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      Prologue: Over in the Empire


      Within the heart of the empire’s palace was a room, one lacking a throne but with lavish furnishings nevertheless. This was one of the emperor’s several parlors.


      At the moment, the room’s master—the emperor—was wearing a smile that evoked in his daughter, the seventh imperial princess, a sense of foreboding.


      “Did Your Majesty say the Black Forest?” the princess asked, her tone dubious.


      “Indeed,” the emperor replied blithely. “A most interesting man, no?”


      In response to her father’s cheery delivery of an outrageous statement, she could only muster a feeble, “I see.”


      The Black Forest was an expansive forest covering a significant portion of the kingdom’s territory. Within its bounds, violent wolves, bears, and tigers were known to roam, and even the herbivorous deer were said to be a threat. A single mistake in that place could lead to death, and a normal person would beat a hasty retreat before they managed to spend even one full day beneath the canopy.


      Supposedly, a run-of-the-mill blacksmith lived and plied his trade from within that infamous forest. That was the news the emperor had just relayed to her. To take his words for anything but a joke required substantial effort.


      “So? Do you have business with this eccentric you speak of?” she asked.


      “In a sense. You recall the outcries for revolution a while ago?”


      “Yes. Everything is being tidied up neatly.”


      “Actually, because of a...blunder, we detained a certain mercenary...” the emperor said with a dry chuckle. “However, she was quickly rescued, and by none other than the blacksmith.”


      “That’s...”


      At the time, every city had been thrown into a state of chaos. The cleanup was proceeding, but it couldn’t be denied that there was still unresolved commotion. It would take some time before all was well again.


      The princess had a difficult time believing that a common blacksmith could carry out a rescue mission in the midst of such turmoil. Had the information come from anyone other than the emperor, she would have laughed it off.


      And although her father was fond of jokes, the princess well knew that he seldom jested in moments like these.


      Looking at her father’s amused visage, she was struck again by a bad premonition.


      “Won’t you go and have a look?” the emperor asked. “I’d like for you to invite him here.”


      “Do you not intend to eliminate the mercenary and blacksmith both?”


      Regardless of whether it had been the empire’s mistake or not, the two had gleaned a portion of the nation’s secrets. The fact that they lived in the depths of the Black Forest, territory where most dared not enter, meant that they were skilled. Thus, these were not people the empire could afford to overlook.


      “We stand to lose more than we gain by employing such a tactic,” replied the emperor.


      “I could concede that in the case of the mercenary...but the blacksmith too? He is no more than an average tradesman, no?”


      “On paper, yes.” Her father brought a hand to his furrowed brow. “Considering the circumstances, I have, of course, probed into his background. But nothing much has turned up, except for one piece of information: his works are high quality.”


      “Perhaps he is nothing more than a skilled craftsman,” she suggested.


      “I’ve entertained the possibility,” he replied, raising an eyebrow. “But the number of unknowns is exceptionally high.”


      “Do you mean to suggest that...information has been purposefully concealed?”


      “That’s my hypothesis. Aren’t you curious about this man who the kingdom has gone through such great lengths to hide?” Her father’s lips split into a grin.


      The princess sighed deeply. “I suppose.” And with a second great sigh, she conceded. “I will prepare. Please let me know if there is anything else you should like me to do before I depart, father.”


      He nodded, calm and collected. “I leave it in your hands.”


      Without another word, she curtsied and took her leave. The room which had borne witness to the father and daughter’s discussion sank into silence.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Ordinary Days in the Black Forest


      “We really went through a lot...” I mused to myself, recalling the adventure my family and I had just returned from.


      It had all started when Samya remembered seeing a rare type of stone in the Black Forest. We’d decided to venture into the unknown, camping along the way, and coincidentally, we had encountered a fellow mercenary of Helen’s named Flore. The climax of our journey? A showdown with a dragon! Overall, we were only gone a handful of days, but they had been packed with adventure.


      The day after we got home was perfectly ordinary. I woke up and went to the lake to bathe Krul, our drake, and Lucy, a wolf pup (and a magical beast) who we’d taken in after she’d lost her mother. I also wanted to freshen myself up.


      During the last several days, Krul had picked up dirt and dust from our extended travels, so she enjoyed her rinsing more than usual.


      After I wiped down Lucy, she shook her body to dry off, sending water flying everywhere, but that was par for course for our little girl.


      I refilled our water jugs at the lake, and Krul and I split the load on our way back to the cabin. Home again, I commenced breakfast prep while the others in the family got ready for the day.


