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      Chapter 1: The Invisible Hand of the Great God


      1


      Thanks to the positive outcome of the clan head meeting held on the tenth of the blue month, a lot of changes were coming to the people of the forest’s edge. From here on out, all clans would be able to take part in business in Genos, which would spread the benefits and the difficulties between us.


      In the eighty-odd years since they had moved here, the people of the forest’s edge had always been very insular, so this was going to be quite a change for many of us. But Ai Fa and I were absolutely overjoyed to see this happen after all the effort we had put in to overturn the old way of things.


      That said, even now that our path had been chosen, it wasn’t like we could just pat ourselves on the backs and say that our work was done. After all, most people of the forest’s edge had no knowledge whatsoever when it came to doing business in town, so there were all sorts of things they’d have to learn. There were three main businesses we were engaging in: the stalls we had run for over a year now, the fresh meat sales that had recently begun, and the sale of sausages and giba bacon to the castle town. Setting aside the stalls for the moment, it was clear that we were going to have to start providing lessons on how to go about selling those other kinds of meat.


      At present, the Fou and Dai clans were in charge of the fresh meat, while the Gaaz and Ratsu clans handled the sausages and bacon. However, it had been decided at the clan head meeting that every clan should take turns doing that work, so all could share in the wealth and joy it brought, while also shouldering some of the burden. For the time being, the plan was to have the Sauti and Ravitz inherit the fresh meat business and the Beim clans to do the same with the sausages and bacon, and they were currently learning how to do so. Members of the Sauti were regularly visiting the Dai settlement while the Ravitz visited the Fou so both could study how to pack meat in boxes, while the Beim were learning how to properly prepare the products they would be selling from the Gaaz and Ratsu. The plan was to have them take over the work for three months beginning in the upcoming white month, after which the clans in charge would swap once more.


      Additionally, the fresh meat being sold would be prepared by all of the clans, except for the Fa and Ruu. Aside from working the stalls, this would be the most direct way for our people to make money, so it was decided it should be split among everyone. That said, meat to be sold in town had to be properly bloodlet and carved, and needed to be as fresh as possible, so while we were starting out, the plan was to use the meat of one carefully selected giba from each clan.


      For the last month and a half, we had been participating in the meat market with a frequency equivalent to about five or six times a month, and we had prepared more than ten giba’s worth of meat each time. The earnings from a single month worked out to around eight thousand red coins, and that fortune would be split among all clans aside from the Fa and Ruu.


      If the earnings eventually increased beyond that, the excess would be put into storage for shared use by all clans. Along with the wealth we had already accumulated, it would be used to supply medicine and blades to clans that needed them, and the rest would be used to purchase as many hunting dogs as possible. That said, daily necessities like medicine and weapons were already covered by the reward money the castle town gave us, so in effect, the additional money would all go to procuring dogs. Of course, it would be dangerous to use all that money up at once, and it wasn’t like we could simply buy as many hunting dogs as we could afford regardless. First we had to wait for a dog trader from Jagar to arrive.


      At any rate, the people of the forest’s edge were now beginning to walk a new path. All of the clans were joining together to sell giba meat in Genos. Where would all these changes lead us? Well, we had just taken the first big step toward finding out.


      ◇


      Four days after the clan head meeting, on the fourteenth of the blue month, we were doing business as usual at the stalls. Work there required above average cooking skills, so the Fa and Ruu had been permitted to continue managing them as we had been. In exchange, though, we weren’t taking part in the preparation of fresh meat, to both reduce the burden on us and to keep the earnings from going where they weren’t needed.


      “I can’t really say I get it, but I’m just glad you’ll be able to keep on doing business like always,” said Aldas, second-in-command of the construction group from Jagar we were friends with, as he stood in front of our stalls. Though southerners tended to be on the shorter side, Aldas was a burly man over 180 centimeters tall, and he was an especially straightforward guy.


      Standing beside Aldas was the leader of the group, Pops Balan, who was as short and stout as southerners typically were. “Hmph,” he snorted. “Are you still going on about that? Their big meeting happened days ago, and you haven’t stopped talking about it since.”


      “I mean, depending on how things played out, they might have had to stop doing business, right? If that had happened, our reason for looking forward to coming to Genos would’ve vanished.”


      “We never had any reason like that until last year, though. Besides, we come here for work.”


      “Sure, you say that now, but we all saw how pale you went when you heard about all this from Asuta, Pops.”


      In order to not make anyone pointlessly worry, I hadn’t told people about the upcoming decision until right before the clan head meeting had been held. And indeed, the memory of how pale Pops Balan had gone when he’d heard that remained vivid in my mind.


      “I really am sorry for alarming you. And I hope that you’ll keep on coming to the stalls,” I said.


      “Of course!” Aldas replied with a big grin. “Plus, you got permission to invite us to a banquet at the forest’s edge, didn’t you? I’m so giddy I can hardly contain myself.”


      That was another matter I had raised during the clan head meeting. My proposal to invite foreigners from Jagar to a banquet hadn’t drawn much interest, but it hadn’t earned any serious opposition either. And naturally, I had support from the Fou, Gaaz, and Ratsu. The heads of those clans hadn’t seemed all that interested in the southerners either, but they very much wanted to hold a banquet with the Fa clan and were certainly ready to lend their assistance.


      “You’re fine with the thirty-first of the blue month for the date, right? Your final day of work won’t end up slipping earlier or later?”


      “Definitely not. We’ll be dividing up our remaining work to make sure we finish right on schedule. Depending on the day, we may not have much to do but a few repairs to roofs or pillars, though.”


      “I see. I was worried that you might wrap things up and leave early to save on lodging fees. Oh, but of course, I’m happy to have you stay as long as you can, though.”


      “Uh-huh. Well, we sometimes get sudden requests, so we make sure to leave as much leeway as we can. After making the trip all the way over here to Genos, it’s not like we’re in a big rush to hurry back home,” Aldas remarked with another amused grin. “And these last two years, we’ve been able to have your delicious giba cooking, so we’re even less eager to leave. In fact, it feels like a shame that we’ll have to go in another half a month or so.”


      “I agree. It really does feel like time’s been flying by... Of course, everything was really hectic at first.”


      “Yeah, since those soldiers from the capital showed up on the same day we did. Feels sort of nostalgic somehow, looking back on it now.”


      As we were talking, the batch of pasta I was boiling finished softening up. I had left today’s special, the deep-fried giba, up to Toor Deen, while I was in charge of the giba and nanaar carbonara.


      “Thanks for waiting, and I hope to see you again soon.”


      “Right back at you. I’m looking forward to eating back at the inn too.”


      The members of the construction group then vanished off into the restaurant space, and the area around the stalls grew a bit quieter. They had arrived a little later than they normally did today, so the sun was already a good bit past its peak.


      “Sales seem to be about the same as usual over here. What about you, Toor Deen?”


      “Ah, it doesn’t seem all that different for me either. Things are a lot calmer than yesterday and the day before, though, aren’t they?”


      “Yeah. We didn’t work on the day of the clan head meeting or the day after, so things have been really lively.”


      Two days after the clan head meeting, we had reopened for business, and today was our third day back. That placed us right in the middle of our five-day business period. Tomorrow would be the first meat market held after the clan head meeting, and the plan was to have the Sauti and Ravitz come along as part of their training.


      It’s kinda moving to imagine members of the Sauti and Ravitz selling meat in the post town, I thought to myself as I stole a glance over at Toor Deen, and found that she was instructing the Dagora woman on the frying technique for her dish with a serious look.


      There was actually one suggestion brought up during the clan head meeting that had been rejected: the proposal to have the Deen and Liddo manage a stall of their own.


      “Why don’t we try running our own stall like the Ruu do? With a chef as skilled as Toor Deen, it shouldn’t be all that hard!” the Liddo clan head, Radd Liddo, had said near the end of the meeting, while the specifics of doing business were being worked out. He was the weight-pulling champion of the shared festival of the hunt held between our six local clans, the Fa included, and was a large, bold man. “The Fa clan runs three of those stalls, yeah? If you let the Deen and Liddo handle one of them, that would lighten the load on you, wouldn’t it? And you wouldn’t have to buy meat or ask other clans for help as much, so it’s not like it’d hurt the Fa clan’s earnings that badly either!”


      It was just as Radd Liddo had said. And his proposal had fit perfectly with the idea of sharing both the fortune and the burden equally with all clans. However, it had been turned down based on Toor Deen’s personal feelings on the matter. On the night of the clan head meeting, during the excitement of the drinking party, the Deen clan head had mentioned his idea to her, and she had broken down in tears.


      “If that is what you and the leading clan heads have decided, then I’ll do it. But if I’m able to choose my own path...I want to keep helping Asuta instead of running my own stall.”


      “Why is that? Tell me your reasoning.”


      “If I open my own stall, I’ll have to manage the preparations for it each day. And I’m sure that would give me far fewer chances to learn from Asuta.”


      At that point, Toor Deen had broken down crying, leaving both the Deen clan head and the leading clan head Gulaf Zaza at a loss for words.


      Ultimately, it had been decided that Toor Deen would keep working at the Fa clan stalls, just as she had up until now. But for these past four days, she had looked seriously down. She must have been fretting about the fact that she hadn’t been able to live up to the expectations of her relatives.


      By this point, even the leading clan head Gulaf Zaza had come to acknowledge Toor Deen’s great skill. If she did open her own independent stall like the Ruu had done, it would undoubtedly become a great source of pride for him and their other relatives. That was a clear sign of how much people throughout the forest’s edge had come to value cooking work and doing business with Genos.


      But Toor Deen had turned down the suggestion due to personal reasons. Even without anyone criticizing her for that, it was easy to imagine how someone as sensitive as her would be filled with guilt over the matter.


      “Hey, Toor Deen, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. Would that be okay?” I called out when she reached a stopping point in her frying lesson. “I was thinking I’d bring it up on our way back, but it doesn’t seem like we’ll be getting any more customers for a bit, so would you be okay with talking now?”


      “Y-Yes, what is it?”


      “It’s related to the stalls, actually. You remember the suggestion to have you take charge of one of them, right?”


      Toor Deen’s face instantly took on a look of anxiety and regret.


      To help relieve her distress, I gave her a bright smile and added, “Let me say up front, I do want you to keep participating in our prep work and study sessions moving forward. Are you okay with hearing me out now that we’ve established that?”


      “Y-Yes... What is it you want to talk to me about, exactly?”


      “Well, I was thinking we could try opening a dessert stall in addition to the ones we have now.”


      “Huh?” Toor Deen questioned, her eyes opening wide.


      “The goal of the people of the forest’s edge is to sell giba meat, so my previous thinking was that there wasn’t much point in opening a stall like that.”


      “R-Right, I feel the same way.”


      “But we have people from both the castle and the post town saying they’d like us to open a sweets stall. The folks from the castle town want to be able to sell more sugar and honey, and in order to do that, they need to show people in the post town how good sweet foods can be. Yang has been selling desserts here in the post town, but they don’t seem to have caught on just yet.”


      “Oh, really?”


      “Yup. So apparently, the thinking is that since we’ve earned such a great reputation with the giba cooking offered at our stalls, if we got involved too, that would get a lot more people to check them out. And I also figure that since we need to try to form proper bonds with westerners, it might be best to not fixate so strongly on giba cooking alone now.”


      “Are you...saying you’d like me to be in charge of that dessert stall?” Toor Deen asked, starting to tear up.


      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I was thinking,” I hurriedly said. “But desserts don’t require all that much prep work, do they? And you can choose ones that won’t require a lot of effort to make based on your own discretion. That would allow you to keep taking part in our prep work and study sessions while managing your own stall, wouldn’t it?”


      Toor Deen fell silent.


      “During business hours like this, we’d still be working the stalls together. Though, I don’t think there’s much left for you to learn as far as what we do here. In fact, I’d say you’re ready to teach other people instead.”


      The young chef still didn’t say a word.


      “Of course, I imagine it would be a tougher job compared to what you’ve been doing up until now. I’m sure you can handle it, though. Reina and Sheera Ruu have been doing it for quite a while, after all. And you’re every bit as skilled as them, so—”


      “I understand,” Toor Deen said quietly, wiping the tears from her eyes. However, the tears didn’t stop, and kept on rolling down her cheeks. “I’ll speak with my clan head and the leading clan head. And if they give their permission...I think I’d like to run a new stall, just as you said,” Toor Deen told me, smiling as she continued to cry. “Thank you, Asuta. I feel so grateful and proud, I really do.”


      “I know,” I replied with a smile of my own.


      A fresh customer approached then, so the Dagora woman also smiled at Toor Deen and said, “I’ll fry this one on my own, so you take a bit of a break, okay?”


      “Ah, th-thank you.”


      Even though Toor Deen stepped back from the stalls, her tears didn’t show any signs of slowing down. And I wasn’t getting any new customers at my stall, so I decided to talk with her a bit longer. “By the way, I actually came up with one more point to try to convince you with if you turned me down. Would you like to hear it?”


      “Y-Yes? What is it?”


      “If you were to open a dessert stall, I’d imagine people from the house of Genos would come to buy some daily. Even if they aren’t as elaborate as the ones you’ve been sending, Odifia would definitely be really happy if she could get to eat your sweets every single day, right?”


      As she wiped her cheeks with a hand towel, Toor Deen smiled once more. “Now that I’ve heard that, I feel even less like I can refuse. Thank you so, so much, Asuta.”


      “Heh. I do consider myself your teacher and all. Even if I can’t measure up to you when it comes to preparing desserts,” I said to hide my embarrassment as she stared at me with her incredibly pure and innocent gaze.


      Then Lili Ravitz called out to me. She was the one who had been helping out at my stall. “Asuta, this customer is asking for you.”


      “Oh, sorry about that,” I said, turning around and seeing a familiar face. “Ah, Arishuna, it’s been quite a while, hasn’t it?”


      Arishuna was a star reader who was a guest of the house of Genos. She was an easterner woman about the same height as me with a slim and elegant figure. Her dazzling accessories were hidden under the cloak of her traveler’s hood as she gave me a polite bow.


      “It’s been about a month or so since I last saw you, I think. Has your fortune telling work been keeping you busy lately?” I asked.


      “No. I have felt, rather unwell. I have, a weak constitution, after all.”


      Since she had brought it up, she did look like the walk from the castle town to the post town would use up all the stamina she had. She was basically the complete opposite of the energetic southerner girl Diel.


      “That sounds rough. Are you feeling better now?”


      “Yes. I have recovered.”


      “Glad to hear it. Unfortunately, we’re not serving giba curry today.”


      When I said that, Arishuna gave a slow shake of her head. “I came today, to deliver something, to you, Asuta.”


      “Huh?” I tilted my head in confusion as she took out an unusual accessory and presented it to me. It looked like it was probably a bracelet meant to be worn around your wrist. It was made of silver chain links woven in a complex manner, and had mysterious stones that shone in all the colors of the rainbow set in it. Just from looking at it, it seemed obvious that it must have been quite valuable. “Wh-Why do you want to give me something like that? I can’t imagine any reason for you to go out of your way to give me a gift now.”


      “No. You always, send giba curry, to me. I am, very grateful.”


      “Yeah, but you pay for that, so please don’t worry about it. Besides, people from the house of Daleim are the ones who actually deliver that food to you, not me,” I replied.


      Arishuna stared at me in silence. Those mysterious black eyes of hers felt as if they would draw in my very soul if I looked at them too long.


      “But I wish, to give it, to you. Can you, not accept it?”


      “I really can’t. It looks way too expensive for an ordinary gift, and I don’t make a habit of wearing accessories in the first place.”


      “You do not, need to, wear it. I simply wish, for you to, carry it, with you.” Arishuna fell silent for a moment, then she added, “In that case, could you, hold on to it, for me, until the next time, that we meet?”


      “Huh? You just want me to hold on to it?”


      “Yes. You are, incredibly precious, to me, Asuta. This item, is proof, of our bond.”


      I took a serious look at Arishuna, but I couldn’t pick up on what she was thinking or feeling at all from staring at her slender, well-proportioned face. Still, that ever so slight furrowing of her brow seemed a touch distressed, perhaps.


      “When we, next meet, I will explain. Until that, time comes, I would like you, to hold on, to this item. It is precious, so please do not, let it leave, your side.”


      “All right... If you really insist, I’ll accept it for now.”


      I gave in and took the bracelet. I trusted her, and I felt like we were friends too, so at the very least, I was sure that she definitely wasn’t plotting anything wicked here.
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      “You said you would explain things the next time we meet, right? At the forest’s edge, it’s a crime to lie.”


      “Yes. I understand,” Arishuna calmly replied. Then she gave a deep bow of her head. “My apologies, for interrupting, your work. Please excuse me.”


      “Huh? You’re leaving already?”


      Arishuna gracefully turned around without answering. Even if we weren’t selling giba curry today, it felt really unlike her to leave without buying anything to eat at all. I stood there completely baffled with the sparkling bracelet in my hand.


      Thinking back, Arishuna entrusted me with a charm when I went on that trip to Dabagg too.


      That time, though, she had at least explained herself a bit better, and it wasn’t like I was going anywhere now. I was left feeling confused, almost bewildered, for the rest of that bustling midday work period.


      ◇


      Nothing especially odd ended up occurring after that until it was time for us to head back to the forest’s edge. Today I would be giving lessons at the Fa house, but we stopped by the Ruu settlement first. That was where Tia, a resident of the sacred land, was waiting for me.


      “Asuta, you’re here! I’m so glad that you made it back safely!”


      It had now been twenty days or so since Tia had come to live at the Fa house, and the way she acted was as vibrant and earnest as always. Her hair and skin were both dyed the color of red bricks, and she was a small, cute girl. However, that little body of hers brimmed with as much vitality as any hunter of the forest’s edge. Her right shin bone had broken, so she was using a crutch, but she was so lively in everything she did that she almost seemed like a wild animal.


      When she showed me her purehearted smile, I couldn’t help but naturally break out in a grin of my own. She was only staying with me because she wanted to atone for her past crimes, but I couldn’t deny the fact that I was feeling more and more affectionate toward her as the days went by.


      “I always tell you that there isn’t any danger in the post town, don’t I? You’re such a worrier, Tia.”


      “That’s your fault, Asuta. You’re a man, but you’re all frail and weak-looking. I’m sure Ai Fa worries about you every day too.” Tia still had a bright smile on her face even as she said that, so I couldn’t feel angry at her. Besides, she was just worrying about me, not trying to insult me or anything.


      “Well then, why don’t we head on home? Thanks for looking after her again today, Mia Lea Ruu.”


      “Oh, no need for thanks,” Mia Lea Ruu said with a big smile. She was Donda Ruu’s wife and the leader of the Ruu women. “Tia should have been in the care of one of the leading clans in the first place anyway. And she’s a good-natured girl who’s no trouble at all.”


      Due to the laws of both the sacred land and the kingdom, we weren’t allowed to treat Tia as a friend or as one of us. But even so, I didn’t know even a single person of the forest’s edge who looked down on her. I felt happy about that as I drove the wagon toward the Fa house. As we went, I could even hear Tia happily chatting with Yun Sudra and the others in the back.


      “So, you were practicing climbing trees again today? You haven’t been pushing yourself too hard and delaying your healing, have you?”


      “I didn’t push myself, and besides, if I just sit around, my blood probably won’t flow right and that’ll make me heal slower. Back home, there isn’t a single hunter who would stop training because of an injury like this.”


      “Really? But doesn’t it hurt to climb a tree with a broken leg?”


      “I simply have to endure the pain. Besides, lying around without doing anything would be way more painful to me.”


      “My... You really are a fine hunter too, aren’t you, Tia?”


      I was driving Gilulu’s wagon so I couldn’t turn around to look, but the way Yun Sudra sighed sounded like she was seriously impressed. Of course, I felt exactly the same way. Plus, I always felt unjustifiably proud whenever I heard Tia get praised like that.


      It’s not like I want to ignore the laws of the sacred land or the kingdom or anything. I just can’t help but think fondly of her. I’ll try my best to maintain proper boundaries, and that’ll have to be enough.


      In other words, I felt a strong enough connection with Tia that I needed to admonish myself about it.


      “Welcome back, Asuta. We look forward to learning from you today.”


      There were a large number of women waiting at the Fa house when we arrived. A Liddo woman had been the one to greet me, speaking for the full group. These last few days, I had been giving new members of the Deen and Liddo lessons on how to handle prep work.


      One of the outcomes of the clan head meeting was that members of every clan were now permitted to assist with the Fa clan’s business. Up until now, the Deen and Liddo had mostly been helping us out behind the scenes, but from here on out, they would be able to participate freely.


      Everyone present greeted me with bright smiles. Then, I heard a familiar bark from inside the house. When I opened the door, our guard dog, Jirube, came joyfully bounding out.


      “Hey there, Jirube. Good work watching the house,” I said while petting his head, earning some happy sounds in response. Half a month had passed since the festival of the hunt, and as of yesterday, Ai Fa had resumed her hunting duties. Since he had spent the whole break period together with Ai Fa, Brave, and Tia, Jirube must have been feeling awfully lonely now. “Okay then, let’s get to work. Everybody, head around to the kitchen.”


      Along with the women who had worked the stalls today, I headed off to the kitchen at the rear of the house. Today, I was joined by Toor Deen, Yun Sudra, Lili Ravitz, and the Dagora and Matua women. Obviously, Toor Deen and Yun Sudra had been skilled enough to help instruct the newcomers for a long time, but even the young Matua girl could do so now.


      “Tomorrow’s finally the meat market. WIll you be going to the post town too, Lili Ravitz?” Yun Sudra asked as we stopped by the pantry to grab the necessary ingredients.


      Lili Ravitz, whose face looked like a Jizo statue and was as hard to read as ever, shook her head and replied, “No. Apparently, the Fou and Dai have primarily entrusted that work to their younger members, so the Ravitz and Sauti have decided to follow that precedent. Besides, I already head to the post town to help with the stalls, so this opportunity should be left to others instead.”


      “Ah, I see. It’ll be interesting to see how the other Ravitz women feel about it, won’t it?” Yun Sudra asked with a bright smile.


      “Indeed,” Lili Ravitz replied succinctly.


      Even so, Yun Sudra kept on talking, completely undaunted. “Speaking of which, the Ravitz did get their single giba’s worth of meat ready for tomorrow, right? Are you going to use those coins to buy new ingredients?”


      “I don’t imagine we’ll start buying new ingredients quite so soon. Such things will wait until all under us have gained enough wealth to afford them as well.”


      “I see. I’ll be looking forward to the day when Ravitz chefs join us for study sessions at the Fa house.”


      Once again, Lili Ravitz just nodded and said, “Indeed.” It really was difficult to tell what she was actually thinking. She was always wearing a faint smile that made it tough to read her true feelings, which made her sort of similar to Jiza Ruu.


      “By the way, the Ravitz used to have blood ties with the Fa clan, right?! I was really surprised when I heard that!” the young Matua girl interjected at that point. “I get that that’s the reason the Ravitz have been judging the Fa clan so harshly, but why did you never tell us that?”


      “I needed to impartially judge the Fa clan’s actions. And I believed that opening up about such an old grudge would only serve to complicate things,” Lili Ravitz answered. Then she glanced over my way. “I always tried to accurately convey all that I saw to my clan head, but it seems I was unable to assuage his antipathy even so. From what I heard, he spent quite a long time questioning the validity of the Fa’s actions at the clan head meeting.”


      “Oh, no, I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “I think it was only natural for Dei Ravitz to be so cautious. And besides, it made me really happy to have him accept the Fa clan’s actions in the end.”


      “Yes, I am glad as well, Asuta,” Lili Ravitz replied with a satisfied smile. Rather than her usual jizo-like expression, it looked more like the grin of a mischievous child. “The Fa and Ravitz both have stubborn clan heads, so we’ve all had to put up with quite a bit. I can’t help but think of that as proof that our clans were once related.”


      “Huh? Oh yeah? I don’t really remember my clan head’s stubbornness causing me much trouble lately, though.”


      “That is due to the deep affection the two of you share. The Fa clan head seems to be very emotional when it comes to members of her clan, after all,” Lili Ravitz remarked with a chuckle. This seemed to be her true personality, which she had been hiding behind that jizo-like facade.


      Was she just feigning passivity up until now? That’s Dei Ravitz’s wife for you, I guess. But at least Lili Ravitz had finally opened up and revealed her true feelings and nature after hiding them all this time. Since we were comrades walking the same path, I couldn’t help but feel like that was a change worth celebrating.


      “Now then, why don’t we start on the prep work?” I called out, collecting myself.


      By that point, I had completely forgotten about Arishuna’s unusual behavior back in the post town.


      2


      The next day, the fifteenth of the blue month, had arrived. And on that day, we noticed something that felt like an omen indicating things weren’t normal as soon as we arrived in the post town at our usual time.


      There was a strange commotion among the people on the street. However, we didn’t learn the reason for it until we stopped by The Kimyuus’s Tail to pick up our stalls.


      “Supposedly, the Genos militia is doing drills along the highway. That isn’t really something that happens normally, so it’s making the townsfolk uneasy,” Telia Mas said, looking more than a little worried herself. Unlike her tough and stubborn father, she had a very delicate nature.


      “Militia drills, huh? We haven’t seen anything like that, though.”


      “You wouldn’t have, since they haven’t actually set foot in town. But there are apparently enough soldiers gathered outside of town to fill the highway.”


      That certainly was an unusual occurrence, but I didn’t really get what was so worrying about it. “What sort of drills are they doing? And actually, I thought I heard that they did that stuff at the tournament grounds.”


      “You’re right, they do. I’ve never heard of the militia running drills on the highway before,” Telia Mas replied, sighing helplessly.


      We had already received the stalls, but I didn’t want to part like this, so I went ahead and tried to shift the topic. “By the way, how has Lebi been doing? It’s been six days or so since he started working at The Kimyuus’s Tail, hasn’t it?”


      “Ah, yes. He’s fully accustomed to the job now. And he happens to be very friendly and a good conversationalist, so he’s been popular with our customers,” Telia Mas remarked with a cheerful smile, the color instantly returning to her cheeks. “Plus, nothing intimidates him, even when he’s dealing with customers who are a bit rough. I’m sure my dad’s happy to have another man around too.”


      “I see. I’m really glad to hear it.”


      Lebi was generally considered to be something of a juvenile delinquent, so I was seriously happy that he had gotten an honest job and was earning a good amount of praise for his efforts. I had actually only learned his name recently, but I had been acquainted with him for over a year now. It kind of felt like a strange twist of fate that he had ended up working at The Kimyuu’s Tail. Regardless, it satisfied me to see Telia Mas smiling, so I went ahead and departed from the inn.


      The next people to talk with us were the vegetable seller Dora and his daughter Tara, the former of whom was in an angry huff as he prepared the vegetables we had ordered. “Those soldiers on the road? They got in the way, so it was a real pain getting into town. I don’t know anything about their drills and all that, but I wish they’d think about the trouble they’re making for everybody else.”


      “Oh, so they’re doing their drills between the Daleim lands and the post town too?”


      “Yeah. We ran into them right outside of the Daleim lands and just before we got into town. I’d get it if some bandit group had attacked or whatever, but there haven’t been any notices put out about anything like that. Seriously, what are they thinking?”


      Dora was angry, but Tara was smiling happily. And in the middle of our conversation, she spoke up and said, “Hey, Rimee Ruu’s working at the stalls today, isn’t she?”


      “That’s right. She’s probably delivering meat and meals to the inns around now.”


      “Yay! I’ll come by the stalls later for sure!”


      Rimee Ruu came to the post town once every three days or so, and Tara was always eager to see her when she did.


      Thanks to Tara, I was feeling really cheerful as I headed to our designated space. And as it turned out, there was a group of guards waiting there. Our stalls were set up at the northern edge of the post town, giving us a clear view of the soldiers clustered there along the highway.


      “My, that certainly is quite an imposing display,” Yamiru Lea said quietly as we set up our stalls.


      The stall area had been expanded for the revival festival, so there was an empty space that stretched out for several dozen meters to the north of our restaurant space, and it was crowded with soldiers too. There had to be hundreds of them around, easily. And there seemed to be some sort of commanding officer speaking loudly to them as they stood there in file.


      If there are this many on the south end of town and over by the Daleim lands too, that’s a heck of a lot of men they’ve got deployed.


      The unease we had seen throughout the post town definitely made sense now. Normally, the only militiamen we saw were the guards who were on patrol.


      “What in the world is going on? Is something bad going to happen?” Toor Deen, my most delicate companion, asked with a look of worry.


      I quickly smiled at her and said, “It’ll be fine. If anything had happened, there would have been a notice put out. They’re just practicing so they can do their jobs right if anything does happen.”


      There was a bit of forced optimism in my words, sure, but it was also how I honestly felt. Even if there was a huge bandit group approaching like in Dora’s conjecture, there wouldn’t be any reason to hide that from the townsfolk. The obvious thing to do would be to put out a report and urge everyone to exercise caution.


      Seriously, what’s going on here? Things have been totally peaceful ever since the observers from the capital left.


      It was then that I suddenly remembered Arishuna’s strange behavior yesterday. I still had the bracelet she had given me stored in the bag at my hip.


      Did Arishuna predict some sort of danger and gave me this charm because she was worried about me? But then, why wouldn’t she tell me the reason?


      The same went for the Genos militia. They were clearly acting differently than normal, but they weren’t revealing anything about their reason for doing so. That was a definite similarity between their strange behavior and Arishuna’s.


      But those two oddities could still be totally unrelated. I guess I’ll just have to wait until Arishuna returns and tells me her reasoning.


      And so, I forced down the feeling of uncertainty that was washing over me and got set up to open our business. Despite the disquieting feeling in the air that the soldiers’ presence was causing, customers were still showing up to our stalls at the same rate as always. And around when the initial morning rush passed, the construction group popped up as if they had been waiting for that very moment.


      “I thought things were a bit noisy around here. So this’s what was causing it, huh? We’ve been busy with work since this morning, so we didn’t notice at all,” Aldas said as he looked over at the soldiers.


      There was a pretty wide space between the soldiers and the restaurant space, and as we’d been told, they seemed to be running through some sort of drills. I couldn’t tell exactly what they were doing, but at the very least, they didn’t seem to be swinging their swords around.


      “What do they need to practice for in a peaceful town like this? It’s not like they’re planning to invade Jagar or Sym, right?” Aldas continued.


      “Don’t be stupid. If they made an enemy of Jagar or Sym, how would the folks in Genos be able to keep on doing business?” Pops Balan said with a frightening glare.


      Aldas shrugged his thick shoulders and laughed, saying, “It was a joke. Still, the soldiers of Genos only ever go up against bandit groups at the most, right? Selva’s enemies in Mahyudra and Zerad would both take a month to reach by totos, after all. Plus, neither of them would be able to make it here to Genos without breaking through every town and fortress on the way, so it just isn’t possible for war to break out here.”


      “Hmph. Then they must be practicing to fight bandits, right?”


      “You think? Still, it’s not like we’ve got any reason to care, so long as they don’t get in the way of our work.”


      The frank southerners certainly didn’t seem as worried as the townsfolk. And when Yumi from The Westerly Wind stopped by after that, she laughed it off, looking completely unconcerned. “Genos is nice and peaceful, after all. They’re probably only doing whatever it is they’re doing so they don’t get too complacent about stuff. And if they aren’t even coming into town to do it, why not just ignore them?” Yumi said. Then her face went ever so slightly red. “More importantly, what’s going on with that banquet? I haven’t heard anything at all.”


      She was talking about the planned marriage banquet between the Ran and the Sudra. Ever since the meetups in the post town, Yumi’s relationship with Jou Ran had become somewhat complicated, so she was supposed to be invited to such events to help our people assess what kind of woman she was.


      “Well, since they’re going to be handing over the meat-selling business at the market to some of the other clans, the Fou and their subordinates have been really busy. At this rate, the banquet may not happen until the white month.”


      “Oh, I see. Well, I don’t mind at all if it gets pushed back. It’s not like I’m in a rush or anything either,” Yumi said, her face going a bit redder, but she turned away to try to hide that. “So, is he doing okay?”


      “Yeah. The Fou clans started hunting again the day before yesterday. Still, it’ll be a bit longer before the fruits of the forest have fully regrown in their hunting grounds, so they’re just going around checking the traps they’ve set.”


      “Then, it’s nothing all that dangerous?”


      “Yeah. It should be somewhere between half a month and a full month before the giba really start coming back out in force.”


      Yumi sighed deeply, her face still turned away. “The women of the forest’s edge pray every day that the hunters will return from the forest safely, right? They must have incredibly strong spirits to be able to endure that kind of worry.”


      “Yeah. I was always so worried about Ai Fa that I could hardly stand it, at first. I’m sure you’ll be fine though, Yumi.”


      “I-It’s not like it’s a certainty that I’m going to marry anyone yet! Just hurry up and hand over the food already!”


      With that, Yumi took the giba cooking she had ordered from each stall and headed over to the restaurant space. And afterward, Ben and Kalgo, two rowdy young men who were regulars at our stalls, popped up.


      “Ah, welcome. Yumi’s over in the restaurant space eating right now.”


      “Oh, really? She hasn’t been hanging out with us much lately.”


      “Yeah, we haven’t even seen her in the plaza very often.”


      Only Lebi and Telia Mas had heard about the situation between Yumi and Jou Ran. I suppressed the awkwardness I felt over hiding that from the two of them and smiled, saying, “Is that so? I haven’t seen Lebi lately either, now that I think about it. I hear he’s doing well working at the inn, though.”


      “Yeah, and he’s busy working as a laborer and all that too. His workplace has gotten farther away, so he’s probably bringing his own food along to eat.”


      “If his father could get his ability to walk back, he’d probably have it easier. I feel bad for him, having to work from morning till night.”


      Lebi’s dad had gotten injured working as a laborer, which had put Lebi in a position where he had to financially support his house all on his own. And he was two years younger than I was, so he really had it rough.


      “Still, he’s lucky to be able to work at a nice inn like that. And he seems to get along well with the daughter of the owners too. How’s that going?”


      “Huh? Oh, I’m not sure. I haven’t really heard much about that.”


      “He’s always seemed like he feels kinda inferior because of his birth. Kids don’t get to pick their parents, though, so he shouldn’t feel bad about that. And that girl seems like she’s got feelings for him, so he should hurry and scoop her up as soon as he can.”


      “Yeah, a mature girl like that would be a good fit for Lebi. If he’d been born into a better family, he probably never would’ve gotten tangled up with a rowdy group like us.”


      Kalgo and Ben laughed in amusement. Even though they spoke crudely, they really were thinking about their friend’s future. Then, after they’d had a good chuckle, Kalgo leaned closer to me. “By the way, are the people of the forest’s edge still playing board games?”


      “We are. They got shown off back at the clan head meeting, and it seemed like all of the clans are going to end up making boards and pieces.”


      “Ooh, that’s good to hear. I’ll be looking forward to the next time we get to play.”


      “Ha ha, Ai Fa’s been looking forward to playing against you again too.”


      At that point, their food was ready, so I handed them their giba meat egg-drop soup. Fei Beim had been the one to cook it, using what I’d taught her.


      “Ah, thanks. Well, see you later.”


      They didn’t seem to pay any attention at all to the soldiers lined up past the restaurant space as they stepped away from the stalls. For a few moments, that made it feel like today was just a normal day. After that, Tara stopped by and spent some time with Rimee Ruu, then the young folks we had gotten to know during the meetups came out in force, and things were nice and lively for a while.


      “Doesn’t it seem like a lot of people are leaving Genos today?” Fei Beim asked when there was around half an hour left until we closed up shop. And sure enough, there did seem to be a lot more people leading wagons and heading out of town to the north in front of us than there usually were.


      After checking for myself, I replied, “You’re right. But supposedly, the fifteenth, halfway through the month, is a lucky day for leaving on a trip. Maybe that’s why a lot of folks are choosing today to leave.”


      “Oh, that’s a custom here in town? I had no idea.”


      “Yeah, I don’t usually pay any attention to it either.”


      For me, today was a day that held special meaning. The fifteenth of the blue month was the day that Zasshuma and his team had gone into the forest pretending to be a merchant group in order to draw out the criminals of the Suun clan. That was when Kamyua Yoshu had told me that the fifteenth was seen as a lucky day for departing on a journey.


      Then, once they had entered the forest’s edge, they had managed to lure in Zattsu and Tei Suun without any trouble and defeat them. And that very night, Zattsu Suun had passed away in prison.


      Looking at it another way, that makes today the anniversary of Zattsu Suun’s death. The people of the forest’s edge never kept track of that kind of thing, though. Or at the very least, no rituals or whatever were held on those days in remembrance of the deceased. I glanced at the stalls to my left and right where we had three former members of the main Suun house with us, but Yamiru Lea, Tsuvai Rutim, and Oura Rutim didn’t look like they were feeling any different than usual. Still, if even I remembered, there’s no way they forgot.


      Even if there had been a concept of death anniversaries among the people of the forest’s edge, though, their blood ties with the Suun clan had already been severed, so they wouldn’t have been permitted to do anything to observe the date. I supposed it was possible that they were just trying to act the same way they always did and keeping their personal thoughts and feelings inside.


      “Well, if that’s the only reason, I’m glad,” Fei Beim said, pulling me back to my senses. “I was starting to think that all those people were leaving because the strange feeling in the air today was unsettling them.”


      “Are you talking about those soldiers? It’ll be fine. There are probably lots of people leaving towns all over the place today, so there’ll be plenty more coming to Genos soon.”


      “That would be a relief, then,” she replied as she peered into our leather bag that was filled with meat. “It looks like we have enough meat left for ten meals or so. At this rate, we’ll probably be able to sell out by the lower second hour.”


      “Right, we have another half hour till we close up. If we run out of supplies, then we’ll help with the stall over there and—” I started to say, only to be cut off by a strange sound.


      It was an ominous gruoooooooon that seemed to make the very ground rumble. It was a completely unfamiliar noise to me, and it was coming from somewhere far off in the distance. The passersby in front of the stalls were also glancing all around in confusion.


      “What was that? I’ve never heard anything like that before,” I said, right before someone suddenly grabbed my arm from the side. When I turned that way in surprise, I saw that Toor Deen was now clinging to me with a ghastly pale face, even though she had been working the stall next to mine.


      “A-Asuta, that was...the cry of a bunch of giba.”


      “G-Giba?”


      “Y-Yes. They cry out like that every now and then. But for it to be loud enough for us to hear it all the way in the post town, I can’t even imagine how many of them there must’ve been.”


      Just then, something else occurred that was equally abnormal: the totos resting in the space behind the stalls started flailing about. They were tied to the branches of trees in the thicket like always, but now they were stamping the ground with their taloned feet. It was shocking to see them panic like that when they were usually so relaxed and carefree.


      All the while, the bellowing of the giba in the distance continued to resound through the air. Both the passersby on the street and the people of the forest’s edge working the stalls were starting to look as uneasy as the totos.


      Then, the real disturbance struck. The ground we were standing on began shaking. It was subtle at first, but it quickly grew in intensity.


      “A-An earthquake?” I wrapped my arm around Toor Deen tightly, glancing all around. The metal trays atop our stalls were shaking in a worrying way. “Feels like it’s gonna be a big one. Maybe we should put out the fires and—” I started to call out, only to be cut off by a pulsing sensation under my feet. It might sound like an exaggeration, but it felt to me like the ground was moving in fierce waves. I pulled the screaming Toor Deen closer to me and shouted out to the other women, “Never mind! Move away from the stalls and get down, everybody!”


      As I yelled, I pulled Toor Deen away with me. And as I did, the stalls started falling over one after another.


      After moving all the way back to the tree where Gilulu was tied up, I cradled Toor Deen’s head and crouched down. Out of the corner of my eye, I confirmed that the other women had safely evacuated.


      Just then, I heard a voice cry out, “Ahhh!” Turning that way, I saw the pillars in the outdoor restaurant space start to fall over as well, dropping the tarp canopy down on top of the customers who had been too slow running away.


      “Watch out!” Yun Sudra shouted, pulling a customer by the arm. The customer fell to the ground, right as the canopy and one of the pillars collapsed directly in front of him. The customer seemed to be in a complete panic, so Yun Sudra dragged him over toward the thicket.


      Out on the street, there wasn’t anybody who was still on their feet. Fortunately, there didn’t seem to be any danger, as long as they stayed in the center of the road. But I saw people holding their heads in their hands and heard them chanting the western god’s name.


      The world around me seemed as if it were swaying left and right. The stone paving on the main street was grinding and creaking, and sounded as if it would start cracking at any moment. Even back in my home country, I had never experienced such an intense earthquake before.


      “Mother forest, please protect your faithful children,” Toor Deen prayed, trembling in my arms.


      As I hugged her small head tight, I called out, “It’ll be all right! Earthquakes don’t last too long! If we just stay here, we shouldn’t be in any—”


      But then, Gilulu cried out, “Kweh!” and something darkened my vision. Looking up, I saw that the wagon that we had parked some distance away was now a lot closer and falling toward us. With no time to even scream, I grabbed Gilulu’s leg with Toor Deen still in my arms. But the wagon only collided with the tree Gilulu was tied to, then kept on going and fell on its side.


      “We’re fine! We’re okay!” I said loudly, half to myself as well, repeating it over and over. I could feel Toor Deen nodding with her face buried in my chest.


      I couldn’t tell how much time passed after that, but eventually the rumbling that was shaking the world around us finally quieted down.


      However, the stalls were all overturned, and the contents of the pots and trays had been scattered everywhere. Braziers and wood had also flown out of a number of the stalls, leaving red flames flickering on the ground.


      “Okay, looks like we’re good now. Let’s put out the fires, but be careful and watch for aftershocks.” I tried to stand up, but I had a bit of trouble because Toor Deen was still clinging to my chest.


      Rimee Ruu came running over to us. “Asuta, the water jugs all fell and broke! How do we put out the fires?!”


      “Uh, all right. In that case, we’ll have to throw dirt over them.”


