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      Prologue


      Despite being born only moments ago, Fau had already fit in with the rest of the group as though she’d always been one of us. Currently, she was perched atop my right shoulder, looking down at my status screen with me.


      “Huh. Didn’t realize there were so many,” I muttered whilst scrolling through the list of event-related videos.


      “Aye,” Fau murmured in agreement. Since we had some time to spare, I figured we could watch a few clips together while waiting for the others to finish up their work.


      “The village event can wait. Let’s start with the Martial Arts Tournament.”


      “Aye?”


      “You wouldn’t know, since this took place before you were born, but we already saw more than our fair share of the village during the event. Don’t worry. I’ll show you what it’s like later when we have more time.”


      “Yuh-aye.”


      For now, I was more interested in watching the Martial Arts Tournament.


      “Whoa, pretty impressive stuff. Wait, is that a demon?”


      From the looks of it, the participants of this event had fallen victim to a demonic invasion similar to what we experienced in Alf. The results were just as varied, with some servers suffering collateral damage on the one hand while others succeeded in vanquishing the demon. It looked like demons were our public enemy number one in LJO for the time being.


      “Damn, is that even humanly possible?”


      “Aye!” Fau flailed her arms and legs enthusiastically while watching the players fight one another, evidently mimicking their punches and kicks. Bless you, child.


      “...Like, how do you even move like that?” I sighed at the video of the final match. I could barely keep up with the players’ movements; the fight was over before I could fully process what had happened. Presumably, we had started playing around the same time, so how was it that they were so much stronger than me? Could I have become as competent as them if only I’d chosen a fighter class instead? Seeing these types of videos sort of made me wish I was one of the frontline warriors too; I envisioned myself moving at lightning speed, using flashy arts and spells to mow down gargantuan foes.


      “Nah... Couldn’t be me, even if I were a fighter.”


      “Aye?” Fau furrowed her forehead in concern.


      “Nothing, just ignore me,” I replied, patting her head to reassure her.


      “Yuh-aye♪”


      “There, there.”


      “Aye!” Fau chirped, her face lighting up. She really was adorable. Although she looked like a living doll at first glance, her expression became incredibly animated whenever she smiled.


      “Aight. Reckon the others should be done by now.”


      My monsters were just about to wrap things up. Upon checking today’s harvest, I found that Bear Bear had already managed to collect some honey from their beehive. Moreover, its quality was superior to that sold in stores. I was sure Olto would be just as pleased as me to learn this, especially given how much he loved honey.


      “By the way, Fau. What do you like to eat?”


      “Aye?”


      I imagined fairies enjoyed eating honey and fruit, but I wasn’t sure how accurate my assumptions were. Let’s find out, shall we? For starters, I laid out a jar of unprocessed honey, some fruits, and a few honey dumplings in front of Fau.


      “Fancy any of these?” I asked.


      “Aye...” Fau shook her head at the items spread out before her.


      “Guess not, huh.”


      On the contrary, she didn’t appear to have much of a sweet tooth.


      “How ’bout these, then?”


      “Aye.”


      “No?”


      She didn’t seem to like vegetable juice or nut cookies either.


      “Hrm... These are all I have left.”


      “Aye!”


      “Wait, really?” I blinked as Fau made a beeline for the raw vegetables I’d pulled out as a last resort.


      “Yuh-aye,” she chirped, munching on a carrot as tall as herself with great relish. Out of all the vegetables I had, she seemed to like blue carrots and amber pumpkins the most. It was obvious that she had a thing for crunchy foods, although any type of raw vegetable seemed to work in a pinch. I felt it would be best to make her veggie sticks from now on, since it was kind of ridiculous seeing a tiny fairy munch on a whole carrot. I was also relieved to know that I wouldn’t have to shell out a fortune for her meals.


      “Aye.”


      Once she was done eating, Fau brought her hands together and gave a little bow as if to thank me for the food. She then began plucking the strings on her lute, evidently in high spirits.


      “La la la la...♪” she sang sweetly. Was she trying to convey how delectable her meal had been through music? As soothing as her voice was, I’d have to warn her against singing on the playing field for fear of attracting enemies. Next, I had her demonstrate her Alchemy skills. Unfortunately, her abilities were currently limited to fusing items. At the very least, she’d have to master the art of drying if she was to be of any use on the farm.


      “Mm-mm!”


      “Growl growl!”


      Olto and the others sashayed over with a spring in their step, having put away their tools.


      “...♪”


      “Chirp chirp♪”


      “Whoa, haven’t you guys danced enough already? Don’t tell me you’re gonna dance again?”


      “Mmm♪”


      “Growl♪”


      I hadn’t realized my companions enjoyed dancing that much. Fau’s music had set them off into another frenzy, and they began stomping and swaying to the beat with gusto.


      “Oh well, suit yourselves. We’re going out once you’re done there, okay?” I informed them. I was itching to see how Fau would fare in battle.


      We finally set out an hour—that’s right, one whole hour—later. I resolved never to wait for my monsters to tire themselves out again: there seemed to be no end to their shenanigans, and their stamina knew no bounds. Perhaps dancing didn’t expend much energy, unlike farmwork or crafting tasks. In any case, I’d have to cut their boogie sessions short from now on—if not, I had a feeling they’d carry on dancing for as long as I let them.


      “Time for a practice run,” I announced after arriving at the Eastern Plains. “All right, guys, let’s go! You can sit this one out, Fau.”


      “Aye!”


      I figured it was best to let Fau observe our battle first so she could understand how our party functioned. The village event had made all of us stronger, and as a result, our fight went smoothly. The fact that enemies in Zone One no longer posed a threat to us showed just how much we’d grown—or rather, how much Sakura and Bear Bear had grown, to be exact. Now that I had a good idea of our overall strength, it was time to put Fau’s abilities to the test.


