
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Prologue


    	Chapter 01: And So, We Quit Our Jobs 


    	Chapter 02: D-Powers, Activate!


    	Epilogue


    	Character Profiles


    	Afterword


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  


  Landmarks


  
    	Table of Contents


    	Color Illustrations

  



  
    
      Prologue


      Three Years Ago
Nevada, United States of America


      The US had staked their reputation on building a large-scale particle accelerator, constructing the facility in Nevada. There, the accelerator now extended from Groom Lake to Bald Mountain, boasting a circumference of 120 kilometers. On this day, 150 meters underground, the power output had been increased to confirm the existence of other dimensions. Eventually, the collisional energy reached a point far exceeding that of the Large Halogen Collider. Right as this happened, measurement instruments logged the smashing together of numerous particles into memory. Afterwards, the results appeared on a monitor.


      “...We’ve confirmed the formation of a micro black hole!”


      Cheers rose in unison, celebrating the moment of a new theory being proven.


      “You’ve done it, Dr. Tyler!”


      The surrounding scientists hurried over to shake the hand of Dr. Theodore Nanase Tyler, who had led the experiment.


      “Great work, Ted!”


      Tyler gripped the man’s hand. “Oh, anything but that nickname,” he said with a laugh, basking in his moment of glory. “Do I look like a talking stuffed animal?”


      A young scientist watched with reverence. But after sharing in the excitement for a while, he suddenly noticed something strange on the monitor. Following the experiment’s success, the computer had continued following its programming, processing the information accumulating by the femtosecond. It now displayed some rather...unbelievable results on the monitor.


      “Dr. Tyler, look at this!”


      The young scientist’s involuntary shout—more like a scream—was enough to draw everyone’s attention.


      “What’s wrong?” Tyler asked.


      Young researchers were liable to make small mistakes at any given moment. Tyler had learned that lesson all too well during his long career. He also knew that, during times like these, raising his voice would only make the problem worse.


      Tyler approached the young researcher calmly. However, he couldn’t comprehend the man’s answer when it came.


      “Th-The micro black hole...” The younger scientist hesitated before finally blurting the words out. “It hasn’t disappeared!”


      Silence fell over the room. Everyone shared the same thought: That’s absurd.


      If the theory had proven correct, the micro black hole should have evaporated in a single moment due to Hawking radiation. The mass used in its creation had been no more than a single proton.


      “Multiple micro black holes are moving rapidly throughout the space! It’s...” The younger researcher struggled to describe what he was seeing. “It’s like some kind of force field has taken hold of them!”


      ***


      At first, there was nothing more than a distortion of space on a quantum level. IT recognized this distortion, occurring within a single moment of time, as a once-in-a-lifetime chance to grant ITS wish. And so, IT grabbed hold of the distortion, carefully adding energy to it, making it expand.


      Washington, D.C., United States of America


      “Th-There’s some kind of huge mass inside the fixed force field... What the hell is that?!”


      As someone’s cries echoed through the speaker, a white light filled the monitor, and the video ended.


      “Is that everything?”


      A nervous-looking man in a magnificent three-piece suit from Chester Barrie refolded his legs after asking that question.


      “Yes,” reported a subordinate. “This is the only footage recorded at ground control of the accelerator experiment, which was conducted at Groom Lake Air Force Base.”


      “In other words, ground control is intact? And what about the nuclear power plant? The one built to supply the base with energy.”


      The nightmare of Three Mile Island flashed through the man’s mind. He wanted to avoid a repeat of that incident.


      “There hasn’t been any significant effect on the surface,” continued the subordinate. “We’ve only lost contact with the underground, where the accelerator was built. The nuclear plant is fine.”


      “What about the micro black hole?”


      “I don’t know. But whatever happens to it, I can’t imagine that it’ll continue growing and consume the Earth.”


      Hearing this, the man in the Chester Barrie suit relaxed, nodding. “And what about the rescue mission?”


      “Initially, members of the base carried out the operation, yet anything resembling an elevator was completely shut down, not moving in the slightest. As such, the rescue team used the emergency stairs at point three on the west side of Bald Mountain to gain access. However...”


      The subordinate brought up a still image on the monitor.


      “...What’s this?” asked the man in the Chester Barrie suit. “The latest action flick from Hollywood?”


      The image depicted something humanoid with a dreadful face and bluish skin.


      “This creature is over ten feet tall,” answered the subordinate. “It’s the first lifeform that the rescue team encountered.”


      Had this been a fantasy movie, the creature would have been called a troll or ogre.


      “The first two soldiers who immediately opened fire were killed,” the subordinate continued. “Their GAU-5A ASDWs(1) were about as effective as peashooters.”


      Dumbfounded, the man in the Chester Barrie suit let slip the setting of a game he’d played obsessively in his youth. “Were those scientists experimenting on a teleportation device between Phobos and Deimos?”(2)


      Nevertheless, he quickly shook his head, firing off a few orders.


      ***


      The organism seemed to act with intelligence, performing with intent. ITS organs, which unceasingly generated weak yet complex electrical currents, suggested various things to IT. Between a moment and eternity, IT trembled with joy, unleashing vast resources. All to fulfill ITS own desires.


      On this day, one hundred and fifty meters beneath Groom Lake, the first dungeon was born. Later, it would become known as The Ring.


      Present, September 2018
Nevada, Area 51 Dungeon Laboratory


      At the end of September, the daytime temperature of Nevada still exceeded twenty-five degrees Celsius. A hot, dry wind blew across the land.


      In a certain government laboratory, Director Aaron Ainsworth raised his voice. “Has the Dungeon Passage Theory been proven?”


