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      Prologue


      Akasaka, Minato City


      Tenko had been summoned to a meeting at a chain restaurant near Jo’s studio in Akasaka. It wasn’t an enormous trek from Yokohama, but the meeting spot was still relatively far, which didn’t sit well with the dungeon-based YouTuber. Entering the restaurant, he saw Yoshida flagging him down from a booth near the back.


      “Hey, Tenko! Over here!”


      Tenko raised his hand weakly in response and headed over to the booth. Along the way, he couldn’t help but notice the rows of dividers for single-occupant spaces, more resembling the self-study room at a preparatory school than a chain restaurant priding itself on its “family atmosphere.” What the hell kind of family restaurant is this? he wondered.


      A short time later, having regaled Tenko and Jo with a summary of their current situation as well as their upcoming plans, Yoshida flashed the two of them his trademark grin.


      “So, now the rest just depends on Ryoko Saito’s schedule.”


      The conversation having reached a stopping point, Jo went to and returned from the drink bar, distributing refills to Tenko and Yoshida. He posed the question that had been on his mind.


      “Yoshida, were you really able to clear this with Saito’s production team?”


      There was nothing for Saito to gain from appearing in a dungeon variety program at this point. Let alone a mere pilot.


      “Are you kidding? They wouldn’t even hear me out.” As if nothing were wrong, Yoshida calmly poured some sugar into his espresso.


      “Huh?”


      Yoshida couldn’t help but smirk at Jo’s dumbfounded expression. “However, I got the okay from Saito herself,” he replied from behind his raised cup.


      Jo scrunched up his face. “Yoshida. You’re not out to take the rest of us down with you, are ya?”


      Jo’s studio worked with Central Television. If they were found to have interfered with another of its productions—well, it wasn’t impossible to imagine he’d find himself on the streets. Maybe it was time he washed his hands of this whole sordid affair.


      “Don’t worry,” Yoshida responded. “All we did was talk. After hearing me out personally, she was more than happy to be on board.”


      “‘Talk’?”


      The situation was growing more suspect by the minute. Yoshida had probably blackmailed the starlet. And if the blackmail involved the footage Jo had captured and edited...that might make him an accomplice.


      “Relax. I’m not going to do anything that would jeopardize you and your studio.”


      Jo squinted at Yoshida. Not going to do anything? Blackmailing a Central Television star was already more than enough.


      “Next week she’s filming at a New Year’s archery tournament hosted at Hikarigaoka,” Yoshida continued. “She said that after that, she could make time for our pilot.”


      Jo let out a dissatisfied grunt.


      “Whoa now. You guys are gonna hafta think about increasing your security contingent,” Tenko cut in. “I got my hands full with the two of you as it is. That’s before adding some fragile actress to the mix.” He didn’t care if she were the biggest movie star of all time—what he cared about was doing the job he’d been given.


      “We saw her escaping from that mansion, remember? Are we sure she even needs protection?” Yoshida countered.


      Sure, she was being carried by someone else in the footage, but she was still running away from the direction of the Wandering Manor. If she could escape from that death trap unscathed, she was likely a cut above your average explorer.


      “But Yoshida. She’s involved in a current movie shoot. A big one. If anything happens to her on our watch—”


      “Then it’ll be her own fault. Personal responsibility—ever hear of it? I’ve made sure we won’t be liable in our contract.”


      “Bro, I don’t know how you got her on board, but all the way down on the tenth floor?”


      Everyone who was anyone among explorers knew the tenth floor of Yoyogi Dungeon as the “Death Floor.”


      Discovery of the assimilation drug drop item, allowing the user to blend in with the throngs of skeletons and zombies, had made the floor easier to traverse. However, that didn’t change the fact that if anything went wrong, explorers there would quickly meet their end—besieged by the floor’s undead hordes. It was said that half of all explorers who had met their end in Yoyogi had fallen on its tenth floor.


      “Of course I’ve heard it was dangerous in the past, but now it’s practically like morning traffic if you’re just passing through,” Yoshida responded. “Besides, I’m no fool. While some battle footage would be nice, it’s important to remember there’s nothing more important than your life.”


      “Better hope you’ve finally got that through your head...” Tenko couldn’t help but remember Yoshida frozen in panic with his smartphone aloft while Tenko alone readied himself to fight off the encroaching horde of eyeballs from the Wandering Manor. Unfortunately, Tenko was in too deep in the project to back out now. His own livelihood and reputation were wrapped up in its success.


      “Don’t worry. Ahem, lessons were learned. Besides, if push comes to shove, we should have one other party we can depend on to give us some interesting footage.”


      “Another party?”


      “Don’t you remember? The mystery man Jo was making such a fuss over last time.”


      “Who, bro?”


      “The coach!”


      “‘The coach’... You mean Saito’s?”


      “Indeed.” With a look of satisfaction, Yoshida took a sip of his coffee, crossing his legs and leaning back. “Listen, we had Saito begrudgingly agree to come along, and our target is the tenth floor.”


      “So it was ‘begrudgingly’...” Jo’s shoulders slumped.


      “Ergh, what I’m saying is, if she’s concerned about her safety at all, she’ll probably have her ‘coach’ or whoever come along too. And then—”


      Yoshida grinned, implying he needn’t say more.


      Is this guy really on the up-and-up? Thinking of the shoots ahead, Tenko was less anxious than he was overcome with fatigue.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 06: The Phantom


      January 8, 2019 (Tuesday)
Yoyogi-Hachiman, Office


      “So you see, coach, you gotta help me out!”


