
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: Color1]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Prologue


    	Chapter 03: Otherworldly Language Comprehension


    	Epilogue


    	Character Profiles


    	Afterword


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  


  Landmarks


  
    	Table of Contents


    	Color Illustrations

  



  
    [image: quote]
  

  
    
      Prologue


      A Certain Month and Day, 2018
Maisons-Alfort, France


      The commune of Maisons-Alfort was located in the southeastern suburbs of Paris. There, David Jean Pierre Garcia stood on the highest level of a five-story building, which had once been a luxury apartment complex. From a window, he overlooked the Marne River.


      “Is it true that Ahmed’s daughter had an enchantment cast upon her in Japan?” David asked.


      Facing David’s back, the young man who had given the report responded in a flat voice. “At the very least, it’s true that he returned to India with his beautiful daughter.”


      “You speak of the young woman in the wheelchair?”


      Out of desperation, Ahmed—one of the wealthiest men in India—had brought his daughter Asha to Altum Foraminis. Healing Asha would have been significant for the future of David’s religious organization. However, simply by glancing at the young woman’s condition, David had determined this to be impossible. At the same time, he’d never spoken these words to Ahmed. Religion existed to sell miracles, after all.


      In the end, David had postponed Asha’s treatment, inventing various plausible excuses.


      The young man continued giving his report. “Apparently, Ahmed ran into an acquaintance during his journey back to India, and he mentioned something about a Japanese sorcerer. Soon, he’ll unveil Asha in high society. When that happens, we’ll know for sure.”


      David considered the impact this would have on his order.


      Most people knew nothing of Altum Foraminis Sacri Esse, otherwise known as the Church of the Deep Chasm. Yet those who did know of this religious order regarded it as a Christian cult that worshiped the dungeons. In other words, the church viewed the actual bottom of the Earth as sacred—not Vorago, Hades, the Abyss, or Tartarus.


      The church’s holy woman—Marianne Therese Martin—had gained healing powers from a dungeon, providing the basis for their name. Altum Foraminis differed from the vast array of other cults in that respect.


      In short, Marianne was not a charlatan.


      Two years ago, David had met her in the Encamp parish of Andorra. Wearing shabby clothes, she’d been sitting on a small bench outside the Saint Mark & Santa Maria Church, which was located in the parish’s public cemetery. A group of elderly people from the area had been kneeling all around her.


      Curious about this strange group, David had spoken to a man who seemed to be a staff member. “What kind of gathering is this?”


      In response, the man glanced at the small assembly. “They are seeking ma santa,” he answered in a quiet voice.


      “Ma santa?” David asked. “As in the ‘sacred hand’?”


      As if fleeing something taboo, the man shook his head slightly, turning his back to David and leaving.


      Driven by intense curiosity, David sat down on another bench, observing the group from afar. A little while later, hurried movement originated from the gate. A flustered man was carrying a slumped, elderly woman over his shoulders. She was likely the man’s wife. This man raced over to the side of the bench.


      The woman must have accidentally spilled oil on herself while cooking; her face was red and inflamed. Likewise, terrible burns appeared to cover the entire upper half of her body. If she wasn’t taken to the hospital immediately, her life could be in danger. Why bring her to this place? David wondered, rage towards these foolish old men and women boiling inside him. Yet in the next moment, surprise replaced all other emotions.


      The girl sitting on the bench smiled quietly. As if performing some kind of spell, she raised her hands towards the injured woman’s face. Like a video being rewound, the woman’s inflamed features returned to their natural state. Even though she had been on death’s door just a moment ago. The man who had brought his wife bowed his head to the ground, looking like he might kiss the girl’s feet.


      Without thinking, David rose from his seat. Now, he stood frozen, his mouth opened wide enough to dislocate his jaw. Finally, time seemed to resume once more, and he thudded back onto the bench, his entire body drained of strength.


      At that moment, David felt something keenly. He had arrived at a decisive crossroads in his life. Divine revelation had struck him.


      If one used a dungeon-produced potion, even the miracle of healing became possible. Of course, this girl had no reason to use an expensive potion without remuneration, and David doubted she had actually done so. Regardless, he didn’t care if this had been a true miracle or some sleight of hand. The healing had looked real, and nothing else mattered.


      Humankind had created few products as great as “God.” After all, God gave His love for free. Though nothing needed to be procured, the masses still competed to buy this product with a cost rate of zero. Furthermore, humanity had created religion as a system to sell this product. Doctrines and ceremonies were merely performances to sell God’s love. Similarly, religious facilities and organizations were akin to specialized stores.


      Thus, people of faith paid large sums of money to gain such things as peace of mind. In David’s opinion, a man could gain the same contentment by sleeping on the breast of a woman he loved. And in terms of price, neither was any different. Of course, he found the latter more appealing, as one also received the added bonus of physical satisfaction.


      That day, David had followed Marianne back to her house and presented a business proposal to her father. To say the least, the man had been absolute scum, selling his daughter to a con man for a pittance.


      Marianne was the embodiment of a miracle. The more David learned about her, the more perfect she became. With her first name being Marianne, she seemed the personification of France itself. Moreover, she bore the middle name of Therese and the last name of Martin. Despite being the most common surname in France, Martin still brought to mind Thérèse of Lisieux—France’s second-most renowned patron saint.


      Everything had aligned so perfectly that it had seemed like cheap fiction. Yet with Marianne’s miracles at the center, David had founded a religious organization. Using this church to further himself, he’d brought politicians and wealthy patrons into the fold.


