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      Prologue

      The Ring, Nevada, United States

      The Hanford Site—America’s most contaminated location. More than two hundred thousand liters of radioactive waste lay buried under its soil. The risk of leaks continued unabated.

      The Handler administration had made it a goal to greatly reduce the cost of its cleanup—down from hundreds of billions to just forty—though privately no one believed such an objective was feasible.

      “Keep ’er coming! Keeeeep ’er coming! Stop!”

      The man driving the truck hit the breaks as instructed. A second man climbed up, grunting slightly, and sat himself in the passenger’s seat. He turned to the driver, concern palpable.

      “Is this really...okay? I know it’s a dungeon, but...”

      “Orders are orders. We don’t ask. We execute.” The driver pushed the button to open the truck’s tailgate.

      “But still...” the man in the passenger seat replied.

      The contents tumbling from the truck bed looked from the outside like any ordinary oil drums. What no outside observer would have guessed was their contents: a total of a thousand kilograms of radioactive Hanford Site waste.

      “The Hanford waste treatment plant won’t even have its furnace running for another few years. Can’t do GeoMelt yet.”

      He was referring to a process in which radioactive water and mud were mixed with glass components and vitrified—transformed into glass—inside containers. After thirty years of cold storage, the chunks of glass could then be safely buried. There had long been plans to use vitrification for Hanford Site cleanup, but it had repeatedly wound up as an item adorning annual to-do lists produced by the Office of Environmental Management in the US Department of Energy—going nowhere.

      “Specialist Fennel,” the driver said, addressing his passenger.

      “Sir.”

      “That’s enough.” The man in the driver’s seat then dumped the contents of the loader.

      At first, teams had apparently experimented with dropping in a single dry cask filled with waste, then measuring the air dose rate, checking for radiation. After dropping the first cask, the reading had shot up—then, after a moment, disappeared. Several repetitions provided the same results. Something was eating through the outer cask, then disposing of the material inside.

      Those findings had led to their current operation.

      The cans slid off the loader, rolling some 150 meters down a track to a cave-like opening.

      Fennel listened to the sounds of their tumbling growing softer, biting his lip in apprehension. He almost felt as if they were being watched—as if something down there was looking upward, acutely aware of humanity’s trespasses.

      New York, United States

      The door opened to a room so choked with cigarette smoke, it resembled the murky trenches of the ocean floor. The man sauntered forward like an angler fish toward the dark, in search of its next meal. His vision grew more accustomed to the surroundings with each creak of the floorboards, until at last—like a fisherman who had set eyes on some prized target—he spotted his quarry. He reeled himself over to the bar counter.

      “Kai, is it? I’ve been looking for you. You know it isn’t a good look for famous environmentalists to be surrounded by so much smoke.”

      Kai, the man seated at the bar, looked up. The man who had just sat down next to him gave off a powerful odor of Savile Row cologne—he was a slender figure adorned with gaudy cufflinks, and looked altogether out of place in this establishment. 

      The man made a peace sign with his right hand, clad in a peccary glove, nodding to the bartender to bring two more drinks.

      “Another round, same as him,” he said with a nod. He took out a clip of bills, the obverse of which bore the portrait of the sixteenth United States president, and set it on the counter.

      “I don’t know what country you’re a prince of,” Kai responded, eyeing the man—who refused to take off his sunglasses in spite of the dimly lit bar—warily. Whoever he was, Kai was surprised he’d deigned to climb down from whatever ivy-bedecked tower he’d been in just to come here. “But you’d better run along home; you’re lost.”

      It had been a long time since Kai had called himself an “environmentalist.” He wasn’t sure how this man had heard of him, but to be honest, some part of his curiosity had been piqued. Though that kind of curiosity, he tried to remind himself, had been known to kill cats. A conflicted smile crossed his face; he was at least mildly amused at being treated like some kind of celebrity. 

      The man sitting next to him seemed to have mistaken his expression for one of warmth, and offered a smile of his own in return. The man’s thin beard and mustache almost appeared pasted on. They curled upward as his lips did.

      “Don’t be so hasty,” said the man cloyingly. He picked up one of the new drinks which had been delivered, and clinked it down in front of Kai.

      Kai raised an eyebrow, but took the glass, downing it in one gulp to let the man know he didn’t intend to stay long. He set the drink back noisily on the counter. “Thanks for the booze. But I’m gone.”

      The man with the thin facial hair turned up one more finger toward the bartender—indicating one more round—without bothering to remove his gaze from Kai. 

      “I was hoping I could ask a small favor.”

      “Hope somewhere else,” Kai responded.

      Nevertheless, the man took a small, folded piece of paper and slid it across the counter to Kai.

      Kai unfolded the paper, his eyes immediately widening. He felt as though all the booze were hitting him at once, but that wasn’t the reason for his surprise. The paper was a check, from an account at one of America’s largest financial institutions, to the tune of three million dollars. Kai instinctively checked the signature line: “Alan Smithee.”

      Oh come on, Kai thought to himself. He half hoped this was every bit the scam it looked like—then it would be easy enough to bow out of whatever conversation lay ahead. If it were real, it meant he was dealing with someone who could manage to open an account at one of America’s largest banks with an obvious pseudonym. Whatever followed, it wasn’t going to be good.

      “Who are you?” Kai asked with some hesitation.

      “Think of me as”—the man paused theatrically—“a supporter of your work.” He pointed to the check in Kai’s hands, then opened his palm as if to imply that nothing more need be said.

      Kai felt drawn to the check in front of his eyes by an almost magical, magnetic power. He found it hard to avert his gaze. However, one last trace of resistance remained.

      “If this is real,” he answered, “it’s going to leave a paper trail.”

      The man grinned. 

      “I didn’t know giving contributions to promising environmentalists was a crime I needed to be wary of.”

      “If you could find me here,” Kai replied, “then you know a little bit about me.”

      Years ago, an organization Kai had belonged to had been labeled an ecoterrorist group by the FBI. That much was public knowledge. There was no way the man didn’t know.

      “Do you...have any connections to them now?” the man asked after a silence.

      “No,” Kai answered. The organization had disbanded ten years ago.

      “Then we’re good.”

      The man’s flat answer caused Kai to lower his guard, and he sighed. At this point, why fight it? As he tapped his cheek, he posed another question to the mysterious stranger, who seemed strangely half-interested, half-uninterested in concealing his identity.

      “All right. So, what do you want me to do?”

      Public awareness campaigns and generalized opposition movements were a thing of the past. Modern environmentalist movements were fractured—it was a more fraught realm now. Some were content simply to spread messages like “Be kind to Mother Earth,” but others openly advocated human culling. Maybe killing a dozen or a hundred wouldn’t make any impact, but reducing the population by a few hundred thousand would help turn back the tide of environmental destruction. In truth, the only reason those more radical plans hadn’t been tried was due to a lack of sponsorship.

      If that were what this man was looking for, though, Kai had every intention of bowing out. He wasn’t willing to abet genocide, even for three million USD.

      “I just want you to add another target—another type of item, if you will—to the list of things you’ve always opposed.”

      Kai’s last period of activism involved attacks on labs researching genetic plant modifications and selective crop breeding. Ultimately things had been carried too far, leading to his group getting labelled as ecoterrorists.

      “Target?”

      “You’re against genetically-modified foods, right?”

      “I was.”

      “Why?”

      “Because...” Kai’s real reason was that, at the time, environmentalist campaigning had proved personally profitable. But he couldn’t admit that. “Because...it’s not natural.”

      “Aaah. Riiight. And now there are even more unnatural forces threatening a stranglehold on the earth.”

      As unnatural as your whole shtick? Kai thought to himself. Still, as if to chase that very thought away and so he could finish hearing the man out, he brought his drink glass to his lips and took another swig.

      He set the glass back down and sighed.

      “Don’t be obtuse. What is it?”

      The bearded man grimaced, apparently finding Kai’s demand slightly rude. 

      “Dungeons,” he responded.

      “Dungeons?” Kai asked.

      Those weren’t man-made. They had nothing to do with genetic modification. They’d appeared on their own. You could even interpret them as some sort of bountiful natural provision if you were feeling generous.

      “Aren’t those the very definition of, you know, ‘natural’?”

      Up until now, his efforts had focused on turning the “unnatural” label against foods and processes involving human intervention—“playing God.” That was how he’d defined “natural” up to now. So how did dungeons, which were basically untouched human hands, fit into that framework?

      “I don’t need you to rally against dungeons in general—just dungeon-grown foods. Work up a little furor against those, and as far as I’m concerned, we’re square.”

      Kai blinked. Dungeon-grown foods? This wasn’t soybean or corn GMOs. The very concept was foreign to him, and he guessed to most of the public as well. How was he supposed to drum up opposition to something most people had never even heard of?

      “What kinds of food are we talking?”

      “So I have your interest?” The man lifted his sunglasses and took a peak at Kai’s face.

      Kai couldn’t see past the dark lenses, but he had the distinct impression he was being sized up by some serpentine predator. 

      “I-I mean...an anti-dungeon movement? Now?” Dungeons had permeated every aspect of life in the past three years. Many products produced from loot brought back by explorers were now held to be near essentials. While the dungeons themselves posed risks to explorers, their existence otherwise had only proven beneficial to the world. It almost sounded like trying to start a movement against the Amazon River or the continent of Africa just because dangerous animals lived there—that was how far removed the dungeons’ dangers felt from the ordinary citizen. “People are going to think we’re crazy.”

      The bearded man shot him an amused look. 

      “People have always thought that.”

      Kai wanted to argue, but was taken aback by the other man’s tone. It wasn’t an accusation, merely a statement of fact. Bakers baked—and environmental activists existed to be objects of ridicule, he seemed to be saying.

      There was something uncanny—off-putting—about his presence, his unfettered, almost performatively callous demeanor. Kai got the feeling he was staring down a monster as dangerous as any which lurked in the dungeons.

      “I-I can’t guarantee any results,” Kai responded, letting the perceived slight drop.

      Many of his remaining connections were extremists. Most of the environmentalists who had merely been posturing about holding radical beliefs had left their movements when anti-whaling protests had died down. Those still in the game were either unmotivated weekend warriors...or true believers.

      “Doesn’t matter,” the man responded. “You just need to do what you already do. I’m of the mind that if you want a proper cut of steak, you go to a butcher. You’re my butcher. I don’t need to see what happens behind the counter as long as I get my beef.”

      Kai nodded nervously, snatched up the check, then got up off his seat as if it were made of hot coal. He looked back behind him just once on his way out the door; the man was still sitting at the counter, smiling, and waving at him. Kai began thinking about what might happen to a butcher who couldn’t deliver the meat, and suddenly felt nauseous.

      He hadn’t provided the man his contact information, but part of him knew he didn’t need to—not if the man had managed to find him at the bar. Kai would have to start off by reestablishing contact with some old associates, but with the money he’d just been given...he was confident of at least one thing: He could absolutely get an anti-dungeon-grown-food movement off the ground.

      He just wished he knew why.

      Annotations

      Whatever ivy-bedecked tower: An allusion to the Ivy League, a coalition of high-ranking universities in America’s northeast. The name stems from actual ivy vines having once adorned their school walls. Kai’s remark shows he’s more than a little distrusting of the academic establishment.

      Alan Smithee: A pseudonym employed widely from 1968 to 2000 by American directors wishing to disown finished films. Fell out of disuse due to knowledge of its meaning becoming too widespread. Its rumored origin as an anagram of “The Alias Men” is likely a fabricated backstory. After all, the first person to use it would have been alone. Incidentally, this and similar pseudonyms are still used in other countries.
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      Message Board [Don’t get lost!] Yoyo-D 1428 [Wandering Yoyogi Dungeon] 



      283: Anonymous Explorer

      Hey, did anyone see that crazy black blur running around the third floor yesterday?

      

      284: Anonymous Explorer

      Yeah, it was wild >283

      And it’s all over social media now

      

      285: Anonymous Explorer

      So...what was it?

      

      285: Anonymous Explorer

      I saw a post from someone who said they called into the JDA Dungeon Management Section. They got told it was...wait for it...a dog.

      

      286: Anonymous Explorer

      A dog? I don’t care if it’s an Irish wolfhound or Great Dane. It was carrying TWO people on its back, and judging from the pictures, it’s more than 150 cm tall!

      

      287: Anonymous Explorer

      Leave the dog-assessing to me.

      That’s no dog.
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      You can tell from the photos. Look, there are only four teeth between the canine teeth. Dogs should have six. So, as I said: That’s no dog. 

      

      289: Anonymous Explorer

      Whoa! Pup professor! If it’s not a dog, what is it then?

      

      290: Anonymous Explorer

      I don’t know. Aside from the teeth, it certainly looks like a dog to me.

      

      291: Anonymous Explorer

      Uh, guys. It’s a hellhound, right?

      

      292: Anonymous Explorer

      You might be right, >291

      

      293: Anonymous Explorer

      A hellhound *carrying* people? Instead of trying to eat them?

      

      294: Anonymous Explorer

      hey, there are tamers and summoners...in fiction

      

      295: Anonymous Explorer

      Yeah, and no one’s ever found a skill corresponding to either one

      

      296: Anonymous Explorer

      Hold on. Take a look at this.
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      297: Anonymous Explorer

      Hm?

      

      298: Anonymous Explorer

      Huh?

      

      299: Anonymous Explorer

      That shape... Hold on, wait!

      

      300: Anonymous Explorer

      A Tokyo dog registration tag?!

      

      301: Anonymous Explorer

      That thing’s registered?!

      Can we find the owner if we have the registration number?

      

      302: Anonymous Explorer

      There are a ton of pictures going around, but most of them are taken from a distance. There are a few like the pup professor’s, but it’s like finding a dog hair in a haystack

      

      303: Anonymous Explorer

      Investigation squad, assemble!

