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      On the Road to the Mines—Dias


      While Aymer, Mont, and the others had been in the Beastland Kingdom, we’d slain three flame dragons in Baarbadal. And while it was tempting to say that it was the cavekin’s ballistae that had done all the heavy lifting, their effectiveness was in large part thanks to the work of Senai and Ayhan.


      The twins had used their own bows and arrows against the monsters, but they’d helped the cavekin aim their ballistae too. Apparently, the cavekin were skilled at everything about them...save for their aim. This made things hard, because flame dragons could weave through the sky with an almost unrivaled grace. Fortunately, when the twins and the cavekin combined their might, they were a force to be reckoned with.


      The head-scratching part was that I’d always thought shooting arrows was completely different from firing a ballista. But to hear the twins tell it, they were pretty much the same. This left me pretty dang confused, so I asked Alna and Zorg if they felt the same way.


      “Nope, the girls are just special,” said Alna. “Ballistae and bows are completely different weapons.”


      “All an archer can bring to a ballista is their eyesight,” said Zorg. “I mean, maybe Alna taught the girls in a more comprehensive way or something, but there’s no way I could do what they did.”


      That made me think that maybe it was a forestkin thing—like maybe they were real skilled when it came to this stuff. But Zorg had seen the forestkin in Beastland territory, and he didn’t think they were worth even talking about. That simply meant that, in the end, the twins were just...special.


      I was thinking about it all a lot, and that was when an unexpected voice jumped in.


      “I think it’s how they’ve been brought up,” said Aruharu, a young Meowgen woman who was staying with us. “They’ve had a whole bunch of different teachers, and they’re free to interpret the lessons they’re taught however they like. It’s only natural that they’d develop in a way nobody ever imagined, right?”


      Aruharu said that a wealth of teachers didn’t always mean extraordinary results, but sometimes things kind of came together in just the right way, and sometimes kids responded really well to having lots of different teachers. To help prove her point, Aruharu turned to the twins.


      “Senai, Ayhan,” she said. “When you first learned to use a bow, do you remember what Alna taught you?”


      We were all standing by the side of the road near the mines, near a well-worn ballista. There was a group of cavekin working on it, and their boisterous voices were the background to our conversation. Aruharu was dressed in a winter outfit that Alna and Ellie had hurriedly made for her, and the twins were rolling a snowball across the ground.


      “Um,” Senai muttered, stopping to think for a second. “She taught us to read the wind!”


      “Yeah, she said that to take aim, we have to look at the wind and find the flow,” said Ayhan.


      “Huh... And how did you do that?” Aruharu continued. “How do you read the wind? Do you feel it on your skin, or maybe you use those long ears of yours?”


      Everybody heard Aruharu’s question, and we all leaned in to hear the girls’ answers. We were out at the mines because Zorg and Mont hadn’t been able to see the ballistae in action while they were on expedition, but they really wanted to see them. All in all we had me, Alna, Zorg, Iberis, Mont, the twins, Aymer, and Aruharu.


      “Uh, we look with our eyes,” replied Senai. “We can see the wind when we use magic.”


      Ayhan added, “Yeah, we see it, and we picture where it’s going, and then we make a wish on the wind.”


      This certainly wasn’t what Alna and Zorg were expecting. They stood there with their eyes so wide I thought they might roll straight out of their sockets. But Aruharu, she just nodded. Her expression said it all: Yeah, I thought so.


      Still, she had another question she wanted to ask.


      “When you have to aim at an animal that’s running away, what do you focus on?” Aruharu asked. “Who taught you how to hunt?”


      “Um, Alna taught us,” said Senai, “but Dias’s style is easier—and way more fun!”


      “Yeah, don’t think,” said Ayhan. “Just feel. It’s okay to miss; you just have to try your best and believe in yourself. But also we follow the flow of magic to see where the animals are going to move next. That’s when we shoot.”


      “And it’s the same for monsters?”


      “Yep!” replied Senai. “Whenever Dias fights he senses movement, and that’s how he dodges. We copy that.”


      “Sometimes magic and miasma are a flow,” said Ayhan. “But sometimes they’re lumpy, and sometimes they’re pointy. We just follow their shapes.”


      Yeah, but I can’t see magic or miasma, and I sure as heck can’t feel it...


      What I’d learned through experience was that the more time I spent worrying in battle or on the hunt, the more openings I left. Because of that I just left everything to instinct. I never stopped moving—I was always attacking, dodging, or both. The twins had seen my approach, and over time they’d made it their own while adding some unique twists.


      “Looks to me like you two were pretty bright from the get-go,” Aruharu praised, patting them both on the head, “and this environment here has had a huge impact on your potential. All the different races, all the different skills—it’s been the perfect melting pot for you to cook up your own tricks. I guess it helps that the adults here never boxed you in and forced you to do things any one particular way either. That they leave you to work things out for yourselves is a big part of your creativity. It makes the two of you who you are. You learn what people teach you, and then you put your own spin on things. It’s exactly what the empire was always aiming for.”


      Aruharu crossed her arms and nodded to herself. She looked pretty satisfied with her conclusions. In fact, she saw zero need to talk about it any further and went to examine the ballista, which was just about ready for a test shot. The twins were quick to follow her.


      The twins hadn’t known Aruharu long, but they saw how close she was with Aymer, and I guess that made her all the more approachable, because they’d hit it off quick. The twins liked Aruharu a lot, and clearly she liked them just as much.


      Aruharu hailed from the empire, but unlike Mont, she intended to return home. With that in mind, some of the villagers wondered if it was a good idea to let her see the ballistae. Mont didn’t think it mattered.


      “I say show her,” he’d told me. “Let her see for herself that we’ve got weapons that can shoot down flame dragons with the snap of our fingers. It’ll be a mighty good deterrent when she takes that news back home. Sometimes hiding things isn’t the answer, you see—sometimes you have to let people see what you’re made of.”


      And with that, I decided it was fine to have Aruharu along for the ballista testing. That said, we had marked a few places as off-limits to her—namely the border station buildings, the storehouses, the hut by our water source, and the storage cellars. Aruharu took it all in stride and didn’t seem to mind the restrictions—she was more interested in learning how we lived here in Iluk and spending time with the twins.


      Aruharu had heard all the stories about me, and she came up clear on all the onikin soul appraisals. There wasn’t a hint of ill will to be found in the girl. She was more intrigued than anything—always asking about this or that or wanting to hear stories about the war. She seemed like good people as far as I was concerned.


      “All righty then!” boomed one of the cavekin. “We’ll just set up the target and then we’re good to go!”


      Another cavekin ran out into the snowy fields carrying an old, beat-up wooden box, then tossed it into place once he was far enough from the ballista and came running back. He was practically swimming through the snow on account of his short legs, and his beard was all white by the time he got back.


      The cavekin quickly prepared the ballista, loaded it, and wound the bolt into place. Alna and Zorg imbued it with some magical energy, and from there it was good to go—the twins gave some directions to dial in the aim and got ready to give the command to shoot. Everybody who wasn’t part of the actual firing stepped away from the ballista, and then the twins shouted.


      “Now!”


      “Bolts away!”


      One of the cavekin pulled on a lever to unleash the ballista’s loaded bolt, and a huge bang echoed out. We heard the sound of the bolt unleashing and the sound of it screaming through the air. It sounded way more powerful than the first time I’d seen one—the cavekin had clearly added a few upgrades since then.


      In the time it took to blink after the bolt cut through the air, the whole area around the wooden box exploded into a cloud of white. There was no way to know if the ballista had hit its mark or not, but that didn’t stop the twins from crying out with glee.


      “We did it!”


      “Bang on target!”


      They made it sound a lot like the shot had been a runaway success. After a while, the cloud of snow began to settle. As it did, the ballista’s big old bolt and the remnants of what had once been a wooden box came into focus. The girls let out cheers, and Aruharu and Aymer were quick to join them.


      That ended the demonstration, and so we all headed back to Iluk. There wasn’t much else to see out here but the mines.


      On the way, the twins told us all about how much fun hunting the flame dragons had been. You could tell they were plenty proud of themselves, and everybody was more than happy to listen to the story. Iberis and Mont in particular looked at them like doting uncles.


      The girls really loved all the attention, and it got them talking even more. Actually, even after we got back to Iluk they were still going, and all the villagers watched on with smiles. The girls noticed all the new eyes on them, and they raised their hands up high and started dancing.


      “Make sure you don’t slip and fall, please,” I called out.


      “We’ll be fine!” shouted Senai.


      “Totally fine!” added Ayhan.


      And so they went on dancing. We kept on walking and eventually arrived near the second maternity ward we were building. This one wasn’t just a yurt though—it was full-on timber—and there were cavekin on the roof of it singing while they worked.




      “When you’ve got nothin’


      pick up rocks!


      When you’ve got nothin’


      gather branches!


      We’re cavekin! We’re cavekin!


      And cavekin make hammers!


      We’ll build it all, whatever it is!


      A castle if y’need one!


      Come rain, wind, or snow,


      houses we build ’til a town we make,


      and cellars for all our booze!


      We’re all in this together, together until we die!


      No matter the weather, no matter the day,


      all’s we need’s a hammer and some booze!


      That’s luxury for us cavekin!”




      The cavekin sang their leisurely ballad at the top of their lungs, pounding their hammers rhythmically to provide a beat and setting their materials in place in time with their song. It looked to me like it wouldn’t be long before they’d have a real respectable maternity ward all ready to go.


      “What are they building?” asked Aruharu. “It’s next to the temple, so I’m guessing it’s for transcribing books?”


      “See that yurt?” I said, pointing to one nearby. “That’s our first maternity room. The cavekin are building a bigger ward for us now. We’ve got a lot of expecting mothers, and Iluk is home to a lot of different races. It might be exaggerating a little to say we’re accommodating for every race, but we are trying to make sure the facilities can be used by all.”


      I explained that we were even making a special spot for the falconkin so they could comfortably warm their eggs, and come and go more easily. It wasn’t uncommon for snakes and the like to eye falconkin eggs for food, so we wanted to make sure that didn’t happen.


      “Basically we just want to make it so our pregnant mothers can give birth safely,” I said.


      That pretty much meant making it so we could use the childbirth carpet whenever we needed to. We wanted that on hand to ease any strain on the pregnant mothers, and to that end we had small openings in the walls of the new maternity ward so Uncle Ben and I could reach in and use the carpet without having to actually be inside.


      But we also had dedicated spots for lighting medical incense, a spot for boiling water, and beds in a variety of different sizes. All of it was thanks to the suggestions the cavekin had gotten from talking to the Wives’ Club.


      “Huh. I’m impressed,” said Aruharu. “Anybody who puts a premium on treating mothers and children well deserves praise in my book. The Meowgen clan leader is just as considerate. A lot of people say he’s just got a soft spot for the ladies, but I don’t think that’s the case... This is great, I really think so. So you’ve got a dedicated temple, but what about food supplies? There’s nothing around here but snow, and you’ve got newborns coming. I mean, I know you’ve got enough that you could help provide food to your neighbors in the Beastland Kingdom, but still...”


      “Yeah, that’s not an issue,” I replied. “We’re all set for winter. Plus, the goblins regularly bring us salted fish, and trade is going really well. We’ve got food to spare. I mean, we still have to be careful because we’re planning to keep aid going to our neighbors, but I think it’s safe to say that we’re sitting fairly pretty.”


      Aruharu put her hands behind her head and stretched her back, letting out a long “Hmm.” The way she said it made me think she wasn’t all that interested in my answer, but she looked serious, and her gaze told me that she was really thinking things through. Exactly what she was thinking through was something of a mystery to me though. She didn’t look worried about Iluk, but she didn’t seem to be reminiscing about home either.


      Then again, maybe she is thinking about home...


      Right as the thought hit my mind, I noticed Sahhi up in the clear blue skies overhead heading our way.


      The falconkin part of the maternity ward was fully completed, and they were already using it. Sahhi swooped down and flew straight in, and moments later we all heard a huge commotion from inside. Most of it sounded like it was coming from his wives.


      All of Sahhi’s wives had laid eggs, and Riasse was warming all ten of them. Naturally she was getting help from the Wives’ Club, and it wasn’t like she needed any extra assistance, but Sahhi wanted to be a part of it. As such, it wasn’t uncommon for him to drop by when he had the chance.


      Riasse didn’t seem to think he was necessary, what with all the help she was already getting, so they butted heads a bit. Riasse thought the whole thing was easier without any male intervention, and...well, it looked to me like more of the usual.


      I watched on from a distance, just hoping that it wasn’t anything serious between the two of them. Eventually, Sahhi popped his head out from one of the small windows and flew over to me. I held my arm up for him, and he landed with a few neat flaps. He took a little time to groom his feathers before he spoke.


      “Look, I get it,” he said. “I know what Riasse and the others are saying. I do. But I’m a dad, and I want to be able to check in and help out with my own kids. I keep getting kicked out, and boy does it literally ruffle my feathers, but I just can’t stop. There’s something about feeling the pulse of those eggs—feeling the little ones inside getting bigger by the day. I guess what I’m saying is...well, don’t try to stop me, Dias.”


      “I mean, I think it’s a matter between you and your wives, so I won’t go sticking my nose in. Just...try not to fight over it, yeah?”


      Sahhi nodded.


      “I guess I better go hunt some fresh rabbits for everyone,” he said.


      A second later he was off and soaring the skies above.


      Now usually, the moment Sahhi mentioned hunting, the twins would get all excited and want to join him, but it seemed they knew better this time. They just let him be and watched him disappear into the distance, then dashed back to the village. Aruharu was right behind them, and Iberis too. That left me with Mont.


      “I have a feeling that...maybe Aruharu isn’t actually planning to return to the empire,” Mont mused. “I reckon she’s keen on settling here. That’s why she’s been so curious about life at the village and why she’s been so full of questions of late. That, or maybe she’s planning something big, though I don’t have any proof of that.”


      “She gets along so well with the twins that I’d be happy to have her,” I said. “But something big? What could she possibly be up to?”


      Mont’s face scrunched up in thought.


      “The Meowgen are tight-knit. Their clan is their world. There’s no way Aruharu would choose to live here all by her lonesome. That’s why I figured that she’d be itching to get home. But I just don’t see it in her. So what I’m thinkin’ is, just maybe, she’s considering calling the clan over. And look, I realize I might well be talking complete nonsense, but seeing her like that makes me wonder...”


      “I’ll be honest—I think you’re grasping at straws, Mont,” I said. “I think Iluk’s a real swell place to call home, and if I had any family then I’d probably call them over to move in, but Aruharu just got here. You really think she’d go that far?”


      Mont didn’t reply. Instead he shrugged his shoulders and headed off to follow the twins. I watched him go, and for a time I watched the cavekin at work. I thought about what Mont had said for a while too, but then I realized that wasn’t doing me any good, so I headed for the village to ask Aruharu about things.




      On the way to Iluk Village—where we were still sorting flame dragon materials—I stopped a bit east of the square, where there were a whole bunch of baars all gathered together.


      When the flame dragons had come from the north, they’d brought lots of mountain wolves with them, and it’d left the wild baars in a real panic. They didn’t have anywhere to go at the time, so they’d come to us asking for protection. Some of them had taken cover in our newly built shelters, some had come straight to Iluk, and others had run up to whichever dogkin was on patrol nearby and were brought in. All in all, that made for twenty-six wild baars in need of shelter.


      Twenty-six was quite a lot, but we’d already set our minds on taking care of them when they needed it, so we took them all in without any real fuss...and tied blue ribbons around their horns. The ribbons let us know that they were wild, and some of them even had yellow and red ribbons, to indicate whether or not they’d paid for room and board. They all paid in wool, of course.


      If the baars just wanted to rest in our shelters or spend a couple of days in Iluk, that was fine, but we had limited food stores, so the agreement was that if they wanted food, they’d have to pay for it. Still, it was only going to get colder, and we knew that some of the baars probably wouldn’t like giving up all their wool in one fell swoop, so we just took a little for each day they stayed.


      We let each baar decide for themselves how they wanted to pay. But for the ones that paid up front, they were free to spend their time where it was warm—either in the temple, in the pub, or otherwise in a yurt we’d set up with a heater in it.


      The pub and the temple were the most popular hangout locations for the baars—I think because the wood and stone felt safer and more secure than canvas. They were also warmer.


      Anyway, when I found the baars they were in the middle of sorting out the shearing, all of them bleating about how much they wanted to pay and who they wanted shearing them.


      Hubert and the sheps listened carefully to each baar’s preferences and recorded them on sheets of paper, and then the twins—who’d decided to help out—took them to the yurts where the shearing was happening.


      It was baars bleating wherever you looked, and when you got twenty-six together, it sure was loud. All the same, I liked their energy way more than I did a silent winter, and I was soaking in all the hustle and bustle when a familiar hooting reached my ears. I put out my arm, and a few moments later the dovekin Geraint settled on it.


      “L-Lord Dias, it’s been a while,” he said, his voice ringing with disbelief. “We received word and I was sent to confirm the details. And yes, I can now confirm that you did indeed slay three flame dragons.”


      “Yeah, they took us by surprise all right,” I replied. “Came out of nowhere. But nobody got hurt or badly injured, so all’s well that ends well... I figured I should talk to Eldan about all the materials and the magical stones, which is why I sent word. More to the point, is three flame dragons’ worth of materials going to be too much for Eldan to handle?”


      Geraint straightened himself up and puffed out his chest.


      “It’s an extraordinary amount, to be sure,” he declared, “but nothing we can’t handle. The fall brought us a tremendous harvest, and Mahati is positively thriving. Lord Eldan has declared that we will take all the materials, even if it might take some time to get through them. Now, you’re welcome to deliver them yourself as usual, but if necessary you need only say the word and we will prepare a transport party and accompanying guards.”


      “Well, that’s great news,” I said. “Let me talk to Ellie about transporting all the materials, okay? It won’t take a—”


      That was when I felt something. It was like a weird sensation in the air—something amiss—and I turned to look for it.


      “Lord Dias...?” uttered Geraint, noticing my gaze.


      But soon enough Geraint felt it too, and he spread his wings, clearly ready to fight if necessary. All the mastis who were on guard duty in the area noticed it next, then everybody who was looking after the baars, and all our eyes gathered on the same spot—the herd of twenty-six baars.


      “Yep. What a wonderful sight.”


      Something spoke from within the herd, and I’d heard that voice before.


      “Looks like you’ve given up on trying to catch me now that you’ve met the big guy, huh? It’s been a while, friend, and you bet I’m here with gifts for your efforts. I mean, even we didn’t think you’d be staring down three dragons at once.”


      It was that strange baar-thing I’d met a few times now. It walked out from its hiding spot in the pack to reveal itself.


      “Yeah, I won’t try and catch you,” I said. “You guys did us a huge favor when that last dragon came, and I’m grateful. We built a temple to commemorate the occasion, and it’s our intent to continue paying our respects.”


      To be honest, I wasn’t really sure how I should reply or what the best way of dealing with the baar-thing was, but I tried my darndest. All the while, Geraint’s head whipped from the baar-thing to me and back. His beak opened and closed, but he didn’t utter a word.


      “Yeah, that temple’s a mighty fine piece of work. Praiseworthy indeed. And I can see you’re even taking good care of our little ones without forcing them to join you, which is just stellar work, and I mean that. In any case, I’ve got places to be and can’t stay long, so let’s get to the gifting. Now, I realize this might not seem like much for the slaying of three flame dragons, but bear in mind that the big guy did save your skin, so no complaints, you hear?”


      A moment after the baar-thing spoke, the ground started to lift beneath its feet, pushing it up with impressive force. But then I realized it wasn’t the ground that was rising but actually a big chunk of metal emerging from below. It was a big, rectangular hunk of silver, and it was so dang massive I wasn’t sure I’d be able to wrap my arms around it.


      “Keep doing what you’re doing,” said the baar-thing. “Be mindful, slay the dragons, and look after the little ones. It’s as much for you as it is for the wider world...so see out your duties as a true and proper person.”


      And with that, the baar-thing hopped from the chunk of metal and back into the herd of baars, where it disappeared completely. I figured that it had done its usual vanishing act and didn’t think there was much use searching for it, so I turned my attention to the metal it had left for us instead.


      I put a hand to the clump of metal and got two impressions immediately: It was cold, and it was hard. Unfortunately, I couldn’t work out anything more than that. I rubbed it, I tapped it, and I worked out that, yep, it was metal.


      I was trying to work out what to do with it when I heard stumpy footsteps trudging through the snow. It was Narvant, and I assumed the dogkin had called him over.


      Hubert and the others had been frozen in shock, but they all snapped to their senses and huddled around the metal to help me inspect it. Geraint was still confused as heck, but he hopped from my arm to the chunk of metal and pecked it a few times. Everybody else did similar, tapping it, touching it, and rubbing it all over. Finally, Narvant spoke up.


      “This is the first time I’ve seen anything like this, so I can’t say anything for certain until I’ve worked it some, but...just based on how cold it is and its smooth texture, I can say it’s no ordinary silver. I think we might have some founder’s silver on our hands. Try lifting it up, young Dias—I think you’ll find it’s much lighter than you expect. You shouldn’t have any trouble carrying it.”


      So I knelt down, got a grip on the metal, and tried lifting it up. I couldn’t believe it—it felt like an empty wooden box, it was so light. It was jarring, because it looked like metal, and you’d expect it to be heavy given how much there was; I almost fell over because I misjudged it.


      “This is going to be fun!” Narvant cheered, grinning at the sight and shooting a fist skyward. “We can make some good stuff with this, and it’ll really help out the baars in these parts!”


      Everybody was drawn in by the gesture, and even the baars took to touching the founder’s silver. Narvant lowered his fist, crossed his arms, and cleared his throat.


      “As you can all see from what Dias just did, founder’s silver is incredibly light. It makes for good armor, but...it’s got one more interesting property. Look what happens when a magical stone gets close to it.”


      Narvant whipped a stone from a pouch and brought it towards the silver, which emitted a blue light in response.


      “It’s a bit dull on account of me using a magical stone, but for monsters it’s much brighter. That’s what makes founder’s silver so unique—it lights up when it’s near monsters and miasma. So if you make it into bracelets and other smaller accessories, you’ll always know when there’s a monster nearby.”


      “But that’s a weakness too, isn’t it?” I said, thinking aloud. “What if you’re in the middle of a fight and your own armor blinds you because a monster shows up? And it might not be just you; it might be your friends as well. A flashing light might also make you the main target.”


      “Exactly right,” said Narvant. “It’s a special trait that can be dangerous. That’s why we cavekin only ever really use it for bracelets and the like. If things are looking bad, they’re easy to take off and throw away. But fortunately, we’re flush with dragon materials here in Iluk, and that’s what we’ll use for any armor we craft.”


      That made me think it would be a good idea to use the founder’s silver to make bracelets for everybody, and maybe even horn or hoof ornaments for all the wild baars. While I was considering that, Hubert offered up another idea.


      “If we’re not going to use this silver for armor, perhaps you could cut it up into small pieces. You wouldn’t need to do anything else to it, because we could attach those silver pieces to spears and stakes to place on the outskirts of our territory in the north.”


      Hubert thought that if we set up guard towers and warning bells nearby, we’d be able to see monsters ahead of time and warn everybody of their approach.


      “I noticed that the light dims and brightens based on proximity,” Hubert continued, “so if we place our stakes at even intervals, then we’ll also have a read on how far away a monster is and how fast it’s moving. With the falconkin’s help we can make it even more accurate, so I’d like to set this up as soon as we can and start running tests. If possible, we should try this out with an actual monster too.”


      He was nothing if not passionate about the idea, but I was struggling to get my head around it. Hubert noticed this right away, and he took to drawing a diagram on the ground for me. His idea was to set up not just one or two stakes but way more, all in two or three rows. He was thinking in terms of hundreds.


      With that many stakes in place, we’d know where monsters were coming from, what direction they were going, and how far away they were just based on the amount of light the nearby stakes emitted. This would be much easier to see from the sky than from a guard tower, which was why Hubert wanted the help of the falconkin.


      When somebody mentioned that the falconkin only worked during the day, Hubert nodded.


      “It is what it is,” he said. “Come nightfall, we’ll have to rely on the guard towers that we put in place. But the light from the silver will be much more visible in the evening, which should make monsters easier to spot too. Even without the falconkin I think we’ll be just fine.”


      Now that I finally understood what Hubert wanted to do, I nodded to myself. It was a pretty good idea, I had to say.


      “If we make sure all the wild baars know about it, then they’ll be able to keep themselves safer too. Sounds like the stakes will go great with our new shelters. And seeing as we only need small pieces for your plan, we’ll have plenty left over, which we can give to Eldan and the Peijins. The Peijins are often traveling, and getting attacked is bad for business—some founder’s silver will really help them travel more safely.”


      Narvant and Hubert agreed. The wild baars around my feet nodded and bleated, probably saying something like, “The big guy totally gets it!” They started rubbing themselves against my legs in thanks. I gave them all pats, and while I was doing that Aruharu walked up with a pretty serious look on her face.


      “Duke Baarbadal, I’ve got a few questions,” she said. “What’s your goal? What do you want to do here? How do you intend to lead your people?”


      She looked more serious than I’d ever seen her, and so I took it upon myself to answer in kind.


      “Those aren’t exactly easy questions to answer,” I replied, “because everything that I once aimed for, I have. When I didn’t have any residents, I really wanted residents. But now I’ve got even more than I could have asked for. Nobody’s going hungry, everybody has a place to sleep, and we’re doing so well we even built a temple and a schoolhouse.”


      I paused for a moment to let that sink in, then went on.


      “So I’ve gotten what I wanted. As for the future, I think I’ll let life here decide. I don’t know if we’ll get more people, build more facilities, or make life easier, but I’m not aiming for anything in particular... I’m happy for things to just unfold as we go about our daily lives. I want things to come together with each passing day.”


      It was how I felt about things and how I’d come to think about things of late. I mean, a little while ago I’d started thinking that we didn’t need to grow any bigger, but then our population had grown anyway, and new buildings had started popping up too. Soon there’d be newborns, and with time we’d have more children in Iluk, and that would mean more buildings. We were in a position now where I didn’t have to do anything for our population to grow.


      I also had a feeling that if we pushed too hard we’d only stretch ourselves thin, and we’d be left reeling in the aftermath. I thought it was important that we accept and be grateful for the way things were going. It was the natural way, and if it meant more residents, then I was happy to have them.


      Aruharu took it all in and nodded once, and then her ears shot skyward.


      “A few years back our clan leader said the same thing. And judging by how you plan to use that founder’s silver, and your care for those around you, I think you two will get on great. So I’ve decided: I’m calling my peeps and we’re moving in. All of us. We Meowgen aren’t just flexible of body—we’re flexible of mind too. We’ll fit right in, I promise. So Duke, I realize it’ll be a bit of a pain, but would you help me send a letter to my family in the empire?”


      Huh? What? How did we get from you living here to...you know, your whole clan living here? I mean, I know I said I’d welcome new residents with open arms, but all of them? Does she mean the entire Meowgen clan?


      How many people is that, anyway?


      Questions bubbled up in my head one after the other, and I didn’t know which one to ask first, so I just stood there like an idiot, my eyes wide and my jaw slack. Aruharu must have thought I was smiling though, because she turned all bashful and grateful.


      “Thanks, Duke,” she said.


      And that was that.
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      The Weaving Room—Grandma Maya and Her Friends


      The weaving room had only recently been finished. It boasted wooden flooring, sturdy walls, and a nice roof, and it was decorated with baar wool. It was filled with looms, all lined up neatly, and it was on these that Grandma Maya and her friends threw their hearts into their work. First they wove raw wool into fabric, and then once they were done, they took up the needles the cavekin had so carefully crafted and got straight into sewing. The result of their efforts? A little mountain of clothing—and all of it for coming newborns.


      “Oh, how the heart leaps when we make clothes for the little ones,” said Grandma Maya, her experienced hands never stopping their work. “I can’t help wondering which adorable little baby is going to wear what, and I just hope they’re all bright and healthy.”


      The grandmas around Maya all nodded and shared their agreement, and Grandma Pikia’s face scrunched up into a smile. She looked overcome with bliss.


      “The young dogkin come around to show us their newborns each day, and they’re all so beautiful. It gives me strength, it does. Some of them are just so proud of their sons and daughters, and others just want to see us smile, but either way I love that they do it.”


      The other grandmas agreed again, and it was then that they heard a scratching at the door of the weaving room. Grandma Hia was sitting closest to the door, so she was the one who received their guests—a flood of dogkin children.


      The kids had all been born just a year ago, but the dogkin developed fast, and already the young pups were racing around the village each day in search of fun. The little pups even had a grasp on basic speech, and the grandmas all felt they were about as mature as a human at three or four.


      The dogkin pups visited the grandmas almost every day, resting their heads on the grandmas’ knees, watching in wonder as they worked at the looms, or sometimes just staring at the hypnotic motions of the looms themselves.


      Unsurprisingly, on occasion they would be unable to concentrate on anything other than the sugary bread that Alna made for the grandmas each day.


      The grandmas loved it when the pups came to visit, and they often put their work to the side for a time to give the pups some attention—and perhaps a treat—and enjoy the respite. It wasn’t uncommon for most of the grandmas to stop work entirely, but nobody was ever scolded for their impromptu breaks.


      After all, the grandmas had all been told that they could work as much or as little as they felt like, and if they didn’t want to work at all, that was fine too. It was the duke himself who’d said as much, and at times like these the grandmas all took him up on his generosity and played with the pups. In many ways it felt as if the pups were sharing a little of their overflowing energy with the elderly ladies. When the grandmas were all full with joy, the pups sped out the door and the women returned to their work.


      Iluk Village grew more and more livable by the day, and the grandmas all wanted to play their part in keeping the good times rolling. It was this desire that empowered them to work, and they worked with such gusto it was sometimes hard to believe they were elderly at all.


      The grandmas sang and chatted as their looms clicked and clacked, and after a time there came a knock at the weaving room door. Grandma Hia stood again and opened it, revealing the twins, Senai and Ayhan.


      “It’s tea time!” cried Senai.


      “Freshly brewed!” added Ayhan.


      Each girl held a big teapot, and they went around pouring tea into the cups that sat at each grandma’s side. It was an herbal tea the girls brewed, with just a hint of sweetness. The grandmas had grown very used to it—thanks to the girls having brewed it on a number of occasions now—and every time the grandmas took a sip, they felt energy flow all the way to their cores. It seemed to infuse them with strength, making them faster and more focused.


      And so it was that the weaving room was soon filled with the pleasant rhythm of looms in motion once more. The twins sat in a corner and patted the dogkin pups who’d stuck around, their bodies swaying from side to side as they fell into the tempo of the grandmas at work.


      The Birdhouse—Sahhi


      It had been some time since Sahhi had been able to stay home for an extended spell, and he slipped into the birdhouse through the falconkin-sized door near the roof. Inside was one of his wives, Bianne, sitting on a baar wool nest and warming eggs.


      Falconkin nests were usually built from whatever materials could be gathered around the area, but this often made it difficult to keep eggs warm, and so the ever-thoughtful Alna had made the falconkin family a nest from baar wool.


