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      Prologue


      December 28, 2018 (Friday)
Minato City, Daiba


      “I’d like to begin by thanking you for your time.”


      In a small meeting room within the Central Television building, a well-groomed man with slightly boyish features smiled as if trying to hide his exhaustion, and bowed.


      “I’ve already heard the gist from Takanawa,” said producer Makoto Ishizuka. “You want to run some kind of dungeon-spelunking program, is that right?”


      Even given that this was his last open time slot before the end of the year, Ishizuka hadn’t expected the man to schedule a pitch with him so quickly after receiving an introduction from Takanawa at NHK. Doing so indicated either one of two things—admirable ingenuity, or a rush.


      Haruki Yoshida. Originally a TV personality, was it? While turning over the man’s bona fides in his head, Ishizuka listened to his pitch.


      Certainly, Yoshida had a point: From skill orb auctions to the release of sensational footage to the unveiling of the ridiculously named Heaven’s Leaks, sufficient groundwork had been laid for dungeons to attract mass attention once again. Plus, since dungeon coverage had been treated as a half-worn fad by most networks, the media had been slow to pick up on the trend, outside of a handful of cursory news reports.


      But what drew people in was the unknown.


      The reason dungeon coverage had been treated as a worn-out fad in the first place was that studios had exhausted all the information they could safely gather with which to pique public interest. Dungeon coverage had lost its luster, so to speak. However, if some miraculous new phenomenon were to occur—something which could rekindle the feeling of a fantasy movie or anime having come to life in the real world—that would be another matter.


      Of course such a program would carry the risk of death. But if it succeeded in the ratings, that would be a risk worth bearing. Should push come to shove, Ishizuka could always have this man take the fall.


      Everyone in this industry was taking advantage of other people’s risks to one extent or another. Anyone who considered themselves above doing so simply wasn’t cut out for the job. Even if a bit of recklessness resulted in some new government regulation, the early bird would still have gotten the ratings worm.


      “So, what do you think?” The man concluded his spiel.


      “I see...”


      In April, Central Television would be undergoing a major programming restructure in order to unify several shows under its Live News banner. As a result, its late-night lineup would also be in for a shake-up. If they could get in with a special at the start of the April season, they might be able to capture as much as three percent of the late-night audience. With the number of companies releasing products made from dungeon-based resources recently, provided the special had a certain seriousness in tone, it might even have some baked-in sponsors. Of course, that all depended on the content.


      “Okay. Let’s say I gave you the tentative green light. Timingwise, we’d probably be looking to kick things off with a special at the top of the spring season. But considering this would be uncharted territory for us, it’s a little hard for me to promise a time slot based on nothing but a pitch.”


      “You’re telling me to turn in a pilot?”


      “Considering the time frame, I’m not telling you to work miracles, but...”


      “I can have one by early next month.”


      “Really? Well then, I can’t wait for you to surprise me.”


      With that, Ishizuka extended his hand.


      ***


      His meeting with Haruki Yoshida finished, Ishizuka descended the steps in front of Central Television’s main entrance. Rays of sunlight poked in between buildings, streaking across the ground. Ishizuka was considering the size of his network’s meager late-night variety block, as well as which shows seemed likely to be cut.


      “Hnh?”


      His thought process was interrupted by the vibration of his phone. Seeing the name on the caller ID, he furrowed his brow, then answered while leaning against the stairway handrail.


      “This is Ishizuka spea—”


      “I quit!”


      The comment from the other side of the line was so sudden that for a moment, Ishizuka hardly knew how to respond.


      “Himuro?” he finally got out. “What’s going on? I don’t hear from you for a few days and this is the greeting I get?”


      “You didn’t tell me—you didn’t tell me we were dealing with monsters here!”


      Taken aback by Himuro’s outburst, Ishizuka almost couldn’t comprehend what his old friend was saying. Was this about the request he’d gotten from the head of production the other day to look into Ryoko Saito? That seemed likely. Did that mean her production team had sued?


      “Get a grip.”


      “I have a grip! You don’t have any idea what I—”


      Himuro’s voice was so loud that Ishizuka reflexively withdrew the phone from his ear, clicking his tongue and scrunching his face into a grimace.


      “Himuro, you’re at an eleven. I need you down here with me at a four.”


      Once it sounded as though the voice on the other end of the line had relaxed, Ishizuka brought the phone back to his ear, but now Himuro was prattling on about potted durantas, note cards, and this or that other incomprehensible thing. Even the ordinarily cool Ishizuka could no longer conceal his frustration.


      “I’m telling you to get your shit together!”


      Noticing a group of passersby staring at him, Ishizuka shot back a belabored smile as if to say “No problems here!” then headed down the steps at a fast clip. Phone still pressed tightly to his ear, he moved towards the comparatively deserted West Promenade.


      “Okay, Ryuji. Mind telling me what the hell’s going on?”


      He tried calling Himuro by his nickname from their college days. Himuro’s first name was Takatsugu, but because the characters could be read as “Ryuji,” recalling the Japanese word for “dragon”—“ryu”—that was what he was known as among friends.


      After a brief silence, Himuro stammered, “I-I threw it away. I know I did.”


      “Threw what away?”


      “But then it was back in my room... It even had a note card attached!”


      “What note card? What did?”


      “The pot! The duranta!”


      “Excuse me... Duranta?”


      From Himuro’s words, Ishizuka understood it must be some kind of plant, but Ishizuka didn’t know a duranta from a daisy, much less what significance it might have. His confusion was only growing.


      “That’s it for me,” Himuro declared. “I’m out.”


      “Ryuji, what are you talking about?”


      “Mako, I’m saying this as your friend. Stay away.”


      “Stay away from what?”


      “From the people you told me to investigate!”


      “Ryoko Saito? Did her people threaten you with something?”


      “No!”


      Listening to Himuro’s manic assertions that the situation defied common logic, Ishizuka could only think back on coverage he’d once done on obsessive-compulsive disorder.


      “Hey, Ryuji,” Ishizuka tried again. “You all right? You sure you don’t need a doc—”


      “No, damn it, why don’t you get it?!”


      “Get what?”


      “Whatever’s lurking in that office, it’s not human!”


      Ishizuka floundered for a response. He could only imagine that Himuro was indeed suffering from some kind of psychiatric disorder. What had happened to reduce the once great Ryuji the Fireball to this?


