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      Chapter 1: The Newlyweds’ Dilemma


      “Don’t let me go, Teo.”


      She could always clearly recall that memory—the one of a quiet church out in the hills. She’d said those words as if she were making a wish. But now that she was thinking back on it, had he actually nodded along in response?


      What had he done? He’d kissed her immediately after that, but she kind of felt like he’d never given her a straightforward answer.


      Just as a question mark had sprouted up around the finer details of this memory, someone’s voice snapped her back to reality.


      “Dina? It really is you. You came?”


      She’d only stopped to look in through the bar window, but Dina almost fell apart while replying to the woman who’d popped out to say hello.


      “O-Oh, no, I’m just passing by... I have things to do today, so I’ll be seeing you.”


      After she said that, Dina zoomed off.


      It’d been just a little over two months since that woman, Imelda, had invited her to the same bar for a drink. It was the start of Dina’s first bitter winter in the city after moving there with Teodoro. But as she sat at one of those tables, she couldn’t help but look off into space and think about her man. At the time, he’d gone back to working overnight missions. However, the former nun soon realized that her trio of companions had all started staring at her, making her quite flustered.


      ***


      “I-I’m sorry... It looks like I was daydreaming a bit...”


      When she apologized, the other three women at the table looked at each other before pleasantly smiling at her.


      “Goodness, you’ve been absent-minded this whole time, Dina. You’re a calm one, aren’t you?”


      “So, what do you usually get up to? I’ve seen you out and about with that husband of yours, but you must get real bored with him at work all day.”


      “You said it’s been about a month since you moved here. Where and what were you doing before that? Just how’d you manage to nail such a handsome husband?”


      Dina, blushing at their teasing, was taking part in a regularly held “tea party” at a well-reviewed bar. Though they called it a tea party, the get-together was actually a gossip session between married women who were around the same age. Since she didn’t know anyone in the capital, Dina thought she would steer far away from something like this. But while cleaning up around the church after mass one day, she decided to take the lady in charge up on her friendly offer. That lady was Imelda.


      Back in her days as a novice nun, Dina had been one to enjoy chatting with other people. So, she’d toss on her cape and go, with the hopes of making friends.


      “Oh, I’m not all that relaxed... In fact, people used to think of me as quite active.”


      Despite her protests, the redhead couldn’t hide her not-all-displeased smile because they’d referred to her husband as “handsome.” Thinking back to that day, Dina had considered keeping her happiness to herself and turning down Imelda’s tea party invite, but the mention of Teo had her saying “yes.”


      “I never had the time to daydream back where I’m from. We were busy from sunrise to sunset, and since I was the youngest of the bunch, I took care of most of the jobs that asked for some strength.”


      “Oh my.”


      The expression on each woman’s face had slightly shifted. While none of them were exactly upper class, Dina’s experiences were an unexpected surprise. After all, they’d all hired servants to handle their housework and each had too much time on their hands.


      “That must have been hard...”


      Without noticing the pity in Imelda’s tone, Dina shook her head and smiled.


      “Not at all. Everyone was kind, after all.”


      “Everyone? Ah, were you attending a boarding school or something? I suppose that girls’ schools have hierarchies of their own.”


      “Th-That’s not quite it.”


      Dina had replied with a smile, but that question made her eyes wander a tad. The faint whiff of denial in her tone had Imelda and the others glancing at one another.


      “Then what exactly were you doing before?”


      When someone else asked that, Dina was at a loss for words.


      Shoot. I wasn’t thinking when I said that.


      If she told them the truth and said she used to be a novice nun, there was a good chance they’d think she had forsaken her vows. While she’d never actually become a proper nun, there was no way she could go into detail about why she hadn’t taken her vows in the first place.


      After noticing that Dina had fallen silent and stiffened up, the trio shared in a moment of collective confusion before changing the subject.


      “Could it be that you met your wonderful husband there? I don’t see him around much, but I’ve been wondering how you two came to know each other!”


      “Seeing as you’ve moved here, are your parents still in your old town? Are the two of you on good terms with each other’s families? That’s the hard part of marriage, isn’t it?”


      The ladies’ gazes fell upon Dina once more.


      “How did we meet... Um...”


      She was at a loss for words once again. Upon realizing that their new teatime buddy had not only gone silent, but pale as well, the trio shot each other another round of quick glances. Dina could feel an unsaid aura of “welp, I guess that’s another topic we shouldn’t bring up” emanating from her company. Simultaneously wrapped up in the scent of coffee, Dina couldn’t help but stew in regret while cursing her own carelessness.


      There’s too much I can’t say...


      She couldn’t mention how she’d been born into that family of evil nobles who were all over the news a few months back. Nothing about how she’d grown up without seeing either of her parents, her old dreams of becoming a nun, or that her husband was once a spy who’d dedicated his entire life to crushing her family. The first time she met Teo had to remain a secret as well—that rainy night in the church when he’d tried to throw her on the ground and stuff a sleeping pill in her mouth. And that she was to blame for his father’s untimely death.


      In stark contrast to the morose and clammy new girl, the other women at the table were no longer able to hold back their confusion.


      “D-Do you have any hobbies, Dina?” Imelda gently asked, sitting directly to the redhead’s right.


      “H-Hobbies?” Dina quietly repeated.


      “Yeah. Maybe something you’re good at, or can get lost in. You’d want something unrelated to your husband and family that satisfies you, right? I want to hear about them.”


      In response to the woman’s question, overflowing with charity, Dina thought for a moment.


      “Cooking and sewing, maybe?”


      “Oh my, you don’t hire a chef?”


      Imelda elbowed the confused housewife who’d asked that.


      “That’s wonderful! What do you make?”


      “N-Normal things. When I cook, I tend to make pasta or stew. I found a fresh squid at the market a while back, so I took the ink and...”


      Now that she thought about it, there probably weren’t many people around the city who made squid ink pasta. There might have been a canal, but it was far from the ocean, unlike Leberta. She felt like if she didn’t give them a more regular answer, they might’ve figured out where she was from—a seaside town to the south.


      “I marveled at the ink... Then I went home and made...beef stew, yes. Other than that, I make ravioli, tripe, and all sorts of normal dishes. And my sewing is just a little...”


      Before she said anything about patching clothing, Dina went silent again. While Teodoro might not have said anything about the remnants of her life in virtuous poverty at the convent, these ladies could likely pity her if she spoke so unabashedly about it. She wanted to leave them with some kind of harmless answer—one that would leave no room for understanding regarding her upbringing. Ideally, she wanted to say something she could talk about, even if they asked further questions.


      Putting a hand to her chin, Dina murmured.


      “Other than that, decocting herbs...”


      “Huh?”


      She hadn’t realized that the company was replying more in confusion than affirmation. After all, this was a skill that most people had praised her for, and she was good at it.


      Or at least, it had been until now.


      “I’m familiar with the use of medicine. I was a quick study when it came to learning how and when to use certain kinds. I probably picked it up back at my family hom— No, forget that. I know how to work with more hard-to-use medications, but I’ve been able to whip up simple decoctions and salves for my own use. Antipyretics, numbing drugs, and the kinds that make you vomit too. That last example is handier than you’d think. But the houses around here aren’t large enough to have their own gardens, right? I couldn’t manage taking care of one on my own anyway, so I’ve been buying my supplies from a shop someone who’s a bit in the know told me about... And...”


      After rambling for a few minutes, Dina finally noticed the strange vibes at the table. Thinking about what she’d done, she clapped her hands together and her body went completely stiff. Within the walls of this warm establishment, thick with the scents of coffee and mixed spices, the other women kept flashing puzzled looks at each other.


      Imelda raised her voice as if to drown out the person who muttered, “Is she a witch?”


      “What a unique hobby! Your husband must like that about you.”


      With a stiff giggle, Dina kept on going, speaking quickly.


      “I-I wonder. I’ve got all my concoctions and supplies hidden in my room, and he doesn’t come home often, so...”


      “Huh? You don’t sleep in the same room as your husband, Dina?”


      Silence fell over the table, filled with a quartet of untouched cakes and now-cold coffee. The vibe at this table was clearly quite different from those around it. After a strangely long ten seconds passed, Dina slowly reached for her cup and downed the cold, bitter drink.


      “I-I’ve just remembered there’s somewhere I have to be. I’ll be leaving now.”


      “W-Wait, Dina! Um, yes, what do you love about your husband?”


      Maybe because she felt obliged after inviting the new girl to tea, Imelda frantically tried to stop Dina from leaving. She’d already stood up from her chair, but the mention of Teodoro stopped her in her tracks.


      What did she love about Teodoro? His sense of justice, his kindness, his regular banter, how he put his life on the line fighting for others—she loved all those qualities. However, she couldn’t go into further detail here. She’d only spoken with a handful of people in the past month, Teo included, but it seemed she’d been having a lot of trouble reading the room in most social situations. With that in mind, the answer that sprung from her useless, gentle brain was simple—one that they couldn’t dig into any further.


      “Because he has beautiful blue eyes?”


      At that moment, a collection of lukewarm smiles that said So his face, huh... were plastered on the ladies’ faces.


      ***


      “Maybe I shouldn’t have gone.”


      Walking alone on a shadowy cobblestone paved path, Dina remembered her blunder from two months earlier. Turning a corner from the main street into an alley, she was walking with her head down before even she realized it.


      Her senses really were off. It was only natural considering her incredibly out-of-the-ordinary childhood. However, she’d never had a conversation as awkward as that with people in Leberta or that village in the hills. If someone knew that Dina had been associated with nuns, they’d find nothing odd about her behavior. Her talk of cooking, sewing, expertise with medicinal herbs, and even her unspoken family issues would’ve been understandable.


      But now that she was no longer a novice nun, the public would classify her as a “weirdo.” There was nothing she could really say in response to that fact.


      She clutched her overcoat shut as the dry wind blew across the cobblestones. Her woolen cape, which was of much higher quality than anything she’d imagined during her convent days, let the wind in through its front opening.


      “It’s fine. As long as Teo understands me, I don’t care what anyone else might think.”


      Muttering that in an attempt to cheer herself up, Dina picked up her pace, only to stop in front of the shop she’d been heading toward to begin with. The wooden door before her led into the shop she’d visited to pick up supplies for her decoctions.


      Maybe I’ll stop for today.


      Despite pumping herself up, the fact that thought had crossed her mind meant that she did care what others said about her.


      It was fine as long as Teodoro didn’t mind, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how he wouldn’t mind.


      It really is weird for a married couple to sleep in separate rooms.


      After exchanging their vows and starting a new life together in Diarante, the newlyweds moved into an area Teodoro had chosen for security reasons. While they were picking out their furniture, Dina had requested that they have separate bedrooms. The idea of suddenly sharing a bed with a man had been too much for a former novice nun with no prior lovers.


      But to his credit, Teodoro agreed to her terms with no hesitation at all. He’d done it so readily that she thought such an arrangement was normal. That once-married nuns and folks around Leberta had occasionally mentioned how that was a source of intense friction between most couples, but Dina and Teo weren’t most couples.


      Dina’s life as a newlywed had started out with a breath of relief and a pinch of disappointment, continuing on peacefully from there. Every day, every evening, and the nights where Teodoro was home too. While Dina remained cloistered in her room, everything else around the house was so quiet that she wondered if her husband was even living under the same roof. The situation nearly confused her.


      Now that she thought about it, sleeping in the same room might not have been as stimulating as she thought it would be, considering the fact that Teodoro often worked overnight.


      I wish he would’ve told me that I’d be sleeping alone most nights, even if we were in the same room...


      After that, another possibility crossed Dina’s mind. What if he’d wanted her by his side so he could protect her in exchange for assisting him on his mission, and romantic feelings weren’t a factor? It would be easier to protect her if they lived together, and portraying themselves with the people-pleasing “married couple” moniker made it even easier. What if that had been on his mind as he sweet-talked her?


      “Impossible. If that was the reason, he wouldn’t have found me at the convent. Especially considering that it’s a military shelter.”


      She nodded after coming to that conclusion. Her husband was tolerant of everything and everyone but the Ferletti family, so he’d agreed to split their rooms. He’d probably be fine with what she was picking up at this store with the proper explanation to back it up. The part that would likely upset him involved the fact that she’d been standing around in an alleyway at night. Urged on by the setting sun, Dina put her hand on the door before her.


      It was then she felt someone’s gaze upon her. Right as she felt a chill roll down her spine, she turned around. Aside from the rows of homes atop the cobblestone surrounding her, there was no one nearby—no one else walking down the same thin path or illuminated by the nearby speckles of orange light.


      Someone just passed by, right?


      It had started just after she’d moved back to Diarante, and this feeling often came about when Teodoro wasn’t around. At first, she was afraid that Ferletti remnants were following her, but she’d eventually convinced herself that it was just her imagination. She’d come to this conclusion after consulting the military on the issue. In the event Teo was out of town and she needed assistance, she’d been instructed to stick a letter in a specific gap of a stone fountain located in the city plaza. Dina had done just that, noting that she felt as if someone were tailing her. A few days later, she found an unmarked envelope in her mailbox that read, “There’s no problem.”


      So it had to be fine. Thinking that, she slipped inside the shop, as if to hide herself.




      “Excuse me, my lovely lady. Would you happen to know how to get to the place on this scrap of paper?”


      Dina felt a chill as she left the shop and walked into the dimly lit alley, holding a little paper bag held in her arms. Upon looking off in the direction of the voice, she encountered a well-dressed middle-aged man staring at her with a troubled smile on his face. It looked like he’d just popped out of another alley, prompting her to let out a sigh of relief before frowning. These convoluted alleyways were far from her home, and given that she wasn’t out and about all that much, she wouldn’t be of any help with directions. She only knew how to find this shop because someone had told her about it.


      “I’m sorry, I’m not that very good with directions...”


      As she refused, she glanced down at the paper he held out to her with his right hand—and stopped speaking.


      The gentleman was tall, decently thin, displayed good posture, and had well-maintained, salt-and-pepper hair running down his back. His attire was refined and tasteful, bolstering a palette of subdued hues. Based on the composed nature of his smile and the huge ring he wore, the man was out of place in this middle-class shopping district. He would be more at home in an armchair, watching the flames of a fancy fireplace in his massive den.


      Well, if he didn’t have a coin-sized burn scar at the base of the thumb he held his scrap with.


      “I see, so you don’t know... That’s a pity.”


      The man’s relaxed voice echoed through the dimly lit alleyway.


      “But it appears that the rumors were true. You rarely left the mansion aside from visiting the cathedral, my lady.”


      “My lady.”


      Those conclusive two words made the blood drain from Dina’s face. She moved to run, but he grabbed her arm to stop her.


      “Wh-Who are you?”


      The question that came from her tense throat was mostly just a breath, but the man seemed to hear it anyway. His golden, wolflike eyes narrowed in an exaggerated fashion.


      “Oh my, you’ve forgotten this face of mine? Ah, but it’s no wonder. You were but a babe back then.”


      The man murmured that as if he were appreciating something and being satisfied by it. Yet Dina was steadily losing her composure as her fear continued to grow. He knew who she was, and from a time she definitely couldn’t recall either. Given that and the burn at the base of his thumb—just the right size to hide a tattoo—there was no doubt in her mind that this man was a Ferletti. But who was he? Was he an executive? Why was he here?


      “What do you want from me? Are you here for revenge?”


      “Revenge? Perish the thought!”


      As the man’s grasp remained tight around her arm, the wrinkles in his smile deepened.


      “Don’t worry, my lady. Considering where I am these days, I actually wanted to thank you.”


      “Don’t call me your lady... And what do you mean by ‘thank me’?”


      “You’ll see soon enough.”


      Dina’s expression sharpened as she desperately tried to hit him with a retort, but it seemed as if even that pleased him to an extreme degree. Their conflicting reactions made the situation all the more bone-chilling.


      “That aside, I’ve arrived to deliver a message.”


      “A message?”


      She had no idea what he was talking about. And just as soon as that thought crossed her mind, her body pitched forward. She’d somehow managed to stop herself from falling over, but the man had shoved his face right into hers. He’d grabbed her right arm and yanked her closer to him.


      “Oww...!”


      “Really, they themselves should have told you directly at the appropriate time, but that is no longer possible.”


      They?


      The man’s grip remained strong around her arm. Within the scant moments she couldn’t protect herself at all, Dina struggled to get her nearly frozen mind into motion, but no answers were coming. As she did that, the ridicule and pleasure that lurked within the man’s eyes gradually gave way to euphoria.


      “Ahh, thank goodness. Those eyes are exactly the same as theirs.”


      A passion emanated from the words he’d whispered into her ear. At the same time, he used his left hand to trace the contours of her face—upward from cheek to eyes. The ring on his thumb brushed against her skin in the process, causing her entire body to tremble from the chill. Dina tried to muster every ounce of her willpower to ask him to remove his hand.


      “But this hue is simply unacceptable. Even the hues of that whore’s son aren’t this cheap.”


      And in that moment, she felt a sharp pain radiating from her temple. The hand that had caressed her face was now yanking her hair. At the same time, the man’s golden eyes warped in a disgusting fashion. The pain caused old memories to emerge from the recesses of her mind. Memories of that night when her hair had been yanked, when she was forced to look up, how she was told she’d never escape that family again...and the feeling of cold steel on her fingertips.


      Just that instant, a part of her brain completely froze.


      “Let go of me.”


      Her quiet voice echoed through the alleyway. The man raised his in surprise at the anger and hostility in her gaze, causing him to suddenly crack a pleasant smile.


      “There. I’ve got it, miss. Or no, perhaps I should say ‘madam’?”


      Completely reversing his strong grasp on her arm, the man nimbly released her. Furthermore, he backed away, as if to put distance between them. Before she’d even fully realized it, he’d flashed her a good-natured look and was holding a dried leaf in his right hand. It was if he had only gotten close to her to get the leaf out of her hair.


      The sudden change in the man’s demeanor drained the hostility from Dina’s eyes, and bewilderment took its place. However, she immediately learned the reason for the change.


      “Why are you here alone?” were the words that came from a voice that chilled Dina to the core.


      Feeling herself being pulled backward, Dina turned around to discover an intense level of anger and wariness in Teo’s eyes. He’d pulled her closely, but was staring daggers at the mysterious man. Despite Teo’s glare giving Dina the chill, the man didn’t flinch at all. On the contrary, he shrugged humorously.


      “You may not know this, but the period where I was put on a leash for my walks ended quite a while ago. I’ve been on this side longer than you have, after all.”


      “I see. Then I’ll have to report this encounter.”


      Encounter? Report? Dina looked between the two men given their concerning choice of words, but neither one of them said a thing. As if to provoke Teodoro, the man took the opportunity to exaggeratedly lift both his hands and waved the dry leaf about.


      “Go ahead. I wonder how many years in the slammer I’ll get for taking a leaf out of a passerby’s hair? And why are you so edgy? You’re acting almost as if she isn’t just a mere passerby.”


      Dina noticed her face stiffen, and Teodoro could sense just how nervous she was. This man must’ve seen his face because he’d started to spitefully chuckle.


      “Don’t glare at me like that, pip-squeak. I’m just as thankful to you as I am to her... Let’s meet again, milady.”


      After his gaze returned to Dina, the man bowed before turning on his heel and disappearing into the night. It was a careful bow—the kind a vassal would give their king.


      “Just what was that?”


      Dina looked up at Teodoro’s face, and cold sweat dripped from her brow. Her heart just wouldn’t stop thumping.


      “It’s fine. I’ll never let him see you again... And don’t walk this way, Dina. There’s too little foot traffic.”


      As he said that, Teo took her hand by force and dragged her toward the main street. However, he hadn’t answered her question yet.


      There was no doubt that this man had ties to the Ferletti family. The fact that he’d burned off his tattoo must have meant he’d left the organization. But if that was the case, why’d he reveal that to Dina? How did he immediately know it was her, despite the red hair?


      Intimidated by the dangerous aura emanating from Teo, Dina didn’t have it herself to ask him about it. While being quickly pulled behind him with one hand, she used her other to close her cape. It was then that she felt something off about her pocket.


      Just when?


      As she hesitantly put her hand inside, she felt a dry piece of paper and the sensation of cold, hard metal. After peeking ahead at Teodoro, she simply removed the note.


      “Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labyrinth of water. The footless must carry out their duty.”


      Those were the words scrawled onto an often-folded piece of aged paper and in faded ink.


      “Huh?”


      Dina frowned, before silently putting it back in her pocket.


      “Dina.”


      When Teodoro called her name, as if he’d been aiming for the moment, she took her hand out of her pocket and looked up at him.


      “Did he do anything to you?”


      Seeing his blue eyes overcome with worry, she shook her head.


      “No.”


      “Okay.”


      Teodoro looked forward once more. Looking down at their linked hands, she thought to the other weight inside her pocket—a small cross with a carved snake wrapped around it.


      In the handful of days that followed, Dina’s life was just as peaceful as it had been before. As for Teo, his day-to-day life continued on as it always did—anything but peaceful.


      ***


      The sounds of many rushing footsteps and wooden crates being thrown about echoed through a back alley—one attached to an apartment complex that faced a plaza. As Teodoro rounded a corner, his eyes caught a glimpse of the man fleeing from him. This character had been on the drug trade’s production side, and now, he was flinging crates around while trying to escape. But even as this man stood on the other end of these obstructions, Teo kept his eyes glued on him. The military man did this even as he reached into his chest pocket. However, he immediately let go of his holstered gun and spat out a few words in frustration.


      “No, don’t shoot!”


      The obstructions in Teo’s path were virtually nonexistent in his mind, but back alleys of this urban sprawl had thin walls and there were too many people around. Any amount of gunfire would be a problem, so Teo had no choice but to pursue the man on foot. He’d been concise with his choice of words to keep his companion informed, and yet, he heard the sound of a gun being cocked behind him.


      “Hey, sto—”


      His call for restraint had been ignored. Along with the sound of a gunshot whizzing past him, Teo felt a searing heat on his right ear—the bullet had nicked it. As he felt his blood dripping and his focus being pulled away by the pain, he could hear someone click their tongue. That someone was his companion.


      Where did the bullet go?!


      Teodoro surveyed his surroundings, all the while gritting his teeth in an attempt to hold back his frustration rather than ride out the pain. There was a fresh bullet hole in one of the apartment complex’s walls. Looking down toward the complex’s backroom, he saw a woman with flashy curls—she was beckoning their suspect. With that in mind, she must’ve been the man’s mistress. The door slammed shut just as quickly as the suspect had leaped through it. A moment later, Teo could hear the faint stomping of someone running up stairs.


      He’s going up?


      Suspicious of his suspect’s baffling escape direction, Teodoro looked up and soon grimaced. Given the thin slice of sky sandwiched between the building, it was easy to see that the next couple of complexes were close together.


      Dammit, he’s planning to make a rooftop run.


      Teo spent the next moment hemming and hawing over what he should do. However, that contemplation was soon shattered by the crashing noise of a window being thrown wide open.


      “What the hell was that?!”


      While looking up toward whoever said that, Teo’s eyes locked with those of a woman who’d popped her head out a third-floor window. He’d be able to catch up to him from there.


      “It’s looking like Glazio might be headed back down, Luca. Keep your eyes on the back door!”


      After barking that order out to his companion, who’d been running toward the shut door, Teodoro used a stack of crates as a platform and jumped up. He then took hold of a slight protrusion from a second-floor window frame, lifted his feet onto it, and immediately reached for the third-floor window.


      “Excuse me.”


      Teo had popped into the room without anyone’s permission, discovering a man on top of a bed and with a bottle of hooch in his hand. Teodoro swiped the booze from the stunned man, presumably the woman’s husband, and ran for the exit. He could hear someone shouting “It’s me, open up!” from downstairs, but he didn’t have it in him to care.


      “What the hell are you doing?!”


      He ignored the protestations coming from behind, ran out into the shared hallway, and toward the stairs. Teo had finally found his man—Glazio—just as he hit the second floor. Glazio’s eyes went wide once he caught a glimpse of the bozo who should’ve been stuck on the ground floor, but he immediately flung open a nearby window and threw himself through it. A loud crash could be heard from outside, along with the screams of apparent passersby.


      Poking his head out the window, Teodoro looked to the ground. A street stall tent had been ripped apart, and the veggies it’d likely been selling had been scattered about. He soon got a bead on his man. Glazio shouted “Move!” at the confused customers nearby, but he wasn’t moving all that fast himself. He must’ve landed on something wrong.


      With booze still in hand, Teodoro quickly leaped through the window. After nimbly pouncing from window frame to window frame, he finally landed behind Glazio. In the next moment, the man turned to face Teo and had gone pale in the process. There were no passersby that Glazio could use as a hostage, and there was no way that he’d get away being this close to his pursuer. Just as Teodoro looked at his despairing target and was sure of that...


      “Hey, Glazio. Don’t you care about your woman?”


      Teodoro couldn’t believe what he heard coming from behind.


      “What the hell are you doing?!” Teo yelled as he turned around.


      He quickly realized that the curly haired woman had been pushed up against a first-floor window frame, and Luca had his gun pressed against her temple. Luca was standing in the same apartment Glazio had fled into.


      “Shut up, Teodoro! If you take another step toward the plaza, I’ll blow this broad’s head off!”


      As Luca ground the gun against her temple, the pale mistress’s lips silently mouthed for help.


      “I-I didn’t hear about this. I didn’t hear anything about this, Belaccio, you bastard!”


      Glazio swore up a storm as he looked to his pleading mistress, then Teodoro, and finally Luca. The last member of that bunch got a particularly hateful stink eye for his troubles. He proceeded to scream “I don’t care!” and turned to run into the plaza, but a gunshot suddenly rang out—as if it were drowning out his footsteps. Glazio stopped moving for a split second and a half-full bottle of booze nailed him right in the scalp. He was soaked by the spirits as the bottle loudly shattered against his skull. Glazio’s body wavered when he tried to keep running, but he just fell flat on his face. Not a moment later, his mistress’s scream reverberated through the plaza.




      Teodoro looked down to the hand he’d chucked that bottle with, and a drop of blood hit the ground at the same time. It’d become a bit hard for him to fully make them out, but footsteps were approaching from the bustling plaza. After pressing down on his ear and slowly turning around, Teo noticed Luca giving him another stink eye as he held the frantic woman down. The muzzle of Luca’s gun was pointed toward the pavement around the window.




      The rubbernecks who’d been attracted by the tussle dispersed at the same time the police left. No one paid any attention to the raven-haired man who’d been in the middle of the fuss quietly moving to a fountain brim. Nor had they clocked the other man who walked up beside him and handed him a bonded-fiber cloth—and especially not the innocent expression that the other man had on his face.


      Fabio, who worked as the liaison between military brass and their men in the field, listened to Teodoro’s verbal report as he stanched his bleeding ear. After that, Fabio gave him a straightforward “Good work” as thanks.


      “This will shut down Glazio’s drug plant, but what about his mistress? You think she was involved?”


      “Nah, she likely has nothing to do with the plant itself. Otherwise, he would’ve killed her before he left the room.”


      Teodoro had given a detached answer as he pressed the clean cloth to his ear. The yelling he’d heard inside the building must’ve been Luca breaking in, even though he’d been ordered to stay outside and keep watch. Teo was on the verge of frowning just thinking about it, but perished the thought. There was no use replaying it over in his head at this point.


      Seeing Teodoro’s slight grimace, Fabio spoke up.


      “Does it hurt?”


      “No... I’m more pissed than hurt. Not only did Luca not listen to me, but it seemed like he had a connection to both Glazio and his mistress. He’s still exploiting the intel he’s giving us.”


      “I’ll let the brass know.”


      As he looked to the liaison at his side, Teodoro let out a light chuckle.


      “It’s fine. It’s not like we’re grade schoolers, and it’s my job to make the folks who won’t talk spill the beans, right? But if you can get me the go-ahead to shoot him up with a truth serum, then I’d like you to fill out a report.”


      Fabio had a stern look on his face as he watched the unfazed Teodoro grumble. However, he lowered his voice before asking a question.


      “Are you really gonna let him tag along on your next mission, Teodoro?”


      Teodoro’s eyes darted toward Fabio, who must’ve been referring to Luca. His steely blue gaze more or less said Why? However, he noticed a fire quickly spark in Fabio’s eyes as the liaison gestured toward his right ear. Teo had already swapped out the cloth twice, but the bullet had thankfully only grazed the rim. Luckily, other people couldn’t tell how badly Teo’s ear had been bleeding. However, that same fire in Fabio’s eyes implied he had more problems with the wound’s source than its appearance.


      “That bastard probably has no remorse for hurting you or holding back on his intel. Not only that, but your next mission will likely be out in the countryside. Maybe Labyrinthia’s changed since the detachment volunteered to head that way, but you know there’s been nonstop violence there, right? No one knows why it’s going on either. The papers are chalking up every incident to a riot or demonic possession, but every single case of it occurred in a town that had deep ties to the Ferlettis. I have a feeling that we’re going to be asked to look into this, but...don’t you think Luca’s just gonna take even more advantage of the situation once you’re out of Diarante?”


      Luca, the subject of their conversation, had been arrested by the police for the multiple liberties he’d taken in today’s chase. But both Teodoro and Fabio predicted that he’d be let off quickly after the military laid down a little pressure. The brass had likely foreseen a dispute or two since they’d brought a former Ferletti executive into the fold. And because they’d decided that his assistance was required, Luca had been on the scene.


      Teodoro had given up on it long ago, but Fabio was still seemingly unconvinced.


      “In regard to that question of yours. Do I have a say in whether he’s tagging along?”


      “Probably not, but...I hear rumblings of a ‘black sheep’ among the other teams.”


      In response to Fabio’s stiff answer, Teodoro’s eyes twitched in displeasure. “Black sheep” was a bit of derogatory jargon for former criminal recruits who’d betrayed the military and returned to a life of crime.


      “There’ve always been some of them around, but it looks like there are more and more of them around lately. Thanks to that, the missions have been piling up and people are getting hurt. I didn’t really want to think about it, but I think finally we’re starting to see the fallout from the Ferlettis’ downfall.”


      “So you’re thinking that since they’re no longer worrying about retaliation from their old haunts and colleagues, they don’t see a point to military protection anymore?”


      Fabio nodded.


      “The guys who haven’t worked with us for very long have a high chance of turning sheep. That’s why myself and a handful of other people are thinking that Luca’s in that bunch. Since he’s injured you, I think it’d be easier to talk the brass into splitting you up.”


      Fabio tapped his own right ear as he spoke, but Teodoro just wryly smiled.


      “So, he’d be taken out from under my supervision and teamed up with someone else?”


      “That’s right. He’d be more dangerous than he was to begin with. So, he’d be under even tighter surveillance from multiple overseers... I mean, isn’t it already strange enough that you’re his only collateral for his trust toward the country? And that you’re also the sole shield protecting us from his betrayal?”


      Seeing his comrade clearly even angrier than him, Teodoro let out a puff of white breath in the form of a bitter chuckle.


      “It doesn’t really matter.”


      As Fabio raised his eyebrows in surprise, Teodoro continued.


      “Don’t get me wrong, I’d be thrilled if he was sent back to the slammer. But it’d feel even worse if he was tied down to someone else or given his own job. He’d escape without breaking a sweat. If that could happen, then keeping him close to me means I can put him down right away if he tries anything funny. So, it really doesn’t matter.”


      Despite the fact Teo spoke with a detached tone, his words carried an unflinching dedication to his duty and cool yet obvious loathing for what remained of the Ferletti family. As Fabio stayed silent beside him, Teodoro looked down at his own hands and his voice remained devoid of warmth as he continued.


      “I’m the one who failed to finish him off in the first place. I’m simply paying for my mistake, so I’ll take the responsibility for whatever needs to be handled.”


      “Taking care of him, eh... It’s not like that’s something you have to do yourself.”


      Teodoro must not have said what Fabio wanted to hear. Teo didn’t misunderstand his comrade’s feelings, especially since he’d risk his life for the mission. However, Teo wasn’t concerned in the slightest as he removed the cloth from his ear.


      “It looks like the bleeding has stopped, so let’s split up already,” Teo said as he stood up.


      The plan was for Fabio, the team’s support liaison, to file the mission report in place of the slightly injured Teo and the freshly reincarcerated Luca.


      What sort of excuse for his ear would he whip out when he got home? How should he go about telling Dina not to worry too much?


      “Now that I think about it, is the missus doing all right?”


      “What, Dina?”


      Teodoro looked up blankly at Fabio’s sudden question. He was surprised that that guy had guessed whom he had just been thinking of, but Fabio just waved his hand a bit to smooth things over.


      “Nah, it’s fine if there’s no problem. But there’s a slice of the underworld who knows her face, right? I was just worried if she’d been the target of anyone holding a grudge over the Ferlettis’ downfall.”


      Teodoro couldn’t respond right away, prompting a confused Fabio to stare right back at him.


      “Teodoro?”


      “Don’t worry. Almost anyone who might’ve seen her face at the mansion was arrested or died in the fire. That schmuck is an exception, but he’s not gonna show his face again for a while.”


      “Luca too?”


      A cold annoyance appeared in Teodoro’s eyes when he heard that name added on. A powerful hatred had bled through—one that overpowered the frustration he felt when asked if he’d let the man tag along on a mission.


      “I’ve told Dina to tell me if she ever runs into him. At the moment, she hasn’t been in any danger.”


      “Your wife isn’t really going to avoid him, right?”


      “She probably feels indebted to him for the painting thing... Dammit, I should’ve put him down...”


      Fabio gave Teodoro a baffled look when he suddenly started talking in cryptic fragments. At that moment a displeased-looking redheaded woman came running from the housing complex adjacent to the plaza. Behind her was a frantic man, probably her husband.


      “Who’re they?”


      “Ordinary citizens who assisted me during the chase... Though that’d be approval after the fact here.”


      “Ahh, the people from the room on the third floor. Must be a complaint or demand for compensation. I’ll deal with them. You’ve completed your mission, so go home. I’ll be in contact... It’s fine if you’re okay with it, but don’t bottle it all up.”


      Understanding that Fabio was talking about Luca, Teodoro cracked a bitter smile before walking quickly away from the plaza center.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: A New Mission


      It’d been several days since Teodoro came home with a nicked ear.


      Like most days, Dina spent the afternoon alone. After wrapping up most of her chores for the day, Dina lugged a dining room chair to her room on the second floor. Once she got the chair up there, she set it next to her closet and stepped on top of it. If she’d used her dresser stool instead, she wouldn’t have been able to reach the wooden lock box on the top shelf.


      “Hff...”


      But even with the dining room chair, she still couldn’t reach the box. It didn’t matter how far she stretched out her arms or if she’d laid a hand down to support herself. It seemed that she’d pushed back just a touch too far while rushing to put it away. Not only that, but she’d managed to push it even deeper inside with her fumbling fingertips.


      “Jeez!”


      After unclenching her muscles and letting out a huge sigh, Dina carefully stepped off the chair. She then sped out of the room and came back with a thick, hardbound book in her arms. After placing the book on top of the chair, she took her shoes off and climbed on top of it.


      Instead of doing something so ill-mannered, she could’ve asked Teodoro to do it when he got home. He’d would’ve been able to reach while standing on something much shorter. However, she’d rather cling to closet walls like a gecko than ask for his help.


      “Okay!”


      At last, she’d managed to get a fingerhold on the box, and slid it forward to the point of which she could get a solid grip on the lid’s handle. But just as she was about to finally take that box off the shelf...


      “Ah!”


      She felt the book slide out from underneath her feet, instantly sending her body off-balance. As she tipped over, Dina had closed her eyes just as she was falling.


      With a loud smash, the box hit the floor.


      Dina couldn’t say a thing as the cross inside slid across the floor and underneath the bed. Not to mention the glass jars filled with dried plant matter that had rolled loudly and heavily off to each corner of the room. She’d just seen everything inside the box, which was now lidless thanks to the impact of the drop, zooming under the nearby footed furniture. Thankfully, she’d watched this all from the safety of Teodoro’s embrace after he caught her.


      “I tried talking to you. You didn’t notice me?”


      In response to the wry chuckle in his voice, Dina flew off him and backed away before she even stood up.


      “W-Welcome home... Did you need something?!”


      She’d spoken in a shrill tone, causing him to respond with a cranky glare. While still sitting on the floor, she looked away from him while quickly shoving a jar next to her ankle under the bed.


      “No, there’s nothing I need. I just heard a racket coming from upstairs and came to see what was going on. You don’t need to force yourself. I’ll grab anything out of your reach.”


      “Y-Yes, but I didn’t think you’d be home yet, and I thought I would be fine if I was careful...”


      “Huh. And were you fine?”


      “...”


      Dina sat there in a telling silence as an exasperated Teo gathered the wooden box’s broken pieces together. Its lid had gone flying after the hinge broke.


      “And you went and pulled one of the heavyweights out of the study too.”


      He picked up the book, sticking halfway off the chair’s seat, and set it on top of Dina’s bed.


      “I’m sorry for stepping on the book.”


      Unable to protest, Dina apologized in somber tones. Once he saw her clutched hands over her chest, the expression on his face finally softened.


      “Thank goodness you didn’t take a knock to the head or eyes... Let me see if you’ve twisted your ankles.”


      At his urging, she obediently sat in the chair she had just been using as a footstool. Teodoro knelt right in front of her, and slowly moved her right ankle around. For her part, Dina didn’t say a thing.


      But just as all the ankle touching had struck her with a different reason to run away, Dina noticed his nicked ear again. It was nearly healed, but it’d only been a couple of days since he came home with it. Despite the fact that she had asked him how it happened that day, he wouldn’t tell her, choosing to shut her down with an “I just bumped it.”


      Teodoro didn’t tell Dina much. While he’d chat along with her and obviously care about what she had to say, she never knew what he was up to yesterday, today, or even his plans for tomorrow. While it was a matter of course given his line of work, she ended up becoming someone who simply did her chores, told him about her day, and went to bed.


      What did Teodoro think about having married her? He took good care of her, as he was demonstrating now, but that probably would’ve happened before they tied the knot. She was confident that if today’s chair fall happened while they were in the Ferletti mansion, he would’ve caught her and checked for the same injuries. She thought he was truly being sincere, but it made her feel a little lonely at the same time.


      Just as a wave of depression was about to hit her over that glimpse of real emotion, Teodoro had finished checking her ankles.


      “You’re probably fine.”


      Dina sighed out a “right?” now that she had control over both feet again.


      “But what were you trying to nab from up there?”


      As he said that, Teodoro picked up one of the jars she’d been hiding in the now-broken box, giving it a curious look.


      She’d broken out into a silent panic. It was one of the medicinal herbs she had bought from the alleyway shop. What should she say? If she said she was going to decoct them and make medicine, would he think she was really weird?


      “I-It’s a spice.”


      Saying that in the spur of the moment, Dina reached toward the jar he held. Taking it back wasn’t all that difficult.


      “Huh. Good thing the jar didn’t break.”


      “Right?”


      She tried her very best to appear calm as she spoke, quickly picking the other jars while she was at it. Once she’d covered up the jars with the now-lidless box, she frantically tried to change the subject.


      “Wh-What should I cook up for dinner? What would you like, Teo?”


      “Are you going to use that?”


      No dice.


      As she desperately racked her brain for a harmless answer, there was a knock on the front door—as if to save her.


      “Someone’s here.”


      Teodoro left the room, and his steps quickly faded down the staircase.


      Once she was sure he was gone, the expression on her face completely changed as she pulled out the biggest bag she could find. After using a spare pillowcase to muffle any noise and prevent breakage, Dina tossed all the jars into the bag and shoved it underneath her bed. This lead weight of a bag now held her hidden cross, medical herbs, and the plant matter she’d been planning to extract aroma oil from.


      She’d received the cross from that sketchy man, but regardless, it was still part of the same rosary she’d kept hidden on herself for over a decade—the same one she’d lost at the mansion. She’d stored it alongside the scrap of paper he’d given her at the same time, but she wasn’t sure what to do with them. While she didn’t know where the cross had been up until that point, there probably wasn’t another dose of the antidote left inside.


      The herbs and plant matter were in the box to keep them away from direct sunlight. She’d kept them hidden in that box because she’d been told that one of the more peculiar-smelling plants was often used as a male aphrodisiac.


      But back in Leberta, both the nuns and ladies living alone used it!


      Was it a cultural difference between regions? Dina had never felt weird about it before. But she couldn’t bear the thought of Teodoro thinking she was ready to do the deed when she had no romantic experience, and was so unfamiliar with it that she’d asked for separate bedrooms. She let out her embarrassment alongside a sigh.


      What had Teodoro thought when he saw what was in the jars? Did he think she was weird for collecting stuff like this to begin with? Just like the ladies at the tea party had?


      Off in a corner of her now-silent bedroom, Dina thought of her husband...and realized that they almost never had any visitors knocking at their door. She didn’t know anyone in the city, so did that mean this person had business with Teodoro? It all seemed rather abrupt and unplanned, though.


      Is it that man?


      Despite her hesitancy, Dina pulled the back out from under her bed and removed an herb from one of the jars. While it worked as a solid antidote when decocted, it was also a strong poison that would burn its victim when applied directly to a wound.


      ***


      “I understand why you’re here... But please, don’t come to my home.”


      Now on high alert, Dina peeked into the entranceway from behind the parlor door and noticed that Teo’s head was in his hands as he dealt with their visitor. It really had been an uninvited guest. He’d let them walk inside, but opted to speak there instead of inviting them into the parlor. It looked as if they were about to wrap up their conversation too.


      “I’m sorry. This was an urgent matter, so I didn’t have the time to arrange a meeting place.”


      She didn’t recognize the man’s voice, but he must have been someone related to Teodoro’s work. There was no way her husband, who was always polite to everyone, would talk to him so casually and look obviously bothered otherwise. Teo probably wouldn’t invite the man in because he didn’t want Dina to know a thing about his work. The fact that he was worrying like that made her feel guilty.


      Dina’s relationship with Teo and how he treated her came off as half-baked. She’d only helped him with the Ferletti case, and was an outsider when it came to the rest of his work. However, she wasn’t a run-of-the-mill woman or oblivious either, so he had to be very careful with how he hid things from her.


      But even with that in mind, she was glad that the visitor wasn’t as dangerous as she’d feared. Relieved, she wrapped the herbs and a fruit knife she’d taken from the kitchen “just in case” back up in the dish towel. If her hunch was on the money, then she should probably back off. There was no way Teodoro would be happy about her eavesdropping.


      As that thought crossed her mind, she carefully started to stand up. However...


      “But like I just said, I have a lot to explain and not much time to do it all things considered. Labyrinthia Castle is—”


      Labyrinthia Castle?


      “I told you, Fabio, don’t say the name here—”


      “Did something happen?”


      Completely forgetting that she was about to walk away, Dina showed herself in the entranceway. The dish towel dropped to her feet.


      Fabio looked shocked to see the woman suddenly pop her head out of the parlor. Teodoro’s eyes widened as he turned toward her as well, but he then dubiously furrowed his brow as his gaze dropped down.


      She suddenly realized that the knife was now visible to everyone in the room, and she scrambled to hide it behind her back.




      “Labyrinthia is an old town on the country’s west end...and on the coast, farther south than Leberta.”


      Fabio sat on a plush sofa with a small table filled with coffee and baked treats in front of him. Teodoro must’ve realized that their conversation wasn’t going to end in the entranceway, because he didn’t even try to stop Diana from pulling Fabio into the parlor. Teo now sat on a sofa of his own, straight across from his colleague. He was flicking through a stack of documents while sporting a blank expression on his face.


      Dina had left the knife in the kitchen while she’d been preparing the coffee, but had put off cleaning the tray she’d brought all the goodies in on. She sat on the stool plopped down between the two sofas.


      “Have you heard of it before? It sure is a weird place. The houses are all lined up along a cliff facing the ocean. Not to mention that city streets are all thin and spindly, like a maze made of nothing but stairs and slopes.”


      Fabio looked at her with his reddish-brown eyes, and she gave him a shallow nod in reply. Everyone knew how each of the country’s regions had once been collections of small nations and city-states that operated under a delicate balance of power. Well, before the current royal family unified all these lands two hundred or so years ago.


      “Teodoro’s being dispatched to take a look at the castle on the top of that cliff.”


      “Is that...”


      Stopping there for a moment, Dina glanced over at Teodoro, who was still looking at the documents. She then tightly grasped her skirt.


      “Is it because Labyrinthia Castle is tied to the Ferletti family?”


      “I-I’m surprised you know that,” Fabio said with a troubled smile, in response to Dina’s stiff expression.


      The city-state of Labyrinthia—the very place the Ferlettis had put down their roots, allowing them to grow their influence and amass their fortune. With no king ruling over them, the city had originally operated autonomously. The people were once represented by a governor, but as times changed, power was seemingly consolidated by a certain family. The Ferlettis drove those in power out of town, absorbed them into their ranks, and monopolized the authority and wealth left behind. Built by the Ferlettis, this castle symbolized their control over the city.


      The expression on Teo’s face had barely shifted, but Dina noticed that, amid the documents, his pointer finger had stiffened from the corner of her eye.


      Just how far will the family’s shadow chase after him?


      Those shadows should have perished in the fire that night, along with Aurelio himself.


      Before she knew it, Dina’s fists were tightly clenched.


      “Are you saying that Teo is going to be responsible for everything tied to the Ferlettis?”


      Once he’d stopped Teo from saying anything, Fabio opened his mouth.


      “That ended up being the case this time around, but it’s not like this was the brass’s intention from the get-go. Confiscating the assets and property of a fallen noble family isn’t his job to begin with. A team of civil servants, mostly financial officials, were sent to the castle first.”


      After the Ferlettis’ luxurious mansion burned to the ground, their primary associates and all outdoor pets on the list were arrested. The trials for all parties were currently ongoing. The family had been treated as dead from the very moment Aurelio’s passing had been confirmed. Since there was no one around to succeed him, all the family’s possessions were being impounded without delay. But even without a successor, the family’s evil-doing was now known to the public, so all their assets—including the castle—were supposed to have been taken over by the kingdom. That was why public officials with experience in such matters were sent to investigate.


      “But we didn’t send them there alone. They had some military muscle with them as their guards. Those pencil pushers were walking into a Ferletti castle, after all. The team had left after fully preparing themselves for the task, and they were supposed to report back to HQ whenever necessary.”


      It was then that Fabio’s gaze darkened.


      “But HQ hadn’t heard a peep from the team in ten days. On the eleventh day, they received a sealed letter from the Labyrinthia police. Someone with horrifying penmanship had scrawled this on it: ‘The officials sent to the castle...their bodies were found in the sea.’”


      Dina was speechless, but Fabio kept on talking.


      “The military had deployed a squadron in response, and some of them were our Special Forces colleagues. But four days later...HQ learned that they’d almost been wiped out.”


      It was then that Teodoro finally said something.


      “‘Almost’ meaning that they weren’t entirely wiped out?”


