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      Prologue


      Washington, D.C., United States of America


      “Nukes?”


      United States President Albert Handler and White House Chief of Staff Nick Mulberry were listening to National Security Adviser John R. Dalton’s report in the Oval Office.


      Given the urgency of its content, Falcon Industries’ report had been passed directly to the National Security Council for analysis—which in turn had brought Dalton to the Oval Office this night.


      “Correct, Mr. President.”


      Handler scrutinized Dalton’s face for some sign of a joke, but found none.


      The NSC’s analysis had concluded any explosive which failed to fully vaporize the cleaners risked allowing more to regenerate from their pieces, hastening the onset of a stampede scenario. What they needed was enough heat to eliminate all monsters in the dungeon at once. Conversely, explosive force and fragmentation were elements which only served to get in the way. It was true—only nuclear arms were suited to the task.


      Still...


      “You’re asking me to go down in history as an even bigger fool than Truman.” Handler looked up at Dalton.


      The story of Harry Truman being strong-armed—just after being sworn in as vice president and a hasty promotion to president following Franklin Roosevelt’s sudden death—by then Brigadier General Leslie Groves into approving the use of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima was now widely known.


      Yokohama’s current population was 3.7 million, with 43 million in the Greater Tokyo Area. Dungeon or not, he couldn’t approve the use of nuclear arms in such a population-dense locale, even ignoring Japan’s particular aversion to the subject.


      “If humankind stood on the brink of extinction,” Dalton protested, “other nations would back you.”


      “‘The brink of extinction’?” Handler raised his voice at Dalton’s unexpectedly grim phrasing.


      “If we act quickly,” Dalton explained, “we may yet contain the damage to a single floor of a single building in Yokohama. Otherwise, by 1 p.m. EST(1) on January 23, we’ll be dealing with 240,518,168,576 slimes—enough to have buried the entire Greater Tokyo Area.”


      The Greater Tokyo Area measured approximately 14,314 square kilometers. The numbers Dalton had just quoted would mean eighteen slimes per square meter. “Buried” was no exaggeration.


      “Furthermore,” Dalton continued, “by 5 a.m. on the twenty-fifth, Japan itself will be sitting under 7,696,581,394,432 slimes. Three days later, there will be enough to cover the surface of the earth.”


      The surface of Japan measured approximately 378,000 square kilometers. The earth’s surface was around 1,350 times bigger than Japan’s. Following only ten or eleven divisions after having covered Japan, the slimes would subsume every continent.


      “Mr. President, if we do not act, we may be consigning humanity to doom by the twenty-eighth.”


      “B-But...”


      The situation was too far removed from reality. Handler’s mouth couldn’t form a response.


      “If we do act, we solve the situation with the risk of minor radiation leakage in the Yokohama area at most.” Dalton spoke as though this consequence were trifling. “Or would you rather American soil be crushed under a tidal wave of slimes just a few days from now? Mr. President, at the rate they’ll be upon us, they’ll flatten the West Coast in a second.”


      It was true—Handler knew it. If the number of slimes necessary to bridge the Pacific Ocean suddenly doubled in count off the West Coast, the mass would be equivalent to an enormous tidal wave—a slime tsunami. And it wouldn’t take more than another six hours for the entire world to face a similar threat.


      “Mr. President, there’s no time. Whether or not we use the weapon, we have to begin preparations for the chance we do.”


      Handler listened to Dalton silently. Dalton spoke as if there were no reason to fuss over the use of but one tactical nuclear weapon when faced with a potential threat to humanity. No, there is very much a reason to fuss, Handler protested mentally, but still refrained from responding.


      However, preparations were necessary. Handler knew that much. If timing and circumstances forced their hand into action, being unable to act would be out of the question.


      “Mr. President, sir, your decision,” Dalton pleaded.


      Handler let out a sigh. “Look, we can’t turn Yokohama into a sea of fire. Let’s get that straight. If we do use nuclear arms, I want their use limited to the dungeon and the dungeon alone. Do we have suitable munitions for that purpose?”


      The most suitable munitions, SADMs(2), had been used by the Green Light Teams of the Cold War, but those units had been disbanded in 1989. With nearly three decades having passed, it would take time to ascertain whether any of the teams’ portable nuclear munitions remained.


      “Leave it to us,” Dalton replied. “We’ll find something suitable.”


      Judging from the speed of Dalton’s response, Handler guessed that “we’ll find” was more a matter of “we’ve found.” A small grin spread across on Handler’s face. However, he added one final caveat.


      As President of the United States, all responsibility would fall on him—that was the burden he bore as the leader of the most powerful nation on Earth.


      “If I give the okay, it’s under the condition that nuclear weapons are used only after we’ve confirmed the cleaner can still multiply outside dungeon grounds, and at the last second before the creatures would overflow Yokohama.”


      With that, he signed the paper Dalton had presented. All that was left to do now was to think of a suitable time to break the news to Japan.


      ***


      Dalton began making calls as soon as he’d left the Oval Office.


      “We’ve retired nearly all portable tactical nuclear arms, but...”


      The voice on the other end of the line shook from uncertainty. Nevertheless, its owner reported all he knew. The bulk of nuclear munitions still in service offered yields, or blast power, ranging from 600 kilotons to 2.2 megatons—even the smallest would be overkill for Yokohama.


      “This is a direct order from POTUS,” Dalton responded. “Forget the military—put a word in with Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory and every other lab you can think of. Try to get ahold of any remaining W54s(3). There might still be some from Camp Hardy sitting in Okinawa. If not, find prototypes.”


      “Yield settings?” Nuclear devices nearly all contained modules allowing the user to select different options for the yield.


      “Believe me, I wish I could say, ‘The higher, the better,’ but we’re looking to contain the blast to a single underground floor. Area 9,000 square meters and height three meters.”


      In addition, it wasn’t the blast size they needed, but the thermal energy.


      The fireball of the blast at Hiroshima had ballooned to a diameter of four hundred meters in 0.2 seconds. Within three seconds, the ground at the hypocenter had reached scorching temperatures between three thousand and four thousand degrees Celsius.


      The dungeon was a mere 60 by 150 meters, or 9,000 square meters. They wouldn’t need a fraction of that power now.


