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      Prologue


      Chofugaoka, Chofu City, Tokyo


      “But do I have to?”


      “Don’t give me the pouty act now. Are you listening, Ryoko? Every sigh is another bit of youthful vitality leaving the body.”


      “But Karen, I’ve never even touched a piano before.”


      Ryoko Saito’s manager, Karen Hanabusa, was lecturing the young starlet on the importance of today’s task. Ryoko, having been cast as a budding pianist for an upcoming TV role, had been scheduled to learn the basics of tickling the ivories—or at least how to convince audiences that she knew them.


      Unfortunately, the extent of her piano experience involved seeing one from afar during music class and at grade-school assemblies.


      “And that’s what these lessons are for,” Karen declared briskly.


      “They’re going to ADR over the scene anyway.”


      “And? Will ADR hide your posture? Your arm movements? Audio replacement will only go so far.”


      “But...”


      It was true—Ryoko needed to study the performances of real pianists in order to sell the physicality of the scene. A close-up could be used for hand shots, but overall believability depended on her whole-body performance.


      “You should communicate the very essence of a professional pianist even when the audio is off.”


      “Uuugh...”


      From archery to piano—the list of skills Ryoko was supposed to acquire for the sake of acting seemed endless. Come to think of it, she could add dungeon exploration to that list too. Haruki Yoshida had called her excitedly just the other day.


      Miyoshi’s involvement had changed the format and structure of the dungeon program quite a bit, and bought Ryoko a bit more time before filming would begin. But judging by when the program was supposed to start airing, shooting would still have to start fairly soon. Oh well. She figured that train had already left the station. Nothing to do now but ride it.


      “I’ve worked to find brief openings in your schedule between your upcoming archery tournaments. We’ll do short lessons each time.”


      “If the piano lessons are too far apart,” Ryoko responded, “I’ll forget too much in the interim for them to do me any good.”


      “Not forgetting is something that separates the wheat from the chaff.”


      “What?!”


      Ryoko was practically ready to tear her own hair out as the two passed through the building entrance.


      ***


      “So we’re going to focus on learning performance basics, rather than having a proper piano lesson,” the instructor, one Ikuko Nakamichi, confirmed. Nakamichi was a music school assistant professor, and a concert pianist in her own right.


      “That’s right,” Ryoko responded.


      It was hard for Nakamichi to work up much motivation for something that wasn’t even a real lesson. Nevertheless, it had been hard for her to turn down a direct request through Sany Music, to which she owed quite a debt.


      Today would otherwise have been her day off. She spent about twenty minutes going over the basics of posture and hand movement, as well as offering a few tips on performance.


      “I guess my nails are a little long.” Ryoko looked down at her hands, comparing them to Nakamichi’s. Manicured nails extended past the tips of Ryoko’s fingers. There was thankfully no need to keep them as long as she’d been asked to back in her pinup days, but she had still been told to keep the fingernail tips visible from all angles.


      “No trimming them until after your current shoot is done,” Karen reminded her.


      Even Nakamichi knew there were rules against changing one’s appearance too much in the middle of an ongoing shoot. Still, the idea of a pianist with long nails was ridiculous. She gingerly emphasized that point.


      “You can play piano with slightly longer nails, but let them get too long and you’ll hear the sound of the nails clacking against the keys,” she explained. “Plus, they can get in the way of keeping your hands on the keys.”


      If you struck a black key with the tip of your nail and rolled off, continuing to exert pressure, you would accidentally strike the neighboring white key. Long nails would inevitably lead to mistakes.


      “There’s always playing Horowitz-style,” she went on, “striking the keys for a hard forte while hardly bending your fingers, but that’s not for amateurs.”


      “Thank you,” Ryoko responded. “Sounds like there are a lot of reasons pianists shouldn’t have long nails. I’ll probably clip them when I’m doing my main prep for the role.”


      Nakamichi readjusted herself on the bench.


      “I’m going to play the piece now. Watch closely.”


      “Would you mind if we recorded it for review?” Karen asked.


      “Not at all.”


      Karen extracted a tripod from her bag and set up a camera such that the piano’s keys and pedals were visible from a three-quarters view.


      “Take it away!” She gave Nakamichi a thumbs-up.


      “Now then.”


      Nakamichi began playing Chopin’s Étude Op. 10, No. 4. The étude was certain to be used in Ryoko’s upcoming role. While it was played at a fairly brisk tempo and demanded a high overall level of technical skill, it didn’t require too much expertise in any particular technique. Difficult to learn, easy to master, one might say.


      With the goal of the lesson in mind, Nakamichi made sure not to increase the tempo too much, playing the piece in a slightly languid two minutes. Ryoko studied Nakamichi’s hands intently the whole time.


      “Notice anything?” Nakamichi knew there was no point in asking an amateur, but did so out of politeness.


      Seeming to snap out of a trance, Ryoko thought for a moment.


      “Your fingers sure were moving a lot,” she answered.


      Nakamichi fought back a laugh.


      “That’s right,” she responded tactfully. However, Ryoko’s next comment surprised her.


      “I feel like I could probably play it though.”


      “I’m sorry?”


      Ryoko sat down in front of a second, neighboring piano and closed her eyes as if visualizing the performance she’d just seen.


      Nakamichi, perplexed, was about to call out to Karen when Ryoko’s left hand struck a G-sharp, while her right pounded out sixteenth notes in rhythm.


      Wide-eyed, Nakamichi turned to Karen.


      “You sure she’s never played piano before?” In her shock, she accidentally dropped her polite phrasing.


      Karen shook her head.


      “This is her first time ever touching an instrument, as far as I know.”


      “You have got to be joking...”


      Ryoko was executing a perfect replication of Nakamichi’s performance. Sure, it was possible there was a genius sight reader somewhere who could turn in a professional-level Op. 10, No. 4 on their first go, but Ryoko didn’t even have sheet music! What was more, her imitation even included all of Nakamichi’s minor mistakes.


