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      Chapter 1: The Silver Lions


      1


      That morning, Ai Fa was the first thing I saw when I opened my eyes. For some reason, she was sitting by my pillow and seemed to have been staring at my face as I slept, which really threw me for a loop.


      “H-Hey, good morning, Ai Fa. What are you doing there, exactly?”


      “Hmm? I am not doing anything in particular. I finished getting dressed, so I was simply looking at your face,” Ai Fa replied with her usual commanding expression, but there was a gentle light shining in her blue eyes. Ever since that day—my birthday back on the twenty-fourth of the yellow month—I had seen that look in her eyes quite often.


      Back on that night, we had exchanged a promise: If the day ever came when the roadblocks stopping us from getting married to each other were cleared away, then we would.


      I had promised to wait for Ai Fa until she was prepared for that, and Ai Fa had sworn to love me and me alone from here on out. She had said the words with a striking smile as a single tear rolled down her cheek. And when I remembered the warmth I felt when I touched that cheek and her pinky finger, I started getting emotional all over again.


      Looking at my face now, Ai Fa once again broke out in a smile. “I was starting to think that if you did not get up soon, perhaps I should pull your hair. But it looks like you avoided that pain this morning, Asuta.”


      “I-I see. I guess that’s down to the forest’s guidance too.”


      “Do not invoke the mother forest so lightly, you fool,” Ai Fa chided me, but her voice sounded gentle and kind.


      At any rate, I sat up on my bedding and stared at my clan head straight on. She was about the same height as me, so our eyes met each other on an even level whether we were standing or sitting. She looked just as beautiful, gallant, and charming as always today.


      The fact that someone as wonderful as her had sworn to love me and me alone... I could feel the joy filling me up inside at the very thought.


      “Three days ago...”


      “Huh?”


      “Three days ago, when we saw the Sudra babies...they were so adorable that I could hardly believe it.”


      Three days back, Li Sudra had finally gone into labor. It had come more than half a month early, and she had given birth to twins, which was rare at the forest’s edge. Still, the babies had cried healthily, so it didn’t seem like there would be any issues.


      “That was my first time seeing newborns,” Ai Fa noted. “Had you ever seen one before then?”


      “No, that was a first for me too.”


      “I see. Well, not having any experience with babies, I have nothing to compare them to, but I wonder if all newborns are that adorable.”


      The newborn babies had had wrinkly little faces and hands, and their eyes hadn’t opened yet. Their skin had also been unnaturally red. But none of that had detracted from the fact that they had been incredibly cute.


      Though they had been so tiny and light, they had felt like the heaviest things in the world when I had held them in my hands. We didn’t even belong to their clan and we still got incredibly emotional about them, so I couldn’t even begin to imagine how much joy Raielfam and Li Sudra must have felt.


      “I’m not sure either. Still, if they were our kids, I’m sure we would have felt they were even cuter,” I said.


      “Yes, of course.”


      “Maybe someday, the Fa clan will also get to...” I started to say, but then Ai Fa reached out toward my mouth, her fingers stopping right before they touched my lips.


      “There is no point in contemplating a future that may never even come. At least for now, I have no intention of laying down my blade,” Ai Fa said, and then she smiled bashfully. Her cheeks were faintly red. Feeling that hint of her warmth on my lips was leaving me pretty shaken.


      “Why are you turning red like that?” she asked.


      “H-Hey, you’re red too, Ai Fa.”


      “That is not true. It is a crime to lie, you fool.” With one of her outstretched fingers, Ai Fa gave my nose a quick flick before smoothly rising to her feet. “Well then, it is about time for us to get to work. You should hurry and get yourself ready as well.”


      “R-Right. Got it, clan head.” I stood up as well, rubbing my blazing-hot cheeks as I did.


      And so, that day, the first of the green month, got off to an unusually sweet start.




      It had finally been a year since I had first started living at the forest’s edge, and since this year had an extra month, it had been over four hundred days. In some ways, it had felt like a really long time, while in other ways, it had felt pretty short. But at any rate, it had been a very eventful year.


      Despite how deeply emotional that milestone made me, though, it wasn’t like it had really changed anything in my day-to-day life. Or rather, things were constantly changing around us, so the end of my first year hadn’t been any kind of big turning point, relatively speaking.


      Yesterday had been our day off from work at the stalls, and we were starting another five days of business beginning today. We and the Ruu clan were now preparing roughly eight hundred meals a day, and that number rose to nine hundred when Myme’s stall was included too. Since the end of the rainy season, it had typically taken about three hours for us to sell everything.


