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THE BOY AND THE GIRL AND THE WHITE FLOWERS


Klass sat upon a flat rock by the road, just past a little hill.


Without anything to obstruct the view, he could see quite a ways in every direction, despite the hill not being particularly large.


Things looked the same in every direction, and although he had heard that the road continued all the way to the sea, he couldn’t see so much as a river.


Klass, just ten years and a bit more in the world, could not begin to conceive of what exactly the “sea” was.


But from what he had heard, it was not something that one could easily overlook while walking down the road, so it had to be a ways off still. He set the fat stick he was using as a walking staff down beside him and picked up a leather water skin. He wetted his lips with just a bit of the bitter, leather-flavored water. The breeze ruffled his brown hair, and he looked casually back over his shoulder.


The house that had kicked them out was long since out of sight. Klass felt more vindicated than lonely at the fact.


He didn’t know exactly why he felt that way, but in any case, the goal had entered his field of vision.


He wondered if she’d stopped because of the white flowers that were in bloom there, and indeed it was so.


Winter was over; its dry, freezing winds were at an end, and in the spring sunshine the scent of soft grass filled the air. Squatting down, gazing tirelessly, almost hungrily, at the nameless flowers, she looked not unlike a sheep.


Her head was completely covered by a hood, and the hem of her white robe nearly touched the ground.


He was close enough to see the places where the robe was slightly dirty, but from a bit farther off, she would definitely resemble a sheep.


Her name was Aryes.


She said she didn’t know how old she was, but to Klass’s frustration, she was just a bit taller than him.


Thus he’d decided that she was two years older than he was.


“Aryes!” Klass called her name, and Aryes finally looked up. “You promised we’d make it over four hills by midday!”


Although he still didn’t know what Aryes was thinking generally, Klass had grasped a few key truths.


One was that she would never do something just because he asked her to, but if he got her to make a promise, she would always keep it.


Klass wondered how many times he’d thought about leaving her behind after she’d stopped midwalk before he realized that fact.


Aryes sluggishly stood and dragged herself up the hill, looking back several times at the flowers as she went. Klass sighed at her and spoke.


“Are they that rare?”


He was still sitting on the flat rock and so looked up at her.


With her hood over her head, her face was not visible unless one was very close or looking up at her from below.


So it was that Klass had traveled with her for some time before realizing that while her expression changed little, the face beneath the hood was very lovely.


“Those are…flowers, right?” asked Aryes, as though trying to confirm something very important.


“Yup, they’re flowers. You saw them yesterday and the day before, didn’t you?”


Her cool blue eyes were cast down at the flowers that grew at the base of the hill.


Another breeze came up, causing a lock of blond hair that strayed out from under her hood to tremble.


“But…it’s really odd,” said Aryes.


“What is?”


Aryes looked at Klass for the first time, cocking her head questioningly. “There were no vases beneath those flowers. Why weren’t they wilted?”


Without so much as a furrowed brow, Klass looked down from Aryes’s face to the rest of her.


“We don’t have much water, so don’t get dirty—didn’t I tell you?”


Aryes’s hand was hidden by her sleeve. When Klass took it, he found that her fingers were dirtied with soil.


It had even gotten underneath her fingernails—her clean hands now gone to waste.


Klass was about to wipe them off with a cloth from his waist, but Aryes suddenly snatched her hand back and looked at him with suspicious eyes.


“I was told that filth comes only from the heart,” she said. “It is not good to lie.”


Klass tried to figure out something to say but finally gave up. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


The corners of Aryes’s eyes crinkled as she gave a small smile, and she nodded, satisfied.


In the end, her promise was broken—they did not make it over four hills.


However, once Aryes saw fit to preach on the subject of having broken the promise, they had lunch.


As Aryes had been strongly opposed to eating breakfast, Klass wouldn’t have been able to stand not eating a big lunch.


That said, in the burlap bag over Klass’s shoulder were seven slices of tough, tough bread made from horse oats, each slice big enough to hide his face behind, and some fried beans, a bit of salt, and one skin of water.


That was all they had been able to get from the house when they’d been chased out, and it was soon obvious that if they didn’t eat the food carefully, it would be gone before they knew it.


He’d take a certain amount of bread and beans out, but otherwise the bag stayed tightly closed.


