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      Prologue: Patrolling the Black Forest


      There were a few places in this world that were notably dangerous, and the Black Forest was one such place. The area was dense with foliage that cast dark shadows on those below. Only carnivorous beasts smarter than most or short-tempered herbivorous animals confidently navigated the murky forest. Needless to say, this perilous spot was regarded as one of the world’s most deadly regions.


      However, even the Black Forest was home to more peaceful beings. The most famous examples were the beastfolk, but the fairies, who flitted to and fro within the greenery, also meant no harm. The existence of these fairies (or perhaps they should be called “ladies”) was not well-known among society. They concealed their presence so well, in fact, that even the beastfolk hardly knew about these elusive, winged neighbors. And of course, those who lived outside the forest never saw them. The only ones on familiar terms with the fairies were the dryad Lluisa (the master of the forest), a few choice beastfolk chiefs, and the people who made their home in that isolated forge.


      The fairies conducted business and daily life like any other species. They made weapons and clothes, and they slept very well (it seemed they had a tendency to take naps more than others). The most obvious difference between fairies and other beings was that fairies were entrusted with a certain special role.


      “Ah, we have to do this one,” a fairy muttered to herself.


      This lady was petite, even among the other tiny fairies. Her name was Reeja, and when she placed her hands atop a certain area, a faint puff of wind blew through.


      “Good. This should do it,” said Reeja. She gave a satisfied nod and then moved on.


      This fairy was tasked with clearing away spots of stagnant magic. In this world, there were two types of magical energy. The first was magic that flowed; it was used in lieu of oxygen or a food source by fairies and a number of other creatures. Magical energy was essential for the survival of these species. But the second type, stagnant magical energy, was a breeding ground for trouble. It could not be consumed in the same way, and most problematic of all, it could give birth to monsters. As an example, a dragon was only able to maintain its massive body thanks to the flowing magical energy that permeated the air—stagnant magical energy would not sustain it.


      Just as people would suffer from ill effects if exposed to unclean air for too long, stagnant magical energy also negatively affected its surroundings. If a normal creature was exposed to stagnant magic, it would transform into a magical beast, and if the pocket of stagnant magical energy was dense enough, it could create pure monsters seemingly out of thin air—monsters that didn’t require a creature to use as a host. This was one of the factors that made the Black Forest so dangerous; monsters could pop out of nowhere and attack an unsuspecting visitor.


      For one reason or another, magical energy would occasionally stop flowing and become stagnant within this forest. This would create deadly monsters. The fairies were thus tasked with an important, crucial role: disperse the stagnant energy and keep monsters to a minimum.


      “This place is thick with magic,” Reeja murmured. “I should be careful.”


      The region she was currently in was dense with magical energy, meaning that it was easy for pockets of stagnancy to form. Hence why the fairies patrolled this area frequently. It seemed this precaution had worked in the fairies’ favor this time around, and Reeja breathed a sigh of relief when she managed to disperse the energy before it could cause any harm.


      Reeja then recalled that a certain blacksmith and his family lived nearby.


      Perhaps due to the fairies’ work, they would occasionally fall ill due to a strange sickness. This malady caused magic to seep from their bodies, and since fairies were composed exclusively of magical energy, the lack of it caused them to perish. Until recently, they’d had no cure for this strange disease, and they’d known it to be a death sentence. But then, they’d stumbled upon a blacksmith forging rings out of meghizium for his friend’s wedding. The byproduct of this process created a magical jewelstone, and that just so happened to be the miracle cure for the fairies’ sickness.


      This blacksmith wasn’t always home, so the fairies couldn’t always be cured if the timing was poor. However, this was still a far cry from what they had done before—simply await death.


      The fact that Reeja remembered this blacksmith came as no surprise—after all, she was the first fairy to ever be brought back from the precipice of this illness. The kind blacksmith had saved her life.


      She recalled the diverse family who lived at that forge. The blacksmith was a human named Eizo. He lived alongside a tiger beastfolk named Samya, a dwarf called Rike, and a human who apparently belonged to a class dubbed “nobility”—Diana. There was also Lidy the elf, Helen, a human mercenary who excelled in combat, and Anne, a giantess and a princess of the neighboring empire. These people helped one another out during times of need, and Reeja saw them as a lovely family.


      The fairy placed a hand on her hip and glanced around cautiously. “I spotted a wolf monster pup,” she muttered, “but I should make sure there aren’t any dangerous monsters around.”


      She was secretly a bit proud of her work. Her efforts and vigilance helped maintain that family’s peace, even if it was just a little bit.


      “Once a monster appears, it’ll be too late.”


      Reeja nodded as she fluttered within the forest. Thanks to Eizo and his family, her life had been spared, and they’d even given her a special knife as a gift. The fairy placed a hand over this blade; she never let it out of her sight. Forge Eizo’s products all cut very well, but this knife was special to her and held sentimental value. Above all, the gift was a symbol of friendship between the forge and the fairies. Fairies didn’t carry weapons around with them very often, but this was a special case.


      “That reminds me... Eizo used a lot of magical energy when he was working in the forge,” Reeja mused as she turned to face the sky.


      Eizo’s blacksmithing skills were exceptional. A normal smith would struggle to add even a bit of magical energy into their work, but Eizo’s products were imbued with an alarming amount of it. Lidy had claimed that this was because he could see the flow of magic.


      “Which means I should be especially careful around here.”


      She glanced around once more. A monster had recently formed in the stagnant magical energy that’d pooled in a cave near the forge. Eizo and his family had needed to subjugate the beast. Reeja had heard that this request had been personally made by none other than Lluisa, a dryad who was the master of the forest and the boss of the fairies.


      “Ah, a raccoon in the drainage pond,” Reeja remarked.


      She peeked at the pond in the back of the hot spring and spotted a raccoon taking a dip in the water—the creature looked rather comfortable. This raccoon was apparently knowledgeable on herbs, and it would periodically deliver helpful herbs to Eizo and his family. The animals of the Black Forest were indeed extremely intelligent.


      “But the animals of the forest can’t come near the forge itself,” Reeja murmured. “Is it because the magical energy of that place is too thick?”


      Aside from a few short blades of grass, there was hardly any foliage growing near Eizo’s family’s cabin. Dense magic in the area prevented foliage from prospering. Animals couldn’t come near for similar reasons. Of course, there were exceptions to this: Krul, Lucy, Hayate, and Maribel could enter and leave the area at will. As members of the Forge Eizo family, they’d adapted to the magical energy very well.


      “It goes to show just how important our job is,” Reeja said.


      If the fairies didn’t clean up pockets of stagnant energy, monsters would be born. This put not only Forge Eizo in danger, but all the other residents of the Black Forest as well.


      “They saved my life,” Reeja said, “so I should keep giving it my all to protect them.”


      She clenched her tiny fists with gusto and felt pride in her work. This was also her way of showing gratitude and repaying Eizo’s family for saving her life.


      And with that, the tiny fairy fluttered her wings and got to work on her large role: cleansing the magical energy of the forest.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 1: An Investigation


      Counterfeit Forge Eizo products had been found circulating in the capital. As the “Eizo” whose name was being tarnished by these fakes, I’d decided to help out by participating in a little performance that was planned to resolve this issue. We’d learned that the fakes were being produced by the duke’s faction within the kingdom, and even representatives of the empire—including Anne, of course—had cooperated in our little ruse. This plan had been successful, and the kingdom had been able to launch a full investigation into these fakes.


      Meanwhile, the duke’s faction had sent out assassins to attack the Eimoor manor. We’d also learned that the duke was looking into the location of my forge, but nothing had happened yet. Since I’d left the capital and gone back home, I’d fulfilled two of my scheduled orders for Camilo, and the forge was still as peaceful as ever. It seemed Marius (or Count Eimoor, as he was formally called) was swamped with work these days, but Camilo had reassured me that he and his new bride weren’t having any major issues. So long as they were both alive and well, that was good enough for me.


      One beautiful spring afternoon, after my family and I had lazed about and enjoyed dinner, I brought up a suggestion.


      “You want to investigate the Black Forest?” Diana asked.


      I nodded. “Yeah. ‘Investigate’ might sound a little callous though, since I know this is the beastfolk’s home, but...”


      I glanced cautiously at Samya, who took a large bite out of her piece of foliage bird. She swallowed her mouthful and gave a small shrug.


      “Eh, I don’t mind,” she said. “Investigating might help everyone. There are tons of things that even my kind don’t know about within the forest.”


      “Really?” I asked.


      “Remember that monster we beat?”


      “Oh, you mean the troll?”


      “Yep. Beastfolk usually don’t venture into caves like that.”


      “Fair enough... So you guys have just the bare-bones intel of this forest.”


      “Something like that. Obviously, there are exceptions—like when we chase monsters down—but the things we don’t know about the Black Forest probably outnumber the things we do know.”


      She took another bite of her foliage bird. Most of society saw the Black Forest as one large plot of land. They’d managed to map out the rough perimeters of the forest, but the inside remained a complete mystery. Forge Eizo was located in the southeastern region of the forest; if you considered just the longitude, with the center of the forest as the meridian, we would be on the eastern edge of it. The road that connected the city to the capital also cut through the eastern part of the forest. I’d heard that there was a road to the west portion as well, but according to Diana, it wasn’t maintained, and guards rarely went to patrol that area.


      “But investigating the forest? Where’d that idea come from?” Samya asked. She swiftly polished off her foliage bird and went on to attack the venison.


      “As you know, we’re being targeted by the duke’s faction,” I explained. “Or so I think. I’ve been told that they’ve tried to locate our forge.”


      At once, the air turned tense. For the past couple of weeks, there’d been no incidents, and our days had gone by slowly and peacefully. That didn’t mean my worries were all laid to rest, though. Plus, I’d been attacked at the capital. Juliet and Romeo had claimed that they only targeted evil people, but for some reason, they’d attacked me and Marius—had the assassins been tricked by their employers?


      Juliet had claimed that she would take care of this situation, but I hadn’t received any news from her yet. Since I trusted her, I didn’t want to hire anyone to look into this matter. I didn’t mention that detail to my family, though.


      “We’ve laid traps around our house, and we all have weapons. I’m confident that we can chase away any average intruders.”


      Seriously, if we went up against a small squad, we could annihilate them without issue and without casualties.


      “But in the worst case, staying holed up in our cabin might not be a good plan,” I explained. I didn’t hear any sighs or draws of sharp breath—not from Lucy, Maribel, or anyone else in the family. “Should that time come, we’ll need to abandon this place entirely. But we probably won’t be able to use our normal route to flee...”


      “Yeah,” Helen agreed. “Anyone nefarious would probably know it already. I reckon a ton of soldiers would be stationed on lookout in that area.”


      I nodded. “And it’ll be tough for us if we head out into the city streets like good little targets waiting to be ambushed. Clearly, they’ll find an opportunity to attack us.”


      Maybe we could fake our departure and divert the enemy’s attention on the city streets, but honestly, there was no end to the strategies we could come up with. I pushed that thought out of my mind for now.


      “And that’s why I want to investigate,” I concluded. “I want to find another escape route for us—one that cuts through the Black Forest. It might be a bit far from here, but I need to ensure that we can swiftly make our escape.”


      “I see...” Lidy muttered, a gleam in her eyes. She claimed that there were many rare plants, herbs, and mushrooms within the forest—she must’ve been excited to do some foraging.


      “I’ve already told Camilo that I’d like to take a break from orders for a bit. And I stocked up on supplies last time we were in the city,” I said.


      Rike downed her mug of liquor and turned to me. “How long of a pause are we taking?”


      “Three weeks. We’ll have to travel through the forest and back for our investigation, and it takes a bit over a week to go one way. I don’t think he’d mind if we delayed a bit more, honestly.”


      When I’d asked Camilo about this, he had furrowed his brow in concern at first, but he’d swiftly understood my goal. After that, nothing more had been said about it, and he’d simply prepared what I’d needed. I know I help him make a tidy profit...but still, maybe I should thank him one day.


      Helen, whose ears were sharp when it came to mission details, asked, “Why’d you choose that span of time?”


      “Eh, no specific reason,” I replied. I shrugged, which caused Helen to narrow her eyes, and went on. “I’m not basing this on much concrete evidence, but I think a route out of the forest that would take a week to travel would be best for our situation. After all, it’s difficult to mobilize a whole fighting force in secret for an entire week. If the enemy chooses to leave behind some choice soldiers on lookout, I hope that we’d be long gone by the time they came for us—or close to it. And I also think a week is long enough. That will allow us to take a lesser-known, roundabout route of escape.”


      Helen crossed her arms and closed her eyes. “Guess so. Sounds like a plan.”


      “My goal for this investigation trip is just to find out whether there’s even a route like that. I wanna scope things out and see if we could sneakily flee this forest in a week’s time. If there isn’t anything like that, we’ll think of a new strategy.”


      I glanced at Samya, who nodded at me, and I nodded back.


      “We can spend tomorrow preparing for departure,” I said, “and then leave the following day.”


      “Can I go too?” Maribel asked with a slight tilt of her head.


      “Of course,” I replied.


      “Yippee!”


      Three weeks seemed like a long time to be away from the cabin—especially if any fairy emergencies happened to crop up—but I had a plan for that as well.


      “I’ll leave a note behind for the fairies,” I said. “If needed, they can alert Lluisa, and she’ll contact me.”


      The master of the forest would definitely have a rough idea of where we were in the forest at any given time. If there was an emergency, she would tell us immediately. And if she brought the fairy over, I could treat them in a flash. The city and the capital had only thin ribbons of magical energy, which made it difficult for me to create a magical jewelstone when in those places. But on this trip, I’d be staying within the magically dense Black Forest, so there’d be no issues.


      “Then let’s take tomorrow off,” I said.


      Everyone responded positively to that, and we all helped to clear off the remnants of dinner from the table.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      The next morning, I fetched water as usual. This water wouldn’t be used for forging work but for meals and other daily necessities. We weren’t heading out today, and it was rare that we got a visitor, but if Gizelle or someone else decided to pop in on us, I wanted to be ready with fresh water. (Though I didn’t think any humans would randomly appear at the forge, since I told Camilo my plan.) Plus, it was nice to have water to clean ourselves—hygiene was important.


      So, I fetched the usual amount of water from the lake and took the time to wash off my daughters, Lucy and Krul, in the lake. We’d probably fetch more water tomorrow too, but that would be to carry with us on our investigation mission. Obviously, I couldn’t ask the tiny Hayate or Maribel to carry water, so Krul, Lucy, and I were the ones who needed to haul it around. There was, however, a limit to what the three of us could carry. Still, though we couldn’t travel with an entire three weeks’ worth of water, I wasn’t worried.


      “Samya said that there were plenty of spots where fresh water has welled up,” I said. “Looks like you guys can take periodic baths.”


      “Kululu!”


      “Arf! Arf!”


      Lucy and Krul cried out happily while Hayate and Maribel lounged about on Krul’s back. Maribel didn’t take baths frequently. As a fire spirit, she wasn’t one to get dirty in a physical sense.


      When I asked if she ever washed her body, she energetically replied, “Hmm... No, I do sometimes!”


      “Can you bathe in water?” I asked gingerly.


      “Yep!”


      She was a being of fire, hence my apprehensions, but it seemed she wouldn’t turn limp or weak just because she was dipped into water. I guess she can just join the other ladies and bathe if she feels like it, I thought. I’m pretty sure she went into the hot springs before too.


      After I got back from my morning task of fetching water, the morning proceeded a bit differently than it usually did.


      After breakfast, we all got to work preparing for tomorrow’s trip. We had Helen on our side, and she was a pro when it came to preparing for missions. Maybe packing shouldn’t have been a whole-day affair, but I much preferred to be meticulous than rush through. After all, we didn’t need to squeeze in any forge work. Giving ourselves plenty of time would prevent any mistakes or forgetting certain items—my family agreed.


      “Remember when we rushed it before?” Helen asked. “And we realized we forgot so much stuff.”


      I gazed up. “Ah, you mean during the troll subjugation incident.”


      She nodded. We were underprepared for that fight. I regretted that I hadn’t brought more food, water, and repair supplies, and it was certainly a learning experience for me. I’d much rather bring stuff, only to learn that I didn’t need it, than to need something and realize that I hadn’t brought it. We’d managed to defeat the troll quicker than expected, but if that battle had been drawn out any longer, we would’ve had a pretty tough time.


      “No fighting this time, right?” Helen asked.


      “Nope. I want you, Samya, and Lidy to scope out our path so that we can avoid any potential danger,” I said. “The goal of this trip is just to find a route, not to clear it.”


      I glanced at Samya and Lidy, and the two nodded back, assuring me that I was making the right choice.


      “But some fights are just unavoidable,” Helen pointed out.


      “Yeah...” I muttered.


      Sure, we had no plans to fight, but if animals or monsters rushed at us, we’d obviously defend ourselves. And if we ran into a dragon like last time, battle was unavoidable.


      “If that time comes, I just hope that we can escape as soon as possible,” Helen said. “And if we can’t, we might have to fight our opponent. Let’s keep that in mind when we’re packing.” She glanced cautiously around the room.


      That made me more tense, and I nodded back at her. “You’re right. I’m all for preparing for battle, but it’s pretty difficult to take every enemy into account.” I sighed as I laid my weapons out in front of me.


      Aside from Helen and myself, everyone went to the storage shed to start packing foodstuffs. Every family member had their own self-defense weapons for whenever they ventured through the Black Forest. They had shortswords and longswords made in our forge—and a crossbow made by yours truly—that were always on standby in easy-to-grab places. There were also regular bows (backups for if the ladies’ primary bows broke during a hunt or something), slingshots for emergencies, and a few short spears.


      What should I bring from this lineup? How many is enough? I groaned in frustration. Weapons with a long range were bulky and cumbersome to carry; lighter, more compact weapons had a short range, putting us at a disadvantage. But if I tried to bring both types, that would only eat up space. If I were to go with our usual choice of weapons, I’d take my katana, Samya and Lidy would have their bows, Diana would carry her longsword, Helen had her two shortswords, and Anne would wield her two-handed blade. Rike had recently started using the crossbow.


      “Are we actually a pretty well-balanced team?” I wondered.


      “Maybe,” Helen replied.


      I crossed my arms thoughtfully as Helen nodded beside me. She hadn’t really swooped in with any advice about our preparations until now, though I’d actually told her not to say too much. If there really came a situation where we had to abandon this place and run, then quick decision-making skills would be vital. When we barricaded ourselves inside, we had to choose which weapons to use and which to leave behind so that we could escape with our lives. Needless to say, these decisions most definitely changed based on the situation.


      This choice could literally determine life or death, and I wanted to make a careful selection while I had the time to sit down and think about it. Plus, if we were in such a cutthroat situation, everyone would have their hands tied—with enemies on our tails, Helen would certainly not have time to jump back and politely give me advice. I wanted to choose the weapons first without her advice, then check my answers with her.


      “Hmm, since our goal is to investigate, I think we should avoid close combat,” I said. “I want to shoo enemies away while we keep our distance.”


      “I see...” Helen replied.


      “Bows aren’t a bad choice.”


      I grabbed both a composite bow and a simple bow. Both weren’t as powerful as the crossbow, but they boasted impressive range and could be reloaded quickly, unlike the bulky crossbow. But this also meant...


      “That we need to carry arrows too...” I muttered.


      I set the bows down and turned to the box that contained arrows. They’d been kept neat and tidy thanks to Samya and Lidy’s organization skills—those two always kept their weapons in pristine condition. I think one of them mentioned that they always have to keep in mind how many arrows they bring and how many they fire...


      “Yep. With bows, you definitely need arrows,” Helen said.


      “Yeah...”


      Arrows were difficult to hastily construct on the road. Crafting them required a decent amount of concentration. Sure, I could make sloppy arrows that flew every which way when fired, but that defeated the purpose of a bow. This weapon shone because of its precision (and Samya and Lidy were terrifically precise).


      Did that mean I should carry all the arrows I could? No. Arrows took up precious space—space that could be utilized for something else, like rare discoveries. Some arrows could be reused, but they still had their limits. As a counterpoint, bows were also useful during hunts, so they had their benefits too.


      I groaned as I picked up a slingshot. “These don’t take up much space, and I could load up on ammo during our journey.”


      That would indeed solve my space and ammo problem, but slingshots were equipped with rocks that flew at high speeds. In other words, the user needed some time to set up and aim correctly. Once you got the hang of it, this time could be drastically decreased, but they took longer to arm than bows and arrows.


      I continued to mumble to myself and grab different weapons, all in hopes of making the better choice. I crouched down pensively. “Everyone uses bows during hunts, don’t they?” I turned around and peered up at Helen.


      “Yup,” she replied, her arms crossed.


      Helen and Diana used swords as self-defense weapons during hunts, but everyone else used bows to take down prey.


      “How do you secure a line of fire in the forest?” I asked. “I mean, the trees and shrubs get in the way, right?”


      I was currently in the house—or more precisely, in the forge. I couldn’t see the greenery from here, but I knew that the forest was just a short distance away, thick and dense with foliage. Needless to say, these tightly packed trees helped give the Black Forest its name. Still, this didn’t mean that one’s vision was entirely obscured by the plants; we could still gaze a good distance into the thicket. But the density of flora still made it difficult to shoot arrows cleanly, and this undoubtedly proved to be a huge issue for archers.


      “Well...” Helen said, unfolding her arms and placing a hand on her chin. “During hunts, we follow Samya’s orders and steer prey into a clearing.”


      “And you guys hide in the brush of the clearing and fire, I presume?” I asked.


      “Bingo.” She nodded again.


      Fair enough. If you have people to act as beaters during hunts, there’s no need to worry about arrows. The prey just needs to be steered toward a location where it’s easier to fire a clear shot. I crossed my arms and tilted my head to one side.


      “But that tactic won’t fly this time...” I muttered. “Or maybe...it will.” If something chased after us, we could just run and bait it into a clearing that was more beneficial for us. “All right, I’m bringing bows with me,” I said.


      “Oh?” Helen asked with a raised eyebrow. “Can I ask why?”


      I thought for a few moments. “Investigating the forest is our primary goal this time around. And if we find something along the way, I’d love to bring it back with us. But...” I paused for a moment before I went on. “If we need to procure food along the way, we’ll need some firepower. And these bows will be good for that.”


      Helen said not a word and simply gave a small nod.


      “I suppose having bows and arrows seems a bit overkill if all we need to do is chase away some animals in our path...” I murmured. Helen once again raised an eyebrow and encouraged me to continue. “But when that time comes, we can throw rocks at them or something.”


      “Fair enough,” she replied.


      While hurling rocks at an enemy made us sound like children fooling around, we could do so with incredible precision. And if one of my strong family members hurled a rock that struck a creature in the right place, we could kill it. I didn’t expect to take down an animal of the Black Forest with rocks, but by lobbing a few, I hoped we could damage an animal enough to keep it away. That was good enough for me.


      Everyone in our family, barring Lidy, was exceptionally strong. If the rocks were in Helen’s hands, she could throw them with insane speed—we’d have to be careful to only chase away our enemy instead of killing it.


      “As long as you can make that judgment, I’ve got nothing more to say for now,” Helen told me.


      “Then do I pass muster?” I asked.


      “Hmm, we’ll see...”


      She grinned, and I smiled along with her. At least my weapons were chosen. By the time that was done, it was already time for lunch. This kinda feels nostalgic for me... Reminds me of my days off back in Japan, when I’d debate over which plastic model kit to start on. Before I knew it, lunchtime would arrive, and I’d continue agonizing over the choice all afternoon. As my mind wandered to my past life, I prepared a lunch that I would’ve never eaten back in Japan.




      “All right,” I said after I finished packing away my chosen weapons. “I guess I’ll give Samya a helping hand.”


      “Once food and water’s been packed, check to see how much space is left,” Helen advised. “I think we can put everything on board, but you know, just in case.”


      I agreed. Weapons were vital for our survival, but without fuel for our bodies, weapons became nothing more than deadweight. Food and water, naturally, should be our top priority. And so, Helen and I decided to help out with the rest of the packing.


      “You’ve roughly decided on what to bring, right?” I asked.


      Samya nodded. “Three days’ worth of food and a day’s worth of water. I thought we should have that packed, at the very least.”


      “Since we don’t have much water, there must be quite a few water spots like you mentioned, right?”


      “Yep. You’ve rarely seen any other animals at the lake, right?”


      “Huh... Now that you mention it, I haven’t.” I went to the lake almost every day for water, but I hardly saw any animals scampering about.


      “Goes to show that there’s a ton of other watering holes to choose from,” she replied.


      “Makes sense.”


      Lidy raised her hand, and Samya pointed at her.


      “Are there any chances that these watering holes have dried up?” Lidy asked.


      “I don’t think so...” Samya said, placing a finger on her chin. “I don’t know where the water’s coming from, but I haven’t ever seen any water levels decreasing drastically... At least, I don’t think I have.”


      “And the forest is so lush and vibrant... There must be plenty of water.” Lidy nodded along. “Worst case, we can venture to the lake.”


      “That’s true,” Diana piped up.


      “Then is the plan to gather water each day?” Rike asked. “Enough so that it lasts us until the next day?”


      “Yep,” Samya replied.


      “I guess the barrels we have should be enough to store it...” Helen muttered.


      “Yeah,” Samya agreed.


      “Why not use jugs?” Anne inquired.


      “They’re pottery, and we don’t want them to break.” Helen answered. “Not that barrels are impervious to impact, but...”


      “Ah, got it.”


      Our cart was special—I’d affixed a suspension system to it, but it still rocked back and forth quite a bit. If the jugs clattered against each other and broke, all of our water would be lost, and if there was a chance we couldn’t secure more water, we could suffer from dehydration.


      Now that we had the water sorted, the next important thing was...


      “Food,” Helen said. “What should we bring?”


      Everyone started murmuring to themselves and making mental lists.


      “How much preserved food have we got?” I wondered.


      “Oh, I just checked,” Diana said. She stared up vacantly, swishing her finger around—no doubt she was envisioning the shelves of the storage shed. “We have dried and salt-cured venison and boar meat, dried vegetables, and some herbs and spices.”


      “Got it.”


      So, we have the things we always eat. Not that we should have a different diet because we’re going on this trip. We generally ate foliage birds the day we caught them and didn’t leave any to preserve. Hence, deer and boar, which generally came with a lot of meat per animal, were preserved instead.


      “Since we’ve only got three days’ worth of food, we’ll be hunting a lot during our trip, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah,” Samya replied with a nod.


      “Which means the water and food we pack is more for emergencies.”


      This time around, we were only investigating an escape route. Obviously, I would rather not have to do any of this at all, but there were no guarantees that we could flee and be well prepared for it. In fact, we probably won’t be able to pack anything if we have to run away in a hurry. Better to do a dry run of a situation where we have to survive with little to no supplies, including food and water.


      “If we’re procuring most of our food on-site, maybe we should bring dried vegetables with us,” I suggested. “They’re less bulky than meat too.”


      Lidy nodded along eagerly. She could eat meat, and it was a part of her diet, but she clearly favored vegetables a lot more.


      “And we’d mostly procure meat, I’m sure,” I added.


      Samya and Helen grinned—those two loved meat. Everyone neatly polished off their plates and ate whatever was given to them, but the ladies still had their preferences. Diana and Rike seemed to like both meat and vegetables equally. Anne flashed a troubled frown as the three ladies sighed.


      “Are deer and boars everywhere in the forest?” I asked.


      “Yep,” Samya answered. “In fact, I initially came to the eastern part of the forest because I was chasing a big boar, and it was originally from the northern region.”


      “Then I guess we don’t have to worry about a lack of food.”


      “We’ll definitely find some prey within two days.”


      I glanced at Helen, and she nodded quietly. We’d be hungry, but we could last two days with just water, and we would all—my daughters included—probably still have enough stamina to move around. There were apparently plenty of spots with fresh water (which I would be sure to properly map out). It seemed we were in luck, even if we had to flee with nothing more than the clothing on our backs.


      I wasn’t sure just how many vitamins dried vegetables contained; unfortunately for me, this wasn’t a part of my installed knowledge. Still, vegetables had nutrients that meat simply couldn’t supply...or so I truly believed.


      “All right,” I said. “Let’s load up on some dried vegetables and just a bit of dried meat. The rest will be procured in the forest.”


      We all nodded at each other and headed to the storage shed to pack. We found some empty barrels and packed them, along with some boxes that were filled with food. We’d fill up the barrels with water tomorrow morning. Krul cried out excitedly, eager to pull the cart, but Diana calmed her down, reassuring her that we would head out tomorrow.


      “Kululu!”


      “I know,” Diana cooed. “We’ll leave in the morning, so hang tight until then, okay?”


      “Kulululu...”


      Our adorable drake obediently backed down—she seemed to understand that tomorrow was her time to shine. Lucy and Hayate seemed to know that they weren’t going to be the ones pulling the cart, and as for Maribel, well, of course she knew.


      “All right, guess I’ll play around with my daughters for the rest of the day,” I said.


      Usually, I spent most of my evenings cleaning up after work or preparing dinner. Even on days off, I’d use the time to renovate our cabin—among other things. I never had much time left to just play around. But today, I had no cleanup to do, and there was plenty of time left until dinner. Why not spend the rest of the day fooling around with my precious daughters? The moment I said the word “play,” Krul and Lucy started scampering around eagerly. Gotta make sure I don’t play too hard, lest I get muscle cramps. I don’t want waking up tomorrow to be a painful experience...


      ⌗⌗⌗


      The next morning, after we gathered water, ate breakfast, and cleaned ourselves, we got ready to head out into the Black Forest. I raised the jugs of water and poured them into the barrels. Just as I was about to leave, I realized that I’d forgotten to leave a message for the fairies on the signboard.


      “I should do that,” I muttered.


      Leaving a written message seemed a bit old-fashioned, but this world didn’t have cell phones yet, much less smartphones. With no other way to pinpoint our location, leaving behind a message was the best way to prevent any miscommunications.


      “We’ll be out for a while,” I wrote. “We’ll stay within the Black Forest though, so if you need me for an emergency, please use Lluisa to call for me.”


      “This should be good enough,” I remarked.


      “Speaking of which, it’s a bit strange that fairies can read the human language,” Diana muttered.


      “Huh. Now that you mention it, yeah.”


      I hadn’t heard about any of them receiving any sort of special education, and yet, they all seemed to be literate. And when I told them about some of my concerns about the future, they looked like they understood where I came from...at least a little.


      “Maybe I’ll ask them about it the next time we meet,” I said.


      Were they able to sense the feelings imbued into words? Now that I was a bit curious, I wanted to learn more about fairies, but I didn’t want to pry too much and come off as rude. If they’ve got any language pointers, maybe I can use them to communicate with my daughters.


      “All right, let’s head out,” I said.


      “Yeah!” everyone shouted back.


      “Kululu!”


      “Arf! Arf!”


      “Kree!”


      And so, our investigation team took our first step into the forest.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 2: Into the Forest


      “How far out do you guys normally go during your hunts?” I asked.