      Just as Nakamichi was wondering if the manager hadn’t mixed up Ryoko with an actress with years of pianistic experience, Ryoko’s next comment eliminated all suspicion from Nakamichi’s mind.


      “Something’s off.” Ryoko looked up after striking the last note.


      Nakamichi knew in an instant. Ryoko hadn’t been using the pedals. Perhaps one could play Bach without pedals, but Chopin? Not once thinking to touch a pedal was sufficient proof that Ryoko was as inexperienced as she claimed.


      “Were you actually playing from memory just now, based on my performance?”


      “I guess.”


      Setting aside her own rising goose bumps, Nakamichi endeavored to explain the difference in their performances.


      “It’s because you didn’t use the pedals.”


      “Pedals?” Ryoko looked down at her feet, where a row of three shiny, brass bulbs jutted out from the piano.


      “The middle pedal’s function depends on the type of piano, and isn’t used often,” Nakamichi explained. “Just getting down the right and the left for today will be fine.”


      Nakamichi explained the functions of the right pedal, called the damper pedal, and the left pedal, known as the soft pedal, and demonstrated them as she went. She only gave a simple explanation, but in short, pressing down the soft pedal would make the notes quieter, while holding down the right would cause them to continue reverberating even after lifting one’s finger from the key.


      Karen pulled out a laptop, calling up the footage of Nakamichi she’d recorded, and turned to Ryoko.


      “Want to check out her pedal usage in the performance earlier?”


      “Yes! Sorry, give me a minute,” Ryoko apologized to Nakamichi, then sat herself down in front of the computer screen, watching in fascination.


      She muttered to herself here and there, noting the precision of the movements. Using the pedals was more than just an on-off phenomenon. The effect of the pedals could change based on minute differences in how they were pressed.


      “If she can replicate the pedals after just watching, it’s about time for us nongeniuses to get out of the field.”


      Karen merely smiled politely at Nakamichi’s comment, unsure how to respond.


      “I’ve seen some pretty good imitators, but today’s actresses are really something else,” Nakamichi added.


      “I’m pretty certain she’s the only actress I’ve ever come across who could do this,” Karen responded.


      “Then she’s some kind of wunderkind. Even though she looks like an adult from where I’m sitting.”


      Wunderkind... In the world of classical piano, Aimi Kobayashi—who at age nine had placed first in the Youth Piano Competition of the National Piano Teachers’ Association of Japan—would certainly be worthy of the term. No fourth-grader had seized victory at the competition in all the years since.


      “She’s twenty-one. She was actually working as a pinup model until recently. However...” Karen quickly summarized the recent changes in Ryoko’s career.


      “A pinup model? Dungeon coach? I swear, I can hardly keep up anymore.”


      Still, if it was possible to achieve that in just a few months, regardless of one’s starting talent, there were musicians who would be willing to sell their souls to do so, let alone endure some dungeon time. It was possible Ryoko might just be able to replicate even famed pianist Vladimir Horowitz’s pedal work, if she had a recording to work off of—and do so without even the faintest understanding of music theory. The age of mass-produced virtuosos might have been at hand. A chill ran down Nakamichi’s spine.


      ***


      “I’ll prepare some additional keyboard and pedal footage for the selected pieces.”


      “Thank you very much!” Ryoko and her manager bowed.


      Ryoko had wound up turning in a perfect performance of the Op. 10, No. 4—once again a copy of Nakamichi’s down to the small imperfections. More frightfully, she had indeed also perfectly replicated one of Horowitz’s performances of the same piece, recorded in his later years, after seeing the footage only once. Even the sounds of her nails clacking against the keyboard had diminished as the session went on.


      Nakamichi had asked Ryoko if her wrists or hands hurt, but apparently the young actress hardly felt any physical stress at all. In addition, she’d even started to make adjustments of her own instead of just rigidly imitating what she’d seen, varying the piece’s tempo and cutting Nakamichi’s original two-minute performance down to a minute and forty seconds. Her rhythm never wavered—it was as if her hands themselves were footage, and she were merely adjusting the playback speed to sync with some internal metronome.


      If she could have also learned to inflect the pieces with different emotions, she would have gone from beginner to concert pianist in only a few hours. This went far beyond the hitherto understood concept of a “fast learner.”


      “Saito, have you given thought to giving up on acting and becoming a pianist?”


      “There’s no way. I can’t even read sheet music.”


      “I see. A shame.”


      There were famous musicians who couldn’t read sheet music—Jimmy Hendrix, for one, along with Ritchie Blackmore. Apparently even the Beatles’ abilities on that front were suspect. But they were all in the fields of rock and jazz. Except in the cases of physical limitations, a classical pianist who couldn’t read sheet music would find a hard time landing jobs. In classical music, the score was held to be a record of the composer’s feelings and intent.


      Were Ryoko to switch fields, she might be subject to criticism that she was merely a copycat simply arranging—or worse, plagiarizing—others’ performances. Still, there might be merit to that approach, as crooked as it might seem at first. Her starting point would be some of the highest-level performances in the world, and they could be further replicated and altered with her own flourishes and twists. She could mix any styles she chose, copying and integrating them with perfect precision. She might just be lambasted as a copy, but—especially when accounting for how her good looks would help court public favor—she might just be heralded as being the “second coming” or “revival” of any number of past greats.


      What was more, based on what Nakamichi had seen, if Ryoko only had access to the recording of a perfect performance, she’d be able to turn in a flawless rendition every time. At twenty-one, she would still be eligible for the bulk of international competitions. With footage to work from, all she would need would be one day to prep. And she was a former pinup model? The media wouldn’t be able to leave her alone.


      “Might really be time to start looking for another job while I can,” Nakamichi mumbled to herself, waving the two off in the parking lot.


      Dungeons’ influence on the sports world was already brewing up a storm. She’d thought the arts might have been able to escape it, but it looked like there was no such luck. She wouldn’t be surprised if soon part-time explorers occupied all the first orchestra chairs. She sighed to herself. What was the right choice to make now? To advise aspiring musicians to begin a dungeon exploring regimen? Or to keep what she had seen to herself, and stave off the future to come for one more day? The choice seemed completely beyond Nakamichi’s ability to make.


