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      Prologue


      “Not much longer to go now.”


      It had been one hour since the details of the event had been announced. The five of us, having taken care of all our chores, were now on the farm, awaiting the start of the event. I reread the invitation I had received, heart thumping with anticipation. I had assumed until now that the Martial Arts Tournament was the only event going on, but it seemed the devs had not forgotten about us crafter types.


      “Many adventurers, mercenaries, and crafters gather in the Town of Beginnings during the Martial Arts Tournament. Because of that, the neighboring villages have fewer workers during this period, causing various jobs to stagnate. We kindly ask those of you who aren’t participating in the tournament to lend a helping hand to the Village of Alf.”


      That probably meant there would be plenty of fetch quests available, right? Not that the details really mattered—I was simply happy that I could take part.


      “Mm.”


      “...”


      My gnome, Olto, and my Tree Nymph, Sakura, paced back and forth restlessly beside me, hardly able to contain their excitement.


      “Chirp chirp!”


      “Growl growl!”


      Bear Bear the Honey Bear and my Gray Squirrel, Rick, were warming up a few paces away. I could understand if they were bending, stretching, or doing neck rolls to warm up their muscles, but—as adorable as it was, was there any point in Rick doing a standing side split on top of Bear Bear’s head? I supposed they, too, were just as excited as the others.


      “We’ve got enough items for the trip, and the farm’s all taken care of for now.”


      According to the announcement, time would be sped up for all participants. Therefore, although the event would last for an entire week, only one day would have passed in-game upon our return. Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to worry about our farm falling into ruin while we were gone.


      “Ten more seconds to go. Nine, eight, seven...”


      “Mmm!”


      “...!”


      “Growl!”


      “Chree!”


      ...Wait, was that on purpose, Rick?


      “Two, one...”


      “The event will be starting now. You will be transported to the event area shortly.”


      As soon as the in-game announcement ended, the five of us were engulfed in white light, and the scenery before us shifted dramatically. Gone was the farm that we tended to with painstaking effort each day, replaced by rows of unfamiliar houses.


      “Is this the village?”


      It seemed like we had been transported to a public square in some village. Countless other players jostled around us, no doubt also here on the same mission. This had to be the Village of Alf. Now then, time to check on my companions.


      “Everyone here? Roll call!”


      “Mm!”


      “...!”


      “Chirp!”


      “Growl!”


      Olto went first, followed by the rest as four pairs of hands shot up into the air in order. Good, my monsters had all arrived in one piece... Uh-oh. Our little roll call seemed to have garnered quite a bit of attention. Guess I got carried away. I ushered everyone to the edge of the square, away from the stares—not that it made much of a difference; there weren’t that many Tamers to begin with.


      Ding-dong.


      Another notification: it was a new message from the devs.


      “Thank you very much for your participation. Please refer to the following details regarding this event.”


      The message contained numerous important details. To sum it up briefly:


      Our group had been assigned to Server No. 29. Players would be awarded points during the event for completing various actions. At the end of the event, cumulative server points would be calculated, with each server in competition with the others. Players would also receive an individual ranking within their server. Basically, this event was both a collective effort and an individual competition. Talk about a nasty setup. You had to work together as a team in order to beat other servers, but you also had to work on racking up points individually. However, if you tried to sabotage your rivals’ efforts too much, you’d end up dragging the whole server down. You had to choose whether to prioritize playing to raise your individual rank or working together with other members to win as a whole. Each player was likely to have a different opinion on what strategy was best, which would no doubt be a point of conflict.


      “Hmm, which route shall I go...?”


      I decided to play it safe and work on cooperating with other players whenever possible to gain points. That seemed like the option most people would opt for, and I doubted I would make it into the top spots as a solo player anyway.


      “Let’s see, what next?”


      I looked up from my screen and cast a casual glance around my surroundings. Several players were leaving the square already. These were the proactive ones: the competitive ones, the independent ones, the highly inquisitive. One man, however, in direct contrast, stood bellowing in the middle of the square.


      “Listen up, everyone!”


      Was he trying to act as our leader? To be honest, I was hoping to avoid working in groups while I was gaming. While I didn’t mind giving others a hand, banding together under one person was another thing entirely. That being said, I was curious to hear what this self-proclaimed leader had to say. I stood outside the slowly growing circle, listening in. Many other players seemed to have the same idea—the crowd in front of the man was growing by the minute.


      In the midst of the circle was a purple-haired human astride a butt-ugly horse. When I say ugly, I mean absolutely hideous. I was starting to warm to this handsome fella, who seemed in high spirits atop his steed. As if many of the others felt the same way, the crowd’s gazes appeared to be surprisingly forgiving—or at least, lukewarm.


      “Greetings! I am Siegfried, the wandering knight!” the man exclaimed.


      Whoa! That’s some confidence! So this was the famous knight role-player. It did fit the game’s setting, though, and he had his role down pat. Normally, I would’ve cringed at such an embarrassing display of confidence, but in Siegfried’s case, I surprisingly found myself admiring him. He never broke character for even a moment, his efforts so concerted that even his mannerisms seemed fully natural. He blended so seamlessly into the world one could have mistaken him for an NPC. His performance was so impressive I almost didn’t mind his horse’s looks. Judging from how no one seemed rattled by this scene, I guessed that Sigfried’s reputation preceded him; he definitely made a powerful first impression. Where had I heard his name, though? It sounded awfully familiar...