      “Listen,” Ishizuka said at length, “I got it. I’ll let you off the job.”


      “It’s too late for me.”


      “Too late?”


      “But you can at least save yourself. I’m warning you, get out while you still can.”


      With those words hanging in the air like a dire proclamation from beyond the grave, Himuro fell silent.


      After a moment, Ishizuka spoke up. “Ryuji?”


      No sooner had Ishizuka said his friend’s name than the phone gave off a soft electronic click, signaling the end of the call.


      “‘You can still save yourself’...?” Ishizuka repeated.


      The sunlight which had been so strong up until then had disappeared behind the clouds, and a cold wind pricked Ishizuka’s skin, causing him to shiver.


      “What the hell was that about?”


      Despite Himuro’s warning, Ishizuka had already had a connection in the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications start pulling strings. There was no backing out now.


      Come to think of it, though, I have felt like I’ve been being watched recently...


      Ishizuka raised his head, surveying his surroundings.


      The West Promenade was empty, and for a moment he was overcome by the strange sensation that he was the only person left on Earth. Yet still he could feel a pair of eyes boring into him from somewhere, as if from some window up above.


      He traced the facade of the Central Television building with his vision, landing on the window where the head of production’s office should be. He wondered if he weren’t the one whose risks were being taken advantage of now. He was beginning to regret having ever taken on this request.


      JDA Headquarters, Ichigaya


      Just before noon, Miharu Naruse paid a visit to the public relations division of the Dungeon Management Section.


      “Oh, Miharu? If you’re looking for Section Chief Saiga, he’s not here,” her female coworker said, looking up from her desk.


      “Really?”


      “He’s been running all over since this morning. It’s been wall-to-wall appointments.” She leaned in, whispering to Miharu. “Can you believe it? The infamous MIA Saiga. As in, ‘Meetings? I abstain.’”


      Saiga’s renowned disdain for meetings wasn’t due to a lack of cooperative spirit. No one with that attitude could survive in a leadership role. It was simply that he abhorred meetings which he felt were a waste of his time.


      “‘MIA Saiga’!” Miharu laughed. “That’s too much!”


      However, she had a sneaking suspicion as to what was keeping her boss occupied.


      ***


      “So they want to rent the large conference room?” Saiga had asked her yesterday.


      “That’s right,” Miharu had answered.


      The official entrance to the Yoyogi Dungeon perimeter sat some distance away from the entrance to the dungeon proper. Within those grounds, the JDA had constructed a building equipped with locker rooms, showers, and other amenities including public rental spaces.


      The large conference room was one such public space—a generously sized room situated on the building’s first floor.


      “Can’t they just submit an application?”


      “It’s more that they’d like to...occupy it.”


      Saiga repeated the word slowly, as if trying to verify what he’d heard. “‘Occupy’?”


      The JDA offered longer rental options, but those were at most meant to span the duration of a short conference or event. The facilities were never intended for long-term private use. The possibility had never even been discussed.


      “They want to start some kind of training program for dungeon explorers. Apparently they’d like to use the conference room as home base.”


      “A training program? You mean like the kind coaches sometimes run?”


      Athletic coaches the world over, attributing tales of improvements in athletic ability to something in the dungeons as an environment, had set up training camps in relatively safe areas within them. Such activities had been compared to high-altitude training in mountains—although no one had ever verified any concrete results.


      “I don’t have many details, but according to them, they have a method of rapidly increasing explorers’ abilities. Miyoshi called it ‘boot camp.’”


      “‘Boot camp’?”


      The term “boot camp” originally referred exclusively to American military training camps, but in time had come to refer to all military-styled drill programs. In Japan, it probably owed its spread to a high-intensity workout routine known as Billy’s Boot Camp.


      “So a way to show beginners the ropes?” Saiga asked.


      “From the way they described it, it was actually going to be reserved for intermediate explorers and above.”


      “Let me get this straight. They claim to not only have a way to rapidly increase explorers’ abilities, but one that only works for already-veteran divers?”


      It was common knowledge that serious explorers could slowly improve their abilities over long periods of dungeon diving and monster hunting. Periodic health exams and fitness reports had been testaments to that much. The efficacy of athletic training camps might have been in question, but there was no doubt proper exploring did the body good. However, was there really a way to replicate similar results in a condensed span of time?


      “I don’t know,” Miharu shrugged. “But Miyoshi seemed confident.”


      Saiga slumped back in his chair. Folding his arms, he furrowed his brow in concentration.


      This was D-Powers, after all. If they claimed to have a way of doing something, it was safer to assume that they really did.


      It wasn’t a bad proposition—the JDA might be able to glean useful information as well. However, there was still the matter of their occupying a public-use space.


      “Sir, there is, er, one more thing,” Miharu added after a pause.


      “What is it?”


      “Miyoshi asked me to deliver a message.”


      “A message?”


      Sensing Miharu’s hesitation, Saiga felt a wave of trepidation wash over him.


      “‘If we get the room, we may be able to have a certain device ready in time for testing season.’”


      “A ‘certain device’? You don’t mean—”


      “It’s probably the D-Card verifier.”


      “Ah, there it is!” Saiga groaned.


      He’d known he was putting them through the wringer by pressuring them to make the device. Now D-Powers had come to collect. He sighed, then picked up his desk phone receiver.


      “Hello. Ah, this is Saiga. Sorry to bother you, but I’m going to need a report on all conference rooms’ operational statuses as well as a rundown of next year’s bookings.”


      Miharu felt a pang of guilt watching her boss make the call. She was already aware of all of next year’s bookings. The small and midsize rooms were frequently reserved, but the large one was hardly touched outside of annual events. She’d been the one to suggest it to Miyoshi herself, when asked.


      “Okay. We’re going to need a hold on it—no more bookings. Yes, through next year. Yes, that’s right. Got it. Thank you.”


      Saiga put down the receiver.


      “We can offer the room at a bargain. In exchange, I’m going to need you to have them finish that verifier—even if you have to hold their feet to the fire.”


      “I’ll pass that along. Incidentally, they’re planning on meeting with a manufacturer tomorrow—seems like the idea is to iron out production count and delivery details.”


      “They’re planning to work over New Year’s?”


