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      Chapter 1: Unfulfilled Feelings
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      The popular consensus in Genos was that the rainy season had fully come to an end on the third day of the vermilion month. It had officially started back on the fourth of the brown month, so it had lasted for roughly two months.


      A few days prior, the sky had started showing itself more and more as the amount of rain tapered off and the temperature rose. By the third day of the month, the skies had been clear from dawn till dusk, and it had gotten hot enough that you couldn’t wear long-sleeved coats any longer, so people had marked that as the proper end of the rainy season.


      Of course, that didn’t mean the post town bounced right back to its usual hustle and bustle. The people who were visiting from Sym, Jagar, and various far-off towns would probably be hitting the road again soon. The hastier folks might have taken their totos and left already, but I figured it would take a little time for the rest to depart.


      However, the residents of Genos were now free to head outside as they pleased. That alone was enough to make the roads throughout the post town feel so much more lively. On top of that, travelers and merchants started pouring in from nearby towns all at once, having been eagerly awaiting the end of the rainy season. As a result, the sales at our stalls were rising day by day.


      We would be able to use tino, tarapa, and pula again roughly half a month from now. Until then, we would be sticking with the rainy season vegetables. Not that it mattered all that much. Our new dishes, the traip cream stew foremost among them, were once again earning loads of praise from our customers.


      This wasn’t directly related to the rainy season, but there was one other thing worth bringing up: the brick oven we had ordered from Mikel was finally complete, and by sheer coincidence, we got the news about that on the third of the vermilion month as well.


      “Whoa, this is really well made!” I said in admiration, having just arrived at the Ruu settlement for a visit after work. The oven had been built next to the kitchen of the house where Myme and Mikel were staying, with a leather canopy over it that had been set up first. Once the covering had been erected, it had taken several more days to construct the brickwork structure.


      The oven was fairly large—around two meters wide and a meter tall and deep—so it could be used to bake a huge amount of poitan at once. The sides and top were built with a thick layer of bricks to prevent heat from escaping.


      The bricks had been bought from town, while the clay used to join them had been collected from the forest’s edge. The people of the forest’s edge already used that kind of clay to plug gaps in stone stoves, so its durability was well established. There was a metal plate over the mouth of the oven, serving as a door. That part couldn’t be made with bricks and clay alone, after all. It was around a centimeter thick and slid over to the side. A slight depression had been carved into the bricks so the door would fit just right, and the plate had metal rings attached to it to allow it to be mounted on hooks.


      “It’s pretty excessive if you’re only going to be using it for baking fuwano and poitan, but it can contain residual heat, so at least you’ll be able to cut down on the amount of firewood you need,” Mikel said with a sour look on his face.


      Mia Lea Ruu was also present. “I’m glad to hear that,” she replied with a smile. Mikel still couldn’t move one of his legs properly, so the Ruu women were the ones who had actually assembled the oven. “Reina and the others have had quite a lot of trouble preparing the amount of fuwano and poitan they need for their business. If we can build more of these at the other houses, it should make their jobs a whole lot easier.”


      “That’s right. And there are some dishes we can only make with a brick oven too,” I noted.


      A brick oven could cook food at a much higher temperature than a stone stove was capable of. It could also cook food through both thermal conduction and direct infrared heating, so we would be able to use it to improve the cooking process for all kinds of broiled dishes, or dishes that involved baking things in covered pans.


      “So, you want to teach the northerners living in the Turan lands how to make these too, right?” Mikel asked, shooting me an annoyed glare.


      “Yes. We taught them how to make steamed fuwano manju, but with the end of the rainy season, poitan supplies will go back to normal, so they’re going to be getting that instead once again. But it’s difficult to knead water into poitan and have it bind together in a way that would let you make steamed manju with it, right? I’d feel bad for them if that meant they had to go back to eating poitan soup, so I’d really like to teach them how to make brick ovens.”


      “Have you asked the nobles about that?”


      “No, I haven’t even brought it up with the leading clan heads yet. After all, they did warn us not to involve ourselves with the northerners too much.”


      But the northerners were only given metal pots to cook with. It would take far too long to cook poitan one by one under those conditions. If they had a brick oven, that problem would instantly vanish.


      “But as you can see, these things need to have a metal door, and those are not cheap, even if the rest of the oven is,” Mikel said.


      “Yeah, but I’m pretty sure it would be able to pay for itself in the long run. It would mean a lot less effort needed to gather firewood or money to buy charcoal, after all.”


      “Except that they wouldn’t need any extra firewood or charcoal in the first place if they were to go back to eating poitan soup like before.”


      “Right. But delicious food motivates them to work harder, which will increase Genos’s profits. The nobles have already accepted that reasoning as valid.”


      Since Mikel—who was currently sitting on a wooden box so as not to strain his leg—was under the Ruu clan’s care, he was of course already aware of that “Hmph. That’s the logic you used to get permission to give cooking lessons to the northerners, right? Didn’t the nobles warn you not to involve yourselves with the northerners beyond that?”


      “Y-Yes, that’s right.”


      “So then, it sounds like you’re planning to go through a huge hassle just to get chewed out again at the end. That whole thing about carving a path through the forest’s edge is already over and done with, so there’s no sense in you going out on a limb to try to keep helping them at this point.”


