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      Chapter 1: Days in the Forest


      A shadow dashed through the thick undergrowth and between the densely crowded trees. It was a girl, no more than twelve or thirteen, wearing a simple dress, her long hair a glittering blonde trail behind her as she ran. Her eyes were a vivid green, as if they had taken their color from the forest itself, and they shone with joy as she ran her solitary race. She was able to maneuver over the fallen trees and between the patches of thorns with remarkable dexterity, even with the basket woven from ivy she carried on her back; anyone who saw her would doubtlessly compare her to some kind of forest-dwelling fairy.


      Eventually, as a small log cabin came into view, the girl began to slow.
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      Coming to a stop in front of the house’s door, she took a moment to catch her breath and fix her skirt, disheveled from all the running. Then, swinging the basket on her back around into her arms, she pushed open the door and stepped inside.


      “I’m back, mom! I found those herbs you were talking about this morning! I also got some mushrooms. They were growing in the usual spot. It looks like we’ll get a lot of them this year.”


      As she set the basket on the table, her shouting brought an older woman in a deep-green dress out from the depths of the house. The woman sighed, but her exasperation did nothing to mar her youthful beauty.


      “Keep your voice down, Misha. No polite young lady should be shouting. Oh my, were you running again? Your hair is a mess.” After looking her daughter up and down with eyes the same forest green, she gave a wry smile and a shake of her head before fixing the young girl’s hair.


      Misha could only laugh with embarrassment at being found out, surrendering to the pleasant sensation of her mother’s hands smoothing her hair. Clearly, Misha had to do more than straighten out her clothing to fool her.


      “I also found a cluster of honeyberry growing off to the east. Now we should be able to make more painkillers!” she reported.


      “Wow! That’s great, Misha. Your father was just saying that he’s running out of painkillers and is worried for his people,” her mother said, elated.


      Misha’s attempt at changing the subject had worked wonderfully.


      “That’s good too, but don’t forget to keep some for yourself. Otherwise, you’ll be the one in trouble!” Misha reminded her.


      Her mother had injured her leg a long time ago. It had healed enough for her to walk on it again, but when the weather changed or she pushed herself too hard, it still hurt terribly. Despite that, her mother laughed it off every time, saying it was convenient for alerting her of incoming rain.


      “I know, I know. If I can’t walk, that makes things harder for you, right?”


      “That’s not the point!” Misha frowned at her mother’s smile.


      She doesn’t get it at all. I just don’t want her to be in pain.


      Despite her youth, Misha had picked up on the fact that something untoward was going on outside the forest for the past few years. Requests for painkillers and salves had been steadily increasing in both frequency and dosage. That must have meant there were more and more people getting hurt. Her mother seemed concerned about whatever was happening, as whenever a messenger came, she sent back all of the medicine the two of them had.


      As a result, she suffered during every rainfall. Though she never said as much, Misha was sure the pain was keeping her from sleeping.


      I’ll have to keep my own stockpile separate for mom, she decided secretly, suppressing a sigh. They might have been apothecaries by trade, but that didn’t mean they could afford to ignore their own needs. Because if you’re in pain and can’t concentrate, you start to make mistakes!


      She knew her mother was too skilled to let something like pain mess her up, but it was still a good excuse to convince herself to hold some medicine back.


      There wasn’t an unlimited supply of herbs in the forest. Though Misha had found a good amount of honeyberry—the base for their painkillers—today, she knew there wasn’t much left for them to take. If you pulled up a plant by its roots, it wouldn’t grow back. Maintaining the natural ecological balance was just as important as making medicine. Even with her injured leg preventing her from walking around much, Misha’s mother knew the forest much better than her daughter did. There was no way she hadn’t noticed the dwindling plant life. That was likely why she was keeping less of the medicine for herself.


      “I hope things go back to normal soon,” Misha murmured, earning a troubled smile from her mother.




      Deep in the forest sat a small log cabin. Misha and her mother lived there alone. Although sometimes it was lonely to live in a place with few visitors, it was all Misha had ever known, so she could easily accept that life for what it was. Her father visited once a month and always had plenty of gifts for her, so they really wanted for nothing here, and the forest kept her plenty occupied. Above all, Misha was happy to be able to live with such a smart, kind mother.


