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      Prologue


      SIDE: Management Acting Like Masterminds in a Dark Room


      “You called, Chief?”


      “I did. How did people respond to the video?”


      “The number of views has been skyrocketing ever since it was uploaded!”


      “Well, certainly. We pulled out all the stops for it!”


      “Yes, and we finally revealed more information about demons.”


      “And we’ve made it known that items submitted to the auction can affect the game’s story.”


      “That’s right. It also seems like players are theorizing that they themselves might be able to turn into demons.”


      “Oho? So they noticed that?”


      “It’s something they’re hoping for, not something they necessarily have conclusive proof of.”


      “Well, in due time...”


      “Frankly, it just hasn’t been implemented yet.”


      “Don’t say that. We’re including it in our announcement about the extensive new content.”


      “Making the implementation of a new race the centerpiece of the large-scale update is fairly boilerplate, I suppose.”


      “They will of course need to discover the way to change into another race first.”


      “Yes, players changing races is still far in the future. Some are already speculating on the existence of such a system, though.”


      “And NPCs have been hinting about it too.”


      “Some players, like those in the Verification Clan, are also tirelessly searching for it.”


      “Heh heh heh. I like to see players getting excited about the game.”


      “But the ones getting the most excited are those on the forums talking about the next event.”


      “Well, that video we put out makes it pretty obvious, so I’m not surprised they’re making noise about it.”


      “Precisely.”


      “The video mentioned spirits and the divine. Do you think people picked up on that?”


      “Hard to say. They were only mentioned briefly.”


      “Knowing those beings exist is good enough at least.”


      “The divine spirit flags aren’t that important yet anyway.”


      “You know, Silver-Haired is the only one with a high favorability among the spirits...”


      “Yes, that’s because he gains favorability by doing those delivery quests every day.”


      “He’s one of those ‘slow and steady wins the race’ kind of guys, huh?”


      “We really didn’t foresee there being a player who would waste such high-quality crops on throwaway quests like that.”


      “Those were just meant to be a way to earn money at the beginning... Silver-Haired, why do you keep doing those quests every single day? It’s weird!”


      “It’s because he’s Silver-Haired.”


      “Grrr, there’s no rebuttal for that...”


      “We may need to change the system that increases favorability from spirits when completing quests in the Town of Beginnings.”


      “We either need to restrict it to only beginners, or tinker with the settings... Ahhh, I suppose another meeting is in order.”


      “Your hard work is appreciated. Oh, and please remember to check the second installment of the movie.”


      “Gaaah! I want to go home! I want to eat my daughter’s homemade cooking! Not that she has any plans to cook for me!”


      “I-I hope you can enjoy her cooking one day...”


      “Her homemade gyoza is the best! Not that I’ve ever tried it!”


      “Okay, okay! I understand! Let’s prepare for the meeting already!”


      “Gaaah!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: An Outing with Cats?


      “Hmm. I messed up.”


      After I finished installing all the items I had purchased at the auction at my home base, I returned to my farm. I had bought the waterway for nagashi somen, but I realized it didn’t come with somen.


      “Man, I even went out of my way to buy it.”


      Sure, I could use it with soba instead, but I really wanted to use it for somen. I’d just have to wait until I could get my hands on somen. I’ll put that at the top of my to-do list.


      “All right, next is this. Olto, could you sow this?”


      “Mm!”


      I handed Olto the unknown seed I’d bought at the auction. I didn’t know what would grow from it, but it’d be great if it was some undiscovered crop. As I watched Olto plant the seed, I took out other items I had won at the auction.


      “Now for these items. I’m not sure what to do with them.”


      They were the Awakening Incubator and Tamed Monster’s Awakening. Honestly, I’d bought the Awakening Incubator on impulse. I didn’t have a good reason to use it yet, so I’d have to put it to the side until I could get an egg.


      Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t regret buying it. Buying this was the reason why I had gotten that title, after all. Though I couldn’t say the title came with any spectacular rewards... But I was sure this incubator would be useful to me someday. Plus, I could always just buy an egg at the Magical Beasts Guild, if need be.


      “What about the Tamed Monster’s Awakening?”


      This item was an off-white, crystalline jewel the size of a baseball. It was super pretty, so it’d probably work well simply as decoration.


      But although it was classified as a jewel, its real value would be measured in its special effects—or at least, you’d think it would. I appraised it, but its description only stated that it awakened a tamed monster’s power. To put it bluntly, I had no idea how to use it. I just sort of bought it without thinking. I’ll admit, I bought it out of stubbornness!


      It should enhance a tamed monster’s power, though, so at least it wouldn’t be a waste!


      “Can I use it...? I can!”


      See! I knew it!


      “Looks like I can use it directly on a monster.”


      The names of the monsters I could use it on were displayed on the screen, but apparently I couldn’t use it on just anyone. The only monsters I could use the item on were Bear Bear and Fau. No one else.