      “Yeah. This report had come from the police too, but there was a sole survivor who’d barely made it out. He was apparently so roughed up that they’d written it for him. And on top of that, there was another squad member who hasn’t been confirmed to be dead or alive.”


      “They haven’t confirmed a death?” Teodoro repeated suspiciously.


      “That one’s missing. A guy from our own squad, Daniele Lyra.”


      Upon hearing that, Teodoro closed his eyes and his lips warped as if he’d bitten down on something bitter.


      “I see.”


      Seeing her husband like that had perplexed Dina. Who was Daniele Lyra? Thinking back on it, she couldn’t recall seeing that name in the newspaper.


      “Is something up with him?”


      Teodoro didn’t even look her way as he answered.


      “He’s a former Ferletti executive. He washed his hands of the family and started working with the military to avoid their wrath.”


      Her eyes widened.


      “Y-You don’t mean he was...”


      The look on Teodoro’s face said he’d given up on smoothing things over, so he spilled the beans.


      “His tattoo used to be on the base of his right thumb before he burned it off. He’s the man you encountered in that alleyway.”


      Dina had been left speechless. There was no way that he hadn’t seen her face, but he simply took a sip of his coffee. He continued on in a detached tone.


      “He switched sides about sixteen years ago, so it’s been a while... He was a retainer to Aurelio’s father, Lucrezio Ferletti. However, Lyra left the family after the don’s death. He was probably sent to the castle because he knew a thing or two about it. Looks like it didn’t mean anything though.”


      She slightly reeled back given the low tones he’d said that last sentence with. Teodoro was annoyed.


      Fabio continued, seemingly perturbed as well.


      “Not only that, but considering the growing frequency of our black sheep problem, it seems that being sent to a faraway Ferletti castle might’ve given him the perfect opportunity to act. In the process, it made for a terrible situation on our end.”


      “Black sheep?”


      Dina furrowed her brow as she repeated the unfamiliar word, prompting Teodoro to explain it.


      “It’s a code word, used to describe former criminals who’d joined the military and have later gone turncoat. Wool from a black sheep can’t be dyed, meaning they’re no different from when they were criminals... But I thought we got all the outdoor pets.”


      It was then that she finally understood what Fabio had meant by “the perfect opportunity.”


      “So, you’re saying that this Daniele Lyra guy might have used this mission to betray the military?”


      Fabio nodded.


      “There’s a chance the first team was wiped out because Lyra leaked our intel and Ferletti remnants attacked them. But there’s also the possibility that an unrelated party might’ve crossed paths with the team inside the castle. Whatever the case may be, sending another squad that way might just add to the body count. We know nearly nothing about what’s going on in the castle, so we have no idea where the enemy could be lurking. Regardless, we can’t move onto the next step until we have more concrete information on the situation. That said, we’re also running the risk of the remnants consolidating their power and transforming the castle into the new center of the underworld. Especially if we take too long.”


      The man had been glaring at the clasped hand in his lap as he spoke, but Fabio finally looked back at Dina.


      “That’s when Teodoro was brought up. He had close dealings with the Ferlettis’ don and his executives, then lived to tell the tale. Teodoro’s got a better chance of retrieving that intel to us quickly instead of sending someone else on a wild-goose chase. If he can really do it, then the fewer people involved, the better... If an entire squadron is sure to be overwhelmed, then sending in another will end the same way. And that was an elite unit, after all.”


      Dina understood every pained word that came out of his mouth, but she just couldn’t accept it. She hadn’t once loosened the grip on her skirt.


      There were enemies in that castle—that much was for sure. The military was trying to send the most important person in Dina’s life into unknown territory, and it’d already be too late if he needed help. She bit her lip, made a decision, and looked Fabio right in the eyes.


      “Then you let me tag along.”


      She felt Teodoro’s demeanor shift, but she simply tried to ignore him.


      “Daniele came to see me before he left Diarante.”


      “I know. He mistook you for the real Dina Ferletti. Teodoro reported it, and asked that he be kept under stricter surveillance.”


      “It’s fine. I’ll never let him see you again.”


      She now knew what Teodoro had meant back then, but this wasn’t the time to worry about that.


      “He came to tell me to come to Labyrinthia Castle.”


      Teodoro stood up from the sofa. Fabio’s expression was stiff, but he leaned forward, as if expecting something.


      “Really? Did he say why?”


      “Don’t believe her, Fabio. She’s obviously lying,” Teodoro said in a sharp tone.


      As Fabio held back Teodoro, Dina stood and left the parlor. She then rushed back, holding the faded scrap of paper in her hand. In the next moment, she’d laid it out for the pair to see. They must’ve been arguing over her involvement while she was upstairs, because there was touchy tension between them.


      “‘Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua. The footless must carry out their duty.’”


      Dina nodded as Fabio read the note.


      “Daniele gave that to me. I didn’t know what it meant at first, but the ‘labirinto’ part came to mind when you mentioned Labyrinthia Castle. I realized it might be referring to the castle itself.”


      Not only that, but Labyrinthia was a coastal city. It seemed like the water labyrinth was pointing toward either the city or the castle.


      “Daniele said he’d arrived to deliver a message. It was probably from someone above him. Maybe it was from his old boss, Lucrezio Ferletti.”


      This time, the expression on each man’s face had radically shifted. Dina silently looked away from Teodoro, who looked like he’d sailed right past surprise and into despair.


      Labyrinthia Castle hadn’t immediately sprung to Dina’s mind because it had rarely if ever been mentioned around the mansion growing up. Lyra’s note hadn’t rung any bells. However, she could recall one time it’d been brought up by someone who’d said, “We should have a portrait of Lady Dina prepared for Labyrinthia Castle soon.” It was only when she read a book on the nation’s history that she realized that the castle was under Ferletti control.


      “‘Once ten years have come and gone...’ Could that mean there’s going to be a gathering in the castle?”


      Just as Fabio put a hand to his chin to mull things over, Teodoro stood up and tried to pull the man to his feet.


      “Fabio, I’ll confirm the details when I get there. This conversation is over. You promised not to talk about work in my own home.”


      His desire to get Fabio out of their house as soon as humanly possible—or, more accurately, keep Dina from getting involved—had just slipped through. However, she wouldn’t be sent away. She stood up before Fabio got the chance to run off and clung to Teodoro.


      “Teo, let me come along.”


      “No. This is completely different from last time.”


      “Teo!”


      She ended up raising her voice without meaning to, but Teodoro showed no signs of giving up either. An unusual tension wafted between them. As the two of them kept their eyes on each other, a thoughtful murmur tipped the scales.


      “Seeing that most of the family’s executives are either dead or untrustworthy, Daniele’s attempt to give ‘Dina Ferletti’ intel is a valuable clue. It might mean something.”


      Teodoro had disbelief written across his face as he looked over to his comrade. Fabio pulled his arm back from Teo and glanced over to him.


      “Teodoro. Putting that offer on the table is a good idea.”


      “Fabio!”


      Relieved, Dina tried to voice her thanks, but Teodoro spoke up before she could say anything. His timbre was so low and bitter, it could have been crawling on the ground.


      “Are you seriously saying that it’d be all right to put her in harm’s way?”


      Fabio’s expression remained stiff as he shook his head.


      “Of course, I have no intention of sending her somewhere dangerous and then waiting for the report. I’ll come along with you.”


      “And what’s a logistics guy like you going to do?”


      “I’ll shield her when you can’t move.”


      Fabio finally locked eyes with Teodoro, who stopped speaking.


      “We leave tomorrow morning. I’ll send you the itinerary later, so check your mailbox around sunset... And don’t look at me like that. I’ll do my damnedest to pull through on my end.”


      ***


      Fabio kindly rejected Dina’s offer to join them for dinner, prompting Teodoro to see him off. The worry that Teo might sneak off and leave for Labyrinthia without her had crossed her mind, but Dina just smiled bitterly. She tried to tell herself that she was overthinking things.


      She picked up the tray and reached for her guest’s mug, but was suddenly stopped by her reflection in the nearly untouched coffee.


      Green eyes—the sole trait she shared with Aurelio even though they looked nothing alike. Daniele must’ve pointed it out because their father had them as well.


      “Why didn’t you say anything?”


      When Dina came back down to Earth and turned around, Teodoro stood in the parlor doorway. It seemed he really had just been seeing Fabio off.


      “I didn’t know the note was referring to Labyrinthia Castle. And you didn’t tell me anything was happening there either.”


      “Of course. You have no place in it.”


      “But Daniele wanted me to come.”


      “It’s a trap. A likely military traitor is looking to draw you into his grasp. What do you think will be waiting for you if you go? Didn’t you learn from Aurelio that you’d never be welcomed?”


      “B-But you didn’t tell me Daniele was with the military! He’d correctly figured out my identity because he was on the inside, right? He knew to look past my hair color! I am absolutely not unrelated to this!”


      She’d unintentionally fired off an emotional retort as he dispassionately cornered her. However, Dina soon slapped a hand over her mouth.


      The feeling that someone’s been watching me... It must’ve been Daniele.


      That must’ve been why the military never investigated the situation, even though she went to them for help. The man had been working with for over sixteen years.


      Teodoro narrowed his eyes in distress as he noticed her go pale, prompting him to give a weak reply.


      “There’s no guarantee that he actually knows that you’re the real Dina. There’s a chance he gave you a suggestive note in an effort to draw you out, get revenge on me for taking down the Ferlettis, and hurt you for helping me... And perhaps, get you involved again after we distanced you from the Ferlettis.”


      Standing up, Dina walked over to Teodoro and reached for his arm.


      “Even if that’s the case, I have a duty to go... I’ll be useful, I’m sure of it.”


      Giving Dina’s hand a glance as she touched him, Teodoro closed his eyes and heaved a heavy sigh.


      “Have you been to Labyrinthia Castle before?”


      When he asked, she weakly replied “no.” Teodoro shook his head.


      “This is going to sound harsh, but there’s nothing you can do.”


      Dina bit her lip when he said that so directly.


      “But it’s also my fault that all of this is happening.”


      “What are you talking about? There’s no way that this is your fault.”


      “If they’d been able to arrest someone who knew the details... If Aurelio was alive, the team who went to the castle wouldn’t have died.”


      “There’s no point mulling over the ‘what ifs’ and what’s actually happened.”


      “But you might be the next to die!”


      Teodoro’s eyes widened and Dina looked away, her voice about to break. She’d looked away from him—away from the nearly healed wound on his ear. After taking a deep breath, Dina spoke in a much calmer tone.


      “But you’re not the only one. It would be dangerous for whoever might go. I don’t want to wait here pretending like I don’t know what’s going on when I do know. I have enough regrets from doing that already.”


      She’d hinted at her time in Leberta, leading Teo to shut his mouth and look down toward the hand she held on his arm. Amid the suffocating tension, Dina shut her mouth as well and waited for his response. She didn’t want to make him look like that. It was probably because he thought she was powerless. In comparison to the military-trained Teodoro, there was nothing she could actually do.


      As that thought passed through her mind, he shook her hand off. Dina’s hand grasped air when she tried to grab onto him once more.


      “Promise me you won’t leave my side while we’re there.”


      Before she knew it, the arms that had dodged her were now wrapped around her. As he tightly embraced her tightly, she nodded with a meek expression on her face.


      She’d spoken truthfully—she never wanted to appear oblivious when the Ferlettis were involved. Dina needed to face that reality head-on even if it worried Teodoro. But more than that, she absolutely could not allow this man to descend into a level of darkness deeper than her own.


      “Labyrinthia’s rather warm and sunny, so it should be the perfect vacation spot for you...since you hate the cold and all.”


      After she’d pressed her face into his shoulder for a while, those words rained down on her. The way he said it was somehow flippant. She looked up and her eyes met Teodoro’s as he cracked a troubled smile.


      “Pack as lightly as you possibly can...but be careful not to forget anything.”


      Dina was relieved that the tension had broken. After saying she’d start packing immediately, she backed out of his arms, tossed the mugs onto the tray, and cheerfully walked into the kitchen.
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      Chapter 3: Labyrinthia Castle


      If one were to describe Labyrinthia in a single word, it would be “picturesque.”


      Not a speck of snow could be found on the ground, even during the winter, and an ashen cliff face jutted out from the azure sea’s calm waves. A jagged, zigzagging series of buildings peeked out from what remained of the town’s defensive walls, vestiges from its days as a city-state. These structures faced the sandy shores before ascending to the steep cliff’s apex, as if they formed a staircase. According to one of the sailors on Dina’s ship, seawater would flow through the caverns beneath the castle. In Dina’s eyes, these fresh sights could only be described as “gorgeous.”


      After heaving a heavy sigh at the scenery, Dina removed the cross from her coat pocket. This moment atop of the ship’s swaying deck would’ve been lovely if she was sightseeing with Teodoro, but unfortunately, they were here on assignment. Not only that, but they had no idea what might be awaiting them inside that beautiful castle.


      She soon heard a wave crash against the ship’s hull, and the deck violently shook. It was as if yet she’d been given yet another thing to worry about.


      “Bleurgh.”


      Dina had a pathetic look on her face as she leaned against the ship’s gunwale, her mouth covered with her hands—she was seasick. She’d never been on a boat before, and it only took a couple hours for her to realize how extraordinarily bad she was with the constant swaying. Just a few minutes earlier, a big pitch had sent her over the edge and she’d magnificently lost her lunch all over their couple’s cabin. At the same time as Teodoro had supported her as she staggered about.


      “I’ll let the crewmen know, so you should go get a bit of air outside.”


      Despite the fact Dina looked like she was about to die of embarrassment, Teo’s face showed nothing but the utmost care as he spoke. He wasn’t with her now because he planned to get changed and ask the crewmen if they could get a new room.


      They hadn’t even made it to the castle yet, and she already felt like baggage. Not to mention that she now deeply loathed traveling by sea. Labyrinthia was indeed a coastal town, not an island, but they’d decided to take a boat instead of traveling over land. Someone from their entourage had floated the idea apparently, saying that train ride would be dangerous since they’d been easily targeted before.


      “Step away from the railing, Dina. That’s like boat travel 101.”


      Speak of the devil.


      “Really?” she said, replying to “the devil” who’d just appeared from behind. She then backed away from the railing.


      “Man, you’re a thoughtless young lady, aren’t ya? Maybe you’ll finally understand the dangers when someone on the shore nails you with a bullet between the eyes.”


      She turned to face the man—a silver-tongue who’d clearly worded his response just to rile her up. He still had that tiny snake tattoo behind his right ear as well. Teodoro had told her to avoid the guy, but she owed him one, and there was no way she could get away from him on a boat. But more than anything else, she couldn’t move a whole lot at the present moment. Even so, she crankily pouted at the sassy “genius” who’d thought traveling by boat was a good idea.


      “We’re out in the middle of the ocean. Who’s going to shoot me, a big mouth bass?”


      “Don’t forget that there might be a bona fide killer in that town. They totally slaughtered those soldiers and pencil pushers. Even if a bullet can’t reach you all the way out here, someone could probably spot that gaudy red rat’s nest of yours from that cliffside castle.”


      Dina’s gaze followed his pointing finger, looking back up at the castle. When he said it like that, it made her feel like there really was someone pointing a gun at her from atop the castle walls.


      “Anyway, I don’t think there’s anywhere for multiple people to hide in there. The whole place is covered in dust, and I hardly think anyone’d be there... Whoops.”


      Luca’s words overlapped with the ocean breeze as it wafted across the deck. He’d managed to keep Dina steady when she was about to wobble over. She resisted the urge to vomit as she held his upper arm, and was about to thank him, but...


      “But the castle itself might welcome the return of its legitimate mistress.”


      The expression on Dina’s face shifted in an instant—he’d let out an inexcusable quip. She was now staring daggers at Luca, but she was ripped out of his arms before she could snap back.


      “Our room has been cleaned up. You should go lie down.”


      Ignoring Luca completely, Teodoro led Dina by the hand to their cabin.


      “I’m sorry for causing trouble.”


      She apologized dejectedly as they walked down the hall, but he wryly smiled back.


      “It’s fine, but we’re about to get off the boat. Unfortunately...”


      “Oh, thank goodness! That’s not unfortunate at all.”


      “After that, we’ll be hopping on to a smaller boat. Seems the larger ships can’t dock in town... Whoops.”


      As Teo helped the despair-stricken Dina down the hall, a cabin door swung open right in front of them—it was Fabio. He soon frowned upon noticing Dina’s sorry state as she clung to her husband.


      “Sorry for interrupting, but don’t forget about that tidbit I just shared with you.”


      “I know, I know... So, why’d we bring him along, anyway?”


      Pointing his thumb back toward the deck, Teodoro spit out the word “him.” He must have been talking about Luca.


      Fabio simply grimaced in response to his colleague’s annoyed tone. “You were the one who said it’d be fine when I asked you about it the other day.”


      “The circumstances around this are different. It’d be one thing if I was on the mission alone, but now... Forget it. It’s already too late.”


      There was venom seeping from his words. It didn’t seem fine at all, but hearing Teo’s honest response was novel to Dina. It appeared that this unit’s frontline player and support duo were quite close, but Fabio couldn’t help but tack on an excuse at the end.


      “As it currently stands, his test results show he poses no threat to us, and that he’s been mentally stable the whole time. Of course, those findings come from both our new and old alienists.”


      “Can we trust the new doctor? Didn’t the old one just retire out of the blue one day?”


      “Seeing if the brass’s chosen doctors pass muster isn’t in my wheelhouse.”


      As Fabio grimaced, a clearly dissatisfied Teodoro let out a sigh. It looked like Teo wasn’t going to take that for an answer. She couldn’t blame him—they’d fought each other to the death before.


      “The only person I’d leave to die is a Ferletti.”


      That was Teodoro’s modus operandi, so Dina wasn’t sure what the military bigwigs were thinking when they’d decided to send him out on a mission with a former family executive. Fabio had denied it, but it really did seem like Teodoro was getting saddled with all the Ferletti-related missions.


      As a gloomy feeling welled up in her chest, Dina’s eyes fully met Fabio’s.


      “Well, Dina, I’ll see you afterward.”


      He simply smiled, but Dina was bewildered.


      “Y-Yes...”


      She’d given a cheerful yet hollow reply. Why? She caught a glimpse of the hidden chill within Fabio’s smile.


      Were her criticisms of the military written all over face? Dina touched her cheek as if to check, all while watching Fabio walk toward the deck. Teo then opened the door to their cabin and she walked inside.


      “Dina.”


      “Hmm?”


      “What were you talking to Luca about just now?”


      Puzzled by his stern gaze, she realized that he was worried about her—it all led back to the “black sheep” issue. No matter how nasty Luca might’ve been, she honestly didn’t think he’d move to take revenge on her after all this time. However, Teodoro had fought this man to the death, and didn’t share his wife’s opinion. Daniele’s betrayal also weighed on his mind, so it would’ve been best for her to avoid sparking up a weird misunderstanding.


      “Nothing of note. He didn’t say anything scary to me.”


      He might’ve said something unpleasant, but telling Teodoro that Luca had tried to egg her into becoming the Ferletti don would just rock the boat.


      But Teodoro just looked her in the eye for a few moments.


      “Teo?”


      Did he have something else he wanted to say? Dina quizzically tilted her head, but...


      “That’s fine then. Get ready to disembark.”


      His lips had softened just a touch as he said that, but he left the room almost immediately afterward.


      ***


      As he left the cabin to stand still out in the empty hallway, Teodoro looked down at the small bottle in his hand. It was a drug they’d found in Dina’s luggage while she was out on the deck.


      Why does she have this?


      The suspicion swirling around in his chest would be answered if he just asked her himself, but he couldn’t.


      “Is the missus doing all right?”


      Fabio had asked him that question right after his ear had been nicked, but asked it again right before they left for the mission—the day Fabio stood in their doorway. Teo’s colleagues had broken his key promise of not talking about their work around Dina. When Teodoro had gone to see him off, Fabio had thrust a bitter pill of doubt his way.


      “You should check for sure. Like, whether she actually feels indebted to him over the pet list, and isn’t just using that excuse to smooth things over.”


      His comrade’s concerns kept swirling around in his mind.


      “Is Dina really trying to keep her distance from Luca Belaccio?”


      Fabio’s suggestion that he find out wouldn’t leave Teo’s brain. For example, what was she up to on the deck after losing her lunch? Or did she have anything curious in the luggage in their room.


      “Look at this, Teodoro. She’s brought emetics with her. You should be suspicious whether she’s really seasick, or whether she’s just discreetly making herself some time away from you, in the same room.”


      That’s wrong. Remember what sort of person she is. Don’t let him talk you into the idea.


      He tried to tell himself to stay calm, but at the same time, a voice whispered “But...” in his mind. That she had already lied to him before.


      “Yes. My name is Dina... Dina Tosca.”


      “She’d had no choice in that situation.”


      Teodoro denied it, but he still wondered—wondered whether the current Dina was deceiving him.


      ***


      “O God...thank you...for returning me to land...”


      After disembarking from the small boat, which had taken on the full force of the crashing waves, Dina immediately went down on all fours. With her head pointed toward the ocean, she tried to rid herself of the unending urge to vomit.


      “If old Bernie was still around, he could’ve made you something for the nausea.”


      Unable to snap back at the unscrupulous Luca’s teasing, she just gave him a sharp glare instead. He didn’t appear to be sick in the slightest. However, behind him lay a townscape that looked as if its homes had been on one of the cliff’s plateaus. It was very different from Leberta, despite both towns being along the shore. Dina covered her mouth as she stood, and her gaze moved from the wharf to the main street right beside it.


      Beyond the pedestrians, she saw a greengrocer, a liquor store, a confectionery, and a general store. Each and every store had a cute doll sitting on the edge of the eaves of its front door or window. They must have been windup dolls. As people passed by, the dolls all turned their heads at once, waving their hands and seeing them off with a bow.


      I’ve seen that sort of clockwork before.


      Whenever Diarante’s city hall clock tower went off, a section of the wall opened up and clockwork dolls would come marching out. Seeing these dolls around Labyrinthia had conjured up these old memories for Dina. It wasn’t long before the automatons in front of her assumed their original poses.


      “Hey, Luca, there were some of those in Diarante, weren’t there?”


      “This is the only place you can find the proper tech for Stone-Step Devices.”


      So enchanted that she’d forgotten her nausea, Dina was surprised to hear Teodoro’s reply from behind. At some point without her noticing, Luca had gone over to the small boat to hash something out with Fabio.


      “Stone-Step Devices?”


      “There’s a mechanism underneath the stones on the ground. These are a rare kind of stone that can be found deep underground. They’re whetted down using a special technique, layered several times, and then integrated into the mechanism. From there, it’s activated by the weight of a footstep.”


      As she nodded along and replied with occasional “Huh” at Teo’s mumbo jumbo, Dina looked back at the dolls. But this time, an elderly person was walking in the opposite direction of the last group of pedestrians.


      “Oh, they didn’t move.”


      “The old-timer must’ve missed stepping on the mechanism.”


      Rather excitedly, Dina let out a sigh in wonder.


      “I thought they were like the dolls in the clock tower, but they’re more complicated, huh? If the technology has been established, it should be popular all over, yet I think this is the first I’m seeing it.”


      Dina hadn’t been out much since moving to the capital. Partially since she couldn’t go with Teo all that often, and also because she didn’t feel like she would enjoy walking around the city alone.


      Teodoro flashed a wry smile in response to her naivety.


      “Moving dolls around is one thing, but the technology isn’t in place anywhere else. It’s impossible to reproduce too. There’s no record of any Stone-Step craftsmen left.”


      “Really? I wonder why it went out of use when it’s so wonderful.”


      “It’s said that some big shot tried to utilize the tech in military battleships. However, that big shot’s house lost in the power struggle over Labyrinthia, and the victors punished every craftsman under their wings.”


      He said it so easily, but the look on Dina’s face completely flipped and darkened upon hearing it.


      “I-I see. Those ruthless victors were the Ferlettis, weren’t they?”


      Dina and the boys had pulled into town precisely because it had been under Ferletti control. They hadn’t come for some playful fun in the sun. As Dina scolded herself for getting excited, Teodoro cracked a bitter smile as he looked down at her.


      “It’s all far in the past... How’s the nausea? Feeling better now?”


      When she nodded, he started walking without any hesitation. He was headed for a bar on the other side of the plaza. The establishment had a comparatively newer look to it, and there were no mechanical dolls around either. To make up for it, there was a single, coffee-drinking customer sitting on the winter terrace. The person’s back was to them, and Teodoro spoke to them in a heartbeat.


      “Did we keep you waiting, Lieutenant Colonel?”


      The positively beaming customer stood up and turned around, revealing themself to be a rather well-built man who had a bit of tan despite the time of year. His large eyes and smile made him seem quite jovial. Seemingly in his mid-thirties, the man had a dark brown ponytail and orange, flame-like eyes. Said eyes were pointed right at Dina as she observed him.


      “Hey, Teodoro! You’ve shrunk since I last saw you! And it’s only been a little while too!”


      “H-Huh?! No, I—”


      The lieutenant colonel walked toward her with his arms spread, prompting a startled Dina to back away. Then, Teo swiftly put his arm up to shield her from the man.


      “Your jokes have lost their punch since I saw you last.”


      While Teodoro was properly shielding his wife, the tone of voice he used to warn the other man had no sharpness to it. The lieutenant colonel flashed a teasing smile.


      “My bad. I’d heard that the kid I’d put through the wringer was now our ace, and that he was on his way to give me a hand. But I never expected that he’d bring such a beauty along with him. A pleasure to meet you, Luca. My name is Lazaro Cassini. Though, I gotta say I’m surprised that your parents gave you a boy’s name.”


      “They gave me a man’s name. Dunno if my parents came up with it though.”


      The man, who’d mistaken Dina for Luca, turned to face the real deal for a moment then looked back to the girl. He was utterly confused, but then his tree trunk of a neck slowly started tilting off to the side.


      “I was told that I’d be meeting with Teodoro Rudini and Luca Belaccio, the collaborator he’s supervising... I must’ve misunderstood something, because it looks like I’m here with Teodoro, Luca, and Lady Belaccio?”


      “You’re wrong.”


      “Sure, go ahead and think that.”


      Teodoro’s stiff response had overlapped with Luca’s sneering reply.


      “My apologies, Lieutenant Colonel Lazaro Cassini. The situation has changed, but there was no time to contact you. I’m Fabio Martini, and I wrote the advance report. I normally work as Teodoro’s assistant.”


      Exasperated, Fabio stepped forward and quickly detailed the reasoning behind Dina’s presence—including the note Daniele had slipped into her pocket. Lazaro gave him a big nod back.


      “I see... So, the four of you make up a special anti-Ferletti unit led by Teodoro... That’ll be a huge help! I couldn’t do anything but throw my hand up after my guys were nearly wiped out!”


      Lazaro’s tone was particularly bright as he said that to Teodoro. He’d been remarkably cheerful about the whole situation. But just as Dina was starting to notice that something was off about his brisk attitude...


      “Save me. It was impossible for me already.”


      The smiling mask he’d had plastered on his face slid off, and the survivor’s despair became clear for all to see underneath the glimmering sunlight.




      The quintet set out for the castle atop the cliff, traversing their ways through the stair-like town.


      “Was the report true? The one that said you were nearly wiped out?”


      Other than sporting a frown, Teodoro hadn’t shown any noticeable change in composure after witnessing the sudden shift in his senior’s demeanor. Lazaro simply nodded in response to his junior’s inquiry.


      “Please tell us about the situation at the time.”


      “There was no ‘situation.’ Nearly every soldier in our thirty-man unit was murdered... Munched up by a lone black sheep.”


      The sound of grinding gravel rang out as they walked on the stone pavement. Dina looked at the city, as if to avert her eyes from the pain she could see in his expression. Just as the advance intel had said, the roads were thin and complex—the town truly was nothing but sloping roads and stairs. She could also see what looked like a network of long stone pipes—all cut in half and seamlessly connected. At first, she’d thought that they must have been Stone-Step Devices, but she soon picked out the remnants of a waterway within them. Completely dried out, and filled with grit and rocks, these pipes must’ve been long out of use.


      As the party walked along one of the waterways, she realized that there were faint letters carved into the bottom. “Labyrinthia”—the name of the town itself.


      “While the mechanisms behind the mechanical dolls were discontinued, it’s said that aqueduct technology, which utilized differences in elevation and water flow, flourished under the Ferlettis’ rein. There are records that state the family had loaned out their aqueduct maintenance engineers to other city-states,” Lazaro explained.


      He’d directed it toward Dina, who was taking in their surroundings. It seemed that he’d recovered somewhat from his initial bout of exhaustion as they walked.


      “As you can see, there’s no taking a carriage up to the castle. It’s not completely impossible, but you’d have to take a massive detour to do it. Between the town’s tiny harbor and how it’s laid out, it must’ve made it a headache for any outside intruders to launch an attack. Seriously, there aren’t many records that speak of a town occupation, not even through a street fight.”


      “I see... That might be why it’s such a beautiful town,” Dina said, looking at the town’s homes and ocean as they faded into the distance. Lazaro smiled in response.


      “Yeah. Any internal power struggles around here didn’t last as long as they did elsewhere, so plenty of the old buildings are still standing... Or maybe I should say that these struggles weren’t all that easy to see. At least, the ones most people would pull out the cannons over. The Ferlettis were big fans of poison, after all.”


      His smile immediately became bitter, before his expression became blank.


      “About Daniele...”


      Their chitchat must have gotten whatever was caught in his throat loose. Lazaro started telling them about the traitor, little by little.


      “He showed his true colors not very soon after we started investigating the castle. He put sedatives in the garrison’s drinks to keep them locked down while he snuffed them out, one by one... Our comrades, who believed that he was one of us. He stabbed me in the back too.”


      His pace didn’t change, but Lazaro touched his back with his hand. His tone dropped even further.


      “The local police must’ve gotten worried after the first team of bureaucrats died. We’d told them that we’d be coming back down from the castle later that night. But when we didn’t come back then or by noon the next day, the police arrived to check in on us. Thanks to that thinking, they found our comrades’ corpses scattered about, and carried me to the hospital when I was barely hanging on. If not for them, I would’ve died sooner or later.”


      One couldn’t imagine it from how he was walking, but his stab wound must have been near where he was touching his back. Considering how many days it had been since the incident, it probably wasn’t fully healed, yet no one could clock that fact. Rather than seeing Lazaro’s strength as dependable, Dina thought it was distressing. Teodoro was the same way, but the soldiers were abnormally skilled at hiding whatever physical discomfort ailed them. However, it seemed like Lazaro’s emotional scars were deeper.


      Teodoro, who’d been silent as he walked, spoke up as if he’d been waiting for a pause in the conversation.


      “Do you know where Daniele is now?”


      Lazaro shook his head, a bitter smile on his face.


      “Were there any signs of intruders when you arrived?”


      “We couldn’t find any, but we’re also assuming that there are hidden rooms and passageways nearby. They were a common feature of castles from the era of this one’s construction. There tended to be many wars waged in and outside of the city.”


      It was there that Lazaro, who’d been leading the group, stopped. The homes that had been around them had vanished after they’d climbed a set of stairs. At the top of the hill lay a solidly built, white, square building.


      “We’re here. Welcome to Labyrinthia Castle.”


      He said that with a sarcastic laugh in his voice.


      As the party neared the castle, they came upon a magnificently carved gate, with white walls extending from each of its sides. The stone waterways she’d seen throughout the town stretched out from one of the walls. Or rather, this was the origin point of Labyrinthia’s waterways. The water must have once flowed down from the castle to the town below.


      Carved into the door was an angel holding a water jug, with animals at their feet. Lazaro stuck a key into the big padlock hanging on the handle. The click Dina heard from it was much clearer than she’d expected.


      Sandwiched beyond the door and the large main structure was a large garden and accompanying patio. The castle, which had doubled as a stronghold in the distant past, sat solidly on top of a high foundation—giving the estate an intimidating aura. However, Dina thought the castle was strangely shaped. Sticking out from the very center of the structure was a tower with a domed roof.


      “There’s a tower right in the center of the castle,” Dina noted.


      “That’s a bell tower. This castle is rectangular when you look at it from above, but the bell tower is in the middle of it, with the roof protruding from the ceiling. The bell itself is inside of the castle, so you can’t see it,” Lazaro replied.


      “What an odd structure...”


      “I believe the bell tower was built first, then the castle around it. It’d be easy for a big noisemaker like that to intimidate the townspeople. Legend says that you could hear the bell ringing from the next city over, though that has to be made-up.”


      Aside from the bell tower, Dina was bothered by the fact the castle had very few windows. There were a couple, but not enough when juxtaposed with the structure’s overall footprint. And instead of large glass doors most would expect to see on a second- or third-floor balcony, there were sets of black double doors.


      Thanks to the sunlight bouncing off the structure, most people could tell from a distance that the castle had been elaborately decorated—as if it were a giant box. The aura surrounding it was a different kind of intimidating from the overwhelmingly extravagant airs of the Ferletti mansion.


      As that thought settled in her mind, Dina followed her companions and approached the gate. Teo held the door open for her, and she caught a quick glance at the waterway beneath her feet as she walked through. In line with her expectations, the waterway was broken and deteriorating. The water flowing down though it from the castle was spilling out and soaking the ground. She was going to keep walking, but stopped without realizing when she saw something green sparkle at the bottom of the broken waterway.


      It’s a snake.


      Carved into the bottom of that stone pipe was the image of a snake biting its own tail. The eyes must’ve been gemstones since they were the only part of the image that had that green glimmer.


      And with the gate’s padlock now gone, she noticed the same snake had been carved into the door handle. Among the animals at the beautiful angel’s feet was a snake too. The entrance to the castle was covered in snakes.


      She couldn’t tell where it had come from, but a chill suddenly ran down her spine. Upon taking a closer look at the handle, she noticed a couple words engraved around the snake.


      “Be dutiful.”


      The footless must carry out their duty.


      “Is something wrong?”


      Teodoro’s voice brought Dina back to Earth. He was still holding the gate open, waiting for her to go through. There was quite the gap between the two of them and their company.


      “There’s a snake... No, it’s nothing.”


      As she said that, Dina walked along. She was walking into a Ferletti castle, of course there’d be such imagery around. The engraving of an admirable phrase like “Be dutiful” around a gate handle was to be expected from a family of fake philanthropists.


      Well, Dina tried to walk along, but she froze in place yet again when an echoing voice hit her ears from behind.


      “There you are! Wait, wait!”


      Upon turning around, she saw a young woman running toward them on the path they’d just traveled on. She looked to be Dina’s age, or a little bit younger. Her long blonde hair was in a single braid, and she carried a large basket in her arms as she ran.


      “It’s nice to meet you! My name is Lydia. I’ll be handling your meals during your stay. I hope we get along!”
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      Labyrinthia Castle’s citadel was built over two hundred years ago, and given that it was normally unoccupied, there was nothing to eat inside. According to Lydia, the mayor had ordered her to keep the party fed with homemade treats and meals since she lived close to the castle.


      “I mean, you’ve traveled all this way and climbed up here without taking a horse or carriage...and there isn’t a single restaurant to be seen. I made food and delivered it to the officials who came here first, and the soldiers after them too!”


      With her explanations out of the way, Lydia was about to follow Luca and the others, but Dina reflexively stopped her.


      “W-Wait! So many people have lost their lives in this castle. You shouldn’t go in without thinking.”


      “But I was told that a kingdom bigwig had asked that someone be sent in to feed the officials.”


      Dina doubted that. If that had been the case, then Fabio would have said something about it. But it was true that there was nowhere they could eat nearby.


      A hand soon settled atop Dina’s shoulder. It seemed that Teodoro was going to take over the task of persuading Lydia.


      “The situation has changed quite a bit. Most of the soldiers who arrived after the officials have died as well. We have yet to catch the suspected murderer, so it’s dangerous inside.”


      It was a kind offer, but anyone listening could tell that the girl wasn’t going to give up easily. Lydia looked toward the troubled Dina, but Teodoro casually moved to block her from sight. Not only that, but he gave his wife the signal to go on ahead.


      Despite how difficult it was to tear herself away, Dina tried to follow his instructions. It was then that a round stain appeared on the paved stones.


      “It’s raining.”


      Raindrops started making erratic patterns on the ground, and when Dina looked up, dark clouds had spread overhead.


      “Oh jeez, everything’s gonna get soaked, and after I carried it all this way!”


      That cry got Dina to turn around. Getting another good grip on the basket she was holding, which had a cloth covering the contents, Lydia sadly looked up at Teodoro through her bangs. Her eyes were bright green. Dina heard a little sneeze from the other side of her husband.


      “Teo, why don’t we let Lydia come inside until the rain stops?”


      Dina asked as if she were imploring him, unable to just watch, and Lydia was already inside the gate. She had a relieved look on her face before Dina had even finished getting her sentence out.




      Upon entering the castle, the first thing Dina noticed was a faint sweet smell, and the sound of flowing water. But that serene initial impression only lasted until she exited the statue-lined entrance hall, whereupon it was overwhelmed and rewritten by the impact of the grand hall—a large atrium surrounded by broad, covered corridors.


      Several thick pillars resided within the atrium, which both supported the ceiling and were connected to the central bell tower. These connections were made by dense arches alongside the third-floor corridor’s many pillars. The bell tower itself had been built in the center of it all.


      Surrounding the bell tower was a roughly one-meter-deep moat that had water flowing through it. Dina immediately knew the purpose of this waterway. There was a large white waterwheel attached to the outer wall of the bell tower. Driven by some sort of force, the water flowed in a whirl, spinning the wheel. She came to the conclusion that this was the source of the flowing water she’d heard.


      If there’s a waterwheel inside of the castle, does that mean that they’re milling flour?


      Was it construction in preparation for a siege?


      Dina, who’d been mulling over the sight as she wiped down the table in front of her, was brought back to reality by a terse argument.


      “What the hell are you letting an outsider in here for? Are you a moron?!”


      That grouchy voice belonged to Luca.


      “Oh, goodness, calm down, Luca.”


      Lazaro was trying to settle him down.


      “She was in contact with the last two teams. Obviously, we’ll listen to what she has to say, and then we’ll have her leave once the rain lets up.”


      When Teodoro answered coldly, Lazaro chided him too and told him to chill out.


      “‘Listen to what she has to say’? We could just ask ponyboy here instead, he’s been here before. You should be kicking her ass out already, or what, are you tryin’ to look nice to the ladies?”


      “Oh, goodness gracious... You two have no intention of deferring to your superior here, do you?”


      Luca grabbed Teodoro by the collar, and the military man smacked his hands away. Lazaro did his best to try to bring down the temperature in the room, but Dina couldn’t handle this dining room argument anymore and just stared out the window.


      When they’d entered the castle, the sky had darkened all at once and the pounding rain kept getting heavier. They’d managed to get inside before getting soaked to the bone, then passed through a thin hallway from the corridor and entered a simple dining hall. It had probably been used by the maids, cooks, and other servants. Just moments earlier, after Teodoro and the others had given it a good safety check, they’d lit the hearth and decided to have a rest.


      On top of the seasoned table, Lydia’s shell-shaped baked treats had been served on a big plate, with each one giving off the sweet smell of jam. Beside them were a set of five cups, all featuring the same pattern. When Dina had asked if the other woman had gone through the trouble of bringing them too, she mentioned that she found them stored in this dining hall.


      “Sorry, Teodoro, I’m back. Lieutenant Colonel, and you all too... Wait, wait, wait, what are you doing?”


      Upon returning from looking over the food storage room, an aghast Fabio ripped Teodoro off Luca. Fabio proceeded to drag Teodoro over to a nearby wall and quietly spoke to him. Judging from the stern look on his face, the liaison was scolding his point man. Naturally, Teodoro looked rather displeased.


      Once Luca, who’d been dragged over to the table by Lazaro, sat down, Dina took her seat as well. Lydia then came back from the kitchen with a steaming pot as everyone gathered around the table.


      “This is caffè d’orzo. It’s like coffee, but made from barley.”


      Lydia had a beaming smile on her face as she poured a cup of her concoction. It looked like coffee and tasted like coffee, so Dina let out a relieved sigh as she took a pleasant swing of the warm drink. It seemed that the town’s hills and stairs had taken more out of her legs than she’d thought.


      After seeing Dina sigh, Luca asked if she was still nauseous from the trio over. He sat directly across from her. Lazaro, who’d eaten a baked treat in two bites, looked shocked.


      “Are you not feeling well, Dina?”


      She blushed, bringing a sweet to her lips. Dina had stiffened up for a moment thanks to the treat’s sweet taste, but she soon made a meek reply.


      “Oh, no, don’t worry about me. I was just a little seasick.”


      “Oh, I’m so sorry for not noticing! We should’ve taken a carriage, shouldn’t we have?!”


      In an instant, Lazaro’s brow had furrowed in worry. However, Dina quickly rushed to deny it, embarrassed by her own weakness.


      “Walking was actually much more comfortable, compared to being shaken around in a closed carriage. I’m already feeling much better.”


      “Really? You’re not just finding it hard to admit after seeing me acting so disgracefully? If anything is wrong, don’t even hesitate to mention it, okay?”


      Lazaro’s kind smile made her feel awkward, leading Dina to nod and bring another treat up to her lips. She glanced over at Teodoro, who was still deep in conversation with Fabio. He looked back over at her, as if sensing her gaze. She heard him say “we’ll talk about this later,” and the two walked over to the table.


      “Teodoro, you should’ve mentioned your wifey was feeling ill! We could have just taken a carriage up after all, then.”


      Lazaro had said that as if he were angry, but Teodoro simply looked at Dina in surprise after walking over. Dina shook her head, repeating that she was fine.


      Wifey? That sounds embarrassing.


      “I pushed you too hard, huh? I’m sorry. My priorities were in the wrong order.”


      “No, they weren’t. I’m fine.”


      Since Teo was worrying over her so much, she could tell that he trusted Lazaro. The man himself had said that he’d put her husband through the wringer. Their individual personalities and the airs around them might’ve differed, but both men resembled each other in fundamental ways—honorable, a strong sense of justice, good at hiding pain, and just a little hard for Dina to read. Perhaps that was simply how soldiers were? The confusion she’d felt after sitting through Lazaro’s initial salvo of jokes had been washed away completely.


      If anything, my first impression of Teodoro was a million times worse than what I thought of Lazaro.


      Upon seeing Dina’s expression suddenly turn sulky, Teodoro, who’d been about to pull out his chair and sit down, asked her if she still felt like she was going to throw up.




      “While we’re having our little siesta, let’s review the situation once more.”


      With Lydia back in the kitchen, Fabio used the opportunity to set some paper on the table in front of Teodoro.


      “First off, the initial team from Diarante was composed of bureaucrats and soldiers, and they were nearly wiped out. According to the local police, fishermen found their bodies floating in the ocean a week after they arrived. While their actual times of death are unclear, the bodies were lacerated in multiple places and showed signs of blunt force trauma. It seems they were horribly tortured before being murdered and dumped in the ocean. There’s a bureaucrat from that team who is still unaccounted for, but that’s it for them.”


      As the conversation took a gruesome turn, Dina placed her half-finished treat back on her tiny plate so no one would notice.


      “Miss Lydia told us she’d brought them meals. What did she say?” Teodoro asked.


      Fabio let out a sigh.


      “She apparently tried to give them a basket filled with provisions on their first day here, just as she has for us. However, they wouldn’t take the basket or let her inside either, so she didn’t see them after that.”


      “You said that she’d been ‘in contact with the last two teams,’ right?”


      Teodoro shot Luca an icy glare when the other man exaggeratedly repeated what he’d said earlier. As Dina fretted, since was the person who’d allowed Lydia to enter the castle. The girl in question had returned, fiddling with the tip of her braid.


      “Um, I’ll leave the bread, a bottle of wine, and the pot filled with your supper in the kitchen. That way you can heat it up before you eat? It’s stewed chicken and veggies.”


      Having returned after refilling her tiny pot with more caffè d’orzo, Lydia circled the table, stopping to fill up any empty cups she spotted. While she wasn’t in particularly high spirits, she didn’t seem to be scared by the murders that had taken place in her peaceful little town. Did this not feel real to her? Or perhaps she’d managed to avoid catching a glimpse of the waterlogged corpses since she lived near the cliff top?


      These thoughts raced through Dina’s mind as she watched Lydia’s braid sway from side to side, only for the girl to suddenly stop behind Luca. She didn’t reach for his cup, and her light green eyes were visibly widening. When Luca, who hadn’t noticed what was happening behind him, reached for the treats, his plate disappeared.


      “Ah.”


      “Hah?”


      The ever-vigilant Dina and the now-sweetsless Luca piped up at the same time. Lydia had reached for the plate and lifted it up.


      “You can’t have any, mister. Y-You were saying I’d be a pain in the butt earlier, after all.”


      She heard him?


      Lydia put the plate down in front of Fabio and Teodoro. Despite the fact that Luca was glaring at her with his scary mug, she was unperturbed, pouting and looking the other way. Dina had thought she seemed easygoing, but Lydia had been quite bold against the likes of Luca.


      “Keep talking.”


      With a low and cranky timbre about his voice, Luca urged Fabio to continue. The liaison glanced at Lydia before looking Lazaro’s way.


      “Lieutenant Colonel, did Miss Lydia bring meals to your team as well?”


      “On the first day, yeah. She brought sfogliatelle then too. But she gave the basket to us at the gate instead of going inside, so that was the last we saw of her... We didn’t stop her from coming in, but she told us she was going home herself. Apparently, she needed to clean up the house a little bit. Do you really need to antagonize Teodoro at every waking moment, Luca? Quit it with the petty squabbling!”


      Teodoro’s and Luca’s dangerous auras had started radiating out from across the table, but an exasperated Lazaro spoke up and waved his hands about—as if he were cutting through the nonsense.


      “It’s amazing you two have managed to get anything done in Diarante. Is your hunt for Ferletti remnants going anywhere?”


      “We’re doing okay.”


      “I’m the one who’s been telling you where all the drug dealers’ dens and sales routes are. You should be thankful that I’m so well-known in the underworld, you meathead.”


      “You’re great bait. Especially since you’re so well-known for selling out your family.”


      Veins started popping out of Luca’s forehead as he put a foot up on the table, ready to lunge at Teodoro. However, Fabio shouted at the pair to knock it off. As for Dina, she’d been left completely dumbfounded. The bad blood between the two had clearly become way worse than it’d been when they were Ferlettis.


      The atmosphere around the table was so dangerous that Dina couldn’t even intervene, but she turned around when someone poked her shoulder.


      “Hey, is that meanie a former Ferletti vassal? He’s not one anymore?”


      The whisper came from Lydia—one of the sources of the pair’s disagreement. She hadn’t appeared bothered before, but she had a serious look on her face as she looked Luca’s way.