      Generally, two or three of those meals was enough to fill someone up, so each day, we were seeing between 300 and 450 customers. In the past, our customers had been significantly more likely to be people from Sym or Jagar, but at this point, we were getting such a jumbled blend that it was tough to figure out what the ratios were. We had been getting more women and children who lived in Genos as customers lately as well, so it was now people of all ages and genders who were stopping by to eat our food.


      I had thought that after we had started selling meat at the market and giba cooking had become less rare, it might have had a negative impact on our sales at the stalls. And that concern was still there, sure, but at least for now, that wasn’t happening in the least. According to the innkeepers who purchased giba meat, they felt like they couldn’t possibly compete with us even if they put out giba cooking stalls of their own, so for the time being, they intended to stick to selling it at night at their inns.


      Still, if we keep making giba meat more and more available, it’ll eventually lose its novelty, and we may have to cut back the scale of our operations at the stalls.


      I didn’t mind that, though. Our ultimate goal was selling giba meat in town. Selling our cooking at the stalls was a means to spread knowledge of how delicious that meat really was.


      If giba meat gained value as a product to be sold, that would bring greater prosperity to the people of the forest’s edge. Rather than suffering in poverty, they would be able to hunt giba with greater strength than ever before. If we could bring those benefits to all of the clans of the forest’s edge, then Ai Fa and I would finally be able to say that our long-held wish had been fulfilled.


      To take things to their most extreme, I wouldn’t even mind if we had to stop selling our cooking entirely. If the townsfolk started coming up with their own delicious giba recipes and came to desire the meat alone, that would still fulfill my goal. In fact, it would be ideal if people started to think that meals made with giba weren’t anything special, but rather something anyone could prepare well.


      Still, it’s not like I want to give up the stalls, I thought to myself as I tackled the day’s work. Even if we managed to get everyone in town to love the taste of giba meat, I still wanted to keep on doing business and forming bonds with the townsfolk. That was important for the people of the forest’s edge as well.


      And today, I was fortunate enough to feel the joy of the job all over again. Around when the sun hit its peak and we were hurriedly working away, a certain group showed up at the stalls.


      “Hey there. Things sure are lively around here.”


      This was something I had been expecting to happen, sure. But that did nothing to lessen the joy and surprise that I felt in that moment.


      “Aldas! And everybody else too! You made it back to Genos right on schedule!”


      “Yep. We dropped our totos and wagons off at our inn, then headed straight over here. Naudis told us a bit about what’s been going on, but man, things have really changed around here,” Aldas, the vice head of a carpentry group from Jagar, remarked with a hearty laugh.


      There were also a ton of nostalgic familiar faces lined up alongside him. Though it could be tricky at times to tell folks from Jagar apart because of their scraggly mustaches, I definitely recognized everyone in front of me.


      Aldas was also a real giant compared to the rest of the group, the only one over 180 centimeters tall, so there was even less chance of mistaking him for anyone else. And just like I remembered, his green eyes shone brightly as he smiled at me gently.


      “At any rate, I’m relieved to see you looking well, Asuta. It really has been quite a while.”


      “Yeah. It’s been eleven months since you were last here, thanks to the extra one, right? I’m glad to see you looking the same as always too. So, is Balan...” I started to say, only for a voice to suddenly shout out from behind Aldas.


      “Hey, what’s going on here?! You’ve got five or six stalls in a row all selling giba meat! How am I supposed to know what to buy?!”


      “P-Pops, long time no see.”


      The speaker was none other than the leader of the carpenters, Balan. He was short and stout like you’d expect of someone from Jagar, and he naturally also had an abundant mustache. His glaring eyes, big nose, and displeased expression were all just like I remembered too.


      “Rumors about you lot have made it all the way to Jagar! You clashed with the nobles of Genos head-on, of all things! You’re really lucky to have survived something like that! You fools need to learn some restraint already!”


      “Ah, yeah, well... I’m sorry for worrying you...”


      “I suppose I should at least praise you for the fact that you’ve managed to stay in business.” Despite his harsh words, Pops suddenly reached out and poked me in the chest and continued with a kinder tone. “You’re looking good, Asuta. From what the innkeeper said, you’ve been doing pretty well for yourself, huh?”


      “We definitely have. It makes me incredibly happy, getting to see you all again,” I said with a look of sincere fondness.