      Why them? I thought about it for a bit and wondered if it was because they had both hatched from eggs, but if that were the requirement, then it was weird Perca wasn’t included too. Although, on second thought, Perca was born under special circumstances, so maybe he wasn’t considered hatched from an egg?


      As a test, I selected Bear Bear’s name, and my screen showed what the effects would be if I used Tamed Monster’s Awakening.


      “Let’s see, Beast Blood Awakening and Poison Blood Awakening?”


      It seemed if I used this jewel on a monster, they would acquire a special skill. In Bear Bear’s case, that skill was either Beast Blood Awakening or Poison Blood Awakening. Both skills had “Awakening” at the end, ergo, it was a tamed monster’s awakening. Could these be similar skills to Drimo’s Dragon Blood Awakening? If they were, then they were sure to be super powerful skills.


      “I-I’ll test it on Fau too.”


      In Fau’s case, the skills were called Earth Spirit Awakening and Tree Spirit Awakening? They didn’t have “Blood” in the title—a minor difference from Bear Bear’s skills.


      Anyway, Earth Spirit and Tree Spirit, huh? That probably meant one granted an earth elemental attack and the other a tree elemental attack... But why were those the only options? Fau was a fairy, which gave off more of an impression of air or light.


      I pondered why the Awakening elements were limited to these two, when I finally hit upon something that seemed the most plausible. Does this have something to do with Olto and Sakura? Fau’s parents were Olto, a gnome and an earth elemental, and Sakura, a tree elemental. That had to be it.


      That would also explain why Bear Bear’s obtainable skills were Beast Blood Awakening and Poison Blood Awakening. Honey Bears were a cross between a bear-type magical beast and a Honey Bee. That would make Beast Blood and Poison Blood make sense. Meanwhile, Fau, with elemental parents, would probably get Earth and Tree “Spirit” skills specifically because elemental spirits weren’t considered to have blood coursing through their veins.


      “Hmm, so they can definitely learn a skill, but the skills don’t have a detailed description.”


      Beast Blood’s description said, “Awakens a bestial power sleeping within,” and Earth Spirit said, “Awakens the power of the earth sleeping within.” I guess I’ll find out after I choose one... Oh well, that’s fun in its own way! 


      “Now, which to choose...?”


      If Earth Spirit Awakening was something passed down from Olto, did that mean it was some sort of crafting ability? Or could she use it in battle? It felt like a waste if she couldn’t use it at all for combat.


      On the other hand, Beast Blood Awakening sounded like it’d have great synthesis with Bear Bear. My only concern was if it ended up not making much of a difference because Bear Bear was already a “beast.”


      Then, maybe I should go with Poison Blood Awakening? Bear Bear had the skill Poison Claw, and status ailments were powerful when they worked. But that could come with its downsides, since there was a chance high-leveled bosses were immune to poison. The reason status ailments weren’t as good in the later games of most RPGs was because more enemies and bosses had status resistances. The same might very well hold true for LJO.


      So then, should I choose Tree Spirit Awakening? But I already had tree elemental skills covered. Olea just recently evolved into a tree nymph, so it didn’t seem like the right move to pile on more of that. In that case, Beast Blood Awakening might be the most versatile skill. I wondered if it would deal heavy damage in combat, like Drimo’s Dragon Blood Awakening.


      I was still curious about Earth Spirit Awakening, though. It’d be extremely helpful if it could promote crop growth, and if it was a fighting skill, then it would really be beneficial to the party.


      “Hmm... All right, I’m going with Earth Spirit Awakening for Fau!”


      I decided to head over to Fau and make sure she was all right with me using the item on her. Once I got back to the house, I saw all my monsters going wild on the playset I had just set up for them. It was quite a sight. The only ones playing normally were Sakura and Reflet, who were hanging on the monkey bars.


      Olea and Himka were making full revolutions on the swing. I’d been scared out of my wits when I’d done that, but those two were having a ball. Rick, Perca, and Eine were chasing each other around the jungle gym at an absurd speed. I’d die instantly if I did that, or at least get stuck in the frame. My monsters were small, granted, but still the agility they maintained at that speed was unreal. Lilith and Olto were enjoying the thrill of going headfirst down the slide. These monsters of mine were a little too daring for their own good.


      The most dangerous situation was probably occurring on the seesaw. Fau was sitting on one side, and Bear Bear and Drimo both jumped onto the other side, launching Fau up into the air with incredible force. If anyone else besides Fau, who could fly, was launched up like that, I would have had to put a stop to it right away. Even though I knew she wouldn’t get hurt, the sight of it wasn’t good for my heart.


      While I felt bad interrupting her while she was having fun, I called her over.


      “Aye?”


      Fau came flying over with her arms out like a superhero and landed on my shoulder. I took out the crystal and held it out in front of her.


      “I’d like to use this item on you. Are you okay with that?”


      “Aye-aye!”


      Once I showed her the Tamed Monster’s Awakening, Fau enthusiastically sprung up from my shoulder and flew around in a circle. I’ll take that as a yes.


      “Aye! Aye-aye!”