      Samya marched at the very front of the line. I generally didn’t tag along during hunts, though I’d spent a day hunting with her before. Even then, Samya hadn’t tried to venture too far out. In fact, I think she stayed much closer to our cabin than she does during her normal hunts... She might’ve just been being considerate of my stamina.


      Her ear twitched as she whirled her head toward me. “I’ve said it before, but we don’t go out very far.”


      “I see...” I muttered.


      Samya and Lidy nodded.


      “We have to drag our prey back home, after all,” Lidy said. “We can go farther with Krul by our sides, but still...”


      I nodded. “Oh yeah, I remember you guys mentioning something like that.”


      Anne glanced around. “We kind of run around in a giant circle. It’s no wonder that we don’t stray too far despite us running around for so long.”


      “Then I guess this trip will be a first for all of us,” I remarked, “barring Samya, of course.”


      Everyone nodded. No wonder we all seem so excited and restless. We’re about to explore a new place... And yeah, I’m pretty fired up too. Usually, you should be afraid and timid in the Black Forest, but for us, it felt like a vacation.


      Only Hayate rode on the cart. I tried to let Lucy and Maribel on board too, but those two insisted on walking (or, in Maribel’s case, floating). Who was I to deny them?


      Hayate, a petite wyvern, was a better flier than a walker, and she struggled to march along in pace with the rest of us. I felt bad for her and had her perch on the cart. She spent her free time restlessly glancing all around her, curious and taking in her surroundings. No one else rode in the cart—partly so we wouldn’t tire Krul with extra weight, but also to make sure that we wouldn’t put much strain on the cart itself. The forest, of course, didn’t have well-maintained, paved roads like the city streets, and the already bumpy path was exacerbated by stray stones and roots that stretched across the surface. This only increased the wear and tear on our cart.


      Even a suspension system had its limits for absorbing shock, and I wanted to keep the cart as light as possible to decrease the risk of it breaking down. We wanted to ensure that the cart could be used for as long as possible without any repairs, and so, we all opted to walk. In addition, everyone knew how bumpy the forest path was, and it would’ve been an uncomfortable ride. Maybe they chose to walk because of that.


      Just in case we need to flee, I should either strengthen the suspension system or make sure that the cart can roll along just fine, even on bumpy terrain. I took some mental notes.


      The tweets of small birds rang in the air as we strolled along the dim forest. If the sun were high in the sky, we would’ve been blessed with more light, but that was still a few hours away.


      “If anyone pursues us, the darkness will give us the upper hand,” I said. “We know this terrain better too.”


      “Probably, yeah,” Helen agreed. “Usually, people are hesitant to press forward into the dark forest. But then again, if we’re dealing with an enemy who can reach our cabin, then the darkness isn’t a deterrent to them...”


      “Hmm, then we might not be able to expect much of an advantage...”


      “Yeah.” Helen nodded.


      The road to our cabin was dark and menacing enough, filled to the brim with risks and dangers; if they could brave that, then surely they were capable of trekking through the rest of the forest in search of us. I recalled how Juliet was able to wade through the darkness with little issue. A bit of darkness may not be able to stop our enemies in their tracks.


      We strolled along in the forest—this close to the cabin, I still vaguely recognized some of the paths through the trees. It was springtime, and the sunlight that trickled through the leafy canopy felt gentle and inviting. In the distance, I spotted some deer munching away on grass as they lounged in the sun. When I asked Samya about them, she claimed that she wouldn’t catch them just yet.


      “We should set up camp and secure water first,” she advised.


      “Right. We’ll need a place to cool and submerge the carcasses,” I replied.


      “Exactly. And if we chase after prey when we’re traveling, we’ll lose track of where we are.”


      “Fair point.”


      It seemed the sunbeam had caused me to zone out a bit; I needed to focus. Our primary objective was to find an escape route from the Black Forest, and to the best of my abilities, I needed to stick to this mission. Yes, securing food and water were definitely important tasks, but it made little sense to forget our primary goal because we started chasing after a meal.


      The fact that I ignored all of this for a few moments proved that I was basically way too excited for this trip. My giddiness had made me drift off course. In my defense, it’s not good to be too tense anyway. I’m allowed to be a little laid-back, right?


      “Where are we?” Diana asked. “I know we’re farther out than usual...”


      I looked up at the sky, which was almost completely obscured by the canopy, and noticed that the sun was almost directly above our heads now. We took breaks every now and then to hydrate, but other than that, we spent all of our time walking. Clearly, we’d ventured quite a ways away.


      “You’re right that we’re farther out than usual,” Samya confirmed. “Did I mention that our cabin is located in the southeast region of the Black Forest?”


      “You did,” Diana replied with a nod.


      Samya gave a small nod in response. “Well, we’re still in the southeast now. We’ve walked for almost an entire day, so we’ll reach the center of the eastern region soon, and then we’ll proceed to the north.”


      “I knew that the Black Forest was vast, but this really hammers it home...” Diana sighed. “I’ve lived in this nation my whole life, but I’m still taken by surprise.”


      “There aren’t many armies keen on getting through this place,” Anne agreed.


      “How long does it take to get from one side to the other?” I asked.


      “You mean from the farthest points?” Samya asked.


      “Huh? Yeah, I guess so.”


      “A bit more than two weeks if you keep walking. If you want to take it slow, it’d take three weeks.”


      “That long?”


      In my previous life, I’d read that travelers in the Edo period could walk around eight to ten ri per day, with one ri being about four kilometers. So back then, a person could walk around thirty-two to forty kilometers along the Tokaido road (a once-important route that connected different settlements) in one day. Since we trekked along less paved roads in the forest, I guessed that we could cover around twenty-five kilometers if we hoofed it, or maybe twenty if we took it easy. (We’d be slower, comparatively, than the travelers of the Edo period.) Given our pace, if it would still take three weeks to clear the western edge of the forest, then that meant the whole thing was roughly 420 kilometers across.


      In Japan, this would be the distance from Tokyo to Kobe in the Hyogo Prefecture (as the crow flies). Even if the forest were a perfect rectangle and we were crossing diagonally, the “shorter” horizontal distance was still quite vast. I reveled for a moment at the sheer size of this dangerous forest.


      “Hey, don’t worry,” Samya reassured me with a strained grin. “We’re not gonna cross the whole thing. The escape route we’ll be taking should get us out of the forest in a week or so.”


      “Just take it easy, please,” I begged.




      “All right, why don’t we take a long break here?” I suggested.


      We’d stopped a few times for some quick breathers, but we hadn’t halted our march for a true break until now. I knew that we were preparing ourselves for a chase scenario where we would have to move fast, but there was no reason to push ourselves right now. Continuing without any break would be highly unrealistic and simply unfeasible. If we really were actually fleeing for our lives, I’d rely on Samya and Helen to give us pointers about our stamina—they’d probably advise that we could keep walking for a lot longer in an emergency situation. But since that wasn’t currently the case, I wanted to take some time for us to sit down and eat. We needed fuel. And whether we’d have food or not depended greatly on how we decided to spend the rest of our day. Still, I didn’t want to get too relaxed while the sun was still out.


      I prepared a simple meal: a bit of dried meat, vegetables, and water.


      “Feels like I’m on vacation,” I said. “I don’t mind a meal like this.”


      I swallowed a mouthful of dried vegetables. Sorta reminds me of the lunches and snacks I could buy on bullet trains or at rest stops in Japan. Rest stops had all sorts of local crafts and cuisine, and they were a lot of fun... I remember that the frankfurters at this one stop tasted so good.


      “Are we being a bit too relaxed about this?” I wondered.


      “Eh, it’s not like this is the real deal anyway. We can kick it back a little,” Samya said with a small smile. She turned to Krul. “Right?”


      “Kululu!”


      Krul’s proud cry made us all burst into a fit of giggles that echoed throughout the forest.


      “You’ve been on a march before, right, Eizo?” Helen asked.


      “Huh? Yeah, I have,” I replied with a nod.


      A monster had once appeared in the forest where Lidy had lived. Marius had commanded a squadron meant to subjugate the beast, and I’d been brought along on the campaign as the blacksmith.


      “How long were your breaks during the daily march?” Helen asked.


      “Hmm... Like half an hour or so, I think,” I replied.


      We’d wanted to get to Lidy’s village as soon as possible, so we’d been moving at a good pace, but we also hadn’t been hurrying like people pursued. Above all, we’d had far more people on the campaign, enough to form a small army (I mean, it had been a small army). We’d taken decent breaks during the march, but that didn’t mean we’d languidly busted out a portable stove and heated up our food. We’d munched on simple, cold meals.


      Even if we’d taken hour-long breaks, we’d had to take care of our personal needs during that time, clean up, and perform all other checks involved in a march. At most, we’d only had thirty to forty-five minutes per break to properly rest our aching bodies.


      When I explained that to Helen, she nodded along.


      “Then we should cut our break around that mark too,” she said.


      “Yeah?” I asked.


      “Some people might disagree, but speaking from experience, if you rest for too long, it’ll be difficult to get back up and walk again.”


      “Huh...”


      I think I heard something similar in my past life. In elementary or middle school, I had a teacher who loved climbing mountains, and they also said something like that. Of course, that memory was over twenty years ago, so it was vague at best.


      “Since our goal is to be on the move, maybe we should take short breaks during the day and then find secure places to camp out for the night,” I proposed.


      “Yeah,” Helen agreed with a nod.


      She glanced around and saw that everyone else, Krul and Lucy included, nodded back. We all swiftly refueled the calories needed for our afternoon march, then continued our trek through the Black Forest.


      “Are Krul and Lucy getting bored?” I called out.


      Lucy was walking in the very front, leading our group. Samya and Diana followed closely behind, alongside Krul. My daughters didn’t look bored or tired, but they were still kids at heart—if they were unenthused or weary of the walk, I didn’t mind taking some time to play, just this once.


      “We just got to rest, so Lucy seems happy that she can walk again,” Samya reported.


      Lucy jogged ahead of us and let out a loud and proud “Arf! Arf!”


      Looks like she’s happy for now. Lucy’s voice had deepened a lot compared to when she’d been a pup, and she’d grown much larger too. She seemed more like a normal dog when she was the size of a Shiba Inu, but she kept growing every day, and she now stood taller than my waist. It was a reminder that she truly was a wolf of this forest. Samya and Lidy, who saw plenty of wolves, knew that Lucy’s growth spurt wasn’t stopping anytime soon.


      “She’ll grow much larger, I think,” they said.


      And so, my (and Diana’s) wish that Lucy would forever remain a tiny child would never come true. I might have been a doting, biased parent, but I thought that Lucy’s face had grown sharper and more elegant despite her spending most of her time in a lazy cabin in the forest. Her body rippled with muscles and power, but she didn’t look clumsy and bulky; she was sleek and intelligent. Even so, Lucy was still a child. She pranced around excitedly when she played, and she often acted spoiled toward her big sister, Krul.


      As my mind was filled with thoughts of Lucy, I observed her. She would occasionally circle around the entire party, her nose twitching in the air, before taking her place in front again. Seems like she’s being alert for us. We had beastfolk Samya’s nose, Helen’s vigilance (which came from her many years as a seasoned mercenary), and now, the keen nose of a wolf. Not even a pebble could cross us unnoticed. And as long as Lucy’s working, I doubt she’ll grow tired of walking.


      With a smile, I watched Lucy hard at work, and then I glanced around the scenery as well. The Black Forest around us looked more or less the same as the area near our cabin, barring the fact that greenery rarely grew near our home because the air in the clearing was so dense with magical energy. The forest here was interspersed with several small ponds, and there were springs that stretched from the lake and grew into rivers. The foliage was so dense that it was difficult to discern my current exact location. This was one of the reasons this forest was thought of as a labyrinth—a visitor would never find their way out once they ventured too deep inside.


      All of this, and we were still closer to the edge of the forest than the middle. I spotted some rocks and trees that could be used as landmarks, but mostly, the foliage all looked similar (the same types of trees that were all the same size). It almost made me think that we were just circling the same place over and over again. If we spotted a deer or something, maybe that could serve as a clue, but it wasn’t like prey animals could be counted on as stagnant landmarks. I only seemed to get more and more confused as we went.


      However, our party was in good hands: Samya was used to the Black Forest, Lidy and Helen were pros when it came to forests (though not the Black Forest specifically), and Krul and Lucy must’ve instinctively known where they were headed. None of them seemed at all troubled or lost, and they just confidently marched on.


      We took a few quick breaks here and there, but other than that, we just walked on without uttering a word. At one point, the cart got stuck on a bent tree trunk. I asked if we should try a different route, but Samya shook her head.


      “If it’s just this one tree, we can cut it down.”


      And so, we did just that. We very well might have to do something similar during the real deal anyway. The tree was relatively thick, but after one blow from Helen’s dual blades, the tree easily fell to the ground.




      The skies were now transitioning from blue to orange, and Samya gave us the signal to stop.


      “Is this the spot?” I asked.


      “Yeah, we’re close,” Samya said with a nod. “There’s a water source nearby. Let’s set up camp here.”


      We all agreed. Just as she’d predicted, there was a small spring not far from our campsite. The water gushed forth eagerly, and I wondered where the spring drained—the area didn’t seem to be swampy or marshy at all, so it must’ve kept flowing farther down. There were a few squirrels and small animals nearby drinking the fresh water, but they weren’t the usual ones with green fur that we saw near our cabin. Their color more closely resembled Hokkaido red squirrels. I assume their fur helps them camouflage in their own way. The little animals cautiously drank their water as they stared at us, and we watched them from afar.


      “Should we catch a few?” I whispered.


      “They’re small, and there’s not nearly enough of them to make a meal for all of us,” Samya muttered back. “But with a watering hole this large, there should be large prey around. Let’s wait and see what other animals we can find.”


      “Got it.”


      I nodded along with the rest of my family. Maribel, Krul, Lucy, and Hayate must’ve noticed the shift in the air—they all remained quiet too. I was a bit shocked that Diana hadn’t attacked my shoulder. She’s generally a sucker for cute things... When I glanced her way, I noticed her trembling. She must’ve tried to hold herself back so that she wouldn’t startle the poor squirrels. Without another word, I stepped a few paces behind her.


      Once the squirrels hydrated themselves, they swiftly left the spring and scampered up the trunks of the trees before vanishing. It was now our turn to get some water. We replenished only what we’d drunk during our walk. But we’ll also need some eventually for cleaning and cooking any prey animal we manage to hunt.


      Once we secured everything we needed, we left quickly. It’d be rude to hog all this fresh water... According to beastfolk, it seemed this sort of consideration was common sense among all the animals of the Black Forest—these natural resources should be shared. Indeed, wolves and bears didn’t really attack deer near water, and the animals even used the drainage pond by our hot spring as a place of rest. I guess that goes with the logic of this forest.


      We wanted to move away from the water source, but we didn’t want to camp too far from it. After all, it would be more convenient if we could fetch more water as needed. Luckily, we found a small clearing where trees were sparse—one that wasn’t too far away from the spring.


      “All right, let’s stay here,” I said.


      With all of us in the clearing, it was a bit cramped—everyone just barely fit. But we can’t hope for luxuries in the Black Forest. Maybe beastfolk like to act alone and not in packs because the forest is inconvenient for large groups... I’ll ask Lluisa about it next time I see her.


      “Time to go hunting. Be back soon,” Samya said.


      “Got it,” I replied.


      Samya grabbed her bow and got ready to depart—Diana, Lidy, Helen, Anne, and Lucy would be going with her. I watched them leave alongside Rike, Krul, Hayate, and Maribel. While they hunted, we’d be in charge of preparing the fire and cooking dinner.


      “Humph! Like this?” Maribel asked as she stacked stones.


      “Yup.” I patted her head. “You’re good at this.”


      The fire spirit smiled happily. “Heh heh!”
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      Her stack of stones wasn’t some kind of ritualistic altar honoring family or anything like that—the rocks created a temporary, makeshift stove and firepit. I could make a structure that would dispel the smoke and hide the light of our fire, but that’d take too much time. Though we’re preparing for an emergency escape, this is just a dry run. I think we’re allowed to relax a little during dinner.


      Even Helen had said, “You still need a day every once in a while to decompress, even if you’re on the run. You’ll get burned out if you don’t rest enough.”


      And so, we leisurely made dinner preparations while the others were out hunting. I want to take my time cooking today. But of course, it wasn’t as though I had a vast repertoire of recipes. Generally, I just placed water in a pot, heated it to a boil, and made a stew with several ingredients. If I had room for it, I’d grill sides of meat.


      “Kulululu.”


      “Thanks, Krul!” Maribel gushed.


      “Kulululu!”


      Krul had brought over more rocks and handed them to Maribel. Meanwhile, Hayate’s role was to search for the rocks. The little wyvern was perched atop Krul’s back, and when she found an appropriate stone, she would take flight and circle over it, examining her surroundings before giving Krul the all clear to pick it up.


      “Kree.”


      Krul would quickly head to that location, pick up the rock, and pass it along to Maribel—everyone had their role.


      “All right, then I’ll leave the rocks to you guys,” I said.


      “You bet!” Maribel shouted.


      “Kulululu!”


      “Kreeee!”


      As my daughters cried out energetically, Rike and I went off to get some more water. We grabbed the barrels from the cart and made the short trek to the stream to top off our water. When we returned, we saw that the firepit was mostly built.


      Rike praised Maribel for her work. “You’re very good at this!”


      “Heh heh!” Maribel giggled. “Maybe it’s because this kind of thing is related to fire!”


      Perhaps the fire spirit had cheats of her own when it came to fire-related tasks—they could be similar to my own cheats, which activated for any task that was considered smithing- or production-related.


      “The pit’s big enough for our pot too,” I said.


      “You think so?” Maribel asked hopefully.


      “Yep.”


      I smiled, and she beamed back proudly. After gathering a few nearby branches, I arranged them in the firepit.


      “Can I count on you to light it?” I asked.


      “Absolutely!” Maribel cried. She balled up her fist with gusto and turned to the pile of branches. “Hiyah!”


      With a flash, the fire sparked to life. The flames flickered and crackled, then began to grow. I added a few more branches as fuel, and before long, the fire was roaring powerfully.


      “Looking good,” I said. “Thanks, Maribel. If you promise not to go too far, you can go play for a while.”


      “Really?” she asked.


      “Yep. Leave the rest to us.”


      “Gotcha!” She instantly rushed over to Krul and my other daughters and shouted, “Let’s play, guys!”


      It didn’t matter if this was a trial run or not; I wanted her to stay close by, and she followed my request as she ran around with my other daughters. Not once did she leave my field of vision.


      As I watched them play, I scooped some water into our pot and placed it over the fire to heat. Into the stew, I added some dehydrated vegetables, jerky, and salt-cured meat (I brushed the excess salt off first). This would make for the perfect amount of saltiness, and the other ingredients would stew together to create a rich, unctuous broth with tons of umami.


      Just like that, we’d quickly prepared a hearty and satisfying meal.


      If Samya and the other ladies had a successful hunt, the fresh game could supplement our stew to create a very hearty meal. I could grill up some fresh cuts, and the rest could be dried over the fire in preparation for tomorrow’s meals. Obviously, the longer meat was left unpreserved, the worse it would taste, but as long as we were safe about it, slightly old meat wasn’t totally inedible.


      “Can I ask you to watch the fire?” I asked.


      “Yep! Leave it to me,” Rike replied.


      I decided to wander around a bit—not to take a leisurely stroll, but to search for more wood to put in the fire. There were quite a few hefty branches nearby, perhaps broken by deer, bears, birds of prey, or strong gusts of wind.


      “Right, I need wood that’s relatively dry,” I muttered.


      That was something to keep in mind. If the logs weren’t dry enough, they wouldn’t catch fire, and the steam caused by trapped water in the wood could cause crackling cinders to burst out of the firepit. That would be dangerous for everyone. I carefully inspected each log and touched it to ensure that it was dry enough—I needed to avoid freshly broken branches that were still rather damp. Once I gathered an armful, I brought the wood back to the fire.


      After my third time hauling back firewood, Maribel approached me quizzically. “Whatcha doing?” She must’ve run around quite a bit today, but she didn’t seem at all tired or short of breath.


      Is it because she’s a spirit, or does she just have a lot of stamina? I have no way of knowing. I noticed that Krul looked fine too, though in her case, she really did have a lot of energy and stamina. Hayate was perched on a tree. Every now and then, she’d swoop to the ground before soaring up into the canopy to vigilantly examine our surroundings. It didn’t look like she was overexerting herself, so I assumed she was fine too.


      “I’m collecting dried branches,” I explained, showing Maribel the ones I’d picked up earlier.


      With a glimmer in her eyes, she asked, “Can I help too?”


      “Of course.”


      “All righty! Krul, Hayate, let’s race!”


      “Kululululu.”


      “Kree.”


      The two agreed to Maribel’s contest.


      “Um, don’t stray too far!” I hastily exclaimed. “There’re plenty of branches nearby.”


      Maribel just waved her arms at me. “I know, I know!”


      My daughters split up in different directions. Sort of. Krul and Hayate are always fairly close to Maribel so that they can rush to her side at a moment’s notice. I smiled as I watched them. I should give it my all too. I can’t lose to my daughters in this contest, can I?


      “I win!” Maribel crowed.


      “Oooh, impressive.”


      “Kree.”


      “Kululululu.”


      Maribel ultimately won the contest—she picked up many small branches and piled them high. But there were other wins as well: Gold in “keen eyes and swift reflexes” went to Hayate, who could almost instantly spot good branches on the forest floor. Krul, of course, was the champion in strength—she could carry more branches than anyone else in our group. So...yeah. I took last place overall. But it was a close contest, really, and it wasn’t bad to let my daughters win.


      I’m not frustrated at all. Nope. Not one bit.


      We collected more wood than we would need for the day and packed the excess into the cart. Tomorrow, we wouldn’t need to collect as much kindling, and today’s prey could likely feed us for several days. Time we didn’t have to spend feeding ourselves could be used to travel through the forest. I was curious about the maximum amount of ground we could cover in a day, and since we were so prepared, tomorrow seemed like a good day for gauging that.


      “All right, let’s bring the rest of the sticks and branches over to Rike,” I said.


      “Okay!” Maribel said as she turned to my other daughters. “Let’s go!”


      “Kululu!”


      “Kree!”


      I watched them race off with the branches as I packed the excess wood into the cart.


      Samya and the rest of the hunting team returned with meat not long after the sun had set. That was quick, especially since they had to drain the blood and remove the organs.


      “Welcome back,” I said. “You guys are efficient.”


      “It’s all thanks to Lucy,” Samya said, glancing at the pup.


      “Arf!” My daughter gave a proud bark and puffed out her chest.


      If we were really on the run, a bark might give us away, but Lucy’s smart. I’m sure she’ll know to stay quiet if the time calls for it.


      “We found our mark pretty soon after we headed out, and Lucy expertly gave chase,” Diana cooed, sounding enamored.


      Lidy shrugged casually. “Indeed. We didn’t need to do much of anything at all.”


      “Yep. I barely had to lend a hand in dressing the carcass,” Anne said. “I just helped carry it here.”


      Helen grinned. “We got a big one. That wolf’s really something.”


      Lucy stood taller and prouder when she received these words of praise.


      I noticed that both Helen and Anne were carrying deer legs—and judging by the size of those legs, the animal was indeed impressive.


      “Tomorrow, let’s prioritize walking as far as we can,” I said. “We can chat about our plans during dinner.”


      “Sure,” Samya said. “I’ll work on the deer.” She got right to work dividing the meat.


      “Once you’ve got today’s share cut away, could you bring it over?” I asked her. “I’ll grill up some venison steaks in a flash.”


      “Sure,” Samya replied with a wave of her hand.


      Now then, the stew seems to be coming together nicely, and it’s time to add the finishing touches. I rolled up my sleeves, then turned to Rike and Maribel, who were quietly watching over the fire.


      “You think we’ve got enough?” I asked.


      “More than enough,” Rike replied with a smile as she tended the fire. “There’s so much wood.”


      I’d packed even more wood into our cart, but it seemed we wouldn’t need to touch that supply. Truth be told, I wasn’t quite sure how much wood was needed to maintain the flames all night. I’d camped out before during the monster subjugation mission and when I’d set off to rescue Helen, but there’d always been experts in charge of stoking the fire. I had little personal experience with it. If I’d known that I’d be going on a trip like this, I would’ve taken more opportunities to learn more about building and tending a fire. Those are clearly useful skills—Exhibit A being the situation I’m in right now. Ah well, it’s no use regretting the past. I guess I should get used to stuff like this over the course of this trip.


      Rike, following dwarven custom, had been traveling across the land before she’d ended up at my place. Thus, she had more experience than me at this sort of thing. Obviously, none of us can beat Helen in terms of survival. I mean, she’s a pro mercenary, after all. But if a veteran like Rike can give me her seal of approval, I’ll be satisfied.


      “Okay, I’ll finish up our dinner prep,” I said.


      “Please do,” Rike replied.


      I stirred the bubbling pot of soup filled with ingredients that had stewed together nicely. The aroma of meat and vegetables wafted in the air. It’s a nice, simple meal. I grabbed a spoon and took a small sip to taste the broth. It was rather basic, and my cheats told me there was still a bit of room for improvement, so I followed that guidance and added herbs and spices.


      Helen had once mentioned that the quality of food affected morale greatly—I’d kept this advice in mind as I’d packed seasonings for this trip. Though I’d sacrificed some of the storage space allotted to my things to bring them along, it seemed worth it.


      “Yeah, this is good.”


      The stew made from some simple meats and veggies would make for a comforting bowl of warmth and heartiness. I nodded with satisfaction.


      “Hey, you think this is enough?” Samya called out. She raised a large chunk of raw venison high into the air, instantly grabbing my attention.


      “Oh, that looks great!” I replied. “If everyone’s good with that, we should be fine.”


      “Sure thing.” Samya padded over and handed it to me.


      I placed the hunk of meat onto a wooden cutting board and sliced it into enough portions for everyone (including my daughters, of course). I skewered the slices onto thin branches (I’d sharpened the ends into points) and seasoned each piece with salt—except for the ones that went to my daughters. I then carefully placed the skewers near the flames and made sure that they didn’t touch the ashes.


      I wasn’t sure about the perfect technique for grilling meat this way—it all just sort of came down to my instincts. But with my cheats by my side, I knew that I wouldn’t cook anything catastrophic. After a short while over the fire, I heard the meat start to sizzle. I hadn’t put the skewers directly into the flames, as that would’ve cooked the outsides of the pieces too quickly and left the insides raw. Instead, I let them hang over the flames so that they would sear at a lower temperature and a slower pace. I rotated the skewers every now and then to ensure that both sides of the meat were grilled well.


      Helen approached me as I was grilling—she was finished with her preparations for tomorrow. She was used to this sort of rugged lifestyle, so I wasn’t surprised that she was the first to finish and have free time.


      “How’s it looking?” she asked.


      “Just a bit longer,” I said with a small shrug.


      The meat was slowly turning brown, but it wasn’t cooked all the way through yet. Even I wasn’t courageous enough to eat raw meat from wild animals. I’d heard of all the risks that came with raw meat back in my past life, and the Black Forest was a place filled with magical energy. I wouldn’t be surprised if some kind of magical parasite could burrow its way into an animal, waiting for its victim to chomp down.


      “Got it...” Helen said.


      “They’ll be done before you know it,” I said. “Trust me. Just a few more minutes and we should be good to go.”


      “Okay.” She gave a solemn nod and went off to check up on everyone else.




      “Itadakimasu!” we all cheered.


      “Kululu!”


      “Arf! Arf!”


      “Kree!”


      The sun had long set, and within the dark forest, we placed our hands together for dinner. The moonlight didn’t quite reach us here, and dangerous beasts surely prowled about in the night. Even with a bonfire on our side, who knew when we’d be attacked from the darkness? Perhaps a normal person wouldn’t be keen to languidly enjoy a meal here, but for us, this was normal.


      Because we knew the forest well, we weren’t too afraid of it as we ate dinner like we always did. My daughters, especially Krul, seemed ecstatic about eating beside us in nature. (My daughters didn’t require any plates or cutlery.) Once we said our “itadakimasu,” Krul tucked in. She’d skillfully sneak in a few of her happy cries as she munched away.


      Lucy and Hayate seemed to share in this delight as they also stuffed their cheeks with meat. Lucy, obviously, made no attempt to hide her excitement; Hayate watched over her two sisters carefully, though her voracious nibbling made it clear that she was also rather giddy about this trip.


      “Oh, they get along so well, don’t they?” Diana cooed as she watched my daughters, her eyes softening as she was overwhelmed by their adorableness.


      We all smiled and took in the wholesome sight as we chowed down. While we were camping out, most of our meals would be simple ones that were easy to make, and I was glad that no one seemed to have any complaints about it.


      “Not to change the topic, but how much stamina should we conserve each day?” I asked.


      “Hmm...” Helen muttered pensively as she chewed and finished her mouthful. “Ideally, enough stamina so that you can travel a fourth of today’s walk at a moment’s notice.”


      “Oh, that’s quite a bit of distance...” I said.


      “Just a rough guess, though. Even if our enemy gathered their sturdiest members to pursue us, they probably wouldn’t have enough left in the tank to chase us after a full day’s trek. We just need our stamina to hold out for longer than theirs.”


      “Makes sense.” Advice from a pro—I have no reason to doubt her judgment. “What do you think, Samya?”


      “Hm?” she asked with a blink. “Well, I’m used to traveling alone in the forest...but that’s really the extent of my knowledge.”


      “I see.”


      When it came to marches or campaigns, she had no experience. I mean, she’d gotten a little when we’d ventured out to defeat that troll in the cave, but it wasn’t like we’d done any camping then.


      “Let’s just see how much we can push ourselves tomorrow,” I suggested, and everyone agreed.


      When the pot of soup was empty and the meat was cleanly polished off everyone’s plates, I gazed up at the sky and saw that it was filled with millions of stars, twinkling over the black canvas of night. Of course, the trees blocked some of the view, but it wasn’t hard to imagine that the sky hidden by the canopy also shone brightly.


      “We can probably see stars outside our cabin too, but the stars here give off a different vibe,” I said. “It’s nice.”


      Since there weren’t any trees growing near our house, we always had an unobscured view of the sky and the countless stars. The constellations and locations of the stars here didn’t vastly differ from our usual view, but the branches covering part of the sky made it feel different. What a breathtaking and refreshing sight to behold. Maybe I’m only impressed with it because I rarely saw the sky like this during my past life.


      “You’re right,” Diana murmured as she also glanced up at the stars.


      One of the branches in the fire crackled and snapped, implying that there were traces of moisture trapped within.


      “You know, I saw the starry sky plenty of times growing up, but until I moved to the forge, I never stopped to think about how pretty it is,” Diana admitted. “I just never took the time to really look.”


      Everyone nodded along, including my daughters—it was like they understood what we were talking about.


      “But, Eizo, when I see you gaze up at the sky every now and then, it makes me realize how breathtaking the sky really is,” she finished.