      ***


      “Damn it, Coach! Pick up!” Ryoko fumed at her smartphone in the back of the car.


      “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed is not available. Please try ag—”


      She had only vaguely sensed the extent of her changes during her archery performances. But she knew how difficult it was supposed to be to play a musical instrument for the first time. All of a sudden she didn’t feel human anymore.


      “Damn. I know this is your fault.” All she’d done was kill some dinky slimes. How had it had this much of an effect?! “Ugh...”


      As if Yoshimura weren’t already strange enough as an “ordinary” G-Rank who had suddenly become the world’s top explorer... How had he managed to change Ryoko’s and Haru’s fates so much in just three months?


      “Who the hell are you?” she mumbled to an invisible Yoshimura.


      With a sigh, she stuffed her phone back into her bag.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: King of the Woods


      January 29, 2019 (Tuesday)


      Yoyogi-Hachiman, La Fontaine 5F


      La Fontaine, the five-story apartment building behind D-Powers’ office, was quickly becoming a mecca of international espionage. Members of a joint CIA and NSA team were currently gathered in a room on the top level, surveilling the unassuming home office across the street. Raleigh, one of the agents on duty, announced the arrival of a certain person of interest at the building across the way.


      “It’s Simon again.”


      “The USDD’s been getting their balls in a knot over how often he’s been over recently.” Knoll, another team member, watched Simon approach the office. Knoll grimaced nervously.


      The USDD had taken a special interest in Team Simon recently. Official word was that he was simply going over for coffee and chats. But in light of the orb auctions, rumors were swirling that he was selling off dungeon loot he should have turned in to the US government.


      “Rumors” pushed by the USDD, of course.


      “They’ve never gotten anything on him, though,” Raleigh responded. “Apparently this all started with the USDD losing a lot of points to the DSF recently.”


      “Maybe they’d win more favor if they focused more on dungeons and less on playing espionage. There’s a proverb in Japan: Leave mochi-making to the mochi-makers,” responded Kayama, a Japanese American member of the team.


      Raleigh grimaced.


      “We mochi-makers haven’t exactly been churning out the sweets lately ourselves.”


      Knoll gave a taciturn smile in response. Pulling up the latest reports on Simon, he raised his brows in surprise. “Hold on, this visit is actually on the schedule. Apparently it’s to discuss the handoff of the Mining orbs.”


      Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office


      “Pardon me!”


      “Simon! What’s up? Is this about tomorrow’s auction?”


      “Officially. But I’m actually just hoping to snag another cup of Azusa’s joe.”


      The thirtieth, tomorrow, was supposed to be our date for returning the Mining orbs we’d begrudgingly agreed to store.


      “Any requests for the place and time?” I asked.


      “Already cleared it with the JDA. They’ve gotta run the show anyway. Same place as last time. Small meeting room in Ichigaya, 2 p.m.”


      “So the users are all set?”


      “They came in along with some Patriot missiles late last week.”


      “What? Couldn’t you guys just go through Narita or Haneda like normal people for once?”


      “There are things we can’t bring in through civilian routes.”


      “Erm...”


      Simon took a satisfied whiff of the cup of coffee Miyoshi had brought out and set the mug on the table. He leaned forward.


      “Now, there are some things I’d like to ask you two.”


      “We’re open books.”


      “Azusa. Where the heck did you go afterward?”


      “Afterward?” Miyoshi asked.


      “While we were scrambling for finder’s rights on the thirty-second floor, you—poof—up and vanished.”


      It wasn’t a firm rule, but finder’s rights played a big role in dungeon land allocation. It might not have been as simple as claiming first dibs in a safe area, but at the very least doing so would help.


      “Last time I was here, I was in a rush to talk about Mining,” he explained, “but, thing is, it ain’t like you to give up your claim to a valuable asset...”


      As I mentally urged him to drop it, Miyoshi gave him the cover story we’d decided on together.


      Apologizing for taking so long to tell him, Miyoshi described running afoul of a group of leaftails in the dungeon. Since this was based on a true story, it was pretty convincing. Only the chronology, and my not being there, were fabricated.


      “That rumbling you mentioned hearing must have been Iori opening the stairs down to the thirty-second floor. So after that all the areas around the atrium reset to those auto-locking boss-room types...”


      “And you didn’t go back up to check?” Miyoshi asked.


      Simon waved his hands in front of him.


      “And risk running into another fight like the one with big ugly? No thanks. We didn’t even have proper gear.”


      They’d all been transported from Yokohama, so they had only had light arms. Yeah, that would make Cimeies-level bosses a struggle. 


      “If you were behind one of those doors, you must’ve run into another boss. What was it like? Another giant?”


      “If it had been, I wouldn’t be here to tell you about it.”


      Simon’s grinned, then asked for another cup of coffee.


      “So what was it, then?”


      “Lesser evils and suicide leaftails.” Miyoshi poured him another cup from the carafe. Figuring he’d want refills, she’d made a little more from the start.


      “Lesser evils? Never fought any. What’re they like?”


      “What you’d think. Little demon-like critters.”


      “Lesser, so...were they weaker?”


      “The death mantises were probably stronger in terms of raw strength, but...”


      “They had something else?”


      “The ability to summon the aforementioned suicide leaftails like there was no tomorrow.”


      “Hoh...”


      “The leaftails are basically just big geckos, except they have this feature where their eyes glint, and then they come running at you, and...”


      “And?”


      “Kablooey.”


      “It would be something like that,” Simon mumbled, staring up at the ceiling.


      “Little reptilian suicide bombers. I was hoping the name was figurative.”


      “Unfortunately they’re invincible before their eyes glint. But once you see those sparkles, there’s not much time before the lizards come come charging and—”


      “Boom.”