      “Whaa?”


      Saito had shown up unannounced at our office looking like she had some kind of urgent news, but it turned out she’d come to request assistance because she’d have to head down to the tenth floor!


      I couldn’t exactly claim to be uninvolved—she had agreed because she’d been caught escaping the Wandering Manor with us—but “Help me out”? What exactly am I supposed to do?


      “Why not keep watch? You know, trail her group from behind? We could also work to pump up Saito’s stats in advance,” Miyoshi suggested.


      “Pump up her stats...” I crossed my arms. “Hmm...”


      The problem was I’d spent most of Saito’s remaining SP before Christmas last year. She might have gained a bit since then, but it probably wasn’t enough to make a substantial difference.


      The last time I’d adjusted her stats, the readout had looked like this:




      Name: Ryoko Saito
SP: 0.23
HP: 34.90
MP: 60.50
STR: [-] 10 [+]
VIT: [-] 16 [+]
INT: [-] 30 [+]
AGI: [-] 25 [+]
DEX: [-] 50 [+]
LUC: [-] 12 [+]




      At a glance, they seemed like decent enough stats to carry her through the tenth floor. However, her main weapon was a bow. Its matchup against the hordes of the tenth floor left something to be desired.


      Hey, Miyoshi, what do you think? I asked over party telepathy.


      If she runs out of arrows or any monster gets close, it’s game over.


      Her STR—strength—was only that of your average adult man.


      I hadn’t invested any of her points into VIT, so her HP was on the low side as well. If she were surrounded by monsters on the tenth floor, it’d be game over indeed—no continues, no resets.


      We could let her hold infinite arrows with a storage-style orb, or up her INT and equip her with some offensive magic, or assign one of the hellhounds to her, or just go all in on raising her STR and VIT and give her a mace or something. Miyoshi offered rapid-fire suggestions.


      Hmm... That all sounded nice, but she hardly had any SP left to work with.


      “Saito, do you have your D-Card?”


      “Yep.”


      “There’s something I want to check. Could I have you party up with me for a moment, and then stand on that measurement disc?”


      “Okay.”


      After forming a party with Saito using her D-Card, I had Miyoshi operate the SMD while I discreetly opened Making.




      Name: Ryoko Saito
SP: 4.19
HP: 35.00
MP: 62.80
STR: [-] 10 [+]
VIT: [-] 16 [+]
INT: [-] 31 [+]
AGI: [-] 26 [+]
DEX: [-] 53 [+]
LUC: [-] 12 [+]




      It looked like she had gained nine points of SP since I’d last distributed her stats, with half going naturally into DEX (dexterity), AGI (agility), and INT (intelligence).


      The results Miyoshi recorded using the SMD were the same.


      “How many times have you dived since we last measured your stats?”


      “Let’s see... Three times?”


      Three times... That would mean an average of around 150 slimes per dive.


      “You’ve really put in the effort. Your stats have gone up quite a bit.”


      “Naturally. I have to try to keep up with Haru, after all.” Saito smirked.


      Yeah, Mitsurugi’s training regimen can be a little overzealous.


      “So, how much time do you have before the shoot?” I asked.


      “I have other filming I can’t miss on the thirteenth, so we’ll probably be heading to the dungeon a day or two after that. I’ve got prep work for a TV show coming up at the end of the month, and I was told the pilot footage would take around three days to shoot, so if we don’t get in soon, I won’t make it.”


      “Not great. That only gives us about...five days for training, including today.”


      “Wait, slow down. You aren’t suggesting five whole days of training, are you?! What about lessons? Rehearsals?! I’ve still got other things scheduled!”


      “Can’t you cancel?”


      “I could, but... Ugh, I’m going to get a reputation for being a flake. And here I am, so cute, wasting all my good looks just to get a rep for being a pain-in-the ass diva.”


      As much as I hated to admit it, truth be told I couldn’t disagree that she was cute...at least a little.


      Kei, in the meantime, let’s pair her with one of the Arthurs. We can figure out the rest of our plan from there.


      Kind of last-minute planning, huh?


      Right? And I thought that was supposed to be your specialty!


      You know, I’ve been meaning to bring this up for a while, but I feel like you’ve got some wrong ideas about me...


      “Still though, three days of shooting. This isn’t really my area, but doesn’t your manager have to join you too?” I asked.


      “Ah, that’s all right. I worked that out. They don’t need to know.”


      Apparently she would be taking vacation during the shooting days, just as she had when doing her dungeon training with Mitsurugi. Her manager didn’t have a D-Card in the first place, so they couldn’t join her even if they’d wanted to.


      “Great! It’s like the start of an unofficial boot camp!” Miyoshi chimed in. “Should we invite Mitsurugi too?”


      “Unfortunately she’s busy getting ready for an event in NY,” Saito explained. “Unlike me, she never cuts out on appointments.”


      “‘NY’?” Miyoshi and I repeated.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “Kei, I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it! It’s a city in America originally called New Amsterdam,” Miyoshi explained.


      According to Miyoshi, control had switched from the Dutch to the British, at which point it had been renamed New York, but at some point, it had also come back under Dutch control and spent a year as New Orange.


      “I know that! I’m asking what the event is!”


      “Hm? It’s the 2019 fall-winter New York Fashion Week. It starts next month on the seventh,” Saito answered.


      “Fashion Week? What’s Mitsurugi doing there? Isn’t she signed with a studio or something?”


      “Ah! About that! Around the middle of December, she had an awakening! ‘I feel like I’ve got all this zeal!’ she said.”


      “‘Zeal’?”