      It actually sounded like she wanted me to use it on her ASAP. I was glad she welcomed it so excitedly. It had been worth it to spend that ridiculous amount of money on it.


      “Let’s do this! I’m using Tamed Monster’s Awakening!” I declared as I selected the item and then the option for Earth Spirit Awakening.


      “Aye-aye!”


      It’s so bright! I’m used to this now, though! I closed my eyes for a few seconds until the effect ended, and when I opened them again, a tremendous change...hadn’t occurred. Fau looked the same as always.


      “Huh?”


      “Aye?”


      Fau stood on the palm of my hand, and I checked her from every angle. But nothing about her had changed a bit. Her stats, however, were a different story. Earth Spirit Awakening had been added to her list of skills.


      “Success!”


      “Aye-aye!”


      There was still one question, though. It was great that Fau had acquired the Earth Spirit Awakening skill, but it was actually listed as Earth Spirit Awakening (Young Sprite).


      Was this similar to Drimo’s Dragon Blood Awakening (Baby Dragon)? As I recalled, Drimo had started out with Dragon Blood Awakening, then when he evolved, it turned into Dragon Blood Awakening (Baby Dragon). I could only assume that it was the skill’s next highest evolution. Fau had evolved from a Pixie to a Fairy, so that was probably why she had the evolved form of the skill.


      By that logic, if it became possible to have my other monsters learn Awakening skills in the future, then they would also acquire the evolved form of the skill that matched with their level of evolution. Also, judging by the fact that I couldn’t use Tamed Monster’s Awakening on Drimo, there was a high chance each monster could only learn one Awakening skill.


      In that case, these skills would probably become very powerful the more they developed. It was already a strong skill, but it was possible it’d get strong enough to play a vital role in raid boss fights.


      “All right, now I want to check out just what Earth Spirit Awakening can do.”


      The description hadn’t changed. It still simply said that it awakened the power of earth sleeping within.


      “Fau, can you use it here?”


      “Aye...”


      Apparently she couldn’t use it on the farm, which must’ve meant it wasn’t a crafting skill. I tried it out in the workshop just to be sure, but it seemed like she couldn’t use it on the home base at all.


      “Okay, let’s test it outside.”


      “Aye-aye!”


      And so, I decided to take Fau outside the Town of Beginnings to try out some combat. In addition to Fau, I brought Olto, Sakura, Drimo, Lilith, and Olea. I figured Olto might have some connection to Earth Spirit Awakening, and Drimo was an Awakening skill pro. I brought Sakura along too since she was technically Fau’s parent. As for Lilith and Olea, I just wanted them to gain as much experience as possible since they were still low-leveled. Though the XP gained from enemies in this starting area would only be a drop in the bucket for them.


      Under the cover of night, our entire crew set out for the Northern Plains. This area wasn’t even a problem for me by myself anymore, so the combined might of our party was a bit overkill.


      “Let’s just wander around a bit and then try out your skill.”


      “Aye-aye!”


      First step was finding a monster. I wanted to start by letting Fau fight normally without using her Awakening skill, so I could see if anything else had changed for her besides gaining a skill. What I found out was that nothing much had changed at all.


      “Aye-aye-aaaye!”


      Fau came in for a kick from midair that looked just like the one used by a certain masked rider. It lacked power, but she had a valiant look upon her face.


      Fau’s physical attacks were as weak as usual. Fau was the only one of my monsters with lower strength than me, making her far and away the weakest. She still wasn’t able to take down enemies even in this beginner area with one physical attack. I’d probably never emotionally recover if Fau ever surpassed me in strength. So please, stay your delicate and frail self!


      “Aye?”


      “N-Nope, I didn’t say anything. Anyway, how about we test out Earth Spirit Awakening on the next enemy? You up for it, Fau?”


      “Aye-aye!”


      Fau nodded, fully motivated. She crossed her arms firmly in front of her chest, giving off an imposing aura. Her pose reminded me of one that a giant robot from a certain ’80s mecha anime would strike during battle.


      As we went on to search for our next enemy, I spotted a dark figure in the distance. At first I thought it was a Rock Ant, but I was wrong. As we approached, I could see it was several times the size of a Rock Ant. Its carapace shone dully in the moonlight.


      “A predator?”


      “Aye!”


      It was the Large Rock Ant, the predator of the Northern Plains. Predators were monsters that roamed the fields and struck terror into players’ hearts. When I first started playing, the Large Rock Ant had been a super strong enemy that I had no choice but to run away from, but now, it wasn’t all that difficult to defeat it. Even though it was a predator, in the end, it was still just a beginning area enemy. Even Olto and I alone would have no trouble taking it on. The one thing it had going for it was its high HP, so it was the perfect enemy to test out Fau’s new skill.


      “Okay, how about we put your skills to the test against a predator?”


      “Aye!”


      There didn’t seem to be any other players around going for the predator, so we wouldn’t be stealing it from anyone. The players who were still fighting enemies in Zone One were probably second-wave players who were playing as crafting-type classes. Not many people were hunting predators in this area. Well, except for me. But I had a reason to be.