      “Dirt? Got it! He said to use dirt, Reina!”


      The other women started cautiously standing up at that point as well. And then I noticed a large group of people approaching us: the militia soldiers who had been doing drills just a short distance away.


      The soldiers standing at the head of the group threw what looked like a big leather mat over the burning firewood, then they stamped on it to safely put out the fire. “Leave the fires to us. Is anyone injured?” one said.


      “No, none of us people of the forest’s edge or any of our customers seem to have been hurt,” Reina Ruu replied with a hand on a tree for support.


      The platoon commander, who had a tassel on his helmet, nodded and said, “Very well.” From what I could see, his face under the helmet looked rather pale, but he was still maintaining an appropriately resolute expression for a soldier. “In that case, wait patiently here. We are beginning rescue and aid operations, so please try not to cause any obstructions.”


      “R-Right, understood.”


      The soldiers started advancing toward the center of town, helping people who had fallen on the street to stand up as they went. They all looked really gallant as they got to work.


      Reina Ruu watched them with a blank stare for a moment, then said, “What’s going on? It almost feels like they knew this was going to happen in advance, doesn’t it?”


      Hearing her say that left me dumbfounded. As I stood there in shock, I reached down into the bag at my waist without even really thinking about what I was doing, and my hand quickly fell on the bracelet Arishuna had entrusted to me.


      No way... Did Arishuna predict this earthquake with her star reading? I thought to myself as I held Toor Deen in my arms.


      Unfortunately, I had no way to learn the answer to that question until Arishuna came by again.


      3


      The massive earthquake that had struck Genos had settled down, but we found ourselves still stuck in the post town for a long time afterward. The main road where stalls like ours were normally set up was filled with soldiers rapidly coming and going in their rescue operations, and no other travel was permitted. The prohibition was an unfortunate necessity. The space to the north of the stall area was being used to accommodate the injured, and dozens of people had already been carried there.


      Numerous white plumes of smoke were rising from the area with the inns to the south and the residential district to the west. There were a ton of wooden buildings around the inns, so if a large-scale fire broke out there, it could potentially be very deadly. The militia was no doubt prioritizing putting out fires first and foremost.


      None of us people of the forest’s edge were injured. However, it didn’t seem like we could ask to help out with rescue efforts, nor could we head back to the settlement with the road closed off. We righted our stalls and wagons that had fallen over and cleaned up the food scattered across the ground, but after that, the only thing we could do was stand around feeling useless as we watched the soldiers working incredibly hard to protect the town.


      “Asuta, I have a suggestion,” Reina Ruu said as she approached me with Rimee Ruu, having been discussing something with her relatives. “It doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to return to the forest’s edge for the time being. Don’t you think we should send one person from the Ruu clans and a second from one of the other clans back to the forest’s edge?”


      “Huh? But it doesn’t seem like we’ll be able to use the road for a while.”


      “Yes, but if we pass through this thicket, we should be able to reach the path to the forest’s edge. If the people who go only take a totos without a wagon, that should be doable, right? And then the two of them can ride back together,” Reina Ruu said, her expression looking unusually valiant. “I’m sure our family back at the settlement are worried about us, even more so since it’s past the end of our business hours and we haven’t returned. And we’re all worried about our houses too. As long as they’re not especially old, they likely won’t have collapsed, but still, we all want to confirm that our families are safe.”


      “Got it. In that case, we’ll need to return here with a totos in order to pull the wagon back, right?”


      “Yes. We’ll wait here until that totos arrives. As long as everyone knows that we’re all right, we can stay here as long as we have to,” Reina Ruu said, placing a hand on top of her little sister’s reddish-brown hair. “We’ll send Rimee, since she’s the most skilled person we’ve got when it comes to handling totos. What about you all?”


      I turned back to look at everyone, but Yun Sudra was already stepping forward to speak. “I believe you should be the one to return from our group, Asuta. The Fa house is quite old, so you must be worried, right?”


      “Yeah, but I’m sure you’re worried too, aren’t you, Yun Sudra? I mean, there are two babies in the Sudra clan.”


      “The main Sudra house is still pretty new, so I’d be very surprised if it collapsed. And besides, I’m not accustomed to riding a totos,” Yun Sudra replied. Then she brought her hands together in front of her chest. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but please, let our families know that we’re all right. And find out for us if they’re okay too.”


      The other women were watching me with gazes that almost made it look like they were praying. And so, I nodded to them and said, “All right. I’ll return with the totos once I’ve checked on each of your houses. There may still be aftershocks, so everybody should stay on guard.”


      “Aftershocks? What are those?”


      “Back in my home country, ‘aftershocks’ is what we called little earthquakes that sometimes happened after big ones. It’s probably fine now that this much time has passed, but you still need to be careful.”


      “I see... That was my first time experiencing such a strong earthquake. I suppose that was what people mean when they talk about Amusehorn rolling over.”


      “Rolling over...? Oh yeah, the continent itself is the great god Amusehorn.”


      “Yes. It’s said that when the great god rolls over in his sleep, the earth trembles fiercely. The giba and totos must have been making all that noise because they sensed what was about to happen.”


      While Yun Sudra and I had been speaking, Oura Rutim had gone ahead and brought the totos Ruuruu over. Her daughter, Tsuvai Rutim, was clinging tightly to her.


      “Rimee Ruu, here are the reins. And please, make sure to speak to the members of the Rutim as well.”


      “Of course! I’ve got to let the Ruu, Rutim, Lea, and Min know, right?!”


      “Once you arrive at the Ruu settlement, you should ask for women to be sent to check on the subordinate clans and stay with Asuta, Rimee. Then you can come back to the post town after you’ve gone around to all the other clans. Or you could also have Ryada Ruu or Bartha take your place for the return trip,” Reina Ruu advised, speaking in a careful tone like she wanted to make sure her message was fully understood.


      Rimee Ruu raised a hand and said, “Got it!”


      Myme then grabbed me with a look of desperation. “Asuta, please check in on my dad too, okay? The house we’re borrowing at the Ruu settlement is the oldest one there.”


      “Of course. I’m sure Mikel will be fine, so try not to worry and just wait here.”


      And with that, I picked up the leather bag that was by my feet, then retrieved my small suitcase from the collapsed wagon. My cooking tools, my old man’s knife included, were all stored in there, and I always kept it with me.


      “Toor Deen, could I leave this with you?” I asked. “With everything that’s going on, I’d be worried about leaving it in the wagon.”


      “Your father’s knife is in there, isn’t it, Asuta?” Toor Deen asked, looking nervous as she accepted it and cradled it carefully in both of her slender arms. “I won’t let go of it until we meet again. Please be careful, Asuta.”


      “Yeah, you too. Well then, we’re off.”


      And so, Rimee Ruu and I headed into the thicket, pulling Ruuruu along with us. Since it wasn’t a place people usually passed through, the footing there was rough. However, townsfolk and people who ran stalls were allowed to gather firewood from areas like this one, so it was far from impassable.


      “Jirube’s at the Fa house, right? I’m sure he must be scared and lonely all on his own,” Rimee Ruu commented while pulling on Ruuruu’s reins.


      While straining my ears to try to get some sense of how things were in the post town on the other side of the foliage, I nodded and replied, “Yeah. And I’m worried about the hunters out in the forest too. I’m sure they’ll be fine, but still...”


      “They’ll be all right! With the ground shaking that much, the giba must’ve gotten scared and run off!” Rimee Ruu’s eyebrows had been arched and tense for a while now, as if she was angry. She must have been putting everything into holding back the unease and worry she was feeling inside. Despite her young age, she was as dedicated and mindful as any member of the Ruu clan.


      “Tara and Dora were in the stall area, just like us, so I’m sure they’re fine,” I said.


      “Yeah, they have to be!”


      “With earthquakes like that, the most dangerous place to be is inside a house...but I’m sure everyone at the settlement and the inns will be all right.”


      “They’ll be okay! The forest and the western god are watching over them!”


      As Rimee Ruu and I advanced through the thicket, we kept on telling ourselves how fine and all right things were. From what I could make out, it didn’t seem like the big inns along the main road had caught fire. And even though The Sledgehammer and The Westerly Wind were on backstreets and I couldn’t check on them from where we were, I was sure they were fine too.


      After continuing on like that for a while, we finally reached our destination: the small clearing where the path to the forest’s edge ended. It was also being used as an emergency evacuation site, with numerous people sitting there on top of blankets while receiving treatment.


      “Huh? Where did you lot come from?” the soldier who seemed to be in charge questioned with a look of surprise.


      “We passed through the thicket by the stall spaces and came out here. We want to go check on the state of things in the settlement at the forest’s edge. Would that be okay?”


      The soldier just gave a little wave of his hand and said, “Get going.”


      “Thank you,” I replied with a bow. Then Rimee Ruu and I climbed up onto Ruuruu. Rimee Ruu was the actual rider, while I was merely a passenger.


      “Okay, hold on tight, Asuta!” Rimee Ruu shouted as she hurried Ruuruu along the small path surrounded by lush greenery. We were moving way faster than we did when we were in our wagons. It had been quite a while since I had gone this fast.


      Perhaps because Ruuruu was so familiar with the path, the totos rushed ahead without the slightest hesitation. Normally, it took us fifteen minutes to travel along this path, but with Ruuruu sprinting, we made it in less than ten.


      “Okay, let’s head for the Ruu settlement first!” Rimee Ruu called out, having Ruuruu continue to the north. We arrived at the Ruu settlement in no time.


      “Oh, Rimee! And Asuta too! You’ve finally made it back!” a voice called out as soon as we stepped into the settlement. A large number of women were there in the plaza, rushing to and fro, and among them, Lala Ruu was the one who noticed us first and came rushing over.


      However, I wasn’t able to respond right away. The reason for that was because I had immediately noticed that the house right next to the entrance to the plaza had totally collapsed. That was the one where Mikel, Myme, Bartha, and Jeeda were staying.


      “L-Lala Ruu, is Mikel okay?! And what about Bartha?”


      “They’re all right. They were both in the main house’s kitchen with the rest of us. But Mikel fell and scraped his hands and knees, so he’s being treated at the main house right now.”


      I gave a massive sigh of relief. Meanwhile, Rimee Ruu glanced all around at the settlement.


      “Ah, that house is wrecked too!”


      “Yeah, apparently a support pillar broke in that one. There weren’t any serious injuries, though. All thanks to Tia.”


      “Thanks to Tia?” I asked.


      Lala Ruu nodded and replied, “Yeah. As soon as she heard those giba bellowing in the distance, she started making a huge fuss, yelling about how the ground was going to shake and we needed to be careful. I didn’t get what was going on at all, but Mama Mia Lea said it’d be dangerous to be inside during an earthquake, so she had everyone step out. And you know what happened next.”


      “I see... So nobody was seriously injured, you said?”


      “That’s right. We got Granny Jiba out right away too, so she wasn’t in any danger. Mikel and some branch house women stumbled and fell, but that was all,” Lala Ruu said. Then she looked up at us. “So, what about you all? Are Reina and the others okay?”


      Just as we were about to respond, though, two other figures approached from the plaza: Mia Lea Ruu and Tia.


      “Asuta, you’re okay! I’ve been praying for your safety this whole time!” Tia called out. Then once she was close enough, she leaped up using only her left leg, though that alone was enough to make her fly higher than Ruuruu’s saddle.


      With a flustered “Ack!” I somehow managed to catch her small frame. And as she hugged my torso tightly, Tia looked absolutely overjoyed.


      “I was so, so worried! I had no idea what I’d do if your soul had returned to the forest, Asuta! I’m really, really glad you’re okay!”


      “Y-Yeah, I’m glad you’re okay too, Tia.”


      “I’m a child of the great god, so there’s no way it would crush me when it turns over in its sleep. But you’re the child of a different god, so I was worried about you, Asuta!”


      “Huh? Wait, then do your people really worship the great god Amusehorn after all?”


      “I told you, I’ve never heard that name. The great god is the one and only true god in the whole world,” Tia replied. Then she suddenly shouted, “Ah! I got so happy I went and touched you! Ai Fa’s going to chew me out again! What should I do, Asuta?”


      “You certainly are a noisy girl. Why not start by trying to calm down a bit?” Mia Lea Ruu remarked with a strained laugh, picking up the crutch Tia had cast aside and staring up at the three of us on top of Ruuruu. “Still, all of us from the Ruu clan are quite grateful toward you, Tia... So, why have only the two of you returned, Rimee and Asuta? What’s going on with everyone else?”


      At that, Rimee Ruu and I finally got to explain what was going on in town.


      After we finished explaining, Mia Lea Ruu crossed her arms and said, “I see. Unfortunately, Ryada Ruu is already using Jidura. We had him go check on the settlements of our subordinate clans. Lala, sorry, but could you go deliver this news to the Rutim?”


      “Yeah, got it. Then should I borrow a totos from the Rutim and head around to the Lea and Min too?”


      “Yes. Rimee and Asuta can check on the other clans, after which we can send someone to the post town with a totos.”


      “Good, that’d be a big help,” I said. Then I glanced down at Tia, who was seated between me and Rimee Ruu. “Um, could you wait here in the meantime, then, Tia?”


      “Huh?! We’ve gotta separate again, Asuta?” Tia whined, looking completely shocked as she bent backward.


      Mia Lea Ruu laughed. “We’ll take care of sending a totos to the post town, so allow us to return this girl to you, Asuta. She’s been terribly worried about you, so I’d feel bad about keeping her away from you any longer.”


      “I see. Well then, why don’t we go together?” I said, and Tia broke out in a bright smile, then she turned and wrapped her arms around Rimee Ruu’s waist.


      “Please take care not to touch Tia, Asuta. I know it’s a hassle, but it’s important to respect the laws of the forest’s edge,” Mia Lea Ruu noted.


      “Ah, right.” Following that advice, I reached over Tia and grabbed onto Rimee Ruu’s left shoulder, then reached down with my right hand and gripped the saddle. This was my first time doing a three-person ride, but Tia and Rimee Ruu were both small, so it probably wouldn’t be too much of a burden on Ruuruu. And after tucking Tia’s crutch into my waistband, we took off.


      “Um, which clan should I head to first?”


      “Let’s go in order from the south. So that’d be the Beim, Gaaz, Fa, Sudra, Deen, and Meem.”


      One silver lining was that Lili Ravitz hadn’t been on duty today. The Ravitz settlement was located pretty far to the north, so getting there would take a fairly long time, even on a totos.


      Since Rimee Ruu didn’t know where the Beim and Gaaz settlements were located, I acted as the navigator, and before long we arrived at the first of the two.


      “Oh, Asuta, you’re okay?” Fei Beim’s mother—the clan head’s wife—called out to us with a smile as we approached. “Is Fei all right? That Dagora girl said there was no need to worry, but still...”


      “Yes, the stalls we do business in are outside, so we weren’t in much danger at all. Fei Beim and the others didn’t have a single scratch on them.”


      The clan head’s wife breathed a sigh of relief. However, the other women looked incredibly gloomy as they stood around a collapsed house. Apparently, one had been destroyed here too.


      “We are fine as well, but the Beim and Dagora each lost a house. They were old, so there was nothing to be done about it, but it’s still painful. At any rate, we’ll just have to manage.”


      “I see. I’m glad nobody was hurt.”


      “Indeed. As long as we have the time, houses can be rebuilt, so we feel grateful to the mother forest... Ah, and to our father, the western god.”


      Leaving things at that, we quickly departed from the Beim settlement. Next was the Gaaz settlement, where we once again found a lot of upset people. They themselves were mostly fine, but apparently their subordinate Matua clan had lost three whole houses.


      “The Matua will have to stay at the Gaaz settlement for the time being. Still, you could see this as a good chance for us to deepen our bonds, I suppose,” the Gaaz clan head’s wife remarked with a smile. However, there was a bandage wrapped around her head, and I could tell she was bleeding from somewhere around her temple. She’d been weaving baskets indoors, and had been hit by a collapsing shelf while protecting a young child. “I’m probably the most injured out of all the Gaaz and Matua. And as long as everyone else is fine, this is nothing. Now hurry up and tell the other clans that their missing members are all right.”


      “Of course. Please take care of yourself,” I said, and we took off on Ruuruu once again. At last, we were on our way to the Fa house.


      “The old houses all collapsed, right? The Fa house is old, so do you think it fell too?” Tia asked, looking back at me. She really had very little understanding of the concept of restraint.


      I forced down the unease I was feeling inside and said, “Maybe, but Jirube would’ve been the only one there, so as long as he’s fine, then it’s all right. And I’ll just pray that Ai Fa and Brave are okay too.”


      “Ai Fa’s strong, so she wouldn’t be crushed by the great god rolling over in its sleep. And I’m sure Brave is fine too, so I figure we only need to pray that Jirube didn’t get squished. He’s big, but he’s as timid as a child.”


      Feeling the wind on my cheeks, I let a sigh slip out. “Hey, how did you know ahead of time that an earthquake was coming?”


      “Do you mean the great god rolling over in its sleep? Any red person would’ve been able to tell that it was about to happen. Still, that was the first time I’ve ever felt such a forceful roll.”


      “I see. The giba and totos seemed to sense it too...so I’m sure Jirube’s also fine.”


      The path to the Fa house finally came into view. Rimee Ruu slowed Ruuruu down just a little, then had him head that way. And then, we suddenly heard a loud bark.


      “Jirube’s okay!”


      A black mass came bounding our way at an incredible speed. Ruuruu’s back shook—the quickly approaching lion dog had obviously alarmed him—but Rimee Ruu pulled back on the reins to stop the totos.


      I hopped down to the ground and ran toward our guard dog. Jirube unfortunately seemed to have forgotten his own strength and ended up tackling me and sending me down on my rear. Sitting up, I rubbed around his neck, and Jirube nuzzled me with his nose while making a happy noise. At the very least, he didn’t seem to be injured anywhere.


      “Thank goodness Jirube’s all right! But, well...” Rimee Ruu called out from up on top of Ruuruu, her voice growing quieter partway through. It was easy to see why once I was able to take a proper look at the area as I held Jirube’s big body in my arms.


      The Fa house had suffered a lot of damage. A large part of its wooden frame had collapsed, almost like a giant had stomped on it or something. I sighed deeply, which earned me a really apologetic look from Jirube.


      “Ah, no, nobody could’ve prevented this. I’m glad you managed to get away safely, Jirube,” I said, patting the dog on the head. He gave a listless little whimper.


      “Hmm. The place where we sleep collapsed, but it looks like the place where you make food is fine,” Tia said as she leaped down nimbly beside us.


      “Yeah, that structure was just built recently. But the main house... I don’t know exactly how old it was, but I’m sure it was pretty old.”


      Indeed, our kitchen was still standing behind the main house, looking the same as it always did. The main house, on the other hand, had been reduced to around half of its original height.


      “Hey, you want to check on your house, right, Asuta? I’ll go talk to the Sudra, Deen, and Meem clans on my own!” Rimee Ruu called out.


      “Huh? But you don’t know where their settlements are, do you?”


      “I’ll be fine! I can just ask someone from the Fou! Then once I’m done, I’ll go straight home!”


      As soon as she finished telling me her plan, Rimee Ruu immediately turned Ruuruu around and departed. She had visited the Fou settlement for the friendship banquet, so she knew where it was.
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      After giving Jirube one more pat on the head, I walked over to the remains of the Fa house. And the closer I got, the more I could see how much of a wreck it was. It looked like the pillars on the right side had broken, leaving the whole house slanted.


      A lot of houses at the forest’s edge had slanted roofs, but ours was supposed to be higher on the right. Now it was higher on the left. The right wall had also completely crumbled.


      “We’re gonna have to rebuild it from scratch, huh?” I muttered.


      “Asuta!” a voice called out from behind me. When I turned in surprise to look, I saw Ai Fa and our hunting dog Brave running our way incredibly fast. She crossed this distance in only a few seconds and immediately wrapped me in an incredibly tight hug. “Are you all right, Asuta? I was worried about you the whole way back.”


      “Yeah. I’m glad you’re okay too, Ai Fa.”


      As the initial shock faded away, I was hit with an incredible feeling of relief. I didn’t even care that my ribs seemed to be creaking, and didn’t give a damn about the pain. I was truly, deeply grateful to both the forest and the western god that Ai Fa was all right.


      Jirube and Brave were pressing themselves against our legs. Brave had an affectionate look in his eyes, and it seemed like he was trying to comfort his far bigger little brother.


      “I messed up and touched Asuta before as well. I was just so happy that he was okay, so please don’t be too angry, Ai Fa,” Tia said, snapping Ai Fa back to her senses.


      After rubbing her cheek against mine one last time, Ai Fa stepped back and stood there with a resolute look on her face, as if nothing had happened. “Ah, Tia. I see you and Jirube are all right too. But where is Gilulu?”


      “Gilulu’s still in the post town. We won’t be able to use the highway for a while, so Rimee Ruu and I rode Ruuruu here to check up on everyone.”


      I briefly explained everything I knew, and Ai Fa sighed in relief. “I see. If no one from any of our clans has been seriously injured, then that’s quite fortunate. I’ve never even heard of such a powerful earthquake before.”


      “Yeah... It sure did wreck the house, though.”


      Even when she glanced over at our ruined house, the resolute look on Ai Fa’s face didn’t shift. “It was old, so in a few more years it would have needed to be rebuilt regardless. As long as all of our clan members are safe, I see nothing to lament.”


      “That’s true. Still...I guess there’s no hope for our belongings in there.”


      “Our belongings?”


      “Yeah. The glass cups Shumiral gave us, and the glass plate from Radajid and the others... Oh, and your accessories too.”


      Ai Fa frowned deeply. “With this much damage, it won’t be possible to get inside. But we’ll eventually have to clear out this space in order to build a new house, so we’ll have to try to salvage whatever can’t be replaced then.”


      “Is there anything you want to get back?” Tia asked, staring up at us with a curious expression. “I’m little, so I think I could slip in there. Then I could retrieve anything you want.”


      “No, with things like this, we have no idea when it will fully collapse. We need to bring it the rest of the way down first.”


      “But if you do that, all your precious things will be broken, won’t they?” Tia asked. Then she broke out in a smile. “You were talking about those shiny containers and stuff, right, Asuta? I’ll go gather them up.”


      “N-No, don’t. It’s too dangerous. If the house collapses while you’re in there, you could get hurt,” I said.


      “I need to use my life for your sake, though. Even if my injuries heal, if I don’t atone for the crimes I’ve committed against you, I won’t be able to return to Mount Morga. I’m sure this is the great god giving me a chance to repay you.” Tia then got down low and peered into the opening where the front door had been. “Please let me do this. It would make me happy to repay you.”


      “No, you really shouldn’t. I can’t let you do something that dangerous, Tia,” I stated in as firm a tone as I couldn’t manage. No matter how precious those things were to us, it would be wrong to put someone’s life on the line to retrieve them.


      That’s how I died in the first place, after all.


      A year and a few months back, I had run into the blazing Tsurumi Restaurant to retrieve my old man’s cooking knife. Then the burning building had collapsed and crushed me to death, after which I had suddenly appeared in the forest of Morga.


      Currently, that very knife was in Toor Deen’s care in the post town. But even if it had been in the house, I would never have let Tia do something so reckless.


      “Just forget what I said before. We should start by bringing the house the rest of the way down like Ai Fa suggested.”


      Tia, however, simply shot me a bright smile. She did not stand back up. “I want to go in there based entirely on my own free will. Would that violate any taboos of the forest’s edge?”


      “Huh? No, it’s not about taboos, it’s—”


      “Then you have no right to give me that order, Asuta. As long as I respect the laws of the outside world, my spirit remains free,” she replied. Then she quickly started crawling through the opening.


      Ai Fa reached out with a hand as Tia’s slender frame vanished into the ruined house, but was a bit too slow to stop her. My clan head clicked her tongue with a look of dismay. “How utterly reckless! You really could die!”


      “Yeah...” I sighed. “It was a mistake to bring that up. I should’ve just been happy that everybody was safe.”


      Ai Fa’s gaze locked on me, the fiery regret in her eyes swirling restlessly. “That isn’t true. It’s only natural to not want to lose such irreplaceable items... If anything happens, it’s her own fault for being foolish enough to ignore our warnings.”


      Jirube and Brave nuzzled against Ai Fa’s legs, looking worried. She briefly patted their heads, then knelt down in front of the opening Tia had vanished through. “Tia, are you all right?!”


      “I’m fine. None of the containers were broken. I’ll be able to complete Asuta’s request.”


      “Then get back out here as fast as you can! I’m starting to hear some strange sounds!” Ai Fa shouted right before the house began to creak and tilt further. Something might have shifted because of her pushing her way inside. “There’s no time! Do you actually want to die?!”


      “It’s narrow in here, so I can’t get out the same way. But I’m sure it’ll be fine.”


      “What do you mean it’ll be fine?! Just hurry up and—!” Ai Fa shouted, only to be cut off by the creaking sound. The left wall was starting to crumble. “Get a move on, Tia! The house won’t last much longer!”


      Then there was a frightening cracking sound, and the partially fallen roof started coming apart and sinking. In no time at all, the opening by the entrance was completely sealed off.


      “Tia!” I shouted as the Fa house fully collapsed the rest of the way, sending up a cloud of dust. Tia was nowhere to be seen. And as I stood there dumbfounded, Ai Fa grabbed me by the arm from the side. “Ai Fa... Because of me, Tia, she—”


      “No. Look there, Asuta.”


      “Huh?”


      It was hard to see what Ai Fa was pointing at with all the dust, but I was able to hear someone coughing and clearing their throat.


      “Ugh, I breathed in a lot of dust. I really want some water.”


      “Tia! You’re okay?!”


      I practically stumbled over myself as I ran over to her. Tia was leaning against the wall of the kitchen behind the fully collapsed Fa house, smiling proudly at me. “All of the containers are safe. You should make sure to let your god know how grateful you are too, Asuta.” Tia was holding a giba pelt wrapped around something. Our glass cups and plate must have been inside.
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      “Never do something that reckless again! Don’t you know how worried we were about you?” I said as Ai Fa and I knelt down in front of the girl, glaring at her. And yet, she just kept on smiling all the same.


      “I’m glad you were worried about me, but I’m not your friend or one of your people, right? Your precious items being saved should be all that matters to you.”


      “Did you really think we wouldn’t be worried?”


      “Well, yeah. The leading clan heads would probably say I’m right too,” Tia said as she started unwrapping the pelt bundle. And what appeared from inside was a familiar white piece of fabric.


      “Huh? Tia, is that...?”


      “Yup. This outfit is important to you, isn’t it, Asuta? So I made sure to grab it too.”


      It was my chef’s uniform from my original world. Even my old shoes with their worn-out heels were there.


      “The room where it was stored had a window, so I used that to get out,” Tia explained.


      The two cups and the large plate were under my uniform. It felt like an outright miracle that they were okay, considering they were made of glass. They sparkled in the sunlight as I examined them, and it looked like they didn’t even have any scratches on them.


      After laying them down on the ground, Tia started searching around inside of my chef’s uniform. “And this is yours, Ai Fa. It’s important too, right?”


      I let out an “Ah!” before I could stop myself. It was the iridescent hair accessory that I had given to Ai Fa on her birthday—an irreplaceable treasure. Ai Fa accepted it, seemingly not knowing what to say. She clasped it to her chest, looking like she had been trying not to do so, but was unable to hold herself back any longer.


      “And these giba pelts are yours too, Ai Fa.”


      After handing me my chef’s uniform, Tia spread out the pelt, or rather pelts, since it turned out there were actually two of them. Both were hunter’s cloaks. However, one of them was only about half the normal size because it was a temporary hunter’s cloak made from the pelt of a young giba.


      “Why did you bring these with you?”


      “Whenever you went to get changed in that room, you always looked lovingly at these pelts. That’s why I grabbed them.”


      The small cloak was the one that had been made for Ai Fa when she’d been young, while the other was a memento from her father, Gil Fa. My clan head looked like her heart couldn’t settle on a single emotion as she stared back at Tia.


      “But...your hunter’s cloak must have been in there too. Why didn’t you bring that with you?” Ai Fa asked.


      “Madarama skin is tough, so I should be able to just pull it out of there now that the house has collapsed. I figured it was more important to take this stuff with me.”


      “Why? Doing this for Asuta is one thing, but you have no need to repay me, right?”


      “When you’re happy, it makes Asuta happy too. And making Asuta happy helps me atone,” Tia said with an earnest smile. “I figure this should be enough of a repayment for an arm. Everything I’ve done for you before now has only amounted to a tip of a fingernail, so I’m really happy too.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Days of Restoration


      1


      The next morning when I awoke, I saw Ai Fa sleeping there next to me, a fair bit closer than she usually did. She almost always got up earlier than me, so it was rare for me to get to see her sleeping face. As I watched her gently breathing, an incredible sense of euphoria washed over me.


      Unfortunately, she was a hunter of the forest’s edge, and even among her peers, she was especially skilled at sensing the presence of others, so that moment of bliss only lasted a few seconds before her eyelids slowly opened, and she stared back at me up close and personal.


      “Ah, it’s morning already? If you woke up first, you should have said something.”


      “I only just woke up, myself.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa replied, her long blonde hair tumbling over her shoulders and down her back as she sat up, shining in the morning sun that was streaming in through the window. It had been quite a while since I’d seen her with her hair down in the morning too.


      My clan head stretched her arms upward with a yawn. Then, from her other side, I heard Tia mumble, “Hrmm...” We had all been sleeping side by side, and since Tia had a habit of sleeping facedown, when she shot me a smile, it was with her cheek still pressed against her bedding.


      “So, it’s morning now. Were you able to get a good night’s sleep, Asuta?” Tia asked.


      “Yup. I slept like a log.”


      “I see. I’m glad to hear that.”


      After that standard exchange we had each morning, Tia rubbed one of her cheeks with a balled-up fist, like a kitten.


      Meanwhile, Ai Fa was sitting crosslegged atop her bedding and was quickly doing up her hair as she said, “Hey, there’s no time to just lie around here. I’m going to get changed, so step out.”


      “Understood. I’ll see you in a bit.”


      Ai Fa and Tia remained there while I stepped out of the bedroom. And then, a figure on the other side of the hall called out to me and approached. “Ah, good morning, Asuta. You’re certainly up early.”


      “Good morning to you too, Saris Ran Fou. Thanks to all of you, we were able to sleep very comfortably last night.”


      “Think nothing of it. This isn’t anywhere near enough to repay what we owe you and Ai Fa.”


      As was probably clear by now, we were staying with the Fou after having lost our house, in the main house that belonged to Baadu Fou. Since the Fou didn’t have many members, Saris Ran Fou lived there as well, as the wife of Baadu Fou’s youngest son.


      “Are you heading out to take care of the washing? We’ll be changed shortly, so please let us come with you,” I offered.


      “We can handle cleaning the dirty dishes from dinner last night on our own, no problem. And if you need to wash your clothing, we can take care of that for you too.”


      “Ah, no, no, we can’t ask you to do that. That’d be way too much when we’re already borrowing one of your bedrooms. Please, let me help out.”


      “I see... And I’m sure Ai Fa will say the same thing too, won’t she?” Saris Ran Fou remarked with a smile, right before the door behind me swung open, and her expression immediately got even brighter.


      “Oh, Ai Fa. The room was pretty cramped, wasn’t it? Did you sleep all right?”


      “Yes. And it’s only cramped because we brought our belongings in. I am truly, deeply grateful for the kindness the Fou clan has shown us.”


      “My... Just telling our clan head that should be plenty, right?” Saris Ran Fou asked in a slightly fawning tone.


      “True,” Ai Fa replied with a smile. “Still, I really am grateful. And I’m glad to be able to speak with you in the mornings like this, Saris Ran Fou.”


      “Really? But you’re happier when it’s just you and Asuta, right?” Saris Ran Fou said with a giggle, totally comfortable around her childhood friend.


      Ai Fa’s cheeks went a touch red and she glared at Saris Ran Fou. “We have Tia in our care, so the two of us would not be alone regardless. And if you say things like that where other people can hear, I will get angry, even if it’s you.”


      “Hee hee! I don’t want to make you angry, so I’ll be sure to avoid that.”


      Saris Fan Rou was easily Ai Fa’s closest friend who was of a similar age. I found the way the two of them interacted really charming. It was totally different from how Ai Fa interacted with Granny Jiba and Rimee Ruu.


      We had morning work waiting for us, though, so we couldn’t afford to keep standing around chatting any longer. Ai Fa and Tia stepped out of our borrowed bedroom so I could get changed, then we headed to the washing place along with the Fou women. After dealing with whatever needed to be cleaned from the previous night’s dinner and washing clothes, we moved on to gathering firewood and herbs at the edge of the forest. No matter what kind of incident occurred, these were duties that could not be disregarded.


      Then, once all that was done, Ai Fa and I headed back to the Fa house in Gilulu’s wagon, telling Brave and Jirube to stay behind with the Fou. When we arrived, we found the place in the same state that we had left it in—nothing more than a pile of debris.


      “Hmm. Nothing seems to have changed. Well, it’s not like any food got left inside, so I suppose there wouldn’t be any reason for giba to make any more of a mess of this place,” Ai Fa said.


      “Right. We only had jerky stored in the main house’s pantry.”


      Ai Fa and I were standing beside one another, looking around at the big pile of wreckage. After Tia had retrieved our valuables from inside, Ai Fa had spent the rest of the day trying to clear the wreckage away all on her own. However, there had only been a few hours left until sunset at that point, so she hadn’t been able to deal with all of it. That was only to be expected, though, especially considering that she had been sorting out our household belongings that were still usable as she worked.


      Thanks to Ai Fa’s efforts, all of our stuff had now been extracted from the structure—our clothing, bedding, pelt carpeting, cloaks for the rainy season, sharpening stone, and saw, along with her spare sword. On top of that, she had also retrieved the massive horn from the lord of the forest that the Sauti clan had given us, as well as our bags packed full of coins.


      Of course, just because our belongings weren’t completely destroyed, that didn’t mean they were undamaged. Some of our clothes were torn badly enough to be unwearable, and there were holes in the bedding and carpeting. Considering a falling pillar had managed to punch a hole through a sturdy giba pelt carpet, it seemed that it really was a good thing that Tia had gone in and retrieved Ai Fa’s precious belongings.


      Ai Fa had also retrieved Tia’s madarama-skin cloak intact, but her knife, which had been made of something that looked like obsidian, had been snapped cleanly in half. There was also a big hole through the peifei pelt Tia had given me, but we would still be able to use it as a rug, at least.


      At any rate, all of those items had been moved to the bedroom we were using in the main Fou house. All that was left here was a pile of rubble that wouldn’t be good for anything but kindling.


      “It looks like it’ll likely take another half a day just to get rid of all of this,” I said. “Then we’ll have to rebuild the house after that, huh? And I guess you can’t take time off from hunting work either.”


      “Of course I can’t. Thanks to the Fou clan, we don’t have to worry about having a place to sleep, so there’s no reason for me to take a break,” Ai Fa said with a resolute look, but then she sighed. “That said, I was never taught how to build a house. I’ll have to learn how it’s done as I go...and I have no idea how long it will take.”


      A while back, the Deen and Liddo men had managed to build a kitchen for the Fa house in around seven days, but that had been with them dedicating fifteen brawny men to the project, and they’d been in a break period, so they had been able to work from morning till night. Also, while the main house and kitchen hadn’t been all that different in terms of size, the former would have required a lot more effort to build. For one thing, while the kitchen could just have a dirt floor, the house had to have wood floors. And the house needing to be divided into personal rooms and storage spaces would also add significantly to the workload.


      Ai Fa would have to do all of that on her own along with her regular hunting work. It was no wonder that she was sighing.


      “Can’t I help out too, though?” I asked, only to earn a rather excessively harsh glare back.


      “You’re weaker than a woman, and what would you do if you injured your fingers in the process? No, focus on carrying out your own work.”


      Right around then, I heard the rattling of a wagon behind us. When I turned to look, I saw it was Yun Sudra holding Fafa’s reins. “Sorry for the wait, Asuta. We managed to pick everyone up without any issues.”


      “Ah, thanks, Yun Sudra. I really appreciate you all helping out, even in such a difficult situation.”


      “Oh, don’t mention it. It’s times like these when we need to come together the most,” a Liddo woman chimed in. Naturally, I saw Toor Deen there too. Yesterday, everybody who had gotten stuck in the post town had eventually made it back safely in the wagons, thanks to the totos the Ruu clan had sent. Nobody in any of our clans had been seriously injured, so none of the women had grave expressions on their faces. It was all Deen and Liddo women gathered here, aside from Yun Sudra.


      “Still, I never would’ve thought that we’d be able to do business at a time like this,” one of them said with a rather troubled look. “We certainly don’t mind, but there was a huge commotion in the post town, right?”


      “Yeah, but I guess you could say that that’s exactly why we need to go,” I replied. “I’ll explain while we work.”


      We had been scheduled to head to the post town again today, but it wasn’t like we could just carry on with business as if nothing had happened. However, Duke Marstein Genos had requested that we continue to serve food at our stalls regardless.


      “Simpler dishes would be fine, but we ask that you prepare more servings than you normally would,” a messenger from the duke had told Reina Ruu and the others who had remained in the post town some time after Rimee Ruu and I had returned to the forest’s edge yesterday. “Our request is for you to provide food to as many people as possible for no charge at your stalls, with the house of Duke Genos covering all expenses. We wish to provide relief to the people of the post town and any visitors staying there who were harmed by this unexpected disaster.”


      In other words, it was a request to have us take on a food distribution job. Still, no matter how simple we kept the dishes, since they would be made with giba meat, they would naturally be more expensive than ones made with karon or kimyuus. The keen-eyed Tsuvai Rutim had whispered that to Reina Ruu, but the response the messenger gave back was that it wouldn’t be an issue.


      “We intend to ask others to assist as well, but the residents of the post town will likely be busy with home repairs and the like. We are aware that the people of the forest’s edge may be suffering from the same issues, but we are nonetheless asking you to do this if it is at all possible.”


      Of course, that was a request the leading clan head Donda Ruu would never have turned down, despite the problems we were facing. The ones doing house repairs at the forest’s edge were pretty much all men anyway, so it wouldn’t be much of an issue at all to have women handle cooking work.


      “Well then, why don’t we get to work? Ai Fa, I’ll see you later.”


      “Right,” my clan head replied, walking over to the mountain of rubble. As I watched her get to work out of the corner of my eye, the rest of us headed around to the kitchen.


      While we were walking, Yun Sudra said in an apologetic tone, “Ai Fa seems to have it a lot harder than us, doesn’t she? I wish we could lend her some people to help, but, well...”


      “But you can’t afford to, since your clan has the same problem. There’s no way around that. I’d imagine every single clan has lost at least one house.” At the very least, every clan I had heard from was dealing with that issue. Helping the Fa out of our predicament would have to wait until after they had dealt with their own. “The Fou and Ran each lost a house too, right? And I think I heard that Cheem Sudra’s house is all slanted now?”


      “That’s right. Aside from the ones we were using to smoke meat, all the old empty houses collapsed, so Cheem and Ia Fou spent last night in the main house. But we Sudra all lived in the same house together for a long time, so it wasn’t a big deal.”


      “I see. We were lucky enough to have the Fou offer to let us stay with them.”


      At that, a Liddo woman giggled. “Honestly, there was a bit of a commotion about that yesterday. Lots of clans wanted to invite you to stay with them... Our clan head was really disappointed that you wouldn’t be staying with us.”


      “Huh? Uh, sorry about that. I left that all up to Ai Fa, so, well...”


      “It’s fine. There’s a member of the Fou who’s been close with Ai Fa since childhood, right? Besides, we Liddo have several members of our clan who lost their house staying with us, so it would have been really cramped if you had come to us too.” Then the Liddo woman turned around and said to Toor Deen, “You were pretty disappointed too, weren’t you? You wanted to invite Asuta to the Deen settlement, right?”


      “A-Ah, no, that’s not... U-Um, of course I would have been happy if he had come to stay with us, but...” Toor Deen stuttered, her face going bright red as she shrunk in on herself.


      It seemed there really were a bunch of different clans that had reached out to help us. That kind of made me want to cry out of joy and gratitude to them.


      “Okay, let’s get started. We’re going to be making giba poitan wraps. I’d like the members of the Deen to cut the meat under Toor Deen’s direction, while the Liddo work on baking the poitan. Yun Sudra and I will make the sauce.”


      And so, our work day began. After about ten minutes, the last three people who would be manning the stalls with us today arrived: Lili Ravitz and the Ratsu and Dagora women.


      “Thanks for coming, everyone. Is it okay that we’re pulling you away from your settlements?” I asked.


      “Indeed. We women wouldn’t be much help with the rebuilding, after all. I’m surprised that the meat market is continuing as usual, though,” Lili Ravitz remarked with her usual jizo-statue-like smile.


      “Ah, right,” I replied. “Well, even when a disaster strikes, the inns still have customers, so they need meat. The inns that purchase meals from us have said that they want us to keep delivering everything the same as always too.”


      Reina Ruu had already confirmed that on the way back yesterday. In addition to making sure the people we were close to at the inns were okay, she had also asked whether they would want cooking delivered. Naturally, she made certain that Dora and Tara were all right as well. Fortunately, we hadn’t gotten any reports of serious injuries among the people we were close to.


      “Still, it’s definitely possible that our sales at the meat market won’t be as good as usual. Any inns that need to repair their buildings might not be able to send people there.”


      “I see,” Lili Ravitz replied with a smile. “Right when we people of the forest’s edge decided to work together to do business in town, this whole mess happened. Our clan head was saying it was probably the anger of our mother forest.”


      “Huh? But earthquakes are said to be Amusehorn turning over in his sleep, aren’t they? So it couldn’t have been the mother forest.”


      “Yes, I feel the same way. I’m sure our clan head is feeling troubled because this calamity happened right before the first day when the Ravitz were going to head to the meat market. Please forgive him.”