      What, has she unlocked an extra move per turn or something?(1)


      “Wait, didn’t she tell you when we were out at Tokyo Midtown?”


      Come to think of it, she did say something strange at the time. I think it was “I’ll consider it a Christmas present.”


      Kei, her DEX was up to 70. She probably sensed something had changed. Miyoshi signaled me over telepathy.


      Ah, yeah, I responded. That’s probably it.


      “I saw one of her lessons around that time. She was practically glowing. She had, like, an aura. Like, ‘aaaah.’” Saito moved her hands in an arc in front of her face and mimicked choir singing.


      “What is that?” I asked, stifling a laugh.


      “An aura! That’s what it felt like, anyway. So at that point, they said they had nothing left to teach her, so henceforth she could just rely on her own intuition and experience.”


      “‘Intuition’?”


      “You know, like, for what to wear and how to show it off and that stuff. Anyway, the timing happened to work out, so some bigwig watching her lesson arranged a brand deal for Fashion Week.”


      Just like that? Must be a pretty formidable bigwig.


      “But...don’t people usually say Japanese models are too short for the international scene? No offense.”


      Mitsurugi was on the tall side for a woman at a little over 170 centimeters, but that didn’t hold a candle to the giants storming international runways. I’d heard even 180 centimeters wasn’t uncommon among the models for major collections.


      “That’s starting to change,” Saito explained. “Besides, while 171 centimeters might be on the short end, more and more actresses are making the jump into modeling work too, so there are plenty around 173 centimeters or so.”


      “’S that so?”


      “Plus, they’re trying to diversify a bit. You know, after all that bad press about models being too thin and too one-size and that stuff.”


      “Yeah...”


      If they took that line of thinking too far, they might wind up with selection processes that had nothing to do with models’ abilities at all, but... That’s a problem for another time.


      “There are people calling Gisele Bündchen the last true supermodel, you know,” Saito added.


      “Well, in the meantime, it sounds like a good deal for Mitsurugi!” I replied.


      “Yeah! Be sure to offer her your congratulations before she takes off for the event!”


      “Will do! By the way, when does she get back?”


      Saito promptly rattled off scheduling details. “She’s heading out at the end of the month, but if she does the whole Fashion Week tour, she’d be in London the fifteenth through the nineteenth of February, then in Milan the nineteenth through the twenty-fifth. After that, Paris the twenty-fifth through the fifth of March. So around then? But if she gets to put in one appearance, she might be back earlier. I’m not sure.”


      “Whoa. That’s pretty intensive.”


      “No rest for the weary, they say.”


      Then again, Saito was no slouch herself. Although no need to tell her that now. Don’t need her getting a big head.


      Still, judging from Saito’s experience, Mitsurugi should also have six or seven SP built up. I should probably meet with her once before she takes off and distribute them.


      “Kei, about our unofficial boot camp plans,” Miyoshi prodded.


      “Ah, right. Back to the topic at hand. For right now you can room with Miyoshi, and we’ll have you get started bright and early tomorrow.”


      “Whaaat?!”


      “Time is of the essence, right?”


      “I know, but... Ugh. I’m just supposed to cancel all my lessons and only show up for shoots? It’s going to look like I’m slacking off for five whole days even though I’m not slacking off at all. And I won’t even be at home... Oh, I can just see all the rumors that are going to spread. That I’m cavorting with some man, or that I think I’m too good for other appointments... Oh, I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”


      Seeing Saito cradle her head in distress, I half-heartedly suggested she simply say she was going away for special training she could only do for the next five days.


      She looked up with a serious expression. “Really? I’ll be happy to do that! As long as you’re comfortable with the crowd of curious onlookers who’ll gather outside your office when I do.”


      Uh, why does that feel like a threat?


      ***


      After Saito had temporarily left our office to contact all the relevant parties about her training schedule, Miyoshi walked back into the room with a stack of papers in hand.


      “So I know we’re already dealing with a lot right now, but I’ve recently made a discovery we might want to check out.”


      “‘A discovery’? What?”


      “I’ve pinpointed a dungeon with small floor sizes we can use for experiments.”


      Miyoshi held out a list of the estimated floor sizes across all dungeons in Japan. Outside of the country, there were plenty of dungeons with small floors, but there’d be no way we could use those.


      “Here,” she declared. “Yokohama.”


      “Yokohama?”


      Yokohama Dungeon had once had a brief flash of popularity as the “Loot Box Dungeon.” I’d never been, but I was still familiar with it.


      “The one built under that shopping complex? I heard it took over the space originally designed for an underground parking garage, so it should still be pretty large. Although nothing compared to Yoyogi.”


      If the still generously proportioned Yokohama were truly the smallest we could find, maybe a dungeon small enough for respawn-tracking experiments just didn’t exist in Japan.


      “Kei, don’t rush to conclusions. The monsters in Yokohama are all unusually strong, right?”


      “So I’ve heard. Even the JSDF had to turn back at the third floor. Apparently no one’s made it beyond that?”


      “That’s right. It’s one of the few super difficult dungeons with JDA entry restrictions. Even still, there are people who think something’s fishy about the dungeon and have continued investigating.”


      “‘Something fishy’? You mean why its monsters are so strong?”


      “Precisely.”


      “Are we talking credible researchers or just a bunch of nutjobs?”


      The overwhelming consensus was that differences in monster strength between dungeons was a matter of random variance. If there were people that dedicated to proving otherwise, they were either off their rockers or had seriously compelling evidence.