      “Possibly.”


      “Why do I have a feeling this isn’t going to come cheap?” Saiga gave a defeated chuckle.


      He couldn’t imagine anything good coming out of running up a debt with D-Powers, but it was the only option they had left.


      “Should I tell them we’ll offer the room as part of our payment plan?”


      “You do that,” Saiga said.


      ***


      What was keeping Saiga busy today was undoubtedly approval for the conference room, along with the matter of the D-Card verifiers.


      “So what are you up to, Miharu?” her coworker asked.


      “Oh, nothing. Just thought I’d update the site a little before checking in with the chief.”


      “You mean the Information Bureau home page? This wouldn’t be about Mining, would it?”


      Miharu gave a slight nod.


      “So it’s already been verified?” her coworker marveled. “But remind me, did we send out an investigation team?”


      “Something like that.”


      “‘Something like that’? Really, between you and the chief, the Dungeon Management Section’s keeping more secrets than a war room! Speaking of, you said you were going to check in with him, so I suppose you have an idea what all these meetings are about.”


      “Come on! I’m just a full-time handler. I don’t know what all the bigwigs get up to.”


      “Hmm... Suspicious!”


      “Nothing suspicious at aaaall!” Miharu trilled.


      With a wave and a smile, she turned and walked into the hall, leaving her coworker to shout after her, “Communication is the bedrock of any working relationship, you know!”


      The D-Card verifiers were an issue of utmost urgency, but tomorrow the JDA would be shutting down for the New Year’s holidays. If they didn’t do everything they could to push the issue through in the next few hours, they wouldn’t get another chance until at least the fourth—and if they were unlucky, the seventh. If they had to wait until then to start preparations, having the verifiers ready in time for the National Center exams would become a distant dream.


      Miyoshi said they were going to discuss production numbers this morning... 


      When Miharu had stopped by the D-Powers offices that morning, Asha had still been asleep, while the two members of the party were getting ready to head out.


      They were bantering back and forth, asking how the other’s stomach was holding up and whether they felt recharged for tomorrow.


      “I was hoping to loaf around all day,” Miyoshi said, “but thanks to a certain JDA, here I am, nose to the grindstone at the crack of dawn.”


      Miyoshi played it off as a joke, but Miharu could sense the genuine frustration in her words. The verifier request had only come up the night before yesterday. The JDA was lucky D-Powers had been willing to respond at all.


      Asha’s bodyguards scurried around the premises, engaged in some sort of urgent business. Miharu asked about what they were up to, but all Miyoshi would say, with a grin, was that they’d “have their hands full” tomorrow. Come to think of it, Miyoshi and Kei had been discussing some kind of outing, but what could have all these black suits in such a tizzy? Was being a bodyguard simply always that stressful?


      “Ah, Sakurai!” Miharu called out, spotting the JDA internet communications manager in the hall.


      Miharu passed Sakurai the memory card containing all the data she’d compiled on Mining, insisting that it be published today.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 05: D-Powers, LLC


      December 29, 2018 (Saturday)
Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office


      “I’m so sorry!”


      After we got back from Comiket, we found Naruse waiting for us outside the entryway to our office. What’s more, she suddenly started apologizing!


      “Hold on!” Miyoshi interrupted. “Thank you for the, er, thought, but we don’t even know what this is about.”


      “Oh, right! You see...” Naruse launched into her explanation of the problem that had arisen last night.


      Apparently, our woes started with a media interview request.


      “At first, it was just a request to talk to the explorer whose commercial license was tied to the skill orb auctions.”


      The Dungeon Management Section had responded with a simple “Unable to accommodate your request,” but that hadn’t stopped more inquiries from pouring in without end.


      “But then several days ago, the requests stopped altogether.”


      Their communications manager, relieved, assumed the media had finally gotten the message, but it was late last night, just before leaving, that they learned the world wasn’t so kind.


      “Usually, the requests would come to the Dungeon Management Section’s public relations division,” Naruse explained. “But this time, it came straight from the MIC through one of the directors at the JDA.”


      The MIC—or the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications—was the agency overseeing broadcasts and communications in Japan. Someone in the media having connections there they could leverage with the JDA wasn’t unlikely, but what really shocked us was that not only had the JDA agreed to set up a press conference with D-Powers, but spread word as if it already had!


      “You signed us up for...”


      “...a press conference?!”


      Dumbfounded, Miyoshi and I spoke almost in unison, then turned to look at one another.


      “Miyoshi, what the heck did you do to that Himuro guy?”


      “What? Come on, that’s got nothing to do with this! He was after Saito, remember?”


      “I dunno,” I mused. “He did have your ID number and our address in his notebook.”


      “Aaaargh,” Miyoshi groaned.


      What had probably happened was that Saito had been used as the lure, while the one they were really fishing for was her “coach.” Still, where the heck had Himuro gotten Miyoshi’s commercial license ID and our address from?


      “Naruse,” I said after a pause. “What’s up with JDA security?”


      Taking the opportunity, I decided to bring up our previous apprehensions about the leak of information on the D-Card verifiers and Miyoshi’s commercial license.


      Seeming concerned, Naruse promised to look into it.


      “By the way,” I continued, “this ‘director’...”


      “That would be Executive Director Mizuho,” Naruse answered sheepishly.


      Ah, that old codger! Still, I couldn’t deny that the ability to compel others to comply with whatever completely absurd request popped into his head and have them brush it off as just “Mizuho being Mizuho” was a formidable power.


      “Before he came to the JDA, was Mizuho with the MIC?” I asked.


      “Apparently he worked for the Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications before it was dissolved into the MIC and the Postal Services Agency. It’s possible he still has connections there.”


      “That explains it. He must have wanted to look big for one of his old cronies.”


      “It certainly seems believable.”


      To Mizuho, the request to get in touch with D-Powers might as well have been word from God. Thus, in the midst of his discussion with his MIC connection, the press conference had transformed from a mere suggestion into a reality.


      Still, he couldn’t just arbitrarily set the date and time. If it wasn’t a day we could make, Mizuho would be forced to eat crow.


      “So you’re here to confirm a date?”


      “That’s right,” Naruse said. “I’m so sorry.”


      “I dunno. Seems like a pain. Maybe we just ignore it.”


      We could always let Mizuho fall on his face.