      “Yeah.” Samya stood there, her arms crossed and her head craned upward as her eyes focused on the stars. “I’ve always lived in the Black Forest, so this sort of starry night is nothing new to me. But Eizo’s reaction to it made me realize how moving and impressive it really is.”


      “Wait, me?” I asked. “Moved by the stars?”


      I mean, I recall feeling awed by the view. In my past life, there’d been too much light pollution in the city—only the brightest stars had been visible. (And unfortunately, I’d never really had the time to stargaze during wilderness camping trips.) When I came to this world, I was able to see so many stars with the naked eye. I’d been truly shocked by the vastness of it all.


      But I don’t think I ever told anyone that... And I couldn’t, frankly. No one knows I’m from another world, so saying I was suddenly overwhelmed by the sight of the stars in this world would sound like a lie.


      “Oh yeah, you were moved all right,” Samya insisted. “Your eyes were sparkling with awe.”


      So even if I never outright said it, my face said otherwise... I was bad at hiding my facial reactions, and Samya wasn’t one to miss them.


      I scratched my cheek and muttered, “Huh... I don’t remember that. But yeah, I think I was moved. It’s just such a different view from the one that I was used to.”


      Technically, that wasn’t a lie. The sky here was different from the view of my past life.


      “Yeah, I get it,” Samya said. “After I saw your reaction, I began to observe the sky too, and...” She grinned. “It dawned on me—man, something so beautiful is so close to me!”


      “I...see...” I mumbled sheepishly. I noticed the rest of my family grinning and nodding along. “Well, uh... Let’s clean up then, shall we?”


      And so, we all did just that.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      When my eyes fluttered open, I saw that it was slowly becoming bright all around me. I groggily sat up and gazed around; patches of the dawn sky peeked through the foliage, and I realized that the sun was getting ready for another day of work.


      I glanced around. The fire had died down to glowing embers, and the quiet snoozing of the ladies around me, along with the chirps of insects, ensured that it wasn’t deathly silent. That was right—we’d all been asleep. I had asked Samya if we should take turns keeping watch throughout the night, but she’d shaken her head.


      “We’re all strong, and no beast will dare to attack a group like us,” she’d told me. “And I’m sure Helen or I would notice if something were to try and sneak up on us.”


      “I’ll patrol the area if anything seems amiss,” Helen had added.


      And so, we’d all just agreed to get a night of rest. Usually, my morning water routine required me to make a fifteen-minute trip to the lake, but there was no need to do that here. The spring was so small that we couldn’t use it to bathe—I’d clean my body when I had other opportunities to do so. And, if we were going to march today, then I didn’t need to head out to get water so early in the morning; I could simply do so during our walk.


      Usually, Krul, Lucy, Hayate, Maribel, and the others would be wide awake by now, but they were still in dreamland. I decided to take some time to watch my daughters snoozing away—it was a rare sight. I stretched just a little, making sure that I wasn’t waking anyone up, and took a deep breath of fresh air. It felt different from usual. This was an altogether different morning from my normal life, and though I was still in the Black Forest, it hammered home that I was in a new place.


      “Well...” I whispered.


      I tried to be as quiet as I possibly could and slowly slipped away from where we all slept. Samya and Helen, equipped with keen instincts, might have noticed me leaving, but they wouldn’t have scolded me. A dry leaf rustled onto the ground, and when I accidentally stepped on it, I realized that the crunch was much louder than I’d expected. I cringed and gingerly looked around, hoping that I hadn’t woken anyone up. The birds, early risers, tweeted and reassured me that I hadn’t disturbed the peace. I breathed a sigh of relief.


      Samya, a pro of the forest, and Helen, a trained mercenary who could do stealth missions, could hide their presences so well that I wouldn’t have noticed if they stood behind me. I, however, had no such experience and couldn’t even attempt a feat like that. The best I could do was walk slowly and carefully so that I wouldn’t startle the squirrels and birds nearby. Maybe my bit of hard work paid off, since the animals seemed undisturbed by me—they scurried out of their dens and showed me how they prepared for the day.


      The squirrels rubbed their faces with their hands; the birds busily preened their feathers. Nature was harsh to them, and if they relaxed even a little, they could lose their lives in a snap (though the same could be applied to us if we were careless). Yet during these slow, early moments in the mornings, they were able to take a small breather. I guess it’s worth it to be an early bird...sometimes.


      Just as I decided to head back to my group, I felt something brush against my feet. When I looked down, Lucy sat there, her tail wagging. She’s a natural-born hunter. Of course she can approach me without making a sound. Masking her presence must be like second nature to her.


      “All right,” I whispered. “It’s a bit early, but shall we prepare some breakfast?”


      “Woof,” Lucy barked quietly, ensuring that no one else would wake up.


      She led the way. Morning meal prep wouldn’t go as usual. I decided to prepare a soup with dried vegetables. When I climbed atop our cart and began to grab what I needed, Lucy gracefully jumped up beside me. Recently, Lucy had learned to get onto the cart by herself, though she only barely managed to clamber up. But the graceful jump I just saw implied that she no longer needed any sort of help at all; my daughter improved by leaps and bounds every single day.


      “Which do you want?” I asked her.


      I showed her two chunks of meat: jerky and a fresh cut from the deer they’d hunted yesterday. She carefully sniffed both before she tilted her head to one side and stared—not at me, but at the meat. Looks like she’s struggling to make her choice... After a short while, Lucy raised her front paw and indicated that she wanted the fresh meat.


      “This one?” I asked.


      “Woof,” she barked quietly with a nod.


      “All right, then let’s eat breakfast with the one you chose.”


      “Woof.”


      She wagged her tail excitedly, and I lovingly petted her head before I stepped off the cart with the meat and headed back to camp. Rike was next to wake up, followed by Samya, Helen, Lidy, Diana, and way later, Anne. My other daughters woke up around the time Rike and Samya did.


      This isn’t like our cabin, so I thought everyone would be more nervous, but Anne still slept in like usual... She’s gutsy.


      Diana apparently thought the same. “I’m impressed that you can sleep like normal.”


      Everyone nodded as Anne looked around blearily. “Oh?” she mumbled. “But I thought I was traveling with the strongest force in this forest. What have I got to worry about?”


      She had a point. We’d been told that we were the most powerful group around; if anyone could fearlessly sleep in the forest, it was us. I knew this logically, of course, but that didn’t mean I could relax and sleep with total ease. And though Anne seemed to discount her place among our ranks, she was absolutely mighty enough to be considered part of the strongest force in the Black Forest.


      “You really are amazing,” Diana said with a sigh.


      We nodded along. Her Imperial Highness, however, moved on from this topic—she picked up a spoon and eagerly faced her breakfast. Which only further hammers home just how swift she is at adapting to situations.


      Once breakfast was done, we quickly cleaned up and were ready to hit the road once more. If I’d left behind a messy camp back in Japan, I would’ve gotten flamed for it, but a different set of rules applied in the Black Forest. Samya didn’t seem to mind, meaning that this wasn’t against local etiquette—we left traces of our extinguished bonfire behind as we walked on.


      “Now then, how far will we get today?” I wondered.


      “Dunno,” Samya said with an energetic huff. “But I think we can cover quite a bit of distance.”


      “It’s a challenge of sorts,” Lidy remarked.


      Though casual, she sounded firm, and we all nodded at each other, renewing our energy as we set forth on our march.


      Samya took the lead, and we easily weaved through the trees like deft gusts of wind. Because we were walking so quickly, conversation naturally died down—our family wasn’t usually the boisterous and chatty type anyway. We all just quietly walked on. An outsider might’ve assumed that we were on some sort of mission.


      About an hour later, we decided to take a short break to rest and hydrate. We all got some water from the barrel (which we had replenished during our walk) and drank our fill.


      “How far have we gone today?” I wondered as I drank my water.


      Samya gulped hers down. “Hmm, we’ve traveled about half of the distance it takes to get to the city.”


      “That much?”


      “Yup.” She nodded at me.


      We visited the city every two weeks, and the road was always maintained and clear of debris. This road was also useful for my customers, though it only got them part of the way to the cabin—they still had to trek through the forest. (My stipulation for creating custom models was that the person requesting the weapon must venture to the forge alone.) Anyway, whenever we traveled that road, we would ride in the cart, and Krul would pull us swiftly along. Since the road was smooth, we’d cover a lot of ground in a short time. I was shocked to learn that, if Samya’s estimation was accurate, we’d already walked so far through the dense underbrush of the forest.


      Diana took a long sip of water and let out a refreshed sigh. “I guess if we all just prioritize distance, we can do pretty well.”


      Helen nodded. “Yeah. Even by my standards, you guys are all pretty quick.”


      “Me too?” Rike asked.


      “Of course.”


      Rike seemed ecstatic to learn this.


      Even Rike, with her short stature, is keeping up with this pace. We’ve made great time, and I don’t want to push us beyond our limits—I think this is good enough. I’ll cap this as the maximum speed for our family.


      I stated as much to Samya.


      “Yeah, agreed,” she replied. “Especially since we don’t want to go so fast that we get careless of our surroundings.”


      Since the pro of the forest said so, I had no reason to doubt her. If we really were fleeing, this pace would be fast enough for us to outrun our pursuers while being wary of any dangers around us.


      “If we manage to keep up this pace and take no breaks in between, how long will it take to escape the forest along this route?” I asked. Currently, we were in search of a route that would take a week, max.


      “Hmm...” Samya muttered, placing a hand on her chin. “Three days.”


      “Whoa, that’s fast!” I gasped with astonishment, shocked that we could cut our goal time in half.


      “But as you said, that’s if we take no breaks—if we don’t even sleep.”


      “Right... That’d be impossible,” I muttered.


      Maybe Helen would be able to walk for seventy-two hours straight and take no breaks whatsoever, but us regular people wouldn’t be able to keep up.


      “At a normal pace, it’ll take a week,” Samya said.


      “Right...”


      This was good data to have. If we really had no way out and were backed into a corner, we could shorten our escape time—the fact that I knew this was good enough for now. We needed to keep in mind that even after an escape from the forest, we’d still be on the run. That meant we couldn’t utterly exhaust ourselves among the trees, or we’d be out of luck after.


      If we have no choice but to act, it’s better to have as many options as we can at our disposal.


      After our short break, we decided to slow down a little. We got to our feet, ready to keep walking. Suddenly, Samya and Helen began to glance around, and a voice called out to us.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: The Black Forest Protector


      Anne, who was in front of me, whirled around and pointed a trembling finger behind me. I did a one-eighty and immediately spotted a woman who looked like a watered-down version of Lluisa. I’m certain that she wasn’t here before... Shocked, we scrambled to our feet and readied our weapons.


      “U-Um,” her frail voice gingerly called out. Her tone was so feeble and faint that I could see why she sounded so hesitant. “Are you guys the ‘Black Forest Protector’?” she asked.


      Black Forest Protector... Never would we forget the badges we’d received from Lluisa—each one was shaped like a shield and had a motif of a tree carved inside. These were rewards she’d given us when we’d defeated the troll, and she’d named our group “the Black Forest Protector.” Each of us had stored our badges in our own precious places.


      Our title allowed us to enjoy some blessings in the Black Forest, such as the kindness of fairies, and I was told that we’d be treated well in other forests too. Though of course, in exchange for these kindnesses, we would need to provide something in return. I felt like embodying my title as a “protector” was a part of my duties, and I did sometimes play the role of a fairy doctor (or something to that effect). I’m giving back to the forest in my own way. As a Black Forest Protector, if someone came to me for help, it was my job to accept them with open arms, much like how I’d agreed to defeat that troll.


      We all nodded to the woman, revealing that our group was indeed the Black Forest Protector. She immediately started bowing profusely, which startled me.


      “I have a request for you all,” she said, her face pointed at the forest floor.


      Hoping to get her to stop bowing, I gently said, “Hey, I haven’t heard what you need yet. Please, raise your head.”


      I was generally prepared to take on any request...as long as it didn’t hurt my family. I would always refuse anything that could bring them harm, and I’d even give up my title if it meant everyone would stay safe. I didn’t want this lady to be bowing for no reason, and I wasn’t fond of formal situations either. There was no need for her to be so tense and formal.


      “I-I’m sorry,” she stammered as she slowly raised her head.


      Her long green hair and emerald eyes were striking; her skin was white like porcelain. The woman’s eyebrows drooped meekly, and if she hadn’t been bowing so much, she might’ve seemed even more laid-back and casual than Anne. This lady had a sort of...ditzy, fluffy air to her.
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      “So, what do you need?” I asked. “Monster troubles? Or...”


      Wait, I don’t even know her name...


      “Oh, um, well... First off, I’m Latifa,” she said. “I’m a tree spirit.”


      “A tree spirit?” I parroted. “Like a dryad?” For a split second, I envisioned Lluisa turning away with a huff, her arms crossed.


      Latifa shook her head. “No, I’m not someone of that caliber. I’m a bit too young for that...”


      “I see,” I replied. “Well, I sort of get what you mean.”


      Was she too immature or inexperienced? I would never dare to say that myself, but I guessed that she wasn’t experienced enough to become a dryad just yet. A dryad in training, perhaps? Lluisa was the master of the Black Forest and a part of the Dragon of the Land; clearly, she was on a whole other level, but her carefree, casual attitude made her seem personable and friendly.


      “Thank you,” Latifa said. “The request I have for you is...”


      She began to give us details in bits and pieces, clumsily pausing every now and then, but I got the gist of it. In short, there was something out here in this forest that was about to become a monster.


      “And so...” I prompted.


      “Yes, the tree transformed...” she said.


      “And you want us to resolve that issue.”


      “Right. A measly spirit like myself has been allowed to manage a certain area of the forest by the master, but neither she nor I are allowed to directly interfere...” Latifa looked down glumly.


      Right... Lluisa mentioned that unlike fairies, if she interfered, she might change the landscape of the forest. Maybe tree spirits are like that too. I guess my next job as a protector of this forest is to take care of a tree monster.


      “What kind of monster is it?” I asked. “Any details?”


      “I’m not sure...” Latifa’s face grew even gloomier.


      Hmm, what shall we do? I scratched my head and turned to the rest of my family for input. “Well, you guys heard her. But we’ve got our own plans and schedule, don’t we?”


      In my past life, when I didn’t have any strict plans, I tended to go with the flow and change my schedule on the fly. Even in this world, nothing ever seemed to stick to a proper timeline anyway.


      “How about this—we first head to the edge of the forest to finish mapping the escape route, and then we can stop by the area with the monster on our way back,” I suggested.


      I paused as everyone stared at me—Krul, Lucy, Hayate, and Maribel included.


      “But only if this tree monster is slow or has a calmer temperament compared to other monsters,” I clarified.


      I glanced at Samya. She lived in this forest, and even if she had no experience with monsters such as this one, she might’ve heard stories from her family as a child. But she shook her head, indicating that she had no clue what this monster was. Maybe a tree monster is a rare case. I then glanced at Lidy. Elves also resided in forests, and she’d lived in one longer than anyone else in our family...or so I’d been told. I was frankly too scared to ask for any precise numbers.


      A tree monster might be rare, but perhaps Lidy’s heard of something like this before. To my relief, she nodded.


      “Tree monsters have been known to move, but because they were originally plants and rooted to the spot, they’re very sluggish,” she explained.


      “Which means it’s unlikely that the monster will soon be a danger to others?” I asked.


      “You can say that. But trees are large, and they can cause quite a bit of damage right after they’re born.”


      “Hmm...”


      Though it was a sentient monster, it had the body of a tree. When I glanced around at the dense foliage that surrounded us, there were numerous trees that seemed rather old. If one of them turned into a monster, it would be extremely tall, large, and heavy. The ground would crumble around its roots, and it could easily crush smaller trees. Needless to say, animals (humans and beastfolk included) could be squashed by the hefty weight of a tree; even a black bear couldn’t withstand it.


      Helen gingerly raised her hand and spoke. “I hear what you’re saying, Eizo, but since we’re not sure if we can defeat it quickly, I say we should check it out first. We can decide what to do then.”


      I pondered her proposal. If we went to the edge of the forest and visited the monster on our way back, only to learn that our current equipment wouldn’t suffice, it would take quite a bit of time for us to gather proper supplies and fight the monster. Even then, there were no guarantees that we could actually finish the thing. If anything like that happened, Lluisa would almost certainly butt in...but I didn’t want to resort to that.


      From our cabin, it’d taken a little over a day to reach this spot. If we fought the monster, and if things went well, we could continue to the edge of the forest afterward, just as we’d originally planned.


      “Okay,” I agreed. “Let’s check out the tree monster first. If we can kill it quickly, we’ll get right back on schedule. And if we can’t, we’ll head back to our cabin and regroup before challenging it again.”


      Everyone nodded. All right, that’s decided. We’d been in a bit of a huddle deciding on our plan, and Latifa, who was a short distance away, nervously watched us. I flashed her the brightest smile I could muster.


      “Don’t worry, we accept the request,” I said. “Could you guide us to this monster? We’d like to see it first.”


      “Y-Yes!” Latifa cried out. “Right this way!”


      She stood up straight and motioned with her hand, though it wasn’t necessary for her to be so formal. Or maybe the title of Black Forest Protector is grander than I imagined... I mean, other forests will see us favorably too, right? It didn’t seem right for me to just stand there all haughtily, so the rest of us bowed profusely like Latifa had done, and headed in the direction that she indicated. She jogged to the front of the group and began to lead us.


      We walked in silence for a while, and I decided to break the tension in the air.


      “Is it common for trees to turn into monsters?” I asked.


      The Black Forest had more magical energy than most, second only to the demon kingdom, so it was no wonder that monsters were more likely to appear here. Even non-stagnant magical energy could cause monsters to form at times, though Lidy had told me that this was very rare.


      Monsters could manifest if dense magical energy lingered in the air for a long period of time. Magical energy served as nutrients for the trees in this forest, but much like how a plant could rot if given too much fertilizer, trees would stop growing if the energy was too thick. This was why greenery didn’t grow near our cabin, though the magic around the forge wasn’t thick enough to produce monsters. Places more lush with greenery usually indicated sparser magical energy, thus making it rarer for monsters to appear. “Sparse” is definitely a relative term, though. The Black Forest is still teeming with plenty of magic.


      It was very unusual for a tree to turn into a monster. Since Samya hadn’t even heard of it, it was safe to assume that these cases were almost nonexistent.


      Latifa cast me an apologetic smile. “Well...how shall I say this...” she muttered. “We were just very unlucky...?”


      “Go on...” I urged.


      “The amount of magical energy in that area doesn’t fluctuate much.”


      “I’d guess as much.”


      In our forge, I used magical energy every day. The items I forged using this magic were shipped off to Camilo—in other words, I basically exported magical energy from the Black Forest to the populace. But it wasn’t like I struggled to imbue magical energy, and Lidy hadn’t mentioned anything about changes in magical energy levels either; it was safe to assume that there was a constant amount all around us.


      “But when I say that it doesn’t fluctuate much, it means that it does change sometimes...” Latifa muttered.


      “And a pocket of dense magical energy just happened to form where a tree was?” I guessed.


      “That’s exactly what happened. Normally, the tree would just absorb it, and that would be that. The trees here can survive well without a lot of water, you know?”


      “Right.”


      I guess water isn’t the only thing that helps these trees grow. Magical energy does as well. That’s why they grow to abnormal sizes—sizes that can only be seen in this forest. I guess it makes sense.


      “For some reason, when this dense energy grew stagnant, the tree couldn’t take it anymore...” Latifa explained.


      She faced forward again as she trailed off, and then she jolted with shock.


      “Is the monster here?” I asked quietly.


      “Y-Yes, but...” she murmured.


      “But? What’s wrong?”


      Her face turned pale as she whirled back to us. “It’s changed shape...”


      She pointed in the direction of the monster, and we all hastily turned to look for it. There. We spotted a massive tree trunk, so thick that even Anne couldn’t wrap her arms around it, and various vine-like tendrils wriggled around it like menacing appendages. This mysterious tree towered over us, more than twice Anne’s height.


      “Was it not moving before?” I asked.


      “It wasn’t,” Latifa said with panic in her voice. “It was on the cusp of becoming a monster yesterday, and right before I found you, it was still motionless.”


      “Which means something happened to it while you came to fetch us...”


      I let out a small sigh as I observed the monster. No one was at fault here; at most, bad luck was to blame.


      “I thought our weapons would be able to cut down a tree, but it’s so large...” I muttered. “I don’t think this’ll be easy.”


      Helen nodded, her blades unsheathed and at the ready. “Agreed.”


      Beside Helen was Lidy, who’d prepared her bow—even she looked stunned at the wriggling tendrils.


      “You think we can use fire here?” I asked her.


      “Hrm...” Lidy groaned. She glanced at me, then at the tree monster, then turned back to face me once more. “I’m not saying that that isn’t an option, but I doubt it’ll be as effective as you hope,” she answered.


      “Right. Live trees are hard to burn.”


      “Yes. And...” Lidy pointed at the vine. “It’ll be tough to light it on fire while dodging those vines.”


      “Good point.”


      The tendrils seemed to wander around the trunk randomly, and they weren’t very fast. But they were long and boasted decent range, so if a vine managed to wrap around one of us, we’d be in trouble.


      “We can’t just launch fire arrows at it and hope that’ll work,” I guessed.


      “Exactly. And right now, we only have a bit of oil that we use for cooking...” Lidy added.


      If our opponent could catch fire easily, we could just soak a rag in oil, affix it to an arrow, light it, and shoot. But a healthy, live tree wasn’t so easy to burn. Maybe if we soaked the entire tree in oil, we would have better luck, but we hadn’t brought much with us because our mission was just to make it out of the forest. Man, if we had more oil, we could’ve just lit this sucker up...


      “Want me to cut the vines off for ya?” Helen asked, her unsheathed blades dangling by her waist.


      She was probably capable of doing something like that, but I shook my head. “Not yet. We don’t know what’ll happen when we cut the vines down. There’s no need to be reckless.”


      Though it was treelike, it was a monster now. Like the troll, it might be able to regenerate quickly, and if cutting its vines provoked it, I was worried that it might evolve somehow. It’d already shifted its form once—who knew when it might do so again. And if that happens, Lluisa might just have to step in.


      “But then...” Samya started with a frown.


      “We accepted this job,” I said. “We can’t give up just because our initial plan is a bust.”


      I glanced at Rike, who was watching on with a twinkle in her eyes, and let out a small sigh. I know what she’s thinking...


      “Maybe I can design something that’ll kill that thing in seconds,” I proposed.


      Rike gave me a small round of applause, a behavior I found to be too carefree in front of a monster. But it’s not like panicking here will change our situation. And I don’t want to delay killing this thing longer than we have to. It would take a day to head back home, a day to make something, and a day to arrive back here. Three full days... And judging by how quick it was to shift forms, I wasn’t even sure I had that long.


      “A weapon to cut down trees...” I mused.


      “An axe?” Samya said.


      “Or a saw,” Lidy added.


      Yeah, those are the no-brainers.


      Helen held up her blades. “What about these?” she asked.


      I stared at those pale blue blades. “Well, the metal composition of your swords is definitely tough enough to slice through trees.”


      I’d used appoitakara as the cores of her shortswords, and it also covered the blades’ edges (and formed a pattern in the middle). I’d used my cheats to their full capacity to forge her weapons; their durability and sharpness were guaranteed. In fact, she’d proven yesterday that she could chop down a tree with no issues at all.


      I wasn’t worried about that part—the real problem was the size of this tree monster. Even if her blades were razor-sharp, how was she supposed to end the monster in one blow? She could probably sneak in two or three quick slashes to the trunk, and every cut would be precise, but I doubted that would be enough to fell the massive tree.


      My Diaphanous Ice, which hung by my waist, was the same—the blade was made of appoitakara, and it was sharp and durable. But I wasn’t as skilled as Helen. Frankly, I had zero confidence that I could cut the monster down in one slice. And even if I had Helen wield my sword in my stead, she wasn’t experienced with a katana—she might be able to use her keen intuition and wield my sword deftly, but it was still a bit of a gamble.


      “I guess the axe or saw would be best,” I said. “And should forge something as quickly as possible.”


      “A saw would take too much time...” Diana pointed out.


      I nodded. “Cutting out all those teeth takes forever.”


      “Which leaves an axe,” Rike said, clapping her hands together.


      I nodded and flashed a grimace. “The problem now is that I haven’t brought my work tools with me.”


      Rike furrowed her brow. “Yeah... There’s no forge, firebed, or sheet metal here.”


      I frowned. “Our primary objective was to find a route out of the forest, not to make stuff. I’ve only got enough tools for some simple repairs.”


      I let out a small sigh and crossed my arms. I had charcoal but no bellows. No anvil, but I did have my hammer and tongs. If I were to work in the Black Forest, I had nothing to worry about when it came to magical energy, but...


      “I don’t have the items needed to forge an axe.” I sighed.


      With no materials, even my cheats couldn’t activate.


      “If there was ore here... Wait, but there’s no forge...” I muttered, crossing my arms. “Should I have brought some sheet metal with me?”


      And that was when a light bulb went off in my head. Saying “sheet metal” out loud had given me an idea, though it was kind of a rude one.


      I turned to the princess of our group. “Anne... Sorry, but can I use your sword as material?”


      Her two-handed blade was a custom model that I’d made for her. It was fairly large and high-quality enough that it could be repurposed into a useful axe. Anne looked at me with surprise, and everyone cast her a worried glance.


      “I’ll forge you a new one as soon as we get back, of course,” I said. “And of course, you have the right to refuse.”


      Anne mulled over her choices with a troubled frown. She was the newest member of our family, but this blade had been by her side ever since I’d forged it. She’s clearly grown attached to it. After all, she takes her blade everywhere, and it looks like she’s agonizing over this decision.


      “Well, I guess I’ve got no choice,” she finally relented. “And since you’re the one asking, Eizo, how can I refuse?”


      “I’m sorry,” I said. “And thank you.”


      Anne smiled at me. I’ve gotta forge something great from her sword—I can’t let her down.


      “All right, then let’s... Well, let’s distance ourselves from the monster and build a simple forge.”


      I’ll do what I can. I slapped my cheeks to amp myself up.


      “Speaking of...” I turned to Latifa, though my eyes were still fixed on the tree’s wriggling vines. “How long do we have until that thing starts walking on its own and destroying stuff?”


      “Hmm... I think it’ll stay put for today...maybe...” she replied. “Honestly, I’ve never seen anything like this before, so I’m not sure.”


      “I don’t know either,” Lidy added. “I agree that it seems likely it’ll remain here for today, but there are no guarantees.”


      Got it. Which means we should finish the axe by the end of today or early tomorrow at the latest. I stepped far away from the vines, to a place where I could hardly see the tree, and prepared to explain the plan to everyone. I wanted to keep my eyes on the monster, but if it was so close to me, it would be distracting; I didn’t want it to ruin my work and concentration. I asked Latifa to keep watch over it, and if we needed to take action immediately, Helen and I would do so.


      “Anne’s sword might be able to cut it down as is,” Helen remarked.


      “It could be big enough, but it doesn’t contain any appoitakara.”


      I stared at the sword for a moment. It was long, wide, and pretty thick for a sword...but I’d still made it thin enough to swing comfortably. At the end of the day, this greatsword was meant to cut flesh-and-blood creatures, and if it were too thick, it would struggle to do that. It’s similar to how a wide-bladed knife isn’t suitable for cutting fish into small sashimi slices—I mean, it’s possible, but just not the best fit for the role. And a thin knife might crack if used to cut through the bone of a bream.


      The tree monster might not be as tough as a suit of iron armor, but it was very thick. And of course, it was tougher than a human body. My goal this time was to thicken Anne’s blade—to make it thick enough to hack away at the tree. I could do that by folding the metal over on itself, which would eliminate the need to melt any metal. As long as the firebed got hot enough to make the metal malleable, I could bend and fold the sword into an axe. Though I’ll probably use all the charcoal I’ve got on hand.


      I could only make a simple forge. I decided that we would dig a wide hole in the dirt and add charcoal—this would become the firebed. Then, we’d dig another, smaller hole right next to the first and chisel out a small tunnel connecting them. That way, air could flow from the empty hole into the base of the firebed, feeding the flaming coals with oxygen. I grabbed a cloth sack we had on hand and, with the help of Lidy’s wind magic, crafted a bellows to help keep the temperature up.


      After that, I had everyone else start digging as I pulled out a bag of charcoal. I used my knife to cut equal pieces, which ensured that the flames would be evenly distributed. It would also make it easier to circulate air and increase the temperature. Though this work was dull, it required technique and experience. Rike could also do it, but I was faster and more precise.


      My knife sliced through the charcoal with little issue. And since this was related to smithing, my cheats kicked into effect. The sharpness of my blade also made this work much easier—I managed to cut them up without a hassle. The charcoal pieces had to be just right; this sort of perfect Goldilocks size could only be done via my cheats, so I just followed my instincts.


      Honestly, I’ll probably have to do this myself one day without relying on my cheats, but speed is vital for this project. I’ll use all the cheats I can.


      “Eizo, does this look good?” Diana called out.


      I turned to face her and spotted a shallow hole, about the size of a small wash basin. There were several small holes beside it and a larger, shallow hole nearby. Wow, they managed to make a decent simple firebed in such a short amount of time. We’re all like amateur civil engineers. I feel like if we need to flee, we can settle wherever and build a decent house and some infrastructure.


      “Wow, this looks great!” I praised them. “Thank you, everyone. This is more than enough.”


      Everyone smiled back happily. It’s my turn now...though I’ll be getting Rike and Lidy’s help.


      “And I need an anvil...” I muttered as I added some lumps of charcoal to the simple firebed.


      There were a few sizable boulders in the forest. With my cheats, I felt like I could use one of those as my anvil and do some decent work. I didn’t tell Rike about my cheats, of course—I just asked her if rocks were a suitable replacement.


      She furrowed her brow. “Hmm. Maybe, but we’ll need quite a few of them or a large one. Rock might crack under your hammer.”


      “Right...”


      It didn’t matter if the rock was decently large; if it wasn’t stout enough, it would be destroyed in a few blows. It had to at least endure five blows from my hammer, or I wouldn’t be able to work as efficiently. Obviously, I couldn’t lug a massive boulder here—I also needed one that was conveniently smooth on top. The surface could be a bit rugged, and my cheats would handle it somehow (including imbuing the blade with plenty of magical energy), but the easier the work was, the better.


      “Ugh, I should’ve searched for a rock before I decided on the location for the firebed,” I muttered.


      I placed my head in my hands. This was completely my fault. A boulder of decent size would be super heavy—too heavy for us to move with any ease. It’ll take some time for the firebed to get up to temperature after I light the charcoal. Maybe I can find something in the meantime...


      But I was naive.


      “Sorry, I should’ve brought a rock here first.” I lowered my head apologetically for my blunder. I decided to head out and find a rock for myself while the fire heated up. Rike could stay back and watch the flames.