      “Don’t worry about any structural damage to the outer walls. Not a concern,” Dalton went on. “Given those figures, what yield would you recommend?”


      “If you want the blast to fill the entire volume of the floor, you’d need a radius of about...22.55 meters.”


      “Which gives us?”


      “Well, using GI Taylor’s dimensional analysis of the Trinity blast...we’d need about 9.637 × 10^9 joules, or just under ten tons of TNT.”


      “Perfect.” The fact that the measurement came out just to the power of a W54 seemed practically a sign from the heavens. “Buy us a little leeway with the setting,” Dalton instructed.


      “Understood. Will the team conducting the mission be DSF?”


      An uncharacteristic pause preceded Dalton’s response. Several things he’d read in the material prior to his conversation with Handler now weighed on his mind.


      “Team Simon?” Dalton asked.


      “They are in Yoyogi right now. And the DSF’s top.”


      “They’re certainly talented,” Dalton admitted. “But perhaps a little...too independent, too high-minded, don’t you think?”


      “Independent?”


      “Ever since transferring to the DSF, they apparently hardly even think of themselves as US military anymore.”


      “Then what do they think of themselves as?”


      “Would you believe me if I said ‘superheroes’?” Dalton replied.


      The voice on the other end of the line let out what sounded like a sigh.


      But Team Simon’s brand of hero was quickly becoming outdated. Nowadays even the most righteous hero needed an edge. A tool—even a powerful one—that couldn’t be used was a tool that needed to be discarded. Time for the heroes of yesterday to cede the way to their successors, Dalton thought.


      “In any case,” Dalton responded, “the last thing we need on this mission is a bunch of would-be supermen acting on their own moral code.”


      “Then who?”


      “Who indeed...”


      Dalton had heard about the United States Dungeon Department’s blunder during the Otherworldly Language Comprehension incident. If Curtis wanted to salvage his department’s reputation, this could be the perfect opportunity. Dalton figured he could arrange to have some USDD troops pose as Falcon Industries employees, entrusting the real mission to them under the pretense of having them escort Team Simon.


      Hearing Dalton’s instructions, the man on the other end of the line uttered a curt “Understood.”


      “In addition, tell Team Simon that the weapon they’re carrying is an experimental thermite module. We don’t need any sudden moral scruples getting in the way.”


      “So they won’t know they’re carrying a nuclear weapon? Isn’t that a bit risky?” Dalton understood the thrust of the man’s question: “How would it feel to be involved in what could be compared to an assassination attempt without your informed consent?”


      “Don’t worry. We’ll let them know before the mission is over,” Dalton responded. “When they can no longer interfere.”


      The man hesitated for a moment, then offered another “Understood.”


      “Fly out to Yokohama. We’ll have the team brought in by helicopter to the site. I’ll secure the route. Make sure the equipment is there within twenty-four hours. If we get right on it—” Dalton glanced at his watch. It was just past 8 a.m. (10 p.m. JST on January 17). “We should still be just in time to save the world.”


      Dalton nodded to himself, satisfied.

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 7: Yokohama Peril


      January 18, 2019 (Friday)


      National Security Adviser Uchitani’s Residence, 1:30 a.m.


      “Ibe...do you have any idea what time it is?” Uchitani asked groggily.


      He had picked up the phone in bed, and now cast his eyes over to his bedside clock. The day had just barely changed over.


      “I’m sorry,” Ibe answered. “This is a matter of the utmost urgency.”


      The utmost urgency? So urgent it couldn’t have waited until morning? Uchitani blinked.


      “Not just for the cabinet,” the prime minister continued, perhaps sensing his conversation partner’s hesitancy. “Perhaps for all of Japan.”


      Ibe wasn’t normally one prone to exaggeration. Uchitani flipped a mental switch, and was suddenly in work mode.


      “This doesn’t seem like the kind of conversation we’ll be able to have over the phone, does it?” came Uchitani’s wry answer.


      “Sorry,” Ibe responded.


      “Your office?” Uchitani asked.


      “No. I’m gathering everyone at Tomigaya. There shouldn’t be any reporters snooping around there at this hour, but just in case, try to keep a low profile. If word gets out that I’ve called the National Security Adviser to my private residence in the middle of the night... Well, you can imagine.”


      Uchitani could. In times of crisis, one could accidentally exacerbate public alarm by being too open early on. And this was, from the prime minister’s words, certainly such a time.


      “I’ll be over shortly,” he responded. “Although I’m not sure how low a profile I can keep.”


      There was only one entrance, and security was going to be tight.


      “I’ll tell security to let everyone through like they would any other guest. No fuss. You’ll be fine.”


      Uchitani steeled himself for what lay ahead. He had forgotten that the prime minister could sometimes think a bit like a child.


      Tomigaya, Shibuya City


      “Telling us to come here in the middle of the night, in cars the media wouldn’t recognize... What the hell’s going on?”


      Director of Cabinet Intelligence Murakita wasted no time trying to get abreast of the situation upon opening the door to the prime minister’s private address.


      “Et tu, Murakita?” Uchitani asked.


      Surprised at being called out to by Uchitani, who had apparently arrived just before him, Murakita’s voice wavered in his response. “U-Uchitani? They called you out here too? Good god, this really must be some kind of national crisis.”


      “Personally, I’m still hoping it’s a prank.” Uchitani flashed a strained smile.


      Some sort of difficult issue faced them—that much was clear—but it continued to elude Murakita why only he and the National Security Adviser had been summoned. Murakita checked his watch. “Nearly 2:30,” he mumbled.


      “Think we’re going to see a ghost?”


      It was almost the witching hour.


      “At a meeting of career politicians? It’s a given we’ll see some people halfway there.”


      “Aha, you’re not wrong,” Uchitani chuckled.


      The two were still sharing a laugh when Ibe arrived a moment later carrying a tray of tea. So, there’s at least time for a drink, Uchitani thought. That alone filled him with some relief.


      “Sorry, this is all I’ve got on hand.” Ibe passed his guests their cups.


      “No, this is quite perfect,” Uchitani responded. “But what on earth is it, at this hour?”


      Ibe stared at the floor for a moment, then looked up. “I’ll get right to it. What are my options for ordering an evacuation of the area surrounding Sakuragicho Station?”


