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      Chapter 1: Where Two People and a Wolf Are Headed


      About a month had passed since Misha had left Redford. After parting ways with Nel and the other People of the Forest, she and Ryne decided to visit the Rega Mountain Range. They were supposed to be heading back to the hidden village of the People of the Forest, but as Ryne had said, once they made it back, Misha wouldn’t be allowed to travel for years. The laws of the tribe forbade children from leaving the village. Once Misha was there, those same laws would bind her too.


      “It’s a stupid rule, but you’ll probably have so much fun studying there, you won’t think of going anywhere else anyway,” Ryne said with a shrug.


      “Really?” Misha wasn’t so sure, but Ryne was absolutely convinced.


      She was basically a bundle of living curiosity, and the village was filled with knowledge of herbs and medicine, her exact field of interest. She wouldn’t be bored for a moment.


      In fact, she’ll probably complain she doesn’t have enough time to study it all, Ryne thought with a wry smile as he recalled the number of acquaintances he had who regularly forwent food and sleep to keep up with their research. Misha seemed like exactly the type of person to join their camp. If she wasn’t careful, she might spend the rest of her life in that village.


      “Anyway, we’ve finally got a chance to travel together. It would be a waste to head straight home. I think it would be a good experience to take a few detours to check out some things you’ve never seen before. What do you think?” Ryne grinned.


      “Let’s do it!” Misha replied, nodding emphatically. And when asked if there was anywhere she’d like to visit, her first request was the Rega Mountain Range.


      There were two large mountain ranges on the continent of Carmine. One of them was the Rega Mountain Range, boasting a highest peak of eight thousand meters, and long enough to split the whole continent in two. Misha had seen them even from her home in the forest. Ryne’s stories of the rare herbs he’d found there on his travels were one of the things she had always most looked forward to during his visits. So the first thing that jumped to mind was that great mountain range, a place she had only ever seen from a distance.


      “I wanna see the Rega Mountains for myself!”


      Ryne hesitated for a moment. Winter would arrive soon, and though Misha had grown up in the forest, the mountains were a dangerous place. He wasn’t confident the gear and supplies they had on hand would be enough.


      Well, I suppose if we hurry, we can get there before the snow starts.


      Despite his hesitation, making Misha’s wishes come true was his top priority, so it didn’t take long for him to acquiesce.


      “Considering both our direction of travel and the time of year, I don’t think we’ll make it to the tallest of the mountains. But is visiting Roost Mountain good enough?”


      It was on the edge of the mountain range and one of the smallest mountains in the range. Even then, it was still over three thousand meters tall and would have plenty of rare plants for Misha to see.


      “Roost Mountain...” During her time in Redford, she had studied the Rega Mountains a fair amount, so Ryne’s suggestion came as a bit of a disappointment.


      “At this time of year, if we’re lucky, we might be able to find some rare herbs that can’t be harvested anywhere else,” he said.


      At that, her face immediately lit up again. If Ryne, who had traveled the entire world, said something was rare, it must have really been something special.


      “Let’s go!”


      “Got it.” Ryne nodded, satisfied with Misha’s energetic response. “We don’t want to miss the season, so we’ll need to hurry.”




      And so, their destination had been decided. Following the mountain trails town to town, they kept up a brisk pace. They often departed from the formal roads to take shortcuts along the way, but having grown up in the forest, Misha had no difficulty keeping up with Ryne even across the more difficult terrain. However, the tougher trails meant they didn’t have much energy for talking, and so the pair spent much of the time in silence.


      The only sound between them was Misha’s hard breathing and their footsteps in the brush. And then with a loud rustling noise, a silver-furred head poked out of the bushes.


      “Ren!” Misha stopped at the sight of the wolf’s ruby-like eyes.


      With a small whine, Ren jumped out of the plants. When Misha had first found Ren, he’d been small enough to sit in her lap, but he had grown threefold since then, his unkempt fur shining a glossy silver-white in the sunlight. Stepping through the brush toward her was now a beautiful white wolf just short of adulthood.


      Misha and Ryne could always tie a leash around him and bring him into town, but Misha felt bad doing that to him. Since they had planned only a short visit to the last town, they had let him wander free in the forest until their return.


      “Are you hungry? You didn’t get hurt or anything, did you?” Misha gave him a once-over while he happily pranced around her.


      Ren replied by hopping up on two feet, putting his forelegs on Misha’s shoulders, and licking her face. He seemed to be in a fantastic mood. He must have thoroughly enjoyed his time alone in the woods, much to Misha’s relief.


      Ren was great with people, very smart, and always did as he was told, but an adult wolf would still worry the people around him. He had still been the size of a puppy back when they had first arrived in Redford, and Misha had even received permission from the king to take Ren around, so it hadn’t been an issue. Even when she’d taken him for walks around town, the people had grown used to him fairly quickly, so Misha had entirely forgotten that he could actually be quite scary.


      It hadn’t been until the guards at a town gate stopped them that she finally realized how other people saw Ren.


      “It seems like he’s well trained, but we can’t let a wolf this size into the city without any restraints on him. It would be ideal if you could pen him, but at the very least, please put a muzzle and leash on him.”


      The request had left Misha feeling rather downhearted. Sensing the gate guard’s unease and Misha’s concern, Ren had rolled over to his back in a display of friendliness. This had taken the guard quite by surprise, but he had nevertheless remained firm in his demands.


      “Wolves are known for attacking people and livestock. It’s no surprise they don’t want one in their town. The fact he was willing to let him in with just a muzzle was already quite a concession on his part,” Ryne had explained, stroking her hair in an attempt to console her.


      In the end, Misha and Ren decided to wait outside the city while Ryne went inside and secured the supplies they needed. He also bought a muzzle for Ren, but Misha had hated that idea—even more than Ren.


      Instead, they had altered their route to avoid large cities that would refuse Ren entry, and whenever they spent the night in a town, they let Ren run free outside the town gate for the night.


      Only a month had passed since they’d begun their journey, but this was already becoming a routine for all three of them. Ren had always rejoined them without issue, but Misha was always worried about him. She couldn’t get the memory of when they first met out of her mind, when he had been a lone, injured puppy crying in the wilderness. She couldn’t bring herself to relax until they had reunited with him. Wolves were pack animals themselves, so Ren was similarly uneasy being on his own. He was always excited to reunite with Misha.


      Ryne smiled with a sigh as he watched the two greet each other. Once they had both calmed down somewhat, he finally called out to them.


      “Come on, we have to get moving.”


      If he didn’t say anything, they’d play here forever, and they’d be sleeping in the forest that night. They had just resupplied, so normally that wouldn’t be a huge issue, but unfortunately Ryne had picked up some rumors together with their supplies this time.


      It seemed like there had been a lot of bandit activity in the area recently. No one had been killed yet, but it was still far from good news.


      A wise man gave danger a wide berth. Only someone who was supremely confident in their ability to defend themselves—or someone who was remarkably stupid—would choose to spend the night in the wilderness given what he knew.


      “Okay,” Misha replied.


      He hadn’t wanted to worry her, so he hadn’t told Misha anything about the bandits, but she had clearly picked up on something, as she quickly complied with Ryne’s instructions and started walking.


      Still, can’t imagine bandits attacking a pair of travelers with a wolf like this at their side, Ryne thought with a shrug, glancing back at the two of them while he walked.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Attacker


      It happened very suddenly.


      They had covered a bit more ground than expected, so Misha and Ryne decided to stop for lunch, finding a clearing and getting started on a fire. Ren disappeared into the brush after they stopped, returning with a plump rabbit in his mouth and offering it to Misha so they could share the meal. Ryne left to go pick some herbs he had noticed in the area, so Misha got to work preparing the rabbit herself. Ren watched her for a time, then seemed to get distracted by something and disappeared back into the trees.


      Maybe he’s going on patrol?


      It was pretty common for Ren to wander off while they were traveling, so Misha didn’t think anything of it, humming a tune as she added some herbs to the rabbit and began cutting up some vegetables.


      It would have been nice if these were a bit more ripe...


      She then noticed a strange rustling of leaves.


      “Uncle Ryne? You’re back already?” she asked. But as she looked up, her breath caught.


      Not far from her, poking out of the shadow of the brush, was an unfamiliar man holding a bow. It was drawn tight, the arrow pointed straight at her.


      “Don’t move. Try anything, and this arrow goes right through you,” the man said, his voice hushed. Misha started to tremble, lifting her hands above her head. Despite her show of surrender, the man didn’t relax for a moment, slowly approaching with his bow still aimed at her.


      His clothes were in tatters, spattered with mud and dirt, and his hair was dirty and greasy. His eyes had dark circles under them, and his complexion was rough and exhausted. He was clearly malnourished. Despite fearing the weapon aimed at her, Misha’s inner apothecary couldn’t help but analyze the man’s condition.


      A vagrant...? No, he looks like he’s used to using that bow. A hunter? No, he’s too comfortable aiming it at another human. So a soldier...? Or maybe an ex-soldier turned bandit?


      The man stopped three meters from Misha. “Give me your food and your money. Put it in any bag.”


      Misha responded to the cold instructions immediately, putting their food and coin purse into a bag she normally used for carrying herbs. There was no chance she would win if she tried to disobey. The look in the man’s eyes made it clear he wouldn’t hesitate a moment to let his arrow go if she showed the slightest sign of resistance. Even so, she racked her brain for anything she could do, pretending to hesitate in deciding what food to put in the bag.


      She snuck a glance back at the man, and saw a pair of red lights lurking in the grass behind him.


      Ren!


      After watching her cook for a little, Ren had decided they needed more food, and so he had gone back to hunting. Misha had been walking nonstop since morning, so he wanted to make sure she had plenty to eat.


      But he’d quickly felt something was off. The sensation had brought him rushing back to Misha’s side, where he found a dirty man that stunk horribly trying to hurt her. The wolf burned with rage but managed to restrain himself—barely. The man was highly on guard. If Ren just jumped him without thinking, there was a good chance his precious Misha would get hurt. So instead, he silently maneuvered behind the man, waiting for a chance. As Misha was packing a bag with their food, their eyes met for a moment.


      Misha’s fingers quickly flashed a signal, the signal Ren had learned at the castle meant “wait.” Luckily, the man didn’t seem to have any friends, so Ren obeyed, quietly biding his time for now.


      “U-Umm...do you want this meat too?” Misha asked the man, trying to keep his attention away from the wolf hiding behind him.


      The man glanced at the food Misha was in the middle of preparing, and after a moment’s hesitation, he shook his head. “Just whatever is ready to eat right now. Hurry up!”


      He rushed her, likely afraid Ryne would return at any moment. Misha flinched at his sudden shout, dropping her head. Guilt flashed momentarily in the man’s eyes, but Misha’s gaze was already elsewhere.


      “Okay, done.”


      “Throw it here.”


      Misha lifted the heavy bag and tried to throw it toward him, but the bag was so heavy that the action threw her off-balance. As the bag flew through the air, Misha fell to the ground. For a brief moment, the man’s attention was split.


      And in that instant, Ren leaped forward with a snarl.


      “Gah!”


      Silvery fur slammed into the man from behind, pinning him to the ground. Fangs went straight for the man’s neck.


      “Ren, stop! Don’t kill him!”


      Ren froze, teeth a hair’s breadth from the man’s throat. He growled, a clear threat to the man that one wrong move meant his jaws would snap shut.


      “Looks like the tables have turned. Sorry,” Misha said.
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      As Ren held the man to the ground, teeth at the ready, she took out a small bag and held its open end in the man’s face. After a few moments, all strength drained from the man’s arms and legs.


      “Thanks, Ren. You can move now,” Misha said, patting Ren’s back while he growled. Reluctantly, the wolf stepped off of the man and moved away. The snarl on his face made it clear that he was still furious at this man for threatening Misha.


      Of course I’ll never let it happen again, but if it does...I’ll be fast enough that Misha doesn’t have time to stop me, Ren vowed, keeping diligent watch over the now unconscious attacker.




      “So you used some medicine to put him to sleep.”


      Upon his return from collecting herbs, Ryne found Misha in the middle of cooking while an unconscious and unfamiliar man lay on the ground beside her. The stranger’s hands and feet had been bound with sturdy ivy.


      “Yeah, but I was kind of panicking, so I don’t know how much of the stuff he breathed in...” she murmured, looking away. It was clear from her expression she felt like she had messed up.


      Normally, it took one little pill of that stuff to put someone out for an hour, but she had shoved the entire bag in his face. Depending on how much he had inhaled, there was a chance it would paralyze critical functions of the body, putting his life in danger.


      “Yeah, it makes sense you’d panic, since this was a first for you. Good work keeping him alive. Now we just need to decide... Do we wait for him to wake up, or do we just leave him?”


      There weren’t that many large animals in this particular forest, but that was very different from saying there were none. Even if they freed the man from his bindings, there was a risk something might attack the man before he woke up.


      Carrying him with them was entirely out of the question. Getting over this mountain wasn’t so easy a trek that Ryne could carry a man his own size while climbing, nor did he want to spend the energy.


      Considering the man had brought it all on himself, Ryne had no issues leaving him here, but when he saw Misha’s downcast look, he had to sigh.


      If we just leave him, it’ll bother her for the rest of our journey.


      It would be difficult for a girl as young and empathetic as her to abandon someone in the wilderness that easily. In the end, Ryne answered the question for himself with a sigh.


      “I guess we’re not really in a hurry. Should we wait for him to wake up, then?”


      “Thank you, Uncle Ryne!” Misha’s face immediately lit up, and then she turned back to watching the meat she had cooking.


      Ryne smiled covertly, watching her from behind. She’s not going to like what fate awaits someone who attacks others and gets caught. But I guess it’ll be a learning experience for her. He then glanced over at Ren, still standing guard at the unconscious man’s side. And if worst comes to worst, we’ve got a number of ways of getting rid of him without Misha knowing.


      “Food’s ready!” Misha called out.


      Ryne stood up, stepping over to accept the freshly cooked meat Misha offered him.




      After they’d finished their meal, the man still hadn’t woken up. Sick of waiting, Ryne dug out some medicine from his bag to force him awake. Normally it was diluted in water, but not wanting to waste time in case a single dose wasn’t sufficient, Ryne put the entire bottle in front of the man’s nose.


      Careful he was pouring in the same direction as the wind, Ryne unstoppered the bottle with precision. If even a single drop got on his own clothes, the effect of the medicine would torment him for ages. It was easier to deal with on skin, because you would be fine if you washed it off immediately, but it was a much bigger hassle if it soaked into fabric. In the worst case, you’d probably have to throw the garment away.


      Ryne extended his arms as far as possible while administering the drug. Its sharp aroma was said to be potent enough to wake the dead.


      When making this particular drug, you had to wear a specialized mask and do it outdoors far from any dwellings. The smell clung to you for a while afterward, making people give you a wide berth for quite some time, so it was easily the least popular job in the village. Unfortunately, it was a drug they used fairly regularly, so it had to be made frequently. The job often ended up being a punishment for losing games or bets.


      The drug had the man awake and fully alert in seconds. The intensity of the smell had him choking and coughing, but it had worked, so all’s well that ends well, or something.


      “Uncle Ryne...is he okay?” Misha asked nervously.


      After finally calming down from his coughing fit and getting his breathing under control, the man just stared blankly into space, entirely unmoving.


      “Normally you’re supposed to dilute this stuff, so it was probably a bit too strong. But just smelling the stuff shouldn’t have left any permanent damage,” Ryne replied, unperturbed by the man’s behavior. He had gone through a similar experience himself before, so it was no surprise to him. “He’ll be back to normal in a bit. He was put to sleep by drugs and then woken up by drugs, so he’ll be in a bit of a daze. In fact, this is a good opportunity. He won’t be able to think straight, so he’ll answer anything you ask him.”


      Misha grimaced at Ryne’s thumbs-up. That didn’t really sound like the man was okay.


      Paying Misha no mind, Ryne knelt down in front of the man. “Hey, can you hear me? What’s your name?” he asked softly.


      The man’s gaze wavered. “Gurio... Gurio Dantis...” His voice was hoarse, probably from the coughing fit he had just been through.


      “He really answered...” Misha murmured, eyes wide.


      Ryne snorted. “So you’ve got a last name? You can’t be alone. Where are your friends?”


      “Friends... My...friends...” He started to clam up at the second question, vacant eyes looking to and fro.


      “You didn’t deny having them, so they must be somewhere. You waiting for them to come save you? Or are you the only one who can move around freely?”


      The man flinched, getting a grin out of Ryne. “Oh, so that’s it? Are they hurt? Sick? Or maybe life on the run has them weak from starvation?”


      “How...?” The man’s eyes opened wider.


      Misha tilted her head at the same time. “How did you know all that, Uncle Ryne?”


      Ryne shrugged. “His weapon and clothes are similar to those used in Ambar, a kingdom on the other side of the mountains. Dantis is also a family name often associated with knights from part of that kingdom. It seems like things aren’t going so great in Ambar right now. Lots of people are fleeing from the country, and those with no food or money often turn to banditry.”


      The man gulped numerous times throughout Ryne’s explanation, indicating his conjecture was likely spot on.


      “Now then, would you like to tell us what’s going on? Just so you know, the only reason you’re alive is because you didn’t actually hurt my niece here. If all you wanted was money and food, it would have been easier for you to just kill her and take it. You probably would have gotten away with it too.”


      Now it was Misha’s turn to gulp. He’s right. I didn’t even notice him until he made a sound.


      If Gurio had wanted to, he could have killed her before she even knew he was there. The shock of that realization sent her trembling.


      Ryne grinned sheepishly at her finally understanding the situation she had been in.


      “But that’s the end of our mercy for you. You can’t prove you won’t hurt anyone else, and we wouldn’t trust you if you could. So depending on how this conversation goes, we’re either turning you in or putting you down here.”


      The coldness in Ryne’s voice seemed to bring Gurio back to himself, the light of understanding slowly coming back to his eyes. Ryne watched the whole process carefully.


      Normally, it would take a bit longer for the effects to wear off. Either he must be particularly strong-willed, or his body has experienced the drug before... Ugh, this is going to be more annoying than I thought.


      But even as Ryne began to think of ending things right here, Misha started pulling at his sleeve. “Uncle Ryne, please hear him out. He’s a good person.”


      Yeah, that’s exactly what Misha would say. Ryne sighed at the predictable response. “Misha, good people don’t become bandits.”


      “Er...well... I’m sure he has a good reason! Right?!” Misha said, turning to the man with the beginnings of tears in her eyes. But when she did, she saw he was flat on his stomach, Ren sitting on his back. “Huh? What?”


      “He tried to move. Not like he could have escaped with his hands and feet bound like that, so I’m not sure why he’s wasting his time,” Ryne grinned, having seen the whole thing himself, his whole demeanor dripping with sarcasm.


      The man on the ground finally seemed to give in. “Fine. I’ll answer your questions, so—”


      Ryne cut him off with a shake of his head. “We’re not promising anything until we hear your story.” He returned the man’s pleading look with cold indifference.


      Misha’s heart was racing from the whole encounter, but she felt like she couldn’t get a word in, so she quietly moved behind her uncle. The one thing she could do, though...


      “Ren, come here,” she beckoned the almost fully grown wolf to her side. It would be hard for them to discuss anything while he was still sitting on the man’s back.


      Ren hesitated for a moment, but at a faint nod from Ryne, he hopped over to sit beside Misha, giving a satisfied rumble as she started scratching the back of his neck. Nonetheless, his eyes never left Gurio. Not even for a moment.




      Gurio explained his situation, which was more or less exactly as Ryne had guessed. He had been a knight supporting a noble family on the edge of the kingdom, when one day without warning, the noble family he served was accused of treason. The family assumed it was a plot by neighbors who were jealous of the noble’s prosperous land. By the time they knew what was happening, their moats had already been filled.


      The attackers marched in the king’s name, dead set on wiping out every member of the noble family. Determined to save at least the children, the nobles marched into battle, carving open an escape route for them. Under orders from his lord, Gurio led his men into exile, sheltering the children of the noble. Naturally their enemies were pursuing them, so they couldn’t just take the roads. Though they knew it was crazy, they cut a path over the mountains instead.


      Constantly on guard for pursuers, trying to carve a path through untamed wilderness while caring for a number of women and children, the knights fell one by one. When they finally made it over the mountain and into easier terrain, a pack of starving wolves attacked. More than half of their remaining knights were either killed or injured.


      On top of that, their supplies had been exhausted, leaving the children they were supposed to be protecting withering away from starvation. Eventually they could travel no more. With Gurio being one of the few still capable, in his desperation he turned to theft in an attempt to get any food or medicine he could get his hands on.


      As she listened to the man’s story, Misha’s face grew darker and darker. But just as she was about to insist that they had to help, Ryne cut her off.


      “So you’re the bandits all the rumors are about, huh?”


      Her hands shot to her mouth, suddenly remembering the fear of having that bow pointed at her.


      “No! That wasn’t me! I’m sure you won’t believe me, but this was the first time I attacked someone. I was never actually going to hurt her.” As the man pleaded with them, trying to force himself upright, Misha tried to suppress the fear from her memories as she stared at him.


      His clothes and hair were filthy, his face sunken and gaunt. But he stared directly at her. Hints of guilt marred his expression as he saw the fear in Misha, but he didn’t look away.


      “I believe you,” Misha whispered.


      “Misha...” Ryne sighed, shaking his head.


      “You said so too, right, Uncle Ryne? He could have killed me without saying a word, then just taken our stuff. If he had done that, you would never have caught him. But he didn’t.”


      “Maybe not, but...”


      “Please, Uncle Ryne. Mom taught me all sorts of things so I could use that knowledge to help people. If there are people who need help, I can’t ignore them!”


      Ryne was only able to hold up under her resolute gaze for a few seconds. He sighed again. “Be grateful, Gurio. I’m only helping because my adorable niece demands it. Otherwise, you’d be food for the animals.” Though he looked upset, Ryne bent down and undid the man’s restraints.


      “Thank you, Uncle Ryne!” Misha shouted with a brilliantly shining smile, pulling yet another sigh out of him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Gurio’s Companions and Treatment


      Gurio led them to a cave halfway up the mountain. The entrance had been obscured with leaves and branches, so it was easy to miss at a glance. The slanting entrance was just barely large enough for an adult to squeeze through if they crouched low, but once inside, they’d find it quite spacious. Gurio’s group had chosen this place precisely because it would be easy to defend.


      That said, the conditions inside were awful. The narrow entrance meant barely any light made it inside, leaving the depths of the cave entirely dark. There was also virtually no ventilation. The air was thick with the smell of sweat, oil, blood, and pus.


      Peering into the entrance of the cave, Ryne immediately scowled. “Misha, light a lantern for me,” he instructed.


      “Okay,” Misha replied, pulling out some oil for her lantern from their belongings. She refilled the lantern, lit it, and passed it forward to Ryne.


      The lantern was a small glass bottle filled with plant oil and a thick, slow-burning wick. It then had a cover placed over it with a handle for easy carrying. It was a kind of lantern developed by the People of the Forest, which produced a brighter and more resilient flame than a candle lamp.


      On top of being long-lasting, the length of the exposed wick could be altered to change how brightly it burned. The special oil also burned without producing smoke or soot, and it wouldn’t burn without the presence of the wick, so this lantern was quite safe.


      At first, Misha had assumed the lantern on the end of her staff had been primarily for decoration, since it had no fixture inside to hold a candle. Because the glass bottle and oil were special creations of the People of the Forest, they hadn’t been included with the lantern. But when Ryne shared the bottles and oil with her, teaching her how to use the lantern, she was quite surprised how useful it was. It had become an invaluable tool during their journey.


      Gurio went into the cave first, informing those inside that he had brought an apothecary to help them. Ryne then went in with the lantern, stifling a sigh at what he saw.


      How long had they been staying in this place? The faces staring back at him, squinting in the lantern light, were all exhausted and lifeless. Some of them, lying on the floor of the cave, weren’t even able to lift their heads to see Ryne. He had to guess that they were the source of the smell of blood and pus.


      “How many people?” Ryne asked.


      “Seven, myself included,” Gurio replied.


      “Anyone injured? How long have you been in this cave?”


      “Two can’t move on their own. One of them was done in by a wolf. It’s been three days since we reached this cave.”


      Ryne gave a small nod, looking around the cave again. The air inside wasn’t as humid as he would have expected, but the lingering smells wouldn’t help the condition of those inside. More importantly, he couldn’t give a proper examination in this dim light.


      “Anyone who can move, please go outside. Anyone with the strength to spare, help me get all the others outside.” His instructions cut through the stagnant air of the cave like a knife. When those huddling inside only shared a dumb look at his instructions, Ryne made no effort to stifle the next sigh. “Okay, if you want to die here, I suppose that’s fine. But if you want to live, get moving. No medicine can save you if you don’t want to be saved. We’ve got a time limit here.”


      “Natalie, please bring Floren this way.” Gurio was the first to react, extending a hand to a child lying hidden in the deepest part of the cave. The woman in front of the child resisted for a moment, but Gurio ignored her, picking up the child in his arms. “Everyone, outside. Do what this man says.”


      At Gurio’s urging, people finally started to move.


      As they filed out of the cave, Ryne went with them, smiling in satisfaction at what he saw outside. Without him saying a word, Misha had already started a fire and placed the largest pot they had over it. She was now hard at work with her knife, clearing the brush from a small area near the fire.


      “Oh, please help the injured people sit over here,” she said. “If you have something to put beneath them, that would help...but I guess what you have is too dirty by this point, right?”


      Surprised by what they saw outside, the people filing out of the cave didn’t have the energy to question her, so they quietly sat where they were told.


      Taking a break from her knife work, Misha returned to the pot over the fire. Seeing that the water was boiling, she used a smaller pot to draw some of the hot water and began making a medicinal tea. The tea was a powerful nutritional supplement, and she expected it would be very useful in this situation. The only issue was its strong flavor. Once the fragrance of the tea filled the air, she mixed in a large spoonful of honey to make the taste easier to stomach, and then she took it off the fire.


      “Here you go. It’s hot, so be careful.” And then she began pouring tea for those gathered around, sitting and staring blankly at her. As they took the wooden cups in their hands, the warmth drew forth sighs.


      “It’s sweet...” one person said.


      As they hesitantly began to sip at the beverage, the refreshing flavor of mint and the sweetness of the honey accompanied the sensation of warmth spreading through their bodies.


      “I used all of our water for this. If there’s anyone feeling up to it, we could use some more,” Misha said.


      Everything required water. A quick glance over everyone showed they were all filthy and exhausted.


      “Good idea,” Ryne said. “Gurio, go fetch some water for us. I’ll get started on the treatment. And wash up while you’re there. You can’t be carrying the injured around if you’re that dirty.”


      After a long pause, Gurio finally said, “Understood. I’ll be back soon.”


      They hadn’t been sitting on their hands for three days. They had already secured access to water, so Gurio went to fetch it, though his feet were a little unsteady as he went. Another person who had a bit more energy than the others accompanied him. Deciding Ryne would be sufficient defense for the people here, they wanted to get as much water as possible. The fact they had a large white wolf as an ally, even larger than the ones that had attacked them on their journey, was also a great comfort to them.


      “Okay then, time to start the examination.”


      First, Ryne turned his attention to the two knights who were injured, starting with the one who looked to be at least somewhat conscious. He lay entirely motionless, multiple spots on his body wrapped with ragged cloth.


      “So these are wounds from the wolf attack,” Misha observed, peering over Ryne’s shoulder as he started peeling back the makeshift bandages.


      “Looks like it. These are definitely bite wounds on the arm. They managed to stop the bleeding...but the poison has already spread. Now, how do we deal with this...?”


      The flesh on the man’s upper left arm had been gouged away. He must have thrown his arm up to defend himself from the attack. The wound was ragged and messy, torn apart by the animal’s fangs, and was now inflamed and infected. He had a number of other injuries, but this was far and away the worst of the bunch. At the very least, this appeared to be his only open wound.


      The man’s complexion was terrible, and he was starting to shake all over. The poison from the wolf’s fangs had likely made its way through his bloodstream by now. If they left him as he was, the poison would continue spreading, and he could end up going mad and attacking others around him. Victims of that poison eventually started crawling around on all fours, drooling and attacking everyone around them, like they had been possessed by the wolf that bit them. It was often feared as a kind of curse from the animal.


      “For starters, please make some antidote for me, Misha,” Ryne instructed as he started making some disinfectant for cleaning the wounds. “I don’t know how effective it’ll be for infections that have been incubating this long, but we may as well try.”


      “Got it.” Misha hurried back to the medicine box, took out a mortar and a set of scales, then got to work. She was curious how Ryne would treat the wound itself, but a battle against the beast’s poison was a battle against time. She knew now wasn’t the time to be indulging her curiosity, and so she focused entirely on her own task.


      “What are you doing?”


      The sudden question made Misha pause and look up from her work. A young boy, perhaps five years old, was watching her.


      “I’m making some medicine for the man over there who’s hurt. Did you get some tea?”


      “I did! It was really tasty!” the boy replied energetically. He seemed a bit too thin, but he was otherwise reasonably healthy.


      “What’s your name?” Misha asked.


      “I’m Edion. You can call me Eddy. What about you?”


      “My name is Misha. Where are you from, Eddy?” She continued to engage the boy in conversation as she worked.


      “I’m from the other side of the mountains. A bunch of soldiers came out of nowhere, and dad told me to run. So my sister and I left home and traveled all the way here.”


      “Oh wow. That sounds like quite the adventure.”


      The way Eddy described it made their desperate, death-defying flight sound somehow fun.


      “You said you’re making medicine, right? Can you make my sister better?” he asked.


      Of course, that was only an illusion. There was no way being ripped away from his parents and forced to flee everything he had ever known to live in the wilderness could be any fun. Even so, he was bright and cheerful. A child his age had no choice but to accept whatever the world threw at him, and so he did his best to keep smiling through it all. Misha felt there was wisdom in that. Among all the stern-faced adults surrounding him, he had chosen to stay innocent and carefree.


      But even that innocent boy’s smile eventually crumbled, tears forming in his eyes. Looking over his shoulder, he could see the adults sitting behind him. He turned his back to them so they couldn’t see him quietly crying. Voice trembling, he struggled to get the words out.


      “She’s been sick this whole time. Since yesterday, all she’s done is sleep...”


      The truth was that he was scared. But with everyone trying so hard to protect him, he couldn’t bring himself to complain out loud. Little by little, the group of people protecting him had shrunk as they climbed over the mountains. And as soon as they’d reached somewhere warm, they’d been attacked by wolves. The snarling wolves leaping at them from the darkness had looked to Edion like monsters from a fairy tale. The fact they had escaped at all was a miracle.


      Worn and beaten down, their group had wandered for another half a day before finally finding the cave where they settled down. In their flight, they had lost what little supplies they had been carrying, left with nothing but despair. Forget medicine—they didn’t even have food. They didn’t have a way to start a fire.


      The healthiest one among them, Gurio, had said he would try something, leaving the cave with a dark look in his eyes, but all Edion could do was curl up in a ball and tremble. No one tried to encourage him anymore. The only sound in that dark cave had been the ragged breathing of the wounded knights.


      When Misha and Ryne appeared, they were like a ray of sunlight piercing through the clouds—hope that this group might be able to break through this terrible situation. They were taken out of their cramped little cave and given something hot to drink. For some reason, Edion decided that meant they had been saved. It was only then that he could finally bring himself to actually cry.


      “Please. Please help my sister...”


      As the tears started, Misha gave the boy a hug. “You’ve been trying really hard this whole time, haven’t you? Don’t worry, it’s all going to be okay.”


      There were two people here who were too unwell to move. One was the injured knight.


      The other: a ten-year-old girl.




      By the time Misha had finished making the antidote, Ryne had finished treating the man’s wound and was rebandaging it.


      “After disinfecting the wound, you use this salve to help it heal faster, then you have to wait and see how it develops,” Ryne explained what he had done while wrapping the wound, teaching in his own way. “Go ahead and give him the medicine now.”


      Misha nodded, placing the barely conscious man’s head on her lap before tilting it upward. She slowly poured medicine into his mouth. She patiently waited for his reflexes to kick in and swallow the medicine before giving him a little more. She was used to administering oral medication to unconscious people thanks to her experience treating victims of the Red Eye plague in Redford.


      Seeing she was having no issues, Ryne moved on to the next patient. Gurio had taken one other man with him to fetch water, so there was only one other knight left with them. He had barely managed to pull himself out of the cave by his own strength, and now sat leaned up against a tree. With a bit of help the young knight had drunk the tea Misha made, but since then, he had sat entirely motionless with his head hanging.


      Medicine box in hand, Ryne stepped over to kneel beside him. “Hey, can you hear me?” he asked, gently shaking the man’s shoulders.


      The man slowly lifted his head, looking up at Ryne through half-closed eyes. “Yes...” the man replied, voice hoarse. He then started to stand.


      “Don’t bother. Just relax.” Ryne gently pushed down on his shoulders, keeping him in place.


      His breathing is fast and shallow. Complexion poor. Looks like he’s lost a lot of blood, just like the last guy. I’d like to get him some more...but that’s probably not possible here.


      The man’s eyes were vacant, as if his mind were a thousand miles away and only sheer force of will was keeping him awake. Every time his eyelids drooped closed, they’d snap open with a start.


      “I’m going to touch you a bit,” Ryne said.


      The man had torn pieces of a cloak functioning as makeshift bandages, wrapped around both his arm and his leg. Deftly removing the bandages, Ryne saw there were signs of wounds from fangs and claws, but they weren’t particularly deep. He probably hadn’t lost too much blood from them.


      Ryne applied disinfectant to the wounds like normal, but either the wounds had been cleaned very quickly after they were inflicted or the young man was extremely lucky. While there were small signs of inflammation, there was no indication of serious infection. Deciding the wound on his arm wasn’t big enough to require stitches, Ryne finished disinfecting it, then wrapped it properly with a fresh bandage lined with salve.


      “The leg wound will probably heal faster if we stitch it up. Do you want me to?”


      “Yes...please.”


      At the man’s short reply, Ryne started preparing his needle and thread. As he did, the man reached for the old cloth that had been wrapped around him as a bandage.


      “Don’t bother. It’s filthy.” Ryne stopped the man with a scowl as he tried to put the old bandage in his mouth. “I’ll give you an anesthetic... Uh, something to make it so you don’t feel any pain, so no need to bite on anything.”


      On the battlefield, it was common practice for patients to be restrained when getting stitches so they didn’t thrash around from the pain and for them to bite on some kind of cloth to help them bear with the process.


      “You have battlefield experience, huh?”


      The man gave a weak smile. “I’m from...the borderlands...so...”


      When doctors and medicine were in short supply, otherwise barbaric practices like cauterizing wounds to stop bleeding were common practice. The pain of those treatments was often unbearable, so people typically had to be held down as they were treated.


      “Well, this time you can take it easy.” Loss of blood was a lot more deadly than even a severe burn, so Ryne wasn’t about to criticize the practice. That didn’t mean he was particularly fond of it, though. “Your leg will feel numb for a while, but it should be back to normal within the hour.”


      After spreading the anesthetic paste on the wound, Ryne took out a small knife and started cutting into the wound.


      “Why are you doing that?” Misha, confused, asked from behind him.


      “This? It’ll heal faster if I stitch it up, but the wound is too jagged and messy. I’m making it cleaner and straighter so I can stitch it properly,” Ryne answered without slowing, trading the knife for a needle.


      The curved needle reminded Misha of a fish hook. With that and a pair of tweezers, Ryne stitched up the wound with remarkable speed. His hands worked deftly and without hesitation; the work went so smoothly, he could have been sewing some cloth.


      “There, all done.” The wound was the length of his own palm, but it had been stitched closed in the blink of an eye. “Now, you’ve definitely got other injuries. Where are they?” Ryne asked as he wrapped the wound in bandages, getting a surprised reaction from the man.


      “Does he? How do you know?” Misha asked in the man’s stead.


      “The wounds on his hand and leg were just skin-deep. They didn’t hit any important blood vessels. But just by looking at his face, you can tell he’s lost a lot of blood. And you can still clearly smell the blood too,” Ryne explained, more to Misha than the man. He looked his patient up and down once more.


      After hesitating for a while, the man looked around to make sure none of his companions were watching, then slowly unbuttoned his coat. Wincing in pain, he pushed himself off the tree he was leaning against and started stripping.


      “Hmm...”


      Beneath his coat was another layer of thick leather, but as that layer came off, the smell of blood in the air became much thicker. The shirt under that leather was bright red with fresh blood.


      “When did this happen?” The bandage wrapped from his left shoulder around his back was dyed a variety of shades of red. In other words, the blood had dried once, but there had been more bleeding later.


      “When...we fought...the soldiers pursuing us... I...burned it once...but then it opened again. And then...I took an arrow...” the young man struggled to share.


      The bandage crackled from the dried blood as Ryne started peeling it back. It was clearly a painful process for the man, but he bit his lip and bore it all in silence.


      “That looks terrible...” Misha murmured as the wound on his back was revealed.


      A thick, gruesome scar stretched across his back, no doubt a result of the burning, but it had gone untreated, leading to the red and swollen wound, which was now leaking fluid. Most of the fresh blood was coming from his shoulder, which appeared to have been injured by the arrow. With the pressure of the bandage removed, blood started pouring from the wound again.


      “I know you guys were on the run, but there had to have been something more you could’ve done for this. You knights are too tough for your own good.” Ryne sighed, shaking his head as he looked over the wound. “The arrowhead is still in here. Who decided to leave it in?”


      “What? It’s still there? Really?” Having been entirely distracted by the huge burn, Ryne’s question brought Misha’s attention to the arrow wound. Looking closer, she could see a small piece of the arrow’s shaft sticking out. The breaking point was clean and flat, so the rest of the arrow had likely been cut off with a knife or a sword rather than broken off by chance.


      “I did. It’s in there pretty deep, so I figured it would be even worse if we tried to pull it out. I cut it short enough that it wouldn’t get in the way, and I bandaged it tight. I was planning to have a doctor look at it as soon as possible, but we haven’t had the chance...” The man’s mind seemed to have cleared up somewhat during their conversation, light returning to his eyes. “And the wolves attacked while I was exhausted from the blood loss...” The man’s gaze dropped, his frustration clear to see. It was all Misha could do not to gawk.


      What? So he had a wound this big across his back, which he cauterized, but then he also had this arrow in his shoulder the whole time they were traveling? You’ve got to be kidding. That would hurt so much ...


      “Don’t make that face, Misha. He made the right choice. The arrow is right beside a major blood vessel. If he had pulled it out incorrectly, he probably would have cut that open, and he’d have died from blood loss by now,” Ryne explained with a wry grin as he started disinfecting the wound.


      The man’s face was still twisted in pain, but otherwise he didn’t react.


      “That said, there is someone who can treat it properly now, so we can’t leave it like this. Misha, lay out some cloth for me. Doesn’t matter what. I’ll remove the arrowhead now,” Ryne said as he used another clean cloth to wipe the area around the wound dry. Misha hurriedly dug through their belongings, producing a water-resistant cloth.


      “Do you need to disinfect a knife?”


      “We should still have some that we disinfected and wrapped earlier. Get me one of those.”


      “Okay. How about anesthetic?”


      “I feel like he could probably deal with just something soft to bite on, but we’ll give him a little anyway.”


      The young man, stripped down to his waist, was totally blown away by the efficient work of the two apothecaries. While he had come back to some level of clarity during their conversation, he had lost a tremendous amount of blood. It was no wonder his head couldn’t keep up.


      “Lie down this way, please. Look toward me.” Eventually a soft voice prompted him to lie face down, and before he realized it a feeding cup had been placed in his face. “Drink it slowly. Good, just like that. Now close your eyes. Just relax.” Misha’s bright and clear voice guided the man into a gentle sleep, his breathing finally growing slow and even.


      Seeing he was unconscious, she lifted one of his eyelids to make sure, then nodded. “It’s working, Uncle Ryne. He should be ready now.”


      “Good. I’m ready too. Give me a hand.”


      “Okay.” After laying out the disinfected knife and needles, Misha moved to sit on the opposite side of the man.


      “If we just pull it out, we’ll damage the blood vessels and nerves nearby. So we’ll take it apart and remove it carefully, piece by piece.”


      “Got it.” Misha followed Ryne’s instructions, handing him each tool as he needed it, watching the whole operation intently. Ryne’s fingers were slender for a man’s and moved quickly.


      “Think about everything I’ve taught you about human anatomy. The muscles that move the arm are right here. There’s a pathway for blood running this way. The arrowhead is right here, so to get it out without damaging anything...”


      Though he explained everything he was doing, his hands didn’t wait for his words to catch up. With every flick of his fingers, flesh parted and moved out of the way, and in short order, the arrowhead that had tormented the young man for days had been deftly removed.


      “Okay, now we just need to close the wound. Give it a try, Misha.”


      Thoroughly entranced by his performance, the last instruction made her eyes go wide. “What? Me?!”


      “Why are you so surprised? I’ve shown you how to do stitches plenty of times, and you practiced a lot back in the forest, right?” Ryne replied, confused.


      “I mean, yes, but that’s not what I mean! Really? Are you sure?” Before she knew it, Ryne had pushed a needle and tweezers into her hands, leaving her looking around like a lost child.


      “Even if you’re a bit rough, I doubt he’ll mind. We’re treating him out of the kindness of our hearts, so he can’t complain if we take the chance to get something out of it ourselves.”


      Misha didn’t feel like that made it okay to use someone for practice without their permission, but there was no one there to stop them.


      “Look, he’s starting to bleed. Hurry up,” Ryne said, wiping away the blood that had started seeping out of the wound.


      “Fine! If I mess up, you have to fix it, though!” she shouted back, finally putting the needle in her hand to work.




      “Okay then, next is...”


      As a fairly distraught Misha got to work cleaning up after stitching the young knight’s arrow wound, Ryne went ahead to the next patient, feeling quite good.


      Her stitchwork was better than I expected. I expected her to be more scared about her first time stitching up a human. She really has a knack for this.


      Every time he had visited her back in the forest, he’d tried to teach her these skills little by little. Now that he had seen his efforts pay off spectacularly, he felt a lot better about being dragged into this whole mess.


      At least, until he was confronted with their last patient.


      Laid out on a thick blanket beneath a nearby tree was a young girl. An exhausted woman sat at her side. The moment Ryne tried to approach, the woman jumped to her feet and blocked him.


      “It’s going to be pretty hard to treat her if I’m not allowed to look at her.” Ryne came to a stop, more exasperated than concerned. He wasn’t going to force his way past the woman, but that was more out of a desire to avoid trouble than out of respect for her, something that came through quite clearly in his expression.