      According to this theory, dungeons were passageways leading somewhere unknown. Similar to the Hollow Earth theory, this was but more wild speculation. Even so, the media had reported on it for their own amusement. Once it had become known that dungeons existed in “pocket dimensions” separate from Earth, some researchers had taken to studying the theory seriously. Of course, the most ardent supporters of it were questionable religious groups and dubious, self-proclaimed “researchers” who were popular with the media.


      “Proven, sir?” a liaison officer spoke up. “That might be a little hasty.”


      Underneath Aaron’s glare, the liaison officer timidly explained. Exactly one month ago, a particular skill orb had been found in the Ob River basin of Russia—more precisely, in a dungeon between Surgut and Nizhnevartovsk. The skill contained within that orb had been “Otherworldly Language Comprehension.”


      Immediately, the finder had tried sending the orb to Moscow, but due to some bad weather with unfortunate timing, the plane hadn’t been able to take off. Right before the orb had disappeared, it had been used by someone who happened to be in the vicinity while in possession of a D-Card.


      “So, has the name of the skill recipient been disclosed?” Aaron asked. “Given that the skill is academic, there shouldn’t be any way of hiding the user’s name.”


      “Yes. According to the published paper, the recipient’s name is Ignat Severni.”


      As far as Aaron knew, there were no dungeon researchers with that name in Russia.


      “Here are the contents of the announcement,” continued the liaison officer, offering a memory card. “It’s a partial translation of an inscription found in a dungeon.”


      Snatching the memory card from the officer, Aaron inserted it into the slot of his tablet. Then he entered his passcode, immediately opening the file. The contents were shocking.


      “Dungeons are terraforming tools?”


      According to this file, the dungeons—driven into the Earth like needles—were the means to create a substance called “magicules.” Apparently, this substance filled the otherworld. And apparently, the otherworld wanted to terraform foreign worlds. If a world selected for terraforming lacked magicules, dungeons would send out this substance in the form of monsters.


      If true, this action could certainly be described as terraforming. Also according to the translation, dungeons with over 128 levels were passageways to the otherworld.


      “If this is true, it would be more than shocking,” said Aaron. “It would cause an uproar.”


      “I agree.”


      Yet for now, only one man—Ignat Severni—could understand the contents of the inscription. No one could verify what he claimed to have translated. For now, only God and God alone could prove that he hadn’t merely committed his delusions to paper.


      “To verify these claims, someone else would have to obtain the same skill orb and read the inscription,” the officer commented.


      “Has the monster who drops them been confirmed to exist in the US?”


      “The drop monster hasn’t been officially announced. But the skill orb was found in the Kiryas Kul’yegan Dungeon. It’s located where the Reka Kul’yegan connects to the Ob River. In accordance with the International Dungeon Treaty, the monsters within the captured range have been made public. So, if we research them one by one...”


      Hearing this, Aaron sighed. “It’s a roundabout solution, but I suppose we have no other choice.”


      From the window behind his desk, he gazed at the Nevada landscape as the sun dimmed. At the end of September, the temperature cooled rapidly when dusk fell. Had the chilly air caused him to shiver? If not, had it been due to the power of something just one hundred and fifty meters below his feet?


      And so, night fell over Nevada.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 01: And So, We Quit Our Jobs


      September 27, 2018 (Thursday)
New National Stadium, Vicinity of the Aoyama Entrance


      “It just had to rain now, didn’t it?” I muttered, watching the droplets pound against the windshield.


      Sitting in the driver’s seat, I’d parked my car on the side of the road. Although autumn had deepened, the heat index inside the vehicle was rising.


      “So, did everything go well?”


      The cause of the skyrocketing heat index posed this question in a displeased tone from the other side of my hands-free phone call. The voice belonged to Yoshitake Enoki—my boss, for better or worse.


      After a mistake in his management had angered a client, he’d sent me—a lowly employee—to apologize. No wonder the client doubted his sincerity.


      “No,” I replied. “Looks like they’re terminating the deal...”


      “What?! And just how did you apologize to them?”


      In response to such a serious incident, you sent out someone else to do your grunt work, and you expected anything less? Are you an idiot? That’s what I wanted to ask. What I really, really wanted to ask.


      “I hear what you’re saying,” I replied instead. “Even so, I wasn’t directly involved in this situation.”


      Sure, various departments used me at their convenience, but I was a researcher, more or less. This was a sales job. Furthermore, I hadn’t been given a sufficient explanation for the situation. Until I met the client, I hadn’t known the problem was a failure in product development due to a misuse of DGB-2473.


      “What are you talking about?” Enoki asked. “Your team created the materials, right?”


      Huh? Where do you get off saying that? You’re the one who sold the materials to be used in an environment outside the guaranteed range.


      “But aren’t there annotations about DGB-2473 in the user’s manual?” I asked. “If used outside the guaranteed environment, it won’t produce the specified values. That much should be ob—”


      “Did you explain that to the sales department?”


      No, I didn’t. Still, before carelessly claiming that something is usable, you should at least read the instructions for the materials you’re selling.


      “No, not directly,” I answered.


      “In that case, this is your team’s mistake.”


      On the other end of the phone, Enoki ranted about proper business protocol. Ugh, I’ve had enough of this guy.


      “I’m sorry,” I said.


      “You’re sorry? In other words, you’re admitting that this is your screwup. You really are useless. We’re done here. Since you lost such an important client, I’ll be docking your pay. Don’t expect any bonuses either.”


      What? I wasn’t even involved in this mess. This is all thanks to your crappy management!


      Just as I tried to voice my complaints, Enoki hung up. Figured.