      “Think you can back us up with your singing, Fau?”


      “Aye!”


      Our test subject was a Rock Ant, which had the most solid defense out of all the enemies in the Eastern Plains. We couldn’t have our opponent dying off too quickly, or else we wouldn’t be able to evaluate Fau’s potential.


      “La la la...♪”
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      “Now, that’s what I’m talking about!”


      As soon as the battle kicked off, Fau broke into song, bathing us all in blue light.


      “Just as I thought. Looks like your performance has the same effect as bards’ music.”


      What was more, her skill was fairly potent, enabling us to defeat our foe with far more ease than usual. The song she’d just played appeared to have a strengthening effect.


      “Let’s do a couple more experiments. Keep up the good work, Fau.”


      “Aye!”


      In our next fight, Fau’s performance slowed down our opponent’s movements ever so slightly. Bard songs fell into two categories: buffs that aided the team and debuffs that worked against enemies. From what I could gather, Fau was capable of both. After several battles, I concluded that she was able to use two types of buffs—one that increased our overall attack power and one that strengthened our defense—as well as two types of debuffs that slowed down our adversary’s attack speed and accuracy respectively. It took a while to determine the last of those, however, as it was not immediately obvious what was happening at first. If I hadn’t noticed that our opponent was missing a few more shots than usual, her second debuff would probably have remained a mystery.


      “Right, I’d like to test your Fire Summoning skill next. That okay with you?”


      “Aye,” Fau replied in the affirmative, pumping her right fist. After a brief moment of concentration, a ball of fire materialized before her.


      “Can you control this thing while singing?”


      “La la la♪”


      “You can, huh? Cool!”


      She seemed to have no problems fighting with it either. Of course, in exchange for its low MP cost, the fire she summoned didn’t appear to be particularly powerful. At most, her fireballs were able to deplete around thirty percent of a Wild Dog’s HP. Regardless, her skill was good for long-range attacks, and I could see it coming in handy in many situations.


      “Welcome to the team, Fau.”


      “Aye♪”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: Adventuring with Fau


      The day after taking Fau for a test-drive, I made a trip to the square for the first time since the event.


      “Didn’t do much yesterday since Fau took up all my time.”


      Today, I was determined to get stuff done. The first thing I wanted to do was visit Alyssa’s stall and sell some information. After that, it would be time to expand into new territory, namely Zone Three. My objective was to acquire more land for farming, as I had reached my limit in the Town of Beginnings. Now that our party had gained a capable new member, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to make headway.


      “Look after the farm for us while we’re gone, will ya?”


      “Mmm!”


      Leaving the others in charge of farming, I set off with Fau, who provided us with music for our walk from her perch on my shoulder. Even though I had taken this path many times before, things felt fresh and exciting with Fau by my side, and I couldn’t help skipping now and then on my way to Alyssa’s stall.


      “Hey. Long time no see,” she greeted me upon my arrival.


      “Likewise. It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


      “You’re in an awfully good mood today.”


      Whoops. Had I been that obvious?


      “Must be because of her,” I answered sheepishly, stroking Fau’s head with my finger. “This is Fau, by the way. She’s a pixie.”


      “Got yourself a new tamed monster, eh? And another cute one at that.”


      “Uh-huh. It’s not as if I’m doing it on purpose, though.”


      I recalled Amelia saying something similar back in Alf. Did people think I was actively recruiting only cute monsters? I swear, it really was a coincidence—I wasn’t even trying.


      “Any chance you’ll sell me the deets on that cutie?” Alyssa glanced at me hopefully.


      “Of course. I’d be glad to.”


      “Knew I could count on you, Yuto! That reminds me. Do you still have those attribute crystals? I can give you a good deal for them now if you wanna sell.”


      “A good deal...? But you already offered to buy them for 30,000 G apiece last time.”


      “I’m willing to bump up the price to 50,000 G.”


      “Seriously? Fifty thousand? Are you saying the market value has gone up even more?”


      “You got it.”


      “Why, though?”


      “A limited supply of attribute crystals went into circulation yesterday due to the event that just took place.”


      Attribute crystals had indeed been one of the rewards you could get with the event points you earned. It was a well-known fact that they were worth a lot, so I wasn’t surprised that many players had exchanged their points for them. Still, I didn’t understand how that would hike up the market price.


      “Wouldn’t the price drop instead if loads of them are on the market now...?”


      After all, it meant that a formerly super rare item was now a mere rare item. However, things were apparently more complicated than I’d made them out to be.


      “Thing is, the market influx has given the top blacksmiths free rein to experiment with attribute crystals. That wasn’t possible until recently, given that people who had been lucky enough to obtain them in the first place usually refused to part with them.”


      I could understand that, as I was one of those players myself. There was no telling when a crystal like that might come in handy, so unless I was badly strapped for cash, I found it better to save them for special occasions.


      “Anyway, people found out that attribute crystals grant extremely favorable effects when used on weapons and armor, which is why their value has skyrocketed. I’m sure front liners would do anything to get their hands on one.”


      “Interesting. Didn’t know that.”


      “In particular, monsters in Zones Four and Five tend to be susceptible to elemental damage. Simply having one powerful elemental weapon can be an absolute game changer.”


      As a result, players were currently scrambling to obtain attribute crystals. It didn’t help that the front liners who were most desperate to get them were loaded, causing prices to soar at an alarming rate. Regardless, I had no desire to sell my crystals.


      “I’ll pass. It’s not like I need money at the moment, and besides, I’d rather use them for my incubators.”


