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      The name’s Shohei Sano—twenty-five, bachelor.


      Due to certain circumstances, I bought myself a couple of mountains far away from my hometown (they wouldn’t sell me only one), and I’ve been living on one of them for about nine months now.


      The original plan had been to live a secluded lifestyle as a hermit in the mountains. However, I moved here in late March when there was still snow on the ground, and it only took me three days to start feeling lonely. I decided to check out the village at the foot of my mountain, which coincidentally happened to be holding its spring festival. One of the festival stalls was selling dyed baby chicks—a rarity nowadays.


      I figured they might help stave off the loneliness, so I bought three of them to take home with me. I raised them with love and care, and somehow, not even a month later, they were already full-grown chickens.


      Normally, chicks shouldn’t grow into adult chickens in only a month.


      As if that weren’t enough, they also grew tails—not regular feathery ones, but scaly, dinosaur-like tails—and when they opened their beaks, you could see full sets of sharp, jagged teeth. It was as clear as day that these weren’t your usual chickens. They started hunting animals, like snakes and also—


      “Boar!”


      “Fight!”


      “Hunt?”


      “Don’t fight them! Don’t hunt them!”


      —they learned how to talk in broken sentences. Eventually, they put their money where their mouths...uh, beaks were and actually did hunt down a wild boar.


      Sitting there awestruck and feeling serious doubts about my understanding of the concept of a chicken, I turned to Yumoto-san (or Old Man Yumoto, as I like to call him) for help. He was a friend of the family who lived in the village, and he had mediated my purchase of these mountains. Though he’d retired some time ago, he kept himself busy with farmwork. Old Man Yumoto quickly helped me figure out what to do with the boar. After getting some other people involved, such as Akimoto-san, the local butcher, and Yumoto-san’s wife, Machiko-san, we ended up having a boar meat barbecue at the Yumotos’ place.


      The whole neighborhood was invited, and I got to know one of my neighbors, if you could call her that. This was Miyako Katsuragi, a cute young woman who lived on the mountain to the east of mine. Though she was a bit younger than me, she’d been living in the mountains for two years before I moved in and was thus more experienced than me. She lived with her pet—a huge lizard. How huge? Even bigger than a Komodo dragon. Apparently, she’d been worried at first that he might eat my chickens. But this hadn’t ended up being a concern, since at that point, their remarkable growth spurts had already started.


      She’d named the lizard Tatsuki. Honestly, though, I couldn’t help but think of him as a dragon. I mean, just look at him...


      Not too long after meeting Katsuragi-san, I got acquainted with my other neighbor who lived on the mountain west of mine—a good-looking guy named Katsumi Aikawa. He was older than me and had been living in the mountains for three years when I moved in. The first time I ran into him, he was with a girl, and I mentally cursed him for being a filthy normie. But it turned out that looks can be deceiving. Much like me and Katsuragi-san, he also had very unusual creatures keeping him company: two enormous snakes, one of which possessed an upper body that looked just like a beautiful woman. This, of course, was the girl I’d seen him with. What the heck? Lamias are real?! Her name was Rin, and the other one, a male who looked like a normal snake, was called Ten. Both of them could speak, although far from eloquently.


      At that point, I started to suspect that there was something really weird happening, what with all the fantastical beasts running around. Oddly enough, the villagers didn’t seem to pay much mind and were generally unfazed when they saw my oversized chickens or Katsuragi-san’s lizard, who was as big as a crocodile. Quite the open-minded bunch, to say the least. But it was also thanks to that attitude that I was able to enjoy my time in the mountains with minimal problems.


      To clarify, I wouldn’t exactly consider myself just some normal guy. I had my own issues, and so did my neighbors—we all had our own complicated reasons for buying our mountains and moving here. I’d actually ended up getting involved in Katsuragi-san’s and Aikawa-san’s troubles to some degree, but it’d all worked out in the end, and now they both felt very indebted to me. They treated me kindly.


      The seasons flew by, one after the other, and before I knew it, winter had arrived. My chickens had kept growing larger and larger throughout the year. Pochi, the rooster, was almost as tall as my shoulders, if you counted the comb on his head.


      Speaking of which... I’d heard that all dyed chicks sold at stalls were males, but in my case, only one of them had ended up being a rooster. This was, of course, Pochi. He was impulsive and daring and could hold his own against wild boars. Then there was Tama, a hen with a bit of a temper who was also very attentive and dilligent—she helped keep Pochi in check. Finally, we had Yuma, another hen who was kind and cuddly and always by my side. With these three for company, I hardly ever had a dull day.


      During the summer, Aikawa-san had introduced us to the local hunters. They’d taken a strong liking to my chickens. Right now, we were in the middle of the hunting season, and they’d been venturing onto my mountains to hunt—with the chickens often joining the party.


      I’d also met Katsuragi-san’s younger sister, who’d come to the village sometime around late autumn. Her name was Rie-chan, and like the rest of us, she was also going through a hard time in her life. She and her sister couldn’t bear the harsh winter in the snowy mountains, so they’d relocated to a rented place in the nearby N-Town—they planned to stay for the season. Rie-chan was attending a driving school in N-Town, and she had plans to get her driver’s license while they stayed there.


      The first snow of the year on my mountain had fallen while the hunter crew had been out on a hunting expedition. I’d enlisted my chickens’ help to shovel the snow, and as we’d worked, we’d found time to have fun in the falling flakes.


      Recently, I’d spent New Year’s at Aikawa-san’s place, then stayed for a few days with the Yumotos, who’d treated us to delicious food almost nonstop. Now I know how those foie gras ducks feel when they’re being fattened up...


      This year, the hunters intended to spend some more time hunting on my second mountain and then move their base of operations to Aikawa-san’s property.


      As for me, I was just enjoying an easygoing winter in the mountains with my chickens.

    

  

  
    
      1. No News Is Good News


      The snowman I’d worked hard to build had melted away. It’d been so cold recently that I’d started to think it might even survive until spring, but it hadn’t been able to weather the rain. Too bad... Ah, but...I’d rather if it didn’t start snowing again.


      Pochi and Tama kept themselves busy patrolling the mountain.


      “Hey, don’t go to the other mountain, okay?” I told them.


      “What?”


      “What?”


      So they did intend to go there.


      “Look, even if you manage to find a boar, you realize you won’t be able to bring it back home, right? If it were on this mountain, then maybe, but carrying the carcass down from the second mountain is a job for several people. Aikawa-san said he would ask the other hunters to come help, so wait until then.”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay...”


      Is it really okay, though? Maybe I should’ve phrased it in simpler terms? Let’s try this again.


      “Don’t go to the other mountain! Wait until the hunters come here again! Got it?”


      “Got it.”


      “Got it...”


      Tama was clearly opposed, but she still obeyed. And now that I think about it, even when she reluctantly agrees to do something, she always keeps her word. She must have a pretty strong sense of responsibility. I was happy to discover this new side of her personality that I hadn’t noticed before.


      Those two spent the day running around the mountain before coming back in the evening. Yumoto-san’s property is far from small, but I suppose at their size, it’s still not enough land to accommodate one of their daily workouts. Maybe I should avoid spending more than two days away from home. Though I doubt that’ll happen often enough for me to worry about it.


      That night, I got a text from Katsuragi-san. “This snow sucks! How come it’s already melted away over there?”


      My reply was brief: “Hang in there.” I agree, though. It does suck.


      I also got a message from Aikawa-san saying that he would be here with the rest of the hunter crew on the 8th—the day after tomorrow. Oh, nice. After catching the wild boar, they would be moving on to Aikawa-san’s second mountain, as originally planned.


      “Thanks,” I replied. “That’s a weekday, right? Which means it’ll be you, Mutsu-san, and Toyama-san?”


      “That’s right,” he texted back. “If we fail to catch it on the 8th, then Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san will be joining too from the 9th onward.”


      “Gotcha, thanks. See you then.” I hit the send button and put my phone back in my pocket. “Great news...” I muttered.


      When I looked up, I noticed that the chickens were staring at me with their heads cocked.


      “What is it?” I asked. I could let them know right now, but who knows—there might be a change of plans. Probably better to wait until tomorrow, at least. Though maybe they can sense that something’s up. That aside...


      “Heh, that’s pretty cute...”
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      The sight of all three of them tilting their heads at me was comical and cartoonish, and I couldn’t help but crack a smile at how adorable they looked. That immediately prompted Tama to go back to normal, turn sullen, and exhale indignantly. Oh well. Just the same tsundere routine she always does.


      My stomach was still a little unsettled. Up until yesterday, I’d been spending the first days of the new year stuffing my face at the Yumotos nonstop. Though I’d been taking stomach medicine to help, I still felt kinda heavy and bloated.


      Tomorrow’s the 7th. If I’m not mistaken, usually that’s when people eat rice porridge with seven herbs, as tradition dictates. I don’t have the ingredients, though. Guess I’ll have to stick to regular rice porridge.




      I woke up the next day to another clear, sunny morning. That actually makes it feel colder, though, because of that radiative cooling stuff. The ground outside was covered with needle ice, and I enjoyed the crisp, crunchy feel beneath my feet.


      Reminds me of when I was a kid in elementary school. There were a bunch of fields and rice paddies on the way to school, and also a lot of dirt roads, so I had plenty of needle ice to step on. If I took too long to leave the house, there wouldn’t be any left—it was kind of like a race with my friends to see who could leave the earliest and step on the most needle ice. I don’t remember it feeling so chilly back then... Nowadays, I think the annoyance from the cold outweighs the enjoyment of stepping on the ice. Still pretty fun, though.


      After finishing breakfast, Pochi and Tama were raring to go outside.


      “Be careful out there,” I told them. “And make sure you’re back before it gets dark.”


      “Okay,” they both replied.


      Good, good. Let’s hope they keep their word.


      They would usually reply in a haphazard manner, often without even giving me a second glance. Not this morning, though. Pochi was staring at me intently.


      “Hm? What’s up, Pochi?”


      “Sano.”


      “Yeah? What is it?”


      “Boar.”


      “I told you, don’t go to the other mountain yet.”


      “Here.”


      Huh? Does he mean they found signs of wild boar activity on this mountain as well? “You found boars here too?”


      “Not yet.”


      “So you’re wondering what to do if you find any here?”


      “Go look.”


      Hmm, that puts me in a difficult spot. The hunters are supposed to come over tomorrow, but their purpose is to look for boars on my other mountain... “Even if you do find one here, I’m gonna ask you to hold off on catching it. I’ll talk to the hunters first.”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay...”


      Pochi and Tama promptly zipped off into the snowy wilderness.


      From the way they were talking, they probably intend to track it down by the end of the day. Otherwise, I don’t think they’d bother telling me. Either way, I’m impressed by how easily they manage to find them. Then again, maybe it’s not too surprising, considering how they basically spend all day running up and down the mountain. Or is it? It’s a whole mountain we’re talking about, and not a small one at that. Would probably take a considerable amount of time if you were to do a thorough search...


      After finishing her breakfast, Yuma was patrolling near the house. I imagine we don’t need to worry about vipers this time of year, but I still appreciate it. I’ll take her with me to check on the river later.


      Before venturing out, I texted Aikawa-san to explain the situation.


      “If you’re saying we’re almost guaranteed to catch a boar, I don’t think anyone will mind which of the two mountains we find it on,” he replied. “We can check both of them.”


      That’s a fair point. They’re coming here to hunt—that’s the goal. I was almost forgetting that.


      “Okay, got it. Thanks as always,” I typed.


      Next, I headed to the river with Yuma. It seemed to still be higher than usual, probably due to the recent rainfall. Even if it weren’t so high, shallow rivers can be pretty dangerous because of the current—even twenty centimeters of water like that could drag you under. I examined the stream from a safe distance and checked for any debris like fallen tree logs that could block or alter the natural flow. I might have to look into making some sort of checklist for this.


      “Thanks for coming along, Yuma. Is it okay if I go check the charcoal hut too while we’re at it?”


      “Okay.”


      I made my way to the hut. Next to it was a pile of firewood—there were regular chopped logs and also some bundles of thin branches I’d lashed together with twine. I was glad I’d tied them together because otherwise the wind would’ve scattered them. Of course, the roof and the plastic tarp I’d stretched over the roof also helped to keep the firewood safe from the wind and rain.


      “Oh, right... Aikawa-san mentioned something about making charcoal...”


      I’d forgotten to ask when he wanted to do that. I’d learned from my last time making charcoal here with Old Man Yumoto that the whole process was quite involved and demanding. Yumoto-san had some experience with it, but it’d been a long while since he’d last done it, and he’d forgotten how difficult it was. When it came to making charcoal, the most important thing was controlling the temperature, and it was apparently customary to have several people taking turns watching the fire. With only two of us, we’d been forced to stay awake for far longer than one would normally have to.


      The chickens stayed away from us the whole time too. Probably because of the smoke...? To me, that was actually worse than having to stay awake... Ah, shoot. I forgot that the phone signal can be a bit shaky out here.


      I headed back to my house to message Aikawa-san about charcoal before I forgot.


      “I’d originally intended to do it sometime in January, but I’m thinking of leaving it for February,” he said. “I’ll let you know.”


      “All right, thanks.”


      Sounds like it’s still a ways off. Glad I asked. That said, a month could very well fly by like an arrow. Especially if we’re talking about the first three months of the year. There’s even a proverb that says so, in reference to how packed with seasonal events these months are. Gotta be sure to make the best of my time.


      Pochi and Tama came back before dark. I washed them nice and clean, then turned to them and asked, “So, found any boars?”


      “Found!”


      “Found!”


      Whoa. So you can get results whenever you want, then? I see you two are as quick on your feet as always. In that regard, you’ve got a big leg up on other people—literally. Or two legs, rather. Your strong, tireless legs.


      “I see. The hunters said they’re coming over tomorrow. Are you gonna go hunt the boar with them?”


      “Hunt!”


      “Eat!”


      Uh, Tama, you don’t have to be so blunt about it, you know. Man, this is some wild stuff—chickens who view wild boars as nothing but food... Well, probably better not to think about it too deeply. Probably...


      “Gotcha. I’ll let them know.”


      I quickly took out my phone to message Aikawa-san about it before it slipped my mind. After hitting send, I got a call from him.


      “Hi, do you have time to talk?”


      “Yeah, no problem. Sorry for not calling in the first place.” I bowed at my phone.


      “So, as it stands, the plan is to hunt on Brook Mountain tomorrow. If we do manage to catch a boar, what do you want to do?”


      “Hmm... As far as I’m concerned, I’d like to have the usual cookout at the Yumotos, provided they’re okay with it, of course. But that means extra work for Machiko-san...” Probably a bit too late to worry about that.


      “Well, we can ask her. Either way, first we need to actually catch a boar before we decide what to do with it. And there’s still your other mountain too.”


      “Yeah, you’re right.”


      Not much point in counting one’s chickens before they hatch. Would be nice if they managed to find more of them on my second mountain. Gotta keep the chickens well-fed, after all. I don’t intend to overhunt the boars—or the deer either, for that matter—but I’m sure we’ll be seeing a dip in their numbers for as long as we’re here. On that note, the same goes for vipers and crayfish. I’d definitely like to get rid of all the crayfish, though. Anyway, I’m just rambling here...


      I said bye to Aikawa-san and ended the call. As soon as I did, the three chickens opened their beaks simultaneously and chanted, “Boar!”


      “I’m not a boar, you know...”


      Boy, they really love their meat, huh? Jeez...


      “Ah, the forecast...”


      Remembering that I hadn’t checked the weather, I turned on the TV. I bet I’d be in trouble if it turned out that it was snowing tomorrow and I had to tell the chickens that the hunters weren’t coming. Seems like we’re having nice weather, thankfully. Though it’s not one hundred percent reliable.


      I prayed that the forecast would be correct before tucking myself under the blankets and drifting off to sleep.

    

  

  
    
      2. First Hunt of the Year


      It was very cold the next morning—I had a difficult time crawling out of my futon. I deserve praise for resisting the temptation to sleep in.


      I stretched out my arm and turned on the halogen heater. This should help. I don’t understand why they made the bedroom like this to begin with. There’s no insulation in the walls, so it gets incredibly cold. Can’t really complain, though—the house came with the mountain.


      I managed to get out of bed before Tama’s patience ran out. As always, I collected their eggs from the earthen floor and wiped them clean. I’m really lucky their eggs are so big. After feeding the chickens, I made myself breakfast.


      “Remember, the hunters are coming over today. Wait for them here, okay?” I have a feeling it’s better to make a point of telling them.


      “Whaaat?”


      “Whaaat?”


      “Whaaat?”


      Et tu, Yuma...?


      “You realize that even if you hunt a boar by yourselves, you can’t carry it back here without their help, right?” Not that I’m saying we only need the hunters here for transportation, but still. The chickens can’t do it by themselves, and neither can I. Then there’s everything else we’ll need help with, like butchering the boar and so on.


      Speaking of which, I remember Kawanaka-san mentioning he disliked that part too. I guess he’s more into the whole hunting aspect, particularly if it’s trap hunting—his specialty. For him, the fun part is seeing the traps he’s set succeed in their goal. And if they happen to catch vermin, he relies on Akimoto-san to do his thing.


      Hmm... If he’s knowledgeable about hunting with traps, maybe we could ask him to help with the wild boars near Yumoto-san’s place? Old Man Yumoto mentioned that his neighbors were having trouble with them.


      “Okay,” they all replied.


      Good, good, looks like they understand that they can’t do it on their own. I let them outside, as I didn’t intend to ask them to wait inside the house the whole time. Meanwhile, I made miso soup—today’s featured komatsuna and shiitake mushrooms. I might try growing my own mushrooms soon. Apparently, sawtooth oak trees are good for that. I’ll have to read up on this stuff sometime.


      I made a stir-fry with boar meat marinated in miso and Chinese cabbage, then ate it with white rice. Some people say you get tired of boar meat easily because of the characteristic flavor, but as far as I’m concerned, I’m fine as long as I get to eat any kind of meat. I’ve been eating way more meat than usual this winter, though I also like veggies. I can’t help it—I like meat. And also, boar meat warms you up nicely.


      I finished my meal and was thinking about how today would go when I heard a truck approaching. It was Aikawa-san’s, and shortly after, others also arrived in their own vehicles.


      “Mutsu-san, Toyama-san, Happy New Year! Here’s to another great one.”


      “Thanks, you too.”


      “Happy New Year.”


      The hunting party would consist of just those three guys today. Noticing that they’d arrived, the chickens came toward us.


      “Ooh, I see your chickens are as big as ever.” Mutsu-san turned to them. “Thanks for joining us today.”


      “Well, they’re definitely not getting any smaller—I’m sure of it,” Toyama-san remarked. “Thanks, guys.”


      The chickens responded to them with short clucks. Looks like the chicken squad’s ready for action.


      I let the hunters inside and served some tea. As they drank their cups, Mutsu-san asked me, “So, they found a boar, eh? Where was it?”


      Before I could answer, Aikawa-san replied, “I think it’s probably easier if we ask the chickens to show us. If we take them with us, they’ll probably lead the way.”


      “Oh, right. It was on this mountain, yeah? Pochi, Tama-chan, we’ll be counting on you.”


      They both clucked back at him. You know, it’s already crazy enough that they can understand us...but they can also speak. Seriously, I know I’ve asked a thousand times already, but what is up with my chickens?


      Whatever. They’re cute, and that’s what matters. Sometimes, it’s better not to think about things too deeply.


      After gearing up, the hunters set off with the chickens. I told them I had prepared miso soup for lunch—they would be stopping back by around that time. Well, that and some pickled vegetables and rice crackers are really all I can offer.


      “Ooh, nice, miso soup,” Toyama-san mumbled as they left.


      After they were gone, I hung the laundry and my futon out to dry.


      Come to think of it, I also have no idea where on this mountain they found the boar. “Yuma, did you hear from them about where they found the boar?” I asked.


      “Here.”


      “Yeah, I know it was on this mountain, but I mean, like, where here? Up? Down? Which way?” I explained, pointing in both directions.


      Yuma cocked her head. “Up?”


      “Up from here, huh...?” Sounds like it’s gonna be a lot of work. They’ve got weapons and walking sticks, but depending on the size of the boar, they might need to look for a large stick or something to tie the boar to. “Well, I’m sure they’ll figure something out...” No point in worrying about that. They’re in the mountains, so there won’t be a shortage of tree branches anytime soon.


      Next, I went over my food inventory. If there’s anything past its “best before” date, I gotta eat that as soon as possible. (What’s that? You shouldn’t eat stuff past the “best before” date, you say? Well, it depends, doesn’t it? That is true if we’re talking about expiration dates, though.)


      Before I knew it, lunchtime was upon us, yet there were no signs of the hunters. Which means...?


      I soon got a single-word text from Aikawa-san: “Boar.”


      Oh, cool, looks like they got it. I guess he didn’t have time to type a proper message and just wanted to let me know. There’s still all the rest of the work left, like gutting and butchering and so on, but it’s good to hear they had a successful hunt.


      “Hey, Yuma, looks like they managed to catch one.”


      She flapped her wings giddily and exclaimed, “Boar!”


      She’s as adorable as ever. What she’s saying is not adorable, though...


      A while later, the hunters finally arrived...empty-handed.


      “Welcome back... Oh?”


      “Hey, we’re back. We’re soaking the carcass in the river,” Mutsu-san explained.


      “Oh, I see...” They found it higher up on this mountain, right? Are there any spots in that area where they can soak it in water? Not sure...


      Aikawa-san elaborated further. “There’s a spring higher up, on the eastern side of the mountain. It forms a small pond.”


      “Huh. And you left it there?”


      “Yup. The water there was cold enough that we figured there wasn’t any need to draw the blood right now—we just submerged it as is.”


      I guess you don’t need to drain the blood if you can chill the carcass immediately after killing it. The bacteria grows because of the warm blood.


      “Just one boar, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah, a pretty large one. Seems it lived near the spring.”


      “Huh...” Looks like there’s still a lot I don’t know about my own mountain.


      Before going inside to have lunch, they got cleaned up—Pochi and Tama picked the dirt off each other’s feathers, while Yuma helped the hunters by pecking dirt off their clothes. I really appreciate them doing this.


      “Thanks so much, Yuma-chan,” Mutsu-san said with a goofy grin.


      I know—she’s just too cute, isn’t she?


      After they were done, Pochi and Tama joined Yuma and finished cleaning the hunters. There are some bugs in there too, it looks like... Well, either way, I appreciate it. Even now, Tama avoided Aikawa-san. Looks like some things just never change.


      After the hunters washed their hands, I invited everyone to get under the kotatsu.


      “Ahh... This really hits the spot...” Mutsu-san let out an exaggerated sigh.


      “Nothing like a nice kotatsu,” Toyama-san muttered. “Warms you up from head to toe...”


      “Do you have one at home too?” I asked.


      “Nope. My wife says we don’t need one because we’ve already got floor heating. The downside with a kotatsu is that once you get under it, you just wanna stay there forever. But that’s also what makes it so nice, huh?”


      It was heartwarming to see them with their onigiri, waiting eagerly for soup. Okay, miso soup, pickled vegetables... Oh, I have this too. I served them boiled eggs that I’d seasoned and sliced—they came from Tama and Yuma, so they were pretty big ones. I’d marinated them in a mix of noodle soup base and soy sauce.


      “Oh? Are these Tama-chan’s and Yuma-chan’s eggs?” Mutsu-san inquired.


      “That’s right. They’re pretty big, so I cut them into slices to make them easier to eat. Hopefully they’re to your taste...”


      The three of them scrambled to get a slice, and I waited anxiously for their reactions. After taking a bite, they broke into smiles.


      “Wow... This is delicious.”


      “It really is...”


      “I could eat a whole one.”


      I smiled in return. “That’s great to hear.”


      Machiko-san taught me the recipe. Glad to see everyone likes it. I’ll have to remember to thank her. I’ve actually got an extra egg, but sorry—that one’s just for me.


      They had already gotten in touch with Akimoto-san before lunch. He should be here in a bit.


      “Thanks a lot for lunch, Sano-kun,” said Mutsu-san. He turned to the others. “All right, boys, we’ve still got some work left after Akimoto-chan gets here.”


      “Let’s do it.”


      “All right.”


      Looks like the eggs revitalized their energy.


      We were taking a quick break after lunch when Akimoto-san arrived alongside Yuki-san, who worked with him. Aikawa-san and Pochi would be showing them the way to the river where they’d submerged the carcass. Tama, meanwhile, decided to stay near the house with Yuma.


      “What’s the matter, Tama? Aren’t you going with them?” I asked curiously, since this seemed unusual for her.


      She responded with a short cluck. I guess that means, “Don’t worry,” or something to that effect. I see she’s still shuffling about restlessly, though... Maybe she wants to go to the other mountain?


      “Hey, Tama, you know you’re not going to my other mountain today, right? Ow! Hey! Ouch!” It seemed I was right on the money—she pecked me fiercely. Come on, you know you can’t!


      “You two sure get along great, huh?” remarked Mutsu-san.


      Toyama-san nodded. “I wish I had that much energy.”


      Hey, I could really use some help here! I couldn’t ask other people to take the brunt of Tama’s aggression in my stead, though, so all I could do was run away from her. After a while, she got sick of giving chase and headed toward the fields. Phew. I wish she’d stop with that. Definitely not happening, though.


      As I sat there waiting for them to return with the boar, I decided to give OId Man Yumoto a call.


      “Oh, hey, Shohei. What’s up?”


      “Ah, Yumoto-san? So, the hunters caught another boar, and we were wondering if we could leave the cooking to you.”


      “All right, hold on a sec.”


      I like how he doesn’t decide stuff by himself without consulting Machiko-san. Makes sense—she’s the one who does all the cooking, after all. Well, sometimes he does, actually. Gotta be careful not to overpromise without asking the missus.


      “Hello?” It was Machiko-san this time. “Sho-chan? You caught a boar?”


      Well, it wasn’t me who caught it. “Yup. The hunters are here today.”


      “Sure, you can bring it to us, no problem. How about tomorrow? The hunters are coming too, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “It’d make it easier for me if you could ask them how much meat we can use for the barbecue.”


      “Okay, I’ll get the details and let you know later. Thank you very much.” Thankfully, they’ve already said that we can use most of it for the barbecue and split the rest between us.


      When Aikawa-san and Yuki-san showed up, they were carrying a boar tied to a pole, and it was indeed a fairly large specimen.


      “This thing’s big enough that I wouldn’t bat an eye if you told me it was the guardian of this mountain,” said Akimoto-san. “Still no match for your chickens, though.”


      “Guardian of the mountain,” huh? Like that one from Princess M*nonoke?


      “So, tomorrow at Yumoto-chan’s place?”


      Everyone nodded. We all knew that this was the best choice in the end, even if it meant burdening Machiko-san.


      “Gotcha. I’ll let you know if anything comes up,” Akimoto-san said before loading the carcass onto his truck and driving back home.


      We all thanked Aikawa-san for his hard work.


      He smiled and said, “Looks like there are a lot of wild animals living here—probably because the mountain was abandoned for so long.”


      Still, how many boars can there be on a single mountain? I thought they weren’t territorial...


      At bedtime, I grew a bit worried. What if that boar really was the guardian of this mountain? Too late to worry about that, though... We’ll be making good use of it, at least. That’s good enough, right?


      I faced the direction of the summit and expressed my gratitude. “Thank you for keeping this mountain so bountiful.” I really do appreciate it very much.


      I gotta think of something to bring the Yumotos as a gift. That’s my most important task right now.


      Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san would be joining the hunters here tomorrow. They would probably spend the day exploring my second mountain, then in the evening, we would be gathering at the Yumotos. Someone mentioned something about Kawanaka-san shouting, “Hooray for Saturdays!” I get him—he can’t enjoy drinks with the rest of us if he has to go to work the next day.


      We didn’t hear anything from Akimoto-san about illness or parasites, which probably meant that the boar had been in good health. That’s a relief.


      ***


      I woke up the next morning with Tama’s full weight on my chest.


      “Gah?!”


      Okay, I kinda saw this coming, but what’s the point of getting up early, anyway? Ugh, she weighs a lot.


      “Tama...you’re...heavy...”


      “Sano, wake up.”


      “I will...so get off me...” I glared at her, and she did as I said. I sat up and sighed deeply. “Listen... Haven’t I told you already not to wake me up like that? I might die for real, you know.”


      “No!”


      “Don’t sit here,” I told her, tapping my chest.


      “Hmm?”


      No, I’m not gonna let you off the hook even if you act all cute. I don’t want my autopsy report to say I was crushed to death by a chicken. And I can see that your cuteness is very calculated. But man, she can be pretty adorable, despite her usual demeanor. Guess she really is a girl through and through.


      When I started to fold my futon, Tama, seemingly satisfied, strolled back to the living room. My bedroom suddenly felt much colder, and I hurriedly turned on the halogen heater. It appeared that just being in the presence of another living being made the temperature rise. That does make sense—I remember it felt incredibly hot when we cleaned back in the summer, what with all those kids around. Maybe it’s even more noticeable with children, since they have higher body temperatures. By that logic, an elementary school classroom must be hellishly hot in the summer. Though, maybe nowadays all schools have air conditioners in every classroom... It wasn’t like that when I was in elementary school. Probably depends on the region too.


      I let my thoughts wander as I got changed, and then I washed my face before walking over to the living room.


      “Pochi, Tama, Yuma, good morning.”


      “Morning.”


      “Morning.”


      “Morning.”


      I just noticed—they kinda sound like mynah birds. Sometimes it still slips my mind that chickens aren’t really supposed to talk... Welp, it helps me out, plus it’s cute, so whatever.


      There were freshly laid eggs again on the earthen floor. I picked them up, wiped them clean, and stored them in the fridge.


      “Thanks as always for the eggs.” Tama, I guess this is enough for me to let you off the hook...this time.


      Since the hunters would be having lunch here, I made enough miso soup for everyone. As always, the chickens ran outside as soon as they finished their breakfast.


      “Remember you’re going to the other mountain with the hunters later, so wait for them, okay?”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay.”


      Hmm? Yuma’s going too? So I’m gonna be all by myself...?


      “You’re all going?” I asked to confirm.


      Yuma strolled to my side. “Not going.”


      I broke into a smile. I can’t help it—she’s just too adorable!


      I probably had a fairly goofy grin on my face, because Tama also came up to me and let loose several sharp pecks.


      “Ouch! Hey, that hurts, Tama!”


      It’s supposed to hurt, her expression seemed to say.


      That’s so uncalled for! What did I do to deserve that?


      Before long, Aikawa-san’s truck rolled in, with the others tagging along behind him. Whoa, five trucks in all. Quite a sight.


      I went to greet them. Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san seemed to be in a particularly bright mood.


      “Whew, I can finally take Saturdays off!” Kawanaka-san exclaimed. “That second day of respite really makes a world of difference.”


      “Hey there,” Hatano-san said, as taciturn as usual.


      As always, these two couldn’t be more different from each other.


      They didn’t have any time to waste, so they prepared their gear right there on the spot before setting off for my second mountain.


      “We should be here for lunch... We’ll be back by three at the latest,” Aikawa-san said.


      I nodded. “Gotcha, that’s fine. Thanks.”


      Pochi and Tama once again went with them. Even if they don’t make it back for lunch, my chickens can procure their own food in the mountains, no problem. I waved as I saw the party off.


      Next, I got my stuff ready to spend the night at the Yumotos. I do feel bad about imposing on them so much—hope I’m not being a nuisance. Speaking of which, I asked them to let me pay for the butchering this time, but Akimoto-san said I didn’t have to pay anything as long as he could have some of the meat left over and that I could pay if they hunted another boar. I wish he’d let me pay from the start... Oh well. No point in dwelling on it now. I’ll just hope they can catch another one. Besides, I’m worried about how my chickens will react if they don’t...


      After packing everything, I went outside with Yuma to inspect the area near the house. She turned toward the fields and swung her tail lightly. I imagine she’s saying the crops’ll be ready to harvest in a couple of days. One of the awesome things about living here is having leafy vegetables on demand.


      A little past noon, the hunters came back wearing gloomy looks.


      “Welcome back.”


      “Hey...”


      I let them inside and served them miso soup. At least it didn’t go to waste. They all looked somewhat downcast.


      “Is something the matter?” I asked.


      Mutsu-san raised his head. “Oh, well, it’s just... We were thinking that the wild boars on your other mountain might’ve come from the mountain to the east.”


      That’s Katsuragi-san’s, right? “They might have?”


      “If it’s the mountain beyond that, then that’s publicly owned land, and there’s no need to concern ourselves with it. But if they’re on someone’s property, it could spell trouble, y’know.”


      I suppose they must’ve found footprints leading in that direction. I looked at Aikawa-san. “So that’s Katsuragi-san’s property, right?” The area behind Loud Mountain, where Katsuragi-san lived, was relatively flat. Hopefully they didn’t wander onto my mountain from there.


      “And that’s not all...” Mutsu-san added.


      “Hmm?”


      “We ran into a deer. Got away, though.”


      “A deer...” I guess they really must be coming from the east. “Remind me again—deer have become a problem, right? Same for boars.” I feel like I’ve asked this a bunch of times before already. Hope they don’t get mad at me for asking the same question over and over.


      “That’s right. They’re considered vermin now. The land to the east belongs to that young lady, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Can you do us a favor and ask her if she’d mind letting us over there?”


      “Okay, I will.”


      I dropped her a message while the others were eating, and she soon replied: “Sure, no problem. Are they gonna hunt here? That’s nice.”


      “Any progress on your end?” I texted back.


      “We tried, but Rie froze up when we got on the road.”


      Considering all the snow, that’s totally understandable. I feel kinda sorry for her. “Tell her we’re gonna celebrate when she gets her license.”


      “I think she’ll be happy to hear that. Thanks!”


      I replied with a sticker and ended the conversation. “Yeah, she said she doesn’t mind you hunting there,” I relayed to the hunters.


      “That’s great to hear. The more hunting spots, the merrier.”


      They were all smiling. These guys really do love hunting, huh?


      Since the prey they were chasing had fled to the east, they decided to call it quits for today.


      They’d found traces of boars leading eastward, as well as a deer, which had also fled to the east. I’d been impressed by the fact that it had been able to get away from Pochi and Tama, but it seemed they usually got an advantage by finding their prey before it found them and positioning themselves accordingly—it was rare for them to need to depend on their raw agility. Both boars and deer were very nimble animals, and it was challenging to hunt them down if they noticed you first. Mutsu-san explained to me that it was crucial to stay on the down-low when hunting.


      Huh, hunting sounds a lot more mundane than I thought. Not sure what I was expecting.


      Pochi’s and Tama’s feathers were so disheveled that you could have mistaken them for an avant-garde art installation, so I gave them a quick wash. Hey, come on. I know you’re frustrated that you didn’t catch anything, but stop waving your tails around.


      The hunters spent a while relaxing at my place. None of them had brought any weapons today, since they’d also be staying over at the Yumotos. Makes sense—you can’t just leave firearms unattended in the car. They’d intended to hunt using traps rather than guns, and they’d brought some knives and ropes that could be used to make simple traps. Pretty badass stuff.


      After that, some of them went back home to drop off things they wouldn’t need for tonight. Aikawa-san asked if he could leave some of his stuff at my place, which I didn’t mind at all—he’d be coming back on Monday or Tuesday anyway.


      “So...got any ideas for gifts?” I asked him.


      “How about some sweets? I heard there’s a new Japanese sweets shop that just opened on the western outskirts of the village.”


      “Wait, what?! That’s the first I’ve heard of it. We should definitely go.” A Japanese sweets shop, really? Are they even gonna be able to make a living here in this village? “How do you find out about that kind of stuff?”


      “I heard about it last week at the general store. I asked if they had any suggestions for a gift, and they told me about this new place that opened.” He showed me its location on a map, which was seemingly hand-drawn. It was located alongside the road connecting the village to N-Town. That’s not the road I take when I go there—no wonder I didn’t know about it.


      “Whew... You weren’t kidding when you said it was on the outskirts. I suppose not too many people know about this place yet?”


      “I’m not too sure. I believe Kawanaka-san lives nearby...”


      “I see.” True, I remember him saying he lives on the west side of the village. He lives all by himself if I’m not mistaken.


      I got all my stuff ready, then helped the chickens up onto my truck.


      “We’re gonna stop at a shop before going to Yumoto-san’s place. Okay?”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay.”


      All right, that’s what I like to hear. I drove down the mountain with Aikawa-san. Everyone had already left, and Aikawa-san was the only one still here—that was why the chickens responded. Some of them are probably already at Yumoto-san’s.


      I followed behind Aikawa-san’s truck, and after a while, we arrived at the sweets shop, which stood alongside the road leading to N-Town. It kinda looks like one of those teahouses you might see on a mountain pass. It’s not like I come here all that often, but I don’t remember seeing a building here before. Maybe it was abandoned and I just never paid it any mind? There was a banner outside the shop announcing that they had dango for sale.


      “So...any idea how long this place has been here?” I asked.


      “They apparently finished renovations around the end of last year, and the shop just opened not too long ago.”


      “Just opened,” huh? I know I’m probably being rude, but...the building certainly doesn’t look the part if you ask me.
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      I told the chickens to stay near the parking lot and to not go anywhere near the road, then we walked into the store.


      “Hello there,” I said as we entered.


      A girl came out from the back. “Welcome!” She greeted us, her head lowered. You don’t get that treatment too often around here. “Wh-Whoa! M-May I help you?!”


      She appeared to be barely older than twenty. The headband and apron she wore suited her well. She was currently red in the face and seemed rather flustered.


      I think I know why...


      Aikawa-san took a step back.


      Chuckling to myself, I took a step forward. “We heard there’s a Japanese sweets shop that just opened here, and we came to check it out. Do you have any suggestions?”


      Aikawa-san quietly moved to a spot diagonally behind me. Uh, you realize you’re taller than me, right? You can’t hide behind me.


      “Ah, I’m sorry! I didn’t realize you were customers! Um, I suggest these brown manju here, or how about these daifuku?!”


      “Thanks. Let’s see...”


      “U-Um, excuse me! Would you like to try them?!”


      “Oh? Can we?” Man, her face is really red.


      “Y-Yes! Please wait a moment!”


      She returned to the back of the shop for a short while before coming out with a tray of manju buns and daifuku cut into bite-sized pieces. We took toothpicks and gave the sweets a try.


      Yup, tastes just like you’d expect them to. “These are great.”


      “Thank you very much!”


      “So how about it? Wanna buy a few of these?” I asked Aikawa-san.


      “I’m not sure if everyone will eat them, but how about we buy ten of each?” he replied. “If there are any left over, we can take them home.”


      “Sounds good to me.”


      “T-Ten?! Thank you very much!”


      I wonder if they have seasonal sweets too, like mugwort mochi and ohagi in spring. Kinda looking forward to it.


      Another customer came in while she was wrapping our purchase. “Hello there! Can I get some manju buns, ple...ase...?”


      Hey, I recognize that voice. I turned toward the door to find Kawanaka-san, who had parted ways with us just a little while ago. So he did know about this place, then. Still...why does he look so annoyed to see us here? Does he perhaps have his eyes set on this girl...?


      Aikawa-san smiled. “Hello again.”


      Kawanaka-san’s expression immediately turned sour.


      I can tell exactly what he’s thinking...


      “Oh, welcome. Daaad! Kawanaka-san is here!”


      “Ah...”


      The fact that she knows his name means he’s probably a regular already...


      Kawanaka-san hung his head.


      Her father, a big guy with a loud voice, came out from the back. He seemed to be the one in charge of making the sweets, judging from the white work attire and hat he was wearing. “Welcome! Oh, Kawanaka-san, it’s great to see you again! Thank you as always! What’ll it be today?!”


      Aikawa-san and I exchanged glances. Do you think...?


      “Hi there...” Kawanaka-san replied before turning to us. “Uh, what did you two get?”


      “Ah, I’m sorry!” the girl exclaimed. “Ten manju and ten daifuku, right? I’ll wrap them up for you right away!”


      “No need to hurry.”


      We stepped aside so as to not get in their way, though the store itself wasn’t very large. Aikawa-san was still hiding behind me, or at least attempting to—he stuck to staring outside. It took him over three years to get over the worst of his problems, and it could be another three before he’s fully back to normal... I mean, it could take longer too. Not really my business, though.


      “Oh, um... Give me ten skewers of mitarashi dango, please...” Kawanaka-san sounded audibly dejected as he placed his order.


      “Thank you for your patronage!” the man exclaimed. He then turned to us. “Are you two gentlemen Kawanaka-san’s acquaintances?”


      I guess you could say so... I glanced at Aikawa-san.


      “We’re hunting buddies,” Aikawa-san explained. “We’ll probably be back here every now and then, so we’ll see you then.” The girl had gone to the back of the shop after handing us our sweets, so he didn’t have any issues articulating himself.


      The shop owner nodded. “Ooh, hunting! Nice, nice. I’d love to give it a shot sometime too!”


      “Let Kawanaka-san know if you’re thinking of getting a license.”


      “I will, thanks.”


      Looks like Aikawa-san doesn’t want to get too involved. Even if the sweets are tasty, the fact that there’s a young girl working here might be a bit of a hurdle for him.


      Thankfully, it seemed no one had taken any notice of my chickens. We left the shop, got in our trucks, and drove toward Old Man Yumoto’s house.


      As we pulled up, we saw that Akimoto-san and Yuki-san had already arrived, which meant that the meat was there too.


      Mutsu-san was on the veranda sipping tea. “Hey, what took you so long?” he asked.


      “We were at the Japanese sweets shop that opened just the other day,” Aikawa-san explained.


      I opened the front door. “Hello. Thanks for inviting us! I brought sweets for everyone!”


      I heard Machiko-san’s voice. “Oh my! Hang on a second!”


      Old Man Yumoto came to the entryway. “Eh? Manju?”


      “Yup, Aikawa-san and I bought some to eat with everyone.”


      “There you go with your gifts. You know you don’t need to.”


      Kawanaka-san also took the opportunity to hand over the dango he’d bought.


      “Ah, thanks. Hang on, guys—we’re getting everything ready.”


      “All right.”


      As usual, I sent the chickens off to play in the fields and laid out a plastic sheet in the garden for them to eat on. I think today’s menu is...boar hot pot? Can’t wait.


      In addition to the hot pot, Machiko-san also served us fried chicken and fried mochi cut into bite-sized pieces. New Year’s leftovers, I’m sure. There were also two kinds of Chinese cabbage pickles—ones lightly pickled and ones pickled in rice bran—and all kinds of vegetable-based dishes, like boiled radish, stir-fried lotus root, and strips of dried radish.


      Needless to say, all of the food was excellent. Aikawa-san and I had nothing but praise.


      “This dried radish is fantastic...”


      “It’s caramelized real nice.”


      “Oh, you two, stop it. Eat some meat too!” Machiko-san urged us.


      “We will, don’t worry.” Wow, the miso seasoning really suits boar meat. It’s so juicy and tender.


      “So where did you buy those sweets, anyway?” she asked.


      “There’s this new Japanese sweets shop that just opened on the western outskirts of the village. Aikawa-san told me about it. Seems like Kawanaka-san is already a regular customer...”


      Everyone’s eyes turned to Kawanaka-san.


      “Wh-What?”


      “Since when do you like Japanese sweets so much?” Mutsu-san asked with a dubious expression.


      “It might be worth mentioning that there was a young girl working behind the counter,” Aikawa-san added.


      Kawanaka-san glared at him sharply. Meanwhile, everyone else looked like they knew where this was going.


      “Look, if you’re so desperate to find someone, why not go to one of those marriage agencies?” Hatano-san muttered.


      “You’ve got it all wrong! And you guys say that, but who doesn’t like young women, anyway?!”


      Aikawa-san and I cocked our heads.


      “Hey, you two, don’t give me that!”


      Toyama-san let out a sigh; Yumoto-san’s expression was awkward. Akimoto-san and Yuki-san just continued to eat, unconcerned with it all.


      Machiko-san laughed. “If you like young girls, how about Tama-chan and Yuma-chan?”


      No, I won’t let anyone have them. Even if Tama and Yuma might be okay with it, I’m not! Over my dead body!


      “Come on now! I’m talking about young human girls!”


      We continued to drink and make merry. As usual, there was so much food that no one had any room left for desserts, so the Japanese sweets we’d brought had to wait until tomorrow.


      Really, though... I know it’s none of my business, but I really do think he should try a marriage agency.


      The chickens came to me after they were done eating, and I cleaned their beaks and feathers before letting them inside.


      As for me... I think I’ve had my fill of young girls for the time being.


      ***


      The next morning...


      I hadn’t had that much to drink, so I didn’t wake up with a hangover or a headache. On the other hand, I’d liked the fried mochi so much that I’d had too many of them, and I felt a little bloated.


      “Gotta be careful with mochi...” I got up, and my posture instantly slumped. I didn’t know I had such a weak stomach...


      Aikawa-san was already awake, and he came to fetch me. “Oh, you’re up? Good morning.” He looked completely fine, as usual.