      

      304: Anonymous Explorer

      If we could just get the number, we could go into city hall and say we’re looking for a lost pet

      

      305: Anonymous Explorer

      Except that’s illegal

      

      306: Anonymous Explorer

      Jeez, you guys are a pack of hyenas. You’re as bad as pawparazzi.

      

      307: Anonymous Explorer

      Come on, we’re not *that* bad. Probably.

      

      308: Anonymous Explorer

      What are you planning on doing even if you find the owner?

      

      309: Anonymous Explorer

      Ask them how to get one! Don’t you wanna know?

      

      310: Anonymous Explorer

      Where would you even keep a hellhound though? You’d need a literal mansion

      

      311: Anonymous Explorer

      I’m not sure even a mansion could contain a full-size hellhound.

      

      312: Anonymous Explorer

      Wait a sec, if they were just walking their pet in through the dungeon entrance, we’d have heard about it before. It’s weird we’ve only seen it now.

      

      313: Anonymous Explorer

      There were reports last month of a woman getting chased around the second floor by something that looked like a hellhound. But since there weren’t any pictures, it just died out as a weird rumor.

      

      314: Anonymous Explorer

      That’s right! I remember that.

      

      315: Anonymous Explorer

      In other words, it *has* been seen *in* the dungeon before, but no one’s ever seen it enter.

      

      316: Anonymous Explorer

      So they must be keeping it in the dungeon? There’s no other explanation.

      

      317: Anonymous Explorer

      But then what’s the dog tag for?

      

      318: Anonymous Explorer

      Uh...maybe for just in case it ever comes up to the surface, so it doesn’t cause a panic

      

      319: Anonymous Explorer

      What if...Pokéball? 0_o

      

      320: Anonymous Explorer

      Ah! Maybe! Wait, no way. ...Maybe?

      

      Annotations

      Only four teeth between canine teeth: A detail reverse-imported from the manga version of D-Genesis.

    

  

    
    
      February 12, 2019 (Wednesday)

      Dungeon Management Section, JDA Headquarters, Ichigaya

      “Morning, Ayatsuki!” Miharu Naruse called out to one Miku Ayatsuki, in a hallway outside the Dungeon Management Section.

      Ayatsuki belonged to the Commercial Affairs Section—as what might have ungenerously been called a receptionist.

      “Oh, Miharu! Are you sure it’s okay for you to not be at Yoyogi today?”

      “Says someone else who’s hanging around HQ,” Miharu responded.

      “I guess right now it’s all-hands-on-deck for anyone with foreign language skills, huh? Ah, on that note, would it be crazy if I asked a fav— No, come on. You’re way too busy.” Then Ayatsuki’s eyes traced a line to the area just behind Miharu, where a rather mealy looking man was standing. “Who is that?”

      “A new recruit. Meet Sayama. He’ll be formally moving to the Dungeon Management Department in the coming days.”

      “H-Hello. The name’s Sayama. I’m looking forward to working with you.”

      “A pleasure. Ayatsuki. But hey, does the JDA even have a system for mid-fiscal-year appointments? Ah, don’t tell me, he’s someone exceptional!”

      It was only two months until the end of the school year, when a wave of new graduates would be hired. The Dungeon Management Section was already planning on taking more this year than ever before. There shouldn’t have been any pressing reasons for an additional hire right now, not with that infusion of new personnel on the horizon.

      “Very exceptional,” Miharu answered. “By the way, do you know if my section chief is in?”

      Ayatsuki stared at Miharu, who had brushed off her question. Apparently Miharu wasn’t in the mood to talk. Being able to read people at a glance was an important tool for skilled receptionists. From the odd timing of his hiring and his being brought straight into the JDA by the most famous party’s personal handler, she just knew there was more to Sayama than met the eye.

      “He’s over there, about ready to keel over,” Ayatsuki explained.

      Miharu followed Ayatsuki’s outstretched finger to where Saiga sat, covered by the shadows of massive stacks of paperwork—applications for plots on the safe floor. Sakai was next to him, and Saiga was frantically writing some sort of draft.

      “D-Damn... It’s already morning. What were we thinking, opening bidding up to foreign companies right from the start?”

      “Blame Primary Sales for promoting the safe zone to every dungeon-product developer on the globe.”

      They could ignore calls that came in outside of working hours, but their email inboxes were overflowing. They’d taken the outdated tack of printing them out and setting up large stacks for staff skilled in foreign languages to pore over—even if it took all night. 

      “Why do I have to do this, goddamn it! I’m a manager. Yet I have to be buried up to my neck in applications first thing in the morning?”

      “We’re just shorthanded,” Sakai responded flatly. “Everyone’s picking up extra roles.”

      “That’s the kind of excuse you usuallyonly hear at companies a few months from bankruptcy .”

      Sakai looked up, gazing out the window. 

      “Th-The sun’s really come up. Ha ha ha. Morning, Mr. Sunshine!” he muttered deliriously. “How much longer do we have to keep this up?”

      “If we aren’t through everything by morning the day after tomorrow, we’re screwed.”

      “B-Buy us all dinner when this is over, at least.”

      “When this is over, won’t you still have the Exam Response Committee to handle? Secondary exams are next week.”

      The Dungeon Management Section dispatched one member as a representative to the JDA committee tasked with overseeing response to university entrance exams and D-Card verifier rentals. As the staff member initially in charge of procurement, Sakai had remained involved.

      “Oh, crap! I completely forgot!” Sakai slumped over face-first onto his desk. “I-I can’t even rest for one day...”

      Saiga tossed him a sardonic grin. 

      “May god have mercy on your soul.”

      Sakai sat up. 

      “Nothing about bosses having mercy?”

      Ayatsuki watched the two of them from a distance. They continued working at a frantic pace, even while bickering.

      “It’s nice, you know,” she commented. “There’s a familial atmosphere here.”

      “Thanks to our section chief,” Miharu responded. “But I hear Commercial Affairs is pretty tight too.”

      “Sure,” Ayatsuki responded, “as long as no one crosses me.”

      “Naturally.”

      The two parted ways with broad smiles, and Miharu headed over to her section chief’s current battleground.

      “Miharu? I don’t suppose you’re here to be our cavalry.”

      “I can help out, but before that...” She introduced Saiga to Sayama.

      “Ah. N-Nice to meet you,” Saiga muttered, stumbling to his feet. “This way...” He gestured Miharu and Sayama toward the windowed partition that served as his office, leaving Sakai alone with the huge stacks of paper.

      “H-Hey, is the guy who just went to speak with the chief joining us?” Dungeon Management Section staffers—who, not for nothing, were predominantly made up of women—began to chatter about the mysterious individual who had just gone off for a meeting with their boss.

      “I heard we poached him from some national R&D lab. That he’s some real catch. Should we go take a peek?”

      “Hm...” A few moments later, one of the staffers pulled her head away from the chief’s office-partition window. The man inside—slightly gaunt, sullen, and adorned in a ratty old suit and thick glasses—certainly looked the part of an academic, but didn’t exactly inspire confidence. “If he’s a midyear hire, he’s got to have something to offer, but he seems somehow, I don’t know...” She paused. “Underwhelming.”

      “But Miharu brought him in...”

      “Then he’s probably...”

      A fire ignited in the eyes of all three women who had gathered near the chief’s office. 

      “Connected to that superrich party?”

      All of a sudden that same man in the ratty old suit seated on the section chief’s reception sofa seemed to glow with an aura he hadn’t possessed moments prior.

      “I mean, there’s that other guy in the party who doesn’t look like much either.”

      “Sometimes there are diamonds in the rough, you know? And if he’s working with Wiseman or whoever, he’s probably making bank! She’s the number one dungeon celebrity right now! Let’s not judge by appearances.”

      “I know! Let’s throw him a welcome party! Really let him get to know everyone!”

      “Great idea! When?”

      This was the perfect time to get close to him. They started polling dates on the office messenger chat.

      Watching from his desk all the while was Sakai, the three staffers’ supervisor, who silently thought that Sayama might already have had a significant other for all they knew, and anyway, they needed to hurry up and get back to work. He grinned bitterly. Still... He couldn’t help but feel a little resentment at the fact that none of the messages they were apparently sending had come his way.

      “What am I, some kind of pariah?”

      The truth was that they had considered messaging Sakai, but held off out of consideration for how busy he looked—only for their would-be kindness to be interpreted the opposite way.

      Meanwhile, Sayama felt a chill run up his spine, as if caught in the eyes of some great predator. He frantically looked around the room.

      “Something wrong?” Saiga asked.

      “N-No. Nothing.”

      “Well, thank you for coming in on short notice. I’ve gotten the gist from Naruse, but you’re really okay with transferring to the JDA?”

      “Yes! Miyoshi was quite persuasive.”

      “And this all stems from your having acquired...a certain skill.”

      “Ah, well...” Sayama fumbled for his words.

      In reality, the skill primarily behind his decision to transfer was King of the Woods—due to the way it could interfere with his botanical research—not Storage as Saiga assumed. Nevertheless, attributing Sayama’s job change to a skill was correct.

      “As you’ve heard, we’re preparing for development of the safe floor,” Saiga explained. “Your ability would be both incredibly useful and enlightening to observe. However...”

      Now a different kind of chill ran up Sayama’s spine. Were they not going to take him after all that? He’d already tendered his resignation to Mizuki, his former supervisor. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if the JDA turned him away now.

      “I-Is there a problem?” Sayama asked Saiga, who had trailed off, seemingly searching for the right words.

      “There is...” Saiga responded. “What to do about your salary.”

      Was that a hint of guilt—or perhaps apology—in the section chief’s voice?

      “Salary?”

      “Sayama,” Saiga replied. “Quantifying the skills you’re bringing in, do you know how much you’re worth? If you worked for us for thirty years, then to make up the value of your orbs by retirement, we’d have to pay you...” Saiga paused, accepting a slip of paper handed to him by Miharu. “125 million yen,” he concluded.

      “Wh-wh-what?! O-over 10 million per month?!”

      “That’s 125 million monthly. 1.5 billion per year.”


      ““Whaaaaat?!”

      Sayama, curious about his newfound skills, had checked sales prices after returning from the dungeon—to see just what D-Powers had saddled him with. He couldn’t find any prices for Storage, but there were sales records Physical Resistance. It had gone for a shocking 2.5 billion yen...

      This unpayable debt had been part of why he’d felt obligated to take Miyoshi’s advice and join the JDA. It felt like his responsibility, and besides, his days as a researcher at NARO were over anyway. Why, a career change could even be refreshing, he’d thought. But that had been when he was just considering Physical Resistance.  Plus, that pay of more than 100 million per year until retirement...


      He gulped.

      “Needless to say, we don’t have the budget to pay you your full value,” Saiga responded.

      Sayama immediately understood the section chief’s concern.


      “Of course not.”

      “Now, I’ve run this by HR, and unfortunately this is the best we can do.”

      Sayama took a contract proffered by Miharu.

      “If you’re okay with it, we’d absolutely love to have you at the JDA.”

      Sayama looked at the salary written on the paperwork, blinked, then looked again.

      The salaries for top administrative positions at NARO were fixed according to laws regarding pay for heads of public research institutions. The chairperson received a fifth-ranked gradational salary in accordance with the law, which was a matter of public record, so Sayama knew how much they’d made. The salary being offered now was equivalent to two NARO chairpersons. It was enough to poach the CEO of a midsize company.

      “If it’s not enough, we may be able to arrange some—” Saiga began.

      “N-No, no, no! It’s perfect! This is enough! Really!” Sayama shouted, gesticulating frantically.

      Internally, Saiga breathed a deep sigh of relief. The salary equated to only a fraction of Storage’s worth even if Sayama worked for them until retirement. Saiga’d planned to offer bonuses for completed transport jobs, but even those would hardly begin to cover the skill’s value. 

      There had been serious internal discussion about selling the JDA’s Storage orb—the very orb Sayama had used—to NASA. In that case, Saiga would have been very curious to see what kind of person NASA would have chosen. The JDA had been deadlocked on the choice of user, after all.

      Watching Sayama read over the contract Miharu had given him, Saiga felt a great weight fall from his shoulders. 

      Of course, now they owed D-Powers. Again.

      D-Powers had requested that Sayama be involved with the implementation of the Ukemochi System. It made sense, given his previous line of work. He could also be useful for the coordination with the UN Food and Agriculture Organization that the project would require. The JDA would also need to communicate heavily with the WDA Department of Food Administration on this matter. Strong linguistic skills were essential to communicate with both of the aforementioned international agencies.

      However, they needed Sayama for building up the safe floor too. Naturally that brought with it a host of other problems, such as how much they could disclose about his abilities. There was a matter of fairness. For example, if Company A received first priority in having a Storage user assist in setting up its plot, what did that mean for Company B waiting in the wings? More and more, Saiga began to see the wisdom in Miyoshi having turned down all requests as a flat policy.

      Not that the JDA could afford to do the same.

      “We’re going to need some kind of rule,” he muttered.

      “Sir?”

      Saiga grinned, not having expected that Miharu would overhear him. It was nothing, he assured her—a problem for another, less tumultuous, time.

      ***

      Someone called out to Sayama just as he was leaving the Dungeon Management Section office, still dazed from the figure he’d just seen on his contract.

      “Yoohoo!”

      “H-Huh?”

      There was a remarkably stylish woman—he couldn’t help but notice—standing in front of him, all smiles. Figuring she must have been calling to someone else, he looked left, then right, but saw no one else nearby.

      “A-Are you talking to me?” he asked.

      His heart started racing. He had no idea what to do when an attractive woman started up a conversation with him! He’d hardly ever interacted with younger women in his previous career. He wasn’t used to talking to them.

      “Of course! It was nice to meet you today.”

      “Ah! You’re...Ayatsuki?” Sayama asked.

      “That’s right! Given Naruse brought you in, am I correct in guessing you have something to do with...D-Powers?”