      The predator had already noticed us. It glared at us with its emotionless bug eyes before swiftly changing course to head our way. At this point, even if we tried to flee, it would just keep chasing us. We probably only had a minute until it engaged us.


      “All right! Everyone, get in formation! Olto, block that thing!”


      “Mm-mm!”


      “Fau’s going to make the first move! No one else attack yet!”


      “Aye-aye!”


      I hadn’t seen a Large Rock Ant up close in a while, but it was as intimidating as ever. Even though I could easily beat it now, the commanding presence predators gave off was nothing to sneeze at. Plus, I still remembered being chased around by it, so I couldn’t help but feel like it’d give us a hard time.


      “H-Here it comes!”


      “Screeeech!”


      The Large Rock Ant came charging at us as it unleashed a bellowing roar that seemed to reverberate through the entire playing field. Huh? Was it this intense last time? This isn’t at all like I remembered!


      “Mm-mmm!”


      However, I was apparently the only one losing my cool. Olto solidly blocked the Large Rock Ant’s charge.


      “Mm-mmm!”


      “Screeech!”


      Olto kept the predator from moving forward with his childlike form. Moreover, he was actually forcing the predator back. Olto, you’re so small but dependable!


      “Fau! Now! Use Earth Spirit Awakening!”


      “Aye!” Fau exclaimed. A light enveloped her body. Drimo’s Dragon Blood Awakening skill transformed him into a dragon, so I wondered what Earth Spirit Awakening would do. Would she transform into a gnome? Or something else?


      As I watched in anticipation, the light settled down to reveal Fau standing there looking thoroughly changed. She hadn’t turned into an entirely different being like Drimo did when using his skill, though. Her silhouette was still basically the same.


      She still had her four wings, two on either side of her back, red hair, and a lute in her hands. But her size had changed. She’d grown to around the same size Reflet had been when I first met her. Her outfit was pretty different too. It was still blue, but she was now wearing a more grown-up-looking summer dress with spots of gold.


      “Fau?”


      “Aye!”


      That’s her all right. Even though she’d grown, she was still Fau on the inside. She was even doing her signature pose—throwing her arms up and smiling.
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      But—did she not realize how much she’d grown?


      “W-Wait, don’t do that!”


      “Aye?”


      “You can’t do that! You can’t sit on my shoulder when you’re this size!”


      You’ll slide right off!


      “At least sit on both my shoulders!”


      “Aye...”


      Sulking about it won’t change anything... Fau was even bigger than Eine right now. She couldn’t fit on my shoulder. And she definitely couldn’t sit on top of my head.


      “More importantly, the skill’s effect is going to wear off! Hurry up and use it!”


      “Aye-aye!”


      That was close. She had been comically close to wasting one round of the precious Awakening skill.


      While Fau herself hadn’t changed, her new Awakening skill was tremendous in many ways.


      “Aye-aye-aaaye!”


      “Th-Those are huge!”


      “Aye!”


      Fau thrust her palms forward, and two enormous, shining, golden magic circles appeared in the air in front of the Large Rock Ant. In the middle of each circle was a hexagram encircled by a ring, the outside of which was inscribed with indecipherable characters resembling Sanskrit. Around that were even more designs. The circles looked just like what you’d imagine magic circles to look like. I had no idea what the characters said, but I knew something cool was about to happen! Man, I can’t wait!


      Massive rocks shot out from the magic circles. They had to be over five meters in diameter—way bigger than me. They looked shockingly powerful as they flew out at superhigh speeds.


      “Ack!” I couldn’t help but shout.


      The two giant rocks zoomed towards the Large Rock Ant, then hit it with full force. Jeez. I was watching from a spot a little farther away, but it was still an astonishing sight. It was more violent than a car crash. Would we eventually run into enemies that could attack with that amount of force? I was not looking forward to that.


      Fau’s attack didn’t just look menacing, it also packed a powerful punch and sent the predator’s giant body flying way back. A giant monster like that wouldn’t go flying with just any run-of-the-mill attack. Only something with substantial destructive power could make something that big soar almost ten meters and flip it upside down.


      The move also dealt way more damage than I imagined—over half the Large Rock Ant’s HP. I would have had to cast several water magic spells to do the same thing, even though water magic was its weakness.


      A super powerful earth magic attack—that was Earth Spirit Awakening’s true nature.


      By the time I turned around, Fau had already returned to her original form. She was her regular, tiny fairy self.


      “Aye?”


      Drimo was the same way. The short transformation time must be a common trait among Awakening skills.


      “All right, let’s finish this thing!”


      “Aye-aye!”


      “Kee-hee!”


      “Tri-triii!”


      My monsters jumped enthusiastically into attacking the predator. The Large Rock Ant didn’t counterattack at all, so it must have been stunned. In the end, Drimo didn’t even have to use his Awakening skill—our all-out attack was enough for us to cinch our victory. This enemy wasn’t a match for us anymore. The items it dropped were nothing to write home about either. I’d been internally hoping for an emblem, but no dice.