      It maintained the usual rounded shape of a nest, but it was stuffed with soft baar wool that soaked up the sun’s rays and stayed remarkably toasty. The middle of the nest was concave to ensure that no egg would happen to roll out by accident, and it was also equipped with handles that could be easily taken in claw or beak to ensure that the nest could be moved safely in times of emergency.


      There were still pieces of wood and branches around—a nod to the past, and to tradition—but Alna had made sure to submerge them all in an herbal concoction that ensured they were properly disinfected and wouldn’t spread illness.


      “So how are the eggs doing?” asked Sahhi. “Are they all well?”


      Bianne smiled and nodded, then stood to let Sahhi take up the egg warming. Sahhi leaned in and rolled the eggs gently with his beak, then settled softly atop them, covering them all with his feathered body. His warmth flowed into the eggs beneath him, and he, too, felt the pulse of their little lives.


      In each egg was a child nearing birth, and Sahhi’s heart leaped at the thought of what sort of children he and his family would raise in the future.


      “By the way,” said Bianne, “what are you going to do about the letter going to the empire, where the Meowgen clan lives?”


      Sahhi looked shocked.


      “Well, I’m not going to take the job, if that’s what you mean,” he replied. “I just got back from the Beastland Kingdom, and I earned a good sum for it. It’s about time I let some of the others earn their futures too.”


      Bianne nodded thoughtfully. Sahhi had been part of an expedition tasked with crossing the border to do covert work in the Beastland Kingdom. They’d come back with a wealth of spoils, the vast majority of which had been evenly divided between its participants. Some had naturally gone to the Peijins and the goblins for their assistance, and a portion had been paid to Baarbadal as tax, but that was a meager sum compared to the total.


      Sahhi had thus become a very wealthy falconkin, and even after buying a veritable cartload of jerky for his family he still had enough to comfortably feed and house every member of his family—including those still yet born—for at least the next two or three years.


      He felt that accumulating too much wealth would only draw the jealousy of the other falconkin. More importantly, he wanted to be around to care for his children. He had clearly made up his mind, and Bianne wasn’t going to try convincing him otherwise. Instead, she simply sidled up and sat by his side.


      The two falconkin sat upon their nest, sharing warmth and feeling it from their young. Little heartbeats pulsed in each egg. Bianne turned to glance briefly at the little mountain of gold sitting at the back of the birdhouse, but it didn’t mean all that much to her in the grand scheme of things—what mattered to her now was enjoying the moment, and in this particular moment she felt blessed.


      The Inlet in the Southern Wasteland—The Goblins


      The inlet in the southern wasteland was where the river met the sea, and the two waters mixed into one. It was at this spot that a number of goblins—twenty or thirty perhaps—were enjoying some rest and relaxation. The hero Iberis, having met and struck a treaty with the people of Baarbadal, had received express permission for the goblins to use the inlet however they so pleased. And so, when the wild waves of winter grew tiresome, the goblins came to the inlet to recuperate.


      The wind that blew from the arid wasteland was awfully dry, and usually harsh on the moist skin of the goblin fishkin, but whenever it got to be too much the goblins merely took another dip in the water or otherwise used the ointment that the humans had given them. But truth be told, the wasteland wind offered a unique thrill in the colder seasons, and the goblins quite enjoyed it.


      The goblins no longer had to worry about dehydrating, nor did they have to fear orca attacks. The inlet offered them a location where they could quietly, calmly, and safely raise their young. Paying for such security with a little dehydration felt like a bargain of a deal. On the shores of the inlet the goblins could also indulge in the act of sleeping on land—a strange, very still experience that lacked the rocking of the waves that they were used to.


      And with each day, it seemed that more and more goblins came to visit the inlet.


      The people of Baarbadal were also in the habit of sending things downriver to the goblins, and on this particular day another package had arrived. In it was the cloth necessary to build the yurts that the people of Baarbadal used as their homes. The timber had arrived a few days earlier, and it had been left in the open air to dry.


      Once the goblins had dried the cloth, they’d be able to construct the yurts, thus making homes in which they could raise their young and properly live on the surface. By the time the cloth had dried, the young goblins who’d left to learn how to construct the yurts would have returned, and everybody could help out putting them together.


      The people of Baarbadal wanted to make the goblins dedicated timber or stone homes, but the trip to the inlet and back was a long and arduous one, so for now it was a plan for the future.


      Travel over and in the water was a simple thing for the goblins, but Baarbadal’s craftsmen steered clear of it wherever possible, making travel slightly more complicated. The goblins were not about to push the issue either—after all, they found living on land for long periods just as difficult.


      The goblins carried the cloth to shore, then went right back into the water to collect the other packages that had arrived. Among them were barrels, and the goblins couldn’t help but cheer—they knew that there was food and drink within them that could not easily be enjoyed in the water, and ingredients that could be combined and prepared in the art that surface dwellers called “cuisine.”


      The goblins were careful with the barrels—far more cautious with them than they were the cloth. They brought them to shore, opened their lids, and whooped with joy at the revelry that was soon to take place.


      On the Snowy Plains—Sedorio


      Sedorio Bah Senji, leader of the dogkin Senji clan, was running through the plains on his daily patrol. He was dressed in his winter outfit, as were the young senjis with him. The senjis did not like the cold, which made patrolling a difficult and sometimes punishing job. Still, not a single dogkin among them showed any sign of displeasure as they sped through the plains.


      Just a few days ago dragons had attacked, and their movement had pushed the mountain wolves from their usual turf. The senjis feared that some of those wolves might have made it to Baarbadal, and there was every chance they might look to Iluk for food. The dogkin guards thus kept their eyes and ears peeled, wanting to protect not just the village baars who called Iluk home but the wild ones living in the greater plains.


      The group of senjis ran and ran, and when they had covered a considerable distance they sat for a short while, huddling together to stay warm and catch their breath.


      “More pups on the way,” Sedorio sighed, “and in a time of great prosperity. We have a surplus of food, clothing, and homes to help us against the cold. Our children will enter a world without worries. What more could we ask for?”


      Sedorio had been visiting the schoolhouse recently and had found himself absorbing the different lessons on offer. He was growing smarter by the day, and his vocabulary had improved in leaps and bounds.


      “W-We owe thanks to Lord Dias,” said one of his companions, a little confused by his leader’s eloquence, “and to those before us. We trusted our ancestors. They told us to follow a true and proper person, and because we did, a true and proper future opened.”


      “Hmm... Indeed, you speak the truth,” replied Sedorio. “And so more recently I wonder... Even if Lord Dias were not a true and proper person, still we would have these blessings, no? Lord Dias is Lord Dias. He is who he is, and I feel his standing as the true and proper person matters not.”


      Sedorio’s companions looked at one another, confused.


      “Then what of the message handed down through our kin?” asked one. “Should that end with us? With our generation?”


      “I have been thinking that yes, perhaps it should be so. Times change, and true and proper people grow harder to find. We may never meet another outside of Lord Dias and Sir Ben. And if that is the case, then perhaps it is time we adopted a new message, for a new age. I believe that happiness is here for us. Happiness is a place. It is in protecting the lands of Baarbadal that our people will find joy.”


      None disagreed with Sedorio. And in truth, until Dias, the Senji clan had not once met a true and proper person. None wanted their future generations to be left wandering—to be left suffering—as they searched the lands for a person or people unknown. All the senjis felt this, and all of them nodded silently.


      “Hmm...” murmured Sedorio. “Let us speak with the clan. Then we will speak to Shep, Marf, and Colm. Should we come to an agreement, then we will place roots here... We will live our lives protecting this land, Lord Dias, and his people. We will make it our duty to protect Lord Dias, Lady Alna, the twins, and of course, Sir Ben. Our clan will embark on a new age... One for the sake of the happiness we now enjoy and the happiness that awaits us in the future.”


      Sedorio raised his head and looked skyward. His companions followed suit, and all looked up at a sky unusually clear for the season. Above them stretched a carpet of blue without a cloud in sight, the sun shining and warm even through the chill of the air.


      The senjis felt the sting of the cold on their noses, but they were buoyed and bright—each of them felt empowered by the new age they were stepping into on behalf of their clan.

    

  

  
    
      Heading to the Grazing Plains—Dias


      A whole bunch of things had started happening all at once. First there was the business with Aruharu. Regardless of whether she was staying or going, or if her whole clan was coming, we had to send word to her family. With that in mind, Aruharu wrote up a number of letters, and we asked the falconkin people to deliver them to where the Meowgen clan lived.


      The complicated part was, having the falconkin interact with the imperials on my behalf could be seen as an international incident. Generally speaking, correspondence was banned on account of messengers potentially getting captured or attacked or whatnot, so our messenger falconkin was only going to get as close as they had to and simply drop Aruharu’s letters in the general vicinity of the target area.


      So even though it was a long and arduous journey for the messenger, and one that came with considerable danger, we were relying a lot on luck in the end. All we could do was hope that the right Meowgen came along, picked up one of Aruharu’s letters, and brought it to her family.


      Actually, that’s the whole reason Aruharu went to the trouble of writing not just a letter but letters. Given our delivery method, there was every chance that one letter might simply not be found. We wanted to give ourselves better odds. Aruharu was pretty confident and didn’t think we needed to go to such lengths, but the rest of us wanted to be on the safe side—the trip to the empire wasn’t one you could make on a whim.


      At the same time, there was the matter of the founder’s silver. We pretty much followed Hubert’s lead on this one. He had people prepare poles and attach a little founder’s silver to the ends, and these were placed at set intervals to act as a monster detection system. Hubert wanted to move quickly so everything could be coordinated with the falconkin patrols and the guard towers he wanted set up.


      None of us knew if it would actually work, because we’d never done anything like this before, but all of us agreed it was worth a shot. It wasn’t all that much work to try out. Yeah, the guard towers would take a little more effort, but they would come in handy even if the detection system fell through, so it wasn’t like they’d be built for nothing.


      Alna also came up with another way to use the founder’s silver—she wanted founder’s silver arrowheads. The way she saw it, firing one of those arrows into a monster would light it up and make it easier to fight in the darkness, and easier to evade as well. That, and if a monster moved elsewhere, we’d be able to track it with ease.


      For the most part, monsters never fled once they set their sights on a human, but there was every chance they might ignore our guards and target the village. Arrows with some founder’s silver on them would make a monster’s presence known before anything happened.


      Alna also suggested using founder’s silver in ropes and nets, and the cavekin were only too happy to do it—according to them it wasn’t even all that much effort.


      The onikin women helped out too—they loved the idea of a safer home and simpler hunts. They all took to working at the border stations or otherwise helping out around Iluk, and when they weren’t doing that they were looking after the horses.


      I actually thought that maybe they were all working too hard and that maybe they should take a break. But Alna told me that it was a temporary thing and that they’d calm down with time.


      The way she put it, it was all just a part of the way things had worked out—no sooner had the onikin gotten married than all of their husbands had gone off on an expedition which went so well they’d come back flush with riches. For the onikin women, life was on the up-and-up, and they were nothing if not excited.


      And well, I figured if that were the case, then it wasn’t for me to go telling them to ease up or cool down, so, yep. I just let ’em be.


      A few days passed, and it was on a day a little past noon that I found myself with nothing to do. I started thinking I’d go check up on our new onikin residents, so I set out on foot for the grazing plains where the horses were. We had almost all of our horses out there, and all the old hands were in a herd led by Balers.


      Balers stood tall in the middle of the herd, his eyes peeled for threats and his body tensed to fight them off at a moment’s notice. Meanwhile, his pals all ambled around nearby, digging up snow for food or otherwise just lazing around and resting. Balers didn’t really have to be so vigilant, what with the guards surrounding them, but he was a proud and diligent horse, which probably extended to being leader of the herd.


      Next to Balers and the old hands was a herd of heshirs. Their leader was doing exactly the same as Balers—standing tall in the center of the bunch, eyes peeled. I’d honestly thought that all the horses would have banded together, because in the end they were all horses, but I guess even among horses their physicalities were just too different.


      For all their differences of size though, the two herds never butted heads or fought over food. They were like amicable neighbors, I guess, and they all saw each other as part of the same village. It sure looked like they got along great, anyway.


      Among all these horses were Alna and the onikin. They were brushing horses, mending their hooves, looking after their manes and tails, and generally making sure they were all happy and healthy.


      The onikin saw horses as hugely important members of their families, not to mention a sign of wealth, and the state of a horse was a reflection of its owner. As such, most of them cared for their horses’ appearances as much as their own—particularly the manes and tails.


      When Alna and the onikin were happy with the appearance of their horses, they all hopped aboard and got them galloping. They didn’t use any reins, saddles, or anything at all, in fact—they rode the horses bareback. Apparently that was easier on the animals. I wasn’t going to argue with them, but I couldn’t help feeling like it was a bit dangerous...at least until Alna told me that the onikin started when they were kids and did this stuff all the time.


      “Not even us eiresetters can do that,” Colm called out. “We can handle a trot, but a full gallop? Those onikin truly know their horses.”


      The eiresetters were out looking after the horses too, and Colm himself was sitting on the back of a big old male heshir. He had the horse trot over to where I was standing.


      “I doubt that even one of the kingdom’s veteran cavalry troops can do anything like that,” I commented. “I reckon that’s the realm of Alna, the onikin, and the twins.”


      Colm hopped down and passed me a brush, and I got to taking care of his heshir. Colm grinned at the sight.


      “Lady Alna and her friends aren’t just skilled riders,” he said. “They love horses with all their hearts, and they’re physically gifted. And I think magic might also be part of it... It looks to me like they make good use of their soul appraisal. One glimpse will tell them if an animal is wild or placid, and they can match their approach to suit. Nobody but the onikin can do that. On a different note, have you tried riding a heshir yet, Lord Dias? You’re a powerful man and strong as an ox—I don’t think they’ll give you any trouble, saddle or not.”


      “Uh... No, I’m good,” I said. “And it’s not about being good or bad at it. A while back I thought I’d try riding one, but then I noticed Balers giving me this real fearsome look. It was like he was speaking to me. Something along the lines of ‘You can’t even make the most of me and you dare to ride another?’ It was very much a ‘keep your hands off’ kind of gaze.”


      “Ah, I see,” muttered Colm. “Balers was always fine when you rode any other horses, but... I suppose he’ll allow it when they’re part of his herd, but not when they’re part of another. Yes, that makes sense. You draw no one if not the extremely passionate to your side, Lord Dias. And yes, I daresay that goes as much for Lady Alna as well...”


      Colm chuckled at his little joke. He seemed to think it was pretty funny, and I remembered that he had a couple of wives himself. It must have been funny when you lived with a big family like that, but I couldn’t quite get on board with it. There were the teachings of the temple that I followed, but on the other hand...


      Anyway, Alna was right behind Colm, looking thoroughly unamused, and that was no laughing matter.
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      Colm was a dogkin, so I knew he had a real sensitive nose and ears, so I don’t know why he didn’t notice her, but after a little while he could see the writing on the wall...or on my face, as it were. His smile froze in place.


      “Eep!” Colm yelped, his body going stock-still.


      “Dias,” Alna started, “how about we head out on a nice, long ride, just the two of us?”


      There was something different about her voice.


      It was a tad colder. Sharper.


      I barely choked out, “I’m sorry, but I’m useless without a saddle...”


      Alna shot me a cool smile and motioned with her chin in the general direction of the storehouses. Then go and get one. Got it. I nodded, called for Balers, and then headed off back to Iluk.


      I heard Colm half screaming an apology as I trudged away, but I sure wasn’t gonna turn around. Balers, too, simply shook his head as we left, as if he pitied the poor guy.


      So it was that Alna and I went on a long ride together. We didn’t go too fast, mind, because the snowy plains weren’t really conducive to going top speed, but the skies were clear and it was a great day for a ride. We kept Balers and Karberan at a comfortable trot, and after a little while we came across a group of white ghee eating grass. Around them was a group of guards, acting as their escort.


      Some of the white ghee had their heads buried in the snow while others were simply staring off into space. A few of them were huddled together just relaxing too, and it looked a lot like they were completely at ease among their guards—they weren’t worried about anything except for what they were doing. I couldn’t tell if it was that the horses were excessively paranoid or the ghee were excessively lax, but all the same there was a real casual vibe in the air. I watched as three of the ghee stood slowly, revealing big, bulging bellies.


      “Looks like we’ve got another three ghee on the way,” I remarked. “They don’t give birth until the spring, so I guess it’ll be some time before the calves are born, right?”


      “Yep. When spring comes, Suuk and the dogkin are going to be hard at work getting us a surplus of milk and cheese again,” replied Alna. “And take a look at their hides, skin, and noses—they’re all healthy and happy, and that’s a good sign for the coming calves.”


      “Grandma Suuk’s going to be over the moon. And with all the milk-based food she whips up, I can see everybody else being just as happy. It’s going to work magic on the dogkin and their fur, that’s for sure. Come to think of it, milk is a firm staple in our diets now—which I guess makes the white ghee an essential part of daily life out here too.”


      “When we first got them I always thought we’d use them for meat,” Alna admitted. “But now that I understand just how delicious milk is, I think we’re better off boosting their numbers instead of slaughtering them. We get plenty of meat from the black ghee, so we can have the white ghee and the camels making us lots and lots of milk. We’ll also see an increase in our horse population next winter, and that means we can add horse milk into the mix.”


      “Actually, we didn’t see a single foal this winter, did we?” I mused. “That’s odd, given how long the horses have been with us now...”


      “I’ve been keeping a close eye on things and making sure their population is under control. We could have had them breeding earlier, but then we wouldn’t have as many to ride. It’s important we stay on top of that kind of thing.”


      “Under control?” I asked. “Uh...how?”


      Alna didn’t say a word. She just gave me a grin like it was a special something she’d been doing. Knowing Alna, I had to think that maybe she’d been using maybe some herbal concoction to keep the horses from breeding. I didn’t have much time to think about it, however, because Alna changed the subject.


      “In any case, we don’t have time to mull over trivial matters. This year we’ve got around forty expecting dogkin mothers, and between Ethelbald’s wives and the newly arrived baars, we’ve got seven pregnant there too. That might not even be the end of it, so we better get ready for a busy winter.”


      “I did think there were a lot of pregnant mothers this year, but I didn’t know the actual numbers until now. And there’s every chance that some of those mothers might have twins or triplets. We could well be looking at a lot of babies. It’ll keep us real busy, but looking after young ones is the kind of busy I welcome with open arms. And with Fendia and the paladins around, we don’t have to worry about running low on helping hands either.”


      “I can’t believe Fendia and the paladins have so much experience with childbirth and child-rearing,” said Alna thoughtfully. “And theirs is the kind of experience that goes well beyond one or two kids. I helped out with my brothers and sisters, but Fendia and the paladins have dealt with all sorts of situations countless times.”


      “Yeah, if you work at the temple it’s just part and parcel of the priestly life. They get a lot of young orphans, and for Patrick and the guys, looking after kids is a way to spot promising future paladins too. All the same, the more helping hands the better, and—”


      Before I could go on, a wolf popped out of the snow. It blended in real well, like a big ball of white fur, and Alna was quick to snap her reins and get Karberan stomping and ready to take off. That was a surefire way to intimidate wolves and get them running—it was important to show them that we weren’t to be messed with and that it was dangerous to get too close to us. It was how we’d scared off most of the wolves who’d come to flee the flame dragons, but when Alna tried it this time we noticed that there was something different about this particular wolf. Alna let the horse calm and looked over at me.


      “It’s not running, but it’s not howling or growling at us either,” I said. “I wonder if it’s weak? I’m going to take a closer look, so keep your bow at the ready.”


      I hopped off Balers and took a few cautious steps towards the white wolf. It didn’t look so hot, but it crouched and prepared itself for a fight. I could tell by the way it held itself that it was trying to protect its stomach, and it became clear from there that it was pregnant.
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      Did she show up in front of us on purpose? But ordinarily mother wolves wouldn’t come anywhere near us. So maybe she’s too weak? Or she feels like fighting is her only way out of this?


      “Alna, she’s pregnant,” I said. “What now?”


      We had options—driving her away, leaving her alone, or even just killing her on the spot. Alna seemed to be at a loss though, and she let out a worried grumble before finally settling on an answer.


      “Wolves are harmful to our way of life. They attack our baars, our horses...sometimes us too. But the plains can’t exist without them. If we were to get rid of them entirely, black ghee and other wild animals would overpopulate and they’d eat the grasslands barren in the blink of an eye. We hunt wolves when there are too many of them, or when they encroach too close to our homes, but...recently we haven’t been seeing as many... To be honest, I’m not sure what to do.”


      “How about we take care of this one until she has her pups, then?” I offered.


      “That won’t work, Dias. Wolves and people don’t mix. They don’t bow to anybody, and they keep to themselves. That’s what makes them wolves, and the moment they grow attached to a person is the moment they lose the core of what they are. The most we can do is provide her with food and a place to sleep, but whether or not she accepts it is another story altogether.”


      “Hmm,” I murmured. “Then I guess we make up a little underground shelter like the ones we already have, and place food at the entrance. We can’t build it anywhere near the village with all the babies on the way, so...I reckon somewhere in the vicinity of the mines. After all, at some point the wolf will head back to the mountains anyway.”


      “Not a bad idea,” said Alna. “No baars out that way either. The cavekin can handle themselves if she attacks, but they’re also so obsessed with their work that they won’t feel compelled to give the wolf any unnecessary care or attention. For now, let’s prepare a cart for transporting her. If she flees in the meantime or refuses to come with us, then we’ll leave it at that.”


      That was when our masti guards realized what was up and ran over as quickly as they could, kicking up snow as they went. They put themselves between us and the wolf, their eyes darting back and forth between us. I saw worry in the dogkin’s faces—they feared that I was choosing wolves over dogkin.


      “That wolf is soon to be a mother,” I explained. “It’s in a sad state, and we were just talking about what we could do for it. That’s all it is, guys.”


      I gave the dogkin pats on the head to reassure them, and then they all let out little sighs of relief before turning to the wolf and raising their snouts all proud and boastful-like. The wolf wasn’t really on board with any of it—just rolled her eyes. Either way, she seemed to realize that we weren’t a threat anymore and relaxed.


      With the air now calm, one of the mastis brought out a little pouch in which they kept some beef jerky—probably for a snack if they got hungry on patrol. The masti placed it before the wolf, and she sniffed it cautiously before peeking inside. Once she knew it was safe, she took a careful look around, then gingerly plucked some of the jerky and slowly started eating, keeping a close eye on us the whole time.




      The cavekin whipped up a small shelter, and inside of it we put some scraps of baar wool and a few blankets. We placed bowls of food and water at the entrance, and that was our white wolf shelter done. It didn’t have a door, but we checked on the place regularly to ensure no monsters lurked nearby. We also made the entrance just barely wide enough for the wolf to get in—it was our way of keeping her safe from bigger predators.


      The wolf boarded our cart without a fuss, and she looked resigned to her new fate on the way to the shelter. She was reluctant about that too, but she went inside, pushed a few of the blankets together, and sat down to rest.


      We brought her raw black ghee meat and made sure that she had warm water to drink each day, but that was where our help ended. We tried to give the wolf her freedom as much as we could, and we steered clear of her shelter outside of our basic duties.


      The feeding of a sheltered animal was the responsibility of whoever brought it in, and that fell on my shoulders. Still, sometimes Alna helped me out, and sometimes even Zorg and other onikin tribe members pitched in. One time I got curious and I asked Zorg why he was going out of his way like that.


      “Wolves bow to nobody. They’re loners at heart,” he told me. “There’s a pride in the way they hold themselves, and we onikin feel it’s an attitude we should never forget. We may have lost our battle with Sanserife, but our determination never wavered—we never gave up. For us, wolves hold a special place among our respect for animals.”


      According to Zorg, Moll was so excited to hear about the white wolf we’d brought in that she was ready to jump on her horse to come see it herself. It’d been years since she’d had that kind of energy.


      “They come in and they attack our baars, so they can be a real nuisance,” Zorg admitted, “but there’s just something about wolves—something that words alone cannot express.”


      I’d never imagined that Moll would be that excited about a lone white wolf, but I knew then that we had to treat the animal with respect and kindness, and that’s exactly what we did.


      Naturally, we had all our other expecting mothers to care for too, and that meant keeping the maternity ward and childbirth carpet clean and generally just making sure we were on top of everything for when the births started.


      Days passed, and after some time the white wolf gave birth to four pups. Some were white like their mother, others black. The white wolf was even more cautious upon the birth of her pups, and she took to growling at us all protectively whenever we got close. After a time she was able to move around on her own, so we reduced our patrols around that area.


      A few days later, the wolf disappeared together with her kids. Perhaps she’d waited until they could walk on their own, or maybe she’d simply carried them by the scruffs of their necks.


      I couldn’t help wondering where she was and if she was safe...but we all soon forgot about her, what with all the preparations we were doing back in Iluk.


      Time passed as it always did, and one day a baar arrived at one of the shelters we’d built especially for wild baars. It was hurt and covered in blood, and it was so weak that its bleats were no more than whispered groans. Carlitz found the baar while on patrol and came to tell me straightaway, so I grabbed the childbirth carpet and sped off to help.


      The baar had a lot of cuts and bruises all over its body, but they healed up nice and quick, and I bet the carpet must have felt pretty good because that baar’s grin was just packed with relief. It let out a little sigh and fell right asleep, bleating here and there and talking to nobody in particular. The baar’s breaths were shallow but steady, and most importantly it looked at ease.


      “Um, that baar said it encountered a white wolf,” said Carlitz as we both watched the sleeping baar.


      “That can’t be right,” I uttered.


      I was in shock. For one thing, the white wolf had her own pups to look after. For another, we’d made sure to feed her good and proper. In fact, she and her pups had eaten a whole black ghee before they disappeared. She wouldn’t have had any reason to attack a baar—not on a full stomach.


      Or at least, in my heart of hearts, that’s what I wanted to believe.


      We’d helped the mother wolf to survive, to give birth, and to support her pups, and the idea that she would attack a wild baar so soon after that... Well, it just made me real sad.


      I knew we couldn’t just leave the sleeping baar as it was, so I took it in my arms and brought it back to Iluk. We put up a yurt for it and we made sure it was all set up for the baar to recover, and at dinner I told everybody what had happened.


      Alna and the onikin women all looked like they had some strong opinions on the matter, but for some reason they all swallowed their words and kept quiet. I knew that the onikin had a special place in their hearts for wolves, and that they were worried the wolf might have been the culprit. Everybody else who heard my report on the matter looked the same way, and let me tell you—dinner that night was a real quiet, real heavy affair.


      It was freezing the next morning, but I got out of bed and started getting ready for the day. I washed my face with the warm water Alna prepared for me and got dressed, and as I was getting ready for breakfast, I noticed Carlitz dashing through the snow.


      “Lord Dias!” cried the dogkin. “The baar we found yesterday has woken up! I asked it all about what happened, and you won’t believe it! That baar has stayed with us a few times now, and it was on its way back out into the wild when it encountered the white wolf—the wolf rescued it!”


      I was so shocked I nearly fell right over. Alna and her onikin pals came flying from the kitchen range to ask more. Poor little Carlitz looked all sorts of intimidated with the onikin women bearing down on him, but he started talking nonetheless.


      As it turned out, the wild baar had been attacked by those little green-skinned critters that the crayfish had brought with it. I hadn’t the slightest how they’d managed to hide somewhere—or even where they’d hidden, for that matter—but they’d come out when they saw the baar, and that’s how it had gotten so banged up.


      The baar had tried to flee, but the critters refused to let up. The baar couldn’t even hide in the snow because its blood gave away its location, and as it’d thought it was all over and there was no escaping...the white wolf had shown up.


      The white wolf had been surrounded by four pups, all looking more than ready for a fight. She pounced on the green critters and taken them down one after the other, even though she’d been wildly outnumbered. When all the monsters had been slain, the white wolf walked slowly towards the baar.


      Now, the wolf had killed the monsters, sure, but this hadn’t made the baar feel any better. If anything, it had been in the pits of despair, convinced that it was the wolf’s final target. But for some reason the white wolf hadn’t attacked. Instead it had howled, and in that howl the baar had heard a message.


      Run. Leave.


      The baar had been on wobbly feet and perplexed by what was happening. The wolf then howled again, much louder, and then she’d bared her fangs, making her message even clearer. The baar had fled from the wolves, but it’d felt like it was being herded somehow, and eventually they’d arrived at one of Baarbadal’s shelters.


      Once there, the wolves had simply left.


      But how had the white wolf known of our love of baars? Had she noticed their scent on our bodies? Or did she recognize that we wore clothing made from their wool? Or had the wolf been conscious when we’d carried her on our cart, and seen us waving hello to all the baars we passed?


      “That’s wolves for you,” said Alna, the onikin women nodding along. “Proud, powerful creatures. Just as we once rescued her, she, too, has rescued the baars we hold dear.”


      On the other hand, Carlitz seemed oblivious to where they were all coming from and offered a completely different opinion.


      “Wolves don’t think that much or that deeply. It was a coincidence, no doubt about it,” said the little dogkin. “The white wolf didn’t attack the baar because she was full, and she and her pack clearly toyed with the baar, which happened to lead it to the shelter. I bet as soon as the wolves reached the shelter they smelled Lord Dias and the dogkin all over the place, and it sent them packing!”


      All the nearby dogkin nodded along, but none of the onikin looked very impressed. I decided it was my job to change the subject.


      “I don’t know the truth of it, but at the end of the day, we’ve got a rescued baar, and that’s a win in my book. If the wolf did the saving, I’m grateful to her, and maybe she’ll do it again. But even if that wasn’t the case, everything ended up okay, and we’ve proven our shelters work exactly as we wanted. So everything’s golden, right? More importantly, what does that baar want to do now? Maybe it wants to live with us, or maybe it wants to try the wilds again. Carlitz, did you hear anything?”


      The little dogkin’s tail and ears perked right up. Clearly Carlitz had forgotten to ask that very thing, and he ran off in a hurry. I watched Carlitz go, then went back to helping prepare breakfast.


      “No, it’s a wolf,” muttered Alna. “I guarantee you it was—”


      “So brave, so trustworthy, so—” started one of her friends.


      The onikin women were all talking among themselves as they marched back to the kitchen range, and while villager opinions were split, daily life remained unchanged. Carlitz returned around lunchtime with news that the baar wanted our protection over winter. We’d been prepared for this, so we could accept without issue.


      But wouldn’t you know it, the day after and the day after that—and at surprisingly regular intervals afterwards—wild baars that found themselves in trouble were driven to our shelter by a white wolf and her pups. It started to feel like more than just coincidence at that point, and the villagers started saying that the white wolf was paying it forward.


      At the same time as all this was going on, we did a big sweep for those little green monsters. Between the falconkin’s eyes, the dogkin’s noses, my instincts, and the founder’s silver, we went all over the place wiping them out. I didn’t know if a new gang had come from a different mountain, or if they’d been hiding out somewhere all along, but in any case we combed through the domain hunting them down until they were all gone.


      On top of that, we hired extra help from the falconkin to sweep the domain, and of course our shelters were all put to good use. Soon enough, the grassy plains of Baarbadal—or actually, the snowy plains, what with it being winter at the time and all—became as safe as safe could get, and our wild baars frolicked freely.