      I sighed. This was all so absurd. A dock in pay? No bonus? What had Enoki been on about? “If we succeed, it’s all thanks to me; but if we fail, you’re to blame.” How did a guy like that end up as anyone’s boss?


      “Then again, he’s probably gotten that far ahead because he’s that sort of person...”


      If you merely looked at his profile, he had an amazing work history.


      “Ugh, I feel like dying.” I sighed again. “How am I supposed to go back to work...?”


      The rain pounding against the roof of my car grew louder. When I turned on the engine, cheerful music started playing on the radio. Perhaps I could raise my spirits, even a little. Gripping the steering wheel with one hand, I lifted my index finger to tap out the song’s rhythm. As I turned on the windshield wipers, the music suddenly cut off.


      “Huh?”


      “Breaking news,” the radio announcer said. “In America, a mid-depth dungeon has finally been captured!”


      “Incredible!” someone else replied.


      It sounded like this development had caused quite the stir within the news studio. Hearing that a mid-depth dungeon had been captured didn’t mean that much to me, but apparently it was important enough for a news flash.


      “There must have been some incredible items inside a mid-depth dungeon,” noted someone in the news studio.


      Three years had already passed since dungeons first appeared in the world. The initial chaos had died down, and exploring dungeons had become as commonplace as fishing in slightly dangerous locations. Defeating a monster sounded dangerous, but the act itself wasn’t too different from hunting or fishing. To some extent, each of those activities posed life-threatening risks.


      Maybe diving into a dungeon and having one of those “adventures” would help me blow off some steam.


      While considering this, I started the car. This area—located around the outer gardens of Meiji Shrine—boasted many structures related to the upcoming Olympics. Even now, construction had started on several large buildings.


      As the rain picked up momentum, the sound of water pounding against the rooftop resounded throughout my car.


      “Given that it’s been three years since the dungeons appeared, this feels like a long time in the making,” said the radio announcer. “Today, we welcome dungeon researcher Haruki Yoshida. Thank you for being here, Mr. Yoshida.”


      Haruki Yoshida, huh? 


      I’d heard that name a lot lately, but I was skeptical of him being a researcher. After all, no one knew his dungeon rank. Did he even dive?


      “Thank you for having me,” replied Yoshida.


      “The mid-depth dungeon was captured in Denver, Colorado—part of Area 36. Known as Evans Dungeon, it was discovered in Summit Lake on Mount Evans, and it’s been said to contain thirty-one levels. What are your thoughts on the matter, Mr. Yoshida?”


      “Only a small number of minor-depth dungeons, which are up to twenty levels, have been fully traversed. As such, this is quite the accomplishment.”


      “I see. Incidentally, what exactly is a mid-depth dungeon?”


      “Great question. So far, about eighty dungeons have been discovered throughout the world, and for the sake of convenience, they’ve been classified into three categories: minor-depth, mid-depth, and massive-depth.”


      “I’ve heard the term ‘deep underground’ before, but that doesn’t appear to be in use here.”


      “Correct. ‘Deep underground’ was originally an MLIT term—that is, a term used by the Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport, and Tourism. For MLIT, ‘deep underground’ was used to describe a concept related to subterranean utilization. Therefore, it wasn’t suited to dungeon classification, and to prevent misunderstandings, new terms were created.”


      “I see.”


      “Dungeons are defined by their number of floors. Those with fewer than twenty-one are minor-depth, and those with fewer than eighty are mid-depth. Anything with more than that is a massive-depth dungeon.”


      Actually, I’d heard another rumor. As a result of various military-funded dungeon dives, the boundary at which small arms became ineffective had been used to determine the classifications.


      “Well then, despite being mid-depth, Evans Dungeon isn’t very deep, is it?” the announcer asked.


      “No, it’s hard to say anything for certain, as these classifications are merely for the sake of convenience,” replied Yoshida. “For starters, we still haven’t identified a massive-depth dungeon that meets this exact definition. To give an example, the Self-Defense Force’s countermeasures team has reached the twenty-first level of Yoyogi Dungeon in Tokyo. Thus, we’ve confirmed Yoyogi to be a mid-depth dungeon or higher, but...”


      “Until we descend farther, we won’t know the actual number of levels?”


      “That’s right. If twenty-one or more levels are found during an actual descent, we know the dungeon to be mid-depth. However, very few dungeons have been captured to such an extent. Seeing as no one has reached level eighty, we don’t know whether such a floor exists in any dungeon.”


      “I see. So, it’s possible that dungeons are only thirty-one levels?”


      “Until someone reaches the thirty-second level, that remains a possibility.”


      “However, it’s been announced that there are five minor-depth and four mid- to massive-depth dungeons in Japan. How do we know this?”


      “Those are merely estimates. Right now, by measuring a particular sort of vibration that occurs during the formation of a dungeon—otherwise known as a dungeon tremor—we can estimate the depth of the underground space occupied by the dungeon. The JDA refers to this as ‘dungeon depth,’ expressing the number in meters.”


      “Incredible.”


      “Because Japan is such an earthquake-prone country, we already had Hi-net and GEONET in place when the dungeons first appeared. By comparing the records of those systems, we were able to estimate the approximate depth of known dungeons. Even so, the insides of dungeons are mysterious spaces. In reality, we don’t even know if there’s a strict relationship between the number of levels and a dungeon’s depth. ‘If the occupied area has a great depth, there should be a large number of floors, right?’ That’s about as much as we know.”


      “So that’s how it works.”


      “Two minor-depth dungeons have already been fully traversed in Japan. By comparing their levels to the calculated dungeon depths, we can make an analogical inference about the number of floors in other dungeons. That’s the basis for our previously mentioned estimate.”