      My family now had quite a few members: Samya, a beastfolk I’d saved from the brink of death; Rike, a dwarven blacksmith who was also my apprentice; Diana, the young lady of the Eimoor comital family who’d come to live with us after I’d helped resolve a family conflict; and Lidy, an elf who’d first hired me to repair an heirloom sword and who I’d reunited with on a military expedition to exterminate a monster nest.


      The fifth and final member—not including me, Lucy, or Krul—was Helen. She had commissioned a pair of custom model swords from me. Later on, I’d helped extract her from the empire when she’d gotten wrapped up in a revolutionary crisis.


      The others were all women, so even though they had no work that took them outside in the mornings, they still needed more time than me to get ready. In the meantime, I made soup and baked flatbread.


      The time we’d gone to visit Sandro at his restaurant, The Gold-Tusked Boar, he’d served us an unending course of delicious dishes, despite the fact that the eatery had been packed with other customers. The gap between his skills and mine was vast, but such was the prowess of a pro. I may have been granted production-related cheat abilities when I first came to this world, but they only put me a touch above the average tradesman.


      These cheats, however, meant I was still more skilled than most, and those skills no doubt enriched our everyday lives. I had no intention of using my cheats to get rich—the most important thing to me was that the six of us lived in harmony.


      And so, after we finished breakfast, we moved to the forge to begin smithing. I heated the firebed and furnace, then we divvied up the tasks and got to work.


      Our present assignment was to forge a total of fifty hoes, with a daily quota of ten. We already had eleven complete—they’d been forged before we’d embarked on our treasure hunt. Assuming we met our target today too, we would have around thirty left to make, which we could finish in three days. At that pace, we’d be able to make our deadline with ease.


      The problem...came after that.


      No, I wasn’t worried about making our quotas, but rather, about the fast-approaching rainy season. The heavens had done their best to hold back the storms until this point, but they would soon hit their limit.


      Samya had even said, “I wouldn’t be surprised if it started to rain tomorrow.” That was how close the rains were.


      We were running out of time. We had to prepare.


      Forge Eizo always made large deliveries to our merchant partner, Camilo, but I hoped to push back our next drop-off date by two or three weeks. We could spend the extra time preparing for the rainy season, as well as crafting a shared trinket for the family. That was, of course, depending on how much inventory Camilo had left.


      Regardless, we first had to finish up our current order.


      The sound of hammering reverberated through the workshop. Rike and Helen sang as they worked (Helen was a good singer), and thanks to their enthusiasm, four days flew by fast, our tasks proceeding like clockwork.


      In the end, we made fifty-six hoes—more than our target. Camilo would have no complaints.


      The night we hit our quota, we celebrated with a toast, a humble reward for our hard work. Afterward, we stayed around the dinner table to discuss our upcoming plans.


      “I’m in favor of staying in,” Samya said regarding the upcoming rains. “We beastfolk bed down in our dens for the season.”


      “Makes sense,” Diana concurred.


      No one else seemed to have any objections either, but I spoke up with my concerns. “The thought of holing ourselves up in the house...is a little depressing.”


      We were blacksmiths by trade, which meant that our work was conducted entirely indoors. The trip to the lake for water and our nightly spars were the only times we got to breathe fresh air. Getting rid of those moments completely would certainly deal a blow to our mental health.


      “If only we had a place that would provide cover and allow us to enjoy the outside air,” I said.


      “Like a covered terrace, right?” Rike suggested. “It would block the rain but let the breeze through.”


      “Good idea.”


      I looked around to gauge everyone else’s reactions; no one seemed opposed.


      That settles it. We’re building a terrace. 


      “Any other must-haves before we cloister ourselves in...?” I asked the group.


      Lidy replied, “We’ll need to go hunting and stock up on meat,” and Helen’s stance was, “I only came to live here recently, so I’m gonna leave the decisions up to you all.”


      I nodded. Well, that should just about round off the to-do list. 


      “To sum it up, we should hunt whatever we need as soon as we can. When the rains start, we’ll avoid leaving the house as much as possible and do what we can indoors,” I concluded. “Sounds about right?”


      The biggest problem I could foresee was Krul...but she might figure it out for herself when I took her to retrieve water, clever girl that she was.


      “All right then, let’s give it our all tomorrow,” I said, bringing our day to a close.


      We were going to be heading to Camilo’s the following day, another step in our familiar routine. After finishing my preparations, I turned in to rest and relax.


