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      Prologue


      Washington, D.C., United States of America


      “Seismic monitoring stations: no data. Hydroacoustic stations: no data. Infrasound stations: no data. And I don’t suppose this bears saying, but radionuclide stations...”


      John R. Dalton looked up from the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty International Monitoring Systems report. “No data” was once again written in bold letters.


      Dalton eyed the man across from him, upon whose uniform sat a badge displaying a single red stripe against a silver-gray background.


      “The weapon did detonate, correct?” Dalton confirmed.


      J. D. Mashford, who had been at the scene himself to set up the bomb, elegantly crossed his legs. He was a bright star even among chief warrant officers of the USMC. He’d been transferred to the US Dungeon Department specifically to lead this mission. Among his fellow marines, it was rumored that “J. D.” stood for “John Doe.”


      “Assuming it wasn’t broken,” he answered unhesitatingly.


      The bomb had been wrapped in a porous, anti-slime shielding. If the shielding had performed as it had in testing, it should have been able to withstand slimes for up to ten minutes.


      “And yet according to this, there’s not a shred of evidence.” Dalton rapped his hands against the report, then tossed it across the desk. “No primary radiation detected from outside, no fallout, no residual radioactivity. So tell me: did it really go off?”


      “The dungeon was empty, after all.”


      According to the report, a trip into the dungeon afterward had revealed no bomb, no monsters, and no leftover equipment—not to mention no sign of several explorers who were supposed to have been inside.


      But it was precisely those absences which spoke to something having happened.


      Either way, if this report were true, and the outcome replicable, it would mean nuclear tests in dungeons could be conducted undetectably. Thankfully, the results were known only to those involved, and no other countries currently seemed brazen enough to conduct a similar experiment without fear of being found out.


      For now.


      It wasn’t difficult to build a nuclear weapon. If this report leaked, there were any number of nations and organizations which might jump at the chance to conduct clandestine weapon tests. Plutonium-239 was relatively easy to obtain compared to uranium-235.


      Dalton shook his head.


      “You were on the scene,” Dalton observed. “What did you see?”


      “Not much, I’m afraid. There were no vibrations. Even if there were some sort of sign the bomb detonated, we might not have noticed it inside the safety container. But I can tell you one thing: stepping into the dungeon afterward, I felt a certain feeling for the first time in my life.”


      “Which was?”


      “The feeling that I’d seen the work of God.”


      Dalton furrowed his brow at Mashford’s answer. Still, if the report was accurate, the United States had gotten what it wanted.


      “I don’t know about God, but if this all pans out,” Dalton declared, “the DOE and EPA will be crying tears of joy.”


      That list of the joyfully damp-eyed would also include the Washington State Department of Ecology and one President Handler, who had slashed the cleanup budget for a certain site—a site just a few miles from the banks of the Columbia River, where the remnants of Cold-War-era nuclear weaponry still slumbered under thirty-five hundred cubic kilometers of parched land.


      The Hanford Site.


      Currently, 177 tanks of nuclear waste were corroding underground, leaking pollution into the Columbia River. Diluted by the river water, the contaminants already fell below the lowest thresholds of detectability, and the public health risk was negligible. Nevertheless, responsibility for the site and its cleanup had been the subject of several lawsuits over the years. Whatever verdict came down, however, there was no cleaning up spilled milk—or rather, radiation. It wasn’t as though Handler wanted to be sitting on his hands, but at this point there was nothing to do but wait, observe, and keep broadcasting the site’s safety.


      However, if they could move the waste somewhere that offered safe and instant disposal? That would be another story.


      Most of America’s dungeons fell under the authority of the nongovernmental US Dungeon Association, the country’s branch of the World Dungeon Association. However, the United States possessed one dungeon under direct jurisdiction of the national government: the Ring.


      Dalton wasn’t sure if Mashford had heard him whisper the dungeon name. His conversation partner displayed no reaction, merely sitting dispassionately, as if waiting for their conversation to end.


      Investigations of the Ring had been tabled and access to the area prohibited. But they should be able to work out something if they were only using it as a garbage dump. There would be no need to brave the inside where strong monsters lurked—just pouring waste in through an opening would suffice. For transport, taking Interstate 82 from the Hanford Site in Washington to Interstate 84 near Hermiston, Oregon, then US Route 93 from Twin Falls, Idaho to reach Area 51 in Nevada would allow them to make the trip in fifteen or so hours. Airlifting the nuclear waste might be on the table as well. Area 51 was an airbase after all.


      However, there was one concern.


      “I hear the missing DSF members turned up safe in Yoyogi.”


      Dalton could have sworn he saw Mashford’s eyes twitch. However, any look of discomfort on his countenance faded in but a moment. It was like looking at the surface of a tranquil pond, Dalton thought.


      “It was an unfortunate accident. But I’m glad to hear they’re all right,” Mashford responded, voice lacking any hint of goodwill.


      Team Simon and the JSDF had been caught up in the blast despite being informed of the detonation time. The bomb must not have gone off as scheduled; there was no other way they would still have been in the dungeon otherwise. Dalton had felt that old-fashioned heroes like Team Simon needed to be taken off the board, but not if it required taking an entire JSDF unit with them.


      “Did Hathaway put you up to this?” Dalton uttered the name of the secretary of the US Dungeon Department.


      Mashford shrugged his shoulders—neither a confirmation nor a denial. Dalton shuddered to think that this could have been the result of the USDD and USDSF’s squabble, but he knew what kind of dark political machinations could occur behind closed doors. Either way, conspiracy or no conspiracy, they were faced with an unavoidable truth and problem: some rather inconvenient old heroes remained.


      “Glad though I am to learn of their safety,” Mashford continued, “you’ll have to forgive me if I forgo their company for a while.”