      When she was younger, she had once asked why her father didn’t live with them. She had been reading a picture book left by her father on his visit a few days prior, and that book had said a family was supposed to live together.


      Her mother apologetically explained that she had been born to a clan of apothecaries in a country far, far to the north. She had met Misha’s father when he was traveling across the world as part of his education. The two had fallen in love, and Misha’s mother had cut her ties with her family to follow him home.


      But after growing up in a quiet forest, she couldn’t adjust to life in the city. Her longing for the woods all but drained the life from her. Worried for her well-being, though it broke his heart to do so, Misha’s father brought her to a forest at the edge of their lands.


      He wanted to live together with both of them, but he was a duke. He had important responsibilities to take care of. And so that brought them to their current living situation.


      “I often think you would have been better off if we lived in your father’s mansion with him,” her mother said sadly, but Misha shook her head vigorously.


      “I want you to be happy! And dad comes to visit, so I don’t miss him at all! And I love the forest!”


      Hating to see her mother looking so sad, Misha never brought up the topic again. And besides, living in the forest with her mother really was fun.


      However, ever since that day, her mother had started teaching Misha how to act as a noble would—“just in case.” Misha had asked how she knew all this stuff if she was from another country, to which she had replied that she’d studied hard to make sure she didn’t embarrass Misha’s father.


      “In the end, I thought it was all for nothing, but now that I can teach you, I’m glad I went to the trouble.”


      As much as she hated the stiff manners and tons of studying, Misha swallowed her complaints when she saw how happy her progress made her mother. A little hardship was worth her mother’s smile.


      Someday, those skills would become exceptionally useful for her. Of course, she had no idea of that at the time.


      After moving to the forest, her mother recovered immediately, and she found she was familiar with many of the herbs and plants growing in the area. Once she had the opportunity, she started using the herbs to make medicine. Misha’s father received them with great joy; her creations were much more effective than anything his duchy had. And so, her mother returned to her original work as an apothecary.


      And she poured every bit of knowledge she had into her daughter. Instead of studying at a desk, Misha learned everything hands-on, her mother turning instruction into a game ever since the girl was tiny. With nothing else to distract her as she grew, Misha acquired the skills of an apothecary—from the collecting of raw ingredients to the production of medicines—by the time she was ten years old.


      Now, she spent her days running through the forest in her injured mother’s place, collecting medicinal herbs and all sorts of other things from nature.




      “By the way, is dad coming to visit us next month?” Misha asked as she worked the mortar. She hoped she’d sounded as relaxed as she thought she did.


      Her father had visited her once a month without fail ever since she was little, but he had missed the last two months. Instead, he’d sent a letter with a messenger, who’d then grabbed a bunch of medicine and left.


      “I don’t know. It sounds like he is still far away,” her mother replied sadly as she boiled some herbs in a kettle.


      Misha had to struggle not to click her tongue in frustration. Her mother would scold her in an instant if she did, so she made sure to suppress the urge.


      She knew how much her mother loved her father, and though she never said it, her mother clearly missed him and worried about him. They did their best to make as much medicine as they could, hoping it would be at least a little helpful, but they didn’t even know if it reached him.


      The only news they got from the outside was from their father on his monthly visits, or the irregular mail birds.


      “Maybe we should send a mail bird?” Misha suggested.


      Her mother thought for a moment but ultimately shook her head. “We need to save that for emergencies. I don’t think this counts.”


      Mail birds were the primary means of communication in this world. These birds were trained to travel specifically between two places, carrying letters tied to their legs. They were smart, capable of following simple instructions. Consequently, they were extremely expensive. Even the high-ranking nobility usually possessed no more than a small handful of their own. On top of there being very few of the birds in nature, they lived deep in the dangerous wilderness, had temperamental natures, and warmed up to people slowly. Ideally, you grabbed them before they hatched, so they could be raised by hand. That made them exceptionally costly.


      Misha’s father was a bit of a worrywart, so even though they were used to living in the forest alone, he was always concerned there might be an emergency. Despite the exorbitant cost, he had left one of those invaluable mail birds for the two of them to use. Or rather, he had brought a mail bird egg to them just before it hatched. Luckily, Misha’s mother had a way with animals, so she had managed to raise it herself, but it had been quite the trial.


