Part IV - Cavern District
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Theo and the rescue team for Eden headed north from the Central City Cluster. The journey to
Cavern District was as treacherous as Rein had warned. Since it was outside the Blood
Alliance’s jurisdiction, the roads were in a state of disrepair. Crime was rampant, and they were
attacked by bandits about three times, but Albrecht and Rein drove them off by force. They also
had to cross multiple mountain ranges, facing rockfalls and bad weather. Because their group
was large, they traveled in a covered wagon instead of a box wagon. However, the rough roads
eventually caused the wheels to fall off, forcing them to continue on foot. They couldn’t take the
horses with them, so they released them into the wild, hoping they would be safe. By the time
they finally reached Cavern District, everyone was completely exhausted. Thinking about how
Dominicus and his guards had traveled this path twice, Theo felt that alone was worthy of
respect.

Cavern District was originally a network of tunnels used for mining coal and ore. Once the coal
and ore had been completely mined out, the tunnels became useless, and the workers
abandoned them. In their place, lower-class vampires began to settle in the tunnels. With the
Blood Alliance’s unification of the vampire race, vampire society became a rigid caste system,
where lower-class vampires were treated harshly. To escape discrimination and prejudice, many
lower-class vampires left the Blood Alliance’s territory and began settling in the tunnels, which
gradually took on the appearance of an underground settlement.

The 14th House of Vlad was among them.

Among the Seven Apostles worshiped in the Faith of the Seven Gods, the 14th House of Vlad
was regarded as the lowest rank within the lineage of Nico Vlad. As a result, they were in
constant conflict with the 1st House of Vlad. So, within the mining tunnels, the 14th House of
Vlad created a community with its own independent social structure. That became the Cavern
District.

Centered around a massive vertical shaft known as the “Central Shaft,” passages resembling an
ant nest spread throughout the area. With the vertical shaft as the inner circle, several large
tunnels extend outward in a ringed layout, functioning as the main streets of a typical city. The
passages ranged from narrow ones, barely wide enough for a single person, to wide ones that
could accommodate dozens, with various widths in between. Many passages had become
unusable due to cave-in accidents. The passages within Cavern District are known as “cavern
paths” among the residents.

The main means of transportation through the cavern paths are either by foot or by minecarts
running on rails. The minecarts come in both paid and free versions, with the paid ones having



drivers, while the free ones had to be operated manually. Only the Central Shaft had rails laid for
a steam-powered locomotive.

The Primordial Faith is widespread, crime runs rampant, and the officials are corrupt. When
Theo and the others arrived at Cavern District, there was something called a “Cavern Entry
Inspection Station,” but when Albrecht handed the officials a bribe, they were let through with
ease. Inside Cavern District, a currency different from the Blood Alliance’s system is in
circulation, but Rein somehow obtained some Cavern District currency for the group.

Now that Theo and the others had entered Cavern District, they needed to meet Isaac, the head
of the 14th House of Vlad, and to do so, they had to head deep underground to the audience
chamber. Passing through the main station area, they boarded a steam locomotive at the
platform and first headed toward the central area of Cavern District. From the train windows,
they could see many minecarts running alongside them. All the minecarts were manually
operated with a hand-pumping system, requiring passengers to pump a lever up and down to
move the wheels. Sandro and Monty, looking at the minecarts, breathed a sigh of relief.

“That looks pretty rough. If possible, I'd rather not have to use it,” Sandro observed.

“'m so glad we got the train. If we had to use the minecarts instead, we’d be the ones pumping
that thing up and down. | can’t imagine Hugh or Martin doing that,” Monty said.

To the two who were complaining, Hugh jokingly threatened, “You know, we could still switch to
the minecarts now if you want.”

“That’s right. We don’t have that much Cavern District currency on hand. To avoid wasting
money, we might have to use the minecarts after all,” Martin added with a mischievous grin.

Hearing that, Sandro and Monty went pale and shrank back.

The steam locomotive ran along the rails laid on the narrow cavern paths. The steam
locomotive followed the endlessly extending rails, and when it emerged into the Central Shaft,
the view opened up dramatically.

“This is amazing... hey, Hugh! Look at this! The rails stretch out everywhere!” Martin pointed.
“It's just like a spider’s web!” Sandro said in wonder.
“Minecarts are running everywhere. How do they not crash into each other?!” Monty questioned.

Martin, Sandro, and Monty were excited and animated. Hugh, Theo, Albrecht, and Rein were
also mesmerized by the sight before them, seeing it for the first time. From high above in the
Central Shaft, sunlight poured down.