      It had been a truly miraculous outcome, but having “items” discarded at Yokohama turn up in Yoyogi had troubling implications. If that relocation phenomenon held true for everything left behind in a dungeon... Forget potential nuclear cleanups or experiments—if any evidence of their nuclear contribution to the Yokohama situation had made it over to Yoyogi, the United States would be implicated in an international incident.


      Did the dungeons truly dissolve waste or merely transport it? Turning over those two possibilities, Dalton concluded that in the meantime there would be nothing to do but to wait, run tests, and broadcast that everything would be all right.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Miner


      January 20, 2019 (Sunday)


      Sakuragicho, Yokohama


      “Looking at the aftermath, even I’d believe nothing happened.” Miyoshi pushed open the door to Shinshinan, our first-floor laboratory, while holding an ion chamber survey meter.


      The room was exactly as we’d left it—slightly untidy from the commotion with our cleaner and slime experiments.


      Exactly as we’d left it...save for the absence of one of those cleaners in the acrylic tank. Apparently it had already been gone by the time Naruse came around to check last night, peeking in from the front door.


      “It really did fly the coop,” Miyoshi confirmed.


      “Doesn’t seem like it’s been hiding out multiplying. What’s the reading on the meter?”


      “Nada.”


      Miyoshi’s survey meter was sensitive enough to pick up radiation levels as low as one microsievert per hour. As long as we weren’t on an international flight basking in cosmic radiation, it would sit at zero at basically all times. We only had to watch out if the meter started fluctuating.


      “You’d never guess a nuclear explosion just happened two floors below,” she added.


      “Yeah,” I replied. “But still, better play it safe until we know what’s going on.”


      We were outside the dungeon, and even within one, each floor was thought to be its own separate subspace. Radio waves and electronic signals couldn’t cross them, so radiation probably couldn’t either. That said, even though we’d heard that the immediate postincident investigation hadn’t shown anything abnormal, we’d still wanted to check it out ourselves.


      “Naruse did say it was all okay...” Miyoshi commented.


      “Yeah, but I don’t want to die on someone else’s safety report. Trust, but verify.”


      “You sure do like making work for yourself,” Miyoshi responded with a grin, sitting down at the PC she’d set up to record the cleaner. “Looks like this baby’s been running the whole time. We can play it back and try to figure out what happened to Wiggly.”


      “Running the whole time?” I responded. “It’s been more than a full day. Can it store all that footage?”


      “Modern HDDs can hold more than ten terabytes.”


      If the speed ran at four Mbps, that would be one megabyte every two seconds. Which would be 1.8 gigabytes per hour, and only 90 gigabytes after fifty whole hours. You could run eight separate feeds and still not reach one terabyte in two days.


      “Okay,” I responded. “The blast would have been a little before 6:15. Anything?”


      “Let’s see...” Miyoshi called up the 6:15 time stamp, then began scrubbing backward. Suddenly, she stopped. “Kei...”


      On exactly the sixteenth frame after 6:13:57, rather than dispersing into a cloud of black light like we’d expected, the cleaner simply vanished. There one moment, gone the next.


      “It looks like a jump cut,” Miyoshi observed. She moved back and forth between the fifteenth and sixteenth frames. The cleaner disappeared and returned over and over again—gone without a trace. “I wonder if this is what happened to all the cleaners on the second floor.”


      “Seems likely,” I responded.


      “The world is full of mysteries!” she said, beaming.


      “As if the dungeons alone weren’t mystery enough.”


      The more mysteries we—no, humanity—encountered, the more our sense of the mysterious itself dulled.


      “Speaking of mysteries,” I commented, “the bomb was supposed to go off at a quarter past. It detonated more than a full minute early. Strangely haphazard for a sensitive military operation.”


      “You’re not suggesting someone was trying to eliminate the JSDF’s Dungeon Attack Group and make it look like an accident, are you?”


      “N-No. I’m not saying that...”


      The person who had set up the bomb had claimed to be a Falcon employee. But even if he were some sort of American government operative, there would be no reason to want to take out Team I.


      “Well either way.” Miyoshi leaned back. “At least we can tick off one box. We know what happened to the cleaner.”


      That truly was a relief. At least now we didn’t have to worry about a rogue cleaner escaping from our laboratory and causing Yokohama Part 2.


      “Now, speaking of mysteries...” Miyoshi cast her eyes toward the staircase to the second floor.


      “You’re not seriously thinking about...”


      Going all the way down the staircase would take you directly to Yokohama Dungeon’s eighth floor—equivalent to the 160th in an ordinary dungeon.


      If you could directly access the eighth floor from the stairs, and clear both it and the ninth floor beyond it, you might be able to get to whatever lay on the other side. It might be the shortest route to the end of a dungeon in the world.


      “The monsters on the first and second floor are said to be about eight times as strong as the equivalents in Yoyogi. If it’s a linear relationship, the eighth floor and ninth floors would be comparable to Yoyogi’s sixty-fourth and seventy-second,” Miyoshi observed.


      “But they’re bosses. Don’t expect linearity. Plus we don’t really know if that scale holds up even on the early floors.”


      “C’mon, Kei. Aren’t you curious?”


      “You know all the doors in the stairwell open to the outside, right?”


      If something burst out, that would be one crucial second less to react than if the doors opened inward. Of course it also meant we could block them with simple doorstops, but who knew if those would hold?


      “Don’t you think it’s weird?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Think what’s weird?”


      “As easy as it is to wander straight down to the eighth floor of Yokohama, they haven’t designated it an off-limits area like on the eighteenth floor of Yoyogi.”


      “Personal responsibility? No, in that case, they wouldn’t mark the Batian Peak off-limits either...” I racked my brain. Yokohama was already off-limits to all those but B-Rank explorers and above, but that was just due to the skill thought necessary to tackle the second-floor boss monsters. It wasn’t a way of deterring people from heading down to the lower floors.