Fortunately Aryes ate surprisingly little. Today, too, she had but ten fried beans and one-eighth of a bread slice. Gradually, bite by tough little bite, she consumed the hard oat bread, offering prayers before and after she ate.


For Klass’s part, he felt that since it was he who was giving her some of his precious food, thereby sparing her from traveling without any food at all, she should be thanking not God, but him. However, Aryes insisted that it was God who’d provided the food in the first place.


Klass felt this was somehow unfair, but he could think of no retort and was thus silent.


He had been subjected to a wide variety of unreasonable explanations of her strange behavior, but if someone had actually suggested that such explanations made her clever, Klass would’ve shaken his head.


Aryes’s most outstanding feature was her unbelievable ignorance.


“Ah…,” said Aryes, looking up. When Klass turned to see what she was looking at, he saw a brown bird flying across the sky.


As he mused that if he could catch it, pluck its feathers, and cook it, it would be tasty indeed, he remembered Aryes’s words when she’d first seen a bird and for a moment forgot how distasteful the bread was. It had made enough of an impression on him that he felt he truly knew what the word astounding meant now.


Aryes’s inquiring gaze brought him out of his reverie and back to reality.


“That’s a bird, is it not?”


“Yeah, it’s a bird. It’s not a spider, and it’s not a lizard.”


“And it’s…flying, is it not?”


“That’s right.”


He regarded Aryes’s face as he picked fragments of oat out of his teeth with his finger. She looked impressed, as though she’d been told a great secret—strange but sweet.


When Aryes had first seen a bird, she said that it was a spider crawling across the ceiling.


For a moment Klass hadn’t understood what she was saying. But as he listened to her, he realized that she thought the sky was merely another ceiling not far away and that the bird was a spider crawling across it.


Despite his surprise, Klass felt that to make sport of her confusion would reflect badly on him as a man, and so he explained to her that the sky was held up by a very tall tree, taller than she could even imagine, and that the bird was actually flying through the air, below the sky.


She’d been doubtful for a while, but as she watched birds take off from the ground and fly up into the air, she finally accepted this.


Many things went this way.


Asking why the flowers in the field didn’t wilt despite not being in vases was actually one of her less strange questions.


Aryes had apparently lived in a building surrounded by high stone walls next to the mansion where Klass has been forced to work as a servant.


She had never left the building that she could remember, and reading books was one of the few pleasures afforded her.


As time passed, Klass had come to know of the people who entered and exited the building.


From what he could tell from the rumors he collected, the master of the mansion had been tricked by people from a nation in the south into constructing the building, and those who came into and out of the building were also southerners.


Occasionally he would hear from over the walls strains of a song, but he could not understand the words and wondered if they were in the language of the south.


However, the master of the mansion seemed to have no love for his own land and spent the whole year traveling all over, and the head steward seemed not to know the particulars, or such was the collective opinion of the mansion staff.


So it went, and Klass learned that the song the occasionally heard was meant to praise God only when he heard the fact from Aryes herself.


He had heard the song about three times at close range.


“Well, shall we go?” asked Klass, popping the last bean into his mouth.


One day, suddenly, a large group of unfamiliar people came to the mansion. They brought a lot of supplies and livestock with them. When the mansion staff stopped their work to gaze at the newcomers, the finest-dressed, largest-bellied man among them introduced himself as the younger brother of the mansion’s master.


“From this moment forth, you are no longer residents of this mansion,” he said. “Gather your things and leave immediately.”


Evidently the former master of the mansion had died during his travels, and his younger brother had come to live in his place. Whatever it was he didn’t like, he kicked everyone out, including the people in the stone building.


Some cried and wailed or were stunned into silence, some took it as a joke and tried to continue working, and some even clung to the younger brother (or whoever he was) himself. Of them all, only Aryes walked unsteadily away.


Shortly thereafter, Klass ran after her, once he gathered up some of the water and bread that the mansion’s new master tossed out like so much chicken feed.


Off he ran to catch up with the girl who tottered down the road that led to the sea, as though she were being guided.


“Let’s try to make it over six hills before sunset. At this rate there’s no telling how long it’ll take us to get to the sea.”


“Is that a promise?”


“Sure, it’s a promise.”