      Dina was baffled by her use of the word “vassal” for a moment, but then she realized it. Lydia must have seen Luca’s tattoo from where she’d been standing a moment earlier, which featured the same design carved into the castle’s door. She knew that the snake was the mark of a Ferletti associate. Considering the extensive coverage of the family’s crimes in the newspapers, it was no wonder she was leery of Luca.


      “Luca’s changed his ways, and now he’s helping to arrest the Ferlettis’ remaining accomplices in the capital.”


      Lydia’s eyes widened as she looked at Dina before turning toward Luca. She looked like she was having a hard time believing it. As Dina was about to start worrying about the girl’s eyes drying out due to that exaggerated reaction, Lydia reached for the big plate she’d just moved out of the way herself had moved.


      “Help yourself.”


      With a clunk, she sat the plate right back in front of Luca. The sound stopped the tumult in an instant.


      “Wha? Didn’t you just say I couldn’t have any?”


      As Dina sat there stunned, she heard Luca’s thorny question. Lydia was seemingly having a hard time getting her words out for once, mumbling to herself before bowing her head.


      “I’m sorry for earlier so please eat some! As many as you want! Ah, maybe you could take some of the leftovers too, if you want? Will they fit in your pockets?”


      “If you don’t wanna get thrown out on your ass in the rain, get lost for a bit, bitch.”


      It appeared that Luca had run out of enough steam to be mad at Lydia’s sudden change of heart. He took one treat, then shoved the plate to the edge of the table. When he shooed her off with a wave of his hand, Lydia muttered, “And here I apologized!” before heading back to the kitchen.


      “What the hell was that?” Luca grumbled as he gnawed on his treat.


      But when she heard that, Dina couldn’t help but speak up to smooth things over.


      “I told her that you’d turned away from a life of crime now. Maybe that’s why?”


      “That just shows how much of an impact Ferletti rule had on the people here,” Fabio said, his eyes still on the documents in front of him as he continued.“Records say that after they crushed the Labyrinthia’s original rulers, the Ferlettis fed their citizens poisoned bread.”


      “Po—?!”


      After shooting a glance at the shocked Dina, Fabio continued.


      “There are several accounts of this from nearby cities. People who used to live in Labyrinthia, the folks who’d fled during conflicts with other towns, said they’d eaten bread that had come from this very castle. It’s written that the slow, progressive loss of their greater motor functions, ending with the ceasing of their heart, was the result of some sort of magic or a curse. But it was likely a neurotoxin that stopped their muscles from contracting. They’d lose the ability to move their muscles, their thinking would become impaired with the decreased blood flow, and in the end, their hearts would stop beating... Getting back on topic, Lieutenant Colonel’s team was annihilated by Daniele Lyra the day after they arrived. Lieutenant Colonel, did you see any of Daniele’s accomplices?”


      Lazaro shook his head.


      “No. The sedatives hit me when I was looking around the great hall, and I was attacked once everything started getting fuzzy. I think Daniele was alone at the time, but he must’ve had allies inside the castle, since the bell rang. I knew I needed to get away, so I used all of my strength to get out to the front garden before I collapsed... The bell tolling was probably some sort of signal.”


      “I see... If they’d preemptively slipped you those sedatives, then it’s possible that a small group was behind the attack.”


      As Fabio began to ponder the situation further, Teodoro put a piece of paper on the table and spoke up.


      “Lieutenant Colonel, can you tell us everything you know about this castle’s layout?”


      Lazaro nodded, picking up a pen as he started his explanation.


      “There are three floors located aboveground, and the castle itself appears to be rectangular when viewed from above. Going from the center of the property outward, you have the big bell tower, the great hall with its atrium, the corridors, the main part of the castle we’re in right now, then the gardens and walls surrounding it all. As you could tell from looking up in the atrium, there are skywalks that connect the second and third floors to the bell tower. All of them are locked off from the bell tower side, so you can’t get inside. I was investigating whether there was a way to get into it from the first floor, from the great hall. I had a hunch that the guys who’d attacked the officials might’ve hidden themselves in there.”


      That must have been when he was stabbed by Daniele. Dina was worried for Lazaro, but the man himself remained perfectly calm as he continued on.


      “The first floor contains the entrance hall we came in through, the servants’ dining hall we’re in now, and the kitchens. Other than that, there’s another dining hall for the master of the house, and halls with fancy murals painted on the ceilings. There are several of them, so we were referring to the largest one as ‘the Hall of Judgment’ to make things easier. The name came from the overhead mural of angels judging sinners. The second floor has several guest rooms, the master bedroom, and a prayer room. The third mainly has rooms dedicated to the master’s work and hobbies. And for something odd...every floor has its own set of servants’ quarters.”


      “Lieutenant Colonel, do you know anything about the waterwheel attached to the bell tower?” Teodoro asked, his hand on his chin as he listened along.


      Lazaro grimaced before muttering, “Ahh, that... We didn’t really know much about it either. According to Daniele, there hadn’t been any water flowing beneath the wheel when he was last here, but we never made it inside the bell tower. So, we ended up finding out nothing about it.”


      It was at that moment that a loud noise echoed throughout the entire castle, immediately silencing the whole group.


      It was the sound of the bell.


      “Was that the bell tower you’re talking about?” Dina muttered to herself, looking toward the dining hall’s low ceiling.


      Teodoro continued with a murmur, his gaze straying in the direction of the great hall.


      “Who rang that?”


      As Teo said that, he quickly shot to his feet and a stern expression washed over his face.


      “Everyone, stay with the lieutenant colonel. We might have company. Luca, you come with me.”


      With that, he took large strides as he walked to the door. Luca, who’d been called out by name, sulked a little bit since he’d told Teodoro not to order him around, but he didn’t refuse him either, standing up.


      The clatter of pouring rain echoed through the dining hall, giving way to silence after the pair walked out. Running water could be heard flowing from somewhere. And as if she’d hidden her footsteps within the current, Lydia suddenly popped out and her braid flung into the air. She was holding the large basket she’d walked in with.


      “The bell just rang, huh? Just how does that thing work?”


      “Huh?”


      “My mother told me that the castle’s bell was clockwork, and could ring even without anyone around. I was kinda wondering about it myself, since I have no clue how it works.”


      “Without anyone around...”


      Repeating the other woman’s words, Dina felt the wind taken out of her sails. Did that mean that Teodoro and Luca had gone to check for nothing? She hoped that their wasted efforts wouldn’t lead to another fight.


      As Dina looked in the direction of the great hall, worried about the pair for different reasons than she had moments before, Lydia set her basket on the table.


      “Well, I suppose I’ll head home right after I clean up! One, two... Did everyone have at least one? There are so many left. I thought more people would be coming.”


      Putting the leftover sweets back in her basket, Lydia looked at them for a few moments before closing her eyes, reciting a prayer, and biting into one. She smiled happily, commenting on how delicious the fig jam was.


      “There’s a chance that whoever’s inside the castle might find you. I’ll walk you home once those two get back, since it’s dangerous.” Lazaro said.


      As Lydia thanked Lazaro for his offer, Dina offered to help her clean things up. The pair split the cups between them and carried them off to the kitchen sink. While looking around at the well-used cupboards, Dina put on a spare apron she’d borrowed from Lydia.


      “So if the cups go there...where would the other tableware be?”


      “Huh? The other tableware?”


      Dina cracked a wry smile when the other woman appeared as if she’d been truly confused by the question.


      “For dinner. You made it for us, didn’t you?”


      When Dina said that, Lydia gasped as if she’d only just remembered.


      “Ahh, I think they would be over here.”


      Lydia walked over to a shelf near the wall without an ounce of hesitation. Crouching down, she put her hand on a low sliding door.


      “Huh? It won’t open.”


      Hearing Lydia’s murmur, Dina came over too.


      “Have the fittings warped? This is an old castle, after all.”


      “Hmm, but it opened last time.”


      The women switched places, and Dina lightly moved the sliding door. It seemed something had caught inside. She could hear something rubbing inside, but it didn’t sound like either ceramic or wooden dishes.


      “It seems it’s shut on something soft. A bag of flour or something, maybe?”


      “Huh?”


      “It might rip open, but I’ll try forcing the door, since it’s probably too old to eat anyway.”


      After hearing Lydia’s puzzled hawing, Dina lifted the door up a bit and put her weight into it so she could open it in one go. Whatever had been caught in the cupboard proceeded to fall over and into Dina’s lap as she knelt on the floor.


      “EEEEEEK!”


      A beat later, Lydia’s scream rang out.


      “What’s wrong?!”


      Lazaro immediately came flying into the kitchen. Fabio quickly followed behind, and gasped.


      “I-It’s...”


      Lydia stuttered wildly as she tried to get the words out. It was as if she were panicking in place of Dina—who’d been left wide-eyed and speechless.


      “It’s a corpse!”


      With a stern look on his face, Lazaro grabbed Dina’s shoulder, pulled her to her feet, and had her back away. Over the course of those scant moments, a man’s blood-soaked corpse had rolled off Dina’s lap and onto the floor.


      “Are you okay?”


      As Lazaro looked her in the face, Dina nodded in a daze, her face white as a sheet. Her brain wouldn’t work. She didn’t know what was happening. However, she was driven by an unidentifiable sense of duty that told her she needed to say something, and she moved her trembling lips without fully understanding the situation.


      “Wh-Who?”


      “I’ve seen him around the capital’s government offices. He was one of the finance officials from the initial investigation... The one who was unaccounted for, leaving us unaware of whether he was dead or alive.” Fabio replied, kneeling next to the body.


      With Lazaro’s support, Dina managed to keep her knees from giving out under her. She looked at the corpse’s wide-open eyes and then to the inside of the now-open cupboard.


      “everyone’s gonna be killed” and “save me” were scrawled against the wood in dark red.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The First Attack


      After returning and hearing what happened from Lazaro, Teodoro and Luca had completely different expressions on their faces.


      “So where is the corpse now?”


      After being asked, Fabio answered. “We carried it to the guest’s dining hall, and made a simple bed with nearby chairs... The corpse was covered in wounds, so they probably bled to death. If only we had something to throw over them.”


      “I-I’ll go look for something. After all, there should be a linen room with sheets somewhere around here...” Dina offered.


      She’d just taken off her apron, washed her hands, and sat down in a chair while sporting a grim look on her face. She put the cross she’d been clutching back in her pocket. Dina felt like if she didn’t distract herself with something, then she’d just keep on thinking about how the corpse felt in her arms when she caught it.


      “Thanks... So about the bell tower. We don’t know about the inside, since there was no way in, but there wasn’t anyone nearby,” Teodoro said.


      “Lydia said that the bell was clockwork, and that it rang on its own.”


      As he and Dina spoke, Teodoro moved to go with her, but Fabio stopped him with a word.


      “You were in the waterway, weren’t you? If you go with your legs drenched like that, you’ll just soak the entire place. I’ll go with Dina, so you wait by the fire with Luca.”


      Teodoro grumbled and pursed his lips for a moment, but after looking at the footprints his drenched boots had left around them, he gave up and waited there. Luca, who was disinterestedly listening along, stood off by the wall while wearing own pair of soaked boots. It would probably be a good idea if they had something to dry their feet with too.


      “We should get Lydia back home. I’ll walk her,” Lazaro said.


      Upon hearing this, Dina walked past Lydia, who sat clutching her basket to her chest, and headed for the exit.


      “I’m pretty sure that was the first time I’ve heard that bell ring, though.”


      Dina almost stopped in her tracks when she heard Luca mumble that, but in the end, she continued walking out into the hallway after Fabio called for her.




      As she left the narrow servant’s hallway and passed into another corridor, the sound of flowing water became slightly clearer. Dina looked around, thinking that it was different from the sound of rain hitting the ground, and that it sounded a bit too close to be the waterwheel. She immediately figured out why—there were thin brass channels built into the corridor’s banisters, through which water flowed. Looking again, she realized that there were channels built throughout the entire castle. There were even ones in the stairs that connected to the second floor.


      This water, flowing through the castle as if it were part of the decor, was clear, so it wasn’t likely that these channels had been carved out for the sake of draining rainwater from the roof. Moving her face closer to one of them, Dina noticed a faint yet sweet floral scent. It seemed the channel was the source of this scent and the sounds of rushing water.


      Were these indoor canals created for a laugh or two? Perhaps they were a fun way to keep the water from freezing in the town’s southern climate during the winter months? Dina could easily imagine water flowing throughout the castle before reaching the waterways that continued down into town. But unfortunately, that waterway was broken and its water was merely soaking into the ground.


      “Over here.”


      “Ah, okay!”


      When Fabio called for her, Dina sped up. This wasn’t the time for her to be casually appreciating the castle’s quirky eccentricities. The linen room wasn’t far from the servants’ dining hall, and her following feet stopped soon after. Just as one would expect from an estate filled with so many rooms, there was a large selection of sheets of sheets and towels folded on the shelves.


      “I know beggars can’t be choosers, but when was the last time these were washed?”


      Dina murmured that as she lit the candlesticks in the dim room, but Fabio refuted it as he looked at the sheets on the shelf in front of him.


      “You don’t need to worry. They seem to have been washed rather recently. There was evidence of people being in the food storage too, and there’s barely any dust in here.”


      Upon walking farther into the room in search of bath towels, Dina understood what he meant. Everything was clean and soft. Both the exterior and servants’ dining hall had been old, but the hallways were extravagant and all the furnishings had been beautifully polished.


      “It’s been half a year since the Ferlettis fell apart and yet these sheets have clearly been washed since then. Someone from one of the two teams must’ve done it.”


      “If anything, it’s more likely that a Ferletti survivor did it.”


      His reply caught Dina off guard, and she turned toward him. However, the man had just left the linen room, saying that he heard a noise and was going to investigate.


      “B-Be careful.”


      He didn’t answer. Maybe he didn’t hear her, what with all the linens absorbing the sound. It might have been her imagination, but the words he’d left on had sounded cold and distant.


      But maybe this is how he normally is.


      She didn’t have to think all that hard to realize that Fabio saw her as an outsider, and that this was the first time they were working together. Maybe Lazaro was just special, and he was never actually friendly with anyone right from the get-go. She’d just arbitrarily felt closer to him after he’d seemingly been her ally while she was arguing with Teodoro, but perhaps he had just backed her up simply for the sake of the mission.


      Feeling a bit lonely, Dina found large towels piled waist-high on a shelf near the wall deepest inside the room, and took some from the top of it. They must have been well-dried on a sunny day, because they were fluffy and soft to the touch. One for Teodoro, one for Luca, and another for Lazaro, who’d be coming back after seeing Lydia back home in the rain.


      She’d thought that Lydia would stay inside until the rain stopped, but it seemed not even she could stay calm after seeing a corpse. Or perhaps not. She’d said that she’d be heading home before the body entered the picture. Dina felt sort of guilty, since if they had let Lydia leave then, then she wouldn’t have had to see the corpse in the kitchen. But the thought that Dina could’ve opened that cupboard all by herself if Lydia wasn’t around gave her the chills.


      Even though it wouldn’t be my first time seeing a corpse...


      It was just when she reached out to get another folded towel off the pile, as if to shake off the shadows that had arisen in her heart. Dina was suddenly shoved hard from behind.


      “Gff!”


      The towels she had been holding fell to the floor. She’d fallen face-first onto the pile of folded towels and someone was pushing her head right into them.


      Her field of vision was black. Dina struggled wildly from the fear that came after the shock. She frantically tried to get herself up, but the force holding her head down didn’t even flinch. Kicking her legs didn’t do anything either.


      Who?!


      It hurt. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t see. Couldn’t hear. Couldn’t get free. Couldn’t run away.


      No matter how much she struggled, her efforts were useless. It didn’t take long for her to start losing consciousness. She was close to death’s door.


      At that moment, what sounded like Luca’s angry shouting ripped through the hallway and into the room. The pressure against her head disappeared, and her limp body slid off the mountain of towels as she collapsed to the floor.


      “Gahoh, cough!”


      The oxygen she’d literally been dying for had flowed into her lungs all at once, causing her to break out into a coughing fit so intense she could break something. When her breathing finally calmed down, Dina pushed her top half up off the floor and put a hand to her pounding chest as she looked around.


      No one was there. The only things surrounding her were the illuminated lamp hanging from the ceiling and the frankly insane number of sheets and towels nearby. The linens were either piled atop the wooden shelving, or they’d fallen to the floor in the struggle, completely covering it. She was the only person in the room. There were no signs of anyone else. All she could hear from outside the still-open door was Luca and Teodoro arguing.


      “Was someone there?”


      No one answered her, of course. After somehow getting her weak body to stand up, Dina carefully stepped over the linens to exit into the corridor and pointed her feet toward the servants’ dining hall. She needed to tell everyone that she had been attacked. That someone had been in this room, but she didn’t know who.


      “Dina.”


      She gasped just as she was about to walk away, and her shoulders shook so hard at her name being called from behind that it seemed like she was exaggerating.


      “F-Fabio.”


      After turning around, Dina was now face-to-face with the man who’d just left the room moments after he mentioned hearing something. She relaxed at the sight of an ally and turned her toes toward him.


      “Um, this is bad. Just now, someone attacked me over by the towels. I couldn’t see them, since they were behind me, but maybe...”


      She got that much out of her lips before she realized that Fabio seemed off. She stopped trying to approach him.


      “Wh-What happened to your arm?”


      Fabio was putting pressure on his upper left arm with his right hand. A stripe of blood dripped down from the spot he held down with his fingertips and onto the floor.


      “You’re hurt...”


      “It’s nothing serious.”


      When he interrupted her with a horrifically cold tone, Dina felt all four of her limbs tense up. Looking closer, he had a thin arrow in his left hand. She could tell that it was the source of his injury without even asking. But more than anything, she felt a cold panic bubble up within her because she recognized it. A similar arrow had been kept in one of the mansion’s display cabinets, alongside a decorative crossbow. Her retainer at the time had said that they were used with poison on the tips.


      It needs an antidote...


      She wanted him to let her look at it. She had just a little medicine in her luggage. It would be easier to have someone else check out his upper arm than for him to do it himself. Above everything else, she’d become accustomed to dealing with injuries during her days as a novice nun.


      Those words piled up within her head, but not a single one left her throat. Dina heard the sound of her heartbeat getting faster and faster in her ears, and felt the coldness of a bead of sweat drip down her brow.


      She was scared.


      “What are you so surprised about? Did you think I’d died when I collapsed to my knees after the arrow pierced me?”


      With every heavy breath Fabio heaved, Dina could clearly see the hostility in his eyes. It was clearly different from what she’d felt on the boat. She definitely wasn’t imagining things.


      “Teo!”


      Taking the chill running down her spine as a cue to run, she turned toward the dining hall. She wasn’t composed enough to tell the man how baffling his words were, but he quickly caught up with her staggering footsteps and grabbed her by the shoulder. The force at which he did it revived the terror she’d felt just moments earlier when she was nearly suffocated.


      “Let me go!”


      “Were you planning on killing us one by one? Are you working with someone? How many of them?!”


      Fabio’s pressing cross-examination overlapped with Dina’s screams of rejection. Strangely enough, he was asking her the exact same things as Teodoro had when he’d interrogated her back in that Leberta church basement.


      When she promptly tried to shake off his hand, he grabbed her shoulder again and shoved her against the wall. He might have worked in a support capacity, but he was still a soldier. Her bones creaked at his strength, more than one would expect of someone who was injured. Subject to hatred she had no clue about, along with pain, Dina was terrified. The hand gripping her shoulder seemed strangely hot.


      “From the start, you were really—!”


      What was he talking about?


      She didn’t get a chance to ask the question that ran through her mind. Fabio had brought the arrow he’d had clutched in his left hand to the same height as her eyes. She cowered, eyes shutting out of reflex.


      But the pain she expected to feel never came.


      “What are you doing?!”


      Fabio let go of Dina’s shoulder right as the sound of a familiar voice and the clang of the arrow against the floor entered her ears. Once she opened her eyes and realized that she’d stopped breathing, Dina saw a deathly pale Teodoro holding Fabio’s arms behind his back as he ripped his colleague away from her. He then turned Fabio to face him, grabbing him by the collar.


      “Just what were you doing? What were you about to do to Dina?”


      Teodoro’s voice was absolutely calm, but there was anger and bewilderment in his eyes. However, Fabio glared right back, not about to lose. His shoulders were heaving even harder than Teodoro’s, who had to have run there, as he spit out his words hatefully.


      “Ask that woman first. She attacked me from behind.”


      Teodoro’s eyes went down to the wound that dirtied the other man’s upper left arm. His side profile froze for a moment.


      “You’re saying that Dina did this? What’s your proof?”


      “I was attacked in the hall farther in. She was in the linens room. Who else could have done it? The floor wasn’t muddy. It was someone who hadn’t gone outside!”


      “N-No! It wasn’t me!”


      Going pale, Dina frantically shook her head. When Lazaro approached her from the side, she took a step away from him without thinking. Both Lazaro, who had stopped, and Teodoro, who was still holding Fabio, had confusion mixed into their gazes.


      “Just... Just a moment ago, I was attacked from behind too. They pushed my face into the towels, and I couldn’t breathe... I’m telling the truth!”


      “Don’t bullshit me!”


      As Fabio immediately screamed, Dina was lost. Why did he doubt her so much? Why was he so hostile to her? After he’d supported having her accompany them. The uncomfortable feeling she’d felt on the boat hadn’t been this clearly venomous.


      Teodoro pulled Fabio closer to him by the collar, as if he were averting his eyes from Dina, who couldn’t do anything but shake her head. He spoke slowly, lowly, and admonishingly.


      “Dina might have been in the room closest to you, but your argument that she was the one to attack you doesn’t make any sense. What’s wrong with you? You haven’t been acting like yourself for a while now.”


      “What’s wrong with me? Stop talking nonsense. You’re the one who hasn’t been acting like himself, Teodoro!”


      He must not have expected Fabio to retort like that, because he was silent for just a moment.


      “What do you mean?”


      Teodoro’s voice was cautious as he asked. On the other hand, Fabio was getting even more worked up.


      “I mean exactly what I said! How can you defend that woman in this situation?! Is it because she was a collaborator who you got mixed up in everything? Because you married her?! What are you getting all soft for, get a grip, man! You—”


      You.


      Dina didn’t know what he was going to say past that word. That was because it suddenly cut off with a dull clonk. A stunned Teodoro didn’t even have a chance to catch Fabio as the other man’s knees gave up beneath him, and he collapsed to the floor.


      “L-Luca...”


      Her quiet voice echoed through the now-silent corridor, like a small stone being dropped into a puddle.


      The man who’d silently approached Fabio and smashed his gun’s grip into the back of his head let out an annoyed sigh.


      “I’m the one who wants to tell you to get a grip.”


      As he said that, Luca rested his gun on his shoulder, nudging the now-unconscious Fabio with his toe.


      “So this dude’s supposed to support the guys who’re risking their lives on the front lines? The military must have a serious shortage of men.”


      “Luca!”


      After reprimanding Luca with a sharp glare, Lazaro knelt beside Fabio. Dina only faltered for a moment before following his lead, primarily so that she could check the wounds on Fabio’s upper arm and the back of his head.


      “The one on his arm doesn’t look that big, nor does the one on his head. We should get him somewhere safe until he wakes up... Teodoro?”


      Lazaro spoke up, voice perplexed as he looked up from the unconscious Fabio. Dina followed his gaze, looking up at Teodoro, who stood motionless. His normally calm, cool, and collected face was pale, his gaze disturbed.


      “Y-You’re right. I’ll move him. Sorry, Dina, one minute...”


      When Dina gave up her spot for him, Teodoro knelt down beside Fabio. As he put the other man’s limp arm around his shoulder and moved to stand, she quietly whispered in his ear.


      “It might be a good idea to sterilize the wound on his upper arm. It might not have been big, but I think there’s a chance there might’ve been poison on the arrow... That’s what I was taught ages ago.”


      It seemed like Teodoro understood her even without her adding “at the Ferletti mansion.”


      “Got it. We have several antidotes in our standard loadouts.”


      “I’ve been carrying around medicine too. Let me do it. I’m used to it.”


      Every once in a while, someone in Leberta had been bitten by a snake and it’d been left to Dina to handle the treatment on a number of occasions. While Fabio might have been suspicious of her, she volunteered to help, feeling that it was somewhat her fault. However, Teodoro immediately shot her down with an “I’ll be okay,” picking up his limp comrade and standing right up.


      “Make sure to tie him up and throw him somewhere with a lock on it. It’d be a pain if he started freaking out again when he wakes up.”


      Lazaro scolded Luca again.


      Teodoro stayed silent, carrying Fabio to the hall he’d claimed he’d been shot in. When he came back a moment later, he whispered to Dina that there’d been no poison before holding his hand out toward Lazaro. He must have needed the key.


      The sound of the lock clicking overlapped with that of running water.




      “Did you catch any of your attacker’s features?” Teodoro asked Dina after they’d grabbed some towels and sheets from the linen room. She felt her worry soften a tad. He believed her, but she replied in a weakened and depressed tone.


      “Nothing. I couldn’t turn around, so I didn’t see anything.”


      “Couldn’t that’ve been Fabio?”


      Luca’s suggestion made Dina freeze up. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t wondered the same thing, but Teodoro detachedly denied it.


      “There was a bit of dirty water left on the linen room floor. Someone wearing wet shoes must have entered the room, but the footprints were unrecognizable after getting scuffed by sheets... And Fabio has no reason to do something like that to Dina.”


      Dina turned to look for her own footprints. She could tell that the three people were walking around with soaked shoes, either from the rain or waterways.


      “It was Daniele.”


      Lazaro’s statement made Dina’s shoulders tense up.


      Daniele Lyra. The former Ferletti executive, one of many who accompanied Lazaro to this castle. This was the man who had grabbed her arm just as dusk had set in and said her eyes were beautiful before disparaging her hair immediately after.


      “Let’s meet again.”


      “The bastard is still in this castle... He might be intending on killing every single person the kingdom sends this way.”


      Dina could surmise a bottomless hatred from Lazaro as he spoke, his eyes dark as he stared at the floor. The cheerful and friendly smile he’d had until then had disappeared completely. She averted her eyes from his shaking, white-knuckled hands as they clutched his towel. His sudden change in demeanor reminded her of the cruelty Teodoro had shown back when he was infiltrating the Ferletti family.


      “If it really was Daniele, then wouldn’t it be dangerous for us to leave Fabio all alone?”


      Wanting to shake off the memories flitting up in her mind, Dina looked up at Teodoro, who was walking beside her. She couldn’t see any of the cold hatred that had once shaken her in the blue eyes that looked back down at her.


      “I locked the door with the master key the military had made. No one can get inside.”


      “What sort of room was it?”


      “Probably the ‘Hall of Judgment’ that the lieutenant colonel mentioned earlier. The ceiling was painted... I couldn’t use the chairs, since they were all filthy, so I left him on the floor. He might get at me about it later, since he’s not as tough as I am.”


      Teodoro’s banter was probably for Dina’s sake, since she was still nervous. Her face had started to relax thanks to that bit of consideration on his part, and she soon stopped in front of a single stately door facing the corridor—it led to the guest’s dining hall. She reached out for the door but Teodoro quickly stopped her.


      “Give me the sheet. I’ll cover it up.”


      Dina gladly took him up on his offer. Opening the door just a tad, as if to avoid her seeing the inside, Teodoro slipped inside with the sheet in hand. Even so, she could see a chair, still caked in reddish-black filth, laying on the floor. She couldn’t say a thing.


      “They might’ve cleaned up the corpses, but a few dozen people still died in this castle. If anything, the servant’s dining hall and the linen room are weird for not being filthy.”


      As Dina went pale upon realizing the meaning behind the chair being filthy, Luca’s curt tones hit her while she was down.


      “But those two rooms’re where the servants worked. They were probably free from corpses ’cause the military investigators left ’em for later, since no one in the family’d step foot into them.”


      “That’s true.”


      Just as she agreed, the door that had been closed carefully just a moment earlier flew open from the inside with a bang.


      “Wh-What’s wrong, Teo?”


      Ignoring his wife, who was surprised by the rapid display of force, Teodoro looked to Lazaro with a grim expression on his face.


      “Lieutenant Colonel, is this really the room you brought the corpse to?”


      Lazaro nodded, looking confused, and Teodoro threw the door to the dining hall wide open. The only things inside the beautifully decorated room were several chairs that had been knocked onto the floor, with no corpse in sight.




      Lazaro insisted that this was the room he’d taken it to. After hearing that, the four searched the entire empty room, but there was still no body to be found.


      “Maybe the guy was really still alive, and he just walked off somewhere?”


      Both Dina and Lazaro shot down Luca’s theory.


      “He was definitely dead. There’s no mistaking it.”


      As Lazaro looked around the room filled with nothing but fallen chairs and his brow furrowed, the sound of a woman murmuring “Huh? The table is gone,” echoed throughout the room. Dina spun around in shock, and when her eyes met the bright-green ones peeking out from the still-open door’s shadow, she completely forgot her worries and cried out in surprise.


      “Lydia? You didn’t go home?”


      Lydia, her hair soaked, had smiled and thanked Dina for the spare towel she’d been handed, but she immediately frowned.


      “I couldn’t go home.”


      Just as Dina was about to ask for the meaning behind Lydia’s cryptic reply, Lazaro noticed them and spoke up with a somewhat dark tone.


      “Ah, that’s right. I need to mention that. The truth is, the front gate won’t open.”


      Upon seeing the man’s expression warp bitterly, Dina’s and Teodoro’s own expressions changed as well.


      ***


      The gate they’d passed through on their way in had a padlock on the handles of its double doors, and Lazaro had unlocked it with a key. Teodoro had also placed a thick bar over the door’s inside end after Lydia and Dina had gone through, so that no one else could get in from outside. At the moment, the bar on the inside was off. And yet, no amount of pushing or pulling could open the gate.


      “Could someone have locked the padlock on the outside?” Dina asked.


      “No.”


      In front of the gate, after the rain had stopped. Teodoro, who had been inspecting the seams of both the doors, pulling them, and putting weight on them, refuted Dina’s question with a grim look.


      “The lieutenant colonel took the padlock that was on it when we came in with him, and if it was locked from the outside with a different one, then there would be a bit more give when pushing against it from the inside. The fact that it’s not moving at all means...”


      He stopped speaking there, and after a moment, pulled a thin, palm-sized leather case out of his breast pocket. Inside when he opened it up were several small knives and such, but the thing he reached for was something that looked like a long needle. Teodoro slid it very slightly into the seam between the double doors, sliding it downward bit by bit. One would have expected that the needle in his hand would eventually reach the ground, yet it stopped completely just a little bit lower than both the door handles where both the bar he’d removed and the door handles on the outside.


      Teodoro’s eyes narrowed, as if a bad hunch he’d had was just proved to be true.


      “There must have been a lock built into the door all along, and it’s been locked somehow. It’d be somewhere around where the needle stopped.”


      The needle must have been stopped in its tracks when it hit the inner bolt. Dina remembered that the spot it had stopped at was right where a snake was carved on the outer side, underneath the angel’s feet.


      “This is just a guess, but maybe there’s another keyhole right around that spot?”


      “It’s possible.”


      Teodoro might have agreed with her, but that didn’t mean there was anything they could do about it.


      “Um, is there any way you could cut through the bolt with brute force?”


      Dina asked that question having nothing to lose, looking at the small knives inside the case laying on the stone pavings, but Teodoro just heaved a sigh as he told her it’d just end with him chipping the blades. The needle had gone from being perfectly straight to having a clean L bent into it, probably from it being pushed hard against something solid.


      She looked up at the gate’s doors. Dina might have had experience climbing up onto a second-floor balcony from a tree, but this looked far taller than she could get over. It was then that she remembered something, and asked Teodoro about it as he was putting away the leather case.


      “You broke through the bolt back at the convent in Leberta by putting your weight on it, right?”


      Hearing her question, Teodoro gave her a look, his eyes unpleasantly kind.


      “Are you being serious?”


      “I just wanted to mention it.”


      Unable to get the words “I thought you would be able to do anything,” out of her mouth, she withdrew her slip of the tongue, her face burning up.




      Could Daniele have done this too?


      On their way back into the castle, Dina turned around and looked at the gate one last time.


      The man she’d met back in Diarante. Had he called her out there, attacked her, failed to kill her, and locked her inside?


      “I actually wanted to thank you.”


      For what?


      With incomprehensible things happening one after the other, she felt a worry of unknown origin bubbling up within her.


      ***


      “There’s no guarantee that there’s only one way out of this castle. I’ll look around, so you all wait here. My apologies, Lieutenant Colonel, but I’m leaving them to you.”


      The words that came out of Teodoro’s mouth as soon as they made it back to the dining hall made Dina’s eyes widen in surprise as she took her medicines out of her belongings. As he moved to leave the room when Lazaro agreed, she rushed to protest.


      “If you’re going to look around the castle, bring me with you. That was the plan from the beginning, after all.”


      “The investigation is on pause. We need to find a way out of here, first.”


      But that would just mean that in the end, Teodoro would be the only one in danger. She would have come along for nothing. Dina chased after him as he walked to the hallway.


      “There’s someone other than us inside the castle! The gate might have been the doing of the same person who attacked both me and Fabio... It might have been Daniele Lyra. Don’t go off on your own, Teo, please.”


      Catching up to Teodoro when he had no intention of matching her pace was harder than she’d thought it would be. Moving her legs as hard as she could, Dina desperately tried to talk her husband out of it, but he didn’t slow down in the least. She was getting nowhere.


      “Don’t leave me alone...”


      Dina hesitated for a moment, thinking it would be cowardly, before deciding to appeal to Teodoro’s conscience. But she was far too inexperienced to fetter him.


      “If anything’s wrong, go to the lieutenant colonel. He was the one who trained me. He’s been in the military for a long time, so he’s trustworthy.”


      Not only did Teodoro’s walking pace not slow, the words he shot back at her indifferently gouged at Dina’s brand-new wounds.


      “But he might not trust me...”


      “What are you saying?”


      Naturally, considering the meaning behind Dina’s muttering, he stopped walking. On the other hand, Dina was hesitant to comment on it definitively.


      “I mean, Fabio...”


      The reason her voice got quieter as she said that was because she felt as if she were speaking badly of someone who wasn’t there. Guilt slithered up her spine, but after Fabio treated her as he did, she was no longer so sure about whether she should trust Lazaro, since they’d only just met. He might have only been acting kind to her in the dining hall because Teodoro was with them.


      But it seemed that she hadn’t gotten her reading of the situation across to Teodoro all that well.


      “He just had a bit of a misunderstanding. He’s not usually like that. He was calm when he was at our house, wasn’t he?”


      “He glared at me on the boat here.”


      “You’re overthinking things.”


      That statement turned into a little thorn stabbing at Dina’s anxious heart. The words that rushed from her lips next were very clearly sulking.


      “Teo, you saw Fabio slam me against the wall, didn’t you?”


      “What, did you think I stopped him without seeing that?”


      Dina felt that the way he said that was cold.


      “You don’t actually believe Fabio, do you?”


      Believe that Dina had been the one who shot him with the crossbow? However, Teodoro immediately denied it.


      “Of course not. But he’s got the wrong idea about something. What he did a bit ago was a shock to me too, but I trust him the most out of all of the people on this mission right now.”


      “More than me?”


      Dina regretted asking the question, which couldn’t be called anything other than impulsive, as soon as it left her mouth. She never should have asked, if she had to see Teodoro being so at a loss about how to answer it. She immediately began putting together an excuse inside her mind.


      I’m sorry, that was a weird thing to say. Forget I even asked...


      “Hey, don’t go jumping at the chance to start flirting, you two.”


      Luca popped out around the corner behind them before she’d even realized it. As a result, she completely lost the chance to clear the air over her misstep, and Teodoro’s mood very clearly plummeted.


      “I told you to wait in the dining hall. Go back.”


      In response to Teodoro’s authoritative tone, Luca narrowed his eyes into a sneer.


      “Reeeally? I think I know this castle a hell of a lot better than you do.”


      Dina had been panicking at the feeling that a fight was about to break out, but the man’s unexpected words made both her and Teodoro’s eyes widen.


      “You’ve been here before?” Teodoro asked.


      “Yep. Two years... Nah, three years ago? Right before I was put in charge of the drugs.”


      Dina keenly felt the atmosphere around her become even tenser than before. There was cold rage in Teodoro’s eyes as he glared at Luca.


      “Why didn’t you tell me?”


      “Because I’d been mixed up in a different mission until just recently, or did you forget you’d been right there with me, sir?”


      “I’m asking why you didn’t say anything before now! Do you know where Daniele and the other dregs are hiding?!”


      “I don’t know anything about any hiding spots, and I told Dina on the way here. She didn’t share it with you?”


      Hearing her name brought up so suddenly shocked Dina so badly that she thought her heart would burst out of her chest.


      “You’re lying!”


      “I did. On the boat.”


      On the boat?


      “Anyway, I don’t think there’s anywhere for multiple people to hide in there. The whole place is covered in dust, and I hardly think anyone’d be there...”


      “Ah!”


      Dina couldn’t help the sound that came out of her mouth before she slammed her hands over it. She didn’t notice Teodoro’s expression change in response to her reaction either.


      “H-How was I supposed to realize it from that?! I wasn’t really in the position to get anything, then... In the first place, why didn’t you tell Teo or Fabio directly?!”


      “If anything, I’m surprised you didn’t know. You were the legitimate heir and all.”


      Before she got a chance to scream at Luca not to bring that up, Dina saw Teodoro turning away from them and panicked. He was misunderstanding the situation. His strides were so much longer that she was almost running chasing after him.


      “I’m sorry, Teo, I wasn’t trying to keep it from you. It just didn’t click when he said it. I-I was out of it with my seasickness...”


      “Dina.”


      This time, Teodoro stopped suddenly. Dina stopped too.


      “Why did you have emetics on you?”


      “Huh?”


      Her response to his unexpected question was a bit delayed. The emetics. Dina had been carrying them around with her so that she could get Teodoro to vomit immediately if he ended up taking poison again. However, she hadn’t shown or told him about them, since she didn’t want him thinking that she was weird.


      “Teo, how do you know about—”


      Just as she was saying that, she suddenly remembered going out onto the ship’s deck when she’d been seasick. She’d left all of her luggage in the cabin. Her medicines too.


      “Wait, did you look through my things?!”


      “I’m the one asking questions here. Answer me.”


      Dina thought he was being absurd, but when his blue eyes wouldn’t look away even a bit, she felt like she had to answer. Was he doing it on purpose? He’d interrogated her like this back in that basement in Leberta too.


      “Does it really matter? I had them because I thought they might end up needing to be used.”


      “And that time they needed to be used was on the boat?”


      Her cheeks went red as they stiffened. Dina couldn’t let that question slide.


      “You think I vomited on purpose? You actually think I would intentionally go out of my way to bother you—”


      Dina gasped, going silent. She hesitantly asked the question that had flashed through her mind.


      “Is that why Fabio was glaring at me?”


      “Fabio has nothing to do with it.”


      “He does. I mean, you trust him more than you trust me, Teo. What did he say to you? That I—”


      “Dina!”


      She felt her spine freeze over when Teodoro shouted her name like that. There was very obvious irritation in his tone of voice. This was the first time he’d been this clearly angry with her since they’d gotten married. On the other hand, Teodoro himself seemed shocked at his response for a moment, frowning and closing his eyes before covering them and his forehead with a hand as he sighed.


      “I’m sorry. I’m gonna go cool off my head a bit. This whole mission has had a few more surprises than I’d expected... A lot more.”


      “Teo.”


      “Stay with the lieutenant colonel... But even if I tell you that, you’re probably gonna stay with Luca anyway.”


      Dina gasped, hearing the pieces click into place in her brain at the same time. She felt as if she understood what was at the heart of Teodoro’s incomprehensible actions. But she couldn’t think of a way out on the spot like this, even though he was clearly hurt.


      “Even that’d be fine. He’ll probably protect you with his life, after all... At the very least, don’t leave Luca’s side.”


      As always, the words coming out of his mouth were ones worrying about her, despite the pain in his voice.




      Dina detested the owner of the footsteps approaching her from behind, but blaming him for this would be barking up the wrong tree. She wasn’t even angry to begin with.


      “T-Teo thinks I’m cheating on him.”


      Luca whistled in response to her murmur. She ignored the immodest sound as she resisted the urge to cry in frustration.


      “You’re horrible, Teo... I’m sure you think that I’m some sort of quick-to-crush girl... That my lack of experience with men means I’ll fall for any man who talks to me for a bit.”


      “Any man, huh.”


      Dina didn’t have the leeway to bother with the low, spitting tone of his words, completely different from the high-pitched whistle.


      “I have no romantic experience, and no family or friends I can depend on. He must think I’m so shortsighted that I’d fall for anyone I spend a little time with, especially any guys with blue eyes who are kind to me! This, despite the fact that I’ve never once doubted him, even when he never came home!”


      The pain from the thorns Dina had been stabbed with back at the tea party came rearing its head once more. She took the opportunity to spit out the unpleasant feeling she’d had in her chest this whole time.


      Luca didn’t stop her. He looked thoroughly unamused, not bothering to hide his ill mood as he spoke, looking down at her as her shoulders heaved with every breath.


      “But you two did actually get together when you barely knew each other. Don’t you think you both might’ve convinced yourselves you’d fallen in love because you were the only people you could trust, in enemy territory with your lives on the line?”


      Dina glared right at him, her gaze saying “I told you, you’re wrong,” but Luca just kept on looking down at her crankily. When she started walking, ignoring him, he followed just a little behind her. In the end, it was just like Teodoro had said: she was staying with Luca. But even saying that, the situation they were in made her hesitant to be alone.


      She looked down at the floor. Neither she nor Teodoro were in this relationship because of simple feelings. The time they’d spent together back in the Ferletti mansion was plenty for her to get to know him. She couldn’t bear the idea that anyone could think her feelings were some momentary delusion when they had been enough to make her backtrack after sentencing herself to life away from him to make up for the sin of killing her brother.


      But it wasn’t as if Dina completely understood her own feelings either. For better or worse, it was easy for things to change internally based on one’s environment.


      Just as her memories within the Ferletti mansion were about to rise back into her mind, a high-pitched voice called her name from behind.


      “Dina, please don’t leave me behind! Luca just up and ran ahead!”


      Coming up to cling to Dina’s arm, a bundle of linen held in one of her own, was Lydia. Luca, who’d been blamed, pretended he didn’t even hear her.


      “What are you doing here? You were supposed to wait with Lazaro...”


      As Dina panicked, the man’s large frame slipped into view. Lazaro stood there, looking as if he had a lot he wanted to say.


      “The fact that not a single one of you will listen to what I say is getting really old.”


      Dina, who’d shot off after Teodoro before anyone else, couldn’t say anything back at Lazaro’s snip. In the end, they all ended up walking around the castle as a group. It was all the better that Teodoro wasn’t being left alone.


      “You’re amazing, Teodoro. Kids these days won’t listen to a single word out of an old man’s mouth. Makes me long for the days I spent guiding you with my fists whenever you recklessly tried to run right to your death.”


      “It seems those methods are considered extremely problematic these days, getting overhauled one after the other.”


      “What?!”


      It was Lazaro, whom she’d just been told to stay with moments earlier, by Teodoro’s side instead of Dina’s.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Second Floor


      Alongside the many pieces of armor that lined the corridor walls, there were a series of Ferletti family portraits. Each painting depicted the family’s then-don and their family, and were grouped by the time in which said portrait was finished. By the time she realized the paintings were there, Dina was already walking across the corridor’s carpeting. It didn’t take her long to start panicking. She obviously had no portrait of her own, but curiously, none of the recent paintings featured a silver-haired don who was likely to be Aurelio. There was a blank space on the wall where the most recent image should’ve been.


      The painting next to that empty space was ever so slightly askew, as if something had bumped into it. The man in this image had golden hair and green eyes, just like all of his predecessors. He must have been Lucrezio Ferletti.


      Dina unconsciously reached out to straighten it, but soon noticed flecks of dried blood on the frame’s edge. Flecks in the shape of a hand. Someone had been attacked here.


      Her face immediately went pale and she pulled her hand away, but she’d also noticed that the background of each painting closely resembled one another. It was likely a location somewhere within the castle.


      “When you were here three years ago...was Aurelio really with you?” she asked Luca in a low voice.


      He readily confirmed it, seemingly possessing no intentions of obscuring or putting airs around the fact.


      “Told us he was having his portrait painted, and kept on saying, ‘I should’ve had this done sooner, but it wasn’t really the right time when I was last here.’”


      As Luca spoke, he opened a door near him before narrowing his eyes. Wondering what he’d seen, Dina peeked inside before he closed it, only to see a desk caked with blood and the marks of something being dragged down to the floor. After riding out the wave of nausea, she glared at Luca.


      “You really should share that with Teo and Lazaro.”


      “Why? They didn’t ask.”


      “Because it might be important.”


      “If they thought it might be, then they’d ask themselves. I’ve already told ’em I’d been here before. Loading them up with irrelevant fun facts will just end up clouding their judgment.”


      After hearing Luca say that like it was so obvious, Dina couldn’t help but look down at the floor. She was embarrassed that she’d gotten ahead of herself thanks to a few assumptions.


      “That’s also true.”


      “And you believed me. What a good girl.”


      Dina angrily glared up at Luca—a complete 180 from the sanctimonious look she had on her face just moments earlier. He grinned for a second before his expression went back to feigning ignorance.


      “Whatever the case, there’s no sense in talking to someone who won’t listen. Only the humble and dutiful survive in this castle, right?”


      “Humble and dutiful?”


      “That’s what your big brother told me.”


      Aurelio had been far from being either humble or dutiful, and yet he’d said that?


      “What does that mean?”


      “Hell if I know. There isn’t some line like that in the Bible or something?”


      She frowned, fairly sure there wasn’t. Dina then took a step onto a nearby staircase, and looked up to discover Teodoro standing at the top. He wasn’t looking toward her at all—as if he were doing so intentionally.




      “There’s running water wherever you look,” Dina said as she walked through the second floor’s many hallways.


      It flowed through the hallways, the corridors, the staircases, and the enormous great hall that could easily host an over-one-hundred-person ball. Wherever one placed their eyes, they’d see a brass waterway. Naturally, these channels were nowhere to be seen in the presumed bedrooms of guests and residents, but the faint sound of running water could always be heard.


      The sound of water was normally quite calming to Dina. Despite her memories of drowning, she’d been fond of it thanks to living on the coast for many years. But now, and only now, the sound made her feel uneasy. This was natural considering the situation she’d found herself in, and the regular sight of a snake with emerald eyes carved into the waterways wasn’t helping either. In fact, they left her with a pit in her stomach.


      “Isn’t it ’cause of the rain? It wasn’t rushing like this last time I was here,” Luca said.


      He had a tattoo of the very same snake, minus the emerald eyes, behind one of his ears. Trying to process what he’d just said, Dina blinked at him.