      “All you have to do is walk down the stairs,” Miyoshi emphasized. “You really think no one’s tried it?”


      The JSDF had famously brought in equipment including armored vehicles and been turned back at the third floor. It seemed hard to believe they wouldn’t have tried the inner staircase at that time. The same went for other curious explorers. All you had to do to get a peek at the lower floors was walk down the stairs. There was no way someone hadn’t tried.


      Tenko, for example, seemed like he would have rushed straight down.


      “So does that mean people have gone down the staircase before, but no one’s come back up?” I asked fearfully.


      No, wait. You had to enter the dungeon through a JDA checkpoint. It was basically impossible to go in and out undetected. We were the only ones who could do that now, since we’d purchased the floor and the JDA reception had moved. If someone had entered and never returned, the JDA would know.


      Which meant...


      “Hold on. It’s safe to go up and down the stairs? Then why don’t we have info on the lower floors?”


      Maybe there was just nothing to see. But even that much wasn’t recorded anywhere!


      “I’m going to go find out,” Miyoshi proclaimed. “Come on, it’ll be an adventure!”


      “I prefer adventuring where I’m safe.”


      A true explorer knew his limits.


      “Don’t be like that,” Miyoshi pleaded. “What if we’re standing on the brink of some massive dungeon secret with no effort at all? Why, we could be the ones to lead the world into a bold, new era—”


      “Hoooold on. Don’t get ahead of yourself. Save the big moves for the heroes. This is the territory of frontline explorers—people like Simon.”


      “Not to wish ill on him, but who’s the world going to turn to if Simon bites it?”


      “Why would they turn to me?!”


      “Obviously because you’ll run away before there’s ever a risk of biting it! Hope springs eternal so long as the hero lives.”


      No one was better at running away than her former office mentor, she added with a smug look. Speaking strictly in terms of AGI, I couldn’t argue, but still...


      “Maybe,” I admitted, “but I’ll say it again—I’m no hero.”


      Even if we were just centimeters from our goal, if the going got rough, I’d get going. Nothing said “goner” like “just a little farther...” I had a healthy fear of falling prey to ironic foreshadowing tropes.


      “Come on,” Miyoshi pleaded. “Just a peek.”


      “You’re talking about finding something important, but the most important thing to me is my life, and it’s right here. That said...” If Miyoshi’s curiosity got the better of her and she went down alone, I’d never forgive myself if anything happened. Maybe it actually would be better to tag along. “Okay. But it’s just a walk down the stairs. We’re not trying to get in any fights. Okay? Promise?”


      “You don’t need to hide your true yearning for thrills.”


      “I am not!”


      ***


      “Jeez, it’s almost pitch-black.” We’d headed down the stairs in simple gear, me carrying a polycarbonate shield. We soon reached the landing between the second and third floor where we’d burned the cleaner, then headed deeper.


      “Looks like the stairway lights don’t go past the second floor,” Miyoshi commented, shining a flashlight around the ground.


      “Careful,” I whispered. “Don’t point that light at the door.”


      Miyoshi nodded, then responded quietly. “There are no floor signs either.”


      She was right. Usually you’d expect some kind of illuminated wall sign reading “B3.”


      “They probably hadn’t installed them yet. The parking garage was dungeonized mid-construction,” I pointed out. The floor underfoot was rough, unfinished concrete. It somehow made our surroundings feel colder. “Hey, how about we turn back?”


      “Right. Why with all this darkness, it seems like just the time for something to burst out! Grawhh!”


      “You...”


      “Come on, Kei. You have double Life Detection. You’re the last person who needs to worry about sneak attacks. Besides...” She pointed ahead, where two golden eyes gleamed in the dark. “Glas says he’ll protect us!”


      Right... Cavall and the others were too big to fit in the stairwell, but the little ones would be useful as scouts. Still...


      “Glas, eh? Thanks...”


      Tamping down my feeling of unease, I continued to the third floor. I hung back as far from the door as I could. Without Night Vision, I’d hardly have been able to see anything. Even with it, the only thing significant I saw was the reflection, illuminated by Miyoshi’s faint flashlight, of the two biggest idiots I knew.


      We pressed on. As soon as I stepped onto a stair past the third floor, Miyoshi, who was a little ahead, turned around and grinned. “Welcome to where no man has gone before.”


      “We don’t know if someone has gone here before or not,” I countered. “Anyway, just get going. The sooner we can head back up, the better.”


      “You sure know how to kill the mood.”


      “Who has time to be worrying about moods right now?”


      “There’s always time to worry about moods.”


      “Words for a restaurant review, not when a crazy strong dungeon monster might jump out.”


      Bickering like two children, we moved deeper and deeper down the stairwell. We passed the fourth floor, and the fifth. There was still no reading on Life Detection. And as far as I could see with Night Vision, nothing of interest behind any door. Glas, prancing along in front of us, showed not the slightest hesitation.


      We passed floor seven, arriving at the fateful floor eight.


      “Hey, Miyoshi...” I stopped in my tracks, probably looking like I’d just seen a ghost. “Why do the stairs keep going down here?”


      “Hm, that’s weird. According to the layout, the eighth floor should be the lowest. There’s a boiler room farther down, but it isn’t supposed to be accessible from these stairs.”


      And yet there it was in front of us, right before our own eyes—a set of stairs continuing down.


      “Shall we?” Miyoshi asked.


      “W-Wait!”


      The next floor could be the last in the dungeon. After that, it would be—what? Whatever lay on the other side?


      “Kei, look!” Having begrudgingly crept down to floor nine, what we saw in front of us was yet another set of stairs. It was still the dead of winter, but my forehead was drenched with sweat.


      “Y-You mean if we just walk down that, we can reach the other side?” I asked.