      David knew a secret about those who ran nations and large corporations. They tended to be more enthusiastic about mysticism and the occult than most people thought. The histories surrounding Rasputin, the Freemasons, and so forth provided evidence of this. As a result, David and Marianne had been given the perfect opportunity to pluck ripe fruit from the tree.


      When Marianne used potions and the like, David would put on a performance to make her “miracles” seem even more excessive. In time, this girl—the embodiment of a small miracle—transformed into a great holy woman. Using teamwork and Marianne’s beauty, they bent the world’s wealthiest echelons to their will.


      David turned towards the young man who’d delivered the report. “If that young woman was Ahmed’s daughter, she must have used an eighth-ranked or higher potion, correct?”


      As of yet, potions ranked eight or higher hadn’t been discovered. If such an item did exist, David would have to obtain it at any cost.


      “It’s possible, but... According to rumor, Ahmed visited Japan with his daughter to buy a skill orb,” the young man replied.


      “A skill orb?”


      Based on David’s conversations with Marianne, she’d derived her healing abilities from a skill. However, because she’d lost her D-Card, she didn’t know the name of the skill. Likewise, she didn’t know how she’d obtained it, claiming to have no memories of the incident. Of course, she could have been lying on both accounts.


      “A few days ago, a skill orb auction was held in Japan,” the young man explained.


      “That wasn’t a scam?”


      “It’s hard to believe, but based on all the information we have, the transaction appears to have actually taken place.”


      “Incredible...”


      When David had first heard of the auction, he’d assumed it to be the scheme of a genius con artist like himself. Yet when he’d tried to imagine how the con would play out, he’d come up blank. This must be the work of the world’s greatest master, he’d thought. But to his great surprise, the auction had been genuine, not fraud.


      “What else can you tell me?” David asked.


      “One of the orbs up for auction was called Super Recovery.”


      “Have its effects been made public?”


      “Supposedly, it reduces fatigue and immediately heals minor wounds.”


      “Who sold the orb?”


      “We don’t know.”


      “Then what monster drops the orb?”


      “Also unknown.”


      Not only did this information sound dubious, but in comparison to the orb’s selling price, its abilities sounded unimpressive. This only made David suspect something of being hidden.


      Someone out there can miraculously heal wounds that we’re incapable of treating.


      Turning his back on the young man, David looked down upon the Marne River once more, muttering to himself. “The miracle of healing must belong to Altum Foraminis alone.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 03: Otherworldly Language Comprehension


      November 21, 2018 (Wednesday)
Yoyogi-Hachiman


      That day, an anticyclone sat imposingly over the Japanese archipelago. Considering it was still November, we would have a cold morning on our hands.


      “Kei,” Miyoshi said. “We’re going to have the RV delivered to our house.”


      “So, it’s finally coming,” I replied. “How did you end up resolving the exterior problem?”


      “I had the manufacturer cover the body with titanium sheets. But once it’s complete, the RV won’t pass inspection.”


      “Yeah, I could’ve guessed that. But since we’re not taking it out on public roads, that shouldn’t be a problem.”


      “When I said that to the manufacturer, he made a weird face, asking if we plan on going to war.” Remembering the conversation, Miyoshi laughed. “Anyway, I don’t know exactly where the RV is coming from, but someone should be driving it to our front yard.”


      “Huh? Didn’t you just say it can’t be driven on public roads?”


      “For now, it can. The titanium sheets still haven’t been placed on the front and other vital sections. Once the RV is delivered, the manufacturer will finish the job. Afterwards, no one will be able to drive it ever again.”


      Never mind the inspection. If you can’t see out the front window, you can’t drive for shit.


      Still, we were only using the RV as a base. Having the windows covered wouldn’t cause any problems.


      “We can make do with this for now, but ultimately, I’d like to have a proper dungeon house,” I said. “Do you think someone would make that for us? I don’t even mind if it’s an RV manufacturer.”


      “Sounds good,” Miyoshi answered. “With dungeon conditions being so harsh, I can’t imagine an RV lasting too long. If we want something with perfectly airtight sealing and a circulatory system, we might have to hire a space development company.”


      “I won’t demand anything that crazy, but camping out in a tent inside a dungeon? Doesn’t seem possible for either of us...”


      “Yep. We softies totally immersed in modern conveniences wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      “Wait. It’s not because we’re soft, okay? If two people have to stay on watch, we’d never be able to sleep.”


      In response to my assertion, Miyoshi snorted. “Well, let’s leave it at that.”


      C’mon, I’m being serious here.


      “But when you think about it like that, soldiers sure are incredible,” Miyoshi noted.


      I couldn’t agree more. When raiding dungeons in Japan, the SDF usually employed expedition style, and foreign organizations did the same. Expedition style made for safer explorations, but more importantly, it prevented the likelihood of uncontrollable situations occurring.


      In contrast, Team Simon was raiding Yoyogi using adventure style in its purest form. “We’re on vacation, after all,” Simon had said with a laugh. Though I could imagine them having access to high-tech military equipment, the very basics would be bedding for explorers and guards.


      “So, what should we do about weapons and armor?” Miyoshi asked. “Past the second level, not having either of those will look suspicious, right?”


      “Yeah, we’ll definitely stand out wearing only our casual clothes... If every friendly explorer gives us a word of caution, we’ll never stop hearing the end of it.”


