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      About This Publication


      This is a collection of the short stories that were included as bonuses with the release of each volume of the mainline D-Genesis novels. As we continued to release new volumes, at one point readers began to ask me if there was any way they could read the previous short stories. I filed that info away as something I’d like to make happen in the future—then things got super busy, and time just flew on by.


      Flash forward to the fateful release of volume 8. A short while after finishing “Black Cat,” I started getting more requests for the stories, and I came to the realization that these people were absolutely right. The stories were only available for a limited time, so there was no way for new readers to experience them anymore. Unfortunately, we had already wrapped up the volume by that point, so anyone who hadn’t read the previous short stories would be left wondering who the heck people like Ai and Megumi were...


      Treating that as a perfect opportunity, I reached out to my editor N and we put our heads together to mull things over. We wanted to give the readers what they were asking for, but we also couldn’t just throw all the stories into a release without keeping in mind that they were supposed to have been limited-time bonuses for each volume...sigh.


      In the end, we decided to go ahead and put them into a collection anyway. The readers who got the limited editions would still have gotten the privilege of reading the stories early, which would hopefully mitigate some of their potential dissatisfaction. Also, a mere reprint might’ve left longtime readers wanting, so we thought it would be nice to give the release some added value. I ended up rewriting a few bits here and there to better align things with the main story, and added some DVD-commentary-style blabber from me about when I was initially writing them for the volumes.


      My hope is that all readers of the series can find something to enjoy in this collection—whether they’ve experienced these stories before or not.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Island Where God Resides


      Commentary


      Volume 1 actually didn’t contain a bonus short story. Instead, a story that explains why Iori joined the JSDF was inserted in the middle of the book. Obviously that chunk can’t be reprinted here, so I encourage anyone who has volume 1 to pick it up and take a look.


      Once upon a time, due to certain circumstances I ended up staying in the remote islands of Okinawa for a year and a half. During that time, I wrote a fantasy story based on the idea of the last miko of Kudaka Island, and I ended up borrowing a bit of the essence from that tale when I wrote this particular story.


      Now, the Okinawan dialect I used was based on how they speak on the main island, and I agonized over that a fair bit. The smaller islands of Okinawa barely use any of the same words you hear on the main island, and that’s especially true for the Yaeyama Islands. The first time I went there I had absolutely no idea what anyone was saying—the older men and women sounded like they were speaking complete gibberish, and all I could make out was the typical Okinawan “sa” at the end. Even the local middle schoolers said that while they could understand what the older folks were saying, they couldn’t speak it themselves, so I suppose it wasn’t exactly surprising that such a brief visit got me nowhere in terms of comprehension.


      I am a huge fan of the modern horror genre, which was all the rage at the time, so I had a fantastic time writing this particular story. Unfortunately, it had to be cut from the manga version to maintain the flow of the overarching story, but both this and the volume’s epilogue are bits of writing I’m quite fond of as an author.


      By the way, I’ve been thinking that Iori and Hagane may as well become a couple—what do you think? Hagane is rather concerned about their age difference (eleven years), and their workplace dynamic is a problem as well, so he hasn’t been able to convince himself to commit to anything. Every time the two of them show up, though, I find myself thinking, Just get together already, ya big dummies! while I’m writing.


      Oh, and Iori’s feelings for the Phantom are more like a form of admiration, I’d wager.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Ashes to Ashes


      Foreword


      This story takes place over three days, from August 8 through 10, 2019. The final day is Yoshimura’s birthday, on which he turns twenty-nine.


      The 2019 G20 Osaka summit plays a pivotal role in D-Genesis. Or at least it’s supposed to—the story is subtitled “Three Years after the Dungeons Appeared,” after all. Fun fact: The Japanese word for “appeared,” which can be romanized to “dekite,” was originally supposed to be written in hiragana. I wrote it that way in the webnovel version, and I still don’t quite understand how it magically changed to being in kanji for the official releases. It’s almost definitely my fault, though. Getting back on track, this story takes place after things have calmed down from the G20 summit a bit.


      Since the events here take place in the future after everything has been wrapped up, it includes bits and pieces of info from the “golden bough” segment of volume 8. If these had been normal novels, that would’ve definitely been a huge no-no (because the readers wouldn’t have had any idea what was going on), but this is the fast and loose world of webnovels, so yeah...


      By the way, that particular “tradition” of referring to events in future volumes is kept alive and well into the rest of the short stories. Ah well, can’t do anything about it now!


      Anyway, since this was my first short story, I didn’t have a good sense of how long it should be, so I ended up just writing and writing until it was pretty much the size of a novella, with no sign of nearing the end. Time went on, the release date began to loom, and the pressure was so great I thought I might expire—which is another terrible tradition that has continued into the later stories...


      For D-Genesis, there’s a roughly three-to-five-month gap between the draft being finalized and the book being published (new novels need to go through proofreading, artwork creation, etc.)—which may seem like enough time to write not only a short story, but the entire next volume. However, I’m not sure if I’m just cursed with chronic laziness, or if a so-called “holiday novelist” can only handle so much, but the best-case scenarios just never seem to happen, and the release date always manages to sneak up on me. It makes no sense...


      Prologue


      It’s sooooo hot...


      We were under the dark shadow of an umbrella planted in the burning white sand, melting like a couple of slimes. Next to me lay Miyoshi’s corpse—er, body, limbs splayed out lazily, with a straw hat pulled down over her eyes.


      “Hey...” I mumbled.


      “What is it?” Miyoshi murmured back.


      “Why are we at the beach, exactly?”


      “Well, the main volumes are stuck in perpetual winter, and this book is coming out in summer. We’ve got to give people something summer-ish as a treat at some point, right?”


      It was a bit meta for my tastes, but I could smell what she was cooking. Still—


      “Don’t you think jumping straight to the beach as an emblem for summer is about the most trite thing we could’ve done?”


      “Well, how about fireworks, then?”


      “Ah yes, bright flowers bursting across the night sky. What a lovely idea!” I groaned in a mocking voice. “Is that what you wanted me to say? Big fireworks displays in Tokyo are hot, stuffy, and crowded as hell. Summer barely even comes to mind with fireworks; I just think of the massive throngs of people.”


      “Yup, that sounds like our lovely capital to me!”


