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  AFTERWORD


  PROLOGUE


  At the ruins known as the Temple of Apollo, there were two figures, one a man, the other a young girl. It was pitch-dark—the night of the new moon, a realm lit only by the scant glimmer of the stars. The man stood, looking down at the young girl who lay on the ground. The girl was groaning in pain.


  “Call him,” the man said in a curt, indifferent tone.


  She groaned again.


  “Call Fugo. Scream and call for him to help you.” The man’s voice held not an ounce of mercy.


  The girl only moaned, unable to move. Her limbs were twisted in impossible directions. She was not able to escape of her own strength.


  The cruelty in the man’s voice was filled with a congealed, dark bloodlust. “Resistance is pointless. Your will is powerless in the face of the bodily reactions I can control with Manic Depression.” He clutched the girl’s throat with an iron grip, fingertips digging into her flesh.


  Her scream echoed into the infinite darkness of the night.
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  THIS IS A STORY ABOUT people who cannot take the first step.


  Unable to seek consolation in their past or reach toward the future, these people drift and struggle aimlessly in the present. Do they struggle because they want to take the first step in some way, in any way they can? Will they make progress, or will they retreat? Not even the world that leaves them to their fates knows the answer, least of all the people themselves.


  There is only one thing that is clear. The ground under their feet is crumbling, and they can stay in the same place no longer. But they have no tomorrow, no place to call home. In such straits, how does a person find hope? How do they lash out, in their despair?


  Let us investigate through one such young man, once scorned as an insolent traitor by his peers. His name is Pannacotta Fugo, and the choices he makes in this story will decide his fate.
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  PURPLE SMOKE DISTORTION


  Frozen in fleeting memories


  Are days with comrades long gone


  Drunk off the ecstasy of being chosen


  With honor believed to lead to tomorrow


  All fades away with hollow dreams


  Warmth dissipates into the distance


  As a silent, deadly violet smoke hangs in the air
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  Vittorio Cataldi


  I. Vitti ’na crozza — Song of the Skull


  I.


  Noise was an everyday occurrence at Milan’s Stadio Giuseppe Meazza, one of the most famous soccer stadiums in the world. It was common to see throngs of passionate fans, hordes of vendors who smelled money in the air, and even police officers to keep any trouble in check. The air was usually rife with energy and enthusiasm.


  Today, however, the stadium was silent.


  Today was the day the hometown team was set to face off against the neighboring archrivals in the playoff game, but the giant stadium that boasted a capacity of 80,018 people was empty. There were no fans, and the players scheduled to play were nowhere to be seen. A terrifying hush prevailed beneath the clear, open sky.


  Yet, in the airspace above the stadium was an airship, drifting as if it were there to film the empty soccer field. On the side of the airship was small, unobtrusive lettering that read “Speedwagon.” The ship’s crew looked down at the vacant stadium and nodded at each other, expressions tense. One crew member picked up a transceiver and spoke into it. “You’re all clear. The stadium is deserted.”


  “Roger that,” replied a man to the transmission, revealing himself from his hiding spot in the empty stadium stands and waving toward the blimp overhead. The airship flashed a light to signify that the crew had visual confirmation of him. “You guys keep up surveillance. I’m sure you know, but if anything happens to me, get the hell out of here.”


  “Understood. Be careful, Guido Mista.”


  After hanging up, the man—Mista—reached for his boot, pulled out the pistol he had holstered inside, and readied it with a practiced hand. He then shouted toward the players entrance on the other side of the stadium. “All right, we’re good. Come out, Sheila E.!” His voice was deep yet clear and carried well, like that of an opera singer presenting an aria onstage.


  After about ten seconds of silence, two figures walked out—their gaits slow and awkward—from the entrance where focused athletes would normally emerge.


  One was a girl named Sheila E. She looked young, as if she were still growing into her features, but what was most abnormal was the look in her eyes. Her eyes were sharp with bloodlust, like a bird of prey ready to swoop down on all in her sight and rip everything in half. She sported a few scars on her face, but she did not seem bothered by them.


  The other was a boy whom Sheila E. pushed, urging him to move. Shoulders slumped, the boy tottered hesitantly onto the turf, his strawberry earrings swaying from his ears. Once Sheila E. and the boy were about twenty meters away, Mista yelled, “Okay, that’s far enough!”


  Sheila E. reacted with the quick wit of a soldier halting their march. The boy, on the other hand, flinched, spasm-like, as he stopped. The muzzle of Mista’s pistol was aimed at the center of his face—between his forehead and mouth, slightly above the bridge of his nose.


  Mista looked down at the boy, scoffing and puffing out his lips. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


  Awkwardly, the boy raised his head.


  Mista’s eyes were as cold as ice. “So, Fugo, what have you been up to all this time?”


  Pannacotta Fugo could not answer. He could not think of anything he could possibly say.


  “Our reports tell us you’ve been playing piano at a bar for the past six months. Imagine my surprise when I found out you knew how to play the piano. I had no clue. And we’ve known each other for a long time too. You well-to-do kids are in a league of your own. I bet you have all sorts of refined hobbies, don’tcha?”


  When Fugo seemed to mumble something under his breath, Mista wasted no time asking, “Huh? What’s that? You said something just now. If you got something to say, then say it loud and clear.”


  The corners of Fugo’s lips pulled into a grimace as he replied stiffly, “Nothing, I—never mind.”


  However, what he wanted to say was this: You’re wrong. I’m no spoiled rich kid.


  Mista raised an eyebrow, but decided to move on from the topic. “Then let’s flip the script. There are things you want to ask me, aren’t there? Things you want to know. I’ll answer you, so ask away. Well?”


  Several seconds passed before Fugo eventually gained the courage to ask, “Is he—is he really dead?”


  Mista saw the tinge of unbearable pain coloring Fugo’s eyes. Furrowing his brow, Mista looked over to Sheila E. “Hey, Sheila E., plug your ears.”


  “Yes, sir.” She responded promptly to the order, digging her fingers into her ears with so much force it looked like it might draw blood.


  Her thorough display of loyalty was almost morbid, but Mista paid it absolutely no attention. He turned back to Fugo, addressing him in a hushed tone, “So, you heard Bucciarati is dead.”


  Fugo’s face drained of color. His whole body began to tremble, his molars chattering violently as if he were trapped on a mountain, naked, during a blizzard. Seeing this, Mista said, even quieter, “Narancia and Abbacchio are dead too, by the way. Hey, do you remember? You said something back then. What was it again?”


  Fugo did not answer, but he did remember.


  “You’ve lost your grip on reality. No one can survive in this world on ideals alone. And we can’t live without the organization.”


  There was no way he could ever forget, because right after speaking those words, he had parted ways with the people he had dedicated his life to. Had that been that too rash a move? Was he the fool for not comprehending the situation? He had been living every moment afterward with these doubts residing in the back of his mind. However, standing before him was someone who could impart an answer—one of the five members of the team he had turned his back on.


  “Mista, is it true?” Fugo’s voice trembled as he spoke.


  The question was vague, but a smile ghosted Mista’s face. “Looks like the rumors reached you too. What have you heard?”


  “Well,” Fugo began, glancing over to Sheila E. standing beside him. He did not want her to hear what he was about to say. Mista instructed her to plug her ears even further. Fugo steeled himself before he spoke again. “What I heard was this: that the boss has finally revealed his true identity. And his name is—”


  “His name is?”


  “Giorno Giovanna, the boss of the secret organization, Passione. Because he is only sixteen years old, he was wary of provoking any unnecessary hostility and kept his identity a secret. But traitors tried to uncover his true identity, which developed into a feud that almost got his innocent daughter caught in the crossfire. Figuring he had no further reason to stay hidden, he decided to come out into the limelight. But—”


  “But,” Mista interrupted him, “as you know, that’s all a lie. After all, you were with us up until right before it happened. Yeah…” Mista trailed off, never once taking the barrel of his pistol off Fugo. “Right before the real boss, Diavolo, killed Bucciarati and the others.”


  Fugo was aware that his throat was dry, but he found he could not even swallow a single drop of saliva.