      The next morning, we completed our daily chores and then worked together to load the large number of hoes onto the cart.


      Krul watched us work—I thought I could see a spark of anticipation burning in her eyes. She was always particularly enthusiastic when it came to pulling a heavy load or going a long distance, and once we arrived at our destination, we always made sure to shower her with praises for her extra effort.


      Once we stacked up all fifty-some-odd hoes, I hitched Krul to the cart, and we all piled in.


      When Diana went to pick Lucy up and help her onto the cart, Lucy leaned into a deep crouch. Our little wolf was staring intently at the platform.


      Is she challenging herself to jump in? She looks kind of like a cat right now... 


      With a sudden burst of energy, Lucy sprang into the air.


      Well, what do you know!


      But...I had celebrated too early. Lucy fell short of her target by about ten centimeters and landed back on the ground with a thump. Behaving like nothing had happened, she padded over to Diana as if to say, “Mama, pick me up!”


      Well, she’ll make the mark sooner or later. 


      Diana lifted Lucy and climbed onto the cart. Her eyes were twinkling with excitement, but since she had her hands full, my shoulder made it out safe.


      Today, the air in the Black Forest hung damp and heavy, as if to proclaim that the rainy season was near. Had I been initially dumped into the forest by the Watchdog during this season, I would’ve had a very different first impression; straight away, it would’ve been obvious why the forest was rumored to be a terrifying place.


      Samya’s nose twitched as she sniffed the air. When I asked her about it, she answered, “It’s hard to pick out different scents when it’s so humid.” I assumed it was because the moisture enhanced each individual smell, or perhaps because the trees were giving off more phytoncides.


      With Samya working at a disadvantage, our defenses were slightly weaker. Even so, Helen was accompanying us, so I doubted we’d run into any trouble.


      The family stayed cautious as we weaved our way through the forest. Once, through the gaps between trees, I caught a glimpse of tree deer far away. Since I was able to see it despite the distance, it had to be big.


      Lucy watched the deer as well, her tail lashing back and forth. Maybe she had sensed its gaze.


      Even though her tail was wagging, she didn’t bark. Had she realized that barking would be a pointless endeavor? If so, she would be quite the superstar. I rewarded her with a pat on the head, and her tail went wild.


      After observing the tree deer for a moment, Samya muttered, “They’ve begun their gorge...”


      “Oh?” I asked.


      “If we want one, we’ll have to hunt this week,” Samya explained. “They’ll retreat to their dens before long to wait out the rain.”


      Tree deer went into seclusion during the rainy season too. Their hides offered protection to be sure, but the rains likely sapped their strength, making them vulnerable to the bears and wolves that were sure to come sniffing around.


      To frame it another way—bear encounters would be more common during the season.


      “I’m counting on you for the hunt,” I told Samya. “We do need meat, but watch out for bears.”


      “But of course,” she replied, her head held high.


      Of all the animals we were most likely to run into, the bears that lived here posed the biggest threat. Samya had almost lost her life to one once.


      I peeked over at Diana, Lidy, and Helen, who all nodded back. We were a strong party; we knew how to watch our backs.


      Luckily, nothing unusual happened in the forest. We left the trees for the road. From there, the city was only a short ride away.


      Above us, the clouds hung heavy. The sky didn’t look like it was going to pour any second now, but neither was there a single ray of sunshine. This kind of scenery screamed that it was the perfect opportunity for misfortune to strike.


      When the city became visible, I let out a laugh. “With this weather, it looks as if the entire city is wrapped up in some horrible conspiracy. Almost like a page taken straight out of an illustrated novel.”


      A rumble of thunder would complete the staging for the suspense story.


      “It’s because the weather isn’t in the least bit refreshing,” Diana said. As a member of a noble house, she had experienced scenes of tension and drama in real life.


      Rike and Lidy chuckled, but Samya and Helen looked like they had no idea what we were talking about.


      They might not have read such stories very often. Maybe I’ll ask Camilo for some books next time...


      Once in the city, we took the roads we always did. Lidy had attracted a lot of attention in the capital because she was an elf, but people here paid her little mind. If anything, Lucy, who was peering out from the cart, was the star of the show. Even the stern bear of a stall keeper who had a perpetual scowl on his face waved to Lucy when he thought no one was looking.


      Cuteness is justice, after all. Liking cute things wasn’t a crime.


      As Lucy single-handedly (single-pawedly) spread her love through the streets, we made our way to Camilo’s shop.