      “Yeah, I know. I’m fully prepared to get dismissed out of hand as soon as I bring this up.”


      Mikel’s annoyed gaze then shifted over to Mia Lea Ruu. “How do you think the leading clan heads will react to this idea?”


      “Hmm. It’s hard to say. The nobles told us in very clear terms that we shouldn’t involve ourselves with the northerners, and one of the reasons they gave was that it could easily lead to our people finding themselves in a worsening position, so the leading clan heads may very well decide that it’s best to follow the nobles’ instructions on this matter.”


      “But didn’t they say they needed to put some more thought into how we should interact with the nobles of Genos and the northerners? So they might not reject the idea outright.”


      Mia Lea Ruu smiled as if attempting to placate me. “But the nobles said to leave this matter to them, did they not? And since they did tell us that so explicitly, it’s pretty clear that we would be butting into their business if we were to interject at this point.”


      “B-But the nobles don’t know how to make brick ovens...so our knowledge could be beneficial to them...” I desperately objected, but I was steadily losing confidence. It was a fact that Melfried and the others had warned us not to get involved with the northerners any further, so perhaps it would be best to pay attention to that warning.


      “What if I propose it to the nobles?” Mikel suddenly suggested.


      Mia Lea Ruu, Myme, and I all went wide-eyed and said, “Huh?”


      “I’m a resident of the Turan lands, not a person of the forest’s edge, so it wouldn’t be all that strange for me to make a proposal to the nobles about the northerners.”


      “You want to go directly to them about the brick ovens?”


      “Of course. The nobles accepted the idea that better food makes the northerners work harder, right? I can just tell them that I’ll teach their slaves how to make ovens in exchange for payment,” Mikel stated, the same annoyed look on his face. “I’m a poor man, no doubt about it, and there’s nothing strange about a poor man racking his brain to think up a way to earn some money. Honestly, it’s not like I’d be doing it out of pity for the northerners or anything, so even if those observers from the capital come sniffing around, I shouldn’t be in any danger.”


      The observers he had referred to were the actual reason that Melfried and the other nobles were concerned about our actions. There was apparently some chance that they’d notice what we were doing and take issue with what they would see as a bunch of frontier nobles giving northerners suspiciously preferential treatment.


      “Nobles are always searching for ways to advance their interests, so if they think I’m working for my own benefit, they won’t look any deeper into it,” Mikel concluded.


      “But you hate nobles, don’t you, Mikel? So do you really want to be the one to take the lead on this?” I asked, causing Mikel to furrow his brow even deeper.


      “I’m simply trying to repay my debt, so stop nitpicking already. You sure are a noisy little brat, you know.”


      “S-Sorry. I didn’t mean to seem like I was criticizing you or anything.”


      “Jeez, dad. Asuta was just worried about you!” Myme said with a smile, gently placing a hand on her father’s right arm. That was the arm that had been permanently injured on Cyclaeus’s orders because Mikel had opposed him.


      “At any rate, the nobles of Genos are the ones who’ll have to make the final decision. If they think it’s fine to keep having the northerners subsist on poitan soup, they won’t want to bother with all this anyway.”


      “That part shouldn’t be a problem,” I said, thinking back on Melfried watching the northerners working in the rain and Lefreya offering her gratitude at the tea party. They were the ones who were the most worried about what to do with the northerners Cyclaeus had brought to Genos solely on his own initiative, so I couldn’t imagine them ignoring this little proposal from us.


      At any rate, we now had a plan for how to give the northerners access to brick ovens. A few days later, the leading clan heads gave their approval, and I received word from Polarth shortly after that Mikel would indeed be allowed to go ahead with the construction. As a result, Mikel ended up commuting to the Turan lands for several days with Bartha guarding him. There, he oversaw the construction of a number of brick ovens beside the kitchen allotted to the northerners. It was possible that I’d never have a chance to see them in person, but the thought of Eleo Chel and the others being able to enjoy delicious poitan was enough to satisfy me.


      After that, the vermilion month was mostly quiet as it continued to pass on by, but there were a number of things that happened in a short time span that seemed to me like they were triggered all at once by the end of the rainy season. I thought that because of the way certain events were celebrated at the forest’s edge. There wasn’t a law about it or anything. It was just a natural consequence of how people did things.


      Which is to say, it related to weddings.


      During the rainy season, it wasn’t possible to hold banquets outdoors. Because of that, there tended to be a whole bunch of wedding celebrations in a short span of time as soon as the rainy season ended. It probably also had something to do with the fact that hunters had a lot more days off during the rainy season, giving more opportunities for love to blossom between men and women. For one example of that involving just the clans that lived near us, the Fou, Ran, and Sudra had held a banquet during the rainy season to give people a chance to find a spouse.


      They were the only ones who had done that, but men would often visit the houses of extended relatives during the rainy season, giving them plenty of opportunities to interact with others. Those who found partners in the process would wait until the end of the rainy season and then get married.