  Coldly, Mista continued, “That’s right. Giorno joined the family with the intent of taking down the boss and taking control of the syndicate, and Bucciarati had known his intentions the entire time. One of those ‘now that you mention it’ moments, right? I’m sure you also had a hunch about that being the case. The second Giorno was introduced into the team, we all saw he didn’t carry himself like an ordinary rookie. Bucciarati always treated him less like a grunt and more like a trusted partner. I mean, Giorno told me they had an equal relationship with each other, but that’s not how it came across to me. Bucciarati was virtually Giorno’s subordinate, instead of the other way around. Not sure how to phrase it any better, but that’s the impression I got. Bucciarati resolved to give up his life to make Giorno’s dreams come true. He made that happen, traded fatal blows with Diavolo, and died.”


  After a pause, Mista went on. “Giorno’s actions were swift and precise. He ended up taking over the syndicate in the blink of an eye. I gotta say, that was a hell of a sight. That’s about when the rumors you heard came around, right? He was pretty public about his takeover, after all.”


  “Yeah,” Fugo replied. “‘The prince of Passione came out of hiding to clean up the underworld!’ It’s been spreading like an urban legend on the streets. Also, Mista,” he added, “they’re saying that you’re his number two.”


  “Ah. You heard that a skilled gunman is his vice-commander, right? That’s actually not true. The number two man is Polnareff. I’m number three. Just think. If you multiply two by itself, it makes four, doesn’t it? Four is an unlucky number—and you know I would never come anywhere near something so unlucky, don’t you? With three, on the other hand, there’s nothing to worry about. Capiche?” Mista said in a slightly jokey tone.


  “Polnareff? A Frenchman?”


  “He’s someone you don’t know. Knowing his name does you no good, though. You have no way of looking him up.”


  Since he was being told information that was likely top secret, Fugo pondered on why he was brought here in the first place. He had split off from the team after being completely unable to follow Bruno Bucciarati’s ridiculous directive to kill the boss and take over—but Sheila E., a member of the reborn Passione, had come to his safe house just yesterday. He felt this day would come, eventually, but the current situation was far more than he ever expected. All of this shows influence way beyond what the old boss ever had, Fugo thought.


  Until six months ago, Passione had indeed been a powerful crime syndicate that had gained control through bribing and blackmailing large corporations, the police, and even government officials several times over. This situation, however, was in a league all of its own.


  They had cleared out the Giuseppe Meazza, a UEFA five-star stadium—postponing a match that would have had broadcast rights agreements with television stations around the world, driving away tens of thousands of spectators—all to call Fugo over to talk. It was a move that required a lot of pull, and it clearly involved more than just a politician putting in a word or two. This was far beyond the scope of the organization of the past. In addition, the airship overhead belonged to the Speedwagon Foundation, one of the world’s leading research institutes. Fugo had no idea how they were made to side with the syndicate, but he did know that the person that airship was monitoring as a research subject was—


  Me. There’s nobody else it could be. Fugo started to prickle from Mista and Sheila E.’s sharp stares upon him.


  “Tell me, Fugo. What are you thinking right now?” Mista finally asked. “Do you think that you’re a traitor? Do you have any guilt over being heartless enough to abandon Bucciarati?”


  Fugo did not answer.


  “Feels awkward to say this, but you were right, in a way. Bucciarati and the others actually ended up dead. You didn’t follow along, and you survived. A fine-fortuned handsome gentleman born under a special lucky star like myself just managed to scrape by, but given that you’re unreliable and don’t have such luck to fall back on, I sincerely doubt you would’ve stood a chance yourself. You wouldn’t have survived that outrageous battle between Diavolo and Giorno. Good thing you were smart enough to see it. I can commend that part of you, at least.”


  After a pause, Mista pushed on. “So let’s just put that aside. We’re talking about the present. What about now? Where are you gonna go from here?”


  When Fugo still offered no reply, Mista gestured to Sheila E. to pull her fingers out of her ears. With a pop, she straightened herself out, ready to fight at any moment. Mista said quietly, “Fugo. Bring it out.” Upon hearing those words, Sheila E.’s eyes sharpened and Fugo’s already pale face drained of all remaining color. “Bring it out. Your Purple Smoke.”


  Fugo gritted his teeth, but eventually did as he was told. Instantly, Fugo’s body began to blur and double, as if he were in the middle of a heat haze. Then, a single blurry figure stepped forward, as if a doppelganger had split off from Fugo’s flesh and started to walk on its own. This was Fugo’s ability—a separate personality of his that took corporeal form. With its stitched-up, patchwork body and wide-open, bloodshot eyes, it resembled some sort of zombie. Purple Smoke—that was the name given to Fugo’s Stand. The terrifying figure was unique to Fugo and a vital part of Fugo himself.


  “Grrrawww… Zlrrrrrp…”


  Purple Smoke was always gnashing its teeth as if it were discontent with something, a steady stream of drool gushing from its mouth. Fugo hated laying eyes on it. It was too unsettling of a sight for him. Mista, however, did not react to the form at all.


  “Now then, Fugo,” he said softly, keeping his pistol trained. “You know why we called you out to this place, in broad daylight, don’t you?”


  When Fugo gave no answer, Mista continued. “Fugo, your ability is really dangerous. Once infected by the killer virus that your Purple Smoke spreads, any living organism will be reduced to a rotting, melting mess and die. It can’t be defended against, and there’s no way to control what it infects either. It’s like having a raw, unbridled, indiscriminate form of bloodlust assault you. But I already know that virus is weak to light and it only has a range of five meters at best. You get it now, right?”


  Fugo finally spoke up. “Yes, I do.”


  “That’s right. This location, in this weather, at this distance—under these circumstances, your Purple Smoke is absolutely no match for my Six Bullets.”


  Mista kept his pistol trained on Fugo. It was just a regular handgun loaded with ordinary bullets, but Fugo was able to see them. Between himself and Mista were small, sprite-like figures that hovered in the air. Those sprites formed Mista’s ability—the ability to change the trajectory of a fired bullet in inconceivable ways, bypassing any enemy defense and striking where it could do the most damage without fail. No matter how much of the virus Fugo spread, it could not reach Mista from twenty meters away. And in the stadium, with no obstructions and with direct sunlight boring down on them, the virus would be sterilized in no time at all. These were the perfect conditions for Mista to kill Fugo swiftly and surely without involving any innocent bystanders.


  Fugo could also feel the gaze of Sheila E., who was standing behind him. This girl was a sacrificial pawn, tasked with stopping Fugo if he took any unexpected action. She was prepared to die from the virus if need be. He felt from the dangerous aura emanating from her that she had no qualms about throwing away her life. He was surrounded with no place to run.


  “I get it, Mista,” Fugo managed to get out, aware of the tremor in his own voice. “If you wanted to kill me, you would have done so already.”


  “Hmm?” Mista frowned at Fugo’s meek statement. “What’s the matter? This isn’t like you. Aren’t you the type who snaps and wrecks everything once they’re against the ropes? You know, truth be told, I was relieved when you decided not to follow Bucciarati. I mean, what I said is accurate, isn’t it? It would’ve been ridiculous if you had snapped and spread unlimited doses of that virus everywhere. You’d have killed us all in the crossfire. Right?”


  Mista was insulting him. That was clear. But, Fugo thought, he’s doing this on purpose. He’s provoking me in the hopes that I lash out at him. Then he can shoot me dead, mercy or restraint be damned. Mista must be sure that he can kill me instantly without getting Sheila E. caught in the line of fire. At this point, Fugo was finally certain. He understood why he had been brought here. He exhaled slowly and said, “It’s not unlimited.”


  “What’s that?”


  “My virus attack can only be used up to six times. There are only six capsules attached to Purple Smoke’s fists, so that’s six times a day at most. But you already know this,” Fugo said calmly.


  Mista squinted, realizing that Fugo had figured him out. “I’ll ask you one more time, Fugo. What are you thinking right now?”


  “I never betrayed Passione even once. Isn’t that right, Mista?”


  “Right, I see.” Mista puffed his lips and huffed loudly. “I guess that’s one way of looking at it. It seems your mind is as sharp as ever. In that case, you know what you have to do now, right? You need to prove yourself in order to gain the right to pledge your loyalty to Giorno.”


  “Prove myself,” repeated Fugo.


  “To prove you’re not our enemy, you need to go kill our enemy. If you can’t do that, then I’ll kill you.” His words held no ring of intimidation or exaggeration—he was simply stating the facts. It was an unwavering command that showed Mista was now far removed from his past as a low-level thug in the same team as Fugo. In just six months, a clear gap of power and authority had developed between them.