      When we arrived at the store, we rode around to the storehouse and got off the cart. I unhitched Krul, and Lucy leaped off by herself. Even though the platform was fairly high (high enough that she couldn’t jump in, at least), she stuck the landing with no trouble.


      Diana had been prepared to help Lucy down, and she watched the pup now with a complex expression somewhere between lonely and delighted.


      Maybe magical beasts mature faster than their counterparts. 


      In the back garden, we left Krul and Lucy to the care of the shop apprentice. Lucy’s tail was wagging as usual, full of anticipation for the play session. Krul, on the other hand, lay down in the shade of a tree, from where she could watch over Lucy. She had become quite the responsible big sister.


      With our hearts warmed by the scene, we went upstairs to the conference room. Camilo came in soon after. There was no way he wasn’t busy, but he was diligent as always.


      “How’s everything?” I asked in greeting.


      “Business as usual,” he replied. “I’ve finally eked out a corner for myself in the republic’s markets.”


      “That’s good news. Congratulations.”


      “Thanks.” He rubbed at his mustache. Is he embarrassed? 


      The fact that he’d been able to continuously grow his business was nothing short of amazing.


      “Anyway, I’ll be counting on your hard work from here on out too,” he continued. “Can you handle it?” His attitude had flipped on his head, and he was observing my reaction with a faint air of meekness.


      “At our currently agreed upon quantities, I can keep the deliveries coming for as long as you want them. If anything, you’re doing me a favor.”


      “That’s good to hear,” Camilo said, and we traded smiles.


      Regardless of how exceptional the weapons we forged were, there was always a finite limit to demand. To put it in extreme terms, if every citizen in the kingdom owned one knife each, we would no longer be able to sell our knives here. Realistically speaking, that would never happen, but demand was bound to decrease, at least gradually. The products we sold were consumable goods, but they were hardly going to break in a month or two.


      Therefore, our only option was to seek out new markets. The empire...was going to be occupied for the foreseeable future, so if we wanted to expand our sales, the most obvious choice was the republic, a nation which also bordered the kingdom.


      After pleasantries, Camilo moved on to the purpose of our visit. “The hoes are the only inventory you have for me today, right?”


      “Yeah. There’re a little more than fifty,” I responded.


      “Reliable as always.”


      Camilo looked over at the head clerk, who nodded and exited the room to check the quantity and quality of our goods, both of which I had complete confidence in. I’d crafted the hoes with my cheats, so they should stand out from the other goods on the market. I wasn’t particularly worried.


      “By the way, about the empire...” Camilo brought this up casually, as if the subject had just now come to mind.


      Helen was seated next to me today, and I felt her stiffen. I reached out underneath the table and took her hand in mine.


      “All is unfolding more or less exactly how the count previously explained,” he stated.


      “So, the rebellion has been suppressed, the emperor is reforming the government, and peace is being restored?” I asked, trying to confirm.


      He nodded. “That about covers it. But...the situation is still a mess.”


      Since the empire was a neighboring nation, it was far from being a foreign land. Regardless of the fact that we’d been obligated to infiltrate it, I still hoped the turmoil would die down relatively quickly. Needless to say, certain sacrifices might have to be made for that to happen...


      “Well, the uprisings are still considered recent news after all,” I pointed out.


      It hadn’t been that long since the initial unrest. If the empire bounced back too quickly, word would get out that the insurrection had been nothing more than a small thorn in the empire’s side. It was thus necessary to drag out the cleanup process along a plausible timeline while keeping the actual damages to a minimum.


      In my eyes, the emperor was far from a celestial being, but I still felt a pang of sympathy when I considered the work that was ahead of him.


      “Also, once everything settles down, Helen should be able to relax,” said Camilo. “No point in sparking a fire after all is quiet again. I doubt there’s anyone eager to invite the controversy Helen’s testimony is sure to bring. Anyone left, that is.”


      “Her capture was originally just a show for the benefit of the emperor’s subjects, right?”


      “Yeah. It would’ve been unusual to simply let her escape, but at this point, they’re just waiting for the right opportunity to revoke the decree.”


      Helen looked relieved. Diana and Rike both showed her their support too, saying, “Thank goodness.”


      Once the decree was canceled, Helen could return to being a mercenary. That would be good for her. At least, if that was what she wanted—she now had a home to come back to, after all.


      With that settled, I changed the subject. “By the way, we’re heading into the rainy season, correct? I want to put a pause on our deliveries for two, three weeks. Is that okay with you? We can visit once if that’ll put you in a hard spot.”