Inside Cavern District, trees known as “Cocoon Trees” grow all over, with their trunks, branches,
leaves, and flowers all completely white. The trees themselves emit a soft glow and also reflect



the overhead sunlight, making Cavern District unexpectedly bright. The benefits of the Cocoon
Trees don’t stop there. Their white flowers produce pollen that contains a substance that
induces the Cocoon Period, and inhaling it can even cause adult vampires to relapse into that
state. A concentrated and enhanced version of this substance, known in some circles as
“COCOON;,” is distributed in the underground market and traded among enthusiasts who wish
to remain in the Cocoon Period.

There are some eccentric people in this world—those who wish to remain in the Cocoon Period
forever.

Inside Cavern District, the air is filled with Cocoon Tree pollen, and regardless of their age, the
residents are often in a Cocoon Period state. To set foot in Cavern District is, at the same time,
to step into the Cocoon Period as well. Ever since entering Cavern District, the Stray Cats have
been continuously excited—perhaps because their Cocoon Period symptoms have intensified.
Just in case, Theo took medicine to suppress his Premature Cocoon Period Syndrome before
entering Cavern District. He wondered about Albrecht and Rein. They probably haven'’t taken
any kind of suppressant. Theo kind of wanted to see what Albrecht and Rein’s Cocoon Period
was like.

The journey on the steam locomotive continued through Cavern District. Along the way, they got
off and explored a bustling downtown area. Alongside the walls of the cavern paths, large lateral
caves had been dug out, housing various shops that were in operation. It was the kind of
merchandise that one would never see under the Blood Alliance Congress’ watch. Everything
about this was different from the vampire world that Theo and the others knew. It was like a
completely different world.

In Cavern District, moles are primarily raised as a source of blood, and the blood farms are filled
with them. The maijority of the food served in restaurants consists of blood-based ingredients
collected from the moles. In addition, the blood of soil-dwelling animals such as rats and
earthworms was also a primary food source. After savoring blood-based delicacies unique to
Cavern District at a restaurant, they stopped by an herbal medicine shop. There, too, decoctions
made from mole liver and powdered mole claws were being sold as herbal medicine. After
purchasing a few items, Theo and the others left the shop and once more boarded the steam
locomotive, heading for the bottom of the Central Shaft.

“...Hey, look at that...”

Martin was gazing up at the sky above the Central Shaft, pointing. There, a massive, shining
golden snake was gliding through the air.

“...A snake...” Sandro said.
“A golden snake...” Monty added.

Sandro and Monty continued looking.



“Oh my, it’s quite beautiful,” Albrecht commented.

“It seems that we, too, have fallen into the Cocoon Period,” Rein admitted.

“Cavern District sure is a crazy place,” Hugh said, also watching the snake.

And despite taking medicine for his Premature Cocoon Period Syndrome, Theo could see it too.
“This is... a shared illusion,” Theo murmured softly.

That golden serpent was a hallucination created by someone in the cavern. Past cases have
shown that some Irregulars can make others see their hallucinations. A powerful Cocoon
Period-induced shared illusion was shining brightly within the cavern—something Theo’s
medicine could do nothing to suppress.

Because the great serpent’s body was translucent, everyone could see the scenery behind it.
The rails spread throughout the Central Shaft could be seen as the serpent swam along. It
glided majestically for a while before diving into a cave wall, vanishing from sight. Even after the
great serpent had gone, its golden radiance lingered, scattered around like shimmering scales.

The steam locomotive carrying the group arrived at its destination station in the lowest level of
the Central Shaft. Theo and the others got off the steam locomotive, and when they passed
through the tunnel ahead into a large cavern, they found many cats. Friendly cats rubbed
against Theo and the others’ legs, meowing. He wondered if they were just part of a shared
illusion, but when he touched them, he felt their soft fur. The cats seemed to be real.

“These are the cats that | adore.” The voice belonged to Captain Dominicus, who was currently
leading his soldiers. “Most people in Cavern District enter the Cocoon Period. The symptoms of
my Cocoon Period include liking cats.”

“C- cats?” Hugh said in surprise. “You serious?”

“Outside Cavern District, when I'm not in the Cocoon Period, | despise cats. But once | return
here and enter the Cocoon Period, | end up liking cats like crazy.”

Sandro, who is unusually liked by animals due to his Cocoon Period symptoms, was already
buried in cats. Dominicus had a complex expression, one that seemed caught between anger
and confusion.

“I received a report from the Cavern Immigration Inspection Office. A group of illegal immigrants
bringing children entered Cavern District. So it was you lot after all.” It must have been the
official they bribed. Even after accepting the bribe, he still reported the illegal entry to the guard
unit. But that was still within Theo’s expectations. “I thought you’d be hiding somewhere within
Cavern District, but | never expected you to come straight here.”