  Fugo tried desperately to keep his teeth from chattering. He felt lesser than a frog in the sights of a snake, but at the very least, he knew that he was not going to be executed right here and now. He had survived yet again. While it should have been a relief, however, Fugo felt terribly uncomfortable. Bitter emotions welled up from the depths of his chest, and it took everything in his power to push them back down. Shivers ran up and down his spine. It felt as though his entire body was filled with sharp, jagged objects; he felt like he was being roasted over an open fire, yet being frozen solid at the same time.


  “Grrrrrr…”


  Purple Smoke suddenly let out a bloodcurdling bellow, snapping Fugo back to his senses. Mista frowned and said, “Enough. Put that thing away.”


  Fugo recalled his spiritual double back inside of him. Behind him, Sheila E. snorted derisively. “Just how much self-control do you lack if you can’t even keep something that’s yours quiet?”


  When Fugo stood silently, unable to respond, Mista intervened, “Let’s not start fighting. From now on, you two will be on assignment together.”


  “Huh?” Fugo uttered, confused. “With her?”


  “Not just the two of you, of course. I’m gonna put others on your team. These aren’t the kinda guys you can kill solo.”


  “Guys?”


  “Your target is one person, but he’s being protected by a team, so we’ll need a team ourselves or we stand no chance. Team offense—that’s the basics.” Mista gave Fugo a sharp glance.


  Fugo felt a chill run down his spine. He knew then that he would not be going up against straightforward opposition. “By ‘team,’ do you mean…”


  Mista nodded. “That’s right, remnants of the old Passione—the guys from the Drug Team.”
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  AT ROUGHLY THE SAME TIME, in a warehouse at the edge of Villa San Giovanni, a port city facing the Strait of Messina, things were already in motion.


  A teen with sunken cheeks and surprisingly large eyes stood in the warehouse, listening to a man’s groans echo through the dimly lit space. The boy was covered with scars from his eyelids to his lips. These wounds were not old, either. The majority of them were still scabbed and colored raw. The dagger he was holding in his hand made yet another fresh wound among the others. As he slashed his forehead, the boy made his own sound effects: “Ki, ki ki ki, ki ki ki ki ki… ki kiii.”


  His expression was dull and lifeless; his pupils trailed in different directions. Once he finished carving deep enough into his skin, he began muttering under his breath.


  “Modern man…seems to be lacking, missing a lot of things, you know? I don’t mean nutrition and exercise. I mean, compared to primitive man, there’s something missing in, well, their lifestyles, their daily routines? Whatever you want to call it, it’s not there… Yeah.”


  With a sudden crackle, something came flying out of his mouth. It looked like a loogie at first, but it was actually a scab from a wound that was on the inside of his throat. Blood oozed from the boy’s mouth as he continued to speak, unfazed.


  “Yeah. I heard there’s a theory that we’re lacking the feeling of being alive. No, I’m serious. Really, I’m being serious, no bullshit.


  “So you may be asking, what’s the point of this? Well, here’s where the extra-serious talk starts. When a life-form doesn’t have enough life force, they are certain to end up extinct. Same rut the pandas are stuck in. They say they’re friggin’ done. That unbalanced diet of bamboo and nothing else means they’re definitely doomed. But they say humanity looks pretty bleak ourselves. It’s so bad that there’s theories that people have been trying so hard to build civilizations and whatnot because they’re trying to cover up the fact that they’re out of life force. I mean, I dunno who said all this shit or any of the nitty-gritty, though. So, yeah, that’s why in order to avoid any of that, I do this—”


  The blade made a scritching sound, reminiscent of the noises the boy had muttered, as he carved another fresh wound into himself.


  “By constantly inflicting myself with a real feeling—with pain—I’m keeping the life force within me awake. After all, if I don’t do that, I’ll end up extinct… And I don’t wanna go extinct, y’know…”


  Silence.


  “So, uh, what was your name again? Hale? Holy?” The boy spoke to the main in front of him in a friendly tone. “Aah, Sale, right? That’s what your name was, yeah?”


  The man named Sale groaned, drenched in cold sweat from head to toe as his forehead furrowed into a collection of steep creases. Sale was a member of Passione and had clashed with Giorno and Mista over the inheritance of the late Polpo, a former capo in the organization. Much like Fugo, he was also being forced to fulfill orders to redeem himself for past mistakes.


  “Still, what the hell? Sale? I’d be salty over a lame name like that. Yeah, you’d be salty, Sale. Ooh—ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha! Sale! Salty! Get it? Oh man, that’s rich!” The scarred boy burst into a sudden, incoherent fit of laughter, but once he noticed Sale was not reacting, the boy’s face straightened out. “Hey, I’m talking to you. I, Vittorio Cataldi, am speaking to you, yet you’re ignoring me? What the hell kind of way is that to act, dammit?!”


  Sale did not respond.


  “Well? Which of us do you think is right? Me, the person who’s talking to you logically, with manners? Or you, the person rudely staying quiet and not reacting to anything I’m saying? I mean, I’m clearly in the right, no matter how you slice it, right? That’s the only option, no question about it, right?”


  Sale still did not respond.


  “Whazzat? You do got somethin’ to say about it? If you do, then bust out your ability. Throw your precious Arts & Crafts or whatever it’s called right at me!” Vittorio provoked him, completely unafraid despite Sale being a great deal older than him.


  In contrast, every hair on Sale’s body stood on end at the sight of the teen. He was a man who boasted a reputation for being almost immortal, who had survived countless battles, had even fought Guido Mista and lived to tell the tale. However, now—now he was terrified. The boy’s crazed bug eyes stared straight at him, clearly lacking something crucial. For all his talk about humanity and civilization, not a trace of the future could be seen in those eyes. Vittorio appeared to have no vision of what he wanted to be later in life. No dreams, no hopes, no passion. The only thing that rattled around in his head was a hollow, vain form of hostility.


  Is this kid really a member of the same Drug Team that produced all those tens of billions in profit? Sale could not believe it. They were supposed to be the team that always reaped the most benefits out of any other group in the old Passione. They were at the pinnacle of success, with countless amounts of money and women at their disposal, allowed to do whatever they pleased. However, he was met with a shortsighted, narrow-minded brat fixated only on what irritated him in the moment, who lacked any ingenuity or resourcefulness. And the boy was not alone.


  Vittorio was not the only figure in Sale’s field of view. Across from him, there was one other—a silhouette that had remained completely motionless since Sale arrived. She was shockingly pale. Even her lips were pale, only highlighted by a vague reddish tinge, causing the outlines of her lips to blur into her face. With vacant eyes staring into space, she hummed a tune from her parted lips, so faint it could just barely be heard.


  “La, la la… la la la la, la la, la…”


  It was a famous folk song known as “Vitti ’na crozza (Song of the Skull).” However, what should have been a rhythmically snappy melody was so sluggish and drawn out that it was, at best, a loose rendition. She was young, and her long, long hair hit the ground, so long that it looked less like she intentionally grew it out and more like she just kept forgetting to cut it. She was sitting flat on the ground, as frail as a wilted tree. Her snow-white neck swayed perilously back and forth, as if it could snap at any moment.


  “La, la la, le lo le la, le, la la…”


  Her name was Angelica Attanasio. Her ability was called Night Bird Flying—an ability with zero destructive power that looked like nothing more than a small bird hovering around. However, it was that same ability that had led Sale and his partner, Mario Zucchero, to this den of death.


  Sale glared at Angelica, but she was not paying attention to him at all. This was not out of arrogance; she simply was not capable of being cognizant of him. Drool, tinged slightly pink from blood, trailed from her mouth down her chin. The capillaries in her mouth were torn, causing it to bleed constantly. She was very clearly a severe drug addict.


  Sale could not contain his anger over his plight. He was cornered by two people he honestly regarded as pathetic dregs—a shallow brat with no thoughts of the future in his head, and a junkie girl who did not seem to have long for this world anyway.


  Sale was biting his lip so hard that it drew blood. However, he did not feel the pain. It was not because he was too angry to feel it, but because his sense of pain had been erased, contaminated by Night Bird Flying. His legs had been shaky for a while now. He felt as if he would topple over if he did not brace his legs. He was dizzy, and his sense of balance was lost. He could not make any complicated movements. He could no longer go for any cheeky tricks. All that was left for him to do was charge with everything he had, as soon as he could find the opening for it. He glared at Vittorio.


