. Plus, even if he took that swordsman, a spearman would come flying in on her next move. But if he didn’t make a move, the captain would catch up. In other words, he was just a few moves away from an inevitable checkmate.


      “Ah, I really am no good at this game at all!” the eldest Deen son declared, slumping his shoulders in defeat as a flustered Toor Deen hurried over to him.


      Ben, who had been staring at the board from the side, stroked his chin and said, “No, it’s more that Ai Fa’s really good. She set up a trap with your swordsman and spearman before cornering the enemy general.”


      “That’s the sort of game this is, isn’t it?”


      “Hmm. But that’s not the sort of technique you’d expect from a beginner. Would you mind playing me on even terms?”


      Ben went ahead and took the seat across from Ai Fa from the thoroughly disappointed eldest Deen son. My clan head remained perfectly expressionless as she lined up her pieces, making it difficult to tell if she was enjoying herself or not. She went with the same starting formation for her third match that she had used in her first two.


      “Charging with your captain is a fine strategy, but it’s not the sort of move a beginner should use. It’s really difficult to manage, as a single misstep can cause you to lose an important piece for no benefit.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa replied, only to charge with her captain once again. Ben, meanwhile, firmed up his defenses while deploying his cavalry to the left and right.


      And yet, Ai Fa was still ultimately the one who emerged victorious. From what I could tell, it seemed to have been a much more difficult win, though, with a number of her pieces getting taken. And when the match concluded, the young men and women from the post town cheered.


      “You’re the real deal. Okay, I’ll go all out, then,” Ben said, crossing his arms and laying out his pieces in a different formation than before. Ai Fa’s remained unchanged. This time, though, she advanced her captain with her cavalry on flanking it.


      As he dodged this fierce attack, Ben pressed forward with his own cavalry. However, Ai Fa’s defense proved to be surprisingly tough, hardly moving from her initial position as she fended off Ben’s assault.


      In the meantime, Ai Fa continued to press forward with her captain. Apparently noticing some kind of danger, Ben was forced to scurry and retreat with his general. I had pretty much no experience with shogi or chess, but I was pretty sure that once your key pieces started having to run like that, you were in the endgame. Ultimately, things concluded with Ben’s general getting surrounded by Ai Fa’s carefully positioned swordsmen and spearmen, earning her another victory.


      “Whoa, you’re crazy good! Are you seriously a beginner?”


      “I am. We don’t have games like this at the forest’s edge.”


      “I can’t compete! Kalgo, once you’re done over there, play against Ai Fa!”


      Apparently, Kalgo was the most skilled person in their friend group when it came to mock battles. He had already wrapped up his own match, so he tilted his head as he approached and said, “Hmm? You two played a mock battle, right? You lost on even footing?”


      “Yeah. I couldn’t do a thing. She’s really aggressive, but her defense is tough too.”


      “Ooh, I’m looking forward to seeing this,” Kalgo replied with a relaxed grin as he sat across from Ai Fa.


      Before he started picking up his pieces, though, Ben called out, “Hold on. I know you people of the forest’s edge don’t like betting, but are you okay with the rest of us doing it?”


      “Hmm? You wish to bet on this match between the two of us?” Ai Fa asked.


      “Yeah. That’s how we usually play.”


      “And that doesn’t go against the laws of Genos?”


      “Why would betting be a crime? There are gambling dens all over the place in the post town. I’m sure even the guards gamble on their days off.”


      Ai Fa crossed her arms and thought silently for a long moment, only to turn my way and ask, “Asuta, the townsfolk bet coins during the swordsmanship tournament Shin Ruu and Geol Zaza participated in, correct?”


      “Yeah. Apparently, Zasshuma earned a ton by betting on Shin Ruu.”


      “I see. If that is the custom in the post town, then it wouldn’t make sense for us to object to it,” Ai Fa stated.


      As soon as he heard that, Ben loudly called out, “All right! Hey guys, Ai Fa and Kalgo are gonna play a mock battle! Anybody who wants to bet, gather up!”


      Around half of the folks enjoying other boardgames and practicing with their flutes hurried over.


      “If you’re taking bets, is it going to be an even match? Kalgo’s good enough to make a living in the gambling dens, so I can’t imagine it being much of a competition,” Yumi remarked.


      “Think again,” Ben said with a shake of his head. “Ai Fa got the better of me in just fifty moves. And it takes a little while for Kalgo to get fired up.”


      “Oh? Then, are you going to bet on Ai Fa?”


      “Of course. That’s why I called everybody over here.”


      The newly arrived crowd exchanged glances as they chatted with each other. As they did, Ben pulled out two woven baskets and placed them beside the board.


      “I’m putting five red coins on Ai Fa. Anybody who wants to bet, pull out your coins.”


      From what I could tell, five red coins seemed to be the equivalent of a thousand yen or so. That was quite a sum for just a casual bet. The young townsfolk all seemed to give it a lot of thought before tossing their coins into the baskets. Plenty of them followed Ben’s lead and bet on Ai Fa, but there were clearly about twice as many betting on Kalgo.


      “Hmm. I wasn’t able to win against Kalgo, so I wonder how Ai Fa will do.” Cheem Sudra pondered with great interest, having popped up beside me at some point. Ia Fou Sudra was also standing close by with a smile on her face.


      “You played Kalgo too, Cheem Sudra? Was he strong?”


      “Indeed. I was only able to compete evenly with him when he removed his captain.”


      Ben had been looking at the coins piling up in the baskets with great satisfaction, but when he heard that, he turned toward us. “If you were a match for Kalgo without his captain, that means you’re on the same level as me. That’s more than strong enough for a beginner.”


      “Well, this mock battle game seems somehow akin to a contest of strength between hunters. The ability to make instantaneous judgments and to plan ahead are crucial for hunters as well, after all.”


      The eldest Deen son, still looking a bit dispirited, reacted to that statement by saying, “Then I can’t win at this game because I’m lacking strength as a hunter? It’s only natural that you and Ai Fa are stronger than me, of course, since you two are champions among our six clans.”


      “No. I don’t believe just any hunters would be able to put on a strong showing in a game like this. I get the feeling that smaller hunters such as Ai Fa and myself would excel at it.”


      In other words, hunters who needed to train things besides their muscle strength, huh? At any rate, I was seriously proud of the fact that Ai Fa was attracting attention with her skills here too.


      “Okay, everybody has put in their coins, so feel free to get started!”


      Kalgo looked composed while Ai Fa remained expressionless as they lined up their pieces. Despite the large crowd around them, it seemed that neither of them was feeling any pressure.


      Kalgo ended up moving first, and he went with a safe choice of moving a swordsman forward. As an amateur, I couldn’t see much difference between how he played and how Ben had played yet. Ai Fa might have been thinking the same thing, as she went ahead and charged forward with her captain right from the start.


      “I see, a captain assault.”


      As he met Ai Fa’s charge, Kalgo also launched a near instantaneous counterattack. Ai Fa was snatching his pieces, but he was taking hers just as quickly. It was a real back and forth of offense and defense. And as the two of them placed the pieces they had taken back down on the board, the state of battle didn’t seem to be shifting at all. If this had been a real battle, it would’ve been an incredibly bloody conflict by this point.


      As they played, the audience around them continued to swell. Even Jou Ran and Lebi eventually stopped their passionate flute practice and came over, until we ended up with over forty people packed around the board.


      “That’s it, force your way through!” Ben excitedly shouted out. It seemed like the battle was gradually starting to shift in Ai Fa’s favor in my eyes too. Kalgo continued to make moves without sparing any time to think, but he definitely seemed to be on the defensive. And then, Kalgo casually made a move that made Ai Fa freeze. I had no idea what she was worried about, though, since she still seemed to have the advantage.


      “What’s the matter? Why are you hesitating over a move like that?” Ben questioned, but Ai Fa still wasn’t moving. Then after around thirty seconds of silence, she gave a deep sigh.


      “It seems this is my loss. I had no idea you were setting up such a trap.”


      “Huh? What are you saying? There are still plenty of moves to play!” Ben said, sounding shocked.


      “No,” Ai Fa replied with a shake of her head. “No matter how I fight back, there is no longer any path to victory left to me. That single move cut off all my options.”


      “If you can see that far ahead, you really are a skilled player. By the way, if you were to keep fighting, roughly how many more moves do you think the game would last?” Kalgo asked.


      Ai Fa stared down at the board with a piercing glare, then answered, “Twenty-five moves, I suppose. I cannot imagine being able to keep struggling past that point.”


      “That’s right. You really are impressive, Ai Fa!” Kalgo remarked with a satisfied smile, only to receive a confused and questioning look from my clan head.


      “What is so impressive, exactly? I lost, didn’t I?”


      “I mean, you’re so skilled, it’s hard to imagine this is your first time touching these game pieces. I’d imagine Lebi and I are the only ones here who could put up a proper fight against you.”


      Ai Fa glanced around once more, then sighed and said, “I see. Still, it’s vexing to lose. I can now understand your frustration, eldest son of the Deen.”


      “Ah, I’d say our frustrations are totally different, Ai Fa,” the Deen hunter replied with an awkward chuckle, then he turned toward Jou Ran. “I really don’t seem to be suited to this game at all. I think I’ll learn to play the flute with you instead, Jou Ran.”


      “Sure. In that case, you’ll need to make your own flute first. Lebi, are there any wooden tubes left?”


      “Yeah. Let’s head back over that way, then.”


      Ten people headed back to where they had been before, with Telia Mas and the Fou and Ran women among them. As they were leaving, Ai Fa was directing an intense glare at Kalgo. “My apologies, but could I ask you for another match? I feel like I was able to grow stronger during that game we just played.”


      “Of course. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to enjoy a game played on even terms.”


      “Hold on! We’ve gotta divvy out the coins first. Ai Fa, I’m going to bet on you again!”


      The coins from the baskets were handed out according to the bets made. As she watched the townsfolk doing that out of the corner of her eye, Yun Sudra whispered to me, “Ai Fa seems to be enjoying this gathering too. In fact, I’d say she’s connecting with them more now than she did at the banquet the other day.”


      “Yeah, you may be right about that.”


      Throwing yourself into competitions was another way of having fun, and it felt very fitting for my clan head.


      “Okay, we’re finished handing out the coins. I’m going to bet another five red coins on Ai Fa!”


      “Hey Ben, if you lose too much money here, you’ll end up being the only one going without dinner,” Yumi called out with a cheerful laugh as she walked away, heading over to the flute group that Jou Ran was a part of.


      The eldest Deen son had already gotten started on making his flute under Lebi’s guidance. Next to them, Jou Ran was practicing with his own instrument, and Telia Mas was happily chatting with some of the women from the forest’s edge. Toor Deen was part of that group, as were the Fou and Ran women.


      When Yumi joined them, I couldn’t detect even a single hint of tension between the women. I wasn’t able to tell what they were talking about, but I saw the Fou and Ran women smiling up at Yumi. It was hard to imagine that they might have been secretly fighting over Jou Ran, looking at them now.


      “There doesn’t seem to be any need to worry, at least for the time being,” Yun Sudra whispered to me.


      I nodded with a smile and said, “Right.”


      And as the sun slowly dipped lower in the sky, Ai Fa and Kalgo quietly began their second match.


      5


      We enjoyed the rest of our afternoon pretty much like that. Then, about half an hour before sunset—that is, half past the lower fifth hour—we headed over to The Westerly Wind to eat dinner. We had arrived at Vairus Plaza at around half past the second hour, so we had spent three whole hours hanging out there, and they had gone by in a flash.


      “I had no idea what you were going to have us do until sunset, but now that it’s over, it feels like it ended in no time at all,” I said as we walked down the street in the dimming light.


      “Right?” Yumi replied with a smile. Then she turned to look at Jou Ran, who was next to me. “Honestly, I’d love it if we could hang out with you guys every day! If you’d like, why don’t we do it one more time before your hunters have to get back to work?”


      Grinning back at her, the hunter nodded and replied, “Definitely. In fact, I’d like to come again more than just the once. I think two or maybe even three more visits would be good. I’ll consult with our clan head, since our break period will be ending in a few days.”


      “Gotcha! I’ll be looking forward to it!”


      The two of them really did seem to be enjoying themselves, but I couldn’t say I sensed anything more than that between them, although it was a little unusual for a man of the forest’s edge to be so friendly with a woman who wasn’t family.


      We were still chatting with each other when we stepped onto the road where The Westerly Wind was located, but as soon as we did, Ai Fa suddenly moved much closer to me, to the point that our bodies almost touched.


      “Wh-What’s the matter? Did you sense something concerning?”


      “No, that’s not it. But from what I have been told, more caution is needed here than elsewhere.”


      “Ah ha ha!” Yumi laughed in response to my clan head’s concerns. “You’re right, I did tell you that. But nobody’s dumb enough to pick a fight with hunters from the forest’s edge. Plus, the sun hasn’t even set yet.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa replied, but she didn’t move away from me. Even if our skin wasn’t touching, she was close enough that I could sense her body heat, which got my heart pounding.


      It was definitely true that the street we were on had a much rougher feel than Vairus Way. All of the buildings looked run-down with age, and there weren’t many people walking around. That kind of thing didn’t really concern me during the day, but in the dim light as sunset fast approached, the atmosphere was totally different. Of course, a large part of that was probably because of what Yumi had told us about places like these, such as how guards never went into them alone at night.


      “Well, as long as you don’t head any farther in than our place, you shouldn’t be in any danger. I mean, I wouldn’t have invited you all in the first place if things were that bad around here.”


      Jou Ran and the others who had come here three days ago weren’t showing any signs of concern at all. The only ones who seemed a bit on edge were Ai Fa and the eldest Deen son, with the latter sticking close to Toor Deen and casually glancing all around.


      “Okay, we’re here. Make yourselves at home, everybody,” Yumi stated as she opened the door to the inn, and instantly there was an explosion of cheers. Since we had taken a bit of a detour on the way here, quite a few of the young folks from town had arrived well before us.


      The crowd of around thirty young townspeople had shrunk down to twenty, but there were still more than thirty of us in total when you included those of us from the forest’s edge. The dining hall at The Westerly Wind wasn’t all that big, so it was already about seventy percent full of familiar faces.


      “Ah, you’re finally back, Yumi. Come on, hurry up and get to work,” Yumi’s mom Sill called out from behind the counter. And when her eyes fell on me, her eyes narrowed happily. “Welcome, Asuta, and the rest of you from the forest’s edge too. We’ve known you and those girls for quite a while now, but I never expected to have you show up at our place as customers.”


      We delivered giba meat to The Westerly Wind once every few days, so she was pretty familiar with the team that manned our stalls. Toor Deen, Yun Sudra, and Fei Beim all bowed to her.


      “Okay, I’ll go help out in the kitchen, then. Just take whatever seats you want, guys.”


      “Yumi, what should I do with this?” the eldest Deen son asked, holding a large wooden box in his arms. We had stopped by The Kimyuus’s Tail where our wagons were stored in order to pick it up.


      “Oh yeah. Mom, the folks from the forest’s edge brought a gift.”


      “A gift? You didn’t have to do that. You’re our guests, after all.”


      “Yes, but this is to show our appreciation for all of the effort Yumi’s put in on our behalf. We had a lot of fun today.”


      Sill’s eyes narrowed even more as she said, “Thank you. In that case, we’ll accept. So, what’ve you got in there?”


      “These are sweets that Toor prepared. If it’s all right with you, we’d like to share them with everyone gathered here after we finish our meal.”


      “Oh, Yumi’s been raving about those for a while. What a fine gift. Hey, dear, you come say thanks too!”


      A moment later, the innkeeper, Sams, slowly appeared at the entrance to the kitchen. He was a failed mercenary, and had a very stern face. As he ran a hand over the scar on his neck, Sams looked around at us with a suspicious gaze.


      “You really came again today, huh? You aren’t leaving any room for other customers.”


      “The early bird gets the worm! And they’re all customers too, so you should really be more polite, old man!” Yumi shot back before turning toward the eldest Deen son with a smile. “Don’t mind him. Our place has been doing much better thanks to your giba meat, after all.”


      “No. From what I have heard, your father was once harmed by one of our people. It isn’t unreasonable for it to take a long time for us to earn his trust,” the hunter replied, holding the wooden box out toward Sams with a friendly smile. “It is my hope that today’s gathering helps us to form a proper connection. Please accept this gift.”


      With a “Hmph!” Sams took the box.


      “Okay, I’ll see you all later! I’ve gotta hurry up and get dinner ready now, though!” Yumi said.


      We had already paid for our dinner in advance, and had let Yumi handle the details. Apparently, we people of the forest’s edge were going to be served The Westerly Wind’s standard giba cooking.


      They’ve been making adjustments to it on their own lately, so I’m really looking forward to seeing what they’ll be serving us, I thought to myself while finally taking a seat. The twelve of us from the forest’s edge split into groups of two or three each and sat down in various places around the room. Ai Fa, Fei Beim, and I joined Lebi and Telia Mas at a table.


      “Hello there. I think this might be the first time we’ve spoken today, Telia Mas,” I said.


      “Yes, since you were enjoying board games the whole time.”


      Telia Mas had spent the afternoon with Lebi and Jou Ran, the group that had been practicing with flutes. However, the men had been the ones learning to play, so Telia Mas must have been chatting with the women from the forest’s edge who had been over there instead.


      “You people of the forest’s edge seem to be really skilled at everything you do. Jou Ran learned three entire songs during the two meetups we’ve done.”


      Lebi was smiling in his seat next to Telia Mas and looking like he was enjoying himself. “They’ve got really strong lungs too. If we’d taken out our stoppers, the sound probably would’ve been pretty good.”


      Telia Mas giggled. I was pretty sure she had met Lebi for the first time at the friendship banquet, but it seemed like she had opened up to him quite a bit.


      “By the way, how did the match between Kalgo and Ai Fa go? I remember Ben making a ton of noise about how much money he was gonna win.”


      “Out of five games, I lost three times. My lack of skill was truly vexing,” Ai Fa replied.


      When he heard that, Lebi’s eyes shot open wide. “Wait, hold on... So, you won twice?”


      “Indeed. I was victorious in two out of the five games.”


      “I can’t believe it. That goes way beyond just having a knack for it. I mean, I consider myself to be doing well when I win one game out of three against Kalgo. If you’re that good, you could probably make some real profit in a gambling den.” Lebi looked earnestly impressed, but my clan head seemed rather displeased. She really had a lot of pride when it came to competitions. “What about you, Asuta? Were you enjoying the board games the whole time too?”


      “Yeah, but I played the pip game instead of the mock battle. I won about half the time, I guess.”


      “You didn’t give the mock battle a try? You seem like you’d be pretty good at it, though.”


      “Nah. I’m a sore loser, so I tend to get fired up with stuff like that real quick. I figured it was best not to mess with it in the first place.”


      “You’re a sore loser, Asuta? That’s a bit of a surprise,” Telia Mas chimed in, her eyes opening wide.


      Across the table, Fei Beim narrowed her eyes questioningly. “I don’t get such an impression from you either. I don’t mean this in a bad way, but you have a very gentle nature, like a woman.”


      “That’s because I do my best to hold it back. And I’d say I’ve been a lot more mentally relaxed lately because I’ve had so much success at forging connections with everyone at the forest’s edge.”


      Thinking back, when I had first come to the forest’s edge, things had been pretty tense between me and Donda and Darmu Ruu, though on my end, that was more because of the mental strain I had been under rather than because I hated to lose. I had felt that they’d been acting unjustly, not just toward me, but Ai Fa as well, and it had been impossible for me to let that go.


      “Now that I think about it, the Beim aren’t related to the Fou or Deen, right? So did you come along this time because you have some kind of special connection with Asuta and the others?” Lebi casually asked, and Fei Beim sat up straight.


      “The Beim do not have especially deep ties to the Fa clan. If anything, I would say it’s the opposite.”


      “The opposite? What do you mean by that?”


      “The Beim clan has worked alongside the Fa in order to determine whether their business activities in the post town are appropriate for our people. It isn’t as if we have formed a bond of friendship with the Fa like the Fou and their related clans have.”


      When they heard that, both Lebi and Telia Mas looked taken aback.


      “That was some pretty weighty stuff to just drop on the table like that. But it’s not like you get along poorly with Asuta and Ai Fa, right?”


      “Naturally, we people of the forest’s edge value our comrades, even those not related to us by blood. But the Beim clan initially stood opposed to the idea of doing business in the post town. The same was also true of the Deen, who fall under the Zaza.”


      The pair from the post town looked seriously confused at this point, so I added, “The idea of the people of the forest’s edge doing business in town was a big deal, so there were a fair number of clans who opposed the idea. That was why the Fa clan was given a year in order to prove that we’re right.”


      “A year? Wait, then the decision still hasn’t been made?”


      “Nope. It’s going to be decided at the clan head meeting three days from now.”


      “W-Wait, then there’s a chance you’re going to have to stop doing business here in town?” Telia Mas asked, leaning forward as her face went pale.


      Wanting to console her, I smiled back and said, “Yes, but people from the clans opposed to our actions have been working alongside us so they could gather all the information they need. I gave it my all, I’d say, and I’m sure that it’ll turn out fine.”


      “That’s seriously hard to believe. I mean, you and Toor Deen get along with Asuta and Ai Fa so well, Fei Beim!” Lebi remarked, staring at the stoic young woman.


      She met his gaze directly and replied, “I’ve heard that Yumi’s father was once hurt by a person of the forest’s edge. The Beim once had one of our own harmed by someone from town as well. Because of that, I can’t imagine it will be simple for our people and the townsfolk to form bonds of friendship.”


      “I mean, yeah, before I met you all, I couldn’t have cared less if the people of the forest’s edge dropped dead.”


      “No doubt. But I would say it’s a big step forward that we’ve been able to spend this day together as friends,” Fei Beim said, her tone utterly serious. “At any rate, I trust the leading clan heads and the heads of the other clans throughout the forest’s edge to choose the best path forward for our people. And I shall abide by what they have to say.”


      “Yeah, I guess I’ll trust in that too. I mean, I don’t want this to be the only time I get to play around with all of you from the forest’s edge,” Lebi replied.


      Just then, Yumi called out, “Sorry for the wait!” Glancing in her direction, I saw her and Sill working together to carry out a pair of large trays, each with a number of bowls on top of them giving off steam. “First up is soup! Oh, and can we get each table to tell us how much fruit wine they need?!”


      “Right, things won’t really kick off without some wine. You all are drinking, right?” Lebi asked.


      “Yes,” Telia Mas timidly replied while the three of us from the forest’s edge responded without much excitement.


      “Sorry, but I don’t drink,” I said.


      “And I do not have any when outside of the settlement,” Ai Fa added.


      “If the two of you aren’t drinking, then I suppose I shall refrain as well,” Fei Beim stated.


      Lebi wasn’t quite as energetic as Ben, but even still, when he heard that he shouted out, “What the heck?! You’ve gotta be kidding, saying you’re not gonna drink in a place like this! Why don’t you drink, Asuta?”


      “Um, in my home country it’s forbidden to drink alcohol before the age of twenty, so I’ve hardly ever even tasted it.”


      “But you’re a westerner now, aren’t you? Your old country’s rules shouldn’t matter anymore.”


      “Yeah, but it doesn’t change the fact that I was born there. I might be weaker to the stuff than a native westerner, plus it could be bad for me, so I decided to hold off until I turn twenty.”


      Lebi’s brows furrowed with disappointment, then he turned to face my clan head. “What about you, then, Ai Fa? Why don’t you drink outside of the forest’s edge?”


      “Because it is my job to act as a guard. Once we leave this inn, there will be a chance that we might be attacked by outlaws until we are safely back home.”


      “But the men drank a bunch at the last gathering.”


      “That is because they were confident that their strength would not be impaired as a result. I cannot handle alcohol that well, so I intend to abstain.”


      Ai Fa’s response was firm, so Lebi let out a sigh and then glanced over at the last member of our group.


      “Then won’t you at least drink? It would just be sad for only two out of the five of us to drink.”


      “Ah, is that so? Then I will drink after all,” Fei Beim replied, swiftly changing her previous answer and smoothly settling matters.


      Sill then walked over to us with a tray. “Thanks for waiting. We’re going to carry things out one at a time as soon as they’re done.”


      I had been able to tell what kind of soup they had made before she even approached: Giba curry soup. At The Westerly Wind, they used the curry base they bought from me to make this dish and sell it.


      “Hmm. This sure is some thin-looking curry. They’re not watering it down to make it cheaper to prepare, right?” Lebi whispered to me.


      “No,” I replied. “It’s true that this recipe was created to keep the ingredient costs down, but if that had made the taste worse, they wouldn’t have been able to compete with the other inns. This should be delicious in its own unique way, distinct from other kinds of giba curry.”


      “Oh, so that means you taught them this dish? That’s a relief,” Lebi said as he excitedly scooped some up with a spoon and gave it a try. “Ah, this is good. The flavor’s not too weak at all.”


      I went ahead and confirmed that for myself. Sure enough, it wasn’t lacking in flavor in the least. The base for the soup must have used karon skim milk, as it had a rich flavor and felt really mellow in my mouth.


      Beyond the strong taste of the curry, I could also sense the garlicky flavor of myamuu. And in addition to aria, chatchi, and nenon, there was also red tarapa skin floating in the soup. That was an original addition The Westerly Wind had come up with.


      When I dipped the baked poitan we had been given into the soup and tried it, I found myself even more impressed. And of course, giba thigh meat that had been boiled until it was nice and tender provided the core of the dish. Even though Lebi and Telia Mas had gotten to experience my curry shaska back at the banquet, they didn’t seem disappointed with the soup in the least.


      “Ah. It has been quite some time since I’ve had giba curry prepared as a soup,” Ai Fa said with satisfaction as people started offering their praise from all the tables around us too.


      “Here’s your fruit wine. Also, the okonomiyaki and the boiled tau oil dish.”


      Yumi and Sill then began laying out one plate after another for all of the tables. I hadn’t seen Sams at all, though, so he must’ve been in charge of plating the food. As the new dishes were served up, they were met with even more cheers.


      The okonomiyaki was prepared in the buchimgae style we had developed during the rainy season, with chitt seeds, mayonnaise, and Worcestershire sauce added on top. This was another dish I didn’t make at the Fa house that often, so Ai Fa’s eyes narrowed with nostalgia as she stared at it.
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      As for the boiled dish, it had a sauce I didn’t recognize on top of it. It must’ve been a new dish that Yumi and her family had developed recently. As they struggled with their inability to use pricy ingredients, they continued to experiment day after day.


      “It sure is lively around here. Is the place rented out for today?” a man called out from the entrance. When I glanced that way, I saw three middle-aged guys who seriously looked like ruffians. One of them was glancing all around the dining hall with a look of shock.


      “Hey, those are people of the forest’s edge, right? What are they doing drinking at an inn like this?”


      When she noticed them, Yumi cheerfully called out, “Welcome! We’re not rented out or anything, so you can sit anywhere that’s empty. Or are you too scared of these hunters from the forest’s edge?”


      “Don’t be dumb. We’ve gotten plenty used to seeing hunters this past year.”


      I recognized that man’s voice, so I stood up from my chair and said, “Good evening. It’s dark, so I didn’t recognize you at first. But we’re customers here today too, so please don’t worry about us.”


      “Hmm? You’re that kid from the stalls. You’re here too?”


      “Yes. We’ve been here in the post town ever since we wrapped up our business for the day.”


      There was nothing to worry about, since the three of them were regulars at the stalls. Sure, they looked mean, but they were all actually quite good-natured.


      “That sure is something else. Still, if you’re here as customers, it’s not like we’ve got any right to complain.”


      “Yeah. If anything, we don’t usually get this many young women around, which makes the mood all the better.”


      The three of them sat down at a nearby table, and Yumi headed over to take their orders. Seeing that there was no problem, I went ahead and sat back down.


      “You really do know people all over, huh, Asuta? You’re pretty famous here in the post town,” Lebi remarked, having gone a bit red around his eyes from drinking. But, well, as the only person of the forest’s edge with a different skin color, it was only natural I would stand out. Plus, it was no surprise I’d end up with a ton of acquaintances after serving food to customers at the stalls for roughly a year now.


      “My, this dish is very good,” Telia Mas suddenly said, sounding surprised. She had taken a bite of the boiled dish, which used sirloin for the cut and was coated in a creamy white sauce.


      Now curious, I went ahead and gave it a try too, and sure enough, it was pretty tasty. The white sauce used karon milk as a base and had a very deep flavor to it.


      “This was made with salt and pico leaves, and I think tau oil, minced aria, and white mamaria wine as well? It certainly is delicious, isn’t it?” I said.


      “Wait, so you’re not familiar with this one either, Asuta?” Telia Mas asked.


      “That’s right. Though I did teach them how to make soup with karon milk, which I imagine they used as a starting point to come up with this dish.”


      “They take care not to use expensive ingredients here at The Westerly Wind, but they can prepare a dish that’s this good? I feel like my confidence is fading fast,” Telia Mas muttered.


      “Nah, you don’t have to worry about that,” Lebi said with a smile. “No matter how good the food they serve here is, most of the people who come here are outlaws and guys from Sym who aren’t afraid of them. The customer base doesn’t overlap with your inn’s at all.”


      “Yes, but I’m not a very good cook...and having food like this is making that very obvious to me.”


      “That’s not true at all. Right, Asuta?” Lebi prompted.


      “Right,” I replied with a nod. “You’ve improved a lot over the last year, Telia Mas. I can’t imagine anybody would call you a bad cook with the skills you have now.”


      “See? It’s gotta be true if Asuta’s saying it. We’re getting to eat some good food, so don’t go making such a sad face,” Lebi said, leaning a bit closer to her with a grin.


      “Okay,” Telia Mas replied with a nod as she started to blush. It was really charming, somehow, seeing the two of them interact. Lebi didn’t look all that much like the delinquent he supposedly was, so he seemed to pair well with the rather gentle Telia Mas.


      Lebi’s two years younger, though, isn’t he? Still, I guess that doesn’t really matter.


      At any rate, as we continued eating, things kept getting more and more lively in The Westerly Wind’s dining hall. It was completely dark outside the window now, and more ordinary customers had started coming in, and before I knew it, the place was almost fully packed. And as we’d been told, the new customers were all tough-looking guys and easterners who didn’t fear them.


      But as it turned out, even those scary-looking guys were interested in the novelty of customers from the forest’s edge and frequently called out to us. There were even some folks who asked to sit with us while holding a fruit wine bottle in their hand, making it almost feel like a banquet. Since Jou Ran and the oldest Deen son were quite affable, they seemed to be enjoying chatting with them. Meanwhile, Cheem Sudra and his wife were gathered around a table with some young folks from town and a few easterners. Were those easterners telling them tales of their travels around the world?


      “Wow! Things sure have gotten wild, huh! Are you all enjoying yourselves, Asuta?” an energetic voice called out. When I turned that way, I saw Yumi approaching with a smile on her face, holding a large tray in her hands.
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      Yumi set the tray down atop the table and took an empty seat. Since the table was meant to seat six, there was one more chair left for her. The tray she had been carrying had several of the dishes we’d had so far on it, enough of each for one person, so they must have been Yumi’s dinner.


      “Phew. I’m finally done bringing everything out. So, what do you think of our cooking? It’s changed a lot, hasn’t it?”


      “Yeah, it was all good. That boiled dish in particular was fantastic.”


      “Heh. My mom and I put a lot of thought into that one! And nowadays, it sells every bit as well as our other giba dishes!” Yumi said while taking a big bite of the dish in question. She had been working all night, so she was only just now getting to eat. “If you didn’t get enough, feel free to order more. But you’ll have to pay from here on out, of course.”


      “I’m already flat broke after paying the first bit, even though I feel like I could eat lots more,” Lebi said while snatching away a piece of Yumi’s buchimgae-style okonomiyaki.


      Yumi had been slurping down some giba curry soup, and when she saw that she shouted, “Ah!” and started wringing Lebi’s neck. “Thief! You want me to call the guards on you?!”


      “Oh come on, it was only one piece. Don’t be so stingy. Besides, if you call for the guards, all your other customers will run for it, yeah?”


      “Quiet, you! If you don’t have the coins, then just earn them in a gambling den! You’re the best at it after Kalgo, aren’t you?!”


      “I can’t even play a match without any starting money. Guess I’ll be putting in some time as a day laborer again starting tomorrow.”


      Yumi stopped her shrieking at that, then glared up at Lebi. “Well, it makes sense that you’d run out of money if you keep playing around all the time. Your old man still hasn’t gotten better?”


      “He’s completely useless. It’s a punishment for all the trouble he caused, I guess,” Lebi said with a shrug as he took a swig of fruit wine.


      “Um,” Telia Mas chimed in. “I’m sorry for interrupting, but is your father in poor health, Lebi?”


      “Huh? Yeah, he injured his leg while working as a laborer, so for the past two months, he’s just been lying around. A log fell and crushed one of his legs.”


      “I see... How awful!”


      “Hmph. He did all sorts of bad stuff when he was young, so Selva passed judgment on him. I mean, even my ma got fed up with him when I was little and left.”


      Yumi sighed and added, “That’s why this guy’s been working as a day laborer and visiting the gambling dens, to make enough for his old man too. You’d have a much easier time of it if you had Kalgo’s skills, though.”


      “Hey, it’s not like he wins every single day, you know. Still, it’s not like there’s any other work I can do after the sun sets.”


      When she heard Lebi say that, Telia Mas looked like she had thought of something and leaned forward. “Wh-Why not work at our place, then? We can’t pay a lot, but it should make for a more stable income than gambling.”


      “Your inn, Telia Mas? I’m sure your old man wouldn’t want anything to do with a shady guy like me.”


      “Y-You’re not shady, Lebi! And I’m sure my dad would be happy to have you!”


      As she poured some fruit wine for herself, Yumi tilted her head a bit and said, “Hmm? You already have enough people, though, don’t you? From what I’ve heard, folks from around the neighborhood come to work at The Kimyuus’s Tail daily.”


      “That’s true, but we’re looking for someone new because one of our workers is pregnant. My dad’s the only man we have helping at the inn, so I’m sure he’d really appreciate your help, Lebi.”


      That was something I had picked up through the grapevine too. The woman who had once served half-cooked meat to the soldiers from the capital was pregnant now, supposedly.


      “That works out perfectly, then,” Yumi said. “My old man hates young guys, so we haven’t been able to hire Lebi, but it’d be good if he could quit going to the gambling dens and do proper work at night too.”


      “Hey, that’s easier said than done. Anybody would hate a brat like me, not just your old man.”


      “Nah, you’ll probably be fine. I mean, at least your face isn’t as ugly as Ben’s,” Yumi teased with a laugh.


      As she looked at Lebi timidly, Telia Mas said, “W-Well, what do you think? It really would help us out if you’d work at our place.”


      “Let me just warn you, then... When my old man was young, he had a finger cut off because he was caught cheating at gambling dens. And he had sticky fingers too, so he was only ever able to work as a day laborer. You seriously trust someone raised by a guy like that?”


      “Yes. I trust you, Lebi,” Telia Mas immediately replied, staring at Lebi with a look of desperation.


      With a sigh, Lebi scratched his head and said, “Yeah? Then could you have a talk with your old man? I mean, I’d like to quit the gambling dens too if I can. At this rate, it feels like someday I’ll end up following in my old man’s footsteps.”


      “O-Of course! Thank you!”


      “Nah, I’m the one who should be thanking you. Thanks, Telia Mas,” Lebi said with a bashful smile, causing Telia Mas to hang her head as she blushed again.


      “Hmm,” Yumi muttered, the corners of her lips twisting up as she stared at the two of them. “Lebi, I warned you before that if you hit on Telia Mas, you wouldn’t get off lightly. Still, I guess I won’t complain if you agree to take full responsibility for what happens.”


      “Oh come on, don’t be stupid. As if she’d ever want a guy like me,” Lebi grumbled, scratching his head. Meanwhile, Telia Mas turned even redder. Lebi then seemed to shift gears as he turned back toward us. “Sorry for going on and on about all that. Just keep on enjoying yourselves, okay?”


      “I think it’s quite splendid that you have been stepping up to support your household at such a young age,” Fei Beim said with a deadly serious look, her face not any redder at all despite the fact that she had been drinking. “The Beim clan has also suffered from poverty at times. But it seems that even in the post town, earning money is not a trivial matter.”


      “You’ve got that right. Still, I’ve got enough leeway to play around a bit, so I’ve got it better than plenty of other people.”


      Even so, Lebi had to be working hard day in and day out in order to manage that. No matter how exhausted he was from working, he still kept on buying food from our stalls, and that was starting to make me feel a little flustered.


      “Yumi, could I have a moment of your time?” Jou Ran asked as he approached.