      “Really?”


      “Aurelio was wonderin’ why the waterways were empty at the time. He nabbed a pitcher and poured a little water into one of them. I remember him looking all smug and saying, ‘Ahh, so that’s it,’ right after. He must’ve been testing somethin’.”


      Dina furrowed her brow.


      “And what was he testing?”


      “You think I could’ve asked him that?”


      Based on Luca’s unamused scowl, Aurelio must’ve abused him terribly back then.


      “I have no idea what was going through your big bro’s brain. He was smart enough to keep us on top of the food chain, and that’s great and all, but he loved his purges. The weird ways he’d go about thinning us out were awful.”


      “Weird ways?” she repeated.


      “Like making his guys roll the dice on eating a treat that had a fifty percent chance of being poisoned.”


      “Th-That’s enough. You don’t need to fill me in on it.”


      “It happened right here, actually. He comes here saying he needs his portrait done, and then goes offing the painter because he didn’t like the guy. So, your big bro had a little time on his hands after that. He went off on a little expedition of the castle for a while, and came back later saying he’d found this interesting book. Then at one point, he had me and another guy who came along choose between a pair of sweets that he pulled out of hell knows where.”


      “I said, that’s enough.”


      “He ordered us to eat ’em right on the spot. I did, but the other guy threw up as soon as Aurelio was out of sight. But he didn’t do it soon enough.”


      “D-Didn’t do it soon enough?”


      “He got the short end of the stick. The poison had spread throughout his body and he went mad. I know that because he tried to kill me.”


      “Seriously, stop it.”


      “But out of everyone he could’ve gone for, the genius decided he’ll attack Aurelio when he stops by to check in on him. Then bam, and just like that, I survived without raising a pinky. I got put in charge of the drug trade right after.”


      “I told you to stop! Go away! I don’t want to hear about him!”


      Dina looked away from Luca, who was pointing a finger right at the middle of his forehead. Despite that, he spoke up in a teasing tone.


      “What, they’re memories of your elder brother, right? He was pretty pissy at the time, since it was right after we purged the Montards... Or maybe I’ve got that backward, and he was in a great mood?”


      Upon realizing that Luca wasn’t going to shut up, Dina shot him another glare and picked up the pace to put a little distance between the two of them. What was he even trying to get at? Something about these atrocities being memories of her brother? Luca knew damn well that neither sibling had seen each other as family. Aurelio’s feelings for her came from a desire for vengeance. Or at least, that was where most of them were from.


      Dina sighed, and the pace of her gait gradually slowed. Those paintings on the wall would enter her line of sight, whether she liked it or not. She’d laid her eyes on a portrait of a seemingly normal, good-natured family—a painting that most guests would probably see. Said family was centered around a snuggling husband, wife, and the babe held in their arms. The wife had a graceful smile. Aside from the main trio, there was a golden-haired older brother holding hands with his younger sister.


      “I’m glad I met you.”


      The smell of burning wood and the sensation of searing heat were shaken loose from her memories. However, the feeling of something cold, hard, and metal in her hands returned as well.


      “But I didn’t want to meet you.”


      This dark remark had somehow slipped through her bitten lip.


      Aurelio Ferletti—a man selfish in every definition of the word.


      As she recalled the man who once referred to himself as her older brother, Dina realized that she’d been grasping her cross and quickly removed her hand from her pocket.




      Whenever the group came upon a shut door, Teodoro would always request that the ladies remain outside while he went in to scope out the room with Luca and Lazaro. After that, he’d call the ladies in and the quintet would start searching the room together. This process was repeated several times, but that changed once the men walked through a particular set of heavy double doors. After a few moments, Lazaro returned alone and shut the doors behind him.


      “What about Teo and Luca?”


      Lazaro cracked a wry smile and shook his head in response to Dina’s question.


      “We’re gonna leave this one up to the boys. How about you ladies and I have a chat while they’re at it?”


      Dina looked toward the large set of doors once again. Most could tell from a single glance that these doors were quite impressive—both extravagantly detailed and visibly commanding. It had been made quite clear that the room behind these slabs was anything but average.


      “Is it bad in there?”


      If Teodoro didn’t want the two of them to come in, that meant that he wanted to protect them from what was surely a ghastly scene. So while she could easily imagine what it must have been like inside, Dina couldn’t stop herself from asking.


      “A bit... It seems that the castle’s master used to meet with important guests in that room. It’s packed to the gills with significant and valuable items. There must’ve been a whole squad of investigators working away in there when they got jumped.”


      Lazaro answered her as if it were nothing, but he’d first entered the castle alongside those deceased investigators. He’d probably left the room to protect the girls, but Teodoro might’ve been considerate of the mental turmoil his mentor had endured.


      “Even if he had accomplices, Mister Daniele must’ve been a pretty strong man... He didn’t look that brawny when you guys came, just like some well-dressed slim old guy.”


      Lydia had awkwardly strung her sentence together for Lazaro’s sake, but Dina agreed. If one were to pass the man while headed out on the town, they’d think he was a distinguished gentleman. Despite having briefly spoken with him and experiencing his creepiness firsthand, Dina found it hard to believe that he could wipe out a whole squad of soldiers all by himself. After all, he was a thin fellow who’d seemingly prefer to keep any hostilities at a distance.


      “That was probably because of the sedatives. It’s just what you’d expect from a Ferletti... But I’ll admit, I didn’t think he still had that left in him.”


      As Lazaro spoke in a low tone, Dina noticed the darkness had vanished from his eyes, and the wry smile on his face. It was as if he were trying to show some consideration for his present company.


      “All I can say now is that he’s one hell of an actor. Well, he did spend sixteen years working alongside us, at least. And if Lucrezio Ferletti’s fondness for him was the reason for his ascension through the ranks, it was probably because Daniele is terrifyingly talented at worming his way into your heart... He turned on the family shortly after the don’s death, so he must’ve been good at feigning loyalty too.”


      Upon hearing that, Lydia frowned and stared stiffly at the floor. After seeing the other woman from out of the corner of her eye, Dina murmured, “I see...”


      “Huh? Is that surprising?”


      When Lazaro replied to what was supposed to be an internal remark, Dina explained that Daniele seemingly had no “terrifying talent” for feigning loyalty when they’d met in that Diarante alleyway.


      “H-He was obviously acting suspicious in front of Teodoro and me.”


      Dina seemingly hadn’t felt that fear alone, because Teodoro had taken that encounter the same way.


      “Well, that’s the sort of man he is. I thought he was super fishy to begin with... Honestly, I’m still surprised that the top brass wanted to protect someone like that.”


      Lazaro let out a small chuckle. The look of indifference against his tanned face suited him well.


      “I’d bet it was everything he’d learned as the don’s retainer. However, Lucrezio suddenly kicked the bucket. I hear his daughter took over the family after that, but he’d barely taught her any of his methods and she just played around. And when Aurelio took over, he decided it was his way or the highway, so Danielle’s insights haven’t been all that useful over the past couple years. Teodoro managed to secure a lot more pertinent info in the year he worked his way up through the family’s ranks. Especially when he became Aurelio’s attendant.”


      He took a brief pause.


      “So I went up to the guy and said this straight-out: ‘You’re not helping much around here, so try and be a little more humble.’ Then the bastard came back at me with ‘You’re not in the right place to say that. The mirror’s over there.’ The brass put me on time out for a week after that.”


      “Huh? Why?”


      When Lydia looked up and asked him that, Lazaro looked off into the distance. The corner of his mouth twitched a little, likely due to remembering that irritating event.


      “’Cause I nailed the geezer right upside the head. By the time I came back, the bastard’s face was all bandaged up and he was smoking. He told me, ‘You’ve got great control over your strength despite those short legs of yours. If I’d done the same thing when I was your age, I’d be right back in the slammer by now... I mean, surely that wasn’t all you had, was it?’ I wish I’d broken his neck in one shot back then.”


      Lydia’s light chuckles echoed throughout the hallway.


      “How shameless! But that seems like something he’d say!”


      Lazaro smiled. He was talkative, even more so than he’d been up until that point. Dina couldn’t help but wonder if he was perhaps trying to cheer up Lydia since she’d been dragged into this mess. However, she quickly admonished herself for letting the thought cross her mind given the situation they were in.


      “Um, was Daniele Lyra familiar with this castle?”


      “Apparently, he’d been here with Lucrezio before. Said it was about twenty years ago... Judging from the military’s records on him, the don wasn’t here much. He wasn’t under constant surveillance, so the military could’ve missed something, but it seemed that he wasn’t a real big fan of this castle. But Daniele told me that the don came regardless, following the same tradition carried out by his father, grandfather, and all the other dons who had come before them.”


      “What did he come here to do?” Dina asked.


      “We don’t know. Unlike other nobles, he wasn’t one to throw a party when visiting his territory. Daniele said he had no idea what the don was up to. However, he did mention that Lucrezio had holed himself in the third-floor study before heading back to the capital the next day.”


      Dina turned her eyes toward the atrium. Even when she looked up toward the third floor, all she could see from the second floor’s hallway was a section of the floor. Just what was the man in that portrait doing up there?


      “But he didn’t share anything important with us.”


      “Huh?”


      “In addition to keeping quiet about the note he slipped you, he never shared how to access the castle’s secret passages with us either.”


      Now that she thought about it, Lazaro had something along those lines while they were walking around town.


      “A castle with secret passages isn’t anything out of the ordinary. Any building with powerful owners is likely to have multiple escape routes in the event of an enemy attack. The Ferletti mansion had its fair share of underground tunnels too, right? It’s the same thing here. There’s also less walkable real estate inside than walking around the castle grounds would imply. It’s all dead space. The secret passages around here are probably in the walls instead of being underground. Though, they might be less for making an escape, and more for hiding from enemies for a while.”


      Lazaro said that that was the reason there weren’t many windows.


      “Daniele must’ve used a passage when he attacked Fabio. That’s why Fabio couldn’t find him and ended up laying the blame at your feet in his confusion.”


      “Um, why do you think he hasn’t just left the castle?”


      Dina asked the question that welled up in her chest, and Lazaro replied casually.


      “You were actually attacked, so you should understand. There’s another person, someone not in our group, in this castle. That someone wants us dead.”


      A dark flame had been lit once again within man’s eyes. He stared into the abyss, but it was almost as if he were staring down an enemy. This abrupt change in demeanor made Dina feel as if they were under attack, but there was no one behind her when she turned around. Only the faint trickling of water.


      “The police and military have a tight watch on the main roads going in and out of here, so they’d probably catch him if he went that way. But even without that, it looks like no one’s getting out of this castle once they’re inside. He might’ve had a chance to slip out when I was being carted out alongside my comrades, but he probably couldn’t have done it without being seen. And because he’s so damn proud and vindictive about everything, he’ll want to kill me for being a thorn in his side for all these years.”


      A chill rolled down Dina’s spine as those words left Lazaro’s mouth.


      “You?”


      “He’ll probably have to kill me too. In fact, he likely wants me dead precisely because it’s me.”


      Why would he think that? But why was Lazaro so familiar with Daniele Lyra in the first place? He seemed to know more about Lyra than Teodoro did. An answer came before she could get the question out.


      “I was his supervisor, just like how Teodoro is Luca’s. Had me completely fooled, though.”


      As Dina’s eyes widened at the unexpected truth, the door opened as Luca called for Lazaro. The man disappeared into the room, his taillike hair waving behind him.


      Now alone with Lydia, Dina recalled the chill that ran down her spine just moments earlier. It seemed as if it had been the opposite. When Lazaro said that Daniele wanted to kill him, she thought she had seen a burning hatred flickering within his orange eyes, harboring darker intentions than simple hostility. She felt as if Lazaro’s gaze had said, I’d give anything to kill Daniele Lyra.


      Everyone’s eyes seem to end up like that. Everyone who dealt with the Ferlettis and somehow wasn’t tainted by their poison. Lazaro’s gaze reminded her so much of the way Teodoro looked at her when they first met. That was why those thoughts had bubbled up in her mind.


      As Dina stared at the door, she was brought back to reality by Lydia poking her in the shoulder.


      “Um, Dina, do you want to go check out the floating corridors that connect to the bell tower?”


      The other woman’s light green eyes were looking toward the atrium, but Dina frowned.


      “That’s dangerous.”


      “But the secret passages are in the outside-facing walls. Wouldn’t that mean that Mister Daniele can only attack from a room that faces out from his hiding place? I think that would make the central bell tower all the safer.”


      She might’ve had a point, but...


      “Don’t do it. We don’t know what might happen.”


      “If anything happens, we can just scream. From this distance, they should be able to reach us right away... I’ve always been curious about this castle, and why the bell tower suddenly started ringing too.”


      “Suddenly?”


      “It’s never rang before that, and it was just recently that it started. But it doesn’t happen constantly, so I’m not really sure what times it rings at.”


      A bell that had only just started to ring.


      Why?


      Dina looked up at the bell tower as that question bounced around her brain.


      “But I like the bell’s sound.”


      Dina turned to Lydia as she spoke, and noticed that the other woman appeared to be quite bashful now.


      “My family... My mother left to work in Diarante, but she died before she could ever return. Apparently there was a workplace accident. But when this bell rings, it sort of feels like she’s looking down at me. Maybe ’cause she’s the one who told me about the bell?”


      As Lydia lightheartedly talked about her unexpected personal circumstances, Dina felt a pang in her chest.


      “I see... What about your father?”


      “He died two years ago. Oh, don’t look at me like that! My mom passed away over a decade ago, and I wasn’t on the best of terms with my dad. He’d aaaaaalways call me weird, and didn’t even like it when I had a one-sided crush on someone.”


      Lydia had chattered on as if to blow away the dour mood, but Dina couldn’t help cracking a bitter smile.


      “I-I also lost my parents when I was little. After I got married, I moved away from the man who raised me and to the capital... But everyone I’ve met since then has treated me like a weirdo.”


      “Huh, why?! That’s awful! Did they bully you because you were from the countryside?”


      “I wasn’t bullied or anything. I really am a weirdo... I have a strange hobby.”


      “What’s your hobby?”


      “Messing around with medicinal herbs and the like.”


      Dina smiled wryly as she said that, but Lydia became even more disgusted by the nonpresent capital dwellers.


      “That’s even harder to understand. That’s a super normal, not to mention useful, hobby! And if that makes you a weirdo, then they’d definitely treat me like I’m a monster. Especially since my hobbies these last few years have been cleaning, doing laundry, and cooking.”


      The way Lydia had said that made Dina burst out laughing. However, the air within the castle shook alongside the bell’s loud ringing.


      “Oh, it rang,” Lydia said, her voice positively beaming.


      But as those words left her mouth, the pair looked toward the source of that sound. Dina checked her pocket watch, but it wasn’t the right time for any bell to ring. Perhaps the bell’s clockwork was showing its age?


      “Maybe my mom wanted to hear that too.”


      Dina looked at Lydia’s profile as she murmured those words, and a thought soon crossed her mind.


      Why don’t you come back to the capital with us? Then neither of us would be lonely.




      The door behind them opened as if it had been called by the sound of the bell. Dina turned around, and the orange eyes hers had collided with were looking slightly confused.


      “Dina, come in here for a sec... And do your best not to look toward the chair farther in.”


      While she had a bad feeling about things from the way Lazaro spoke, Dina eagerly slipped inside, wondering why they’d called for her. The room’s interior was particularly luxurious, giving off the impression it served as a display of authority instead of an actual office.


      Her eyes unconsciously sought out Teodoro, finding him farther inside in a section underneath a canopy with red embroidery. But she couldn’t call out to him, feeling a chill coming her way.


      “I told you to try not to look over there!”


      When Lazaro scolded her, Dina realized that everything surrounding the canopy—the cloth hanging above, the lavish chair, and the rug—wasn’t covered in embroidery, but rather, stained with reddish-black blood. She moved to look away, but before she could, she spotted Teodoro on his knees by the chair. He was pressing a hand to his forehead and looking down.


      Is he feeling sick?


      Seemingly noticing Dina’s worried gaze, Teodoro suddenly turned her way. Just as her heart skipped a beat as their eyes met, he stood and pulled at the canopy, hiding both the master’s chair and himself from her view. Despite the fact that she knew that he was just blocking her view of the gruesome scene out of concern for her, it felt almost as if he were rejecting her, saddening her. Maybe he was still misunderstanding the situation.


      “T-Teo, are you okay?”


      “I’m fine. I’ve been trained for this. I could swim through an ocean of blood if I had to.”


      She’d called out to him while following Lazaro, but Teodoro’s deliberately chipper reply didn’t make her very happy. She’d come along with him because she didn’t want him to have to do something like that.


      “So Dina, you infiltrated the Ferletti family with Teodoro, right?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then we’d like for you to check out something sort of strange we found. It might be something of the don’s—”


      As Lazaro walked, he turned to look at Dina as she followed him, only for his expression to suddenly change.


      “Move!”


      Without a chance for her to resist, Dina was pulled tightly to Lazaro’s chest. She didn’t even have time to wonder why before an earsplittingly loud noise ripped through the room. When Dina turned around to see what happened, she noticed a massive chandelier on the floor—exactly where she had been standing a few seconds ago.


      “Are you okay?!” Lazaro frantically asked.


      She was in a daze, but Dina said she hadn’t been hurt. Given that the chandelier was probably over a meter in diameter, she would’ve been crushed if it had fallen directly on top of her. Her chances of survival would’ve been slim in that situation. Still in Lazaro’s arms, she put a hand to her chest in an attempt to calm her pounding heart.


      “What was that sound? Wh-Wha?!”


      One of the ceiling’s edges had caved in and caused a mighty clatter. A scowling Luca peeked out from the hole, quickly noticing the disaster on the floor and Dina clinging to Lazaro. His face went pale right away, prompting him to jump down and rush to her side.


      “You okay?!”


      “Somehow...”


      “Luca, where were you in the ceiling?”


      Lazaro’s voice was sharp as he asked. Luca’s brows rose slightly as he responded to his tone.


      “You saw where I came out from. Over there.”


      As he said that, he pulled Dina to her feet and away from Lazaro.


      “Th-Thank you.”


      “Did it drop suddenly?”


      She nodded back, her arm still tight in his grim, only for his expression to take an even grimmer turn.


      “Maybe the fixture broke... Luca?”


      “The metal fixtures meant to hold up a chandelier aren’t supposed to break that eas—”


      In the middle of his sentence, something hot grabbed Dina roughly by the shoulder. Just as she gasped, she was yanked backward, and hard. While being completely swung about, black hair came into view. Teodoro was doing the pulling.


      “What did you do?”


      The voice emanating from beyond her obscured vision was low and seeping with unmistakable hostility.


      “T-Teo, um, you’re wrong, Luca... Teo?!”


      Panicking, Dina tried to tell him it was a misunderstanding—only to be shocked by the sight of Teodoro with his gun drawn at Luca. She quickly circled around him and tried to push down on his pistol hand, but she stopped breathing for a split second when she noticed the sharpness in his eyes.


      “Hey, wait, don’t jump to conclusions!”


      Lazaro, who had been looking at the chandelier, rushed back over in a panic. As for the man who actually had a gun in his face, he simply stared down the barrel—his eyes just as cold as Teodoro’s. Luca then felt a slight grin coming on as he looked up at the other man.


      Dina’s bad feeling got even worse.


      “What’re you pulling here?”


      “You know exactly what, don’t you?”


      Luca grabbed the gun with a hand.


      “What’re you pissed at? If you’re mad that I touched your woman, there’s another guy you should shoot before me.”


      Lazaro interrupted them.


      “Don’t go pointing strays my way! Teodoro, Luca wasn’t anywhere where could’ve sabotaged the chandelier. He was in the ceiling. If you still wanna doubt him, then you should be checking the chandelier itself first.”


      The would-be gunman didn’t say a thing.


      “Teodoro.”


      Teodoro finally lowered the gun in his right hand in response to Lazaro’s forceful timbre. Upon seeing this, Dina was just about to let the tension out of her shoulders when...


      “Dumbass, stop!”


      Lazaro’s panicked voice shot through the room, and Teodoro caught Luca’s fist with his left hand. From there, Teodoro balled his right hand into a fist and sent it flying toward Luca’s stomach.


      A squeak came out of Dina’s throat. She didn’t even have the chance to yell at them to stop.




      “Orders from a superior officer to knock it off are absolute. Teodoro Rudini, Luca Belaccio. I’m writing you both up for insubordination the moment we get back to base, so get your asses in gear... Don’t get carried away doing whatever you want.”


      Within the span of mere moments, Lazaro had caught Teodoro’s fist and pinned down Luca’s boot. The lieutenant colonel’s gravelly voice spread through the room like frost.


      Teodoro said nothing as he slightly lowered his arm. Meanwhile, Luca clicked his tongue, started grumbling about Lazaro’s threat to write him up alongside Teo, and walked away with his back turned to the group.


      “Teo...”


      Dina, who’d forgotten to even scream, called out to her husband, but he didn’t even glance at her.


      “You aren’t hurt, are you, Dina?”


      She’d hesitated to answer his question, primarily because she’d completely forgotten about the danger she’d been in just moments ago.


      “N-No.”


      “What about your shoulder?”


      Dina stiffened before quietly saying that she was fine.


      “I see. That’s good, then.”


      As he said that, Teodoro looked as if he’d felt no relief at all. After taking a deep breath, he walked back toward the bloodied chair. While watching him move, Dina noticed that he’d put the same fist he’d swung with to his forehead. This gesture had made him look sick only moments ago, but now, he looked more irritated than he could possibly handle.


      Dina touched the shoulder he’d just grabbed. Truthfully, it hurt so much she thought he was going to crush it—flesh, bones, and all.


      Teo?


      In a way, Teodoro and Luca were probably acting as they always did around each other. She was sure they’d gone through this same song and dance many times outside her watch. But at least Teodoro tended to be a cautious person, and above all else, was dead set on seeing a mission through to the end. He wasn’t the type to pull a gun on someone willy-nilly, regardless of whatever danger Dina was in. That was doubly so now, seeing as Luca very clearly wasn’t going to hurt her.


      She watched both men as they walked away in different directions, trying her damnedest to face Teodoro and open her mouth, but...


      “Dina, can you take a look at that thing I mentioned?”


      Lazaro had stopped her. His current indifferent tone of voice was completely different from moments ago. So, she’d ended up taking off in her own direction instead of after either man.


      Lazaro had called her off to a corner of the room. Dina stepped in front of a stand that housed a beautiful table clock and a case, but her eyes were drawn to something. He’d pointed toward a small gold ornament. Dina had seen this “something” before, and immediately realized why she’d been hit by déjà vu. She’d been looking toward the atrium a few minutes ago.


      The little ornament was a bell tower with a round roof.


      “A miniature of that bell tower?”


      “Yeah. You see this?”


      The spot Lazaro was pointing to was the cylindrical tower, where small letters were carved.


      “Um...”


      Her eyes running over the letters, Dina’s face stiffened.


      “Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua. The footless must carry out their duty.”


      It was the same phrase Daniele had shown Dina.


      “And if you take the roof off, you can see inside.”


      As he said that, Lazaro picked up the bell tower ornament, which easily fit in one hand, and removed its roof before showing Dina what was inside. The bell itself was stuck to the roof, making it easy to see the scaffolding under where it would hang.


      No one would ever enter a real bell tower through its scaffolding unless they were giving it a once-over. Dina knew that because there was a far smaller bell tower in Leberta’s convent. And seeing as this scaffolding usually wouldn’t be seen by churchgoers, it was generally left undecorated.


      But this miniature bell tower was different. Laid out on the scaffolding were tiles illustrating nine snakes and a single angel.


      Snakes and an angel?


      The illustrations were evenly spaced inside a circle, like the face of a clock, with ten in total.


      “Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua.”


      Dina stared fixedly at the illustration on the scaffolding. She quickly realized that there was a single thin pointer at the center of it, like the short hand of a clock. That hand was pointed right at the lone angel.


      “That’s strange.”


      As the murmur left her lips, she quickly shut herself up. Luckily, Lazaro must not have heard her, because he didn’t say anything. But in Dina’s memories, the hand had always pointed to a snake.


      She had been told that the illustration would move a little every day. While she hadn’t actually believed that at all after staring at it, the hand had moved just a tiny bit when she’d peeked at it after forgetting about it for a bit. She’d thought to herself that it really did move, but that was it. The young Dina hadn’t cared very much.


      I recognize this.


      That was right. She did recognize the miniature. It had once been kept in the family’s mansion in Diarante—on top of the don’s desk in his office. She hadn’t thought it was familiar because she’d just been looking at the real bell tower. It was because she’d actually seen the miniature itself many times.


      “You said this might be the don’s?”


      Her palms sweating, Dina did her best to feign calm as she asked Lazaro for clarification.


      “I did.”


      “Why do you think that?”


      “Because Daniele was surprised when we found it. He’d wondered why it’d be here.”


      Dina carefully observed Lazaro as he brought Daniele up. He looked calm. That might’ve only been because he’d just snapped at Teodoro and Luca, though.


      “When we found it, it’d been ringing really quietly. The bell was probably working off a mechanism inside. Daniele had fiddled with it for a while as it kept on ringing, and once he’d popped the roof off, it stopped.”


      “Th-The bell was ringing?”


      She repeated his words confusedly. She didn’t know anything about it having a mechanism like that. Dina had never heard the ornament ring when she was a little girl, though she knew that the roof could be removed.


      But she felt sure that she’d been told that the ringing was a sign, and to open it up.


      But by who?


      Dina felt her memories gradually resurfacing, as if they’d been linked on a cord. Not only did she recall the ornament, but that someone had taught her about it. These memories were so faint because they were from her early childhood—long before she was a ten-year-old. Her oldest memories were locked in the deepest recesses of her brain. She had forgotten that she’d even forgotten these old factoids, including where that certain someone had taught her about the miniature.


      If Daniele knew about it, had it been him? She’d been told he’d fled the Ferlettis sixteen years ago, so had he told her about it sometime before she was four? No, from what Lazaro had said, the man hadn’t even known that the roof could come off.


      Then who?


      “He was a retainer to Aurelio’s father, Lucrezio Ferletti.”


      From my father?


      The face of the man she’d seen in that portrait came to mind. The man with golden hair and emerald eyes... But just as the image rose to her mind, it warped and disappeared as if it had sunk into the sea.


      After a new don took over, the mansion was scrubbed of any and all traces of their predecessor. The degree to which the mansion was filled only with signs of the current don’s presence were chilling.


      But in this castle, you can see the history the Ferletti family built up through the cracks.


      Even though there were no members of the Ferletti family alive, the last don included. None but Dina, that was.


      “Guess we’ll check out the bell tower once more. After all, it might have some sort of special meaning in this castle.”


      After Dina agreed with him, Lazaro went to speak to Teodoro and Luca.


      They would check out the bell tower. Just as she thought that, the cylindrical tower seemed eerie to her. But on the other hand, Lydia’s smiling face rose in her mind and she had a sudden realization.


      “Lydia?”


      A realization that she couldn’t see the other woman.


      Dina had ended up distracted by her male cohort’s behavior, but Lydia hadn’t followed her inside the parlor.


      “Lydia?!”


      After screaming the woman’s name, Dina shot out of the room and ran into the hallway. She was soon leaning over the railing that overlooked the atrium and straining her to get a look at the midair walkways. And just as she’d feared, Lydia was in the middle of the walkway that connected the second floor to the bell tower.


      Upon hearing Dina’s voice, Lydia turned toward her. The woman’s lips moved, saying, “Dang, she caught me.”


      The walkway stretched from a corner of the rectangular castle. Said corner was the first one Dina could reach directly from her current location, so she ran for it.


      “I’m sorry, I’ll be back right away!”


      Lydia’s voice had something of a smile within its tones, as if to mask her embarrassment. Then in that moment, Dina saw something flying toward Lydia’s back from a different room with a fwsh. Her instincts told her it was an arrow.


      “Ly—”


      In front of Dina’s eyes, an arrow grazed its target on the arm, hit the railing, and fell. Even Lydia of all people could tell the danger she was in, and she froze.


      “Come back this way!”


      Dina screamed as she reached the walkway’s entrance but the shock and fear must have frozen the other woman in place. Lydia wouldn’t move from where she stood, clutching a bundle of linens to her chest. Dina looked in the direction of the arrow’s origin. There was no one in the corridor, but she could faintly make out the sound of a door closing.


      “Di...na...”


      Hearing Lydia’s weak voice, Dina looked back toward her. The person who’d shot the arrow had fled. Seeing as that was the case, Dina stepped onto the walkway and started walking.


      “Lydia, come here for now.”


      Dina reached out for the trembling woman’s hand, but a spshh suddenly rang out from under her feet—it was as if something had burst. Immediately afterward, the walkway crumbled into pieces.


      She was falling.


      Dina’s footing disappeared as she felt the sensation of being flung into the air, and she quickly outstretched her hand.


      “Dina!”


      “I-I’m okay.”


      At the last moment, Dina had managed to grab an edge of the walkway that hadn’t fallen. While hanging from the edge she answered Lydia’s scream.


      “Dina...”


      Thankfully, it seemed that Lydia’s stretch of the floor hadn’t cracked. The woman hesitantly looked between Dina and the bundle in her arms. Lydia must have been worried that she’d also fall while reaching out to help Dina. But in the end, her eyes met Dina’s and her expression stiffened as if she’d made her decision. Lydia then knelt down on what remained of the walkway and grabbed the other woman’s hand.


      Dina wasn’t in any position to hold back, so she gripped Lydia’s hand for dear life as she tried to pull herself up. She’d felt relief for just a moment until...


      “Nnngh, you’re heavy!”


      With a yell like a whine or scream, Lydia started sliding under the force of Dina’s weight.


      “Y-You’re kidding!”


      Dina screamed out of both panic and embarrassment. But when she saw Lydia gritting her teeth with tears in her eyes as she tried to support her new friend, Dina came to her senses.


      She was probably dangling above the waterwheel’s dedicated waterway. Dina wouldn’t be able to avoid an injury from a fall of this height, and could even break some bones in the process. But depending on how she fell, she wasn’t up high enough to seal her fate, and the water might absorb some of the impact.


      Just as Dina had steeled herself and was about to give Lydia the word...


      “Lydia, let her go.”


      A voice rang out from above. At the same time, her body was yanked upward. The feeling of someone grabbing her by the back of her clothes quickly changed into that of someone holding her entire torso. At some point, she’d ended up looking down at the teary Lydia.


      Not stopping at just pulling Dina up onto the unstable part of the walkway that hadn’t fallen, Teodoro carried her to safety and pushed her back to the corridor.


      “Thank you, Teo!”


      Overwhelmed with feelings, Dina called out to Teodoro, who had immediately turned back to Lydia, and he looked back her way. Seeing his eyes, she squared off in fear of being admonished. But in actuality, she ended up being hugged tightly.


      “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re safe.”


      His voice was incredibly weak, as if he’d pulled it up from the depths of his heart. Dina hesitantly buried her face in his chest. She could feel his heart pounding extremely fast. She must have worried him.


      But the intense anger she’d seen in his piercing blue eyes seemed too much for that.


      Soon enough, Lydia had also been rescued and brought to the corridor side.


      “You dumbass, how ’bout I really dump you out into the ocean then, huh?!”


      “Eeeeek! I’m sorry, I’m really sorry, I was just curious about the bell tower!”


      While Luca was hurling threats at Lydia, Dina was taking a look at the cut on Lydia’s arm. Luckily the arrow that grazed her hadn’t been tipped with poison. After ensuring there was no poison in Lydia’s wound, Dina started looking for a good place to nurse the dings on her legs. She wanted to lift up her skirt a little for a better look, but she absolutely wasn’t going to do that out in an open corridor. This was how she ended up hesitantly opening the door straight across from the fallen pathway.


      “I-It’s a prayer hall.”


      Forget calling it a prayer hall—the room was large and well-built enough to be a chapel. There were four pews facing farther inside, accompanied by an altar and pulpit that faced them. Beyond the furniture was a large rose window.


      “A window...”


      Dina hadn’t noticed anything unnatural about the room at a cursory glance. Perhaps there weren’t any of the secret passages Lazaro had been worried about around. Dina had left the corridor door open just in case she needed to rush out, but now she was about to take a seat on the nearest pew and examine her wounds.


      If this really was a prayer room, it sure was a strange one. There were no statues of the Madonna and Child or even the Messiah for any visitors to pray at.


      Maybe they were stolen...


      Using the hand she’d just been unconsciously touching her cross with, Dina started to evaluate the wounds beneath her skirt. Given that she just had a couple scratches on her knees and shins, a bit of the salve she always had on hand would do the trick. There was a little blood oozing from the scratches, but not enough to warrant a bandage wrap.


      After making doubly sure she didn’t need one, Dina finished applying all the salve she’d put on her fingers and looked up. The space before her was empty, but there was a large painting on the side wall. It was of an angel by the water, handing a kneeling man a palm-sized key—likely symbolizing the Ferlettis’ acquisition of divine dominion over the seaside Labyrinthia from the heavens. The key was meant to represent their reign over the town.


      “The angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua,” was it?


      She’d been lost in thought, but the voices coming from the corridor brought Dina back to Earth. If she didn’t hurry, Luca would realize she’d gone off on her own and come looking for her. After quickly sliding her socks back on and letting down her skirt, Dina peeked out into the corridor.


      “Oh, I see, no helping it, then! How ’bout I hang you right beside that bell so you can be with it forever and ever!”


      “Ahhh, I’m sorryyy! Please, spare me for now, at least!”


      Luca still had Lydia cornered against the wall. Just as Dina was about to exasperatedly ask what she meant by “for now,” and split the two up...


      “Where’s the lieutenant colonel?”


      Jumping as she heard a voice from her blind spot, Dina looked behind the door. Teodoro had returned from checking out the stones that had fallen to the ground from the broken skywalk.


      “He headed to the room the arrow was shot from. When I mentioned that while I hadn’t seen anyone, I’d heard the sound of a door closing and he went running off.”


      “I see... I wish he hadn’t left this spot, though,” Teodoro murmured, grimacing and clicking his tongue.


      He acted so unlike the man Dina knew—to the point she’d stiffened up in response. However, he mistook this reaction as confusion over what he said, and started grimacing as he explained himself further.


      “That walkway was made of stone, yet somehow, it broke like rotten wood. Someone sabotaged it so it’d crumble under the slightest of weight.”


      “Who did it?”


      “Dunno.”


      After firing off that curt reply, Teodoro started to pass by her. He was heading toward the room that the arrow had been shot from. Dina called out to him as he walked quickly by.


      “Hey, Teo, you don’t have a fever, do you?”


      “A fever?”


      “You felt hot. You were out in the rain for a bit, so...”


      “I’m feeling perfectly fine.”


      Dina couldn’t say anything else after he flatly shut her down like that.


      “You should be more worried about yourself, Dina.”


      Upon hearing him say that directly right after, Dina looked up.


      “I might’ve made it this time, but we can’t be sure I’ll make it again. If you don’t know anything about the castle, then don’t go off running around on your own.”


      Teodoro walked off, leaving his stunned wife behind. She understood what he was saying. She’d been in danger, so she got why he was warning her too. However, she’d been left speechless by just how cold and unsympathetic those baby blues of his were.


      Does he hate me now?


      Dina knew it couldn’t be true, but she remembered it seemed like he thought this mission wasn’t going well. He probably thought that having an amateur like her coming along was one of the reasons for that. She was obliged to him after forcing her way along in the first place. It was an entirely different situation from the Ferletti mansion mission, in which they were trying to help each other and couldn’t have backed out if they wanted to.


      Was she in the way?


      Unable to work up the courage to ask him that, she just watched him walk away. He slapped Luca hard on the shoulder and quietly spat out that they were going to join Lazaro. Dina’s heart felt heavy—as if her husband’s currently curt attitude didn’t fit him at all.


      There probably wasn’t anything she could do about his nerves after the ambush on Fabio and what should’ve been a safely stashed corpse suddenly disappearing. However, it seemed as if he’d had his emotions way more in check back at the mansion, despite just how tense the atmosphere was there.


      I just want the two of us to go home soon.


      Dina had been the one who’d wanted to come along, and yet that thought popped up in her mind. She thought that Teo would return to his regular self if they went home. But would he really?


      Dina stared blankly at the flowing waterways. The stream murmured as it went along, as if it were a completely innocent creature. Then suddenly, she remembered the fact that Fabio’s hand had been quite hot when he’d snapped. That was something that he and Teo had in common. Something that gave Dina a real bad feeling.


      She watched Teodoro’s back as he went on ahead, but he didn’t turn her way. Feeling as if he were saying, “I don’t want anything close to me,” Dina refrained from taking his side.




      The quartet quickly stopped in front of a single door. They’d just heard the incessantly loud noise of something being broken on the other side of said door.


      “Lieutenant Colonel, we’re coming in.”


      As Teodoro said that, the door slammed open from the inside.


      “Sorry. I couldn’t find the attacker.”


      Lazaro was pale and drenched with sweat as he walked out. Despite the wound he had on his back, he was dragging along what must have been a decorative axe, its blade dented.


      “I see.”


      While Teodoro responded like that, Dina didn’t know what to say about the man’s passion, or perhaps his preoccupation. On the other hand, Lydia peeked inside through the crack in the door, gasping.


      “Wah, it’s all flooded!”


      “Ahh, there was a water pipe inside the wall. It’d pump water up from below and push the water through a drain in the wall to the waterways on the second floor.”


      The room Lazaro looked back into had water leaking from the walls and soaking the floor.


      “This is a noble’s castle. Should you really have gone that far?”


      Lazaro simply flashed an awkward smile in response to Lydia’s slightly accusatory tone.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Third Floor


      With the skywalk broken, the five of them could no longer reach the bell tower from the second floor.


      “Should we go in through the first floor?”


      Lazaro shot down Luca’s suggestion.


      “We conducted a thorough search long before you even arrived, and concluded that there was no way out from any location on the ground floor. There must’ve been no reason to have an entrance installed if the bell never needs to be rung from below.”


      While mulling over Lazaro’s explanation, Dina looked down at the first floor from the corridor’s edge.


      “Um, I wanna go to the third floor. I’ve never been there before.”


      “Shut up, you dunce.”


      Based on how coldly Luca had shot Lydia down, it seemed the girl still hadn’t learned a thing.


      The waterwheel downstairs was spinning just like always, with the water seemingly coming out of the bell tower. While people couldn’t get in, there was a drain.


      Leaning a bit over the railing to look, Dina peeked into the first-floor corridor.


      The waterways are drying up.


      The water that flowed through the channels beside this corridor’s railing was being diverted into a series of water jugs being held down by a quartet of stone statues in the rectangular great hall. Did these statues function as the drains? The castle was on a cliff that overlooked the ocean, so maybe it drained out there.


      “We’re gonna be investigating the rooms on the third floor anyway. Let’s go up.”


      After Teodoro said that, Dina backed away from the railing and moved toward the stairs. However, she soon stopped when someone grabbed her arm from behind.


      “What’s wrong, Lydia?”


      “I’m sorry for getting you mixed up in all that nonsense a little bit ago. Thank you.”


      Dina smiled, understanding why the other woman was being so apologetic.


      “It’s fine. Thank you for reaching out to me.”


      “But I said you were heavy.”


      “Don’t worry about it. I probably would have said the same thing if I was in your shoes.”


      Lydia’s expression softened in relief. Then, after shooting the men walking ahead of them a glance, she whispered.


      “Hey, Dina, you said you weren’t a soldier, right?”


      They’d given Lydia a basic introduction when inviting her in. When she’d reacted in surprise to Dina and Teodoro having the same last name, Dina piped in to add that they were married and she was there to assist him.


      “Well, yes.”


      Lydia’s expression turned a bit meek in response to Dina’s confirmation. Hugging her linen bundle to her chest, she whispered.


      “Dina, when you’re walking through the castle, you should do your best to avoid walking in the middle of the path.”


      “The middle of the path?” Dina repeated, getting a nod back.


      “My mom told me, once. That this was a noble’s castle, so commoners shouldn’t walk like they own the place. That you’d be considered insolent and killed if you don’t walk as close to the edge as you can, or stay in the rooms for servants.”


      A chill ran down Dina’s spine. Killed.


      “B-By who?”


      “The ghosts of past Count Ferlettis.”


      Dina felt let down, but the expression on Lydia’s face was horrifyingly serious. Seeing the very real fear in the other woman’s light green eyes, Dina resisted the urge to give her a wry smile back, being familiar with it. Even back in Leberta, there had been people who came to the church out of their fear of ghosts.


      “Lydia. Ghosts don’t exist. All souls return to the Lord’s side upon death, even the sinners. You only feel like they exist because you’re scared.”


      She couldn’t help the admonishing tone that seeped into her words, but it seemed that Lydia didn’t take it badly. At the same time, though, she didn’t look like she agreed either.


      “But Labyrinthia has all sorts of old legends that can’t be explained by anything other than ghosts. My mom said they’re the reason we’ve never lost a war against another city and also why the folks who’ve run away from town were punished.”


      Dina thought back to what Fabio had told them in the dining hall.


      “That punishment came from the poisoned bread they were given. Apparently, there are records of it happening in the places they ran to.”


      “That’s probably just them mistaking it for food poisoning... The only bread I know anything about is the legend of the Angel’s Blessed Bread.”


      Lydia’s words had Dina blinking rapidly.


      “The Angel’s Blessed Bread?”


      “My family has lived around here for years and years, so back when I was rooting around in the garden shed, I found a strange powder and one of my ancestors’ journals. They wrote that, when war broke out, water would flow through the town and the castle would distribute the flour milled inside of it. They’d bake it into bread, lock their doors, and hide out indoors. In the end, their enemies would all die outdoors, having killed each other as if they’d been possessed... Anyway!”


      Lydia’s eyes went to the group of men walking in front of them once more.


      “There are tons of stories like that in this town. I think that you and Mister Fabio getting attacked, and the body disappearing weren’t because of that Daniele guy, but the ghosts of this castle. I was attacked because I got ahead of myself and walked out into the middle of the skywalk too. That’s why no one has seen the attackers: They don’t have physical forms.”


      Dina couldn’t hold back her wry smile anymore.


      “If they don’t have physical forms, then that would mean no one was holding my head down.”


      “I mean, someone would have seen them if they were physical.”


      “Lydia. Even if ghosts really existed, I think that human malice is what hurts people.”


      It seemed that Lydia still wasn’t quite agreeing with her. In fact, she frowned and sighed in response, as if Dina were a child who wouldn’t listen.


      “I warned you, Dina. Walk off to the side. You need to be dutiful here... It’s said that the people who got caught up in the wars and died were the ones who didn’t bake their bread.”


      Dina’s expression stiffened in response to the other woman’s words. At the same time, Lydia took large strides to get ahead.


      “Dutiful.” Again.


      Had Lydia heard that from her mother? Or had she read the message carved into the castle gate?


      As she felt something swirling around in her chest, Dina chased after the golden braid that got farther and farther away. The tip of it danced as Lydia overtook Lazaro and passed by Luca. Just as she’d said, she was walking near the edge of the wide corridor. Then, she lined up beside Teodoro, who’d been walking at the vanguard.


      “Mister Teodoro, thank you for earlier!”


      Her cheerful voice eventually reached Dina’s ears. She was surprised that Lydia had been aiming for Teodoro, and she was also impressed by the younger woman’s light footwork. Dina normally had a really hard time catching up to Teodoro when he was walking alone. In fact, one could have said that she’d been avoiding getting too close to her husband while he was in the sort of headspace that had him walking far ahead of the rest of a group.


      “What do you do in the military, Mister Teodoro?”


      As Dina looked on, Lydia’s cheery tones reached the back of their party. She really had guts.


      “Wooow! You do that too?!”


      “For that long? That must have been rough. Didn’t your family worry about you?”


      “Oh, no. Ah, would you like a sfogliatella? You didn’t eat any, did you?”


      After staring at the two in front of her for a while, Dina averted her eyes. She could tell from a glance that Teodoro was smiling as he spoke to Lydia. While, unlike Lydia, she couldn’t hear what he was saying, it seemed that he’d taken the treat she offered and thanked the woman for it. Seeing as you couldn’t keep going forever on an empty stomach, he should have eaten it ASAP if he hadn’t had one earlier. However...


      Didn’t you tell me you loved the crostata I bake?


      There was no doubt that the feeling arising in her chest was jealousy. She was disgusted with her own shallowness. But here he was, smiling at Lydia despite the fact that she’d gone off on her own, while acting coldly toward Dina, who’d worried and chased after her. She didn’t get it.


      “Havin’ a fight with your hubby?”


      Dina heard Luca’s voice from above her, the man having gone out of his way to slow down his pace to walk beside her. She grumbled a denial, but when he whistled at her teasingly, she couldn’t help but smack him in the upper arm.


      ***


      After reaching the third floor, the group headed straight for the skywalk. The second floor’s skywalk had stretched out from the castle’s eastern side, in front of the prayer room, while the third floor’s came from the opposite west side. Aside from the closed off door on the bell tower, there was a large glassless window cut out about three meters above the pathway, through which one could see the bell.


      Seeing as how this skyway looked no different from the one on the second floor, Lazaro carefully inspected it as he went ahead alone. When he returned from in front of the door, Teodoro asked him about it.


      “The skyway seems safe, but the door is just as shut as ever, and it doesn’t even look like it’s been opened in the last few years. We might be able to unlock it from the inside, but...”


      “I see...”


      Teodoro stared up at the bell tower for a few moments before finally pointing his right hand at the tower, drawing in the empty air with his pointer and middle fingers.


      As Dina tilted her head, wondering what he was doing, Lazaro spoke up, looking the entire group in the eyes in turn.


      “Anyway, the sun will be going down soon. While we’ll have the lights inside the castle to go on, it’ll be harder to detect any nasty tricks like the one on the second floor since there’ll be more dark spots around. Let’s split into two groups to save some time.”


      He then ordered Lydia and Luca to his side while opting to have the married couple work together as a pair.


      “First off, the three of us will investigate the lady’s quarters. They’re directly above the room we heard that racket coming from, so there might be something in there. Teodoro, Dina, meet us back here in an hour.”


      With everyone quickly falling into agreement, Lazaro and his team headed toward the castle’s south side. Left behind, Dina looked toward Teodoro. His eyes wouldn’t meet hers, and were completely focused on the tower.


      “Teo, what will we—”


      “Dina.”


      Interrupting Dina in the middle of her question, Teodoro continued speaking without paying attention to her going silent.


      “I’m gonna go and check things out on my own, so stay here.”


      Teodoro’s two fingers cut through the air once more. It was then that Dina finally realized that he’d been measuring the height and distance of the wall with his eyes.


      So he could go off on his own.


      “You’re not planning on climbing up the wall, are you?”


      “I am.”


      “Wha?!”