      “E-Excuse me?” Murakita stammered. No public notice, no official recommendation, straight to an evacuation order? “Why?”


      “I have a reason,” Ibe answered. “But I can’t say what it is.”


      Ordering an evacuation without providing a reason? It would be a field day for the press, and for the opposition party—it could even call into question Ibe’s mental capacity to serve.


      “Well,” Uchitani began cautiously, “in the case of an evacuation order for a natural disaster, you could use Clause 1, Article 60 of the Basic Act on Disaster Management to have the mayor of Yokohama order an evacuation. Or have her designate a danger zone under Clause 1, Article 63...”


      Designation of a danger zone would allow for the mayor to issue an evacuation order accompanied by monetary fines for failing to heed the order. Other approaches would only allow for softer “recommendations.”


      “Mori?” Ibe asked.


      Fumiko Mori had first been elected Yokohama’s mayor in 2009, and had maintained power across three consecutive elections. At first her ties to major parties had been complicated by various stances she had taken, but recently the Democratic Liberal Party had given her its endorsement, which would make it easier for Ibe to call in a favor.


      “I’ve heard she was reluctant to give up the bid for the casino resort development.(4) Maybe I can dangle some backing as a carrot...”


      “Mr. Prime Minister, that’s...” Uchitani began. There had been no earthquake, no approaching tsunami, no typhoon. No heavy rain or flooding rivers. There could be no invoking a law on disaster management without a disaster occurring. “That is to say, we can’t offer an appropriate means of calling an evacuation if we don’t have any information,” he corrected himself. “For example, there are other laws that can be used for appointing a danger zone. There’s Article 21 of the Flood Control Act, Article 28 of the Fire Service Act, and Article 114 of the Civil Protections Act. But each one has its own stipulations for use.”


      “Civil Protections Act?”


      The Civil Protections Act—full name “Act Concerning the Measures for Protection of the People in Armed Attack Situations”—pertained to civil defense in armed conflicts. If a nuclear weapon were brought into Yokohama, that could certainly be argued to fall under an “armed attack situation.”


      However, Ibe couldn’t use that as his reason for calling for an evacuation. Right now, he didn’t even know if the bomb would actually be employed.


      “You see, the thing is,” he started, “some hours ago I received a call from President Handler.”


      ***


      “Shinzo, I’m talking about probability here,” Handler’s voice oozed over the phone.


      It was the middle of the night, yet the president of the United States had called Ibe directly. What was more, the contents of the call left him at a loss for words.


      Back when he’d worked for Kobe Steel, Ibe had spent some time at the New York branch office, picking up a reasonable level of English. However, he wasn’t sure he had the confidence to summon the vocabulary he now needed.


      “I—b—”


      What President Handler had informed him of was a potential countermeasure to a certain problem in Yokohama. At the same time, he’d been sent data containing details on the situation, various predictive models, and multiple potential response plans.


      Both the JDA and the Japanese government’s Dungeon Agency had received Falcon Industries’ report at 4 p.m. on January 17, and municipal offices had closed at five. It was now 1 a.m. on the eighteenth. The information hadn’t yet reached the cabinet or the prime minister’s office.


      As the JDA was already actively working on contacting the necessary parties, the Dungeon Agency had somewhat underestimated the speed with which the situation was changing. Additionally, they had been hoping to entrust most of the response to the JDA anyway. The JDA, of course, had no direct line to the Cabinet Office.


      In comparison, bureaucratic processes in the States appeared to have moved with great speed, identifying the situation as an urgent threat and advancing plans straight to the president’s desk for approval.


      It was the last of those potential options that had given Ibe pause.


      “B-But nuclear weapons... Surely...”


      “Shinzo, I don’t like it any more than you. And I know how Japan feels about nuclear weapons, but look,” Handler crooned, “this is like a contagious disease. If we don’t nip this thing in the bud, it’s going to spread to other countries.”


      If a contagious illness wasn’t contained, it had the potential to cause a problem for the entire human race. If it were a deadly virus, America wouldn’t hesitate to use nuclear weapons to scorch the infected location. Not if the alternative was humanity’s extinction.


      But the problem this time seemed far less severe in comparison. It was just one monster in a dungeon, dividing once every six hours. That was all.


      Even after twenty-four hours, there would still only be sixteen individuals. Containing the situation would be a simple matter of defeating them. That was a job for the JDA and Ministry of Defense. If they’d identified the situation as being a potential danger, they would likely already be on the move.


      And if they failed?


      Ibe hadn’t had time to think that far yet, with the official report yet to reach him. He’d only heard what the US president had presented. He still couldn’t even determine whether the JSDF or other Japanese explorers were equipped to handle the job.


      He wrapped his sleepless mind around the situation, willing the cogs to turn, to provide a way to push back against Handler’s claims, but the information was just too sparse. The cogs ground against one another, locked helplessly in place.


      “Shinzo, I’ll be frank with you,” Handler intoned. “Whether or not we have Japan’s blessing on this, although we certainly hope we do, we plan to take every measure available to prevent a global catastrophe.”


      “In other words,” Ibe choked, “the nuclear option...”


      There were 3.7 million people in Yokohama. A nuclear weapon, in the midst of all that?


      If this were a nightmare, Ibe was waiting to wake up. He could feel beads of sweat forming on his brow.


      “I cannot deny it,” Handler said. “It’s on the table.”


      Handler spoke softly, but Ibe recognized the resolution in his voice.


      “Now, you can go complaining about the tyranny of superpowers to the United Nations,” Handler invited, “but...”


      Ibe caught Handler’s drift. Before a verdict would be reached—before there would even be time for discussion—the situation would already have been resolved.


      “Now look, if it were me, of course I wouldn’t want nuclear munitions being used in Los Angeles.(5) So I’m going to do everything in my power to avoid it. And even if it’s only in a dungeon, this is still the middle of a city. We’d only use the smallest arms available to do the job.”


      “B-But still...”


      “Shinzo, nuclear arms are just another tool in the box. And we can’t ignore this problem, you’ve got to understand.”


      “I-I do understand. But you can’t expect me to make a decision here, over the phone...”


      “The clock’s ticking. I don’t intend to contact any other leaders over this, but you’d better get your people together right away.”


      Right away?