      The carpenter group Pops led stayed in Genos once a year from the green month through the blue month, working to repair buildings throughout the post town. When I had first opened up a stall in the post town at the end of the green month last year, I had formed a bond with them, but we had parted ways after barely a month. They were staying at The Great Southern Tree, so Naudis had informed me of their scheduled arrival in advance, but that didn’t dull the excitement of our reunion in the least.


      “Hmph! You knew we were coming back in the green month, didn’t you? It’s nothing to go on and on about like that!” Pops started complaining again with a sour look on his face. Still, even his shouting was something I felt terribly nostalgic about.


      “You really never change, do you, Pops? You were so restless back in the wagon, but this is how you act when you finally get to see him?” Aldas chimed in with another laugh. “Back when he heard you had caused trouble with the nobles of Genos, this guy here was so upset that he couldn’t even work properly. If we had left him to his own devices, he probably would’ve run all the way back to Genos on his own.”


      “Don’t go around spouting nonsense! You were all flustered and kept asking what to do yourself, right?!”


      “Of course I was. I mean, the people of the forest’s edge were being treated really horribly back in Genos,” Aldas said, his eyes taking on a gentle shine. “At any rate, we’re just glad that you made it through all of that safely. And we were really eager to come back here to Genos too.”


      After that, I went ahead and greeted the rest of the group too, with smiles on our faces all the while. Including Pops and Aldas, eight members of the carpentry group had made the journey to Genos. Though I didn’t know all their names, they had stopped by the stall daily for over a month, so I felt incredibly overjoyed as I talked to them.


      “Still, I never expected you would expand your business this much. Are those seats under that roof yours too?”


      “They are. We got that set up before the sun god’s revival festival. We wanted to sell a variety of dishes such as soups, and we needed proper seating for that.”


      “Ah, I see. It looks like your crew of workers is pretty different now too.”


      The only ones the carpenters knew were Vina Ruu, Reina Ruu, Lala Ruu, Sheera Ruu, and Li Sudra. Out of that group, the only one on duty today was Sheera Ruu, who looked rather different after her hair had been cut.


      On top of that, we’d only had two stalls before, but now we had six, and we had the outdoor restaurant space as well. They had previously only seen the modest setup we’d had right after we’d gotten started, so things must have felt massively different to them now. Honestly, I could’ve kept on talking with them forever, but the folks behind them then shouted out, “Hey, how long are you gonna keep us waiting?!”


      “Whoops, we got a bit carried away talking there. I guess we should go ahead and place an order. Still, Pops was right... I’m having trouble deciding what to purchase.”


      “In that case, would you like me to help you choose? There are six varieties of dishes on offer, and we can split them up into smaller portions so you can enjoy all of them.”


      “Ah, that would be a big help! In that case, we’ll leave it up to you, Asuta!”


      And so, the carpenters headed over to the seating area empty-handed.


      After first getting to the customers who had been waiting all that time, I pondered how to split things up. I had done something similar for the Gamley Troupe back during the revival festival, so I went ahead and relied on my prior experience.


      “That was the carpentry group from Jagar, wasn’t it?” the Matua girl who had been assisting me asked with a smile. “You and those southerners both looked very happy. They are precious to you, just like Shumiral of the Ririn clan, aren’t they?”


      “Yeah. Shumiral and the rest of Silver Vase and those carpenters were my very first regulars, so I’m pretty attached to them.”


      “I think that’s wonderful. If you want, I can take over for a while so you can go deliver their food to them.”


      At least for today, that wasn’t the sort of proposal I could possibly turn down. And so, after ordering the appropriate amount from each stall, I grabbed a tray from the wagon and headed over to act as their personal waiter.


      “Sorry for the wait. I’ll need to make a number of trips, so please hold on for a bit.”


      Since they would need enough food for eight people, there was going to be quite a lot of it. I carried it all over bit by bit as the carpenters cheered me on.


      Today’s special was roast giba prepared in an oven, served with vegetables that had been cooked alongside it and a bit of baked poitan. This was something I had sold before, but thanks to the introduction of ovens to the forest’s edge, I was able to prepare something a lot closer to what I had been aiming for.


      The Fa clan’s other two dishes were keru giba and carbonara. The Ruu were selling herb-grilled giba and giba offal stew, while Myme had her regular boiled dish prepared with karon milk.


      Among those dishes, the only ones that could be split into smaller portions were the roast giba, carbonara, and giba offal stew. For the other dishes, I split the poitan into equal halves so they could each try a little.