      “Y-Yes! Miyoshi from D-Powers recommended I look into a position with the JDA. Why do you ask?”

      Ayatsuki had taken it upon herself to clear up one or two rumors the office staff had been chatting about while Sayama was on his way out. A direct recommendation from the Wiseman?! He was an even more promising catch than anyone had guessed.

      “Incredible! If you’re getting used to the area, I could take you around for some meals sometime. I know plenty of great restaurants.”

      Sayama wasn’t sure what exactly she thought was so incredible, but he knew one thing that was—being invited out to eat by someone like Ayatsuki. And before he’d even had time to recover from her offer, another woman cut in!

      “Waaait, wait, wait. Ayatsuki, get in line! He’s joining the Dungeon Management Section, not Commercial Affairs.”

      “We’re both under the Dungeon Management Department.”

      “We’re holding a welcome party in the Dungeon Management Section. You’ll come, won’t you?”

      “Uh-huh?”

      A welcome party? The only thing Sayama could think of when it came to work parties was sitting around in a restaurant surrounded by older colleagues urging him to drink until he felt sick. He’d never had one positive thought toward such drinking parties, but maybe he’d been too quick to judge. After all, drinking with younger, female coworkers was different from drinking with stuffy old supervisors. 

      “Of course! I wouldn’t miss it! Count me in!” Ayatsuki’s hand shot up.

      “I wasn’t asking you!” the Dungeon Management Section woman snapped back.

      Sayama wasn’t really sure what was going on, but he did his best to offer a tactful response. 

      “I-If there’s a welcome party, absolutely! I’m in.”

      “Fantastic! Then I’ll send you the details. Could I get your contact?”

      “G-Gwah!”

      Faced with multiple women shoving their cell phones toward him to register contacts, Sayama couldn’t help but let out a yelp. He departed the JDA several new chat-app friends later.

    

  

    
    
      Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office

      I was beyond put out. Upon seeing that giant thing sitting in the middle of the living room, I’d jumped straight beyond anger and right into a tension headache.

      “I know we need a server here with the stat-measuring device going on sale, but... But...” I stressed the last word. I thought I’d heard some kind of construction going on, but I hadn’t expected to come downstairs and find a whole sound-dampening cubicle partition dead-center in the middle of our tatami-mat floored sitting room. “Is this necessary?!”

      Within the makeshift partitioned room was yet another box, some mysterious two-meter-by-two-meter black cube Miyoshi had gotten from who knows where.

      “It’s a more-or-less cutting edge Linux system from IBM. Went on sale last September. I was thinking we ought to have the mainframe here at home.”

      “Oh, that simple, huh?” I replied caustically.

      How exactly the SMD quantified stats was a trade secret. We could have coded everything into the individual devices, but that risked reverse engineering. Instead, we’d have them connect to a server, and run the calculations on our end. That was all well and good, but—

      “With the device going public, someone could still figure out the formula through inductive reasoning, couldn’t they?”

      “Eventually,” she responded. “But unless they have a perfect guinea pig like you who can change their stats one at a time, I’m not sure how practical that would be.”

      “Guinea pig? Harsh. But yeah, you’d have to try to drum up a bunch of explorers who all have a difference of just one in each stat to get the same kind of data.” Plus, you wouldn’t be sure how other individual variables might be affecting the readings. “What about sending in a bunch of dummy data?”

      “It wouldn’t be very efficient. Plus, if we saw a bunch of different inputs coming from the same account that fast, we’d just ban it.”

      “Oh,” I responded, not having realized that was possible. “Huh.”

      According to Miyoshi, we’d also publish banned unit ID numbers online, which would prevent resale and further discourage misuse. And if someone bought a banned unit without checking? Personal responsibility.

      “But if the calculations are easy enough for the devices to have run natively, couldn’t we just have used basically any rack server?” Modern PC calculating power had gotten pretty impressive.

      “Yeah, but...that’s boring, right?”

      “In other words—” I squinted at her accusingly “—you just wanted an excuse to use higher-end equipment.”

      “Wh-Wh-What? Me? Never! B-Better too big than too small, right? Plus, there are tons of advantages to input-out processing. And mainframes win out any day in terms of reliability, flexibility, and maintainability! Right? Plus, it’s...well, it’s not cheaper, but think about the benefits! A-Anyway! It’s not like I just wanted to use it...or replicate the ending of Summer Wars...as a main reason for getting it, anyway!”

      “But those were reasons.” Oh well. If Miyoshi said we needed it, we probably...probably...did.

      “To tell the truth—” she lowered her voice conspiratorially “—the main reason for getting it was as a bluff.”

      “A bluff?!”

      “Think about it! People can look into our purchase records! It’ll help having this state-of-the-art mainframe show up in our transactions!”

      “Help what? Impress our neighbors?”

      “No.” Miyoshi scrunched up her face. “Help throw them off track about the complexity of the calculations and stuff behind the SMD.”

      “‘And stuff.’ But okay,” I relented. “I see your point. Guess we’re lucky you were able to get it in time.”

      Miyoshi averted her eyes. 

      “Uh, yeeeaaah...” she mumbled shiftily.

      I sighed.

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “Ahem.”

      Apparently she’d pilfered one of two originally intended for delivery to a Vietnamese bank—no doubt by offering a metric ton of cash. I could only hope she hadn’t made Japan public enemy number one on the international high-end computer market.

      “Okay, well...” I looked pointedly over at the cubicle and mainframe unit. “If I can be so forward as to say—whatever benefits this might have, it’s definitely in the way.”

      It was taking up more than half of our sixteen tatami mats.

      “Where else do you want me to put it? I thought about bringing it to Yokohama, but...”

      “Right, there are normal businesses operating above us.”

      Keeping the mainframe there ran the risk of ordinary robberies, of course, buit given our profile, there was even a chance of international espionage operations well beyond the scope of private building security staff to handle. We didn’t have enough bandwidth with the Arthurs to leave any on regular guard duty there either. Those same reasons ruled out putting the mainframe in Tokiwa Lab.

      “Man, having to think about robberies and international espionage,” I responded, “kind of makes you wonder what the hell we’re doing with our lives.”

      “Anyway, this building has a steel frame and is extrareinforceable, so I figured this would be the best location.”

      Yeah, but if someone cuts the cable outside... I started to worry. But oh well, we had the Arthurs for that. Plus, Miyoshi informed me, we were installing UPS (uninterrupted power supply) units and a personal generator as backups.

      Miyoshi tinkered with the unit for a while, finishing the initial setup and booting up the stat-measurement program. Just as she was about to run the test code, we heard our front doorbell ring.

      ***

      “Hey, Azusa...”

      Midori had dropped by. Short of her usual confidence, she instead looked like she was about to collapse.

      “Hi there,” Miyoshi responded, then looked around. “Where’s Nakajima?”

      “Beats me. I did hear him laughing maniacally this morning while slaving away over soldering irons and diodes. By now, he’s probably off in dreamland swimming in piles of money...” She shot us, the instigators of her staff’s current predicament, a pointed glance.

      Uh, hey. Look at Miyoshi, not me.

      “Incidentally,” Midori continued, “yesterday we had a bunch of people barge in led by that strange woman shouting ‘Save the world!’ They put in a lot of work, but what exactly was their deal?”

      Cathy...and others? Ah, right. We’d heard she was recruiting bootcamp enrollees from the DSF to help with assembling the D-Card verifiers.

      “Simon’s going to give us an earful again,” Miyoshi remarked.

      “Our bootcamp’s going to catch even more flak for its unreasonable demands,” I added. “Though maybe that’s good.”

      “Either way,” Midori continued, “at least it seems like we’ll meet the production deadline. We should hit the verifier quota today.” Her shoulders slumped as if every ounce of strength was leaving her body.

      They’d already put in so much work just with the initial two thousand units for the primary entrance tests. Those initial two thousand units had continued to be utilized by large private schools while Tokiwa Lab produced a further two thousand for the upcoming secondary exams. With 173 target schools across the country, the four thousand total units would allow for around twenty at each school. That still left resources a little tight, given the number of prospective students, but at least we’d meet basic demand.

      “I don’t understand that whole lease system you set up for the units,” Midori commented, “but that doesn’t affect our contract with you, I suppose.”

      “Right. Ours was just a basic manufacturing request. We’ll have the full payment through soon,” Miyoshi responded.

      “A pleasure,” she responded. “It’s still quite a sum for the work we did. I just hope it doesn’t come with the obligation to respond to any other sudden requests.” And here she’d thought she’d solved all their financial problems so easily when we’d first brought her the offer. Little did she know what that “easy” would wind up looking like. She laughed.

      “By the way, Azusa.”

      “Hm?”

      “That other device...it’s working just like you thought.”

      “Heh, heh, heh.” A sly grin spread across Miyoshi’s face.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but try not to get us into too much trouble, whatever it is,” I responded, preemptively washing my hands of the mischief was surely brewing.

      “Of course. Speaking of Cathy, she sent me a picture earlier this morning. She’s really getting into it, huh?” 

      Miyoshi showed me her phone screen. On it was a picture accompanied by a message reading, paraphrased, “Nakajima’s awesome!” In the photo, Cathy was standing in front of a mountain of completed motherboards, giving a thumbs up.

      “Check this out.” 

      Miyoshi zoomed in on a whiteboard. Just in front of the whiteboard was a table, under which someone appeared to be passed out. I couldn’t tell from the angle, but I was guessing it was Nakajima. Staff were gathered around the whiteboard seemingly discussing some handwriting reading “Etihad, Singapore, Emirates.”

      “Some kind of weird poem?” I asked. 

      “That would be the handiwork of one Yukari Tsuzuki. She’s the one most excited for the upcoming trip,” Midori explained. “She’s a real airline maniac.”

      According to Midori, Yukari was the one who was always stocking the old vending machine in the lab with different exotic beverages. Come to think of it, this was the first time I’d ever seen Tokiwa Lab staffers other than Nakajima.

      “Like a train nut but for airplanes? That’s an expensive hobby,” I mused. The world really did need all kinds.

      “Frequent flier programs help, I’m sure,” Midori responded.

      Recently there were ways of accumulating airline miles even without taking flights.

      “Those are some luxurious candidates,” Miyoshi observed, looking over the suggested routes, “but aren’t there probably direct flights? Flying Emirates would probably take you through Dubai, adding more than three hours...”

      “I’m pretty sure she knows that,” Midori responded.

      “Right,” I noted. “Train-nerds love taking extra long routes just to see certain scenery or to get to be in certain trains. But I feel kind of bad for the rest of the staff having their flight duration extended...”

      “I told her to let it go, but she kept insisting, saying she might not get a second chance.” Midori grinned resignedly and threw up her hands. “Of course it’s not great for the rest of us getting dragged along. Though who knows—to be optimistic, maybe it could spark a similar interest in someone! I’ve never been one for Toshikoshi Omawari though.” She glared at Miyoshi again. Apparently the sense of exhaustion far, far outweighed any feeling of accomplishment. 

      Toshikoshi Omawari was a once-a-year event train maniacs looked forward to, during which you could buy a 140-yen commuter ticket from Kitagane to Mabashi, covering a route of more than one thousand kilometers. Only the brave and those least burdened by responsibilities need apply. And since you’d be spending basically the entire day riding a train, it was of interest only to the most dedicated of railway enthusiasts. To those chosen few, though, there could be no greater pleasure.

      “Last I heard,” Midori informed us, “the conversation is coming down to how to avoid the greater inconveniences of overnight flights. Tsuzuki was muttering something about an Emirates A380.”

      “What? That’s a special flight or something, right?” I asked.

      “It’s a super luxury aircraft. It comes with equipped showers,” Miyoshi informed me.

      “Showers?! On a plane?!”

      “The airline has an image to maintain. Anyway, it comes equipped with two shower areas in first class.”

      You could just take a shower after you land... I thought to myself. Maybe it was made for people who just couldn’t sleep without one?

      “That all sounds pretty luxurious, but...”

      “But?” Miyoshi prompted me.

      “Cramped rooms and shared showers? That’s basically a manga café or capsule hotel, isn’t it?”

      Miyoshi let out a laugh. 

      “Well, there is a drink lounge, free reading material, and movies on demand, but...” She shrugged, still smiling. “Take away some beautiful flight attendants, and I guess it’s not so different from your average manga café or capsule hotel. But if you think that way, nothing will ever qualify as a luxury.”

      “You’re the one who laughed.”

      “Hrmph.”

      “Can you even get tickets at this point?” I asked. They’d have to leave tomorrow or the day after.

      “With weekday flights to JFK, yeah. There were enough open seats for people in business to upgrade to first class, even. There are apparently forty first-class seats.”

      “In other words...”

      Miyoshi gave a small nod. Apparently she’d already booked the tickets, as soon as the message came through this morning. Plus, you could check nine people in online at once through the Emirates app as long as they were on the same booking.

      “They’ll leave Narita at 10:30 p.m. It’s around a thirty-hour route, so they’ll get to New York around 1:55 p.m. the next day.”

      It would be a roughly twelve-hour flight to Dubai, followed by a five-hour layover, then an eight-and-a-half-hour flight to JFK. Nevertheless, it would only be 1:55 p.m. the following day local time.

      “Time zones, huh?” Miyoshi said, passing Midori the reservation number.

      Midori nodded thankfully. 

      “By the way,” she added. “Enlighten me. Who was that strange woman leading our assembly cavalry squad?”

      Cathy had told Midori she was with us, but hadn’t bothered with a formal introduction. Considering all the times she’d dropped by the lab recently, I supposed Midori couldn’t help but wonder who this American was. Plus, Tokiwa Lab was a research institution. It was probably fairly rare to get any outside visitors. Sure, Cathy and her group stayed out of building’s more sensitive areas, but you’d still wonder about the strange foreigners rolling into your workplace.

      “She’s our boot camp drill sergeant, on loan from the American Dungeon Strike Force,” I explained.