      I imagined each explorer we passed calling out, “These levels are dangerous without armor!” If that happened, I might lose my mind. The person giving advice out of goodwill only had to hear themselves once. Conversely, the person receiving the advice had to hear the same thing countless times.


      “Even with expensive armor, we won’t be completely protected,” I said. “Let’s prioritize ease of movement while putting our faith in Super Recovery and VIT. Why don’t we buy the newcomer’s equipment that Mitsurugi and Saito used at first? It’s pretty cheap.”


      “As I recall, explorers with a WDA rank of G are only allowed to buy cheap equipment, seeing as we’re at the bottom of the pecking order.”


      I nodded at that. “Oh, and I’d like a shield to block enemy projectiles.”


      “My titanium frying pan isn’t good enough for you?” Miyoshi huffed.


      “Yeah, we might need an upgrade...”


      Merely considering their specs, titanium frying pans were a huge bang for your buck. Still, carrying one around would look suspicious as hell, and its small size would barely protect the wielder.


      “We won’t be able to buy the kind of shield you’re looking for outside of a dungeon facility’s shop.” Quickly operating her PC, Miyoshi narrowed down the list of serviceable shields. “Oh, this one looks like it can take a beating!”


      “Let’s see what we have here.” Peeking at the screen, I found the words “Bunker Shield” displayed there. “Look here, Miyoshi... Who do you think is capable of lugging around this 180 kilogram shield?”


      “You, obviously.”


      Oh yeah, I probably could. That being said...


      “This will draw way more attention than a frying pan!” I cried. “In the complete opposite way!”


      “Wow, do you think about anyone but yourself? Anyway, how about these?”


      The screen now displayed two different shields: a personal ballistic shield from Protech Tactical, which was used by American SWAT teams, and a mini shield from LBA.


      “The personal ballistic shield weighs less than ten kilograms,” Miyoshi said. “The mini shield is made from Kevlar, and it’s a little more than three kilograms. It has a small protective range, though.”


      “For now, I just want to protect myself from surprise attacks, so the mini shield will do fine. Oh, and we’ll need at least two spares.”


      “Roger that,” Miyoshi replied, clicking the buy button. “As for weapons... Want to look super cool and use one of these from the legendary sword line?”


      Laughing, Miyoshi showed me a series of ornately decorated, batch-produced swords.


      “The hell are those?” I asked.


      “Some game developers collab with weapons manufacturers to make stuff like this.”


      “No matter how you slice it, those look like collector’s items. And anyway, I can’t use a sword.”


      Since I’d never even held a sword, attacking with one seemed beyond my capabilities. Plus, if you were just going to swing something with brute force, a bat would work just as well.


      “If you don’t want to go near the monsters, how about projectiles?” Miyoshi suggested.


      “Projectiles, huh?”


      Due to some sort of reaction, applying one’s stats to projectile weapons like slingshots and bows had proven difficult. Basically, the projectile would strike with its normal force, not the increased STR of the explorer. This was even more evident with firearms. With a slingshot, you could at least pull back the band yourself. However, simply pulling a trigger gave a person no room to apply their STR.


      If you had a nearly impossible-to-draw bow, perhaps your STR would be applied to the arrow. Still, I doubted anyone sold such a weapon, and furthermore, the arrow probably wouldn’t even hit its target. Could DEX assist with aiming, perhaps?


      Primarily using magic would be another option, but as MP was a limited resource, I hesitated to rely on it completely. And in most games, magic-resistant monsters began to appear as the difficulty increased.


      “The moon clan lives in a valley-like area on the fourteenth level...” Miyoshi said. “Should we chuck iron balls at them?”


      Whoa, this is my chance to become a star pitcher!


      “In Hyogo, there’s a company called Funabe Seiko that specializes in manufacturing metal balls,” Miyoshi continued.


      “Jeez, you can find anything in Japan.”


      “The company makes balls from less than one millimeter to one hundred millimeters in diameter. They use a variety of materials too. There’s an eight-centimeter ball weighing two kilograms and a six-centimeter ball weighing 850 grams.”


      “Well then, let’s buy a hundred each of the six-centimeter and eight-centimeter balls,” I said. “I’d like to test out a few different things.”


      “If a normal person threw a two-kilogram iron ball with all their might, it would destroy their shoulder.”


      “But my stats will prevent that from happening. Also, if we’re throwing things, I’ll want axes too.”


      “Like a tomahawk?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Yeah, exactly. I’d like something on the heavier side. Can you order around one hundred of Browning’s Shock ’N’ Awe tomahawks?”


      “This is starting to sound like a military order.”


      “Do you think they’re going to axe our shipment?”


      Miyoshi glared at me. “How did I know you’d make that joke?” she asked, confirming the order. “Since there seem to be some in stock, most will arrive tomorrow.”


      “Got it. Now, we just have to decide on our route.”


      Along the way, we could end up running into monsters whose orbs I’d like to check. If so, I’d want to hunt them.


      “Teleportation and Resurrection would be the dream skills, wouldn’t they?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Also, anything related to physical strengthening would be convenient.”


      “Skills with medical applications probably wouldn’t be used for crimes, and I can see them fetching a tidy sum.”


      “Ones related to Recovery, huh...?”


      Like Heal, Cure, and Uncurse. Wait, that last one is different.


      “A tool that enables communication between the dungeons and the outside world would be convenient too,” I said.


      “Apparently there’s a place researching quantum teleportation as a means of communication.”


      “Since dungeons probably exist in a different dimension, do you think that’ll be effective?”