      Most women of high status were unwilling to let men they didn’t know see them in any state of relative undress, so it was quite common for them to refuse medical exams. And unfortunately, Ryne had enough experience to know that trying to force his way past would likely trigger a hysteric fit in the girl’s guardian, which would make treating her equally impossible. In particular, this woman was already at the end of her rope. She might collapse at any moment.


      Man, what a pain, he thought.


      “What’s wrong, Uncle Ryne?” Misha arrived at his side, confused to find him standing there doing nothing while a woman blocked his way.


      “She doesn’t want some total stranger touching her little lady.” Ryne shrugged.


      He was being fairly rude to the woman, but Misha found it difficult to fault his behavior. If she were trying to help someone and got glared at like this, she wouldn’t be particularly happy either. Sure, Ryne and Misha weren’t perfect saints. They were just traveling apothecaries. Nonetheless, it should have been obvious that the girl’s situation would not improve if they didn’t do something.


      Now what? Hopefully she’ll listen to me...


      Making up her mind, Misha stepped forward. As exhausted as the woman looked, her eyes shone defiantly as she stared back at Misha, like a mother bear protecting her cubs.


      “My name is Misha. That’s my uncle, Ryne. We’re apothecaries, traveling back to my late mother’s home village,” Misha greeted her, speaking gently to avoid antagonizing her. The sudden introduction seemed to shake the woman’s resolve somewhat. “We happened to meet Mr. Gurio while we were traveling, and he asked us to help. We just finished treating the knights over there. Could you please let us take a look at the young lady here now?”


      “You’re an apothecary too...?” the woman spoke for the first time.


      Misha nodded. “Yes. I’m not as good as my uncle, but I am an apothecary in my own right. I know you must be anxious about letting a stranger look at her, but her life is in danger. Please...” Misha kept her demeanor humble to try and get the woman to lower her guard. A clear light shone in her green eyes, her expression serious.


      After a long silence, the woman finally relented, moving back to sit beside her charge. She was still on guard, but she must have realized there was nothing she could do on her own.


      “Thank you.” Misha smiled, kneeling down beside the young girl.


      She then began her examination. She checked the girl’s breathing, looked inside her mouth, under her eyelids, checked her throat for swelling, and took her pulse. From a short distance away, Ryne watched her work. Misha had managed to get past the woman to see the girl on her own, so he decided to leave handling the case to her. Paying no mind to Ryne’s observation, Misha pulled out her stethoscope, opened the girl’s shirt, and listened to a few spots on her chest and abdomen.


      “How long has she been unconscious?” Misha asked.


      Seeing the confidence in Misha’s behavior as she examined the girl, the woman’s attitude quickly shifted from guarded to pleading. “Since last night. She had a little water but hasn’t woken up since.”


      “Does she have any sort of chronic disease?”


      “No, but she has had a weak constitution ever since she was little. She would often grow sick around the changing of the seasons. She really isn’t sturdy enough to handle a life on the run like this...”


      Misha thought in silence for a moment. “What do you think, Uncle Ryne?”


      “Tell me your thoughts first.”


      Misha paused for a moment. “She was forced into harsh traveling conditions with no preparation and already had a weak constitution. The exhaustion probably lessened her appetite, and the lack of access to food threw her internal processes into disarray. Maybe?” Ultimately, she thought malnutrition was the prime suspect, but Ryne shook his head.


      “Seven out of ten. Take a look at that woman too.”


      Misha sank into thought for a moment, trying to think through what she might have missed. Then she turned to the woman at the girl’s side.


      “Do you mind?” After a bit of hesitation the woman complied, and Misha gave her the same examination that she’d done for the girl. Finally, she rolled up the woman’s sleeves and checked her arms, then asked for permission to check her legs. There were a number of bruises on them, as if she had been running into things during their mountain crossing.


      “What is that...?” The woman hadn’t seemed to realize they were there, eyes going wide as the bruises were revealed.


      “Do they hurt?”


      “No, not at all. Was I running into something while we walked?”


      As they conversed, Ryne called out again. “I can’t see from here, but there’s swelling and bleeding in their mouths too, right?”


      That made something click in Misha’s head. She moved the woman to a nearby fallen tree so she could sit up a bit, then used a branch to tap lightly on her knees. There was no reaction at all.


      “Is this...sailor’s disease?” Misha murmured.


      Sailor’s disease was a disease that often appeared in people during long sea voyages, caused by their lack of access to fresh fruit, vegetables, and meat. Such travel often relied on dried foods, potatoes, and other things that could survive an extended duration in storage.


      The first symptoms were fatigue and loss of appetite. It then progressed to mood swings, pain in the joints, headaches, and fever. The gums would start to bleed, and sometimes old wounds would open again. If it got really bad, the victim would start to suffer from visual and auditory hallucinations before falling unconscious.


      People learned they could be cured of the sickness by returning to land before they had fallen too ill. Before the actual cause was discovered, the deficiency disease was feared as a curse of the sea.


      “They’ve probably been surviving entirely off of dried meats and hardtack or other similar emergency rations,” Ryne said. “A pampered young lady like this probably couldn’t stand that kind of rough diet, and so she ate less than usual. And since they aren’t used to living in the wilds, finding wild fruit or vegetables would have been hard. Either that, or they were so pressed by their pursuers they didn’t have time to look for anything.”


      “Sailor’s disease? What’s that? Are you saying my lady is sick?!” the woman interjected.


      Misha explained what the disease entailed, picking her words carefully, but the woman quickly broke down into tears anyway.


      “My lady said she had no appetite, so she had been giving much of her hardtack and dried fruit to her younger brother. She grew too weak to properly walk and told us to leave her behind numerous times. Of course, we couldn’t do that, so we took turns carrying her. She hated being a burden on us, so in order to cut her own life short, she stopped eating altogether...”


      “She was regularly in poor health and prone to depression. Kind of a vicious circle, huh?” Misha observed. As weak as she was, she was trying to be kind to her younger brother. Misha’s shoulders dropped as she examined the girl, listening to the woman’s story.


      “Anyway, we should start with nutritional supplements and vitamins. We should have some rent powder and dried cad fruit.” Ryne tried to encourage her, patting her on the shoulder and urging her to think of what to do next.


      “Right! If everyone else is eating the same stuff, they’ll probably start showing the same symptoms soon, so we should prepare something for them too!” If Misha had time to lament this girl’s situation, that meant she had time to do something to fix it. Pumping her fists to motivate herself, she ran off to get to work.


      Ryne watched her go with a faint smile. He was proud of the way she could jump right into action the moment she made a decision.


      “Come on, you too,” he grabbed the woman’s arm and helped her to her feet. “Your little lady still needs her nutrition. We’ll give you some ingredients, so try and make a soup or something easy for her to eat,” he said, pushing her toward the fire. “The rest of them are probably fine at cutting and boiling, but do you really want to trust them with the seasoning?” he added, seeing Gurio had returned with the water and was starting to make something.


      “Ahhh! You can’t just throw unpeeled potatoes in! Don’t they realize the children will be eating this?!”


      All at once, the woman’s spirit returned to her as she ran off to get involved. Smiling as he watched her go, Ryne then turned his attention back to the young girl on the ground beside him.


      “Now then, whether it’s medicine or soup, let’s hope we can get her to eat something...”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: New Knowledge


      “Okay, let’s have a serious conversation.”


      After finishing the meal made from Ryne and Misha’s provisions, Misha made some medicine for everyone. They then started on another round of Misha’s nutrition infused tea, when Ryne started to talk slowly.


      There was a coldness in his voice that struck a sharp contrast with the warm meal they had just enjoyed, making everyone sit up straight. Misha, in the middle of cleaning up everyone’s dishes after they ate, was no exception.


      “I know we’re all feeling great because we just ate, but I’m going to bring the mood down. We’ve finished treating everyone who was injured, and the rest of you will probably start feeling better in a day or two.” He spoke casually, everyone’s attention on him. At first it sounded like good news, but as he continued, the gathered faces lost that optimistic light. “Of course, that assumes you keep eating properly and get the medicine you need. Unfortunately, we are only humble apothecaries. If there’s no medicine, there’s nothing we can do for you. Also, your little lady shows no signs of waking up. Any sign of wakefulness, no matter how faint, would be great, but there’s been nothing. If she doesn’t wake up, she won’t be able to get the water she needs. She won’t be long for this world.”


      “No way...” Gurio murmured, voicing the despair everyone else felt.


      Everyone’s eyes moved to a small tent set up nearby. Edion and his yet unconscious sister lay within it. And of course their loyal maid was still watching over them.


      “So, can I assume you’re the leader of this group, Gurio?” The sudden question made Gurio snap out of his bitter reverie.


      “I suppose my lord did ask me personally to lead everyone in the escape...” he said with a nod.


      Seeing he was still a bit unsure of himself, Ryne pressed harder. “That means the final decision is in your hands, right? No one else’s?”


      Gurio bit his lip, hesitating under Ryne’s intense gaze. “Well...”


      “My apologies for interrupting, but since he appears to be unsure, allow me to speak in the vice captain’s stead.” One of the other young men stood up. “Vice Captain Gurio is unquestionably our leader. His guidance was the only thing that got us this far. No one here would oppose his decisions!” The speaker, a young knight, puffed up proudly. Though he was covered in wounds, his eyes shone with unwavering trust in Gurio. Their group had been cornered numerous times in their escape, and Gurio’s leadership had brought them to safety every time.


      Looking around, Ryne saw more or less the same conviction in everyone. He nodded. “Then I’ve got something we need to talk about. Come with me.”


      As Ryne headed off to the tent, Gurio hurriedly jumped to his feet and followed. Not sure what to do, Misha just watched them go. But before Ryne stepped into the tent, he called her over. “What’s the holdup? This is your patient. Get over here!”


      “Okay!” Misha replied a bit louder than she intended, and she dashed over to the tent.


      Within the tent lay the still unconscious girl while Edion lay at her side to keep her company. Their maid sat and watched over them.


      “What is it?” Although her demeanor had softened a little after being given food and medicine, the maid still looked up at Ryne’s rude entry with obvious displeasure. “My lady is still resting.”


      Ryne paid no attention to her scolding tone, sitting down at the unconscious girl’s feet.


      “Yeah, and if we don’t do something, she’ll be sleeping forever.”


      The maid’s face grew pale at his bluntness, and Edion began to tear up.


      Misha scolded him for his heartless attitude as she came into the tent. “Uncle Ryne!”


      “It’s true. And overprotective people like her are going to get the girl killed,” Ryne continued, not even swayed by his niece’s objections. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of hesitation in his eyes as he stared at the maid. His tone held no mercy, only the weight of his own past experiences, times he couldn’t accomplish what he needed to. “Are you okay with that? No matter how hard we work making medicines or developing treatments, none of it means anything if you won’t accept our help. If you’re not willing to try, then our effort amounts to nothing. Keep that in mind as we have this discussion.”


      As everyone fell silent, Ryne told them to wait as he stood back up and stepped out of the tent. The quiet that followed was broken by a small, tearful voice.


      “Is she...gonna die?” Edion, on the verge of sobbing, pulled at the sleeve of his maid. But she could do no more than hang her head in silence.


      “Gurio...” he then said.


      “I’m...sorry,” the knight replied.


      His lord had entrusted Gurio with the safety of his two precious children. Even if there was no retaking their noble title and land, Gurio had been determined to at least give them a life of safety. But the girl was at death’s door, threatening to leave Edion alone. There was nothing Gurio could do to stop that, and so he couldn’t answer Edion’s question with anything other than an apology.


      In the face of so many adults hanging their heads and saying nothing, the dam holding back Edion’s tears finally broke...but then a handkerchief suddenly found its way to his face.


      “Don’t worry. My uncle’s words were ‘If we don’t do anything,’ remember? That means there’s still something we can do,” Misha said, wiping away his tears with a smile.


      “Really?” Edion reached desperately for that single thread of hope, the only escape from the despair he was in.


      Misha’s kind smile reminded him so much of his own sister’s, when she had been healthy. With how difficult their journey had been, he’d seen only empty or painful expressions on her for so long. His sister had always been weak, so she’d rarely left her room. Edion had often brought her rare flowers that he found. When he’d lost his temper over struggling to learn his letters, his parents had been too busy to spend any time with him, but she had been there to help him work through the problems. She’d always been the first to celebrate when he finally finished his writing exercises.


      And when that happened, she’d always had a bright, kind smile like this one.


      “Please. Save my sister... She’s my only one... She’s so important to me...” The tears kept coming.


      Without warning, they had been pulled out of their comfortable daily life and consigned themselves to a life on the run, traveling over harsh mountains without any roads to follow, with nothing but cold, hard bread for food. It was a difficult experience for a boy who was only five years old, but his father, who he looked up to so much, had told him he needed to be a man, to not cry, and to keep his sister safe. With that in mind, the boy had gritted his teeth and pushed through the challenges. Once his sister stopped smiling, he’d taken it upon himself to act silly to try to make her laugh. Now, all the powerlessness he felt was leaking out.


      Misha wiped away his tears again, stroking his hair with her other hand. As rough as their journey had been, he hadn’t even had the chance to wash it with plain water, so it was caked with dirt and sweat, but she paid that no mind.


      “Uncle Ryne is an amazing apothecary. He can definitely save her. I’ll do my best too. All you have to do is cheer her on.”


      Edion looked up into Misha’s bright green eyes as she stroked his hair. They were beautiful enough to suck him in. And as he stared up at her, something inside of him that had grown cold and shriveled opened up, catching fire.


      She’s right. It’s not like me to just curl up in a ball and cry! he thought. Dad always said us Keenz men stand up and fight proudly in any situation. That tough times just make us laugh!


      He recalled his last time seeing his father. In one hand he’d held a sword, and with the other he’d ruffled his son’s hair. There had been a faint smile on his face. That was why Edion had trusted him even as they fled. He knew they’d meet again someday.


      Wiping the remains of the tears from his face with his sleeve, Edion tried to smile. He puffed his chest up, just like his dad told him to.


      “I’ll cheer her on as best I can. Because I want to read books with her again someday.”


      Edion’s bold declaration made the other adults in the tent raise their heads, eyes wide.


      As young as he was, the smile Edion wore reminded them so much of their lord. He was the kind of man who treated his people as his treasure. Even when the kingdom made unreasonable demands of them, he stood as their shield. “Don’t forget to smile, especially when it’s hard,” he often said. That smile was both encouragement and guidance for his people.


      They had been so desperate to survive that they had forgotten such an important lesson. Now that they thought back on it, despite the harsh journey they had been through, Edion had always been smiling. They had assumed he was simply too young to understand what was happening. However, had he been the only one who remembered what his father had taught them? They had dismissed the boy as carefree and overly optimistic, but his smile had actually been supporting them this entire time.


      “That’s a good boy,” Ryne said as he stepped back into the tent, as if he had been waiting specifically for Misha to finish encouraging him. He was holding a small bag in his hand.


      Looking around the tent, Edion seemed like a spirit possessing him had finally let him go, while the others were still looking at him in shock.


      Ryne smiled softly. “Looks like you’ve all calmed down. Let’s get started.”


      He pulled out a long thin tube connected to a small cylinder about five centimeters across. “Right now, the little lady—”


      “Her name is Floren, by the way,” Edion interrupted.


      Taken off guard by the interjection, Ryne took a moment to clear his throat before continuing. “So Miss Floren is entirely unconscious. She’s basically comatose. She can’t even swallow on her own, so her maid... I’m sorry, what was your name?” Sensing Edion was about to interject again, Ryne headed him off by turning to the maid, who looked like she might break down into tears at any moment.


      “I’m...Natalie,” she replied with a meek nod, recognizing Ryne was asking for the little boy’s sake. And that little boy in question gave a satisfied nod. Something in Natalie’s expression seemed to soften as she saw that.


      Natalie had been selected to be the young Floren’s personal maid explicitly because of her gentle personality, but their flight from their castle had gradually worn her down. She was the third daughter of a baron, so this kind of wilderness travel was an entirely new experience for her. And with the threat of their pursuers overtaking them and violence breaking out at any moment, she hadn’t had a moment’s rest.


      Pushed to her limit both physically and mentally, she’d then seen Floren collapse—a girl she had been taking care of since infancy. That had been the last straw, driving her over the edge. She was now like a wounded mother cat, lashing out at anyone who dared step near her. Even when someone finally offered the helping hand she needed, she couldn’t bring herself to take it.


      Now that they were here though, Natalie had finally been given a moment to breathe, a reminder that came from not only Edion’s crying for help, but also from the little apothecary girl who had comforted him. She finally realized that she didn’t have to find a way to save Floren all on her own.


      “I apologize for my unacceptable behavior up until now. Please, I beg of you to save my mistress.” Natalie bowed her head, catching Ryne off guard for the second time in a few short moments.


      After a long pause, he finally sighed. “People always get upset when those close to them are sick. Don’t worry about it. More importantly, we need to talk about what we’re going to do about it,” he said, running a hand through his hair. He then lifted up the strange device in his other hand. “Miss Floren can’t get water or nutrition in this state. At this rate, she’ll waste away and die before she ever wakes up, so I want to use this to put water and medicine directly into her stomach.”


      “What’s that?” Misha asked the question on everyone’s mind.


      “We can insert it into her nose, then run it down her throat into her stomach. We’ll use it to feed her liquids.”


      Everyone’s faces stiffened.


      “You want to put that tube into her nose...to what?” Gurio asked hesitantly. The confusion on his face made it clear he didn’t understand.


      Looking around, Ryne saw Gurio wasn’t alone in that. “The paths people use to eat and breathe are different,” he explained with a shrug. “If we just force food down her throat, it might go the wrong way. If it gets into her lungs, it could cause all sorts of problems for her breathing, and she could easily die. In order to make sure that doesn’t happen, we use this tube to connect directly to the pathway for food, making sure it all goes to the stomach. That way even unconscious patients unable to eat for themselves can still be given food.” He’d spoken slowly, picking his words carefully so that the others would understand.


      Meanwhile, Misha dug through her memory. There was a path for air and a path for food. Her mother had definitely taught her about that. She had seen it for herself when they had butchered one of the small animals they had caught for food. It was quite a vivid memory.


      “So why do you run it through her nose, and not her mouth?” The question was out of her mouth as quickly as it formed in her head.


      Ryne’s eyes widened a bit before his expression gave way to a wry smile. He was proud of Misha for catching such an important detail, but explaining it in a way that Gurio and the others would understand would take forever. It didn’t seem necessary, nor did he care to go through the trouble.


      “There are a few reasons, but it’s a pretty technical explanation, so I’ll save it for later.”


      “Is it dangerous?” Natalie spoke up next.


      “It’s dangerous if someone tries to remove the tube while they are being fed, as it could send food down into their lungs. So normally we have someone hold their hands, or tie them down while they’re being treated. It can also feel a bit unpleasant for the patient, but uh...luckily, Miss Floren is unconscious, so she probably won’t mind,” Ryne explained, trying to remain polite.


      “Will that make my sister better?” Having failed to understand even half of the conversation, Edion took his chance at the gap in the conversation to ask the most important question.


      “Right now, what your sister needs is proper nutrition. If her stomach is too weak, she may have problems absorbing those nutrients, but we can think of another solution if that happens,” Ryne said, using his free hand to ruffle Edion’s hair.


      The roughness of it reminded Edion immediately of his last meeting with his father, so the boy had to spend some visible effort puffing up and giving a nod. “Okay, then do it. Make her better.” He didn’t know what this winding little tube in Ryne’s hand was supposed to do, but if it could save his sister, he didn’t want to wait a moment longer to use it.


      He didn’t understand why the adults were being so hesitant. All he wanted was for his sister to get better, and if this did that, then he had no reason to hesitate.


      As Edion gazed up at him, Ryne smiled.


      “So, that’s what the little lord thinks.”


      What about the rest of you? Ryne’s gaze asked everyone else in the tent one by one.


      Gurio and Natalie shared a look. They only hesitated for a moment. If their only other option was to let her die, no matter how suspicious this mysterious method of treatment was, it was worth a shot. Even the worst-case scenario was no worse than what would happen if they refused. That’s how desperate they were.


      “Please do it, Sir Ryne,” Gurio managed to squeeze out.




      Natalie was tasked with making a soup to feed through the tube. Considering Floren’s stomach might have been in a weakened state, things like meat and other proteins weren’t a good idea, and they didn’t have the tools needed to crush down vegetables small enough that they could pass through the feeding tube without clogging it. Instead they asked her to make something a bit thinner than a potage, which would be strained through a coarse cloth before being fed to the girl. Despite the overly precise details of the request, Natalie took to her mission with gusto. She was just happy that there was something she could do to help Floren.


      While the adults were all getting to work, they eventually noticed that Edion had fallen asleep at his sister’s side.


      “After all that forced marching, that was the first time he had actually cried. He must be exhausted. He’ll just be in the way here though, so I’ll move him somewhere else.”


      Luckily one of the knights who was in better shape had already woven together something of an improvised tent using leaves and branches, so they had another place they could take the little boy. Gurio carefully lifted the boy from the ground and stepped outside, leaving Ryne and Misha alone.


      “I guess that means they trust us now?” Misha murmured, seeing as the two of them had been left alone with Floren.


      Ryne shrugged. “Who can say? More importantly, we should do what we can while we wait for the food to be ready.” Immediately switching gears, Ryne started pulling things from his bag of tools. Misha gave a small sigh before looking over at what he was doing. “Can you grind these pills up for me? It should be about as fine as the stuff we used for the Red Eye plague. And once you’re done with that, can you get me some hot water?” he asked, dropping some small black pills into a mortar and passing it to Misha.


      “What’s this?” she asked.


      “A nutritional supplement. The contents are still a secret.”


      Though one of the elders of the People of the Forest had recognized Misha as one of theirs, she still hadn’t even been to their village yet, so her position with them was still uncertain.


      There were a number of conditions that needed to be fulfilled before one could be officially recognized as one of the People of the Forest. They either had to be of the same blood or be married to someone who was. They needed to request acceptance, and acceptance of that request was up to the elders. Besides that, there were some conditions even Misha didn’t know.


      It seemed fairly strict, but considering how small their tribe was, letting anyone and everyone in would invite their own collapse. They were legendary doctors and apothecaries. Anyone would water at the mouth if given the opportunity to get their hands on their secrets.


      The People of the Forest allowed no exceptions, so until Misha made it to the village, she was only one of them in a provisional sense. And until she was officially recognized as one of them, the things Ryne could teach her were somewhat limited. Though they hadn’t told her as much yet, any technique or medicine they were still in the midst of developing seemed to be off-limits to her.


      As much as Ryne had little respect for rules, this was one line he wouldn’t cross, so every once in a while Misha had her questions shut down like this. Misha knew it wasn’t his fault, but it still felt like she was being shut out, so it always left her feeling a bit sad. Even so, she did as she was asked and began grinding up the medicine.


      Ryne gave a small, apologetic smile as he saw her shoulders drop, turning to work on his own medicine. The mixture of sweet and bitter scents and the rhythmic sound of the pestles working their mortars filled the quiet tent with a nostalgic atmosphere.


      “Okay, I’m off to get the water,” Misha said, placing her mortar at Ryne’s side.


      “Thanks,” he replied absentmindedly as she stepped out of the tent.


      Ryne took the contents of Misha’s mortar and mixed it with his own. For a moment, the medicine in his bowl turned red, but it slowly began turning a more earthy color. Ryne then poured another small bottle of liquid into it, and the mixture turned a deep green. His completed handiwork looked no different than any other medicine.


      Ryne chuckled, thinking of the string of What? How? Why did that happen? he would have gotten from Misha if she had seen it.


      “I’ve got the water,” Misha declared, returning well after Ryne had wiped the smile from his face. He beckoned her over.


      “You already know about the difference between the respiratory tract and the esophagus, right? The throat splits in two near the top. The front half, near the chest, heads down into the lungs, whereas the other half, following along the back, leads down into the stomach,” he explained as he knelt down beside Floren, pointing out the various points of the throat as he mentioned them. Misha listened intently. “Passing the tube through the nasal cavity allows it to be inserted without putting pressure on the tongue, allowing the patient to speak unobstructed. It’s also easier than trying to insert it through the mouth. The trick to getting it right is... Well, you’ll figure it out after you try it a few times. It can be unpleasant for the patient, but it’s pretty hard to actually injure someone just by inserting the tube. We don’t have any spares for you to work with right now, but once we get to the village, I’ll let you practice.”


      “Practice?” Misha echoed.


      “You’ll start on dolls, of course. We have some pretty weird people back at the village. They make dolls with realistic anatomy. Really, they’re supposed to be toys for the kids, but...”


      “I see...” Misha said, recognizing from Ryne’s expression that the dolls in question would be anything but the cute toys she had initially imagined. A part of her wanted to see what they looked like, but another definitely didn’t.


      “Okay then, let’s give it a try,” Ryne said as he lifted Floren’s upper body, placing some rolled up blankets under her to prop her up. He then pulled a tube out from a small bowl, where it had been submerged in liquid.


      “It’s a weak disinfectant. It’s also a bit viscous so that it can act as a lubricant,” he explained, seeing the question in Misha’s eyes. “Now, let’s try to insert it.”


      With that quiet declaration, Ryne inserted the small tube into Floren’s nose. The tube went in smoothly, as if she were sucking it in herself. After about thirty centimeters of tube had gone in, Ryne finally stopped.


      “That should do it.”


      He then pulled out his stethoscope, holding it over Floren’s stomach and blowing a small amount of air into the tube.


      “Perfect. It’s been a while since I’ve done that, but my hands seemed to remember what to do all on their own,” Ryne smiled, satisfied with his work. Misha, on the other hand, could no longer restrain herself.


      “What was that about? Why did you blow into the tube? What were you listening for? How do you know you did it right?”
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      Despite knowing it would be impolite, Ryne burst out laughing at the storm of questions. Misha’s face looked so exactly like what he had imagined while making the medicine that he just couldn’t help himself.


      “Why are you laughing?!” Misha puffed up angrily. Her questions had been quite serious.


      Ryne lifted his hands in surrender. “I’ll explain, so calm down. We’re still in front of the patient here.”


      Although she was not quite convinced by the way her uncle was still laughing, Misha reluctantly relented.


      “Here, listen.” Passing the stethoscope to her, Ryne indicated where she should hold it, then blew into the feeding tube again. “If you hear a bubbling sound, it means the tube reached the stomach. If you can’t get that sound, that means you failed, so you have to try again. It’s one thing if the tube is just tangled up in their mouth, but if it goes into the lungs, there’s no saving them if you try to feed them.”


      Misha listened intently, closing her eyes and focusing on the sound so she could remember it. “How far should it go?”


      “It’s a combination of the distance from the nose to the ear, then the ear to the solar plexus.” Drying off his hands, Ryne then rolled up a nearby blanket and put it by Floren’s back. “Hold her up for me. Let’s try and get some medicine in her.”


      At Ryne’s urging, Misha pushed the blanket under the girl’s back to prop her up.


      “We do the same thing when feeding people who are in bed. It makes it harder for the food to come back up. Normally you want to lift the upper body at least this much,” Ryne explained, not waiting for the question this time. “You want the food to be fairly lukewarm. If it’s too hot, you’ll burn them, and if it’s too cold, it could lead to diarrhea.”


      As he explained, he inserted the tube into another cylinder, then hung it off a cord wrapped around the central pillar holding up the tent. He then pulled on that cylinder, splitting two nested parts of the cylinder. Upon closer inspection, the lower part of the cylinder’s interior was triangular in shape. The funnel-like shape closed in around another small device. Ryne pinched the valve-like mechanism with his fingers, using it to adjust the rate at which fluid flowed down the tube. Drop by drop, the fluid passed through the valve and into the larger outer cylinder before flowing into the tube.


      “If you send too much at once, it may trigger a vomiting response. In general, you want to go about one drop per second.”


      “I thought it was just another tube,” Misha nodded as she watched.


      “If it were, we wouldn’t be able to control how fast the fluid travels. This slows it down quite a bit. Apparently, the designer really wanted to have something transparent for the cylinder here, but they couldn’t find something in time. Some people suggested glass, but that’s not particularly safe to travel with.”


      Entranced, Misha watched the fluid drip down the tube.


      When mom was giving dad her blood, she just stuck the needle directly in. If she had something like this, maybe she wouldn’t have given him too much blood and been so unsteady...


      Suddenly, the memory of her mother, face pale and sickly as she fell, flashed before her eyes.


      “Misha? What’s wrong?” Ryne asked, seeing her suddenly drop her head.


      “Oh...nothing.” She snapped back to reality at her uncle’s voice, lifting her head. “I hope the medicine works.” She smiled, trying to pass it off as nothing, but Ryne fixed an intense stare on her, not missing the shadow that had passed over her eyes.


      “It’s nothing, really,” she insisted. “I was just thinking of the people I might have been able to save if I had known about all this earlier. That’s all.” She shook her head energetically.


      Thinking of all the people Misha had taken care of while they fought the plague, Ryne said, “Maybe. But maybe not. Either way, you did everything you could at the time, right?” He neither confirmed nor denied the regret in her soft murmur.


      No matter how much you regretted something, there was no changing the past. Nonetheless, you could use that pain to change the future.


      Ryne stroked her hair to comfort her as Misha bit her lip. He knew that she had remembered something very different, but he couldn’t bring himself to press the issue any further.


      Sorry for lying. But remembering that time is still scary, Misha thought quietly as she turned her attention back to the feeding tube. Ryne couldn’t bring himself to say anything either.


      In the silence between them, they finished administering the medicine to Floren without issue. There was no change in her complexion, nor were there any signs of choking.


      “The soup should be about ready by now. Could you go check on the others for me?” Ryne asked Misha gently.


      Once she had stepped outside, he closed the cylinder on the end of the tube to hide its internal mechanism. Though it might look a little off, no one would see it as anything other than a plain cylinder. He had already adjusted it to the right speed, so as long as the soup was the same consistency as the medicine, they’d be fine.


      “Unfortunately, I can’t share everything quite yet. We don’t want amateurs trying to reproduce it and getting people hurt.”


      It wasn’t the kind of equipment someone with no medical training could use. He didn’t think there’d be any such problems, but if someone tried to mimic the technology for themselves, it could get someone seriously hurt.


      In order to keep people from thinking it was something they could reproduce themselves, it was best to conceal as much information as possible. That was a lesson the People of the Forest had learned the hard way. All Ryne wanted from Natalie was for her to shout if there was any change in Floren’s condition.


      He forgot to tell Misha not to share what she had seen in that little cylinder, but Misha was smart enough not to let her mouth run. Even if she had questions about it, she’d wait until the two of them were alone to bring them up.


      “Now then, little lady. Let’s hope we made it in time for you.”


      The medicine he had kept secret even from Misha was a very recently developed nutritional supplement. Ryne’s colleague had boasted that five of those little pills would be enough to provide the minimum nutrition a person needed for a day. He had asked Ryne to help with the clinical testing.


      While they certainly were of great nutritional value, they did nothing for a person’s sense of hunger, and they tasted horrendous. You could try to swallow them immediately, but the pills were too big to avoid tasting at all.


      Ryne had casually asked what the pills were made of, something he very much regretted doing after hearing the answer. There was a fine line between medicine and poison, and this stuff was pushing that line quite aggressively. Ryne had kept some in the bottom of his bag in case of emergency, but the chance to use them without having to pass them through the mouth was perfect.


      There was a chance the supplement would be too intense for someone in such a weakened state, so Ryne had only given her half a dose together with some medicine to help with digestion.


      “Even if it weren’t a secret, I definitely wouldn’t be able to tell them what it’s made of. I’d make enemies of all the women instantly...”


      If it was a choice between a miracle drug the patient couldn’t trust or a moderately effective one that they could, it wasn’t even a matter to be discussed. But there were all kinds of weirdos throughout the world. Like those idiots who made the medicine in the first place, looking for something to supplement their inability to eat properly due to too much time spent in research. Incidentally, those same people were known to often have a distorted sense of hunger altogether.


      Maybe I shouldn’t have given it to her after all...


      “Uncle Ryne, the soup is ready. Is this thin enough?”


      As Misha brought Natalie and her pot of soup back into the tent, Ryne quietly swore never to share what that medicine was made of.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Floren’s Awakening


      They gave Floren a small amount of food at fixed intervals. It took almost an hour to feed her a single meal worth of soup, but Natalie was implacable, not leaving her charge’s side for a second. Of course, they weren’t leaving everything to the maid. Even Edion took a turn looking after his sister, just as serious about it as anyone. Such a young boy being so tireless in his devotion touched everyone who saw it.


      Thanks to everyone’s determination, they were able to continue feeding Floren without any issues or mistakes, and her condition steadily improved. While they waited for her to wake up, she started moving more in her sleep, her falling body temperature started to rise, and the furrow in her brow began to relax. When her complexion started to improve, Natalie broke down in tears, though everyone else realized it was a bit early to be celebrating.


      Little by little, everyone started to realize that things were going to be okay, hope blooming among them.


      And after lunch on the second day, Floren finally opened her eyes.




      “Where...?” Floren stared at her unfamiliar surroundings in surprise.


      Her last memory had been hiding in a dank, awful-smelling cave. It was similarly dark here, but the air was dry, and the smell of medicine hung around her.


      Why...am I here...?


      Still in a daze, she couldn’t quite think properly. She felt sluggish, like she had just come down from a days-long fever. As she slowly turned her head to look around, a familiar voice rang in her ears.


      “Lady Floren! You’re awake!” The clear and high voice was a bit too loud for her after she had just woken up, causing her to wince. “Ah, my apologies. Please wait a moment! I will call the apothecary!”


      Seeing Floren’s reaction, Natalie dropped her voice to a hush before rushing out of the tent. It was then Floren realized that she was, in fact, in a tent.


      They...saved me?


      She remembered the harrowing flight from the castle with her younger brother across a mountain with no road. Having left her parents behind, she felt nothing but regret, and while they fled, she hadn’t had the chance to eat or sleep properly. But when she considered what her parents had sacrificed to get her out, and what those around her had done to keep her safe, she couldn’t complain. After all, her younger brother Edion was keeping it together. Even if she was so sick that she spent over half the year in her room, she had her pride as an older sister.


      Unfortunately, her body gave in long before her spirit did. She just couldn’t keep the food down. She broke out in a fever and didn’t have the strength to keep going. They had given up their horses so they could get over the harsh terrain of the mountains, but Floren couldn’t walk on her own, so the knights took turns carrying her.


      Why am I so weak? I’m just a burden on everyone. If it weren’t for me, they could have gotten so much farther...


      She could do nothing but burrow her face into the back of the knight carrying her and cry. As her body failed her, it dragged her heart down with it.


      I guess...I survived.


      Though she never said it out loud, by the end, all she wanted was to die. She was sure her parents already had, so she just wanted to go join them. Even if she never voiced the thoughts aloud, they still had a terrible effect on her body. She was sure she would close her eyes and just never wake up again.


      But now, she felt strangely peaceful, those dark feelings nowhere to be found. She was still too sluggish to move, but she felt somehow refreshed.


      “Floren!”


      A small figure dashed into the tent, ready to tackle her where she lay, but at the last moment, he dropped to his knees at her side.


      “Floren! Floren...!”


      She could only watch in surprise as her brother broke down crying, unable to say anything but her name. Her brother, always smiling, always putting on a brave face, was crying openly in front of her. Clasping her hand tight, not even caring to wipe the tears away.


      “Eddy...”


      For some reason, her throat hurt, and it was hard to talk. Even so, she squeezed out his name and wiped away his tears with her hand.


      Sorry for worrying you. Thank you. I’m back now. It’s okay, you don’t have to cry.


      Though she couldn’t voice any of those thoughts out loud, her touch was enough to get an incredible smile from her brother’s tear-stricken face.


      That adorable, beautiful smile that she loved so much.




      “Yeah, her mind seems clear enough. We can probably take out the tube. If we keep this up for too long, her throat muscles will atrophy, and then she really won’t be able to eat on her own.”


      While Ryne was enjoying some tea after his lunch, an almost hysteric Natalie came and dragged him back to the tent where Floren was resting. It only took him a moment to decide to remove the feeding tube.


      Having just woken up, she was still lying down, so Ryne covered her eyes with a nearby cloth and told her not to move. With one smooth motion, the tube was pulled out. It was gone in a flash.


      Having been away when Ryne first inserted the tube, Natalie lifted a hand to stop him when she saw what he was doing, but froze when she saw just how long the tube actually was. Edion also watched with amazement. With her eyes covered, Floren had no idea what was happening, just frowning at the unpleasant sensation in her throat and nose. She was still bleary from having just woken up, so she hadn’t recognized some entirely unknown method of treatment had been used on her.


      “And we’re done. I’ll let you clean up,” Ryne said, handing the tube over to an astonished Misha at his side.


      “Warn us if you’re going to do something like that!” Natalie finally managed to blurt out as Misha got to cleaning up the feeding apparatus Ryne had set up.


      “Warning her would have just scared her for no reason. It didn’t hurt at all, did it?” Ryne shrugged off the complaint, giving Floren a bright smile as he removed her blindfold.


      Though it had felt unpleasant, it was true that it hadn’t hurt at all, so she nodded.


      “Miss Natalie, could you please give her something to drink? Her throat is probably bothering her,” Misha interjected, cutting off Natalie from her next complaints by handing her a small cup. “I want to see if she can swallow properly, so just a spoonful for now.”


      The request pulled the fangs from Natalie’s criticism as she helped Floren to sit up. Besides, she was less angry and more just startled by the unexpected action. Taking care of her mistress obviously took priority over everything else.


      Accepting the cup from Misha, she swirled it with a spoon to find it was a bit thicker than simple water.


      Misha spoke softly as she knelt down behind Floren so as not to surprise her. “Here, take one mouthful and try to swallow slowly.”


      Floren nodded and did so as Natalie held out the spoon. The gentle sweetness and flowery aroma reminded her of the nectar water her mother would give her when she was sick. As she swallowed, she felt a sharp sensation in her nose, but the irritation in her throat softened.


      “That tastes good...” she murmured, bringing tears to the maid’s eyes once again.


      After seeing she could take a second spoonful with no issues, Misha stopped Natalie from giving her any more.


      “We’ll check on her in an hour to see how she’s doing. Let us know if you feel unwell, okay?” Misha smiled in relief.


      Natalie sat down beside Floren with a serious nod. It seemed she planned to watch over her for that hour.


      Meanwhile, Floren found her eyes drooping, and in short order, she was asleep once more.


      “Don’t worry Eddy, she’s fine. She just woke up, so her body is still exhausted,” Misha consoled the young boy as he started to get worried. “Let’s go have a snack. I’ve got some dried figs we can eat.”


      “Okay.” Though reluctantly, Edion went with Misha, deciding he didn’t want to bother his sister while she was trying to recover.


      As the pair stepped out of the tent, they ran into Ryne, who had apparently left before them, coming back with Gurio.


      “Go ahead and have your snack, Misha. Once you’re done, could you go collect some herbs for me? We’ve spent quite a bit of our supply here. We should be able to find some cedes growing this time of year.”


      “Okay. I’ll teach Eddy how to find some easy-to-spot herbs too,” Misha replied, patting Edion on the head as she recalled a previous conversation they’d had.


      “Really? Do you think I’ll be able to remember them?”


      Back while they had been waiting for Floren to wake up, Edion had watched Misha making medicine and commented that he wished he knew how to do that.


      Misha nodded with a smile. “Herbs that help open wounds will work even if you just mash them up and put them on the injury, so it’ll be good to know. It was useful knowledge for me when I was a little girl too! There are also herbs good for fevers and pain. Once you know them, the forest is like a medical warehouse!”


      “Okay! I’ll do my best to learn!” Edion declared emphatically, remembering all the cuts and scrapes he’d earned during their trek over the mountain. Besides, anything that would help with pain or fever sounded useful for his perpetually sick sister.


      While Ryne went inside the tent, Gurio hung back with the two kids and interjected, “Could I ask you to bring one of my knights with you for protection? I’d also be grateful if you taught him while you were at it.” Perhaps feeling overly bold in his request, he bowed his head. However, Misha just nodded happily.


      “Okay, let’s go!” Edion insisted.


      “Not until we get some energy from our snack.” Misha had to slow him down as they ran off, acting every bit like they were brother and sister themselves.


      After watching them go, Gurio turned to the tent where Ryne had already gone.


      “Oh, you done out there? Come on in,” Ryne beckoned him in from inside, where he had been checking on Floren’s condition. “She woke up, and it looks like she’ll have no problems eating. As long as she gets proper food and medicine, she should recover without issue.”


      “Oh, thank goodness...” Hearing Ryne’s final verdict, Natalie began crying all over again. Gurio also breathed a sigh of relief, glad that the thing Ryne wanted to talk to him about was simply that.


      But then Ryne cut straight to the heart of their next problem. “So, let me ask you guys again. Where are you headed from here?”


      Gurio gulped.


      “The Keenz family was accused of treason against the king of Ambar, and so their territory was seized,” Ryne explained slowly.


      “What an absurd accusation,” Gurio muttered.


      “Our master would never have done such a thing! He was a gentle man who loved his people and hated conflict. He was framed!” Natalie insisted.


      “Natalie!”


      Ryne shrugged. “I figured it was something like that. By the way, the Keenz residence was burned to the ground, but they haven’t been able to confirm whether the margrave or his wife were killed. Sounds like they might have made their escape.”


      “Is that true?!” Now it was Gurio’s turn to exclaim in shock.


      “Yep. I got the news by bird just this morning from one of my comrades, so there’s no doubting it,” Ryne replied with a smile, tossing a small piece of paper to the knight.


      With shaking hands, he unfolded the note, collapsing to his knees as he read its contents. “Oh, thank goodness. Thank goodness...”


      The letter contained a rough description of what happened to the Keenz territory after their flight. For their entire journey, worry about what was happening behind them had tormented Gurio, and now the answers he was looking for were right in his hands.


      The attack had come without warning. Shortly after Gurio and his group had fled, the estate had gone up in flames. A number of charred remains had been discovered in the ruins, but none of them could be positively identified as the margrave or his wife. A body bearing the margrave’s signet ring had been found, but the body had been burned to the point it was impossible to confirm its identity. However, since the signet ring had been found, the kingdom had declared that the margrave was dead.


      “Our lord never wore that ring. He hated that it got in the way of his sword...” Gurio’s voice shook as he spoke, almost certainly from joy.


      “And the lady? What about my lady?” Natalie practically ripped the letter from his hands, but she couldn’t find any of the information she was looking for within it. As she started to tremble, Gurio put a reassuring hand on her back.