      Judging from the materials Ibe had been handed, the situation was urgent. The absolute latest they could reach a decision was 7 p.m. JST on January 19.


      “We need you to face the situation head-on and come to a decision,” Handler urged. “Otherwise...”


      Ibe swallowed.


      “Well, it might be better to just duck your head down and say you didn’t know,” Handler concluded.


      Truth be told, right now feigning ignorance didn’t sound like a bad option. That was, if it wouldn’t be political suicide.


      “Think of the nuclear option as insurance,” Handler continued to urge. “That’s the world we’ve lived in every day since the start of the Cold War, right? The JSDF and DSF can still work something out. I’m just talking contingency plans. I thought you might want time to think it over.”


      That sounded fair enough, and if they merely waited and observed, they would already be too late by the time drastic measures became necessary.


      “Always thinking about the worst-case scenario is kind of a politician’s curse.”


      “Albert.”


      A new sense of resolve in his voice, Ibe called Handler by his first name.


      “What is it, friend?”


      And so Ibe issued a few final conditions for the use of the weapon Handler had proposed.


      ***


      “So you were able to get them to agree to hold off until division has been observed outside the dungeon, and to hold off until 6 p.m. on the nineteenth?”


      “That was as much as I could manage,” Ibe said.


      That was indeed the extent of Ibe’s bargaining room at this point. Forget having his own plans to offer, he hadn’t even been aware of the situation until Handler had called.


      “At any rate,” Ibe continued, “regardless of whether we inform the citizens of the truth, we’ll need to conduct an evacuation if the time comes.”


      “So that was what your ‘I need a way to order an evacuation, but I can’t say why’ was all about.” Murakita nodded.


      America might use nuclear weapons in Yokohama. Leave your homes!


      Nope. That kind of message wouldn’t fly. The second they made the announcement, the media would treat it like a paranoid exaggeration, and they would fuel a few good years of attack ads. If they had to pour their efforts into convincing people of the claim’s veracity and confronting false claims, they would only be exposing Japan to further danger.


      The people had a right to know, but even the most idealistic journalist could imagine what kind of chaos would come from spreading around a blunt message like “Japan might not be here tomorrow.” Far, far more than any mere political exposé could manage. No, if they had to come out with the truth, better to save it for memoirs, after the danger had passed.


      Worst-case scenario, there would be groups evangelizing thrill- and pleasure-seeking at all costs, explosions of violence, attacks against society—those scars wouldn’t simply fade after the crisis was over. Japan might survive, but at what cost?


      “I know that resorting to a certain number of...half-truths...to avoid a panic would be the standard play,” Ibe admitted, “but you have to admit making like a rogue journalist and just deciding each and every citizen can do what they will with the truth sounds pretty appealing right about now.”


      “That would be abdicating your leadership,” Murakita pointed out.


      There was no such thing as absolute freedom. A shepherd had to look out for their flock.


      “Right, right. Plus, we’d take a licking from the opposition over it,” Ibe responded.


      So this, too, is the burden of statesmanship. Ibe sank forlornly into the couch. To Uchitani and Murakita, it looked as though his body had shrunk.


      His position was unenviable. Any course of action brought with it great risks. And would, in natural order, become cause for great criticism.


      “No matter who kicks and screams at this point, America is set on using the bomb if it needs to,” Ibe said. “Even if I could leverage some international pressure to change that, if the situation gets any worse, there’s the very real possibility that Yokohama could be wiped off the map.”


      The influence on the markets would be catastrophic. If the situation got as bad as America’s models predicted, other countries would agree with containing it to Yokohama no matter the cost.


      “And we don’t have time to call the Diet together,” he added.


      Or, no, that wasn’t it. Even if they called it together, it wouldn’t make a difference. Who would permit another country’s use of nuclear weapons on their soil? Even if there were some members who agreed, they’d keep their mouths shut for fear of being labeled traitors by their opponents in the next election cycle. If there was a next election cycle, that is.


      No, he wouldn’t be able to get guidance from the Diet at this point—just an outpouring of complaints. Time would be wasted on drafting a formal referendum condemning America’s actions. What practical difference would that make?


      But if he didn’t do something, monsters from Yokohama Dungeon would be at the capital in five days. Later that same day, more than twenty percent of Japan would be covered in undulating slimes.


      And the next day, Japan would cease to exist.


      “Maybe parliamentary democracy isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” Ibe smiled.


      While the Diet was prudent, its lack of expedience could sometimes be a shackle. This was proving to be one of those times.


      Uchitani, who had been silently listening to the conversation until now, finally spoke up. “Article 18 of the Basic Act of Dungeon Management. You can base your evacuation order on that.” The decisiveness of his tone urged immediate action.


      Article 18 of the Basic Act of Dungeon Management specified that a danger zone could be appointed based on dungeon-related threats. It shared similar verbiage to Article 63 of the Basic Act on Disaster Management.


      “I’d need to discuss it with the Dungeon Agency and JDA,” Ibe responded. “How large an area would it allow us to designate?”


      The greatest potential dungeon-related threat currently theorized was a stampede, but none had ever occurred. How great an area one would require evacuating remained ambiguous as well.


      With so many unknowns, negotiations with local authorities seemed likely to break down into total confusion.


      “We could probably designate a wider area by saying it’s a monster that breathes radiation,” Murakita offered.


      “Can’t think of a more fitting monster for Japan, can you?” Ibe smirked.


      Now all they had to do was draft a warning about a threat resembling a bipedal dinosaur awakened by atomic testing and they’d be in shape.


      “No good,” Uchitani countered. “All monsters are recorded in the WDA database. You can’t just fabricate one. It might be better to tell the truth.”


      However, talk of cleaners and slimes wouldn’t exactly communicate the urgency of the situation. It was the circumstances, more than any individual monster, that plagued them. With their current information, they wouldn’t be able to designate more than a small area for evacuation by January 19. Too small for the threat of a nuclear weapon.


      “That’s not going to get us the area we need by the nineteenth, is it?” Ibe asked.


      Even if it were a super small warhead—even if it were set to go off within the dungeon’s walls—they were still dealing with a nuclear bomb. They would need to clear at least a kilometer radius from the blast.