      “Makes perfect sense. By the way, I’ve heard that several skill orbs were dropped on the lowest level of Evans Dungeon. Unfortunately, the details haven’t been announced.”


      “Well, of everything you can obtain from a dungeon, everyone dreams of finding an orb.”


      “Skill orbs, huh...?” I muttered to myself.


      ***


      The appearance of dungeons had led to a massive global disturbance. After all, much like in a fantasy world, monsters prowled dungeon interiors. Still, there being a small increase in dangerous places like the taiga and tropical rainforests wouldn’t have been very significant. Carnivorous beasts dangerous to human society had always lurked in such locations.


      What had truly shaken the world were the three items obtainable from dungeons: cards, potions, and skill orbs. The first dungeon card—D-Card for short—to be discovered had rocked the scientific community as a highly futuristic piece of technology. Even so, these items hadn’t directly impacted our lives in any significant way.


      When someone first defeated a monster, it would drop a card containing the person’s name and various informative details. That was the extent of the phenomenon. Even now, D-Cards were most commonly used to check the skills of explorers.


      Yet at first, everyone had been under the impression that they were far more mysterious objects. A string of fourteen small letters were engraved upon the upper back side of each card. The strange characters used in these engravings had caused a small stir within the philological community. But seeing as they couldn’t possibly be deciphered, the letters had simply been collected into different categories.


      Later, tablet-shaped sheets had been discovered in The Link, the writing on their surfaces matching the engraved character strings on D-Cards. Following this discovery, these letters had once again become a popular topic throughout society, but nothing more had come of them.


      However, the next discovery—potions—had proven to be completely different. The first potion had been dropped on top of a dying soldier, whose lower body had been severed from his torso. By sheer coincidence, the soldier had used this potion, leading to a worldwide sensation. As if to make a mockery of modern medical science, the lower half of his body had reconnected to his torso. Thus, he had returned from the seemingly inevitable grasp of death.


      This had been enough to convince governments, armies, and even major corporations to take the initiative and send people into dungeons. Afterwards, due to the various items discovered within them, dungeons had gained recognition as something similar to mines for special resources.


      During all this, the first skill orb had also been discovered. These items helped guide humanity to an even higher state, granting those who used them the ability to wield magic. In short, skill orbs could transform fiction into reality.


      At the moment, serious debates about the heredity of these abilities were ongoing. Soldiers on the front lines would supposedly register their genetic maps before expeditions. Following the use of an orb, these maps would serve as points of comparison.


      If the first orb user had conceived a child immediately after finding and gaining their skill, that boy or girl should have already been born. However, no such news had been reported on. It was rumored that less democratic countries were using artificial insemination to mass produce such children.


      In any case, skill orbs were in circulation, and if they were used for crime, world order would be liable to collapse. Fearing this, government administrators had immediately established the WDA—the World Dungeon Association—to manage dungeon-produced items. Yet in the end, they hadn’t been able to manage skill orbs. Despite being stored under the utmost security, the first few orbs gathered from various regions had disappeared from their warehouses.


      Naturally, there had been suspicions of wrongdoing and of employees selling them on the black market. But since this had occurred intermittently across the world, it had been difficult to attribute every case to human action, even if they were few in number.


      Later, strict surveillance had confirmed that skill orbs disappeared exactly twenty-three hours, fifty-six minutes, and four seconds after appearing in the world, matching the time of the Earth’s rotation. This meant that the transportation of skill orbs was incredibly complex. Likewise, there were many conflicting opinions on how to handle them in a legal sense.


      Due to their extreme rarity, an economic value hadn’t been determined, and if left unused, their value would drop to zero in twenty-four hours. It had become a matter of debate whether such an item could be independently regarded as property. Various interpretations had been attempted, but at present, skill orbs weren’t considered private property due to their uncontrollability. Legally, it had been decided that the free use of skill orbs couldn’t be considered a gift or transfer.


      Even if skill orbs were considered tangible objects, all of them were products of nature. In other words, they were moveable property without owners. Thus, even if Person A obtained a skill orb, it would remain ownerless property unless he or she claimed ownership. And if Person A transferred a skill orb to Person B, that would simply be a physical means of moving ownerless property. Unless someone in the middle of this process claimed ownership of the orb, it would—in the end—be considered the possession of whoever used it, regardless of the route it took.


      Obviously, if any buying or selling occurred during this interval, a dungeon tax would be imposed. And so, the world had failed to manage skill orbs. But in the end, global order hadn’t collapsed either. After all, very few orbs existed, and the number of users unknown to WDA administrators was even fewer.


      And of course, crimes using the power of orbs might not have been recognized as such; consequently, they wouldn’t come to light. Likewise, such crimes had probably existed before the appearance of orbs, and as a result, it seemed as though nothing had changed in the grand scheme of things.


      Furthermore, people who hadn’t materialized a D-Card couldn’t use orbs. If someone wished to receive the benefits of one, they would have to defeat a monster at least once. No matter how low the chances of obtaining an orb happened to be, it was best to prepare in advance, as your chance would only last for a day. A surprising number of people thought this way, especially in developed countries.


      When the dungeons had first appeared, each and every government had fallen into panic, their responses always one or two steps behind. Yet within a year, laws and management systems had settled into place. Thanks to various governments and the WDA, many dungeons had become manageable.


      ***


      “Finding an orb would be one hell of a get-rich-quick scheme,” I said. “But one of those will never make its way to the general public.”