      Although her father was always worried about them living deep in the forest, they were quite self-sufficient. Even if they got sick or injured, they had the skills to take care of themselves, so they rarely needed to use the mail bird. As a result, the bird, who they had named Kyne, now flew freely around the forest, vying for a spot at the top of the food chain.


      “Kyne’s super smart. He’ll find dad even if he isn’t home.”


      The first time they had sent Kyne off to deliver a letter, they had carelessly just told him to go to Misha’s father, not to the mansion. As a result, though they still didn’t know how he did it, Kyne had tracked her father down in the middle of traveling around on his inspections and delivered the letter to him in the field.


      Misha’s mother gave a sheepish grin. Normally mail birds stuck to a fixed route. You would raise it in one spot, then take it somewhere else and let its instincts for returning home bring it back. You repeated that process over and over. By getting the bird to associate a word with the place you set it free from, it would link the two together in its mind.


      Really smart birds could remember two or three places, but they had only taught Kyne to travel to Misha’s father’s mansion—or so they had thought. Her father had all but ignored the letter that time, rushing over to find out what they had done to teach the bird to find him. He had brought a birdkeeper with him to thoroughly investigate their methods, but in the end, they could only conclude that Kyne was a particularly smart bird.


      “I think it’d be a good idea to have some idea of what he’s been up to. I’m curious too.” Misha tried a little harder to push her mother, who responded only with a gloomy shake of her head.


      Misha didn’t know what it was like to live in her father’s mansion. The forest had been her home ever since she was born. She hadn’t even visited his mansion a single time. She had seen some of the villages on the edge of the forest, but that was as far as she had traveled. She knew a lot from being told things, but everything she’d learned about the country, her father’s lands, and his mansion came from her parents’ stories and her books.


      Clever as she was, Misha was starting to notice what was unspoken.


      Her mother was her father’s concubine. Her father had been betrothed at a young age, so the position of his official wife had already been taken. Being a commoner from a foreign nation, she had no chance of being a duke’s wife. She couldn’t even handle life in the city, after all.


      But considering how adaptable her mother was, Misha had to wonder whether the situation was more complicated than that. So, she put her mind to work. She questioned, for example, why her father never spoke about his family back at the mansion, and why her mother didn’t want her going to visit.


      Not that I mind. I’d probably be really nervous surrounded by that many people. Living in the forest is fun enough.


      Misha had no interest in city life. Trying to abide by all the manners and customs expected there would be stifling. The rigid rules of noble life that her mother had taught her were far too restraining for a girl who’d grown up running free in the woods. She still had dreams like many young girls—it wasn’t like she had no interest in the fancy dresses they wore—but she was exhausted just imagining being trapped in one all day every day, forced to follow a thousand rules. Some people were just cut out for different lifestyles.


      But right now, she felt she needed to poke for answers every time she saw her mother worrying, longing to see her father, yet unwilling to make a move on her own. What had happened?


      “Anyway, he’s a duke,” Misha said. “He may lead from the rear, but it’s not like they’ll send him to the front lines, right? I’m sure he’ll be fine. I’m done grinding these, by the way. Should I put them in the pot now?”


      However, even if she felt that way, she didn’t want to stress her mother any further, so she changed the subject. Until the actual problem was solved, it was a routine they’d repeat over and over, but as she wasn’t personally involved, Misha had inevitably grown a bit numb to it.


      “Good work. You’ll get better results if you let the rest of the pot cool first, so just leave them on the table there for now.” Misha’s mother’s shoulders immediately relaxed as she took the change in topic in stride.


      Following her mother’s instructions, she left the now powdered herbs on the table. “If we’re done for now, should we break for lunch? I want to check how the dried meats are doing. Can I try a little bit?”


      The rabbit they’d snared the day before had been quite plump. They had caught plenty of food that day, so they’d placed some leftovers outside to dry in the sun. Misha adored meat that hadn’t completely dried out yet, that was still somewhat soft. It was one of her personal favorites.


      Seeing how excited she was, her mother nodded with a laugh. “Just a little, okay? Don’t stuff yourself.”


      “’Kay!”


      Despite her mother’s word of caution, food was the only thing on Misha’s mind as she stepped out of the room, completely missing the sound of her mother’s sigh.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: News of Injury—Leaving the Forest


      The news arrived suddenly and unexpectedly. It first came from a mail bird sent from the mansion. Escorted through the forest by Kyne, it delivered the letter straight to her mother like always. Would it be a notice that her father would finally be visiting as planned? Or would it be another apology that he wouldn’t make it?