      “If that’s true,” Miyoshi began, “what do we do?”


      “‘What do we do?’ Don’t look at me!”


      The stairwell was as silent as ever, and Life Detection still registered nothing. Maybe there were monsters around like the chamimiclon, which wouldn’t register even to a double skill-user unless they moved. But then we also had the Arthurs’ heightened sensitivities and Miyoshi’s Danger Sense. I didn’t think anything would get through all three.


      “We’re going down there, right?” Miyoshi prodded.


      This girl’s nuts! She almost seems excited. Ah well...


      I resigned myself to follow.


      In for a penny, in for a one-way trip through a dimensional barrier.


      We looked at each other, nodded, and took the first, momentous step down.


      ***


      “Hey, Miyoshi.”


      “Yeah?”


      “What do you think is going on here?”


      We’d been down thirteen floors by now, and yet another set of stairs stretched into the darkness before us.


      If Yokohama Dungeon was really only nine floors, there was only one explanation that made sense. Taking another look at the set of stairs in front of us, I drew a deep breath.


      “Miyoshi, can you think of another situation that resembles this?”


      “Actually, I can. I was just thinking about the time with the drone!” Miyoshi reached into Storage, pulled out an ordinary traffic cone, and set it on the floor. She’d purchased a set thinking we might line our wheat field with them.


      “All right,” I responded. “Time to go check on the cone.”


      I descended the next flight of stairs and, as expected, one vibrant cone greeted me a few seconds later.


      “So,” I intoned, “what we’re looking at here is”—I looked up at the flight of stairs behind us, the same stairs I’d just come down—“your standard progress-blocking loop.”


      “We should be so lucky. Kei, what if we see the cone again when we try to go up?!”


      Y-Yikes.


      “Burst into tears and slowly accept our fate,” I responded.


      If that happened, we’d just have to steel our nerves and try beating the third-floor boss.


      However, luckily, that turned out to not be the case.


      Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office


      “Who would’ve guessed the Yokohama staircase acted that way?” I asked.


      Miyoshi plopped herself down on the other end of the couch. She’d come out of the shower wearing pajamas even though it was only early evening.


      “We can’t be the first ones who’ve noticed, so it’s weird that it doesn’t come up anywhere.” She’d been running through one search term after another on her laptop. She shook her head.


      Going upstairs had taken us back to the second floor. We knew we’d made it back up thanks to the glowing wall sign. After that, we’d headed back down to the third floor one more time to grab our traffic cone, then left.


      “It is weird. But either way, we should report it. At any rate, it looks like everything’s wrapped up at Yokohama, so we can finally relax.”


      “So what do we do about all this?” Miyoshi closed her laptop and set it on the table.


      “About all what?”


      “This.”


      Miyoshi took all the notes she’d jotted down regarding our meeting with Dr. Tylor out of Storage and spread them across the table.


      “Oh, that...” I folded my arms and titled back my head, staring helplessly up at the ceiling.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “‘What’s wrong?’” I unfolded my arms. “That was Dr. Tylor. The Dr. Tylor. We’d expected to meet him based on the last page of The Book of Wanderers, but thinking rationally, everything we saw is insane.”


      Even I hardly believed it. But maybe our story would find acceptance in a fiction-obsessed land like Japan.


      “Right,” Miyoshi responded. “People being disincorporated and reformed and all that. Not to mention reforming with all their memories intact. It’s practically a form of immortality.”


      “But time seems to move for Dr. Tylor once a physical instance is constructed. If each instance overwrites the base file, he’ll eventually age.”


      It would be hard work maintaining a perfect copy of the “software” in perpetuity. Of course, I knew the dungeons’ workings probably weren’t as simple as that analogy implied.


      “It’s almost too much to take in,” I admitted. “We learned about the dungeons’ origin and the goals of whatever’s on the other side.”


      “But we’ve only heard part of the story, so to speak,” Miyoshi pointed out.


      “Yeah. I guess we don’t know if we can fully trust it. But right now we have at least four things to think about.”


      Miyoshi adjusted herself so that she was sitting cross-legged on the couch, then turned toward me and stuck one finger up in the air.


      “Let me guess. First,” she enumerated, “whether we tell America the truth about what happened three years ago. Which, as a matter of course, would involve telling Naruse too.”


      “Yeah... Simon spilled the beans about Dr. Tylor the other day. We probably owe it to him to let him know, but...”


      “But?”


      “The DSF works directly for the president. If Simon has to report the news upward, guess who it’s going straight to?”


      “You might just get a very forceful gag order from the CIA.”


      Hey! That goes for you too!


      “Sure wish assassinations were still banned...” I lamented.


      In the 1970s, President Gerald Ford, twice the target of assassination attempts himself, had issued an executive order banning political assassinations. However, the order had supposedly since been revoked.


      “Oh well. Not like it would come to that anyway.” I grinned bitterly and scratched my head. “We met Dr. Tylor in a dungeon and he told us about their origin. Who’s actually going to believe that?”


      Eventually his words might lead to the cracking of all sorts of mysteries, but for right now they would just be the rantings of two raving mad people—that is, unless we had evidence. It was cold comfort to know that any assassination attempt wouldn’t be worthwhile because it would just risk validating an otherwise unbelievable tale. Plus, we already had constant surveillance on us.


      “We don’t even have any footage,” Miyoshi responded glumly. “We have nothing to show people at all.”


      “I’d bet money the door on the thirty-first floor is gone too.”


      Miyoshi was silent for a minute. “Kei, we may have some indirect evidence.”


      “What?”


      “We were teleported from the thirty-first floor to the first, right?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Well, the time I exited the dungeon wouldn’t be long after I last spoke to Simon and the others.”


      “Ah! So you could compare times and see that something must have happened to you?”