      Though rumors of teleportation magic or discovering a mystical item box flew around the web, information about orb users tended to be concealed. For this reason, none of it was very credible. Of course, if someone wanted to publicize their personal information, they were free to do so. Even if it made their lives slightly more inconvenient, they would certainly draw attention.


      And thus, groups like Dg48 were born in the entertainment industry. If you gave a skill orb to your favorite celeb, you could go on a quasi-date with them until it disappeared. “The handshake ticket business sure has come a long way,” some people said, mocking the practice. Sure, it might have been unprincipled, but I suppose that was what it meant to live audaciously.


      “I could learn a thing or two from them...”


      When the traffic light turned green, I stepped on the accelerator, starting the car. Just then, it bounced, the feeling of tires leaving the road traveling up to my hips.


      “Wh-What the hell?!”


      Multiple cars that had been crossing the intersection now crashed together, causing accidents everywhere.


      “Oh crap!”


      Trying to get off the road, I yanked the steering wheel, and ended up swerving into some kind of construction site. My front tire caught inside a deep fissure running through the ground, making my car spin. Now that things had come to this, I had no choice but to take my foot off the accelerator and wait.


      As my car performed a clean spin, I noticed a small shadow near the tire outside. But the vehicle’s movements were outside of my control. Suddenly, I heard a loud thud beneath my car, causing me to break out in a cold sweat.


      “Don’t tell me...”


      That couldn’t have been a person, right? Judging from the size, it would have been a child.


      I’d hit the object pretty hard. If someone had gotten caught up in that, they would have suffered more than a scratch or two. From within my spinning car, I prayed for the person’s safety as I frantically looked around the area.


      Right before I crashed into a semi-trailer truck carrying a large quantity of rebar, the car finally stopped. Throwing open the door, I dashed into the rain, searching for whatever I’d hit. As the downpour intensified, I struggled to see through the misty spray. Even so, something black had collapsed next to the truck, just a short distance ahead of me.


      “Hey, are you all right?!”


      Panicking, I raced over to the shadow, but just as I started to extend a hand, I noticed something odd about it. I’d seen this creature in a number of videos, but this was my first time viewing one in the flesh. And no, it wasn’t a person.


      “A g-goblin?”


      As I muttered these words, the creature resembling a goblin transformed into black particles before my very eyes. In its place, only a single card of dull silver remained. 




      Name: Keigo Yoshimura


      Area: 12


      Rank: 99,726,438




      The first time a person defeated a monster, this card—a Dungeon Card—always dropped. A great deal remained unknown about these cards, such as how they obtained the owner’s name and recorded details. For a short while, the cards had been rumored to contain rare metal, but they were apparently created from common materials.


      The area section displayed the location where the card had materialized. Based on inductive conjecture from the information on dungeon cards, it was speculated that the longitude of 110 to 120 degrees west was Area 1. Thereafter, with every ten degrees of longitude in the direction of Earth’s rotation, the area number would increase by one, coming full circle at Area 36. Recently, an Inuit man from Pond Inlet had acquired an Area 0 card. Thus, some people conjectured that the polar regions must be Area 0.


      In any case, being at 139 degrees east longitude, Tokyo stood on the eastern edge of Area 12.


      “Rank 99,726,438, huh?”


      Supposedly, a person’s rank used something obtained from monsters to order all of humanity. For convenience’s sake, it was called “experience points,” imitating video games. Since I’d just killed my first goblin, there were more than ninety-nine million people in the world who had defeated more monsters than I.


      One seventieth of humanity had already come into contact with monsters. I couldn’t tell if that number was large or small.


      Considering this absentmindedly, I let out a deep breath, muttering to myself. “Whatever. Just glad it wasn’t a child.”


      I pocketed the card and started to relax, leaning back against the semi-trailer truck. Confused voices and smoke rose from the intersection. Apparently, a large earthquake had just occurred.


      “Is my apartment going to be okay?” I wondered out loud.


      After all, I lived in a shabby, two-story apartment building some fifty years old. If it got crushed in a large earthquake, it wouldn’t be the least bit strange.


      Anyway, I was already soaking wet. Even if I went back to work, I didn’t have a change of clothes. I decided to return home for a little while, and—


      While thinking this, I slid backwards, hitting the ground.
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      “Ouch! What just happened?”


      Turning around, I found the truck loaded with rebar moving backwards and sinking into something.


      “Huh?!”


      A large, deep fissure stretched across the ground, consuming the falling truck. I must have given the precariously balanced vehicle one final push over the edge. Fortunately, the truck stopped while only half-submerged in the crevice. Even so, the large quantity of rebar—incredibly long and thick—continued sliding into the hole.


      “Um, yeah, that fissure just naturally swallowed up the truck, right? This has nothing to do with me, okay? I can’t possibly pay for—”


      Breaking out in a cold sweat, I watched the massive amount of rebar plunging into the crevice. In any case, the pouring rain had already soaked me from head to foot, so what did a bit of cold sweat matter? As similarly incomprehensible thoughts crossed my mind, the sound of rebar hitting the bottom never rang out, no matter how much time passed.


      I circled over to the side of the fissure, wondering if maybe the rebar hadn’t fallen after all. Alongside a faint crashing sound, an eerie voice reverberated from the depths of the Earth, like a violent aftershock assaulting me.


      “Wha—?!”


      From within my body, I felt as if something were forcing me upwards. At the same time, a dizzying sensation overcame me. Once this passed, I opened my eyes, and discovered that a beautiful, rainbow-colored orb had appeared in front of me.


      Upon catching sight of the orb, I fled, calculating the rebar’s fall distance in my head. It had been in free fall for around twenty seconds, and I assumed a diameter of four centimeters and a length of about ten meters. In that case, the fall distance would have been more than...a thousand meters.