Klass knew that Aryes would probably keep them from making it over six hills but that it would be his promise that was broken and the fault would lie with him.


But in order to get Aryes to move, he had no choice but to make the promise.


And if he was being honest, he didn’t mind terribly looking at her exasperated face as she lectured him.


Compared to being yelled at and beaten while hauling water pails all over the mansion, Klass found traveling with Aryes to be relaxing and enjoyable.


But there was one part of it that he found deeply nerve-racking. And that was nighttime.


“The night is nothing to fear. Just as the day has the sun and the night the moon, God is always watching over us.”


“…Y-yeah,” he answered in a hoarse voice, though in some strange part of his head he felt that the only things watching over them were the moon and the many stars in the sky.


They lay atop the last hill they’d reached that day.


Although he knew there was nothing and no one around, he was still a bit bashful.


“This is what God said: A person alone fears loneliness and hunger and trembles in the cold. But with two, loneliness is healed and cold’s edge softened.”


“…Yeah.”


“Are you still cold?”


Klass very nearly answered but only shook his head.


However, Aryes did not seem to believe him.


Her arms already encircled him, and she pulled him in with more strength, embracing him.


“It is good to endure hunger. But God never wishes for us to be cold.”


Though he’d now heard these words four times, Klass’s body still trembled with nervousness.


At first he’d been unable to sleep because of it, and it was all the worse now that he’d noticed just how lovely Aryes really was.


Removing her large outer robe and using it in place of a blanket, Aryes embraced Klass tightly.


Though it was spring, the nights were yet cold.
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While the travel was no great burden for Klass, different only from his previous experience in that he was now sleeping outside most nights, Aryes seemed to consider the camping a trial sent by God and did what she could to lessen it—by using her body’s warmth.


On the second night he slept soundly, thanks to his exhaustion from not sleeping the previous night. On the third night he somehow found his way past his nerves to sleep.


By the fourth night, although he’d begun to get used to the routine, he noticed how sweet Aryes’s body smelled, and as he breathed it in his face reddened. It was sweet but not sweet like the smell of honey over fresh-baked bread.


The situation inspired feelings of guilt in Klass—there was something he wasn’t telling Aryes.


“—nchoo!”


He heard her sneeze.


Here she was worrying only about other people, but Klass was sure she was cold herself, too.


She stirred slightly. “God may be angry at me for saying this,” she started to say. Klass couldn’t see her face, but he could nonetheless tell she was smiling. “But I don’t think I could have done this alone. I’m so glad you’re a girl, Klass.”


Klass had never once in his life been mistaken for a girl, and if a hundred people were asked, surely all one hundred of them would laugh at the idea’s impossibility.


But he was quite sure that Aryes sincerely believed he was a girl.


After all, the single time they’d passed a horse-drawn cart, Aryes had turned pale and said, “Is that the animal they call man?”


“I’ve gotten quite sleepy. Good night.”


Aryes was quite deft at such things, and once she said she was sleepy she would soon be asleep.


Klass deliberately did not reply and stayed silent.


Once he heard the rabbitlike sound of her sleeping breaths, he very gently nestled his head into her bosom, praying nobody was looking at them.


When he said, “Good night,” as though it was an excuse, it really was just an excuse.


That night, he suddenly awoke.


He glanced up at the sky and saw that the silver of a moon had almost crossed the entire sky.


It was the deepest part of the night.


The cold was considerable, and pushing away his shame, he put his arms back around Aryes’s body.


He stirred for a moment but finally found a comfortable position and took another breath.


It was very still all around, and the only sound was that of Aryes’s breathing.


Back when he’d slept in the mansion’s barn, there was never a single moment of quiet.


Rats were constantly scurrying around in search of overlooked scraps of livestock feed, and they’d come crawling into his clothes whenever they liked. The eyes of the snakes and owls that fed on the rats gleamed in the darkness, and those were hardly the only night visitors. There were foxes after the chickens and wolves after the sheep.


When they sensed danger, the horses would stir and struggle, and the clucking and crowing of the chickens would reach a crescendo as they ran about.


The nights he spent with Aryes were so quiet his ears rang with the silence.


And when the sun rose and morning came, there was no one to work him like a dog and none of the endless chores. Falling asleep had never before been such a pleasure.