      “Oh, right. It’s already that time of year...” Camilo mumbled. “No, don’t worry. We have plenty of other inventory to sell.”


      There was no pushback to my proclamation that we were planning to go underground. It wasn’t as if our weapons were the only wares Camilo carried.


      Right at that moment, the head clerk returned, having completed his inspection. He met Camilo’s gaze and nodded. I had been pretty sure our goods would meet the standard, but it was still nice to have confirmation.


      “You came at just the right time,” Camilo said to the clerk. “Can you make sure Eizo gets extra of all the supplies?” He smiled cheekily. “And see that he pays extra too.”


      The clerk must’ve been on the same page as Camilo, for he grinned as well and replied, “Understood,” before running out again.


      We had our own stockpile of supplies, but it was still a massive help to get replenishment for the three weeks we’d be holed up.


      After that, we talked about the empire for a little longer. The people who had escaped the empire were slowly trickling back in (considering the circumstances, they were being let in without penalty), and there were merchants from the empire who’d resumed their business here in the kingdom. Apparently, the giants, a race who lived in great numbers in the empire’s capital, could now be seen once in a while in these parts, though we hadn’t run across any today.


      All seemed to be settling down; however, a few of the people who’d come from the empire might’ve still been pursuing Helen, so we couldn’t let down our guard just yet.


      Soon, the head clerk came back. We took our proceeds for the day and then started to prepare for the trip home.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      “You don’t have any special requests, right?” Camilo double-checked as we were leaving the conference room.


      “No, just the usual,” I answered.


      He nodded. “Then I’ll see you in three weeks.”


      “Yeah.”


      After shaking hands, we parted.


      In the garden, the apprentice was playing with Lucy. We’d given him permission last time (which made it sound all official, but it hadn’t been anything big), so he wasn’t bothered when we appeared.


      I hoped he would play with her even after she grew up, but she had been a wolf before becoming a magical beast, so I thought she might grow to be quite massive...


      “As usual, thanks for looking after these kids.” I passed him a tip for taking care of Krul and Lucy.


      “Not at all,” he responded.


      This exchange too was slowly becoming part of our routine. Once he was promoted, would someone take his place? Until that time came, it was my pleasure doing business with him as well.


      After hitching Krul to the cart, we put the shop behind us. Oppressive clouds hung over the city, and even the rowdy main road possessed a slightly somber atmosphere.


      “It looks like it’s going to rain,” I said, peering up at the sky.


      Samya turned her face upward and sniffed the air. Lucy mimicked Samya, her nose twitching as she did so. My shoulder’s HP decreased slightly.


      “It’s not gonna pour, but it might drizzle,” Samya concluded.


      “Then once we’re out of the city, let’s hurry home.”


      When Rike heard Samya’s prediction, she urged Krul to go faster. We hadn’t prepared for rain, so we would be in a dicey position if the weather didn’t hold. Considering that the rainy season was about to begin, we shouldn’t have been so careless.


      We left the city at a brisk pace and picked up even more speed on the road. Krul trilled happily as she ran. As long as we didn’t encounter any problems, I thought it might be a good idea to travel at this speed all the time.


      Along the way, we passed a few other horse-drawn carts flying down the road. It was amusing to see the travelers’ reactions—just like other people we’d encountered previously, the common first response to our speed was surprise...followed by understanding once they saw we had a drake hauling our cart.


      Anyway, it was undeniable that our Krul was brilliant.


      “Incidentally, why is there a rainy season?” I asked.


      The seasons on Earth had been an effect of the sun’s rotation. However, since the laws of astronomy didn’t seem to apply in this world, what caused the seasons?


      Lidy said, “Oh, that’s because...” before launching into an explanation.


      Other than the sun god and the moon goddess, there were also goddesses of the earth and the clouds—just like back on Earth (though, whether Earth’s goddesses actually existed was another question). The sun god had many wives, one of whom was the earth goddess.


      The sun was an orb of all the god’s blessings, and as it happened, those blessings not only befell the children of man, but also the earth goddess. In her happiness, she brought forth crops and plants. The reason produce was seasonal and very few things grew in winter was because the sun god’s blessings waxed and waned over the course of the year.


      In addition, the cloud goddess occasionally filled the sky to undermine the earth goddess—who received benediction throughout the seasons—for she too was married to the sun god. “Why will you not bestow your blessings upon me?” she would ponder, and the tears she cried became rain.


      The clouds were usually white, for the cloud goddess was pure and honest, but the more her negative emotions built, the darker the clouds would turn. This happened only occasionally, but once a year, she would get worked up and all her pent up feelings would come pouring out. That purge became the rainy season.