      “Even if the rebar fell vertically, reaching terminal velocity seems unlikely.”


      As I muttered these words to myself for no apparent reason, the orb continued floating before my eyes.


      JDA Headquarters, Ichigaya


      “I’m kind of lost here... What exactly am I supposed to report?”


      Miharu Naruse found herself in a difficult situation. The Dungeon Management & Monitoring Section of the JDA—otherwise known as the Japanese Dungeon Association—responded to the formation of dungeons within the country, overseeing their capture status.


      Though new dungeons didn’t form too frequently, some claimed they appeared at a rate of one per year in each designated area. Of course, unlike Japan, very few countries had high-precision seismographs installed on a nationwide scale. Thus, many dungeons were presumably still undiscovered. A little while ago, seismographs had picked up the response of a dungeon forming, and yet...


      “Reporting exactly what happened should suffice,” said Miharu’s boss.


      “Yes, Mr. Furai!”


      Lifting her head, Miharu found a young, nervous-looking man with a receding hairline standing in front of her. At twenty-nine years old, his name was Kakeru Furai. As the subsection chief of the Dungeon Management Section, he was Miharu’s boss.


      “If you’re feeling lost, just reporting what happened should be even more important,” Furai continued. “Adding your own theories will only confuse the matter.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      That was true, but if Miharu reported exactly what had occurred, her sanity would likely be called into question. Because of this, she hesitated.


      “Why the serious face?” Furai asked. “What on earth happened?”


      “Well then, um... I’ll report everything as it was measured!”


      “That’s what I’ve been telling you to do from the start.”


      Like I care anymore. I’ll leave the rest of this to my boss.


      Having made her decision, Miharu began speaking fluently. “At 14:32, we caught a tremor that appeared to be a dungeon forming near the New National Stadium.”


      “Right next to Yoyogi?!”


      Three years ago, Yoyogi Dungeon had appeared between the NHK Broadcasting Center and the second gymnasium of Yoyogi Stadium.


      “It formed about one kilometer away in a straight line, I think?” Miharu replied.


      “That close? What about its size?”


      “Well, um... It was a massive-depth dungeon.”


      “Are you serious?”


      “If the measurements are correct, it was over fourteen hundred meters deep.”


      “Fourteen hundred?!”


      Yoyogi Dungeon had a depth of 280 meters—and this one had been five times larger. Undoubtedly, this new dungeon had been one of the deepest in the world.


      “Wait,” Furai said. “In that case, the Oedo Line is in serious trouble... Contact the relevant authorities immediately!”


      A dungeon suddenly appearing in the center of the city would destroy the underground infrastructure. When Yoyogi Dungeon had emerged three years ago, the Chiyoda Line had been severed from Yoyogi Park to Harajuku, nearly causing a serious accident. Currently, it was early afternoon on a weekday. If a subway line were to suddenly disappear at this hour, it would cause a major catastrophe. Even so...


      “Well, um, since this happened near Aoyama Gate, things are probably fine,” Miharu said.


      Research had shown the actual space occupied by dungeons to be cylindrical in nature, having a diameter of several to—at most—ten odd meters. It was known that dungeon tremors were the impact of that “needle” being driven into the Earth. Likewise, vanishing tremors were the impact that took place during the needle’s removal.


      From Aoyama Gate, the route to Oedo Line was a little less than two hundred meters. If these measurements proved correct, no damage should have occurred on the line.


      “Even so, reports are still necessary,” Furai said. “We need to close the entrance, and some impact to stadium construction is inevitable. Inform the Olympic Committee of—”


      “Wait, please.”


      “What is it?” Furai asked, not hiding his irritation during this crisis.


      “Well, you see... It’s gone.”


      “Gone? What’s gone?”


      “The dungeon, sir.”


      Furai’s expression resembled that of a pigeon hit with a peashooter. Is that what my face looked like when I saw the data earlier? Miharu wondered, bracing herself for the coming storm.


      “A massive-depth dungeon appeared in Tokyo,” Furai said, glancing at his wristwatch, “and disappeared within an hour? Is this some kind of joke?”


      The man wore a thin smile that indicated, “If this is a joke, you’re not getting off easy.” So, it’s come to this, thought Miharu, her shoulders slumping.


      “That’s why I hesitated to make this report,” she said. “In any case, as of 15:20, the massive-depth dungeon that appeared at 14:32 near Aoyama Gate of the New National Stadium had already disappeared. A vanishing tremor, which closely resembled the one in Denver, has also been recorded—and only minutes after the dungeon’s appearance.”


      After defeating what had seemed to be the final monster in Denver, the entire team had returned to the surface. A little while later, a vanishing tremor had been recorded. After that, it had been reported that only the vestiges of a collapsed hole had remained. Similar phenomena had been reported in fully traversed, minor-depth dungeons as well.


      “Are you telling me someone captured a massive-depth dungeon minutes after it appeared?” Furai asked.


      “I honestly don’t know—but the Olympics are on schedule and Tokyo’s citizens are safe. Isn’t that enough?”


      Miharu cobbled together that sentence in the face of her dumbfounded boss. Then she bowed her head; she had nothing left to say.


      After hearing her report, Furai regarded Miharu with a grave look. “So, what do you think I should tell my boss?”


      Yoyogi-Hachiman


      Grabbing the orb, I placed it in a bag, and made a quick escape. Still at an angle, the semi-trailer truck was half-buried in dirt. Though the hole had disappeared in the blink of an eye, the fissure still remained, swallowing the vehicle.