      At the busiest summer times, anyone who decided to head over to the Edo River, Sumida River, or even Odaiba might well end up in a living hell.


      “Okay, then how about wind chimes?” Miyoshi suggested.


      “Chimes made out of Nambu iron sound so refreshing when they ring! Yeah, I feel myself cooling off just by thinking about it!” My words dripped with sarcasm. “Like hell! The wind never stops blowing, and the chimes never stop chiming! The ones made out of resin or glass may look refreshing, but I swear I’d rather rip my ears off than be subjected to the obnoxious sounds they make!”


      Ah, the summer heat really brings out my inner rage.


      “Hmm, what about sprinkling water on the streets?”


      “That’s actually nice and cool when it’s done in the morning or evening,” I replied. “When I see people sprinkling water in the afternoon, though, I kind of want to scream at them to stop making the street into a damn sauna.”


      The scorching midsummer sun above was already trying its absolute hardest to cook us to death. Meanwhile, the young women around us were all oiled up, as if they were purposefully frying themselves to a delicious golden brown.


      “What is this, some kind of restaurant? Next thing you know, they’ll be rubbing salt all over themselves too. Oh, I guess they’re already brining in the ocean, huh...”


      “You’re awfully grumpy today, Kei. We may as well just stick with the beach theme, huh?”


      “What, are you gonna be the resident swimsuit babe or something, then?”


      “H-H-How dare you look at me like someone just gave you socks for Christmas!” Miyoshi roared indignantly. “Fine, if you’re gonna call me out like that, I’ll just have to rise to the challenge, then!”


      “Huh? Sure, I guess...”


      Suddenly full of energy, Miyoshi leaped to her feet, threw off her hoodie, and struck a proud pose with her hands on her hips.


      “How about this?” It was a tankini with a crossed front, a style that had been quite popular of late. Despite her slovenly lifestyle, her waist was still rather slender, and the outfit looked pretty good on her. Yet—


      “Hmmm. I’d say the curves are a bit...understated?”


      I heard a growl escape her throat.


      “Kei, that was super-duper rude!”


      “Now, now. We can leave the swimsuit babe role to the other ladies.” I took a look around, but all I saw was either families out on summer vacation or couples enjoying themselves. And everyone in our immediate area was being all super lovey-dovey... “I think I’m gonna be sick,” I grumbled.


      “Come on, it’s no big deal! It’s right there in the title of the series!” Miyoshi declared.


      “The hell are you talking about?”


      “See, there’s a couple right there! And one over there too!”


      I stared blankly.


      “What’s your point?”


      “It’s ‘Three Years After the Dames and Gents Appeared’!”


      My entire body went limp from the sheer ridiculousness of her attempted pun.


      “We really need to find you a husband.”


      And thus we bring you a summer horror special! This story documents three days and two nights of terror and madness that befell our heroes one summer.




      Annotations


      Three Years After the Dames and Gents Appeared: A typo the author made in a Twitter post (“danjou” instead of “dungeon”). It was so ridiculous he couldn’t help but chuckle.


      Day 1


      “Nnggh...”


      I let out a funny noise as I stretched my back, having finally gotten out of the car. We had made it to the Shizugatake Service Area on the Hokuriku Expressway, and the blue summer sky stretched out as far as we could see.


      As they got out of the back seat, Saito and Mitsurugi each murmured their respective thoughts.


      “So we’re a little over four hours out from Tokyo, huh...”


      “Wow, so this is the Shizugatake SA?”


      Saito was wearing a summery sleeveless high-neck mini top with a high-waisted activewear skort, while Mitsurugi wore a long-sleeved blouse, a pair of black skinny jeans, and a straw capeline hat.


      “You were pushing for this service area really hard—but you’ve never even been here before?” I asked Mitsurugi.


      “Heh. Nope!” she replied, looking around as if she had some kind of objective to accomplish and was ready to head out to explore the area as soon as possible.


      “Saito really isn’t worried about getting sunburnt, is she?” Miyoshi observed. Mitsurugi’s outfit was quite clearly aimed at warding off potential sunburns, but Saito’s practically gleamed with a sense of liberation.


      “She said the SPF 50 sunscreen she put on wasn’t just for show,” I responded.


      “Oh, that’s right—they even protect their hair with UV spray. Actresses and models really take care of themselves, don’t they?”


      “And you don’t?”


      “I mean, I’ve got my own strategy, but compared to them it’s more like I’m just dangling my arms in front of me in a No Guard Stance.”


      “You and your references... I swear you’ve got to be lying about your age or something.”


      “Oh, stop Joe-king around, silly.”


      “Agh...”


      We had left Tokyo early in the morning, so it wasn’t even noon yet. The sun was only going to beat down on us harder as the day progressed.


      There was a reason the four of us had come out here together. Saito had shown up at our office the day before and offered to take us on a summer vacation with her. Apparently a friend of hers had invited her to stay at a villa resort ahead of its actual opening date.


      So this is what it’s like to be a celebrity! About the closest we ever usually came to that was buying Hana Celeb nasal tissues. Speaking of which, I thought the animal faces on the sides of those boxes looked kinda creepy. If you stacked a bunch of boxes in a cupboard, every time you opened it, you’re greeted by a line of cold, dead stares. But I digress.


      We weren’t sure how to respond at first, but for some reason Miyoshi ended up getting super interested in the idea. The moment she suggested we take a car because of how much luggage there would be between the three of them, that was that. Naturally, I wound up as the driver.


      “We made a pretty decent pace getting here,” I commented.


      Miyoshi snickered.


      “It’s all thanks to my brilliant navigating!”


      “What was there to even navigate? Once we got from Ohashi Junction onto Route 3, it was a straight highway the entire time. You don’t think I noticed you completely passed out with your mouth wide open?” I didn’t blame her for being tired—we had gotten up really early, and there wasn’t anything to do on the car ride besides stare at the same dull scenery for hours. Still, as the driver, I couldn’t help but get a bit irked with a passenger falling asleep on me.


      “You know, if you’d wanted to be a safe driver, you really should have kept your eyes on the road,” Miyoshi retorted, a pout on her face as she deflected my complaint with one of her own. “Besides, if I’d left it up to you, Kei, you would’ve just suggested we take the Tomei Expressway the entire way there, right?”