With a complex expression still on his face, Dominicus watched as Theo stepped forward as the
negotiator.

“When we offered the official an additional bribe, he told us where we could have an audience
with Isaac Vlad, the head of the 14th House of Vlad family and master of Cavern District.”

“That official must be punished.” The tone of Dominicus’ voice was deadly serious, so that
official would surely receive a severe punishment.

“But he still properly informed you that we were coming, didn’t he? Please let him off. He’s just
another corrupt official, like so many others,” Theo explained.

“So, what business do you have here?” As Dominicus brushed him off, Hugh reacted.

“Isn’t it obvious? We came to take Eden back!”

“Eden must never leave this cavern again. Please see yourselves out,” Dominicus dismissed.
“Then die! I'll kill you!!” Hugh yelled.

Hugh was clearly acting strangely. Due to the cavern’s influence, his Cocoon Period symptoms
had worsened. Hugh, who was already hot-tempered, was becoming even more aggressive. At
this rate, he might jump at Dominicus at any moment. As if to restrain Hugh’s outburst, Theo
stepped forward to take the lead once again.

“Dominicus, this conversation isn’t going anywhere. Please allow me to speak directly with Sir
Isaac.”

Theo confronted Dominicus, showing his resolute determination. However, Dominicus dismissed
him with a laugh.

“‘Muhahahaha! What nonsense. As if Sir Isaac would meet with the likes of you! Leave Cavern
District at once. The only reason | am granting you this reprieve is out of mercy for assisting in
Eden’s recovery. Leave before my patience runs out!!”

“That’s not an option, we came to retrieve Eden. Please guide us to the audience chamber. We
will negotiate directly with Sir Isaac,” Theo asserted.

“It seems you’re not going to listen. If that’s the case, then so be it. I'll have you people
detained,” Dominicus decided.

The soldiers of the guard unit pointed their iron spears at Theo and the others.
“What is this commotion, Dominicus?”

A familiar voice was heard. It was a voice that Theo had known well for a long time.



Theo—no, not just Theo, but also Albrecht and Rein—looked at the source of the voice and
were shocked.

“...Father...”
From deep within the cavern paths came Dino, whose whereabouts had been unknown.

Scattered all around them, many cats were meowing.
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Theo and his group were led into the audience chamber, where they confirmed that Sir Isaac
was not seated in the noble’s chair. Instead, Dino was sitting there. It was Dino who had granted
them permission to enter the audience chamber. Theo’s father had gone missing after Eden
stole his memories of being the head of the Classico family. Why was Dino in Cavern District?
Dominicus explained the circumstances.

“He was found collapsed on the outskirts of Cavern District by the outer cavern security force.
Because he was suspected of being a spy sent by the Blood Alliance Congress, he was taken
into Cavern District, where | interrogated him. However, this guy didn’t even know who he was,
where he came from, or where he was supposed to go. When we tried to imprison him in a cell,
he resisted. The entire security force of Cavern District mobilized together to subdue him, but
they were all taken down.”

“Whoa, so he took down all the Cavern District guards by himself...!” Monty said, unintentionally
letting out a voice of admiration.

“Sir Isaac took a liking to him, but what a peculiar person he is. Sir Isaac said he would invite
this man into Cavern District.”

“A lot of things must've happened, but in the end, does that mean he has amnesia?” Martin
asked, though it wasn'’t directed at anyone in particular.

Theo shook his head. “No! The only thing Eden stole was my father’s memory of being the head
of the Classico family. There’s no way she stole anything else!!”

“‘Eden must have lied,” Dominicus said in a tone of absolute certainty.
“‘Eden may steal memories, but she would never lie!” Theo asserted.

Not much time had passed since they met Eden, but Theo was certain of this. Hugh, who had
been with her longer than Theo, also nodded in agreement.

“Then why has the man you call your father forgotten absolutely everything?”
Theo looked at Albrecht. If anyone would understand, it was him.

“Master’s identity... is that he is the head of the Classico family. With that memory stolen, Master
lost his identity and no longer even knows who he is. That's how much the family name must
have meant to him. He could not escape his family name. He had to bear it. Every memory was
tied to the fact that he was the head of the Classico family. Perhaps his family name was
everything that shaped Dino Classico’s personality as a vampire.”

Hugh scoffed. “Well, that sounds pretty damn miserable.”



Rein, standing in the corner of the room as usual, didn’t so much as flinch. “In the end, it's as if
all his memories were stolen.”

The shock of Rein’s words hit Theo harder than anything he had ever felt before. That his
father—Dino—considered the family name to be something so immense, and yet Theo had
been trying to cast it aside for his own convenience. Overwhelmed by guilt, Theo nearly lost his
balance and stumbled.