      It was dangerous. Too dangerous. Rather than estimating the distance to the window, Dina wished he’d look at the space between their current location and the floor instead. It wouldn’t merely hurt a bit if he fell.


      But Teodoro left his aghast wife behind and started walking right toward the bell tower. While Dina was a bit hesitant to take the first step onto the skywalk, she quickly ran after him to catch up.


      “S-Stop it, Teo. What if you fall?”


      “That’s why I need you to pray that I don’t.”


      Once he’d flatly routed Dina’s worries, he put a foot up onto the railing without even once looking at her.


      A chill ran down her spine. For some reason, she felt like she couldn’t let him go off on his own. No matter how fit and quick-witted he was.


      “The ghosts of past Count Ferlettis.”


      “Teo, I’m coming too!”


      The words that left Dina’s mouth on the spur of the moment finally made his blue eyes turn her way.


      “You can’t climb up there.”


      Despite him bluntly shooting her down, Dina threw away any embarrassment she felt as she kept pressing him.


      “If I get on your shoulders, I’d be able to reach that window. I could go up first and pull you up. You’d be safer that way, right?”


      “You sure you’d be able to pull me up with that arm of yours?”


      “I could go ahead and see if there’s any danger. I’ll give you a signal if you shouldn’t come.”


      A dangerous glint shone in Teodoro’s eyes. She kept insisting on the plan, steeling herself as she nearly faltered in the process.


      “If Daniele or any of the other Ferletti dregs are waiting inside, it’d be better if I run into them first. They’d kill you before you’d ever get the chance to get back on your feet. But they probably wouldn’t hurt me since I’m the last surviving don. The fact that I’m really a redhead must’ve been passed around already anyways.”


      “And did you think I would agree that your plan is great and go with it or something?”


      He wouldn’t. Of course he wouldn’t. He would never use someone weaker than him as a shield. Even if he wasn’t acting like himself, that wouldn’t change. In fact, it was even clearer to see. Knowing that Teodoro hadn’t changed deep down kept Dina from giving up.


      “There would be nothing I could do if you fell into the enemy’s hand, but even if they caught me, you’d come to save me somehow as long as you were safe... I’ll go ahead. If you don’t help me, then I’ll climb up on my own.”


      After giving Dina a truly bitter glare, Teodoro took his foot off the railing and crouched down low as he warned her to not look down, no matter what.


      “You wouldn’t be able to balance right off the bat if you stepped right on my shoulders. I’ll piggyback you first.”


      “Piggyback...”


      Dina stiffened up as she murmured the word back. She’d seen children taken on piggyback rides by their parents, but she wasn’t very familiar with how to do it, seeing as how she’d never been given one herself.


      “Straddle my neck and sit on my shoulders.”


      As Dina went completely still after all the huffing and puffing she’d done, Teodoro railroaded her into her first piggyback ride with no hesitation at all, seemingly having made his mind up. He then slowly stood up, instructing her to put her hands on the wall as she slowly stood on her own.


      It was right then that Dina felt her fingertips go cold for a reason other than the ambient temperature. She might’ve already been on Teodoro’s shoulders, but they were super high up. It couldn’t be compared to standing on top of a book that’d been placed on a chair.


      “I, shoes, I need to...”


      “You’re fine.”


      “M-My shoes would probably just slide against the wall...”


      And in the next moment, Dina felt cold air against the soles of her feet.


      “Th-Than— Gyah!”


      She let out a short scream when Teodoro’s hands went up her skirt. There was nothing to it—he just pulled her slippery socks off too.


      “Th-Thank you.”


      “No problem... Stand up slowly. I won’t drop you, even if you wobble.”


      In response to Dina’s squeaked-out thanks, Teodoro gave her a blunt reply before pasting on some somewhat apologetic encouragement to smooth things over. She did as he instructed, slowly standing on his shoulders. Trying her best to keep her center of gravity from swaying, she looked upward and reached her hands out. Just as she’d planned, she could reach the edge of the hole-like window.


      “Upsy-daisy...”


      It wasn’t in Dina’s nature to have a man worrying about her safety. Back in Leberta, she frequently climbed trees to rescue laundry that got caught in their branches, and she helped the other nuns with repairing the convent as much as she could. She’d even climbed on the roof of a shed once as part of those repairs.


      “Mrrgh!”


      Desperately thinking of nothing but success stories, Dina tried to drag her body up. From time to time, Teodoro would put his hands under her feet as they flailed in the air to give her some footing, and she managed to somehow get her torso onto the window ledge.


      Feet still hanging midair, she looked inside the bell tower. There was no sign of anyone inside. It didn’t look like the ambush she’d been worried about was going to happen.


      If anything...


      ...It doesn’t have the angel and snake design the miniature had.


      Despite being stunned, Dina heard Teodoro tell her to stay still from underneath her, and her short boots landed on the floor in front of her, having zoomed through the air. She then heard the sound of several kicks to a hard surface right underneath her.


      “Can you get up?” someone asked from right above her head.


      A warm arm around her waist followed, and she was lifted right up, hanging bottom half included, as she was carried into the bell tower. While she’d been trying to gather together her last bit of strength, Teodoro had tossed the boots he’d taken off of her up and climbed up on his own.


      “I didn’t say it was safe yet.”


      “If no one did anything to you while you had your face right in there as you crawled up, then there was no one there.”


      “Well forgive me for crawling.”


      “Nothing happened in the end, so it’s fine.”


      Still holding the red-faced Dina, Teodoro looked around.


      “There’s nothing here.”


      The landing was made of bricks, but it was bare, with no decorations to speak of. There was a hole in the very middle of the floor for the thick rope connected to the bell to pass through, but only darkness could be seen when one peeked inside. There were two square doors in the floor with handles to pull up, on the east and west sides sandwiching the bell. The closest door to them was the one to the west.


      There’s a little carving of an angel on the handle.


      By the time Dina’s eyes had fallen on that, Teodoro had already picked up her boots and sat down on the floor. Still holding her like a child.


      Was it really just Dina’s imagination telling her that the body heat she felt against her back was hotter than usual?


      “Put me down.”


      “I will after I put your socks and boots back down. Gimme your foot.”


      “I can put them on by myself.”


      “I can definitely get it done faster.”


      Just as she thought that was impossible, he’d grabbed her leg by force. Aghast, she went stiff, and while Teodoro paused for a second, he immediately stuck his hands behind her knees and forced them to bend, slipping her sock over her toes. He actually managed to deftly slide her socks back on, as long as she didn’t struggle, at least. He held her feet from behind to get her boots on too.


      Dina was a little embarrassed about the rips in her socks around the shins, but she was soon plopped back onto the floor—like a doll who’d just been dressed for shipping.


      “Now, which door do we take...”


      Teodoro was seemingly quite calm for someone who’d just fondled a lady’s bare legs, but he’d already shifted his focus to the pair of doors—one to the west and one to east on the other side of the bell. He touched their handles and let out a big sigh. Even without opening them, clearly neither door was locked.


      As long as one of these doors led to a downward staircase, this would be just fine. Same if one led to stairs and the other to a storage room. If they’d figured this out just from opening each door, then no time would be wasted. However, Teodoro seemed sketched out at the idea of opening either of them. He crouched down next to one of the doors and put his ear next to, his brow deeply furrowing in the process. The exact same thing happened with the other door. One could tell from the expression on his face that he couldn’t decide on which to open first.


      Dina looked over at the eastern door he’d walked away from. There was a Ferletti snake drawn on the handle.


      The west side had an angel.


      “Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua. The footless must carry out their duty.”


      She remained speechless as the words carved into that miniature swirled around in her mind: The footless must carry out their duty.


      Footless... Snakes?


      Dina’s hands unconsciously reached for the cross in her pocket. It was then that she heard Lydia’s voice from inside the castle. It didn’t sound like a scream, and she heard Luca yell “Stay still, you dumbass!” afterward.


      Now that I think about it, Lydia said...


      “Commoners shouldn’t walk like they own the place. That you’d be considered insolent and killed if you don’t walk as close to the edge as you can, or stay in the rooms for servants.”


      They would be killed if they didn’t follow the castle’s established manners.


      “Teo, I think we should go with this door.”


      As Dina pointed to the door with the snake on the handle, Teodoro had his left hand on the angel handle, with his gun in the right.


      “I don’t think that one is for us,” she continued.


      “Not for us?”


      He repeated her words suspiciously before falling into thought with a bitter look on his face. Then, he put his left hand in his pocket, pulling a shell-shaped baked treat out of the handkerchief-like cloth it was wrapped in.


      “That’s from Lydia.”


      Teodoro didn’t answer her, skillfully snapping the treat in half before putting one side on the floor. Just that was enough for Dina’s eyes to go wide, but he then went on to grab the door handle with his left hand and open it just a crack, pushing the sweet inside with the muzzle of his gun.


      She wondered why, but didn’t voice the question. That was because she heard the sound of sharp blades slicing. Something had gotten cut in the darkness beyond the door.


      “Let’s check the other one.”


      Once he closed the door, Teodoro walked over to the eastern one where the stunned Dina stood. He did the same thing, lifting the snake handle a crack and dropping the other half of the treat inside. As he did, they heard the sound of something rolling down the stairs. It gradually slowed before going completely silent.


      “Stay behind me.”


      Dina did as she was told as he opened the door with his gun in hand. The lockless door opened without any issue, and they saw a spiral staircase going down, just as they’d expected. Teodoro stepped down into the dark and cramped space, leaving the door open behind them. Dina followed suit.


      It was dark inside, and their footing unsteady. There weren’t any candlesticks on the wall, and one could guess that anyone walking down was intended to have a lantern on their person.


      The two descended for a while in silence. The spiral staircase’s outer wall was, of course, the tower’s outer wall, but the space in the center of the tower constricted it, narrowing the stairs. There was a thick rope for ringing the bell hanging in the middle, but it seemed as if the walls around it gave it quite a bit of space.


      “Do your legs hurt?”


      Dina had been focusing on her feet in the dark, prompting her to confusedly blink for a moment when Teodoro suddenly spoke.


      “They were covered in wounds.”


      After he said that, she finally realized that he was talking about the cuts and scrapes she’d gotten from the shards and edges of the broken skywalk. He must have been worrying about them ever since he’d touched her legs to put her socks back on.


      “They’re fine. They were only scrapes.”


      “Hopefully they won’t scar.”


      As Teodoro said that, his tone somewhat bitter, Dina felt a bit strange. Here they were doing one thing after another that would’ve left much more than just a scrape, yet he was worrying about that?


      Ah.


      Just as she was about to repeat that she was fine, the feeling of déjà vu floating in her chest connected to a memory, and she felt a giggle rise to her lips.


      “‘You’re a regular comedian.’”


      “What?”


      “‘You think I’d be worried by a tiny nick or three?’”


      Teodoro turned toward her in the darkness. While her eyes had adjusted to it a bit, she still couldn’t see his face. But the fact that the quote she’d said as she held back laughter had surprised and bewildered him a bit made her glad.


      “I kind of get how you were feeling back then, but...your wounds were a lot worse than mine.”


      “You shouldn’t see our wounds as being equal.”


      “Do you not want me to have scars on my legs?”


      “Of course not.”


      Teodoro’s instant answer chilled the merry atmosphere in an instant.


      “I don’t want you to be hurt because of me.”


      When he continued with that, the hands Dina had been embarrassedly clutching her skirt with had suddenly loosened. So that was what he meant.


      “My scrapes weren’t your fault.”


      “Yes, they were.”


      The way he objected so stubbornly had Dina stumped too. Before they’d arrived, he’d told her not to leave his side. She’d been the one who disobeyed to run after Lydia, so if they made it all his fault, then it was as if she weren’t her own person at all. They couldn’t pin everything on him. Not only that, but he’d carried himself differently than usual. The way his tone had been so assertive was a bit scary.


      Just as Dina pondered what she was going to say amid the worry and anxiety swirling in her chest...


      “If anyone’s looking to threaten you again, then I’ll keep on protecting you in that case too.”


      The words he murmured were something he’d said once, somewhere that wasn’t here.


      “I didn’t say that for show, or as a wish... I don’t want to do anything that’ll make me regret going after you.”


      Teodoro must have been thinking about the day he’d gone to pick Dina up from the convent in the hills. This time, the wry laugh came out of Dina’s mouth.


      “Oh, you’re exaggerating. Just how much of an effect do you think those scrapes are going to have on me?”


      “You don’t get it. Scars hurt more so much more when you realize they’re not going away. Way more than when you first got cut. You’ll resent me in a month’s time.”


      “I’ll be fine. I put some salve on the scratches. Well, all the salve I couldn’t apply to Fabio.”


      Seemingly noticing the sarcasm mixed in her joke, Teodoro glanced her way. She couldn’t see, but he was probably glaring at her. He really was different from usual. Ruder, cruder, and crankier. But knowing that he was still the same Teodoro she knew deep down inside, Dina was able to ignore his glare and giggled before quietly murmuring.


      “And since I’m no pampered little lady, the only person who’s gonna see them is my husband.”


      Teodoro, who’d been walking in front of her, suddenly stopped. Dina ran face-first into his back.


      “No, um, I didn’t mean anything deep by that!”


      “It’s a dead end.”


      Just as Dina tried to think up an excuse for what she’d said, her face tomato red, she quickly went silent. A light scraping sound rang out before a tiny flame appeared in the darkness. The flame of the match Teodoro lit showed the end of the stairs and an area of flat floor. On it was a little table, and a bit farther, a wall blocking their way.


      Teo approached the table, brushing the dust off of the old lantern on top of it.


      “We’re probably at the same height as the castle’s third floor.”


      He lit the candle inside the lantern, and the light illuminating their surroundings grew. Dina’s eyes followed the light as Teodoro lifted it up, and she noticed a tightly shut door on the tower’s outer wall—it was different from the one at the dead end. Teodoro grabbed the door’s handle, shining the light around as he carefully inspected it.


      Watching him as he worked, Dina agonized about whether she should or shouldn’t ask the question that had risen in her mind. If they couldn’t open the door from the inside, then how were they getting out?


      Normally, the answer would be that we’d go back the way we came.


      Would they jump back down on the stone skywalk? If that was the case, then she would have to look down this time.


      “Nope, we can’t open it from the inside.”


      Teodoro’s statement silently horrified Dina. She’d been the one who tagged along against his will, so it wasn’t like she could go and say she was scared this late in the game. Even if she did, the absence of another exit meant that all Teodoro could do was drop Dina out the window. Best case scenario, he could carry her in his arms as he jumped. But what if he got hurt doing that?


      “Dina. Go up the stairs a bit and wait against the wall.”


      “Okay...”


      “And when I give you the signal, close your mouth and eyes and cover your ears.”


      “Okay... Wait, wha?”


      Dina’s eyes were vacant as she walked up the stairs, baffled by his instructions. Teodoro didn’t even look her way as she glanced back. His face was grim as he put an ear to the door. It seemed he was checking the outside.


      “No one’s out there. Good.”


      Before Dina had a chance to ask what was good about that, he blew out the lantern. A flame appeared for a moment in the darkness as he struck another match. That flame spread to something else in the air, turning into little sparks as it dropped to the floor. Right in front of the door.


      “Te—”


      “Eyes and ears!”


      Teodoro’s sharp voice rang in her ears. Before she’d realized it, he was right beside her, pushing her against the wall as he curled in over her, both head and body. As she rushed to cover her ears like he told her, his tone low, as if he were holding his breath, slipped between her fingers.


      “Two.”


      His arms tightened around her.


      “One.”


      The next moment, a loud bang rang out beneath the staircase, and a light flashed.




      “Dina, are you okay? Can you hear me? See me? Can you talk?”


      Upon hearing her name, Dina opened her tightly closed eyes. They clearly reflected Teodoro’s face as he looked down at her in worry, and her ears picked his voice up just fine.


      “Th-The door...”


      Her voice came out fine, too, once she remembered how to speak again.


      Beyond Teodoro was the table, which had seemingly been blown over by the explosion, and the broken lantern. There wasn’t any sign of the door she’d seen in the darkness. The light from out in the castle seeped right inside.


      “Got it open. Great.”


      Dina couldn’t say a word in response to his arrogant smile. How could he say he “opened” it when he’d blown the whole thing up?


      ***


      Seemingly drawn by the sound of the explosion, the rest of their party came right back to the skywalk.


      “Wow, you really blew it up... The owner’s gonna be real mad when they see this...”


      Seemingly dumbfounded, Lydia looked at the scattered rubble from near the entrance. Just as she said, the beautifully decorated door was no more.


      “If there was an owner, that is.”


      As she murmured that, Dina moved to brush the dust and debris off her clothes before she realized she had barely any on her. It was because she’d been shielded.


      “It’s a good thing the skywalk didn’t crumble along with it...”


      “According to Teo, the explosion was only strong enough to destroy the door.”


      A gawking Lydia looked at the debris and fallen table within the bell tower.


      “But it’s kinda scary. Here he’d been walking around looking completely unruffled, despite carrying around something so dangerous...”


      Lydia then turned back toward Lazaro behind her.


      “Do you carry the same stuff around, Mister Lazaro?”


      He just silently smiled back at her. While she frowned, she didn’t complain, instead looking at Luca beside Lazaro.


      “Mister Luca looks like he does. Like he’s got tons of it.”


      “You’re seriously an annoying broad.”


      Clicking his tongue, Luca reached into his chest pocket, but when all he pulled out was a cigarette case, Lydia looked a bit disappointed. The girl really was gutsy in some real weird ways.


      “How was the room?” Teodoro asked, taking off his jacket and giving it a shake. Dina squinted to see if he was carrying any other bombs on him, but she didn’t see any. Was that his only one?


      “We got nothing from the ladies’ room to the south.”


      After seeing Lazaro shrug, Teodoro murmured, “I see,” with an unfazed expression on his face.


      “But I was thinking we’d examine the study next, and since the two of you have great timing, you should come along.”


      As his superior beckoned Teodoro with his pointer finger, the soldier went along with the order. Lydia followed along, curiously commenting, “Huh? How are you gonna open the door there when it’s locked?”


      What stopped Dina from naturally following behind them were the words that Luca exhaled with a puff of cigarette smoke.


      “Oh yeah. There was a map of the place you grew up in the room we were just in.”


      “Huh?”


      With a cigarette in his right hand, he used the same thumb to gesture behind him, toward the south.


      “Of Leberta? Why?”


      “Hell if I know. Dunno if it was a brat’s doing or not, but it was doodled all over. C’mon.”


      Dina turned to look toward Teodoro, but he was already about to enter the west side room, across from the skywalk, with Lazaro and Lydia. That must have been the study. On the other hand, Luca turned his back to the room and walked toward the south.


      “Dina?”


      Teodoro’s voice rang out from behind her. He seemingly noticed that she was about to follow Luca.


      “I’ll bring her over afterward,” Luca said, putting an arm around her shoulder.


      As Dina thought that they’d been busted, Teodoro came over before she had time to react, grabbing Luca by the wrist.


      “Yeouch! You tryin’ to break it or something?!”


      Ignoring Luca’s complaints, Teodoro called out to Lazaro that they’d come along after.


      Ahh, he’s thinking I’m cheating again...


      Just when they’d finally had a good mood going too. Since she’d heard the bones in Luca’s wrist creak, Teodoro must have gripped it pretty dang hard.


      Dina was wondering why Luca had brought up that map all of a sudden, but she immediately understood why after she stepped into the room. Her eyes were drawn to a large globe at the room’s center, and then a wall plastered in framed parchment maps. The maps were displayed in an unorthodox fashion, but it might’ve been another way the Ferlettis flaunted their status. After all, not many people in the past had the means to collect and commission their own maps.


      After briefly scanning over the map-filled wall, Dina found it.


      “There really is one.”


      It was an old map, drawn on a sheet of parchment that would’ve been fairly easy to hold with one hand. Off to the bottom left, someone had written “Leberta” and quite a while ago at that since the ink had faded. However, the ink used to elegantly write “You choose” in the middle of the map was fresh.


      No one could make heads or tails of those two words.


      “What’s the big idea?” Teodoro asked in a deep voice.


      Meanwhile, Luca simply shrugged as he stood by the door and smoked. He wasn’t bothered by this discovery in the slightest.


      “I’m asking why we went out of our way just for this.”


      “If you don’t care, then why don’t ya take ol’ ponytail and go check out the study or whatever it was?”


      “So, what are you playing at by bringing Dina here?”


      “Nothing much? Just did it out of the goodness of my heart, since I thought she might wanna know.”


      As the tension between the two men gradually intensified, Dina simply stood in front of them and stared directly at the map. She hesitantly removed the frame from the wall, but she couldn’t find anything hidden on the back.


      “Did you have some business with her that you wanted to hide from me?”


      “If I did, I sure as hell wouldn’t tell you.”


      “You bastard...”


      Ignoring the goings on behind her, Dina carefully set the map down on the floor and removed the frame. The map itself came out, but there was nothing written on the back of it either. Not even a hidden letter. Those two words were really it.


      But who? She wondered as she placed the parchment back inside the frame.


      Perhaps Aurelio had scribbled it down when he was here three years ago? Unaware of the intentions behind the word, Dina shifted her attention toward the mob of maps that littered the wall.


      “None of the maps show the area around Labyrinthia,” Dina noted.


      Each map charted out a region of Civonia—each one was either a small kingdom or city-state of its own at one point in time. None of these maps were terribly detailed, perhaps because they’d all been classified as foreign land before the kingdom’s unification. One would’ve assumed that maps of Labyrinthia and the surrounding areas might’ve been necessary for anyone who lived there, but these maps depicted faraway locations. For example, the Rosora region was to the kingdom’s north, but rather inexplicably, its map had a large “X” scrawled on it.


      As Dina noticed the names written on the bottom left of each regional map, she found herself innocently murmuring, “I recognize these names for some reason.”


      In addition to Rosora’s map, there were several others that had been crossed out. The rather brutal scrawlings of each “x” had left her with a feeling of déjà vu.


      “That’s ’cause all those places’ve been in the news lately. Y’know, those ones with all the unexplained fighting and violence.”


      “Now that you mention it, you might be right.”


      Dina nodded along as she started to put Leberta’s map back on the wall.


      “They’re also all towns with deep ties to the Ferletti family.”


      Teodoro’s words made Dina gasp. Rosora was once controlled by the Montard family, who’d been Ferletti associates for ages. At that moment, the face of a certain woman with reddish-brown hair flashed before Dina’s eyes. She quickly started looking over the maps again, and discovered a region under the purview of the Testana family—the one Nicola had overseen. However, there were no “x” scrawled on this map.


      It was then that Dina realized what caused these feelings of déjà vu to bubble up. The sketches that she and Teo had exhumed from beneath the mansion’s chapel. Together with a larger painting, these illustrations served as a list of the Ferlettis’ collaborators or “outdoor pets.” Any pet who’d been put down had their sketch crossed out and their likeness removed from the painting.


      There was no doubt left in Dina’s mind—Aurelio had crossed out all of these maps. After all, he personally instigated the Montards’ destruction.


      Then...


      “Does that mean that Aurelio left this message?”


      But that begged the question: Why had he written it three years ago?


      Dina started comparing the map of Leberta in her hands to the one of Rosora on the wall. The “X” scrawled over Rosora had been roughly placed and was just a touch off-center. Meanwhile, the “You choose” over Leberta was perfectly legible, and...


      Huh?


      “We don’t know who wrote it. If there really hasn’t been anyone in the castle, I’d imagine it was someone who’d snuck in and wanted to pull a prank,” Teodoro explained.


      That didn’t sound right to her. Who in their right mind would sneak into the Ferlettis’ castle, of all places, just to mark up a bunch of maps?


      “Maybe they wrote this on Leberta’s map so I’d notice it?”


      “Notice what?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “Aurelio had no clue you were still alive three years ago. Why would he leave you a message, especially one this incomprehensible? Do you really think you’re being asked to make a choice?”


      “I-I have no idea, but...”


      As Dina hung her head and went silent, she heard Teodoro let out a deep sigh.


      “Dina. If that’s the only thing Luca’s found, then we should get moving.”


      “What, is your little lover’s quarrel over already? Don’t mind me, you two, feel free to keep going at it.”


      “Shut up.”


      Much like his cigarette smoke, Luca’s amused chuckling filled the room while Teo clenched the globe with strangely intense grip. Judging from the veins that popped from surfaces of his wrists, he was annoyed. At the very least, Dina could breathe a sigh of relief knowing he was out of those pocket explosives now.


      “Whatever the case, these maps are all so old. Maybe these were a collection?”


      Dina tried to lighten the mood with her theory, but Teodoro made a grumbly reply.


      “All of these regions once stood in opposition to Labyrinthia. However, the cities and countries closely tied to the city weren’t like that to begin with. The Ferlettis probably used this room to plan out their military operations.”


      Military operations.


      “Huh, then wouldn’t that mean that they had their eyes on Leberta?”


      Despite living there since she was ten, Dina couldn’t recall anything in Leberta’s history that mentioned a scuffle with the city-state’s soldiers or being under its occupation. However, Teodoro flatly denied it.


      “At one point in time, Labyrinthia was looking to make Leberta their calling point on the northbound sea route, but there never was an actual war. That was probably thanks to the Labyrinthian seizure of San Jena Island and the establishment of a base in the western sea.”


      Dina found herself oddly convinced by Teodoro’s explanation, but her gaze then darted around the room. While there were several crossed-out maps, the only one with an actual message written on it was Leberta’s. Something felt sinister about it, but she couldn’t put her finger on why. She put the map back on the wall as something of an anxious feeling bubbled up in her chest.


      It was then that the bell rang once more.


      DING... DONG...


      “Dina, come here for a second.”


      Dina, who had been staring in the direction of the bell tower as she listened to the sound, tripped as her arm was yanked. Teodoro had pulled her in close and stood her up beside him.


      “That bell is off.”


      “Yeah, the times it rings are quite off.”


      “That’s one thing, but something bad happens every time it rings. The time you and Fabio were ambushed, when the chandelier fell, when Lydia was shot and the skywalk crumbled... They all happened when the bell rang. It happened with Daniele attacking the lieutenant colonel’s squad too. The bell might ring on its own, but it could be a signal for those hidden within the castle.”


      Dina froze while a stone-faced Luca stepped away from the doorway and unholstered his gun. The faint sounds of running water could be heard from beyond the silent room’s slightly ajar door... Along with quiet footsteps.


      “They’re comin’ this way.”


      In light of Luca’s observation, Teodoro aimed his gun at the door with one arm while holding Dina with the other. However, she was confused when Luca, who was much closer to the door than either of them, lowered his gun. Even though Teodoro still had his at the ready.


      At the same time, the footsteps gradually drew closer to the door with a light clack, clack—much closer than the unending trickling of water.


      “Hey, Dina— AAAHHH don’t shoot me yet!”


      And with a screech, Lydia and her swaying braids instantly sank to the floor. It was quite clear she wasn’t a fan of the gun in her face. Shocked, Dina wrestled her way out of Teo’s grasp and rushed to the girl’s side.


      “I-I’m so sorry! We didn’t know who it was... What’s wrong? Did you need me?”


      Dina spoke in almost all apologies as she helped Lydia to her feet. As for the girl herself, she nodded along as she held a hand to her chest in an attempt to calm herself. However, her voice soon took on an urgent tone.


      “W-We found a secret passage! In the study!”


      “Wh-Wha! Really?”


      Lydia replied with a big nod and a “Really” of her own, but Dina suddenly froze when she looked toward Teodoro.


      He had the muzzle of his gun pointed right at them, and his cold blue eyes were staring straight into hers.


      “Te—”


      At the same moment she tried to push his name through her dry lips, his gun was shoved toward the floor.


      “Let’s get goin’ to the study,” Luca spat out, having just pushed Teodoro’s gun downward, along with his arm.


      Teodoro shifted his gaze to the floor, as if it were the gun’s iron sights, before firmly shutting his eyes for a moment and letting out a heavy breath.


      “I know.”


      And then, with a large stride, he made his way to the door.


      “Sorry. I couldn’t make out who you were,” was all he said as he passed Lydia, whose shoulders were shaking in fear, and Dina, who supported her. He quickly stepped out into the corridor on his own.


      “C’mon, let’s go.”


      Hurried on by Luca as he sighed, the two women left the room and closed the door behind them.




      Dina felt her heart racing inside her chest. It was from the tension.


      He hadn’t lowered his gun.


      Even though Luca had realized it was Lydia from her footsteps.


      Even Teodoro must have made a mistake like that from time to time, and yet, he didn’t lower his gun when Lydia appeared...or when Dina ran over to her.


      Why?


      She recalled the look he had on his face while steadying his gun. He hadn’t appeared to be on guard or having trouble with unclenching his body. He looked like was about to gun them down.


      Upon recalling the blood-chilling tension she’d just experienced, Dina couldn’t help but ball her fingers into a tight fist. Perhaps she was just tired, but then there had to be something with her wrong if she was thinking that way.


      Thinking that the murderous intent behind her husband’s eyes was directed squarely at her.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: The Bell Tower’s Hidden Room


      Lazaro had referred to the room closest to the third-floor skywalk as the “study.”


      “This study is really something else! There are paintings all over the walls, but there was one with a little dent built into the frame. Hook your finger into it, and voilà, you’ve got a door! Mister Lazaro was super excited and tried to go right in, so I thought I should run and get you guys,” Lydia explained, freshly recovered from her bout of fright.


      The quartet soon found themselves at the study’s door, and Teodoro gave it a knock as he called out to the lieutenant colonel.


      “——”


      Whatever the response was, it’d been so quiet that Dina couldn’t really make it out.


      “Lieutenant Colonel?”


      Teodoro spoke in a stern tone as tried to yank open the door. After a few seconds, he was still clutching the doorknob, but his expression had turned grim.


      “It’s locked.”


      Dina gasped and her head unintentionally swung toward the last person to leave the study.


      “I-It wasn’t me! I don’t even have a key to begin with!”


      “Does that mean Lazaro locked it from the inside then?”


      Those words had uneasily left Dina’s lips as she stood next to the rather pale Lydia, who denied any involvement. Despite the tension, Luca spoke up as if it were nothing.


      “That, or it locked on its own. Like the front gate.”


      Just as a chill ran down Dina’s spine, she heard a loud bang. Teodoro was ramming his shoulder against the door, but once she noticed it wasn’t budging at all, she panicked and looked at Luca.


      “Luca, do you have one of those little bombs?!”


      After dropping his cigarette to the floor and stamping it out, a rather bothered Luca spat out, “You think I’ve got somethin’ like that?” He then approached the door and called out to Teodoro.


      “On the count of three.”


      Dina and Lydia watched on as the double door was knocked down with a loud bang, hinges and all.


      “Lieutenant Colonel?”


      As Teodoro called out to the man in a grim tone, Luca surveyed the room. Dina followed the two inside.


      Just as Lydia had said, the study’s walls were absolutely covered in paintings. All placed in golden frames, both the sizes and eras they were painted in were scattered. They were incomparably different from the maps in both color and intensity.


      However, there were no signs of Lazaro to be found.


      “Lazaro?”


      Despite her concerns with just how tense Teo and Luca were as they walked farther inside, Dina just kept looking at the paintings.


      The room’s red walls, red carpets, and overwhelmingly luxurious oak desk and bookshelves gave it a dazzling feel, but it was a bit dustier than any of the other rooms they’d entered up until that point. Among the other paintings on the wall, which were all coated in an undisturbed layer of dust, Dina noticed a single painting from the corner of her eyes. A painting with a line of dust collected on the floor just beneath it. Upon closer examination, she realized that its left side was swinging inward in an unnatural fashion. It was almost like a door that someone had forgotten to close.


      Dina touched the painting’s frame and just as Lydia said, it creakingly pushed inward using the right side as a hinge.


      And beyond that door was Lazaro, silently writhing as he hung from the air with a rope tied around his neck.


      “Lazaro!”


      Screaming the man’s name, Dina rushed inside and tried to lift his feet. Lazaro’s face warped in agony as he grabbed at the rope with his hands, frantically trying to keep the rope from digging any further into his throat.


      “Teo, Teo, help!”


      Amid her screeching, Dina looked above Lazaro’s head. The rope appeared to have been thrown over the wood-and-metal wall from the other side. But without any light seeping out of the passage itself, everything beyond the tip of the rope that was visible from the study was pitch black.


      Everything aside from the hand on the rope, that is.


      “Is someone there?!”


      There was no response to her scream within the darkness. Teodoro, who’d rushed over almost in its place, supported Lazaro’s feet as he tried to steady the man.


      “Luca, can you shoot it?”


      “The rope? I wonder.”


      “Shoot it!”


      The sound of gunfire drowned out the clicking of Luca’s tongue. But the bullet didn’t hit the rope, instead disappearing into the darkness with a hard thunk.


      “You can’t aim for shit!”


      “Wha?!”


      But as Teodoro shouted at Luca to take his place, Dina saw the rope around Lazaro’s neck sag. The man’s eyes, which had been shut in pain, opened slightly.


      “Teo, it’s o—”


      In the next moment, Lazaro’s body bore down heavily on her arms. And as it did, the little broken pulley that the rope had been on, along with fragments of the wall, came raining down. Freed from his bonds, he dropped to the floor, and among the other things making sounds as they fell, something soft landed right on Dina’s lap.


      “Lieutenant Colonel!”


      “Dammit, it was Daniele!” Lazaro shouted, his voice simmering in hatred as he held himself off the floor and coughed.


      Teodoro looked upward. He had probably intended to chase whomever that hand was attached to, but Dina spoke up, clutching that strangely soft something in her hand.


      “Teo, something fell from...”


      Dina’s scream ripped through the secret passage when she finally realized that she’d been holding a severed finger.


      ***


      “Brush up on your target training, and do it very carefully.”


      “My aim was off because I really wanted to put a bullet in the brain of the guy barking out orders.”


      The ladies had just returned from cleaning themselves up in the nearby bathroom, but Dina was already trying to clean up another mess. She was nearly incoherent as she pleaded with Teo and Luca to stop fighting. Despite that, she said she was fine, since she felt her pulse finally steadying.


      “Sorry you had to see something that awful, Dina.”


      He’d nearly died, but Lazaro had recovered much faster than she had. However, these apologies left his lips and he stood between the feuding pair. The fresh marks left on his neck by the thick rope peeked out of his mussed collar.


      “Normally, I would’ve been able to get out of something like that on my own, but...I guess I picked a really bad time to lose the knife I usually have on me.”


      “It’s fine, don’t worry... Anyway, was that what I think it was?”


      Lazaro nodded. The “something” from earlier had been wrapped in a white handkerchief and set on top of the writing desk.


      “Daniele’s, probably. It’s got ring marks on it, and the man was always covered in jewelry.”


      As the man sullenly glared at the secret passage behind the painting, Dina recalled the hands of the man she’d met in that Diarante alley. She could still feel the coldness of him touching her cheek. While Daniele might have been tall, for just a moment, she doubted whether his thin limbs could even hold the well-built Lazaro up. But once she remembered the pulley that had dropped along with him, she changed her mind, thinking it could be possible.


      “So Daniele Lyra is close.”


      “Yeah, but he’s probably run off by now,” Teodoro remarked.


      Dina hung her head.


      “I’m sorry, it was because I panicked that he...”


      “No, it’s fine.”


      The pause in Teodoro’s words was probably because he’d wanted to leave her behind to chase after Daniele. Even if he’d gone on his own, he might’ve been able to catch the wounded Daniele by now.


      “But Dina isn’t a soldier, is she? Any normal woman wouldn’t be able to stay calm when a severed finger drops into her lap.”


      When Lydia tried to cheer her up, Dina gave her a vague smile back.


      “Anyway, let’s see where this passage goes, regardless of if it gets us out of the castle or not.”


      But that suggestion worried Dina.


      “The path branched off...”


      Lazaro had been hung at a T-shaped junction in the passageway, meaning the path forked. There was no way the branching path would conveniently meet back up with itself. It was as if it hinted that the passage would fork in two, possibly more, directions farther in—like a maze.


      “But it looks like someone who’s more familiar with the place’ll show us the way, at least for a while,” Lazaro said, pointing toward the dark stains dotting the floor in the darkness. Daniele’s dripping blood must have made a path. The light streaming in from the study alone wasn’t enough for them to see how far it continued, the end of the path included.


      Lazaro repeated himself, word-for-word, to Teodoro and Luca after that. In the end, it was decided that the group would enter the dark secret passage.


      “I’ll go grab the lantern that was in the bell tower. The glass in it might’ve broken, but it should still be usable,” Lazaro said.


      As she waited for him to return, Dina shifted her gaze to the painting that’d been used as the passage’s door.


      “Ahh, so it was this one.”


      It was the same painting she’d seen in the prayer hall—the one of an angel bequeathing a key to the town’s ruler. It must have been a clue to those who’d already been in through the hall, nudging them toward the correct painting.


      But Lazaro was ambushed by Daniele because he’d opened this very door.




      There was no rhyme or reason to the blood trail. After repeatedly walking up stairs, down stairs, and through areas with rather low ceilings, Dina had no idea where in the castle they might be. Passing through an apparent exit and going up a narrow spiral staircase didn’t change that.


      “Where are we?”


      Lazaro’s puzzled voice reverberated through the room they stood in. Even with the light of his lantern, their surroundings were dim, the floor was hard, and the walls were just as dusty as the study. While it was clearly different from any of the castle’s other rooms, the sense of stagnation it gave off still made it difficult to imagine that they could be outside.


      The blood trail had gradually shrunk and eventually disappeared before they reached the door.


      “Did we miss a split or another door somewhere?” Lazaro muttered in a low tone.


      A moment later, Dina caught a glimpse of the floor while it was illuminated. She felt her heart skip a beat, but she was sure they were one step closer to their goal.


      “There’s a picture of a snake on the floor...”


      “Huh?”


      “I think I just saw a glimpse of the same snake painting that was in the miniature bell tower.”


      Bringing the lantern closer to the floor, Lazaro muttered that she was right. He then shone the light around them, and upon finding some sconces on the wall, he used the lantern’s flame to light them. Dina heard him trip and knock his knee against something in the process, but their surroundings were gradually illuminated. They were in a circular room with stone walls.


      Along the curving wall was a door and a small wooden chest. On the floor were the same nine snake tiles as depicted in the ornament. They were mosaics made from small shells, on stone tiles that were roughly twenty centimeters square.


      But while images of the snakes were there, the single angel that should have been alongside them was not. The nine tiles were arranged around a circle like the numbers on a clock, but there was just one tile missing, leaving an indent in the floor. That must have been what tripped Lazaro up while he was lighting up the sconces.


      “So we’re inside the bell tower?”


      Dina agreed with Teodoro’s assessment. There were round holes in the center of the room, on both the ceiling and the floor, with a rope hanging down through them. It must have been the one connected to the bell. And after all the sconces in the room had been lit, the amount of light they gave off was unbalanced, with the shadow of the bell’s rope clearly drawing a single line.


      The quasi-clock-hand inside the miniature must have been in place of the rope’s shadow. The only problem was that, while it had pointed to the angel in the miniature, it fell right on the tile-sized indent in the floor and between two of the snake mosaics panels.


      “But just how in the world did we get from the study to the bell tower at the castle’s center?”


      “We probably got down here after walking through the interior of an arch that connects the bell tower to the corridors and the ceiling... The bell is far away. We might be at the same level as the second floor.”


      Teodoro was looking up through the circular hole in the ceiling as he answered Dina’s question. Luca tried the shut door.


      “Won’t open.”


      “Maybe that door leads in here from the second-floor skywalk... And, considering that we’re looking for a way out of the castle, that means we went the wrong way. The skywalk’s gone anyway, so we could’ve just taken the normal stairs if we really wanted to reach the second floor,” Lazaro said with a sigh.


      Meanwhile, Dina opened up the sole furnishing in the room—the chest. It’d been what Lozaro bumped into after he tripped. The chest contained a statue of the Madonna and Child that had been missing from the prayer hall, a statue of an angel holding a water jug, and an old scrap of paper. The angel depicted in the statue was most likely the same one that had been carved into the outside of the gate.


      Dina picked up the piece of paper and carefully unfolded it. There was something written by hand on it. The text was incredibly difficult to read. After squinting at it for a while and thinking it was a foreign language, Dina gasped as she noticed a distinctive spelling to one of the words.


      “It’s in Lingua Domini.”


      Lingua Domini, or “The Lord’s Tongue,” was a long-dead language, only used to read the Bible nowadays. While the language wasn’t common, Dina could pick out some words.


      The first bit of text was the same phrase she’d found on the miniature bell tower. There were words underneath that, but they were also in Lingua Domini. She traced the letters with a finger, remembering the words inside her mind.


      “‘Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua. The footless must carry out their duty.’”


      “The head must not awaken the angel in times of peace. The floor turns counterclockwise, so you must shift the angel. Don’t let the hand fall on it until the next ten years pass. Don’t ring the bell. Don’t spin the waterwheel. Strive to ensure there will no longer be a need to give the people their daily bread. Hold no questions. Obediently carry out your duty.”


      Dina’s heart skipped a beat. There was no doubt in her mind that part of this passage referred to tiles next to her, but how could they move the angel when there was none to be seen? Had someone taken it?


      Was it Aurelio, who visited the castle three years earlier?


      “Luca, did Aurelio take a tile when he was here?”


      She tried asking Luca, but he just frowned and let out a groan.


      “I can’t say this for sure since we lost track of him for a while, but I remember him carrying a water jug around while lookin’ at the channels here and there. I don’t think he had any tiles on him.”


      Dina slumped over after her hunch was proved wrong, but she also folded up the paper scrap, put it in her pocket, and picked up the angel statue. She knew she was committing blasphemy, but went about turning the small statue upside down and examining it in the light. However, there was nothing strange to be found. Once she put the angel statue back in its place, Dina turned to the “shadow clock hand” that pointed to the open space in the floor’s mosaic.


      She thought of the miniature’s floor and the mosaic on the stone floor in front of her. While both floors differed greatly in size, the clock hand should always be pointed at one of the snakes if the rooms shared the same gimmick. After all, the hand always pointed at a snake whenever Dina peeked inside the miniature as a child.


      But it was different now.


      The mosaic moves counterclockwise... So if the bit about not waking up the angel means that the hand must be stopped from pointing at it, then...


      It meant that the shadow had to be prevented from touching the angel mosaic for another decade.


      Dina stood within the circle, noticing that the tiles must’ve moved at once every ten years. She then compared the snakes, and after ensuring they were all identical, aside from the specks of dirt, she gingerly grabbed the tile to the left of the open space and shifted it to the right. Perhaps one was meant to move the angel tile that was supposed to be there to the left.


      She wanted to try it out, but the actual panel was missing. But if her theory was correct, then it would mean that the shadow clock hand would then point to a snake for the next ten years.


      Dina strained her ears while closely examining her surroundings, but nothing happened. All she heard were the faint sounds of water and turning gears. That must have been the mechanism that rang the bell.


      Was this “their duty”?


      But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything will happen.


      Perhaps that was exactly why one wasn’t supposed to question it. Just what would happen if they didn’t do it?


      While still staring at the shadow clock hand and mosaic, Dina took a step backward, thinking that she might see something from farther away. However, her heels collided with someone else’s, and she stopped, startled. Behind her, Teodoro was staring back and forth between the holes for the rope in the ceiling and floor.


      “Stay back... It’d be dangerous if you fell.”


      After being taken aback for a moment by his cold restraint, she told him she would be careful and remained standing beside him.


      “If this is where you come out after going straight from the study, then you’re kind of not going the wrong way.”


      Dina looked up at Teo’s stiff profile as he stood up.


      “I get why every don has visited this castle at one point or another. If Lucrezio shut himself in the study to enter this room without any prying eyes, especially Daniele’s, there must be some sort of meaning behind it. We’ll have to call in some guys with knowledge on architecture and cryptanalysis to carefully study it... If we can get out of here, at least.”


      “You might not need any code breakers to do that. I have a feeling that we just need to move this mosaic around,” Dina said.


      She proceeded to tell Teodoro about the scrap of paper she’d found in the chest, the missing angel tile, and how she’d tried to move one of the snake tiles despite that.


      “Daniele Lyra tried to lure me out here, after all. Perhaps the don is meant to visit the castle every ten years. Just like Lucrezio did, and Aurelio did in my place.”


      Teodoro, who’d been looking at the rope, snipped back at her, voice cranky.


      “There were seventeen years between the last time Lucrezio came and Aurelio’s visit.”


      “Luca mentioned something that Aurelio had said. ‘I should’ve had this done sooner, but it wasn’t really the right time when I was last here.’ He’d been here before his last visit three years ago. It must’ve been right after I disappeared, right after he’d been brought into the family. The miniature bell tower had been on the desk in the office, and according to Lazaro, it had been ringing when they found it here. It might ring every ten years, beckoning the don to visit the castle. Even if he didn’t know about this room from the miniature alone, he must’ve known how to read Lingua Domini if he entered this room from the second-floor skywalk.”


      “You know a lot about him, don’t you?”


      Teodoro’s sudden quip had thrown Dina off.


      “You knew, didn’t you? That Aurelio was originally an apprentice clergyman. He definitely would have read the Bible.”


      “And why do you move this picture?”


      Teodoro stomped his foot on the floor. For a moment, his cold voice put her at a loss for words. Even if he asked why, the note had said, “Hold no questions. Obediently do your duty.”


      “Because the scrap of paper says so.”


      Despite coming across a lead, Dina felt as if the crease in Teo’s brow had deepened.


      “Luca tells you everything, and you believe it.”


      She immediately realized that the bassy emphasis in his voice was directed toward Luca’s recollection of Aurelio’s words.


      “I told Luca to tell you.”


      Teodoro didn’t look at her. Luca must not have told him anything. Dina felt like he was getting more and more unreasonable. While her hasty actions might have been on her, Teodoro neglecting to talk to Luca shouldn’t have been her fault.


      Her eyes went down, gaze pointing to the dark hole in the floor. She could hear water flowing from the bottom. The water channels must have converged underneath the bell tower.


      Something was turning.


      Far beneath them, something that looked like a thick log was turning in the water. The wet object occasionally caught the light shining from the room, giving off a slippery sparkle for a moment. The object had to be...


      “The waterwheel’s shaft and gears?”


      Teodoro looked toward her in response to her murmuring, however...


      “You two, let’s head back to the study for now. There’s nothing here.”


      Lazaro’s words made both of them look his way.




      The group went back the same way they came, but this return trip wasn’t quite as tense.


      “Do you think we’d come out outside if we took another path?” Lazaro muttered, stopping at one of several forks in the passage.


      “While I do think there’s a path out, I think trying them blind would...”


      Teodoro had replied, looking around the corner of the path they didn’t take before suddenly falling silent. Wondering why, Dina, who was beside him, followed his gaze. In doing so, she noticed something on the floor around the corner. She thought she briefly saw a simple necklace reflecting the lantern’s light, however...


      “We need to get back to the first floor, immediately.”