      From what I heard, there were new pairings between the Min and Muufa, the Gaaz and Matua, and the Liddo and Havira. The Havira were a new name to me, but apparently they were a subordinate clan to the Zaza that lived to the north of the Suun settlement. Though they were located far away from the Liddo, they could visit one another using wagons, which had allowed them to form new blood ties.


      I didn’t personally know any of those people, but it was still welcome news. These were joyous occasions that were sorely needed after the rainy season’s two months of darkness.


      However, matters related to love weren’t always happy ones, as several incidents that happened around us amply demonstrated.




      The Fa clan learned about the first such issue on the fifth of the vermilion month. This was the third day since the rainy season had ended. This was also the day when the nobles finally got around to accepting Mikel’s proposal. A chef by the name of Yang, who spent some of his time working in the post town, told me about it, passing along the message from Polarth so that I could deliver it to Mikel.


      However, the issue at hand had nothing to do with that. Earlier in the day, right after I had finished preparing for work with some of the women who lived nearby and was getting ready to head to the post town, a totos approached from the north.


      Rather than pulling a wagon, the bird only had a single person riding it in a saddle. He was a northern hunter who was wearing a giba pelt over his head. Was he heading to the Ruu or Sauti settlements to deliver some sort of news?


      We went ahead and stopped our wagon so as to not get in the hunter’s way, and he passed by us. But then he seemed to notice that we were there, did a U-turn, and approached us. Then he dismounted the totos and suddenly grabbed the front of my vest.


      “Perfect timing, Asuta of the Fa clan! I have something I want to say to you!” He was a huge guy, over 180 centimeters tall. There was a fire blazing in his black eyes, and he had a large scar over his right eyebrow. This was the youngest son of the main Zaza house and a candidate to be their next clan head, Geol Zaza.


      “G-Geol Zaza? What’s got you so worked up?”


      “As if I could be calm and just loaf around with what’s going on! And here you are, looking all nonchalant, not knowing a thing about it!”


      “Y-Yeah, I have no idea what you’re talking about, so it’s only natural to be nonchalant, right?”


      Ai Fa, having already noticed that something was off, came running over. “If it isn’t the youngest son of the Zaza. If you do not unhand him immediately, I will consider this a hostile act against the Fa clan.” Her eyes were burning intensely with rage, a sight I hadn’t seen in some time.


      “Hmph!” Geol Zaza snorted, shoving me away. “The Fa clan is clearly at fault for causing this disaster! This is the result of letting you all run wild, so you will have to be the ones to take responsibility!”


      “G-Geol Zaza, what in the world are you so mad about?” Toor Deen called out, appearing from inside the wagon, looking flustered.


      When he saw the petite chef, the ferocity in Geol Zaza’s eyes receded a bit. “Toor Deen, eh? You’ve tagged along with them when they’ve gone to the castle town many times now, haven’t you? That’s perfect, I’ll have you hear me out too.”


      “The castle town? What does that have to do with anything?”


      “It’s ridiculous! My old man and I have been left with a real headache thanks to those nobles.” Geol Zaza’s rage steadily waned until he started to look like a sulking child. It seemed the hot-headed youth had a bit of a soft spot for Toor Deen, who belonged to a clan related to his.


      “You need to calm down and talk to us. What exactly did the nobles in the castle town do?” Ai Fa urged, moving between us to protect me. The other women were now peering out from inside the wagon.


      As if trying to push back against the gazes now falling on him, Geol Zaza loudly declared, “My older sister Sufira has fallen for a noble! As if something that ludicrous would ever be permitted! We would never allow her to marry into a noble’s house!”


      Every last one of us was taken aback by what he had said.


      “H-Hold on. Sufira Zaza fell for a noble? Who exactly does she have feelings for?” I asked.


      “That young noble Leiriss, the one who looks so prim and proper! It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?!” As Geol Zaza shouted, I could see that his expression was full of not just anger, but also confusion and sorrow.


      This whole situation felt so absurd that we were having difficulty even grasping it.
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      “Apparently, Sufira Zaza has been interested in Leiriss ever since first meeting him at the celebration following the swordsmanship tournament. Then they deepened their relationship at the house of Daleim’s dance party, and she realized her feelings were romantic in nature.”


      As we arrived at the post town and started getting our stalls ready, I ended up having to explain the earlier incident to everyone. Naturally, they all wanted to know why Geol Zaza had been rushing over to the Ruu settlement and what had made him so upset.


      “She spent a long time agonizing over what to do—more than two months, I guess, since the dance party was held around the end of the gold month—but eventually she decided to open up to her family about her feelings.”


      I knew that a festival of the hunt had been held at the northern settlement around then too. When women danced and hunters participated in contests of strength during those festivals, it often led to discussions of marriage. I could easily imagine such an event prompting Sufira Zaza to take a very close look at her feelings.


      “But why did Sufira Zaza fall for a noble of all people? She only met him twice, at that tournament and the dance party, right?” Lala Ruu asked. Sheera Ruu, Morun Rutim, Tsuvai, and Yamiru Lea were also listening in as they did their work.


      “Well, it seems that she started to fall for him when she saw him beat Geol Zaza in the swordsmanship tournament. Apparently, Geol Zaza is strong enough to make it into the final eight at the northern settlement.”