“Do you all know who | am?”

Still seated in the noble’s chair within the audience chamber, Dino finally spoke.
“Yes... I'm your son, Father,” Theo said.

“Kukukuku... you say you’re my son?” Dino laughed.

‘I am Albrecht, the butler of House Classico where you serve as the head of the family, my
Lord.”

“You’re my butler? | have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dino said to him.

Upon hearing that, Albrecht’s expression looked somewhat lonely. Theo steeled himself and
once again negotiated with Dominicus.

‘I am Theodore Classico, the acting head of House Classico. In the name of my family, | will
take Eden... and my father back from here.”

“‘Don’t spout such nonsense.”
It wasn’t Dominicus who said that, but Dino.

‘I am part of Sir Isaac’s collection. Without his permission, | am not allowed to leave Cavern
District.”

“Collection...?”

Theo couldn’t immediately understand what Dino was talking about. However, he formed a
hypothesis based on the shared illusion he saw during the train ride here. Dino is in his Cocoon
Period. His mental state is not normal. If that's the case, then any eccentric remarks shouldn’t
be surprising. In the Cocoon Period, abnormality is the norm. And Isaac, too, might be in his
Cocoon Period. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have made Dino part of his collection. To think a living
vampire could be part of a collection. Theo already thought of Cavern District as a world
separate from his own, but the fact that it was a constant breeding ground for the Cocoon
Period made it feel even more foreign. Theo searched through the bookshelf in his mind. He
needed a book that contained knowledge useful in Cavern District. One must counter
abnormality with abnormality.



“l... want to join the collection too. Sir Isaac’s collection, that is...” Theo said.

Everyone present had a look of shock on their faces. Among the books stored in Theo’s mind,
there was none that contained the knowledge he needed. So he tried to step outside the world
of books—just as he had promised Eden. Now, he had no choice but to adapt to what was in
front of him. This was the peculiar countermeasure against reality that Theo had come up with
on the spur of the moment.

“Ah, that’s right! Everyone should become part of Sir Isaac’s collection too. After all, he’s the
kind of person who would turn Father into part of his collection. Don’t you think he has an
amazing sense of aesthetics?” Theo praised with feigned sincerity.

Hugh waved a hand in front of Theo’s face.
“You okay?”
“Hugh might not make a very good addition to the collection,” Theo added.

“What the...?!” Hugh’s anger flared up immediately. That was one of his bad Cocoon Period
quirks.

Then... at that moment...

“...Now that’s an interesting thing to say, Theodore Classico.”

A voice was heard. Yet, no figure could be seen anywhere.

“Dominicus. Guide them to my' collection room.”

Dominicus panicked. “But, Sir Isaac! These people are intruders who came to kidnap Eden!”
“That is of no importance. Allow them through already.”

Dominicus called out, “Sir Isaac!”

This was surely Isaac’s voice from before. However, no matter where they looked in the
audience chamber, his figure was nowhere to be seen.

Albrecht turned to Theo. “Young Master, this is most likely an auditory hallucination.”

“An auditory hallucination? This voice?” Theo asked.

' (T/N: Issac Vlad speaks pronouns of himself and others in Katakana)



The voice was so clear that it was hard to believe it was a hallucination. Albrecht seemed to be
certain that this was an auditory hallucination.

“An auditory hallucination that everyone here can hear. Perhaps we could call it a shared
auditory hallucination, rather than a shared illusion?” Albrecht suggested.

“Is such a thing even possible?” Rein raised the question.

The same doubt crossed Theo’s mind, but he immediately decided to forget about it. In Cavern
District, one must not be bound by common sense.

“This isn’t the world we know. So, let’s just go along with it,” Theo said. He wanted to do his best
to adapt to the world of Cavern District.

Though exasperated, Dominicus decided to lead Theo and the others to the collection room.
Dino saw them off.

“Kukukuku... Sir Isaac is truly a dedicated collector. But my son, huh? | can hardly believe it. But
if that were true...”

Dino picked up a kitten that had wandered into the audience chamber. As he gently stroked its
cheek with his fingertip, the kitten purred.

“If that’s true, then you’ve grown up admirably... despite having a parent like me.”
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Upon entering the room known as the “collection room,” a meadow that appeared to be made of
glass stretched out before them. They were indoors, yet a gentle breeze was blowing. The
glass-like flowers and grass reflected the sunlight, swaying in the wind. In the center of the
meadow, a man in a crimson suit sat on a chair of bizarre design. It was a chair constructed
entirely from bones—skulls, ribs, femurs, and more. Around the man, vampires of all ages
roamed freely. Some were sleeping. Some were crying. Some were chasing butterflies. Some
were softly reciting poetry. And one person—the man in the crimson suit—was staring directly at
Theo.