      There was no way to get up from the thirty-first floor to the first in just a few hours. But still, people would be more willing to suspect we had a teleportation skill than accept that we’d met Dr. Tylor’s dungeon-imprint ghost.


      “Well,” Miyoshi responded after I’d run through my doubts, “I bet at least Simon would believe you.”


      “But I’m not supposed to have been in Yokohama at all. I can’t claim I was randomly zapped to the thirty-first floor of Yoyogi.”


      “You, um, could just say that’s part of the mystery?”


      “Be serious! Okay, let’s just table it for now!” I pantomimed throwing a crumpled ball of paper to my side. “Anyway, our second concern: whether to tell someone about the Demiurge and her goals.”


      “Tell who?”


      “The JDA and Japanese government? The public at large?”


      “‘The public at large’? I hate to say it, but we’d be lucky to get a few news cycles.”


      Miyoshi was right. We’d get a few panels of “experts” and entertainers on evening variety shows mixing their own reactions with a few studio-approved opinions, then next week the topic would have moved on to something else.


      “Unless...” I offered. “Anonymous message board?”


      “Then people would definitely think we were crazy.”


      “Right...”


      “Anyway,” Miyoshi said, sitting up straight. “Regardless of who we tell or how, what exactly do we say? That there’s a godlike entity on the other side of the dungeons who wants to be humanity’s savior?”


      “Reeks of a cult for sure.”


      “We’d basically be trying to say we’re speaking for the creator of the dungeons. You know we’re just going to get a bunch of people saying, ‘Wait, who the hell are you?!’”


      Right. Delivering divine proclamations without pushback was indeed the province of cult leaders.


      “O-Okay! Table that too!” I crumpled another imaginary ball, throwing it to the other side this time. “Now the third thing: the decisions.”


      “Dr. Tylor’s promise that some important ones lie ahead?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Yeah. I got nothing.”


      “Well, we’ve brought up two important decisions just now.”


      “Yeah, but the way he said it seemed more...meaningful. I feel like they’re something else.”


      “Well, then we can’t know until they come.”


      “Right. Tabled!” I threw an imaginary paper ball over my head.


      “Three issues tabled, zero solved,” Miyoshi commented almost admiringly. “Not a great score.”


      “I know. I know! But these... These are uncertain times!” I smacked my hand dramatically against the sea of notes strewn across the table in front of us.


      “You’re right. And...we’re just ordinary people...aren’t we?” she asked, voice dripping with meaning. Miyoshi uncrossed her legs, turned forward, planted her feet on the ground, and sank into a thinking pose.


      Uh-oh. I know that tone, that posture. Nothing good can come from this.


      “Yeah...” I responded. “Just ordinary people. Why?”


      “It’s not up to us to decide the future of humanity! How can we shoulder such a task? You can’t blame us for freezing up like deer in the headlights!”


      “Uh-huh...”


      “So, an idea,” Miyoshi pronounced. “Let’s just leave this up to the experts. There are people paid to worry about global problems. Whether they believe our story is up to them!”


      Miyoshi...seemed to have gotten a little too comfortable farming out problems to consultants. Though her suggestion had a certain appeal.


      We wouldn’t have to figure out everything ourselves. We could just kick these questions about the future of humanity over to those already responsible for it. As long as we’d done our best to communicate the problem, we could wash our hands of the rest.


      “I don’t know,” I responded at length. “Doesn’t it feel kind of irresponsible?”


      “Kei, the real irresponsibility would be failing because you tried to shoulder too much. Besides, diffusion of responsibility is one of humanity’s greatest tools. It’s the ‘Civil Servant Method’!”


      “Seems like you’ve been embracing that method more and more recently.”


      “Yes, well,” she responded flippantly, “the stress has been piling up.”


      What stress? You’re sitting here cozy in your pajamas in the early evening.


      “So we let Simon know about the dungeons’ American connection and wash our hands of it after that?”


      “Now you get it! And we let Naruse know about the Demiurge’s goals, and that’s that.”


      “Not having proof doesn’t stop us from telling them,” I reasoned. “And our burden of responsibility ends there?”


      “See? And like you said, if we disclose this stuff before there’s any hard evidence, we probably won’t have to worry about assassination attempts!”


      “Still, no matter who the official announcement comes from, if the only backing is our word, the public’s never going to buy it...” I folded my arms again, and sank back into the couch. “Maybe if we put the final page out there...”


      “Whoa. Now that would lend us some credibility.”


      Sure, some people would claim it was a fake. But our young friend Monica Clark at the DSF could confirm the veracity of the otherworldly language translation, which would lend it quite a bit of credence. Since the Otherworldly Language Comprehension skill only enabled you to understand the dungeon language—but didn’t teach you how to write using it—it would be nearly impossible to fake a decipherable page.


      “I’m not saying I have any plans to release it,” I clarified. “So we’re stuck at having no hard proof. At best, we hope this becomes the topic of watercooler conversation.”


      We didn’t know what either Simon or Naruse would make of this yet. But being able to pass the buck on to them would let us relax a bit more... Probably.


      “It’s not a bad plan,” I conceded, frightened by the realization that I was starting to come around to Miyoshi’s point of view. “Will we call it ‘Operation Drag All Parties Involved Down with Us’?”


      “Project Civil Servant!”


      This girl really has it out for civil servants...


      “Hopefully we can use the same method for that third element we brought up: those other big decisions Dr. Tylor told us would come our way!” I said, spirits buoyed.


      “You know, I feel like it just might,” Miyoshi responded, brimming with confidence.


      “Then last,” I uttered, voice growing more somber, “there’s the ‘cornucopia’ riddle. What’s that?”


      I’d just adjusted myself on the couch, ready to go into deep-thinking mode, when the front buzzer rang. We had a guest.


      “Were we expecting anyone?” I asked.


      Miyoshi shook her head, then got up and went to check the entryway feed. Standing there was Saito.