      “Well,” Miyoshi said, “I’ve also heard of an experiment being set up to confirm quantum entanglement inside the dungeons.”


      “Wow. Hope that gets put into practical use soon.”


      Despite saying this, I didn’t understand the finer details at all. Only that it sounded awesome.


      “But even before then, we might be able to figure out another means of communication,” Miyoshi said. “Through dungeon materials, for instance.”


      “What’s your basis for that?”


      Miyoshi brought up a map of Yoyogi Dungeon’s floors, tapping the ninth level. “This right here.”


      A monster called a colonial worm was displayed there.


      “Never heard of it,” I said.


      “It’s such a hassle to kill that most people leave it alone.”


      A lot of monsters were located away from the route to the next level’s stairs. To hunt these monsters, a person needed some kind of motive, as many of them were far more trouble than their rewards would suggest. As a rule, many of these were left alone. Like the first-floor slimes, for example.


      And colonial worms were prime representatives of “monsters you should just ignore.”


      “So, what about it?” I asked.


      “Colonial worms are composed of a small colony and a larger, main body.”


      The first SDF squadron to encounter the monster had assumed its main body was a nest.


      Miyoshi continued her explanation. “The worms that are part of the smaller colonies attack and eat—or rather, swallow—a variety of things, but they don’t change in size.”


      “So they never end up looking like a tsuchinoko?”


      “Nope. But when the SDF defeated the main body, they sliced it with a blade. Before it transformed into light, objects that the colony had presumably swallowed poured out of the main body.”


      After being defeated, dungeon monsters disappeared. Thus, no one could perform a completely satisfactory investigation of the colonial worm. Yet strangely enough, when the main body had been sliced in half, the contents had spilled out before the creature’s death.


      “Apparently, objects not originating from the dungeon were left there intact,” Miyoshi concluded.


      “Sounds like a treasure chest.”


      “And so, the colonies and the main body are thought to be somehow connected on the inside.”


      “How fantastical,” I said. “Basically, they share something like a stomach?”


      “Exactly. And in that case, wouldn’t the main stomach and the colony’s organs somehow share the same physical space?”


      “It’s possible, but... You can’t obtain items by capturing a monster and dissecting it. They’re dropped, not extracted.”


      “I agree. Plus...”


      Miyoshi proceeded to show me an extremely grotesque video. Put bluntly, it scared the living crap out of me. The colonies crawled along the walls of a corridor, completely covering them. Honestly, the video reminded me of the house’s interior in the final scene of Squirm.


      “Gross...” I mumbled.


      “That’s why nobody goes in this direction.”


      “No kidding. Unless you have powerful, ranged magic, who would go near that thing?”


      “Definitely not me,” Miyoshi said. “I’m in no rush to get eaten.”


      That would be a poor punch line indeed.


      “But if we just need magical skills, there are quite a few candidates,” Miyoshi said, pointing to a series of monsters: the lesser salamandora on level eleven, the kamaitachi on level seventeen, and the great desmana on levels thirteen and fourteen.


      “What’s a desmana?” I asked.


      “Apparently, it resembles a large mole called a Russian desman. It’s known for having a thick tail and pointed nose.”


      Even without a tail, the great desmana would be a full meter in length. Indeed, it looked like a rat or a mole.


      “That sort of thing is just wandering around?” I asked. “Can’t see my tomahawks being much use against them.”


      “Carrying another weapon with a longer blade might be a good idea.”


      A longer blade, huh? It all comes back to swords, doesn’t it?


      “Speaking of which,” Miyoshi said. “I was thinking of dropping a bus in and out of Storage.”


      “What?” I asked.


      “Whenever I take something out of Storage, I can—to some extent—decide the direction and placement, remember?”


      “Oh, right.”


      “Do you think I could drop something incredibly sharp and pointed on top of our enemies’ heads? It probably won’t work on really fast monsters, though.”


      “A mass weapon, eh...?” I mused. “It’s worth thinking about.”


      “And what if we could maintain the placement of magic even after it’s been fired? If we kept aiming water balls at the enemy’s head, we could suffocate it, right?”


      “Do monsters even breathe oxygen?”


      “No idea,” Miyoshi said. “But imagine the Dungeon Passage Theory is correct, and the deepest dungeons serve as links to another world. There could be a difference in atmospheric pressure and the balance of gasses making up the atmosphere, right? But in the past three years, no problems related to those differences have popped up.”


      “Isn’t that because each floor is a different pocket dimension?”


      Electric signals didn’t reach inside or outside of dungeons, and a similar phenomenon occurred between individual floors. Moreover, the massive size of dungeons didn’t correspond with the actual amount of space they occupied underground. If dungeons weren’t separate spaces—like pocket dimensions—I couldn’t think of any other explanation.


      “Even if that’s the case, you can seamlessly pass between dungeon floors as if they’re connected,” Miyoshi pointed out.


      “In that case, maybe the air moves as well. If so, the other world might have the same atmospheric pressure and composition as Earth. And that would mean dungeon life-forms breathe air, right?”


      “Of course, the floors could be disconnected, and we move between them through something like teleportation, but... Don’t you find all this strange, Kei?”


      “What do you mean?” I asked.


      “Dungeons are connection points to another world in which monsters presumably roam free. And a lot of people have invaded those dungeons. Shouldn’t we be more wary of unknown pathogens? Why are there no quarantines or disinfections?”


      True enough. Even on Earth, quarantines were sometimes mandatory when traveling between different countries. Yet to my knowledge, dungeon explorers never had to undergo extended isolation. Supposedly, until the dungeons had been opened to the public, no dangerous bacteria or life-forms—aside from monsters—had been discovered within their depths.