      Since our final destination was somewhere over toward Tsuruga Junction, we’d probably end up getting onto the Meishin Expressway at Komaki. Getting from the Tokyo Interchange to Komaki would put us on the Tomei the whole way, just as Miyoshi said. The Tomei was constructed specifically as a highway between Tokyo and Komaki, after all.


      “Probably, yeah.”


      “Listen, Kei.” Miyoshi raised her index finger as if she were admonishing a student. “If we take the Tomei Expressway all the way from Tokyo to Komaki, that would be a total of 346.7 kilometers. However, if we use the Shin-Tomei and the Isewangan Expressway as bypasses, it ends up only being 335.7 kilometers. That’s an eleven kilometer difference!”


      “Yeah, yeah.” Throwing out a perfunctory response, I stepped away from the car and over to an Ito En vending machine toward the back of the rest area, where I bought myself an Evian. The bottle fell to the bottom with a thump, and I picked it up, twisted off the cap, and took a sip—which suddenly reminded me that we still had plenty of food and drink tucked away in Storage and Vault. As I was making a mental note that we should probably work on organizing all that stuff pretty soon, I heard a cheerful, excited voice coming from somewhere off to my left.


      “Hey, Coach! Take a look at this!”


      When I turned to look, Saito had her face stuck through a photo stand-in panel that depicted the Three Azai Sisters, grinning merrily as she waved her hand at me from above the top of the board. It looked like it was based on an NHK Taiga drama from nearly ten years prior. There was no need to analyze any reports from the Development Bank of Japan to know that Taiga dramas were being used in an effort to revitalize tourism across the country.


      “Don’t tell me this is the reason you wanted to stop here?” I murmured as I took some pictures at her request, but Saito merely stuck out her tongue briefly in response. I sighed. “You might well be among the most popular actresses out there right now. What are you even doing?”


      “What do you mean, ‘might well be’? There’s no question about it!”


      “Right you are. So what’s the deal with this thing?”


      “This is a pretty old Taiga drama, right? I’m trying to pull in some of those ‘star’ vibes!”


      “So why are you sticking your face in the one on the left, then?” The stand-in panel had what looked like the three sisters lined up next to each other. The one in the center was standing a bit in front of the other two, who were both pulled slightly back.


      “What? Wasn’t Princess Go the heroine of this series? The sister in the middle is Chacha, right?” The woman on the right side had short hair, meaning she was mostly likely Hatsu, who became a Buddhist nun after her husband’s death and took the name Joko-in. Via the process of elimination, Saito had apparently concluded that the woman on the left was Go.


      “I mean, you can even look at the chibi version of Princess Go. She’s wearing a red headband!” She held up a pamphlet she’d received inside a nearby building with a picture of the princess on it, then pointed back to the stand-in panel.


      “But, uh...” Sure enough, there were three chibi figures drawn in at the bottom of the board, and the one on the left did look quite similar to Saito’s picture of Princess Go—yet I wasn’t convinced. “I still think the heroine would normally stand in the middle.”


      “Really? Did I get it wrong? Was I in the supporting actor’s spot?!”


      Then, suddenly, another voice piped up.


      “It’s written right here, Ryoko.” Mitsurugi was there in front of the panel, crouching and pointing. The names of the sisters were indeed written there in tiny characters next to each chibi portrait.


      “Oh nooo! Am I suffering from the supporting actor’s curse?”


      It’s nothing of the sort. It’s called being a ditz.


      “You were pretty much a heroine in your movie, weren’t you?” I pointed out.


      “Not really. It had a male lead, honestly.”


      “Hmm? What’s up with the face-in-the-hole board?” Miyoshi asked, having finally come out of the washroom to see what all the hubbub was about.


      “Face-in-the-hole?” I replied, blinking.


      “Isn’t that what they’re usually called? A face-in-the-hole board, or just a face-in-hole?” Miyoshi did a quick search and pulled up the Wikipedia entry to show me.


      “Sheesh, so there are actually proper names for these things? Though, uh...”


      “What is it?”


      “I mean... I’m just saying, any name that talks about ‘faces in holes’ sounds kinda”—I hesitated for a moment—“well, you know, awkward, right?”


      Saito gave me a look.


      “Wow. I never thought I’d hear something like that come out of your mouth, Yoshimura.”


      “Oh, believe me, Kei’s chock-full of lewd jokes,” Miyoshi said, eyeing me. “He’s already reaching that ‘dirty old man’ age, after all.”


      Saito gasped.


      “Really?!”


      Doing my best to ignore Miyoshi’s unhelpful commentary, I finished my thought.


      “Anyway, that’s why they’ll always be ‘photo stand-in’ panels to me, okay?”


      “You do you, Kei. Though as childish as they may be, I’m honestly surprised at how much everyone seems to love these things.”


      “Yeah, and they’re not always pictures of people and animals either—there’s even one out there that lets you pretend you’re a giant pudding.”


      Miyoshi blinked. “Why would anyone want to be a pudding?”


      “Well, so you can tell people how delicious you are, and ask them to eat you right u— Oof!”


      As she retracted the elbow that she had embedded into my side, Miyoshi looked over to Saito and Mitsurugi and gave them her best I-told-you-so grin.


      “Ugh. You really need to learn to pull your punches a bit...” I said between coughs.


      As midday drew closer, the intensity of summer continued to increase, further fanning the flames of freedom within us all.


      ***


      After departing the service area, we made our way from the Tsuruga Junction onto the Maizuru-Wakasa Expressway, then got off at the Obama Interchange. From there, we hopped onto National Route 162, which was a seaside road. Miyoshi and the others took in the scenery without a word, transfixed for a while.


      “Check it out, Kei! That police substation looks like someone’s house!”


      I glanced to the left side of the road and saw the Fukutani Police Substation. Just as she said, it looked like a regular house, through and through. The roof tiles had what seemed to be an array of strange stud-looking things arranged across them in a mostly regular pattern.


      “I wonder if those things on the roof are to keep people from slipping when they run across it?” Miyoshi mused.


      “I seriously doubt they get many roof-runners out here.”


      “They kind of look like scales too,” Mitsurugi added, glancing at the building.


      “Scales?”