      Murakita straightened up. “Mr. Prime Minister, if you’re willing to bend the truth, there is a way to easily mandate an evacuation.”


      Murakita was an expert in intelligence. He knew well the efficacy of a well-timed, well-placed lie.


      “Give me a straw now and I’d grasp it,” Ibe responded, his voice shaking with exhaustion.


      “We’ll need cooperation from the JSDF, but we can say we found a dud shell.”


      In the seventy years since the end of the war, much unexploded ordnance had been disposed of. According to the Ministry of Defense’s Joint Staff Office, 1,480 shells were uncovered in 2018 alone. Cases had declined sharply since the ’70s, but around fourteen hundred were still discovered annually in the waters surrounding Okinawa.


      “Dud disposal...” Ibe murmured.


      A 250- to 500-kilo bomb permitted evacuation ranges of up to three hundred meters. A one-ton bomb should give him clearance for at least a kilometer. However, that depended on other factors, such as the area of discovery. Ordinarily, blockades would be erected to reduce the size of the danger zone.


      “No matter what, I’ll need to get in touch with Mori,” Ibe said.


      Evacuation areas always had to be coordinated with local governments.


      “Leave that to me,” Murakita answered.


      “And press response? Coordination with the JSDF?”


      “That as well.”


      “This is beyond confidential. Don’t change your schedules too much tomorrow. Murakita, you take the lead. Uchitani, you bring Hashidaka up to speed.”


      Ibe was referring to the deputy chief cabinet secretary for crisis management, the first-line decision-maker for the cabinet’s response to emergency situations. Kyoshi Hashidaka, who currently held the post, had joined the cabinet after stepping down as the superintendent general of the metropolitan police.


      “If we’re acting in secrecy, then you’ll probably want Murakita to talk to Hashidaka too,” Uchitani responded.


      “Why?”


      Murakita smiled, and took over from Uchitani. “Because we’re former college classmates. And we entered the Police Agency at the same time.”


      “Then it wouldn’t be strange for the two of you to meet in private.”


      “But come to think of it, Uchitani is a fellow alumnus too,” Murakita added.


      “One year removed,” Uchitani protested.


      “Then Murakita takes the lead on Hashidaka. Have him come to the Prime Minister’s Office using the tunnels from the Cabinet Building. And have him start gathering National Security Council members for a meeting, strictly behind the scenes.”


      “Consider it done.”


      “In addition, I want to call an emergency minister meeting first thing in the morning to explain the situation, including the unexploded-shell plan. Call up the ministers of foreign affairs and defense, and the National Public Safety Committee chair and chief cabinet secretary.”


      “Posthaste.”


      At least now they had a plan in motion. Feeling a smidge of relief, Ibe sunk deeper into the couch.


      “Still, hiding the use of a nuclear weapon from the public...” he lamented.


      “‘I’ll stake my name on this crusade, proclaiming its justice beyond the grave,’” Murakita ribbed.


      The line he’d quoted had been written by Ibe’s grandfather. Generally, it was interpreted as showing a lack of repentance for the war. However, Ibe could also read into it a lament on the necessity of continuing to dig a hole deeper.


      “I won’t endorse any warmongering, but I would like people to understand just a bit how difficult decision-making can be,” Ibe responded.


      Ibe could see it now: if news of the plan got out, he’d be lumped in with his grandfather—the apple didn’t fall far from the tree. So then what am I supposed to do? he wanted to shout.


      “We can’t break off ties with America, and we can’t turn our backs on the world.” Ibe’s face showed his exhaustion, but there was a certain resolution to his words despite their hushed tone. “A politician lives and dies by results. But he can’t think only in the short term. Sometimes hypocrisy just can’t be avoided.”


      Even if he was harangued over making secret agreements, his choice was clear. There was nothing to do but to quietly play along with America’s plan for now.


      Justice, uprightness, acting aboveboard—those were concepts for people with no real problems on their hands. Career politicians knew that better than anyone else.


      Ibe closed his eyes as if deep in thought, but soon the sound of snoring filled the room.


      Murakita and Uchitani left quietly, taking care not to wake the prime minister from his sleep.


      And so the curtain opened on what promised to be a truly tumultuous two days.


      Yoyogi Dungeon, Eighteenth Floor


      “So, what’s the big idea waking us up this early? The world better be ending.”


      This was not good for beauty sleep, Natalie grumbled. If anyone present wondered what someone who spent her days in underground caverns fricasseeing genomos was doing complaining about beauty sleep, they didn’t voice it. He who fears drowning goes near no wells.


      “Funny you should say that,” Simon answered, passing her the tablet displaying the president’s orders.


      According to its contents, time was rapidly running out.


      “So should we get going right away?” Natalie asked.


      “Nope.”


      Their response window was broken into six-hour sections. As long as they were there between the same two cleaner reproduction cycles, it didn’t matter much if they took a bit of time heading up.


      “If we radio ahead, Falcon Industries will have any necessary equipment ready by the time we hit topside,” Simon explained. “Lucky for us, they were in the country for a demo.”


      “Demonstration?”


      “When their tests were done at Yokohama, they were going to show off a porter here.”


      “Damn.” A look of disappointment hung in Mason’s eyes. “Too bad.”


      “Never mind that.” Simon tapped the tablet lightly with the back of his hand. “What do we do about these guys?”


      “Sorry, Natalie, but it looks like you’ll be our main weapon.” Joshua turned to the team’s flame-magic user.


      “Are you joking? My magic won’t hold out long enough to get through thousands of slimes,” Natalie answered. “They’ll divide again while I’m resting up.”


      “But explosives and projectiles are out. And we can’t go hacking the cleaners up without creating more.” Joshua shrugged, sensing a nonstarter.


      “The real best weapon would be raw heat...” Cathy piped up. Since she’d been sent off by D-Powers with her parting gift—a skill orb—on the thirteenth, she’d been free to join Team Simon and dive the eighteen floor until she had to return for pre-boot camp preparations on January 26.


      In truth, Cathy’s inclusion in this dive had been a direct request from Miyoshi, so that Cathy could test out her orb. Thus, although she wouldn’t be participating in the mission, she was present for the conversation now.


      “Like a flamethrower?” Simon asked. “Can we even get our hands on one?”