      “Good morning... Do you have any stomach medicine?”


      “Oh... Yeah, I do. So you’re not feeling too well either, huh?”


      He told me he’d taken some medicine earlier, before I woke up. Looks like it’s not just me, then. I folded my futon, washed my face, and made my way to the living room, where Old Man Yumoto was reading the news.


      “Good morning.”


      “Oh, Shohei, you’re up? We helped ourselves to the eggs. Hope you don’t mind.”


      “Sure, no problem.”


      There was a plate in front of him with bacon and eggs. I thought the serving looked too small to be my chickens’ egg, but it turned out they’d fried one egg and divided it into two portions.


      “Good morning, Sho-chan. I’ll make some bacon and eggs for you and Aikawa-kun.”


      “Good morning. Thanks.”


      We had the usual plum chazuke along with bacon and eggs. Yup, my chickens’ eggs really are the best in the world. And this bacon’s certainly holding its own—nice, thick slices.


      “Such a rich, bold flavor,” Aikawa-san blurted out. “I wonder if there are other chickens like them out there?”


      As far as large chickens go, there’s that breed called Brahma. Not sure how similar they really are...


      “They say it’s probably some sort of mutation...” Old Man Yumoto murmured. “But three of them at once...? I think there must’ve been a huge chicken that they’re descended from...”


      “I wonder...” I muttered.


      It’s kind of like the chicken or egg dilemma...in spirit, at least. Assuming they’re descended from the same large specimen, just how big was it? Tama and Yuma are not as large as Pochi, but they’re still pretty big... Plus, what about the tails? Maybe the feathered dinosaur hypothesis is correct after all?


      “Morning...”


      “Good morning.”


      “Good morning...”


      Mutsu-san, Toyama-san, and Kawanaka-san got up and came to the living room. Hatano-san had woken up early and gone home, apparently. As for the butchers, Yuki-san hadn’t drunk any alcohol last night, so he’d driven back home with Akimoto-san rather than staying over.


      “Not too many young folks like him around these days,” Machiko-san had remarked.


      Well, I remember Yuki-san himself mentioning that he wasn’t much of a drinker, so... As long as it’s fine with him.


      “Machiko-san, got any eggs?” Kawanaka-san promptly asked. “From Sano-kun’s chickens, I mean.”


      She giggled. “You know how the saying goes—the early bird catches the worm.”


      Mutsu-san and Toyama-san were visibly disappointed.


      Ah well, there’s always next time.


      Of course, the chickens themselves had run off to play as soon as they’d finished their breakfast. The Yumotos had a respectable amount of farmland, but still, that didn’t nearly compare to the vastness of my mountains.


      Guess I’ll go home after lunch. The other two are probably fine, but I’m worried Yuma hasn’t been getting enough exercise. Well, I still think the reason she feels extra fluffy recently is because of the winter plumage and not because she’s put on weight, but you never know. Ahh, their winter feathers just look so cute and fluffy.


      “So, about tomorrow... I guess we can take a break from hunting. It’s a holiday and all. Sano-kun, mind if we go back the day after tomorrow?” Mutsu-san asked.


      Oh, right, I forgot. It’s...Coming of Age Day tomorrow, right? Now that every day feels like a Sunday to me, I’m starting to lose track of holidays.


      “No problem. Thanks.”


      “Huh? What’s that about?” Yumoto-san inquired. “I thought you guys were done with Shohei’s mountains.”


      “So the boar from yesterday was on Sano-kun’s mountain, right? But we also found boar tracks leading to the east of his second mountain—and also a deer that ran away in that direction,” Mutsu-san explained. “If Katsuragi-san is okay with it, we might be able to catch stuff there.”


      “Ooh, nice.” Yumoto-san cracked a smile.


      That reminds me, Machiko-san was saying she could go for some venison. I imagine there are a lot of deer on that part of Katsuragi-san’s property since it’s a plains area. Hopefully they can catch some.


      Oh, speaking of Katsuragi-san... I wonder how her dragon is doing. He won’t get mad about people going into his territory...will he?


      “Just a minute—I gotta ask Katsuragi-san something.” I excused myself and typed her a message. “Any word on Tatsuki-san? Are you sure it’s okay for us to enter your property?”


      “Oh... I’m going back to check on things tomorrow. If worst comes to worst, can I ask you to help with the snow?” she quickly replied.


      “Not sure how much I can help, but sure,” I texted her. I then turned to Aikawa-san. “Hey, did you have any plans for tomorrow?”


      Gosh, look at me, already trying to rely on Aikawa-san. Have I no shame?


      “What happened?”


      “Katsuragi-san is going back to her mountain tomorrow to see if everything is fine, but the thing is, since she’s left the mountain totally unattended for months, she’s worried that the road might be blocked. She’d like some help if that’s the case.”


      “I see,” he replied. “I don’t really have anything planned, no. Wait...I was actually thinking of doing some shopping in N-Town. How about we meet up with her there?”


      “That’s a good idea. Ah, but there’s no space in my truck to give her a ride... I guess she’ll drive her own truck?”


      Good plan, though. We can go shopping, then meet up with her on the way back and drive to the mountains all together. In separate vehicles, of course. That might be better than staying put waiting for her.


      “Okay, what time should we go?”


      I noticed that Kawanaka-san kept staring at us the whole time. “Hmm? Is something wrong?”


      “Oh, I was just thinking you sure have it nice. Maybe I should buy myself a mountain too...”


      Aikawa-san and I chuckled awkwardly. I don’t really think people with regular office jobs are cut out for mountain living...


      Mutsu-san and Toyama-san looked like they were just about to face-palm.


      Honestly, my mountains were really just an impulse purchase. And an escapist impulse at that. Oh well...


      After having lunch at the Yumotos, it was time to pack up and begin heading home. Before we left, we tried some of the sweets that we’d bought, which Machiko-san had served for dessert. Yeah, these are pretty good. We also shared the leftover boar meat among ourselves, with a bigger share for Akimoto-san to cover the butchering costs. The hunters were kind enough to let me keep most of the innards, which I thanked them for.


      “This is all from your mountain, y’know. You can decide how much you want, and we’ll listen,” Mutsu-san told me.


      That’s true, but I didn’t actually help you hunt. Well, this is for the chickens anyway.


      Back at home, Pochi and Yuma were acting restless, clearly eager to go play.


      “Oh, you’re going out today, Yuma? Make sure you’re back home before dark, okay?”


      As soon as I gave permission, they took off at tremendous speed. So she hasn’t been getting enough exercise, just like I thought. Sorry, Yuma.


      “You can go too if you want, Tama.” I don’t really have anything to do today except cleaning. Upon hearing that, she pecked me. Oh, come on!


      After I finished cleaning the house, I stepped outside and looked around. The air feels pretty cold today. It’s kinda like... The air itself feels different from down in the village.


      I turned toward my crops. It seemed the komatsuna was almost good to go. Impressive how they keep growing even in this cold. I mean, yeah, I did cover some of the fields with plastic, but still. Though I can tell they’re growing slower compared to warmer months, I’m still happy I get to eat homegrown veggies.


      “Guess I’ll harvest them tomorrow morning.” I’ve already called it quits for today.


      Tama was loitering around in the area where the abandoned buildings had been.


      “I’m gonna take a nap, okay?” I called out to her before going back inside.


      I’m probably in for a lot of manual labor tomorrow. First we would go to N-Town in the morning, do some shopping, and then meet up with Katsuragi-san and come back. Her sister would stay there—she had driving school. By now, Rie-san already had her provisional license, and she was getting into on-the-road lessons. I bet she still feels pretty nervous behind the wheel.


      I let my mind wander as I drifted into slumber and ended up sleeping for two hours.


      “Ow!”


      I was woken up by Tama pecking me, as if she were saying, Just how long do you plan to sleep?!


      In the evening, after Pochi and Yuma came back, I started making preparations for tomorrow. I’ll assume there’ll be snow to deal with, and we’ll need a shovel. And if the snow hasn’t melted, it will have hardened into ice by now. Can’t make do with just a broom. We’ll need to use shovels to break up the ice.


      “I’m going to Katsuragi-san’s place tomorrow. How about you guys?”


      “Not going.”


      “Going.”


      “Going.”


      Looks like Pochi’s staying behind to hold down the fort. He turned the other way.


      “All right, so it’s gonna be me, Tama, and Yuma. First we’re going to N-Town to buy some stuff, and then... Hmm...”


      I could leave the chickens at Yumoto-san’s place, but I don’t wanna waste any time.


      I discussed it with Katsuragi-san and Aikawa-san, and she said she’d wait for us in the usual parking lot, near the supermarket where we always shopped.


      “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of Tama-chan and Yuma-chan for you!” she texted me.


      “Really? Well, okay then. Just watch them and make sure they behave.”


      “No problem! It’s been a while, so I’m happy I get to spend time with them!”


      Thus, Katsuragi-san would be staying in the parking lot to watch the chickens while we shopped. I truly appreciate it.

    

  

  
    
      3. Visiting the Neighboring Mountain


      The next morning, I made breakfast, fed the chickens, saw Pochi off, then got in my truck with Tama and Yuma and drove off. At first, Tama was riding in the tonneau, but once we reached West Mountain, Yuma would be moving to the passenger seat of Aikawa-san’s truck, and Tama would take Yuma’s usual spot in my own truck. I’ve got a hood over the tonneau now, but riding back there can still get pretty bumpy.


      Incidentally, I’d also asked Tama if she would like to ride in Aikawa-san’s truck. She’d pecked me fiercely. Jeez, why does she hate his snakes so much? She doesn’t even want to sit in the same spot Rin-san usually does...


      I met up with Aikawa-san at the foot of his mountain and quickly moved Tama and Yuma to their new spots, then we set off for N-Town. Katsuragi-san was already there in the usual parking lot waiting for us when we arrived. I could see small piles of snow dotting the ground. Looks like it didn’t rain here. Huh.


      “Happy New Year!” Katsuragi-san greeted us energetically. “Here’s to another great one!”


      “Thanks, and the same to you.”


      We all gave small bows, and then I left my chickens in her care. “Got anything you need?” I asked before we left.


      “No, I’m good. I brought my own bento too.”


      “Gotcha. Then Tama and Yuma can hang out with you for a while?”


      “Great!”


      Aikawa-san and I bowed again and then went into the supermarket. Oh, right, I’ve been meaning to try those hot pot cubes. Guess I’ll buy some. I put kimchi-flavored ones into my basket. And I’ve been craving some pork too—I’ve got plenty of boar meat, but I wanna eat other kinds of meat too. Along with the hot pot cubes, I ended up buying pork belly, some seasonings, a few other odds and ends, and, of course, a bento box. We were planning to eat over at Katsuragi-san’s place. Probably just gonna eat in our trucks rather than going inside, though.


      Once I checked out, I stopped by the adjacent drugstore and bought a couple of items there. I got back to the parking lot just after Aikawa-san.


      “Thanks for watching them,” I said to Katsuragi-san. “Shall we go?”


      “Oh, it was my pleasure. They’re both just so adorable!” she replied with a goofy grin. “Thanks for making time to help out today.”


      I know, right? They’re just the cutest! I kept that to myself, but those two could probably tell what I was thinking from my expression. Sorry, I just can’t help it.


      Yuma and Tama were sitting in their spots where we’d left them. We put away all the stuff we’d bought and then drove toward Katsuragi-san’s mountain. After we left N-Town, I noticed that there wasn’t too much snow left on the ground.


      Goes to show how different things can be in the mountains. It’d be pretty nice if all the snow on her mountain had already melted away.


      Soon enough, the foot of Loud Mountain came into view, and I could see that there were indeed a few tufts of snow still present on the ground—probably where the sun didn’t shine.


      We parked our vehicles and got out.


      “There’s...a lot less snow than I expected,” Katsuragi-san remarked.


      “Must be because it rained,” I said. “Otherwise, I imagine there’d still be plenty left.”


      “Oh... Right, it did.”


      It’d rained when Aikawa-san and I had been staying over at the Yumotos—in N-Town, it had continued to snow.


      “Gosh, you have no idea how annoying Rie got when it started snowing!” Katsuragi-san exclaimed. “She kept whining about how she should’ve gotten her license before coming here. If she plans to live here, she’s just gonna have to get used to driving on snowy roads, don’t you agree?”


      I nodded. “Yeah, true. Gotta admit, though, before this season, I hadn’t driven in snow for so long that I had a pretty hard time fitting the chains on my tires.”


      Aikawa-san kept smiling and nodding as he listened to our conversation, but he didn’t join in. I see he still hasn’t gotten over his fear. Actually, why did I even invite him to come along today if I already knew that? I hope he’s not angry at me...


      I turned in his direction. “So, should we have lunch first?”


      He gave us a strained smile. “Yeah, we could. No idea how long it’ll take us to get up the mountainside... Should we just eat here?”


      Tama and Yuma hopped out of the trucks and started pecking at the grass. I’d brought some Chinese cabbage for them—I told them to eat it in the tonneau.


      “Oh? You can let them eat on the ground—I don’t mind it,” Katsuragi-san said.


      “They usually make a mess, even when they try not to. Plus, they have shelter from the wind in the tonneau.”


      We were currently at a gravel area by the roadside, standing in front of the fence around Katsuragi-san’s property. She’d had an even larger fence here before the typhoon had knocked it down—we’d removed that thing and put this smaller one back up in its place.


      There was a similar gravel spot on my own mountain. I guess back in the day they might’ve used these as meeting spots for visitors, rather than asking people to go all the way up to the houses. Regardless, this was a nice spot to park and have lunch.


      I’d already grown used to eating in the driver’s seat of my truck. Though I don’t think I ever did that before coming here. Well, actually, I did eat in the car a few times. But there’s still so much stuff that I experienced for the first time after moving here. A lot of the changes were pretty difficult for me, but I’m enjoying myself, I guess.


      After lunch, Katsuragi-san unlocked the fence, and we drove inside. She locked it again behind us. She’s living all by herself here, and everyone knows that, so this kind of security measure is important. Though the fence was not as tall as the previous one, it was a fairly sturdy iron fence—probably not that easy to break into, even with tools.


      A ways up the mountain road, there was another fence, and on the other side of that, a fork in the road—the left path led to her house. Previously, you hadn’t even been able to tell that there was another path to the right, due to how poorly maintained and overgrown with weeds it’d been. This winter, she had paid some villagers to help maintain it, and it was now in better condition.


      Although we could still see some snow lingering here and there, it was sparse enough that there wasn’t really any need to shovel it. Whew, that’s great. There were a few spots that looked a bit more problematic—we stopped our trucks and cracked the ice with shovels, then pushed it over the guardrails. In the end, it took us over twice as long as usual to reach her house.


      Once we arrived, Katsuragi-san hopped out of her vehicle and stretched out her arms. “Ahh, it feels great to be back! Thanks so much for helping out, guys.” She bowed deeply toward us.


      “Well, I mean, we gotta have each other’s backs...”


      Katsuragi-san stared at me. “Sure, I guess so, but...I don’t really feel like I’ve been much help to you...”


      “That’s not true.” For example, she was a big help when I needed a picture of my “girlfriend” to show my parents. My mom seemed like she saw through it, but they haven’t brought that topic up since then.


      “Don’t worry about it. You’re a woman—that’s what men are for,” Aikawa-san said, standing a small distance away.


      Katsuragi-san stared at him this time. “You two can be pretty antiquated, huh?”


      “You think so? Well, for starters, it’s a fact that on average, men have more muscle. And I mean, you’re helping too. You don’t take other people’s help for granted, right?”


      “I suppose, yeah...but still...I’m not too sure how I feel about that. Thanks, though.”


      If you ask me, I think it’s fine to let other people help, provided you actually show your gratitude. Don’t be like those people who just say “thanks” but keep piling on the demands. I remember my sister complaining about that kind of person. Katsuragi-san’s definitely not like that, though, and that’s why I wanna help her out if I can.


      “Um, I’ll go check on Tatsuki!” she said, her face slightly flushed. She quickly went to the house.


      “I bet girls love you, don’t they?” Aikawa-san asked.


      “Huh? What do you mean?”


      That’s rich coming from you. What was that again? “That’s what men are for”? No wonder you get stalkers when you go around saying that kind of stuff with a straight face. I think you should try to watch your mouth.


      I didn’t think there’d be any danger inside, but I still followed behind her, just in case. That reminds me... She leaves the house unlocked, doesn’t she? I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about with her dragon in there, but who knows—something might have made its way in. Nothing worse than maybe a couple of raccoon dogs, I hope.


      Katsuragi-san also stayed alert—at first, she cracked the front glass door only slightly open and hid in a blind spot. I peeked inside, checked that there was nothing there, and gave her a thumbs-up. Then I peered further inside, trying to get a better view. There. I spotted something gleaming in the dark.


      Is that...? “Tatsuki-san? It’s me, Sano.”


      I heard a low, growling sound. Wait, is he wary of me? Cold sweat dripped down my back.


      “Tatsuki? It’s me!”


      The growling sound lost its menacing edge and turned fuzzier.


      Katsuragi-san stepped inside. “Sorry, but can I ask you to wait outside for a sec?”


      “Sure thing.”


      I walked away from the house and gazed blankly at the empty fields with Aikawa-san and the chickens. She hadn’t planted anything because she’d planned to be away during winter. There wasn’t any needle ice on the ground, but I could see a few spots where the soil had mounded up, indicating its icy presence. I bet it must form every morning here.


      Suddenly, Tama turned toward the house. Katsuragi-san soon came out, followed by her dragon, who was slowly tagging behind her. Tama hopped over to him, and I followed suit.
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      “Hello, Tatsuki-san. It’s been a while. My chickens will be coming here for a while to hunt, along with Aikawa-san and a few other people from the village. I hope you won’t mind,” I explained slowly.


      He cracked his eyes open and nodded.


      “Thanks.” I turned to Aikawa-san. “Looks like he’s okay with it.”


      It was Aikawa-san’s turn to greet Tatsuki-san. “Hello. My name is Aikawa. Thanks for letting us hunt on this mountain.”


      These sorts of formalities may be a pain in the butt, but they’re necessary. Both Aikawa-san and Katsuragi-san were always courteous, even toward animals, as if it were the natural thing to do.


      “So with this done, everything’s all set for you guys to hunt here, right?” I asked.


      “Yeah. I almost forgot to ask Tatsuki-san. Thanks for reminding me, Sano-san. And thanks to you too, Katsuragi-san.”


      Katsuragi-san waved her arms, visibly flustered. “Oh, no, don’t mention it! I was already planning on a trip up here to check on things. Thanks for coming with me.” It seemed all three of us had a slight tendency toward overt politeness. “I’m afraid I can’t offer much in the way of hospitality...” She gazed at the house with a repentant expression.


      “I just remembered—what about the water here?” I asked.


      “Ah, right, I haven’t checked yet. Be right back!”


      I think she uses a hose to draw it from a spring, if I’m not mistaken—one just behind the house. Securing a source of water up in the mountains can be quite difficult. In that sense, I’m really blessed to have so many rivers and bodies of water on my mountain. Boy, I sure got a great deal there.


      Katsuragi-san’s dragon was now lying down in the sun, with Tama pecking his body like she always did when they were together. I was freaked out when I first saw her doing this, but now it looks kinda wholesome. It’s nice to see them getting along.


      As for Yuma, she didn’t seem too interested in him and was instead pecking at the dead weeds on the other side of the veranda.


      A short while later, Katsuragi-san came back out of the house, having finished her check of the water supply. “Yeah, it’s still fine. I left the faucet dripping before leaving, actually.” That was a necessity in winter, given how cold it could get here, even during the day—otherwise, the hose could freeze. “Um, I’m boiling some water right now, so how about a cup of tea?”


      “Yes, please. Thanks...” I replied.


      I glanced over at the veranda. Eh, shouldn’t be too cold under the sun. Katsuragi-san looked apologetic. Well, it is what it is—the house itself is on the smaller side to begin with, and I wouldn’t really feel comfortable barging into a girl’s house.


      “Thank you,” Aikawa-san also replied.


      She grabbed a broom and gave the veranda a quick sweep, then brought out cushions for us. Once the water was hot, we enjoyed a cup of tea and some pickled vegetables. As we snacked, Yuma came up to me and sat in between me and Katsuragi-san.


      “Yuma-chan, can I pet you?” Katsuragi-san asked.


      “Sure,” she replied.


      “Thanks! Your feathers are so pretty. Sano-san must take really good care of you.”


      Yuma raised her head triumphantly and made a smug face. (Or at least, that’s what it looks like to me. I dunno what a smug chicken looks like. Anyway, she’s pretty cute. And yes, I know I say that way too much.)


      The vegetables were well pickled. “Um, I know they taste pretty strong, but hopefully that’s not an issue for you,” Katsuragi-san said in a sheepish tone.


      “Hmm? Oh, these are great. Really.” She already knows I like these, so she’s probably more concerned about Aikawa-san. But it looks like he’s into them too.


      Aikawa-san nodded to her. “They’re delicious. I prefer my kimchi well fermented too.”


      “Oh, I totally get that.”


      “Same here. I like to let it sit for a while rather than eating it right after buying,” I agreed.


      It’s interesting to see how there are all kinds of different food customs and preferences depending on which part of Japan you’re in.


      Once we’d finished the tea, we got ready to head out. Katsuragi-san gave her dragon a few good pets. “See you later, Tatsuki. I’ll be back to check on you again. Sorry for waking you up.” She looked around her property one last time, eyeing the small remnants of white on the ground, then muttered, “I suppose it’ll snow even more in the coming weeks...”


      “Yeah, I think so,” Aikawa-san promptly replied.


      “Well, regardless of whether Rie gets her license, we’ll stay in N-Town until probably the end of February.”


      I nodded to her. “Gotcha. Well, take care. I’m not sure if I’ll be able to go right away, but let me know if anything comes up.”


      She chuckled. “Jeez, this is where you’re supposed to say you’ll run to my rescue anytime!”


      “Hmm, well, I’m not sure about anytime. What if it’s already after dark?”


      “You’ve got a point.”


      The three of us laughed. I’m just glad to see she’s doing well.


      We loaded into our trucks and drove down to the foot of the mountain. She locked the fence behind us, and with her truck at the front of the line, we drove to the base of Aikawa-san’s mountain, where we saw her off. I would’ve liked to escort her to N-Town, but I mean, we’re all driving our own vehicles. It’d be weird for a truck to escort a truck.


      “So starting tomorrow, now we can hunt on Katsuragi-san’s property,” Aikawa-san said with a smile.


      “Yeah. Hopefully you manage to catch something.” We even had Tatsuki-san’s seal of approval now, so the hunters had the green light to do their thing.


      He and I parted ways, and I went back to my mountain. As soon as we arrived, Tama ran off to play. What’s with her?

    

  

  
    
      4. Heading East Is Harder than Expected


      The next morning was a Tuesday. Coming of Age Day was behind us, and the sky above was clear with lots of sun. The forecast said it could snow, but I don’t see any clouds. Where did they go? Well, not that I want it to snow.


      The hunters arrived at my place earlier than usual. They were going to investigate the tracks they’d found on my second mountain—they would follow the tracks to the east and cross the boundary to Katsuragi-san’s mountain. The hunters already knew that Tatsuki-san was okay with it and that Katsuragi-san had given her permission for them to do whatever they pleased with anything they hunted on her property. Everyone was pumped to explore new territory.


      “All right, boys! Our goal is to explore the land east of Sano-kun’s other mountain by the weekend!” Mutsu-san exclaimed.


      “That’s pretty far from here...” Toyama-san said.


      “Let’s do this,” Aikawa-san replied.


      I could have joined them, but I knew I would just slow down their progress, so I decided to stay home as usual. Plus, I don’t own a firearm. Pochi and Tama were shuffling their feet impatiently, clearly raring to go.


      Incidentally, I’d managed to wake up to my alarm this morning before Tama could come to wake me up. I’d been surprised by my bedroom door sliding open suddenly and forcefully.


      “Tama...?”


      She’d seen that I was already up and had clicked her tongue before going back to the living room. What the heck? Chickens can click their tongues? Anyway, what’s with the nasty attitude? Seriously...


      She hadn’t closed the door before leaving, so the cold air from the hallway had rushed in, making the room terribly cold. Is she trying to kill me? Is she?


      Anyway, back to the present. With all their preparations finished, Mutsu-san, Toyama-san, Aikawa-san, Pochi, and Tama set off. I stayed behind and leisurely completed my house chores.


      I went shopping just yesterday, so I’ve got plenty of food at home. Well, the amount wasn’t really such a big concern in the first place. Rather, it’s more accurate to say that I’ve got some more variety now to pick and choose from... It’s like it says in the Bible: “Man does not live by bread alone.” Wait, I think that has a different meaning? I really don’t know what the stuff that springs to my mind really means. Maybe I should hit the books more often.


      I did laundry, cleaned, checked the lawn with Yuma, harvested komatsuna, and fed her a few leaves.


      “Please keep growing nice and delicious,” I said, joining my hands in prayer before my crops. I must look like a massive weirdo for doing this.


      Today’s miso soup featured komatsuna and potatoes. I made a big pot, and I also had some pickled nozawana that I’d bought, as well as seasoned eggs—regular ones, not my chickens’. All bases covered, all i’s dotted, all t’s crossed.


      I also went to check on a few other spots, like where the abandoned buildings had been and where the hunters’ trucks were parked. I didn’t examine the road, though.


      “Yup, all clear.”


      “All clear?” Yuma asked.


      “It means there’s nothing wrong.”


      “All clear!”


      “That’s right.” Heh, it’s so adorable how she raises her head and repeats after me. Feels so nice and soothing being around her.


      Back at home, I spent some time fiddling around, cleaning here and there, and by the time I realized it, it was already noon. I stepped outside, and the hunters happened to have just gotten back. It seemed they hadn’t caught anything yet.


      “Phew, that was rough.”


      “Tell me about it. Maybe we should have lunch there starting tomorrow.”


      “Yeah, maybe.”


      They’d trudged east from my second mountain and had then walked all the way back here. That’s quite the workout. I like to think I’ve built a lot of stamina since coming here, but that’d still be pretty rough for me.


      I fed the chickens, served miso soup to the weary hunters resting under the kotatsu, and prepared the rest of our lunch.


      “Ahh, this really hits the spot... Tastes like Japan,” Toyama-san said with a sigh. I kinda see what you’re getting at, but that’s a little exaggerated, no?


      They were disappointed to learn that the seasoned eggs were just regular chicken eggs, but my chickens’ eggs weren’t really something I could serve them all the time. I mean, I only get two of them a day. And not every day. Two eggs a day is only enough for me as a source of protein.


      “We need to decide how to go about it tomorrow... Ahh, no miso soup...” Toyama-san murmured with a dejected expression.


      “You could put some soup in thermoses and take them with you,” I suggested. Though in that case, you might be better off with instant miso soup. Uh, sorry if that was a bad suggestion...


      “Oh, can we do that, then?” Aikawa-san promptly asked.


      “Sure, I don’t mind...”


      “Your miso soup’s the best!” Mutsu-san said.


      “Can I have some more?” Toyama-san asked.


      “No problem. Here you go.”


      I filled their bowls with another serving. They all agreed to bring thermoses with them tomorrow. I made sure to tell them to wash the containers well—you could never be too careful with bacteria.


      After lunch, they set off again.


      “You know, Yuma, I’m thinking maybe I should try to get in better shape...”


      “Better shape?” She cocked her head.


      Hmm, how do I explain it...? “Stay put for a sec.”


      I bent down, hugged her, and lifted her off the ground. Yup, she’s definitely put on some weight.


      “Sano?” She stared at me with her adorable, round, beady eyes. I don’t mind you gaining weight, but I’m hoping you don’t grow much taller.


      “You’re so cute, Yuma...”


      “Cute?” I felt her trying to move her wings, so I put her back down.


      “Yup, very cute.”


      “Cute!” She flapped her wings up and down. I know we’ve had the exact same exchange a bunch of times, but I never get tired of it.


      In the end, looks like I didn’t answer her question...but she doesn’t seem to mind, so whatever.


      The hunters came back before sunset.


      “Phew... I’m pretty beat after walking that distance twice...” Mutsu-san blurted out.


      Toyama-san heaved a sigh. “Y’know, we’re not so young anymore...”


      “I think that might’ve been a bit too far...” Even Aikawa-san was visibly exhausted and rolling his ankles.


      If they went from here to my other mountain, then down to the east, that means the way back here was all uphill. And twice, at that... Yikes.


      I gazed at Pochi and Tama, who seemed to be in a good mood after a nice workout.


      “Um... Are the chickens pushing you too hard, by any chance?” I asked the hunters. Maybe it’s not my business, but still.


      The three of them looked taken aback by my question. Huh?


      Mutsu-san and Toyama-san laughed and tried to play it off. “Well, uh, you know, there’s not a dull moment with them!”


      “Yeah, we just can’t help but try to keep up with them.”


      “Okay, but I just want you to know that I can’t take responsibility if something happens...” I told them. I know that might sound cold, and they are doing me a favor by hunting on my property, but it’s up to them to watch their pace. They’re seasoned hunters, after all.


      “I...think we might have gotten a bit carried away. Let’s try to keep a steadier pace tomorrow,” Aikawa-san said. “Or rather, maybe we should take the day off tomorrow?”


      “Nah, we should explore again. Right?”


      “We should, yeah.”


      Aikawa-san was trying to err on the side of caution, but that fell on deaf ears with the other two. These guys...


      “When are we gonna start feeling this? Two or three days?” Mutsu-san asked.


      “In your case, likely three days,” Toyama-san said. “Me, I’m probably gonna start getting all sore in two.”


      Oh, they’re talking about muscle soreness.


      “Y’know,” he continued, “after you reach a certain age, it doesn’t come the day right after anymore.”


      “I see...” I remember a while ago I started feeling sore the night of the same day I exerted myself, but I should probably keep quiet about that.


      “I guess it doesn’t take that long for you, right, Aikawa-kun?”


      Aikawa-san played dumb. “Hmm, I wonder.” I’m sure he’s probably gonna start feeling it by tomorrow at the latest. If he does get sore, that is. Maybe he doesn’t.


      I turned to Pochi and Tama. “I guess you two wouldn’t know what it feels like...”


      “Do chickens even get sore muscles?”


      “Not sure...” I muttered, watching Pochi and Tama already back to pecking at the ground like nothing had happened. Mutsu-san and Toyama-san seemed puzzled. If they don’t feel sore after that, then just how much exercise do they get normally? No wonder they eat so much. Jeez...


      But then again, it’s also thanks to them that my crops are safe. Running up and down the mountain is their way of patrolling their territory, I guess. I just wish they wouldn’t go too hard at it.


      The hunters soon settled on their plans for tomorrow—they would come here at around the same early hour, fill their thermoses with miso soup, and stay outdoors all day until early evening.


      “Pochi, Tama—tomorrow, the hunters won’t be coming back here until evening. Are you still going with them?”


      The two responded to me with short clucks, as if saying, Bring it on!


      Mutsu-san and Toyama-san seemed excited about the adventure.


      “Okay, we’ve got Pochi and Tama-chan on board. Let’s do our best tomorrow!”


      “I hope we catch something.”


      “Don’t worry, I’ll take the chickens’ food with us,” Aikawa-san reassured me.


      What a guy.


      “Well, even without that, I think they can procure their own food if necessary,” I said.


      “Yeah, but I imagine that’s probably harder than usual in winter.”


      “Okay, good point. It would be nice if you’d feed them, then.”


      Man, I just can’t compete with this guy. If it were up to me, I’d tell the chickens to work something out by themselves. I mean, I still make their breakfast and dinner, but yeah... What do they usually have for lunch, anyway? Do they find bugs hibernating? If that’s a thing, then I suppose it opens up a lot of options... Whoops, I’m going off on a tangent.


      After the hunters left, I asked them once again, “Pochi, Tama, are you going with them tomorrow?”


      “Going!”


      “Going!”


      “Gotcha. And Yuma’s staying with me, right?”


      “With you.” Aww, that’s so cute.


      “Hey, listen—tomorrow, Aikawa-san is taking your food so you can eat lunch with them. Make sure you show your gratitude to him, okay?”


      “Gratitude?”


      “Gratitude?”


      “Grated cheese!”


      “Uh...Yuma?” Where do they learn that stuff from? TV? I don’t really know how my chickens get their information. “Uh, basically, you should say thanks to Aikawa-san.”


      “Thanks!”


      “Thanks!”


      “Thanks!”


      “Say it to him! Not to me!”


      I feel like they might be doing it on purpose, but still. Anyway, I gotta get their stuff ready for Aikawa-san. Chicken feed, bowls... Man, that’s actually a lot of stuff. Is it really okay to ask him to do that? Maybe I should tag along, if only to carry all that?


      I messaged him and asked again, just to make sure, and he said it was no problem and told me not to fret about it. I mean, I know for a fact he’s in pretty good shape—we’ve changed clothes in the same room before—but this makes me feel even more pathetic. God, I’m such a loser...


      “Sano?” I was hanging my head in dejection when Yuma trotted up to me and tilted her head.


      “Gaaah... Yuma, you’re just too cute!” I shouted.


      “Weirdo!” Pochi exclaimed.


      “Shut up!” Tama agreed.


      Hey, you guys wanna say that again? Seriously, I ought to teach you two a lesson sometime. (I already know I’m no match for them—don’t remind me.)


      ***


      Good thing I woke up early...


      The next morning, just as I was groggily getting up, my bedroom door opened with a loud bang.


      “Tama...”


      I heard her make what sounded like a tongue-clicking noise before heading back to the living room as if nothing had happened. Haven’t I told you already? Don’t leave the door open! It’s freaking cold outside!


      “Hey, close the door!” I knew it was probably useless, but I still made a point of telling her. I reached out for the halogen heater and turned it on, then got up and changed, still shivering from the cold. I really ought to do something about this room—it’s too damn cold in here. No wonder Yamakura-san’s family moved. Must be rough for older people.


      The hunters would be coming around the usual hour, so I still had some free time left after making breakfast and miso soup. All the while, Pochi and Tama restlessly shuffled around outside. They look like children about to go on a school trip or something. Sure, you’re so excited that you just can’t stay put. But leave me out of it, please.


      I gazed at my crops—only the lower leaves of the komatsuna remained, since I’d harvested some yesterday—and thought maybe I’d go to the tofu store later. I haven’t eaten any recently. The store-bought stuff from the supermarket in N-Town just doesn’t compare. It feels unfair to even think of comparing them, really. They’re completely different, down to the price, the size, and even the whole tofu-making process...


      The hunters soon arrived in their trucks. Pochi and Tama excitedly ran out to greet them. I waved hello and went back inside to heat the miso soup.


      They hopped out of their vehicles wearing smiles on their faces. “Ha ha, thanks for the warm reception,” Mutsu-san said to the chickens. “I wish my grandkids were this nice to me too!”


      Toyama-san nodded. “It sure feels great to have someone come out and greet us.”


      Aikawa-san walked over to me. “Hello, Sano-san.”


      “Hi there. Come in, please.”


      I served them tea, and while they were sipping it, I took their thermoses and filled them with miso soup. I also filled a plastic container with food for Pochi’s and Tama’s lunches and set it next to the chickens’ bowls.


      “I love the smell of fresh miso soup,” Toyama-san remarked.


      “How about having some before you go?” I suggested.


      “Hmm... Nah, I’ll pass. I’ll save it for lunch so I have something to look forward to!”


      I chuckled. “I mean...it’s just regular miso soup, you know...” I’m glad he likes it, at least. “I have some shopping to do today, so I probably won’t be home if you get back here too early.”


      “Gotcha.”


      “Okay.”


      “No problem.”


      I was seeing them off when Aikawa-san turned to me and asked, “Hey, have you seen those individual portions of steamed chicken that they’ve started selling at the general store recently?”


      “Oh? I don’t think I have.”


      “It’s pretty good, and the price is reasonable too. Highly recommended.”


      “Hmm, I’ll give it a try.” Steamed chicken, huh? I wonder if it’s like those pieces of chicken breast that they sell at convenience stores. I’ve seen them at the supermarket too, but I’ve never tried them.


      After seeing them off (for real this time), I climbed into my truck with Yuma and drove down to the village. First, I stopped at the general store.


      “Hello.”


      “Hey, how’re you doing?” asked the old man running the store.


      “I’m fine, thanks. So you’ve got a new product, right? Steamed chicken? I’ve heard good things about it.”


      “Huh? Oh, you must mean this.” He brought a packet of chicken meat from the refrigerated section.


      “Hmm? Isn’t that just regular chicken meat?” It had a whitish color, which made me assume that it also had skin on it, but that apparently wasn’t the case.


      “You know that chicken farm? They cook and season the meat there, then bring it here for us to sell. It’s prepackaged, so it should last you a while. Oh yeah, my wife was telling me that this handsome guy stopped by and bought some recently.”


      That must be Aikawa-san. “Oh... I see, so the meat is from Matsuyama-san’s farm. No wonder it tastes good.”


      “And right now we’ve got a special deal... Here,” he said, pointing at the price tag.


      “That’s pretty cheap. I’ll take five, then. Uh, as for my feedback, should I give it directly to Matsuyama-san?”


      “If you can, yeah.”


      At any rate, it’s really nice to see that the Matsuyamas are hard at work striving to innovate and deliver a good product.


      As planned, I also paid a visit to the tofu store. The shopkeeper greeted me warmly. “Hey, it’s been a while.”


      “Long time no see,” I replied. I went ahead and filled my shopping basket with anything that caught my eye. I also got a bunch of okara as a freebie.


      “The chickens eat it too, right?”


      “Yup, they do, so I really appreciate it.”


      “And I appreciate you taking it off my hands.”


      “You sell okara to the chicken farm too, don’t you?”


      “Yeah, but we get so much of it every day that even then, we still have a ton left over.”


      “Fair enough. Makes sense.”


      If there was no one to put the okara to good use, they would have to pay to dispose of it. I know it’s to be expected, since it’s a natural byproduct of making tofu, but that must suck for them. I bought some okara cookies too while I was at it, along with a kit for making sundubu-jjigae. That settles my menu for tonight. Gotta make sure to crank the exhaust fan, though, or Tama will get angry.


      “Come again!”


      “Thank you, I will.” I loaded all of the food into my truck, then turned to Yuma. “Hey, mind if we make a detour and stop by Yumoto-san’s place?”


      She replied with a cluck. I gave them a call, and they were both home, so I decided to go and say hello. Not that it’s been very long since I last saw them—I just kinda feel like stopping in, since I’m in the village anyway. I set off for the Yumotos with some steamed chicken from the store as a gift.


      “Hello.” I rang the doorbell and tried to slide the glass door open, but it was locked, which was unusual for them. Guess they weren’t planning on having any visitors?


      “Coming!” I heard Machiko-san call out, followed by footsteps.


      It was Old Man Yumoto who showed up at the door. “Shohei? Something the matter?”


      “No, I was just doing some shopping and stopped by to say hi.”


      “I see, I see. Well, come in!”


      “Thanks.”


      I didn’t intend to stay too long, so I told Yuma to stand right there in the garden. I could let her go over to the fields, but who knows—she could run into something and trigger a random encounter. Actually, that probably wouldn’t be an issue. At that distance, it’d take a lot less effort than usual to carry the carcass here and butcher it and all that. Jeez, I’m starting to get too used to this.


      “Have you tried this yet?” I handed Machiko-san two packs of steamed chicken.


      “Are these for salads? Never seen them before.”


      “They were selling this at the general store. Apparently, it’s a new product Matsuyama-san came up with.”


      “Oh, this looks great!”


      Seems like it’s got her stamp of approval. I’ll give it a try tonight too.


      “You’re staying for lunch, right?” she asked me.


      “Oh, no.” I waved my hand. “I really just stopped by to say hello. I’ll be on my way soon.”


      “Why? Do you have plans already?”


      “Well, not really...”


      “Then join us for lunch!”


      “If you insist...”


      Today’s menu at the Yumotos featured the old man’s handmade soba noodles, and they also treated me to some delicious tempura. Kinda feel bad about this...


      “I never get to eat tempura unless we have visitors, so thanks, Shohei!” Yumoto-san slapped me on the back.


      Ugh, stop, I’m gonna puke...


      Machiko-san was kind enough to go outside and feed Yuma. “They’re such good chickens, aren’t they? Is it just me, or did she grow even bigger?”


      “I believe she hasn’t grown any taller, at least...” If she does, we won’t be able to bathe together anymore.


      “Oh, really? I wonder if it looks that way because of her feathers?”


      They certainly do look fluffier than before, due to the cold weather.


      Yumoto-san gave a small chuckle. “Yeah, but they say owners don’t really realize how much their pets have grown, since they see ’em every day, no?”


      “That might be the case.” Fair enough—it makes it more difficult to notice gradual changes.


      The tempura made with burdock and carrot was simply incredible. I used to avoid this kind—I much preferred sweet potato tempura—but now it just hits the spot like nothing else. Come to think of it, maybe they were planning to use these ingredients for a stir-fry before I showed up?


      “By the way, are Mutsu-san and the rest of the hunter folks still at your place?” Old Man Yumoto asked.


      “Yeah, they were planning to go all the way over to Katsuragi-san’s mountain. It seems like my chickens are even more passionate about hunting than they are...” I scratched my head.


      “Well, I can imagine. During the colder months, hunting becomes a matter of life and death, since there are much fewer sources of food available. Your chickens have the right idea.”


      “Hmm? Is that how it works?”


      “I mean, Pochi and Tama are hunters too, right? They’re probably looking out for you and doing their best not to let you starve.”


      Hmm... I guess they really do see me as someone they have to protect and look after. Isn’t it supposed to be the other way around...?


      “You know... Maybe I should get a job,” I mused.


      “If you don’t need the money, then it’s all good, eh?”


      “No, I mean, like...to establish my position as kind of the leader of the pack...”


      He looked dumbfounded. “They’re just doing it ’cause they care about you. Don’t sweat the small stuff!”


      He guffawed and gave me a few more slaps on the back, but I still found the idea a bit awkward. Wait... Am I basically a NEET in their eyes? Oh crap. I gotta make an effort to act like a proper owner! Which means... Uh, what would that entail, exactly?


      On my way out, Machiko-san gave me some tempura to take home. This settles it—tomorrow’s breakfast will be a tempura bowl.


      “Thanks for tagging along, Yuma. Let’s get going.”


      I helped her up onto the passenger seat and then drove back home. When I glanced over, I noticed that she was tall enough to just barely fit.


      “You know...if you grow much taller than this, you might not be able to ride in here anymore.”


      “Whaaat...?”


      It is what it is. It’s not a problem when she’s sitting down—getting her through the door is the issue.


      When I arrived home, I saw no sign of the hunters. I checked my phone, but there weren’t any messages or missed calls either. Then again, I don’t know if they get cell signal that deep in the mountains, so maybe they can’t get in touch with me even if they want to. I wonder if any of them have walkie-talkies we could use. Welp, if something did happen to them, I feel like the chickens would rush back here to let me know.


      I stored the stuff I’d bought in the fridge and brewed some tea. I was recalling how tasty Machiko-san’s tempura was when I got a text from Aikawa-san. “No dice today either,” it said.


      It happens. You can’t exactly hunt on demand. “Good job out there,” I replied.


      They arrived a short time later with a slightly dejected-looking Pochi leading the way. They probably understand that they’re not gonna be able to nab prey every single time, but even so, I guess they can’t help feeling blue about it.


      “Welcome back, and good job out there!” I called out.


      They waved at me, and I went inside to serve tea.


      “Phew, that was pretty darn far.”


      “Sure was.”


      “And there’s too much dead vegetation.”


      Under the kotatsu, the hunters grumbled about today’s outing while sipping tea. I took their thermoses and other stuff that needed washing. If you went east from my second mountain onto Katsuragi-san’s property, the land became more or less all flat. It would be quite an ordeal for her to keep that area in good condition, so in winter, the landscape was littered with dead vegetation that made it hard to traverse on foot.


      “Hmm, maybe we should go cut the grass a little...” I suggested.


      “Well, actually, we hunt by ambushing the prey, so it’s not really a problem. It’s just, the deer might get away if we have to give chase.”


      “Ah, right, I forgot...” Deer are pretty quick on their feet.


      I gazed outside to see that Pochi and Tama were peevishly pecking at the grass. In spite of the cold weather, I’ve grown pretty used to leaving at least one door or window open. The hunters didn’t complain about the open door either, since they were all under the kotatsu. It is pretty cold, but not unbearably so—not really a big deal.


      “What about tomorrow?” I asked.


      Mutsu-san pondered for a moment. “Yeah, maybe we should think about where to go.”


      “How about we start with the northern side?” Aikawa-san proposed.


      “That could work.” Mutsu-san turned to the door and yelled out, “Heeeey! Pochi, Tama-chan! Let’s discuss our plans for tomorrow!”


      The two came running inside. Whoa, watch out. Are these guys seriously intending to discuss their plans with chickens, anyway? And the chickens actually seem pretty pumped about it too...


      It didn’t really concern me, so I went outside and strolled around with Yuma.