      “I believe this will be enough to leave you all feeling full. But feel free to order more individually if you want to.”


      “This is a really impressive spread! And we only need to pay three red coins a head for all of this?”


      “Yes. We prepare the dishes in smaller sizes than we used to, so that customers can enjoy two or three different types.”


      “I see. I get the feeling that once we eat all of this we’ll definitely want more, though.”


      Aldas and the rest of the group all looked seriously excited as they stared at the food. And although Balan had the same sour look on his face as always, his eyes were shining more intensely than anyone else’s.


      “Okay, then let’s dig in!” Aldas called out, and they all reached out together. And not long after, a really raucous discussion filled the air.


      “Ooh, this one uses keru root, doesn’t it?! I never imagined I’d get to taste that here in Genos!”


      “And this one uses herbs from Sym... Hmm, it’s frustrating to admit, but it’s delicious.”


      “This soup is absolutely incredible! It’s even tastier than what we had before at the inn, by a lot!”


      Even though my work was done, I found it hard to step away.


      And then, Yun Sudra walked over with a smile. “Asuta, I’ve finished washing dishes for now, so I’ll go help out with the stalls. I’ll call for you if I need anything, so please, feel free to take a break here for a while.”


      “Ah, I couldn’t ask you to do all that.”


      “It’s fine. You normally work more than anyone, so you should learn to rely on us at times like this.”


      It seemed everyone around me was fully aware of just how eagerly I had been awaiting this day in the green month. That was why the Matua girl and Yun Sudra had gone out of their way to make such considerate offers.


      “Thanks. I guess I’ll take you up on that.”


      “Of course. Take your time,” Yun Sudra said with a brilliant grin before dashing off toward the stalls.


      Then, Aldas turned my way with an intense look. “Asuta! These are all unbelievably delicious! Your skills have really improved!”


      “Well, we can use a whole lot more ingredients now, so that’s allowed us to really expand our menu. Also, half of those were made by other chefs, not me.”


      “I see. Well, I guess you could hardly have made all of this on your own. Still, every single dish is fantastic! It’s like a dream, getting to eat such delicious food for two whole months!”


      Hearing those words brought me a lot of joy. Folks from Jagar tended to be very direct.


      “I like this one that uses the keru root best! Is your favorite the soup with the tau oil, Pops?”


      “I can’t rank all of these dishes just like that. But this one is really difficult to eat.”


      Naturally, Pops was referring to the carbonara, which they were all experiencing for the first time.


      “Ah, with that one you should wrap it around your spoon like so. You see how the end is split into three parts?”


      “As if I could do something that tedious.” Pops then lifted his plate and gulped down the whole portion of pasta in one go, with the giba meat, aria, and nanaar all jumbled together. After chewing it thoroughly, he gave a satisfied sigh. “I sort of feel like drinking now. Should we have brought along some fruit wine?”


      “Oh, are you not working today?”


      “You think I could scramble up on a roof the very first day here after half a month of sitting in a rocking wagon?! We start work tomorrow!”


      “Yeah, but we’ve got to go make work arrangements after this, so we really shouldn’t be drinking,” Aldas said as he grabbed one dish after another. At this rate, the food for eight people would be gone in a flash. “I don’t think this is going to be nearly enough. I feel like I could eat twice this much, honestly.”


      “If you did that, it’d add up to six red coins. We can’t splurge that much on a midday meal,” Pops said before glaring at me. “Still, we used to get pretty full off just two coins. The price of giba cooking has really gone up, huh?”


      “Ah, yes. Because of some directives the castle town gave us, we raised the price to one and a half times what it once was. They said if we kept it at the previous price, karon and kimyuus dishes would stop selling.”


      “Hmph! That much was obvious right from the start. If you price stuff like this the same as karon leg meat and skinless kimyuus, of course those other folks won’t do any business.”


      Pops never smiled, but there was an undeniable look of satisfaction on his face, and seeing that was enough to make me feel really fulfilled too.


      “On days when we have work, this much should be plenty. So like you said, at three red coins, we’ll be paying one and a half times the price.”


      “Yeah, but it’s more than twice as tasty! I certainly don’t feel like we’re getting a bad deal here!” a younger member of the group cheerfully chimed in. Everyone else seemed to be wearing satisfied smiles too. “It’d be fine if we got so full we can’t move for today, right? In that case, let’s order more!”


      “I want to eat more of the meat from this plate.”