      “Figured you’d say that. You are a Tamer, after all. Too bad. Shall we move on to the usual buying and selling of information then?”


      “Sorry.”


      “Nah, don’t be. I did ask for a lot. So, where’d you tame your new friend?”


      “Actually, I didn’t—”


      Before I could continue, Alyssa cut me off.


      “Shh! Not so loud!” she hissed, beckoning me closer. Did she not want other people to overhear our conversation?


      “Um, is this okay?”


      “Yes, much better.”


      “Where was I? Oh, right. You see, Fau was born from an egg,” I whispered. I then proceeded to explain how the egg had come to be as a result of Olto and Sakura breeding, how Fau had hatched from it, and how, for some inexplicable reason, Fau’s egg had hatched faster than Bear Bear’s. I also asked if I could buy some info on pixies if she knew anything, but unfortunately, Alyssa was just as stumped as I was.


      “Sorry, this is my first time seeing one too. I got nothing.”


      “I see...” I slumped my shoulders in disappointment. Oh well. You win some, you lose some. I decided to move on to the other details I was curious about.


      “There are several pieces of information I’d like to buy.”


      “Such as?”


      “Info about Brewing, for starters. I wanna know its usability and what sort of tools are available. I’d also like to know where I can fish. Oh, and what the Fanged Forest is like too.”


      “Gotcha...”


      Alyssa obliged and gave me a brief rundown of each skill or location I had asked about, starting with the skill Brewing. She had a list of all the known items you could currently make with it, as well as tips on how to clear a special quest that allowed you to obtain a one-of-a-kind brewing barrel. For places where I could fish, she was willing to show me all the fishing spots up until Zone Four. She also offered to tell me what fish I could catch, but I declined, not wanting to ruin the element of surprise.


      For the information about Zone Two, I asked her to be as specific as possible. In addition to a detailed map, she also had the nitty-gritty on the weaknesses of enemy monsters and the drop rates for each item. That was the Quick-Eared Cats for you: they always had the skinny on everything I wanted to know. Everything went without a hitch until it came to info on the Fanged Forest. For some reason, Alyssa instead showed me a map of the Humming Forest that was located at the end of the Eastern Plains.


      “I won’t go too deep into it, but you’re better off going to the Eastern Town instead for things brewing-related.”


      “And that’s because...?”


      “Can’t tell you unless you pay. That being said, you don’t actually have a concrete destination in mind, do you? You just wanna make progress, right?”


      “Right.”


      “In that case, I recommend you check out the Eastern Town.”


      Well, I couldn’t not go if Alyssa felt that strongly about it. As I had yet to conquer the Eastern Plains’ boss, I guessed I’d need info on that too.


      “Hmm. Okay, I’ll go east.”


      “Good choice. I’d do the same if I were you.”


      “How much for everything? It’s gotta cost quite a bit.”


      “Let’s see. Brewing, fishing, field data, and boss data... That oughta be roughly 20,000 G altogether.”


      “Huh. That’s cheaper than I thought, but...”


      Nah. Better to think of it as a necessary expense. It was essential that I knew these details. Sensing my hesitation, Alyssa offered to make a trade with me after counting the number of players near her shop.


      “How about we call it even if you sell me info about your pixie?”


      “Huh? Are you saying that Fau’s news is worth 20,000 G?”


      All I had to offer was basic data on pixies; it wasn’t as if I’d unearthed their habitat or fully figured out how their abilities worked. Furthermore, only Tamers could obtain pixies in the same way, and gnomes and tree nymphs were still incredibly rare species to my knowledge. And Alyssa was willing to fork out 20,000 G for that?


      “Oh yes, it’s worth it,” she said, grinning impishly at my expression. “I’m sure I can easily recover the initial cost if I sell the info to twenty people for, let’s say, 1,000 G each.”


      One thousand G? Wasn’t that too expensive? Still, if Alyssa was confident it would sell, she was probably right.


      “Well, if you say so. I gladly accept.”


      “Consider it a done deal. Oh, before I forget, here’s another tip for you. Apparently, eggs that your own monsters laid hatch faster.”


      “Ah, that’s why. Thanks a bunch, Alyssa.”


      “See you around.”


      I could hardly believe my luck. Who knew Fau’s information would be worth so much?


      “Thanks to you, I learned a lot today!” I showered Fau with praise.


      “Aye!”


      In my excitement, I couldn’t help skipping again, nearly shaking her off my head in the process.


      “A-Aye?”


      “Oops, sorry.”


      “Aye.”


      Thankfully, she didn’t sound particularly angry about the jostling. Phew.


      “Thanks for waiting, everyone! Next, please. I’ve got some exciting news that’s hot off the press.”


      I turned around at the sound of Alyssa’s voice and saw that a gaggle of players had gathered around her stall. The Quick-Eared Cats appeared to have a much larger clientele than I thought. Whoops. Gotta make sure to keep an eye on the clock from now on.


      “Hmm, where to— Hold on, that a message?”


      The sender of the message I had just received turned out to be Lewin, the blacksmith, who had written to let me know that the ax I’d requested a while back was ready. That was easy enough. I knew where I was headed next.


      “The next shop we’re visiting is run by a scary-looking dude, but he’s not a bad guy, so don’t worry.”


      “Aye!”


      Together, we made our way to the Western Town Square, where Lewin’s Arms and Armor Shop was located.


      “Hi there,” I greeted Lewin.


      “Heya. Long time no see.”


      “I got your text. You said my ax was ready?”


      “Yep. Here it is.”




      Name: Morning Dew Logging Ax


      Rarity: 3 / Quality: 7★ / Durability: 250


      Effect: To be used for logging.