    

  

  
    
      South of the Village


      While the white wolf business was going on, all our expectant mothers were moved to our maternity ward where they’d stay until they gave birth. All signs pointed to babies on the near horizon. Last year the timing had worked out like a miracle and all the pregnant women in Baarbadal had given birth at the same time, but I didn’t think we could count on that happening again. We had a whole lot more residents now, and it was more likely that we’d be looking at births happening over a period of time. That meant we’d be looking after mothers in labor and newborns at the same time.


      So of course we made sure that things were in place for us to handle everything all at once. That started with making sure we had all the people we needed. When it came to properly supporting the mothers, we had Grandma Maya and her friends, Alna, and the twins. Aymer and Aruharu took it upon themselves to manage them all. Uncle Ben and I were also on standby in case the childbirth carpet ever became necessary.


      With Alna now working in the maternity ward, we needed someone to do her job in Iluk Village, so we called on Canis to cover for her. She came together with Klaus, and both planned to stay until Alna returned to her usual duties. The forest was covered in thick snowfall, which meant we didn’t really have to be all that worried about visitors or intruders.


      Klaus came along to fill in for me as Iluk’s head of security, and he was backed up by Joe, Lorca, and their respective troops. The border stations, then, were under the watchful eyes of Mont and Ryan, with Goldia, Aisa, and Ely helping out as necessary. The pub had to be closed temporarily, but nobody complained on account of it being for the mothers and their babies, and everybody was set to just wait things out.


      Lady Darrell, Fendia, and the onikin women were on newborn duty. The Wives’ Club was with them, and they were all raring to go. In the meantime, Hubert took Sahhi and a number of other hired falconkin to help him with the founder’s silver.


      We also had some unexpected support arrive from the south.


      “I heard all about it the last time I was here, so we all came running when we figured things were about to get hectic! There’s nothing quite like the bustle in the air when newborns are on the way! Everything’s all calm and under control at our inlet where our kids are concerned, and as thanks for your help with that, we’re here to help you! Just give the order!”


      The big, booming call came from Iberis, who’d come with a bunch of his goblin pals. When the snow had started building up and getting real thick, Iberis had headed home with his entourage. That was a little before we’d run into the white wolf.


      But now he’d come back with even more goblins—thirty, by my count. Sahhi had let me know when he’d spotted them on patrol, and I’d run south to greet them.


      The goblins must have come on a ship, because they all carried barrels with them. Iberis told me that they were filled with ice, seawater, and fish. You couldn’t find fresher fish if you tried, according to him.


      “Seawater’s not like ordinary water,” he said. “It doesn’t freeze easily, but it does get really cold. When you put it in a barrel with ice you get some crazy chilly water, and when you put some fish in it you really lock in their freshness. As soon as I saw your ice up north I knew we had to try it! We’ve brought you winter seafood delights, and we hope it’ll help tide you over during the busy times ahead!”


      Iberis was talking about our ice reservoir, which, thanks to the cavekin’s beard hair, was unbelievably pure. Ellie was in charge of our ice industry, and we had the lostblood brothers and any spare cavekin gathering us ice on a pretty much daily basis. Water flowed in from the river, which was purified by the power of the cavekin, and it froze in about ten days. After that, it was just a matter of cutting it up and storing it in one of our cellars.


      The cavekin hadn’t settled for just one reservoir either, and so now we had a couple, all of them making ice to the point that it was all but spilling out of our cellars. The plan was to sell it to our neighbors, keep it in our cellars for freezing purposes, and use it in our drinks. The cavekin thought that maybe the ice in our cellars wasn’t going to be enough, so they built little facilities next to the reservoirs for keeping ice.


      Basically, the cavekin piled bricks in a circle, and they coated the exterior with a substance like paint made from wasteland sand, water, and other materials. They piled the bricks high and inwards but stopped shy of a whole roof—instead they left a little hole at the top. The end result looked like a half sphere, and inside of it they put ice.


      I was of the mind that leaving a hole at the top would let in sunlight which would melt the ice, but actually the hole was there to let heat out. The cavekin told me that the hole meant that no heat would get trapped inside, which would help keep the ice cold. Still, those half-sphere storehouses didn’t hold ice as well as our usual cellars, and some of it would melt. Even then, more than half of it would last until summer, so the cavekin kept building them.


      When Alna heard about things, she told the cavekin not to go overboard, and they listened. After all, the more buildings and facilities we made, the less grass we had on the plains. In the end I think we had four, maybe five, and that was enough for Alna. Even she knew that having ice on hand meant we could store food for longer, and she’d already experienced how much more bearable it made the summer heat.


      So, we had a lot of ice, and we’d put it to use immediately. Well, Iberis had put it to use immediately, and when I looked in the barrels, sure enough I saw fish that looked like they’d been alive and swimming just moments ago. They were big and fatty, and they looked mighty tasty—even I could tell they looked like some of the best stuff Iberis had brought so far.


      “Now these fish, they’re, uh... Wait, what did those folks at the port call them again?” mused Iberis. “Look, for us goblins you can call these fish core to our diets. In fact, when you say the word ‘fish,’ this is what we think of. So much so we don’t actually have a proper name for them. So will you do us the honor, Duke? Will you name this fish of ours?”


      Iberis pulled one of the fish out as he spoke. It was so big he had to hold it in both hands. He held it out to me and I took a good, long look at it. I noticed a golden line running along the fish’s body, and that was my inspiration.


      “Well, it’s nicely rounded, and it’s got that golden line and a golden tail...” I said. “So how about we call it an apple fish? Apples have a bit of yellow at the bottom of them, and sometimes you see golden lines running across them too. These fish look just as tasty and nutritious as a good apple, if you ask me.”


      “Ha! If that’s what the duke says, then that’s what we’re calling them,” said Iberis, his voice echoing with glee. “In which case, I hope you’ll accept this gift of apple fish we’ve prepared in celebration of the newborns on their way!”


      All the goblins raised their barrels up high and cheered.


      “Thanks, Iberis. We’re really happy to have you guys. Now come on over to the village. I’m sure it’s been a long trip. But, uh...aren’t you cold?”


      Iberis and the goblins were dressed the way they always were, which even then barely counted as a full outfit. But in response to my question, Iberis only laughed, his tail pounding into the snow as he did so.


      “We’re all good, Duke! Depending on the circumstances, we goblins sometimes traverse seas colder than your winters, where it’s so deep the warmth of the sun can’t even reach you. This is nothing to us! That said, we do appreciate a warm fire and a nice place to sleep, so we’d be grateful if you’ve got a place for us to stay.”


      I nodded and led all the goblins to Iluk. On our way we passed a group of baars. One of them stood at the center, and all the others huddled close around it.


      “What’s the deal with that?” asked Iberis.


      “Oh, that baar in the center of the group is a new arrival,” I explained. “It was attacked by monsters and got hurt in the process. Baars don’t like it when one of their own goes through suffering or sadness, so as a general rule they huddle around any who’ve gone through stressful experiences as a way to cheer them up and keep them from getting any sadder. By making this a rule among the herd, they strengthen their bonds to ensure they remain tight even when things aren’t going well... That bond of theirs keeps the herd protected, I think.”


      “Wow, that’s deep,” the goblin noted. “And it might be a rule worth spreading to our own people, so—”


      Before he could finish, we all heard the sound of dogkin running through the snow towards us.


      “Lord Dias! Lord Dias!” cried one of them. “It’s started! Please come to the temple right away!”


      “Lady Alna is calling for you!” cried another.


      “And she said to make sure you get changed and wash your hands in herbal water before coming!” added a third.


      I turned to Iberis, who just grinned and nodded. He was more than happy for me to go on ahead.


      “All righty!” I shouted back. “I’ll be there! But I need all of you to show Iberis and his pals to Iluk. They’ll be staying too, so make sure you tell Klaus to put up some yurts!”


      And with that, I took off for the maternity ward, heading for a little corner room built especially for me and Uncle Ben. The room was small, with only a chair inside, and against the wall were a number of small windows through which I could put a hand to power the carpet.


      My job was to wait in that room until I was needed. If nothing happened and the birth went off without a hitch, great! But if we needed healing, I was there to make it happen. As for what the carpet was being used for and what effect it would have on the mother or child—that was something I entrusted to Alna and Grandma Maya. They made the call, and I powered the carpet.


      In that way, I waited in that room as the first birth started, and for whatever reason it kicked off another, which kicked off another... They didn’t happen all at once like last winter, but it felt a lot like everybody was giving birth in succession. In that way, the births continued for a whole week.


      During that week, the goblins helped out a lot around the village. They even called on their pals to bring us some more apple fish. Friends in need, that’s what they were.


      I felt a little bad that we couldn’t give them a warmer welcome, but I figured we could help them out in kind when they needed it, and Iberis said it was fine for us to make a trip to the inlet in the spring to build them some of the buildings they were wanting. I was okay with that, and I made up my mind that we’d do our part to pay them back for their kindness.


      Paying back the goblins was something we’d have to think about down the line, however, because we had a lot of babies to look after.


      Still, I wonder what else we could do for the goblins outside of just buildings...?


      It took a while for me to find an answer to my question, but it stuck with me the whole time we were looking after the newborns.


      All our expecting mothers gave birth over the next week. In the end, we had fifty-three new dogkin pups and twelve new baby baars. The baby baars were all considerably bigger than Fran and his siblings when they’d been born, and in just a few days they were up and wandering about, making friends with Fran and the others. Baars were great at looking after their own, and just about everything was smooth sailing for them.


      There were a few challenges when it came to the dogkin, however. Some of them had run into complications, and on a couple of occasions we’d had to make use of the childbirth carpet. Still, the pups were born healthy, and the mothers were fine too; they just needed a little time to rest and recover. In the meantime, it was up to the rest of us to look after their pups.


      With so many pups to look after, I’d been expecting complete chaos. And while admittedly it started out that way, Lady Darrell and Fendia were quick to take control, and it wasn’t long before everything calmed down again.


      Lady Darrell in particular was real impressive. She had a wealth of experience when it came to child-rearing, she plain loved kids, and she adored the dogkin. When the babies lost control of their faculties, as it were, she took it on her hands or wore it on her clothes without even a hint of displeasure. She worked all through the night so the new mothers could rest, and everybody was just blown away by her efforts.


      The dogkin had a strong bond among themselves, and they were always protecting their young and their weak. They loved raising kids too, but Lady Darrell’s passion was on another level even by their standards. They were astounded—she wasn’t even a dogkin herself and yet she treasured their young like they were her own. None of them had any complaints about her either. Lady Darrell excelled at soothing a crying baby in the evening, and matted, messy fur was never an issue when she was around.


      I thought I was pretty experienced when it came to caring for little ones, and I knew that Fendia and the paladins knew their stuff too, but Lady Darrell outdid us all. It wasn’t long before all the dogkin looked up to her with great respect.


      “I don’t mean to bunch them together or compare them all,” said Lady Darrell with a gentle smile, “but I’ve spent a lot of time looking after both human children and the pups of hunting dogs. That I’m capable of this much is only natural. But the dogkin are so much easier—they’re obedient, they’re adorable, and they’re just so clever.”


      She was a huge help, let me tell you—she took care of the pups way longer than anyone had expected her to.


      During all this we’d been fully prepared for monster attacks and the like, but they never came. Everything went about as well as we could have hoped.




      A few days had passed since the hectic newborn period, and I was out on the outskirts of the village with Klaus and Aruharu.


      “Aw man,” said Klaus with an easygoing smile. “You know, whenever I see those adorable little pups asleep, it really makes me want some of my own.”


      Some time had passed since Klaus and Canis had gotten married, but they still hadn’t started a family of their own. I’d actually been a little worried that maybe they couldn’t, but Uncle Ben had assured me that humans and dogkin could make children just fine, and the clairvoyant Grandma Maya had told me that a family “wasn’t far off.”


      So I wasn’t all that worried about it anymore.


      “The heck...” muttered Aruharu. “What is up with you?! I’m going for the throat here and you’re chatting away like it’s nothing...”


      Aruharu and Klaus were training together. Both had wooden weapons in hand, and they were in the middle of a sparring session with me watching from the sidelines.


      Klaus had a spear, while Aruharu had a longsword and dagger. The former also had the upper hand in terms of strength, and when they’d first started he’d gone all out and wiped the floor with Aruharu. But now he was going considerably easier, chatting with me while Aruharu threw everything she had at him.


      But I should be clear about something: Aruharu was not at all weak—not by any means. She moved with experienced grace, clearly knew her way around her weapons, was as quick as she was flexible, and had a vertical leap the likes of which I’d never seen. In fact, in terms of physical gifts, she had Klaus beat hands down. Klaus knew how to handle her because he had his own wealth of experience under his belt, and that allowed him to read Aruharu’s movements and lock her down.


      “Attacking head-on is a mistake. You should be looking for my blind spots,” said Klaus. “I know that you’re light on your feet and you can hide your presence with ease—you’re much better suited to sneak attacks and backstabbing.”


      Aruharu gritted her teeth and took Klaus’s advice, but she’d tired herself out fighting him straight, and adopting a new tactic like this one involved more movement. She was only making herself more tired. Klaus, meanwhile, was patiently playing the waiting game—in that sense, Aruharu’s ability to move around so quickly struck me as a double-edged sword.


      I didn’t think Klaus gave Aruharu bad advice, but she was up against...well, Klaus. He’d been through hell and back, and it wasn’t going to be easy taking him by surprise.


      “Aruharu!” I called out. “Try closing the distance! Get up real close and personal, like you want to tackle him to the ground!”


      A moment later Klaus yelped, “Dias, why?!”


      Aruharu then pounced with near-blinding speed, reaching Klaus in the blink of an eye. Klaus kicked off the ground to put some space between them, swinging his spear to keep Aruharu at bay. Aruharu had a speed and flexibility that most humans didn’t, however, and she easily whipped her body out of danger and stayed close. She ducked, dodged, dipped, and dove, pressing the attack.
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      Klaus wasn’t about to give in, however, and he deflected Aruharu’s strikes with the butt of his spear. Eventually he just couldn’t keep up though, and Aruharu’s dagger barely scratched across his ribs.


      “Argh!” Klaus dramatically screamed. “She got me!”


      The guy looked utterly devastated. I didn’t think a single strike counted for a total loss, especially when at best it was a glancing blow, but Klaus’s face told a different story: He was a man thoroughly defeated. Aruharu, meanwhile, giggled.


      “Got ya,” she snickered.


      Aruharu was all smiles, though at the same time she was heaving to catch her breath. She was covered in sweat even though it was freezing out, and her knees were knocking together like they were barely holding her weight... Yep, she was spent.


      “B-But are all the soldiers in Sanserife like this?” Aruharu muttered. “Klaus is just a foot soldier, isn’t he...? I thought it was only Dias who was outlandishly strong, but if all the kingdom’s soldiers are as tough as Klaus...then even the Meowgen clan would’ve had our work cut out for us...”


      She slumped down into the snow, her head drooping between her shoulders. Hearing that confession, I finally understood why the girl had been so gung ho about training with Klaus when he’d shown up—she’d wanted to feel firsthand just how strong Sanserife’s soldiers were. I had a feeling it was wrapped up in the Meowgens coming to Baarbadal—Aruharu was putting a lot of thought into what sorts of jobs her clan could do and how they could support Baarbadal as a whole.


      “Hey!” cried Senai, running over. “Lunch is almost ready! It’s apple fish steak and cream soup!”


      “And we barbecued some fish with spices too!” added Ayhan, by her side.


      The girls were circling the village to let everybody know that lunch was served, and they had a little gang of dogkin pups following them around and imitating them. I waved to let them know we were on our way, and the girls took off with their gang right behind them.


      “Speaking of which, I heard you’ve got a whole bunch of babies to look after now,” said Aruharu, slowly rising to her feet. “Are you going to have enough food for all of them? I’m guessing you’re fine for now thanks to the goblins delivering those fish, sure, but what about when that supply runs out? Have you thought about that?”


      “Don’t let it get you down, Klaus,” I said, patting the man on the back before turning to Aruharu to reply. “We’ve got plenty of food in the storehouses, and the cellars where we keep our ice are full too. If we do happen to run low, we can always count on the goblins or our neighbors to provide us with what we need.”


      “But is that a good idea? Isn’t it better to make sure you’re self-sufficient? The idea of just relying on somewhere else—you don’t find that a bit unnerving?”


      “I don’t think it’s worth worrying that much about,” I replied. “And it’s a bit late to be worrying anyway, seeing as it’s what we’ve been doing for the last two years or so. Besides, by relying on our neighbors, we have to trade, which means our people have to meet, talk, and interact. In short, we have to get along, so I can’t say I’m all that unnerved—rather, I think we’ve already found harmony. We rely on them, they rely on us, and in times of need we help each other out.”


      Aruharu looked a bit surprised, and for some reason Klaus’s chin rose like he was proud all of a sudden.


      “If we’d been completely self-sufficient we wouldn’t have built the relationship we now have with the Beastland Kingdom,” I continued, “and we might not have chosen to help them when they needed us. We never would have met you had that happened. I don’t have any hard proof of it, but I kind of think that the secret to getting along is when you and your neighbors don’t quite have enough on your own, so you have to share.”


      Aruharu crossed her arms and dropped into thought, but she didn’t seem to find the answers she was looking for. In the end she simply sighed.


      “Time for lunch,” she said, and then she was off.


      Klaus and I weren’t far behind her, and all of us enjoyed a real hearty meal that day.


      In the Detached House on a Manor’s Grounds in the Western Beastland Kingdom—Yaten’s Sons


      The large, spacious manor was decorated with jewels and gold. It was the very epitome of lavish, but it was also a stronghold in and of itself, sitting strategically upon a small hill. In the detached house on that manor’s property were three young men, Yaten’s sons, all dressed in clothing similar to their father’s usual garb. The three sat before their father, Yaten himself, who sat cross-legged. He let out a short sigh but said nothing.


      All three of Yaten’s sons were on high alert, as curious as they were terrified.


      This house was small and cramped. It was decorated with none of the usual extravagance, and offered no storage space either. In fact, it was built such that it offered no hiding places whatsoever. None could even approach the house without making their presence known—the garden of small stones and shards of glass around it ensured that any encroaching footsteps would be loudly heard well before they arrived. There were no plants of any sort anywhere near the house either, or anything that emitted any noticeable scent—this ensured that the beastkin inside would quickly smell a potential visitor or intruder with their heightened senses.


      This was the purpose of the detached house, and Yaten only ever used it for discussions he wanted to remain private at all costs.


      Yaten’s sons had never once entered the house, but they had been summoned, they had come, and now they were met only by their father’s disgruntled sigh. Nothing could have frightened them more, and even now all three felt on the verge of bursting into tears.


      “His Majesty offered praise,” said Yaten after a terrifyingly long wait.


      The words came suddenly, and Yaten’s sons were left wide-eyed in shock. Why would praise have their father in such a bad mood?


      “That is splendid news,” said one.


      “Congratulations, father,” said another.


      “None are more deserving than you, father,” said the third.


      Yaten settled a cold, hard gaze on his sons and let out another short sigh. When he spoke next to explain his mood, it was with a harshness that was so unlike the man they knew to be their father.


      It was true, he told them, that he had received the king’s praise, but in truth it was not actually Yaten’s praise to receive. The acclaim should have gone to Peijin-Octad, as it was Octad who had quelled the rebellion that had threatened the nation. And yet, the frogkin had passed the honor to Yaten.


      Peijin-Octad had somehow found himself in possession of vast stockpiles of food, which he had provided to the nation’s hungry. He had also invested much of his personal riches to ensure that the citizens remained secure and at peace. The merchant had used neither words nor military might to stop the rebellion. Instead, he had offered work and kept people fed, thus poaching the rebel forces of many they had conscripted. The uprising had lost much of its manpower as a result.


      Stranger still, however, was the way Peijin-Octad had managed to make a mess of the rebel force’s strongholds, thus nipping the potential uprising in the bud and snuffing it out before it even began in earnest. He had funneled considerable personal finance into the effort, made use of significant manpower, and been in a position in which he could have requested a substantial reward...and yet he had not.


      Peijin-Octad had lied and told the king that everything he had done was done under Yaten’s command.


      And for his supposed excellence in making use of the free-spirited merchant, Yaten’s successive failures had been essentially wiped from the register and written over by high praise.


      Yaten himself was not concerned with the “why” of the matter. Peijin-Octad was a merchant through and through, but he was not a gangster. He was not interested in business that would ruin his own home. War was, of course, a way to earn coin via underhanded means, but this was not the Peijin way—Octad was a man who preferred peace, and with it secure earnings. It was not surprising that he would want to quell the rebellion or that he would shrug off any accompanying accolades.


      Yaten sensed that Octad’s manpower came on behalf of Dias, but he had nothing with which to prove his suspicions, and so he did not make his theory known, sure though he was of it. He kept it even from his sons, knowing that their youth and inexperience would only result in the information leaking and spreading.


      “...as such,” concluded Yaten, “we owe Octad a great debt. I must find a way to settle it in some form or another, but I am to leave the capital for a time, and so you three will act in my stead. You will deliver Octad the money I have prepared, and you will bow reverently while you shower him in words of gratitude. He will be generous if you show him the appropriate respect. You will also bring him this, and you will make it clear that it is to be delivered to the man who aided him in his efforts. Say as much, and Octad will know to whom it is to be given.”


      As he spoke, Yaten brought forth two black lacquered boxes and placed them in front of his sons. One was of considerable size and no doubt contained the gold that was to be given to Octad in thanks. The second was also quite large, and Yaten’s sons knew—even without looking inside—that it contained a family treasure. They looked from the box to their father. One of them gulped loudly.


      Are you serious? their eyes asked in the silence.


      “That is the extent of the debt we have accrued,” said Yaten. “He had merchants working for him, and he donated a great deal of his own stock... On top of that, he kindly took on the burden of a most troublesome diplomatic issue. We will not be able to raise our heads and stand by his side as equals if we do not pay him appropriately.”


      This, too, was an issue Yaten could not speak to his sons about in detail. He did not tell them that the merchants in question were not in Octad’s employ but rather those from Baarbadal, working together with Kiko’s own sons.


      As for the diplomatic problem Yaten had mentioned, that came in the form of an imperial beastkin who had arrived on Beastland shores only to be captured by the military. She was now in Dias’s care, but until then the military had been merciless with her, and for a long while they had ignored her entirely.


      When Yaten had learned that it was only one imperial who had washed up on their shores, his first instinct was to have her executed. However, he had decided against this once he had a clearer understanding of the bigger picture.


      Most notably, the fact that a fishkin had brought the imperial to Beastland shores was what had stayed Yaten’s hand. A single imperial beastkin could be easily silenced for eternity, but not so the fishkin people. They were many in number and traveled the seas freely—once they escaped to the wider ocean they were impossible to catch.


      Then there was the fact that the empire had ties to the ocean people. Fishkin often visited imperial shores, and it was entirely possible that the fishkin who had found the imperial beastkin might report as much. Naturally, the empire would want answers, and while it was possible to shrug off their questions by saying she died of illness or otherwise drifted elsewhere, neither was a good option—the empire was still an unknown variable, and Yaten did not want relations with them to get off on the wrong foot.


      The imperial beastkin had been carrying some high value items and been aboard a ship capable of long voyages. As such, Yaten thought it likely she was a person of considerable standing. Were it to come to light that they had executed such a person, it could well mean war with a foreign nation.


      All the same, Yaten could not simply take her into his care and have her sent home—doing as much would take a great deal of planning, and a substantial amount of money to go with it.


      The issue had plagued Yaten until Dias had swooped in and, for reasons unknown, taken the girl off his hands. When Yaten had heard the news, relief spread through his entire being like a flood of good vibes. Yaten did not know what would become of the girl now, but the consequences now fell upon Dias’s shoulders. Were anything to happen, Yaten now had an excuse to fall back on: The Beastland Kingdom had taken the girl in and taken care of her until Dias had snatched her from them.


      Yaten believed that Dias was too kind for his own good, and so he saw a single heirloom a trifle to pay—especially when the item in question offered no real value. The thought brought the hint of a smile to Yaten’s face, and it felt like a long time since he’d tasted such an expression.


      “The item is ancient, and of no use whatsoever,” stated Yaten. “Giving it away causes us no grief in the slightest. Better to make use of it as a gift than to let it rot in our storehouse. But when you do hand it to Octad, be sure to make it clear that it is an item of incomparable value, and one that we have treasured for generations... I want you to look hesitant to part with it.”


      Yaten’s sons merely nodded, and with heads lowered they promised to do as ordered. They knew that to speak out of line might draw their father’s ire, and so none asked for the deeper truth of his words, and none thought too deeply on what they’d been told. They needed but to follow their orders.


      Yaten’s sons knew their father, and they knew that he was not a fan of the questions they wanted to ask. What should we say to Peijin-Octad? Which of us should act as the family representative? Is there anything else we should be doing together with this work? To ask such questions would only result in Yaten telling them to think for themselves, and so his sons simply stood, took the boxes in hand, and bowed to their father before leaving.


      Meanwhile, at a Port in the Empire—The Leader of the Meowgen Clan


      “Captain! Captain! Confidential intel has arrived!”


      Fishermen and sailors milled around the port, and it was among this that a shout pierced the air—a soldier with a report.


      The Meowgen clan leader stamped his foot loudly as he replied, “If it’s confidential, then don’t let the whole world know, you dolt!”


      “Oh, right... My apologies. B-But look—it appears to be a letter from Aruharu, from after her voyage...”


      “Who calls a letter from family confidential intel, you imbecile?!”


      The young soldier standing before the Meowgen leader was clearly inexperienced and had yet to be thoroughly trained. The leader snatched the letter from the soldier’s hand, then scanned the envelope to see that it was signed by Aruharu herself. He opened the letter and silently skimmed its contents, careful to ensure that nobody was peeking over his shoulder.


      “Where is the person who brought you this letter?!” demanded the Meowgen leader.


      “Captain! They’re currently at rest at my house, sir!”


      Such was the soldier’s unexpected reply that the Meowgen leader’s face went bright red and he immediately slapped the soldier so hard across his helmet the ringing could be heard across the port.


      The soldier’s response was a cry of shock rather than pain, as the helmet did a most praiseworthy job of protecting its wearer. If anything, the soldier was more surprised at the sheer speed of the blow than anything else. The Meowgen leader, on the other hand, wondered if he had broken his own hand in his outburst, but he showed none of his pain to the soldier before him.


      “You will bring them to my manor immediately!” he barked, and the soldier was standing at attention in an instant. “And make sure everybody knows to treat them as a guest! I’ve no doubt they’re tired after their journey, so make sure my staff knows it is their job to ease this traveler’s burden. Then you will tell Aruharu’s family that she is safe. Now hop to it!”


      The soldier placed a hand to their chest in salute, then took off running. The Meowgen leader watched him go, then placed the letter in his chest pocket for safekeeping. He now knew that his read on the situation had been right, and he was glad that his clan was prepared. He gave his past self a pat on the back for his wisdom. The Meowgen would soon take action; of that he was now certain.


      At That Time, in Iluk Village—Lady Darrell


      The hustle and bustle of looking after the newborns was over, and life in Iluk had returned to its usual pace. Lady Darrell had been run ragged for most of the childbirth period, and now she watched as dogkin pups born just a few days ago clung to Dias while he carried boxes into the storehouses.


      The term “clung” was, by itself, not terribly accurate. The dogkin pups had already opened their eyes and were now capable of walking. They were little bundles of curiosity, and with their little claws they attached themselves to Dias, latching on to him to the point they looked like accessories he was wearing.


      It made Lady Darrell unbearably jealous.


      Yes, Dias had played his part to ensure that the dogkin pups were looked after, but it was a mere drop in the bucket compared to Lady Darrell’s own efforts. And yet, the dogkin pups were positively obsessed with Dias. They wanted to be around him more than even their own parents...hence the clinging.


      When Dias pried them free they wailed and cried, and when the dogkin or Lady Darrell tried to calm or soothe them they didn’t respond. When Dias did the same thing, however, the pups listened, which was astounding given the fact that they still didn’t understand language yet.


      Lady Darrell couldn’t work it out. Why was only Dias capable of such a thing? Why didn’t the pups cling to her? She wanted to soothe them when they were sad, and she wanted to be there with them when they played.


      These thoughts weaved through her mind as she let a thin smile creep upon her lips. Behind it, however, her teeth were clenched. In her burned the fires of determination. She was not about to go down without a fight. She marched off to the maternity ward, intent on working her hardest to ensure the dogkin and their pups loved her at least as much as she did them.

    

  

  
    
      The Assembly Hall—Dias


      The dogkin pups were getting bigger by the day and running all around the village. I thought it was about time we considered getting everyone back to their usual jobs, so I gathered everybody who was free to join me in the assembly hall to discuss the particulars. It wasn’t anything as big as an official meeting, and I thought of it more as a talk over snacks. Lady Darrell kicked things off with an update on the mothers and their new kids.


      “The dogkin and the baars are all doing well, and there are no health issues to speak of. Usually when you have such a large number of births at once, you see cases of childbirth fever, but...to my astonishment, we haven’t seen a single incident. We might be able to put this down to a combination of the childbirth carpet and the twins’ herbal tea. But in any case, there’s nothing to worry about.”


      Childbirth fever was pretty much what it sounded like—a fever that mothers and newborns came down with not long after birth. Sometimes when a mother was especially exhausted, it was life-threatening. Apparently it was fairly common, but thanks to the twins and their sanjivani, we hadn’t seen a single fever in mother or newborn.


      Our childbirth carpet helped to keep bleeding under control, and so our mothers and their children had recovered from the whole process in record time. Now that a few days had passed, we could rest assured that there wasn’t anything else to worry about either.


      “Got it,” I said. “I’ll make sure to thank the girls later. If the mothers have any requests or need any help, let me know right away. I’ll see them addressed as soon as I can.”


      Lady Darrell nodded, then spent a few moments silently staring at me. Or more accurately, she was staring at the dogkin pups who were play-fighting in my cross-legged lap. I was kind of curious about that gaze of hers, but she’d been doing it a lot. I just turned to Klaus for his report.


      “Huh? Me?” he asked. “I don’t really have all that much to say, actually, but it’s been a while since I came to Iluk and, well...it really felt like I could relax. The houses we have in the forest are fine and all, but this place is special... So I’d like to request that we make more reasons for our border folks to visit. We’ll work out a schedule and arrange an order, and anybody visiting can give you an update and help out wherever it’s needed.”


      “All righty then; sounds good. I’ll chat with Mont and the western border station guys and sort that out.”


      “Thanks. I’d also like to confirm the situation with the twins, seeing as the topic has already been brought up. I guess it’s a question I have, really. The forestkin in the Beastland Kingdom are up to something, right? Mont has reported that they’ve been spotted not far from the western station...so what’s the go? What happens if they actually make a move?”


      Klaus’s question made everybody a little tense. Alna, Hubert, Sahhi, Sanat, Lady Darrell, Patrick, Sedorio, and Grandma Maya all looked over at me, and I chewed on it for a moment before speaking.


      “Well, it depends on what they’re planning, but... Honestly, I think we should drive ’em away. They kicked the twins out of their village just because they were twins, and with that in mind I’m confident that we won’t see eye to eye. Friendly relations are out of the question. They might have thought the twins were a bad omen, or a disaster or whatever, but since the day Senai and Ayhan got here they’ve been nothing but a blessing to our village.”