      “Perhaps oxygen kills otherworldly bacteria,” Miyoshi said.


      “No matter how hard we rack our brains, we won’t come to any conclusion here. In any case, the mass weapon is a good idea. Think you can procure a one-ton stake?”


      But if the object grew too heavy, Vault wouldn’t be able to hold it.


      In response to my suggestion, Miyoshi continued speculating. “If I’m going to use a sharp weapon, something around one hundred kilograms would be most convenient. And if dungeon floors have unlimited height, the most interesting thing on the market would be rebar around five centimeters thick.” At this, Miyoshi chuckled. “But of course, this wouldn’t work within any inclosed spaces.”


      Rebar, huh? Come to think of it, that falling rebar marked the beginning of this strange fate. What in the world did I hit down there?


      “If you could accelerate your weapons, that would be pretty convenient too,” I said.


      “Oh, I might be able to do that. I’ll have to practice later. Still, we’ll need to custom order the casting of anything over a ton. I’ll make a 3D blueprint and get an estimate, but unfortunately, it won’t be ready for our upcoming exploration.”


      You might be able to accelerate your weapons?!


      If so, I would have to practice with something like ping pong balls. If acceleration proved possible, perhaps I would need to increase my INT and DEX rather than STR. I’d look into all of that later.


      “If you don’t mind doing all that, I’d appreciate it,” I said.


      Just then, the doorbell rang.


      “Oh, is the RV here?” Miyoshi asked.


      Checking the computer screen, Miyoshi opened the gate. Afterwards, a vehicle entered the front driveway of our house.


      ***


      The RV turned out to be quite large. When I went inside, I muttered involuntarily, “Miyoshi, this is way too elaborate...”


      Though the vehicle’s base was a twenty-five-foot Dolly Varden, the windows had all been covered to prevent light from seeping through. Screens hung in the dinette and the bedroom in the back, displaying images from the security cameras installed on the outside.


      “From what I’ve heard, there’s not much noise in the dungeons, so fuel cells are supplying all the electricity,” Miyoshi explained. “I paid out the wazoo for them!”


      For some reason, Miyoshi seemed happy about that. I supposed she enjoyed using new technologies.


      “I’m using PEFCs(1) and DMFCs(2) concurrently,” she continued. “I’m bringing a lot of them just in case, but the fans are so loud, I had to work out a solution.”


      Yeah, I can barely hear anything.


      In any case, I’d placed all the food in Vault. Since we’d barely need to cook anything, the kitchen section had been extensively simplified.


      While Miyoshi explained various things, a rather pointless thought crossed my mind. Seeing as this RV had an American-style interior, why was it called a Dolly Varden? Wasn’t she a Dickens character? Well, Old American and English decors might have been similar.


      Regardless, with the RV’s delivery, most of our preparations had come to an end. If everything else we’d ordered arrived tomorrow, we’d be able to start dungeon diving. Thinking about my first real adventure, I felt a little excited.


      November 22, 2018 (Thursday)
Yoyogi-Dungeon


      “You ready, Miyoshi?” I asked.


      “I’m good to go. Speaking of which, you’ve brought all the food, right?”


      “Don’t worry. I’ve packed us plenty to eat. Well then, shall we go?”


      “Sounds good.”


      This was my first time wearing proper gear. It was still beginner’s equipment, but somehow, my body felt firmer than usual. Feeling relatively motivated, we descended into Yoyogi Dungeon’s underground. Since being empty-handed would make us stand out, we carried LBA mini shields with Browning tomahawks hanging from our waists.


      Unlike during my usual dives, we joined the flow of people and headed towards the stairs to the second level. Our most important destination was the fourteenth level, where the moon clan resided. Still, measuring the experience points—or SP—granted by monsters on various floors would be important work as well. Together, Miyoshi and I had studied the unpopulated areas and environments of various levels.


      From what I’d heard, both the action camera and the depth sensor installed within our helmets were in constant operation. The depth sensor automatically rendered a 3D map of the dungeon. Apparently, this map was the original version of the JDA’s Dungeon View. Since our helmets were mapping places that had already been traversed, including the Dungeon View seemed only natural.


      Miyoshi had bought a mountain of batteries since—according to her—the value of information was immeasurable. Sure, she might have been correct, but without Vault and Storage, continuously powering our electronics would have been impossible. Most people would have called the very notion absurd. But on that front, we had nothing to worry about.


      “Are you two novice divers?” someone asked us.


      “Oh, uh, yes,” I replied.


      The person asking the question belonged to a party of three men. In all likelihood, he’d made this assumption based on our gear.


      If this were a VRMMO or an otherworld light novel, I would have feared getting robbed here, but that sort of incident rarely happened in Yoyogi. After all, Japanese people weren’t disposed towards violence. Plus, the JDA had access to the personal information of all dungeon divers, making anonymous crimes difficult to commit. In our modern society, the risk of assaulting someone to gain something far outweighed the reward.


      On our way to the second level, the man—who introduced himself as Yoshida—told us about the various hunting grounds for newcomers.


      “Also,” he said, “with that armor, I wouldn’t recommend going any deeper than the fifth level.”


      From the fifth floor onward, boar type monsters suddenly appeared, and according to Yoshida, newcomer equipment couldn’t withstand their charges.