      “Oh yeah! Wakasa is famous for its tilefish, after all. Freshly flame-cooked tilefish scales are so crispy and delicious!” Miyoshi interjected, using her hand to wipe away the drool she had conjured up by thinking about food on an empty stomach.


      Tilefish prepared in the Matsukasa style was a classic dish. In Japanese cuisine it was deep-fried, but in French cuisine they pan-fried it. First you heated up a large amount of olive oil to an extremely high temperature and started cooking the fish skin-side down, meaning you were basically deep-frying the skin. The trick to getting the scales to stand up so beautifully was to let the scale-side retain some moisture as you started cooking it.


      “There’s no way they’re supposed to be tilefish scales,” I responded in a deadpan voice.


      Mitsurugi laughed as she listened to our exchange.


      “Actually, I hear Obama is famous for some kind of mermaid folklore,” she revealed.


      “Really? I thought all it had going for it was its moment in the spotlight while Obama was the US President,” Saito said, flipping rapidly through the guidebook Mitsurugi had pulled out.


      “Well, I only read a tiny bit about it before we got here,” Mitsurugi admitted.


      “Whoa! We just passed the Wakasa Chopstick Museum! Apparently they have the world’s largest pair of chopsticks there!” Saito squealed.


      “The world’s largest...pair of chopsticks?”


      “Yup! Let’s see, it says here they’re 8.4 meters in length... Huh?”


      “I wonder how anyone is supposed to use chopsticks that big?” Miyoshi asked incredulously. “At that point, they’re just pieces of lumber made into Wakasa lacquerware.”


      “They were probably made for Daidarabotchi to use,” I suggested.


      “Daidarabotchi? The giants?”


      “Yeah. According to one legend, a Daidarabotchi monk who crossed the Sea of Japan ended up being an instructor to Rennyo and his monks at the temple Hongan-ji. Supposedly they spread his teachings across the country via boats sent out from Wakasa Bay and the Kohoku area of Shiga. Extrapolating from that, it wouldn’t be too odd for there to be some leftover signs of that in the Wakasa area.”


      “Why are you trying to make it sound plausible? Besides, that’s implying they’ve even been around five hundred years— Oh, take a left here after Uchitomi Elementary!”


      The entrance to that rather narrow street had a sign indicating we were headed toward the Angel Line. It also had a warning written in red letters: “Road closed during nighttime hours.”


      “No entry between 7 p.m. and 7 a.m.?” I would’ve understood roads being closed seasonally due to excessive snowfall or something, but what reason could they possibly have had for closing it all night long?


      “I wonder if it’s haunted by evil spirits or something? We’re getting into Professor Hieda territory, here!” Miyoshi clenched her fist in excitement as she referenced the manga Yokai Hunter.


      A lonely, remote village...mysterious rules...all we need now are some locals who don’t take kindly to strangers, and all the spooky elements will be in place.


      “Nah, it’s a lot more likely the road just doesn’t have any streetlights or guardrails or something.”


      “What? But there are roads like that all across Japan! And you can take those at night!”


      At your own risk, sure.


      “Whoa! The ocean!”


      Saito’s sudden exclamation was an accurate representation of the extraordinary sight on the road in front of us. Rice paddies extended far out to our right, the ocean stretched out to the horizon on our left, and both of them appeared to be at roughly the same elevation as the road. The waters looked as though they were ready to overtake us at any moment. Our car was quite literally riding the border between land and sea.


      After enjoying that view for a while, we saw a sign for a store along the side of the road. On this lonely placard next to a rice paddy in the middle of nowhere, a strange phrase was written: Turn left 500 meters back.


      “Back...?” I took a quick peek in the rearview mirror, and saw Saito and Mitsurugi turned around looking out the back window.


      “I don’t see anything but rice paddies!” Saito whined.


      “Do they want us to just stop right here and back up five hundred meters?” Miyoshi pondered.


      I see signs about things that are however many meters ahead all the time. Why the hell would anything say five hundred meters back, though?


      “It’s almost like they don’t want us going past this point...” Mitsurugi spoke in a murmur, but it resonated strangely loudly within the car.


      After continuing on for a while longer, the white dotted center stripe changed to a solid yellow line, and it felt like the road narrowed ever so slightly. That line began to fade almost immediately, the guardrail on the ocean side suddenly vanished, and the only separating marker down the center of the road was a split in the asphalt.


      “I’m not sure how much longer we’ll have a left lane.” The grass was growing into the shoulder of the road, making the line for the lane’s edge almost impossible to see.


      Feeling more and more on edge, we proceeded further still, until suddenly, we saw a huge wire mesh cage on the shoulder of the road ahead of us. It was roughly the size of a twenty-foot shipping container, and it almost looked like it was meant to hold some kind of animal.


      “What is that...?”


      “The local roadside falconer?” I quipped.


      When we got closer, it turned out to be a trash disposal area. Yet there were no signs of life within a hundred meters, nor signs of anything at all besides rice paddies and ocean. Who the hell would want to bring their trash way the heck out here?


      “Maybe this is where the mermaids of Wakasa Bay throw away their garbage?”


      I chuckled loudly in an effort to counter the rather unsettling mental image I got from Miyoshi’s joke, but the laughter came out a bit forced.


      Once we had passed a few more tiny communities, the road narrowed even further, to the point where we weren’t even sure whether two vehicles could pass each other.


      “To think we could get this far off the beaten path just a few hours out from Tokyo...” I said, slowing down to survey the area.


      “This is just too weird, Kei.”


      “I guess, but it’s exactly where the GPS is telling us to go. You’re sure you have the correct address, right?” I asked.


      “This is the address they gave me...but maybe we should ask someone around here anyway.”


      I took us back to a slightly better section of road and stopped on the shoulder by the seaside, then got out of the car and took a look around. Nearby, I spotted a strange, small building in the shape of a boat. A sign beneath a huge gate had the words “Tomari Disposal Facility” written on it, and nothing else. Next to that stood a utility pole with a yellow warning light flashing at the top of it, as if something were about to happen. What on earth is this place?


      “I wonder what they dispose of here?” Miyoshi asked, narrowing her eyes as she looked up at the yellow light dubiously.


      “The hell if I know... What I do know is there’s not a single shop around here to ask directions.” No matter where we looked, there wasn’t a soul in sight.