      If she was going to ask for forgiveness on his behalf, then couldn’t she just not have told me in the first place? I couldn’t help but think that she was enjoying seeing my reaction.


      Honestly, it sounded like she was making fun of her own clan head there, even. I suppose it’s entirely possible that he’s simply an ill-tempered person in general, rather than having it out for the Fa clan in particular.


      At any rate, it didn’t particularly bother me to hear Lili Ravitz say that. Honestly, I even felt like we had gotten a bit closer recently, now that she was being frank instead of just always smiling.


      We continued to casually chat as we worked until we were almost done about an hour and a half later. That was when I heard another wagon approaching.


      “Ah, that must be the folks who headed to the meat market returning.” Sure enough, when I heard a knock on the door and opened it, I saw exactly who I had expected: the Fou and Ran women of the meat market team, the Ravitz and Naham women who were learning from them, and the men who had gone with them as guards. As for those men on guard duty, it was a young Fou hunter and Jou Ran. “Welcome back, everybody. How did the meat market go?”


      “Well, there were fewer people than usual, that’s for sure, so we had three boxes left over. We saw inn owners here and there, but not a single person came to make a smaller purchase,” the older Fou woman who was in charge replied. “But the castle town did still buy those three leftover boxes. It would hardly do to let giba meat that had been properly prepared go to waste.”


      “Oh, really? I’m glad to hear that.”


      “Yes. Apparently, the stone houses of the castle town are quite sturdy, so things weren’t as bad there as they were at the forest’s edge or in the post town, and the residents were anticipating that meat would go unsold in the post town, though they waited until after the market closed,” the Fou woman said. Then she broke out in a smile. “They also said they would take any unsold giba meat after the next meat market too, and requested that we prepare the same amount as always. It seems the residents of the castle town really do desire more giba meat.”


      “I see. Well, that’s good... Still, won’t it be difficult to prepare meat while dealing with house repairs?”


      “No, since we women aren’t very involved in the rebuilding. It only makes sense for us to continue with our work as we have been.”


      That was certainly reassuring to hear. And it was yet another example of how tough the people of the forest’s edge were. Every clan must have had at least one or two houses collapse, but I hadn’t seen even a single one of us look dispirited.


      “Well then, we’ll be heading home now,” the Fou woman continued. “Should we take the coins from today back with us?”


      “Yes. And if you can deliver them to the main Fou house, I’ll do all the calculations later,” I said.


      The Fou and Ran women then turned to leave, but the Ravitz and Naham women remained standing there looking like they had something they wanted to say. Noticing that, Lili Ravitz smiled gently at them and said, “We’re busy with work too, so I don’t have time to talk right now, but I’ll listen to everything you want to tell me later tonight.”


      “Understood. Excuse us, then.” The two women bowed their heads, then returned to the wagon.


      The last one left was Jou Ran. “Um, Asuta, I’d like to make a small request,” he said. “When you go to the post town, could you make sure Yumi’s okay? The roads were really crowded today, so I wasn’t permitted to visit The Westerly Wind.”


      “Huh? The members of the Ruu already confirmed that she was all right yesterday, didn’t they?”


      “No. Only Sams and Sill were at their inn when the Ruu went there. Yumi hadn’t returned yet, though, so they weren’t able to check if she had been injured or not,” Jou Ran said, his eyebrows drooping lower than I’d ever seen them go before. He looked like a little puppy that had lost sight of its owner or something.


      Feeling pity for him, I nodded and replied, “Got it. I imagine Yumi will probably stop by the stalls, and if she doesn’t, I’ll be sure to stop by The Westerly Wind. And if I meet up with her, I’ll tell her that you’re all right too.”


      “Thank you,” Jou Ran said with a bow, then he hurried back over to the wagon too. As we watched him go, Yun Sudra gave a small sigh.


      “If Yumi had been at any risk of harm, Sams and Sill surely would have said something. I don’t see any need to be worried about her...but I suppose it’s only natural for Jou Ran to feel differently, considering his position.”


      “Yeah. And I’m sure Yumi has been worrying about him too.”


      The Westerly Wind itself hadn’t suffered serious damage from what I had heard, so Yumi was sure to come by the stalls. And personally, I really wanted to make sure that she was all right as soon as possible.


      After that, we quickly finished our prep work and said farewell to the Deen and Liddo women, who were done for the day, and then to Ai Fa, who was still diligently clearing away rubble. Then we headed to the Ruu settlement, barely managing to depart on time due to all the little delays and distractions we’d had.


      When we eventually made it to the Ruu settlement, we found quite a bit of activity there. All of the men in the settlement had gotten up early, and were working on rebuilding the houses.


      “Hey, Asuta! I heard your house collapsed. I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” Ludo Ruu called out with a bright smile as he sawed a log into pieces. The rubble from the houses that had collapsed had already been totally cleared away, and the ground had been leveled out too. “It must be rough with just Ai Fa to do this sort of stuff, right? Once we’ve taken care of things here, we’ll send some people to assist. Although, that might take around half a month.”


      “Yeah, thanks. We definitely won’t be finished by then, so that’ll be a huge help.”


      “There might be other clans who’ll have hands to spare by then too, though, so you might end up with a whole swarm of people there,” Ludo Ruu said. Then he got a bit sulky all of a sudden. “Kinda like that whole scramble yesterday with all the folks who wanted to offer you a place to stay. We thought for sure you’d come here because of Granny Jiba and Rimee, but you ended up choosing the Fou instead.”


      “Ah, sorry. But the Ruu lost two houses, so it’d be difficult to invite people from other clans to stay with you, wouldn’t it?”


      There had been four guests—Myme, Mikel, Bartha, and Jeeda—staying in one of the destroyed houses, and the other had been home to a branch family with seven members. The remaining six houses had needed to take in those eleven people, so they all had to be pretty packed. And besides, I needed to return to the Fa house’s kitchen in order to cook, and Ai Fa had to work on rebuilding whenever she had the time. My clan head must have taken all of that into account when she had chosen to go with the nearby Fou clan.


      “Tch! I thought for sure I’d get to eat your food again. It’s been way too long! Ah, Mida Ruu, bring that log over here.”


      “Oh, okay,” said Mida Ruu, who was carrying a massive log over his shoulder, and he slowly approached us. When his little eyes caught sight of me, they twinkled with joy. “Asuta, I’m real glad you weren’t hurt.”


      “Yeah. And I’m glad that nobody from the Ruu got seriously injured too.”


      I had heard that several men from some of the other clans had suffered minor injuries. They had been up in trees or standing somewhere with bad footing, and had gotten hurt when they had fallen. None of those injuries had been serious, though. The totos contact network had been used to check on all of the clans yesterday, so we had learned very quickly that none of us had been badly hurt.


      “We’ve been waiting for you, Asuta. Are you done with your preparations too?” Sheera Ruu called out, leading a wagon over to us from the far side of the plaza. She was going to be in charge of the Ruu clan stalls today. A woman from a Lea branch house was leading a second wagon.


      “Yup. We were able to make five hundred poitan wraps this morning,” I said. “Did things go okay on your end too?”


      “Yes. Since we weren’t making anything complicated, it was actually easier than usual.” The Ruu clan had made five hundred servings of giba soup with tau oil. And these weren’t small servings like we usually offered, so for today we had a thousand full meals to give away. “Ruuruu’s wagon seemed to be making strange sounds, though, so we swapped it out with another one. Have you noticed anything like that?”


      “Oh, an axle on one of our wagons was rattling too. Let’s stop by the craftsman’s place on the way back today to ask if they can be repaired or not.” The numerous wagons that had fallen over onto their side during that huge earthquake were now in a rather questionable state. Of course, the craftsman had to be super busy after something like that, so Reina Ruu and everyone hadn’t gone by his place yesterday. “Anyway, let’s get going. Ludo Ruu, Mida Ruu, you two do your best too, okay?”


      “Yup, you take care too!” Ludo Ruu replied.


      “Yeah. Have a good day, Asuta,” Mida Ruu added.


      And with those words from the two young men who weren’t normally awake to see us off, we departed for the post town. And when we arrived, things still seemed more hectic than they usually were. There weren’t all that many members of the militia out and about, but there were quite clearly more people coming and going along the main street.


      Of particular note, I saw a large number of people leading totos that were pulling roofless carts filled with lumber. There were obviously people who were having to rebuild here too. Even though the houses in the post town were of a higher quality than the ones at the forest’s edge, with an earthquake that intense, it was no surprise that some of them would need work.


      Sheera Ruu’s wagon split off from ours along the way to deliver meals to The Great Southern Tree and The Sledgehammer, while the rest of us headed to The Kimyuus’s Tail and knocked on the door, which opened to reveal Telia Mas, who had a concerningly sorrowful look on her face.


      “We’ve been waiting for you. You’re going to be distributing food in a different way than usual, right? How many stalls will you be using?” she asked.


      “We’ll take four stalls. But, um...did something happen? You look kinda pale.”


      “Ah, well...you see...Lebi never showed up last night,” Telia Mas replied, looking like she was on the verge of breaking down in tears. “I don’t know what could’ve happened to him. Did he get injured during the earthquake yesterday? Maybe a log fell on him while he was working as a laborer.”


      “Yeah, that’s definitely worrying. If Yumi, Ben, or Kalgo show up at the stalls, I’ll be sure to ask them about him.”


      “Please do. I wanted to go to The Westerly Wind to ask Yumi myself, but our inn needs all sorts of repairs, so I wasn’t able to.”


      It pained me to see Telia Mas looking so heartbroken. It occurred to me that we people of the forest’s edge were really lucky that we had been able to confirm that all of us were all right in less than a day.


      We tried to cheer up the rather depressed Telia Mas as we walked to where the stalls were kept to pick them up. Then on our way to our dedicated space, we saw Dora and Tara in their usual spot.


      “Hey there, Asuta! I heard you were all right, but you don’t seem to even have a scratch on you!”


      “Yeah. I’m glad that you two don’t seem to have been injured either. Are your family and your house okay?”


      “We’re fine. My uncle took a bit of a fall and came down on his rear, but he’ll be back to normal after he rests for a day. Of course, he’s been going on and on about how he has to care for the onda. Trying to get him to stay still has been tough.”


      Dora’s house had looked pretty old when I’d seen it, so it was a real relief to hear it hadn’t collapsed. Meanwhile, Tara was smiling away as she stood beside her dad. Since she had been told that Rimee Ruu and the rest of the Ruu clan were okay, she didn’t seem to be particularly worried about anything.


      “Business isn’t going like usual, unsurprisingly,” Dora continued. “Everybody’s running around with house repairs and the like, so they aren’t taking time to buy vegetables.”


      “Sounds rough. But it’s good that there weren’t any big fires in the post town.”


      “That’s for sure. Thinking about it like that, we were lucky that there were so many soldiers gathered that close to town. They helped out a whole lot in the Daleim lands too, apparently. I feel bad about bad-mouthing them yesterday.”


      I did recall him mentioning that the militia had been doing drills right in the middle of the Daleim lands too. Had they been doing that somewhere around the Turan lands as well? I felt almost certain that they had.


      “So, you’re really going to be serving giba cooking for free today? We weren’t impacted all that badly, so is it still all right for us to have some?”


      “Yes, it’s free for anyone who wants it. Stuff like whole-roast kimyuus and fruit wine were handed out for free during the revival festival, right?”


      “I see. That sure is considerate of the lord of Genos! I feel like I’ve been hearing nothing but good stories about that guy since last year, to the point that it’s almost starting to worry me.”


      After saying goodbye to Dora and Tara, we departed for our usual space. There didn’t seem to be quite as many customers waiting for us to open as usual, but considering what had just happened, folks were probably unsure about whether we’d come to town today. As we approached, some southerners nearby smiled at us, looking relieved.


      “Ah, so you came after all! We were all worried about what we’d do if you were taking time off!”


      “Yep. But things are going to be a little different today,” I started to say, only for some guards who had been standing by in the restaurant space to come rushing over. And one of them was Marth, the platoon commander we were acquainted with.


      “Ah, hold on, we’ll explain what’s going on. You lot go ahead and prepare your stalls,” he said.


      “Got it. Thanks.”


      Leaving the explanation to him, we started getting set up. After hearing about the service we would be providing today, the folks gathered around all cheered loudly. The excitement over the news that they were going to get to have giba cooking for free was spreading rapidly.


      “We seriously get to eat without paying any coins?”


      “Yes, but only one meal per person. And you’re not allowed to take some with you for someone else either. We want to avoid any trickery so as many people can benefit from this as possible.”


      As Marth was speaking, people started streaming in from the south. An official notice must have been put out shortly before our usual opening time. Before long, there was an even bigger crowd than usual pressing in on our stalls.


      Since today’s menu was restricted to just giba meat poitan wraps and giba soup with tau oil, our preparations were already complete. Once Marth had given his permission for us to start, we immediately began handing food out.


      We had gone from six stalls down to four, but if you discounted Myme’s absence, we had the same number of people on duty as always. All of the extra personnel were busy collecting and washing plates over in the restaurant space. We had gathered up as many bowls as possible from the Ruu clans and the clans that lived near the Fa, and had concluded that with half of the food served being soup, we would need more folks on washing duty.


      The restaurant space wasn’t nearly big enough to accommodate the crowd, so blankets were laid out in the open space to our north to provide temporary seating. But even that wasn’t enough, so some people ended up standing around as they enjoyed their soup.


      “You mentioned the revival festival earlier, Asuta, and I have to say, this is really reminding me of how things were back then,” Yun Sudra remarked with a smile as she assisted Toor Deen at the stall next to mine. And it was true, we were probably getting customers coming in about as fast as they had during the festival. Even with a thousand meals, it felt like we’d finish handing them out well before our scheduled closing time.


      The people around us seemed to be filled with joy. If not for the serious damage the earthquake had inflicted on the town, even more of them would probably have been grinning. But at least they looked seriously happy to be able to enjoy giba cooking for free.
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      “Whoa, what’s going on here?! Are you all mistaking this for a festival or something?” a familiar voice called out from off to our side, and I turned that way in a fluster.


      “Yumi, you’re okay?!”


      “Huh? Did you think I got hurt or something? I was in the plaza when it happened, so I’m completely fine.”


      “Well, when Reina Ruu and the others went to The Westerly Wind yesterday, you weren’t anywhere to be seen. Jou Ran’s been really worried too.”


      Yumi’s face instantly went bright red. “I was outside, so I wasn’t in any danger. Is he okay, though? The men were hunting giba then, weren’t they?”


      “Yeah, but nobody was seriously injured. Jou Ran included, of course.”


      Yumi quickly moved around to the rear of the stall and asked, “But that means there were some minor injuries, right? But the hunters of the forest’s edge are really sturdy...”


      “Ah, yeah, some of the folks from other clans got slightly injured. But everyone you know is doing fine.”


      Yumi gave a big sigh of relief when she heard that. “You should’ve said that from the start, then. But I’m glad Ai Fa and the rest of you are okay.”


      “Same to you, Yumi. But what about Lebi and the rest of them? Lebi didn’t show up at The Kimyuus’s Tail yesterday, so Telia Mas has been really worried.”


      “Lebi? Ben and Kalgo were with me, but he has work in the middle of the day. I don’t actually know where his house is, though, so I’ll have to spread the message around a bit. Telling him that he needs to show his face at The Kimyuus’s Tail, I mean.”


      “Thanks. That’s a huge help.”


      Yumi then circled back around to the front of the stall and grabbed one of the giba meat poitan wraps laid out there. They were twice the size of our usual ones, making them big enough to fill most people’s stomachs.


      “I’m sure Lebi’s fine, so tell Telia Mas that too! He’s not enough of a dunce to let some random log crush him!” Yumi added, then she took off. She must have had her own work to take care of too. After all, according to Reina Ruu, The Westerly Wind had looked like it needed a lot of repairs.


      She must’ve come running to the stalls because she was worried about Jou Ran. I’m glad she’s okay, but what’s going on with Lebi? I thought to myself, placing some fresh meat on my tray. And shortly after that, the folks from the construction group showed up.


      “Hey! Good to see you’re doing all right, Asuta!” Aldas said. “We came rushing over here when we heard we’d get to eat giba cooking for free. After all, it would’ve been unbearable if it all got eaten before we arrived.”


      “Is your whole crew okay too? I was worried about what might’ve happened to you if you were working up on a roof.”


      “Oh, some of us were. But as soon as the rumbling started, they got down right away, so we were fine. I mean, when we heard those strange animal cries coming from in the forest, we knew something bad had to be coming.”


      Those were some impressive crisis management skills. Aldas was smiling, while Pops was his normal level of grumpy, and neither of them seemed to have so much as a scratch on them, which was a serious relief for me.


      “The south gets more earthquakes than the west,” Aldas explained. “But we’re the children of the earth god Jagar, so no matter how much the great god Amusehorn thrashes around in his sleep, it isn’t going to scare us.”


      “Oh, I see. Well, it seems like earthquakes with that kind of strength are pretty uncommon here in Genos.”


      “Yeah, having him roll over that forcefully is definitely rare. But regardless of how bad the great god’s sleeping posture may get, Jagar will always manage to put him back to sleep in the end, no problem.”


      The great god Amusehorn was the continent itself, while the southern god Jagar was the god of the earth. I had never realized until just now that they interacted like that, though.


      “More importantly, are you and your family okay, Asuta? The shaking must have been pretty bad at the forest’s edge, huh?”


      “My family is all fine. Our house collapsed, though.”


      “What?” Pops said after having stayed silent all this time. There was a sharp gleam in his eye. “Your house collapsed? Then this is no time to be standing around smiling.”


      “Yeah, but we can always repair the house. It may take a while, but we’ll manage.”


      “Where are you spending the night, then? Surely you aren’t camping out in the middle of the forest with all those giba prowling around, right?” Aldas asked, leaning closer with a worried look on his face.


      “No, we’re not,” I replied with a smile. “Currently, we’re staying at the settlement of a clan we’re friends with. We’ll be freeloading there until our house is fixed back up.”


      “You can’t really relax in somebody else’s house.”


      “It’s not that bad. Still, it seems like it’ll take quite a while to rebuild the house, so things are a bit rough.”


      The expression on Pops’s face grew more and more displeased, and he started tousling his shaggy head of hair. “Why didn’t you ask us?” he finally said.


      “Huh? For what?”


      “What do you mean, for what? We told you to reach out if you needed a house built, didn’t we? So why didn’t you ask us to do it?”


      I was left unable to reply for a moment. Sure enough, I vaguely recalled hearing that a long time ago, but I had taken it as just something said for the sake of politeness.


      “But you’re really busy these days, aren’t you? And you’ve got to be even busier after yesterday’s earthquake.”


      “Hmph. Any house we’ve worked on wouldn’t fall about from just a little sleep turning. And besides, the only people who make requests of us are inns and wealthy merchants.”


      “I see. But at the forest’s edge, our customs tell us to avoid spending money needlessly.”


      “Needlessly? What else is more important in this world than your home? You’ll never get anywhere in life if you’re that stingy with your coins,” Pops said, bringing his face really close to mine. “Listen. Give us the job. We’ll build you a house so fine that it won’t so much as budge the next time the great god rolls over. There’s no shortage of lumber out there in the forest too, so it shouldn’t cost as much as you may be thinking.”
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      And so, we ended up hiring the construction group from Jagar to rebuild the Fa house. Naturally, there had been several hoops that we’d had to jump through before finalizing the deal, but once we’d gotten them all worked out, we chose to move forward with it.


      On the construction group’s side, that had actually gone surprisingly smoothly. They had hardly gotten any new requests related to damage from the earthquake from the inns and houses they had contracts with. Since they did proper inspections and repairs on a yearly basis, even an earthquake on that scale wasn’t enough to break the buildings they worked on.


      I had asked if any inns or households they weren’t contracted with had sought out their services, but apparently most people couldn’t afford to hire a construction group from Jagar. The south was famous for its construction industry, and hiring Pops Balan’s crew was not cheap. On top of that, even when new jobs came in, they were the ones to determine the priority and scheduling. And Pops made it quite clear that the Fa house job would come first and foremost.


      Ai Fa and I had spent the next night carefully going over the proposal, and in the end my clan head had decided that we should do it. The biggest factor in her decision was the fact that the Fa clan had plenty of money to spare. There had really been no need for Dei Ravitz to point out the obvious back at the clan head meeting—it was abundantly clear to everyone that our clan had become quite wealthy over the last year. We had so much money that the two of us would have a hard time ever using it all up.


      “It wouldn’t be unreasonable for people to consider it shameful of us to continue to rely on a clan we aren’t related to when we have enough money to resolve this situation.” That was how Ai Fa framed her thinking on the matter.


      If we had declined Pops’s proposal, it would have taken quite a long while to rebuild the Fa house. We also would’ve needed to sleep at other houses the entire time, on top of having to borrow the aid of other clans. We were grateful that we had friends who would’ve made that an option if we had needed it, but the thought of imposing on the kindness of others that much had been bothering Ai Fa.


      Sure, turning down their kind offers might be seen as acting distant by some of our comrades, but if we used our fortune, we would be able to take care of things on our own without overly burdening anyone else.


      “Besides, the houses at the forest’s edge are based on designs we learned from southerners, so it should be possible to have them build our new home to be just like the old one, right?” my clan head had added.


      Back when the people of the forest’s edge had resided in the black forest, they had lived in woven grass houses. They had probably been similar to the Suun ritual hall. But at the Morga forest’s edge, we frequently got squall-like rainfall, so structures like those weren’t strong enough. Because of that, shortly after moving here, the people of the forest’s edge had asked a group of southerners to teach them how to construct wooden houses instead. That was a bit of history I had learned about last year, when Shumiral had visited the Fa house. Ai Fa had brought it up while we’d been talking.


      “We’d be a laughingstock if they built us a stone house here at the forest’s edge, but if they make it in the same style as before, there should be no issues. That’s what I think, at least, but what about you?” Ai Fa had asked me.


      “Yeah, I’ve got no objections to hiring them. From what I can see, it seems like a pretty good use for our money.”


      That just left the matter of costs, but the estimate we had been given was an amount we could pay without difficulty. When I had told Pops about the Fa house’s scale and its floor plan, he had been able to give me back some rough numbers. And as he’d said before, the sum was a lot less than I had been expecting. Supposedly, the job would require twenty people working from morning till night for three days, but the cost was a mere nine silver coins.


      “You only charge nine silver coins to build an entire house?” I had asked in shock, which had earned me the deepest of grimaces from Pops.


      “What, are you saying our skills come cheap? You sure are well off, aren’t you?”


      “Ah, sorry if that was rude. I just have no idea what the normal cost for that kind of thing is.”


      The sense that I had was that one red coin was roughly equivalent to two hundred yen. A silver coin was equal to a thousand red coins, which meant nine silver coins worked out to around 1.8 million yen. That was a sizable amount, sure, but as someone born and raised in Japan, that sounded awfully cheap for a house.


      However, there was also the fact that you couldn’t accrue wealth as easily here as you could in my home country. Taking day laborers as an example, their hourly wage was only two or three red coins at most. Thinking about it like that, if they were going to have twenty people collectively earning nine silver coins for three days of work, then a rough calculation put their hourly wages at about fifteen red coins per person per hour, which did seem reasonably high.


      Of course, the leaders like Pops and Aldas and any workers they hire locally probably get paid a different amount than the rest.


      As I was working through the numbers, Pops shot me a glare. “Let me just say, that’s only the base rate. Normally, it’d cost two or three times that much because you’d have to add in the cost for the lumber and the effort needed to transport it where it needs to go.”


      “Ah, I see... For lumber, you can use the trees in the surrounding area. The other clans are building their houses in the same way.”


      “Hmph. Well anyway, that’s the going rate. But if we do need other materials, we’ll add those costs on then. Also, if anything you told us is off and we need more time to finish it, we’ll be needing three silver coins per day.”


      With all the issues worked out, we proceeded to hire them for the job.


      Like yesterday, we were distributing food from the stalls, and the construction group came right away once again, at which point I told them my clan head had given her permission.


      “Ooh, she gave her okay?! It’s kinda funny to think that we’re going to be building your new house for you!” Aldas remarked excitedly, and the other workers seemed to feel much the same way. Pops Balan alone had a sour look on his face.


      “Looks like we’ve got a job. Do you mind if we start working tomorrow?” he asked.


      “That sounds good. Does that work out okay with your prior contracts, though?” I replied.


      “Hmph. We’re here in Genos for two months this time, so we’ve got time to spare. We should be able to get all our work done before the thirty-first of the blue month.”


      Now that he mentioned it, if I was remembering correctly, last year they had been here for a month and a half, with their arrival being halfway through the green month. They had already been in Genos for a while when I’d met them.


      “By the way, are you planning to keep handing out giba cooking without asking for payment for a bit longer?” Aldas asked.


      “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Our current arrangement is supposed to last at least through tomorrow. After that, the nobles will check the state of the post town, and we’ll see how it goes from there.”


      “Got it. Well, if we pay for it, would you be able to prepare meals with giba meat for us on-site? We won’t have the time to keep going back and forth to the post town in the middle of each day, but we can hardly keep our strength up if all we have is jerky.”


      “Oh. In that case, I’ll make you meals in advance. I don’t need any payment, though, so please don’t worry about that.”


      “Really?” Aldas asked, his eyes shining brightly.


      Meanwhile, Pops had an indescribable look on his face, with a deeply furrowed brow. “We really should pay you properly for that. Building your house is a job, after all.”


      “Ah, no, it’s the least I can do to thank you for opening up three days in your schedule for us. My clan head has also given her permission for it, so no need to worry about that.” There was one other matter I needed to bring up with them too. “Also, I have another message from some of the other clan heads, actually... Would a few of you be able to have dinner with them after you’re done working for the day?”


      “Hmm? What are you talking about?”


      “The head of the Fou clan, who are the ones we’re currently straying with, and the leading clan head of the Ruu both said they’d like to share a meal with you. They want to talk to you all before the banquet on the thirty-first of the blue month that everyone is invited to.”


      “So you’re saying we’re being invited into their homes at the forest’s edge to eat dinner?”


      “Yeah. It’d be tough to accommodate all twenty of you, but what if we invite two or three key members of your group?”


      Though the construction group were regulars at the stalls, they’d hardly had any interaction at all with the hunters of the forest’s edge, so I was a little nervous about how they’d respond, but Aldas broke out in a bright smile.


      “That sounds interesting. We’re obviously gonna accept. Right Pops?”


      “Hmm... What about getting back, though? The forest is dangerous at night, isn’t it?”


      “We’ll use a wagon to escort you back to The Great Southern Tree. We’ve gotten evening guests back to town that way lots of times now.”


      Pops still had a hard-to-read look on his face, though, causing Aldas to tilt his head and ask, “What is it? It’s not like we’ve got any reason to refuse, right? Just getting to eat a dinner prepared by Asuta and his people should make it worthwhile to go.”


      “I’m not exactly fond of the thought of getting appraised by folks we’ve never even met, though,” Pops grumbled.


      He wasn’t completely wrong to think that way. Baadu Fou and Donda Ruu had made that proposal because they wanted to see what kind of people Pops and the others were for themselves.


      “I’m sorry if their offer is making you feel uncomfortable. But the Fou and Ruu clan heads both want to use this opportunity to get to know you. There’s been friction between the people of the forest’s edge and folks from Jagar for a long time, after all.”


      “That’s true. Before we became friends with Asuta, you really hated the people of the forest’s edge, didn’t you, Pops?” Aldas said. “It’s only natural that they’d want to assess us a bit if they’re inviting us to the forest’s edge, right?”


      “Hmph,” Pops grunted.


      “We people of the forest’s edge are currently trying to figure out how to live properly as citizens of the west. And since Selva and Jagar are friendly nations, we’d like to be friends with you as well,” I said with complete sincerity, shooting Pops a smile. “Naturally, I’d be there for both dinners too. And it’s not like they’re gonna be all stiff and formal, so won’t you please come and share a meal with us?”


      “I didn’t say I was turning you down or anything. I’m just not fond of getting appraised by strangers, is all.”


      “They’d like to forge a bond with you precisely because they’re strangers. And to be honest, they probably want to meet you themselves because of all the stories they’ve heard from their family members.”


      “Their family members?” Pops repeated with a questioning look, so I pointed over at Yun Sudra, who was working the stall next to mine.


      “She’s related to the Fou clan, and the Fou settlement is where the banquet you’ve all been invited to will be held.” Then I pointed over at the stalls on my other side. “And they belong to the Ruu clan. The two girls with the black and red hair are daughters of the leading clan head. Their other two sisters also take turns working the stalls, so you should be familiar with them too.”


      “Oh?” Aldas said, his eyes opening wide. “Those girls are from that important of a family? Is that voluptuous woman one of their sisters too, then?”


      “I assume you mean Vina Ruu, so yeah, she’s the oldest of the four sisters.”


      “This is starting to sound more and more interesting. Don’t you think we should just accept instead of worrying about every little thing?” Aldas asked.


      “I told you, I never said I was turning the offer down,” Pops replied sulkily, stroking his ample beard. “If you wanna invite us that badly, go ahead. Don’t blame me if it leads to any bad blood, though.”


      “I’m sure it’ll be fine. During the revival festival, we had men from the forest’s edge and southerners drinking together, after all,” I pointed out.


      “Right. And I can’t see much point in worrying about stuff like that when we’re already invited to that banquet anyway,” Aldas added.


      We then finished discussing the final arrangements for the reconstruction job, and Pops and the others headed back to their usual work.


      Then, as I breathed a sigh of relief, a young woman’s voice called out, “Hey, Asuta. You sure took your time, chatting with those guys, didn’t you? I was starting to get tired of waiting.”


      “Oh, Yumi. Sorry about that, there’s been a lot going on... Oh yeah, I let Jou Ran know that you’re all right, and he was really relieved.”


      “W-Well, never mind that. I’ve got news about Lebi.”


      “Oh, so Lebi’s okay? I’m really glad to hear it.”


      Lebi had never shown up at The Kimyuus’s Tail last night, which had worried Telia Mas to death.


      “Yeah, though I haven’t been able to meet up with him myself yet. Luia ran into him and told him Telia Mas has been worried. I’m sure he’ll show up at The Kimyuus’s Tail sometime today.”


      “I see. If he’s all right, though, why didn’t he go to The Kimyuus’s Tail?”


      “No clue. Maybe he’s been repairing his house? I’m sure the place where he lives has to be pretty old,” Yumi said. Then her eyebrows rose ever so slightly. “Anyway, I’m sure there must be a reason. He’s not the type to make a girl worry. When I see him, though, you’d better believe I’m gonna chew him out.”


      “Well, don’t go too hard on him, okay?”


      After that, Yumi accepted her giba meat poitan wrap and promptly took off.


      Things seemed to still be pretty hectic everywhere in town today. Wagons packed with lumber kept coming and going nonstop, and there were lots of folks wrapped in bandages stumbling along too. That said, the feeling in the air actually wasn’t all that negative. Sure, it wasn’t exactly the happiest either, but if I had to put it into words, I would have said that the people kinda felt energized, like they were during a festival. Rather than desperation, it was more that they were full of drive to overcome this calamity.


      The townsfolk are really strong-willed, even if they’re not quite as strong as the people of the forest’s edge, I thought to myself as I continued to grill giba meat.


      Rather than the morning rush followed later by a surge around when the sun hit its peak that we usually saw when doing business, we were getting a constant stream of folks today. Yesterday, we had been almost out of food by the lower first hour, and with the way things were going, we’d be closing pretty early once again.


      Some time later, Arishuna showed up. When I spied her standing alone a short distance away from the stalls, I was caught off guard, but then said to the Matua woman working next to me, “Uh, sorry, but is it okay if I have someone from the restaurant space help you out for a bit?” I then hurried over to the restaurant space and asked Fei Beim to sub in for me at the stall before approaching Arishuna. “I’m glad you’re here, Arishuna. Would you mind talking to me for a bit?”


      “Of course not. That is why, I came,” Arishuna replied with a nod, looking as calm as always.


      I felt my heart pounding in my chest as I said what had been on my mind. “The day after you entrusted me with that bracelet, Genos was struck by a massive earthquake. Was that some kind of charm to ward off disaster?”


      “Yes, that is right.”


      “So then, did you see that earthquake coming in advance?”


      Though no expression showed on her face, Arishuna tilted her head a bit. “Star reading, can be used, to predict disasters. But westerners, do not, place value, in star reading.”


      “Huh? What do you—?”


      “The king of Selva, dislikes the techniques, of Sym. Making decisions based on, ancient practices, is not permitted. Even if I were, hypothetically, to predict, a great disaster, my word, could not be taken, as fact. It is believed, that the techniques, of Sym, mustn’t impact, the direction of, the country,” Arishuna said, her voice terribly quiet. “I believe, that viewpoint, is not mistaken. The four great kingdoms, are not ruled, by sorcery. They cast, such things aside, and were born, of stone and steel. It is only natural, to not elevate, ancient skills.”


      “Then why—?”


      “I am, a guest, in Genos. When disaster approaches, I inform, Duke Genos. But if Duke Genos, were known to listen to, star reading, he would earn, the anger of, the king of Selva. Because of that, I believe, when disaster, closes in, Duke Genos, makes preparations, without saying anything,” Arishuna said. Then she took half a step toward me, her mysterious black eyes staring at mine from up close. “And I, would not be, permitted to speak, either. That is why, I said nothing.”


      “Huh? But, wait, didn’t you just tell me everything right now?”


      “That was all, a hypothetical. You said, I predicted, this disaster, so my reply, was in regards to, that assumption.”


      “So in other words...I should think of everything you said as being theoretical rather than the truth of the matter?”


      “Yes. The truth remains, in darkness.”


      When she said that, I almost broke out in a smile. “Understood. I take it I shouldn’t go probing into that darkness, right?”


      “Indeed. That would be, dangerous. Especially since, observers from the capital, will come again, eventually.”


      If the people in the capital learned that Marstein had mobilized the militia based on star reading, it would be bad. That was what she seemed to be saying.


      “Got it. I won’t pursue it any further, then. But could I ask you a question?”


      “Yes. What is it?”


      “Why do you worry about me so much, Arishuna? That’s the second time you’ve given me a charm to ward off disaster, isn’t it?”


      Arishuna’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Asuta, you are, a starless one. As such, I cannot read, your fate. That causes me, to worry. You are, precious to me, so I wish, for you to live, a healthy life.”


      “I see... I’m really grateful to you for showing that kind of concern for someone like me,” I said, smiling at her as I took out the bracelet she had given me. “Allow me to give this back to you.”


      “Of course,” Arishuna said, accepting it. But then, she held it out to me once more. “Asuta, could I place, this in, your care?”


      “Huh? Is there another disaster coming our way?”


      “No, but it would, be difficult, to come to you, each time, a disaster, approaches. It would be, a relief, if you could always, hold on to it.”


      I smiled again, unable to stop myself. “Arishuna, doesn’t that count as you acknowledging that you predicted that whole disaster?”


      “I was speaking, hypothetically,” Arishuna replied, remaining expressionless even still. It kind of felt as if an unfriendly black cat had gotten attached to me or something as I accepted the bracelet back.


      “In that case, when should I return this to you?”


      “I do not know. When our bond, is broken, I suppose,” Arishuna said, giving another polite bow. “I shall pray, that day, never arrives. Now then, please excuse me.”


      “Of course. Thanks for coming all the way out here. Oh, and Arishuna, tomorrow was supposed to be a day when we would sell giba curry, so I’m still gonna have Yang deliver some to you.”


      Arishuna stared back at me, then gave another bow.


      “I am, truly grateful. You are, very precious, to me, Asuta.”


      “Thank you for saying so. Take care on your way back to the castle town, okay?”


      Arishuna’s slender figure then vanished into the crowd. After watching her leave, I returned to the stall, where Fei Beim gave me a questioning look.


      “Is everything okay? That seemed like a rather odd encounter,” she asked.


      “Yeah, everything’s fine.”


      I knew that it would be best to not carelessly go around spreading what she had told me. I really wanted to limit the number of people involved with stuff related to the western capital.


      But I have to wonder, were the militia soldiers not informed of what was going on? If they weren’t, then it’s really impressive that they were able to accomplish so much.


      Or maybe just the commanding officers had been informed, but however that had worked, it was best to leave that sort of stuff entirely up to Marstein.


      The rest of our time at the stalls passed unevenfully, and eventually we ran out of all of the thousand meals we had prepared for the day. Currently, it was around the lower first hour, so we did end up finishing quite a bit earlier than usual.


      “Hmph. The townsfolk aren’t going to start becoming reluctant to pay for our cooking in the future now that we’ve given them a free taste, are they?” Tsuvai Rutim grumbled as we were cleaning up the stalls.


      Lala Ruu, who was helping her, shrugged and said, “It’ll be fine. No matter how stingy someone is with their coins, it’s not like food comes raining down from the sky. Nobody’s dumb enough to not realize that.”


      “Oh? But there were fools dumb enough to pillage the fruits of the forest to save money.”


      “You say the weirdest things sometimes! Anyway, let’s hurry up and get this dealt with.”


      Neither thirteen-year-old girl knew any restraint. Personally, I rather enjoyed seeing the two of them interact.


      At any rate, it was time for us to head back to the forest’s edge. Once all our luggage was loaded into the wagons, we made our way to The Kimyuus’s Tail. When we got there, though, we ran across someone unexpected: Lebi was standing right in front of the inn.


      “Huh? Oh hey, Lebi, how are you? Everyone’s been worried about you,” I called out, and Lebi slowly turned.


      I was finally able to get a good look at him, and what I saw seriously shocked me. He was so haggard that it was like he was a whole different person than he had been two days prior.


      “Wh-What in the world happened? Did you get hurt or something?”


      “Oh, Asuta... No, I’m not injured.”


      So he said, but there were dark circles under his eyes, and his cheeks looked emaciated. He normally kept his chin clean cut, but I could also see some faint stubble.


      “Then what’s going on? You don’t seem like your usual self.”


      “It’s nothing... I just came to take care of something,” Lebi muttered, then he stepped into The Kimyuus’s Tail. After handing Gilulu’s reins to Toor Deen, I hurried after him.


      “Oh my goodness, Lebi! What in the world happened to you?!” Telia Mas said from the reception desk, clearly taken aback. Her eyes were full of a jumbled mix of joy and worry, but Lebi wasn’t meeting her gaze as he walked over to her.


      “Is the owner in?” he asked.


      “Y-Yes, he’s fixing a broken shelf in the kitchen... But really, what’s going on? You look as if you’re sick or something.”


      “Please call for him.”


      Telia Mas’s brows drooped and it looked like she was holding back tears as she called out, “Dad!”


      Milano Mas appeared from the door behind the reception desk, and Lebi deeply bowed his head to the man. “Milano Mas, I apologize for taking the past two days off without notice. I’m here to tell you that I need to quit.”


      “What?” Milano Mas said, furrowing his brow. Telia Mas seriously looked like she was about to break down sobbing at this point, and she was wringing her hands. “You finally show your face, and this is what you have to say to us? If something’s going on, then tell us.”


      “There’s no point in talking about it... I’m very sorry for causing you nothing but trouble.”


      “If you feel sorry, then explain yourself already. Or what, are you just sick of doing honest work already?”


      “Dad,” Telia Mas said quietly, putting a hand on her father’s arm.


      Milano Mas paid her no heed, though, and his glare grew even more intense. “Did something happen during that earthquake the day before yesterday? You were working as a laborer, weren’t you?”


      “Nothing in particular happened to me...but I can’t work at this inn any longer.”


      “I don’t get it. You look like you’re in good enough health, so I can’t see any reason you couldn’t do the work,” Milano Mas said. Then his brow deeply furrowed. “Did something happen to your old man? He’s been laid up with a leg injury, right?”


      His head still lowered, Lebi’s shoulder started trembling. “My old man... He’s at the temple of Vairus. Probably snoring up a storm right now.”


      “The temple of Vairus? Isn’t that where they’re gathering people who got the worst injuries?”


      “Yes,” Lebi quietly replied. “We’d been living in a row house in the slums, but that earthquake absolutely wrecked the place. My old man was pinned under the wreckage, and several of his ribs were broken.”


      “That’s really terrible. But why does that mean you need to quit? If your house was destroyed, you ought to have even more of a need to earn money, right?”


      “Honest work isn’t going to be an option for me pretty soon. In a few more days, we’ll almost certainly be thrown out of the temple. At that point, we’ll be at the end of our rope,” Lebi said with a low chuckle. It was a coarse laugh that felt really unlike him. “We’ll have no choice but to live somewhere even worse than we did before. If we don’t want to die by the roadside, our only choice will be to move into the depths of the slums. That place is like a giiz nest, and the people who run it are all serious criminals.”


      “Why would you have to live in a place like that? If you do honest work, you should be able to live somewhere better, right?”


      “All the better places are already full of better people. We’re not the only ones to lose our home, after all. There aren’t many folks out there who’re poorer than us, though. The only thing trash like us can do is to slink into the shadows.”


      “Then that’s all the more reason to keep the decent job that you have now, isn’t it? Once you earn enough money, you can move somewhere better.”


      “The crooks who live in those parts would never let that happen. Either they’d steal away my earnings, or I’d have to become a criminal myself.” Since Lebi was still hanging his head, I couldn’t make out his expression. However, his back was visibly trembling a bit. “How do you think people end up as criminals? Something like this happens to them, and it ruins them. When they have nowhere left to run to, turning to crime is the only way they can survive.”


      “In that case, I’ll hold on to your earnings for you and give you what you need when you need it, so there won’t be anything for those scoundrels to steal, yeah?”


      “That won’t work. If they find out I have a job at a place like this, they’ll start keeping an eye on it. They’ll break in during the dead of the night and demand that I guide them to the cash. And if I refuse, well, they’ll probably torture me to death.”


      I was at a loss for words. Telia Mas, meanwhile, was now crying uncontrollably.


      Lebi gloomily continued, “That’s the sort of place where we’re going to live. And that’s why I have to cut ties with the two of you.”