      “Norihiro Kunai, age thirty-one. Or, as he’s also known, Loot Box Dungeon Master Tenko.”


      I unwittingly furrowed my brow upon hearing the name. “Is there anyone in the exploring world without an alias these days?”


      “In this case he chose it himself, but it caught on with his fans.”


      “Chose it himself? So we’re dealing with a showboat.”


      “Anyway, he has a theory that each of the steps leading into the dungeon is actually its own separate floor.”


      “What? But that means—”


      According to the Building Standards Act, indoor staircases had to be constructed with steps of a maximum height of twenty-three centimeters and a minimum depth of fifteen centimeters.


      Parking garages tended to have low ceilings, but allowing space for beams and the thickness of the flooring itself, each floor should still have been around three meters high. Figuring each step for twenty centimeters, that would mean fifteen steps per floor of the parking garage.


      If there were one floor of the parking garage every fifteen steps, that would mean each of what we considered a Yokohama “dungeon floor” should effectively have its floor numbering increased by a factor of sixteen.


      “Interesting theory,” I responded, “but aren’t the monsters on each floor actually a little too weak for that?”


      “There are still plenty of ways of rationalizing it. Like that there’s some kind of strength cap because each floor is so small, or that there’s only a new floor every two steps, or some other unique factor of the dungeon.”


      “If we’re taking ‘other unique factors of the dungeon’ into account, you could justify almost any theory.”


      “Let’s not get too hung up on that. The thing is, after about a year of keeping an eye out, he finally spotted a monster outside of the main basement floors. Or so he claims.”


      “You mean on one of those small staircase steps? And the monster couldn’t leave?”


      Ordinarily, monsters couldn’t leave the floor upon which they’d spawned.


      However, there were three exceptions.


      First, right when a dungeon formed, there was a phenomenon of goblins and other weak monsters wandering around just outside of its entrance. It was theorized that this served as a sign to the outside world that a new dungeon had arrived. Every once in a while, very rarely, first-floor monsters would wander the area just outside of a dungeon’s entrance even after it had formed, which was thought to serve a similar function.


      The second exception was monsters aggroed over a certain amount following a target up or down a floor. Ordinarily, monsters would let their targets escape at the boundary between floors, as if they’d lost some kind of lock-on. However, repeatedly aggroing a monster and running away, or getting into a particularly fierce battle, would sometimes lead to this pursuit behavior.


      The third exception was what were apparently called “stampedes.” We only knew of them from translated dungeon inscriptions. A real occurrence was yet to be recorded. Apparently if a dungeon floor were left alone long enough and the monsters on it became overpopulated, they would exit the floor in order to secure more space.


      Judging from the fact that it hadn’t happened at Yoyogi in all the time its first floor had remained relatively untouched, reaching the population threshold for a stampede must take a considerable amount of time. However, we weren’t sure why it hadn’t happened yet in an unexplored dungeon somewhere, or why monsters hadn’t bubbled up from lower floors that explorers hadn’t yet reached in known dungeons. It seemed like it was only a matter of time. Or perhaps there was some other phenomenon keeping monster density in unexplored locations in check. The topic was still in need of research.


      “It wasn’t on one of the steps. Maybe there aren’t enough D-Factors present on each one to support monster spawns. The place he saw it was on a staircase landing. Or to borrow Tenko’s wording, the ‘landing floor.’”


      “‘Landing floor’...”


      “If he’s right, we’d be looking at one of the smallest dungeon floors in the world. No doubt about it.”


      Well, we wouldn’t be able to confirm just by thinking. Seemed like some legwork was in order.


      “Should we give it a visit?” I asked.


      “I thought you might say that, so I set up an appointment with Tenko.”


      “What? Is his contact information public?”


      “About that. He runs a blog called Real Dungeon Yokohama. Naturally he has a YouTube channel too.” Miyoshi brought up his site on her tablet.


      “Uh-huh...”


      “Hey, it’s not a bad quality to be good at self-promotion, you know.”


      “I guess not. But when are we supposed to meet? We also have Saito’s training to get to.”


      “Tomorrow afternoon.”


      “Tomorrow?”


      “Strike while the iron’s hot. We can get Saito acquainted with the routine in the morning, then leave her and Aethlem together to keep going in the afternoon.”


      “I guess with the two of them together, it should be all right.”


      “It’s only the first floor after all.”


      Right. Plus, we’ve already spawned the Manor on the first floor, so there shouldn’t be any danger.


      Nodding at Miyoshi’s response, while still feeling a little uneasy about meeting with someone like Tenko, I resolved to go along with Miyoshi to our meeting at Sakuragicho the next day.


      Ministry of Defense, Ichigaya


      “And how may I help you today?” The voice on the other end of the line was unusually jovial.


      “Saiga, it’s Terasawa. Been a while. I’m calling about yesterday’s orb auction.”


      “You mean about the item box orb?”


      “It wasn’t included in the list of auction orbs.”


      “Don’t tell me you actually had plans to bid on it?”


      Terasawa bit his tongue. Saiga knew very well the Ministry wouldn’t allow him the funds to bid on it.


      “There’s just one thing I want you to tell me,” Terasawa said.


      “What is it?”


      “The capacity—how much does the skill let you hold?”


      Even if Type 10 tanks or Type 16 maneuver combat vehicles were out of the question, the ability to bring even a protected mobility vehicle into dungeons would greatly improve the safety of dungeon-bound troops. If they were able to store Apaches, the range of areas they could easily explore would increase several fold.


      “Ah yes.” There was a pause from the other end of the line. “Truth be told, we’re not sure yet.”