      Weight: 1




      “Hey, this is dope! Looks really cool too!” I exclaimed. While it resembled an ordinary hatchet in most aspects, the blade glowed with a pale blue-green whenever it caught the light.


      “Aye!”


      “I used the water ores, green peach wood, and the Rock Ant shells and jaws ya gave me. Reckon I managed to keep it pretty lightweight without sacrificin’ durability.”


      “Yeah, totally.”


      “It ain’t got any special effects, but it oughta last ya a while.”


      “Thanks so much. I love it. How much altogether?”


      “That’ll be 3,000 G.”


      “Really? That seems low.”


      “Nah. I’d say it’s a fair price, considerin’ ya brought your own ingredients.”


      I couldn’t wait to see what sort of wood I could obtain in the Humming Forest. After thanking Lewin for the ax, I returned to my farm and got started on concocting potions for my journey. Merely having a map wasn’t enough; I had to be well prepared if I wanted to clear each area. Thinking of, I feel like I should’ve brought this up a long time ago, but let’s review the zones in LJO, shall we?


      The Town of Beginnings, which was the starting point in this game, was Zone Zero. LJO’s numbering system was simple: the farther away the area from this one, the greater the number. Zone One was composed of the following four adjacent fields, i.e., the Northern Plains, Southern Forest, Eastern Plains, and Western Forest. Zone Two was two areas away from the Town of Beginnings and encompassed the Fanged Forest (located at the end of the Northern Plains), the Forest of Horns (located at the end of the Southern Forest), the Humming Forest (located at the end of the Eastern Plains), and the Forest of Talons (located at the end of the Western Forest). After Zone Two was Zone Three, which contained the Northern, Southern, Eastern, and Western towns.


      Beyond Zone Three, urban centers were found in odd-numbered areas, while even-numbered areas remained fairly rural—if the forums were to be trusted, that is. Apparently, you could travel to both of these types of areas from Zone Three, although it’d be some time before I got to that stage. Since I’d already defeated a Savage Dog, the Northern Plains’ field boss, I could bypass the boss battle and go straight to the Fanged Forest. It would’ve been fairly easy to travel to the Northern Town in Zone Three via that route, but for reasons unknown to me, Alyssa had recommended the Humming Forest and Eastern Town instead.


      “Uh-huh... I see. So that’s why she wanted me to go east.” I nodded, checking the info she’d given me. Among the various tidbits I’d purchased was a memo about a highly skilled Brewer that resided in the Eastern Town. According to the note, I could acquire Brewing skills and a special barrel if I undertook a quest from them. That being said, I still had a long way to go. I had to defeat the boss of the Eastern Plains first, then brave the Humming Forest before I could arrive at my destination. However, I had faith in my current team’s abilities.


      “We’re a full party now that Fau has joined us, not to mention we leveled up a ton during the event.”


      With my water magic, Sakura’s tree magic, and Fau’s Fire Summoning, we were well equipped to fight ghost-type monsters too. As long as we had enough emergency recovery items, we ought to have no problem surviving Zone Two.


      “Okay, that’s it for potions. What else...? Right, better eat before we head out.”


      Once I’d stored the potions I made in my inventory, I pulled out my cooking utensils to make juice for Olto and Bear Bear and cookies for Rick. This time, however, I decided to put a creative spin on their food. I ended up making honey pear juice for Olto, honey persimmon juice for Bear Bear, and walnut, acorn, and soybean honey nut cookies for Rick. That reminded me—I had to prepare veggie sticks for Fau too. Admittedly, it was a little over-the-top, but I wouldn’t be where I was without my beloved companions. Food for my monsters was one thing I refused to skimp on.


      “We’re leaving once you’ve eaten your fill, okay?”


      “Mm-mm!”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      “Growl!”


      “Aye!”


      Good, good. It looked like they were all enjoying their meals.




      Two hours later, we were cruising through the Eastern Plains, already but one step away from the field boss fight. That wasn’t surprising, given that we were able to defeat Zone One enemies with ease by now; it was as easy as button mashing our way through an old-school RPG, with not a single hit point lost between us. So far, so good. All that was left was to defeat the boss, and we’d soon be in Zone Two.


      “We’ve got the full rundown on this guy, so it should be a breeze.”


      According to the Quick-Eared Cats’ data, the field boss of the Eastern Plains was a Wrestler Rabbit. As the name suggested, it was a rabbit as buff as a pro wrestler. A “rabbit,” though...? I couldn’t help feeling incredulous once we were face-to-face with the monster.


      “Kshoh-shaww!”


      “Looks more like a bear to be honest... Misnomer much?”


      The rabbit stood on its hind legs, paws raised menacingly. If it weren’t for its long ears, I might’ve mistaken it for a polar bear.


      “Kshawww!” the rabbit hissed once again. It clearly meant business.


      “I’m counting on you, guys!”


      “Mm!”


      At Olto’s signal, everyone scattered in different directions before attacking the monster, just as we had planned. While the Wrestler Rabbit was a fast and powerful foe, it only had two types of special attacks. Its defense was also on the low side, so as long as we understood its attack patterns, the chances of us winning the battle damage-free were pretty good.


      What we did have to watch out for was its Stomping attack, which it started deploying once its HP had been reduced by half. Basically, the Wrestler Rabbit would jump high into the air and try to stomp us to death. The annoying part was that even if you managed to dodge it by a hair’s breadth, its impact upon landing shook the ground and impeded our actions. The best way of counteracting this move was to jump backwards, thereby avoiding both a direct hit and the stunning effect from the aftershock.