      “Our lord was with her the whole time. He’d never let any harm come to her. Evans and his men were also there. I’m sure she’s perfectly fine.”


      “Yes... Yes, you are right. And there’s no proof anything happened to her,” Natalie murmured to convince herself more than anything as she wiped the tears from her eyes with her apron.


      “Thanks to the castle catching fire so early, the rest of the territory survived the battle mostly unscathed. With the harvest season so close, I guess the attackers didn’t want to burn up their profits. The neighboring count has taken ownership of the land now,” Ryne continued to explain, handing Gurio another piece of paper.


      “I see. I’m glad there wasn’t much damage to the people.” Gurio heaved a sigh of relief, but his expression was still clouded over. Though things seemed okay for now, the future was still very much in the hands of that new count, a man Gurio hadn’t heard very much good news about.


      “Anyway, I’m sure those left behind will work things out. For now, there’s no telling when you’d be able to make it back home, so you should probably find somewhere to relax,” Ryne said, trying to change the mood. “Now that your little lady is feeling better, it would be a waste to make her keep living life on the run. And we can’t exactly travel around with you.”


      Gurio’s face fell. Ryne was absolutely right. “I cannot imagine our pursuers will follow us beyond the border of Ambar. My sister married into a family in the south of old Azalei, so I was hoping to rely on her...”


      “Azalei, huh? That’s the kingdom that picked a fight with Redford and got crushed, right? I guess things are a bit calmer there now, but I don’t know if they’d have the resources to take care of a group like yours.”


      Azalei was a kingdom led once by a brash young king who had attempted to take advantage of the first outbreak of the Red Eye plague in Redford. Though it was common practice to capitalize on such weaknesses, the Azaleian king’s behavior had won him no favor from the surrounding nations, and so they had thrown their lots in with Redford, despite Redford having lost its king in the conflict. As a result, the third prince of Redford had been able to rally his remaining troops and, with the support of those neighbors, had taken back the capital of Redford within a mere three months. The Kingdom of Azalei had fallen in its entirety within half a year of Ryan’s call to arms.


      Nestled up against the Rega Mountains, Azalei had always been a poor nation, consisting mostly of mountain people. A number of disparate tribes had bound themselves together to make a kingdom, one among them gaining enough power to declare himself king, who immediately set greedy eyes on the lands surrounding their kingdom. Redford’s counterattack had extinguished that royal family, and the former tribes making up Azalei had split once again, permitted a modicum of autonomy under Redford’s observation.


      For the record, they were currently within the former Kingdom of Azalei, near the border of the Kingdom of Jaunbrillant. That border was one that had been redrawn fairly recently, a gift to Jaunbrillant for their support of Redford’s conquest. As much as the former people of Azalei had been granted a measure of autonomy, they were still subjects of Redford, so Misha and Ryne had been able to travel through their land unhindered.


      As much as mountains as tall as those in the Rega Mountain Range would boast remarkable varieties of vegetation at their higher altitudes, Ryne and Misha had no plans of climbing that high, instead intending to keep a leisurely pace around the foothills.


      Ryne had no idea what the family of Gurio’s sister was like, but dropping a calamity from a neighboring nation on their heads would almost certainly be too much for them. Besides, the idea that their pursuers had given up was just Gurio being optimistic. Because when you thought of Margrave Keenz...


      “Even if he abandoned his chance at the throne, the margrave was still the king’s brother, wasn’t he? Do you think they’ll just let that bloodline walk off into the wilderness?”


      Ryne’s quiet question had the others bite their lips. That was something they couldn’t change.


      Floren and Edion’s father, Jobson Keenz, was the younger half brother of the king of Ambar. However, Jobson was the son of the previous king’s third concubine, so by the time he was born, his older brother had already been named crown prince. There hadn’t even been a chance to fight for the throne.


      Not that Jobson had any interest in it. Even when he was young, he openly declared that he planned on giving up his claim to the throne to inherit his mother’s family name, Keenz. Unfortunately, his remarkable charisma was something the rest of Ambar’s royalty couldn’t ignore, and so his tribulations began. He had the beautiful red hair of the previous king, and bright blue eyes like lapis lazuli. He also possessed the brawn and skill of his grandfather, a hero who’d led the Keenz family in defending the borders of Ambar.


      The crown prince, meanwhile, inherited the looks of his father, but—due to childhood illness—he had grown up small and slender, with little in the way of martial prowess. In its place, a keen intellect and a sharp mind were the tools he’d grown up with. He possessed all the skills needed to become an excellent ruler. However, humans were always quick to take sides.


      Although there was no enmity between the two princes, those around them continued to strain their relationship. As Jobson realized his brother was growing less and less comfortable with his presence, he quickly left the capital behind, declaring he would defend his brother’s kingdom at the borderlands so that his brother could reign in peace. He was thirteen years old at the time.


      In keeping with that declaration, Jobson only returned to the capital a handful of times after that. Regardless, even after ascending to the throne, his brother remained suspicious. On the surface, they got along just fine. At times, the older brother seemed to realize his fears were unfounded to a degree. Unfortunately, the long years of doubt and suspicion were not so easy to uproot. Seeing the anguish in his brother’s eyes, Jobson grew despondent, confiding in his wife that there was nothing left he could do.


      “My lord loved his brother dearly,” Gurio said, his frustration leaking out through gritted teeth, tears starting to form in his eyes. “He learned to be a warrior in the first place so that he could support his brother and his kingdom. He always said his greatest reward was his brother’s praise...”


      Jobson grew close to the people of the borderlands and even got deeply involved in trade with the neighboring nation of Coralune in hopes of supporting Ambar’s growth. When the Empire of Silva invaded Coralune, Jobson begged the king to let him offer them support, but the king denied him. He was forced to placate himself with sending them material supplies, but even that rubbed the king the wrong way.


      The neighboring lords, jealous of the rich borderlands that Jobson managed, sprang a trap on him. To be precise, the king decided to use their claims as an excuse to get Jobson out of the picture.


      “The border is so far from the capital, after all. If he felt being around the king was too much of a burden on him, being so far away from him probably wasn’t much better. Simple letters wouldn’t be able to express their feelings properly. If they really cared about each other, they needed to stay closer together,” Ryne murmured as he watched Gurio and Natalie sit in despondence.


      Ryne had also had a phase when he’d kept distance between him and his precious little sister. Not just because of the laws of the People of the Forest either. He never gave those laws much respect, but in this case, he had abided by them out of a lingering sense of discomfort between them.


      He had wanted to send his sister off with a bright smile when she’d left the village with her new husband, but he couldn’t help but feel like she had betrayed him, the oath they had made to carry on the will of their parents after they had died, and all the time they’d spent supporting each other as they grew up.


      Looking back, he now realized how immature he’d been. But when he’d heard the rumors of her getting injured so badly that she’d moved to live alone in the forest, he’d dropped everything to run and find her.


      And when he’d seen her again with that little baby in her arms, he’d finally understood. She hadn’t betrayed him or their promise in the least. She had just chosen a different path to pursue it.


      Words alone couldn’t have expressed that. Neither could simply staying nearby. If they really wanted to understand each other, they needed to butt heads, to fight, to keep striving to understand one another.


      However, he realized there was no point in sharing that lesson here. People had no choice but to live in the present. And at present, all that remained was a pair of young siblings and their loyal retainers.


      Why does stuff like this always happen when Misha is around?


      If he were honest with himself, Ryne didn’t consider himself to be a very compassionate person. Most people considered him individualistic and selfish, and he didn’t really disagree. But when Misha was around, she somehow managed to draw sympathy out of him.


      I guess there’s no point in fighting it. Not like I can just abandon them now.


      Sighing at the trouble he knew he was bringing on himself, he decided to lend them a helping hand one last time.


      “If you don’t have anywhere else to go, I can find you a place. It’s a bit far from here, but I can show you how to get there. How about it?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Plotting for the Future


      Huh. That’s weird, Edion thought to himself as Misha pulled his hand through the forest.


      The early afternoon sun filtering through the leaves gave the impression that the forest was shining. Although there was no path for them to follow, holding hands with Misha made Edion feel like he was strolling through the garden.


      This place feels nothing like the place we had to run through.


      In their desperate flight, every bush seemed to hide a monster, and every twisting tree root grabbed at their feet. The dense growth had made the forest dark and dreary even during the day, and the nights were frigid.


      Edion paid close attention as Misha pointed out each plant.


      “This is the one I said would be good for treating wounds. And this one works well for an upset stomach,” she said.


      She couldn’t help but smile at the cute sight of him imitating her: picking the plants, smelling them, and tasting them. The knight who had accompanied them as an escort was also copying her behavior just as seriously.


      “If you see leaves like these, you can dig up the roots too. They’re really good for you, and if you grate them, you can boil them to use in something like dumplings. It tastes really good,” Misha continued. “These are really sweet too. They’re easy on your stomach, so I bet your sister would love to try some.”


      She grabbed a fruit from a nearby tree and handed it to Edion.


      “This?” Confused, Edion stared at the fruit he now held. It was about the size of his palm and reasonably heavy. When he lightly tapped on it, it was quite hard. And it was pitch black. It didn’t look appealing in the least. It didn’t even look edible.


      “Here, I’ll show you.” With a small smile, Misha took back the fruit and used the knife at her hip to slice it in two.


      “Whoa!” Edion exclaimed as she handed it back to him.


      The inside was packed with bright, ruby-colored flesh. With how it sparkled in the light, it might as well have been a real jewel.


      Urged on by the sweet aroma, he took a bite. It had a pleasant crunch and was much juicier than he expected. Its sweetness was refreshing—somewhere between that of an orange and a peach.


      “It’s amazing!” he stared in awe at the fruit, getting a chuckle from Misha.


      “I’m glad you like it!”


      “Yeah! I’ll definitely bring some back for Floren!” Edion declared, prompting the knight with them to start gathering them.


      “Those last only about half a day after you pick them, so make sure you only take as much as you plan to eat,” Misha informed them.


      “Ah, I see. If they go bad fast, I guess explains why I’ve never seen them at the market,” the knight said, nodding as he watched Edion enjoy the fruit.


      “It’s a really hard tree to grow too,” Misha added. “My dad really liked them, so he took some seeds home, but he couldn’t get them to grow.”


      Edion’s face was a mess now. She laughed and wiped the fruit juice off of him.


      Dad had really hoped it would become a unique export, so mom secretly tried her best to find out what it needed to grow, but they just couldn’t figure it out. She found it funny in the end, saying it must only grow when the gods wanted it to.


      There were some of these trees growing by a stream near her house, so when she was quite young, they went out as a family and had a picnic under them once they were in season. They ate the fruit in place of bringing any dessert, enjoying them while watching the stream. She remembered it fondly.


      One time, Misha had eaten too much for lunch, and she had been on the verge of tears, worried she wouldn’t have any room for the fruit. Her father had just laughed, saying she could come back any time. After all that, she couldn’t even stand to wait for their next picnic, so they brought home some for them to eat that night. She could vividly remember how happy everyone had been.


      Oh, right. Mom’s smile...


      There came a flood of memories of her mother smiling. Laughing out loud, smiling gently—she had been so happy, so full of joy. And sometimes, she’d smiled as if she were entranced, her mind a thousand miles away.
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      “What’s wrong, Misha?”


      Edion’s pulling at her sleeve brought her back to reality. The boy was evidently concerned. He seemed moments away from shedding tears.


      “Huh?”


      As she was about to ask him the same question, he reached up and brushed her face. “Why are you crying?”


      Until he had said something, she hadn’t noticed, but her vision had gone blurry.


      Misha took Edion’s hand on her face in hers. “I just remembered someone really important to me. These are happy tears. But thank you for being worried about me.”


      Edion had to think over her words for a moment before he broke into a wide smile. “Oh, good! As long as you aren’t sad. I know all about people crying because they’re happy!”


      He had experienced exactly the same thing just that day when his sister had first woken up. He had been so overwhelmed with joy that he couldn’t help but cry. That had taught him people could cry when they were happy too.


      “I’m glad you remembered something good,” he said.


      “Yeah. It was nice.” Misha picked up their basket full of harvested plants, then grabbed Edion’s hand and started walking again. “Looks like we’ve got dessert, so let’s head back. What do you think we’ll have for dinner today? Fish? Maybe meat?” she wondered out loud, looking forward to finding out what food the others had managed to hunt down for dinner that night.


      “Our fruit is going to be better than anything they find!” Edion cheered. His glee took them both by surprise.




      “So anyway, I’d like you to get in touch with Deenoark.”


      “With my dad?”


      Misha and Edion returned from their expedition to find the adults talking about their future plans. Or rather, they had just finished talking about them.


      They planned on staying here in hiding until everyone had recovered. Once they were in good enough health to travel again, they would slowly make their way to Bluheitz. With the situation still unstable, they decided that rather than rely on Gurio’s sister, it would be safer to travel farther abroad and seek help from Misha’s father. But they were only going to be living in Misha’s old house in the forest, something she offered to them as fellow travelers, and so she needed to send her father a message to inform him of her invitation.


      Of course, they wouldn’t share anything about the group’s true identity. They were just travelers looking for a place to rest and recuperate. That would serve as insurance in case their enemies pursued them all the way into Bluheitz.


      Even if Edion had given up his claim on the throne of Ambar, he was still technically of royal blood. Similarly, while Deenoark was quite low in rank, he still had a claim on Bluheitz’s throne by being the king’s younger brother. If they weren’t careful, they might stir up suspicions about either of them trying to make a bid for their respective kingdoms, so they had to be especially cautious.


      But that aside, Misha’s old home was the perfect place for Edion and his sister. Barely anyone knew about the existence of that small house in the forest, since it had originally been built to conceal Leyas and Misha’s existence. Even so, the house wasn’t actually all that far from other human settlements so long as you knew your way around.


      Misha had visited such places with her mother on numerous occasions. They were sleepy little farming villages that had no qualms reaching out to and being friendly with some unknown woman and her daughter, and they were quite happy to trade vegetables and seasonings that were hard to find in the forest for medicine. In other words, they would easily be able to get their daily needs.


      Besides that, an abandoned house in the middle of the forest would be reclaimed by nature in no time. It wouldn’t look all that suspicious if Deenoark sent supplies there regularly to maintain it for when his daughter came home.


      “But most of all, he owes me one. Combined with it being a request from his own daughter, it should be no problem convincing him to help in secret,” Ryne said with a wicked grin.


      Misha shook her head in disbelief but nevertheless did as she was asked and started writing. Kyne had already been delivering letters between them regularly, so one more letter wouldn’t raise any suspicions.


      Dad’s rehabilitation seems like it’s going well too. It’s not like he has to go there himself, so it should be fine. I wonder who he’ll send, though?


      She recalled a number of the people who’d visited her house along with her father. It wouldn’t be too long before that question was answered for her.


      “It would make traveling a lot easier if they could get a horse and carriage,” she said.


      “Well, I’ll be giving them another letter for that. Then it’s all up to their luck.”


      Misha peeked over at the letter Ryne was working on. “‘These are my friends, so give them a hand’? And what’s that card for?”


      “Is it so hard to believe I’ve made friends while traveling around the world? You’ve done the same thing, right?” Ryne replied. There was a small wooden card with an insignia on it sitting beside the paper he was writing on.


      “This is the insignia of a trading company based in Redford,” he explained. “It should help them out if they ever need it. But you can only use it once, so think carefully,” he said offhandedly as he wrapped the card with his letter and tossed it to Gurio.


      Gurio almost fumbled the package, opening it up to check the contents for himself. When he did, his eyes went wide. “This is...a rather large company, isn’t it? They’re known across Carmine.”


      “Yeah, I helped the granddaughter of their boss a long time ago, so they thanked me by giving me a bunch of these cards. I’ve still got more, so don’t worry about using that one,” Ryne laughed, while Gurio was speechless.


      Misha smiled wryly, realizing from Gurio’s reaction that her uncle had just casually tossed something of incredible value at him. But it was just like Ryne not to get attached to material things like that.


      I bet they’ve been sitting in the bottom of his bag for ages.


      She could easily picture them forcing the gift on Ryne and him practically forgetting he had them.


      “So we’ll be living in Misha’s house?” Edion took that chance to pipe in, having listened quietly to the conversation so far.


      “That’s right,” Misha said. “It’s probably in an embarrassing state right now, since we had to leave suddenly. I hope that’s okay.”


      Her face flushed a bit as she imagined the state the house had to be in after they’d run out to help her father. A girl her age couldn’t help but be embarrassed at the thought of someone seeing her room a mess.


      “Don’t worry. I cleaned it up a bit,” Ryne interjected.


      “Wait, you visited the house?” Misha asked.


      “Yeah. I mean, I had Kyne with me. Couldn’t you have figured that out on your own?” He sighed.


      Now that he mentioned it, she realized he was right. Kyne normally roamed free and unfettered around their forest, so her appearance with Ryne must have meant her uncle had gone to get the bird.


      “Huh? I thought she’d just happened to be at my dad’s place and that was how you brought her.”


      “Just so you know, I don’t really have much of a relationship with your dad. The last time we really got along was when he was living in the village.”


      “Really?” Misha’s eyes went wide. She had always assumed he stopped by her father’s every time he visited her and her mother in the forest.


      “Once Leyas left the village, officially speaking, we didn’t know each other anymore. Breaking the rules of the village so obviously would have been a huge pain. But still, I had to visit him this time so I could figure out where you went.”


      “How was he?” Misha asked. Ryne must have seen Deenoark quite a bit after Misha had left Bluheitz. She was curious to hear his professional opinion on her father’s condition.


      Ryne grinned, though it was out of apology. “Sorry, I didn’t give him an exam or anything. We talked a bit in Leyas’s garden in his estate, then I left.”


      Ryne thought back to that conversation. Deenoark’s gait had been a bit awkward in the garden, the way someone moved when they were in pain, but his complexion had been fairly normal.


      Back then, Ryne still hadn’t quite swallowed the fact that Deenoark had taken Leyas from them with the assertion that he would make her happy, only for her to have met the end the way she did. So while Deenoark had seemed like he wanted to talk more, Ryne had said only the bare minimum before leaving. He’d known if he stayed any longer, his anger and frustration would spill out. After reading the letter Leyas left for him, he hadn’t wanted to do something so unsightly. Instead, he’d simply left.


      “I guess he was walking without a cane back then, so if he kept up his treatment and rehabilitation, he’s probably mostly recovered by now,” he said, ruffling Misha’s hair and looking away. That was his code for dropping that topic of conversation.


      Noticing the conflicted emotions in his eyes, Misha accepted his silent request, turning her attention back to her letter.


      How do I write this? “I made some friends who need help, so can you help them?” Is that good enough?


      After getting through the usual greetings and inquiries about his health, she got stumped as she got to the part where she needed to talk about Edion and the others.


      “Are there trees with these near your house?” Edion asked, playing with one of the fruits they had brought back.


      Misha nodded with a smile. “I’ll give you a hint: They’re growing near a small stream. Have fun looking for them.” She felt like it would be more fun for him if there was something in the forest to search for, so she avoided giving him any specific details.


      The surroundings of her house had been well cared for, and her mother with her injured leg had walked to those trees without issue, so even a young child would be able to get there. However, by the time they reached her house, the fruit would be long out of season.


      “There’s a small garden behind the house, and there are lots more edible plants and medicinal herbs all over the forest. I’ll write a guide for you, so have fun trying to find them all. But of course, make sure the grown-ups double-check them before you eat anything, okay?” she said, patting him on the head. His smooth, clean hair was entirely different from when they had first met.


      Misha stressed the importance of keeping clean, so once everyone had been treated for their injuries and had both slept and eaten some food, she had immediately set them to washing themselves. She was quite proud of the little bath they had made, digging a hole near the river and tossing in some rocks they had heated up after filling it with water. Edion was elated at the prospect of experiencing an outdoor bath for the first time in his life, and the others were similarly relieved to have a chance to get clean for the first time since going on the run.


      “My house is small, but it does have a bath, so make sure you use it every day. You remember what bubble grass looks like, right?”


      Bubble grass was a plant that grew in moist areas. When you squeezed its leaves, bubbles would come out. Commoners used it often in place of soap, but nobility wouldn’t know that, especially not children who had never been out in the field before. Seeing the green-tinted bubbles pop out of the leaves had been great fun for Edion. Too much fun, actually—Misha had been forced to stop him from wasting all the bubble grass they had found.


      “Wait... You’re not coming with us?” Edion’s face fell when he realized why Misha was giving him all this advice. He pulled on her sleeve, hoping she would deny it, but after a short pause, she shook her head.


      “I can’t. We’re in the middle of our own journey.” As much as it broke her heart to disappoint him, Misha had to shake her head.


      “But... But...” Young as he was, he still knew wanting her to come along was selfish, but he just couldn’t bring himself to let her go.


      Edion was forced to watch as, one by one, the people traveling with him got hurt and were eventually left behind. In his eyes, Misha and Ryne, appearing out of nowhere to save them, were like angels from a storybook.


      She had given them hot food and washed away the grime of their travels, giving them back a sense of humanity they had lost while on the run. His sister had been unconscious. They hadn’t been able to do more than wait for her to die, but Misha had saved her.


      And now, that savior was going away. It was hardly a surprise that Edion would be afraid.


      The adults could at least use reason to suppress their anxiety over reality. They knew they couldn’t rely on Ryne and Misha for everything forever. The two apothecaries were just travelers passing by. They couldn’t compel goodwill from them. The fact Ryne had given them a place to go and a way to get there was already far more than they could have asked for. Even a perpetual worrywart like Natalie understood that, which she demonstrated by gently but firmly pulling Edion’s hand away from Misha.


      “Natalie...?” Edion was sure that Natalie would want the two apothecaries to stick with them so they could look after Floren, so her reaction didn’t make sense to him.


      But when Natalie quietly shook her head, Edion finally understood. His wish couldn’t come true. They had to say goodbye.


      “I’m sorry,” Edion murmured, turning instead to burrow his face into Natalie, who had knelt down to hug him.


      That was the little boy’s desperate attempt to keep himself together. He knew if he saw Misha’s face again, the tears would come and he’d beg her to stay with them. But despite his efforts, he started to sob into the maid’s dress, his shoulders quietly shaking.


      “I don’t know what all the crying is about. It’s not like you’ll never see her again,” Ryne interjected. “You realize you’re going to Misha’s house, right? Obviously, she’ll be back there eventually,” he said, patting Edion on the back.


      That made the little boy’s face snap around. “She will?!”


      As his teary eyes turned on her, Misha beamed. “Of course! I can’t promise when, but we’ll definitely meet again. I’ll be back home eventually!”


      At Misha’s nod, Edion finally smiled. “Okay, I’ll wait for you. I’ll be a good boy, so hurry back!” No doubt it was the same promise he had always told his parents as they were leaving for work. Letting Natalie go, he stepped over to give Misha a big hug.


      “I’ll get Kyne to send you some letters, so make sure you write back, okay?”


      “I’ll practice writing so I can write really good letters too!”


      “Maybe he’ll finally start making some progress in his studies,” Natalie whispered behind the little boy’s back with a cheeky grin.


      It also meant Kyne would now be put through the wringer, delivering letters all across the continent, but that was a story for another time.




      While sitting at his desk doing paperwork, Deenoark was interrupted by the sound of tapping at his window. Looking up, he saw Kyne standing just outside the small window, politely waiting. One of the officials in the office organizing paperwork hurriedly jumped from his seat, but Deenoark lifted a hand to stop him, stepping out onto the terrace himself.


      The soft sound of his cane echoed in the otherwise quiet room as he walked. After Misha had left, he had faithfully kept to her rehabilitation plan. His recovery was progressing smoothly. Normally, people who were injured would stay in bed until they had fully healed, so her plan to keep him moving even before his wounds had closed was quite unusual. But when he remembered how Leyas had pushed through the pain to keep active when her leg had been injured, he instructed the nurses looking after him to help him do the same.


      The joints he hadn’t been able to use because of his injuries had grown stiff, and getting started on rehabilitation had been extremely painful. However, he had faith in Misha’s guidance, lessons he knew she had learned from Leyas, so he’d stuck with it. When he could finally get himself out of bed, he started practicing standing with assistance. After that, he moved to using the set of rails built for him on Misha’s instructions, which helped him practice walking and do some light exercise.


      Though the doctors were quite unhappy with his rehabilitation regimen and wanted him to stay in bed, as they saw his recovery quickly outpace that of the other wounded, they began putting the other wounded soldiers through a similar routine. There had been some trouble with him overdoing it once he had been able to walk—he’d broken out in a fever and had become bedridden by pain—but now he was healthy enough to walk without a cane.


      That said, if he pushed himself too hard, his wounds would hurt, and he’d often trip and fall, so he usually used a cane anyway. Furthermore, the cane now secretly housed a hidden blade, just in case of emergencies.


      His next objective was to be comfortable running and riding again; he’d made it clear he was still planning on visiting the house in the forest. Although no one lived there anymore, it was still a place full of happy memories for him. He was looking forward to the day Misha returned and the two of them could spend some time together there.


      “Do you have a letter for me, Kyne?”


      As he opened the window and stepped out onto the terrace, Kyne swooped down from above. Deenoark offered an arm for the bird to land, then brought her over to the wooden perch beside his desk, something he had built once Misha began sending letters back from Redford. He had no idea how Kyne did it, but for some reason, the bird always knew which room Deenoark was in. As such, Deenoark had had these wooden perches built in all of his private rooms and the dining halls he used.


      Taking the message tube from Kyne’s leg, he carefully extracted the letter from within and unrolled it on his desk. Resisting the urge to sit down and read it immediately, he rang a bell to call a servant and asked them to get some food and water for Kyne. First things first: The messenger that had come so far to deliver this letter needed to be rewarded for her work.


      As if reading Deenoark’s mind, Kyne hopped off of the perch and onto his desk, then used her beak to push the letter toward him, urging him to hurry up and read.


      Deenoark smiled. “You don’t mind if I read it first? Okay. Thank you.” He gave Kyne a scratch on the back before he opened the letter.


      Hi dad. Are you doing well? Do your injuries still hurt? Make sure you don’t work too hard, and don’t forget to take your medicine.


      The letter was written on a piece of beautiful stationery, decorated with images of flowers. It was high-quality stuff, a gift she had been given by a friend in Redford, he had learned from previous letters. Though it was thin enough to practically be translucent, the paper was quite sturdy. It was actually made with closely guarded technology, being not just exceptionally expensive, but also available only to those with a personal connection to the manufacturer. Even Deenoark had limited access to paper like this, so he saved it for special occasions. He could guess what kind of person had given it to Misha but decided to pretend as if he had no idea.


      The paper was thin and light but sturdy enough to not rip and tear under the work of a pen, so it was well suited for sending letters by mail bird. The fact Misha had paper like this around was what was really important.


      I was traveling toward the Rega Mountain Range when I made friends with a sick girl. She has a little brother too. They’re both really cute, good kids.


      “A grocer with a bad stomach, and now a pair of traveling siblings? Is she ever going to actually reach those mountains?” He chuckled. But as he kept reading, the mirth quickly faded from his expression.


      There were wounded people among them, so Uncle Ryne taught me how to treat them. They got caught up in a battle and had to run. They have nowhere to go, so would you mind if they used my house in the forest for a while? I want to do something to help them.


      “They ran from battle? The only conflict I can think of recently is in Coralune... Though, I heard there was something happening in Ambar too.” Deenoark frowned, pulling a map out of his desk. “Misha’s route was along here, right...?”


      He scanned the map, trying to pinpoint Misha’s position from what she had told him in her letters.


      “She left the capital and headed north for the Rega Mountain Range. The village she talked about was right here, so...” His finger slowly traced its way up the map. “Ryne’s with her, so they probably aren’t taking any normal route. They’re probably in what used to be Azalei...so about here?”


      Kyne gave a small chirp as she saw the dark expression on Deenoark’s face. The gesture made Deenoark look up with a troubled smile.


      “Our little princess is quite the troublemaker, isn’t she?” he said, giving Kyne a scratch under her chin. “They’re my daughter’s friends. I can’t refuse her, but I’m also quite busy. If Misha wants to let them use the house, then fine. But I doubt I’ll be able to go see them in person,” he murmured to himself. And then, he gave a small, mischievous grin. “Speaking of which, I guess we should reinforce the house before winter starts. I wouldn’t want Misha to come back and see her old house crushed by snow.”


      “I’ll make the arrangements.” Another official working in his office, a close friend of Deenoark’s, sighed.


      “Oh, thanks. Feel free to stay there for two or three days. I can’t ride quite yet, so I won’t be able to go.”


      A knock sounded from the door, then a servant entered the room with food for Kyne. Deenoark took the food from the servant and fed it to the bird.


      “That sounds like a nice idea,” the official said once the servant was gone. “Maybe I should bring some extra food with me?”


      “I’ll cover the expenses, so make it a feast. It’s my responsibility to make sure my workers get the rest they need.” Satisfied with that, Deenoark nodded.


      The official chuckled. “Oh, then I should get Thomas to prepare some excellent drinks. I’ll head out as soon as the materials are ready.”


      “Thanks.” Deenoark smiled, giving Kyne another piece of fruit. “And once you are done eating, you can feel free to rest a while,” he said to Kyne. “I’ll write a reply for Misha right away.”


      Kyne chirped happily and flapped her wings.




      Two days after Misha sent her letter, Kyne returned to give Misha her father’s reply.


      “He says he doesn’t mind if I want to have them stay in the house, but he’s not well enough to travel long distances yet, so he won’t be able to meet them himself,” Misha said in summary.


      “Looks like he got the message loud and clear.” Ryne grinned. He knew Deenoark wouldn’t be able to ignore a request from his daughter even though they hadn’t been able to include many details in the letter to him.


      “I’m surprised. We barely told him anything,” Misha said.


      “He’s the younger brother of a king, supporting his kingdom. I told you he’d know what was happening with their neighbors.”


      Worried that the letters might end up being used as evidence, Misha had refrained from mentioning Edion’s name or lineage, but it looked like her mentions of siblings and a battle had been enough to get the message across. That was why he had given permission for them to stay but refused to go see them himself. He also mentioned that he’d make sure to maintain the house for winter, so it was clear he was preparing a warm welcome for them as well.


      “I see. Dad really is amazing, huh?” She smiled, happy to see a new side of her father.




      The preparations were complete, and it was finally time for them to set off.


      “Anyway, the little lady...Miss Floren isn’t going to suddenly get strong overnight, so make sure you don’t push her,” Ryne said. “We’ve been here for a while with no signs of anyone chasing you guys, so you’re probably safe by now. Only travel when you’re feeling up to it, okay? Make sure you reapply the animal repellent every three days or so. Rain will also wash it off, so keep that in mind.”


      As Ryne gave the group some final instructions, Misha turned to Edion and Floren. It had been six days since Floren had woken up. She had come out of the tent and started moving around a little; she had been steadily improving. Even the injured knights had recovered and were doing well, though the one who had been unconscious when they first met was walking with a severe limp. They were strong and sturdy men, so they had recovered remarkably quickly, even in Ryne’s eyes.


      Misha gave the children their own instructions. “Make sure you don’t push yourselves, okay? Don’t try to just tough it out. If things are difficult for you, make sure you tell someone.”


      “Okay. And I’ll make sure to always take my medicine,” Floren said with a nod.


      “Don’t worry! I’ll make sure she’s okay!” Edion declared proudly, holding a freshly woven basket that Misha had made for him to collect herbs in.


      Misha had cut down some plants to make room for them to treat the injured when they first met, which had ended up being a great material, so she had dried them and woven them together for him. The end result was a soft, pliable basket that could even be folded up. For the past few days, Edion had declared himself Misha’s student, so she had set aside some time to make it for him. Although it had taken time for him to learn Misha’s lessons about herbs, his earnest engagement had warmed the adults’ hearts around him.


      Misha had made the basket for him just as a temporary thing to use while they were camping here, but Edion wasn’t about to throw away a gift from his new teacher. He fully planned on showing her how much use he was getting out of it when she came back to her house in the forest.


      “See you later!”


      They waved as they departed, but neither side said, “Goodbye.” That was enough to express their feelings to each other.


      Neither of them knew how Edion’s group would fare in the future. In particular, they would continue to be living in the fear of pursuers from Ambar as they traveled. They wouldn’t be able to truly rest until they reached the house in the forest. But they could all wave happily, knowing Ryne and Misha had done everything in their power to help, and they looked forward to a future where they met again.


      “See you later, Misha! Have a good trip!” Edion kept waving until Misha was out of sight.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: Girl Talk


      “You have really pretty hair, Miss Misha,” Floren said, sitting up in bed. She still wasn’t able to get up and walk around.


      Misha was in the middle of brushing her hair as she always did right before bed. “You think so? I think glossy, curly hair like yours is way cuter.”


      Misha felt her brightly colored hair was easy enough to take care of, but it being so straight made it a pain to do anything with.


      “No way! It’s so terrible when it rains! It gets all puffy and is impossible to work with!” But judging by her vehement reply, Floren had her own thoughts about that.


      The two shared a look before bursting out in laughter.


      “The grass is always greener, huh?”


      “Yeah!”


      After sharing a good laugh, Misha rummaged around in her bag for a while, and then she pulled out a bottle. “Here, this is for you. If you use it after you wash your hair, it’ll make it really shine.”


      “Really? Are you sure I can have this?” Floren’s eyes went wide.


      “Of course. I use it all the time. It’s easy to make too, so I’ll write down how for you. You should be able to find the ingredients anywhere.”


      “Will my hair be as pretty as yours if I use this?” Floren replied happily, reaching up to fiddle with her own hair.


      Their two months on the run had sapped all strength and shine from her hair. Because she had been used to taking meticulous care of her hair, the days when she couldn’t even take basic steps for personal hygiene, let alone wash it, had been endless suffering for her.


      Of course, she couldn’t complain about it. They were trying to save her life. Even a pampered, sheltered girl like her understood that surviving was their number one priority. That said, a girl her age couldn’t avoid agonizing over her inability to care for her skin and hair.


      “Of course. And here, another present for you.” Seeing how happy the gift made her, Misha dug through her bag for another bottle. “This is a moisturizer. It’ll make dry skin nice and soft again,” she explained, pouring a small bit of its contents onto Floren’s skin.


      She smiled at the pleasant sensation of Misha massaging it into her arm. “Wow, it smells so nice.”


      “I’m glad you like it. The scent comes from shynte flowers. You don’t need it for the moisturizer, but I like the smell, so I added it in. You have to like how it smells if you’re going to use it, right?” Misha was quite pleased to see Floren felt the same way about that flower’s aroma. “Part of the fun in making it is adding your own scents,” she added.


      That made Floren’s eyes go wide. The lotions she used for her skin and the oils she used for her hair were always something bought from some merchant or other. She had of course found particular ones she liked among those on offer, but the revelation that she could make those kinds of things for herself was a bombshell.


      “You think I could make these?”


      “Of course,” Misha replied without a second thought. “Everything has to be made by someone, right?” She laughed, seeing Floren’s eyes go so wide they seemed likely to pop out of her head. “I can’t say the same for everything, but at least these two are really easy to make, even if you’ve never done it before. All you need to know is what ingredients to use.”


      “Really? I want to try it!” Misha made it sound easy, firing up Floren further.


      Misha laughed again. “Yeah, if you’re trying to make yourself look pretty, you want to do it for yourself, right?”


      “Yes! I want my skin and hair to look beautiful like yours!” Floren nodded enthusiastically with big, sparkling eyes.


      The two months of forced marching her group had been through had left her skin and hair in a state that could be described without exaggeration as the worst they’d ever been. If she could improve her current situation, no amount of effort was too much.


      “You seem awfully determined. Who are you trying to look pretty for?” Misha asked.


      She hadn’t meant to be teasing, but nevertheless Floren’s face flushed red. Misha had only been joking, but Floren’s reaction reminded her a lot of the maids back in Redford.


      “That’s...uhh...” The way Floren started fidgeting with her hands like a girl in love immediately caught Misha’s attention.


      “Wait, do you really have someone?!” She bolted upright.


      Misha had never fallen in love before. Living alone in the forest, she’d never met anyone she could have fallen in love with, and she wasn’t in a great mental space for that kind of thing after leaving home. But the things she’d seen and heard from her maids while she was in Redford made her think love was a wonderful, adorable thing. The young girls, with faces flushed and eyes sparkling, would often say things like “That knight was so cool” or “The man on duty today was so kind.” Even though they’d sometimes gotten jealous of all the time she’d spent with Geord and Gantz, she was always excited to hear them talk about romance. In short, she loved love.


      “I’m sure he doesn’t think about me that way at all, but it would be nice if he saw me and thought I was cute...” The bashful smile she gave as her face turned beet red was absolutely adorable.


      “I’ll help!” Misha declared instantly. “Cuteness can overcome any hardship!”


      “Really? You think so?”


      “Of course!”


      And so the two young girls stayed up talking until Natalie came by to scold them for it being far past bedtime. However, that only got Natalie roped into the conversation, making the discussion even more passionate.


      Girls their age were in love with the idea of love itself.




      As an aside, the young maids often set their sights on the knights, while the slightly older ones were more interested in other officials or servants. Knights being regularly sent on expeditions and put in great danger made them ill-suited to marriage. Even young women in love would eventually see through the stars to look at reality for what it was.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: On to the Next Place


      “So, where should we go now?”


      After saying goodbye to Edion’s group, Ryne and Misha returned to their now familiar wilderness trek. They had originally been heading for the Rega Mountain Range, but their unexpected encounter had drained them of food, spices, and other critical supplies, so they decided to head to a nearby town to resupply first.


      “Ambar doesn’t seem like a particularly friendly place at the moment, and we’ve lost a lot of time from taking care of Edion’s friends. Plus, now it looks like it’s started snowing at the peak. We’ll probably have to give up on crossing the mountains into Ambar.”


      If he were honest, Ryne wanted to cancel the whole trip to the mountain. Misha had grown up in a forest, but it wasn’t at a particularly high altitude. The highest place near where she lived couldn’t have been more than fifteen hundred meters high. In comparison, the smallest mountain in the Rega Mountain Range was over three thousand meters. Even if she was used to walking around in the wilderness, this would be a totally different story, especially with snow on the ground.


      And now they also knew about the situation in Ambar thanks to Gurio’s information. A king crushing his younger brother’s household on false charges didn’t exactly speak of a peaceful land. While Ryne was well accustomed to the battlefield, having visited many to hone his surgical skills, Misha had no such experience. He didn’t like the idea of taking her into a potential war zone without any preparation.


      “Do we have to give up on the mountain?” Misha’s shoulders slumped as she played with Ren dancing around her feet.


      She had really been looking forward to finally visiting the place she had seen from afar her whole life. And after she’d heard about the unique plants growing there, it wasn’t a dream she could give up on easily. When she had learned not even Ryne had seen all the herbs there, her curiosity had been set ablaze. She’d been delighted, imagining she might find one of them herself.


      Ryne understood that, so he was hesitant to deny her. After thinking on it for a long while, he offered a compromise.


      “We can try climbing the mountain, but if I ever decide it’s too dangerous, we’re turning back immediately. And instead of crossing over into Ambar, we’ll head over to Jaunbrillant and grab a ship for the Ourenge Alliance. If you’re okay with that, we can give it a shot.”


      His weak point truly was Misha.


      “That’s fine! Even if it’s just for a little bit, I want to go!” she replied excitedly. Ren jumped happily too.


      “Okay, okay. Calm down and walk normally. You’re going to trip.” Ryne grinned sheepishly as he picked up the pace a little.


      Even if they couldn’t make it to the next town by nightfall, he wanted to find a good place to camp before the sun set. Noting some good candidates on the map in his head, he urged Misha and Ren to keep going.




      Successfully reaching the campsite Ryne had in mind, they arranged stones and branches into a simple fireplace. They had left their tent and sleeping bags with Gurio and now had nothing but their cloaks to sleep in. It would be a cold night, but it was nothing they couldn’t handle if they kept the fire going. They’d make it to a town in a few days, so they could buy replacements there.


      And they’d have to. With the season marching ever onward to winter, they wouldn’t survive very long without sleeping bags. Misha set about collecting fallen leaves and dry grass to make beds for tonight. The thin layer would go a long way in softening the hardness of the ground and keeping the cold earth off of them.


      With a laugh, Ryne said, “You look like a squirrel getting ready to hibernate.” He threw some animal repellent directly into their campfire.


      Dinner was a soup made of some dried meat and wild grasses they had picked on the way, together with some dumplings made from the tiny bit of flour they had left. After eating, there was nothing left to do but sleep.


      As he was organizing their things before bed and Misha was drinking some tea, Ryne came across the feeding tube that had played such a big role in their little detour. He paused. She tilted her head, wondering if there was something wrong. He spoke before she did.


      “Hey, Misha. Can I ask you a question?”


      She sat up straight. Since he was a guy that normally looked arrogant and dismissive of those around him, Misha knew that when his expression turned blank like this, it meant the conversation was about to get serious.


      “When we were using this, you seemed to stiffen up a bit. I wondered if you were remembering something about the Red Eye plague, but I suspect that’s not quite right. Have you seen something like this before?” he asked, showing her the feeding tube.


      Misha hesitated for a moment before shaking her head.


      “Not quite the same. The one I saw had needles on both ends. Mom said it was to help someone replenish blood they had lost.”


      Ryne scowled, and Misha continued.


      “She said it was something you were researching and that you gave it to her a few years ago.”


      “Yeah...I did,” Ryne said, massaging his head as if nursing a headache. “To be precise, four years ago now. We learned a lot of secrets about blood. We had figured out how to share blood between people without their bodies rejecting it, so I gave it to her in celebration. But she was always a stickler for the rules, so she wouldn’t even listen to me.” He sighed. “And she used it?”


      Seeing her uncle’s bitter expression, Misha couldn’t help but feel like she was the one on trial. She nodded at him.


      “Pretty bold of her. She knew there was a possibility of rejection.”


      “Dad’s injuries were really bad. We had nothing else we could do. She said that if he was going to die anyway, she might as well try...”


      Ryne gave a troubled smile at Misha’s despondent explanation. Then he patted her roughly on the head. “Even when she was little, Leyas always did crazy things as if they were perfectly normal. I’m not blaming you, and I’m not blaming her either. Besides, I’m the one who gave her the thing. She didn’t want it in the first place. So don’t blame yourself. Got that, Misha?”


      When Misha looked up to return his gaze, her breath caught. There was something so sad, so lonely in his eyes.


      “It was her choice to use her blood to save her husband. No one forced her. Even with a bad leg, she shouldn’t have been knocked over by some kid pushing her. She was probably unsteady because she had given away too much blood. Otherwise, she would have been able to stand her ground or at least land safely.”