      Not wanting to carry the orb around while I was soaking wet, I immediately called my company to leave work early. On the other end of the phone, Enoki hurled abuse at me. “Yes, yes, understood,” I answered mechanically, ending the call.


      One hour later, I exited the shower in my apartment and sat before my kotatsu, which stood next to my bed all year round.


      “All righty then, how much is this thing worth?”


      Touching the orb, I learned its name. Apparently, the mysterious number beneath the name—called the orb count—displayed the amount of time that had passed since its discovery. Once this number reached 1436 minutes, the orb would disappear. The world at large already knew this.


      “May King—0074. The monarch of spring, eh? Doesn’t sound bad. Wonder if it’s related to agriculture?”


      Booting up my laptop, I accessed the JDA’s orb purchase list, entering in “May King.” However, the search yielded zero results.


      The orb purchase list cataloged how much various companies, organizations, and individuals would pay for particular orbs. Whoever found an orb could contact the JDA and use them as an intermediary to make a deal with the buyer.


      At any rate, following the discovery of an orb, the finder only had one day to make the sale. Unlike at a regular store, picking out and buying something from a row of products was impossible. Similarly, there was no time to hold an auction. In the end, selling to the buyer through a direct conversation had become the norm.


      “Too bad,” I said. “Well, at least I can check out what sort of functions it has.”


      I accessed the JDA’s skill database, typing in “May King.” Again, the search yielded nothing.


      “Hey, hey, what’s going on here? Is this an unknown skill?”


      Of course, the JDA database was connected to the WDA. In other words, up until now, no one in the world had discovered this orb. Unknown skills with vague functions had almost no sales channels. After all, you couldn’t attach a price to them. And obviously, there was no time for investigations or negotiations.


      “My get-rich-quick scheme with the dream orb...and it’s a total bust. So much for quitting my job.”


      My shoulders slumped, imagining the trouble I’d be in when I went to work tomorrow. After dwelling on these utterly depressing thoughts, I shook my head, and went to the kitchen to boil water. Placing the kettle on the stove, I took out some rather fine tea leaves from the cupboard, trying to cheer myself up.


      “Gyokuro from Hoshino village really is the best.”


      Located near the prefectural border of Fukuoka and Oita, Hoshino Village was one of the leading producers of gyokuro—a kind of high-quality green tea—in Japan. Generally, it was sold as Yamecha green tea.


      After boiling the water, I took the kettle off the stove. While waiting for the temperature to drop, I glanced again at the orb on my desk.


      “Guess I’ll have to use it myself, huh?”


      Pouring the Yamecha—whose temperature I’d carefully managed—into a cup, I sat down at my kotatsu once more, taking a gulp of tea.


      “Hmm? The flavor’s a lot stronger than usual... Did I do something different?”


      Well, so long as it tastes good, I thought. Not pondering the matter too deeply, I picked up the orb.


      “Yeah, I’ll have to go with the cliché here,” I said, remembering a line from a certain bizarre show. Closing my eyes, I used the orb, shouting just loudly enough to avoid disturbing the neighbors. “I reject my humanity!”


      A strange feeling ensued. Something coursed through me, and my body felt as if it were being torn apart and reassembled. Despite being creepy, it wasn’t necessarily sickening.


      “Hmm...”


      Opening my eyes, I squeezed and opened my right hand, better grasping the sensation. I didn’t feel as though anything in particular had changed. Still, since I’d expected the world to look completely different, I was a little disappointed.


      “Maybe it’s like sex. Once you’ve had it, you realize it’s not that big a deal... Whatever, how do I use my skill?”


      When in doubt, I always turned to the internet. I searched for the experiences of those who had used skills, but of course, I had no way of discerning truth from fiction.


      “No matter how many of these I read, they can all be summarized as, ‘Somehow, I just knew.’ What do you mean by somehow?”


      Closing my eyes and folding my arms, I gulped down my remaining tea. But the fruits of my labor turned out to be...


      Nothing.


      Could I have failed to acquire the skill? Then I remembered my D-Card, which—if I recalled correctly—should have recorded it.


      “Wait, where did I leave that card? Think I left it with my pants...right?”


      I grabbed my pants from the changing room basket, fished through the pockets, and pulled out a dull, silver card.


      “Got it. Now, about that skill...”




      Name: Keigo Yoshimura


      Area: 12


      Rank: 1 


      Skill: May King




      “Yep, the skill’s been added to the card...” After spotting something impossible, I did a double take. “What?”


      Was something wrong with my vision? Using the thumb and index finger of my right hand, I rubbed the inner corners of my eyes, taking another look at my card. Even so, the results didn’t change.


      “R-Rank one?”


      The characters shone brilliantly on the card.


      “Wait, wait, wait a second! Wasn’t I ranked about ninety-nine million?!”


      Yet no matter how many times I examined the card, I remained in first place. According to a leading hypothesis, experience points earned from defeating monsters determined one’s rank. In that case...


      “Not long after I dropped the rebar, I heard that eerie voice. Could that have been...?”


      Apart from that, I had no other guesses. Not unless I’d unwittingly run over something else on the way home. After zoning out for a short while, I suddenly realized something, raising my head.


      “First place? That means I’m strong, right?”


      Three years had already passed since dungeons first appeared in the world, and from the very beginning, soldiers had been forced to go on diving expeditions. Currently, there were regular explorers, but in all likelihood, the top-ranked people were mostly soldiers or police officers. Had I overtaken their three years of experience in a single, mad dash? I didn’t feel that way at all.　


      “Don’t feel like I’ve gotten any stronger. It’s not like I could crush a doorknob just by twisting it.”


      I gripped the entryway doorknob with all my might, but nothing happened.