Theo walked toward the man. Despite the glass-like appearance of the grass and flowers, they
were soft and swayed with Theo’s footsteps.

“You must be Sir Isaac,” Theo said to the man.
The man began speaking without answering.

“The Cocoon Period is like a spring that never dries up, no matter how much you draw from it.
Everyone here is a vampire in the Cocoon Period. Part of my collection. Quite artistic, wouldn’t
you say?”

“I've read about Cocoon Period collectors in books before, and | learned that there are quite a
few people like that in the world,” Theo said.

“Dino, too, has become a remarkable part of my collection. The head of a top aristocratic family
who has lost his memories is not something easily obtained. Eden, too. Since birth, she has
always been in the world of death. It was the Cocoon Period that awakened that child. Stealing
my memory wasn’t exactly a good thing, you know. Theodore, this room is made of a
multi-layered shared illusion. The overlapping layers of illusions from everyone here create this
beautiful world. Look at the sky.”

Theo did as he was told and looked up. In the clear blue sky, numerous eyeballs were floating.
“That is an illusion seen by an elderly person in the Cocoon Period. Now, look at those birds.”
Swans with the faces of young girls flew through the sky where the eyeballs floated. They were
girl-faced swans. Albrecht, Rein, and the Stray Cats, who had been brought into the collection
room, could only stare in stunned silence. Did they simply find the scene before them

unbelievable, or had they been utterly captivated by it?

“As for my Cocoon Period, you see...”



From the ground, a multitude of angels that looked as if they were sculpted from glass crawled
forth. The angels had tall, slender bodies, faces without features, and wings like the smooth
pectoral fins of a whale. The glass angels drew their bows and unleashed a volley of arrows all
at once, aiming at the Stray Cats, Albrecht, and Rein, who stood a short distance away. Struck
by the attack, they lost consciousness and collapsed on the spot. Theo somehow managed to
maintain his composure so that his fear wouldn’t show.

“‘Rest assured, this is merely an illusion and their physical bodies are unharmed. / only wounded
their minds a little. They thought they had been shot by arrows. Wouldn't you say that extreme
delusions like this are a typical example of the Cocoon Period?”

“Yes. I've read in books on Cocoon Period studies that this is not an uncommon case,” Theo
replied.

“Well then, what kind of Cocoon Period will you show me?”

Theo decided not to say anything that would seem like he was trying to deceive him. If Isaac
saw through his superficiality, he might completely lose interest in him.

“I have Premature Cocoon Period Syndrome. Right now, I'm keeping my symptoms suppressed
with medicine.”

“Then, how exactly do you intend to join my collection?” Isaac questioned.

“If | stop taking my medicine, | should be able to return to the Cocoon Period immediately. After
all, the Cocoon Trees are here as well.”

“You're trying to sneak your way into my confidence and take back your father and Eden, aren’t
you?”

“Yes, that’s right.” Theo spoke carefully, making sure not to hide anything in his heart.

“Let’s make a deal, then. If the Cocoon Period you show me satisfies me, / will return your
father. However, isn’t it misguided to try and take Eden back? That girl is my daughter.”

“Sure, but she isn’t your property. She is an individual vampire with her own personality.”
“That girl has no personality. Everything she has was stolen from others.”

“I don’t think so. That’'s why you should let her choose for herself whether to stay here or live in
the outside world.”

“That all depends on your Cocoon Period. I’d love to see an artistic one.”



“I'll do my best to meet your expectations. Though, working hard at a Cocoon Period seems like
a strange concept,” Theo stated.

“No, it's not strange at all. By all means, do your best at your Cocoon Period. | will grant you
permission to stay in Cavern District.”

Theo gave a deep bow to Isaac and turned away. Right around that time, the others had just
snapped out of their belief that they had been shot and killed by arrows. Theo, who had walked
over from where Isaac was, rejoined the group.

“‘Huh? What happened to us?” Martin asked.

“Even though the arrows should have pierced us...” Sandro trailed off.

“Could this be heaven?” Monty wondered.

Martin, Sandro, and Monty were still shaken. Hugh was too.

“Oi, Theo! Explain what’s going on!” Hugh demanded.

As expected, Albrecht and Rein understood what had taken place.

“We also experienced the Cocoon Period in our youth. It's not that we were unaware of its
characteristics... but one should never underestimate the power of belief while in the Cocoon
Period,” Albrecht noted.

“So, Master Theodore, the negotiations went well, | assume?” Rein asked.

“Not exactly, that depends on me from here on. We’'ll be staying in Cavern District for a while,”
Theo explained.