While he’d been surprised to be thrown out of the mansion, he didn’t understand why the other servants had been so stricken by it that they’d wept. They didn’t have to do chores anymore.


It was true that they didn’t have much more food left, but he was sure they’d reach the sea before they ran out of food. The sea was apparently full of fish, so all they had to do was catch some and eat them. And if they could do that, why not just live there?


He wasn’t sure if Aryes had ever seen a fish. Surely not. He’d have to explain to her, then—explain that they were animals that could swim underwater without drowning.


He let slip a soft laugh at the thought of it. It was very quiet.


Klass then tried to chase such things from his head and go back to sleep, whereupon he heard the faintest hint of a new sound.


Thup, thup, thup went the quiet sound.


It might have been Aryes’s heartbeat.


Klass thought it mysterious that he could hear it so clearly, despite the swell of her chest—but then he realized something strange.


He could hear the sound from his other ear—his right ear, which was pressed to the ground.


Thup, thup, thup went the sound.


“What could it be?” he murmured to himself.


Immediately he reached back to grasp the stick he was using as a walking staff.


“Wo—”


Wolf, he was about to shout, but he swallowed the word, raising his head and looking around.


Ba-bump, ba-bump roared a pulse in his ears. It was the sound of his own heart.


The beating of his heart seemed to force breath audibly from his mouth.


He swallowed hard and looked to the right. Then to the left.


The moon was in the sky, and visibility was good.


But he could see no sign of a wolf.


“Aryes, Aryes.”


His palms were sweaty, and his throat was dry.


He shook Aryes’s shoulder and looked around but could see nothing.


But whatever it was out there seemed to have noticed the change in Klass. He felt the change in the mood.


Anyone that slept in a barn knew—whether they wanted to know or not—that wolves were special.


Those golden eyes shining in the dark of night.


Though Aryes had finally awoken, her focus had yet to fall on him, and she was so seemingly helpless it made him want to fool her.


Klass pulled his staff close and looked out again over the land.


Wolves rarely attacked humans, or so Klass believed. Three times before they’d jumped over his head with a chicken in their jaws, but he couldn’t help wondering if that was because there’d been chickens to eat.


There it was again, the sound—thup, thup, thup, thup—seemingly louder than it was before.


He was sure of it—they were watching him, sharpening their fangs.


What should I do? he asked himself silently over and over again. He wasn’t considering taking Aryes and trying to run away, mostly because the moment he moved he was sure they would attack.


What should I do?


Aryes finally seemed to come completely awake and looked at Klass uncertainly.


It chilled him like cold water over his head, and he tried to put his finger to his lips.


“What’s wrong?” asked Aryes, sitting up, just as they heard an indescribably beautiful howl.


“Wh-wha—?” Aryes looked frantically around, utterly bewildered.


In his gut, Klass felt like he wanted to cry, wanted to rage, but managed somehow to endure the stabbing feeling and jumped to his feet, looking ahead, and then he saw it.


He saw in a moment that the many shadows that fluttered atop the moonlit hills melted into the dark of night at the reverberation of the howl.


An instant later, his eyes met the golden irises of another’s.


“Hurry—hurry, we have to go!” Trembling, his hand shook as he grabbed the burlap sack and took the hand of a bewildered Aryes.


And even then, he was frozen, unable to stand.


The wolves had stopped trying to hide their footfalls, which now sounded like a gust of wind blowing through the forest.


He was too scared to stop his teeth from chattering, but he mustered up enough courage to hold his staff at the ready.


He pushed Aryes behind him, terrified but brandishing his staff like a spear.


The wolves dove into a pool of darkness as they descended the hill, and then they charged back out of the depths.


Transfixed by their golden irises, he felt with strange clarity the sensation of his own mouth splitting in a wolflike smile.


Fear was forcing him to bare his teeth.


But the wolves, of course, were not flinching from their charge—


“—Huh?”


Suddenly, the lead wolf jumped sideways.


It was so jarring that for a moment, Klass wondered if someone had shot an arrow at it.


The wolves passed Klass and Aryes, hitting the ground and wheeling back around. They were so close that he could see every one of the hairs on their raised hackles.


But their gaze was not on Klass and Aryes, their intended prey—it was on something farther off, and they crouched low. Fangs bared, they growled, their forepaws poised to jump.