      Misha’s eyes started to waver as Ryne’s conjecture outpaced her. And though he saw her confusion, he didn’t slow down.


      “She should have known how much blood she could give without harming herself. But she cared about her husband too much, and so she slipped up. It was an accident caused by her own mistake.”


      “What are you saying?!” Misha shouted back. She couldn’t bear to say nothing, but she didn’t know where to begin her refutation.


      In the back of her mind, she saw her mother, lying on the floor. Her body was still warm but would never move again. Nonetheless, Misha held out hope that her mother was still alive. The memories came rushing back—she had kept searching for signs of life despite the cold reality staring her in the face. It was the first time she had experienced true despair in her life.


      Her eyes went dark as she retreated into herself, but a sudden pain in her face brought her back. Ryne had grabbed her cheeks and was peering into her eyes.


      “Don’t run away, Misha.” Brilliant green eyes—sharp, clear, and deep green like her mother’s—bore deep into hers. “Listen. I’ve told you before that if you use medicine wrong, it becomes poison. Other kinds of treatment are the same. If you don’t do it right, people die.” He spoke slowly, as if trying to engrave this into her brain. “And not just the patient. Sometimes the doctor gets hurt too.”


      “What do you mean...?” Misha asked, the intensity in Ryne’s eyes punching through the fog in her head.


      “Sometimes it’s like what happened to Leyas. She got hurt very directly. But it’s much more likely to be from something else—the grudges of those left behind.”


      Ryne lifted up his shirt, revealing a number of scars of varying sizes along his skin.


      “What happened...?”


      “Sure, my skills and knowledge are better than most doctors’. But any treatment I give is still just from a human trying his best. I can’t save everyone. Lots of people don’t understand that. And when one of my patients dies despite my best efforts, sadness blinds their friends and family, and they often turn on me.” At that, Ryne dropped his shirt.


      Misha recalled the time she had been cornered by those men in the castle in Redford. She had been terrified just at the prospect of men larger than her yelling at her.


      Seeing Misha’s face pale, Ryne sighed quietly. “Think about Floren. We were lucky this time. Everyone survived. But if we had been even a day later, she would have been too weak to take in the nutrients we gave her. Do you think Natalie would have been able to accept the death of the child she was tasked with protecting?”


      For a while, both of them were silent.


      “These scars are from the friends and family of those I failed to save. I was naive back then. I never imagined they’d attack me after all I had done to try and help. Luckily I had friends that helped me, but I very well could have been killed.” Ryne’s face twisted into a bitter smile as he recalled the younger, idealistic boy he had once been. “Does that scare you, Misha? Because any time you treat someone, that’s the risk you’re taking. Whether for good or for ill, it’s a result of your actions. You need to be able to take responsibility yourself. That’s what Leyas did.”


      “Are you saying...mom died because she messed up?” Misha asked, her voice trembling. Her eyes filled with tears, but she didn’t look away. She kept her eyes firmly locked on him.


      Ryne slowly shook his head. “Leyas wasn’t wrong. She did what she could to save the man she loved. If you asked her now, I doubt she’d regret it.” He took Misha’s face in his hands again, this time more gently. “If she regretted anything, it would be leaving you behind like this. Because her actions hurt you so much, and she couldn’t do anything to comfort you after.”


      A quiet sob escaped from Misha.


      Ryne continued, a gentleness in his eyes Misha had never seen before. “You can cry all you want. This is sad. Of course you can feel the way you do. Get angry. Curse the world for how unfair it all is. But when you wake up tomorrow, you have to smile.”


      At that, the tears finally started to flow. She bit her lip to at least keep from crying out loud, but then Ryne wrapped her in a hug, patting her on the back. Her mother used to do the same thing to console her when she was little, when she was tired and upset. Misha couldn’t help picturing her mother’s face, her mother’s smile. It was too much to bear.


      “M-Mom... Mom...!”
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      The silence of the forest was broken by nothing but the heartbroken cries of a girl calling for her mother. As she wailed, Ryne kept silent, just holding her in his arms.


      Ren, who had been sitting quietly the entire time, stood up and trotted over to them. Though he couldn’t offer a hug, he kept close so she would know he was still with her.


      The three of them stayed huddled, not moving until all the tears were dry and the cries had given way to sleep.


      ◆◆◆


      Ryne laid the sleeping Misha down on the bed of leaves and grass, making sure she was wrapped up tight in her cloak. Ren then settled down beside her so that he didn’t have to worry about her freezing. After wiping the last traces of tears from her face, he turned back to the mess of supplies he had left lying out.


      “Man, we used up so much medicine too. I wonder if there’ll be anyone in the next town?” He scratched his head. If they had to make everything themselves from scratch, they’d never make it to the mountain before the snow fell.


      Honestly, if they just hit the town and ran straight for the mountain, they still wouldn’t make it in time. It was basically guaranteed they’d have to turn back partway up, but he wanted to grant as much of Misha’s wish as possible.


      “If we can at least make it to the seventh checkpoint, there’ll be plenty of herbs for Misha to get excited over.”


      There were rare herbs up there that only sprouted once frost had descended on the mountain. They were quite difficult to harvest but were used for making some incredible medicine to treat ailments in the eyes. Even for the sake of harvesting herbs, not everyone in the tribe was particularly excited to run up the mountains when the weather was getting that cold. If he brought back a good haul, he could probably get quite some hefty favors in exchange for them.


      “Oh, that’s right. Ganz has a base up there, doesn’t he?” Something that could only be described as a malicious grin took to his face. “He’ll probably have lots more than medicine stashed away this time of year, and he owes me one. Perfect.”


      Ryne grinned, and as he stretched, a gloomy cloud lifted from his mind. For better or for worse, there was no one there to stop him.


      As he set back to cleaning up his things, his fingers brushed against something hard. Opening the hidden pocket in his bag, he pulled out a small notebook wrapped in oiled paper.


      “Probably a bit too early for this still.”


      It was Leyas’s diary, which he had rescued from Misha’s home in the forest. He had originally intended to give it to Misha as soon as they met, but things had been so busy, it had entirely slipped his mind. Now, judging by her reaction tonight, he could tell it would only serve to put more pressure on her. So he’d wait a little longer—until she could talk about her mother without it bringing her to tears.


      “Doubt it’ll be that long,” he murmured to himself, returning the book to its hidden pocket.


      ◆◆◆


      Following a road that felt like little more than an animal trail, the two of them reached a town nestled up against the foot of Roost Mountain. At three thousand meters tall, Roost Mountain was one of the smaller mountains in the Rega Mountain Range, sloping more gently than most. The town had prospered here as a supply point for those planning on crossing the mountains.


      After spending two days walking through places choked by leaves and vines without even a trail to follow, Misha breathed a sigh of relief at finally laying eyes on a human settlement. Though she was used to the wilderness, it had still been tough going for her. And as one might have expected, there hadn’t even been signs of bandits, let alone other travelers, on their path.


      “Now that I think about it, we’re technically in Redford now, so there probably weren’t any checkpoints to worry about. We probably could have stuck to the main roads,” Ryne muttered, admitting his mistake.


      Misha found that odd, though. “Why are you worried about checkpoints?”


      “Borders between nations can be strictly enforced, and they record anyone who passes through. People of the Forest are quite popular with those in power. We try our best to avoid anything that could help them narrow down our location.” Ryne shrugged.


      Despite his casual attitude, Misha couldn’t help but imagine what would happen if the People of the Forest’s village was discovered, and she frowned.


      “Oh, don’t make that face. We have plenty of tricks to keep that from happening. The route we took to get here is a good example. We got through the border without anyone noticing us, didn’t we? Or rather, we would have even if that border had still been there.”


      The Kingdom of Azalei was now mostly under the control of Redford, conquered in retaliation for the invasion they started.


      The kingdom had been born from a number of mountain-dwelling tribes banding together. After Redford’s conquest, Azalei’s political structure collapsed, and each of the tribes, allowed a measure of self-governance under an overseer dispatched from Redford, became autonomous once again.


      A complete assimilation would require Redford to rebuild the nation, and that would incur a massive cost. Redford’s ruling class was not keen on rewarding Azalei for invading them by pouring the royal treasury into rebuilding their nation for them, so the Azaleian tribes were left more or less to pick up the pieces after the war by themselves.


      With Azalei being a poor nation barely held together in the best of times, there wasn’t much for Redford to gain in taking their land. Quite the contrary, the costs incurred from accepting so many more people into the kingdom would be a clear burden on Redford; the politicians in control at the time calculated as much. Things were so bleak in Azalei that it started to become clear they had attacked Redford more out of desperation than greed.


      As a result, the coastal, fertile regions of Azalei were gifted to the neighboring kingdom of Jaunbrillant as a reward for their help in the war, while the mountainous regions were granted autonomy, being levied with only minor fees for reparations in addition to their tax obligation. In effect, Redford wasn’t punishing Azalei hard enough to destroy it, but neither was it allowed the means to thrive on its own.


      “There are a whole bunch of other secret routes to get across different borders. Once we return to the village, I’ll show you the map,” Ryne said.


      “I’d much prefer a route where we got to sleep in beds at night,” Misha replied. Comparing their current experience to her trip from Bluheitz to Redford, she couldn’t help but feel their current conditions somewhat wanting.


      Ryne flashed an amused smile. “Traveling in luxury is fine every once in a while, but it’s more fun with a bit of stimulation like this, isn’t it?”


      Misha could only sigh at his laughter. She wouldn’t summarize their experiences since splitting from the other People of the Forest in the same way as Ryne had.


      Despite always complaining about how annoying things were, Ryne was quite curious at heart. Once while traveling, they’d happened across some people talking about a particular folk remedy, and so he’d casually slipped into their conversation, changing travel plans entirely in order to study that method. Although the stern old man they’d been referred to had greeted them with obvious displeasure, by the time Ryne and Misha departed, he and Ryne were partying it up, drinking late into the night.


      Another time, they’d happened across a fight and Ryne had jumped into the middle of it, subduing both sides and using their wounded as test subjects for an experimental medicine. The medicine had been remarkably effective but remarkably painful—enough to make the grown men he’d been treating scream. They had complained afterward that the medicine had hurt more than the actual injuries, to which Ryne could only mutter that the medicine needed “a little improvement.”


      It had been a new kind of medicine developed by the tribe, who had asked him to put it through some clinical trials. Misha had been aghast at the idea of using strangers as test subjects without getting their informed consent.


      “Normally, they’d be lucky to have someone wipe off the blood and tie a bandage for them, let alone disinfect the wounds and treat them with medicine like I did. So what’s the problem? They even thanked me afterward.” Ryne hadn’t been the least bit conflicted about his behavior. His boldness had even had Misha second-guessing whether she was the strange one.


      Misha of course, being dragged into all of these incidents, was left with her eyes spinning time and again.


      That said, when they’d come across a person with a bad cough, she had been the one to pull Ryne to a stop, and when they’d come across a child with a bad limp, Misha had been the one to stop and talk to them.


      “I guess it’s been fun, but I would really like a nice bath,” she murmured.


      “Yeah, I can agree with that,” Ryne replied with a grin.


      Common people didn’t have a custom of daily bathing, but the People of the Forest were sticklers for hygiene. Even Misha had a bath in her home in the forest. Seeing as that was a custom brought to their home by Leyas, it went without saying that Ryne had grown up in the same environment, and so he was just as partial to baths. There were few things in life as blissful as a nice, hot bath.


      When they’d realized they would be spending a few days in the same place to take care of Floren, one of their first thoughts had been to dig a hole and create a simple bath beside the nearby river.


      “And I’ve got some good news for you, Misha. Roost Mountain hasn’t erupted recently, but it’s still very much an active volcano. Which means the town we are about to visit has hot springs.”


      “Hot springs?! I’ve read about those! It’s where hot water gushes up out of the ground, right?!” Misha’s eyes positively shone at the mention of them.


      As much as the two of them loved baths, collecting the water and heating it up for one was quite a bit of work. It took a lot of time and consumed a lot of fuel. The idea that hot water would just pop out of the ground on its own was like a dream come true. She had also read that the spring water helped injured and sick people recover quicker. She had been enchanted by the idea of hot springs ever since she first read about them.


      “I want to try one!” Misha’s excitement had Ren bouncing around her feet. “Oh, but will Ren be allowed in the town?” she asked, looking down at the young wolf.


      Ren tilted his head in confusion. He was basically fully grown by now. If he stood up on his hind legs, he could place his front legs on Misha’s shoulders without issue.


      “Probably. This close to the mountains, there are probably a lot of hunters with hunting dogs around. He might not like it, but if he’s on a leash, they shouldn’t mind.”


      “Really? Is that okay with you, Ren?”


      Ren began wagging his tail excitedly.


      “Ren’s a smart guy, so I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Ryne said. “Make sure you stick close to Misha, okay?”


      Ren gave a resolute “Woof!” in reply, getting a laugh out of Misha.


      “I’ve got a friend that lives there too,” Ryne continued. “He’s researching the effects of hot springs on wounds and illness. He’s got one in his house, so Ren will be able to enjoy it too. And if you want a bigger tub, there are communal baths in the town too. Look forward to it.”


      “That’s amazing! I want to try them both!” Misha shouted happily, the fatigue from their journey so far entirely forgotten as she quickened her pace.




      The town they were heading for was named Tinga. Though it was a small settlement, travelers stopping there on their way across the mountains made it quite the bustling place. Puffs of white steam here and there together with a unique smell in the air were both memorable features of the town.


      “So this is what hot springs smell like,” Misha breathed in deeply, thoroughly moved by the sulfurous odor.


      Ren, in contrast, hung his head as he followed close behind Misha, connected to her by his leash. His strong sense of smell made the thick scent of sulfur in the air unbearable. The closer they got to the town itself, the more skittish and unhappy he became. Feeling bad for him, Misha considered letting him roam free outside the town as they usually did, but Ryne stopped her.


      “Even if he goes out into the mountains, the smell won’t change. On top of that, the heavy smell in the air will make it hard for him to find us afterward, so it’s best if he stays with us. I’m sure he’ll get used to it soon enough.” Ren himself also seemed hesitant to leave Misha’s side, so Misha reluctantly did as she was told.


      That said, the way Ren’s head and tail drooped as he walked did quite a bit to invite sympathy rather than alarm from those they walked past, so it did have its silver lining.


      “You’re fine with the smell, little lady? You’re quite the strange one,” a man entering the town behind them said, taken aback by Misha’s unbothered attitude. “I can’t stand the smell, no matter how many times I visit. Though you get used to it pretty fast, and the baths here are wonderful.”


      He was a traveling merchant from Jaunbrillant, in line behind them as they waited to be processed to enter the town. He had traveled here selling dried fish and other seafood, and, after emptying out his wares, was planning on heading back to Jaunbrillant with a full load of things from the mountains to sell.


      “Fish from the ocean sells great once you go deep inland, and the same goes the other way.”


      Misha’s keen interest in his business reminded him a lot of his youngest daughter, and so they grew quite friendly during their short time together. He even let Misha try some of his dried goods. Though she liked them so much that she pestered Ryne into buying a bunch, so the man’s generosity didn’t cost him much—not to mention Misha’s delight drew the interest of a number of people around them too. Even Ren got some of the scraps that weren’t fit to actually be sold, recognized as a fellow sufferer of the town’s peculiar smell.


      “You need a place to stay? I can introduce you to a friend of mine. He’s got a kennel for hunting dogs too,” the man offered.


      “No, it’s okay,” Ryne shook his head. “I’ve got a friend that lives here.”


      The merchant gave a big smile. “Oh, really? Then I guess you’re fine. If you see me around later, make sure you give me a holler!” The man then turned and walked away.


      After watching him go for a bit, Ryne did the same.


      “Aren’t you going to ask how to contact him?” Misha asked, a bit confused over how casually they had made their goodbye.


      But Ryne just laughed. “What, are we going to keep in contact with every person we meet on the road? We’ll meet again someday if fate wants us to.”


      “I see. I hope we do.” Misha turned to look back at the man, but he had already disappeared into the crowds.


      Ryne quickly changed the subject. “More importantly, I’m starving. And we’ve got some hot springs to visit. Let’s get moving.”


      “Hey, wait up!”


      As Ryne started walking off, his appetite thoroughly stoked by the samples of dried fish, Misha had to hurry to catch up to him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: Ryne’s Childhood Friend


      “Hey Ganz! Come on out and play!” Ryne called from outside the house, leaving Misha stunned. The wide grin on his face made her instinctively take a step back. Paying her no mind, Ryne grabbed the door knocker and gave it numerous hard knocks.


      “Hey, Ganz! I know you’re in there! Get out here!”


      “Are you sure he’s home?” Misha pulled at Ryne’s sleeve, seeing no response from within. They were on the outer edge of town, so there weren’t many people around, but if Ryne kept up his current routine, it would be only a matter of time before people started noticing.


      “No, I saw the curtains moving on the second floor. He’s definitely in there.” After thinking for a moment, Ryne started to grin. “But you’re right, keeping this up makes me look like an intruder, so let me prove I’m good friends with the guy inside by telling you some stories about him,” he began, his voice far too loud for his words to have been intended for Misha’s ears alone.


      “Ganz and I grew up in the same village. You could call us childhood friends. He’s two years older than me, but there were few enough kids in our village that we were treated as basically the same age. I know all sorts of embarrassing things about him, even down to his first love. For example, he was still wetting the bed until—”


      “Hold it right there!” The door of the house slammed open, and a man practically jumped out. “Is this really the kind of story you need to be sharing so loudly?!” The man had cropped, deep blond hair. His eyes were a bit darker than Misha’s and Ryne’s, closer to viridian in color.


      “Is he one of us?” Misha asked, not quite sure if his hair and eyes were the right color. There was a chance he was dying his hair and eyes like Miranda had, but if so, it was kind of strange he stuck with blond and green.


      “Like I said, we were childhood friends.” Ryne laughed, wrapped an arm around Ganz’s shoulders, and smiled wide as he ensured Ganz couldn’t escape. “Can you believe he’d pretend to not be home? As one of his few close friends, I’m deeply hurt.”


      Ganz gave a quiet, plaintive wail.


      “You’re kind of a bully, aren’t you Uncle Ryne?” Misha could tell exactly what kind of relationship these two had without any explanation. Ren whined quietly at her feet as if to agree with her assessment.




      Once they had moved to Ganz’s living room, Ryne was sipping some coffee. He said with a shrug, “He knew this was going to happen, so I don’t know why he bothered pretending he was out.” Apparently this method of “greeting” had become something of a custom between the two of them.


      “Because every time you visit, you steal a bunch of really valuable medicine and tools from me,” Ganz muttered despondently into his own coffee as he sat across from Ryne.


      Ryne paid his frustration no mind, digging into the sandwiches Ganz had prepared for them. “You make me sound terrible. I always pay you back with herbs that you’re looking for, don’t I?” Ryne said. In his mind, he had always made it an even trade.


      Ganz frowned. “Yeah, and I appreciate that. You always have herbs and spices that are really hard to get around here, and you do a great job of finding books and documents I need, but you show up out of the blue every time. Would it kill you to warn me you were coming?!”


      Despite his annoyance, he didn’t hesitate to bring out more sandwiches when Ryne finished the first batch and some fruit water for Misha, who wasn’t so fond of the coffee the two men were drinking. He even brought some dried herbs out for Ren, hoping to ward off the smell of sulfur that had the wolf so downcast. Ren seemed to very much appreciate the gesture, as he immediately stuck his nose into the herbs and lay down.


      It looks like he’s leaving gaps for Ryne to tease him on purpose. He seems like a really good guy, Misha thought, watching the two banter as she dug into the fresh offering of sandwiches. While she sympathized with Ganz a little, seeing how much fun Ryne was having was enough to make her hold her tongue.


      And so the conversation progressed, Ryne evidently delighting in it more than anyone. With that, the two travelers had secured a place to stay for the night.




      “You can use this room. Putting you up here on the second floor means you’ll be pretty far from the baths, but that’s probably best for Ren’s sake. I’m sure you’re exhausted from all your traveling, so feel free to take a nap after trying the bath,” Ganz explained with a gentle smile as he led Misha to her room. Ryne had already gone ahead, disappearing with all of his belongings to take a bath right away.


      “A bath! It’s a hot spring, right?!” Her eyes sparkled.


      “That’s right.” Ganz smiled proudly. “The spring I have here is special too. It’s a bit cloudier than normal ones. It has a moisturizing effect on the skin. Ladies even come around to ask to take some home with them to use in place of face lotion. The water makes the floor quite slippery though, so be careful. The first time Ryne visited, he walked in and watched up become down as he bashed his head on the floor.”


      Misha laughed. That sounded so unlike her uncle. Ganz seemed to have just as many embarrassing stories of Ryne as Ryne did of Ganz.


      “Are you sure Uncle Ryne won’t get angry that you told me that?”


      A small look of panic flashed over Ganz’s face. He then put a finger up in front of his mouth. “Let’s keep it our secret, then.”


      “Okay.” Misha giggled again at Ganz’s childish affectation before stepping into her room to set down her belongings.
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      The bath that Ganz was so proud of was situated on the first floor. To be precise, there was a small corridor that cut through his backyard to another building, which contained the bath and Ganz’s laboratory. He regularly invited others to come and use the spring so he could document the effects of the water on them. Misha was curious to hear about his findings, but her desire to get clean outweighed her curiosity, so she grabbed a change of clothes and headed for the bath first. Of course, Ren stayed back in her room.


      The bath had both an indoor and outdoor section. There were two single-person baths for those who were helping with Ganz’s research and also one larger outdoor bath for when some serious relaxation was in order.


      Misha was kind of surprised to hear he had gone through the trouble of making one outside, but the large fence built around it was more than enough to keep prying eyes off of bathers, and being able to look up at the stars or feel the wind while you soaked in the hot water made it an entirely different experience.


      “I would of course recommend the outdoor bath, but it’s open to the public, so you might run into people from town inside. If that bothers you, feel free to use the personal baths. The water is all the same.”


      “People from town come here?” Misha asked, surprised.


      Ganz laughed. “At first I only let in people who were helping with my research, but once those people spread the word about how good water was here, I started getting more and more people pressuring me to get some of it for themselves. It was a pain dealing with each of them one by one, so I built a new entrance for the public to use. So on that note, please remember to lock the door heading inside when you go out.”


      The door heading into the house was locked so that people couldn’t just walk in from the bath, but Misha felt it was still pretty bold to let them into the baths unsupervised.


      It’s starting to look like appearing really sensitive and careful on the outside but being actually pretty carefree is a common trait for People of the Forest... she thought.


      “But everyone will be at work this early in the day, so I wouldn’t expect many people to be using the bath now. If you go to one of the public baths in town, there will be tons of people you don’t know, so maybe this is a good way of easing yourself into that. Oh and just so you know, when I opened it to the public, I split the bath for men and women,” Ganz urged her on.


      Having just used an outdoor bath she had made herself not long ago, the idea of bathing outdoors here didn’t bother her in the least, and she was quite curious about this “serious relaxation” he mentioned, so she did as he recommended, taking a key from him and heading to the changing room.


      Saying he had some research data that needed organizing, Ganz went ahead to his laboratory nearby. That made Misha smile, though she waited until he was out of sight to do so. He didn’t say it in so many words, but it was clear he was intentionally making sure he was nearby in case she needed anything. The casual way he showed that consideration for her made her quite happy.


      Within the changing room, there was a bench large enough for three people, a number of wicker baskets, and a set of shelves against one wall with some folded towels. Another large basket in the corner of the room seemed to be for collecting used towels and clothes so that the staff could launder them.


      Looking forward to the hot spring, Misha undressed and wrapped herself in a large towel. She listened through the door. She waited there for a while but heard no signs of others. She used her key, which hung from a string around her neck, to open the door into the bath. When she carefully stepped outside, a wave of heat immediately washed over her, together with the same smell of sulfur that she had noticed when first arriving in the town.


      She breathed a heavy sigh. “Wow. This is amazing...”


      The bath itself was built from a collection of large stones piled together. Though they all looked like random stones pulled from nature, which gave the bath a distinctly rough and natural look, there was an unmistakable artistic beauty to the way they had been arranged. The stone floor around the bath was smooth and glossy, as if carved from ivory. However, the stone flooring was for only the paths to the washing area and the soaking bath. The ground around the bath itself was crowded with trees and flowering plants of all kinds. Looking closer, she recognized a good number of those flowers belonged to herbs she was familiar with, but...


      “How are summer flowers blooming at this time of year? And wait, that honeyberry is just starting to bloom! It’s only supposed to do that in spring!”


      Entirely forgetting her purpose for being there, Misha hopped over to start inspecting the plants. The wide variety of plants that normally grew in entirely different seasons crowding together was remarkable.


      “How? Is it because of the hot spring?” she asked herself, careful not to damage the fragile young honeyberry blooms as she observed them.


      Honeyberry was a plant she often harvested back home. It was used in all kinds of painkillers. It could be fashioned into an ingested medicine or worked into ointments and salves, making it remarkably flexible and useful. There was no way she’d misidentify such an important plant. Yet as confident as she was, she could barely believe her eyes to see it blooming in late autumn.


      “Oh, are you an apothecary too, young lady?” a voice called out from behind while she was entranced by the sight.


      “Who’s there?!” Misha all but shouted, spinning around to see someone approaching from the other side of the bath. Apparently they had been sitting in the shadow of one of the larger rocks, so Misha hadn’t noticed they were here.


      “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you, hon. You came in from the house, so I assumed you were one of Mr. Ganz’s friends and stayed quiet.” The young woman’s smooth, pale skin and the well-defined lines of her collarbone made her stunningly beautiful, even in Misha’s eyes.


      Despite being quite slender, she had a more than ample chest. Misha almost wanted to ask how she managed to pull that off. The faint redness in her cheeks from time spent in the bath paired with the color of her lips created a portrait even a girl like Misha had to describe as seductive.


      I wonder if that’s what the goddess of love and beauty looks like?


      Misha stared speechless at the woman, who gave a bit of a troubled smile and said, “I know it’s warm in here, but you’ll still catch a cold if you stand around dressed like that. Give yourself a rinse and come on in.”


      “Oh! Right!” At the woman’s urging, Misha came back to her senses and hurried over to the washing station, filling a bucket with warm water. She hesitated for a moment before removing her towel and putting it down nearby. The woman in the bath wasn’t wearing anything, so Misha felt it was inappropriate for her to take the towel into the water.


      It’s a bit embarrassing, but I guess I should follow the local rules.


      Steeling herself a bit, she dumped the bucket of water over herself, only then realizing how cold she was. She really would get sick like this, so she hurried back to the bath. Hurried cautiously, that is, the story of Ryne slipping and hitting his head still fresh in her memory. It would be more than just embarrassing if she were to slip and fall in front of a stranger.


      “Please excuse me, then,” Misha said as she dipped a foot into the water.


      As Ganz had said, the water was a cloudy white, almost as if it had been mixed with milk. As the hot water wrapped around her body it drew a sigh out of her, the slight sense of heaviness in the water resonating deep inside.


      That feels great. It’s like my body is melting...


      It was the first time she had ever been in a bath where she could stretch out her arms and legs without touching anything. The fragrance of the nearby plants mixed with the sulfurous smell of the water to create a unique aroma, easing the stress of her mind and muscles from all the walking she had been doing.


      The other woman chuckled as she saw Misha’s face overcome with bliss. “Mr. Ganz’s friends really like their baths, don’t they?”


      “Yes, yes we do. This is heaven...” Misha mumbled a reply, the hot spring having melted away all her anxiety and nerves.


      It also helped that this woman didn’t seem to be a total stranger who’d just happened upon the bath. Misha got the sense that she knew Ganz.


      Misha wanted to ask what exactly she meant by “Ganz’s friends” but decided to leave that be for now. She knew she’d have no problem finding a person as stunning as this later, and the delightful sensation of the bath overpowered any other thoughts she had. She had been traveling through the wilderness for so long, most of the time not even on roads. She had finally been given a chance at a bath—in a hot spring, no less.


      I just want to enjoy this right now. I can ask Ganz about her later.


      The water around her felt comforting as she swirled it with her hands, then scooped it up and splashed it over her face. Watching Misha’s behavior with amusement, the other woman quietly got to her feet and stepped out of the water.


      Misha turned idly to watch her go, but her breath caught at what she saw. The woman had an enormous scar along her abdomen, something very obviously man-made standing out on her otherwise flawless skin.


      Paying Misha’s gaze no mind, the woman headed to the door opposite the one Misha entered from, a small exit hidden in the shadow of a tree that must have led to the changing room for guests from outside.


      “I’ll be leaving now, so please enjoy the bath as much as you like. Let’s meet again later.” The woman gave Misha one last elegant smile before disappearing through the door.


      Misha blinked in surprise. Wow, she was so pretty. But in a totally different way than mom, or Miranda. Is that what they call “glamour”?


      The woman had said she wanted to meet later, so Misha decided to put the questions out of her mind and just look forward to talking to her again.


      “I’ll have to remember to introduce myself properly next time,” she murmured, letting herself sink into the water down to her chin.




      “Whew, I’m dizzy...”


      Sitting on the bench in the changing room, Misha used a wet towel to cool her face. She had been warned before going in that hot springs were more dangerously alluring than normal baths, but even with that warning, the pleasure of the experience had fully enraptured her. Before she knew it, she had been thoroughly boiled. Her vision was blurry, and she couldn’t stop sweating. She could hardly get dressed in that state, so instead she wrapped herself with a towel and waited for the heat to subside.


      Lightly patting her cheeks, she gave a deep, long exhale. “Maybe I should have brought some water...”


      Just as she murmured that to herself, a knock sounded from the door, causing her to jump.


      “Y-Yes?!”


      “I brought you some water. Could you open the door for me?” The voice from outside was from the woman she had met in the bath earlier. After a bit of hesitation, Misha slowly cracked the door open.


      “Oh my, look how red you are.” The sight of the woman stepping into the changing room made Misha’s eyes go wide.


      Though she wore a plain, unadorned beige dress, the simplicity of her outfit only highlighted the incredible lines of her body, leaving her appearance no less enchanting.


      “Here, have a seat. Have something to drink.” The woman handed Misha a glass of cold water. Misha accepted it and took a gulp. It was faintly sweet, salty, and even had a bit of a citrus flavor.


      “It’s Ganz’s special recipe. He says it is perfect for helping you replenish fluids. You can feel it working, can’t you?” The woman chuckled as Misha drained the glass in one go, pouring another for her. Misha gratefully accepted the second drink before looking up at the woman.


      She used the outside entrance last time, but this time she came from inside the house. I guess she’s friends with Ganz? I wonder what their relationship is? Thanks to the specialty beverage, her foggy head quickly began to clear.


      Pulling out a folding fan, the woman began fanning Misha, chuckling again as clarity returned to Misha’s gaze with an unvoiced question.


      “My name is Angelica. I live in town, and I come here three times a week to help out. I had today off, so I just came for the bath, but since it looked like Ganz had guests, I decided to ask if he needed help. And since you took so long in the bath, he asked me to go check on you.”


      “Ohhh. I’m sorry.” Misha frowned. Ganz had evidently been worried about Misha but hadn’t been able to check on her himself, so he had sent Angelica in his place. She felt ashamed to have worried him even after he had specifically warned her to be careful.


      The woman laughed. “Well, aren’t we polite? Please, don’t worry about it. This was your first time in a hot spring, right? It happens to all of us.” The woman smiled wide as she handed the fan to Misha, then headed back to the door. “Dinner will be ready soon, so once you’ve cooled off a bit, come on over.”


      Misha watched the door until it clicked shut, then dropped her eyes to the fan in her hands. It was a vibrant pink, made with delicate lace. The frame was black wood, decorated with designs of flowers and butterflies. It was exceptionally beautiful. It seemed more like an ornament than something you’d actually use. But when she considered who it had come from, the gorgeous appearance only made sense. No matter how hard she thought, Misha couldn’t figure out what a woman like that was doing working as a housekeeper.


      “Let’s get dressed.” Draining the last of her glass, she carefully put down the fan and stood up.




      “Umm...thank you for lending me this.” Misha poked her head into the kitchen in the main building, where she found Angelica cutting vegetables.


      “Oh my, you could have just left it in the changing room. Thank you for bringing it all the way back here for me. It’s still a bit early for dinner, so why don’t you go lie down? You’re probably exhausted from your trip, right?”


      Even the way Angelica spun to look at her without moving her legs enchanted Misha. And for some reason, she saw her mother in Angelica’s soft smile.


      “Is something wrong?” Angelica asked, seeing Misha freeze.


      Misha snapped back to reality, her face flushing. “Oh, nothing. It’s nothing. Thank you, I’ll go lie down for a bit.”


      After quickly rinsing out her glass and setting it in the dish rack, Misha quickly made her way out of the kitchen.


      Why did I think of mom suddenly? They don’t look alike at all.


      Their hair and eyes were totally different. Leyas had been slender and delicate, almost fragile, while Angelica had a voluptuous and sensual figure that even caught the attention of other women. If anything, they were polar opposites.


      As Misha counted off the ways they were different in her head, she made it back to her room and flopped onto her bed. The fog in her head from spending so long in the bath hadn’t quite lifted yet, so the moment she hit the sheets, all of her fatigue came back to her.


      I guess it’s been a long time since I’ve had a bed...


      Their unexpected meeting with Edion’s group had left them living in a tent for quite a while. After parting ways, they had decided to take the shortest route possible to Tinga, which had meant cutting through wilderness the entire way.


      I wonder if Eddy is still there.


      It had been three days since they parted ways. Floren’s condition had still been a bit unsteady, but it didn’t seem likely to improve while out camping.


      I hope they make it to the house all right.


      She had sent a letter back home before they left, so she already had permission from her father to lend them the house. His reply had effectively said, “If you’re okay with it, then go ahead.” He also said he would restock the house’s food stores. Besides that, he would pretend he knew nothing about them. No matter how you looked at it, accepting strangers from a foreign country with a troubled history was a problem for him, so he would be taking the stance that the new arrivals had moved in without him knowing. It sounded cold, but as the king’s younger brother, anything else risked sparking an international conflict.


      Misha hadn’t realized any of that, just writing a letter as she was asked, so she felt a little bad when she figured it out reading her father’s reply.


      Oh, I forgot to tell them they were free to use our leftover clothes...


      Misha and her mother had left virtually all of their belongings in that house.


      Uncle Ryne said he had disposed of anything dangerous, so there should only be ordinary supplies left over...


      Misha was suddenly beset with the memory of sewing clothes together with her mother. Her mother had sewn virtually all of Misha’s outfits by hand. It was a challenge for her father to keep track of her growth from such a distance as she grew up, so he had supplied fabric instead of ready-made outfits. As the seasons rolled by, Leyas would measure her from time to time, delighted when she saw enough of a change to justify making new clothing.


      I wonder what she was planning on making with that bright blue fabric...


      Misha’s chest ached as she recalled her mother laying out the cloth, saying they should make something for summer out of it sometime. It had been a casual, trivial thing, and now it was a promise that she could never keep.


      Oh, I get it now. Her eyes. The way she looked at me was the same...


      Gentle eyes, full of love. That was always what Misha saw in her mother’s eyes when she looked at her. It was exactly the same thing she had seen in Angelica’s eyes just before.


      I wonder... Is Miss Angelica also a mother...?


      That final thought on her mind, Misha drifted away into sleep.


      ◆◆◆


      “Hey, can I have some water...? Wait, are you...?”


      After taking a quick bath and a nap, Ryne came down to the kitchen to grab something to drink. But as he walked in, his eyes narrowed at the woman he found standing inside.


      While Ryne searched through his memories, Angelica stopped what she was doing, slowly bowing her head. “It has been quite a while, doctor. Thank you once again for your help back then.”


      Despite her greeting, Ryne’s puzzled expression didn’t so much as twitch. Finally Angelica couldn’t bear it any longer, and she burst out laughing.


      “Oh, you haven’t changed a bit, have you? Would it help you remember if I told you I was the woman you stitched up after I was falsely accused of being in an affair and got stabbed?”


      Ryne clapped his hands together, Angelica’s explanation finally bringing the memory back. “Oh right, the prostitute who got stabbed by her customer’s woman. The local doctor threw in the towel, saying there was nothing he could do, so he sent you to me as a last-ditch effort. I remember laughing at Ganz’s face when he saw how much blood you lost.”


      “I guess even doctors have their strengths and weaknesses. I was so lucky that you happened to be in town when it all happened and that Doctor Ganz was willing to take care of me afterward. I only survived thanks to the both of you.”




      It had all happened three years ago.


      Ryne happened to be in the area, and so he decided to swing by and take a dip in the hot springs. Little did he expect the bloody scene he was walking into.


      At the time, Angelica was working as a moderately high-class entertainer at a large establishment. She would sing, dance, and play music for customers as they drank. Once when she and her colleagues were called to entertain some guests, one of the customers’ wives stormed into the room, mistakenly assumed Angelica was having an affair with her husband, and stabbed her. The woman’s vicious hatred had more than made up for her slender arms, her knife plunging deep to pierce organs and spill a tremendous amount of blood.


      At first Angelica was taken to the local doctor, but he quickly threw in the towel. Her employer was friends with Ganz, and so in a desperate effort to save her, he carried her to Ganz’s house.


      Unfortunately, despite being one of the People of the Forest, he wasn’t an omnipotent doctor. He had some basic knowledge of medical treatment, but there was a wide gulf between reading about surgery and performing it. The biggest obstacle for him was being unable to stand the sight of blood. There were times he’d almost collapsed from seeing his own.


      Even so, the moment Angelica was brought to his doorstep, he dropped everything and gave his all to try and save her. Nonetheless, when Ryne walked in, he was so relieved that he fainted on the spot.


      Not understanding the situation in the least, Ryne found himself suddenly taking over her care. Having plentiful experience treating soldiers in active warzones, he had no difficulty keeping his cool, analyzing her condition, and giving her the appropriate treatment.


      And so, Angelica lived.




      Being that Angelica was the most famous courtesan in the town, there was quite a commotion caused by the whole incident, so one might have thought it would be a memorable event. But Ryne had his own standards. He had given a kind of treatment that had already been established and codified, so his interest in the actual procedure had been minimal. The only reason he finally remembered it at all was because of how funny Ganz looked when he passed out.


      And once he had that thread, he could recall the whole incident clearly.


      “Yeah, I had to cut off a chunk of your liver and large intestines, then sew it all back together, all while keeping your blood topped up. I guess I don’t need to ask since Ganz was the one taking care of you, but how’ve you been since?” Ryne asked offhandedly, accepting the cup of water she handed him.


      Angelica traced a finger over the scar that still lingered. “The first couple months were difficult to say the least. I could barely sleep. But after that, everything went right back to normal. A certain big shot decided he wanted to keep the whole thing quiet, so I’ve been taking it easy, living off the ‘gift’ he gave me.”


      She had taken the opportunity to give up her life as a courtesan. Taking a scar on the stomach was a small price to pay for being set up for the rest of her life, as long as she stayed within her means. Her debt to the owner of the shop had almost been entirely paid off before the incident anyway, and the owner had no desire to keep a courtesan with such terrible scarring, so getting out had been easy.


      That said, for that first month, she felt like she might die at any moment. Since she had been unable to even sit up, Ganz had kept her at his own house, deciding he was responsible for taking care of her now that she’d been brought through his door.


      Even after she recovered and quit her job, he did a lot of work to compensate for her lack of basic life skills. He found a room where a single woman could live alone in safety. He negotiated with one of his old clients to get her a job as a tutor in the arts, seeing as she was too weak after her injury to uphold a normal job, thus giving her a source of income for herself.


      Angelica turned back to the pot she was working over, stirring it before serving a bit of its contents into a small dish and passing it to Ryne.


      “Since I was here to help with experiments in the hot spring, I offered to help out with the cooking and cleaning as a show of thanks. The fact I have now been able to thank you personally is a real weight off my shoulders too.”


      “Huh. I was wondering why the place looked so clean.”


      Ultimately, this was a house run by a single man living alone. Before Angelica’s arrival, while Ganz’s laboratory was kept clean, the hallways had been choked with dust and the windows had fogged up to the point of being opaque. But this time, despite Ryne arriving with no forewarning, everything was spotless. Even the guest rooms were ready and waiting for them. It had been quite the surprise.


      “You should have just moved in here, then. If you’re waiting for Ganz to man up and ask, you’ll be waiting forever.” Ryne smirked as he handed the dish back. Angelica smiled ever so slightly but otherwise said nothing. Ryne had no intention to pry further into their relationship, so he also left it at that.


      But the soup she had just let him taste boasted a flavor quite nostalgic of the village where he grew up, so he knew it would only be a matter of time. The village was far to the north, so it dealt with brutal winters. They often used strong spices in their cooking to try and keep themselves warm.


      Among those spices was a plant known as cruge. Its flavor was fairly peculiar, and so it wasn’t very popular in this region, nor did it naturally grow here. However, Ganz liked it, so Ryne often brought some for him whenever he visited. Being a researcher at heart, Ganz didn’t have the skills or connections to import things like that, so he was always excited to receive more of it.


      It was a common gift for him, but this soup already had plenty of that spice in it. It was possible someone other than Ryne from the People of the Forest had visited, but the look in Angelica’s eyes made Ryne quite sure that wasn’t the case.


      Quickest way to a man’s heart is through the stomach, as they say.


      Ryne turned to leave, smiling at seeing the good fortune that had landed on his old friend’s doorstep...and grinning at having found something to talk with him about over drinks later.


      “I take it Ganz is in his lab?”


      “Yes, the same place he always is. It seems he’s struggling with some problem or other, so I’d appreciate it if you would talk it over with him.”


      Ryne answered her request with a gentle smile and a wave, stepping out of the kitchen. He had a little bit of teasing to do.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: A Fun Evening


      Being much more tired than she realized, Misha slipped into a deep sleep. When she next opened her eyes, the fading afternoon light was entirely gone—nothing but darkness outside her window. For a moment, she didn’t remember where she was.


      “Misha, are you awake? Dinner is ready.”


      Oh, right! This is Ganz’s house! I fell asleep after my bath!


      The soft voice calling from outside the door reminded her of everything.


      “Misha?”


      “Yes, I’m awake!” She jumped out of bed, now realizing Angelica’s voice had woken her up. Her energetic exit from the room surprised Angelica, but the woman chuckled soon after and gently stroked Misha’s hair.


      “Your hair is a mess. You fell asleep before drying it, didn’t you?”


      A sharp sensation took a sudden hold of Misha’s heart when Angelica evened out her hair. Her mother used to do and say the same thing whenever Misha went to sleep with wet hair.