      “Oh? That certainly is impressive, but is it really enough to make a woman of the forest’s edge fall for a noble?”


      “Well, he’s very strong, but he’s also quite calm and polite, usually. Maybe that’s the kind of man Sufira Zaza likes. By the way, didn’t you meet him at that celebratory banquet too, Lala Ruu?”


      “Yeah, I remember that noble guy. He spent a long time talking to Shin Ruu, after all,” Lala Ruu replied. Then she paused for a moment to search her memories. “Hmm. Well, I guess he didn’t seem like a bad person. At the very least, he wasn’t as bad as I had expected.”


      “Ah, now that you mention it, Shin Ruu got pulled into that swordsmanship tournament because of Leiriss, didn’t he?”


      “That’s right! His father tried to beat Shin Ruu with a craven trick, and Shin Ruu ended up having to go to all that trouble because of it! I was really angry about that back then.”


      Leiriss’s father Geimalos had participated in a swordsmanship match against Shin Ruu, where he had replaced Shin Ruu’s light armor with heavy cavalry armor in a cowardly attempt to cheat. That had resulted in him losing his position as head of the Knights of Saturas, which had settled things as far as the people of the forest’s edge were concerned...but then his son Leiriss had gotten all broody over it. He had wanted to know if the hunters of the forest’s edge were truly such incredible swordsmen that his father felt like he had to commit such a crime, and that had seriously ignited his fighting spirit.


      However, after crossing blades with Shin Ruu in the contest of swordsmanship, he had been able to lay his doubts to rest. When I had met him again at the Daleim dance party, he had been all smiles and seemed so high-spirited that it had been as if he’d freed himself from some kind of evil spirit that had been possessing him.


      “Now that you mention it, I did see him speaking with Sufira Zaza a number of times back during the dance party. But I didn’t think much of it, since there didn’t seem to be anything bad going on,” Sheera Ruu called out. She had also attended that event. Neither she nor I had paid too much attention to what the two of them had been doing. I had just been glad to see the nobles and people of the forest’s edge getting closer.


      “Still, it’s no small matter for a woman of the forest’s edge to fall for a noble! Is she saying she wants to marry into his house, then?”


      “No, she knows that won’t be permitted, and she can’t bring herself to abandon the settlement at the forest’s edge either. But she can’t simply shake off her feelings toward Leiriss, so she actually wants to be rebuked for straying from the proper path as a person of the forest’s edge. That’s the request she’s making to her father, Gulaf Zaza. She wants him to show her the proper path forward, as a leading clan head.”


      “Wow! That sounds like a really big problem for Gulaf Zaza! I feel sorry for him!” Lala Ruu said.


      I found her reaction to be kind of unexpected.


      “You feel bad for Gulaf Zaza? Well, I definitely get that he’s been put in a difficult position, at least.”


      “I feel just as bad for him as I do for Sufira Zaza! This is even more ridiculous than that whole thing with Vina that was such a headache for Papa Donda!”


      Ah, so she was sympathetic to Gulaf Zaza because he was dealing with the same troubles as her own father? It was true that this situation was even more wild than the matter with Vina Ruu and Shumiral.


      “Gulaf Zaza must be at a complete loss as to how to deal with this situation if he’s consulting with Papa Donda and Dari Sauti about it. I wonder what’s going to end up happening.”


      “Hmm, I’m not sure myself. There would definitely be all sorts of problems that would come up if a person of the forest’s edge and a noble were to try to get married.”


      “Hmph! Yeah, it’s not like a noble would ever marry into our people. And, well, Sufira Zaza’s the one who developed feelings for someone she shouldn’t,” Tsuvai remarked with an astonished shrug.


      Yamiru Lea, meanwhile, gave a listless sigh. “Quite so. Still, I never expected Sufira Zaza of all people to fall for a noble. You can truly never predict the whims of fate.”


      The two of them had once belonged to the Suun clan, so they had been close with Sufira Zaza, though ever since the Suun’s crimes had been exposed, Sufira Zaza had been very strict with them.


      “She must have gone crazy to fall for a noble. I feel bad for poor Deek Dom,” Tsuvai stated.


      “Huh?” Morun Rutim exclaimed. “Ts-Tsuvai, what are you bringing up Deek Dom for? This is a Zaza clan issue, isn’t it?”


      “Hmm? Didn’t you know? Sufira Zaza and Deek Dom were supposed to get married. At least, that’s what everyone around them thought.”


      Morun Rutim stumbled and caught herself against the stall.


      Lala Ruu worriedly reached out and grabbed her shoulder. “What’s the matter? You’ve gone pale, Morun Rutim!”


      “O-Oh, it’s nothing. Th-The pot will probably be hot enough soon, right?” Morun Rutim said as she hurriedly returned to her own stall.


      I was rather concerned, so I turned to look at Yamiru Lea. “Um, is it true that Sufira Zaza and Deek Dom were going to get married? This is the first time I’ve heard anything about that.”


      “No, people just assumed that they would. It was the best possible pairing for deepening the bond between the Zaza and the Dom, and Sufira Zaza is quite close to Deek Dom’s younger sister Lem Dom as well.”