      “I’m not sure I’d recommend that,” Naruse responded. “Executive Director Mizuho has been known to hold grudges.”


      “Ah, he does seem like the type,” Miyoshi commented.


      Come on, Miyoshi! What’s up with the peanut-gallery act? You’ve got skin in the game too!


      “Kei, think. What’s the media after? A juicy scoop like the figures behind the orb auctions, right?”


      “Yeah. That does seem like their most probable target.”


      Recently, dungeons didn’t exactly feel like front-page news. Even with Evans Dungeon’s recent capture, news outlets had hardly touched on familiar topics like the strategies used on its monsters or new inventions derived from its drops.


      At the heart of this phenomenon was likely the fact that dungeon footage was often gruesome, if you could get your hands on it at all. It was hard to sell a story without visuals—a picture was worth a thousand words.


      The JDA being bombarded with requests for the footage of the Wandering Manor that Naruse had uploaded the other day was proof of how desperate networks were for something they could air.


      But if a picture were worth a thousand words, the kind of words that could almost close that gap would be ones indicating cold, hard cash—like the eye-popping prices attached to skill orb auctions.


      “Plus there’s Heaven’s Leaks,” I noted.


      “What? That’s not on us! We just offer a proxy domain service.”


      “The request came through the MIC. They manage electronic communications across the country. You don’t think they could tie the site to us if they wanted?”


      “This is an invasion of privacy!” Miyoshi protested.


      “Relax. I just said, ‘if they wanted.’ But even then, the most they could get would be the server and domain holder info. They wouldn’t be able to prove who was actually doing the translations. I’m sure we could weasel our way out of that.”


      “You sure? You’re not exactly Mr. Silver-Tongued.”


      “Ha ha, well, I am the honest type! Better to leave the sneaky stuff up to you!”


      “What’s that supposed to mean? You’re saying that like I’m some kind of villain!”


      “Ah, hey, come on! It’s just that you’re so good at—”


      “So good at what?”


      Seeing Miyoshi’s bloodthirsty grin, I decided to throw in the towel and shifted my gaze away.


      After she was done showing me who was boss, Miyoshi turned to Naruse.


      “Naruse, the press conference request was just for ‘D-Powers,’ right?”


      “That’s right,” Naruse answered. “Why?”


      A mischievous smile spread across Miyoshi’s face.


      “Heh heh heh. Kei, why don’t we give them what they want? We’ll have them dancing in the palm of our hand.”


      You really do sound like a villain!


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “Duh! Could we have asked for a better PR opportunity?”


      “PR?”


      “They asked for ‘D-Powers.’ They didn’t say whether that was the party or the company.”


      I was beginning to get it. We’d turn the situation around, and make all the journalists who had gathered for the scoop on D-Powers’ orb auctions play the main role in our new company’s advertising campaign. The D-Powers who had collected and run the sales for the orbs was D-Powers, the party. They would be a legally distinct entity from D-Powers, LLC, the dungeon-services comp—


      “Wait a minute. You mean you used that stupid name for our company application too?”


      “You’ve got a lot to learn about business, Kei. It’s all about consistency.”


      “Well, thanks to you, we’re consistently stuck with these dumb names.”


      Despite having fun with Miyoshi’s wording, I could see the benefits of recognizability, so maybe my own ideas didn’t consist of anything better.


      “But even if the media cover the conference, they don’t actually have to run the story. You sure this is a good idea?”


      “Oh, we’ll give them something to run,” Miyoshi declared with an air of self-satisfaction. “We can be pretty outrageous, after all!”


      At that last comment, Naruse nodded a bit too vigorously.


      Before I knew it, we were going through with the press conference under the name of our mid-registration limited liability company, working out presentation details and a date.


      “Can we bring up the verifier?” I asked.


      “Of course. That’s a company product. Same with the status-measuring device. I don’t want to leave any wiggle room for them to try to claim dungeon taxes on it.”


      “By the way, Naruse, what happened with all of that?”


      “Ah, I almost forgot!” Naruse clapped her hands together. “I ran your request by Saiga yesterday.”


      Yesterday we’d done our own legwork too. We’d left Asha to recover from her curry pilgrimage, postponing sightseeing until the afternoon, and gone to visit Midori at Tokiwa Lab.


      Tokiwa Lab, Edogawa City


      “Is this some kind of joke?”


      Midori hadn’t held back when we showed up at Tokiwa Lab to discuss the email we’d sent the previous day—our request to create the D-Card verifier, complete with Miyoshi’s schematics.


      We’d finally gotten to the point of an RC stat-measuring device and were ready to move into talks for production, and now we’d thrown a wrench in the works, asking for a new device entirely. It was only natural to wonder if we were out of our minds.


      “It’s more like...” I paused. “A social obligation.”


      “Social obligation?” Midori chuckled. “I didn’t know that expression was in your dictionaries.”


      “Well, yeah, we’re quick learners.”


      “But hey, based on the schematic, construction shouldn’t be too difficult. Plus, unlike the stat-measuring device, this one should actually do numbers, right, Boss?” You could almost see the yen signs in Nakajima’s eyes as he pored over the schematic.


      Fair enough; our potential client base would be nothing less than every testing center in the world. Demand didn’t get much bigger than that.


      “All very well and good,” Midori conceded. “But aren’t you forgetting the casing? A metal casing order will put us at least a month out. The National Center exam is in just over two weeks.”


      “We could try 3D printing the cases, but even then... There’s fused deposition modeling—but that comes at the cost of stability...” Nakajima folded his arms and tilted his head, looking puzzled.


      After a moment, I tossed out the idea I’d been considering since last night: “What about polypropylene boxes? Like the kind from hundred-yen shops?”


      I was talking about the translucent, white-lidded, soft plastic boxes carried in almost every store. In other words, plastic food containers.


      “Polypropylene boxes? You mean like the kind used to store leftovers?” Midori asked.


      “Uh, yeah.”


      “Oh man, that really takes me back,” Nakajima said dreamily. “I used to use plastic food containers or cardboard boxes as casing for small electronics projects back in middle school.”


      In that moment, I felt closer to Nakajima than ever before. The shameful truth was, I’d done stuff like that too. Housing a first circuit board in an empty cookie box was something of a formative experience for us techies. “I bet you tried making a crystal radio when you got your first soldering iron too!”