      “There, now it looks pretty again.”


      Each time she patted her on the head and then gave her a kiss to send her on her way. It had made Misha so happy that she’d started going to bed with wet hair on purpose. As Angelica finished her work, Misha started to laugh too.


      “Thank you,” Misha mumbled.


      “My pleasure. Now, you must be starving. There’s a great feast waiting for you,” Angelica replied with a smile, urging Misha forward.


      Indeed, Misha arrived in the dining room to find a table crammed full of all kinds of food. Ganz and Ryne were already seated, alcohol of choice in hand as they talked. Even Ren was there, sitting at their feet and happily working away at a hunk of meat he had been given. He had a scarf around his neck, one that Misha didn’t recognize, and was otherwise in much higher spirits than he was before.


      “Ren seems to be feeling better,” Misha commented.


      “Yeah. He took a liking to the scent of the herbs, so I wrapped some up in that scarf and tied it around his neck. I also added a little something to dull his sense of smell,” Ganz explained.


      “I’ve never heard of medicine like that,” Misha said, astounded.


      “It’s a kind of numbing medicine. It’s only temporary, of course, so no need to worry. It’ll wear off as soon as he stops inhaling it.”


      Seeing Misha’s surprise at the existence of such a drug, Ryne started to laugh. “Remember those smelling salts you used earlier? Ganz came up with it to help in the process of making them. That job was often handed out to people as punishment for losing at card games. Ganz is honest to a fault, so he finds himself losing quite a bit.”


      “Smelling salts? You mean the ones we used on Gurio?” Misha scowled, remembering the incident. She had unwittingly been sitting downwind when Ryne had used them, so the incredibly potent smell had overwhelmed her as well. People said it could wake the dead, and she wouldn’t be surprised if it did.


      She’d asked later about how the salts were made and learned masks and all kinds of protective equipment were paramount. If any of it splashed onto their skin in the process, the smell would linger for a week, Ryne had explained with the chagrin of someone who had experienced that tragedy for himself.


      “If there are no side effects...I think I may want some for myself...”


      Though not as sharp as Ren’s, Misha’s sense of smell was much stronger than most people’s. To her, getting that odor stuck on her would be a death sentence.


      “You’re heading for the village, right? I left the recipe there, so you can try and make some. The stuff is surprisingly popular,” Ganz said with a laugh, reaching down to pet Ren’s head as the wolf looked up from his meal. The wolf seemed quite happy now that he was freed from the smell of sulfur.


      “Oh, okay. Isn’t that great, Ren?”


      Ren gave a happy bark before returning to his food. Misha had been worried about him ever since they had entered Tinga, but his returned appetite was a clear sign he was back to normal.


      “Misha, if you’re going to chat, why don’t you sit down?” Angelica pushed Misha toward one of the empty seats at the table.


      Looking over the table again, Misha was taken aback by the sheer variety in front of her. From cooked vegetables, to chicken in sauce, to deep fried foods, to salads...the table was packed with all kinds of foods that looked like they’d take forever to make.


      “I didn’t know what kind of foods you liked, so I just made a whole bunch of things. I hope you find something you like.”


      Everything was piled in the center of the table for everyone to share, leaving Misha at a loss as to where to start.


      “Here Misha, try this. It’s something we eat a lot of back home.” As she hesitated, Ryne began piling food onto her plate, starting with something that looked like a pork and vegetable stew. The unique scent of the spices coming from it caught her attention.


      “Oh, I’ve had this before. That’s from your village? Mom used to make it every once in a while.”


      “Oh, is that so? Then you’ll probably like the soup too. It’s a bit spicy, so I didn’t think you would,” Angelica said, bringing in a basket of bread from the kitchen.


      “I want to try it! I’m fine with spicy food!”


      “Okay, okay, I’ll get you some.” Angelica laughed, turning to head back to the kitchen.


      “Oh, don’t worry! I’ll get it myself!” Misha tried to jump to her feet, but Ganz, in the middle of taking a drink, reached out to hold her back.


      “It won’t take her long, you can relax. You two are our guests today, so take it easy.”


      “Why not just bring the whole pot over?” Ryne interjected. “We’re going to want seconds, and it’ll be a pain to have to send you guys to the kitchen every time. Go get it, Ganz.”


      “True enough.”


      As Misha sat unsure of what to do, Ganz got up and headed to the kitchen. When she heard the two in the kitchen whispering, she tilted her head.


      “Are they married?”


      Angelica had said she was just here to help, but she and Ganz seemed a lot closer than that.


      “Not yet. They’ll probably be hitched by the next time we visit,” Ryne answered, getting started on the food.


      “Oh, really? I wonder if they’ll have a big wedding?” Misha asked excitedly.


      She remembered the paintings of her parents’ wedding. She loved the beautiful dress her mother wore and the bright smiles on everyone’s faces. Her mother had kept the pictures locked away for safekeeping, so Misha had constantly pestered her to take them out for her to look at again.


      “Who knows? I’m sure they’ll let us know if they do.”


      “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll have to get Kyne to remember this place too,” Misha thought aloud, pumping her fists. Kyne was probably lounging around in the forest outside the town.


      The bird was much more free-spirited than Ren was, so she never showed up unless they specifically called for her. They had a special whistle which they blew in a particular rhythm when they wanted to send a letter.


      “Yeah, if you let Kyne meet them and tell her their names, she’ll probably remember. So why not?” Ryne answered nonchalantly, pouring another glass for himself.


      “Okay. I’ll call her tomorrow.”


      While they talked, Ganz and Angelica returned, carrying a pot of soup and serving dishes.


      “I’ve put a little bit in here for you to try. If you want more, you can have as much as you like,” Angelica said with a smile, placing the pot down by her own seat and handing Misha a bowl.


      Misha gave a grateful nod. She then gave the soup a taste. “It’s great!” It was a bit spicier than what her mother used to make, but it was still quite good.


      As Misha began digging into the mountain of food in front of her, she noticed Ryne and Ganz grabbing something from a smaller dish to eat alongside their drinks. It was a pile of round, brown things.


      “What are those?” she asked Ryne, noticing there weren’t any near her.


      “Oh, these? They’re a local delicacy. Here, try one. They’re great.”


      “Ryne, what are you doing?!” As Ryne passed one over to Misha, Ganz tried to stop him, but he was too late.


      As she realized what it was Ryne had put on her plate, Misha practically jumped out of her chair, backing away from the table.


      “Is that a caterpillar?!” she all but screamed, getting an apologetic look from Ganz. Sitting on her plate was a small caterpillar, about three centimeters long, that had been fried in oil.


      “They’re a great source of protein, and really easy to find up in the mountains. They’re not quite the same as the ones we have back home, but they’re not that uncommon...” Ryne seemed legitimately confused by Misha’s shock, but trailed off partway through explaining. “Oh, I get it. Leyas never liked these, so she probably never showed them to you.”


      Once you knew what you were looking for, larvae and insects could be great sources of protein in the wild, so even the kids back in the People of the Forest’s village regularly harvested and ate them. But Leyas could never stand their appearance or texture; she had vehemently refused to touch them. With Ryne being such a good hunter, her refusal to eat insects had never been an issue, so it had entirely slipped his mind.


      “Mom wouldn’t eat these?” Misha blinked in surprise.


      Her mother had always told her since she was little that she had to be grateful for the food she received and that she couldn’t be a picky eater. This was an unexpected revelation. Even her mother had had a weak spot.


      “It wasn’t about the taste, just the look and feel of them,” Ryne explained. “Though these ones are fried, so they’re nice and crunchy.”


      Misha stared silently at the plate. After looking between the bug and her uncle a few times, she hesitantly reached out and picked it up with her fork. She could feel the crispiness of the bug as the utensil punched into it. Squeezing her eyes shut, she very slowly lifted the creature to her face, finally popping it into her mouth. There was an evident desperation in her face as she chewed, leaving the adults around her holding their breath.


      Slowly but surely, her face started to soften. “I guess it’s...good...?”


      Once she broke through the crunchy exterior, the interior was almost creamy. It had a faintly sweet, somewhat nutty flavor, pairing well with the salt and pepper that had been used to dress it.


      “Oh, I’m glad you like it. These came from a crok tree, so they don’t have any weird flavor to them,” Angelica said with a smile, piling some of the bugs onto Misha’s plate.


      This time Misha was much more normal about trying one.


      “Yeah, they’re nice and crunchy.”


      “Oh, good. Would you like to try some honeyed hornet larva too?” Angelica made her way back to the kitchen, happy that the food of her hometown had found a new fan.


      “Okay, that’s going too far,” Ganz protested.


      Ryne, on the other hand, grinned. “It’ll be fine. If nothing else, it’ll be a good experience. I think you’ll like them, Misha. They’re really sweet.”


      Confused by the different reactions in them, she was brought once again to screaming as Angelica brought out a bottle packed tight with larvae.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Ryne’s Time to Shine


      While enjoying some startling but nevertheless delicious new foods, Misha greatly enjoyed the meal, listening to stories from Ryne of his travels and Ganz of his love for hot springs. It was a great evening, full of laughs and marvels. Angelica ate with them, adding comments here and there while cleaning up dishes as they were emptied. Seeing Ganz naturally moving to help her, Misha couldn’t help fixating on what Ryne had said earlier. They really did seem only a couple steps away from being a married couple.


      However, a visitor at the door brought the peaceful evening to an abrupt end.


      “Doctor, help! A child was just hit by a carriage!” a man shouted, practically kicking down the door.


      Ganz scrambled to his feet.


      “Hit by a carriage? Why’d they come all the way here? Doctor Chatt is in town, isn’t he?” he asked as he hurried out of the room.


      Restlessly, Misha watched him go, but Ryne barely even looked up from his plate, continuing his meal.


      “Shouldn’t we help, Uncle Ryne?” Misha asked, but he only shrugged.


      “We’re just guests—travelers passing by. This place belongs to Ganz. We can’t interfere.”


      “Is that one of the rules of the tribe...?” Misha asked, taken aback by his cold attitude. As much as Ryne liked to complain, their time traveling together had made it clear that deep down he was a compassionate person.


      “That’s right. In particular, this is Ganz’s place. We can’t do anything that might change how people see him without his permission,” Ryne murmured before draining his glass, then looking over to Misha with a grin. “Though this is Ganz we’re talking about. He’s not the kind of guy to turn down help just because it would inconvenience him later.” As he spoke, Ryne poured some fresh water into a glass, then pulled out some powdered medicine and downed it in one gulp.


      “What was that?”


      “An anti-intoxicant. It breaks down the alcohol in your body. But damn does it taste awful. I’ve told them so many times they need to improve the flavor, but they never listen to me,” he grumbled with a frown as Ganz ran back into the room.


      “They’re asking for you, Ryne. I thought it was weird they came all the way here. They know I’m not trained to treat injuries.”


      “I figured as much.” Ryne chuckled as he stood. “No doctor who knew you from Angelica’s case would ever rely on you. The doctor must have seen me in town on my way here.”


      Unsure what to do, Misha watched nervously as the conversation outpaced her.


      “Multiple broken bones and abdominal lacerations,” Ganz explained. “The doctor said he couldn’t do anything but that if they were lucky, there might be another good doctor staying here tonight. They said it was the same guy who saved Angelica.”


      “So it’s pretty serious, then. We’ve already got the equipment we need on hand. Do you think we could get them to move the kid here?”


      “They’re already on the way. That guy ran ahead to give us time to get ready.”


      The two continued talking, ignoring Misha’s confusion.


      “Where should I work?” Ryne asked.


      “I’ve got an operating room in the outbuilding, so that would be best. Will you need to do a transfusion?”


      “Most likely. Hopefully someone from the kid’s family will be there. Do you know of anyone else who could donate?” Ryne asked.


      “There are some candidates, but it’ll depend on their blood types.”


      “Damn. If only they had sent some of the kid’s blood ahead, we could already be testing it.”


      “No normal person would ever consider that,” Ganz said. “I don’t think you can blame them.”


      The two left the dining room as their rapid-fire conversation continued. Misha was left stunned, watching them go.


      “Angelica, can you boil some water for us? Misha, what are you doing? Get over here!”


      Hearing Ryne’s distant shout, she hurriedly jumped to her feet and followed the men out.


      They said in the outbuilding, so probably by the bath, right?


      Misha headed to where she had been guided to the bath earlier in the day. She remembered seeing a strange room near where the baths were. The walls and floor were a smooth, stark white, leaving the room feeling bare but clean. It had an elevated bed in the middle of the room, and shelves lining the walls.


      What stood out the most about the room was how many lamps there were. It wasn’t that big of a room, but there were about ten of them. Many of them were hung from the ceiling in the middle of the room. She had planned on asking what all the lamps were for, but excitement over the hot springs had made her forget. Now that it came up, though, she was absolutely sure that was where they were headed.


      “Whoa, why is it so bright in here?!” Misha blurted out as she pulled the door open.


      The light inside was blinding. The sun had long set outside, so they had been eating dinner by lamplight, but this room was so bright, one could have been mistaken for thinking it was noon.


      “I guess it takes some getting used to. I’m using a special kind of oil for the lamps, since I knew this room would be seeing a lot of intricate work. Besides that, it’s just a question of numbers. Though even then I’ve only lit half of them.” The speaker laughed as she balked at the entrance. “Just blink a few times, you’ll get used to it.”


      Looking over to the source of the voice, she could see Ganz standing there with an oilcan and a candlestick. Misha blinked rapidly as she was told, and her vision quickly returned to normal.


      “No time to stand around, Misha. The patient is coming.”


      Misha straightened up at the hard edge in her uncle’s voice.


      Oh, right. They’re bringing in a kid that was run over by a carriage. They said he was hurt so bad that the town doctor couldn’t help him.


      “Wash your hands over there, then get your clothes in order. Then get ready to help me,” Ganz said, pointing to the corner of the room as he produced a mortar, pestle, and set of scales.


      The corner he pointed to had a sink with a pipe pouring water into it. A faint steam was coming from the water, so it was likely drawing from the hot spring. Misha washed her hands, careful to make sure even her fingernails were clean, then grabbed a nearby towel. After using it to dry her hands, she used it to wrap her hair.


      “What do you need me to do?” she asked.


      “Do you know how to make disinfectant out of lai?”


      Misha gulped. An image suddenly appeared in the back of her mind of a dark room, the smell of medicine, blood, and rot hanging in the air. She heard the faint groans of her father, the muttering of those watching, and she saw her mother, face intense as she worked a mortar and pestle.


      “Make an antiseptic to clean the wound. They are boiling water for us already, so start grinding up some lai seeds.”


      It was the first event that led to Misha losing her mother forever. She started to choke with fear. Though she didn’t realize it, she had started trembling.


      Why is this so scary after all this time?


      She had worked as an apothecary countless times since that incident—and her experience hadn’t been limited to making medicine. She had stitched wounds, as crude as her work had been, and had even watched people die. She had often been nervous but never frozen with fear like this, and she didn’t understand why. If only she could run away now.


      But Misha clenched her hands tight, forcing herself to lift her head as she mustered her own encouragement.


      There’s a kid who’s badly hurt! Am I going to waste everything mom taught me?! Why else have I learned so much?


      Despite her efforts, her body refused to move. As she bit her lip, frustration bringing tears to her eyes, she suddenly heard her mother’s voice.


      “When you feel nervous, breathe out everything in your lungs. Your body will take in some new, fresh air all on its own. That will help clear your head.”


      So Misha exhaled, her breath still trembling and unsteady. Once she had managed to expel everything in her lungs, she inhaled deeply. One more time. And then again. Each time she repeated the action, her breathing became deeper.


      At the same time, she could feel the fog in her head starting to clear, and the fear gradually fading away. As the fear faded, her frozen limbs relaxed.


      One last time she exhaled everything, and as she inhaled, the last of the fog parted. The next time she opened her mouth, it was to speak.


      “I can do it! Leave it to me!”




      Slowly and carefully, Misha got to work grinding the lai seeds. As she did, Ganz collected a number of tools off of the shelves and put them on a tray, then turned to Ryne. Feeling his gaze, Ryne turned to face him.


      “What are you playing around for? Hurry up and get the stuff ready.”


      “Is Misha under some sort of psychological stress?” Ganz whispered, thinking of Misha’s strange reaction to his question.


      Ryne raised an eyebrow before shooing Ganz away. “If you care that much, we can talk about it later. We don’t have time for that right now. They’ll be here any minute.”


      Ryne’s callous dismissal got a sigh out of Ganz, but he quickly moved on to prepare the reagents Ryne needed.


      “Misha, can you come here for a second?”


      Misha wiped her hands and turned around, Ganz calling her just as she finished grinding the seeds. Ganz beckoned her over.


      “The patient has probably lost a lot of blood, so they’ll need a transfusion... When we give them blood from an external source, we call that a transfusion. We’re probably going to have to do that now,” Ganz explained, showing her a number of implements he had. “Right now, we’ve determined that blood comes in three different types. If you give someone blood of a type that doesn’t match, the patient’s body will reject it, and the reaction could potentially kill them.”


      Misha nodded, recalling what her mother had told her.


      She said she didn’t know the secret of the blood yet. So if we had been unlucky, dad would have died.


      In other words, her father had won against one in three odds.


      “Once the patient arrives, we’ll need to take some blood and find out what type it is. We’ve got a number of people coming with the patient to help, but there’s only so much blood we can take from a single person. If things get bad, we might need to take some of your blood too. Is that okay?”


      “You could use my blood?” Misha blinked in surprise.


      “Well, even if you have a matching blood type, Ryne wants your help with the surgery, so taking any from you will be a last resort. For now, we just want to find out what your blood type is. Can I see your hand?”


      Before she could react, Ganz pulled on her arm and wiped it down with a thin cloth. The cold sensation of the cloth and peculiar smell brought a frown to Misha’s face.


      Seeing that, Ganz smiled. “It’s a distilled alcohol. It works as a disinfectant. Now, you’re going to feel a little pinch.”


      Misha stiffened as she saw Ganz pull out a small tube with a needle on the end of it, but ultimately curiosity over what he was doing won out over fear, so she stayed still. With only the slightest resistance, the needle punched into her arm, and the tube attached to it began to fill with red. In the blink of an eye, Ganz had withdrawn the needle.


      “We only need a few drops of blood to check it. Here, press this cloth over where the needle went in.”


      The wound was small enough that it could have been no more than a bug bite, but Misha did as she was told.


      “Hold it there for about five minutes. Now watch this. I’ll be dripping some into this liquid.” Ganz carefully squeezed some of Misha’s blood out into two bottles. “You can see the blood in one of them is turning solid, right?”


      Misha nodded, staring intently at the bottles as Ganz stirred them with a glass rod.


      “Is that why people die after a transfusion?”


      “That’s what we think. The blood solidifies in the body, blocking the blood vessels. Okay, looks like you’re Type 1. Just like Ryne,” Ganz nodded to himself as he examined the two bottles.


      Misha looked once again at the bottles of liquid.


      “People who are related often have the same blood type. I’ll explain in more detail later.” With that, Ganz stepped out of the room. His sudden departure confused Misha for a moment, but then she caught the sound of approaching footsteps.


      “Looks like they’re here. Any scratches on your hands, Misha?” Ryne called out to her from behind.


      Misha quickly looked over her hands. “I’m fine,” she nodded, holding them up for Ryne to double check. After giving them a once-over himself, he nodded back.


      “I’ll need your help. Ganz can handle getting the transfusions ready, but if he actually looks inside the patient, he’ll faint. He can’t even handle butchering animals.”


      “Inside...?” Misha wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that.


      Seeing her hesitance, Ryne gave a wry smile. “Some people are just like that. I’m glad you aren’t.” Putting that topic aside, he narrowed his eyes on the door. “For now, just stay nearby and hand me the tools I ask for. Here they come.”


      Nothing in his expression changed, but Misha felt the aura about him change completely, causing her to tense up as well.


      The sound of people running and shouting was drawing closer.




      Misha felt many things. The first was the choking scent of blood overtaking the room. A pale-faced Ganz followed soon after as he immediately ran over to the bottles of reagents that he’d prepared earlier.


      Shortly after him came a crowd of people. They carried a wooden door, using it as an impromptu stretcher. On it lay a small child, wrapped in bandages that might have once been white, but were now dyed a stark red from the blood they couldn’t contain. A woman clung to the door as it moved, calling the child’s name over and over. She must have been the mother.


      “Let’s get him on the table.”


      Pressured by the intensity of the crowd, Misha backed up to the wall. Ryne watched her out of the corner of his eye as he started giving instructions.


      “Carefully now.”


      The men holding the door held it up to the same height as the bed, then one of them gently slid the child over.


      What a small kid...


      The child was probably only five or six years old. He was entirely motionless, indicating he was already unconscious. The only sign of life was the faint movement of his chest as he breathed. Ryne quickly leaned in over the bed, checking the boy’s eyes and overall condition.


      “Ganz, once you’re done finding out his blood type, get everyone lined up outside and get ready to take blood. Misha, we’re taking off his clothes. Get me the largest scissors.”


      Ryne began delivering more instructions, not taking his eyes off of the patient. Misha jumped in surprise, dashing over to the table of tools from where she had been waiting by the wall.


      “What are the rest of you doing? Hurry up and get out of here. Every second you spend in here spreading dirt is another second this kid’s life shrinks by,” Ryne barked, as much to the mother he had to push back from clinging to the child as to the men standing around like idiots.


      They didn’t understand what he was talking about, but the intensity of his command was enough to drive them from the room. There was something in his voice that clearly would brook no argument.


      The only one who resisted was the mother, unwilling to leave her son’s side. Ganz stepped in, gently but firmly forcing her out of the room, leaving Misha and Ryne alone with their patient.


      “Once the clothes are off, start feeling the wounds. We need to get any scraps of cloth or bandage out.”


      As Misha handed over the scissors, Ryne got to work slicing off the boy’s clothes. His hands were fast and precise, not leaving even the slightest scratch on the boy’s skin.


      “This is terrible...” Misha murmured, seeing now the full extent of the damage.


      His arms and legs bent at unnatural angles and bones poked through the skin in multiple places. Blood still oozed from the wounds on his abdomen. It was a miracle he was still breathing.


      Misha’s face paled at the thick smell of blood coming from the boy. Her first experience seeing someone so badly wounded had been her father. At that time, the bleeding had already stopped. Rather, he had already lost enough blood to render him pale and sickly. This time, that vital fluid was still pouring out, no sign of ceasing. It felt far more visceral than her father’s injuries had been.


      “Damn, there are internal injuries too. Misha, get me some disinfectant, diluted to one tenth... Misha!” Ryne’s shout snapped her back to reality. “If you’re not going to help, get out. You’ll just be in the way.”


      The cold, emotionless look in his eyes was like a hand clenching tight around her heart.


      That’s right. I can’t get distracted. We have to help this boy!


      Every second that ticked by could mean life or death for the patient. She understood that instinctively. Without a word, she spun around and began diluting the disinfectant as Ryne had instructed.


      “I can do it! Where should it go?” Misha asked for more instructions, not lifting her eyes from her work.


      Ryne gave a small smile. This was her first time in emergency surgery. No matter how much they practiced or how talented they were, that first experience had a way of making people freeze up. Ryne knew Misha had never experienced treating someone who had only just received a life-threatening injury. He had only been about half sure that she’d be any use at all. However, despite suffocating in the atmosphere for a moment, she quickly shook it off and got to work.


      Step one, clear. He grinned.


      “We don’t have time. Just pour it all over his abdomen.”


      “Okay! Wait...what?” Misha nodded emphatically, only realizing what he had said a moment later. It had thrown her for a loop.


      We’re going to just dump it on him? But he has so many injuries.


      Seeing her hands lock up in confusion, Ryne clicked his tongue and snatched the mixture from her, dumping it over the boy just as he had said.


      “We don’t have time to apply it slowly and carefully.”


      The disinfectant poured over the boy, onto the bed, and dripped onto the stone floor. It then slowly flowed toward the walls, where small holes took it out of the room. It was only then that Misha realized the floor had a slight slant to it.


      Ganz called this an operating room, right?


      She recalled Ryne and Ganz conversing on the way here. This room had been made specifically for this purpose. She shuddered, overcome by a sensation like something crawling up her back.


      I don’t know anything about this.


      There were no doubt a hundred things in this room alone that were made specifically in ways she couldn’t imagine for reasons she didn’t know. And not just the room itself either. The multitude of knives and other instruments in all different sizes were probably the same. Above all, what stuck out to her was her uncle, who had the knowledge and skill to put all of them to use. Instinct told her that was the most valuable thing here.


      “He probably won’t wake up, but it’ll be a problem if he moves by reflex. Give him some anesthetic.”


      “Okay!” This time she didn’t hesitate. She soaked a cloth in the anesthetic solution they had ready and placed it over the boy’s face.


      During her journey with her uncle, she had learned quite a bit and had experienced a number of chances to put that knowledge into practice. The lessons had covered all kinds of things, from treating symptoms of various diseases to handling physical injuries. The one thing she hadn’t understood until now was why Ryne had constantly been saying the lessons were all things outside his expertise.


      He traveled across the world in search of battlefields, finding those in the worst condition possible and tearing them out of death’s grasp. He stitched up those who had been cut apart and sometimes even stuck his hands into his patients to fix up their internal organs. He reattached dismembered arms and legs and rebuilt shattered bones. That was where Ryne’s expertise shone as clear as day. They were all situations they’d never come across on a peaceful journey.


      And yet, now they were here. Misha watched intently, determined to absorb every little detail of his work.


      “Repeated blunt force across his body has ruptured his organs. We’ll have to open him up, cut out the damaged parts, and stitch the parts that still work back together. Number one,” he said, holding out a hand.


      Misha handed him the knife he had indicated.




      “I didn’t realize a person’s insides could be so pretty,” Misha murmured into her cup of tea, a somewhat distant expression on her face.


      Her timing was unfortunate, as it caught Ganz while he was mid-sip and thus caused him to sputter and gag. Sitting across from him, Ryne scowled and dodged out of the way with a remarkable show of reflexes.


      “Misha, please. Wording,” Ganz chided her as he started wiping up the tea he had sprayed everywhere.


      Calling her name brought her back from inside her head. Entirely oblivious to Ganz’s reaction to what she said, she turned to see him cleaning up a mess she didn’t realize had been made. She then recalled what she had said, and her face started to flush.


      She hurriedly uttered her excuses, “Umm... Th-That’s not quite what I meant! I’ve seen autopsies before, but this was the first time I’d seen the insides of a living person!”


      It earned a laugh from Ryne as he refilled his glass with wine. “Hey, no complaints here. It’s certainly more promising than someone who passes out at the sight of blood.”


      Ganz grimaced at that. While he had been with them in the operating room for most of the procedure, he’d been focused entirely on giving the boy transfusions of blood, pointedly avoiding looking anywhere near the actual operation.


      “Yes, yes, she’s much better than I am, I get it. Seeing Ryne lead a girl as cute as Misha down the path of the butcher is enough to make me cry,” Ganz answered, a dramatic flair to his voice as he returned to his tea. As much as he loved wine, the color of it reminded him too much of something else in this context, so he had passed on it.


      “Oh, look who’s talking. I’ve seen the way you smile when peering into your test tubes, you nerd.”


      “After all the work we researchers do to answer the ridiculous requests of you people in the field—are you sure you should be criticizing us?”


      “Well, if we’re going that far, would you like to tell me where you get all your precious field data from, you hopeless shut-in?”


      Startled by the sudden outbreak of an argument, Misha could only stare in shock at the two of them.


      “Now that they’ve started, they’ll be at it for a while,” Angelica said with a troubled smile, putting a hand on Misha’s shoulder. “Don’t mind them. You should get some sleep. The sight of blood just gets them a bit worked up. You can leave them be. I’ll be going home soon too.”


      After a bit of hesitation, Misha nodded and gulped down the last of her tea.




      Uncle Ryne was amazing back there, Misha thought as she lay on her bed, her arms and legs suddenly feeling quite heavy. Spending such a long time so tense had exhausted her body even while her mind was wide awake. The lingering excitement kept any sense of drowsiness far away.


      As she lay there, she thought back on how fast and precise Ryne had been as he worked. When he’d cut open the boy’s abdomen, his insides had been a mess of vivid red. But Ryne had seen through it all, finding exactly what he was looking for and taking the necessary measures in each place without a moment’s hesitation.


      There was very little Misha could do, so she’d been relegated to wiping blood away from the places he needed to work and holding the boy’s body open. She’d tried to understand what Ryne was doing and predict where he’d go next, but she hadn’t been able to keep up with his speed.


      I didn’t even get half of it.


      She understood that he’d removed pieces of damaged organs and reconnected necessary blood vessels and nerves, but she didn’t know why. Why did these blood vessels need to be reconnected, while those were fine to be tied off? Her theoretical knowledge was severely lacking.


      From the beginning, her training had been in herbs and medicine, following in the footsteps of her mother and teacher. One could say Ryne’s expertise of physically opening up a patient, removing damaged parts and reconnecting others was in a field polar opposite to hers.


      For some reason, the image of Shydein and his missing arm came to mind.


      “If Uncle Ryne had been there, I bet Shydein wouldn’t have lost his arm.”


      Through Misha’s mediation, Shydein had been given permission to travel back to the village of the People of the Forest, and so he had gone there with Nel. It had been quite a long time since she had last seen him. She wondered if he had already made it to the village.


      “Can I ever be as good?”


      She could only imagine how much time and effort Ryne had put in to get to his level of skill. The prospect of even starting on that path for herself was dizzying.


      But she couldn’t deny how much the work had excited her. They had saved that little boy’s life. He hadn’t woken up, so they couldn’t let their guard down yet, but they could at least say they were through the most difficult part.


      And of course, Ryne could never have saved the boy on his own. The town doctor had been wise enough to pass the baton to him immediately after the injury occurred. Many men from the town had worked together to get the boy the right medical attention as fast as they could. Ganz had worked hard to prepare for blood transfusions, and multiple people from the town had given blood to keep the boy going during the operation.


      If any one of those people had been missing, the boy wouldn’t have had a chance. Even Misha could take pride in being a vital part of the process. But more than pride, she felt admiration for the skill Ryne had shown. The dexterity of his fingers, the breadth of his knowledge... It was like the gods had blessed his mind and hands personally.


      Misha’s ideal of the perfect apothecary changed that day, taking on an entirely new element.


      With a deep breath, she closed her eyes.


      He said he’d explain it all to me tomorrow. I don’t know how much I’ll understand, but I’ll just have to take it one step at a time.


      As she intentionally breathed deeply and slowly, counting her breaths, she finally started to feel drowsy. She let that sensation gently carry her mind into sleep.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: A Saved Life


      As sunlight peeked in through the windows of her room, Misha rolled over to avoid it. Just as she was pulling the covers over her head, she suddenly bolted upright.


      “Oh no! What time is it?!”


      Looking out the window, she saw the sun high in the sky, indicating morning would give way to afternoon soon. Because the injured boy had been brought to them during dinner, their treatment had extended past midnight. Despite usually waking up at sunrise, Misha—being the type to go to bed and wake up early—had lost to her exhaustion this time.


      “Why didn’t anyone wake me up?!” she fumed, jumping out of bed. After taking a brief moment to make sure she was presentable, she dashed down the stairs.


      “Miss Angelica!” she called as she ran into the living room. Angelica was standing in the kitchen.


      “Up already? Good morning. You had quite the night, so you should take it easy today.” Angelica gave the girl a warm smile.


      Misha didn’t so much as slow down, running up to Angelica’s side. “Where are Ganz and Uncle Ryne?! What happened to the child?!”


      “Ganz just switched with Ryne to go take a nap, so your uncle is watching over the child at the moment. He said things are stable now, so everything should be okay,” she explained while continuing to wash the dishes, a bit startled by Misha’s intensity.


      Seeing Angelica was working on just enough dishes for two people, Misha realized Ryne and Ganz must have just traded off, and so she felt relieved. At least she hadn’t slept too much later than her uncle had.


      “Okay, thank you.” Misha nodded. But as she turned to go to the room where the boy was sleeping, Angelica grabbed her.


      “Didn’t you hear me? I said everything is okay. Take your time. Wash your face and have some breakfast.”


      “What? But...”


      Gently but forcefully, Angelica pushed a bewildered Misha back into the kitchen. “The day starts with breakfast. No work until you’ve eaten.”


      Misha’s shoulders slumped. Though Angelica smiled, there was a distinct sharpness to her voice. The smile didn’t so much as touch her eyes, a plain warning that she was not to be disobeyed.


      “I’ll make you some eggs, so go and wash your face.”


      “Okay...” Misha nodded obediently, heading to the washroom.




      Angelica’s cooking was delicious. The eggs were soft and fluffy, the sausages plump and juicy. The vegetables had been picked fresh that morning and were plenty tasty with no more than a dash of salt over them. After returning from washing her face, Misha decided it would be rude to rush through the meal Angelica had prepared for her, so she took her time enjoying it.


      Breakfast gives you energy for the whole day, after all. Wow, this sausage is so good.


      After Misha finished breakfast, Angelica finally let her leave, and so Misha hurried over to the other building where the patient was resting.


      “Oh, you’re finally up.”


      “Good morning, Uncle Ryne. How is the patient?” Misha asked, poking her head into the room.


      “What are you standing out there for? Get in here.” Ryne beckoned her into the room, reading a note Ganz had left for him.


      Misha stepped over toward the bed. Surprisingly, Ryne was the only one here. The room was fairly dark, heavy curtains pulled over the windows to keep out the intense sunlight. In the corner of the room, a small body wrapped in bandages was lying on a bed. The dried blood had been cleaned out of the boy’s hair, but he had yet to open his eyes. If not for the rhythmic rise and fall of his chest, it would be easy to mistake him for dead.


      “His name is Saien. Six years old. His parents went home for a bit. He’s stable now, and his mother gave so much blood that she was on the verge of collapsing herself. We kept her here for a while just in case, but it didn’t seem she had any serious issues, so we sent her home to rest. Then again, she’s been so worried that she’ll probably be back here before you know it,” Ryne explained, as he stepped alongside Misha. He tossed the note he was reading onto a nearby desk.


      “Saien? So he was a boy,” Misha murmured. As a small sigh escaped her lips, Misha realized that she had been so engrossed in their treatment of the boy last night that she had never thought much about their patient’s gender. She’d missed something so obvious, a fact that disappointed her.


      “A horse pulling a carriage went wild, and the carriage slammed into the boy. Luckily, he landed on some empty boxes, otherwise his injuries could have been a lot worse. The wounds across his body were all from when the carriage hit him.”


      “Will he wake up...?” Misha asked. Her pleading eyes locked on to Ryne.


      Ryne frowned slightly before shrugging. “Can’t say. There was no sign of head injury, but he lost a lot of blood, and his arms and legs are broken. We did everything we could, so the rest is up to his luck and determination.”


      “I see...”


      Misha recalled what Ryne had told her before. They weren’t omnipotent. They weren’t gods. There were always going to be people they couldn’t save.


      While checking everyone’s blood types, they discovered the only one of the group at Ganz’s place who matched the boy’s was his mother’s. His father could only bite his lip in frustration, while his mother told them to take every last drop of her blood if that was what it took to save her son. Merely the idea of drawing blood out of one person and giving it to another would have made most people balk, yet she didn’t hesitate for a moment.


      Even after they had drawn as much blood from her as they safely could, even as her face went ghostly white, she kept telling them she was fine and to keep taking more. Ganz didn’t have the heart to refuse her, so in order to keep her from going into a frenzy, he pretended to take some more blood from her while giving her a sedative instead.


      After learning that blood relatives were more likely to have the same blood type, the boy’s father ran around town, explaining the situation to all of their extended family and begging them to help. Thanks to the precedent set by Angelica’s case years prior, the people of Tinga were easily able to accept the practice. In fact, many of the people of the town had gone to the town doctor in secret, telling him that if something like that ever happened again, they’d be willing to give blood. As a result, they had no shortage of donors.


      “You can do it, Saien. Your mom and dad are waiting for you to get better, so don’t give up,” Misha said softly, stroking the boy’s hair. She hated not being able to help, so she turned to her uncle. “Is there anything more we can do?”


      “Well, let’s see. Even after he wakes up, he’ll have difficulty eating for a while, so we’ll need good nutritional supplements, plus some powerful painkillers that are still safe for a child, and something to help his wounds heal. We’ve got plenty of materials, so no need to worry about that. Why don’t we go over last night’s procedure while we make some medicine? You’re probably dying to hear about it, right?” Ryne said, turning to the desk where a number of tools for making medicine were already waiting.


      “Yes, please.” Misha followed him over, glancing one last time at the boy lying on the bed.


      I wonder... Will he wake up crying because of the pain?


      That would certainly be a sign that he was very much alive. That said, they didn’t want him to suffer for no reason, and crying took precious energy. As Ryne had said, painkillers would be critical.


      Right now, there were two tubes connected to his arm: one to replenish water and nutrients, and the other to give blood. When Misha had learned the night before they could inject nutrients directly into the blood vessels, she had been stunned speechless. Though, of course, that method didn’t allow them to feed people something like the soup they had made for Floren. They needed to administer a special medicine developed by the People of the Forest. Naturally Ryne and Ganz wouldn’t tell her what the stuff was made from, so she could only add it to the list of things she was excited to learn about when she finally made it to the village.


      “I wonder what color his eyes are,” Misha murmured to herself.


      “Yeah. Me too.” Ryne nodded with a small smile as he started measuring out some medicine on a scale.


      Two days would pass before that happened.




      “Are you really going up the mountain?” Ganz asked again, concern written plain on his face.


      Ryne sighed. “How many times do we have to have this conversation? I’ll be there with her. I won’t let Misha bite off more than she can chew.”


      Misha and Angelica shared a smile at Ryne’s frustration.


      It was two days after Saien had woken up. Ryne had stuck around for a little bit to ensure there were no further complications, but after seeing the boy was already well on the way to recovering, he’d decided he could leave Ganz to take care of the boy from then on.


      And so, Misha and Ryne began making preparations for their actual reason for coming to Tinga—to climb the mountain. They had originally planned to stay at Ganz’s place for only a day, leaving as soon as they had resupplied.


      Winter would be on them any day now. Predictions stated the snow would be falling early this year, and their schedule had been thrown off multiple times now, between caring for Edion’s group and now Saien. There was no sign of snow hitting Tinga yet, but a thin white blanket already lay over the tip of Roost Mountain.


      Ganz, being a perpetual worrywort, was determined to stop them from going. “You can already see snow on the mountaintop, though. I know Misha grew up in the woods, but climbing a mountain is a different story entirely. Don’t you think it’s too dangerous?”


      “We already decided we’d turn back as soon as we hit snow,” Misha explained, shining her smile at him. “We’ll turn around right away and head for Jaunbrillant.”


      “That’s easy to say, but that leaves me to trust Ryne’s judgment. And that’s a big ask. This guy crossed the Rega Mountain Range by himself during the middle of winter once, you know. For all I know, he’ll say it doesn’t count as snow unless there’s ten centimeters of it.”


      “Give it a rest. Let’s go, Misha!” Finally having enough, Ryne turned around and started walking away.


      “Hey! Wait for me!” Just before she dashed off, Misha turned one last time to Ganz and Angelica. “Thanks for taking care of us these past few days! I’ll send you a letter once I get the chance! Take care of yourselves!”


      Misha gave a polite bow and a hearty wave, then ran off to catch up to her uncle as Ren ran happily alongside her.


      ◆◆◆


      “Aw, man. They left anyway,” Ganz muttered, seeing them off with a despondent look.


      “It’s not like you to grumble. What’s wrong?” Angelica asked, patting him consolingly on the back.


      She knew exactly what kind of relationship Ryne and Ganz had. It was common enough for Ganz not to even see Ryne off if something else had his attention at the time. There had been a number of occasions where Ryne had left and Ganz hadn’t even realized it. Angelica was quite surprised to see Ganz so beat up by their departure this time.


      “I mean, Ryne is one thing. You could kill that guy and he’d find a way to survive. But Misha is still so young. How could I not worry?”


      “True, she is still just a child, but I think she’s pretty tough.” From what Angelica had seen, as adorable as Misha was, the kid had a good head on her shoulders. She wouldn’t be surprised if, between Misha and her uncle, Misha was the one holding the reins.


      Even so, Ganz couldn’t quite accept the situation.


      “I mean, yes, but that’s not the problem. She’s not an adult yet. Taking her traveling around like that is crazy. And I just... I have a bad feeling.” Angelica could only shrug. Ganz had always been overprotective of children, and that impulse only grew stronger when it came to children from his own tribe.


      “Things are going to be really tough when you have your own kids, huh?” she murmured with a faint smile, resting a hand on her belly.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: Mountain Climbing — The First Scenery


      Climbing a mountain sounded easy enough. All you had to do was walk up the path in front of you. Sometimes there was no road, but with the seasoned traveler Ryne at her side, Misha had no fear of ever getting lost.


      She followed close behind him, quiet as they walked. Ren bounced around their feet happily as they went. The farther away they got from the awful smell of Tinga, the better Ren’s mood became. The spring in his step made it easy to guess how he was feeling.


      “Having a good nose isn’t always great, is it?” she said with a wry smile.


      Though Misha herself had a much stronger sense of smell than most people, she hadn’t found anything unpleasant in the sulfurous smell of Tinga. Quite the contrary, Tinga had stolen her heart thanks to the fact she could have a bath any time she wished without having to heat up the water herself. She had spent quite a lot of her free time soaking in the hot springs.


      “The public baths were so big and nice too. I’d love to go again.”


      For the first two days, Misha had restrained herself out of concern for their patient, but once he had woken up, Angelica had taken her to visit one of the public baths in town. Misha had been nervous to bathe in a room full of strangers, but the people there had paid her unexpectedly little attention, so she had quickly gotten over it. In the end, she managed to visit every public bath in town before they left. She had then gone back and discussed the quality of the water in each one quite in depth with Ganz, much to the surprise of both Ryne and Angelica.


      Ryne grinned at Misha’s reminiscing of the town. “Should we head back, then? If you’re willing to give up on seeing these plants, we could spend another two or three days in Tinga.”


      “That’s totally different! You told me you were going to show me those plants that only grow with the frost, right? I want to see them!” Misha objected with a pout.


      Ryne couldn’t help but chuckle. “You really are an apothecary through and through. Curious to a fault and hardworking enough to do the things you want yourself. Though your lack of apprehension in trying new things would make you a good researcher too.”