      “Then what about magic? Wait, that’s a skill. It shouldn’t be connected to physical strength.”


      Sitting in front of my computer for the rest of the day, I continued to run meaningless searches.
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      WDARL (World Dungeon Association Ranking List) Simultaneously Translated Chat 




      Rank | Area | CC | Name




       1 | 12 | *


       2 | 22 | RU | Dimitri


       3 |  1 | US | Simon


       4 | 14 | CN | Huang


       5 |  1 | US | Mason


       6 | 26 | GB | William


       7 |  1 | US | Joshua


       8 |  1 | US | Natalie


       9 |  2 | *


      10 | 25 | FR | Victor


      11 | 24 | DE | Edgar


      12 | 26 | GB | Tobias


      13 | 25 | FR | Thierry


      14 | 24 | IT | Ettore


      15 | 25 | FR | Quentin


      16 | 24 | DE | Heinz


      17 | 11 | *


      18 | 13 | JP | Iori


      19 | 24 | DE | Gordon




      US: Anyone see the World Ranking List?


      RU: Yeah, the Russian hero—Dimitri Nelnikov—is now in second place. This is the first time since the WRL went public, right?


      GB: So, who’s on top now? 


      US: Looks like they’re unregistered.


      RU: What? So, King Salmon or the Witch of Campbell are in the lead? 


      US: No, that can’t be right. The anonymous explorer from Area 2 is in ninth place, and the anonymous explorer from Area 11 is in seventeenth place.


      DE: I compared the rankings before and after the first-place change.


      GB: GJ


      DE: At the very least, there’s no one in the top 200 who fits the bill.


      GB: What?


      FR: Breaking news! No one in the entire triple digits fits the bill either!


      US: How do you know?


      FR: Except for Japan, there aren’t any big cities in Area 12, even in Russia and Indonesia. At most, there’s Adelaide in Australia.


      FR: In Japan, Area 12 includes everything from Fukuoka to Tokyo, so that’s a lot of people. Still, their country established a management system early on. So almost all of their initial explorers are registered as members of the Self-Defense Force.


      FR: In the triple digits, there are barely any anonymous explorers in Area 12. I gathered those numbers and tracked them down, but there were no changes.


      US: Wait a second! Are you saying this “Mr. X” suddenly appeared from the four digits?


      JP: Was his name Luke Thkywalker? Did he use the Fourth?


      US: Haha, very punny. This newcomer’s probably in the five digits.


      JP: Seems like a bit of a stretch...


      FR: For now, I’m going to search the cache as far back as it goes.


      GB: Good luck.


      DE: Was there a huge dungeon capture of some kind?


      GB: One happened in Denver recently.


      US: Yeah, but that was Team Simon’s doing.


      GB: Then is it someone who tagged along with them?


      US: Don’t be ridiculous. You think someone below the four digits could tag along with Team Simon and overtake them? Impossible.


      GB: Then what did this person do to suddenly jump to the top?


      US: ......


      DE: ......


      JP: ......


      RU: Did they capture a huge dungeon that no one knew about all by themselves?


      GB: WDA management’s so widespread now, it wouldn’t be possible. And unless they fully traversed the dungeon in one day, their rank should’ve steadily increased.


      US: They must have come from Krypton.


      DE: Nah, they’re probably from the Messier 78 nebula.


      GB: Did they use Blue Water? Or do they have a body that can only fight for three minutes?


      JP: You peeps are so knowledgeable about my country’s culture. It brings a tear to my eye.


      ......


      [Omitted]


      ...... 


      FR: Hey, everyone. I investigated to the end of the six digits.


      US: Pog


      [Omitted]


      GB: Pog


      DE: What were the results?


      FR: I found...absolutely no matches.


      GB: Out of nearly one million people, there were no matches?


      FR: In the six digits, the number of civilians increases rapidly, so in the end, I mainly ran a comparison of the number of unregistered explorers in Area 12. So, I can’t say anything for certain, but narrowing down the possibilities any further is pretty much impossible. 


      DE: So, we’ve got ourselves a mystery?


      US: After three years, a nameless man suddenly appears like a comet! Sounds kinda cool, right?


      GB: Hey, what happened to political correctness?


      FR: Yeah, this is an inclusive space!


      US: Oh, right. Man → Person

    

  

  
    
      September 28, 2018 (Friday)
Tokyo


      “Crap...”


      I sprinted the short distance from the train station to work. Since I’d been scouring the web for information until late last night, I’d overslept. Huffing and puffing, I somehow managed to press my time card at the last moment. Just then, someone called to me from behind.


      “Yoshimura.”


      “Oh, good morning, Mr. Enoki.”


      Just act cool, Keigo. Brush him off like nothing happened.


      “Would you mind coming to the conference room for a minute?” Enoki asked.


      “Oh, of course.”


      Should’ve guessed.


      “Did something happen, Kei?”


      The girl sitting next to me—Azusa Miyoshi, twenty-two years old—posed that question in a worried whisper. She was a newcomer to our company, and since I’d been in charge of training her, she’d grown rather fond of me.


      A cute sort of beauty, Miyoshi wore her hair in a natural, graduated bob. Her presence reminded me of a small animal scampering around my feet. She excelled at mathematics, particularly in the area of numerical analysis. Despite being considered the bright hope of our development department, she had a terrible wine mania—the single fly in the ointment.


      “Enoki’s been on edge since yesterday,” Miyoshi said. “No one’s been able to approach him.”


      “He made me apologize to a client for someone else’s mistake,” I explained. “Before I knew it, they’d terminated the deal, and I got stuck with the blame.”


      “What? You lost me there...”


      “You and me both.”
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