      “I love the one with karon milk!”


      “That didn’t feel like enough soup either. I would definitely like another serving of that size.”


      It felt like if I didn’t watch myself, I would break down crying. We had reunited after nearly a full year, and they were all saying how delicious our giba cooking was. Folks from Jagar were so vibrantly emotional that I couldn’t help but feel especially moved.


      “For now, why don’t we go with another coin from each of us? How much food would that get us, Asuta?” Aldas said, but before I could respond, an unusually loud commotion broke out by the road.


      When he glanced in that direction, Pops furrowed his brow and grumbled, “What the heck is going on over there?”


      I just sort of naturally followed his gaze, and was seriously surprised by what I saw. There were an incredible number of soldiers marching in from the north. It really wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to call it a small army, even. They were all clad in fine silver armor and helmets, and were riding on totos.


      “What, do we have a war starting here or something?” Aldas muttered, also sounding astounded. The main road through the post town was around ten meters wide, and the soldiers were steadily marching down it in a five-column formation, stretching off into the distance. There had to be a couple hundred of them, at the very least. I had never seen so many soldiers before, not even when I had watched the parade held during the revival festival.


      Around when they were right at the edge of the post town, the soldiers came to a sudden stop. Then a well-dressed man and his guards stepped down from the single wagon at the head of the procession before they hurriedly advanced into town.


      At the same time, there were some guards who were approaching from the south—members of the militia who were always patrolling the post town. And the two groups just happened to run into one another right in front of our restaurant space.


      The well-dressed guy appeared to be rather irritated as he whispered something, which the guards listened to with pale faces. Meanwhile, the townsfolk in the area were all standing around in astonishment. Clearly, none of them had any idea what was going on.


      The soldiers atop their totos weren’t moving at all, almost like they were robots or something. And they were all clad in armor that was obviously of much higher quality than what the guards of Genos wore.


      “I’ve never seen so many soldiers in Genos before. What in the world is going on here?” Aldas quietly whispered, and then someone responded from an unexpected direction.


      “Those are the guards for the observers visiting from the capital. They were just demanding lodgings.”


      I turned around, dumbfounded, and found a young man standing there in a hooded traveler’s cloak. With a big grin, he flicked back his hood.


      “It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Asuta? I’m glad that you seem to be doing all right.”


      “Leito! When in the world did you make it back to Genos?!”


      “Just now. They were clogging up the road, so I circled around through the thicket.” Leito was the young apprentice of the bodyguard Kamyua Yoshu, who had been away from Genos for months now without any contact. The boy had flaxen hair and reddish-brown eyes. Still smiling, he added, “Kamyua is in the castle town with the main group of observers, but he wanted me to deliver a message to you.”
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      “A-A message?”


      “Yes. You should absolutely avoid starting trouble with the observers from the capital and the soldiers accompanying them. Kamyua said he wanted to exercise plenty of caution and prepare in every way he could to make sure that we all get through this ordeal.”


      “This ordeal? What do you mean?” I asked, dumbfounded. Then I turned to look at the soldiers standing there to the north.


      I noticed that the soldier standing on the right side of the front rank of the formation was holding up a massive flag. The fabric was scarlet, and it had a silver lion symbol on it. Later, I would learn that that was the sacred flag of the silver lion, which belonged to the capital of Selva, Algrad.
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      There was some serious chaos in the post town after that. Of course, that wasn’t to say that the soldiers themselves were directly causing it. They simply wanted lodgings for their stay in Genos.


      However, according to what I heard later, the observers had brought a total of two hundred guards with them. Even an outsider like me could tell how unreasonable of a request that was, asking for that many people to be given a place to stay so suddenly.


      Of course, there were numerous inns throughout the Genos post town. Thirty innkeepers had been at the last meeting between them, so there had to be that many at the very least. I had also heard that a number of them ran several inns. Plus, apparently not every innkeeper had attended the meeting. Thanks to having all those inns, Genos was able to accommodate a great many travelers.


      Even so, this was still a real crisis. After all, no matter how many travelers the town saw normally, it was unthinkable for a group of two hundred to show up all at once.


      On top of that, they didn’t want to be split up into small groups. At the bare minimum, they required the inns to house at least ten of them, ideally twenty. An inn would have to be really unpopular to have ten to twenty vacant rooms. The innkeepers were having to seriously rack their brains to figure out how to deal with this difficult problem that had suddenly fallen into their laps.