      Misha gave a thoughtful hum. “Making new medicine and tools sounds like fun, but I’d really rather travel around and help people like mom did,” she said, taking Ryne’s offhanded comment quite seriously. The time she had spent learning from her mother had given her a very precise picture of what she wanted her future to look like.


      Ryne was quiet for a long moment. “Like Leyas, huh? Why not? It sounds right up your alley.”


      Misha gulped quietly, surprised by the sad light in her uncle’s eyes.




      Ryne and Leyas lost their mother when they were very young. As if chasing after her, their father passed away only a few years afterward. From Ryne and Leyas’s perspective, their parents had always been an inseparable couple, so after the loss of his wife, their father was like a bird that had lost its wings. Ryne could only be thankful that their father had held on for those few extra years for the sake of the young Leyas. And though she never said as much, he was confident Leyas felt the same way.


      After losing their parents, Ryne and Leyas lived by supporting each other. The People of the Forest’s village had a population of only a couple hundred. It was taken for granted that such a tight-knit community would come together to support them, so they had no difficulty surviving “on their own,” and while a household of just two children was a lonely thing, they found their own way to enjoy life.


      Leyas then encountered the man she would eventually fall in love with, at which point she left the village. According to the laws of the People of the Forest, if you married into a family outside the village, instead of bringing them in, you were not allowed to return to the village ever again. That was for the village’s protection—to prevent outsiders from attacking the village to steal the results of all their research.


      Even so, there was still a possibility for them to live in harmony, assuming the one who left didn’t attempt to take advantage of their relationship with the People of the Forest. But unfortunately for Leyas, she chose to marry a prince from across the continent.


      Even if it wasn’t her intention, being so close to someone of power could lead to others taking advantage of her heritage. In order to prevent that from ever happening, Leyas decided to completely cut herself off from the village. Though she was only sixteen at the time, Ryne, who prized personal freedom above all else, couldn’t fault her for her choice, and so he accepted he would have to watch over her from afar.


      However, those days of stressful isolation were short-lived. Though he often appeared aloof to the world, Ryne was a very hot-blooded man deep down, a powerful current of emotion running beneath his cold and curt exterior. When he saw his sister driven out of her new home to live alone in the forest, he couldn’t restrain himself any longer.


      One day he appeared at her new home out of the blue. While shocked to see him, Leyas welcomed him with open arms. As wild and reckless as he was, she knew he had the softest heart, and she was endlessly proud of him because of that. Her joy at seeing him made the harrowing journey to find her entirely worth it, and so Ryne made a habit of regularly visiting her and bringing her presents.


      Of course he always had something for Misha as well, and so she quickly grew to love the man who would suddenly drop in unannounced, always bringing strange gifts and interesting stories with him. And so the siblings that should have been separated forever rebuilt their connection in secret, their relationship only enhanced by the addition of the young Misha to the mix.




      One day without warning, Leyas passed away. Ryne would never be able to speak with her again. Misha could only imagine how that made him feel, and she definitely didn’t have the courage to ask. But every once in a while, he would bring up a story about the past or a yearning look would take to his eyes, and it would remind Misha that he was hiding the same grief she felt.


      She really wanted to comfort him, to share that pain alongside him, but Ryne gave no openings to let anyone else in. He had only ever shown a gap in his armor once, during their trip toward Tinga when he spoke to her about her own feelings of loss, but Misha, with no composure of her own, could not offer him any comfort.


      I wonder if he ever cries, she thought. It was a question that always tugged at the back of her mind but could never be expressed out loud.


      It had been half a year since she lost her mother. After all this time, she had started to learn that tears were like medicine for a grieving heart.


      He said it was okay to cry when you’re sad, but I feel like he meant it in a different way. And I doubt he’d cry just because we talked about something.


      Misha gave a small sigh, tightening her grip on her staff as she watched Ryne’s back leading her through the wilderness. This staff was one Leyas had received from her mother, and had carried all the way to Bluheitz from her home village. Honestly speaking it was far too large for Misha, so it got in her way more than it helped her, but she felt like her mother was watching over her as she carried it, so she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of it.


      What would mom say? she thought to herself as she continued after her uncle in silence.


      Meanwhile, Ren was in high spirits as usual, shifting between dashing ahead of Ryne to lounging around by Misha’s feet wherever the wind took him. As they made their way up the mountain, the vegetation around them slowly began to change. The leafy trees Misha was familiar with grew rare, replaced by trees with needles instead.


      The path clinging to the side of the mountain was growing narrower and steeper as they ascended. The ground beside the road turned into a steep drop-off. A fall would be exceptionally dangerous.


      The sunlight was having a harder time cutting through the trees, leaving the road dark and dim. A new chill took to the air, and Misha started to shiver. Their strenuous pace had her sweating considerably, and now the chill in the air easily sapped her body heat.


      “Feeling cold? Maybe we should take a break,” Ryne said, somehow recognizing her condition without ever turning to look at her.


      “I’m still good.” Misha shook her head, but Ryne returned the gesture in turn.


      “No, we’re moving faster than I planned, so we should take the chance to rest. It takes a lot of energy to keep going at this altitude. If you don’t regularly take small breaks and have something to eat, you’ll run out of stamina before you know it.”


      As he said that, he found a relatively flat spot on the ground and dropped his bags, so Misha reluctantly came to a stop as well. She really wanted to keep going, but she had promised to do as Ryne said while they were on the mountain.


      It was only after she took a seat that she realized just how tired her legs were. Her eyes went wide as her body trembled all over.


      “Wow. I guess I really was tired.”


      “Tinga is a lot higher in elevation than Redford was, and we’re still heading upward. The air pressure isn’t something you’re used to. It’s a lot thinner up here, so you’ll get tired faster—and in a way that’s hard to notice.”


      Ryne got a fire going in no time. He put a small pot on to boil, dropping some honey and lemon jam into it. A sweet aroma quickly overtook the area.


      “It’s got ginger in it, so it should warm you right up,” he said, handing a cup of the tea to Misha, who accepted it gratefully with both hands.


      It was hot enough to burn her tongue, and although it had a refreshing sourness and soft sweetness to it, its final note was the faint tingling of ginger.


      “It tastes great,” Misha commented. She began to relax once the warmth from the tea permeated her body.


      “Once we climb a bit higher, the view will open up quite a bit. We’ll be pretty close to our destination then. There’s already snow on the mountaintop, but it surprisingly hasn’t come down this far yet. We’ll set up camp at the spot where those herbs grow, as we planned, and wait for morning.”


      “The plants only flower when the frost comes in the morning, right? And they’re useful for making eye medicine?” Misha looked up excitedly.


      Ryne nodded, taking a sip of his own tea. “There are a few other rare herbs up there as well. There should be plenty for you to see.”


      “Yay! I’m looking forward to it!”


      For a brief moment, the two relaxed together.




      Once the pair got moving again, the scenery around them changed suddenly. The trees came to an abrupt end, as if they’d been cut down, replaced with grass—or perhaps more accurately, replaced with what was once grass. With no trees to get in their way, tall grasses reached up for the sky, waving in the wind, but they were all brown and dead. Some spots were completely bare, revealing the bare ground underneath.


      “Looks like winter has set in for real here,” Misha muttered to herself, looking out over the open field. There were a few rare trees dotting the field farther out, but they weren’t much taller than she was. “The big trees just stop all of a sudden. That’s weird.”


      “Probably something to do with the air temperature, among other things,” Ryne said, continuing forward at a much more relaxed pace. “I’ve never cared to look much into it, but there are probably plenty of people back at the village you could ask about it.”


      Misha had only been talking to herself, so Ryne’s unexpected reply earned him a quizzical look. “I thought the village only studied medicine and herbs,” she said.


      Ryne smiled, stomping through the grass to make it easier to traverse. “If you learn about soil and the environment, you can predict what kind of plants will grow there. And by learning what plants and animals stay in specific areas, you can learn about specific diseases and their cures.”


      “You mean...like the Red Eye plague?” Misha frowned, thinking back on her harrowing first experience with an epidemic.


      Ryne shrugged. “Yeah, like that. That was pretty good timing too.”


      “What do you mean, good timing?” Misha frowned even further, bothered by his callous attitude toward the whole incident.


      “Don’t you think so? Since you were there at the time, the People of the Forest rushed to get involved, since they were already talking about how to deal with you. Thanks to that and Miranda’s support, they showed up to help all of Redford.”


      Misha hadn’t known that. She’d thought those who’d shown up in Redford to help were just those curious about a previously unknown disease.


      “Well, even if you hadn’t been there, I’m sure someone would have lent a hand eventually. Then again, it would have taken longer, and not as many of us would have shown up to help. They probably wouldn’t have gotten involved with Redford’s government directly either.”


      “Really...?” Misha blinked in surprise. She had thought the People of the Forest tended to casually show up whenever there was a crisis, heroically swooping in to help.


      “We’re not that impressive. Most of us are simply medical nerds who hole ourselves up in the village to do our research. The only reason we knew how to deal with the Red Eye plague was because one particular weirdo had taken an interest in it, comparing it to a specific disease he had encountered elsewhere.”


      “Oh, that’s Toma, right?” Misha nodded, remembering the young man who had stayed behind to handle the aftereffects of the plague.


      “He was ecstatic with the pay and the food they offered him. If he’d stayed back at the village, he’d have had to fight tooth and nail to get funding for research as unimportant as his.”


      “He seemed like such a nice, quiet guy...” Misha gaped at hearing how coldly calculating Toma’s decision to stay in Redford had been.


      “Finding a sponsor that supports you for unselfish reasons is quite rare. He’s quite the lucky guy.”


      “I feel like I’d rather have not known all this...” Her shoulders slumped, and Ryne laughed while he explained the unfortunate truth of the matter.


      “A guy’s gotta eat, after all. Self-sufficiency only gets you so far. If you want good equipment or rare herbs, you need money to make any progress.”


      Ryne’s own money came from selling rare herbs he harvested and wealthy families who forced money on him after he gave them treatment.


      I know people need food and shelter, but...


      Misha understood she had lived freely in the forest only because of the support of her father. Of course, they had grown enough in their garden for her and her mother to eat, and the forest had plenty for them to live off of, but they’d had no way to get thread or fabric for themselves. It was technically possible for them to have made clothing, iron tools, cookware, and pottery for themselves, but it would have been exceptionally difficult and time-consuming.


      Now that Misha thought about it, her mother had probably been able to offer services as an apothecary to the surrounding villages free of charge thanks to her father’s support. Anything she or her mother needed, her father provided, and so Leyas had paid that kindness forward to the people of his territory.


      “Life is kind of hard, huh?” Misha commented.


      Her mother had occasionally said, “Everything in the world exists for a reason, and it all weaves together to make the life we live.” Misha was starting to understand the terrifying truth behind those words, and now her feet felt heavy.


      “C’mon, don’t look so down. Look, we’re here.” Ryne patted Misha on the shoulder, prompting her to look up.


      “What the...? What happened here?” Her eyes immediately went wide as she stepped out of the grass and the view opened up in front of her. Until now, they had been walking through dead grasses, but now she saw a huge patch of green, dotted here and there with flowers.


      “The ground here is quite warm, so winter comes late. There were a bunch of weird plants in Ganz’s bath, right? It’s the same principle here, just a bit more natural.” Ryne laughed as Misha dashed out into the fresh greenery.
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      Misha shouted her excitement at the early autumn flowers she was finding, prompting Ren to jump excitedly around her.


      “Put your stuff down before you start collecting, Misha. And see if you can find some firewood for me.”


      Misha ran back to where Ryne had stopped, dropping her bag before setting off again.


      “Okay, I’ll go look. Let’s go, Ren!” After pulling out her folding basket from her belongings, she was gone, her face shining with curiosity. Her previous gloom had vanished without a trace.


      Ryne could only shrug as she dashed off.


      “There should be some of that tritos moss you were looking for in the shade of that lone tree over there. Make sure you grab some!” he shouted after her as she ran.


      “Okay!” Misha waved back, turning to head for the tree.


      “Man, she’s way too excited for this.” Ryne sighed, getting started on putting together a small hearth.




      Upon her return, Misha laid out her freshly harvested spoils and asked, “Why does no one else come up here? There seems to be plenty of valuable stuff to find.”


      “Hmm? Well, we’re pretty far off the normal route across the mountains. Anyone who’s found this place has probably kept it a secret,” Ryne answered while working on the soup they’d be eating for dinner.


      After thinking about it for a moment, Misha nodded. “That’s why we’re not meeting anyone on the road, even though Ganz said we would. He said there would still be some people crossing over this time of year, so we should ask them about how the top of the mountain is looking,” Misha said with a frown.


      “He knows about this place, so he should have guessed we’d be coming here. I guess he forgot since he’s never been here himself,” Ryne said with a grin, thinking that was just like him. He then grabbed some of the herbs she had gathered that were suited to be food, tore them up, and tossed them into the pot.


      “Hey! Don’t just toss stuff in without washing it!” Misha hurriedly tried to stop him, but he ignored her.


      “It’ll be fine as long as we cook it properly. You probably already screened out the really dirty or rotten plants when you were harvesting them, right?” he said, stirring the pot and giving it a taste.


      Misha gave an exasperated sigh. “You know, mom always told me to be careful of the stuff I picked because you were like this.”


      Ryne laughed. “That’s the first I’ve heard that!” He set down the ladle. “This’ll be done cooking soon. So, where’s Ren?”


      He had run off with Misha when she went to find herbs but hadn’t returned with her.


      “He caught scent of some animal or other and went off to chase it. He’ll probably be back soon.”


      “I guess he was cooped up indoors in Tinga for quite a while. He’s probably got lots of energy to burn. But hey, if he brings back some meat, we can use that instead of this preserved stuff, so let’s wait for him.”


      Ever since they’d started traveling with Ryne, they had spent a lot of time walking through forests; Ren had become quite the skilled hunter. At first he had picked fights with animals bigger than him who would fight back. Other times, he’d exhausted himself before catching his prey and let it escape, so he’d come slinking back, depressed. But the more he practiced, the better he got. He started picking up on the idea of sneaking up on his prey and then pouncing, taking it down in one swift motion. Now he reliably supplied all three of them with food. Apparently quite happy about this, Ren had taken to his new role as hunter with gusto.


      “You don’t have to rely on Ren for everything, you know. Why don’t you hunt for us?”


      Ryne’s skill with a bow was remarkable. He normally had the weapon folded up and put away for ease of carrying, but he could break it out and assemble it in no time if the need arose, taking out birds, like the ducks they came across, with a single shot.


      “Ren’s doing his best for us out there. We don’t need to worry. Having faith in your kids is the trick to helping them grow, you know.”


      “Come on! You’re just saying that because you’re lazy!”


      Misha’s accusation didn’t bother him, though. He bent down to help her sort the herbs she had brought back, and he did so with a smile.


      “I think the way we do things is fine. Ren can’t help with sorting herbs, can he? Each of us should focus on the things we’re good at. I’ll make a delicious meal out of whatever he catches, so we’ll be even. You’ve seen that he likes cooked meat a lot more than raw meat, right?”


      “That’s also a problem,” Misha said, shoulders slumping. “He’ll never be able to go back into the wild like this.”


      But Ryne just smiled like it was nothing. “Then he can stay with you forever. He’s a smart boy, so he’ll be able to keep up with you wherever you go.”


      “Wouldn’t it be better for him to live with the other wolves in the forest?” she murmured.


      “Going back into the wild with his white fur was never really an option to begin with,” Ryne said, not looking up from the herbs he was working on. “The pack probably drove him out right from the start. Maybe if he was strong enough to lead his own pack this wouldn’t matter, but that fur stands out too much in the forest. Hunting in a pack to survive is hard enough as it is. Besides, he’s already accepted us as his pack, so I doubt he’d be willing to leave us.”


      Misha paused for a moment. “You’re probably right, and I’d love for him to stay with us, but...”


      Her vision began to waver. She remembered her time living with her mother, when they’d treat wounded animals they found in the forest. No matter how much the animals came to like them, Leyas would always say, “Animals from the forest are happier living in the forest.” Treating animals had always been inextricably linked to returning them to nature, so she couldn’t help but feel guilty keeping Ren with her.


      Understanding how she felt, Ryne didn’t say anything more as he focused on the work at hand. He understood that an animal as accustomed to humans as Ren would have a difficult time returning to the wild. It was probably too late once she had given him a name.


      Misha had come across him very soon after losing her mother. Though this was just conjecture, as he hadn’t been there to witness it, Ryne figured she had probably clung to the little wolf as an unconscious defense mechanism because of how unstable she would have been at the time.


      He had seen Misha help her mother treat animals in the forest, and the girl had always been good at keeping herself from getting too emotionally attached. When Misha had first introduced Ren to him, Ryne had been quite surprised to see she had crossed that line. He had also been quietly relieved to see that she had acquired a friend she could emotionally rely on so quickly. Having someone you were responsible for protecting had a way of shoring up one’s own mental health.


      Ren had been a wounded little puppy, helpless and unable to survive on his own. With Misha having just lost someone so important to her, Ren had been the perfect answer to the gaping void in her heart.


      However, Ryne had no interest in pointing all that out. Bringing that to light while Misha was still struggling from that trauma would be beyond stupid. He couldn’t just tell her to get over her mother’s death. Rather, trying to suppress those emotions would have negative effects on her both mentally and physically. Misha had unconsciously chosen Ren as a pet to protect her own heart. That was the end of the story.


      That said, the situation was gradually changing. Misha wasn’t so weak that she’d be trapped in the same place forever, and Ryne was with her to ensure she kept moving forward. She would cry now so that one day she could smile again.




      Just as the soup was about ready and Ryne and Misha had finished sorting the herbs, Ren marched proudly back into camp with his prize.


      “Whoa, nicely done, Ren!”


      “No way! How did you get something so big?!”


      The two of them both exclaimed in surprise as they saw him.


      He was dragging back a boar not much smaller than himself. It was round and plump, having fed heartily to prepare itself for the long winter ahead. Dropping the boar on the ground, Ren pranced over toward them, eager to take in their praise.


      “Its skull is caved in? It doesn’t look like you just found one dead, though... How did you do this?”


      “Good job bringing back something so big too. At this size, it must be a young boar. It probably just split off from its parents this year.”


      As Ryne analyzed the kill, Misha gave Ren some much deserved pets. Ren’s face was the picture of satisfaction.


      “Anyway, this is way more than I was expecting. I guess we should get to butchering it.” Ryne smiled sheepishly and got to his feet. This was way too much meat for the three of them to eat alone.


      Misha also stood up with a nod. “I’ll get some water boiling. It’s pretty cold, so the meat will probably last two or three days, right?”


      The boar was probably a good twenty or thirty kilograms in weight. Though they traveled with limited baggage, that was still quite a large amount to carry. But neither Misha nor Ryne was willing to waste the forest’s blessing. They couldn’t make use of every single part of the animal—like the bones and oils, as Misha and her mother had regularly done when they were back home—but they could extract everything they could get use of.


      “Good thing we bought so much salt,” Ryne said. “Let’s salt what we can’t eat and sell it at the next village. You’ll have to help carry it too, Ren.”


      Though they had intended to have a bit of fresh meat as a luxurious addition to their meal, they had instead ended up with a pretty large-scale project, but there was no use in complaining about it.


      “I can handle the butchering by myself. Can you get some herbs to deal with the gaminess of the meat? Some water too,” Ryne instructed Misha, taking off the boar’s head and hanging its body up on a nearby tree.


      “Okay. Let’s go, Ren.” Misha ran off once again.


      “This sure is a familiar sight...” Ryne murmured with a faint grin as he got to work digging a hole under the hanging boar carcass.




      “This is good stuff.”


      “It’s really tasty. Thanks again, Ren!”


      By the time they had finished their hectic work, the sun had long since set. They decided to cook some of the boar right away with a collection of herbs and Ryne’s specially created spices, and despite the boar having been rather young, it provided more than enough meat for the three of them to eat their fill.


      “It was nice that it wasn’t quite fully grown. The meat was so soft and didn’t have much musk to it. Good work, Ren.” Ryne lavished praise on the small wolf as he gave him a bone of meat that he had roasted over the fire.


      It was clear that rather than honestly praising Ren, he was just trying to reinforce the good behavior. Whenever Ren brought back food, they’d pile praise on him and share a healthy portion of it with him. If they took everything he brought back for themselves, he’d start hiding his kills and keeping them for himself. These were all lessons Ryne had picked up from hunters he was acquainted with.


      Not that I’m trying to train Ren into a hunting dog or anything, Misha thought to herself.


      But Ren was happy, so she didn’t complain. She dug into her own meal.


      “I still don’t get how he killed it, though,” she wondered aloud.


      Though it wasn’t fully grown, the boar was still the same size as Ren. It was quite heavy for its size, as it had been storing up fat for the winter, meaning Ren’s fangs would have struggled to deliver a quick, fatal blow. However, Ren was far too absorbed in his own meal to entertain her questions, happily chomping away at his portion of meat.


      Ryne answered instead. “There were a number of shallow bite marks across the boar’s hide. My guess is that he harassed the thing until it was angry enough to attack back, then baited it into charging into a tree.”


      Misha looked at him in surprise. “Huh? He can do that?”


      “The wound on the boar’s head was pretty round, as if it had caved in. It was just about the right size to match the trees that grow around here,” he explained, waving his skewer of meat around to indicate the size he meant.


      Misha frowned. “Uncle Ryne, not only is it impossible to understand when you show me like that, it’s also rude to wave your food around.”


      He shrugged off her scolding. “Oh, relax. You’re as bad as your mother.”


      “We’ve got the actual boar right here, so you should eat properly and then teach me just as properly!” she demanded, puffing up angrily.


      Ryne couldn’t help bursting out in laughter. As much as he knew she was curious to a fault, no normal person would say, Hey, we’ve got a decapitated boar’s head here, let’s study it. Not that Ryne had a leg to stand on when it came to being normal.


      “Okay. It’ll be a pain to dig it all back up, but it’ll be a good opportunity for you to learn. Let’s finish this food quickly then.”


      As the two hurried through their meal, Ren watched them with a sense of astonishment, like he couldn’t believe they had found something more important than dinner.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 13: The Flower’s Name


      “Misha, wake up. The flowers are about to bloom.”


      Lying beside Ren and wrapped in blankets, Misha awoke to the feeling of someone shaking her. A sharp chill in the air nipped at her face.


      “Morning already...?” she mumbled.


      The small gap in the front of the tent revealed the world outside it was still quite dark. The sun must not have risen yet. Instinctively retreating from the cold seeping into the tent through the open flap, she rolled over and planted her face into Ren’s fur.


      “You sure you want to miss it? I thought you were excited to see this,” Ryne said, his voice tugging at her mind against the sleep that threatened to drag her away once more.


      Excited... I was? For what?


      She had been up late the night before, fully engrossed in Ryne’s lessons. Although she was usually good at waking up in the morning, losing so much sleep had left her thoughts lost in a mire of fatigue.


      “I’ll let you handle this, Ren.” Ryne shrugged as Misha rolled over and snuggled up to Ren. He waved at the wolf before leaving the tent.


      Ren watched Misha for a moment as she settled back into sleep. He knew she had been up late last night talking with Ryne, so he could understand why she wanted to sleep in, but he knew how excited she had been for this morning. He also knew from experience that Ryne would not be back to wake her up again after being ignored once.


      If Ryne came to wake her up, then whatever Misha was excited to see must be happening soon. And that’s why we came all the way here in the first place...


      After thinking it over seriously for a moment, Ren slowly got to his feet and got to work removing Misha’s pillow and heater. His teeth sunk into Misha’s blankets, and he mercilessly tore them away.


      “Huh? What? Why is it so cold?!”


      Now exposed to the cold air and ground, Misha snapped her eyes open.


      Ren whined softly, not waiting for her to get her bearings as he tried to push her out of the tent with his nose.


      “Wha...? Huh? What is it, Ren?” With the comfortable warmth taken away from her, a confused Misha finally crawled her way outside.


      Ryne laughed. “Oh, finally up? I was just wondering if I was going to have to leave you behind.”


      “Huh? Did you wake me up?” Misha asked, accepting the hot cup of tea he offered her. She had a vague recollection of hearing his voice, but she couldn’t remember anything clearly.


      “I did. The sun will be up soon, so the flowers are going to bloom.”


      “Oh, right! That’s why I was excited!” Misha shouted, the memory suddenly coming back to her. She then realized she had almost slept through the whole thing. She squeezed Ren in a big hug as he drank his water. “Thanks for waking me up, Ren!”


      Ren gave a happy grunt at her gratitude, licking at her face.


      “Okay, we can shower Ren in praise, but right now you need to hurry up and drink that. We’ll have breakfast after collecting some flowers. We don’t have a lot of time.”


      At Ryne’s urging, Misha hurriedly downed the rest of her tea and wrapped herself in her cloak. The sun still hadn’t risen, so she also wrapped a scarf around her neck to ward off the morning chill.


      It was a gift from Angelica, who had given it to Misha just before their departure, insisting the mountain would be cold. She had apologized for it being a hand-me-down; even so, its construction from silver fox fur indicated that it was an extremely high value item. Misha, of course, had no idea, leaving Ryne to be concerned about the gift on his own. Angelica had held a finger to her lips to request his silence, so he had yet to spill the beans.


      “Make sure you use it, okay? I don’t want you catching a cold.”


      As Misha wrapped the fur around her face, Angelica’s words came back to her. The memory warmed her heart as much as the scarf warmed her face, and she couldn’t help smiling.


      “Let’s get walking,” Ryne said. He made for a small incline nearby, heading away from the flat ground they had pitched their tents on.


      “I know there was water that way, but weren’t there otherwise only some rocks?” She thought back on her trip with Ren yesterday to harvest herbs in the area. The small stream was surrounded by large rocks and small gravel, but nothing suggested there would be plants.


      “Remember how the water collects in one spot up here? That’s our destination.”


      Misha pulled her cloak around herself tighter, feeling the temperature steadily falling as they got farther from their camp. Signs of the coming winter were heavy in the early morning air. The chill helped to sharpen their senses, but at the same time it sapped their energy.


      Before long, a distinct crunching sound accompanied their footsteps.


      “Frost pillars...” Misha murmured as she followed after Ryne, eyes glued to her feet.


      Small, needlelike pillars of ice were sticking up out of the ground. Apparently it was the first time Ren had ever seen them, as he sniffed at them curiously as he walked.


      “They don’t hurt your feet, do they?” she asked.


      While she and Ryne had boots on, Ren had nothing to protect his feet, so she was concerned how the ground would feel to him.


      Ren responded by reaching a foot forward, and the ice crunched softly under his paw. He then gave a happy little bark, as if pleased by the sensation. He was dashing around in short order, running happy circles around them.


      “I guess he normally walks through the forest with bare feet, so something like this would be no problem,” Ryne said with a slight grin, continuing forward once again.


      “It’s pretty rare for a flower to only bloom after frost, huh?” Misha said as she followed after him. Normally flowers bloomed, were pollinated, and then grew into fruit or seeds. It seemed pretty risky to wait until just before the snow fell to go through that whole process.


      “True. But these flowers don’t produce fruit or seeds,” Ryne said, nodding to her point.


      “They have flowers, but no seeds?”


      “Yep. These reproduce through their roots. They bundle together to form something like a bulb at their base, but that mostly functions as a storehouse for nutrients.”


      There were plenty of plants that reproduced through their roots and still had flowers, but one that waited to bloom until most others had dried up and gone dormant for the winter was pretty unique.


      “I’ve seen trees that bloom this time of year, but that’s about it,” Misha said.


      “Well, this particular plant only grows in the Rega Mountain Range and only under very specific conditions, so it hasn’t been studied very much. One thing we do know is how useful it is for making medicine, so weirdos like us often come up here looking for it,” Ryne explained, not slowing his pace in the least.


      As they continued on, the sky started to lighten, the deep blue of night giving way to a purplish morning. By the time the first rays of sunlight finally peeked over the horizon, they had reached their destination.


      “Here we are. This is what I wanted to show you,” Ryne said, pointing forward.


      It looked like a scene pulled straight from a dream.


      A faint morning mist still hung in the air. Pale green leaves reached up from the ground, the green carpet they created broken up here and there by white buds the size of a person’s thumb.


      The moment sunlight cut through the chilly morning air, the first bud opened. You could almost hear it pop as it shot pollen into the air. The pollen glittered in the air while a cold wind carried it across the mountainside.


      As if they had been waiting for that first flower to bloom, the other buds started to snap open one by one. Once opened, the blooms revealed their true colors, a fine gradient of nearly transparent green through red. The delicate, subtly pink five-petaled flowers looked intricate enough to resemble fine glasswork. Their pollen filled the air with a sweet fragrance.


      Misha was struck speechless by the whole spectacle.


      “The momentum of the flowers popping open causes the pollen to shoot into the air. It’s pretty, don’t you think?” Ryne whispered with a satisfied smile on his face. “At the beginning of winter, the plants grow all at once throughout a single night, preparing their buds for this moment. The moment the morning light touches them, they snap open, and the flowers wither within a couple hours. We were pretty lucky to see them bloom on our first day here.”


      “The flowers last only a couple hours?” Misha asked.


      “They probably only exist to spread that pollen. Since they don’t need insects to carry it around for them, they have no fragrance after that first blooming, nor do they have anything like nectar,” he explained, handing Misha a large glass bottle. “And for some reason, once the flowers wither, their petals melt and disappear. Well, it’s more that they diffuse into the ground. So can you fill that bottle for me before they’re gone?”


      “What? You use the petals for the medicine?” Misha blinked in surprise, accepting the bottle.


      “To be precise, we also use the petals. The leaves and roots are plenty useful, but the petals are the hardest to get. The window to harvest them is only about two hours in a year, and it’s hard to predict when they’ll be ready. I had to camp up here for a week to get them last time,” he mentioned casually as he strode into the field of flowers.


      Misha was impressed at how deftly he was able to avoid trampling the flowers while still appearing like he was just out for a morning stroll.


      “Be gentle with them. You don’t want to crush the petals. If you just poke the flower a bit, the petals will fall off on their own,” he explained, reaching out to touch one of the flowers. With that one gentle touch, the petals easily detached from the flower and fluttered down.


      “Wow, it’s so pretty...” Misha watched, entranced as the petals danced through the air and into Ryne’s bottle.


      Then she got to work. “So we use a large bottle like this so we can catch the petals easier,” she said to herself, kneeling down and poking at a small flower just like Ryne had shown her. Indeed, the slightest touch broke the petals from their flower, causing them to flutter through the air.


      Misha watched with rapt attention until they settled in the bottom of her bottle. The long, oval shaped petals were so thin, they were see-through. She gently shook the bottle and sent the petals inside dancing once more. As Misha was thinking they were just as light as they looked, the petals broke apart.


      “Huh?”


      The petals disappeared like they were made of snow. In only moments, the petals in the jar had all turned to liquid.


      “Uncle Ryne! The flower petals...!”


      “Didn’t you hear me when I told you they melt? You can inspect them later. Get to collecting. A strong wind could blow them away at any moment, and they’ll disappear once they hit the ground. Not that we could pick them up off the ground anyway.”


      “We can’t?”


      “If you touch them with your fingers, they’ll melt.”


      “Oh, wow...” As far as she knew, no other plant did that.


      “Ren, stay away. You’ll wreck the flowers,” Ryne said.


      Ren whined sadly as Ryne stopped him from trotting over to Misha. Despite his complaint, he did as he was told and stopped at the edge of the flowers. However, he couldn’t keep his curiosity entirely contained. After a chomp on one of the nearby flowers, he practically jumped, dashing back to the stream.


      “Ren? What’s wrong?”


      “Probably tasted too bitter.” Ryne laughed as the wolf dunked his face in the water in desperation. “You can try it too if you want. This stuff puts cedes to shame.” He continued to collect the petals.


      After a bit of hesitation, Misha leaned down and chomped down on one of the flowers just like Ren had. “Guh...” she sputtered. Despite the flowers’ sweet fragrance and beautiful appearance, they were terribly bitter. She had tasted many medicines over the years, but this was the first time in a long while that the taste of something threatened to bring tears to her eyes.


      “Uncle Ryne, there’s no way we could get people to drink this,” Misha whined as her tongue started to go numb.


      “Don’t be stupid. I told you this stuff is for eye drops. The flavor doesn’t make a difference.” Ryne sighed, getting a pout from Misha.


      “No, you told me it was for treating people’s eyes. You never said it was specifically eye drops.”


      “Oh, I didn’t?” Ryne said, continuing his collecting.


      “Come on, Uncle Ryne...” With a sigh, Misha watched him work. He was entirely unfazed by the fantastical atmosphere around him.


      No matter how beautiful the sight, the only thing Ryne saw was its use for medicine. Beauty might heal the heart and mind, but that heart was carried by a physical body. If it couldn’t help heal that body, it didn’t matter if it healed the mind within it. Such a utilitarian view was very much like him.


      But Misha also knew that perspective had been born from a desire to save people. No matter what anyone else said about him, Misha didn’t know anyone more passionate than he was, nor anyone prouder to be saving people’s lives.


      With a quick sip from her water bottle, Misha turned her attention back to harvesting flowers. 




      The sun continued its slow climb into the sky. Sunrise gave way to early morning. Misha had no time to appreciate the changing sky as she continued collecting flower petals. Only when the petals began dissolving in the air before they reached her bottle did she finally lift her head. Before she’d realized it, the world was bright.


      “The flowers really did disappear...”


      Standing up and looking around, she could see there were no longer any flowers around them. All that remained were leaves and grass. The yellowish green of the remaining plants was slowly darkening into a deeper green even as she watched.


      “Everything about these plants is so mysterious,” she commented, looking down at them brushing at her knees.


      “And they’ll be gone before the snow falls. This patch won’t bloom again for two years. They’ll spend that time growing their bulbs and spreading their roots, and then they’ll finally find a new place to bloom. They’ll probably only move two or three hundred meters, but pinning them down up in the mountains like this is quite a challenge. That’s why they’ve been nicknamed phantom flowers,” Ryne said, stepping up alongside her and shaking the bottle of petals he had collected. Misha looked at the bottle in her own hands. It was about a third full.


      Between the two of them, they hadn’t even collected enough to fill a bottle the size of Misha’s hand. Looking around at the flower patch again, she guessed it was about twenty meters across at most. At first glance it looked quite large, but in comparison to the size of the entire Rega Mountain Range, it was positively tiny.


      “How did you know they were going to grow here this time?” Misha asked. The more she learned about these flowers, the more she realized how difficult it was just to find them.


      Misha herself had been here just the night before when she was looking for water, and yet the field had just looked like a bare expanse of rock. She never would have guessed plant life like this could have sprouted overnight.


      “A gut feeling,” Ryne replied offhandedly. “I just sort of knew. I thought, ‘It’ll probably be around here, right?’ And I happened to be correct. We were pretty lucky.”


      “Are you sure it was just luck...?” Misha blinked in surprise. It sounded a lot more like some kind of sixth sense to her. She had been hoping the People of the Forest had some remarkable technique for locating the flowers. “Speaking of which, whenever we’re running low on some kind of herb, you always seem to stumble on more of it right away. Is that also your intuition?” Misha asked as Ryne stoppered his bottle, then knelt down and started collecting the leaves of the plants.


      “Yeah, it’s like the plants call out to me. It’s helped me quite a bit over the years. Anyway, start collecting the leaf tips for me. I’ll start digging up the roots. Oh, and make sure you only take one or two leaves from each stalk. If you damage the plant too much, it won’t regrow.”


      Ryne measured off five centimeters or so from the tip of the leaf to show her, then moved on, already losing interest in Misha’s questions. He gave her a basket and pulled out a small shovel, starting to dig through the dirt.


      When it came to herbs or medicine, he would explain himself in great detail no matter how much time it took, but with anything else, he lost interest right away. Giving a small sigh, Misha started collecting leaves as he had asked.


      In part out of surrender and in part because she remembered they couldn’t eat breakfast until they were done. For a girl Misha’s age, breakfast was a matter of life and death.


      “Oh, yeah. What are these flowers called anyway?” she asked. She had only known there was a rare herb up here.


      Ryne had wanted it to be a surprise, so he had stubbornly refused to tell her anything about it. Aside from the fact it was used for eye medicine, she didn’t know anything about it. That had resulted in quite the moving experience when she first saw them, but now that she had seen them, she figured it was about time he started answering her questions.


      “Rayherb,” he muttered, somehow reluctantly.


      “Huh?” Misha blurted out, not quite hearing what he said.


      “I said, it’s called rayherb. The way it glittered was really pretty, right? Also, it’s used for healing people’s eyes, so it’s like it brings light back into the patient’s life. I thought it was a good name.”


      The way he slumped his shoulders toward the end of the explanation made Misha tilt her head. Because the way he talked about it...


      “Wait, are you the one who named it?”


      “When someone discovers a new plant, they have the right to name it. It might have another name elsewhere, but among the People of the Forest, we call it rayherb.”


      He then stepped away from Misha, done with the conversation. He left so fast, she didn’t have time to stop him, and could only watch stunned as he left. Once he was quite far away, he started digging once more, no doubt looking to collect the bulbs.


      “Rayherb...as in a ray of light, I guess? That’s way too simple, isn’t it? I guess it’s better than just calling it ‘light grass’ or something, but...”


      After watching Ryne despondently digging up plants on the other side of the field for a while, Misha finally couldn’t keep in her giggles any longer.




      By the time they had collected a number of plants they were happy with and had finished their breakfast of bread and the last night’s leftover soup, the sun had climbed quite high into the sky.


      “Uncle Ryne, can I have an apple? I’m still hungry!”


      After waking up early and getting to work straightaway, she was starving from all the exertion. A little bit of leftovers wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy her. The glittering red apples they had were dangerously appealing.


      “Fine, if you have to. Just one, though.”


      “Okay!” Misha replied happily, quickly picking one and biting into it. A pleasant crunch filled the air, together with a refreshing and delicious smell.


      “That does look good. Let’s split it. I’ll trade you half of my potato.” Ryne found himself falling for its allure as he dug a large potato out from the ashes of their fire.


      “Wait, when did you cook that?” Misha asked.


      “When you were struggling to get out of bed. While I was making the tea, I stuck one into the ashes. Ow, hot!” A pleasant steam rose from the potato as Ryne split it in half, making it look quite appetizing—especially after Ryne added a bit of salt to it.


      Misha looked down at the apple in her hands for a long moment. She then grabbed her knife from her belt and used it to cut the apple in two. She held out half for him. The somewhat childish gesture got a smile out of Ryne, who handed over the larger half of his potato in exchange.


      “Thanks.” Misha immediately bit into her potato. “Ow!”


      The freshly baked potato was faintly sweet, and Ryne’s seasoning had drawn out an exquisite flavor. It was still steaming hot, though, so after a few sharp breaths to cool her mouth and quickly swallow the mouthful, she returned to her apple.


      Both were sweet, but the flavors were entirely different, and so neither overstayed their welcome. As she happily took turns munching on each one, she felt something poking at her leg. Ren was offering her a chunk of meat they had given him for his own breakfast.


      Ryne immediately burst out laughing. “Guess he saw how greedy you were being and got worried you didn’t have enough food!”


      “I wasn’t being greedy!” Misha shouted indignantly. “You’re so rude! Don’t worry, Ren, I have my own food. You eat yours.” She patted Ren on the head as she scowled at her uncle. She was hungry, but not enough to swipe Ren’s breakfast. Even though the roasted rib gave off such a delicious smell...


      “Come on! Stop laughing! We need to talk about where we’re going next!”


      As Misha pouted, Ryne finally managed to get a hold of himself. Pulling out his hand-drawn map, he drew a line with his finger from the center of the mountain to a point higher up.


      “Yeah, okay. It looks like the peak is already covered in snow, but the weather down here is good. We can probably get to the eighth checkpoint. Your forest has an elevation of about a thousand meters, so there should be plenty of new plants for you to see up here. We’ll follow the stream up the side of the mountain a bit, then walk along its side until it drops us into Jaunbrillant. How does that sound? There are some tough spots along the route, but I’m sure you’ll be able to handle them.”


      The forest where Misha grew up was nestled between three mountains that each stretched up to about a thousand meters above sea level. Most of the plant life was of the broad-leaved variety, with a small number of coniferous trees appearing near the peaks of the mountains.


      While Misha had learned from books that an environment’s elevation affected the variety of plants that grew there, this trip had been her first time seeing that effect for herself. They had gone from a lush forest to a place often characterized by faces of bare rock. The few trees dotting the landscape were generally shorter than Misha was.


      She had been endlessly excited to finally see for herself the “tree line” that she had read so much about, and so Ryne suggested they keep climbing.


      “Let’s do it! I want to see what grows up there! I guess there won’t be many flowers this time of year, but there’s probably a lot of moss still, right? I read a lot about the plants in the Rega Mountain Range while I was in Redford!”


      Nodding at Misha’s elated response, Ryne tossed the core of his now finished apple into the nearby grass. “Okay, then. Let’s get cleaned up here.”


      After hesitating for a moment, Misha eventually followed suit, tossing away her apple core in the same place. She had thought the way he casually tossed it away looked fun.


      We’re just giving them back to nature, so it’s not a problem, even if it is bad manners. She gave her excuses to the disapproving image of her mother that appeared in the back of her mind. But before she could really grapple with that thought, she burst out laughing.


      She had tossed the apple core quite high into the air, and before it reached the ground, Ren had leaped up and caught it, the scarf around his neck fluttering in the wind.


      “Wow, Ren! Good job!”


      Ignoring Misha’s praise, Ren chewed away on the apple core, gobbling it down and then trotting over to the one Ryne had tossed away. Most likely he was looking for anything else he could eat.


      “I guess if Ren likes them, it’s better to give them to him, huh?”


      Misha giggled as she put out the campfire and started dismantling their small stone hearth.


      ◆◆◆


      “Misha! Where are you?!” Ryne’s voice echoed through the heavy fog, so thick he couldn’t see to the tips of his own fingers.


      There was no response.


      “Damn! I know the weather up here changes fast, but this is definitely strange. What is going on here?” Ryne clicked his tongue angrily, a coiled rope in his hand.


      The moment the fog had started setting in, he had pulled it out and tied it around Misha to make sure they didn’t get separated, and it would also provide a lifeline if she fell. But without warning, the rope had suddenly come undone, and Misha was nowhere to be found. While the fog was certainly unexpected, Ryne was used to difficulties like this in his travels. He was more frustrated that it had taken him so long to catch on to something being wrong.


      The first sign of real trouble was when Ren, who had gone on ahead, came back barking and howling. The last time he had physically seen Misha, tied to the end of the rope in his hand, was ten minutes prior. Somehow she had managed to disappear within that time frame.