      “Not sure?” Terasawa didn’t follow. Hadn’t Saiga beaten other bidders to the punch and arranged an advanced purchase? If he had, surely someone at the JDA had used the orb by now. “Do you mean you haven’t retrieved the orb yet?”


      “There is that, but... Terasawa, let me pose you a question. Say the JSDF got the orb. Who would you have use it?”


      “I would—”


      Terasawa paused. He wasn’t sure how much the JDA had paid for the orb, but he was sure it was no small sum. In order to use the orb, they would have to bind that exorbitant purchase to a single individual. And it was far easier to bind orbs to individuals than to bind individuals to their jobs.


      In modern Japan, where the ability to change work was an inalienable right, who exactly would they entrust with such a valuable item? It was a difficult question.


      Terasawa was at a loss.


      “Well, there you have it,” Saiga responded. “We can’t confirm the skill’s abilities if we can’t identify a suitable user.”


      “But, the orb count—”


      “Has been taken care of with a little ingenuity.”


      “Ingenuity?” Terasawa was left scratching his head at Saiga’s implication. “Well, if you learn anything...”


      “You’ll be the first person I call. However, I’d like to ask one favor.”


      “A favor?”


      “If anything happens, I’d like to ask for your cooperation.”


      “If what happens?”


      “Anything.”


      When it came to the user of this orb, it certainly seemed like any number of problems could arise. However, if all went well, the JSDF might be able to borrow the orb-user’s skills in return. If Terasawa couldn’t decide who in his own organization he would have use the orb, outsourcing the decision while still reaping the benefits seemed like an attractive choice.


      “Understood. Seems like there are a number of ways we could be mutually supportive of one another’s efforts moving forward.” Terasawa ended the call. “Anything...” he repeated, setting the phone back on its base.


      January 9, 2019 (Wednesday)
Sakuragicho, Yokohama


      After getting Saito accustomed to her training in the morning, we left her with Aethlem and headed over to Sakuragicho.


      It took the same amount of time to get to Yokohama from Yoyogi-Hachiman on the Shonan-Shinjuku Line by way of Shinjuku Station as it did walking to Yoyogi-Koen Station and going to Meiji-Jingumae to catch the F-Liner.


      However, the latter route was cheaper by one hundred yen. Still unable to shake the stinginess of our working days, we subconsciously left from Yoyogi-Koen rather than the closer Hachiman.


      “Just once, I’d like to hail a cab and tell them to go all the way to Yokohama,” I commented.


      “Why?” Miyoshi responded. “Trains are both faster and more reliable.”


      I couldn’t argue with that. That was pretty typical with traffic in big cities.


      Miyoshi gripped the train car handle. Her waist-length black hair swayed back and forth with the rattling of the car.


      “Did you really need the costume today?” I asked.


      She was wearing the same outfit she’d used at the press conference.


      “I told Tenko he was going to meet with Miyoshi of D-Powers. As far as the public knows, this is how Miyoshi from D-Powers looks. But let me flip that around on you. Are you okay going out in your normal clothes?”


      “I’ll be fine. You’re the main attraction, after all. I’m just some random guy.”


      “Should I tell him I’m having my boyfriend tag along?”


      “Now you’re just trying to make me feel awkward! But it might be a good cover. It’s probably not a bad idea considering you’re meeting a strange guy for the first time too.”


      “I look forward to your full cooperation. Don’t do anything to embarrass me.”


      After about an hour being jostled around on train cars, we arrived at Sakuragicho Station, slipping through the north ticket gates and making our way toward the east exit.


      Stepping outside, we were greeted with a deserted, rather run-down public square.


      “I heard there was a public square outside the station, but this is more like...just some abandoned space?”


      “There’s probably no way around that,” Miyoshi responded. “The space was designed to be rented out for up to four events at a time.”


      Rectangular borders inlaid in red brick ran along the ground, perhaps to make each of the four rental areas easier to distinguish.


      “That building on the left is the Nouveau Mare. Also known as the Dungeon Building,” Miyoshi explained.


      “Seriously? It’s right next to the station?”


      Back when the building was under construction, it had a different name—the Something-or-Other Mare. After development had restarted following the formation of a dungeon on its basement floors, the name was updated to the “Nouveau” Mare. Though it had come to be known as the “Dungeon Building” either way.


      “We’re meeting him at—let’s see—there! The Tsubakiya Café. You can see it on the second floor. We’re almost late. Let’s hurry!”
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      At Miyoshi’s insistence, we rushed up the steps at the front of the building, heading to the second floor.


      The first-floor doors, originally intended to serve as the main entrance to the shopping complex, had been repurposed as the entrance to a JDA on-site branch office. The first and second floors were no longer connected inside.


      “Miyoshi! What’s up? Back here!” A voice called Miyoshi’s name as soon as we entered the café. A man with a pronounced tan waved at us from a booth near the back.


      “That him?” I asked.


      “Looks like him,” Miyoshi responded. “That’s Tenko.”


      The man stood up and engaged Miyoshi in a vice-grip handshake with his right hand. His left clutched a selfie stick, with which he began taking pictures.


      Man, this guy doesn’t hold back from the start.


      “Man, so boss of you dudes to come out. I’m Tenko.”


      “So boss”? Does anyone talk like that anymore?


      “Um, forgive me for asking, Mr. Kunai?” Miyoshi started. “We heard you were from Kanagawa. Is that right?”