  “Ki, ki ki ki ki ki ki, ki kiiiii…” The boy inflicted another wound on his own body. The dagger gleamed like a mirror; Sale was reflected in its blade.


  That dagger…


  Sale had been fixated on that dagger for a while now. Vittorio was a knife expert in the same way Guido Mista was a gun expert. If Sale and Vittorio were to fight with their abilities, an ordinary blade was virtually useless. What kind of capabilities did that dagger hold?


  Sale’s Arts & Crafts could immobilize anything he touched. Even if he was shot at or attacked with a bladed weapon, he could defend against anything, even if by the skin of his teeth, so long as he immobilized it. That was why a mere dagger should have been nothing to fear.


  That’s right, Sale thought. Why should I fear him?


  It was apparent that Sale had already lost any sense of composed judgment. Despite the strength of his ability, Sale was always cautious enough to immediately retreat whenever he sensed danger—which had allowed him to survive as long as he had—but at that moment, he lost that caution.


  “La, la la, le la le la, le la la la…”


  Much like Angelica, Sale was no longer able to give anything deep thought.


  The scarred boy turned a cold stare at him and said, “Come on. Let’s make it clear which is more right, your ability, or my Dolly Dagger!” The moment the tip of the dagger left Vittorio’s body, Sale kicked off the ground and charged forward. If Vittorio was going to stab him with the dagger, Sale was going to let him do it. He would waste no time immobilizing it, and then throw the rest of his ability at his physical body.


  However, no matter how close Sale got, the dagger never even turned his way. Vittorio stood there vacantly, as if he had no intention of attacking with his blade at all. He did not even take a defensive stance. It was abnormal and unnatural, but Sale had already closed so much distance that he could not back down. He threw a punch right into the center of his unresisting opponent’s chest. I’ll immobilize his heart and kill him instantly, thought Sale. He wouldn’t be able to avoid that. But just when he thought he had won…


  Bam.


  The boy lifted his leg and kicked Sale away. Sale flew and hit the ground.


  Sale could not believe it—he knew he had struck the boy’s chest. Sure enough, Vittorio was clutching his chest in pain, groaning and breaking out into a cold sweat. However, he was not dead from Sale’s attack. Just when he was wondering what in the hell was going on, Sale noticed something bizarre in his field of vision.


  Something was hovering, as if pinned to the air, between himself and Vittorio, a strangely glistening object somewhere between red and pink. It was a firm, round thing that had the texture of flesh and organ tissue. Sale knew what it was.


  A heart, he thought. A heart had been torn from a body and was fixed in midair. But whose?


  Sale’s neck automatically cranked down. His body had lost all strength and started to bend crookedly, unable to support the weight of his head. What he saw there was his chest with a gaping hole through it. His realized that own attack had been reflected back on himself, but he had no time to think on how it had happened. Without his heart, his blood flow quickly began to weaken, and Sale’s consciousness sank into darkness, never to awaken again. His heart fell to the ground with a soft plop.


  Meanwhile, Vittorio moaned and clutched his chest in pain, but he called to his teammate waiting outside the warehouse. “Massimo! Hey, Massimo, dammit!”


  The warehouse door flung open with a loud bang in response. As the light from outside poured in, a tall man walked in. He was dragging what appeared to be a large plastic bag in his hand, but once he saw Vittorio writhing in pain, he tossed it aside and called out, his voice light as a breeze, “What? I’m guessing you did something crazy again.”


  “Shut up! It’s my heart! My heart is beating weird! It’s stopping! It’s 30 percent stopped!” Vittorio wailed.


  “I keep telling you, Vittorio,” the tall man scolded, “your Dolly Dagger can only reflect 70 percent of damage. You shouldn’t be carelessly taking attacks from your enemies.” The man stepped in front of the boy and jabbed his chest, roughly, with a thud. Vittorio could not help but fall over.


  “Kya ha ha ha ha ha ha, ha ha ha…” Angelica’s weak laughter echoed through the warehouse.


  “Dammit, be more friggin’ gentle!” Vittorio complained, groaning still, but once he got up, he was no longer in pain. It was as if his bodily functions were instantaneously healed the second the man touched him.


  Ignoring Vittorio’s complaints, the man walked over to Angelica and asked, “Is it over?”


  The girl nodded and replied, “Yes. There’s no one else around here. No one else is here. No one is watching us…” She pointed to the plastic bag–like thing the tall man tossed aside. “All that’s left is that.”


  “Mm-hmm.” The tall man nodded, turning his eyes to it.


  “Ah, is that him? The Zucchero guy? What’s his shtick again? He turns things flat or something?” Vittorio asked, walking over to the paper-thin object. Upon closer inspection, it was in the shape of a person, almost like an inflatable doll with the air let out—and it was twitching. “Still, most abilities can’t be used on yourself, right? But this guy is able to make himself flat, huh?”


  “That’s right,” the man replied. “In this flattened state, he can slip into extremely tight crevices. That’s how he and Sale approached us.”


  “Ha ha ha, that’s too bad. We have Angelica on our side, so no one can ever get the drop on us.” Vittorio ground his foot into the flat form. “Ugh, that’s so creepy. This guy’s heart is still friggin’ beatin’.”


  “Yeah, even when he’s flat, he still has a pulse. Though now that he’s hit by my Manic Depression, he won’t be able to control his own body anymore.” The tall man stared coldly down at the man he had put out of commission.


  Massimo Volpe was the most dangerous person on Giorno Giovanna’s hit list. He alone was so much of a threat that Giorno did not mind if the others escaped so long as Massimo was dead. However, in contrast to the danger he presented to Giorno, his looks were borderline unassuming. He was Italian, but his sharp bone structure made him appear more Irish. His features were thin and pointed.


  Ignoring Massimo, Vittorio poked and prodded at Zucchero’s body. “Him not being able to disengage his ability is all well and good, but can we torture him like this? Can he still talk?”


  “No clue. Either way, he’s a lost cause.”


  “Man, your Manic Depression is one scary-ass ability, Massimo. Going overboard is its basic function.”


  Just then, another person walked up to them. It was an old man. “Enough, Massimo. I’ve told you over and over. You shouldn’t fight unless you have to. Leave these weaklings to me and Vittorio. You should just stay protected with Angelica.” The old man’s face was covered in deep wrinkles, but his spine was straight, and his movements were sharp and agile.


  “Kocaqi!” Angelica cried in joy. She staggered over to the old man’s side, leaning onto him and rubbing against his thigh like a cat cuddling up to their owner.


  The old man gently stroked her head, but his eyes were focused on Massimo. “Do you understand, Massimo? You’re the cornerstone of this team. Our team exists only for you.”


  “You are the leader, Vladimir Kocaqi. I’m just following your orders,” Massimo replied somewhat dismissively, shrugging his shoulders.


  Old Man Kocaqi sighed. “I swear, you are utterly devoid of self-awareness. You know that you are a ruler of the world. You could rule over all humankind so long as you have your ability.”


  “That’s you,” Massimo replied. “I can’t imagine anyone standing a chance against your Rainy Day Dream Away.”


  “Hey, hey, hey, what about mine? My Dolly Dagger is pretty awesome, isn’t it?” asked Vittorio.


  “Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha ha… We’re all pretty awesome, aren’t we?” Angelica chimed in.


  An elderly yet sharp man, a careless young man, a narrow-minded boy, and a drug-addicted girl—these four were the Drug Team that the reborn Passione was frantically pursuing.


  [image: images]


  
    
      
        	
          Stand Name: Dolly Dagger


          User: Vittorio Cataldi (age 16)

        
      


      
        	
          Destructive Power: A

        

        	
          Speed: A

        

        	
          Range: C

        
      


      
        	
          Staying Power: A

        

        	
          Precision: B

        

        	
          Potential: C

        
      


      
        	
          Ability: Transfers 70 percent of any damage inflicted on the user back to a target reflected in the dagger’s blade. (The remaining 30 percent of damage is taken by the user.) A physically tangible Stand that has possessed a dagger from the Napoleonic era. Can reflect any type of damage, including gunfire and viral infections. A Stand born from Vittorio’s strong desire to shift blame and his belief that nothing is his fault.

        
      

    
  


  A: Amazing B: Very Good C: Average D: Poor E: Terrible
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  Massimo Volpe


  II. Me voglio fà ’na casa — I Want to Build a House


  II.