      Pretending to be uninterested, Misha watched as her mother opened the letter—until all the blood drained from the older woman’s face. Her shock made her all but collapse and brought Misha running over to hold her.


      “What’s wrong, mom?!”


      Though Misha recognized it was a bit rude to do so, she peeked at the contents of the letter. It was a curt message: Her father had returned to the mansion heavily wounded. They were sending someone to pick her mother up for her to administer treatment.


      She was stunned for a moment, but Misha quickly recovered. She shook her equally lost mother. “Get it together! They’re sending someone, so that means he’s still alive! We need to get the medicine ready!”


      If they had sent the bird the moment her father arrived home and set off for the forest at the same time, they’d be at their doorstep in a few hours. They didn’t have time for their anxiety to paralyze them.


      “R-Right. We have to get to work!”


      Coming back to her senses, her mother jumped to her feet and dashed to the storage room. Meanwhile, Misha hurried to start her own task. She could leave collecting the medicine to her mother, but who knew how long she’d have to stay in the mansion? Misha needed to pack a few changes of clothes and other daily life essentials for her.




      Two hours passed in the blink of an eye, and a violent knocking rang from their front door.


      “Yes, one second!” After racing to the door, Misha opened it to find a familiar knight on the other side. He was a close associate of her father; Misha had often seen him during visits. However, his normally pleasant, gentle face was now grim, and his clothes were covered in dirt and blood. He must have run here immediately after returning from the battlefield. Though Misha didn’t know this fact, the location of her house was known to only a small handful of her father’s closest allies.


      “Are you ready?!” His expression and his tone made it clear they didn’t have a second to waste.


      Misha’s heart nearly stopped. The letter alone hadn’t made it feel personal. It hadn’t felt real. But with the knight here, she couldn’t ignore the reality of the situation, one pressing on her with every sense of urgency. Her father was on death’s doorstep.


      “I am. Do you have a horse for me?” Her mother emerged from farther inside the house, wearing a gray robe and carrying a large bag on her back. Though she was still pale, she once again had the calm, collected expression of a professional apothecary.


      “Mom...” Misha eked out in a weak voice, not sure what to say, not sure whether she should say anything at all.


      Her mother hesitated for a moment, biting her lip as she stared at her daughter. Then she quickly turned back to the knight. “She’ll be coming with us. It’ll be hard for her to ride on my horse if we’re traveling at full speed. Can she ride with someone else?”


      “What do you mean?!” Misha was almost hysteric.


      “That was our intention from the start. We have another young knight with us. She can ride with him. Let’s go!”


      Now it was Misha’s turn to be stunned. The mansion felt like a place far, far away she’d never see. She had never considered that she’d be going there herself.


      “You have five minutes to get ready, Misha. Hurry.”


      But the circumstances didn’t give her feelings time to catch up. In response to her mother’s severe tone, Misha reflexively bolted off to her room. Grabbing some handfuls of clothes and her own apothecary’s tools, she threw them into a bag. When she ran back to the front door, she saw they had all stepped outside.


      “This way.”


      A short distance away, they came across another knight rushing to their side. Misha was dubious as to whether he had made it to twenty years yet.


      “Any experience riding?” he asked, wasting no time with greetings.


      “No.”


      In the forest, one needed to be on foot to handle the tight turns everywhere, and it wasn’t really an environment where they could raise horses anyway.


      Though he’d expected as much, the knight nevertheless seemed a bit discouraged. “Then you’ll sit in front of me. Make sure you keep your mouth closed. I don’t want you biting your tongue. Excuse me.” Speaking quickly, the knight leaped onto his horse before reaching for Misha. Giving him her arms, she let him pull her up into the saddle.


      “Ah!” With a pathetic little cry, she found herself suddenly on the horse.


      Wow, we’re so high up!


      She had no idea being on a horse would put her this high off the ground. With nothing but the saddle beneath her and an arm around her waist to support her, she worried she’d fall right off.


      “You can lean against me, but don’t move around too much,” the knight said calmly from behind her, pulling her close and tight.


      She felt an unfamiliar warmth on her back. She hadn’t even been this close to her own mother since she had turned ten years old. Her instinctive reaction was to push away, but the knight held her tight.