      Now that she mentioned it, I had heard similar things regarding Lem Dom and Geol Zaza. Lem Dom had denied it, but at the very least, Geol Zaza did want to marry her.


      The four of them are all around the same age, so it really wouldn’t be strange for the topic to be raised between them. Since they all belong to the Zaza and Dom main houses, the pairings would work out quite well. But that also meant that this new development could be a real problem for the relationship between the Zaza and the Dom. Lem Dom had no intention whatsoever of marrying Geol Zaza, since she wanted to live as a hunter, and Sufira Zaza had fallen for a noble. Having those two potential pairings ruined was sure to cause some anxiety for them.


      Still, the chances of Sufira Zaza and Leiriss getting together are near zero...so maybe there’s nothing to worry about? All I could do was pray to the mother forest that everything would work out okay.


      However, in the end it took several days and a whole lot of effort for everything to be resolved.




      The next morning—the sixth of the vermilion month—brought with it Lem Dom’s first visit to the Fa house in a while.


      “Long time no see, Asuta. Glad to see you looking well.”


      “Hey there, Lem Dom. You’re looking as healthy as always too.”


      Just like Geol Zaza had done yesterday, Lem Dom had come to the Fa house riding atop a totos. She had arrived a bit earlier than him, though, so I was still in the process of loading the wagon after finishing my prep work for the stalls.


      “Sorry, but could I have a bit of your time? I want to hear your opinion about what’s going on.”


      “You mean about the thing with Sufira Zaza, right? Sorry, Toor Deen, but could you take charge of getting everything loaded?”


      Lem Dom turned and called out to the young chef as well. “My apologies, Toor Deen. I’m glad to see you looking well too.”


      “Thanks!” Toor Deen replied with a nod and a happy smile. The Zaza was the parent clan to both of them and they had worked together often, so the two of them got along surprisingly well.


      At any rate, I left the packing to her and headed off to the side of the house with Lem Dom.


      “You really do look much better now. The last time I saw you, you were all skinny, so I was pretty concerned.”


      “Yeah. Sorry for worrying you. And thank you for coming to see me when I was ill.”


      “Of course I did. I’m endlessly grateful to both you and Ai Fa,” Lem Dom said with a calm smile.


      Every time I had seen her recently, she had looked more and more like the dauntless hunter she aspired to be. I also found it interesting that her rough and wild nature seemed like it was gradually getting reined in at the same time.


      Naturally, she had grown even burlier than she had been in the past. She was taller than me, the muscles on her arms and legs stood out visibly, and she had a six-pack. Honestly, her appearance was more in line with what I expected of a female hunter than Ai Fa’s. However, the look in her eyes was now much calmer, and the expression she wore was more mature than it had been in the past.


      “Okay, let’s just get right into it. You’ve interacted with that Leiriss fellow before, right, Asuta?”


      “Yeah, though we’ve only met twice. Once at the banquet put on by the house of Saturas, and the other time at the Daleim dance party.”


      “Oh, right, you didn’t take part in that celebratory banquet after the tournament, huh?”


      “Nope. Everyone who attended belonged to the leading clans. I just ran a stall outside of the arena and did a bit of spectating afterward.”


      “Then you saw Leiriss’s fight with Geol Zaza?” Lem Dom questioned, leaning forward ever so slightly. “How exactly did the fight go? Geol Zaza won’t really talk about it, and I would feel bad if I pressured him to tell me, so I still have no clue how it played out.”


      “It’d be hard for me to describe it in detail...but they were both thoroughly exhausted, and Leiriss just barely managed to win. They’d both had tough battles in the previous round, after all.”


      Leiriss had been beaten by Shin Ruu, and Geol Zaza had been beaten by Melfried after some seriously intense fights. The two defeated competitors had then fought each other for third place.


      “I got the impression that Geol Zaza and Shin Ruu both found it extremely restrictive to have to fight while wearing armor. I’m a total amateur when it comes to combat, but I’m sure if it hadn’t been for that, Geol Zaza would never have lost to any noble.”


      “I see. Well, there’s no point in complaining about the rules of a competition. Still, it’s unusual for a hunter of the forest’s edge to lose, regardless of the conditions in place.”


      “I feel the same way. Leiriss and Melfried are both incredible swordsmen. Oh, right, and a while back, Ai Fa said that Melfried was about as strong as Jiza Ruu.”


      When she heard that, Lem Dom’s eyes seemed to light up. “Speaking of which, wasn’t Melfried the one who defeated that criminal from the Suun?”


      “Oh, you mean Tei Suun? Yeah, that was him.”


      “I see. In that case, I suppose I can see how he might have been able to get the better of a hunter from the forest’s edge in that competition. I think I can understand Sufira Zaza’s feelings a little better now.”


      “Really?” I asked, tilting my head.


      “Only a little, though,” Lem Dom replied with a shrug. “At the northern settlement, might makes right. We were raised to be drawn to strong people, more so than the women of other clans, so I could definitely see her being attracted to the noble who took down Geol Zaza.”


      “Yeah, I guess that may be true...but Deek Dom must be stronger than Leiriss, don’t you think?”


      “Deek? Why are you bringing him up all of a sudden?”


      “Oh, well, I heard a rumor that he was supposed to marry Sufira Zaza.”