      “Those who haven’t met me before may know me by the name of the Purple-Haired Adventurer.”


      That’s it! He was the third unique titleholder, besides Akari and me! I remembered her mentioning that he role-played as a knight! The name Purple-Haired Adventurer suited him well; true to his name, he had wavy purple hair and a handsome, princely look about him. I gazed at him, impressed as Siegfried continued his impassioned speech, which turned out to be far more reasonable than I had expected. Since he himself was more interested in winning the server battle than aiming for the top as a solo player, he urged those of us who shared his opinion to actively cooperate with one another and those who didn’t to refrain from sabotaging others and to share information wherever possible. That was the gist of his request.


      Although some players scoffed and left the square the minute he suggested sharing information with each other, a large number of players remained, clearly intent on cooperating with him. I was one of those who stayed behind. Siegfried had won me over, enough that I now planned to share whatever useful information I found without keeping it to myself. Because he took his role-playing seriously, his words seemed genuine and free from sarcasm. I even felt envious of him; he seemed to be enjoying this game more than anybody else. He wasn’t criticizing anyone for playing solo either, and people were free to refuse cooperation if they weren’t interested. As assertive as he was, he hadn’t forgotten to show consideration for others who felt differently.


      Siegfried’s words had apparently resonated with a renowned crafter and the leader of a famous party, and the three of them got together and began discussing their plans from here on out. I neither had the courage nor the motivation to join the discussion and share my opinion, so I decided to go solo, merely cooperating with others when the opportunity arose.


      “Time to make a move, guys.”


      Though we would be spending an entire week in this village, that only amounted to six hours in real life. Consequently, logging out wouldn’t be necessary during the event. Actually, it would be terrible if we had to log out, for although we would be able to do so in the event of an emergency, we wouldn’t be able to rejoin the event if we did. That being said, it wasn’t possible to be on the move the whole time. During the event, players were required to lie down on a mattress or sleeping bag and get at least six hours of sleep a day.


      “Gotta sort out our sleeping situation first.”


      “Mm-mm!”


      Olto, who seemed more hyper than usual, began leading the way. Rick rode on my shoulder while Bear Bear held my right hand and Sakura held my left. It sure was nice to walk hand in hand with everyone.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: Let the Event Begin!


      A thought occurred to me as we were searching for an inn: would we be able to stay there? As Olto and Sakura were humanoid monsters, I doubted they would pose any problems, but what about Rick and Bear Bear, who were animals? This was a game after all, so I supposed it wouldn’t matter, but... Also, would we be charged for all five of us? In that case, that could cause more of a financial strain than I thought.


      “Mm-mm?”


      As I was turning the problem over in my mind, Olto suddenly left the main street and wandered off into a side alley.


      “Hey! Where do you think you’re going, buddy?!”


      “Mm-mm-mm!”


      “After Olto, everyone!”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      “Growl growl!”


      “...!”


      The rest of us quickly chased Olto, who ran a few paces in front of us.


      “Olto!”


      “Mm-mm!”


      After a few minutes of the chase, Olto came to a sudden halt.


      “Finally... Was wondering when you’d stop...”


      “Mm.”


      Olto had come to a standstill in front of a wooden wall. The wall was slightly lower than my height, but for Olto, it had to be quite daunting. Unfazed, he kicked himself off the ground and latched his fingers onto the top of the wall, trying to pull himself over it. Something on the other side appeared to be calling to him. I lifted him up by his armpits, peering over the wall at the same time.


      “A farm, eh?”


      “Mm!”


      A vegetable garden lay on the other side of the wall. Only Olto could have spotted a farm from this distance. I guessed spotted wasn’t the right word; sensed was more like it. Honestly, it was more of a superpower at this point—something only a gnome was capable of. A lanky old man was watering the vegetables on his own, walking unsteadily as he tried to balance the two buckets dangling from both sides of the pole he carried across his shoulders. Careful, old man! Oh no, he fell! There goes all that water he fetched. Seeing his struggles, I couldn’t help but call out to him.


      “Hey! You okay there?” I yelled. I couldn’t just leave him like that, could I?


      “Hello, are you a traveler? Not to worry. Just had a little tumble, that’s all,” the old man replied as he stood up. He didn’t sound very convincing, however, especially as his legs were trembling. Clearly, I had to step in.


      “Would you like us to help you?”


      “Oh no, I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you, my dear boy,” the old man turned down my offer apologetically. I wasn’t willing to back down, though, not after what I’d just witnessed. I decided to be a little more forward.


      “It’s no trouble at all. We’re used to farming anyway.”


      “Hmm...”


      “If anything, my companions love farming.”


      “Is that so?”


      “Yeah.”


      Though still apologetic, the old man seemed relieved as he bowed his head.


      “In that case, I suppose I’ll take you up on your offer.”


      “Leave it to us. Let’s go, Sakura and Olto.”


      “Mm-mm!”


      “...♪”


      The whole objective of this event was to help the villagers, so I wasn’t wrong in assisting him, was I? It didn’t seem like I’d triggered a quest, though, so I likely wouldn’t get any points or rewards, but... Oh well, at the very least, I could ask him some questions later. You could never have too much information about the village. For now, I turned to the old man for instructions.