They could’ve pounced at any time, but they seemed less like they were hunting prey and more like they were turning to face an enemy.


Had they been shaken by Klass’s courage?


Unrelated to such thoughts, the wolves were watching a single point, and then an instant later, they jumped and scattered.


It took a moment for Klass to realize that they had all run away.


They had fled farther and faster than they’d arrived.


The overwhelming sense of danger was entirely gone, without leaving so much as the feeling of having been saved.


Klass, stunned, watched the wolves retreat, and for a moment he didn’t think about anything at all.


The only reason he looked back at Aryes was that she’d touched his back.


“Wh-what happened?” She was trembling slightly.


“There were wolves…That was a close one,” he said, hands still tight around his staff. He had no intention of teasing Aryes for her shaking but still hadn’t realized that he was shaking himself.


Aryes cocked her head slightly. “Wo…wolves?”


She sneezed charmingly. Aryes didn’t know what a wolf was. That meant her shivering had to be out of nothing more than the chill.


Klass looked at the staff he’d brandished as a spear, his lip curling. Disappointed, he dropped it.


“Wolves. They were about to attack us just now, weren’t they? They attack people, and they attack livestock.”


“Oh, my. Are they…men?”


Klass wondered if she was making fun of him.


But then he remembered the words of the mansion’s stable master, who’d been old enough to be his father. “Yeah. Men are wolves.”


At those words, finally Aryes’s face evidenced some fear, and she drew a quick breath, looking around.


“It’s all right. They’ve all gone off some—”


But he didn’t finish his sentence.


Since in the space of a moment, his face had been pressed into Aryes’s soft chest, and he couldn’t so much as breathe.


“Ngh…guh…”


“Do not worry! I will…er, no, ah—God will protect us. There is nothing to fear!” she said, hugging him tightly. Klass was now more scared of her than the wolves.


What if right here, he was to tell her the truth, that he was a boy? What would she do?


Even Klass knew that it was wrong to lie and to deceive people.


But when he moved his head slightly and caught his breath, Aryes’s scent filled his nostrils.


The scent was more than enough to erase the memory of terror about the attack, though their lives had only just been saved.


He decided to stay quiet on the matter for a bit longer.


“Still, I wonder what scared them off.”


He had definitely gotten the sense that the wolves had been startled.


What could possibly scare off an entire pack of wolves?


He glanced in the direction they’d been looking, but all he could see was the grassy landscape and the pools of darkness, and he felt nothing particularly ominous or monstrous about it.


Still in Aryes’s arms, he could not, of course, answer the question for certain, but his nervousness was long gone. Evidently with the skin warmth that followed a cold sweat, sleepiness came soon after. He yawned hugely.


Aryes loosened her embrace when Klass squirmed a bit, and though it pained him to do so, he finally forced the words out.


“I think we’re safe now. Let’s sleep. There are still hours before morning.”


Aryes finally nodded at those words.


It was then that the uncertainty disappeared from her face.


The next day started with the early-rising Aryes waking him.


For a moment he flashed back to the previous night, but there were no wolves to be seen, with only their footprints left in the plains as proof that the night’s events hadn’t been a dream.


The morning played out much as it had before.


The only parts that were different was the worry that came with their dwindling food and water supplies—that and Aryes’s complexion having improved a bit and that she said her feet hurt.


Aryes’s problem could be solved by taking a short break, but the water issue troubled Klass greatly. He’d heard from travelers that passed through the lord’s estate that one could go a week on an empty stomach but that three days without water would kill a man.


“You don’t happen to know where a river is, do you?” he asked Aryes, just in case.


The plains seemed to continue on forever, the narrow road through them likewise. It was now the fifth day since they’d left the house, so they had to have traveled a considerable distance. He’d heard one could circumnavigate the world in two months.


While some part of him still couldn’t help but make light of Aryes’s naiveté since she’d apparently lived within walls her entire life, even Klass himself had never realized the world was so very large.


It made him unreasonably angry, and he walked faster.


Midday passed and evening came, and despite the breaks for Aryes’s sake and the slowness of their pace, they’d climbed their twelfth hill of the day, the most so far.


And all that met his eye was grass, trees, and hill after hill after hill.