      “Anyway, Awakening skills are something else. The only downside is only being able to use it once a day.”


      “Aye.”


      “Squeak.”


      I was all of a sudden more excited to use the Awakening Incubator. If my guess was right, whatever monster was incubated inside there would be born already equipped with an Awakening skill.


      “I’ll head back to the farm and see if I can upgrade the Awakening Incubator.”


      Maybe I could use it as a base to make a fighting skill awakening incubator with a fire attribute or something.


      Despite my wishful thinking, it seemed to be impossible. I wasn’t able to select the incubator as a target with my Alchemy. Evidently, it was already a finished product. I suspected that fusing Tamed Monster’s Awakening with an incubator resulted in an Awakening Incubator. I had used Tamed Monster’s Awakening right away since I was so excited to try it, but maybe I should have experimented with it a bit more...


      “Hmm, maybe Sawyer would have better luck?”


      Someone with a higher Alchemy level than me might get a different result. I checked my friend list and saw that Sawyer was online, so I contacted him right away. Once he responded he was free, I decided to head over to him.


      He was in Zone Five today. I found him immediately after teleporting there and making my way to the square. Sawyer’s stall was the only one that didn’t have a line of people in front of it. Why’s that? I’m pretty sure he’s got interesting things for sale, like sundries and scrolls...


      “Hey there, Sawyer.”


      “Oh, hello, Yuto. Thanks for contacting me.”


      “I should be the one thanking you.”


      “I’m getting something out of this too, since I’ll be getting to see something out of the ordinary. Well? What’s this incubator you won at the auction like?”


      I had already explained the situation to him, so we cut right to the chase.


      “Here it is. What do you think? It doesn’t look like I can fuse it with anything.”


      “Hmm, give me a moment, I’ll take a look.”


      “Please do.”


      After I placed the Awakening Incubator in front of Sawyer, I took a look at his stall along with the monsters I had brought with me. Fau was on my right shoulder, Rick was on my left, and Perca was at my feet. Everyone else was probably playing on the playset right about now.


      “He’s really changed up his product line, huh?”


      “Chirp.”


      Sawyer had completely revamped the goods he was selling. It was a general store no longer. Now, Sawyer’s stall sold spellbooks—twenty spellbooks were on neat display. He was a proper spellbook vendor now.


      The leather covers were made to look antique, and the metal rivets and fittings shone dully, giving them a dignified look. They looked very cool and eye-catching, but I could see why they might not sell.


      Spellbooks didn’t have bad abilities. Like staves, they could be used as a magic conduit, and although they could only cast one registered spell at a time, the spell didn’t require any chanting to activate. On the other hand, the power levels of the registered spells were reduced by half, and continuous use would erode the book’s durability. If that was all, people would probably use them, but the biggest roadblock was having the Spellbook skill. In order to learn Spellbook, several other prerequisite skills were needed as well as nearly thirty bonus points.


      There was a high chance things would change in the future, but right now, it didn’t seem like many people would be using them. As for me, while I was curious, I was lacking that final decisive push to buy one.


      “I see you’ve started selling spellbooks, Sawyer.”


      “Yes, I have. They aren’t selling very well, but I think this is the best way to get spellbooks out there.”


      “Are people buying them at all?”


      “...A-Aha ha ha. Well, you know, let’s just say I have the occasional customer here and there.”


      The path to circulating spellbooks seemed considerably rough.


      Several minutes passed as we exchanged some small talk while I admired Sawyer’s wares.


      “Okay, I’ll give this back to you now,” Sawyer said, handing me back the Awakening Incubator with a disappointed look on his face.


      “Thanks for trying.”


      “It was no problem. I had fun.”


      In the end, Sawyer wasn’t able to upgrade the Awakening Incubator either. I supposed I would have to accept that there was no way to tinker with it further.


      “Are you interested in using spellbooks, Yuto?”


      “Hmm, I am, but I’m not sure about using my bonus points for that.”


      “That does seem to be a common problem.”


      Before getting the Spellbook skill, I would have to raise the skills Transcription, Decipher, and Alchemy to a certain level. To be more precise, I would need Transcription, Decipher, Alchemy, and two types of magic. Then, as I recalled, I would also need one type of Knowledge skill. Magic and Knowledge skills weren’t a problem for me, but I would have to level up my Alchemy skill and learn Transcription and Decipher.


      And on top of that, if you wanted to make grimoires yourself, one needed to learn Leather and Concoct skills in addition to Spellbook. It would take me time and bonus points to level all those skills up. Sawyer, who had found the Spellbook skill on his own, was seriously amazing. It was a true testament to his persistence.


      But I was interested in spellbooks, so maybe I should go ahead and try getting Transcription and Decipher. It was better than having to rush to get them if I ever needed a spellbook someday.


      I told Sawyer as much, and he started raving about how great spellbooks were. He looked genuinely happy to talk about them. At this point, I had a feeling Sawyer would get mad if I didn’t raise my skill levels.