      “It’s been a while since you made a careless mistake, huh, Eizo?” Samya replied with a grin.


      Everyone else smirked at me, and I felt like even my daughters were laughing. And Maribel’s definitely grinning at me. Latifa, who had been keeping watch over the monster, came over to report back. She noticed the awkwardness in the air and watched us worriedly.


      “U-Um...” she started.


      “It’s just our usual antics,” Lidy said in a quiet, firm voice. “Pay us no heed.”


      Latifa nodded nervously. I guess elves seem more reliable to spirits or something. No, no, enough silliness.


      Latifa rushed off to check on the monster again.


      “Eizo, you can leave the boulder stuff to us!” Helen declared, flexing her muscles.


      Diana stood tall and proud, her arms crossed in front of her, and nodded. “Yep! We can’t do much smithing, so at least let us help out here.”


      Anne was beside Diana, flexing her own muscles as well. I knew that the imperial princess was fooling around, but her height really made her seem like a terrifying, buff person. Admittedly, I was a bit intimidated by her.


      “Yup! We got this!” Samya exclaimed, pounding her chest.


      “Kululululu!”


      “Arf! Arf!”


      “Kree!”


      “And don’t forget me!” Maribel added.


      I bowed my head for a few moments before I gave everyone the brightest smile I could. “All righty. I’m counting on you guys.”




      Everyone—barring Lidy and Hayate—went off in search of a stone that I could use as an anvil. Lidy and I were busy sending wind into the firebed through magic. Normally, the fires would roar to life and heat in no time, but this wasn’t my usual forge. It didn’t maintain constant airflow with just one wind spell, and preparations weren’t as easy as they usually were. Gonna need to work the bellows a lot more... As I struggled to keep the air circulating, Lidy took her time to guide me through the process.


      “I can’t get a constant flow of wind...” I grumbled.


      Lidy giggled. “You’re not used to it, that’s all. Magical energy permeates this forest, so that’s already a huge boon.”


      “You’re telling me. In the capital, this bellows setup would probably produce only a tiny puff of wind...”


      I’d forged in the capital before, but I’d used a normal bellows and forge. I hadn’t even thought about air circulation then, but I’d suspected that the best I could do there was somehow magically ignite the firebed. I probably wouldn’t have been able to create fire from the ashes.


      Beside my clumsy motions with the bellows, Lidy was producing a constant stream of magical wind. She’s just way better at this than me. I might not be able to beat her when it comes to magic, but I’d like to come as close as I can and at least master some of these useful spells. My wind magic is currently pretty unstable, so that’s a goal I can work toward.


      Lidy and I continued to blow gusts of wind to the firebed, and the fire was soon roaring away.


      Soon, Helen and Anne (the strongest people on Team Boulder) arrived with a slab of stone.


      “Whoa... That’s huge,” I remarked.


      I didn’t hear any loud thuds as they walked, but I felt like their feet sank into the ground and caused the earth beneath them to rumble with every step they took. That stone has got to be heavy. I feel like there was a manga like this back on Earth. When a ring of stone broke and a new one had to be brought in, the ground rumbled beneath its weight...


      “It really is large,” Lidy said, wide-eyed.


      She was usually calm, but even she was taken aback by the sheer size. I doubted that I could lift this slab of rock at all, so I didn’t blame her for looking so shocked.


      “Here we go! And...” Helen started.


      “Hup!” Anne finished.


      The two worked together to place the rock on the ground. Slammed it to the ground, rather. An unmistakable, deafening thud echoed throughout the area, and I thought that the ground shook a bit from the impact. I probably imagined that...hopefully.


      “Not bad, right?” Anne asked proudly. Beads of sweat glistened on her brow.


      I nodded. I was just barely managing to send wind into the firebed because I was too distracted and impressed by the square, thick slab of stone. Sure, there were a few bumps on the surface, but I didn’t need a bush hammer or anything to smooth them out; a few pounds of my hammer would do the trick. Ideally, I would want my blacksmithing cheats to kick in, but even if they didn’t, my production ones would.


      Anne smiled with satisfaction as Helen emerged from behind her, wiping sweat off her brow.


      “All right!” Helen said. “One more trip for the road, huh?”


      “Okay!” Anne replied.


      My eyes widened. Huh?! This slab is huge! Why are they going to make another trip?


      “Hey, uh, this is more than enough,” I called out to Helen and Anne—they’d been ready to turn around and leave.


      Sure, the more options I have, the better, but the others are also trying to bring me rocks. If I need more after that, I can worry about it then.


      But the two whirled back to me, undeterred.


      “Better to have a bit more than less, yeah?” Helen asked.


      “Just wait here with your hopes up, Eizo,” Anne added.


      They grinned and swiftly disappeared into the forest.


      “You’re loved,” Lidy remarked, her voice floating atop the gusts of magical wind.


      “I wonder...” I muttered.


      I wasn’t really sure why they liked me—I felt like I didn’t do much. Well, I did head to the empire to save Helen, and we sort of acted like a married couple on our way home, but so what, right? Right?


      “I just think that Helen and Anne are part of our family now,” I said sincerely. “And of course, you too.”


      “Oh? Why, thank you,” Lidy replied.


      “I’m just being honest.”


      I frowned at her teasing reply, and she just giggled at me. When I stared back at the firebed, I noticed that the charcoal was getting hot enough for me to finally do some work.


      “Sorry, Lidy, but can you keep helping me out?” I asked.


      “No problem.”


      She gave a faint smile and focused on conjuring more wind. I didn’t want to get in her way, so I stepped toward the rock Helen and Anne had brought for me.


      Before everyone had gone to search for boulders, Anne had entrusted her sword to me. “I leave her in your capable hands,” she’d said.


      Now holding the massive blade, I unwound the leather cord wrapped around the hilt and removed all the other nonmetallic bits. I wanted to reuse them on the axe. Usually, the leather components of a weapon could be easily discarded and replaced—after all, they were bound to wear down when used often. And while I had replacement leather at the forge (for weapons, or just in case I needed to tie things up), I hadn’t brought any with me. I just have to use the leather that was already there and hope for the best.


      Next, I tapped my hammer against the hilt and guard to remove them, and this left me with only the steel blade of the sword. I tossed it into the firebed as Lidy increased the power of her wind.


      “You doing okay?” I asked.


      “Yes,” Lidy replied. “I can maintain my magic for a good while. This forest is rich with magical energy, after all.”


      “Let me know if you get tired.”


      “I will. Thank you.”


      A while ago, Lidy had given me a short lesson on magic. She’d mentioned that you didn’t need much magical energy if you simply wanted to activate a spell. I could activate a spell even in the city or capital, two places that didn’t have much magical energy. However, maintaining a spell was a different story. That required much more effort. There were certainly people who could use magic in the capital—but whether they could manipulate it the way they wanted was a separate matter entirely.


      “There are some exceptions, of course,” Lidy had told me. “Some people have more aptitude for manipulating magical energy than others. There are probably people who can maintain spells in the capital, but... Well, for example, maintaining a steady stream of fire magic would be...”


      “Difficult?” I’d asked.


      “Most likely, even for someone skilled at magic. I suppose that one day, there might be unusual exceptions, like grand sorcerers. Something like that.”


      “And I doubt someone like that would want to help me with forging...”


      “Probably not.”


      Someone with such talent probably wouldn’t even be sent to war; if they died, it would be like the loss of an incredibly rare gem.


      Spells were tough to maintain, so it meant that magic could be used only in fixed locations. Even with a list of stipulations, magic was still undeniably useful to have. Hence, those with time and money—notably, children of prominent nobles—were taught to wield magic so that they’d have a useful skill.


      But that wasn’t always the case. Marius couldn’t use magic—actually, I’d only been able to meet him because he wasn’t skilled at it. If House Eimoor were a more minor noble family with a smaller plot of land, and if they didn’t rule over the entire capital, then maybe Marius would’ve had the time to learn.


      I’m actually kinda glad Marius never learned magic, though I feel bad for thinking so (especially if he’d wanted to learn at some point). After all, it made my skills more valuable in his eyes, and that enabled me to connect with the kingdom’s leaders to expand my trade. I’m happy that House Eimoor focused on ruling over the city instead.


      In any case, thanks to the support of Lidy, our magical energy expert, the flames roared away. They licked at the steel of the greatsword, trying to change its shape. The silver-colored metal turned black before it began glowing bright red, though it wasn’t yet warping. I watched carefully, gauging the right timing to pull the blade out.


      Suddenly, a familiar voice reached my ears.


      “Heya! We got some rock!” Samya called.


      I whirled around. She and Lucy had brought us an impressive slab. The two dragged it along the ground using a length of rope. Lucy might not have helped much, but she still offered some assistance since this rock was pretty large.


      “Arf! Arf!”


      Lucy dropped the rope in her mouth and rushed over to me proudly.


      “Oooh!” I said, petting her head lovingly. “This looks fantastic! You’re such a good girl!”


      I almost said something along the lines of “You didn’t need to bring anything this massive!”, but I held it in and just watched my adorable daughter’s tail wag furiously. After petting her for a moment, I turned to the boulder. It wasn’t as large as Helen and Anne’s rock (they were the strength powerhouses of our family), but it was still impressive.


      “It must’ve been heavy,” I remarked. No longer able to help myself, I added, “You didn’t have to force yourself to bring something so large.”


      “Nah, this is no biggie,” Samya replied. “And Lucy found this one. She was insistent that we bring this back.”


      “Really?”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      Samya nodded, and Lucy let out another energetic bark.


      As a beastfolk, Samya was able to understand Krul, Lucy, and Hayate a bit better than most. I wasn’t sure whether this was just due to her innate instincts, but it seemed she could tell meaning by scent. Her nose was sensitive, and she could sense changes in emotions. My daughters were apparently more honest and straightforward than humans.


      “Something of this size will be really helpful for my work,” I said. “Thanks.”


      “S-Sure,” Samya replied, her face turning pink. She immediately whirled around. “All right, let’s get another one, Lucy!”


      “Arf!”


      I didn’t even have time to stop them as they darted away. When it comes to speed, no one can beat those two... Wait, maybe Helen and Krul can...


      “Why are they in such a rush?” I wondered, watching the two vanish into the underbrush.


      Lidy inexplicably let out a huge sigh. I turned back toward the metal still resting in the firebed. Perfect timing. In a few moments, the metal would be at the correct temperature, and that was good enough for me.


      “Guess I’ll get started,” I said.


      I readied myself to pull the metal out of the firebed, concentrating on the work ahead.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: Forging in the Wild


      I placed the red metal on top of the stone slab and began to hammer away. The symphony of the forest, mostly filled with the warbles of birds, now included the unmistakable metallic ringing of a hammer. Plenty of animals would flee from this harsh noise, barring a few curious creatures and beastfolk. They might even approach us. I hammered again and again, folding the metal over on itself to make it thicker. By the time the metal was half its original length, it had lost its glowing red color. It’s cooling down.


      But it’d been easier than expected to make the metal more compact. This is just the beginning, though. I’m not sure I can finish my work before sunset, and even with my cheats, I know that I’ll be cutting it close.


      “Sorry, but can I request more wind?” I asked Lidy. I had instructed her to stop momentarily, but I needed the firebed hotter.


      “Of course. I can do that.”


      I placed the greatsword, which was now dull gray with no sheen, onto the firebed once more. I covered it with a layer of those same-sized charcoal pieces. All the while, Lidy sent wind into the firebed. The glowing embers roared back to life, and the fire swallowed its surroundings whole, trying to ignite the still unlit, slumbering pieces of charcoal. It would take some time before this greatsword would be heated and glowing again. I told Lidy that I’d step away for a few minutes and turned to the rock that I’d used as my anvil.


      It had endured quite a bit of heat and impact, but there weren’t any major cracks—I could use it as my anvil again. The slab wasn’t unscathed, of course. There were a few small nicks; if I continued to strike that location, they could fracture and split the slab in two. I carefully observed the blemishes, and my cheats told me that this rock could be used for three more hammering sessions at best.


      I guess my smithing cheats kicked in since this is part of the process. If I were constantly worried about the rock breaking, the stress would prevent me from working well, so I was grateful to know how long I had before the stone cracked. Only three more times, huh... I turned to assess the other boulders. The one I just used will survive four smithing sessions. The other four boulders (including the one Krul and Rike would bring to me) are a little smaller, so I estimate that they’ll last for three apiece. Therefore, I can hammer away a total of sixteen times before I’ll need to request a new set of rocks. I think I can just barely make it work...but I’ll need to calculate my workflow carefully.


      Just as I turned back to the firebed, Latifa rushed up to me. I braced myself, worried that the tree monster had transformed again, but it seemed she was only providing periodic updates.


      “It’s still wriggling about, but that’s all,” she said.


      “Got it,” I replied. “I know the situation’s unstable, so I’m doing my best to get this done as fast as possible.”


      “Thank you. I’m sorry for all this trouble.”


      She bowed and quickly returned to keeping watch over the monster.




      “Eizo, you’ve got me curious about something. Even if we have to temporarily flee from the cabin, you do intend to return one day, don’t you?”


      The flames roared away and surrounded the coal on the greatsword as her voice reached my ears. “Got me curious”? I raised my face from the fire and turned to Lidy, surprised by her rather Nordic turn of phrase. Or maybe it just sounds that way to me, but where did she learn to talk like that...? Ah, Karen. She did stay at our cabin for a short while.


      “Well, yeah,” I replied. “I can only really forge here.”


      A good chunk of my work relied on magical energy. I didn’t really mind the idea of moving to a city or another forest, but that location needed to have as much magical energy as the Black Forest. However, according to others, such places were apparently very few and far between.


      “And if my other best bet’s the demon kingdom, then am I really going to leave...?” I muttered.


      “Fair enough,” Lidy replied with a giggle.


      The demon kingdom was known for having dense magical energy, but it was also rich with stagnant energy. Humans weren’t currently at odds with demons; other races apparently faced no cultural or systemic issues in the demon kingdom. Still, humans struggled to reside in the demon kingdom because stagnant magical energy was harmful to our bodies.


      Even if I moved there, I’d be unable to stay for long. The borders of the demon kingdom didn’t have as much stagnance, and I’d heard that there were some humans eking out an existence there, but I didn’t want to just survive—in this lifetime, I wanted to thrive at smithing. With that goal in mind, I had no reason to head to the demon kingdom.


      “Stagnant magical energy is harmful to humans,” Lidy reiterated. “You won’t be going anywhere else, will you?”


      She continued to use her magic and send air into the firebed. The fire roared loudly, almost drowning out the chirps of the birds, but the moment she spoke, it was as though everyone fell deathly silent, and the world screeched to a halt. Time seemed to stretch exponentially longer as her question hung in the air.


      “I won’t...” I said after a beat of hesitation. But before I could reassure Lidy that I definitely wouldn’t move away from the Black Forest, a different voice cut through the silence.


      “Boss! I’ve brought a rock!” Rike shouted.


      “Kulululululu!”


      The pair rushed over to me with gusto. For a moment, I questioned my own hesitation—why had I faltered when faced with Lidy’s question? But I quickly shooed that out of my mind and gave an energetic smile.


      “Thanks!” I said. “This one looks like it’ll be easy to use.”


      Rike’s keen eyes and Krul’s power had resulted in an incredible find. The boulder was massive, with plenty of surprisingly flat, smooth surfaces. It reminded me of my anvil back at the forge—I didn’t even have to hammer out any bumps. It couldn’t have been easy to find a perfect slab like this.


      “It took some time to find...” Rike admitted.


      “Kululu.”


      No wonder they were the slowest of the bunch to bring something back.


      “This is an excellent rock,” I reassured her. “I’ll probably use it when putting on the finishing touches.”


      I knew it wasn’t good to rely on my family too much, but I assumed that someone else would bring back another rock soon enough. Rike’s smooth rock could be saved for the detailed finishing work.


      “Rike, you can’t be beat when it comes to smithing,” Lidy said casually.


      Rike blushed, and Krul let out a happy cry. The awkward air between Lidy and me had dissipated into the air, and I decided to focus on the firebed once more. The metal had turned red again, though the surface temperature differed quite a bit from the core temperature. A sheet of metal (or even a whole sword) was thin enough that heat would be distributed evenly throughout, but this folded lump of steel was different—if the outside was hot but the inside was cold, I wouldn’t be able to hammer it as I pleased.


      I was already doing my best with what I had, but I needed to at least heat the metal enough so that I could shape it with ease. This would be a near impossible task for a regular smith, but I had my handy cheats. I wouldn’t call this an easy job, but I was able to be pretty precise...or so I hoped.


      Had this been in the middle of winter, the heat would’ve been welcome. But it was currently spring (nowhere near summer yet), and the heat of the fire was intense. Beads of sweat dripped from my brow.
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      “Sorry for making you do all this, Lidy,” I said.


      As I wiped at my forehead, I acknowledged that she’d been next to the firebed this whole time, sending wind to fan the flames. And though I’d tried to keep her a short distance away, it must’ve been sweltering for her too.


      Lidy shook her head. “It seems tougher for you, really. And...”


      “And?” I asked.


      “We’re doing this to protect the forest. As an elf, I cannot, in good conscience, turn a blind eye to this monster.”


      She smiled. Lidy wasn’t the type to bring up her elven heritage, so I realized that she had done so on purpose this time. I think she’s saying that I shouldn’t be too bothered about this whole mess. It felt crass of me to ask her, and if she didn’t want any more apologies from my end, then...


      “Thank you,” I said simply.


      “You’re very welcome.”


      I once again wiped sweat from my brow. The time has come. I wanted to use Helen and Anne’s slab again since it was so sturdy—this would help me form the shape of the metal a bit better. I could wait and imbue magical energy a little later in the process, but I definitely needed the axe shape completed as soon as possible. At this point, I should prioritize speed.


      Just then, my cheats told me that the metal was hot enough.


      “Okay, you can stop!” I said.


      “Got it!” Lidy replied.


      She cut off her spell, and I swiftly took the glowing red chunk of steel from the firebed; it was actually a bit too hot, but that was fine for this step. I placed it onto the stone and immediately got to hammering. Thanks to my cheats, I knew just how much power I needed, and my strikes were extremely precise.


      No other thought ran through my mind as I swung my hammer again and again, and atop the stone, the steel began to change form. I couldn’t waste even a second; I forged as quickly as possible. I was actually so wrapped up in my work that I lost sight of my surroundings.


      Later on, Latifa would recall the atmosphere of my work: “I kept hearing deafening clangs that filled the air. The noise was rather surprising.”


      I worried that I’d negatively influenced Lidy with my antics. Regardless, I had tunnel vision as I worked and was utterly ignorant of the scenery around me. I just furiously hammered away on the steel, quickly transforming the greatsword into a splendid axe.


      All right, it’s looking good. This metal will be born anew.


      The axe was still rough, but it was now identifiable. And though I was energized and ready to hammer, the metal had cooled down, so I needed to place it in the firebed again. I asked Lidy to heat up the charcoal again.


      “If you get tired, let me know,” I told her once more. “I’ll take over.”


      She shrugged. “This is easy enough for me. The forest has so much energy that I barely have to use any of my own to maintain the spell. I think I’ll get hungry or sleepy first.”


      “Fair. There’s nothing you can do about that, right?”


      I’d once asked Lidy if there were any spells that temporarily suppressed drowsiness or hunger, just in case I had to pull an all-nighter for a job or something. She’d said that she couldn’t think of anything like that. (Though maybe she just didn’t wish to teach me because if I mastered it, I might abuse the spell... But that was neither here nor there.)


      In any case, I added more charcoal, and the flames roared away. I checked up on the vaguely axe-shaped chunk of steel.


      According to my cheats, I’d placed it into the firebed just as it was getting a bit too cool for me to shape. In other words, it’d heat up in no time, allowing me to hammer away again. This was, by far, the most efficient way of forging. Still, it took time for fire to heat up metal, and as I stared at it slowly growing red-hot, my mind started to fill with useless thoughts.


      What could I have done better? I’d brought knives along on this trip but not an axe. I’d felt like we wouldn’t need to use one while on the run, and an axe was heavy—it’d seemed like unnecessary weight. But when I reconsidered, I realized that our axes could slice through wood like butter. Sure, our other weapons might be capable of doing that to a degree, but for moments where we had to fell something huge, an axe was the most ideal weapon to have.


      During the next practice run, or if we have to flee for real, I’ll bring the axe with me. Now then... Is this hot enough? I took the metal from the fire, placed it on the stone, and hammered. I then repeated this process once more. Hey, this axe is looking pretty decent. But of course, I was nowhere near done.


      That’s four times I’ve used this rock. I wonder how many hammering sessions are needed to finish up...


      As I raised the axe into the air to examine it, I heard an unmistakable crack. It was a small noise, but one I couldn’t miss. I instantly shoved the steel onto the firebed and asked Lidy to provide more wind. I then whipped back around to check on the slab that Helen and Anne had fetched for me.


      There were now many small cracks running throughout the rock. No surprise there—I’d placed a piece of scorching metal on top of it and hammered like hell. And I’d used my cheats, to boot. Rocks could only take so much abuse. And if it could endure all of that without issue, I would’ve dragged it back to my forge to use as my anvil. However, these cracks seemed like final proverbial nails in this stone’s coffin. As I looked closer, I spotted a large zigzagging crevice, shaped like a lightning bolt, that traveled across the stone’s surface. It hadn’t fractured completely through the rock, but I reckoned that one more strike from my hammer would cleanly split the stone in two.


      But that didn’t mean the rock was now useless. The slab was so big that even if it split, it could be used for small, detailed work. It couldn’t be used much, but it was better than nothing. With a loud “oomph,” I rolled the cracked rock away and then heaved Samya and Lucy’s rock toward the firebed.


      “Is the other one ruined?” Lidy asked as I returned to the firebed.


      “It’s cracked,” I replied. “I might still be able to use it, but not for general shaping. Luckily, I’ve still got more rocks, and my wonderful family is still out searching for more. I think we’ll be able to finish this axe.”


      I glanced away from the metal and locked eyes with Lidy. She appeared visibly relieved. Though she wouldn’t share the same fate as the forest itself if the monster started to rampage, she wanted to prevent any disruption to her place of peace. Saving the forest was no laughing matter to her. She’d joked that as an elf, she couldn’t turn a blind eye, but there was undoubtedly a nugget of truth to that.


      “Work itself is going smoothly, and if that monster stays put, we should be able to make it,” I said.


      “Right,” Lidy replied.


      We exchanged a nod, and I got back to work. Just as the metal was getting hot enough, I heard some chattering in the distance. Judging from the noise and the number of people, this wasn’t just one team.


      “Did they all return together?” I wondered.


      “So it seems.”


      Eight shadows emerged from the gloom, and as we guessed, they all came back as one big group.


      “You guys are all here,” I called out as I got a better look at them.


      Samya, at the front, waved. “Yeah, we all managed to find a rock at the same time, so we decided to walk back together.”


      “Hey, it’s looking pretty crazy on your end!” Helen shouted. She’d noticed that I’d rolled their stone to the side earlier.


      “Wow! You worked so hard that you managed to crack that slab! And in such a short time!” Rike’s eyes twinkled.


      “I did. And I think we’ve got enough rocks now, so we can free you guys up to do something else.”


      Diana’s shoulders slumped. “We only got one...”


      “The people around you are just too good at this,” Anne said, trying to cheer everyone up. “I barely did anything, frankly. C’mon, Maribel. No need to be so down.”


      I feel like if I say something right now, it’d only have the opposite effect. I’ll leave team spirit to the princess.


      “How about I split you guys into teams again?” I asked.


      “Teams?” Diana repeated quizzically.


      I nodded. “Yup. We’ve got enough boulders, so I want you guys to do something else.”


      Seven rocks was plenty—well, technically six, since I cracked the first one, though that slab was still usable. I needed my family for another role.


      I explained what I wanted, and Samya responded, “Got it.” I wasn’t sure whether she actually understood what I was getting at, but as long as she knew that we would do something other than hunt for rocks, that was good enough.


      I glanced around. “Since Latifa’s watching the monster all by herself right now, I want some of you to help her. First up should be Helen, since she can jump to action if needed, but it would be nice to have a few others stationed there too.”


      “Hey, then can I nominate Samya, Lucy, and Hayate?” Helen asked. “Samya and Lucy have keen noses, and Hayate’s eyesight is great for this kinda situation. Plus, we’ll need speed if we have to call for help.”


      I glanced at Samya, who nodded. Lucy gave an energetic bark.


      “Okay, then I’ll leave that to you,” I said.


      “Great!” Helen replied.


      She, Samya, and Lucy rushed toward the monster like powerful gusts of wind, with Hayate flying close behind.


      “Rike, I need you to help me,” I said, and the dwarf’s eyes shone brightly.


      “What about me?” Maribel asked, tilting her head.


      Normally, I would’ve wanted her help too. She was a spirit who could wield pure fire magic, and whether used for heating or shaping, her power would give me a huge advantage. That being said, I wanted to see how far I could go by myself. I didn’t have many, for lack of a better word, opportunities to test out my skills like this.


      “Maribel, can you join Diana, Anne, and Krul instead?” I asked. “We’ll need to build a fire so we can cook some food for everyone.”


      I didn’t plan on setting out today after we defeated the monster. I wanted to rest for the night and continue our trip tomorrow. And since fire was needed for cooking anyway, Maribel was perfect for that.


      “I’m counting on you,” Diana said with a smile.


      Maribel pounded her chest. “I’ll do my best!”


      “This almost feels like we’re having a normal day at the forge...” I murmured. Nothing about our dynamic had really changed, except that the women were in charge of making meals today.


      “Is this yet another branch of Forge Eizo?” Anne asked with a chuckle.


      “Something like that, yeah.” I smiled. “It might be temporary, but if we can do something like this on the fly, then, well, I couldn’t wish for more.”


      “Yeah.” Anne’s eyes softened. “That sounds wonderful.”


      By the time we all split into teams, the firebed—hot thanks to Lidy’s efforts—had heated up the metal nicely.


      “It’s time,” I announced.


      “Boss, I can hammer in time with you!” Rike exclaimed with a proud huff.


      I could make a decent item by myself, but a helper really aided this process. “That would be a great help.”


      Lidy stopped the wind and took a short break as I placed the metal onto the fresh boulder and hammered away. Every one of my strikes sent a signal to Rike. Usually, she used a larger hammer, but this time, we only had a small one—the sharp clangs of both our hammers would always fill the forge, but in this forest, the noises were more like dull thuds alongside sharp clinks. These sounds seemed to pierce the trees around us.


      Rike was good. She precisely observed each sound and movement I made, then hammered in a perfect response, exactly where I needed her. We were now working at roughly double the speed I’d been able to keep when working alone. Rike, who had improved by leaps and bounds, could easily keep up.


      Soon, the metal formed the shape I desired.


      We managed to hammer it quite a bit before it cooled. However, since both Rike and I were working, the stone slab suffered twice as much. When I placed the cooled metal back into the firebed and asked Lidy to use her wind magic once more, I checked the condition of the rock.


      “It might be done for after one more session,” I observed.


      My cheats told me that the rock had weakened considerably—one more hammering session, and it’d crack, just like Helen and Anne’s rock. Luckily, the shape of the axe was practically set, and I was confident that I could finish up with that step before the rock broke. Then, I could focus on the details. That kind of work required gentler hammering, so the stone wouldn’t have to suffer as much either. Maybe I won’t even have to touch the second rocks everyone brought.


      “It feels a lot different than I expected,” Rike muttered.


      “Yeah, we work on a slab of metal, not stone,” I agreed. “But you seemed able to handle yourself pretty well.”


      She let out a small exhale as I tilted my head to one side. Rike worked well, as she normally did—that was due, in no small part, to her talent.


      “I had to give it everything I’ve got to keep up,” she admitted. “But this is a great experience. It’s not often I get such an opportunity, so I’m grateful.” She wiped the sweat from her brow.


      So this unexpected incident had made her test her limits. I felt a little bad for putting her on the spot, but if she felt that this was a good experience, then I couldn’t have wished for more.


      “It’s coming along like usual, but the sensation when hammering is so different,” I said. “It’s hard to get used to.”


      “Exactly,” Rike agreed. “But I think I’ve gotten a lot better at focusing my strikes—I want the power of my hammer to travel only to the metal.”


      She’d managed to get the hang of it in such a short amount of time. Was it thanks to her dwarven blood? Or to her natural talents and hard work? Probably a mix of both.


      “That’s amazing.”


      “Oh no, I still don’t hold a candle to you, Boss,” she countered. “You’re working as well as you always do in the forge.”


      As we watched the bit of metal grow hot again, we chatted away about our smithing. And once it was hot enough to work with, we pulled it out. The two of us worked together to shape the axe. Though a bit muffled, loud hammering reverberated in the Black Forest.


      As the last strike rang out, I examined our axe. It was precisely shaped, and though it wasn’t even sharp yet, I had a feeling that it could sink deeply into a tree if we wanted it to.


      However, it wouldn’t be able to slice a huge trunk cleanly in two. If the opponent were tough yet brittle, I might’ve been able to slam this axe against it and break through the tough outer layer, but unfortunately for us, trees were pretty soft and flexible. If beating it up was all that was needed, Rike and I could’ve clobbered the monster with our hammers.


      I placed the axe under the dappled sunlight that trickled through the trees.


      “How does it look?” I asked.


      “Splendid!” Rike cheered. “I can hardly believe that you made this with so few supplies in the middle of a forest!”


      She looked positively elated. If it’s to her liking, then that’s good enough for me.


      “All right, then it’s time for some quenching and tempering,” I said. “And then we can sharpen the blade.”


      “Okay!” Rike cried out.


      We nodded and gave the resting Lidy our signal. Just as we were about to use the firebed for the final time, Diana’s voice rang out.


      “Food’s ready!”


      I could tell from the sunlight that it was well past noon.


      “Ah, already?” I asked. “I guess we’ve worked quite a bit. Time slipped away from us.”


      Rike nodded. “I still think we can finish before sunset.”


      “Yeah.”


      The rest of the process wasn’t too difficult or complicated. Sure, I would need to have a keen eye during the tempering phase, but after that, I just had to craft a simple hilt. Easy enough. My cheats’ll make short work of it.


      I placed the axe to the side and stood up. “Let’s eat first. We can’t fight on an empty stomach, can we?”


      Lidy, who had stopped when she’d heard Diana, giggled and approached me. “Is that an adage from the Nordic region?”


      “You could say that,” I replied with a grin.


      Rike let out a laugh too. “That’s a very profound statement. I quite like it.”


      “Yup. Me too.”


      The three of us cracked up. I noticed that Anne had gone over to check on the team watching over the monster—she called them over to eat as well.


      “Let’s grab some grub,” I said.


      Rike and Lidy agreed.


      As I approached Diana, I stopped in my tracks. “Now that I think about it, isn’t it extremely insolent to ask the daughter of a count and an imperial princess to make a meal for us?”


      “Huh?” Rike asked, her eyes wide. “It’s a bit too late to worry about stuff like that, I think.”