      As she turned to look at him, Yumi grinned brightly and said, “Hey there. Looks like you’re finished eating, huh? How did you like today’s meal?”


      “It was very good. All of the women were amazed that townsfolk could be that skillful at preparing giba dishes,” Jou Ran said, pulling out his flute from where he had stowed it next to his hip. “By the way, everyone has been pestering me to play the flute. Would it bother people if I did that here, though?”


      “Nah. It’s still too early for people to be going to sleep in the houses around us, so it shouldn’t be a problem. But, well, if you suck, the other customers may complain,” Yumi said, flashing her teeth again. “Still, I’m sure you’ll be fine, Jou Ran. I’m curious to see just how much you’ve improved, honestly.”


      “In that case, please allow me to play. If there are any complaints, then I will apologize,” Jou Ran said back with a smile of his own. It was an earnest expression that reminded me of a child. “Lebi, which song should I play? ‘Vairus’s Banquet’?”


      “Yeah, that sounds good. I’d like to give it a listen too.”


      Jou Ran nodded in response, then brought his flute to his lips. A moment later, the instrument’s clear sound started filling the noisy dining hall. As it did, everybody who hadn’t known Jou Ran was about to start playing turned his way in surprise.


      I had heard “Vairus’s Banquet” just the other day, back at the friendship banquet. It was a jovial, lively, and stirring song that matched its title very well. However, the sound of the flutes they used had a sorrowful quality to it that felt like it sank deep into your chest, which imbued the lively tune with some real emotional depth.


      Though the song required some pretty intense finger work, Jou Ran seemed to be managing it without a problem. And like Lebi had said, the strength of his lungs was pretty impressive too. Despite the instrument’s small size, I felt my skin trembling from the sound of it. I found the music very pleasant, though. As I listened, the dim candlelight of the dining hall suddenly felt like a blazing ritual flame. It was like we were at a banquet, where everyone would gather around the big fire and enjoy themselves. Was that because of the stirring song itself, or was it perhaps due to how often I had heard it at banquets? To be honest, it was probably both.


      Most of the people seated in the hall closed their eyes and swayed along with the rhythm. Even Ai Fa had done so, and was listening intently.


      After reaching the end of the intense and playful song, Jou Ran lowered his flute and was instantly met with cheering.


      “Not bad for a kid from the forest’s edge!”


      “Hey, get that guy a bottle of fruit wine!”


      The customers of the inn who weren’t friends with Yumi were the ones making the biggest commotion. Well, the easterners kept silent and just quietly clapped for him, of course.


      “That was perfect! It’s hard to imagine you’ve only had two days of practice! Oh, did you do more back at the forest’s edge too?” Yumi asked.


      “Yes. I had everyone listen whenever we had the time,” Jou Ran replied.


      Both of them were smiling brightly as they talked. Then Sill approached them holding a cup and a bottle of fruit wine.


      “Here, this is from that customer over there. Are you fine with a bottle cut with arow juice?”


      “Of course. Thank you, Sill.”


      This was only Jou Ran’s second visit here, but he already remembered Sill’s name.


      As she poured the fruit wine for him, Sill smiled and said, “Please play a second song if you don’t mind. I’m sure everyone is eagerly waiting to hear it.”


      “Very well. The other songs I’ve learned are ‘The Moon Goddess’s Melody’ and ‘The Morning of Departure.’ Which would be best?”


      “Ah, those are both fine songs. How about you play both of them?” Sill asked, then she turned toward Yumi. “And it’ll be even more fun if you sing along, right? Both of those songs are specialties of yours.”


      “What are you saying? I’m already done working.”


      “Jou Ran here isn’t playing because it’s his job either, you know. So come on, why not take the opportunity to sing?”


      Jou Ran shot Yumi a surprised look. “At the forest’s edge, the only songs that are sung are lullabies. If you’re skilled at the kind of singing people do in town, Yumi, I’d love to hear it.”


      “I wouldn’t say I’m especially good or anything. Our drunk customers just pester me till I sing every now and again,” Yumi grumbled.


      “What are you saying? Plenty of people come to our inn to hear you sing,” her mother said.


      This was the first time I had heard about Yumi’s singing skills. Back during the revival festival and the banquets at the forest’s edge, she had only ever danced.


      “Ugh, so annoying. Don’t let my singing screw up your playing, okay?”


      “Of course. Thank you,” Jou Ran replied with a smile, and Yumi reluctantly walked over to stand beside him. “Well then, would starting with ‘The Moon Goddess’s Melody’ be all right?”


      “Yeah, yeah, do whatever you please.”


      Amid all the cheering, Jou Ran started playing another song. It was another one I had heard numerous times, and was played in a relaxed triple meter. It was cheerful, but it was a much calmer melody than “Vairus’s Banquet.” It was kind of like a waltz with what I would describe as an Arabian sort of tune mixed into it.


      After a moment, Yumi began to sing along with the tune. Her voice was normally kind of husky, but her singing had an incredible clarity to it. It was very pretty, and had the kind of sound that you could just let wash over you without paying attention to it. Her singing voice was incredibly memorable.


      The moon goddess in the song was Eila, who I had learned about earlier in the day. From what I could tell, the song was about a woman who was about to get married swearing before the moon goddess Eila that her love for her partner would be eternal. Apparently, Eila was also the goddess of love and purity. Through the music, you could really feel the woman’s passionate joy and worry as she prepared herself for marriage. The people in the dining hall had all gone silent as they listened to the song.


      Yumi and Jou Ran are both really impressive. They’re in perfect sync, aren’t they?


      I didn’t have any musical training, but I had to figure that it required quite a bit of skill to harmonize their flute playing and vocals like that. If there had been some sort of percussion instrument setting the rhythm, it seemed like it might have been a bit easier to make everything match up.


      In spite of my concerns, though, they were doing a wonderful job of performing the song together. The flute was quite loud, but Yumi’s singing was strong enough to match it, and it felt as if the two of them were elevating one another.


      As morning approached for the woman in the song, the story came to a close with her awash in the light of the moon goddess Eila, and immediately after, there was an even louder round of cheers and applause than before. The women in particular seemed like they had been seriously moved by the second song.


      With a hand on her hip, Yumi breathed a sigh, and then Jou Ran suddenly grabbed her hand from the side.


      “Yumi, that was amazing! Is that what it’s always like when people sing in town?!”


      “H-Huh? It wasn’t anything all that special.”


      “That’s not true! I felt as if the story you were describing appeared before my very eyes as I played the flute! Did the woman from the song’s marriage go okay?”


      “No clue. I figure only the person who wrote the song knows that,” Yumi said with a laugh and pulled free. Then she patted Jou Ran’s chest with the back of her hand. “Still, you’re pretty good yourself. It was really easy to sing along.”


      “Thank you. I’m honored to hear you say that, Yumi.”


      The people in the hall cheered and applauded for them again. And then, two figures approached the pair: the Fou and Ran women.


      “Yumi, that was a wonderful song. To think that you possessed such talent.”


      “Oh come on, you’re blowing things out of proportion! A real minstrel’s singing is way better than that.”


      “No. You really were amazing.”


      Both of the women were tearing up as they stared at Yumi and Jou Ran.


      “Yumi, this gathering is nearing its end, isn’t it? Before we all leave, could we ask you a question?”


      “What is it? There’s no reason to hold back at this point, you know.”


      “In that case, I’ll go ahead and ask... Yumi, do you wish to become Jou Ran’s bride?”


      That sudden question almost bowled me over. Ai Fa’s sharp eyes narrowed, while Fei Beim raised a suspicious eyebrow. Everyone else who was nearby went wide-eyed with surprise, Yumi and Jou Ran included.


      “Jou Ran and I? Huh? I mean, where is this even coming from?”


      “Well, the two of you seem to have gotten quite close, and we couldn’t help but notice how well you seem to suit one another,” the Fou woman replied, shooting Jou Ran a sorrowful look. “Jou Ran has been depressed for a while now, but his mood seems to have recovered since he met you, Yumi.”


      “Yeah. What about you, Jou Ran? Don’t you wish to marry Yumi?” the Ran woman asked.


      Fortunately, we seemed to be the only ones able to overhear their conversation, as we were seated at the closest table. Sill was over behind the counter, while the other customers had noticed that it didn’t seem like there would be another performance for the moment and had gone back to their own conversations. And amid all the renewed noise, Yumi and Jou Ran stood there blinking in shock.


      “I’m kind of at a loss here. Did we really look that way?” Yumi asked. “Sure, Jou Ran is easy to talk to, so I’m probably closer to him than any of the other men.”


      “Then you don’t have feelings for Jou Ran, Yumi?”


      “No,” she answered without the slightest hesitation, shaking her head.


      The Fou and Ran women both stared at Yumi, seeming like they couldn’t believe what they were hearing.


      “Is that really true? You don’t need to worry about our feelings.”


      “Jou Ran is a fine man, isn’t he?”


      “Y-Yeah, he’s real manly and all that. Plus he’s earnest and minds his manners,” Yumi said.


      “And yet you still aren’t drawn to him?” the Fou woman pressed.


      “That’s right,” Yumi replied with a nod.


      “But why? You wish to marry into the forest’s edge, and you and Jou Ran seem like an incredible match.”


      “Ah, shhh! It’ll be a real pain if my parents hear that, so don’t go talking about that stuff so loudly.”


      “I just can’t accept it, though! What about Jou Ran do you find lacking, exactly?”


      Yumi scratched her head and gave a deep sigh. “I feel like this isn’t something we should be discussing right in front of the guy. It’s awkward for you too, right, Jou Ran?”


      “N-No, please don’t worry about me. I most certainly didn’t begin building a connection with you because I had that kind of thing in mind.”


      “Are you sure? In that case, I’ll just come right out with it. Jou Ran’s younger than me, you know?”


      “Huh?” the two women said in sync, both tilting their heads.


      Yumi broke out in an embarrassed grin. “Jou Ran’s sixteen, yeah? I’m seventeen, so I’m one year older than him, and that’s why I haven’t ever looked at Jou Ran like that.”


      “B-But it’s only a single year. Is there some sort of custom in town that states you mustn’t marry younger men?”


      “Nah, it’s nothing like that. It’s more that I’m kind of a frivolous person, so I want to marry somebody reliable. Jou Ran’s a wonderful guy and all that, but, well...he’s more like a younger brother, I guess.”


      “You see Jou Ran like a younger brother?”


      The gazes of the two women shifted back and forth all around as they looked terribly perplexed.


      “I don’t mean that in a bad way or anything. I really like Jou Ran, after all. So yeah, if he had been older than me, I might have had my heart stolen immediately.”


      “Truly? I’m also a year older than Jou Ran, but I’ve never thought that way.”


      “Oh yeah? Well, I met Jou Ran when he was at his lowest. This may be upsetting to hear for such a strong hunter, but I just sort of thought he was cute,” Yumi said, giving Jou Ran a poke in the chest. “Still, neither of us feel that way, so you two have nothing to worry about. The two of us plan to stay as friends, right, Jou Ran?”


      “Yes, that was what I thought as well. I still hadn’t gotten over A—” He quickly cut himself off. “...the woman I once had feelings for, so I’m very grateful to you for kindly listening to my story, Yumi,” Jou Ran said, placing his hand on his chest. “But...I wonder why my chest started to feel tight when you said those words.”


      “Oh, are you feeling ill?”


      “No, that’s not what I mean... I just couldn’t help but wonder what sort of bond we would have had if I was older and we had met when I was doing better.”


      When she heard that, the Ran woman leaned closer. “In that case, you must have some kind of feelings for Yumi, right, Jou Ran?”


      “Huh? I’m not sure... And even if I did, I wouldn’t want to cause trouble for Yumi.”


      “Would Jou Ran falling for you cause you trouble, Yumi?” the Fou woman asked.


      “Huh?” Yumi said, taking a surprised step back. “I-I wouldn’t exactly say that... It’s more that I’ve really never thought about it.”


      “I think you make a great pair too!” the Ran woman added.


      “Right? I’d happily step aside for Yumi.”


      “Huh? Wait, do you two have feelings for Jou Ran?”


      “Yes!” the two of them replied at the same time, nodding.


      “Wait, then what the heck are you doing trying to spur me on?!” Yumi asked.


      “Well, both of our marriage proposals have already been turned down.”


      “So we just want Jou Ran to be happy.”


      “Then there’s the fact that Jou Ran isn’t really like most other people of the forest’s edge.”


      “If someone from the post town like you were to marry him, he’d be able to find happiness while still remaining true to himself, right?”


      Even I could tell that the two of them felt really strongly about this. And even Yumi was left staggering backward.


      “H-Hold on. I’ve only met him two or three times. There’s no way I could have developed romantic feelings for him this quickly.”


      “Then why not continue to deepen your bond?”


      “Exactly! And it wouldn’t be too late to ask to become a person of the forest’s edge after that. As long as a clan head acknowledges you, it should be possible, like with Asuta and Shumiral of the Ririn clan.”


      Yumi glanced up at Jou Ran after hearing that. Both of them looked incredibly troubled, with their eyebrows drooping down. “Wh-What do you think we should do about this, Jou Ran?”


      “I-I don’t know either. But I haven’t had time to sort out my feelings yet, so I would very much appreciate time to figure things out,” the hunter replied, smiling even with his eyebrows still drooping. “I think of you as something like a big sister I can rely on as well, actually. But the fact that I was able to feel that way about someone not related to me by blood in the first place may be proof that I’m drawn to you.”


      “Oh yeah? It makes me happy to hear you say that too,” Yumi said, blushing ever so slightly. Then she waved her hand like she was shooing off a puppy, perhaps trying to hide that. “Still, brothers and sisters getting married is no good. Let’s just keep being friends as we have been and figure out our feelings from there.”


      The troubled look vanished from Jou Ran’s face. “Sure thing,” he replied with an earnest smile, and the Fou and Ran women breathed sighs of relief. The three of them then headed back to their seats, while Yumi heavily thumped down into her own chair, rubbing her cheek.


      “Ugh, that conversation sure took a wild turn. Lebi, if you go running your mouth to Ben and the others about this, I’ll pound you into the dirt. Understood?”


      “Heh, a guy that handsome would be too good for you. Don’t you think you should hurry up and marry him before he gets away?”


      “Shut it! You’re two years younger than Telia Mas yourself, you know!”


      “I don’t have anything to do with this,” Lebi shot back with a frown, only for Telia Mas’s face to go even redder than Yumi’s.


      Yumi took a wild swig of fruit wine, then gave me a look and asked, “Hey, you were listening too, right, Asuta? What do you think?”


      “Well, I’d agree that there’s no need to rush. I care about both of you, so I’d be glad if the two of you would keep getting closer and then figure out where that leads you when the time comes.”


      “I see... Yeah, that’s what I’ll do, then.”


      After that, Yumi ate the rest of her food in an uncharacteristically quiet manner. And as she did, Ai Fa and Fei Beim studied her in a very coolheaded manner. Though they must have each had their own thoughts on the matter, they seemed to be sticking to their stance of not interfering with the business of other clans.


      Of course, I hadn’t been trying to stick my nose in where it wasn’t needed either. But if either of them came to me for advice, I wanted to do my best to give it to them. Whether romance blossomed between them or their connection remained as a friendship between a man and a woman, I hoped that they would follow a path that both would be satisfied with.


      Just then, a cheer suddenly arose from elsewhere in the room. When I turned in that direction, I saw Toor Deen, Sill, and Yun Sudra carrying trays out of the kitchen together. And sitting on top of those trays were a bunch of slices of chocolate cake.


      “These are a treat that our guests from the forest’s edge brought along with them! Those of you who just happened to be here tonight, well, count yourselves lucky!”


      If they were serving those now, that meant our gathering was approaching its end. Would we get to enjoy one more duet between Yumi and Jou Ran before it did? I found myself getting excited at the thought of that as I accepted a plate of chocolate cake.
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      And so, the second meetup in the post town ended without any issues. Personally, I thought we had gained a lot from it. And hopefully, it would lead to other clans participating in similar events too.


      In the aftermath, though, the clan heads of the Fou, Ran, and Sudra had gotten together to have a discussion among themselves prior to the clan head meeting. Obviously, the topic was the matter of Jou Ran and Yumi. If they happened to develop romantic feelings for each other, would it be possible for Yumi to be accepted into their clan as a bride?


      “I really thought that whole mess with him and the Fa clan was behind us, but here we are. It feels like Jou Ran just keeps managing to find new ways to test the limits of our customs,” Baadu Fou remarked with a sigh, having shown up at the Fa house to train alongside Ai Fa the day after the meetup. Apparently, the discussion they and their relatives had held that morning had been quite hectic, since welcoming an outsider in as a clan member would be a really big deal. Among the three of them, Raielfam Sudra had apparently been the one who’d been the most positive about it.


      “At present, the only examples of outsiders becoming people of the forest’s edge are Asuta and Shumiral of the Ririn clan. The delicious food Asuta has provided us and the hunting dogs Shumiral brought with him have become essential parts of our lives. I see no reason to reject outsiders out of hand at this point,” the man had reportedly said. “Furthermore, Asuta comes from overseas while Shumiral is an easterner. Who can say what Yumi would bring to the forest’s edge as a westerner if she were to join us? As we have decided to live as children of the western god, I see great meaning in being open to this.”


      “Yes, but to think that weighty responsibility would fall upon one of our clans,” Baadu Fou had replied.


      “You say that, but Ai Fa took on a similar burden all by herself. It was certainly the correct choice to have welcomed Asuta in as a clan member, but we mustn’t forget that Ai Fa was standing alone against the Suun clan at the time. And because her efforts moved us, we chose to walk the path of friendship with the Fa,” Raielfam Sudra had said, a smile across his wrinkly face. “Besides, Jou Ran and Yumi still haven’t even sorted out their feelings, right? So all we have to do is keep an eye on them until they become as certain about their decision as Shumiral of the Ririn.”


      That was ultimately how their discussion had come to a close.


      Yun Sudra, who had previously heard all of that from her clan head and was also currently visiting us at the Fa house, gave a deep sigh. “I certainly never expected the Fou and Ran women to give Jou Ran a push like that. Still, if I had been in their position, I probably would have done the same thing.” She had actually done just that in the past, casting aside her feelings for me in the process, so her comment made me blush a bit and scratch the back of my head.


      Still, that at least settled the issue of Jou Ran and Yumi for the time being. Everything was being put on hold while the two of them figured out what they wanted to do. However, it wasn’t as if nothing had changed—Baadu Fou had told us that the next time the Fou clans held a banquet, Yumi would be invited as a guest.


      “From what I’ve heard, Yumi sometimes breaks the laws of Genos, so we need to confirm with our own eyes whether she would make a fitting member of a Fou clan.”


      That was perfectly reasonable, to be sure.


      Furthermore, the Fou clans were already planning to hold a banquet in the near future. After all, there were going to be marriages held between the Fou and the Sudra as well as the Ran and Sudra. I had assumed that at least one of those would have been held during the break period, but both had been put off until after the clan head meeting.


      “I mean, I’m glad to get invited to a banquet at the forest’s edge and all, but I never expected it to happen like this,” Yumi said with a laugh and a complicated expression on her face when Yun Sudra informed her of that.


      “Neither did I. So, have your feelings changed at all since then, Yumi?”


      “You can’t expect that to happen in only a day or two. I’m begging you, please don’t go pestering me about that stuff, okay?” Yumi remarked, her cheeks going faintly red.


      The look in Yun Sudra’s eyes turned even more serious. “You clearly don’t dislike Jou Ran, though. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have asked for time to confirm your feelings.”


      “I said stop prodding! I seriously hadn’t thought about that at all until that night!” Yumi retorted, her face going even more red. It was pretty rare to see her get so flustered. She was usually so unflappable. “Besides, Jou Ran got turned down by some woman, right? I couldn’t imagine trying to romance someone when they’re in that kind of emotional state. I just wanted to cheer him up.”


      “You’re very kind, Yumi. If you happen to end up marrying Jou Ran, you’ll have my wholehearted blessing.”


      “Did you not hear me tell you to drop it?! Ugh, you people of the forest’s edge are way too blunt!”


      The food Yumi had ordered was ready at that point, so Yumi snatched it and fled to the restaurant space. Yun Sudra sighed as she watched the girl go.


      “It seems I’ve started to feel like Jou Ran and Yumi would be a good match too. I don’t think she would have any trouble handling his oddities, and they would surely be able to build a happy life together.”


      “Yeah, I agree. But before that, the two of them need to figure out how they feel,” I replied.


      They were only sixteen and seventeen years old, so there was no need to rush. Like Raielfam Sudra, I was content to observe and let them take their time.


      That was the end of our conversation about Jou Ran and Yumi. However, a couple other noteworthy things had also happened.


      First, Lebi had gone and spoken to Milano Mas, who had then given him a job at The Kimyuus’s Tail. Young men didn’t normally work at inns, since they wouldn’t have the energy for it after doing their main job during the day, and they tended to not need the extra money anyway. I figured Milano Mas must have been seriously impressed by Lebi’s determination to work day and night since his father was injured and couldn’t work at all. Of course, Milano Mas wasn’t the kind of guy who let his feelings show very often, so that was all just an assumption on my part. But personally, it warmed my heart to see Lebi and Telia Mas both looking so happy.


      “Telia Mas’s old man is pretty scary. I’m going to have to work hard to make sure I don’t lose this job after she went out of her way to help me get it,” Lebi said while visiting the stalls. He must have been working as a day laborer again today. From what I’d heard, there was currently no shortage of such jobs thanks to the wall being built between the Daleim lands and the forest.


      Meanwhile, Telia Mas seemed so happy that I could almost imagine little joyful music notes floating over her head. She was obviously thrilled to have Lebi as a worker at her family’s inn.


      Of course, the Mas name will die out if Telia Mas doesn’t take a husband.


      Naturally, I wasn’t about to interfere, as it had nothing to do with me. But since he didn’t have a family business, Lebi was free to marry into any household, and the name Lebi Mas sounded pretty good to me. Still, we were probably going to have to wait even longer to see any activity on that front than we were with Yumi and Jou Ran.


      The other interesting development had nothing to do with romance at all. Instead, it was regarding board games. Ai Fa and Cheem Sudra had been talking to people about how playing those games might benefit hunters, which had piqued the interest of a lot of our people. As a result, game boards and pieces were now being produced at the settlement. The people of the forest’s edge were skilled at woodworking, and brushes and paint had already been introduced here, so marking the pieces was no issue. Just a few days after the meetup, I had already seen hunters sitting together on either side of a board and playing a game.


      Even the Ruu were getting involved. I had brought the games up while chatting with the Ruu women, and it hadn’t taken long for that to lead to Bartha crafting a board and pieces, since she was familiar with them.


      “There wasn’t really any entertainment to be had at the settlement at the forest’s edge, so everyone’s been really interested,” Bartha told me with a grin. “I’ve got no clue if this will actually make your hunters better at their jobs, but I know how much they love their contests of strength, and this is something young children and elders who can’t handle that kind of rough stuff will be able to enjoy as well.”


      I definitely agreed. Regardless of whether they provided any benefit, Ai Fa and Cheem Sudra had obviously wanted to tell everyone about the games they had played because they had enjoyed them. And having fun was a good enough reason to play a game on its own.


      The clans that lived around us—all of whom were still in their break periods—had started enjoying board games after training, and Ai Fa had proved to be peerless among them. Baadu Fou and Raielfam Sudra really stood out too, though. Ai Fa had the best winning record for sure, but those two were at least skilled enough to put up a good fight.


      Radd Liddo, on the other hand, seemed like he was having trouble grasping the game. Cheem Sudra had hypothesized that smaller people might be better at it, but Baadu Fou was tall, so that didn’t really make sense. It might have had more to do with the sort of personality one was born with instead.


      “I don’t seem to be suited to this sort of fiddly game! Instead of working my brain, I’d much rather move my body!” Radd Liddo declared with a hearty laugh, not seeming particularly upset about that.


      Aside from them, Zei Deen was pretty skilled too, while Jou Ran was strong in his own distinct way. His win rate was only decent, but sometimes he would suddenly make an unexpected move that would topple even the most skilled players. And whenever that happened to Ai Fa, she always looked seriously frustrated.


      “He moves without thinking, which throws everything into chaos. I hate how he uses the disorder he causes to slip in and threaten my general.”


      While I couldn’t really empathize with her frustration, I was very glad that Ai Fa had found a game she was that passionate about. In fact, she was so into it that after playing all day, she then challenged me to a game when we finished eating dinner.


      “Let me just warn you, I’m not very good. You need to focus for a long time with games like this,” I told her.


      “Yes, but this is only a bit of a diversion, so there is no need to fixate too heavily on skill.”


      And so, we went ahead and started our game in the dim candlelight. Tia wasn’t interested in the game at all, so she just sort of curled up beside me. Though she was technically staring at the board, her eyelids were already half-closed.


      “Um, the spearmen can’t move backward, right?”


      “Indeed.”


      “And the captain can move two spaces forward, so... Ah, you got my cavalry.”


      Ultimately, it didn’t even take thirty moves for my general to fall, and as she looked up from the board, Ai Fa’s eyebrows drooped and she made an indescribable expression.


      “Asuta...you really are no good.”


      “Yup, I’m very much aware of that.”


      “You hate to lose, so did I cause you needless suffering?”


      “No, you don’t need to worry about that. I never expected to win from the start.”


      When the gap in skill was this extreme, my sense of competitiveness never kicked in. Still, Ai Fa looked terribly apologetic and sighed.


      “I feel as if I’ve accidentally kicked a small child. Shall we stop here?”


      “Well, in that case, how about playing the dice game?” I asked, pulling out the dice I had purchased in town.


      Ai Fa’s eyes widened in surprise. “You bought dice? But we have not made the pieces for that game.”


      “One of us can use swordsmen, and the other can use different pieces. As long as we can tell the pieces apart, it should be fine.”


      “I see. Then, let’s give it a try.”


      Ai Fa had also played the dice game a number of times, and it seemed she hadn’t forgotten the rules. I grabbed the swordsmen while Ai Fa took some of the other pieces, and we each lined up fifteen of them along the board.


      “I’m surprised you were taken enough with this dice game to bother with purchasing dice for it. You didn’t seem that interested in it back in the post town.”


      “Yeah. I’m more suited to being a spectator. But this is a game women should have no trouble enjoying too, right? I get the feeling that Fei Beim and Yun Sudra would probably like it.” The two dice were made out of some sort of ivory-like material. I shook them in my hand and shot Ai Fa a smile. “I figured since the men were enjoying mock battles, I could teach the women this dice game. It’s easy to get the pieces and board ready too, since you can just use berries and draw lines on a cloth for that.”


      Ai Fa didn’t reply for a bit.


      “Oh, but I suppose this doesn’t teach any useful skills for us, so maybe there’s no point in teaching the women how to play.”


      “I disagree. I’m sure they will appreciate it as something they can do to entertain young children,” Ai Fa said, suddenly reaching out and tousling my hair. “It makes me proud to see how kind you are.”


      “Well, I certainly appreciate the excessive praise.”


      “It seems I was unable to hold myself back from touching you again.”


      “You know, if it’s that embarrassing, you don’t need to mention it every time.”


      Ai Fa’s hand slid down from my hair to my cheek and she smiled at me, looking relaxed. Then, as my heart pounded away, she slowly pulled her hand back.
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      “Well then, shall we begin? We roll these, and whoever gets the bigger number goes first, right?” she asked.


      “Right.”


      By the time we started rolling the dice, Tia was already sleeping soundly, so we started our game with her peaceful breathing for background music. Ai Fa ended up going first.


      “We really did get a lot out of that meetup in the post town, huh?” I commented as I rolled the dice for my turn.


      Ai Fa kept her eyes fixed on the board and nodded as she replied, “Indeed.”


      “The whole thing between Jou Ran and Yumi has been put to rest for now, and we were able to strengthen our friendships with everyone from the post town. More than anything else, though, it was a ton of fun.”


      “Yes. These board games are only one of the benefits.”


      “Yeah. It seemed like you and Kalgo got a lot closer too.”


      “We did. It is rare to find someone so thoughtful and capable of planning ahead.”


      Ai Fa’s slender finger moved a piece forward. Since the numbers we rolled were random, I figured this would be a pretty even game.


      “The people of the forest’s edge and the townsfolk are pretty different, sure, but I know that it’ll make us all better people if we form strong bonds and learn from the best parts of one another.”


      “Indeed. I very much agree.”


      “I’m sure the Ruu and Fou clans think the same way too. We just have to make sure to do everything we can to convince the other clans at tomorrow’s clan head meeting.”


      It was currently the ninth of the blue month, two days after the meetup in the post town and one before the clan head meeting would be held.


      “The situation is completely different from when the Ruu were our only friends. We’ll be fine.”


      “Yeah, I’m sure we will,” I said with a smile as I rolled the dice. And with the numbers I got, I fortunately managed to secure all my pieces in my base. It would seem I had just barely emerged victorious.


      “Okay, that’s the end of the dice game. How about we turn in and rest up for tomorrow now?” I suggested.


      “Hold on. Are you saying you intend to quit while you’re ahead?”


      “Huh?” I said, looking up to find my clan head deeply frowning. “This was just a friendly game, right? There’s no need to take it so seriously.”


      “But if the numbers on the dice had been different by even one, I would have been the winner.”


      “I mean, that’s just the sort of game it is. I don’t remember you complaining like that in the post town.”


      “There is no need to hide my feelings around a clan member. Face me in one more game,” Ai Fa firmly insisted, laying out the pieces atop the board again.


      Finding her determination rather charming, I went ahead and grabbed my pieces too.


      “All right. But let’s get right to sleep afterward, okay?”


      And so, another peaceful evening passed at the Fa house. I had to wonder what the result of the clan head meeting the next day would be. But that would all come down to the guidance of our mother forest and our father, the western god. Having done everything we could to shift things in our favor, now we simply had to see how it went.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Clan Head Meeting at the Forest’s Edge


      1


      It was now three days after the meetup in the post town, the long-awaited tenth of the blue month, when the clan head meeting would be held. All of the clan heads from throughout the forest’s edge would gather at the Suun settlement in order to discuss the future of our people.


      The Suun’s position as leading clan had been revoked, so there had been some voices calling for it to be held elsewhere, but the location wouldn’t be changing for at least this year. That was because only the Suun settlement had a ritual hall capable of holding and lodging so many people.


      Thanks to the totos and wagons we now owned, it would be possible for all of us to return home when the meeting was complete, but traditionally, the attendees would drink together in order to foster friendship after the discussions. It was dangerous to drive a wagon after drinking a lot of fruit wine, and nobody wanted to skip the drinks, so the only option was for the Suun settlement to host the meeting again this year.


      “All right, let’s head out,” Ai Fa said from the driver’s seat as she held Gilulu’s reins.


      “Ready!” I said on behalf of all of us who were riding in the back.


      In the wagon with me were Tia of the red people, Toor Deen, Yun Sudra, and a young Liddo woman. Only Ai Fa and I would be taking part in the meeting itself, but the clan heads wanted to meet Tia, and the other women were coming along to act as chefs. It would be difficult for the Suun women to make enough food for all the participants in the meeting on their own, and we wanted to use the opportunity to show off our latest dishes, so a few chefs from the clans near the Fa had been picked to go too, along with chefs from the Ruu and Zaza clans.


      “Only the clans with close ties to the Fa and Ruu can prepare the latest dishes. I’m sure everyone will be really surprised when they try curry, giba cutlets, and shaska,” Yun Sudra remarked with a smile. Then, when she looked over at Toor Deen and apparently noticed something was off, she asked, “What’s the matter?”


      The young chef had been looking rather on edge for a while now.


      “O-Oh, it’s nothing... It’s just, if I happen to mess up, it’ll embarrass both the Fa and the Zaza clan, so I’m a bit worried, is all,” she said.


      “It’ll be fine. You’ve been put in charge of banquets at the northern settlement several times already, right? So you’ve got nothing to worry about.”


      I wouldn’t have time to take part in the cooking today, so Toor Deen and Reina Ruu were the ones in charge of the chefs. Each of them would be leading their own team and preparing separate dishes. That meant that Toor Deen was going to be responsible for half of the food being served for dinner.


      “We’ll all work hard to support you, Toor Deen. So please, be at ease,” the Liddo woman said, grabbing Toor Deen’s hand and trying to cheer her up.


      “That’s right. I’m sure you’ll be perfectly fine, Toor Deen,” Tia added, breaking out in a grin.


      “You seem like you’ve been in a really good mood today, Tia. Did something happen?” Yun Sudra asked.


      “Hmm? I’m just glad to be able to stay by Asuta’s side. I assumed I was going to be put in the care of another clan today.”


      The three leading clan heads had ordered us to bring Tia along. It would still be a long time before her injuries were fully healed, so they had decided to take this opportunity to let all the clan heads meet her.


      “I’m sure you’ll be sent somewhere else after everyone has seen you, so make sure not to cause trouble, okay?”


      “Of course. I swear not to go against the laws of the people of the forest’s edge, no matter what,” Tia stated with her deep red garnet-like eyes sparkling.


      The three leading clan heads’ reason for calling Tia to the meeting was undoubtedly to show everyone why they trusted her words. This way, all of the clan heads would be able to see how pure and innocent Tia truly was with their own eyes.


      I’m sure there won’t be any disputes over Tia. We’re going to be the main event here.


      The main topic of discussion for today was going to be about whether the Fa clan’s actions were right or wrong. Was it proper to do business in the post town? Was it acceptable to sell giba meat and meals and earn a sizable fortune in the process? That was the sort of stuff they were going to talk about.


      Last time around, Zuuro Suun had been in charge, and because of his wicked plotting, the meeting had ended without any solid conclusions being reached. It had simply been decided that the other clans should watch what we do and how we behave, and they would determine whether we were in the right at the next clan head meeting.


      After that, the Suun had lost their position as leading clan, but that decision hadn’t been overturned. At the time, it had been less than half a month since I had started doing business, and there had been a mountain of other problems to tackle, so the questions about our business had unsurprisingly been placed on the backburner. That had been a rather fortunate result for both me and Ai Fa. We had needed time to properly demonstrate that our actions were just. I doubted that I would’ve been able to convince anyone who’d thought we were wrong with only half a month of business to point to, after all.


      For the last year, we had been continuously pushing things forward. A great many people had watched us as we did, and today, we would finally hear what conclusions they had reached about whether the Fa clan’s actions were a poison or a medicine for the people of the forest’s edge.


      “Oh! There’s another wagon coming up behind us!” Yun Sudra said excitedly. The curtain at the back of the wagon had been left open, and through the gap I could see Cheem Sudra in the driver’s seat of Fafa’s wagon.


      Yun Sudra and I waved to him, and the hunter gave a reserved wave back. It was impossible to make out his expression at this distance, but I assumed he was probably smiling bashfully. The heads of the Fou, Ran, and Sudra clans were undoubtedly riding in the wagon behind him, along with the one additional hunter they were each bringing with them.


      For today, the Fa and Ruu had lent out some totos and wagons to the clans that didn’t have any. The number that we owned had been increasing steadily over the past year, and we now had plenty to cover all of the clans.


      A year ago, we were walking this path on foot alongside the Ruu clans.


      From what I recalled, that had also been the first time I had spoken with Rau Lea. Back then, I had only been friendly with a handful of people.


      Now, though, I’ve met people from pretty much every clan. I think it’s only a few of the subordinate clans that I still haven’t directly interacted with.


      I was getting pretty deeply absorbed into my thoughts. For me, the tenth of the blue month was almost as important of an anniversary as my arrival at the forest’s edge on the twenty-fourth of the yellow month.


      “We’ll arrive at the Suun settlement shortly,” Ai Fa declared from up in the driver’s seat. Not long after that, the wagon came to a stop, and the five of us riding inside all stepped out.


      A few moments later, Fafa’s wagon pulled up behind us, and Cheem Sudra stepped down from the driver’s seat. I also spotted Baadu Fou and Raielfam Sudra getting out of the back.


      “I see you all decided to come early too,” I said to them.


      “Yes. We wanted to talk to the Ruu and Dai clan heads before the meeting,” Baadu Fou explained.


      Ai Fa and I had left early in order to escort the chefs here, so there was still a fair bit of time left before the clan head meeting would begin.


      “Well then, shall we get going?” Ai Fa asked, standing at the head of our group and holding Gilulu’s reins. She then started walking into the Suun plaza. I hadn’t been here since I had given them cooking lessons, which had been about half a year ago.


      It seemed that it was the Liddo woman’s first time here, though, as she let out a “Wow!” surprised by the size of the ritual hall in the center of the plaza. It was a truly massive structure, dome-shaped and around twenty meters or so in diameter. Of course, it wasn’t as tall as it was wide, but it still looked like it could’ve been a two-story building. And like before, its aged and decaying outer wall covered in dried grass and leaves reminded me of some kind of dinosaur carcass.