      “If you know anyone interested in grimoires, please send them my way.”


      “I will.”


      If Sawyer gave a detailed explanation along with the spellbooks, I was sure he’d get a decent number of customers. He was a young elf boy, after all. He surely had some fans. Not that Sawyer was looking for people like that, but rather like-minded individuals who were actually interested in grimoires.


      After parting ways with Sawyer, I started making my way back home.


      “Tomorrow I’ll go to the Magical Beasts Guild to buy an egg for the Awakening Incubator.”


      The more expensive eggs would run me hundreds of thousands of gold, but that posed no problem for me. When it came to money, I had plenty! Yeah, I like the sound of that.


      Plus, the eggs sold at the Magical Beasts Guild were generally provided by players, which meant they definitely had parents. That had been true in Bear Bear’s case too. Although, it was true that there was a high possibility eggs obtained as rewards and from events also had hidden parental data, so those might also be able to get Awakening skills.


      “What’s our team missing?”


      “Mm?”


      “For tanks, we have Olto, Drimo, and Himka. For our offensive attackers, we have Drimo and Bear Bear.”


      “Squeak.”


      For magic attackers, we had me, Sakura, Fau, and Lilith. Our healers were Fau and Reflet. Fau covered buffs, and Lilith handled debuffs. Perca could fight underwater, and Eine could fight in the air. We also had crafting skills covered. Everyone could fulfill several roles, so we were actually well-rounded when it came to fighting power.


      I was puzzling over what kind of monster egg to get as I arrived back home, where I ran into something shocking.


      “What? Is that...an egg?”


      “Tra-la!”


      “Kee-hee!”


      To my shock, on the ground in front of the veranda was a round, black object. I appraised it and found out it was an egg born between Eine and Lilith.


      I can’t believe they made an egg right when I wanted one... Talk about good timing. I was so flabbergasted, I stood frozen there for several seconds.


      “Wait, hold on! Is this for real?!”


      “Tra-la-la!”


      “Kee-hee-hee!”


      The two of them certainly got along—they could both fly, and I often saw them playing tag in the air. But I never would have thought that they’d be able to make an egg together, since I personally considered them both to be girls.


      I had been under the assumption that monsters needed to be of the opposite gender to produce an egg together, since so far my monsters who’d made eggs together were Olto and Sakura, and Rick and Fau. But gender must not have mattered as long as the two monsters were compatible. Eggs were made by combining magical energies, anyway.


      “Perfect timing, you two!”


      “Tra-la-la!”


      “Kee-hee!”


      Eine and Lilith cheerfully high-fived each other.


      “Okay, no time to waste. I’ll put this egg in the incubator.”


      I took out the Awakening Incubator and placed it on the veranda. This way, everyone could keep a watch over the egg, and we’d know immediately when it started hatching.


      “Hey, give me a hand with this.”


      “Tra-la!”


      “Kee-hee!”


      Eine and Lilith saluted me and worked together to pick up the egg. Then, they gingerly carried it over to me.


      “Now, if you’d do the honors.”


      “Tra-la-la-laaa!”


      “Kee-hee-heee!”


      I opened the lid of the incubator, and the pair placed the egg inside. Even though they were both highly excitable, their movements were gentle.


      “All right, now we just have to wait for the egg to hatch. I wonder what it’ll be?”


      “Tra-la.”


      “Kee-hee.”


      Eine and Lilith had their eyes glued on the egg inside the Awakening Incubator. That seemed to have piqued the interest of my other monsters who were on the playset—they came over too. Before I knew it, a large crowd had formed, jostling against each other to see. Everyone was here, monsters, mascots, and yokai alike. I almost wondered if whatever was inside would have trouble hatching under those intense stares.


      “Welp, the incubator’s all set now.”


      There were just a few other things I wanted to try out before logging off.


      “I’ve got the ingredients I need to make more fertilizer and plant booster.”


      I was referring to the enchanted fertilizer and plant booster that I had made with the recipe I’d gotten the other day. I had previously used them under Olto’s directions, but there were other crops I was interested in trying them on. I had gathered the ingredients I needed at the auction and elsewhere, so I was able to make fertilizer and plant booster of all four elements.


      And that wasn’t all. I was even able to make the sanctified fertilizer I hadn’t been able to make last time. I had already made the plant booster, so now I had a complete set of holy-type fertilizer and plant booster.


      “I can’t believe I can use scraps for this.”


      When I went to see Shuella, the coquettish lolita tailor, at her shop, she gave me some leather and other leftover materials she ended up with when creating equipment. She could apparently use them to make small accessories, but she’d given them to me for free since they could be used for Alchemy too. She’d told me it was a thank-you for helping her turn a profit with the Japanese clothes, but why was she thanking me in the first place? I had just purchased clothing that she’d made, after all. In fact, she’d actually given me a bunch of clothes for free, and I assumed she’d been in the negative.


      Maybe the publicity I gave had actually been effective? My monsters were adorable, so that was only to be expected! At the very least, it seemed like she had recouped enough to not be in the red.