      “I just said not to move around so much. You’ll scare the horse. You don’t have to do anything. Just keep your mouth closed and stay still.”


      That’s easy for you to say!


      Even if she wasn’t an adult, she was a reasonably mature, innocent girl. This kind of closeness was difficult for her to handle. But the rational part of her brain insisted now wasn’t the time to be worried about things like that, so she settled for wrapping her arms tight around her bag and biting her lip.


      “Let’s go!”


      With that signal, the horse began to run.


      Ahhhhh! We’re shaking too much! I’m gonna fall! I’m gonna fall!


      As the horse began ruthlessly shaking her about, Misha began to scream internally. She didn’t need the knight’s warning. If she opened her mouth, she’d be spitting blood in moments. So, she did everything in her power to keep her screaming contained.


      And so, less than two hours after receiving the letter, Misha left the home and forest she grew up in, entirely unaware how different her life would be when she returned...




      The mansion itself was incredibly busy. The witch living in the depths of the forest, the lord’s own concubine, was coming to visit. Having come back from the battlefield gravely wounded, the lord was clearly in danger. Some kind of poison had entered the wound, preventing it from closing. It excreted an unsettlingly colored fluid, and the fever it caused drained his strength and robbed him of his consciousness.


      The Witch of the Forest crafted incredible medicine. Maybe she would have the necessary knowledge to treat his wounds. For those who loved the lord, the witch was their last hope.


      Of course, his wife, whose love the witch had all but stolen, was conflicted. There was no doubt that her husband would die at this rate, but she could hardly beg for help from the witch who had attracted her husband’s attention.


      When she had learned she had been betrothed to the man she’d admired since she was barely old enough to walk, she’d been over the moon. Though there hadn’t been much passion to it, the polite and formal kindness he showed as he escorted her around as her fiancé had been a great source of pride for her. An object of adoration for all of high society, he was the younger brother of the crown prince, promised to one day assume the title of duke. Despite her loneliness when he’d left on his travels to see the world, their upcoming marriage on his return had made her heart dance for joy. She’d gone about preparing for the wedding like she was living in the clouds, and she’d fallen asleep every night clutching the infrequent letters he sent to her.


      She had never expected he’d bring a woman home with him.


      The witch was, of course, beautiful. Her hair almost shone gold, and her jade eyes reflected a deep mystique. She was also well-versed in the medicines of some foreign land. Her one failing was that she was a commoner, completely ignorant of the manners and customs of this country.


      To the nobility, a marriage was a contract. Nothing so naive as “finding true love” would be enough to overturn a betrothal. The happiness—or lack thereof—of those involved had nothing to do with it.


      She had been too fixated on the future she had imagined. Even when her fiancé had asked to dissolve their betrothal, even when her mother had insisted that she would never find happiness married to a man in love with another woman, she had stubbornly refused to give up on it. Marriage was a contract. If she stayed at his side, he’d no doubt grow weary of that country bumpkin soon enough.


      Her stubbornness, combined with her father’s desire to tie their family to royalty, ended up winning the day; she became his official wife. The woman he brought back was relegated to being his concubine.


      Having known her since they were both young, her husband had a deep affection for her, even if it wasn’t technically love. He made every effort to treat the two of them fairly. Still, that wasn’t enough to satisfy his wife.


      It wasn’t odd for members of the high nobility to have multiple wives. The wife was expected to keep the concubines organized and manage the household. Having been raised as a noble herself, she had always known that fact. As she’d grown up, she’d both seen her mother experience a similar situation and watched her own half siblings be born of concubines, raised alongside her with no discrimination of status between them.


      But this was different. Before they had married, he had wanted a woman for romantic reasons, not political ones; she herself had only become his wife for the latter. That seeded a deep insecurity in her.


      What if...? she would dream. If it had been after they were married, she’d understand. If it had been after they had children, she’d understand. Maybe in those cases, she would have been able to accept the new woman a bit easier.


      But that wasn’t what happened. Instead, driven mad by jealousy, she had begun to torment the concubine behind her husband’s back, knowing full well the witch had nowhere to run, bearing her suffering in silence as the harassment only continued to escalate. Scorned for her lack of knowledge of etiquette and manners, she sought out a teacher and made every effort to learn. She did everything she could to meet every unreasonable demand the wife brought on her, losing her chance to escape the wife’s hostility.