      One always felt refreshed after a good cry. That was the same for everyone regardless of gender and apparently, regardless of the world you lived in. Similarly, the phrase “struck by lightning” was both a description of an actual phenomenon and an idiom, and it held the same meaning in both worlds.


      After being rejuvenated by her cry, the cloud goddess would sweep away the clouds. With her mood lifted, she would cast her own blessings upon the world’s children, and thanks to her powers, the crops would grow ever more green and luscious.


      Practically speaking, crops needed rain to grow, so the rain was actually a blessing in and of itself. However, if word of that ever reached the cloud goddess’s ears, the rain clouds would grow even heavier.


      In any case, the temperamental side of the gods and goddesses in this world made them resemble people. In my previous world, the Greek gods had possessed startlingly humanlike personalities as well. Maybe that was just how some gods were.


      Though, it would’ve been too predictable if I incurred the wrath of the gods by saying any of that out loud...so I hid my thoughts away in my heart.


      Right as we were about to enter the forest, I felt the first few drops of rain on my face. It was finally starting to fall.


      That being said, this rain was the smallest of drizzles, so beneath the canopy of the trees, I hardly felt anything at all. The boughs formed a natural arcade.


      “It’s still bearable right now, but let’s hurry,” Samya urged. “The floodgates will open soon, and we don’t want to be caught in the downpour.”


      Rike nodded. Krul chirruped, and we sped onward toward home.




      We passed through the organic arcade and arrived back at the cabin. No trees grew in the clearing, so the light drizzle came fluttering down upon us.


      After unhitching Krul, we unloaded the supplies, working quickly, doing our best to prevent them from getting wet. Despite our efforts, some of it still ended up damp (luckily, the seasonings and spices were safely stored in lidded jars), but everything would probably dry by the time we needed to use it.


      We were wet too, but we ushered Krul and Lucy back into their hut first. In the meantime, Diana grabbed towels from the house, and we used them to tousle the two of them dry.


      “Stay inside until it stops raining, okay?” I told them.


      “Kululu.”


      “Bark!”


      They responded brightly in their own ways, as if to confirm they understood. I petted them as a reward.


      Good girl. Good girl.


      Krul licked my face, and Lucy wagged her tail.


      After we’d tucked in the kids, we returned to the cabin and went to our rooms to towel off and change. This would’ve been the ideal time to warm up in a bath...if only we had one. I brewed a weak tea for us instead.


      As we drank the tea, I suggested, “We should seize this opportunity to make something that’ll store a ton of rainwater in one go.”


      We wouldn’t be able to use the water for drinking (we boiled the lake water for that), but we could still use it for other parts of our day-to-day life. We wouldn’t even need anything fancy—it could be a side project.


      “Seems convenient, but won’t the water degrade if it sits for too long?” Lidy asked. She was our resident agriculturist after all.


      “I don’t plan for us to drink it, but you’re right. It would be a problem if the water went bad.”


      Lidy nodded. “It could become a breeding ground for illnesses.”


      That was true. Cisterns could breed bacteria, and we could fall sick if we weren’t careful. At the end of the day, this was unsterilized rainwater we were talking about.


      “All right, let’s keep it small—something just big enough for two to three days,” I decided. “And we should build in a way to drain it.”


      Lidy nodded in agreement. “That sounds reasonable.”


      It’d be a waste to store water we couldn’t use. Our best option was to build something that would let me decrease the number of trips to the lake...without being overambitious.


      “We can’t forget about the covered terrace either,” I added.


      “Ah,” Diana said in a joking tone, “the long-awaited dawn of the oddball house in the woods is here.”


      Our cabin was already unusual for its location alone, and adding a terrace was only going to further that reputation.


      “But it’s a pain not to have one, especially when it comes to laundry, no?” I remarked.


      “Won’t the clothes dry if we hang them in the forge?” Rike asked.


      The workshop was not only hot, but dry—thanks to that, even meat dried quickly...as far as I could tell.


      “Well, they’ll dry, but clothes aren’t expendable like the meat,” I pointed out. “Just imagining losing our entire wardrobe in a fire gives me shivers.”


      The lard in meat could catch fire, but since we’d be able to hear the sizzling fat, it likely wouldn’t go unnoticed. Fabric wouldn’t go up in flames so easily, but it was certainly more flammable than raw meat. On top of that, we could always hunt more meat, but clothing was a precious commodity. Unlike my previous world, fabric (much less clothing) was not available in great supply.