      “When everything was said and done, we ended up having to lodge twenty soldiers. But we didn’t have that many rooms open, so we needed to ask several of the groups of people staying at our place to transfer elsewhere,” Telia Mas explained with a gloomy expression when we went to return the stalls after work. Apparently, Milano Mas was busy dealing with other customers. Those two hundred soldiers were still standing by on the road, as all of the arrangements needed to be taken care of before they could move.


      “Seriously, what a nuisance! Sure, they’re some big shot group of observers from the capital or whatever, but who do they think they are?!” Yumi of The Westerly Wind angrily interjected. She was obviously worried for Telia Mas. Since her family’s inn was located in the slums, it was judged to not be suitable for people of the capital, so they were excluded from that whole mess. “Well, if a bunch of high and mighty soldiers came and shoved their way into our place, it would probably end in bloodshed! No matter how much money they pay, we wouldn’t want that lot around!”


      “I have to agree. The inns accepting soldiers are being given special compensation, but my father and I would have preferred to have nothing to do with them if it were only possible.”


      They all wanted to prioritize their familiar customers, instead of being forced to accept elite guests under orders from the nobles. Telia Mas looked so dejected that I couldn’t help but feel bad just looking at her.


      “First of all, shouldn’t they have sent a messenger ahead to make reservations if they were bringing that many people along? Why didn’t they think of that?!” Yumi said.


      “That’s exactly what they did before they arrived at the other towns they stopped in along the way. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been possible to lodge that many people,” Leito replied. He had disappeared for a bit, but had joined back up with us around when we were finishing up for the day. “But they didn’t do that for Genos, their final destination. That was probably for the same reason that they hired Kamyua as a guide: because they wished to hide the fact that they were arriving soon from the folks here in Genos. After all, the people of the capital already know that he and the house of Genos are on good terms. By hiring him, they were able to restrict his movements.”


      “Why’d they have to go so far to hide things? Do the folks from the capital have some sort of problem with Genos?”


      “Not exactly. The situation is kind of complicated, though.”


      Telia Mas had a deeply emotional look in her eyes as she watched Leito talk with Yumi. The boy had been raised alongside her here at The Kimyuus’s Tail from a young age. But back when Leito had been living here in Genos, Telia Mas had still been deeply afraid of the people of the forest’s edge and hadn’t shown herself around us much, so this was actually the first time I had seen the two of them together.


      “But anyway, I’d like to ask you to quietly go around to the other inns where the soldiers will be staying and give them a message...” Leito said, turning toward Telia Mas. “They may be soldiers from the capital, but they’re actually just a bunch of mercenaries. Some of them might even be more aggressive than your average outlaw. Could you tell everyone to keep that in mind when dealing with them?”


      “I see... Thank you, Leito,” Telia Mas said.


      “No need to thank me. Genos is my hometown too,” Leito replied with a smile, but it was hard to tell what he was really feeling inside. Telia Mas, on the other hand, stared at Leito as if he were her actual little brother. “At any rate, take care. And give my regards to Milano Mas as well.”


      “Huh? You’re leaving already, Leito?”


      “Yes. I need to head to the settlement at the forest’s edge next.”


      After that, we said goodbye to Telia Mas and Yumi before heading back to the forest’s edge. Leito had been planning to walk there, but we had him accompany us in Gilulu’s wagon instead. After leaving the packed and lively post town, we headed up the verdant path back home, which was when I brought up the question that had been on my mind.


      “Leito, about what you were saying before... What did you mean when you said they wanted to keep Genos from knowing when they were going to arrive?”


      “They felt if they announced their arrival date in advance, the nobles of Genos would use that time to take precautions and coordinate their stories.”


      “Coordinate their stories?”


      “Yes. They seem to be planning to look into the whole issue involving the house of Turan and the people of the forest’s edge from last year, as well as all sorts of matters involving the nobles of Genos.”


      I was driving the wagon, so Leito was speaking to my back.


      “Normally, the observers from the capital come to Genos once or twice a year. However, they have never brought such a large number of soldiers with them before. You can take that as proof of just how serious they are about things this time.”


      “S-Serious? How do you mean?”


      “If they are not satisfied, they’re willing to use force. Of course, it isn’t as if a mere two hundred soldiers could bring Genos down, but it at least serves as a threat.”


      That certainly did sound dangerous. And it wasn’t something Leito or the people of the forest’s edge could treat as someone else’s problem either.