      “The house in charge should be over that way,” I said while pointing.


      Ai Fa nodded and replied, “Right,” then started walking that way. The Sudra were the ones who had taught the Suun bloodletting, so Ai Fa hadn’t come to their settlement in a year. We circled around the ritual hall, and found that a number of wagons were already waiting at our destination, along with a small crowd of people.


      “Ah, welcome to the Suun settlement, all of you. We have been waiting for you in particular, Asuta of the Fa clan,” a familiar older woman with a wrinkly face said with a bow. She was the elder of the house who had been placed in charge of the clan. At present, this was the new main Suun house, while the others were branch houses.


      In actuality, it might have been a bit much to call her an elder in terms of age, but her hair had gone almost entirely white and her face was quite wrinkly. At the moment, she was looking Tia’s way with a fair bit of surprise.


      “My, so that is the red savage?”


      “You should look upon the red savage as a beast like a totos or a hunting dog and pay her no further heed. If she causes any sort of trouble, let someone from a leading clan know,” Baadu Fou interjected.


      “Very well,” the old woman said, casting her gaze downward. “The Ruu clan chefs have already begun their preparations. And these people here have been waiting for your arrival.”


      The people in question were women from the Dai and Ren, as well as the Fou and Ran, who had accompanied them. When they’d heard that the Dai intended to arrive early, they had apparently asked to come along too.


      “Thank you for coming, and for letting these women ride with you,” I said to the Dai clan head, an older man with a humble bearing.


      “This is a wagon we borrowed from the Fa clan, so it would be ridiculous to refuse to bring other people along if they asked,” he said. Then he bowed to Baadu Fou. Since the Fou and Dai were both involved in selling meat at the market, they had gotten to know each other pretty well.


      Incidentally, the second hunter that the Dai clan head had brought with him was none other than Deel Dai, who I had met when I had visited the meat market. He was a younger man with a gentle look about him, and when he noticed my gaze, he bowed and said, “It’s been a while.”


      “Yeah, it really has. So you came along too, Deel Dai?”


      “I’m surprised you remember my name. Yes, as the second son of the main house, I am here to support our clan head.”


      This guy had quite the history, as he had at different times fallen for both Vina Ruu and Yamiru Lea. I supposed that he had probably gotten to know the latter during his visits to the Suun settlement for meetings such as this one.


      At any rate, with three wagons’ worth of people gathered, we already had a fairly sizable crowd. Meanwhile, the Fou and Ran women had joined up with Toor Deen’s group, smiling and greeting them.


      “Um, now we’re just missing the helpers from the Zaza clans, right?” one of them asked.


      “Yes. They should be here soon, though,” Toor Deen replied, right as the sound of more wagon wheels approaching became audible. A few moments later, none other than the youngest daughter of the main Zaza house, Sufira Zaza, appeared from around the ritual hall, holding some reins.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting, Toor Deen. Are we a bit late?”


      “N-No, not at all. I look forward to working together today.”


      “As do I,” Sufira Zaza replied as the other women stepped out of the wagon. They were an elite group from the Zaza clans, consisting of women from the Dom, Jeen, Havira, and Dana. Their guest, Morun Rutim, was also with them, and when she noticed us, she gave us a smile, though we were still fairly far apart.


      Together with the Fou, Ran, Sudra, and Liddo women, that was the full complement of chefs on Toor Deen’s team. It was quite a group, representing almost all of the clans under the Zaza and the Fou.


      “And we can borrow half of the Suun women too, right? What should we do first?” Sufira Zaza asked with a resolute look on her face.


      The Suun elder politely bowed and held out her hand. “In that case, I shall lead you all to the kitchen you will be borrowing. The women are already waiting for you there.”


      Toor Deen’s expression tensed up at that. She quickly turned and bowed to me. “We’re going to get to work, then. Asuta, Ai Fa, do your best.”


      “Of course. If I have the time, I’ll come by and check in on you later,” I said.


      Toor Deen then accepted Gilulu’s reins from Ai Fa and left along with the other women. There were a bunch of different ingredients loaded into that wagon, including shaska.


      According to Toor Deen, the Havira and Dana women were still just on the level of trainees. However, the chefs of the northern settlement had improved a great deal, and naturally, Yun Sudra and the other women were highly skilled, so they would be able to carry out the work without any trouble.


      As the rest of us were left wondering what to do next, a small figure appeared from behind the Dai clan head.


      “What are you all doing? If you want to relax until the meeting starts, I can get things prepared for that.”


      He was a young boy who looked to be about the same age as Rimee Ruu. The men were out hunting giba while the women were manning the stoves, which left only old folks and young children free here at the Suun settlement.


      “I was thinking I’d go greet the Ruu clan chefs. What about the rest of you?” I asked our group in general.


      “I wish to make sure the Dai clan head and I are in full agreement about what we intend to say regarding the meat market. I would prefer to avoid any awkward discrepancies.”


      With that, the young boy led the ten men from the Fou and Dai clans and their subordinates to a Suun branch house. In the meantime, another child led us around to the kitchen behind the house. The kid kept stealing glances at Tia, but he didn’t say anything as we approached the other building, which had white steam rising out of its windows.


      The child opened the door and said, “Pardon us.”


      Instantly, an energetic voice called out, “Oh, Ai Fa and Asuta! And Tia too! So you’re already here?!” Unsurprisingly, that had come from Rimee Ruu. She weaved smoothly between the other chefs and stepped out of the kitchen, hugging Ai Fa and squealing, “Yay! I thought you wouldn’t show up until the start of the clan head meeting! Hee hee! I’m so happy to see you!”


      “Indeed. I’ll be looking forward to enjoying the food you all prepare,” Ai Fa said, happily narrowing her eyes as she patted Rimee Ruu on her reddish-brown hair.


      As she took in her fill of Ai Fa’s warmth, Rimee Ruu looked over at Tia and said, “We’ll be making some dishes with lots of herbs, so I hope you’re excited too, Tia! They’ll definitely be tasty!”


      “All right, I’ll look forward to it too,” Tia replied with a smile of her own. Since Tia freely accepted whatever emotions people showed her, it was easy for her to get along with an earnest girl like Rimee Ruu.


      Of course, Jiza Ruu had chided his younger sister for interacting with the girl so casually, but his attempts to get her to change her attitude had completely failed. “We’re supposed to treat Tia like a totos or a hunting dog, right? So that’s exactly what I’m doing!” the young chef had reportedly replied with a childlike smile, which had left even Jiza Ruu unable to retort. After all, Rimee Ruu really did treat totos and hunting dogs like people too.


      “Hello, Asuta. Hello, Ai Fa. Did you go out of your way just to come greet us?” Reina Ruu asked, peeking out of the kitchen. There seemed to be eight women working in there, five from the Ruu clans and three from the Suun, and when they noticed me, they smiled and waved. “The other half of our group are working in the kitchen of the house next to this one with Sheera Ruu in charge.”


      “I see. It looks like everything is going smoothly here.”


      The members of the Ruu clans in this group would give it a very solid core compared to the mixed group led by Toor Deen, so they would probably have a lot less trouble. Especially since they had Reina and Sheera Ruu among them, both of whom were exceptionally talented.


      “By the way, are the men still not here yet?” I asked. “I thought I saw a bunch of wagons out front.”


      “Yes. The Ruu, Rutim, Lea, and Ririn have already arrived. I believe Papa Donda and Gazraan Rutim are speaking with the Suun clan head,” Reina Ruu said with a giggle. “As for Darmu, Rau Lea, and Shumiral, I’m pretty sure they’re in that kitchen over there. That’s where Sheera Ruu, Yamiru Lea, and Vina are working.”


      “I see. That makes sense, yeah.”


      Rau Lea was a clan head himself, Darmu Ruu was accompanying his father, and Shumiral had been directed to attend as an outsider who had become a person of the forest’s edge.


      “Well, if it isn’t Asuta and Ai Fa! You’re here already too?!” a loud voice suddenly called out. When I turned in that direction, I saw Dan Rutim and Giran Ririn standing there.


      “H-Huh? You’re here too, Dan Rutim?”


      “Is that really such a surprise?! I may not be clan head anymore, but I’ve still got to at least show my face at the clan head meeting!” Dan Rutim said with a hearty laugh.


      Giran Ririn then added, “When a clan head steps down from their position while still alive, the custom is for them to accompany the new clan head for the first year. Honestly, with how healthy Dan Rutim is, I’m not sure why he relinquished the leadership of his clan in the first place.”


      “Nobody would be confused about that once they learn how clever Gazraan is! I’m sure he’ll be able to lead the Rutim clan far better than me!”


      Having both Dan and Gazraan Rutim here was definitely reassuring. Plus, Shumiral would be attending the clan head meeting, since his circumstances were somewhat similar to mine. That made it really apparent to me just how different things were now compared to last year.


      And the Fa have a lot of other clans backing us now in addition to the Ruu. I’m sure we’ll be fine, I thought to myself as I turned toward Ai Fa. She was staring at Dan Rutim and Giran Ririn’s smiling faces with an incredibly peaceful look in her eyes.


      2


      Around an hour later, during which time clan heads had continued to arrive one after another, Ai Fa and I headed into the ritual hall with Baadu Fou and several others and took our seats on cloths that had been laid out on the floor. This was the first time I had been in the structure in a year. It was rather dim inside, even though the curtains over all four entrances were wide open. Still, it wasn’t so dark that we’d have trouble moving around or anything.


      There was an old wooden altar set up at what could be called the head of the room with a massive giba skull high above it which had probably come from a beast of about the same size as the lord of the forest that Ai Fa and the others had taken down last year. And from what I could see, there were around seventy hunters seated throughout the room silently facing the altar, those being the thirty-seven clan heads and the hunters accompanying them.


      There were the Ruu and their subordinates, the Rutim, Lea, Min, Maam, Muufa, and Ririn.


      Under the Zaza were the Dom, Jeen, Havira, Dana, Deen, and Liddo.


      The Sauti subordinates consisted of the Vela, Don, Fei, Dada, and Tamur.


      And then we had the Fou, the Ran, and the Sudra.


      The Ratsu’s subordinates were the Meem and the Auro.


      The Ravitz were the parent clan of the Naham and the Vin.


      The Beim led the Dagora, the Gaaz led the Matua, and the Dai led the Ren.


      And finally, when you added in the unaffiliated Suun and Fa clans, that brought the total up to thirty-seven.


      At the last clan head meeting, it had been reported that four clans had died out, but none had been lost this year, so all of the clans that had been present last time were here once again. However, there also weren’t any reports of clans growing too large and splitting apart either. That apparently hadn’t happened since the Jeen had split off from the Zaza, with the number of clans otherwise only continuing to dwindle for the past several decades.


      But even so, it was quite a spectacle to see so many hunters gathered together like this. The ritual hall had a tall ceiling and was also built as a dugout, so it didn’t feel crowded even with this many people in it. Still, I could definitely feel the intensity of their combined presence.


      On top of that, pretty much everyone had serious, tense looks on their faces while waiting for the meeting to begin. Only a small handful were cheerfully chatting with each other: Dan Rutim, Rau Lea, and Radd Liddo. Everybody else was just sitting there silently.


      They really do have nerves of steel. None of them even so much as twitched when they saw Tia, I thought.


      Seemingly unable to hold herself back any longer, Tia leaned closer to me and whispered, “The hunters here all seem thoroughly trained. I feel a chill running down my spine.”


      “Yeah. Well, that’s because these are the heads of each clan and the hunters they chose to come with them.”


      When clan heads went to a meeting like this, tradition dictated that their heir—usually their eldest son—would remain behind to protect their home, so it was typically the second son of the main house that was brought along. But when a clan head was unmarried or didn’t have children old enough to be hunters, they might choose the head of a closely related branch house instead. Rau Lea had his uncle with him, while Raielfam Sudra was accompanied by the branch house head Cheem Sudra. Also, I had seen the Sauti elder, Moga Sauti, here again. Dari Sauti’s children were still young, sure, but the Sauti and the Fa seemed to be the only clans that had brought someone who was not a hunter.


      There were also three additional attendees present: Tia, Shumiral, and Lem Dom. Since Lem Dom was being treated as a hunter in training despite being a woman, her presence was required as well. Shumiral and Lem Dom hadn’t yet managed to bring down a giba on their own, so they weren’t wearing hunters’ cloaks. They would borrow a cloak when they went out hunting, but they were forbidden from wearing one here.


      We waited in the heavy silence until eventually the three leading clan heads of the forest’s edge stepped inside. They sat down in front of the altar, with the three people that they’d brought along sitting diagonally behind them, those three being Darmu Ruu, Moga Sauti, and a young Zaza hunter I didn’t recognize.


      “It would seem that everyone is here, so let us begin the clan head meeting,” Dari Sauti called out in a relaxed tone. Though he was young, he was a hunter who reminded me of a large, sturdy tree. Even with men as formidable as Donda Ruu and Gulaf Zaza sitting beside him, he didn’t seem lesser in comparison at all. He had fully recovered from the wounds the lord of the forest had given him, so he was brimming with strength once more. “This will be the first clan head meeting since the Ruu, Zaza, and Sauti became the new leading clan heads. In order to keep things orderly, we have decided that we should take turns and have one of us lead the discussion each year. Are there any objections to me leading the meeting on this occasion?”


      The Jeen clan head, who was seated at the very front, raised his hand. He was a middle-aged man who was pretty average in terms of height, but his body was impressively broad and thick. “I don’t have any objections, naturally. But if there’s a reason you were selected, Dari Sauti, I’d like to hear it.”


      “Of course. I’m the youngest of the three of us and have the fewest relatives, so I might have yielded this position to Donda Ruu or Gulaf Zaza, but as you know, the validity of the Fa clan’s actions will be discussed today. I was chosen because I took a neutral position on those matters before.”


      “Understood,” the Jeen clan head replied with a weighty nod.


      Dari Sauti then looked over all of the clan heads gathered before him with a relaxed smile on his face. “Now then, before the discussions begin, there are a few simple things I would like to see to first. Of course, since we’ve been taking advantage of our new totos and wagons to deliver important news throughout the forest’s edge, I believe everyone here should already be aware of all of this. To start things off, the Rutim and Vela clan heads have changed, so I would like the new ones to introduce themselves.”


      “Right! I got injured while hunting giba and had to take time off! So I used that opportunity to hand my role as clan head over to my eldest son, Gazraan!” Dan Rutim energetically proclaimed, rising to his feet. Gazraan Rutim stood up as well, bowing while looking as calm and relaxed as always.


      “As you can see, I’m fully recovered now and back to hunting!” Dan Rutim continued. “This’ll be my last time at the clan head meeting, though! I hope all of you will have some good discussions with Gazraan from here on out!”


      “I still cannot measure up to my father Dan, but I hope to work alongside all of you as the head of my clan to determine the future of the forest’s edge,” Gazraan Rutim stated.


      The other clan heads solemnly bowed their heads to him.


      As the pair from the Rutim sat back down, the Vela clan head and his predecessor stood. The previous clan head needed a cane to walk, so his son was lending him a hand, supporting him from the side.


      “Regrettably, I have lost my strength as a hunter, and so I have needed to step aside as clan head. As many of you already know, the lord of the forest that appeared in the Sauti hunting grounds damaged my lower back to the point that I will never recover. I hope that you will regard my son positively as the head of the Vela moving forward.”


      The pair from the Vela looked to be similar in terms of age to Dan and Gazraan Rutim. It wasn’t rare at all for hunters of the forest’s edge to lose their lives doing their duty, so I wondered if the other people in the room considered it fortunate that these two had been able to pass their positions down to their sons while still among the living. It was difficult to watch the previous Vela clan head struggle, but at the same time, he seemed to be just as at peace as Dan Rutim.


      “Allow us to offer our blessings once more to the new Rutim and Vela clan heads. Now, for the next matter, the Fou and Sudra have formed blood ties,” Dari Sauti stated. At that, Baadu Fou and Raielfam Sudra rose to their feet. “The parent clan is the Fou, while the Sudra are the subordinate. Is that correct, clan head of the Fou?”


      “Indeed. In the near future, there will be another two weddings with the Sudra as well. We intend to combine our strength to better serve as hunters.”


      “You have my sincerest blessing. As I recall, it was the Fou and Sudra clans who first proposed that every clan should be contacted whenever an incident occurs at the forest’s edge, correct?”


      “Not quite. The first person to raise the idea was Raielfam Sudra. I simply felt that his suggestion made sense and spread the idea around until it reached you leading clan heads,” Baadu Fou explained in a calm voice, while Raielfam Sudra had the same sour look on his face as always.


      Dari Sauti regarded the two of them with a slight smile. “Since you attend the meetings between the three leading clan heads, we’ve come to know you quite well, clan head of the Fou. And I’ve heard a great deal about how intelligent and thoughtful the Sudra clan head is. It was very reassuring to hear that your clans formed ties of blood.”


      “Baadu Fou speaks too highly of me. I’m no one special,” Raielfam Sudra said.


      “But you have now emerged as a champion in two festivals of the hunt held between six clans, correct? It is impressive that you are not only intelligent, but also possess such skill as a hunter.” As Dari Sauti motioned for the two of them to sit back down, Raielfam Sudra made even more of a face. “There is one other pair of clans who have also formed blood ties. Could I ask that the heads of the Ravitz and Vin clans introduce yourselves?”


      Two figures rose to their feet a good distance away from us. One of them, though, had such a distinctive appearance that he was easy to identify even from that far away—Dei Ravitz, the Ravitz clan head who was as bald as Dan Rutim and didn’t have any facial hair or eyebrows either.


      “The Ravitz are the parent clan and the Vin are the subordinate. From what I’ve heard, the Vin were as close to destruction as the Sudra, so let us celebrate the fact that they have been saved.”


      “Hmph. The Suun clan shunned the Vin, so we were only able to finally form blood ties because they fell from power. If that hadn’t happened, the Vin would have fallen to ruin before this clan head meeting,” Dei Ravitz said, an intense look in his eyes as he glared at the new head of the Suun. “Or do the Suun still feel that way about the Vin? If so, then you’ll have to face me as the head of their parent clan.”


      “The previous clan head Zuuro Suun was the one who shunned the Vin. Naturally, we hold no ill will toward the Vin clan now,” the new Suun clan head stated.


      “Hmph. Hopefully, that’s the truth,” Dei Ravitz muttered, then he sat back down. It seemed that the man was still as impatient as always. He had hit me and Ai Fa with all sorts of complaints when we had given his clan cooking and bloodletting instructions too.


      “That is all of the clans who have formed new blood ties in this past year. Now then, clan head of the Dom, I ask that you speak to us about the next topic.”


      The giba-skull-clad giant Deek Dom slowly rose, and Lem Dom gracefully followed after him. “The Dom clan has permitted this woman, Lem Dom, to serve as a hunter in training,” he said. “The custom is for those in training to prove their strength over the course of two years, so I intend to observe her for that period of time.”


      I assumed that he had used Lem Dom’s clan name despite her being his little sister because this was an official gathering. His demeanor was seriously the complete opposite of Dan Rutim’s.


      As he stared at the Dom siblings with their incredibly distinctive appearances, Dari Sauti stroked his chin and said, “Hmm. It’s true that Ai Fa, the head of the Fa clan, has proven that even women can be exceptionally skilled hunters. Still, we were rather surprised to hear that the northern clans had allowed such a thing, as you value tradition so highly.” He sounded kind of amused as he said that.


      Under his giba skull, Deek Dom’s eyes gleamed brightly. “It isn’t as if I believe all women possess strength on the level of the Fa clan head. As the head of the Dom clan, I intend to be very stringent in my judgment on whether Lem Dom is suited to becoming a hunter.”


      “If I can’t prove that I have the strength to be a hunter in the next two years, then I will carry out my duty as a woman. My clan head Deek never wanted me to be a hunter at all, so I’m sure he’ll be harsher than anyone else would be as he watches my progress,” Lem Dom said with a grin, not sounding intimidated in the least. “If any other women say they want to become hunters, send them my way. I’ll test their strength, like Ai Fa did for me.”


      “Watch your tongue. You’re nothing more than a hunter in training,” Deek Dom grumbled with a glare, but Lem Dom just looked all the more amused in response.


      “Any woman stronger than me would have to be qualified to become a hunter in training, right? And if there are any women like that out there, I’d love to see them.”


      “Well, it seems no women who wish to challenge Lem Dom have appeared in the last few months. I hope that you guide your clan member properly, clan head of the Dom,” Dari Sauti said with a strained chuckle, and the Dom siblings sat back down. “Next, we come to Shumiral of the Ririn clan. Shumiral wishes to marry the eldest daughter of the main Ruu house, and has been accepted as one of our people. This is also something that I believe we have all been previously informed about.”


      Shumiral and Giran Ririn stood. The former silently bowed his head, while the latter gave a relaxed smile and began speaking. “Shumiral has become a member of the Ririn, but he still hasn’t been granted our clan name. I will do so once I acknowledge him as a proper person of the forest’s edge, at which point his wish to marry into the Ruu clan could be fulfilled. Of course, the question of whether Vina Ruu will accept or not is a different matter entirely.”


      “Yes. I shall first, give my all, to be granted, the Ririn name.”


      The various clan heads all silently observed Shumiral. None of their gazes seemed hostile, though, which was a relief to me. Shumiral had cast aside his god and his homeland for the sake of his feelings and had introduced hunting dogs to the forest’s edge, which each and every clan had already been made aware of.


      “It seems Shumiral has not yet been acknowledged as a fully-fledged hunter, but I’ve heard that he is more skilled at using hunting dogs than anyone else,” Dari Sauti stated.


      “Indeed,” Giran Ririn replied with a nod. “Shumiral hasn’t been granted a hunter’s cloak because he has yet to have an opportunity to finish off a giba by his own hand. However, the Ririn clan has been hunting more giba than ever before thanks to his skill with hunting dogs. In a way, you could even call him a finer hunter than me.”


      “Hmm. Yet you still have not seen fit to grant him the Ririn name?”


      “Yes. I’m looking not only at his strength as a hunter, but also the nature of his heart. I want to understand him fully before determining whether to truly welcome him as one of us,” Giran Ririn declared, smile lines forming around his eyes. “It will soon be half a year since we first brought Shumiral into the Ririn clan. My intent has been to be just as harsh in my judgment as the Dom clan head, but, well, I figure it might be about time to come to a conclusion.”


      “I see. That is a matter for the Ririn and Ruu clans to decide, so I don’t believe any other clan should have cause to interject. But I have also heard that Shumiral intends to continue working as a merchant while also living as a person of the forest’s edge.”


      “Indeed. He wishes to be able to leave Genos and not return for half a year. He will spend a year at the forest’s edge followed by half a year traveling.”


      That caused a bit of a stir among the clan heads for the first time. Though that information should have already been conveyed to them, it was such an unusual request that people inevitably felt the need to say something about it.


      “That could be seen as going quite strongly against the customs of the forest’s edge. However, Shumiral has helped bring down as many giba as any other hunter, and he also introduced hunting dogs to our people,” Dari Sauti stated.


      “Yes. The impact that has had has been truly staggering. It was an act that could strengthen all hunters of all clans, not just Shumiral himself,” Giran Ririn said, his eyes narrowing with amusement as he glanced around at the other clan heads.
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      “All of you must know by now how much potential hunting dogs have. Shumiral brought something incredibly useful here to the forest’s edge,” he continued. “But even so, Donda Ruu and I intend to be very strict in our judgment on whether he is suited to be our comrade, so if we do accept him as one of us, I hope that you will all grant us your blessing.”


      Shumiral deeply bowed his head, and the chatter stopped, with no one offering any objections. Dari Sauti gave a big nod, and the pair sat back down.


      “Let us look forward to the time when the Ririn clan head and Donda Ruu make their decision. Now then, lastly, we should address the matter of the red savage.”


      Ai Fa prompted Tia to stand up with her, and the clan heads all turned toward them with sharper gazes than ever before. This was a significantly more serious topic than the ones pertaining to Lem Dom and Shumiral.


      “In the green month, the Fou hunters picked up a red savage at the forest’s edge,” Dari Sauti continued. “She fought a giant madarama snake on Mount Morga and fell into the Lanto river, after which she was washed downstream. Is that correct?”


      “It is,” Ai Fa stated. “She did not descend from the mountain of her own free will, and furthermore, this event is the result of the red savages being more watchful for intruders due to the soldiers of the capital setting foot upon the border between the mountain and the forest. And from what I understand, she has been granted permission to stay at the settlement at the forest’s edge until her wounds are healed, after which she shall be returned to Mount Morga.”


      “Yes, that was our decision. We have placed an undue burden upon the Fa clan. If not for the circumstances, she would have been cared for by one of the leading clans.”


      “I don’t think that this responsibility is one that should inherently fall on the leading clans. I would say that the way things turned out was simply a matter of bad luck,” Ai Fa replied with a commanding look on her face. Seeing her now, I was sure that nobody would believe that she had complained like a spoiled child about Tia coming to live with us back when it had happened.


      Tia was standing up very straight next to her. She really did have a striking appearance, with her hair and skin dyed that red brick color, plus those odd patterns drawn on her cheeks and the backs of her hands and feet. She looked even younger than her actual age of twelve and she had bandages wrapped around her right leg. But most distinctive of all was the wild, animalistic energy that seemed to emanate from her small frame.


      “But the red savage was the one who selfishly requested to be allowed to remain at the Fa house, correct? If the Fa clan finds that to be a hassle, I can’t see any reason for you to force yourselves to accept.” That had come from the Gaaz clan head, who I wasn’t especially well acquainted with. He was glaring at Tia and furrowing his brow suspiciously. “I know she said she wants to pay for her sins against Asuta, but she was the one who committed the crime in the first place. The Fa clan holds no blame here, so why should they be forced to listen to that request?”


      “Apparently, it is because they could not bring themselves to force the red savage to forsake her feelings,” Dari Sauti stated.


      “Indeed,” Ai Fa added with a nod. “Of course, we could have refused that request. I myself was quite reluctant at first, and it isn’t as if I am happy about her presence now either. However, her insistence on staying with us is due to a rule that she cannot disregard lightly, so I felt that I had no option but to accept.”


      “Even so, it doesn’t make sense for the Fa clan to have to endure this burden. Is it not a serious strain on you, as you only have two clan members?”


      “I would not say that it is an especially light burden, no. However, it is small in comparison to the pain she feels,” Ai Fa calmly replied. “She said that she would wish to have her life taken immediately if she were to be removed from Asuta’s side. After hearing that, I could not simply drive her out. I believe this is a matter of the forest’s guidance.”


      “I see. If the situation is acceptable to you, then that is fine,” the Gaaz clan head said, going quiet after. The Gaaz had deep ties with the Fa, so he must have been worried about us struggling to accommodate Tia.


      “We are grateful to you for taking on this unnecessary burden, Ai Fa and Asuta. Now then, there is one other thing we would like to make sure everyone is clear on regarding the handling of the red savage,” Dari Sauti said, his tone shifting. “According to the laws of Genos, it is forbidden to treat a red savage as a person. They worship a god other than the four great gods, and must never be accepted as a citizen of the kingdom. As such, now that we have undergone the rite of initiation under the western god, we are not permitted to treat a red savage as a friend or a comrade. Though she understands human speech, she is to be treated as a wild beast.”


      No one offered any objections.


      Dari Sauti gave a single nod, then continued, “However, the lord of Genos, Marstein, did not object to our decision to aid her. We cannot accept her as a friend or comrade, but it is not necessary for us to see her as an enemy either. As long as she does not break the laws of the forest’s edge or the kingdom, we have no reason to harm her. Please keep all of that in mind.”


      There were no objections to that statement either.


      Dari Sauti gave a satisfied nod, then turned his gaze back toward Ai Fa. “So, it will take a hundred days for her wounds to heal, correct?”


      “Yes. Half a month has already passed, so roughly three months remain. That is supposedly how long it will take for her broken bone to mend and for her to regain her original strength.”


      “Leg injuries certainly are troublesome. All we can do on that front is wait. So, is there anything else that needs elaborating?”


      The clan heads remained silent, but Tia herself spoke up. “Can I say something?”


      “Hmm? We don’t particularly need a statement from you.”


      “Even so, I would like to talk a little. I’m deeply grateful to the people of the forest’s edge,” Tia said, bowing her head deeply. That caused a bit of a stir among the clan heads. “I thought the only future that awaited me after I left Mount Morga was death, so I really, truly appreciate the kindness your people have shown. I swear again here and now that I won’t ever disobey the people of the forest’s edge.”


      “Indeed. We have permitted you to stay at the forest’s edge because we trust those words. Live properly with pride in your heart.”


      “I will, for sure. And I really appreciate being allowed to stay with Asuta too. If he ever ends up in any danger, I will risk my life to protect him, so I ask that you please continue to allow me to remain by his side,” Tia said with a huge, earnest smile on her face. “Also, I really like the people of the forest’s edge. I was told that all the people of the outside world had corrupted souls, but that isn’t true. I see that now. The red people and those of the outside world can never become friends or comrades, but I’m still really glad I met you all.”


      That caused another stir among the crowd, of a slightly different kind. Even in the dim light, Tia’s innocent smile and pure gaze were easy to see. Dari Sauti ended up smiling back at her too.


      “Very well, then that covers the matter of the red savage. As you are not one of our people, we would like to have you wait elsewhere.”


      “Understood. It hurts to leave Asuta’s side, but I’ll obey.”


      At that, Lem Dom stood up. “Why don’t I take care of her for a while, then? My ill-tempered clan head told me that I should leave for the rest of the meeting anyway.”


      “I see. In that case, we place her in your care, Lem Dom. I’m certain the young children and old people of the Suun clan would feel better that way too.”


      Tia shot me and Ai Fa a smile, then exited the ritual hall with Lem Dom. Shumiral then bowed and left as well. Before the meeting could officially begin, everyone who wasn’t a clan head or the second person they’d brought with them had to leave. Once the three of them were completely gone from view, Dari Sauti said, “Now then, so far we have only been reconfirming information that has already been communicated, but the upcoming topics are matters that we must determine the validity of, so please speak to your heart’s content.”


      There was a good bit of chattering again, but then it suddenly went silent. From here on out, the real clan head meeting would begin. Ai Fa and I locked eyes and I placed a hand over my heart, which was pounding in my chest, as I waited for Dari Sauti to continue.
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      “Over the course of the past year, our lives here at the forest’s edge have changed greatly. Everyone in this room should be very well aware of that by now,” Dari Sauti said in a relaxed tone in the quieted ritual hall. “By welcoming Asuta of the Fa clan as one of us, we have come to learn of delicious food. And through the cooperation of the Fa and Ruu clans, we began doing business in the post town. In that time, we also exposed the crimes of the vicious criminals Zattsu Suun and Cyclaeus, and formed new bonds with the nobles of Genos. It has even reached the point where our people are invited to the castle town to prepare meals with giba meat. A year ago, I am certain that none of us could have even imagined that such things would ever happen.”


      Everyone was listening to his words in total silence.


      “On top of that, we have been invited to dinner parties held by nobles as guests, and competed in a tournament of swordsmanship. There are also the friendship banquets the Ruu clan have invited townsfolk to, and honestly, so many other examples that I could never list them all. Just the other day, a friendly meetup was held in the post town, with members of the Fou, Zaza, and Fa being invited, from what I’ve heard. And that has strengthened our bonds with the townsfolk even further.”


      “Allow me to state,” he continued, “that as long as we see the Morga forest’s edge as our home, we are westerners living in western territory. If we had continued to not revere the western god Selva, we would not have been able to remain in this land. Because of that, we underwent the rite of initiation to become proper children of the western god. It made me truly glad that not a single clan objected to this course of action.”


      After saying that, Dari Sauti glanced around at the various clan heads. All of them were staring back at him with deadly serious expressions. Even Dan Rutim wasn’t doing anything to interrupt, and he was usually terrible at taking things seriously.


      “Zattsu Suun, our former leading clan head, did not accept the westerners as our comrades. Indeed, he actively resisted forming any kind of connection with them, breaking countless laws and customs in the process. His downfall was partially due to him getting involved with the criminal Cyclaeus, but we still find ourselves in a position where we must do what we can to atone for those crimes. The lord of Genos, Marstein, is similarly trying to make up for his inability to see through Cyclaeus’s misdeeds. Because we think similarly, we have been able to join together as fellow westerners.”


      “Because of that, we can conclude that our current path of deepening ties with the people of the west is proper. If we eventually find that they are not fit to be called our comrades, we’ll have no choice but to abandon the forest of Morga. However, we cannot make such a judgment without both sides knowing one another. The forest of Morga is a part of Genos, and Genos is a part of Selva in turn, so we must determine whether we can see that nation as our home.”


      Dari Sauti then smiled at the crowd before him. “Fortunately, our efforts to become friendlier with the people of Genos have been going well. When I was invited to a dance party in the castle town, I was forced to wear a rather uncomfortable outfit, but I cannot say that night was not amusing in its own way, and it did not cause me to feel negatively toward the nobles. It is unfortunate that Zattsu Suun only had the opportunity to meet with the criminal Cyclaeus. That may be why he came to see all westerners as enemies.”


      Dari Sauti glanced around at the crowd once more. “There should be no need to question the practice of deepening ties with westerners at this point. We believe that continuing to grow closer to them at every opportunity is the best path forward for us. If any clan head has objections, though, I would like to have you raise them now.”


      The ritual hall remained silent, and Dari Sauti gave a satisfied nod.


      “I am pleased to receive the approval of all clan heads. Next comes the matter of doing business in the post town.”


      Now that we’d finally gotten to this part of the meeting, I sat up straight.


      Dari Sauti then spoke once again. “It is unquestionably the actions of the Fa clan that have served as the most important bridge between our people and the citizens of Genos. The business they started in the post town has been the cornerstone of our relationship with them. Furthermore, I believe we were able to find our current path forward primarily thanks to the efforts of the Fa. However, that alone is not enough to determine whether the Fa’s actions were correct and proper.”


      I could feel my heart pounding.


      “At last year’s clan head meeting, there was no shortage of clans opposed to the actions of the Fa. The primary reason for that was the belief that excess fortune would corrupt our people. Is that correct, Gulaf Zaza?”


      “Indeed,” the second leading clan head seated there in front of the altar replied succinctly.


      “Even after severing ties with the Suun and becoming a parent clan themselves, the Zaza have not changed their stated position. The clans under the Ravitz and Beim objected to the Fa clan’s actions as well, while the Sauti took a neutral stance, deciding to simply observe matters for the time being. Now the time has come to decide whether doing business in this way should be allowed.”


      “Before that, though, I would like to confirm a few things regarding the Fa clan’s business. Now that a year has passed, I believe the circumstances surrounding the Fa clan have changed greatly,” Dari Sauti said, turning toward Donda Ruu. “Firstly, regarding the stalls, in the beginning the Ruu were merely lending assistance, but now you handle your own business, correct?”


      “That’s right. One of my daughters and a woman from a branch house are in charge, and they do the same sort of work as the Fa. And that includes selling giba meat and meals to inns.”


      “The Fou and Dai clans are also selling giba meat in the post town and castle town in a different manner, are they not?” Dari Sauti’s gaze turned toward Baadu Fou and the Dai clan head, who nodded to him. “I have heard that this is a role that was given to you by the Fa and Ruu clans. Is that accurate?”


      “It is. We have been running our business under agreements with the Fa and the Ruu. We are not making money directly from selling meat, but instead, those two clans pay us for our work,” the Fou clan head explained.


      “I see. The Gaaz and Ratsu have been selling dried meats to the castle town. Is it the same for you?”


      “We receive the payment for selling that jerky and sausage. However, the Fa are the ones who deliver it to the castle town,” one of those two clan heads said.


      Dari Sauti then glanced my way, so I addressed the room for the first time. “To be precise, we just carry the goods we receive from the Gaaz and Ratsu with us when we head to the post town for business. Then we hand it off to someone from the castle town who comes to meet us at the stalls.”


      “Hmm. Why does the sales method differ between raw meat and dried meats?”


      “Because we still aren’t selling all that much jerky or sausage yet. Since we managed to sell a large amount of raw meat right from the first day, resulting in a sizable profit, we thought it would be best to give some thought into how to distribute that wealth.”


      “Hmm. I can’t say I fully understand that part. If the Fou and Dai are the ones selling the meat, then shouldn’t that money belong solely to them?”


      “It’s because the Fou and Dai aren’t providing that meat entirely on their own. Some they purchase from the Ruu, Gaaz, and Ratsu. Here in the forest, meat can be bought for less than half of what it’s sold for in town, so doing that is very profitable.”