      “Hmph. If that’s what you want, then do as you please,” Milano Mas said, shaking off his daughter’s grip and stomping over to Lebi. “And if you want to be a scoundrel or die by the roadside, that’s fine too. It’s your life, so you can do what you want.”


      “Dad, that’s—” Telia Mas started to say.


      “But what is it that you really want to do? All you’ve been doing is complaining! Do you really think you can survive like that?” Milano Mas questioned, grabbing Lebi by the shoulders and forcing him to stand up straight. The young man was biting down on his lip as he stared back at the innkeeper. “Answer me, kid. Do you want to become a criminal? Or to die on the side of the road? Do you want to cut ties with us?”


      “I don’t have any choice.”


      “That’s not what we’re talking about here! I’m asking what you want to do!” Milano Mas snapped, leaning closer to Lebi, still holding his shoulders.


      Lebi started to cry as he answered. “Of course... Of course I want to live an honest life. But...”


      “Then you’ve got to reach for it with everything you have! You’ll destroy your own life with an attitude like that!” Milano Mas shouted, shoving Lebi away. As Lebi rocked back, I hurriedly grabbed him from behind. “There’s a storage room at the back of the first floor. Starting today, you’re living there.”


      “Huh? But my old man—”


      “Obviously, you’re bringing him along too! If you clean things up in there, you’ll have more than enough space for two people to sleep! So hurry up and get cleaning!”


      After stumbling out of my grasp, Lebi stared up at Milano Mas, utterly dumbfounded. “But why? You only just met me recently.”


      “If you’ve got a problem with that, then go find a ditch to die in! I’m not so nice that I’d go out of my way to force you to stay here,” Milano Mas said, looking away with a huff, then turning his back toward Lebi fully. “Either get out of my sight or go clean out that storage room. Hurry up and decide. I was in the middle of fixing a shelf, you know.”


      Lebi hung his head once more, and his tears fell to the floor one after another. “Thank you, Milano Mas. I’ll never forget this debt for as long as I live.”


      “Hmph,” Milano Mas snorted before vanishing back into the kitchen.


      Telia Mas ran over to Lebi. “I’m so happy for you. Please, pull yourself together. The western god would never abandon someone trying to live an earnest life.”


      Lebi was unable to reply as he continued to sob. Telia Mas’s cheeks were wet with tears too, but she was smiling happily at him.
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      As I breathed a sigh of relief, I said to Lebi, “I’ll help you clean. Then let’s go pick up your dad. Our wagon will make getting him here easy.” I was making the decision to help him on my own without asking the people out front, but I was sure they wouldn’t object.
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      The next day, the seventeenth of the blue month, had arrived. Early in the morning on that day, Ai Fa quickly took care of her part of the washing and then departed for the post town atop Gilulu.


      Today, the construction group from Jagar would begin work on rebuilding the Fa house. However, they had never set foot in the forest’s edge before, so it was necessary for Ai Fa to go meet up with them.


      “I have no problem with you two relying on the Fou clan for as long as you need, but it makes sense that Ai Fa wouldn’t be all right with that,” Baadu Fou said, having gotten up early to work on rebuilding one of his own clan’s houses. “Still, it’s a good opportunity to deepen our bonds with people from the south. I’m certainly looking forward to dinner today, Asuta.”


      “Yeah, me too.”


      After that, I helped gather firewood at the outskirts of the forest alongside the Fou women, and once that was done, I went to check on the Fa house, where the construction work had already started up. A whole twenty workers were there, and almost all of them were busy cutting down trees in the surrounding area. Among the group, only Pops Balan and Aldas were standing still. They were in front of the pile of debris, and Ai Fa was there with them.


      “Hello there, everyone. You guys sure did get to work in a hurry.”


      “Oh hey, Asuta! These are some great trees you have growing around here. We’ll be able to make you a real nice house with them,” Aldas said with a bright grin as he turned my way. And when his emerald green eyes spotted Tia, they went really wide. “So, that girl’s the red savage, huh? Just like I’d heard, she looks exactly like an ordinary person.”


      Tia bowed her head with her usual serious expression on her face. I had told her in advance that Pops and the others were important guests, so I knew she would behave around them.


      Ai Fa had been speaking with Pops, but she then turned toward me too and said, “I was just showing them the rough sketch you drew, Asuta. They said they should be able to build it in three days, as originally planned.”


      The sketch was in Pops’s hands, and as he studied it carefully, he snorted and said, “Hmph. It’s a real sloppy blueprint, but it got the point across well enough. Oh, and we took a look at some other houses on the way here. You lot really do build ’em in the southern style, huh?”


      “Yeah. We see houses built in the same style in the post town every now and then too.”


      “Hmph. But this is a really old style. Nobody would ever think to build a new house with a single-slanted roof nowadays.”


      “Even so, I would like you to please build it to be as close as possible to how it was before,” Ai Fa said with a commanding expression.


      Pops shot her a glare, with his pride as an artisan clearly visible in his eyes. Of course, since the man was short, Ai Fa was actually a bit taller than him. “If that’s what you want as our client, we’ve got no reason to refuse. We’ll make a house you’ll be satisfied with, without fail.”


      “Please do.”


      “Did you give any thought to using this chance to make the house bigger?” Aldas interjected. “It’s fine for now, since it’s just the two of you, but it’ll be pretty cramped if you eventually have kids, right?”


      By the time he was halfway through his question, Ai Fa’s gallant expression had been somewhat spoiled by a tinge of anger. “It won’t be an issue. I lived in this house alongside my parents, after all.”


      “You didn’t have any siblings? With three or four kids, I’m sure this place would start feeling awfully small.”


      Ai Fa’s shoulders had started trembling. If the circumstances were different, she would undoubtedly have been shouting by this point.


      “Our client said this is fine. Don’t be pushy. Come on, we’ve got to get to work too,” Pops cut in.


      “Ah, right. So are you heading to the post town already, Asuta?”


      “No, I’ll be doing prep work on the food for the stalls first. And some people from the Fou clan will come to warm up your meal when the sun hits its peak.”


      “Much appreciated. Now I’m good and fired up.”


      Even though this was their first time here, Aldas and Pops didn’t seem nervous in the least. Southerners tended to shirk the people of the forest’s edge, who they saw as traitors for abandoning Jagar, so maybe that ire had gotten in the way of them developing a fear of the forest of Morga and the giba that lived here, or something.


      I never thought the day when we’d need to rely on them like this would actually arrive, though, I thought to myself as I set about handling my own work. In addition to the food to be given away in town, I was planning to also make soup for the members of the construction group. It was just a simple tau-oil-based giba soup, but I added plenty of mushrooms from Jagar, hoping that they would make it that much more enjoyable.


      Shortly after I had gotten started, the women who would be assisting me all showed up, and we once again set about preparing the five hundred meals we would be handing out. Then, once that was done, we headed over to the Ruu settlement.


      Naturally, they were still working on reconstruction there too. That was probably the case for all of the clans at the moment. When they weren’t in a break period, hunters would normally take it easy until the sun hit its peak and they went out to hunt, but for the time being, they needed to get up early in order to rebuild the destroyed houses.


      “Oh, hello Asuta.”


      The first person who greeted me there was Myme, who was standing beside a house currently under construction. Jeeda and Bartha were right nearby too, sawing away at lumber.


      “Hey there, Myme. Are you helping out here again today?”


      “Yes, though I’m not of any real use, so all I can do is help prepare food.”


      “Nah, we’re grateful for the chance to eat such amazing food in the middle of the day. We’ll be looking forward to what you make us this time too, Myme,” said Bartha, who was dressed like a man as she carried out the construction work. She was a survivor of the heroic outlaws known as the Red Beards, and she had originally been a hunter from Masara. Since she was taller and stronger than most men, she was undoubtedly a great help when it came to physical labor like this.


      Incidentally, the people of the forest’s edge didn’t customarily have a full midday meal, but it seemed like the hunters had been eating a lot more than usual in the last few days. If they hadn’t, they probably would’ve run out of strength when they were out hunting. Fortunately, they had Myme to help with the extra cooking while she was taking time off from running her stall.


      “If we weren’t living in this house, it wouldn’t be necessary to rebuild it, so we’ve got to do what we can to help out, right?” Bartha commented.


      “Yeah,” Myme replied, her eyebrows drooping sadly. “I’m looking forward to when all four of us can live together here again. Uh, of course, there’s nothing wrong with the living arrangements we’ve got now, and I certainly don’t mean to complain.”


      “Yup, but it doesn’t feel great to make other folks feel all cramped, right? Especially since we’re being put up in Darmu Ruu’s house.”


      Since Darmu Ruu’s household only had two members, they ended up having to take in all four guests. It certainly made sense to feel awkward about having two newlyweds be forced to let you stay in their home.


      Incidentally, with Darmu Ruu, Jeeda, and Mikel on the one hand, and Sheera Ruu, Bartha, and Myme on the other, there was a perfect split between men and women residing in that house. I felt like that was a pretty interesting situation, with three men who rarely let their emotions show, and three women who were each good at livening things up in their own way.


      “We’ve been waiting for you, Asuta,” Sheera Ruu then said as she approached us with the chefs she led. “We’re all done with preparations, so shall we head out?”


      And so, we departed for the post town once again.


      Normally, today would have been a day off, but with the temporary job that the castle town had given us, we still needed to go. Since we had gone with the same menu yesterday and the day before, today the Fa clan had made myamuu giba instead, while the Ruu had prepared giba soup with karon milk.


      “Oh yeah, yesterday Sufira Zaza came here from the northern settlement to deliver a message from the leading clan head,” Toor Deen told me while we were on our way to town. “He’s given his permission to run a dessert stall. It’ll have to wait until this whole commotion from the earthquake settles down, but still...”


      “I see. Glad to hear it. I’m sure your treats will be really popular, Toor Deen.”


      “A-Ah, no, since they’ll use more expensive ingredients, they’ll cost more. Still, would you mind if I consult with you on what I should make?”


      “Of course that’d be fine. Let’s put some thought into it together once everything settles down.”


      I was holding the reins, so I couldn’t turn around, but the deep emotion in Toor Deen’s voice was clear when she said, “Thank you.”


      Once we arrived at the post town, we first went to The Kimyuus’s Tail, where we were greeted by Lebi. His cheeks still looked rather emaciated, but the circles under his eyes were gone and he had shaved his stubble, so he no longer had the same rough feel about him from yesterday.


      “Hello, Asuta. Thank you so much for your help yesterday,” Lebi said with a bashful smile, bowing to me.


      Feeling really happy to see him so much better, I smiled back and said, “Don’t worry about it. How’s your dad doing, though? When we moved him in the wagon yesterday, it seemed like it was pretty rough on him.”


      “He took pain medicine, so he’s fine now. He’s sleeping soundly, with no idea how much effort people are putting in for him.”


      “I see. Well, your face looks a lot less pale, Lebi, so that’s a relief.”


      According to what I had been told, Lebi had been looking after the injured in exchange for having his father kept in the care of the temple. They served food there and everything, but he had been so worried about his future that he hadn’t been able to eat or sleep at all. It was perhaps no surprise that his body and spirit had started to fail him, given the circumstances.


      “For the foreseeable future, I’m going to help out around the inn during the day as well, at least until my old man is able to walk. This building has damage from the earthquake here and there too, so I’ll be playing at being a construction worker and a craftsman for a while.”


      “So you expect to eventually return to working as a day laborer?”


      “That’s right. I’ve got to earn what I can to pay Milano Mas back,” Lebi said with a bashful grin. “Hey Asuta, you’ve been friendly with Milano Mas for a long time now, haven’t you? He’s a really great man, isn’t he?”


      “Yeah, I definitely think so too.”


      “My old man’s a dad too, but they’re so different. I’m sure he must’ve brought Telia Mas up really well,” Lebi said, right as the girl in question was coming down from the second floor.


      “Ah, you’ve arrived. Lebi, could you take care of them?” Telia Mas asked, handing a bundle of keys to him.


      When he saw them, Lebi’s eyes widened and he said, “Huh? Wh-What are you giving these to me for?”


      “Please go to the storehouse out back and give Asuta and the others their stalls. They pay the fees in advance, so you don’t need to worry about that.”


      “But...is it really okay for you to trust me with something so important?”


      “It’s fine,” Telia Mas replied with a smile. “Once you’re done with that, just hang the keys back up, all right? Then once we’re done with work, you can hand the keys back to me or my dad.”


      With a serious look on his face, Lebi accepted the keys from Telia Mas. “Understood. I won’t betray your trust, no matter what. I swear it to the western god.”


      “Of course. I trust you, Lebi.”


      And so, Lebi took care of handing over our stalls. Then, after checking the keys again and again, he went and put them away. The reason he was so careful was that the storehouse was a place where they secured totos and wagons on behalf of their customers.


      “The folks at this inn actually trust a guy like me... I just don’t get it.”


      “Really? I’d trust you not to betray everybody too, Lebi.”


      “Yeah, but you met me over a year ago. Telia and Milano Mas only got to know me recently, but...” Lebi said, before he stopped and stared right at my face. “Wait, do those two trust me because I hang out with you people of the forest’s edge?”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Well, the people of the forest’s edge wouldn’t hang out with a scoundrel, right? So it would make sense to assume that someone who spends time with you must not be a criminal.”


      “You’re giving us too much credit there. We make mistakes in how we judge people every now and then too,” I replied. What I had said had actually surprised me a bit. I couldn’t help but think that in the past I might have looked at things from an outsider’s perspective and agreed with Lebi.


      Have I finally truly started seeing myself as a person of the forest’s edge?


      I continued to think about that as we headed over to our stall space. Once again, we had a ton of folks waiting there around the restaurant area. And later, shortly after the sun hit its peak and we were almost done, a messenger from the castle town arrived in a carriage pulled by two totos. He was accompanied by two soldiers as he approached our stalls. Sheera Ruu and I were in charge of the stalls today, so we were the ones who spoke to him.


      “Duke Genos has stated that he wishes to have you serve food from your stalls for another three days. Will you accept this job?”


      With a calm look on her face, Sheera Ruu said, “Yes. The leading clan heads have told us to abide by the words of Duke Genos as long as it doesn’t require pushing ourselves too hard. So, that was three more days that you said he wanted us to do this?”


      “Correct. Here is the payment for that period.”


      Each dish would normally cost three red coins for a portion of the size that we were handing out, so a thousand meals worked out to three silver coins per day, or nine for the full three days. Naturally, we needed to subtract the expenses for ingredients and labor from that, but for my part, I was still finding it rather shocking that the money we were getting paid was enough to have a house built.


      “There is one additional matter we wish to inform you of,” the messenger said, lowering his voice. “After this, we will head to the post town’s plaza to make the official announcement. That will not be for a while yet, so please do not speak of this matter to anyone else.”


      “What is it? Does it have something to do with the people of the forest’s edge?”


      “Not directly, no... But early this morning, the soul of the previous head of the house of Turan, Cyclaeus, returned to the western god.”


      For a moment, I wasn’t even able to comprehend what he had said. And then some unnameable feeling crept up inside me like a steadily approaching tsunami.


      “Wh-What did you just say? Cyclaeus...he passed away?” I asked.


      “Yes. Cyclaeus was given a sentence of life imprisonment, but the earthquake the other day caused the wall of his cell to collapse, grievously injuring him. Because he was already terribly ill, he was unable to recover from those injuries, and early this morning his soul returned to the western god.”


      I was left at a loss for words. Sheera Ruu, meanwhile, gulped in astonishment.


      “As he was guilty of many serious crimes, a very limited funeral will be held for him with only his closest family in attendance. Please inform the leading clan heads of the forest’s edge about this as well.”


      “H-Hold on. What about Lefreya? Is she all right?”


      With an earnest look on his face, the messenger nodded and said, “Lady Lefreya was permitted to be there when Cyclaeus passed, and she remained stout-hearted until the very end. Duke Genos says you may rest assured that she feels no unwarranted anger toward the people of the forest’s edge.”


      “I see.” That was about all I could manage to say. And so, the messenger bowed, then departed to the south, heading farther into the town along with the soldiers.


      As we watched them go, Sheera Ruu gave a deep sigh and said, “I had heard he didn’t have long to live to begin with, and I thought that word could come at any time that he had passed away, but still...I can’t help feeling a little unsettled now that this day has finally arrived.”


      “Ah, yeah... That’s true.”


      “From what I’ve heard, the souls of criminals are judged by the four great gods after death. I don’t know how that judgment is carried out, but at the very least, I hope that those he left behind can feel at peace.”


      I really didn’t have any idea how to take this news. Cyclaeus had done great harm to not just the forest’s edge, but to Genos and the towns close to it as well. He had been our hated enemy. Even if the true villain had been his younger brother Ciluel, Cyclaeus had still deeply stained his own hands with evil rather than standing up to his brother’s tyranny. Defeating Cyclaeus and Ciluel had led our people and the citizens of Genos to establish a new bond between us, leading to the current peace we enjoyed.


      At the same time, though, unlike Ciluel who had remained wicked until the bitter end, Cyclaeus had experienced a change of heart on his sickbed. It was like he had become a whole new man entirely as he confessed to his crimes and calmly spoke with Lefreya. The sight of him like that remained firmly engraved in my memory even now.


      Is Lefreya really all right? And what about Sanjura? I was having a hard time thinking about much of anything other than that; the news we had received had left my mind in complete chaos.


      ◇


      That night, we were joined by Pops and company for dinner at the Fou house, as we had agreed upon. Three members of the construction group had been invited, while they were met with twelve people of the forest’s edge. Though the main hall of the Fou house was rather large, it almost wasn’t big enough to hold all of us.


      “I’m truly grateful to welcome you guests from Jagar here to the Fou house. Hopefully, we will be able to form bonds of friendship with you as well,” Baadu Fou stated with a solemn look, as he was the one in charge here.


      Eight people lived in the main Fou house: the clan head Baadu Fou and his wife, their eldest son and his wife and child, and their younger son and his wife and child—those last two being Saris Ran and Aimu Fou. The guests included me, Ai Fa, the clan head of the Ran, and the clan head of the Sudra—Raielfam Sudra—bringing the total up to twelve.


      From the construction group, we had the leader, Pops Balan; his second-in-command, Aldas; and a man named Mayton. I had only heard his name for the first time today, but I remembered him visiting our stalls last year as well. He had a short and stout build, like most southerners, and was a middle-aged man.


      The last person in attendance was Tia, who was sitting beside me. She didn’t belong to either of our groups. Since Marstein had said that letting southerners see her wouldn’t be an issue, she was allowed to join us. With her added in, there were sixteen people here in the main hall. If two of those sixteen hadn’t been very young children, we probably wouldn’t have all fit.


      We had already finished our introductions, the dishes had been laid out, and Baadu Fou was quickly reciting the pre-meal chant. Tonight, three women and I had been the ones to cook the meal. The folks from Jagar didn’t do any chant at all, instead placing one hand beside their stomachs and closing their eyes. Apparently, that was the custom for meals in Jagar.


      “Well then, let us appreciate what the chefs have so kindly prepared for us,” Baadu Fou said.


      “Yeah, this looks real tasty. It feels like our hard day of work is being rewarded,” Aldas replied. Unsurprisingly, he was the most cheerful of our guests for Jagar. That said, Mayton had a jovial personality too, and was smiling brightly. Pops alone wore a sour look, but that was how he always was.


      Since Pops and the others had been looking forward to this so much, we had gone all out in preparing the meal. First we had the cubed giba meat stew that was so popular with southerners, then we had added a couple more main dishes that weren’t sold at the stalls—giba cutlets and offal stew with tarapa. The side dishes included a hearty vegetable salad, a gigo and sheema salad topped with a soft-boiled kimyuus eggs, spinach-like nanaar boiled in tau oil, and finally a mountain of baked poitan.


      “Ooh, the coating on these seems different than it is on the stuff you sell in the post town,” Aldas noted as he reached out for the giba cutlets first. He was referring to the difference between them and their simplified version, our deep-fried giba. Last year, we had sold giba cutlet sandwiches for a time, but by that point, the construction crew had already returned home. When Aldas took his first bite of giba cutlet, his face lit up and he said, “Delicious! This is so good! I’m sorry to say it, Asuta, but it’s even better than that dish you sell at the stalls!”


      “There’s nothing to feel sorry about. I’m the one who came up with both of them, after all.”


      “Huh? Then why don’t you sell this one?”


      “They take a lot of effort to prepare, so we had to give up on that. It would also be difficult to acquire enough giba fat.”


      The deep-fried giba we sold as a daily special at the stalls used reten oil, which was basically like olive oil, and the use of giba lard to prepare the cutlets made a huge difference. It wasn’t that reten oil was of poor quality or anything, but frying in lard elevated a dish to an entirely different level.


      “Oh, this really is the best. Everyone back at the inn is gonna be so jealous when we tell them about tonight,” Mayton said, having stuffed his cheeks with cubed giba meat stew. That dish was one that was only sold once every six days at The Great Southern Tree where they were staying.


      “You don’t find it disappointing? The taste isn’t any worse than when you usually eat this?” Saris Ran Fou asked with a faint smile.


      “Huh?” Mayton questioned, tilting his head. “I don’t think the taste is worse at all. I’d say it’s just about as good as what we eat at the inn.”


      “It’s an honor to hear that,” Saris Ran Fou replied, bringing a hand to her chest and sighing in relief. The cubed giba meat stew was a dish that the Fou women had prepared all on their own.


      Pops was eating in silence, though he was definitely watching other people interact. And even though he wasn’t saying anything, each time he took a bite of cubed giba meat stew or offal stew, he sighed deeply. I couldn’t help but think he looked the most satisfied out of the three of them.


      “It’s shocking that you were able to finish the foundation of a house in just a day. But since you do that kind of thing for a living, it makes sense,” Raielfam Sudra remarked while eating the same dishes.


      After swallowing the mouthful he’d been chewing, Pops glared over at the small clan head. “If you have the people and the tools, it’s not all that hard. In fact, if we’d had a few more skilled workers with us, we could’ve made even more progress.”


      “Hmm. Out of the twenty of you, only seven came here from Jagar, correct? But all of you are southerners?”


      “Yeah. The rest of them mostly travel around Selva territory looking for work. They’re wanderers of the sort you normally only see from Sym.”


      Sure enough, I had spotted a few of them coming by our stalls from time to time while Pops and the others had been back in their home country. But sometimes I had gone months without seeing them, so that must have been when they’d been working elsewhere.


      “So, your work doesn’t take you away from home as long as it does the eastern traders? From what I’ve heard, some easterners spend more time traveling than they do with their families,” Baadu Fou chimed in.


      “That’s right,” Aldas replied with a shrug of his broad shoulders. “We go to lots of towns as part of our job, but Genos is the only place where we stay this long. In fact, it’s the only place in Selva where we take on work in the first place.”


      “Oh? So the rest of your work is done in Jagar territory?”


      “Sure is. Genos is the region of Selva that’s closest to our hometown of Nellwea. There aren’t any places as well off as Genos past here, so there’s no real point in taking such a long trip,” Aldas explained. Then he glanced around the main hall. “Nellwea’s a town of construction workers. I’m sure the southern construction style took root here in Genos thanks to folks from Nellwea visiting so frequently. Did you all build this house?”


      “It was constructed when I was still a young child. I can vaguely recall my father and our comrades working together to build it,” Baadu Fou said.


      “So it’s been standing for thirty or forty years now? It’s impressive that an earthquake like that one wasn’t enough to take it down,” Aldas replied.


      “No kidding. With skills like that, I could see your people making a living in our field,” Mayton added.


      The two of them didn’t seem to have a care in the world as they enjoyed their meal and continued to chat with us, but Pops wasn’t saying very much. Sure, he was always that way, but I still couldn’t help feeling a bit worried.


      “Hmm? What are you up to?” I suddenly heard Pops ask. He was sitting crosslegged, and the two-year-old Aimu Fou was attempting to climb into his lap. He had been slurping down offal stew with his mother up until a little while ago, but apparently he had decided to head out on a journey at some point.


      “Don’t do that, Aimu. I’m sorry. We don’t get guests very often... Come here, Aimu,” Saris Ran Fou called out.


      In spite of his mother’s prompting, though, Aimu Fou just kept on staring up at Pops’s face with his deep blue eyes. After looking down at the child for a while, Pops set his plate down on the rug and patted Aimu Fou’s head with his wide hand.


      “So, your name is Aimu Fou? You certainly look like a clever one.”


      I felt like Aimu Fou had more of a gentle nature, but seeing how he was smiling brightly at Pops’s rugged, shaggy face, he clearly wasn’t particularly shy. And then, Pops’s thick eyebrows shifted to an angle I had never seen them in before.


      “Not just smart, but adorable as well. You’ve got a gentle face like a girl, but with hands and feet like that, I’m sure you’ll grow into a fine man.”


      “Balan, are you fond of children?” Baadu Fou asked.


      Pops’s eyebrows moved up and down in a fluster as he turned to look at the clan head. “As if anybody could hate children. They’re precious treasures, aren’t they?”


      “Of course. Aimu there is my grandchild, so I try to show him more love than anyone.”


      “Hmph,” Pops snorted. Then he gave Aimu Fou another pat on the head, looking reluctant to part. “Go on now, you need to keep eating too. You’ve gotta eat lots and grow big.”


      Whether Aimu Fou understood what he was saying or not, he toddled back over to his mother. The other child was a girl around the age of four or so, and she was chewing away on some giba meat while minding her manners. In a room with this many coarse middle-aged men, having a few young children around really seemed to make the atmosphere feel much more relaxed.


      “So, what’s with that grim look on your face?” Pops suddenly asked me.


      “Huh? M-Me? I mean, I’m pretty sure I’ve been acting the same as always.”


      “The same as always? You’ve been absent-minded ever since you returned from the post town,” Ai Fa interjected after having stayed quiet all this time, cutting me off as I struggled to answer. “Please forgive my clan member for his rudeness. Asuta is likely still feeling shaken because of Cyclaeus’s death.”


      “Cyclaeus? Who’s that? The name sounds sort of familiar somehow,” Pops said, furrowing his brow questioningly as Aldas and Mayton sat there dumbfounded.


      Seeing that, Ai Fa provided an explanation. “Cyclaeus was a noble who made himself an enemy of the people of the forest’s edge. His death was announced in the post town today.”


      “Oh, that noble who committed all those crimes and got sent to jail?! I’ve heard about him from Naudis. So you’re saying he kicked the bucket?” Aldas asked in surprise, but then he tilted his head with a look of confusion. “He was a criminal who did a bunch of awful stuff, though, wasn’t he? His daughter’s the one who kidnapped Asuta after we headed back to Nellwea, right? Why would you feel upset about a villain like him dying?”


      “That’s, well... It’s complicated.”


      Aldas didn’t seem very satisfied with that answer, but he simply said, “Okay,” and then he shot me a big grin. “Well, if you’re grieving his death, then go ahead and be as sad as you need to. Criminals have their souls judged by the four great gods, so there’s nothing for those of us who’re still here to worry about. Just see off the souls of the dead in whatever way feels right to you.”


      “Yeah, you’re right,” I replied, but my feelings still hadn’t settled down. How exactly had I felt when I’d heard about Cycleaus’s passing? I wasn’t even sure of that.


      At any rate, that was how our first night having dinner with the members of the construction group went.


      4


      The following day, work on the Fa house continued at a steady pace. Apparently, progress was going smoothly at the moment, so they were going to be able to get it done before sunset on the third day.


      In the meantime, we had our work with the stalls. Since we had agreed to keep handing out food for three more days, we had plenty to do.


      At The Kimyuus’s Tail, we found Lebi working diligently. In addition to taking care of repairs and work around the inn, he was also looking after his dad, who was even more impaired now. The man had broken ribs and bones in his leg, so he wasn’t capable of walking around at present.


      “Honestly, I’m more worried about what’ll happen when he’s feeling better. I won’t be able to show my face around here anymore if he goes and does something to offend Milano Mas after the kindness he’s shown us. Don’t let his appearance fool you. He’s a crook with really sticky fingers,” Lebi said, but I wasn’t especially worried. Lebi’s dad was a small and thin man with surprisingly soft facial features. Even if he started feeling better again, there wasn’t any way the guy could ever overpower Lebi or Milano Mas. Telia Mas looked really happy, so everything seemed to be going well with them.


      Yumi had been continuing to visit our stalls on a daily basis. Repairs on The Westerly Wind were mostly complete for the time being, so she was helping repair her friends’ houses now. Ben and Kalgo were in similar situations, so they wouldn’t be able to spare any time to relax or have another meetup until the situation was fully resolved.


      “Well, at times like these, we’ve gotta help each other out. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy myself very much if I went off on my own to have fun and left everyone else to deal with their problems themselves.”


      That got me to look up from what I was doing, but when I didn’t say anything for a moment, she seemed to get a little antsy.


      “What? Is there something you wanna say to me?”


      “Oh, I was just thinking the people of the forest’s edge would approve of you looking at it that way,” I earnestly replied, causing Yumi’s face to go red, and she gave me a slap on the back out of annoyance.


      At any rate, I sensed that everyone was recovering bit by bit from the damage caused by the earthquake, both at the forest’s edge and in the post town. We would once again be participating in the meat market in a few days, and preparations were going smoothly on that front. From what I’d heard, the efforts of the Dai and Sauti to get the latter ready to take over the meat market business were progressing smoothly too. Tsuvai Rutim had been going to the Dai settlement when she had the time and giving lessons on how to read, write, and do basic arithmetic. Though Tsuvai Rutim was now managing the ledgers for that side of things by herself, it was important to make sure that we had multiple people who were capable of handling the task, as it was a more difficult job than packing meat into boxes or selling it at the market.


      On top of that, the Beim were in the process of learning how to make giba bacon and sausages, but there had been a bit of course change when it came to our sales of those processed meats. Since the people in the castle town could now get their hands on fresh meat too, we had received word that they only wanted to buy the sausages moving forward.


      Considering that we’d learned the preparation method for bacon from Mikel, a former chef from the castle town, it made sense that they’d be able to produce their own from fresh meat. And besides, the reason we had been selling bacon to them in the first place was because of the restrictions on selling fresh meat to the castle town, so it was logical to stop with that now. Giba sausages, on the other hand, remained a rare ingredient they couldn’t reproduce, since we weren’t selling giba intestines, so they were asking us to make even more sausages now that bacon sales were coming to an end.


      “Of course, it would be possible to use karon intestines to make giba sausages, but it would take quite a bit of effort to prepare both karon intestines and giba meat at the same time, chop up the meat, and then smoke it, so it’s reasonable that they would consider it worthwhile to buy them from the people of the forest’s edge, even if the price is a little high,” Yang, the head chef for the house of Daleim, explained to me. He came to the post town almost on a daily basis, so he was one of our main lines of communication with the castle town.


      Because of this development, the Beim clan had devoted most of their efforts to learning sausage-making. They were still learning how to make giba bacon and improved jerky for their own use, though. Even jerky tasted a whole lot better when prepared using Mikel’s methods.


      Also, our wagons that had started making abnormal rattling sounds after the earthquake were on the waiting list for repairs now. As I had feared, the craftsmen in the post town were swamped with work at the moment.


      “This may be the busiest I’ve been since taking over the place. It’s really wearing me down,” the craftsman we went to said to us, but I could see an intense passion burning in his eyes. The wide-open workshop was packed with wagons, stalls, shelves, and so on, and it looked as lively as a gambling den.


      “If you want to request repairs, you’ll have to give me around ten days or so. I won’t be able to take in any more wagons until then. As I’m sure you can see just from looking around, I don’t even have any space left for stuff like that.”


      “All right, then I’ll come check in with you again in ten days,” I replied, and the man looked up at me as he continued to saw a piece of wood.


      “Sorry for putting you off till later. It must be rough on you guys to have two or three wagons broken down, right?”


      “It isn’t too bad. We’ve got enough of them to have some leeway, so it’ll be fine. Thanks for the concern, though.”


      Having a thorough inspection done every month on the wheels and axles of each of our wagons was essential for safety, so I was quite well acquainted with the man. Though he had a stern appearance, he was actually a really good-natured guy.


      “I’ll make sure to be extra careful when I get around to your wagons. But no matter how inconvenient it may be, make sure not to use them until then, okay?”


      “I know. We’ll be counting on you when our turn arrives.”


      That was where things currently stood in regard to our wagons. Since that conversation had happened three days ago, it would be another seven before our next visit.


      Time otherwise continued to pass by peacefully, and our stalls were as busy as they had ever been. Our free meals must’ve felt like a really unexpected stroke of good luck to the merchants who just happened to be visiting Genos during this period. A handful of them even outright told us that they wanted to try a wider range of dishes badly enough that they didn’t mind paying for them instead of getting free food.


      The rush of customers we got as soon as we opened for business each day was as intense as it had been during the revival festival. Familiar faces, unfamiliar ones, folks who looked perfectly healthy, and others who were wrapped in bandages. They all kept surging in, westerners, easterners, and southerners alike.


      I had even heard that the other folks who were offering free food had changed their business hours to avoid any overlap with ours. Since most people who wanted a meal came straight to us, they didn’t want to waste time by running their stalls when we were doing business, and because of that, things ended up even more hectic at our stalls.


      “This will only last for two more days, right? I’m utterly exhausted,” Yamiru Lea said while helping me out with the stalls.


      “Really? I’d say it feels a bit easier than usual, to be honest, since we’ve been running out of food an hour earlier than we normally would.”


      “But we’ve been having to grill meat and wash plates constantly. We may not need to take money from our customers, but it still feels so incredibly hectic.”


      Admittedly, it was true that the pace of our workflow had sped up considerably. On top of that, I could see how it might feel more fun and fulfilling to prepare and sell a variety of dishes instead of essentially running an assembly line.


      “Well, it’s only going to be this way for another two days, so hang in there. When it’s over, we’ll take a day off, and everything will be back to normal after that,” I replied as I placed some fresh ingredients for making myamuu giba onto my tray. “You do seem a bit tired, though, Yamiru Lea. Has the rebuilding effort at the Lea settlement been difficult too?”


      “Only the men are working on that. But they’ve all been waking up early to do that, so it’s been incredibly noisy in the mornings.”


      “And is Rau Lea the noisiest one?”


      “If you already know the answer, then why bother asking?” Yamiru Lea asked, shooting me a glare out of the corner of her eye. Then she seemed to notice something over my shoulder, and her eyes narrowed even further. “My, it seems another carriage from the castle town is coming.”


      Since I had already met with Yang this morning, this was the second such carriage that had come by today. When I turned to look, though, I let out a gasp of surprise, because the side of that totos carriage had the crest of the house of Turan displayed on it. There were soldiers riding totos on either side of the carriage too. The totos-drawn carriage came to a stop at the entrance to town, where one of the soldiers handed the reins of his large bird over to one of his comrades and walked over to us.


      “Excuse us. Sir Asuta of the Fa clan, my mistress seeks an audience with you. Could we trouble you for a bit of your time?”


      “By mistress, do you mean the head of the house of Turan?”


      “Yes, Lady Lefreya.”


      “All right,” I said, pushing the ingredients I had finished cooking over to the edge of my tray. Instantly, Yamiru Lea shot me a piercing glare.


      “Asuta, you were told not to act on your own for now, weren’t you? If you’re meeting with a noble, shouldn’t you bring someone from the Ruu clan with you?”


      At this point, I considered myself a full-fledged person of the forest’s edge, but there was no way to know if any given traveler visiting Genos would see things that way, and if some of them happened to be lawbreakers, there was a real chance that they might come after me, so I had been told to avoid going off on my own even now.


      “Yeah, that’s true... I’d like to have a member of the leading Ruu clan accompany me. Would that be all right?” I asked the soldier.


      “That would be acceptable.”


      Having gotten his approval, I turned to face the stall next to mine where Vina and Reina Ruu were working. After I explained what was going on, Vina Ruu casually brushed back part of her chestnut-colored hair.


      “If it isn’t related to business with the stalls, then I should go as the oldest sister. Reina, I’ll be stepping away for a bit.”


      People were called over from the restaurant space to take over for us, then I approached the carriage with Vina Ruu beside me. The soldier leading us stopped right in front of the door, then called out, “I have brought Sir Asuta of the Fa clan and Lady Vina Ruu of the Ruu clan.”


      “Show them in,” a young man’s voice replied. That had to be Sanjura.


      The soldier cracked open the door a touch, then looked over at us. It seemed like he was telling us to proceed, so Vina Ruu and I went ahead and stepped into the carriage. Awaiting us inside were Lefreya, Sanjura, and Chiffon Chel—a maid who I hadn’t seen for several months now.


      When I saw Lefreya there, I gulped. She usually wore white or yellow dresses, but today she was dressed all in black.


      “My apologies for interrupting your work, Asuta. And you as well, daughter of the Ruu. Allow me to begin by promising that I won’t take much of your time.”


      Lefreya was sitting stiffly and fully upright in her fancy seat, and though her tone sounded the same as always, I couldn’t make out her expression because her face was hidden behind a black veil. Apparently, it was customary to wear black attire when mourning in this world too. Chiffon Chel was sitting next to Lefreya, and she was dressed all in black too. Sitting across from them, Sanjura was wearing his usual traveler’s cloak, but through the gap in its front, I saw a black sash going diagonally across his chest.
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      Lefreya was a twelve-year-old noble girl, Chiffon Chel was a maid from Mahyudra who was tall and had honey-colored curly hair, and Sanjura was a young swordsman with dark skin and blood from both the east and west. Though none of them looked at all alike, there was a shared stillness about them that somehow made it feel as if I were looking at a family gathering. Of course, Sanjura was actually Lefreya’s half-brother, while Chiffon Chel had formed a deep bond with the noble girl despite being a slave, so maybe my impression wasn’t actually that far off the mark.


      “The news was reported in the post town, correct? Yesterday morning, my father’s soul returned to the western god.”


      “Ah, yes, I was informed of what happened to him.”


      “You know that this is not an official meeting and no one aside from us is watching, correct?” She meant that there wasn’t any need to be so formal around her. She was always insisting that she couldn’t feel at ease because I spoke that way around her.


      As I sat there facing Lefreya but unable to see her expression, an indescribable feeling welled up inside of me.


      “From what I was told, the wall of the cell collapsed and fell upon my father as he slept,” she continued. “Though similar incidents occurred within other cells as well, my father was the only one who passed away. He must have lacked the strength to recover after being so thoroughly weakened by illness.”


      “Right.”


      “That said, his life surely would not have lasted many more years in his condition regardless. Thanks to the kindness of Duke Genos, he was at least given medicine, but there was no saving him from the sickness that ravaged him. You knew that as well, didn’t you, Asuta? After all, you saw how ill he had become when you went with me to meet him.”


      “I did,” I said succinctly with a nod. It was the only response I could give.


      “Additionally, my father was given a sentence of life imprisonment, so he was certain to perish there regardless. Considering the severity of his crimes, he could never have hoped to be pardoned, so nothing would have changed no matter how long he had lived. In fact, it is better that his suffering was shorter... Surely, I should be able to think that way.”


      I remained silent.


      “I would not claim that as my reason for this, but I most certainly hold no animosity toward your people. I wanted to be sure that I conveyed that to you,” Lefreya said, her voice very quiet. “As I have said before, my father was undoubtedly a criminal, so there is no reason for me to resent you for exposing his crimes. Those feelings have not changed even now that my father has passed away. Do you trust me when I tell you that I do not hold any misplaced grudges?”


      “Did you ask for Asuta in order to express those feelings?” Vina Ruu calmly asked.


      “Indeed,” Lefreya replied. “We officially made peace while the observers from the capital were here, and I attended a banquet at the forest’s edge. It felt as if I was finally beginning to establish something of a connection with your people, and I do not wish for that to be for naught. As the head of the house of Turan, I pledge to continue living a proper life. I am asking for you to keep believing that.”


      “I do,” I replied. Lefreya had bowed her head to the observers and come to the settlement at the forest’s edge of her own volition, and I had made up my mind to trust her. Even if I couldn’t make out her expression, I had no reason to doubt her words.


      Sanjura and Chiffon Chel were both staring at me expressionlessly, but they didn’t seem cold or detached. If anything, it was more like they were very much trying to keep their emotions under control.


      “Thank you, Asuta. It makes me very happy that you would trust the words of someone as lacking as myself. Would it be possible to have my words conveyed to the leading clan heads as well? Um, I believe your name is Vina Ruu, correct?”


      “Yes, I’ll pass them along. But you only called for Asuta originally, right? If you have anything more involved that you wish to discuss with him, I could step outside and wait.”


      “That will not be necessary. I do not mind who hears what I have to say,” Lefreya said, slowly rising to her feet. Then she brought her pale hands up and lifted her black veil. Unsurprisingly, the slender face revealed underneath was expressionless, all of her emotions fully restrained. “Listen, Asuta... There is a thought that has been in my mind for some time now, even before all this happened. This is something I’ve only been able to open up to Sanjura and Chiffon Chel about, but would you hear me out as well?”


      “Yeah, of course.”


      “Thank you... You see, I’ve actually been wanting to ask you to prepare a certain dish one more time—that giba soup with only a bit of salt added to it.”


      Before I could even parse the meaning of her words, I was struck by an intense emotion.


      Meanwhile, Lefreya calmly continued, “As one whose only joy came from eating delicious food, life in prison was undoubtedly terribly hard on my father. Still, considering the crimes he committed, it is only logical for him to have faced such suffering. There was no avoiding that. But I wished to have him taste your cooking one more time before passing.”


      I still had no idea what to say.


      “It was my intention to bring this matter up to Duke Genos at some point in the future when my father’s condition worsened and his end was approaching. It would have been a final mercy upon an unforgivable criminal. But that proved to be impossible... After being injured, my father never recovered enough to even be able to eat, and he swiftly perished.”


      Though Lefreya remained expressionless, tears started flowing from her eyes. They slid along her smooth, pale cheeks, then fell down onto the carpeting.


      “My father only opened his eyes once before passing...and he said that he was grateful to you...for giving him and me a connection at the end through your giba cooking.”