      “But that whole thing with the house of Turan happened nearly a year ago, didn’t it? Are they really planning to bring it back up now?”


      “There must have been something they weren’t satisfied with during their previous inspection, so this time, they intend to go over it again thoroughly. That’s why I wanted to warn you and the leading clan heads of the forest’s edge,” Leito said in a relaxed tone, lacking any real sense of urgency. “The nobles from the capital are far more overbearing than the ones from Genos, and most of their guards are highly aggressive mercenaries. I’m sure this is going to be a more trying test of patience than the people of the forest’s edge have ever had to deal with before, but please remain calm and peaceable throughout.”


      “We’ll be sure to always keep your warning in mind. So, Kamyua is in the castle town?”


      “Ah!” Leito suddenly said. “I forgot that I had one more message to give you. Kamyua said he hopes to enjoy your giba cooking as soon as possible, Asuta. I’m sure once things settle down a bit in the castle town, you’ll see him at your stalls.”


      “Sure. I’m looking forward to our reunion,” I said with a smile as I recalled Kamyua Yoshu’s goofy grin.


      However, I couldn’t help but think that things were developing shockingly fast. I had known that the observers from the capital came to Genos regularly, but I had never expected the impact of their visit to reach the forest’s edge and the post town the way it currently was.


      I was pretty sure I had first heard about the observers back during the rainy season. They kept a close eye on Genos to make certain that it didn’t amass too much power and try to declare itself an independent city-state no longer under the kingdom’s control, and it was important for us to be wary of them. That was what Melfried and Polarth had told us during their visit to the Sauti settlement.


      That was why it had been decided that the chefs of the forest’s edge shouldn’t be invited to the castle town until after the observers’ visit, which was supposed to have happened around the end of the rainy season. As our people were in a unique position, the nobles felt it was best to not do anything that would cause the observers to take an interest in us. But there hadn’t been a peep about all of that since then, and two entire months had passed... And when they finally had arrived, they’d brought a whole circus along with them.


      But no matter how much we restrain ourselves, it seems like those folks from the capital already have their eyes on the people of the forest’s edge. All we can do at this point is prepare ourselves for the worst and deal with it, I thought as the wagon arrived at the Ruu settlement.


      “Well then, I’ll wait here for the leading clan head to make it back. Thank you very much for letting me ride with you, though,” Leito said.


      “Of course. You take care too, Leito.”


      Since we had a study session at the Fa house to take care of, we said goodbye to him at that point. But as I grabbed ahold of Gilulu’s reins once more, Toor Deen suddenly called out, “Um, Asuta...it really is a shame, what happened today.”


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      “Well, you were finally able to have your reunion with all those people from Jagar, but then all those people arrived and that must’ve really thrown cold water on things.”


      “Ah, I suppose so. And Leito showed up too, so it’s pretty much been a flood of people pouring in all day, hasn’t it? Honestly, it’s hard to keep up with it all, emotionally.”


      “I can’t help but find it frustrating... If this had happened just a day later, you could have enjoyed getting to see them again without anything getting in the way.”


      “Thanks. You really are a kind girl, Toor Deen,” I said with a smile as I drove the wagon along the path.


      “O-Oh, no, not really,” Toor Deen said in a fluster.


      “Don’t worry, though. Balan and the others will be here for two whole months. I’ll have plenty of opportunities to enjoy spending time with them from tomorrow on.”


      “Y-Yeah... And I hope Telia Mas and the others make it through all of this safely too.”


      And indeed, that was my primary concern at the moment too. That group of wild folks who were acting as guards for the nobles from the capital were probably going to be trouble. The folks from the inns who had to welcome ten or even twenty of them had a really big problem on their hands.


      Still, those soldiers I saw while I was at the stalls were all so organized and orderly that they were practically like robots. It’s kind of hard to imagine that there were actually a bunch of wild and aggressive people inside those suits of armor... What are they really like, I wonder? I thought as we pulled up to the Fa house.


      There were six women out front waiting for us. The Fou were really busy with the birth of the Sudra twins, so only the members under the Gaaz and Ratsu were coming today.


      “Thanks for coming out. Let’s do the prep work for the stalls first.”


      No matter how much things changed, we ultimately just had to keep on doing our jobs. Still, what had happened today was, unsurprisingly, a big deal for the women who had stayed in the forest too, so it was a hot topic as we worked.