      “You got it. They’re like walking hand grenades. Not a huge blast radius, but they’ll overwhelm you with sheer numbers. If you encounter any lesser evils, be sure to take them out quickly before they can spawn in too many leaftails.”


      “Roger that.”


      “Ah, right. The boss doors apparently don’t open unless you pick up all drop items in the area.”


      “I see. Speaking of, you get a treasure box?” Simon asked, since it had been a boss encounter.


      Miyoshi nodded.


      “One. It had a fifth-ranked healing potion.”


      Simon whistled, commenting that maybe his team should go down there again.


      “The rest of the boss rooms on the thirty-first floor probably contain similar encounters and loot,” Miyoshi explained. “Although just like with Yokohama, there’s no guarantee they’ll be the same every time.”


      “A new gambling floor,” Simon assessed.


      “Maybe.”


      Yokohama was known as Loot Box Dungeon in Japan, but apparently folks overseas more frequently called it the “Gambling Dungeon.”


      “We may actually be able to store some heavy weaponry there. It didn’t seem like any slimes spawned in that plaza chamber.”


      That was true. Markings we’d sprayed around the main area hadn’t disappeared the whole time we’d been there either. Though that didn’t guarantee they were still there now.


      I wasn’t sure how Simon envisioned bringing down field artillery, but there should be working models of porters before long. Falcon had recorded data of them armed with twenty-millimeter turrets before the trouble at Yokohama had started.


      “Getting artillery down that far seems like a hassle,” Miyoshi commented.


      Simon smiled. He explained that a secret weapon would be on its way before long.


      “If it’s so secret, is it really okay to tell us?” I asked.


      “Dungeon equipment’s a little different from traditional military weaponry. It’ll go public before long. You’ll even get consumer models.” They already had an attractive spokesperson lined up, he added. “Anyway, our current equipment isn’t going to cut it past the thirty-first floor. That much is obvious from the boss fight the other day. As soon as I sent in that report, our main manufacturer made sure to send over some experimental equipment.”


      “Why not test at Yokohama like Falcon?” I asked.


      Its boss floors were far easier to access.


      “Yokohama’s unique properties can make it hard to compare performance there with normal dungeons. Besides...” Simon lowered his head, looking uncharacteristically sheepish. “I’ll pass on going down there for a while.”


      He didn’t need to tell me twice. Who would want to go back inside Yokohama after what had happened there? Even if they were on one of the world’s top teams.


      “So instead, why not Yoyogi? Exploration progress and interesting discoveries seem to be occurring there at a faster rate than anywhere else in the world. Plus, it’s completely public. Can’t get better than that. Yep, it’s the best for testing new firepower on lower floors. It’s big enough, and now we have those convenient boss chambers on the thirty-first floor.”


      So the DSF’s main weapons supplier was ready to field-test whatever they were working on. But, public dungeon or not, was bringing these weapons into Yoyogi really going to be okay with the JDA?


      “Are there any kind of rules about bringing weapons into the dungeons?” I asked.


      “Nukes’d be off-limits, I suppose,” Simon answered.


      “Well that seems obvio—”


      Then again, there was a case of a certain country allegedly bringing a nuke into a dungeon quite recently. Though there had been no official accusations, and the incident hadn’t made the news. The radiation and all other evidence had probably been broken down into D-Factors too.


      Via international agreement, guns were allowed inside dungeons even in a firearm-restrictive nation like Japan, so it made sense that there were no particularly granular restrictions on what kinds of weapons could be brought in. The sheer difficulty of hauling heavy artillery down to the lower floors would take care of most potential issues naturally. That said, I was pretty sure at least nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons were off-limits.


      “Get ready for the show” was all Simon would tell us. “I’m pretty sure Japan is developing something similar, by the way.”


      Beyond the twentieth floor, 5.56-millimeter and even 7.62-millimeter ammunition had shown drastically reduced efficacy, and would likely be no more effective than peashooters against monsters past the thirtieth floor. More firepower would be needed. Tanks and armored vehicles might be the next step—it was only natural that every country would scramble to find ways to bring them in. It might ultimately be up to strong explorers to push forward on the front lines, but anything that could help lighten the load or boost the efficacy of mid-level explorers would be a major boon. Training more personnel to operate vehicles and help bring in equipment would also be a top priority.


      “Now, changing the topic a bit,” Simon continued, “does the JDA banning any Mining users from floors where the drop hasn’t been set have anything to do with the report recently submitted to the WDA?”


      “Wait, the ban went through?”


      “You hadn’t heard? The announcement went out yesterday, along with info on floors where the drop has been set.” Apparently the attached lists had everyone’s mouths—or rather wallets—watering. “So now instead of heading straight back after getting the orbs, the users are going to spend some time in Yoyogi.”


      “For tests?”


      “Nope. That can wait. To rack up a little financial windfall by farming Yoyogi drops, apparently.”


      “No free lunch, huh?”


      Apparently, after seeing the available mineral drops, the US government’s plan was to have its explorers earn back the money that had been spent to obtain the Mining orbs by putting their new skill to work.


      “How about that? Japan actually moved fast on a policy decision for once,” I mumbled in Japanese.


      Miyoshi then spoke up to inform me of what she’d heard from Naruse recently.


      “All policy decisions related to the dungeons are the sole discretion of the Dungeon Management Section. There were too many issues when the dungeons first appeared that required immediate response.”


      With Mining users likely to start popping up one after another in the near future, this situation had required immediate response too.


      “What was that?” Simon asked in English.


      “Just commenting on how fast the JDA moved.”


      “So then you did have something to do with it.”


      “Just a bit.”


      “‘A bit.’ Heh. So is that WDA report true? You can set dungeon mineral drops at will?”


      “Yep. You can even set a floor’s drops to categories like ‘raw gemstones’ and ‘noble metals.’ There are even more possibilities than we first thought.”


      “Just the kind of idea you’d expect from the land of manga. We’ll probably start seeing mithril or orichalcum before long.”