      Klaus and Hubert looked down at their feet and murmured thoughtfully. Grandma Maya grinned. Alna nodded in complete agreement, and Sahhi, Sedorio, and Sanat all followed suit. The mix of differing thoughts and feelings made for an awkward air, and that was when Patrick spoke up.


      “In which case,” the paladin started in his usual explosive volume, “let’s share that with Mont and the western border station. They’ll be the first to have to deal with anything the forestkin do. We must also consider potential worst-case scenarios and decide how we’re going to respond.”


      Patrick explained that the twins weren’t just my daughters now—they were the daughters of a duke. That meant they were of a very high rank in the kingdom. It was possible that a forestkin might come forth claiming to be a relative in an attempt to take them into custody, or otherwise make whatever demands come to mind.


      “It’s possible they might try to use the twins as leverage to intimidate us,” Patrick continued. “Or they might try to coerce the twins into taking action on their behalf. You’d be surprised just how many adults at the temples used children for their own agendas... It was no end of worry for us paladins. In any case, we should decide on our stance and make it known so that Mont and his people can respond swiftly should it come to that.”


      I noticed a sharp glint in Alna’s and Klaus’s eyes, but I already knew my answer.


      “In which case they’ll leave us no choice but to wipe them out. Any trespassers will be eliminated, and should they flee back to the Beastland Kingdom we’ll call on the Peijins for help. No good can come of trying to negotiate with people who resort to those methods... The war made that crystal clear to me, and I will show no mercy. I’ll talk with the twins and make sure they’re okay with the decision—but should push come to shove, do not hold back.”


      If they were to attempt anything underhanded, Baarbadal would not negotiate and would make no concessions.


      The twins had grown by leaps and bounds since their arrival on the plains, and thanks to Alna and Lady Darrell, they’d become responsible young women capable of making their own educated decisions. Their bodies were still young, but their maturity far surpassed their years. I knew that they would understand when I talked to them, and nobody disagreed with me—not Alna, not Lady Darrell, and not Grandma Maya.


      “It is possible that the forestkin may be capable of magic not unlike that the girls use,” said Grandma Maya. “They might resort to that, which could be trouble. I’ll make sure we’re able to respond in kind. That means I’ll need to make a trip to the border station to apply some magical defenses. I believe three days should be enough time. Please make sure a cart is ready for me, young Dias.”


      “If Maya is headed to the border station, I’m going with her,” declared Alna. “I don’t know if it’ll work, but I’ll set up more sensors in that area. If the forestkin are even half as good with a bow as the girls, they could be trouble, so we’ll want options... Some shields and the like should do the trick.”


      Everybody started getting excited about the idea.


      “Anyway,” I said, “I’ll go talk to the girls about it.”


      Everybody nodded, but it was then that the door to the assembly hall flew open. Senai and Ayhan poked their heads in—with Aymer sitting in Senai’s hair—and waved their arms.


      “It’s fine with us! Have at them!” said Senai.


      “Totally fine! Show them what’s what!” said Ayhan.


      “I know it looks like we were eavesdropping, and I apologize,” said Aymer. “We were just passing through the village when we overheard what was being discussed. The girls are far brighter than they look, and they know all too well the responsibility that comes with being the daughters of a duke. Neither has any attachment to the forestkin just because they’re the same race. So yes, I also believe it’s fine to handle the situation as you see fit. Oh, and it’s worth mentioning that we all have exceptional hearing, so you’ll want to be mindful of that whenever you engage in these types of discussions.”


      The twins didn’t look put out one bit. If anything, they looked as bright as could be. It certainly wasn’t because they didn’t know the situation. At the end of the day, they understood it just as well as we did, and that’s why they didn’t mind if it meant we’d have to mete out justice ourselves.


      “Yeah, and in one way this is revenge for their parents,” said Alna. “We won’t show them any quarter.”


      “Anybody who kicks out friends and family for reasons truly foolish deserves to be torn to shreds,” added Sedorio.


      The twins grinned at this, and in fact the comments pleased them so much they raced into the yurt, giving Alna a great big hug and patting Sedorio. Their laughter sounded the happiest I’d ever heard.


      Watching the Twins Hop, Flip, and Jump Around the Plains—Aruharu


      Senai and Ayhan struck Aruharu as unusual but extraordinary daughters of the noble classes. They were adopted—that was an undeniable fact—but they were nonetheless daughters of a duke, and ordinarily such girls were afforded whatever luxuries they wished for and indulged in any selfish desires they had so long as they fulfilled their basic duties. And yet the girls were neither selfish nor pretentious—rather, they were the epitome of honesty and diligence.


      Aruharu saw this exemplified in their morning routines. After washing their faces and getting dressed for the day, the first thing on the twins’ agenda was helping out with chores around the village. When breakfast was done they helped clean up, and afterwards they threw themselves straight into their studies.


      The teacher was different depending on the season, and even the day. Sometimes it was Aymer, other times Orianna, Fendia, or Ben. No matter who, Senai and Ayhan were always given a lot to learn.


      The twins studied until lunch, after which they had the rest of the afternoon all to themselves. But even then the girls didn’t just waste the day lazing around; they helped out when help was needed or they tried to learn even more from those around them. And on days like today, with nobody in need of help and all the teachers busy, they honed their skills in battle.


      Much like their teachers, the girls’ training partners differed depending on the day. Sometimes it was Dias, other times the domain guard, the onikin...and even the baars.


      Today the girls were training with the baars, all so fleet of foot they easily outpaced a regular human. Baars put their speed to good use by moving constantly and looking for an opportunity to ram their opponents. Such was the strength of their charge that a full set of armor couldn’t protect against their horns.


      Senai, Ayhan, and the baars chose an open space a little ways from the village for their session, with Aruharu and Aymer watching on. The baars didn’t hold back, throwing themselves at the girls with everything they had. The twins’ winter outfits should have been bulky and awkward to move in, but the girls moved with near-effortless grace, drawing the baars in before leaping over their attacks at the very last second.


      While they were flying through the air, the girls placed their hands on the baars’ heads, using them as platforms from which to twist, flip, and ultimately land neatly on their feet. It was an incredibly dangerous tactic, but you wouldn’t have noticed from the glee in the girls’ faces.


      “Whoa!” they cried. “That was fun!”


      The girls, Aruharu noticed, were as physically gifted as they were unflappably daring, and their mastery of the bow matched—or perhaps surpassed—the most skilled archers the Meowgen knew. The girls’ hit rates were off the charts, and not even the onikin—for whom the bow was an integral part of life—could prove their equals.


      On top of that, after firing their bows, the twins could have their arrows dip, dive, and bend through the air at will on the way to their quarry. It was a sort of magical targeting, and even the flexible Aruharu found it difficult to avoid the girls’ arrows.


      However, Senai and Ayhan weren’t satisfied with their incredible abilities...largely because they had yet to land so much as a single hit on their father, Dias.


      The twins had sparred with Dias before, blunting the tips of their arrows and wrapping them in cloth to soften their blows. But every time they fought, Dias either avoided all the arrows they fired, knocked them away with a hand, or simply snatched them straight out of the air. The twins had fired some thirty arrows between them in that session with not even one finding its mark.


      And so the girls were nothing if not passionate about their training. They ran with the dogkin, they learned swordsmanship from the domain guard, and they played with the other kids. All of this served to strengthen their bodies, and all the while they had their sights on surpassing Dias. For whatever reason, the twins had come to think of this as their duty—as his eldest children, they wanted to be more than their father so as to ensure they could protect their future siblings.


      But surpassing Dias? That’s a mountain nobody will ever summit, if you ask me. Still, the training is good for the girls, and they never let it get in the way of their chores or their studies. Besides, who’s going to complain when they’re making fantastic progress and always giving their best as the daughters of a duke?


      But you do have to wonder what sort of women they’ll be when they grow up...and whether or not they’ll reach those lofty goals of theirs...


      While Aruharu mused on the future, the twins clasped hands and once again leaped over the baars charging towards them. It was practically a game for the girls, and it was fun—even when more than ten baars charged at them one after another, they jumped, they flipped, and they gracefully evaded every attack thrown their way.


      In the Hollow of a Tree in a Forest Somewhere—The Forestkin Chieftain


      In the early days, the forestkin had been tasked with honorable duties, given to them by the great gods themselves. It was the job of the forestkin to spread forests through the world and cultivate them. They were to spread fields, see them to harvest, and aid those who did good.


      The old chieftains of the forestkin had known their duty well to be one of saving and aiding humanity and the world’s other races. To do this they had grown forests and fields, the harvests of which they’d passed out to all freely. In doing so, the other races had come to love and revere the forestkin, aiding them such that the world only grew more verdant.


      What followed was a time of great prosperity, but alas, the chieftains who came after—born into an age of progress and enlightenment—had chosen to interpret the forestkin duties in a different light and began keeping their harvests purely for themselves. Even as life had grown harsh for others and monsters began roaming the lands, the forestkin thrived.


      But in time that prosperity began to fade, until finally...it had abandoned the forestkin completely.


      They had been plagued by questions. How did this happen? Was it because the human king united the continent? Was it because his united nation then split into separate countries? Was it because they lost the tree of the first chieftain?


      Over time the forestkin lost the ability to hear the voices of the gods. The power they wielded over forests and fields thus waned, and so they had given up on fields entirely, focusing their energies on maintaining the forests as best they could.


      Through their fields the forestkin had once been able to grow a sizable bounty of produce to sell and fill their coffers, but the forests lacked the excess of an agricultural industry. With time, they lost their territory, they lost their forests, and they lost their allies, and if a certain beast king had not taken them in they would have almost certainly died out entirely.


      Still, the forestkin were a proud race—they would not live quietly in submission. It was their duty to one day take back the prosperity they had once known—to spread forests and fields alike across the lands and to unite the continent under their own rule. They were the first race. They had the power to achieve, the pride to see it through, and a rich history pushing them onwards.


      The forestkin had intended to take their first steps towards their grand goal during the uprising in the Beastland Kingdom and even brought forth the hidden treasure that was their founder’s silver. Alas, the uprising had been quelled before it could even begin, and even choosing to be a part of it proved a mistake by the forestkin.


      But still they believed that there had to be a way through. There had to be some means by which they kick-started their next moves. It did not have to be a huge success either; it only had to be the tiniest spark from which the flames of prosperity might burn and spread. That alone would see their power returned to them, and with that power they would once more hear the gods speak—they would once more be returned to their rightful place.


      The forestkin would prove to all that they were the race destined to unite and rule the continent.


      With their prosperity and power the forestkin would eliminate all monsters from the world and reshape the lands into a giant, peaceful forest. To take even a single step towards this goal would ensure that their names and their individual trees would be remembered, respected, and protected.


      It was then that they first heard the rumors of two forestkin who had been adopted by a human nobleman, and their chief began forming plans. First they would scout and gather intel, but even before they took action the forestkin believed this was a chance—the adopted forestkin could be used as a stepping stone to the throne of the world.


      Admittedly, the forestkin were initially shocked to realize that there existed forestkin outside of their own forest, but it all made sense—when the nation split, it was only natural that the forestkin had split too. All of it pointed to one thing: Other forestkin might yet have survived, and more forestkin meant more power. If others of their kind could be made to cooperate, then nothing was out of reach.


      And so the forestkin chief sat, and for a whole day he ruminated, though some might have felt there were better uses of his time.


      After Training—Senai and Ayhan


      The twins had had a blast training with the baars, and their breaths made puffy white clouds as they plunged into the snow to cool themselves. Alna had told them not to, but they did it anyway, staring up into the sky and indulging in the chill of the snow.


      Aruharu and Aymer ran over to check on them, but both settled into wry chuckles and urged the girls back to their feet. The twins did as they were told—reluctantly, it must be said—and it was then that they heard the puff of something emerging from the snow. When they turned to the sound, they saw a familiar-looking lizard.


      “Do you remember what I told you?” the lizard asked.


      The question came suddenly, but Senai, Ayhan, and Aymer all recognized the voice. It was the lizard they had encountered in the wasteland. The twins’ heads tilted quizzically as they pondered exactly what the lizard was talking about. Aruharu, meanwhile, had no idea what was going on, and her mouth opened and closed as if broken—she clearly wanted to speak but had lost the ability.


      “You told us to direct a river through to the wasteland,” said Aymer, unfazed, “or at least something to that extent, yes? In the end, however, it was Ben who had you do it. Oh, but you also mentioned growing a forest in the wasteland, didn’t you?”


      “Ah, so you do remember,” said the lizard. “You are protecting the ordinary human, and we’ve put our faith in you and you alone. As such, you are the only ones who will receive our aid and advice. That’s why I had to ask, because I couldn’t have you forgetting your duties.”


      The lizard paused for a moment before going on.


      “It might feel like a distant speck on the horizon to you, but spring is right around the corner. When it comes, the land over that way will be ready, and it will be up to you to grow a forest. You need not push yourselves, but complete your task and we will see you rewarded. I can’t promise anything like the other guy who helped you with the monsters, but you’ll be rewarded all the same.”


      The lizard then paused, blinking as if remembering something.


      “Oh, and girls—if you happen to bump into any other of your kind, do tell them to mend their ways and return to the righteous path. Tell them to think about what their powers are for and why they were granted them in the first place. If they are at all capable of introspection, they may yet find salvation.”


      The lizard then ducked its head back into the snow and promptly disappeared. Aruharu immediately pounced on the spot where it had been, but she found not a single lizard track. There wasn’t even a sign that anything had been in that spot at all. Dig as she might, Aruharu found nothing.


      “What in the...?” she muttered. “What the heck was...? Huh?!”


      Her cry echoed loudly over the snow. The twins, meanwhile, simply shrugged. They weren’t really sure what was going on, but they knew two things very clearly: It was okay to build a forest in the wasteland when the seasons changed, and there was a reward at the end of it. This brought great big smiles to their faces, and they clasped their hands as they began chatting excitedly about the forest they might grow.


      “Oh, just to keep you in the know,” said Aymer, hopping over to Aruharu. “That was the lizard that recently created Lizard River and Lizard Pond. We think it’s a god. I don’t know anything more than that, unfortunately, so if you’re curious you’ll just have to ask the lizard yourself when it next shows.”


      The mousekin’s explanation only served to leave Aruharu even more confused. As such, Aymer left her to mull it over and bounded over to join the twins.

    

  

  
    
      Training in the Village Square—Dias


      The snow was piling up pretty dang high, and it was only getting colder the deeper we got into winter. This happened to be right as our village saw itself flush with a whole lot of new residents.


      First there was Aruharu. We’d been treating her as a guest, but she was now an official Iluk villager. We had her working as a bodyguard for the twins. Sure, she couldn’t beat Klaus in a fair fight, but she trumped him when it was no-holds-barred. Then there was the fact that she was flexible and could squeeze into impossibly thin spaces. She was also a woman, which meant she could protect the twins in private spaces that the paladins and other men couldn’t enter.


      More importantly, Aruharu and the girls already got on like a house on fire, and I guess she must have studied about the nobility too—she knew etiquette like the back of her hand. This was great, because it meant she could guard the girls even in places filled with people of high rank. There were admittedly some differences in etiquette between the empire and the kingdom, but Lady Darrell would take care of that. Aruharu had a head start, so to speak, so nobody expected it to take long.


      After Aruharu, we welcomed five new falconkin—three men and two women. They’d been working with us for some time now and we’d paid them in money or food. Now that they had a nice nest egg built up they wanted to earn more...though it seemed the bigger motivation for them was the wealth of different experiences they’d get in Iluk.


      The falconkin who worked for us delivered letters to various towns and cities across the kingdom, and they got to meet and talk to all sorts of people they’d never encounter otherwise. After getting a taste of that, the falconkin found the quiet of their nest a bit boring. The timing was perfect, because Sahhi wanted to spend more time at home—the extra falconkin meant we didn’t have to rely on him for long-distance deliveries.


      Added to the five new falconkin was one more, actually—one of Sahhi’s kids had hatched, adding yet another falconkin resident to our population.


      Ordinarily, falconkin eggs didn’t hatch until spring or even early summer, but for some reason this one had popped out in the dead of winter. Even though he had come along prematurely, the little falconkin was plenty healthy, and Sahhi named the kid Chai. He adored his son something fierce and was real attached to him.


      Alna and Grandma Maya checked on the other eggs, but apparently they had a ways to go before they were going to hatch. Based on the development of their souls, Alna expected them in the usual spring or summer. Chai was an early bird for sure, and one of the perks of that was that he got to hog all the attention from his parents. He seemed pretty dang happy about it too.


      “Take a look! You see? Just adorable! The beak, the wings—he’s my spitting image!”


      Sahhi had Chai in a little carrier filled with baar wool and feathers, which he held tight in his talons, and he’d been going around showing his son off to anybody in sight. When he was done with everybody he could find, he had come over to me while I was in the middle of training. I took the carrier in hand as Sahhi perched on my shoulder.


      “Yep, he’s a cutie all right,” I said. “So different from a baby chick in that his beak and legs look almost fully formed already. You can tell he’s a falconkin, but that innocent expression of his and those big eyes are super charming... But, uh...you showed me Chai just a little while ago, so I’m not sure why you’re doing it again...”


      “No, Dias, take a closer look. Look how much he’s grown since! Look at how much more adorable he is!”


      I knew that some parents could be overly proud of their kids, but I’d never imagined that it could possibly go this far. The dogkin were up there in that regard and even they were shocked.


      That was when Chai got his little beak chirping and spoke up himself.


      “I’m shorry, Lord Diash. Popsh ish being a bit weird, I know.”


      Chai was a boy, but he had this beautiful, high-pitched voice. I wondered if maybe all baby falconkin sounded like him when they were first born. He was small enough that he could fit in the palm of my hand, but he had all the makings of a falconkin already. Still, you could tell he was a young’n just based on all the fluffy feathers.


      “No, it’s all good, buddy,” I replied. “It’s a good thing to care for your children.”


      The little guy understood my every word and nodded. Chai was smart—maybe a little too smart, in fact. Unbelievably, he had started speaking the day after he hatched, and he could already hold full conversations with adults. He had a bit of a lisp on account of his still-developing beak, but other than that he spoke real eloquently.


      According to Chai himself, he’d learned how to speak by listening while he was gestating. He’d heard his parents talking to one another, as well as the villagers who’d come by the nest, and when he’d been moved to the maternity ward he’d heard everybody who’d come to the temple and schoolhouse.


      All of that had helped him get all his smarts...apparently. I couldn’t help wondering if it was like the dogkin, where sometimes the falconkin just gave birth to prodigies.


      “By the way, Lord Diash,” said Chai. “Shome falconkin have shaid they want to live at the weshtern shtation. They shay they want to put their neshtsh on the guard towersh becaushe nothing beatsh the view.”


      Weshtern shtation...? Oh, the border station.


      “Hmm. Well, that’s fine by me, but Mont’s in charge over there—they’d best discuss things with him first. Putting a nest on top of a guard tower might turn a home into a target, so I want them to think things through and make sure it’s safe. Anybody who wants to live here in Iluk can speak to me, and Klaus will hear them out if any falconkin are interested in living in the east. Oh, but should I be telling someone else? Are you the guy in charge of this?”


      “All good, Lord Diash. I’ll let them know!”


      The little guy put a feathered wing to his chest and offered me a deep bow. Yeah...he really didn’t come across as a newborn. And with Sahhi just sitting there grinning proudly, our conversation clearly going in one ear and out the other, I felt Chai might even be brighter than his dad.


      That was when we all heard some footsteps approaching. We turned to look and saw Senai and Ayhan running for us. Aruharu was right behind them, carrying Aymer in her hand.


      “Oh! There you are, Chai!” said Senai. “It’s almost lunchtime! Bianne’s been looking for you!”


      “You’re still little!” added Ayhan. “You need lots of sleep!”


      The twins took Chai from my hands and carried him back to the maternity ward for lunch.


      “Huh?! Wha?!” cried Sahhi. “Wait just a— Isn’t the boy allowed a few more moments awake?!”


      “No!” cried Senai.


      “No!” added Ayhan, really driving it home.


      They didn’t even spare Sahhi a sidelong glance. He took off after them but quickly found Bianne and his other wives waiting in the wings to intercept him. Bianne landed on his back and took his wings in her talons to keep him from moving, and then with a powerful flap she was dragging him off elsewhere.


      “Well, nothing a good talk between parents won’t fix,” I muttered.


      I watched Sahhi and his wives disappear into the distance, then went back to thinking about our new residents. There was Aruharu, the falconkin, and Chai. Last year when the snowfall had really piled up, it had made for a quiet winter, but I had a feeling things were going to be a whole lot livelier this year. When spring arrived we’d have eggs hatching and more falconkin chicks, and I imagined all our other new kids would be running about too. The village was gonna be real noisy come spring.


      As Senai and Ayhan disappeared, Fendia showed up, looking like she had something she wanted to talk to me about.


      “Lord Dias,” she said. “Did you hear about Chai’s experiences while he was still in his egg? I must admit I was most surprised to hear that he learned our language from within his shell, but it also gave me a wonderful idea: What if we were to ensure that all the other eggs hear a lot of different stories before they’re born?”


      It was quite the suggestion, I had to say.


      “I heard from the twins that last winter you told them a story of your time during the war,” Fendia continued. “It struck me that a story of inspiring heroism would be just the thing to spark curiosity in our yet-to-hatch chicks. So would you be so kind as to share another story this winter too? I’m sure it would be something that all the village children would enjoy, and with that in mind I’d like to arrange a dedicated storytime.”


      Well, this was a surprise. I wasn’t sure it was a good thing for a priest to be actively requesting stories about war—for kids who hadn’t even been born, no less. I honestly wasn’t really sure how to answer, but it just so happened that somebody else decided to answer for me.


      “How about the tale of comeback hills?” The request came from Klaus, who happened to be in earshot. “Now that’s a story of heroism if there ever was one! Lord Dias and Juha at their peak! The kids oughta love it!”


      “Oh, that sounds splendid!” replied Fendia. “The tale of comeback hills... Oh, just imagining what it might be about has my heart dancing! I’m sure it’ll be as inspiring as it is moving!”


      Just like that, it was decided before I could get a word in.


      Comeback hills? Oh, I know the one. It’s not a very bloody story either, so...I guess it’s fine?


      I still wasn’t sure it was the kind of story you shared with the unborn—or unhatched, as it were—but I figured I’d talk through the details with Bianne and the other mothers, and then they’d probably turn the idea down. And if the mothers weren’t on board with it, then nobody could really say otherwise. I was ready for everything to blow over, but Bianne had come back at some point and she must have overheard us.


      “I love it! Do it!” she cried.


      “Our little ones will grow up brave and strong, I bet!” said Riasse.


      “What an honor to raise little heroes of our own!” added Heresse.


      To my dismay, the mothers all agreed to the idea, and I was quickly coming to terms with the fact that there was nothing I could say to change their minds.


      And so it was that storytime was locked in, and all the village kids—and more—gathered to listen.




      Last winter I’d talked about the Golden Lowlands, and now I was back, ready to tell another story about the war. Unlike last year, there was no blizzard keeping us in the yurt, so it wasn’t just Alna, Aymer, the twins, and the baars listening. We’d opened storytime up to anybody who wanted to come, and nearly the whole of Iluk was waiting with bated breath.


      Joe and my old war buddies had been there, so most of them weren’t all that interested in rehashing the past, but outside of them everybody wanted in. That meant that there wasn’t going to be enough space at the schoolhouse or the temple, so we made a little spot next to the maternity ward.


      We laid out rugs, put up poles and some canvas to make shaded areas, and brought along some cushions and chairs for good measure. The dogkin went straight for the cushions, while the grandmas went for the chairs. We also made sure to have some perches ready for the falconkin and some blankets for the baars.


      Goldia made sure to pass around snacks and drinks, and when he was done Fendia gave me a sign to tell me I was good to go.


      “Uh... So this particular story started after the battle at the Golden Lowlands,” I started. “I think you’ve all heard that story from the twins already, right? Yeah, so a few months after that we’d all been farming the lands to rest and recover, and that was when Juha made the call that we should get moving again...”


      In Days Gone By: Marching Through Imperial Territory


      For a few months we’d been tilling the fields and hunting in the area. This was to give the royal army time to catch up to us, but they marched like they were making up for lost time and plowed right past the line we were holding. In fact, it wasn’t long before they were well ahead of us.


      I figured that meant we should start our own march for the front lines, but instead the royal army told us to hang back. They didn’t want us taking all the glory, or something like that, and that’s why they’d told us to stay right there at the lowlands for a few more months. We did as we were told, and even when we finally started our march, we were nice and slow about it.


      We weren’t in it for glory or anything like that. We just wanted to stop the war, and if the royal army did that while we were catching up, then that was just fine by us. We marched on at a leisurely pace, doing exactly what Juha told us and setting up base camps along the way.


      The lowlands belonged to the kingdom by this point. The roads were well paved, and supplies were coming in from the capital. Over the course of those few months, Juha had built a number of supply bases down the line.


      He’d done it as he went—his troops marched, then built a supply camp and set up a base camp around it, and then Juha left about ten guys to man it. When he was sure it was well defended, well maintained, and packed with supplies, he marched on and built the next one.


      The base camps were often equipped with water mills and simple smokehouses. When supplies arrived, soldiers bought wheat from nearby villages and did things like make bread and smoke game meat. Juha even had a squadron dedicated to bringing those rations to us.


      Naturally, by continuing that process we inevitably had a lot of men leave our forces to man these base camps. That said, most of them weren’t soldiers by trade—they were just regular folks without any battle experience who’d chosen to fight to help end the war. A lot of them had tired of the military life—they were beat, physically and mentally.


      I figure Juha knew that having guys like that fighting on the front lines wasn’t really going to do us much good. That’s why he gave those guys other duties at the base camps we set up. They were on defense, food production, or maintenance—whatever they’d been doing before the war—and most of them jumped at the chance to get back to their life’s work. And for those of us still marching, it meant we almost always had food.


      Juha’s preparation meant we could be confident about marching on—even if we couldn’t buy food or hunt it nearby, we could always rely on supplies getting to us eventually. And we kept it up—we ate well, we healed up, we built new base camps, and we kept on going. We were heading slowly to the front lines, but we weren’t really rushing it. It was just like I said earlier—nice and slow.


      Juha was planning on it taking about a year, maybe even two, for us to get to the front. When I heard that, I had to admit I was a bit worried. Wasn’t that too long?


      In any case, even though we were moving slow we still ran into conflict every now and again. Sometimes the imperial forces would send people to take us out; other times they just wanted to sabotage our supply lines.


      Come to think of it, that happened quite a bit... But it never gave us all that much trouble.




      The imperial army’s main forces were focused on meeting the royal army’s at the front lines. They had eyes on us, sure, but it was more of a wait-and-see approach. And when I thought about it, there was no real reason to pay much attention to us—we weren’t trying especially hard, just slowly plodding on, occasionally stopping to build another camp.


      I was at a hilly area I didn’t know the name of, patrolling one of our base camps, when Juha must have seen what I was thinking.


      “The other reason the imperials aren’t doing anything is you,” he explained. “Nobody wants to go poking the hornet’s nest if they don’t have to. And me? I love it. No real worries to speak of, and I can take my time reinforcing our supply lines.”


      “But isn’t that an issue, us just being here taking our time?” I asked. “This is like the complete opposite of before, when we were too far ahead of the others. Now we’re the ones lagging way behind...”


      With the battle of the lowlands, our forces had been on the back foot until we’d broken the enemy lines. Now, however, the rest of the royal army was marching on ahead while we hung back. The royal army was fighting in the north and the south, leaving the eastern front essentially empty. It didn’t strike me as a good formation.


      “Yeah, but I don’t have any say in what the rest of our forces do,” replied Juha. “Our hands are tied. Nobody would listen if I tried something anyway, so the best I can do is make sure we’re prepared no matter what happens. And besides—look, if the enemy does decide to come straight for us, the royal army will pincer them from the north and south. The imperials know this as well as we do—we’re actually in a pretty good spot.”


      “Hmm...” I murmured. “Then I guess it’s not that big a deal after all. And all I can do is trust you’ve got this covered.”


      That was when a soldier came running up to us in a panic. It was Klaus, and he sounded just as panicked as he looked.


      “Big trouble!” he shouted. “The royal army has sent word that we’re to receive another one thousand troops! They’re all recruits—people conscripted for the war and put through basic training! They’re set to arrive soon!”


      Recruits? Sent here for the war? How does that make them any different from us? Is it because they’re not volunteers but enlisted in the official royal military?


      I glanced at Juha, who put a hand to his forehead. He didn’t look pleased by the news one bit, and that was evident by the groan he heaved and the sigh that came after it.


      “And after all the work I went to slim our forces,” he muttered. “Now we find ourselves with several times what we started with! And I’ll bet they’re all cocksure, self-absorbed snobs because they’re official recruits too. How are we supposed to feed that many soldiers?! And more than that, they should have informed us of this far earlier! Months in advance!”


      “Supplies are set to arrive from the capital along with the new troops,” said Klaus. “The king ordered it so as to be of help. We can expect even more regular deliveries from the capital moving forward. The reinforcements, too, come by way of the king.”


      Juha lifted his head. This added info helped make things more palatable, and he began walking back to base camp.


      “If that’s the case, then I suppose that’s reason enough for me to give it my best. Wouldn’t want the king’s efforts going to waste. Dias, follow me. Time to say hello to our new reinforcements and stamp out undue arrogance before it causes us any problems.”


      I nodded and followed along, and Klaus took us to where we expected the new soldiers to arrive.




      The one thousand troops were separated into three squadrons, each under the command of a superior officer. Klaus, Juha, and me all stood before the three men to welcome them.


      “Huh. You must be Dias,” said one.


      This first guy was big. He had a shaved head, and he didn’t wear any armor above the waist. He had a greatsword slung across his shoulder, and I could tell at a glance that he was pretty proud of his physical prowess.


      “I must say,” said one of the other superior officers, “your supply camps are rather...basic, no? I do love the idea, but still...”


      This guy had blue in his hair—maybe from some kind of medicinal liquid or dye?—and he wore thick glasses. He was thin, but he wore a rapier at his belt.


      “We’re here by order of the king,” said the third. “But why are you still here? If you’d put in some more effort surely you’d be closer to the front than this...”


      The third guy was dressed head to toe in armor—he even came with a helmet. He held his spear tight in hand and stood real straight, just like the spiky red hair on his head. You could tell he was the straitlaced type.


      Not a single one of the superior officers looked very impressed by Juha, Klaus, or myself, and it was pretty obvious that they didn’t like the idea of having to serve under commoners. That was fine when it came to me, but Juha had served at the castle, and Klaus was an officially enlisted soldier.


      “Well, the king picked you out himself and had you trained,” an equally unimpressed Juha remarked. “You’re the best we have at home, which is why he saw you armed and well equipped...and also why all your heads are so bloated with hot air.”


      This really riled the three men up, and one of them reached for his weapon. Juha ignored it and went on.