      Obviously, Olto and Sakura had no problems dodging the attack. Even Bear Bear sidestepped it effortlessly, despite their heavyset build. Needless to say, Rick was a pro at evasion, and Fau, who was still relatively weak, was out of harm’s reach, mostly playing a supporting role in the battle. Frankly speaking, I was the one who was in hot water.


      Still, I only got hit once during the entire fight, and before long, the Wrestler Rabbit’s HP was down to the last ten percent. Bosses really were something, though: one hit of its Stomping attack had been enough to deplete fifty percent of my HP.


      “Almost there, tho— Wait, no way!”


      Although Wrestler Rabbits were known as the weakest boss in the game, there was one more move we had to be careful of besides Stomping: Bunny Heaven, an attack it resorted to when all else failed. Not all specimens were capable of using this skill, and the odds of encountering one that could were one to thirty. Since you couldn’t tell them apart based on appearance, there was no knowing if you’d encountered a Bunny Heaven user until you actually fought one—which turned out to be the case, as it happened. Just our luck!


      “Quick, everyone! Get your defenses up!”


      Bunny Heaven. As the name implied, this move was essentially a zerging strategy, intended to overwhelm players by summoning hordes of Rabbits. Given that they were, well, Rabbits, they didn’t deal a whole lot of damage, and they disappeared as soon as they were done attacking. Nevertheless, the sheer number of them made it almost impossible to deflect every blow.


      Bunbunbunbunbun!


      Nearly forty Rabbits sprung up out of nowhere, kicking us unsparingly as they ran left and right across the field.


      “Guh!”


      Bunbunbunbunbun!


      “Urk!”


      The pesky little lagomorphs were able to get a few nasty hits in, but I managed to hold my ground. However, coupled with the boss’s Stomping attack, only about thirty percent of my HP remained.


      “Grooowl.”


      “Chirp...”


      Crap! Were my monsters all right?!


      “Everyone okay?”


      “...”


      “Mm.”


      Bear Bear seemed a little unsteady, but Olto and Sakura were as fit as a fiddle, thanks to their tough defenses. Rick also appeared relatively unruffled. Evidently, he had succeeded in evading the barrage of rabbity attacks. One problem remained, though: Fau was nowhere to be seen. That could only mean...


      “Damn it, Fau’s dead!”


      I should’ve seen that coming, considering she was still at level 4. And I’d intended to level her up once we’d arrived at the Humming Forest too. Who knew we’d be unlucky enough to run into a specimen with a measly 3.33% encounter rate?!


      “You’ve done it now, Bugs!”


      “Growl growl!”


      “Chirp!”


      “...!”


      With a final relentless attack, the Wrestler Rabbit was finally completely zapped of its HP.


      “Kshaw...shaw...” the Rabbit shrieked pitifully as it disintegrated.


      “Phew. Anyway, back to the Town of Beginnings... Looks like the Humming Forest’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”


      First things first, we had to retrieve Fau. After all, one of my goals was to strengthen her; there was no point if she wasn’t here. However, right after I turned on my heel, I received a notification.


      Ding-dong.


      “Your Job level has reached level 20. You may now progress to an advanced job class.”


      “Whoa! Me, level 20?! Imagine that!”


      I quickly opened my status window, barely able to contain my excitement. I mean, this was a class change we were talking about, which was pretty much one of the highlights of RPGs with job systems. Additionally, a job change was also a sign of maturity, reflecting that I’d progressed from newbie to a more intermediate player—although I reckoned most players who had been playing from launch day had long advanced to higher-level jobs by now.


      “Looks like I can finally call myself a full-fledged LJO player!”


      A list of available jobs popped up once I’d tapped the corresponding section on my screen. In addition to secondary jobs for Tamers, I also had the option of switching to a different basic class, such as a Farmer or Carpenter. In my case, I had no intention of changing professions, so I skipped straight to the section on Tamer-related jobs.


      “Huh. Never seen that one before.”


      The list included the following five options: Journeyman Tamer, Unique Tamer, Harvest Tamer, Elemental Tamer, and Commander Tamer. The first three I recognized and already knew about from the forums. Journeyman Tamer was essentially the standard choice for Tamers and boosted your stats and skills evenly. The majority of players were likely to choose this option, given that it was the most well-rounded job.


      Unique Tamer was exactly as the name implied and was a class change available to those who’d tamed more than three unique specimens. Not only did it increase your odds of encountering a unique monster, but it also granted significant bonuses to each unique specimen you’d already tamed. The downside was that it decreased the tame rate for regular specimens, not to mention they received fewer bonuses compared to Journeyman Tamers. In my opinion, it didn’t seem very useful.


      Harvest Tamer was a slightly special case and could only be selected if you had more than three monsters with Gather or Collect skills. Choosing this class would grant those monsters an overall stat boost as well as bonuses to the aforementioned skills. Unfortunately, it didn’t sound like it’d improve your odds of survival on the battlefield.


      Of course, I already knew about the job Commander Tamer, having unlocked it with a Tamers’ book of secrets—an item that let you choose a special profession when switching jobs—which I’d obtained with my event points. While stat growth was slow, it came with the added perk of being able to bring an additional monster with you on your journeys. Since I was a lousy fighter anyway, I’d much rather have more monsters to back me up during battles.


      Elemental Tamer was new to me, though. From what I could gather, this job granted elemental monsters extra bonuses. In that sense, its abilities were similar to those of Unique Tamers.


      “Three elemental monsters—that must mean Olto, Sakura, and Fau.”


      If it hadn’t been for the job Commander Tamer, I might have opted for this class change instead. However, my heart was set on the former; I hadn’t spent three thousand points on that secret book for nothing.


