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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 whatever 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 marrying 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, but her voice sounded gentle and kind.

      At any rate, I sat up atop 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.

      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 been open 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 broke out in a bashful smile. 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 blazingly 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.
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