      “Which areas should we water?”


      “From here to there.”


      Seriously? That was a lot of land to cover; it was equivalent to roughly four squares on my farm. I didn’t see any wells nearby either.


      “Where do you fetch your water from?”


      “There’s a farm pond a little ways from here.”


      What have I gotten myself into? I was already regretting my decision to help the old man. I had gone into this thinking things would be similar to our farm, but it hadn’t occurred to me that not every farm would have a well beside it.


      “This way,” the old man beckoned to us.


      “Mm-mm.”


      “...”


      We followed the old man’s lead as he trudged to the farm pond. For a man of his age, his gait was surprisingly steady. Farming might be too labor-intensive for him, but he didn’t seem to have any problems with day-to-day activities.


      “I usually leave the farming to my son, but since he left for the Town of Beginnings to watch the Martial Arts Tournament, I’ve no choice but to look after it while he’s gone.”


      Ah. So this was what they meant by the village having fewer workers during this period.


      “Sounds rough.”


      “Well, he did say I had only to water the vegetables, so it’s not that hard. I should probably do some weeding as well, but that’s a little too much for an old geezer like me.”


      The farm pond the old man led us to was much larger than I thought. It was about twenty-five meters across and was surrounded by overgrown, probably insect-infested grass. It looked like the kind of pond you often see in the countryside. We submerged our buckets in the pond, filling them up with water.


      “This is pretty heavy...” I groaned as I tried to balance the pole across my shoulders, wobbling a bit as I did so. To be honest, I wasn’t much better than the old man. Was I actually that scrawny? Unable to stand seeing me struggle, Olto thumped his chest and gazed up into my eyes as if to say, Leave it to me!


      “Mm-mm!”


      “I’ll leave it to you, then.”


      Very well. If you insist, buddy. To an outsider, I probably looked like some cruel adult forcing a child to do hard labor. I had to hand it to Olto, though. The minute he took the pole from me, he dashed back to the farm without so much as wobbling, becoming a mere speck within seconds. He really was full of energy, if I did say so myself.


      “Can you two manage too?”


      “...!”


      “Growl growl!”


      Sakura and Bear Bear seemed to have no problems either. Like Olto, they thumped their chests and nodded confidently in reply.


      “Is that the only pole you have, sir?”


      “Reckon I have a few more in the barn if you look for them.”


      “Mind if we borrow them? We should be able to get the job done faster that way.”


      “Of course, of course.”


      After waiting for Olto to return, we headed to the old man’s house to borrow a few more buckets and poles. The house was a short walk from the farm and of a rather impressive size, with a plain exterior that made good use of the wood’s natural grain. There was a certain warmth to its unpretentious appearance.


      “I used to live with my two sons and their wives, but my eldest is currently in the Town of Beginnings, and my youngest has moved out,” the old man explained. He was also a widower, and I could see a portrait of his deceased wife inside one of the rooms. I prayed to the portrait, offering my respects. Even though this was just a game, it was only polite to show common courtesy. Olto and the others also followed my lead and began praying. At first, I wondered whether they actually got the symbolism, but from the solemn looks on their faces, they seemed to understand perfectly.


      “Thank you.”


      “Sorry, perhaps we should’ve asked you first.”


      “Not at all. I’m sure my wife is happy too. Come along, the barn’s this way.”


      The door at the edge of the kitchen led to the barn. Amongst the farming tools were various piles of knickknacks. We rummaged through the piles, pushing aside various tools as we did so, and managed to find two balancing poles. There were plenty of buckets too. This would likely make our work more efficient.


      “How about you, Bear Bear and Sakura?”


      Sakura possessed Arboriculture, while Bear Bear only had Cultivation and Beekeeping skills. Despite their beaming confidence, I had my reservations. What if you needed Farming skills to carry stuff on your shoulders? However, my worries turned out to be unwarranted. Both Bear Bear and Sakura had no problem balancing the poles on their shoulders. I decided to fill one wooden bucket myself and carry some water to the farm. Together, we made several trips between the farm and the pond and watered the vegetables. The whole process was incredibly labor-intensive. I now felt immensely grateful for the well on our farm.


      “We’re done.”


      After about an hour’s work, we finished watering the crops and weeding the farm. If the old man had attempted all of that on his own, it might have taken him the entire day.


      “Thanks, son. You’ve been a great help.”


      “Don’t mention it. We oughta help each other when times are tough.”


      “I know it’s hardly proper compensation, but would you like to stay for a cup of tea?”


      Tea, eh? I could definitely use some rest, plus I was curious to see what kind of tea he would offer me. It would be great if I could acquire some new tea in the process.


      “Gladly.”


      We moved to the old man’s house where I was served herbal tea, much to my surprise. Apparently, it was a staple in this village. Perhaps I should’ve waited to post my information in the forums; people would most likely know how to make herbal tea once this event was over.


      “I owe you all.”


      “Seriously, it’s nothing.”


      “Thank you,” the old man bowed. Maybe I ought to take this opportunity to ask him something. That would be sufficient payment for me. Even better if he gave me a referral.


      “Does this village have any inns?”


      “Inns? Oh, yes. Just a small one, though.”


      “Huh? Just one?”


      “We don’t get many tourists, after all. There’s just the one inn. It has about five rooms altogether.”