“Well then, let’s arrange for lodging immediately. Sir Dominicus, if you wouldn’t mind, could you
recommend a reputable inn?” Albrecht asked Dominicus in a mischievous tone.

“Sir Isaac acknowledged these fools... how could this be... how could this be!?” Dominicus
lamented, walking away with a displeased scowl.

Together, Theo and the others left the collection room.
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It had already been five days since they began their stay in Cavern District. In the end,
Dominicus, following Isaac’s orders, arranged an inn for them. It was the highest-class lodging
in the whole area. They were even provided with Cavern District currency to use as funds during
their stay. This was likely part of Isaac’s generous hospitality. Taking advantage of the funds, the
Stray Cats spent every day wandering around Cavern District for fun. Rein explored Cavern
District, making an effort to understand its internal structure in case anything happened.
Albrecht, acting as Theo’s bodyguard, stayed by his side at all times. Theo, on the other hand,
was solely focused on waiting for his Cocoon Period to return.

Although the Premature Cocoon Period Syndrome he developed five years ago had subsided,
he continued taking medicine as a precaution to prevent a relapse. In reality, there was a
possibility that his syndrome had already completely healed. He had taken the medicine upon
entering Cavern District, but now, all he could do was wait for its effects to wear off. Theo was
only twelve, and while his full-fledged Cocoon Period might not have arrived yet, even he had
seen the Shared lllusions scattered throughout Cavern District. It could have been the influence
of the Cocoon Trees, but Theo had a feeling that his Cocoon Period was returning. That feeling
itself might already be a sign of his Cocoon Period. This was because many vampires in the
Cocoon Period experienced heightened senses. A foreboding feeling that has been heightened
to its utmost extent might as well be called foresight.

Theo spent his time within Cavern District while waiting for his Cocoon Period to return.
Sometimes he went with the Stray Cats, but he often visited the bookstores without
them—though he wasn’t truly alone since his bodyguard, Albrecht, was always with him. The
bookstores carried many books that were only sold within Cavern District. Theo bought a few
that caught his interest, then shut himself in his room, immersing himself in reading. The book
that particularly caught his interest was a history book about Cavern District. It detailed how the
14th House of Vlad family established Cavern District from an abandoned mine. Reading it felt
like reading a historical-fiction novel. The world described in its pages was one he had never
known before, and it strongly captivated Theo’s interest.

There was a day when, at Hugh'’s invitation, Theo visited a gambling den in a section of Cavern
District. The main attraction of the gambling den was mole racing. In Cavern District, moles
seem to be valued for various purposes, whether for their blood as a food ingredient or for
medicinal decoctions. Hugh went all-in with his share of the cavern currency on a mole, and
when it won first place, he and the Stray Cats celebrated in wild excitement. Their rowdy
celebration provoked the resentment of the other patrons in the venue, and it escalated into a
massive brawl that engulfed the entire gambling den. After receiving a report about it, the
guards arrived and detained the Stray Cats, and as punishment, they ended up spending a full
day in a holding cell.

The night that the Stray Cats were put into the holding cell was quiet.



Since coming to Cavern District, the Stray Cats’ Cocoon Period symptoms had become more
prominent, making them noisy every night. By now, Theo had come to enjoy the time he spent
with the Stray Cats, but tonight, he let himself sink into some long-awaited peace and quiet. Just
like the times when he was always alone in his family’s library.

That night, for some reason, he just couldn’t fall asleep. When he looked outside from the inn’s
window, he saw that it faced the Central Shaft, where the Cocoon Trees glowed faintly white in
the darkness. Suddenly, the scenery outside the window lit up brightly, as if the sun had risen in
the middle of the night. When he searched for the source of the light, he saw that it was the
same golden serpent he had seen in the shared illusion on the day he arrived in Cavern District.
Careful not to wake Albrecht or Rein, Theo quietly slipped out through the window and followed
the golden serpent.

Glowing gold, the serpent spiraled around the Central Shaft before slipping into one of the
countless cavern paths. Theo followed after it. The deeper the cavern path extended, the
narrower it became, and the serpent shrank in size as if adjusting to match. At this point, it was
no longer large enough to be called a great serpent as it slipped through the narrow cavern
path.

Before long, after passing through on the other side of the cavern path, Theo stepped into a
field of snow. It was desolate and silent. The sky was completely covered with gray clouds, so
for a moment, Theo mistakenly thought he had stepped outside. However, when he considered
the structure of the caverns and the placement of the path he had taken, he realized he was still
inside Cavern District. Most likely, the snowy field Theo was seeing now was also someone’s
Shared lllusion. The snowfield was engulfed in a violent blizzard, yet it was completely
silent—only the stiliness remained. Amidst the silence, a lone boy stood there. The great golden
serpent, now just a golden snake, slipped quietly into the chest of the boy. The boy looked
exactly like Theo from five years ago, in his childhood.