      “You bet! Can’t get many crystal earpieces these days,” he lamented, referring to the antiquated earphones that had once been paired with the small DIY radios.


      Right, right! Plus, afterwards, the ground wires would come undone and you couldn’t get sound anymore. Man, those were the days.


      “Okay, grandpas! That’s enough shop-class talk,” Miyoshi interjected.


      “What? You mean a dyed-in-the-wool nerd like you never messed around with a homemade circuit board?”


      “Please. Some of us were into girly things.”


      “‘Girly things’...?”


      I couldn’t picture Miyoshi having ever been into “girly things,” but there are some things the universe dictates just shouldn’t be said.


      “Okay, let’s say we use food containers,” Midori spoke up again, her expression deadly serious. “What price are you planning to sell these at?”


      “Well, what are our base costs?” Miyoshi inquired.


      “Let’s see. It doesn’t need any transmission components, and we can use simple red and green LEDs for the verification results. After that there’s the power button and its corresponding LED, and then the buttons for operation. For the main sensor there’s the D132, and...wait, D132?!” Nakajima furrowed his brow. “Miyoshi, why is the sensor a D132? Wouldn’t SCD28 be better?”


      “Very good, Nakajima!” answered Miyoshi. “That’s exactly right.”


      “Then...I’ll get started on the corrections.”


      “That won’t be necessary. Please go with the D132.”


      Judging from Miyoshi’s smile, there was some kind of method to her madness.


      “But in terms of both cost and functionality, the SCD28 would be better suited. Also, what’s up with this filter? It doesn’t seem to have any purpose at all!”


      “Very astute. That’s exactly what anyone would think, provided they knew how the software worked.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Nakajima, this here is prerelease hardware. With the time crunch, we haven’t even had a chance to apply for a patent.”


      “Sure, but...” Nakajima began, as if intending to say that if the patent were an issue, that would be a simple matter of filing the proper paperwork.


      “Kei.” Miyoshi turned to me. “Hasn’t something seemed fishy to you about all this from the start?”


      “You mean the ‘insider trading’ thing we talked about the other day?”


      “‘Insider trading’?” Nakajima scrunched his brow in confusion and looked to Miyoshi and Midori. “He did say ‘insider trading,’ right?”


      “Think about it,” Miyoshi continued. “If test providers truly thought there was no way to verify whether or not someone had a D-Card, there’d be no reason to bother us. That’s a simple ‘Sorry, no can do.’”


      “That’s true.”


      No matter how urgent the circumstances, sometimes you’d have no choice but to give up and explore alternative solutions. There’d be no reason for the test providers to be hung up on the idea of D-Card verification enough to keep bothering us—at least not ordinarily.


      To begin with, the consequences for the test providers themselves were minimal. Students who cheated on the test with telepathy would come out ahead, but the losers would be the other test takers that year, rather than the academic institutions themselves.


      “There’s no major loss for them even if we don’t have the devices done on time, so why the rush?” Miyoshi asked.


      “They still have to try everything they can before giving up, even if it’s just for appearances,” I answered, only half believing my own words.


      “‘Try everything they can.’ But in this case, they’re hung up on one possibility they can’t. Even if we could build the device—and from their perspective, there’s no guarantee of that—the odds of us having it done by the start of testing are basically zilch. In other words, all those emails were sent in the name of something they should have known was doomed from the start.”


      “Well, when you put it that way, it does seem pretty suspect.”


      “And yet we got hounded by them. Absolutely flooded with emails from testing locations across Japan. Doesn’t that strike you as strange? Almost like someone was exerting outside pressure?” Miyoshi folded her arms, placing her right hand over her left elbow, sticking out her right pointer finger dramatically. “Almost as if having the devices rushed out before patent was the goal?”


      Only a select few in the JDA knew about our plans for the stat-measuring devices, and only Miyoshi and Nakajima knew the technical details themselves. Even Midori and I only understood the gist. Considering that we hadn’t even applied for a patent yet, no one could have secured the device’s details through leaks in the patent process either.


      “You think someone is trying to wrestle in on our technology?” I said.


      “I think someone’s trying to put us in the ring.”


      Adopting her best Sherlock Holmes aura, Miyoshi looked back and forth between Nakajima and me. “It’s elementary. We have to assume any information pertaining to the devices from this point forward will be leaked.”


      Part of me wanted to believe Miyoshi was overthinking, but maybe that was heedless optimism. I couldn’t deny that the timeline seemed strange. Saiga had asked Naruse if we might be able to construct D-Card detection devices, and the very next morning, a mountain of emails had wound up in Miyoshi’s inbox.


      If information on our party were being leaked from somewhere, details on the stat-measuring and D-card verifier devices would be no exception.


      “So,” Miyoshi continued, “for the sensor, we’ll be going with the D132. I thought we’d go with something a little more expensive, more ill-suited for its task, and with intellectual property rights held up for as looong as possible by a single older company that’s fallen slightly behind the pack. The filter is to obscure how the software works, so the more the merrier on that front.”


      Also, Miyoshi explained, the sensor had to be something we’d ruled out for use in the stat-measuring device.


      “I see.” Nakajima broke into a grin. “A truly cunning ruse. I tip my hat to you.”


      “Midori, is it really okay to leave everything up to those two?” I asked, gesturing to Miyoshi and Nakajima.


      “If you want to get in their way, be my guest. I’ll hire you as a manager if you come back alive.”


      Watching the two of them cackling over their schemes like two evil geniuses in their secret underground lair, I decided it was better to remain where I was. “No way.” I shook my head. “It’d be like jumping into a pool of piranhas.”


      “Now you get it.”


      I didn’t like the thought of being made to dance in the palm of someone’s hand, but watching Nakajima and Miyoshi, for a moment I almost felt bad for whoever was on the other side.


      “So, let’s say we go with the food containers,” Nakajima said. “Our manufacturing costs would come to about four or five thousand yen per unit, give or take. Then there’s just labor and assembly.”


      “That sets our price at about...one hundred thousand yen apiece,” Miyoshi announced matter-of-factly.


      Midori and I bolted up.


      “One hundred thousand yen?! Are you kidding me?! Our cost percentage is going to be half a percent! Miyoshi, they’ll come after us with pitchforks and torches!”