      Essentially, the fifth level separated the pros from the amateurs. In Yoyogi, monsters on the first to fourth levels didn’t drop “common items.” When defeating certain kinds of monsters, an explorer could obtain these common items at a high rate. In short, if you wanted to make a living in Yoyogi, you had to descend to the fifth level.


      However, the separation of pros from amateurs did result in something positive. Put simply, conflicts could come up due to explorers having different attitudes towards diving. This clear distinction prevented that from occurring.


      “Understood,” I said. “I appreciate the advice.”


      As I gave my thanks on the spiral staircase leading to the second level, Miyoshi and I parted ways with Yoshida’s party. Afterwards, we stepped out onto the second level for the first time.


      “Even though I knew about this, it’s still a strange sight,” Miyoshi said.


      Isn’t it nice having a sky in a dungeon?


      My thought brought to mind a saying from Taro Okamoto. In an old commercial advertising his line of drinking glasses, he’d famously said, “Isn’t it nice having a face on the bottom of a glass?” Of course, he’d also said, “Art is an explosion!” Hopefully, nothing would blow up in this dungeon.


      Based on the sky overhead, I couldn’t believe we were in a dungeon. There were also rolling hills, grassy plains, and even forests. Apparently, this setting continued until the ninth floor.


      Turning around, I looked at the entrance to the stairs, finding an opening on a slightly steep hillside. When I peered inside, I couldn’t see the top of the gently curving staircase. Logically speaking, it should have pierced through the top of the hill, yet no spiraling steps climbed into the sky.


      “Yeah, it’s certainly strange,” I replied.


      Regaining my composure, I looked forward. The main inhabitants of Yoyogi’s second level were the standard humanoid monsters—goblins and kobolds, for instance—and bestial creatures such as wolves.


      “Anyway, let’s check out the goblins and kobolds first,” I said.


      Checking the map Miyoshi and I had made together, we headed towards an unpopulated area. It was located in the opposite direction of the stairs leading to the third level. Though not quite as accessible as the first floor, the stairs leading downwards were still relatively close to the entrance. Thus, hardly anyone traveled in the opposite direction. And of course, the deeper you went, the fewer people you came across.


      Upon arriving in a completely empty area, I changed my stats back to full power and took off running.


      “W-Whoa!” I cried.


      “Kei, where are you going?! Wait for me!”


      My body felt as light as a feather, and I could move at incredible speeds. Yet at the same time, I could control my body easily, with my perception of time seeming to stretch out.


      “Man, statuses are amazing,” I muttered to myself.


      As of yet, no traps had been identified within any of Yoyogi Dungeon’s explored areas. In fact, no one had ever found a trap inside any dungeon across the world. Though no one knew the reason, this aspect seemed to diverge slightly from fiction. Of course, if there were traps, that would lead to an even greater mystery. Who would lay them in the first place?


      Imagine investigating a normal manor house. If you pressed a button behind a painting, would that truly cause a wall to open in another room, revealing a stash of bullets? If that sort of contraption actually existed, the creator would have to be insane.


      And so, depending on the landscape of an environmental section, you could move through dungeons rather quickly without any problem. Still, moving too quickly might increase your chances of turning a corner, bumping into a monster, and falling in love. But only to some extent.


      Of course, Miyoshi wasn’t able to keep up with me.


      “Kei,” she said. “If you’re going to run that fast, at least carry me.”


      Yeah, unless it’s an emergency, I’m not gonna do that. Guess I’ll walk normally.


      After continuing for a few minutes, we found a small, humanoid figure at the end of a straight passageway.


      “Is that our first goblin?” I asked, coming to a halt.


      “Seems like it. Let’s check its XP first.”


      “Good plan.”


      Opening up Making, I withdrew an iron ball from Vault. Unfortunately, I couldn’t accelerate objects when taking them out of Vault. Seeing as Miyoshi could accelerate objects, perhaps this feature only belonged to Storage. Because time stopped within Vault, accelerating an object inside its confines while simultaneously withdrawing it might have been impossible. Of course, this could have just been a difference in our abilities. If that were the case, I might have to shed a few tears.


      Regardless, I took out one of the six-centimeter balls, lobbing it at the goblin. As soon as the ball left my hand, the creature’s head disappeared with a bang.


      “Uh, what now?” I asked.


      “Wow!” Miyoshi cried.


      For one moment, I stood there dumbfounded. I’d just witnessed the power of raising all my statuses to an even hundred. Come to think of it, I had higher stats than Team Simon, who had cleared the thirty-first floor of Evans Dungeon. At least, I probably did.


      In any case, goblins gave out 0.03 XP. A little more than their slime counterparts.


      I used Water Lance—one of Water Magic’s functions—on the next goblin we encountered. We had a limited supply of iron balls, and retrieving them in a forest area would be a hassle.


      Among magic-based skill orbs, some contained Roman numerals. These “numbered orbs” allowed the user to wield a corresponding level of magic from the very beginning. On the other hand, the user couldn’t learn any other types of magic from that particular orb.


      Through experience and training, an unnumbered orb user could acquire magic equivalent to that of a numbered orb. They could even learn original magic, but mastery of these functions could prove difficult.


      Incidentally, all orbs coming from slimes had been unnumbered.


      By researching already known numbered magic, Miyoshi and I had been able to learn two spells: “create water” and “water lance.” In its initial state, Water Magic required one MP to create a single lance. Though its effects weren’t as drastic as the iron balls, one lance could still obliterate a goblin.


      “Nice and easy, huh?” I said.