      “On loan...from an American military unit?! Wait, isn’t the DSF...run directly by the US president?” Midori asked, bewildered.

      “Whoa! You’re pretty well-informed for someone completely unconnected to the dungeon field!” I observed.

      “It doesn’t seem like we’ll be unconnected for much longer,” she responded. “I had to learn about our potential client base.”

      “Well, we’ve got certain connections,” I said cryptically.

      “Connections, hm?” Midori seemed dissatisfied by my answer, but let the conversation drop. There was too much she still needed to do to get ready for tomorrow’s travels.



      Annotations

      Pilfered one of two originally intended for delivery to a Vietnamese bank: Going by real-life news stories, the other arrived safely. Thank goodness, thank goodness. (Thank goodness for what? This is fiction.)

      140 yen: At the time. It’s been raised to 150 since. As for why the deal is offered for this particular route, apparently it’s because its average commuter fees already made it the cheapest option among JR-East picks.

    

  

    
    
      Dungeon Management Section, JDA Headquarters, Ichigaya

      “Sir, may I have a moment?”

      Sakai popped into Saiga’s office just ahead of the lunch break, looking pale. Paler than he had under their deluge of paperwork that morning, Saiga noted with concern.

      “What is it?” Saiga asked. “Did something come up at the exam committee meeting?”

      “Thankfully not. We’re actually getting the verifiers in ahead of schedule...” Sakai’s eyes darted back and forth. Evidently whatever it was he had to say, he found it hard to say here. Saiga invited him out for lunch.

      “It’s about time to eat. Why don’t we have this talk over food?”

      “O-Of course, sir.”

      The two exited Saiga’s partitioned office space, making their way toward the door. Just before crossing its threshold, Saya Kujo, who had as of late been crushed under secretarial duties for Section Chief Saiga, called out.

      “Sir, Executive Director Makabe is expecting a call from you.”

      “From me? Not from Tachibana?”

      If anyone, Saiga would have expected communication with a top-ranker like Makabe to involve Dungeon Management Department Director Michiyo Tachibana, Saiga’s direct supervisor.

      “That’s right. He said anytime this afternoon.”

      “Understood.”

      “Also...”

      “When it rains it pours, right?” Saiga said over his shoulder to Sakai.

      Saya ignored his dry joke and continued her report 

      “Section Chief Anderson called too. He wanted to talk about something involving WDA coordination.” Demir Anderson was chief of the JDA International Cooperations Section.

      “The WDA? What for?”

      “Something about a DFA request—looking to work with one Miharu Naruse.”

      “Huh? A-Ah. That Nathan guy...”

      “Chief, manners...?” Saya scrunched her brow.

      Saiga rolled his eyes performatively, then gave Saya an apologetic smile.

      “Okay... And,” she added, “there’s a request from Commercial Affairs about the current status of the development project.”

      “Don’t they have anything better to do than to bother me with meetings all day?!” Saiga snapped.

      Recently Saiga felt like there’d been nothing on his plate but meetings with Commercial Affairs. It had started with the safe-floor plans, but they had now been subsumed by discussions regarding the Yoyogi Development Planning Desk Yoyogi Development Plan #6. Long story short, Commercial Affairs had proposed taking lead on the project while the Dungeon Management Section was shorthanded. 

      When the plan had first reached the Dungeon Management Section, Saiga had advocated postponing enactment, because no slime countermeasure system for non-safe-floors had yet been perfected, but somehow photos of a certain base sitting on the twenty-first floor had made their way over to the Tokyo Metropolitan Government. Now he was facing questions about whether the Dungeon Management section was withholding information.

      “Withholding” nothing, Saiga thought. He couldn’t be responsible for what a private party had set up in the dungeon—nor could he even claim to know entirely how they’d done it. Still, there was the matter of a 405 billion-yen relationship between the JDA and the base’s owner on the book, indicating potential collusion. If anyone can get those troublemakers to “collude,” I’d love to see it. Of course, he couldn’t exactly say that. 

      Instead of attending to work that needed his attention, he’d been forced to fritter away time explaining the JDA’s current limitations. Truth be told, he couldn’t wait for Commercial Affairs to take over the entire project’s management. There were some voices, both in his own department and next door, reluctant about the JDA’s involvement in a plan that seemed so likely to fail, but it had been foisted upon them nonetheless.

      Sakai and Saya listened to Saiga’s grumblings with some sense of amusement, but managed to keep their faces neutral.

      “Okay, okay,” Saiga concluded. “That’s my afternoon booked full. Go ahead and schedule—” He stopped short, a realization dawning. “No, hold off. Don’t book anything yet.”

      “Why not?” Saya asked.

      “All these different meeting requests, but I don’t have any details. I can’t work out times if I don’t even know what we’re going to talk about. Go ahead and ask them for specifics first, then book.”

      Muttering about how he’d had it up to here with work, Saiga departed the office with one flustered Sakai in tow.

      Suragawa, Ichigaya

      Saiga and Sakai grabbed seats at a soba shop not far from the JDA. Saiga put in two orders, then turned to his employee.

      “So?”

      Sakai appeared to steel himself for a moment, staring at the wall ahead, before speaking up. 

      “Sir. This has to stay just between us. But I have a suspicion”—he paused for a moment, then spoke at a lower volume—“that one of the devices has been stolen.”

      “Stolen?” Saiga asked. What proof did Sakai have? “Did the numbers not line up?”

      “No,” Sakai responded. “The numbers line up. They do, but...”

      “Then why do you think one was ‘stolen’? Where’s the evidence?”

      In the month since the National Center Tests, with the JDA being swamped with preparations for developing the safe floor, it had kept its original batch of leased of D-Card verifiers on hand. The current collection would be paired with an incoming order for the upcoming secondary exams. As part of preparation, JDA staff had been testing the previously leased devices one by one, to ensure they still worked. One had turned up a dud—never displaying a positive result even when pointed at confirmed D-Card holders. Since not turning on its result light would just have been interpreted as the subject not holding a D-Card, no one had noticed during the tests.

      “So I figured there might be something fixable and got Tokiwa Lab’s permission to open the seal. I compared its internal components to a working copy...and they were completely different!” Sakai exclaimed, growing paler.

      In other words, someone had slipped in a fake, using the same external plastic food-pack casing and an identical sticker to seal up the sides.

      A thought struck Saiga—D-Powers hadn’t had time to file for a patent. If the theft had occurred prior to the Center Tests and someone had filed for the patent first...

      “Did you check patent office records?” Saiga asked.

      “Just in case,” Sakai responded.

      However, no patent had been filed. That stuck Saiga as equally strange. Neither the thief nor D-Powers had applied? Why?

      “What did Tokiwa Lab tell you?” Saiga asked.

      “‘No comment.’” After muttering about how this case just got weirder and weirder, Sakai added “But wait, there’s more...”

      Sakai held his phone screen up to Saiga. 

      It displayed a chart of Goten Industrial’s stock prices.

      Kabutocho, Nihonbashi

      The building, situated eastward of Kabayacho, visible down the length of Heisei-dori Street, possessed a craggy, brick facade reminiscent of a certain golem character from a ubiquitous JRPG. Once the site of rapid and rampant bond-trading, the Tokyo Stock Exchange now saw more bustling activity from field trip groups than active traders. 

      Two men emerged from its doors, in search of afternoon sustenance.

      “Where should we go?”

      “We could actually do Meitaiken every once in a while,” the thinner of the two suggested.

      His more corpulent partner laughed. 

      “Meitaiken? Afternoon on a weekday? You some kind of money-bags tourist?”

      “Just a lover of their hayashi rice. Come on, let’s go!”

      “Bougie, bougie,” the rotund man chastized.

      “Hey, I’m still eating on the first floor.”

      Meitaiken, a famous local curry restaurant, maintained separate menus across its two floors, with the upper being the more expensive, by a lot. You could eat a full-course meal at one of the area’s spendier French or Italian restaurants for the same price as a meal on the second floor of the seasoned Japanese curry house.

      “Still, why’s hayashi rice got to be twice as expensive as curry?” the heavier man asked. Moments later, under the bridge by the Edobashi junction, he stopped—looking ahead toward the front door of a Hinoya Curry establishment. 

      “Because of the demi-glace,” the taller, skinner man answered, casting one eye toward the curry shop as well. He paused, then added under his breath, “RIP Kitchen N.”

      This site, now housing a restaurant of the Hinoya Curry chain, had until the previous year been occupied by a place called Kitchen N. Their Japanese set meals were to die for. Plus...

      “At half the price of Meitaiken? You can bet I miss it,” the heavier man replied.

      “Any Japanese set-meal restaurant used to be around the same price. That wasn’t just Kitchen N.”

      The two headed silently down Heiwa-dori Street, stopping at the base of a large hill for the heavier of the two to catch his breath.

      “By the way,” he uttered between huffs, “Goten Industrial’s stock was looking kind of funny, wasn’t it?”

      “Goten? Yeah, that caught my eye as well.”

      Gotenyama Industrial Manufacturing and Logistics—usually shortened to “Goten Industrial”—was a storied, albeit unremarkable, Japanese electronics manufacturer. It had plenty of stock shares on the market, but its performance hadn’t been particularly strong...until recently.

      Its share prices had started steadily rising since the end of the previous month, and today had hit a record high. Looking over recent press releases, the company hadn’t announced any new projects, nor had any other information come out that would explain the sudden increase. There were no rumors of under-the-table manipulation—nothing. The stockbrokers couldn’t even necessarily recommend the stock to their clients—and in fact, no one had done so.

      “Whatever led to that sudden rise...” the thinner man mused.

      “Sudden? Think again,” his thicker companion interjected.

      “Think again?”

      “I started looking into it recently.” The thicker man panted as they worked their way up the hill. They began descending the staircase on the other side. The thinner, taller man couldn’t help but wish his colleague would put in a little more exercise. At least enough to be able to maintain a conversation while walking.

      “So...” the thinner man asked impatiently. “What’d you find?”

      “There’s been something weird about their stock trading since the end of last year.”

      “Something weird?”

      “Something changed, that’s all I can say. Whatever’s going on now, it’s not sudden.”

      They turned the corner at Nomura Asset Management, and a restaurant with an usually large but otherwise simplistic sign reading “Noodles” came into view—Meitaiken’s ramen corner.

      There was also Tanimasu Ramen situated across Meitaiken. Neither man was quite sure why it commanded such droves, but there was a long queue of people forming outside, eager for its chicken-stock soy-sauce noodles. Eying the long line across the street, the heavier man opened the door to Meitaiken.

      “So I know Goten Industrial’s stocks had a lot of long-term holders,” the thinner man said to his colleague as he followed him inside. “But I figured they were just being held and ignored, rather than being kept for value—what with the company’s hardships and lack of new investors.”

      “Right. But then at the end of last year, they started moving—720, 740 yen per share.”

      “Started moving?”

      “Yep. No price increases, so it didn’t flag much attention. But they were moving by the day.”

      The server came to take their order, and the thicker man ordered the Tanpopo Omurice. In director Juzo Itami’s film of the same name, a beggar and child had been shown sneaking into the restaurant’s kitchen to surreptitiously cook up the dish in question.

      “Who’s bougie now?” the thinner man asked.

      “I’m considering this afternoon sightseeing. Besides, your damn rice is three hundred yen more expensive.”

      The thicker man smiled, and the thin one shrugged. 

      “What’s the difference?” he asked his chubbier colleague. He brought his cup of water to his mouth, then returned to the conversation. “So why the movement? And why didn’t the price go up with all those sales?”

      “People couldn’t wait to get rid of the shares. But according to one analyst’s report, let alone hitting seven hundred yen, those shares really shouldn’t have been appraised at more than six hundred. So what the heck lit enough of a fire under someone for them to offer more than one hundred yen over the market price? Looks like someone was in a hurry to buy them up.”

      “How are the sales happening?”

      “Through a variety of brokers, and at different prices too. If this really is all one party, they’re taking pains to hide it. Stranger and stranger.”

      “So”—the thinner man rotated his glass as he deliberated—“what’s this all about, then? Why Goten?” That was the question. There was still nothing that would explain the flurry of purchases. “Buybacks, maybe?”

      “Don’t be an idiot. They’re not exactly Panasonic, but they still have a ton of shares. There’s not exactly a feasible avenue to try to buy them all back.”

      Panasonic could have bought back a hundred million of its stocks and still not have to file a new majority shareholder report. Goten wasn’t far behind in its number of outstanding shares. It would be a pipedream to even consider trying to buy back majority ownership. Not unless they issued a TOB, or takeover bid, and even then it seemed unlikely to succeed.

      “But someone is buying them.”

      “Someone.”

      “Even though there’s no apparent reason to expect returns.”

      “Correct.”

      “And prices wouldn’t normally rise without a new appraisal placing them at least twenty percent higher than their current rate.”

      “Strange, huh?”

      What on earth had gotten someone so desperate to collect these shares?

      “Oh well.” The thicker man shrugged. “But I tell you, if we’ve noticed, other people are gonna catch wind too. We’ll start seeing people trying to unload their stocks at slightly elevated prices—750, 760 per share—as market sales.”

      “Naturally,” the thinner man responded. “In fact, we already have. But hardly any have gone through.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      One look at the bulk sales boards would have been enough to make any potential buyer suspicious. Most offers had sat untaken. But if that included whoever had been buying them in the first place...

      “Then...maybe the buyer’s goal isn’t to own a certain percentage of Goten stocks. Otherwise they’d have been jumping on those too. Maybe...” the thicker man paused. “Maybe it’s just to get as many as they can at a certain price.”

      “What for, without immediate prospects?”

      “Who knows?”

      “And we’re sure this isn’t just the company purchasing their own stocks in order to shore up their value?”

      “We’d be able to trace that in a second. Plus, I’m not sure they’d have enough internal reserves. Besides, PER and PBR adjustments aren’t going to fix whatever problems they’d have from dropping stock rates. Not that their value’s even dropped by that much.”