      It felt like this part of the conversation was a bit complex, so I proceeded to explain things in more detail to make sure everyone understood. In summary, it had to do with the profit margin created through the difference in the purchase and sale prices. For a merchant, that was extremely basic knowledge, but hunters of the forest’s edge were completely unfamiliar with such concepts.


      “Naturally, the Fou and Dai have put in a great deal of effort into their business,” I said. “Even with the meat they purchased from other clans, they had to cut it, weigh it, and load it into boxes to sell at the market themselves. But for the Gaaz to earn one hundred and twenty coins from selling meat to the Fou, which they then turn around and sell in town for three hundred coins, doesn’t sound especially fair, now does it?”


      “True. I think that would make my clan want to sell meat in town ourselves instead. Oh, I mean hypothetically, of course,” the Gaaz clan head chimed in with a frown, scratching his head.


      I sent a quick smile his way before continuing. “I see both the Gaaz and the Fou as important friends, so I want to avoid having this business work in a way where one clan profits at the expense of another. On top of that, the Fou and Dai were entrusted with the task because they’re located near the Fa and Ruu settlements. It would be unjust and counter to the customs of the forest’s edge for them to make more money simply because they happen to live close to us, right?”


      “Hmm. I suppose I can see how some might think you were treating us as lesser in that case. But obviously, I know perfectly well that you would never,” the Gaaz clan head replied.


      “Of course not. That’s why we’ve been paying the Fou and Dai a fixed amount, while we take temporary charge of the earnings from town.”


      “Take temporary charge?” Dari Sauti questioned with a tilt of his head when he heard that.


      “Yes. I take out the payments for the Fou and Dai from the earnings as well as the costs for the boxes and procuring the meat, while the rest stays in safekeeping. I figured we could discuss what to do with that money at this clan head meeting.”


      “How much money are we talking about?”


      In response, I pulled a small notebook out of my breast pocket. It was finally time to present the numbers I had recorded in preparation for today.


      “There are currently 17,745 red coins in our custody.”


      In an instant, every single person in the room froze in shock, only for a storm of murmurs to fill the air a moment later. Even Dari Sauti’s eyes had gone wide in astonishment.


      “Did you really just say 17,745 coins? But those meat sales only began at the end of the yellow month, didn’t they?” he asked.


      “That’s right. In the last month and a half or so, there have been eight market days, which have resulted in 33,850 coins being earned. After subtracting the expenses, the amount I quoted earlier was what remained. Oh, and I’d say roughly a hundred giba’s worth of meat was sold.”


      The members of the other clans started chattering again at that. To folks living at the forest’s edge, five-digit numbers were practically unheard of. And since a single red coin seemed to be worth about 200 yen, then the amount of profit they had made from selling meat worked out to 3,549,000 yen. That was a really impressive sum, to be sure.


      Dan Rutim gave a hearty chuckle, his eyes still open wide. “That’s way too much to hand over to the Fou and Dai alone! By the way, how many coins have those clans been getting?”


      “The Fou and Dai have been earning twenty-four red coins per day. Though they only go to town once every few days, they work on preparing the meat every day, so that’s how they’ve been paid. And while it’s been a month and a half since the first time they went to town to do business, they started doing prep work two months ago, so they’ve each received 1440 coins.”


      Baadu Fou then added, “However, the Fou have also received payment for the meat we provided ourselves at the same rate as the Gaaz and Ratsu. So, around 120 red coins per giba.”


      “Hmm. If you’ve sold a hundred giba’s worth altogether, then that must add up to an incredible amount of money! I don’t think I’d be able to count it all, even if I had all day!” Dan Rutim said.


      Tsuvai Rutim, a member of his clan, was the one keeping track of all the numbers, and the Rutim sold meat to the Dai too, but of course, Dan Rutim wasn’t directly involved, so he didn’t know much about that. I was pretty sure that Gazraan Rutim had a notebook with the same contents, though.


      “It’s a pretty simple calculation,” I said. “A hundred giba’s worth of meat sells for twelve thousand coins here in the forest, and that money has gone to the Fou, Dai, Gaaz, and Ratsu clans, as well as the various Ruu clans who provided the meat.”


      “Hmm. And thanks to the giba meat selling at a price that’s so much higher in town, there are over seventeen thousand coins left over? That certainly is a shocking amount,” Dari Sauti said with a deep sigh.


      Just then, someone new spoke up. “Hey, you haven’t talked about the Fa clan’s share even once. How much are you earning from that business?”


      When I turned in the direction of that voice, I spotted a shining bald head. Unsurprisingly, it was none other than Dei Ravitz, a man who was firmly opposed to the Fa clan’s actions.


      “At present, the Fa clan hasn’t accepted any earnings from this business,” I explained. “Ai Fa is the only hunter in our clan, so we don’t have excess meat to sell.”


      “But the Fa and the Ruu are the ones who started all this, didn’t you? Yet you’re not earning a single coin out of it?”


      “Allow me to explain,” Donda Ruu said, having been silent for a while. His blazing blue eyes calmly glancing around at the clan heads. “The Fa did indeed come up with the idea of selling meat in town, and the Ruu clan assisted them with the arrangements. But we’ve earned more than enough from running stalls, so we decided that it would be better to have other clans profit from this. Isn’t that right, Asuta?”


      “Yeah. We thought up the framework for the business, then presented our plan to the Fou and the Dai. I don’t see any particular reason that we should be paid for that,” I added.


      That earned me a firm nod from Donda Ruu, who then continued, “However, it wouldn’t be possible for the small clans to prepare a hundred giba’s worth of meat on their own in two months, so our clans will sell them meat, but only when they can’t get enough.”


      “Exactly. In fact, I believe the portion of those twelve thousand coins that went to the Ruu clans was the smallest one,” I said.


      Baadu Fou then spoke up again. “We still aren’t able to run things completely on our own yet, though. We’re only just now getting a good grasp of the skills we need thanks to the help we’ve received from the Fa and the Ruu, so I believe some of the earnings from this past month and a half should go to them.”


      “That isn’t necessary. Ever since you started selling meat in town, almost all of the assistance you’ve been getting has been from Tsuvai Rutim, so she’s the only one who ought to be rewarded. She’s been doing the most difficult job, keeping track of the money, so she should be paid the same amount as the Fou and Dai, I’d say,” I asserted as loudly as I could, which was necessary to ensure that everyone could hear me. “Anyway, we’re talking over seventeen thousand coins in total here, and in my opinion, it should be shared with the whole of the forest’s edge, like the reward money from the castle town.”


      “Are you saying the Fa and the Ruu have already earned so much that even a number like that is just a modest sum to you?” Dei Ravitz interjected again.


      “That’s right,” I replied with a smile. “I believe the Fa and the Ruu are both currently earning around four hundred red coins for each day we do business with our stalls. That’s more than enough to live on here at the forest’s edge.”


      “Four hundred red coins, huh? That’s quite a lot too, but it doesn’t seem like much after hearing about tens of thousands.” That comment came from Dari Sauti rather than Dei Ravitz.


      Turning his way, I said, “That was profit earned from about two months of work, though. It actually comes out to only about two or three hundred coins per day once you divide it up.”


      “That’s no small number in and of itself. Even if you sell a giba’s horns, tusks, and pelt, that will only get you around twenty-four red coins per beast,” Gulaf Zaza stated. I could see his black eyes glaring at us from under the giba pelt he wore. “Each giba’s meat is worth one hundred and twenty red coins, but you can earn more than twice that amount selling it in town. That certainly is an unbelievable number. In fact, I’d say that’s quite clearly an excessive fortune.”


      “Hmm. Shall we discuss that point, then?” Dari Sauti asked, seeming like he had collected himself. “Excessive fortune presents the danger of corrupting our people. The clans under the Zaza, Ravitz, and Beim have objected to the actions of the Fa and Ruu based on that concern. Ai Fa and Donda Ruu, however, insist that there is no danger. Does either side wish to add anything?”


      “No,” Donda Ruu bluntly replied. “As I said at the last clan head meeting, anybody who would be corrupted by getting ahold of too much money doesn’t deserve to live at the forest’s edge in the first place. If a clan falls to corruption in the future as the Suun once did, we’ll punish them in accordance with our customs.”


      “I feel much the same way,” Ai Fa agreed. “If I were to add anything, it would be that the amount that has been earned so far cannot be called excessive yet.”


      “What? Are you trying to insist that your vast earnings still aren’t enough?” Dei Ravitz asked, sounding horrified. His expression was so exaggerated, it looked like a drama mask. Gulaf Zaza and the Jeen clan head were also shooting Ai Fa suspicious glares.


      “Naturally, I’m referring solely to the meat sales. I would say the Fa and the Ruu are earning more than we need from the stalls,” Ai Fa replied, her voice perfectly calm.


      “Even when it comes to the meat sales, we just heard it works out to two or three hundred coins a day, didn’t we?” Dei Ravitz shot back, sounding even angrier. “You still wouldn’t be satisfied even earning that much, clan head of the Fa?”


      “Indeed. And Asuta, shouldn’t a bit more have been earned from the sale of meat?”


      After flipping back over my notebook, I replied, “You’re right. I said two to three hundred coins per day, but I calculated that based on the difference between the purchasing cost of the meat and the selling price. However, aside from the cost of the boxes, all of that ends up in the hands of the people of the forest’s edge, so it would be more accurate to say that the earnings from the last two months of work would be around thirty-three thousand coins. Broken down across sixty days, that would be five hundred and fifty coins per day.”


      “Five hundred and fifty coins?! How blatantly greedy, to still not be satisfied with a number like that!” Dei Ravitz yelled.


      “Is it?” Ai Fa calmly retorted. “I believe it only feels excessive because the number of clans that are involved with the business is small. Nearly six hundred people live here at the forest’s edge, so if we shared that amount with all of our people, it wouldn’t even amount to a single coin for each of us.”


      “But—!”


      “Naturally, it is not my intention to make light of the value of a single red coin. It only takes one to buy enough aria and poitan to eat for a day, and that makes them precious treasures by themselves,” Ai Fa stated, a commanding look on her face. “Regardless, I wish for this fortune to be shared among all clans. Therefore, I cannot see earning five hundred and fifty red coins in a single day as an excessive fortune. In order for everyone to live lives free of starvation, we must all work together.”


      “I see. Only Asuta and the Ruu chefs are able to create dishes with giba meat that can be sold at the stalls, but any clan can prepare meat to be sold and gain wealth that way,” Dari Sauti said, sounding impressed.


      “Indeed,” Ai Fa replied with a nod. “Asuta and the Ruu women have been doing business at their stalls in order to show the residents of the post town how good giba meat is. Our intention was to reach the point where raw meat could be sold in town right from the very start.”


      Gazraan Rutim had been silent up until now, but at that he interjected, “May I interrupt? I have something I wish to say as well. We have heard from both the post and castle towns that they would like us to provide more giba meat, but that would be difficult to manage for the Fou, the Dai, the Gaaz, the Ratsu, and the clans related to the Ruu. In fact, the Fa and Fou are in their break period at the moment, so they won’t be able to sell as much meat as they have been at the market.”


      “What? Even with assistance from the Ruu clans, they still can’t get enough meat?” Dari Sauti asked.


      “Correct. The Ruu clans need to provide meat for use in the stalls, so we actually don’t have that much to spare. Especially considering that there is no guarantee that bloodletting will always be successful when hunting giba,” Gazraan Rutim explained with a smile. “Eventually, when the Ruu, Gaaz, and Ratsu clans enter a break period, the supply of surplus meat will be restricted even further. The cooperation of a great many more clans will be necessary to continue with the meat sales.”


      “Indeed. We Sauti have not had any means of selling meat, so we return a large amount of it to the forest. I believe that is the case for many clans.”


      All of the thirty-seven clans living at the forest’s edge knew proper bloodletting and butchering techniques. However, even when placed in pico leaves, giba meat would only last between fourteen and twenty days, so any clans that weren’t having a lot of difficulty with their hunting must have been giving the majority of that hard-earned meat to the mundt.


      “I also agree that we people of the forest’s edge have not yet been enriched to the point of excess yet. We should be aiming to live more prosperous lives than we have in the past, not just stave off starvation, shouldn’t we?” Gazraan Rutim said, his calm voice carrying clearly over the growing muttering.


      “More prosperous lives?” Dari Sauti inquired.


      “Yes. We have already touched on this topic, in fact. Delicious food that uses ingredients other than just aria and poitan, as well as hunting dogs, totos, and wagons. We have been using hunting dogs and totos borrowed from the Fa and Ruu clans, and particularly when it comes to the former, the number we have now is clearly not enough. If we could procure enough for every clan, we would be able to hunt more giba than ever before while also remaining safer. And from what I’ve heard, the Fou have consulted with the Ruu about purchasing their own hunting dogs, correct?”


      “Indeed. Thanks to the Fa, the Fou have been able to amass a sizable fortune, and I wish to utilize it properly.”


      “A single hunting dog requires 650 red coins to purchase,” Gazraan Rutim stated. “That is equivalent to the value of the tusks, horns, and pelts of twenty-seven giba. But if you sold their meat as well, it would only take four or five. And that is only considering what you could earn from providing the meat to another clan. If we look at how much an entire giba would sell for in town, you could very nearly make that amount from just two of them.”


      An even bigger stir ran throughout the ritual hall. But even so, Gazraan Rutim remained perfectly calm.


      “It’s a shame to toss such valuable giba meat out as feed for the mundt, wouldn’t you agree? We people of the forest’s edge need more wealth in order to obtain greater power. I believe Ai Fa’s words from last year should hold even greater meaning to us now than they did at the time.”


      The clan heads were all leaning toward their various relatives and chatting.


      After watching them and letting them talk for a bit, Dari Sauti said, “Now then, it seems we’ve concluded our discussion regarding the wealth that can be earned from doing business in town. If anything remains unclear, then—”


      “We were still in the middle of talking about that, weren’t we?” Dei Ravitz interjected, cutting Dari Sauti off.


      With a strained smile on his face, the leading clan head turned to look at him. “Then feel free to speak. That is why we hold clan head meetings, after all.”


      “And that’s exactly what I’m going to do. After all, if we vote now, everyone’s gonna be blinded by their desire for hunting dogs and totos,” Dei Ravitz stated, shooting a deeply untrusting glare at me and Ai Fa.


      Both of us sat up straight, preparing to listen to what he had to say.
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      “We’ve been talking on and on about selling meat in town up until now. But what about the giba cooking sold at the stalls?” Dei Ravitz asked.


      “Huh?” Ai Fa questioned with a tilt of her head. “What do you mean by that? Let us hear about your concerns in more detail, clan head of the Ravitz.”


      “Hmph. You lot said that you started running those stalls to show people the taste of giba meat, right? After doing it for over a year, I’d say you’ve already finished that task.”


      “Asuta is the one who handles business with the stalls, so I shall leave it to him to reply,” Ai Fa stated, her intense gaze shifting over to me.


      After nodding to her, I turned to face Dei Ravitz. “Just like you said, we’ve done a reasonably good job of that over the course of the past year. To get meat sales properly on track, though, I believe we should continue running the stalls.”


      “And why’s that? All of the townsfolk should be plenty familiar with the taste of giba by this point.”


      “Genos is a trade hub, so people are constantly arriving and leaving. Even now, we get a lot of customers at the stalls who say stuff like, ‘So this is the giba cooking I’ve heard so much about.’”


      “Yeah, but folks from Genos are the ones who will actually buy the meat, aren’t they? Anyone from outside of Genos has nothing to do with it.”


      “Not true. Most of the giba meat that gets sold is bought by inns, and most of them are purchasing it to serve to travelers visiting Genos.” I then flipped through my notebook to check those numbers. “Between eighty and ninety percent of the giba meat sold has been bought by inns. The price goes up a lot when you’re not purchasing in bulk, so we don’t see many sales to individuals as things stand.”


      “But those inn owners are making their own giba dishes now, aren’t they?”


      “Yes. But there still aren’t that many people in the post town who are skilled at working with giba meat. This may sound a little boastful, but the stalls we run are the best source of publicity for giba meat even now,” I earnestly explained, very much wanting to make sure that our stalls would not be banned. “On top of that, with few people buying giba meat for personal use, our stalls serve as an important place where the citizens of Genos can come to enjoy giba cooking. And I believe that they are also good for letting us interact with and get to know the people of Genos.”


      “Hmph. So you’re planning to keep running those stalls no matter what? And then the Fa and the Ruu alone will be able to keep building a larger and larger fortune for themselves,” Dei Ravitz muttered, glaring straight at me.


      Baadu Fou’s and Raielfam Sudra’s brows furrowed in discontent, but I wasn’t especially bothered.


      “The Fa clan is unable to participate in the sale of giba meat. All of the giba meat Ai Fa secures either goes to the stalls or we use it for our own meals, after all. In fact, we have far too little meat to fulfill our needs, so we’ve been purchasing a lot of it from nearby clans.”


      “Right, the Gaaz and the Ratsu are the ones who’ve been selling a lot of that meat to the Fa. The Fa clan’s business brings wealth to other clans too,” the Gaaz clan head chimed in.


      “That’s right. And if more clans get involved in that work in the future, we can avoid an imbalance of fortune,” the Ratsu clan head added in an almost pleading tone.


      The Gaaz clan head was middle-aged, while the Ratsu clan head was young, but they both had fierce appearances. They seemed even wilder to me than the people of the Fou clans.


      In spite of that, though, Dei Ravitz didn’t seem to be particularly intimidated. “Hmph,” he snorted. “Even still, we’re talking about making four hundred red coins a day. The Ruu with their many subordinates earning that much is one thing, but for a clan like the Fa with only two members, that’s clearly excessive fortune.”


      “Why are you trying so hard to find fault with the Fa, clan head of the Ravitz?” a deep voice asked from beside me. When I turned, I saw Raielfam Sudra half-risen out of his seat and glaring straight at Dei Ravitz. “The Fa clan is currently in its break period. For half a month, they need to be able to continue to run their business solely with meat purchased from clans such as the Gaaz and Ratsu. Do you understand what that means?”


      “Nope. Haven’t got a clue.”


      “Right, you wouldn’t, would you? So let me teach you. At present, Asuta is selling food prepared with a giba’s worth of meat every day. He has been paying one hundred and twenty red coins to those clans daily.”


      Dei Ravitz stared back at Raielfam Sudra’s wrinkly face with suspicion. As for the Sudra clan head, the brown eyes underneath his jutting eyebrows were burning with an intense light.


      “Furthermore, Asuta also hires a large number of women to assist with his work. As your wife is one of them, I’m sure you know how much they earn for their work. Asuta pays around two hundred red coins a day to the women who help him at the stalls and who help him with prep work both before and after.”


      Dei Ravitz continued to glare at us in silence.


      “He buys the giba meat for one hundred and twenty coins, then pays another two hundred more to hire the women, adding up to three hundred and twenty red coins in total. Even if he makes four hundred red coins daily, that only leaves him with at most eighty coins of profit in the end. Even so, he continues to run the stalls during his break period because of how highly he values the future of our people. And that applies to his clan head, Ai Fa, as well for allowing him to do that. Now, do you still insist that the Fa are building up an excessive fortune?”


      “Hmph. You’re almost speaking as if eighty red coins is some trivial amount. That should be more than enough for a mere two clan members, shouldn’t it?”


      “Yes, that is indeed a precious fortune. But I’m telling you that the Fa clan is currently handing far more than that over to other clans,” Raielfam Sudra stated in that low voice, his rage clearly boiling up inside. “The Sudra clan was saved by that fortune. If we hadn’t formed ties with the Fa, I don’t know if my newborn children would have been born healthy. Yet you still insist the Fa clan’s actions are wrong?”


      “Hold on, clan head of the Sudra. We are in the midst of discussing whether those acts are justified now. There is no need to question the Ravitz clan head’s compassion while doing so,” Dari Sauti interjected in a relaxed tone, causing Raielfam Sudra’s intense glare to shift over to him.


      “I said that because I felt it was necessary. It’s true that the Fa and Ruu have obtained greater fortune than the rest of our clans, but they have used that wealth to purchase totos, wagons, and hunting dogs, which they have allowed us to borrow freely. All clans should be aware by now of how righteously the Fa and the Ruu have been acting.”


      “Hmm. Very well. So, have you been convinced, clan head of the Ravitz? If you have further doubts, you should express them before we vote.”


      “Oh, I fully intend to keep going. After all, I’m only just now getting to my main point.” Then, with a bold look on his face, Dei Ravitz said, “Even if we accept that doing business in the post town is proper, shouldn’t the Fa withdraw from that task?”


      “What?” Dari Sauti questioned, his eyes widening. Naturally, mine were doing the same thing, while Ai Fa’s eyes were narrowing instead. As he gestured to calm the muttering among the clan heads, the leading clan head said, “I don’t understand. This all began with the Fa clan, so why should they withdraw?”


      “The path to selling meat and meals is already laid out, isn’t it? So I don’t see how there is any further need for the Fa to be involved.”


      “But why would that mean that they ought to remove themselves? Are you trying to say that they have already earned enough?”


      “That’s right. When the Fa clan has meat to spare, they can sell it in town like everyone else. But the stall business should be left up to the Ruu as a leading clan.”


      “Hey,” Donda Ruu grumbled, interjecting for the first time in a while. “We’re telling you to state your reason. I have no idea what you’re getting at, head of the Ravitz.”


      “What don’t you get? It’s strange to entrust so much work to a foreigner like Asuta of the Fa clan in the first place, I’d say.”


      When she heard that, an intense gleam appeared in Ai Fa’s eyes. “Clan head of the Ravitz, do you still hold doubts regarding Asuta’s origins? I believe I said before that what matters most is one’s spirit, not their blood.”


      “Yeah, but that doesn’t change the fact that Asuta’s a foreigner. He isn’t the right person to be entrusted with such important work.”


      A fire burst to life in Ai Fa’s eyes and as she started to rise to her feet.


      But then, Dari Sauti called out, “Hold on. That is nothing more than an opinion. And if that is how you view things, shouldn’t you object to any of us doing business in town? After all, selling meat and meals were ideas that Asuta came up with.”


      “We need to acquire a great deal of money in order to obtain hunting dogs and totos, don’t we? We just discussed that,” Dei Ravitz stated.


      “So you now say that Asuta’s actions are correct but he should no longer be the one to do them? I cannot see your logic.”


      “Logic? What do you mean, logic? I’m sure the mother forest would find it an acceptable measure to take if doing so led us to joy.”


      Before Dari Sauti could say anything further, Ai Fa shot up. “Why would slighting Asuta in such a way bring our people joy? You’re the only one in all of the forest’s edge who would be happy about that!”


      “Oh? You sure sound confident. Still, I suppose you’ve managed to put a lot of other clans in your debt. That’s the real reason you handed out all those coins and totos and wagons to everyone, isn’t it?”


      “Clan head of the Ravitz, you—!”


      “But I’m a person of the forest’s edge too, aren’t I? And the leader of two subordinate clans at that. I’m certain my relatives would share in my happiness.”


      As Dei Ravitz made that remark, the Naham and Vin clan heads seated on either side of him remained perfectly still and as expressionless as stone. They must have all gotten on the same page before this clan head meeting, and as a general rule, a subordinate could not go against their parent clan anyway.


      The rest of the clan heads were directing suspicious looks at them, though. That even included the Zaza and Beim clans, who were opposed to the Fa’s actions.


      After looking around at the crowd, Dari Sauti turned back toward Ai Fa. “This discussion seems to have gone off course. I believe I would like to exchange a few words with the clan head of the Ravitz. Ai Fa, please sit back down and listen for the time being.”


      “But...!” Ai Fa started to object. However, she ultimately just shot Dei Ravitz one last glare before heavily dropping back onto her seat.


      As she did, Dei Ravitz continued without sounding even the least bit cowed. “You said that those stalls serve as a place to deepen ties with the people of Genos, right? Then I definitely can’t see it as proper to have a foreigner in the mix. If we’re supposed to form deeper bonds with westerners, then we should do it ourselves.”


      “But it was none other than Asuta who created such an opportunity in the first place, correct?” Dari Sauti pointed out.


      “Even so, that’s no reason for him to stay there forever. If we’re on the wrong path, then we should return to the right one, shouldn’t we?”


      “If that is truly a mistake, should we not put a stop to that business entirely?”


      “If everyone thinks it’s wrong, then sure. I’m just saying that the Fa should be removed.”


      Dei Ravitz’s words were so slippery that it was difficult to pin him down. Even Dari Sauti seemed uncertain how to proceed. “Hmm... I really just don’t understand. If you acknowledge Asuta’s actions as correct, I cannot see a reason for removing him. Are you saying Asuta’s efforts should not be rewarded at all?”


      “If Asuta insists that he’s one of our people, then he’s being rewarded plenty, isn’t he? What greater joy could there be than bringing happiness to your comrades through your actions?”


      “And what you are suggesting is that we treat him as lesser after he has accomplished some extraordinary things on our behalf. We would be unable to take pride in our way of life after doing such a thing.”


      “Hmph. Well, if Asuta was satisfied with what he’s done and stepped back on his own, nobody would be upset about it, right?”


      Dari Sauti sighed, then turned to face me. “That is the Ravitz clan head’s position. Could you please give your earnest opinion as well, Asuta?”


      “Huh? Naturally, I’d prefer to keep being involved with the stalls, but, well...” Ai Fa’s blazing eyes were fixed firmly on me, urging me to offer a more proper rebuttal. Of course, I had no intention of backing down. “I can’t say I really understand the argument Dei Ravitz is trying to make either. One of my goals when I started giving lessons to the members of the Ruu clan was to make sure they could run the business without me. And I planned things out so that the Fou and Dai could handle meat sales on their own eventually too.”


      “Oh? Sounds like that settles matters, then,” Dei Ravitz said.


      “No. My ultimate motivation with that was a desire to make certain the businesses could keep going even if I lost my life unexpectedly. But as long as that doesn’t happen, I want to keep being involved as much as I can.” I raised my voice a bit to make sure that all the clan heads could hear me, not just Dei Ravitz. “It’s true that I wasn’t born in this country, and I was raised in a town in another nation entirely. That’s what led me to want to run a business in town and create delicious food. I’m deeply grateful to the people of the forest’s edge for taking in someone as obviously suspect as me, so I wanted to be as useful to all of you as I could.”


      Everyone had gone silent as I spoke.


      “And my feelings haven’t changed at all. As a person of the forest’s edge, I want to act as a bridge between my comrades and the townsfolk. If what I did was wrong, I’d have no choice but to stop. But if my actions were correct, then I would like to keep on working as a man of the forest’s edge.”


      “Yeah! No matter how you look at it, Asuta’s words just make sense! I’m not a clan head anymore, but that’s what I think!” Dan Rutim said with a hearty chuckle after behaving himself and sitting there silently all this time.


      “That’s right,” added Giran Ririn, who was seated right next to him. “You seem to be strangely harsh when it comes to judging the Fa, clan head of the Ravitz. That’s why what you’re saying defies understanding. Do you have some particular reason for hating the Fa?”


      “Is it so strange to hate them?”


      “I don’t know. If you have a reason, I’d certainly like to hear it.”


      Dei Ravitz gave a displeased snort. “Hmph. I can’t stand the fact that they’ve got a woman living as a hunter and a man working the stove. And the fact that she brought a foreigner into her clan is absolutely outrageous.”


      Rau Lea had been leaning back and looking bored up until that point, but when he heard that he tilted his head and said, “Hmm? But you were fine with that Dom woman becoming a hunter, and you didn’t say anything about Shumiral, who’s also a foreigner, becoming a member of a clan under the Ruu. If that stuff upset you, why didn’t you speak up then? And if you’re concerned about our customs, it shouldn’t matter if we’re talking about a leading clan or a small one.”


      Dei Ravitz had no response to that.


      “It isn’t because you’re afraid of Donda Ruu and Deek Dom, is it? That’d be way too pathetic.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. I just...can’t stand to see the state the Fa clan is in.”


      “And we’re asking you why that is.”


      Something felt off, so I looked over at Rau Lea, and saw an incredibly intense light shining in his light blue eyes. It felt like I was watching a hunting dog stalk its prey. Rau Lea wasn’t the only one with that sort of look in his eyes, though. No, Raielfam Sudra, Baadu Fou, the Ran clan head, and the heads of the Gaaz and the Ratsu were all shooting Dei Ravitz piercing glares.


      “Clan head of the Ravitz, if you are objecting to the Fa clan’s actions out of concern for the future of the forest’s edge, that’s fair enough. We are speaking in order to clear up such doubts, after all,” Baadu Fou grumbled. “But if you are only making this argument because you have a personal grudge against the Fa clan, that’s a different matter. I can’t imagine how it could be proper to reject the Fa clan’s actions just because you don’t like them.”


      “Hmph. Like I said, I’m not trying to object to all of it.”


      “Why do you speak so harshly, then? Do you have some sort of reason for hating the Fa?”


      “We haven’t had a connection to the Fa for decades now, so of course we don’t have any particularly special reason for disliking them,” Dei Ravitz said, sighing heavily. “However...the Fa were once a subordinate clan of the Ravitz. That being the case, it’s only natural that I would be displeased with how disruptive they’ve been, isn’t it?”


      “What?” Baadu Fou questioned, his eyes widening.


      Another round of murmurs spread among the other clan heads too.


      Naturally, I turned to look at Ai Fa in shock, only to find the tension on my beloved clan head’s face replaced with bafflement.


      “The Fa were a subordinate of the Ravitz, you say? I’ve never heard anything about that before. And aren’t our clans located too far apart for that?” she asked.


      “The Fa were under the Ravitz up until my grandfather’s generation. From what I was told, the Fa severed their blood ties with us then and moved some distance away so that we wouldn’t encounter one another,” Dei Ravitz replied, propping up his cheek with one hand and sighing again. “Obviously, since our blood ties have long since been severed, it doesn’t matter what sort of fuss the Fa kick up; none of it has anything to do with us. But it should be no surprise that I’d feel concerned about our former subordinate causing all these messes and greatly disturbing the peace at the forest’s edge, right?”


      “Y-Your grandfather’s generation? That can’t have been long after we moved here to the Morga’s forest edge, then. Elder Moga, do you recall such a thing?” Dari Sauti asked.


      With a soft smile, the Sauti elder replied, “Well...I was the head of a branch house, so I wasn’t always invited to clan head meetings. But I do recall hearing something about the Ravitz severing blood ties with a subordinate.”


      “Hmm. I see. I’m amazed that such an old story is still being passed down in the Ravitz clan,” Dari Sauti remarked, sounding impressed as he stroked his sturdy jaw.


      Well, the people of the forest’s edge had only moved here eighty years ago, so it wasn’t that strange for stories from back then to be passed down. But due to poverty and the difficulty of hunting giba, the average life expectancy for the people of the forest’s edge was short, so hardly any of them lived as long as Moga Sauti and Granny Jiba. On top of that, there had previously been few opportunities for clans that weren’t related to each other to interact, so there were probably plenty of things they didn’t remember because they weren’t directly involved in them.


      As for Ai Fa, she was still—adorably—looking completely and utterly shocked. It seemed she had never imagined that someone as obnoxious as Dei Ravitz could have once been a relative of her clan. Of course, I never would’ve guessed that either.


      “Hmph. My grandfather told my father that he should never get involved with the Fa clan, and my father passed that on to me. The Fa clan were troublemakers even back then, apparently,” Dei Ravitz muttered, glaring at me and Ai Fa out of the corner of his eye. “That’s why they weren’t able to form new blood ties after moving and nearly died off, I’m sure. I certainly never expected them to cause such a huge commotion at the last possible moment, though.”


      “Hey, you can’t say for sure this is the end for them! If Ai Fa and Asuta have kids, the Fa clan name will live on!” Dan Rutim called out with a hearty chuckle. And of course, that sudden surprise attack caused both me and Ai Fa to go a bit red. “At any rate, I can’t see any point in dragging something back up from that long ago! And if anything, you should be proud to see your former subordinate clan accomplish this much!”


      “What is there to be proud of? I wouldn’t be surprised at all if this led to the downfall of the people of the forest’s edge.”


      “Ha! Why in the world would we fall? Ever since Asuta appeared at the forest’s edge, all kinds of positive things have happened!” Dan Rutim said with a guffaw. “We learned how delicious good food could be, and how to earn the coins we needed to make it! Plus, we have animals like hunting dogs and totos now, which are making us stronger than we’ve ever been before! If we had cut ourselves off from the outside world like we did back when we lived in the black forest, we never would have gained such strength, now would we?”


      “That’s right. And it was none other than the Fa clan who opened that door to the outside world. I feel proud with all of my heart to be able to call Ai Fa and Asuta friends,” Gazraan Rutim added from his seat next to his grinning father. “Without the two of them, we never would have chosen to work together with the westerners. In fact, we may well have been destroyed in a war between the Suun and the Ruu. I believe a new path forward was carved for our people when Ai Fa welcomed Asuta in as a clan member.”


      “Hmph. And who’s to say that path isn’t leading us toward destruction?”


      “It’s impossible to know such things. All we can do is search for the path we believe is correct and follow it. And personally, I have complete faith that the path we are on now is a good one,” Gazraan Rutim said with a calm smile. “Clan head of the Ravitz, please judge the Fa clan’s actions based on your own perspective. Though I am sure it will be difficult to force down the revulsion you inherited from your grandfather’s era, the split between the Ravitz and the Fa occurred decades ago. You are the one who is alive here today, not them. You should look at Ai Fa’s and Asuta’s actions objectively and decide on your own whether they are worthy of your trust. Or at least, that’s what I think.”


      “As if I could judge something like that when I’ve only met them a few times,” Dei Ravitz grumbled as he slowly rose to his feet and glanced around at all the gathered clan heads. “I just can’t accept it. It feels as if all the turmoil of the past year has centered around Asuta of the Fa clan. When the Suun fell, when the crimes of the nobles were exposed, and when we formed bonds with the townsfolk, he was at the center of it all. Do you really think it’s proper for us to let a foreigner lead us around this much?”


      “Like Ai Fa said, we should place more value on one’s spirit than one’s blood, right?” Baadu Fou replied, the animosity from before now gone from his expression.


      Dei Ravitz turned toward him with an intense look on his face. “Does Asuta’s spirit truly make him worthy of being one of our comrades? Was the Fa clan head right to welcome him in? I have had my wife work with Asuta, but I cannot say for certain based on her words alone. Clan head of the Fou, your clan is located closest to the Fa, isn’t it?”


      “It is, and I believe Asuta is very much fit to be our comrade.”


      “What about you, Donda Ruu? Your clan has had a connection with Asuta for even longer than the Fou.”


      “If Asuta of the Fa clan wasn’t suited to be one of our people, I never would have allowed my family to grow closer to him,” Donda Ruu replied in a weighty tone.


      “And you, heads of the Gaaz and Ratsu? You haven’t spoken with Asuta much personally, have you? Do you trust him even so?”


      “I do. I have been hearing about the Fa clan’s actions from our women for months now.”


      “Right. To be honest, the fact that Asuta was born in a foreign land hasn’t even crossed my mind in a while.”


      The Dai clan head then chimed in from a different part of the room. “I believe the Dai are the clan with the weakest ties to the Fa who actively approve of their actions. I’ve hardly spoken to Asuta or Ai Fa myself, but from hearing about how they have comported themselves, I have come to trust that the Fa clan is in the right.”


      Dei Ravitz silently bit down on his lip. And then, having regained his usual calm, Raielfam Sudra gently called out, “Clan head of the Ravitz, at last year’s clan head meeting, I felt similarly to how the Dai clan head did, and over the course of this past year, I have deepened my ties with the Fa clan greatly. If I had ever felt that Asuta was not fit to be called a person of the forest’s edge during that time, then I likely would have been plunged into the depths of despair. After all, that would mean having to choose to let go of the hope for a prosperous life that had finally appeared before us.”


      Dei Ravitz listened silently.


      “But nothing like that ever happened. And so, I even cut down a criminal from the Suun clan with my own hand in order to save Asuta’s life.”


      Suddenly, a deathly silence fell over the ritual hall.


      Raielfam Sudra quietly continued. “Even if that man was a criminal, he was once one of our people, and I killed him. If I did not truly believe that Asuta was one of us as well, I never would have been capable of such an act. That is why I have always trusted Asuta since then, and that faith was rewarded. Just like Gazraan Rutim, I’m truly proud to call Asuta and Ai Fa friends, and I thank the mother forest for the opportunity to do so. Everyone who is similarly close to the Fa feels that way. And even those whose ties to them are weak, like you and the head of the Dai, can take your time to get to know them better and—”


      “Enough,” Dei Ravitz bluntly interjected, cutting Raielfam Sudra off. Then, with his bald forehead wrinkled with tension, he sat back down. “There’s no need to talk any further. Just continue with the meeting already.”