      Lefreya’s body began swaying weakly, so Chiffon Chel gently cradled her small figure. The young girl’s tears continued to stream down her face and fall upon the older woman’s chest.


      “And I am grateful to you as well,” the young countess said. “I wish to live a proper life, just like my father wanted... To restore the cursed Turan bloodline to something respectable... I... I...”


      After that, she was unable to form proper words for some time, or do much else besides tightly holding on to Chiffon Chel’s clothing with her face buried in the maid’s chest. Chiffon Chel, being much taller, knelt down on the carpeting and wrapped Lefreya’s small head in a gentle hug.


      “I will, support Lefreya,” Sanjura calmly added. And as he did, a single tear streamed from one of his eyes, which were the same color as Lefreya’s.


      5


      “I see. So that noble girl said all that?” Ludo Ruu asked that night as we enjoyed a lavish meal together.


      This was the dinner that the three members of the construction group had been invited to at the Ruu house. Though an event like this wasn’t exactly the right place to bring up a topic like my conversation with Lefreya, the men had been busy all day with giba hunting and reconstruction, so this had been my first opportunity to speak to them about it.


      “Still, if that girl doesn’t have any hate for us people of the forest’s edge, that’s for the best. I guess making soup for that guy was worth it, Asuta.”


      “Yeah. At first, I had trouble deciding if it was right or wrong to do so. It was the leading clan heads who showed me the path forward,” I replied, earning a glare from Donda Ruu, who was seated at the head of the group.


      “If you’re done discussing that matter, let’s move on to something our guests would actually care about.”


      “Nah, that was really interesting to listen to. I’d heard that a noble of Genos had squabbled with you all, but I never would’ve guessed it was anything so involved,” Aldas said earnestly. “Everything about your people’s history seems to be so complicated. I’m glad to hear that you made peace with the nobles of Genos, though. You’d better make sure you’ll be able to keep doing business in Genos so we can keep enjoying your food, okay?”


      Despite Donda Ruu having one of the fiercest faces in the entirety of the forest’s edge, the folks from the construction group didn’t look intimidated in the least. Pops and Mayton were both eating away with looks of satisfaction too.


      Just like at the Fou house the other day, the main hall of the Ruu house was packed to capacity. On top of the twelve people who lived there to begin with, we also had the three guests, me, Ai Fa, and Tia. Still, it being so crowded could actually be beneficial when it came to deepening our bonds.


      For the night’s dinner, we had a truly luxurious lineup. The main dishes were meat boiled in tau oil and hamburger steak with cubed tongue added to it, while the side dishes included a stir fry of a variety of vegetables, chatchi salad (Ludo Ruu’s favorite), and a new type of soup made using kimyuus bones.


      The tau-oil-boiled dish had been developed based on meat and chatchi (akin to meat and potatoes), and it used quite a variety of vegetables too. In addition to the aria, chatchi, and nenon that had already been part of the simpler recipe, we added daikon-like sheema, bamboo-shoot-like chamcham, and zucchini-like chan. It was like an even more elaborate version of our usual meat and chatchi, and the construction group seemed to be seriously enjoying it.


      On top of that, giba tongue was one part that never appeared in the post town, so the hamburger steak that contained it was their first time encountering the ingredient. Donda Ruu was quite fond of the dish, so it was served frequently for dinner at the Ruu house.


      Of particular note, though, was the new soup. Reina Ruu and the others now knew how to make use of kimyuus bones, and had been doing daily experiments on how to implement them in giba bone soup, cream stew, and other dishes. Of course, I had also assisted in the brainstorming process during the study sessions held at the Ruu settlement, and this soup had been developed from the onion soup I had proposed. In my old world, it would’ve been considered a more western style of soup, containing plenty of aria, milk fat, and dried milk. We had also added giba bacon, nenon, and ma pula to create a dish that felt really substantial.


      For seasonings, it only used salt and pico leaves, but its taste wasn’t dull at all, thanks to the rich stock we were able to make. It also included plenty of diced aria heated until it turned yellowish-brown, which added a lot of flavor.


      As one final touch, we had also prepared some croutons. After leaving some baked fuwano out overnight so it got hard, we cut it up into small chunks, which we then gave a quick fry in reten oil. Our fuwano croutons were hard and would be tough to eat by themselves, but they provided a wonderful bit of texture when added to soup. I figured that eating them that way would be appealing to folks in the castle town too, where baked fuwano was often added to soups.


      Setting aside the question of what people in the castle town would think of it, though, the members of the construction group looked really satisfied with our dishes. In the past, Pops had expressed displeasure with our hamburgers, just like Donda Ruu, but he looked both shocked and joyful when he bit into the hamburger steak with giba tongue. That hamburger steak was the dish I had been in charge of. Since we were at somebody else’s house, Ai Fa was maintaining a solemn expression, but I felt as if I could see joyful little music notes dancing around over her head.


      “So, you all will be invited to an event held on the thirty-first of the blue month at the forest’s edge, correct?” the eldest son of the family, Jiza Ruu, said after the extravagant spread of food was around half gone.


      Aldas and Mayton were busy chewing, so Pops was the one to reply. “Yup. Is someone at the forest’s edge upset about that? If so, then just come out and tell us.”


      “All of the clan heads have already given their approval for the banquet, so there should be no issues like that. Rather, I wished to ask how you all feel.”


      “How we feel?”


      “Indeed. Southerners held disdain for us people of the forest’s edge for a different reason entirely than the citizens of Genos, correct? I have heard that you have overcome that distaste and become friends with Asuta and his fellow chefs, but do all twenty of your people feel the same way?”


      “Of course!” Aldas chimed in after gulping down whatever he’d been eating. “All that antagonism got cleared away last year. Besides, the people of the forest’s edge abandoning Jagar happened eighty years ago, so I don’t see any need to keep fixating on it.”


      “Yes, but you quarreled with Asuta about that last year, didn’t you? My younger sister told me what happened afterward.”


      “Oh, are you talking about that beauty there? At first, it was just her and Asuta running a stall, yeah?” Aldas said, smiling and narrowing his eyes nostalgically. “Sure, things were a bit tense at first. Our group was even divided on if giba cooking was good or bad. And things were even more strained because there were easterners in the mix too.”


      The construction group still wasn’t aware of the fact that one of those easterners, Shumiral, had become a person of the forest’s edge. They’d probably be really shocked to hear that he wanted to marry that “beauty,” Vina Ruu, on top of that.


      “Anyway, Pops Balan here was the main guy who found fault with Asuta. He didn’t care for giba burgers at the time, and threw a big fuss about it not being proper food.”


      “Oh yeah, our old man was the same way,” Ludo Ruu interjected.


      “Quiet, you,” Donda Ruu grumbled.


      After watching that exchange with a smile, Aldas continued, “Anyway, a lot of stuff happened, but everybody’s completely taken with giba cooking now and stops by the stalls daily. None of us hold ill will toward the people of the forest’s edge anymore. No need to worry about that.”


      “In that case, are you saying you have forgiven the people of the forest’s edge for abandoning Jagar?”


      “I mean, that’s got nothing to do with us. It happened before we were even born, after all. Right?” Aldas said, and Pops and Mayton silently nodded.


      Something caught my attention, though. Pops was wearing the same sour expression as always, but the generally cheerful Mayton had an oddly subdued look on his face.


      “That is very good. Allow me to offer my deepest gratitude as well,” Granny Jiba said. She was seated next to Vina Ruu, who was helping her eat tonight. “We never had any awareness of the fact that we were children of Jagar. We didn’t even know that we lived in a country known as Jagar, or that the four great gods existed at all. We saw the forest as our mother, but did not see the southern god as our father. That is why we felt no guilt when abandoning Jagar. That attitude of ours must have earned us a great deal of anger from the southerners.”


      “But now, you people of the forest’s edge have undergone the rite of initiation and started legitimately considering yourselves children of the four great gods, right? We heard about that from Asuta,” Aldas said, then he tilted his head. “Actually, you seem to have been around for a while. Did you perhaps live in Jagar territory in the past?”


      “Yes. Though at the time, I was merely five years old.”


      “Wow, that’s a surprise! I didn’t think anyone from that long ago would still be alive,” Aldas said, putting his plate down and leaning forward. “We were born in Nellwea, so we don’t really know much about the black forest. It was right near the border with Sym, wasn’t it? I’m surprised you moved from a place like that all the way to Genos.”


      “Yes. I can’t even begin to guess how long we walked. And as we did, a great many of our people’s souls returned to the forest.”


      “And after all that suffering, you came to live in Genos. We really want to see your people live happy lives too,” Aldas said. Then he turned to his side. “By the way, Pops is one thing, but you’ve been awfully quiet there, Mayton. You’ve got a bit of an odd look on your face too, but you feel the same way, don’t you?”


      “Yes... Of course I do.” Despite Mayton’s words, the expression on his face remained difficult to read. But then, he took a hearty swig of fruit wine and faced Granny Jiba with a brooding look in his eyes. “May I tell you something? In all likelihood...your people were deceived by southerners.”


      “Hey, what are you talking about? None of us have done anything shady in our dealings with them, right?”


      “I’m not talking about us. I’m referring to the folks who lived near the black forest eighty years back. You see...I’m descended from people who lived there,” Mayton said, earning him a questioning look from Pops.


      “Now that you mention it, your family moved to Nellwea back during your old man’s generation. And he was originally a soldier for the kingdom’s forces, yeah?”


      “That’s right. He fought against Sym at a border fortress. Then, once he wasn’t able to work as a soldier anymore, he moved to Nellwea with his family, where it was nice and peaceful... But that fortress, it was built where the black forest originally stood,” Mayton said, sounding seriously agitated as he took another swig of fruit wine. “Elder, what led to you being driven out of the black forest?”


      “I was told it was because the forest was set ablaze during a battle with Sym. In fact, I saw the forest being engulfed in flames with my own eyes.”


      “Yes, the black forest was burned down; that part was true. But it wasn’t because of a battle with Sym... No, the Jagar army was the one who did it, so they could build a new fortress there.”


      Everybody was staring at Mayton with shock in their eyes. Tia was the only one who seemed utterly unconcerned as she continued to eat.


      “At the time, Jagar saw the people of the forest’s edge as a nuisance. They had dark skin like easterners, never left their forest, and were strong enough to defeat black vamda apes. They feared your people just as much as they did those apes. You understand that, right?”


      “Yes, of course. We also did not hold respect for the southern god, so they doubtlessly found us infuriating.”


      “You’re right. That’s why they burned down the black forest. They wanted to do away with the people of the forest’s edge alongside the black apes. And yet, your people weren’t destroyed. One or two thousand of you managed to flee from the burning forest.”


      At that point, Jiza Ruu interjected, “Hold on. Because they found the people of the forest’s edge infuriating, they plotted to murder us all? Is the southern kingdom truly capable of doing something so inhumane?”


      “It was probably a general of the army or the like who made the call. Someone who feared the people of the forest’s edge getting incorporated into Sym’s forces. They had a similar appearance, and the black forest was near the border, after all...so there must’ve been concerns that you’d change gods to Sym,” Mayton replied, his voice filled with anguish. “But many of the people of the forest’s edge survived. That lot who set fire to the forest must’ve gone into an absolute panic. And so, they tried to deceive your people, saying the fire was the work of the Sym forces and telling them they either needed to become soldiers of Jagar and fight against Sym, or become farmhands to provide provisions for the war.”


      “Yes, that’s what I heard as well. But the leading clan head of the forest’s edge rejected their demands and chose to abandon Jagar,” Granny Jiba said.


      “Yeah. They were told to leave Jagar if they wouldn’t abide. And they naturally couldn’t be permitted to change sides to Sym, so they were driven northwest toward Selva instead,” Mayton said, his face wrinkling up. “So there’s no reason at all for you to feel sorry for abandoning Jagar. Your people were living peaceful lives, only for southerners to go and drive you out. It was the southern kingdom that forced you to go to the west.”


      “Is that so? But surely there is no need for you to shed tears over it.”


      “But my grandfather was one of the soldiers who burned down the black forest. My father heard about what happened from him directly. And if that fire killed even a single one of your people, then my grandfather was the one who murdered them,” Mayton replied, deeply hanging his head. “This has been eating at me ever since I got to know Asuta last year. But I just couldn’t bring myself to say it. I didn’t want you all to hate me. Please, forgive me.”


      “You have no need for our forgiveness. It is our fault that our people came to be so feared,” Granny Jiba gently replied. “Despite living in Jagar, we never saw ourselves as children of the southern god. That was a mistake that we started making from the moment of our arrival. I believe this is all the more reason we should strive to live properly as children of the western god.”


      “True. If we had taken even a single wrong step, the folks from the capital might well have burned down the forest of Morga,” Donda Ruu said in a weighty tone. “You said your name was Mayton, correct? Is your grandfather still alive?”


      “No. He passed away a long time ago. He died in battle against Sym before I was even born.”


      “I see. In that case, it won’t be possible to speak with him. Well, regardless, there’s no meaning in arguing over quarrels from eighty years back. And like our elder said, the southerners weren’t the only ones at fault,” Donda Ruu said with an intense shine in his eyes, but there was no anger there. The members of his clan were all calmly listening to him speak. “After losing the black forest, we moved to the forest of Morga. Now we’re trying our hardest to find the proper path forward. Maybe that’s all down to the guidance of the mother forest and the four great gods.” Then Donda Ruu took a hearty bite of hamburger steak with giba tongue and swallowed it. “And we should form proper bonds with southerners too. I’d like for the banquet held at the Fou settlement to serve that goal.”


      “Yeah, we’d like that too,” Pops replied, right before he suddenly smacked Mayton on the back of the head. “Still, you were a real idiot, trying to keep all that buried. What do you think we’re here for, eh?”


      “Sorry,” Mayton weakly replied as he sniffled.


      Lefreya had cried earlier in the day, and now Mayton was crying too. I stared up at the ceiling, feeling like an awful lot had happened today. But I knew that their tears had served to wash away their worries. We people of the forest’s edge and those who had gotten involved with us would have to keep walking the proper path so they’d never need to shed tears like that again.


      ◇


      “All right, we’ll take care of seeing them back to town today,” Ludo Ruu called out as he got a totos and wagon ready. Shin Ruu was also there helping out, having come over from where his branch family lived. The two of them were going to return our guests to The Great Southern Tree in town.


      With dinner now over, Ai Fa and I were standing outside with Pops, Aldas, and Mayton as the wagon was prepared. We would be staying with the Ruu clan tonight. No doubt, Rimee Ruu was gleefully laying out some extra bedding in Granny Jiba’s bedroom.


      “I’m sorry for that pathetic display earlier,” Mayton said in a rather embarrassed tone, his eyes still quite red. “Still, I’m feeling a lot better now that I’ve finally gotten that off my chest after a whole year. Thank you so much for letting me meet the Ruu clan elder.”


      “That was the guidance of the forest and the four great gods too. I’m sure the western and southern gods worked together to make that happen,” Ai Fa stated calmly.


      “Right,” Mayton replied, breaking out in a smile. “Maybe I should thank the great god Amusehorn too, for rolling over in his sleep. It’s caused so much trouble, but I can’t ignore how it brought us here tonight.”


      I looked down at Tia without even thinking about it, but she looked completely indifferent. From her point of view, what people called the great god outside of Morga and how they regarded it had nothing to do with her.


      Personally, I kind of felt the same way as Mayton. If nothing else, without Amusehorn rolling over in his sleep, Lefreya and Mayton wouldn’t have gotten those tears out.


      That’s just how fate goes, huh? I’m not a star reader or anything, so I can’t really interpret that sort of stuff. But still, that’s all the more reason for me to try my best to search for the path that seems best to me.


      I wondered what it was like for star readers to live in this world, when they could do that kind of thing to some extent. It was kind of frightening to imagine.


      Shumiral’s star reader comrade linked Ai Fa to the cat star. And he said that if the cat, monkey, and hawk stars shine alongside the three lion stars, the future of the forest’s edge would become much brighter.


      Nowadays, I more or less knew who the monkey and hawk stars represented. However, that star reader had never even met those people. That was honestly a little terrifying.


      And I’m a starless one who greatly shifts the fates of the people around me, huh? Arishuna said she couldn’t read my fate, but I honestly feel better off for it.


      Thanks to Arishuna, the people of Genos had probably suffered as little damage from the earthquake as they possibly could have. Still, I couldn’t help but see it as dangerous to rely too heavily on the power of star reading.


      “All right, we’re ready. Go ahead and hop in the wagon,” Ludo Ruu called out, snapping me back to my senses. I hurriedly turned and bowed to the members of the construction group.


      “Um, thanks for your hard work today, and we’ll be counting on you again tomorrow with the house,” I said.


      “Sure thing. That’ll be the end of our planned schedule. We’ll make sure everything gets done right so you won’t end up with any unnecessary expenses,” Aldas replied with a smile as he stepped into the wagon, with Pops and Mayton following after him. Then Ludo Ruu took the reins of the totos wagon, and before long it vanished into the darkness, leaving us standing in silence.


      As we stood there at the entrance to the main Ruu house, my eyes turned upward to the starry night sky above us. I didn’t really know anything about the heavenly bodies of my old world, but the stars I was looking at had to be completely different ones.


      The cat and monkey stars are up there too, huh? Oh, and Zattsu Suun’s star was a star of bad fortune...


      As for me, I was a starless one. My star didn’t exist up there in the sky, so no matter how skilled Arishuna was, she could never read my fate.


      “It seems we’ll have fine weather again tomorrow,” Ai Fa calmly and quietly stated. When I turned to look at her, I found that she was staring up at the starry sky too, her head slightly tilted.


      Tia, meanwhile, gave a big tired yawn and said, “We’ll deal with tomorrow when it comes. I want to get to sleep soon.”


      “Of course. Shall we head on back, then?” Ai Fa asked with a gentle expression directed at me.


      “Yeah,” I replied with a nod.


      I didn’t have a star up in that sky, but I was still standing here. My proper place was by Ai Fa’s side. Even if I was a starless one, I could surely still live a fulfilling life.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      By the evening of the next day, the twentieth of the blue month, work on the Fa house was finally completed.


      Ai Fa and I were standing side by side, staring up at the newly built house, awash in the vermilion light of sunset. A lot of the small details probably differed, to be sure, but looking at it now, it felt like the size, shape, and style were all exactly right, making it seem as if the previous Fa house had been completely restored.
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      “Well? Fine work, isn’t it? No matter how much the great god rolls around in his sleep, it’s sure to stay standing at least until your grandchildren’s time,” Aldas cheerfully called out from where he was sitting on the ground nearby. The Fa house had only just been completed, so the members of the construction group were all looking up at their work with great satisfaction.


      “Um, is it okay if we look inside?”


      “Of course. We’ll be cleaning up out here, so go ahead and make sure there aren’t any issues.”


      As Ai Fa and I stood at the entrance, Tia hobbled over to us with her crutch. Even the front door looked exactly like our old one. The construction group had worked hard to re-create everything as closely as they could, even going so far as to inspect the houses of other clans.


      Ai Fa reached out toward the door, and it smoothly swung open. Then, as we stepped inside, I was hit by the overpowering scent of wood. The entryway was slightly larger than it had been before, but that had been a request from Ai Fa, as she didn’t want things to be too cramped for our nonhuman clan members when they slept. The rest of the house wasn’t any smaller, though, so the total size had increased just a bit.


      Right past the entryway, we came to the main hall. Since we had yet to bring in any furnishings, the floor was still totally exposed. It had been polished to a shine, though, and the light streaming in through the windows caused it to sparkle.


      The windows to the left and right had wooden latticework in them, and there were three doors along the far wall. That was all the same as before too.


      Ai Fa and I stepped inside. Since Tia had nothing to wash her bare feet with, she wiped them off using her hands and left knee instead. Next to the right window, there was a square cavity two meters wide. That was the one spot where instead of the floor being made of wooden planks, it was brown clay instead. Placing a stove there would be a job for us to take care of, not the construction group.


      Stepping past that spot, Ai Fa opened the leftmost door on the back wall. That was the storage room, three meters deep and two meters wide. It wasn’t even as large as six tatami mats, but it felt quite spacious without anything stored in it. And of course, a latticed window had been cut into the far wall.


      When we opened the middle and right doors, we found that they were almost identical to the old ones as well. However, there was one significant difference. The room on the right had originally been a pantry, so it had been without a window. But in our new house, it did have one. Since we had a pantry in the kitchen already, Ai Fa had decided there was no need to have another in the main house.


      “I don’t see anything wrong with any of the rooms. I’m looking forward to bringing in the furnishings.”


      “Indeed,” Ai Fa replied with a nod, closing the door and glancing around the main hall. Since there weren’t any rugs or shelves yet, it seemed incredibly spacious. Looking up, I saw the exposed beams of the ceiling, and they were unsurprisingly the same as before too.


      Having finished our inspection, we stepped back outside. The construction group had apparently finished cleaning up, as they were currently boarding their wagons. Pops, Aldas, and Mayton were the only ones who came back over to us to talk.


      “Well? Did you find any defects?” Pops asked.


      “No. You did splendid work. It feels as if the old Fa house has been reborn, and I am truly satisfied,” Ai Fa replied. Then she pulled out a bag. “Here is your payment. Are three silver coins truly sufficient?”


      “We finished the job in three days, and we got all the materials we needed on-site, so there’s no need to add any extra charges.”


      “I see,” Ai Fa replied with a nod, and she handed Pops his payment.


      After checking the contents of the bag, Pops gave a big nod of his own and said, “You even fed us over the last three days too. And the dinners yesterday and the day before were downright spectacular, so I can’t say I feel great about not paying for them.”


      “There’s no need to concern yourself. Everyone was overjoyed at the chance to strengthen their bonds with people from the south.”


      “I should be the one saying that. Sorry for all the trouble I caused yesterday,” Mayton chimed in with a bashful smile, only for Aldas to slap him on the back with a hearty grin.


      “Well then, we’re heading back to the post town. Your stalls are gonna be open for business again tomorrow, right?” Aldas asked.


      “Ah, yes. We’ll be taking the next day off, but after that, we’ll return to business as usual. You’ll need to pay, but we’ll be offering a wider variety of dishes.”


      “We’re already looking forward to it, and to that banquet at the end of the month.”


      Aldas and Mayton got into a wagon after that. Instead of following them, though, Pops stared intensely at me. “Well, we’re heading out. Make sure to take good care of the house we built.”


      “Yeah, of course. Thank you so much.”


      “Hmph. There’s no reason for you to thank us. Still, it’s pleasant to think about how the house I built will be a home for your children and grandchildren,” Pops said, with the skin around his eyes crinkling a bit as if he were smiling. And then he boarded a wagon as well.


      The wagons holding the twenty southerners departed the clearing, heading south down the path through the forest’s edge, and once they had vanished from sight among the trees, Ai Fa gave a deep sigh.


      “He hit us with a meddlesome comment right at the last moment. Why must I face such humiliation even from southerners?”


      “Ha ha. I’m sure it’s just that everyone sees what a great pair we make,” I said as a bit of a joke, but it seemed to have the opposite of the intended effect, judging from how Ai Fa’s face went even more red and she gave me a firm kick in the leg.


      “Don’t you go speaking out of turn either, Tia!” she snapped.


      “I won’t. I don’t want you to kick me, so I’ll refrain from saying anything about that,” Tia replied. Then she placed her hand over her stomach. “Anyway, I’m feeling really hungry. Where are we eating today?”


      “At the Fou house. Then after that, will we move back into the Fa house?” I asked.


      “Indeed. We don’t have much in the way of luggage, so we’ll be able to take it all home after dinner. There’s no need to wait until tomorrow.”


      And so, we all headed over to the wagon that was attached to Gilulu. As we walked, Ai Fa kept an eye on Tia, who was following along behind us, while also leaning closer to me and whispering, “Even after we bring our things from the Fou settlement, we should have more room to use in the house than before.”


      “Right. We’ll be able to use the pantry as another storage room now. Or do you want to use it as a bedroom like other houses do?”


      “Either would be fine with me. After all...” Ai Fa said, then her voice got even quieter before she continued, “Even if we end up with more clan members someday, there’ll still be plenty of space.”


      “Huh? Wait, Ai Fa, you want to—” I started to ask, only for her to interrupt.


      “I was just speaking hypothetically! There’s no need to say anything more about it!”


      Her sudden shout had really hurt my ears. As I suffered through the ringing that ensued, I glanced over at her, and found that Ai Fa had turned away from me, her face totally red.


      I had no way of knowing what awaited the two of us. All we could do was continue to search for what seemed to us to be the best possible path forward. But since I completely trusted that our future together would be full of happiness, all I felt like I needed to do was offer her a warm smile.

    

  

  
    
      Intermezzo: The Star of Bad Fortune and the Starless Abyss


      On this particular day, things were quite lively at the Sauti settlement starting early in the morning. Of course, the same was true for all of the clans. Because of the massive earthquake the other day, all of them had suffered significant damage. Even five days later, everyone was still getting up early to rebuild.


      Additionally, the Sauti were in the process of learning how to sell fresh giba meat in the post town. As part of that, they had gone into town the day after the earthquake, and they were scheduled to do so again tomorrow. Due to that extra workload, everyone was quite active around the settlement.


      “To think that an earthquake would strike at a time like this. We should feel fortunate that nobody was seriously injured,” Dari Sauti remarked.


      “Definitely,” the young man who was helping him carry a log earnestly replied. “As long as our clan members are fine, this is nothing we can’t handle. In fact, I’d say we had it much worse when we were fighting the lord of the forest.”


      “Yes. Several of our hunters suffered severe injuries in our confrontations with it... Of course, I was one of them.”


      “Leading clan head, you were hurt protecting a clan member. That’s nothing to feel ashamed about.”


      “I didn’t say that I felt ashamed of it. Both the lord of the forest and yesterday’s earthquake were surely trials laid out for us by the mother forest and our father, the western god. We simply need to give our all to overcome them.”


      “Right!” the young man said with a passionate nod.


      He seemed to be finding the difficulties they faced rather energizing. However, that was very much preferable to seeing him stricken by grief. As for Dari Sauti, he was confident that he would be able to overcome this trial with stoicism and solemnity. He felt no need to get so worked up.


      The lord of the forest... How nostalgic that feels now.


      That incident had occurred back during the indigo month of last year, eight whole months prior. The Sauti had fully recovered from the deep wounds that monstrous beast had inflicted on them, and had been living well and free of shame.


      “Ah, another fresh log? We’ll use that as material for the floor, so lay it down there, please,” an older man stated, and so the two men placed it where they had been told to. Since constructing a house was not something they had to do very often, it made sense to put the older members of their clan in charge. Even though he was the clan head, Dari Sauti was still young enough that he had a lot to learn about this kind of thing.


      All of the men were working on the job, while the women and children with time to spare were watching and cheering them on. Similar scenes were undoubtedly playing out around this time of day in every clan’s settlement.


      Well, I suppose the Fa are an exception.


      Just yesterday, they had received a report that southerners had rebuilt the Fa house. Since the Fa clan was lacking in members, they had instead paid those southerners to assist them. And apparently, they had finished the whole job in a mere three days.


      Even at times like this, the Fa clan remains special. Still, I find that reassuring in a way, Dari Sauti thought to himself, right before his wife, Mil Fei Sauti, approached him from the crowd.


      “Dari, don’t you think it’s about time to take a little break? And besides, there’s something I want you to hear.”


      “Hmm? What’s with the scary look on your face? Has some sort of trouble arisen?”


      “I wouldn’t say that... I just felt it would be best for you to take action before it results in any sort of awkwardness,” Mil Fei Sauti replied with a tense expression. She was an incredibly compassionate person, but she usually presented a steely facade to the world as the one in charge of the women. It was a consequence of becoming the wife of a clan head, and a leading one at that, at a young age.


      I have no idea what this is about, but it must be something significant if Mil Fei is this shaken.


      Dari Sauti ordered the men to take a break, then followed Mil Fei Sauti around to the rear of the main house. Their destination was the kitchen, where a number of young women were working.


      Since they were drying pico leaves at the moment, there was an intense scent wafting through the air. A number of women were passionately discussing something, but they immediately stopped and looked over at the two new arrivals when they entered.


      “D-Dari Sauti, Mil Fei Sauti... What brings you here?” one of them asked.


      “We came to speak with you all. Can you explain what you’ve been discussing to our clan head, Dari?” Mil Fei Sauti asked with a serious expression, and the young woman she was addressing ducked her head with a look of embarrassment.


      “A-Ah, no, surely there’s no need for the leading clan head to listen to such idle gossip”


      “Gossip, you say? It sounded rather too ominous to me to be called that,” Mil Fei Sauti replied with an intense look in her eyes, causing all the women gathered there to shrink back.


      Hoping to ease their concern, Dari Sauti smiled and said, “Now I’m curious. Ominous is a rather strong word.”


      “Indeed. Please give us your opinion on the matter as leading clan head,” Mil Fei Sauti urged with a nod.


      After an extended silence, one of the women spoke up. “I-I’m sorry. It’s not like we were taking it all that seriously, but it was just kind of frightening.”


      “Frightening? Now I’m starting to get worried. What exactly were you talking about?”


      “W-Well, yesterday news was sent out that the criminal Cyclaeus had passed away, right? A rumor has been floating around that perhaps it was a curse from the former leading clan head Zattsu Suun.”


      Dari Sauti’s eyes widened and he asked, “What? Hold on, what are you all saying? A curse? From Zattsu Suun?”


      “Y-Yes. The criminal Cyclaeus died as a result of the earthquake, didn’t he? And that earthquake happened to occur on the same date that Zattsu Suun passed away. That’s probably what led to the rumor.”


      “Huh? The earthquake was on the same date that Zattsu Suun died? I’m amazed you remember that so specifically.”


      “Yes... It’s a date that we probably won’t ever forget,” the young woman said, glancing sadly downward.


      The Sauti had been heavily involved in the events that had led to Zattsu Suun’s death. A number of their hunters had been there when he’d been captured, and all of them had been seriously injured in the process.


      I see. That was the fifteenth of the blue month... Right, it’s said that the fifteenth is a lucky day for leaving on a trip.


      On that day, with permission from Genos, a merchant group had set out for Sym on a route that cut through the forest’s edge with Sauti hunters accompanying them as guides. However, that had actually been a trap set by the westerners, Kamyua Yoshu foremost among them, in order to apprehend the criminals of the Suun clan. And sure enough, Zattsu Suun had been lured out exactly as planned. He’d attacked the group by provoking giba to go after them, and that was how the Sauti hunters had gotten so badly hurt.


      “I see. And then Zattsu Suun died later that same day.”


      “R-Right. And since he was a dangerous criminal, Zattsu Suun would have also been held in that jail place, wouldn’t he? Then a year later on the same day, Cyclaeus died in the same place, so some of us started thinking it could be a curse from Zattsu Suun.”


      “Even if they were both guilty of serious crimes, I can’t imagine a noble and a person of the forest’s edge would be held in the same place. Still, that is certainly quite a coincidence.”


      “I-Is it really just a coincidence, though?”


      All of the women gathered there looked uneasy. However, Dari Sauti simply kept smiling at them.


      “Do you all really believe in things such as curses? Certainly, Zattsu Suun possessed exceptional strength for a person of the forest’s edge, but even he couldn’t get up to any wrongdoing after his soul returned to the forest.”


      “A-Are you sure? I heard Zattsu Suun was such a fearsome man that it was hard to believe he was even human.”


      Those words actually shook Dari Sauti a little. He had only seen Zattsu Suun twice himself, at the clan head meeting last year and then on the day of the attack. Because of his decade-long illness, Zattsu Suun had no longer been in any state to interact with outsiders by the time Dari Sauti had begun attending clan head meetings.


      When he had seen the man for the first time last year, he had looked like a living corpse. The Suun clan’s crimes had been exposed and he had been about to be sent to the northern settlement as the root of all those evils, but at the time, he hadn’t even been able to walk on his own and needed to be carried atop a door. He had wasted away to such a pathetic state that it seemed odd that the man had still been alive.


      But a few days later, Zattsu Suun had fled from the northern settlement, and had later attacked the supposed merchant group with frenzied giba while also leaping into the fray with a sword in hand himself. At the time, Dari Sauti had already been knocked out of the fight by a strike from a giba’s tusk, but the horrifying sight of the man remained burned into his mind even now.


      Zattsu Suun had still looked every bit as thin and withered as he had back at the Suun settlement. His face, limbs, and torso had all looked like little more than rawhide stretched over bone. Nearly all of his hair had fallen out, and his skin had turned a bluish-black. However, there had been an intense fire burning in his black eyes and he had spouted all sorts of curses as he swung his blade around, only to ultimately be subdued by Kamyua Yoshu.


      In all likelihood, if it hadn’t been for how skilled Kamyua Yoshu was, that skeleton of a man would have turned the tables on whoever faced him. The amount of strength behind Zattsu Suun’s swings had convinced Dari Sauti of that. Even though he had been so slender that one would think the steel sword surely outweighed him, Zattsu Suun had been in a mad frenzy as if he himself had been a giba. According to what he’d heard later, the man had supposedly used some sort of questionable medicinal herbs to preserve his life, but even if Dari Sauti had been at his best, he still would likely have been no match for the former leading clan head.


      He really did look like a monster, so I suppose the other hunters must have talked about how terrifying he was on that day around the settlement.


      Dari Sauti felt a slight shiver run up his spine, but then he smiled at the women once more and said, “No matter how unsettling he might have been, Zattsu Suun was still a man. He cannot cause any trouble now that he is dead. We should focus on our work and not pay any heed to such rumors.”


      “Y-Yes, we think so too. But I still can’t get the thought out of my head,” one of the women said.


      “M-Me neither,” another added. “Zattsu Suun hated the nobles of Genos more than anything. And he must have hated the people of the forest’s edge who brought the Suun to ruin just as much.”


      The women began trembling as if it were frigidly cold in the room.


      Seeing that, Dari Sauti scratched his head. “Really? Well, don’t brood over it too much. The mother forest is always watching over you, after all,” he said. Then he turned around and walked away.


      Mil Fei Sauti hurried after him as he left, and whispered quietly, “Dari, are you really okay with leaving it at that? They still seemed pretty worried.”


      “Yes, but assuaging their concerns may be beyond me... After all, I was feeling a little overwhelmed by my own fear of Zattsu Suun.”


      “Huh? Wait, surely you don’t believe in that rumor too, Dari,” Mil Fei Sauti said, staring at her husband questioningly.


      Feeling deeply reassured by her demeanor, Dari Sauti replied, “Of course I don’t. No matter how frightening Zattsu Suun might have been, there’s no way he could have given rise to a curse after death. However, I wasn’t able to find the words to cleanse their hearts of their fear of the man.”


      “Even as the greatest champion of the Sauti, you still fear Zattsu Suun, Dari?” Mil Fei Sauti asked, her eyes narrowing with displeasure.


      That also eased Dari Sauti’s heart, but he needed to correct an assumption she had made. “Fear is perhaps not quite the right word. A part of me still feels that Zattsu Suun was more a calamity than a human being. I’m sure that’s how they feel as well.”


      “Well then, what should we do?”


      “I suppose it’s best to rely on our elder, Moga, at this point.”


      When they made it back to the plaza, the men were still in the middle of their break. Some of them were even playing with the young children. It was a wonderfully peaceful sight. As for the clan’s elder, Moga Sauti, he was saying something while surrounded by kids.


      “My apologies for interrupting, but I have something I’d like to ask you, Elder Moga.”


      “Hmm? Surely you don’t intend to ask this old man to carry a log?” Moga Sauti teased with a gentle expression.


      With a laugh, Dari Sauti waved his hand and replied, “No, nothing like that. I want to borrow your wisdom, not your muscles. I’m sorry for the sudden request, but I’d like to ask about the previous leading clan head, Zattsu Suun.”


      “Zattsu Suun, huh? I’ve been hearing a disquieting rumor about him recently,” Moga Sauti replied, his smile growing even softer. It seemed he had already heard about the matter too.


      The young children all around them stared up at Moga and Dari Sauti in confusion. After looking around at all of them, the elder turned back toward the leading clan head. “I’ll certainly tell you as much as you wish. But will it be necessary to clear out this space first?”


      “No, I have nothing to hide anyone in our clan,” Dari Sauti said as he sat down atop a freshly cut log.


      Moga Sauti’s eyes narrowed. “I see. So, what do you wish to discuss regarding Zattsu Suun?”


      “I leave that up to you, Elder Moga. You have lived longer than he did, so surely you knew him better than anyone.”


      “The Suun and Sauti clans are located far apart. It isn’t as if I had many chances to get to know the man on a personal level. That’s also why I was unable to stop him,” Moga Sauti said quietly, still with a soft expression on his face as he stared off into the distance. “I can’t say I know exactly how old Zattsu Suun was, but I’m sure he was at least a decade younger than me. Even so, I believe he became the head of the Suun before I was even put in charge of a branch house.”


      “And that was also when he became the leading clan head of the forest’s edge. Was Zattsu Suun still young when you first met him at the clan head meetings once you started accompanying the clan head to them, Elder Moga?”


      “Indeed. I wasn’t selected to accompany the clan head every time, but I still saw him a number of times even so. When he was young, Zattsu Suun’s strength was extraordinary, and his will was unshakable. He possessed complete certainty that he was the strongest of us, and that he could lead our people to our true destiny, or so it seemed to me.”


      “So why did he end up straying from the proper path?”


      “Perhaps...it was because he was too strong. He was so powerful that he might have lost sight of how the weak think,” Moga Sauti replied, his gaze still far away. “Furthermore, no one around him could admonish the man. Not even the dauntless northern clans or the Ruu. The former submitted to him while the other stood in opposition, but at their core they both surely felt the same fear. I believe that is also part of what closed off the path before him.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “I mean exactly what I said. Zattsu Suun’s mere presence could invoke fear in anyone and everyone around him. In those circumstances, it must have been difficult for him to reflect on his actions. We humans are weak beings, after all.”


      “Was Zattsu Suun weak too?”


      “He was. No matter how strong he might have been as a hunter, he still possessed the same weak mind and spirit as the rest of us. He believed he was just, never questioning himself as he walked the wrong path. If he had only been a little better at listening to others, perhaps he would not have met such a pitiable end.” Though Moga Sauti’s gaze still looked distant, he turned his eyes toward Dari Sauti. “You also heard Zattsu Suun’s last words from Asuta and the others, didn’t you? He cursed the entirety of this world. The nobles of Genos, the townsfolk, the people of the forest’s edge... Yes, he cursed everything for not going as he wished. However, the basis of that was undoubtedly his pride as a person of the forest’s edge.”


      “His pride?”


      “Indeed. It is undeniably true that our people suffered an unjust fate. The townsfolk looked down on us as barbarians, while we only valued our own relatives here at the forest’s edge. We were also incapable of reflection. We had accepted that unjust fate and were heading toward an even worse one. I believe that was the source of Zattsu Suun’s anger. We feared him, and he was enraged by our weakness. Why didn’t we fight back against that fate? Why did we choose to live pathetic, prideless lives like giiz? He was ruled by that fury, and he plotted to restore our pride with his own strength.”


      “And that’s what led him to break so many taboos?”


      “Indeed. Zattsu Suun sought to make us more than equal to those of the world outside. To do so, he would first need to gain control over all of the people of the forest’s edge. But the only way he could see to do that was to use strength to force others to submit. He was just too strong, so he never had a chance to learn of any other paths. That is why I cannot help but feel that Asuta of the Fa clan is his perfect opposite.”


      “Asuta?” Dari Sauti asked in surprise. He hadn’t expected the chef’s name to come up in their conversation.


      As he continued to stare at Dari Sauti’s face, Moga Sauti smiled and said, “Yes. Asuta possesses no strength whatsoever. Or at least, he lacks the sort of strength we people of the forest’s edge seek. Though he is famed as a chef, we had no interest in delicious cooking at the time of his arrival. It is difficult to imagine anyone more powerless than him.”


      “Ha ha, if Ai Fa heard you say that, she’d definitely raise her eyebrows at you.”


      “But it is the truth. If he had appeared outside of the forest’s edge, Asuta would have quickly become known as a chef. But for whatever reason, he wished to live as one of our people. And the methods he used to pursue his goals were the exact opposite of Zattsu Suun’s. Without using any strength at all, he instead worked to reach an understanding with others and get them to open up,” Moga Sauti said, his voice terribly quiet. “I believe Asuta and Zattsu Suun held the same goal—to give our people the ability to live with pride and escape our poverty without submitting to the outside world. In order to achieve that, Asuta opened up the hearts of everyone he could, while Zattsu Suun tried to force everyone to submit. If Asuta had been here thirty...no, even twenty years ago, he might well have joined forces with Zattsu Suun in order to defeat Cyclaeus and Ciluel.”


      “Asuta and Zattsu Suun working together? That’s hard to imagine now.”


      “Yes, but I can’t help thinking that Asuta could have managed such a thing. Of course, that would have required at least one person of the forest’s edge from back then to start things off by accepting him.”


      “That would surely have been the most difficult part. I don’t believe there are many people like Ai Fa out there.”


      “I agree,” Moga Sauti replied with a bright smile.


      And then, another man joined their conversation and said, “If you think about it like that, it makes Asuta seem even more unbelievable than Zattsu Suun. The former leading clan head wasn’t able to make all our people submit, but we’re already dancing in the palm of Asuta’s hand.” He gave an amused chuckle as he said it.


      At some point, several more people had come and gathered around Moga Sauti, not just the young children. The young women who had been discussing the rumor before were even among them.


      “But we didn’t submit to Asuta. We listened to his words and decided they were just and that we wished to walk the same path as him.”


      “Exactly. Zattsu Suun wanted to use force to drag us along on the same path as him, while Asuta used emotion and reason in order to persuade us.”


      “Zattsu Suun should have spoken with others as well. If he did, perhaps he would have realized that he was mistaken.”


      “But I’ve heard that there was nobody who could stand up to him back then. That was our sin, wasn’t it?”