      “Aw, c’mon, bros! No need to be so formal. Call me Tenko! All the fans do. Tenkonation! But—ahem—yeah, okay, so the speaking style is a gimmick. But it plays well with the audience, so you’ll have to forgive me if I keep it up. I do apologize for maybe coming on a bit too strong.”


      “What?!”


      As if a switch had been flipped, Tenko’s mannerisms had reverted to those of an ordinary, somewhat demure Tokyoite. I couldn’t contain my shock.


      “I can sense your surprise. But look, an ordinary Yokohama boy showcasing its dungeon’s nothing special, right? Affecting the west-coast persona helps me stand out. Plus it plays into entertainer culture. Although to be more specific, I’m from Shonan. You know, by the bay.” He did seem like the type who might have been a laid-back southern Kanagawa beach-kid before putting on the abrasive YouTuber act. “Anyway, I’ve been doing the character bit ever since, and brah, like, it just, like, became this whole thing, man, so if you could just be chill with it I’d really appreciate it, bro.” He grinned.


      “Ah, er, got it. So anyway, er, Tenko—?”


      “What’s shakin’, Mi-yossh? Ask me anything—you know Tenko’s got the answer.”


      “Er, ah, right. Great.”


      Before we could go any further, a waitress in an old-fashioned European maid uniform came by to take our orders. Elsewhere, male staff in modern French garçon-styled outfits scurried about, making for a bit of an inconsistent atmosphere.


      Orders placed, Miyoshi got back to the business at hand.


      “So I mentioned this in my email, but you had an interesting theory about the ‘landing floor.’”


      “That’s right! You believe me? I saw something spawn once from above, just for an instant. Bro, I’m sure of it. But I’ve never seen anything else in that spot.”


      “Did you go check it out afterward?”


      “Check it out? Oh bro-ther. Read ’em and frickin’ weep, bro.”


      Tenko pulled out his WDA license card. A bold letter C was written next to his rank.


      “Rank C?!”


      “Ya see? Ahem, no pun intended. I can’t even get into the dungeon because o’ their stupid restrictions.”


      “Wait, so, you can’t even enter the dungeon. But then how did you see that rogue spawn?”


      “About that...”


      Yokohama Dungeon was currently closed off to all explorers not registered to a party with at least one member of Rank B or above. However, anyone possessing a WDA license card could at least get as far as the first floor’s reception area.


      While gazing longingly from reception at the staircase down to the first floor, Tenko had seen, just for an instant, a monster out of the corner of his eye.


      “I got all excited and tried to see what was up, you dig? But I got held back by JDA security.”


      “Makes sense.”


      “But maaaan, it sucks. That was the find of the century, you know? And now who’s gonna believe me?”


      Hey Miyoshi, are we sure this guy’s all there upstairs? I signaled Miyoshi over telepathy.


      Erm, well, I can’t say I’m one hundred percent certain...


      “We’re going to put in a dive,” Miyoshi said to Tenko. “Would you mind showing us exactly which landing it was?”


      “What? Whoa, don’t tell me. Are the two of you B Rank?”


      “Ah, well, um—”


      Before Miyoshi could even answer, Tenko leaned forward across the table.


      “I’m the one who discovered it! Me, right?! C’mon, you gotta take me with you! I’m straight beggin’ ya here! It’s my find! You see it my way, right, Mi-yossh?”


      “Er? Well, uh, you’d have to get ready with your gear—”


      “Gimme thirty—no, fifteen—minutes! I’ll be right back, I swear!”


      “Okay. Got it. We’ll just go check things out in the meantime, so we’ll meet you in thirty minutes at reception.”


      “Really? Thank you! Thank you!!! This is huge. You won’t regret it! I’ll be back with my stuff. Don’t you two go anywhere!” Tenko bolted up from his seat and ran toward the café doors.


      “That guy...is a pretty strong character.” He’d practically left a trail of dust in his wake.


      “I’ll say,” Miyoshi responded. “Plus, he left us with the check.”


      Of course he probably hadn’t meant to, but he was at risk of being considered a dine-and-dasher.


      “Well, we’re the ones who called saying we wanted to meet him, remember? We’ve made our bed and now we have to lie in it.” I sighed. “Whatever. Let’s go ahead and check out the first floor of the dungeon before he gets back. I don’t want any surprises when we’re down there with a first-time team member.”


      “I read you loud and clear.”


      We beat feet to the first-floor reception entrance.


      ***


      “So this is Yokohama Dungeon?” Having finished our paperwork at reception, I stared down at a dimly lit set of stairs leading to the first basement floor.


      The first basement floor of the Yokohama Dungeon Building had originally been designed for grocery stalls and small shops, and still featured the original storefronts and shelving. Perhaps because the layout it had incorporated was unsuited to boss fights, the boss rooms the Loot Box Dungeon was known for started from its second underground floor, which was the top floor of the building’s underground parking garage.


      “I wish we knew exactly where the dungeon proper started,” I commented. “Do you think it includes this staircase?”


      “Couldn’t you check that with Making, see where the experience intake resets?”


      I could enter the dungeon, defeat a monster, come back up different distances, then reenter and see where the experience reset according to Making’s SP tracker. That way we’d know exactly where the dungeon’s boundaries extended. However—


      “No good. That’ll include ‘Floor Zero,’ the area slightly outside of the dungeon, above the first floor. It won’t help us figure out exactly where the dungeon’s first floor begins.” We would know how far the dungeon’s influence extended, but it wouldn’t help us resolve the issue of what exactly counted as a floor. “But maybe with Making and some creative problem-solving, we can find some other way to test it.”


      “Well, should we head in?” Miyoshi asked. “No time like the present!”