“Who are you?” Theo asked.

“'m Dino,” the boy answered.

‘| see, so your name is Dino. I'm Theodore.”
“Theodore?”

“That’s right. What are you doing out in a place like this?”
“l ran away from home.”

“‘Ran away? You left the mansion?”

...yes.



“Why did you run away from home, Dino?”

“Because | don’t want to become the head of the family.”

“But you're the son of the Classico family, right? If you don’t become the head, then who will?”
“I think you should be the head instead, Theodore.”

“Me? The head of the Classico family?”

Dino fell silent.

“Dino? What’s wrong?”

“As | thought, it looks like it'll be fine even if Theodore doesn't become the head of the family.”
“Why would you say that?”

“Because Theodore has something he wants to do, right?”

“That’s true. Someday... | want to become a novelist.”

“Then it looks like it’s fine. I'll become the head of the Classico family,” Dino decided.

“But you don’t want to, right?”

“I'll endure it, because Father said so. This is ‘Noblesse Oblige,” he said.”

“Hey... Dino, isn’t there something you want to do?”

“Something | want to do?”

“That’s right, something you want to do. If you were told that you didn’t have to become the
head of the Classico family, what would you want to do?”

“I... I want to climb various mountains.”

“Climb mountains?”

“Yeah, Father once took me. We climbed a really high mountain. Climbing to the top was tough,
but the view from up there was really beautiful. So, | want to climb many mountains and see lots

of beautiful views.”

“Huh. Dino, you wanted to become a mountaineer, didn’t you?



“A mountaineer?”

“It means an adventurer who climbs various mountains.”

”

“I see. Then yes, | want to become a mountaineer. But, you know... ...

The wind mixed with snow began to grow stronger. The blizzard was so fierce, that Theo
couldn’t even remain standing. In an instant, his vision was stolen away. It was as if he was
trapped in white darkness—vision completely blank—and Dino’s figure had disappeared
entirely. Within the white darkness, only time continued to pass. Even though it was supposed to
be an illusion, Theo felt a cold so intense that it was as if he was freezing. Gradually, the
blizzard subsided, and his vision slowly returned. A silhouette began to come into view. Where
young Dino had been standing, now stood the adult Dino.

“What are you doing in a place like this?”

Dino’s voice echoes in the real world.

“I was talking with you, Father. The you from your childhood,” Theo answered.
“You were probably just dreaming.”

Dino, with his arms crossed, refused to meet Theo’s eyes.

“Yes, it was in a shared illusion. The golden serpent... that’s the hallucination that you'’re seeing,
aren’t you? The snake is the guardian beast depicted in the Classico family’s crest. That snake
was the Classico family itself. Even if Eden stole those memories, that snake still exists inside

”

you.
“The Classico family, huh... unfortunately, | don’t remember anything about that.”

“At first, | didn’t understand why you went from the Central City Cluster to Cavern District. Was it
just a coincidence, or was there a reason? Eden stole your memories. When Eden steals
someone’s memories, she must touch them. It's probably like opening a door. Once the door is
open, you can see the scenery from both sides. | remember it. When | tried to escape from the
Eternal Vanguard and grabbed Eden’s hand, | saw a vision. That was the scenery of Cavern
District, Eden’s hometown. At that moment, Eden was peering into my memories, but | was also
peering into hers. When Eden stole your memories, you must have also unconsciously
withessed Eden’s memories. The memory of Cavern District’s scenery... unable to remember
who you were, you must have wandered, relying only on that memory, and eventually reached
Cavern District. | can’t help but feel that Eden gave you and | this opportunity. A chance for the
two of us to talk like this...”



Until now, Theo had never had such an honest conversation with his father. His emotions were
heightened, a turmoil fueled by the Cocoon Period. It felt as if his blood were flowing in reverse.

“You're quite remarkable,” Dino replied.

“Not really, I've only read books,” Theo said.

“What kind of person was your father to you?” Dino inquired.

“For me, Fatheris...”

Theo hesitated to say it to him directly, face-to-face. But he felt that now was his only chance.

“Father is... scary. Even now, | find him overwhelmingly frightening—his presence is too
immense for me. But... | also respect him, more than any other vampire in this world.”

There was silence. Theo was terrified of hearing his father’s response, and he felt like running
away immediately.

“Theodore Classico.”

Dino called Theo’s name. Somehow, it had a distant, formal ring to it.

“...Yes?”

“It's unfortunate that | cannot remember you. However, as the head of the Classico family, |
believe that | am not someone you need to fear as much as you think. If my memory ever
returns, let’s talk like this again, shall we?”