  Many months ago, Illuso, one of Passione’s assassins, had looked into Fugo’s background. Illuso had read his findings aloud as follows:


  “Pannacotta Fugo, born 1985 to a wealthy family in Naples. Highly intelligent, with an IQ of 152, which got him admitted to university at the tender age of thirteen. But—well, well, well—despite his genteel appearance, he possesses a nasty, quick temper and did not get along with his professors, one of whom he savagely beat with a four-kilogram encyclopedia. It was all downhill from there, and that’s how he ended up as Bucciarati’s lackey.”


  Illuso’s explanation was not entirely accurate. While it was true that Fugo was admitted to university, it was not in recognition of his intelligence; his family had simply bought his way in.


  The Fugo family was not a noble family in any sense of the word. They were nothing more than a pack of nouveau riche upstarts who rose to success through unscrupulous methods: conducting borderline illegal trade and bankrupting lenders by encouraging investments in various African countries shortly before the start of World War II. Fugo’s grandfather, who hailed from the lower class, wanted the family to become nobles at any cost. In order to fulfill those ambitions, Fugo’s father was forced to marry the daughter of a bankrupt noble. Pannacotta Fugo was the third son from that marriage. While his two older brothers had no remarkable qualities, Fugo showed promise at an early age.


  To ensure that Fugo would become someone distinguished, his grandfather had both doted on him and pressured him to succeed. Fugo was forced to learn everything he could, which meant he received a thorough education befitting a gifted student. He was very talented and mastered nearly everything, but that intellect meant he could not help but notice a certain something: the concept of a limit. He knew there were limits to his own talents, of course, but what he felt even stronger were the limits of the arts and academia. He realized that music ended with Bach and Mozart; sculpture and painting with Michelangelo and Da Vinci; architecture with Scamozzi and Bernini; mathematics with Gauss and Hegel.


  It led him to think, If these things were perfected hundreds of years ago, what can we possibly do now? Even as a child, he could not shake the discouragement he felt at this epiphany, but whenever he tried to express his troubles to any of his teachers, they dismissed him as a cheeky brat. He was also constantly looked down upon by his peers, all of whom belonged to the upper class. They ridiculed him for buying his way into nobility from the slums, and being the subject of abuse by people far intellectually inferior was simply unbearable to him.


  His sole source of solace was his kindly grandmother. “Listen, my dear Panní,” she would often tell him, “no matter how bad or painful it may get, God will surely protect you.” And then she would bake him a cake. To Fugo, she was a balm. She was the only person who offered Fugo any peace of mind. However, she was treated with contempt within the Fugo family. She was the daughter of a poor tenant farmer who married his grandfather before he became rich, and she was left behind as the family climbed the social ladder. If not for Italy’s Catholic society that considered divorce a sin, she would have long since been abandoned by her husband.


  Even so, his grandmother was the only person who could speak heart-to-heart to Pannacotta Fugo, the family’s shining star. His relationship with his parents was terrible, and his older brothers envied their talented younger brother so badly that they would constantly torment him when the adults were not looking. Nevertheless, he endured it all because he did not want to see his grandmother sad.


  But then—his grandmother died. By the time she passed, Fugo was already far away from his hometown, studying at the University of Bologna. He wanted to fly back to attend her funeral, but his grandfather forbade him, telling him there was no need. Fugo could not believe it. That was also the day of an important exam. He bombed it and was called to the professor’s office.


  The first thing the professor asked Fugo was if he was trying to make a mockery out of him. The professor snapped, asking if Fugo’s putrid grade in his class compared to his exceptional grades in his other classes was out of ill will toward the professor himself.


  “What in the hell is even going through your head? You think you can just ignore your core subjects?! How dare you give me that look!” The professor’s tirade overwhelmed Fugo, who blurted out that his grandmother had passed away. This only made his professor angrier.


  “Quit making up nonsense! I haven’t heard any such news from your family! What kind of childish excuse is that anyway? Your grandmother?! How much of a mammone are you? Get over yourself and—”


  Fugo could no longer hear his professor’s voice. When he came to, he realized he was hitting the professor over the head with an encyclopedia that had been on the desk. He was not even aware that he had snapped. He felt neither hatred nor a desire to kill. In his heart was a single sensation, hard as stone, telling him that this man could not be forgiven. In that moment, no other course of action existed.


  Fugo’s fragile life as a member of the social elite ended that day.


  After he beat up the security guards who rushed to the scene, he was eventually arrested by the police. During questioning, the detective looked at him with bewilderment and said, “We called your family, but all they said was they didn’t know you. No one is coming to pick you up. Unfortunately, at this rate, you’re gonna get sent to a home.”


  He remained in detention until the day they could no longer hold him—but that same day, a visitor came. It was a young man he had never seen before. When Fugo asked, he learned the visitor was only seventeen.


  “My name is Bruno Bucciarati. I’ve been looking into you a bit, and came to see you.”


  Fugo knew what he was at first glance. “You’re a mafioso, aren’t you?”


  Bucciarati nodded. “I am. Mind telling me how you knew?”


  “You’re well-dressed, but you don’t have the scent of the upper class. You conduct yourself too neatly and efficiently to be a student, but you’re too soft-spoken to be a soldier. The only thing you could be is a gangster.”


  “You’re not only as clever as people say, but you also have nerves of steel. You don’t seem afraid of me, but can I ask you why that is?”


  “It’s not that I’m not afraid, but—” Fugo began, but the visitor interrupted him.


  “Also, considering the situation you’re in, you should be considerably afraid, shouldn’t you? You’re on the verge of being abandoned by your parents, aren’t you?”


  Fugo smiled awkwardly. “No, it’s the opposite. I think they’re the ones afraid of me right now.”


  Bucciarati tilted his head in question.


  “If what I did gets out, it’ll tarnish the family name. They’ll have no choice but to disown me and claim we’re not related. They’re freaking out.”


  Bucciarati furrowed his brow. “You’re talking awfully smug. Did you commit assault to cause problems for your parents?”


  “No, that’s not it. I wasn’t even thinking of my parents. I just—I suddenly felt like I couldn’t forgive him for what he’d done.”


  Bucciarati put his hand on his chin, silent in thought for a moment. He asked, “What do you think will happen if you get sent to a home?”


  Fugo shrugged. “What will happen? Nothing that I can help. They’ll probably make me take the bare minimum of vocational training and throw me out into the wild.”


  “So you don’t plan on going back to your parents?”


  “Go back?” Fugo repeated, momentarily confused by what he was being asked.


  Seeing his expression, Bucciarati nodded. “If you have nowhere to go, how about this? Why don’t you come help me with my work?”


  Fugo finally realized that this young gangster was interviewing him. “You want me to join your organization?”


  “It’s not my organization. I’m still at the bottom, and I don’t have any direct subordinates. You seem to have figured me out, but I’m not from a wealthy family. I’m actually the son of a fisherman. I’m proud of my father and not ashamed of my upbringing, but the fact is I don’t have much in the way of proper education. That’s why I need allies with intellect and wit. I need you.”


  Fugo looked at Bucciarati, who was staring at him, steadfast and earnest. It was a strange feeling. Not only was he being asked to join a criminal organization, the invitation was from a petty thug trying to recruit more petty thugs. And yet, Fugo could not help but notice that this man had the same scent as his grandmother. It was the scent of someone not lying to him. The scent of someone who was telling Fugo what he truly felt.


  “You need me?”


  “That’s right.”


  “What made you decide on me?”


  “When you talked about your parents, I could tell that you were not fueled by revenge. I assume you hold a grudge, but it’s not an obsession. Your levelheadedness is something I need since I get fired up too easily.”


  “Levelheadedness? I have such a short fuse that I went off the deep end and bludgeoned my professor in the head,” said Fugo.


  Bucciarati fixed him with a stern look. “Your teacher was lucky.”


  Fugo’s eyes widened. “Huh?”


  “He was lucky to survive. After all, I’m sure you hit him without even considering the risk of him dying.” Fugo was speechless, but Bucciarati continued calmly. “I came to see you because I wanted to look you in the eyes. I wanted to see for myself if you were cut from the same cloth as I was.”


  Fugo waited for the young man’s explanation.