      “Ah... That’s just something people say because it seems like those two are the best possible match for each other in the northern settlement. Even more so because none of the elder Zaza sisters married into the Dom clan.” Lem Dom ran her fingers through her long back hair and sighed. “Well, since I’m in no position to marry, it would probably ease a lot of people’s concerns if Deek married Sufira Zaza, but it doesn’t seem like that’ll happen anytime soon. Despite appearances, Sufira Zaza is deeply emotional, so I don’t think she’ll be open to marrying another man in the near future.”


      “I suppose not. She did spend two whole months trying to forget her feelings before she spoke to anyone about them.”


      “Of course. After all, it simply isn’t possible for a noble and a person of the forest’s edge to marry.”


      From what I had heard, though, the emergency meeting between the leading clan heads yesterday hadn’t yielded any results.


      If Leiriss was told about this and firmly rejected her, would that save Sufira Zaza? But after that big kerfuffle between us and the house of Saturas over Leeheim’s behavior toward Reina Ruu, the nobles would probably think we were pretty brazen if we brought up the topic of romantic feelings again, except this time coming from our direction, wouldn’t they? Apparently, the people who had participated in the discussions about this issue had wildly varying opinions about it.


      “How is Sufira Zaza doing now?”


      “She looks like she’s the same as always on the surface, but I’m sure she must feel like a criminal waiting for her sentence to be handed down. She’s full of regret for having troubled her father and leading clan head, Gulaf Zaza.”


      I really did feel sorry for her. Hearing that she wanted to be scolded for falling in love with the wrong person and being unable to suppress her feelings made me feel awful.


      “What a mess. I feel like I need to apologize to her, considering I was the one who insisted that we should strengthen our bonds with outsiders.”


      “Oh? You took Geol Zaza’s words to heart? It’s not like you to act so pathetic, Asuta.”


      “Yeah. It’s not like I think everything I’ve been doing was wrong now, but it’s still hard to accept the fact that I’ve caused so much heartache for Sufira Zaza.”


      “You think too much about how other people feel. Although, I suppose that also happens to be the reason you decided to help me out so much.” Lem Dom said, and then she brought her face close to mine. “Besides, do you really think you’ve got the leeway to be worrying about other people’s love troubles? What’s been going on between you and Ai Fa recently?”


      “H-Huh? Nothing in particular, really.”


      “Seriously? But when Ai Fa was all cuddled up with you when you were sick, you looked like you were practically husband and wife already.” An impudent expression then crept onto Lem Dom’s face. This was how she always used to look. “Hey, Asuta...I’m grateful to you, and I think you’re both charming and pleasant to be around...but Ai Fa’s an unbelievably strong female hunter, and she’s incredibly precious to me.”


      “Y-Yeah, I get all that, of course.”


      “If Ai Fa gets married like an ordinary woman, I’ll be the only female hunter left at the forest’s edge.”


      “Is that something you’re worried about? Ai Fa and I don’t have any plans to marry,” I replied.


      Lem Dom raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “You said that awfully quick. You love Ai Fa as a woman, don’t you?”


      “Wh-Why are you putting so much pressure on me this early in the morning? I do, but I want to respect Ai Fa’s feelings.”


      Lem Dom stared intently at me. “Ah, right. You had to work up quite a bit of resolve to make that decision, didn’t you?”


      “Well, yeah.”


      “In that case, I guess it’s my turn to feel bad for you, Asuta.” Lem Dom licked her lips, and a different kind of light then appeared in her eyes. Her gaze was weighty and alluring, and seemed to be trying to envelop me. “In that case, why don’t I ease your suffering a bit?”
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      “I-I’m not really comfortable with you looking at me that way. The last time you had that look in your eyes, I remember you making a really dicey proposition.”


      “That’s a fine thing to say, calling it a dicey proposition. All I did was offer to teach you how to indulge in some pleasure without having a child,” Lem Dom replied, whispering that devilish temptation into my ears once more. “Still, it would certainly ruin the fun if you did it with a woman you weren’t interested in. In that case, why don’t I share my knowledge with Ai Fa instead? That would let you have as much fun as you could possibly want with your beloved Ai Fa.”


      “D-Don’t be ridiculous!” I shouted, nearly leaping into the air as I pulled away from Lem Dom. “S-Seriously, cut it out! I know I’m a weakling, but if I have to use force to stop you from doing that, I will!”


      “My, you’re getting so serious about this. And here I thought you’d be happy to have the option. What exactly are you so upset about?”


      “O-Of course I’m upset! That goes against the customs of the forest’s edge, doesn’t it?”


      “And how much does that actually bother you? I mean, you’ve overturned our customs more than a few times already. And I know you’d feel such bliss that you’d stop caring about any of that in no time at all.”


      “O-On the off chance things ever go in that direction between me and Ai Fa...I probably wouldn’t be able to hold myself back! And that’d spell trouble for you too, wouldn’t it?”


      Lem Dom’s eyes opened wide in bemusement. Then a moment later she started laughing, unable to hold herself back. “I have no idea if your will is incredibly strong or pathetically weak. Still, that really does sound just like you, Asuta.”