      ***


      Afterwards, I continued using water lances to my heart’s content. Unlike Fire Magic, Water Magic had no chance of harming the forest.


      In light novels, the longer someone uses a certain kind of magic, the stronger it becomes. Yet in games, the spell’s strength would change very little with continual use. I couldn’t help but wonder which pattern reality would follow.


      With my statuses maxed out, my MP was 190. Based on my observations via Making, I recovered the same amount of MP as my INT every hour. Of course, I didn’t know if this was normal or a side effect of Super Recovery. Miyoshi would probably work out the finer details.


      All the while, I continued recording numbers. As expected, the second goblin yielded 0.015 XP.


      Just as our previous research had suggested, goblins lived in groups. And with this being an unpopulated area, hardly anyone ever thinned out their numbers either. In two hours, I killed nearly one hundred of them. Along the way, I also defeated a handful of wolves with water lance, striking them down instantaneously.


      Never underestimate an INT value of one hundred.


      The first wolf had yielded 0.03 experience points. Same as the goblins. Yet at this point, the goblins were only giving out 0.003 points. Based on the handful of wolves I’d also defeated, the decrease in XP was calculated separately for different species.


      After defeating my ninety-first goblin, something unexpected happened.


      “Huh?” I mumbled.


      “What’s wrong?” Miyoshi asked.




      Skill Orb: DEX×HP+1| 1 / 5,000,000


      Skill Orb: Premature Birth | 1 / 10,000,000


      Skill Orb: Premature Growth | 1 / 800,000,000


      Skill Orb: Accelerated Growth | 1 / 1,200,000,000


      Skill Orb: Premature Death | 1 / 2,000,000,000




      Before this dungeon dive, I’d made sure to keep the last two digits of my total monsters killed at 00. Yet along with the ninety-one goblins, I’d also defeated nine wolves.


      “So,” I said, “this function activates when I kill one hundred monsters in total, not one hundred of the same species.”


      This would be very important. After all, I wouldn’t have to slay one hundred moon clan shamans. Definitely good news.


      “Wow!” Miyoshi cried. Her eyes turned into yen signs, and she performed a little dance from Swan Lake. “If you’re always careful to adjust the numbers, we could even stockpile boss-level orbs!”


      That might be true, but first, I’d have to defeat a boss. That aside, this is an insane lineup of orbs. What the hell is Premature Death?! I don’t even want to imagine what would happen if an elderly person used this!


      Without further ado, I read the list aloud to Miyoshi.


      “Accelerated Growth and Premature Death are unregistered skills,” she said.


      Apparently, she’d downloaded the skill database onto her tablet. In any case, most explorers had defeated a goblin. If one hundred million people had D-Cards, and each one of them slew twelve goblins, at least one person should have obtained Accelerated Growth. However...


      “Plenty of people have only killed one monster to obtain a D-Card,” Miyoshi said. “And afterwards, a lot of explorers start hunting bigger prey than goblins. They don’t have any materials worth selling, after all.”


      “I suppose so.”


      I didn’t want to keep hunting goblins forever either. They yielded about the same amount of XP as slimes, and until now, I’d never heard of them dropping anything.


      “Apparently, explorers hunt goblins for the items they gather in their nests,” Miyoshi explained. “Not for any drops.”


      “Why didn’t you say so sooner?”


      Up until now, we’d seen quite a few places resembling nests, but we hadn’t searched any of them.


      “Unlike drop items, you can’t find them without looking,” Miyoshi said. “And by the way, these stashes are called GTBs.”


      “Whoa, does that stand for Goblin Treasure Boxes? I’d never even heard of them. You should’ve told me sooner.”


      “Despite how much time the search takes, you won’t come across anything too spectacular. The best you can hope to find is a first-ranked potion. I thought it best to continue our journey at a brisk pace.”


      “Still, sounds like a decent treasure hunt,” I said.


      “It’s for amateurs.”


      Would hunting for treasure chests make a good date?


      “I wouldn’t recommend walking around and killing goblins on a date,” Miyoshi warned. “Most women would run screaming in the opposite direction.”


      “Are you a mind reader?!”


      “Nope, but whenever you think about women, your nostrils flare.”


      “Seriously?!”


      “Do you really want to know?” Miyoshi asked, dodging the question.


      Yeah, if that’s true, I’m in big trouble.


      DEX×HP+1 was one of the so-called “dud orbs.” However, based on a previous conversation with Miyoshi, those would be important in the future. Plus, it had a drop rate of one in five million. Explorers across the world had probably found quite a few of these.


      “Premature Birth shortens pregnancy,” Miyoshi continued. “Due to its crazy name, it was first used on a pig.”


      If something other than a human defeated a monster, a D-Card still appeared. Even so, the cards of most wild animals wound up lost. And perhaps because most animals had no name, their cards didn’t display a name or rank. I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if someone’s pet acquired a D-Card. Even if it became a top-ranked explorer, how would you know it was an animal without seeing it?


      Of course, animals in possession of D-Cards also became capable of using orbs. I could only guess how most animals acquired their skills, but in the case of pigs, they had been fed the orbs.


      At any rate, after getting pregnant, the sow in possession of Premature Birth had delivered her litter in a mere twelve days. This skill had shortened the gestation period to one tenth of its normal time. Nevertheless, the mother had been severely weakened, having used ten times the normal amount of energy in twelve days. At present, these pigs were being used to investigate the hereditary nature of skills in animals.


      “So far, only two Premature Growths have been found,” Miyoshi said. “Supposedly, it rapidly accelerates a person or animal’s growth within a dungeon...”