  “You have the same eyes. The same eyes I had when I was twelve. Those are the eyes of a killer. They’re the eyes of someone who could commit murder, no matter the reason, without a moment’s hesitation.” Seeing that his words were not shaking Fugo all that much, Bucciarati continued, “You have no shot at reforming. That’s why I’m recruiting you. You’re someone who can only live on our side of the tracks.”
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  FUGO LAY ON A HARD BED, staring at the ceiling of his cheap hotel room. He thought idly about what would have happened to him if Bucciarati had not visited him back then. Either way, he would not have been able to live in civil society, but joining Passione proved to generally be a positive in his life, so it was difficult for him to imagine that what-if scenario.


  No, he corrected himself. I’ve seen it before, just once.


  Fugo had seen how he might have ended up reflected within another boy—a boy named Narancia Ghirga.


  Back then—


  A knock on the door interrupted his train of thought. The door was open, but Sheila E. knocked anyway, calling out, “Knock-knock, anyone home?”


  When Fugo turned his head toward her, she jerked her chin at him. “Come on. Backup is here.”


  Fugo got out of bed. Sheila E. let him walk ahead of her in the narrow hallway and peppered him with questions. “Tell me, why did you leave the door open? Isn’t that careless?”


  “Can’t hear the footsteps of anyone sneaking up on me if I close it,” Fugo answered.


  “You hate cramped places?”


  Fugo did not respond.


  “You know, I heard that, with your ability, even you would die if you got infected by your virus. How’d you figure that out?”


  “I had Bucciarati help me. When I infected a small area on my side, the skin started to melt. I had Bucciarati immediately cut it off, which stopped the spread.”


  “Ah, the late Bruno Bucciarati. He was really skilled, wasn’t he? A capo who Mr. Giorno truly trusted. A leader wasted on you, I’m sure.”


  “Yeah.” The information as she knew it was warping the story, but alas, Fugo had no rebuttal.


  Sheila E. continued. “So, your ability. You say its range is about five meters, but if you get infected yourself, the area within a meter around you is dangerous. It can’t go far, but you can’t stay too close to it either. That’s one finicky ability, huh?”


  Fugo said nothing.


  “No wonder you don’t like being in cramped places. But the enemies won’t be so accommodating.”


  “I know.”


  It was unclear whether Sheila E. heard Fugo’s response or not, but frowning, she whispered, “By the way, the guy they sent over—Murolo’s his name. You ever heard of him?”


  “No, never heard that name before—”


  “I probably shouldn’t be saying this, but I feel like I just can’t trust him. I think we should be careful.”


  “Wait. What do you mean?”


  “You’ll think the same once you see him,” said Sheila E. with a sullen expression.


  As they walked up to the door at the far end of the floor, they heard a surly voice from the other side rattle off at them. “Aah! Ah! Ah! Ah! Stop! Don’t knock! That mincing sound really drives me up a wall! I know you’re here, so don’t knock!”


  Fugo could not help but look at Sheila E., who only scowled. Fugo reluctantly grabbed the doorknob and turned it, trying to enter without knocking, but found that it was locked.


  “Um, excuse me. Could you unlock the door?” Fugo asked.


  The voice was surlier than before. “You’re going to have to make it clear.”


  “Huh? Make what clear, exactly?”


  “What you just said. Which is it?”


  “Which is…what?”


  “Are you asking sincerely and with respect because you know you can’t beat Mr. Murolo? Or are you just saying that with a condescending attitude to someone you don’t give a shit about, like, ‘Well, it’s what I’m supposed to do’? You’re going to have to be more clear about that.”


  Bewildered, Fugo looked at Sheila E. again, but she remained silent, sticking out her lower lip. Fugo decided to play it safe and said, “Well, Mista instructed us to follow your instructions, so I assume you’re our superior.”


  There was a brief pause. Then, the sound of the locks tumbling. Fugo expected whoever was on the other side to open the door, but they did not, so he gripped the knob again and opened it himself. The room was larger than Fugo’s, but barely so, it being a cheap hotel. In the middle of the room was a man sitting in a chair. He was, to sum things up, old-fashioned.


  He looked like he had stepped out of a 1930s noir film, dressed in a hokey “gangster” outfit, his head adorned with a Borsalino hat and a scarf draped over his shoulders despite being indoors. In his effort to look like a dandy gentleman, he wound up looking ridiculous instead.


  Fugo’s lips twitched ever so slightly. There was something about him that reminded Fugo of the man Polpo had ordered him to kill using Purple Smoke. The scumbag had been a capo from another syndicate that dealt drugs in the city—a show-off who dressed in similar fashion. He was a lowlife who had no qualms about selling out his own men if it meant it would save his life. The man currently in front of him gave him the same impression.


  “Let’s see here…” The man sized up Fugo with a direct gaze. “Are you the one? The one with that extremely dangerous ability? Pannacotta Fugo?”


  “Yes, that is me.”


  “Well, damn, you’re pretty frail. You’re just an immature, dweeby kid. I thought you’d be some rugged hitman. Ah, well. I’m Cannolo Murolo. I’m an official member of Passione and I’m in charge of the data analysis team.”


  “You’re not in charge. You’re just a member,” Sheila E. interrupted.


  Murolo glared at the girl and said, “Shut the hell up, Sheila E.! I know your deal. You used to be the go-between for the team of assassins that betrayed the boss and the boss’s elite guards. That’s why you’re not trusted and that’s why you have to prove your innocence on this mission, right?”


  However, Sheila E. barely batted an eye. “But you’re in the same boat, aren’t you, Murolo? Mr. Mista told me that you were passing information to Risotto Nero.”


  Murolo’s face changed color, first to a pale white, then a beet red. He jumped out of his chair. “Y-you idiot! Dumbass! Th-that’s not true! I just didn’t know Risotto and his men had betrayed us yet! Besides, even if I did leak something, it wasn’t anything important. I just restored the burned photos they brought me! The photos themselves weren’t made of anything special either. Just a shot of the Santa Lucia Station in Venice. The spot with the lion statues, you know, the one in tourist brochures that everyone knows. It was a totally nothing photo! It should’ve meant nothing!”


  “I dunno about that. Mr. Mista said that thing really screwed them over.”


  “S-s-s-s-s-s-stop making shit up! Don’t tell me you’ve been snitching to Mr. Mista, whether it’s true or not, have you?”


  “I’ve only told him the truth.”


  “You little—”


  The two of them seemed ready to come to blows, so Fugo stepped in, fed up. “Um, if neither of you mind, I’d like to talk about the mission. It seems all of us are in the frying pan, so I don’t think this is the time for idle bickering.”


  Awkwardly, Murolo plopped back down in his chair. Sheila E. snorted, completely indifferent.


  “Ahem, ahem!” Murolo cleared his throat to regain his composure before laying documents out on the table. Upon seeing one of the photographs, Fugo frowned. He knew the person in it.


  “Hey, that’s—”


  “Huh? Whazzat?” Murolo interjected. “You know this guy? That’s fishy.”


  “Has he been a member of the organization?” Fugo pressed.


  “Hey, hold on. Answer my question first. How in the hell do you know Massimo Volpe? The fact that he was in the organization at all was top secret.”


  “What?” Fugo could not hide his confusion. He was struggling to parse any of this. Yes, he knew this man, but it was from before he threw himself into this blood-drenched world. “Volpe was my classmate,” Fugo managed to answer.


  Murolo and Sheila E. both squinted at him suspiciously. “What are you talking about? You look at least ten years younger than him!” asked Murolo.


  “I was admitted into university at thirteen. Volpe was in the same class as me back at the University of Bologna.” Fugo took the photograph to get a better look at the man’s face. Just as he remembered, his eyes were like frosted glass, shadowed by dark circles below—Massimo Volpe had barely changed at all.
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  PASSIONE INITIALLY GAINED POPULARITY among citizens by positioning itself as a “chivalrous thief” figure, opposing the tyranny of existing organizations. However, this was just a facade. Its founder, a man named Diavolo, merely used this scheme to broaden his own influence. After he had established a solid foundation, he began actively engaging in activities he had previously deemed off-limits, such as drug dealing.


  The conditions that needed to be met to be able to step foot into the trade—such as gaining connections with syndicates in production areas and having expertise in smuggling—were considered exceedingly difficult for any new competition to enter the market.


  However, in the United States, during the Vietnam War in 1968, a young black gangster named Frank Lucas developed a smuggling route by colluding with U.S. military transport units that could bypass customs and deal directly with producers based deep in the jungle. His secret trick saw him rapidly rise to prominence.