“...yeah.”

With those words, Dino walked away without ever making eye contact with Theo. Before he’d
realized it, Albrecht had been standing there, watching their exchange.

“Young Master Theodore.”
“Albrecht... why are you here?” Theo asked.

“You left the inn through the window, Young Master. | cannot allow you to go out alone at such a
late hour,” Albrecht explained.

“I thought you were already asleep.”



“Yes, it's just as you say. | was asleep. However, | sensed that you were going out, so | had no
choice but to accompany you. After all, protecting you is my duty, Young Master.” It felt like Theo
was constantly being watched, and he didn’t like it—he almost said so, but he swallowed his
words. Albrecht has dedicated himself to the Classico family above all else. By this point, he
had already gone beyond the role of a mere butler. “You seem to have spoken quite a lot with

the Master.”
“Yeah. Father now and Father in the past—there was no difference between him and I.”
“And what do you mean by that?”

“Father wanted to be a mountaineer.”

‘| see. Well then, when the Master regains his memory, a family trip would be a good idea. |
shall select a good mountain and prepare an itinerary.”

“Yeah, when that time comes, I'll be counting on you,” Theo said.

Albrecht smiled. “Of course.” Then, he added one last thing. “However, please refrain from
sneaking out at night. Lack of sleep is the greatest enemy of both good work and beauty.”

Hearing that, Theo couldn’t help but laugh.



“We’re baaaaaack!”

The next day, the Stray Cats returned from the jail. Theo had expected Hugh to be sulking, but
for some reason, he was in a good mood. The fight at the gambling den didn’t lead to any
charges, and it seems they got off with just a strict warning from Dominicus. Perhaps Isaac
pulled some strings behind the scenes for them. After returning to the inn, Hugh called Theo
and the Stray Cats to his room. Rein had gone out to explore more of Cavern District, but it
seemed Albrecht had also been summoned by Hugh. Of course, even if he hadn’t been
summoned, wherever Theo was, Albrecht was bound to be as well.

“Oi, | figured it out!” Hugh’s eyes shone with excitement as he said that to Theo.

“W- what did you figure out?” Theo questioned. He was slightly taken aback, thinking he was
about to hear some grand tale of heroism from their time in jail.

‘I know where Eden is being held! Well, roughly... but still, | figured it out!!”

At Hugh’s words, Theo’s expression changed.

“How did you figure it out?”

“Ever since we arrived at Cavern District, | had Monty tracking Eden’s scent,” Hugh said.

It was the first time Theo was hearing about this, but there was no reason not to take advantage
of Monty’s Cocoon Period symptoms. Theo had been too absorbed in the otherworldly nature of
Cavern District, but he was deeply impressed by the Stray Cats’ sharp wits. That’s exactly why
they were able to survive in Gray Cat Town on their own.

“Eden’s scent is drifting up from deep below the Central Shaft,” Monty explained.

Martin and Sandro went on to explain in even more detail.

“So, we pretended like we were just going out to have some fun, but really we were gathering
information every day, all while making sure the guards tailing us didn’t notice. Just what on
earth is beneath the Central Shaft...?” Martin pondered.

“Through our investigation, we found out that there’s a prison even deeper underground below
the tunnels. So, we started a fight at the gambling den on purpose, got ourselves caught, and

got thrown into the prison,” Sandro finished.

The conversation returned to Monty’s turn. “And then, Eden’s scent got stronger. It was coming
from somewhere really close by!”



“So that means—!” Hugh slammed a table with a bang, “Eden is locked up somewhere in the
underground prison. Cavern District is as complicated as a maze, but Martin’s Cocoon Period
symptoms... see, with his photographic memory, Martin memorized the route they took when
escorting him to the prison. Tonight, we're sneaking into the prison and rescuing Eden. Theo,
what are you going to do?”

Theo glanced over at Albrecht, who stood in the corner of the room. He didn’t seem to approve
or disapprove, so the decision was left to Theo. Even if he objected, the Stray Cats would go
ahead with the rescue mission without him. If Theo went along with Hugh’s plan, negotiations
with Isaac would fall apart. He felt frustrated not knowing when his Cocoon Period would return.
There was no guarantee that his Cocoon Period would return. If that was the case, there was
only one course of action Theo could take.

“Got it. I'm going with you all.”

When Theo made his decision, Hugh raised his voice. “| knew you’d say that!!”

There was no turning back. Now that he had made up his mind, all that was left was to wait for
the night. However, his intuition—likely sharpened by the influence of the Cocoon Trees—was

warning him. This rescue mission would not be so simple. That something very large and
menacing was waiting for them.
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