      “There is a Shinto shrine really close by, apparently,” Miyoshi said, poring over the map on her phone. Our signal, while far from rock solid, still seemed to be up and running.


      “Maybe we’ll find someone at the shrine office. Wait here for a sec.” Following the directions I had seen on the map, I headed toward the shrine.


      As I approached the path, there was a sign at about ankle height with a red arrow pointing in one direction. I had no idea what the arrow was supposed to signify, but I followed it onto the narrow pathway nonetheless. I continued on, passing by several dilapidated buildings surrounded by fig trees. The entire place was enveloped in a strange stillness, as if humanity had gone extinct. A longhorn beetle crawled along a fig branch, and as its squeaky chirps echoed out into the void, I felt like I could almost hear its voice bemoaning its status as the Earth’s sole survivor.


      After walking maybe another thirty or forty meters, I finally saw the shrine on the left side of the path. There were no signs of any people on the shrine grounds, nor on the surrounding paths. The entryway to the tiny building that was apparently used as a shrine office had a layer of dust on it, as if nobody had stopped by in quite a while.


      “Well, so much for that. Guess I’ll try calling.”


      I went to the Association of Shinto Shrines website, but even though the shrine was listed, both the email address and the phone number entries were blank, and nothing was written in the Shrine History section either.


      “What the hell?” I reluctantly put away my cell phone and decided to take another look around the area. “Man, what a pain in the ass.”


      As I was wandering the grounds, I came across some sort of flowerbed with three smooth, round stones lined up in a row on the ground. The deities enshrined here were apparently Hikohohodemi-no-Mikoto (also known as Yamasachihiko), and Toyotamahime-no-Mikoto (Yamasachihiko’s wife), so perhaps two of the stones were supposed to be the magical tide-flowing jewel and tide-ebbing jewel? In the illustrations I had seen at the upper Wakasahiko Shrine, they had looked less like jewels and more like poisonous cone snail shells stood up on end, though. At the time, I had thought, I guess every rose has its thorns, huh? but people did generally associate jewels with a more spherical shape.


      Still, there were three stones on the ground, not two. Wondering what on earth the last one was supposed to symbolize, I reached out to touch it, when suddenly...


      “Whatchyalldointhere, feller?”


      “Wha—?” I turned around and was greeted by what seemed to be a local man who was roughly in his forties. With deep wrinkles covering his copper-colored skin that had been weathered by the salty ocean breeze, he looked like a true man of the sea.


      “Ah, excuse me. I’m a bit lost, and I was looking for someone to ask for directions.”


      Once he realized I was a tourist, he switched from full Wakasa dialect to mostly standard Japanese. “Oh, you’re city folk. Here for the fishin’?”


      “Not exactly... Oh, do you happen to know a place called ‘Sukusu’?”


      As soon as I asked that, the atmosphere took a drastic turn.


      “S-Suku—” He started to repeat, but stopped before finishing the full word. It was as if he couldn’t believe I had actually said it—like it was taboo merely to speak the name.


      “Yeah. There’s supposed to be a place by that name somewhere around here—”


      I cut myself off mid-thought. The man’s face had gone pale, and he started backing away, eyes wide with shock, as if he had just encountered a ghost on some dark street at night.


      “Um, sir?” I took a small step forward, and the man matched it with a step backward of his own, as if I were some kind of plague-ridden rat that he was trying to keep his distance from.


      “J-Just keep goin’ straight down that there road, and you’ll get to the gate eventually,” he said, pointing quickly in the direction I had just come from. That was exactly where Miyoshi’s GPS had been pointing us—right down the narrow road we were feeling so uneasy about. But something was odd...


      “Gate?”


      Hearing that single word, the man somehow went even more pale. Is he having some kind of medical episode?


      “Excuse me, are you okay?”


      “F-Fitasafiddle!” the man blurted out, then turned and ran off.


      “What on earth was his problem...?” Tilting my head in confusion, I headed back toward the car.


      Miyoshi greeted me upon my return.


      “Oh, there you are, Kei! How’d it go?”


      I thought about the man’s bizarre reaction; it seemed like he had been frightened of something.


      “Question.” I turned to Saito, knowing full well she probably wouldn’t know the answer. “Is Sukusu some kind of forbidden zone or something?”


      “I know a lot of people come to this area to fish,” she said. “I don’t think forbidden zones are even a thing nowadays. And if it was something along those lines, how could they have built a hotel there in the first place?”


      She had a point. The tiny community we were in didn’t even have a single general store, yet there were apparently three different places that offered ferry rides. One had to assume most tourists that visited were coming to reel in a few catches.


      “I just Goggled ‘Sukusu’ and didn’t get any hits,” Miyoshi added.


      “None at all?”


      “It did bring up a place on the Nakasendo called Suharajuku...but Goggle has this thing where even if you ask for an exact match, it still shows hits even when there are symbols between the characters. It picked up ‘Agematsujuku→Suharajuku’ because the kanji for ‘juku’ in the first word and the kanji for ‘su’ in the second word read ‘Sukusu’ when they’re put together. It just completely ignored the fact that there is an arrow between the two.”


      “Sheesh. Sure would be nice if an ‘exact match’ were actually exact, huh?”


      “I’m with you on that one! Anyway, I found exactly zero hits relevant to our interests.”


      A location name with no internet footprint whatsoever? In this day and age? Something feels kinda wrong about all this...


      I cleared my throat. “Well, at least we had the right directions, apparently. Let’s get back on track. I’m starting to get hungry.”


      Upon proceeding further down the narrow road, all we found were ruins, ruins, and more ruins. There were a number of shipping containers strewn about the grass and the shoulders, some labeled as being from Yamazaki Baking, and others from Daiei with the Fukuoka Hawks logo printed on them. It almost seemed as though people had been living in them at some point in the past. If they had, I couldn’t imagine what kind of life it would’ve been, cooped up inside a windowless container like that all the time. Not to mention some of the containers even had massive dents and deformations in them, as if some giant thing had tried to smash them in.


      “Well, we found a gate, but there sure aren’t any houses. How could a hotel possibly stay in business at the end of a road like this?” I muttered, staring bleakly at the crushed shipping container that lay beyond a battered gate, where our destination should’ve been.