      “Indeed. The Ruu clans alone resolutely tried to resist, but we all should have learned from them. Even if the Suun and the northern clans were the greatest of us, if all the other clans had fought back, we surely wouldn’t have lost.”


      “We younger folks had never even seen Zattsu Suun, but we still feared the Suun clan. That weakness is definitely a sin.”


      “Yet Asuta and Ai Fa acted without fear, facing the Suun head-on. You said Asuta lacked any strength, elder, but I think he might have the strongest will of anyone in all of the forest’s edge.”


      “Yeah, and as a result, we all finally managed to work together. Without the Fa and Ruu, the Suun’s mistake never would have been corrected, surely.”


      Excitement filled the air, almost as if they were at a banquet. Dari Sauti quietly let it wash over him, while Mil Fei Sauti slowly leaned toward him. Then, she whispered into Dari Sauti’s ear, “Exactly what I’ve come to expect from you, Dari.”


      “Hmm? What do you mean?”


      “You asked the elder Moga to talk about our history in order to prove Zattsu Suun’s curse doesn’t exist, didn’t you? Even those women from before surely won’t be misled by that rumor any further,” Mil Fei Sauti replied with a gentle smile. It was an expression that she rarely showed outside of the house, so Dari Sauti met it with a grin of his own.


      I honestly just wanted to hear stories about how Zattsu Suun was nothing more than an ordinary man. I certainly never expected things to develop like they did.


      Dari Sauti was sure that Moga Sauti’s words were correct. He had complete trust in the elder.


      A year had passed since the clan head meeting where the crimes of the Suun had been exposed, and the forest’s edge had changed greatly in that time. Now everyone would be able to live proudly and prosperously by selling meat in town, and without Asuta, that never would have happened.


      Of course, it wasn’t as if Asuta were solely responsible for how things had turned out. They had all needed to make the choice to walk the path Asuta had carved for them. And they would continue to walk it alongside him, sharing in the joy and hardships alike.

    

  

  
    
      Group Performance: The Black Knight’s Loyalty
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      In his memories, his mother had always worn a sorrowful expression. He remembered how she looked in profile especially well. She had often stared out the window; he had watched her doing so from the side many times when he was young.


      His mother would slowly sit down upon a chair, straighten her back, and quietly look outside the window, cutting a dignified yet ephemeral figure. And since the boy loved and respected his mother more than anyone or anything, seeing her like that made him feel a pain in his chest.


      “Mother, why do you always look so sad?” he had once asked when quite young.


      His mother’s eyes widened in great surprise, but then they narrowed with an apologetic look. “I’m not sad at all. As long as you’re here by my side, I’m happy.”


      Though he had immediately realized that her words were nothing but a lie meant to put him at ease, he hadn’t been able to bring himself to say anything. And since he hadn’t wanted to sadden his precious mother further, he never again asked her that question.


      The boy and his mother lived on the outskirts of a town called Dabagg, in a big old manor that sat atop a hill. The structure was surrounded by stone walls, and with its elevated location, it was possible to look down at the karon farms that spread out around their fine home.


      Of course, the lord of this manor was a noble, and the boy’s mother was tasked with watching over the place while the man was away. Since it was a villa, the master of the house would only visit a few times each year. When he wasn’t present, his mother and the other servants lived there by themselves, busily cleaning the rooms, tending to the garden, and handling other such chores.


      However, the boy didn’t learn about that until quite a bit later. Until he had been around seven or eight years old, he had mistakenly believed that his mother was the owner of the manor because he had seen the other servants acting politely toward her countless times.


      Though the other servants appeared to be quite busy every day, his mother spent her time in a leisurely manner, sewing, reading, and at most putting on tea for everyone. Additionally, rather than being made to work around the house, the boy was given lessons on how to handle a blade, ride a totos, and read and write the western language. This led him to think that their position was different from that of the others.


      That thought had ultimately proven to be half right and half wrong. Certainly, his mother’s position was different than that of those around her, but she was ultimately still a servant. He had finally come to realize that just before turning ten. The noble had visited the manor for the first time in a while, and after he left, his mother had informed him of that fact.


      “You must strive to be of use to him as well. That is the most sublime duty for you,” his mother had said.


      He hadn’t quite been able to accept it, however. “I don’t know anything about him. Why do I need to be loyal to someone like that?”


      “Because that man is our master. It’s all thanks to him that we’re able to live lives without want.”


      “Even so, you’re the most important person to me, mother. As long as you’re here, I’m happy.”


      His mother shook her head with a terribly sad look in her eyes. “In that case, please do your best to serve him for my sake as well. That is the best path available to you.”


      Yes, he really hadn’t been able to accept it. But he hadn’t wanted to make his mother look any sadder, so he ultimately hadn’t said anything back to that.


      From that point on, he had dedicated himself to his studies even harder. He had been full of determination, knowing he needed to become a fine man in order to protect the lives of both himself and his mother. However, he had never been able to bring himself to like the master of the manor who visited every now and then. He was a small man with an eerie appearance, and the boy couldn’t stand his haughty attitude toward the servants either. What he hated most of all, though, was the way his mother always so eagerly awaited that small man’s visits.


      That little noble was the one who made his mother sad. He was the one she always looked out the window for.


      Even if he’s a noble, why should my mother care for a questionable guy like that? He’s a poor match for her.


      Those feelings spurred the boy on through all sorts of training. Even if he wasn’t of use to the noble at that point, he would make his mother happy. For that reason, he was determined, for the time being, to keep building up his strength.


      Fortunately, he apparently possessed a lot of talent when it came to swordsmanship. Using his body seemed to suit him better than trying to use his mind. He just couldn’t seem to master the western tongue, but his handling of a blade or a totos often shocked even his instructors. By the time he reached the mere age of thirteen, he had grown skilled enough to land a strike on his swordsmanship teacher.


      “You got me there. That was a splendid display of swordsmanship. I doubt any outlaw would be able to give you trouble at this point,” the man remarked in admiration, having dropped his wooden sword after taking a blow to the arm. He was a westerner a little over the age of forty and had an incredibly tough physique, but since the boy had eastern blood, their heights were not all that different.


      “Could I make a living, with the blade?” he asked.


      As the man stroked his wrist, he nodded and replied, “Certainly. There isn’t much fighting around these parts, so people don’t polish their sword skills as much. I’m sure you could eventually end up leading a group of knights.”


      “Knights? But I want to, live like you.”


      “Like me? I’m nothing but a bodyguard. And I don’t even have a license from the capital.”


      “But I think, it is wonderful, how you make a living, with your sword skills. I have something, I want to protect.”


      The man had a very dubious look on his face. “Like I’m telling you, you should aim to become a knight of the kingdom. Nobody would take issue with your bloodline, so—”


      “My bloodline?” the boy asked with a tilt of his head, and the man instantly went pale.


      “Ah, that was a slip of the tongue. Sorry, but please forget I just said that.”


      “What do you mean, my bloodline? Do you know, my father?” the boy pressed further, his heart pounding in his chest. “I know nothing, of my father. My mother won’t, talk about him. If you know, please tell me.”


      “Ah, no, you see—”


      “My mother is not, of noble blood. If you think, I am of a, noble bloodline, then you must know, my father.”


      The man then fell to his knees, his face completely pale. “P-Please, have mercy. I would never be permitted to speak about something your mother hasn’t informed you of. I-If that man learns of this...I-I’ll lose my head!”


      After that, he was given a different swordsmanship instructor. Whether it was a case of the man no longer being a match for his student’s skills or he simply fled, the boy didn’t know. However, it was clear to him that his father’s identity was a majorly taboo subject. And furthermore, he realized the people around him had been able to guess the answer to the question of his ancestry.


      Then, the boy turned sixteen, and his mother’s soul returned to the gods. She had suffered from lung disease, and the treatment provided by the doctor summoned from central Dabagg proved to be of no use in preventing her from departing this world.


      “It seems I’ve met my end. You’ll keep giving your all for that man, won’t you?” his mother had asked on her deathbed.


      Her hand had grown so thin that it was like it belonged to a different person entirely, but the boy gripped it tight and earnestly asked, “Mother, am I that man’s son?”


      “I love you more than anyone, Sanjura,” his mother uttered with her final breath.


      That day would become a massive turning point that twisted the fate of the boy, Sanjura of Dabagg.
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      The carriage from Genos arrived the next day. All of the servants were dismissed. The manor was to be sold off.


      Sanjura lost both the place where he was born and raised and the handful of people he knew along with his mother. All he had left was the skill with a blade that he had fostered over the course of sixteen years. Aside from that, he didn’t have even a single coin to his name. Even if he fled, he would have no choice but to resort to becoming a lowly bandit, or something like that.


      And so, filled with a sense of loss and mental numbness, Sanjura was taken away. The soldiers who always guarded that small man were the ones who came for him, and it was then that Sanjura first learned they were knights from a town known as Genos. Those soldiers didn’t talk to Sanjura at all, and they likely didn’t know much about his background either. Thinking back, whenever that little man had visited the manor, Sanjura was always kept away from his mother, so any guards the little man had with him had likely never even gotten a proper look at Sanjura’s face.


      They arrived in the town of Genos that night. Sanjura was shoved into a totos carriage and passed through the gates, after which he was led to a fine mansion—a stone structure that was even more grandiose than the manor in Dabagg. A stone structure in a stone town.


      With two soldiers on either side of him, Sanjura was made to walk down a stone hallway. Eventually, he was beckoned through a massive door, and inside...that small noble sat there.


      “Good work. You may stand by outside of the door,” the little man ordered, and the soldiers exited the room. Now that it was just the two of them, the small man glared at Sanjura with eyes like poisoned needles as he lounged on his couch. “I believe this is our first time being properly introduced. I am the head of the house of Turan, Cyclaeus.”


      Sanjura stared at the man in silence. He really was eerie. That impression hadn’t changed in the least since the boy had first seen him over ten years ago. However, perhaps because of the lighting, his face looked rather pale.


      “It is quite unfortunate what happened with your mother,” Cyclaeus continued. “I sent the greatest doctor in Dabagg to treat her, but it seems this was her time. She was not an especially strong-bodied woman to begin with.”


      Sanjura said nothing in response.


      “Your mother was loyal to me for quite some time. As her son, I will grant you a fulfilling lifestyle. You will be able to continue to dedicate yourself to serving me.”


      “Why did you, not come, to Dabagg?” Sanjura asked, his words almost coming out in fits. “My mother, waited for you, to visit. She fell ill, a month ago. Genos is only, half a day away, by totos, so why, didn’t you come, to Dabagg?”


      “As a count and the head of my house, there were a great many tasks I needed to deal with. I cannot leave Genos so easily.”


      “Did you not, love my mother?”


      At that, the little noble’s small eyes narrowed even further, hitting Sanjura full-force with a vicious glare. “Watch your words, Sanjura of Dabagg. I am the only reason you have been able to live in peace.”


      “My mother, loved you. I just wish, to know if, you loved her.”


      Cyclaeus closed his eyes. With their venomous glare hidden, his wrinkled face seemed to instantly shift into an expression devoid of strength.


      “Enough. Leave me. A guest room has been prepared for you, so you may rest there for a time. I am sure you are quite agitated, having recently lost your mother.” Cyclaeus then rang a silver bell, his eyes still closed, and the soldiers entered the room through the door. “Take our guest to his room. If necessary, dinner can be prepared for him as well.”


      Sanjura burned the sight of the man into his eyes one more time, then turned around. After being led back out through the door, he once again found himself walking a stone hallway. The mansion seemed to have a very complex design, almost calling to mind a labyrinth. Many candles were mounted along the walls, but it soon became impossible to tell where exactly he had been led.


      That said, Sanjura was no longer in any state to properly take in his surroundings. He felt hollow inside, but the fire of anger was still flickering there in his chest. Rage and bitter regret threatened to overwhelm him, but he had no idea what his anger was directed at. If he had to say, it was probably himself for being so powerless.


      And then, the soldiers finally came to a stop. Sanjura was given a gentle push toward the wall, and their spears crossed in front of his eyes. Someone was coming down the hall, so they were making way.


      It was one small figure and one large. The little one seemed to be a young noble girl, while the big one appeared to be a soldier. The soldiers accompanying Sanjura continued to restrict his movement as they stood at attention. And as she passed by, the tiny girl shot a glare at Sanjura’s group.


      “A guest this late at night? Is he a merchant from Sym who has brought more ingredients?” she asked.


      “He is a guest of the count,” one of the soldiers explained.


      “Hmph,” the girl snorted, narrowing her eyes suspiciously. Though she spoke well enough, she was really young, likely only six or seven years old. In terms of height, she would probably only come up to around Sanjura’s stomach.


      Her little frame was clad in elaborate clothing, pure white from top to bottom, with countless folds and frills, giving her a beautiful appearance. Sanjura couldn’t even begin to hazard a guess as to how much money one would need to amass in order to acquire such an outfit.


      Still, that child has a really unpleasant look in her eyes, Sanjura casually thought. She was certainly beautiful. Her facial features were perfectly proportioned, her light hair had clearly been carefully combed, and her skin was so pale it looked as if sunlight had never touched it. When she grew up, she would surely become a noblewoman who excited all of the men around her.


      But presently, the girl had an oddly hostile look in her eyes. They were haughty and arrogant as she glared at Sanjura and the soldiers, almost as if she was looking at her enemies. She gave the impression that she was never not irritated with something, which was somewhat concerning, given her young age.


      “So, my father has returned to the mansion?” she asked.


      “Yes. However, the count will be retiring for the night soon.”


      “No need to waste your words. Let us be off, Mussel,” the girl stated before promptly walking away.


      The large soldier raised his shoulders as if trying to intimidate Sanjura’s group, then he followed the young girl down the hall.


      As the men on either side of Sanjura breathed sighs of relief, he suppressed all emotion in his voice and asked, “Just now, was that the daughter, of Count Turan?”


      “Yes. The lord’s first daughter, Lady Lefreya.”


      Slowly, Sanjura turned and looked back down the hallway. However, the girl and her soldier had already turned the corner and vanished from view.


      So Cyclaeus has a daughter? And yet, he still kept coming to see my mother.


      A ferocious blaze was now burning in his hollow chest. Still only sixteen years old, Sanjura suffered unbearable anguish that night.
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      Underneath a pale blue moon, the anguished screams of the dying filled the air.


      It was currently late at night, and they were on the highway between towns. There in the dark, black silhouettes cut down one figure after another. The wagon had stopped to make camp at the side of the road and had come under attack by raiders. There was nothing but uninhabited wasteland on either side of the highway, so no matter how much they screamed, no one would hear.


      Given that they had chosen to spend the night in such a location, they had to have brought some decently skilled bodyguards along for protection. Yet in spite of that, their efforts to fight back were completely futile. The assailants were all riding totos, and there were thirty of them, so it didn’t take long for the last of the camping group to hit the ground.


      “Okay, looks like we’ve taken care of the last of them! Make sure to kill anybody who’s just playing dead too!”


      “Yeah, I’d feel bad leaving them to get eaten alive by mundt!”


      Those crude voices were filled with an appalling amount of joy at the blood that had been shed. And then, once they had completely finished the job, they called out, “Hey, it’s all done! Where’d that black snake bastard get to?!”


      “Black snake” was a derogatory term for easterners that people in this region used. Even though he had explained to them that he was a westerner born in this land, they still didn’t stop calling him that.


      Sanjura emerged from the shadow of a massive rock riding a totos and approached them. The campfire was still crackling away, and its light faintly illuminated the bloodsoaked attackers and the pile of corpses.


      “Ooh, so you finally came out!” the man searching the wagon said with a wicked grin. “Hurry up and do your job, you damn black snake.”


      Sanjura’s role was simply to watch them commit this vicious act, so his part in this was already done. Under the circumstances, it seemed very unlikely that any of their prey had escaped.


      “Here is, your payment, in silver coins,” Sanjura said, pulling out a bag filled with coins and tossing it to the man next to the wagon.


      After checking the contents, the man laughed wickedly. “Yep, that’s what we’re owed. Give your master our regards.”


      Sanjura stared at him in silence.


      “What? Do you have some other business with us?”


      “Were these people, truly traitors? No matter how I look, at things, they seem to be, simple merchants.”


      “What do we care?! We just do the jobs your master tells us to! Whether they’re rebels or merchants, it puts food on the table either way!”


      The other men all began to laugh in amusement too. They were the sort of monsters who could roar with laughter while standing in front of a pile of corpses, people they had cut down without even really knowing who they were. Tugging on the reins of his totos, Sanjura turned his back on the detestable bandits.


      Mother, is this truly the future you imagined for me? Sanjura thought to himself as he rode the totos while holding a torch in one hand. It had been a year now since his mother had passed away, and under Cyclaeus’s orders, he had found himself getting involved in horrifying acts such as this one.


      How many deaths had he witnessed in the last year? Sanjura didn’t participate in the crimes himself, but he felt as if his hands had been deeply stained with blood at this point.


      He had been told that these bandits had been hired in order to deal with traitors who intended to harm Genos. At first, Sanjura had believed those words, but the more he saw, the more his faith wavered.


      Besides, even if they were truly traitors, it was hard to see how slaughtering them like this could be justified. No. If they were criminals, they should’ve been brought to trial under the laws of the kingdom.


      Sanjura’s spirit was quickly approaching its limit. If his mother had not told him to serve Cyclaeus, he would have long since run away.


      Mother... The man you loved so much may be an unforgivable criminal.


      Feeling as if he were trudging through mud, Sanjura continued to ride into the darkness.


      ◇


      Two days later, during the morning, Sanjura walked toward the castle town from the post town inn where he had spent the night. After showing the gatekeeper his pass, he headed on through, and unsurprisingly found that the lives of the wealthy, well-dressed residents continued to be without disruption or discomfort. Nearly all of them were westerners, but there were also easterners and southerners here and there, all merchants who the nobles permitted to enter the castle town, of course. And since he appeared to be an easterner, everyone probably assumed that Sanjura fell into that category as well. Pulling the hood of his cloak all the way up to shade his face as much as possible and avoid drawing attention, Sanjura headed toward the Turan mansion.


      He wasn’t allowed to pass through the front gate, so instead he needed to go to the rear service entrance and give the guards who watched it the supposed reason for his visit. After a bit of waiting, a maid appeared to guide them. She was a slave born in Mahyudra with golden hair, purple eyes, and skin paler than even that of a southerner. And she just happened to have started working in this manor around the same time as Sanjura.


      “We have been waiting for you. I will show you the way,” she said.


      She was far more skilled with the western language than Sanjura. Even though he was a westerner born in this land, he had only ever spoken with his mother growing up, so he wasn’t able to speak the western tongue any better than the merchants who visited Genos on business.


      My mother was even worse at speaking the western language than I was. So then, how in the world did a noble of the west fall for her? Sanjura thought to himself while walking down the stone hallway.


      Then the maid from Mahyudra turned around and cast her gaze downward. “Um... The count is out at the moment, so I was told to guide you to Lord Ciluel. Is that all right?”


      “Yes. That is, no issue.”


      She was under the impression that Sanjura was a merchant from Sym. Since he was under strict orders to never allow anyone in this mansion learn of his true lineage, even now that he was inside, he still had the hood of his cloak up to conceal his face in shadow and hide his light-brown hair, which was rare among easterners.


      “I have brought his guest,” the maid stated when they arrived at a door guarded by spear-wielding men, one of whom conveyed the message inside. After handing over the sword at his hip, Sanjura passed through the door alone. More guards and a page were stationed in the antechamber and the latter opened the door to the next room.


      “I’ve been waiting for you. You certainly got back rather late,” a throaty voice declared as soon as the door opened. It was Cyclaeus’s younger brother, Ciluel, who was sitting on a couch in a slovenly manner.


      He really didn’t resemble his brother at all. He was a middle-aged man who was tall for a westerner, with a burly physique as well. However, he made for a rather humorous sight, since despite his rugged face, his hair looked like an upside-down bowl, which was a style you usually only saw on young boys.


      “So, how did things go? Were all of the traitors wiped out down to the last man?” Ciluel asked.


      “Yes,” Sanjura replied, forcing down what he was really feeling. “They perished, before reaching, Banarm. No one, managed to flee.”


      “I see. Our subjugation forces didn’t suffer any injuries, did they?”


      “They did not. None of them, seemed to have been, harmed.”


      “Good. Well, if that wasn’t how things went, they wouldn’t be worth the special treatment we give them. We’ll have to keep giving them plenty of work in the future as well,” Ciluel remarked with a truly repulsive smile. The expression was every bit as vulgar as those of the villains from that night.


      This Ciluel man was the head of the militia in Genos, which formed the core of the town’s armed forces. The nameless subjugation force had been formed in secret in order to eliminate the traitors that the militia could not. The group protected the prosperity of Genos from the shadows, or at least that was how it had been explained to Sanjura.


      “You are to assist Ciluel in his work. If you do so, you will be guaranteed a life of ease,” Cyclaeus had told him. And to be sure, he was making far more money than he otherwise would have been able to. However, Sanjura was not allowed to live in the mansion or let anyone know his true identity. Instead, he had to move from inn to inn while pretending to be a merchant. And when Cyclaeus and Ciluel didn’t have any orders for him, he had nothing to do. If this was what a life of ease was like, Sanjura definitely couldn’t say he was grateful for it.


      “Very well, you are dismissed. Don’t forget to get in contact when you change locations,” Ciluel said. But then, he suddenly leaned forward and added, “Oh, one more thing. You’ve visited quite a few different places under my brother’s orders, haven’t you?”


      “Yes. I am tasked, with gathering rare ingredients, and information regarding, other towns.”


      “Then you should be able to tell stories like you’re a real merchant from Sym, right? I have a job for you to take care of before you leave this mansion.”


      “What would, that be?”


      “My brother’s daughter has been going on and on about how bored she is. Since my brother will be in the castle for some time, she has been complaining incessantly about how she is suffering from a lack of entertainment,” Ciluel said, the corners of his lips twisting up. “I could do it myself, but hearing that shrill voice makes me want to send her head flying. That would certainly earn my brother’s ire, though, so I have been doing my best to stay away.”


      “You wish, for me, to comfort her?”


      “That girl has an awful temper, so the maids and pages are barely able to handle her. But if we present her with someone like a guest of my brother, that should keep her from throwing any vases. You can just come up with some random tall tale to stave off her boredom.” Ciluel then picked up a bottle of fruit wine from the table and gulped it all down. “What are you waiting for? Hurry up and get out of here already. The maids know where that girl is.”


      “Of course. Excuse me,” Sanjura replied, holding back a sigh. Then he left Ciluel’s room.


      When he explained Ciluel’s request to the maid waiting out in the hall, she reacted with surprise. “My, he asked you to speak to Lady Lefreya? Very well, I will guide you to her.” There was a look of pity in her eyes, so it seemed the maids really did find her unpleasant, as Ciluel had claimed.


      Sanjura, however, had another reason to feel reluctant. For the last year, he had done his best to make sure he saw the girl as little as possible.


      Sanjura was Cyclaeus’s son. In the time since he’d been brought here, that suspicion had become a certainty. That was precisely why Cyclaeus so strongly insisted that he hide his background, around Ciluel especially.


      “Let us suppose, hypothetically, that you were of my blood. That would make you the illegitimate child of the house of a count. I’m sure you can understand what that would mean, yes?” Cyclaeus had told Sanjura when they’d met for the second time. “Your mother was no noble. She came from a common bloodline. However, you are older than my legitimate daughter Lefreya, and a boy at that. Even you should not find it hard to imagine what kind of chaos would result if you started insisting you were the illegitimate son of this noble house.”


      “I do not care, about your house. I just want, to know, my father.”


      “Even if that is truly your only motivation, how do you think those around you will see it? There are, no doubt, many who would use you to try to weaken this house. Or someone could even decide to have you killed to protect our standing.” A light like a ghostly flame drifting through a graveyard was flickering in Cyclaeus’s eyes as he spoke. “That is why you must not reveal your background to anyone, including the identity of your mother and the fact that you were born in Dabagg. Ciluel could very well figure out the truth from that information alone.”


      “Ciluel? Who is that?”


      “Ciluel is my younger brother. If he learns of your background, bloodshed is sure to result. He would believe it necessary to protect our house.”


      Cyclaeus had essentially confessed that Sanjura was his flesh and blood. The man truly was his father. And of course, Lefreya was Cyclaeus’s daughter. She was undoubtedly his legitimate child birthed by his legitimate wife.


      However, Cyclaeus had been coming to see Sanjura’s mother since long before Lefreya had been born. His anger over Cyclaeus’s unfaithfulness, his unease regarding Lefreya, and the frustration he felt because he alone had to hide his background were all swirling around in Sanjura’s heart. It was maddening.


      I am going to keep being forced to feel this way, it would have been better if I’d been cast aside without a coin to my name.


      Such thoughts had almost caused him to run from Genos again and again, but in the end, Sanjura had always chosen to stay. He just couldn’t bring himself to discard his attachment to his mother and the man she had loved, Cyclaeus. Why had his mother loved the noble so deeply when he seemed to be an unforgivable criminal? Until that mystery was solved, he couldn’t bring himself to cut ties with Cyclaeus.


      Besides, it had been none other than Cyclaeus himself who had summoned Sanjura here to Genos. Why had he gone and done such a thing? Why not simply dismiss Sanjura like the rest of the servants? Whenever Sanjura thought about that question, it always stirred up his emotions even more.


      “This is Lady Lefreya’s room,” the maid announced, coming to a stop. She then reached up with her graceful hand and knocked on the door.


      “Who is it?” a muffled voice asked from the other side.


      “Chiffon Chel, the maid. On Lord Ciluel’s orders, I have brought a guest.”


      “Enter.”


      Chiffon Chel opened the door, and Sanjura stepped inside. The room he entered was another antechamber where a large soldier was standing guard in front of another door leading farther in.


      “Orders from Lord Ciluel, huh? What business does a merchant from Sym have with Lady Lefreya?”


      “I was ordered, to tell tales, of my travels, to help ease, the young lady’s boredom.”


      “Hmph. I see.”


      The man gave Sanjura an intense glare. He was that large soldier named Mussel who was always guarding Lefreya. Despite having a face like a dim-witted karon, his eyes were quite sharp. Sanjura found him to be a rough, high-handed man.


      “In that case, leave your blade and cloak here.”


      “Of course. My cloak as well?”


      “People from Sym use poison, right? I’ll have to confirm you don’t have anything like that hidden on you, and that doesn’t mean just in your cloak.”


      Sanjura was a westerner, despite appearances, but he wasn’t permitted to reveal his background, so he allowed the search, placing his cloak and sword down on a table and allowing Mussel to thoroughly frisk him.


      “Lady Lefreya, there’s a merchant from Sym here to treat you to stories of his travels,” Mussel called out to the other side of the inner door.


      “Enter,” a voice immediately replied.


      Mussel then opened the door and beckoned him inside to where the young noblewoman was languidly sprawled on a couch, glaring at Sanjura with hostility in her eyes. “My, you certainly have an unusual hair color for an easterner, don’t you?”


      “My name, is Sanjura,” Sanjura briefly replied, bowing.


      After taking a few moments to look him over more thoroughly, Lefreya turned her gaze toward Mussel. “Mussel, your business here is done now, isn’t it?”


      “Uh, I cannot leave a stranger such as this alone with you, my lady.”


      “Having a boorish man like you watching us the whole time will ruin any fun there is to be had. Just go wait over there.”


      “But, well—”


      “Are you refusing to listen to me, Mussel?” the girl shot back, her eyes flashing like lightning. “If this man does anything improper, I shall scream with all my might. Then you can go swinging your sword about as much as you please. If you don’t leave this room by the time I count to three, I’ll throw a vase at you again!”


      “Understood. Please take care,” Mussel said, then shot Sanjura one more glare before exiting the room.


      “Why are you just standing there idly?” the girl asked. “You have my permission to sit, so take a seat there.”


      Sanjura bowed once again, then sat directly across from Lefreya. The girl, however, remained in her lounging position. It felt as if the very concept of arrogance had taken human form in front of him.


      This is my younger sister?


      Lefreya didn’t resemble either Cyclaeus or Sanjura. Though he had never seen the woman, she surely took after her mother. Even at a mere eight years old, she seemed to grow more and more beautiful each time he saw her, with an appearance that truly was perfect for a noblewoman.


      She’s lived her whole life here in this extravagant mansion, doing as she pleases and wanting for nothing.


      Sanjura felt a dark emotion wriggling about in the depths of his stomach. He had once had a life without want as well, but it had been given to him as a repayment for his mother’s devotion. And now, he was being forced to involve himself in dirty work, with no freedom to reveal his true feelings about anything. To this untarnished young noble, he surely seemed like little more than a worm.


      “So, what sort of tale are you going to tell me?” Lefreya asked while reaching out for one of the fuwano treats laid out atop the table.


      “Well, how about tales, of Banarm?”


      “Banarm is a nearby town, is it not? Why not tell me stories about Sym or Mahyudra?”


      “But I am...a westerner. I have never, set foot in, the east or north,” Sanjura ended up replying. He wasn’t here because he wanted to be, so going to the effort of lying felt like a foolish waste.


      “Huh?” Lefreya said, her eyes widening. “Is that why your hair is that color? Your eyes are a pale brown as well.”


      “Yes, I have mixed blood, from the east and west.”


      “Hmm. This is the first time I’ve seen anyone with mixed blood like yours. Your hair and eyes are the exact same color as my father’s and my own.”


      Sanjura had noticed that quite early on as well. Though they didn’t look similar at all, Cyclaeus, Lefreya, and Sanjura all had hair and eyes of the same color. Sanjura had dark skin, though, which felt like some kind of sign that they were residents of a world of light, while he lived in the shadows.


      “Well, so be it. Tell me stories of your travels, whatever they may be. And if you tell me something boring, I shall splash this tea on your face,” Lefreya stated. She really was a haughty noble who knew no fear.


      Sanjura could feel that dark emotion in his stomach raise its head like a venomous snake. He felt nothing but intense hostility and resentment toward the girl before him.


      4


      Sanjura spent the next three days after meeting Lefreya in the Genos post town. Cyclaeus and Ciluel wouldn’t permit him to leave town without permission, so when he didn’t have work to do, he just moved from inn to inn, pretending to be a merchant.


      Naturally, the castle town had plenty of safe and comfortable inns, but Sanjura spent most of his time in the post town even so. It was easy to attract attention when staying in the castle town, and he felt like he fit in better with the cruder folks of the post town.


      It’s not like I’m in a position where I’m allowed to come and go in the castle town regardless. I can only live in the shadows, never allowing anyone to know who I truly am.


      Sanjura was seated alone in the corner of the dining hall of a filthy inn drinking fruit wine. It was early in the evening and the sun hadn’t fully set. The only people who drank at this time of day were outlaws who didn’t even partially make an honest living.


      Since Genos was such a prosperous town, there was no shortage of criminals in the area. And this inn in particular was a cheap one situated somewhere in the backstreets, which made it rather popular with that kind of person. However, with his hood up and the dark skin on his arms visible, no one came anywhere near Sanjura. Since easterners were known for using poison, ruffians rarely ever messed with them.


      Of course, since I was born and raised in the west, I can’t even tell poisonous plants from medicinal ones.


      As that pointless thought ran through his head, Sanjura raised his hand to request more wine. After a moment, a girl who looked slightly younger than him approached and casually asked, “What’s up?”


      “I would like, one more bottle, of fruit wine.”


      “Just the wine? If you don’t eat at least a little, it’ll be bad for your health, you know.”


      Sanjura placed a split coin atop the table without responding.


      The girl, who was rather voluptuous for her young age, fearlessly raised an eyebrow and said, “What the heck? I was trying to be nice to you, y’know? Why are all you folks from Sym so unfriendly?!”


      “Fruit wine, please.”


      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be back in a moment.”


      The girl walked away, and a woman who looked like her mother said something to her with a worried look on her face. She was probably warning the girl not to run her mouth with easterners.


      Even in a run-down inn like this, there was a warm bond between parent and child. There were more silver coins hidden in Sanjura’s breast pocket than he could ever hope to use, but he couldn’t help but feel that the people who lived here were happier than he was.


      “By the way, there have been some odd rumors lately, huh?!” said one of the ruffians who had been ridiculously noisy ever since he’d sat down two seats over from Sanjura. “Somebody saw the Winds of Black Death in the post town of Behett, to the north!”


      “The Winds of Black Death? Every last one of them from the boss down to the lowest underling got caught by the Genos militia last year and lost their heads, didn’t they?”


      “Yeah, but there were rumors about them raising a real ruckus at an inn over in Behett. They bought a whole barrel of booze too, so they’ve gotta be doing really well for themselves.”


      “Oh come on. Dead men can’t drink, right? I’m sure somebody just saw wrong.”


      “Maybe, if it was only one or two folks from the group that was seen. But the guy who started the rumor was an old acquaintance of the Winds of Black Death, and he said he recognized every single one of the people in the group. Supposedly, he ran out of the place in a panic too.”


      “Why’s that? If they were old friends, why not have them share some wine with him?”


      “Don’t be stupid. We’re talking about a whole group of bandits alive and kicking after they were declared to’ve been executed in Genos. If that’s true, some noble in Genos must’ve secretly let them go. Nothing good would ever come of going anywhere near a troublesome lot like that.”


      “Hmm. Is that so?”


      “Besides, even among bandits, the Winds of Black Death were known for being especially terrible. They were mad beasts who didn’t just steal money and goods, no. They weren’t satisfied until they’d slaughtered everyone they attacked. Even without nobles being involved, I wouldn’t want anything to do with them myself.”


      “Huh. They sound pretty dangerous. But why would a noble let a vicious lot like that go free? What would they stand to gain?”


      “No clue. Maybe they became that noble’s underlings and have been doing killings for them. It’s easy to imagine a group of honorless bastards doing something like that.”


      “I see. They sure are different from the Red Beards.”


      “Ooh, that’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time! Speaking of the Red Beards...”


      Sanjura stopped listening after that. Without even really thinking about what he was doing, he rose to his feet and staggered over to the exit.


      “Huh? Hey, what about your wine?!” the girl called out after him, but Sanjura paid her no heed and left the inn.


      The sky was dyed violet, indicating that sundown was fast approaching. Until it had fully set, though, it was still possible to enter the castle town. With raging pitch-black emotions driving him onward, Sanjura ran down the stone path.


      Were they really killing innocent people just to line their own pockets?


      This wasn’t the first time that thought had crossed Sanjura’s mind. He frequently heard all kinds of rumors when staying at various inns.


      One regarded the loss of trade with Banarm. Six years ago, the bandit group known as the Red Beards had been massacred under orders from the kingdom, and ever since then, many merchant groups traveling between Genos and Banarm had met with unforeseen accidents.


      “Well, Banarm’s known for its fuwano and mamaria, so I’m sure Count Turan’s feeling really relieved that things are going so badly between us and them, right?” he had once overheard someone jokingly say. The Turan lands also produced fuwano and mamaria, so trade with Banarm would undoubtedly have led to a serious loss of income for them.


      On top of that, there were always dark rumors floating around about the nobles of Genos. The residents of the post town in particular seemed to dislike them quite intensely.


      “They’d never do anything that would make them less rich, after all.”


      “No matter what sort of trouble the people of the forest’s edge get up to in town, they’re always allowed to go free.”


      “We’re always the ones who suffer in the end.”


      Sanjura heard such statements on a daily basis without even trying to listen for them. That was another thing that was eating away at his spirit.


      Why am I even alive? Was I born just so I could serve the purposes of unscrupulous nobles? Is that my fate as Cyclaeus’s child?


      The gates to the castle town were still open. Sanjura pulled out his pass, then headed to the Turan mansion. He didn’t have any firm objective in mind. Honestly, he mostly wanted to hit Cyclaeus as hard as he could. If that led to him being banished from Genos, so be it. And if Cyclaeus tried to harm Sanjura in order to protect his secret, that would be an answer in its own way. Sanjura no longer saw any value in continuing to live in this world.


      Though it was a completely unplanned visit, the guards protecting the mansion didn’t question his presence at all. Sure, he’d been drinking, but it didn’t show that clearly on his dark skin, so despite the scent of fruit wine lingering about him, he wasn’t forbidden from entering.


      Once again, that girl from Mahyudra welcomed Sanjura into the manor. And when she did, she said the same thing as three days prior.


      “Um... The count is out at the moment, so I was told to guide you to Lord Ciluel. Is that all right?”


      Despite suffering from a sensation somewhat like vertigo, Sanjura simply replied, “Yes.”


      “What are you here for today? I don’t recall summoning you,” Ciluel questioned. He was once again partaking of fruit wine by himself. Forcing down the raging emotions swirling about inside of him, Sanjura answered noncommittally.


      “I have not, had work for, three days, so I came to ask. Do you have, any tasks, for me?”


      “If I did, I’d get in contact. What are you going on about?”


      “If there is, no work, I would like, to head to, another town. Could you grant me, permission to do so?”


      “I can’t do that without talking to my brother first. Come back five days from now.”


      “Five days? Where exactly, is the count?”


      “Dabagg. Supposedly, he’s got some sort of business having to do with karon to take care of there,” Ciluel said. Then he broke out in a vulgar grin. “Well, at least he finally let that dilapidated old villa go, so he’s probably a guest in Count Dabagg’s manor instead. I’m jealous. Dabagg has a lot of well-built women.”


      “Is that so?”


      This man didn’t feel like a suitable target for what he was feeling inside.


      “Well then, I will leave. How is, Lady Lefreya doing?”


      “She’s the same tyrant as always. At this point, I figure that affliction will probably stick with her for as long as she lives. She seemed taken with you, though, so you’d be helping out the pages if you could soothe her a bit.”


      “Then I, shall talk, with her, a bit more, before leaving,” Sanjura said. Then he exited the room and asked the maid to guide him to Lefreya.


      “Of course... Are you perhaps the same man who visited her three days ago?”


      “Yes, that is right.”


      This maid had only ever seen Sanjura with his hood up, so she’d had no way to tell him apart from some random merchant from Sym.


      “My apologies. Hearing your stories seemed to soothe my lady quite a bit.”


      “I see,” was all Sanjura could offer in response. He’d just told some half-baked tales of his travels while suppressing the dark emotions that had taken root in his chest. In all honesty, he couldn’t even remember much of what he had said.


      I’m sure that speaking with her before is part of the reason I’m feeling so out of sorts.


      Or perhaps it would have been more accurate to say that talking to Lefreya had caused the resentment he’d been amassing over this past year to come bursting forth. That might have been why Sanjura had gotten so worked up over some trifling gossip he’d overheard at an inn.


      She had everything, while he had nothing.


      She shined with a brilliant light, while he had sunken deep into a stagnant mire.


      It seemed likely that Sanjura was jealous of the girl.


      If I kill her, how furious will Cyclaeus be? Would he regret inviting me to serve him for the rest of his life?


      Such flawed, questionable thoughts were swirling around in his drunken mind.


      The maid, however, knew nothing of that as she reached up and knocked on the door. Just like three days ago, Mussel was waiting alone there in the antechamber.


      “What, you again? Hand over your sword and cloak,” he said.


      Sanjura did as he was told and placed the items down on the table, and the man frisked him once again. But then, the moment Mussel turned toward the inner door, Sanjura pulled a woven cloth from his breast pocket and held it over the man’s mouth.


      Two days back, Sanjura had bought a sleeping drug from a merchant from Sym who he was acquainted with in town, and the whole way here from Ciluel’s room he had been soaking the cloth in it.


      Mussel writhed for a moment, but the strength soon left his body and he went still. The drug had been even more effective than the merchant had claimed. After laying the soldier’s massive figure down on the floor, Sanjura retrieved his blade and cloak.


      He then retrieved a small bottle, still about half full of liquid, from a pocket in his cloak. The drug within had proven to be strong enough to knock a person unconscious just by smelling it. And supposedly, drinking a single mouthful would be enough to make certain they never woke up again.


      Why had Sanjura purchased such a thing? Was it to bring himself a peaceful death, or to kill someone else? Even though it had happened a mere two days prior, Sanjura couldn’t remember his own intentions at all.


      It will make for a more painless death than cutting her down with a blade, surely.


      After throwing on his cloak, Sanjura gripped the small bottle tightly and gently opened the inner door. Once again, Lefreya was sitting there on her couch all by herself, staring absentmindedly out the window. The moment he saw her face, though, Sanjura was left stunned.


      He knew that face. That dignified, ephemeral expression was the same as the one from Sanjura’s memories that made his heart ache without end.


      Why are you making a face like that?


      Sanjura’s mother had been like a bird in a cage. No matter how beautiful such a bird was, you wouldn’t be able to sense anything from it except endless loneliness. That loneliness had plagued his mother until the very moment her soul returned to the gods. Nothing could quench it, not even having Sanjura by her side.


      You live a life surrounded by family, a pampered noble wanting for nothing. So why are you making a face like that? Who in the world are you waiting for?
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      His body almost moving on its own, Sanjura closed the door and stepped forward. And when she heard that sound, the young noblewoman turned his way in surprise.


      “Wh-What are you doing here? Who gave you permission to enter my room?”


      “My apologies... Your guard, was sleeping,” Sanjura replied, feeling like he was in some sort of trance as he flicked back his hood. “I am, Sanjura. Lord Ciluel, ordered me, to come here.”


      “Ah, it’s you. Mussel was asleep? What a fool. I will have to remember to take one of these vases and pour the water out on him later,” Lefreya muttered, but she seemed somewhat bewildered. She looked much more her age as her eyes darted about in worry. Rather than being afraid of Sanjura, though, she seemed flustered to find herself so suddenly caught off guard and defenseless.


      “Am I permitted, to sit?”


      “Huh? Oh, you may do as you please. With a lanky body like yours, you’ll get in the way if you keep standing there!”


      Sanjura took a seat on the couch, and Lefreya shot him a suspicious glare. It seemed as if she was trying to determine whether he had seen her acting unladylike.


      “Lady Lefreya, I must apologize.”