      “You’ve got to be joking!” Midori blurted out. “You’re talking about something that’s mostly three light diodes and two switches slapped together inside a box for leftovers! Where do you get one hundred thousand yen?”


      “Remember the case where that 1.4-million-yen CD player was found to be using the same motherboard as a twenty-thousand-yen counterpart? I think that’s enough evidence to say that components aren’t what make the price,” Miyoshi protested.


      I wanted to argue that that was just in regard to the digital processing component and not the other parts of the equipment, but she was right in her basic point.


      “We can justify the bulk of the price as going into the rush. Plus, Midori might not get much work out of Nakajima for a few weeks.”


      “Huh? Am I going somewhere?” Nakajima asked.


      “How does the sound of back margins grab you? Say to the tune of twenty thousand yen per unit?”


      “It sounds like you say, ‘Jump,’ and I say, ‘How high?’!”


      “You two...” Midori kneaded her brow.


      Still, seeing the offer hadn’t been vetoed, Nakajima unfurled the relevant order forms on the table and began running through them with Miyoshi.


      “There’s nothing too obscure in the components, so it shouldn’t be hard to procure the necessary parts. How many were you planning on for the first batch?”


      “I guess as many as we can make.”


      “With a small lot, I could contract the circuit construction with a third-party manufacturer.”


      “Better not,” Miyoshi said. “That’s going to be a huge red flag.”


      It would be like putting up a neon sign on the devices that said “Come steal me.” If whoever was behind this whole thing were at all the suspicious type, they’d balk at the obvious trap.


      “Then we’ll make them ourselves. Circuit breadboards would save us work on soldering, but we’d have to worry about parts being knocked loose. Though once we get into our rhythm, soldering might be faster too. If I do the main circuit boards, we could have—let’s see—maybe ten done per hour?”


      “That fast?!”


      “That’s assuming I have an assistant to line up the parts. I’d want someone for final assembly and testing too. If we hit the zone, we could pump out two million—or, okay, maybe not, but at least one hundred per day!”


      “Nakajima, those back margins are, of course, going to the company,” Midori stated with a coy smile.


      “I, er... Of course, Boss.”


      “But I suppose you can consider some of them earmarked for a bonus.” She sighed.


      “Oooh, someone’s a softie!” Miyoshi cooed, earning her a knock from Midori.


      “By the way, Miyoshi,” Midori continued. “I’ll remind you this is still Tokiwa Lab. Back margins or not, there are still our contracting fees.”


      “Ah, very astute! I was wondering when you’d bring that up.”


      “‘Astute,’ nothing. That’s standard protocol.”


      “Tell that to Nakajima. He didn’t even ask. Maybe you’ll have to dock his pay.”


      Midori chuckled, then leaned in and whispered to Miyoshi.


      “So then, our cut?”


      “We’ll count the back margins as expenses, and split the rest fifty-fifty.”


      “Deal.”


      “Wait, so the back margins are just a dangling carrot for Nakajima?” I asked, butting in.


      “You can’t trust someone who would blow every bit of profit on equipment upgrades with delicate money matters,” Midori answered.


      That might have been true, but I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Nakajima, busying himself with schedule preparation and issue triage while his soul was being auctioned off. Absorbed in his work, he was oblivious to Miyoshi and Midori’s conversation.


      “We could have a part-time worker to help with assembly, although there’s no guaranteeing who we’d get,” Nakajima commented. “Posting to job-searching sites could also risk an information leak.”


      “We could always help out, right, Kei?”


      “Both of us?”


      “Of course!”


      “In the meantime, I’ll start prepping the main circuit boards,” Nakajima said.


      “Don’t let me down,” Miyoshi commanded. “Starting tomorrow, we’ll be aiming for one hundred units a day. In the meantime, let’s get enough parts for twelve hundred, and rush order anything you can.”


      “Tomorrow? That’s the twenty-ninth!”


      “Tomorrow was supposed to be part of the New Year’s holidays, but what are your thoughts, Nakajima?” Midori asked.


      “I’ll order everything I can today! Plus, Akihabara should still have shops open through the thirtieth. Anything we can’t get now will have to wait until the fourth, so let’s make as many as we can and then, once we’ve used up all our parts, take a break until after the holidays.”


      Watching the fired-up Nakajima, I could see that his STEM career had inured him to a certain degree of inhumane working conditions. Still, while knowing it wasn’t healthy, I couldn’t help but feel a tinge of admiration.


      “Officially, Tokiwa is closed from tomorrow until the sixth,” Midori commented. “I can’t tell you how to spend your time off, but it’ll be hard to count work done over the holidays as part of company pay.”


      Ah, of course. There’s that issue.


      “But I suppose we could treat it as a holiday work request and match it with compensatory days.”


      “Come on, can’t we just call it a little holiday part-time job? Let me make a little cash on the side!”


      “Suggestion heard but summarily rejected.”


      “Oof. Ah, well. It is an offshoot of the stat-measuring device, so I guess it’d be hard to count as an entirely separate project.” Taking his rejection in stride, Nakajima promptly dove into the task of contacting parts manufacturers.


      “Now, with that out of the way.” Miyoshi turned to Midori. “Have you given any more thought to the matter of the company partnership?”


      “Ah, right.” Midori unfolded her arms, sticking her hands into her lab coat pockets. “Since it was originally my grandfather’s, I brought it up with the family, just in case.”


      This must have been the family meeting Naruse had talked about the other day. Had they actually approved the partnership? I suppose she felt it was best left up to Midori, so we hadn’t heard how it went.


      “Miharu was fully on board.”


      Of course Naruse would have known that despite the ridiculous-seeming proposal, it wasn’t a scam or a swindle. At most she might have been concerned about her sister’s company being absorbed, but Miyoshi’s promise that Tokiwa Lab would continue to operate independently seemed to have set her at ease. Although as a result, it complicated the matter of how we could handle investments.


      “Glad to hear it. Can we get down to brass tacks on production of the stat-measuring device then?”


      “Nakajima?” Midori called.


      “H-Hold on. Just a second. There...we...go.” Reaching a stopping point in his orders, Nakajima unfurled an extremely large paper schematic across the table in front of us.


      “What is that?” I asked.


      “Production designs for the stat-measuring device—which, by the way, please think of a name for this thing—with each module split up into its own plans. We’ll contract each module to a different manufacturer.”