      “The marines retired them in the seventies,” Cathy replied. Following the Vietnam War, they’d been phased out in favor of thermobaric weapons.


      That’s right. Cathy was originally a marine, Simon thought, recalling the contents of her resume. “So what about now?” he asked.


      “Well, currently the marines get thermobaric grenades from Picatinny Arsenal. The XM1060, they’re called. I wasn’t around, but I hear they saw active use fifteen years ago in Afghanistan.”


      “What kind of firepower are we talking?”


      Most grenades were set to have a wounding radius of fifteen meters.


      “I’ve heard one could blow apart a stone wall from a distance of one hundred yards. But I don’t know detailed specs.”


      “Damn. We’d be crawling with cleaners from the blast. Anything with less impact, more heat?”


      “Maybe thermite-based weapons. The M14 or TH3.”


      “Hand grenades?”


      However, with a wounding radius of only two meters, the M14 and TH3 presented the opposite problem—their area of effect was too small. Their main use was in disposing of weapons and equipment that had to be left at a site, or boring through steel walls and fences.


      “Let’s just toss a bunch of napalm in and be done with it,” Joshua suggested.


      “Not bad. What about napalm bombs? Can we get ’em?” Simon asked.


      Despite some continued use in flamethrowers, Napalm-B had been banned for use in explosives following the Vietnam War.


      “No,” Cathy replied. “M202s?”


      “FLASH?” Simon asked. The M202 FLASH, or FLame Assault SHoulder weapon, was an incendiary weapon that had replaced World War II-era flamethrowers. It was technically still in service, although rarely used. “What about ammo? M74 incendiary shells?”


      “Probably none sitting around with the JSDF,” Cathy answered, “but the Republic of Korea Armed Forces might have some.”


      “Thinking about putting that request through in time?”


      “Maybe MCIPAC...” Cathy put her hand to her chin.


      “So you don’t know for sure?”


      “It’s a hunch. Should I try contacting Major General Locke?” Cathy offered.


      Major General Locke was the commanding general for Marine Corps Installations Pacific, or MCIPAC.


      “Do you have his direct line?” Natalie asked.


      “Okay, hate to do it, but I’ll put in a request with Martinez,” Simon cut in. “Apparently the brass told him to look out for us while we’re in Japan. And he did say to contact his secretary if we needed anything.”


      “I’m pretty sure that was just lip service,” Natalie responded. “But if ever there were a time to test his sincerity...”


      “At a time like this, if only Merr-Sonn Munitions thermal detonators existed,” Simon mused.


      “‘Merr-Sonn’? Never heard of them.” Natalie tilted her head.


      “You wouldn’t have,” Simon responded, “unless you were there for the fall of the Galactic Republic.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      Simon smiled, then got up. “At any rate, let’s have Falcon grab as many heat-based weapons as they can, and just hope collectors haven’t snapped up all the old M2 and M9 flamethrowers.”


      Aboard the Tokyu Toyoko Line


      Under a cloudless winter sky, Miyoshi and I boarded the train from Meiji-Jingumae to Sakuragicho just past eight o’clock.


      Holding the dangling strap for balance on the crowded train, Miyoshi let out a huge yawn, quite unbecoming of the fair young lady she apparently fancied herself.


      “Late night?”


      “Verily. Thanks to our new patent application, I had to spend last night rushing to put together our report.”


      “Finally time to let the world in on the secret of the slimes...”


      We were expecting a literal wall of slimes to be blocking the entrance to the dungeon. With bullets and projectiles off-limits due to the risk of spawning more cleaners, our slime-killing strategy was going to be more important than ever. We could no longer keep it to ourselves.


      Particularly because we wanted to leave most of the response to the DSF and JSDF.


      And so we had spent most of last night making preparations to introduce the world to the wonders of benzethonium chloride—patent pending, of course.


      Yoyogi Dungeon, First Floor


      One Night Prior


      “Think we could have packed more sprays?” I grumbled.


      We’d dashed off to Yoyogi Dungeon, right after Naruse had left, to prepare for our part in averting the worldwide crisis that had suddenly been laid at our feet.


      First, we were going to need a way to deal with the slimes.


      We decided to turn in a dungeon patent application for our slime-killing method to protect our financial interests when we made it public. But doing so meant another round of research to back our claims.


      “It’d be really helpful if they just sold small sample sizes,” Miyoshi commented.


      Surfactants were used across a wide range of scientific fields, and came in several different types. We’d spent hours transferring all the ones we could get our hands on into hundred-milliliter spray bottles.


      “But, c’est la vie! We don’t know what exactly it is about the benzethonium chloride that produces the effect, so we couldn’t preemptively narrow our options down.” Miyoshi extracted a tablet from Storage. “Anyway, no time like the present! Let’s get testing!”


      We had a mountain of surfactants to get through. Nothing to do but to just wander around spraying them on slimes one by one.


      “First, anionic,” Miyoshi commanded.


      “All the bottles labeled ‘anionic,’ then? Got it.”


      “Yep. Please go in order, one through six.”


      I took out the trigger spray bottle labeled “Anionic #1” and nodded. “Here goes! Anionic number one!”


      “Fire in the hole!”


      I gave a nearby slime three spritzes. Each contained about 0.3 milliliters, for a one-milliliter testing size total.


      “Noting alkylbenzene sulfonate: no effect,” Miyoshi intoned.


      “I feel like I’ve heard that compound name somewhere before.”


      “It was one of the main substances blamed for causing toxic foam around wastewater a few years back. If dodecylbenzene’s a bust too, we can probably write off all the alkylbenzene variants.”


      “All right. Anionic number two! Take this!”


      The bottle let out a quick hiss, the surfactant misting down on the slime.


      The slime shook like a dog walking out of a bath, but showed no signs of damage.


      “Aaand that’s top-shelf alcohol ruled out.” Miyoshi made a note on her tablet. “Go ahead and give number three and number four a try.”


      “Shouldn’t I get a new slime? Probably not good to mix fluids.”


      “True. If you could.”


      “Roger.”


      Keeping an eye out for any wandering explorers, we made our way through Anionic #6, ruling out all of the anionic samples.


      “Shoot. I was hoping the olefin sulfonates would have some effect, given they’re an element of fish toxins, but...”


      “Nothing at all,” I responded.