      And then one day...


      Berating the concubine as she always did, the wife snapped and threw her fan in anger. And receiving her scolding in downcast silence as she always did, the concubine braced for the fan to strike.


      It was an unfortunate accident, everyone said. The fan just happened to hit the concubine in the eye. The shock sent her stumbling backward, when she just happened to be standing at the top of a grand staircase. The fall left her seriously injured—one leg, which had helped carry her everywhere in a nimble, graceful dance, was badly broken, never to recover the dexterity it once had.


      Not long after that incident, the concubine left the mansion to live in the deep wilderness on the outskirts, never to show her face at their dwelling again.


      For the first time since her marriage, the wife felt at peace. Her husband continued to treat her with the polite affection she was due, and the servants never spoke of the concubine in her presence. If she ignored how once a month her husband would vanish for a few days, only to return with heaps of rare medicines, she could live out her days in happiness.


      But that was no more than covering up a wound that would never heal. Though hidden, it continued to fester, tormenting the wife ever more.


      And now, after over ten years, the concubine had returned—for no other reason than to save her husband. No one could fault her for any agitation on her part.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Treatment (Part 1)


      The horses ran as hard as they could, and when they grew too exhausted to continue, the knight’s party switched to fresh horses and sprinted on again. Never having ridden a horse before, Misha quickly found herself exhausted too. But knowing the reason for their haste, she couldn’t bring herself to complain. Plus, if she complained while being jostled about on horseback, she’d probably just bite her tongue and hurt herself.


      Though nerves had kept her tense at first, she had eventually relaxed, leaning her full weight on the young knight behind her. She realized that was easiest, both for her and for the knight. With time, she was even able to accept being so tightly pressed against a man she had just met, though that was mostly because she was too exhausted to maintain any sense of embarrassment.


      Once she had managed to force her body to relax, her brain finally started moving again. And naturally, the first thing that came to her mind was her father. What kind of injury was it? How long ago had he been hurt? If he had left the battlefield immediately...maybe three days?


      The letter mentioned nothing other than that he was gravely injured and on the verge of death. Misha hadn’t treated many injuries herself, but her mother had drilled the knowledge of what to do into her. Foremost in that knowledge was how difficult it was to treat an injury that had been left to grow worse over time. If a wound wasn’t properly cleaned right away, nasty stuff could get into it, causing the flesh to rot and the blood to get contaminated. Once that happened, even an apothecary had a fifty-fifty chance of saving them at best. The rest was up to the patient’s endurance and luck.


      Please let us be on time...!


      Jostled back and forth on horseback as she was, there was only one thing Misha could do: pray.




      And so, after what felt like an eternity from Misha’s perspective, they finally arrived at the mansion. Their horse dashed right through the front door, taking them much farther into the house than any horse had business going.


      Finally slipping out of the saddle, Misha’s legs unfortunately weren’t quite ready for the transition, dropping her to the floor. Her bottom hurt, and her legs were wobbly and weak, just as expected from someone unaccustomed to riding. For a first-time rider, a lap or two around the stable would probably have been the most they could handle if the horse was running at a gallop, but she had been subjected to it for two hours straight. It was impressive she hadn’t just passed out.


      But collapsing to the floor like that while everyone else was okay was a bit too embarrassing. And yet, as if her legs now belonged to someone else, no matter how she struggled, she just couldn’t get them to move. Seeing her distress, the knight that brought her thus far lifted her up under his arm.


      “I’m impressed you made it here without any whining. You’ll get feeling in your legs again soon. Until then, let’s find a spot for you to rest.”


      She nearly yelped at suddenly being pulled to her feet. Still, she could clearly feel the knight’s sympathy through his curt words, leading her to button up.


      “Do as he says, Misha,” her mother instructed. “I will go take a look and see what we need. Come along once you can move again.” As pale as she was, her voice was strong. She marched her way farther into the mansion.


      “Please, come with me,” an older maid said, guiding a dumbstruck Misha—or rather, the knight carrying her.


      They were taken to a guest room facing the inner courtyard. Decorated in a calm and clean style, the room had a comfortable air. The knight set Misha down gently on one of the sofas in the middle of the room. She had honestly expected him to throw her, so his care took her by surprise.