  Passione’s seemingly impossible large-scale entry into the drug business was easily achieved via a “secret trick” as well. The name of that trick was Manic Depression—the ability of Massimo Volpe.


  “To sum up his ability, it has the power to create drugs,” Murolo said, relaying the information he was told to Fugo and Sheila E. “Even Mr. Giorno didn’t know about him at first, but after Diavolo was taken out by Bucciarati, everything Diavolo had been hiding gradually came to light, including the true nature of his mysterious drugs. When interrogating members of other organizations, they usually tell us something like this: ‘The smuggling route makes absolutely no sense. It’s like the shipments sprout magically, one after another.’ And, yeah, that tracks—with his ability, Volpe was able to process random rock salt and seawater into narcotics.”


  “I remember hearing rumors that Passione’s drugs differ from others in that they come fresh, so they have an expiration date,” mentioned Sheila E.


  “It’s not rumor, it’s fact. Once the ability’s expiration date passes, the drugs revert back into ordinary salt. But that expiration date was perfect for the organization’s control. It allowed them to purge anyone trying to stockpile or any malicious folks trying to dilute and redistribute. Diavolo rose to power so quickly because he was good at preventing traitors from cropping up before they had a chance to turn. That’s the story, at least.”


  “Well, until Mr. Giorno found him out,” Sheila E. chimed in.


  “But Risotto’s crew had no clue about any of this. They went against Diavolo because they thought taking him down meant they could take over the drug smuggling route and seize the gains for themselves. What a bunch of dopes. There was no route to begin with. Even if they had won, they wouldn’t have gained a damn thing.”


  “Every last one of them was a scumbag. They deserved it,” said Sheila E. emphatically.


  Yikes, Fugo thought, noting the hatred in her voice.


  Murolo picked up on it as well. “Whazzat? You got something against Risotto’s team?”


  Sheila E.’s eyes turned cold and terrifying. “I joined the family to kill a man who was on that team.”


  “Huh?”


  “It took me a long time to figure it out, but I know for sure that he was on that team. His name was Illuso. He was a scummy piece of shit more evil than any beast from the bowels of hell.”


  “Illuso, huh? What, got into a little spat with him?” asked Murolo, lightheartedly.


  Sheila E.’s eyes froze over. “He killed my older sister.”


  Murolo was left speechless, but then Sheila E. smiled faintly and said, “I joined Passione to avenge my sole relative, my big sister Clara—the woman who raised me in my parents’ stead. I was prepared to die to get my hands on him. But he died before I could get to him. That threw my determination into limbo. But that was when Mr. Giorno said: ‘Illuso died in the most brutal, excruciating way imaginable. I doubt that it will make you feel any better, but at the very least, for the last thirty seconds of his life, he regretted everything he had ever done, including killing your sister, as he died in front of me and my teammates.’


  “When he told me that, I felt like a weight was lifted from my shoulders. Up to that point, I vowed that I would get vengeance at any cost… But at the same time, it also made me think. I thought I wanted to kill Illuso to avenge my sister, but maybe I was actually doing it for myself—maybe it was all just a selfish desire on my part. Either way, I didn’t have to wonder about that anymore. Illuso got what he deserved for killing Clara. Justice was served. All I need to do now is repay the favor to Mr. Giorno—to accomplish tasks that are worthy of what he did for me. There was no need for me to fret over my actions being solely for my own satisfaction.” Sheila E. had a strange light in her eyes, almost as if she was intoxicated. It seemed less like her being grateful to Giorno and more like she had been possessed by her late sister.


  “Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait, wait. Wait just a damn minute,” Murolo said with a grimace. “You joined the organization to get revenge? And you served as the go-between for the those hit men? Then that means you basically joined to betray from the very start. You think we can trust you after hearing a story like that?”


  “I planned on telling the boss in advance before I killed Illuso. I wasn’t trying to betray anyone.”


  “But you’d never even met Mr. Giorno when you were still plotting revenge, and you didn’t know that Diavolo was the boss either.”


  “Well—”


  Murolo interrupted her. “Holy crap, you’re dangerous. A real liability. How shortsighted could you be? You think you can take on opposition like these guys who have no holes in their game?”


  Sheila E. was displeased to hear this. With a sulky face, she replied, “I think I’ll be far more of an asset than you, at the very least.”


  However, instead of coming up with a retort of his own, Murolo kept eyeing her, suspicion written clear as day on his face.


  Fugo said nothing during this entire exchange. He had no idea what to say. His team had fought the assassins under Diavolo’s orders, and he was the one who had fought Illuso with Giorno and Leone Abbacchio. Even if I told her, she wouldn’t believe me, Fugo thought. Besides, Giorno and Abbacchio did most of the work. I just finished him off. If someone asked me whether I did any good, I wouldn’t be too sure. Fugo already felt that he had been powerless since then. He did not need to go through the effort to tell Sheila E. that.


  Instead, Fugo tried to change the subject. “Still, do you know where Volpe and his crew even are?”


  Murolo glared sternly. “Yeah, I’m not a fan.”


  “Huh?” Fugo was confused by the lack of context.


  “I’m not a fan of this at all. I think you two aren’t showing me enough respect. But Mr. Mista told me to do whatever I have to, which is basically a guarantee from the top that I’m the superior here, so maybe I can afford to turn a blind eye to your insubordination… Still, since I can’t contain how annoyed I am, I’ll make you both owe me one…” Murolo trailed off, muttering as he pulled something out of the breast pocket of his suit.


  It was a deck of playing cards—just the deck, no box. He began to skillfully riffle the cards, cutting them with the grace of a stage magician. He set the deck on his shoulder, slid them to his hand in a row, and flipped them all back to front into his hand.


  “What are you doing, sir?” Fugo asked, but Murolo ignored him and continued to fiddle with the cards until, eventually, he took off his hat and started flicking the cards into it. Then, he quickly turned the hat over and placed it on the table. As he started to mouth a drumroll, he motioned to Fugo and Sheila E. as if he wanted them to do something.


  Neither of them had any idea what he was doing, giving him blank stares in response.


  Murolo whispered under his breath, “Applaud. Applaud. If you don’t applaud, they won’t get themselves going.”


  Still without a clue, Fugo started to clap. Sheila E. ignored him. Murolo made a tiny scowl before cutting his losses and moving on, continuing his drum roll as he slowly lifted his hat.


  The playing cards came from underneath, but through some sort of trick, they were perfectly stacked into a house of cards. The house of cards kept rising until it was seven times taller than the hat itself. Once he put the hat back atop his head, the house started to wiggle and move on its own like it was alive. The cards sprouted tiny arms and legs, grasped each other’s appendages, and started to twirl around, chanting, “W-w-we are the Watchtower Troupe!” The sight was something out of a fairy-tale cartoon. All Along the Watchtower—this was Cannolo Murolo’s ability.
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  “GREETINGS, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! Welcome to our show, presented by the fifty-three members of our troupe! I am the leader, Joker!”


  “Aah, Joker, Joker! You mischievous rascal, you!”


  “And these are the Spades! Get them riled up and you’ll never see the end. They’ll test your patience and take your life!”


  “Ooh ooh, Spade, Spade. Dunno what this symbol’s supposed to be.”


  “Whoa, here comes the Hearts. Hated because they have a heart! Grudges are a scary thing!”


  “Yah yah, Heart, Heart. Hearts as organs are pretty gross if y’really think about ’em.”


  “And here comes the Clubs! Luck is the name of their game. All a shot in the dark, for better or worse!”


  “Ho ho! Club, Club! Three-leaf here but four-leaf all over!”


  “And here we have the Diamonds! Money, of course, makes the world go round! But what’s treasure without a little razzle-dazzle?”


  “Pah pah! Diamond, Diamond! If you just want the glitz, then cubic zirconia will do good enough.”


  The playing cards were singing and dancing.


  “What the hell is this?” Fugo uttered.


  Murolo glared at him and whispered, “Just shut up and watch,” as the playing cards’ performance continued.


  “Today’s theme is Vladimir Kocaqi’s Drug Team! Now, where, oh, where are they and what, oh, what are they up to?”


  “Ugh ugh, Kocaqi! I don’t wanna get near that old man.”


  “He’s actually been a gangster since long before Passione was formed. He’s normally pretty unassuming, but he kills anyone who crosses him dead!”


  “He was in league with Diavolo, but when he died, he went into hiding to protect his team.”