      Though if the toxins had effects, they might not show up right away.


      “Okay, next, nonionic.”


      “Not cationic?” Cationic was the category to which benzethonium chloride belonged.


      “We know those should work, so let’s check the others first.”


      “Good point.”


      I extracted Nonionic #1 and pointed it at a new slime.


      I squeezed the trigger and the compound mist descended onto the slime. No obvious change took place.


      The same was true of #2 through #5. As I took out Sample #6, something caught my eye.


      “Why is this one not spray-type?” I asked.


      “Oh, there’s a reason,” Miyoshi responded cryptically. “Just lather some on.”


      “Okay...”


      I dribbled a little of the jellylike substance out onto the surface of the slime.


      “No reaction.”


      “Hmmm...” Miyoshi sounded slightly frustrated. “Noted. No effect.”


      Her reaction had me curious. “What is this stuff?”


      “Menfegol.”


      “What is that? It sounds like something you summon out of a pentagram.”


      Longer chemical names would at least give you a sense of their compositions, but with ones like this, if you didn’t know them, you were out of luck.


      “A nonionic pine resin extract surfactant. Ugh, I had to go through hell to get this.”


      Myoshi crossed her arms and nodded. Maybe it was just my imagination, but it looked like her face was getting red.


      “Why? Did you need some kind of license to buy it?”


      “No. In fact, you used to be able to order it directly from Eisai,” she said, referring to a particular pharmaceutical manufacturer. “But now... I had to extract it from a bunch of Love Dome Girlsguards.”


      “‘Love Dome Girlsguards’?”


      What in the black hell unknowable feminine product is that?


      “It’s a condom with contraceptive jelly.”


      Oh. That’s actually way less weird than I was expecting. What a weird name...


      “And the contraceptive is a surfactant?”


      “Yep. They used to sell them under the name ‘Epoca,’ under the old CandyFloat series branding.”


      “Huh.”


      Ignoring the somewhat evocative name, you’d have never actually guessed what the product was under the old branding. Worst-case scenario, someone might have mistaken it for a box of actual candy. I began to see why they’d changed it to “Love Dome.”


      “The ‘O’ on the box is formed by a hand giving the ‘okay’ sign,” Miyoshi continued. “And the packaging is this snakeskin box I guess designed to appeal to women? The people at Okamoto Condoms are crazy.”


      “Snakeskin appeals to women?” I was flummoxed.


      “Well, at least in north and south Osaka. It’s like a military uniform.”


      “Ah. I can see it.”


      “Oh, but apparently they have a Danbo-box version too!” she said, referring to a cute cardboard-box character known for merchandise tie-ins. “I saw it when I was placing the order. That one was cuter. Or...well, actually it was just Danbo, but that’s cute!”


      Apparently it wasn’t merely urban legend—Danbo really could turn up anytime, anywhere.


      “They also made this ‘condom boot camp’ training video,” Miyoshi continued, on a roll.(6) “It was hosted by this character, Sergeant Condo, and he shouts at the audience that they can go right back up their fathers’ shafts if they don’t have an Okamoto condom on hand!”


      “What the hell are you talking about?”


      “And that wasn’t all! When you put it on, you had to shout ‘Excalibur!’ from the bottom of your heart.”


      “Well...it’s hard to say anything. That’s not so different from what we do,” I admitted.


      We were the ones running an actual nonsensical boot camp and shouting “I reject my humanity!” every time we used an orb.


      At any rate, Miyoshi had apparently had to extract the jelly used for Nonionic #6 from the tips of one contraceptive condom at a time. It brought no joy to speak of or hear.


      And the fruits of her labor...had withered on the vine.


      “I also kind of had high hopes for the polyoxyethylene nonylphenyl ether, Sample number five,” she commented.


      “I mean, hey, I’d put my hopes in a chemical like that. Its name is certainly long enough.”


      “And thankfully understandable this time. It’s just the components in order.”


      Granted, I wasn’t sure how understandable it would be to someone without a background in chemistry. Would you even know where to split the name?


      “Since you’re bringing it up right afterward, don’t tell me, is that one also...?”


      “Yep. A nonionic surfactant with a protein denaturation effect. Also used in spermicides.”


      “Just hearing serious-sounding science words like ‘protein denaturation’ gives you some confidence it’ll work as a contraceptive, huh?”


      “Yeah. Although it also sounds kind of scary. But at such a small dose, it doesn’t have any harmful effect on the human body. Although I hear wearing them hurts like the dickens for guys with STDs.”


      “Seriously?!”


      Ooo-kay, we’re going a little too deep on the deep-dive here. I gave a put-out smile.


      We moved through the rest of the surfactants. Ultimately there wasn’t a single success among the nonionic samples.


      “Then I guess we shouldn’t get our hopes up for the amphoteric types either,” Miyoshi inferred, “though let’s test them just in case.”


      The amino acid-based samples were a bust, as were the betaines and the amine oxides.


      Finally, we were left with the cationic types, which provided the most vexing results of the day.


      “So all cationic surfactants are actually quaternary ammonium salts, right?” I asked.


      “Very good, Kei! You know your stuff!”


      I took out the bottles labeled “Cationic #1” and “Cationic #2.”


      “Well, I did used to do STEM work. I got curious about mechanisms of action, at least. So, should I start with our VIP, the benzethonium chloride?”


      I pointed Cationic #1 at a nearby slime and gave it a spritz. The slime instantly burst into a wet puddle, unable to withstand even a mere 0.3 millimeters.


      “That’ll never cease to amaze me,” I commented.


      “Maybe it’s weird to point this out now, but what’s really amazing is that we still don’t know exactly why that works.” Miyoshi cocked her head. “What do you think causes such a violent reaction?”


      “What? I mean... It’s a surfactant. It reduces the surface energy so the slime can no longer hold its shape, right?”


      “But then the other surfactants should do the same—or at least produce some more reaction than they did.”


      “Well, if the slime-killing efficacy stems from the antibacterial properties, could it be protein denaturation, or enzyme inhibition?” I struggled to recall my antibacterial mechanisms.


      “If that were the case, then Nonionic number five should have produced a reaction too.”


      Right, the polyoxyethylenamagig or whatever.