      I wasn’t sure anyone could envision those clearly enough to cause drops, but then again, the dungeons did seem to be working from a common cultural knowledge base. Maybe it was possible. We’d just have to hope someone trying to get fantasy metals didn’t accidentally set a floor’s drops to ordinary steel or brass.


      “We might, eventually,” I conceded, “although I think that’s still a ways off.”


      I wasn’t sure how much detail the WDA report had gone into, but I explained the role of personal focus and, well, mineral mania in setting the drops.


      “So the choice moving forward will be to either train up experts as explorers, or train up explorers as experts,” he concluded.


      “The former would probably be less time-consuming.” It took less time to go through basic training than to get a PhD.


      “Not too many Professor Challengers in the modern day, huh?” Simon mused.


      “Be sure to tell the DSF Mining user not to come back with any pterodactyls,” I warned.


      Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World saw George Challenger, its protagonist and an action-hero academic, travel to a plateau in the Amazon where ancient creatures still lived. To prove to Londoners that his stories were true, he displayed a pterodactyl he captured and brought back. The book ended with the creature escaping and returning home.


      “Ultimately, until drops are set everywhere, you’ll probably want to avoid giving Mining to anyone who seems like they’d be more useful on the front lines,” I advised.


      It would be nearly impossible to focus on mineral drops while battling through uncharted territory. It made more sense to have a Mining user visit once the floor had already been charted.


      “Now you tell me! America’s already made its selections. Both the DSF and USDD are giving their orbs to up-and-coming aces.”


      That would have been the conventional wisdom. You’d want to give your expensive orb to someone young and promising, with years left to serve in the field. But did that mean—


      “Hold on, is one of the users on your team?”


      “Nope. We’re needed in too many different places. For Mining, they wanted someone who can stay put. Thank goodness. If one of us had gotten it, we probably would have wound up accidentally setting drops the world over to iron.” Plus, he added, they weren’t much for taking orders, which might have taken them out of the running.


      “Soldiers who don’t take orders?”


      “Technically the DSF isn’t military. Because of the way our group was created, we actually have a surprising degree of autonomy in the field. Anyway, thanks for the advice on Mining. We’ll have to run some tests of our own later too. If only we had a better dungeon for running tests back home... If I’d known things would turn out like this, maybe it would have been better to have left Evans uncleared.” He sighed. What was done was done.


      “But what about BPTD?”(1)


      It had come up in conversations recently, due partly to being a dungeon where wild cleaners were present, and partly because it was the site for the big upcoming IRL dungeon enthusiast meetup.


      “It’s an amateur, or rather, nonmilitary dungeon. Plus it’s only been explored down to the sixteenth floor.”


      “Nonmilitary?”


      “There are a lot of land ownership disputes around it, and it’s technically under the jurisdiction of New York City. The current mayor was elected on a platform of addressing economic inequality. Most of that involves taxes on the wealthy, but the dungeon helps pick up some of the slack.”


      “So you’re saying...?”


      “Major municipal moneymaker. There are actually a lot of limitations that wind up slowing down capture progress.”


      NYC would be out of luck if the dungeon were fully captured and wound up disappearing. With a public dungeon like Yoyogi, all decision-making fell to the national Dungeon Association branch—the JDA. Correspondence with other national agencies could consist of simple reports. The JDA’s relative autonomy was what enabled fast decision-making. On the other hand, if Yoyogi had fallen under the city of Tokyo’s jurisdiction, all decisions would have had to run through city legislative bodies first. Entry charges wouldn’t have been unlikely either.


      “There’s no place to set up a base aboveground near BPTD, and you’d be courting all sorts of trouble if you tried to bring heavy military equipment in.” The roads to the dungeon crossed through private land. Visitors who wanted to avoid trouble took the long way, walking along the coast instead, on beaches where no one would take kindly to military caravans constantly running through. “So instead, Yoyogi’s our best option—a dungeon where we can easily reach floors lower than the twentieth without causing any national or international incidents.”


      America could be kind of...out there in its commitment to “logical” approaches. It wouldn’t have surprised me if they wanted to set up some kind of automated weapons on a floor with valuable Mining drops to systematically farm monsters.


      Would any dungeon let them do that? Ah, well, maybe Yoyogi if it were in a deserted area. If they could find an area with a dense enough monster population to make gun-installation worth it, that was.


      “By the way, while I have the chance, what is the DSF thinking?” I asked.


      “What do you mean?”


      I told Simon about the boatload of DSF boot camp applications we’d received.


      “Phew. That’d be just about every frontline DSF member. They’re really going for it.”


      “What happened to due diligence? This is a relatively untested program.”


      “We tested it, after all.”


      That was true. They had their evidence as soon as Cathy had beaten Mason at arm wrestling.


      “Joshua’s a by-the-book kind of guy. He probably turned in a pretty thorough report.”


      “But we can’t handle this many people. We have our own capacity, you know.”


      The boot camp was, as far as anyone knew, operating entirely on a lottery system. We couldn’t have all these DSF members expect to automatically be given slots. We had a hard enough time as it was dealing with all the questions about fairness coming in from the athletics world.


      “Can’t you deal with it somehow?” Simon shrugged. “You’re running it three times a week. Why not move up to four?”


      I gave him a stern look. No one wanted to work that much! Next he’d be asking us to run it Monday to Friday! “Boot camp participation obligates you to help us for a year in Yoyogi. Is that really okay with everyone?” I asked, changing tactics. Surely America wouldn’t want to give up so many of its soldiers to a Yoyogi assistance program, right?


      “You kidding? Top brass would be shaking your hands for giving us the opportunity.”


      “Huh?”


      “Kei, America even imports resources as important as oil. Access to foreign resources is nothing to sneer at,” Miyoshi mentioned in Japanese.


      “But dungeon exploration? I guess...that basically is a matter of access to resources, now that I think about it.”


      “Yoshimura.”


      “Yes...”


      “I don’t know about the USDD, but in the DSF, our final goal is clearing the Ring.”


      “You mentioned something like that before...”


      “So, no one should care where we practice on the way to achieving that.”