      “Ah!” The thinner man seemed to have suddenly had an epiphany. “Someone trying to get ahold of stocks before some big development?”

      “Now that...”

      It had been a month since the prices had gradually started to rise, before hitting the even more recent bump. If someone were playing the long a game, the payoffs must have been certain, and suitably lucrative.

      “It’s possible. It makes the most sense. Though illegal. Japan Securities and Exchange Law, Article 159.”

      The food arrived. The thicker man stuck his spoon into the fluffy yellow coating of the omurice with gusto.

      “It’d never get by the Financial Services Agency. I tell ya, if we’ve noticed it, they’re already investigating. No one would be that stupid,” he mumbled, stuffing his cheeks.

      “You’re right,” the thinner man responded. He looked up at the ceiling, his hayashi rice being gingerly set in front of him. He brought a spoonful to his mouth, carried away by the flavors of the demi-glace. He swallowed, a satisfied smile spreading over his face.



      Suragawa, Ichigaya

      “You’ve been stock-trading at work?!” Saiga shouted, looking at Sakai’s proffered phone.

      “N-No! Just investigating!” Sakai answered hastily.

      “Investigating? What’re you, some kind of financial Sherlock Holmes?” Saiga cocked his head and peered closer. “Still, this is pretty interesting.”

      The charts showed a radical spike upward on the right side of the graph.

      “It’s that sudden uptick from the end of January,” Sakai explained. “The value was steady until then. It hit an end-of-day record yesterday.”

      Furthermore, there was a daily price-fluctuation limit ranging from, depending on the stock’s starting value, fifteen to thirty percent. No fluctuations above or below that limit would be allowed within a single day. If the stock continued to hit its upper or lower limit for three consecutive days, the permitted fluctuation range would be doubled, into a range of thirty to sixty percent. Were the limits not in place, the value may have risen even further.

      “I don’t really get stocks, but...this is unusual, right?” Saiga asked.

      “The value has gone up nearly tenfold compared to last month. If the current trend continues, then by the twenty-fifth...”

      “What?”

      “It will have increased over seventyfold in a month.”

      “S-Seventyfold? Now that is something. But what does this have to do with the stolen verifi—ah! You said this climb started a month ago?!”

      That would have been right around exam time, when the device must have been swapped out.

      “Sir, there’s no official explanation for this stock-price surge.”

      “None?”

      “Nothing. At least not in terms of press releases or any other public information. It should have continued along at its prior value. Doesn’t it seem like someone’s hiding something?”

      Saiga thought back over recent stock news. There was the incident with Softbark Group repurchasing 112 million shares—worth six hundred billion yen—which had led to a seventeen percent increase in value. It had resulted in speculation that the repurchase had been enacted simply to shore up value before selling the stocks back on the market. However, he couldn’t think of any other recent incidents that would give him an insight into the present enigma.

      “Okay, so something weird is happening with the market. I’m on board. You got more?” Saiga asked, urging Sakai for further explanation.

      Sakai leaned across the table and whispered.

      “The main components in the verifier... They’re made by Goten Industrial. They own the patent on the inner materials.”

      Saiga’s eyes narrowed.

      “You looked this up?”

      Sakai quickly sat back in his seat, waving his hands in a protestation of innocence. 

      “O-Only as part of the investigation! Tokiwa Lab informed me. You can ask them.”

      “They told you who made the components?” Now that was another odd wrinkle. Even for an investigation into a malfunctioning product, Saiga normally would’ve expected the makers of the device to play its workings closer to the chest—especially when it hadn’t yet been patented.

      “Although,” Sakai added, “it’s not exactly a big secret. All you’d have to do to find out about the components would be to open the lid on one of the device.”

      The scanners were ultimately just motherboards and diodes packed into plastic food containers, and the internals were branded. Not exactly top secret protocol. Their normal use didn’t require opening the casing, but there was really nothing preventing anyone who wanted to from doing so.

      “So you think this has something to do with the stock rise?”

      “Most likely, sir.”

      One month since the theft, and only now this sudden stock price increase—yet still no patent filing from any party. Perhaps the thief hadn’t been able to understand the device, but they’d at least noticed that its internals were rather expensive brand-name components with patents held by a single company. Even if there was no guarantee they were looking at the next cell phone, in terms of the scanners’ popular demand, it had the potential to get close. It would certainly provide enough motivation to for someone to start investing in the maker.

      “So you think some part-timer involved in the testing got a look under the hood of a stolen copy and started playing daytrader?”

      Sakai nodded hesitantly. 

      “Right in part, but I’m not so sure about them being a part-timer. It would take serious money to make moves like this.”

      “Then...”

      “Maybe D-Powers themselves? If not, someone else with big connections who got ahold of that stolen copy.”

      Saiga crossed his arms pensively. 

      “If it is D-Powers, then it’s not exactly insider trading.”

      Insider trading involved a high-level administrator buying or selling their own company’s stocks based on nonpublic market information obtained through their work. D-Powers’ members weren’t employed by Goten Industrial, so even if they were to purchase the company’s stock, it wouldn’t constitute insider trading.

      “But setting the insider trading angle aside...” This didn’t seem to Saiga like their work. Even removing character assessment from the equation, they didn’t have the financial motivation to do something like this. They could make more by auctioning a single orb than they stood to gain from an entire month of careful market manipulation. “Those two aren’t the type to play the long game like this.”

      “You think so? Then...there’s only one possibility left. What do we do?”

      “Do the stock purchases break any laws?”

      “I can’t be certain, but it seems unlikely. Though D-Powers may have something to say about a third party getting rich off their backs and our lack of security...”

      Goten Industrial’s stocks stood to skyrocket once D-Powers submitted a public patent. However, everyone would be fighting for a slice of the same pool of shares then. Without the public patent, at this point potentially a single opportunist with access to early information stood to gain.

      “Can we trace the stock buyer?”

      “Only if a trade hits the bulk deals boards. But it’s going to be hard to buy up five percent of Goten Industrial all at once. And if the buyer wanted to avoid detection, they could just use shell companies.”

      If this current stock movement truly had started with a leak on the JDA’s end, and promised societal ripple effects, it might just be primed to jump to the number one spot on Saiga’s priority list. Not that there was much of anything he could do about the situation now.

      “What was our NDA with D-Powers like again?”

      “Order’s ready.” The server arrived with their food—two bowls of cold soba. Cold noodles even on a cold day—a manifestation of Saiga’s odd sense of pride, perhaps. If he couldn’t control all the forces in his life, he could at least determine whether he gave in to the elements. Still...

      “I feel like I’ve lost my appetite.”

      “Me too. Let’s... Let’s hope D-Powers is buying up those stocks,” Sakai responded.

      “But let’s poke around more just in case they aren’t.”

      And so Saiga split his chopsticks—krak—while engaged in silent prayer.



      Annotations

      Daily price-fluctuation limit: Reported as of February 2019. The rules were revised on August 3, 2020, such that ranges would be increased by fourfold after two days of continuously hitting limits.

      Softbark Group repurchasing 112 million shares: In reality, it was announced on May 30, 2019, that the shares, totalling around five percent of their outstanding shares at the time, would all be extinguished on June 10 of that year. Or, it would have been if this referred to a real company. I remind you again that this is totally a work of fiction. Any similarities to actual parties or persons is purely coincidental.

    

  

    
    
      Shinjuku-sanchome

      The recently promoted Lieutenant Colonel Terawasa climbed out of the taxi in front of the Marui Annex office building in Shinjuku-sanchome. From across the street, he gazed up at its dark, red-trimmed facade.

      Making his way inside, he rode the elevator up to the second floor and headed into the Coffee King, an ostentatiously named café. From far in back, a man waved to him, drop-dead in the center of a hazy smoking section.

      “Ah, Shinozaki!” Terasawa waved back.

      The man he addressed was on the thinner side and had a bit of an unkempt beard, but one could nevertheless tell he kept in shape. He cut a sharp profile.

      “I have to say, I was a little surprised you reached out. It’s been, what? Five years?” Shinozaki replied.

      A waiter came to take Terasawa’s order—one Columbian. He liked a balance of acidness and sweetness in his coffee, and on those notes this shop’s Columbian was unimpeachable. 

      “Has it been that long already?” 

      Mitsuru Shinozaki had entered the Japan Self Defense Forces at the same time as Terasawa. After discharge, though, he’d taken up work as a private eye.

      “So what’s the deal?” Shinozaki asked. “I imagine you didn’t call just to catch up.”

      Unsocial as ever, Terasawa lamented. He spread a handkerchief out on the table, onto which he placed an iron ball just over ten centimeters in diameter.

      “I want you to find out where this came from.”

      “Came from? You mean like the manufacturer?”

      “Correct.”

      Shinozaki frowned. 

      “Tera, man, I’m running a P.I. business here. We do individual investigations, not corporate espionage. Nah, information on companies is outside of my job description.”

      Ultimately this is to pinpoint an individual, Terasawa thought to himself, but he opted to try a different tack.

      “When companies want to make a deal, they have people investigate credit history.”

      “They have credit investigators investigate credit history. Not regular private detectives.”

      Okay, so perhaps they are a bit different, Terasawa admitted to himself. Credit investigators investigated companies, and private eyes individual people. No, to be more to the point, private eyes mostly investigated extramarital affairs.

      “They’re both covered under the same investigation laws, aren’t they?”

      Indeed a 2007 law on investigative firms had placed private investigators and credit investigators under the same umbrella of legal stipulations and protections.

      “Yeah. but you ever hear a term called ‘specializationty’?”

      “Well, don’t you have any other...I don’t know, connections?” Terasawa asked. “Look, I’m out of my element here. That’s why I came to you. I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to investigate this, but you might. Come on, I’m begging.”

      When you needed help outside your field of expertise, you went to another expert. You networked. Otherwise any investigation that started in Okinawa would end if the subject fled to Hokkaido. You’d hook up with a Hokkaido investigator instead.

      “‘Begging’? Why not ask SDF Intelligence Security Command?”

      “After the High Court decision three years ago? You know that would be touch-and-go.”

      In 2016, the Sendai High Court had ruled that investigations conducted into bribery on the part of four regional Japanese Communist Party legislators and one Council of Social Welfare member were unlawful, thereby discouraging any future involvement of the SDF Intelligence Security Command in investigating private individuals.

      “And how am I supposed to pass along this request when I’m getting this company-investigation help?” Shinozaki asked. “I mean, I got friends on the police force who could help, but what do I say I’m investigating? Just that I got asked by the Ministry of Defense, so it’s some big hairy deal, but don’t ask more questions than that?”

      “Avoid the subject,” Terasawa suggested.

      “How?!”

      “That’s up to you. You’re the professional.”

      Shinozaki paused for a moment, rubbing his hands along his cheeks silently, then regained his composure. 

      “I don’t know how things work over at the MOD, but here in the investigative world we’ve got a little law that requires you to pass along important job details when requesting snooping by proxy.”

      
      “You’d be working for the Ministry of Defense. Even if you bent the law a little, who’d try you??”

      “Last I checked that question gets left up to the police. I’m not talking civil court penalties here.”

      Terasawa waved his hand, brushing the statement off. 

      “You’re worrying too much. Come on.”

      “I am not!” Shinozaki snapped. “I run an investigation firm, not a...not a spy agency!”

      Terasawa merely smiled, bringing his Columbian coffee to his lips.

      “Shinozaki.” He set his cup down. “Let’s ignore all the potential hurdles. Hypothetically, how would you go looking into this, if you wanted to? There are plenty of ironware makers out there.”

      Shinozaki cocked an eyebrow. However, begrudgingly, he answered.

      “An individual bought it, right? Not a company? In that case the maker will probably come up in the top ten results when you type ‘iron balls, shopping’ into your search bar.”

      “You don’t say...”

      Of course. This was the age of the internet. A couple of decades back, they’d have been hitting the phone book instead.

      “Unfortunately, if it isn’t from one of those, you’re out of luck. You’d need a police investigation.”

      “And what would the police do?” Terasawa asked.

      “Not too much different but for the manpower—they’d have a team start calling up all the companies one by one. You could cut down on the number of targets if you knew roughly where your buyer lived, which you could probably do by asking some of the few major shipping companies about recent bulk orders.”

      “Interesting,” Terasawa responded. “Well, you’ll figure something out!”

      “H-Hey!” Wasn’t he listening at all? Shinozaki thought to himself. His shoulders slumped. “So what is this?” he asked at length. “Is this really a job from the MOD, or are you going rogue, Terasawa? You know someone’s got to pay for it either way.”

      “Of course. Don’t worry. We’ve got a discretionary fund for just this kind of occasion.”

      “You get to spend discretionary funds? Didn’t you just become lieutenant colonel?”

      “Various past incidents have left those near the top of the Dungeon Attack Group with a level of rather unprecedented flexibility...”

      “Past incidents? Never mind, I don’t want to know.” Shinozaki pointed to the iron ball on the table. “Can I take this?”

      “Be my guest.”

      “You’re paying through the nose for this.”

      “What? No friendship discount?”

      “Heh! After all the trouble you’re putting me through? The friendship discount is me taking the job at all.” Shinozaki grinned, placing the iron ball in his bag.

      Terasawa waited until Shinozaki had his belongings packed up before adding one more comment.

      “Ah, there’s one other thing I’d like you to look into.”

      “What?”

      “I want to know about any companies or individuals who may have been approaching the Ministry of Defense’s Bureau of Personnel and Education director.”

      “Ooh?”

      “You don’t seem too surprised to hear that.”

      “Where’s the surprise? At least this job is ordinary P.I. work. In other words you want me to tail this director and make a list of anyone he’s meeting with. What am I looking for?” It wouldn’t be reasonable to investigate every single person the director spoke with. Shinozaki needed something more specific.

      “Looking for? Ah...” Terasawa explained the gist of how Iori had been threatened with a board of inquiry and potential court martial.