      They’d been walking down a path just wide enough for them to go single file, a steep wall to their side. It was reasonable to think that she had simply fallen, but in addition to the rope inexplicably becoming untied from her, she hadn’t made a sound when she disappeared, so that explanation didn’t hold much water.


      “Are the spirits messing with us?”


      Deep in the wilderness, there were nonhuman entities that occasionally liked to play practical jokes on people traveling through. Being in such harmony with nature, the People of the Forest often found themselves well-liked by these beings. Ryne hadn’t encountered them for quite a while and had let his guard down.


      These beings saw the world in a totally different way from people, so even if they had no ill will, their tricks could often put people in significant danger. “Reeeeen! Have you found her?!” he shouted again. The wolf had dashed off the moment they realized Misha was gone.


      A pitiful howl answered from the fog. Though he could hear the wolf’s cry, the thick fog and the echo made it impossible to determine what direction it was coming from.


      “Now, what do I do here?” Ryne sighed, dropping to the ground.


      If he kept wandering recklessly through the fog, he could very easily fall himself. The fog had descended suddenly enough that it seemed unlikely to stay for long, so he figured the safest option was to conserve his strength and wait for it to lift.


      Taking out his water bottle, he took a drink to try and wash down the impatience boiling up inside him.


      She disappeared without a trace. But that means she probably still has food and supplies with her. Even if it’s a trick by the spirits, they wouldn’t kill her. He closed his eyes.


      With the fog, his eyes were useless anyway, so he turned his entire attention to focusing on what he could hear.


      “That’s my precious niece you’ve got there. Please don’t hurt her,” he mumbled to no one in particular, straining to pick up any sounds in the environment that he could.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 14: Trouble Begins


      The fog seemed to come out of nowhere.




      Misha was following along behind Ryne as they kept a leisurely pace beneath the cloudless blue sky. The trees were now entirely gone, replaced by perennials that huddled close to the rocky face of the mountain.


      “Oh, there are yellow flowers over there! Bright pink ones too. And they’re all different shapes!” she said, thoroughly delighted as they walked past them.


      Though the plants grew close to the ground, they had surprisingly large flowers.


      “These ones are rastuta and colanka. They’ve held on quite long this year, huh? I thought it would be too cold for them with snow on the top of the mountain already... Maybe we could have made it to the summit after all,” Ryne thought out loud, naming off the individual plants Misha pointed to.


      “I know this one. It was in the books. It’s called astor, right? The flowers really do look like lace frills. It’s amazing how something this cute can also be used for stomach medicine for children.”


      Misha knelt down and spent a moment appreciating the pretty white flowers before collecting a bushel. The small, delicate plants needed to be picked one at a time to avoid damaging them, so it was slow, careful work.


      “You’re going to help some little kids feel better. Thank you,” she whispered softly as she worked. The way the flowers shook in the wind made it seem like they were happy too.


      “We have a long way to go Misha, so make it quick. There’s only so much daylight left.” Although Ryne sighed and tried to urge her on, he was just as likely to stop and start harvesting plants as they walked; ultimately, the two were one and the same. Despite the stops, they made good progress across the mountain. As they walked, they could feel the wind coming down off the mountain was getting decidedly colder.


      The weather in the mountains was highly volatile. It was common for a bright blue sky to suddenly give way to cloud cover and sudden rain without the slightest warning. However, at this time of year, it was more likely they’d see snow or hail. Either way, the prospect wasn’t particularly appealing. Ryne was fully aware of the season they were traveling in, so he was prepared for any shift in the weather, but he would much rather avoid trouble, so he did his best to keep Misha from going entirely off the rails as she dashed around collecting herbs. He even made sure to keep Ren close, telling him not to go out hunting anymore. He could pass for a professional mountain guide.


      As they had originally planned, they turned off the path leading to the summit, and after about four hours of walking, they rejoined the path heading back down the mountain.


      “Okay, this will be our last break. After this it’ll be nonstop to the bottom. Did you have fun?”


      “Yeah! It’s too bad we couldn’t go to the summit, but there were a lot more plants than I expected! I was even able to collect a lot of them, so I’m totally happy! I’d love to come back some time when it’s warmer,” Misha answered with a smile, organizing the herbs she had harvested and variously putting them away in her bag or strapping them to the side.


      “Yeah, I guess. I was kind of surprised how many flowers were still around. You’re a lucky girl,” he said, ruffling her hair before pulling out his water bottle and popping a piece of candy in his mouth. “Make sure you take a break from organizing your stuff to have a drink and some sugar.”


      “Because walking down the mountain takes more energy than we realize, right? You’ve told me like a hundred times!” she said, sticking her tongue out at him before having a candy of her own. “So, what’s Jaunbrillant like?”


      “I’d say it really makes the most of the sea. It’s a small country, but it’s been blessed with a great climate, so the sea around it is relatively calm. That gives it a huge fishing industry. Beyond farming a lot of shellfish and seaweed, it also has a good amount of flat ground, so it produces enough grains to be self-sufficient. And since it helped Redford in the war, it was given a huge chunk of Azalei too.”


      “So they get along well with Redford?”


      “Yep. They have a long history of friendship, as their ships often stop in each other’s ports to resupply for long journeys. There’s a big industry of fishing boats traveling long distances, often going all the way up to the Ourenge Alliance, so I often hop on those boats when I want to go home.”


      As they talked, they began their walk down the mountain. The path they had taken across the mountain to get to this point had already sloped gently downward. In short order, they were back under the tree line, deep into the coniferous forest.


      “I doubt we can make it to the next town by tonight, but I’d at least like to be off the mountain. Let’s pick up the pace a bit.” They had played around on the mountain a bit longer than Ryne had meant for them to; the sun was already sinking quite low. “Though unless something strange happens, we should make it off the mountain by nightfall easily. We can set up camp once we’re down.”


      “That means I get a bath tomorrow, right?” Misha replied with a bright smile. Ganz had told her about the hot springs in a small town on the Jaunbrillant side of the mountains.


      Ryne twisted a grin in response. In their short stay in Tinga, Ganz had managed to turn Misha into a hot spring fanatic. “Okay, we can visit, but for only one night, okay? I just want to sell our boar meat and get out of there.”


      Misha nodded excitedly.


      Ryne’s smile faded as he looked around. “It’s getting kind of hard to see, isn’t it?” It wasn’t just because they were back in the forest either. There was a faint haze in the air, as if they were descending into a cloud of smoke. “Fog? What a pain.” He clicked his tongue. He unraveled the rope at his belt and tied one end around Misha’s waist. “Normally it would be safer to wait until the fog cleared, but we can’t afford to get stuck up here at night. There should be a clearing not too far from here, so let’s keep going, slow and careful.”


      “Is it safe?” Misha seemed unsure.


      In a stroke of bad luck, the fog had set in just as the path shrank to force them to walk single file. There was a steep drop-off right beside the path. Normally that wouldn’t have been an issue, but the heavy fog didn’t just restrict their vision—it also made the road slippery. The now slick leaves lining the path would make it very easy to fall. They would even have to be careful where they stopped and sat. On the other hand, the extra chill in the air from the fog meant that stopping to wait for it to clear risked hypothermia.


      “I’m pretty familiar with this route, so as long as you stick close to me, we’ll be fine.”


      Ryne had traveled this road numerous times. He had even experienced sudden fogs like this one, and they rarely stuck around for long. Even if Misha slipped and tumbled from the road, he was entirely confident he could hold her up on his own. And besides, the steep drop-off was only on one side of the path. If he was careful and paid attention, he had no doubts they could make it down safely.


      He was always confident in his own abilities. And while that might have served him well when he traveled alone, things were different when he had someone to take care of. As he had experienced in the past, the fog on the mountains rarely lasted for long. If he had stopped to think about it rationally, he would have realized it was much more dangerous to risk moving through the fog. If he had been alone, he likely wouldn’t have thought twice about waiting an hour or two before continuing.


      But instead, the two slowly continued their descent, all while the fog grew heavier and heavier, almost as if someone were leading them on.


      ◆◆◆


      The fog grew so thick, it was hard to see anything past arm’s length. Misha struggled to keep up with the faint outline of Ryne guiding her downward. Strangely enough, as the fog grew thicker, everything seemed to get quieter as well. The only things she could hear clearly were her own breathing and footsteps.


      But she felt strangely pressed as she tried to keep up with her uncle, so much so she didn’t realize how odd that was. Though he had said they would continue slowly, he hadn’t reduced their pace at all. If anything, he was actually moving faster than before. With the unstable ground beneath her, there was no way she could keep up with him, and so he gradually started to disappear into the fog. The rope around her waist came undone without her realizing it, so there was nothing to keep him back.


      Normally Misha would have realized something was wrong. She also would have found something strange in that he never turned to check on her and that she never thought to call out to him to get him to slow down so she could catch up. It was as if the fog had closed her mind as well, leaving her unable to do anything but desperately press forward.


      When she was finally about to lose sight of him altogether, she finally tried to get his attention.


      “Wait... Uncle—”


      But at that same moment, she slipped. As she fell into a world of white fog, she was sure she must have cried out in surprise, reaching desperately for anything to hold on to but finding nothing. And yet the silent fog didn’t permit her any sound either—her cry never reached her uncle’s ears. To make matters worse, the impact of the fall knocked the wind out of her. She blacked out, leaving her motionless body to be engulfed in the still thickening fog.


      And so the party of three was split apart.




      “Where am I...?”


      Misha finally awoke to the sensation of cold water dripping on her face. She was beside a small stream, judging by the sound of flowing water nearby.


      “Oh, right. I fell...”


      There was still a light fog hanging in the air, so she couldn’t see far, but she could at least see where she had rolled down off the path.


      “I’m surprised I’m not hurt...”


      After carefully testing each of her limbs, she concluded she hadn’t been seriously injured, and so she sighed with relief before looking up the hill again. It was quite the steep incline, and the ground was entirely invisible beneath the leaves. Between the low visibility and the slipperiness the fog lent to those leaves, she realized it would be impossible for her to climb back up.


      “I guess I wasn’t hurt because I fell into this huge pile of leaves?”


      The fact she hadn’t hit any trees on her way down either was close to a miracle. But analyzing her fall wasn’t helping her current situation. What mattered was that she had nothing more than scrapes and bruises and that she was separated from Ryne with no way to contact him.


      “Uncle Ryne! Reeeeen!” She shouted upward at the top of her lungs, but no reply came back. She couldn’t see up to the road through the fog, so she had no idea how far she had fallen.


      “Well, it doesn’t matter if it’s foggy. Ren should be able to find me by scent.” As she murmured to herself, she was struck by the sensation something was wrong.


      Am I forgetting something...?


      After thinking for a good while, her face suddenly went pale.


      “I didn’t take off the scarf Ganz gave him, did I?”


      Ganz had given Ren a scarf laced with herbs to deaden the wolf’s sense of smell so he could survive the sulfurous smell of Tinga. Ren seemed to like it, so she had left it on him.


      “And the herbs in it are supposed to improve your mood and block your sense of smell...”


      It was designed for humans, so she had no idea how much it actually affected Ren, but it was clear from Ren’s behavior after receiving it that it made a difference. If she had to guess, his sense of smell was at least half as strong as usual.


      “I wonder if Uncle Ryne will notice...” she muttered, shoulders slumping as she looked up the side of the cliff. The memory of her uncle walking off into the fog without her bothered her, but until the fog cleared entirely, there was nothing for her to do but wait.


      “When you’re in trouble, the best thing to do is stay put and make sure you’re safe,” she reminded herself, turning to her bag to check what she had on her.


      Luckily, her backpack had stayed with her as she fell. The blanket and pans fastened to the outside of it were also still firmly in place. The bag was covered in mud and leaves from the fall, and while there were no large holes in it, it was quite damaged. It had probably done a lot of work to cushion her fall.


      “Thank you. When we get back to town, I promise to have you fixed up,” she said, wiping the pack off with her hands as she looked around. As she would have expected, the straps holding all the herbs she had gathered to the side of her bag hadn’t survived the fall. The various plants were now scattered around the place where she had landed.


      “This way.”


      As she started gathering them up, she could have sworn she heard someone whisper. She looked up, and her eyes immediately shot wide open. Her attention was glued to something in the nearby stream.


      “How?!”


      The small pouch her mother had made her as a good luck charm lay in the middle of the stream. Misha’s hands shot to her neck, but the pouch that was supposed to be hanging there was gone. Had the cord snapped when she fell?


      The “how” didn’t matter much, though. What mattered was that she needed to get it back.


      “Wait!”


      The pouch had been snagged on a rock, keeping it in place, but the moment Misha stood up, it slipped free and began tumbling down the stream. Misha dashed after it with a cry.


      It was full of precious things. A lock of hair from her mother, the earring from the boy who was Ren’s namesake, the ring she had received from Ryan, and more. Yet despite how small the stream was, the pouch seemed to accelerate down it, as if trying to tease her as she gave chase.


      The stream flowed down into a cave, carrying the small pouch into the darkness. Misha hesitated at the mouth of the cave, but the moment the pouch was out of sight, she snapped out of it and dashed forward.


      The moment she stepped into the cave, though, a wave of dizziness beset her. As she put a hand to her head, the dizziness passed. But when she looked ahead, the sight in front of her was startling.


      “It’s...bright in here?” It seemed like there was a soft light emanating from the interior of the cave. “Oh, maybe it’s actually a tunnel.”


      As she wondered about the light, she noticed her pouch, still being carried farther into the cave.


      “Wait! Stop!”


      Remembering why she was there in the first place, she broke out into a run again. The stream grew shallow in multiple places, so much so that the small pouch would catch and stop moving. But every time it did, the moment her fingers were about to touch it, the pouch would dislodge and start sailing away once more.


      “What is going on?!”


      It seemed so close, yet was never actually within reach. The bizarre experience lured Misha deep into the heart of the cave without her realizing it. Focused so hard on the pouch, she didn’t notice why the cave was strangely still just as bright no matter how deep she went.


      Although the cave had seemed to be made of ordinary rock at the entrance, there was a lot of translucent crystal this deep inside. That crystal gave off a pale light all of its own and lit the cave’s interior. But Misha took no notice, still dashing after her pouch.


      With her heavy backpack filled with supplies, she was exhausted before long. She quickly ran out of breath, her chest heaving painfully. But she couldn’t give up. No matter how hard it was, she forced her feet to keep moving.


      “I...got...you...” Finally, she managed to grab the pouch. Through the familiar texture of leather in her hands, she could feel the hard sensation of the pouch’s contents. She plopped down on the ground right where she was, holding the pouch tight to her chest, determined never to let it go again. Now that relief had calmed her panic, there was nothing to distract her from the splitting pain in her chest. She heard only her own ragged breathing.


      When she finally caught her breath, she took one more deep breath before lifting her head and looking around.


      “Huh...?”


      She was at a dead end in the cave. The small stream pooled at the bottom before slipping away under the wall of the cave. The pool was about twice the width of Misha’s arms stretched wide.


      “It doesn’t look that deep...”


      She peered into the water, clear and transparent. There was no sign of anything living in the water. Though water was constantly flowing into the pool, it didn’t seem to be growing at all, so there must have been cracks in the rock allowing the water to seep into the ground.


      “Thank goodness... I got it just before it was too late,” she murmured. If the pouch had been carried into the ground, she never would have seen it again.


      Finally, she started to look around her.


      “This is a cave, isn’t it? Why are the walls so bright?”


      Her eyes went wide at the sight. At long last, her naturally voracious curiosity took hold of her.


      “Oh, it’s not the walls themselves. It’s a mineral in the walls. Weird...”
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      Misha reached out and ran a finger down the glowing crystals. They were cool to the touch, and they stuck out slightly from the stone walls of the cave.


      “I’ve never seen a glowing rock before. I wonder what it’s called. It looks like a crystal, but crystals don’t glow, do they?” she murmured to herself, looking around the cave.


      The strange glowing mineral dotted the wall at the end of the cavern all over, so the whole cave was filled with light.


      “Yeah, normally it should have gotten dark when I got into the cave. I shouldn’t have been able to chase the pouch at all. It took me way too long to notice.”


      She had been so focused on getting back the pouch that she hadn’t paid any attention to her surroundings.


      “Uncle Ryne is going to yell at me again if he hears about this.”


      Fortunately, she was fine, but there could have been any kind of animal living in the cave, and she had dashed right in without a second thought. She realized it had been a mistake, but...


      “Yeah, I had no choice. I couldn’t just let it go. I’d probably do it again if I had to. There’s no point being worried about it now. I should just be glad it worked out okay.”


      As she started making excuses, she heard someone giggle nearby.


      “Huh? Is someone there?” she turned around, face flushing. She had been talking quite loudly since she was sure she was alone. But there was no one behind her. The sound of flowing water filled the silence.


      “Is...someone there...?”


      And yet, her instincts told her she wasn’t alone. She felt like someone was watching her. A sensation she had experienced many times while running through the forest alone in her childhood.


      When Misha had brought her mother stories of strange experiences, Leyas had once said, “They’re often pranksters, so don’t give them any attention. You don’t need to be afraid of them, but you shouldn’t get involved with them either. Of course, if they help you, make sure you thank them properly.”


      Was this all a prank?


      Misha recalled an experience getting lost in the forest when she was younger. Even though she had stuck to the places she knew, when she returned to a familiar landmark, she found she was somewhere entirely unfamiliar. After wandering around for ages, she finally exhausted herself and dropped to the ground crying, when a fruit from no tree nearby dropped to the ground in front of her.


      All the pranks were harmless, and when Misha would start to cry, the offender would inevitably start dropping food she liked or help her find the thing that was missing, as if to make it up to her. It had always felt like they had invisible neighbors living in the forest with them.


      “Where are you? Were you calling me here?” Misha called out into the empty cave. Almost as if in reply, a breeze blew into the cavern, sending her hair fluttering.


      Turning around, she saw something glittering beneath the water.


      “Is there something there?”


      Misha peered into the small pond at the end of the cavern. It was hard to see through the moving water, but she could tell something was shining beneath the surface. When she leaned over to get a closer look, a strong wind kicked up behind her, pushing her from behind. With a short cry, Misha tumbled forward.


      They were well into autumn, winter ready to pounce any day now. Imagining the cruel future of being soaking wet in that chilly season, Misha was struck by a pang of despair.


      I really should have ignored them!


      Squeezing her eyes shut tight, she braced herself for the frigid splash that was to come. Instinctively she reached her arms out to catch herself and felt her hands slip into the water—slip right in, in fact. There was no splash. There wasn’t even any sound. Though the water was no more than a meter deep, the small pond seemed to swallow her whole without making a sound.


      All that remained was the soft trickle of the stream.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 15: Gift of the Spirits


      Ren ran around lost in the fog. When the fog had set in and limited their visibility, he had gone on ahead to confirm the road was safe, but when he came back, his precious Misha was gone. Instinctively he ran back along the path they had come from, but he quickly noticed something was wrong.


      He couldn’t smell her at all. She had been here just moments before, but none of her scent lingered. Normally he didn’t even need to think about it. His nose would point him toward her without any effort. But now he couldn’t smell anything, like she had just vanished into thin air.


      Why? Why?!


      The fear of being separated from her had him in a panic.


      Mishaaaaaa! he howled at the top of his lungs, but there was no answer. He lifted his head to howl again, but this time the scarf around his neck caught his attention.


      Oh, right.


      Having been put out of sorts by the smell of the hot springs, Ganz had taken pity on him and wrapped the scarf around his neck.


      They said there was something in this to make the awful smells not so bad.


      When he wore the scarf, the sharp scent of the hot springs was only half as bad. The refreshing odor of the scarf was actually quite pleasant. It wasn’t like he couldn’t smell anything. His nose worked perfectly fine for something like hunting, so he had left it on even after leaving the town. He was happy for Ganz’s help, so keeping it on was also a sign of their friendship.


      But now, he struggled to pull that scarf off with his front legs. This scarf made his nose only half as useful.


      This fog is from the god of the forest. I can’t deal with it like this!


      Ren was an honorable jumping gray wolf. As fellow natives of forests, gray wolves were deeply respectful of the god of the forest. Ren was proud of his heritage and didn’t need anyone to tell him that someone who protected him and his family deserved respect.


      But Misha is family too!


      Ever since Misha had rescued him from that pit, she’d become the most important thing in his life.


      If the forest god is going to hide her from me, then that makes them my enemy!


      The scarf around his neck was tied tight. He was having difficulty getting it off. Pulling too hard only choked himself, so he snarled in frustration. He never considered stopping, though.


      Once I get this off, the fog won’t be a problem. I’ll be able to find Misha’s scent in a second!


      He tried his front legs and hind legs, rolling around like crazy, and snagging the scarf on rocks and branches, but couldn’t make any progress. If he had dexterous hands like the humans’, he would’ve had it off in no time, but he had strayed too far away from his pack. He couldn’t pick up on Ryne’s scent anymore.


      I’ll have to do something myself.


      With a low growl, he continued his solitary struggle. Dirt and mud smeared through the bright white fur he had kept so clean and beautiful for Misha. The rough way he dragged his body across the rocks also started to scratch his skin, leaving red stains across his coat.


      It hurt. It hurt a lot. But he never once considered stopping. He didn’t know where Misha had been taken. Maybe she was just off having a pleasant chat with the god of the forest. But even if that were true...


      I have to be with Misha. She might be in trouble. She might be alone and crying. If she’s happy, then good. But I have to be at her side no matter what. I have to!


      At long last, the scarf tore. Ren had won. Letting the ripped fabric fall to the ground, Ren gave a loud, victorious roar. The howl echoed through the fog-cloaked forest. He could feel the mist shivering around him.


      He shook himself before sniffing at the air. His sense of smell wasn’t quite back to normal yet, but he was already picking up more scents than before.


      Hmph. You’re just in my way.


      Ren turned a snarl on the scarf lying on the ground. It had been a great help to him in the town, and he had actually quite liked it, but now it was standing between him and Misha. Even the sight of it made him angry.


      I should go meet up with Ryne.


      One more sniff at the air helped him pinpoint Ryne’s location—quite a bit closer than Ren expected.


      But I’m still not back to normal. Ryne should be able to fix my nose.


      In the distance, he heard Ryne calling for him.


      He responded with a howl. I’m right here!


      Now that he knew where Ryne was, he wasted no time sprinting through the fog toward him. Hesitation was nowhere to be found in his steps.


      ◆◆◆


      Huh? Why aren’t I cold?


      Misha had braced herself for the cold shock of falling into the water, but it never came. She opened her eyes to find herself sinking deeper and deeper, which was shocking in its own way, as she was taller than the pool was deep. Even so, she was still sinking toward a bottom she couldn’t see.


      This is like...when I met the dragon god...


      No matter how deep she sank, the water was still bright enough for her to see and still held a warmth entirely unreasonable for the season.


      Am I even really in water?


      Feeling her lungs start to strain from holding her breath so long, she inhaled deeply.


      “Yeah, I can breathe fine...”


      As much as she had expected it, the discovery left her slumping her shoulders.


      “If you were going to invite me in, I wish you’d made it a bit more obvious,” Misha mumbled as she finally reached the bottom. The ground beneath her was a fine sand, causing her to kick up clouds of dust as she touched down.


      “It feels like I’m underwater, but I can breathe and stand normally.”


      Just as the sand she had kicked up settled gently back down to the ground, her hair and skirt floating in the “air” around her slowly fell back into place. Patting her skirt with her hands to push it back into place, Misha took a look around her.


      “Hey, where are you? Why did you call me here?”


      Far above her, a shining light filtered down from ripples in the surface. Small shadows flitted around her, which she quickly recognized as small fish. They were the same kind of fish she often caught back home in the forest, so she had eaten similar things quite a bit. Unlike when she met with the dragon god, there was a lot of life down here. However, since Misha could breathe down here, this couldn’t be ordinary water. That meant these couldn’t be ordinary fish...


      “Welcome, Misha.”


      “Nice to meet you.”


      “It’s been a long time.”


      “We’re happy to see you.”


      “We’ve been waiting for you.”


      “We’ve been waiting a long time.”


      The water around her started to shake, carrying a cacophony of voices to her ears. The sudden rush of sound took Misha by surprise, her hands shooting up to cover her ears.


      “We’re right here.”


      “Right beside you.”


      The giggling voices came again as the fish danced in the air around her. The otherwise familiar-looking fish then started glittering in a rainbow of colors as they teasingly brushed her face with their tail fins.


      “You’re the fish?” She watched as the fish happily swam circles around her.


      “Yes. We borrowed their shape.”


      “So that you could see us.”


      “Because you can’t see us.”


      “Not yet.”


      “Soon, though.”


      The giggling voices overlapped again. Perhaps out of consideration for her previous reaction, their voices were a bit quieter this time. Misha gave a conflicted smile as she realized that.


      “Okay then, little fishies. Why did you bring me here? You were the ones who made that fog and made my pouch float away, right?” she asked, holding a hand out to the school of fish swirling around her. One of them swam up and gave her fingertip a kiss.


      “Yes. I called you.”


      “We called you.”


      “To give you back what someone dropped.”


      “We’ve been waiting a long time.”


      The fish around her clearly started to get excited, and even began growing in number. She had to squint at the rainbow glimmer of their scales.


      “Someone dropped something?”


      “Yes. It happened a long, long time ago.”


      “We’ll give it to you.”


      “We’ll give it back.”


      “It’s very important.”


      “Very important. Very special.”


      Urged on by the whirlwind of fish, Misha started walking through the strange, underwater world to a large crystal. It shone with the same rainbow light as the fish. Inside it, she could see a smaller black square.


      “What’s this?” Misha remembered the shimmering object she had seen in the pool of water before she fell in. Her curiosity about it was what had led to her being here in the first place, so it wasn’t hard to believe she had been brought here to find this thing.


      Without thinking she reached out to touch the crystal. The moment her fingers made contact, it dissolved into the water around her. All that remained was a long, thin box, big enough to fill both of her hands. Since she had been brought all the way here, she bent down and picked it up.


      “We gave it back.”


      “It’s yours now.”


      “The thing they dropped.”


      “The important thing, belonging to someone so important to them.”


      The fish danced happily around her.


      “Who dropped it and who’s important to them? You want me to give this back to them?” Misha tried asking the fish swirling around her. The box was strangely heavy for its size, but it felt right at home in her hands.


      “The precious child. The important one.”


      “You are also cute. You are also precious.”


      “They are already gone.”


      “Man’s children are so fragile. But so strong.”


      As the fish responded with entirely useless answers, they began to overlap with each other in their frenzy. The shapes blurred together until they were only a single fish, and then that shape blurred until it was a ball of light. Though the fish that made it up had shone with a rainbow light, this orb was a soft green. Strong, yet somehow weak. It reminded her of sunlight filtering through leaves in the deep forest.


      “That is for you.”


      “The precious child is gone. Their important person is gone.”


      “So we give it to you. Take care of it.”


      As the fish vanished into the sphere, the voice they gave off seemed to calm down. Once the last fish disappeared, the whole place filled with light, like the orb had exploded. The blinding flash made Misha instinctively close her eyes. As she did, she felt someone stroke her face.


      “Now go back, lovely little one. You cannot yet remain here long without being hurt. We were happy to meet you.”


      The soft whisper in her ear filled Misha with such a sense of safety and security, it almost brought tears to her eyes.


      I know this voice...


      Unlike the overlapping voices of the fish, this was the calm and gentle voice of a woman. It sounded like someone old, yet someone young. But most of all, it sounded familiar. Just as the affection evident in the fingers touching her face was familiar.


      “Who are you?”


      She tried to open her eyes but couldn’t stand the brightness. She reached out and tried to take hold of whoever was there, who should have been right beside her, but her hands passed through empty water. As a heartrending emotion started bubbling up inside her, she felt someone gently hug her. And then there was another gentle whisper in her ear.


      “Don’t worry. We’ll meet again, lovely little child. Someone has come for you. Make sure you treasure your cute little friend.”


      With that final whisper, Misha felt her body being yanked away, and she lost all sense of what was happening around her.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 16: Reunion and Descent


      “Oh, you’re back.”


      Ryne opened his eyes, kneeling close to the ground to preserve his energy, as he heard the brush nearby starting to rustle. A moment later, Ren burst from the fog with a bark. Although Ryne had noticed the wolf coming, Ren’s white fur helped him blend in spectacularly with the fog, so the energetic arrival was still enough to throw Ryne off-balance.


      Even so, Ryne managed to stay on his feet when Ren charged into him. He quickly noticed Ren’s unkempt condition. Once he saw the scarf was missing, he immediately understood the solitary struggle Ren had just been through.


      “Sorry. We should have taken it off way sooner.”


      Ren gave a soft whine as Ryne smoothed down his fur, checking his various cuts and scrapes.


      “Is your nose back to normal, then?” he asked casually, but Ren replied with a whimper, his ears drooping. Ryne couldn’t help but burst into laughter. That Ren had found his way back to Ryne in the fog meant his sense of smell must have recovered to some degree, but it was clear he was still flustered from failing to locate Misha.


      “Hmm...should I give you something to restore the mucus membranes in your nose? Or just to sharpen your sense of smell in general?”


      Digging into his bag of medicine, Ryne pulled out some fine powders and began mixing them together with his fingers. Lack of space and the urgency of the situation meant he didn’t have the ability to break out his tools or measure things properly. Then again, his personality might have also played a big part in that decision.


      “Okay, try giving this a sniff,” he said, holding his hand out to the wolf.


      Ren did as he was told, placing his nose in Ryne’s hand and breathing deeply, which triggered a rather hefty sneezing fit. Having predicted that would happen, Ryne deftly moved his hand away and closed it, preventing the powder mixture from being sent flying by Ren’s sneezing.


      Ren eventually calmed down, turning to give Ryne a reproachful glare.


      “Oh, don’t give me that. How’s your nose?”


      Rent tilted his head for a moment, then lifted his nose into the air and began to sniff. He gave a loud bark, and his eyes took on a shine.


      “Looks like it worked. Now give it a lick,” Ryne said, holding the powder out for Ren once more. Ren dutifully licked up the remaining powder, then his nose scrunched up. The strange mixture of powder was both bitter and sour. He knew it would be unpleasant from the smell, but he also understood it would help his nose work better, so he toughed it out.


      Ryne laughed. “Yeah, tastes awful, doesn’t it? Here, have some water.” Ryne poured some water into a dish for him, and Ren drank it down greedily. Once the wolf finished, Ryne returned the empty dish to a side pocket on his backpack, which he slid over his shoulders once more.


      “Okay. Ready to go, Ren?”


      Ren gave a low rumble, sniffing at the air once more. The heavy fog obscured the sky, but he pointed his nose up to the sky and howled anyway, loud and clear for Misha to hear. He then bolted off into the fog.


      “Ren! Calm down!”


      Ryne dashed after him, surprisingly quick despite the heavy luggage he had to carry. With next to no vision and the ground being so uneven, keeping up with a wolf was a tall order. Even so, the fog had started to thin, so Ryne could move quite quickly. Considering how bogged down he had felt by the fog earlier, he now felt like he was practically flying.


      Now that I think about it, it almost felt like a kind of hypnosis. The fog must have made me lower my guard.


      Ryne was just barely able to keep Ren in his sights as they rushed through the forest, but only because Ren was intentionally restricting his pace to let Ryne keep up. Having already become accustomed to serving as the vanguard of their little party, Ren always made sure he was close enough that he could make it back to the group quickly if needed. The fact they had been separated anyway was further evidence something had been messing with their minds.


      We’re talking about someone that could even mislead a wolf as sharp as Ren...


      Ren was a creature of the forest. He was well equipped to deal with the spirits or gods—or whatever you called them—that also lived there. Normally the lesser ones would be entirely beneath his notice. But this time, they had played him like a fiddle, and his precious Misha had been snatched right out from under his nose.


      But it’s Misha we’re talking about. I doubt they’ll do anything to hurt her. Ryne smiled to himself as he remembered her younger days.


      Even before she was old enough to understand what was happening, she had been playing with those spirits. And then one day, she seemed to cross some sort of threshold, as the spirits vanished, and Misha quickly forgot about them. “She said she wanted to stay with us, so she had to say goodbye to her friends. It sounds like she has a complicated future in store for her,” Leyas had said with a worried smile.


      Ren soon jumped off the path, and Ryne didn’t hesitate a moment to follow him down the steep slope. It was steep enough that you could call it a cliff, but now that the fog was thinning, Ryne could navigate the rough terrain without issue. As he slid down the face of it, he deftly dodged around trees, and at other times he used them as footholds to propel himself down the cliff faster.


      Ren, of course, also had no difficulty. It was almost like the terrain had been specifically designed to match his natural abilities as a jumping gray wolf as he artfully darted through the trees.


      Once they reached the bottom of the incline, Ryne immediately started searching for signs of Misha. The leaves had clearly been disturbed. There were bundles of herbs scattered about, and footsteps leading away from the area. They were half the size of Ryne’s feet, meaning there was no mistaking that they belonged to Misha.


      “Was she chasing something?”


      There was something of a stream nearby, perhaps because of the season all but dried-up now, and Misha’s footprints followed it down with an evidently panicked rhythm.


      Ren barked sharply to get Ryne’s attention. Ryne looked up to see Ren standing at the mouth of a cave.


      “In there?”


      Ren growled in the affirmative as Ryne stepped up and peered inside. It seemed to run quite deep, but there was no sign of her from what little light made its way inside.


      “Hold on. I can’t see in the dark as well as you can.”


      Ren gave Ryne a sidelong glance as if to say, Yeah, right before dashing inside.


      “Damn! At least make sure you mark your path at any branches!” Ryne saw one last wag of Ren’s tail before he disappeared into the darkness.


      “Well, the water is flowing into the cave, so there probably aren’t any large animals living in here...”


      Quickly producing and lighting a lantern, Ryne set off into the cave after the wolf.


      ◆◆◆


      Oh, Ren is upset. Is he hungry...?


      This kind of whining was something Ren had done a lot when he was a puppy, but recently he hadn’t been doing it very much. She thought it was adorable. As consciousness slowly returned to her, Misha realized she was sleeping on solid rock. And then she noticed Ren licking her face.


      “Hey... Ren, stop... I said stop!”


      She quickly lost the composure to enjoy Ren’s cute noises, trying to push his head away as he licked her over and over.


      “Stop it! I can’t breathe!”


      Ren gave another plaintive whine, finally backing off as she bolted upright.


      Finally given a chance to catch her breath, Misha looked around.


      “Where are we...?”


      She could only barely see her hands in the darkness. There was the faintest light emanating from the walls, so it wasn’t pitch black, but it was entirely different from the bright glow she remembered.


      “The light...” As she slid off her backpack, she noticed she was totally dry. “Was that all a dream?”


      She clearly remembered falling into the water and finding herself in that strange place, but now she was starting to think she had just tripped and knocked herself unconscious, then dreamed up the whole encounter. Instinctively, she reached for her neck, where she found the pouch, still secure, which had brought her into the cave in the first place. It still felt a little damp.


      “Anyway, let’s get some light,” she murmured to herself. If she wanted to figure anything out, she’d need to be able to see.


      But before she could get started, she saw a glimmer of light far off in the darkness. It was wavering in the air, moving closer. As Misha squinted to try and make out the source, Ren barked a single time.


      “Ren? Did you find her?”


      When she heard Ryne’s voice, Misha’s eyes lit up. “Uncle Ryne! I’m right here!” she replied in unison with Ren’s woof, prompting the light to start speeding toward them. As it got closer, the light in the walls started to grow stronger.


      “Oh. They’re reflecting the light.”


      The minerals in the wall seemed to be absorbing the light from Ryne’s lamp and glowing stronger for it.


      “There you are. I take it you’re not hurt?” Ryne breathed a sigh of relief as he arrived to see her happily inspecting the walls.


      Those otherworldly beings cared little for the circumstances of the humans they dealt with, and so would often hurt them unintentionally. He had heard a number of stories of those who had been spirited away finding themselves in mortal danger shortly after, or returning from the spirit’s world to find a great deal of time had passed in theirs. Of course, not every event of spiriting away could be attributed to the actual spirits. It was hard to tell how often those incidents were actually perpetrated by humans with ill intent.


      “Huh. It’s pretty rare for there to be this much spirit stone in one place. We might have just struck it rich.”


      “Spirit stone?” Misha echoed as Ryne inspected the walls for himself.


      “Yeah. It’s a kind of rock that gives off light. It’s like a kind of crystal that absorbs light and then shines. It’ll keep glowing for about as long as you feed it light. If you leave it in sunlight, you can use it for a lamp. For whatever reason, it loses that ability after about a year of being extracted from the natural environment, so people like to say the spirits have a hand in all of it.”


      Ryne pulled his knife from his belt, using the hilt to knock a chunk of the spirit stone half the size of Misha’s hand off of the wall.


      “There you go. Take it. That can be your light.” He handed her the fragment of stone, which was still giving off a soft light.


      “It’s glowing, but it’s still cold. How strange,” Misha commented.


      “No one knows why it glows in the first place or why it stops glowing after you take it out of its natural environment. Since it’s all still a mystery, people named it after the spirits,” Ryne said with a shrug, knocking off another chunk of the stuff and sliding it into his pocket. “Anyway, let’s hurry up and get out of here. We don’t want whoever was messing with you to come back.” Ryne knew full well how often Misha ran into these kinds of inhuman entities back in her forest home, so he quickly urged her to get moving.


      Misha hurried to follow him out of the cave. Though she was back in the ordinary world, it was clear this place was connected to the spirits in some way. There was no telling when the spirits might decide to drag them back into their world. This wasn’t a place they could relax in.


      As she followed him out, holding the chunk of spirit stone he had given her in one hand, she looked to the object in her other. “By the way, Uncle Ryne, they gave me something that someone else lost. What should I do with it?”


      She could see Ryne flinch at the question. “Well...let’s just get outside and see what it is,” he replied, an evident bitterness in his voice. Misha wisely decided not to ask where those feelings were coming from—at least for now.


      The spirits had seen fit to abduct Misha and drag her into their world so they could give this “lost article” to her. It sounded like nothing good. But now that she had taken it, they couldn’t refuse. And there had to be some reason they had chosen to give it to her now.




      After making their way safely out of the cave, they turned their attention to the “gift” from the spirits. It was a long, thin black box, large enough for Misha to hold in two hands.


      “Is it made of metal? It feels really light.”


      It was hard and cool to the touch, and it gave off a dry sound when tapped. It was almost like highly polished leather. Ryne turned the box over in his hands, a confused look on his face.


      “It’s not my specialty or anything, but I don’t even know what metal it would be made from. It’s too light to be steel, but too solid to be tin. And how do you open it anyway?”


      “You just take this part off, right?” Misha added, pointing to a section of the box.


      “Oh, this?” Ryne removed the pin-shaped fastener, and the top half of the box opened, splitting it in two. Inside the box were a number of knives, scissors, and needles curved like fish hooks. They were all fastened in place so they didn’t touch each other even as the box was moved around.


      “Knives and scissors? The shapes are kind of weird though,” Misha observed.


      The gleaming silver knife had a long handle. So long in fact that the blade was only a fifth of the knife. The blade and the handle also appeared to be fashioned from a single piece of metal. They couldn’t see any seams in the connection. The scissors also had an extended handle, leaving the blades relatively small.


      “Oh, the edge on these scissors has been crushed. These won’t be able to cut anything.”


      The array of blades quickly piqued Misha’s curiosity. Ryne, meanwhile, looked down at them with a frown, evidently thinking hard about something.


      “Misha, do you know who this belongs to?”


      “They didn’t tell me a name. They just said the ‘precious child’ dropped them a long time ago,” Misha said slowly, thinking back to when she was given the box. “Or I guess, a person that was important to the precious child dropped them. They said it was important, so they wanted me to have it. It was in a big crystal, like a bug trapped in amber, but when I touched it, the crystal disappeared. It was glowing too, so maybe it was spirit stone?”


      As she recalled the events for him, Ryne shut the box. “Okay, I’m going to hold on to this for a while... No, I’ve been over here a number of times. As have other People of the Forest. The spirits never decided to get any of the rest of us involved. Is there some reason you need to have it?”


      “Do you have an idea who this belongs to?” Misha asked as Ryne started mumbling to himself.


      “Well...yes, but it sounds hard to believe even for me. I’m really not sure what to do. I guess I’ll let you hold on to it. Put it as far down in your bag as you can. Try to avoid touching it until we get back to the village.”


      “Okay...” Misha replied with a frown as Ryne’s tone. “Is this going to be a problem? Should I just give it back to the spirits? I’m sure they’ll take it back if I throw it in the stream.” She looked around. “Wait, where’d the water go?”


      The small stream pouring into the cave had all but disappeared, only a thin trickle still remaining. It was nothing like the small river that had carried away Misha’s pouch.


      “The source up in the mountains has probably started to freeze, so it won’t be a stable flow.” It looked no different to Ryne, but he could guess what Misha had seen by the confusion on her face.


      “When I first saw it, there was a lot of water...”


      “Streams are like that sometimes. In the end, just holding on to a little box isn’t going to kill anyone, so you’ll just have to keep it for now.”


      After looking back to Ryne one more time, Misha sighed for the umpteenth time that day and put the box in the bottom of her bag. She then placed the piece of glowing stone Ryne had given her on top of it.


      “They looked a lot like the tools you were using in surgery. Is that what they’re for?” she asked.


      “Probably,” Ryne replied after some hesitation. “I don’t have any proof, so I can’t say anything definitive, but I bet the original owner had them for a very specific purpose. But let’s not talk about that until we get to the village. We’re going to run into issues with our laws, so I can’t talk about them by myself.” He shrugged.


      Misha nodded, putting her backpack on again. “This slowed us down quite a bit, so we’ll just have to get as far down the mountain as we can, right? Do you think we can make it back to the main road from here?”


      “We should be fine. In fact, this might turn out to be a good shortcut to get us back on track. Let’s go.”


      The three started walking as if nothing had happened, picking up the pace to make up some of the time they had lost.


      In their haste, they failed to notice the entrance to the cave waver and quickly disappear...




      As they made their way down the mountain, Ren didn’t stray from Misha’s side for a moment. He didn’t get in her way, but he was never more than a single step away. He seemed determined to keep her in his sights at all times. It still made it hard for Misha to walk, as she was constantly worried about kicking him, but she didn’t complain.


      He must have been scared that I just suddenly disappeared.


      Ren was smart enough to make sure she didn’t run into him as they walked, so she accepted the situation for what it was.


      Ryne, meanwhile, spent the entire walk deep in thought. Normally in quiet times, he would notice her gaze on him and start explaining something or other to her, so this prolonged silence was terribly unnatural for him.