      After a short while, it seemed they had reached a consensus. Pochi and Tama came back outside wearing exuberant expressions, with Aikawa-san by their side.


      “Sorry about that,” he said.


      “Huh?” Sorry for what? “So, what are the plans for tomorrow?”


      “We’re aiming for a deer. Then if we can, we’ll try to go for a boar afterward.”


      “Do you already have an idea of where to search?”


      “We’ve been running into deer pretty often, so yeah. Although, of course, the fact that we can see them means that the opposite is also true.”


      “Ah, that’s right.”


      “No wonder Pochi-san and Tama-san were so annoyed when we came back.”


      “I guess so.” It must be pretty frustrating when the prey is in plain view but they can’t hunt it down. Hopefully they have better luck next time.


      “I feel like there’re a lot of them around too, so it might be a good idea to cull their numbers. Not sure if they’ll make their way down to the village, but their population is only gonna increase unless we do something about it.”


      “Are there that many of them?” I inquired.


      He nodded. “Yup.”


      That flat, untended area must have become a breeding ground for them. That does sound like trouble.


      “I imagine Tatsuki-san must be helping by preying on them, though,” he said. “Still, we can’t count on him in winter.”


      “True.” I guess hunting and eating the deer is the best method we have for dealing with them.


      A while later, everyone went home. They’d be coming again tomorrow at around the same time. They had all enjoyed today’s miso soup, so I’d definitely be making more tomorrow.


      That night, I prepared sundubu-jjigae, making sure to ventilate the room. The tofu, specifically made for this dish, melted in my mouth. Hot! Spicy! Tasty! The flavor was wonderful, especially with the addition of my chickens’ eggs. I savored the meal and worked up a good sweat. For side dishes, I ate shredded cabbage with slices of the steamed chicken from Matsuyama-san’s farm, seasoned with sesame oil and salt. This is fantastic too. I guess I’ll go buy some directly from them.


      “Ahh... It’s all so incredible.”


      As for the chickens, I fed them the usual feed and some pieces of pork, plus a lot of okara. They can use all the protein they can get, given how physically active they are.


      “I hope you guys manage to catch a deer,” I told them.


      Pochi and Tama raised their heads.


      “Catch deer!”


      “Eat deer!”


      “Eat!”


      “Yeah, I’m rooting for you.” That’s really all I can do. Nice to see you’re so determined, though.


      The steamed chicken was so good that I had to give Matsuyama-san a call.


      “Hello. Happy New Year. It’s me, Sano.”


      “Hello? Oh, Sano-kun? Happy New Year! You need more chicken feed?”


      “Nah, I think we’ve got enough for the time being. I just wanted to call because I bought some of that steamed chicken they’re selling at the general store.”


      “Ooh! You did? Thanks! So? How was it?”


      “It’s so good. Depending on the shelf life, I was hoping maybe I could buy it in bulk directly from you...”


      “Oh, that’s really nice to hear!”


      It would be difficult on short notice, but he said if I told him how much I wanted, he’d get it ready for me. I like the frozen chicken meat too, but the steamed chicken I ate today is a lot more convenient, since all you need to do is cut it.


      He handed his wife the phone, and I let her know what I thought. “You tried it? Thanks! Come over for lunch again sometime!”


      “For what it’s worth, it was Aikawa-san who told me about it. Do you mind if I invite him to come along?”


      “Of course not! We’ll be waiting!”


      All right, good. Now, what should I get as a gift for them? Eh, we probably won’t be visiting them that soon, so I can discuss it with Aikawa-san.




      The next morning...


      Why do I keep waking up earlier and earlier? Sure, I’ve been going to bed earlier too, so there’s that. But it’s also because Tama comes in way too early. Seriously, I almost get a heart attack every time I hear the door being thrown open just as I’m sitting up. And here’s how she does it: She uses her beak to get a grip on the handle and crack it slightly open, then she slides her foot into that crack and kicks it open with a bang. Crazy stuff!


      “Tama! Close the damn door!”


      “Can’t,” she blurted out as she ran away.


      Well, yeah, I don’t think she could pull the door to close it. Wait, wait—that’s not the point! It’s freaking cold in here! Brrr.


      Today’s miso soup featured tofu and seaweed. Can’t go wrong with the classics.


      I’d bought the miso paste from the tofu store. “Have you tried making your own miso? How about it?” the tofu store lady had asked, but I’d declined.


      Sounds like way too much work. Someone like Aikawa-san might find it a worthwhile endeavor, but not me. I’m pretty half-assed about most things.


      Soon enough, the hunters arrived in their trucks. And like yesterday, I took their thermoses and filled them to the brim with miso soup.


      “Thanks, Sano-kun!”


      Toyama-san always seemed to really appreciate my miso soup. That makes it worth the effort to make it.


      Pochi and Tama were shuffling around anxiously. Their footsteps sounded to me like they were saying, Come on, let’s go! or something like that.


      Give it a rest, you guys. I glanced at Yuma, and she tilted her head with a puzzled expression. Cute as always. (No quips about my poor vocabulary. What else are you supposed to say when you see something cute?)


      “Sorry to keep you two waiting,” Mutsu-san said to the chickens. “All right, let’s get going.”


      They clucked at him in response, and the party set off—Tama led the way today, and Pochi took up the rear. They probably chose that formation so they can protect the hunters. I’m proud of them. I suppose even my chickens understand how dangerous a mountain can be. I should be more grateful to them.


      The weather was nice and clear. I washed laundry, hung the futon out to dry, and did a few other chores. Then, the thought of the graves higher up on my mountain flashed across my mind. “Guess I’ll pay them a visit.”


      I drove up to the cemetery with Yuma, cleaned debris from the graves, and set some incense.


      “Sorry for being away for so long.” I joined my hands together, then stood up and faced toward the summit. Yamakura-san said they’d bring a new hokora here in spring. I know Keiji-san, his son, is definitely coming, but I wonder if Yamakura-san himself will be joining us. Is he doing okay in this cold? It’d be a bit weird for me to contact him too often, though. There’s, like, an appropriate distance for each and every relationship. Sometimes it’s hard to get a good grasp on it.


      Okay, I’ve gathered all the dead leaves and grass in one spot. What now? In this season, I couldn’t exactly burn everything—given how dry the air was, even the slightest gust of wind could cause a forest fire. I had no choice but to find a spot with a lot of trees where I could inconspicuously pile it all up.


      “I’ll be back soon,” I said before putting out the incense. Yuma and I loaded into the truck and drove back to the house.


      That saying about not having anything to do in winter really is true...


      After eating my lunch and feeding Yuma, I passed the time by reading ebooks. Pretty convenient times we live in. You don’t even need to go to a bookstore anymore—you can buy them from the comfort of your home. I mean, if there’s a book I want specifically in physical format, I’d go to a bookstore, of course, but I can’t remember the last time I bought a physical book.


      “If I’m not mistaken, I think they have a used bookstore in N-Town...”


      Regular bookstores are cool too, but I’d rather go to a used bookstore if that’s an option. Nowadays, books go out of print really fast, so I think that’s the better deal. (Why not just go to a library, you ask? I just prefer to actually own books, that’s all. Not that I usually annotate my books, but still. Who am I even talking to, anyway?)


      Anyway, I can ask Aikawa-san about it sometime. I could simply look it up on my phone, sure, but I find that the info on the internet can often be outdated. There have been quite a few times in the past when I’ve found a store on the internet and have gone there only to find that it’d already shut down.


      Yuma was outside loitering about. Suddenly, I heard an unusual sound—she was clucking repeatedly, as if to bring my attention to something.


      “Yuma? What’s the matter?”


      I stepped outside to find the hunters arriving from their expedition.


      “Ah, Sano-kun! Look, we did it!” I could see that they were carrying several small wild boars.


      “Congratulations!”


      “Caught a deer too! We soaked it in the river on our way here!”


      “Wow, that’s awesome!”


      It seemed today’s hunt had been a huge success. Toyama-san looked tired but also elated. Pochi and Tama raised their heads triumphantly.


      “Good job, you two! I’m proud of you!”


      They immediately gave me the cold shoulder. Why?


      “Hi, we’re back,” Aikawa-san said. “Looks like you’re making Pochi-san and Tama-san blush.”


      Oh, I see. That explains the reaction. I nodded to myself. Then, Tama pecked me. Seriously, why?!


      But still, it’s quite impressive that they managed to catch several boars and a deer.


      “Let’s split the boars between us,” said Mutsu-san. “And then we can take the deer to Yumoto-chan’s place.”


      “Sure, why not?”


      “Sounds good to me.”


      The hunters discussed what to do with the quarry as they got under the kotatsu. They’d already called Akimoto-san, and they wanted to relax a bit while we waited for him. Everyone was beaming.


      Some time later, Akimoto-san arrived, grinning. “Boars and a deer? Holy smokes! Nice job, Mutsu-chan.” Yuki-san was with him too, as usual.


      “Hey, I didn’t do it alone. We’re all a team here.” Mutsu-san was modest, but he did seem pleased by the compliment.


      I feel like I’ve heard that line somewhere before...


      “We soaked the deer in the river along the way. I’ll go with you.” Aikawa-san stood, and he and Pochi went to show them the way. Tama seemed disinterested—she only cared about the hunt itself—and was strolling around pecking at the ground with Yuma.


      I should probably give the chickens a wash.


      “Where is that river, by the way?” I asked them.


      “It’s on your other mountain. Seems like the animals there use it as a watering hole.”


      “I see. I didn’t know there were rivers on that mountain too.”


      “Yup! Seems like there’s a stream flowing toward the east too.”


      That explains a lot. Those animals must go back and forth between my second mountain and the land to the east in search of water. “So that must be part of the reason there’s been an increase in their numbers...”


      “Probably, yeah. There are spots on the eastern side of your mountain where the trees don’t grow as much. I bet it’s because of the deer eating the buds.”


      “Yikes...” Sometimes we forget because of how cute they look, but deer are vermin. “On that topic, you’ve got a forested area on your property, right, Mutsu-san? Do you have animal troubles there too?”


      He grimaced. “I’m not allowed to use my rifle there unless I go deep into the wilderness. I try to make do with traps, but it’s not working too well. On that note...”


      I can see where this is going...


      “Sano-kun, if you can, let me borrow your chickens for a few days!”


      “I’ll have to ask them first...” My chickens sure are popular, huh?


      Aikawa-san and the butchers came back shortly before the sun began to set, carrying the deer tied to a sturdy-looking pole. The boars they’d brought with them had already been drained of blood, so I had them soak the carcasses in the river close to my house. I’d rather not let them bring the boars inside—I’m worried the meat might attract bugs. All in all, there were three small-to-medium-sized wild boars. Really impressive.


      As for the main attraction—the deer—it was a large specimen with imposing antlers.


      “Whew, what a sight.” Akimoto-san pointed at the carcass. “You can see bullet holes there, but check out these wounds over here...”


      “Oh, I’m good. Don’t mind me.” I covered my ears. I know there’s an almost hundred percent chance that the injuries were caused by my chickens. Seriously, just what the heck is up with them?


      “Come on, Sano-kun! Stop averting your eyes from reality,” he said in a teasing tone.


      Look, I know I’ve gotta face the facts. I do, really. I saw how dirty and beat-up their tails were when they came back. Still, I’d rather not hear about the details if I can help it. I continued to ignore Akimoto-san’s exposition and just focused on washing Pochi’s tail. Yeah, I bet it would hurt like hell getting pummeled by this big, scaly tail. Yikes...


      “All right, so you want me to take the deer to Yumoto-chan’s place on Saturday, right? As for the boars, I’ll bring them to you tomorrow.”


      Mutsu-san nodded. “Yup. We’ve already talked to the old man, so no worries on that end.”


      Huh, you did? When?


      “Gotcha. I’ll meet you tomorrow at the foot of this mountain. See you then.”


      It was already quite late in the evening, so when Akimoto-san left, so did the others. As they departed, Mutsu-san and Toyama-san grumbled about the toll today’s hunt had taken on their bodies.


      “Ouch... I’m sore all over...”


      “Took a couple of days, but it’s here.”


      So the thing about feeling sore two days later really was true. Sounds awful—it comes at you just when you’re starting to forget about it. Not really sure how that stuff works. Take Aikawa-san, for example: He seems to be doing fine. I suppose it depends on how physically active you are? I gotta make an effort to stay active too.


      When Akimoto-san brought us the boar meat tomorrow, we’d be splitting it between us. Then, the day after, he’d take the innards to the Yumoto residence along with the venison. I’m really glad that Akimoto-san is kind enough to flash freeze the innards for me.


      “Pochi, Tama, Yuma. The boar meat will be arriving tomorrow, but you’ll have to wait another day for the innards, okay? We’ll go to Yumoto-san’s place. There’ll be venison too. You understand?”


      “Don’t understand.”


      “Understand.”


      “Don’t understand.”


      “Tama...explain it to them...” I’m not sure how to. Maybe the problem is that I’m trying to explain it to them like I would to another human.


      “Okay,” Tama replied.


      But wait, did she really understand what I said in the first place?


      I tried one more time. “Listen, no innards tomorrow, okay? You’ll get some when we go to Yumoto-san’s place the day after. Got it?”


      “Got it.”


      “Got it.”


      “Got it.”


      Looks like putting it in simpler terms helped. Good.


      For dinner, I made pork fried with ginger. The hunters would be taking the day off from their usual schedule tomorrow.


      They deserve some well-earned rest.


      ***


      The next morning, I was able to wake up leisurely at my own pace. Still early enough to feed the chickens around their usual breakfast time, though. Tama didn’t come to wake me up, probably because we didn’t have any plans.


      I took the boar meat I’d left thawing in the fridge overnight, boiled it, and fed it to them. Man, this is a lot of scum. I bet this water would make for a nice broth if I skimmed off the scum and strained it. That’s a pain in the rear, though. In the end, I only skimmed off the scum and used the water to make miso soup. Yeah, it’s definitely got that gamy smell.


      I used the boar meat I’d left marinating in miso to make a rice bowl generously topped with meat. Pretty nice, all things considered.


      After breakfast, I let the chickens outside. Pochi and Yuma would be going out to play, so I saw them off and then went back inside to do some cleaning. I don’t have anything in particular planned, but it’s important to keep the house neat and clean. There was a thin layer of dust in the room to the back, probably because I’d been slacking recently.


      “Now, what else should I do today...?”


      We were having nice weather, so I decided to climb down from the back of the house to the charcoal hut. I remembered that Aikawa-san had asked me to gather as many dry tree branches as I could—preparation for making charcoal in February. I spent about an hour collecting any that I could find near the hut. Ow, my back. Seems like it’s probably better to do a little every day.


      I spent some more time cutting the dead grass and cleaning up, and soon enough, it was already noon, so I went back to my house. I fed Tama the pork leftovers and made an oyakodon for myself. Not literally “oyako” as in “parent and child,” since the meat and eggs come from different chickens, but yeah. The egg is from one of my chickens, so... The pickled vegetables were delicious as well.


      After lunch, I got a call from Akimoto-san saying he’d be arriving shortly to deliver boar meat. “I’m gonna leave Mutsu-san’s and Toyama-san’s share with Aikawa-kun,” he added.


      “Oh, okay.”


      “They said they’re so sore they can barely lift a finger.” He laughed out loud.


      “Ah... Right...”


      Not really a laughing matter if you ask me. It goes to show how important it is to stay in shape. I’m not too sure how to get in shape to begin with, though. Go running with the chickens? Seems like it’d be too intense of a workout for me.


      “Hey, Tama, I’m going down to the foot of the mountain to pick up the boar meat from yesterday. How about you?”


      “Going!”


      “We’re just going there to pick it up. We’re not eating it yet, okay?”


      “Okay.”


      I heard her making sort of a purring noise when she heard the words “boar meat,” which was kinda cute. Better not stare too hard at her, though, or I’m getting pecked... Sheesh, I get that she’s a tsundere, but I wish I actually got to see the “dere” side every now and then.


      I loaded Tama into the tonneau and drove down to the foot of the mountain. Akimoto-san hadn’t arrived yet. I drove beyond the fence, parked at a somewhat large gravel area, and helped Tama down from the vehicle.


      “I’ll wait for him here. You can go play if you want—just don’t go too far.”


      She clucked in response. My chickens really are so clever, huh?


      The forecast said it would snow, but I wonder when that’ll be. I mean, not that I necessarily want it to snow. I’d get stuck on my mountain, for starters.


      Soon enough, I heard two vehicles approaching: Akimoto-san and Aikawa-san rolled up in their respective trucks.


      “Hello. Thanks for bringing it all the way here,” I said.


      “Don’t mention it. You’re one of my best customers, y’know. It’s thanks to you that they were able to hunt this much.”


      “Hi there,” Aikawa-san said.


      Akimoto-san handed him three big pieces of boar meat in packets.


      “Thank you. I’ll deliver these to the other guys later.”


      The piece Akimoto-san gave me was visibly larger. “Huh? How come I get so much?”


      “Why, ’cause it’s your mountain,” he replied with a smile. “And besides, the chickens eat a lot too, don’t they?”


      Tama puffed out her chest and gave a short cluck. I don’t think that’s really something to brag about.


      “Well, yeah, they do...”


      “We all want them to eat a lot and stay strong and healthy for a long time. Isn’t that right, Tama-chan?” It seemed the locals had learned how to tell the differences between my chickens. Tama raised her head proudly.


      “I...suppose so,” I replied. His words really hit home. That’s right—they’re my dear family, so I want them to eat a lot and live long, healthy lives.


      “Aikawa-kun, have you heard from the others? How are they doing?”


      “Well, the soreness hit them like a ton of bricks, apparently. They were feeling relieved after a successful hunt yesterday, which probably made it even worse, I reckon.”


      “Oh, yeah, I can imagine.”


      It seemed both Mutsu-san and Toyama-san were bedridden and groaning in pain. I know I’m probably being a jerk here, but sometimes you’ve just gotta face the fact that you’re too old for certain things. Well, I mean...it’s also true that they’re usually sprightly enough to put your average young adult to shame, but still.


      “Thanks for the meat. And we’ve got some venison in store for tomorrow, right?” I asked.


      “Yup. I’ll take the innards to Yumoto-chan’s place too. Boy, I’m happy I get to eat so much boar meat and venison!” I was taking out my wallet when he motioned for me to stop. “I’ll be buying part of the deer for my business, so don’t worry about the butchering fee!”


      “What, really? Does venison sell that well?”


      “The thing with deer is that their population keeps increasing, but there aren’t many people around who can hunt them. The owner of that game meat restaurant in N-Town was delighted.”


      “I guess it’s fine, then. I just hope you’re making sure you get your share.”


      “Don’t fret—we’re running at a profit! Thanks for worrying about us, though!”


      I mean, I’m not exactly “worrying” as much as simply speaking from common sense, you know...


      We confirmed that we’d be meeting up at the Yumotos tomorrow evening, then parted ways. I was looking forward to our venison banquet.

    

  

  
    
      5. No Snow Is Not Necessarily a Good Thing


      I have a bad feeling about this...


      I’d forgotten to check the forecast last night. When I woke up today, it was cold, which wasn’t odd in the slightest. However, it was also quite dark, and there was such a peculiar, hushed atmosphere. Winter was a relatively quieter season to begin with, but seriously, I couldn’t seem to hear a single sound outside.


      “For real...?”


      One glance out of the glass front door provided me with an answer. Looks awfully white out there... I slid it open, already half resigned, and saw that the landscape was only turning whiter and whiter.


      “It’s...snowing...”


      Crap... I slid the door shut again to keep the cold out and turned on the TV. Just in time to catch the weather.


      “Jeez...”


      The forecast was for places with lower altitudes, but even so, the meteorologist said it would continue snowing all day and into tomorrow. Up here in the mountains, weather could be even more extreme. I suppose I should take some time around noon to clear snow from the roof. I’ll also need to do some shoveling. Usually it’s fine to wait until evening to clear it, but...


      “Oh, boy...” Why today of all days? Why does it have to snow when we have plans? “I guess I could refrain from drinking at the Yumotos and come back first thing tomorrow morning?”


      Snow could be a huge pain in the rear if it piled up. It wasn’t so bad if the snow turned to rain at some point, but that was unlikely with the current temperatures. What now?


      After breakfast, I checked my phone to find a message from Aikawa-san. “Looks like we’ll be getting some pretty heavy snow. Are you gonna be all right?”


      “I was actually just thinking about what to do,” I replied. Though, I was still preparing to go to the Yumotos in case the party was still on. And if not, at least I’ve got boar meat left at home. No innards, though...


      Assuming they do call it off today, it’ll be postponed to the day after tomorrow at the earliest, given that it’s going to keep snowing all through tomorrow too. I’m not sure if I’d actually be able to make it off the mountain by then, though. Worst-case scenario, I could be stuck here for several days.


      “Now then...”


      I was having a hard time making up my mind. I gazed at the weather forecast on the internet. Actually, maybe I shouldn’t even try to make this decision by myself, since I don’t have much experience with this kind of thing.


      I decided to call Aikawa-san. “Hi there,” I said when he picked up. “Sorry for calling so suddenly. So, the forecast says it’s gonna keep snowing all day tomorrow. Do you think it’s better to hunker down here or venture out to the Yumotos’?”


      “Venture out, I think. I’ve got Rin here to fling away the snow, but that’s not the case for you.”


      “My biggest concern is the snow piling up on my roof.”


      “Right... Then how about...”


      Aikawa-san’s suggestion exemplified just how much I depended on his help for all sorts of things.


      “I mean, I...can’t ask that much of you...” I mumbled.


      “But if you don’t, that’ll limit how long you can stay,” he countered. “I’ve got a heated roof, so it’s not a concern for me, but you don’t.”


      “I-I’ll ask the chickens to help, so if you could just meet me at the foot of my mountain...”


      “All right, let’s go with that.”


      Despite my reservations, I still ended up accepting his help.


      Shortly after, I got a call from Old Man Yumoto. “Hey, you all right, Shohei?”


      “Hmm, ‘all right’ might be a bit of a stretch. Is the party still on for tonight?”


      “Yep. Akimoto says he can come too. You should get off of your mountain as soon as you can. Who knows when a tree’s gonna fall over and block the road!”


      Good point—I forgot about that possibility. It did happen during the typhoon. “You’re right. Well, I won’t be drinking tonight, and I’m gonna head back to the mountain first thing in the morning to check on the snow.”


      “Sure, just swing by your place tomorrow after breakfast. And if anything comes up, just let us know.”


      “But you’ll be busy too, right? You’re also gonna need to clear the snow from your roof.”


      “Eh, we’ll manage.”


      I guess the older folks have their own way of dealing with things. I just hope he doesn’t push himself too hard.


      While I was relieved to learn that we would still be gathering at Yumoto-san’s place, I started wondering what to do about the chickens’ dinner. I couldn’t simply let them eat inside the house—they’d make a mess. Welp, I can talk to the Yumotos about that when I get there.


      I grabbed a broom and other cleaning supplies to take with me just in case. I also decided on how we would handle the drive to the Yumotos: The chickens would sweep snow from the road down the mountain, and I would follow behind them in my truck.


      “So, Pochi, Tama, Yuma, it snowed again. Can I ask you guys to help clear it when we leave for the Yumotos?”


      “Sure.”


      “Let’s do it.”


      “Sure.”


      Tama’s “Let’s do it” had sort of an ominous tone to it that made me uneasy. It’s just snow, Tama. No need to get too serious about this... I fed them a nice, filling meal for lunch, and at around two, I cleared the thin layer of snow from my roof. Looks like it’s not snowing as much as I imagined. Even then, it could still spell trouble, considering we’re looking at two full days of this. I turned toward the summit and prayed that it wouldn’t snow too much.


      After that, I attached broom heads to the chickens’ tails for clearing snow. But wait, if they’re gonna sweep away all the snow, I guess I need them to start by walking backward down the road. Can they even do that? Hopefully they don’t trip...


      “Be careful on the way down! Off we go!”


      “Go!”


      “Go!”


      “Go!”


      The snow had now started to pile up. It wouldn’t be such a big problem if it kept falling at this rate, but there was no telling how the storm might progress.


      Vowing to refrain from drinking tonight, I texted Aikawa-san saying I was about to leave.


      “Be careful on the road,” his reply said.


      Is he going to be okay? The safety of his property is kinda hinging on Rin-san.


      I slowly drove down the mountain, following behind the chickens. There wasn’t too much snow on the road yet at this point, so we were able to reach the foot of the mountain much faster than I’d expected. Whew.


      Aikawa-san had just arrived too. “Were you okay?” he asked.


      “Yeah, there’s not that much snow yet. I’m more worried about tomorrow.”


      He laughed. “You can worry about tomorrow, tomorrow.”


      Fair enough. I detached the broom heads from the chickens’ tails, stored them away in the truck, and set off for the Yumotos.


      The snow showed no signs of letting up.


      I felt relieved to see that there wasn’t a lot on the roads down in the village. Arriving at the Yumoto residence, I spied a few vehicles already parked. Oh, right, Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san were also coming today. I forgot.


      I stopped my truck and helped the chickens down. It was snowing lightly—not enough to affect their mobility.


      I then slid the front door open. “Hello! What should I do with the chickens?” I called out.


      Machiko-san peeked out from the earthen floor area. “Oh, Sho-chan, were you all right on the way here? Let’s see... Want me to bring out a tent for them?”


      “A tent? Do you have one I can borrow?”


      I’d been concerned about securing a dining spot for the chickens, but it seemed the Yumotos had a tarp tent that they would lend me. Everyone was already sitting in the living room and facing the garden. Yumoto-san brought out the tent from the shed, and I set it up with help from Yuki-san and Aikawa-san. Then, I spread a plastic sheet on the ground. I’m glad they have an outdoor place to eat. Yumoto-san also said I could let them go play in the fields until dinner was ready.


      The chickens ran off in that direction. They’re in weirdly high spirits... Ah, right, it must be because they didn’t get to play outside today. Just don’t go too crazy, guys—remember that we’re visitors here. Don’t mess up their crops, and stay away from the mountain, please.


      “I’ll call for you later, so make sure you come back!” I yelled out at them. I wasn’t even sure they could still hear me, though. Yuma stopped for a moment, which probably meant that she had. Probably.


      From there, I stepped up into the living room, and everyone greeted me.


      “Mutsu-san, Toyama-san,” I said, pouring beer into their glasses, “I heard you two were pretty sore after that long hike. Have you recovered?” There wasn’t any food on the table yet other than pickled vegetables, but everyone had already started drinking.


      Mutsu-san chuckled. “Yeah, it’s been a while since my body was this sore. It was yesterday that I spent the whole day in bed, groaning in pain. And to make matters even worse, I also got an earful from the old lady about how I should act my age and so on. Sheesh.”


      Toyama-san laughed as well. “Same here, pretty much. I didn’t get scolded too bad thanks to Aikawa-kun bringing over the boar meat and taking her mind off me. I actually feel like her nagging might be worse than the pain itself...”


      I nodded. “Well, more importantly, are you two feeling any better now?”


      “Still hurts all over.”


      “I’m still sore here and there, but it’s not as bad as it was yesterday.”


      “Please be careful, okay?”


      While we were enjoying our banter, Machiko-san came out from the kitchen and served food: Chinese cabbage stew, boiled radish, a salad with radish leaves and stems, burdock stir-fry, and a venison stir-fry with sweet and spicy seasoning. “There’s plenty more on the way, so eat up. Ah, Sho-chan, come here for a sec!”


      “Okay.”


      I exchanged glances with Aikawa-san—I was asking him to set aside some food for me while I excused myself. I followed her, grabbed the chickens’ dinner from the kitchen, and took two trips to the tent outside to set it out on the plastic sheet for them to eat.


      Next, I ran toward the fields to summon them back. The sun had already set, but there was a whitish hue to the sky tonight, so it didn’t really feel dark.


      “Heeey! Pochi, Tama, Yuma, time to eat!”


      I was next to the fields, and they were on the other side, near the mountain. They looked in my direction and immediately came running this way. I turned around and started to run too. I can tell I’m in for a bad time if they slam into me at that speed. I had no trouble running—the snow on the ground wasn’t that deep—but had that not been the case, I probably would have tripped. I was that frantic.


      I pointed to the tent. The chickens stepped inside and began to eat.


      “If you need more, just come here near the living room and make some noise.”


      With how cold it was outside, leaving a window open was not an option tonight. The chickens let out a short cluck in response. That’s a heck of a lot of food, though...


      When I got back to the living room, there were platters of tempura and fried venison on the table.


      “I’m making cutlets too, so leave some space for that!” Machiko-san called out.


      “Thanks!”


      It all looked incredibly appetizing, but it seemed that fried dishes were overrepresented. While I was away, Aikawa-san had filled my plate with a nice variety of food.


      “Thanks, Aikawa-san.”


      “Don’t mention it. I suggest tucking in quickly before it gets cold.”


      To make up for the fact that I couldn’t drink tonight, I focused on enjoying the food as much as I could. It seemed Aikawa-san had also decided to skip the alcohol.


      “I think I’ll probably be fine, but you never know,” he explained.


      “True, I guess so.” That said, I did feel a bit bummed about not being able to join in on the fun.


      “Aw, this sucks! Why does it have to snow on my precious day off?” Kawanaka-san whined. “I could’ve spent some time over on Sano-kun’s mountain if not for this snow!”


      “It is what it is,” Hatano-san replied curtly.


      Guess the others aren’t too pleased about the snow either.


      The sweet-and-spicy venison stir-fry was scrumptious, although it’d gotten a bit cold by now. Luckily, the freshly fried tempura and venison were still hot.


      “Ahh, it’s all so delicious...”


      “I’m glad to hear!” Machiko-san exclaimed. She quickly served the next dishes: bite-sized venison cutlets, boiled komatsuna, and scrambled tofu. Man, there’s so much delicious food tonight—it’s almost enough to make you forget about the snow. Nothing beats a nice, hearty meal.


      At one point, I heard a loud cluck coming from outside the living room window, which startled me, but other than that, the night passed without any surprises.


      After this banquet, I feel like I’ve got the energy I need to deal with the snow tomorrow.


      ***


      The next morning, the landscape outside looked even whiter.


      I’d folded up the tent last night, but they’d told me not to bother with cleaning up the plastic sheet. Now I understood why. I’d thrown away any solid clumps of remaining food but hadn’t washed any of the blood or other dirt stuck to the sheet. And now, I can just use the snow to do that.


      “It’s still coming down...”


      I gazed absentmindedly at the falling flakes on the other side of the shoji door. I gotta get home as soon as possible to deal with this. I just hope the roof didn’t collapse under the weight. I folded my futon, washed my face, and headed to the living room.


      “Good morning.”


      “Morning, Shohei. You’ll be going back after breakfast, right? Better brace yourself.”


      “Yeah, I really should—I’ll be stuck here if the roads freeze over.”


      It was gonna be a whole day of clearing away the snow. It’d be fantastic if it stopped soon, but I won’t get my hopes up. Aikawa-san was up already, munching on breakfast.


      Machiko-san peeked in. “Good morning, Sho-chan. What do you want for breakfast? We’ve got some tempura left over from yesterday if you’d like that.”


      A tempura bowl for breakfast, huh? Well, sure. I think my stomach can handle it since I didn’t drink last night. “Could I ask you to make me a tempura bowl?”


      “Sure thing.”


      “Thank you.”


      She served me a bowl of rice topped with tempura from yesterday—mixed vegetables, sweet potato, pumpkin, and lotus root. It was all veggie, but she gave me a ton, and the massive breakfast was more than sufficiently filling. The serving of rice under the tempura was also quite generous, and no matter how much I ate, there seemed to be no end in sight. Delicious, though.


      “Thanks for the meal,” I said after finishing a cup of tea and enjoying a short break. “I think I’ll be on my way soon.”


      “Here, take this!” Machiko-san handed me a huge pile of vegetables.


      “Oh wow... Is it really okay for us to take this much?”


      “You never know what might happen up there. It’s okay if you can’t eat all of them before they go bad. Just take them!”


      “Uh...I don’t really want them to go bad, but...” I still took them. And I didn’t even bring the Yumotos a present this time... I’ll have to come up with a nice one.


      That was what I thought, but Machiko-san smiled and said, “Thanks for all the venison! We’ll make good use of it.” She even gave Aikawa-san and me some of the leftover venison dishes from yesterday—apparently, the rest of the gang had been so busy drinking that they hadn’t eaten that much. “The smell might be a bit gamy compared to yesterday, but if you season it with a lot of noodle soup base and add an egg, it shouldn’t bother you.”


      “Thank you.”


      Man, I know that was a fairly large deer, but just how much meat did we get from it? It had some imposing antlers too. I heard Akimoto-san kept those.


      The chickens were all outside, having already finished their breakfast. Looks like the amount of snow hasn’t changed much from yesterday, so they probably don’t mind it. Sadly, they hadn’t laid eggs today. I used the snow to wash the plastic sheet from yesterday, cleaned up, then took my leave.


      “I’m going to stop by my mountain first. There shouldn’t be any issues there, and I’ll pay you a visit after that,” Aikawa-san told me.


      “Uh, isn’t that a bad idea today...?”


      “Don’t worry. Unlike you, I’ve got someone at home who simply can’t stay still when it’s snowing.”


      “Gotcha... I’ll take you up on it, then. Thanks.” He means Rin-san, right? I hope he doesn’t say that to her face, or she might take it badly...


      Anyway, jeez, I really couldn’t manage it out here without all these people’s help. I wonder if I’ll ever be able to repay their kindness properly...


      I loaded the chickens into my truck and went on my way. In areas with densely packed trees, the snow had piled up on the boughs, so the roads beneath them were mostly clear—aside, of course, from a few spots where branches had snapped and fallen to the ground under the weight of the snow. When the snow on the road got too deep to drive through, I enlisted the chickens’ help to sweep the ground and also manned my own shovel. We proceeded slowly like this until we reached the fence near the foot of the mountain. From there on up the mountain, we continued sweeping the snow, slow and steady.


      It’d be nice if I could use one of those snowplows... But then, the road here can be quite narrow in certain places—maybe too narrow for a snowplow to pass through. I wonder how Aikawa-san’s place is doing.


      I kept clearing snow for a while, feeling the sweat build up as I shoveled.


      We made it up the mountain road a small distance before Aikawa-san caught up with us.


      “Sano-san! I brought Rin!”


      “Wh-What?!” I definitely wasn’t expecting that.


      She slithered out of his truck.


      “U-Uh... Long time no see, Rin-san. Thanks for coming to help...”


      “Sano, nice person. Help.”


      “Thanks...” What did he bring her here for?


      Aikawa-san laughed. “Rin is really thankful for all the food—not only crayfish, but also the boars and deer. She insisted that I bring her here to help.”


      “Oh, uh, I see... Well, I appreciate it.”


      And while I was grateful, I wasn’t prepared for what was about to unfold before my eyes.


      “Please keep your distance,” Aikawa-san warned me and the chickens.


      Heeding this, we took a few steps back and moved behind the truck. Rin-san moved up the snowy road and then started swinging her tail around violently.


      Ah, so this is what he meant by “flinging away” the snow.
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      Thanks to her hard work, it didn’t even take an hour to clear the road completely, and now I could drive up to my house without any issues. When we arrived, I saw that there was some snow piled up on the roof, and I asked Aikawa-san to help by holding the stepladder while I removed as much as I could.


      After we were done, I turned to him and Rin-san and bowed my head. “Thanks so much for helping today.”


      “No problem at all. You’re always helping me out too, so this is the least I can do.”


      “Sano, nice person. Help again.”


      The chickens, still with broom heads attached to their tails, were busily running around to spots that still had snow left. They’re probably feeling inadequate about not having helped much.


      I’m still a bit scared of Rin-san—she’s a huge snake, after all—but it’s nice knowing that she appreciates me, even if I feel I haven’t done much.


      I didn’t have anything I could give to her as a reward other than some eggs (regular ones, not my chickens’), but she still seemed happy about it.


      “Rin, we got some delicious venison thanks to the chickens. Let’s eat it at home,” Aikawa-san said.


      She nodded and said, “Thanks, always.”


      Wow, I’m impressed by how polite and courteous she is.


      While Yuma and Pochi continued to do as they pleased without paying us any mind, Tama came over to me and stood by my side. She didn’t seem wary per se, but it was sort of like she was acting as my bodyguard.


      I let them inside, and Rin-san stayed in the earthen floor area while I served Aikawa-san a simple dish I’d prepared. Nothing too fancy—just oyakodon-style udon noodles, with steamed chicken and my chickens’ eggs.


      “I can never get enough of this rich flavor!” he exclaimed.


      “It’s great, isn’t it?”


      The two of us savored the nice, warm meal. By early evening, the snowfall had thinned out considerably, although you could see what appeared to be about ten centimeters of snow piled up in spots that we hadn’t touched. It really has snowed quite a bit...


      Shortly after eating, Aikawa-san and Rin-san left for their mountain. I’ll definitely have to return their kindness sometime.


      Having said that...


      “We’re only like halfway through January...”


      I bet I’ll need their help again and again in the near future. I really gotta figure out a good way to deal with snow. “In snowier regions...they use snowplows, I guess.”


      It did snow a fair amount up here in the mountains, but not as much as in certain other regions of the country that got much heavier snowfall. Yesterday and today, for example, saw an amount of snow that could be more or less dealt with by using snow chains on vehicles. Well, not if the roads freeze over...or if there’s a snowdrift, I imagine. I guess I have no choice but to keep shovels and other equipment in my truck at all times during winter. Maybe a portable stove too. And maybe a supply of hot water? Hmm, nah, that doesn’t seem too practical.


      In the end, the best course of action is probably to do what Katsuragi-san did and take refuge somewhere else during winter. There’s no risk of getting stuck there, at least.


      “Maybe so, but...I think I’d rather stay here on my mountain for now...” I muttered. Despite the cold.


      I brushed off the dirt and snow from the chickens and readied a footbath for them. It seemed they found the bath so comfortable that they ended up taking a poop right there. I quickly threw it all out. Usually they’re not easily fazed, but they’re pretty fussy about their own poop, for some reason.


      We then ate dinner, and I topped their usual meal with some of the venison I’d gotten for them. They joyfully gobbled it all up. And that’s what matters—that they’re happy.


      “Thanks again, guys.”


      For my own dinner, I reheated the leftovers from yesterday. The smell had gotten a little stronger, as Machiko-san had warned, but it wasn’t bad enough to make it unappetizing. They’d also given me some minced venison, saying that minced meat wouldn’t get as bad. Now here’s a dilemma—should I use it to make soboro or meatballs?


      I’ve gotten so used to eating boar meat and venison that I almost forgot—I never ate this stuff even once back at home. The benefits of living on a mountain...


      Later, I slid the glass door open to check, and it was no longer snowing. Oh, nice. But it feels a lot colder now. Looks like the thing about how it gets colder after it stops snowing is true. I promptly shut it again. Looks like we’re in for a rough night.


      The hunters would be taking the day off tomorrow, and then they’d move their base of operations to Aikawa-san’s second mountain. Well, he said there could be a change of plans depending on how much Rin-san thrashes around in the snow. Apparently, she can’t even stand the sight of it, and she won’t rest until she’s gotten rid of all the snow in her line of sight. That’s crazy.


      After dinner, Yuma strolled up to me. “Bath,” she pleaded.


      “Sure, let’s bathe.” Ah, man, she’s just too adorable. And she didn’t get to bathe yesterday.


      I quickly got the tub ready for us, then wiped her feet, and we soaked in the bathtub together. I could feel the hot water invigorating me—my body must’ve been colder than I’d thought. Yuma also closed her eyes blissfully. She’s big enough that we can’t even move when we get in the bathtub together...but I want to enjoy bathing with her for as long as I can.


      “Maybe I should build an open-air bath like Aikawa-san did...”


      If it were outdoors, I could probably make it pretty big, and there would be no problem. He probably wouldn’t mind teaching me how to do it if I asked him. But...would I be able to withstand the frigid air when moving between the house and the bath in winter?


      “Maybe a roofed walkway... I wonder how much all that would cost...”


      I’ve got no shortage of wood here in the mountains, at least, but considering all the skill and technique involved, the more I think about it, the less realistic of a plan it seems. I suppose it’s better to hire a pro. And if I have to build it myself... Well, I don’t want a large bath that bad anyway.


      I started getting dizzy from the heat, so I got out.


      “Listen, Yuma, if you grow any bigger, no more baths for us.”


      “No!”


      Really, I have zero idea how large chickens grow. I mean, are these even chickens in the first place?


      I carefully wiped the both of us dry so that we wouldn’t catch a chill, then went to bed. I hadn’t expended that much energy today clearing the snow, but I still felt quite tired.


      I drifted off to sleep mere moments after crawling into my futon.


      Good night, and see you tomorrow.


      ***


      Brrr. So cold.


      I attempted to stretch my arm out to turn on the halogen heater, but it was so cold that I couldn’t stand to stick it out of the futon. Ah, but I need to feed the chickens...


      Shivering from the cold, I turned on the heater. So much effort... I don’t wanna get out of my futon. I just don’t. Actually, how do you even do that again? I think I forgot.


      Thanks to the heater, the front side of the futon was getting warmer and warmer. I decided to just get it over with already and thrust myself into an upright position. Gah...freezing. I think I should start setting my daytime clothes next to the futon when I go to sleep so I can get dressed right here.


      In contrast, the earthen floor area where the chickens sat was so warm that one might assume spring had arrived—it was practically a completely different climate from the tundra of my bedroom. It’s fine, though. They’re my precious chickens. But I feel like I might start bringing my futon here and sleeping next to them. My bedroom’s just way too cold.


      “Good morning, Pochi, Tama, Yuma.”


      “Morning!”


      “Morning!”


      “Morning!”


      It feels so nice to have someone to greet you back when you say good morning. I cracked a smile. I’d already brought in several days’ worth of chicken feed from the shed, so there was no need to go out there to get it. It was a wise decision to bring it in while it was snowing. It really does get so much colder after the snow stops falling. That shed must be like a freezer right now. It stays relatively chilly in summer too, so it comes in pretty handy.


      I collected Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs and thanked them. Don’t worry, even if you stop laying eggs, I’ll still be grateful for your presence.


      That aside, they don’t lay fertilized eggs at all, huh? Do they not even see Pochi as a male? Or does that only happen at a specific time of year? Well, honestly, I’d rather not get a new family member during the cold season.


      After finishing breakfast, I was pondering what to do today. Pochi and Tama seemed eager to go outside.


      “You know it’s freezing out there, right? You don’t have to go out if you don’t want to.”


      “Go out!”


      “Go out!”


      “Stay!”


      All right, so it looks like they’re still going out after all. I opened the door, and they stepped outside. Not only was it frigid, but it seemed that the wind was quite strong too. Are they really gonna be okay?


      Immediately, they came back to the door.


      “Pochi? Tama?”


      “Close.”


      “Close.”


      “Oh, changed your minds?”


      So it’s too cold even for them, huh? It seemed they’d settled on spending the day relaxing at home. I turned on the TV, and the weather forecast was saying that today was set to be the coldest day of the year. No wonder...


      “How about we stay home and take it easy today?”


      I got under the kotatsu and started feeling drowsy, though I’d just woken up not long ago. I already shoveled all that snow yesterday. I can afford to take the whole day off.


      We spent the morning lazing around, then I made lunch, and after finishing their meal, it seemed that the chickens wanted to try going out one more time.


      “Are you sure?”


      I slid the door open. Pochi and Tama ran off outside, showing that the temperature had probably risen a little.


      “You’re not going, Yuma?”


      She gave me the cold shoulder. Come on, why?


      I checked my phone to find a text from Katsuragi-san. Oh yeah, I wonder how things are in N-Town.


      “It snowed here,” she’d written. “What about there? Rie is complaining that she doesn’t want to drive on snowy roads.”


      I get that. Snowy roads must be terrifying for someone who’s still in the driving school stage. Especially around here, where there’s a lot of it. Maybe it’d be better if she’d gotten her license back at home before coming here... Ah, but there’s the stalker problem. Here’s hoping he doesn’t come looking for her.


      “It snowed here too. About seven centimeters. As for your sister, I think you should be patient with her.” I pressed send, then let out a yawn. The human body needs more sleep when it’s cold, if I’m not mistaken. “Hey, Yuma, I’m gonna take a quick nap. Let me know if they come back.”


      “Okay.”


      “Counting on you.”


      It’s reassuring how at least one of them always stays by my side. I guess that’s their intention. Goes to show that I still have a long way to go as their owner.


      Despite taking a fairly lengthy nap, I didn’t have any trouble falling asleep at night—it seemed I really was pretty exhausted. Pochi and Tama had spent the day taking a leisurely walk around the mountain. Hopefully that was a nice change of pace for them.


      The next day wasn’t as cold, so Pochi and Tama zipped outside like they always did. It was like their biggest priority was getting a good workout. I got a message from Aikawa-san saying that the hunters would be going over to his mountain today.


      “We’ll let you know when we catch something. Everyone’ll probably gather at the Yumotos again.”