When he looked back, he saw Aryes behind him, whose interest in insects and flowers had been replaced by the exhaustion of the long trek. She had stopped a ways down the hill, and showed no sign of walking any farther.


For his part, Klass could easily keep walking, and the fact that they’d failed to reach another town yet because of their slow pace frustrated him.


Aryes could walk farther, he was quite sure. Just as he sighed and was about to call out to her, she squatted down right where she stood.


Just a bit of water. The unseen next town. The sea at the end of the road, whether it was there or not. And the unimaginably wide world.


Such words floated up in his mind, stirring up his irritation. Up until the previous day the travel had been relaxed, but today all he could feel was that they were moving too slowly.


It made him want to click his tongue in frustration, and he didn’t bother hiding it.


As usual, she didn’t move.


“…Ugh.”


He was so angry that he didn’t want to bother raising his voice and for a moment even considered leaving here there.


It was just one road, so even she shouldn’t get lost.


Just as he was thinking about how nice that would be, there was a strange sound.


“…?”


He looked at Aryes, who had one hand on the ground.


And then—


“A-Aryes!”


She moved, and just as Klass thought she might get up, she vomited onto the ground.


It was so unexpected that he couldn’t move. Aryes didn’t so much as look up before collapsing onto her side.


Klass tossed his bag aside and ran to her.


“Aryes! Aryes!”


He was more stunned than worried.


Rushing to her side and picking her up in his arms, he pulled her hood back and called her name.


Aryes slumped, unmoving, and past her open mouth, he saw her slack tongue and couldn’t help but think of a dying sheep.


“Aryes!”


It wasn’t concern that replaced his surprise—it was terror.


Aryes was going to die.


Wanting to cry, he shook her shoulders. He slapped her face. But there was no reaction.


A wave of fear rose up within him—now Klass was the one who felt nauseated.


Immediately thereafter, Aryes vomited again.


Thank goodness, Klass thought. She’s not dead.


His relief lasted but a moment, though, as with nothing more to expel, she curled into a ball and moaned in pain.


Klass rubbed the tears from his eyes, took the handkerchief from his side, and wiped Aryes’s mouth with it.


After that, he didn’t know what else to do.


The words healing herbs occurred to him, but he seriously doubted the grass that surrounded them would have any effect at all.


Aryes’s pained breathing was getting quieter and quieter. It made him imagine her life as a flickering flame, and the thought brought tears anew.


He wondered if she hadn’t been tired but ill.


If he’d known, he would have taken more breaks from walking.


The excuses and regrets swirled around in his heart, but no words save Aryes’s name came from his mouth.


And yet he did call her name, shaking her slack shoulders.


“Ugh…what…what should I do…?”


He could not bring himself to say what he was thinking: Somebody help me.


No one would help him in a place like this.


And if someone did come, it would probably be the useless God that Aryes was always praying to.


Yet in the bottom of his heart, he wished deeply for someone—even that bogus deity—to come and save them.


“Oh, God…”


And when he heard it, he thought it was the voice of God: “Whatever happened here?”


He looked up, totally shocked to hear another voice, but he couldn’t make out its source through his teary eyes.


He rubbed them and looked again.


There was no one there.


“What…?”


Tears began to well up again.


“What happened here, boy?”


Behind him.


Klass looked back, and indeed, someone was standing there, backlit by the sun.


“Ill, is she?”


The clear voice didn’t seem to match its tone. Since the figure was backlit and Klass was still sitting, he couldn’t ascertain its height or face.


But pathetically, the simple fact that someone other than him was now present caused tears to overflow anew.


“I-I-I don’t know…Sh-she just fell over, and…”


“Hmm,” the shadowy figure murmured, lightly whirling around to regard Klass from in front of him.


It was a woman.


She peered at Aryes’s profile. “Hmph, this looks like—” Klass unconsciously straightened.


The woman continued.


“’Tis simple exhaustion,” she proclaimed anticlimactically.


“…Huh?”


“Look at how hard her legs are,” said the woman, reaching out to put her hand on the prone Aryes’s calf.


“B-b-but—”


“She asked many times for a rest, did she not?” added the woman flatly. “And worse, she hasn’t been eating properly. ’Tis no surprise she fell.”
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