      “So you want to know whether a third party who wants to identify this Phantom person is meeting with your personnel director.”

      “Right. Calling a board of inquiry is too drastic a move to explain as mere curiosity. If the director is involved in any untoward collusion, it’ll be a bad look for the whole ministry”

      “So what? You’d want to deal with it internally before news got out?”

      “I just want to put my fears to bed.”

      “All right. I’ll start tailing him this weekend. But I won’t be able to keep tabs on his work meetings.”

      “I’ll dig into those through another avenue. Say...” Terasawa cast a glance at Shinozaki. “What about disclosure laws? Do you need to say who you’re tailing if anyone asks?”

      “Disclosure laws?” Shinozaki laughed. “What, is he a recent death at a home up for sale?”

      “All right, all right.”

      After a bit more banter and catch-up, the two men went their separate ways. 

      Terasawa had thought about bringing his current request to Agent Tanaka, but he couldn’t be sure if someone from Cabinet Intelligence wasn’t involved. It was best to look into things on his own for now.

      “I can deal with whomever I need to,” he muttered to himself. “With the right intel.”

      He couldn’t allow himself to lose a valued subordinate due to a simple slipup. Not now.



      JDA Headquarters, Ichigaya

      “Executive director, forgive me, but isn’t this a little...much?”

      Saiga had been handed a seemingly unending list of materials Executive Director Makabe wanted carried down to the safe area during his afternoon meeting with the latter.

      “I don’t know how you did it, but I heard you lucked into an invaluable personnel pickup.” Makabe grinned. “Now, of course it’ll depend on requests from our land purchasers, but in the meantime I’ve taken the liberty of listing just the materials we’ll need for the JDA’s own initiatives.”

      “You got me. His ability is impressive, sure, but we haven’t conducted detailed testing yet... Amounts, mass limitations, the whole nine yards.”

      “He’ll outperform any porter on the market. Or am I wrong?”

      “You’re not wrong about that, of course...”

      Still, it did strike Saiga as slightly wrong to be comparing a human and a machine—even if both were going to be used as pack mules. Sometimes Makabe’s cold business logic could be both his greatest strength and greatest flaw.

      “But gas turbine generators...” Saiga protested.

      “What? It’s a Kawasaki MPU Series. Trucks drive them down city streets. It doesn’t even weigh twenty-five tons.”

      Not ‘even’ twenty-five tons. Greeeaaat. Saiga sighed internally. Until now transporting even a few tons of supplies into the dungeons had been a pipe dream.

      “And the rest of this?” he asked, gesturing to the list.

      “Given we’ll have some K2HF support, I did think about just having your man pack up whatever he could and running the rest down with a caravan of porters, but—actually, I realized it would probably be more efficient simply to have him make multiple round trips.”

      Saiga sighed to himself internally for a second time. Makabe had always possessed a Machiavellian streak. Everything and everyone existed to be used.

      However, as a section chief, Saiga’s job was to look out for Sayama.

      “No matter what, testing of the ability has got to come first,” he protested. “After all, what if we make all these preparations and there’s something he can’t carry?”

      In response, Makabe abruptly pivoted the conversation toward another subject—or so it seemed. 

      “Tell me. Did you know the Americans are bringing all sorts of interesting equipment over to Yokota Air Base? They appear to be building something.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Most of the parts are coming in from America, but some from within Japan.”

      “I see.”

      “Now judging from what parts they’ve ordered, they appear to be getting ready to construct some sort of power plant.”

      Saiga wasn’t sure where the executive director had gotten his information from, but if they planned on bringing it all down to the safe area, there were only two possible methods. One was that they would deconstruct it all again and carry it down piece by piece, which Saiga found unlikely. The other...

      Shoot. They have been getting cozy with Simon recently. Saiga grinned bitterly.

      “So you think...?” Saiga began.

      “If your recent talent acquisition isn’t double-dipping, then I can only imagine the Americans reached a deal with the party who left a certain construct on the twenty-first floor,” Makabe responded.

      Word about Igloo 1 appeared to have spread quickly. The cat—or perhaps “penguin” was more appropriate—was out of the bag. Even the Sales Department knew. Since Igloo 1 was a private venture, it wasn’t the JDA’s place to go notifying anyone about it, but word had still traveled up the chain naturally.

      Most would be at a loss for how it had been brought down, and how it was maintained, but of course anyone above Saiga would have been privy to the JDA’s Storage...storage. Which naturally meant knowing that Miyoshi had used the orb. That also meant D-Powers had to be the ones working to transport the structure the Americans were building at Yokota.

      This had implications for the question of whether Sayama could transport Makabe’s laundry list of items. It was plausible to assume he could carry just as much as Miyoshi could—even including large structures like the one the Americans had assembled. However, it also gave them a contingency plan. D-Powers could be plied. If it turned out that there were a difference in Miyoshi’s and Sayama’s abilities—if there were anything the latter couldn’t carry—the JDA needed only to approach the former and request her cooperation. The real question was how to extract a yes from her.

      “Say they actually humored a request like that,” Saiga replied. “What would we even be paying them?”

      The price would at least equal whatever it would have cost to transport the cargo down without Storage, to begin with. Then, accounting for added the expediency and convenience of Storage, the cost would rise further still.

      “You’re thinking no amount of money would do, right?” Makabe surmised.

      “Believe me, if you could move them with money, my job would be a whooooole lot easier.”

      Saiga was quick to add that if you insulted them once with a lowball figure and a half-hearted appeal to civic duty, they’d probably never lift a finger to help the JDA ever again. He trusted Makabe not to be as brazen as a certain other executive director, but when it came to D-Powers, Saiga couldn’t be too careful.

      “What could have moved them to work for America?” Makabe asked. “Don’t you want to find out?”

      “Understood. I’ll look into it, but don’t expect me to be able to spare many resources until all the safe-area land bidding is finished.”

      “What about their dedicated supervisor?”

      “If you want to lodge a complaint about how shorthanded we are, submit it to Sales or Legal Affairs.” Saiga began filling Makabe in on their recent predicaments.

      “So you’ve had all that pushed on you? Ah! By the way, did you happen to get roped into an absurd project plan that Sales foisted on you?”

      “Yoyogi Development Plan #6?”

      “That’s the one! So that’s what it was called.”

      “It’s way too premature. I told Sales as much.”

      “But they wouldn’t budge?”

      “You nailed it.”

      Makabe laughed. 

      “It’s a waste of resources, to be honest. Forget the slime issue—how many people could you gather would actually be interested in permanently maintaining buildings on non-safe-area floors that deep? That said...”

      According to Makabe, a great deal of budget had been allocated toward its success, in anticipation of huge returns. If the installation of a few outpost could be used to convince potential buyers that they’d be able to use a reliable communications network running all the way up to the surface, the land would fetch even higher prices. Even if the JDA could only maintain a similar base for a short time, utilizing JDA guards, it would probably be worth the investment.

      “It could also lead to public distrust in the JDA when it fails,” Saiga pointed out.

      “Look, we’ll just be waving the starting flag. Private companies will decide what to do with the results. Sorry, but I’m going to ask the Dungeon Management Section to not do anything to stop the project from going through.”

      “Understood.”

      “Great. Now then, good luck with everything.” Makabe waved Saiga off, returning to his own work.

      For a third time during their brief conversation, Saiga let out heavy internal sigh.



      Yoyogi-hachiman, Office

      “Kei. I was thinking about starting the next auction soon.”

      “Right. We’ve got quite a bit of stock. And we haven’t been able to run one recently with that whole King of the Woods scare going on.”

      “I started our tax filing too.”

      Come to think of it, we’d gotten tax-reporting documents from the JDA the other day. My eyes almost popped out of my head when I saw the number of zeroes written on it.

      “We’re definitely not going to get any refund. But anyway, remember we still have our salary from Hokkoku Materials from last year mixed in there, so be careful with the math.”

      “Hah!”

      Dungeon-tax reporting at least was fairly straightforward, but since all payments were routed into individual accounts via a party-linked brokerage-style account, you did have to carefully track what payments had come from dungeon-related activities on your own. If you weren’t careful you could wind up with average income tax rates applied to all your dungeon earnings. I shuddered to think.

      “You know, that thought might actually be scarier than the Wandering Manor,” I added, explaining the risks. “So please, please be careful.”

      The tax agency would be sure to let you know when they didn’t get enough, but dead silent if you overpaid. I supposed that was just the way of things. To be fair, their job was to collect revenue, so there probably weren’t any double-checks when they’d exceeded their quotas.

      “Should I just toss the entire thing over to a tax agent?”

      “No. Let’s try doing it ourselves at least this first time.”

      The math would be a little tricky with our multiple income sources, but really all we had to look out for were major calculation errors. We’d used our party credit cards for most payments, so we wouldn’t have any additional business expenditures to report—just insurance premiums.

      Even for things like Sayama’s gear, we’d used the party card due to it being too expensive for a personal credit card. Well, there were probably people out there whose personal card limits would allow it, but I definitely wasn’t one of them. My personal credit card was still the one from back during my company days.

      “Got it! No mistakes shall be made!” Miyoshi responded, addressing my concerns. “But never mind that. The auction! What should we put up?”

      “Let’s see, our current list is...”



      Super Recovery x5

      Water Magic x5

      Physical Resistance x6

      Appraisal x1

      Undeath x1

      Life Detection x2

      Mining x5

      Earth Magic x1

      Night Vision x2

      Dexterity x2

      Support (Cimeies) x1



      “We might be in a bit of a rut.”

      Water Magic and Super Recovery were so easy to obtain—thanks to their quick cooldown timers and drop monster being slimes—that we always tried to keep some on hand despite having auctioned or given them away relatively frequently. But due to how busy we’d been, we hadn’t had the chance to pick up many new orbs recently.

      “We’ll probably have some more free time once the New York event is over and the SMD goes on sale,” Miyoshi pointed out. “It might not be a bad idea to go do some orb-hunting runs.”

      “There are still a lot of monsters whose drops we haven’t checked out even on the upper floors, huh? You know, a dungeon dive where no ones’ lives are on the line actually sounds pretty fun for a change.”

      We’d had a lot of close run-ins recently. What happened to our life of relaxation and luxury?

      “I’m still not used to hearing you call dungeon dives ‘fun,’” Miyoshi teased. “You’re almost like a real explorer now!”

      “Oh, shut it. But yeah, we could take it easy just hanging around the upper floors for a bit. And we could get Sayama set up on tending our field there and leave its management up to him to avoid unnecessary contact with Nathan.”

      “Good call. He was talking about setting up a branch office,” Miyoshi observed. “We don’t want to give him any excuse to come knocking on our door every day!” She turned back to the orb list. “But setting aside your vague hopes for the future...”

      “They were pretty concrete plans, for me!”

      “We should probably auction a Mining orb, huh?”

      “We’re holding one of those for the JDA,” I reminded her. We actually owed the JDA both one Mining and a copy of Storage. Though, after using the latter on Sayama, we wouldn’t be able to get a new copy until the twenty-fifth. “Anway,” I added, “both Russia and America have a copy of Mining. You think we’ll still get major bidders?” 

      “If anything, it’s an orb nations would want as many copies of as they can get. Plus, all the countries that don’t have a copy yet are probably champing at the bit to grab one.”

      “Good points.”

      “Otherwise,” she paused, examining the list again. “It looks like all we can offer is a Water Magic and a Physical Resistance.”

      “With four employees, we probably want at least four copies of Super Recovery on hand...”

      “Just four? Are you not counting Cathy in that?”

      “It’s just that she probably isn’t going to sustain any major injuries running the boot camp.” Any injuries sustained during an exploration mission would be a matter for the US Dungeon Strike Force, not us. Of course we’d use one of the orbs on her in a heartbeat if her life were ever on the line. “And I’d like to save Dexterity for Saito...”

      “Then there’s Appraisal. What about unleashing a second Wiseman on the world?”

      “We could. But sorry, I’d like to maintain our advantage for just a bit longer, if we could.”

      “Hm, right,” Miyoshi agreed. “And unlike with Otherworldly Language Comprehension, no international power struggle is hanging in the balance while we wait.”

      “Right.”

      “Okay. So let’s put up two Mining, one Water Magic, and one Physical Resistance. Though I don’t think we’ll see returns quite as high as before.”

      “We should really aim for a more diverse lineup for the auction after this.”

      “We could always offer Undeath for research purposes.”

      Premature Birth, an orb with similarly alarming name, had been tested on an animal. Someone might look at Undeath and at least want to run a similar test to see if it had any effects not covered in its Appraisal description. So there might yet be demand for it.

      February 21, 2019

      Akasaka, Minato

      “Broooo. This is the stat-measuring thingy?”

      Tenko stared with interest at the radar-gun-like object on the table before him. For a moment, the bustle of the chain restaurant faded.

      “Apparently,” Yoshida answered dismissively.

      Their in with Saito had landed the Wiseman as an offscreen supporter of their show, along with her name and branding. Someone named Himuro had come by and dropped off the device even though consumer preorders hadn’t even started yet. Who exactly this Himuro was, Yoshida still wasn’t sure, but he had some sort of connection to D-Powers no doubt.

      “Niiiice score. Now look, man, this is cool, it’s cool and all, but...” Tenko paused. “How are we going to work this into the show? There’s no reception in the dungeon.” The SMD required connection to a server. It wasn’t just wi-fi or 4G networks, no surface-world signals of any kind entered the subspace of the dungeons.

      “That,” Yoshida responded, “is where we should thank our lucky stars this isn’t a live broadcast.”

      The handheld SMD came equipped with a module resembling a cheap smartphone camera. It would save a low-resolution photo along with the stat readout. If you weren’t in range of a signal to connect to the server when you took the measurement, it would hold the data until you reconnected with a wireless network, then send it and display the reading. They could scan a target, return to the surface and get a wireless connection, then return to the dungeon and “rescan” the same subject and show the still-present results on the screen. 