      “Sounds good,” I replied.


      Katsuragi-san had also been sending me at least a message a day, probably out of boredom. I just replied whatever. In one of them, she complained about how she didn’t know when she could go back to her mountain because it would still keep snowing.


      “It’s probably safer in town anyway,” I replied. At least you don’t have to worry about the snow knocking down trees and blocking the road.


      I decided to try to make good use of my time by preparing firewood. I pruned some branches to an appropriate thickness and cut them to the proper length. Not quite firewood yet, but it’s a start. Thinning the trees is an important part of keeping the mountain healthy as well.


      With Yuma by my side, I took down branches one after the other.


      Gazing at a spot where snow still remained, I soaked in the quiet and peace of the mountain.

    

  

  
    
      6. Everyone Loves the Chickens (Not Always for the Same Reasons)


      On Friday, I got an unusual message from Aikawa-san.


      “Mutsu-san says he needs the chickens.”


      Well, yeah...I know what he probably means by this. Looks like the chickens are gonna be going on their first business trip in a while...


      Just then, I got a call from Matsuyama-san at the chicken farm. He told me he had a large amount of steamed chicken ready for sale and asked if I’d like to go and buy some. He also invited me to have lunch with them while I was there. His wife would be going the extra mile in the kitchen, he said.


      He also let me know that they hadn’t suffered too many issues due to the snow the other day—although it had kept falling for two whole days, it hadn’t piled up that much, and they’d been able to shovel it all by themselves. But I guess we’re not gonna be that lucky every time.


      “I’ll also reach out to Aikawa-san too and get back to you later,” I replied. “Oh, right—can I take the opportunity to ask you to sell me some more chicken feed?”


      He replied that he’d have it ready, and we hung up.


      Next, I texted Aikawa-san. “Can you elaborate?” I first asked, in regard to Mutsu-san and my chickens. “Anyway, Matsuyama-san called about the steamed chicken, and he invited us for lunch. What day and time works for you?”


      Instead of replying, he called. Yeah, I guess it’s more convenient.


      “Hello. The steamed chicken was great, wasn’t it?”


      “Yup.”


      After discussing it for a bit, we decided to go there at a later date—not today or tomorrow. Then, of course, there was the matter of my chickens.


      “Well, you know...hunting with them kinda spoiled us, heh. Having them help would be way, way more efficient compared to doing it all by ourselves...”


      “Fair enough, but are you okay with my chickens going over there? What about Rin-san?”


      “Oh, she doesn’t mind.”


      “Also, they won’t know the lay of the land,” I warned him.


      “I did mention that to the others, yeah, but they still insisted. Thing is, we know there should be some boars around here somewhere, but we just can’t find them ourselves. Though there’s always the possibility that Ten got rid of them all last year.”


      “Ah...” Yeah, I can see Ten-san simply swallowing them whole if we’re talking about boars on the smaller side. That still leaves the adult specimens, though.


      “Pochi-san and Tama-san are extremely perceptive hunters, you see,” Aikawa-san explained. “They can easily find traces of wild animals that we would all overlook. Much as I hate to admit it...”


      That makes sense—despite their size, they’re always looking down, pecking at the ground. That probably helps them get a good sense of their surroundings. “I see... I’ll have to ask them, then.” After they come back, that is. They’re still out and about.


      “Can we ask when we go to Matsuyama-san’s place?”


      “Sure, no problem. I’ll leave the choice up to them.” I’m pretty laissez-faire, for better or for worse. I think it would do them good to explore other mountains, though.


      I let Matsuyama-san know that any date after tomorrow would work for us, and he suggested that we visit him in three days. That’s the 25th—a Friday.


      I told the chickens I was visiting the chicken farm and asked if they’d like to come along. All three of them decided to join me this time. I just hope it doesn’t snow.


      “Any ideas for gifts?” I asked Aikawa-san.


      “How about we go with Japanese sweets?”


      We found ourselves once more on the outskirts of the village at the recently opened sweets shop. I’d worried that it could be closed, but thankfully, it wasn’t. The young girl from last time came out to greet us.


      “Hello there,” I said.


      “Welcome. Ah, it’s the customers from the other day! Thank you so much for your patronage!”


      “No problem. Thanks for the tasty sweets.”


      It seemed she remembered us. Yeah, probably because of Aikawa-san’s looks. I’m too plain and ordinary to make an impression. Ah well...


      “How many would you like today?” she asked.


      We looked at each other. “What do you say?”


      “Let’s see... How about we pick out a few different kinds and get five of each?”


      “Yeah, sure.” That way the Matsuyamas can place one of each on their Buddhist altar as an offering and still have two of each kind left for themselves. “Then, how about manju buns, daifuku, and dango?”


      “I don’t know what kind of dango they like, so we could get two flavors, maybe?”


      “Sounds good to me.”


      “Thank you very much!” the girl exclaimed. “I’ll wrap them up for you right away!” While handing the sweets to Aikawa-san, she suddenly stopped, red in the face, and spoke in a nervous-sounding voice. “U-U-U-Um!”


      Is she not feeling well, maybe?


      “Yes?” I asked.


      “Are you two, um...always t-together?!”


      “Hmm? Not really, no? We just happen to be together today. Why?”


      “I-I see...” She slumped her shoulders in disappointment.


      This time, it was an older woman who came out from the back of the shop. “Why are you always like this?!” She bonked the girl over the head, then turned to us. “Oh, and please have this too!” she exclaimed, handing Aikawa-san and me each an extra manju bun for free.


      “Uh, thank you?”


      “Come again!”


      No idea what that was about, but okay. Aikawa-san, however, did seem to have an idea. He chuckled to himself.


      Outside, I loaded the chickens back onto my truck, and we set off for Matsuyama-san’s mountain.


      No, but really, what was all that about? After arriving at the Matsuyamas, I asked Aikawa-san about it, but he wouldn’t give me a straight answer. He just said, “I wonder?”


      Well, whatever. Probably nothing important.


      Most of the snow on the road leading to Matsuyama-san’s place had already melted away. The mountain was dotted with snowy spots here and there, but not enough to obstruct the path. It did make the road look a little sloppy, though.


      “Maybe we should clear the snow for them before we go home...”


      “Yeah, we can brush away the most conspicuous spots at least.”


      That said, it’s been a few days now—a plain old broom is not gonna do much. Let’s talk to Matsuyama-san about it first.


      We walked up to the house, and I called out to them. “Hello there!”


      I heard Matsuyama-san’s wife respond inside. “Oh, hi!”


      “It’s me, Sano. Aikawa-san is here too. Can I let the chickens play outside?”


      “Of course. Just ask them to stay away from the chicken coop, okay?”


      “Of course. Thank you.”


      Apparently, she was busy and couldn’t come to the door, so I asked her only what I needed to know right away. I told the chickens to avoid the coop and to come back here before it started getting dark. I could’ve specified a time and let them take my watch, but I knew that if I did that, they would probably come back only at the appointed time. The three of them quickly bolted off.


      “It’s rare to see all three of them together outside of your mountain,” Aikawa-san remarked.


      “Yeah. I just hope it doesn’t snow while we’re here.”


      “Sano-san, don’t jinx it.”


      Whoops. If it does, I know someone who might resent me... I asked him to keep it a secret from Rin-san, and he laughed at me. Sheesh.


      Matsuyama-san was working over at the chicken coop. Stepping outside, he saw us and grinned from ear to ear. “Oh! Sano-kun, Aikawa-kun, you’re here!”


      “Long time no see.” I’d seen him around the end of last year, and we were now already nearing the last day of January.


      “Not that long, is it? Anyway, I’m happy you came. We hardly ever get visitors.”


      I asked how much I owed him for the steamed chicken and the feed, then paid him right away. He’d give me everything later, before I left.


      “My wife’s getting a bit carried away in the kitchen, so stay for lunch, will you?”


      “Sure thing, we will.”


      A few minutes later, we all went into the house. I handed over the sweets we’d brought, which they greatly appreciated. I don’t think there’s anywhere close where they can buy stuff like this.


      “Did you go all the way to town for these?” asked Matsuyama-san. It seemed he hadn’t heard about that shop yet.


      “There’s a Japanese sweets shop that opened recently on the western outskirts of the village,” I explained.


      “Huh. But that’s pretty far for you two, isn’t it?”


      “Not for me,” Aikawa-san replied. “My house is also on the western outskirts, in a way.”


      We all laughed.


      “Oh, Japanese sweets? My, you didn’t have to!”


      Delighted, Matsuyama-san’s wife went to place one of each as offerings on the Buddhist altar. I really like how she first takes it to the altar. That reminds me... I still haven’t gotten an altar for my own home. I’ll go buy one this spring.


      She served us some tea and pickled vegetables. “Hang on just a little longer, okay?”


      “No hurry! Please don’t mind us.”


      We chatted with the couple a bit about their new product. Apparently, I’d been right—they’d gotten the idea from those pieces of chicken breast they sell at convenience stores. After trying their hand at samgye-tang, they’d been experimenting with other recipes. Matsuyama-san’s wife explained that, for the time being, they planned on selling the steamed chicken only during winter because they couldn’t be sure how long it’d last in warmer weather.


      She soon served a salad topped with bite-sized pieces of their steamed chicken. The dressing was also homemade.


      “I made a lot of different recipes today. I hope you enjoy!”


      “Thanks so much.”


      The usual mainstays like fried chicken and assorted tempura were more than enough to fill me up, but she’d also made a lot of pot-au-feu, plus other dishes like hijiki seaweed, stewed radish, and simmered taro—all were delicious. Ah, I love simmered dishes.


      “This chicken meat... It’s soooo good...”


      Every time I visit the Matsuyamas, I realize just how much I love fried chicken. They do raise the chickens themselves—it’s really no wonder that they know how to get the most out of the meat. Oh man, the people in the village are just too good at cooking. I exchanged glances with Aikawa-san.


      “I’ll make more if this is not enough. What do you think?” she suggested.


      “No, it’s definitely enough! Definitely! Don’t worry!”


      Aikawa-san and I desperately tried to persuade her. My stomach’s gonna burst from so much food.


      “Are you sure? So, how is it?”


      “Everything’s incredible!”


      After lunch, we took some time to relax and chat. They told us about how the wild boars had been getting pretty close to their property, probably because it hadn’t snowed as much as expected this year.


      “Them ruining our crops is already bad enough, but they could also make a mess out of the chicken coop.”


      “Sounds like trouble,” I replied. “Have you talked to the local hunters?”


      “Nah, I’m still thinking about what to do.”


      Well, Aikawa-san can’t really do anything unless he’s asked. We were talking about how much of a nuisance the boars were, and I was about to bring up the snow shoveling thing I’d discussed with Aikawa-san earlier, when I heard a loud, shrill cry coming from outside.


      That sounds like chickens... I rushed for the door and stepped outside.


      “Wha—?!”


      “Whaaat?!”


      I almost couldn’t believe my eyes—the timing was too perfect.


      Speak of the devil... Or is it just that the chickens cornered it, and it happened to flee this way?


      A short distance from the house, I found the chickens swinging their tails at a wild boar while it let out agonized screams. Oh gosh, I really could’ve done without seeing this in the flesh.


      “Kwaaaah!!!” Pochi let out what sounded like a victory cry as he finished the boar off—that tail of his came down hard, pummeling the boar’s head.


      “Oh, wow, Pochi-san is really amazing!” Aikawa-san was smiling and seemed unfazed.


      We all slowly turned our necks and stared at him.


      What the hell...?


      “Ah, I forgot!” Aikawa-san exclaimed. “This is your first time seeing the chickens hunting, isn’t it? As usual, they did a great job cornering the boar.” He turned to Matsuyama-san. “Can I call Akimoto-san here?”


      “O-Oh, yeah, we don’t mind.” He turned to his wife. “R-Right?”


      She looked at him. “N-Not at all, no...”


      They were clearly taken aback by the whole thing. Aikawa-san took out his phone and promptly called up the butcher. I could hear him laughing over the phone when Aikawa-san told him about how my chickens had caught a boar near the chicken farm on the eastern mountains.


      “They literally just put it down, so we haven’t done anything yet. Should we cover it with snow for now?”


      Ah, that’s right—you should cool the animal down as soon as you kill it. Matsuyama-san and I hurriedly gathered relatively clean-looking snow from nearby, filled a bucket with it, and covered the carcass. Ideally, we should’ve also spread snow underneath, between the carcass and the ground, but the boar was so big that I didn’t think we could move it.


      The chickens let out sharp cries, as if to ask, Hey, what are you doing?! Pochi and Tama were frantically jumping all over the place.


      “Listen, we can’t eat it if we don’t cool it down! Don’t you wanna eat the innards?!”


      They went quiet after my scolding. To be more precise, it’s not that the meat becomes inedible, it’s just that the smell gets stronger and the taste gets worse. I mean, we haven’t even drained the blood yet.


      The chickens walked away and started pecking at something or other. Matsuyama-san’s wife gasped and seemed to think of something—she went inside to get some vegetables for them.


      “Thank you,” I said to her.


      “Boy, that was something...” she muttered. She dazedly fed the chickens Chinese cabbage leaves.


      We didn’t take too long to bury the carcass in snow, since there was still plenty left around. Gah, we should’ve used the snow on the road instead.


      I turned to Aikawa-san. “So, while we’re at it, what do you think?”


      “Sure, let’s do it.”


      We helped clear the snow off the road, which the Matsuyamas greatly appreciated. The chickens came over to us, cocked their heads, and stared with curiosity. They seem like they wanna help, but...


      “The snow’s too hard for brooms to work. Just stay over there near the house.”


      Soon enough, Akimoto-san’s truck rolled in, with Yuki-san driving, as usual.


      “Hey, Sano-kun, I hear your chickens did it again! Wait, it was your chickens, right?”


      “Yeah, well, I don’t think the ones from the chicken farm could’ve done it.”


      “I thought so, heh. I just had to laugh when I heard about it. Had it been the farm chickens, I wouldn’t be the one doing the butchering.” That’s...a bit unsettling. “Anyway, about the butchering fee...”


      “Oh, you can talk to me about that,” Aikawa-san said. “Can’t burden Sano-san with that.”


      “Huh? But it was my chickens who did it.” No need for him to be such a busybody!


      Akimoto-san shook his head. “You just stay here shoveling the snow while I go talk with Aikawa-kun, okay?”


      “Oh, come on.”


      “I’ll handle it—don’t worry,” Aikawa-san reassured me with a smile.


      Jeez.


      So I stayed and continued to shovel snow in silence. I must’ve gotten pretty absorbed in it, because I was lightly startled when Akimoto-san’s truck came back.


      “Hey, you’re doing a pretty good job! Anyway, if you hunt anything else, just let me know. Ask Aikawa-kun for the details. See ya!” Akimoto-san waved cheerfully before driving away with the boar.


      After I finished shoveling a decent amount of snow, I went back to the house. Aikawa-san and the Matsuyamas were still talking.


      “Done shoveling,” I said.


      “Oh my, thanks so much!”


      “Thanks, Sano-kun.”


      “So what happened to the boar?” I asked.


      “Oh, you see, we’re thinking of asking them to bring it back here tomorrow night,” Matsuyama-san’s wife said happily. “It was a rather large boar, though, so we’ll probably ask the others to take the leftovers with them...”


      “Oh, I see. So, about the butchering fee...”


      They looked at me like I was crazy. What, did I say something weird?


      “It was a boar from our mountain, y’know? Of course we’ll pay for that, and...the innards, was it? We’ll let the chickens eat as much as they like.”


      My chickens had hunted it, but the Matsuyamas seemed very happy to see one less boar around to mess with their crops. Though obviously, we can’t be sure if it was only that one specific boar.


      “Oh? Or did you want the whole boar to yourself?” his wife asked.


      “No, no, not at all! It’s just...my chickens hunted it of their own accord, so...”


      “Why, that’s not a problem at all. We appreciate it, naturally. Your chickens really are something else.”


      After that, we discussed the plans for the upcoming boar feast. If we were going to be drinking, that meant spending the night here. However, compared to the Yumotos’ house, there wasn’t enough room in the Matsuyama residence for everyone. They said Aikawa-san and I could stay over, but the other guests would have to figure something out on their own. They also gave us permission to invite as many people as we wanted.


      Alcohol or no alcohol, it would be impossible for me to get home after dark, so I would have no choice but to sleep here. Aikawa-san and I decided to think it over later. We made preparations to leave, and I told the chickens we’d be coming back here tomorrow night for a party. They bounced up and down in excitement.


      Matsuyama-san’s wife giggled. “They’re so clever that they can even understand what we’re saying.”


      I let out a dry laugh.


      After that, we took our leave. Aikawa-san turned to me as if he’d just remembered something and asked, “Can I invite the other hunters too?”


      “Sure, I don’t see why not. Mutsu-san lives nearby, right?”


      “Yeah,” he replied.


      I could even refrain from alcohol so I can drive them home. They’re always so kind to me.


      “Thanks, I appreciate it. They didn’t get to go hunting today.”


      “Oh, right...” I nodded. “On your other mountain.”


      “Yeah, I can’t really let other people go there without me. Technically, you could drive around the mountain from the western side and enter from there, but...”


      “Did you find anything, by the way?” I asked.


      “What looked like traces of a boar nest. Pretty badly destroyed, though...”


      We shot each other pointed looks. Maybe Rin-san and Ten-san really did eat all of the boars there...


      Aikawa-san scratched his head. “I know that having no vermin around should be a good thing, but, y’know...”


      Regardless, there wasn’t really time for anyone to go hunt on his mountain today, so I told Aikawa-san I’d ask the chickens to help them at a later date. He agreed, and we parted ways.


      Back at home, washing the chickens’ tails turned out to be quite the ordeal. Ugh, stay still, will you? “Stop splashing around!”


      “Splash?”


      “Splish?”


      “Smash?”


      Now where did that come from? I’m impressed by the breadth of their vocabulary. Must be the TV influence? They’re even picking up all sorts of onomatopoeia. Crazy stuff.




      The next morning, there was a message from Aikawa-san informing me that Mutsu-san and Toyama-san would be joining us at the Matsuyamas tonight. I told him that I could drive them home if they wanted to drink, but there was apparently no need for that—Mutsu-san’s son, Kazuyoshi-san, would be coming to pick them up. I was a bit worried about them, but then again, Kazuyoshi-san did live close by, so this doubled as a good opportunity for them to say hello to each other. Aikawa-san would pick them up on the way over.


      I spent my time at home doing indoor chores. Gotta do my laundry and cleaning whenever I have the chance, because otherwise, it keeps piling up.


      I pointed at the sky and told the chickens, “Come back when the sun reaches that position!” Pochi and Tama quickly ran out to play, while Yuma stayed by my side as usual. Seriously, do they just not get tired?


      “Huh, wait... Aikawa-san said he’d go pick them up, but...”


      Pretty sure he removed the passenger seat from his truck, no? And even if he put it back, there still wouldn’t be enough room for two more people...


      “Maybe I should ask them if they want me to taxi people too?”


      Gotta put my passenger seat back in. Well, either way, I think they’d let me know if there was an issue, so whatever.


      I got my stuff ready to spend a night away and had lunch. Since I knew I wouldn’t really be able to relax because of my plans later, I took a stroll outside with Yuma, checking for anything unusual. We went over to the river, but I couldn’t get too close of a look. I hadn’t bothered shoveling the snow from the riverbank, so it had frozen over, and the ice was dangerous to walk on. I hadn’t thought of it before... It’d be a huge issue for me if the river froze over too.


      Pochi and Tama came back earlier than expected.


      “Boar!”


      “Quick!”


      Jeez, calm down. The two flapped their wings and shuffled their feet hastily, which was a pretty funny sight to me.


      “Even if we go now, it won’t be ready to eat yet. Plus, I bet you’d want to go exploring and go way too far...”


      Granted, I could just tell them to make sure they’re back before it gets dark. They kept staring at me, and eventually, I gave in. God, I’m such a wuss.


      I texted Aikawa-san. “I’m leaving early because the chickens are pestering me to go.” I also gave Matsuyama-san a call before leaving. Pochi and Tama gleefully jumped up onto the tonneau, which was pretty amusing to see. The sound wasn’t amusing, though—just a loud thud.


      Eh, I’m not bringing them any gifts today... I can get them something another day. I drove straight toward Matsuyama-san’s mountain.


      “Sorry for showing up so early...”


      “Don’t worry! You’re not the first,” Matsuyama-san replied, clearly in high spirits. “Akimoto-san already brought us the boar meat. The old lady’s in the kitchen right now working on it.”


      “Oh, okay then.”


      He told me I could let the chickens play outside until everything was ready. I just had to keep them away from the coop, of course.


      “Make sure you’re back before sunset, got it?” I told them. They replied with short clucks and ran off toward the north. Ah, right. “And don’t hunt anything, you hear?!”


      There’s no response. They’re just chickens. (Some RPG-style dialogue.)


      I was a bit worried that they might not have heard me, but I couldn’t possibly catch up with them now. All I could do was hope that they didn’t run into any unlucky boars or deer.


      “There are probably some boars around still...” Matsuyama-san blurted out.


      “Probably...” Hard to imagine it was just that one.


      Matsuyama-san and I were absentmindedly staring to the north when we heard a vehicle approaching—it was Aikawa-san.


      “Hello.”


      I noticed that he had a hood covering the tonneau, which was unusual. When the truck stopped, Mutsu-san and Toyama-san hopped out of there.


      “Hey, Matsuyama! And Sano-kun too! It’s been what, a few days?”


      “Hey there.”


      I stared at Aikawa-san disapprovingly, and he let out a sheepish laugh. Well, I’m pretty sure the local police would turn a blind eye anyway. (They shouldn’t, obviously.)


      All the guests were here, but it seemed like it’d still be a while before the food was ready. Akimoto-san hadn’t joined us tonight—he’d just shown up to deliver the meat.


      “Oh, right. He asked you to let him know if we catch anything else,” Matsuyama-san told me with a smile.


      “Wait, why me specifically...?”


      Everyone chuckled. Those chickens, I tell you... I get that it’s a good thing, but they’re really just driven by their own greed. Gotta be careful with them.


      Matsuyama-san asked us to come inside rather than keep chatting outside. The parking area wasn’t visible from the living room, so I needed to go meet the chickens outside when they came back, but it would indeed be a little weird to stay outside until then.


      We enjoyed a cup of tea and some pickled vegetables. The others all heaved light sighs, then looked at each other and chuckled.


      Mutsu-san scratched his head. “Ah, well, the hunting hasn’t been going too smoothly, y’know...”


      “Oh, really? I heard you’ve had a very productive year,” Matsuyama-san replied.


      “Well, yeah, but basically thanks to Sano-kun’s chickens. Because of them, it looks like we’re not gonna have to worry about boar meat for the whole winter.”


      “Very impressive.”


      Matsuyama-san’s wife walked into the room with a tray in hand. “Hello, everyone! Sorry for not greeting you sooner.” It seemed she was mostly done in the kitchen. She served us bang bang chicken and a salad.


      Everyone greeted her back, bowing their heads. Gotta show respect to the cook.


      “There’ll be boar meat too, but you know, we do run a chicken farm, so expect plenty of chicken. I hope you don’t mind.”


      “No, of course not!” everyone immediately replied.


      “Sano-kun, the chickens’ dinner is ready.”


      “All right, thank you.”


      With Aikawa-san’s help, I spread a plastic sheet on the ground in the garden for the chickens. Matsuyama-san’s wife had also been kind enough to set aside some bowls for me. Thanks to the boar being a healthy specimen, there were plenty of innards this time.


      “We’ve been on a roll lately,” Aikawa-san remarked with glee.


      “Hmm?”


      “You know, every now and then, the animals we hunt turn out to have diseases. It’s always a bummer.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “When that happens, we need to contact the health center to notify them, so it’s kind of a pain in the rear.”


      “Huh, really?” I had no idea that was part of a hunter’s responsibilities.


      “Sometimes, if it’s just one animal, we might skip that...but if we’re talking two, three, several of them, then it’s definitely a necessity.”


      “Oh...” That makes sense, yeah. “Because there’s a good chance that the boars might infect local pigs?”


      “That’s right. Imagine if there was a sick boar near a pig farm—that’d be a huge disaster. Sure, pigs from farms are vaccinated and won’t catch diseases that easily, but still, the possibility is always there.”


      “I see, I see.” Must be hard being a livestock farmer.


      I laid out the chickens’ bowls and waited for their return. Soon enough, they came back. When they spotted me and Aikawa-san, they clucked to call out to us.


      “Pochi, Tama, Yuma, welcome back. Food’s ready.”


      They were visibly elated and replied with a few more short clucks. I promptly went back to the living room, as I knew just how gross their meals could get.


      “Hmm? You didn’t have to feed them that far away from the house,” Matsuyama-san said in a curious tone. He was watching them from the window.


      “They tend to make a big mess—you know, blood flying everywhere,” I explained.


      “Oh, I see. Sounds wild.”


      His wife came in with more food. “Sorry to keep you waiting! Eat as much as you like!”


      Next on the menu were fried venison and chicken—the venison had been cut into bite-sized pieces to make it easier to eat—as well as boiled radish with chicken, stir-fried vegetables, a lotus root stir-fry, and boiled komatsuna. Among other dishes, of course.


      “How does boar hot pot sound?” she asked.


      “Sounds fantastic! Thank you!”


      Tonight’s hot pot convinced me that this was one of the best ways to eat boar meat. The miso-based broth was marvelous. We cracked open some beers too, but everyone was too busy eating to pay the booze much mind.


      “Whew, thanks again, Sano-kun. It’s been a while since I last got to eat this much boar meat,” Matsuyama-san said.


      “Warms you up really nicely,” his wife added.


      I was happy that the Matsuyamas liked it. “That’s great to hear.”


      I mean, not that it’s thanks to me... All credit goes to the chickens. Speaking of them, they were plowing through their dinner—boar innards, meat, and veggies—at an incredible pace. I’m sure they’ll come ask for more if that’s not enough.


      Matsuyama-san turned to Mutsu-san. “I was thinking, could I ask you fellas to come hunt on my mountain too?”


      “Sure, we’ll come if you ask. Just one thing—I’d like to ask Sano-kun’s chickens to come along. We’ll pay for their labor, of course.”


      Toyama-san and Aikawa-san nodded.


      “Wait, are you serious?” It’s actually crazy how much reverence they have for my chickens. Anyway, I’d have to ask them first.


      “There’s just something special about your chickens,” Matsuyama-san said. “I know for a fact that mine sure couldn’t have hunted a whole boar.”


      “It’d be a cause for concern if they could,” Mutsu-san retorted.


      Toyama-san laughed. “The butcher would become the butchered.”


      By now, all three of them were red in the face from plenty of beer, and the mood was merry. It was a pretty fun gathering, other than the time I heard a loud “Kwaaah!” coming from outside—the chickens were demanding more food. I had to ask Matsuyama-san’s wife for some extra boar meat to feed them.


      Later, Kazuyoshi-san came over to pick up his father and Toyama-san. “I might come back to buy some chicken meat, so I’ll see you soon,” he said to the Matsuyamas with a bow. They all loaded up, and he drove the old men home safely.


      Meanwhile, with Aikawa-san’s help, I cleaned up after the chickens, and we spent the night at the Matsuyama residence. Her cooking was as fantastic as always.


      ***


      It was my first time staying over at the Matsuyamas, and I woke up groggy. Mistaking their house for the Yumotos’, I walked off in the wrong direction and bumped into a wall. Pochi, who was sitting on the earthen floor, happened to witness the whole thing, but he simply turned away and ignored me. Mean.


      The chickens had already eaten breakfast by the time I woke up. Sorry, looks like your owner overslept.


      The breakfast menu for the humans was seasoned rice mixed with carrots, fried tofu, and chicken, which made me glad I hadn’t had too many drinks last night. It was delicious. There was also miso soup with tofu and Chinese cabbage, which was very light and easy on the stomach, and the side dish was a stir-fry—kind of like oyakodon minus the rice. It had been made with Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs and was served on a big platter. I’d already told Matsuyama-san’s wife last night that she was free to use my chickens’ eggs if she wanted. Provided they laid them, obviously, which I’m glad they did.


      “I used their eggs. Hope that’s still okay,” she said.


      “Of course. Thank you for the food.” She didn’t have to make enough for me too. But I do appreciate it.


      Everyone’s eyes lit up the moment they got their first mouthful of the oyakodon-style stir-fry. No wonder—the best meat and the best eggs. We started the day by frantically scrambling for more. Never knew eggs and chicken meat could be this dangerous.


      The Matsuyamas were in awe.


      “Fried eggs? How about fried eggs next...Sano-kun?”


      “I-I’ve never eaten eggs like these... They have such a rich flavor, and you just can’t get enough of them...”


      “I was the same way—before my chickens, I’d never seen eggs this big,” I explained. “They are in limited supply, though, ’cause Yuma and Tama each only lay one a day.”


      “Oh... Limited...” They both seemed bummed by this, and their shoulders slumped.


      Aikawa-san kept eating heartily. Does anything ever faze this guy? As for the chickens, they’d already gone to play outside. I’m impressed that they’re still so full of pep in this cold.


      “Also, I can’t guarantee hygienic safety, so I think producing eggs at a large scale is not quite realistic,” I added.


      “Huge chickens...”


      “Wanna try looking for some?”


      And yet, the Matsuyamas didn’t seem ready to give up on the idea. Well, they are chicken farmers. Though they don’t really deal in eggs.


      “I’m sure finding one at all is hard enough—finding a hen specifically would raise the hurdle,” I pointed out. “And besides, you should know that if my chickens don’t get to run around my mountain every day, they can’t sleep because of the pent-up energy.”


      “Well, they are pretty big.”


      “Yeah...”


      Whew, looks like they changed their minds. I’ve lent them out before to Yumoto-san, but he said they kept him up at night. Even doing the rounds on his farmland, which is as large as several houses combined, wasn’t enough of a workout for them. Their eggs are definitely tempting, but I’m sure raising lots of them would be incredibly difficult.


      “Then how about you come spend the night here every now and then, Sano-kun? And bring the chickens with you,” Matsuyama-san’s wife suggested.


      “Yeah, please do,” Matsuyama-san agreed.


      I chuckled. “Okay, sure. I’ll be looking forward to your cooking.” Sounds like a good deal.


      Aikawa-san seemed delighted as he kept eating more and more of the oyakodon-style stir-fry. “I bet oyakodon made with the farm’s chicken meat would taste out of this world,” he muttered.


      I’d made oyakodon with frozen meat, but I hadn’t tried making it with fresh chicken meat from the Matsuyamas’ farm.


      “Sano-kun, why don’t you stay until tomorrow?!” Matsuyama-san’s wife proposed.


      “Yeah, good idea!”


      Come on, enough already. “Sorry, but I need to get home. The hunters are going to be coming over here soon, right? I’ll send the chickens too if they’re okay with it.”


      “Oh, please, we were just kidding!”


      “We like the eggs, but not that much!”


      It was a pretty enjoyable morning for me. The weather was nice too.


      Aikawa-san and I helped them do some cleaning and then stayed in the house relaxing while the Matsuyamas checked the chicken coop.


      “They’re a fun bunch, aren’t they?” Aikawa-san said.


      “Yup.” They’ve got that business-owner vibe, but they’re also pretty down-to-earth. I hope they can keep running the farm for a long time. I wonder when my next visit will be. I’ve now got plenty of chicken feed and steamed chicken at home, so it might be a while.


      Ah, come to think of it, I forgot to tell the chickens when to come back. If this were all farmland, they probably wouldn’t take too long to get bored and come back, but they’ve got a whole mountain to explore.


      “I wonder when the chickens will be back...” I murmured.


      “Hard to tell when we’re on a mountain...”


      “Indeed...” I just hope they won’t hunt anything else...


      When they came back a bit later that afternoon, they were in a sorry state.
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      “Wh-What happened?”


      It didn’t seem as though they’d hunted something—it was more like they’d been fighting something. And they all seem to be in a sour mood for some reason.


      “Hey, come over here. You’re not hurt, are you?”


      Aikawa-san helped me examine their feathers, but we couldn’t find any noticeable injuries. That’s a relief. However, we did spot a few different colored hairs—one kinda yellowish, one gray—here and there on their feathers and tails.


      “What are these?”


      “Seems like they ran into some other animal and got into a scuffle with it?”


      I asked Matsuyama-san to check too and see if the fur rang any bells, but these didn’t seem to be from a wild boar or a deer. Or a bear, for that matter. Yellowish... A fox, maybe? I feel like the tone of yellow is not quite right, though. The gray ones... “A wolf...?” I muttered. Nah, no way. “I wonder...”


      My head was filled with questions, but we couldn’t spend the whole day there thinking about it. Aikawa-san and I soon took our leave.


      Once we were in the truck, I turned to Yuma. She was sitting beside me in the passenger seat like a fluffy, round ball of mochi. “Did something happen?” I asked.


      Strangely, she didn’t answer. She stayed silent the entire trip. Huh. Go figure.


      Back at home, I cleaned and cared for them as usual. They didn’t put up any resistance and stayed put the whole time. That makes my job easier, but it makes me worry even more...


      After dinner, I tried asking one more time. “What happened today?”


      “Really big.”


      “No eat.”


      “Person, there.”


      “Yeah...looks like it was a pointless question.”


      Their responses were too fragmented for me to piece together. Yuma’s response was the only one that seemed like it might provide any information. A person there? So that means the owner of the mountain?


      “Did you go over to the mountain beyond Matsuyama-san’s property?”


      That’s already in the neighboring village, I think? Oh jeez, I’d hate to get in trouble with the people from another village over my chickens. Wait, or was that publicly owned land? Hmm, no idea.


      “Behind.”


      “Deeper.”


      “Mountain.”


      Okay, so they went to that other mountain.


      After about ten minutes of trying to extract information from them, I managed to piece together a rough story. “So you went over to the other mountain and found a big animal there, but you couldn’t hunt it. And then a stranger came along, and you ran away. Have I got that right?” An animal that they couldn’t hunt—what could it be? They said it was a big one too. The only thing that comes to mind is a bear. “Well, whatever. Don’t try to hunt it, whatever it was, even if you run into it again. I’m worried about you guys.”


      I stroked their feathers. Today, even Tama let me pet her without resisting. If only she were always like this.


      I got in the bath with Yuma, as always. It sucked not being able to stretch my legs in the bathtub, but having Yuma with me was more important. She looked like the most adorable thing in the world as she squinted her eyes in bliss.


      “Nothing like the comfort of your own home, huh?” The bath at Aikawa-san’s place is nice too, but it’s not really the same thing. Oh yeah, I still want to build a bigger bath. I gotta work out the details. I might not really need one—it hinges on how much bigger Yuma will grow.




      The next day was rather normal. I got a message from Aikawa-san telling me about how Kawanaka-san was whining that he’d wanted to eat boar hot pot too. Well, it’s not our fault. Take it up with my chickens—they hunted the boar. He was complaining that no one had invited him, but that was none of my business. Originally, we’d only invited Mutsu-san and Toyama-san because they’d shown interest in the chicken farm to begin with. Also, he wouldn’t have been able to spend the night away from home on a weekday, so why does he care?


      “Let’s at least let him know next time,” Aikawa-san texted me. Apparently, the complaints had been pretty persistent.


      “Okay, sure.” I don’t intend to invite him myself, but just telling him that we’re having a gathering is fine with me.


      I went over to the charcoal hut with Yuma to gather dead branches while Pochi and Tama were out playing. I also brought some tools like a hatchet and a saw to cut off any excess branches from the trees. The sunlight can’t get through if there are too many branches.


      I peered up at the trees and muttered, “Gotta make sure to thin them out.”


      This area got a decent amount of sunlight since there weren’t too many evergreen trees. It’s gonna be a problem in summer if there are this many branches. I spent some time trimming them—not long enough to put strain on my back, though.


      “I should ask Aikawa-san to take a look too.” I’m not sure if I’m actually doing it properly. I looked up how to do it on the internet, but there’s still some stuff I don’t get. It’s best to ask someone with experience.


      I suddenly remembered that he’d asked me for a favor the other day. It had slipped my mind—I’d been worried after seeing the chickens all beat yesterday.


      Later that night, I asked the chickens about the favor. “So, the hunters said they’d like you to go to Aikawa-san’s other mountain to help them. What do you say? Are you going?”


      “Going!”


      Unusually, Tama stayed silent.


      “Not going.”


      What’s with Tama? Oh, right, it must be because of Rin-san. “Rin-san and Ten-san won’t be there,” I clarified. “The other hunters don’t know about Rin-san, and Ten-san is still hibernating.”


      “Going,” Tama replied immediately.


      Yuma still didn’t seem interested. “What about you, Yuma?” I asked, just in case.


      She strolled up to me and said, “Stay.”


      “You wanna be here with me?”


      “Stay.”


      Oh my god, I can’t deal with this cuteness. I’m never letting anyone else have her!


      I messaged Aikawa-san right away to let him know that Pochi and Tama would be going.


      He called me instantly. “They agreed?!”


      “Y-Yeah...” Why is he so excited about it? Yikes.


      “Sorry, this year’s just been really difficult... We haven’t been able to catch anything... We found a deer, but it got away... And Kawanaka-san keeps chewing me out...”


      “Sounds like you’ve had it rough.” Especially the last part. “So when would be good?” I asked.


      “How about tomorrow? I’ll let the others know.”


      “Uh... Well, sure, I don’t have any plans.” He sounds pretty desperate.


      And with that, I suddenly had new plans for tomorrow.


      “Hey, they’re going tomorrow,” I told the chickens.


      “Going.”


      “Going.”


      “Stay.”


      That’s right, Yuma. You belong next to me, in the passenger’s seat, you adorable thing!

    

  

  
    
      7. The Chickens Are Back in Business


      Aikawa-san’s second mountain—to the west of his main one—was accessible by car, although the road was gravel.


      “I leave it unpaved deliberately,” he’d explained.


      I suppose that helps to keep random people from wandering in there. It is a mountain, after all.


      I took the road along the western side of the mountain, then ascended a short distance to where Aikawa-san and the rest of the hunters were waiting.


      “Good morning,” I said.


      Mutsu-san, Toyama-san, and Aikawa-san greeted me back with smiles on their faces.


      “Morning. Sorry for making you come all the way here.”


      “Yeah, thanks for coming.”


      “Good morning, Sano-san. Sorry to trouble you.”


      I quickly helped the chickens out of my truck.


      “Hey, Pochi and Tama-chan!” Mutsu-san exclaimed, clearly in high spirits. “We’ll be counting on you today!”


      The two chickens greeted him with short clucks. It’s crazy how we’ve all gotten used to this.


      “Uh, so I just need to leave them here with you, and that’s it?” I asked. “How are they gonna get home?”


      “I’ll drive them back, don’t worry,” Aikawa-san answered. “Sorry for always relying on you so much.”


      “Wait, what? It’s definitely the other way around—I’m the one who relies on you too much.” I seriously don’t understand why he thinks so highly of me...


      “You see, we’re not really in a hurry to hunt anything this time. If we can’t bag anything today, we’ll just keep trying. So that means we’ll likely be borrowing the chickens for a few days. Driving them home is the least I could do.”


      “In that case, sure, I’ll take you up on it... Pochi, Tama, you heard him. You guys are okay with that, right?”


      They promptly offered enthusiastic clucks. That’s probably a yes.


      “They should be home before it starts getting dark. I’ll make sure to message you when we’re on the way.”


      “Sounds good. Thanks.” I bowed my head, then loaded Yuma back into my truck.


      “Yuma-chan only has eyes for you, huh?” Mutsu-san teased.


      Toyama-san smiled. “Definitely.”


      “That’s right,” I replied with a nod. “She makes sure I never feel lonely.”


      “Listen to him brag.”


      “So smug.”


      “I’m jealous.”


      Yuma and I departed soon after, and since I was already out and about, I took the opportunity to stop by the general store. I needed a few things for the house, like eggs. I was a big fan of them, so despite having Tama’s and Yuma’s most days, I still continued buying regular ones. Honestly, I feel like I could survive on TKG alone. And this morning, Tama and Yuma actually hadn’t laid eggs. I know that’s just how it is, but it’s still kind of a downer.


      I was glad the general store was actually open at this time of day—it was still rather early. I believe they’re open from...nine to five, was it? Which means that they call it a day as soon as it starts getting dark. Maybe that helps them stay in business.


      After buying everything I needed, Yuma and I headed home. Because I’d left for Aikawa-san’s mountain right after finishing breakfast, there’d been no time to do my usual rounds of the property, so I was doing them now. I gazed at my crops. They weren’t quite ready for harvest.


      “So today... Hmm... I guess I’ll go to the cemetery. I can also try to climb to the summit.”


      It had only snowed a moderate amount recently, and there weren’t any signs of more snow on the way. I feel like I should head up there if I can. I’ve been pretty negligent this winter...


      The road up to the cemetery was clear, without any issues. I did some cleaning around the graves, set out incense as an offering, and joined my hands in prayer. It’s still a while away, but your family members will be coming to visit in the spring. Now then...


      “Yuma, could you look around and see if you can find the route to the mountaintop?”


      I’d brought rags for cleaning and some water to leave as an offering at the hokora. However, Yuma soon returned and reported that there was no traversable path.


      Not even the chickens can get there...? I peered into the foliage but couldn’t see any fallen trees. And yet, there was no way up.


      “Huh? Why? Could you double-check?”


      This hadn’t been the case when I’d last visited, but the slope up the mountain was covered by tightly packed new-growth trees—presumably evergreen, given that we were still in winter. My memory felt a bit fuzzy for some reason. I don’t remember seeing anything like that before...


      Yuma returned soon, having searched for alternate routes.


      “Any luck?” I asked.


      “None.”


      No dice... “Does this mean... I’m not supposed to go there?” I should’ve considered this possibility. “Oh well.”


      Not sure why, but it looks like we’ll have to wait for another time. Maybe it’s too dangerous to try the ascent right now anyway. I took a few steps back and gazed at the summit.


      “Thank you for always looking after us. I’ll be back in spring to pay my respects.” I joined my hands together in front of my chest to express my gratitude.


      Back at home, I remembered that I really should buy an altar for my house. During most of the year, I could climb to the summit and pray there, but it seemed that journey was too risky in the winter. Who knows—maybe the god of the mountain doesn’t care. I do, though.


      Actually, perhaps the blocked route up the mountain was meant as a message. Was the god telling me I don’t have to care?


      “Maybe next time.”


      It was lunchtime, and I ate with Yuma. I served her chicken feed topped with pieces of boar meat, which she joyfully savored. Seeing her happy had a healing effect on me. Oh, I should’ve prepared bento for Pochi and Tama... Too bad. I hadn’t bothered because Aikawa-san had told me I didn’t need to worry about their food. But I shouldn’t always rely on him so much, even if he doesn’t mind.


      There’s still a lot I don’t understand, but I can kinda tell everyone’s looking out for me.


      As promised, Pochi and Tama were home before dark. They seemed to be in a good mood, despite not having caught anything today. Huh, I wonder why. The two hopped out of Aikawa-san’s truck as soon as it came to a stop.


      “Back.”


      “Back.”


      “Welcome home,” I said.


      Yuma repeated after me. “Welcome home.”


      After greeting us, they ran off toward the fields.


      “Thanks for driving them home,” I told Aikawa-san.


      “Oh, no biggie. Don’t mention it.”


      “And thanks for feeding them too.”


      “Well, to be honest with you...” Aikawa-san scratched his head apologetically. “I just had a lot more venison left than I expected, and I decided that they should get rid of it for me. You know how Rin is—she stockpiles food, so it can be hard to get a handle on how much I should feed her.”


      “Oh, I see. Still, it ended up working out great for us, so I guess I should thank Rin-san.”


      He smiled. “I’ll continue feeding them while they’re helping us out...if they’re okay with it, of course.”


      “Huh? Wait, I can’t ask you to do that every time.”


      “Why not? We really appreciate their help.”


      Pochi and Tama strutted over and, for some reason, started pecking me.


      “Ouch! Hey, you guys, what’s the big idea?! Ow!”


      “Deer!”


      “Deer!”


      “Whaaat?” How shameless can you two get? I didn’t raise you to be like that!


      “Don’t worry, I really do have way too much at home. I’ll set it aside for them.”


      “B-But what if you don’t catch anything...?”


      He looked puzzled. “If we don’t, then that’s just how it is, no? We’ll have to try somewhere else, but there are plenty of other hunting spots besides my mountain.”


      “I mean, yeah, I guess...” But I’d feel bad if the chickens didn’t help hunt something after eating all your meat.


      “You don’t have to worry about it. We’re the ones who asked for their help.”


      “If you say so, then okay...” Pochi and Tama, seemingly satisfied, ran toward the house. “Sorry about those two...”


      “Why? I like how frank and sincere they are. Oh, also, here.” He handed me a plastic bag.


      “Hmm? What’s this?”


      “It’s for Yuma-san. Please feed it to her for dinner.”


      “Wait, wait, are you serious?”


      “See you tomorrow!”