      “If you don’t like us giving the orders, then show us you’ve got what it takes to best us. You, Mr. Greatsword—you’re with Dias. Mr. Rapier—you’re with me. As for Mr. Spear—you’ve got Klaus to deal with. Defeat the three of us, and you’re in charge—we’ll give you whatever you ask. But this doesn’t have to be a battle of strength—if it’s wits you’d rather test, then it can be in math or strategy too.”


      Mr. Greatsword chose his sword, and Mr. Spear his spear. Mr. Rapier did not draw his weapon, choosing instead to adjust his glasses and test his intelligence against Juha’s own. By this point word had gotten around, and our soldiers came out to form a circle around us together with the new recruits.


      Everybody was cheering and shouting, and just like that the battle was on...until it was off.


      “Look, you’re strong and all, I’ll give you that,” I said, “but don’t you think that big sword is...well, a bit big for you? Just swinging it around is enough to tire you out.”


      Mr. Greatsword and I had gone blow for blow for a little while, but his hands must have gone numb. He couldn’t lift or even hold his sword anymore after a few clashes.


      Needless to say, I won.


      I wasn’t sure if Mr. Greatsword heard my advice... He fell to his knees, his hands planted on the ground and his head dropped low. He was pretty unresponsive.


      “Don’t come picking fights with me until you’ve read every book in the castle library,” said Juha to Mr. Rapier. “But once you’ve read and memorized all of them, know that you’ve only just reached the starting line. You think nobles, or even the king himself, ask for a moment to double-check their references in the midst of negotiations? No. They do not. That is the day they make themselves a laughingstock.”


      It sounded to me like Juha had won his battle too. Mr. Rapier looked shaken to his core—he was a sweaty mess, nervously polishing his glasses.


      “Huh? You were working at the castle two years before me?” asked Klaus. “And...that’s it? Really? Is that all castle security is these days?”


      Mr. Spear was down on a knee, apologizing profusely. To be honest, I thought it was downright impressive that he wasn’t bothered or frustrated. He accepted his loss for what it was.


      In any case, when we all beat the best the new recruits had to offer, the three officers all fell in line. They straightened themselves up, introduced themselves to everybody, and showed us all respect. We had successfully integrated the new recruits into our fighting forces, and for a time we put our efforts into toughening them up and reviewing all our teamwork drills.




      We spent about twenty days making sure we all fought together smoothly. That was when we received word that the tide was shifting in the north and south. The king had sent reinforcements and supplies not just to us but also to the forces fighting elsewhere. With the extra manpower, the armies to the north and south had pushed on, and then they’d pushed, and they’d pushed...and it hadn’t worked out too well.


      You see, the royal forces hadn’t put time into training drills, so when the imperials really dug their heels in to defend their positions, their lines went unbroken.


      Now, it wasn’t a bloodbath, and it wasn’t a total defeat either, but the royal armies to the north and south had been forced to retreat, and it had rocked their morale. They were still nowhere close to recovery, according to reports.


      We had the messenger who delivered us the news take a break while we discussed the situation. By “we,” I mean me, Juha, Klaus, Joe, Lorca, Ryan, and the three new officers. We all sat around a hastily built wooden table at the center of camp.


      “We may have lost two battles simultaneously, but we were lucky that we didn’t lose our forces entirely,” said Mr. Rapier. “Once the forces to the north and south pull themselves together they’ll be able to prepare a counteroffensive...and I think they’ll be able to take back the front lines.”


      Mr. Greatsword and Mr. Spear nodded in agreement. Juha didn’t look so convinced.


      “I’m not so sure,” he said. “It’s easy to simply say they’ll pull themselves together and reform, but where are they going to do it? If they’ve been forced to put together an emergency base camp and that gets attacked, it’ll lead to more confusion and even desertion. And if the imperial army is able to acquire all their supplies, it’ll only make things worse... We could well be looking at the north and south meeting with successive defeats. It’d be different if they’d put time into creating well-entrenched supply camps, but... Dias, we’re going to have to prepare for a worst-case scenario.”


      “Whoa now!” said Mr. Rapier. “Don’t you think you’re being paranoid? What if you go to the trouble of preparing for the worst and it never comes to pass?”


      “If that’s what happens, then so be it,” replied Juha, his eyes narrowing to slits. “If we waste our time, we waste our time. That’s a good thing, because it’ll mean that our allies in the north and south are fighting back and winning. Being prepared is worthwhile, even when it comes to nothing. You’d do well to remember that.”


      Mr. Rapier fell silent. He had no retort. Mr. Greatsword and Mr. Spear didn’t put forth any objections of their own, so the rest of us nodded and waited for Juha to tell us his plan.


      And, well...that plan was mighty unusual.


      I couldn’t make out the point of it, to be honest with you. But even then we all nodded and followed orders. We’d all learned from experience that asking too many strange questions and voicing our opinions only ever slowed Juha down. Obeying him was just the best way to go. After all, if someone of Juha’s caliber made a mistake, then there was simply no avoiding it in the first place.


      “Good,” said Juha, reading our gazes. “That’s what I like to see. Dias, you’re going to sneak out and retreat to a base camp down the line...”


      But look, I gotta tell you—Juha’s plan didn’t make much sense to me at all. I’d been with him a long time and I trusted him with every fiber of my being, but all the same it was a real head-scratcher. Klaus and the other guys were no different; we were all listening with our ears practically touching our shoulders, we were so puzzled. The three new guys, on the other hand, went deathly pale. They looked at me like kids scared out of their wits.


      A Tent at the Center of a Captured Base Camp in the North—An Imperial Commander


      “Yes! Excellent! Marvelous! That went beautifully!”


      A map was laid out across the simple table in the middle of the tent. The commander brushed a hand over it. He was decked out in a full suit of elegant black armor, and he was most pleased, the soldiers around him showering him with praise.


      “None of us could have imagined things going so well!”


      “Your keen eye remains unmatched!”


      “You truly are...the hope of the empire!”


      “All that’s left now is to topple Dias himself!”


      But the commander—who had devised their strategy and deemed his army “the critical counteroffensive forces”—offered no reply whatsoever. His hands clenched tight in their gauntlets.


      “Defeat after defeat, our territory torn from our grasp, and that constant pressure as they pressed on, closing in on the very heart of our empire...” the commander muttered to nobody in particular. “Nothing we did could stop them, and we racked our brains in search of an answer to the problem of Dias... Now we discover that the answer was always right there in front of us—we needed only to rely on the tried-and-true strategy of meeting their forces head-on.”


      The commander paused for a moment, but he was far from done.


      “We will focus on the forces that do not belong to Dias and drive them back. We will render them immobile—even if only temporarily—and when Dias’s army is alone, we will surround it... They have but a thousand troops, where we have ten thousand to both the north and south, and five thousand on standby. Dias is powerful, yes, but even he will fall when faced with overwhelming numbers on all sides! And not even that cunning strategist of his will be able to find a way out!”


      The commander mentally rifled through the potential outcomes.


      “It is possible that they might drop everything and retreat when up against insurmountable odds, but retreat works to our advantage. We will move the front lines and take the enemy supplies and base camps as our own, then wait for the next best chance to launch our follow-up attacks. We do not need to rush. Let us maintain steady forward pressure. The royal army will break, and then we will be unstoppable.”


      The soldiers in the tent were being completely ignored by their commander, but not a single one voiced a complaint. After all, this was a man who had achieved great things, and so his eccentricities were accepted as part of his genius. It helped that his army was supplied well and his soldiers were great in number—as long as their commander continued to provide them with effective strategies that led to victory, they would welcome any and all of his quirks.


      “What surprises me, however, is the loss of our scouts,” muttered the commander. “They must be wary of any intelligence leaks, because our scouts keep getting captured. But as long as a few make it back to us it won’t have any meaningful impact on the big picture...”


      It was then that footsteps could be heard approaching the tent. All within turned to look at the entrance, and moments later a scout returned, his hooded cloak covered in mud.


      “We’ve confirmed the location of Dias’s base camp,” reported the scout. “There’s been movement there—clearly they received reports regarding the losses to the north and south. They’ve increased fortifications by building more walls and guard towers, as well as driving defensive stakes into the ground at strategic locations. But it would appear they’ve been overzealous with their lumbering, and they’ve resorted to piling clumps of branches in some areas.”


      The commander’s brow furrowed. He knew this was not so.


      “They have no problems acquiring timber,” he replied. “The branches are intentional. A few well-placed logs with branches will still make for fine defenses. Trying to climb over them will often result in twigs and branches stabbing through the gaps in our armor. Removing such hindrances will take time, slow us down—there’s also a good chance that, makeshift as they might appear, the fortifications are carefully secured to ensure they are difficult to remove. All of this points to one thing—that Dias does not intend to retreat at all and is instead fortifying his position. I must say, this is unexpected...”


      “Uh, actually, about Dias,” said the scout. “I stayed in position for a good few days, but I was unable to catch sight of him the entire time. I kept a keen eye on those delivering food around the camp, but he was nowhere to be found. It’s possible he’s not at the camp at all.”


      “What?! Why didn’t you say that first?!” bellowed the commander. “He’s not there?! He’s gone?! Did he move elsewhere?! And if so, where?! That d-damned D-D-Dias! He may well have formed a separate platoon with which to launch a surprise attack! Send word to the other camps! Tell them to be ready for anything!”


      “Uh, wait—no! What I mean is that it’s only Dias who’s gone,” the scout clarified. “From what I could see, there are still a thousand or so troops at base camp. I also confirmed that Dias’s strategist and his second-in-command are still present. It’s just Dias who is gone.”


      “Just Dias...? And what’s the state of the camp? Did they look worried? Anxious? If Dias fell to a sudden illness and had to be moved, they wouldn’t be able to hide their panic no matter how hard they tried.”


      “I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, Commander. They weren’t even rocked by the news of defeats to the north and south. They seem to have a handle on how many soldiers we have at our command, but all they’re doing is fortifying their position. This is just my personal opinion, but it looks to me like they have a plan... How else could they maintain such calm with such meager defenses?”


      “Yes, I agree... There’s definitely something fishy about it. But it’s also possible that their plan is already in motion. Dias has always been a thorn in our side, but that goes for his strategist too—and I will not stand for a repeat of the lowlands... But what’s their game? What could they possibly do to overcome the sheer difference in numbers? How could they use Dias to thwart us?”


      The commander frowned, his thoughts racing. In his worry, he had returned to his natural state: talking to himself.


      “I don’t understand,” he muttered. “What could they be scheming? And what should we do? Do we move in while Dias is gone and crush his base camp in one fell swoop? Do we raise the alarm and prepare for a surprise attack? Are they planning to flood us again? Or will they use fire this time? Or is there something I’m missing? Damn it all! Where is he?! Where. Is. Dias?!”


      The commander was anxious, his thoughts muddled and confused. With each new thought his breathing grew more ragged, his face more pale, and his body sweatier.


      There was too much he did not know—where Dias was, what he was doing, and ultimately what he was going to do. This lack of knowledge was like a thick black curtain, and it was suffocating. The commander hoped his thoughts might provide him an opening—a candlelight to follow through the darkness of the unknown—but instead he was left even more perplexed.


      If the imperial forces launched a comprehensive, all-out strike, they would be attacking from three different directions. The result of that was unquestionably victory for the empire unless... Was it possible that Dias had another flood planned? Or would they instead set fire to the stakes and clumps of branches they had placed at the outskirts of their camp? Or what if they had yet another plan, one not yet uncovered?


      What then?


      Was it possible that Dias, in a fit of confusion, had left his own camp to help rebuild the royal army’s northern forces? Perhaps he had gone south instead. Or perhaps he was bringing both forces under his command. Or was he headed elsewhere, to a completely different town or base in order to launch a strike on the imperial capital?


      If Dias had simply been at the base camp—as the commander had expected—then any number of plans could be put together and carried out. But with Dias now an unknown variable, the commander was at a complete and utter loss. Dias had seemingly vanished, and with that any chance to capture or slay him.


      If the commander sent his 25 thousand troops to invade a mere base camp, it might only spoil their greater plans. Worse yet, it might result in them losing the front entirely...which could result in the defeat of the empire...and its demise. Were this to occur, the commander would go down in history as the key factor in his nation’s downfall.


      Everything Dias’s strategist did was out of the box. That was why the commander thought of him as “the cunning strategist.” His mind was as sharp as a blade, and it was inconceivable to think that he had no plan whatsoever.


      But the more the commander thought, the worse things got for him, and all his energy—all his fervor—seemed to drain from his forty-year-old frame as worry seized him. When he finally reached his conclusion, his face looked as if he’d aged decades in minutes.


      “We...will wait and see...” he finally wheezed. “We shall put our focus on scouting and intelligence, and our forces will hold the line until we better understand the enemy’s plan of attack. We have...already done much to take back territory, a-and we’ve looted a huge surplus of enemy supplies. There is no need to take any rash action, so we will wait. A-As such, we will need more scouts... Twenty times more than we already have! Send them out to watch the enemy...and locate Dias!”


      His voice had risen to a screech by the time he finished, and his soldiers accepted their orders and sprang into action. So began the days in which the imperial forces and their commander tried in vain to locate Dias, then gave themselves nightmares worrying about where he was, then grew gaunt with paranoia when he remained unfound.


      Around the Same Time at a Base Camp Farther Back—Dias


      “All righty. All you new arrivals are running laps,” I announced. “When you’ve finished that you’re due for sparring with me, and once we’ve done our rounds you’ll help carry supplies. We’ve got a lot of work to do, so let’s get to it.”


      I’d retreated to a base camp in the forest per Juha’s orders, and it was my job to train the new recruits here. Little by little, Juha had sent a few men at a time until about a thousand had joined up with me. They all left at different times, they all took different routes, and sometimes they got to me in ways I didn’t really understand. But in the end they all arrived, and our job was to train and train until Juha told us to stop.


      That was his plan, or at least one part of it.


      I agreed with Juha on the basics—I thought training was important and that it wasn’t a bad idea to whip the new guys into shape. However, why we were retreating to do it when the situation was so grim was beyond me, it really was. The other confounding thing was that Juha had put me in charge of training when our best drill sergeant was Klaus. But Juha’s orders were his orders, and I just followed them.


      The new recruits didn’t know Juha well at this time, so they were all pretty worried and uncertain about the plans. They also seemed pretty unhappy about the days of training they had ahead of them, because there was no end in sight. At first some of them didn’t want to follow orders or even listen to my advice, but after a few rounds they came around, and they turned out to be pretty hard workers.


      They were shaping up to be quite the squadron, but to be honest I didn’t know if it’d be enough to turn the tables...


      Juha also had Klaus and some soldiers regularly patrolling near the front lines and capturing every enemy scout they found. This was another thing that confused me. I mean, sure, we had some things we wanted to hide from the enemy, but we couldn’t hide things forever, and what good was capturing a few scouts when they had tens of thousands of troops just waiting to attack?


      The imperial forces were well armed, and I figured that the more we took their scouts, the more likely it was that they sent one as a decoy to launch a strike at us. Juha simply said that the work was worth the risk, but all the same it sure made things tough on poor Klaus. He was still young and inexperienced, and in sparring matches with me he froze like a deer facing a predator, so I wasn’t keen on the idea of throwing him to the wolves, but Juha said he was up to the job. Klaus was raring to go too, so I just let them do what they wanted.


      I was good at following orders, so that’s what I did, but Juha never told me what his plans were or what he was trying to do. It made me real worried about things sometimes, and that feeling hung over me like a cloud even while I busied myself drilling our new recruits.


      In the Planning Tent—The Imperial Commander


      Dias was gone. He could not be found. Nobody had any idea what he was doing. The commander’s head felt as if in a vise from that thought alone, but what came next only plagued him further.


      It started with the successive capturing of all their reconnaissance scouts. The imperial military had thus been forced to use far more inexperienced soldiers, who’d also been captured in short order. This made it very clear that the royal army did not want the imperials digging for intel about Dias. Naturally, this made the imperials even more eager for information, but no matter what they tried they came up empty.


      The commander just needed something to help inform his next move, but instead he was left floundering, and his army remained on standby.


      It was not long before the royal forces to the north and south began reinforcing their positions by laying logs and clumps of branches at the outskirts of their bases. The enemy was clearly playing things cautiously, and so the commander’s officers began to press him.


      They told him it was best to attack while the chance was still available to them, and that in doing nothing they were only giving the enemy more time to entrench themselves. If this went on too long, the imperial military would lose its advantage and be unable to siege from multiple directions, they said, if at all. Therefore it was imperative that they take action before it was too late...and so on and so on.


      The commander, however, knew that the imperial military still had the overwhelming advantage of numbers on their side, regardless of how much wood the enemy placed between them. He told his men that all they had to do was remove the obstacles, and the path would open.


      Still, morale among the imperial army began to waver—nobody liked the fact that Dias was just...gone. His presence was already a nightmare, but the lack of it might very well have been worse.


      Even with anxiety and fear racing through his ranks though, the commander did nothing. He took no action and ordered the same of his troops. Instead, he held fast, believing that to act in haste was to play right into the enemy’s hands.


      It was then that some imperial scouts managed to escape the enemy base camp. It was good to have a number of soldiers bringing additional intel, but alas...their return only made life harder for the imperial commander. The scouts knew it was their duty to gather intel even upon capture, and so they had brought back everything they could, but there was no consistency among any of their reports.


      One scout said that Dias had sustained injuries that saw him currently en route to the royal capital. Another said that Dias had stayed back at a local village, having fallen head over heels for one of the locals. Yet another said that Dias was heading for the imperial capital as part of a surprise offensive. One even said he was preparing to single-handedly assault the imperial front lines.


      Much of this intel had been gleaned by listening in on enemy conversations, and so it was clear that this misdirection was intentional. The commander thus brushed it all aside and told his officers that it was all a trap—an attempt to break their confidence. The imperial army wanted to believe him, but the high quantity of rumors passed around made it impossible to disregard them all, and morale worsened by the day.


      The sheer size of the imperial forces also proved a double-edged sword. The commander was in charge of an extraordinary number of troops, but the way in which they were separated between north, south, and central led to unique problems—namely that it was just far too much for one commander to handle, no matter how skilled. It was unfeasible to manage everybody, and the commander’s orders did not always reach everybody.


      Realizing this to be a chance, some of the more delusional among the imperial forces rose up and spoke loudly, spreading old rumors that grew into new rumors. This made the morale situation even worse, and with unfounded stories circulating, group paranoia was reaching a fever pitch. The soldiers teetered on the verge of complete disorder and mindless hysteria.


      The commander knew he could not leave things as they were. He knew he had to act. The urgency and pressure of the situation rocked him to his core, and it was just as the overwhelming burden of thinking was threatening to crush him that a piece of good news arrived.


      It was another report from a scout, but with one critical difference—this one had escaped from a camp deeper in Sanserife territory...and he had been captured by none other than Dias himself.


      The scout brought with him a wealth of intel. He was able to inform the commander that Dias was training new recruits and that he would remain there until the rest of the royal army finished their preparations. In total, there were some ten thousand new recruits under his watch.


      This was why Dias and his squadron had been so careful about building their camps and securing their supply lines—they had always known that reinforcements were coming. But with this information in hand, the imperial army would not simply sit still and let them have their way.


      It felt like a long, long time since the commander had been able to smile, but he enjoyed the sensation as he listened to the report. Still, he was not entirely convinced, and so he arranged a face-to-face meeting at which he grilled the scout about each and every piece of intel he had brought.


      The commander wanted as much detail as he could possibly get, and he started by ascertaining the exact location of the camp in which Dias was training his men. It was past the hilly area his comrades were positioned at, and quite some distance away according to the scout.


      Seeing as the man had returned on foot, the commander saw no need to doubt him. He also knew for certain that it was in fact Dias at the camp—the scout had been captured by the man himself, and so this was not just an elaborate disguise.


      As for the training, the scout had only heard it from within the tent that had been his prison. He’d heard the shouts as they drilled and the crack of their wooden weapons colliding, but he had seen none of it firsthand. But from what he had heard, the recruits were being put through their paces, and the training was grueling.


      The exact number of recruits was something the scout had gleaned by piecing together information from a number of different overheard conversations, but this, too, he had not actually seen and verified firsthand.


      “But you would have seen the camp during your escape,” exclaimed the commander. “Surely you saw the tents and dormitories spread through the area. What did you see?”


      “Nothing,” admitted the scout. “When I noticed my binds were loose and managed to free myself, it was the middle of the night. Dias noticed the moment I slipped from the tent, and it felt like death was staring me in the face... I was in such a panic that all I saw were countless torches alight in the darkness... But just based on the torches alone, it would not be surprising if Dias has been training as many as thirty or forty thousand.”


      “I see...” said the commander, plunging into thought.


      Thirty or even forty thousand troops was not impossible—not if Sanserife had conscripted its farming populace. And if they had, it was no wonder that they would want somebody like Dias overseeing their training personally. Conscripted farmers would be useless on the battlefield against experienced soldiers, but Dias had himself once been just as useless...


      Everybody knew the story of how Dias had started his military career as nothing more than a young, inexperienced volunteer who wanted to do his part, his skills forged in the heat of battle over many long years. What could make more sense than tasking Dias with the job of turning commoners into fighters?


      The commander knew that Dias would do a better job of training new recruits than any member of the official military. Now, finally, the commander felt himself grasping the greater details of that cunning strategist’s mindset. The royal army had never intended to hunker down and protect their base camp.


      All of their walls, their guard towers, their logs and branches—all nothing more than an effort to slow the imperials down and buy a little extra time. At the first sign of an imperial assault the strategist would pull his forces back to meet with Dias, where the counteroffensive would begin.


      If their plan succeeded, it would result in a great many imperial casualties, and the fall of the imperial army in such a battle would serve to reinvigorate the royal forces to the north and south. They would take up arms with renewed gusto, and then it would be the imperial army that found itself surrounded. A defeat of that magnitude would make the Golden Lowlands look like no more than an unfortunate mishap.


      The dark clouds that had long hung over the commander’s head finally parted as he saw the situation for what it truly was. He knew how to act, and more importantly, he knew how to win.


      First and foremost, Dias’s strategist could not be allowed to retreat. An attack had to be launched from all angles, and both the strategist and Dias’s second-in-command had to be captured or killed so as to strike a blow to Dias’s psyche.


      This would have a ripple effect that would shatter morale...but even then direct confrontation with Dias himself was to be avoided. The imperial army would definitively pick off Sanserife’s new recruits while the royal army’s forces in the north and south were occupied with imperial reinforcements. With time, the inexperienced recruits would be wiped out completely.


      Without their strategist or second-in-command, Dias’s forces would be vulnerable, and while Dias would be a threat until the moment he breathed his last, his comrades would be rendered essentially useless. Then Dias himself would no longer be the threat he once was—he could be swatted or driven away as the commander pleased. To actually take the man’s life would require far too great a sacrifice—it was enough to simply send him packing. With the taste of defeat fresh on his tongue, Dias could put his efforts towards mounting an ultimately pointless comeback.


      After all, by losing upwards of forty thousand peasants, Sanserife would be in no state to continue waging war. It would more likely surrender on the spot and accept any and all of the empire’s conditions. There was no need to engage directly with the monster that was Dias—it was enough to decimate the country he called home.


      The commander gathered his most trusted officers in his tent to share his plans. He wanted them to go through his ideas with a fine-tooth comb to spot any potential oversights or mistakes in his thinking. After much discussion and deliberation, a plan was set in motion.


      The empire’s fighting force would be split as such: seven thousand to the north, seven to the south, and six to circle eastwards, with five thousand remaining on standby. The commander’s officers all agreed to the rest of his plans, which just left carrying them out and marching to victory.


      And with Dias’s location confirmed and objectives clear, morale could not have been higher—the new squadrons formed quickly and smoothly, and the imperial army marched into battle with their cavalry leading the charge.


      The squadron circling to the east had to be quick. They needed to cut off the strategist’s retreat before he realized he was surrounded. For this reason, the soldiers wore only light armor and carried only what supplies were absolutely necessary—in every way their focus was haste.


      Three days after the squadron to the east left, a bruised and battered messenger arrived at the imperial camp to report on their status.


      “Past the hilly region was a flooded stream. The ground in the entire area was muddy as a result, but wooden defenses had been buried underneath it, and many of our cavalry fell from their horses in their efforts to push on. It was a trap, and Dias arrived with a small squadron of about five hundred men. They sent our soldiers scattering in every direction. I don’t even have any idea how many will make it safely back!”


      “How did the stream overflow?! It hasn’t even been raining! They must have planned this! Why didn’t you notice?! Why didn’t you stop?! But why was Dias with a small platoon...? Wait. A small platoon?! Are you telling me he never had thirty thousand recruits—that he only ever had a few hundred from the start?! But that would mean that if we had attacked them when Dias first disappeared, then none of this would have ever... Argh!”


      The commander’s fist came down upon the table in his tent, and he ordered the remaining force of five thousand to march into battle. He had lost six thousand troops, but he still had close to twenty thousand left. Dias, however, had little more than fifteen hundred men based on current estimates.


      The numbers spoke for themselves—victory was guaranteed. And while Dias himself might survive—such was his reputation—his men would be overwhelmed, and Dias could be forced to retreat.


      This was what the commander believed, but he’d overlooked an important point.


      Even with the numbers on his side, it was his forces that were at a disadvantage. The truth was that Dias commanded closer to two thousand soldiers, all of whom were armed to the teeth and fit as a fiddle. Their morale levels were through the roof.


      When Dias and his men were unleashed at full strength, an extra three thousand men meant nothing. Countless times he’d been outnumbered, and every time he’d emerged the victor. It was the tale of the imperial army’s ongoing defeat, but with rage, fear, and despair consuming his very person, the commander had forgotten this completely.


      Upon making his decision and issuing his orders, the commander did exactly what Juha wanted him to do and marched his troops directly into a trap from which they could not escape. And so, even with numbers on their side, the imperial army was pushed into a battle that simply could not have been won.


      At Base Camp, Preparing for Battle—Dias


      Training was done and we’d all assembled at base camp. It was time for battle, but when I took a breath and looked around, I found myself with a question.


      “Hey,” I said to Juha, who was standing next to me, “I don’t see Lorca or Ryan around. Where are they?”


      “They’re working,” replied Juha, “and I had to give them a lot of guys to get everything done. You’ll see what they’re up to soon enough. But forget about that and keep your eyes on the horizon... We wouldn’t want to miss the enemy making their move and let all our well-laid plans go to waste.”


      That was answer enough for me, so I didn’t feel like I needed to ask any other questions. I kept my eyes scanning the periphery instead. It was a hilly area we occupied, and we’d built our base camp on the tallest of them, which gave us a clear view of the area—so far there was nothing out of the ordinary.


      Surrounding our base camp was a fence, and beyond that we had timber that we’d cut roughly and driven into the hill’s slopes to act as stakes. Beyond that was just some wood that we’d piled up. In fact, there was wood pretty much everywhere you looked, but it was mostly piled to the north and south, running laterally.


      To gather all that wood we’d taken to cutting down trees in the forest behind us, but we’d needed so much wood I thought that maybe the villages and townsfolk in the area would be mad at us. Juha had been way ahead of me though—he’d spread around a lot of cash that he’d taken from the imperial military during our march and nobody had complained.


      But actually, Juha hadn’t just spread money around—he’d also taught the people in the nearby area how best to maintain the forest moving forward and how to put the wood they gathered to good use. He’d even encouraged them to keep some forested land clear to use as fields.


      Thanks to him regularly drinking with the locals, they treated him like family, and, well...that was Juha for you. I couldn’t have possibly achieved the same thing.


      In any case, that was when I noticed a little movement in the distance, far off on a hill. I told Juha and he was ready in an instant.


      “It’s go time, people!” he shouted. “Light the beacons!”


      Everybody started rushing around camp like crazy, calling out to one another while those who were armed and armored fell into position. This was the beginning of Juha’s plans, which he’d spent a good long time preparing for, and the hills were our battlefield.


      Nearing the Enemy Camp—The Imperial Commander


      Imperial troops from the north and south converged on the Sanserife central base camp. At the same time, the commander’s own troops marched in from their central position. All of their forces moved like a well-oiled machine, closing in on Dias’s position. They did not rush, instead striding purposefully, eyeing their surroundings as they moved.


      But when the troops from the north and south reached the logs and branches blocking their way, the timber ignited. What were once walls of wood were suddenly walls of flame.


      “Fire?!”


      “How did this happen so suddenly?!”


      “Are we safe?!”


      As the worried soldiers in the vanguard cried out, the march came to a halt. Scouts were sent to investigate, and the imperial commander did what came most naturally: He began talking to himself.


      “Was this their game all along? To put out the logs and branches and let them dry to make them easier to light? Surely not—the timber would have needed much more time than they’ve given it... So what then? Was it oil? The royal army has a smooth supply chain, so it wouldn’t have been difficult to gather but...why light it all so early? We’ve lost none to the north or the south... So did they just want to light fires...? Did they intend to slow our forces coming in? But even that doesn’t make sense. This would have taken considerable time, not to mention money...”


      All the while, the fires burned. Most of the trees still hadn’t completely dried, and smoke quickly filled the air. It wasn’t long before it had spread to cover even the imperial forces.


      And while it wasn’t enough to impede vision in the immediate area, it did make seeing over long distances impossible. When the commander lost sight of his forces to the north and south, he wondered if this had been their goal. Signal fires would not work in the smoke, and moving in formation was no longer possible.


      Messengers could still be sent to issue orders and provide updates, but even then moving through the smoke wasn’t easy—every message sent would take longer than usual to reach its destination.


      The smoke slowed everyone down, and their operations with them. No squadron could easily tell what another was doing. Communication was delayed, which in turn delayed coordinated attacks, all of which made it harder to respond to the enemy. As the impact of the conditions dawned upon the commander, a thicker smoke began to surround his troops.


      Had the royal army lit more fires? Had they spread a chemical of some sort? All the commander knew for certain was that the smoke was growing thicker, and he began to wonder if it was better for his forces to retreat. They could fall back and ready themselves for another strike, and the royal army would have wasted all the timber and oil gathered for this very purpose.


      A prompt decision was of the essence. Even just a second too long and the cunning strategist might launch another trap. It might take a little time, but the commander knew it was worth sending messengers to the northern and southern forces to fall back.


      He knew it; he was sure of it—this was the best course of action.


      “We’re retreating,” he shouted. “Send word to the north and the south that—”


      But before he could finish speaking, another voice pierced the air.


      “It’s Dias!”


      A moment later a figure emerged from smoke—he was a giant of a man with a battle-ax slung over his shoulder. It was an axe that, just moments later, he sent thundering into the ground. It sounded like an earthquake, and dirt and rocks flew in every direction as the earth split, clanging against the imperial soldiers’ armor and shields. That single blow was enough to send ripples of fear through the imperial army, and soldiers began to break formation, running and screaming.


      “Calm yourselves!” barked the commander. “He’s just one man! Stand and fight—kill him and you will be a hero for the ages! The emperor himself will see you showered in riches beyond your wildest dreams!”


      His words fell on deaf ears, and those who were already fleeing could not be stopped. Indeed, the men had been at their breaking point for quite some time, plagued by thoughts of Dias—where he was and what he was doing. They had all heard the stories of the scouts who had returned from capture, and this only filled them with more terror. Dias had broken through every force that sought to stop him, and he had even beaten their supreme commander.