      ***


      “A commercial?”


      “Yes,” Saito responded. “All of a sudden I’m drowning in offers.”


      Saito had just been by our office last night, albeit apparently when we weren’t there. She probably wouldn’t have been coming by again so soon unless it was an emergency, I’d figured. Imagine my surprise when it turned out to be for an ad.


      “That’s great. But, er, did you come all the way here just to tell us the good news?” I asked.


      “Now, now. You don’t need to be so coldhearted,” Miyoshi scolded. “Let’s listen...”


      Apparently requests had come from three different companies at the same time. In addition, they’d all requested Saito specifically. Ultimately the ad firm her talent agency worked with had thrown up their hands and passed all the requests on to her.


      “Is that really ‘throwing up your hands’?” I asked.


      “There’s a delicate balancing act...”


      The requests had come from MitsuChem, Shokubai Co., and Shinetsu. All major companies in the same field.


      “Ah, that would be hard to navigate...” I crossed my arms.


      They were the Big Three of dungeon sciences. No, probably the Big Three of dungeon products period. Perishable dungeon items sold much more quickly than weapons and gear, after all.


      “I thought maybe I’d just finally hit my stride, but...” Saito glanced at Miyoshi, who was preparing drinks in the kitchen. “If you want to shoot a general, first shoot his horse.”


      Saito was making waves as a dungeon-diving actress, and then there was her archery performance to boot. Companies with their antennas up for good sponsorship opportunities might already have her on their radar, but veteran companies would know better than to buck normal protocol by specifically requesting her. No, if she had that much value, it was probably due to her connection to Miyoshi.


      “If anyone’s doing shooting, it should be Artemis, shouldn’t it?” I asked.


      “Right?!”


      You’re supposed to act embarrassed and say, “Oh, stop it!”


      “Ignoring MitsuChem, it’s pretty weird for Shokubai and Shinetsu to be running ads at all,” I commented.


      “Really?”


      They didn’t make many consumer products, so they had no need to advertise on TV. Shokubai had previously done some artsy-fartsy spots hiring premier Finnish and Taiwanese directors, but recently had settled solely for radio ads, and end consumers hardly heard anything about Shinetsu at all. It was pretty weird that they’d be investing in sponsorships now.


      “What if you just turned them all down?”


      “Forget it! This is a huge opportunity!”


      “Fair.” This was Saito after all.


      “Ugh, why are you so unconcerned?”


      “Huh? I mean, unlike the whole ‘coach’ thing, this doesn’t affect me directly.”


      “Isn’t that a little cruel? Here’s your darling pupil, thrown to the wolves...”


      “What wolves? I thought this was a big opportunity?”


      “Which contract do I sign?”


      Why ask me? Won’t every place be about the same as the others? Or just sign whichever has the best perks.


      “Does one of the contracts include an introduction to Miyoshi as a clause?”


      “Come on...”


      Right, no way they’d be so brazen.


      “So what do they look like?” I asked.


      “All about the same.”


      “Then what does it matter? Or couldn’t you just accept them all?”


      They were all companies at the forefront of their industry. It wasn’t like she’d be cheated. Plus, if she appeared in advertisements for all three, she’d pretty much be the face of scientific manufacturers in Japan.


      She puffed up her cheeks. “These aren’t pinup shots in a magazine. You can’t go around representing three rival companies in commercials at the same time.”


      “So that’s out?”


      “Picture it. The same actress advertising Asahi and Kirin at the same time, declaring both the best-tasting beer in Japan.”


      I shrugged. “Commercials are fiction after all.” (1)


      So this was what had been causing such a headache for her agency. Normally only one request, preselected, would make it to a talent at a time. But this time the three competing companies were all at the top of their field. None could be written off. It made more sense for the agency to just throw up their hands and let the starlet herself pick one. Plus, each contract would probably have a noncompetition clause. Someone would have to make a selection.


      “So anyway, I have to choose,” she concluded. “And I need help picking a company. You used to work in STEM. I thought maybe you could give me, like, your assessment of the companies.”


      “Couldn’t you just make your agency choose?”


      “They’re asking me which one I want.”


      Her agency really was throwing in the towel.


      “Uh, let’s see. My assessment of the companies... MitsuChem has the highest sales. Probably by around twice as much.”


      “Whoa,” Saito exclaimed. “Really?”


      “But Shokubai has had the most success with dungeon-related products specifically.”


      The legendary Powder might have been a joint development with the JDA, but Shokubai was the company that manufactured it. The chance to be their brand ambassador would light a fire under anyone’s ass.


      “Hm. I wonder if their commercials would have me endorsing specific products.”


      “Maybe. But then beautiful budding actresses don’t poop.”


      “Huh?” Saito looked scandalized.


      “Their main product is a dungeon-use excrement dissolver. Anyway...”


      A cushion came flying toward me, accompanied by an outraged shout.


      “Pervert! I am not representing poop-remover! No way!”


      I smiled wearily. “They make other things too...”


      “What about Shinetsu?”


      “In terms of total profit and overall technical prowess...”


      “Yeah?”


      “They’re the best.”


      Also the value of their stocks was way up.


      “So the highest sales is MitsuChem, and the one with the highest number of product successes is Shokubai, but Shinetsu has the highest profit margins and know-how?”


      “It depends on the specific area,” I responded, “but that’s the gist.”


      It looked like Saito was even more confused than before. “Plenty of pros and pros to consider.”


      “You mean pros and cons?” I asked.


      “From what you just told me, there aren’t any cons,” she responded.


      “Well, yeah,” I admitted. “But you don’t have to reinvent established phrases to say that.”


      “Okay, well, ‘strengths and weaknesses’ and ‘advantages and disadvantages’ all have negative connotations too. A rising actress must be careful not to offend. I’m practicing my tact.”