      “Maybe people come in by boat?” Miyoshi theorized. “They’ve got boat tours and whatnot, where people can check out the caves and interesting rock formations along the seaside.”


      “Huh. I guess that might explain why the roads aren’t being maintained.”


      The route we came in on would probably make the infamous list of the worst roads in Japan. No doubt it would’ve cost a fortune to fix it up all the way back to Obama, and no private company in their right mind would’ve been willing to fund it. Given that fact, it made perfect sense to secure a sea route instead. The place was “cut off from the world” in a fairly literal sense, after all. It was the same concept as staying at a hotel on a remote island, and they could’ve even made that their selling point. Places that were way off the beaten path could hold a special charm for some people—though once they finally made the trip, many of those people ended up regretting it.


      At least, that had been my experience when I visited a remote island back in my college days. Common sense had dictated that I could look forward to indulging myself with seafood all day long in such a location, but what I’d ended up getting were things like sautéed fish sausage, fried spam, and stir-fried bean sprouts. In hindsight, it made sense—it had been a simple inn on an island with no distribution system in place. The surrounding ocean no doubt held plenty of raw ingredients, but there’d been nobody to catch or sell them. Sure, dedicated fishermen might’ve been able to handle that, but the elderly men and women of the island sure hadn’t been up to the task.


      “Or maybe they want to preserve that nice, rustic feeling of an unmaintained road,” I suggested.


      “Supposedly there’s a port a bit further down that’s actually quite well maintained,” Saito said.


      “Oh yeah?”


      According to her, the port in question used to be a flourishing center of international trade.


      “Well, Tsuruga was a thriving port of trade for a long time as well, from the days of the envoys from Balhae until the railroad system was built.” It wasn’t all that far-fetched to think there would be a port nearby that was still reaping the benefits from those days.


      “What is that?” Miyoshi asked suddenly, sounding rather surprised.


      When I took my focus away from the road and looked up, my eyes went wide. There, enclosed by the trees that had grown across the road into an arch and were blocking out the sunlight above, was an amazing sight.


      “Maybe this is the aforementioned gate?”


      The gate, which looked just large enough for two cars to pass by each other, was made of a sturdy bronze or iron, and at its top was some kind of crest in the shape of a circle with a cross inside it.


      “What gate are you talking about?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Oh, the guy I asked for directions earlier said we would get to a gate eventually.”


      Stopping the car, I got out and looked up at the gate.


      “The gateposts look like they’ve been around a while, but the gate itself doesn’t look all that old, if you ask me.” The two components definitely looked like they were from different eras, if nothing else.


      Miyoshi furrowed her brow in thought.


      “Is it beyond here? If so, how exactly are we supposed to get through the closed ga—”


      Before she could finish speaking, the gate suddenly let out a tiny creak and opened inward ever so slightly.


      “Whoa! It’s like a horror movie! This place would make an awesome filming location!” Saito’s happy-go-lucky voice rang out from behind us as we stood there in front of the gate, frozen by the bizarre atmosphere.


      “Kei, I just got flashbacks of a certain Manor.”


      “Well, what do you know? So did I.” Though there’s absolutely no possible way it could show up here.


      One of the gateposts had some weathered characters carved into it that read “Sukusu-guchi.” Apparently it was the entrance to Sukusu after all. That means we’ve been on the right road all along. But why would anyone build a gate right over the main road?


      “Do you think everything beyond the gate is private property?” Miyoshi wondered.


      “Maybe. But you know, this kind of reminds me of an ancient European ghetto,” I murmured, noticing the locking bars on both the inside and outside of the gate.


      Ghettos were emblematic of the religious persecution of Jewish people in Europe during the late medieval period into the early modern era. Jews within the ghettos built walls from the inside to protect themselves from persecution, while the other inhabitants of the city built walls from the outside to prevent those inside from coming out on important holy days.


      “So what do you think is inside?” Miyoshi asked.


      “I’m guessing it’s a place where the influence of the deities of the Wakasahiko and Wakasahime shrines back there can no longer reach us.”


      “Ooh! The mercury’s rising on the Hieda-meter!”


      “Could you not?” I groaned, but stopped there. It was approaching the hottest part of a midsummer day, yet the canopy of trees above was keeping the area around us oddly cool, and due to that, it felt absurdly humid.


      “That symbol is the emblem of the Shimazu clan, isn’t it?” Mitsurugi said, tilting her head as she stared up at the gate. “What’s it doing all the way out here?”


      Saito gasped.


      “Oh my god, Haru, when did you become a historian?”


      “Oh, Ryoko, don’t be silly. You realize this emblem is really famous, right?”


      “Hey Kei! The Cross of Shimazu is a seal that destroys evil!”


      “What, you mean like making the sign of the cross on your chest?” The act of doing that was believed by some to ward off disaster and bring good fortune.


      “Well, there are theories that say it’s related to the Christian cross, at least.”


      “I seriously doubt that... The Cross of Shimazu has been in use since way before Christianity was introduced here,” I pointed out.


      “Maybe it’s one of history’s mysteries!” Miyoshi shot back.


      “Yeah, super mysterious. Anyway, as long as this isn’t a private road, we may as well head on in. Could you open the gate while I bring the car through?”


      “You got it!”


      After passing through the gate, we traveled down the snaking road for a while until the gloom of the forest vanished suddenly, as if something had sliced away all the trees, and we entered an open area illuminated by the bright summer sun.


      “Wow! It’s almost like one of those little villages built on the cliffs of the Mediterranean coast!”


      In the distance was a village that had been built on a small plateau in the back of a cove. The bright white sandy beach on the opposite side of the cove almost looked like it was made out of coral, giving the ocean an emerald green hue.


      “Are there actually any coral reefs in this area?” Mitsurugi said in disbelief, gawking at the color of the sand.


      I rubbed my chin in thought before responding.


      “I think coral reefs in Japan only go about as far north as Tateyama in Chiba on the Pacific side. On the Sea of Japan side, hmm... I believe Tsushima Island was the limit, maybe?”


      Saito suddenly poked her head out the window.


      “So...does that mean the owner of the hotel above the beach brought all that white sand in from somewhere else?” she asked innocently.


      “Nobody in their wildest dreams could hope to do that,” Mitsurugi replied, shaking her head.