      He was a man who snatched victory from the jaws of what should have been inevitable defeat—a monster who refused to succumb even to assassination and poison.


      And now he was coming for them.


      Dias had decimated the six thousand troops sent in ambush, and now he had the rest of them wrapped in smoke and exactly where he wanted them. Such was the belief of most who saw Dias emerge from the smoke, and only the bravest among them were able to fight against their fear and stand their ground.


      Those who fled did so screaming, and their screams reached others up the battle lines. Panic spread like wildfire. And all the while, Dias stood with the rage of an ogre etched into his features, slowly drawing his axe from the earth and once again hefting it over his shoulder.


      It was at this point that those who’d thought they wanted to stay and fight decided that they did, in fact, not.
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      “Dias!” screamed a voice, exploding with rage and resentment.


      It belonged to none other than the imperial commander himself. He drew his sword, spurred his horse, and tried to lead a charge. Unfortunately, he found his way quickly blocked by the chaos of his own infantry. To make matters worse, his sudden course of action only sparked further panic.


      “Where’s the commander?!” screamed a voice from the back lines.


      “H-Has he fled?!”


      “How could he?!”


      Fear continued to spread. The imperial forces were breaking apart at the seams. The commander thought the fears of his men foolish.


      I’m right here! I would never run at a time like this! Can you not see I am marching towards our foe?!


      But with the smoke clouding everybody’s vision, it was no wonder that the soldiers could not clearly see what was really going on. Defeat loomed over them. No attacks could be launched with the army in this state, and none would claim Dias’s head. But even then the commander gritted his teeth and set out with grim determination. He hopped from his horse, weaved through his soldiers, and with sword clenched tight in hand, strode towards Dias.


      “Dias!” he bellowed.


      He put the whole of his body and soul into the swing of his sword, but...Dias batted it away with his axe. So great was even that that the commander’s blade shattered, the man himself sent flailing right into Dias’s counter.


      The commander ducked low, barely evading the axe as it flew through the air. He just needed to get his feet under him. If he could do that he could strike back, but the axe was already on its way back, so fast that the commander would not escape it a second time.


      The face of the battle-ax slammed into him with such force that he was sent soaring through the air, and he slammed into the ground, rolling through the dirt. When he finally came to a stop, breathing alone was enough to send waves of pain through his body.


      But even then the commander attempted to rise once more. The last remaining soldiers—those who hadn’t yet succumbed to terror—rushed to his side, taking him by the arms and legs and running. The commander gazed up at the sky and saw by the position of the sun that they were heading east...to the imperial capital.


      They could not lose another commander here. He had to survive. He had to live, no matter what it took. His men must have felt this too, for while they ran as fast as they could, they tried to make sure not to exacerbate his injuries.


      When the commander allowed himself a glance back at the battlefield, he saw Dias swatting away imperial soldiers as though they were nothing more than pesky flies. He sent them flying with such ease one had to wonder if he was even human. It was like watching a nightmare play out in real life...and it only got worse as Dias’s allies emerged from the thick black clouds of smoke to capture the soldiers who had fallen.


      “How...” an aide by his side uttered. “How did this happen?”


      The man was in tears, broken in spirit, but his legs carried him all the same. Only now did the commander allow his body to go limp, the reality of defeat finally breaking him.


      Once the central forces from the east were defeated, Dias quickly moved to the south, where he repeated the process, and then to the north to wipe out the rest of the imperial forces. By the time he got to the north, however, most of the imperial soldiers had long since fled—with the clearing of the smoke they had seen the state of the battlefield, and it had made their decision for them.


      Those who chose to fight lost by Dias’s hand, and a force of over twenty thousand imperial soldiers was beaten back by one a tenth of the size, in what some now called “the battle of comeback hills.”


      Storytime, Back in the Present—Dias


      “...and yep, according to Juha—who updated me later on—that was how things worked out.”


      I hadn’t done much more than fight the way I always did, but as it turned out there had been a lot more going on behind the scenes. After the fight we’d headed to the enemy base camp and found they’d left a trove of supplies. Maybe it shouldn’t have been surprising—what with them having twenty thousand mouths to feed—but I remembered that Juha had been just over the moon about it.


      “And just like with the Golden Lowlands, we were on standby again,” I said. “The plan was to wait for the rest of the royal army to pick itself up and get back on track. As for us, we were going to rest up, recover, and really whip those new recruits into shape. In the meantime, Juha went around selling our supply surplus across the kingdom and the general area. He would have made a killing... Come to think of it, I wonder what happened to all that money in the end...”


      “Oh, good point,” muttered Klaus.


      My other war buddies who happened to be listening looked just as curious as I did. Then again, after the battle of the hills, we’d had really wonderful food, and Juha had had his pick of all his favorite booze, so some of it must have gone to that, right? I was still thinking about it when all the dogkin children started making a real racket. They were shouting with excitement, jumping every which way and wagging their tails like crazy.


      “Wow! What a story!” cried one.


      “There’s gotta be more! Tell us more!”


      “We wanna fight just like that! We could totally fight in smoke!”


      “We won’t back down no matter how many bad guys there are!”


      All I could do was chuckle, and I did my best to calm them all down and pat them all on the head.

    

  

  
    
      On the Plains—Dias


      It’d been a while since I’d told an old story, and everyone seemed to really like the latest one. Actually, there were some pretty unexpected effects as a result of it. The biggest one was that the kids started playing differently... Basically, their fun and games were the same as always, but they shifted a bit in nature.


      You see, the kids were enamored by not the war and the fighting in my story but the strategy. They really loved the idea of coordinated movement, and so that’s what their play started to revolve around. Basically, they split into sides and came up with strategies to try and best one another, often with a smart kid among them acting as commander.


      They loved the idea of taking the enemy by surprise or circling around to attack their blind spots, and they tried to do the same. They did their best, but in the end they were still kids—it didn’t often go the way they wanted, so they stopped enjoying it.


      When that happened, the adults stepped in and helped them set some rules for their games, and that helped focus them on what they wanted. It quickly became the most popular game in the whole village.


      So each team had a location or item that they had to defend, and to win you had to seize that from your opponent. Naturally, we had adults keeping a watch over it all. For one thing, no actual physical attacks were allowed—instead we had them take each other’s hats or otherwise strips of cloth they had tied to their backs. Once someone was successfully “hit,” they had to sit out until the next game.


      Because we had so much snow around, we built obstacles out of it that could be used for hiding or surprise attacks, and just to make sure there weren’t any fights over the results, the rule was that when the games were over, we all helped clean up and then we had lunch together.


      That said, there wasn’t much in the way of conflict, because the village kids got along pretty great, but it always paid to be careful...and you know what? That last rule actually led to another surprise outcome—the kids grew even closer than they’d been before. They developed a real strong bond of trust between one another—like they went from just friends to comrades.


      I wondered if it was a dogkin thing, but either way, you could see the kids helping each other out all over the place. They helped each other with chores, with cleaning up after games, brushing their fur and whatnot...


      They did everything they usually did, just with way more teamwork. I honestly couldn’t believe it, but because they were all having a good time doing it, the rest of us watching welcomed the behavior with open arms. The dogkin really loved seeing their kids grow and develop like that.


      “Yep yep,” said Shev. “That’s the shep clan for you! Praiseworthy even as pups!”


      “They know how meaningful the pack is,” said Sedorio, “and nothing could make me happier.”


      “I’m proud of the adults they’ve become, and it makes me very happy,” said Marf.


      It wasn’t just the clan leaders though; all the dogkin adults felt the same way. They were actually looking for a good time to throw a dedicated celebration for it.


      The dogkin pups growing the way they were was a good influence on Senai and Ayhan too. It seemed to spur something in them, and it completely changed the way they approached one of their favorite pastimes—hunting.


      Even before all of this, the girls had always seen hunting as a teamwork exercise—they got help from the falconkin, the dogkin, and even any adults that were around. Alna had helped out a couple of times, in fact, and so had I. But their hunting looked totally different now, and when Sahhi told me about it I decided I had to see it with my own eyes.


      I went out hunting with the girls on a beautiful, clear day. I had my battle-ax with me, and we set off, but right from the get-go things were different. They had their usual bows and arrows and their hunting outfits, but instead of Shiya and Guri—who were getting their hooves fixed—they were on military steeds.


      Sahhi sat on Senai’s shoulder, clamped tight to a thick coat that Alna had made for the latter. On the saddles I noticed there were little rope ladders. At first I thought they were there to make it easier to get on and off the horses, but they weren’t quite big enough to be useful for that. It was mighty puzzling, but then some small dogkin ran out and jumped on the sides of the horses, their arms and legs wrapped in the rope ladders to keep them securely in place. There was one on each side, for a total of four dogkin in the group.


      We set off, and the dogkin hanging from the ladders kept their noses up, sniffing at the air, and I guessed that was their job on the hunt. I wasn’t sure how safe it was, and I wondered if it was all that helpful, but despite my questions I kept my mouth shut, hopped aboard Balers, and followed them on their hunting trip.


      Once we were a good distance from the village and the girls were confident there weren’t any wild beasts around, Sahhi took off. He did a search from up high, and when he found something he came down to report his findings.


      “A small group of black ghee—five of them,” he said. “A group of baars had dug up the snow to get to some grass, and the black ghee muscled them out.”


      At first the girls weren’t too sure if they wanted to hunt the ghee or not, but when Sahhi mentioned that the ghee had bullied some baars away from their food, their eyes narrowed.


      The girls took their bows in hand and did a quick check to make sure they were in good shape, then took arrows from their quivers. When the dogkin saw this, they released their hold on the rope ladders, dropped into the snow, and took off for the black ghee.


      The girls followed after the dogkin, and the hunt was on. On this particular hunt, Sahhi was just watching over things. It would have been one thing were the girls hunting foxes, but to hunt black ghee you needed dragon materials or overwhelming strength. With that in mind, the dogkin worked to herd the ghee by barking and chasing them—each movement was intentional, and I saw that they were leading the ghee right into the girls’ sights.


      The girls pulled back on their bowstrings and let their arrows fly right from the backs of their horses. Each arrow pierced a black ghee heart—their aim was mind-blowing. With two black ghee down, the others fled, and the dogkin quickly returned, hopping back to the sides of the horses where they hung from their rope ladders.


      The girls then got the horses galloping after the remaining black ghee. When they got within range, the dogkin once again dropped into the snow to herd the animals, and they were real good at it.


      The hunting crew made good use of the horses’ stamina, the dogkin’s sense of smell, and Sahhi’s eyes. The ghee could run all they wanted, but there was no escaping this team.


      One by one, the remaining three black ghee went down, and the hunt was over without a fight. To be honest, I didn’t even think me and my war buddies could have done a better job.


      And the real kicker? Barely a word had been spoken the whole time.


      Sahhi had sometimes called out updates in terms of position and where the ghee were headed, but the twins and the dogkin had stayed silent. All they needed were their eyes and their bodies, and they could convey intel to one another with just a gesture.


      I don’t believe it. I can’t believe that just playing around could lead them to this kind of practical application...


      “Dias! We did it!” cried Senai.


      “We hunted them! All the ghee!” added Ayhan.


      “Lord Dias! How’d we do?” asked a dogkin.


      “I did my bestest!” shouted one.


      “We’re in for a feast today!” cried another.


      “We’ll eat till we burst!” laughed the fourth.


      I decided to shower them with all the praise I could possibly think of. Was there even anything else I could say to them?


      Running Through the Snowy Plains—Senai and Ayhan


      Behind Senai and Ayhan’s new approach to hunting—one which put teamwork at the forefront—was a clear, well-defined aim. The girls wanted to see the plains of Baarbadal safe and protected, regardless of whether the threat came from dragons, wolves, monsters, or invaders. The twins and their young friends began referring to themselves as the Baarbadal Defense Force. The spark that had inspired it was Dias’s most recent story of his time in the war.


      In truth, that story had made the girls realize that they would never be Dias or Juha.


      Senai and Ayhan knew that becoming another version of Dias was impossible, but in being unable to match Juha they saw a fatal weakness in themselves—his innovative ideas were beyond them. They could not read the thoughts of their foes like he could, and they could not read into behavior to know an enemy’s intentions. Even when they had hunches, the girls could not act with unwavering confidence; they always felt the whispers of doubt tugging at their decisions.


      All the same, if Dias were to pass away, if he were to grow old and be unable to fight, then the responsibility of defending the plains would fall upon the shoulders of those who followed. And so the girls asked themselves: If Dias and Juha were gone and war broke out or a dragon attacked, could they defend Baarbadal alone?


      It was a thought that itched at their minds for quite some time. No matter how much they studied, no matter how much they learned from Aymer and Orianna, they still felt that they lacked the means to defend their home. And yet, driven by a need to become its protectors—no matter how daunting a task—they arrived at their new hunting style, and the overarching goal that came with it.


      The girls knew that they were not alone either. Klaus, Mont, the cavekin, Ellie, Goldia, Ely, and Aisa—all of them felt the same.


      It was for this reason Klaus worked so hard to fortify the eastern border station, spreading traps to stop intruders throughout the forest. It was why Mont had built the western border station into a stronghold that put even some castles to shame. The cavekin, meanwhile, were always building new weapons to fight dragons—they had even recently developed catapults that the dogkin could man.


      To support everybody in their efforts, Ellie tirelessly traded for supplies while Goldia and his team actively built an intelligence network that kept them up to date with anything that might lead to a potential war, uprising, or disturbance.


      Everybody in Baarbadal had their sights locked on the future of their home, and the twins always swelled with pride when they heard how hard the others were working. At the same time, they were determined and driven to work harder than all of them.


      All the while, however, they knew that if they opened up to Dias, he would not welcome it with a smile. He was a kind man, and no doubt he would tell them that kids shouldn’t worry about such serious things. He would want them to play and enjoy their youth. The girls even knew that if he told them as much they might simply do as he said, and so they kept their true objectives secret from him.


      Hunting was how they honed their skills. It was how they patrolled, locating the most minute changes in the land to better grasp the geography of the plains. And while none of them could be a Dias on their own, they thought that they might just potentially match him by working together...


      Even though they knew it was an extremely tall task—imperial soldiers in the tens of thousands had failed to prove his better—the twins knew they had to find their own path. To uncover their own unique strengths, they trained and constantly searched out new experiences.


      Such experiences were everywhere. Sparring with Klaus and Mont was an option, as was visiting Eldan to train with his guards. The Peijins, too, had wisdom to share—after all, they had proven their mettle in the battle with the aqua dragon.


      Senai and Ayhan were already picking Aruharu’s brains to learn from her as well. The Meowgens had a unique approach to battle that differed from Mont and the imperials’, and the twins found it fascinating. They had also been learning whatever they could from Iberis and his goblin friends, who not only fought in a style similar to Dias but knew much about the world that the twins did not.


      There was always so much to learn, and the girls had an unquenchable thirst for information. They were driven to study, to absorb, and to grow. This was what had them on the plains again, riding their military steeds while Sahhi came down from his aerial scouting to provide them a report.


      “There’s something up ahead—a group, but they’re not monsters, and they’re not people. They’re digging up the snow to look for grass to eat, so...I think they’re animals of some sort? But they don’t resemble our livestock at all, and they’re not black ghee either... I think I might have spotted them in the mountains before.”


      The girls had their horses slow down and squinted for a better look. The mysterious animals came into focus as they neared, but Senai and Ayhan were very careful not to startle them. As members of the Baarbadal Defense Force, they did not believe in harming the innocent. If these creatures were not dragons or intruders on their lands, they might well become new friends, and all new friends were welcome.


      Besides, the twins knew that if timid herbivores had come all this way, it was proof that Baarbadal was safe. The thought made them feel proud of their own efforts.


      “They’re kind of like camels...” Senai pondered. “But with longer necks?”


      “They’re so thin, but their fur is so thick,” added Ayhan. “Definitely cautious types, so we shouldn’t get any closer.”


      Aymer peeked out from Senai’s outfit and took a good look at the strange new animals.


      “I think they’re vicuñas,” she stated. “They’re herbivores that live in the mountains. However, they’re fiercely protective of their own, which makes it almost impossible to keep them as livestock. Well, I’ve only ever read about them in books, but they look exactly like the illustrations I’ve seen, so I’m fairly confident.”


      This made the twins even happier. New friends had arrived in the plains, and ones that would fight for their herd. The vicuña was a proud, strong animal—it ate its fill, protected its family, and yielded to no one.


      “Then we’ll just let them eat,” said Senai. “They’re friends of the plains, and so we want them to eat and to multiply, and when there are more we can hunt them.”


      “New meat to taste. Exciting!” said Ayhan. “They look to have a good hide and thin hair—sewing it’ll be easy.”


      “Oh, so you are going to hunt them,” said Aymer. “And while I realize that if there are too many they’ll eat up all the grass, and we can’t have that, I can’t help feeling that those poor vicuñas don’t quite know what they’re in for...”


      Aymer’s comment had all of them laughing—the twins, Sahhi, and even the dogkin hanging from the horses. They laughed until they couldn’t anymore, and it was all the more fun that they were doing it together. When they were finally done, they turned back and headed for Iluk.


      Riding Balers—Dias


      The twins had been going on hunts a lot recently, and they’d made some discoveries. The first was an animal they called...a vicuña? They were kind of like camels or llamas. I’d never actually seen a llama in person before, and I’d only ever glanced at them in a book somewhere, but apparently these vicuñas looked a lot like that... They were probably part of the same family.


      Anyway, you couldn’t make livestock of them, but they weren’t harmful either, so we could just leave them be until they started eating too much of the grass. Still, I wanted to see them for myself, so I set off to where the twins had first seen the animals.


      I was on Balers, and Alna came with me on Karberan. We walked for a while, we stopped to take a look around, and I looked through my telescope in search of the animals.


      “Hmm... Is that a fox?” muttered Alna, squinting. “We’re seeing more of them recently, and I’ve seen some with fur coats that differ from the usual. I wonder if it’s a new breed...”


      “I guess we’re getting all sorts of new visitors lately,” I commented. “Maybe this is just what happens when you’re able to stay on top of monster hunting.”


      Alna nodded and we got our horses trotting along again.


      “I don’t think it’s just the monsters,” she said. “I think it’s that white grass too. It’s brought more bugs and mice, and they’ve brought the small animals that feed on them. It’s getting really lively around here.”


      “Bugs and mice? I haven’t noticed...”


      “We kill the ones we find around the village,” replied Alna, “and we burn incense in the yurts that keep pests away. Unless you’re really keeping your eyes peeled for them outside the village, there’s no way you’d notice.”


      “Oh... So I guess it’s a good thing that we’ve got a thriving, growing animal population?” I asked.


      “It means more variety in hides and meat, so of course it’s good.”


      Up ahead I spotted a herd of animals, and they looked exactly like the twins had described, all of them covered in soft, fluffy fur. Francis and the other baars had actually been a little jealous when they’d heard Senai and Ayhan talk about the vicuñas, but I still felt the baars had the better coats.


      “They’re alert and cautious, that’s for sure,” said Alna, “but whether or not they can survive out here depends on whether or not they can outrun wolves. They don’t look like they’ve got a lot of meat or fur to offer, so I’m not sure proactive hunting is the way to go unless vicuña meat turns out to be especially tasty.”


      Alna didn’t need a telescope like I did. I was always real impressed with her eyesight. She said it was something you developed naturally when your life revolved around using a bow, but I didn’t think I’d ever be able to see like her no matter what I did.


      That was right about the time that the vicuña on lookout noticed a change in the air. It wasn’t us it was noticing, but something else—something higher up. The vicuña let out a bleat to warn the rest of the herd. Alna and I looked up at the sky.


      “Monsters,” Alna said. “They look a lot like bats.”


      I’d brought my battle-ax just in case we ran into trouble and readied myself for a fight. Alna nocked an arrow and got Karberan running. Now, had this just been a case of animals attacking other animals—like, say, wolves attacking vicuñas—we would have just let nature run its course. But monsters killed for the sake of it, so it was important for us to both wipe out the threat and help out the local wildlife. The bats closed in on the vicuñas, and we closed in on the bats.


      But that was when we heard something slicing through the air—a pair of arrows. It really threw me for a loop. Alna hadn’t fired a shot yet, and arrows weren’t something you fired straight up because they ran out of momentum real quick. But for some reason the two mysterious arrows kept climbing until one of them sank into one of the bats’ bodies and the other pierced straight through a wing.


      No sooner had the two arrows hit than another two flew through the air. I spun to look at where the sound had come from and saw Senai and Ayhan. They were riding on Shiya and Guri—the horses’ hooves were all good and mended now. The girls had gone out hunting earlier, so it was a surprise to see them here.


      Maybe they were... Maybe they’d realized a monster was coming because of the security net we set up with the founder’s silver?


      Either way, the second set of arrows brought down another two bats, and after that it was like watching a rain of bats falling from the sky. Alna and I sped in to finish off any that had managed to survive being shot down. I swung my axe and Alna shot arrows, and all the while the vicuñas fled like crazy as the falling monsters crashed their dinner party.


      “Dias!” cried Senai.


      “Alna!” cried Ayhan.


      All they’d said was our names, but we could feel a deeper meaning in it. From there the four of us turned into a well-oiled monster-mashing machine.


      The twins never tried to outright kill the bats—instead, they kept a safe distance and put their focus on grounding the monsters. Monsters being monsters, they didn’t know the meaning of the word “flee,” so they kept up the attack and paid the price for it. I hadn’t the slightest why they didn’t just leave, but I knew monsters well enough now to just push it from my mind—that was what they were and how they worked, and no amount of sympathy was going to change it.


      We were killing bats left, right, and center, until eventually a bigger one emerged—it must have been the leader of the pack. The boss bat didn’t look like it would be easy to take down, but it also didn’t look as strong as a dragon.


      I had my axe at the ready for a drawn-out battle, but before I could charge in the sky was practically blotted out...by arrows. The twins were firing so fast I could’ve sworn their hands were blurring.


      The first arrows all traveled long, arcing paths, while the last arrows were pretty much fired directly. That was when I realized that the differing paths of each arrow meant that they would all hit their target at the same time.


      “Wow. I didn’t know you could do that!” I remarked as I stared at the skewered boss bat.


      “You can’t,” said Alna. “Not even the best onikin archers can do that. The girls are just that gifted.”


      We stayed where we were for a moment just to take it all in, and then we got our horses running over to the twins so we could tell them they’d done an amazing job.


      On One of the Beastland Kingdom’s Main Roads—The Youngest of Yaten’s Sons


      “Oh dear. Oh dear, oh dear. What am I supposed to do about this?!”


      The youngest of Yaten’s sons was running down the road, his arms and legs flailing awkwardly as he propelled himself onwards. He and his brothers had gone to visit Peijin-Octad to deliver the merchant a family treasure, per their father’s orders. While on the road east, however, a thought had struck the youngest of Yaten’s sons and he’d ventured into a nearby forest...only to see something he wished he hadn’t.


      “I know they’re up to something, but what?!”


      His voice echoed through the air as he ran for his brother, who was staying at Octad’s manor and currently engaged in discussions with the frogkin. No doubt he was requesting that Peijin Octad pass the treasure they had brought to the man who had aided Octad in his efforts to quell the recent uprising.


      While his older brother saw to the particulars, Yaten’s youngest son had thought to check in on a tribe that lived in that forest—a tribe his father was concerned about. However, the tribe was gone. The forestkin were a people that did not leave the forest for almost any reason, and yet they were gone.


      Well, they weren’t all gone. The women, elderly, and children all remained, but nearly all of their grown men—their best hunters, in other words—were missing. Raisei had sensed they were up to something and put eyes on the forestkin in case they did anything, but they must have used his downfall as an opportunity to slip away when security was at its most lax.


      If the forestkin had left the forest, it meant they were up to something after all. This wasn’t necessarily an issue if the forestkin’s actions did not leave the kingdom proper, but reports indicated that a few had been seen heading to the border. This was not a good time for any of the Beastland Kingdom’s people to cause an international incident.


      This was especially so given that the lands they were heading to belonged to Dias—a man the Yatens were to give a family treasure, and a man to whom they were deeply indebted. The youngest son saw the signs of a diplomatic disaster on the horizon, and such was his panic that he did not even care about the mess that was now his fur coat, even though he painstakingly saw to it each and every day without fail.


      Instead, he focused only on running with everything he had.


      “Brother! Brother!” he screamed. “What are we even supposed to do?!”


      His breath was ragged, his throat felt like it was on fire, and his lungs ached from all the exertion, but that did not stop him. He needed to get to his brother as quickly as possible.

    

  

  
    
      At a Shelter—Senai and Ayhan


      Baarbadal was aiding the wild baar population through two separate initiatives. The first was a housing program—Baarbadal offered wild baars shelter and food during winter in exchange for wool. The second initiative was less hands-on—Baarbadal had built shelters around the plains where wild baars could safely hide from any predators or monsters until the coast was clear.


      Much like the year prior, Baarbadal’s housing program was a hit, and many baars were happy paying for a safe place to stay over the winter. The shelters appeared to be less popular, and since their construction nobody had actually seen them being used.


      This wasn’t completely surprising—Dias and the domain guard had been vigilant about patrolling for monsters, and the Baarbadal Defense Force had been equally hard at work. In fact, wolf attacks on baars had become almost nonexistent...and as a by-product, the shelters just weren’t all that necessary.


      All of this wasn’t to say that the shelters went entirely unused, however. Apparently it wasn’t uncommon for starving or exhausted wild baars to stop by and rest or eat until they regained strength. It wasn’t often, but the Baarbadal Defense Force had made it their duty to pass by the shelters on their patrols to make sure they were stocked with food and drink.


      “Oh, there’s wool here this time,” remarked Senai.


      “There really is... They left a donation,” said Ayhan.


      This particular basement shelter was located west of Iluk Village, a ways from the temple, and the twins were in the middle of an inspection. Past the door was a small space just wide enough for a baar to enter. The door could be opened and closed via baar horn, and their natural intelligence meant that baars quickly worked out the mechanism. Wolves, however, had no way to access the shelter interior.


      The shelter proper was a timber room complete with its own hiding spaces, at the end of which was a place for them to sleep and eat. The Defense Force made sure there was always grass and rock salt ready for any new visitors.


      On today’s visit, the twins noticed that some of the grass and salt had been eaten, and clumps of baar wool had been left around as payment. Not all baars did this—it was more common for them to eat their fill, rest, then simply leave. Still, some gave thanks, and when they did it always brightened the twins’ day and made them smile. They then called upon the dogkin waiting on standby, who helped to clean the shelter.


      Once they cleaned up, they made sure the shelter was restocked, and then on their way out, they made sure the door was shut tight. The twins took the horses a little ways from the shelter and waited for the rest of the team.


      The dogkin, you see, always insisted on doing something very particular once they were done cleaning. Hygienically speaking, it wasn’t very praiseworthy, but the smell of their...offerings...kept other wild animals at bay. It also made sure that the shelters belonged exclusively to the baars.


      It was while the twins were waiting for the dogkin to go about their business that they felt something in the air. It was a shift of sorts, as if the regular flow of energy had changed...and it wasn’t natural. The twins looked at one another, and when they were both certain that neither of them was imagining things, they closed their eyes, focused, and put their energy towards finding the source of the change.


      It only took the twins a moment to realize that it was a change in the flow of magical energy. Somebody was using it, trying to obfuscate something... The twins thought it likely that whoever it was, they were looking to sneak past Alna’s sensor magic. They were tampering with the flow of magical energy to slip into Baarbadal undetected.


      Senai and Ayhan could feel that the people doing the tampering were out to the west, and not too far from the border station. The girls immediately jumped on their horses and started readying themselves. The dogkin were quick to sense this and sprinted back...but made sure to wipe off their paws with some nearby snow beforehand.


      When everybody had gathered, the girls took off...but they did not head directly for the border station. Instead, they headed for a rest area along the way. It was roofed, with a well and a place to cook, and the twins headed for a small room in which they’d hidden some quivers—preparing for battle. Meanwhile, the dogkin donned their cloaks and equipped their mouthpieces with the girls’ help.


      The girls sent one dogkin to inform Dias of the situation, and another to Mont—both needed to know that something was going on near the border station, and there was a good chance it was intruders. The girls then set off themselves, and they headed in the direction of the tampering they’d felt in the air.


      Marching Through the Snow—Forestkin


      The forestkin had brought with them white flower petals, and it was with these that they made themselves look like just another part of the snowscape. Magical defenses had been placed throughout the plains, but they slipped by or otherwise suppressed them with their own magic. On they marched, their sights set on the two forestkin children who’d made a home in the domain next door.


      The two girls had been taken into the care of Duke Baarbadal, bought for a pittance. The very thought was humiliating, and while the forestkin would ordinarily have been happy to see the twins simply killed, they had a use for them now.


      Higher-ranking forestkin had the power, through magic, to issue orders to their lower-ranking brethren. Disobeying such an order took considerable magic power, but to disobey an order would not only see one branded a failure—it would also result in them inviting the hatred of the gods, and thus forfeiting their right to become a part of the forest.


      If the forestkin could find the duke’s two children, if they could use them, then new avenues would open up to them. Panic would surely erupt in Baarbadal, but with the children as hostages, the forestkin would see their demands met. If the reports were true, and the duke had adopted the forestkin children as his own, then that opened up a path for the forestkin to take his domain as their own.


      There were no forests in Baarbadal’s west, and so the location was not well suited to the forestkin people, but rumors spoke of woods elsewhere in the territory and of the duke’s children having already grown forestkin trees. If they were willing to be patient, there was a home for them in Baarbadal.


      Even if they did not decide to live in Baarbadal, they could always sell the land to somebody in the Beastland Kingdom. The forestkin knew that this was the step they had to take to restore the forestkin’s former glory. They felt no guilt for what they were doing. Everything they did they did for their people—to erase their former shame—and they fully believed that by cornering and knocking down one of Sanserife’s domain lords, they would earn the praise of the Beastland Kingdom, and an apology to go with it for how they’d been treated.


      Unfortunately for the forestkin, nothing could have been further from the truth. Having learned of the state of the forestkin’s home, Yaten’s sons and Peijin-Octad had immediately dispatched a mercenary group to stop them, but the forestkin had no way of knowing this and so they let their greed drive them.


      There were a hundred and twenty forestkin men in total. All had winter gear woven from grass, armor and boots made from leather and geraniums, longbows carved from ancient elms, and arrows in their quivers boasting star stone heads.


      The forestkin were fully equipped for battle, and they fully believed themselves more than capable of taking down a thousand humans, or even ten thousand. Such was their confidence that some of them grinned as they walked...but it was then that their long ears heard the sound of something piercing the air.


      Someone had fired an arrow at them, and the forestkin it was aimed at threw himself into the snow in sheer shock.


      Soon after came the sound of another arrow, then another, and another. The forestkin ran, tumbled, and floundered all about, their fear building all the while until they could barely breathe.


      The accuracy of the arrows was beyond belief, beelining directly for their targets, and the power behind them unfathomable. Had the forestkin not moved when they had, every target would have been killed before they had even known they were being attacked. The missed arrows had plunged through the snow and were now so deep into the earth that no ordinary man had the strength to pull them free by hand.


      And yet when the forestkin scanned the area, they saw no archers within what should have been firing range. So where were the attackers even firing from? The attackers wielded bows above and beyond anything the forestkin carried, and on top of it they were firing from outside visible range with startling accuracy...