      I gazed up at the sky. “Well, I usually make the food, so I haven’t thought much about it. But they’ve already helped us renovate the cabin, so I guess asking them to cook isn’t really an issue. And besides...”


      “Besides?”


      “Anne said that this was like Forge Eizo’s branch forge. If so, it makes more sense to act like we usually do.”


      “Exactly!”


      Rike pounded her chest, and I patted her shoulder as I headed to the table where Diana was waiting for us—this was our first meal in the branch forge.




      I quickly washed my hands using the water we’d brought along, and everyone else soon came over to eat—aside from Samya, who’d said she’d keep watching the tree. Even Latifa agreed to eat with us. At first, she’d declined respectfully, but when we’d insisted, she’d given in.


      “I’ll...have a bite,” she’d said.


      As Diana and Anne served us lunch, I placed my hands together. “Itadakimasu!”


      Everyone followed suit, though Latifa, a bit confused, joined in a beat late. “U-Uh... I-Itadakimasu?”


      And so, lunch began, a bit different from normal.


      “This is delicious,” I said.


      The daughter of the count and the imperial princess had made us a splendid meal: a hearty soup made from dried meat and vegetables. They didn’t mistake the sugar for salt, nor did they burn anything. They’d added their own flair to their cooking—it was warm and filling.


      “Really?” Diana asked worriedly.


      I nodded. “Yeah. This is great.”


      “Thank goodness!”


      Diana looked genuinely relieved, and Anne smiled beside her.


      “Diana was mostly in charge of the flavor,” Anne said.


      “I tasted it, but I still wasn’t confident,” Diana admitted.


      “Hey, be more proud,” I told her. “This is good. Right, guys?”


      Everyone nodded, and Diana looked relieved.


      Latifa, for her part, carefully chewed her food and swallowed her mouthful. “Amazing! This is tasty!” A bright smile spread across her face, and we all smiled back.


      “Do you normally eat meals?” I asked.


      “No, not really,” Latifa said in her laid-back tone. “Like the fairies, I normally don’t require anything to eat. But I can if I want to, and I can enjoy the taste of food.”


      Fairies maintained their bodies by absorbing magical energy; eating was never a requirement. But even they would partake in a meal every now and then, sometimes out of curiosity, and food did provide a source of nutrition for them.


      Maribel, a fire spirit, was the same. As long as she had magical energy, she could persist, but she could also eat if she wished, and she generally joined us for meals.


      “How’s the monster looking?” I asked as I sipped my soup.


      Since neither Samya nor Helen had come to fetch me earlier, I doubted that anything serious had happened over the last few hours. Still, I was curious.


      “It’s still wriggling around,” Latifa reported. “I do think its vines or appendages or whatever have become thicker, though.”


      “Is that...okay?” I asked.


      She slowly nodded. “I think so. I can’t be a hundred percent certain, but...”


      “Then it looks like we’ll be able to finish that axe in time.”


      “I think you’re good,” Helen added. “No one’s familiar with this kind of monster, so it might be able to surprise us, but for right now, it isn’t trying to intimidate us.”


      “So even though it’s been docile up to this point, we can’t just sit back and take our sweet time,” I concluded.


      “The sooner the better. But we still need to eat. I mean, we’ve got stuff to worry about after slaying it, don’t we?” With that, she shoveled the rest of her food into her mouth. “And gochisosama.”


      Helen stood up to bring Samya her lunch. Lucy and Hayate (who’d received unseasoned stewed meat) chased after her like gusts of wind.


      “Oh, I’ll go too!” Latifa stood and hastily gave chase.


      Once we’d all finished eating, Diana and Anne told us to leave the bowls—they’d clean up. I decided to take them up on the kind offer.


      “Shall we get back to work too?” I asked Rike and Lidy.


      “Sounds good.”


      Our stomachs were full; our energy reserves had been refueled. We were once again ready to rumble.


      The axe was already in decent shape. After quenching and tempering, I’d make slight adjustments before starting the sharpening. And with that, the metal part of the axe would be basically done.


      Rike placed charcoal into the firebed to begin the quenching process. Lidy and I channeled wind. My gust of wind was unstable and much weaker than hers, but it was better than nothing. I did my best to keep up with her. The firebed, which was silently sleeping, slowly roared back to life as flames danced around on the charcoal, eager to heat up the metal.


      “I’ll leave the rest to you,” I said to Lidy.


      “Sure thing,” she replied.


      Rike and I observed the axe in the firebed. It slowly became red, but it still wasn’t hot enough for quenching. My cheats told me as much.


      “Hup!” Rike said as she hefted a barrel of water. There was a small splash as it landed on the ground. “What do you think?” she asked.


      “The barrel should be large,” I replied.


      The axe was longer than a shortsword but shorter than a longsword; that meant this barrel was indeed tall enough to accommodate submerging the entire axe. Had this been a longsword, it would’ve been awkward to quench. I recalled that when I forged the greatsword for Anne, I’d desperately splashed the hot metal with water. We don’t have any container that can submerge anything that long...


      Samya mentioned that there were springs everywhere around here that we could use to refill our barrels, so I likely could’ve gotten away with just splashing a ton of water onto the axe. But that method wasted our water way more than just dunking the axe into the barrel—and what if we hit a dry patch of land along our journey and had no place to refill our water? I felt it was wise to conserve where I could.


      As the fire grew hotter, the axe began to change color. Usually, we’d need to detect minute changes in the metal’s hue—if we’d been forging in the middle of the night, I would’ve extinguished most light sources to get a better look. But my cheats and Rike’s dwarven abilities allowed us to gauge the right temperature, even in the middle of the day.


      “Okay...now!” I said.


      “I think that’s perfect!” Rike exclaimed.


      I grabbed my tongs, yanked the axe out of the firebed, and plunged it into the barrel of water. A loud sizzle rose in the air, and I could feel the vibrations of the axe cooling through the tongs. This doesn’t feel like a sword one at all, does it? I could instantly tell that the metal was growing tougher, which meant that this step had been a success.


      After waiting a while, I returned the axe into the firebed. Quenching had strengthened the axe, yes, but it had also made it more brittle. By heating it back up and slowly cooling it, the axe would retain its toughness but also become more flexible and less prone to breakage. I didn’t want this axe to shatter after one hit—that would be a pretty useless axe. It had to be tough.


      The axe grew hot again, and once it reached the desired temperature, I took it out of the firebed once more. The coal on the surface of the metal fell back into the firebed, making small, metallic clings every time it slid off the axe head.


      “What do you think?” I asked.


      Rike examined it. “Looks good to me.”


      Finally, I placed it onto the smooth stone that Rike and Krul had fetched for me. Even with all my cheats, I couldn’t stop the axe from warping during the heating and cooling process. This was where I could fix that. I waited a beat for the axe to cool just slightly, then carefully hammered away. The axe, which had possessed a slight curve, got straighter with every swing.


      “Now for our next step.”


      “Right, Boss!”


      Rike didn’t talk much, mostly because she was focused on my work. When she’d first started as my apprentice, she’d mostly just stood back and watched me work, learning what she could about my methods. But recently, she’d started to observe each weapon herself, checking for issues she could identify. She really is growing in skill by the day.


      “Thank you too, Lidy,” I said. “You helped me a ton.”


      Lidy waved a hand. “Oh, I don’t mind. I can offer this sort of help anytime.”


      Since I no longer needed any fire, Lidy’s job was done. I told her to rest a while. Rike and I, meanwhile, moved on to sharpening and polishing the blade. Our goal was to ensure that this axe could hack trees down; we didn’t want it to slice through things like a sword. Sure, we could make the edge razor-sharp, enough that it could shear through paper, but that was clearly not needed here. It was more important that the axe was robust and adequately sharp. I’d brought a whetstone along in case we needed to sharpen any of our weapons, and this was what we used to hone the axe’s dull edge.


      Once I was done sharpening, I just needed to add a handle to the axe-head. Luckily, I was surrounded by branches. Normally, dry wood was best for the role of a hilt, but we didn’t have that luxury. I chose a relatively thick branch, then sliced it off the tree with my knife, whittled down the surface until it was smooth, and wrapped a leather cord around the length to create a decent grip. I then cut a groove into the end of the handle so I could attach the axe-head. The strongest and most stable axes had handles that slotted entirely through the axe-head and protruded from the top, but this was a rush job in a makeshift forge, so we couldn’t be so picky. For now, our only priority was to forge an axe strong enough to beat that monster.


      At the other end of the handle from the axe-head, I attached a rope so that the axe could hang from someone’s shoulder. I tied the rope tightly and made sure that it didn’t wiggle before quietly turning to Rike.


      “It’s done.”


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5: Monsterjack


      I held the newly minted axe with both hands and tried a swing. The axe was heavy in my hands and felt quite substantial. Obviously, I wanted the end with the axe-head to be heavier—that would amplify the centrifugal force with every swing and make the blade bite deeper. The whole thing was pretty huge.


      Short axes weren’t as effective as longer ones, but this one was maybe a bit too long—it looked unbalanced. To be fair, I didn’t have the time or the supplies to change the axe at this point, so I’d just have to worry about that later. I could add a counterweight to the hilt when I get home so that the axe is more comfortable to wield...but that’s a task for another day.


      “Okay, let’s do this,” I said.


      Like a pro baseball player, I did some more test swings in the air. I didn’t want to swing too hard out of fear that I’d get muscle cramps. I held back, but a low vwum still echoed through the forest as the axe sliced through air. Before every swing, my body leaned into the axe because of its sheer weight, but it never caused me to lose my balance. I could still take precise swings.


      “How is it?” I asked Rike, who was watching me like an umpire.


      “I think you’re able to wield it well,” she replied. “But whoever’s swinging this axe will have to use a lot of power to get it moving. You don’t have an issue because you’re strong enough.”


      “But maybe Lidy, for example, would struggle to use this.”


      “Exactly. And I doubt I could use it either.”


      Lidy nodded from where she was resting.


      Okay, so now the issue is whether this can be wielded at all. Lidy was by no means weak. If she were, she’d struggle to tend the garden, and she’d certainly be unable to pull back a bowstring. If she weren’t strong enough to wield the axe, I suspected that Diana would struggle too, though she was quite powerful. Those two ladies are off of the lumberjack—monsterjack?—team.


      “All right, it’s time for a team meeting,” I announced. “We need to figure out how to take down that tree. Can I ask you guys to gather everyone?”


      Rike and Lidy nodded. As I watched them leave, I rolled my shoulders around; it seemed that swinging the axe had taken a toll on my body, even though I’d been so careful. Everyone aside from Latifa came over—she apparently wished to keep watch over the monster.


      “Hey, looks good,” Helen said.


      “It’s a rush job,” I replied with a strained smile. “This thing’s a bit too rustic and crude to be one of our products.”


      Helen lifted the axe into the air with no issues at all. I could see fresh hammer marks on the metal clear as day, so I did eventually want to polish it. And maybe add some decorations. That would make it look more like a proper Forge Eizo creation.


      “Now then, let’s come up with a plan,” I said.


      Helen lowered the axe and set it onto the ground. “Sounds good.”


      I’m not even a little surprised that she can lift it without breaking a sweat.


      Both of us rushed over to where everyone was gathering.


      “How’s the monster?” I asked.


      “Still wriggling,” Samya said with a shrug. “That thing shows no signs of growing or moving from the spot, but it creeps me out.”


      “Does it look dangerous?”


      “No clue. Honestly, anything could happen.” She shook her head with resignation.


      I glanced around at the rest of our family. “Maybe we should hurry. I want to fight with a small but honed group. We’ve got a little space around that thing to work with, but it’ll still be cramped. We only have a few weapons that’ll be effective against it.”


      Helen raised her hand. “Blades honed for slicing will work best.”


      “So me, Diana, and Helen,” I muttered with crossed arms.


      Helen nodded. “And I think Anne should be in charge of the axe.”


      “Me?” Anne asked, wide-eyed and pointing at herself.


      “Yep,” replied Helen. “Eizo, Diana, and I will take care of the wriggling stuff. And we can follow through on your attack if need be. While we get rid of those appendages, I want you to rush in and swing that axe.” She counted down with her fingers. “After me, the ones with the most strength are Samya, you, and Eizo. And, Anne, you’re the most experienced with wielding a hefty weapon.”


      “I see...” Anne fell silent for a few moments, pondering, before she nodded. “Okay. I’ll do it.”


      I noticed a fiery resolve flickering in her eyes.


      “Don’t worry,” Helen reassured her. “We’re here to support you. Let’s get this over with and call it a day.”


      We all nodded. And so, our monster subjugation team was set.


      “Kululu.”


      “Arf! Arf!”


      “Kree!”


      “Good luck!” Maribel shouted.


      My daughters acted as our cheerleaders; Samya, Rike, and Lidy waved us off. Diana, Helen, Anne, and I were going to defeat that tree. We quickly went over our battle plan one last time.


      Helen, who stood at the head of our group, turned around to face us. “I don’t know how those wriggling things will move, but I’ll be at the front. Eizo, if I let any slip past me, I want you to handle them. And, Diana, if he misses any, it’s up to you.”


      “I just need to stand in the back and swing this at the trunk, right?” Anne asked, holding the axe in her hands.


      Helen nodded. “Just focus on swinging with all your might. Worry only about hitting your target. The rest...well, let’s just hope that Eizo’s axe is up to snuff.”


      She glanced at me, and I shrugged. “Hey, I can guarantee you quality.”


      It’d been swiftly made in a temporary forge, but I hadn’t held back. Though it might not have been a fully custom model, it was pretty darn close. The blade could cut down any normal tree effortlessly. The issue was...


      “If the monster’s incredibly tough, you might need to take two or three swings,” I said.


      Anne and Helen nodded. This axe could fell any regular tree in one swing, but we were up against a monster. It was safe to assume that the wood might be much tougher than expected.


      “Well, if that happens, we make do,” Helen said. “We’ll make sure that you can get a few good licks in, Anne.”


      “Yeah,” Diana said with a nod.


      She was my backup, but that also meant that if Helen and I missed any appendages, she’d be our final line of defense—the one who would need to take care of it all. But if Diana didn’t have the skill, Helen wouldn’t have trusted her with this important post. Diana must’ve known that, of course, but the knowledge that her efforts might directly impact the outcome was enough to cause some tension in the air. She clenched her fists, her knuckles turning whiter than usual.


      “We just need to fight like usual,” I said. “That’s how we’ve done it so far, right?”


      I had no basis for my claims, but what else could I say? It’d only been a year since I’d arrived in this world, but we’d worked hard to make it to this moment.


      “Yeah. I’ll do my best.” Diana clenched her fist with gusto, and the rest of us chuckled at her energy.




      When we reached the tree monster, I could hardly believe my eyes.


      “What the...?” I muttered.


      As we stood there for a few seconds in stunned silence, Latifa rushed over to us.


      “Everyone! Um! Uh!” she cried out.


      She struggled to speak, but we didn’t need her to explain what we were looking at. I mean, it was right before our eyes.


      “Uh, I thought there were only two appendages,” I said.


      Helen slowly nodded. “Yup. Until moments ago, there were only two.”


      The wriggling vines of the tree monster had multiplied. There were six now, writhing in the air ominously.


      “Hm, what do we do...?” Helen muttered.


      We calmed Latifa down, and our resident mercenary expertly twirled her blades around as she faced the six vines, lost in pensive thought. She was likely warming herself up—she did this often during practice as well.


      “I hope no more vines grow,” I remarked, stretching out my legs.


      I would hate to jump around too much and pull a muscle in my leg...


      “At least the monster hasn’t moved from this spot yet,” Diana pointed out.


      “Yeah,” Anne agreed. “If this thing starts moving, it might just be out of our hands.”


      I wasn’t sure if it was because they both had a noble pedigree, but sometimes, they were like sisters.


      “All right, I’ll take on three,” Helen said. “Eizo, you get two.”


      “Got it,” I replied.


      “And, Diana, tackle the remaining one.”


      “Okay.”


      “And if something happens when we chop them off...” Helen paused and twirled her blades in her hands. “We’ll worry about that if it happens.”


      When she flashed her fearless grin, we could only give forced smiles in return.


      “And as soon as the vines have been hacked away and shortened, it’ll be time for Anne to rush in,” Helen added. “Smack that axe right in the center.”


      “Noted,” Anne said, hefting the heavy axe atop her shoulder.


      She didn’t at all seem like a dainty princess—it was all the more intimidating when an incredible beauty like her acted menacing. Now’s not the time to worry about that, though.


      “Now that we’re all on the same page...” Helen said, readying her blades in the air. With a gentle swish, I unsheathed Diaphanous Ice, and Diana did the same with her sword. “Let’s do this!”


      That was our cue. At once, we all rushed toward the tree. Until now, we’d been out of range, but the moment we entered the monster’s space, the tendrils lashed out at us. Anne was a step behind us with her axe, and as front liners, the rest of us took the brunt of the monster’s attack. It aimed two vines at each of us; perhaps it was the cautious type.


      Honestly, this monster creeped me out to no end. I ignored my goose bumps and rushed at the two vines aiming for me. The monster was fast as it tried to strike me with its appendages. I much prefer that to being wrapped and restrained by them if I miss. That would look bad...in more ways than one.


      “Hmph,” I grunted.


      The reflexes the Watchdog had bestowed upon my body did their work well—I sliced off a tendril in one clean motion. I noticed that Helen had chopped two off in a flash, and Diana was busy slicing one of her two tendrils as well. The Lightning Strike truly was a fitting sobriquet for Helen, and as always, I was awed by her speed. Diana also displayed immaculate swordsmanship skills as she neatly sliced off a vine. I feel like she could’ve handled two.


      Suddenly, three vines darted toward her at great speed.


      “What the...?!” I cried.


      Right before my eyes, the monster’s vines had multiplied. Despite my optimism and hope that we’d handle this thing quickly, it seems it’d had a backup plan. Helen and I hastily tried to handle any vines that got within striking distance, but then we noticed it.


      The tendrils couldn’t even touch Diana.


      She breathed steadily and whirled around, slicing the vines to ribbons. The Rose of the Duel Grounds hadn’t received her title just because she was a noblewoman. It seemed Diana could handle even more than this all by herself.


      That was when I noticed a glint of cold steel. Anne had rushed in. The severed tendrils were still wriggling about, but they had weakened considerably. The imperial princess charged in like a truck, her axe raised high in the air. She heaved her axe down upon the tree monster, which almost seemed to be glaring nefariously at us.


      Clang! A clear sound reverberated throughout the Black Forest, but the monster seemed unharmed.


      “Come on...” I prayed.


      I sliced off more wriggling tendrils, vehemently hoping that things would work out as they always did. This plan had certainly seemed like it would, but I couldn’t relax until I saw the results. There was a loud shwump, like something had picked itself up and started to move, and my heart nearly leaped out of my chest. The tree monster slowly slid backward, away from the axe, hoping to flee from Anne’s power.


      “How could it...?” Latifa murmured.


      Her voice was small, but her shock was apparent. My family had felt the same thing mere moments ago. I shook my head free of such needless thoughts and observed the tree. Anne was still busy swinging. She had changed her grip so she could swing up—in a diagonal trajectory—instead of heaving the axe down from above her head.
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      The slow-moving tree monster couldn’t flee from her attacks. After several swings that bit deep into the wood, the massive trunk was unmoored, and it started to tip. At first, the monster’s fall was gradual, but it soon picked up speed until finally, the tree monster crashed onto the ground with a deafening thud.


      In a flash, Helen started slicing away weakened tendrils. “This is where the problem starts.”


      I’d figured that the monster would die once it was chopped down, but I didn’t exactly know much about monster biology. I wouldn’t be too surprised if we had to mince this monster into finer and finer pieces until it died. We took a minute to carefully observe the vines, all the while making sure the monster didn’t try anything funny. Anne raised the axe in the air once more.


      The battle probably hadn’t taken very long, but it felt like a few hours had passed. After much hacking, slicing, and chopping, the tree itself stopped moving, and the once-energetic vines barely wriggled at all. The sounds of our haggard breathing mixed with the peaceful chirps of birds in the distance. I mean... I think we beat it, right? But unlike goblins and trolls that vanished into the ether when they died, a monster that wasn’t made of pure magical energy—one that had been alive before being transformed into a beast—would leave a body behind. Obviously, this monster had originally been a tree, and those didn’t move, so I couldn’t tell if it’d been completely defeated. What signs should I even look for?


      “Uh, maybe we should call Latifa,” I suggested.


      “Yeah,” Helen agreed.


      Luckily for us, we had a tree spirit on our side. Surely, she would know if the monster was still alive or not. She was the one who’d made this request to us anyway, so I needed her to make sure that her order had been fulfilled to her satisfaction.


      “I’m sorry to drag you close to the battleground, but could you please check and see whether the monster is still alive?” I asked.


      “O-Okay!” Latifa replied.


      She gingerly approached the fallen tree, and we followed her, our weapons at the ready so that we could defend her if needed. Helen had actually sheathed her blades so that she could be ready to grab Latifa and haul her to safety if needed.


      Latifa craned her neck this way and that, peering above the tree, then under, carefully observing every inch of the monster.


      “Ah!” she exclaimed loudly.


      Latifa had been soft-spoken until now, so her unusually loud cry made us brandish our weapons, but she immediately waved her hands in front of her face.


      “Oh, n-no! I’m sorry!” she said. “You guys did it! You defeated the monster! It’s just a tree now!”


      Our family exchanged a glance, then high fives of victory. For a few moments, we celebrated our moment of triumph, but Helen once again unsheathed her blades, and my Diaphanous Ice was still at the ready. The monster itself may have been dead, but the vines were still present and wriggling about ever so slightly.


      “These vines aren’t actually the monster’s real body, right?” I wondered.


      Helen, who stood in front of me, jolted. “Heh, c’mon, that’s not funny.”


      She didn’t face me, but I saw a strained, awkward smile flash across her face; despite her tone, perhaps she’d had the same thought as me. As we stared at the vines, they twitched one last time before ceasing any sign of movement.


      “Be careful,” I warned.


      “I know,” Helen said.


      She approached and poked a lifeless vine with the tip of her sword; the tendril didn’t move.


      “Do you sense any magical energy in them?” I asked Latifa.


      She gasped, snapping out of her daze as she stared at the vines. “Hmm, I think you guys did it, but...” Her face became grim.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      From a little ways away, Samya called out, “Is it dead?” Probably lured by our victorious cries, she approached us with Lucy, Krul, Hayate, Maribel, Rike, and Lidy in tow.


      “The magical energy still lingers...” Latifa murmured. “We’ll probably have to clean that up.”


      “Hmm...” I muttered, placing a hand on my chin.


      The monster itself was gone, but the vines still stubbornly persisted. Since they’d been feeding off a tree that’d turned into a monster, they were also filled with magical energy, and we’d seen with our own eyes how they could multiply rapidly. Even the ones we’d hacked away could regenerate in time.


      “I think this is where we’ll need the help of fire,” I said. “That’s okay, right?”


      Latifa nodded eagerly.


      Good. “Now then, how shall we burn this thing?”


      Green wood was hard enough to burn, and this was an entire tree that had once been a monster—I wasn’t sure how easily it would go up in flames. Should I test it out once? But what if something happens while we’re burning it?


      “Maribel,” I called out.


      “Yeah?”


      “You think you can burn that thing?”


      Maybe normal fire wouldn’t work, but I had a more powerful, magical fire on my side—Maribel. Surely, she’d do the trick. I felt a little apologetic for relying on her so much, but I tried to hide it.


      “Of course,” Maribel replied.


      “Then could I ask you to help me?” I inquired. “I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot of work, but Helen and I will make sure you’re safe.”


      “Okay!”


      Maribel smiled brightly as she approached the weakly writhing vines. Helen and I followed, our weapons drawn.


      “Hiyah!” Maribel cried.


      She waved her hands at the vines, and they instantly burst into flames. Normal fire couldn’t burn like that; Maribel’s was powerful enough to turn the tendrils to cinders within seconds.


      “What do you think?” she asked.


      I gave her a thumbs-up. “Perfect.”


      Maribel beamed proudly and began to burn up all the vines.


      “And that’s the last one,” I said as Maribel lit up the final vine on fire, leaving behind nothing but ash. I turned to Latifa. “Can you still detect magic?”


      Latifa strained her eyes, scrutinizing the tree and vines, then shook her head vigorously. “Nope! I can’t sense any magic!”


      A cheer rose among the boughs of the Black Forest. I glanced around, checking to see if there was anything else suspicious, before my eyes landed back onto the fallen tree.


      “What do we do about this?” I asked Latifa.


      She shrank back, looking sheepish. “While I’m not sure if any more problems can arise within this tree, I don’t think we should leave the vessel of a former monster in the spot where it was corrupted. I think it’s best if we chop it up...”


      “Got it.”


      Until now, I’d never defeated a creature that turned into a monster. Actually, the black bear might’ve been one, but honestly, I wasn’t sure. The other monsters I’d faced had been born from pure magical energy, and they hadn’t possessed physical bodies. These pure monsters dispersed into the air when they died, so there was no need to worry about a corpse. But in this case, a tree was the monster’s former vessel, and it could potentially turn into a monster again.


      Latifa is right to be cautious. Lying here in a pool of stagnant magic, it could definitely become a vessel again. This huge log has to be dealt with. Let’s chop it up.


      “Okay, then we’re on the final stretch!” I exclaimed.


      The rest of my family agreed, and our powerful voices filled the forest in a cheer of triumph.


      Anne raised the axe above her head. “Aaand... Humph!”


      I didn’t think that grunt was suitable for a member of imperial royalty, but no matter. The sound the axe made as it sank into the wood was different now. No longer did it ring out with a loud metallic clang—the sound was more like a dull thud. This was because the axe would cut through the entire thickness of the trunk with each blow, and the axe-head would bury itself into the forest floor. Helen put her foot on what was left of the trunk as we stared at the logs.


      “This tree was large all right, but thank goodness it wasn’t too big,” I said. If it’d been much larger, it would’ve been a trial to chop the trunk to pieces.


      “I can trim the branches off, yeah?” Helen asked as she unsheathed her blades.


      I nodded. “Please do.”


      Her weapons were durable and could handle the abuse of one of the fastest mercenaries around. She could trim off the branches in no time.


      She breathed in deeply, then exhaled with a huff and vanished almost entirely from view. I saw only flashes of her red hair and those blue blades as she skillfully sliced up the branches. All the while, Anne turned the trunk into logs, and Helen took care of the branches on those too. The pair worked like machines; smooth logs formed right before my eyes.


      “Can we leave the sliced branches here?” I asked.


      Latifa nodded. “Those should be fine. The tree as a whole was large enough to become a vessel, but detached branches should be no threat at all.”


      “Okay then.” It would’ve been troublesome if every single one of those branches had the capacity to become a monster, but we could leave the small ones (those no thicker than my arm), and the beasts of this forest would make short work of them.


      Once we finished hacking the tree apart, I turned to Latifa. “Have we completed the request to your satisfaction?”


      “Yes! Thank you so much!”


      The family sighed in relief when we got her seal of approval.


      “Then I guess our work here is done,” I said.


      We high-fived each other again, and as I watched everyone clean up and leave, my mind wandered toward a plan for this evening. After all, we just had to celebrate a job well done.


      “How about...we have a little party?” I asked.


      Everyone cheered. We could probably continue our trek through the forest if we wanted to, but I figured we could have a little party early in the evening and then turn in early, get plenty of rest, and set out at first light. This would delay our escape-route plan by a day or two, but everyone seemed worn-out, so I figured it was best if we rested for today.


      Latifa joined our celebration. When we first asked, she declined and claimed that she hadn’t done much to help. I reminded her that she’d kept watch over the monster the entire time, and I asked her to join us for at least a little while. The festive atmosphere might help boost her own mood and morale. Eventually, she took me up on the offer.


      “I would’ve loved to add some extra spices to our dinner, but I left most of them at home,” I said with a sigh.


      “Nothing you can do about that,” Rike said with an understanding look.


      I examined the leftovers of Diana and Anne’s homemade lunch, then placed the pot on the fire and waited for it to boil. Without my full repertoire of seasonings, I couldn’t make anything too lavish. That being said, I decided to make a luxurious (more than usual) loaf of unleavened bread. To be honest, it’s just a bit thicker.


      And since we were camping, we had no alcohol either. Rike could hold her liquor, and she could probably act normal even if she drank. Still, we were currently out of luck on the booze front. I’ll encourage her to drink to her heart’s content when we get home.


      “We’ve only got water in our cups...but here’s a toast to defeating the monster!” I announced.


      “Cheers!” everyone cried out.


      We all clanked our wooden cups together and took long swigs of water. Everyone began chattering away about today’s battle, and the bonfire in the center of our camp was billowing smoke into the air. Luckily, this wood—the remains of the tree monster—burned pretty well.


      “I didn’t think trees could become monsters too,” Helen muttered as she stared into the flickering flames.


      “It’s very rare,” Latifa said, digging into her food with gusto. “I’ve lived a lot longer than all of you, and even I’ve only seen it a few times.”


      The only part of the tree that remained was the stump, and Latifa would keep a close eye on it. Apparently, just because something became a monster didn’t mean that it was more likely to become a monster again. Still, she wanted to watch over it to see if it would sprout any new growth. She said she hoped it did and wanted the new shoots to grow up strong and healthy. That was her job as a tree spirit. I decided to trust her with the role.


      “You don’t usually move around much, do you, Latifa?” I asked.


      She gulped down her water. As I watched her, I realized that she wasn’t exactly...drinking. It was more like she was copying us and pretending to take a long swig. She looked like she was drinking often and quite a bit, but she rarely asked for any refills in her cup. She must swallow only a tiny trickle with each sip.


      Latifa took another small drink. “That’s right. I generally act like a tree and rarely show myself in front of others. It’s not like anything much usually happens around here, and the fairies are in charge of managing magical energy.”


      “So that means you manifest when a problem occurs,” I guessed.


      “Something like that.”


      She was here because the trees had willed it. It seemed she didn’t have the power to directly interfere like Lluisa did. But Lluisa’s clearly special since she’s part of the Dragon of the Land.


      “I can mostly handle issues on my own,” she continued with a gentle smile. “This one was a rare case.”


      I smiled back. “If you ever need us, you can always let Lluisa know. She’ll probably bring us over. I can’t say that we’ll be there immediately, but...”


      It took a bit longer than a day to trek here from the cabin. If we could teleport, it’d be a different story, but I wasn’t sure if a spell like that even existed. And even if a spell did exist and someone could use it, I doubted I’d ever bump into them. I mean, it just seems way too convenient.


      Latifa blinked at us thoughtfully before giving another smile. “Okay. Whenever I’m in need, I’ll be counting on you.”


      A small crackle of protest filled the air. It came from a log—formerly part of the monster—in the smoky bonfire. Lucy barked, everyone laughed along, and our little celebration in the Black Forest slowly drew to a close.


      “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “Maybe we should clean up better or something. Leave no trace and all that.”