      Grabbing her by the shoulder, he turned her around, pace fast as he pushed her down the thin path.


      “What was that? Some sort of silver...medal?” Dina asked, enduring the pain of his grip on her shoulder.


      “Military dog tags. Soldiers keep them on their person at all times so others can identify what squad they were from,” Teodoro answered.


      He never once looked at her while giving that answer, but Dina still gasped. As they approached the first floor, she realized what he’d meant, prompting him to give her a real answer.


      “Those were Fabio’s dog tags on the ground.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: The Attacker Was Right There


      After they exited the passageway and returned to the castle proper, the quintet made their way to the first floor from the third. As they hurried toward the Hall of Judgment, Dina noticed that candles had gone out in the occasional corridor.


      “Fabio, we’re coming in.”


      There was no response to Lazaro’s desperate knocks. Using the master key to unlock the door, he cautiously opened just one of the double doors. The hall was massive, likely large enough to house several hundred people. There was also painting on the ceiling. Dimly lit by Lazaro’s lantern, the image depicted an angel hoisting up its spear before a sinner.


      The angel’s eyes, pictured from the side, were directed toward the sinner, but it felt as if the tip of their spear was pointing at the floor. However, there was no one on that floor at the moment.


      “Oh no, where is Mister Fabio?”


      “Could Daniele have?”


      As a dazed Lydia and Lazaro muttered to themselves, Dina recalled how that finance officer’s body disappeared. A corpse couldn’t move on its own. While Fabio could have walked off once he woke up, the exit had been locked from the outside. How? Where?


      Panic and fear started to taint Dina’s thoughts, but they were soon interrupted by a loud thud that echoed throughout the hall. Teodoro had just punched a wall. He hung his head with his fist still in the wall, and eventually found himself sliding down it to take a seat. She couldn’t say that it was unlike him. After all, she’d witnessed all the intense pain, regret, and murderous intent that flooded Teodoro’s eyes when he walked into the room.


      “Teo, um...”


      He didn’t look up, even when she approached him. This was the first time she’d seen him so worked up. As if he were taking over for Dina after she didn’t say anything else, Lazaro spoke up.


      “Whatever the case, let’s hurry up and search for Fabio... Or for the entrance to wherever he is.”


      “No, Lieutenant Colonel,” Teodoro forcefully replied, shutting down his superior all while keeping his head slumped over.


      “Finding a way out of this castle should be our top priority. If Daniele’s here and he’s hostile, that’s all the more reason to look for an exit... After all, we have an unrelated bystander here with us.”


      Lazaro silently looked at Teodoro, before dropping his gaze.


      “That’s true. Let’s split up into two groups again... Meet back here in twenty minutes.”


      As Lazaro and the others left the room first, Dina faced Teodoro once more.


      “Teo.”


      He didn’t answer. Not knowing what else to say, she touched his back—and, feeling something off, she timidly touched his cheek. He immediately brushed her hand away, but there was no mistaking it.


      “Teo, you really do have a fever.”


      “This isn’t the time to be worrying about that.”


      “No!”


      Teodoro’s expression twitched when Dina talked back, nearly shouting.


      “I have some antipyretic medicine on me, so take it. Then, look for Fabio with me.”


      “Dina, now’s not—”


      “Look for him. Even if the gate opened now, you’d still go right back inside by yourself to search for him after you got everyone else out, right? In the end, it will mean nothing unless we all leave here together.”


      While Teodoro didn’t answer, he did finally meet Dina’s gaze.


      “Let’s look for him. And do it quickly.”


      As she said that, Dina removed a bottle of powdered medicine from the case in her pocket. She placed a paper wrap filled with one lid’s worth of medicine in Teodoro’s hand and urged him to take it.


      “You need water, don’t you? Let’s go to the dining hall...”


      “No.”


      After staring at the medicine for a moment, Teodoro folded the wrap down the middle and downed the powder in a single gulp.


      “Fabio might’ve been right. I’m not acting like myself.”


      “I’m sure it’s completely normal to lose your composure at a time like this. Does your hand hurt? The one you just punched that wall with.”


      Dina comforted him, under the impression that he’d been introspective in light of his very recent actions. However, he actually looked confused by what she’d said, and after a short pause, he muttered, “Ah, yeah. That’s true,” as if he’d only just realized it.


      “Regardless of whether he’s dead or alive, the disappearance of his body makes no sense. Even if Lyra got rid of it, it’s not like he should’ve been able to carry it outside.”


      Teodoro put the medicine wrap in his pocket leaving the Hall of Judgment, but he still had a rather dark expression on his face. As Dina followed him out into the corridor, she sincerely wished that the medicine would work.


      “I still think the bell tower in the atrium is suspicious.”


      “But there’s no door to it from the first floor.”


      “Then maybe there’s a path from the study’s secret passage...”


      That’s where she’d seen Fabio’s dog tags. Dina was soon inflected by the mental image of Daniele, with nothing past his wrist, dragging an unconscious Fabio down the thin passageway.


      “If that’s the case, then we need more hands. If we don’t do a large-scale search, it’d take us far too long...”


      Before Teodoro finished what he was saying, he’d already covered Dina’s mouth with his hand. Despite being startled by the excessive force he’d used, covering her nose as well, she suddenly heard something coming from right around the corner.


      “Who’s there?”


      Upon laying her eyes upon the man who appeared in response to Teodoro’s piercing voice, Dina ripped his hand off and screamed.


      “Luca, you’re hurt?!”


      Luca, staggering before putting a hand to the wall and leaning on it, had a stripe of blood dripping from his temple. Teodoro stopped Dina as she moved to run to the other man’s side without thinking, and he started questioning him.


      “Why are you alone? Where are the lieutenant colonel and Lydia?”


      “Shaddap... That’s what I want to know.” Luca’s forehead was covered with sweat and his voice remained caustic as ever, but haggard. “I got jumped this time... Someone came at me from behind, around abouts the linen room.”


      “I’ll look after your wound, so stay still!”


      Teodoro stopped Dina from moving once more. After looking at his grip on her arm, she looked up at his face, bewildered.


      “Teo? Let go.”


      There was a deep crease on Teodoro’s brow. Just as she was wondering why his gaze was so hostile, he finally let go of her arm, and she moved over to Luca’s spot on the wall.


      “It’d probably be best if a doctor checked you out as soon as possible, but...”


      “Ouch... Dammit, they jacked my lemon...”


      Dina repeated the word as she looked at the wound on the back of his head, wrapping it with the bandages she carried on her person. However, the blood drained from her face when learned that “lemon” was the nickname for those pocket bombs.


      They soon heard the sound of footsteps approaching them once more, and all three looked in that direction as equal parts tension and caution washed over their faces. Thankfully, it was just Lazaro, who appeared from another corridor.


      “Luca, what are you doing here?!”


      As she took in the naked exhaustion on his face, Dina felt a panic bubbling up within her. Lazaro was alone as he walked up to them. Even though he’d left with both Luca and Lydia.


      “Um, where is Lydia?” Dina asked, despite the unpleasant thumping in chest.


      Lazaro stopped, flashing her with that same look of despair that’d been on his face when they first met.


      “She disappeared... I’d taken my eyes off of her for just a second.”


      The bell rang once more, as if it were the shock coursing through Dina’s being.




      There was no way she could have gone that far yet.


      “Lydia! Lydia, where are you?!”


      With Teodoro by her side, Dina searched the first floor for Lydia.


      “No dice, she’s not here either!”


      Lazaro shook his head as he popped out the next room up. While he hadn’t been able to mask his distress when they’d first met back up, he’d already shifted gears.


      With the exception of Luca, the trio had split up into groups. But since there might’ve been hidden service passages farther inside, in addition to the large rooms, the search had taken a little while.


      “What should we do? Why would Daniele take Lydia?”


      “Maybe he was just attacking us one by one, going from whoever was closest... Either that, or he’s saving who he resents the most for last.”


      There were only four people left in their party: Teodoro, the crusher of the Ferletti family; Luca, the turncoat; Lazaro, the survivor; and Dina, the former don who sided with the military despite her blood ties.


      Dina had been worried to leave Luca behind when he’d already been attacked and couldn’t really move around as a result. While glancing down the corridor in front of the Hall of Judgment, she saw him leaning against a pillar. The fact that she could see him from where she was meant that it would be easy for their target to find him too. Despite her concern Teodoro had frowned on her staying behind with Luca.


      They needed to find Fabio’s body, track down Lydia, and get Luca to a doctor—and they had to do it fast. While Dina quickly made her mind up, Lazaro cut across the great hall and headed toward the corridor on the opposite side.


      “This way.”


      When Teodoro called to her from his location, Dina had been watching Lazaro’s back for a while now. She then turned to head into the great hall, but she soon heard him cry out “Daniele, you bastard!” as a wave of agony choked out his voice. The couple immediately turned toward him.


      “Lieutenant Colonel?!”


      When they ran over to him, the pair found Lazaro on his knees on the great hall floor with his back to the bell tower as he firmly pressed a hand against his back. Teodoro rushed to his side.


      “I’m fine. He hit me really hard in the same place he’d skewered me before, but I had a stab-proof plate there this time...”


      As Lazaro said that, the pair noticed a ring by his feet.


      “Teo, isn’t this...”


      When even Dina seemed to recognize the ring, Teodoro’s face stiffened and the anguish vanished from Lazaro’s eyes as hatred burned in its place. The sounds that left that man’s mouth were so low it felt like they could spew out and crawl around on the floor. He was enduring a pain that was just that unimaginable.


      “Teodoro, don’t go chasing him. I’ll do it. I’ll kill him. I definitely will.”


      “Understood.”


      As Lazaro’s bloodlust sent a chill down Dina’s spine, Teodoro obediently nodded along and stood up.


      ***


      Teodoro had stepped off into a room for a moment, and then urged Dina to join him. She noticed bookshelves right away, and that each one was packed to the gills with thin, string-bound booklets rather than books.


      “Wait here.”


      This room was connected to the next one over through an interior door. Teo had almost said his instruction in a low grumble as he cracked open the door. However, Dina assured him that she was fine now. Upon seeing the resolution on her face, he hadn’t felt the need to repeat himself.


      There was a music room on the other end of that door. Inside, there was another, rather extravagant, interior door—likely the room’s normal corridor entrance. All those “booklets” Dina had noticed were actually sheet music, stored away in their own room. Despite the beauty of the music room’s floors and wall, they were covered with sticky, reddish-brown stains.


      Dina resisted the urge to let herself flinch visually or vocally. At this point, she couldn’t let a little bloodstain get to her, but she still prayed that these stains didn’t come from Fabio or Lydia.


      And so, on Teodoro’s orders, she opened whatever she could find in the hope of discovering a hidden door. Unfortunately, her search turned up nothing.


      “Let’s move on to the next room,” he said.


      Dina nodded at him from her spot in front of the piano, which was completely normal aside from being covered in blood. But when she turned to face her husband, she fell into a moment of shock. Teodoro was leaning quite heavily against the wall, and sporting a deeply creased brow as he held his chest. She could see sweat dripping from his temple. The medicine hadn’t worked. Dina then ran to his side, clinging to his still-feverish arm.


      “Teo, I-I’ll go alone, so you stay here and—”


      Just as Teodoro was about to shoot down her pleading suggestion with his trembling lips—they heard a light tap. It had come from behind them. When they turned around, the corridor door had just closed with a firm click. Something that looked like a black lemon was rolling in front of the door, and it had sparks spewing out from one end.


      “Get away!”


      It’d gone off just as Teodoro had managed to pull Dina to the floor and shield her.


      A moment later, they were surrounded by a tempest of soot.


      “T-Teo?”


      Dina’s voice reverberated through the room as she spoke to the man who’d pushed her down. She was on her back as they both lay on the floor.


      “Teo? Are you okay?”


      She patted his back with her small hands, but he didn’t answer.


      “Teo? Teo, answer me!”


      “I’m fine.”


      Dina was just about to raise her voice into a scream, but Teo’s reply immediately melted away her fears. She then murmured, “Thank goodness... I saw someone toss a bomb into the room from the corridor.”


      “Yeah, I saw it too. It was a military issued one that’d been modified to pack a bigger punch.”


      Perhaps that was why this explosion was much larger than the one Teodoro had used to take out that door. Dina turned her head to look around. The cross she’d been carrying around with her had fallen onto the ground, now surrounded by dust and debris. It must have slipped out of her pocket.


      “Luca said his was stolen... That would mean it would have to have been—”


      She reached out to pick up the cross, but suddenly couldn’t. When Dina noticed that her right hand had been gently yet forcefully pinned to the ground by the hand of another, she turned to face its owner. Teodoro was propped over her as she lay face-up, and his handsome face was right in front of her eyes. The shadow cast over his baby blue made them appear as if they were as dark as the midnight sea.


      She’d felt as if she’d peered into that darkness before.


      Just as she was about to call Teo’s name, he stopped her. It didn’t take very long for her to regain use of the lips he had blocked.
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      “This brings me back. You poisoned me like this.”


      Dina was surprised, confused, and finally went stiff. Her shock stemmed from how he’d brought up the time she’d accidentally yet horribly poisoned him with her lips after he’d just kissed her.


      “Now, you could probably get me to take anything you gave me much more naturally. You could tell me they were antipyretics, or, even simpler, just mix them into my meals every day.”


      “T-Teo, what’s wrong with you all of a sudden?” Dina’s response to his tangent was tinged with anxiety. “A-Are you mad that the medicine isn’t working?”


      “That bomb. Do you really think it was the one that was stolen?”


      There was no warmth to be found in Teodoro’s voice. Dina couldn’t find the words to respond with right away.


      “What do you mean?”


      “‘The bomb was stolen.’ If Luca said that, you’d be fine, even if you believed him. No matter what might’ve happened to me in that explosion, you would insist he had nothing to do with it. That just now would have been a chance for him to get rid of me. After all, he probably wouldn’t have expected me to let you in here if he knew just how bad it was beforehand.”


      His words felt like a punch straight to her brain. Dina felt as if her blood had begun flowing backward.


      “Teo, how could you still think Luca and I would betray you, after everything that’s happened?”


      After everything—Fabio’s disappearance, Luca getting jumped, Lydia’s disappearance, and the attack on Lazaro... Still questioning it all, despite the fact that their lives were in danger too.


      Dina finally let her anger show.


      “No, just stop it already! Why would you think I’d have a change of heart?! The only reason I’m trusting Luca is because he saved me before...”


      “Yeah, that’s right. I knew it. I knew that if I asked you like this, then you’d absolutely deny it.”


      Teodoro’s affirmation shut up Dina’s protests. But goodness, for him to believe she was having an affair this strongly...


      “But it terrifies me.”


      “Te—”


      Dina was about to shout at him in frustration. She wanted to, but she couldn’t. Because she noticed something that felt wrong in the eyes looking down at her.


      As she lay face-up on the floor, Teodoro’s face was right in front of hers as he leaned over her. He’d used his body as a shield to protect Dina. And she’d felt as if, in just an instant, it had transformed into a cage to catch her, so that he could grill her. But now, it was transforming again before she even realized. His arms, which had been trapping her, now felt as if they were trying to cling to her. This was the first time she’d seen Teodoro like this.


      “I swore I’d protect you. It wasn’t just a hope, or for show. I was prepared to make it a reality.”


      “And you are.”


      Hesitantly, Dina touched his cheek. Her fingertips brushed under his ear. Just as she felt the extremely hot muscle beneath his skin, he buried his face in her shoulder, as if to leave those fingers behind. Feeling his much higher than normal body heat at her nape, she began to feel fear.


      Why?


      “You’ve been protecting me. Even just now.”


      Why didn’t she want him to say anything more?


      “Yeah. I’m protecting you physically. Even going forward, I won’t let anyone threaten your life.”


      Teodoro had been acting strange ever since they’d arrived. His choice in words had been rougher, crankier, overflowing with hostility. It felt as if she’d caught a glimpse of the truth behind it.


      He didn’t think she was having an affair. The suspicions he had about her weren’t for something that lighthearted.


      “But I can’t protect you from changing.”


      Teodoro was suspicious of Dina on a fundamental level.


      “You told me that people change. That was correct.”


      She had said that, telling him that people could change over the course of a decade. That’s what she’d said back when she didn’t have doubt in her mind that anyone could become a good person—even the nefarious Dina Ferletti. That had been her hope. It was precisely because she believed she had changed that she could go up toe-to-toe with the Ferlettis. Because she’d believed that despite the sins she shouldered, her feelings were the same as his—that they were on the same side.


      “Daniele Lyra was allowed to come along on this mission because he’d truly earned the trust of the military and the lieutenant colonel as well... We all thought that Daniele was completely on our side.”


      You could hear the “and look how that’s turned out” dripping from the pain in his voice.


      “Every time we heard of a new black sheep on our hands, I thought of you. I wondered why you wouldn’t distance yourself from Luca. What secrets you were trying to hide by sleeping in separate rooms. Whether I should have pointed out that the plant matter in that jar was mixed with something that could result in a life-or-death situation depending on how it was used. If it would be okay to ask you just where in the world you learned about that stuff... And I wondered why you’ve been hiding the fact that you’re still carrying around that cross like it’s precious to you, even now.”


      He was wrong. None of his suspicions were true. Dina wanted to tell him that, but...


      “While I was telling myself that you were definitely fine, I was made to realize that I just wanted to convince myself that was the case. Fabio was right, I haven’t been myself lately. Even though I’m in a position where I should always be taking a step back from everything and gauging what the best option would be...”


      His eyes were warped in pain. The medicine wasn’t working at all.


      How had he felt when he downed that medicine? Had he swallowed it while recalling that poison kiss from once upon a time?


      “If people can change... If someone could pick the past they should have thrown away right back up again, then...”


      She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want him to say anything.


      It was because you wanted to be with me.


      “Just how am I supposed to trust you right now?”


      Dina’s wishes didn’t get through to him.


      “I don’t want to do anything to make myself regret searching for you, but...”


      It probably wasn’t actually all that long before she opened her mouth.


      “Quit it, Teo, you’re overthinking things.”


      Teodoro readily pulled away when she lightly pushed his shoulders. Finally able to stand herself up, Dina picked up her cross before gently touching her right hand to his cheek, giggling at him as if he were joking.


      “You think I’d go back to that past of mine? Of course not. It’s just like you told me once before: You’re just thinking in extremes because you’re exhausted. I’m the one who killed the Ferlettis’ don in the first place, right? Why would you...”


      She was doing her best to brightly laugh it off and put an end to the conversation by telling him his mind was just playing stupid tricks on him. Even though that was what she should have been doing...


      “Why would you say that now, of all times?”


      Dina’s smile contorted miserably. When she put it in words, the darkness that had permeated through her chest turned them into criticism.


      “It almost sounds like you’re saying it was a mistake for you to be with me.”


      She wanted him to deny it.


      “Say something.”


      A few seconds later, a dry sound echoed through the music room.




      Not only had the sun gone down completely, but the lighting within the castle was sporadic, resulting in dark spots scattered about the corridors. Dina ran down those dimly lit halls all by herself. The hand she’d slapped Teodoro with was hot, and it hurt.


      You were the one who took me out...


      She tripped as she descended the stairs to the great hall. Underneath the empty atrium, she crouched down all alone. Her tears wouldn’t come out. Her entire body simply trembled. Within this castle of unfreezing water, Dina shook as if she’d been dunked into a basin of ice-cold water.


      Even though I gave up my atonement, my prayers, because you came for me...


      This castle didn’t have a master. Dina had killed him. The line she hadn’t crossed was already in the meaningless past. She was definitely going to hell. The mansion’s victims would continue suffering, never to ever forgive her.


      But that hadn’t mattered to her. After all, she had believed that there was someone in that castle who deserved a happy ending more than anyone else. The moment Teodoro took her hand, Dina had stopped trying to seek forgiveness from others and abandoned her duty to pray. She believed that she was someone worthy of doing that.


      I only forgave myself because you wanted to be with me, and yet...


      Dina would have preferred for him to have thought she was being unfaithful. Preferred that he would’ve been disgusted by the strange woman she was.


      If Teodoro was going to let go of her hand like this, she would’ve been happier if he never bothered to fetch her from that church in the hills.


      ***


      While crouching, Dina raised her head in response to a nearby clatter. There were windows in the castle ceiling, as if to make up for how few there were on the walls. As moonlight shone down through them, her eyes began adjusting to the darkness, registering her surroundings. She saw the waterwheel spinning at the base of the bell tower.


      “The waterwheel mustn’t spin,” was it?


      The words that rose to her mind had been written on the scrap of paper she’d found within that bell tower room—the one with tiles on the floor. However, the waterwheel was spinning. She rustled around in her pocket before pulling the paper out.


      “‘Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua. The footless must carry out their duty.’”


      “The head must not awaken the angel in times of peace. The floor turns counter clockwise, so you must shift the angel. Don’t let the hand fall on it until the next ten years pass. Don’t ring the bell. Don’t spin the waterwheel. Strive to ensure there will no longer be a need to give the people their daily bread. Hold no questions. Obediently carry out your duty.”


      The hand had probably been pointing to the angel. The bell had rung. The waterwheel was spinning.


      It says, “Strive to ensure there will no longer be a need to give the people their daily bread.”


      “Records say that after they crushed the Labyrinthia’s original rulers, the Ferlettis fed their citizens poisoned bread.”


      Dina didn’t know what was happening, but everything except for the part about the bread had come to pass.


      “Obediently carry out your duty.”


      She wasn’t doing that, but she didn’t know what she was supposed to be doing in the first place either. Was she supposed to move the picture to make something happen? What did Daniele want her to do?


      Right now, Dina had no place at Teodoro’s side, but she didn’t know anything about the Ferletti family either. At this rate, she really was going to end up being useless.


      “I need to find Fabio and Lydia.”


      After Dina muttered that, she stood back up. She’d thought that Daniele might attack her if she moved on her own, but she didn’t care. If that brought her to where the pair were being held, then she’d be able to free them at the very least.


      Within that empty head of hers, Dina only knew one thing for sure—she should be looking for her missing company. She then exited the castle, so that she wouldn’t hurt herself by thinking about anything else.




      After walking along the castle’s outer ramparts for a while, she arrived at the spot directly behind the front entrance. That portion alone was much lower than the other sections of the ramparts, at a height that even Dina could climb if she tried hard enough.


      But when she approached it, she realized why it was so low. There was a sheer cliff underneath, making it unusable as an escape route. There wasn’t an exit from the castle proper either.


      Dina looked down at the sea beneath her. She’d heard that there were caves at the bottom of the cliffs. It was approaching high tide at the moment, so the water was probably reaching the depths of those caves. In a spot that boats couldn’t approach, a sight she definitely couldn’t have seen in either Diarante or Leberta was unfolding.


      Dina had thought it was nice. That she wanted to come back to Labyrinthia with Teodoro, after they’d finished up their mission. She had yearned for it all the more when she’d sensed that they might never be able to go out like a normal married couple ever again.


      Noticing then that she was thinking about matters of no concern, she shook her head. What if something was happening to Lydia and Fabio while she was spacing out here?


      They couldn’t have been dropped into the sea from here, could they?


      In response to that horrific thought, Dina strained her eyes toward the sea’s surface, which reflected the light of the stars. Just moments later, she gasped.


      “Someone! Someone, come quick!”


      Dina backed away from the rampart walls before running back toward the castle as fast as she could go. She rushed inside through a different back door. It was pitch black.


      “Someone!”


      She ended up tripping and falling over something in the corridor as she ran. Bracing her hands against the cold floor, Dina could feel her shoulders heaving with every breath. The murmuring of the water flowing through the channels seemed as if it were louder than it had been during the day. And then, she heard the sound of a match being struck, as if to interrupt the sound of water.


      “You scared me. What’s wrong? You’re deathly pale. Are you not feeling well, Dina?”


      In between moments of gasping for air, Dina called out to the person who had appeared before her.


      “L-Lazaro...!”


      The man had been that close to her, yet she hadn’t noticed at all. He lifted his lamp in his hands, lighting it with the flame from his match. Putting a hand to her chest as she attempted to slow her breathing, she spat out her words as if she were in a race against time.


      “D-Daniele Lyra! I saw him!”


      “What?!”


      “He was dead!”


      Lazaro’s face stiffened as he looked at Dina.


      “He was dead, in the ocean! I’m absolutely sure of it. Daniele Lyra is dead, out in the sea!”


      “That can’t be.”


      She shook her head in response to his denial.


      “It’s true, I’m telling the truth! Come with me, before he gets washed away...”


      “Dina.”


      Lazaro knelt on the floor. Setting a hand on Dina’s shoulders while she couldn’t get up, he spoke to her in low tones.


      “Did he tell you to say that?”


      Dina was speechless. Lazaro’s eyes were wide open, staring straight at her, as if seeing right through something. She didn’t know why, but his gaze sent a chill down her spine. The hand holding her shoulder felt horrifically cold, the complete opposite of Teodoro’s. Just as she was about to ask what he was saying...


      “Pretty sure she’s tellin’ the truth.”


      Lazaro stood in response to the voice. As he turned around and lifted his lamp, Luca came into view, looking their way from the darkness.


      “Now that I think about it, not a single one of us has seen that Daniele geezer’s face while we’ve been here. It wouldn’t be strange if he’d already kicked the bucket.”


      Luca looked as cranky as always. He slowly walked by Lazaro and grabbed Dina by the hand, bringing her to her feet.


      “Why would you say that, Luca?”


      There was a wariness seeping from Lazaro’s tone. But before Dina had a chance to ask why, she screamed upon seeing what Luca had lifted up to show them.


      “This is Daniele’s, isn’t it?”


      That thing that he’d lifted up as lightly as a glove, yet was far too hefty to be one, was undoubtedly a human hand. A right hand that was missing its pointer finger, with a coin-sized burn scar at the base of its thumb.


      Lazaro didn’t flinch, even upon seeing it.


      “Where was that?”


      “At the top of that super narrow passage in the study.”


      The place the group had just passed through, or rather, the spot where Lazaro had been hung. The spot they’d thought Daniele had ambushed him at.


      “There was no blood comin’ out of the part it was cut at.”


      Thinking back, the finger that Dina had caught was pale and dry, but what was Luca trying to get at by saying that? It was almost as if...


      “The blood on the floor looked like it had dripped there quite a while earlier. All I can think is that it must’ve stopped bleeding before I shot it. Might’ve even happened on the same day your squad died.”


      It was almost as if...


      “Lazaro?”


      While Dina called his name, the man didn’t answer.


      “If this dude’s been dead for a good while, then just who was it attacking us today? And you got hit in the same spot you got stabbed before? In the great hall that was completely empty aside from you?”


      Lazaro didn’t say anything. His orange eyes just stared Luca and Dina down, burning like the light of his lamp as it illuminated the darkness. Dina felt herself balling up her fists.


      “Is that a confession?”


      Finally, Lazaro’s few words echoed through the silent corridor.


      “Hah?”


      He took a step forward in response to Luca’s overbearing growl. The younger man squinted at Lazaro, grabbing Dina’s arm and pulling her behind him.


      “Ahhh, the attack on Fabio and his disappearance, the chandelier crashing onto the floor, Miss Lydia being assaulted, and that time I was nearly hung. I get it now. It was all you. After all, there’s no way you wouldn’t have seen the person who hit me in the wound from your position in the corridor. What’s your goal here? How long have you been plotting this?” Lazaro asked.


      For a short moment, Luca seemed dumbfounded.


      “You’re gonna stick to that story, even when we’ve figured this much out? At least be honest about the shit you’ve pulled.”


      Lazaro was unfazed. Luca chucked Daniele’s hand down onto the floor along with his irritated words. The older soldier just looked down at it, crouching and setting the lamp on the floor as he picked up the severed hand.


      “You crooks always spout lies that’ll get exposed.”


      And as Lazaro stood, he dodged Luca’s fist as it swung down at him, slamming his own deep into Luca’s abdomen in return.


      “Lu—!”


      Before Dina could scream, Lazaro jammed his elbow into the now-squatting Luca’s neck, pushing him down to the floor.


      “You bastard...”


      “So you just sliced Daniele’s hand off before letting him get away? Were you planning on claiming he was dead to throw me off his trail?” Lazaro asked cruelly from on top of Luca. His eyes, burning with such a blaze that they seemed uncanny, pierced Dina without anything there to obstruct them.


      “L-Let Luca go, Lazaro. You’ve got the wrong idea—”


      “You lot’re good at faking a death to make an escape to begin with.”


      The man’s words made Dina feel as if he’d just clutched her heart. As she froze, Lazaro looked at her with annoyance.


      “What’s that look for? Were you expecting that I hadn’t been told about that, Dina Ferletti?”


      “That” being the fact Dina had once kept hidden—that she’d once faked her death. That she was Dina Ferletti in the flesh. Who had told him? Among those who were close to him, who knew that he hated the family?


      “Did Teo tell you?”


      Lazaro didn’t answer her, and even as he watched her cover her mouth with her hand, he didn’t loosen up his hold on Luca even a bit. His strength was indeed at a level that Teodoro would trust.


      “If Daniele really is dead, then does that mean you guys had a falling out? You Ferlettis just can’t get through anything without bathing in a bit of blood, can you?”


      His hand reached toward his own waist, drawing his gun. He then pointed the muzzle at Dina with absolutely no hesitation.


      As she saw his finger tighten against the trigger, Dina shut her eyes tight. She prepared to die here, without anyone believing her. Teodoro hadn’t believed her either.




      “Please, lower your gun.”




      Doubting her own ears, Dina opened her eyes.


      “Teo?”


      Though she thought that she’d just imagined it, the shock in Lazaro’s eyes had proven her wrong. It was the response of someone who felt a gun aimed at him from within the darkness behind him. A gun held by the very same man he’d trained himself.


      A series of footsteps echoed throughout the corridor. Teodoro walked right up to the still-tense Lazaro and held his gun to the back of the man’s head. Rage and confusion could be seen flickering within Teodoro’s eyes, likely a response to the situation.


      “Teodoro, don’t make the wrong call.”


      “I can say the same thing to you, Lieutenant Colonel. The call you made is just too slapdash.”


      “If you hesitate to kill a criminal, more than double the number of innocents will die in their place. I know I taught you that was what it took to fight the Ferlettis.”


      “Please, put down your gun. She’s—”


      It was that moment that Luca’s hand grabbed Lazaro by the collar and pulled his upper body down. The sound of bone hitting bone rang out. As Lazaro took a hard headbutt to his forehead, Luca followed up with another kick, knocking him against the wall.


      “Run!”


      Luca grabbed Dina’s hand as soon as he stood up, running as if he were sweeping her away. While she didn’t have the strength to resist, she turned and screamed.


      “Teo!”


      The man whose name she called still had his gun pointed at Lazaro, and he wasn’t chasing after her. A gunshot rang out in his place, piercing the floor right next to her.


      “Wait, Lieutenant Colonel!”


      Teodoro’s voice became distant. The two men’s figures were left behind in the dark corridor.


      Eventually, Luca opened up one door, running inside with Dina before closing it again. The room was dark, but dimly lit by the flames of the candlesticks. Out of breath and with her shoulders heaving, Dina realized that they were in the Hall of Judgment after her eyes adjusted to the darkness.


      “If I remember right, there should be a hidden door out to the gardens... Is it near the speaking stage?”


      Luca headed farther into the room. Seeing that, Dina yelled at him.


      “W-We’re going back, Luca!”


      “Wha?”


      Still out of breath, Dina grabbed the man’s arm and pulled it toward the door.


      “Lazaro has the wrong idea about us! If we run right now, then they’ll think we really did turn on the military! I’m sure they’ll understand that we didn’t kill Daniele if he sees the body!”


      Luca didn’t move an inch, looking down at Dina with a light furrow on his brow.


      “Luca?”


      “Would it really matter if they think that way?”


      She stiffened, now stunned. Dina blinked once before softly croaking out to confirm something.


      “You didn’t actually kill Daniele, did you?”


      “I want ponytail to tell me just when I could’ve offed the guy.”


      “Then you won’t be able to go back to the military until that gets cleared up!”


      “That’s fine by me. The only reason I took the deal to work with them was so I could avoid the gallows. There are tons of ways to keep on surviving. If I can live longer doing this, then I should. You should too.”


      Dina’s expression changed completely in response to his words. She tried to back away, but he ended up grabbing her arm this time.


      “Stop spouting nonsense. I could never go!”


      “Dina. The family is gone. You’re just plain old Dina, now that you’ve survived. There’s no reason you should still be linked to your past and birth at this point in the game.”


      “That’s right, which is why...”


      “But he doesn’t think that way, does he?”


      She couldn’t retort right back. As Dina stood there, stiff as if she’d just been shot with a gun, Luca quietly looked down at her. The grip he had on her arm wasn’t painful, but it was firm.


      “He could pull the trigger on you. If he’s got a reason, he could do it any time, right then.”


      Ahh, so Luca saw it like that too. The bloodlust she’d seen in Teodoro’s eyes back in the map room hadn’t been her imagination. Teodoro really had been going to kill her then. Wanted to kill her then. So much so that someone else could tell from off to the side.


      “He doesn’t love you like you love him.”


      Dina bit her lip in response to the words that devastated her heart. Seeing her unable to dispute it, desperately trying to keep her emotions from bursting, sorrow rose in Luca’s eyes.


      “Dina, if it was me, then—”


      It was at that moment that a muffled slam rang out.


      “Mmmrgh!”


      Shocked, Dina looked farther into the room beyond Luca. The cupboard underneath the stage was shaking, despite nothing touching it. It was as if something were writhing inside.


      “That voice. It couldn’t be...”


      The sound rang out once again. The stage shook from an impact inside it, right before her eyes.


      “Nnmmrghhh!”


      Dina hesitantly approached it, breaking out into a run when she became convinced. There was a latch on the cupboard under the stage. Flipping it easily from the outside, she put her hands on the double doors. For a moment, the thought that another corpse might pop up ran through her mind, but she immediately shook it away. And just as she expected, a woman with a gag in her mouth and her arms tied behind her back rolled out.


      “Lydia! So this is where you were!” Dina screamed, undoing the other woman’s bonds as she wriggled like a caterpillar.


      “Bwahhh! Th-Thank goodness I’ve been saved! I thought I was gonna end up hung up and smoked like meat!”


      Seeing Lydia cling to Dina as she cried out in relief, Luca muttered, “That broad really is a dumb shit,” but his voice was drowned out by her delight.


      “Thank goodness you’re safe! Just who was it...”


      “Ah, that’s right, Dina! We need to run, before he comes back!”


      Slipping out of Dina’s arms as the relieved woman started to ask her what happened, Lydia stood and ran right past Luca to the door connected to the hallway.


      “Hey, don’t open it! They’ll find us—”


      The door opened at the same time as Luca shouted in annoyance. Before Lydia even had a chance to touch it.


      It was Lazaro who pushed it open.


      “Miss Lydia too, huh. That’s not good.”


      His gaze moved over each of them inside the room, from the stunned Dina, to Luca as he grimaced, and finally to Lydia, who was frozen in shock right in front of the door. The other soldier wasn’t with him.


      “Te—”


      Just as Dina was about to ask about Teodoro, Lydia’s screech drowned out her voice. The poor girl was pointing right at Lazaro.


      “M-Murderer! This guy trapped me in here because I saw him hit Mister Luca from behind!”


      No sooner than she’d finished saying that, a dull thud echoed through the dim room. Lydia collapsed right there.


      “Lydia!”


      Lazaro unclenched the fist he’d punched Lydia with and shook it out.


      “That’s right, it’ll be bad if I don’t think up what to do about this. She’s an honest citizen, but she’s still misunderstanding things...” Lazaro said, his gaze moving to Dina. Murderous intent lighting a blaze in his eyes. “An average citizen probably wouldn’t understand how important killing Dina Ferletti is.”


      Luca stood in front of Dina as the woman froze in fear. Lazaro stepped into the Hall of Judgment, but a hand grabbed his shoulder from behind.


      “What would be bad about that?”


      Having just caught up with the other man, Teodoro felt his shoulders heaving. His voice made it clear he was upset, much different from how he usually carried himself.


      “Didn’t I just explain everything to you?”


      Teodoro circled around in front of Lazaro as he spat that out. While Dina couldn’t see any external injuries as Teo stood between his superior, herself, and Luca, she saw him pressing his right hand against his left shoulder.


      “This is a disciplinary infraction. Luca Belaccio is an ally, and as long as he’s under my supervision, he’s supposed to be treated like any other soldier. He mustn’t be harmed unless there are orders from the brass or extenuating circumstances arise... That’s what you told me over and over again when I was just a hotheaded trainee.”


      Still out of breath, Teodoro sounded like he was making a direct appeal to Lazaro. In response, the older man gave him a pitying look and wry smile.


      “Sorry. You got that wound because I taught you that, right?”


      Lazaro pointed to his own ear. Teodoro’s expression didn’t change in response to the motion, referring to the injury he’d taken while on the job.


      “I get it. That’s what they said to pacify us. For the citizens. For our comrades. To defeat the Ferlettis. We fooled the citizenry and protected the Ferletti dregs who slaughtered our buddies, telling ourselves that they were our allies.”


      Lazaro took a step closer to Teodoro.


      “What the hell did they mean by ‘allies’? They’re Ferlettis. If they were that easy to rehabilitate, then things wouldn’t have gotten this bad after all of these...”


      The very moment the “years!” left the man’s mouth, his arm sliced through the air. Lazaro had tried to chop Teodoro’s left shoulder, but Teo squatted down to dodge. The younger man then supported himself with his right hand on the floor as he kicked his superior’s feet out from under him. As Teo tried to yank Lazaro down to the floor by his collar, the older man kicked him in the shoulder. After putting some distance between himself and Teodoro, Lazaro let out a breath.


      “The black sheep will never disappear. After all, the shepherds who brought them along and the white sheep they mingled with don’t care about their wool being a different color. And that’ll continue, right up until the black sheep wipe out the whole herd.”


      “So you were the one who slaughtered Squad 2?”


      The corner of Lazaro’s lips rose just a tad.


      ***


      The day Dina had crossed paths with Daniele Lyra had also been something of a turning point for Lazaro Cassini. While the young woman and mysterious man spoke in the cold city streets, malice had started oozing from a quiet room within the military’s headquarters.


      “I only dream of comrades who were killed in the line of duty.”


      Upon hearing that statement, the military psychiatrist narrowed his small eyes even further and frowned in pity.


      “I see, so they’re back... Even though they had been improving around summertime.”


      “That was because we finally accomplished something we’d all wished for so long... But then, we started seeing black sheep.”


      The doctor didn’t refute his patient’s quiet statement regarding the cause of his mental deterioration.


      The exam room was completely closed off with its curtains firmly shut. These steps had been taken to thoroughly insulate the room against a potential leak of confidential information. Lazaro had a serious and dark expression on his face as he sat on a backless chair. His gaze lingered around the doctor’s shoes.


      “It’s like they were waiting for this opportunity. Ahh, there probably were some of them that were doing just that. I keep dreaming about them too, Doctor. While my comrades are all chatting with each other, one will suddenly be engulfed in black wool as their face contorts into that of a sheep. After that, they’ll start biting everyone. It’s either that, the same old dreams of their corpses floating along the canal, or the one with their heads dotted along the road. You know, the ones I was having before the summer hit.”


      Not noticing the doctor open his mouth to respond, Lazaro continued talking on his own.


      “I know exactly who I’m gonna dream about tonight. I just got a report of a death on duty. It was a guy one year my senior. The traitor we caught yesterday leaked his location to his new buddies before he was arrested. Once again, we were too late.”


      Looking down at the clinical records on his clipboard, the doctor let out a sigh.


      “Lieutenant Colonel Cassini. I’ve told you this again and again, but I believe it would be best for you to take a short break from work and—”


      “I can’t. Another one of my comrades might die while I’m out. It’s been decided that I’m going to take up the mission I was approached about; the investigation of Labyrinthia Castle... We finally crushed the Ferlettis’ mansion off in the capital. We’re so close.”


      The doctor appeared to be worried as he looked at Lazaro. He often gave this look to patients who wouldn’t listen to him.


      “All right. I’ll prescribe you some sedatives, just as you requested. Quit drinking before you sleep. Taking them along with alcohol can induce psychological disorders.”


      After he heard that, Lazaro cracked a relieved smile.


      “The investigation will have me out of the capital for a while, so I’d be grateful if you gave me a lot.”




      The boot camp’s lounge was bustling. The men within, who were usually undertaking intense training, were playing cards for a bit of momentary amusement. Among them were men who were scheduled to join him on the investigation, and other acquaintances.


      “Well, if it isn’t ol’ Lazaro! Just out of some drills?”


      “Something like that.”


      Given that the details of Lazaro’s Special Forces Squad were confidential, these men were under the impression that the old dog was one of the many members of the Capital Guard.


      Lazaro walked away from them and to an empty table, then lined up the two glasses he’d taken from the wagon and poured some liquor into each one. From there he took a seat and removed a set of dog tags from his pocket. They weren’t his. They belonged to one of the comrades he’d just told the psychiatrist about.


      The brass said he didn’t have any family. While they didn’t come out and say it, Lazaro’s gut told him that the Ferlettis had stolen the soldier’s family. That was why Lazaro accepted them, despite the fact he was merely one of his comrade’s military juniors.


      The tears he braved wouldn’t come out. Feeling horrifically empty, he picked up one of the glasses and lightly tapped it against the other one on the table. While he listened to the high note as it lingered, he just couldn’t get in the mood to drink.


      Guess I’ll head to the nap room.


      Putting his glass back on the table, Lazaro took out the bottle of sedatives he’d just been given and downed a pill.


      “Hey, is it true you’re part of the team going to investigate Labyrinthia Castle?”


      One of his acquaintances had gone out of his way to turn toward Lazaro despite holding a full hand of cards. When he nodded in confirmation, the man gave him a happy grin.


      “Ooh, then that means that geezer’s comin’ too, huh? The one Lazaro’s paired up with!”


      Those words made Lazaro, who was looking at the dog tags as he put the bottle back in his pocket, look up. By “geezer,” they meant Daniele.


      “He is. What about it?”


      Some of the other soldiers started asking the card player what “geezer” he was talking about, and from what squad.


      “Lazaro’s bud! That weird rich-looking geezer. He acts like a noble, but he’s stupid strong, and knows a ton about all sorts of things. Someone ya can’t get tired of chattin’ with! Am I right?”


      As the man prompted him to agree, Lazaro couldn’t help but give him a wry grin back.


      He’s a former Ferletti executive. One of our natural enemies. But that guy fits in with everybody so well that they’d probably never believe me.


      To be precise, Lazaro and Daniele weren’t buddies, but supervisor and convict. He didn’t think he needed to say that, though. For the past sixteen years, the brass’s stance had been that it would just cause turmoil for nothing—and the superior who’d told him that sixteen years earlier was already long dead.


      “Hey, Lazaro.”


      He looked up.


      “Just who is that Daniele guy?”


      The door to the lounge opened before Lazaro could answer.


      “What, do you pip-squeaks do anything other than slam your foreheads together while talkin’ about me? You’re so dull.”


      “Daniele.”


      Daniele Lyra, the man who appeared, greeted the soldiers as he made big strides toward Lazaro’s table.


      “You’re in a good mood. Are you looking forward to the trip to Labyrinthia that much?”


      The gaudy man’s supervisor sounded mighty exasperated when he asked that question. However, Lyra, decked out in a suit from the city’s best and most expensive tailor, grinned in delight.


      “That’s not all. Today, I finally met our princess.”


      Once he heard that, Lazaro furrowed his brow with suspicion before he gasped and his eyes widened.


      “Wait, you’re not talking about the girl who infiltrated the mansion, are you? Dumbass, your kind is prohibited from interacting with her!”


      “It was just by chance. A lady had a leaf stuck in her hair, and I gave her a hand. She just happened to be her.”


      Lazaro lowered his voice in response to the much older man’s lack of shame, but was careful to avoid being called out by his nearby comrades.


      “I’m telling you this under the assumption that you’re not going senile yet, but she’s just a normal girl. She got caught up in everything because she just happened to be close to Dina Ferletti’s age...”


      He went silent. Daniele’s smile didn’t drop from his face, his wolflike golden eyes staring right at Lazaro The glint in those eyes sent a chill down his spine.


      “Is she the real deal?”


      Their other comrades in the lounge were still absorbed in their card game. No one paid any attention to the conversation between Lazaro, who’d gone pale, and Daniele, whose smile just deepened. It was as if he were savoring it.


      “That can’t be true. They said she was dead, so how?”


      “How? She didn’t die because she wanted to. There’s nothing odd about her going into hiding.”


      “But I heard she was a blonde.”


      “Hey, c’mon. Why’s it possible that Dina Tosca dyed her hair, but Dina Ferletti couldn’t?”


      —The real Dina Ferletti was alive? There was no way. There’s no way they wouldn’t share a massive problem like that happening. They couldn’t have hidden it, right? Who would do that? The military? A mole who set her up to be an accomplice?


      “Whoa, you’ve got some good stuff on ya. Perfect for today.”


      Daniele’s words brought Lazaro back to reality. While he’d been lost in his own thoughts, Daniele had grabbed the liquor bottle off the table and given it an appraising look.


      “Don’t go off to meet her on your own.”


      Dodging Lazaro’s hand as he tried to grab the bottle back, Daniele poured the liquor into one of the glasses on the table.


      “Sure, I’ll be careful.”


      He was lying. The bastard was planning on disobeying his orders again like they were nothing. No matter how many times he was told, it’d be the same. Over, and over, and over again.


      As Lazaro stewed in those dark thoughts, his comrade’s dog tags slipped out of his hand. Just as he was about to reach down and pick them up, Daniele stepped on them. Lazaro felt like his own heart that had been stomped on.


      “Da—”


      Before he got a chance to angrily spit out the other man’s name, he got a glass shoved into his hands. As Lazaro took it, Daniele kept on pressing him in ecstasy, his tones low and his eyes shining with a blaze.


      “You celebrate too! Today, I met Lord Lucrezio’s daughter. Nicola was right, she really was alive! Ahh, I’m so glad! I feel like I’ve been living all for the sake of this day!”




      It was then that Lazaro felt something snap inside him. To speak figuratively, he was like a sack full of water. He’d already been on the verge of overflowing for ages, but finally burst when another drop was poured in.


      This bastard hasn’t changed at all. He’s still a loyal Ferletti servant.


      Urged on by Lyra, Lazaro sipped from his glass. It felt like everything he’d been bottling up inside himself had silently begun overflowing and spreading, swallowing their surroundings.




      “Lazaro, don’t ya think you should take a bit of a rest? You’re awfully pale.”


      Before Lazaro had realized it, Daniele had already gotten mixed up with the card game going on at the other table. He clearly looked out of place, but not a single person questioned him being there. Not a single one thought about what he’d done in the past. Lazaro hadn’t either, because he’d been told to think more about how Daniele could help going forward than to judge him for his past. As a result, one of his comrades met his end, leaving nothing but his dog tags.