      “Based solely on its name, that skill sounds like it would reach its limit pretty fast.”


      At ten, you would be a prodigy. At fifteen, you would be gifted. Past twenty, you would just be a normal person.


      “Still, most humans wouldn’t want to use any of these orbs,” I said.


      In the end, DEX×HP+1 seemed like the only safe-to-use skill on the list.


      “Well, might as well claim the rarities for now,” I said. “That being said, I don’t know about Premature Death... What is this, an assassination item?”


      I couldn’t conceive of Premature Death—having an acquisition rate of one in two billion—as being anything other than a life-shortening skill. If we extrapolated from Premature Birth, would Premature Death shorten your lifespan by one tenth? If so, I couldn’t see any points in its favor. Even as an assassination tool, it would take too long. Perhaps the skill had corresponding benefits, like turning the user into a genius. Even so, I had no way of testing this, and I certainly wouldn’t use the orb myself.


      “I’ll go with Accelerated Growth for now,” I concluded.


      Thus, I obtained another new orb.


      Since the goblins seemed inexhaustible, and I recovered one hundred MP every hour, we continued hunting for another two hours. Miyoshi—who had collected plenty of data—also used smaller bursts of water lance to slay our enemies. She could kill the goblins in one blow with the accelerated iron balls, but unfortunately, those were a limited resource.


      “Using the iron balls feels so much more pleasant,” she complained.


      What a terrifying thing to say.


      Finding a kobold, I defeated it as my next hundredth monster.




      Skill Orb: AGIxHP+1 | 1 / 20,000,000


      Skill Orb: AGI+1 | 1 / 50,000,000


      Skill Orb: Life Detection | 1 / 1,200,000,000


      Skill Orb: Exchange Alchemy | 1 / 16,000,000,000




      “Everything has been discovered except for Exchange Alchemy,” Miyoshi said.


      Three out of four of these orbs had been discovered. Life Detection might have been rare on the upper floors, but apparently, high-ranked species of wolf monsters dropped them with relative frequency.


      “Since the word ‘cobalt’ originates from kobold, alchemy does make sense, but...what does ‘exchange’ mean in this case?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Perhaps the skill demands some kind of equivalent exchange. Sounds exactly like a fable.”


      One in sixteen billion is certainly rare, but still...


      “The orbs originating from goblins and kobolds just radiate malice, don’t they?” I asked.


      “Well, they’re mischief-loving sprites, aren’t they?”


      These orbs were too dangerous to sell, and I wouldn’t test them on myself. I had no choice but to come back after obtaining a skill like Appraisal. Without saying a word, I acquired the Life Detection orb.


      “Anyway, we’ve figured out what orbs we can acquire from these monsters,” I said. “Shall we head onwards?”


      “I suppose so,” Miyoshi answered. “We’ll continue to find wolves on the lower levels. In Yoyogi’s second through fourth levels, the enemies only grow a little stronger, with their rate of appearance changing somewhat. But for the most part, their species remain identical. For now, let’s head to the fifth floor.”


      “All right, let’s go.”


      “Wait. Since no one’s around, let’s eat here first. I’m starving.”


      “Sounds good. So, are you bringing out our secret weapon?”


      Miyoshi cackled. “The time has come to debut our mobile base—Lady Dolly!”


      Finding a wide enough area, Miyoshi removed the RV from Storage. Climbing aboard the vehicle, I took out bento boxes and side dishes purchased at the food court of the department store. We then proceeded to have lunch.


      ***


      After lunch and resting for a short while, we headed straight towards the fifth level. Seeing as we could visit these near-surface levels at any time, we had no reason to thoroughly investigate them right now. In areas devoid of other explorers, we used water lances to defeat our enemies. When others were around, we used the iron balls to make quick work of the monsters. Using these two methods, we raced along the shortest route to our destination.


      Upon entering the fifth level, we came to the belated realization that we would draw more attention than expected. From the fifth level onwards, orcs and boar type monsters began to appear. As a result, explorers dressed entirely in newcomer’s equipment never braved this area.


      “Kei,” Miyoshi said. “We won’t be able to hide in plain sight around here.”


      “Yeah, I should’ve brought cloaks to hide our equipment.”


      The fifth through eighth levels were forested. Yes, there were wooded areas on the second through fourth levels, but these forests were much denser. Likewise, caverns dotted the area, which humanoid monsters used as bases.


      “Orcs, wild boars, and forest wolves begin appearing on this level,” Miyoshi explained while examining her tablet. “And at night, church grims and night wolves will also come out of hiding.”


      Apparently, teams aiming for the deeper floors often spent the night on the eighth level. Many undead monsters inhabited the tenth level, and the stairs to the eleventh level were quite distant. As the eleventh level was a lava floor, it wasn’t the ideal camping environment. Plus, most normal explorers couldn’t travel farther than the eleventh level in one day.


      Finally, by staying on the ninth level, you risked unexpected attacks from ogres and colonial worms. As such, the eighth level’s exit had been selected through a process of elimination. In these past three years, mechanical equipment brought by expedition style teams had accumulated there. Over time, something akin to a temporary base had been erected in the area.


      In any case, it was almost sunset. At this time, returning or pressing onwards would prove difficult. Around the stairs, a handful of teams had begun preparing to spend the night here. On this level, the groups waiting for nightfall sought to locate church grims. These were black, doglike monsters that appeared only at night on the fifth through ninth levels.
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