      “Well, if it’s natural”—I pointed to the rocky area at the bottom of the hill on which the building stood—“it could just be unusually white granite sand.”


      “A quartz beach, then?”


      “Probably.”


      The quartz sand at Shirarahama Beach in the Wakayama prefecture was extremely white, making the ocean look rather green, but the waters we were looking at seemed even greener still.


      The town wasn’t built out of stone like ones you’d see in Italy or southern France, but the rows of quaint country houses lined up across the back of the cove, with their mix of Japanese and Western styles, were quite beautiful from a distance. And then there was the building on the other side of the cove, perched atop a small hill that seemed to jut right out into the water.


      “So is that the place we’re looking for?” I asked.


      “You know, it totally could be,” Saito replied.


      “It’s bigger than I thought it’d be. And it’s a Western-style building too! Way out here in the boondocks!” Miyoshi exclaimed.


      “She did say it had just been built, didn’t she...?”


      Saito shook her head.


      “Nope! My friend said they renovated an existing building.”


      “If this area prospered through trade, then maybe some rich person from the West built it back then?” I suggested.


      “Though we didn’t start building anything in the Western style until the Bakumatsu,” Miyoshi pointed out. “I wonder when and how the place was built...?”


      The source of the bricks was certainly something I was curious about—Japan’s first brick factory wasn’t even built until the Meiji era.


      The road circled around the perimeter of the town, then headed up the hill. We didn’t see a single person on the way there—maybe they were all out at work. The only sign of actual life in the town was the occasional drying laundry we saw outside, fluttering in the wind.


      My phone had lost signal shortly after we passed the Tomari Disposal Facility, but as we got closer to the hotel, I started picking up reception from a different network. Apparently the place was equipped with Wi-Fi, if nothing else.


      Once we had made it to the top of the hill and through the hotel gate, I parked next to the entrance, and a man came out immediately. He looked like—well, I wouldn’t quite say a bellboy or doorman, but perhaps the word “butler” was an appropriate fit.


      “Welcome, Miss Saito.”


      “Hi there! We appreciate your hospitality!”


      Two bellboys soon came out from somewhere behind the man, pulled our luggage out from the trunk of our car, then led Saito and Mitsurugi to their rooms.


      “This building looks like it could have a lot of history behind it,” Miyoshi remarked.


      Looking at it from up close, I saw that it wasn’t made from brick at all, but a combination of wood and stone.


      “According to the records, it was built by a Western woman who drifted ashore here in the sixth year of the Keicho period.”


      “Any idea when exactly that was?”


      “The Battle of Sekigahara was in the year 1600, which was the fifth year of Keicho, so the sixth year would’ve been 1601,” Miyoshi added informatively.


      “So a year after Sekigahara, then?”


      “March of 1601 was when the Dutch ships first showed up in Japan after setting sail two years prior. I imagine the Holy Roman Empire was sending ships all over the place around that time.”


      “Like the Liefde?”


      “A whole bunch of Portuguese ships came here from Macau in the late 1500s too.”


      “I’ve never heard about any ships drifting ashore in this area though.” If the Dutch ship Liefde had gone down in the annals of Japanese history, it would seem like any ship that landed here would’ve as well. In fact, it would have been awfully strange if it hadn’t.


      “Well, apparently the woman drifted ashore at Kuotogahama on some kind of small container-like vessel.”


      “Kuotogahama?”


      “That’s the name of the white beach at the bottom of the cliff. It was just some nameless beach before that, and the woman gave it a name sometime after she arrived. Now it’s a private beach for the guests staying at this hotel.”


      “Wait, a small container-like vessel...? You mean like an utsubo-bune?”


      “The Hieda-meter just went up another notch, Kei!”


      “Oh, come on. Utsubo-bune tales are folk legends, through and through. Besides, those all happened in the 1800s.”


      “Did they?” Miyoshi brought up a quick search on her phone, then showed me the results. “I didn’t do a deep dive, but it looks like the earliest records are from the Genroku period.”


      “When was Genroku again?”


      “Around 1700, roughly.”


      “Huh. So you’re saying this could be the oldest utsubo-bune on record in Japan?”


      The man, who had been listening to us, flashed a mysterious smile and shook his head.


      “I wouldn’t call them official records, unfortunately, but we do have some personal documents.”


      “Personal documents...? Whose?”


      “The shrine priest who took said woman into his care.”


      “Really?!”


      Apparently there was a small, ancient shrine in the forest nearby that wasn’t even registered with the Association of Shinto Shrines.


      The headquarters of the Association of Shinto Shrines was a slightly questionable-looking black building hidden among the trees of the Meiji Shrine grounds. It was nestled up against the Yamanote Line at the Kita-sando entrance, and it also happened to be right next to our office. With its security cameras out in plain sight, from afar it kind of looked like a hideout for some secret society, but in actuality it was a highly respected religious organization overseeing Shinto shrines across the nation.


      Of course, there were a fair number of shrines that were not a part of the Association. Many shrines had withdrawn from the organization in recent years, including the Nikko Tosho-gu in 1985, and the Tomioka Hachiman, which recently had gotten embroiled in a murder case.


      There was a huge stir in 2005 when the Meiji Shrine itself left the Association of Shinto Shrines. It rejoined again after a few years, but the intervening time introduced a rather comical situation: The Shrine Association Headquarters was situated right on the doorstep of a huge shrine that was no longer a part of said Association. The story just went to show, though, that shrines choosing to depart wasn’t that rare of an occurrence.


      “Which deity is enshrined there?”


      “It’s said to be dedicated to a kotoamatsukami—one of the earliest Shinto gods of creation.”


      “Sort of like the Mitake Shrine, then? What’s it doing all the way out here?”


      “We do have a few documents on display in the hotel with further details on that. If you’re curious enough, though, why not take a walk over to the shrine itself?”


      “Ah, good point. We’ll try to stop by if we get the chance.”


      Hearing that, the man bowed, then disappeared into the lobby.


      “A mansion built by a woman who washed up in Japan over four hundred years ago, huh...” I mused, turning my gaze back up to the fancy ceiling in the lobby. The interior had been heavily remodeled since those days, no doubt.