      That was hardly enough for all the players currently in town.


      “Really? Is there anywhere else I can stay...?”


      “Hmm. I think they sell tents at the general store. I suppose you could buy one and camp in the square.”


      “Do you know how much they cost, by the way?”


      “What? Do you plan on staying here?”


      “Yes, for a week or so.”


      “In that case, you can stay at my place. I’d appreciate your help on the farm, after all.”


      That didn’t sound like a bad idea. Work on the farm could be done in an hour or so, and I’d much rather sleep in a bed than a tent.


      “I have a spare room. What do you say?”


      Before I said yes, however, I had to confirm something.


      “Can my companions stay at your house too?”


      This was something I refused to compromise on. If he were to say Rick and Bear Bear had to sleep in the barn, I would have to decline his offer. To my relief, the old man nodded with a smile.


      “Of course. They’re free to use the beds as well.”


      Thank goodness he was willing to put all of us up. Having beds for everyone was a nice touch.


      “Thank you for your kind offer.”


      “Ha ha ha. The more, the merrier. I’m counting on you lot. Now then, let me show you to your room.”


      The old man led us to a room with four beds.


      “You’re free to use this room as you please.”


      “Nice place.”


      The beds looked soft and comfortable, and the room was decorated with elegant, neutral-colored furniture. I sat down on one bed to test it out and found that it was as soft as a down comforter. This would be a delight to sleep on. Just then, a window popped up. It seemed like you could set how many hours you planned to sleep. Under normal circumstances, you’d be logged out of the game if you went to sleep, but during the event, time would pass automatically for the duration you set. Apparently, the game would adjust how your body sensed time, making hours feel like mere seconds. That was certainly useful.


      “This room belonged to my youngest son and his wife. I’ve left the furniture as it is.”


      “Thank you.”


      “There’s still time until dinner. Plan on doing anything?”


      “Huh? You mean I get to have dinner too?”


      “Of course. I invited you over, so it’s only right that I cook for you as well.”


      What a stroke of luck! I might be able to eat food that I hadn’t yet tried in-game.


      “Thanks. Don’t worry about food for my monsters though. I’ll take care of that,” I added, lest I forget.


      “You sure? Well, I suppose they don’t eat the same food as us, so it’s only fair.”


      “Mm-hm.”


      “Very well. I’ll just prepare food for you then, young man.”


      “Call me Yuto.”


      “Pleased to meet you, Yuto. I’m Cayenne.”




      Now that we had secured our lodgings, we decided to take a tour around the Village of Alf.


      “We’ll be off now,” I bid farewell to Cayenne.


      “Okey-doke. Take care,” he waved us off as we left his house. We were greeted by the sight of a quaint country village, with wooden dwellings lining the unpaved road, and farms, meadows, and woods sprawling on every side. Olto and Bear Bear held my hand while Sakura trailed behind us with Rick perched on her shoulder. My monsters seemed to relish the peaceful atmosphere, skipping and laughing all the while. During our week in Alf, we’d be able to spend more time together. That alone made joining the event worth it.


      “Wonder if there’s a general store around here. Keep your eyes peeled for one, will you?”


      “Mm!”


      “Chirp!”


      “Growl!”


      “...♪”


      Four pairs of hands shot up and saluted in reply. As we strolled through the village, my monsters appeared to spot something of interest.


      “Mm-mm!”


      “Hey, you see a store?”


      “Mmm!”


      “Growl!”


      Olto and Bear Bear pulled my hand and guided me to a small shop. It looked like a normal house from the outside, I would most likely have missed it if I’d been searching for it on my own. Props to them. I opened the door and stepped over the threshold into the cozy little shop. The shop had a variety of goods for sale, including vegetables, farming tools, weapons, and armor.


      “Welcome,” a thin, grumpy-looking old woman with a stoop greeted me. Mildly speaking, she seemed the polar opposite of good-natured, the type to tell loitering customers off. I could practically hear her saying, Hurry up and buy something and get the hell out of here!


      “Can I see your seeds and seedlings?” I asked her hesitantly.


      “This way.”


      Phew. Although she had a brusque way of speaking, she didn’t turn me away or ignore me. I didn’t find anything new among the items she showed me, though. All I found were medicinal herbs, poison hemlock, and blue acorn seedlings, as well as herbs like basilil. That was mildly disappointing—I had been hoping to get items that weren’t available in the Town of Beginnings. However, I did spot several unfamiliar vegetables. Being NPC shop products, they couldn’t be propagated, but I decided to buy a few anyway to use for cooking. I bought five white tomatoes and ultramarine eggplants each to start with. It was my first time seeing tomatoes and eggplants in-game. The color was pretty unusual, but hopefully, they tasted good. I looked forward to trying them.


      “Let’s look for some other shops, shall we?”


      I probably ought to ask where I can find the guild too. I was hesitant to ask the old woman about other shops since I was afraid it would imply that her selection wasn’t good enough. Surely, she would tell me where the guild was, though? After all, I had purchased a few items from her.


      “Excuse me. Does this village have any guilds?”


      “Guilds?”


      “Yes. It’d be nice if I could find a Farming Guild or Magical Beasts Guild.”


      “Hmph. You really think you’d find that many guilds in a village like this? All we have is one little Adventurers’ Guild.”