      “I will fetch some tea,” the maid declared, heading to the small kitchenette in the corner of the room.


      Meanwhile, Misha sank into the cushions. She still felt like she was being shaken back and forth as she watched the maid go. She then turned to look at the knight standing at her side.


      She didn’t think she could stomach anything to drink yet, but he would probably be fine. In fact, he probably hadn’t had a minute’s rest since leaving the battlefield. He’d need something to drink for his own health.


      “Please, have a seat,” Misha said, motioning to the sofa across from her. After a moment’s hesitation, the young knight sat down.


      As the tea arrived, Misha was starting to feel a bit better, so she began rummaging around in her bag.


      Hmm. Upset stomach, dizziness, and leg pain?


      Eventually she drew out some pills and powder, measuring them out in their proper amounts and mixing them in a small mortar and pestle.


      “Sorry, is there any more hot water?” she asked, and by the time she finished speaking, the maid had placed a cup of steaming hot water in front of her. Taking it with a word of thanks, Misha mixed the prepared medicine into it and gulped it down.


      The knight watched intently as the girl winced at the taste. “What was that?”


      Taking a sip of tea to clear the bitterness from her mouth, Misha thought for a moment. “Stomach medicine and a painkiller. And some herbs that help you feel refreshed.” She assumed giving him the names of the medicines she used would be pointless, so she simplified the explanation for him.


      The knight responded with a look of astonishment. “You’re also an apothecary?”


      The tools she had laid out on the table in front of her must have looked quite strange. The various small bags of powder she carried probably all looked identical to him. Some would come out a little green, and others a little brown, but there wouldn’t be enough difference for him to distinguish between them.


      “An apprentice, and I’ve only just been given that title.” Misha shook her head before popping a sugar candy from the table into her mouth. Being so used to raw fruit and honey, the sharp sweetness of it brought a bit of a scowl to her face.


      Taking another mouthful of tea, she slowly attempted to rise back to her feet. She was still a bit shaky but much better than before. After taking a few careful steps to make sure, she nodded.


      “I should be okay now. Could you please take me to my mother?” She normally spent her days running about the forest, so she was actually quite sturdy. The unexpected trip on horseback might have taken her by surprise, but she had recovered quickly.


      Nonetheless, her rapid recovery was quite the shock to the two accompanying her. The knight had expected her to need an hour or two at the very least, while the old maid had been looking for an opportunity to offer her a bed to rest in.


      The knight had needed to carry her into the room, yet as soon as she made some medicine for herself, she immediately stood up and declared she was okay. It was a borderline frightening experience for the two of them. Just what had been in that medicine? And who was this girl, that she could make medicine that effective?


      “Umm... Hello?” Misha tilted her head, confused at the two paling faces staring at her. She never would have guessed that her behavior was anything to be scared by.


      “Ah, right. They should be with my lord now. I will take you.” The maid was the first to recover, hurriedly stepping forward to show Misha the way.


      Grabbing her bag from the sofa, Misha hurried to follow.


      The first thing that struck her when she stepped into the room was the smell, bringing a frown unbidden to her face. Medicine, blood, and pus—every bit the scent of death.


      Looking around the room, she found her mother standing among the crowd and ran over to her side. Being so used to walking around the forest, she had naturally learned to move softly, so her sudden and unannounced appearance caused more than one of the adults to jerk back in surprise. Meanwhile, her mother didn’t so much as lift her gaze from the mortar and pestle she was working as she started doling out instructions.


      “Make an antiseptic to clean the wound. They are boiling water for us already, so start grinding up some lai seeds.”


      Her mother’s curt instructions were all the indication Misha needed to know how tense she was feeling, so she quickly did as instructed. Since the moment she’d stepped into the room, she hadn’t been able to avoid the truth. Her father was really about to die. Her mother’s behavior only drove that reality home even more.


      Suppressing the urge to cry, she pulled the ingredients she needed from her bag. By dissolving the hard, brown seeds into water, she made a powerful germicide. But if the solution was too strong, it could start dissolving the flesh as well, so it needed to be handled carefully.


      “How much?” Misha’s quiet question was met with another short reply.


      “A handful to start.”


      At any other time, her mother’s tone would have felt cold and hurtful, but Misha knew her mother’s brain was running full tilt, searching for a way to save Misha’s father. This was always how she acted when she was focusing hard on something. The others in the room listening might have felt differently.