      “Practice?”


      “Plus, we’ll be wanting to observe the mettle of other countries’ explorers. How about it? Any JSDF applicants?”


      “Um...Miyoshi?”


      “There’s been rumbling, but no applications yet.”


      “It’s only been a few days since Yokohama. Plus Japan’s always slow to act. They’ll probably start coming to us before long.”


      “No applications?” I asked Miyoshi in Japanese. “But there are tons of personnel involved in dungeon exploration apart from Team I.”


      The JSDF’s dungeon exploration was conducted expedition-style, meaning a lot of hands were needed to support ace teams like Iori’s on their way down. The information relay system alone required a sizable number of troops. The route down to the thirty-first floor already probably required upward of five hundred personnel.


      “We’d probably need to offer a four-digit number of slots to accommodate everyone,” Miyoshi agreed.


      “There’s no way we can handle all that.”


      “Even if they do apply, we’ll have to turn them down. We just can’t handle everyone,” I explained to Simon, switching back to English.


      “You’ll have to figure something out. But put the DSF first on your list if you can. Of course, you’ll probably start seein’ copycats before your capacity gets too stretched.”


      “Imitators?”


      “Sure. People trying to run the same kind of boot camp.”


      Apparently more than a few enterprising opportunists were already trying to get into the act, taking applications from eager would-be explorers. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d gotten enough information to try replicating our curriculum down to the nitty-gritty.


      “Come to think of it, that maintenance guy the other day did mention a bunch of new orders coming through for a certain arcade cabinet...” Miyoshi commented in Japanese.


      “You can’t be serious...”


      “They’re even exporting them. You have to admit it’s kind of funny.”


      Our camp’s curriculum was totally arbitrary. Just replicating our selection of activities wouldn’t yield any results.


      “You have to feel a little bad for them too,” I responded.


      “Play stupid games, win stupid prizes,” Miyoshi quipped.


      Fair enough.


      “Hey, they’re welcome to it, if they can. It would decrease our workload,” I said, responding to Simon at last. “If anything, we’d be grateful.”


      “So you have reason to think they couldn’t?” Simon cocked his eyebrow.


      “I mean, right now? Who knows. We’re currently the only ones who can offer stat-measuring.”


      “Don’t underestimate scammers,” Miyoshi countered. “All they have to do to bring in customers is claim they’ve invented their own measurement system and display some arbitrary numbers.”


      “You think anyone would fall for a dumb scheme like that?”


      “As far as anyone knows, that’s all we’re doing.”


      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Simon said, jumping to our defense. “You can feel the difference with your program right away.”


      “That’s worth a lot, huh?”


      “But there are still probably some desperate athletes who would fall for that bit,” Miyoshi commented.


      “If those scam boot camps pick up, people will probably start getting suspicious of us too. Can’t say I like that.”


      “Don’t worry. We’re choosing the right athletes. Everyone will get to see how effective our program is with their own eyes.”


      “I thought you picked applicants at random,” Simon commented.


      “Eh heh heh. Well, we do reserve the right to check each person’s dungeon history.”


      Miyoshi didn’t miss a beat. You’d have no idea from that exchange just how often she missed them in daily life.


      “Kei, you wouldn’t be thinking anything disparaging about me, would you?” she asked.


      “No way!”


      Just then, Rosary flitted down, landing on my head and letting out a little trill.


      “Who’s the bird?” Simon asked.


      “The latest-model biological lie detector,” Miyoshi answered smugly.


      She added that we were looking into expanding our facilities and would have to consider how to respond to the DSF requests. That wrapped up the conversation...or so I thought.


      Grinning, Simon lobbed another bomb at us.


      “So, how did you two get back up from the thirty-first floor so quickly?”


      “Huh?”


      And a pretty potent bomb at that.


      “What are you talking about?” Miyoshi asked.


      “That Miharu or whoever from the JDA came around recently asking me what time I’d last seen you on the thirty-first floor, Azusa. That got me curious.”


      “Curious is one thing, but how do you know what time I came out?”


      “Hey, we’re allied nations.”


      “How does that factor into this? We’re going to have a word with the JDA.”


      “Careful now. If word gets out that I asked, the NSA’ll be after my ass.” Simon threw up his hands, still smiling.


      “Ah, whatever.” Miyoshi shrugged in defeat.


      Disclosing entry and exit time records as part of an information-sharing agreement wouldn’t normally do anyone any harm, but in this case... We’d have to discuss our right to privacy with Naruse later.


      I shifted in my seat, then leaned in toward Simon.


      “I was thinking about how to bring this up...”


      “What? Is this something I’m not going to want to hear? Did you two get a teleportation orb or something?”


      “Nah. Though if one exists, we’d love to have it.”


      I wished he would drop that “you two” business. The only one who had been in the dungeon was Miyoshi... As far as anyone knew.


      “Simon, remember that stuff you were mumbling to yourself about the dungeons’ origins when we last talked about the Ring?”


      “Can’t say I recall a conversation we definitely never had,” he answered with a wink.


      “Well, we confirmed your theory.”


      Simon’s eyes widened. A crack formed in the mug he was holding.


      “Whoa! Sorry about that.” He frantically apologized, setting the cup back down on the table. “Did you meet him?!”


      “Miyoshi did. Not in the manor study though.”


      I told him about the apparition of Dr. Tylor that had appeared in that strange dungeon location, as well as hearing the truth about the experiment three years ago in Nevada.


      “So that’s why we never found any bodies...” Simon mumbled. He put his elbows on his knees and leaned forward, knitting his fingers together. “What are you planning to do with this information?” he asked.


      “In what sense?”


      “Who are you going to bring it to?”


      “This cockamamie story? About meeting someone who’s supposed to be dead in the middle of a dungeon, and that person revealing the secret origin of the dungeons? Who would believe it?”


      “Knowing you guys though, there’s probably a recording.”


      “There should have been,” Miyoshi shot back.


      “Should have been?”


      “I was recording the encounter, but the footage came back blank.”