      Fair enough. I was glad to learn that there was an Adventurers’ Guild, though, as I’d probably be able to take on quests there. I asked the old lady for the location and received a curt set of directions. The guild stood facing the square we were first transported to. I made up my mind to swing by after touring the whole village. Thanking the old lady for her help, we set off to explore the village once more.


      Every now and then, I would pass by a villager on the street. I made sure to greet them, all the while keeping my eyes peeled for other shops I could visit. To be honest, it was more of a leisurely stroll than a search. It was fun walking through the quaint village with my buddies, taking in a scenery which was completely unlike that of the Town of Beginnings. After about an hour of walking and covering around half the village, we finally came upon another store.


      “Hi,” I greeted the shopkeeper.


      “Welcome!”


      “Is this a grocery?” I asked. Besides green peaches and blue acorns, the shop also had purple persimmons on display, a fruit I’d never seen before. This seemed like the perfect place to buy food for Olto and Bear Bear.


      “Yep! Our fruit’s all freshly picked! We won’t be getting any new produce for a while, so now’s your chance to buy some! Once we’ve sold our current stock, we’ll be closing shop for the time being!”


      “What? No produce? For how long?”


      Just when I had my sights set on buying fruit from this shop! Even if I bought their whole stock, there were only two peaches and two persimmons left, which was hardly enough to last me a week. Would I have to feed Olto honey dumplings instead?


      “A week. My pops owns an orchard, which is where this fruit comes from. Unfortunately, he’s gone off to the Town of Beginnings for the week, so I can’t get any produce until he returns,” the shopkeeper explained. Apparently, they didn’t possess Arboriculture, so they left the growing to their father while they took care of the business side.


      “Hm? Wait a minute...”


      An idea had just occurred to me. Items sold at NPC shops couldn’t be propagated, which obviously included these purple persimmons. However, what about items grown on NPC-owned farms? Supposing I harvested them myself? Wouldn’t I be able to propagate them in that case?


      “Thing is, my tamed monsters have Arboriculture skills. Shall I help you look after the orchard?” I asked, awaiting the shopkeeper’s response with bated breath. I wasn’t sure whether they’d trust me, seeing as we’d only just met. However, I needn’t have worried.


      “Really? You would? That’d be great!” they replied exuberantly.


      “No biggie. I figured you could use a hand.”


      “Hmm, how shall I repay you...?”


      “In that case, mind if I keep some of the fruit I harvest?”


      “That all you want?”


      “Yeah.”


      “All right, feel free to take any four fruits of your choosing a day.”


      Four a day, eh? Purple persimmons cost 300 G apiece; getting four for free each day was quite a bargain. The prospect of obtaining a rare fruit excited me, even if I couldn’t propagate it.


      “Gotcha, thanks. Where’s your orchard?”


      “Gimme a second. I’ll point it out to you now.”


      The shopkeeper marked the orchard on the map for me. To my surprise, I discovered that it was right next to old man Cayenne’s farm. Given that plenty of farms were concentrated in that district, I supposed it wasn’t too much of a coincidence.


      “There’s an item box in the orchard, so just place the fruit you harvested in there.”


      “Got it.”


      I was relieved that I didn’t have to come all the way here to deliver the harvested fruit, as the store was quite far from the orchard.


      “Well, we’d better get going.”


      “All right. I’m counting on you!” The shopkeeper waved us goodbye as we left the store. It looked like both my tamed monsters and I could look forward to some extravagant meals during the event.


      After leaving the greengrocer, we continued walking around the village, greeting other players and NPCs on the way. I was especially excited to know what the other players were like. Since these were the people who had left the square immediately without listening to Siegfried’s speech, I was expecting them to be rapacious and intimidating, but thankfully, they were all much friendlier than I had imagined. Some of them even smiled and waved at us.


      The village only had five shops, all with the same sort of items you could find in the Town of Beginnings. The only unfamiliar item I had encountered so far was the purple persimmon at the grocer. After a round tour of the village, we finally arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild. Took you long enough, you say? If I was being perfectly honest, I was actually a bit intimidated. I rarely had a chance to visit Adventurers’ Guilds.


      “Damn, it’s busy.”


      “Busy” was an understatement: the crowd looked like they were on the verge of rioting in front of the minuscule building. Of course, it was still several times larger than the houses in the village, but at the end of the day, it was nothing compared to the guild in town. Its maximum capacity appeared to be thirty people at a time. Fifty-odd players prowled outside the entrance of the building impatiently, unable to enter. The guild was far too small for the number of players. While they each appeared to be waiting their turn, there was no sense of order or queue whatsoever, with people shoving and shouting at each other.


      “D-Definitely too rowdy a scene for me.”


      “Mm?”


      “Chirp?”


      “You’ll all be trampled to death, I’m sure of it.”


      “Growl.”


      “...”


      Due to the game’s harassment block, players were unable to have physical contact unless they befriended each other; you couldn’t so much as shake hands otherwise. Thanks to those strict measures, there was no need to worry about actually being trampled to death. Still, judging from the state of the crowd, it looked like people could move if you pushed them hard enough. While you wouldn’t sustain any damage, it seemed like you’d still feel a slight impact upon being shoved. Seriously, was it possible for them to cooperate with one another when they were in such a foul mood? If the number of quests was limited, people would probably fight over who would get to do which task, and they’d surely try to bring each other down. Was this what the devs had intended? Although I wasn’t aiming for the top or anything, it seemed stupid for some stupid scuffle to harm our server points. Lost in my thoughts, I failed to notice Olto approaching the crowd. He seemed curious to see what they were up to.