      Standing over the schematic, Nakajima explained the ins and outs of each module. “Afterwards, we’ll assemble the modules here. Since this isn’t an everyday item, it’s unlikely we’ll be producing enough to justify the cost of full automation.”


      “In other words, you don’t expect this to sell.”


      Taken aback by my bluntness, Nakajima scratched his head, plastering on a strained smile. “Well, given that our main demographic is serious explorers, we are dealing with a fairly limited user base.”


      Fair enough—this wasn’t exactly a toaster oven. If we could sell them at twenty or thirty thousand yen apiece, some curious tech enthusiasts might buy one as an expensive toy, but it was still a niche product.


      “We were thinking that with the amount we’re expecting, we’d only manufacture the casing, and then assemble the modules here with a little good old-fashioned elbow grease.”


      “Which would also allow us to use my grandfather’s old factory,” Midori added.


      Tokiwa Lab had originally been the site of Midori’s grandfather’s manufacturing plant. The lab sat on what had once been the factory parking lot, and at the point it was converted, most of the old buildings had been left intact. Or to put it less generously, her family had been too stingy to have them torn down.


      “It would save us time and money compared to new construction.”


      Under normal circumstances, constructing a new steel-frame building would take three months plus one month for each floor. With the upcoming Olympics and recovery from the Great East Japan Earthquake straining construction resources too, there’d be almost no way to expedite the work.


      “We were told we could have the old place up and running in a month,” Midori continued.


      “That’s perfect!” Miyoshi responded.


      “‘Perfect’?”


      Sensing the conversation might run long, I took a quick glance at the time.


      “I’m going to go contact Asha,” I declared.


      “That’s great, Kei, thanks!” Miyoshi responded, already absorbed in her next topic.


      Waving at everyone over my shoulder, I stepped out into the hall.


      ***


      “The other day I asked a little about Tokiwa Lab’s stock distribution, but could you still take new investors?” Miyoshi said.


      “You don’t beat around the bush. As a private company, we’re allowed authorized shares at a rate of ten times our currently issued ones. However—”


      “For tax purposes, you want to remain a small-to-midsize company. Don’t worry. Right now, I’m only thinking about brushing up against the one-hundred-million-yen mark.”


      Under corporate law, any company with under one hundred million yen in capital was considered a small-to-medium-size enterprise and subject to more lenient taxes. However, since more capital drew more investors, that was a bridge every growing company would eventually have to cross.


      “You want us to put out every share? Unless they’re nonvoting shares, my stake would drop to six percent.”


      “Not if you buy them all. They’ll still be your stocks.”


      “Where am I supposed to get that kind of money?”


      “A loan!”


      “A loan?!”


      “We’ll finance you.”


      “I’m not sure about this, legally speaking.”


      The line between gifts and loans was murky. Between family members, nearly any large transfer would be considered a financial gift, subject to substantial taxes. Unrelated parties had more leeway, but it was only natural to wonder which side Miyoshi’s proposal would land on.


      “Gift, loan, either way we need to increase your capital. It’ll be hard to take big investments with your company at its current size.”


      “Big investments,” Midori laughed. “And where are those supposed to come from?”


      “A guardian angel.”


      “‘Guardian angel’? Believe me, I walked around looking for investors until my feet fell off, and they’re not exactly lining up. Where exactly is this heavenly benefactor of yours?”


      The previous year, Midori had run a frantic search for investors in her start-up, only to be laughed away each time.


      “We already have one lined up.”


      “Sure you do,” Midori countered, exasperated. Her eyes narrowed. “And exactly how much were they willing to throw into this money pit?”


      “The other day Ke— Yoshimura said he’d be ready to put in about ten billion yen.”


      “T-T-T-T-Te—”


      “Ten billion yen?!” Nakajima shouted from behind the frozen Midori.


      Kei had figured mass-producing the D-Card verifiers would take a large initial investment. Given the demand, the operation would quickly grow to an unbelievable scale.


      “Managing production seemed like a pain, so he’d rather have you handle it.”


      “What?”


      “He’s allergic to work.”


      “But ten billion yen on a whim? What does he think money is? He didn’t seem like the ultra-rich type.”


      Miyoshi chuckled. “You can say that again.”


      “S-So I’ll have t-ten billion yen for research funds?” Nakajima gasped, sputtering back to life with the grace of a broken robot.


      “Nakajima!” Midori snapped.


      “Yipes!”


      Midori delivered a swift, playful karate chop onto the rebooted Nakajima.


      “Anyway,” Miyoshi continued, “we were hoping to foist it onto you. If it’s okay, that is. Money is apparently no object.”


      “But you need us to increase our scale so we can take on large investments first.”


      “You got it. It might sound weird, but I consulted an expert and this is the best way to have you retain control of the company while legally investing large sums. First, though, we need to shore up your capital as high as it can go.”


      With a small company, there was the risk of investments being held as de facto financial gifts by the tax agency. As the final decision on that front rested with the tax agency rather than the parties involved, it was important to avoid improper appearances at all costs.


      “This is assuming the other stakeholders in the company don’t mind having their voting rights reduced by nine-tenths.”


      “That should be all right. It’s all family, and just around five percent each. They’re more interested in seeing growth and dividends than maintaining voting power. If anything, they’ll be elated to see the value of their stocks go up.”


      “Officially, our investment is going towards the manufacture of the new tech. But it looks like we won’t need that much for the stat-measuring devices.”


      “It seems likely.”


      In addition, since the initial batch of D-Card verifiers would be handmade, they wouldn’t require a large sum either.


      “So go ahead and spend the rest on whatever you need for the lab.”


      “They do exist! Guardian angels really do exist!” Midori cried.


      Nakajima practically lifted off the floor. He was already rattling off all the fancy new equipment he was going to buy. “I’ll need that one, and that one, and...oh, one of those! I never thought I could afford it, but maybe one of those too!”


      “Take it easy, Nakajima!” Midori cautioned. “We don’t want to blow our whole windfall right away. You hear me, right? Nakajima?”


      “Heh heh heh heh...ha ha ha!”


      “There’s ROMMEDICA on April 11! Medical Show Japan in Osaka on June 13! Medical Taiwan four days after that? You want to at least wait for those, right? Nakajima, cool your jets!”(2-4)


      “Bgwah?!”