      “Oh, don’t worry. You guys are fine.” Latifa looked our group up and down, clearly impressed. “All of you really are strong. It was pretty shocking seeing you in action.”


      I smiled. “Well, we are the Black Forest Protectors.”


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6: On the Road Again


      The next morning, we tried to clean up: All strewn around were ashes from the bonfire and bits of rock that had once been temporary anvils. But before we got too invested, Latifa stopped us and said that there was no need to do anything else.


      We took her word for it, left everything as is, and quickly got ready to head out. We’d been sidetracked yesterday, but I was still intent on completing our initial goal. The more I prepped myself each day, the more I got used to packing up and hauling our camp around. I managed to clean myself up, load my tools onto the cart, and quickly settle everything needed for departure.


      I didn’t prepare any breakfast today. I discussed it with the rest of the family first thing in the morning, and we agreed that we would leave without eating. I knew that this wasn’t good for our health, but during a real escape, who knew if we’d have the time to leisurely sit down and eat? I wanted to check and see just how much we would suffer from skipping a meal. Helen, with all her experience, advised that now was as good a time as any to test this out since we weren’t in any danger.


      “Should we at least feed Lucy, Krul, and Hayate?” Diana asked.


      “Yeah,” Helen said.


      We gave them unseasoned, dried meat, and my three daughters polished off their meals in seconds.


      “Okay, then let’s roll out!” I said.


      “Yeah!” everyone agreed.


      “Do be careful!” Latifa called after us.


      And with that, we set off on our trek to find the edge of the Black Forest.


      “Huh... Surprisingly, we can make pretty good time,” I muttered.


      We didn’t talk much and focused on walking. My body felt shockingly light and nimble; skipping breakfast wasn’t much of an issue. The warbling birds filled the silence of the Black Forest in our stead, and had this been a vacation for us, we might’ve organized a leisurely picnic for after this stroll. To be fair though, like the name suggested, the Black Forest wasn’t really the most ideal of picnic spots. Our meal would be dimly lit.


      We drank water to stay hydrated, but other than that, we were walking on empty stomachs. Again, this didn’t really invoke an air of a fun little picnic. If I were working at a desk, a skipped breakfast might not have meant much; an arduous trek in the forest burned serious calories.


      Though we didn’t talk much, our footsteps were firm, strong, and swift. Our stomachs might have growled in protest, but we carried on, hearts set on our goal. I just hope that lunch can remedy that...


      “Everyone’s tough,” I muttered quietly. “And we had a hearty dinner last night.”


      “Also, the fact that we’re used to walking in the forest works to our advantage,” Helen added. “Diana and Anne might not be used to skipping meals, but I think the rest of us missed one or two at some point.”


      Everyone nodded, myself included. In my past life, I’d skipped way more than a meal or two when I was busy with work. Helen had no way of knowing about my experience on Earth—my cover story was that I’d come from a prestigious Nordic household—but it seemed she knew that I was no stranger to missing meals. Or maybe she thought that I’d gone without food during my journey to this forest.


      “Oh, I’ve skipped some too,” Diana chimed in. She was walking at the front of our group alongside Samya.


      That’s a bit surprising. Or maybe it isn’t... I hope it isn’t rude of me to assume that nobles are privileged enough to avoid missing meals. I apparently wasn’t alone with my thought process—after a brief moment of silence, everyone except Diana cocked their heads in confusion.


      “Marius often made me skip meals. He called them pranks,” Diana explained casually.


      “Jeez. I bet that happened more than just once or twice,” Samya muttered.


      I could easily imagine the siblings causing a ruckus and plotting mischievous schemes in their free time. Marius was probably the instigator, while Diana happily went along for the ride. Karel likely watched the two, worried, and Leon would shake his head in resignation after making a feeble attempt to stop them.


      “Definitely more than that!” Diana replied, sticking out her tongue.


      We all laughed as we imagined how noisy House Eimoor must’ve been.


      “We fed Krul, Lucy, and Hayate today, but they don’t actually need much food...do they?” Helen asked.


      Lidy nodded. “Lucy might need a bite, but even she’ll be just fine for two or three days. More likely than not, we’d feel guilty for not feeding her and give in before she reaches her limit.”


      “Hmm... We could try skipping meals for two whole days to test our limits, but...”


      I shook my head. “If we’re that backed into a corner, I doubt we’ll last long anyway. I want to make sure we always pack an extra day’s worth of supplies. So if we estimate that we’ll be gone for a day, then we need to pack for two days. That way, we can be prepared for any unforeseen emergencies.”


      “Fair enough,” Helen agreed.


      “Let’s walk until lunch, just to see how far we can go, and then have a filling meal to refuel.”


      Our small voices of agreement briefly lit up the dark forest.




      We found a clearing near a watering hole, and we decided to stop there for lunch. When I looked up, I noticed that the sun was still climbing the eastern sky. We usually had lunch around noon, or when the sun was directly above us, so this meal was early. Everyone’s stomachs were growling though, mine included. Our needs dictated that this was the perfect time to stop. Plus, by skipping breakfast, we’d squeezed in some extra travel time.


      By now, we were all used to meal prep in the forest. We replenished our water barrels, found stones to construct a little firepit, and readied the ingredients. Little to no conversation was exchanged as we split up and settled into our roles. For my part, all I needed to do was cut up some ingredients and season the soup.


      “Two or three more days until we reach the forest’s edge, you reckon?” I asked.


      “Yeah, about,” Samya replied with a nod. “We’re pretty far north, so a bit more walking, and we should be out.”


      “Man, this forest really is huge...”


      My installed knowledge had told me that the Black Forest was one of the largest in the world, but its sheer size and scale hadn’t really sunk in until now, when I was traversing it. I was impressed by the endless sea of trees.


      “The name ‘Black Forest’ isn’t just because the trees are dark or because it’s murky in the middle of the day,” Anne explained. “It’s also because the forest is so large that one cannot possibly find their way out once they venture in.”


      She swallowed a spoonful of her soup and glanced around at the dense trees. Her words confirmed that the Black Forest was infamous even with the empire. And the rumors weren’t wrong either. Maybe the Nordic region has heard whispers about this forest too... Wait, I almost forgot about Karen. If she returns to her home, she can probably give everyone details about the Black Forest.


      “But it’s not scary when we’re relaxing like this.” Diana turned to Lucy and smiled. “Right?”


      Yeah... The brush around us would rustle occasionally, which was a little worrisome, but then a refreshing gust of wind would flit between the tree trunks to cool and relax our weary bodies. This place really was perfect for a casual lunch. I could hardly believe that this forest claimed so many lives. (And it wasn’t even a rare occurrence—it happened rather frequently.)


      “It’s ’cause we’re strong,” Samya explained. “The wolves avoid us, and as for bears, well, I think they’d rather not fight all of us.”


      “No wonder we never see them,” I murmured.


      “Yup.”


      I’d been a bit curious about why we hadn’t seen any predators. So they know we’re strong, and they avoid us, huh? I’m grateful for that, but it also makes me feel a bit isolated and lonely... My feelings on the matter are kinda jumbled. Diana and Helen apparently thought the same—they exchanged a glance and knit their brows. Bears were scary, but as long as wolves didn’t do anything, they were adorable to watch from a distance.


      Can’t we at least spot a wolf or two? I want to see just how scattered they are across this forest. As I was lost in thought, Lucy sniffed the ground and stared at a particular spot in the underbrush. She wasn’t growling, meaning that there was no immediate threat, but she wouldn’t tear her eyes away.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      Suddenly, the brush rustled, and everyone braced themselves. Lucy and Krul stood up without a word, while Hayate and Maribel ducked behind Krul.


      As we watched on nervously, an adorable cry filled the air.


      “Coo!”


      There was another rustle, and a raccoon appeared before us. More precisely, it was a raccoon-like creature, but...close enough. Ah, I remember now. A few months ago, I’d nursed a sick raccoon back to health; after it had recovered and left, it’d started bringing us useful herbs and plants on occasion as a show of its gratitude. I wasn’t sure if this was the same raccoon, but since even wolves and bears hesitated to approach us, I assumed that this raccoon knew us. In other words, it was most likely the one we saved before.


      Lucy didn’t growl. She stared intently as she cautiously approached the raccoon and sniffed its face. Usually, I’d expect a raccoon to turn tail and flee in terror, but this one didn’t seem to mind Lucy.


      “Coo.”


      “Arf!”


      Once the two greeted each other, Krul approached them and joined in.


      “Kulululu.”


      “Coo! Coo!”


      “Does this raccoon live around here?” I wondered.


      “No clue,” Samya muttered. “But if so, its home is really far from the cabin.”


      It’d taken us more than a day to get here, and we hadn’t even been hypervigilant, which would slow anyone down. Surely a raccoon—who had so many more threats to watch out for—would take much longer to reach our cabin. Could it be making periodic treks to our place? When we’d first met it, it’d been sick, so had it made such a long journey in a weakened state?


      “Maybe it scoured the route to our cabin in search of herbs,” Anne suggested.


      Helen crossed her arms and nodded. “No wonder we only see it once in a blue moon.”


      Diana didn’t say a word as she watched my daughters frolic and play, but her fist was continuously destroying my shoulder. I watched on, glad to know that the raccoon had made a full recovery.


      “Maybe the smell of our meal was familiar and enticed it to come out,” Rike suggested.


      “That could be it,” Lidy agreed.


      Huh... The raccoon stayed at our place for a while, so it was familiar with the scent of our cooking. It probably hadn’t popped by for a free meal—it just recognized the scent and was curious enough to check it out.


      “This fellow has come to see us. I think we can spare some of our food,” I said.


      If we’d actually been on the run, we wouldn’t have had resources to share, but this was just practice—I had plenty of meat. Surely I was allowed to treat an old friend. No one voiced their dissent as I offered some meat to the raccoon. It inhaled everything I gave it and stayed by our side. Even after we finished our lunch and began to clean up, it remained and observed us curiously.


      But now, it’s time for us to go.


      “Hey, do you want to tag along with us for a bit?” I asked the raccoon.


      It turned to me in surprise. Oops... Did I scare it? I watched on patiently.


      The raccoon then gave a “Coo!” and walked with Lucy to the front of the pack. For a brief period, we walked alongside another companion as we headed to the edge of the Black Forest.


      As we marched along with our furry new friend, I saw that the raccoon would sniff around a lot, trot over to some kind of plant, sniff it again, and stop in place.


      “Coo.”


      I had Lidy check these plants, and generally, they were herbs that contained some sort of medicinal qualities.


      “This one’s good for cuts and scrapes,” she said. “And this is good for burns... Ah, this one... We might not need it, but it’s good for stomachaches.”


      As she explained each and every herb, I was grateful to have the opportunity to pluck them all. This was partly why I’d tried to pack lightly; I wanted to load up on some rare goodies on this journey.


      But the raccoon wasn’t just useful for finding helpful herbs and plants...


      “Coo.”


      “Woof?”


      “Coooo!”


      “Arf! Arf!”


      The raccoon and Lucy chatted as they stood in front of these herbs (or so it seemed). The raccoon would sniff the plant first and then bade Lucy to do the same.


      “Seems like it’s teaching Lucy how to identify herbs,” Maribel observed.


      We nodded. Lidy said that the raccoon wasn’t a monster or a magical beast, but it was smart enough to make one think so. Was this intelligence due to the Black Forest’s influence? Even the regular forest wolves around here seemed cunning and clever.


      “Maybe Lucy can spot useful herbs for us during hunts,” I proposed.


      “Not sure about that,” Helen replied. “Lucy’s become really mature these days, and she tries very hard to do her job well.”


      “You’re saying that when she’s hunting, she’s focused only on her prey, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      If a wolf is focused on hunting, I doubt she’ll have time to sniff out useful herbs for us. I guess it’s a tall ask. It’s like how I can’t go out and search for jewels while smithing.


      “Then maybe we can use her newfound skill while on outings,” I said.


      Helen agreed with a nod.


      Lucy didn’t need to efficiently locate herbs during hunts; as long as she could occasionally sniff out unusual plants, that was a huge win for us. There were obviously no doctors in this forest. If any of us fell ill, we were more or less on our own. For now, Lidy was our resident nurse, but if she became ill, we couldn’t just make a huge fuss as we twiddled our thumbs and hoped the sickness would pass.


      As I pondered this, Lucy and the raccoon finished their little lesson, and we walked on. Krul and Hayate had initially joined in on the raccoon’s lesson, but it seemed they didn’t have keen enough noses, so they quickly gave up. As we walked, the raccoon continued to teach Lucy, and every lesson earned us a new herb for our stock.


      Though this process slowed our pace considerably, it was a small price to pay for bigger returns in the future. Plus, we weren’t too behind schedule. The tree monster debacle had already set us back a day, and a bit more of a delay wasn’t worth fussing about.


      I’d also managed to make a simple map of the route we were taking. It was sparse, and I could add a bit more detail if I wished, but if it were somehow stolen, I didn’t want the enemy to be able to navigate the forest with ease. Samya, Lidy, and Helen seemed to agree, and since two dwellers of the forest and a combat pro had reached the same conclusion, I went with it. It wasn’t like I could be incredibly accurate with distance or measurements anyway.


      “We’ll remember the way,” Samya reassured me.


      “And I know the rough details of the terrain,” Lidy added.


      “Should we prepare a fake map to throw enemies off our scent?” I asked, following behind Lucy and the raccoon.


      “We don’t have to go that far,” Anne replied.


      Diana nodded. “What if we accidentally take the fake with us?”


      “Oh, that’s a fair point...” I muttered.


      Sure, we might notice that we’d brought the wrong map sooner or later, but in a situation where every second counted, a mistake like that was not something we could afford.


      “And this map already shows how vast this forest is...” I added.


      Obviously, I knew that we’d walked quite a ways, but the map really hammered home just how large this forest was. I could tell that Forge Eizo was far to the south, and another day of walking north would take us to the edge of the forest.


      “There aren’t any dangerous beasts near the edges for some reason,” Samya said.


      They had adapted to life here; the truly dangerous creatures must’ve felt more at ease in the forest than outside it. But of course, that didn’t mean that they didn’t ever venture to the outer edge. I’d spotted forest wolves and boars near the road to the city, and birds and squirrels scampered around everywhere.


      By now, we’d almost reached our destination. However, I didn’t want to relax or get complacent and suffer a surprise attack. It seemed we’d traveled quite a lot today. I didn’t have any tools to accurately gauge how much we’d traveled, so I could only guess—judging by the sunset and the starry sky that hung above us as we enjoyed dinner with the raccoon, I could tell that we were close.


      This sort of intel was included in my installed knowledge, possibly because I was to make use of this information for survival purposes. Or maybe it was because I would come off as unnatural if I had absolutely zero survival skills despite supposedly traveling by myself to reach the forge.


      Though I wasn’t sure how the raccoon knew, it seemed aware that we were trying to leave the forest. It chose the shortest route to the edge while teaching Lucy the scents of herbs. Thanks to its help, we were able to chart a concise path to the forest’s edge—we’d made it in just a few days. Now that I knew that my goal was in my grasp, I was able to head to bed early.




      I opened my eyes and blinked blearily. The starry skies twinkled down at me through the gaps of the foliage, and I felt like the sky was glowing brighter and paler. I quietly sat up and noticed that the raccoon, my daughters, and my family were all fast asleep—barring one person. Helen was the only one awake by the fire, and she gestured me over to join her. I did my best to keep quiet as I slipped toward her.


      “I’m glad it’s spring,” I whispered. “If it were winter, we’d be freezing.”


      Though we could hear the footsteps of spring just around the corner, the night was still quite cold and chilly. I would’ve frozen to death if we’d had to escape in the dead of winter. I never felt this drastic of a temperature change in the cabin; even if there were drafty gaps, the walls blocked off the chilly wind considerably.


      Helen always kept watch at night after I went to sleep. She must be used to this sort of lifestyle. She doesn’t look tired at all.


      “We can’t guarantee that an enemy would wait to attack us during the most comfortable seasons,” she muttered, tossing another branch onto the fire. “Based on the weather, we might have to pack more gear.”


      “I wouldn’t want to load too much onto our cart, and if we wear lots of layers, they might slow us down,” I replied.


      A small piece of wood crackled and snapped in the fire. The birds were still fast asleep, and I could practically hear the smoke rising in the silent air. I gazed at the popping sparks of the fire.


      “We can get out of the forest in two or three days if we have to,” I whispered.


      “Yeah,” Helen replied.


      “You’ve got a place you can call home. If you want, you can just... No, never mind. Ignore me.”


      I cut myself off. It would be rude to try to change Helen’s mind.


      She let out a large sigh. “Listen, if I feel that I ought to leave, you’ll be the first to know.”


      I glanced at her, and she grinned back.


      “Sorry...” I mumbled.


      She patted my shoulder. “Hey, don’t sweat it.”


      “Guess I’ll catch a few more winks.”


      “Yeah, you should.”


      I waved at her before I slipped back to my pallet.


      Morning preparations were efficient since everyone was already used to the routine. We gathered water, cooked breakfast, and got ready for another day of walking.


    


  



  

    

      Interlude: The Beastfolk and the Princess


      Darkness had fallen in the Black Forest. The group from the forge was nearing the edge—just a bit more walking to go—and they had made camp for the night. Almost everyone was deep in slumber, but an odd sense made Samya startle awake.


      She wasn’t sure whether this was due to her beastfolk senses or if it was something else entirely, but she couldn’t get back to sleep. She sat up on her pallet and gazed at the starry sky shining above her. Before she’d met Eizo, she hadn’t thought much of this view, but recently, she’d started to find the glittering stars so breathtakingly beautiful.


      When she glanced around, she noticed that Helen was by the fire, keeping watch. Samya stood and approached her.


      “What’s up? Can’t sleep?” Helen asked.


      “No, nothing like that.” Samya shook her head. “Just felt like getting up. I’m gonna prowl around for a bit.”


      “All right.”


      Samya felt inexplicably sheepish as she left the fire. She let out a quiet “Hmm” as she walked around the edge of the camp, careful not to wake her sleeping companions.


      Samya paced around the trees for a while. The forest at night was deathly quiet. Even a blade of grass rustling in the wind was deafening.


      Suddenly, within the silence, a hushed voice called out. “Samya?”


      The beastfolk turned around and saw Anne standing there. The tall princess stood out, even in the middle of the night.


      “Hey, Anne,” Samya whispered. “Can’t sleep?”


      “You could say that,” the princess replied. “Just some stuff on my mind. Helen said you’d be out on patrol.” She looked up at the sky. “The stars in this forest are more beautiful than what I’ve seen in the empire.”


      Samya followed suit and glanced up. “Yeah. I never really thought about it until I started living with Eizo.”


      The two gazed at the stars in silence—the light of the fire didn’t reach them, but beastfolk could see well at night, and when Anne’s eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see quite far too.
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      “How’s life here in the forest?” Samya asked. “It seemed tough for you when you first came from the empire.”


      Anne thought for a few moments. “Honestly, living at the forge surprised me. As a person who was born and raised as royalty, the daily hunts and smithing all felt so new and refreshing.” She smiled. “But frankly, life here is more fun than I ever imagined. It’s filled with all sorts of new experiences that I could never get in the empire, like helping Eizo in the forge, going out on hunts, and playing with Krul and Lucy.”


      Samya nodded. “I still remember all the fuss when those counterfeit knives started making the rounds.”


      “Yeah. That was...” Anne selected her next words carefully. “It’s just, I’m used to stuff like that, you know? Deception. It’d been a while since I’d been involved in any political intrigue. I was a bit surprised, but that’s all.”


      “Being a princess must be tough.”


      “Well, we’ve been taught that someone is always observing us, every second of every day.” Anne lowered her voice. “And we can never quite show our true selves.”


      A gust of wind blew through the trees, and Samya’s hair rustled in the wind. She shook her head for a few moments, then turned back to Anne.


      “What about now?” Samya asked.


      “Now, I can be myself.” Anne gave a shy smile. “I can speak my thoughts and act as I want.” She glanced around the forest. “Yes, it felt a bit odd at first, but now that I’m used to it, I think this lifestyle brings me closer to my true form—to how I really am.”


      “Same here,” Samya said. “If I hadn’t met Eizo, I don’t think I would’ve lived like this.”


      Her gratitude toward him (and something even more) welled up within her heart. Were her eyes playing tricks on her? She felt like Anne had a similar expression on her face—one filled with gratitude. The princess opened her mouth to speak, but she snapped it shut, and Samya remained quiet too. The two exchanged a glance and a small nod.


      “Shall we head back?” Anne suggested. “The morning will be here before we know it.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. And pretty soon, we’ll be out of the forest soon.”


      “What’ll we find on the forest’s edge? I can’t wait to find out.”


      Anne grinned, and the two headed back to the fire. Their shadows stretched out along the forest floor, cast by flickering flames and the twinkling stars above. Helen was still up at camp, and she gave a small wave when she saw them.


      “See anything?” she asked.


      “Nope,” Samya replied.


      As Samya slipped back into her bed, she wondered if her beastfolk senses had woken her up so that she could speak with Anne. This had been an unexpected but precious gift. Ecstatic that she had grown closer with a member of her beloved family, Samya closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 7: Beyond the Forest and the Return to Normalcy


      Though we’d faced an unexpected tree monster debacle during our trip, we’d still managed, slowly but surely, to make our way to the edge of the Black Forest. Needless to say, the wholesome crew of Krul, Lucy, Hayate, Maribel, and the raccoon boosted our morale considerably.


      “We’re so close to reaching our goal,” I said.


      Unfortunately, a few other obstacles landed on our path. First, we ran out of oil. Then, we had an issue with our cart. It had jumped and jostled around during our trip, and though our stuff was fine, the rough ride had damaged the wheels. Not having oil was a minor inconvenience, but we’d be in a real pickle if our cart refused to move. Luckily, the wheels only needed some simple patching up, and we had time. But if this had been a real escape attempt, stopping to repair anything could cost us our safety.


      I resolved that we should pack backup wheels so we could quickly replace any faulty parts as needed. That knowledge alone was a huge benefit.


      When I glanced around, I noticed that my family was filled with excitement, and I took in a small breath as I gave a little speech. “All right, this is our final day heading away from our cabin!”


      “Yeah!” everyone cheered.


      On this sleepy morning within the Black Forest, our energy echoed across the land.




      We trekked onward, parting the brush as we went. At a glance, the forest looked the same no matter where we went. But I’d lived here for a year now, so even I knew the difference between foliage in the heart of the forest and foliage at the edges.


      “We’re getting closer,” I remarked.


      “Oh? You can tell?” Samya shot me a grin.


      I gave a strained smile in return. “Hey, I have been living here for some time, you know.”


      The trees here were shorter than the ones deep in the forest. Inversely, the brush and thickets were taller, likely because they received way more sunlight. I guessed that the magical energy on the outer edges was less dense than at the center. I’ll ask Samya and Lidy about that later.


      My mind was filled with needless thoughts, mostly because everyone was so quiet. Usually, someone was muttering or chattering away, but today, anxious excitement made us fall silent, our eyes focused firmly on the prize. It seemed Lucy and the raccoon picked up on our eagerness. Until yesterday, they’d sniffed around, stopping numerous times along the way. Now, they kept a steady pace at the head of our party, though they occasionally turned back to see if we were following them.


      “Oh yeah—you’re from this region, right, Samya?” I asked.


      “Yup.”


      She said she’d initially traversed the forest from the western region to the north. When she had ventured to the east, she’d run into a vicious black bear that had attacked her.


      “Do you feel...nostalgic, in a way?” I asked.


      “Hmm...” She tilted her head to one side and thought for a short while. “I’ve never really considered it. But no, I don’t think so.” She smiled. “My life is different now. I’ve got the forge, and if I leave it for a while, I do feel nostalgic when I return.”


      “Yeah? Huh... Yeah, I guess so.”


      I felt a sting in the back of my eyes, but I managed to maintain composure. Around us, the brush grew taller and thicker, and our surroundings grew brighter. The sun hadn’t yet reached its apex, but it would be there soon enough. Undeterred, we continued our march.


      Sunlight was shining through the canopy more readily; I could now easily see in front of me, and it seemed the rest of my family could too. Our footsteps became faster and faster until we all broke into a full sprint, eager to clear the tree line. Krul, Lucy, and the raccoon enjoyed this game of tag. Meanwhile, I ran forward, unbothered by the grass and brush that smacked against my body as I rushed toward the light.


      And then, there it was. A clearing. I saw no familiar markers or roads, and instead, grassy plains stretched out as far as the eye could see. The landscape was a sea of green rippling beneath the flow of a gentle breeze.


      Someone gasped. “Whoa...”


      We’d always seen these grassy plains from the road, but for the first time, we were within them, surrounded by the lush verdure, our view unobstructed by the trappings of civilization.


      “We made it...” Helen murmured with awe.


      Diana exhaled a relieved breath. “Finally...”


      I couldn’t blame the two for their astonishment.


      “Arf! Arf!”


      “Coo!”


      Lucy and the raccoon, now close friends, raced through the grass with gusto. I heard some flapping, and when I turned toward the noise, Hayate had taken to the skies and flown high, looking for something. Was she on alert for us? She zipped around while Krul and Maribel stared at the grass. Krul watched Lucy and the raccoon play, while Maribel sat on the drake’s head, gazing into the distance and seeming utterly shocked by the grassy plain.


      Samya, Rike, Lidy, and Anne were also flabbergasted by the view. Diana and Helen had recovered enough to enjoy watching Lucy and the raccoon.


      “This landscape isn’t exactly rare, but seeing it after our arduous journey feels...more meaningful,” I said, tearing my eyes from the scenery and turning to face everyone. “Now then, we reached our goal, but in truth, we still have to find the road to the city.”


      We could flee to the city, take shelter in the capital, or even journey to the empire—the final destination mattered less than how we would get there. If we were being chased, we simply had to make it to the road. Sure, we could traverse this glassy plain, but in such an open and vast space, the enemy would have a direct line of sight, and they could easily dispatch enough troops to overwhelm us. I tossed around the idea of splitting up, but then we’d have to find a rendezvous point. Plus, with my daughters around, it wasn’t really feasible for us to part ways and meet up later.


      “We won’t actually head to the road this time, but I’d like to know what direction we should head,” I said.


      “I think...it’s that way,” Samya replied, pointing.


      But I couldn’t see anything beyond all the lush grass. I’d been hopeful that the road would be nearby, but no such luck. Still, I figured that some things were best left unexplored—I could only pray that I’d never have to make a dangerous escape.


      “So if needed, we head there, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah,” Samya replied.


      I didn’t want to walk there now, but at least I knew where we needed to go. I learned so much on this trial run, and I want to make several improvements to our plans and preparations. I’ll wait until we get back to the cabin before discussing things with my family, though.


      I tore my eyes from the landscape once more and turned to my family. “Shall we head back?”


      That was when I noticed the raccoon sitting there.


      “Coo.”


      It bowed—just like it had when it’d left our cabin—and much like before, it scampered off, vanishing into the forest. I wondered if I should call out to it, but I stopped myself. Lucy didn’t chase after the raccoon either; if my daughter could hold herself back, then as a father, I couldn’t let my selfish emotions get the better of me. If I troubled the raccoon, my daughter’s efforts would all be for naught.


      “I’m sure it’ll come back again one day,” I said.


      “Yes, I think so.” Diana raised a hand to wave at the raccoon’s back, and we all did the same, hoping to meet it again someday.


      “Looks like it’s time for us to head home too,” I said. “Home, to our cabin.”


      Our voices of agreement were carried by the wind out onto the vast, grassy plain.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story: A Request to a Lady


      Part 1


      At the forge, Eizo was generally the first to rise. He awoke before anyone else and went to fetch water with his daughters. By the time he returned, the rest of his family would be up as well. Then Rike would slip out of bed, followed by Samya, Helen, Lidy, Diana, and finally, Anne. Everyone from Rike all the way to Diana would generally wake up at the same time—only Anne lagged far behind. Perhaps she wasn’t a morning person. She was the slowest to rise, and she needed to overcome a period of drowsiness before she could fully wake up.


      And so, Rike, who usually got ready very quickly, always looked after Anne and helped her get ready. All the while, Eizo would make breakfast (he’d add more ingredients throughout the day, and that would be everyone’s lunch and dinner as well). After they finished breakfast, they headed to the forge to work. On their days off, the family would set off on an outing in the forest or spend their free time as they pleased.




      One morning, a sharp “Kree!” cracked this routine wide open. The cry came from a petite wyvern, a messenger bird of sorts that hailed from the Nordic region. Eizo’s household had one as well, a wyvern called Hayate, who was treated as one of his daughters. This cry, however, didn’t come from Hayate—it was Arashi, a wyvern that stayed at his friend Camilo’s place.


      Forge Eizo paused all work when they heard the cry, and they filed outside. Krul the drake, Lucy the wolf (and magical beast), Hayate, and Maribel the fire spirit were already outside to greet the visitor.


      “Good work,” Eizo said, praising Arashi as he removed a small leather cylinder affixed to her leg.


      He popped it open and checked for the parchment inside. When he unfurled the paper, one could see a magnificent insignia drawn on the edge—one that Eizo and the others recognized very well. Diana, perhaps, felt closest to this emblem, and that came as no surprise; this was the Eimoor family crest.


      “It’s from Marius,” Eizo muttered as he scanned the letter. When he read it, his eyebrows drooped ever so slightly. “I think this is for you, Diana.”


      “For me?” Diana asked.


      She took the parchment and read the contents, while Samya and Helen peered over her shoulders. The beautiful handwriting was fitting for a noble, though it made the letter itself rather difficult to read.


      “Oh my!” Diana gasped, her eyes shining.


      “What’s up?” Eizo asked.


      “A swordsmanship contest! Brother sent me an invitation!”


      “Oooh... Right, you are the Rose of the Duel Grounds, aren’t you?”


      “I was.”


      Her cheeks turned pink. She knew that this forge housed many people who were far stronger than her, and she no longer felt an immense sense of pride about her sobriquet. As everyone expressed interest in this contest, she read the other side of the letter and flashed an awkward frown.


      “Looks like there’s another request...” She glanced around the members of her family. “He wants me to help investigate an issue within the capital.”


      She went on to explain that a noble with ties to House Eimoor was leaking important information. Marius and the margrave were working together, but they were quite confident that there was a mole among their mix, and they required a trustworthy person from the outside to look into the matter.


      “He wants me to enter the contest because he thinks I’ve got the skills...but he also thinks it’s the perfect opportunity to gather intel on some choice individuals,” Diana explained.


      Everyone fell silent for a few moments. Eizo spoke up first.


      “Isn’t that dangerous?” he asked worriedly.


      “Yes. And that is precisely why he asked me,” Diana said proudly. “He trusts me. And above all, I’m a member of House Eimoor.”


      “Yes, I suppose you’d be the best fit for the role,” Anne murmured. “You know the etiquette of the capital, your combat skills are excellent, and most importantly, you can blend in with the other nobles without raising any eyebrows.”