      “All right, let’s go with Commander Tamer.”


      I then answered “Yes” to the question of whether I’d like to use the Tamers’ book of secrets. Immediately, the book vanished from my inventory and appeared before me, the pages flapping as though being blown by a strong breeze. As the book reached its final page, my body glowed faintly. I waited for a bit, but nothing more happened.


      “...That’s it?”


      All I did was glow for a split second. As I tensed up, the book of secrets disappeared into thin air without a trace. That really was it, then. It wasn’t like this game to be so underwhelming, although I supposed the page-turning effect had been kind of dramatic. Nevertheless, I had successfully transitioned from a normal Tamer to a Commander Tamer. Huh. So much for that. I decided to check my status to see what had changed.


      “Guess my stats have gone up a tiny bit.”


      All of my base stats had increased by one, except for my Intelligence and Sanity, which had increased by three. In addition, I had gained a new skill called Commander: Lvl. 1 (Tamed Monster Formation +1). The name was extremely fitting and drove home the fact that I was now a leader of sorts. I had also gained an extra Tame slot, thanks to my Command skill going up one level during the boss fight. Sweet. I was looking forward to taming more monsters in the near future.


      Ding-dong!


      “Huh? Again?”


      “Your tamed monster, Rick, has reached level 20. Your monster is ready to evolve. Please choose a new evolution from your status menu.”


      “N-No way! Everything’s happening all at once!”


      Now that I recalled, Squirrels could evolve once their base level reached 20. Each monster evolved at a different rate depending on their species. For so-called grinding fodder like Squirrels and Rabbits, the evolution threshold was usually set at level 20. At the moment, Olto and Sakura were at level 19, and Bear Bear at level 17. Unfortunately, due to the lack of information on their species, I had no idea when they’d be able to evolve. While gnomes had been ready for evolution at level 25 in beta, I wasn’t sure that rule applied to the official version as well.


      “Rick! C’mere, buddy.”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      “You’re ready to evolve. I’m gonna need you to keep still for a few minutes.”


      “Chirp!”


      Rick saluted in reply as I opened his status window. At the very top was a list of possible evolutions.


      “Hmm. I’ve heard of Pearl White Squirrels and Jet-Black Squirrels, but...what’s a ‘Wood Grain Squirrel’?”


      Originally, I’d planned to evolve Rick into a Pearl White Squirrel since it would allow him to gain a water attribute. This new option gave me pause, though. There was a possibility that it would grant him plant-based abilities once he leveled up, and there was no doubt it was a rare evolved form. I could definitely use some extra tree-type skills on the farm.


      “This must’ve popped up because I fulfilled some kinda special condition. Guess I’ll go with this last one, then. That okay with you, Rick?”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      Rick thrust his arms into the air, stretched out all the way to his fingertips. It looked like he had no objections.


      “All right, Wood Grain Squirrel it is!”


      “Chirp!”


      The minute I made my selection, Rick began glowing. Man, this game sure loved to go ham on the glowy effects! This was more like it—much better than the lackluster treatment I had received earlier. After several seconds, the light subsided, and Rick stood before me, looking distinctly different.


      “...Talk about a makeover.”


      “Chirp?”


      “You’re one size bigger, plus the pattern on your coat has changed.”


      Previously, Rick had been gray all over, whereas his new coloring was similar to a chipmunk’s. He was mostly brown except for his white stomach, and unlike an ordinary chipmunk, the stripes on his back were arranged in a wood grain pattern. So that’s where the name comes from, I nodded to myself while loosening Rick’s bandana. As soon as I saw his new and improved stats, my eyes flew open.


      “H-Holy shit! That’s some difference!”


      I had severely underestimated the power of evolution. Evidently, even low-level monsters became noticeably stronger once they evolved. Rick’s HP and MP had increased by ten each, and his Agility had increased by four. Everything else had received a +2 boost.




      Name: Rick / Race: Wood Grain Squirrel / Base Level: Lv. 20


      Master: Yuto


      HP: 61/61 / MP: 45/45


      Strength: 10 / Endurance: 11 / Agility: 26


      Dexterity: 14 / Intelligence: 11 / Sanity: 12


      Skills: Vigilance (Advanced), Collect (Advanced), Pruning, Jump, Climb, Flee, Cheek Pouch, Incisor Attack, Conceal, Nut Bomb


      Equipment: Crimson Bandana




      His skills were slightly different too. Vigilance and Collect had presumably achieved advanced status, and he had also acquired two new skills called Conceal and Nut Bomb. Nut Bomb, eh? I had briefly read about that skill online before, and it had stuck with me ever since due to its unique effects.


      As you could probably guess from its name, its effect was pretty straightforward—essentially, it allowed the user to throw nuts and use them as weapons. The interesting part was that the attack’s force and effectiveness differed depending on the type of nut used. To give a few examples, blue acorns dealt minor damage, while walnuts were capable of slight damage and provoking enemies. That was the extent of my knowledge, though. It looked like I’d have to do a bit of experimenting with this skill. Depending on its power and effect, it might be worth mass-producing specific nuts. However, the only nuts I had on me at the moment were blue acorns, walnuts, and glowing walnuts. As curious as I was, I didn’t want to sacrifice something as precious as a glowing walnut for a mere test run.


      “Isn’t there anything else I can use? Nuts, nuts... Wait a minute, aren’t nuts fruits? Think you can use this as a bomb, Rick?”


      “Chirp!” Rick replied with a cheerful nod. Thankfully, fruits seemed to work just fine.


      “That means you can use green peaches, white pears, and purple persimmons too. Well, I guess it’d be worth it if your attack is powerful...”