      Midori socked Nakajima clean in the jaw, sending him tumbling backwards.


      Miyoshi looked on fondly. “Are you two always like this?”


      Midori plopped down in a chair, recollecting herself.


      “Midori, don’t take this the wrong way. But are you and Nakajima...an item?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Wh-What? Where’d you ever get a preposterous idea like that?”


      There was never a wrong time or place for juicy gossip. Judging from Midori’s flustered reaction, Miyoshi guessed she was right on the mark.


      “You two just seem like you don’t have any boundaries,” Miyoshi remarked.


      “Years of working together will disabuse you of any of those.”


      “You should take care of him.” Miyoshi glanced at Nakajima, his eyes still spinning circles on the other side of the table. “He really is something special. Although he doesn’t look it.”


      “He did design the bulk of the essential components for our hardware himself,” Midori reminisced. “As far as not looking it, I suppose he and your Yoshimura have that in common.”


      Miyoshi thought of Kei, out in the hallway calling Asha, and smiled.


      “I suppose that’s true.”


      After that, the conversation moved further into the logistics of the company partnership, manufacturing costs, and sales prices. In the end they had worked out a rough schedule for production.


      ***


      “Hey, Miyoshi,” I called from the doorway. “It’s about time we got going.”


      Their conversation seemed to have reached a conclusion, and we had to meet Asha soon.


      Saying goodbye to Midori and Nakajima, we headed for the exit.


      “Ah, hey, wait up, Miyoshi!”


      Nakajima stopped us just short of the doorway, looking like he’d just remembered something.


      “What is it?”


      “The RC1 prototype for the stat-measuring device. I stripped out some unnecessary components and adjusted the accuracy based on the data you gave me.”(1)


      “Whoa, what? You work fast.”


      “Well, subtraction is easier than addition. Not having to worry about the aesthetics helped too. By the way, I am really going to need you to think of a name.”


      “A name?”


      “Yeah! I’m about to put through an order for the casing with the company that designed most of the shells for our lab. I can’t ask for a logo if I don’t even have a name.”


      A name? To tell the truth, I didn’t have much confidence in our abilities there. After all, we’d wound up calling our party “Dungeon Powers.” What was even more embarrassing, and further proof of how ill-suited we were to the task, was that we’d kind of grown to like it.


      “Got it. We’ll get back to you soon,” I promised.


      “We have our hands full with the verifiers, and any design work for the measuring device will have to wait until after the holidays anyway, so no rush, but knowing by the first would be nice.”


      “Roger. We’ll come up with something by then.”


      With that, we took off from the lab.


      “What are we going to do?” I asked Miyoshi.


      “No clue. Any ideas?”


      “None. Time to unleash our secret ‘Hire Someone Else to Do the Work’ technique?”


      “Maybe if it were an entire advertising campaign. I don’t know who’s going to sign on just to think up a name.”


      “Yeah. Not a lot of money there, huh?”


      Lately it was practical concerns that seemed to be giving us the most trouble.


      Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office


      “So, it depends on how quick we are once we get into our flow, but we should be able to pump out around one hundred units per day.”


      “What?!” Naruse responded. “Really?!”


      Taking out her tablet, Naruse began reviewing the same dataset Miyoshi had been looking over.


      “There are 693 testing sites total, with the largest being Mie University with 4,634 examinees. The others surpassing four thousand examinees are Hokkaido, Tokyo, and Niigata. Four total.”


      “Even verifying one person per second, with one device, the verification process for crowds that size would take over an hour,” I groaned.


      “Not only that. We’d need time for people to move to the testing hall too,” Miyoshi added. “You can tack on at least five seconds per person for that.”


      Even with the number of examinees having dropped from previous years, we were still looking at 576,830 test takers.


      I couldn’t see being given more than an hour for verifying ahead of each test. If Miyoshi were correct about it taking close to five seconds per person, the number of people we’d be able to verify with one device in one hour would be 720.


      “With around eight hundred units, we should be able to get everyone done on time,” I concluded.


      “Then we’ll want to aim for at least one thousand.” Miyoshi borrowed Naruse’s tablet and scrolled through the data again. “There are plenty of locations with fewer than 720 test takers.”


      “In that case why not two thousand? Might as well cover all our bases.”


      Twenty days remained until the date of the test. At a rate of one hundred units per day, we could have two thousand devices ready.


      “Right now we’ve only secured enough parts for twelve hundred. We can’t guarantee we’ll be able to hit two thousand, no matter how fast our pace is. It all depends on the components.”


      Our worst-case scenario would be promising two thousand and being unable to come through. It was better to play it safe. Until we went into production, there were still too many unknowns.


      Having worked out the numbers, Miyoshi began composing some kind of email.


      “Naruse, on that note, we haven’t heard anything regarding the delivery method or what the JDA’s budget is.”


      We’d gotten moving on development due to the urgent nature of the request, but without a formal order or budget, was it really safe to plow forward with production?


      “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t expect things to be quite so unproductive with the New Year’s holidays. Everyone should know how urgent this is,” Naruse grumbled.


      “Ah, speaking of! Kei! With people taking Friday off as vacation, we’re looking at nine days of holiday!”


      Friday was the fourth—the sole working day between the New Year’s holidays and the following weekend. The number of people taking it off to string together a longer break would be no small sum. Now we were beginning to understand the terror of an organization where everything hinged on group approval. Individuals might think nothing of taking an extra day off, but any one absence could gum up approval processes. In a crunch, the ones who bore the burden of reduced timelines were always the subcontractors at the end of the line. This was one of the spots where the exploitative working conditions that often plagued Japanese companies began.


      “Without a decision until the seventh, forget two thousand units, Kei, I don’t see how we could ever even safely commit to a thousand.”


      Naruse, who had been listening to our overly pointed conversation with a beleaguered smile, picked up her phone. Shooting us a look that begged for forgiveness, she took the call that had come through.


      “This is Naruse speaking.”


      Probably the superior she was in contact with earlier.


      “Think it’s that square guy again?” Miyoshi whispered.


      “Probably. But he’s a section chief, right? I thought this when he decided to entrust orbs to us too, but is it really okay for him to make those kinds of decisions at the level of section chief?”
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