      “Oh yeah? Well, I guess I’m glad I amused you, at least.”


      “Come on, don’t be angry. I was trying to make you happy. Oh, I wasn’t trying to pick a fight or anything, so you’ve got nothing to worry about, Ai Fa.”


      When I heard her say that, I felt myself get goose bumps. Fearfully, I turned my head to follow her gaze...and sure enough, I found my clan head emerging from the shadow of the house.


      “Then what was all that wailing about? Asuta is clearly upset.”


      “A-A-Ai Fa, how long have you been listening?”


      “I wasn’t able to make out what you two were saying from over here. Would it be inconvenient for you somehow if I overheard?” Ai Fa asked, clearly looking miffed. If Lem Dom hadn’t been present as well, she probably would have been openly frowning about now.


      As I struggled to find a response, I shot Lem Dom a resentful glare. All that did was make her smile in amusement, though.


      “I’m relieved to see that the two of you are the same as always. For my sake, I hope you stay that way forever,” she said.


      “I don’t understand you at all. We don’t need you to tell us to be ourselves,” Ai Fa grumbled.


      I didn’t know whether to feel relieved to hear that, but at any rate, I went ahead and let out a sigh. But then Ai Fa suddenly brought her face close to mine.


      “I can’t see any reason for you to be sighing. You aren’t trying to hide some kind of wicked plot from me, are you?”


      “No, definitely not!”


      It was just that I had been thrown for one heck of a loop, considering that it was still early in the morning. Honestly, at that point I wasn’t sure who was worse off, Sufira Zaza or me.


      At any rate, even with everyone anxiously worrying about what was going to happen next, the situation surrounding Sufira Zaza and Leiriss wasn’t showing any signs of heading toward a conclusion in the near future.


      3


      It was now the following day, the seventh of the vermilion month, and the heads of the Deen and Liddo clans were visiting the Fa house. They arrived around sunset after they got back from hunting in the forest—while I was giving a cooking lesson to some of the women who lived near the Fa clan, using our dinner for that evening as an example—and the very first thing the two of them did was ask about Leiriss.


      “Is that noble truly a warrior who surpasses Geol Zaza? Or did the Zaza boy simply let his guard down?”


      “And what kind of person is he? Aren’t all nobles arrogant and haughty?”


      “H-Hold on a moment. Why exactly are you two so interested in Leiriss?” I asked.


      The Liddo clan head, Radd Liddo, crossed his arms and replied, “Of course we’re interested. The Zaza are a leading clan, and they are our parent clan on top of that, so do you really think we’d stay silent after learning that a member of the main house has fallen for a noble of all people? Unless this Leiriss is an exceptional man, there’s no way I could possibly accept it.”


      “But even if you do find him exceptional, you still won’t accept Sufira Zaza marrying into his house, right?”


      “Of course we won’t! Gulaf Zaza would never allow them to do something so ridiculous! Nonetheless, it doesn’t change the fact that a member of the Zaza has fallen for a noble, so we can’t simply ignore this.”


      It seemed the two of them were as confused and shaken as everyone else was by the recent news. Perhaps that wasn’t too surprising when it came to an expressive guy like Radd Liddo, but the Deen clan head was in the same state, and he struck me as being a lot more serious and composed.


      At any rate, all I could do was convey what I knew. It wasn’t like I was all that familiar with Leiriss in the first place. I mean, I had only met him twice, with only a handful of words exchanged between us.


      “By the way, what does he look like? How old is he? Is he a big man?”


      “He’s about my age and a bit taller than me, but he doesn’t have a particularly robust build or anything. I guess I’d say he looks how you’d expect a noble to.”


      “We’ve never seen a noble, so we have no idea how we should expect one to look.”


      “Still, if he beat Geol Zaza despite being smaller, that’s quite the accomplishment.”


      It was sounding like they wanted Leiriss to be as worthy of their respect as possible. They probably found it unthinkable that a woman of the forest’s edge would fall for an outsider without him being extraordinarily appealing.


      Radd Liddo was staring at me with a troubled look on his face. “Hey, Asuta, couldn’t this Leiriss fellow just marry into our people?”


      “Huh? I really don’t think that would be possible. Nobles value their houses and bloodlines very strongly, in their own way.”


      “Hmm. But that Shumiral man who’s now under the Ririn went so far as to cast aside his god so he could ask to marry into our people, did he not?”


      “That’s because Shumiral’s madly in love with one of our people. This time, though, it’s a person of the forest’s edge that’s fallen for an outsider.”


      “But couldn’t this Leiriss’s heart be moved if he learns how Sufira Zaza feels?” Radd Liddo insisted, causing me to tilt my head.
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9 Character Introductions %

~ People oftl;e Eoreétg iEdge ~

Ai Fa

The only female hunter at the
forest's edge. She seems calm and
composed at a glance, but hides
strong emotions inside. She has
made the decision to welcome
Asutainto the Fa clan.

Jiza Ruu

The eldest son of the main Ruu
house. He has a strict personality
and highly values the laws of the
forest's edge. One of the top eight
under the Ruu clan.

Ludo Ruu

The youngest son of the main Ruu
house. Mischievous by nature. A
stronger hunter than most. One of
the top eight under the Ruu clan.