      “I still don’t understand the situation at all. What logic is there in people from so far away coming here and complaining about how the criminals from the Suun and house of Turan were judged?” Fei Beim asked, having remained with us after working a shift at the stalls. She was older than me and was an honest girl with a lot of backbone and a square face that she had gotten from her father.


      “There’s a lot that I don’t understand myself, but Kamyua Yoshu went out of his way to warn us, so I think we should definitely be careful.”


      “Kamyua Yoshu... I’ve heard that name from my clan head.”


      Back when we had revealed the crimes of Cyclaeus and the others with Kamyua Yoshu’s help, her father, the Beim clan head, had been present. Of course, that had been over ten months ago now.


      “The people of the forest’s edge and the nobles of Genos followed the path we believed to be correct, so no matter what they say, we just need to be honest and unashamed,” I said while placing a lid on a box filled with freshly cut giba meat. “That wraps this up for now. How are the pasta and curry base looking?”


      “They need to dry out and harden for a while.”


      “Then let’s take a bit of a break, and afterward I’ll continue with what we were going over on the day before yesterday.”


      We were currently working on figuring out how to use the new ingredients delivered from the castle town. The Black Flight Feathers had brought a large number of ingredients from a place called Barud. Several of them had been delivered in a large enough quantity that there was plenty to spare, and we had been given some of that stock to experiment with.


      “For now, we shouldn’t have any issues with the tinfa and lemirom, right?” I asked.


      “Yes. They don’t seem to be difficult to work with, so if they aren’t too expensive, I would love to use them back at home as well,” Fei Beim said.


      Tinfa and lemirom were vegetables Varkas had used in the dinner we had eaten at The Silver Star. Tinfa was pure white, while lemirom had an appearance similar to a dark-green flower on the verge of blooming. Those vegetables had been transported from far away, so they had been dried out in order to preserve them, but adding water made them nice and fresh again, and when we lightly boiled them as Varkas had instructed, I was able to confirm that they tasted similar to napa cabbage and broccoli.


      Varkas had prepared them in a way that made them nice and sweet using panam honey and minmi fruit, but they were plenty tasty when we just boiled them. With that said, though, neither of them asserted themselves that strongly, which made it easy to appreciate their textures, which were rather unique among vegetables.


      “We’ve got two ingredients left, buleh beans and dried fish. At the very least, this fish should let us make a pretty high-quality stock.”


      Dried aneira fish were one of the ingredients Varkas had employed in his mysterious soup dish. The fish that we had always used so far were dried saltwater fish that came from the capital. They had a flavor similar to bonitos, and they were cut open and dried out until the meat was stiff before they were transported to Genos. Aneira, on the other hand, were dried while they were still whole. Each one was around twelve to thirteen centimeters long, and they had beautiful silver scales. They reminded me of a type of flying fish called an ago, and boiling them produced a very nice stock that was sweet and pleasant.


      “I tried using them to make stock the other day at the Ruu settlement, and removing their heads and guts seemed to make its flavor less muddied. It seemed to have its own distinct taste, different from the fish stock we’ve been making up till now,” I noted.


      “But fish are expensive, aren’t they? We can only use dried fish and seaweed at banquets.”


      “From what I’ve heard, the price won’t be set until negotiations with Barud officially kick off. Barud is closer than the capital, and they catch a whole ton of these fish, so they actually might end up not being all that pricey.”


      Still, we had only been given a small number of them. It would probably be fine to wait until the price was set to teach the smaller clan chefs the details on how to work with them.


      “Next, we’ve got these buleh beans... They may be well suited to sweets, actually.”


      The beans were small, round, and reddish brown, with a shape and size similar to that of tau beans. But of course, those were more like soybeans, while these seemed to be pretty similar to red beans.


      “Naturally, just like with tau beans, we should be able to simply boil and eat them. But if we boil them along with sugar, I suspect they’ll turn out pretty good.”


      “If these are an ingredient for sweets, then it’ll be your time to shine again, right, Toor Deen?” Yun Sudra remarked, causing the young chef’s face to go red. But right as she was about to say something further, she paused, tilted her head, and said, “Huh? That’s the sound of a wagon, isn’t it? Coming from the south.”


      “A wagon? Why would one be coming here?” I wondered, tensing up a bit as I looked outside through a latticed window. Honestly, I couldn’t help but feel concerned that maybe somebody from town had come. But as the wagon slowed down and approached the kitchen where we were, I saw a very familiar face in the driver’s seat and breathed a sigh of relief as I headed over to the door.


      “What brings you here, Ryada Ruu?”
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