      “Mmm?”


      “Get back, Olto! It’s dangerous!”


      “Mm?”


      I quickly tried to stop Olto, but I was a split second too late.


      “Whoa!”


      “Mm-mm!” Olto squealed as he collided with a large male player who’d been forced out of the jostling crowd. He rolled on the ground for about three meters before coming to a stop, looking dazed.


      “Y-You okay, buddy?!”


      “Mm-mm-mmm...?”


      Thankfully, his HP hadn’t diminished, and he seemed unhurt otherwise. Phew.


      “It’s pretty dangerous here.”


      “...!”


      “You agree, Sakura? Better get outta here, fast.”


      Or so I had intended until I was distracted by the crowd of women gathering around the guy who had sent Olto flying.


      “Hey! How dare you bump into Gnomey like that?!”


      “Yes, how could you?!”


      “What if he’d gotten hurt?!”


      The women berated the man menacingly. At the same time, several other players, most of them also women, approached us with concerned looks on their faces.


      “Hey, is your gnome okay?” one of them asked me.


      “Huh? Uh, yeah, he’s fine.”


      “Thank goodness! Didn’t know you were on this server too, Silver-Haired.”


      “Yay, we get to spend a whole week with Gnomey!”


      Upon further questioning, I discovered that these people were fans of Olto. Apparently, watching Olto’s adorable mannerisms brought them comfort. Though I always knew Olto’s cuteness would appeal to audiences far and wide, I hadn’t expected him to be this popular. I also understood why my moniker, Silver-Haired, wasn’t about to lose traction any time soon. From what I could gather, I was secretly known as “Silver-Haired, owner of Gnomey” to people like them. Not that I particularly cared anymore. Few people made fun of me nowadays, and besides, it felt good to get a small taste of fame. It was a little disheartening that it was only a taste, though. I wasn’t actually famous...


      “Thanks for looking out for Olto. Nothing to worry about, though, he’s just a little dizzy. Right, buddy?”


      “Mm.”


      As Olto raised his right arm to signal that he was fine, the women squealed with delight. Judging by their reactions, you’d think he was a pop star or something.


      “Um, hey. Sorry about just now...”


      The man who’d accidentally shoved Olto walked towards us, looking haggard. He bowed to me repeatedly, shooting me a pleading look, as the row of women behind him gave him the evil eye. Yikes. I was starting to feel sorry for the guy. It wasn’t as if he’d done it on purpose. There was no need for these people to be so mad at him.


      “Well, no harm done, since you apologized, we’ll let bygones be bygones,” I replied. Taking pity on the man, the words had slipped out of my mouth before I knew it.


      “R-Really? Thanks, thanks so much!” The man thanked me effusively, eyes brimming with tears of gratitude.


      “Mm-mm!”


      “No worries. Olto says he’s fine too.”


      Olto patted the guy on the leg and gave him a thumbs-up, prompting the women to squeal again and the man to heave a sigh of relief.


      “Mm-mm-mm.”


      Hm? Olto seemed to be making another gesture. Bringing both hands close to his sides, he bent his arms in a ninety-degree angle and stood up straight, lengthening his neck.


      “...?”


      The other players gaped at his sudden miming, utterly at a loss. I, however, knew what he was trying to convey.


      “Um, jostling each other like that is kinda dangerous, so shouldn’t you guys get in line or something? Pretty sure that’s what Olto’s trying to say.”


      “Mmm!”


      Bingo. Olto nodded enthusiastically in reply. That was all it took to spur the women into action. It looked like they weren’t fans of Olto for nothing. Together, the women and the dude who bumped into Olto began telling the other players to form a line. While a few were incensed by this sudden display of orderliness, most people obliged and began doing as they were told. They had probably gotten fed up with the current state of disarray themselves, and honestly not many people had the courage to oppose the menacing group of women. Some players had even begun joining the line after seeing others do so. You could really tell these were Japanese players. My monsters also pitched in to help. Being cute apparently had its perks, as most players obliged willingly after being guided by Bear Bear and Sakura. In less than five minutes, a neat line had formed in front of the Adventurers’ Guild.


      “Mm-mm!” Olto beamed, a look of satisfaction on his face.


      “We’ll be going now,” I told the others. I couldn’t be bothered to join the queue now, as it would likely take ages to get in. I’ll come back another time, I decided.


      “See you later, Silver-Haired!”


      “Buh-bye, Olto!”


      “You’re so precious, Sakura!”


      “Can I please have Bear Bear?!”


      “Rick’s so fluffy!”


      What was all that about? Did the others have fans too? I wasn’t sure whether to feel glad or intimidated...


      “Huh, do those tents belong to other players?”


      As I continued walking, I noticed several tents scattered across the square. It seemed like those who weren’t able to get a room at the inn had bought a tent to camp outside. Though it was still too early to lay out sleeping bags, I figured they were trying to save a spot for themselves ahead of time. However, from what I could see, the square wasn’t big enough to house that many tents. It might be a different matter if there were six people to each tent, but I was sure there were plenty of solo players and parties of only two to three members as well. Those who were really unlucky might not even have a tent to sleep in. I was certain there were at least a few unfortunate souls who had failed to find a good sleeping place. Thank goodness for old man Cayenne.