      But she let that pass too. Though it hadn’t been her intention, she realized she had made everyone worry. And now that small black box was evidently a cause for further concern.


      As they descended the mountain, Misha pondered over that box. The box itself was incredibly thin and smooth, but it was also very dense. If it had been a bit thicker, she would have assumed it was steel, but even then it was too light for that.


      Maybe it’s something normal I’ve just never seen before? But Uncle Ryne didn’t recognize it either. And I’ve never seen anything like it in any town we’ve visited, or even in Redford.


      The glossy, smooth texture made it look more like an art piece than an item for practical use.


      But the contents are what’s really interesting.


      She remembered the sparkling silver tools within the box.


      He didn’t want to talk about it, but it sounds like they really are medical tools. The blades were so short, and they were made as single pieces with their handles, so they looked kind of strange, but still similar to the ones he uses. I don’t know about the scissors, but he definitely has needles that looked like that.


      As her thoughts spun in her head, she stared hard at her uncle’s back. Normally he’d notice such an intense look, but now he seemed to be intentionally ignoring her. He must really have not wanted to talk about that box. Besides, now that he had said he wouldn’t talk about it, no question from Misha would make him change his mind. She knew Ryne was even more stubborn than she was.


      So why does not being allowed to know make me even more curious?


      She was already an incredibly inquisitive girl, who loved prying into the truths underlying any mystery she encountered. Being told she couldn’t do that was vexing, to say the least.


      I guess we just have to get back to the village as soon as possible then! She nodded to herself, picking up her pace to catch up to Ryne. When she did, she started pushing on his back.
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      “Come on, Uncle Ryne! We can go faster than this! Hurry up!”


      “Uh...okay...”


      Though obviously a bit confused by the sudden outburst, Ryne nevertheless did as he was instructed.




      “Hot springs are the best. It’s just like Mr. Ganz said. It’s totally different from the ones in Tinga. They’re all unique and wonderful.”


      In the end, they passed through the first village at the bottom of the mountain and continued on to a larger city two days later. Though it was still early in the afternoon, the multiple days of hard marching led Ryne and Misha to find lodging and retire early for the day.


      It ended up being a bit expensive, but they managed to secure a room with a private bath. Not as expensive as it would have been in a place that didn’t have natural hot springs, but the two of them likely would have shelled out for that luxury at any price. The People of the Forest loved their baths. It was an ironclad rule.


      Immediately after getting to their room, Ryne quickly cleaned himself up, then instructed Misha to stay put while he went out to gather information. With nothing else to do, she had no qualms with enjoying the bath to the fullest.


      The wooden bathtub wasn’t that big, but it was large enough for a girl her size to stretch her legs. The spring feeding the bath was also quite abundant, allowing her to enjoy a constant flow of hot water.


      “Mr. Ganz’s hot spring had a white color to it, and the water was kind of thick, but here it’s clear and smooth. And the smell isn’t as strong, so Ren isn’t having as hard a time either.” She relaxed into the water, stirring it with her hands.


      Ren had been allowed to stay in their room for an additional fee. Most inns didn’t allow animals inside. Normally he would have happily enjoyed some time in the wild while they stayed in town, but after the incident of nearly losing Misha, he was entirely unwilling to be separated from her. In the end, after demonstrating he responded to commands like “sit” and “wait,” giving his own appeal of friendliness by rolling over onto his back playfully, and after they promised to not let him out of the room, they were able to convince the staff to let him stay.


      You could also say his luxuriously soft coat had also played a part in winning the staff over. The owner of the inn loved animals, so seeing such a large “dog” roll over and whine like a puppy had melted her heart.


      For Ren’s part, he had never let total strangers rub his belly before, making it clear he was quite desperate to be accepted. He was now curled up on a rug in the corner of the room, enjoying some quiet time. Throwing away his pride as a wolf to stay close to Misha must have hurt quite a bit, as he hadn’t moved since coming into the room.


      Misha had invited him to take a bath since they had their own for once, but he had stubbornly refused, so she settled for giving the back of his legs a good wiping.


      “I guess I can’t blame you. You already don’t like the smell of the hot springs, so you wouldn’t want to stick your whole body in it.” She giggled, remembering the way his face scrunched up at the smell.


      She figured it would then make sense to give him another scarf like the one Ganz had made for him. They had lost the original, so Misha had found another one in town and offered it to him, but he had stubbornly refused to wear it. He had glared and growled at the thing as if it had killed his parents. Misha had been at a total loss until Ryne had explained amid uproarious laughter that the scarf had stopped him from finding Misha when she was lost.


      As Misha had stood quite shocked by the revelation, Ren had snatched the scarf and run off, digging a deep hole and burying it. He had then spent a great deal of time packing in the earth on top of it so it wouldn’t come back. When Ren nonchalantly returned to the group, Ryne had all but collapsed from laughter, while Misha had just sighed.


      “I really would like to visit one of the public baths,” she murmured with a sigh as she watched her hair floating in the water. “But you have to go into the bath naked, so I can’t hide my hair. There’s no way they’d let me in with a hat on, right?”


      Angelica had understood her situation, so she had specifically brought Misha to the public baths during times there weren’t many people around, but in a place like this where there were all kinds of people from all over the world visiting, she couldn’t bring herself to give the public baths a try. When she considered that if something happened, she’d have to escape on her own, she couldn’t bring herself to try.


      “Maybe I should dye it,” she wondered aloud, thinking back to Miranda’s hair.


      Misha’s hair was so smooth it was hard to tie up, just like her mother’s, but she still made sure to keep it long and take care of it every day. The time she spent tending to it reminded her of when her mother would do it for her. The way her mother had gently worked on her hair had become symbolic of her love and affection.


      In truth, Misha had been considering cutting or dying her hair ever since she’d left Redford. For better or for worse, her long hair stood out, so combined with her eye color, anyone would recognize her heritage. But the thought of losing yet another point of connection to her mother was too much for her.


      Ryne seemed to understand her feelings, as he didn’t press her on the issue, only ensuring she wore a hood when they went anywhere with a lot of people. But now she was starting to have second thoughts.


      The inn they were staying in had a public bath many times larger than the one she was now sitting in. This one was made from a special, fragrant wood, while the one outside was in the open air and made from stone. Apparently, it was the main selling point of the inn, or at least so the owner had boasted. There were also other large public baths in the city. They were cheap enough to use that people in town would dip in all the time and big enough you could literally go there for a swim. They were also deep enough to submerge yourself in while still standing, so people with bad legs or hips would often use them for exercise.


      “It’s less stressful on the body to exercise in water, so it’s useful for people recovering from sickness too. I really wanted to see it for myself...”


      Ganz had a relatively deep bath for research purposes, but due to space restraints, it was only about three meters wide. For a personal bath that was an incredible size, but obviously it was far too small for the kind of communal experience Misha wanted to see.


      “Maybe I should ask Uncle Ryne about it,” she murmured, standing up and stepping out of the bath.


      If she dyed her hair, it would eventually go back to normal. But the baths in this city were unique. She had no idea when she’d ever be able to come back. Her inquisitive nature wouldn’t let her give it up.




      As if to spite Misha’s decision to consult with him, Ryne didn’t end up returning until late into the night. He had warned her that he might be late getting back, so Misha had gone ahead and eaten dinner without him. He had left instructions with the inn to see she was well taken care of, so the owner had guided her to a seat close to the kitchen in the dining hall and made sure she had everything she needed personally. She had even given Misha food to take back up to Ren in her room.


      When Ryne finally did return, he didn’t seem drunk, but he reeked of alcohol and tobacco, not to mention old-fashioned oils and perfumes, so it wasn’t hard to guess where he had been.


      Ryne opened his mouth to say something, but Misha just pointed wordlessly at the bath. Even Ren immediately stood up and retreated to the far end of the room. Unfortunately for Ryne, both of his traveling companions had quite sensitive noses, and neither of them were keen on the scents he had brought home.


      After seeing her reaction, Ryne kept his words to himself, quietly moving to the bath as he was instructed. While undressing he tried smelling his clothes, but couldn’t pick up anything of what bothered them. He supposed he had spent so long among the smells he had grown numb to them, so he wasn’t that surprised. Even so, he didn’t think he reeked. Their reactions didn’t feel fair.


      While he was bathing, Misha snatched his clothes and subjected them to a herbal treatment to get rid of the stench, wearing a mask the whole time.




      “Here, I made some tea.”


      “Thanks...” Ryne looked down at the cup with a mixed expression. “I didn’t drink that much, you know,” he murmured under his breath, noticing the herbs in the tea meant to aid the stomach in its work.


      “You still smell like garlic.”


      Ryne said nothing more, draining the cup. Garlic had a way of leaving an unbearable odor on people who ate it.


      For a while, they sat in silence.


      Misha spoke up as Ryne started pouring a second cup of tea for himself. “By the way, Uncle Ryne, I’ve been thinking about dyeing my hair.”


      “If you want to,” he replied, turning a curious look on her. She had been quite against the idea when they had first left Redford.


      Misha averted her eyes. “Wearing a hat the whole time we’re traveling is a pain, and I don’t like tying it up either,” she mumbled.


      “I hear the public bath here is really good too,” Ryne added to her excuses.


      “This is the only place where there are hot springs!” she finally admitted, causing Ryne to burst out laughing. “Come on! You don’t have to laugh at me!” Misha’s despondent look had apparently been quite funny to him, and it was soon replaced by a much angrier look due to his reaction.


      “Sorry, sorry. No need to get mad. But you really are obsessed with hot springs, huh? At this rate, you’ll be apprenticing under Ganz.”


      “I don’t think I’d go that far...but they feel great and are useful for treating all kinds of illnesses and pain. They really are amazing, aren’t they?” she said with a pout, getting another laugh out of Ryne.


      “If you want to dye your hair, that’s fine with me. Things have gotten a bit annoying, so we’re going to have to grab a ship sooner rather than later.”


      “Things have gotten annoying?” she echoed.


      The information Ryne had gleaned in his half-day outing would make a huge impact on their trip. Winter in the north often brought storms out at sea, so sea mail was significantly cut back during the season. On top of that, their destination in the Ourenge Alliance was quite far, so normally their ship would need to stop a number of times in ports along the way to resupply. But those ports were in a country that was now falling into instability, so many were choosing to avoid setting sail altogether.


      “On top of all that, some of our friends from Redford were a bit messy on their return trip, so now there are rumors about People of the Forest all over the area. In other words, dyeing our hair and eyes is going to be almost necessary now,” Ryne explained, not bothering to hide his frustration as he dug through his bag for a number of bottles. “What color were you thinking? We’ve got brown and red... Black would probably stand out too much, so maybe gray?”


      “I’m fine with brown. It seems like the easiest.”


      The moment she picked a color, Ryne was ready to start, immediately moving to stand behind her. Since she had never done it before, she had him explain everything he was doing as he did it for her. She was a bit worried it would be too much of a pain for him and he’d just dump the dye on her head, but he was actually quite careful. In fact, almost too careful.


      “You’re surprisingly good at this,” Misha commented.


      “If you don’t do it well, you have to redye it constantly. But if you do it right the first time, the color will stick for a month.”


      “Oh, so the same excuse as always.” She had been impressed at first, but learning it was just his usual attempt to avoid future work left her disappointed.


      In short order, Misha’s hair was dyed brown, and her eyes were a deep blue. Seeing herself like that in the mirror was quite a shock, but in the end it was something she didn’t have to deal with unless she was looking into mirrors all the time, so she left it at that. She had a similar feeling when she saw Ryne with the same colors, but she figured she’d get used to it within a couple days. Humans were adaptable, if nothing else. And for the record, Ren was sticking with his original color.


      “By the way, I’ve arranged for a carriage to pick us up first thing in the morning. So if you want to visit a public bath, you’ll have to get up early for it,” Ryne said with a grin as Misha was playing with her freshly colored hair.


      “Huh? You don’t mind?”


      “The dye will bleed if you go now, but it should be set by tomorrow morning. The public bath is open twenty-four hours here, so you should still be able to pay it a visit.”


      “Hooray! Getting up early is my specialty, so no problem!” Misha exclaimed with a delighted smile, diving right into bed.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 17: Toward the Port Town Rhianna


      After hitting a few roadblocks on the way, they finally made it off of the mountain. Because town chatter indicated the ship Ryne that had set his sights on was sailing soon, they decided to take the uncharacteristic approach of a carriage for the next leg of their journey.


      Although Misha had traveled from Bluheitz to Redford by carriage, that had been arranged by the kingdom itself. While it was supposed to have been a quiet affair, it had still been a rather luxurious mode of travel; Misha had been fortunate to have basically an entire carriage to herself, and if she ever got tired, she could lie down on the seats.


      This time, they were riding with a merchant caravan following a set route. It was the kind of carriage anyone could hire if they had the money. They had picked a somewhat expensive one, so the seats were well cushioned, and there was a good amount of space even when the carriage was full. The cheaper options would have seen them sitting on plain wood, crammed into a tiny carriage with as many people as would fit. Sometimes there wouldn’t even be a spot for them to sit.


      “There’s no way...” Misha murmured, stunned at Ryne’s explanation.


      “Yeah, if that were our only option, we’d be better off walking. They don’t have good security either, so we might even have to do that ourselves,” Ryne said with a shrug. As soon as the carriage departed, he leaned up against the wall and closed his eyes.


      Though the seats were cushioned, they were moving at a pretty decent speed down roads that weren’t well maintained, so it was still a rather bumpy ride. It wasn’t a great environment for doing any kind of work that required precision, so Ryne took the chance to have a nap, leaving Misha to spend the time talking with the other passengers.


      Immediately beside her were a husband and wife who had both just retired, leaving the inn they had run in their son’s care. They were currently on a trip to visit their granddaughter, who had moved to the port town when she married.


      “We have a fantastic grandchild, but we’ve been so busy, we’ve never had a chance to meet her. We’re so excited!”


      “She’s almost three years old now!” The couple’s wrinkled faces were alive with excitement.


      “I’m sure she’s just as excited to meet you!” Misha replied, thinking of her own grandfather. They had met under unfortunate circumstances, but he had done everything he could to take care of her. He was still with her father, helping however he could. In his letters, he was always jokingly complaining about her father “forcing this old bag of bones back to work.” At least, she thought he was joking.


      “You think so? Won’t she be unhappy that some old folks she doesn’t know showed up out of nowhere?”


      Despite the old man’s joking tone, Misha didn’t miss the tiny hint of unease in his eyes.


      “Of course not!” she replied with an emphatic shake of her head. “I only met my grandfather for the first time recently, you know. I was super happy about it.”


      But as they saw the happiness in Misha’s expression as she recounted her own experience, that unease vanished in an instant.


      In fact, her bright smile and rapt attention drew quite a bit of conversation out of the couple. She was endlessly curious about anything they had to say, so before they knew it, they had gone from boasting about their granddaughter to explaining the history of their inn. They evidently liked Misha quite a lot, as they shared with her some of the sweets that they had intended to give to their granddaughter.


      Since they were in a rather expensive carriage, though the other passengers were commoners, they were still quite wealthy people. Before long, the conversation expanded to include them, and soon everyone was breaking out candy and dried fruit snacks. Ren had been allowed to accompany them outside, running alongside the horses. During their rest stops, he quickly won the passengers over and got his own healthy helping of snacks.


      Ryne woke up from his nap to a great surprise finding the entire carriage engaged in lively conversation. During the night, they separated to sleep in their own tents, but for dinner everyone ended up bringing something together, resulting in a small impromptu feast.


      “Carriages are fun. Everyone’s so nice,” Misha commented.


      “It’s pretty rare for everyone to get along like this,” Ryne cautioned her, smiling sheepishly as they returned to their tent.


      “You mean we were just lucky and got a group of good people?” Misha asked as Ryne lay himself out on his blanket.


      “Sure, let’s go with that.”


      “Come on, be serious. And wait, you slept the whole way here. Are you really going to bed now?” Misha pouted as Ryne threw another blanket over his head.


      No response came back.


      “Really? Already asleep? There’s no way,” she mumbled, poking at the glowing piece of spirit stone she was using in place of a lamp. Still feeling the excitement from dinner, she wasn’t the least bit tired.


      Since leaving the cave where they had found the spirit stone, Misha had kept it in her lantern. During the day it would absorb sunlight, and as soon as it got dark, it would start to glow. It saved them a lot of oil, so it was very convenient to have, but they didn’t want to show off something so rare in front of a large group of strangers, so she had taken it out of the lantern before boarding the carriage. Without the chance to absorb sunlight, it would appear to be nothing more than a transparent chunk of crystal.


      It was only glowing now because she had hung the stone around Ren’s neck during the day. Since it was half buried in his fur, she hadn’t been sure whether it would absorb much light, but when she had recovered it from him at sundown, it had been glowing faintly after all. No one would believe she’d tie something as valuable as spirit stone around an animal’s neck, so the other passengers didn’t cause any problems.


      “It’s so pretty...”


      As she watched the stone glow, Ren at her side started tapping on her knees with his front legs.


      “Okay, okay. We have to get up early tomorrow, so I’ll go to sleep too.”


      There had been plenty of rest stops along the way; however, Ren had been running alongside the horses all day while Misha had sat relaxed in the carriage. He was far more tired than she was. Seeing the sleepy look in his eyes, Misha didn’t have the heart to stay up any longer.


      Putting the spirit stone under a cloth to shut out its light, she wrapped herself in her own blankets and lay down. Without delay, Ren plopped down on the ground right beside her, and in short order, there was no sound left in the tent but the quiet breathing of sleep.




      The journey by carriage continued for another two days. On the evening of the third day, they reached the port town of Rhianna. It was Jaunbrillant’s largest port city, since even before they had absorbed a portion of Azalei. Famous as a large port for long distance ships to stop in and resupply, Rhianna boasted a fair number of large ships anchored there year-round.


      “Okay, let’s get some lodging for tonight and then start looking for a ship. Hopefully there’s a passenger ship waiting for us...” Ryne said with a yawn, watching out of the corner of his eye as Misha very reluctantly said her goodbyes to the friends she had made during the ride.


      He could hear the cracking sound of the stiffness in his joints from sitting for three days coming undone as he stretched.


      “Maybe I should have just joined the escort, after all.”


      When money was tight, Ryne would often join caravans like this as security, but his stint in Redford had him swimming in cash, and he felt uneasy leaving Misha on her own, so he had signed on as an ordinary passenger. Yet with how remarkably personable Misha was, that had evidently been a needless concern.


      As he finished cracking his neck, Misha finally wrapped up her goodbyes and came running over. “Sorry for making you wait, Uncle Ryne.”


      “It’s nothing. Seems like you hit it big again, huh?” He looked over the array of dried fruit and bottles in her arms.


      “Yeah, they told me I’m just a kid, so I should let them spoil me...” Misha replied with a somewhat awkward smile, stuffing her gifts into her bag.


      When their traveling companions learned Misha’s journey had been kicked off because she had lost her mother, they had started piling all kinds of foods and spices on her. They insisted the goods were leftovers from their own trips, so it was hard for her to turn down the gifts. And being such wealthy people, everything they gave her was exceptionally high-class.


      “It’s all stuff that’s fine for traveling, but they probably wouldn’t use it in normal life. I don’t think you need to worry about accepting.”


      Once they had access to fresh meat and fruit, dried goods like these would be relegated to emergency rations. Misha nodded quietly, deciding to accept Ryne’s argument that it was just a bit of good luck.


      “I’ve already had a few lodgings suggested to me, so let’s start looking around there,” Ryne said. He had already gathered the intel he needed, so he began walking toward the first point of interest without delay, but Misha quickly came to a stop. “What’s wrong?”


      “I...thought I heard someone?” Misha looked around for a while and found someone collapsed at the mouth of an alley. “Uncle Ryne, someone’s in trouble!”


      “Hey! Wait up!”


      Misha immediately broke into a run, forcing Ryne to hurry after her. He barely managed to catch her just before she reached the person.


      “What?!” Misha looked back at him, a mix of confusion and panic. She couldn’t understand why he was stopping her when there was someone so clearly in need right in front of them.


      “Calm down. Someone being hurt in such a conspicuous place could be a trap.”


      As a bustling port town, the city would be full of all kinds of people—both good and bad. It wasn’t that rare for someone to feign being weak or sick to lure people in and rob or kidnap them.


      “But...” To Misha’s eyes, the man clearly appeared to be suffering. He suddenly collapsed to the ground from his upright position. “Uncle Ryne...” She looked up at him with pleading eyes.


      Ryne sighed. “Yes, I know. But it could be dangerous. You can’t just run in without looking.” Despite saying that, he patted her on the head and let her go.


      Without a moment’s hesitation, she bolted forward. “Excuse me! Are you okay?!”


      Ryne followed leisurely behind her. He had already scanned the area and seen no signs of anyone lying in wait.


      “It looks like his stomach hurts. It might be some kind of food poisoning,” Misha observed.


      Looking around, they could see traces of vomit behind him. The man’s face was deathly pale, his arms wrapped tight around his gut, but he still seemed conscious.


      “Did you eat something you shouldn’t have?” Ryne knelt down and looked into the man’s face as he squirmed to avoid falling into his own vomit. Pale complexion, extreme stomach pain, and vomiting. He could also see convulsions across the man’s face. “Huh. You’ve been eating shellfish, haven’t you?” Ryne said, noticing something in the man’s vomit.


      “Shell...fish...? In the...soup...” The man managed to answer through pained gasps.


      “Must have been a poisonous one. Bad luck for you, buddy,” Ryne said as he started digging through his things for a number of herbs. “Misha, see whether he can throw up anything more. It’s probably too late, but it’s worth trying. Once you’re done with that, lie him down so that he won’t choke if he vomits again.”


      “Okay. Can I give him some water?”


      “If you can get him to throw up, sure.”


      “Okay.”


      Misha laid the man down on his side, then wrapped her hand in a handkerchief to protect it from his teeth before sticking her fingers deep into his mouth. The intrusion triggered a vomiting response from the man. She supported him as his body was racked with convulsions, expelling the rest of the contents of his stomach.


      Not much came out. Has he already thrown up everything?


      There seemed to be little more than gastric juice and spit in the vomit this time. After a bit of hesitation, Misha gave him some water to drink. His lips must have been numb to some degree, as some of the water dribbled out of his mouth onto his shirt, but Misha ignored it. You could clean a shirt. You couldn’t bring someone back from the dead.


      “Go on, throw up again.”


      After he had drunk a healthy amount of water, Misha stuck her finger back into his mouth. Though it was quite a rough way of doing things, washing out the stomach like this was an effective way to deal with an ingested poison. Of course, if the body had already started digesting the poison, it wouldn’t do much, so it was kind of a race against time. But that was all the more reason for Misha not to hesitate.


      “I need him to take this medicine, so make sure he doesn’t pass out,” Ryne said as the man started curling up from the pain. Misha debated whether to give him another round of water.


      “Go to one of the nearby stores and ask for some hot water. Tell them someone is urgently sick. They should give it to you, then,” Ryne instructed.


      “Okay!”


      After putting a blanket over the man to help him feel at least a little more comfortable, Misha stood up and ran back to the main street, dashing over to the closest store.


      “Excuse me! We have a sick person over there. Could you give me some hot water?”


      It was a restaurant preparing to open later that evening, so Misha’s abrupt intrusion took them very much by surprise, but her urgency was enough to spur them on to quick action. Within short order, she had a pot of freshly boiled water.


      “Thank you!”


      As Misha turned to leave, the owner of the restaurant called after her. “Hey! Do you need any help?”


      She nodded after a moment’s thought. “We’re doing first aid right now. We’ll need to carry him to a doctor afterward, so we could use more hands for that.” Though the man was curled up in pain, he was still bigger than Ryne, so it would be a struggle for her and Ryne to carry him alone.


      “Got it. You, follow the girl and find out where he is.”


      An older boy cleaning the tables nodded at the command, following after Misha, who hurried outside, though still careful not to spill any water. When she and her newly flustered partner returned to the scene, Ryne had just finished making his medicine.


      “Good timing. Mix some water into that bowl for me.”


      Misha did as she was told, pouring some of the hot water into the smaller bowl of medicine so it would have time to cool a little, then handed it back to Ryne.


      “Come on. Man up and drink this. It’ll help with the pain.”


      The paralysis had spread to the man’s arms and legs by now, so he needed help to sit up to drink. Despite his rough attitude, Ryne was remarkably gentle with the man, careful to give him the medicine slowly enough that he didn’t choke. As he finished drinking, the man’s face slackened, and the tension seemed to leave his body.


      “Is he dead...?” asked the boy who’d come with Misha. The sudden, drastic change had him on edge.


      “No, the medicine is just doing its job.” Ryne scowled at him. “Who are you?”


      “He’s from the restaurant where I got the water. I thought he could help us carry the man,” Misha answered in the boy’s stead as he shrank back from Ryne’s severe expression.


      “Oh, right! I’ll go get the boss! He should have something we can put him on!” the boy said.


      As he ran back to the store, Misha turned a concerned look on their patient. “Is he okay?”


      “Judging by the condition of his vomit, it hasn’t been so long since he ate the poison. He should be fine,” Ryne answered, gently laying the man down on the ground before cleaning up his tools.


      “So, shellfish are poisonous?” Misha asked as she helped him clean up.


      “Some of the bivalves are. They look almost identical to the edible kind too. It should be common knowledge, so most places are careful. He must have eaten at a pretty sketchy place.”


      In a bustling port town like this one, there were more than a few people who had dreams of making it big with their own business.


      “The poison isn’t all that strong, so he either ate a ton of it or got really unlucky and ate a particularly poisonous one. Either way, we’ll know when he tells us. We’ll need to figure out where he ate to stop anyone else from meeting the same fate in the future.”


      As they finished cleaning up Ryne’s tools, a group of men arrived carrying a jury-rigged stretcher, leading Ryne to think of escaping.


      “All right, I think we’re done here.”


      “What are you talking about?! We need to tell the doctor about what happened!”


      But of course, Misha wasn’t about to let him go. And so they accompanied the man to the doctor.


      Shellfish poisoning was apparently fairly common in the city, so the doctor wasn’t particularly alarmed by the case. After Ryne explained what medicine he had given the man, the doctor just said, “That’ll probably be enough” and gave his stamp of approval. Hearing that, Ryne tried once more to escape but was stopped by the man’s friends this time.


      “If he heard we let you go without properly thanking you, he’d have our heads!”


      Apparently, the man was a wealthy noble who had snuck out into the city to go sightseeing.


      “Trouble really goes out of its way to find us when you’re around, huh?” Ryne complained.


      “How is this my fault?” Misha retorted. “The same thing happens to you all the time.”


      As the two tried to pass the blame back and forth, they were guided to the inn where the noble and his men were staying.


      “We were already looking for an inn, so we may as well go with them. We helped them, so I doubt they’ll try to hurt us,” Misha said.


      “The fact he’s a noble means any kind of interaction is going to be a huge pain in the neck. Remember that, Misha,” Ryne whispered back as they watched over the sick man, yet to awaken.


      While they waited for him to wake up, they were introduced to his wife, a lady whose beauty was unmarred by the tears in her eyes. When they explained the situation, that he had eaten poisonous shellfish and already been given medicine for it, she clung to her husband and sobbed.


      “He’d never eaten shellfish before this trip, so he absolutely fell in love when he first tasted it. He’s eaten nothing but shellfish, be it in soup or fried, since we got here. He found a spot that was serving some rare varieties, so he snuck out to enjoy some on his own. He’s always been reckless when it comes to things he’s passionate about, but I never thought it would endanger his life... He’s such an idiot!”


      By the end of her story, her emotions had given way to anger. She even slapped him while he slept. She then turned to Misha and Ryne and bowed.


      “Thank you for stopping to help a total stranger. I won’t forget this debt.”


      Misha started to get a little flustered. “We’re apothecaries, so of course we’d help someone who was in trouble.”


      Having such an obviously high-class woman bowing her head to her unsettled Misha. While she had grown to be sensitive to those kinds of power relationships, it hadn’t quite dawned on her that she was the daughter of a duke herself, albeit from another country.


      Seeing the two weren’t making any ground in their conversation, Ryne finally saw fit to enter the conversation himself. “Sorry to interrupt, but your husband should be fine now, so do you mind if we take our leave? We just arrived in town, so we don’t have a room for the night yet.”


      The woman’s face immediately lit up. “In that case, please stay here. Our family has rented the entire floor here, and there are plenty of empty rooms,” she said, elated to already have a concrete way she could show her gratitude.


      The two apothecaries had no reason to turn down her offer, so they ended up staying together with them. And what’s more, the next day when the man woke up, he gave them his tickets for a ship bound for the Ourenge Alliance.


      “I was already concerned about going with the rumors of unrest along the route. And though I’m feeling better, I’m not quite back to my full strength yet, so I was going to cut my trip short and head home anyway. So please, go ahead and take my spot.”


      The tickets were for a passenger ship headed from Jaunbrillant to the Ourenge Alliance. And of course, they were for rooms fit for a noble. Ryne naturally hesitated, seeing the tremendous monetary value the man was handing over to them, but the man insisted it was nothing compared to having his life saved. The man’s wife then interjected with a smile, explaining that it would be too shameful for nobles of their standing to ask for a refund after paying for passage.


      “The only other option is to throw the tickets away, so we would be much happier if someone could make use of them.”


      After such strong insistence, even Ryne was forced to give in and accept their generosity.


      “Two on one isn’t fair. You need to help me out, Misha,” Ryne complained once they were alone.


      Misha could only shake her head, a meek look on her face. “Once a woman smiles like that, it’s all over. It’s less painful to just give up at that point.”




      Standing on the deck of the ship just before it departed, Misha said, “The wind feels nice.”


      People were still boarding, making the atmosphere quite hectic. No one had time to pay attention to a lone girl standing off in a corner.


      Since they needed to make arrangements for Ren, she and Ryne had arrived quite early to fill out the necessary paperwork, and now she had come up to the deck to kill time by watching people bustling about the wharf.


      Ren sat politely at her feet, with a thin leash tied around his neck. He was now just as tall as Misha when he stood on his hind legs. Even if his well-groomed fur made it clear he was a well-disciplined animal, there were plenty of people who found large dogs quite intimidating. Thus, it was naturally good manners for him to stay on a leash while they were within the confines of the ship. To be honest, the fact the owners of the ship let her take Ren out of their room at all was a remarkable amount of leniency.


      “This ship is huge. How many people can fit on board?” she wondered aloud, looking around the ship, then up at the enormous masts dominating the center of it.


      Three great masts stood like giants watching the morning sun ambling into the sky. Misha’s first experience on a ship had been during her journey from Bluheitz to Redford, and that ship had felt quite large, but this one was much bigger.


      “I never expected we’d get a ship this great. It was a bit of a shock at the time, but we were really lucky to get those tickets, huh?” she said, patting Ren on the head as she recalled the conversation between the adults earlier.


      The noble’s wife had insisted they take the tickets for free, but Ryne had at least managed to persuade her to take the money they had intended to spend on a ship.


      “Normally you’re so quick to accept when we’re lucky. Why didn’t you want to take the tickets?” Misha had asked.


      “Accepting too much charity will spoil us. Everything needs to be in moderation.”


      Ryne’s answer had been short and clipped, leading Misha to believe it was a lesson learned from hard experience.


      At any rate, their passage had been secured, and they were given a room fit for any noble, so it was naturally quite spacious. It even had a small bath attached. Misha was delighted to learn the fee for the hot water had been included in the ticket price, and so she could ask for a bath once every two days.


      It seemed the included baths, along with the fact they allowed Ren onboard at all, had been thanks to some convincing from the noble who had originally purchased the tickets. Misha figured this noble must have been quite the guy to have such authority even in a foreign country. If not for his help, Ren would have been trapped in a cage, locked away in the cargo hold.


      And so, thanks to a string of convenient coincidences, they were able to secure passage by sea far faster than they imagined possible.




      Misha’s deep brown hair fluttered in the sea breeze. She was doubly glad for her decision to dye her hair now that it let her stand up here without a hat or hood. She’d never liked tying up her hair, so being able to stand outside and let it flutter in the wind again had her in great spirits.


      “If things go as planned, we should arrive in about a month.”


      Their ship was carrying a great deal of cargo in addition to passengers, so it would be traveling quite slowly and stopping frequently. In exchange, the size of the ship meant they barely felt any swaying as they cut through the ocean waves.


      “The weather looks good too. Hopefully nothing comes up,” she said to Ren as she stretched, staring out at the distant horizon. When she thought about how a whole world she had yet to experience lay beyond that boundary, her heart started to race all over again.


      “I wonder what mom’s home is like?” she thought aloud, eyes as deep blue as the sparkling sea.

    

  

  
    
      Side Story: The White Fool


      With a flap of her wings, the great bird landed on the young girl’s outstretched arm. A black lacquered letter tube was strapped to the bird’s leg. Almost twice the size of the average mail bird, this one had just returned from a great journey to deliver a letter for her master.


      The raptor’s round eyes stared intently at the girl. Her expression was happy, and she scratched at the bird’s feathers as if to show her thanks.


      “Welcome back, Kyne. I’m glad you made it back safe.”


      The bird puffed up proudly with a trill, as if to say it had been all too easy.


      ◆◆◆


      My name is Kyne. Despite the name, I’m actually a girl. I have a boy’s name because...well, I’ve already told you that story.


      After losing Mommy Ley, Misha left on a journey, so I went with Ryne to catch up with her. All sorts of things happened after that, but in the end, I was able to reunite with her, so we’ve been traveling together ever since. That said, my job is still to deliver letters, so I’m not always at her side.


      Actually, I’m busier than ever, as I have the important job of keeping Misha and Daddy Deeno connected. But that’s not all—I also have to visit Caro and the castle a lot, so I barely get a moment’s rest. No one else can deliver letters like this, so I’ve come to accept it. I’m just the girl needed to get the job done, you see. I’m proud of being able to do that job, and it makes Misha really happy, so as busy as I am, it’s fulfilling work.


      However...I did have a complaint about one thing recently. About a certain someone Misha happened to pick up along the way while I was gone: that dumb white dog. He calls himself a “jumping gray wolf” or something, but I think “dumb dog” fits better.


      Even if you give him some leeway for being a child, he’s still just so stupid. Like how he gets so excited and plays around so much that he tires himself out and makes Misha worried, or when he loses sight of Misha and leaves her on her own. I heard when he was little, he’d wear himself out so badly that poor Misha had to carry him around. The jumping gray wolves I knew were much smarter, much more impressive animals.


      Though I’m not quite that cruel. If I said all this in front of him, he’d probably cry, so I keep my beak shut. But if I just let him keep acting like a toddler forever, I can’t trust him to take care of Misha, can I?


      So trust me when I say that my lectures for him are for his own benefit. It’s definitely not because I’m jealous he gets to spend all of his time with Misha when I don’t. Definitely not.


      ◆◆◆


      And so, when the humans went to have their baths, Kyne arrived to give Ren his lecture. She stood on the desk, looking quietly down at Ren, who was sitting on the floor.


      “Sounds like you let Misha get into danger.”


      Ren averted his gaze at the instant attack. “She...wasn’t in danger. The god of the forest wanted to talk to her,” he replied. Still, the weakness in his tone made it clear that he considered it a personal failure.


      Nonetheless, Kyne had no intention of having mercy on him. She slowly shook her head. “And that means it’s okay to leave her on her own? Those kinds of beings see the world differently than we and humans do. You know full well they could hurt her without realizing it.”


      “But this is the god of the forest we’re talking about. How was I supposed to fight back?” Ren sulked, and his tail slapped the floor.


      Kyne spread her wings in a threatening display. “If you’re going to stay with her, then protect her!”


      “I’m doing my best!”


      “Could have fooled me, with the way you’re sulking! I’m not seeing much in the way of results either!” Kyne snapped, jumping onto Ren’s back and pulling fiercely on one of his ears. A raptor her size could effortlessly tear off his ears, so the fact she was leaving him without a scratch was evidence enough of her self-control.


      However, just because she wasn’t leaving a wound didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. “Ow! Stop it!” Ren started hopping around, whining pitifully. Those powerful jumping gray wolf legs of his sent him practically bouncing around the room.


      But Kyne’s talons had a strong grip on his fur. No amount of jostling would shake her loose. If anything, it just meant she was pulling harder on his fur to keep her place, causing him even more pain.


      Eventually he surrendered, dropping to the floor. “Okay, I’m sorry! Please! Stop it!”


      “Don’t be such a baby. This is why it’s bad to spoil kids like you.” With a snort, Kyne jumped off of his back. “Now listen. Unlike me, you are always by Misha’s side. Be grateful for that fact, and protect her properly!”


      “Yes, ma’am...” Ren whined, covering his still smarting ear with his paws. Her punishment must have really hurt, as there were tears in his bright red eyes.


      Kyne seemed to feel bad for him after that, as she trotted up to him and started using her beak to smooth over the fur she had roughed up on his back. It was quite a different sensation than having his fur smoothed over by his own tongue, feeling more like it was being pulled all over again, but it was strangely pleasant in its own way. It was rare for Kyne to engage in this kind of gentle grooming behavior. Grooming was a way of expressing affection between animals, even if they were different species.


      “My job is to carry letters. I can’t spend that much time with Misha. And the longer this journey goes on, the farther I have to go to deliver the letters.” There was something almost soothing in Kyne’s voice, making Ren blink in surprise. “Flying through unfamiliar skies is also dangerous. Of course I’m careful, but there’s always a chance I won’t make it back.”


      Though Kyne was large for a mail bird, she was still on the smaller end of the spectrum as far as birds went. She had been at the top of the food chain back in the forest where she was born, but once she was in unfamiliar territory, a confrontation with any larger bird would be life-threatening.


      “You’re saying...you might get hurt? Or killed?” Ren’s eyes went wide with surprise.


      Kyne hesitated for a moment before nodding. “That’s right. I can’t guarantee I’ll always be safe.”


      Nature was a cruel beast. The weak and the unlucky were weeded out with brutal efficiency. If Misha hadn’t happened to discover Ren in that pit when he was a baby, that would have been the end of him. He understood that instinctively. That was why he felt so indebted to her, why he loved her more than anything or anyone in the world. That memory brought tears back to his eyes.


      Kyne resumed stroking his fur with her beak to calm him down, running it through fur so much different from her own feathers. “So you need to be strong. I want to be able to trust you to take care of Misha—”


      “No,” Ren cut her off. The unexpected outburst made Kyne look back at him in surprise, stopping what she was doing. “I’m fine being a useless wolf.”


      “What are you talking about...?”


      Ren reached out to grab the confused Kyne with his paws. “You can’t leave Misha in the care of a useless wolf, right? So you absolutely have to come back safe, no matter what happens!” he declared, holding Kyne in a kind of clumsy hug.


      Kyne sighed. “This is why I call you a dumb dog, you know.” Despite her words, her voice was gentle.


      “I’m not a dog. I’m a wolf,” Ren growled. He was willing to call himself useless, but dog was a line he wouldn’t let anyone cross.


      Kyne laughed. “Yeah, I know. I love Misha too. So I’ll come back no matter what. You’d better do your best to keep her safe too, okay?” she said.


      “I will!” Ren replied with a fervent nod, starting to lick at Kyne’s feathers.


      Though his efforts were clumsy, it nevertheless still expressed the wolf’s affection for the bird. With a quiet chuckle, Kyne closed her eyes, resting in the wolf’s paws.


      ◆◆◆


      “Whoa. Uncle Ryne, look at this! They’re so cute!” Returning from the bath, Misha found Kyne sleeping on the floor with Ren curled up protectively around her.


      “Huh. Looks like they’re getting along well.” Ryne smiled as he peeked into the room.


      “Kyne always pays Ren a lot of attention. I bet she thinks of him as her own child,” Misha said.


      “Well she’s the older one, so that makes sense. Ren may be stronger than her now, but he never fights back against her,” Ryne said.


      They had often seen Kyne harassing Ren for no reason they could discern, but Ren would only yelp and run, never turning to retaliate.


      Misha giggled. “I wonder what they were talking about today?” she said as she gently draped a blanket over the sleeping pair.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Welcome, newcomers! And welcome back, old faces. I am the author, Yanagi.


      As I’ve been desperately struggling to keep my head above water, volume 4 has made it out. On top of that, a manga version of the story has started. All this good luck has me terrified that something awful is going to happen to balance it all out...but hey, all of it is worth celebrating in the present! And all of it is thanks to you readers, watching over Misha as she grows up. I feel like I owe you all more than I can ever repay you.


      Okay, glad I got the thanks out of the way early. Normally some little devil barges in right about now, so I wanted to say it quickly... Ahem. As expected, here he is.




      This time, our guest is the fake introvert and thoroughly ambitionless Ganz!


      “Hey, what was that for?! You didn’t have to insult me like that!”


      I mean, sure, your childhood was a bit unlucky, but look at you now. You’ve got a job you love, a sexy wife, and even a kid on the way. Everything is sunshine and rainbows, isn’t it?


      “I mean, yes, but that’s not the point! There’ve been a lot of tough things along the way too, you know! Do you have any idea how hard it is to grow up among the People of the Forest with a phobia of blood?!”


      Yeah, you even passed out seeing them draw blood when you were a kid, didn’t you? The fact you can now help with blood transfusions shows how much you’ve grown. That’s amazing. Good job!


      “Uh...well. Ryne told me I had to do it, even if just surviving by force of will. So he...put me through a lot...” (Ganz’s gaze becomes distant).


      Oh. I guess I’ll avoid prying too much further. For mental health reasons. My own, that is.


      “I don’t need the flashbacks, so I appreciate it.”


      Speaking of Ryne, I’m surprised you two are still friends with everything he’s done.


      “Well, I said as much in the book too, but he has his good side. Besides, as strange as it sounds, being the one guy who can catch Ryne out in the wild when he gets out of control makes me a bit special back home. Sometimes I wonder if he acts like that for my sake...”


      No, I’m pretty sure he just does whatever he wants without thinking.


      “Yeah, I figured as much!” (Ganz starts tearing up.)


      Well, if it makes you feel any better, Ryne’s recklessness is going to come back to bite him soon.


      “Yeah, I guess it will. So I’ll just laugh at him from afar, enjoying my slow life running a hot spring with my wife and kid. Besides, it looks like Misha will be happy pretty much anywhere she ends up.”


      Anyway, I don’t have plans for you for the next few years, so enjoy your happiness while you can.


      “Wait, that sounded weird. Why did you say it like that?”


      And that was Ganz, our friendly soon-to-be father. I hope you all stick around to see the next step of Misha’s journey. Thank you for reading!


      “Hey, wait a minute!!!”




      Yanagi
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