      The bag contained venison. I tried to give it back, but he wouldn’t take it.


      Yuma strolled to our side, stared at Aikawa-san, and said, “Thanks.”


      Et tu, Yuma?


      “You’re welcome. See ya later.”


      He went on his way—dashingly, I might add. Jeez. I’ll have to come up with a nice gift for him...




      The next day, I visited the Yumotos with Yuma.


      “So now I gotta think of something for him,” I finished, having explained what had happened yesterday. Yuma had eaten some veggies Machiko-san had given her and was now running around in the fields.


      “Hmm? Can’t you just cook him a nice meal with Tama-chan’s and Yuma-chan’s eggs?” Machiko-san proposed.


      Oh, true. Speaking of which, they had, in fact, laid eggs this morning. I’d been so happy to see them that I’d tried to give Tama a hug...but that had only resulted in me getting pecked first thing. Welp... Yuma had let me hug her. That’s my girl.


      “An egg-based dish, huh?” I mused.


      Machiko-san nodded. “I think a crab omelet would turn out fantastic, what with how big their eggs are.”


      “I suppose so.”


      Come to think of it, I’ve never tried using them for Chinese-style dishes. I bet they’d go great with chicken meat from the farm too. I guess I can invite Aikawa-san over for a meal after the chickens are done with their business trips.


      “So, Shohei, you went to Matsu-chan’s place the other day, eh?”


      “Come again?”


      “Y’know, Matsuyama.”


      “Oh, I did, yeah. I wanted to buy some steamed chicken from them.”


      “I heard your chickens wandered off somewhere and came back all beaten up...”


      Ah, true. Matsuyama-san saw that too. Oh well...


      “That’s right. They ran into some sort of large animal, apparently. When they came back, they had some yellowish strands of fur stuck to their bodies. Gray ones too...”


      “Ah... They went there.” Old Man Yumoto said in a hesitant tone. “The area beyond Matsuyama’s property is a national forest and a special protection area at that.”


      “A special protection area?”


      “Basically, an area with hunting restrictions in place, y’know? Better to stay away from there.”


      “So in other words, they should stay within the bounds of his property? Okay, I’ll make sure to let them know.”


      “Please do.”


      I stayed and had lunch with the Yumotos while I was at it. Today’s menu was most unusual—boar meat Hamburg steak. Machiko-san had minced the meat roughly, shaped it into Hamburg steaks, and left it in the freezer. Seems like a clever way to do it.


      “Do you think making meatballs with boar meat would work?” I asked.


      “Maybe if you used a sauce with a strong flavor?”


      Yeah, I suppose it all hinges on whether you can mask the gamy smell.


      After enjoying a nice meal, I thanked them and went on my way.


      “Ah. I forgot to bring a present for them...” Man, I really need to stop being so thoughtless.


      Yuma looked at me and tilted her head. I hugged her softly with a wide smile on my face. She’s such an angel. (No, I’m not behaving inappropriately. Shut up.)


      I really have no idea how I’d possibly manage without everyone’s help and support. Gotta remember to always appreciate that and never take it for granted.


      Over at Aikawa-san’s mountain, it seemed they’d managed to find traces of wild boars, but they hadn’t been able to track them down. Later in the evening, when Aikawa-san came by to drop off Pochi and Tama, he told me a bit about how it’d gone.


      “Hmm... Can you elaborate?” I asked. Not too sure what exactly that means...


      “Well, we found what looked like a nest they’d built when they were raising their young. That means there should be at least one family lurking nearby, but...”


      “But?”


      “There’s always the chance that Rin and Ten got to them first and already ate them. The nest was destroyed pretty badly.”


      “Oh...” That does make sense. “Do you feel like there have been fewer wild animals on your property lately?”


      “I wonder... I’m not too sure, actually. It’s not as if I patrol my mountain regularly. Or rather, I don’t need to, since Rin and Ten do it for me. As for my second mountain, I’ve barely spent any time there this year. All I can say is that it feels a lot quieter than I expected.”


      He couldn’t quite explain why that was. Just sort of feels that way, probably. Right now, he was still in the process of exploring the mountain and checking for differences.


      “It can’t be your chickens, of course, so that means either Rin and Ten have been going there to look for prey, or there have been some changes in the ecosystem.”


      “Sounds complicated.” I bet it’s a lot of work to survey a whole mountain. “I could help you check out the area if you’d like,” I offered.


      “Don’t worry—we’re in no hurry.”


      Apparently, it would be better if everyone involved had a hunting license, since they were planning to hunt as soon as they found something.


      “But,” he continued, “could I ask you to lend us the chickens for a few more days? Unless it snows or rains.”


      Hunting was more of a hobby for them, so they saw no need to push themselves through unfavorable weather. A wise decision.


      “Sure, I don’t mind.”


      My chickens don’t mind the weather at all, though. I wish they’d at least refrain from playing in the mud in this chilly season.


      Oh, I just remembered. I’d been meaning to ask about something... “Ah, also, I’ve been thinking of building, like, a gazebo with a roof. Do you know any carpenters you’d recommend?”


      “A gazebo?”


      “Yeah. I’m always washing the chickens in the evenings when they come home, right? But with the colder weather, the hot water gets cold super fast. I was thinking that it’d make things easier if we at least had a roofed structure...” It doesn’t even need to have a concrete slab or floorboards or anything. I can always just spread a sheet over the ground.


      Aikawa-san pondered for a moment. “How about I build it?”


      “Wh-What?”


      “I mean, I built my own bath.”


      Ah, true, I remember him mentioning that. “I couldn’t possibly ask you to do all that work...”


      “Don’t worry, I enjoy that sort of thing. If you prefer, you can ask Yumoto-san to introduce you to a carpenter and get an estimate. Personally, though, I’d be happy to do it for the cost of the materials plus your homemade cooking.”


      “For real...?” Don’t get your hopes up for my “homemade cooking”... Well, maybe he’s satisfied as long as he gets to eat my chickens’ eggs. “Hmm... Okay, I’ll think about it.”


      Honestly, I could probably just make do with a tent. Then again, something like a gazebo might be useful in other ways too. What to do...?


      After Aikawa-san left, I filled the big basin with hot water and washed Pochi and Tama. I set a large, wet rag on the ground in front of the house so they could wipe off their feet before heading inside. They wiped them quite thoroughly, which I thought was a testament to their cleverness. Or maybe they just don’t want to track dirt into the house.


      After dinner, I gave Old Man Yumoto a buzz. I told him I was thinking of building a gazebo and asked him to suggest a good carpenter if he knew one.


      “I’ll build it for you,” he offered.


      Seriously, what is it with the people here?


      “I mean, you don’t have to go that far—just introduce me to a carpenter.”


      “A carpenter? What for? All you need is some wooden pillars and steel plates!”


      “Maybe, but still...” I’d be worried about whether a structure built that way could withstand typhoons. “Welp, never mind. I’ll just get myself a folding tent.”


      “Come on, I’m telling you, I’ll build it for you!”


      “Sorry for being a bother. Bye-bye...”


      “Don’t be such a wuss!”


      “Call me a wuss or whatever you like, no problem.” Does it even make sense to call me a wuss in this situation? Well, whatever.


      “Okay, okay. Let’s forget about the gazebo for now,” Yumoto-san conceded. “I’m still visiting you sometime, okay?”


      “Sure, just let me know at least a day before, and I’ll prepare a meal for you.”


      “Looking forward to it!” he said before hanging up.


      Gotta tell Aikawa-san too.


      As soon as I got off the phone, Yuma exclaimed, “Bath!”


      I hurriedly drew one for us, and we sank into the warm water. I could feel all my fatigue being washed away. Yuma, as usual, narrowed her eyes in bliss, which was always adorable to see.


      It’s cool how a chicken’s bottom eyelid closes instead of the top. Lizards are also like that, if I’m not mistaken. It’s not really a big deal—I just think it’s kinda neat.


      “Hmm?” I murmured, suddenly realizing something. “If Aikawa-san wants to figure out what’s going on with his other mountain, wouldn’t it be easiest to just ask Rin-san?”


      In the end, I completely forgot to tell him about it.


      ***


      The next day, I took my chickens over to Aikawa-san’s mountain again. It was a Saturday, meaning that Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san would be joining the usual crew.


      “Good morning, everyone.”


      “Morning, Sano-kun,” said Mutsu-san. “So, I hear you’re planning to build something?”


      “Morning. I’ll be happy to help if you’ve got the materials,” Toyama-san added.


      “Uh, yeah...” Seems everyone’s already heard about it. I mean, it would be useful to have a gazebo...


      “A gazebo, right? Well, the materials are the easy part,” Aikawa-san said with a smile.


      I see... I stared at him accusatorily. “You want to build it, don’t you?”


      “Yup. I could use a change of pace, and this seems like an excellent opportunity.”


      Fair enough, but hopefully he understands that this is going to be a fair amount of work.


      “I think steel plates are good enough for the roof,” I said.


      Aikawa-san pondered for a moment. “It’s better to have an angled roof. That way, the snow won’t pile up too much. We can use plastic resin to reinforce it...”


      “Just so you know, we’ll be on a tight budget.”


      “Oh, actually, I was planning to build something for my place too, so we can consider that a necessary expense.”


      “Wait, wait, come on now...” Isn’t he getting too carried away? I turned to the rest of the hunters. “Guys, say something, please...”


      “Give it up, Sano-kun. It’s in a man’s nature to feel the urge to build something.”


      First I’ve heard of that.


      “Yeah, let us help!”


      I told them about how Yumoto-san had also offered to help, but I’d declined.


      “Come on! Don’t be like that!”


      Multiple people grabbed my hand. Do you all really want to build something that bad?


      I stepped back and held up two fingers. “Twenty thousand yen! That’s all I can afford!”


      That should be cheap enough to discourage them. And I don’t mean twenty per person either—I’m talking twenty thousand for the whole thing, no matter how much the materials cost or how long it takes. Now then, let’s hear them say they changed their minds!


      However, their reactions were not what I expected.


      “Really? You’ll pay that much?”


      “Twenty thousand for the whole thing, right?”


      “Y-Yeah...” I stammered.


      “Sure,” Aikawa-san replied, sounding satisfied. “Sounds great to me.” Mutsu-san and Toyama-san nodded along.


      Wait, what?


      Mutsu-san then whipped out his phone and made a call. “Hey, Yumoto-chan? Have you heard from Sano-kun? We’re gonna help out too. Huh? What’s that? He declined your help? Forget about that! We’ll be waiting for you tomorrow!” He guffawed.


      That’s some teamwork...


      “Are you all really sure about this?” I asked.


      Aikawa-san nodded enthusiastically. “You bet. As long as we can eat your homemade cooking!”


      Just what are you expecting? “It’s gonna be plain old oyakodon...”


      “With your chickens’ eggs, right? Please say yes.”


      Come on guys... Stop bowing your heads... “They don’t lay eggs every single day, just so you know.”


      “We can wait. Anyway, leave the materials to us.”


      “Seriously...?” I appreciate it, I really do, but... Oh well.


      “Ha ha ha! Don’t worry, Sano-kun! Leave it to the experts!”


      “But you’re amateurs!”


      “Whoops, you got me there!”


      For god’s sake, all of you, calm down a little. The chickens were also staring at me eagerly.


      “So, we’ll let you know when we have the materials ready,” said Aikawa-san. “Look forward to it.”


      “Thanks...”


      I’m pretty sure you’re the ones looking forward to it the most out of anyone. I’ll keep that to myself, though. Suddenly, I remembered what I’d been thinking about yesterday. “Ah, Aikawa-san, got a minute?”


      “Yes?”


      We stepped slightly apart from the rest of the hunters.


      “You mentioned before that there didn’t seem to be any prey on the mountain, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Have you tried asking Rin-san about it?”


      I didn’t at all mind lending them my chickens. However, I was concerned about what might happen if they couldn’t find anything to hunt. Aikawa-san said he’d keep feeding them regardless, but that wasn’t the point.


      Suddenly, Kawanaka-san called out, “What’s taking you so long, Aikawa-kun?”


      Hatano-san immediately admonished him. “Have some patience. You’re not a little kid.”


      “Can we talk about it some other time?” Aikawa-san muttered.


      “Okay, no problem.”


      Yuma came up to me and leaned in close, looking at me with an expression that seemed to say, When are we heading home?


      “Ah, sorry. Let’s get going.”


      I drove back to my mountain as carefully as possible, since Yuma was riding in the passenger seat. She gazed out the window with interest, despite it being the same scenery we saw every time. Maybe she just likes seeing the landscape passing by at high speed. That’s so adorable.


      Back at home, I parked my truck, helped her down, and let her run around as she pleased.


      Not too long after, I got a call from Yumoto-san. He was pretty excited and had already started to look around the house and in his shed for building materials they could use. Well, as long as he’s having fun... I’m starting to regret telling other people about it.


      Anyway, oyakodon, huh? I’ll have to make sure to get some practice with regular eggs. If I have to cook for them, I wanna at least make sure I can cook a nice meal.


      I checked the contents of my fridge. I had chicken meat in the freezer and onions in the shed. Then I need sauce... Dashi... I checked for all the necessary ingredients. In the end, I had to admit that I was also pretty excited about having guests over.


      “Something else besides oyakodon...” I’ve got pickled vegetables, and I can make miso soup. “Then, I’d also like to serve a simmered dish...” Radish would be a great choice. It gets even juicier in winter, and the longer you simmer it, the softer and tastier it gets. A stir-fry would be nice too. Like that lotus root stir-fry I had at Matsuyama-san’s place—it was incredible. I guess I could buy some lotus root. I just hope I don’t have to harvest it myself...


      I went through my household chores, then had lunch with Yuma and took an afternoon nap. It seemed she was also a bit tired—she transformed into a ball of fluff on the earthen floor beside me and nodded off. Gah, she’s just too cute! I’m so lucky...


      Aikawa-san stopped by to drop off Pochi and Tama later that evening. They hadn’t found any animals today either.


      Despite that, Pochi and Tama didn’t seem to be in a bad mood, probably due to the generous meal they’d been fed. Aikawa-san, meanwhile, had a grin on his face that looked kinda scary.


      “Thanks for letting us borrow them again today. So, where are we building it?” He was visibly excited.


      Boy, I really gotta start thinking twice before asking people for advice...


      “Uh, I was thinking near the side of the house...like around here, maybe?”


      Building it directly across from the front door was out of the question, since it’d just get in the way. The side of the house worked better because I could take advantage of the drains there when I washed the chickens.


      Incidentally, I avoided using soap as much as possible when I washed them outside. I know they have those eco-friendly soaps, and I thought about going with that, but I dunno. Just seems kinda wrong to me.


      Ultimately, it seemed that they were going to build me a gazebo regardless of my own opinion.


      “Are you really sure about this?” I asked again. “You don’t have to, you know.”


      “Well... Back when we were hunting on your mountain, I thought it’d be great if there was a place where we could wash up and temporarily store dirty clothes. We wouldn’t leave them on your gazebo overnight, of course, but still.”


      They would have preferred to clean their feet before coming inside. Very considerate of them. He was right—that’d be super handy. I could also have duckboards connecting the gazebo to my house...


      “Yeah, I guess that would be really convenient.” A gazebo could definitely be useful for stuff other than washing the chickens.


      “Exactly. So we’d actually appreciate it if you let us build it.”


      “All right. In that case, I’ll take you up on it. Thanks.”


      “No, no, don’t mention it. I enjoy building things.” He grinned and agreed to let me know as soon as they had the materials ready.


      I’ll start saving Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs for them.


      “On a different note,” he continued, “I’m gonna follow your advice and ask Rin tonight about the animals on my other mountain.”


      “That’s great to hear.”


      “There’s always the possibility that I won’t be able to understand her... In that case, could I ask you to come over and help out with that?”


      “Yeah, of course.” Anything that might help save them the trouble of trying to hunt somewhere with no prey to find.


      Later that night, just as I was about to go to bed, I got a message from him. “Rin said there are no animals. I wasn’t able to get any more details.”


      Aha, as I thought. I guess she doesn’t know the reason either. Wait, but he can’t exactly tell the other hunters, “The huge snake I keep as a pet said there’s no prey.” We’re gonna need to invent some sort of rationale.


      Another text came through. “Could you come over and ask her too? It doesn’t have to be tomorrow—just whenever works for you.”


      “Sure, no problem.”


      ***


      We were now in February. That thing about the first three months of the year flying by really is true. To be fair, I did have a fairly busy January...I think.


      Despite our suspicions, the hunters continued trying to find game on the mountain. I took Pochi and Tama again in the morning, and in the evening, Aikawa-san came by to drop them off.


      “We’re thinking of calling it quits after tomorrow,” he explained.


      “Hunting, you mean?”


      “Yeah. Not only because of what Rin said—it just feels eerily quiet there.”


      “I see. So, for tomorrow...”


      “Yes, we’d like to borrow them one last time. Oh, and also, if you’d like...” He told me to hold my hands out and handed me a clear plastic bag filled with beans.


      “Hmm? What’s this?”


      “Y’know, for the Setsubun bean-throwing festival. It’s tomorrow.”


      “Ah!” Wait, tomorrow is February 2nd?


      Aikawa-san smiled. “This year’s Setsubun is on the 2nd, apparently. You can read up on it if you’re interested.”


      “Right, thanks for the reminder.”


      I wonder if he got these roasted beans at the general store. Maybe they only sell regular-sized bags? I dunno. Either way, I appreciate it.


      After he left, I decided to ask the chickens about tomorrow’s hunt. “So, it seems tomorrow’s your last day. Have you heard from Aikawa-san?”


      “Heard.”


      “Heard.”


      “All right, and who’s going tomorrow? Remember, it’s the last day.”


      “Going.”


      “Going.”


      “Going.”


      It seemed even Yuma didn’t want to miss out on the last day. Well, fine.


      “Okay, all three of you. Remember, I won’t be there.”


      “What?” Yuma blurted out in a dissatisfied tone.


      Isn’t that obvious?


      “There’s this thing called a hunting license, which basically says it’s okay for you to hunt, and I don’t have one. So I can’t join you. You’ll have to go without me.”


      “Okay...” Yuma answered reluctantly.


      Good girl.


      ***


      The next day, I got up early and drove my chickens to Aikawa-san’s second mountain.


      “Yuma would like to join today, if that’s all right.”


      “Ooh, Yuma-chan! You’re always welcome!” Mutsu-san fawned over her, and Yuma replied with a cluck.


      Tama trotted up to me. “Something the matter?” I asked her.


      Unusually for her, she rubbed against me, then pushed me in the direction of my truck. Guess she’s telling me to get out of here already.


      “Okay, okay, got it. I’m leaving.”


      But then, she moved to the door on the passenger side.


      I stared at her, confused. “Wait, what? You’re going back to the house?”


      She clucked at me.


      “What, you’re leaving, Tama-chan?” asked Mutsu-san. “It’s gonna be lonely without you...”


      Tama responded to him with another cluck.


      “Why not go with them? You can all go together,” I suggested.


      Instantly, she pecked me. Oh, come on. I turned to the others. “Hey, it looks like Tama wants to go home.”


      “Oh, okay then. See ya,” Toyama-san waved at us, and I loaded Tama into the truck.


      I drove home with her, still clueless about what’d just happened. I guess they really do make an effort to protect me, huh?


      As we drove up the road to my mountain, I gave it some more thought and concluded that indeed, the chickens appeared to be trying to act as bodyguards for me. That realization came as a bit of a shock. So that’s how they see me—weak and feeble. I really need to find a way to turn the tide...


      “Say, Tama, why did you decide to come back with me?”


      “Someone, together.”


      “I see.”


      As I suspected, they make a point of always having at least one of them by my side. Hmm? Wait a minute. But they don’t seem to mind it much when we’re away from my mountain. Eh, I guess they’ve got their own reasons.


      In that case, maybe I shouldn’t have insisted that Yuma go. Or maybe not? I dunno. Either way...


      “Tama, thanks for everything. I really appreciate all you do.”


      As soon as we got home, Tama went to take a stroll outside.


      Okay, now what should I do? Let’s see. If this is the hunters’ last day...


      I decided to go over to the charcoal hut and gather some nearby dead branches. I can tie them into a bundle and give them to Aikawa-san when he gets here. Tama stayed right beside me the whole time.


      At lunch, I took out some of the frozen boar meat I had, heated it a little, and fed it to Tama. I wouldn’t want to give her cold meat and deal with any possible side effects. Tama enjoyed her meal, which consisted of boar meat plus the usual chicken feed.


      We’ll have to confirm with Rin-san first, but this was probably the chickens’ last opportunity to go to Aikawa-san’s second mountain for a while. In spite of that, Tama let Yuma go in her stead... She’s such a kind chicken. (I know, I know.) I should give her something as a reward. Hmm...


      In the end, I couldn’t come up with anything. I’ll think about it some other time.


      ***


      Early in the afternoon, I noticed a notification on my phone—Aikawa-san had texted me. Okay, let’s see...


      “Wh-Whaaat?”


      I could hardly believe my eyes. They hadn’t been able to find any boars, but they did catch a deer.


      “A deer, huh...?”


      Nice to hear that they got something. I wonder how they managed it. Did it just happen to wander by, or did they find a herd? I guess he’ll tell me about it when he drops the chickens off, so there’s no point in wondering about it now.


      Still, it’s weird how I find myself imagining a steak when I think of deer. I’ve gotten way too used to all of this...


      I grabbed the bundle of branches I’d collected and hauled it to the parking area. When is he planning on making charcoal? I’ll have to ask him about that too.


      I was in a weirdly restless mood. Perhaps my energy influenced Tama, because she kept pacing around in circles. Every now and then, she would stop and cock her head. I hadn’t told her anything about the deer—she’d find out when Aikawa-san arrived. Even then, she could still sense that I was a bit on edge. I guess I really need to calm down.


      Soon enough, I got another text. Akimoto-san had dropped by to pick up the deer, and Aikawa-san would be arriving with the chickens soon. Also, the next gathering would be at Mutsu-san’s place, apparently. “I’ll tell you the details later,” the message concluded.


      “Thanks. I’ll stay tuned,” I replied.


      It took about thirty minutes for him to arrive with Pochi and Yuma. During that time, I continued to fidget about restlessly, earning me a couple of pecks from Tama. Why?! Okay, I actually kinda get it, but still.


      I was relieved to see Aikawa-san’s truck rolling in, and I couldn’t help but smile.


      “Thanks for letting them come,” he said with a bright smile. Yuma sat snugly in his passenger seat, while Pochi flapped his wings as he jumped down from the tonneau. Both of them were slightly dirty—especially their tails. Which means...yeah...again... I know I should be happy about it and proud of them, but seriously, what is it with these chickens? They’re straight out of a monster movie! Imagine if we started getting bears around here...


      “Thanks for taking care of them, Aikawa-san.”


      “No problem,” he replied with a grin. “We wouldn’t have managed to catch the deer had they not spotted it and taken the lead. If anything, we should be thanking them.”


      Sounds like their hunting skills are getting better and better. Not sure how to feel about that...


      “Anyway, that was our last hunt on my second mountain, but could I ask you to come to my house tomorrow? I’d like you to ask Rin about the animals. Oh, and the gathering is scheduled for the day after tomorrow, in the evening. It’ll be at Mutsu-san’s place, and we’d love to see you there.”


      “Sure, I can come over tomorrow. And I’ll definitely attend the gathering too. Thanks again.”


      Aikawa-san scratched his head. “You know... These past few days have really made me realize just how much we depend on your chickens’ support. We shouldn’t take that for granted.”


      “I mean... There are people who take dogs with them when they go hunting, so it’s not that weird when you think about it...” It does make things a lot easier, for one. And my chickens don’t seem to mind it. The only odd part is that they’re chickens, not dogs.


      The way they take down prey is kinda like cockfighting, in a way. I think that’s banned in some parts of Japan these days, if I’m not mistaken. It’s fine if the chickens actually want to fight, but if they’re being forced to do it, that’s really terrible. I should read up on it sometime.


      “I guess you make a fair point. I’m not too sure if it’s really okay to lump them in with hunting dogs, though...” he argued.


      Yeah, one difference is that my chickens won’t stop when you tell them to. I don’t even know if training would help—it’s just their temperament.


      “We plan to give your chickens most of the innards, but...”


      “Gotcha, I get it. Let me know if the deer turns out to be diseased. Was it alone?”


      “Probably... It seems to have wandered in from the mountain beyond my property. I don’t think there’s any game that actually lives on my mountain at this point. I’ll need to confirm with Rin, though.”


      “I see.” Either way, it’s difficult for us to really get a full picture. It’s totally possible that further observation will lead to new discoveries. “Oh, right. I gathered some dead branches earlier. Would you like to take them with you?”


      “Nice! Thanks. I’ve got plenty of firewood, but I haven’t had time to collect branches for charcoal lately, what with all the hunting.”


      Aikawa-san gleefully picked up the bundle of branches and loaded them into his truck.


      “See you tomorrow, then. Come have lunch with me if you’d like. Pochi-san, Tama-san, Yuma-san, thanks so much for all your help.” He courteously bowed to my chickens before leaving.


      “Good thing you managed to catch something on the last day, eh?”


      “Good thing.”


      “Good thing.”


      “Good thing.”


      Yup, looks like we’re all in agreement.


      I went ahead and washed them while it was still bright outside. Yuma would be bathing with me later, so she was fine with just a quick wash, but as for Pochi, I washed his tail quite thoroughly. I was even concerned that I was being too thorough, but perhaps thanks to the scales, he didn’t seem to be bothered. I still have no idea what’s up with their tails. They’re almost like armor.


      “Any idea where the deer came from?” I asked them.


      “There.”


      “There.”


      “There.”


      “You guys...”


      They all pointed their heads in different directions.


      Are you guys trying to be funny or something? And Tama, you weren’t even there! I couldn’t hold in my laughter.


      Ah, it’s just so fun having them around. Sure, they peck me pretty often, but they’ve never bitten me. Wait, I guess they did when they were smaller—like when they were in that awkward stage between chicks and chickens. I bled, and it surprised me a lot. It surprised them too because that was the last time they ever bit me. They don’t hit me with their tails, but every now and then, Tama will hit me with a flying kick, not to mention jumping on top of me with all her weight. And they make a mess when they eat. They poop everywhere, but they hate being around their own poop, so they pester me to clean it up quickly... Huh, now that I think of it, there are plenty of downsides to living with them.


      But hey, they’re cute.


      (I know, I know. Look, I don’t expect you to understand. But I most certainly know how adorable they are, and that’s all that matters to me. Who am I talking to, anyway?)


      It didn’t take long for Tama to go all Wipe that goofy grin off your face! and peck me. Whyyy?!


      This work attire I usually wear is sturdy enough that I don’t worry about holes, but I bet if it were flimsier, it’d be full of ’em. Then again, Tama has been holding back recently. She has poked a hole in them before.


      I poured the now lukewarm water from the tub down the drain and let the chickens inside. I’d left the oil heater running the entire day, so the living room was nice and toasty. I could see the comfort and relaxation on their faces when they stepped inside.


      Now then, I’ve got those beans Aikawa-san gave me yesterday. Might as well throw them. It’s probably better to do it outside. Otherwise, it’ll be a hassle to clean up. I stole a glance at the chickens. Yuma stared back with a curious expression and cocked her head. So adorable.


      Wait, I can’t get sidetracked and forget about the beans! And actually, if I throw them indoors, I can just sweep up the mess, so whatever. Inside it is.


      I warned the chickens first because I didn’t want to catch them off guard. (Tama tended to peck me when I did something out of the ordinary, and it sorta hurt.)


      “Hey, I’m gonna throw these beans around. Don’t mind me.”


      They all seemed baffled and tilted their heads. Well, yeah, I don’t expect them to understand human traditions...


      Setsubun... People usually celebrate it on...the day before the first day of spring in the old calendar, right? They say the change of seasons is a time when evil spirits that bring misfortune and bad health can wander in more easily. That’s why there used to be a custom called Tsuina, which was meant to ward off these spirits and pray for a year of good health. Eventually, that morphed into an event for the masses where people throw beans to keep devils away and pray for health and fortune—that’s the Setsubun we know. There are a few different theories, though.


      Good health and fortune, huh? I certainly wish that for myself...and also for my chickens, of course.


      I slid the front door open.


      “Devils out!” I said as I threw the roasted beans outside. Next, I tossed some inside as well, taking care not to hit the chickens. “Fortune in!”


      They were understandably dumbfounded but soon began to nibble at the beans that had fallen nearby.


      “Uh, guys...?” Those are meant to represent good fortune. Is it okay to eat them?


      “Tasty!”


      “Tasty!”


      “Tasty!”


      They all seemed to enjoy them.


      “Eh, whatever.”
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      I performed the ritual one more time, then closed the door. I can clean the ones outside tomorrow. As for the ones inside, I was about to sweep them up, but it turned out that the chickens had eaten every last one.


      “Tasty!”


      “More!”


      “Sano!”


      That crisp, crunching sound... All three of them wagged their tails happily. Hey, no waving those around in the house! That could be dangerous.


      They’d wandered up into the living room and dirtied the tatami mats, so I had to clean them—though it was just wiping them with a rag.


      “Huh, I was supposed to clean up beans... How did it turn out like this?”


      Still not sure what to make of it all, I added some of the leftover beans to my dinner—as many as my age, which was enough to fill me up.


      I turned on the TV, and a while later, bathed with Yuma. If the weather forecast was to be trusted, we would be having clear skies tomorrow and the day after. Aikawa-san did mention that we weren’t getting as much snow as usual this year.


      “Maybe you brought out the sun?” he’d joked.


      “Come on, that’s not how it works.”


      By that logic, it’s more likely that my chickens did it, not me. Or maybe Rin-san’s constant cursing at the snow finally worked. Jeez, talk about some intense dislike. Ha ha, as if.


      The weekly forecast predicted that it’d rain or snow during the latter half of the week. Which means that here in the mountains, it’s most definitely gonna be snow. Gotta make sure that my snow removal tools are in good shape.


      ***


      The next morning, I fed the chickens their breakfast, then opened the door to let them outside. They energetically rushed out and started pecking at the beans I’d thrown yesterday. And they say birds have poor memory... These three don’t seem very forgetful to me.


      “Beans!”


      “More!”


      “Beans!”


      “Later, okay?” I said, and they backed down for now. Gotta remember to feed them some beans for dinner.


      Today, Pochi and Tama went out to play. I asked them, but they both decided not to join me at Aikawa-san’s place. Pochi did stop and think about it for a moment, but he ran off after getting pecked by Tama. Well, it’s better to just let them do as they please.


      Yuma, kind as always, stayed with me. Having her around will probably make it easier to talk to Rin-san too.


      Before setting off, I gathered some more dead branches for Aikawa-san. Yuma helped out by picking up some branches with her beak and bringing them to me.


      “Thanks, Yuma. You’re such a good girl.”


      I stroked her feathers over and over. It’s probably more efficient to do it by myself, but I really appreciate the fact that she helped. We managed to gather enough branches to form three small bundles. Should be good enough for today. My back ached a little when I stood up, which I found concerning. Gotta make more of an effort to watch my posture.


      Yuma and I soon headed out toward Aikawa-san’s mountain.


      During the winter, Rin-san would stay on the mountain the whole time, but she did remain fairly active within those bounds. She would even occasionally go hunting.


      We reached the gate at the foot of the mountain, which was unlocked (in an inconspicuous way, so that you wouldn’t be able to tell unless you already knew). I drove inside, locked the gate behind me, and headed up to the house. I was really impressed by how there wasn’t any snow lingering on the road at all. Goes to show the lengths to which Rin-san will go.


      Aikawa-san came out to greet me as I parked my truck.


      “Hello,” I said.


      “Hi there. Sorry for making you come all the way here.”


      “Don’t worry. I’m also curious to find out what’s going on with the lack of animals.”


      With Yuma tagging along, I stepped inside. Rin-san was there, lying down on the stylish earthen floor area. Spotting us, she slowly raised her body.


      “Hello, Rin-san. Do you mind if I let Yuma eat some bugs around here?”


      “Sano, hello. Okay.”


      “Thanks.”


      We’d gotten permission, but Yuma instead chose to sit on the floor next to Rin-san, round and fluffy like a giant mochi. Too adorable.


      Aikawa-san came back from the kitchen holding a tray with tea and pickled vegetables. “Sano-san, care for a cup of tea? Oh, but first...” He set the tray on the table and took out his phone. “Can I take a picture of that?”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      “Thanks.”


      He was beaming as he snapped photos of Rin-san and Yuma. Though he wasn’t good with normal women, it seemed he had a soft spot for Rin-san.


      After taking several pictures, he suddenly looked a bit chagrined. “Ah, sorry, I got carried away...”


      “It’s no problem. Can you send me those pictures?”


      “Sure.”


      Rin-san was now hugging Yuma from behind. It was a rather odd sight...but still so cute. Yuma stayed in her mochi-like state, unfazed and as fluffy as usual.


      “Rin, do you even understand how cute that looks...?” Aikawa-san put his hand on his forehead and looked up dramatically.


      Yup, gotta agree. But aren’t we forgetting the main topic? We didn’t show up for a photo shoot. I know they’re as cute as can be, but that’s not the reason we’re here.


      “U-Uh, Aikawa-san...”


      “Ah, right, my bad...” he said with an awkward expression. “So, Rin, I already asked you the other day, but is there really no prey to hunt on my other mountain?”


      “No,” she replied instantly. The same answer as the previous time, it seemed.


      “Um, any idea why that is?” I asked.


      She turned her head in the direction of the mountain and glared. “Many, came.”


      Many? “What came?” I asked.


      She cocked her head. “Lots, kinds?” It seemed she didn’t really know.


      “So lots of them came, and then what?”


      “Took prey.”


      “Whaaat?” Lots of something came and took all the prey from the mountain? “Where did they go?”


      “Deeper.”


      Deeper into the mountain?


      “See, I can’t quite figure out what she means,” Aikawa-san interjected. “It would seem that whatever found its way onto the mountain is not human, but then the question is, how did it carry the prey away from there?”


      “Oh...” Maybe we’re asking the wrong questions. “Rin-san, where did they come from?”


      “Deeper.”


      “They came from there, and they took them there?”


      She nodded. I asked where “deeper” was, and she stretched her arm in the direction of the mountain.


      Deeper in that direction, meaning...something came from the national forest area beyond Aikawa-san’s property, and it hunted all the animals on his second mountain. Then, it took them back to where it came from? I wonder what would do that and for what purpose. Especially if it’s not human...


      “Hmm... Did you see it yourself?” I asked.


      “Didn’t see.”


      “You didn’t see it, but you know?”


      “Know.” She nodded.


      In that case, we could be dealing with a supernatural phenomenon here...


      Aikawa-san turned pale. “Sounds like there really is something unusual going on around here. I mean, I already suspected...”


      Yuma opened her eyes. “Night, many,” she blurted out.


      Rin-san nodded. “Night.”


      We let the two of them say all they had to say, then tried to piece it together. According to Yuma and Rin-san, one night, some unknown, nonhuman creatures had come to Aikawa-san’s mountain in droves from the land beyond his property. Rin-san had gone to check, but by the time she’d gotten there, all the animals from the mountain had already been taken away. On her way back, an irate Rin-san had stopped by the cabin where Ten-san had been hibernating. He’d cracked his eyes open and told her not to mind it. At the very least, he’d indicated that it wasn’t anything to worry about, so she hadn’t bothered to tell Aikawa-san about it.


      It took us quite a while to get all of this out of them, but if we were to believe them, this was more or less how it’d gone, although a lot of it was up to interpretation.


      “Nothing to worry about, huh? The plot thickens...”


      “Well, it’s not like there’re any shortage of mysterious happenings around here,” I said.


      Aikawa-san laughed. Or rather, he couldn’t do anything but try to laugh it off.


      Rather than hunting all the prey, it, whatever it was, had chased the animals around. We concluded that it was possible the animals would return eventually.


      “I guess we’ll have to give up on that mountain for the time being... Rin, Yuma-san, thanks.”


      “Thanks?”


      “Thanks?”


      The two of them cocked their heads in sync. Heh, that’s pretty cute.


      Aikawa-san chuckled. “That almost looks like you’re doing it on purpose. Still pretty cute.” He stood up. “Thanks to you as well, Sano-san. Now I’ve got a general idea of what probably happened. I’ll go prepare lunch.”


      “Oh, I didn’t do anything...but thanks for the meal.” All I did was bring Yuma here, really.


      “You’re the only one I can turn to for help, since no one else knows about Rin. Seriously, thanks.” He then headed into the kitchen.


      Now then, what’s on the menu today? Since this is Aikawa-san we’re talking about, I’m sure it’ll be a great meal.


      Soon enough, an appetizing smell was wafting through the air.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


      Today’s lunch was quite a lavish meal.


      “Ooh...”


      First, we had the usual pickled vegetables, joined by a salad with thin slices of lotus root and green peppers, and bean sprout namul. He also brought food for Rin-san and Yuma in bowls.


      “Rin, Yuma-san, sorry, but can I ask you to eat outside?”


      “Okay.”


      “Sure.”


      The two followed him outside. Good call... I’m not sure I can handle seeing Rin-san eating.


      He quickly came back inside and served the rest: grilled boar meat marinated in miso, mapo radish (his own original recipe), Chinese cabbage and shimeji mushroom soup, and generous portions of rice.


      “It all looks so delicious.”


      “Bon appétit.”


      The lotus root was crunchy and delicious. Apparently, rather than boiling it, he’d just dipped it in boiling water and cooled it with cold water. Fairly elaborate.


      “It’d be better with soybean sprouts...” he said, but the namul made with regular mung bean sprouts was more than tasty enough to my palate.


      “No, no, this is great, really!”


      Mapo radish was a recipe he’d devised—it was basically mapo tofu but with thin strips of radish instead of tofu. It had minced meat, like the original recipe. Seems like a pretty healthy dish. Along with the miso-marinated boar meat, it went great with rice.


      “So tasty...”


      “Glad to hear it’s to your liking.”


      “For real, pretty much everything you cook is fantastic!” I said emphatically.


      Even knowing that we had a party scheduled for tomorrow, I couldn’t help but eat too much. It’s Aikawa-san’s fault for being such a great cook!


      Yuma got to eat some boar meat, and she seemed quite satisfied too.


      ***


      The deer banquet was scheduled for later the next day. Kawanaka-san said he’d be paying a visit to the Japanese sweets shop to buy something to bring with him, so Aikawa-san and I took the chance to ask him to buy some for us too. We’d pay him back later. It’s a weekday, though—what about work? Aikawa-san later explained that Kawanaka-san had taken the afternoon off. Apparently, he had accumulated a lot of paid leave.


      I could just go buy them myself, but I dunno. I’m kinda weirded out by the way the girl there looks at me and Aikawa-san. As for Aikawa-san himself, he welcomed the opportunity to avoid interaction with a young girl and took Kawanaka-san up on his offer. That probably works best for everyone involved.


      Pochi and Tama wanted to play, but I had to tell them the plan before they left. “I wanna get to Mutsu-san’s place in the early evening, so come back before the sun starts to dip, okay?”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay.”


      They dutifully answered me before bolting off. These two just can’t stay still, huh? Then again, I admit I’m also pretty excited about tonight.


      Yuma also seemed somewhat tense—she trotted around restlessly but still stuck by my side. I really gotta sit down and have a conversation with them sometime, so they can feel more at ease.


      As always, a gathering meant that we would be staying overnight. I checked my stuff and put enough feed for the chickens’ breakfast in a cooler. I also had to think of what to do with the chickens once we were there. Thankfully, Mutsu-san’s house had a rather large earthen floor area, so I could let the chickens spend the night on it.


      “It gets pretty cold on the earthen floor. Are they gonna be okay?” he’d asked in a concerned tone.


      I feel like my chickens are okay with anything as long as they have shelter from the wind and rain. They’ve spent the night on Old Man Yumoto’s earthen floor and have never voiced any complaints. (You might be wondering why I let them sleep in a warm room with an oil heater while I sleep in a freezing cold room. Love. It’s all out of love. Love is the answer!)


      Pochi and Tama came back before we were set to leave, just as I’d asked. After quickly cleaning them off, we all hopped into my truck and drove down the mountain.


      It’s been a while since we had an event at Mutsu-san’s place. Last time was a boar, wasn’t it?

    

  

  
    
      8. Visiting the Hunter


      The road to Mutsu-san’s place was the same as the one to the chicken farm, up until a certain point. Reaching the crossroads, heading north would take you to Mutsu-san’s, and the southeastern fork led to the Matsuyamas’ place.


      Speaking of the chicken farm, Kazuyoshi-san and his wife, Setsu, had apparently started visiting the farm every now and then. As for Mutsu-san himself, I’d introduced him to Matsuyama-san last year, but he hadn’t yet had the time to stop by.


      As a quick aside, the chickens over at the farm ate the same feed that my chickens enjoyed—Matsuyama-san’s homemade recipe. Hens and roosters there didn’t mingle. Roosters were kept in a coop that was sort of like a large warehouse, where they were allowed to roam freely. Sometimes, a hen would wander in, but young chickens were always shipped to the butcher’s after seven or eight weeks, so that didn’t really affect the quality of the meat. After receiving the chicken meat, the farm would buy more chicks and raise them, thus continuing the cycle. Matsuyama-san had to watch the chicks carefully as he raised them, keeping an especially close eye on the temperatures. He sometimes even slept in the coop with them when the nights were cold. It takes a lot of work to raise them properly and ensure that the meat is as tasty as possible.


      Today, I was visiting Mutsu-san for the first time in a while. I parked my truck in the large, gravel-covered parking area. There were already a few other vehicles there.


      One of them belonged to Aikawa-san. He walked over with a “Hey, Sano-san.”


      “Hi there.”


      I let the chickens out of the truck and asked him to watch over them while I greeted Mutsu-san. Can’t leave them unattended.


      Glancing at the landscape, I noticed that there wasn’t any water in the rice fields—a given, considering the time of year. On the other hand, there were a few spots covered with plastic. Looks like they’re still growing leafy vegetables.


      “Hello, it’s Sano!” I called out. “Where should I leave my chickens?”


      “Ah, you’re here.” Mutsu-san stepped out, a cigarette tucked between his lips. “The chickens, huh? I don’t mind letting them explore the forest...but will they be back by the time the sun goes down?”


      “I think so, yeah.”


      “Then we can leave it up to them.”


      “Thank you.”


      I returned to my chickens and relayed that info to them. They clucked at me in response.


      “Make sure you come back when it starts getting dark, okay? Remember that we’ve got deer innards for you tonight.”


      They cried out happily a few more times. Still, it seemed their curiosity toward the forest got the best of them, and they soon ran off in that direction. Full of pep as always, huh? Today, Yuma joined the other two.


      “They really are clever, aren’t they?” Aikawa-san remarked, wide-eyed.


      “I guess so.” They’ve really got it together—more so than me, for sure.


      After seeing the chickens off, I went back to the house. Akimoto-san had already arrived with his pal (and driver) Yuki-san. He already had a glass in hand. Toyama-san was also there, but Hatano-san and Kawanaka-san hadn’t arrived yet.


      “Whew, talk about a great year, eh? Never imagined I’d get to eat this much meat!” Toyama-san exclaimed with a grin.


      They say moderation is key, but I’ve also heard that getting plenty of meat is the secret to longevity. Well, either way, it’s probably still better to stick to a balanced diet.


      “That’s great to hear,” I said.


      “But my family’s getting picky—they say they’re getting tired of boar already! Can you believe ’em?”


      Judging from the others’ reactions, that seemed to be relatable to all the hunters in the area. I chuckled.


      Oftentimes, you can’t actually eat as much meat as you expect, probably because it fills you up fairly quickly. For every successful hunt, everyone got at least a kilogram of meat—no wonder this winter was full of boar banquets.


      This time the meat was venison.


      Mutsu-san’s family—his wife, son, and daughter-in-law—were also joining us tonight.


      “I heard it’s thanks to Pochi-chan and Yuma-chan that we’re gathered here tonight,” said Mutsu-san’s wife, clearly in high spirits. “Is that right? Your chickens are just so clever, Sano-san!”


      I cracked a smile. “Thank you.” Even if she’s only being polite, it still warms my heart to hear praise for my chickens.


      “We didn’t invite the other villagers,” said Mutsu-san’s wife. “That’s not a problem, right?”


      “Nah, we’re keeping it to ourselves this time,” Mutsu-san replied between sips.


      Soon enough, Hatano-san arrived, and finally, Kawanaka-san showed himself, gifts in hand.


      To the west, the sky was already tinged a bright red. I took the meat, innards, and vegetables I was given to feed to the chickens. “I’ll go call them back,” I said, excusing myself. I laid their dinner out on top of a plastic sheet on the ground, then walked over to the parking area, where I could get a good view of the forest to the north. Peering in that direction, I caught a glimpse of the chickens’ heads.


      “Heeey! Your dinner’s here!” I yelled at them. They came sprinting in my direction. I knew I could get hurt pretty badly if they hit me at full speed, so I ran alongside, leading them toward the garden.