      “In the worst case, we’d have to go without a change of clothing or underwear for a month. Wouldn’t that be a bit tough?” I had little awareness of things like fashion or clothing, but even I would find such a scenario difficult to bear.


      “That’s true...” Diana murmured.


      “A change of clothing is one thing,” said Helen, “but no underwear...”


      As a mercenary, Helen would’ve run into situations where she’d been unable to change, so she could likely put up with wearing the same clothing for a short time. However, it seemed that going without fresh clothing for too long would inconvenience even her.


      “Hmmm,” Samya mused. “I don’t want that either.”


      Samya wasn’t the type to be finicky about her lifestyle, but in these last few months—particularly because she’d been spending so much time with Rike and Diana—she’d come to appreciate creature comforts too. It was similar to how, once you experienced the magic that was a bidet, you could never go back to a simple toilet.


      Since we’d now gone over everything, I summarized our discussion. “Okay—the terrace is our top priority. The cistern is secondary.”


      We finished drawing up our plans before dinner. The next few weeks would be busy, but I couldn’t help but get excited when I thought about the fact that we were upgrading the house. I looked forward to the days ahead.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      The next morning after washing up, we gathered by the wood stockpile and finished the chores. Krul and Lucy came too, even though they might not have entirely understood what was happening.


      “Our first order of business is to pick logs to use for the terrace’s pillars,” I declared.


      “Yesterday’s rain complicated things,” said Rike.


      I nodded. We couldn’t use soggy wood to build the foundation. Since the rain had been light, the wood wasn’t soaked, but we still had to take precautions.


      Fortunately, the trees in this forest grew straight upward—although, in the case of the terrace, a slight curve would only enhance the atmosphere. For our purposes, as long as the wood was long enough and dry, any of them would do.


      We all called back and forth as we split up to search for good candidates for our pillars.


      “This one looks solid,” I said.


      “How about this one?” Samya asked.


      “Yeah, good pick.”


      We selected eight in total, and I decided that would be enough.


      “Where are we gonna build it?” wondered Samya.


      “Hmmm, where indeed?” I pondered her question.


      The courtyard has our garden—Lidy has really outdone herself there. I don’t want to ruin her efforts. 


      “What about at the far end of the hallway?” I suggested. “It’s still empty.”


      “It is, but...” Diana paused.


      “But...?” I urged her to continue. “What is it?”


      “What are we going to do when we need to add more rooms?” she asked.


      “Why would we need to do that?”


      The others, Diana included, stared at me. I knew what they were thinking even if they didn’t say it out loud.


      “Well...if that time comes, we can build it perpendicular to the others,” I said by way of compromise. “In the worst-case scenario, we’ll build over the vegetable plot.”


      Everyone sighed, but it looked like they weren’t going to argue further, so we got to work.


      We split into two teams: Rike, Diana, Helen, and I would dig the holes for the pillars. The other two were in charge of stripping the bark.


      We diggers grabbed shovels and the debarkers took up sickles. Other than Helen, we all had experience with the work, so by noon, we were mostly finished.


      In the afternoon, we proceeded to install the pillars. This was Krul’s time to shine.


      “We’re counting on you, Krul,” I told her.


      “Kuluuu!”


      We fastened a length of rope to one of the pillars and tied the other end to Krul who, with one great heave, walked forward. Lucy skipped in circles around Krul, barking away as if to say, “Go, go, Big Sis!”


      Krul hauled the pillar straight to our construction site in one go. She was, after all, strong enough to pull the cart without strain, even when it was burdened by all of us riders and a mountain of miscellaneous goods. The cart was on wheels, but it was nevertheless an impressive feat.


      “Keep going, keep going, aaand stop!” I directed.


      Krul did as I instructed. From there, we moved the pillar to the edge of the pit using man power. Rike and I alone were plenty, but this time we had Helen helping out as well, so we had no problems carrying it over.


      Then, we borrowed Krul’s strength again to tip the pillar into the hole. She nudged it slowly and carefully until the end of it dipped in, and we stood it up. We used to do all of this ourselves, but Krul had been a big help ever since she’d come to live with us.


      We finished installing the pillar in no time, and the final step was to pile the dirt back into the hole. Lucy joined in and kicked the dirt with her rear legs. The amount of dirt she actually moved was minuscule, but it was the thought that counted. Afterward, I petted both Krul and Lucy to thank them.


      There were eight pillars, so we repeated the same steps eight times.