      “Oh? Are you satisfied, clan head of the Ravitz?” Dari Sauti asked.


      “Hmph,” Dei Ravitz snorted. “There isn’t any point in me saying anything more. For now, I’ll retract my proposal that the Fa should remove themselves from the stalls.”


      “I see,” Dari Sauti replied with a faint smile. “At any rate, that conversation sprung up from an acknowledgment that the Fa clan’s actions were just and the belief that their business should continue, so how about we hold a vote on that matter next?” the leading clan head asked, glancing out over the room. “If there are no further questions or doubts, I believe it is time to do so. Does anyone have any objections?”


      Nobody offered any.


      Personally, though, I was seriously flustered. Dei Ravitz’s unexpected confession and the statements from Raielfam Sudra and the others had left my thoughts and feelings in a jumbled mess.


      “U-Um, are we voting already? I still don’t feel like I’ve talked enough about my own thoughts and feelings,” I said.


      “Hmm? If opinions are split, we will discuss the matter further. But before that, I would like to make each clan’s thinking clear,” Dari Sauti said with a relaxed smile. “You needn’t worry. I have no intention of ending this meeting until all clans are in agreement. If that takes more than a single day, then we shall simply have to gather again.”


      “I-I see. Understood. Sorry for the unnecessary interjection.”


      Dari Sauti nodded in response, then sat up straight. “In that case, we shall now vote. Are the Fa clan’s actions of doing business in town and trying to obtain greater fortune a poison or a medicine for the people of the forest’s edge? If any clan heads remain opposed, stand and make your voices known.”


      I felt as if I couldn’t sit still. My stomach was squeezing tightly, and I started shivering despite not being cold. But then, Ai Fa placed her hand on top of mine, which was resting on my knee. Her strong warmth gently brought calm back to my worried heart.


      Nobody near us was standing up. Of course, the Fou clans were the ones sitting directly around us, and the Ruu clans were the next closest, so that was hardly a surprise. What about the folks seated farther away, though? I steeled myself and started to look around, only for Dari Sauti to say, “I see. So no one has any objections to the Fa clan’s actions at present. Is that correct, clan heads?”


      As my heart pounded faster and faster, I quickly scanned the vast interior of the ritual hall. And sure enough, everyone had remained seated. Some were grinning widely, others were utterly expressionless, and some were even frowning. However, not a single one of them was standing.


      I felt the strength draining from my body, and I almost fell over on my seat, but Ai Fa firmly gripped my arm to support me.


      “Don’t let your guard down. This discussion isn’t over yet,” she said.


      “Right. I know. I was just a bit surprised.”


      I somehow managed to gather myself and sit up straight again. As I did, Dari Sauti was already speaking again.


      “So, can I take it that you have come to approve of the Fa clan’s actions as well, Gulaf Zaza?”


      Looking over at where the altar was, I saw Gulaf Zaza still sitting there imposingly, stroking his chin. “Hmph. Will excessive fortune bring downfall or glory to the people of the forest’s edge? I’d say we can’t judge that at present. And I see the logic behind Ai Fa’s and Gazraan Rutim’s words, that the fortunes we have obtained so far have not yet reached the point of true excess.”


      “I see. So you wish to reexamine these matters if we ever do reach the point of excess and it leads to actual corruption? I feel the same way,” Dari Sauti said as he looked out over the clan heads. “Well then, I would like to hear from the clan heads who once opposed the Fa’s actions as well. First, what are your thoughts, clan head of the Suun?”


      “The one who criticized the actions of the Fa was our previous head, Zuuro Suun. My blood relatives and I take no issue with the Fa’s actions,” the new Suun clan head stated with a look of determination. A year ago, he had been the head of a branch house, and I remembered that his eyes had looked like those of a dead fish. But now, there wasn’t even a hint of hesitation showing on his face.


      “What about you, head of the Beim? You have been participating in the gatherings of the leading clan heads as the representative for the clans opposed to the Fa’s actions for the past year.”


      “Allow me to start by saying that I didn’t object to the Fa clan’s acts because I thought excessive fortune would corrupt our people. Rather, I had doubts about the idea of deepening our ties with the townsfolk.”


      “Of course. The Beim were once greatly harmed by someone from town.”


      “Indeed we were. An outlaw from town assaulted one of us, and the head of our clan who went to town and got revenge for that act was executed as a criminal. I cannot imagine anyone in the forest’s edge held more hatred for the townsfolk than us,” the Beim clan head stated with a sour look on his face. “But now, we must deepen our bonds with westerners as children of the western god, correct? As soon as that was decided, we lost any reason we had to be opposed to doing business in the post town. That’s all there is to it.”


      “Understood. And head of the Ravitz?”


      “It’s not like I agree with everything. But with hunting dogs and totos being held up as examples of the benefits, I can’t just keep objecting freely. This lot sure does use crafty methods.”


      “You say they’re being crafty, but it’s not like the Fa and the Ruu are the ones who brought hunting dogs and totos to the forest’s edge, now is it? They both came here in unexpected manners,” Dari Sauti said with a nod, giving a small, strained laugh. “At any rate, we seem to have approval from all of you regarding the Fa clan’s actions, so let’s move on. How should we continue doing business in Genos with—”


      “Hold on,” Ai Fa abruptly called out. “It makes me very glad to hear that our desire to bring prosperity to the forest’s edge has been judged as proper. But what about delicious food?”


      “Hmm? What about it?”


      “Asuta and I have long said that delicious food would also grant our people greater strength and joy. Every single clan has now learned bloodletting techniques and knows how to bake poitan, but is that to be acknowledged as proper as well?”


      Dari Sauti’s eyes widened in confusion. “I never even imagined that anyone would question that at this point. Do any clan heads here believe that spending time and effort on preparing delicious food is harmful to the people of the forest’s edge? If so, please stand.”


      Not a single person rose to their feet.


      “I see,” Ai Fa remarked with a sigh. “Very well, then. My apologies for wasting our time.”


      “No, it is only natural for you to have such concerns considering your position, Ai Fa. I offer my apologies for not having thought about that. It just never occurred to me that anybody would object to the idea of delicious food now,” Dari Sauti remarked with a big grin. Then he shifted to look directly at me. “It’s thanks to you that we learned that having delicious food was a possibility for us, Asuta. All of our people from every clan in the forest are surely grateful to you for that. Allow me to thank you once more.”


      “No, I...” I started to object, only for the words to catch in my throat. Shockingly raw emotion was welling up inside of me. I had to clench my jaw hard to prevent myself from breaking down in tears.


      Gazraan Rutim, Raielfam Sudra, Dan Rutim, Baadu Fou, Donda Ruu... After hearing all of them speak up for me, my head was spinning. It felt as if every single one of their words was being etched into my heart.


      “What’s the matter, Asuta?” Ai Fa asked, leaning closer to me. And then, her beautiful features suddenly grew blurry. No matter how hard I tried to hold them back, my eyes were still filling with tears.


      I simply couldn’t contain myself. After all, every single clan head had just acknowledged that my actions over the past year hadn’t been mistaken. As soon as that had truly sunk in, I had been hit by a tidal wave of emotion.


      “Why are you crying?”


      “You heard what Dari Sauti said, right? No one sees your actions as harmful.”


      Baadu Fou and Raielfam Sudra leaned in closer to me with worried looks on their faces too, but that just made the emotion of the moment hit me even more strongly.


      A year ago, Baadu Fou had been the first one to state that he fully agreed with the Fa clan’s actions, at a time when we hadn’t had a single ally outside of the Ruu at that point. Then, even after Diga had threatened them, Raielfam Sudra had ignored the danger and offered us his support as well.


      That had been the first time I had met either of them, and I hadn’t known their names or faces. And now, Ai Fa was no longer the only one who showed personal concern for me when I got like this. The other two were as well. Actually, there were probably a lot of people in the room who were getting worried for me too. Donda Ruu, Dan Rutim, Gazraan Rutim, Rau Lea, Giran Ririn, and even people whose names I didn’t know. Even Darmu Ruu, Gulaf Zaza, and Deek Dom might have been raising an eyebrow, wondering what was going on.


      That was proof of how many people I had formed bonds with over the course of the past year. And when that thought hit me, I could no longer stop myself from sobbing openly as tears streamed down my cheeks.
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      “Well then, I would like to move on to the next topic of discussion,” Dari Sauti declared after we had all taken a bit of a breather.


      Since I had been unable to stop crying, they had decided that a break was in order, even though the meeting had not been going on for that long. And now that I had finally managed to regain my composure, I felt seriously embarrassed as I listened to the proceedings.


      “There are a number of points we still need to discuss regarding the sale of meat, but if we take too long, the sun will set on us, so I would like to make time for that after we finish with the other topics. Are there any objections?”


      There were not. Even Ai Fa was simply listening to what Dari Sauti had to say with a sour look on her face. His statement hadn’t upset her or anything, but she was in a bad mood because I had worried her unnecessarily. I was going to have to apologize again for that later.


      “The next most important topic we need to discuss would have to be the guests staying at the Ruu settlement. The hunters from Masara, Bartha and Jeeda, as well as Mikel and Myme of the Turan lands have been staying with the Ruu for quite some time. Have those four not yet made plans to return to their respective homes?” Dari Sauti asked.


      “They have not,” Donda Ruu replied. “In the case of Mikel and Myme, we can’t send them back to the Turan lands until order has been restored there. Supposedly, Duke Genos’s son Melfried has been whipping the guards into shape in order to address that issue, but he is away from Genos at the moment.”


      “Right. Melfried is on his way to explain to the king that Genos has no desire to rebel, so I suppose it’s difficult to complain about how long that is taking. But what of Bartha and Jeeda? I hear Jeeda has even been going out on hunts with your people, so do you think they’re going to ask to become members of the Ruu?”


      “I couldn’t say. Nothing like that has been discussed with me.”


      At that point, the Jeen clan head interjected, “It has been nearly a year now since Jeeda and Bartha became your guests, hasn’t it? Can you still call someone just a guest after they have lived with you for so long? It would make far more sense to me if you did intend to take the two of them as clan members.”


      “Hmm. Jeeda’s strong enough to have made it into the top eight in a contest of strength among the Ruu clans, so I imagine not many people would object to the idea of him becoming one of us,” Donda Ruu said, stroking his tough, wiry beard. “However, Bartha has asked us to guide Jeeda in his development as a hunter, and she will be the one to decide when that task has been completed. But Jeeda is still only fifteen, so I see no need to rush.”


      “To have the strength to make it into the top eight of the Ruu clan at the age of fifteen certainly is impressive. Does he perhaps have an immature spirit, then?”


      “There are hunters his age who are more mature than him, and those who are less mature than him. But I would say that he still has room to grow, in the sense that he has not yet reached the peak of his ability.”


      “I see. I also can’t think of any reason to rush the training of someone we would not be opposed to welcoming as one of our people, but what do the rest of you say?” Dari Sauti asked.


      The Ratsu clan head was the first to respond. Though he was younger than Dari Sauti, he led the next largest clan after the three leading clans, and he had a fearless look on his face as he spoke. “As long as they mean our people no harm, I have no issue abiding by Donda Ruu’s judgment, though I would at least like to meet them properly.”


      “Ah, yes,” Dari Sauti said. “I thought it would be best to not have any more extra attendees, since we’re already going to have Shumiral of the Ririn clan and the woman hunter from the Dom to deal with. But shall we have them come along at the next opportunity, then?” That seemed to settle the matter for the time being, so Dari Sauti crossed his arms and moved on. “Now then... Next, could we hear about the festival of the hunt that was held between six clans that were not all related to each other? That was the Liddo, Deen, Fou, Ran, Sudra, and Fa, and it was held just a few days ago. Is that something you intend to continue doing from now on?”


      “Yes, that was our intention. Though holding a festival of the hunt with clans who aren’t related to each other isn’t customary for our people, it was nonetheless the most joyous festival I think we have ever had,” Baadu Fou calmly replied.


      Dari Sauti nodded and said, “Observers from the leading clans and the Beim were also present for the event. Even if they are unrelated, they are still all fellow people of the forest’s edge, so I see no issue with them sharing their joy with each other. But it must have required some amount of effort to align your break periods for that, correct?”


      “Yes, since it’s not like the giba will suddenly vanish from all six of our hunting grounds at once. But it’s the same for clans with many subordinates like the leading clans, isn’t it?”


      “Indeed. And as I understand it, the hunters of your clans whose grounds have become depleted of fruits have been assisting other clans with their work, delaying the start of your own break periods. You have been sending your free hunters to work with the Suun clans, correct?”


      “That’s right. The Sudra have been helping the Suun with their work for a while, and since hunters from the Jeen have been assisting them as well, there was no issue at all with having the Jeen’s relatives, the Deen and the Liddo, also join them. And even with that many hunters lending a hand, we still weren’t able to catch all the giba in the Suun hunting grounds,” Baadu Fou replied, and Dari Sauti’s gaze turned toward the Jeen clan head.


      “The Jeen clan has been lending hunters to the Suun in order to instruct them on giba hunting, correct? Now that nearly a year has passed, what is the state of that effort?”


      “From what I’m told, the Suun hunters have grown much stronger since then. But there are a great many giba in their hunting grounds, and there are concerns that they will still not be able to handle such a burden on their own. Only around half of the people who once lived there currently remain, after all,” the man stated, his robust body shifting as he pointed around at the heads of a couple of the clans related to the Jeen. “So now we’re having a few hunters from the Dana and the Havira join them. The Suun clan has a hunting dog, so it’s also a convenient opportunity to learn how to work with one of those.”


      “I see. This is another benefit of totos and wagons. Without them, it wouldn’t be possible for clans who live a fair distance away to gather at the Suun settlement like that.”


      “Indeed. And the Suun aren’t permitted to form blood ties with other clans right now, so it makes sense for us to lend them aid, doesn’t it? I’ve also heard from our hunters who’ve gone there that it’s been a good opportunity to deepen bonds with the Liddo, Deen, and Sudra.”


      “Oh? Not just the Deen and Liddo that you’re related to, but the Sudra as well?”


      “Yes. The Sudra use different methods to hunt giba than we do, and with the benefits their hunting dog provides, they’ve actually been managing to catch more than they used to.”


      Dari Sauti’s gaze shifted over to Raielfam Sudra, who nodded and said, “Indeed. We were also impressed by the daring bravery of the Jeen hunters, and have enjoyed getting to know the Dana and Havira hunters as well. We have not had many chances to forge bonds with them in the past.” Then he sat up a bit straighter. “By the way, if we’re discussing the idea of celebrating festivals of the hunt with clans who aren’t our relatives, isn’t there another matter we should be discussing now too?”


      “Another matter? What do you mean?”


      “The marriage between the Dom and the Rutim. That’s something else we have to discuss today, is it not?”


      Deek Dom had been sitting as still as a boulder beside the Jeen clan head for most of the meeting, but at that, his burly shoulders twitched. And from his position in front of the altar, Gulaf Zaza shot Raielfam Sudra a questioning glare. “Naturally, that is something we have to discuss. But how does that relate to festivals of the hunt?”


      “Before explaining that, there’s something I would like to confirm. Under the proposed change to our customs, any clan would be permitted to form singular bonds, not solely the Dom and Rutim, correct, head of the Rutim?”


      “Indeed. The idea is a marriage between just two clans, with their related clans not involved in any way. That is the proposal I made to the three leading clan heads,” Gazraan Rutim replied with a calm expression.


      “Right,” Raielfam Sudra said with a nod. “The number of clans at the forest’s edge has shrunk significantly over the course of the past eighty years, so your thinking is that we should revise our customs to make it easier to find people to marry.”


      “Yes. So, for example, if the Rutim and Dom were to form blood ties, the other clans under their parent clans, the Ruu and Zaza, would not. There also wouldn’t be any need to determine which of those two great clans would become a parent clan and which would become a subordinate. As the parent clan determines the future of their subordinate clans, it’s a position that cannot be given up easily,” Gazraan Rutim said with a bright smile. “That goes for more than just clans on the scale of the Ruu and Zaza. The Sauti, Fou, Gaaz, Ratsu, Beim, Ravitz, and Dai... I am certain the role of parent clan would not be handed over lightly by any of them. Now that the Sudra and Vin fall under the Fou and Ravitz, however, the only clans left that do not belong to a parent-subordinate structure are the Suun and Fa. As such, in the future we would need to either solely rely on our blood ties with our current relatives, or be willing to give up the position of parent clan in order to form new bonds.”


      “Hmm. But I don’t see there being any issues with us marrying among relatives for the time being. So, clan head of the Rutim, you are speaking of what happens when that does become a problem?” Dari Sauti asked.


      “Yes. I cannot say if that time will come in ten years, or fifty, or even a hundred. But it’s a future that is certain to arrive eventually. That fate is written in stone now that the number of our people has decreased so much.” As he said that, Gazraan Rutim calmly looked around at all the other clan heads. “When our ancestors moved here to the Morga forest’s edge, they numbered over a thousand. And when we lived in the black forest, there were even more of us still. When the black forest was burnt down by the fires of war, and on the long road from Jagar to Morga, a great many of our comrades undoubtedly lost their lives. It would be reasonable to assume that the original number was around two thousand, wouldn’t it?”


      “Indeed. And our current customs have been handed down from the time.”


      “Exactly. It’s a case of a custom that functioned perfectly well back then, but will someday become a problem, I would say. Of course, that should hardly be surprising, given how large of a difference in numbers we’re talking about.”


      “Yes. And that’s why you think we should create new customs rather than be bound by the existing ones, correct, head of the Rutim?”


      Baadu Fou then spoke up from his spot beside Raielfam Sudra. “If a Dom and Rutim marriage goes forward, it would not involve the other clans related to them. However, those two clans would be relatives. That’s what you’re getting at, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. We naturally wouldn’t sever existing bonds, so our clans would be newly united while the Rutim would remain subordinates of the Ruu and the Dom subordinates of the Zaza.”


      “Indeed, but it isn’t as if we would cast aside all of our past customs, correct?”


      “Of course. I am in no way saying that our previous wedding traditions were a mistake. In fact, if all of our clans did end up forming blood ties someday, there would only be one leading clan as a parent to all of our people, which could be seen as ideal in a way,” Gazraan Rutim said, his expression perfectly calm as he smiled once more. “What I would like to do is have our existing traditions remain while adding something on top. My belief is that when someone marries into a clan they aren’t related to, those involved should choose whichever path they feel is most correct.”


      “Ah. The conversation became a little complicated for a bit there, but I believe I understand now as well. Please continue, Raielfam Sudra,” Baadu Fou said.


      “Right. If this new custom is acknowledged, then the act of celebrating festivals of the hunt with clans we aren’t related to takes on new meaning. It would give us opportunities to deepen our bonds with distant clans we would not normally interact with.”


      “In other words,” Gulaf Zaza grumbled. “You’re trying to say that would make it easy for the Fou clans to form blood ties with the Deen and Liddo, aren’t you?”


      “Yes, exactly. But the northern clans are also in the midst of attempting to deepen ties with those two clans, correct? It wouldn’t be right for the Fou clans to try to jump ahead of you on that front.”


      “Indeed. And we just welcomed in the Sudra as a new subordinate clan, so it isn’t like we’re having trouble pairing up for marriages,” Baadu Fou added.


      “Hmph,” Gulaf Zaza snorted. “Then how does it benefit you to celebrate festivals of the hunt with clans you aren’t related to? You said it held some sort of new meaning, didn’t you, head of the Sudra?”


      “I wasn’t talking about us. I was trying to say that other clans should also try holding festivals of the hunt like that too.”


      Dari Sauti tilted his head in confusion. “Which clans are you talking about, exactly? Ones that do not fall under the leading clans?”


      “Yes. For example, the Gaaz, Ratsu, and Beim all live fairly close to one another. The Dai live near the Ruu and Sauti subordinate clans. And the Ravitz are close to the Ratsu subordinates, are they not?”


      “Yes. My clan is located close to the Ravitz,” said the head of the Meem, a clan under the Ratsu. They were located further north than the six clans in our local area, while the Ratsu were to the south. It was unusual for small clans to have such a wide gap between them.


      “With your clans so far apart, do the Meem and Ratsu not hold festivals of the hunt with one another?”


      “We do not. Up until last year, we celebrated them with the Mei clan. However, the Mei clan grew so few in number that they cast aside their family name and joined the Meem. Ever since then, the Meem have held our festivals of the hunt alone.”


      “Hmm. That can also be a kind of blessing, of course. But having a big crowd to celebrate with is incredibly enjoyable too,” Raielfam Sudra said, his face wrinkling up further. “The Sudra clan also held festivals of the hunt on our own until just recently. Even with only nine members, they were always happy occasions... However, the festivals of the hunt we’ve held between our six clans have been even more of a blessing.”


      “Well...when there’s a wedding, we share in the joy with all of our many relatives, so I believe we know how much of a blessing large gatherings can be. Still, is a festival of the hunt held with clans who aren’t related to you really the same?” the Meem clan head wondered, and then he glanced over at Dei Ravitz.


      The Ravitz clan head snorted, “Hmph. You’re thinking celebrating with us wouldn’t be very interesting, aren’t you? Well, I can throw that right back at you.”


      “You shouldn’t just reject the idea immediately. Competing in contests of strength with other clans is pretty enjoyable too,” Raielfam Sudra said with the same look still on his face. “Testing ourselves against not only our new relatives, the Fou and Ran, but the Fa, Deen, and Liddo as well has been very rousing. I felt a desire to not be outdone by the other clans, and also got to experience the full measure of their strength. And I believe both of those things have granted us new strength as hunters.”


      “Yes, that’s certainly true! I hadn’t had a chance to compete with hunters from other clans up until then, so it got me really fired up!” Radd Liddo agreed from where he was sitting some distance away.


      “Definitely,” Raielfam Sudra added with a nod. “Furthermore, if this new marriage custom is accepted, the act of deepening bonds with clans we aren’t related to takes on a much deeper meaning. That is why I believed we should discuss both matters together.”


      “I see. I understand your point now, head of the Sudra,” Dari Sauti said. “In that case, could we hear from the head of the Dom?”


      Deek Dom’s eyes started gleaming intensely under the giba skull he wore. “Me? What exactly should I talk about?”


      “To begin with, what do the Dom think of the proposal made by the Rutim? The youngest daughter of the main Rutim house who wishes to marry into your clan has been staying at the Dom settlement for quite some time now, correct?”


      Deek Dom fell silent.


      “Has the bond between your clans deepened during that time? Let us hear about that first.”


      In a weighty tone, Deek Dom replied, “No. The Dom and Rutim settlements are located far apart, so I can’t say all that much has changed. However, the youngest Rutim daughter has returned to her home numerous times, so there has been some amount of communication between the Dom clan and the members of the Rutim who came to pick her up.”


      “I’m glad for that as well,” Gazraan Rutim chimed in. “The new custom has not been accepted yet, but we have been taking care to make it clear that we aren’t treating this matter lightly. And if the custom is judged as proper, I would certainly like to arrange for opportunities to deepen our bond.”


      “Oh? What sort of opportunities?”


      “Firstly, having clan members go back and forth. Just like we did when providing lessons on bloodletting and cooking, we would entrust clan members to one another. And if permitted, I was thinking it would be good to invite a number of people as guests during festivals of the hunt.”


      “Festivals of the hunt? But this has nothing to do with clan relatives, correct? The Rutim festival of the hunt would be held with their Ruu relatives, and it would be the same for the Dom and the Zaza.”


      “Indeed. But in order for the Rutim and Dom to deepen our bond, it’s important to understand one another’s relatives as well, I believe. For the Dom’s relatives, it would put them at ease to know what sort of clan the Rutim are, wouldn’t it?”


      Gulaf Zaza glared sharply at Gazraan Rutim. “It’s easy to imagine the strength of the Rutim just by looking at you and your predecessor. But what do the Zaza stand to gain from any of this?”


      Gazraan Rutim turned his calm gaze toward Gulaf Zaza. However, the leading clan head’s eyes kept on blazing brightly beneath his giba pelt as he continued to speak.


      “The Dom clan head, Deek Dom, is one of the strongest hunters out of all of those under the Zaza. The Zaza’s strength would be greatly diminished if such strong blood was stolen away by another clan.”


      “Yes, it must be painful to hear a proposal like this about him of all people. But the Dom clan is the one that’ll be taking in a bride, so if the union of the Dom and the Rutim produces children, they’ll still be relatives of the Zaza and you won’t really be hurt by it, right?”


      “That may be so.”


      “Additionally, it is none other than my own younger sister asking to marry Deek Dom. I trust that as one who has inherited the blood of our previous clan head, Dan Rutim, any children my sister Morun Rutim gives birth to will be exceptionally strong,” Gazraan Rutim remarked with a smile, seeming completely cool and collected. Dan Rutim was grinning next to him too. “I also believe that it’s best for children to be born between a man and a woman who are drawn to one another. After months of worrying about her feelings for Deek Dom, Morun Rutim, my youngest sister, asked to marry the man. If her feelings were not as strong as they are, I likely would not have accepted her request as her clan head.”


      “That certainly makes sense for the Rutim’s part in all this. But what about the Dom?” Dari Sauti asked, his eyes finding their way over to Deek Dom once again. “It has been three months now since the young Rutim woman came to stay at the Dom settlement. What are your feelings on the matter, head of the Dom?”


      “My feelings?”


      “Naturally, I’m asking if you intend to take that girl as your bride. I’m fully aware of how crass it is to ask such a question in a place like this, but I still must do so.”


      Deek Dom stared back at Dari Sauti, a deep glow in his eyes. “I would not be permitted to marry a Rutim woman without this new marriage custom being acknowledged here at this meeting. For that reason, I have been making an effort to not carelessly develop feelings for her.”


      “Hmm. So you feel neither negatively nor positively at the moment? But at the same time, she’s a good enough woman that you need to make such an effort?”


      Deek Dom, who was larger than anyone else present, shifted in his seat, and I almost felt like I could hear some kind of creaking sound coming from his huge frame.


      Dari Sauti, meanwhile, smiled at him calmingly. “Ah, that really was a rude question to ask. But I must carry out my duty as leading clan head, so I hope that you shall forgive me.”


      Deek Dom offered no response.


      “So, what now? I believe it is too early to vote, but what else should we discuss?”


      “May I say a word?” Raielfam Sudra asked. “It is not as if the Rutim and Dom have formed a deep bond as of yet. They surely will not want to go ahead with a marriage before knowing more about each other as clans and as individuals, I’d imagine.”


      “Yes, that makes perfect sense. But what should we do, then?”


      “Why not simply let them keep strengthening their connection ties like the Rutim clan head just suggested? That’s what the Sudra did when we were trying to determine if we should form ties of blood with the Fou and Ran, after all. That is one old custom which I believe should be respected.” Though Raielfam Sudra was smaller than anyone else present, he didn’t seem timid in the least as he spoke those words. “And at the same time, the Dom clan head should try to decide whether the youngest Rutim daughter would make a fitting wife for him... Or perhaps someone else shall emerge who feels such a longing. But until there is a desire for marriage, this new tradition won’t matter at all.”


      “We can send members of our clan over any time! Isn’t that right, Gazraan?” Dan Rutim declared.


      “Yes. It won’t be possible to carve a new path forward without taking it one step at a time, after all,” Gazraan Rutim remarked with a calm smile. “I fully approve of the Sudra clan head’s proposal to hold festivals of the hunt between unconnected clans as well. As I see it, it will be difficult to determine whether such traditions serve as medicine or poison for our people without actually giving them a try.”


      “That’s true... If we had taken a vote on doing business in town before Asuta actually attempted it, all of the clan heads would likely have objected,” Dari Sauti said with a big nod. Then he glanced around at the other clan heads. “With that in mind, I would like to take a vote at this point. Do you approve or disapprove of the new marriage custom? Of course, even if it is accepted, we shall discuss the matter again if it results in issues once it is actually implemented. What do you all think of such a plan?”


      “Even if our opinions are split, we’ll keep on debating until we’re all satisfied, right?” the Ratsu clan head asked.


      “Naturally,” Dari Sauti answered with a nod. “This would be a major revision of our customs, so I believe we should discuss it until all clan heads are in agreement. I ask that you all keep that in mind. Now then, let us vote. Any clan heads who are opposed to this new marriage custom, please stand and state your reasoning.”


      My heart started pounding a fair bit in my chest as I glanced all around. However, it soon became clear that not a single clan head was standing.


      “Then what about the idea of holding festivals of the hunt between clans that do not share blood ties, and entrusting clan members to one another to deepen bonds?”


      Sure enough, nobody stood for that one either.


      Dari Sauti looked more than a little surprised as he turned to look over at Gulaf Zaza. “I certainly didn’t expect to not face a single objection. Are you fine with this as well, Gulaf Zaza?”


      “Why are you only asking me that?”


      “Well, your northern clans respect the old customs more than anyone else from what I’ve heard. And this matter involves one of your subordinates, the Dom clan.”


      “Hmph. If an issue occurs, we’ll debate the matter then, right? So I can’t see any point in complaining now,” Gulaf Zaza said. Then he shot a glare Gazraan Rutim’s way. “Let me just confirm one thing, though. What do you intend to do if we decide this new custom is mistaken after Deek Dom and that Rutim woman are already wed?”


      “No matter what may occur, a vow of marriage cannot be taken back. So in that case, Morun Rutim would have no choice but to sever blood ties with the Rutim clan. Her name would change from Morun Rutim Dom to simply Morun Dom.”


      “And you are all resolved to accept that possibility?”


      “Yes. All members of the Rutim had that resolve, not just Morun Rutim and myself, before we sent her to the Dom settlement,” Gazraan Rutim said with a calm smile. “Naturally, we do not believe that such a sad outcome will come to pass, though. And we wish to keep strengthening our connection with the Dom regardless.”


      “That’s all I needed to hear,” Gulaf Zaza stated.


      Next to him, Dari Sauti finally grinned as well. “Well, I certainly never expected all clan heads to accept such a large change so readily. I feel like we should celebrate this result. Wouldn’t you agree, Donda Ruu?”


      “Hmph. I’m not especially surprised. Since we’re already planning to revisit this if things get messy, we might as well give it a try. No matter how ridiculous an idea may be, it could still eventually lead us to greater strength and happiness. The Fa clan has demonstrated that fact for us clearly,” Donda Ruu said. Then he broke out in a grin of his own. “We need to grow into a stronger and more just people, using different methods than Zattsu Suun. I’m sure nobody present here has forgotten that fact.”


      That statement hit me really hard. Every last person of the forest’s edge carried the sin of allowing Zattsu Suun’s evil to come into being, after all.


      I never spoke with Zattsu Suun, and it isn’t like I’ve forgiven him for his crimes or anything... But if he hadn’t strayed so far from the proper path, would the people of the forest’s edge have gained such a strong resolve to walk this new path now?


      In spite of everything, Zattsu Suun had wished to live properly as a hunter of the forest’s edge. But that simple desire, when put up against the harsh lives that his people had been forced to live, was what had caused him to develop such an intense hatred for the people of Genos, and what had led to him making such wicked choices.


      If the mediator chosen by the castle town had been someone as honest as Melfried rather than Cyclaeus, surely Zattsu Suun’s path would have differed too, wouldn’t it? Rather than hating the people of Genos, would he have joined together with them as comrades? I couldn’t help but think so.


      “A curse upon the western god Selva and the southern god Jagar! We’ve chosen our gods poorly twice now!” I think I remember Zattsu Suun shouting something like that. Now, though, the people of the forest’s edge were trying their hardest to live proper lives as children of the western god Selva. They were searching for the best possible path for their people that didn’t involve casting aside their strength and pride. And that determination gave them the resolve needed to accept all sorts of changes. Zattsu Suun, and Tei Suun too... Their spirits returned to the mother forest while filled with hatred, grudges, and sadness... Are they watching what their people are doing now? I thought to myself.


      “Hey,” Ai Fa suddenly said, shaking me by the shoulder a bit. When I looked over at her, I saw that she was glaring scarily at me...but her face was pretty blurry. “Why are you shedding tears again? I can’t even imagine how what was said could have upset you this much.”


      Apparently, I had started crying without even realizing it. As I heard Dari Sauti saying something off in the distance, I shot Ai Fa a smile and said, “Sorry. I thought I had calmed myself down, but apparently I didn’t. It’s nothing to worry about, though.”


      “How could I ever not worry when you are crying?” Ai Fa muttered, her expression getting even scarier as she pressed in closer to me.


      However, as I wiped the tears from my cheeks, I couldn’t help but smile at her even so.
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      As the detailed discussions continued, the sun eventually set in the west. Roughly four hours had passed since the start of the clan head meeting, and it was finally time for it to come to a close.


      “I believe there are still matters we haven’t discussed in full, but why don’t we end things here for today? We three leading clan heads will make time to talk later on, and we’ll send messengers out to everyone,” Dari Sauti declared, bringing the meeting to an end. Even as hardy as they were, I was sure that the clan heads had to be getting pretty tired after sitting still for so long. I could hear exhausted sighs coming from all around the ritual hall.


      “Ah, it’s finally over. I’m just glad that it seems that everything has been settled smoothly for now,” Baadu Fou remarked as he leaned toward me and Ai Fa. Raielfam Sudra and the Ran clan head, as well as their companions, one of whom was Cheem Sudra, were all looking at the two of us with warm gazes.


      “It’s thanks to all of you that the Fa clan’s actions were acknowledged as proper. I’m grateful to all of you from the bottom of my heart,” I said.


      “What are you saying? The two of you were in the right from the very start. All we did was observe,” Baadu Fou replied, right before a familiar girl peered in through an entrance—Reina Ruu, who was in charge of the Ruu’s group of chefs.


      “Greetings, clan heads. Are you ready for us to bring dinner in?”


      “Yeah, bring it in whenever! We’ve been using our heads a lot, and now we’re starving!” Dan Rutim enthusiastically replied.


      “Understood,” Reina Ruu said in response. Then she disappeared from view. Shortly after that, women came streaming in carrying pots and trays, earning a lot of loud cheering. Apparently, everybody felt the same way as Dan Rutim.


      Tia and Lem Dom also came back into the hall alongside them. With skillful use of her crutch, Tia swiftly slipped between the clan heads in order to get to us.


      “So the talking’s finally done, Asuta?! We can stay together while we’re eating, right?”


      “Yeah. Sorry for the long wait.”


      “This is part of your customs at the forest’s edge, so there’s no helping it. But I’m really glad that I get to return to your side,” Tia said with an incredibly bright smile as she took a seat beside me. Since she had been taught that it was taboo for men and women to touch unnecessarily, she positioned herself so that there would be a tiny gap between her skin and mine.


      “Hey, Ai Fa. Hey, Asuta. Here’s the savage girl back,” Lem Dom said with a grin when she reached us a few moments later and stood looking down on us from above. Her smiling face looked oddly shiny, somehow.


      “You seem rather tired too. Did you do some sort of training?”


      “Yeah, since I didn’t want to just waste time. So I had a bit of a contest of strength with this girl,” Lem Dom said with a seductive sigh. “She’s shockingly strong. I was no match for her at all in pole tugging and tree climbing.”


      “What?! You competed with her even though she has a broken leg?”


      “Yeah. You’ve competed with her in target shooting too, haven’t you, Ai Fa? Don’t worry, I didn’t let her push herself or anything.”


      Even with an intense glare from my clan head being aimed at her, the carefree smile on Tia’s face didn’t waver at all.


      “I got to move around a lot too, so it was fun. I can’t wait for my leg to be fully healed,” she said.


      “Once it is, I’d like to challenge you to a grappling contest. Not that I’d be any match for you at all, mind,” Lem Dom replied.


      “I’d be okay with that, assuming Ai Fa and the leading clan heads of the forest’s edge are too.”


      Ai Fa held back a sigh and shooed Lem Dom with a wave of her hand. “Just go sit with your relatives already. The custom is to remain with them until dinner is finished.”


      “Yes, but when that’s done, we should enjoy some drinks together,” Lem Dom said, walking off after those parting words.


      The preparations for dinner were more or less finished by that point. The dishes themselves hadn’t been served yet, though, so all we had were spoons and plates for baked poitan.


      “We will now serve the food, so hold on for just a little longer.”


      There were four stoves positioned along the wall, and the pots had been placed on top of them so their contents could be distributed. Since there were around thirty chefs who had cooked for seventy-seven people, the process took hardly any time at all. Around ten of the chefs were women from the Suun clan, so once the serving was done, they headed back to their own houses to prepare the same meal for their families.