      “A-Apologize? What in the world for? Well, I suppose it’s as unforgivable to enter a noblewoman’s room without permission as it is for a soldier on guard duty to nap.”


      “No. I lied, to you.” Lefreya’s brows furrowed in confusion. Having lost sight of his own thoughts and feelings, though, Sanjura just spoke whatever words came to him. “I am not, a merchant. I am, a subordinate, of Count Turan.”


      “A subordinate? What do you mean?”


      “I carry out, various jobs, under orders, from the count. That is why, I have traveled, around towns, throughout Selva.”


      “I cannot quite say I understand. Why would you lie about your position?”


      “My true identity, is a secret. I have been ordered, to work in secret, so I must hide, who I, truly am.”


      The look on Lefreya’s face just grew more and more suspicious. And as he stared at her young, perfectly arranged face, Sanjura continued.


      “But now, I am hesitating, about whether, to continue, with that work. I do not know, the true intentions, of the count.”


      “His intentions? I find you more difficult to understand than him.”


      “I do not know, if the count, is a good person, or a bad one, so I am, uncertain if, I should obey him.”


      At that, Lefreya let out a derisive snort, her usual haughtiness finally returning. “You can’t sort people into simple and neat categories like that. Are you a good person, then?”


      “I want to, be one, but it is, quite difficult.”


      “That makes sense. No one wants to consider themselves a villain. But if anyone tries to claim they’re good right down to their core, I’d go and pour tea on them without any hesitation.”


      “Do you think, the count is, a good person?” Sanjura pressed further.


      After a moment of sitting there perplexed, Lefreya suddenly laughed and replied, “Are you really a subordinate of my father’s? What are you thinking, asking such a thing of that man’s daughter?”


      “But surely, you must, know Count Cyclaeus, better than anyone.”


      The smile vanished from Lefreya’s face, to be replaced by boiling anger. “I don’t know anything about him! I only get to see his face once every few days at most, and he certainly never lets his feelings show when we do meet! That man has no interest in anything but delicious food and money!”


      “But you, are family, are you not?”


      “What, are you trying to say it’s only natural to love one another when you’re family? That’s nothing but an outright lie some fool came up with! Even the nonsense minstrels sing about is more believable!” Lefreya shouted, slapping the couch with her hand. Tears had started welling up in her big eyes. “When my mother passed away, he didn’t shed so much as a single tear! He isn’t capable of love! Or if he is, he’s afraid of letting himself love anyone! If you want to know his true feelings, then ask him!”


      “The count’s wife, has passed away?”


      “That’s right! Mother left me, and my father doesn’t even care enough to glance in my direction! The only one left is my uncle, who doesn’t know how to do anything but threaten people with violence! Truly heartwarming, isn’t it?!”


      It was like looking at an animal furious that its tail had been stepped on. This was the true face of that tyrant the maids and pages feared.


      “People go on and on about how important the house of a count is, but this is the reality of it all! If you’ve run out of patience with my father, then go right on ahead and leave Genos! Or if you want coins that badly, then laugh at him in the shadows while wagging your tail obediently for him!”


      “Do you not, love your father?”


      The tears in Lefreya’s eyes sparkled. “Did you not hear what I said? What reason would I have to love him?!”


      “But do you not, feel things, you cannot cast aside, because he, is family?” Otherwise, her expression before wouldn’t make sense.


      As she bit down on her lip, Lefreya glared at Sanjura like he had killed everyone she cared about. “That’s why it’s so painful, isn’t it? He’ll never love me no matter how hard I try, but I can’t abandon him because he’s family. If he weren’t, what need would I have to suffer like this?”


      “Ah... I can, understand that.”


      Wishing for love but not receiving it. Wanting to love but having none to give. Bonds of blood were unbreakable, so all that was left was to walk a painful path.


      And being unable to fully discard the thought that maybe you really are loved. Yes, that only makes it hurt all the more.


      That was why Sanjura had been unable to bring himself to leave Genos. Because he wasn’t able to abandon the hope that even though the man ignored him, perhaps there was some love for him hidden deep inside Cyclaeus.


      “You must have grown up surrounded by a loving family, right? Easterners value blood ties more than westerners, after all,” Lefreya asked, her voice stuck in her throat.


      Sanjura slowly shook his head in response. “I am, not an easterner. I am, a citizen of, the west, born in, this land, just as, I told you, before.”


      “But either your father or mother must have been an easterner, surely.”


      “My mother, was an easterner. When she was, still alive, I felt that, I was happy. But after, her passing, I have, felt lost.”


      “Then your father is a westerner?”


      Sanjura hesitated for a moment, but he felt it would be a mistake to reveal everything right then and there.


      “I do not, know my father. My mother, said nothing, of him. She was, my only family.”


      “I see. Then you’re similar to me. I was much happier when my mother was alive too.” Lefreya wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and turned away in a huff. “You certainly are a strange one. Normally, I would have thrown a vase at you at least three times now.”


      “Is that so? I am grateful, to have had, the chance to, discuss these things, with you.”


      “So, what do you intend to do? Are you going to keep working under my father?”


      That was a difficult question to answer. “I will. I find it, difficult, to leave Genos.”


      “Hmm. Well, if you defy my father, you won’t be able to remain in Genos no matter what.”


      “Yes. And I wish, to remain, in this land.”


      He could cast aside everything and leave at any time. But before he did, there was more that Sanjura needed to know.


      What kind of person was his father? And what about his younger sister? Could he come to love Cyclaeus. Would he ever be loved by the man? And what of Lefreya?


      If he could find the answer to even one of those questions, perhaps Sanjura could find the reason he was born, the meaning of his life. For the time being, that was the only hope he could cling to.


      It isn’t any worse of a bet than what I have been doing up until now.


      Cyclaeus had built a wall around his heart, but Lefreya had opened up to him about her feelings. That weak, haughty, uncertain girl could very well lead him to the truth in the near future.


      I may no longer be worthy of love, but if I could at least love someone, surely then my life would have more in it than just despair. Bolstered by that thought, Sanjura gently placed the bottle he had been gripping the entire time back in his cloak.

    

  

  
    
      Group Performance: A Young Bird Flaps Its Wings


      1


      It was the end of the yellow month, two months before Amusehorn rolled over in its sleep and devastated Genos in the blue month, and Toor Deen was giving a cooking lesson to the Dom clan.


      Because of something Geol Zaza—the youngest son of the Zaza who was expected to become a leading clan head one day—had said, she had begun offering such lessons at the northern settlement. Since she didn’t have any prep work for the stalls to handle on the day before a break, Toor Deen had time to spare every six days, and it had been decided that she should use that time for this.


      “Once the tarapa has boiled down this much, mix in the broth from other vegetables and the tau oil. Then you just let it keep cooking until the flavors seep in, and it’ll be done.”


      Today’s lesson was on how to make the condiments Asuta called Worcestershire sauce and ketchup. And while they were simmering, she also showed them how to produce mayonnaise and salad dressing. Asuta had made a point of first teaching Dora’s family in the Daleim lands how to make those condiments, and Toor Deen was following his example.


      The yellow month was coming to a close, and this was the third time she had visited the northern settlement to give one of these lessons. She had visited the Zaza first, then the Jeen, and now finally the Dom.


      Each time she visited, all of the women with time to spare gathered to learn from her. Even today, there were as many women from the Zaza and Jeen as there were from the Dom. On top of that, every single one of them was listening to Toor Deen’s words with deadly serious expressions. Though the people of the northern settlement remained skeptical about the idea of doing business in the post town, they were very enthusiastic about learning to cook better food.


      “Tau oil has a lot of salt in it, so Worcestershire sauce and ketchup should take a while to spoil. If you make a large amount at once to be used over several days, that should save you some time.”


      The women of the northern settlement were pretty distinct from those who lived elsewhere. They certainly weren’t talkative and it was rare to hear any of them raise their voices, but they were still rather intense. And the accessories made from giba pelts and bones that they wore were a bit frightening.


      Fortunately, Toor Deen had overcome her fear of the northern clans over the past several months. No matter how frightening they might have seemed, they were still Toor Deen’s relatives. And since Toor Deen and her father had been born into the Suun clan, she had a good amount of blood from the northern clans flowing through her veins.


      “These condiments are delicious even if you just put them on poitan, right?” a gentle voice chimed in from beside Toor Deen. That was Morun Rutim, who was a guest of the Dom clan.


      Turning toward her, Toor Deen nodded and replied, “They are. Or you can put some Worcestershire sauce or ketchup on poitan and then add grilled meat and vegetables on top. It’s both easy to make and delicious. You can also cook the poitan and other ingredients together first.”


      “Cook them together?” a Dom woman asked.


      “Yes,” Toor Deen replied, turning to face her. “That’s how you make a dish known as okonomiyaki. You mix together poitan flour and water, then add meat and vegetables and grill them all together. There’s also a dish called pizza, but that may be difficult to make without an oven.”


      “Morun Rutim, you’ve mentioned ovens before, haven’t you?” another woman asked.


      “I have,” Morun Rutim replied with a smile and a nod. “But for the time being, we’ve given up on the idea of building ovens at the northern settlement. Gulaf Zaza decided that it would be a waste of money.”


      “Right. He said for now we need to focus on saving up money to purchase hunting dogs. Are ovens expensive?”


      “They are. You need to buy a lot of these things called bricks from town, and that requires a fair number of coins.”


      “There’s no helping it, then. We can still make plenty of kinds of delicious food without them, after all,” a Dom woman said with a soft gaze. “All of this is thanks to your efforts, Toor Deen. We’re all incredibly grateful to you.”


      “Ah, no... I’m just happy if I can be helpful to my relatives,” Toor Deen replied with an awkward smile. Even if she no longer feared the people of the northern settlement, she still wasn’t used to smiling in front of such a large crowd. Everyone present was looking at her with consoling gazes.


      A bunch of noise then started to come from outside the kitchen. The men had returned, and the sunlight streaming into the room had turned the red of sunset at some point. Since the lesson had already been pretty much over, everyone headed out together to greet the hunters.


      “Ah, Toor Deen. So you’ve finally come to the Dom settlement?” one of the new arrivals said while approaching at the head of the group with a big grin. She was the one and only woman hunter at the northern settlement, Lem Dom. Though she was still in training, whenever she was working, she wore a well-made hunter’s cloak.


      There was a grigee pole over her shoulder that was holding up the carcass of a massive giba. After a moment, Toor Deen noticed that the other hunter helping her carry the pole was none other than Diga.


      “Hey, Toor Deen,” Diga said with an embarrassed smile. Ever since that one banquet, Toor Deen had managed to forge a bond with him too. The young chef smiled at the two of them and bowed.


      “That’s a splendid giba. Did the two of you take it down?” Morun Rutim asked, only for Lem Dom to give a wild laugh in response.


      “If only. Nah, we were just given the job of carrying it. I want to hurry up and get the thing dealt with.”


      As hunters in training, neither Lem Dom nor Diga wore giba skulls on their heads. Until they demonstrated that they had gained sufficient strength to serve as full-fledged hunters, they would remain trainees. Toor Deen didn’t really know much about what that required, but the northern clans were apparently a lot more demanding than the others.


      That said, old customs were valued so highly at the northern settlement that it was a shock that a woman like Lem Dom had even been allowed to hunt in the forest in the first place. She struck a gallant figure as she carried that massive giba, and looked incredibly happy.


      “Welcome back, clan head,” the Dom women all said, respectfully bowing to the head of the main house, Deek Dom, who was also in the group. He was taller than anyone else present and an exceptional hunter, and yet he was still just seventeen years old. In his thick, log-like arms, he held the numerous giba pelts they had skinned off the beasts out in the forest.


      A number of women accepted the pelts from him, then he was given a hand towel in exchange. The pelts had already been washed off in the river, so they were dripping wet. Deek Dom silently began drying off his wet arms.


      “I’ll take that hand towel when you’re done with it. I’m very glad to see that you returned safely again today,” Morun Rutim said with a humble expression on her face.


      Deek Dom silently handed over the towel, then he stared down at the youngest chef present. “Toor Deen, thank you for coming so far. If you do not mind, I would like to have you prepare dinner for the main house tonight.”


      “All right. The other women told me you were going to ask for that earlier.”


      When Toor Deen had given lessons to the Zaza and Jeen, she had been invited to their main houses too, not just to prepare dinner, but to spend the night as well. And since she was closest to Lem Dom out of everyone in the Dom clan, Toor Deen very much appreciated it.


      “And since she’ll be manning the stove tonight, Diga and Doddo, you can have dinner at the main house too.”


      “Huh? Y-You’re inviting us to eat with you?” Diga asked in shock.


      Deek Dom glared back at the man from under the giba skull he wore. “I’ve heard that Toor Deen has expressed concern about how the former members of the Suun clan are doing. The three of you should spend some time together.”


      “R-Right, we really appreciate it, but still...”


      Doddo, who was carrying a small giba behind Diga, looked back and forth between Deek Dom and Toor Deen in confusion. He had finally returned to hunting work after having suffered serious injuries around the time of the previous banquet.


      “Well then, that means we’ll have six for dinner tonight. It’ll take a little while, but we’ll be able to get extra portions ready for them shortly,” Morun Rutim said, and she and Toor Deen headed back into the kitchen.


      Preparing dinner for the main Dom house had been Morun Rutim’s job for a while now, so she was a very reliable cooking partner for Toor Deen.


      “Do the two members of the main Dom house dislike eating anything in particular?” Toor Deen asked.


      “No,” Morun Rutim replied with a smile and a shake of her head. “They’ve said all the dishes I’ve prepared have been delicious. But...”


      “But what?”


      “I think Deek Dom probably isn’t very fond of the bitterness of pula. Of course, he never complains about it, but I’ve seen him looking displeased when he’s eaten them before, so, well...”


      “Pula, huh? Young children sometimes hate it too.”


      “Yes. I believe that’s true of Lala Ruu, for example,” Morun Rutim remarked with a giggle. “Isn’t it cute how an incredibly strong hunter like Deek Dom has trouble with pula?”


      “Huh? C-Cute?” Toor Deen repeated in surprise.


      Morun Rutim’s plump cheeks quickly turned red. “Sorry, I spoke without thinking there... Could you please keep what I said a secret?”


      “Y-Yes, of course.”


      Morun Rutim was staying at the Dom settlement because she wanted to marry Deek Dom. Being only eleven years old, Toor Deen had trouble comprehending those kinds of feelings, or the resolve one needed to have to follow through on them, but she truly hoped that they were walking a path that would make everyone happy.


      Roughly an hour later, dinner began in the main Dom house, with Deek Dom, Lem Dom, Diga, Doddo, Morun Rutim, and Toor Deen eating together. It was Diga and Doddo’s first time eating in the clan’s main house, and they looked more than a little on edge.


      “Thanks to Toor Deen, we were able to prepare an even better dinner than usual. Hopefully it’s to your tastes,” Morun Rutim declared with a bright smile.


      Deek Dom gave a single nod, then launched right into the pre-meal chant. Once that was done, Lem Dom leaned forward excitedly, her eyes sparkling.


      “It all looks so good. I’m having trouble deciding what to eat first.”


      Dishes that were sold in town made up the core of the meal. The soup was giba offal stew, while for meat dishes they had keru giba, as well as meat and chatchi, which was accompanied by a shredded tino and nenon salad, and then some okonomiyaki rounded the meal out. That final dish also employed the Worcestershire sauce and mayonnaise they had just prepared.


      “This is amazing. It’s like a banquet,” Diga said quietly, careful to keep his voice down. Doddo shrank in on himself beside his older brother, staring intently at the plates of food in silence.


      “Please, go ahead and eat up while it’s still warm. We have extra of the offal stew too.” Morun Rutim had been staying at the Dom settlement for over a month now, so she was her usual calm self that Toor Deen remembered. After her encouragement, everyone who had been hesitating to eat quickly started reaching out toward the plates and bowls.


      “Oh, this one with the chatchi is fantastic. Is this sold in the post town too?” Lem Dom asked.


      “Y-Yes, but to an inn, not the stalls. When you lived near the Fa, you helped prepare it a number of times, didn’t you, Lem Dom?” Toor Deen replied.


      “No clue. I mostly just cooked lots and lots of poitan. This is my first time actually trying it.”


      The Fa and Ruu took turns preparing the food to sell to the inns. And since the two of them had been part of that work, Toor Deen and Morun Rutim were deeply familiar with the dish.


      “What is this?!” Diga suddenly shouted. When everyone turned his way he awkwardly scratched his head. “S-Sorry for that. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”


      “Then why did you shout like that?”


      “It’s just...I thought this dish was one I knew, so I was shocked when it turned out to be totally different.”


      Diga was holding a plate of keru giba.


      “Ah. We recently reworked that one to use keru root instead. The old recipe has a lot of myamuu in it, so we call it myamuu giba.”


      “R-Really? I was shocked that it looked so similar but didn’t taste the same at all.” Diga then took another bite of keru giba and gave a satisfied sigh. “Still, it’s absolutely delicious. When I eat it, I can’t help but think back to the day of the clan head meeting.”


      “Right, myamuu giba was served that evening.”


      Toor Deen found herself struck by memories of that day too. At the time, Diga and Toor Deen had both belonged to the Suun clan, and their positions had been completely different from what they were now. As the Dom clan head, Deek Dom had of course been there too.


      “In another month and a half, a year will have passed since then. We people of the forest’s edge certainly have changed a great deal in that time,” Deek Dom stated in a weighty tone as he slurped some giba offal stew. “Diga and Doddo joined the Dom clan, and Toor Deen became a member of the Deen clan. Lem has started going into the forest as a hunter in training, and even though we considered the Ruu our enemies for a very long time, their relative Morun Rutim is here as a guest sharing dinner with us. I’m sure nobody would have guessed that things would turn like this back then.”


      “Yeah. And at the Zaza settlement, they’ve got hunting dogs who chew on giba meat while totos rest balled up beside them. That would’ve been a pretty unbelievable sight a year ago too,” Lem Dom added with a laugh. “But they’ve all been good changes, haven’t they? It all comes down to the forest’s guidance.”


      “Hmph. The one thing that still hasn’t been proven to be for good or ill yet is you entering the forest.”


      “Oh, so you accept Morun Rutim’s presence as an absolute good?”


      Deek Dom furrowed his brow and glared at his little sister. He had a rather frightening face covered in scars, but with his giba skull off, it was a lot easier to tell just how young he was.


      “Why not have her stay at the main house tonight too? Isn’t it a pain, having her eat in our house but go elsewhere to sleep every day?”


      Deek Dom did not respond.


      “As long as you sleep in different bedrooms, it should be no problem, right? Or would you two have trouble sleeping under the same roof for some reason?”


      “I-I have no complaints with how things are now. I feel lucky just to be permitted to stay at the Dom settlement,” Morun Rutim said, her face going even more red.


      Deek Dom, meanwhile, scratched his head with a sour look on his face.


      “Oh, are you afraid I’ll give Morun Rutim some weird ideas if we share a bedroom? I’ve got no objection to you two being wed, so I wouldn’t do anything to get in the way of that.”


      “Enough. Can’t you at least be quiet during dinner?”


      “If I can’t make a fuss during dinner, when can I? It’s not like I can do it when we’re out hunting,” Lem Dom said, sticking out her tongue. Then she turned toward Diga and Doddo, who had been quietly eating for the last while. “And why haven’t you two been telling Toor Deen about your lives lately? She won’t learn anything if you stay quiet.”


      “Huh? B-But nothing’s really changed with us yet,” Diga replied. Then he timidly turned Toor Deen’s way. “O-Oh, but everyone taken in by the Ruu clans have been given clan names, haven’t they?”


      “Yes. Yamiru Lea was given hers a long time ago, and Mida Ruu, Oura Rutim, and Tsuvai Rutim have all been granted clan names too now.”


      “That’s incredible. They’re all so amazing,” Diga said with a sad sigh. However, there didn’t seem to be even a hint of gloom in his eyes. “Oh, and Mida... Er, Mida Ruu has made it into the top eight at festivals of the hunt multiple times, hasn’t he? That’s something we’ll probably never be able to do.”


      “He’s always been really strong, if nothing else,” Doddo murmured. “He inherited the mighty blood of the Suun clan in a good way. I inherited blood from the Suun and Dom, but this is how I turned out.”


      “Doddo, you have Dom blood?” Toor Deen asked in surprise.


      “Yeah,” Doddo replied with a nod. “My mother married into the Suun from the Dom. Not that it matters now that our blood ties have been severed.”


      “Is that so?”


      Doddo and Mida Ruu were only four years apart in age. Doddo’s mother had passed away before he‘d been old enough to understand what that meant, and Zuuro Suun had married Mida Suun’s mother after that.


      All five of Zuuro Suun’s children had different mothers. That would be unthinkable in any other clan. I can’t even begin to imagine what their lives must’ve been like.


      Toor Deen had seen how much strain that had put on them, but her knowledge of their circumstances had ended there. Diga, Doddo, Yamiru Lea, Mida Ruu, and even Tsuvai Rutim had seemed frightening back then. To Toor Deen and the other branch house members, the five of them had been full of the venom of the previous clan head, Zattsu Suun, and everything they did had been corrosive to the rest of the clan.


      Now that Zattsu Suun had passed away, though, they no longer seemed scary. Of course, Toor Deen’s view of Yamiru Lea and Tsuvai Rutim, who she had gotten to know quite well while working the stalls, had changed the most, but she saw Mida Ruu, Diga, and Doddo as precious comrades too now.


      “I pray that the day when you two are granted the Dom name will soon arrive,” Toor Deen said, which made Diga’s eyes go wide. Then he suddenly started wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.


      “C-Cut it out. I’m weak to those eyes of yours.”


      “Huh? Wh-What do you mean?”


      “You really need to ask? I just can’t measure up to you,” Diga answered, tearing up as he smiled.


      Toor Deen turned her gaze away from him a bit, but then she gasped when she noticed that on his other side, Doddo was openly sobbing, with his tears dripping down onto his plate of meat and chatchi.


      “Wh-What’s the matter? If I did anything rude, I apologize.”


      “Of course you didn’t. Still, you sure can be cruel, Toor Deen,” Lem Dom remarked with a bright grin, pouring herself a second serving of giba offal stew. “You two keep on doing your best so you don’t die before getting that clan name, okay? Otherwise, you’ll end up making Toor Deen cry.”


      “Yeah. We don’t have much strength to speak of, but we’ll still give it everything we have,” Diga said, poking Doddo in the shoulder and then shoveling down the rest of his keru giba. “We want to be recognized as people of the forest’s edge, after all. Hey, Toor Deen, I want to make a request.”


      “Yes? What is it?”


      “Could you tell Ai Fa and Asuta of the Fa clan that we’re sorry?” Diga asked, leaning forward a bit. “Doddo and I still haven’t apologized to them properly. We aren’t allowed to leave the northern settlement until we’ve been granted a clan name, and they don’t exactly come here very often, so it’d be great if you could pass that along.”


      “All right, I’ll tell them. Asuta’s actually been very worried about you two.”


      “He has? What possible reason could he have to be worried about us?”


      “It’s not what you think. You and Asuta are fellow people of the forest’s edge now, after all.”


      Diga started tearing up again, smiling as he nodded and replied, “Yeah?”


      Meanwhile Doddo kept on sobbing away.


      “Oh right, the Zaza and Havira wedding is coming up soon, isn’t it?” Lem Dom cheerfully chimed in after having dropped out of the conversation for a bit there. “That’ll be a pretty big banquet, so could the members of the Fa clan be invited, maybe?”


      “There’s no reason to invite members of other clans to a wedding banquet. Such events should be celebrated with our relatives alone,” Deek Dom expressionlessly replied.


      Lem Dom shot him a glare. “But people from the Zaza have gone to banquets held by small clans like the Fa, right?”


      “Yes, to make certain that our relatives, the Deen and Liddo, had not strayed from the proper path. There’s no reason whatsoever to invite the Fa to a Zaza banquet.”


      “You sure are stubborn. And here I was hoping I could see them again for the first time in a while.”


      Deek Dom’s blazing black eyes then shifted over to Diga and Doddo.


      “Breaking tradition and inviting the members of the Fa is a step too far. If you two wish to apologize to Ai Fa and Asuta, then survive, no matter what fate throws at you. If you do, you will eventually be able to meet them again with your heads held high.”


      “Yeah. I understand, Deek Dom. We’ll work like mad to convince you to give us the Dom name someday,” Diga firmly stated, while Doddo nodded even as he continued to cry. Morun Rutim was watching the two of them affectionately.


      Deek Dom really is a fine clan head. With someone like him leading them, I’m sure Diga and Doddo will be just fine, Toor Deen thought to herself. She felt truly happy to be related to all of them.
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      Toor Deen lived in the main Deen house. There were a fair number of people in the main house, but since Toor Deen and her father Zei Deen had originally belonged to the Suun, the Deen had thought it best to not place them in a branch house’s care. Though they were able to interact with anyone in the clan nowadays without facing any discrimination, there had been quite a bit of tension back when the serious crimes of the Suun had just been exposed.


      There had been five members of the house prior to their arrival: the clan head, his wife, the eldest son and his wife, and the young second son. The eldest son still didn’t have any children yet, so Toor Deen was the youngest one living there.


      “Tomorrow will finally be the day of the Zaza and Havira wedding,” the clan head stated while they were eating dinner that evening. “We’re planning to wrap up work early and head to the northern settlement before the sun sets, but you’ll be going there when the sun’s still high in the sky, right, Toor?”


      “Yes. The Zaza clan will be sending a wagon to pick me up.”


      “I see. We’ll be using a wagon borrowed from the Fa clan...which I feel a little bad about, since they aren’t a part of this.”


      “Asuta and the other clans all gave their approval. No one uses the wagons that late in the day, after all,” his wife chimed in with a smile.


      “That may be so, but still...”


      “We’ve celebrated festivals of the hunt together, right? Even if we aren’t relatives, we’re still fellow people of the forest’s edge. If the Fa clan finds themselves in a tough spot someday, we can give them all the help they need then, okay?”


      The clan head was rather stubborn and straightforward, while his wife was much more broad-minded. And since the eldest son took after his mother in that regard, he smiled and said, “I wish I could come along too, if only it were possible. The Deen and Liddo will be sending six people each, right?”


      “Yeah. A woman from the main Havira house is marrying into the Zaza, so more people than usual were invited,” his father replied.


      “I’ve never even seen anyone from the Havira myself. For banquets like this one, I always have to stay behind and protect the house.”


      When the Ruu threw a large banquet, they usually invited everyone under their clan, but the clans in the Zaza’s group of relatives lacked such a custom, and had lacked it back when the Suun had been their parent clan as well. The Deen and Liddo settlements were just too far away, and besides, the Suun hadn’t wanted their subordinate clans to find out that they’d been pillaging the fruits of the forest.


      “You know, I’ve hardly ever even seen the leading clan head Gulaf Zaza. Though I did drink with his heir at our festival of the hunt,” the eldest son said.


      “Yes, what of it?” his father replied.


      “I’m saying we should probably have everyone in our clans gather together from time to time, just like the Ruu do. With weak blood ties and then hardly seeing each other on top of that, how are we supposed to deepen our bonds?” Then the eldest son’s smiling face turned toward Toor Deen. “That’s why I’m jealous of you, Toor Deen. You get invited to the northern settlement more than our clan head nowadays.”


      “Well, it’s true, I do get to talk to them fairly often, but I don’t think we’ve deepened our bonds all that much,” the young chef replied while thinking back to the dinner at the main Dom house a few days prior.


      As he listened to that exchange, the clan head frowned and then took a swig of fruit wine. “But between the Deen and Liddo, there are over forty of us, right? We couldn’t transport that many people in wagons, and it’d take too long on foot. Plus, there wouldn’t be anywhere for everyone to sleep, nor would we be able to walk home after the banquet. Having all of us head to the northern settlement is simply not possible.”


      “In that case, why not borrow the Suun ritual hall for after the banquet? I’ve never seen it myself, but it shouldn’t be far from the northern settlement, and it’s big enough for a lot of people to sleep in it, yeah?”


      “If he wishes to go to the trouble of having all our people gather, then Gulaf Zaza will give such an order,” the clan head said with a sour look directed at his son.


      “Tch,” the eldest son clicked his tongue, then in a childish sulking tone replied, “Then I guess I’m gonna be stuck watching the house for the time being. My biggest regret is that I don’t get to eat Toor’s banquet cooking.”


      “I-I’m honored to hear you say that...but we’ll be having another festival of the hunt soon,” Toor Deen said.


      “You say it’s soon, but it’s still around half a month away, isn’t it? From what I’ve heard, there’s still lots of fruit in the forest around the Fa and Fou hunting grounds.”


      The Fa and Fou were among the clans that used hunting dogs, and that apparently meant that the fruits of the forest in their area were getting depleted slower than they used to. And the Sudra clan hunting grounds were meager in terms of both fruit and giba in the first place, so they had actually started visiting the Suun hunting grounds once they were no longer catching as many giba as they wanted in their own. Even without using hunting dogs, they were strong enough to take down all the giba their grounds could offer.


      “At the banquet, everyone will be bringing along young folks who have yet to get married. That’ll allow for a chance to form blood ties with the clans we’re related to and deepen our bonds. It hasn’t been that long since the Zaza replaced the Suun as our parent clan, so we should take things one step at a time for now,” the clan head stated in a strict tone, bringing the discussion to a close.


      The food that had been made for dinner just happened to run out at the same time. Normally, they would remain in the main hall for a while longer and chat, but today the clan head left early, and so everyone else headed back to their respective bedrooms.


      Toor Deen slept in the same room as her father, Zei Deen. Children usually started sleeping in different rooms from their parents by the time they reached her age, but there weren’t enough bedrooms for that. When the two of them had arrived, they had been assigned to the same room, since there had been no one else for her to sleep with, which Toor Deen was actually appreciative for.


      The young chef laid out her bedding and lay down beside her father, but it was still early enough that she didn’t feel sleepy at all. The same seemed to be true of Zei Deen, as he soon quietly said, “Toor, I know you were asked to work as a chef again tomorrow, but are you all right?”


      “Huh? With what?”


      “You went on a visit to the Dom house just the other day, and you would normally be helping with work in the post town tomorrow, right?”


      “Yeah, but there are plenty of women other than me who can help Asuta. Taking one day off is no big deal.”


      “But learning from Asuta is what you enjoy most, isn’t it?”


      Zei Deen seemed to be quite concerned about Toor Deen’s feelings. She appreciated that, but she answered her father with, “I’ll be fine. It’s an incredible honor to be entrusted with a banquet for our relatives, and I can’t pass up on something like that. Besides, the Deen clan’s reason for helping the Fa with their work is ultimately just to observe their actions, as relatives of the Zaza.”


      “Even still, I want to prioritize your feelings,” Zei Deen said, turning to face his daughter in the darkness. His face was illuminated by the moonlight, and his expression was very serious. “A great many tasks have been placed on your shoulders lately. Too many, I’d say. And I cannot help but worry about that.”


      “R-Really? I don’t think it’s that bad.”


      “But in addition to helping Asuta with his work nearly every day, you’ve also been visiting the northern settlement before your days off. And you’ve also been making treats to be delivered to the castle town, haven’t you?”


      “Yes, that’s true, but still—”


      “On top of all that, whenever a banquet is held at the northern settlement, you are invited to cook for it. That can’t leave you with much time to rest your body and spirit, right?”


      Toor Deen turned to face her father too, then felt for his hands and gripped them. They were the strong, burly hands of a hunter. As she held them tight, Toor Deen smiled in the dark and said, “I really am fine. This is nothing compared to how you head out into the forest every day as a hunter.”


      “But, well—”


      “And besides, I really am honored. The Zaza clans, Asuta, Odifia in the castle town... There are so many people who seek my skills.” That was how Toor Deen earnestly felt, from the bottom of her heart. “Because of that, I’ve never found my work to be difficult, not even once. Of course, I’m always worrying about putting out a sloppy dish and disappointing people. Still, I want to do everything I can in order to make everyone happy.”


      “I see,” Zei Deen replied, gripping his daughter’s hands back. “You’ve grown so strong, Toor. I’ve been trying desperately to make up for my past crimes, but it seems I can’t measure up to you at all.”


      “That’s not true. It took you less than a year to regain your strength as a hunter.”


      Zei Deen pulled Toor Deen in closer, gently cradling her head. An unbelievable sense of joy washed over the girl as she buried her face in her father’s chest.


      “Just do your best to carry out your work tomorrow. I’ll be here at the Deen settlement praying that your efforts will be rewarded.”


      “I will, thank you. And you be careful not to get injured.”


      “Of course,” Zei Deen responded in a gentle tone, stroking Toor Deen’s hair. Then a bit later, in a questioning tone of voice he said, “By the way...I understand it’s an honor to have our fellow people of the forest’s edge ask for your skills, but do you feel the same way when a noble from the castle town does that?”


      “Yeah. Why do you ask?”


      “Well, it’s true that forming proper bonds with the nobles is an important task...but I sense that your feelings run a bit deeper than that.”


      “Making Odifia happy makes me happy, yeah. We aren’t comrades, and we’re not in any position for me to claim that we’re friends, but I still really like her.”


      “I see,” Zei Deen said with a smile. “In that case, I have nothing else to say. I’ve never even seen a noble, but I’m glad there is one who has earned your favor.”


      “Uh-huh. Odifia is a really cute girl,” Toor Deen replied, thinking back to when she’d last seen Odifia at Varkas’s restaurant, back on the twenty-second of the yellow month.


      As a daughter of the house of Genos, Odifia was neither Toor Deen’s comrade nor her friend. The young chef didn’t really get what it meant that she was a member of their ruler’s family, though. To her, Odifia was an incredibly adorable young girl who stuffed her expressionless face with sweets with her gray eyes sparkling away.


      “You’ve gone to the post town and castle town, so you’ve been able to see much more of the world than me. I’m sure that from now on, young folks like you and Asuta will guide our people down a proper path,” Zei Deen said in a gentle tone, and Toor Deen closed her eyes.


      Though she found it hard to believe that she possessed such strength, her father’s words still filled the young girl’s chest with a great sense of pride.
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      The next day, as the sun approached its peak, Toor Deen was picked up by Sufira Zaza, as had been planned. In addition to the young chef, two young women from both the Deen and Liddo had been invited, not as guests, but to assist in cooking for the banquet. They often received lessons from Asuta too, so they had been tasked with manning the stove alongside Toor Deen.


      “A few chefs from the Havira and Dana are being summoned this time too. They haven’t been taught all that much, though, so just consider them trainees and give them whatever work seems appropriate,” Sufira Zaza said as she held the reins of the wagon. The Zaza wagon lacked a roof, so even with six people riding in it, it didn’t feel especially cramped.


      As she enjoyed the pleasant breeze that was blowing, Toor Deen replied, “Whenever I’ve gone to the northern settlement to give cooking lessons, I don’t think any Havira or Dana women have ever joined us. Do they not come to the northern settlement all that often?”


      “They do not. The Havira and Dana don’t have a wagon. And they are somewhat afraid of the northern clans. We’ve told them they can visit anytime they want for cooking lessons, but they only did so a handful of times early on.”


      “Early on? You mean after you and the others finished your lessons at the Ruu settlement?”


      “Yes. I stayed in the Ruu settlement for a while after that, so it must have been sometime around the gold month. I’m sure their men had no trouble learning how to bloodlet giba, but as far as cooking goes, I think they only learned how to bake poitan and use tau oil and sugar in some simple ways,” Sufira Zaza said. Then she glanced back at Toor Deen. “That said, since then we’ve had a number of the Havira and Dana over for banquets, so they should be aware of how good food can be. They’ll probably be really happy to have the chance to learn from you personally today, Toor Deen.”


      “N-No... I’m just glad to be of help to my relatives.”


      The Havira and Dana clans were located between the northern settlement and the Suun settlement. But Toor Deen hadn’t gotten to know anyone from the subordinate clans back when she had been a member of the Suun. She didn’t even know any of their names or faces.


      On top of that, when the Suun had still been the leading clan, the Havira and Dana had been treated quite shamefully. Sandwiched between the northern clans and the Suun, they must have had all kinds of worries. The Suun in particular freely took husbands and brides from the Havira and Dana whenever they pleased.


      If any of the former subordinate clans hold grudges against the Suun, it would probably be the Havira and Dana, Toor Deen thought to herself, suddenly feeling a weight in her stomach. But then, she shook her head to rid herself of the feeling. Despite that... No, because of that, I need to give my all to form proper bonds with them.


      The wagon arrived at the northern settlement. They got out of the vehicle in the Zaza settlement where the banquet was to be held, and there were already a great many women awaiting them there.


      “I’ve brought the women from the Deen and Liddo. For today, they will be in charge of the cooking work,” Sufira Zaza declared in a voice that carried quite far as she got down from the driver’s seat. Though she was the youngest daughter of the main house, her eldest sister was pregnant and her other sisters had married into other clans, so she, along with her mother, was in charge of the clan’s women. “How many women have come from the Havira and Dana?”


      “Three from the Havira and four from the Dana,” an older woman replied in a respectful tone.


      “I see,” Sufira Zaza said, looking like she was deep in thought. “In that case, have the Havira remain a group of three while the Dana split into two groups of two, with one working under the Deen and the other under the Liddo. Is that acceptable, Toor Deen?”


      “Y-Yes, we’ll be splitting into three groups too, so that should work out perfectly.” There were five chefs in total from the Deen and Liddo clans who had been invited, but Toor Deen was the one in charge. And as the young girl felt her heart pounding in her chest, she walked over to stand beside Sufira Zaza. “I-I’m Toor Deen, a member of the main Deen house. I know I’m young, but I want to give my all to make this celebration the best it can be for our relatives. P-Please lend me your aid.” This was her fourth time taking charge of a banquet, but she still couldn’t help feeling nervous. Even so, Toor Deen was feeling motivated, and wanted to do a good job. “Th-The Liddo women will handle the soup dish, the Deen the grilled dish, and I will handle the poitan dish and dessert myself, so could you all split up and join those three groups?”


      The northern women—young and middle-aged women alike from the Zaza, Jeen, and Dom—all understood and quickly got moving. And the guest among them, Morun Rutim, approached Toor Deen with a smile. “Toor Deen, you don’t need to manage everything all on your own. How about I join this group too?”


      “Th-Thank you, but I’d like to have you assist with the grilled dish if at all possible.”


      “I don’t mind either way, but are you really going to be all right, Toor Deen?”


      “Yes,” the young chef replied with a nod. She had been worried about whether the two from the Deen could handle the work all on their own, but having Morun Rutim lend them a hand would surely help put them at ease. “I handled the grilled dish last time, but this time we’ll be making pasta as well as dessert, so I’m leaving that one to the two of them. But if it’s all right, I’d like to have you help them out.”


      “Got it. Give it your all, okay, Toor Deen?” Morun Rutim remarked with a warm smile, and she then walked over to the Deen group.


      Sufira Zaza approached next. “They’re insisting that you make pasta because Geol won’t shut up about it, so I’ll join this group,” she said.


      “Th-Thank you. It’s very reassuring to have you around.”


      “My ability doesn’t amount to much at all,” Sufira Zaza said. Then her gaze turned slightly upward. “And besides...the fact that we’ve added dessert to tonight’s banquet is my doing. I wasn’t trying to be greedy like Geol, but still...”


      “Th-That’s not true at all. I just wanted to show the people of the northern settlement how delicious desserts are,” Toor Deen replied, but Sufira Zaza still looked rather embarrassed. She absolutely adored sugary foods, and it wasn’t as if the desire to make her happy wasn’t influencing Toor Deen at all. “A-Anyway, let’s get started. Which kitchen are we borrowing?”


      “Well, I’m part of this group, so let’s go to the main house.”


      The crowd of more than ten women split into three groups and headed toward the houses. The Zaza, Jeen, and Dom women seemed to be fairly evenly distributed among them. The three Havira women, meanwhile, joined the group preparing the grilled dish, while the four from the Dana divided themselves between Toor Deen’s group and the soup one.


      “The ingredients you requested are over there in our pantry,” Sufira Zaza said. “What will we need first, though?”


      “Well, kimyuus eggs, fuwano flour, and poitan flour to start, please.”


      The plan was to tackle the pasta noodles first, as they took the most time to make.


      Following Toor Deen’s instructions, the women immediately got to work on the preparations.


      Oh right, do we have enough water in the jug?


      Pasta used a great deal of water, so Toor Deen went to check on the water jug, only for something to suddenly slam into her back. Before she even had time to scream, she went tumbling down. And as she fell, her shoulder hit the water jug, spilling the water inside it.


      “What happened, Toor Deen?!” Sufira Zaza asked, grabbing the young chef’s arm and pulling her up.


      In a confused daze, Toor Deen bowed her head and said, “S-Sorry.”


      “This is no time for apologizing. You aren’t hurt, are you?”


      “I-I’m fine. My shoulder just got a little wet. Ah, I broke the water jug.”


      The water jug had cracked where it hit the ground, and water was steadily dripping out of it.


      “What in the world happened? I don’t see anything you could have tripped over.”


      “N-No. I’m not really sure...” As Sufira Zaza firmly gripped her shoulders, Toor Deen’s unsteady gaze wandered about the room.


      All of the women were gathered around them, questioning looks on their faces. One of them, though, suddenly averted her gaze from the young chef. It was one of the Dana women, and she even bit down firmly on her lip as if she was angry about something.


      “None of you pushed Toor Deen, right?” Sufira Zaza questioned, her voice filled with anger.


      A middle-aged Jeen woman furrowed her brow. “What are you saying? Why would we go and do something like that to Toor Deen? She’s helped us out so much, so none of us would ever, surely.”


      Even so, Sufira Zaza’s eyes continued to gleam suspiciously. Though she was young, she was extremely strong-willed. A number of the women actually shrank back under her gaze.


      “I certainly hope that’s the case, because if anybody ever did something that rude to Toor Deen when she’s working her hardest for our relatives, I’d never forgive them. You all keep that in mind.”