      “Okay,” I responded, thinking. “Well, then maybe some effect on metabolism? Induced glycolysis or lactic acid oxidation? It could damage the membrane, causing bacteriolysis. A phosphorus or potassium leak?” I felt like I was grasping at straws.


      “Inducing glycolysis could result in the collapse of the protoplasmic membranes... But in that case...”


      Miyoshi grabbed Cationic #2 from my hand, then fired at a nearby slime.


      The slime jiggled but held its shape. Miyoshi shrugged.


      “Let me guess. In that case, you’d expect that one to have had an effect too.”


      “That was benzalkonium chloride.” Miyoshi fired two more times at the slime, both to no more effect than the first. “That’s weird.”


      “What’s weird?”


      “Benzalkonium chloride and benzethonium chloride are nearly identical.”


      “Nearly?”


      “They’re the same in terms of antimicrobial spectrum, same mechanism of action—they even produce the same side effects when they’re used. What’s so different?” She pulled the trigger one more time. Nada. “Is there something going on outside of normal science?”


      So, we have already surpassed the realm of science... Miyoshi’s slightly dramatic statement got me thinking.


      Of course there could be some minuscule chemical difference we were overlooking, but—


      “Hey, Miyoshi.”


      “What?”


      “Remember the first time we went diving, when that dodecyl benzene sulfonate didn’t have any effect?”


      “Yeah?”


      “Well, what were you thinking after that, when you tried the benzethonium chloride?”


      “Hm?” Miyoshi tilted her head. “Hm. I’m not exactly sure, but I remember thinking that all the slimes around here looked kind of like bacteria.”


      That tracked. Seeing them ooze on the cavern walls with their cores on display, anyone could be prompted to think of a cartoonish diagram of a bacterium structure.


      “I was thinking the same thing. And did you know at the time that benzethonium chloride was an active ingredient in household antibacterial Makiron?”


      “Of course.”


      “So you were thinking the slimes looked like bacteria, and Makiron was an antibacterial agent.”


      “Kei, ohmigod, are you saying—?”


      Maybe, just maybe, we were the reason the slimes were weak against benzethonium chloride.


      It made sense. We’d been comparing them mentally to bacteria, and then Miyoshi had sprayed an antibacterial agent on them. Because we’d expected them to be weak to it, they were.


      Of course I couldn’t rule out Making playing a role.


      “So,” I said, “ if the slimes had flagella, maybe those Nonionic number five or number six samples would have worked.”


      They were spermicides, after all.


      “Then maybe,” Miyoshi responded, “other monsters...?”


      “Possibly. Although if the ordinary explorer’s impressions have that much impact, you could wind up with the opposite too.”


      “Opposite?”


      “‘Help me! God! Nothing fazes this thing! It’s invincible!’ Any monster scary enough to cause that kind of reaction...”


      “Could actually wind up stronger.”


      “Maybe.”


      There were any number of explorers fighting monsters at that very moment. It was frightening to think that one of their reactions might change an entire species’s physiology.


      “Kei,” Miyoshi responded flatly, “you haven’t gone crazy from all the cleaner fumes, have you?”


      I couldn’t help but smile. “No, but it sure seems like I might have.”


      Even though I’d been feeling confident about my theory, there was another part of me—the part raised to believe in normal science—that wanted to read myself the riot act.


      “You do know that the role of natural science is to explain the rules behind the world around us. Not to make them, right?” Miyoshi uttered condescendingly.


      “Give me a break,” I shot back.


      Still, there was no way to prove that the act of discovering natural laws didn’t give form to the law itself. If the law remained consistent afterward, there’d be no way to tell.


      Humans determining rules for the natural world like some kind of gods? Yeah, right. Maybe my head really isn’t on straight.


      “However—as much as I hate to say it—I feel like you’re probably right.” Miyoshi put Cationic #2 back into Storage. “The way the dungeons work does align way too strongly with human culture.”


      “That was part of my thinking too.”


      “A while back you talked about the dungeons maybe having a ‘designer.’ That maybe whoever that is, it is someone from Earth. Well, maybe we could flip the script just a bit and say that the dungeons have many designers. Maybe they somehow access Earthlings’—specifically explorers’, I guess—thoughts and knowledge. Like a collective unconscious.”


      Jung’s collective unconscious—a tapestry of common psychologies and symbols woven across the whole of the earth. Of course in this case, maybe it would be more apt to call it a kind of collective database—a shared repository of intermingled knowledge and memories for the dungeons. If the dungeons were tapping into that, our thoughts really might be rewriting the laws of nature in real time.


      And in that case, D-Factors really might just be capable of restructuring the world.


      “Although how the dungeons access that info is a mystery,” I commented.


      “I have a feeling Dr. Tylor’s involvement might be at the bottom of this,” Miyoshi responded.


      “Dr. Tylor...”


      He’d been in the back of my mind ever since I’d heard Simon’s story. Sooner or later, we’d probably have to think about having a look through his private studies. But before that...


      “Ah!”


      “Kei? What is it?”


      I’d been struck by sudden inspiration.


      “I was just thinking—if this works the way we’ve figured, then even if it looks like an ordinary chemical reaction is happening, the slimes are only weak against benzethonium chloride.”


      When we came out with our patented slime-killing methods, scientists were going to bend over backward to try to replicate the results with other chemical solutions. Why rely on a brand name when a generic alternative would do?


      Of course it would all be for naught. But that didn’t rule out that someone could accidentally imagine a new weak point onto the slimes while they were at it.


      “I suppose,” Miyoshi responded.


      “Man, this is all so insane.”


      “When you kill one monster, the D-Factors in all the others could restructure themselves accordingly, so it’s not out of the question. Now a particle that can dynamically form any substance—that’s the real insanity.”


      “Yeah...” I sighed.


      It was almost like the idea of using nanomachines—no, more like attomachines(7)—to restructure genetic code. Being able to restructure genetic code—just what the hell are those things made of, anyway?


      “Seems like dungeon-based research is ultimately going to become research into ways to manipulate D-Factors to become various substances,” I mused.


      “Are you saying everyone’s barking up the wrong tree by focusing on preexisting dungeon materials?”


      “No, that’s important too. But we can probably hold off on expecting any truly earth-shattering discoveries until more teams reevaluate their approach.”
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