      “Oh, wow!”


      Mutsu-san’s wife stared wide-eyed at the chickens as they arrived at the garden. Uh, yeah. Maybe she didn’t expect them to have grown more since the last time she saw them. Which was...last summer, maybe? We dropped by in November, but I don’t think she got to see them then. Setsu-san was similarly flabbergasted, while Kazuyoshi-san just chuckled. He saw them just the other day at the chicken farm.


      “They’ve grown a lot, as you can see... Mainly upward...”


      “Y-Yes, they sure have... Quite impressive,” she muttered under her breath.


      Sorry about that.


      The chickens looked at the food laid out before them and cocked their heads, as if to ask, Can we eat that?


      “Sure, go ahead and eat up.”


      They clucked in response and started gobbling everything up. I quickly got out of there while I could and made my way to the veranda.


      “See? I told you they grew a lot bigger, didn’t I?” Mutsu-san said to his wife.


      Still, it’s hard to understand just how much until you actually get a look...


      And then, the party began.


      Tonight’s gathering was smaller than our usual ones, with only the closer members of our circle in attendance. Mutsu-san’s family was here too, including his granddaughter. She was a teenage girl, still a middle schooler, so I figured it’d be weird for me to go talk to her. I was just like, Oh, she’s here too. Kawanaka-san did seem to want to talk to her, but Hatano-san kept him at bay. Good job.


      She served herself some fried venison and bite-sized pieces of cutlets, added some pickled vegetables, and then took her leave, bowing her head to us on her way out. Enjoy your meal.


      “Ah, there she goes...” Kawanaka-san blurted out in a disappointed tone.


      Glass in hand, Mutsu-san glared at him. “Listen, Kawanaka. You’d better not be thinking of trying any funny business with my granddaughter, you hear?”


      Yeah, please remember that she’s a freaking middle schooler.


      Kawanaka-san laughed and waved his hands. “Oh, please, of course not! I just wanted to say hello. Obviously, I wouldn’t look at a minor that way.” Yeah, that’s only natural. I’m happy to know he’s not that kind of person. “I wanted to tell her that I brought some sweets for everyone and that she should try some, that’s all.”


      “You, Aikawa-san, and Sano-san picked them out for us, right? Thanks, everyone,” Mutsu-san’s wife said with a smile.


      I guess he told them it was a gift from the three of us. Nice one. Kawanaka-san’s a great guy—he just needs to do something about his habit of hitting on girls much younger than him. I still think he should give it up and try one of those matchmaking services, but I guess he’s not that eager to get married.


      Anyway, man, this boiled pumpkin is fantastic. I know it’s gonna fill me up, but I can’t resist it. The fried dishes were scrumptious too, of course. The nice thing about venison was that it had so little fat that even recipes like this were relatively easy on the stomach.


      The simmered radish was nicely caramelized and very appetizing. Makes me crave some rice. There was also lotus root and boar meat, both done nanbanzuke-style. The boar meat was especially good—the recipe had gotten rid of the gamy smell, and it tasted great.


      “These work pretty well as nanbanzuke,” I remarked.


      Aikawa-san nodded thoughtfully. “I feel like pork wouldn’t be a good choice—too greasy—but boar meat isn’t as fatty, so yes, it’s rather nice. Granted, there are fattier and leaner boars out there, but yeah.”


      Maybe he’s thinking of trying this recipe himself. I love food too, but I focus on the eating part. It’d be nice if he learned some new recipes and treated me to them, though. I mean, yes, I know I’m being cheeky. He just cooked for me yesterday.


      There was also vegetable tempura—the pumpkin was particularly delicious—and even natto tempura, which I also relished.


      “Ahh... It’s all so delicious...”


      I was so full, and yet, there was still one last dish—dumplings. Looks like they’re set on making our stomachs burst. Still gonna eat them, though.


      “Oh? They’re filled with venison?”


      “That’s right—chopped venison. Pretty good, don’t you think?” Mutsu-san’s wife replied playfully.


      The dumpling filling was a mixture of Chinese cabbage and venison, which made for a light, refreshing flavor. I doubt I’d go through the effort of making these at home, though. To me, dumplings were a dish best enjoyed with other people. Aikawa-san asked her more about the recipe. Apparently, he thought the venison had been mixed with another meat.


      “Hmm?”


      I happened to glance at my phone just as a new notification came in. It was a text from Katsuragi-san. Oh, I wonder whether Rie-san has gotten her license yet. I set aside some food on my plate before excusing myself for a moment. I should also check on the chickens and see if they need more food.


      I quietly closed the shoji door behind me and peered at them from the veranda. It seemed there was still some food left on the plastic sheet, but I still put on a pair of slippers and went over there. They noticed me approaching and raised their heads.


      “Want some more?” I asked.


      They clucked energetically. That’s a yes, I think...?


      “Sure thing. Wait a sec, and I’ll be right back.”


      When I returned to the veranda, I checked Katsuragi-san’s message: Apparently, Rie-san had passed the practical exam. I pumped my fist, happy she’d done well. All that was left was to take a written exam back in her hometown. They would stay in N-Town for a bit longer, then go back there the day before the exam.


      “I didn’t think it’d snow this much!” the message read, accompanied by an angry face sticker, which made me crack a smile.


      Neither did I. But I guess it has been pretty cold recently. My breath’s all white. I should go back inside already.


      “Congrats to her for passing the exam,” I typed back. “Wishing her luck with the written portion too. Send her my regards. Looks like it’s gonna snow again soon.”


      I stepped back into the living room and asked Mutsu-san’s wife if I could have some more food for the chickens. Setsu-san led me to the kitchen and handed me some venison and veggies.


      “Thank you.”


      “No, no, we should be thanking you,” she told me.


      Not sure for what, but okay.


      I brought the food to the chickens. “Here you go.” They replied with short clucks. Then, it was back to the living room. Pretty cold out there. I ate the rest of the food that I’d set aside on my plate, and to wrap things up, I added on a generous serving of rice and miso soup.


      Ouch. My stomach’s about to explode. I feel like I might need some new pants soon... Hope it’s just my imagination. Jeez, I really need to get more exercise. Maybe I can join the chickens when they go play in the mountains? Nah...I doubt I could withstand even a single day. (Yeah, I’m a wimp, so what?)


      Since I wasn’t super tipsy, I was able to clean up after the chickens. I was about to go wash the plastic sheet as well, but Mutsu-san told me I could do it tomorrow.


      “But the blood smell is pretty strong,” I argued.


      “Don’t worry—no bears around here.”


      If he says so, then okay. Regardless, I’ll be the one cleaning it up.


      Full and just a little drunk, I passed out rather quickly. The next morning, the cold woke me up.


      “Are you serious...?”


      It wasn’t bright—more like white. I wonder when it started...? There was already a thin layer of snow on the ground.


      Aikawa-san was already up and about. “Good morning... Oh, Sano-san, up already?”


      “Yeah. Morning...” So, it’s snowing, huh...? I think I’ve got my snow removal tools with me in the truck. I should be okay.


      “What’s the matter?” he asked. He then glanced out the window and smiled. “Ah, the snow?”


      I suppose it’s not a concern for him with Rin-san on his mountain. She must be busy with snow removal at the moment.


      “They say it’s gonna snow until this evening,” he explained. “No idea about the forecast in the mountains, though...”


      “Yeah...” We don’t even know when the snow started falling there in the first place, and either way, the weather up there is different from here. I wonder what my mountain looks like right now...


      “Wanna go eat breakfast?”


      Ah, that’s right. No point in trying to think ahead on an empty stomach. Mutsu-san and most of the other hunters weren’t up yet. His wife, son, daughter-in-law, and granddaughter were eating breakfast at the table in the living room.


      I popped my head in to greet them. “Good morning.”


      Mutsu-san’s granddaughter hurriedly covered her mouth and swallowed. “U-Um... G-Good morning! The eggs are really tasty! Thank you!”


      “Oh, thanks...”


      It seemed my chickens had laid eggs again this morning, and they’d used them to make breakfast. No problem—I did say they were free to do that. I’m glad to see that she enjoyed them.


      “Anything left for us?” Aikawa-san asked Mutsu-san’s wife, who’d gotten up and moved to the kitchen.


      Aikawa-san, you know you could just come over to my place and I wouldn’t mind fixing you some... I chuckled. As usual, everyone was vying for my chickens’ eggs.


      “There’s still a little, yes!”


      “Thanks!”


      I’d started saving up Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs so I’d have some in stock whenever they decided to come build me the gazebo. Right now, I had about three days’ worth, which should be enough to feed each person one egg each, with one or two left over. I decided it was probably best to keep that information to myself for the time being.


      For breakfast, we had plum chazuke and pickled vegetables—the perfect menu after a night of drinking and partying—and some ham and eggs on the side. Mutsu-san’s granddaughter was eating plain rice with ham and eggs.


      “Are there no more eggs left...?” she asked in a disappointed tone.


      I considered letting her have my share, but Mutsu-san’s wife and daughter-in-law looked at me and shook their heads. Kazuyoshi-san and Aikawa-san also glared at me. Why’s the son still at the table, anyway?


      “Nope. Maybe next time.”


      Speaking of the chickens, where are they...?


      In spite of the snow, they’d apparently run off toward the forest right after finishing their breakfast. Maybe they went there to avoid the snow. Trees can serve as shelter if it’s not snowing too heavily. But how am I supposed to go home now...?


      After breakfast, I went outside to finish cleaning up after the chickens’ meal from last night. They told me I could just use the snow to wash away the blood. The plastic sheet belonged to the Mutsus—I’d brought one with me, but they’d already had one ready to go when we’d arrived yesterday, so I’d decided to use that instead. It’s great to see that everyone cares for them so much.


      “Now I gotta figure out when I’ll be able to go home...” I muttered.


      “Yeah, you’ll need to wait until they come back,” Aikawa-san, who was kind enough to help me clean up, replied. We were done pretty quickly, thanks to his help. “It shouldn’t be a problem to wait until they return, right? If the snow gets much worse, we could always ask to borrow Mutsu-san’s heavy machinery.”


      “Oh... Right, I forgot that was an option.” We won’t have much of an issue, then. I’d prefer not to have to ask Mutsu-san for a favor, of course, but it’s better than not having that option. Looks like the snow today is fairly soft—maybe just asking the chickens to sweep it away might suffice. Either way, I gotta stay here until they’re back.


      Back at the house, the others had woken up. I noticed that Hatano-san and Kawanaka-san weren’t among them. They’d headed out earlier, still shivering from the cold. Today’s a weekday, come to think of it. They would’ve probably slept in a little more otherwise.


      “Welp, no more eggs, huh...?” Mutsu-san and Toyama-san were disheartened to learn that they’d missed out on Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs. Meanwhile, Mutsu-san’s wife and daughter-in-law were grinning. Kazuyoshi-san had already left the room.


      Well, this is awkward... Chickens, come back already, please.


      The snow continued to fall softly. There was a stark contrast between the silence outside and the boisterousness of the living room. This atmosphere is nice and cozy.


      The chickens came back around lunchtime. I heard a loud cry—Pochi’s—coming from outside.


      “Oh? Looks like they’re back!” Mutsu-san quickly got up and stepped outside.


      Uh, be careful. It’s still snowing.


      “Didn’t find anything, eh?” he asked them. “Well, there’s always next time.”


      We can’t expect them to hunt something every single time they go out.


      “Welcome back. I think we’ll get going soon. We’ve got this snow to deal with,” I told them as I brushed the snow off their bodies. Hey, you didn’t shake it off like usual when Mutsu-san was nearby, but as soon as he leaves, you start doing it? Whyyy? I’m all covered in snow now...


      Anyway, I wonder how things are looking on my mountain. I’ve already fitted snow chains to my tires, so I should be able to get to the foot of the mountain, provided the snow on the roads in the village isn’t too deep.


      Pochi and Yuma clucked and flapped their wings. Yeah, I know you enjoy clearing the snow, you adorable little things. But stop throwing it around so much.


      I turned toward the house. “Since the chickens are back, I think we’ll be taking our leave.” I’d already loaded all my stuff into the truck. As usual, they gave me some venison to take home for the chickens. I didn’t ask for any for myself, since I couldn’t really cook it properly. It’s even harder to handle than boar meat.


      “All right, be careful on your way home.”


      “Thank you.”


      “I’ll be on my way too,” Aikawa-san said. It seemed only Toyama-san would be staying a bit longer.


      As for the snow around Mutsu-san’s place, we’d already taken care of it while I’d been waiting for the chickens. The women had insisted that we didn’t have to, but we were more insistent, arguing that Mutsu-san was always so kind to all of us. And besides, I’m concerned about my waistline. I need all the exercise that I can get. I’d worked up enough of a sweat that I’d had to change into the spare underwear I’d brought. But after settling down and having some tea, I didn’t feel any more fit—nothing had changed at all. Maybe I only lost some water weight. (Probably so.)


      And so, we left. Aikawa-san and I drove along the mountain roads without any issue. There wasn’t too much snow on the ground. When we reached the crossroads, we stopped, rolled down our truck windows, and bid our farewells.


      “I can help you shovel at your place if you want,” he offered.


      I appreciated that, but I didn’t want to rely on him so much, so I turned him down. “Really, don’t hesitate to ask me if you need help!” he insisted.


      I must look awfully helpless to him, huh?


      We drove off toward our respective mountains. But as I was driving, I spotted a lone chicken walking across the road ahead of my truck. “Huh?”


      I rolled to a stop. Yuma tilted her head, as if to ask, What’s the matter?


      “Yuma, see that chicken over there? Isn’t that Butcher?”


      It was clearly a rooster, no doubt about it. He was strolling along the side of the road amid the snow, his dark tail feathers swaying. Come to think of it, Kakegawa-san did mention that Butcher would often wander off into the village.


      “Oh, look at the plum blossoms...”


      There was a house by the roadside, and I could see some red flowers sprouting on a tree on the other side of the fence. It was still winter as far as the weather was concerned, but plum blossoms were a sign that spring was on its way. Wow, so picturesque.


      Butcher was currently walking near that house.


      Yuma peered at him and bobbed her head.


      “It is him, right?” I asked.


      She clucked. That’s a yes, I take it.


      Luckily, there were no other vehicles to be seen, neither on the other side of the road nor behind me. I opened my window and called out to him. “Heeey, Butcher. You’re pretty far from home, huh? The snow’s not stopping anytime soon, and it’s only gonna get colder. I think you should go home.”


      He stopped in his tracks. Pochi and Tama, probably reacting to me calling his name, jumped down from the tonneau—I could feel the truck shake a little.


      “Heeey...” Don’t jump out onto the road like that.


      They went over to the front of the truck and clucked at Butcher, who turned around to face them. I noticed him shuffling his feet in agitation, as if he were about to bolt off...or jump at Pochi.


      Please don’t tell me a fight’s gonna break out...


      “Hey, guys, tell Butcher to go back to Kakegawa-san’s place already. It’s just gonna keep snowing.”


      The falling flakes grew larger, and I got a good view of the scenery around us. This road was dotted with houses on both sides, and I could spot white and red plum blossoms here and there. I think those pink ones are also plum blossoms.


      Snow, plum blossoms, a chicken—it looked so much like a painting that I felt like snapping a picture.


      I could drive Butcher to Kakegawa-san...but I really want to get home as soon as possible to deal with the snow on my mountain.


      Pochi and Tama called out to Butcher in chicken language. Butcher, apparently having given up on his original intent, nodded at them before raising his comb, turning, and walking back the way he’d come.
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      “Take care on your way,” I said to him before urging Pochi and Tama to get back in the truck already.


      In the rearview mirror, I could see Butcher strutting down the road. I’m glad to see that he’s okay. The fact that he’s still alive means Kakegawa-san regards him as something special and not just livestock.


      After making sure that Pochi and Tama were securely in the tonneau, I drove off again.


      There wasn’t much snow on the road leading to the foot of my mountain. I only stopped to clear it from a few spots that were a little deeper. We soon arrived at the fence around my mountain. I wanted to clear the road as I drove up to the house.


      “Can I ask you to help with the snow?” I asked the chickens.


      They clucked back at me instead of responding. I guess they’re being cautious because we’re still on the outer side of the fence, even though there doesn’t seem to be anyone around to hear them. Looks like they’re more careful than their owner. I wonder if Butcher made his way home...but then again, I don’t really feel like calling to ask. I’ll just assume he did.


      The chickens got out, and I attached the broom heads to their tails. They gave a few test swings to adjust the balance.


      I drove through the gate, the chickens following behind me on foot, and locked it behind me. “Thanks again for the help,” I said before turning them loose.


      Due to the tree cover, there wasn’t that much snow to clear off the road, so they plowed forward at tremendous speed.


      I appreciate it, I really do, but... “How the heck are they always so full of pep...?”


      I followed along, pushing aside the snow they’d swept. It was a slow process: They would brush the snow off the road and I would pile it off to the side, then get back in the truck and follow them a bit farther up. Rinse and repeat. Despite the stop-and-go progress, it didn’t take us that long to reach the house—only about forty minutes. I must be getting used to it. By the time I got home, I was drenched in sweat. I’d like to wash my clothes, but I’m not sure they’ll dry in this weather.


      “Thanks, guys.”


      They swung their tails vigorously. I’m definitely keeping my distance from that.


      “Hey, calm down a little, will you?”


      Yuma was the first to relax. She trotted to my side.


      “Thanks, Yuma. Can I take this off now?”


      “Okay.”


      I removed the broom head from her tail. This turned out to be quite handy. Who would’ve thought it could be so useful?


      She cocked her head. “Snow, done?”


      “Yup, that’s all for today. We’ll have to see how things turn out tomorrow.”


      “Okay.”


      I checked my roof—there wasn’t as much snow as I’d imagined. At this rate, clearing it off once before nightfall should be just fine. Pochi and Tama kept swinging their tails for a while, but when they noticed that Yuma had stopped, they came over. I thanked them as well, detached the broom heads, and let them inside.


      Brrr, so cold.


      The snowfall on my mountain wasn’t much worse than it was down in the village. I told the chickens that they could go play outside if they wanted.


      Pochi and Tama didn’t even hesitate before zipping off. Heh, always so full of energy. Yuma stayed behind and chilled out near the house.


      “I’ll be in the house doing some cleaning,” I told her.


      I stepped inside, turned on the oil heater, and got started. Yeah, I doubt the laundry’s gonna dry, but I still gotta wash the sweat out. I decided to hang it to dry indoors in my room, then move it to the living room when I went to bed.


      These work clothes take pretty long to dry. I might be better off buying a few more sets. Seems like a worthwhile investment.


      I knew it would feel colder after it stopped snowing, so I took this opportunity to grab some chicken feed from the shed without freezing my fingers too badly. I then brought out a ladder and a mat and began to clear the snow off the roof. The mat smelled moldy, but it was there as a cushion in case I fell down. Gotta remember to dry it out next time we have good weather.


      After all that, I was once more drenched in sweat. Okay, I got plenty of exercise today. That should help me lose some weight...right?


      I kept doing chores until Pochi and Tama came back. In the end, my legs and back were starting to feel sore.


      A day of hard work made food taste even better. Tonight’s menu was a bowl of rice topped with some grilled boar meat that I’d left marinating in miso. So good. I also had some pickled vegetables I’d gotten as a gift. These are great too.


      I served the chickens feed from Matsuyama-san’s farm, plus some venison. They all gobbled it up happily. Nice to see that they like it.


      After dark, the snow continued to fall. I turned on the news and checked the forecast—our area was covered in white, indicating clouds and precipitation. It might still be snowing down in the village too. It was predicted to stop tomorrow morning, although I knew I couldn’t really trust the forecast blindly. Well, if it continues to fall at the current rate, I don’t have much to worry about.


      I got in the bath with Yuma before bed. The fact that we don’t get to bathe together when we stay over at neighbors’ houses must peeve her. I know she likes her nightly baths, but she’s too dirty for someone else’s tub. Some of her feathers fall out into the water, even if I wash her before getting in the bath, and there’s a sandy substance that accumulates at her feet. I don’t really mind it myself, but I couldn’t possibly ask other people to let her bathe at their places. I’m surprised Aikawa-san lets us...but then again, his bath’s got those duckboards at the bottom, so I suppose it’s not much of a problem.


      The next morning, the scenery outside looked even whiter. I opened the shutters to find a landscape covered in a blanket of snow.


      Ooh, pretty. And it looks like I’m in for another day of shoveling...


      Thankfully, the snow was no longer falling. I promptly asked the chickens to clear the road all the way down to the gate. If they do two passes of the road—down and back—they should be able to get every spot of snow. I followed them in my truck. Luckily, there weren’t any fallen trees blocking the path.


      Once we got back to the house, I cautiously cleared the snow off my roof again. My body’s sore all over...


      Around noon, I got a message from Katsuragi-san. “I can’t believe it snowed just when I was thinking of visiting my family!” she said, followed by a sticker of a despairing smiley. Where does she get these from?


      “No need to hurry, right? Be careful on your way when you do decide to go,” I replied. I wonder, when she comes back here, is she gonna go back to her mountain? Or does she intend to stay in N-Town until spring? Yeah, probably—they say the snow’s gonna get worse.


      “I’ll go see you when my sister gets her license.”


      For what? I almost replied. Wait, wait, to say hi, of course. Duh. She really doesn’t need to, though. “Don’t push yourself. It’s all right to take things slowly.” Still a long way to go until spring.


      “Ah, jeez... I wanna get back to my mountain already!”


      In this weather? Are you sure? I guess I can see how having people you know nearby might make you feel more secure. Or maybe she just wants to see her dragon. “No need to rush things,” I replied. This time, she didn’t reply back—she just left me on read. Did I say something weird? Eh, whatever.


      I fed the chickens lunch and took the afternoon off from chores. When I peered at the mountain landscape again, I realized something. We finally have enough snow to build an igloo.


      I looked up at the sky. (Just between you and me, today’s actually my birthday. I’m turning twenty-six...)


      What an awful birthday the last one was...


      If things hadn’t gone so wrong, she would’ve been back in Japan already, and we would’ve celebrated my birthday together. But before that could happen, I got the news that she’d be spending more time studying abroad...


      Ah, jeez, just thinking about it is making me feel awful. But now I’ve got the chickens here with me, and look at all this snow...


      All right, I’m gonna do it—as a birthday present to myself. First you use a shovel to pile up some snow. Then...


      I went over to the area where I’d previously built a snowman (which had melted away a long time ago) and started piling up snow. Yuma watched me from afar. When I waved at her, she bobbed her head, which I found adorable.


      Snow’s heavier than it looks. And I’m starting to feel pretty hot too. Hmm? Wait a minute. Is it just me, or does my body hurt way more than I expected? Why?


      I carried on with building the igloo, piling snow up higher than my waist. Now, all that was left was to pack the snow and hollow out the middle. My hands were going numb from the cold, even though I was wearing gloves. Though it took quite a lot of effort, I managed to finish by evening. The igloo was big enough for me to just barely fit inside...if I curled up my body.


      “Finally done!” Whew, I feel great!


      Yuma came over and stared with curiosity.


      “Look, I built an igloo!”


      “Igloo?” Yuma asked, cocking her head.


      “It’s basically a house made of snow.”


      “House?”


      She cocked her head and tried to go inside, but she was a little too large and had trouble getting through the entrance. Heh, so cute.


      “Hmm?” she blurted out, forcing her way in. “Small!” She immediately backed out.
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      Yeah, it sure is. But this was all I could manage. There wasn’t as much snow as I thought. If I do this again, I wanna try building a larger one.


      When Pochi and Tama came back later in the evening, I found them loitering near the igloo, presumably curious about what it was.


      “It’s an igloo. A house made of snow, basically,” I explained.


      “Igloo?”


      “Igloo?”


      Pochi jumped on top of it. I got worried for a moment, thinking he might crush it under his weight, but it seemed to be all right thanks to the decent job I’d done at packing the snow. Whew. Tama stared at it for a while but ultimately left it alone—she didn’t pummel it with her tail as I’d feared. That’s a relief.


      She still seemed somewhat suspicious, though. She turned her head and looked at me. “Snow?”


      “That’s right. But leave it alone, okay?”


      “Whaaat?”


      It seemed she didn’t like having a large structure made of snow around. I bet if this were Rin-san, she wouldn’t show it any mercy.


      “It’s my birthday today, so you should be nice to me and listen to what I say.”


      “Birth?”


      “Day?”


      “Birthday?”


      The three of them cocked their heads.


      “Y’know, the day I was born. But I guess you wouldn’t understand, would you?” I chuckled.


      “Buh!”


      “Irth?”


      “Day?”


      “No, no, it’s two syllables.”


      It seemed they found the sound of the word “birthday” amusing. They continued hanging around near the igloo and repeating it like parrots. Okay, this is cute, but it’s a pretty weird sight.


      There was no more snowfall that day.


      ***


      The next morning, I woke up to clear skies. There was a text from Aikawa-san saying that he might be making charcoal soon, depending on the weather. Gotta gather some more branches.


      Apparently, charcoal was generally made from oak branches. I read up on it on my phone. I think I’ve got plenty of those here.


      “You said you want to join me when I make it, right?” he asked.


      “Yeah, if that’s okay.”


      The process involved keeping an eye on the fire for a whole week. There was also the method we’d used when I’d made some with Old Man Yumoto, which did work too, but it didn’t result in the best-quality charcoal. We’d done what we could with only the two of us there. Other than that, it mostly depended on the quality of the materials, according to Aikawa-san. I’m gonna take his word for it because I really have no clue about that sort of stuff.


      We would take turns watching the fire, so it wasn’t as if we’d need to spend a whole week in the same place without budging. Sure, I don’t mind helping in that case. I could use some charcoal too.


      As far as materials were concerned, he’d already secured plenty of wood. No idea when he found the time for that. He said it’d been about two weeks since he’d thinned out the trees, so he was looking to get started pretty soon.


      “By the way, you okay over there with the snow?” I asked.


      “Yeah, Rin was hard at work.”


      I can imagine. I pictured her thrashing about, clearing the snow with her tail. That was a sight to behold.


      “What about you?” he asked.


      “No issues here either, thanks to the chickens.”


      We agreed to keep in touch and said we’d figure out when to start the charcoal. But that night, I got a call from him.


      “Hello? Aikawa-san?”


      “I forgot to tell you earlier. You know that forest—or grove, I guess—on the northern side of Mutsu-san’s property? He was saying he’d like your chickens to go there and patrol the area.”


      “Oh, right, I do remember that...” Mutsu-san briefly mentioned it the other day.


      “Birth!”


      “Daaa!”


      “Ayyy!”


      “Hey, pipe down! Sorry about the racket...”


      The chickens were chanting up a storm behind me while I tried to talk on the phone. I’m starting to regret telling them about it.


      “Is it just me...or are they saying something?”


      They are, indeed. In fact, they’ve been repeating the word “birthday” pretty much nonstop since yesterday, and I’ve just about had it. No, really, do you guys find it that funny?


      “Ha ha, it’s nothing. Don’t mind them.”


      “Buh?”


      “Day.”


      “Day?”


      Always coming up with new ways to say it... Seriously, I don’t get what’s so fun about that.


      “They talk a lot, huh? That’s adorable.”


      “Y-Yeah, I guess...”


      We agreed to chat again tomorrow and hung up. It seemed he hadn’t been able to make out what they were saying. I was relieved and glad that he didn’t ask too many questions. I bet if I told him yesterday was my birthday, he’d insist on getting something for me. Or maybe not? Dunno.


      But back to Mutsu-san—it looks like the chickens will be making a few more business trips. I’ll have to discuss this matter with them tomorrow after I hear the details.


      ***


      The next morning was sunny and clear. I hadn’t bothered removing any snow from my lawn, so naturally, it was covered in white. I went ahead and cleared the snow up to and around the clothesline. I really regret not doing this earlier... After a day of freezing temperatures, the snow had begun to harden. This is what I get for trying to cut corners. I gotta get a better grasp on what to prioritize.


      Today, Pochi and Tama went out to play. Tama seemed to dislike the snow, albeit not to the same extent as Rin-san. However, yesterday, she’d come back covered in snow without a care. I wish she’d do a better job of brushing it off her body before coming home. I had a feeling that Pochi, on the other hand, liked snow. Every now and then, I’d catch him diving into piles of it. I guess it’s similar to humans—boys stay immature for longer. Or maybe my girls are just too mature? But Yuma is pretty innocent and carefree if you ask me. Just Tama, then?


      Yuma wandered near me while I hung the laundry out to dry. She seemed to be enjoying the contrast between the small cleared section of ground and the rest of the snowy lawn. I hadn’t been too thorough, so there was snow piled up at the borders—she was playing there by jumping to and fro. It was so adorable how she cocked her head and hopped back and forth.


      But cute as they were, they were still ridiculously big chickens that were as tall as my chest. And if that weren’t enough, they had lizard-like tails, and their mouths were full of sharp, jagged teeth. It wouldn’t be weird in the slightest for other people to be frightened at the sight of them. To me, though, they were my adorable chickens.


      After I was done hanging the laundry, I faced the summit of the mountain and prayed. Thank you for always watching over us.


      Later that morning, I got a text from Aikawa-san. As we’d discussed, Mutsu-san had asked if I could send my chickens over there to patrol his property. They would be paid for a day’s work and would also get a complimentary lunch. How much did he pay back when they helped with the snakes? Incidentally, when the hunters had come over to my other mountain, I hadn’t paid them anything, since it had been their own request.


      Now, I’d like to say that he already does so much for me and doesn’t have to pay me anything, but I already know that the people around here won’t take no for an answer.


      “People’ll make a sucker out of you if you keep doing favors without asking for anything in return. There are a lot of people out there without an ounce of shame in them, y’know. Just take what you can get, and stay away from people who try to get stuff out of you for free.”


      That’s how they see it. Takes me back to the snake incident when I first moved here. Come to think of it, did the village elders have a bone to pick at the time? I didn’t like the way they talked about my chickens. Old Man Yumoto told me that was just how they were and that they didn’t mean any harm. What a nice guy. I really am blessed to have so many great people around me.


      “I’ll check with the chickens and get back to you. What time does he want them there? And for how long?” I could always discuss it with Mutsu-san directly, but since Aikawa-san was being kind enough to coordinate, I took him up on it. He’s better with subtleties and intricacies than a newcomer like me.


      I still hadn’t told the chickens anything—I was waiting for confirmation about the nitty-gritty details of their business trip. I’d hate to get their hopes up only for the whole thing to be canceled. I hadn’t even told Yuma yet, since I thought it’d be better to tell all three at once.


      Pochi and Tama came back before sunset, covered in snow. Can’t you make more of an effort to avoid the snow? I mean, sure, we’ve got plenty of hot water, so I don’t mind. But still.


      I washed and dried them thoroughly with a towel before letting them inside. They’d gotten bored of the whole “birthday” thing, apparently. Whew, good.


      Aikawa-san soon got back to me to confirm the details. As far as Mutsu-san was concerned, the earlier they arrived, the better. He’d like them to start the day after tomorrow and keep at it for about a week. Depending on various factors, it could take a bit longer, but we’d have to stay flexible and see.


      “Pochi, Tama, Yuma, they want you to go over to Mutsu-san’s forest and patrol the area starting the day after tomorrow. How about it?”


      “Going!”


      “Going!”


      “Going!”


      All three were immediately enthusiastic.


      “You’ll be doing this for several days. Still going?”


      “Going!”


      “Going!”


      Yuma cocked her head. “Stay over...?”


      Ah, that’s so cute! “No, you’ll be coming back here at night. I don’t think you’ll be staying over there.” Maybe if there’s another party...


      “Going!” she exclaimed.


      “Okay, I’ll let them know.”


      I considered emphasizing that they were only supposed to patrol the area and wouldn’t be expected to actively go hunting, but that seemed pointless—it was clear to me that they were intent on hunting. Seriously, why are my chickens so bloodthirsty? Are they natural-born hunters or something?


      I promptly sent Aikawa-san a reply. “They can start the day after tomorrow, no problem. I’m planning to bring them back with me at the end of each day.” I realize Mutsu-san’s property is quite large, but there are some other houses nearby. I wouldn’t want my chickens to inconvenience anyone with their noisiness. They can get pretty loud.


      His reply didn’t take long. “Gotcha. I’ll let him know.” We were able to confirm the details with Mutsu-san not too long after.


      I crawled into my futon, thinking about how we’d be headed to his place early in the morning two days from now.


      Looks like we’re in for Chicken Squadron 2: Electric Boogaloo. Or are we on the third installment already?

    

  

  
    
      9. Chicken Squadron On Duty Again!


      It hadn’t been long since I’d last patronized the sweets shop, but I needed a gift to take to Mutsu-san’s place, and the sweets had been a big hit with the women of his household. I left my mountain midmorning so I could stop in when it opened—unlike last time, when I got there quite early in the morning.


      I parked at the shop and told the chickens to wait near the truck. Aikawa-san wasn’t with me today, though he’d be joining us at Mutsu-san’s later. His fear of women strikes again...


      I stepped through the door of the shop with a quick “Hello.”


      “Hi, welcome!” replied the girl working the counter.


      They had botamochi in stock today. It’s kind of an acquired taste, but I like it. I’ll go with plain old manju buns, though, since these sweets are meant as gifts.


      I asked for ten daifuku mochi and ten skewers of red bean paste dango.


      “I’ll wrap them up for you right away.” She hesitated a moment. “B-But...um...?”


      “Yes?”


      “Well... Is your friend not with you today...?”


      “Oh...” I chuckled. She must mean Aikawa-san. “No, he’s busy today.”


      “I see.”


      Why does she look so disappointed? Guess there’s not much to do around here, and I can see how someone with his looks might be a sight for sore eyes.


      I paid for the sweets, and when I walked outside, I found a man in a white uniform staring at the chickens intently. That’s the shopkeeper, if I’m not mistaken... Oh crap.


      “Sorry, are my chickens causing any trouble?”


      “O-Oh... They’re yours. Apologies, but they’re just so big that I got curious and came out to have a look.”


      “Sorry if they startled you. It’s, uh... How should I put it? Probably some kind of mutation. We’ll be on our way now. Pochi, Tama, Yuma, let’s go!”


      They came strolling over to me. Whew, good thing they didn’t run. The shopkeeper took a few steps back. Yeah, they look even more enormous up close.


      “I almost mistook them for cryptids...”


      “Aha ha... They might be big, but they’re good chickens.”


      I can understand why someone might think that, especially if they’re not from this village. They do live here now, though. I still have no idea why people around these parts are so nonchalant about bizarre creatures. Not complaining, though, as long as it helps keep things peaceful.


      “For what it’s worth, I did have a vet examine them,” I added.


      “Ah, okay.” He seemed relieved to hear that.


      “Thank you for the delicious sweets. I’ll definitely come again.”


      He bowed his head. “Thank you very much!”


      The chickens and I climbed into the truck and drove off. It’s been so long since anyone reacted that way to the chickens that I almost forgot how odd they are to people who’ve never seen them. I really gotta be more careful.


      I drove from the western outskirts to the east end of the village on winding mountain roads. The drive wasn’t exactly short, though as the crow flies, the distance was significantly less.


      As usual, I was impressed by the vastness of Mutsu-san’s property. It spanned from his home to include the forested area to the northeast (already, that’s a lot of land) and also contained a river that flowed from the northern mountain. Beyond his property was another mountain, which lay to the east of the Mutsus’ forest and bordered on Matsuyamas’ mountain. That area is apparently part of a national forest. I only felt comfortable with my chickens exploring the forest on Mutsu-san’s property—after what happened last time, I wanted them to avoid the mountains of the national forest.


      I pulled up to Mutsu-san’s home, rolled down the window, and called out, “Hello there!” Aikawa-san’s truck was parked nearby.


      Mutsu-san beamed when I helped the chickens down. “Thanks, Sano-kun. How are they feeling?”


      “Oh, they’re doing great. Also, I brought these...”


      “Come on! You know you didn’t have to.”


      In spite of his words, he still looked pleased with the gift. He beckoned me over, and we stepped inside to his house. Aikawa-san appeared in the meantime to greet the chickens.


      “Heeey, Sano-kun brought these for us!” Mutsu-san yelled into the house.


      I heard the sound of hurried footsteps, followed by Setsu-san’s voice. “Thank you, Sano-san.”


      “No problem. Sorry, but I brought the same kinds of sweets again. Hope that’s okay.”


      “We appreciate them very much! Thank you for the kind gesture.” She smiled from ear to ear as I handed them over.


      “We’re going to the veranda!” Mutsu-san announced. “Bring us tea for three!”


      Setsu-san nodded. “Sure thing.”


      We walked back outside. Aikawa-san was stroking Pochi’s feathers. Bit of an unusual sight...


      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Mutsu-san said to the chickens. “So, Pochi, Tama-chan, Yuma-chan, can you get started with the forest right away? It’s not that wide of an area, but every now and then, something’ll find its way down there from the mountain. If you run into any boars or deer, I’d like you to take care of them and come let us know. Oh, and stay away from the mountains. Any questions?”


      Mutsu-san was very clear in his instructions, and the chickens clucked in response.


      “Make sure you stop before the sun sets. No need to push yourselves too hard. I’ll ask you afterward if you saw any animals, so just let me know. I’ll show you pictures, and you can make some noise if they ring a bell. Got all that?”


      They let out a few more clucks, as if to say, Sir, yes sir!


      “All right, we’ll be counting on you for about a week. Again, come back as soon as you notice it’s starting to get dark. Thanks.”


      Pochi, as the leader of the group, let out a loud “Kwaaah!” and the chicken squadron set off.


      They are running insanely fast... Are they gonna be okay? There’s still some snow left on the ground. Hopefully they don’t trip.


      I turned away from them and sat down on the veranda. The cold didn’t bother me, thanks to the cushions they’d laid out for us. I mean, it is cold, no mistake about it, but it’s not too bad now that the sun is out. Not much wind either.


      We were served tea and some daifuku to go along with it. I would’ve preferred dango, if I’m being honest. Maybe I’ll buy some on my way back.


      “Aren’t you cold?” Mutsu-san asked me.


      “Not really.” Not after getting used to the weather up in the mountains. But I noticed that Mutsu-san seemed to be feeling pretty cold. I suppose I should be considerate of him. “Actually, maybe a little.”


      “Right?”


      And so, we gave up on the veranda.


      “Back inside already?” his wife asked.


      “Well, y’know, Sano-kun complained that it’s too cold outside.”


      “Oh my.”


      Heh, I can tell she’s also in on it... Aikawa-san was smiling as well. I scratched my head.


      Suddenly, Mutsu-san looked troubled. “By the way, I know it’s a bit late to ask, but what are you doing about the chickens’ lunch?”


      For spring, summer, and autumn, they can get by on bugs or random plants they find in the mountains, but I guess that’s not an option during winter. Still, they’re still able to find some sustenance in the ground when they’re in the mountains.


      “I’m sure they’ll come back when they get hungry,” I replied. “No worries.”


      This winter’s hunt had been so bountiful that the Mutsus had several kilograms of boar meat to spare—enough to share with all their neighbors and still have plenty left. To be fair, it’s not like they’re eating boar meat every day, even if they are a big household. And now that they’d gotten acquainted with the Matsuyamas from the chicken farm, they also had a source of high-quality chicken meat. I’m happy for them.


      “By the way, Aikawa-kun, shouldn’t we hurry up with the gazebo?” Mutsu-san asked out of the blue.


      Gah. So they still remember. They don’t need to...


      “True, we should. The sooner the better, especially considering how much the chickens are always helping us. Speaking of which, I was talking to Yumoto-san on the phone the other day...”


      “About?” Mutsu-san asked.


      No idea either. Maybe about the whole charcoal business?


      Aikawa-san grinned.


      Uh-oh, I’ve got a bad feeling about this one.


      “Sano-san, your birthday was on the 6th, wasn’t it?”


      Oh crap. Don’t tell me he heard it from the chickens when we talked on the phone. Is that what he called Old Man Yumoto to ask about? Talk about being perceptive...


      When I’d bought my mountains, a distant relative had acted as an intermediary, but Yumoto-san had taken care of most of the paperwork with Yamakura-san. As such, it wouldn’t be weird for him to know my birthday. My parents might’ve told him about it too.


      “The 6th?” Mutsu-san scratched his head. “That’s already come and gone! We’d better hurry up and get a present ready for him.”


      Wait, wait... “N-No... Really, don’t mind me. At my age, I don’t expect to get presents anymore...”


      “Nah, I ain’t having that. Actually, this works out pretty well. It’s not the original purpose we had in mind, but we’re gonna go ahead and build you the gazebo as a birthday present!” He let out a roaring laugh.


      “Wait, what?”


      “I called Yumoto-san to ask about charcoal and the gazebo,” explained Aikawa-san. “He’ll be joining us, right?”


      I glared at him. You and your big mouth.


      He just chuckled at me. “Building a gazebo doesn’t take that long, you know.”


      “Oh, really?”


      The plans were already drawn up. They wanted to plant some sturdy pillars in the ground to support the structure, then add a tin roof on top, since I’d told them I wanted something to shelter the space from the wind and weather in winter. They said that they intended to be thorough and would even examine the earth beneath the gazebo for potential failure points. Those precautions should help keep it safe from typhoons. They told me that since they had basically all of the materials ready, the whole thing should take them about two days, including checking the ground. They’re getting really into it, huh? I tried my best to keep up, but some parts of their conversation didn’t make much sense to me—I stuck to eating my daifuku silently.


      In the end, they agreed to get started as soon as they had all the materials ready. The chickens would also take the day off while they were working on the gazebo.


      I had no idea that the folks around here were so into building stuff...


      ***


      The chickens came back a little after noon. Mutsu-san’s wife served them bite-sized pieces of venison and some vegetables. Thanks to that, they were in a great mood when they set off again in the afternoon. I was also treated to a nice meal—apparently, the “complimentary lunches” that Mutsu-san had mentioned also included my own lunch. He said I didn’t have to come along every single day if I had other plans, but that I was always welcome to hang out. I plan to go home after dropping them off tomorrow. I’ve got household chores to take care of.


      “Oh, by the way... When I went to the sweets shop earlier, the girl there asked me about my friend.”


      Aikawa-san smiled awkwardly. “Oh, really?”


      Mutsu-san laughed. “Well, he is a dreamboat, as they say.”


      “Dear, they don’t say that anymore,” his wife countered. Yeah, most definitely not.


      “Yeah,” I said. “The girl seemed disappointed when I told her you were busy today.”


      “Oh, but you’re also quite handsome...” said Mutsu-san’s wife.


      No need for flattery, ma’am. I know very well that I’m not good-looking, nor am I particularly ugly. I’m just a normal-looking guy.


      “Ha ha ha! Sounds rough!” Mutsu-san remarked with a grin.


      Not really, but it did kinda sting. Not that I really mind. “Also, the shopkeeper mistook my chickens for cryptids.”


      “What’s that mean again? Like aliens or something?”


      “They’re creatures whose existence is claimed but unproven. Anyway, I can see why. It’s not often that you see such wonderful tails!” Aikawa-san remarked, his eyes sparkling.


      I guess it’d make sense for him to be into reptiles, since he keeps two snakes at home.


      “Oh. And is that...not an issue?”


      “I told him about how I got a vet to examine them, and he seemed okay with it,” I explained.


      “It might be better not to bring the chickens along when you visit a new shop,” Aikawa-san suggested.


      “Probably, yeah.” Gotta watch out in the future.


      “Oh, Sano-san...”


      “Yes?”


      “Have you heard from the Katsuragi sisters about when they’re coming back?”


      “Huh?” Aikawa-san’s asking about them? Did pigs start to fly today too? “Hmm, I think Rie-san has one more test left for her license, and she intends to take it back in her hometown. Katsuragi-san could drop by next week at the earliest.”


      “I see.”


      “Why do you ask?”


      “Oh, nothing. Just wondering.” He spoke with a smile, but his eyes remained serious.


      Uh, okay... Might be a little rude of me to think this way, but I hope he’s not scheming anything else...


      ***


      The next day, I dropped the chickens off at Mutsu-san’s, then drove back home. As always, Yuma stayed with me.


      Aikawa-san had been at Mutsu-san’s place today too, claiming he had some business to take care of. He’d offered to drive the chickens to my mountain once they were done for the day. When I’d tried to turn down the favor, he’d insisted.


      I feel like he’s been more lively and energetic since winter started. The thrill of hunting probably plays a part in that, but I think it’s also because the burden of his trauma has been eased off his shoulders.


      “Ever since he met you, I get the impression that he’s become more...bright and upbeat, I guess you could say,” Toyama-san had once told me. “You two seem to get along well.”


      “I hope so,” I’d answered. But more likely, he’s just returning to his normal self. No need to hurry—just take it one step at a time.


      And as he’d returned to his normal self, he’d also been smiling a lot more. I can see how his smile might make someone get the wrong idea and turn into a stalker. Not me, though, since I’m also a guy.