      It was the kind of thing that they had only heard when the elders spoke of old legends.


      Where are they...? What are they...?


      These questions itched at the forestkin as they searched with eyes, ears, and magic for their attackers. But no matter what they did they found no answers, and all one hundred and twenty men were left on their bellies, crawling through the snow. And it was only when all were lying prone that the attacks ceased.


      “Have they run out of arrows...?” one shakily muttered.


      He attempted to rise, but a moment later an arrow came screaming for him and he was back in the snow. Anybody who tried similar found themselves a target, even when two men tried standing at once. At that point they all knew that the attackers had their number, and in each arrow was a message, as clear as the sun on a summer’s day.


      Heads down. Don’t move.


      One forestkin slowly, quietly raised his head, but as the rest of his body began to rise, an arrow came flying at him.


      Heads down. Beg for forgiveness.


      The attackers could have killed the forestkin with ease. They didn’t. They could have fired multiple arrows at the same area; they could have hidden the sound of their arrows with magic; they could have obscured the forestkin’s ability to see and hear. But they didn’t. Instead they settled for keeping the situation under their control.


      But who could be capable of such a thing? they wondered.


      No human could have done it, nor beastkin, and the cavekin weren’t even tall enough to handle the sort of greatbow needed for that kind of firepower.


      It was then that a few of the forestkin began to think, What if the attackers are forestkin like us? These forestkin reached out with their magic, searching vaguely in the area from which the arrows had come.


      Their only hope lay in exerting authority through dominance magic. They prayed that their attackers might be of lower rank, and when their magic came in contact with a small portion of the attacking forces, they unleashed their spells.


      Alas, the spells did nothing.


      Either the attackers were not forestkin...or they were of a higher rank than the casters. These were the only possible options, and it forced all the forestkin to reassess the situation. It was then that those who had cast the spells summarily dug their heads into the dirt below the snow and pleaded with all their hearts.


      “I-I’m so very sorry,” said one.


      “Mercy, please,” said another.


      “We have offended you, and we regret our actions,” cried a third.


      They were up against high-ranking forestkin. They’d had their magic sent right back to them, and now that they were on the receiving end all they could do was grovel. The others watched the mages among them and gritted their teeth. Many broke out in cold sweats.


      All forestkin knew that their rank was determined by their magical capacity.


      The forestkin who had cast their spells had believed themselves superior—were convinced of that as fact—because their magical capacity had imbued in them a near unflappable confidence. And yet here they were, begging for their lives against attackers of higher ability.


      What are they? What is happening to us?


      Confusion spread through the forestkin and many among them began to pant, their breath weak even though they hadn’t budged. The pressure of the unknown mixed with the pervading fear grew too much for some. They scrambled to their feet and fled as fast as their legs could carry them.


      Arrows flew through the air in pursuit of them, but the panic and confusion that gripped the fleeing forestkin was also their savior. Their erratic movement made them especially difficult to hit.


      With that, a number of the forestkin realized something important. The attackers simply did not have enough arrows for all the fleeing forestkin, and this made it clear that there were no more than two, perhaps three, assailants at most. This imbued the forestkin with something like a shred of confidence. Against so few attackers, they stood a chance.


      But it was then that they heard the footsteps of far too many people approaching the deserters. Soon after, they heard the screams of their brothers, and they knew then that another group of attackers was closing in.


      It dawned on the forestkin that their only chance was to push on. Wasn’t that better than lying in the snow like cowards? Wasn’t there still a chance to emerge victorious if they could reach the two archers and capture them?


      The forestkin looked at one another, nodding as all of them arrived at similar conclusions. The one in the lead gave the signal, and all who were not under the spells of the attackers stood at once. Two arrows immediately came flying at them, and the targets dove to safety as the others broke into sprints. In this way they continued to make their way and closed in on the archers.




      Some of the forestkin had fallen to magic. Some had fled. Some had lost their way as they ran and dodged arrows. All in all, the forestkin had lost about half of their original fighting force. They were pincered—in front of them were mysterious, unknown archers, and behind them was somebody else. Having lost so many, the forestkin were in crisis mode, but they pushed on. All of them believed—they had to believe—that if they could just stop the archers, they could turn the tables.


      It was this faith that fueled their legs, but even then in time their breathing grew ragged, filling the air with puffs of white as exhaustion left them stumbling loudly through the snow. They were no longer hidden. They might as well have been ringing a bell and crying out to the whole world where they were.


      An arrow came soaring through the air, and a forestkin dove out of the way. A few moments later, another arrow was fired. The gap between arrows told the forestkin that now there was only one archer firing at them. The forestkin had not fired back, and they had not used any more magic, so they could not work out why one archer had stopped firing. Despite their confusion, they pressed on.


      Just a Few Moments Earlier—Senai and Ayhan


      “What a weird spell...” uttered Senai.


      “Yeah... They’re trying to do something with it, but it’s pointless—they don’t even have enough magic for it to work,” added Ayhan.


      The twins knew exactly where the intruders were. The twins had their enemies’ locations pinned down thanks to the latter’s flow of magic and all the noise they made, with some extra help from the falconkin overhead. This made it easy for them to chat while they kept their horses at a set distance, only moving when the intruders moved.


      “Hmm... I don’t really get how it works. I know we sent it back to them, but...can you handle that side of things, Ayhan?”


      “Sure. You keep attacking, and I’ll take a closer look to see if I can copy it.”


      “Thanks! We don’t want any weird magic bothering the other villagers.”


      “Dias has that amulet he got from Narvant, so he’ll be fine...”


      “And I’m pretty sure the others will be too. They’re all really amazing, and Grandma Maya is the most amazing of all of them.”


      “Yeah, I think so too. But we should still be careful. We have to stay back until the others get here.”


      The twins nodded at one another and kept their horses trotting along to ensure they maintained their distance. Senai fired arrows while Ayhan analyzed the spell that the intruders had used on them. She wanted more than just the ability to send the spell back—she wanted to make it her own.


      The girls kept moving, but they did not move in a straight line—they changed course as necessary to avoid Baarbadal’s road, the rest area, and the baar shelter. In order to buy time, they moved in a big circle. They also knew that if they moved too much they’d only make things harder on Dias and Mont later, so they tried their best to stay in the same general area, Senai keeping up the attack while Ayhan broke down the intruders’ spells.


      The girls could focus on other tasks while they moved thanks to having the dogkin and falconkin with them—in a worst-case scenario, the other members of the Baarbadal Defense Force would tell them where to go. But they could tell by the speed at which they were moving that the intruders were running out of steam.


      “They’re pooped,” said Senai.


      “They’ve got nothing on the others,” noted a disappointed Ayhan.


      She was comparing them to Dias, Klaus, and the dogkin—the intruders couldn’t hold a candle to them. But it was for this very reason that the girls let their guards down. Then the flow of magic in the air changed, and they knitted their brows.


      The intruders—the girls assumed them bandits—had clearly given up on the chase and, now frustrated beyond belief, had taken to shooting arrows and casting magic haphazardly.


      First they tried arrows.


      Like the twins, the intruders cast wind paths to guide their arrows, but they were pitiful attempts combined with unskilled archery, and no arrow made it anywhere near the twins. However, the intruders weren’t firing because they knew where the twins were. If anything, their arrows showed that they still didn’t know Senai and Ayhan’s precise location.


      The girls shook their heads at the futility of it.


      Next, the intruders tried magic. In essence, the spells they cast were a sort of magical arrow. They gathered magical energy, hardened it to a point, and then sent it hurtling through the air. Magic like this could fly much farther than a physical arrow, it maintained momentum for far longer, and it could be directed more accurately. The intruders fired some ten or twenty of these projectiles hoping to hit the twins.


      Their aim was clumsy at best.


      “Aim for the magic! Give it a big blast!” shouted Ayhan.


      The intruders had made their attacks too obvious, and Ayhan saw straight through them. Senai did not hesitate, doing exactly as her sister said and loosing several arrows from her bow in rapid succession. The arrows were drawn to the intruders’ magic and shattered on contact, scattering across the sky.


      Realizing they had failed in their first two attempts, the intruders took to firing arrows—both physical and magical—at random intervals. This was more than Senai could handle on her own, so Ayhan pitched in. The girls worked in perfect harmony, never having to even speak in support of one another, and rendered the intruders’ reckless attacks useless. The intruders did not let up, but the twins handled it with ease.


      However, the twins were so focused on the intruders’ arrows that they neglected to direct their horses. Confused at being left to their own devices, Shiya and Guri slowed down, but the twins never noticed. The first to notice, in fact, was one of the falconkin members of the Defense Force.


      “Hey! Girls! Sure you don’t need to keep moving?!” they squawked.


      The falconkin was some ways above them, but they knew that the twins’ sensitive ears would pick up the message with ease. However, it was the dogkin on the rope ladders who responded first. It was urgent enough to them that they fell back on their howls instead of words.


      The girls realized the problem quickly, but by then it was too late. Not all of the intruders had been firing arrows, and some had been using the arrows as cover to get to the girls. They had made a good distance in a short time and were closing in fast. They spread out to the left and right, surrounding the Defense Force, nocking arrows the very moment they saw the horses start to move. The girls heard the stretch of the intruders’ bowstrings even amid the hoofbeats and pants of their horses and the howling of the dogkin.


      Was it best to dodge the arrows? Parry them with magic? Or would using magic on the immediate threat only allow an opening for another assault? The girls were young and inexperienced; hesitation gripped them, and their senses dulled...


      The right decision was no longer clear, and in the next instant arrows were flying right at them from every direction.


      But then came a thunderous sound, followed by a flash of golden light.


      With them was the sense of a supreme, overwhelming power.


      “Dias!” cried the girls.


      It was indeed the Duke of Baarbadal, astride his trusty steed Balers and dressed in his shining golden armor. The armor pulsed with light and overwhelming energy. The twins could see with just a glimpse that Balers viewed Senai, Ayhan, Shiya, and Guri as part of the herd he had made his duty to protect.


      Balers rose up, his front legs lifting from the ground. His every movement was a warning—a threat. Dias gripped the reins tight with one hand, his battle-ax in the other, and as he fought to maintain balance just to keep himself on his horse...for a brief instant his pose was so majestic that he looked like a figure out of a painting. His armor exploded with a blinding light, its power on full display.
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      The armor’s unique power sent all the intruders’ arrows flying off target, and it was only when Dias saw for himself that the twins were safe that he allowed himself a sigh of relief. He grinned at his daughters, letting them know they were safe, and with a squad of dogkin in tow he charged for the intruders to teach them what happened when one attempted to intrude upon his domain.




      Dias’s arrival marked the end of the intruders’ attempt to get to the twins. They were armed with weapons meant to be used at a distance, and against Dias they stood no chance up close. Through training with Alna and the onikin, Dias and the domain guard had experience dealing with archers as well. Dias made good use of his hand-ax while the domain guard made deft use of spears and throwing knives. The dogkin, meanwhile, rendered the bows useless by tearing through their bowstrings.


      The intruders were rendered powerless in what felt like seconds.


      The domain guard’s experience in war meant that the bandits were captured and bound almost as quickly as they were suppressed. The guard saw them handled with a practiced ease, and though the intruders tried to struggle, once they realized it was useless they seemed to deflate on the spot and went along with proceedings peacefully.


      The intruders were made to sit in a set area, and as soon as they did a few of them began drawing upon their magical energy. The twins noticed immediately that it was the same magic used on them earlier. There was some purpose to it, some greater intent, and the intruders scowled as their attempts were easily blocked.


      The twins could not completely understand the magic, but they knew that it had a very particular use and thus took to analyzing it again. They were no longer on their horses now—having left them nearby to rest for a time—and Senai glared at the intruders while Ayhan stood by her side, eyes closed. It was thanks to this support they gave each other that they were ready to respond the moment they noticed anything amiss.


      Around the girls stood the dogkin members of the Defense Force, and even with their foes bound they had not let their guards drop—their eyes were locked on the intruders, fangs bared and low growls humming through the air.


      The dogkin didn’t have to utter a word for their intent to be read—one wrong move would see their fangs in places the intruders would not want them—but the intruders largely ignored them, settling their gazes on Senai and Ayhan.


      One of them even decided to speak up and spat, “You might look like forestkin, but you’ve left the forest behind. Inside, you are trees rotting and diseased.”


      The girls did not understand the meaning in the forestkin’s insult, and they responded with surprise.


      Spitting Insults—The Captured Forestkin


      There were a number of ways to counter dominance magic and the forestkin power dynamic. One was through the use of magical items, which helped to block, dispel, or weaken magic in general. Another method was through disrupting a person’s mental state. Forcing a caster to lose their cool also weakened their control over their magic and allowed one of lesser magical power to overcome a more powerful adversary.


      Other methods also existed, such as depleting the caster of their magical reserves, and some even believed that by transforming into a race that was not forestkin you put yourself outside of the spell’s sphere of influence. The point was, dominance magic was powerful and dangerous, and as such a great deal of research had been done on it.


      At present, the captured forestkin were trying to rile up the two forestkin children in the hopes it might hamper their ability to think straight, thus granting an opening. The captured forestkin were looking not to win any arguments but to control the two girls. They believed that if they could accomplish this, it wouldn’t matter that they’d been captured and had their weapons destroyed—and so they threw every insult they had at the girls and used every trick in the book in an attempt to goad them, hoping they might crack.


      Unfortunately, nothing they did had any effect.


      The girls’ hearts and minds never broke—not even so much as cracked—and their magic only grew more resilient. The forestkin couldn’t believe it. It was inconceivable how it was even possible for mere children to possess so much power.


      There were a number of ways to increase the upper limit of one’s magical capacity. This included the possession of magical stones, the consuming of said stones, the hunting of monsters, and living in or near monster habitats—but these were just a few examples among many.


      Still, even if the girls had done all of the things listed above, they wouldn’t have arrived at the sheer depth they possessed. Magical reserves such as theirs could only be reached by slaying multiple dragons and having their magical crystals on them...or otherwise in them. That was the extent one would have to go to in order to reach their insane levels.


      But it was beyond unimaginable that these two children—children!—could have slain a dragon, let alone several. Even acquiring their magical stones was an impossible feat for two so young...


      The more the forestkin tried to understand it, the more questions they had. Still, despite their confusion, they continued their barrage of insults in a desperate attempt to put a dent in the seemingly bottomless pool that was the girls’ magic.


      Naturally, the forestkin also tried to cast dominance spells of their own while they shouted, but their attempts were in vain. Worse still, all these attempts amounted to the forestkin tying their own noose, for in casting their spells they only made it easier for the girls to understand exactly what they were.


      The girls now saw through the forestkin’s insults, and soon enough they let the words wash over them like water off a duck’s back. The one with her eyes closed let the hint of a smile show on her face.


      “Abandon the forest,” she said.


      This was an order, the intruders’ own dominance magic laced into her words, and it sank deep into the hearts of all the forestkin present. Their faces paled, and their bodies poured sweat. Some of them even began to tremble uncontrollably.
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      It was unbelievable enough that the girls had mastered dominance magic so swiftly, yet the order that they issued with their newfound expertise was so much worse for the forestkin—nightmarish, to say the least. Many burst into tears, overcome with confusion, shock, and abject horror.


      Besides magical means, another method for dealing with dominance magic was to interpret it in a way that was convenient. An order could be given through a spell, but depending on how it was worded, the target could interpret it however they liked—and even attack the caster while following it.


      If the caster were to give an order to “march forward,” for example, the target would have to decide for themselves if “forward” was relative to them or the caster. They would also have to decide if “march” meant a single step or a thousand. The more vague an order, the more open it was to interpretation, which made it exploitable.


      But for the forestkin, being told to “abandon the forest” was fatal no matter how they processed it. There was simply no room, physically or conceptually, to rephrase its intent in a way that benefited them—they had no choice but to abandon the forest. End of story.


      To follow the order would be to abandon the forest and all they knew, just as to defy the order would end the very same way. It was, in fact, an order so terrifying that the forestkin would have chosen even suicide first. The act of dying at least allowed the forestkin to become a part of the forest—they would then go on as a part of nature, remaining in touch with their relatives and people and imparting knowledge to aid future generations.


      Death in itself was, of course, a scary prospect, and the forestkin were in no hurry to see an end to their lives as they knew them. But there was no escaping the fact that it was far more preferable to the alternative. The only area open to interpretation was the question of when, but even that was no more than delaying the inevitable. It was not a solution.


      It was likely that the moment the forestkin returned to the forest, the spell’s logic would kick in. A single foot in the forest would see them obey the order they were given. It was fair to say that, realistically, they could not technically abandon the forest without first returning to it—thus allowing for the abandoning to happen—but all the same the forestkin scrambled desperately for a way out.


      They all reached the same conclusion, and startlingly enough, at the exact same time.


      The only way out was to have the children forgive them. If the children forgave them, they might just rescind their order, thus returning to the forestkin their homes and futures.


      But the truth of the situation was bleak—they had tried with every fiber of their being to control the children themselves, then they had tried to assault them, and then they had thrown at the girls every insult they could imagine.


      How could they possibly earn a pardon now? What case could they possibly make for themselves?


      The forestkin sank into the deepest pits of despair, and all the while the girl who’d been staring them down bore an innocent confusion on her face, her head tilted curiously.


      Why are you so afraid? her eyes seemed to ask. Her sister knew the answer but did not let it show.


      In time, more captured forestkin were brought in. Each one in turn was issued the same order, and they too tasted the fear that came with a fate worse than death. As the group continued to sink into the bottomless depths of hopelessness, they prayed that the rest of their brothers might escape so as to not suffer their fate...but these prayers went unanswered, and in the end all of the forestkin found themselves grappling with the very same dread.


      Some considered ending their lives right then and there, but they feared that the seeds they became would never make it home. The forestkin did not think their captors would allow them any luxuries—they would take whatever seeds the forestkin became and burn them. And if that were the only other option, then the forestkin would choose instead the destruction of their hearts and minds, and indeed they hoped it would come soon.


      That was when the man in the golden armor returned, and the girls—whom the forestkin now thought of as infinitely more terrifying than any dragon of legend—ran over to him, their beaming smiles blindingly bright and pure.


      After Capturing the Bandits—Dias


      We’d captured and rounded up all the bandits, who’d come over from the Beastland Kingdom. They all shared some of the twins’ physical characteristics, so I figured they were forestkin. When I got back, the twins were all smiles running up to see me.


      I’d actually thought they’d be a little frightened. After all, they’d just been attacked by bandits, but nope—you couldn’t have wiped the smiles off their faces if you tried. I was real relieved to see it, and I ruffled their hair to let them know I was glad to see them both. Their smiles got even bigger when I did that.


      “Dias, what are you going to do with these guys?” Senai asked.


      “Are you going to execute them?” asked Ayhan.


      “Huh? No, I mean... I figure we give them back to the Beastland Kingdom and we’re done. Now, maybe they’d be in for a much harsher punishment if they’d stolen something or killed somebody, but we wrapped things up before that could happen. I got to the two of you in time, so I don’t think we need to go issuing any overly harsh punishments just for the sake of it. I know you two might be a little more sensitive to this, what with them being forestkin, but don’t spare them another thought, okay? Alna’s probably starting on dinner back at the village, so you two head on back and help her out.”


      The girls let out a long, shared murmur and looked a bit troubled.


      I wondered what was on their minds. Usually the mention of dinner was enough to get them itching to go home, but I guess they must have felt a little sympathetic about their people.


      “If they did something bad and we had to execute them, what then?” asked Senai.


      “Who would, you know, do it?” asked Ayhan.


      “I would,” I answered plainly. “I’m the domain lord here—it’s my duty to judge our criminals, sentence them, and make them understand the consequences of their actions. I’ve known this since I was first taught about my job, and I’m ready to do it if I have to. It’s not a job I want to leave to anybody else. It’s my burden to bear. So if anything like that happens, you two just have to know that you can let me handle things. But look... I won’t be doing any of that this time around, so don’t worry. Dinner’s almost ready, and if you’re not back soon everybody’s going to worry.”


      The girls took a moment to look at each other.


      “Okay!” said Senai finally. “Got it!”


      “Then we’ll just let you handle it!” added Ayhan.


      The girls gave the bandits a friendly wave, then ran over to their horses, hopped aboard, and galloped off.


      I didn’t know what had gotten into the bandits, because they were all pale as a sheet and looked absolutely terrified of...something. But when the twins left they all relaxed and heaved sighs like a huge weight had been taken off their shoulders. A few of them even fainted right on the spot. Me, Mont, Joe, his boys, and the dogkin—we all just stared at them dumbfounded.




      We had the bandits all tied up and sitting in one spot on the plains, and we surrounded them so they wouldn’t try anything. I straightened myself up and was just about ready to tell them that we were going to expel them from the domain when a voice started shouting at us.


      “W-Wait! Please, wait! You must wait! No executions, I beg of you!”


      The voice was really high-pitched, but it had a certain depth to it that made me think it didn’t belong to a woman. It certainly didn’t belong to any of the domain guard, and I felt a lot like I was hearing it for the first time. I looked over and saw two beastkin running over with some of our guards behind them. They had white fur and long necks, and damned if they didn’t look just like Yaten.


      They had white robes to match their fur, and their big sleeves were fluttering about as they ran. The robes would have been fluttering too if they hadn’t secured them with some cords attached to their outfits. The outfits looked a lot like what I’d seen Yaten and Kiko wearing—but they had these interesting cloaks woven from grass over the top of them—so I assumed they hailed from the Beastland Kingdom.


      They kept begging for me to wait, stay my hand, and cool my temper, and then they got between me and the bandits. The two men dropped to their hands and knees in the snow and started bowing profusely.


      “We understand your rage and how very justified it is! We do! However! We beg mercy of you, Duke! It is the responsibility of the Beastland Kingdom to see these criminals judged and punished, so please, do not execute them!”


      “The brothers Yaten beg this of you!”


      Welp. That was one question answered. Then I remembered that the people of the Beastland Kingdom put their last names first. Maybe they were Yaten’s kids? In any case, if our guards were with them, then clearly they’d made it through the border station.


      “Well, first things first,” I said. “Raise your heads. It is indeed true that these intruders illegally crossed the border. They were a handful, but it was not my intent to kill them. I was just about to sentence them with expulsion from the domain, so...you need not worry with regards to their lives. With that out of the way, am I right in thinking that you’re Yaten Raisei’s sons?”


      I looked them straight in the eye and spoke with as much gravity as I could muster. Lady Darrell had taught me that, and I also made sure to adopt the bearing she’d said was necessary in situations like this. The two Yatens raised their heads to reveal expressions filled with both shock and delight, then rose to their feet.


      “I apologize for not introducing ourselves earlier. I am the eldest son of the Yaten family, Raikiri,” said one.


      “I am the second son, Raimaru,” said the other.


      “I am Dias, Duke of Baarbadal,” I replied. “And I assume you came here in pursuit of these men?”


      The two young men had come with aides—or perhaps guards, I wasn’t sure—and they began issuing orders to them. The aides were all different types of beastkin, and they brought before me a shiny black box. They removed the lid to reveal a smaller black box within, which they presented to me.


      “The purpose of our visit, at least initially, was to give you a family treasure, to commemorate all the ways in which you have supported and aided our family. It was while we were on our way that we learned of these forestkin and that they were likely up to no good. We hurried to your border station to see them stopped only to hear that we were too late. In our panic we rushed to your person as quickly as we were able.”


      While Raikiri was explaining all of this, Aymer sneakily climbed up my back and hid herself in the hood of my cloak. Once there, she told me how to respond and what to do, and I did exactly what she said.


      “I see,” I said. “You have my thanks. Given that we suffered no losses as a result of this incursion, and Councillor Raisei has always been good to us, we see no need for further action on our part. You also have my gratitude with regards to this gift you brought us. I accept it with my humble thanks.”


      I took the box in hand, and Raikiri and Raimaru looked delighted. We then began discussing how exactly to handle the forestkin intruders. According to the Yatens, the bandits bore the responsibility of a very particular job, and it was something only they were capable of. It was for this reason that the Yaten brothers had begged on their behalf, and they seemed real grateful when I assured them I wasn’t going to execute anyone.


      All the same, unlawfully crossing a border to engage in banditry was a serious crime, and the Yatens knew that. They told me that the forestkin would be sentenced to hard labor, and they would be kept under strict surveillance in the future.


      “Naturally, we realize that this alone is not sufficient,” said Raikiri, “and we are only too happy to pay the appropriate reparations for all the trouble these men have caused. We’d like to leave the reparations in the safe hands of Peijin & Co., as they’ve been made aware of the circumstances. We will see to it that you are paid more than enough to make up for all of this trouble.”


      The two young men bowed deeply.


      “Well, if the Peijins are handling things, I see no need to worry,” I said, adding a gentle touch to my words. “Your willingness to pay reparations shows we can put all of this behind us, so I require no further apologies. In other matters, I’m sure that kneeling in the snow must have given you quite a chill. I ask that you accompany me to Iluk, that we might help you warm up.”


      “As grateful as we are for your hospitality, we cannot simply leave these criminals as they are,” replied Raikiri. “We insist on taking our leave, that we might rid you of these bitter memories.”


      “However, we are more than grateful for your kindness, truly,” added Raimaru.


      “In which case, allow us to accompany you to the border station and see you taken care of there,” I said. “This is no small number of intruders—keeping watch over them and seeing them to their destination will not be easy. Feel free to spend a few days at our border station while you call for and await further assistance. Use the time to rest.”


      If I thought the Yaten boys were happy before, now they looked over the moon. They bowed once more, but it wasn’t quite as rigid and formal this time. When the Yatens agreed to accept my offer, some dogkin immediately ran off to inform people both at the border station and Iluk Village, kicking up snow as they disappeared beyond the horizon.


      With our introductions and discussion over, we made sure the binds on the forestkin were still plenty tight, then linked all the prisoners together. While the domain guard handled that, I remembered the box the Yatens had given me and took a look.


      I undid the red string holding the lid on, gently pried open the box, and found a golden rod. It was about the length of a shortsword, and it had some bells on it.


      The rod had a golden handle carved with the visage of maybe a dog or wolf. Extending from the handle was the rod proper, which ran through three circular planks. It was from the edges of these planks that the bells hung, like berries on a branch.


      The Yatens said this was a family treasure... Is it an instrument? Sure looks pretty rare to me, but maybe these are common across the border?


      I was thinking this as I took the rod in hand, and that was when an all too familiar sensation came over me.


      “Aymer,” I whispered. “It’s that feeling again.”


      “Again?” Aymer whispered back. “For the time being, let’s not use it here. There are too many people around. Once we’ve hosted the Yatens and seen them off, we’ll do a thorough investigation back at Iluk.”


      That worked for me, so I nodded my assent and waited for the domain guard to finish tying all the bandits together. Then I hopped on Balers and we all headed for the border station.

    

  

  
    
      At the Border Station


      As soon as we arrived at the border station, Mont took charge and had the bandits gathered in the main square. Some of the stationed dogkin were assigned to keep watch over them. There were also guards on the ramparts keeping an eye on them from above, so the forestkin were in safe hands until support arrived from the Beastland Kingdom.


      We provided enough food and a warm place for the bandits to keep them alive, but we didn’t give them anything more. I was a little worried, to be honest, but with Mont in control I felt that things were covered. He adored the twins like you wouldn’t believe, so he didn’t have any pity for these bandits whatsoever. The dogkin felt very much the same, because they were fiercely loyal to those they thought of as family. So yeah, the bandits didn’t have things easy—if anything, the border station went pretty hard on them.


      In any case, we made sure to treat the Yaten brothers and their guards well for making the trip out to help us. It wasn’t the way we usually welcomed our guests—or the way they made their first visits—but they’d brought us gifts and we wanted to repay them for the trouble. We provided them with the most spacious rooms available and called over some people from Iluk to cook them up a feast. Oh, and we threw in some baar wool fabric for them to take home too.


      The Yaten brothers’ guards were treated well too, but a few of them left the border station upon arrival to update all the related parties. We gave them some baar wool before they left, and given that the stuff was so high quality, I felt they’d be pretty happy with it.


      That night we lit up some candles in a big, spacious room that was equipped with an impressive fireplace to hold a welcome dinner. The grandmas whipped up some great food, and it was me, Alna, the twins, and the Yaten brothers all seated around the table.


      “You mentioned that the bandits are doing some important work for you,” I said. “But what exactly are they doing?”


      Raikiri was loving the stewed meat he was eating and savored another mouthful before answering.


      “They’re in charge of forest maintenance,” he replied. “The forests grow at an astounding rate when forestkin are involved, and their work is a necessity for producing good timber. Conflict is unceasing in the Beastland Kingdom, and every year a number of new castles and strongholds are constructed...along with temples to help ease the minds of the populace. We can never have enough good lumber, and without the forestkin our forests would die off in a matter of years.”


      “Yeah, okay. That does sound like an important job. And losing the forests loses you more than just the wood. If that’s the case, I think it’s for the best that you two handle the bandits—it’s not just about punishing them for their crimes, it’s about what the Beastland Kingdom gets out of it too. I think some hard physical labor is just what the doctor ordered as far as our intruders are concerned.”


      Raikiri bowed respectfully, and his brother followed suit. They stayed like that for quite some time, and just as we were all about to get back into the food, the twins spoke up.


      “If that’s what you’ve decided, then we’ll make sure to tell them to work hard,” said Senai.


      “Just like Dias said,” added Ayhan. “We’ll tell them they have to work really hard.”


      “And we’ll tell them that if they try to run, or play, or not work at all, then they’ll have to abandon the forest.”


      “We’ll make sure that they know they have to work hard so that everyone forgives them.”


      Raikiri’s eyes shot open like dinner plates, and then he burst into laughter.


      “Yes, quite right,” he chuckled. “And I’m certain your words will have the desired effect.”


      “Surely they know better than to disobey two wise, beautiful young maidens,” added Raimaru.


      The twins grinned, took up their cutlery, and ate with ferocious speed. They tore right through their food because they wanted to follow through as soon as they could, but it left their faces a right mess. Alna grabbed a napkin and wiped the bits of food and sauce from one twin’s mouth, and I got the other.


      That didn’t stop the twins or even slow them down—they just went on eating. When they were done they made sure to thank the Yaten brothers for coming, then politely stood up and bolted out of the room.


      Aymer watched them go, then looked at Alna and me, unsure if she should accompany them or not. We weren’t worried about their safety one bit though—we were at the border station, the forestkin were under tight watch, and Aymer didn’t need to be there to keep the girls out of trouble. Aymer nodded quietly and went back to eating one of the many berries we had on a plate on the table.


      “I must say, Duke Baarbadal,” said Raikiri, “my father and our family are truly indebted to you. We really must find some way to truly thank you.”


      I wasn’t sure what to say, but before I had the chance a young senji burst into the room.


      “Lord Dias!” the dogkin cried. “Lord Dias! Sir Geraint arrived at the village just a little before sundown! He came bearing big news and wanted to come right away but sent me because it can be so dangerous outside during the night! Can I say it?! Can I share the news?! It’s big! It’s joyous!”


      I figured it must have been pretty big if Geraint was ready to fly all the way here to give it to me personally.