      We were dressed in the same basic explorer gear we used for our trips to Yoyogi. Miyoshi flipped on her helmet-mounted camera and began descending the stairs.


      Until Tenko got back, we wouldn’t have to worry about concealing our abilities while exploring. According to reception, there weren’t any other teams currently diving Yokohama’s first floor. Forget underpopulated—we had the whole place to ourselves.


      Heading twelve steps down the staircase, we encountered a landing. This was likely the spot Tenko had been speaking about.


      We scanned our surroundings to make sure there wasn’t some sort of slime wriggling around, but there didn’t seem to be anything in sight.


      “Maybe it was just a trick of the light.” I looked up at the previous steps from the landing. There was almost no light this far in. In the darkness, it would have been easy to light flash off someone’s gear or of a handrail for a monster.


      “Or, they might really appear here, and passing explorers have always just taken them out without thinking anything of it.”


      There were times when monsters would slip out from the first floor and wander around the dungeon’s immediate outside perimeters. It was one of the few exceptions in which monsters—which otherwise didn’t ordinarily move floors—could move beyond the areas that spawned them. That was part of the reason areas surrounding dungeon entrances were so carefully monitored by the JDA.


      Passing explorers might simply have figured any instances of monsters on the landing were examples of that phenomenon—weak monsters wandering around just outside of the dungeon’s bounds—never imagining the monsters had actually spawned there with the landing as their native floor. The possibility wasn’t zero.


      Just in case, I’d have to ask at reception afterward if there had been any reports of monsters appearing on the stairs.


      We walked down a further fourteen steps, arriving at the door to the building’s first basement floor. To our right was the staircase to the second basement floor, surrounded in inky darkness. It led directly down to the first floor of the underground parking garage and the dungeon’s famed boss room floors.


      “Kei, let’s be careful. The monsters that spawn here are supposed to be the equivalent to the seventh or eighth floor of Yoyogi. That means orc or blood bear class.”


      “Lots of humanoid beast types, then?”


      “No such luck, unfortunately. According to the research I did, the things to watch out for here are the spiders.”


      “Spiders?”


      “Yokohama’s home to huge jumping spiders, almost fifty centimeters across. Their official name is—drumroll, please—‘jumping spider.’”


      “Guess I expected something a little more unique, but at least that’s easy to remember. Still though, bug monsters? I’m not afraid or anything, but they still kind of yuck me out.”


      “Kei, spiders aren’t technically ‘bugs.’ They’re—”


      “I know! You don’t have to correct me on everything. Anyway, what else are we dealing with here?”


      Come to think of it, do dungeon monsters have a distinction between insects and arachnids?


      “Giant centipedes and jellyfish.”


      “Hold on, is there water somewhere on this floor?”


      Don’t tell me part of the floor is submerged!


      “Apparently they float in the air. They’re called Cyanea.”


      “‘Cyanea’? I feel like I’ve heard that be— Ah! ‘The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane’!”


      “Yep! The dungeons really think of everything, don’t they?”


      There were only two Sherlock Holmes stories penned by Arthur Conan Doyle not to feature an appearance by the series’s usual narrator Dr. Watson. Both took place when Watson was married and living apart from Holmes, and were told from the perspective of Holmes himself.


      One of the two was “The Adventure of the Lion’s Mane.” It featured a giant jellyfish known as Cyanea capillata—also known as the “lion’s mane” jellyfish—possessed of a deadly sting. Measuring from the tips of their tentacles, the real specimen could apparently be up to dozens of meters long.


      “Um, they’re not that long, right?” I asked.


      If they were sixty meters long, we wouldn’t be safe anywhere on the floor.


      “According to the data, the length of the jellyfish monsters’ tentacles is about a meter,” Miyoshi responded.


      “Oh thank god. Then let’s take ’em out without getting too close.”


      “Roger.”


      “But still, you’d think the dungeons would have dogs and snakes mixed in somewhere too.”


      “The Hound of the Baskervilles and the ‘Speckled Band’?” Miyoshi asked, using the English titles of other famous Holmes stories.


      “The Adventure of the Speckled Band” lost a bit in translation, with the Japanese not quite catching some of the inherent wordplay. Reading it outside of English, you might not understand why Doyle considered it his favorite Holmes short.


      “Yep! The guy has a snake he can summon with a whistle, and it enjoys milk too.”


      “Unfortunately(?), no snakes or dogs appear on Yokohama’s first floor.”


      Amid our Holmesian banter, I opened the door to the first floor.


      Inside, it seemed to be an ordinary department store grocery vendor floor. However—


      “I can hardly see a thing.”


      About the only light sources were the emergency floor lights installed here and there, throwing dim light up from the ground.


      “Hold on, does this place have electricity?” I asked.


      “Nope.” Miyoshi shook her head.


      “Then what’s up with those floor lights?”


      “Evidently they’re a dungeon object.”


      I narrowed my eyes and stared at a nearby floor light. I half expected it to start moving.


      Of course I knew any artificial object in a dungeon would be cleaned up by slimes, so no doubt these were of dungeon origin. But no matter how hard I looked at them, I couldn’t see any differences from the real thing.


      “Then all the grocery shelving too?” I asked.


      “Apparently it can’t be broken, so yep, I guess that too.”


      I knocked on one of the grocery shelves, which gave off a hollow clunk.


      “Man, looking at this stuff, it seems like our dungeon 3D printer dream might not be so far-fetched after all,” I commented.


      “Sure. If we can just figure out how to set a respawn trigger for inorganic substances.”