      Still, I didn’t want to waste too many fruits in the process. I made a mental note to check the forums later; I could always experiment afterwards if I couldn’t find any relevant information.


      “I’ll give you three blue acorns and three walnuts for now.”


      “Chirp!”


      Rick promptly stored the nuts I gave him using his Cheek Pouch skill. I knew this skill allowed him to store items in his mouth, but it honestly just looked like he was eating a bunch of food. Don’t accidentally swallow them, okay?


      Ding-dong.


      “Whoa whoa whoa! Now what?”


      The sound of yet another announcement instinctively put me on my guard, but this time, the message had nothing to do with us.


      “One of the Elemental Gates has been unlocked. Consequently, we will award the first player to reach this gate the title ‘The Elemental Gate Unlocker.’”


      Unlike the previous notifications, this was a server-wide announcement. Apparently, someone had unlocked a so-called Elemental Gate. The name didn’t ring a bell, but I assumed it was some sort of dungeon on the front lines. Given that I hadn’t even reached Zone Three yet, this announcement had absolutely nothing to do with me.


      “Elemental Gate, huh...? I smell adventure.”


      I bet it was a mysterious gate that led to the spirit world. As much as I longed to visit it, it’d undoubtedly be a while before I could.


      “Oh well. Back to the Town of Beginnings for now.”




      After our successful victory over the Wrestler Rabbit, we finally crossed over into new territory—the Humming Forest in Zone Two—the following day.


      “Not gonna lie, I was pretty worried at first, but we seem to be getting by no problem.”


      “Growl growl!”


      “Nice one! Keep it up, Bear Bear!”


      “...!”


      “You too, Sakura. Thanks for acting as a spearhead.”


      Things were going swimmingly for us. My magic and Bear Bear’s claw attacks were now strong enough to wipe out weak mobs in a single blow, even taking monsters with higher HP values like Little Bears down to about forty percent health. Sakura and Olto’s defenses were impenetrable, and the backup Rick and Fau provided wasn’t too shabby either. I had doubts about Fau’s ability to coordinate with the others in dealing with higher-level enemies initially, but my worries proved to be unfounded. She was in no way inferior to Rick or Bear Bear, and she formed a seamless unit with Olto and Sakura, presumably because she was their child.


      Rick had also become even more of a force to be reckoned with since evolving. He was far more agile and skilled at dodging attacks now, and his nut bombs proved to be a useful distraction. Using walnuts for the bombs had a provoking effect, but this wasn’t even strictly necessary, as blue acorn bombs more than sufficed at drawing our enemies’ attention. Rick was an excellent decoy, leading our opponent on a merry chase in every battle. Once he’d driven them into a corner, Bear Bear delivered the final blow. Though still imperfect, Rick was doing a great job acting as an evasion tank; consequently, the other members suffered less damage. He really was a reliable munchkin.


      I’d also checked the forums while I was logged out and verified that fruits could be used as nut bombs too. So far, the following had been confirmed: green peaches provided a slight healing effect for team members, white pears were capable of minor damage and had a slight chance of causing paralysis, and purple persimmons dealt minor damage and had a slight chance of poisoning opponents. Seeing as the latter two only induced status ailments occasionally, using them as bombs seemed like a waste. Green peaches it was, then. Blue acorns were also pretty potent, so they’d probably be our main artillery for the time being. By evolving, Rick had suddenly become our ace. We’d have no problem winning fights now, so long as we weren’t outnumbered.


      “Gotta say, I’m impressed at how fast you’re leveling up, Fau.”


      “Aye!”


      “Who’d have thought you’d already be at level 5?”


      Since her base level had started out at 1, she was quick to progress.


      “Learn any new skills?”


      “Aye!”


      In response, Fau burst into song.


      “La di da da♪”


      Hm? Was it me, or had the melody changed? She appeared to have learned a new tune, which sounded just a bit sassier than her previous songs.


      “What effect does that have?” I asked.


      “Aye!”


      Fau raised her hands before swinging them down energetically. Gestures like this reminded me that she was indeed Olto’s child, although I guessed she had no choice but to rely on body language to convey her thoughts, given that most monsters couldn’t talk. Judging by her plucky expression and vigorous movements, she seemed to be mimicking an attack. Since it didn’t look like a close-range attack, she was probably casting some sort of spell.


      “Hmm... Is that a magic attack, perhaps?”


      “Aye♪”


      Evidently, I had nailed it on my first guess. Now that’s growth—we love to see it! So her new song had the ability to strengthen magic attacks. That was incredibly useful.


      “Wow, Fau. I’m impressed,” I gushed, patting her on the head.


      “Aye!” she chirped from her perch on my shoulder. Seeing our exchange, my remaining companions hurled themselves at me.


      “Mm-mm!”


      “Chirp chirp!”


      “Growl growl!”


      “...♪”


      They then formed a neat line in front of me, Olto leading the group with his head bent forward as though in a bow—though it was most likely pats he was after.


      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I chuckled, patting my monsters in turn.


      “Mmm.”


      After walking through the Humming Forest for ten minutes or so, we made it safely to the safety zone that we’d previously had trouble reaching.


      “We’ve been slogging nonstop ever since we left the Eastern Plains. Let’s take a short break here, okay?”


      “Mm!”


      To tell the truth, I had just realized that I’d ignored the progress report the devs sent us the day before. I seemed to have gotten the notification during a fight, which was why I’d missed it. Might as well check it now while we’re resting.


      “Hmm. Looks like I still have way more titles than anyone else.”