      “Is it something best kept confidential?” I asked. “Should we go to a different room?”


      The dogkin shook its head.


      “In which case, feel free. What’s the big news?”


      “Lord Eldan’s wife safely gave birth to a healthy baby boy!” declared the senji. “All of Mahati is celebrating! Lord Eldan’s wife says that the birth of their, uhhh, hair, is all thanks to you and the great baar temple, and it’s party central across the border! When things calm down, Lord Eldan said he’ll come to pay his respects at the temple!”


      “Well, that is good news!” I said. “A healthy baby! That’s wonderful!”


      “And Eldan doesn’t need to worry about his lineage anymore,” added Alna. “That’s great!”


      The two of us broke into smiles, and when we looked at one another, we smiled even more. Also, I assumed that the dogkin meant “heir” and just wasn’t familiar with the term. Basically, Eldan had an heir to the Mahati throne now, so it was no wonder the nation was celebrating. A bright mood filled the room, and even the Yaten brothers were grinning.


      “Wow!” remarked Raikiri. “By Lord Eldan, I assume you mean the esteemed Duke of Mahati, yes? We’ve heard all about him from Peijin & Co.! To think that a fellow beastkin has seen an heir born! What wonderful news!”


      “Peijin & Co. have already said they hope to start trade with Mahati as early as spring,” added Raimaru. “This is wonderful news for the Beastland Kingdom too! Is the great baar temple the building we saw on our way here? To think Lord Eldan’s heir received the gods’ blessings... We can only hope for the same someday.”


      The Yaten brothers began discussing between themselves what gifts to prepare for Eldan to express their joy at the news and celebrate the birth of his son. They weren’t sure whether to just send something, dispatch a representative, or maybe even do something bigger. Still, they were really excited about it, and after the wine came out their excitement stretched even to talk of our temple.


      “Many families pray for the safe birth of an heir, and now that the gods have seen fit to bless a duke with one, no doubt many will be drawn to your temple,” said Raikiri. “And given that it is inevitable, we now know how best to thank you—we will spread the good word and let all know about the gracious Duke of Baarbadal and the wonders of his temple. Many will make pilgrimages out this way, and no doubt you will profit.”


      “We understand that an unstoppable flood of people will only bring you trouble,” said Raimaru, “so allow us to be selective about whom we spread the word to first. We will prioritize influential families, those who desire bonds of friendship, and those who are sure to bring you good tidings.”


      I looked at Alna, then Aymer, and both nodded in turn. It had always been our plan to open the border station gates come the spring—after all, we’d built roads and rest areas, and security was in a good place. With our guest houses and temple, we figured it’d be a nice, welcoming environment.


      Uncle Ben was nothing if not champing at the bit to promote the baar temple and its teachings, and Goldia and Ellie wanted to see more people and merchants passing through too. The matter had already been discussed and cleared with the village representatives, and if Alna and Aymer thought the Yaten brothers’ offer was a good one, then I figured I was speaking on behalf of all of us.


      “Please, by all means spread the word,” I said. “But please note that we will only be limiting entrance while we get accustomed to having people visit our lands. In time, we intend to open our doors to all.”


      The Yaten brothers bowed reverently.


      “Leave it to us!”


      “We will not let you down!”


      On the Border Station Ramparts, Observing the Border Station—Raikiri


      For Raikiri and his brother, Raimaru, their days at the Baarbadal border station were filled with surprises. It started with the scope of hospitality shown to them as visitors. It was only natural that Yaten’s sons would be welcomed, regardless of the issues the forestkin had caused, but even then Baarbadal went above and beyond. It was winter, after all—a time of food shortages everywhere—and yet the brothers had been treated to a luxurious feast, and the meat was an undeniable highlight.


      “Seeing as we’ve got guests, I’m heading out to do a little hunting.”


      Yes, the duke himself had personally hunted their meat that evening, and he’d treated it as a casual outing.


      The meat he had returned with—and it was a lot—had been flavored generously with spices, and the various dishes cooked up for dinner that evening were unlike anything in the Beastland Kingdom. They ran the gamut from sweet to spicy to tart and everything in between, but what really blew the brothers away was the simple fact that spices were a valuable commodity back home.


      Just a cup of any of the spices used would have left one’s purse crying. Baarbadal’s cooks, however, did not hesitate to use spices by the bucketful—daily, no less. To cap things off, they showed not a hint of arrogance in doing so.


      Arrogance, in fact, was perhaps the furthest thing from anybody’s mind. They offered spices as they were to help warm the body, they offered them to help give a cup of tea an added kick, and they offered them as medicine to those who were feeling under the weather. Spices were no luxury in Baarbadal as they were in the brothers’ homeland—they were merely part and parcel of daily life.


      When the Yatens had been served a luxurious feast the first time, they had been staggered and hesitant to partake, but when that same quality just kept coming—for breakfast, for lunch, for dinner—they could do nothing more than accept Baarbadal’s kindness even as they failed to process it.


      Then there was the hunting.


      In the Beastland Kingdom, hunting was a pastime of the nobility. Raikiri and Raimaru themselves often made time to indulge depending on the season—many believed that nothing was more noble than hunting good meat to share with your retainers and subjects.


      It was this that drove the two brothers to join Duke Baarbadal on one of his hunts. They hoped it might be a chance to showcase the abilities of the Beastland nobility. However, what they bore witness to on that day was not “hunting” as they could have ever fathomed it.


      For starters, the duke made no use of hunting animals, which was common practice even among the beastkin with their exceptional senses of smell and hearing. Instead, the duke threw a handful of strange dust into the air, which made him the target of a herd of wild beasts.


      The man did not use a bow, nor did he fall back on the use of any ranged weapon whatsoever. With only his giant axe in hand, he met the animals head-on, seemingly ignorant of the fact that his own life was at stake. It was the undeniable, inimitable bravery of a warrior among warriors, and yet it was brutish in its simplicity.


      The duke overcame his prey through sheer strength alone and successfully brought down some twenty animals before deciding he’d had enough. He then drove the rest of the herd away with no more than a blood-chilling glare.


      The brothers felt as though they were observing a god of war. Even when monsters arrived, the duke did not bat an eye, turning his attention to slaying them before getting right back to the hunt. Any possibility of showcasing their own abilities went straight out the window—Raikiri and Raimaru were too shocked to do anything other than watch.


      The duke’s apparent inability to discriminate was equally shocking. He did not look down upon the beastkin in any way, shape, or form. He treated the small-ilk dogkin as friends and family, got along well with birdkin and fishkin alike, and entrusted the safety of his own children to a catkin who hailed from an enemy nation and their education to a mousekin.


      The duke did not seem to care in the slightest whether somebody looked different or followed different ways of life...and this extended even to his dealing with those from the Beastland Kingdom. Naturally the man was harsh on the criminals who had intruded into his lands, but he treated even the Yatens’ servants as guests, being almost too courteous with them.


      When the frogkin and his people arrived, the duke welcomed them all like old friends, including the guards, and treated them all to yet more culinary delicacies. All the while, he asked for literally nothing in return.


      In the duke’s every word and gesture there was no ulterior motive to be found—there was only goodwill. The way he treated every guest who came his way, he seemed to completely forget that the Beastland Kingdom had caused him any trouble at all.


      That was the one word that summed up the duke—goodwill. Such was the strength of it that it just seemed silly to think he so much as had a single scheming bone in his body. If anything it was as though the man were generous to a fault, which would have made him a sitting duck for any with schemes of their own.


      With this in mind, the brothers Yaten thought it strange that Peijin & Co. had not tried to take advantage of the man. If they had wanted to trick him, surely they could have, and surely their profits would have been incredible as a result. After all, even the kindest of merchants worked to profit. But instead of trying to swindle Dias, the frogkin merchants instead brought him caravans packed to the brim with produce to apologize for the forestkin incident.


      Peijin & Co. were known for being fair and trustworthy in their dealings, but even still their behavior with regards to Duke Baarbadal defied explanation. Raikiri thus made a point of asking Peijin-Do—who was the family representative on this particular trip—about it.


      “I tried t’have m’way with th’guy,” admitted the frogkin, “but over time I’ve learned that that’s a bad move. Lord Dias is pure o’heart. Th’man’s like a mirror for th’self—be good to him n’good comes’f it, but try anythin’ wicked n’watch as somethin’ wicked your way comes, y’see? Ain’t no point in trickin’ th’guy out of a few coins—better t’make good, apologize, and keep things friendly.”


      The frogkin chuckled and took a moment to breathe.


      “Be good t’the man, and he’ll pay y’back tenfold, he will. Just look at Peijin & Co.’s sales o’late—they’ll tell y’all y’need t’know. And look, I dunno how, but time has taught me: Y’just can’t lie to the duke. So I’ll tell ya, here n’now—don’t you go schemin’ nothin’, n’don’t even think about lyin’ to him. Don’t be an idjit, and don’t lie. Be good t’him n’his people and he’ll be so good t’you it’ll scare ya.”


      Raikiri and Raimaru didn’t believe Peijin-Do at all, but they did as advised and were shocked to find that Dias’s wife appeared to relax in their company in a way she hadn’t before, and they were provided meals somehow even more luxurious than they’d already enjoyed. The duke relaxed as well, and with the duke so at ease the Yatens noticed this attitude spread to his subjects.


      None of it made any sense.


      For the Yatens, it was like entering some kind of alternate dimension. All the same, it was not a dimension they disliked. They could not describe the kindness of it in words alone, and so they settled for indulging in what it had to offer.


      Raikiri looked down on that world from the border station ramparts. It was a world devoid of ill will, in which all lived happily. He was filled with a feeling he could not quite name, and so he strolled along the ramparts, careful to ensure he stayed within the bounds of where he was allowed to go.


      In the Border Station, Staring at Boxes and Boxes—Dias


      “Yeah, nah, that doesn’t make sense...” I muttered. “You shouldn’t have to give us anything, Peijin...”


      Peijin-Do had arrived with caravans of gifts that he’d brought to apologize for the forestkin having illegally entered Baarbadal. The thing was, I didn’t feel like there was any need for him and his family to apologize for anything. Of course, Peijin-Do just rubbed his hands together and smiled.


      “This ain’t from us, per se,” he said. “Think of it as a gift from th’nation. We’re just th’delivery guys, and we’re gettin’ paid good f’the work. The nation’ll get the forestkin t’pay th’price f’that, so all’s well that ends well. That, and yer using firewood and food for ’em, right? You’ll wanna recoup that, especially with it bein’ winter n’all.”


      Peijin-Do’s gusto only grew the more he talked. I could tell by his face that he wasn’t scheming anything, and he really was just thinking about doing right by us.


      So I took the list of items from him and skimmed it. It was just like he’d said—a lot of it was food. Along with the food there was Beastland liquor, condiments, fabric, paper, and a considerable amount of gold. What really stood out to me though was the fact that art and books were listed too—and lots of them.


      “There’s a painting of...me?” I asked.


      Peijin-Do grinned.


      “M’boy’s teacher heard all about you and he whipped it up. A hero o’the skies, wrapped in gold, stranglin’ a dragon with his bare hands. It’s got a lot of impact, I tell ya.”


      “H-Huh...? I couldn’t possibly take a dragon bare-handed...” I muttered.


      “Eh, creative liberties n’all that, yeah? I think the artist put th’priority on gettin’ it done. Anyway, there’s carvings too, some decorative items to go with it all, and it’s all top-notch.”


      “I, uh... I see. And what’s with these swords? There’s quite a few of them, and they’re all listed as works of art...”


      “’Cause they are. Back home the beauty of a blade makes it more art than weapon. We ain’t smugglin’ weapons t’you, so rest easy. We’re givin’ them in the spirit o’friendship—we hope for long-standing relations and your ongoing good health.”


      I wasn’t really sure what to say to that, but Lady Darrell had warned me that to not reply at all sometimes gave people the wrong impression. I nodded and I smiled, put the list in my shirt pocket, and told Peijin-Do how grateful I was.




      When all was said and done, the forestkin were taken home and they didn’t act out once. Then again, Mont had been real fierce with them and made it clear that if anybody tried anything he’d kill them himself. There was also the fact that Grandma Maya had come by to cast some defensive magic...or wards...? Anyway, it basically kept the forestkin from doing anything even if they wanted to.


      Raikiri, his brother, and their aides all left with the forestkin. Peijin-Do and his people wanted to visit the temple before they headed home, so we all headed east together. They also wanted to check the road and our facilities for future visitors.


      In any case, a few days later I was at the border station when I heard a sound like an arrow being fired. Somebody leaped up the border station walls, then flipped from the ramparts down to the main square. It was good timing, actually—I’d been thinking it was about that time.


      That somebody was Aruharu, and she was dressed in a specially made outfit dyed a dark blue. Peijin-Do had taught her how to make it, and she’d been away on a secret mission of sorts, following the Yaten brothers. We wanted to know if they were telling the truth about sending the forestkin back to the forest.


      I knew it wasn’t very good to send spies across the border and that it would be a whole thing if Aruharu got found out, but we’d had to do it—Alna and Aruharu wanted to make real sure that the plains would be safe for the twins and that they’d never have to worry about running around and playing in our territory. Even Peijin-Do had agreed.


      “I reckon y’do it,” he’d said. “We plan to have some of our own follow ’em too, but it’s important y’have your own people doing it f’you. I’ll list up all the rest areas along the way, and houses and inns yer people can use while they’re away. Just don’t send any humans—that could be an issue, so send one o’yer beastkin subjects.”


      That’s what he’d said, so that’s what I’d done. We’d assigned the task to Aruharu—she was light on her feet, she knew her way around a fight, and she was already real tight with the twins, which was all the motivation she needed. She also happened to look a lot like a lostblood. All the same, we didn’t want her waltzing across the border as she was, so we’d made sure she had camouflage.


      Aruharu’s camouflage wasn’t all that complicated—her tail and her ears were on display as always, but the rest of her body was covered completely. All that’d been left after that was a jingle jangle of the bell rod’s power, and she was off. She came back without a scratch on her.


      “Dias, the forestkin were returned to the forest and they’ve been doing hard labor ever since,” she told me. “It’s a bit of a pitiful sight, honestly—it’s not just their crimes they’re being punished for but also for dishonoring the Beastland Kingdom. But we can rest assured that the Yatens were being straight with us. Anyway, isn’t it about time you released me from the bell’s power? It made sure I wasn’t spotted or followed, but now that I’m back safe there’s no need for it.”


      I had the bell rod in hand already, and I was just about to shake it when Aruharu stopped me.


      “Oh, actually... Let me get changed first, okay? Given the side effects, I want to be ready to collapse straight into bed.”


      We’d done a lot of testing with the treasure we now called the bell rod, and we’d come to understand that it could boost a person’s physical abilities. All I had to do was think of the target and ring the bells. As long as the target heard them, it worked. I could even use it on groups.


      To my surprise, I didn’t have to be exact either. For example, if Joe’s men and Lorca’s men were sparring and I couldn’t tell one guy from the other, I could just think of “Joe’s platoon” and ring the bell rod. When Joe and his men heard the bells, the effect would take hold. At the same time, Lorca’s platoon wouldn’t feel any of the same effects.


      With that in mind, the effects didn’t just take place if you heard the bell—you had to be targeted for the boost to work. It was real weird but mighty convenient. That said, because hearing the bell was essential, the target’s own senses played a big role. The bell could work on dogkin over real long distances, but on the other hand, when the falconkin were way up where the winds were strong, oftentimes the jingling wouldn’t reach them.


      In short, you had to be pretty thoughtful about how you used the bell rod to make the most of it. As for just how much of a boost the bells imbued, it depended a bit on how much magic was in the rod in the first place. That said, even though the exact boost differed from person to person, it was always considerable.


      When we’d boosted Joe with a well-charged jangle before a sparring session, he’d grown even stronger than Klaus and even almost beaten me. As long as the effects were in place, the target had access to incredible strength.


      Another thing was that they didn’t tire. They could keep moving as long as they wanted.


      It might sound amazing, but that did come with drawbacks. All the fatigue that came with that exertion still built up, and it hit all at once when the bell’s effects were released.


      That put a huge strain on the body, and it left people with the kind of aching muscles that kept them in bed for days. Still, we could heal people easy enough with the childbirth carpet, so it wasn’t a huge problem... We just had to be thoughtful about it, like I said—we didn’t want people getting sick or almost killing themselves when the bell’s effects were removed.


      “Aruharu!”


      “Welcome home!”


      Aruharu was just about to leave to get changed when the twins rushed in, took her hands, and then walked her to a room in the border station. Aruharu must have figured they probably wanted to eat together or something, so she just followed along.


      As soon as they left, little Chai waddled up to me. The falconkin had grown a little since we’d last talked, and I got the sense that the twins were really doting on him. Maybe with Aruharu back, little Chai was free, so to speak.


      “Lord Diash,” said Chai. “Remember how I shaid shome falconkin wanted to move in? I’ve got an update! Shir Mont gave the okay, and they’ve already begun building neshtsh for the new falconkin! You’ve already met a few of them already, I bet, but let me introdushe everyone!”


      The little falconkin spoke with a lot of energy. I was impressed.


      “Great. Let’s do it,” I said.


      Chai nodded happily and then let out a high-pitched chirp. Seconds later, all these falconkin came out of nowhere, stood side by side, and introduced themselves one by one.


      “Yep, nice to meet you,” I said, moving down the line. “Nice to meet you too, and you, I’m Dias, yes, hello, nice to meet you... Wait, just how many of you are there?!”


      I couldn’t help myself. It just slipped out. All the falconkin laughed.


      “Twenty in total,” declared Chai with a grin. “And they all want to be reshidentsh! You don’t ever have to worry about intrudersh anymore! Not with theshe guysh around! Lord Diash, I hope you’ll let everybody shtay. Jusht the other day some of my brothersh hatched, and all the falconkin are talking about how shafe Baarbadal ish for raishing a family.”


      All the falconkin offered a reverential bow, and I just had to smile at the sight.


      “Are you kidding?” I said. “I’m more than happy to have all of you. You’ll have to talk to Mont about housing, but consider yourselves citizens of Baarbadal. All I ask is that you do your part to keep our lands and our border safe and secure.”


      The falconkin lifted their heads and smiled.


      “You got it!” said one.


      “Leave it to us!” chirped another.


      And just like that, we had another twenty residents in Baarbadal.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      As always, I’ll start with thanks.


      Thank you to everybody who’s been there since the beginning and everybody supporting the story on Shosetsuka ni Naro. Thank you to the editorial team and proofreaders, and everybody sending fan letters. Thanks to Kinta for the illustrations, the book’s designer, and everybody working on the manga adaptation—Yumbo, their assistants, and their editors.


      I know I say it every volume, but thank you so much!




      And now...the anime adaptation is coming!


      This is all thanks to your support! Thank you so, so much! 




      Volume 14 was all about the forestkin and developments in Baarbadal. We got to see how hard the twins are working and how they’re growing up. As the daughters of a duke, they’ll really have their work cut out for them in the future.




      Production on the anime adaptation is going smoothly. With the voice cast assembled, the days are full of excitement. Dias is being played by Kenichirou Matsuda, and Alna is being played by Shion Wakayama. The director, writer, designers and staff have all been announced, so please check the official site for details if you’re curious.




      I have been dreaming of an anime adaptation forever. It was my most cherished dream after being novelized, and after getting a manga adaptation. Back when I started writing in junior high, I would dream about anime adaptations of my work. And now I’m living in a dream come true.


      It’s all been a huge shock in the best way—it’s so exciting and so much fun. As for why, well...it’s because the makers of the anime were kind enough to allow me to be part of the process. Sometimes I couldn’t believe what they were letting me in on! And the more I understood the process, the more I was blown away by how skilled professionals in their fields are. I felt like it was a world in which true experts had come together to make this series.


      Getting to see professional work firsthand really blew me away. I was just there along for the ride, and actually I was a bit worried that maybe I was getting in everyone’s way because I was having such a blast.




      So production is going well, and I really think the finished product is going to be an amazing piece of work. I really hope that you’ll get excited along with me as news is released and the day draws nearer, so please keep an eye on the home page and the X account! I’ll be right here doing my best to keep the story going in the meantime. I’m going to keep writing and keep the good times rolling.


      So that’s what I’m doing! I’m working on volume 15. Spring arrives, and with it a new age...along with a certain character making moves. As for exactly what they’re going to do, how they’re going to do it, and how Dias will react...


      Well, that’s something I hope you’ll look forward to reading!


      I look forward to writing to you all again at the end of the next volume!


      Fuurou, Summer 2025
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      Bonus Short Story: Keepers of the Flame


      Hiding Behind Rocks, Watching Over the Twins—Dias


      It all started a bit after lunch, when Alna’s brother Zorg came to visit. We made it a bit of an event and cooked up a modest feast.


      “You know, back in the day, if you really wanted to prove yourself, you showed it by hunting,” Zorg said after everyone’s stomach was satisfied. “How the village treated their children depended on whether that child had been hunting or not, and a hunt was something of a rite of passage. That was how children became adults. Hunting a wild beast was fine, but a monster? That made you special. Y’know, I remember that some of the kids would go off hunting on their own, and boy did they get chewed out for it.”


      He was just making small talk about onikin traditions, so I didn’t really think too hard on it...but the twins? Well, it sure seemed to mean something to them. They were growing more and more with each day, and they were developing a sense of responsibility too. It was why they worked so hard in their studies and training. They really threw themselves into it, in fact—I think because they wanted to make sure they could protect, guide, and watch over Baarbadal’s future heirs.


      So when Zorg talked about proving yourself an adult, it hit real deep with Senai and Ayhan. They felt it an important milestone and a way to earn their positions. Being recognized as a full-fledged adult really appealed to them—you could see it in the glint in their eyes. The rest of us noticed it right away, but we didn’t see it as all that big a problem. After all, the girls had been out with us when we’d hunted animals and when we’d hunted monsters—they’d already proven themselves in our eyes.


      Alna and I thought the twins were plenty grown-up, but...the twins didn’t think so. As far as they were concerned, they’d never hunted a monster on their own. They hunted animals often, but whenever monsters arrived they always had some help from adults. So Senai and Ayhan couldn’t help thinking that maybe they hadn’t proven themselves after all.


      I guess the conclusion they came to was inevitable...


      “We wanna go hunting!”


      “We wanna prove ourselves!”


      The girls just wouldn’t let up about it, and they sure were a handful. It was the selfishness of youth, sure, but it was driven by the girls’ desire to want to protect the village and the people they loved. They wanted nothing more than to see Baarbadal safe, and because I knew where they were coming from, it wasn’t so easy just to tell them no.


      Then there was the fact that some of the adults thought we should just let them do it. Alna, Zorg, their teacher Aymer, and their bodyguard Aruharu were all of the opinion that the girls should be allowed to go on their hunt.


      “The girls know better than to be stupidly reckless,” said Alna, “and I’ve taught them all they need to know.”


      “It’s not fair on them to be treated as kids their whole lives,” said Zorg. “I wouldn’t let them go hunting a dragon on their own, yeah, but they can take down a monster, no sweat.”


      “They’re always studying and they’re always training,” said Aymer. “I think they’ll be fine, and I’ve taught them to be smart about risk management.”


      “I don’t see the issue,” said Aruharu. “They’re more capable than most of your soldiers, hands down. That and they’ve got awesome equipment. Being overprotective is only going to hold them back.”


      All those opinions essentially meant that the decision was made, so I let them go on their hunt on the condition that they didn’t put themselves in danger.




      So I let the girls go monster hunting, but that didn’t mean that I wasn’t worried or that I was going to sit back and twiddle my thumbs. Dragons had a habit of appearing to the north near the mountains, so I decided I’d keep an eye on the twins, all covert-like. I figured it was natural for parents to do this sort of thing.


      I was hiding behind a rock in the northern mountains when Aymer and Aruharu appeared. They’d clearly come for the same reason.


      “Jeez, Dias,” whispered Aruharu. “You came fully armored? Here. At least put this on.”


      I had my battle-ax in hand and all my armor on save for my helmet. Aruharu wore a cloth outfit with a mighty intriguing design on it. It was dyed gray, but spotty, like it didn’t follow any set pattern. Aruharu explained that she’d made it herself and that this was the best sort of camouflage for rocky terrain. She said if I wrapped some of it around my face it would...probably...make me harder to spot.


      Well, Aruharu was an expert when it came to this kind of thing, so I took her word for it.


      “The girls have excellent hearing, so don’t make a sound,” Aruharu continued. “You don’t have any magic so you don’t have to worry, but they’ll sense even the tiniest shift of magic in the air. Not even the onikin concealment magic works on them. And with their eyesight, you have to stay on guard even at a distance. They’re the most difficult of targets to have to follow, so be careful!”


      With all that in mind, we moved on as slowly and quietly as we could. The girls marched on in front of us in their armor, swords at their hips and bows across their shoulders. They’d brought two mastis to work as scouts, and the dogkin were busily sniffing at the ground for the scent of a monster.


      Soon enough, one caught the scent of something and their fur stood on end. The girls were quick to ready their bows, arrows nocked in the same motion, and soon enough a lizard monster appeared.


      Fortunately, this one wasn’t as big as the ones that Klaus had fought—from head to tail it was about as long as the twins were tall, and it was covered in spiky scales. The scales looked like they’d be hard to pierce with a bow.


      But I don’t think the girls will have any issues with earth dragon arrows...


      That was when I heard the sound of something slicing through the air. The girls had chosen to let loose their arrows at the same time, and before I knew it they’d shot another two arrows, hitting the lizard in the eyes and its gaping mouth. It all happened quicker than I could comprehend, but then I realized that Senai and Ayhan had aimed for the lizard’s eyes first. The moment the monster opened its mouth to scream, they let loose their finishing blows.


      The battle was as quick as it was brutal, and it seemed a lot to me like I’d been worried for nothing in the end.


      I knew the girls had been working hard, but I never quite expected that...


      That was when another lizard appeared...which the twins shot dead in seconds. Even when the lizard monsters appeared in groups, Senai and Ayhan executed them without even breaking a sweat. That said, they weren’t without their problems.


      “How are we supposed to get all of these home?” pondered Senai.


      “Yeah, it won’t be easy.”


      The girls weren’t sure what to do with all the corpses they’d been left with. The scales looked like they could be useful, but carrying them back wasn’t going to be easy alone.


      On top of that, they were shooting down more lizards while they discussed their options.


      I wasn’t sure what the lizards were thinking, given they were charging to their deaths and all, but they were monsters—they probably weren’t thinking at all. So the lizard corpses kept piling up, and then one of the mastis howled into the sky.


      It wasn’t long before another howl replied from afar, and then a number of dogkin pups ran out. It looked like they’d all been doing exactly what me, Aymer, and Aruharu had been doing. They had rope with them, and they started tying all the corpses together while Senai and Ayhan kept their eyes peeled for any other monsters.


      When all the lizards were tied together, the dogkin started dragging them home, and the girls could finally let their guards down. They didn’t relax entirely though—they kept their bows in hand and arrows at the ready just in case. It was only when they arrived back at the plains that the tension in their shoulders eased and they broke into ear-to-ear grins.


      “We did it!”


      “We proved ourselves!”


      “We hunted heaps of lizards!”


      “Take that, adults!”


      The twins marched with their bows held up triumphantly, like they were flag- or torchbearers. They marched onwards to the village, singing all the way. The dogkin were close behind them, and even with rope clenched between their teeth they still sang as loudly as they could.


      The villagers heard the boisterous singing from way off and welcomed the victorious twins with smiles. I was still crawling along the ground, cloth around my head, but I was happy and relieved.


      “Knock it off, Dias,” sighed Alna, who suddenly appeared out of nowhere. “They knew you were there from the start.”


      I felt a little embarrassed to be told as much, but I got to my feet and turned my attention to the twins. I was real proud of them. So proud, in fact, that I brushed away my own humiliation like it was nothing.
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A huge celebration was thrown by the head of Peijin & Co., Peijin-Octad, to

celebrate Baarbadal’s new temple and Dias’s fateful encounter with the gods. Mahati’s

lord, Eldan, arranged for Dias and Alna to perform a dance in front of Iluk Village’s

residents, and everybody loved it.

In the days following, news arrived from the Peijin family, informing Dias that a

civil war was brewing in the Beastland Kingdom on account of the sudden fall of

Councillor Yaten Raisei’s reputation. The letter was a request for help, but Baarbadal

could not simply send in its military. After much discussion among the village

representatives, it was decided that a covert party would cross the border. The

expedition was to be led by the village education supervisor, Aymer; the one-legged

drill instructor from hell, Mont; and the friendly onikin tribe’s Zorg.

I must say, the armored dress that Narvant and the cavekin crafted for me was just

splendid! I could scarcely believe | was in the position of commanding officer, to boot!

Not long after arriving in the Beastland Kingdom, the expedition met with and

saved Aruharu, a young woman hailing from the Meowgen clan. Aruharu agreed to join

and aid the Baarbadal forces, and together they captured a number of insurgent

strongholds and foiled any attempt at civil war. Zorg and his onikin aided in these

efforts by confusing the insurgent forces with their concealment magic.

Upon the party’s return, they found that Dias had slain three flame dragons in N

their absence.

The domain lord also learned the importance of delegating work to those most

suited to it.

His story continues...

Baarbadal Domain, lluk Village:

Facilities, Places, & Items of Note:

Yurts, storehouses, privies, well, livestock pens, assembly hall, village square,
stables, fields (vegetables and trees), reservoir, forest to the east of the grasslands,
magical furnace, salt plain, border station, guest house, water stream hut, ice
storehouses, bee hives, wine cellar, mine, pub, ice reservoir, river, schoolhouse.
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Lord of the Baarbadal Domain,
formerly Nezrose. Alna

Onikin tribe member

| married to the dogkin Canis.

Twin sisters and forestkin
with mysterious powers.

| Eldan

Demi-human hybrid and
neighboring lord of the Mahati

Long-eared hopping mousekin
woman. fllso resident education
supervisor and village advisor.

Ellie

7 9 An orphan raised by Dias,
now living in lluk Village. Zorq

A young man in consideration for
Alna’s older brother.

Darrell

A woman who taught

manners at the royal

capital. Now lluk’s Juha

resident etiquette

instructor. Dias’s former brother in
arms, now employed by Eldan.

Aruharu

Member of the Meowgen clan that
/1 hails from the empire. Aymer rescued
her from the Beastland Kingdom.

and Dias’s wife. |

Domain, formerly Kasdeks. (\qmer

NS

| Captain of the domain guard, Senai g ) %

and Ayhan ;<"

the position of onikin tribe chieftain. !
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Narvant

|

Elderly cavekin and
skilled blacksmith.

-,Hubert'

Civil servant who' formerly
served the royal palace,
now working for lluk.

Sahhi

A young falconkin
putting his experienced
hunting skills to use as
Senai and Ayhan’s
hunting falcon.

Goldia

Childhood friend of , |
Dias, now the head |
of a trade quild.

Mont

?nce Diasl']s io‘r}"r{ller

oe, now lluk Village’s :

resident drill sergeant. ] lbens

A goblin leader who
led his crew through the

wasteland to lluk Village.

Patrick, Paul, Primo,
and Pierre .

Extremely well-built paladins who
rebelled against the modernists and
joined lluk Village as resident priests.
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