    

  

  
    
      10. Everyone’s Way Too Into This


      On the third day of the chickens’ business trip, Mutsu-san turned to me and said, “We’ve got all the materials ready for the gazebo, so we’ll be coming over tomorrow, ’kay?”


      “Oh, okay.” Again, they seem really into this...


      That evening, when Aikawa-san stopped by to drop the chickens off, I got all the details.


      I didn’t have to get anything ready on my end—they’d be using some materials they had lying dormant in their sheds.


      “Thanks... Really, I appreciate it.” By this point, I’d already resigned myself to my fate.


      Aikawa-san went home in high spirits. I heaved a sigh.


      “Ah, Pochi, Tama... So you’re staying home tomorrow and not going to Mutsu-san’s place.”


      “Whaaat?”


      “Why?”


      “Okay.”


      Heh, Yuma’s as adorable as ever. Pochi and Tama, on the other hand, seemed dissatisfied.


      “They’re coming over to build something here tomorrow. You guys can go out and play if you’d like.”


      “Okay.”


      “Okay.”


      “Sano.”


      So they change their minds as soon as they hear they’re free to do as they please... Not sure how to feel about that. Well, it does make things easier.


      Yuma would be spending the day with me. Gotta be careful not to take that for granted. “Thanks, Yuma.”


      “Thanks?” She cocked her head. Apparently, she didn’t understand why I was grateful. Don’t mind me.


      ***


      The next morning was a sunny, pleasant one. Everyone was wearing smiles when they arrived. No, really, aren’t you guys too into this? I know I was the one who asked, but still...


      “Hiya, Sano-kun!” Mutsu-san was clearly riding high, and Yumoto-san grinned beside him.


      Toyama-san was here too. “Hey there!”


      And so was Aikawa-san, of course. “For the tin roof, this should be enough, right?”


      “I came to help too!”


      “The more the merrier.”


      Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san arrived shortly after. I know it’s a Saturday, but is Hatano-san fine with coming here instead of spending time with his family...?


      “Thank you all very much,” I said. I do appreciate it, definitely. I bowed my head.


      “Yo, Shohei. How about giving your bath a makeover too while you’re at it?” Old Man Yumoto suggested.


      What, the gazebo’s not enough? Give me a break...


      “Thanks, but I’m fine! Really!”


      “You sure? Whatcha gonna do if Yuma grows even bigger?” he pressed.


      Sure, I can’t deny that possibility. I get the feeling she stopped growing any taller, though. I think she’s done... Or at least, I hope so.


      “If she gets much bigger, we’ll have other problems, like fitting inside the house...”


      Yuma, standing next to me, immediately let out a few clucks. Maybe that news came as a shock to her. I do feel like the earthen floor area might be getting too cramped for them. Pochi and Tama had already gone out to play.


      Everyone brought out the materials from their respective vehicles and set them on the ground in front of my house.


      “All right, let’s get started!”


      They’d even produced what looked like some sort of blueprint. When did they even find the time to draw that?


      I learned to never underestimate old men with the spirits of children.


      ***


      While the construction crew—six of them in total—got to work outside, I excused myself to prepare lunch. All right, I’ve got a bunch of Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs, so no worries on that end. I also bought enough chicken meat. Plenty of onions too. Which means we’re going with oyakodon.


      In today’s miso soup, I used seaweed and komatsuna, and the accompanying pickled vegetables were store-bought. I’d cooked plenty of rice in advance.


      Aside from that, I had some tofu fritters, which I’d boiled with thinly sliced carrots and dried shiitake mushrooms (I used the same water I’d rehydrated the mushrooms in) then seasoned with soy sauce and sugar. To top it off, I grilled some miso-marinated boar meat. I feel like we could use some more veggies, but eh, we men are all about protein anyway if you ask me.


      I told Yuma to keep her distance from the building crew while I made myself busy in the kitchen. Gotta do it a little at a time, since there’s so many of us today. I had more than enough eggs and chicken meat for everyone, but I was a bit concerned about the other dishes. Wonder if we can’t get ourselves some more boar meat...though I guess hunting is all about luck.


      I can’t just take my chickens’ hunting prowess for granted. Sometimes I forget because of how easy they make it look, but under normal circumstances, I don’t think wild animals are something you can just hunt willy-nilly whenever you feel like it. I need to moderate my expectations.


      I could hear all sorts of banging and clanging coming from outside. What in the world are they doing? Come to think of it, they even brought what looked like pillars. I told them I’d pay no more than twenty thousand yen... Is that really gonna be enough? Granted, they said they just gathered a bunch of stuff they had lying around, but I doubt that’s the case for every single one of the materials.


      This was my first time cooking for such a large group. I put forth a great amount of effort, but it was still a trial-and-error process. By the time I noticed, it was already nearing noon. Guess it’s about time to go call them. I was mentally reviewing the steps required to prepare oyakodon when I turned to the front of the house and called out, “Food’s ready!”


      “Gotcha!”


      “Thanks!”


      I heard several voices replying. Yet, for whatever reason, the first one to show up was Yuma. Whew, good thing I already prepared her lunch too.


      “Yuma, I’ve still got some cooking left to do, so would you mind eating outside? I’ll throw in some extra meat.”


      She let out a cluck in response. I served her lunch outside, and while she waited dutifully, I topped it with a couple of large slices of venison. This way, she can see that she’s getting extra meat. She seems pretty happy about it.


      “Oh, Yuma-chan’s eating already?” Mutsu-san asked cheerfully. I turned to look in his direction. They’d already finished with the scaffolding, and four robust-looking pillars stood upright. I can already picture the tin roof going there.


      Where did they get those pillars from, though...? “So...may I ask where you got those?”


      “Oh, they’re scrap. Got ’em for free.”


      “That’s good to hear...” I guess there’s nothing to worry about, then. But they’d probably command a decent price if you had to buy them. “Anyway, I’ll go get the food ready.”


      “Looking forward to it.”


      They all grinned as I went back inside, leaving the door slightly ajar. I wanna keep an eye on Yuma.


      “I’ll help serve the rice,” Aikawa-san offered, which was greatly appreciated. I had plenty of bowls and dishes since a lot had been left behind by the former village head.


      I placed all the tea cups on a tray and the pickled vegetables on the table for everyone to nibble upon as they pleased.


      Thanks to the size of my chickens’ eggs, even one per person was quite a substantial amount. The chicken meat was sourced from Matsuyama-san’s farm—quality assured. At this point, I was already used to making oyakodon at home, but I still felt a bit nervous serving it to others. I had to split the cooking into four batches because my pan would only hold so much at once. (The fourth batch was the one I’d eat.)


      It all worked out fine, thanks in no small part to Aikawa-san’s help carrying the dishes.


      “Ooh! Looks tasty!” Mutsu-san exclaimed when he saw the oyakodon.


      “Sorry to keep you waiting. Well then, let’s dig in.” I urged them on, still feeling nervous. I hope this is enough for everyone...


      “This oyakodon’s fantastic!” Old Man Yumoto hollered.


      Whew, great to hear.


      “Ahh... It really is. You just can’t beat Tama-san’s and Yuma-san’s eggs.” Aikawa-san’s tone was rather emotional. Aren’t you guys exaggerating a little...? Well, I always feel the same way too, so I guess I can relate.


      “I’m finally getting to try the chickens’ eggs...” Kawanaka-san muttered, misty-eyed.


      Even Hatano-san seemed somewhat moved as he mumbled, “Shut up and eat.”


      I nodded. “My chickens’ eggs are the best, if I do say so myself. The meat’s great too, huh?”


      We all kept smiling throughout the entire meal. Aikawa-san even asked for a second helping of rice. Good to see everyone enjoying it.


      Once everyone finished eating, Toyama-san sat back and exclaimed, “All right, that gave us the energy we need to keep building this afternoon!” He seemed the most invigorated of them all.


      Perhaps due to the protein power of my chickens’ eggs, they continued working until evening and managed to construct the skeleton of the gazebo in a single day. There was more work to be done, of course—for instance, the concrete slab still needed to dry—but it was already in a usable state.


      “I’ll handle the maintenance. Let me know if anything comes up,” Aikawa-san told me.


      “Hey, Aikawa-kun, that’s not fair!” shouted one of the old men.


      “It’s a privilege I get to enjoy as his neighbor.”


      “Boo!”


      Somebody stop these people...


      Pochi and Tama came back around dusk and threw curious stares at the humans bickering about something or other. After that, they spent some time gazing at the brand-new gazebo from a distance.


      I guess it must be pretty surprising for them to come home and find a big structure they’ve never seen before standing next to the house. I’d be surprised too.


      I asked Yuma to explain to them what it was, but even then, they still didn’t enter the house until it got dark. Maybe I should’ve waited until the guys started building the gazebo before sending the chickens off to play.


      They’d already installed a light at the top of the gazebo, armed with a simple on-and-off switch. The concrete slab was slightly higher than the ground and positioned at an angle, presumably to make it easier for water to flow into the gutter I had outside. I should leave it alone for a day or two—that’ll give the structure time to settle. The chickens seem to be content with staring at it from a distance, so we should be fine.


      That was what I thought...


      “Ah! Yuma-san?!” I heard Aikawa-san’s shout, followed by a bizarre squawk I’d never heard Yuma make before. It seemed she’d accidentally stepped into the wet concrete.


      Wh-What?


      She darted away without letting us look at her feet.


      Only Aikawa-san and Yumoto-san were still here, and the old man was just about to step into his truck. After taking a second to regain his composure, he climbed in and drove away, waving goodbye.


      Aikawa-san and I looked at each other, then at the wet concrete. Yeah... Those are some very noticeable footprints.


      “I thought it’d already cured enough...”


      “Maybe not with her weight...”


      I’d heard of cats or dogs leaving footprints in concrete, but chicken footprints were a first for me. Seems like this kind of thing always happens with concrete for whatever reason.


      The surface was dotted with footprints—or rather, sharp claw marks. This...is actually kinda charming in its own way.


      “Well, I think I’ll get going,” said Aikawa-san. “I’ll drop by to check on things tomorrow, but don’t worry, you don’t have to bother making lunch for me.”


      “I’ve still got some eggs left, so I could fix you a quick meal.”


      He smiled. “Sounds good to me.”


      Everyone’s crazy about my chickens’ eggs, and I can see why—not only are they huge, they’ve got a very rich flavor. I wonder if feathered dinosaur eggs were this tasty too. If so, I bet they were highly sought after. Though of course, that might’ve been more due to their nutritional value.


      Darkness fell not long after he left. I hope he had a safe trip home.


      Yuma soon reappeared, looking dejected. Pochi and Tama were a little farther away.


      “Welcome back, Yuma.”


      She walked up to me and feebly said, “Sorry...” Oh, so she does understand that she messed up. It wasn’t her fault, though. I should’ve warned her.


      “Don’t worry! It’s okay. You’re such a good girl, Yuma.” I stroked her feathers gently.


      After reassuring her, I brought out the washbasin and set it up near the gazebo. I bet it’s gonna be easier to wash them now that I’ve got the new light. However, when I turned it on, Yuma flinched and ran away again. Guess I’ll have to give them some time to get used to it.


      I coaxed her back over to scrub off the concrete that had gotten stuck to her feet. Gotta get every bit of this off.


      “Thanks,” Yuma said, tilting her head.


      “You’re welcome.” Adorable as always. I washed the other two as well. “I do hope you guys get used to it by tomorrow, though.”


      I sighed. Too bad the gazebo light freaked them out.


      ***


      Aikawa-san and Yumoto-san came over the next day. Mutsu-san and Toyama-san were taking the day off from everything (probably because they’d worked too hard yesterday), while Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san were staying home. Good on Hatano-san for spending some quality time with his family. Mutsu-san... I wonder if he’s just sore or if his back’s acting up again.


      “Uh, about Mutsu-san...”


      “It’s not his back, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Aikawa-san readily replied.


      “Glad to hear it.”


      “Old Mutsu needs to learn to act his age,” Yumoto-san said.


      He still looked healthy and sprightly, despite being in his sixties. As far as I was concerned, that age bracket carried the label “elderly,” but nowadays, people remained lively even into their sixties. In Yumoto-san’s case, he also looked younger than his age because Machiko-san helped him dye his hair. That said, the human body weakened as you got older, and aging was an inevitability, so you couldn’t get overconfident.


      “Act his age? Look who’s talking...”


      “I’m different. I’m just enjoying the next stage of my life!”


      That’s certainly one way to put it.


      The purpose of their visit was to check up on the gazebo and the surrounding area, which I greatly appreciated.


      I cooked them a stir-fry with eggs and spinach, then fried some tofu to go with rice. Aikawa-san and Yumoto-san were beaming because I’d used plenty of Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs.


      “Sorry, I can’t offer much else...”


      “Don’t be ridiculous! What more could we ask for?!” Yumoto-san exclaimed.


      “That’s right!” Aikawa-san agreed.


      Yeah, okay. Fair enough. I chuckled.


      Today’s miso soup featured seaweed and potatoes. “Can’t really put my finger on it, but miso soup with potatoes feels really comforting for some reason,” Old Man Yumoto remarked.


      Aikawa-san nodded. He had supplied the pickled veggies today. “Lightly pickled,” he clarified.


      “Thanks.” Lightly pickled ones are nice too.


      Yuma was in a great mood—I’d thrown in a couple of extra slices of venison onto her lunch, same as yesterday.


      “Whew, that noise she made yesterday really caught me off guard!” Yumoto-san laughed.


      A loud “Kwaaah!” echoed around us—it was Yuma, and she sounded angry.


      “Uh... Sorry, Yuma...” he said sheepishly.


      She’s getting pretty outspoken, huh? That’s a good thing, in a sense. I just don’t want her to cause any harm to others. Love and peace.


      The gazebo would make it a lot easier to wash the chickens, thanks to the adjustments they’d made to improve the water flow. They’d also installed some plywood half-walls between the pillars to shield us from the wind, and they’d left behind some galvanized steel sheets for us to patch up the roof as needed. But just having a roof at all makes a big difference.


      “Thank you so much for everything,” I said to them.


      “I’ve also got a huge barrel I don’t need. You want it?” Yumoto-san asked.


      “I’m good, thanks.” I’ve already got that big washbasin—I wouldn’t have any use for an even bigger barrel. I guess I do have the space for it in the shed... What does he think I’m gonna use it for, anyway?


      Crazy to think that they finished the whole thing in two days. I have no idea how long it would take if I’d tried to build it alone.


      After a final check, we declared the gazebo complete. I handed Yumoto-san the money.


      “Woo-hoo! Now we can all gather for drinks!”


      “Sounds like a plan.”


      He’d decided that they should spend it all at once, apparently. I was relieved to see that they hadn’t hesitated to take the money—they’d mentioned the gazebo being a birthday present, so I’d been concerned that they might refuse.


      As for Yumoto-san’s proposal, we agreed to meet at his place at a later date for drinks—sometime after my chickens were done with their business trips to Mutsu-san’s property.


      Before heading back home, Aikawa-san turned to me. “Sano-san, here.” He handed me something.


      “Hmm? What’s this?” He’s up to his schemes again...


      He grinned. “Chocolate.”


      “Huh? Why...?” Oh... Right. It’s Valentine’s Day. But doesn’t giving someone chocolate on Valentine’s Day mean...


      Uh?


      “For Valentine’s,” he confirmed. “Just thought I’d get you something as a token of my gratitude for always helping me out. You don’t dislike chocolate, I hope?”


      “Well, no, I do like it. Thanks for the gift.”


      “And thanks for accepting it. No need to bother getting me something for White Day.”


      “O-Okay...”


      Aikawa-san went home in a good mood.


      “This is probably homemade, isn’t it...?”


      The bag contained a box with a chocolate cake in it. Maybe he just got the urge to bake something. I bet girls would go crazy if a pâtissier like him baked them a cake...


      Naturally, I messaged him later to thank him. I also planned to get him something good the next time we met.


      It goes without saying that the cake was delicious.


      ***


      When we woke up the next day, I took the chickens straight to Mutsu-san’s place.


      “Appreciate it,” he said.


      “Are you feeling less sore?”


      “Better than yesterday, yeah. Sorry I couldn’t come over to help.”


      “No, no, don’t worry. Yumoto-san and Aikawa-san took care of all the final adjustments.”


      “That’s good to hear.”


      Mutsu-san was up and about, though he was seated on his veranda. I’m a little concerned about him. Kazuyoshi-san was headed to the chicken farm, so I decided to tag along. Kazuyoshi-san had already told Matsuyama-san that we were stopping by to buy some chicken meat. The fresher the better.


      As we drove over there, I saw that there wasn’t that much snow left from the other day. Matsuyama-san was already waiting for us in front of his house.


      “Hey there, Kazuyoshi-kun, Sano-kun. How’re you doing?”


      We chatted some, and he was happy to hear about how I’d bought some of his farm’s meat from the general store the other day.


      “Sano-kun, do you have enough feed for the chickens?”


      “Yeah, I think we’re good for now. I’ll be sure to let you know when I need to restock.”


      “Well, they don’t just eat my feed—they also have boar meat and venison, plus other animals they catch. It must cost a lot to keep them well-fed, eh?”


      “Only in winter,” I replied. During the other seasons, I only fed them breakfast and left them to their own devices for the rest of their meals. Having said that, with how big they were growing, it did seem like a good idea to keep a steady stock of chicken feed.


      “So you’re not gonna need any more feed after spring?” Matsuyama-san asked.


      “They’re eating more and more as they get bigger, so I’ll definitely keep buying, just in smaller amounts.”


      “I see. Well, keep coming by, and I’ll keep selling it!”


      I handed his wife a small gift I’d brought, then Kazuyoshi-san and I drove back.


      The Mutsus asked me to stay over for lunch today, and I took them up on it. While we waited for food, I passed the time playing shogi with Mutsu-san. I used to play it with my folks back in the day. Sometimes, it can be nice to wind down and do nothing in particular.


      The lunch menu was a stir-fry with miso-marinated boar meat, boiled spinach, dried radish strips, stir-fried burdock, and fried chicken, plus the usual pickled vegetables—a lot of them.


      “Sorry, I know it’s not much,” his wife said in an apologetic tone.


      No, no, it’s a whole lot.


      All of it was delicious, obviously. The boar meat seemed to be marinated in more than just miso—it tasted completely different from the stuff I made at home. It feels rude even to compare this meal with the low-effort stuff I make.


      In the end, I couldn’t help but overeat until my stomach was about to explode.


      A little while after lunch, Yuma came back. Hmm? Did something happen? As soon as she spotted me, she came trotting in my direction and clucked at me. Sounds like she needs something.


      “Mutsu-san, I think Yuma is calling me.”


      “Oh? I’ll go with you,” he said cheerfully as he stood up. He was even wearing work attire so that he’d be ready to go anytime. This guy...


      “Yuma, do you need us to help you?” I asked. But apparently, she didn’t quite understand what I meant because she just cocked her head. How should I phrase this...


      “Sano-kun, c’mon, let’s just go.” Mutsu-san urged Yuma to show us the way. In his hand, he held an axe.


      Where did he get that from, and when? It’s not as scary as a rifle, I guess...but still scary.


      We ran along, following behind Yuma. She was mindful of Mutsu-san and took care not to run too fast, but she still moved at a fairly brisk pace, indicating that this unknown matter must be relatively urgent.


      It was hard to run due to the snow still left on the ground. We spent about twenty minutes jogging through the forest, stopping to take a few breaks. Eventually, we reached a river. Pochi and Tama were waiting next to it, along with two deer they’d taken down.


      My mouth was agape. “Wh-Whaaat?”


      “Ooh, two of them. That’s amazing! Thanks, guys!” Mutsu-san took out his phone. “Hey, Kazuyoshi! We need a pole and two men to carry it! There’s two deer here. We’re having a banquet the day after tomorrow!”


      It seemed there were no issues with phone signal here. We sent Pochi to go meet Kazuyoshi-san and his friend, and while we waited for them, Mutsu-san and I searched for suitable tree branches, lashed the deers’ legs together, and began to carry one of them back. It was heavy enough to put a strain on my back.


      “We could soak ’em in the river if there were more of us here, but for now, carrying them back is the best we can do.”


      Okay, I gotta give it my all. At least we won’t have to walk up any mountain roads. Trekking through the forest came with its own set of difficulties, such as uneven or unstable footing, though it still wasn’t as bad as in the mountains. I only managed to walk my mountain because Yuma always came with me.


      We passed Kazuyoshi-san and his friend on the way.


      “Thanks for coming. There’s one more left,” I said.


      Kazuyoshi-san nodded. “Gotcha. Hey, dad, I already called Akimoto-san.”


      “Ah, nice.”


      We carried the deer back, both of us sweat-drenched in midwinter. The carcass was heavy. Once back at the house, we lowered the deer to the ground and washed our hands at the faucet outside. Yuma was kind enough to pick off the dirt stuck to our clothes.


      “Great job!” Mutsu-san’s wife exclaimed cheerfully as she served us tea. “Good thing Sano-kun was here to help.”


      Mutsu-san sighed, exhausted. “Whew, that was one huge deer. I’m beat!”


      “Remember, at your age you can’t afford to push yourself too hard.”


      Agreed. These old hunter guys have way too much energy. I wish they’d take better care of themselves.


      We spent a while winding down, and soon enough, Pochi, Tama, Kazuyoshi-san, and his friend came back with the other deer.


      A while later, Akimoto-san showed up. “Hey there. Boy, I really gotta hand it to your chickens, Sano-kun.”


      I’m forced to agree.


      We took a better look at the deer. The second one wasn’t quite as big—it wasn’t clear if it was younger or simply a specimen on the smaller side. It seemed Mutsu-san had let the excitement get the better of him, so we’d hauled the larger one back. Goes to show that you can’t let yourself get too greedy. I mean...yeah, I’m also at fault for not noticing.


      We’d covered them with snow, which should’ve helped cool them down. I hope so, at least. Akimoto-san and Yuki-san loaded them into their truck after cleaning the carcasses off with fresh snow.


      “It’ll take us two days for the butchering. Does that work?” Akimoto-san asked.


      “Sure, bring ’em to me the day after tomorrow,” Mutsu-san replied.


      “It’d be even better to wait another day, though. Anyway, there’s two of them—you want the usual?”


      “Yeah. Thanks.”


      It sounded like they’d reached an agreement, and Akimoto-san went on his way. The chickens strolled leisurely around the place, satisfied with themselves.


      Oh, I almost forgot. I told them to gather in one spot. “I gotta wash your tails.”


      They clucked at me in response. I gathered some snow and used it to scrub the deer fur and blood from their tails. I don’t want to let them in my truck with all that gunk stuck to them. Mutsu-san also helped—he gleefully washed Tama’s tail.


      “These chickens are something else! Thanks for helping!”


      Kazuyoshi-san’s friend chuckled. “They really are. The deer population just keeps increasing due to the lack of natural predators, and they eat crops and buds. But the thing is, it’s not as simple as hunting them...”


      “Can’t hunt ’em out of season,” Mutsu-san griped.


      Unlike wild boars, which were designated as vermin and could be hunted with traps for a slightly longer period, deer were not allowed to be hunted outside of the designated season. I’m sure if you were to ask the people around here who work with farming or forestry, they’d say deer are just as much of a pest. I do kinda get the feeling that it boils down to how cute they look...


      The plan was to take tomorrow off, since we caught the deer today, and then gather here for a banquet the following evening. I relayed that to the chickens, and they clucked at me. I’m sure anything’s fine with them as long as they get to eat their fill.


      “Now, what dishes should I make...? I hope the deer don’t have any diseases.” Mutsu-san’s wife was clearly looking forward to the banquet. We hadn’t encountered any diseased animals so far, but if we did, we’d have no choice but to dispose of them, which would be a shame for everyone.


      After chatting a little longer, I took my leave.


      By the time we got home, the sun was already setting. I told the chickens to call it a day.


      “Whaaat?”


      “Whaaat?”


      Pochi and Tama didn’t seem pleased at all. Listen, won’t you think of me and all the effort it takes for me to clean you? Yuma, meanwhile, had no objections. Such a good girl.


      “You already got to hunt today, didn’t you? Come on, time for a bath.”


      I gave them a quick wash outside before letting them in the house. When I checked my phone, I found a new message from Aikawa-san. Ah, I forgot to tell him.


      It was early, so I knew I wouldn’t interrupt his dinner prep. I rang him up.


      “Hello. So, I heard they caught two deer?” I could hear the excitement in his voice.


      “Yup. No idea how they did it...”


      “Doesn’t surprise me, given how quick they are.”


      Oh, right—he’s gone hunting with them before, so he knows what it looks like.


      “Mutsu-san told me to go to his place the day after tomorrow,” he continued. “Katsuragi-san and her sister might be there too.”


      Wait, what? That’s the first I’m hearing of it. “Hmm? Did her sister get her license already?”


      “She will, if everything goes well. That’s what I heard, at least. I imagine they’ll let you know if she does.”


      I nodded. Huh, I had no idea he’d been talking to the Katsuragis. I know they’ve got each other’s contact info, so I guess if Katsuragi-san messaged him, he’d reply. That reminds me... I wonder if Katsuragi-san is mad about the other day. I sure hope not.


      Sensing my confusion, he explained. “I got in touch with Katsuragi-san because I had something I needed to talk to her about. She mentioned it then. They might be back on her mountain already.”


      “Here’s hoping that Rie-san can get her license.” We both chuckled.


      After hanging up, I went to the kitchen to make dinner. More deer, huh? On the one hand, that’s more food for my chickens, which is a good thing. On the other, venison is hard to handle...


      Ah, but wait. What about venison curry? That was pretty good. “Right, I forgot it was an option...” In that case, maybe I’ll ask for a little venison for myself too. I don’t mind eating curry every day for a week. I was starting to feel excited.


      My phone pinged—it was a text from Katsuragi-san. I opened it, feeling slightly nervous.


      “I don’t know what to do with Rie! She’s too dumb!”


      Huh? What happened? “Something the matter?”


      “She just can’t pass the test! And I want to go to the deer banquet!”


      The deer banquet... “Drill it into her head and pray for the best.”


      Apparently, Rie-san was having trouble with the final written exam. I turned toward the summit of my mountain and prayed that she would pass. I’ll leave the rest to the gods. And to her own effort, obviously.


      Here’s hoping that everything works out.

    

  

  
    
      11. They’re Back...?


      I spent the next day lazing around.


      Both deer had been healthy, as it turned out. Nice, nice. The innards were also in good condition and had been frozen. Bet the chickens’ll be happy to know.


      I wanted to go check on the graves, but the road had frozen over. Agh, I should’ve cleared the snow up here too. I’d anticipated that reaching the summit during winter would be impossible, but I hadn’t imagined that the cemetery would become inaccessible too. I’m kinda shocked, actually. I know winter will eventually end, but still... Hopefully it rains or we get enough sunny weather to melt it away.


      Though I might’ve been able to make it up there with snow chains on my tires, it was still a narrow mountain road—and an icy one at that. Better not try my luck and end up sliding off the road, truck and all.


      I joined my hands together and apologized to the former inhabitants of the mountain. “I’m sorry. I’ll be sure to pay you a visit in spring.”


      A gentle breeze blew, sending drying leaves whirling around me, and one of them happened to land right on top of my head. Probably just a coincidence, but maybe it was the mountain comforting me.


      I spent some time gathering branches and doing household chores. Pochi and Tama went out to play as usual. Yuma stuck by my side while I was outside and strolled around the house while I was inside.


      That night, I got a text from Katsuragi-san. It seemed that Rie-san had managed to pass the written exam, and she now had her license. That’s a relief.


      “Now me and Rie can go to the party tomorrow!”


      If she passed the exam today, that means they’re still at their parents’ place. I imagine Katsuragi-san will be the one driving tomorrow. Anyway, good job.




      “Gah...!”


      I woke up the next morning with Tama’s weight pressing down on me. Guess she woke up early. Lately, I’d been dragging my futon into the living room at night and sleeping there, since it was so much warmer than in my bedroom. The downside was that Tama now had a much easier time waking me up.


      “Tama, come on, we’re free until this evening,” I groaned. She just stared at me with a look that said, So? As they say, the eyes are the windows to the soul. She could really use a little less “tsun” and a little more “dere.”


      The day was sunny and clear, and tonight, we’d be staying over at Mutsu-san’s. I checked all my stuff several times to make sure I wasn’t forgetting anything, then passed the hours doing household chores until it was time to leave. The chickens never actually went out to play—they spent the day wandering around the house. You’re that excited about the deer?


      I got a message from Aikawa-san a little after noon. We agreed to get Japanese sweets to bring to the Mutsus, and since the Katsuragis were also interested in the sweets shop, we decided to all meet up there. It’s been a while since I last saw them. I knew they had been doing fine, but I still felt a little nervous—maybe that was why the chickens had been so restless throughout the day.


      After loading all my stuff and the chickens into the truck, I drove off toward the sweets shop on the western edge of the village. The Katsuragi sisters were already in the parking lot when I arrived.


      “Sano-san, long time no see!” Katsuragi-san exclaimed in a tone that sounded like we hadn’t seen each other for a hundred years. She then wrapped me in a hug, which happened so fast that I couldn’t dodge her. She must’ve been at her wit’s end with the exam stuff.


      “Long time no see!” Rie-san parroted. “I got my license!”


      “Congratulations.”


      Aikawa-san arrived just as I was letting the chickens outside. “Sorry I’m late. Congratulations, Katsuragi-san.”


      “Thanks.”


      They bowed to each other, standing rather far apart, which was an amusing sight.


      Rie-san approached the chickens. “Hi there. Mind if I pet you?” she asked, tilting her head. Pochi followed suit. “So cute!”


      The chickens leaned against her and let her pet them as she pleased. Nice, looks like they’re enjoying it too.


      “Shall we go inside?” I asked.


      “I guess so,” replied Katsuragi-san. “Rie, come over here!”


      “Okay.”


      The two of them grabbed both my arms—one on each side.


      “Huh? What’s going on?”


      “Let’s go in!”


      Confused, I turned my head to look at Aikawa-san, but he just smiled. What’s all this about? The two of them dragged me into the shop. I feel something soft pressing against my arms... No, no, ignore it.
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      “Hello,” I called out.


      The girl who tended the shop came out from the back. “Hello, welco...me?”


      Yeah, I know it might not look like it, but I’m here to shop.


      “Sano-san, what do you suggest?”


      “Which one should I get?”


      The Katsuragis kept chattering at me from both sides.


      “Uh... Let’s see...”


      “U-U-U-Um! I suggest our specialties, manju buns and daifuku! I-I’ll bring you some to try right away!” The flustered girl quickly retreated to the back.


      “So...what’s with you two?” I asked.


      “Don’t worry!”


      “It’s for your sake!”


      What the heck are they on about? I turned back to look at Aikawa-san again, and he was still grinning. Seriously, anyone wanna fill me in? I’ve got no idea what’s going on...


      The girl brought us a daifuku and a manju—she’d cut each into four pieces and skewered the bites with toothpicks. “H-Here you go...”


      “Thanks.” Rie-san picked up one of the daifuku pieces. “Here. Aah...” S opened her mouth, indicating that I should feed it to her.


      I just laughed. “You can eat it by yourself.”


      “Boo!” She puffed her cheeks and popped them in her mouth. “Ooh, so tasty! Buy these!”


      “Yeah, okay.” I turned around and asked, “What do you say, Aikawa-san?”


      “We should get something that the women will enjoy.”


      “Good point. Katsuragi-san, I’ll leave it to you.”


      “I’ve got this!” She stuck out her tongue.


      Hey, stop acting cute. (The Katsuragi sisters are, in fact, quite cute.)


      She stared at the sweets behind the showcase, still holding my arm. “Um, how many people are going to be there?”


      “I think Kawanaka-san will be bringing something with him too, so we won’t need to buy too many.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      We ended up getting several flavors of dango.


      “Buy one of these for me too!” Rie-san pleaded.


      “Yeah, sure,” I replied. “Are you fine with red bean paste dango?”


      “Yep! And I’ll also want a different present to celebrate my new license!”


      “Okay.” Oops, she caught on.


      “Hey, that’s not fair! I want some dango too, Sano-san!” said Katsuragi-san.


      “All right.” They’re cheap anyway. “How about you, Aikawa-san? Want anything else?”


      “I’m good, thanks.”


      We left the shop, still chattering. Before stepping outside, I noticed that the girl looked kind of worn out. Did she think they were flirting with me or something? Honestly, I have no idea what just happened either.


      “Whew... This should be enough, right?” Katsuragi-san muttered. Even after leaving the shop, the two were still clinging to my arms. Can you let me go already?


      Aikawa-san bowed his head to her. “Thanks. I don’t think she’ll be getting any more weird ideas.”


      “She might be getting different weird ideas, though...” Katsuragi-san sighed. “Jeez, you two really are helpless.”


      “Sorry, sorry,” he replied with a smile.


      I couldn’t keep up with the conversation at all. “Seriously, what are you two talking about...?”


      “Huh?” Rie-san looked up at me, still clinging to my arm. “Oh, that was just because we love you sooo much!”


      “Yeah, okay, thanks. Can you let go of me now?”


      “Ah, you don’t believe me! I mean it, you know!”


      “Sure, thanks.” Of course I don’t, duh. Oh, right, I still haven’t thanked Aikawa-san for the chocolate cake. “Aikawa-san, thanks for the other day. It was delicious.” I was intentionally vague and didn’t mention anything about chocolate.


      “My pleasure. I’m glad to hear you liked it.”


      The Katsuragis stared at me with jealousy.


      “What, did Aikawa-san treat you to another banquet?”


      “I wish I could’ve been there!”


      Aikawa-san smiled. “We happened to see each other on Valentine’s Day, so I gave him some chocolate as a gift.”


      Wait, wait, what are you saying?


      “Whaaat?”


      “What did you mean by that?”


      “Seriously, you two...” Just as I was about to tell them to knock it off, I heard a car honk.


      “Hey, hey, Sano-kun, you’re in public, you know?” Kawanaka-san stuck his head out of his truck’s window as he drove into the parking lot.


      Aren’t we in the middle of the week? Did he ask for PTO again?


      “How come it’s you and not Aikawa-kun?”


      That’s a totally understandable question, but do you have to be so blunt about it? The Katsuragis didn’t seem to take it too well either. Why would you deliberately get on people’s bad side?


      “I’ll have you know that Sano-san is a wonderful person,” Katsuragi-san said.


      “Yeah! He’s very handsome!” Rie-san followed.


      Kawanaka-san, not expecting the strong reaction, smiled feebly. “O-Oh, okay. Sorry...” He promptly went inside.


      Aikawa-san tried to smooth things over. “Sometimes Kawanaka-san could use a little more tact, but he’s a nice person. Anyway, shall we get going?”


      “Not sure how other men feel, but that attitude is a total turnoff for women,” Katsuragi-san said curtly.


      Yeah, I guess women see it differently.


      “I don’t like that guy!”


      I feel sorry for Kawanaka-san—he likes young women but seems to always be on their bad side. But at least he distracted them from the whole Valentine’s chocolate thing. Good job, Kawanaka-san.


      I turned to the chickens, who were playing on the grass nearby. “Pochi, Tama, Yuma, sorry to keep you waiting. Let’s go.” I loaded them into my truck, and we finally set off for Mutsu-san’s place.


      No, but seriously, what was that all about? The party hasn’t even started, and I’m already feeling exhausted.


      Akimoto-san had arrived before us and delivered the meat. I could tell that the Katsuragis were feeling nervous. Mutsu-san was outside, so I asked him what to do with the chickens.


      “Hey, Sano-kun. Hmm, it’s still bright... Just let them do whatever they want as long as they get back before sunset, I guess?”


      I relayed his instructions to the chickens. “Come back before it gets dark.” They clucked at me and bolted off toward the forest. Balls of energy, as always.


      The Katsuragi sisters greeted Mutsu-san before going inside. “Thank you for inviting us.” They’re probably going to the kitchen to help. Oh, come to think of it, I think this is Katsuragi-san’s first time here. Will she be okay?


      Soon, Toyama-san and Kawanaka-san arrived in their vehicles.


      “Guys, listen up! I had no idea Sano-kun was such a ladykiller!”


      Kawanaka-san was being his usual self. Can I punch him? Can I?


      “Whaddya mean? Everyone loves Sano-kun.” Mutsu-san said with a straight face.


      Come again?


      Aikawa-san smiled and nodded. “For sure.”


      Could you people please stop picking on me?


      Toyama-san was also smiling, while Kawanaka-san looked confused.


      “Come on, guys, stop teasing me,” I pleaded. Seriously.


      Aikawa-san chuckled. “Sorry, but it’s true.”


      Yeah, like I’m gonna believe that. I glared at him.


      Thankfully, that was the end of their bullying. I went outside to spread a plastic sheet across the ground for the chickens’ dinner. Now I just gotta serve the food. I’m always grateful for everyone’s kindness.


      We all gathered in the living room facing the garden, gave a toast for the fortunate hunt, and began drinking. Alongside our beers, we had pickled vegetables and sashimi to snack on.


      The sun was just about to set when Mutsu-san’s wife came to tell me that the chickens’ meal was ready. The Katsuragis helped me lay everything out on the sheet.


      “Thanks,” I said.


      “They’re gonna eat all of this...” Katsuragi-san’s eyes widened when she saw the sheer volume of food.


      “Yeah... They eat a lot on special occasions.” Not every day, thankfully, or I would’ve gone bankrupt already. Also, they tend to eat everything that you give them, so I need to enforce moderation. I’m really glad I learned about Matsuyama-san’s homemade chicken feed—it’s got the ideal nutritional balance, and the chickens seem to love it.


      “They should be back pretty soon...”


      After the Katsuragis went back inside, I walked over to the parking area, ready to call for the chickens. But I didn’t have to—I caught sight of the chickens heading back from the forest.


      “Heeey! Pochi, Tama, Yuma, time to eat!”


      I heard a loud “Kwaaah!” and they came rushing in my direction. Jeez, I wish they’d stop with that. I tried to stay in their line of sight and quickly guided them toward the garden. The last thing I want is to get tackled by them at their current size.


      They lined up in front of the plastic sheet and stared at me.


      “Sure, go ahead.” I stood at a distance as they dug in. Good on them for being patient. After making sure that they’d started eating, I went back inside.


      There were plenty of dishes laid out. Aikawa-san was sitting at one end of the table, and opposite to him were the Katsuragi sisters, Mutsu-san’s granddaughter, and some kids from the neighborhood.


      “We got started without you!” Mutsu-san laughed out loud. He was already quite red in the face, indicating that he might’ve downed a couple of beers by this point.


      “Looks like there’s plenty left.”


      I sat down next to Aikawa-san and took a good look at the food. It seemed he’d secured some sashimi and other morsels for me. Does anything ever get past this guy?


      “Thanks for doing that,” I said.


      He smiled. “I thought if I didn’t save some for you, it’d be gone by the time you got here.”


      Fair enough—the sashimi platter is almost empty.


      Next up was a platter loaded with a tall stack of fried venison, cut into bite-sized pieces. The children all instantly scrambled for it. Who doesn’t like fried food? After that was some boar meat stewed in tomato sauce—which was quite tasty—and some fried chicken made with meat from Matsuyama-san’s farm, which was also a big hit with the kids. On top of all of that, we were served simmered taro, burdock stir-fry, meat and potato stew, a salad with radish stems, a stew with radish leaves and fried tofu, and simmered radish. The feast was so delicious that I could’ve cried.


      “Tasty...” I muttered.


      Today was a weekday, so Hatano-san arrived a bit later than the rest of us.


      “Hatano-san, you’re late!” Kawanaka-san groaned, red in the face.


      “You’ve got work tomorrow, don’t you? Should you be drinking that much?” he responded tersely.


      “I’m feeling blue today! I need this!”


      “The hell are you on about?” Hatano-san sat down next to him.


      Those two are the same as usual too.


      “I heard they have venison curry for the grand finale,” Aikawa-san told me.


      “Ooh, I’ll have to leave some room for that.” Curry is the best! Bar none! And if you disagree, you’re wrong!


      Having said that, it was difficult to resist the temptation of all the delicious food before me. It’s during times like these that I wish I could stuff myself full of enough food to last me for days...


      “Having a good time?” Mutsu-san asked me cheerfully.


      “Sure am.”


      “Your chickens are just the best, lemme tell ya!”


      I feel like I’ve heard the same thing a bunch of times before. Akiyama-san and Toyama-san are nodding, though, so I guess it bears repeating.


      “I had no idea there were deer in that forest,” Kawanaka-san remarked.


      “Oh, I don’t think there are any in the forest itself. Probably made their way down from the mountain, I reckon.” Mutsu-san said.


      Hatano-san piped up, unusually talkative. “That mountain is designated as a national forest, right? And the three mountains diagonally to the south are special protection areas.”


      “Yeah, but those rules don’t apply to animals that come down from there. They eat a lot of tree buds from the outer edge of the forest close to the mountain. The best thing we can do is to dispose of them the way we’re doing now—by eating ’em.”


      Contrary to what he’d said, Mutsu-san hadn’t eaten much. At least the children seem to be getting their fill.


      “I’ll go check on the chickens.” I excused myself and stepped outside. There was plenty of food for them this time—naturally, as they’d hunted two deer. They seemed to be relishing their meal. “So, will that be enough?”


      Tama clucked at me. That doesn’t tell me much, you know. But I can guess that this is plenty.


      “Let me know if you need more.”


      I returned to the party to find a beet-red Kawanaka-san talking loudly. “Hey, listen up! I saw Sano-kun earlier with two pretty ladies clinging to his arms!”


      I get that he’s had plenty to drink, but I thought we were done with that topic. Ugh...


      “Not surprised at all. He’s a ladies’ man,” Mutsu-san replied. That’s a lie, and you know it.


      “Pretty ladies? They’re always with him!” Toyama-san said.


      I guess he means my chickens. Yup, Tama and Yuma are very pretty, for sure. I nodded. “That’s right. Tama and Yuma love me.”


      “That’s not what I’m talking about!” Kawanaka-san’s mood soured as he argued.


      He’s got some glaring character flaws, but personally, I think he’s a funny guy.


      The kids, who had been looking over at us with curiosity, lost interest and went back to their food. Whew.


      Speaking of the kids, they seemed very disappointed when the venison curry was served at the end. “Aww, I can’t believe it!” they shouted.


      Yeah, I know it must suck to be too full to eat this. I gotta thank Aikawa-san for warning me ahead of time.


      Mutsu-san’s wife was about to serve me rice, but I told her she needn’t bother and that I’d do it myself—I wanted less rice and more curry.


      “It’s gonna taste even better tomorrow,” she told us.


      Then I’ll have to make sure to eat it tomorrow too.


      I managed to stop just on the verge of getting so full that I couldn’t move. I hauled myself up and went to check on the chickens. By now, they’d eaten all the meat and innards, but there were still some veggies left. Yeah, it was a lot of food. Aikawa-san helped me clean up after them.


      After we finished up, I chatted with Katsuragi-san. She’d mentioned that they would be staying here tonight too. “So, are you going back to your mountain full-time?” I asked Katsuragi-san.


      She shook her head. “I’m planning to stay at Yamanaka-san’s place until March. The problem is what to do with Rie...”


      “You feel awkward having her tag along?”


      “That’s right! But I don’t wanna risk us going back to my mountain and potentially getting stuck there—I’d end up burdening you and other people, right? So I’m still considering my options.”


      The Yamanakas had told her to stay at their place during winter, but things were different this year with Rie-san around. I can understand not wanting to be too much of a burden on them. That said, she couldn’t go back to her mountain yet...and she didn’t want to keep living in the apartment they’d rented in N-Town.


      “Sano-saaan?”


      “The answer is no.”


      “I haven’t even said anything yet!”


      “You’re a girl—you should be more careful around men.”


      “I don’t mind if it’s you!”


      “Don’t be so hasty!”


      Incidentally, we were having this conversation outside, speaking in hushed tones. The chickens circled around us, stopping every now and then to cock their heads. Quite the bizarre situation.


      Rie-san was currently bathing with Mutsu-san’s granddaughter, and Aikawa-san just watched us with an awkward expression on his face. Sorry.


      “Aikawa-sa—”


      He quickly cut her off. “I can’t. Remember, I have a girlfriend.”


      “Oh, right, I forgot. Why didn’t you bring her with you tonight?”


      “She’s very shy. But she’s also very possessive. I bet I’ll be in trouble when I get home.” He was smiling but his eyes weren’t.


      Yikes.


      “A...y-yandere?” Katsuragi-san muttered.


      A what?


      Aikawa-san put his hand on his chin. “Hmm... You could say that. But I love her with all her flaws...”


      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it.” Katsuragi-san bowed deeply, though I could tell she was joking around.


      “No worries, as long as you understand I really can’t. Still, this is definitely a difficult situation...”


      “How about you ask the others tomorrow?” I suggested. “They might be able to come up with a good solution.”


      We wrapped up the conversation soon after. I cleaned the chickens’ beaks and took them to the earthen floor area, mentally thanking the Mutsus one more time for their hospitality.