      The women all nodded in response. Out of everyone in the group, that Dana woman from before was the only one who looked away. A sickening, awful feeling was pounding away in Toor Deen’s chest.


      That woman...does she hate me? The young chef thought to herself, and she felt her knees almost start trembling. But with some effort, she managed to bury the fear that thought inspired in her deep down inside.


      “I’m sorry for causing a commotion. Could someone please bring in a replacement water jug? We’ll need a lot of water for the pasta dish we’ll be making.”


      Two of the women nodded and exited the kitchen. And after watching them leave, Sufira Zaza leaned in close to Toor Deen and whispered, “Are you really okay?”


      “Yes, I’m fine.”


      She couldn’t let herself lose heart over something so small.


      It hadn’t even been a year yet since Toor Deen had made up her mind to live a proper life. Thoughts of the former criminals of the Suun clan flashed through her head. Yamiru Lea, Tsuvai Rutim, Diga, Doddo, and her own father... And then, she firmly lifted her head back up.


      4


      No serious mistakes or accidents occurred after that point, and Toor Deen’s group was able to finish the food for the celebration before the sun set. A great number of the Zaza’s relatives had gathered in the clan’s plaza, and bonfires were dotted about here and there. Once all the pots were placed atop the stone stoves that had been constructed for the banquet, the Zaza clan head, Gulaf Zaza, stepped into the center of the plaza.


      “It seems preparations for the celebration have been completed. The two of you who shall be forming new ties of blood, step forward!”


      The people gathered throughout the plaza began singing a mysterious song in low voices. It was a celebratory song, and singing it was a tradition among the northern clans. The sound was so deep and low that it felt as if it were crawling along the ground, and the mystical rhythm caused a solemn feeling to wash over all those who heard it.


      The northern clans valued the old traditions more than anyone else, so this was undoubtedly a custom they had carried forward from when their ancestors had lived in the black forest of Jagar.


      As if urged onward by the rhythm, a young man and woman stepped into the center of the plaza. They were the ones being wed today—the eldest son of a Zaza branch house and the second daughter of the main Havira house. Both of them were holding the hands of their mothers, and a number of their clan members followed behind them.


      The women of the main Zaza, Dom, and Jeen houses stood there before the bright ritual fire. They were also singing the celebratory song as they tossed herbs into the ritual flame.


      Sufira Zaza and Lem Dom were both part of that group. The two of them looked beautiful in their banquet attire, just like the bride. But of course, the bride was obviously the most stunning person present. With her outfit sparkling in a rainbow of colors and adorned with a great many accessories, she seemed to shine with an almost divine light in front of the ritual flame.


      The bride and groom knelt down in front of the ritual flame with Gulaf Zaza’s wife standing behind them. At that point, the celebratory song took on a new tone as the men began striking giba bones together. It certainly created an unusual atmosphere, but at the same time, it felt as if the air itself in the plaza was filling with strength and power.


      As that went on, the two who were about to forge a new bond stated their names to their relatives and the mother forest, and their grass crowns were exchanged. The sound of the giba bones went wild after that.


      After waiting for a moment, Gulaf Zaza thrust his right arm up toward the heavens, and the sound immediately came to a stop.


      “Here and now, a new bond has been formed between the Zaza and Havira! Let us all share in the joy of our relatives!”


      Roaring cheers rose toward the dark night sky, and the banquet began.


      After an initial round of drinks was shared among the attendees, a huge number of people swarmed the stoves.


      “This is a dish known as pasta. It may be a little difficult to eat, but please give it a try,” Toor Deen called out with all her might as people approached the stove she was in charge of. The majority of the crowd stared at the plates lined up on top of the stand with questioning looks.


      “What is this stuff? How are we supposed to eat it?”


      “W-Well, the pasta is portioned out onto small wooden plates, and then you add some of the sauce there on top.”


      Even after her explanation, the people showed no signs of moving. However, a large figure then pushed his way through to stand in front of her. “Oh, so this is where you were? You’re so little it’s hard to find you in the crowd.”


      The man was none other than Geol Zaza, the youngest son of the main Zaza house and his father’s heir. Even during banquets, men from the northern settlement still wore giba pelts or skulls over their heads. And beneath his cloak, Geol Zaza had a dauntless grin on his face.


      “All right, why don’t I start with your dish? Are you all not having any?” he asked the crowd.


      “Well, this one is even more mysterious than the rest,” someone said.


      “Its shape is kinda odd, sure, but it’s still poitan. There’s no reason to be hesitant about trying it.”


      After grabbing a plate of pasta portioned out by another woman, Geol Zaza stepped over in front of the stove, where two types of sauce were ready to be ladled out. “Hmm. I feel like I’ve seen this red one before.”


      “Y-Yes, it’s meat sauce, which is made by boiling tarapa and finely cut giba meat together. The white one, meanwhile, uses karon milk.”
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      “You didn’t make that one that uses boiled giba bones?” Geol Zaza asked, looking displeased.


      “I’m sorry,” Toor Deen said with a bow of her head. “That dish takes quite a bit of time to make, and it requires an expensive ingredient known as dried seaweed. I thought it would be ill-suited to a Zaza banquet, so I decided not to prepare it.”


      “Hmm, yeah, I guess my old man has been going on about not wasting too many coins,” Geol Zaza grumbled with a frown, ultimately selecting the karon milk sauce. The taste was similar to that of the carbonara sold in the post town, and the ingredients used to make it were giba rib meat, aria, and nanaar.


      After wrapping some of his pasta around a three-pronged wooden spoon, Geol Zaza took a bite and his eyes instantly sparkled. “Ahhh. This isn’t that broth, but it’s delicious too.”


      “Th-Thank you very much.”


      “I’m sure my old man won’t have any complaints about something like this. Are you lot going to have any?”


      Having seen Geol Zaza eat the dish, the other people who were standing nearby finally started reaching out for the food. By mimicking his movements with the spoon, they managed to bring the pasta to their mouths. And when they did, most of their eyes immediately went wide with surprise.


      “It feels so odd in my mouth. Is this really poitan?”


      “Y-Yes. It also has fuwano and egg mixed in, but half of it is poitan,” Toor Deen explained.


      “Hmm. It’s all wriggly and hard to eat... But the sauce on top is absolutely delicious.”


      This was the fourth time Toor Deen had been placed in charge of cooking for a banquet by the northern clans, so they had grown rather accustomed to eating unusual dishes. As a result, the ones who looked the most shocked were the members of the Dana and Havira. Since it was a Havira wedding today, more of them had been invited than usual, and they all seemed to find the pasta absolutely amazing, both men and women, young and old.


      “I’ve heard rumors about it, but it really is quite a mysterious dish.”


      “Why go out of your way to make it into this shape? The sauce is delicious, so wouldn’t just dipping normal baked poitan into it be fine?”


      “You think? I feel like it tastes better this way, though it’s definitely a bit tricky to eat.”


      The people who hadn’t had many chances to try elaborate dishes yet all seemed rather bewildered, unsurprisingly. As she boiled some fresh pasta, Toor Deen once again bowed her head and said, “My apologies. I believe this is the most unusual dish out of the ones we prepared today. I don’t think the others should be difficult to eat at all, so please feel free to—”


      “Ah, no, there’s nothing to apologize about. I think it’s very delicious,” a young man remarked with a smile. He didn’t have a pelt or skull over his head, so he must have belonged to either the Havira or Dana. The man, who had an incredibly slender build and a very youthful face, looked like he was somewhere in the range of seventeen or eighteen years old. “I always look forward to the food at these celebrations, but this is especially delicious. I guess I should have expected that, with how skilled you are, Toor Deen.”


      “Th-Thank you. U-Um, you know my name?”


      “There’s no way I could ever forget it. After all, eating your food whenever there’s a banquet always fills me with joy,” the man replied with a smile, looking incredibly refreshed. As Toor Deen stood there confused and flustered, Geol Zaza noticed and stepped closer to the other man.


      “This guy’s the eldest son of the main Havira house. He’s been at the last few wedding banquets too,” he said.


      “Right. My father prefers to stay at home, which means I’ve had the good fortune of getting to eat your cooking in his place, Toor Deen.”


      Whenever a banquet was held at the Zaza settlement, either the leader or the heir of each of their subordinate clans always attended, along with a handful of other people from their clans. As such, only a few members of the Dana and Havira had gotten to try the special dishes that were prepared for these important events.


      “Today, though, pretty much everyone from the Dana and Havira got invited, so now, everyone can finally see that I haven’t been lying,” the young man said.


      “Hmm? What’s this about lying?”


      “I’m talking about how I told them what a splendid chef Toor Deen is. I’ve been telling our women they should go to the northern settlement for lessons more often, but they haven’t been listening to me.”


      “Well, it makes sense that your women wouldn’t like coming here alone. A lot of us have intimidating faces, plus we’re not just your parent clan, but a leading clan too.”


      Geol Zaza and the eldest Havira son seemed to be around the same age, and both appeared to be quite friendly. Even when interacting with a member of a leading clan that was also his parent clan, and the heir at that, the young man didn’t seem intimidated in the least. Their houses weren’t located all that far apart, so they must have had a fairly deep bond. That made Toor Deen glad, but she suddenly remembered what had happened earlier in the evening.


      After Toor Deen had fallen and broken that water jug, that Dana woman had kept on biting her lip and looking away from the young chef. Though they had spoken numerous times between then and the setting of the sun, the woman had seemed to have a restless look in her eyes the whole time.


      Do the Dana hate the Suun more than the Havira do? Or did I do something to make her dislike me personally for some reason?


      It was impossible to know for certain that she had pushed Toor Deen, but it seemed pretty clear that she harbored some kind of negative feelings toward the young chef.


      “You know, that’s a really nice accessory you’re wearing there, Toor Deen,” the eldest Havira son remarked while eating some pasta with meat sauce.


      As she scooped some boiled pasta over onto a wire mesh, Toor Deen replied in a fluster, “A-Ah, yes, this was a gift from a noble in the castle town. We formed a connection while I was helping Asuta.”


      “Right, you sell treats to some important noblewoman, don’t you? I heard about that from the Zaza clan,” the Havira man said with a soft smile. “But when they told me that, it didn’t surprise me at all. It was just more proof of how skilled you are.”


      “Hmph. You sure seem awfully infatuated with Toor Deen. She isn’t old enough to marry, you know,” Geol Zaza noted with a rather displeased look on his face.


      The Havira man looked over at him with a smile. “I’m not praising her because of that. I’m just so impressed with her skills as a chef.”


      “Oh yeah? I’d say you should think a bit more about your place as the eldest son of your clan’s main house.”


      “I’m even older than you, Geol Zaza, so I could never ask Toor Deen to marry me. You don’t have to worry about that.”


      “I-I’m not worried about anything!” Geol Zaza shouted in response, causing the people all around them to shrink back.


      The eldest son of the Havira, however, grinned in amusement and said, “Because of how Lem Dom turned out, you’ve got no one left to marry, do you? If you’d like, why don’t we share a drink?”


      “Hmph! Keep out of my business!” Geol Zaza turned around with a swish of his hunter’s cloak and he stomped off.


      The Havira man shot Toor Deen one more smile before saying, “Well, see you later,” and following after him.


      Feeling very mentally fatigued for some reason, Toor Deen gave a little sigh.


      Then the Dom woman working alongside her asked, “How old are you, Toor Deen?”


      “Eleven,” the young chef replied.


      “Is that so?” the woman said back with a smile. “Then there are four years left until you can get married. I’m sure you’ll have swarms of men wanting to take you as their bride when that time comes.”


      “N-No, there’s no way,” Toor Deen said, hanging her head and blushing.


      A moment later, someone new approached them. As she glanced back up, Toor Deen was surprised to see that it was none other than the leading clan head Gulaf Zaza. “Thank you for taking charge of this banquet again, Toor Deen.”


      “O-Of course. I know I may be lacking, but I’m glad that I can be of help.”


      The other women and the crowd gathered around them all greeted Gulaf Zaza with nods. That was the kind of respect he commanded here at the northern settlement, as both a leading clan head and the head of their parent clan. Because of that, he normally remained seated in a place of honor, and it was rare to see him wandering about the plaza.


      Gulaf Zaza had the most impressive build of anyone Toor Deen knew. Donda Ruu of the Ruu clan was a close match for him to be sure, but with the giba pelt he wore over his head, Gulaf Zaza looked even more frightening. And though Deek Dom was more muscular, he was still only seventeen years old and had more of a stoic nature.


      “The Deen and Liddo women over there seem to not have had any issues either. Whenever we hold a banquet, it is easy to see how much your skills have improved each time.”


      “W-Well, that’s all because you permit me to assist the Fa clan, leading clan head Gulaf Zaza,” Toor Deen replied despite her nervousness. She had been speaking with Gulaf Zaza more often recently, but it was still difficult to grow accustomed to the intensity of the man.


      “Hmph... I only permitted my relatives to help with that work in order to judge the Fa clan’s actions. I certainly never dreamed that one of my people would be summoned to the castle town by name and asked to sell cooking to nobles.” Beneath the giba jaw of his cloak, Gulaf Zaza’s eyes blazed brightly like those of a wild beast. Still, Toor Deen endured that intense gaze, her hands clasping her banquet attire tightly behind her workstation. “Even though the chefs of the Ruu have been close to the Fa for longer, they haven’t gotten any similar offers. Why is that, exactly?”


      “I’m sure it’s because the Deen are located closer to the Fa than the Ruu, so we’ve had more chances to receive lessons. Also, the Ruu clan started running their own business early on, so I think we’ve actually spent more time with Asuta.”


      “Hmph,” Gulaf Zaza snorted again. “At the next clan head meeting, we will all render our judgment on whether doing business in town is right or wrong. Until that time comes, continue with your work while never forgetting your duty.”


      “Y-Yes, I understand.”


      “Now, this has nothing to do with the right or wrong of the matter...” Gulaf Zaza said, suddenly breaking out in a smile. “But it’s not such a bad feeling, knowing one of our relatives is seen as a better chef than those of the Ruu clan. Maybe it’s just a childish sense of rivalry, but we’ve butted heads with them for such a long time that there’s no helping that. Besides, there’s no shame in people of the forest’s edge using their strength to compete with one another.”


      “H-Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Just think of that as a little joke and pay it no heed. All you need to do is carry out your work.”


      Gulaf Zaza then accepted a plate of food from a woman and left. Once he was gone, an older Jeen woman poked Toor Deen in the shoulder as the young chef stood there in a daze.


      “I’ve known Gulaf Zaza for many years, but that’s the first time I’ve seen such a childish smile from the man. It seems he’s quite taken with you, Toor Deen.”


      “R-Really? I don’t really know why.”


      “If he weren’t, he wouldn’t have come to greet you personally. Our leading clan head has fully acknowledged your strength now.”


      Toor Deen was deeply flustered for multiple reasons. Gulaf Zaza was seriously mistaken about her being superior to the Ruu chefs, and she didn’t want to compete with anyone in the first place. Having such grandiose expectations thrust upon her was exceedingly troublesome for Toor Deen.


      But at the same time, the thought that Gulaf Zaza had acknowledged her skill filled her with an incomparable sense of pride. Gulaf Zaza was a leading clan head of the forest’s edge, the head of her parent clan, and a man known for being incredibly strict, so that smile and his words of appreciation for her efforts were enough to make Toor Deen’s chest feel tight.


      This is all thanks to Asuta...and my fellow people of the forest’s edge, for deciding to forgive the crimes of the Suun clan. Toor Deen felt tears filling her eyes, so she gave them a quick rub.


      Just then, the Jeen woman said, “My, now it’s Sufira Zaza? It’s been quite hectic here with the members of the main Zaza house showing up one after another.”


      When Toor Deen glanced up, she found that sure enough, Sufira Zaza was coming their way. And there was another woman with her, who Sufira Zaza had grabbed by the wrist and was pulling along.


      When Toor Deen realized who the second woman was, she shrank back in shock. It was that young Dana woman who’d had that hostile air about her.


      “Toor Deen, I have something to discuss with you. Do you have time for that?” Sufira Zaza asked.


      “Huh? B-But I’m working as a chef.”


      “Please. It won’t take long.”


      There was still plenty of pasta to spare, and the other women had been taught how to manage the flames and use an hourglass, so, if Toor Deen were to take a short break, it wouldn’t cause any immediate issues. Once she was sure it was all right, the young chef stepped toward the two of them.


      “Thank you,” Sufira Zaza said. Then she walked away from the stove. Eventually, she came to a stop off in a corner of the plaza without anyone around. “Now then, repeat what you told me before,” Sufira Zaza demanded in a forceful tone, letting go of the Dana woman’s hand.


      However, the other woman just hung her head and bit her lip, looking exactly the same as she had back in the kitchen.


      “What’s the matter? There’s no point if you don’t say it yourself,” Sufira Zaza insisted.


      The Dana woman remained silent even so.


      “Do you want to cause trouble for your family in the Dana clan? If you don’t speak, I’ll have no choice but to summon both our clan heads here and reveal the truth.” Sufira Zaza had been showing her kindness in her facial expressions a lot more often lately, but her eyes were still very much capable of reproducing her father’s intense glare.


      The Dana woman hung her head as if trying to hide from that gaze as she weakly replied, “I... I bumped into you in the kitchen, Toor Deen, and put you in danger...but rather than apologizing to you, I tried to pretend it didn’t happen.”


      “Why did you do that? If it wasn’t intentional, then a single word would have solved everything, right?”


      The Dana woman didn’t respond, that same look still there on her face.


      “Wait. Did you do it on purpose?” Sufira Zaza asked, the fire in her eyes intensifying.


      Without even thinking, Toor Deen gripped her hand and exclaimed, “I-It’s fine, Sufira Zaza! It’s not like I was hurt or anything.”
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      “No, we can’t overlook matters like this. Why should we forgive someone who shoved a relative like you, didn’t even apologize, and then took this attitude about her actions to top it all off?” Unlike her father and brother, no matter how angry she got, her voice remained calm. Her eyes were blazing furiously, but her face remained chilly and focused. “And if it was intentional, then she is clearly guilty of the crime of causing discord among our relatives. Surely you haven’t forgotten the laws of the forest’s edge, that crimes must be punished?”


      The Dana woman was trembling and biting down even harder on her lip. But then, a small group of people suddenly approached them.


      “Please hold on, Sufira Zaza! She didn’t have any ill will!”


      Another shock struck Toor Deen then, because the group included the other Dana woman who had assisted her, Geol Zaza...and the eldest son of the main Havira house. The Dana woman was the one who’d spoken.


      “What do you mean she had no ill will? If that were true, surely she wouldn’t have refrained from apologizing.”


      When Sufira Zaza’s fiery glare turned her way, the other Dana woman shrieked and froze stiff.


      “Hey,” Geol Zaza chimed in after taking a swig of fruit wine. “When you glare like that, most women won’t even be able to move, you know. If we want to talk this through peacefully, you need to calm down first.”


      “This is none of your business. What are you doing here, Geol?”


      “I was just drinking with the Havira heir here. Then this woman came over to us with her face completely pale.”


      “Right, she told us everything,” the eldest son of the Havira said, looking apologetic as he stepped forward. “I never thought this would happen, but...was I the cause for this whole commotion?”


      In the next moment, the first Dana woman who had been biting her lip fell to the ground and cried out in a sobbing voice, “I’m so sorry... This is all my fault... Because of my awful thoughts, I went and did something awful to Toor Deen!”


      Sufira Zaza frowned and glanced around at everyone present.


      The first to meet her gaze was the Havira man. “I really am sorry... You see, I’ve actually promised to marry this girl, though we haven’t cleared the matter with our clan heads yet.”


      “And why is that important?”


      “Well...I imagine I might have hurt her feelings because I’ve been praising Toor Deen’s cooking too much. That’s it, isn’t it?”


      The girl shook her head weakly and crawled on her knees over to Toor Deen. She grabbed the young chef’s hand, with her own hands trembling all the while. “I swear, it wasn’t on purpose... But I was jealous, and I couldn’t bring myself to bow my head to you... I’m a truly shameful woman.”


      “That’s not true at all. It’s my fault for being so thoughtless,” the Havira man said. “Toor Deen, Sufira Zaza, please forgive this girl. My foolishness invited all of this.”


      Sufira Zaza gave a deep sigh, and closed her eyes that were still blazing with fury. “You praised Toor Deen’s cooking so much that it filled this woman’s heart with envy? Toor Deen is still only eleven years old, you know.”


      “Ah, yes. I’m the one who actually caused all this. I’m terribly sorry.”


      The other woman had been worriedly wringing her hands, but then she said, “It’s true. Even without really being involved with you, I couldn’t help but feel resentful because of how often you praised Toor Deen’s skill, and how you kept saying that the man who married her would be a lucky person. Even if she’s still young, such excessive praise goes against the customs of the forest’s edge.”


      “That really wasn’t my intention. I was just truly impressed by her delicious food.”


      The Dana woman didn’t seem to even notice what the people around her were saying, as she continued to cling on to Toor Deen’s hand with her shoulders trembling. Toor Deen knelt down and gently gripped the woman’s hand back.


      “P-Please, raise your head. I really don’t mind.”


      “But I was so awful to you.”


      “You just bumped me a little, right? I was careless too, not paying enough attention to my surroundings.”


      The Dana woman timidly looked up. With her face soaked with tears, she looked a whole lot younger compared to how she’d appeared when she had been biting her lip. It was like she was a different person entirely.


      “I thought you might have hated me because I used to belong to the Suun clan,” Toor Deen said. “Honestly, I’m glad to hear that’s not the case.”


      “Huh? No, I didn’t think that at all.”


      “Right, and that’s what makes me happy,” Toor Deen replied, smiling with all her heart. “The only way to improve as a chef is to keep on practicing. If you’d like, why don’t you take lessons at the northern settlement from now on?”


      “Wait, you’d teach me?”


      “Of course. Once every six days, I visit the northern settlement to give cooking lessons. The Zaza transport me back and forth in a wagon, but we could stop by the Dana and Havira settlements along the way, right?” Toor Deen asked, turning Sufira Zaza’s way.


      “Yes,” the woman replied. “Toor Deen is the only person in the wagon on those trips, so we could easily carry four or five more.”


      “Thank you, Sufira Zaza. So, what do you say? If you learn more, the chefs of the Dana and Havira will be able to feed the people who’re important to you better food than you’ve ever been able to make before.”


      The Dana woman let go of Toor Deen’s hand, then wrapped her arms around the girl while sobbing.


      “See? Toor Deen really understands how to get along with her relatives,” Geol Zaza said with a cheerful chuckle, only for Sufira Zaza to frown deeply at him.


      The Havira man’s eyebrows drooped and he walked over to the women with a smile. “I really caused trouble for you, Toor Deen. We’ll talk with our clan heads about the marriage so there aren’t any more unfortunate misunderstandings.”


      “R-Right. I’ll be praying that the Havira and Dana clan heads give their permission.”


      “We’ll do whatever it takes to get it. And it would make us very happy if we could enjoy your cooking during our wedding banquet. We’re honored to have someone like you as a relative, Toor Deen,” he said, getting down on his knees and placing a hand on the woman’s shoulder. As she continued to sob and hug Toor Deen tightly, the woman nodded again and again.


      “Thank you,” Toor Deen replied, smiling back at him.


      This incident had surely strengthened her bonds with her relatives. In total, somewhere between eighty and a hundred people fell under the Zaza clans. The only way she could form ties with all of them was to take one step forward at a time like this. Though the path before her seemed endless, Toor Deen still felt a great sense of joy and satisfaction.


      What is Papa Zei doing now, and Asuta and Odifia? Are they at their own homes deepening their connections with the people who are important to them too?


      As that thought passed through her head, Toor Deen firmly hugged her precious relative back despite not even knowing the woman’s name yet. And elsewhere in the plaza, her other relatives were growing more and more exuberant as time went on.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you so much for picking up this book, the thirty-fourth volume of Cooking with Wild Game.


      For the first time in a while, the main story for this volume was on the short side. That’s because the previous volume and this one originally made up a single chapter, but it couldn’t fit in one book so we split it into two. I hope you won’t mind too much. The main volume should get the usual amount of pages next time.


      In this volume, the story centers around Amusehorn rolling over in its sleep. This is a second trial in a similar vein to Amusehorn’s breath, which we saw pop up suddenly back during the rainy season. It seems the great god and continent itself, Amusehorn, really is harsh to the people living on it. Hopefully, you’ll enjoy seeing how Asuta and the others overcome this challenge from the great god.


      Oh, and this time around, we have two extra group performance chapters.


      “The Black Knight’s Loyalty” stars a minor character, and has a rather unique feel to it. Based on the balance it struck with the contents of the main story, I felt like it would be a good fit for this volume. Though the contents are rather brutal, I have a strong attachment to the story personally, so I hope you all enjoy it.


      As for the other one, “A Young Bird Flaps Its Wings” features Toor Deen, who is a beloved character in the main story as well. I’m quite fond of her myself, and since she’s always shrinking in on herself and hiding her feelings in the main story, I couldn’t help but want to write a bonus story centered on her.


      The goal with the group performance and intermezzo stories is to have characters other than Asuta act as protagonist, and there are certainly some that are easier to write than others. The series has a character count in the triple digits, so I want to give the spotlight to as many of them as I can, but it can be difficult.


      For example, Ludo Ruu and Dan Rutim are characters I like a lot, but they’re quite active in the main story, so it can be hard to think up bonus stories for them. Yumi’s really candid too, and I felt like I could use her to provide a perspective on the people of the forest’s edge from someone who lives in town. Personally, I get really excited when I can show the inner thinking of characters who are treated as enemies like Diga, as also seen in “The Black Knight’s Loyalty” in this volume.


      As for the bonus intermezzo, it was a story that featured the Sauti settlement. The title may seem a little ominous, but I’d say it ended up pretty cheerful in the end. Dari Sauti’s secretly a favorite of mine too, but he doesn’t get many chances to appear and often ends up drawing the short stick, which only makes me all the more attached. Dari Sauti suffered dire wounds in both Zattsu’s Suun’s attack and the battle with the lord of the forest only to come back like a phoenix, so hopefully you like him too.


      By the way, I’m writing this afterword in August of 2024, and at this point I’ve been writing for ten whole years. The first print volume wasn’t published until February of 2015, so there was a bit of a time gap there, but this has still been quite a long serialization. I’m deeply grateful to all of you who have followed me since I started the web version, those of you who only learned of me after the print version came out, and those of you who picked up the series in recent years too.


      As I’ve said again and again, I never expected the story to expand so much when I first started writing. It was supposed to go from the forest’s edge to the post town, then to the castle town, before returning to the forest of Morga and then back to the castle town once more. That was the initial outline I had in my mind.


      As I kept writing, the number of characters grew and the story expanded even further, flowing in directions I hadn’t predicted at all. The madarama snakes that the savages of Morga get along with so well were originally beasts I thought up as ingredients, but you see how things have developed. Mount Morga became a sacred land no one could set foot upon, and the savage child Tia came to live with the protagonists instead.


      A whole lot of elements have steadily diverged from what I initially conceived, but I believe the core of it all has remained firmly in place. Having been sent to another world, how will Asuta interact with others, and what sort of life will he live? I intend to keep on writing without leaving behind any regrets, so I’d greatly appreciate it if you would continue to stick with me for many years to come.


      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!


      August 2024,


      EDA

    

  

  
    
      Bonus Short Story: Lodgers at the Ruu Settlement


      On that day, the air was more than a little tense in the main hall of the house where Myme and the others lived. Their current home was a previously unoccupied house in the Ruu settlement, and Myme; her father, Mikel; Jeeda; and his mother, Bartha all lived there, having found themselves in the care of the Ruu thanks to their various personal circumstances.


      Myme and Mikel were residents of the Turan lands. Well, originally they had lived in the Genos castle town, but when Mikel’s career as a chef had been cut short, he had no longer been able to afford to stay there. That was how he had ended up working as a charcoal seller in a corner of the Turan lands as he raised his young daughter, Myme.


      They now lived in the Ruu settlement instead because bandits attacked their home in the Turan lands. The criminals had inflicted serious injuries on Mikel’s head and leg, which had made it impossible for him to do any kind of work, so Mikel and Myme had been taken in by the Ruu clan. He had fully recovered from those injuries at this point, but they were continuing to rely on the Ruu’s kindness until public safety in the Turan lands improved.


      Jeeda and Bartha’s circumstances were even more complicated, but you could also say the necessity of their stay was less clear. It would be difficult to return to their hometown of Masara since the fact that Bartha had belonged to the heroic outlaws known as the Red Beards was now known. However, they had not been forced to leave because of their criminal associations. Rather, it was because the Red Beards had been allies to the poor, and the thought of being awkwardly lionized was far from appealing to her.


      She had chosen to live at the Ruu settlement to avoid all that and so that their hosts could help Jeeda grow up into a fine hunter. Rather than relying on the Ruu because of tough circumstances like Myme and Mikel, they were here seeking more fulfilling lives. What all four of them had in common, though, was their absolute trust in the people of the forest’s edge.


      In two months, it would be a year since Jeeda and Bartha had started living at the Ruu settlement. As for Myme and Mikel, their stay was coming up on half a year. The four of them had lived together in the same house for Myme and Mikel’s entire stay.


      Jeeda and Bartha were both amazing people in their own ways, so Myme was quite happy with the state of affairs. Honestly, she was probably the happiest she had ever been in her eleven years of life. And that wasn’t just because of Jeeda and Bartha. She liked all of the people of the forest’s edge too.


      Today, however, the mood was gloomy. No one had spoken so much as a word since night had rolled around and they had started dinner. It was a first—nothing like this had ever happened since they started living in the same house together.


      “So, things have gotten kinda tense in here,” Bartha suddenly said in her usual lively voice. She was a middle-aged woman with a large physique and a rugged masculine appearance, who was also every bit as sincere and kind as the people of the forest’s edge. Myme absolutely adored her. “It doesn’t make sense for us to get all down because of a dead person, right? Especially since we all had bad blood with him anyway.”


      The person they had bad blood with was Cyclaeus. Myme and the others had learned today that he had passed away in prison.


      All of them had suffered because of Cyclaeus’s actions. Mikel was no longer working as a chef because the man had crippled him for petty reasons. When Cyclaeus had asked Mikel to become his personal chef and Mikel had refused, he had sent men to attack Mikel in the dead of night and sever the muscles in his right arm. Even now, Mikel couldn’t move most of the fingers on his right hand. And Bartha’s husband had been executed partially because he had been framed for the crimes Cyclaeus and his brother had committed. Of course, as the leader of the Red Beards, her husband had been a criminal who would’ve faced the death sentence no matter what after he had been captured.


      “I don’t feel like toasting anyone’s death, even someone like him,” Mikel uttered in a more serious tone than usual.


      “I’m not saying we need to throw a party. But there’s no need to get all depressed about it, right?”


      “I’m not depressed.”


      “Then what’s with this gloom hanging in the air? Can’t you see how worried Myme looks?”


      Mikel quickly glanced at Myme’s face, then sighed deeply. “I’m really not depressed. It’s just that hearing Cyclaeus’s name for the first time in a while reminded me how much of a good-for-nothing I’ve been.”


      “A good-for-nothing? We all worked together to expose those noble villains, didn’t we? We didn’t meet until after all of that, Mikel, but you earned the trust of the people of the forest’s edge by helping out Asuta and the rest of them, yeah?”


      “No, you’ve got it wrong. I didn’t do anything to help them. All I did was hide and keep a low profile so that I didn’t invite any trouble my way.”


      “But when Asuta got kidnapped by Cyclaeus’s daughter, you’re the one who pinned down where he was, right?”


      “That’s not true either. I just told Jeeda the location of Cyclaeus’s manor when he asked. After that, figuring out that Asuta was really there and informing the people of the forest’s edge was all him. I only thought about protecting myself, and I shoved all the troublesome stuff off on other people.”


      Bartha looked taken aback, but then she broke out in a big grin and said, “What are you saying? You were trying to protect Myme, not yourself, weren’t you? It’s only natural for a parent to want to keep their child safe. That’s something to feel proud of, not regret.”


      “But I only showed myself after everything was resolved, and now I’m even relying on them to provide a place for us to live. It’s hard to even imagine something more pathetic than that.”


      “I’m telling you, you’re wrong. Myme, you say something too.”


      “R-Right. Who knows what would have happened to Asuta without you and Jeeda, Dad? You did something really great,” Myme said earnestly while clinging to Mikel’s injured right arm.


      There was still a look of shame in Mikel’s eyes, but after a moment they suddenly took on a gentle gleam. An expression like that was about as close as he usually got to smiling, so seeing that affectionate glow was enough to help Myme breathe a sigh of relief.


      “You sure are single-minded, Mikel. That’s part of your charm, sure, but it’s rough when it crops up out of nowhere when we’re trying to comfort you,” Bartha said. Then she turned to face Jeeda. “So, what’s with the sad look on your face? I really can’t see any reason for you to feel down.”


      “Just leave me be,” Jeeda shot back, suppressing all emotion in his voice as he put down his now-empty plate. He had been silently eating while everyone else had been talking, and he had already finished. “I’m going to get some fresh air. You all can feel free to go to sleep.”


      “Get some air? What are you talking about? You shouldn’t leave the house this late at night,” Bartha called out, but Jeeda ignored her and headed right out the front door.


      Myme started to get quite flustered. And then Bartha turned her way and gave a strained chuckle. “There’s really no helping that kid. Sorry Myme, but could you go handle him?”


      “Huh? If someone like me tried to get involved, it’d only bother him, though.”


      “It’ll be fine. Besides, that boy would sooner die than show weakness in front of me.”


      There was certainly no denying that. Jeeda and Bartha had a strong bond of affection, but the boy was every bit as stubborn as Mikel.


      After a moment of hesitation, Myme made up her mind to follow after Jeeda, and quickly exited the house holding a small candlestick. Even though she didn’t think she could do anything to calm him down, she also couldn’t just leave him be. After all, he was essentially family to her by this point.


      A small figure was standing alone in the middle of the plaza, awash in pale blue moonlight.


      “J-Jeeda, are you okay?” Myme called out, and Jeeda suddenly flinched.


      “Why did you come out here? Even if we’re in the settlement, it’s still dangerous at night.”


      “Th-Then you should come back too. You shouldn’t stand around outside if it’s dangerous.”


      “I’m a hunter, so it’s not dangerous for me.”


      “In that case, I’m safe too as long as I’m with you,” Myme said, smiling as brightly as she could.


      Jeeda’s eyes narrowed as if he were looking at something dazzling and he turned away. He was a boy around Myme’s age, and rather on the small side, but he was also skilled enough to make it into the top eight in a contest of strength between the Ruu clans, so his slender frame was packed with hidden strength. He had blazing red hair, mysterious yellow eyes, and a face that was slender like a girl’s, but the expressions he made always gave him a fittingly tough appearance for a hunter. He really was an odd boy—a complicated mix of delicate and fierce features. And to Myme, he was the most charming person she knew.


      “Why are you upset, Jeeda? Is it because of that Cyclaeus man’s death?” Myme asked, but the boy didn’t reply. It seemed like the only thing Myme could do was keep expressing her own feelings until he said something. “I know I can’t really help, but still, just opening up to someone can do a lot to make things feel lighter. Like how Bartha calmed my dad down before. Please, won’t you let me support you a bit too, Jeeda?”


      “I...” Jeeda started to say, but then he held his tongue. Myme chose to wait quietly for him to continue, though, and eventually Jeeda managed to force out a whisper. “I never fought those evil nobles head-on like the people of the forest’s edge did. I just sneaked into Cyclaeus’s manor and eavesdropped on their meeting. Then at the very end, I butted in and held my blade up against Cyclaeus’s neck.”


      “Right, I heard about that. But in the end, you decided to let him face judgment instead of hurting him, didn’t you?”


      “I really was planning to kill him, though. I was trying to take someone’s life because I couldn’t forgive him for killing my dad. But I was going to do the exact same thing,” Jeeda said, grinding his teeth. “And I wasn’t even targeting the right person, since it was probably Ciluel who killed my dad, not Cyclaeus. But I went after Cyclaeus without even trying to figure out the truth of it all.”


      “That was to save Asuta and everyone else from getting shot with arrows, wasn’t it? That’s what I heard,” Myme said, wrapping one of her arms around Jeeda’s without thinking. She could feel him trembling a bit, so she hugged his arm tighter. “And you managed to accomplish that without killing anyone. That’s why you were allowed to live here with Bartha. There’s no need for you to be upset now because that noble died. He was killed by the earthquake, so I’m sure the gods intended for it to happen.”


      “What are you getting so frantic about?” Jeeda asked in an innocent, childishly curious tone.


      As she stared at his face from the side, Myme said, “I just want you to feel better, Jeeda. That other awful noble might have been the one who killed your dad, but Cyclaeus was still guilty of not stopping him. And I can’t stand seeing you hurting because of a villain like that.”


      Jeeda slowly turned toward Myme, and when he finally got a good look at her, his eyes went wide. “Wh-Why are you crying? There’s no reason for you to be sad.”


      “I-I’m not crying. The tears just slipped out because I was so worried about you, Jeeda.” Myme said, her cheeks heating up as she wiped away her tears with her open left hand.


      Jeeda sighed, rustling his red hair and saying, “You’re a surprisingly emotional person. Is that my ma’s influence?”


      “B-Bartha has nothing to do with it. It’s because of you, Jeeda.”


      “I see. Sorry about that,” Jeeda said with surprising earnestness, smiling ever so slightly. As small as the smile was, though, it was the first time he had ever smiled in front of Myme. “If I’m going to regret the past, I should focus on living properly from now on instead. That’s what Donda Ruu told me, and I’ve tried to live by those words. But here I am, brooding and losing my resolve, and worrying you in the process. I really am sorry.”


      “N-No. I don’t think I could possibly criticize you for anything, when my life’s been so carefree in comparison.”


      “I know that wasn’t your intention. And besides, you were in a similar position to mine, but you never let that change who you are. You still manage to look so innocent. That tells me you’ve got to be stronger than anyone.”


      “Th-That’s not true. I...”


      “It’s fine. That’s just how I see things. I’m really happy that I got to meet someone like you,” Jeeda said with the same kind of gentle look in his eyes that Mikel had had in his before.


      That made Myme so happy that she almost started crying again. But she didn’t want to worry Jeeda, so she forced herself to smile instead, and Jeeda smiled softly back at her.
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Lem Dom

Deek Dom’s younger sister and a
member of the main Dom house. A
daring woman who wishes to
become a hunter and has great
respect for Ai Fa.

.
Diga, Doddo

The former eldest and second son of the main Suun

house. After their past wrongdoings were exposed, their

true weakness became clear for all to see. Presently,

they're both held in the care of the Dom settlement.

u | Deek Dom

= The head of the main Dom house.
3 Despite being the same age as Asuta,
Deek’s quiet, single-minded nature
/ makes him seem older. He

i possesses similar strength to Donda
= Ruu.

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.

Arishuna Zi Mafraluda

Lefreya

The new head of the house of Turan. During
the commotion caused by the observers
from the capital, she officially made peace
with the people of the forest’s edge and is
allowed to participate in high society again.

A fortune teller of eastern heritage. A
composed woman who does things her
own way. She is currently staying in the
castle town as a guest of Duke Genos.

Sanjura

Lefreya’s attendant, who has blood
from Sym. Very skilled with a blade.
He values Lefreya above all else. He

Chiffon Chel

Lefreya’s maid and a northerner who
is a slave. She is quite beautiful and
always maintains a gentle expression.

once kidnapped Asuta on her behalf.

Telia Mas

Milano Mas's daughter. She’s shy by nature

Milano Mas

The owner of an inn called The Kimyuus's Tail. A
but has been opening up to the people of the stubborn man with a strong sense of duty. Through
forest’s edge as she interacts with them various incidents, he’s deepened ties with Asuta and the
She’s also getting closer to Yumi, as fellow others.
daughters of innkeepers.

n

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,
who dislikes the people of the forest's
edge.

Aldas

A southerner. Balan’s right-hand man and vice-leader of the
construction group. He has a cheerful personality and is
unusually tall for a southerner.

A youth from the post town who got close to Asuta by visiting
the stalls. His father was injured in an accident, and he has
begun working at The Kimyuus's Tail to make a living

Pops Balan

A southerner who leads a construction group. He has a stubborn
personality. Once a year, his group takes an extended business
trip the the Genos post town. During the last such trip, he became
friends with Asuta as a regular at the stalls

Tia
One of the people known as red savages
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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9 Character Introductions

~ 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
Asuta into 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.

Reina Ruu

The second daughter of the main
Ruu house. An excellent chef. She
also runs the Ruu clan’s stalls
alongside Sheera Ruu.

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.

Ludo Ruu

The youngest son of the main Ruu
house. Mischievous by nature. A
stronger hunter than most. One of
the top eight under the Ruu clan.

Rimee Ruu

The youngest Ruu daughter.
An earnest, innocent child

who specializes in making sweets.
She adores Ai Fa and Tara.

Mida Ruu

The former youngest son of the
main Suun house and a current
member of a Ruu branch house. He's
a slow thinker and simple by nature.
He's also huge and a big eater.

Jiba Ruu

The Ruu elder and Donda Ruu's
grandmother. Thanks to Asuta’s
cooking, she has regained the
strength to keep on living.

Tsuvai Rutim

The youngest daughter of the former main
Suun house. Currently a member of the
main Rutim house. Short tempered and
has quite amouth on her, but cares greatly
about her family and is very skilled when it
comes to calculations.

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.

Yun Sudra

A member of the small Sudra clan. fe——
An earnest and kind woman. Greatly
adores Asuta.

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.

oge .
Lili Ravitz
The wife of the Ravitz clan head, who is skeptical of the Fa
clan’s actions. She has agemle nature and an appearance
like a Jizo statue, but it’s difficult to read her true feelings.

The youngest daughter of the main Beim house. She has a
serious but stubborn nature. She helps out at the stalls in
order to determine whether Asuta’s actions are proper.

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.

Moga Sauti

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.

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
broad-minded man.
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