      “Sorry for the wait! Please, dig in!” Rimee Ruu declared as she approached us holding a large tray. Atop it sat a plate of the Ruu clan’s famed herb-grilled giba meat, as well as a second plate of meat and chatchi and a bowl of cream stew.

    

  

  
    [image: insert7]
  

  
    
      From my point of view that seemed like a somewhat odd mishmash of South Asian, Western, and Japanese cuisine, but I knew nobody else would see anything unusual about the combination. In fact, Reina Ruu’s aim in choosing to go with such an interesting variety of recipes had undoubtedly been to make the meal as enjoyable as possible for everyone.


      None of these dishes were new to the Fou and Ruu clans seated around me. However, there were a lot of surprised voices coming from outside of our group.


      “Hmm. This seems like a more elaborate lineup of dishes than last time.”


      “Is this gooey white stuff poitan soup? It’s giving off a really delicious aroma, though.”


      “All of this food smells great! I feel like I’m going to start sweating before I even take a bite!”


      The amount of surprise people expressed seemed to vary greatly depending on how much interaction they’d had with the Fa and Ruu, as well as how much money they usually spent on ingredients. For example, the Gaaz and Ratsu clans had deep ties with the Fa and weren’t hurting for coins, so they had almost certainly tried each of these dishes before. The herb-grilled giba meat might have been a bit less familiar, but the cream stew and meat and chatchi were dishes I had given lots of lessons on during study sessions at the Fa house.


      On the other end of the scale, the Beim and Ravitz clans only had a very small number of women who interacted with the Fa, and they’d had no involvement with preparing and selling raw meat either, so they lacked the wealth to afford expensive ingredients. From what I had heard, the Beim clan would only buy a bit of sugar, tau oil, and karon milk at most.


      Then you had the Dai clan, who had earned a lot of money over the past two months, but had hardly participated in any study sessions at all. The most they had to go on were some very limited cooking lessons their women had been given during a previous break period.


      As for the Sauti, they had been given lessons a long time ago, but they didn’t have anything to do with any of our businesses in town, so they didn’t have many opportunities to try out new ingredients. They had also taken a lot of damage from the lord of the forest, which had put them in a fairly difficult situation financially.


      Now that I think about it, the Zaza clans might actually have the most refined palates after the Fa, Ruu, and Fou clan groups. After all, they have Toor Deen handle things whenever they have a celebratory banquet, I thought to myself as I glanced around at everyone as they accepted their meals.


      Then Dan Rutim said, “Hmm. Is this all the food that was prepared? I feel like my stomach will barely be full at all by the time I finish this!”


      “These dishes are just what the Ruu clans prepared. We only have a limited amount of space to put things in, so the food cooked by the Zaza and Fou clans will be delivered once everyone is finished with this,” Reina Ruu replied with a smile.


      When he heard that, Dan Rutim’s face lit up. “Oh, these dishes are only half of the meal? In that case, this is plenty!”


      “You’re always so loud. If you’ve stepped down as clan head, shouldn’t you act a bit more reserved?” Donda Ruu, the man’s longtime friend and head of his parent clan, chimed in with a sour look on his face. The leading clan heads were mingling with their respective relatives now too.


      Yamiru Lea was sitting next to Rau Lea, Sheera Ruu was next to Darmu Ruu, and Rimee Ruu was pulling Vina Ruu along by her arm. She seemed to be trying to get her older sister to sit beside Shumiral. It was a really adorable sight.


      Oh, and Gazraan Rutim was whispering into Morun Rutim’s ear, causing her cheeks to go red as she stared down at the ground. He must have been informing her of the results of the clan head meeting. I couldn’t help but pray that her feelings would win out in the end.


      Once all of the women had settled down with their relatives, Dari Sauti spoke up to carry out his final duty, “Allow me to state in advance that this dinner was cooked by the Ruu, Zaza, Fou, and Suun women using ingredients the Ruu and Fa provided. Additionally, the Ruu covered the costs themselves out of a sense of duty as a leading clan. Starting next time, the Zaza or the Sauti will need to take on that same responsibility.”


      As I recalled, at the previous clan head meeting, ingredient fees had been collected from the various clans. Since the Suun clan had been trying to stockpile money, they must have done the same at the clan head meetings before that too.


      “From what I have been told, these first three dishes are all ones sold in the post town. The townsfolk see enough value in giba meat to spend coins on such food. I hope that you will all keep that in mind as you enjoy them,” Dari Sauti continued. Then he closed his eyes. “We offer our gratitude to the members of the Ruu, Zaza, Fou, and Suun clans who manned the flame and gave us our life for this night.”


      Ninety people repeated that premeal chant in turn.


      When that was done, everybody picked up their plates or bowls at once, and the comments immediately started pouring in. It sounded like the others were all surprised and impressed with the offerings.


      “I really like this dish,” Tia said with a big grin as she chowed down on the herb-grilled giba meat. Dishes with lots of herbs were her clear favorite.


      Some of the people who were trying that dish for the first time almost shrieked in surprise. Herbs from Sym were rather expensive, so a lot of our people were completely unfamiliar with them.


      “Ah, that’s spicy! It feels like it’s gonna do something to my tongue!”


      “Yeah. I don’t think my tongue would hurt this badly even if I bit directly into a piece of myamuu.”


      “Yet for some reason, I can’t help but want to eat more.”


      At the forest’s edge, leaving food uneaten wasn’t really allowed. It was possible that when Reina Ruu had chosen to serve everyone a dish as stimulating as herb-grilled giba meat, she had done so with the deliberate intention of taking advantage of that custom. That said, it seemed she had held back a fair bit with the spices, as the meat was a lot more mild than the version sold in town.


      Ai Fa and the members of the Ruu clan had similar reactions when they first ate chitt seeds, after all... Ah, but in Ai Fa’s case, she actually ate the spicier version I had prepared for myself first, which was a whole mess. At the very least, nobody was writhing around in pain like she had. Hopefully, they’d all come to see it as a dish with an invigorating taste.


      Nobody seemed to have any complaints about the cream stew or the meat and chatchi. Rimee Ruu’s cream stew recipe was really polished by now, and the Ruu had been making meat and chatchi frequently for almost a year now. Even though I had tried both dishes many times, I was still consistently impressed with how refined they had become.


      “Hmm. The Ruu women truly are exceptionally skilled. So much so that it almost feels a bit frustrating,” the young Ratsu clan head remarked from his position a short distance away from us. The Ratsu clan had been sending a number of their chefs to our study sessions, and they were well off enough to purchase any ingredients they pleased. But even still, the gap in cooking skills between their chefs and those of the Ruu clans must have been incredibly obvious.


      As I saw it, the most likely reason for that was the exceptional abilities of chefs like Reina and Sheera Ruu. They hadn’t just taken lessons from me; they were naturally talented enough to adapt dishes in their own way too. And they also taught the women related to them on days when I wasn’t around, which had to have raised the average skill level among the clans related to them massively.


      “This really is good. But don’t worry, I’m sure you won’t be disappointed with our cooking,” one of the Fou women near us whispered.


      “Glad to hear it,” Baadu Fou replied with a smile. “There isn’t any particular need for us to compete with the Ruu, but that is still very reassuring.”


      “Yeah, though it’s all thanks to Asuta and Toor Deen.”


      The young chef she had mentioned was currently eating dinner surrounded by her relatives from the Zaza clans. They really stood out thanks to the exceptionally brawny hunters like Gulaf Zaza and Deek Dom that they had, and I could still see her small figure seated between Lem Dom and Sufira Zaza.


      “Hey, are you getting enough to eat?” a voice asked as a reddish-brown head of hair popped up between me and Ai Fa.


      My clan head happened to be eating a bit of cream stew at the moment, and after swallowing it, she turned toward the newcomer with an affectionate look in her eyes and said, “Indeed. You prepared this dish, didn’t you, Rimee Ruu? It’s very delicious.”


      “Hee hee, thanks! I boiled the kimyuus bones back at home, then we brought the stock all the way here,” Rimee Ruu explained with a bright smile, as she leaned against Ai Fa.


      Tia stared at the grinning girl and tilted her head in confusion. “I’ve been scolded for moving around needlessly while eating. Are you finished already, Rimee Ruu?”


      “Yeah! I ate fast so I could come over and talk with Ai Fa! I really wanted to sit next to her, to be honest,” Rimee Ruu replied. Then she turned my way. “Dan Rutim and Rau Lea said they wanted to speak to you too, Asuta! They told me they didn’t get to spend enough time with you at the last banquet, so they’ve really been looking forward to today!”


      “I see. I’m glad to hear that.”


      We were seated with the Fou clans and their women had joined us too, so our group had grown rather large. Of course, the Ruu clans had an even bigger crowd than ours, so those two were sitting pretty far away from me, even though our groups were right next to each other.


      “It’s great how the Fa are friends with so many other clans these days! I’m sure Gil Fa would’ve been really happy to see it!” Rimee Ruu remarked with a smile.


      Ai Fa narrowed her eyes in response and nodded before saying, “Indeed.”


      Raielfam Sudra had just been silently eating his meal, but when he heard that, he turned and said, “Was Gil Fa your previous clan head? I only ever saw him at clan head meetings myself, but he was a splendid hunter.”


      “Yeah. Gil Fa was a hunter who possessed immeasurable strength. It’s hard to believe his soul returned to the forest at such a young age,” Baadu Fou added with a somber expression on his face.


      “Yes,” Ai Fa said with a little smile. “It’s a great honor to hear the two of you say that.”


      “Of course. He and I used to have a really strong bond,” Baadu Fou replied. “You might find this unpleasant to hear, but I once asked him if he would take a Fou woman as his bride.”


      “Ah. Was that after my mother Mei’s soul returned to the forest?”


      “Both before and after. I didn’t become close with the Fa clan until the young Gil and Mei Fa were the only ones left, and I asked both of them if they would form blood ties with the Fou. However, Gil Fa chose to marry Mei Fa instead,” Baadu Fou said, his eyes narrowing as he stared off into the distance. “Then after Mei Fa’s passing, I brought up the matter of marriage to him once more. You were already thirteen, Ai Fa, but Gil Fa made no attempts to marry again, despite how skilled of a hunter he was. He said that he would love Mei Fa and no other until he breathed his last.”


      “Yes, I could see my father Gil saying something like that.”


      “I’m sure. Gil Fa had no intention of casting aside the Fa name either, so I gave up on forming blood ties with him. And I suppose I drifted apart from him after my offers were turned down twice.” With a regretful expression still on his face, Baadu Fou glanced down at the ground. “Then Gil Fa’s soul returned to the forest too, and you, Ai Fa, became an enemy of the Suun, so I fully cut ties with the Fa. Looking back now, I feel ashamed that I was unable to see any other path forward.”


      “Nonsense. You had all of your relatives’ futures to think about, so the choice you made was undoubtedly the correct one,” Ai Fa said. Then, after a pause, she nodded and continued, “Ah. Are you perhaps concerned about what the clan head of the Ravitz said? The reason the Fa were unable to form proper bonds with other clans was because my father Gil and I were too stubborn. That isn’t anything for you to worry yourself about, Baadu Fou.”


      “No. Everyone was well aware of how fine a hunter Gil Fa was. We simply failed to accept him because of our narrow-mindedness,” Baadu Fou said as he looked up and glanced around at everyone enjoying their meals. “On days like this, I cannot help but remember Gil Fa. The Fa clan had fewer members than any other and had been on the verge of death for a long time, but Gil Fa always proudly attended these clan head meetings. No matter what scornful words the Suun threw at him, he never let them get him down.”


      “Yes, I was able to see that myself the one time I accompanied him to a clan head meeting when I was fifteen,” Ai Fa said with a soft smile. “Both letting a woman become a hunter in training and having a hunter in training attend the clan head meeting went against the customs of the forest’s edge. Even so, my father Gil remained calm no matter what anyone said.”


      “I cannot imagine anyone having a stronger spirit than him.”


      “Still, in spite of his strength, my father Gil disregarded the customs of the forest’s edge when he taught me how to hunt. It made me happy, but I am certain that the other clans found his actions to be repugnant and chided him for what he was doing,” Ai Fa calmly stated as she stared back at Baadu Fou’s face. “As the clan head of the Ravitz said, my father Gil and I have always been troublemakers here at the forest’s edge. And as one who formed a bond with each of us even so, you are a precious friend, Baadu Fou. And I hope to continue strengthening that bond in the future.”


      “Of course,” Baadu Fou replied with a nod. Then he suddenly turned my way. “I believe I understand your feelings a bit better now, Asuta. People can shed tears even when they are not sad.”


      “True. But if you actually do cry, I’m going to start sobbing again too, Baadu Fou.”


      “What kind of person cries three times in one day? You need to toughen up your spirit,” Ai Fa said with a pout, earning laughs from both Raielfam Sudra and the Ran clan head.


      Even Rimee Ruu giggled a bit. “Awww, I feel like I’m gonna cry too! I’m glad you get along so well with everyone now, Ai Fa!”


      “Indeed. And it’s all thanks to you never giving up on someone as stubborn as me, Rimee Ruu.”


      “That’s not true at all!” the young girl replied, rubbing her head against Ai Fa’s shoulder like a little kitten.


      And as she stared at the two of them, Tia tilted her head again. “It sounds like a bunch of complicated things have happened between all of you. You’re quite different from the red people in that way.”


      “Do the red people’s clans all get along with each other?” Rimee Ruu asked, causing Tia to tilt her head the other way.


      “Not all of us, no. We have a bad relationship with the people who ally themselves with the madarama, so we try to avoid them. It is forbidden for us to take the life of another red person, but when we encounter one another, it’s very likely that both sides will end up getting injured.”


      “Awww, I wish the red people all got along too!” Rimee Ruu declared.


      Just then, I heard Dari Sauti call out from elsewhere in the ritual hall, “It seems we will be finished with eating the food prepared by the Ruu clan shortly. Could the chefs belonging to the Zaza and the Fou begin preparing the next dishes now?”


      There was a cheer from the men as the women slowly stood. Apparently, the Ruu clan members would be helping to distribute the next part of the meal too, as Rimee Ruu also reluctantly rose to her feet.


      “Do you want me to help as well?” I offered.


      However, Yun Sudra just smiled at me and replied, “You can’t. You’re here today accompanying Ai Fa, aren’t you? You should relax and see how well we’ve carried out our work under Toor Deen.”


      “Yeah, all right. I’ll enjoy your dishes here with everyone else, then.”


      “Of course. I promise they’ll be worth looking forward to.”


      The women picked up the empty pots and plates, then exited the ritual hall together. As they were departing, I felt my heart pounding with excitement as I waited for the next part of our dinner to be delivered.
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      “A-Apologies for the wait. These are the dishes prepared by the Zaza and Fou chefs,” Toor Deen said as she stepped into the hall holding a pot, earning cheers from the crowd of men.


      Yun Sudra entered with another pot a moment later, but she didn’t say a word. Toor Deen was the one in charge of this part of the meal. Of course, the men who didn’t know all the details were left staring in confusion over why such a young girl had been the one to make that statement.


      More women continued to carry additional pots in one after another. Upon seeing how many of them there were, one of the men—I believed it was the Tamur clan head—said in surprise, “I’m really surprised at how many of them there are. That looks like more than twice as many pots as the first part of the meal had.”


      “Y-Yes. We needed this many pots today because we prepared a special food known as shaska as part of this meal,” Toor Deen explained. Nearly half of those pots must have been filled with shaska, given that they would’ve needed to prepare even more of the stuff for today than we had for the friendship banquet. It had to be easily at least three times as much per person, in fact. “Shaska is an ingredient that comes from Sym. It’s eaten there daily instead of fuwano or poitan. That’s why we didn’t serve baked poitan with the previous dishes. I hope you’ll find it acceptable.”


      Toor Deen looked so nervous that I couldn’t help but be a little worried for her. She was really giving her all to talk about the meal in front of the entire room. And then somebody removed the lid from one of the pots and the stimulating aroma of giba curry burst forth. However, this led to a number of men making critical comments.


      “That smells quite spicy too. My tongue still hurts a bit from that previous dish.”


      Sufira Zaza, who had come in with the other women but had remained quiet until now, shot a harsh glare in the direction of that voice. “This dish also uses herbs from Sym, but it isn’t as spicy as that other one. Please be at ease and give it a try.” Though her tone remained polite, her expression was full of the intensity one would expect of a member of her fierce clan. Nobody voiced any complaints after that.


      We were served some side dishes first—giba soup prepared with tau oil and a fresh vegetable salad. However, everybody’s attention was clearly focused on the shaska.


      “That’s the curry shaska dish that was served at the friendship banquet, isn’t it? I heard about it from Cheem and Yun, so I’m very much looking forward to it,” Raielfam Sudra remarked from his seat beside me. Shaska was an ingredient similar to white rice, and up until very recently, only a very small number of people in all of Genos had ever been able to try it. For people who had no familiarity with rice, the taste of shaska was sure to come as a real surprise.


      Plates of curry shaska were then passed around to everyone. As Sufira Zaza had said, we typically made curry using a spice mix that wasn’t quite as hot as the herb-grilled giba meat. In terms of the curry heat levels that I was familiar with, I would have put it roughly halfway between mild and medium. And since a lot of people were going to be experiencing it for the first time today, they had gone with an even milder blend.


      I’m sure Shumiral would prefer a much spicier version.


      Still, it wasn’t like spiciness was the only appeal of curry. Giba curry had already become pretty popular at the forest’s edge, and there were people in both the post town and the castle town who loved it, so I wasn’t worried.


      In fact, Dari Sauti was the one who asked to have it served at the clan head meeting in the first place. Because of that, if anyone had anything bad to say about the curry shaska, I was sure he would speak up in defense of the choice to serve it. That was what I had been assuming, but it turned out to have been a needless worry. Even the folks who had seemed a bit hesitant as they had picked up their spoons to try the dish were now reacting with joy and surprise.


      “What is this? I don’t know how to even begin to describe it!”


      “The meat juice on top is strange too, but the white stuff underneath is even stranger. Is this the shaska they were talking about?”


      “Yes. What a mysterious taste... Yes, it is mysterious indeed...”


      Before I knew it, everybody had started passionately devouring their curry shaska, and even people experiencing it for the second time like Baadu Fou and Cheem Sudra were sighing in satisfaction.


      “Ah, this really is a splendid dish. I’d love to buy shaska for my clan as soon as possible,” Baadu Fou said.


      “Yeah. I thought it was a real shame that I was only able to have a small taste at the previous banquet,” Cheem Sudra added.


      For the friendship banquet, we had only prepared enough for everybody to have a half-serving of the curry shaska and giba katsudon. Today, though, while the women were still only having a half-serving, the men were getting a full serving instead. And as the men were enjoying their meal, Toor Deen and Morun Rutim were focused on finishing up some giba katsudon. The dish required a soft-boiled egg to be complete, and those two were the only ones who were capable of handling that part of the preparation.


      Well, Reina and Sheera Ruu would probably be fine too, but Toor Deen must not have wanted to borrow that much help.


      It certainly was lucky that Morun Rutim had ended up on Toor Deen’s team. She was an especially skilled chef, even among the Ruu clans.


      The one in charge of serving up the shaska, meanwhile, was Yun Sudra. Though we had only prepared a tiny amount of shaska at our study sessions, she had really put that valuable experience to good use here. The shaska she was serving was wonderfully fluffy.


      The women delivered one plate after another to the attendees, putting off their own meals until later. And as the giba katsudon was distributed, more cheers of excitement sounded out. Endless cries of “Delicious!” filled the air. For a lot of folks, this was their first time even seeing giba cutlets. Even Donda and Jiza Ruu had been instantly won over when they had first experienced giba meat prepared that way, so it was no surprise to hear that it was charming so many of the men.


      “I like the curry more, but the meat is tastier in this katsudon dish,” Tia remarked with a smile as she chowed down on her helping with her spoon held backward.


      Ai Fa shot her a glare out of the corner of her eye. “You’re just overly focused on dishes that use herbs. Your opinion is unreliable.”


      “Hmm... But I think it’d be even tastier if you put this yummy meat in curry.”


      “Ah, we actually did have something like that in my home country too.”


      The moment I said that, a barrage of voices from all around us started asking, “Wait, really?” And the Fou clans were the only ones sitting close enough to overhear us. Still, that meant I had six hunters staring at me in shock.


      “Y-Yeah. The name was pretty straightforward, just curry cutlets. You don’t think that’s weird?”


      “No. I’ve just always thought of curry and giba cutlets as different dishes, so it never occurred to me that you could combine them like that,” Baadu Fou said.


      “I find it difficult to even imagine how it would taste. Both are really delicious, though, so I’m sure it would be wonderful, of course,” Cheem Sudra added.


      “And you never taught the women how to make it, even though curry and cutlets have both been established dishes for quite some time now?” the elder of the two continued.


      “Nope. I figured shaska was a better fit for that style of curry than baked poitan. That’s why I hadn’t felt like putting the effort in so far. But I’ve been thinking I would give it a go if shaska becomes readily available for purchase.”


      “Then why didn’t you have the women make it today? Ah, wait, most of the people here are trying both curry and giba cutlets for the first time, aren’t they?”


      “Exactly. We wanted them to see how delicious each one was individually, so we decided to prepare both separately. Curry has a strong flavor, so there was a chance that it could have overshadowed the taste of the cutlets,” I said. Then I glanced over at Ai Fa, who was silently eating her giba katsudon.


      Noticing me looking at her, she gave me a questioning look and asked, “What?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing. I’m just looking forward to the day when having shaska for dinner becomes something we can do whenever we want,” I replied, not lying but hiding my true thoughts. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I was actually thinking about hamburger steak with curry, and secretly looking forward to how delighted my clan head would be when I served it to her, considering her deep love of hamburger steak.


      “The next dish will be the final one,” Toor Deen stated, and the women started handing out the last shaska dish. This one was a simple giba donburi, which had giba meat grilled in a sweet and salty sauce, and then served over shaska. It wasn’t as complicated of a dish as giba katsudon, so the Fou and Ran women had helped to cook it.


      I had developed the recipe by basing it on pork donburi, which actually wasn’t derived from the popular gyudon, but rather was a dish created a long time ago in Hokkaido. I only knew a little about its history, but supposedly it had been created as a substitute for regular donburi. Rather than using thin slices of boiled meat, they supposedly grilled thick cuts in a salty-sweet sauce instead.


      Of course, I’d only had the pork donburi my old man had sometimes made on a whim to go off of, so I had no clue what the real stuff was like. But the basic recipe I had come up with used sirloin for the cut, and the sauce contained sugar, tau oil, myamuu, and keru root. Honestly, though, all I had done was come up with the initial idea, and everything past that point, I had left to Toor Deen. I figured that at least one dish that was served tonight ought to demonstrate her cooking style, so I had left the proportions of the seasonings and the like entirely in her hands. If she had added anything to the recipe, the decision to do so would have been entirely based on her own judgment.


      “Hmm... This seems like a pretty ordinary dish compared to something like curry and giba cutlets,” Baadu Fou remarked as he stared intently at the giba donburi being passed around. When he actually took a bite, though, a satisfied grin spread across his face. “I definitely can’t complain about how good it is, though. How should I put it? It feels like it really emphasizes the giba meat.”


      “Yes, I’m sure everyone who found the curry and cutlets to be shockingly unusual feels much the same way,” Raielfam Sudra added with a satisfied smile of his own. And as I listened to the two of them speak, I went ahead and took a bite of the wonderful dish Toor Deen had prepared as well.


      The flavoring of the sauce didn’t seem to have changed greatly from my initial proposal. However, the sweetness seemed rather restrained, and the flavor seemed quite a bit deeper. She must have used red mamaria fruit wine. When it came to salty-sweet sauces, adding fruit wine to them had been a favorite technique of ours for a long time.


      I could definitely tell that the sauce still contained myamuu and keru root, which were like garlic and ginger, though their flavors were rather subtle. But by far the most prominent part of the dish’s taste was the giba sirloin. The sauce’s only job was to make it stand out even more. It was grilled meat, so it was still reasonably chewy, but it wasn’t tough in the least. After cutting the sinew, she must have tenderized it to break up the fibers as well.


      Naturally, the salty-sweet sauce also went great with the white-rice-like shaska. It was a less elaborate dish than giba katsudon, but that made it easy to get a sense of how the meat, the sauce, and the shaska complemented each other. It was simple, straight to the point, and above all else, delicious. Giba cutlets used lard, which made them feel like a striking condensation of everything that made giba good, but this was a more primal flavor. It was a dish that placed the taste of the giba made that nourished the people of the forest’s edge front and center.
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      “Ooh, this is really good too! I thought I was pretty full, but I feel like I could eat a ton of this!” Dan Rutim said with a hearty laugh from the other side of Baadu Fou and Raielfam Sudra. Though everyone had already eaten everything that had been prepared by the Ruu clan, and this was now the third shaska dish, it looked like everyone still had some room left for more, even Raielfam Sudra, who was smaller than me.


      Of course, I received the same amount as the women, while Ai Fa was served the portions of the same size as the men. The hunters of the forest’s edge seriously had bottomless appetites.


      Having finally finished serving the food, the women began eating their own shaska dishes. And as he looked around the room at everyone enjoying the meal, Dari Sauti smiled in satisfaction.


      “These are all splendid dishes. It was Toor Deen of the Deen clan who was in charge of the Zaza and Fou chefs, correct?” he asked.


      “Uh, y-yes. I just did my job as was expected of me, though,” Toor Deen said.


      “Yes, but I can’t imagine many chefs could take on Asuta’s role and do such a fine job with it. It really is impressive, especially considering your young age,” Dari Sauti stated. Then his gaze turned my way. “Now then, since the women who carried out this great task are currently eating, I would like to have you tell us a bit about this delicious food, Asuta. Would that be acceptable?”


      “Oh, of course.” I happened to have just finished eating, so I stood up, feeling a bit nervous. “I believe that all the dishes prepared for today came out wonderfully. Some of you might have been surprised by how spicy one of them was, but from what I’ve heard, herbs from Sym are incredibly nutritious. You’ll likely come to enjoy them as you get used to eating them, so I hope that all of your clans will take the time to experiment with chitt seeds.”


      “Hmph. It was a shock, but I definitely didn’t think it was bad,” one of the men said.


      “Thank you,” I replied with a smile. “Dari Sauti asked us to show off the results of our studies today, so we selected a menu that spared no expense in terms of effort or money. It’s possible to make delicious food cheaply and without needing to take too much time, though, and the Fa and Ruu clans would like to assist all of you in learning how to do so.”


      “So, you wish to teach the women that belong to clans you’ve had no connection to up to this point?”


      “Of course. In the near future, it should become possible for more clans to afford some slightly more expensive ingredients thanks to the income from selling meat, right? I think it would be good for the Fa and Ruu clans to offer lessons on how to use them.”


      I glanced over at Donda Ruu, only for him to gesture toward Reina Ruu in turn. She was still in the middle of eating, but she set her plate down and stood. “Asuta is still giving cooking lessons to the Ruu clan, even now. However, those lessons only happen every other day, so if you visit the Ruu settlement on a day when he isn’t there, we can teach you as well. For clans that live a longer distance away from the Ruu such as the Sauti and Dai, there are other clans that are located farther south which they could learn from, such as the Rutim, Min, and Ririn.”


      “But is it truly possible for any woman to prepare food of this quality? There are differences in skill between chefs, just like hunters, aren’t there?” the head of the Dagora, a Beim subordinate clan, asked. “One of our women has been working at the stalls and learning from Asuta, but she doesn’t seem to have become exceptionally skilled in that time.”


      “Is it possible that that’s because she’s limited by the ingredients that are available to her at home? If you become able to buy a wider variety in the future, I’m sure she’ll be able to put the knowledge and experience she’s accumulated to good use,” I replied. “And I believe the Dagora woman we have working for us has only been able to participate in study sessions once every few days, correct? If she started attending on days where she didn’t work at the stalls too, she could gain even more skill.”


      “Yes, the women from our clans have been lamenting about how they want to take more lessons, but since we took the position that we needed to wait and observe the Fa clan’s actions before deciding if we approved, it felt inappropriate to send women on their days off.”


      The Dagora clan head then turned to look at the head of the Beim, his parent clan, who just snorted and said, “Hmph. The Fa clan’s actions have been acknowledged as proper, so it should be fine for us to send women to those study sessions whenever we please. Still, the Fa clan kitchen probably gets pretty full already, right? Would you be able to handle more Beim and Dagora women on top of that?”


      “If that’s a concern, perhaps you could learn from one of the Ruu clans instead. The Muufa and Maam are located to the north, so they shouldn’t be all that far from the Beim settlement,” Reina Ruu interjected with a smile. “Both of those clans have excellent chefs. They should be able to teach you everything you need to know about how to use most ingredients.”


      “I see. I don’t particularly like the idea of imposing on the subordinates of a leading clan, but I suppose it wouldn’t do to just keep increasing the load on the Fa clan alone.”


      “Understandable. The Ruu clan head has already given his approval, though, so you don’t need to worry about that.”


      Reina Ruu glanced over at Donda Ruu, who immediately handed the conversation over to the Muufa and Maam.


      “Yes, our clans have taken lessons from the Ruu women for quite some time, and we wish to pass that favor on to other clans in turn.”


      “Even if we lack blood ties, we are still fellow people of the forest’s edge, so there’s no need to feel awkward about it.”


      The Maam clan head was Ji Maam’s father, so he was unsurprisingly a really big guy with a rather intimidating face. However, at the moment, that face was sporting a huge, friendly grin.


      “I imagine the Ravitz are in the same position as the Beim and Dagora. It would be difficult to commute from the Ravitz settlement to the Muufa or Maam, so you can come to the Fa house instead,” Ai Fa suddenly added.


      Dei Ravitz turned to glare at her, his brow deeply furrowing. “And what reason could you lot have for going out of your way to involve the Ravitz like that?”


      “There is no particular reason for us, but you see great value in delicious food, don’t you?” Ai Fa commented with an incredibly serious look. “If there is still bad blood between the Ravitz and Fa, I believe it would be best to put in some effort to deal with that. I’m sure it will be necessary for you to see what sort of people Asuta and I are for your heart to truly feel at ease.”


      “Hmph. I get the feeling I’ll just get angrier and angrier the more I learn.”


      “Even so, why not at least give it a try?”


      Dei Ravitz fell silent. Then someone unexpected chimed in: Gulaf Zaza, who was drinking a bottle of fruit wine surrounded by his relatives. “Head of the Ravitz, while we Zaza have severed our ties with the Suun, we have still been making an effort to teach them how to hunt giba so they can walk the proper path forward. Even without ties of blood, we are all people of the forest’s edge, so there should be no reason for you to avoid interacting with the Fa.”


      Dei Ravitz didn’t say a word.


      “Put another way, the proper path forward won’t open to you through shunning someone you have bad blood with. That should be clear when you look at the relationship we once had with the Ruu clan, right? We were fixated on a grudge from twenty years ago and struggled to connect with each other as a result.”


      Those words earned a hearty chuckle from Dan Rutim. “Oh, yeah! Twenty years ago was when Donda Ruu and I went to the Suun settlement to confront them! If the northern clans hadn’t gotten in the way, the Ruu and Suun might have ended up crossing blades that very night!”


      “Yes, the Suun clan was definitely at fault then. And we foolishly trusted Zattsu Suun’s words even so,” Gulaf Zaza said in a solemn tone. “When Zattsu Suun stepped down as leading clan head, we should have made peace with the Ruu. But instead, we continued shunning them, building up more and more bad blood in the process. Nothing is resolved by fixating on past grudges and turning your eyes away from the people in front of you now.”


      Dei Ravitz still remained silent.


      “Don’t avert your gaze from the Fa clan. Not a single one of the members of the Fa your grandfather hated remain among the living. You should determine what sort of people the descendants of your former subordinate clan are with your own eyes.”


      Dei Ravitz gave a sigh at that, rubbing his shiny bald head. “Well, regardless, the Ravitz have only ever bought aria and poitan. I can’t see any point in cooking lessons until we start selling meat and earning coins.”


      “In that case, we will simply have to wait for the day when it is the Ravitz clan’s turn to sell meat,” Ai Fa said. Then she went silent.


      At that point, I noticed Toor Deen visibly trying to gather her courage before she stood up and addressed the hall again. “U-Um, the women seem to mostly be done eating, so is it all right if we start handing out dessert?”


      “What? You prepared dessert as well?” Dari Sauti asked back.


      “Yes,” Toor Deen replied with a timid smile. “I consulted with Reina Ruu of the Ruu clan, and we prepared one item each. It’s only a small amount, but still...”


      “Please, go ahead and serve them. We’ll wait until after that to start sharing drinks.”


      Many of the men had already started drinking, so chatchi tea was given to everyone as a palate cleanser. After that, Toor Deen’s specialty—chocolate cake—and Rimee Ruu’s—chatchi mochi—were brought out. However, there were no ovens at the Suun settlement, so this was not a standard chocolate cake. She had reduced the amount of gigi in it just enough to ensure that she could cook it on a metal tray without it getting burned and made it flat, resulting in something similar to chocolate-flavored hotcakes.


      Rather than using fresh cream as a topping, she had crushed some peanut-like ramanpa nuts and kneaded them into the batter. I had tried a sample version the other day, and it had really been great, with a more supple texture than ordinary chocolate cake but still being very sweet and flavorful.


      Meanwhile, Rimee Ruu’s chatchi mochi used a brown sugar topping and roasted flour made from tau beans today. The translucent mochi had been uniformly coated with the flour, then the brown sugar had been drizzled on top. In the past, Rimee Ruu had typically used gigi leaves and karon milk in her mochi, but she seemed to be quite taken with this topping as of late.


      The men greatly enjoyed both of those treats. For the people seeing them for the first time, their very appearances must have been shocking. And in the past, the diet of the people of the forest’s edge hadn’t included any sweet foods, so their taste had undoubtedly been even more of a surprise.


      “As I mentioned before, Toor Deen has been selling sweets like these to certain nobles in the castle town at their direct request. Though their taste may be unfamiliar to us, they are undeniably delicious,” Dari Sauti stated. “Additionally, the youngest daughter of the Ruu, Rimee Ruu, has been invited to tea parties in the castle town because of her skills, just like Toor Deen. From what I have been told, those two are even more skilled than Asuta when it comes to desserts.”


      There was a stir among a lot of the men, causing Toor Deen to shrink back in embarrassment while Rimee Ruu simply laughed and scratched her head.


      “We were even told that there was a desire to invite them to the castle town during the blue month if at all possible. As long as the Ruu and Zaza clans have no objections, I would like to use that opportunity to deepen our ties with the nobles.”


      “R-Right! If my clan head and the leading clan heads give their permission, I would very much like to accept,” Toor Deen said with all her might despite still looking rather timid.


      Rimee Ruu, on the other hand, waved her hands energetically and shouted, “Yeah!”


      “Well then, this concludes our dinner. I believe all of the dishes were excellent. Allow me to offer my deep gratitude to the Ruu, Zaza, and Fou women. I’m sure all of the clan heads will have a renewed appreciation for the joy delicious food can bring after tonight,” Dari Sauti said, looking around at the clan heads with a smile. “Now, feel free to share drinks with whoever you please until it is time to sleep. The women may join in after the cleaning is finished as well. You clan heads have no objections, correct?”


      There was a hearty cheer in response to that.


      Today had been a long, long day, but it was finally approaching its end.
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      After Dari Sauti proclaimed the start of the drinking party, bottles of fruit wine started being passed around all over the place. And pretty soon, people began rushing over to Ai Fa and me with incredible speed. A bunch of the members of the Ruu clans were among them, with Dan Rutim at the front of the pack.


      “It’s finally time to drink! You guys have gotten to talk with Asuta plenty by now, right? So would you mind letting us have your seats?!” he said.


      Dan Rutim wasn’t the only one in high spirits. Rau Lea, Giran Ririn, Gazraan Rutim, Shumiral, and another of other men had also approached us, holding bottles and smiling. Baadu Fou and Raielfam Sudra then stood up, both holding bottles of their own.


      “All right, then. We’ll go spend some time with the other clans. See you later, Ai Fa, Asuta.”


      “Right. See you later.”


      As the members of the Fou clans vanished from sight, Dan Rutim and company gathered around me and Ai Fa, bickering over who would get to talk to us first. Upon seeing how they were arguing over us, Ai Fa’s eyes widened slightly in confusion.


      “What is this all about, exactly? We had a banquet with the Ruu clans just the other day, didn’t we?”


      “Seriously?! It’s already been nearly ten days since then!” Rau Lea replied.


      “That’s right. And we needed to deepen our bonds with the townsfolk that day, so we didn’t get to spend nearly enough time with you,” Giran Ririn added.