      “Bro, that’s fraud!”

      “We’re a variety show, right? It’s acting,” Yoshida responded, taken aback by Tenko’s tone. 

      “Aren’t people going to copy us and try to get their own live readings in the dungeons? What do we do when that doesn’t work??”

      “We’ll add a little disclaimer about those bits of footage being staged recreations. It’s fine.”

      “Okay, but... We also gotta be careful about just showing stats we get from random explorers on TV. That’s private info, bro. If it’s someone we meet down on the eighteenth floor, it could even be a national secret.”

      “Come on. We’re not going to be measuring an explorer.”

      “We’re...not?” Tenko blinked.

      “We’re going to be measuring monsters.”

      “Uh, bro... Wait, do monsters even have stats?”

      “D-Powers was able to get readings.”

      “What?! That’s huge! You mean we can tell how strong monsters are with, like, numbers?!”

      Tenko was standing up leaning halfway over the table before he knew it. Yoshida waved his hand, urging him to sit down.

      “Chill. Anyway, D-Powers wants us to help make a compendium of monster stats through the show.”

      “Sounds good, but isn’t it too...I don’t know, replicable? Once these things get widespread, anyone could go measure a monster. At that point, who needs to watch a show?”

      “That’s why we’re getting in on the action before the device becomes widespread. This is our chance. We’ll be trendsetters.”

      There were any number of past examples of fads that had started because someone tried something they’d seen on TV. With networks being even more attuned to social trends now than ever, the deal looked even sweeter for them. They should hope for imitators. If anything, they might even get credit from the JDA for starting a data-gathering movement, and who knew where brownie points with the JDA might lead?

      “Okay, okay,” Tenko relented. “But if anything, this is the kind of stuff I’d rather do on my channel...” He scrunched his brow.

      “Just one of those devices runs three million yen,” Yoshida responded coldly.

      At the very least, that was the value Himuro had quoted him while stressing to Yoshida not to break it.

      “Y-You could buy a car for that much.” The gusto had gone out of Tenko’s voice.

      “Granted, this is a prototype. The mass-produced version is apparently going to be 350,000. But early production runs will still be in limited quantities, so you shouldn’t count on getting one.”

      Demand would far exceed production. Dungeon Association offices, those at other private companies looking to replicate the device, research institutions, and finally a not insignificant number of wealthy and eccentric explorers looking to buy it as an expensive toy would all be competing to get devices from that first, limited run.

      “Now, there actually is a certain test with the device I’d like to ask you to run.”

      “Alone?!”

      “We wouldn’t be filming. It’d be easier for you without a civilian like me around, right?”

      “I thought my job was being your bodyguard!”

      “You’ll be compensated exorbitantly. Now don’t worry. Seriously, don’t worry!”

      “Somehow I’m getting even more worried about whatever this is.” Tenko smirked.

      Yoshida leaned forward, speaking at a whisper.

      “The truth is, there’s an extremely lucrative—probably—job that’s come our way.”

      “Probably? Bro, this is not sounding good.”

      “Don’t worry. It actually has nothing to do with the dungeons, so there’s no real danger. You see, someone who knows we have access to the measurement device would like to borrow it for a very specific purpose. That’s all.”

      “Wait, like subleasing?”

      “Tenko, Tenko. Please. This is an item we were given for work. We can’t go subleasing it.”

      “Y-Yeah? Right. Okay.”

      “But that’s why you’ll go along with it! Then it won’t be ‘subleasing.’”

      “Bro. This is some whacked-out sophistry.”

      “This is how the tit-for-tat world works. Listen.” Yoshida explained the proposal, which a certain acquaintance had brought him.

      “You’re serious about this?” Tenko asked.

      “Relax. No one’s going to know.”

      “I-I suppose...”

      Yoshida’s Dungeon Exploration Squad was scheduled to air in April. They had enough footage from the other day’s expedition and the incident with the Wandering Manor on the first floor to put together a pilot episode. As long as they could start filming their monster-scanning footage by early March, they’d still be on schedule. Yoshida’s acquaintance’s proposal wouldn’t result in any useful footage for the show, but...

      “After all we’ve been through, we deserve a little perk, don’t we?” Yoshida smiled.

    

  

    
    
      JGSDF Camp Narashino, Fuanbashi, Chiba Prefecture

      First Lieutenant Iori Kimitsu was speaking with Master Sergeant Hirohide Hagane about their next mission, prior to a briefing with Terasawa.

      “Escort duty down to the thirty-second floor?” Hagane asked.

      “It’s already been scheduled for next week,” she responded.

      The safe area had already been divvied up into districts following its discovery last month, and bidding for their use was set to occur tomorrow.

      With the theory being that finders’ rights applied to dungeon floors, and the finders being members of the US Dungeon Strike Force and Japanese Dungeon Attack Group, the area had been divided between America and Japan. Iori’s team had just returned from escorting the first convoy of porters down.

      “The tough part is going to be the night section from the twenty-eighth floor to the thirtieth,” she added.

      The dungeon environment grew steadily darker from the twenty-eighth floor through the thirtieth—breaking down rather neatly into “twilight,” “night,” and “total darkness.” Technically there was a fourth night floor—the thirty-first floor, where the boss Cimeies had lurked, had been truly pitch-black, darker than even the thirtieth—but they knew the route and could pass through it without any risk of monster encounters now.

      “Those trapdoor spiders are probably our biggest worry.” She looked up at Hagane with an expression of concern.

      Across the three floors of the night section lurked creatures resembling large trapdoor spiders. “Trapdoors” were what the team had taken to calling them. They lurked in nests under the floor and darted out to seize prey, gripping victims with their giant maws and dragging them under. Truth be told, they made the jumping spiders on the first floor of Yokohama look like garden pests.

      “At least there are no death mantises running around on the thirty-first floor anymore,” Hagane offered by way of consolation. “So we don’t have to worry about suddenly losing any limbs. The trapdoors aren’t so tough as long as you get a chance to unload on them. We’ll be all right with the spiders as long as the scouts do their jobs.”

      Thankfully the trapdoors didn’t appear to be smart enough to ignore scouts and lie in wait for actual convoys to come through. They’d attempt to attack anything nearby that moved.

      “Still, we can’t afford to be too careful. The last time we had to fight one off, it bit through a level III ballistic shield.”

      “So, who are we escorting?” Hagane asked, changing the subject.

      “We won’t know for sure until bidding is concluded, but a request for at least one of the winning companies is sure to come our way via the JDA.”

      “Jeez—we really are like a naval escort fleet. You know, depending on the scale of the convoy, our team might not be enough.”

      There were plenty of plots up for grabs in the safe area. Even with as little as one porter per plot—and development would certainly require far more—the resulting caravan would be too long for a single party to protecct, even one as elite at the JDAG.

      “All we can do is encourage them to break things up into small enough convoys that we can safely cover them,” Iori responded.

      The other day the DSF team had escorted a caravan of just four Falcon porters and two engineers down to the eighteenth floor. That alone had taken a party of eight DSF members, including Simon Gershwin.

      “If we’re taking down K2HF porters,” Hagane observed, “then our limit would probably be eight—no, maybe just six.” 

      He was invoking the acronym for the joint development initiative involving Kawasaki Heavy Industries, KYB, Honda, and FANUC. The resulting K2HF designs were on the large side as dungeon porters went. Plus—

      “I know they’re in a hurry to pick up the slack with everyone showing off their porters on the eighteenth floor, but...” he trailed off.

      The K2HF porters were still in the prototype phase, and came in a variety of shapes and styles. The ones they’d escorted down the other day were cylindrical, spiderlike units equipped with drones meant for searching out enemies.

      “It’s like they’re prioritizing showing off Japanese ingenuity by working in all this cutting-edge technology, but when it comes to practical use...” he lamented, scratching the back of his head.

      “It might be a little too hasty to assess their performance yet,” Iori countered. “I figured they were just field-testing things as part of the development process.”

      “No, they really play to deploy those, or so I hear. They’re called prototypes, but they’re basically the final models, with just a few kinks left to work out before going into mass production. They’re already seeing use around the safe area.”

      “That’s true. We’ve already gotten provisional, near-complete maps and monster data for the floor.”

      The drone-carrier porters were each equipped with a large inverter generator, and had been sitting snugly in the safe area flying drones across the expanse of the thirty-second floor, mapping out the regions beyond the safe area. The generators, of course, produced noise—ordinarily undesirable in dungeons because it drew monsters. Most international porters had prioritized cutting down noise as much as possible, which meant sacrifices in functionality. In contrast, Japan’s K2HF project had focused on adding features that required a noisy generator, but tried to include noise-dampening materials to compensate. Trying to have it all had led to horribly inefficient porters whose usefulness had been questionable at best. However, being able to park them in the safe area had cleared up the question of practicality. They could not only shed their heavy and costly sound-dampening equipment, but didn’t even need to worry about protection from slimes, since they’d stay parked in the safe area.

      “Finally found a use for the AW3D system, huh?” Hagane asked.

      AW3D was a mapping analysis system developed by NTT Data. It allowed for the production of extremely detailed maps from low altitude images. It had seemed promising at the beginning of dungeon exploration, but explorers quickly found that in practice, the drones had proven hard to fly, especially within cavernous areas and with no practical way to recharge. The system had gone unimplemented until now—yet another safe-area shake-up. 

      “Right. They’ve said they’re still testing it, but the maps and monster data will come in handy. We can’t have anyone wandering out from the safe area unprepared.”

      The safe area was situated on the thirty-second floor—outside it were monsters that would give even the world’s top teams difficulty. It was certain death unless you were in the double-digits of explorer rankings, and even the bottom half of that group would be in for the fights of their lives. Hence the drone exploration. To their good fortune, the floor didn’t appear to feature any flying monsters.

      “Still...” Iori put her hand to her chin.

      “Is there something else?” Hagane asked.

      As team captain, there was certain information to which only Iori was privy. However, she’d generally share all but the most confidential of details with Hagane.

      “The whole floor’s been mapped...but no one’s found a staircase down.”

      “You’re kidding. So we’ve got escort and stair-searching duty?” Hagane asked. “Is it possible the thirty-second floor’s the last one?”

      “We haven’t encountered a dungeon boss yet. The prevailing theory is still that there’s something lower.”

      “There was that knight-thing on the thirty-first...”

      “He was certainly a boss, but he dropped a key to the next floor. If anything, he was more like a...midpoint guardian. Plus,” she pointed out, “Yoyogi Dungeon is still standing.”

      When a dungeon’s boss monster was defeated, the dungeon was supposed to disappear. If the rules up to now still held, Yoyogi’s continued existence was proof enough that there were still more floors further down.

      “Anyway,” Iori said, pivoting to address at least one of Hagane’s concerns, “we don’t know for sure that they’ll be using K2HF porters for the escort mission.”

      “You think? This whole thing is a government initiative. They’re not going to let it go without pushing homegrown Japanese goods, no matter how much more inconvenient they are.”

      “Perhaps, but the K2HF units don’t have gun turrets.”

      They were truly designed only for transport, which made them a bit hard to compare against international offerings like Falcon’s armed porters.

      “They’re probably thinking about exports, which would be a problem for armed porters...”

      “Right, the arms-export ban...”

      “Though they could probably get around the export ban on armed porters,” Hagane speculated, “by classifying them as noncombat vehicles meant for rescue, transport, escort, and cleanup operations, and argue that in dungeons, the weaponry is simply essential for such noncombat operations, but...”

      “That’s going to take more political cooperation than even the majority party currently has among its own members, right?” Iori grimaced.

      If Japanese manufacturers were forbidden to export armed porters, it would force them to push up prices on domestic sales in order to compensate for the limited market. Japanese porter manufacturing was going to be in a bad way if something didn’t change. When it came to dungeon gear procurement, price and availability were already pushing the JSDF to the budgetary brink. It might not be long before even the JDAG started relying on imported products produced by Falcon. Even so, it seemed unlikely that the initial safe-area development caravans would use anything other than K2HF porters.

      “Price aside, apparently the K2HF models’  balance specs are the best in the world,” Iori remarked.

      “Ah, right. That ASIMO tech...”

      The unarmed K2HF porters boasted tremendous load-bearing capabilities, and that alone might allow them to compete against Falcon’s armed porters on the global market.

      “And there are some people speculating that the best weapons used by Japanese teams on lower floors might not take the form of traditional firepower at all...” Hagane added.

      Small arms had already proven less effective past floor twenty. As exploration continued downward into the thirties—or sixties—it was possible nothing less than some sort of sci-fi laser or rail gun would suffice. So instead there was a slightly eccentric push among certain Japanese researchers to turn toward other kinds of offense—namely, augmenting the abilities already buffed by dungeons.

      “I wouldn’t get my hopes up for any kind of psy-expander though,” Iori responded, shaking her head.

      Early on, she’d been subjected to numerous tests trying to measure her abilities, but the field had proved about as fruitful as looking into so-called magicules. She’d gotten the suspicion that the researchers had no idea what they were even looking for. 

      And she hadn’t been alone. The entire field had largely been written off—but recently, a certain party had started steadily auctioning skill orbs and dropping crazy revelations about stats. There was renewed interest now—it seemed like a dungeon-research seachange might be at hand.

      “It would be fantastic, of course, if they could invent some sort of ability-enhancers, but...”

      “Honestly, it’d probably be more practical to start packing C4 into something like Ghost Robotics’ Minitaurs and sending out suicide bomber units. Might be cheaper too.”

      “Controlling them from a porter?” Iori asked.

      “Maybe. Though if you could only pack a porter-load, you’d probably need to save them for boss fights.”

      “In that case, why not just load a Javelin onto a porter?”

      The FGM-148 Javelin was a portable multipurpose missile. It was powerful enough to even be used as anti-tank weaponry.