      “Better check out the orchard before I forget.”


      Following the map, we headed to the grocer’s orchard in preparation for tomorrow’s task. The orchard was less than a ten-minute walk from Cayenne’s farm.


      “That’s closer than I thought.”


      Since it was in close proximity to the farm, I would be able to use the farm pond that Cayenne had shown us earlier. Watering the trees would be no problem; Rick and I would handle the weeding while the others took care of the watering. The orchard was populated with white pears, green peaches, purple persimmons, blue acorns, and walnuts. Aside from purple persimmons, there was another fruit that was new to me: white pears. Now that, I definitely wanted.


      “I’m counting on you guys for tomorrow’s tasks.”


      “Mm-mm!”


      “...!”


      I decided my next step would be to walk around the village some more to fill in all the remaining gaps on my map. After all, exploring had led to the discovery of the door under the bridge in the Town of Beginnings. Even if my search didn’t turn up any notable results, though, my main purpose was to enjoy a leisurely stroll with my companions.


      “Growl growl.”


      “Chirp chirp.”


      As Bear Bear skipped along the road, Rick, who was perched atop their head, bucked up and down like a cowboy in a rodeo show. He used his tail for balance as he clung on, seeming to find the whole thing delightful.


      “Mmm.”


      “...♪”


      Meanwhile, Olto and Sakura walked hand in hand, looking very much like loving siblings. I was glad my monsters seemed to be enjoying themselves. By the time we were done filling in the northern half of the village map, the sun was already starting to set. The milky-white orb gradually took on a reddish hue as it sank below the horizon, bathing the entire village in orange. It was about time we headed back to Cayenne’s—the rest of the mapping could wait.


      “Let’s go home, everyone.”


      “Mm!”


      “Growl!”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      “...♪”


      Olto and Bear Bear ran ahead of us, chasing each other, while Rick rode on my shoulder and Sakura held on to my left hand.


      “Nice breeze tonight.” I sighed contentedly. It was getting a bit windy now that it was evening. A slightly strong but nevertheless pleasant breeze blew our way, ruffling my hair. I spread my arms wide to embrace the feeling.


      “Feels great.”


      Rick and Sakura, who had been watching me closely, also spread their arms, mimicking my movements.


      “Chirp chirp.”


      “...♪”


      Rick stood up on his hind legs on my shoulder, spreading his arms wide and feeling the wind on his soft white belly. His eyes were closed in contentment, whiskers quivering adorably in the breeze. Sakura copied me too, spreading her arms. Her hair whipped towards me, tickling me.


      “Ha ha. That tickles.” I laughed, squirming and trying to get away.


      “...♪”


      Sakura seemed to enjoy my reaction, shaking her head to and fro and nuzzling it against my shoulder, which tickled even more.


      “Aha ha ha! Stop it!”


      “...♪”


      “Chirp!”


      Rick teamed up with her and began tickling my face with his bushy tail.


      “Ha ha ha ha!”


      “Mmm!”


      “Growl!”


      Hearing my laughter, Olto and Bear Bear must have thought there was a game going on. They clung to my leg, determined not to be left out. Careful you guys...!


      “Gah, I’m gonna fall...!”


      “Chirp!”


      “...!”


      “Growl growl!”


      “Mm-mm!”


      Together, we fell as one in a tangled heap. Rick and Bear Bear’s fur was soft against my face, and my monsters were beaming. This was one of the only chances we’d gotten to play together like this, and it was nice to have physical contact once in a while. That being said, we should’ve picked a better place to have our playful brawl—both players and NPC residents were laughing at us by now. Crap, talk about unwanted attention!


      “L-Let’s go!”


      I quickly ushered everyone to their feet and bolted from the crowd, my companions grinning as they followed me. This probably just seemed like part of the game to them. By the time we arrived at Cayenne’s house, it was already dark.


      “We’re back,” I greeted the old man.


      “Welcome home. Dinner’s ready,” he replied.


      “Thank you.”


      “No need to thank me. They’re all simple dishes anyway.”


      Simple though they might have been, the food on the table looked incredibly appetizing. The old man had prepared rabbit soup, a delicious-looking salad with white tomatoes, and grilled eggplant. The only dish that was unfamiliar to me was a round flatbread that reminded me of naan.


      “Looks delicious.”


      “Glad to hear that. Go on, take a seat.”


      “Thanks.”


      I sat down at the table, and Cayenne served me a glass filled with a purple liquid. At first, I thought it was wine, but it turned out to be purple persimmon juice. Seeing the drink reminded me that I needed to feed my monsters as well, so I gave some juice to Olto and Bear Bear, and some nut cookies to Rick. This was the last of the juice I had; I’d have to make some more tomorrow using the fruits I bought today. If all went according to plan, however, I’d be able to get fruits every day during the event, so it shouldn’t be a problem.


      “Mm-mm-mm!”


      “Growl!”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      As Sakura didn’t require any food, she simply smiled as she watched her siblings stuff themselves happily. Time for me to dig in as well.


      “Thank you for the food.”


      “Bon appétit.”