      “I’m pretty sure we only got to exchange a few words that night,” Gazraan Rutim noted. “So I want to take my time chatting with you today.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa said, the skin around her eyes wrinkling with happiness. “Well, we certainly have no desire to ignore the Ruu clans. It’s thanks to your efforts that today’s meeting went smoothly, after all.”


      “Oh, stop being so formal! Now come on, let’s share some drinks!” Dan Rutim declared, thrusting a fresh bottle Ai Fa’s way.


      As I watched that out of the corner of my eye, I smiled at Gazraan Rutim. “Thanks for everything you’ve done today. Your knowledge and strength played a huge role in getting us here.”


      “Perish the thought. All I did was give you a gentle push on the back,” Gazraan Rutim replied with a smile, which just about made me start crying again. I forced the tears back down, though, since I knew it would make Ai Fa worry if I started sobbing now.


      “Asuta, I am glad, your business, in the post town, was given approval,” Shumiral said.


      “Thank you, Shumiral. And I’m glad you’ll be able to keep working with your merchant group too.”


      “Yes. But before I do, I would like, to try my best, to be granted, the Ririn name,” Shumiral said with a gentle smile of his own.


      After that, the clan heads under the Ruu and those who were accompanying them spoke with us one after another. From what I could tell, it was pretty much just Donda and Darmu Ruu who hadn’t come over.


      “It sure is noisy over here. We’d like to say hello too, you know,” a voice called out as someone started trying to push through the crowd. I wondered who it was, but that only lasted a second before Radd Liddo finally made his way to us.


      Dan Rutim turned to look at him in confusion, but then he broke out in a smile and said, “Ah, I was curious who it was! You were a champion in the festival of the hunt the Fa clan joined, from what I’ve heard!”


      “Yeah, but I wasn’t able to beat Ai Fa in anything but weight pulling!”


      The two of them laughed heartily at that. I had thought for a while now that Dan Rutim and Radd Liddo were a lot alike, and now I was finally seeing them interact.


      I guess these two probably would have been bickering as members of enemy clans a year ago, though. Looking at the two of them laughing together now, it was really hard to imagine. And the Deen clan head was currently peeking at me from behind them, trying to push his way around their two especially large frames.


      “Asuta, the Zaza clan has finally accepted the Fa clan’s actions too. We would like to have the Deen and Liddo women help out more with your work in the future. Would you permit that?” he said when he eventually made it through.


      “Yes, of course. After all, I’ve gotten a ton of help from the Deen and Liddo already.”


      “But up until now, we’ve only sent a very limited number of women to you, to not do more than was necessary. Are you sure it wouldn’t be a problem for you to take on a significantly larger number of them?”


      “Naturally, but we’ll have to coordinate with the Fou clans. The meat selling business is keeping them pretty busy, so it would be great if I could get help from the Deen and Liddo for our prep work.”


      “I see.” The Deen clan head nodded, then he leaned in closer to me. “And Asuta...I would also like to offer you an apology.”


      “Huh? An apology?”


      “Indeed. I once complained about the sweet foods that Toor makes. If you hadn’t intervened, Toor might have given up on trying to improve her dessert-making skills. That is something I must apologize for.”


      “Huh? But wasn’t that quite a while ago?”


      From what I could recall, Toor Deen had gotten all down about that soon after the lord of the forest had been dealt with at the Sauti settlement. That would have been back in the violet month, before the sun god’s revival festival. Over eight months had passed since then.


      “But I never thanked you, and I didn’t apologize either. I felt like I never had a good opportunity to, since I always needed to observe what was going on,” the Deen clan head said with his brow deeply furrowed. “I wouldn’t say I’m particularly fond of sweets now, but still...seeing this many people praise Toor makes me incredibly proud of her. I am deeply grateful for the excellent job you’ve done of guiding my clan member.”


      “Ah, no... All I did was give Toor Deen a gentle push on the back,” I replied, stealing a glance over at Gazraan Rutim. Though he was chatting quietly with Shumiral at the moment, he seemed to have heard what I said, as he looked my way and briefly smiled at me. “I don’t need any thanks or apologies,” I continued. “But please, make sure to tell Toor Deen that.”


      “I was thinking I should do that myself,” the Deen clan head replied, right before the women returned from taking care of the cleaning. And unsurprisingly, around half of them came over to us, most of them being Ruu relatives.


      “Ah, so you’re finally back?! Come on, wet your throat with some fruit wine, Yamiru,” Rau Lea called out from our group, earning a deep sigh from Yamiru Lea.


      “It seems you’ve already done plenty of drinking yourself. I feel exhausted already.”


      “Hmph! This is practically a banquet! If we’re done with work, then I’d prefer to get to sleep sooner rather than later!” Tsuvai Rutim stated, appearing beside Yamiru Lea. She had also been invited to work as a chef.


      “What are you saying?! You two need to show everyone that you’re living properly as people of the forest’s edge, right? So you should take this chance to deepen your bonds with the other clans!” Dan Rutim said with a laugh, which Radd Liddo joined in on.


      “It’s obvious just from looking at you that you’re living properly! Why, you look like different people entirely compared to how you used to be!” he said.


      The Liddo had once been a subordinate clan under the Suun, so he was naturally well acquainted with Yamiru Lea and Tsuvai Rutim. The two of them looked at him with complicated expressions as he gave them a big grin. Yamiru Lea and Tsuvai Rutim—as well as Toor Deen, of course—had been part of the Suun clan in the past. And these two in particular had belonged to the main house, so they attracted a lot of attention at an event like this.


      “At the last clan head meeting, you gave your brothers instructions to harm Asuta and Ai Fa, didn’t you? I was there myself, but I still find it hard to believe!” Dan Rutim chimed in just as heartily as Radd Liddo.


      Yamiru Lea’s eyes drifted over to me as she replied, “Yes...that’s true. It’s been a full year since then, but somehow, it feels more like ten have passed.”


      “That’s for sure,” I said with a smile.


      Yamiru Suun had coated herself in giba blood and tried to pressure into marrying her. Back in those days, she’d always had an inscrutable smile on her face that had reminded me of a venomous snake, but looking at her composed expression, it was hard to even imagine that now.


      Tsuvai Rutim didn’t seem to have changed quite as much, though. But really, it was more that she had changed in ways that weren’t outwardly obvious. Having her ties with her father and siblings severed and losing her grandfathers, Tei and Zattsu Suun, had surely had a huge impact on her.


      How are Diga and Doddo doing, I wonder? I’ll have to ask Lem Dom about them later.


      As I was thinking that, another group approached us. They were the men from the five clans that fell under the Gaaz and Ratsu. The Gaaz clan head furrowed his brow as he glanced around at the people all around us. “Hey, we’d like to speak to the Fa clan too, so would you mind letting us have your seats?”


      “Huh? We only just got seated here ourselves,” Rau Lea said.


      “But the Ruu clans have all the opportunities you could ever want to deepen your ties with the Fa. We can’t even talk to them unless it’s at an event like this one.”


      “Hey, it’s the same for us. And aren’t you located closer to the Fa house than we are?”


      “Our houses may be close, but only our women go there. You all have banquets together, don’t you?”


      “Even so, we still haven’t been able to talk with them much lately. We got here first, so wait your turn.”


      “Is that an order as someone who falls under a leading clan?” the Ratsu clan head asked, a disquieting tone in his voice. He was even younger than Gazraan Rutim, but he had a pretty fierce aura. When some young folks from the Gaaz and Ratsu had asked Ai Fa to marry them and had started a big commotion about it, he was the one who had put a stop to that and scolded them harshly.


      “Falling under a leading clan’s got nothing to do with it. Besides, we’re nothing but subordinates of the Ruu in the first place. Just step back already,” Rau Lea said. He was acting a little rough now that the wine had started circulating through his system. And he was already even more impulsive than the Ratsu clan head when he was sober.


      Sparks started dancing as the glares of the young clan heads clashed, until Dan Rutim suddenly declared, “Okay, then why don’t we settle this with a competition?! That should satisfy both sides, right?”


      “A competition? You want to have a contest of strength when we’re this drunk?” the Ratsu clan head asked.


      “Hmph. We’re all drunk here. And that doesn’t bother me at all,” Rau Lea said, rising to his feet, only for Dan Rutim to clamp a glove-like hand on his shoulder.


      “It’ll be a contest all right, but no rough stuff! Hey, Darmu Ruu, how about we show that thing off?”


      Darmu Ruu had been drinking with his father, well away from our giant crowd, but at that, he turned our way with a curious look. “What, weren’t you going to talk with the Fa clan for a while first?”


      “That’s what we need it for! And we need to teach Rau Lea and Ratsu clan head how to play it too!”


      Darmu Ruu shrugged indifferently, then he headed over to the wall near where he had been sitting. And when he returned, he was holding a board game.


      “Ah, I see. So that’s what you meant,” Rau Lea said.


      “Yup! I heard the Ruu clan got ahold of an amusing game, so I figured we could learn it together here!”


      The Ruu clan had finally learned about board games yesterday, and apparently Bartha had hurriedly hand crafted a board and pieces for them. As Darmu Ruu placed the board down and started laying out pieces from a leather bag on top of it, Rau Lea’s and the Ratsu clan head’s eyes widened.


      “What is that? How can we compete with something like this?”


      “I’ve got no clue either! Darmu Ruu, teach us how to play!”


      Darmu Ruu started explaining the rules to the mock battle game, and folks all around us started listening in with great interest. Baadu Fou must have noticed what was going on too, as he was currently peeking over Dan Rutim’s shoulder.


      “Ooh, the Ruu clan brought one of these? Should we get ours ready as well?”


      “Huh? You brought along a board and pieces too, Baadu Fou?” I asked.


      “Yeah, since I figured a lot of our men would enjoy it.”


      It turned out, the clans neighboring the Fa had all brought a board and a set of pieces. The Fou, Ran, Sudra, Deen, and Liddo each pulled out their own, and crowds formed around them too.


      “Should we have brought ours too?” I asked.


      However, all I got back from Ai Fa was a slightly slurred “Huh?”


      I turned in a fluster and found that she was staring straight at me. Her cheeks looked a bit red. “Wh-What’s the matter?” I asked. “Did you have too much fruit wine?”


      “I didn’t drink that much... I just haven’t had many chances to enjoy fruit wine lately, so it seems to have worked its way through me rather quickly.”


      Dan Rutim had been passionately listening to the explanation, but at that he looked over at us with a smile. “You’re already feeling drunk, Ai Fa? Then why not rest for a bit? We’ll be deciding who gets to sit next to the Fa clan in what order with this board game in the meantime!”


      Rather than worrying about deciding any kind of order, everybody just looked fascinated with the board game. It was a real case of putting the cart before the totos.


      Still, it was undoubtedly a good time for a break so Ai Fa could sober up. And so, I lent her a hand and we retreated to the wall.


      “Are you okay, Ai Fa? Should I go get some water?”


      “Do not worry. If I rest for a bit, the drink should settle,” Ai Fa replied, but her gaze was a bit unfocused. I hadn’t seen her this intoxicated since she had tried the mamaria spirits we had received from Pops Balan.


      “You sure are weak to wine, Ai Fa. I don’t know what your fruit wine is like, but it seems like I could probably beat you in a drinking contest,” Tia remarked with an amused smile, having remained silent during that whole commotion from the clan heads. As Ai Fa leaned up against the wall, she shot the young girl a displeased look.


      “One’s ability to resist wine has nothing to do with one’s strength as a hunter. Your people compete in such things?”


      “Yeah. My mom Hamura is the best drinker out of all our people. Even when the people who compete with her are dead drunk, she just keeps chugging it down on her own,” Tia said, her eyes narrowing slightly. “It’s been sixteen days now since I left Mount Morga. I’m sure my people must think my soul has returned to the mountain. I’m really looking forward to the day when I can go back to them.”


      “Hmph... No matter how much you lament, you cannot do anything until your strength has returned, right? You should focus on healing rather than worrying about unnecessary things. That will only hurt your heart pointlessly.”
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      “I know. You’re kind even when you’re drunk, Ai Fa.”


      My clan head seemed to find that irksome, as she tried to kick Tia away.


      And then, a number of people crept over to us, one of them being Toor Deen.


      “I-I’m sorry to bother you when you’re resting, but could we have just a bit of your time?”


      “Hey there, Toor Deen. Good work today. And we don’t mind at all, of course,” I said.


      “O-Okay. I thought we might need to compete over there in order to speak with the two of you,” Toor Deen replied with a sigh of relief, kneeling down in front of us. Sufira Zaza and the Suun clan head were there beside her.


      “They seem to be fixated on the board game over there, so it should be fine.” Then I turned toward the other two. “And thanks for everything you said and did today.”


      Sufira Zaza silently nodded, while the Suun clan head leaned forward with a worried look on his face.


      “Ai Fa, head of the Fa clan, and Asuta of her clan, I thank you as well. I wish to express my gratitude to you as a representative for the members of the Suun clan.”


      He had spoken normally during the clan head meeting, but his tone was incredibly polite now. And surprised by that shift as well as what he had said, I asked back, “You want to thank us? I don’t think we’ve really done anything to deserve that.”


      Ai Fa was giving him a rather suspicious look too.


      “But you did. The Fa clan was the one most responsible for returning the Suun clan to the proper path,” the man replied, deeply bowing his head. “Naturally, the three leading clan heads and the other clan heads were all part of making the change happen. But it was the Fa clan who showed them the truth. Without your great strength and just hearts, the crimes of the Suun clan likely never would have been exposed.”


      “Ah, no, I’m pretty sure the role we played wasn’t that pivotal.”


      “And it seems that not only those of us who remained at the Suun settlement, but those who left the clan as well are walking the proper path. That is also thanks to the strength of the Fa clan.” The Suun clan head then looked over at Toor Deen beside him. The young chef returned the look, her eyes tearing up a bit. “Toor Deen and her father Zei Deen are precious relatives of mine. Our ties of blood might have been severed, but from what I’ve heard, Toor Deen has exhibited tremendous ability as a chef, and the same is true of Zei Deen as a hunter. It makes me deeply proud of both of them.”


      “They achieved those things through their own efforts. All it means is that both of them are strong people.”


      “No, I just followed your guidance, Asuta,” Toor Deen said as a couple tears rolled down her cheeks. “And I don’t know what would have become of my father Zei if he hadn’t had delicious food to keep his spirits up. We’re every bit as grateful to the Fa clan as we are to the Deen for welcoming us in as family. Without the Fa clan, we would never...”


      “It’s the same for us. You’ve been a huge help to my business, Toor Deen,” I said, giving her a smile with all my feelings behind it. “We’ve come this far supporting one another, so I’m deeply grateful too.”


      Toor Deen’s face scrunched up. She reached toward me and clung onto my chest, sobbing. As her small hands held on to my shirt, I could feel her shoulders trembling and see the tears pouring from her eyes.


      Sufira Zaza looked down at the girl and gave a small sigh. “I’m sure this is simply the stress hitting her all at once after she completed such a grand undertaking with no issues. Though it is taboo for men and women to touch unnecessarily, I ask that you overlook her actions for the time being,” she told me.


      “Of course,” I replied. Then I glanced over at Ai Fa. She still had that unfocused look in her eyes as she watched the two of us.


      “I have no objections, but don’t you start crying too, Asuta.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      I somehow managed to hold back my own tears this time. Instead, I just stroked Toor Deen’s soft hair, feeling incredibly emotional.


      Today must have been a crucial milestone for Toor Deen too. On this day a year ago, she was reborn.


      I had ended up crying twice today. Toor Deen was still only eleven years old, so it was only natural for her to be even more affected.


      Despite how small she is, she took on the difficult task of leading half of the women, and she did it perfectly. Toor Deen really is amazing.


      I didn’t want to make her cry any harder, so I kept that thought to myself. Toor Deen continued to cry and cling to my chest for another few minutes as I stroked her hair until her tears stopped flowing and she sat back up.


      “I-I’m sorry for acting so pathetic,” she eventually said, moving away.


      “You aren’t pathetic at all. You really worked hard today, Toor Deen,” Sufira Zaza said, pulling out a hand towel which the young chef used to hide her embarrassed expression.


      Someone else then approached us. Looking up, I saw the Deen clan head had stepped away from the board games, which he had been watching, and was now staring at us with a furrowed brow. “Why were you crying, Toor? Did someone do something improper?”


      “N-No, that’s not it! I just went and got myself worked up,” Toor Deen’s face was half-hidden behind the hand towel as she looked anxiously up at her clan head.


      Still looking a little concerned, the Deen clan head snorted, “Hmph. You’re not simply covering for someone, right? Well, whatever... I have something to talk to you about, so come over here for a moment.”


      “O-Okay. A-Asuta, Ai Fa, please excuse me.”


      “Of course. See you later.”


      Was the Deen clan head planning to express his gratitude and apologize to Toor Deen right now? If he did, he would definitely figure out why she had been crying.


      Sufira Zaza and the Suun clan head then stood up together, leaving the three of us by ourselves again. Rau Lea and the Ratsu clan head were still hunched over a game board as their relatives watched.


      There were similar circles elsewhere in the hall too, around the boards and pieces Baadu Fou and the others had brought. After looking around at each of them, I turned toward Ai Fa.


      “It seems the mock battle game is really popular among the hunters of the forest’s edge. Once you’ve sobered up a bit, why don’t you play a few games too, Ai Fa?”


      “Hmph. If the mood takes me,” Ai Fa said. Then she suddenly frowned. “More importantly, men and women touching unnecessarily is a serious taboo, Asuta.”


      “Huh? Y-Yeah, but that’s why I got permission.”


      “If I hadn’t granted it, you would have been struck down on the spot,” Ai Fa said with a glare, sidling up against me. “I know that there are no improper feelings between you and Toor Deen. And it makes me very happy to see you deepen your bond with her.”


      “I-I see. Glad to hear it.”


      “But this and that are separate matters. This warm feeling creeping up from the depths of my stomach...how am I supposed to endure this pain?” Ai Fa appeared to still be drunk as she moved to place herself in front of me. Her face was redder than usual, and her eyes seemed to be watering a bit. Though she looked really displeased, the way she was acting was really seductive. “Asuta, are you capable of soothing this pain?”


      “Huh? H-How would I do that?”


      “It’s your duty to figure that out.”


      After a moment, I made up my mind and placed a hand on top of Ai Fa’s head. Then I stroked her blonde hair a bit, and her deep frown slowly faded.


      “See? You can figure it out if you try,” she said.


      “Th-Thank you for the praise,” I said, lowering my hand with a feeling of relief only for her frown to instantly return.


      “When you did that for Toor Deen, it lasted much longer.”


      “Y-Yeah, but people are watching. Aren’t you kind of embarrassed to have people see you like this?”


      Ai Fa grabbed both my shoulders and pushed me up against the wall. I ducked my head, figuring violence was coming, but then she moved back to her previous position to lean against the wall as well, and let her head rest on my shoulder. “I’ll let you off with this, then. Don’t move until I’m satisfied, understood?”


      “G-Got it.”


      I could feel Ai Fa’s cheek against my shoulder, and her hair brushing up against the side of my head. That alone was enough to get my heart seriously pounding.


      Tia, who was sitting right in front of us, tilted her head and remarked, “Hmm. Ai Fa seems like a young child, somehow. It’s very cute.”


      “Quiet, you,” Ai Fa shot back, but she didn’t move. As I enjoyed her weight and warmth, I looked around the ritual hall again, only moving my eyes.


      Dan Rutim had moved away from Rau Lea and seemed to be playing against Cheem Sudra. Yamiru Lea was still next to Rau Lea, but rather than looking at the board, she was talking with some of the other men. I was pretty sure they were the clan heads of the Havira and Dana, who both used to be subordinates of the Suun.


      Baadu Fou was playing Giran Ririn, and Shumiral and Vina Ruu were in the crowd watching them. I saw Shumiral’s mouth moving frequently, so he might have been explaining the rules of the game to the people around them.


      Donda Ruu wasn’t part of any group, and was instead talking to Deek Dom. Gazraan and Morun Rutim were there beside them, and I spied Gulaf Zaza with them too, so they were probably talking about how the Dom and Rutim were interacting. For some reason, Rimee Ruu was clinging to Donda Ruu’s back, which was absolutely adorable.


      Dari and Moga Sauti were watching a match between Radd Liddo and someone else. I couldn’t help but get the feeling that both of them would be really good at mock battles.


      Reina and Sheera Ruu were surrounded by Zaza women. I imagined they were probably answering questions about the recipes used today. I also saw Toor Deen and the Deen clan head talking about something a short distance away from them. Sufra Zaza, Lem Dom, and a Liddo woman were there too, and things seemed a bit hectic. The Deen clan head looked awfully flustered, so it seemed he really had ended up making Toor Deen cry.


      At any rate, everybody appeared to be enjoying the drinking party. The awkward tension that had existed between so many of the clans last year was gone. Now it felt like there were no boundaries between them, and everyone was trying to deepen their bonds with people they weren’t close to.


      “Around this time last year, I remember Dari Sauti and Baadu Fou talking about something,” I said.


      “Yeah,” Ai Fa uttered, her head moving lightly.


      “We had lots of people come to us to ask questions about making good food. But there definitely wasn’t any fighting over turns.”


      “It’s proof of how much closer to the other clans we’ve gotten,” Ai Fa replied, her voice sounding rather sleepy, but also full of kindness. “Two years ago, I attended the clan head meeting all on my own. A year before that, it was with my father Gil. At those meetings, no one spoke to us at all, except for when the Suun clan was throwing insults our way.”


      “Right, since you had already been feuding with Diga.”


      “Indeed. Back then, letting myself get drunk was out of the question. I couldn’t show weakness to any clan, not just the Suun.” Even more of Ai Fa’s weight pressed down on my shoulder as she leaned in. “Everything is so much better now, all because I welcomed you in as a member of my clan. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to express my gratitude to the mother forest enough.”


      “Yeah. I feel the same way.”


      “I was blessed to meet you, Asuta. And I’m so glad that your actions have now been accepted as proper.”


      Ai Fa placed her hand over mine. As I gripped it back, feeling her warmth, I nodded and said, “Yeah.”


      And then, a small figure came running over to us. “We’re finally done talking! Huh? Is Ai Fa asleep?”


      “Hey, Rimee Ruu. Ai Fa’s awake, so...” I started to say, but then I held my tongue. The reason for that was Rimee Ruu’s father, who was looming above us behind her.


      “Hmph. How disappointing. She’s fallen asleep already.”


      “Ah, no, Ai Fa just got a little tipsy and is taking a bit of rest. Right, Ai Fa?” I asked, but I got no reply back. Instead, all I heard from her was a peaceful snoozing sound. “Sorry about that... She was awake a moment ago, but she seems to have drifted off.”


      “Hmph. That’s nothing to apologize for,” Donda Ruu said, learning over and staring at our faces. Though we’d known each other for a long time now, it was rare to see him from this close up.


      “Th-Thanks for everything today. You were the first one to lend us your assistance, and that’s what led to our actions being accepted here tonight.”


      “Hmph... Gazraan Rutim fell for your smooth talk first, not me.”


      “Yes, but you were the one who made the final decision, so I really do have to thank you.”


      “You put your own right arm on the line to prove that you were right, so there is no need,” Donda Ruu grumbled. Then he brought his face in even closer. He had the wildest face of anyone I knew, like a lion had taken human form. However, in that moment, his expression looked incredibly peaceful. “This necklace of tusks and horns...” he said, rattling my necklace with his finger. “I heard that you’ve kept what you were given by the Ruu clan here. Is that true?”


      “Ah, yes. They’re important mementos to me.”


      Now that I had received a tusk from Darmu Ruu at the wedding banquet, there were eleven around my neck in total. That was everyone from the main Ruu house aside from Jiza and Kota Ruu.


      “You really are eccentric,” Donda Ruu muttered with a sigh. “It’s been over a year now since the two of you were first invited to the Ruu settlement.”


      “Yeah, about a year and a month.”


      “Back then, I saw you as nothing more than an annoying brat. You, and your sleeping clan head too,” Donda Ruu said, his blazing blue eyes glancing back and forth between me and Ai Fa.


      And then, something truly unexpected happened: Donda Ruu smiled at me. It wasn’t the brazen grin he wore when facing a difficult enemy, but rather a calm, gentle expression.
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      I was left at a loss for words as Donda Ruu slowly straightened and stood up. “Good work making it all the way to today. And I hope you’ll keep giving your all in the future too, as one of our comrades and a person of the forest’s edge.”


      “Y-Yeah, thank you, Donda Ruu. I’m sure Ai Fa will want to thank you too.”


      Donda Ruu gave a single nod, then stepped away from us. And in his place, Rimee Ruu came bouncing over.


      “Papa Donda’s been seriously worried about today’s meeting for months! I’m really glad it’s okay to keep doing business in town!”


      “Yeah. It’s all because of everyone who’s helped us out. So, thanks to you too, Rimee Ruu.”


      “Yep!” she said with an energetic nod. Then she started stroking Ai Fa’s head. “I’m sure Ai Fa was relieved too! She looks like she’s really sleeping peacefully!”


      “Sorry about that. She was awake until just a little while ago.”


      “No worries! We’ll talk a whole lot when she wakes up again!”


      Rimee Ruu then suddenly vanished from my field of view. She must have been snuggling up against Ai Fa on her other side.


      Tia then moved into the space that had been vacated by Donda Ruu, sitting in front of us again with an adorable smile. “You can’t see it, Asuta, so I want to let you know that Ai Fa has a really happy look on her face,” she said.


      “Oh yeah? Thanks for telling me.”


      As I returned Tia’s smile, I gently leaned my head up against Ai Fa’s sweet-smelling hair.


      Would it be the Ruu or Ratsu clans who would emerge victorious in their game and come over to us next? Until they finished, I intended to just keep on enjoying this moment of happiness with Ai Fa leaning up against my side.

    

  

  
    
      Intermezzo: In the Corner of the Drinking Party


      As she glanced around, taking in the lively ritual hall, Yun Sudra felt truly and deeply satisfied. It was the tenth of the blue month, the day of the clan head meeting. Dinner was over, and everyone was enjoying the drinking party. Yun Sudra hadn’t had any fruit wine herself yet, but she felt pleasantly intoxicated by the sight alone.


      Normally, women didn’t take part in the clan head meeting. It was an important event to discuss the future of the people of the forest’s edge, and generally only the clan heads and the hunters they brought to accompany them were allowed to attend.


      That had changed last year, when Asuta of the Fa clan and a great many other chefs had been invited so they could show the clan heads the delicious food they had discovered how to make. However, on that occasion, the female chefs had all been women related to Ruu, as they were the only ones who had learned how to cook from Asuta at that point. The Sudra and the other small clans had severed ties with the Fa out of fear of the Suun, after all.


      Now, though, there were a great many women who had been taught by Asuta. And indeed, that was why Yun Sudra herself had been permitted to come to the site of the clan head meeting.


      At last, everything that Asuta and the rest of us have been doing has been acknowledged as proper. Now we’ll be able to walk the same path with all of our people, our heads held high with pride, Yun Sudra thought, feeling satisfied from the depths of her heart. And the rest of the people filling the Suun clan ritual hall were all sharing in that happiness. Yun Sudra didn’t think anything could make her happier than she was right then.


      “What are you doing sitting over here all by yourself?” Cheem Sudra, from the same clan as her, suddenly called out. He was a young hunter just a year older than she was.


      “Ah, Cheem... Is your board game match over?”


      “Indeed. Once I taught them how to play, everyone got really into it. It seems like I won’t be needed for the time being,” he replied as he took a seat next to Yun Sudra. “So, what have you been up to, Yun?”


      “I’ve just been enjoying how lively it is in here. This is a day worth commemorating, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. The Fa clan’s actions have finally been accepted,” Cheem Sudra replied, his eyes narrowing happily. “We formed ties with the Fa right after the end of the last clan head meeting, so it’s been exactly one year now. It feels like it’s passed by in a flash, but also like that was an eternity ago. It’s such a strange feeling.”


      “True, but I can remember the day after the clan head meeting as clearly as if it were yesterday.”


      After returning from the meeting, their clan head, Raielfam Sudra, had been in higher spirits than they’d ever seen him. By following the path the Fa had shown them, there was a chance they could escape from poverty, he’d said. That spark of hope had lit a brilliant blaze inside of him.


      In the years leading up to that moment, the Sudra had lost a great many of their people. Ever since Yun Sudra’s birth, they had suffered countless losses, but Raielfam Sudra had seen far more deaths than that in his time. That was why the Fa clan’s proposal had resonated with him so strongly, and he had made the decision to walk that path alongside them.


      “Not long after that, the Suun criminals had fled from the Dom settlement, and one of them had attacked Asuta. Then, when I thought the trouble had finally passed, Asuta was kidnapped by a noble girl. He really must have been born under an incredibly unlucky star,” Cheem Sudra said.


      “Yes, but that may be why he has been able to accomplish such great things,” Yun Sudra replied.


      Cheem Sudra smiled affectionately at her. “You also accomplished something great today, didn’t you, Yun? Every time I heard everyone talking about how good the food was, I felt really proud of you.”


      “It’s all thanks to the lessons I’ve received from Asuta, and Toor Deen was the one in charge.”


      “No. Without your hard work, dinner definitely wouldn’t have turned out as well as it did today. Or at least, that’s what that Zaza girl said.”


      “Huh? Sufira Zaza said something like that?”


      “Indeed. And if a woman as partial toward her own relatives said such a thing, then it must be true. It made me really proud to hear her say that as well”


      Yun Sudra then glanced all around, feeling more than a little embarrassed. Across the room from the two of them, Sufira Zaza and Toor Deen were seated together with the Deen clan head facing them. And for some reason, Toor Deen was hiding her face behind a hand towel.


      “Hmm? Is Toor Deen crying?” Cheem Sudra asked, his gaze having followed hers.


      Still feeling greatly satisfied, she replied, “It seems so. But I’m sure there’s no need to worry. I can’t imagine anyone shedding tears of sadness tonight.”


      “Yes, that’s true. Besides, Asuta cried in the middle of the clan head meeting too.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “He sure did. Still, that’s hardly a surprise either. They worked so hard to get ready for today.”


      “Yes, that’s true,” Yun Sudra said, feeling deeply moved. Asuta had overcome all kinds of hardship in order to make it here today. If Yun Sudra was this emotional over his victory even though she had just been quietly following in his footsteps, it was difficult to even imagine what it must’ve been like for him.


      Even now, he still worked from morning till night. That was true of a great many people of the forest’s edge, sure...but they had to work hard in order to survive. Gathering firewood and herbs, filling water jugs, washing what was dirty, drying pico leaves, chopping firewood, looking after young children and infants, tanning giba hides, and preparing meals and jerky... It was impossible to live properly without completing those tasks, so it was only natural to give them your full effort.


      However, the Fa clan’s circumstances were different. First of all, they only had two clan members, so their daily chores didn’t pile up quite so much. Rather than working to live, Asuta was doing so to build a happier life for his clan. And he was striving to share that joy with all of their people as well.


      She had heard about how the Zaza clan head had previously insisted that excess fortune would lead to corruption. But no matter how much Asuta earned, there were no signs of him falling in such a way. When he amassed money, he used it to buy cooking tools for work and ingredients for new dishes, and sometimes he even bought totos and wagons to distribute to other clans. He occasionally bought accessories for Ai Fa as well, but that was all in terms of unnecessary expenditures. And as far as Yun Sudra knew, that had only been once or twice.


      Asuta was always, always working for the sake of his fellow people of the forest’s edge. In addition to manning the stalls, he provided lessons to women from many different clans, had devised a means to sell fresh meat, occasionally accepted troublesome jobs from nobles, and handled all sorts of other tasks as well.


      And all of that effort had been rewarded today.


      The work Asuta had done hadn’t been in vain, and all of the clan heads had seen that. It was hardly a surprise that he would shed tears at some point.


      “What’s this? Why are you two spending so much time with members of your own clan, today of all days?” their clan head, Raielfam Sudra, called out as he approached.


      “Hey there,” Cheem Sudra replied with a smile. “I’m surprised you decided to come over here as well. Did you yield your seat at the boards too?”


      “I did. It seems quite a few of us are taking an interest in those board games. You certainly did bring something amusing back here to the forest’s edge, Cheem,” Raielfam Sudra remarked with a satisfied smile. Then he sat facing his two clan members. “So, what have you been talking about?”


      “Nothing all that important. I was just sharing in the joy of the day with Yun.”


      “I see. Yes, today everyone should take a few moments to just be happy.” There had been a rather tense look on Raielfam Sudra’s face before the start of the clan head meeting, but now he looked completely relaxed. Seeing him like that gave Yun Sudra another reason to be happy.


      “Clan head...thank you so much for everything you’ve done,” Yun Sudra said without thinking, causing Raielfam Sudra to tilt his head.


      “Hmm? Whatever for? I don’t see why you should be thanking me, Yun.”


      “For everything. For trusting the Fa clan a year ago, and showing us the proper path forward. For protecting Asuta from that criminal. For allowing me to keep working with Asuta. Truly, thank you for all of that.”


      “It’s a clan head’s duty to guide his clan members, so I still don’t see the logic in thanking me,” Raielfam Sudra muttered. Then a smile formed across his wrinkly face. “But in that case, allow me to say the same thing to you. Thank you so much for preparing this wonderful dinner today.”


      “Ah, no, like I told Cheem a moment ago, that was all thanks to Toor Deen’s skill.”


      “But Toor Deen relied on you the most, didn’t she, Yun? Despite her great skill as a chef, Toor Deen remains quite young. Along with the youngest Zaza and Rutim daughters, I am certain your presence provided her with more support than anyone else’s.”


      “Yeah, since Yun works with Toor Deen every single day. And I’m sure you’re about as skilled of a chef as she is too,” Cheem Sudra added, making Yun Sudra feel seriously embarrassed again.


      “Only because our clan head permitted me to help out at the stalls. That’s what’s allowed me to spend more time learning from Asuta than most of us.”


      “Ah, but that was all the result of your strong desire to improve. You’re the most driven member of the Sudra when it comes to cooking,” Raielfam Sudra countered, narrowing his eyes and looking nostalgic. “When I saw how much you wanted to work with them, I didn’t have to think twice about it. You were incredibly motivated to learn how to make better food right from the very start. And I’m so proud of you for everything you’ve accomplished.”


      “Thank you,” Yun Sudra replied, bowing her head. And when she looked back up, she saw both Raielfam and Cheem Sudra watching her with kind eyes, which made her feel like she was about to cry too. In the midst of all the incredible excitement and passion around them, the Sudra were quietly sharing the love they had for one another.


      Were Asuta and Ai Fa doing the same? That thought caused Yun Sudra to feel even happier still.


      Even as it got later and later in the night, the excitement of the drinking party didn’t seem to be dying down in the least. From tomorrow on, all people of the forest’s edge would be walking the same path, seeking the same joy.

    

  

  
    
      Group Performance


      A Momentary Encounter


      Donda Ruu had first learned of that strange man roughly nineteen years ago, back when he himself was only twenty-four years old. It had occurred on the tenth of the blue month in the Suun settlement, at the clan head meeting where all clan heads gathered. At the time, Donda Ruu hadn’t been the head of his clan yet, but his father and clan head, Dogran Ruu, had injured his leg hunting giba, so Donda Ruu had come in his place.


      “Listen, no matter how much the Suun may provoke you, you mustn’t lose control of yourself. They’ll face retribution eventually...but that time has not yet arrived.” Before Donda Ruu had headed out, his father had repeated that message to him over and over until it became downright obnoxious.


      Two years before this clan head meeting, a rift that would be difficult to ever mend had formed between the Ruu and Suun clans.


      As Donda Ruu walked to the meeting, his companion was Dogran Ruu’s younger brother, the head of a branch house. Seriousness and tension were coming off of him in waves, and the same was true of the heads of the subordinate clans. And when they finally sat down together in the Suun ritual hall with Donda Ruu in the center of their group, every single one of them looked as fierce as they did when facing down giba.


      “If Donda Ruu’s going, I’m coming along too! I’ll never feel satisfied without beating down that lot from the Suun clan with my own two hands!” the eldest son of the Rutim, Dan Rutim, had declared before they left. However, Dan Rutim was even more hot-blooded than Donda Ruu himself, so if he had been there it could well have turned into a total disaster. After all, the members of the Suun started ridiculing the Ruu clans as soon as the clan head meeting began.


      “So, the legendary and mighty head of the Ruu clan let a giba get the better of him? If he was injured badly enough that he couldn’t come to the clan head meeting, he should have passed the reins on to his eldest son there,” the head of a Suun branch house, Migi Suun, commented. Beneath his oddly jutting brows, his eyes blazed like those of a beast, and the man was abnormally huge as well. He was seated next to the leading clan head, Zattsu Suun, and wore an ugly grin that made his crooked teeth clearly visible. “It’s deplorable to cling to the seat of clan head in such an unsightly manner, wouldn’t you agree, eldest son of the Ruu?”