      The next morning, I felt rather refreshed. Well, I didn’t have that much to drink. I do feel a little bloated...but I still want to eat that curry. Outside, the ground looked normal—no snow. That’s a relief.


      As usual, Aikawa-san was already up and about. I folded my futon, changed clothes, washed my face, and made my way to the living room.


      “Good morning,” I said.


      Aikawa-san and the Katsuragis all turned my way and wished me a good morning.


      “G-Good morning...” Mutsu-san’s granddaughter mumbled with her mouth full.


      “You can swallow your food first—it’s fine.”


      Mutsu-san wasn’t up yet, but his wife was. “Good morning, Sano-san. I used the eggs—I hope you don’t mind.”


      “No problem.”


      “And this is your share.”


      She served me a plate with a lot of ham and not too much egg. Probably the last portion. I couldn’t help but chuckle.


      “It’s no laughing matter!” Katsuragi-san protested. “Everyone is after Tama-chan’s and Yuma-chan’s eggs!”


      Rie-san agreed. “I had to make an effort to get up early. Otherwise, there’d be nothing left!”


      “Me too...” Mutsu-san’s granddaughter said sheepishly.


      “A ha ha ha ha!”


      I couldn’t believe they were having that conversation with straight faces. In contrast, Mutsu-san’s wife and daughter-in-law wore unconcerned smiles. I suppose, as the people in charge of the kitchen, they must’ve secured their share in advance.


      “Just so you know, they don’t lay eggs every single day without fail...” I said.


      The Katsuragis nodded.


      “Sure, I understand.”


      “Too bad, but it is what it is.”


      “They don’t...?” Mutsu-san’s granddaughter looked terribly disappointed.


      Well, they’re living beings, not machines.


      Mutsu-san’s wife laughed. “That’s not an issue—we can have you stay over another day.” Her tone was playful, but to me, she sounded half serious.


      “I can’t spend that long away from home,” I said.


      “I’ll make it worth your while.”


      Her cooking certainly does make for a tempting proposition... Come to think of it, their house is pretty big too... I glanced at Katsuragi-san, but she made an X with her arms. Guess that’s a no. I do think it’s an option worth considering, though. I’m sure she’ll refuse to let people host her for free.


      By the time Mutsu-san got up, the eggs were long gone. “Ah, shoot...” he mumbled. “Missed out on them again.”


      “It’s because you didn’t wake up early enough,” his wife retorted.


      The chickens had finished their breakfast and gone out to play in the forest. No hunting today, please.


      With everyone up, the room was quite lively. A couple of people were gone already: Akimoto-san and Yuki-san had left yesterday, as usual. Seems Yuki-san wasn’t too interested in staying over either, so I guess he’s fine with it. Kawanaka-san and Hatano-san took off early this morning since they both had to work. Even so, they still made an effort to attend the party.


      The people who were done eating moved over to the living room, which opened to the garden. As for myself, I was planning to leave after lunch, but that depended on when the chickens would come back. They could stay out until evening, for all I know. And I can’t even complain about it because I didn’t say anything to them. I’d already explained the situation to Mutsu-san, so I decided to relax and not fret too much.


      “You’re staying at Yamanaka-san’s place tonight?” I asked Katsuragi-san.


      “That’s the plan, yeah. Rie’s got her license, but I still think it’s better for her to stay here for a while...”


      “I see.” Guess her stalker hasn’t quite given up yet.


      “He hasn’t made it all the way here, but I heard he’s been snooping around the house in my hometown,” Rie-san groaned.


      Uh, is she okay talking about that here? The men here know about the creep that was stalking Katsuragi-san, but I don’t think the women have heard anything about the stalkers.


      She also explained that she’d left her old phone with her parents and gotten a new one.


      “Yamanaka-san said I could stay as long as I liked, but I dunno...”


      Rie-san’s pretty considerate in her own way, huh? Honestly, I wouldn’t have an issue with letting them stay at my place, but y’know, it’s more of a matter of whether it’d be socially acceptable.


      “Wanna try asking Yumoto-san?” I suggested.


      “Sure, we could. I don’t want to burden the Yamanakas too much.”


      Yeah, I can see why she wouldn’t want to stay at their place for a whole month, even if they did tell her she’s free to stay as long as she likes. Having somewhere else she can stay once in a while would already help a lot.


      Some time after, Mutsu-san and the others finished their breakfast and came to join us.


      “Hmm? Why the long faces?” Mutsu-san asked.


      I explained to him that Rie-san should probably stay in the village for a while longer.


      He pondered for a moment, then stood up. “Hang on a sec.”


      Is he gonna ask his wife? Katsuragi-san was flustered.


      He came back not with his wife but with Setsu-san, which surprised everyone. “You mind if the Katsuragi sisters stay here with us for a few days during winter?” he asked.


      She seemed confused as well. “Is that really something for me to decide...?” I had the same thought, but this only concerned the Mutsus, and I was in no position to butt in.


      “I’ve already retired from farming. I’m not the head of the household anymore—he is.” Mutsu-san pointed to Kazuyoshi-san. “And you’re the one running the place, Setsu-chan, so you should have a say.”


      “I see... Personally, I’d appreciate having more people to help with the housework. Say, Miyako-chan, you said you work remotely, right? Do you think you could maybe teach me how to use a computer?”


      “Uh... If it’s nothing too complicated, I can probably manage. It depends on what you’re looking for.”


      “Please stay here, then.”


      “Ah, thank you. As for my sister...”


      “She’s free to come with you, of course. My daughter will take care of her.”


      “M-Mom...” Mutsu-san’s granddaughter timidly pulled on her mother’s clothes.


      Aww, so adorable.


      “Oh? Is that an issue?” Rie-san feigned a sad expression and tilted her head.


      That’s pretty cute...but deliberately so.


      “Huh?! N-No, I didn’t mean it that way! I just think you’re so cute...and thought maybe you could teach me about makeup...”


      “For real?! Thanks so much! Sure, I’d love to. But you have really nice skin, so I think you should stick with makeup that isn’t too heavy!”


      “Really?!” The granddaughter’s face lit up. The two of them grabbed each other’s hands and started frolicking.


      Ah, to be young. (I realize that technically I’m also young, but nothing compared to actual teenagers.)


      “Setsu-chan, I’ll leave it to you to arrange the details with them,” said Mutsu-san.


      “No problem. Thank you.”


      Good to see things are going smoothly. It really was worth talking to them about it.


      We spent some more time chatting, and for lunch, we ate the venison curry. It tasted even more delicious than yesterday. Yup, I’ll definitely need to ask for my own share of venison too.


      When I did, they gave me almost a whole kilogram. Uh, I mean, yes, my chickens will eat it too, but come on now... Why can’t they think in normal amounts?


      I walked over to the parking area, thinking it was about time to head home, and the chickens just so happened to be on their way back here as well.


      Wait... What’re you guys holding in your beaks?


      I ran back to the garden. “Sorry, looks like the chickens brought something home again...”


      “Hmm? What is it?” Mutsu-san, proactive as always, put on his slippers and came out.


      “I wonder.” Aikawa-san joined him, and we all headed to the parking area.


      Mutsu-san peered into the distance. “Ah...”


      The chickens came back at a leisurely pace, wagging their tails, each holding some sort of bird in their beak.


      “Those are ducks. Probably ran away from somewhere that does rice-duck farming.”


      “Rice-duck farming?” I asked. I...think I’ve heard about that somewhere?


      “I didn’t know they ever got away,” Aikawa-san remarked.


      “Lots will run if you do a poor job with the rice paddy’s netting. And it can also depend on how you raise them. Regardless, every year, you’re bound to get a few escapees.”


      “I see.”


      Oh, that’s right—I’m pretty sure that’s the method they use to grow rice with as little pesticide as possible. You raise ducks on the same farmland, and they eat the bugs and weeds that grow in the rice paddy. At least, that’s how I think it works.


      The chickens stopped right in front of us.


      “Pochi, Tama-chan, Yuma-chan, mind giving me those ducks?” asked Mutsu-san. “I’ll gut them and hand them over to Sano-kun.”


      They set the dead ducks on the ground.


      “Thanks. I’ll be right back—hang tight.”


      While Mutsu-san returned to the house, Aikawa-san went to get some plastic bags. We put the ducks inside and carried them to the shed, where Mutsu-san would butcher them.


      “Not that many edible parts, sadly,” Aikawa-san said with a chuckle.


      Rice-duck farming wasn’t quite foolproof, and there were certainly drawbacks. For one, the ducks used were a crossbreed of wild and domestic ducks, which were smaller than domestic ducks and not as suitable for livestock.


      “So we’re getting some duck meat,” I told the chickens. “Pretty nice, huh?” They clucked in response and started strutting around. I guess now that they’ve caught their prey, they wanna get home as soon as possible.


      “Let’s at least wait until they’re done, okay?” I’m pretty sure just plucking out all the feathers is gonna take a while.


      Aikawa-san came out from the shed. “Ah, right—Pochi-san, Tama-san, Yuma-san, would you mind sparing me some of the meat? I’d like to take it with me as a present for Rin.”


      They clucked at him. That’s a yes...I think?


      “Thank you. Now then, back to business.”


      Seems like pretty hard work. “Um, sorry about this. I should really be the one handling it...” I should look up how to do basic butchering work on the internet.


      Aikawa-san seemed confused. “Huh? I don’t mind at all. Plus, I get to take some meat with me as a reward. The farmers who follow the rice-duck method sell all their ducks to butchers at the beginning of winter, so normally I wouldn’t get a chance like this. You don’t have to worry about it.”


      I bowed. “I appreciate it.” I guess it’s fine. But still, they pamper me too much... “Pochi, Tama, Yuma, you heard him, right? Not too many edible parts.” Probably still enough to give dinner an extra oomph, though. I mean, they caught three of them.


      The Katsuragis were just about to go to Yamanaka-san’s place. “Did something happen?” Katsuragi-san asked.


      “The chickens caught some ducks.”


      “What? Ducks?”


      “Yeah, they kinda looked like wild ducks.”


      “Wow, that’s amazing! Good job!” Rie-san jumped up and down around the chickens. I couldn’t really keep up with her energetic personality, but the chickens could—they joined her and were flapping all over the place.


      Is this really all right? No, seriously, is it? She’s not gonna catch a stray flying kick, is she?


      Toyama-san was also about to head home. He left right after the Katsuragis.


      To the west, the sun was starting to dip below the horizon. Aikawa-san soon emerged from the shed. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


      “Thanks a bunch. I’ll be sure to pay you back sometime.”


      “Really, there’s no need for that. I already got my share.”


      I stored the duck meat in a cooler, waved Mutsu-san goodbye when he came to see me off, and drove back to my mountain with the chickens. If we’d left any later, we wouldn’t have been able to get home—the mountain was already quite dark, and the trip was a tense one. It’s been a while since I last drove home when it was this dark outside.


      When we finally rolled up to the house, there was only a faint tinge of red left in the sky.


      I’m so glad they built the gazebo. I turned on the gazebo light, stood up the plywood walls, and prepared some hot water to wash the chickens. It was pitch-black outside by the time I finished scrubbing them, and after letting them in the house, I dried them off with towels—I’d bought a bunch of larger ones for that purpose. Though they’d shaken most of the water off their bodies outside, they were so big and fluffy that they still dripped on the floor. Gotta make sure to dry them properly. I wouldn’t want them catching any colds.


      I’d turned on the oil heater as soon as we’d gotten home, so the house was warm and comfortable. Nice.


      It gets pretty windy here in winter, not to mention the snow—those things make it difficult to wash them. The gazebo really was a great idea.


      I’d gotten a fair amount of duck meat—breasts, thighs, and organs, which were all in separate bags on ice. I didn’t want to risk any parasite infections, so I put them in the freezer straightaway. My freezer’s just a regular household appliance, so it doesn’t get ultracold. Just in case, I should cook the meat well before feeding it to the chickens. Better to be safe than sorry.


      And that’s exactly what I did. The meat was a bit tough to cut. Those ducks might’ve lived for longer than a year. I hear ducks raised for meat lose their tenderness after the first year. I suppose it’s not really any of my business, since the chickens are eating it and not me.


      They bit into the meat with their sharp teeth and chomped away hungrily. It’s kinda odd to see birds eating other birds... Maybe it’s not as rare as I think it is.


      After they savored their meal, I wiped their beaks. “How was it?”


      “Tasty!”


      “Tasty!”


      “Tasty!”


      Nice, nice. I bet it must feel great to eat meat you hunted yourselves, huh? We’ve got enough duck to last us a few days. If we mix in the venison, we can get several meals out of it.


      I checked my phone for the first time in a couple of hours to find a text from Aikawa-san. “The duck meat is too tough. I would’ve preferred ducks that had escaped more recently.”


      File a complaint, I guess? I chuckled. Actually, we shouldn’t count on them running away in the first place.


      “Do you know who around here does rice-duck farming?” I asked. “Mutsu-san doesn’t.”


      “I believe it’s more popular among farmers who own smaller paddies. After all, they need to buy ducklings every year and butcher the grown ducks every autumn.”


      Mutsu-san’s farmland is certainly not on the small side. “I see.”


      “It might be an eco-friendly farming method that doesn’t use pesticides, but it’s definitely got its drawbacks too.”


      Yeah, sounds like there’s a lot to consider. It’s not as simple as “no pesticides = good.” There’s a reason people use them, after all. You gotta consider the pros and cons of each option and find what works best for you.




      The next day, Tama and Yuma laid eggs again. Appreciate it, as always.


      The chickens and I would be taking the day off—I planned to spend the day at home—but tomorrow, they’d be going to Mutsu-san’s place again. And then we’ve also got the charcoal thing.


      I got a message from Katsuragi-san saying that they’d be spending a few days with the Yamanakas and that she was coming to check on her mountain later today.


      “Want me to tag along?” I asked.


      “Thanks, but no need for that this time. Can I reach out to you if I really need it, though?”


      What’s that supposed to mean? I don’t think I can help with much, other than maybe clearing the snow.


      “I can help with the snow, I guess,” I typed.


      But by now, the snow’s probably frozen solid, so we’d have to break it up with a shovel before digging it out. That can be surprisingly difficult—ice can harden pretty quickly. You see the snow falling softly and you think it’s not a big deal, but it can definitely turn into one if you let it pile up.


      “Thanks,” she replied.


      Here’s hoping she doesn’t need my help.


      To my eyes, it seemed like most of the snow on my mountain was gone by now. I’d bet on at least one more snowstorm, though. And we actually need it to rain and snow a certain amount, or we won’t have enough water in the summer. This weather stuff’s pretty complicated.


      Today, Pochi and Yuma ran out to play, leaving me with Tama. I did some cleaning, laundry, and other house chores before going over to the charcoal hut to gather branches. I also took the time to snip any branches off trees that I thought might get in the way. Come to think of it, I still need to ask Aikawa-san which ones I can and can’t cut.


      I rely on him for basically everything, huh? Sheesh... I’d better pull myself together before he gets sick of putting up with me.


      Instead, I turned to someone else. “Yumoto-saaan! Teach me how to prune trees!”


      Welp, in the end, I’m still relying on others.


      “Huh? You getting into bonsai?”


      “No, I mean the trees on my mountain.”


      “Then you gotta ask someone who lives on one too! Should be okay to just cut them down in winter. They’re dormant anyway!”


      His advice wasn’t too insightful. Let’s try someone else. Katsuragi-san... But she asks the villagers to help with that kind of stuff... Another mountain owner...?


      “Matsuyama-saaan? Could you tell me how you prune the trees on your mountain?”


      “Hmm? I just cut them down during winter. Otherwise, it could affect the chicken farm.”


      “I see...” Well, that doesn’t help much. “Do I really have no choice but to ask Aikawa-san...?” I muttered.


      Nah, I gotta stop relying on him so much. I decided to walk through the area and just trim the most conspicuous branches. After lunch, I got online and searched for “how to prune trees properly,” but it still wasn’t clicking.


      Basically, the areas where trees are densely packed don’t get enough sunlight, so I gotta focus on those, right? And I think I gotta avoid breaking cherry tree branches too? Man, this stuff is more complicated than I thought.


      Either way, it didn’t seem to be something I could get done quickly without a clear head, so I decided to take a nap. Maybe that’ll help. Or maybe I’m just running away. Whatever.


      “Hey, Tama, I’m gonna take a nap, so feel free to go out to play.” I crawled under the toasty kotatsu. It seemed my hand was fairly close to the earthen floor because she pecked it. “Ouch, that hurts...” Come on, let me be. I’m inside. “Night.”


      “Night.”


      Tama was probably not gonna join me for my nap, but I still felt happy to hear her say that. Soon enough, I drifted off to sleep.




      A while later, I woke up to the thought, Oh yeah, I wonder how my crops are doing. I covered them with plastic, so they should be fine. Gotta go tomorrow...


      “Whew, I’m beat...”


      How come I feel tired even though I just slept? I stretched out my arms. It was a bit dark inside the house. I looked around and found Tama sitting on the earthen floor, looking like a puffy mochi. Heh, birds look so cute when they’re resting. All round and fluffy. My big chickens were no exception.


      “Hey there, Tama.”


      She had her back turned to me, but I could see her jolt awake when I called out. Oh, was she sleeping too? I bet she wouldn’t want me to see her asleep.


      “Were you up the whole time? Sorry I fell asleep.”


      “Up...” she said after a brief pause.


      “I see. I bet you were bored, huh? Thanks for waiting.”


      I pretended not to notice that she’d been asleep. I don’t want things to end up like last time. (Hmm? You don’t remember the last time? I got in so much trouble with Tama that she ended up getting scolded by the other two, basically. Chickens have their own peeves too.)


      I took some komatsuna leaves from the fridge and washed them. The water was predictably cold.


      “Tama, wanna eat this? It’s cold, though.” I did warm it up a bit with my hands, but still.


      “Eat.”


      She munched and crunched loudly with her sharp, jagged teeth. Never heard of chickens having beaks like theirs. Crazy stuff.


      I checked the time and saw that it was almost four already. “They should be back soon...” I pulled on my jacket and stepped outside.


      The sun was setting behind the mountains to the west. Dusk started early around here, due to all the mountains. Tama followed me outside and wandered around, pecking aimlessly at the ground.


      Soon enough, Pochi and Yuma came into view, their feathers all disheveled.


      “Welcome back!” I called out.


      “Back.”


      “Welcome.”


      “Back!”


      Two huge chickens, waving their large reptilian tails, were running in my direction—I didn’t want to get injured, so I promptly got out of their way and fled inside. (I know I’m being a wimp, but my safety is important.)


      I got everything ready to wash the chickens: hot water, the washbasin, the portable duckboards, and so on. The chickens were back home, but they didn’t want to go inside straightaway—they spent some more time running around the yard. They must still have some pent-up energy. Yuma switched places with Tama, who zipped off. That’s right, make sure you get a good workout. I need my sleep too. And I can’t exactly kick them out of the house in this weather like I do in the summer. I bet if I tried, I’d be the one to get kicked out, more likely than not.


      After everything was ready at the gazebo, I called them back and gave them a quick wash. I’ve gotten pretty used to this. Maybe I’m not doing it in the most efficient way possible, but I don’t think I’m taking too long either.


      By the time I finally let them inside, the sun was no longer visible. Another uneventful day, I thought as I prepared dinner.


      The chickens would resume their business trips to Mutsu-san’s property tomorrow. (Just between you and me, I hope they don’t hunt anything else...)


      I boiled the duck innards, and the chickens gobbled them up. As usual, my chickens made me question my understanding of what chickens were supposed to be like. But they’re adorable, so eh, whatever.


      Spring will be here before I know it. I can’t wait.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Chapter: Why the Chickens Came Back Battered


      Sano and his chickens had spent the night at the Matsuyama residence—and chicken farm—for the first time. Pochi, Tama, and Yuma woke up as full of energy as ever, and they were ready to explore the mountain beyond the farm.


      They had hunted a wild boar recently after chasing it all the way from the other side of the mountain. Last night, they’d feasted on the fruits of their labor. And now, their goal was the mountain beyond this one, which they knew had a large deer population.


      They refrained from getting too close to the chicken coop, as they’d been warned. Sano’s chickens could’ve had undiagnosed diseases, but even if they didn’t, they ran all over the place tracking around dirt and other outside contaminants. Since it was necessary to keep the coop in the most hygienic condition possible, the chickens were best off steering clear.


      Though the humans’ arguments didn’t make much sense to the chickens, they’d much rather explore the mountains anyway.


      The other side of the Matsuyamas’ had trees on it, but foliage was sparse at the foot of the mountain beyond that. Mountain ranges were particularly prone to damage caused by deer due to how difficult it was for humans to reach those spots.


      The chickens had witnessed a similar situation on a neighboring mountain—that is, on the one east of Sano’s mountain that was owned by Miyako Katsuragi. The land to its northeast was relatively flat, which made it even more susceptible to pest animals, and they had spotted deer there before. Deer habitually targeted young tree buds and bark, causing the forest in the area to wither.


      And so, the chickens ventured to the mountain beyond the chicken farm. They could tell by the state of the trees that deer roamed there. The mountain was dotted with spots of lingering snow. Along the way, they found a stream and stopped to sip water. They pecked at evergreen leaves and snacked on the insects they found in tree hollows, but still their urge to hunt remained.


      Normal chickens did not hunt animals such as wild boars or deer, but the chickens that lived with Sano were far from normal. They grew larger and larger, perhaps to make up for their owner’s inadequacy. By now, Pochi, the tallest of them, stood at the same height as Sano’s chest (if you included his comb).


      This puzzled Pochi to no end. They’d been going hunting and bringing the spoils to Sano in hopes that he, too, would grow big and strong, and yet he didn’t seem to be growing any taller—or even wider.


      To Pochi, it stood to reason that after all the food, Sano should have grown at least a little. Tama agreed with him.


      Boars and deer hadn’t been enough. Let’s try something else, then, they thought. Yuma didn’t really understand what they were on about, but she agreed to help as well. The three set off for the lands beyond the chicken farm, where they thought they might be able to find more nutritious prey.


      Eventually, they stumbled upon something they’d never seen before—a large, yellowish creature. It stood unfazed and unconcerned, even at the sight of the chickens.


      Tama hesitated for a moment, but it was already too late—Pochi dashed toward it, and she had no option but to follow behind him. Pochi targeted a leg and pummeled the large yellow creature with his tail.


      Surprised, the creature let out a loud cry and then became enraged. It chased after Pochi, while Tama and Yuma joined the melee.


      Though Pochi’s tail strike seemed to have caused it pain, it showed no signs of having broken bones in its leg. Tama thought this could spell trouble—the creature was more powerful and resilient than the chickens had assumed.


      A shrill human voice echoed, startling Tama.


      “Gah! Tora-kun!”


      The fact that the creature had a name meant that it must have belonged to a human. Tama let out a sharp cry, urging Pochi and Yuma to retreat.


      Next, a large gray creature appeared and ran after the chickens. Its appearance seemed familiar to Tama. She found that it resembled something called a “wolf,” which she had seen before when Sano had been watching TV.


      “Japanese wolves... They’re extinct, I think?” he’d muttered.


      Like hell they are! Tama thought. More importantly, the fact that they had attacked a creature that belonged to a human came as a shock to her.


      Despite her usual attitude toward him, Tama paid close attention to what Sano said. He’d previously said that he might have to part with them if they attacked other people’s pets or livestock. He had asked them repeatedly not to do that, as he wanted them to stay by his side forever.


      And besides, there were other times when the chickens’ behavior had gotten Sano into trouble, though Sano never said anything. No matter how weak and feeble he might seem, he was still their owner and guardian, and the responsibility for their actions would fall on him. Tama certainly did not want him to take the blame and face reprimand for something they did.


      The chickens dodged the large gray creature’s attack and hurried back to the chicken farm.


      Pochi swung his tail vigorously, as if to say, If only no one had gotten in my way back there!


      Tama was fuming. She was also in the wrong, having rushed at the yellow creature without first assessing the situation. But Pochi was far too reckless.


      Irate, Tama and Yuma began to peck at him while he ran in all directions trying to flee from them. Though Pochi couldn’t really grasp the situation, he could tell that he had done something to anger them, so he refrained from fighting back.


      But understanding that didn’t make it hurt any less. Tama and Yuma were truly angry at him, and they were merciless. Pochi continued to run all over the mountain, fleeing from them until early evening, when they arrived back at the chicken farm.


      Sano seemed troubled when he saw the state they were in. “Wh-What happened?”


      Yuma hated giving him cause for concern, but the three of them were in a sorry state indeed. Not only from having fought the yellow creature, but also from all the running they had done.


      “Hey, come over here. You’re not hurt, are you?”


      The chickens sat still while Sano and Aikawa checked their feathers for injuries.


      It was already quite late in the day and time to go home, so they got in the truck and headed back. The chickens felt relieved when they finally reached their own mountain.


      Sano asked them again about what had happened, and they tried to explain it, but seemingly to no avail. The only thing he got out of them was that they had attacked something they weren’t supposed to.


      “Don’t try to hunt it, whatever it was, even if you run into it again. I’m worried about you guys.”


      Sano petted their feathers. Today, even Tama didn’t resist. She sat quietly, letting him fuss over her and reflecting on her behavior from earlier.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Chapter: Why There Are No Animals on Aikawa’s Mountain


      Ten awakened during the night.


      He could sense a group of somethings approaching in large numbers. North—two mountains over. Coming from the eastern face. Their presence unlocked a distant memory that’d been buried deep inside him.


      Before being adopted by Aikawa, Ten had been under the wing of the god who dwelled on a mountain east of here. The same was true of Rin, but she no longer had any recollection of that time. Only Ten could still latch on to his faint memories.


      The somethings seemed to be approaching from the direction of the god. They were still far away, but Ten was particularly sensitive when it came to such things.


      In all likelihood, the descendant of dragons living on Loud Mountain—as well as the chickens from Brook Mountain—had also noticed and were still contemplating whether to eliminate the swarm.


      The reason for their hesitation was plain: These somethings could be considered former comrades.


      Ten was unable to put it into the right words, but they were similar to retainers of the gods, one might say. Those retainers seemed to be greatly enjoying themselves as they stepped foot onto the mountain beyond the one where Ten lived with Aikawa and Rin.


      They were as innocent and carefree as children. They would chase down the abundant prey that lived on the mountain, some of which they caught and brought home with them—presumably as a divine tribute.


      Ten didn’t take too kindly to them hunting on what he perceived as his territory, but he understood that there was more prey than he and Rin could manage to hunt by themselves. He chose to overlook it.


      After having their fun, the retainers retreated to the mountain to the north and headed straight east from there. They were gone before the sun rose.


      Ten closed his eyes slowly.




      It seemed Ten had fallen asleep again. Sensing Rin’s approach, he leisurely opened his eyes.


      She wore a stern expression, which Ten understood was a result of her lack of memories from their lives before coming here. Even Ten’s own memories felt like they were about to fade away.


      Rin asked him what those were.


      Ten was feeling very drowsy from the chill of winter. Even moving around was an ordeal for him. That said, had those been something that could pose a threat to Aikawa and his property, he would have pushed through to face them. But that hadn’t been the case.


      Ten explained to her that they meant no harm and only came over to play. The prey had momentarily vanished from that mountain as a result, but things would be back to normal in no time.


      Satisfied with his explanation, Rin slowly slithered back to Aikawa’s house.


      It had completely slipped Ten’s mind that Aikawa and his fellow hunters would be visiting that mountain during winter. Even if he hadn’t forgotten, he still wouldn’t have chased the retainers out of there when they seemed to be enjoying themselves so much.


      And either way, there were plenty of animals to hunt around here. Certainly enough that he and Rin would never go hungry unless they were too picky. Thus, to Ten, the fact that the retainers had come to play on that mountain was but a trifling matter.


      Not everyone thought that way, however.


      A creature resembling a winged tiger came to visit him in his slumber. Ten immediately realized that it had a divine aura to it, despite its intimidating appearance.


      “O great snake of the west, forgive their insolence.”


      “It matters not.” Ten wasn’t concerned with that as much as he was with getting more sleep. He’d rather his dreams not get interrupted with mindless chatter.


      “I shall come to greet you in due time.”


      “No need.”


      “It is for the sake of your master and your mountain. I live at the summit near the border between the two villages.”


      “I see.”


      Ten hadn’t known that there was something divine lurking so close. The mountain between the nearby village and the next one over—he recalled Aikawa calling that a “national forest” or something of the sort. There were a few of those in this area, and Ten understood that they were managed by nonhuman beings.


      In his dream, he shut his eyes.


      This winter was proving to be too boisterous for his liking.


      I can finally rest now. He sighed before drifting off to sleep, and this time, he slumbered soundly until spring.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Chapter: Tama Doesn’t Like Aikawa and the Snakes


      Tama was not fond of Aikawa, nor of the large snakes who lived with him. To be more precise, she disliked Aikawa, while the feelings she held toward the snakes were closer to fear and awe.


      Indeed, it was fear that Tama had felt during her first encounter with Rin, that night near the boundary of Sano’s property. Tama was a chicken strong enough to hunt wild boars. With her powerful tail and sharp claws, she worked together with Pochi and Yuma to defeat anything that stood in their way.


      However, when she had seen Rin, she’d instinctively understood that she couldn’t win against the snakes.


      Normal-sized snakes, such as vipers and yamakagashi, were no problem. She was able to make quick work of them before they had the chance to coil themselves around her. Yet it was clear as day that she stood no chance against something like Rin or Ten. Once they wrapped their bodies around their prey, that was the end—no way out. She dreaded thinking about what might happen if they tried to do any harm to Sano.


      If it were her decision, she would keep Sano away from Aikawa.


      Pochi had assessed their strength similarly. But unlike Tama, he felt that the chickens’ feelings toward the snakes was a separate matter from Sano and Aikawa’s friendship.


      Pochi would always stand in their way whenever he saw the snakes getting close to Sano. He might not stand a chance, but that wasn’t the point. For Pochi, protecting Sano, as well as Tama and Yuma, was his duty—simple as that. He understood that Sano was his owner and was determined to keep him from harm at any cost.


      His attitude toward Aikawa was fairly normal.


      Unlike the other two, Yuma had chosen to become friends with Rin. This was, in part, because they were on the same wavelength, but also because she thought of it as a way to indirectly protect Sano.


      Aikawa loved his snakes, so it went without saying that he thought positively of Yuma for getting along with them. Sano also seemed to view their friendship as a good thing, although Tama considered him too careless and happy-go-lucky. From her perspective, Sano just didn’t understand—should he have a falling out with Aikawa, he would be in danger of getting swallowed whole by the snakes, she thought.


      Tama disliked Aikawa because he had the giant snakes under his command and control. When Sano went to Aikawa’s house and she was forced to tag along, she made an effort to avoid him. She knew that if she didn’t, her aversion would be way too obvious. She certainly didn’t want his impression of Sano to worsen because of her.


      And yet, Aikawa approached her with a smile on his face.


      Tama froze in her tracks.


      He leaned in and whispered, “Tama-san, I understand that you don’t like me very much, and that’s okay, but I’d really like to stay friends with Sano-san if it’s okay with you.”


      It seemed he wanted to stay on good terms with Sano. Tama didn’t quite understand why, but she didn’t ask him either—humans will be humans.


      “Okay...” she replied reluctantly.


      “You’re not afraid of most snakes, right? I know you also catch vipers like the other two... Can I ask why you dislike Rin and Ten so much?”


      Tama was shocked that he would ask something so obvious. It seemed Aikawa was just as happy-go-lucky as Sano. “Not food,” she said curtly.


      “Because you can’t eat them? Is that it?”


      She nodded. To be more precise, it was because if anything, she would be the one to get eaten, but she was too proud to say that out loud.


      “But then, doesn’t that also apply to Tatsuki-san, from Katsuragi-san’s place?”


      “Not eat Sano.”


      “Ah, I see.” Aikawa finally seemed convinced. “True, I don’t think Tatsuki-san could eat him even if he wanted to. Rin and Ten probably could...”


      “Shut up.”


      Aikawa chuckled. “Sorry.”


      Tama was peeved at him for putting it in such clear terms.


      “Don’t worry. I’ll be sure to talk to Rin and Ten. And besides, I owe Sano-san so much.”


      “Owe?” Tama cocked her head. It was her first time hearing that word.


      “He’s helped me out in times of need, so I won’t betray his trust. I can promise you that.”


      “Okay...” Tama understood vaguely that Sano must have done something nice for Aikawa.


      Sano, who had been working on something near the truck, came back with Yuma. “Aikawa-san?”


      “I was just talking to Tama-san a bit.”


      “Talking? Huh?” Sano’s expression, as easy to read as ever, seemed confused. “About what?”


      “Some pretty important stuff. Right, Tama-san?”


      Aikawa’s smile felt a bit tacked on, which got on Tama’s nerves a little. That said, she couldn’t peck him, so instead, she pecked Sano.


      “Ouch! Hey, what was that for?!”


      Tama was always hard at work for Sano’s sake. He can put up with a little pecking, she thought. In truth, she had started to enjoy pecking at him and watching his reactions.


      “Come on, stop it,” Sano said as he tried to run away from her. She gave chase.


      Yuma wouldn’t have it, though. “Tama...” she said disapprovingly.


      Tama had no choice but to stop for now.

    

  

  
    
      Extra Chapter: The Chicks’ Shock


      It had been about two weeks since I’d bought three dyed chicks from a stall at the village’s spring festival.


      The dye had already worn off, and they now looked like regular baby chicks, though with slightly longer necks than I’d expected.


      Is it just me, or are they growing visibly larger every day?


      “They definitely look bigger than yesterday...”


      I stepped down from the living room onto the earthen floor. Yuma strolled over and rubbed her small body against me. I scooped her up with both hands and nuzzled her against my cheeks. Ahh, my chicks are just too adorable!


      Pochi ran toward the front door, chirped, and turned to look at me. Probably telling me to open the door for him. I guess he’s itching to go outside.


      “The weather... Oh, today’s sunny. Sure, why not? But after breakfast, okay?”


      Tama strolled around, exploring the earthen floor area. Suddenly, she took off and ran toward the newspaper spread out to one side. Toilet time, huh?


      I’d intended for them to use it as a toilet, although I’d heard that potty training chickens was supposed to be difficult. Ever since, I’d been directing them every day to do their bodily functions there, using some crappy-looking drawings I’d whipped up. I hadn’t expected much, but surprisingly, she’d been making an effort to use that spot, as instructed.


      I was quite impressed. “Wow, they’re so clever.”


      I let Yuma down and reached out to Tama, but she pecked my hand. Mean! It seemed she wasn’t a big fan of being touched. But I want to! I gotta do it now, while they’re still this fluffy.


      I was happy that they’d learned to use the toilet, but still, the pace at which they grew kept weighing on my mind.


      “Pochi, come here a sec.”


      He chirped and shook his body. Is that a no?


      “Come on, please? Just a little.”


      Pochi had a habit of making sudden turns to the right when he ran away from me, so I was able to predict his movements and catch him.


      He protested with chirps and tweets. Heh, so cute. “Just let me measure you real quick.”


      Their necks still looked somewhat long, but I also had the feeling that they’d been growing taller too.


      “Stay put, will you? You’ll get hurt.”


      I held him gently to my chest. He finally gave up and stopped squirming, though he continued to voice his complaints by chirping. Sure, I don’t mind. I think it’s good that you’re so outspoken.


      “Hmm, I’m not sure how I can measure their heights like this... And their weights... No idea. All I know is that they’re really cute.”


      I gave up and let him back down onto the earthen floor. Pochi, still in a bad mood, immediately ran toward the front door. Again?


      “Not yet,” I said as I got their food ready.


      They didn’t eat that much—yet. I’d read that you could feed chicks cut vegetables, so I chopped some leafy greens into small pieces and added them to the plate.


      “Here, eat up.”


      I served them two plates—one with food and the other with water—and Pochi came over to eat. He’s got a healthy appetite, for sure.


      While the chicks were chowing down, I took the opportunity to prepare and eat my own breakfast. After we all finished, I cleaned up after them and opened the door.


      “Don’t go too far, okay?”


      Pochi finally got what he’d been eagerly waiting for and zipped off.


      “Heeey, don’t run so fast! That’s dangerous,” I called out. Pochi would often gain too much momentum and trip before getting back up and running off again, which always worried me. At first, I’d had no idea that chicks had such a poor sense of balance, and I’d fret over it every time they tripped. But after seeing how Pochi and Tama had no issue getting back up and running, I’d grown used to it.


      I still stayed alert, of course. They were so small that you couldn’t afford to be too complacent. As I told myself over and over, when learning something new, it’s often most dangerous at the beginning, when you don’t know better.


      Tama also stepped outside. Unlike Pochi, she didn’t run energically but walked in brisk steps, wagging her tail, which I found pretty adorable. Well, except for the tail itself.


      “You can go too if you want, Yuma.”


      She rubbed against my leg, looking terribly adorable. I couldn’t help but smile at how she expressed her love for me through actions.


      “Wanna go with me, then?”


      I scooped her up with both hands, went outside, and gently put her down on the ground.


      We were nearing the halfway point of April, and I noticed the grass growing more and more.


      “Gotta do something about this grass too...”


      I only had concrete on a small area just outside the front door and around the veranda of the tatami room where I slept—the stretch of ground all the way over to the road was just dirt. Tufts of grass had started to grow here and there, and I wasn’t sure where to start mowing.


      “I got an electric lawn mower and all. Might as well...”


      The only problem was Yuma, standing by my side.


      I knelt down and turned to her. “Hey, Yuma, I wanna mow the grass. Mind going over there?”


      She tilted her head with a confused expression. Heh, so cute. But still. I gotta mow the grass.


      “Can you go play with Pochi and Tama for a while?”


      She chirped and tilted her head the other way. Oh my god, how can they be so cute?


      “I gotta mow, and it’s dangerous for you to be here while I’m doing it. I want you to go somewhere else for a while.” How do I explain this to her? Hmm...


      Not mowing the grass wasn’t an option, so I decided to first bring out the lawn mower. Maybe it’ll scare her, and she’ll run off somewhere.


      Or so I thought.


      In reality, it drew the chickens’ curiosity, and now Pochi and Tama also came over.


      “Guys, this thing’s dangerous. Please stay away, okay?”


      Is my only option to take them back inside? I checked the battery indicator. I’d just charged it the other day, so obviously, it was still full.


      “Get outta here, will you?”


      I lifted the mower to a position where the blades couldn’t possibly touch the chicks and turned it on.


      The loud rumbling sound, intended to scare them, ended up startling me too. Huh...are electric lawn mowers supposed to be this loud?


      They promptly sprinted away, scared. Pochi took off too fast and ended up tripping about a meter from where he’d started. Tama ran toward the fields, while Yuma darted in the same direction as Pochi and tripped over him.
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      “Oh wow...”


      I quickly reached for the power button and scooped Yuma up. Pochi stood and ran off again. Yup, business as usual.


      “Yuma, you okay?”


      She was trembling and chirping. I stroked her feathers until she calmed down. Sorry for the scare.


      I let her down on the ground after she stopped trembling, and she started pecking at the lawn mower repeatedly. She seemed to understand that it was where the noise had come from.


      “Wh-What?”


      How am I supposed to deal with this much cuteness?


      “Hey, come on, no pecking.”


      I picked her back up and petted her some more.


      Tama peered at us from the fields. Pochi, a small distance away, turned around.


      That’s a bit too far.


      “Hey, Pochi, that’s too far. Come back here.”


      I let Yuma down on the ground and gave chase. She trotted along behind me.


      In the end, I couldn’t really get any mowing done that day, although I did pull some weeds near my crops.


      “Let me use the mower tomorrow, okay?”


      There’s never a dull day when my adorable chicks are around.


      I walked around the yard and picked each of them up. Pochi had collapsed along the way, probably exhausted from running around so much. Tama had dozed off near the fields, and Yuma was cuddled up to me.


      “So soothing...”


      Holding the three of them in my arms, I went back to my house.




      The end.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, this is Asagi.


      Thank you for following this series. I really appreciate it.


      It’s only just starting to sink in... We’re already on the sixth volume, if you can believe it! Woo-hoo! (Calm down.)


      Back when I first got the publishing offer for this series, I thought we’d be lucky to make it to the second volume. But we’re on the sixth. This is all because of you, dear readers. I really can’t thank you all enough!


      Continuing from the last volume, this story also takes place in winter. There’s a focus on hunting, and hunting happens in winter, so as a result, the winter parts end up being longer. Please enjoy reading about the chickens running around and hunting in the snowy mountains. Much like Sano-kun, I sometimes start to forget what chickens are supposed to be like. (Yeah...)


      Now then, as of this volume, my editor changed from W-san to S-san.


      W-san is the one who originally made Sano-kun into the heroine of the story. “He’s supposed to be the heroine, right?” they asked. Huh, that’s weird. I thought it was supposed to be Yuma... (Yes, I know she’s a chicken, not a person.) The readers seemed to agree with them, though, so we went with that. (I’ll just do as told.)


      I met S-san once last year, but we only exchanged greetings. When they were assigned as my new editor, I went into the meeting feeling a bit unsure about what they’d be like and how they would approach this series. After all, the sixth volume is chock-full of all sorts of winter events, such as Setsubun and Valentine’s Day.


      It was a huge relief when S-san told me, “For Valentine’s, I can totally see Aikawa-san making chocolate for Sano-kun.” Ah, so I can keep going with that kind of thing, I thought. And that is how the Valentine’s episode was born.


      Just so we’re clear, it was the editor’s idea, okay? I mean, even without that suggestion, I’m sure Aikawa-san would’ve given him chocolate anyway, but still. (Make up your mind, me!)


      I think I’ll get along well with the new editor. S-san, I look forward to working with you.


      Back to the book, this volume is packed with content—winter shenanigans, seasonal events, hunting, and building a gazebo. It also has four new extra chapters not included in the web novel version, including one that elaborates on certain events from the main story. I think we’re finally starting to justify the “fantasy” tag.


      What’s that? You think the chickens are already straight out of a fantasy setting? Oh, come on, they’re just big, adorable chickens. (*looks away*)


      There was a lot of editing involved this time. The main story is unchanged, but the order in which some developments happen is different from the web novel version. In addition, some details were made clearer, so I think those of you who have been following the web novel will also enjoy this volume. It’s filled to the brim with chicken goodness, and there are over fifty pages of new content.


      There’s even a brief episode with Butcher. Remember him?


      I had a lot of fun writing this volume, but we were on a pretty tight schedule. We made a few too many revisions. I was happy to see that the new content I submitted for this volume was approved straightaway, though. I really appreciate being allowed to write to my heart’s content.


      It’s thanks to that that I was able to deliver you more giant chickens.


      As always, a big thank you to Shino-san, the illustrator, who drew awesome illustrations of the chickens in winter; S-san, the editor, who said they’d love to try Tama’s and Yuma’s eggs (I don’t think it’s happening, sorry); and everyone involved in the making and publishing of this book.


      I’m also thankful to my family, who looked forward to this volume.


      I’ve been having a lot of fun reading the manga adaptation too. Thank you, Hamada Mifumi-san!


      Anyway, back on topic—I was asked to write a four-page afterword this time. Four pages? For the afterword?! I don’t know what else to write here. (I’m terrible with these.)


      Might as well make good use of the extra pages! Let’s go over what an average day might look like for Sano-kun and his chickens.


      During winter, Sano-kun moved his futon from his bedroom to the living room due to the chilliness. This meant that if he slept in, Tama could easily get on top of him to wake him up. She’d stopped getting on his chest and just sat on his legs instead. Pretty kind(?) of her.


      If Tama and Yuma had laid any eggs that morning, he would collect them. Sano-kun would prepare the chickens’ breakfast, then his own. After they were done eating, he’d open the front door and let them out.


      Usually, it was Pochi and Tama who would go out to play, but sometimes, it’d be Pochi and Yuma. One of them would always stay home, keeping their owner company and munching on bugs in the fields.


      Sano-kun would keep himself occupied in winter mainly by patrolling the area around the house and pruning tree branches, as well as cleaning the house.


      Around noon, he’d eat lunch with either Tama or Yuma, then in the evening, he’d wash the chickens and make dinner. In warmer seasons, there was more than enough food available outside for the chickens, so they wouldn’t eat too much for dinner. But in the winter, they’d eat a lot. Sano-kun was really glad that he’d bought the chicken feed from the farm.


      After dinner, he’d bathe with Yuma. He could notice that the bathtub was getting too small for them. He would then watch TV for a while before turning off the lights and going to bed.


      Though it wasn’t the most remarkable routine, it mattered a lot to Sano-kun. My hope is that you, the reader, will also enjoy getting a glimpse into their routine.




      There’s one last thing I’d like to announce.


      I’ve actually got a new book coming out on July 10th, 2024, from Tsugikuru Books.


      Yes, you read the date right—it’s coming out on the same day as this volume. I requested permission to advertise it here. It’s an isekai fantasy series focusing on a different animal: weasels this time. Please give it a read if you’d like.


      I hope you will continue to enjoy Long Story Short, I’m Living in the Mountains.




      Asagi
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