      For starters, I reached for some flatbread. Although it looked like naan, it was softer and springier than I expected. I supposed the texture was closer to focaccia. I tore a piece off and tossed it into my mouth.


      “That’s tasty! The edges are nice and crispy, and the inside’s chewy.”


      “That so? We eat this stuff every day, so I’m used to it. Glad to hear you like it, though.”


      “Really? I envy you.”


      How does he make this? I wondered. It would be great if I could keep eating it even after the event ended. Would he teach me the recipe if I asked him?


      “Do you make this bread yourself, Cayenne?”


      If it was store-bought, I’d ask him to tell me where the shop was.


      “As a matter of fact, I do. I bake it in the oven right there.”


      All right! So he did make it himself.


      “How do you make it?”


      “What, do you cook?”


      “A little.”


      “Oho. I’ll teach you the recipe then. Why don’t you try making dinner? You can use whatever ingredients I have in the house.”


      “Are you sure?”


      Not only was he willing to teach me the recipe, but he was also willing to provide the ingredients? And I’d get to level up my Cooking skills? What a dream come true!


      “Oh, yes. I’m not that good at cooking, so I’d appreciate it if you could handle it instead.”


      “I’d love to! Thank you so much!”




      After a delectable meal, I returned to our guest room along with my monsters.


      “Right, time for bed. I’ll take this one here. Which bed do you guys want? Choose whichever one you like.”


      Although monsters didn’t usually require sleep, they were required to get some rest whenever their master slept during the event. Since the announcement email had placed such a huge emphasis on sleep, it was probably better to let them rest in a bed. I had it all sorted out: Bear Bear, Sakura, and Olto could each have a bed to themselves, and Rick could sleep on a blanket in the basket in the corner. At least, that had been my plan.


      “Mmm!”


      “Growl!”


      “Chirp!”


      To my surprise, Olto, Bear Bear, and Rick all dove straight onto my bed. Even Sakura had lain down beside me. Rick seemed fine since he was on my pillow, but what about the others? Weren’t they uncomfortable? I supposed it didn’t really matter since I’d be put to sleep automatically...


      “Mmm.”


      “...♪”


      My companions seemed thrilled to share a bed with me. Whatever, have it your way, guys. In the end, Bear Bear took my right, while Sakura snuggled up to my left; Rick claimed the spot by my pillow, and Olto slept on my stomach. While it was certainly a tight squeeze, at least I didn’t have trouble breathing.


      “I’m going to sleep now, okay? Good night.”


      “Chirp chirp.”


      “Growl.”


      After patting everyone on the head, I lay down and entered six hours in the sleep schedule pop-up window.
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      “Wow, I’m actually getting sleepy...”


      I could feel my eyelids starting to droop. Props to LJO for being so true to real life.


      “...Hm?” I yawned. Before I knew it, it was already morning, and I could hear birds chirping outside. I had to say, this was a super neat system. I felt extremely refreshed and well rested.


      “Mm?”


      “Growl?”


      It seemed like my sudden movement had roused Olto and Bear Bear. Sakura and Rick were awake too.


      “Chirp chirp?”


      “...♪”


      After a quick glance at Bear Bear and Olto, who were still rubbing the sleep from their eyes, Sakura stood up and went to the window, then flung open the curtains. She then spread her arms wide and began soaking up the sun. Now that I thought about it, she was a tree nymph, plus she had Photosynthesis skills. It would make sense that she enjoyed sunbathing. I left the room and headed downstairs, leaving my monsters to relax. My hunger meter appeared to have dropped while I was sleeping, and it was now down to twenty percent. I had forgotten to ask Cayenne whether he would be making breakfast as well. If breakfast wasn’t included, I would ask him if I could borrow his kitchen.


      “Morning. Sleep well?” Cayenne greeted me.


      “Like a baby. We all had a really good sleep,” I answered truthfully.


      “Glad to hear that. Breakfast will be ready in a bit, so can you wait a while longer?”


      How generous of him to prepare breakfast for me as well.


      “It’s just leftovers from last night, though.”


      “In that case, can I make breakfast?”


      “Really? Very well then. For starters, I’ll teach you the recipe for the bread.”


      The old man had agreed to teach me the recipe for last night’s flatbread. It was the type of dish you had to learn by doing, instead of just reading a recipe.


      “First, you’ll need some of this.”


      “Is that powdered edible grass?”




      Name: Edible Grass (Powder Form)


      Rarity: 1 / Quality: 6★


      Effect: Ingredient (Edible).




      According to Cayenne, the powder was made by drying edible grass and grinding it with a millstone. It seemed like something I could make myself if I tried. The only caveat was that anything below a five-star quality would result in bitterness, so I had to be careful.


      “Next, mix it with water and add some salt.”


      “Gotcha.”


      “Once the mixture has come together, you knead it like this...” Cayenne explained as he began kneading the dough. Other than the fact that it was slightly dark, it looked like regular bread dough.


      “After kneading it, shape it into a ball and put it in a bowl to rest for thirty minutes.”


      “You don’t need any yeast?”


      “Yeast? What’s that?”


      Apparently, the concept of yeast didn’t exist in this game. Perhaps it existed somewhere out there, though, just not in this village.


      “The dough will start rising in about fifteen minutes. You just need to flatten it and bake it in the oven after that.”


      “I see.”
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