      “I don’t think you need to go that far. It almost feels like you’re making fun of them instead.”


      “I’m being respectful.”


      “Give it up.” I tossed back the cushion that had been thrown my way earlier. “Anyway, look, if you can’t choose, they’re really all the same. If the contracts are the same too, you might as well roll a die.”


      “Hm... Got it!” She looked up with fiery determination in her eyes.


      She’s finally made a decision!


      “I’m going to decide with a dice roll, just like my coach said!”


      She wrote all three companies down on a piece of scratch paper on the table and drew a circle around each one. Just then I heard a trill, and Rosary came and plopped down on one of the circles.


      “Huh? What is this? What a cutie!” Saito squealed.


      “It’s uh...” I hesitated. “An American robin? Her name’s Rosary.”


      “Why did you say that like a question?”


      “Because she looks like an American robin, but really we’re not sure what she is. She came from the dungeon.”


      In truth she’d come from a lump of benitoite that might or might not have been the vessel for someone’s soul, but it wasn’t wrong to say she’d come from the dungeons.


      “Huh? Like Aethlem and the others?”


      “Probably. But unlike for the Arthurs, we have to file a notice to keep her. And that’s got us in a bit of a jam.”


      Much like with the Arthurs, the WDA had no clauses specifying procedures for adoption of a dungeon-based creature. Other than us, no one had ever tried it before. That meant we had to follow local regulations for registering or reporting pets. But it wasn’t going to be as easy as simply adopting a stray cat (which, incidentally, required the least paperwork of all).


      As far as we could tell, the American robin wasn’t on the invasive or endangered species lists, nor was its import prohibited by the Wildlife Protection and Hunting Act. But keeping her did require filing a notice with the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare. And while filing the notice was all that was necessary to keep her as a pet...


      “The notice contains fields for country of origin, country of export, and area of departure...”


      I could just imagine the turmoil if we wrote “Yoyogi Dungeon” in those spots. All we’d needed to write for the Arthurs’ local dog registration was their descriptions and our address as the owners. But for a bird species not native to Japan, all of the above additional information was required—probably from the perspective of wanting to contain infectious diseases.


      “Plus keeping wild birds as pets is prohibited,” I explained. “So we can’t just say we found it flying around here.”


      Then again, maybe there was hope. While the American robin was thought to not be native to Japan, there had been reports in the June 2014 edition of Birder magazine that claimed some had been observed in Takikawa City in Hokkaido. And apparently that was the second reported sighting. So we might have some wiggle room.


      “Ultimately our only option may be to just let it fly around outside and claim we aren’t owning it—it just has a nest nearby,” Miyoshi, who had temporarily returned from the kitchen, added.


      “Right, see? It’s not like it lives in a cage. We can’t control what it does or where it builds its nest.”


      Miyoshi and I nodded as if trying to convince ourselves.


      Saito burst out laughing. “Like the bluebird of happiness,” she added dreamily.


      “Blue?”


      Rosary’s chest was reddish-orange. But her ordinarily gray-looking feathers did take on a bluish hue under certain light. And she had formed from benitoite...


      “Now that you mention it, she is kind of blue, huh?”


      “I guess one really does find happiness in unexpected places,” Miyoshi added.


      “Wasn’t blue in the play just supposed to represent the unnatural or impossible?” I pointed out.


      I’d heard that at the time the Belgian poet Maurice Maeterlinck had written the play The Blue Bird, there were no actual bluebirds in Europe.


      “That’s sounding more and more like Rosary,” Miyoshi responded.


      Hm... I couldn’t help but agree.


      “Isn’t ‘bluebird’ also slang for policemen sometimes?” I added.


      “So Rosary’s some kind of surveillance scout sent by the dungeons?”


      “Shhh. That almost seems plausible. Don’t jinx us.”


      After having a laugh at how genuinely flustered that got me, Saito had a peek at the table.


      “Well, why don’t we just go with Rosary’s choice?” she asked.


      The circle Rosary had landed on was Shinetsu’s. “Shinetsu?” I asked. “Not a bad ch—”


      “Ah, Shinetsu!” Something seemed to have clicked for Saito. “That reminds me! They actually had a clause I was curious about.”


      “A clause?”


      “Take a look.”


      Saito took out the contract and pointed to a certain section.


      The section contained a jarringly specific clause about having to appear in sponsored variety shows.


      “Still, TV appearances? Isn’t that normal?” I wasn’t sure what had her on edge. She was an actress. Did she hate the idea of being on a variety show that much?


      “Doesn’t this remind you of a certain ‘Dungeon Exploration Squad’?”


      “Say what?!”


      Had Shinetsu picked up the pilot as a sponsor? Even if they were a sponsor, would they really need to hint at it so brazenly in a contract like this?


      “I can’t change the contract, but I also can’t have you following me into the dungeon for protection every time if I need to do the show again either. What should I do?” Saito asked.


      “If the timing works out, we could loan you Aethlem.”


      We didn’t want him showing up on TV and getting famous, but if push came to shove, it would be better than leaving Saito unprotected. If the cat got out of the bag, we could always just say he was a servant of Artemis...er, right?


      “Really? I don’t know. I’d almost worry for myself more with that drill sergeant.”


      Ever since we’d sent them out for slime training together, she’d taken to calling Aethlem a drill sergeant. Nevertheless, the two got along.


      “Okay,” Saito said resolutely. “Let’s not question fate. I’ll do it. I’ll sign on with Shinetsu.”


      She put the contract away, then put her legs together, planted her feet on the floor, and straightened her posture.


      “Now,” she said. “The main reason I came.”


      “The main reason?”


      It wasn’t for advice on the commercials?!


      “The truth is there’s something I have to apologize for.”


      “Apologize?”