      “No kidding...”


      “Swear to god,” I responded.


      Simon couldn’t help but laugh at the idea of swearing to gods you don’t believe in.


      “Anyway, we’re just letting you know what happened.”


      “Understood. But you know I can’t do anything with this info either,” Simon responded.


      “That’s your problem now. See? Now we get to wash our hands of it. No more worrying about what to do with it anymore.”


      “I’ve never known you guys to keep your noses out of something.”


      “Sometimes even we have common sense.”


      I was feeling slightly smug about having successfully passed the buck when the doorbell rang. We weren’t expecting any visitors. Maybe it was Naru—


      “Eeeeeh?!” Miyoshi, who had gone to check the camera feed, let out a gasp.


      Yoyogi-Hachiman, La Fontaine 5F


      A wave of silence fell over the American team. A second man had approached D-Powers’ office.


      “Knoll!”


      “What?”


      “There! At the entrance. Isn’t that Dmitrij Nelnikov?”


      “You’re shitting me.”


      Knoll ran over to check the monitors. There, sure enough, was “Dmitrij the Demented,” as he was known in certain circles. A Russian hero visiting D-Powers? Something fishy was afoot. Plus, Simon was still inside.


      “Some sort of meeting between Dmitrij and Simon?” Knoll turned to Raleigh, who had first observed Dmitrij walking in. “Do you know anything about this?”


      “Nothing. You really think it’s a rendezvous?”


      “Does this look like a coincidence to you?”


      “No, but...”


      “What about audio? Can we hear anything from inside?”


      “We haven’t been able to get anything through those walls.”


      What was going on? Team Simon making some kind of grandstand play for Dmitrij’s defection? Passing along orbs or information on the side? The team could only pray this wasn’t the international incident it promised to become.


      ***


      “Sasha. Take a look. It’s Dmitrij.”(2)


      In a corner room on the opposite side of the fifth floor from the CIA and NSA team, a team of Slavic-looking men was hard at work surveilling the same subject as their American counterparts—a certain neighboring home office. They had one other thing in common with the US team: They were no less shocked to see who had just walked inside.


      Sasha, sporting a rugged beard and narrow, steely eyes, was the one who answered.


      “Dmitrij? He’s on the eighteenth floor. Doronya, you’re seeing things.” Sasha’s voice dripped with doubt, but Doronya noted that he came over to check the monitor even so.


      “He got his orb yesterday.” In the back of the room, a stoic team member with traditionally handsome features and a tightly cropped beard unfolded his legs. “He’s on break. You sent photos?”


      “Already en route to the Dungeon Team.”


      “Good. Ask them if they know anything about Mr. Nelnikov’s plans.”


      It had only taken the team seconds to spring into action. No sooner had a man who resembled Dmitrij entered the premises than they’d begun executing their assigned roles.


      “If it is him? It looked like Simon walked in there a moment ago as well.”


      “Russia’s top explorer meeting the American team at D-Powers’ headquarters? It’s a bad look. If he’s making a bid for defection, then it could be the Mitrokhin incident(3) all over again.”


      “Then before it gets that far—”


      “Hold your horses. We’re not here to rush into confrontation. Still, very curious... You think D-Powers are working with the Americans?”


      “If they were, I don’t think our American counterparts would be making such a fuss.”


      Japanese data networks were basically sieves to an experienced intelligence agent. Even if the team couldn’t crack the American unit’s encryption, they could at least tell how much data was flowing out. Based on the way the amount had spiked when Simon, and then Dmitrij, had entered, it appeared they were just as surprised.


      “The WDA? It’s an international organization. Maybe they’re arranging some kind of coup to establish a dungeon-based government. Perhaps D-Powers is a front.”


      It was already suspicious that D-Powers’ office had proven so impervious to espionage. Despite the number of intelligence agents gathered in this neighboring building, not a single one had managed to get inside. All the caught spies had been extradited, and all reported sudden loss of consciousness with no memory of what had happened. There was something spooky going on there, make no mistake.


      They’d even lost Lyonya the other day trying to plant a bug on one of the women who had often been seen coming and going from the office. Lyonya, too, had been discovered unconscious, with no memory of his assailant, then extradited. His target had been an ordinary-looking petite woman in her twenties. Yet she’d somehow managed to subdue a highly trained operative.


      “Don’t you feel like the whole world has gone mad lately?” Doronya asked.


      “What are you yapping about?”


      “Nothing. It’s just...I can’t shake the feeling that the world’s somehow passed us by while we’ve been surveilling that house.”


      “Cut it out. It’s not like it’s built on Salem’s Lot.”


      “Maybe, maybe not. Maybe that’s why we haven’t been able to get anyone inside. If we could peer through their windows right now, maybe we’d find them readying a human sacrifice.”


      Sasha smirked.


      “You two have been consuming too much American media,” he said, scolding Doronya and Seryozha.


      “Blame thirty years of glasnost.” Seryozha turned his attention to the response that had just come in from their dungeon-focused counterpart—the Dungeon Team.


      Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office


      Miyoshi and Dmitrij sat across from one another on the living room couches, the tension so palpable it felt as though a string was pulled taut between them. They eyed each other warily, each sizing up the other.


      Dmitrij had hardly even registered Simon’s presence. There’d been just the faintest hint of recognition—you wouldn’t have noticed it unless you were looking closely. Apparently, to our surprise, he had come to talk to Miyoshi.


      Simon and I ceded the living room, retreating to the dining room table.


      “What do you think he’s here for?” I hissed to Simon.


      “Don’t ask me!”


      I stood up from my seat, peering into the living room.


      “We ought to offer him a drink, at least. What do you think would be standard in Russia?”


      “Who knows. I’d say a healthy kompot as a joke, but... I don’t know. Maybe something sour, or some kind of light fruity thing? Honey flavored?”


      Needless to say, we didn’t have any kompot on hand. No kefir(4), medovukha, or sbiten(5) either.


      “They’re not big on coffee, right? Uh, I guess we could bring out some tea.”