      “When you hunt giba, you suffer injuries at times. Not a single person under the Ruu would think poorly of or criticize one of our own for such a thing,” Donda Ruu replied, desperately holding back the boiling rage he felt inside.


      “Hah!” Migi Suun barked, his grin twisting further up. “How kind of you. Has the Ruu clan, famed for their ferocity, begun to grow weak-willed as the generations have passed?”


      “You bastard! If you intend to keep on running your mouth, then those of us under the Ruu shall take you on!” the Lea clan head shouted as he started to rise.


      However, the Rutim clan head restrained him and said, “Stop. The Ruu, our parent clan, are enduring their taunts, so as their subordinate clans, we should not make a fuss. We will only take up our blades with permission from the head of the Ruu clan.”


      The Lea clan head started grinding his teeth as he sat back down, while the Rutim clan head silently shot a glare as sharp as a blade at the leading clan head. “All clan heads have gathered, so shall we begin the meeting? What is the first topic of discussion?”


      “Hmph. The first topic? I suppose we should begin by reprimanding those fools who are now living on the verge of destruction,” Zattsu Suun stated in a grave, rumbling voice. This man was the leading clan head of the forest’s edge, and he had an even stronger presence about him than Migi Suun. If Migi Suun was merely akin to a wild beast, then Zattsu Suun actually was a monstrous beast. The man was the only hunter Donda Ruu had ever met who seemed to possess greater strength than his own father, Dogran Ruu.


      It’s been two years since I’ve seen his face... And yet, it seems my strength still doesn’t measure up.


      Donda Ruu forced down his intense anger and frustration as Zattsu Suun started grinning even more wickedly than Migi Suun and continued, “We people of the forest’s edge have been increasing in number, bit by bit... And yet, some of our clans have failed to expand at all and linger on the verge of destruction. Clan heads of the Ririn, Kuura, and Fa, stand and show yourselves.”


      Three clan heads rose to their feet. Each of them seemed to be about as young as Donda Ruu, or perhaps even younger. And the Fa clan head in particular seemed especially young.


      “You lot have no subordinate clans and have taken your branch members into your main houses, all to just barely manage to keep ahold of your clan names. If you’re willing to live such shameful lives, then shouldn’t you cast those names aside and join a stronger clan instead?”


      “Yes, we feel so as well, so we have chosen to join the Gaaz clan,” the head of the Kuura clan said, staring down at the ground. He was apparently so afraid of Zattsu and Migi Suun that he could hardly stand to look at them. Even from Donda Ruu’s point of view, he didn’t seem like a hunter worthy of being called a clan head.


      The other two seem to have some serious guts, though, Donda Ruu thought to himself.


      Zattsu Suun snorted, “Hmph... So you’ve finally realized how shameful you lot are? Still, why the Gaaz?”


      “Well...the Gaaz are located closest to us and we share a washing place, so we have been deepening our ties for some time now.”


      “I just pray that your blood doesn’t end up weakening the Gaaz...” Zattsu Suun muttered with a contemptuous sigh. Then his blazing gaze turned toward the remaining two. “What about you, then? Head of the Ririn, you respond first.”


      “Very well. It’s true that we have lost all our subordinate clans and branch houses, but the only other clans near us are those that fall under the Ruu and Sauti. It would be far too presumptuous for a clan as lacking in strength as ours to seek blood ties with either,” the Ririn clan head stated, not sounding the least bit agitated. He was a hunter with a slender build, around the same age as Donda Ruu. His expression looked clear and calm, and he didn’t seem to be particularly afraid of Zattsu Suun. “For now, we are building up our strength. If we should become strong enough to fall under the Ruu or Sauti, we will seek blood ties then. And if that never occurs, we shall have no choice but to discard our name and ask to join another clan.”


      “I see. So it is possible the Ririn could end up a subordinate clan to the Ruu?” Zattsu Suun asked, an intimidating smile spreading across his face, which looked like a mass of rock.


      However, the Ririn clan head just let that comment smoothly flow past him, like a bit of cloth in a strong breeze. “I would certainly be glad if we could manage to gain that much strength, but we’ll have to see what happens. The Ruu are known for their ferocity, so it isn’t that easy to become one of their subordinates.”


      The Ririn did not become a subordinate of the Ruu until more than ten years after that day. However, rather than it being the result of the Ririn gaining strength, it was due to this young man, Giran Ririn, falling for a Lea woman—an outcome that nobody would have predicted.


      Zattsu Suun glared at Giran Ririn as if appraising him, then once again snorted, “Hmph... If you are prepared to cast aside your name, then there is no need to be fixated on the clans near you. If you have ten members or so, you should simply abandon your house and move to the settlement of a powerful clan, shouldn’t you?”


      “I see. I shall keep in mind that that is one manner of thinking.”


      Zattsu Suun seemed satisfied for the moment, and his gaze turned upon the last of the men. “Now then, head of the Fa... How do you intend to guide your relatives, moving forward?”


      “I don’t have any particular plans in mind,” the Fa clan head replied with incredible bluntness.


      Instantly, a raging inferno began swirling in Zattsu Suun’s eyes. “You don’t have any particular plans? Are you unaware of the fact that you are meant to lead the Fa?”


      “Yes, but my creed is to live an earnest, straightforward life. We’re able to live just fine as we are now, so I have no intention of searching for a different path.”


      A murmuring started up among the other clan heads. However, it was less that they were shocked by the Fa clan head’s words, and more that they feared Zattsu Suun’s anger. The leading clan head’s eyes continued to blaze like a firestorm as he glared at the head of the Fa.


      “I’m shocked that you can say you’re doing fine while being such an open disgrace. How many members does the Fa clan still possess?”


      “Five, myself included.”


      “Five... So, is that why you dragged such a decrepit old hunter along with you?”


      Seated by the Fa clan head’s feet was an older hunter whose hair had started going white. It wasn’t unheard of to have an older hunter accompany a clan head to a meeting, but the Fa probably didn’t even have any other hunters of note.


      “With just five members, I cannot imagine how you could expect to be able to forge any new blood ties. Or do you perhaps have a wedding planned with one of the clans that live near you?”


      “No. The Fou clan brought a marriage proposal before me, but I refused it.”


      “Then you intend to simply let yourselves die out along with the Fa name?”


      “If that is our fate, then it all comes down to the mother forest’s judgment. I have no intention of lamenting and pointlessly struggling to change that.”


      Zattsu Suun’s massive fists slammed down on the floor. “It’s because of cowards like you that the townsfolk make light of us! In order to live with pride, our only option is to amass greater strength, is it not?”


      “Hmm. But we continue to abide by the laws of the forest while carrying out our duty in hunting giba. I can’t see any reason to feel ashamed about that, regardless of what the townsfolk may think,” the Fa clan head replied, sounding completely unconcerned. The man had black hair and blue eyes, and nothing seemed especially weird about him. He had to have been less than twenty years old and he was neither tall nor short. Overall, his build was slender, and though his facial features were very masculine, his expression was calm. It was even harder to read what he was thinking from looking at his face than it had been with the Ririn clan head.


      “I see. So you lack the mettle needed to even try to regain your honor,” Zattsu Suun muttered, the rage vanishing from his voice. His black eyes seemed to be positively dripping with disdain now. “Do as you please, then. A coward like you isn’t worth bothering with.”


      “Very well. If I’ve done something to disappoint you, then you have my apologies,” the Fa clan head said with a bow. Then he moved to sit back down.


      Before he could, though, Migi Suun suddenly called out, “Supposedly, the Fa clan has a real beauty of a woman, though. It shouldn’t be so hard for you to form blood ties through her, right?” Another slightly louder stir ran through the ritual hall, and intense anger flared up among the members of the Ruu clans. Migi Suun paid no heed to the people around him, though, and continued with a vulgar expression on his face. “It’d be a real shame to let a beauty like that starve to death. Why aren’t you marrying her off, eh?”


      “There is only one unwed woman within the Fa clan, and we are to be married soon.”


      “Oh? So you’re taking her for a wife? I’m jealous,” Migi Suun said, licking his lips like a starving mundt. “Why not have that woman move here to the Suun settlement as a bit of a gift, then? I’m still not married myself, and I’ve been wanting a pretty bride.”


      “I’m deeply grateful to receive such a proposal from a member of the leading Suun clan, but we have already agreed to be wed.”


      “Even if you’ve exchanged vows, you haven’t gotten physical yet, yeah? It’s a serious taboo to do that before marriage, after all,” Migi Suun replied with a wicked grin as he let his hideous lust show all the more openly. “When are you planning to get married, exactly?”


      “I couldn’t say. We still haven’t decided.”


      “Then if I help myself to that woman before that, you’ll all have no choice but to join our clan, won’t you?”


      Donda Ruu was about to start furiously shouting at the despicable man, but before he could, the Fa clan head shot back, “Unfortunately, such a future will never come to pass. If you lay so much as a single finger upon Mei Fa, I will cut you down.”


      “What was that?”


      “Mei Fa would never accept a man other than me, so if you touch her, it would go against our laws. Even as a joke, you should never utter such repulsive words.” The Fa clan head glared up at Migi Suun’s massive frame, not looking even the slightest bit intimidated, and Migi Suun looked back at him with a twisted grin like that of a ravenous beast.


      “You’re the one telling a funny joke, here. Who are you saying will cut down whom, exactly?”


      “I will cut you down. Of course, I trust you would never do something so foolish that I would be required to do that,” the Fa clan head replied, finally breaking out in a smile. “Still, I’ve heard some rather wicked rumors about you, so allow me to give you a warning, on the off chance that such a thought crosses your mind. If you don’t wish to have your soul returned to the forest, then you should take care to restrain yourself.”


      “Oh? You’re saying you possess greater strength than I do?”


      “Indeed. Though I cannot measure up to the leading clan head Zattsu Suun, the likes of you would never get the better of me.”


      Migi Suun moved to furiously stand, but in that instant Donda Ruu shouted, “Enough! Just how vulgar of a man can you be, Migi Suun?! Listening to you talk makes me want to rip my own ears off!”


      Still half-risen, Migi Suun turned Donda Ruu’s way with a repulsive smile, posed like a massive predator about to pounce.


      “Heh. Eldest son of the Ruu, you wish to point your blade at the Suun clan without your clan head present?”


      “If you truly are such an unforgivable villain, then I shall have no other choice. I’m sure our leading clan head, Zattsu Suun, would not object either.”


      The Rutim clan head, who had been watching the exchange with a sharp look in his eyes, nodded and said, “Indeed. Migi Suun’s words sound very much like a confession to having committed that vile crime two years ago. If we cut you down here and now, I cannot imagine anyone would have any complaints.”


      Migi Suun was suspected of having had his way with a Muufa woman who had been meant to marry into the Ruu clan two years prior. Since there hadn’t been any evidence at the time, there had been no way to force the Suun to punish him, but it had led to a complete fracturing of ties between the Ruu and the Suun.


      The hunters who fell under the Ruu all glared intensely at Migi Suun, their eyes burning bright. And in response, the hunters of the Suun subordinate clans such as the Zaza and Dom started to get angry too.


      But then, Zattsu Suun broke out in a grave laugh and said, “You are all far too hot-blooded. You are reputed to be more composed than this, head of the Rutim, but even you have lost control of yourself.”


      The Rutim clan head glared right back at the leading clan head. “What are you laughing about? You heard what Migi Suun said, didn’t you?”


      “Yes, I acknowledge that Migi Suun’s joke went too far. Still, I know better than anyone that he is not the kind of unscrupulous man who would actually do something like that,” Zattsu Suun remarked with a smile, an intense aura emanating from his massive form. It almost felt as if his huge body was wrapped in black flames. Even Donda Ruu had to clench his jaw in order to keep it from overwhelming him. “And the crime from two years ago that you mentioned, you’re referring to that little incident with the Muufa woman, aren’t you? But did we not conclude that that was not the work of Migi Suun?”


      “Yeah. That woman was using me to try to destroy the Ruu. I cut her down, so you should be thanking me, honestly,” Migi Suun said.


      The Muufa clan head started to rise in response to those cruel words, but the Rutim and Min clan heads grabbed ahold of his arms and stopped him. Things were quickly heading toward a repeat of that night two years ago.


      “That’s enough idle prattle. You should also quiet down for the time being, Migi Suun.”


      Showing obedience to his clan head, Migi Suun finally sat back down. “I shall abide by your command, leading clan head. But you should watch your words too, head of the Fa.”


      “Of course,” the Fa clan head succinctly replied, and knelt back down as if nothing had happened.


      Seeing that, the Lea clan head clicked his tongue. “What is with that foolish man? I have no clue whether he has the guts to actually oppose the Suun clan or not.”


      “It makes no difference either way. A clan on the verge of destruction cannot hope to stand up against the Suun. Just leave him be,” the Maam clan head said, but something was weighing on Donda Ruu’s mind. Migi Suun had at least as much strength as Donda Ruu himself, if not more, yet that man had calmly stated that he was stronger. Was he merely putting on a bold front, or did he truly believe that? It was impossible to tell by looking at his relaxed expression now.


      What a strange man. I’ve never even heard of the Fa clan. I wonder, what kind of a person is he, really?


      That question remained in the back of Donda Ruu’s mind as the clan head meeting continued. Not that anything particularly substantial was discussed after that point. It felt like the meeting was nothing more than a forum for Zattsu Suun to scold the heads of weak clans and rant about how stupid the people of Genos were, and so on and so forth. A number of other members of the Suun clan were present in addition to Migi Suun, but not a one of them dared interrupt the leading clan head Zattsu Suun.


      In particular, Zuuro Suun, eldest son of the main house, did nothing but stare at the ground and let his father’s words wash over him. He seemed to fear not only Zattsu Suun, but even Migi Suun, who was merely the head of a branch house.


      I don’t care about the clan head’s eldest son, though. The real issue is the northern clans. Without them, no matter how strong Zattsu and Migi Suun may be on their own, we’d be able to overpower them.


      As he thought that, Donda Ruu burned the sight of the enemies he would one day need to defeat into his eyes. The Ruu clans would never forgive the Suun. The criminal Migi Suun and Zattsu Suun, the man who refused to properly judge him, were not allies, simply enemies.


      No matter how long it may take, I swear that we will bring you down. Indulge in your peaceful rest while you can.


      Some time later, the sun set, and the pointless clan head meeting came to a close. After that, the Suun clan women prepared and served a meal. Zattsu and Migi Suu sat surrounded by their subordinate clan heads, vigorously chugging down fruit wine, while the Ruu clans remained well away from them to avoid conflict as they slurped down broth. As for the other clans, they were all carefully keeping to themselves in order to avoid drawing the Suun clan’s ire.


      “We’re not so different from the Ririn and Fa... I’m sure that eventually we’ll have no choice but to cast aside our name like the Kuura,” Donda Ruu heard a gloomy voice remark when he listened closely. Glancing that way, he spotted a man smaller than most women talking to what must have been the head of a subordinate clan.


      “Even so, the Sudra and Meema both still have more than ten members each. It’s too soon for us to give up, right?”


      “Yeah... At any rate, I need to focus on raising the next clan head.”


      They really did look utterly dreary. Donda Ruu took a swig of fruit wine to clear that thought from his head, and as he did, two hunters suddenly approached his group.


      “Excuse me, but are the Ruu and Muufa clan heads here?”


      The one who had spoken was none other than the Fa clan head and the old hunter accompanying him. The Muufa clan head, who had been speaking with the head of the Min, turned to face the new arrival with a questioning look. “I’m the Muufa clan head, but the head of the Ruu isn’t present tonight. I believe that was mentioned at the start of the clan head meeting, wasn’t it?”


      “Ah, right. So who is here as the clan’s representative?”


      “That’d be me,” Donda Ruu replied.


      The Fa clan head nodded and knelt down. “Sorry for getting you mixed up in that whole commotion earlier. I wish to offer my apologies to the Muufa and their parent clan, the Ruu.”


      Donda Ruu took a moment to inspect the man now that he could see him up close. As he’d thought before, the other hunter’s appearance wasn’t unusual in any particular way. He wasn’t especially tall, but his taut figure was brimming with vibrant energy, and he had just as many fangs and tusks hanging from his neck as Donda Ruu did. His facial features still had a little youthful delicacy to them, but in a few more years, he would most likely have the appearance of a proper hunter.


      “I am the Fa clan head, Gil Fa. I never should have gotten the Ruu and Muufa involved in that kind of discussion. Please forgive me. I just got a little agitated in the heat of the moment.”


      “Oh? From the outside, you appeared quite calm,” Donda Ruu said, and Gil Fa broke out in a smile.


      “As if I could maintain my calm when someone spoke of laying a hand on the woman I love. Thanks to all of you speaking up, though, I was able to take a moment to cool my head.”


      “Hmm. Has that incident from two years ago been spoken of among the clans with no ties to the Ruu or Suun?”


      “It certainly has. I heard about it from someone in the Fou clan, who live near us. Regardless of the truth of the matter, I wished to offer my condolences to the head of the Muufa for suffering the pain of losing a clan member.”


      “The truth of the matter is exactly as we said. That bastard Migi Suun stole my clan member from me,” the Muufa clan head growled, his voice trembling with hatred.


      “I see,” Gil Fa replied, closing his eyes halfway. “In that case, I’ll have to come up with some sort of plan in order to protect Mei Fa. But it isn’t as if I can ignore my work as a hunter to try to guard against some disaster that could arrive at any time.”


      “In that case, why not get married as soon as possible? Even that beast wouldn’t be crazy enough to target a woman who has been married and cut her hair,” Donda Ruu replied.


      Gil Fa’s eyes widened and he said, “I see. That’s an excellent plan. I’ll try to decide on a wedding date as soon as I return home. Thank you for your advice, eldest son of the Ruu.”


      Though his face looked masculine enough, the man really did seem to have a sort of softness about him that was difficult for Donda Ruu to get a read on. In particular, the light in his blue eyes seemed to be incredibly clear.


      The Rutim clan head, who had been content to listen to them talk so far, then suddenly twitched his hooked nose. “Head of the Fa, I smell some sort of sweet aroma coming off your body. Is that perhaps the scent of giba-summoning fruit?”


      “Indeed. I haven’t performed sacrificial hunting lately, though, so I’m surprised that you managed to smell it.”


      Sacrificial hunting referred to an incredibly dangerous technique that involved coating yourself in giba-summoning fruit in order to lure in the beasts. Hearing that this man used it made Donda Ruu’s stare intensify as he observed Gil Fa’s calm-looking face. “To think that one of our people is still running around performing sacrificial hunting... Don’t you value your life even a little?”


      “When used properly, giba-summoning fruit is not dangerous. And thanks to that, we have been able to avoid starvation.”


      “If you just joined another clan, you wouldn’t have to take such risks in order to not starve.”


      “That may be the case for a clan as strong as the Ruu. But for the small clans, it isn’t rare at all for people to die of starvation,” Gil Fa replied. Then, after a moment, the smile returned to his face. “Still, it all comes down to the mother forest’s guidance. I want to live how I please, as my proper self, until the day comes for my soul to return to the forest.”


      “Hmph. I feel bad for the clan members you’re dragging along with you,” Donda Ruu said, but he noticed that the older hunter by Gil Fa’s side was watching his clan head with an incredibly affectionate gaze, and he too had a necklace with a greater wealth of horns and tusks than one usually saw worn by a member of a small clan.


      “Well, my apologies for interrupting your discussion with your relatives. And thank you again for the advice,” Gil Fa said, and with that, he walked off. The heads of the Ruu subordinate clans had truly indescribable expressions on their faces as they watched him leave.


      “He really is as odd as he seemed at first glance. He didn’t seem like a bad person, but still...he’s as difficult to get a grasp on as dissolved poitan,” the Lea clan head remarked with a shrug. Donda Ruu felt much the same way.


      I doubt we’ll ever speak to him again, though... But I suppose if Migi Suun harms the woman he’s going to marry, that could very well change.


      Donda Ruu prayed in his head that such a cruel future would never arrive.




      The next day, Donda Ruu awoke and found that half of the clan heads had already left the ritual hall. They must’ve been afraid of being targeted by the members of the Suun if they stayed too long. Gil Fa seemed to have already left as well.


      “We should depart sooner rather than later too. After all, the Suun clan must be feeling bolder than usual without Dogran Ruu around.”


      Following that suggestion from the head of the Rutim, the Ruu clan heads exited the ritual hall. The sun looked like it had only just peeked out from behind Mount Morga. And after shooting a brief glance over at the northern hunters gathered in front of the main Suun house, Donda Ruu and company left the settlement behind them.


      Though they spotted some people here and there on the way back, none of them approached the Ruu clans. Ever since the Ruu clans had started acting openly hostile toward the Suun, they had become every bit as feared. Even the Sauti and Ratsu, who had the largest number of people after the Suun and Ruu, kept their distance, afraid of getting involved.


      Looking back, between yesterday and today, that Fa clan head was the only one who reached out to us, huh?


      Of course, it made sense that a man who didn’t back down a single step when dealing with Migi Suun wouldn’t be afraid to interact with the Ruu clans, but it was hard to tell if that was because he was brave or because he lacked a sense of danger.


      Among those walking with Donda Ruu, the hot-blooded Lea and Maam clan heads were chatting about the Suun, venting the frustrations they had felt but couldn’t give voice to back in the Suun settlement. Before they went too far, though, the calmer Rutim and Meen clan heads chided them. It felt like a repeat of when they had faced down the Suun clan the day prior.


      And then, when they were around halfway through their walk back to their settlements, a man suddenly appeared ahead of them.


      “Hey, isn’t that the Fa clan head?” the Lea clan head asked, sounding a bit surprised. And indeed, that was the black-haired, blue-eyed head of the Fa standing on the path a short distance away.


      “Ah, I was starting to get tired of waiting, eldest son of the Ruu. You certainly took your time getting out of there, didn’t you?” the Fa clan head called out as he approached their group. “Apologies, but could I have just a bit of your time? My clan members said that they wished to thank you.”


      “Thank me? I don’t recall doing anything that would require that.”


      “You gave me advice last night, didn’t you? And now, it’s been decided that our wedding will be held tomorrow, all because of what you said. I’m sure you can see why they wouldn’t feel right if they didn’t at least thank you for that.” Gil Fa said with a smile that was difficult to read once again. “If you go down this path, you’ll reach the Fa house. It won’t take long, so won’t you please stop by?”


      “Hmph. Shouldn’t you have brought your clan members here in that case?” the Maam clan head complained.


      “Yes,” Gil Fa replied with an apologetic smile. “I thought that as well, but one of our clan members is suffering from a fever. In fact, the person I’m referring to is Mei Fa, the woman I am to marry, and her body is quite weak at the moment.”


      “I don’t need any thanks. If your plan is to be married to her tomorrow, then you should get as much rest as you can instead.”


      “But Mei Fa was insisting that she very much wanted to thank you. She must be thinking I acted impolitely toward the Ruu clan.”


      Donda Ruu fell silent.


      “If I head back now, Mei Fa is sure to keep on worrying, and her fever may even worsen. So please, could I ask you to join me?”


      Donda Ruu gave a deep, deep sigh upon hearing that. “We have giba hunting to do, so we’ll just say hello and then leave.”


      “Yes, that would be fine. Sorry so much from the trouble,” Gil Fa remarked with a smile, narrowing his eyes. “Ah, and there’s one more request I wish to make. Mei Fa is rather timid, so she could get scared if I bring this many hunters to see her at once. Could I ask that you only bring one other person with you?”


      “You certainly make a lot of requests. Exactly how much of our time do you plan to waste before you feel satisfied?” Donda Ruu shot back, but he was actually lightly amused. There weren’t many people who would speak so bluntly to a member of the Ruu clan, after all. And so, Donda Ruu accepted Gil Fa’s request, and headed to the Fa house with just the branch house head accompanying him.


      They proceeded down the narrow side path, and a small house soon came into view. Standing there in front of the door was the older hunter that they had seen yesterday. With a wave from Gil Fa, the old hunter nodded back and then opened the entrance to their home. Three other people then appeared from inside: an old man, an old woman, and a young woman. And as soon as he saw the final member of their clan, Donda Ruu found himself gulping without meaning to.


      She was undeniably gorgeous. Her long blonde hair rolled down her back, and she was blinking her pale blue eyes. The woman looked beautiful and frail, as if even the smallest act of violence in her presence would cause her to shatter.


      “Mei, this is the eldest son of the Ruu, who I mentioned before.”


      Supported by the older woman, the beautiful Mei Fa gave a weak bow.


      “It is a pleasure to meet you. My apologies for appearing before you looking like this due to the illness I suffer from.”


      “If you are sick, you should be resting instead,” Donda Ruu bluntly replied.


      “Yes,” Mei Fa breathed with a tired smile. “But thanks to you, we will be able to live at ease now. Just imagining a member of the Suun attacking me feels horrifying, terribly so.”


      “Indeed, though there would be nothing to fear if only I could remain at your side always,” Gil Fa said as he walked over to stand beside Mei Fa. Though Gil Fa was rather young himself, Mei Fa looked even younger still. But the love in their eyes when they gazed at one another was obvious. The older man and woman and the elderly hunter were all watching them affectionately as well. The firm bonds of family were quite clear between them.


      I see... Given how old most of them are, it’s hard to imagine them being able to forge bonds of blood with other clans.


      Donda Ruu felt like he finally understood Gil Fa’s words and deeds. The Fa clan was on the brink of ruin, and at this point, they had already missed their chance to form blood ties with another clan, and even discarding their name to be taken in was probably out of reach. In light of that, it seemed they had decided to live however they pleased with their beloved family until the time came for their souls to return to the forest.


      “Um... Our clan head, Gil, didn’t do anything rude, did he?” Mei Fa suddenly asked. Her blue eyes were even paler than Gil Fa’s, and they were practically pleading with Donda Ruu for an answer.


      Feeling a little agitated, Donda Ruu snorted, “Hmph. I don’t recall him doing anything especially rude. But he should probably watch his tongue a bit better when dealing with the Suun clan.”


      “My, so you really did say something you shouldn’t have?” Mei Fa said, shooting Gil Fa an accusatory look. Even then, though, something about the look in her eyes still felt loving. As for Gil Fa, he scratched his head and smiled thinly.


      “I’ll be more careful in the future... Eldest son of the Ruu, could you please try not worry Mei too much?”


      “Isn’t it your duty to do that? My role here is already done,” Donda Ruu said, stepping back. “As I said before, we came here to offer our greetings, and now we are leaving. Make sure not to let your guard down until your wedding is over.”


      “Right. I will skip hunting today and tomorrow so I can remain by Mei’s side. I wish you good health, eldest son of the Ruu.”


      Donda Ruu turned around without offering a response. The older clan members were thanking him too, but Donda Ruu didn’t say anything back.


      We don’t have time to bother with a clan on the verge of destruction. Hopefully, they’ll be able to live together peacefully in the little time they have left, Donda Ruu thought as he walked back to where the subordinate clan heads were waiting. But if those Suun bastards threaten that peace, we’ll have to take up our blades and strike them down.


      Despite Donda Ruu’s concerns, Migi Suun’s wicked desires never befell Mei Fa. And then, the child born between Gil and Mei Fa would greatly shift Donda Ruu’s own fate. Since he was no star reader from Sym, though, he had no way of knowing that.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you so much for picking up this book, the thirty-third volume of Cooking with Wild Game.


      This volume centers around two main events, the meetups in the post town and the clan head meeting. Asuta has already celebrated the one year anniversary of his arrival at the forest’s edge, but the clan head meeting was another huge turning point, and I remember feeling as emotional as Asuta when writing that part. I hope that you readers enjoy it as well.


      As for the group performance, “A Momentary Encounter” focuses on Donda Ruu when he was young. It’s actually a tale I wrote once the story had advanced significantly further, but given its content, it felt most appropriate to put it here. It was born out of a desire on my part to add some context to other parts of the story. Specifically, the scene in volume one where Ai Fa and Donda Ruu reunite.


      “Hmph. I see you’re just as much an uncute brat as always. Though if it weren’t for that sharp glare of yours, you’d be every bit the looker your mom was.” That was what Donda Ruu said to Ai Fa.


      At first glance, it doesn’t look like a problematic line. And at the time, it likely served to strengthen the impression that Donda Ruu was a rather coarse guy. But as I kept writing the story and various elements steadily got fleshed out more and more, one of the things that I established quite thoroughly was how people lived at the forest’s edge. That started to make Donda Ruu’s line feel rather unnatural.


      Bottom line, it eventually became clear that the people of the forest’s edge hardly interacted at all with clans they weren’t related to. They would encounter each other at the clan head meeting, but that was limited to clan heads and the men who accompanied them.


      Of course, if they lived close to one another, they could meet while doing washing or gathering firewood, but the Fa and Ruu clans were an hour apart on foot, so that clearly wouldn’t work. Ai Fa had managed to meet Jiba and Rimee Ruu because they all took long walks outside of their usual spheres, but that was an abnormal circumstance, and wouldn’t really fit in the case of Donda Ruu and Mei Fa.


      So, where in the world did Donda Ruu and Mei Fa meet one another?


      Trying to answer that question was what led to the creation of “A Momentary Encounter.” From the outside looking in, it may seem like a trivial inconsistency, but once I noticed it, I couldn’t just leave it be. And so, I gave the matter a lot of thought and ultimately ended up with this story.


      That’s an easy example to understand, but there are plenty of parts of this story that came to be in a similar manner. Some people may dislike it when writers go back to do that kind of fix, but it’s helpful for me when I can use these old stories to tie things together with the characters I wrote so carelessly at first, and that helps me plan the overall story in many ways too. Personally, I see it as another one of the charms of such a massive series. And besides, I believe tales that I came up with for reasons like this can help to add even more depth to the saga as a whole.


      As a little something extra, allow me to mention that this story ties into the contents of volume eighteen’s “The Downfall of a Lineage.” You can see lots of Migi Suun’s wicked deeds there, so by all means, take another look at it if you want to.


      It would seem I’ve used up most of the pages for this afterword explaining the group performance. Though the main story is the core of the series, I very much hope that you enjoy the group performance and intermezzo stories as well.


      Finally, I want to thank everyone involved with the production of this book, and of course, all of you who purchased it.


      See you again in the next volume!


      April 2024,


      EDA
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Sufira Zaza

The youngest daughter of the main Zaza
house, who has a strict personalhe{.
After overcoming her love that could

Gulaf Zaza

The head of the main Zaza house
and one of the threelleading clan
heads of the forest's edge. He never be for the knight Leiriss, she has

possesses a daring nature, and he ; sworn to live a proper life as a person of
highly values old traditions. the forest’s edge.

Deek Dom Lem Dom

The head of the main Dom house. Deek Dom’s younger sister and
DesEite being the same age as Asuta, f| a member of the main Dom house.
Deek’s quiet, single-minded nature |8 A daring woman who wishes to
makes him seem older. He , become a hunter and has great
possesses similar strength to Donda N respect for Ai Fa.

Ruu.
Radd Liddo

The Liddo clan head, with a bold nature and robust
figure. He won the weight pulling competition at the
combined festival of the hunt.

Dari Sauti

The head of the main Sauti house

and one of the three leading clan

heads of the forest's edge. Though .

he's still young, he's a calm and Moga Sﬂl_ltl.

broad-minded man. Elder of the Sauti clan,"and a man with a gentle nature.
He is one of the oldest people living at the forest’s edge.

Yun Sudra Raielfam Sudra

The Sudra clan head. He has a wrinkly face and
is both very intelligent and highly loyal. He
approved of the Fa clan’s actions from early on.

Cheem Sudra
A very sincere young hunter from the Sudra clan who has a
small'build. He'is deepening his bond with Asuta by working
as his bodyguard. He took a Fou woman as his bride.

A member of the small Sudra clan.
An earnest and kind woman. Greatly
adores Asuta.

Jou Ran

The eldest son of a Ran branch house. Sixteen
years old and the victor of the pole tugging
competition at the combined festival of the hunt.
He asked Ai Fa to marry him, but she refused.

Baadu Fou

The Fou clan head. He has a composed,
calm nature. After the fall of the Suun clan,
he formed ties with the Fa clan once more.

. . . o
Fei Beim Dei Ravitz

The youngest daughter of the main Beim house. She has a The head of the Ravitz clan. He has a strange appearance,

serious but stubborn nature. She helps out at the stalls in lacking both hair and eyebrows. He's quite stubborn and

order to determine whether Asuta’s actions are proper. judges the Fa clan’s actions harshly.

Gil Fa

Ai Fa’s late father. He was an incredibly skilled hunter who
trained Ai Fa to be a hunter as well, ignoring the customs of
the forest’s edge. He passed away when Ai'Fa was fifteen.

Mei Fa

Ai Fa's late mother. She was a beauty who
her daughter resembles. She passed away
when AiFa was thirteen.

~ Townsfolk ~
Yumi

The daughter of the owners of an inn
called The Westerly Wind. Seventeen
years old. Friendly and cheerful. She acts
as a bridge between Asuta and her father,
w;w dislikes the people of the forest's
edge.

Telia Mas

Milano Mas’s daughter. She’s shy by nature
but has been opening up to the people of
the forest’s edge as she interacts with
them. She’s also getting closer to Yumi, as
fellow daughters of innkeepers.

Sill

A

The innkeeper of The Westerly Wind and Yumi’s father. A . M .
stubborn man who was once a wild mercenary. He and Sams’s wife and Yum('s mother. A broad-minded

s woman. She moved from elsewhere and married
some of his comrades once suffered injuries atthe hands Sams, and they run The Westerly Wind together.

~ Residents of the |/ ' Tia

TV, One of the people known as red savages

sacred Land ~ e ot who live on Mount Morga, the sacred land.
A pure and genuine girl who is living at the

Fa house because she wants to atone for

her crimes against Asuta. Her right leg is

broken.
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~ People of the Forest’s Edge ~
Ai Fa

| The only female hunter at the
forest’s edge. She seems calm and
composed at a glance, but she
hides strong emotions inside. She
has made the decision to welcome
Asutainto the Fa clan.

Asuta Tsurumi

A chef-in-training born in Japan.
Thou?h he remembers losing his life
in a fire, some strange power has
taken him to another world.

Darmu Ruu

The second son of the main Ruu
house. He can be curt and rough at
times and is emotional in general.
After marrying Sheera Ruu, he has
become the head of a branch house.

Donda Ruu

The head of the Ruu clan and one of
the three leading clan heads of the
forest's edge. An exceedingly skilled
hunter. He injured his right shoulder
in the battle with the lord of the
forest, but he has since recovered.

Reina Ruu

The second daughter of the main f
Ruu house. An excellent chef. She
also runs the Ruu clan’s stalls
alongside Sheera Ruu.

Rimee Ruu

The youngest Ruu daughter.
An earnest, innocent child

who specializes in making sweets.
She adores Ai Fa and Tara.

Yamiru Lea

The former eldest daughter of the
main Suun house. Currently a
member of the Lea clan. She
possesses both bewitching beauty
and a strong intellect.

Rau Lea

The Lea clan head. A hunter with
delicate looks but a fierce nature.
Olne of the top eight under the Ruu
clan.

Dan Rutim

Gazraan Rutim’s father and the
former head of the Rutim clan. He
ﬁossesses uncommon strength as a
unter and is a bighearted man.

Gazraan Rutim

The head of the Rutim clan. A
calm-natured man with undeniable
wisdom. Also a friend without equal
to Asuta. One of the top eight under
the Ruu clan.

Tsuvai Rutim Morun Rutim

Gazraan Rutim’s younger sister. A bright and earnest
woman. She is staying at the northern settlement after
asking to marry Deek Dom.

The youngest daughter of the former main
Suun house. Currently a member of the
main Rutim house. Short tempered and H -

has quite amouth on her, but cares greatly G“‘ﬂ“ erln

about her family and is very skilled when it The head of the Ririn clan, which is subordinate to the Ruu

comes to calculations. clan. He has a cheerful personality and is unusually
curious about the townsfolk and their way of life.

Shumiral

A member of Silver Vase—a merchant
group from Sym. Having asked Vina
Ruu to marry him, he has been accepted
as amember of the Ririn clan. However,
he hasn’t been given their name yet.

Toor Deen

Originally belonged to a Suun
branch house. She is introverted by
nature, but she gives her all to assist
Asuta with his business. Her skills
at making sweets are blossoming.

.
Zei Deen

Originally_belonged to a Suun branch house. Alongside his

daughter Toor Deen, he became a member of the Deen clan. At

the ‘combined festival of the hunt, he was the pole-tugging
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