      At the end of the day, I gazed upon our work and said, “Even with just the pillars up, I feel like I can see what it’ll look like.”


      Our house had been turned into a construction site many times (though I’d been absent once), but I was always awed by the sight.


      Having completed the beginnings of the terrace, we stopped working for the day.


      Tomorrow, we’ll have to check the condition of the soil. If it softens overnight, we’ll have to compact it down again before laying the floor and roof. 


      While everything was still fresh in our minds, we hammered out the rest of our plans.


      The sun dyed our surroundings a fiery orange. Against the golden backdrop, the image of my family and I relaxing on our terrace overlapped with the eight pillars, standing tall and proud.


      ⌗⌗⌗


      The next day, we moved on to laying the diagonal braces, joists, ridge beam, and rafters.


      When we checked, the ground around the pillars was still stable, and the pillars showed no wobble. The soil around the clearing was hard to begin with, and we had compacted it further when we’d buried the pillars. Just in case, we tamped down the soil around our foundations one more time with a log, the goal being to remove as much air as possible and prevent rot. Soil wasn’t the same as ground meat, and tamping the ground wasn’t the same as making a burger patty, but I felt reassured nonetheless.


      Since we were constructing a terrace and didn’t need walls, we only braced the base of the pillar. It wouldn’t be strong enough to withstand an earthquake, but I conveniently chose to overlook that fact. It was just a terrace.


      Besides, I’d been told that there hadn’t been any major earthquakes in several centuries. In my previous life, I’d experienced several, though. In any case, we would cross that bridge if we got there.


      We left Samya and Helen in charge of making the joists and floorboards. The rest of us were completing the installation.


      “Eizo went all out to make this saw,” Samya told Helen. “It sinks right through the logs!”


      “Really? Whoa...you’re right.” Helen gave a surprised chuckle. “Ha ha! What the heck is this?”


      “It’s so sharp you can’t help but laugh. That was my first reaction too.”


      Their review of the saw I’d made was a little offbeat, but I was happy as long as they were having fun with the work.


      As we continued with the work, we made sure to pick planks from our stock that looked usable. Lidy and I started on the floor. The roof would be handled by Rike, who was surprisingly spry, and Diana (she was good at tree climbing apparently, though why a noble-born lady would have such a skill set was a question best left unasked). Normally, lifting the wooden beams into the air was hard work, but thanks to Krul, Rike and Diana didn’t have any problems.


      “Be careful not to fall!” I cautioned them.


      “Okaaay!” they called back.


      Technically, they had scaffolding to stand on, but it was bare bones. Even so, they moved with comfort and ease, maybe because their physical ability was high to begin with. Krul raised the ridge beam and rafters to them, and they installed everything.


      In the meantime, Lidy and I worked on the foundation. Using the Japanese-style nails I’d crafted previously, we laid diagonal beams between the pillars. A mortise and tenon joint was a more elaborate way to connect pieces of wood, but we didn’t use them this time around. After the beams were in place, we layered the joists on top.


      By the end of the day, we had finished a roof (minus the shingles) and a floor (sans the boards). The resulting structure matched with the rest of the cabin, but if it hadn’t been for the scaffolding, it would’ve looked like a crumbling detached room rather than a work-in-progress. It wasn’t often that one would build a terrace as an addition.


      In any case, the construction was taking less time than I’d thought it would.


      At this rate, we should be able to complete it tomorrow.




      And so, the next day, having finished cutting the logs, Samya and Helen joined the rest of us to lay the shingles and flooring.


      The construction site resonated with the satisfying rhythm of our work. Though the sounds were different from the clanking and tinkering of smithing, they were fascinating in their own way.


      Then, a sharp “Ouch!” broke through the rhythm. I glanced to see Helen with a fierce scowl on her face. She had been hammering the floorboards, and apparently, she’d struck her own fingers.


      “Are you all right?” I asked.


      “Yeah, I’m fine. I didn’t put a lot of power into it.”


      “Let me see.”


      I took her hand and examined it. Like she had said, the place she’d hit wasn’t even red.


      In that case, there shouldn’t be any problems. 


      Nonetheless, I told her, “Say something if it starts to hurt.”


      “G-Got it...” she replied quietly.


      I suspected that she was hiding the pain, but I returned to my work. 




      At the end of the day, I hammered the final nail into the final floorboard and shouted, “We’re done!”


      The others clapped. Krul stuck her head in from outside and cooed, “Kuu.” Lucy bounded around excitedly.
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