      Lazaro stared at the colleague who’d spoken to him. The look on the man’s face said that he wasn’t thinking anything about the threat that was near at hand.


      “Ahh... You’re right.”


      Now, it was easy for him to understand. They were different than he was. He had no doubt that they didn’t imagine how many of their comrades died while they were resting, and how.


      “I think I’ve been forcing myself a bit... It was impossible for me from the start.”


      Lazaro left the lounge, thinking about what moves he should make from then on. If nothing else, the first thing he needed to do was to shut up the doctor who prescribed him the sedatives. He walked back toward the exam room he’d left a little while ago.


      ***


      A kick meant for Lazaro sliced through the air. Not long after, Dina heard Teodoro quietly click his tongue.


      “You’ve gone to the dogs in the short time since I last saw you. So your plan was to fake Daniele’s betrayal, pretend you were the only one to survive, and pin it all on him so you’d have a story for the next team that showed up? Did you seriously think your scheme would fly?”


      “It will. Even if you put black paint on a black sheep’s wool, you wouldn’t be able to tell what was black from the start... In the first place, you knew they were irredeemable sinners from the start, didn’t you? We’d just gone and convinced ourselves that we forgave their crimes, and that they were our allies.”


      Dina, who had been frozen in fear behind Luca, spoke up in spite of herself.


      “Daniele is dead. Once they find his corpse, your deception will come to light.”


      That instant, Lazaro glared at her, his eyes like the devil.


      “There’s no way he’s dead! If he is, then just who else are you saying is in this castle?!”


      The rage in his scream was terrifying. When he saw how Dina stopped cold, he stopped moving, looking like he had come back to his senses. He let out a sigh, as if he were trying to calm himself.


      “I stabbed him, I’ll give you that, but I missed my chance to kill him. The other cowards were easy, but of all the bastards I could’ve failed to finish off, it ended up being the guy who needed to die the most. Lemme just get something straight here: The stab wound to my back is real!”


      As Lazaro dodged Teodoro’s attacks, his eyes wandered off Dina once more.


      “Was it you who tried to suffocate Dina?”


      There was no longer any warmth toward a compatriot in Teodoro’s words. There was now contempt in Lazaro’s eyes as well.


      “It’s only been a little while since we last met, and yet you’ve become the worst soldier I’ve ever seen, Teodoro. For you to come back after being swept off your feet by Dina Ferletti of all people!”


      Lazaro blocked Teodoro’s hand as he tried to pull out his gun. The two were in a deadlock, glaring at each other at point-blank range.


      “Yeah, I did shove that woman’s face into linen room sheets. I set up the trap on the second floor’s skywalk too. Daniele had told me that Lucrezio Ferletti used the one on the second floor to reach the bell tower, but if, by some possibility, you managed to open the door there, then you wouldn’t go to the one on the third floor, now would you? That’d be a problem. Even if I might’ve suspected that Daniele was hiding in the study, I wouldn’t be able to get inside then, since there was a mechanism keeping the door closed unless you got in and out the bell tower from the third floor. I figured that if I brought up the miniature and made Dina Ferletti focus on the bell tower, then you would go there... And I was right. You really were more brilliant than anyone else.”


      “Lieutenant Colonel—”


      Teodoro’s head was thrown back with a smack. Lazaro had elbowed him in the temple, causing the younger man to lose sense of balance and stumble back for an instant. That was plenty of time for Lazaro to knock him to the floor and straddle him. Teodoro had been knocked on his back, and his expression started to warp as the other man drove a knee into his left shoulder.


      “No!”


      When Dina screamed and tried to run to her husband without knowing what she was doing, Luca stopped her. While that was happening, Lazaro unholstered out a pair of guns. Judging from how Luca’s expression had changed as he held Dina back, one of those guns must’ve been his stolen sidearm.


      “You’re brilliant, so you must actually understand, right? Villains never change. It’s impossible from the get-go for them to be used effectively. Even after sixteen years, it was no use... It was impossible. I can’t do it anymore.”


      As he said that, Lazaro put a gun in Teodoro’s right hand while keeping one trained on the man.


      “Make your choice, Teodoro Rudini. Decide who among us is the most evil and take your shot. Choose who to kill in order to protect so many more innocent citizens.”


      At that moment, Luca tried to move Dina away from the confrontation. However, he didn’t notice that Lazaro’s hawklike gaze had caught him pushing her toward the stage.


      “I’ll shoot your second choice.”


      When Dina wouldn’t move, Luca shoved her away. Her cross tumbled out of her pocket as she fell, and as she followed its trajectory with her eyes, they met Teodoro’s. The muzzle of Lazaro’s gun was still pointed right between those baby blues.


      She wanted him to run. But how could she?


      Shoot me.


      Before she had a chance to put that thought into words, a heavy clonk rang out, and the muzzle pointed toward Teodoro shook about.


      “I-If you’re choosing from everyone in this room, then you’re obviously the worst!”


      It was Lydia who’d smacked Lazaro with a piece of wood from the broken stage. While holding the back of his head, Lazaro turned his bloodlust her way in response to her disparagement.


      As Dina shuddered and Lydia backed away, a scream for the latter to run had been drowned out by the sound of gunshot.


      And then, a gun crashed against the floor.


      “T-Te...”


      The upper half of Lazaro’s body tilted over, and with nothing left to support him, he fell on top of Teodoro. It was as if the lieutenant colonel were a puppet who’d just had his strings cut.


      “Teo...”


      Within mere moments, Lazaro’s chest was soaked in blood. He didn’t leave the world with a final word. In fact, there was no need to confirm anything: he’d died in an instant.


      “Your jokes really lost their punch.”


      Without an ounce of hesitation, Teodoro reached into Lazaro’s bloody chest pocket and took out a small bomb. After that, Teo shoved the body off of his own as if it had outlived its usefulness. As he stood up, Lazaro’s corpse rolled to the ground. The castle was now totally silent, but the bell’s ringing pierced through the otherwise empty air.




      “Once morning comes, the police from outside’ll open the gate for us.”


      No one nodded along with Luca’s statement, but no one had taken them as a falsehood either. Just before saying those words, he’d picked up his gun, leaned against the wall, and pressed his head against it.


      The nightmare was over. They’d thought that Daniele Lyra had been behind the unrelenting string of attacks, but it’d actually been Lazaro—the invisible enemy who’d been beside them the entire time.


      “But...”


      If that was all there was to it, then there was one thing Dina couldn’t understand.


      “Who attacked him then?”


      It didn’t add up: the rope Lazaro had been strangled with, Daniele’s long-severed hand being conveniently caught between the interlocking pillar and the wall, and the pulley that pulled the rope up. Who’d leave a man’s severed hand in place like that? And who set the pulley to go off?


      Had Lazaro done it all himself? He hadn’t been able to get into the study before Dina’s group arrived, so was it even possible for him to do that all within the handful of minutes Lydia was off fetching them?


      What about the whole thing with him getting hit in the exact same place he’d been stabbed before? Who even stabbed Lazaro to begin with? It didn’t seem to be self-inflicted, and if he was just putting on an act, why would he risk dying from excessive blood loss? Or had he been telling the truth when he claimed that Daniele had used every bit of his remaining strength to stab his old supervisor? If that’s the case, then why had Daniele taken a nosedive into the ocean and left only a severed hand behind?


      “There’s no way he’s dead! If he is, then just who else are you saying is in this castle?!”


      Is another person in this castle? Someone that even Lazaro wasn’t aware of?


      Dina’s eyes had been glued to Lazaro’s body as she sat against the wall, but she looked up when she sensed someone walking up to her. Immediately afterward, that person collapsed as if he were leaning on her. She caught Teodoro out of reflex, and quickly noticed that he was burning up, he had a racing pulse, and he was breathing fast. His condition was worsening.


      “Teo...”


      He didn’t say anything, causing Dina’s anxiety to intensify. Just what in the world had put her husband in such a bad way? What should they do next? If she was fated to end up feeling so on edge, then she shouldn’t have come along in the first place.


      Pursing her lips tightly, Dina held Teodoro’s body close, as if to suppress her regret and fears. His lips touched her cold ear.


      “I heard the sound of gears coming from underneath the floor.”


      “Huh?”


      Dina was confused by the scant words he managed to get out between haggard breaths.


      “They’re moving to the same rhythm the waterwheel is spinning to.”


      One incomprehensible sentence after another. A thoroughly baffled Dina was about to stare him down.


      However, a hard thwam interrupted her.


      The loud noise made her tremble. She went pale, but nothing had happened to Teodoro.


      Actually, the tip of a large spear had just pierced through Lazaro’s body as it lay in the center of the Hall of Judgment. The thwam from a moment ago had been the tip crashing into the floor.


      “Huh?”


      Everyone froze in place.


      Dina traced the spear’s path with her eyes—starting at Lazaro’s body, working up the spear’s grip, and up into the ceiling. It was at that point that she noticed something about the angel’s hand in the ceiling painting. The angel held a spear, and that spot in the painting was opening like a window. However, the gap then shut itself with a slam, returning to the painting to its original perfection.


      Even though the room had gone dead silent, the sounds of a murmuring stream could still be heard in the background.


      “La...”


      Just as Dina was about to call out to the dead man, she felt a faint vibration coming from underneath the floor. She also heard the clattering sound of two objects grinding against each other. Despite the fact this sound probably wouldn’t be audible from outside the hall, Dina shuddered, held Teodoro tight to her body, and pressed herself right against the wall.


      Shortly afterward, a three-meter, square-shaped border appeared on the floor at the hall’s center, and the inner section silently sank down. Naturally, Lazaro’s body shook about in the process. The cross section view of the stone flooring looked almost like mille-feuille, made of layers upon layers. Then, the section of flooring that had sunk down began sliding underneath the flooring beside it, exposing a hole.


      Lazaro’s body moved along with the floor’s whims, but the constant shifting beneath it caused the corpse to roll away and off into the abyss below. Within the darkness, one could hear a loud splash come from the bottom.


      As the quartet watched on, either stunned or silent, the flooring returned to its original configuration. When the sound of gears turning ceased, all that was left was the deathly quiet Hall of Judgment, albeit with some more bloodstains than it had before.


      “The castle a-ate someone?”


      No one even bothered to argue against Lydia’s absurd observation.


      “The angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua.”


      The words written on that scrap of paper fell from Dina’s dry lips.


      “The floor turns counterclockwise, so you must shift the angel. Don’t let the hand fall on it until the next ten years pass. Don’t ring the bell. Don’t spin the waterwheel. Strive to ensure there will no longer be a need to give the people their daily bread. Hold no questions. Obediently carry out your duty.”


      “This castle wakes up every ten years...”


      The dying scrawling of that poor official came to Dina’s mind.


      “everyone’s gonna be killed save me”


      “So, it’s the don’s duty to...keep the castle from awakening?”


      Teodoro had a grim look in his eyes as remained on the side, watching Dina come to her conclusion.


      The person who ended up standing and brushing the silent air that had filled the room away was Luca.


      “Looks like we aren’t gonna be able to wait for morning in some beds, then.”


      Teodoro moved away from Dina and stood up as well, seemingly in agreement.


      “It’s dangerous for us to be inside the castle. Let’s go out into the garden.”


      Her husband’s words brought Dina back to Earth, and she panicked.


      “Wait, Teo! If Lazaro fell into the floor like that, then doesn’t that mean that the same thing might’ve happened to Fabio? If we go underground, then—”


      “No. We’re waiting for backup.”


      Teodoro’s flat, firm refusal put her at a loss for words for a moment. But at the same time, Lydia stood up and ran out of the room.


      “Hey, where are you going?!”


      “I saw a room with maces and axes and things! I’ll go grab some!”


      “That’s dangerous! Get your ass back here!”


      Despite Teodoro and Luca both yelling at her in turn, Lydia’s response was almost cheerful.


      “I’ll be fine! I’ll walk off to the sides!”


      Dina gasped when she heard that. The part of the Hall of Judgment that had opened up was the very center. They were all safe since they were all pressed against the walls. Now that she thought about it, the room they’d left the official’s body in had only had chairs along the walls when they’d returned.




      Shortly afterward, Lydia came back with a big mace in each hand. She passed one to Luca as she gave him a serious look and said, “Camping outside in the winter is super bad. Don’t underestimate how cold the ocean breeze can get.”


      And so, the Hall of Judgment’s flooring was mercilessly reduced to rubble, and the remaining quartet found themselves faced with the massive underground path that remained.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: The Enemy’s Form


      The underground space could almost be seen as a second castle hiding beneath the first. Several pillars connected the area’s floor to the roof, which was the flooring of Labyrinthia Castle itself. Additionally, these pillars were connected to a thick tower at the area’s center via a series of arches. Finally, the numerous waterways that ran through the passage were strung up in the air like a spider’s web.


      “That’s the bell tower, isn’t it?” Dina murmured to no one in particular as she looked at the thick towerlike structure in the middle.


      Based on the structure’s location, there was no doubt in her mind that it was the bell tower. However, it looked fairly different from the sections that resided aboveground, with window-like holes peppering its mass and the aforementioned waterways splaying out from said holes. It seemed as if the bell tower’s underground portion was used as a water tank, and since Dina could hear pulleys, she imagined there was likely some sort of mechanism inside that continually scooped water up to the waterways on upper levels.


      The walkway in this room had been inconspicuously built off to the edge. It was a square spiral passage, with a waist-height guardrail. Dina and company descended the stairless wooden slope beside the flowing channels, and lit the occasional sconce they discovered on the way down.


      Not only was the sound of water clearer than it had been aboveground, but the way the whirring of gears overlapped that sound was eerie. Additionally, the notes of the same sweet smells that’d hit Dina’s nose inside the castle were starting to give her a bad feeling.


      “Guess there’s no need to wonder if those gears are what moved that rope on the pulley back in the study, huh,” Luca muttered as he looked up at the ceiling. He was walking a little ways behind Dina, alongside Lydia.


      The ceiling, or underside of the castle’s flooring, was packed with gears—its teeth biting together and spinning with a whirr. The Hall of Judgment’s resting place was gear free since they’d destroyed the floor, but the gears surrounding it kept on spinning with no issue.


      It was almost as if the bell tower were a heart, the waterways veins, and the gears muscle. The lifelike mechanism made Dina think back to the Stone-Step Devices they’d seen right after hopping off the boat. The castle seemingly attacked people, responding to their weight as they walked through its halls. It was built using the same lost technology the Ferlettis had suppressed. The artisans probably weren’t slapped on the wrist with a simple punishment, but were forced to incorporate this technology into the castle.


      With the exception of Lazaro’s own actions, every little incomprehensible occurrence had been put into motion by the castle itself.


      “So what Lydia’s mother meant by saying to walk off to the side... There weren’t any mechanisms installed there...”


      “And the officials who didn’t know that were killed by it, huh?”


      Dina glanced up at Teodoro’s back when he muttered that addition. His skin had been hot when he’d been laying against her in the Hall of Judgment. Not to mention that his muscles had been strangely firm, his breathing fast, and his pulse racing. He was very clearly not acting like himself, yet as soon as Luca had broken through the floor, Teo had joined them on the way down. Even now, he was just walking forward, as if he were trying to get away from her.


      “Teo, are you feeling okay?”


      Even though she spoke to him, he didn’t answer. Dina quietly looked back downward.




      The group descended farther and farther down the underground path, made of a mix of slopes and stairs. The sounds of the water got louder, and the chokingly sweet floral scent got stronger. The gears moved together, their teeth biting into each other. Just where was the power spinning the first gear coming from?


      As Dina observed their surroundings while she walked, Luca heaved an annoyed sigh.


      “We didn’t notice any of this three years ago.”


      Dina grimaced. “That’s because Aurelio carried out his duty a decade ago. He got inside the bell tower, either through the skywalk on the second floor or the secret passage in the study, and moved the angel picture so that the ‘clock hand’ wouldn’t point to it. We needed to do the exact same thing this time, but there was no one who knew that still alive.”


      “Once ten years have come and gone, the angel will awaken within the labirinto d’acqua. The footless must carry out their duty.”


      Dina had felt something was off about the phrase associated with the castle—the footless, snakes. There was no way that the castle’s snakes weren’t alluding to the Ferlettis. But this “angel” was telling those snakes to “carry out their duty.” She couldn’t imagine anyone in this city being able to step all over the city’s rightful rulers.


      But the “angel” was Labyrinthia Castle itself.


      As she stared at the gears, Dina saw that they were faintly dingy. Was it dirt that had accumulated on them over the long years, or the blood of the castle’s recent victims? Daniele’s hand had been caught on the secret passage’s pulley because his corpse had been caught in between the gears and the hand went bye-bye, being strung along by the locomotion. It was probably the same for the ring they’d found in the great hall.


      “The castle thinks we’re its enemies. Clueless invaders that need to be dealt with... The front gate must’ve been a test to see if we’d used the lock next to the snake above the angel. If you didn’t realize that the keyhole was lower down than the angel, you’d be locked inside. The traps started immediately after we arrived.”


      Luca let out an exasperated huff. “Locks? Aurelio didn’t open it weird or anything... Ahh, but that was three years ago, huh. But security like that must’ve made it pretty hard to live here.”


      “It was probably put in place in expectation of the castle falling into enemy hands.”


      If a decade had passed by without anyone knowing of the ritual, everyone within the castle would die. That was how the Ferlettis prepared for their enemies.


      The details behind the ritual were likely kept to the current don to ensure that the castle was kept in family hands in the event someone else tried to take control of the castle. Anyone that foolish was sure to meet the same fate as Lazaro and Daniele. The Ferlettis were exhaustively meticulous in their planning—they wouldn’t allow that power to be passed down to more than one person.


      Once they became the city’s rightful rulers, the Ferlettis absolutely would not let anyone else have it. It felt as if that tenacity wafted alongside the ominously sweet-scented air.


      “They fudged the castle’s secrets into a poem so that their enemies wouldn’t know, but made it so anyone who got into the bell tower would know what to do to keep them from running during peaceful times. Even if their headquarters moved to Diarante... I’m sure that even someone who hadn’t been filled in by the previous don, like myself, would likely enter the bell tower when the miniature’s own bell started to ring. However, I’m not sure if I could’ve read the bit of Lingua Domini on it back when I was ten.”


      In that respect, Dina was glad that Aurelio, a former novice priest, had stopped by the castle all those years ago. But was it even okay for her to be relieved that he’d taken on the duty in place?


      “But the scrap of paper with instructions we found in the bell tower said something about bread too. Just what does it mean by ‘strive to ensure there will no longer be a need to give the people their daily bread’?”


      Lydia spoke up in response to Dina’s words.


      “That’s probably talking about the ‘Angel’s Blessed Bread.’ That’s what was distributed in times of war, so maybe the moral of the story is not to let war happen?”


      While her interpretation was reasonable, there was probably a better way she could have worded it.


      Now that Dina thought about it, there had been a strange passage in the legend about the angel’s bread.


      “When war broke out, water would flow through the town.”


      Dina remained quiet. The legend was similar to what Fabio had mentioned, but the bread in each telling of the story worked entirely differently.


      “There are several accounts of this from nearby cities. People who used to live in Labyrinthia, the folks who’d fled during conflicts with other towns, said they’d eaten bread that had come from this very castle, and then they died.”


      One said that the bread had merely been provisions, while the other said the bread that had been distributed was poisoned. Why would they do that? If they knew that those people were going to flee, then all they would have had to do was catch and punish them.


      And the enemies outside seemed as if they’d been possessed by evil spirits...


      Deep in thought as she walked, Dina heard a splash from down by her feet. When she looked down, startled, she ran into Teodoro’s back right in front of her.


      “This is the very bottom.”


      The undermost level of the underground that they arrived at was shallowly filled with water.




      “Is this connected to the ocean?”


      The water on the floor smelled a bit like seawater. If that was the case, then perhaps they’d be able to escape if they found a deep spot in the water.


      As Dina stepped forward toward a possible exit, she hit a hard stone fragment with her foot. It was a broken piece of waterway. When she looked around, she saw that two nearby waterways had no water flowing through them. Looking upstream, she saw that there was a hole in the bottom part halfway up, through which the water was splashing to the ground.


      Thanks to the lack of water flowing through the waterway, Dina could clearly see inside it. It seemed to have what appeared to be valves installed at regular intervals. Surprisingly, these valves were made of the same kind of stone as the waterways themselves. She could tell that the water flowed through the valves and into other waterways like a set of double doors that had been left open. And, just as she expected, there was an emerald-eyed snake design on the bottom, along with some carved in text.


      “A city’s name is carved into this.”


      Not only that, but it was one of the cities that Dina had seen in the third-floor map room. When she checked another waterway, she saw the name of another city that had a map in that room.


      It was unsettling. There was no way that these names would’ve been carved into the waterways on a lark. But what if these waterways were connected to the other cities like a water supply of sorts, then what would happen? Supposing they did stretch throughout the subterranean darkness and into each region like the roots of a massive tree, then what was it for?


      In the first place, what duty did this water play as it flowed through the castle? If it would flow down into the town during times of war, then...


      “Hey, Teo.”


      Despite Dina calling out to him, Teodoro didn’t answer. When she looked toward him, she saw that he wasn’t looking at the waterways that surrounded him at all angles, but in the opposite direction of the bell tower and toward the cliff. Even though the lack of candlelight made their surroundings dark, she could tell he was looking in the ocean’s direction.


      “Teo, are you okay? Your condition isn’t worsening, is—”


      Walking closer, Dina strained her eyes in the same direction Teodoro was staring in and had a horrifying realization.


      “Lazaro and Fabio.”


      The pair were keeled over in a slightly deeper part of the area. Right beside the face-down Lazaro was Fabio with his body facing upward. His appendages were splayed out and his body was covered in blood from head to toe.


      He wasn’t moving at all.


      “They found the bodies of every official who entered this castle in the sea instead of inside. They were probably murdered by the castle’s mechanisms, fell under the floor, and ended up here. Once the tide comes in and the water rises, they’ll be washed out with it. We’d probably find the finance official around here if we looked for him.”


      Dina couldn’t surmise any emotion from Teodoro’s voice.


      “So that’s about where you’d end up falling from the Hall of Judgment, huh?”


      She couldn’t stop herself from running out of breath as a response to the fear and guilt she felt from seeing those bodies.


      Fabio was dead. He’d fought with Dina, been smacked by Luca, lost consciousness, and left in that room all alone. After that, the castle killed him and swallowed him up.


      “I’m sorry.”


      How had Dina so thoughtlessly suggested searching for Fabio like that? To find the man she herself had driven to his end?


      “I’m sorry...”


      Teodoro had given up on looking for Fabio after seeing what happened to Lazaro because he’d seen this coming. That there was no hope.


      “He came here on a mission, so he was fully prepared for this.”


      His words were much curter than they usually were, but even so, he didn’t blame Dina for it.


      “But Fabio...”


      “Of course, I have no intention of sending her somewhere dangerous and then waiting for the report. I’ll come along with you.”


      “I’ll shield her when you can’t move.”


      “And don’t look at me like that. I’ll do my damnedest to pull through on my end.”


      “It’s my fault that he...”


      Dina couldn’t get her entire sentence out. Her feet were backing away from Teodoro on their own. All she could do was run. She couldn’t even pray.




      “Dina.”


      When Dina heard a kind voice call out to her as she sobbed with her forehead against the bell tower, she turned toward it.


      “Lydia...”


      The woman who’d been standing behind her gave her a bitter smile.


      “It’s too bad about Mister Fabio.”


      “It’s my fault.”


      “But Mister Luca was the one who knocked him out, and Mister Teodoro was the one who put him in that room, right? That’s not your fault... Can I sit down beside you?”


      Speaking plainly as if it had nothing to do with her, Lydia sat down next to Dina and gently hugged her shoulder.


      “Did Mister Teodoro grumble at you about it?”


      Dina shook her head. Murmuring, “Of course, he’s not that evil, is he?” Lydia patted the other woman’s shoulder in a constant rhythm. Dina felt that rhythm calm her raging heart bit by bit, pecking at the guilt inside of her all the more. She felt that shouldn’t depend on Lydia’s kindness.


      “It’s my fault that you got caught up in all of this too, Lydia. It’s because I suggested you come in out of the rain that you’re here...”


      “Oh, stop that. I was happy that you were so nice to me. Everyone else has treated me like I was a nuisance at some point, but you never did. Only you.”


      No. Lydia was wrong. Dina just hadn’t been able to play a vocal role in the decision-making. She’d thought it would be fine because someone stronger than herself, Teodoro, would protect them.


      “I didn’t do anything but say things that were nice to hear. I was naive, even though I couldn’t take responsibility for anything...”


      “Okay. Let’s say that you were a deadly poison to Fabio, Dina. But you were a sweet, kind medicine to me.”


      Dina raised her head when Lydia declared that, looking at the other woman’s bright smile. Even though she knew that she had no right to be comforted, it saved her right then.


      In response to Dina’s point-blank look, a bit of bashfulness mixed into Lydia’s smile.


      “Just kidding! I was just parroting something else my mom said. ‘Medicine and poison are one and the same. It all depends on how they are used, so make sure to remember!’”


      The word “thanks” froze in Dina’s throat. For a moment, she forgot to even breathe. What had Lydia just said?


      “Listen to me, my lady. Medicine and poison are one and the same. It all depends on how they are used, so make sure to remember.”


      A nostalgic yet accursed memory rose up to the surface of Dina’s mind. Was it even possible that a saying like that could match up so coincidentally?


      “Lydia.”


      Dina thought that her tone had turned awkward. But Lydia didn’t seem to care, just replying with a “Yes?”


      “You said that your mother died in an accident, didn’t you?”


      How had Lydia’s mother known how people were supposed to walk inside this castle? This woman who’d lived in this region for ages, and under the Ferlettis’ rule.


      “I’m sure this is going to be the end, so I’ll tell you. Just you, Dina, since you were so kind to me.”


      What did she mean by “the end”? As Lydia leaned closer, as if she were about to share a secret, Dina naturally backed away slightly.


      “My mom worked at the Ferletti mansion in Diarante.”


      Two feelings struggled for supremacy within Dina’s heart—refusal and duty. She didn’t want to hear the truth, but she had to. Her heartbeat almost drowned out every other sound that entered her ears, but they clearly caught Lydia’s quiet voice.


      “I don’t know the details, but apparently, she died from food poisoning. She was supposed to be the caretaker to someone important, so it probably happened when she was tasting their food for poison.”


      Even if Dina wanted to tell her to stop talking, her voice wouldn’t come out. Lydia’s mouth just kept on moving.


      “I don’t know whether this is true or not, but according to the messenger they sent from the capital, she was serving a young lady! Strange, huh? I mean, the young master was supposed to be the only Ferletti!”


      The younger girl just kept on smiling. Dina couldn’t tell whether she resembled her mother or not. That was just how heartless Dina Ferletti had been.


      “I’m sorry.”


      “Huh?”


      Dina Ferletti was the sort of woman who would forget the face of the retainer who ate a piece of cake meant for her and collapsed before her eyes.


      “Dina?”


      Because up until that moment, she’d never once considered that the woman had a family.


      Dina stood up, turning her back on Lydia. Supporting herself with a hand on the bell tower, she staggered away from the other woman. She couldn’t accept the truth right now. She wanted time. While clutching the cross she removed from her chest pocket, Dina walked away as if trying to run from her sin even just a bit. However, a confused Lydia followed close behind.


      “Wait, what’s wrong?”


      “Don’t follow me...”


      “I wasn’t looking for an apology from you or anything...”


      “Please, leave me alone!”


      “Dina... Um, watch out!”


      Dina stopped walking. Thanks to her walking without looking forward, she hadn’t realized she’d been about to run into the side of a bay window jutting out from the bell tower.


      “Ah...”


      Looking at it from the front, she saw that it wasn’t a bay window, but an outward-facing altar built into the wall.


      Why would something like that be here? It was as if it were there to remind Dina of her sinfulness.


      As she stared at it in a daze while her shame pricked at her, she realized that it was set up very similarly to what she’d seen inside the chest kept in the bell tower’s small room. It might have had some sort of clue. With that idea in mind, Dina started investigating the altar to distract herself from her guilt.


      “Dina?”


      She didn’t answer Lydia.


      On top of the altar were two baby-sized angel statues, and just as she’d expected, both of them were holding water jugs. When she peeked into the jug on one of them, it was empty. But the other statue was a different story. Inside its jug were green grains. They almost looked like broken shards of emerald, and she had a hunch that it was the same material that had been used for the snakes’ eyes in the waterways.


      Just as Dina was about to wonder why it would be there, a strong scent assailed her nostrils. The sweet floral smell almost made her choke. The scent wafting off of the water in the waterways was coming from whatever was in the jug.


      As Dina fell into thought, Lydia began speaking toward her back.


      “My family has served the masters of this castle, the Ferletti family, for generations. They placed their utmost trust in us. Our storage shed is filled with tons of rewards and records left by them. But once the kingdom united, and the main family moved to Diarante, they didn’t take us with them. We had to protect this place, after all.”


      Dina turned around, but Lydia wasn’t smiling anymore. She was clasping her hands together, hanging her head. There was a twinge of pain in her voice, as if she were feeling lonely about being left alone herself. No, the girl really had been left behind. Her mother had gone to Diarante, only to never return again.


      “Mom was smart, and it seemed she had some connections, so she was able to serve the main family once more, but they didn’t call for me. But I waited, thinking that one day, the castle’s master might come back to this town. And...”


      In that instant, a smile bloomed on Lydia’s face as she raised her head.


      “He really did come. Three years ago, to this castle! But at first, I couldn’t tell he was our master from a distance. I mean, his hair was silver!”


      Aurelio had visited the castle three years earlier.


      “I realized it when he went out of his way to come to our home. He came all alone, asking me to bake him some bread... The Angel’s Blessed Bread!”


      Dina felt her face freeze. It was the complete opposite from Lydia’s.


      “They call it bread, but...that’s just what they called it way back. Nowadays, it looks more like a baked sweet... Master had apparently already come to the castle seven years prior to that, but he wouldn’t tell me much about back then...”


      In front of Dina’s eyes, Lydia was almost near tears as she smiled, recalling the event warmly. As if she were remembering her past bliss. But Dina, on the other hand, was trembling in shock.


      “Then at one point, he had me and another guy who came along choose between a pair of sweets that he pulled out of hell knows where.”


      “He ordered us to eat ’em right on the spot. I did, but the other guy threw up as soon as Aurelio was out of sight. But he didn’t do it soon enough.”


      “The poison had spread throughout his body and he went mad. I know that because he tried to kill me.”


      “But out of everyone he could’ve gone for, the genius decided he’ll attack Aurelio when he stops by to check in on him.”


      So Lydia baked the poisoned bread back then. Lydia, the same girl that stood before her, who was in ecstasy as she told her story.


      “He took the bread I baked with the legendary flour my family had carefully stored back with him, and that was the last I saw him... I’ve always wondered what he did with it. Did he eat it? My dad died after I had him eat some, so I was so worried that I’d given him a failed batch, and that he wasn’t coming back to see me because he was angry... But I decided to get everything ready, so that he could come back at any time. I did all the laundry, the cleaning, and took care of the gardens without skimping even a bit, since there was a key that had been given to my ancestors long ago in the storage shed.”


      So that was why all the linens in that linen room were immaculate, and there hadn’t been a speck of dust in the corridors. Turning it around, only the study and inside the bell tower had been covered in dust, since she hadn’t been able to get inside them alone.


      “So I kept on waiting, but then I read in the paper that he died. But there was no way that could be true, could it? The angels gave his ancestry divine authority over Labyrinthia, so such a man could never die so far away from it.”


      Lydia’s eyes were sparkling, cheeks flushed as her mouth never stopped. She was like a devout worshipper who’d heard an oracle, whose heart would never waver, never yield to an oppressor. Dina felt her spine freeze. The smile she’d seen as sparkling just moments before was now making her heart stir desperately.


      “Which is why I decided I would protect this castle from outsiders. The Angel’s Blessed Bread would only kill the Ferletti family’s enemies. While I didn’t get to give it to the officials who came first, I handed them over to the squad that Mister Lazaro and Mister Daniele came with. And in the end, they all died, since they were enemies of the Ferlettis. The bread really had been blessed by the angels. It was magic bread, that could be both poison and medicine! I’m sure that was why I was left here. That was my job!”


      She was wrong. That bread was just poisoned. There was no blessing. The fact that Lydia’s own father had died to it should have been more than enough proof.


      But Luca survived after eating it inside the castle, while the man who threw it back up died.


      Wait. Other stories had cases like this too...


      Dina looked at the angels on the altar once more. Inside the water jug filled with green shards, there was a scrap of paper buried among them.


      “So with that in mind, I thought I’d kill whoever came here next, but...”


      Just as Dina plucked it out and looked at it, something clicked in her brain and the passion in Lydia’s voice faded. It was as if something that had been boiling had suddenly been taken off the heat.


      “When I saw you in front of this castle, Dina, I suddenly knew it. I knew my master would never visit again.”


      Dina pursed her lips. It shouldn’t have been possible, but had Lydia realized who she was from a single glance?


      That the person who had appeared before her as she kept on waiting...


      “That my master really had died.”


      ...was the same one who dealt the killing blow to Aurelio.


      “I’m gonna run out of the legendary flour soon. So, I decided to make you all the last ones I killed... For just a moment, I’d gotten my hopes up that Mister Luca was one of the family’s retainers, since he had the same mark as the one in this castle, but he turned out to just be a traitor. Thinking I didn’t care anymore, that I’d kill you all... That I was done too... I ate a piece...”


      Lydia’s voice had begun to shake. Tears began gathering in her bright-green eyes, as if something she’d been resisting had broken.


      “I wonder why... I was all ready to die after I made sure you all had, but... You were working with the military, but you were kind, so I thought it would be nice to die next to your body, and yet...”


      The reason that Lydia had screamed like a fool about not wanting to die yet, or to be killed yet. It had been because she had to die after making sure they had.


      “Why hasn’t anyone died yet?”


      Lydia’s hands reached for Dina’s throat.




      “It’s because there was no angel’s blessing.”


      The younger woman’s hands stopped right before she put them on Dina’s throat.


      “The stuff you put in what you baked wasn’t any angelic blessing, or magic. It was just bread, laced with a fatal neurotoxin.”


      Lydia looked confused. Her pure eyes, knowing no doubt, stared at Dina’s stern expression.


      “You’re wrong. I mean...”


      “The flour the Ferlettis were giving out once upon a time... The people who ate that bread in Labyrinthia while the water flowed survived. At the same time, the family’s enemies, who didn’t eat it, killed each other in the streets. The people who ate the bread in nearby cities gradually wasted away, finally dying after they could no longer move. Fabio told me that it was most likely a neurotoxin that stopped their muscles from contracting. That they wouldn’t be able to move their bodies, and in the end, their hearts would stop. Your father died the same way, didn’t he?”


      Lydia didn’t deny it. As Dina put her conjecture into words, she felt it gradually change into conviction. She was sure of it, even though she was praying that her hunch was wrong.


      “What caused this difference? The correct answer isn’t whether it was eaten in Labyrinthia, but if it was eaten in an environment near this water. But whether it was a place in which this water, mixed with a powerful poison, had flowed down the local waterways, vaporized, and saturated its surroundings. From there, the poisoned would start killing each other, and eventually, their hearts would explode.”


      Dina proceeded to share the incredibly old scrap paper she’d just found with Lydia. The message was written in Lingua Domini. On the jug itself, rich with that sweet floral scent, was the name of a lethal poison that would stimulate the nerves, activate the body’s functions, and send the victim into frenzy before they eventually died. While only those who knew the Lord’s Tongue could read it, the warning on that scrap of paper was exactly the same as the one hidden in the bell tower.


      “You could survive both poisons if you allowed them to cancel each other out with their opposing effects. If only one was imbibed, then you would die, albeit at different points in time. The Ferlettis didn’t bestow any angelic blessings upon the people of Labyrinthia, they simply shared the antidote to the poison they’d already spread around. A poison that would sort out the obstinate from the obedient. A poison that you could even refer to as a weapon of war, as it was used to attack other cities. This was all so that once their rule ended, not a single person would be left alive. It was the Ferlettis’ methods personified, dragging everything it could grasp to the bottom of its swamp!”


      They hadn’t changed, not at all. They wouldn’t hesitate at all to audaciously hold other people’s lives in their hands for the sake of their rule. It was the same family it had always been.


      Lydia looked surprised. She exchanged looks with Dina for another few moments, before slowly clasping her hands together and smiling.


      “How wonderful. The many dons of the Ferletti family really were the strongest, and they always used their power to protect us.”


      The woman had a dreamy look on her face. The look in Dina’s eyes became even more grim as she witnessed Lydia being seemingly enraptured by some kind of fantasy.


      “They weren’t protecting you! The Ferlettis’ only saw the Labyrinthian people as tools to preserve their power!”


      Despite Dina raising her voice, Lydia’s tone just became firmer, as if she’d gained even more confidence in herself.


      “It doesn’t really matter if the people meant nothing to the family. The other families and their governors in this city did nothing but fight, and never actually protected the city for very long. A master who can forge peace is more precious than anything else to a commoner... And did you notice? Not one of the servants’ rooms in this castle had those mechanisms installed in them!”


      Dina gasped and her eyes went wide for a moment, before her gaze narrowed and she clenched her fists. It seemed like she’d wanted to say something, but she’d given up on arguing with Lydia. It was pointless—nothing would get through to the girl. She didn’t see her own sin, or the sins of the family she revered as her masters. There was no hope that she would repent.


      From the very beginning, Dina’s words forsaking the Ferletti family hadn’t resonated with Lydia at all.


      “It’s only right that the soldiers who drove our kind masters into a corner would suffer. Ahh, thank goodness. I’d been fretting so much about how they just wouldn’t eat my sweets, but now that I’ve heard what you have to say, I’m actually relieved.”


      “Huh?”


      “Huh? I mean, they didn’t eat them. Neither Mister Fabio or Mister Teodoro.”


      Dina was silent as she went back through her memories, as if she were searching for the source of a flowing river.


      “There was nothing I could do about Mister Fabio, since he was unconscious. I used a quick chat with Mister Teodoro to give him one, since I wanted to get it into him somehow. Though he probably never ate it, did he?”


      Dina’s consciousness finally hit on one memory. How Teodoro had acted while they were all in the dining hall. How he’d acted when he was about to open the suspicious doors on the floor of the bell tower.


      He hadn’t taken a single bite of the sweets Lydia had brought with her. Not even one.


      “Tell me.”


      Lydia, who up until then had been staring at Dina’s face with a dazed look on her own, tilted her head. As if she found the other woman’s sudden change in expression suspicious. As if she were perplexed at the panic mixed in her voice.


      “Tell me. Where are the rest of the sweets you brought with you?”


      Just as Dina finished saying those words, she grabbed Lydia by her upper arms and started shaking her as hard as she could.


      “D-Dina.”


      “Tell me!”


      After staring into Dina’s eyes and the desperate expression on her face, Lydia simply cracked a broad and joyful smile.


      “No! You just bad-mouthed the Ferletti family!”


      A dry sound rang out through their waterlogged surroundings.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: Choice and Regret


      Dina’s palm stung from the impact of her slap. The recipient of said slap had fallen to the ground, moaning about how it hurt. However, that wouldn’t change the situation as it stood.


      “What’s wrong?”


      She looked up in response to the voice she heard, hoarse with pain. Teodoro was looking her way from a short distance away, his face looking as if he were delirious from his fever.


      “Teo...”


      Dina had to do something. Teodoro was the only one that hadn’t eaten the poison-laced sweets that also functioned as an antidote. Even if they rushed to escape the castle, filled with the sweet scent of poison, he would die before it wore off. At the moment, he was definitely easy to agitate. The neurotoxin was one with an effect that was likened to being possessed by demons. That was why he’d been acting strange the entire time.


      They couldn’t agitate him any more than he already had been. The thing eating away at him would eventually make the muscles in his heart go on a rampage. The next time he became upset was likely to pull that final trigger.


      “Watch her so that she doesn’t get away. I-I’m going back upstairs to search for the rest of her sweets...”


      Dina’s impatience made her mouth move on its own. Seeing her anxiously backing away from him made Teodoro look at her in confusion.


      “Dina?”


      “Th-There’s a chance that the poison used in ‘angel’s blessing’ is still in the pantry. Maybe there’s a drug that could be used in its place! There was an antidote for Viper’s Venom, after all!”


      Between the panicking Dina and baffled Teodoro sat Lydia, who started giggling.


      “You’re so strange, Dina. How are you so well-informed? The Viper’s Venom. I’ve heard about that too. It’s a poison stored in the don’s fangs. From a young age, the head’s food would...”


      Lydia raised her head, her bright-green eyes lasering in on Dina’s through her disheveled bangs, and she stopped speaking immediately. Her eyes widened in a flash.


      “It couldn’t be. The Ferletti family’s young mistress...”


      Dina realized that she was still clutching her cross. Upon seeing it, with its winding snake, the other woman’s expression became convinced, like someone who had just received a divine revelation.


      “Wait, really? Your hair... Ahh, but Lord Aurelio’s hair was silver, so I guess... You, you’re Lady Dina Ferletti! My mistress has returned to this land!”


      Before Dina had a chance to put some distance between them, Lydia knelt in front of her, grabbing her hand with both of her own.


      “I’ve waited for you! My name is Lydia, of the clan of the flour milling records! Please, listen! I fought bravely against the officials who tried to destroy your castle, and the soldiers too! Every one of them died! I killed them all for you! I’ve wanted to meet with you for so long, Lady Dina!”


      Lydia stood before Dina, who was stunned into silence, prompting her shrill ravings to suddenly stop. She’d been punched from behind, and she fell over face-first.


      “Teo.”


      Dumbfounded, Dina called out to the man who’s just punched out the other woman. He looked up upon hearing his name, and his baby blues were pointed right at his wife.


      “Dina Ferletti, huh.”


      She felt as if a sword had been thrust against her throat. Once upon a time, she’d been afraid of him saying that name because of the cold bloodlust that rose in his eyes. She had thought that was all in the past. That she wouldn’t be afraid, even if he hugged her.


      “Why is it that the further I try to distance you from it, the closer to it you get?”


      The rational mind he’d just barely been able to cling to like a thin film up until just then was no more. In his right hand was his gun, which he slowly lifted.


      “Is it because I missed my chance to kill you?”
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      The sound of gunfire roared.




      Dina collapsed to the floor. In the corner of her vision, the gun that had been blown out of Teodoro’s hand dropped to the ground and bounced a little before slipping under the shallow water’s surface.


      “Luca.”


      As always, Luca had aimed his gun at Teodoro from behind. His eyes were as cold as they ever were. The look in his eyes that said “I’d never hesitate to shoot a fool” was the same as it had been when they first met. It was the same look that also said “I can’t stand this Teodoro guy.”


      “I heard what you just said, you bastard,” Luca said, putting a little force behind his trigger finger.


      Teodoro looked at him over his shoulder. In the next instant, the knife he’d thrown had jumped right in front of Luca’s pale blue eyes. The other man quickly knocked it away with his gun.


      “Tch...”


      Luca had only taken his eyes off his opponent for that second, but in the very next one, Teodoro had kicked his gun out of his hand. The sound of the gun slapping against the water’s surface with a splash echoed through the underground passage. Luca caught a fist meant for his temple and used his other hand to dig into Teodoro’s left shoulder. Teodoro squinted his eyes and gritted his teeth in response.


      “Wait, stop!” Dina screamed, pushing herself up off the floor with her hands. “It’s the poison that’s made Teo gone mad! He’s become so aggressive because he just can’t think!”


      “Is it because I missed my chance to kill you?”


      “So what he just said wasn’t how he really...”


      “I don’t want to do anything that’ll make me regret going after you.”


      “It’s not...how he really...”


      Even as she spoke, the pair kept on smacking, punching, and kicking each other in a tit-for-tat. The blood that one of them had spit out floated on the surface of the water before dissolving and disappearing.


      Dina stood up.


      “The only person I’d leave to die is a Ferletti.”


      She dragged the unconscious Lydia over to a pillar and leaned her against it. Then, she turned her back to the two men and ran toward the pathway back to the surface.




      Leaning his throbbing head against a pillar, Luca sighed. This entire time, they’d been punching and dodging each other, unable to finish their fight. He knew that if it was in a one-on-one war of attrition, there was no way he could beat Teodoro, who’d trained for such a long time.


      But at least the sound of water being kicked had faded into the distance a while ago, so he was relieved about that.


      “Were you listening to what they were talkin’ about a bit ago? Apparently there’s poison in this water, and the vaporized ingredients made everyone go crazy.”


      Teodoro, who was standing at the end of Luca’s gaze, didn’t respond to his question and simply wiped the blood away from his mouth. Even if Teo looked awful and his left arm was nearly completely useless, he was still giving off some serious bloodlust.


      “Thank god Dina isn’t here” was the primary thought at the back of Luca’s mind.


      “So it looks like we’ve figured out the cause behind those random acts of violence that’ve been blowing up here and there, eh? I’d bet that nine times out of ten, it’s ’cause these pipes are stretching out to other towns and contaminating the drinking water or something.”


      After putting some strength in his legs, Luca moved away from the pillar.


      “Shouldn’t we be dealin’ with that?”


      Teodoro just gave him an unpleasant glare back, not replying to what Luca was saying at all. Just as Dina had implied, he probably couldn’t think of anything but fighting anymore. His body was moving before he could think, and in a bad way. That actually helped Luca. Thanks to that, they’d settle things before the wound on his forehead opened back up.


      But why isn’t he usin’ his lemon? It should be enough to blow me away a fair bit, even with all of this water.


      Whatever the case, he wanted to end this before Teodoro remembered he had it.


      “Well, I get why you’re not really rarin’ to do that. Chasin’ down someone you have a reason to kill is much more fun than saving innocent civilians.”


      Teodoro’s face warped in anger. Seeing his bloodshot eyes, Luca thought, “You really gotta just eat something when someone tells ya to,” as he thought back to how the other attendant from three years earlier had died, the corner of his lip rising a bit.


      Again, thank god Dina wasn’t around.


      “Seeing you is a relief. Makes me really feel like my queen is still right there.”


      Teodoro let out a rageful huff as he tried to punch Luca, but his target slammed a knee into his gut.


      She probably wouldn’t want to see this guy die, after all.


      Blood dropped on the water’s surface. Then, Teodoro’s body collapsed into the water as well, and he stopped moving. Luca knocked him onto his back and put a leg against his throat. The former executive knew from experience that even someone as light as himself could stomp another man to death as long as they worked from the right angle.


      But with three soldiers dyin’ here, they’re definitely gonna think it was me.


      Based on Lydia’s actions, her testimony wasn’t going to be of any help to him. Luca felt like pinning everything on Daniele, for a completely different reason than Lazaro had.