Asuta Tsurumi

A chef-in-training born in Japan.
Though he remembers losing his life
in a fire, some strange power has
taken him to another world.

Donda Ruu

The head of the Ruu clan and one
of the three leading clan heads of
the forest's edge. An exceedingly
skilled hunter. He injured his right
shoulder in the battle with the lord
of the forest.

Darmu Ruu

| The second son of the main Ruu
house. He can be curt and rough at
times and is emotional in general.
He's slowly opening up to Asuta and
company.

)

Reina Ruu

The second daughter of the main
Ruu house. An excellent chef. She
also runs the Ruu clan’s stalls
alongside Sheera Ruu.

Vina Ruu

The eldest daughter of the main Ruu
house. A peerless seductive beauty.
The easterner Shumiral asked her to
marry him.

Rimee Ruu

The youngest Ruu daughter.

An earnest, innocent child

who specializes in making sweets.
She adores Ai Fa and Tara.

Lala Ruu

The third daughter of the main Ruu
house. A frank girl who has feelings
for Shin Ruu.

Shin Ruu

The young head of a Ruu branch
house. He blames himself for failing
to prevent Asuta’s kidnapping, and
after much training in the aftermath,
he became one of the top eight
under the Ruu clan.

Sheera Ruu

Shin Ruu's older sister and the
eldest daughter of a Ruu branch
house. She has a mild-mannered
personality and has hidden feelings
for Darmu Ruu.

Mia Lea Ruu

Donda Ruu's wife and the mother of the seven
siblings. She is cheerful and bighearted

Dan Rutim

Gazraan Rutim's father and the
former head of the Rutim clan. He <
possesses uncommon strength as a jlba Ruu

hunter and is a bighearted man. The Ruu clan elder and Donda Ruu's

grandmother. Thanks to Asuta’s cooking, she
has regained the strength to keep on living.
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Ama Min Rutim

Gazraan Rutim’s wife. A woman with a gentle and kind

personality. Due to her pregnancy, she is not currently

working at the stalls.

Morun Rutim

Gazraan Rutim’s younger sister. A bright and earnest
woman. She has hidden feelings for Deek Dom. = e

Sufira Zaza

The youngest daughter of the main
Zaza house, who has a strict
personality. She stayed at the Ruu
settlement in order to oversee the
actions of the Fa and Ruu clans. A
childhood friend of the Dom siblings.

Gazraan Rutim

The head of the Rutim clan. A
calm-natured man with undeniable
wisdom. Also a friend without equal
to Asuta. One of the top eight under
the Ruu clan.

Geol Zaza

The youngest son of the main Zaza
house. He has a rough yet cheerful
nature. Because his older brothers have
passed away, he’s next in line to become
aleading clan head.

Yun Sudra

A member of the small Sudra clan.
An earnest and kind woman. Greatly
adores Asuta.

Toor Deen

Originally belonged to a Suun
branch house. She is introverted by
nature, but she gives her all to assist
Asuta with his business. Her skills
at making sweets are blossoming.

Yamiru Lea

The former eldest daughter of the
main Suun house. Currently a
member of the Lea clan. She
possesses both bewitching beauty
and a strong intellect.

Deek Dom

The head of the main Dom house.
Despite being the same age as
Asuta, his quiet single-minded
nature makes him seem older. He |
possesses similar strength to
Donda Ruu.

Tsuvai

The youngest daughter of the former main
Suun house. Currently a member of the
Rutim clan. Short tempered and has quite
amouth on her, but thanks to her excellent
calculation skills, she is able to assist the
Ruu clan with their business.

Rau Lea

The Lea clan head. A hunter with
delicate looks but a fierce nature.
Dlne of the top eight under the Ruu
clan.

Lem Dom

Deek Dom's younger sister and a
member of the main Dom house. A
daring woman who wishes to
become a hunter and has great
respect for Ai Fa.

Shumiral

A member of Silver Vase—
a merchant group from SKm. Having
asked Vina Ruu to marry him, he has
been accepted as a member of the
Ririn clan. However, he hasn't been

given their name yet.
Mida
The fifth wife of the former Suun clan head and currently a
member of the Rutim clan. She is Tsuvai's mother and

The former youngest son of the possesses a trim appearance and gentle demeanor.
main Suun house and a current
member of the Ruu clan. He's a slow
thinker and simple by nature. He's | The eldest son of a Ran branch house. Sixteen years old and the

i r. victor of the pole tugging competition at the combined festival of
also huge and a big eate the hunt. He asked Ai Fa to marry him, but she refused

~ Townsfolk ~

Mikel

A former chef from the castle town. Due to a crippling injury
inflicted on his right hand, he lost his ability to cook professionally.
Currently, he lives as a charcoal seller in the Turan lands.

]
Leiriss

Ayoung member of the Knights of Saturas. He became fixated [
on Shin Ruu due to events surrounding his father, but that was
settled during the swordsmanship competition.

Yumi

The daughter of the owners of an inn
called the Westerly Wind. Friendly and
cheerful. Seventeen years old. She
acts as a bridge between Asuta and her
father, who dislikes the people of the
forest’s edge.