      I was the top title holder as usual with six titles under my belt—double that of the second-place player with their three. As most people seemed to know that I had at least four titles, it didn’t take a genius to figure out that I was the current record holder. I supposed I would just have to put on a smile if someone decided to give me a hard time. I was basically a pro at that at this point, thanks to my years of experience in dealing with obnoxious customers!


      “...Let’s not think about real-world problems in-game,” I sighed. It wouldn’t do to dampen the mood. “Huh. Interesting to see which skills people have chosen to acquire too.”


      There seemed to be a lot more players with Taming and Cooking skills since the last time I’d looked. I was especially thrilled to see the increase in Tame-users; the fact that more people were choosing to obtain Taming skills regardless of their job class meant that Tamers were starting to be seen in a more favorable light.


      “Who knows? This could actually be the beginning of a new era.”


      That being said, I’d always believed this day would come, thanks to famous players like Amimin! Additionally, the player with the most tamed monsters had a walloping fourteen beasts, which was nearly three times what I had. Damn, talk about impressive. It was no wonder Tamers were getting a better rep.


      “Hey, check that out. There are more than two hundred players with Plant Knowledge now. Good to see it gaining traction.”


      Given the number of skill users, it’d only be a matter of time before herbal tea leaves became widely available. At last, it looked like I would soon be free from the fiascos surrounding my farm stand. In addition to the report, there was also a new message from the devs. The message read, “New system features have been unlocked following our first two major events.” New features, eh? Hadn’t there been an announcement like that before? If I remembered correctly, the last update had unlocked a wider variety of enemy monsters. What new features awaited us this time? Oh well, there was no point thinking about it now; I was bound to find out sooner or later anyway. Better get going, I decided.


      “Time to go, guys.”


      However, none of my monsters responded to my call. They seemed to be huddled in a circle, playing some sort of game together. Upon closer look, I saw that they were engaged in a game of stick toppling—a game which involved taking turns to see who would be the one to knock over a stick pushed into a pile of sand—which was slowly becoming a household favorite. I had to say, they really took the mantra “play hard” seriously. They were so focused they hadn’t heard me at all, although I supposed part of it had to do with Fau’s music drowning out my voice. Each time the mound of sand got smaller, she played a low and menacing tune reminiscent of the theme song to that infamous shark movie, the one that went Duunnn dunnn, duuuunnnn duun. They were almost done anyway, so I decided to wait for them to finish.




      “Hey, I see the village.”


      After leaving the safety zone, we arrived at the village in Zone Two. To be honest, it wasn’t much of a village, the only buildings being an inn, a tool shop, and a smithy. There were no houses in sight, and the only NPCs were those working at the aforementioned stores. On the whole, the place felt pretty lifeless. Nevertheless, I was grateful for simply having somewhere to rest. I stopped by the tool shop, hoping to make some lucky finds—herb seeds would’ve been nice—but to my disappointment, they didn’t have anything of interest.


      “There aren’t any stalls either. Guess it’s pretty much just a safety zone with a few extras on the side.”


      Having nothing else to do, I was about to leave the village and continue on my way, when I heard a familiar voice.


      “Huh? Silver-Haired! Fancy seeing you here!”


      “Hi!”


      “Oh, it’s you guys. Hey, Tsuyoshi, Takayuki.”


      The players were none other than Tsuyoshi, the red-haired Swordfighter, and Takayuki, the Lancer with the blue center part, whom I’d helped in the underground passage connecting to the Dryad’s altar a while back. I remembered them well, as it was rare for me to do the rescuing rather than be rescued.


      “Are you headed for the Eastern Town?” Takayuki asked.


      “Yeah, I am. How about you?”


      “We’re gathering ingredients in Zone Two since we heard there are a lot of insect-type monsters in the Humming Forest,” Takayuki continued.


      “Yeah, they’re perfect for making lightweight armor,” Tsuyoshi added.


      From the looks of it, they both seemed to be light infantry, whose main purpose was to evade attacks. I could see why they would want to obtain lighter equipment.


      “Is it still just the two of you?”


      “No, we’re with our classmates now. We’re not strong enough to survive Zone Two on our own yet.”


      “They’ve actually progressed until Zone Four, but they were super chill about helping us with our grinding quest.”


      As we were chatting, we were joined by a few other players whom I took to be their friends.


      “Hey, you two. Do you know this guy?” one of them asked.


      “Yep. He helped us a ton a while back!” Tsuyoshi grinned.


      “Come on, don’t exaggerate. It was just that one time.” I scoffed.


      “Anyway, we learned a lot from you.” Takayuki beamed. It was just like high school students to be so honest and sincere. Frankly, their youthful innocence was making me feel old.


      “These are our party members,” Tsuyoshi said, pointing at his classmates.


      “Hi, I’m Hinako.”


      “I’m Cerulean.”


      “And I’m Ivan.”


      Each member bowed as they introduced themselves, equally polite and fresh-faced as the two boys. They must have been enrolled in some prestigious private academy to have such good manners (or so I’d have to imagine).


      “I’m Yuto, a Tamer,” I offered in reply.


      “Oh my gosh, really...? U-Um, could you give us a second?” Hinako stuttered.


      “Huh? Sure, I guess.”


      Upon hearing my name, Tsuyoshi and Takayuki’s classmates gathered around them and started whispering in hushed tones.


      “...Why...?”


      “...You should’ve...”


      “...Where...?”


      Had I said something wrong? Although I could only catch a few words here and there, it was evident that they were interrogating the boys.


      Three minutes later...


      “Th-Thanks for waiting.”


      “Sorry for going off like that.”


      “Nah, it’s fine. Is there something I should know about, though?”


      “Oh no, not at all! Don’t worry about it!”


      “We were just lectur— I mean, confirming something with those two.”
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