      “Maybe you should just skip straight to the point and bring out some vodka,” Simon suggested.


      “Now I know you’re joking.” I grinned. Ultimately I called out to Dmitrij. When in doubt, the best tactic was just to ask.


      “Gospodin Nelnikov,” I called out in slightly stiff and antiquated Russian. He barely glanced my way, only moving his eyes.


      “Um, for chai, we have zeleny and cherny. We also have kofe and wodka.”


      Tea in Russia was typically divided into umbrella categories of “green” (“zeleny”) or “black” (“cherny”). Apparently the latter was steeped until it was so dark it generally needed to be cut with warm water before drinking. The first time I’d heard the Russian name said out loud, it would only register in my brain as “cho nurui”—Japanese for “super lukewarm.” As you might guess, “kofe” meant “coffee.”


      “Wodka.”


      Welp... Not all stereotypes land so far from the truth.


      “I guess they really are made of butter and vodka over there.” Simon shrugged.


      It was French-made rather than Russian, but Grey Goose, which we happened to have on hand, wasn’t bad. Miyoshi also had some Ciroc, distilled from grapes. Nearly all modern premium vodka was distilled to be colorless and odorless—fitting for its role as a major cocktail component. That said, we did also have some Beluga Noble, said to be made closer to traditional vodkas, with less filtration...


      “Do you know where Dmitrij is from?” I asked Simon.


      “Well, from Area 22, for a start... I’m pretty sure his first dungeon was Oreshek.”


      “Where’s that?”


      “Don’t they teach you any European history in Japan? It’s a famous old island fortress, in the middle of a lake.”


      To hear Simon tell it, Oreshek Fortress, also known as Shlisselburg Fortress, was an island fortress situated in Lake Ladoga near where the lake’s waters flowed into the Neva River, to the east of Saint Petersburg. The entire island had been converted into a military fortification. Russia had fought fierce battles with Sweden in the thirteenth century, and later with Germany, over its ownership. Oreshek Dungeon had opened up on the island’s north shore. It was sometimes said that the statue of Peter the Great looking out onto the river must have been built in anticipation of the dungeon’s coming, guarding the citizens against it.


      The dungeon was only three floors deep, putting it in the category of super minor-depth, and yet it hadn’t been cleared. Not only that, access to the third floor was restricted. No one knew why.


      “I don’t get these Russians at all,” Simon grumbled. “I don’t get Japanese people either. Or Americans.”


      “So you just don’t get other people,” I summarized.


      But a super minor-depth dungeon would make it easy to come and go from the surface... Maybe that was the source of Dmitrij’s ridiculous SP accumulation.


      I settled on a bottle of Russian Standard and withdrew it from the fridge. Russian Standard was distilled in Saint Petersburg. I’d tasted some of their premium Russian Brilliant sub-brand several years back at a FOODEX JAPAN event hosted by Promtec Biz. Regrettably, neither the Brilliant Gold nor Platinum had been imported to Japan. Nevertheless, the Standard Gold—smooth and sweet with light wheat notes—was no slouch for quality on its own. It was an exemplary traditional vodka. Not even a modern-day hero like Dmitrij would thumb his nose at it... Probably.


      I poured the vodka into an Edo Kirko short glass with red trim—he was Russian after all—chilled to the point that the glass frosted, and prepared some smoked salmon to go with it. Caviar would have been ideal, but it wasn’t something an ordinary household would have lying around. If we could have been called ordinary, that was.


      Miyoshi couldn’t exactly sip tea with her conversation partner drinking vodka, so I whipped up a weak vodka tonic for her as well.


      I brought the drinks and salmon to the living room, then beat a hasty tactical retreat to the dining room.


      “You guys are crazy well stocked. I’ll take some salmon too,” Simon requested.


      “You want vodka with that?”


      “I’ll pass. But I’d take a beer if you’ve got any.”


      Sure, sure, make yourself right at home. Despite my grumbling, I grabbed an American craft beer for him. They’d been blowing up even in Japan recently. I selected a Stone Ruination Double IPA 2.0. The “2.0” was a bit of a buzzword, but the beer was the real deal—crisp, bitter, with strong notes of citrus. An exemplary craft IPA. It seemed like it would go great with pizza. Smoked salmon? I wasn’t so sure.


      Americans loved this stuff. It was like their preference was more for the full-bodied experience than the flavor. Of course that was just my generalization, but from the way Simon was guzzling it down, stereotypes might have been proven right for a second time today.


      Uhh, Simon, that isn’t a Corona. Maybe it’d be better from a glass... Ah, well. Drinking straight from the bottle suited him.


      Miyoshi, how’s it going? I telepathied.


      I don’t know. He’s just...staring at me. Occasionally he’s taking a sip of vodka or nibbling at the salmon, but that’s it.


      Huh...


      He showed up right after Simon. Think maybe he’s trying to meet with him?


      At our office? Why not just go to the embassy...?


      I leaned in close to Simon, whispering.


      “You aren’t trying to arrange Dmitrij’s defection, are you?”


      Simon spit his beer into my face with a loud “Pffft!”


      “Hey! What the heck?!”


      “‘What the heck,’ yourself! Come on, you can’t just go throwing around baseless accusations like that!”


      I grabbed a paper towel, wiping away the spray.


      “Then is this just a coincidence? Were you really just here about the orb exchange?”


      “Of course! Look, I did a literal spit take, right?!”


      “That was the last of our Stone, by the way. I can get you some Guinness or BrewDog.”


      “Punk?”


      “That and some Tactical Nuclear Penguin.”


      “If you think I’m going to tip back a thirty-two percent beer on a weekday, you’ve got another thing coming. I’ll take a Punk.”


      I extracted one Punk IPA from the fridge. A strong brew with a slight aroma of grapefruits, it had been one of the trailblazers of extremely hoppy American craft beer in Japan.


      “So then, forgive my asking, but if you aren’t here to meet Dmitrij, doesn’t that mean...you can go?”
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