      Among the scraps she’d given me was scrap cloth that was material from a holy-type insect. It had probably been made from the thread of a holy spider or something. Either way, now I had what I needed to experiment!


      “But first I need to check with Olto if he’ll let me use it.”


      This was my farm, but it also wasn’t. Before experimenting with something, I needed to get permission from everyone who looked after the farm. Not long ago, Bear Bear got super mad at me for using the Engraving skill on their beehive, and they made me sit in the seiza position as punishment. Ever since then, I’d been making sure not to do anything without asking.


      “Mm-mm?”


      “I want to use all these fertilizers and plant boosters. Is that okay?”


      “Mm!”


      Olto formed a circle with this pointer finger and thumb, giving me the OK. He also seemed to be interested in accompanying me. He wasn’t just tagging along to make sure I didn’t do anything weird, was he?


      “Mm?”


      “Well, not that I mind if you do. First place I want to test is here!”


      I walked in front of the hydroponic pool, where I was growing the aquatic plants called air plants. They were water-type plants, but they produced air. I wanted to try using the aerated fertilizer and plant booster on them, with the thought that these plants were related to the air element.


      “What do you think, Olto?”


      “Mmm?”


      Apparently Olto didn’t know what to expect from it either.


      “It won’t do anything bad to the plants, will it?”


      “Mm.”


      Olto shook his head forcefully. Even if the fertilizer and plant booster didn’t produce an elemental effect, then maybe it would at least have an effect as regular fertilizer. If so, there was no harm in trying it.


      “Okay, next is this.”


      “Mm.”


      I brought Olto over to the aeroponic fence. Here, I wanted to use the earthen fertilizer and plant booster.


      “I’m curious to see what’ll happen if I use these earth-type items on air-type plants.”


      Like water and fire, air and earth were considered opposites, so to speak, so I wondered if combining them would have some unexpected result.


      “Any idea about this?”


      “Mm.”


      I had been under the impression he knew everything when it came to farming, but apparently there were some things that were beyond even Olto’s understanding. I guess that made sense. If he knew everything, then everyone would have a gnome.


      “And now, I’m going to use these here.”


      “Mmm?”


      “That’s right. It’s the same logic as with the aeroponic fence.”


      My plan was to use the hydrated fertilizer on a portion of the firestarter plants. I had just used the inflamed fertilizer and plant booster on some of these plants the other day. Instead of interfering with those, my idea was to use the opposite element fertilizer and plant booster on firestarter plants that hadn’t had anything applied to them yet.


      After that, I moved on to a vegetable patch. The crops I was aiming for were the most distinctive in my entire farm. What I wanted to experiment on were the giant pumpkins with holes carved in to make a face. They looked like jack-o’-lanterns that you’d see around Halloween time.


      “These pumpkins have flames inside them.”


      I peered into a lantern pumpkin at the small, flickering flame inside. The light it gave off was bright enough to make these pumpkins visible even from afar at night. But the flame wasn’t hot. Even when I stuck my finger in to check, I didn’t take any damage. I wasn’t sure if it was an illusion or just a simple special effect, but it didn’t seem like a regular flame. When I cut a pumpkin to cook it, the flame immediately went out. Still, it was an indisputable fact that it was fire, hence why I wanted to use the inflamed fertilizer and plant booster on it.


      “Is it okay to use them on these too?”


      “Mmm-mm? Mm-mm!”


      Olto pondered for a moment, but then quickly smiled and gave me a thumbs-up.


      “So you’re not sure either, but you’re telling me to go ahead and try?”


      “Mmm!”


      With Olto’s green light, I applied the fertilizer and plant booster to the pumpkins.


      “Oh, I still have to use the holy-type ones.”


      “Mm-mm!”


      “What’s up?”


      “Mmm!”


      Olto started tugging on me hard. Judging by this reaction, he probably—


      “You know where I should use this fertilizer and plant booster?”


      “Mm-mmm!”


      I wanted to do my own experimenting, but this was a valuable item, so I decided to follow Olto. He brought me over to a regular medicinal herb patch.


      “Huh? Here?”


      “Mm.”


      I had thought he wanted me to use it on the Sacred Tree, so this was a bit of a letdown. But when it came to farms, Olto was never wrong.


      “Okay. I’ll use them here.”


      “Mm!”


      And with that, I had applied the five different fertilizers and plant boosters to five different crops. I hoped that at least one of them resulted in some interesting change.


      ◇◇◆◇◇


      Following a long day of auctions, testing out Fau’s Awakening skill, the arrival of a new egg, and various other things, my monsters and I headed for Red Town in Zone Nine.


      “All right, today we’re going to make it to Zone Ten! Just watch!”


      “Mm-mm!”


      My goal was to defeat the Zone Nine field boss and reach Zone Ten. At yesterday’s auction, the devs had announced the opening of a new establishment in Zone Ten. There were a lot of quest chains there too, so I figured it was about time for me to get my butt over there.