      Right now the only probable respawn trigger we had a lead on was seed germination. Getting inorganic substances to germinate was, needless to say, beyond our current capabilities.


      After taking a quick glance around the immediate area, I switched on my headlamp.


      “Well, should we go ahead?” I asked.


      “We’d better. If we don’t hurry, we’ll have to meet up with Tenko before we get a chance to explore.”


      “Oh, that’s right. Man, this is kind of a pain.”


      “Come on, Kei. For what it’s worth, he is helping us out. Not all heroes wear capes, and not all explorers are international task force members or S Ranks. Sometimes an—er, ordinary?—explorer can get the job done too.”


      “‘Not all heroes wear capes...’ That kind of reminds me of an old tokusatsu hero I saw in a documentary. The show was all about an ordinary guy who summoned the hero every episode instead of transforming. What was his name again...? Ah! Hold on! Something’s coming.”


      Life Detection had pinpointed something making its way toward us in quick bursts. It would dash a meter or so forward, then stop, then dash forward again.


      “It’s probably a spider,” Miyoshi commented. “Yuck! That seems like their MO.”


      “Okay,” I said, buckling down. “Let’s see how they like magic attacks.”


      “This one’s all you! Good luck!”


      Thinking of that everyman tokusatsu hero whose name I couldn’t recall, I readied a water lance. Under my breath, I mumbled the name of his special attack. He’d used a sky-blue beam, and it somewhat resembled a water lance, after all.


      “Gedoshoshin Reihakosen!”


      Roughly translated into English, the attack name the hero had used came out something like “evil-illuminating spirit-bursting light ray.”


      “Kei... You are unbelievable.” Miyoshi stared at me with a look of pained embarrassment.


      I fired off two water lances; both made contact with the spider, which had leaped out toward us from the shadows, midair.


      The creature fell to the ground with a thud, then twitched a few times and disintegrated into particles of black light, as dungeon monsters always did. Afterward, I heard the sound of a small object rattling on the ground.


      Seeing what lay at my feet, I froze.


      “M-Miyoshi...?”


      Miyoshi walked over nonchalantly and picked up something tiny and reflective from the ground. In her hands, it refracted the dim glow of the floor lights, sparkling in the dark.


      “It’s a round, brilliant-cut blue diamond. It looks like it weighs about two carats,” she said matter-of-factly.


      “Th-Thine evil form cannot escape my eye! Reveal yourself, Diamaniac!” I pointed toward the floor where the spider had been, mimicking the trademark phrase from the TV show I’d been thinking about, shouted just before its titular hero forced monsters hiding in society to reveal their true forms.


      Miyoshi was in no mood to play along. I couldn’t even get a trademark “Argh, you got me!”—uttered by the villains every episode in response to being uncovered—out of her. Figured.


      “Hello, Kei. Back to reality. Do you want to figure out what just happened or not?”


      “Of course I do! What the hell’s a jumping spider doing dropping a two-carat diamond?!”


      If other people found out about this, Yokohama Dungeon would enjoy its second wind and then some.


      “Isn’t it obvious? It’s because this isn’t actually the ‘first floor.’ It’s deeper than the twentieth. The drops are reacting to Mining.”


      “B-But even then...”


      “That’s definitely it. Although it’s pretty crazy that the drops happened to be diamonds while you were thinking about Diamond Eye. But that’s probably just a coincidence.”


      Diamond Eye—the show had stuck around as a bit of a pop-culture meme due to its hero’s slightly goofy appearance and his weirdly memorable delivery of the special technique name I’d quoted earlier. However, that was just the name of the beam he used to reveal the monsters’ true forms. Almost nobody remembered the name of his actual finishing technique. A slightly dubious distinction in the annals of pop-culture fame. There were probably people who thought the name of the revelation technique was his finishing technique. Poor guy.


      However, was the drop item really just a coincidence? I couldn’t help but have my doubts.


      “Either way, this is good news, right?” Miyoshi commented. “We get a diamond, and we helped prove Tenko’s theory too!”


      If this really were equivalent with the twentieth floor or lower, that basically proved that the staircase steps counted as their own floors. Nothing else could explain Mining activating.


      “So what do we do now?”


      “I’m not sure,” she responded. “In light of this, diving with Tenko actually is starting to seem like a bad idea. Say he spots us defeating a monster and diamonds start dropping to the ground? That guy’s going to be getting footage of our every move.”


      “Speaking of, this isn’t like most dungeons. It’s one that formed inside of a man-made structure. What happens with, like, signal reception in here? Could he stream?”


      Yoyogi Dungeon was held to be some sort of subspace, independent from the physical reality around it. Yokohama Dungeon, however, had converted an existing physical structure. If Tenko were able to stream and I got careless during a monster attack, I could kiss my cover as an ordinary explorer, along with any last semblance of privacy I had, goodbye.


      Miyoshi took out her phone and held it out near the entrance, checking for signal bars.


      “Nothing. Despite all appearances, it looks like this is a totally separate subspace as well.”


      “Phew. At least that’s one less worry.”


      In my relief, I almost didn’t notice something scuttling around in the distance, just barely managing to catch it out of the corner of my eye.


      Whatever it was had been perfectly still up until now, so I hadn’t paid it much attention. However, it looked like it was drawn toward light. Every time I moved my head, it scuttled forward, following the headlamp beam.


      “Miyoshi! Look out!”


      We were staring at a grotesque centipede about the length of a human adult. Dozens of hard-shelled, yellowish legs crisscrossed along the ground, propelling their snakelike owner toward us at an alarming speed.
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