      Samya gave a worried frown. “But...alone? Sounds dangerous to me.”


      “Then I’ll go too,” Helen said, her eyes ablaze. “My name’s pretty well-known, and it won’t look odd if I’m with her.” She placed her hands on the shortswords that gleamed at her waist. “I can serve as Diana’s bodyguard.”


      Discussions continued. Anne was an imperial princess, and she certainly couldn’t intrude on affairs within the kingdom. Lidy was an elf, Rike was a dwarf, and Samya was a beastfolk—three nonhumans would stand out in a crowd, so they were not suited for covert operations in the capital. Eizo was a man and a smith to boot; it would be very suspicious if he tagged along with the daughter of a count.


      Eizo crossed his arms, quietly listening on, then asked, “Do you want to do this, Diana?”


      She nodded, though it was a bit hesitant. “I do. I want to help my brother out, and I want to test out the skills I’ve gained in the Black Forest.”


      “All right.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “You’re the daughter of a count. You’re strong and smart, and mostly importantly, you’re family. If this is really what you want to do, I’ll cheer you on.”


      Diana teared up a little at his words.


      “But bring Helen with you,” he added. “And if anything happens, please let us know, okay?”


      “Thank you, Eizo,” Diana replied.


      She thanked him from the bottom of her heart.


      That evening, dinner was a rowdier affair. Everyone talked about the mission and the plan for the capital, or they discussed the contest. Eizo promised that he would have his special portable food prepared so that Diana and Helen would have plenty to eat on the journey to the capital.


      That night, as Diana lay in her bed, her mind swirled with anticipation. Her quiet life in the Black Forest had undoubtedly made her stronger, and this warm family had offered her a place of belonging. It was now her turn to test her powers against the outside world.


      She glanced at the moonbeams trickling in through the window and gave a quiet smile. Admittedly, she was a bit afraid of what tomorrow would bring, but she was more excited than anything else. A gentle nighttime breeze blew through, urging her onward toward a brand-new adventure.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      Dawn arrived slowly in the Black Forest as the sunlight slipped through the boughs of the trees. Forge Eizo was already bustling with life.


      Diana and Helen would soon be departing, and every family member helped with their preparations in their own way: Rike made repeated trips to the storage and promptly gathered the necessary tools, while Samya and Lidy brought out some medicinal herbs and packed them into small pouches. Everyone knew what the journey to the capital was like, and they made sure Diana and Helen would be prepared for anything.


      Once the luggage was packed, the family ventured into the forest. They knew the path well, and in a flash, they reached the forest’s edge and the road to the capital. Several moments later, a carriage rolled up. Eizo slowly approached it, examining the face of the coachman.


      This man—Franz—was familiar. He’d once helped Eizo sneak into the empire.


      “Oh, hey, it’s you,” Eizo said.


      Franz smiled. “It’s been a while.”


      Eizo turned to his family. “If he’s your coachman, you’re in good hands.”


      “Agreed,” Helen added. She knew Franz quite well too, since Eizo’s mission in the empire had been to rescue her.


      Diana and Helen loaded their belongings onto the carriage, then jumped on board.


      “We’ll be off!” Franz said, cracking his whip and urging the horses forward.


      “See ya!”


      “Be careful out there!”


      “Come back safe!”


      The carriage clattered down the road as the rest of the Forge Eizo family waved goodbye.




      “I haven’t seen this view in a while,” Diana said as she gazed outside the carriage.


      “Yeah,” Helen agreed. “We’re mostly holed up in the forest these days.” She was relaxing in the seat across from Diana.


      Silence settled between the two. Usually, they were immersed in the rowdy antics of the other family members, but today, they were the only two present. The quiet felt awkward but also refreshing.


      “Helen,” Diana said softly. “When you were a mercenary, what kind of work did you do?”


      Helen mulled over the question for a few moments with narrowed eyes before she flashed a smile. “Usually, we helped remote regions and stuff. But once my name became known, I got more work as a bodyguard. Defending nobles, delivering important goods, and all that jazz.” She turned to peer out the window and continued, “But sometimes, I got dangerous jobs. Collecting information or reclaiming...other things.”


      “Like what?”


      “Stolen goods and such.” Helen gave a shrug. “Mercenaries generally don’t question the morals of whoever hires them, but I didn’t accept nefarious or malicious work.”


      Diana nodded. “What kind of life did you lead before you came to Eizo’s?”


      Helen looked a bit surprised by this question, but her eyes soon softened. “I was always just thinking of how to get through the day. I didn’t have enough mental leeway to think about tomorrow.” Her eyes wandered to her pale blue blades. “But it’s different now. I’ve got a place to protect and a precious family too.”


      Diana nodded. “I feel the same. I was born as a member of House Eimoor and raised as the daughter of a count, but I don’t think I ever felt...warmth until I came here.”


      “Yeah.”


      The two exchanged a smile of understanding. The moment lingered for a few seconds before Helen flashed a stern glare.


      “What’s wrong?” Diana murmured.


      “Look behind you.”


      The noblewoman whirled around and saw a few people on horseback in the distance. They were steadily approaching the carriage.


      “Franz!” Helen roared. “We’re being pursued!”


      “I know!” Franz yelled back, but he couldn’t shake them. A carriage was slower and bulkier than a rider on horseback, and their enemies quickly closed the gap.


      “Bandits?” Diana wondered. “Or...”


      “Nah,” Helen replied calmly. “Their movements are organized and coordinated. Someone’s giving them orders.”


      The two ladies swiftly braced themselves within the carriage. Diana grabbed her longsword and Helen unsheathed her shortswords.


      “Franz, stop the carriage in that clearing up ahead!” Helen ordered.


      “Roger that!” Franz shouted back.


      The carriage practically skidded into a small clearing on the side of the road. Helen and Diana jumped out, their backs against each other. There were five pursuers in total, all wearing black clothes, and their faces were covered.


      “Who are you guys?” Helen asked sharply. “Why are you here?”


      The enemies said not a word as they dismounted and unsheathed their weapons.


      “Looks like they’re not here to talk,” Diana said.


      Helen nodded, and the two readied for battle.


      Their enemies charged them all at once. Diana remembered her training with Eizo and Helen as she deftly dodged the first foe’s attack and parried the blade with her own. Helen—true to her moniker as the Lightning Strike—expertly felled two at once.


      “Diana! Behind you!” Helen warned.


      Diana whirled around and dodged the attack from behind; noblewoman and mercenary displayed impeccable teamwork, like a duo who’d braved countless battles together.


      “Now it’s my turn!” Diana shouted.


      She and Helen charged at the enemies in the center of the formation. While their pursuers were confused, Helen used her shortswords to knock a blade out of one foe’s hands, and Diana rammed the hilt of her blade into another’s head. The remaining two faltered for a moment, but then they redoubled their efforts, attacking furiously and increasing their speed.


      It wasn’t enough. Diana and Helen worked together and forced their enemies back.


      When the final one standing tried to grapple Helen, Diana quickly unsheathed her knife and plunged it into the enemy’s sleeve. The blade cut through fabric and flesh, leaving a shallow gash on that arm.


      “Gh... Damn!” the pursuer spit. They quickly mounted their horse and galloped back from whence they came.


      “Should we chase them?” Diana asked.


      Helen shook her head. “Nah, it’s too dangerous. Plus...” she said as she grabbed the bit of cloth that was on the ground. “This seems like a decent lead.”


      At the end of the shredded piece of cloth was the frayed embroidery of a crest.


      “Let’s bring this to the capital and investigate,” Diana suggested.


      Once Franz saw that the two ladies were safe, they continued their trip to the capital, now more cautious than ever.




      That evening, the walls of the capital emerged in the distance, towering over their surroundings. As the carriage drew closer, one could feel the energy emanating from the city; stalls and stores were lined up outside the walls, and the streets were bustling with travelers and merchants. When the carriage reached the large gates of the capital, there already was a line of vehicles awaiting inspection. Franz, however, skipped this line, paying no heed to the envious gazes of others.


      “I’ve got a pass from Count Eimoor,” he announced. The gatekeeper checked it, gave a respectful bow, and immediately allowed Franz inside.


      The capital was bursting with life, as it always was. Many shops opened upon the cobblestone streets; crowds bustled, and many carriages were adorned with colorful flags and decorations. The sheer energy of the place was astounding.


      “We’ll head to the inner city next,” Franz reported. Diana and Helen nodded.


      The inner city was the heart of the capital, and it was surrounded by an inner set of walls. This was where the nobles resided and where the palace was located. Of course, their carriage needed to pass inspection once more to enter the inner city, but House Eimoor’s pass proved highly effective. The carriage rolled along, passing the stone buildings before it creaked to a halt in front of the Eimoor residence. Several servants were already waiting outside, and in the center of them was a rather bulky gentleman who flashed a warm smile.


      “Lady Diana, welcome home,” he said.


      “Bowman!” Diana cried. She jumped out of the carriage and rushed toward him. “How have you been?”


      “Very well, thank you,” Bowman replied politely. “My lord is waiting for you inside.”


      Diana and Helen were guided into the manor. As they walked through a spacious corridor filled with lavish furniture and decorations, Helen glanced around, a touch nervous.


      “I just can’t get used to this,” she muttered.


      Diana placed a hand on her shoulder. “Just stand tall and proud. You’re a bodyguard and friend to the sister of the count.”


      “Easier said than done...”


      The two exchanged a smile. Bowman, meanwhile, opened the door to a study. Inside was a young man with blond hair seated at a desk and surrounded by piles of paper.


      “Ah, Diana.” Marius stood up and approached his sister.


      “Brother,” Diana replied.


      The two exchanged a small embrace. When Marius released his sister from his grasp, he flashed a smile at the woman behind her.


      “Helen, I’m glad you’re here,” he said. “Thank you for guarding Diana during her ride here.”


      “Oh, it was nothing.” Helen gave a small bow. “In fact, thanks to Diana’s teamwork, we managed to make it to the capital unscathed.”


      Marius’s eyebrows soared. “Unscathed?”


      “Yes, I’ve got important news,” Diana said, her face solemn. “We were attacked on our way here.”


      The smile faded from Marius’s face. He closed the door to his office and locked it from the inside.


      “I expected they’d do that...but not so soon,” he muttered. He encouraged the two ladies to take a seat as he sank into his own chair. “Can you elaborate?”


      Diana and Helen exchanged a glance before they told him what had occurred during their trip to the capital. Marius occasionally gave a nod or an “Mm-hmm” as he heard them out. Once they were done, Marius gave a concerned frown.


      After hearing the story, Marius let a frown settle onto his face. “I’m certain of it now—there’s a traitor among our ranks. Only a select few knew that you two were coming here.”


      “So what can we do?” Diana asked.


      Marius stood up and faced the bookshelf in the back of his room. He grabbed a certain volume and brought it over.


      “Take a look at this,” he urged.


      It was a map of the capital. Marius flipped the page and revealed a list of names, connected by lines to other names—it was a chart detailing the nobles’ relationships with one another.


      “Is this...what we need to do?” Diana asked quietly.


      Marius nodded. He flipped back to the map. “For the past three months, there have been leaks of precious information within the manors of these nobles,” he said, pointing out locations on the map one by one. “First, it was the military plan at Viscount Bowmont’s manor. Then, it was the guards of the northern border, discussed at Baron Dunlop’s residence. And two weeks ago...” Marius paused as he tapped his finger against a large illustrated manor. “A part of the confidential agreement between the kingdom and empire vanished from Margrave Menzel’s villa.”


      Diana was unable to hide her surprise. “Even the margrave’s home isn’t safe?”


      “Precisely. It goes to show just how serious this situation has become.” Marius’s expression was grim. “The information leak hasn’t just caused some items to be stolen. The kingdom’s most confidential information is being targeted.”


      Helen, who was holding her composure, asked, “Are there any similarities between these crimes?”


      Marius nodded—he flipped a page and pointed to several names. “Every time there was an information leak, there was a small party or meeting of nobles hosted beforehand. And...” He grabbed a pen and circled several names. “These are the people who attended every meeting.”


      “But how do we collect evidence?” Diana asked.


      “The swordsmanship contest starts tomorrow,” Marius answered. “Nobles will gather, and since it’s a public competition, the formation of the guards will be different from usual. This will be the perfect opportunity for the mole—and for us too.”


      Marius sat up straight and gazed at Diana and Helen. “As count, I must be there under the eyes of the public. I can’t freely investigate as I please. But you two are different. Diana, you’re a contestant, and Helen, you’re her guard—you guys can come and go as you wish.”


      “What do you want us to do?” Diana asked quietly.


      “I want you to enter the contest and mingle with the nobles. But before that...” Marius lowered his voice. “Tomorrow morning, a spy will meet with you. She’ll give you further instructions.”


      At once, the air in the room grew tense. Diana and Helen locked eyes and gave quiet nods.


      “Take tonight off,” Marius said kindly, placing a hand on his dear sister’s shoulder. “Rest up. Starting tomorrow...you won’t have the luxury of relaxing.”


    


  



  

    [image: insert6]

  



  

    

      ⌗⌗⌗


      Gentle morning sunlight shone on the Eimoor residence, and Diana was already up. She stood by the window, taking in a view of the capital; slowly but surely, citizens were rising and preparing for another day.


      Diana heard a gentle knock at the door, followed by a “Pardon me.” A maid stepped into her room with breakfast, and behind her stood Helen.


      “Good morning, Helen,” Diana said with a smile.


      Helen smiled back. “Sorry to bother you so early in the morning. But I just thought it was best to make preparations.”


      “You’re right.” Diana then turned to the maid. “What’s Julie up to right now?”


      Julie (also known as Countess Eimoor) was Marius’s wife and a good friend of Diana’s. She was gentle and kind—usually, she would fly eagerly to Diana the moment she caught sight of her. It was odd that Diana hadn’t seen her yet.


      “Lady Julie is at her family’s home,” the maid replied. “My lord didn’t want to drag her into his affairs, so he gave her some sort of excuse to use.”


      “I see... Thank you,” Diana replied.


      “It is my pleasure, my lady. Do excuse me.”


      Diana gave a discreet smile. Her brother was, as usual, overprotective of his wife, but in this case, his fears felt warranted. Helen and Diana ate breakfast together as they made plans. The contest would start at noon, and before then, the two were supposed to meet with Marius’s spy.


      “First, clothes,” Helen said. “As your bodyguard, I can wear something suited for combat, but you...”


      “I must wear an outfit befitting the daughter of a count,” Diana said with a sigh. “It’s such a stuffy and suffocating dress... I could never wear it in the Black Forest.”


      The two exchanged a smile, their nerves eased slightly. The two ladies were soon guided to the east wing of the manor, where the clothes were kept. Several beautiful formal dresses were already lined up.


      An older woman who was in charge of the manor’s wardrobe pointed to a gown. “My lady, what do you think about this one?” It was a deep-blue dress—the design was simple, but it was made of quality, elegant fabric. It also looked easy to move around in.


      “This is perfect,” Diana said with a smile. “But underneath, I’d like to wear this.”


      She brought out a set of thin leather armor made at Forge Eizo. It allowed her mobility and would also protect her from blows in combat.


      “Spoken like a true member of Forge Eizo, huh?” Helen asked in a teasing tone. She was impressed by Diana’s preparedness. “I’ll go get my gear too.” She promptly returned to her room and donned the special armor Eizo had fashioned for her.


      An hour later, the two reunited in the courtyard of the manor. Diana’s elegant dress hid her leather armor underneath, while Helen wore the practical gear of a bodyguard. The two shortswords that hung at her waist were telling of her unique fighting style.


      “I think we’re ready,” Diana said.


      Suddenly, a shadow emerged from the edges of the courtyard.


      “Good day, Lady Diana, Lady Helen,” a young lady called out.


      Diana and Helen whirled around and spotted a petite, well-toned woman standing there. Her dress was gorgeous—fitting for the royal court—but her sharp eyes and vigilance made it clear that she was no normal noblewoman.


      “You must be...” Diana started.


      The lady gave a small bow. “Annette. Charmed, I’m sure. I am related to the royal family.”


      “You’re the one that Marius mentioned,” Helen said quietly.


      Annette smiled, glancing around, then approached the two. “I cannot speak much here. Please follow me.”


      Annette guided the two ladies out of the count’s manor and down a small alley. A few minutes later, the group stopped in front of a seemingly normal house.


      “This is where we convene.” Annette completed a series of swift, complex motions that unlocked the door. “I think it’s best if we don’t explain our identities to you at this moment. I shall refrain from doing so.”


      She led the ladies inside. The room was simple by design but very neat. On the wall was a map and a document, both similar to the ones Marius had shown them the night before.


      “Now then, shall we get down to business?” Annette asked.


      She closed the door and showed Diana and Helen to a table in the center of the room. Atop this table was a detailed map of the capital, along with several portraits.


      “I’m sure that Lord Marius has already told you a few tidbits, but the actual situation is a lot more serious,” Annette said, her voice composed but tense. “We aren’t just chasing after the mole—we’re investigating the republic’s invasion plans.”


      “The republic?” Helen asked with surprise. “Not the empire?”


      “Not the empire. At first, we did suspect the empire, but recently, we’ve learned that the republic is more likely to be involved in this. On the surface, they have friendly ties with the kingdom, but behind the scenes, they’ve been looking into our military power and our relations with other nations. We believe that they’re trying to weaken the kingdom as a whole.”


      She marked several places on the map. “These are the locations where information leaked.” She then pointed to three portraits. “And these nobles are especially suspicious.”


      Diana observed the portraits. “Wait, isn’t this Viscount Cromwell? He’s quite close with my brother.”


      “Indeed.” Annette gave a stern frown. “Hence, this investigation must proceed in secret. Even Lord Marius is not aware of some of these details.” She pointed to the arena where the swordsmanship contest would be held. “The contest begins tomorrow, and all of our suspects will be in attendance. Lady Diana, since you’re the contestant, and Lady Helen, as her bodyguard, I trust that the two of you can make contact with these nobles without raising any eyebrows.”


      Annette went over to a drawer and took out a small pouch. “This is a special type of powder. Please sprinkle this on their clothes and belongings. If they exchange any sort of suspicious letters, we can chase after them. I want you to use this to gather information. And please, never act of your own accord. Your primary duties will be to observe and report.”


      “What specifically do you want us to observe?” Diana asked.


      Annette pointed at the three portraits. “Who will these people get in contact with, and when? I would like you to keep tabs on that. You should be especially vigilant during meals—who do they eat with? Who do they invite to private meetings?” She paused thoughtfully for a few moments before she went on. “At the ball hosted after the contest, a few envoys from the republic will be in attendance. There’s a possibility that the mastermind is in the mix.”


      “Got it.” Diana nodded. “What if we find some sort of concrete evidence?”


      “Please don’t act rashly,” Annette said firmly. “Please immediately report to me or send information to this house. Someone will answer if you tap the door in front.”


      Diana and Helen exchanged a look.


      “And one more important thing...” Annette lowered her voice as she stared at the other two ladies. “This mission is extremely dangerous. Please keep that in mind. If either of your identities is revealed, your lives may be in danger.” There was a moment of silence before she went on. “But I have faith that you can complete this mission. Lady Diana, you are the sister of Count Eimoor and the Rose of the Duel Grounds. Lady Helen, you’re known as the Lightning Strike. I firmly believe that the two of you are perfect for this mission.”


      Anyone could tell that Annette had high hopes and expectations. Diana hesitated for a moment; no one would just eagerly jump at the chance to put their life on the line, and if she declined, no one would fault her for doing so. But after a few moments, Diana was able to sit up with confidence.


      “Please leave this to us,” she said. “We’ll utilize the knowledge we’ve gained from living in the Black Forest, and we will make this a success.”


      Annette smiled. “Then please take this.” She brought out a small scroll. “This is a pass that will allow you entrance to any area within the capital. But please only use it during times of emergencies.”


      Diana solemnly took the pass.


      “The opening ceremony of the contest will begin shortly.” Annette gazed out the window. “We must make preparations. This is the diagram of where people will be during the contest, and these are the details of those you must watch out for.”


      She unfurled a new diagram on the table, one that had a detailed map of the contest grounds, along with the locations of the contestants’ waiting rooms, the audience stands, and the corridor that led backstage.


      “Lady Diana, you will be waiting here, where the rest of the female contestants will be.” Annette pointed to the map. “Lady Helen, as her bodyguard, I understand that you can move as you please. I recommend that you be extra cautious of these locations.” She marked down the backstage of the arena, the nobles’ stands in the audience, and the grand hall where the banquet would be held.


      She then focused on the portraits. “Please remember the faces of these people.” She pointed out several individuals, notably the three major suspects. Also included were Viscount Cromwell, the envoys from the republic, and any nobles of the kingdom who would likely interact with them.


      “Lady Diana, as a contestant, you can speak with others, but if you ask too many questions, you will seem suspicious,” Annette warned. “I just want you to watch and listen. What will they speak about, and with whom?”


      Helen took a long, careful look at the portraits. “I’ll commit these faces to memory.”


      “Thank you,” Annette replied.


      Once they hashed out all the details, Annette led them out of the building using a different entrance than the one they’d used earlier.


      “From henceforth, we must act like complete strangers,” Annette said. “I wish you both luck.”


      Diana and Helen took their leave, nerves thrumming. They steeled their resolve as they walked through the capital.


      As the contest drew near, the people couldn’t contain their excitement.


      “Are you ready?” Diana murmured.


      Helen nodded, her hands brushing the hilts of her blades. “Born ready. I’ll show off the skills I honed in the Black Forest.”


      The two stood in front of the entrance of the contest arena. The usually simple and plain area was dolled up with flags for this event, and they fluttered in the wind above guards who were lined up and alert.


      Diane drew a deep breath. “Let’s go.”


      She smoothed down a pleat of her dress; underneath was the knife she’d received from Eizo, kept hidden in case of emergencies.


      With confident, firm footsteps, she stepped into the arena.


      Part 2


      Though it was early in the morning, the duel grounds were bustling with people. The audience stands, which circled the contest arena, were filled with people who had gathered from all across the kingdom. Nobles sat in special VIP seats meant for people of higher rank, and in the center, sporting the royal crest, were extravagant seats reserved for the royal family.


      In the middle of the contest grounds, preparations for the opening ceremony were underway; the kingdom’s flag flowed in the wind while the knights’ suits of armor shone under the morning sun. Contestants were all lined up at the gate, waiting for their names to be called.


      Diana made her final preparations in the women’s waiting room. She changed out of her dark blue dress, embroidered with the crest of the count, and into a white and blue uniform for contestants that gave her more mobility. Of course, she wore her defensive gear underneath, and as she stared at herself in the mirror, she tied her hair up high on her head.


      “Lady Diana Leona Eimoor of Count Eimoor’s house,” a staff member called as they opened the door. “You’re up soon.”


      Diana took a deep breath and felt for her knife, which was still hidden under her clothes. She grabbed the sword she’d be using for the contest and headed to the entry gates.


      An announcer’s voice echoed through the arena. “And now for the women’s division of the kingdom’s swordsmanship contest!”


      A loud bell rang in the air, and sixteen swordswomen, including Diana, walked forward in a neat, single file line into the duel grounds.


      “Lady Diana Leona Eimoor, the Rose of the Duel Grounds of Count Eimoor’s household!” an announcer shouted.


      A cheer rose from the audience stands. House Eimoor was already a renowned name, and everyone knew the Rose of the Duel Grounds. In fact, avid watchers of this contest knew her very well. Diana politely bowed to the audience; when she looked up at the nobles’ seats, she spotted Marius sitting there. He gave her a small nod.


      The other contestants entered and gathered in the center of the duel grounds, lining up in front of the kingdom’s flag. The knight captain stepped forward.


      “I hereby declare the start of the kingdom’s swordsmanship contest!” the captain bellowed. “May each contestant have a fair and clean match—for honor and glory!”


      A thunderous round of applause filled the air. Diana observed the contestants. To her right was another young woman warrior. She came from a family known for combat prowess, just like House Eimoor. Engraved on the breast of her armor was the emblem of the defense forces stationed on the border of the kingdom and the republic.


      “You must be House Eimoor’s Rose of the Duel Grounds,” the warrior whispered. “I’m Linden Kleist, an adjutant of the defense forces.”


      “I’m honored to meet you,” Diana said politely. “I’ve heard rumors of your splendid skills. I’m surprised that you know me.”


      Linden smiled back. “Oh? But you are the famous Rose who mysteriously vanished from the capital. I recognized you instantly. I do hope we can face each other in the final round.”


      After the opening ceremony, the contestants drew lots to pick their opponents. Diana’s first match was against the daughter of a lord in the western region, Theresa Windham. She was known for her power more than her technique.


      As Diana got herself ready in the waiting room, Helen quietly approached her. Noblewomen often had several guards with them, so Helen didn’t stand out here.


      “My lady, are you ready for your battle?” Helen asked politely.


      There were others around, and their real conversation was done through minute gestures, glances, and the faintest of whispers.


      “I am,” Diana replied. She tilted her head to one side, silently inquiring about Helen’s progress, then dropped her voice to a low whisper. “Got anything?”


      Helen narrowed her eyes and leaned in close to Diana’s ear. “The west side of the audience stands. Viscount Cromwell’s chatting up an envoy of the republic.”


      Diana remained expressionless. “I’d like to hear more details later.”


      The bell rang for Diana’s first match, and she headed for the arena.




      “It’s time for the third battle!” the announcer shouted. “Lady Diana of House Eimoor versus Lady Theresa of House Windham!”


      The two women stepped to the center of the duel grounds. Cheers rose from the audience. The judge greeted the two ladies and signaled for them to ready their blades. Theresa was a burly, large woman—her sword was custom-made and heavier than most. She crouched low to the ground and rushed right in, unleashing a powerful blow from above her head.


      Diana predicted this attack. She tilted her body to one side and easily dodged the strike. Before her opponent’s blade hit the ground, she gently tapped her enemy’s arm with her blade, and the judge raised an arm in the air. First point: Diana.


      Theresa was furious. Unable to hide her irritation, she became more aggressive than ever and stepped forward once more. She swung her blade to and fro, letting her power do the talking, though her speed was nothing to sneeze at either.


      But the Rose of the Duel Grounds had better reaction speed thanks to Eizo’s and Helen’s training sessions; she managed to dodge or parry all of her opponent’s attacks. Once Diana got into a rhythm and learned to read Theresa’s trajectory, she found an opening and switched to a swift counter. Diana crouched low, then used her superb footwork to flank Theresa and unleash another precise thrust.


      “Two points for Lady Diana!” shouted a member of the audience. “Just one more!”


      Cheers arose from the stands, and Theresa’s expression grew fiercer. She bet it all on her next attack, taking up an aggressive posture before using everything she had to launch herself forward. Diana had practical training as well, courtesy the harsh environment of the Black Forest. She lifted her sword to parry Theresa’s attack, and then, turning all that power against her, destroyed Theresa’s center of balance. In one fluid movement, Diana scored her third point.


      “Victor: Lady Diana!” the judge shouted, raising an arm.


      Diana gave a respectful bow as a show of good sportsmanship. Theresa, though clearly frustrated, bowed in response. In the back of the stands, Helen quietly observed the match, her eyes darting around carefully. Her sharp gaze would pick up on any minute movements—she was intent on rooting out anything unnatural.


      Just then, Viscount Cromwell stood from his seat and left the stands. Behind him, an envoy of the republic also stood up to follow. For a moment, Helen wasn’t sure whether to give chase or stay. She hesitated, but knowing that Diana’s next match was soon, she decided to hang back for now.




      When Diana returned to the waiting room, Helen quietly approached her.


      “That was splendid, my lady,” Helen said, making sure that her voice was heard before she dropped it to a faint whisper. “Cromwell and an envoy of the republic stood up and left at the same time.”


      Diana gave a small nod. She then received a piece of paper with the name of her next opponent: Linden Kleist. The two had met at the opening ceremony.


      “A powerful foe,” Diana remarked.


      “I saw her fight earlier, my lady,” Helen said quietly. “She is not one to be underestimated.”


      “Got it.”


      Diana took a sip of water and tried to calm herself before her next match.




      There wasn’t much time before she would face Linden, but Diana and Helen never missed an opportunity to gather information. Diana blended with the crowd well and spoke with other contestants while keeping a careful ear out for any mentions of the republic or the suspicious trio of nobles.


      “How are the borders?” Diana asked Linden during the break. “I heard that our defenses there were bolstered recently.”


      “Ah, fitting that a member of House Eimoor would have heard,” Linden replied, her gaze cautious. “Information reaches you quickly. Matters are growing tense, especially near the border of the republic. I unfortunately cannot say more in this public place.”


      “I understand. I won’t pry.”


      Yet, despite Diana’s gentle words, she was internally rather suspicious. It sounded like Linden was hiding something. If only I had a keen nose for liars like Samya, Diana thought. She knew she was hoping for the impossible, but she couldn’t help it.


      “Lady Diana, it is time for your next match,” a staff member said.


      The Rose of the Duel Grounds shook herself free of needless thoughts and headed to the arena.


      “The seventh match!” the announcer shouted. “Lady Diana of House Eimoor versus Lady Linden of House Kleist!”


      The two contestants faced each other. Linden’s eyes were calm, calculating, and carried an inexplicable aura that Diana couldn’t quite put her finger on. When the judge gave the signal, the match began.


      Linden’s fighting style was unlike anything Diana had ever seen. Her sword danced in the air effortlessly, but every blow came hard and heavy. After a few clashes, Diana noted that she was surprised by her opponent’s speed—she’d had no choice but to go on the defensive. As the sound of Linden’s blade slicing through the wind reached Diana’s ears, the cheers and roars of the audience faded into the distance. There was something...familiar about this fighting style.


      “From the Nordic region?” Diana muttered. Linden’s movements were reminiscent of Eizo’s.


      Linden said not a word and continued her relentless attacks until she finally managed to break through Diana’s defenses and score a point. A murmur ran through the crowd; no one had expected the Rose of the Duel Grounds to be backed into a corner.


      Diana took a deep breath, recalling her training in the Black Forest against Eizo and Helen. In one swift moment, Diana made the executive decision to change her combat style. She avoided direct clashes and opted to use her mobility—she wasn’t going to parry Linden’s attacks but dodge them, and she would take advantage of any openings to fire off a counter of her own.


      Linden was astonished by this shift in demeanor, and Diana wasn’t one to miss it. The Rose of the Duel Grounds swooped in and swiftly landed a blow on Linden’s side.


      The battle continued to heat up. Sparks practically flew in the air with every clash, and the audience gulped nervously, their eyes glued to the fight. Linden’s attacks became fiercer, but Diana’s were more precise. The match was neck and neck. It raged on for minutes, and people were afraid that one side would soon run out of gas.


      Suddenly, Linden took a gamble—she stepped forward to launch a decisive blow.


      But Helen had taught Diana how to reroute her opponent’s strength and turn it back on them. The Rose of the Duel Grounds parried the attack and whirled around their clashing blades. The momentum from Linden’s thrust had sent her lunging forward, and she was unable to keep her balance. Diana took advantage of this opening and gently tapped Linden’s back.