      “You forget what country you’re in? The best we could manage would be an LMAT or 84.”

      The LMAT was the common name for the Type 01 light anti-tank guided missile. It had been adopted in Japan instead of the Javelin, but was useless against targets without heat signatures. To make up for that weakness, a variant of the Carl Gustaf M3 recoilless rifle had been reintroduced as the eighty-four-mm-B.

      “Maybe we can get some domestic firepower on a porter, but don’t expect any of the most expensive types to be in our budget. Drones with C4 or Semtex are going to be more cost effective.”

      A single Javelin cost nearly forty thousand dollars. Even on the thirty-second floor, they wouldn’t get budget approval for that type of weaponry to be used against common enemies.

      “It’s a tough road ahead.” Iori sighed.

      “You’re telling me. Either way, we’re going to need to totally reevaluate what kind of equipment we require on the deeper levels, in light of how our fight with Cimeies went.”

      The two continued to rack their brains on how best to approach the lower floors, their confidence in the size of the convoys they could safely escort steadily dropping.

      Annotations

      Level III ballistic shield: Designated by the Japan Institute of Justice as the standard bulletproof shield for police and military use. Stops up to 7.62-mm rounds.

      February 22, 2019 (Friday)

      Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office

      “I can’t thank you enough for the other day.”

      Sayama had come over to fill us in on his decision to sign a contract with the JDA. He was sitting on our sofa, head lowered into a deep bow.

      He also let us know what had come of the mikan panic. Apparently all the magic-grown unshu mikan at Sakuragawa and elsewhere had disappeared just as suddenly as they’d come, leaving behind ordinary mikan trees. The affected groves would remain under observation for a while, but no one expected anything else unusual to occur. The magic crystal market had also dropped back down, with their main value driver disappearing. A few sovereign wealth funds stood poised to take major hits.

      “Thankfully no one outside the organization, yourselves, and the JDA knew about the tree at NARO, but news about the twenty-first-floor orange trees did get out via the JDA. Some of the groups who were hoping to get rich off the mikans might be sending explorers down there to retrieve samples.”

      However, there were no more special trees like the one Sayama had cut the branch from on the twenty-first floor. They could try bringing back branches from the other trees and grafting them, but that was unlikely to work. How did we know? Well, we couldn’t be sure about how it would have gone previously, but we had it on good authority that the current King of the Woods would use his power to ensure that nothing happened.

      “We heard from Naruse that the Guild has also established a rule banning requests for an escort down to the twenty-first floor to collect branches,” I responded, using the nickname for the JDA’s Commercial Affairs Section, which handled job assignments.

      “But governments betting big on the magic oranges probably won’t give up just like that. There are already groups of explorers from different nations stationed on the eighteenth floor...” Sayama put his head in his hands, frowning.

      Even if there were rules in place against cutting branches, some people would probably try to get around them by digging up whole trees by their roots. That is, if they could. It wasn’t always clear how the dungeon floors’ indestructible properties would apply. But even digging up entire trees worked, if anything seemed like it posed the risk of magic contagion again, the King of the Woods would shut it right down.

      “By the way, do I really not need to pay you back for the gear?” Sayama asked.

      “Of course. You’ll probably be heading down into dungeons a lot more moving forward. Better to keep and get use out of it.”

      King of the Woods though he may have been, Sayama’s true selling point for the JDA was Storage. That was the skill Miyoshi had emphasized when promoting him to our JDA connections, of course, but it was also due to it being more relevant, with safe-area development ramping up.

      “Very well then. I’ll keep the gear. Thank you.” He bowed his head in a small nod of appreciation, before bringing a freshly poured cup of Miyoshi’s coffee to his lips. “That’s actually a relief. I was thinking I’d pay you back, but I just about fainted when I looked in a catalogue and saw the price of the gear came to forty-eight million yen.” He added that that was far more than he had in savings.

      “Hey, don’t worry!” I replied. “If anything, what we gave you isn’t enough of a reward for secretly saving the world!”

      “I might believe that if I hadn’t also looked up the value of Physical Resistance.” He stared off into the distance, whatever numbers he’d seen apparently still haunting him.

      The winning bids from our auctions were public. A quick search of “Physical Resistance orb” on the net would have pulled up our sales figures right away. Our auctions had had an effect on the general orb market, too, by establishing market values that anyone else trying to sell an orb could reference.

      “It’s far, far too large a reward for anything I’ve done.”

      “Now that’s not true.” Miyoshi jumped in, taking out her tablet and quickly running some searches online. “There were 690,000 tons of unshu mikan shipped last year. That means annual earnings of around 138 to 207 billion yen.”

      Fund managers usually took performance cuts of around twenty percent. For saving an industry worth 138 billion yen at the lowest, that meant Sayama was entitled to around 27.6 billion yen. Although that still didn’t quite earn him Storage.

      “Thinking about it that way, 2.5 billion for Physical Resistance and some chump change for some gear was  actually a total steal!” I said, glossing over the matter of the second orb.

      “I don’t know about ‘total.’” He smiled.

      Okay, if you added Storage onto that, we had slightly(?) overpaid him, but he’d been the only one who could do the job. It was supply and demand.

      “So is that why you sold your soul to the JDA? A roundabout repayment?” Mihyoshi put the tablet down with a shrug.

      He’d seemed unsure about the whole thing when Miyoshi had first suggested joining.

      “That was part of it, I won’t lie...” he responded.

      His whole career had been in botanical research. It was a dramatic shift to suddenly move into the field dungeon exploration—probably so extreme it felt like waking up in an isekai. Hey, he even had a god-mode cheat and everything! 

      “But I’m starting to genuinely think the work will be interesting too,” he added.

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Well, think about all the wonderful new citrus fruits we could find! It’s a whole new world of plants no one’s ever seen before, and I get to explore it! Like Tomitaro Makino or Joseph Banks exploring the South Seas!” 

      Ah, well. You could take the researcher out of the citrus field, but you couldn’t take the citrus field out of the researcher...or something like that. Sayama, apparently fired up, was clenching his fists in anticipation.

      “I guess that makes you Captain Cook, Kei,” Miyoshi commented with a smile. “All aboard the HMS Endeavour!”

      Joseph Banks was a famous botanist who had been aboard James Cook’s inaugural expedition to the South Seas. 

      “Thanks, but ‘endeavoring’ isn’t my style. At least I’m confident about my ability to prevent scurvy.” All it took was a little Vitamin C after all, and we weren’t exactly hurting for ascorbic acid in this day and age. All it would take would be half a lemon per day. Preventing scurvy at sea had been one of Captain Cook’s claims to fame, but if one knew the method, even a child could manage it.

      “One would hope,” Miyoshi agreed. “Well, anyway, the Dungeon Management Section seems like a great place to work. I’m glad it worked out!”

      “Thanks!” Sayama responded with a smile. “Ah, that’s right! They’re actually throwing me a welcome party tonight!”

      “A welcome party!”

      According to Sayama, when he’d dropped by the other day to sign his contract, he’d been approached by a gaggle of female staffers and invited out. His old workplace had mostly been middle-aged men, so he wasn’t used to cross-gender workplace interactions at all—not that he minded it.

      That was all well and good, but, uh...tomorrow was the bidding day for the safe area. Could the Dungeon Management Section really afford to be throwing parties?

      “Was Naruse the one showing you around the other day?” Miyoshi asked.

      “Huh? Oh. Yes,” Sayama responded.

      “Aha, aha...” Miyoshi grinned.

      Apparently seeing Naruse getting alone time with the new big department catch had spurred a competitive streak in the other staffers. Sayama being single, that wasn’t necessarily a problem, I supposed, but...

      “I know you’re feeling high on that Tomitaro Makino kite right now, but don’t go dropping lines like ‘He who does not use his sexual proclivities is as good as the living dead,’ okay?”

      “Wh-What?! No way I’m saying that!” Sayama turned beet red.

      Apparently the Japanese botanist Tomitaro Makino had had a biiit of a womanizing streak. Well, I say apparently, but given that quote being on the record, it was all but a certainty. Feeling like an explorer botanist was all well and good, but yeah, lines like that would have a tendency to not go over well in the workplace...

      At any rate, Sayama seemed to be enjoying himself, which was good.

      “You know, it really struck me again when I was signing my contract, but the whole dungeon field has a strange view of money.”

      There were the branch-office setup fees Nathan had casually floated, Sayama’s own salary, the expenses we’d paid to solve the citrus crisis—he was watching huge sums fly around like they were so much spare laundromat change. It was all the more shocking given his public research institute background, where every scrap of budget was hard-won.

      “So then I’m guessing you got a pretty big bump in pay compared to NARO, huh?” Miyoshi commented.

      “A ‘big bump’ doesn’t even cover it. It’s almost five times as much.”

      “Wait,” she replied. “Only five times? Not fifty?”

      “Oh, shush. I wouldn’t even know what to do with that much money.”

      Miyoshi played off her question as a joke, but knowing what she did about public employee salaries, even a fifty-fold increase wouldn’t have covered the full market value of Storage. If the JDA tried to resell the Storage orb they currently had in our safekeeping, in light of acquiring Sayama, they’d make out like bandits.

      Sayama seemed satisfied with his pay, but the Queen of the Merchants couldn’t help but mutter “Cheapskates,” under her breath. I wondered if Sayama had heard.

      Oh well. No organization could really hope to function throwing that much salary behind a single worker anyway, so there was probably no use crying over it.

      “So what kind of work does the JDA plan to have you doing?” I asked. We’d figured the bulk of his work would consist of running liaison with the FAO concerning the Ukemochi System and aiding transport operations down to the safe area.

      As soon as I finished the question, it was like a light bulb went off over Sayama’s head.

      “Ah, that’s right! They gave me something to pass on to you two!”

      He pulled out an envelope, handing it to Miyoshi.

      “An envelope?” she asked. “That certainly is...antiquated of them.” Nevertheless, she gamely picked up a nearby box cutter and slit the envelope.

      “Not a very antiquated way of opening it, though,” I commented.

      “Well, we don’t have any proper letter openers on hand, and how often would we even use them anyway? About the only sealed envelopes we get are notices from city hall. These open envelopes just as well as they open boxes.” With a huff, she extracted the contents of the envelope. A strange smirk crossed her face.

      “What is it?”

      “Here.” She handed me the paper inside, still grinning.

      To sum up the contents of the letter: The JDA had hired Sayama, but before the safe area opened, we were requested to prep him on maintenance of the second-floor field and help catalogue his abilities.

      “Uh, what is this?” I looked up.

      The Dungeon Management Section should have wanted everyone and their cat helping prep for auctioning plots in the safe area. Why were they basically letting Sayama play around? Maybe it was because they didn’t want to scare away their valuable new hire by making themselves seem like some kind of toxic work environment. Or maybe they were so shorthanded they didn’t even have time to bother bringing him up to speed. Either explanation seemed plausible. What was certain, however, was—

      “They seriously just passed the buck to us, huh?” Miyoshi asked, after noticing I was done reading.

      “The buck, plus the doe and the fawn too.”

      “This is all your fault for tutoring Naruse in the art of buck-passing. She’s out for revenge. How’s it feel to be on the receiving end?”

      “I never taught her that!”

      “The clever disciple learns by observing, in all moments, the master.”

      “Who are you, Saito? Am I everybody’s ‘coach’ now?”

      “Oh well. I suppose it makes sense for us to help get him acquainted with our field, but looking into his skill application should really be the JDA’s work. I suppose it’s just been kicked over to us since we used it to recommend him. It’s basically like asking for extra details left off of his resume and CV, I suppose...”

      “Okay, but familiarizing him with the field is hardly a multiday project.” It wasn’t like we actively managed it or really knew anything about agriculture. We basically just let it sit and checked in on it from time to time.

      Miyoshi crossed her arms and cocked her head.

      “What are you supposed to do with the field?” she asked.

      “That’s actually what I’d like to ask,” Sayama responded, looking at us with concern. “What field are we even talking about, to begin with?”

      Ah, right! He hadn’t been around when Nathan had visited the field, so he didn’t know about our little three-square-meter plot.

      “It’s on the second floor of the dungeon,” I replied, “ and it’s a little out of the ordinary.”

      “The second floor...of the dungeon?” Sayama scrunched his face.

      Obviously he knew about the oranges growing lower down, but he seemed perplexed to hear there was any sort of deliberate agriculture.

      “Kei, that WDA report probably hasn’t reached NARO,” Miyoshi pointed out.

      Of course. Spreading around too much information before food safety had been ascertained would only have invited confusion. Still...

      “But weren’t other organizations running tests to replicate our dungeonization findings?”

      “Probably only ones directly involved in dungeon research.”

      It was probably too early to publish any findings. That meant that right now the only organizations that should know would be the kinds of international research outlets with direct ties to Nathan. We’d been hearing rumblings about environmentalist protests targeting dungeon-grown foods, which meant it had to have come from some sort of leak through that pipeline. But that was a problem for another time.

      “Either way,” I said, turning to Sayama, “there isn’t much to get you familiar with. We really just mostly ignore it.”

      “Huh?”

      “We’ll show you where it is, and then you can use it for whatever you want after that.”

      “Understood. I’ll check in with Chief Saiga about what he wants me to do.”

      Sayama pulled out a notepad and jotted a reminder down.

      “The real problem is going to be documenting your abilities,” I observed.

      “My...abilities?”

      “They want us to find out what you can do with your skills, right?”

      “Ah, like a curriculum vitae for skills.”

      When you wanted research funding, you listed up your accomplishments. When you wanted Dungeon Management Section funding on the grounds of having a skill, apparently you enumerated what it could do.

      “Yeah,” I responded. “Although in this case it’s all about what your abilities are as a living organism, so emphasis on the ‘vitae’ I guess.”

      “Okay, well,” he began, “I have done some experimenting on my own. I seem to be able to influence plant growth speed, and”—he paused dramatically—“I can control the weather.”
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