      I was starting to get a sense of déjà vu. I furrowed my brow and shivered a bit involuntarily. From my limited but recent experiences, nothing good ever came of acquaintances suddenly showing up and saying they had to apologize.


      “Yep. I’m sorry, but, Yoshimura, I accidentally let your cat out of the bag with your dedicated supervisor.”


      “My cat?”


      I leaned in closer to see what Saito was trying to show me on her outstretched phone screen. Unfortunately it wasn’t a cat video, but the World Dungeon Association Ranking List. And her finger was pointed right at the top spot.


      “Wh-Whaaa?!”


      How the hell does Saito know about that?!


      “Wh-What are you talking about?” I added, playing it totally cool.


      “What are you talking about?” I felt a sudden tug and realized she’d grabbed my left hand and pulled me forward. “Do you think there are any two people on Earth who both have a weird ring like this?”


      Adorning my left pinky finger was the ring with tribal carvings I’d obtained from Ngai. The thought that I’d been wearing the same ring as the Phantom struck me with horror. At first I’d figured it didn’t matter since I’d be wearing gloves, but after deciding the gloves would make it hard to use the sword in the event the handle slipped, I’d ditched them...and forgotten all about the ring.


      “So, coach.” Saito grinned. “The jig is up.”


      “C-C’mon!” I stammered. “I don’t have time to be the number one explorer with my busy career.”


      “I don’t even know what your ‘career’ is!”


      “H-Harsh...”


      This would be tough. Unlike people who knew me from other circumstances besides dungeon training, she didn’t have any preconceptions. She was just calling things as she saw them.


      Miyoshi came back out, carrying drinks. “Oh, is Kei finally busted?” she asked.


      “M-Miyoshi! What are you saying?”


      “Kei, it’s just Saito. It’s going to be more trouble than it’s worth trying to convince her at this point. Better to just admit it and bring her into the fold.”


      “Better, huh? O-Okay... You got me.”


      “So that was you in the cape?!”


      “It was, it was!” Miyoshi responded excitedly. “Check it out!” She struck a “Sirius Nova” pose in the middle of the living room, shouting the attack name and all.


      P-Please stop. I’ll die of embarrassment.


      “Pretty cool for Kei, right?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Yeah!” Saito stood up and struck a Sirius Nova pose too. True to form as a professional actress, she was actually pretty convincing.


      I put my hand over my eyes, rubbed my temples, then stared up at the ceiling.


      “That’s right!” Miyoshi said suddenly. “We’ve got something new too!”


      “Something new?”


      “Check it!”


      “H-Hey! Miyoshi!” That next bit’s still under wraps! “Wait,” I said as realization dawned. “You told Naruse?”


      If that were true, she might have passed it up the chain to her square-shaped boss by now.


      “Yes,” Saito responded. “But I’m not sure— How do I put this?” she paused. “She seemed surprised.”


      Unlike Saito, Naruse had interacted plenty with me in other contexts. She wasn’t likely to simply swallow the claim that I was the first-ranked explorer and leave it at that. She’d probably rejected the idea outright... I hoped.


      “Right after I told her, Cavall jumped out, and the whole thing ended kind of vaguely.”


      “What do we do about this, Miyoshi?”


      If Naruse asked us about it, we could always feign ignorance. It’s not like she’d demand to see my D-Card...would she? I could refuse, but that’d be as good as admitting it.


      “Admit it,” Miyoshi repeated, “and bring her into the fold.”


      “But she’s a JDA employee. She has work responsibilities.”


      Including the responsibility to pass anything she learned from or about us up to her superiors.


      “It’s so unbelievable, she could always say she thought it was just idle talk if you ever got publicly found out. No reason to report jokes.”


      “I’m not sure that would fly. Either way, she’s the only one who can actually decide what she’ll do.”


      “If you ask sincerely, I’m sure she’ll help keep your secret,” Miyoshi said earnestly.


      “Whoa,” Saito interjected. “Are Yoshimura and Naruse like that?”


      “Nope!” I butted in.


      “Like that?”


      “Never mind that,” Miyoshi piped up, saving me from the awkward moment in a rare act of sympathy. “Check this out!”


      Or at least I’d thought she was saving me.


      “Whoooa!”


      The two watched the footage of my battle with Cimeies, taking turns shouting, “Metatron Pillar!” and laughing.


      I would have to do something about this. Starting by crawling into a hole.
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      Kyudaimae, Fukuoka City, Fukuoka Prefecture


      A gaunt man concealing his face with a scarf and carrying a shoulder bag opened the door to the slightly dingy café. The interior was dimly lit, the pulse of faint R&B tunes carrying over the speakers. A staff member with a voice as dim as the lights and as even-keeled as the music directed the man to sit wherever he liked.


      The man felt the eyes of the few other customers on him. However, they quickly returned to their own little worlds. The man looked around, searching for something, then made his way to a table near the back where a rather portly gentleman had raised his hand in greeting.


      “Thanks for coming,” the portly man said with a grin. “I know this is a busy period for you.”


      “Please let’s just get on with it,” the gaunt man grumbled. “I’ve only got thirty minutes before I have to be back.”


      He reached into his shoulder bag and pulled out some sort of bulging envelope, which he extended to the portly man under the table.


      “Welcome.”


      The gaunt man jolted back at the sound of a woman’s voice behind him. He shot the waitress a glance.


      From his reaction, the waitress knew she’d just witnessed something shady. But she didn’t let it show on her face. She wasn’t paid enough to butt into customers’ affairs.


      “You haven’t eaten yet, right?” the portly man confirmed. He turned to the waitress. “One hot sandwich combo with...” He glanced back at the gaunt man. “Drink?”


      “Get re— Ah. Ah, I’ll...” Suddenly aware that he was drawing attention, the gaunt man settled on the simplest option. “Hot coffee, please.”
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