      “Lady Diana brought it back! She won!” a cheer rose from the audience as they applauded this magnificent match.


      Linden had tried to launch one final, decisive attack, but she’d perhaps been a bit too tired to do so effectively—her movements had become sloppy. She’d stepped forward a bit too much, and Diana had used this to score the win.


      The judge raised a hand into the air. “Victor: Lady Diana!”


      The two competitors exchanged a respectful bow, each praising the other for the match.


      “Your movements were splendid,” Diana said with a smile.


      Linden nodded back and whispered, “I must speak with you at the banquet. It’s about something important.”


      And with that, the two left the arena.




      When Diana returned to the waiting room, Helen was there to greet her.


      “That was an incredible battle, my lady,” Helen said politely before she lowered her voice. “However, I am a bit concerned.”


      Diana sipped on her water and raised her eyebrows questioningly.


      Helen drew close. “An envoy of the republic visited Linden. They were talking before the match.”


      Diana put her water down and whispered back, “Linden said she wished to speak to me at the banquet.”


      “You sure it ain’t a trap or something?” Helen’s eyes were alert and concerned.


      Diana thought for a few moments. “I’m not sure, honestly. But maybe she can give us more intel. Her eyes... It felt like she was...frustrated and in a panic. I can’t quite put my finger on it.”


      The two quietly exchanged a look. Neither could reach a conclusion at this point, and though today’s contest was done for the day, their mission was just getting started.


      “Well,” Diana continued, “at the banquet tonight, many nobles might have an opportunity to speak with the envoys of the republic. We’ll just have to keep an eye out.”


      “Oh, before I forget.” Helen lowered her voice even more. “Viscount Cromwell gave the envoy something. It looked like a small letter. I don’t know what it said, but the envoy, upon receipt, immediately left the duel grounds.”


      Diana inhaled sharply and then sighed. “Should we report this to Annette?”


      “Already did.”


      The Rose of Duel Grounds gazed out the window. The sun was already setting. Though her next match for the contest was tomorrow, her real match was tonight, at the banquet.


      With renewed resolve, she turned back to Helen. “Now then, shall we get ready? Tonight might be our greatest chance yet.”


      Helen nodded, and the two ladies headed to the Eimoor manor to get ready, leaving the waiting room behind them.


      Part 3


      Diana and Helen left the banquet early, claiming that Diana had to get ready for tomorrow’s match. They met up with Marius in a private room in the Eimoor residence. A thick curtain covered the windows, and only the faint light of the silver candlestand in the corner illuminated everyone’s faces.


      Diana began by reporting her findings to Marius. “Viscount Cromwell’s clearly suspicious. He was only around for a short time at the banquet, but he spoke frequently with the republic’s envoys.”


      “Linden Kleist also gave us crucial information at the banquet,” Helen continued. “She’s an adjutant of the defense forces, but she’s also secretly in the kingdom’s intelligence agency. According to her, confidential documents from the republic are stored in Viscount Cromwell’s manor.”


      Marius gave a slow nod. “Viscount Cromwell is a good friend of mine... However, thinking back, some of his actions of late have been unusual.” He stood up. “I’ll be out for a few moments. Oh, and I won’t do anything dangerous, so there’s nothing to worry about.”


      And with that, he left the room.




      Several minutes later, he returned.


      “What were you doing?” Diana asked.


      Marius winked. “Nothing much. I just gave a map of Viscount Cromwell’s manor to someone.”


      “Why...do you have that? And to whom?”


      “Secrets are fun, aren’t they?” He smiled at his exasperated sister. “Let’s just sit back and wait a little. I was told that it wouldn’t take long, and there’re some things I’d like to check on today. I fear that tomorrow morning will be too hectic for me to scrutinize everything I want to.”


      Helen tried to speak up, but she snapped her mouth shut; she must’ve known that anything she said would’ve fallen on deaf ears. The three simply sat together in silence and waited for time to tick by.




      Hours drifted by, and it was late in the night when the three heard a soft knock. They glanced toward the door.


      “A guest has arrived, my lord,” Bowman announced.


      “Come in,” Marius called.


      The door opened to reveal Annette. No longer was she adorned in gorgeous, shimmering attire; instead, she was dressed in black from head to toe. Doesn’t she look sort of like a ninja? Diana thought. Eizo mentioned folks like that lurking around the Nordic region...


      “Pardon me for intruding so late,” Annette said.


      “No, I apologize for putting you in danger,” Marius replied.


      “Don’t be. This is my job.”


      This conversation reminded Helen of Diana’s battle against Linden earlier in the day, though this time, it was a clash of words instead of blades.


      “Now then, let’s get to business, shall we?” Annette pulled a few pieces of paper from her pocket. “This is the evidence I’ve collected.”


      Marius glanced at the papers, and his face turned grim. “This is...the republic’s invasion plan. I knew it. And some people of the kingdom are offering their aid.”


      “Looks like Cromwell’s not the only one,” Helen said, pointing at the list. “At the very least, five nobles are involved.”


      “This is a very serious piece of evidence...” Marius muttered. “I don’t think anyone’s realized that you’ve snuck in, but...” He glanced at Annette, who nodded back. “Guess we should be careful, just in case. I’ll attend the contest tomorrow as planned, but, Helen, I want you to be more vigilant than before. Please be on the lookout.”


      “Got it,” Helen replied with a nod.


      Diana gazed out of the window and noticed that the skies to the east were lightening with streaks of dawn. “The semifinals will start in a few hours. We don’t have much time to rest.”


      “Take a nap while you can,” Marius said, placing a hand on his sister’s shoulder. “Today’s match will be twice as hard as the last.”


      Diana and Helen returned to their rooms; they changed out of their stuffy clothes and got ready for bed. Diana was tired, but the anxiety and excitement for the upcoming match kept her awake for a while.


      “I wonder what Eizo would do,” she mumbled.


      As she peered out of the window and saw the sun peeking over the horizon, her days in the Black Forest flashed across her mind. She ruminated on the peaceful routine she had built with her family, alongside the bonds and skills she’d fostered at the forge. These memories were powerful pillars of support.


      “I’ll get through today,” she said firmly.


      As the morning sunbeams trickled into her room, she was finally able to rest her weary eyes. Her heart was already set on the next match.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      Diana was only able to catch a few hours of sleep before she needed to rise. The sun, already high in the eastern sky, peeked through the curtains of her window. Though she was still tired and sleep-deprived, she quickly got ready.


      Today would be the finals and semifinals of the swordsmanship contest, and most importantly, it was a decisive day where they would uncover the truth.


      There was a knock at the door, and Helen stepped in. She was also unable to hide her exhaustion, but her eyes were filled with sparkling determination.


      “Annette’s here,” she reported in a low voice. “Marius already left.”


      Diana nodded. She was currently wearing her defensive gear underneath her contest uniform; she’d made sure to hide her knife as well.


      “Does she have any business with us?” she asked.


      Helen glanced out of the window to make sure no one was eavesdropping. “Apparently, she made a shocking discovery.”


      The two ladies secretly slipped out of the manor. Annette guided them to a vacant street. “Over here.”


      This was a quiet corner of the capital—the building that stood before them was simple and sturdy. Annette led the ladies down to a basement, where a nervous Marius greeted them. On the table were the pieces of evidence they’d seen last night, along with some new documents.


      “First, I’d like to thank you two for your heroic efforts.” Annette gave a deep bow. “Thanks to your valor, the mastermind behind this scheme is slowly coming to light. But the situation has become more serious and urgent than initially expected.”


      She turned and pointed to the documents. “The republic is plotting a large-scale invasion against the kingdom. And today’s contest will be a key moment in this plot.”


      “The contest?” Diana asked with surprise.


      Annette nodded. “People from across the kingdom will gather to watch the finals of this competition. And it seems...something will happen to disrupt it.”


      “We uncovered a set of plans from Viscount Cromwell’s documents,” Marius continued. “During the contest, he’ll attack the kingdom’s main defensive points. Several simultaneous strikes.”


      “We found concrete evidence of this scheme.” Annette shuffled through the documents and pulled out a sheet of paper. “Baron Grayson, the contest organizer, is a major agent of the republic.”


      Diana and Helen exchanged a look of surprise. Baron Grayson had been in charge of running the contest for many years. Yesterday, he’d been busy bustling about the venue, making sure there weren’t any hiccups. He was a famous man who commanded a lot of respect and admiration.


      “But now that you mention it...” Diana said pensively. “During the opening ceremony and the matches, he seemed awfully friendly with several nobles... He was always talking with them.”


      “He’s also in charge of all the contestants and decides where to place security,” Helen pointed out.


      Annette’s face was stern as she spoke. “More precisely, Baron Grayson has been acting as a spy for the republic for over a decade. For a long time, he’s built a network of friends he could rely on when the time came to put this plan into action.”


      “Are you not going to restrain him on the spot?” Diana asked.


      “It’s too risky,” Marius replied. “We don’t yet know the extent of his network, and we haven’t pinpointed everyone he’s working with. If we make a brash decision, the others will just learn to be more careful. They might even change their plans.”


      “So, we’d like to set a trap,” Annette added in a low voice. “Lady Diana, your appearance in the finals will be key.”


      For the next hour, they hashed out the details. Diana would win the semifinals, go on to the finals, and during that match, Helen would keep a watchful eye on Baron Grayson. She would spot the exact moment when the baron moved to speak with his cooperators, and Marius would quietly bolster their defenses. Annette would keep the royal family’s corps on standby in the shadows.


      “What if I don’t make it to the finals?” Diana asked.


      “Not to worry,” Annette replied confidently. “We’ve got a backup plan. But I really do believe that you can win.”


      Once the plan was finalized, Diana and Helen headed to the dueling grounds. The semifinals would soon commence.




      The arena was buzzing with excitement, even more so than the day prior. The audience stands were filled to the brim, and the VIP seats were lined with prominent nobles throughout the kingdom. Diana was quietly steeling her resolve in the waiting room; her next opponent was Elena Southerland, a daughter of a lord in the south. She was known for her powerful defense.


      “You ready?” Helen asked. She entered the room wearing the uniform of a guard. Her eyes darted around carefully.


      “I am.” Diana stood and grabbed her sword. “I’ll win. Without fail.”


      When the signal for the semifinals sounded, Diana headed for the arena. On her way there, she crossed paths with Baron Grayson.


      He flashed a warm smile and bowed his head. “Lady Diana, your last fight was magnificent. I do hope to see you in the finals.”


      Diana did her best to suppress her feelings. She offered a polite bow and response before she entered the arena. The cheers of the crowd roared around her, welcoming as Elena made her appearance from the opposite end. The two of them exchanged a bow in front of the judge.


      “Begin!” the judge shouted.


      As Diana expected, Elena coiled herself into a tight, defensive posture. Her blade was constantly in front of her body, ready to receive any attack that came her way. Diana initiated a few clashes and tried to gauge her opponent’s reaction speed. Elena’s technique was indeed impeccable, but compared to Diana, who trained tirelessly in the Black Forest, Elena lacked practical experience. Eizo and Helen had once advised Diana to ditch her clean, beautiful style every now and then and opt to use more cunning, underhanded tactics. The Rose of the Duel Grounds recalled this advice as the battle wore on.


      “If you don’t attack, you can’t win,” Diana called out tauntingly.


      Elena remained composed as she maintained her defensive stance. But as Diana drove forward again and again, she noticed that Elena’s reaction speed was getting slower by the second. Diana didn’t miss this chance—she fired off a powerful blow that repelled her opponent’s blade and earned herself a cheeky point.


      Cheers rose from the audience. Elena looked a bit cornered, then seemed to decide that she needed to go on the offensive.


      But this was Diana’s trap. After expertly dodging Elena’s attacks, she took advantage of another opening to score her second point. Elena, now a single hit away from defeat, used all her power to unleash a flurry of blows. When Diana felt the painful impact of a sword on her arm, she scowled for a split second.


      “Lady Elena’s counter!” the audience cried.


      But Diana quickly regained her composure. She took Helen’s advice once again and waited for a moment when she could turn her opponent’s power to her advantage.


      There. An opening in Elena’s powerful blows allowed Diana to score the third and final point.


      “Victor: Lady Diana! She will be heading to the finals!” the judge announced.


      The audience all rose to their feet to give a standing ovation. Diana bowed to Elena before leaving the arena. When Diana entered the waiting room, Helen was already there, ready to report.


      Diana sipped from her cup of water. “How’s the baron?”


      “He left a few times during the match,” Helen muttered. “One of Annette’s subordinates is glued to him, apparently.”


      While they waited, Marius popped into the room to check on them. “The finals will be in an hour or so. You’ll be fighting Linden again. She won the losers’ bracket.”


      Diana’s eyes widened in surprise. “She did?”


      “Yeah, and overwhelmingly so.” Marius watched his sister solemnly. “She seems to know something. After the match, she exchanged a few words with the baron.”


      “I thought she was an ally...”


      Diana frowned, but Helen remained firm.


      “Either way, we’ve gotta proceed with our plan,” she said. “We’re ready.”


      The three of them exchanged a small nod.




      An hour later, the bell rang, signaling the finals. Diana took a deep breath. She gently brushed her fingers against her hidden knife, reminding herself to be brave. Resolute, she headed toward the fateful match.


      “We will now begin the finals for the women’s division!” the announcer bellowed.


      Diana and Linden stepped to the center of the arena. The seats were full; royals and nobles alike had turned up to watch the match. Baron Grayson sat in a VIP seat, his lips curved in a satisfied smile.


      “Introducing, once again, Lady Diana of House Eimoor and Lady Linden of House Kleist!” the announcer shouted. “You may bow!”


      The two did so, then raised their blades. Diana noticed the unrest and conflict simmering in Linden’s eyes.


      “And...begin!” the announcer roared.


      Linden’s attacks were different this time; no longer were her strikes smooth and polished. Diana could sense a hint of panic in her movements, so she stepped back, carefully defending herself and analyzing her opponent.


      “What’s wrong?” Diana whispered after a clash. “You’re not fighting like you did yesterday.”


      “Something...will happen. After this match ends,” Linden muttered back.


      Diana paused for a moment, but she quickly regained her composure. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “We’ll stop it.”


      Linden’s eyes went wide with astonishment, and Diana didn’t miss the opportunity. With a quick thrust, the Rose of the Duel Grounds scored her first point. The battle raged on, and during every clash, the ladies exchanged a few words. Linden claimed that she was working with the intelligence agents of the kingdom, and though she had her doubts about Baron Grayson, she’d failed to secure any proof.


      The battle raged on in a flurry of blades, but all the while, the swordswomen traded snippets of information, deepening their understanding of one another and the situation. When Diana scored another point and secured a wider lead, she noticed that Baron Grayson stood up to head to the waiting room. It’s begun, she thought.


      The battle became more heated than ever when the Rose of the Duel Grounds unleashed her final blow. Linden tried to guard herself, but Diana parried before pressing the tip of her sword to Linden’s chest.


      “We have a winner! The honorable victor of this contest is Lady Diana of House Eimoor!”


      Deafening cheers rose from the crowd; Diana and Linden exchanged respectful bows.


      “Hurry,” Linden urged in a faint voice. “The baron headed to the waiting room in the back.”


      Diana nodded. She didn’t even stick around for the awards; when she reached the waiting room, Helen emerged from the shadows.


      “Where’s the baron?” Diana whispered.


      “Being tailed,” Helen replied. “He rendezvoused with a few people in the back.”


      The two rushed toward that back room. They dashed through the corridors and realized that a door—one usually kept closed and off-limits to the public—was half open.


      Baron Grayson’s voice could be heard from inside. “Proceed as planned. The border’s defenses are weak.”


      Diana and Helen exchanged a glance and silently approached the room. Through the gap, they saw the baron and three other men huddled around a map—the main defensive points of the kingdom had been circled.


      “The start of the awards ceremony will be our signal,” said the baron. “The republic’s army is on standby. If our scheme is successful, the kingdom will fall in a day.”


      “We’ve got more than enough proof,” Diana whispered.


      Just then, footsteps echoed behind them. The ladies whirled around and spotted Viscount Cromwell, armed with two guards.


      “Ah, there you are, milady of House Eimoor,” the viscount said, his tone frosty. “I’m afraid that you cannot proceed any further. How unfortunate.”


      Helen unsheathed her shortswords, while Diana grabbed her knife.


      “Two guards versus two of us, eh?” Helen asked with a grin. “Looks like you still possess the spirit of fairness.”
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      The battle began without another word. Cromwell’s guards instantly grabbed their blades and pounced, but Helen responded with incredible speed. She wasn’t called Lightning Strike for nothing. In a flash, she parried one of the guards’ blades and whirled around to dodge the other.


      Meanwhile, Diana faced Cromwell. He was surprisingly good with a sword and managed to push Diana back.


      “You used up all your stamina at the finals, didn’t you?” he whispered gleefully.


      But Diana remained calm. She purposefully took a step back and lured Cromwell toward her. When he stepped closer, Diana took her chance. She crouched low, then sprang toward him and sliced a gash in his arm with her knife.


      “Don’t move,” she hissed.


      Helen had made short work of the two guards, who were now disarmed and prone. Belatedly, Baron Grayson noticed the fuss and leaped out of the room.


      “What the...?” His words trailed off, and he gasped when he spotted Diana and Helen. “You guys are—”


      “It’s over, Baron Grayson,” Diana declared. “You and the republic have been found out. Consider your plot thwarted.”


      The baron hesitated for a moment, but he quickly regained his cool. He shoved his hand into his pocket.


      Diana immediately shouted, “Stop him!”


      But it was too late. The baron blew hard into a whistle, and the shrill sound echoed along the walls of the corridor.


      He grinned. “You’re too late. The plan’s already started.”


      Out of nowhere, armed men appeared at either end of the corridor. Diana and Helen flung themselves back-to-back and moved into a corner. Surrounded on all sides, they assessed the situation.


      There was nowhere to flee.


      “Will you surrender?” the baron asked arrogantly.


      Diana opened her mouth to respond, but then...


      “Oh, there’s no need for that.”


      Everyone whipped around to find Marius standing in the corridor. Next to him was a slender man, and behind them, numerous members of the corps were lined up and ready to fight.


      The slender man spoke, his voice stern. “Baron Grayson, I’d like to have a word with you.”


      “P-Prince Louis...” At once, the barron paled. He tried to flee, but his escape was cut off by members of the corps. “Why are you...?” Confusion filled his features as he seemed unable to process the situation.


      “We’ve been eyeing your plans from the start,” Prince Louis replied calmly. “Our trap just snapped shut on this plot of yours.”


      Viscount Cromwell and his other comrades were soon carried away. Diana and Helen exchanged a relieved sigh.


      Diana had barely slept, and now that the excitement was over, she was visibly exhausted. “Looks like we did it.”


      “Yeah,” Helen replied with a nod. “We got some good news to report back to Eizo.”




      Two days passed after the incident. Annette then appeared and guided Diana and Helen to a manor (a different one this time) to give them a final briefing.


      Everything had come to a satisfying conclusion: The kingdom had managed to completely dismantle the republic’s network of spies, and the potential invasion from the border had been stopped before it’d ever started.


      “The kingdom offers immense thanks to the both of you,” Annette said solemnly.


      Diana smiled. “We just did our job, that’s all.”


      “Also...” Annette smiled back. “Your hard-won victory at the contest was simply splendid. Baron Grayson was supposed to host the awards ceremony, but that, of course, will not be happening. We delayed the awards until tomorrow and will claim that he suddenly fell ill. Though this scheme was a dire threat to the sovereignty of our lands, it has been diffused without any major casualties. The kingdom expresses its gratitude to you both.”


      Once the meeting was over, Diana, Helen, and Marius returned to the Eimoor manor.


      Part 4


      The awards ceremony took place the next day. It was a lavish affair, and the Rose of the Duel Grounds wore her nickname proudly. She was a little embarrassed by all the fanfare, but she figured she should just roll with it. It would take some time before she got used to the praise.


      After the ceremony, Diana spent some time alone with her brother in his study.


      Marius patted her shoulder. “I’m really proud of you, y’know.”


      “Thank you,” Diana replied with a smile. “But I was only able to be so strong because of everything I’ve learned in the Black Forest.”


      He nodded and removed a small box from his desk. “This is a gift for Eizo. I believe he wanted something called urushi from the Nordic region. And this one”—he opened another box—“is for you.”


      Inside was a knife. It was like the one Diana already had, but with a stark difference: There was a detailed motif of a rose engraved on the blade. The unmistakable insignia of a fat cat seemed to wink at her from the bottom of the handle.


      “I asked Eizo to secretly make this for you,” Marius admitted.


      Diana was all smiles. “I’ll keep this close to me, always.”


      ⌗⌗⌗


      The next morning, Diana and Helen got ready to leave the capital. They packed their belongings into the carriage Camilo had arranged for them. Marius and the servants of the manor stood at the gates, ready to send them off.


      Diana wrapped her brother in a hug. “I’ll be back soon enough.”


      “You know you’re always welcome here,” Marius replied, hugging back. “Send my regards to Eizo.”


      As the carriage clattered onward toward the Black Forest, the capital slowly faded from view. Diana suddenly whirled away from the window. “What a curious feeling,” she murmured. “Before all of this, I was so anxious about whether I could fulfill my duty. But now, I just feel like I’m floating on a wave of accomplishment.”


      “Hey, you did a lot,” Helen replied with a grin. “You’re right to feel proud.”


      The journey home was a quiet affair. Soon enough, the carriage stopped at the usual spot on the edge of the forest. Diana and Helen unloaded their luggage and waved at Franz, who was manning the carriage. They watched him fade into the distance before they stepped past the tree line and onto the forest path. Filled with excitement and pride, they could not wait to reunite with their family and share their triumph.


      By the time they spotted the roof of Forge Eizo peeking through the trees, the family was already lined up out front, waiting for them. Samya was the first to notice them coming.


      “They’re here!” she hollered.


      Rike, Lidy, and Anne all waved excitedly, while Krul, Lucy, Hayate, and Maribel darted around, welcoming the ladies back in their own way. Standing at the head of this welcoming party was Eizo.


      “We’re back!” Diana and Helen shouted.


      Eizo’s voice was quiet and warm. “Welcome home.”


      Samya immediately rushed over to wrap Diana and Helen in a tight hug. The rest of the family quickly joined the embrace, showering the duo with questions and words of welcome.


      “What kind of adventure did you have?” Lidy asked curiously.


      “Maybe we should head inside first,” Eizo suggested. “We’ve got time. I’d like to hear the whole story.”


      As usual, everyone gathered on the terrace, and Eizo eagerly made a special array of celebratory dishes. The lavish meal welcomed Diana and Helen home.


      As they ate, the ladies took turns explaining what had transpired: The conspiracy that threatened the kingdom, Diana’s victory in the contest, and the final match were all included in the tale. At times, the family gulped nervously or looked worried. At other times, they oohed and aahed with wonder.


      “And this is a gift from my brother.” Diana handed Eizo a small box.


      Eizo opened the lid and found a small bottle of lacquer—the urushi that he wanted. His eyes gleamed with surprise and delight.


      “I’m so grateful for this,” he said happily. “I’ll be sure to use it with the utmost care.”


      Once dinner had been cleaned away, the family continued to chat about Diana and Helen’s adventure. After a while, Diana stepped away from the terrace to decompress. She stood in the garden, breathing deeply and gazing upward. The night sky of the Black Forest, filled to the brim with an ocean of shimmering stars, offered peace and tranquility that was worlds away from the hubbub of the capital.


      Eizo soon came to stand beside her.


      “About your trip...” he said quietly. “How was it really?”


      Diana thought for a few moments. “I was nervous at first. But everything I learned here helped me succeed. The training I did with you, Helen, and everyone else, along with the bonds I’ve created with this family—those things supported me throughout it all.”


      Eizo smiled. “You’ve matured.”


      “I’ve still got a lot to learn.” Diana gazed up at the stars. “But I feel like I’m starting to see the path I’d like to take.”


      Eizo gave a slow nod. The two silently observed the stars until a peal of boisterous laughter from the terrace reached their ears.


      “Wanna go back?” Eizo asked. “Everyone’s waiting for you.”


      Diana nodded, and the two returned to the terrace.


      A sense of accomplishment and a fluttering hope for the future filled her heart. In the forge and the Black Forest, Diana had learned about true strength and the bonds of family. And now, with these teachings committed to her memory, she was prepared to take a step forward.


      Diana gazed up at the night sky one last time. A shooting star streaked across the tops of trees, like the heavens were blessing the start of her new adventure.


    


  



  

    

      Epilogue: Investigating the Black Forest


      “Um, are you saying that Eizo lived a quiet life here?” I asked.


      I could hardly believe my ears, and my eyebrows soared in surprise. This Black Forest wasn’t as dangerous as it used to be, but it was still a risky place to visit. The fact that a normal blacksmith had a forge there was surprising enough, but when I heard that he lived his days quietly and peacefully—that he’d been able to kick back and live without fear—I refused to believe it. It felt impossible to me.


      I’d read documentation about how he’d lived a relaxing life, but how could that have been true? Perhaps he’d just convinced himself of that to ease his nerves and worries.


      However, since this truth was coming from the master of the Black Forest, I had no reason to doubt her.


      “Surprisingly, he enjoyed his life here.”


      Her name was Lluisa—she had green hair and pale skin. She’d politely refused any respectful honorifics, and as we conversed, she smiled and nodded at me. I was currently standing in the forge where Eizo had once worked. The workshop was empty and quiet. Along the walls were hooks and shelves where tools had once been arranged, but much like the house, which was devoid of any dwellers, the space was empty and vacant. The only things left behind were heavy items such as the anvil and forge.


      Despite Eizo having left this place long ago, the room was clean, which only made the room feel more spacious. The anvil rested unused at the center of the workshop, invoking a sense of loneliness.


      “Luckily, the fairies are keeping it clean,” Lluisa joked.


      Until now, no one had ever confirmed the existence of fairies. I’d assumed they were a myth that had spread around the kingdom.


      “But it’s true—the members of Forge Eizo had no issues living in this forest,” Lluisa remarked. “It was comfortable for them.”


      “What do you mean?” I asked.


      “It’s all very simple. You see, they were the strongest in this forest.”


      “Does ‘they’ include Eizo as well?”


      “Of course. But he couldn’t hold a candle to the red-haired one.”


      “Red-haired... Do you mean the Lightning Strike?”


      “Yes, I think she did go by that name.”


      The Lightning Strike had been the moniker of a famous mercenary—some folks I’d met had mentioned the name. I’d assumed that the family had been confined to living in this clearing, but if the mercenary had been as strong as rumored, perhaps they would’ve had the freedom to move around the forest. This only deepened the mystery surrounding this forge.


      “Did they travel around?” I asked. “Or did they remain in this cabin?”


      “Huh! You haven’t heard, have you?” Lluisa grinned. She looked like she was enjoying herself.


      Rike and Lidy had mentioned the occasional excursion to a nearby river, but it seemed the family had explored much more of the forest than that.


      “They traversed the entirety of the forest,” Lluisa revealed.


      “The whole thing?”


      “Indeed. They trekked to and fro through the trees. I’ve rarely seen anyone travel around the forest more than they did, and that’s including the beastfolk.”


      “So then...”


      “They did mention finding something. Perhaps some traces of their travels still remain.”


      “I see...”


      Lluisa kept her happy grin on her face, and I knew that she must’ve read my mind. “If you’re heading out to look, you should do so now,” she advised. “The beasts of the forest are calm around this hour.”


      “Got it. But when I come back...”


      “You need not fret. I shall know when you return.”


      “Thank you.”


      Of course I had to go. Sure, I was terrified of what lay in the darkness of the forest, but I wanted to walk through the paths that Eizo had once investigated. I wished to see the sights that he saw. What had he found on his journey?


      Lluisa saw me off as I stepped away from Eizo’s forge and into the depths of the Black Forest.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Hello! We’ve finally made it to volume 12 (a whole loop around the zodiac)! I’m Tamamaru, a writer about to turn fifty. I usually publish around two volumes a year, so this marks the year’s halfway point, I guess.


      Unlike the previous volume, this one is mainly focused on the Black Forest. Even in the web novel version, I wanted to explore the landscape, but I needed an excuse. And so, I gave Eizo the goal of finding an escape route from their home, which meant they had to remain vigilant as they trekked. But hey, this is Eizo’s family we’re talking about. They are, after all, considered to be the strongest force in the forest by the master herself. They made short work of any troubles in the usual way. I don’t like to do this, but I decided to throw a stumbling block across their path. I hope it added some suspense.


      Another unique thing about this volume is the addition of a side story—one not from Eizo’s point of view. I want it to seem like a spin-off of sorts, but I also wanted to add more to this novel. (The whole investigating-the-forest plotline was a bit short...)


      I decided to let Diana, the Rose of the Duel Grounds, take it away and give her side of the story. People in the know might wonder why Helen isn’t the main protagonist of the spin-off, but she’s already kind of a spin-off character. And so, I had her tag along with Diana’s debacle. It helps that she’s also the strongest of the bunch...


      People who read the story will know that Diana is strong (enough to have earned a nickname), but it’s hard to conceptualize how strong she really is, especially since everyone around her is so powerful. I hope this side story allowed Diana to live up to her name. Obviously, she’d struggle to stand out when she’s with a man who has cheat abilities and a mercenary who’s even stronger than him.


      In the future, I might pepper in some side stories here and there, so I hope you enjoy them. But for now, I don’t really have a side story I’m dying to write about, so, uh, if there’s a bit of a hiatus with the side stories, please forgive me.


      Now, for some acknowledgments. Thank you to I-san, my editor, who’s always there for me. I know this volume was a bit rushed, and you saved me time and again. Truly, thank you.


      Kinta had drawn another set of wonderful, breathtaking illustrations. I love Latifa’s design—it’s a personal favorite of mine.


      I’m grateful to Yoshino Himori for working so hard on the manga version. Every time I check the draft, I’m always apologizing for the confusing prose in the light novel. Ah, yes, and there’s an audiobook out on Audible—I believe a continuation for this series has been slated, and the fifth volume will be out by the time you’re reading this. Much thanks to Tomomi Sawada, who’s in charge of that project. I apologize if I used any awkward wording!


      I appreciate everyone involved in the overseas publication of this series. I’ve heard that the English novels will have physical books published soon, so if you’re interested in those, please check them out.


      I’m grateful for my friends and acquaintances who are always supporting me. Then there are my cats, Chama, Konbu, and Shijimi, and my mother and sister—thank you all so much.


      Lastly, thank you, the reader, who picked up this series. Truly, you have my heartfelt gratitude. I’m able to continue this series because of everyone’s support, and I’ll continue to give it my all. I hope you will continue to enjoy this series. Let’s meet again in the next volume!


      PS: Chama, you lived in my house for nineteen wonderful years. Thank you for that. You can come back whenever you want—you know that, don’t you? I’ll see you again!
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