      My ultimate destination was the large plaza in Red Town. The place was teeming with stalls where I could stock up on the items I needed to get through the field, which was crawling with fire-type monsters. After that I would have to defeat the boss, and once I was in Zone Ten, I still had to make it all the way to a safety zone.


      I hadn’t prepared enough when I first arrived in Zone Nine and had suffered as a result, so this time I wanted to make sure I was lacking for nothing.


      “This place is really bustling.”


      “Mm-mm.”


      Droves of players—at least ten thousand of them—were crowded around the countless stalls that were crammed together in the large plaza of Red Town. All these people must have rushed here all at once with the same idea I had.


      Town squares and the like expanded to fit the number of players present, but at this point I had to assume that this plaza was even bigger than the town itself. From where I was, I couldn’t even see the perimeter of the plaza.


      “Let’s look for coolants and bombs first.”


      “Can I interest you in our shop, then?”


      “Huh?” I said in slight surprise. I had been expecting a response from Olto, but when a human voice responded, I turned around to see a Cat-Human hybrid giving me a mischievous smirk.


      As luck would have it, it was Alyssa.


      “So you’re stationed in this plaza today?” I asked.


      “Well, you know! Everyone’s in Zone Nine right now, right? And I chose Red Town because... Well, it was just on a whim, I guess.”


      “Really? So, um, are you selling items to beat the bosses too?”


      “You bet! Want to come on over to our shop? I’ll throw in something extra too.”


      “O-Okay, sure.”


      It must have been my world-weary cynicism that made me think Alyssa’s deal sounded a little suspicious. I was reminded of the time I first met her.


      I followed Alyssa to the Quick-Eared Cats’ stall. On our way there, Alyssa brought up the recent video that had just been released.


      “Did you watch the official video?”


      “The official video? They made an official video for the auction?”


      I could understand making an official video for a large-scale raid boss fight, but the auction? I felt like there was a privacy issue with that, so it’d be hard for them to show who bought what items...


      “The auction was only a small part of it. The second half was a movie that was basically an announcement of the next event.”


      “Ah, gotcha.”


      So the devs had released the video primarily to serve as an announcement? This hadn’t occurred often in LJO, but it was a frequent occurrence in other games.


      We walked and chatted, eventually arriving at the spot where the Quick-Eared Cats’ merchants had set up a line of shops. They were selling a variety of items, from general goods, offensive items, and weapons. However, Alyssa took me to a stall that was completely devoid of products. Instead, it was set up like an office, with a counter and chairs.


      I was familiar with this setup—it was a shop for buying and selling information. Alyssa tapped some settings on her window that silenced the surrounding noise. I assumed no one could hear us talk either.


      “Now then...” she started.


      “Huh? What’s going on?”


      “Again with that innocent look!”


      I felt like Alyssa was giving me a reproachful look, but why? Did I do something?


      “First, can you watch the video I was talking about earlier?”


      “What? Right here?”


      “Yup. It’s short, so it won’t take you long to watch. I want to ask what you think about it.”


      “Uh, okay. I don’t really mind...”


      The outstanding Quick-Eared Cats wanted to know my opinion on the video? Why? Surely they knew far greater individuals than myself, like people on the verification team or the front liners.


      I decided to go ahead and do what Alyssa asked and watched the newest official video. It was only four minutes long, but it became clear why she’d asked me to watch it halfway through. You see, this video wasn’t exactly irrelevant to me.


      The first half of the video gave a view of the auction. The second half in question showed a perplexing, sinister scheme. A man who looked like a noble and his subordinate were conversing in a room that looked like something horrific had happened in it. The room was dark, filthy, and filled with buzzing flies. Were those two men even human? They looked more like demons or some other evil creature. This movie must have been announcing the start of a new demon-related event.


      The problem was a certain familiar item that made an appearance in the movie.


      “Wait, what? Why was the Spirit’s Fruit there?”


      The Spirit’s Fruit, which I had submitted to the auction, was unmistakably present in the video. I hadn’t known who won it, but I couldn’t believe it had actually been an NPC. And a clear villain at that. What did this mean? Did the fruit have the power to evolve a demon? And that line about the power of the divine’s spirit, what was that about?


      “Now do you see why I wanted to hear what you thought about this video?”


      “I do. But I have no idea what this means either.”


      “Anything would help. You don’t have any ideas?”


      “Hmm...”


      It was the first Spirit’s Fruit that Olea had produced, but they would keep producing Spirit’s Fruits from here on, so it wasn’t like it was a super rare fruit or anything.


      “The bit about the fruit getting the attention of lots of people, maybe that’s the more important part?”


      “So you think so too, huh...?”


      I wondered if maybe Alyssa hadn’t been expecting to actually get important information from me, but had decided to just go ahead and ask me anyway since the fruit had been my auction item. But she looked strangely pensive.


      “S-Something wrong?”


      “No, but actually, some players who have seen this video have been saying that it’s hinting at being able to become a demon through race reincarnation.”


      “Ahh, I see.”
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