      Misha focused on her work, crushing the small hard seeds.


      If you work them too hard, they start to turn sticky. Without letting them get hot from the friction, slowly and carefully...


      Muttering the method for crushing lai seeds her mother had taught her under her breath, she quickly and accurately reproduced the technique, reducing the seeds to a fine powder. Running the crushed seeds through a fine sieve to remove the shells, she then started grinding the remaining white powder further. Once she was satisfied, she brought it over to the water.


      “Misha, take over. I’ll work on the medicine.”


      Her mother grabbed the powder from her hands, turning her attention to a large pot being carried into the room. Watching her go for a moment, Misha quickly snapped out of it and rushed over to where her mother had been standing.


      Looking into the mortar, she could tell her mother had been halfway through making something here. She could have asked her mother what it was, but she didn’t want to distract her. Her mother had turned working with herbs and plants into a game for Misha before she was old enough to speak, so reading the patterns of her mother’s work was as easy to Misha as breathing. She wouldn’t make a mistake in something so simple.


      That profound sense of trust between mother and daughter left the other observers in the room agape. They truly were witches of the forest. It was like they weren’t human.


      “It’s ready, Misha,” her mother said, drawing Misha’s attention away from her mortar. “Please show me the wound.”


      At her mother’s urging, she stepped over to the bed, the strong scent filling the air growing even thicker. Her father’s usually lively and energetic face was pale and twisted in pain. Though they said he was unconscious, he occasionally groaned in pain.


      The chamberlain at their side swiftly drew back the sheets covering him. Her mother must have already inspected the injury herself, as his clothing and bandages were stripped away, revealing the wound. A sword wound, running diagonally down his back. It was quite deep, still oozing somewhat, the flesh at its edges dark with rot.


      “It’s been four days since he was hurt. There were no signs of poison, but never mind closing—the wound has started to fester.” Her mother scowled, slowly explaining what was before them. “Either the blade used was rusty, or it was covered in some kind of mud or dirt... Regardless, something has contaminated the wound. They did a poor job of cleaning it too.”


      Taking the information from her mother as a basis, Misha added, “He lost so much blood that his body had no chance of fighting off anything that might get in the wound.”


      Her mother nodded before looking up and around the room.


      “I’ll now begin cleaning the wound and removing the rotten flesh. This treatment will put the lord’s life at risk, but leaving him in this state will guarantee his death. He may start thrashing about in pain, so I will need belts to restrain him, and at least two people to hold him down.”


      Her straightforward instructions set the room abuzz.


      “He could die from this?”


      “You heard me, right? If we do nothing, he will die for certain. So, we have to try, no matter how bad our chances.”


      “Will it save him?” someone asked.


      “I don’t know,” Misha’s mother responded after a brief moment of hesitation. “It’s been too long since he was wounded. Honestly speaking, it’s a miracle he’s still with us now.”


      Cries of despair began to go up as she answered question after question until a husky voice filled the room.


      “If we do nothing, he will die. Please do anything you can. If you save him, you will be rewarded handsomely.”


      Murmurs of “the old lord” echoed as a deeply wrinkled elderly man hobbled into the room on a cane. It seemed even with his cane, he needed someone supporting him on the other side to walk, but his eyes shone bright and clear.


      The previous lord...so, my grandfather?


      Misha’s eyes widened slightly at her first meeting with someone of her extended family.


      “I feel great shame at having to drag you out of the forest after driving you there, but if there is anything you can do, please lend us your aid. I may be too old to be useful anymore, but the kingdom very much still needs him.” The sharp sound of the old man’s cane striking the floor grew closer.


      “I fled to the forest out of my own selfishness,” Misha’s mother replied after a brief silence. “I should be the one apologizing for my weakness. There is nothing for you to be ashamed of.” Seeing her mother bow down in front of the old man, Misha hurriedly moved to follow.


      “So, this is your daughter? Seems you have raised her well. Once this business is all done, please tell me all about her.”


      The unexpected gentleness leeched the nervous tension from Misha’s body. With how stubbornly her mother had refused to speak of the mansion, Misha had assumed it was akin to a den of vipers. But if nothing else, this old man didn’t seem to be their enemy. However, that didn’t necessarily mean she felt any closeness to him for being her grandfather.
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