      “I wonder if the woman might’ve been English, and she drifted here on some kind of lifeboat?” Miyoshi asked.


      “Why do you say that?”


      “She was the one who named the nearby beach, wasn’t she?”


      “Kuotogahama, was it? I know ‘otogahama’ means ‘maiden of the beach,’ but you think ‘ku’ would’ve originally used the kanji for ‘pain,’ representing the woman’s painful sea voyage that ended with her washing up on the beach? Honestly I’m not too keen on the actual kanji for ‘ku’ they use either—why would she be an ‘eternal’ maiden?”


      “I guess it would make sense if the priest who found her named the beach instead—especially if he ended up marrying her. But honestly, a Western woman from the 1600s wouldn’t have known the first thing about kanji. However, what if the ‘oto’ kanji was originally pronounced as ‘otsu’ instead?”


      “‘Kuotsu’? Oh! Quartz!”


      The white beach was most likely made of quartz. It would’ve made perfect sense for someone from England to call it “Quartz Beach.”


      “But weren’t all the ships coming in at the time Dutch or Portuguese?”


      “You realize that the Dutch Liefde had Anjin Miura on it, right? His real name was William Adams—a bona fide Englishman!” Miyoshi stated, looking out at the ocean through a window on the stair landing as we headed to our room on the second floor. “There was a man in England around that time, a favorite of Elizabeth I, named John Dee, who created the Enochian language after supposedly communing with the archangel Uriel through a crystal ball. I wouldn’t be surprised if ending up on a beach made from crystal fragments had some kind of special significance to her.”


      Speaking of which, the Holy Roman Emperor in 1600 was Rudolf II. While he might have been rather questionable as a statesman, he had been quite the intellectual, and had been apparently well-versed in things like sorcery and alchemy. If the woman in question happened to be aboard a ship that was part of the Holy Roman Empire, things like that certainly could have had an influence on her.


      “I wonder what exactly they traded here that made it thrive so much, though?” Miyoshi wondered.


      That was a good question. Tsuruga was just a short trip to the east, and it probably would’ve been a lot more profitable for them to have sold their goods over there. No doubt there would’ve been a lot more options for goods to take home too.


      “What was our main export at the time? Silver?” I asked.


      “Yup. Also Japanese swords and mother-of-pearl. Oh, and slaves, I suppose...”


      It was a historical fact that Portuguese ships collected slaves from all over the world—a common practice at the time. Even here in Japan, they enslaved the people of Nagasaki during the Kyushu campaign, and a number of Koreans were supposedly brought back after the Imjin War—though all that ended up being outlawed by the year 1600.


      “Of course in 1587, Hideyoshi sent that letter to Coelho, the vice provincial of the Jesuit Order at the time, which basically said, ‘Fuck off with your slave-trading bullshit!’ And even Portugal enacted a law in 1595 that banned putting Chinese and Japanese nationals on the slave trade market...” Miyoshi trailed off.


      “So you’re implying this location would’ve been the perfect place to gather a bunch of women from a poor farming village to sell on the down-low?”


      “Maybe... But maybe it’s just my imagination running wild. Besides, do you even remember what we came here to do, Kei?”


      “Huh? Did we actually have something we were supposed to do on this trip?”


      “We’re on summer vacation! You’re supposed to get out there and enjoy yourself, jeez!”


      “Whah...?”


      “You’ve got ten minutes to get ready and meet us down in the lobby!”


      And so, against my will, I was dragged out onto the white sandy beach in the scorching summer sun.




      Annotations


      A photo stand-in panel that depicted the Three Azai Sisters: This panel was in that location a good while back, but I have no idea whether it still is. Maybe so?


      A photo stand-in panel that lets you pretend you’re a giant pudding: This panel was at the Marlowe pudding shop in front of Hayama Elementary School. The shop closed on July 25, 2019 after relocating elsewhere. The pudding panel...was not relocated with them. (It has since been moved, apparently.)


      Implying they’ve even been around five hundred years: Rennyo lived in the 1400s. The world’s largest pair of chopsticks, however, were created in 2009.


      Sign that says “Turn left 500 meters back”: This sign actually exists. What in tarnation?!


      Tomari Disposal Facility: This place really is standing there on the outskirts of a deserted village. At first I thought it was just a really funky-shaped building, but upon closer inspection, I realized it was modeled after a small fishing boat. As for the warning lights, at first I wondered if they signified some kind of nuclear activity, but considering how shoddy the place looked, that was highly unlikely. It would’ve been really scary if so! In actuality, it appears to be a rural fishery wastewater facility—a term that calls forth some pretty wild mental images in itself. Good job!


      ***


      “For crying out loud...”


      I changed into my swimsuit, threw on my hoodie, and was about to head back down to the lobby when a thought stopped in my tracks at the top of the stairs. Should I really be hanging around out there in an outfit like this? Just then, I heard a few of the hotel staff come out of a door next to the stairwell, chatting with each other.


      “That sure came out of the blue. Tomorrow night, right?”


      “Yeah. I sure hope we’ll be ready in time.”


      “What really matters is that we finish all our prep work by the day after tomorrow...”


      The men’s voices gradually faded away into the distance.


      “I wonder what’s going on the day after tomorrow?” I murmured to myself. And what came out of the blue? The four of us barging in suddenly, maybe?


      Feeling a bit guilty for causing them somewhat of an inconvenience by taking advantage of the invite to stay there before they were officially open, I went to meet up with Miyoshi in the lobby. From there, we were told we could get to the beach by heading down a white stone stairway along the cliffside.


      “Wow. These stairs would be a nightmare for older people and small children.”


      The narrow stairway was carved out of the cliffside rock, and there was a token white rope to use as a handrail, but considering how dizzyingly high up we were and how steep the angle of descent was, it was of small comfort.


      “Sounds like you’re already giving this place their very first guest feedback, Kei!”


      “I’m doing nothing of the sort! I’m just worried about Saito and Mitsurugi—”


      Just as I was trying to explain, I saw two figures waving at us from down on the beach.


      I blinked. “Huh? Weren’t they still in the hotel when we came out here?”


      “Apparently there’s also an elevator that comes down to the bottom.”


      It took me a moment to find my words.


      “Tell me, Miyoshi. Why exactly are we risking our lives taking the stairs?”
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