      Where should they run after this? He felt bad for Dina, but they probably didn’t have any other options than relying on the underworld. There were plenty of ways they could survive there.


      However, Luca pitied her since he knew she wouldn’t want to live like that.




      “Stop, Luca.”


      His eyes widened for a moment when he heard the voice coming down at him, then he sighed.


      “Why the hell does every moment in my life have such shitty timing?”


      Luca had a fed up look on his face as he stared at Dina, who stood on the descending walkway across from him. She had a gun in her hands, and was pointing it right at him. Not to mention that her shoulders were heaving with every breath she took. The gun itself was wet, meaning she must’ve swiped it off Fabio before she ran upstairs.


      “Move your leg, right now. I’ll shoot. I’m serious.”


      “Stop while you’re ahead. That gun’s soaked. It’s gonna break the minute you shoot it. Worst-case scenario, it’ll explode in your hands.”


      “It won’t and it isn’t wet inside. Fabio wasn’t careless with how he handled his weapon.”


      Whatever Dina was going to do, Luca was pretty sure she wouldn’t actually hit him while she was shaking that badly. The poor thing probably couldn’t even manage to pull the trigger. It wasn’t his first time seeing someone like this either.


      That was what Luca had thought, at least, but the light in her emerald eyes had suddenly changed.


      “I’m dead serious.”


      He heard her cock the gun. Seeing something he didn’t expect, Luca’s jaw dropped in surprise, leaving him unable to look away.


      “You...”


      But he didn’t get to finish what he was going to say thanks to the intense pain he felt in his leg—the same one on Teodoro’s throat. He’d just been stabbed, and rather deeply at that. It was the knife he’d lost sight of in the water—the same one he’d knocked away when it’d been thrown at him.


      Luca didn’t even have a chance to mentally swear before Teodoro grabbed his leg and dragged him down. He and his opponent, who’d finally stood up, had switched positions. Luca could see the blue eyes and raised knife pointed at him thanks to the nearby candlelight.


      “Teo, wait!”


      Luca was half panicking and half ready to give up, but from out of the corner of his eye, he could just barely see the redhead who’d just jumped right over the guardrail.




      “Teo, wait!”


      Teodoro looked up at the same moment, but he didn’t move to avoid her.


      With a violent splash, Dina landed on Teodoro, who was on top of Luca. It was as if she were knocking him down from the side.


      “Di—”


      Teodoro went silent just as he was about to say her name. His gaze moved from Dina’s face to his own hand. His right one, in which the Ferletti cross had been stabbed. She was holding it down with all her might so it wouldn’t be removed.


      “It’s poison. I put it in the inner tube just a minute ago. It’s a poison that’s been used as an anesthetic for ages. I was carrying it on me, just in case you ever got terribly wounded.”


      Teodoro’s eyes widened, and his lips moved slightly yet silently. Dina could tell that the man she was sitting on was about to try to get up.


      “It should have the opposite effect of the poison wafting around in here, but...”


      She dropped the cross. Then, she pressed on his palm with both hands, so that the poisonous medicine she’d just injected wouldn’t come out. The fact that she’d put the same wound on his large hand as she had back in the Ferletti mansion brought a smile to her lips.


      “If this doesn’t work, then we’ll die here together.”


      Dina’s voice shook as she said that. Teodoro’s eyes were stern, and he was mad. Of course he was. Normally, no one would be able to stay calm after what she’d done to him.


      “I wanted to be of use to you. I didn’t want you to fight alone. No matter what regrets you might have, I...”


      She was leaning over him to hold him down. Even though her actions were a meaningless hindrance to him, she did it regardless.


      Dina shut his mouth with her own as he moved to say something. She could tell that the tongue she’d shoved in his mouth was bleeding after he bit it. She didn’t care. If the man really intended on killing her, she wouldn’t have a chance as close as she was.


      She loved his strong sense of justice. His kindness, and the fact that he was quite the banterer too. She adored how he’d risk his life to fight for others.


      Even if the blood that coursed through Dina’s veins was something she couldn’t get him to love.


      “I’ve been happy this whole time. The entire time, from the day you came to get me, to today.”




      “Don’t let me go, Teo.”


      She could always vividly remember that memory from the quiet church in the hills. There was something she had missed her chance to say after the words she’d said that day like a wish.




      “I’m glad I met you.”




      “Move.”


      The instant her lips met his, a cold, low voice hit her ears. By the time she realized it, she’d quickly tumbled onto the flooded floor as Teodoro sat himself up.


      As he stood up, she noticed he had the same kind of bomb he’d used to destroy the bell tower door in his hands. A match dropped to the ground. He’d already lit it. Even though there was nothing for him to blow away, aside from Dina.


      She believed this was the end. Even though she knew she was hell bound, her hand unconsciously searched for her cross. But what caught that hand was a warm one, much bigger than her own.


      “Pray, sister. That it’ll reach.”


      The moment Teodoro whispered in her ear and she looked up was just as he’d thrown the bomb right above them. Before she had a chance to chase it with her eyes, her body collapsed to the floor.


      “Close your eyes,” he said as he leaned over her.


      But Dina couldn’t tear her eyes away from his baby blues. Her arms naturally wrapped around his back.


      And as she did, the sound of an explosion shook the watery passage around them.


      “How?”


      The pair were surrounded by the sounds of splashing water, caused by the innumerable chunks of wood and stone that rained from above.


      While half soaked and on the ground, Dina had watched Teo’s lemon as it soared above their heads, slipped into one of the water-spewing windows, and exploded. In the boom’s aftermath, the cloud of debris descended upon the pair.


      “How did you know that gears were powered by whatever’s in there?” Dina asked.


      “You were the one that said you could see the waterwheel’s shaft hanging out underneath the bell tower.”


      The voice that had whispered directly into her ear was incredibly exhausted.


      “A mechanism that just asked you to change the order of a couple tiles couldn’t possibly generate enough power to move all the devices in this huge castle. But the waterwheel that’s spinning under the bell tower is something of a large gear itself.”


      As Teodoro spoke, the many gears illuminated by candlelight gradually stopped moving. The pace was so steady, it was as if a wave had emanated out from the bell tower.


      “Setting that off to the side, you’re really looking up with your eyes and ears wide open? Don’t come whining to me if you get any debris in them,” he grumbled, glaring down at her.


      Dina simply allowed her tears to silently flow, and squeezed her arms around him even tighter.


      “Were you praying that I’d thrown it far enough?”


      She shook her head in response to his furtive question. “My head was blank...”


      Teodoro remained silent for a moment, before finally exasperatedly grumbling, “Then, of all times...” as he held her and rolled himself onto his back.


      ***


      Once that angel in the bell tower awakened, the castle started moving. The power behind these movements came from the waterwheel’s axle, which was connected to the tower itself. In its present location, the angel’s image functioned as a switch, causing the water within the tower to flow into the waterwheel’s canal, spin the shaft, send anyone in the castle into a frenzy, and swallow those poor souls up as the poisoned water traveled to other regions. Now that the waterwheel had ceased, all the castle’s mechanisms had as well.


      “The water is starting to dam up,” Dina murmured as looked down at the canals built across the corridor. She also lent Luca her shoulder as they made their way back to the surface.


      There was a dam within each waterway, and the doorlike valves Dina had noticed were closing one after another, stopping the flow of water.


      “Is it because the waterwheel—the gear was destroyed?”


      “The waterways were probably rigged to move while the waterwheel was moving. Once the castle falls asleep, the waterways are blocked.”


      The dams couldn’t stop all the overflowing and downward dripping water that had already been discharged from the bell tower. With that explosion, the spread of contaminated water to other regions had likely been stopped.


      “Picked a damn heavy-handed method for stoppin’ the water, didn’t ya? It’s all overflowing from the sides,” complained Luca as he dragged his leg along.


      Teodoro, who carried Lydia on his back, shot the other man a meaningful glance before answering.


      “Doesn’t matter as long as we stop the water from going to other cities. It’ll get diluted once it falls to the ground and mixes with the seawater when the tide comes in. Setting that aside, there have been comparatively fewer incidents in towns farther away from here, with better circumstances surrounding them too... But if you’re that peppy, walk on your own.”


      Luca ignored him and unabashedly put more of his weight on Dina. After coming to the conclusion that she couldn’t carry Lydia on her back for any more than a few meters, Dina had decided to help Luca along instead. At least he could still support himself a little bit. As for Teodoro, he ended up carrying the unconscious woman, but he wasn’t exactly thrilled with how the situation had turned out. However, it seemed that he didn’t intend on saying anything else about it.


      Dina flashed her husband a smile—a sign she was doing just fine. While they weren’t out of the woods quite yet, Teodoro’s condition had stabilized for the moment. It would be best if they returned to town and had a doctor take a look at him.


      “So, it sounds like those cases of ‘demonic possession’ and violent outbursts that’ve popped up in every region should be settling down soon enough,” Dina said.


      “But the guys who wanna go wild’ll go wild anyway, poison or no poison.”


      Dina looked slightly toward the ground following Luca’s comment. Lazaro had eaten one of Lydia’s treats, but his sudden shift in behavior had nothing to do with the poison.


      “But there the poison won’t be sending anyone into a frenzy against their will,” she continued, smiling at Teodoro. He looked down at her from the side and returned her feelings with a smile of his own. It felt like it had been ages since she last saw him smile gently, even though it had actually only been a day.


      Thank goodness, it was all over. The castle’s mechanisms were designed in such a manner that its power would never be yielded to anyone else. The Ferlettis wouldn’t let another person put their hands on it. These events had transpired due to the family’s lust for power.


      “And, did you notice? Not one of the servants’ rooms in this castle had those mechanisms installed in them!”


      Dina went silent as she looked at Lydia, whose eyes were still closed.


      “I actually wanted to thank you.”


      The blood that had been on Lucrezio Ferletti’s portrait. Perhaps it came from Daniele’s hand as he sat on death’s door. The hand of the former executive who’d left the family immediately following Lucrezio’s death and switched sides by joining the military. If one observed this grievous act of disrespect toward his master’s house from another angle, it might’ve been his way of protesting the Ferletti family itself. It was such an unempathetic display following Lucrezio’s death by poisoning. Daniele did this while knowing that his former associates would be after his head for the rest of his life.


      Despite the extent to which he’d thrown his prior life away, Daniele still approached Dina, the family’s lone survivor, and urged her to visit Labyrinthia. Was he aware of the duty his don couldn’t abandon, even though the Ferlettis’ horrific corruption made this knowledge dissatisfactory?


      That’s impossible. It sounded like he didn’t know what Lucrezio was up to.


      But in the end, every single don had fulfilled their duty to the castle, Aurelio included. Even Dina, who had fled from her birth family, wasn’t able to outrun her obligation. It was as if there were a cruel, fastidious angel’s will that the obligated could not escape. Maybe the key given to them by that angel wasn’t the right to rule, but that heavy duty?


      Whatever the case, now that the waterwheel’s shaft had been destroyed, nothing else would happen—regardless of the bell’s ringing. The castle’s many secrets would gradually fall apart, along with the underground waterways, built to threaten the cities they flowed into.


      Be that as it may, we could have stopped the mechanism much sooner if the angel tile was still in the bell tower.


      Why had the angel tile been removed? It seemed almost as if it had been done to make the castle’s next visitor there suffer. Done in spite of the fact that this visitor would’ve been the current don and their attendants if the Ferlettis hadn’t been wiped out. Instead, the military had sent a party to the castle.


      Did Aurelio take it?


      He’d been the last one to visit prior to the unfolding of this mess, but would’ve it been something he needed to take three years ago? Even though there was no way he could have known that Dina would be the next to arrive?


      She suddenly felt like something was off, as if a sensation were tugging at the back of her neck.


      I think I might have had the same thought just a bit earlier...


      After sifting through her memories, Dina came to a conclusion almost immediately. The same conclusion that ran through her mind in the third-floor map room when she saw that message scribbled on one of the maps.


      Why would he leave a message on only Leberta’s map three years ago?


      “You choose.” What could Aurelio have wanted her to choose when he wrote that in fresh ink? Yes, fresh. It had clearly been newer than what had been used on the crossed-out maps. It had been written at a different time, much more recently. For example, when the rural town of Leberta might’ve started to hold a greater meaning for him.


      Just supposing that Aurelio had visited the castle for a single day, it might have been when he became confident that Dina was alive and before she arrived in Diarante. His death had been an accident, so it wouldn’t have been as if he’d expected to die. He hadn’t had any intention of letting Dina go. What if he’d been planning to bring her to the castle?


      “Obediently carry out your duty.”


      What if the man, who deeply loathed the Ferlettis, revolted against that instruction? What if he was going to use this castle to get revenge on Dina, who’d been the trigger behind his twist of fate?


      “Hey, what’s up?” Luca asked when she stopped walking. Teodoro had also silently stopped to look her way. However, Dina’s eyes were glued to the waterways weaving through each other below.


      “I just heard the sound of water...”


      “Well, duh. It’s overflowin’ from the waterways.”


      Dina quietly disagreed. “No, it’s not that...”


      Her eyes passed over several of the channels. Most of them didn’t have any water flowing down their lower parts.


      With the exception of one.


      “Huh?”


      Dina couldn’t believe what she was seeing. A single waterway was still flowing, the sound a low murmur. The water passed over the dry stone as if it had only just been poured into it. The dam was malfunctioning, and its doors slammed against the waterway’s walls as if they’d been plastered over. The water was now running free.


      This waterway had the word “Leberta” engraved on the bottom of it.


      “Huh?!”


      Pale as a sheet, Dina leaned right over the railing. Why was Leberta’s waterway the only one with water flowing through it? While looking around her surroundings in search of an answer, she suddenly realized why this was happening. The channel she’d seen from the underground area’s depths, the one with a hole in it, led to Leberta. Until a few minutes ago, no water had made it past that hole, but there was nothing stopping it now. The water that overflowed from the other waterways had fallen into the channel, and past the hole’s location.


      Dina was dumbfounded. This was spite.


      She hadn’t heard about any violent incidents or “demon possessions” occurring in Leberta as of late. Thanks to the hole in that waterway, not a drop of the castle’s poisoned water produced in this castle had reached the town. But now that the other waterways were dammed up, the overflowing water had been set up to flow down Leberta’s channel.


      “No...”


      If the water wasn’t flowing to other cities, then it would go to Leberta. But if someone wanted to keep the water from reaching Leberta, their only choice was to destroy the other waterways. A choice had to be made.




      You choose. Which one?




      Dina couldn’t stop shaking. Her heart was loudly thumping and she quickly found herself seeing red.


      “Aurelio!”


      The devil’s name spilled out from between her clenched teeth. She moved away from Luca, moving to leap over the railing to get to the waterway, only for Luca of all people to stop her.


      “What are you tryin’ to pull, dumbass?!”


      “If I don’t stop it, the poison will flow to Leberta!”


      “Yeah, but there’s nothing you can do about that right now! We have no idea what’ll happen to you if you’re soaked in that water!”


      “But if we leave it, it’ll be too late!”


      Dina frantically tried to cling to the railing as Luca attempted to pull her away with force. The faces of the priest who raised her, the nuns, the naive and sinless villagers ran through her mind. The poison might cause one of those people to suffer, completely altering their minds, prompting them to hurt those around them, and eventually die.


      Should she let the water go to the other cities then? Those people were innocent too.


      “Why, why could this...”


      She felt like despair was going to crush her heart.




      “Luca, don’t let go of her.”


      That voice poured like water over Dina, soothing her panic-filled mind. In the next moment, a figure passed directly by her.


      “Te—”


      She didn’t get a chance to call his name. Their eyes didn’t meet either. Without her noticing, Lydia had been set down at the corridor’s edge. Teodoro had simply leaped over the railing that Dina could only cling to. He swiftly passed over the many other waterways before landing on the one belonging to Leberta.


      “Teo... What are you...”


      Without an ounce of hesitation, Teodoro sank his feet into the water. After solemnly looking at the stone doors at each side of the channel, he took a hold of them and forcefully yanked them. The dam’s doors were closed in moments, and the water had stopped flowing. The amount of water that had gotten through was probably small enough to evaporate before it reached Leberta.


      Dina felt the despair inside her fade. Leberta was saved! This time, she leaned over the railing for a completely different reason.


      “Teo, come back up! Quickly!” she screamed. There were tears in her voice, but she was obviously relieved.


      But the man didn’t move. He didn’t turn around, crouching right down in place as he held the dam closed. Dina finally realized something was amiss.


      “Teo?”


      “It won’t stay closed.”


      His words mingled with the water, and her brain froze.


      “It looks like there used to be a latch here, but it’s broken. The water will start flowing again if this isn’t held shut.”


      Essentially, the water would continue flowing to Leberta if the doors weren’t fixed in place.


      “O-Okay. So that’s it. Then...” Dina tried to unthaw her frozen mind. “We just need to put something heavy in front of the opening end, right? If that’s all, then...”


      The poison inside Teodoro hadn’t been properly neutralized.


      “What about all the debris? Where’d it all go? I’m sure that if we grab enough of it, then...”


      The medicine she’d given him to counteract it would wear off in due time, and the water itself was still contaminated.


      “No, more importantly, perhaps whatever’s keeping the dam from working is also what’s keeping the bell tower doors shut. If we knew what that was...”


      It really would be too late then.


      Impatience was eating at Dina’s thoughts. Consumed by awful foreboding, she couldn’t think up anything constructive.


      “Teo, please, come back out. I’ll switch with you!”


      She’d screamed those words, but her body wasn’t actually moving toward the waterway. Before she’d realized it, Luca was squeezing her to keep her from moving. Tears ran soon down her pale cheeks, and she felt like nothing was going right.


      The water was gradually rising under Teodoro’s feet. The sweet scent it gave off was choking. Dina’s head had completely filled with fear, and all she could do was wail like a child.


      “We don’t know what would happen if the water got in those wounds on your legs.”


      Teodoro, on the other hand, spoke with his usual calm tone. His eyes were still on the waterway.


      “The water should stop eventually. Probably once the water stored in the bell tower abates to a certain point... Luca, take Dina and head back up.”


      His reply made Dina’s face go white as a sheet.


      ***


      Teodoro felt as if leaking fluids were gradually building up within his body.


      Their war with the Ferlettis was supposed to be over. They’d won, but it was taking longer than expected for them to clear everything up afterward. The collaborators whom they’d judged to be trustworthy were flip-flopping, as if to mock them.


      It happened all the time, but they’d anticipated this. He told himself those things as he dealt with each sheep, one by one. They were always one step behind, and there was nothing they could do about it. Even if they thought they were ahead of the curve, it was pointless with the black sheep nearby.


      Little by little, drop by drop, black tears accumulated within Teodoro.


      I wonder what Dina is doing right now?


      After they caught a crook who had betrayed them and put him back in the slammer, Teo had heard someone say that they should’ve just done that to begin with. It caused her face to suddenly flash in his mind. He hoped she wasn’t in danger. That she hadn’t run into any of the dregs of the Ferletti family.


      Why wasn’t she afraid of coming into contact with an enemy? What was she planning on breaking out the poisons she’d been holding on to for?


      Dina’s contact with Luca. The wooden box in her bedroom. The shop on the outskirts of the city. Her attachment to the castle. The poisons and cross she carried around with her. Her thought process in accepting the instructions given to the Ferletti family’s head without question. How calm she was, completely believing that it was her duty. It all made Teodoro realize the discrepancy between their senses.


      The suspicions he felt were always just one drop worth. They should have vanished as soon as he brushed them away. But before he realized it, he had so many suspicions that he couldn’t pour them out anymore.


      Teodoro didn’t want her to touch anything the family had left behind. He hadn’t wanted her to come along.


      Maybe I should’ve told her that, he thought to himself as he stared at the stone doors. They seemed as if they’d fling open as he let up on the pressure, and the water was now up to his calves.


      In the end, Teodoro had only needlessly doubted and hurt her.


      “Say something.”


      If he was just going to make her look so miserable, then he shouldn’t have gone after her. He’d arrived at this conclusion after taking a step back and calmly assessing the situation, but...


      “I’ve been happy this whole time.”


      “That’s good, then.”


      He was being genuine when he said that he’d always protect her. It wasn’t a stray hope, a fluke, or just for show. Dina was a much stronger person than he’d expected, so perhaps there hadn’t been any need for him to worry.


      If the tenacious chains that tethered her to the family weren’t the castle or the surviving former executives, but Teodoro and his inability to stop doubting her, then maybe it was better if things ended this way.


      “This really is the end, Dina Ferletti.”




      Teodoro looked up toward the corridor. He wanted to see her face, just once more. Even if she was sad.


      He hoped she wouldn’t feel guilty about how things ended. That she would get through this all, understanding that there was nothing they could have done about it. That was what he thought as he looked up, but Dina wasn’t crying anymore. Hands still gripping the railing, she was quietly looking down at the waterway.


      Teodoro froze when he looked toward his beloved’s eyes.


      That’s...


      Something fell before his eyes as he looked up. He’d caught the “something” out of reflex, realizing that it was a cross—the same one that allowed Dina to escape the Ferlettis, and save his life twice.


      He looked up again, and felt a chill run down his back.


      “Luca.”


      The emerald-eyed woman’s mouth opened as she looked his way.


      Who is that?


      She was someone Teodoro didn’t know.


      “Break it.”


      He didn’t know anyone with such cruel eyes. This woman, with eyes the same color as the Ferlettis’ snake’s.
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      “Break the dam.”


      Don’t.


      The word in his mouth didn’t come out as sound. While that was happening, the woman turned toward Luca. When the man saw her expression, he let go of her.


      Teodoro felt his pulse quicken. He opened his dry mouth, still not knowing what to say.


      Stop. If you want that to happen, then you’re already—


      “Di—”




      At that moment he heard an explosion coming from farther down the waterway.




      The sound of stones splashing in the water reverberated through the corridor.


      When Teodoro looked down, he noticed that the waterway headed for Leberta had been turned into a pile of rubble. The debris sank into the rising water, and the little poison that had flowed through the channel mixed with the seawater.


      Upon looking up, Teodoro witnessed a man weakly sitting down.


      “Mission complete, Teodoro... Get out of here already.”


      His voice was faint, but Fabio managed to feebly wave a hand at Teo, who stood at the top of the waterway.




      “No need to break it anymore,” Luca said, looking down at Dina as she sank to the floor.


      She used the little willpower she had left to grab the railing, and was now looking at the ground with bitter, tear-filled eyes. Just thinking about the horror that’d just passed caused those very eyes to warp with hatred, but...


      “I really didn’t want to meet you.”


      As Dina groaned, her hand slid from the railing down to the floor. Her overflowing tears seeped into the ground.


      Luca’s gaze moved from behind Dina, whose resignation had gone to waste, and toward the water way. There had been another channel with a hole in it.


      When Leberta had taken on a special meaning for Aurelio, that town had acquired a significance of its own. Because if Dina survived, there was a chance that she could too.


      “Well, I think you two siblings are a lot alike.”




      The second waterway with an inconveniently placed hole had the name of another city carved into it—Rosora. There was no way it could be a coincidence. It was the waterway connected to Laura Montard’s hometown.


      ***


      After Lazaro had left the lounge, Daniele put down his glass and volunteered to take a look at a set of dog tags found by another soldier. The soldier didn’t know who the tags belonged to.


      “I recognize this name. He was one of Lazaro’s acquaintances... I see. So this is why he was acting so weird.”


      Murmuring that with a sigh, Daniele said the name on the tag and quietly threw back the rest of his glass. His eyes carried the same kind of pain that had lingered in Lazaro’s minutes earlier.


      “Well, it looks like I’ve also gotten my revenge thanks to her. I’ll treat that youngster next time, to celebrate the end of the Ferletti family.”

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      Under a clear blue sky, two men sat on the fountain’s edge in a busy plaza.


      “Is it really all right for you to be up and about, Fabio?”


      Fabio, who had been hooked up to an intravenous drip in the hospital until just a bit earlier, wryly smiled.


      “I could say the same to you.”


      “I’d already built up a resistance, so the symptoms hit me at a slower rate. But they affected you fast, and you only had a tiny dose of it.”


      That was true, but the way Teodoro refused to mince his words made Fabio’s lips warp a little. Fabio proceeded to put it all to rest without protest, saying that he’d been given the okay from the doctors.


      “Since they knew what the poison in my body was, they could deal with it, and the rest of my injuries aside from that could be classified as minor. I’d managed to avoid that spear mechanism since I woke up, so that left the arrow wound and the couple of fractures I got from the fall. I was lucky that the corridor and the waterways broke my fall on the way down.”


      Teodoro just replied with a short “I see.” After his eyes wavered around for a moment, Fabio hesitantly opened his mouth.


      “I’m thankful to the lieutenant colone—former lieutenant colonel. Since he ate two of Lydia Solara’s poisoned sweets, his blood had plenty of the stuff in it when it got in my mouth.”


      The blood that had been on his face as he lay collapsed underground had mostly been from Lazaro, who had dropped down later. Teodoro suddenly remembered how he’d bitten Dina’s tongue. Just which of those components had worked on him?


      “It’s a good thing he hadn’t taken you out with a direct hit. Did you have any other infections?” Teodoro asked.


      “Nope. I’ve recovered my strength, and I should be fine for now, since I’ll just be hearing reports and reading documents.”


      “But I shouldn’t keep you talking long. Let’s keep things short.”


      In response to Teodoro’s dry words as he crossed his legs the other way, Fabio detachedly flipped through the documents he was holding. There were plenty of people in the plaza, but no one paid any attention to them.


      “A corpse believed to be Daniele Lyra had been pulled up from the ocean by the castle. His right hand didn’t have a tattoo, but his build left no doubt that it was him. He still had Former Lieutenant Colonel Lazaro’s knife stuck in his back.”


      Lazaro had said he’d lost his knife. Had he forgotten to pull it out of Daniele after he stabbed him, or had he not been able to?


      “The green poison’s been retrieved and health teams have been dispatched to every town. Another team has started to properly investigate the castle and its underground waterways. They should find the missing mosaic tile before long, since it seems like Aurelio just hid it to be nasty... And that’s about it. Remain on standby until your next mission.”


      They were the same words Fabio finished on every time, but Teodoro didn’t get up and simply continued to watch the people walking about the plaza. Fabio didn’t spare his partner a glance either, letting the still slightly chilly wind brush against his shoulders, but...


      “I’m sorry.”


      “For what?”


      Fabio’s apology was sudden, but Teodoro didn’t seem too surprised.


      “The brass were suspicious of Dina.”


      Teodoro blinked once when he heard that, but he didn’t interrupt.


      “There were people saying that she might be the real Dina Ferletti. I was ordered to find out.”


      Dina had apparently complained to the military, saying she thought someone had been watching from her. This complaint, which Teodoro hadn’t been told of, was levied while Fabio was tailing her. While she might have been a wary person, an amateur like her had noticed him. Teodoro thought to himself that his partner really wasn’t suited for work on the front lines, but he kept his mouth shut.


      “Bringing her along to Labyrinthia was my decision. I figured that if she actually was the real deal, then I might’ve been able to pick up on her true nature once she allowed herself to relax away from military eyes in the capital. And if she was really Dina Ferletti, I planned on recommending that the brass arrest her and keep her under observation. I mean, if she was her, then it would’ve been ridiculous to leave her at large, right? She’s a trigger that could draw in the Ferlettis’ enemies and their allies. You’d just end up being our shield in a dangerous situation again.”


      Fabio’s eyes looked at the ground but his expression was stiff. It seemed that he’d finally opened up about this with the expectation that Teodoro would blow up at him.


      “You might be ready for whatever could happen to you, but you’re the only one who came back alive after fighting the Ferlettis head-on.”


      After that was said to him, Teodoro’s eyes finally shifted from the plaza to Fabio for the first time.


      “You’re my only partner who’s still alive,” Teodoro replied.


      As he said that, Fabio closed his eyes and let out a sigh as if he were getting something huge off his chest.


      “Are you angry?”


      “Why would I be?” Teodoro replied curtly. Fabio had no straightforward response to his colleague’s attitude. He remained detached as he continued speaking.


      “I made you suspicious of Luca’s ties to Dina. On the day we talked about the mission, I pretended to leave and told you that the hidden jars in her room were all toxic. I knew that they all had medicinal uses too, but I didn’t say anything. I tried driving a wedge between the two of you, and told myself that I was just following orders from the brass... Are you gonna cut me out of your team for the next mission?”


      Teodoro couldn’t infer any emotions from Fabio’s side profile as the man watched a child chase a pigeon through the plaza. Looking at him out of the corner of his eye, Teodoro smiled bitterly at the sight of a normally expressive person trying his damnedest to remain calm.


      “I knew that medicines and poisons were one and the same, even without you telling me. I just didn’t try to think about it.”


      Fabio remained silent.


      “In the end, how did you see Dina?” Teodoro asked.


      Fabio looked like he didn’t want to answer the question, but he gave up at Teodoro’s silent prodding and opened his mouth.


      “She’s a good person. She’s not pure, but I can see that she’s doing her very best to be good.”


      “Is that all?”


      “And she’s head over heels for you,” he continued.


      “You didn’t really have to say that part.”


      “She trusts Luca. But she doesn’t take any notice of him, like she doesn’t see him that way.”


      “She doesn’t seem on guard against him either?” Teodoro asked.


      “Nope. Maybe because the real Dina Ferletti never saw her subordinates like that.”


      They heard the sound of the pigeon flying away, followed by the laugh that accompanies a smile, a set of footsteps, and the splashing of the fountain behind them... Fabio asked another question, as if he were weaving through the noise.


      “Teodoro, what would you do?”


      “Me?”


      “If the country said they were placing her under arrest, could you hand her over?”


      “Would I have a say in it?”


      Teodoro noticed that Fabio had his hands squeezed together. He really was lethally easy to read. That was why Teodoro thought his comrade wasn’t suited to his own specific line of work.


      “As long as she keeps on rejecting the Ferlettis’ influence, she’ll be fine. But if she ever does anything to betray our trust in the future, then—” Fabio began.


      “The whole thing about poison and medicine applies to Dina too.”


      Despite Teodoro’s interruption, Fabio’s expression didn’t change at all.


      “She could become either. There’s no absolute either way,” Teodoro continued.


      “Then—”


      “Or at least, that’d be true without me.”


      Fabio looked Teodoro’s way. The other man was still looking toward the plaza, as if he were looking at a faraway choice he’d once failed to make.


      “The only way you could absolutely erase that shadow from Dina’s soul is by sending her off to live a life of prayer, in a place where no one knows her name. On the other hand, it was a terrible idea to let her anywhere near the blue-eyed boy she desired.”


      “Blue-eyed boy... Teodoro, you...”


      Prior to her death, any information on Dina Ferletti had been thoroughly disseminated among their squad members. The intel even detailed what she’d worn to the chapel that day. Fabio knew all this, of course, but Teodoro’s identity as “the boy” had been kept under wraps. He must have just realized then.


      “I’m the last thing Dina Ferletti desired. It’s probably in her blood to never let something go once she’s made it hers... I saw signs of it back when we were infiltrating the Ferletti mansion. She intensely hated that the doppelgänger from San Jena Island got so handsy with me.”


      Teodoro explained that he’d thought that it was driven by Dina’s anxiety about an impostor running around. On the other hand, Fabio was dumbfounded. Particularly because he knew just how intensely his colleague’s hatred for the family burned beneath his composed facade. It made Fabio surprised to witness Teodoro speak about Dina Ferletti’s survival with such indifference.


      Teodoro let out a short laugh. “Fabio, it’s just like you said. Dina is head over heels for me. As long as I don’t swerve off the path, then she won’t make any missteps. She’ll work harder than anyone to be a good person. But if she thinks I’m being taken away from her even once, she’ll sacrifice anything and everything to get me back... She’d even throw Leberta, the town that taught her kindness, to the wolves.”


      Knowing this, Aurelio had likely chosen the town as a hostage. Teodoro didn’t think he was worth that level of obsession, but that was no longer something he could decide for himself.


      “I’m the trigger for her change.”


      She was the insatiable queen of the Ferletti family, and her late-night baptism in the canal wasn’t enough to wash that reality away. However, the novice nun generally kept her true nature in check. She was soothed to sleep with promises that her most desired was right in front of her. That’s how they needed to keep her asleep, so that she wouldn’t awaken at an inopportune moment.


      “But that also makes you a sacrificial lamb.”


      Fabio’s aghast observation didn’t shake Teodoro in the least.


      “Dina Ferletti planned to live out the rest of her days in that hillside convent, but I’m the one who went after her and brought her here. I’m simply reaping what I sowed.”


      “Don’t let me go, Teo.”


      The words she’d said that day were like a prayer.


      That’s right.


      “I won’t let you go, right up to the end.”


      It looked as if Fabio still had something he wanted to say, but in the end, he closed his eyes as if to swallow it all down and murmured with a sigh.


      “I mean, that’s fine as long as you’re okay with it.”


      Teodoro finally glanced Fabio’s way, and shot him a satisfied smile. Fabio looked like he’d just swallowed something bitter, but weakly smiled back.


      “So? Are those all the truths you’re looking to share with me?”


      Fabio’s lips pulled tight as Teodoro suddenly looked at him with those icy baby blues.


      ***


      Having returned to that neighborhood bar, Dina was surrounded by the gaggle of wives she’d sat with before.


      “I’m glad you joined us again, Dina!”


      “We were worried that we might have hurt your feelings.”


      “So, how have you been lately? Still boiling those leaves?”


      Imelda immediately elbowed the woman who’d so boldly asked that question. While the other women were feeling a touch apologetic and on edge about the advent of another new topic, Dina quietly sipped her coffee, let out an impressed sigh, and then smiled warmly.


      “I decoct medicinal herbs, but I also make scented candles.”


      The other women all looked like deer in the headlights.


      “Scented candles?” one repeated.


      “Yes. Back where I’m from, they’d burn them to keep the bugs away.”


      As she said that, Dina pulled out a trio of candles out of her basket and placed them on the table. Her company was gobsmacked.


      “They’re quite easy to make once you know how to do it.”


      Dina smiled brightly, and held out her hand as she urged each woman to take a candle. It was Imelda, who minded Dina in various ways, who asked a question in place of her friends as they curiously stared at the candles.


      “What scent are they?” she asked, picking her own candle up and giving it a sniff before Dina could answer. “It’s...oddly scented.”


      “Apparently, it was originally a fragrance passed down through the East. My hometown was by the sea, so we were all familiar with it since the town has been a trading way-stop for ages. I guess it’s rare here. The only place selling it was a private import shop I’d found in an alleyway,” Dina explained.


      “I... I see...”


      “One thing they say about this scent is that it puts people in the mood.”


      Silence fell over their corner of the bar, the atmosphere of which was otherwise flamboyant. Dina just kept smiling as she threw a little bomb into that silence.


      “Now that I think about it, didn’t you all ask me how I bagged my husband last time?”


      Their expressions still stiff, the trio silently hunched over in their seats, but when Dina immediately followed with a “Just kidding,” they all went limp, as if they were disappointed. However, they made sure to carefully stow their candles away in their bags.




      “It seems like the wives around here have a lot of time on their hands. The gardens they could tend to are tiny and they probably don’t have jobs.”


      After returning from the bar, Dina diligently put her plant-matter-filled jars into a new wooden box, which she’d bought because she liked its floral pattern. On her chest was her cross, which had been remade as a rosary with new beads.


      As his wife chattered away while keeping her hands busy, Teodoro, who lay on the living room sofa, threw in the occasional “uh-huh” to let her know that he was listening as he read his book.


      “That may be it... Anyway, did you give those candles or whatever else you’ve been making to the ladies?”


      “Yep. I couldn’t use all of them by myself, and I’m happy they were a conversation starter,” Dina said, before shooting a rather resentful glare at her page-flipping husband. “After all, if I kept too many candles around, someone might get the wrong idea and think I was up to something nefarious.”


      “I’m sorry about that,” Teodoro replied, hiding his face with his book.


      It had been two weeks since they’d returned from Labyrinthia. He’d already apologized about the subject numerous times before, but Dina just couldn’t stop herself from snipping at him every chance she got. When she moved his book to the side a bit to look at him, her eyes met an awkward Teodoro’s.


      Even Dina realized that it wasn’t a good thing to do, so she had planned to stop dragging it out after today. Teodoro, who’d been on home rest, had apparently been meeting someone for work matters after stopping at the hospital that morning. They might have given him a new mission.


      Dina gave a little cough as a pause to change the subject and Teodoro frowned.


      “Do you have a cold, Dina? Do you need some medicine? Ah, or are you gonna make some?”


      “D-Don’t worry about me... Um, actually, there’s something I need to apologize for, or talk to you about, I guess...”


      Teodoro peeked just his eyes out from behind his book. Thinking that his gesture was a bit flirty, she opened her mouth, an indifferent look plastered on her face.


      Oh Lord. Please kindly overlook the wretched lie I’m about to tell. This is the best your little lamb can do.


      “My bed broke while you were at the hospital this morning...”


      “You broke it?” her husband asked.


      “No, it broke by itself! Split right in half!”


      She regretted her retort.


      “There’s no way one woman using a bed normally all by herself could break one in half in just a few months... It’d probably be a better idea to just take out the bolts holding the headboard up and have the edge sink a bit.”


      After her co-conspirator shared that tidbit, Dina asked them to mess with one side of the bed so it’d be easier for the headboard to pop off.


      “Hah. That’s...awful, huh? You weren’t hurt?”


      Teodoro wasn’t surprised. Dina had gone silent, slapping her hand over her mouth, becoming upset, and correcting him. As for Teo, he just put the book up his chin and looked as if he were thinking.


      “But if that’s what happened to your bed, it sounds like we’ve got a problem on our hands. I’ll have to call in a carpenter.”


      This wasn’t the time for Dina to stay silent. Knowing that the moment of truth was upon her, she held down her pounding heart and mustered up all her courage to say something.


      “Th-Th-That’s right, but, um, why don’t we take this opportunity to, uh, reexamine things?”


      “Reexamine what?”


      “Um, I mean, I know I was the one who asked, but... The bed... It’s broken, so...”


      Dina felt her face burning up as Teodoro stared directly at her. Her volume gradually lowered, but as her gaze swam around the room, she fiddled with her fingertips, and gave up on finding the right words, she suddenly realized something.


      There was no way her husband was this thickheaded—he was teasing her.


      “I-I just can’t stop hearing grinding gears coming from underneath my bedroom, and that the floor will open up, and—”


      “Dina!”


      As she said that, glaring at him spitefully, Teodoro covered his eyes with his book as he burst out laughing like he couldn’t hold it back. He really had realized what she’d been getting at! As she pouted and looked away, face bright red, Teodoro closed his book, seemingly having finally gotten his breathing under control.
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      “My bed is a bit small for two people, so how about we go on a vacation while we wait for a new one to arrive?”


      “I don’t think it’s that sma—Huh? What about work?”


      “I’m off for a while. Luca’s leg still hasn’t healed yet, and it seems that Fabio’s out of commission too.”


      “Out of commission?” Dina repeated.


      “Apparently, someone saw him entering a home while brandishing a hatchet this morning. I guess the brass gave him a talking-to.”


      Pretending he didn’t notice Dina going pale and stammering out some “Um, er, that’s,” Teodoro smiled.


      “It’s getting warmer outside anyway. Is there anywhere you’d like to go, Dina?”


      While she felt a bit awkward at first, Dina’s eyes gradually began sparkling as she heard her husband name off some candidates. She’d never been on vacation before since she’d never been on a trip that didn’t involve moving or traveling from point A to point B.


      “Um...”


      Her excitement made it impossible for her hands to stop moving. Her heart was pounding for a different reason than it had been moments earlier.


      Inside a forest brimming with nature. A hill with beautiful flowers. A town she’d never been to before that had strange food. A date spot where it was tradition for lovers to swear their eternal love. These were all places she’d heard of at the bar, and she wanted to go to, but...


      “I wonder. Where do you want to go, Teo? Well, without taking a boat, that is...”

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: Mission Complete


      A man ran through alleyways that were dim despite it being the daytime. When he knocked on the back door of a particular house, a man with black hair and blue eyes poked his head out of the second-floor window.


      “Did you bait the target?”


      “Yeah. Open up the door already.”


      Luca, who’d been running through the alleyways with their target on his tail, crankily smacked the door. He’d been trying to buy time for someone under the team’s protection while they ran. However, Teodoro didn’t bother to drop down to the first floor, leading Luca to scowl as he stood in front of the locked door.


      “Hey,” he growled.


      “So about that... Looks like the lock’s broken.”


      “Hah?”


      “You’re in a pickle, huh? We’re up against a dangerous fella with a short fuse. If you couldn’t outrun him, then there’s no other way to save you.”


      “Oh? Guess there’s no avoiding it. We’ll be wrapping up this mission with a kill.”


      Annoyance clear in his eyes, Luca reached for his waist. He’d get back at this supervisor later, but the brown-haired man immediately froze, his eyes going wide. Teodoro looked down at him nonchalantly and stuck his hand out the window. Luca’s favorite pistol hung from his fingers.


      “You dropped this.”


      Luca grunted.


      “Hey, newbie. There’s a little thing I wanted to ask you,” Teodoro said, rubbing his right ear where there was still a faint scar.


      “What? You want an apology?”


      “Don’t bring up anything other than what I’m gonna ask you... That guy told you way more about that drug sale than you’re letting on, right?”


      The former drug-runner wouldn’t say a thing.


      “Spit it out. Right now.”


      “Tsk.”


      Luca then rattled off several dates, times, places, and names in quick succession. Teodoro intently listened to this list, of which his subordinate absolutely didn’t want him to take notes on, to the end without interrupting. After that, Teo quietly muttered, “Okay.”


      “Hey. I answered your stupid question. Now let me in already.”


      “Just one more thing. You told Dina about that illegal imported goods shop in the alleyway, didn’t you?”


      “You’re bringing that up this late in the game?”


      Teodoro’s eye slightly twitched in response to Luca’s reply, which told him that Dina had been going to that shop for quite a while to begin with.


      “You’re callin’ it illegal, but they’re selling everything on the up-and-up. They said it’s just a pain in the ass to get all the permissions and stuff. They don’t got anything but weird shit, but weird shit is what Dina’s looking for, so I didn’t have a choice, did I?” Luca complained.


      “They sell poisonous herbs, and their regular clientele tends to be those sorts of people, right?”


      “Then you should go bust all the florists who’re sellin’ lilies of the valley.”


      As Teodoro, who coldly stared down at his subordinate, and Luca, who looked like he was ready to snap at him any minute, glared at each other, they were interrupted by an angry scream of “Where the hell did you go, Luca Belaccio, you bastard?!”


      “So what do you want me to do?” Luca asked in a low, rageful tone as he stared daggers into Teodoro’s skull. His concession couldn’t be seen as anything but a threat.


      “Find her another shop right away. The kind of place that has what she’s looking for, but it’s safe for her to visit.”


      Luca let out a laugh, as if he were treating Teodoro like an idiot. “Don’t you know what the boss expected me to help with when he let me out?”


      “Dina is thankful for what you’ve done.”


      Luca’s laughing stopped immediately.


      “‘Luca told me about the store. I can buy anything there! Thanks to that I might be able to make a few friends in this town,’ or so she said.”


      And he remained quiet.


      “If you don’t want to disappoint her, then you should start looking around like your life depends on it.”


      Luca’s face warped grouchily in the blink of an eye, and a small “fine” slipped from his mouth.


      A voice screaming “I found you, you bastard!” roared out from the end of the street, and footsteps soon followed.


      “Hand that over already. I’ll look for another store.”


      Teodoro grinned and tossed Luca’s gun away.


      “You sunnuva!”


      His pistol had fallen right into the hands of the massive man running their way. The man’s eyes were darting between the gun that’d just been dropped into his hands by an unknown soldier and the other man right in front of his nose. The sound of a window being slammed rang out above Luca and the man.


      He’d been set up.


      Luca didn’t even have a chance to complete his thought before the man smirked, raised the gun, and put his finger on the trigger.


      A loud explosion ripped through the alleyway.




      Stunned, Luca looked down at the giant who’d just collapsed on the stone pavement before him. His gun had blown up, and as he started thinking about how he was going to put this into a report, the locked door flung open.


      Teodoro poked his head out and leaned forward to check on their target. There was a burn scar on his nape, where the slithery mark of a gangster had once resided. In response to the rageful and disgusted glare heading his way, Teodoro shamelessly opened his lips.


      “And make sure to tell me about the shop you find, not Dina. Anyway, mission complete. Good job.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you so very much for picking up Sister Mafioso: Searching for You in the Labyrinth of Evil. This volume is entirely composed of newly written material. I’ll be talking spoilers from this point on, so readers who haven’t finished the main story just yet should proceed with care.




      Instead of the summer, the story now takes place in the winter and its location has shifted to the Ferlettis’ other stronghold—an old castle overlooking the sea. In a complete one-eighty from the first volume, which saw our heroes traversing a mansion with enemies around every corner, they’re now inside a massive castle. However, they can’t see their enemy, only the scars of a tragedy. Our heroes have walked right into a trap, and need to find a way out.


      Like the first volume, this book’s aim was to have the characters escape a dangerous location. It was unintentional, but I think I’m just fond of that sort of story.


      Other than that, we dig deeper into Dina and Teodoro’s relationship, his relationship with his coworkers, and the Ferlettis’ history as rulers as juxtaposed to their strong ties to the underworld as featured in volume one. Not to mention the backstory of their enemy this time around... I crammed every element that I was personally fond of into this. While I regretted stuffing too much into the story when I was halfway through writing it, I took the opportunity to send it off with everything I had. I couldn’t be more thankful to Drecom for allowing me to do what I wanted.


      While I do regret wrapping this up with a plot that’s jam-packed with everything I liked, I’m really still all the more satisfied by it. In particular, I’m so pleased that I was able to write about Dina and Teodoro’s relationship as it deepened past its state at the end of volume one. While I do love the relief that comes with reading about happy couples who don’t have a worry in the world, I figured that I wanted to put a focus on the pair’s latent incompatibilities, since they were right there. (I’ve always been fond of bickering couples and Romeo and Juliet-type relationships.)


      I’m so lucky that I had the chance to put the reality of this couple’s relationship into words and give it a happy ending after having it all faintly float around in my head since finishing the webnovel version. My only hope is that you, the readers, enjoy it.




      Now, allow me to once again thank my editor, who supported me through everything this time around too; Kyozip-sensei, who kept on illustrating blindingly beautiful men and women after the first volume; and everyone else involved in the publication of this book, from the bottom of my heart.


      And, of course, I’m deeply, deeply thankful to all of you who’ve picked up this series. Thank you all so much for staying with me not just for the first volume, but a second as well.


      While I’m still growing as a writer, I would be thrilled if you’d read my work again in another place someday.


      Adachi
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