  “There are three of ’em and every last one of ’em is a loose freakin’ cannon!”


  “Volpe.”


  “Vittorio.”


  “Angelica.”


  “They all went for wool and came back shorn, high on their own supply.”


  “So…”


  “So…”


  “So none of them know pain! Hit ’em all you want, but it won’t work!”


  “Yikes, yikes, yikes, yikes, yikes, that’s mega bad! The worst we ever had!”


  “Is this basically like second sight or something?” Sheila E. asked, pointing at the cards. “Like, you know how there are some abilities that are capable of spirit photographing things from afar? In your case, do these cards tell you what you want to know, like a witch board? Is it some kind of fortune-telling?”


  “My Watchtower is nothing so imprecise. It only shows the facts.”


  “Dunno, it seems pretty vague to me,” Sheila E. said, raising her eyebrow. However, that was when the performance started to get curiouser and curiouser.


  “Those whack jobs are wacking up the wrong tree.”


  “You idiot, that’s not how the saying goes!”


  “Shut up, Seven of Diamonds. A half-baked number like you should butt out!”


  “Hey, you son of a bitch! You’re just the Six of Spades and you dare squawk at me, your superior?!”


  “It’s your fault for sucking.”


  “Who sucks?”


  “What are you arguing about? You’re both idiots.”


  “You’re getting mighty cocky!”


  “Who the hell do you think you are?!”


  “All of you have always acted so damn cocky that I can’t stand it!”


  “By the way, that was my line before, but you cut in, didn’t you?”


  “Quit fighting over the stupid stuff. Nothing but idiots here.”


  “How dare you say that!”


  “Let me tell you something, buster!”


  The cards began to fight. They threw their numbers at each other, and the cards that were hit passed out. The cards that threw all their numbers went blank and passed out as well. The kings and queens grappled and strangled each other until they, too, passed out. As the jacks cowered in between them, they were also hit by numbers. The house of cards had been maintaining its shape up until that point, but card after card began to fall from the house and it started to wobble. Before long, the tower came fluttering down in a heap.


  Atop the pile of cards, the Four of Hearts staggered to its feet and uttered a single word before collapsing: “Taormina…”


  Murolo gave another round of applause. He urged the others to do the same. Reluctantly, Fugo did so, but Sheila E. did not. The cards slid along the table from the pile and returned to Murolo’s breast pocket. Apparently, that was the end of the show.


  “What the hell was that?” Sheila E. said, annoyed. “I know all our abilities are a projection of the user’s spirit, but this really feels that way. They’re so obsessed with some stupid hierarchy that the actual fortune-telling ends up half-assed.”


  “It’s not half-assed! They told us the name of the place, clear as day! Now we know where Kocaqi and his team are hiding!” Murolo exclaimed, chest puffed out.


  Fugo put his hand on his chin and pondered for a second. “Taormina. That’s Sicily.”


  Fugo thought that they might be in store for trouble. Sicily was that kind of place.
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  “FUGO?” Massimo Volpe couldn’t help but ask again in the dimly lit room. “Are you talking about Pannacotta Fugo?”


  Draped across the chair in front of him like a wet shirt hung to dry was the flat and deflated body of Mario Zucchero.


  “Khh, khh khh khh…”


  Zucchero’s thin vocal cords could no longer produce proper sounds, but Massimo had expertise in reading body language, so he was able to understand what he was saying by the jittering of his lips. “Enough about when you fought Bucciarati’s team. Anyway, you said there was a man named Fugo on his team, right?”


  “Khh, khh khh khh…”


  “His age sounds about right too. I never even considered what happened to him after he was expelled, but him joining the organization does sound likely.”


  “Khh-keh, keh keh keh khh khh khh…”


  “Uh-huh, you didn’t know which of the two between Narancia and Fugo had the rumored deadly ability, so you seized them first, eh?”


  “That Narancia boy is already dead,” Kocaqi chimed in from where he was standing behind Massimo. “Giorno Giovanna made a hefty donation in that boy’s name to a church in Naples and held a funeral for him. This Fugo person, however… We have no intel on him.”


  “I see,” said Massimo. “It looks like Fugo is our enemy now.”


  “What’s the deal? An old friend of yours?” asked Angelica.


  “He doesn’t have friends.” Massimo smiled bitterly. “Not that big-headed loose cannon who only cares about keeping up his facade.”


  Vittorio groaned. “He’s really that dangerous? Even crazier than me?”


  “Can’t say for sure. Still, him? Part of a team? I find that hard to believe,” Massimo said.


  Kocaqi elaborated once again. “We know that Bucciarati managed to rise through Passione’s ranks because he earned Polpo’s favor, but the rumor that one of his subordinates had an ability that could massacre hordes of people instantly especially added to his prestige. Because of that, he was respected by everyone, and people knew not to mess with his group.”


  “Which means that subordinate was Fugo. Yeah, that sits right with me. He always did give off that sort of energy. The kind where he’d pretend to be diligent, but deep down inside, you couldn’t tell what the hell he was thinking at all.”


  “How does it feel to fight your friend?” asked Angelica, teasing out the word “friend.”


  “I told you, he’s not my friend,” Massimo replied curtly.


  Angelica walked over to him. “Ahhh… C’mon, Massimo, why is it that you’re always scowlin’ like that?” She hugged his waist, asking, “Are you hungry?”


  “I’m not scowling,” he shot back to the absurd question.


  Angelica did not relent. “So listen, I’ve been thinking about this for a while now, but Massimo, I think you’d be super cute if you smiled. Smile for me. C’mon, c’mon.”


  “I am smiling. Look,” Massimo replied, pointing out his fake grin.


  “Nuh-uh, you have to smile better!” Angelica grabbed Massimo’s cheeks and tried to pull them up more. “Aww, it’s not working…” A trickle of blood dripped from Angelica’s mouth as she spoke. Massimo silently wiped it away. Then, he manifested his Manic Depression ability and gently stroked her back with it.


  Angelica Attanasio. This frail girl suffered from a rare congenital disease known colloquially as “splintering blood.” It was a disease that caused excruciating pain, the sensation likened to countless tiny needles flowing through one’s veins. No medicine or ability was able to cure her. Only Massimo Volpe’s ability could relieve her pain and moderate the progression of her illness.


  Kocaqi and Vittorio watched the two of them in silence. Eventually, Kocaqi glanced at the flattened Zucchero, saying, “Still, if these two found us, we should expect the next group to be a real team of hit men. We might not be able to get past them.”


  “We just gotta confront them, right? Don’t worry, I’ll protect everyone,” said Vittorio with confidence, twirling his dagger.


  The old man shook his head. “No. Your top priority is to stay with Angelica and Massimo. I’ll go this time. If Fugo’s specialty is ‘indiscriminate massacres,’ then I’m better suited for the job.”
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  Sheila E.


  III. ’A vucchella — Seductive Lips


  III.


  Travelers in Italy often needed to be careful of scioperi. When these would happen, almost everything would come to a standstill. Even museums went on strike, so one could come all the way out to see the sights only to end up stuck with nowhere to go.


  On that very day, the port facing the Strait of Messina was right in the middle of a strike, and even the ferries that would normally be in operation were all suspended. Because of that, there was no one at the port.


  “Is this sciopero for us?” Fugo asked.


  Murolo just flashed a smile in answer. It was highly likely that Passione was behind it. After all, most scioperi were backed by some kind of organization. It was not uncommon in this country for illegal organizations to act as mediators between labor and management to settle disputes.


  “So, this is the warehouse where the bloodstains were found?” Sheila E. asked, quickly walking off by herself. As Fugo and the others followed, she tried to open the door of a warehouse with a “Keep Out” sign on it. She checked that it was locked and, without warning, brought out her ability. “Voodoo Child!”


  As soon as she muttered those words, the locked door flew open, forced open by a power invisible to ordinary people.


  “Geez, I had the friggin’ key, you know,” Murolo grumbled.


  Sheila E. paid him no mind and entered the warehouse with her Stand still out. Her Voodoo Child appeared to be a close-range power type; its sharp, angular silhouette constantly hovered by her side. Once Sheila E. reached a dark spot on the warehouse floor, Voodoo Child suddenly started to throw a barrage of punches at the floor around that spot with its steel-like fists.


  “Eri eri eri eri eri eri eri!”


  It looked like a spoiled child throwing a fit, punching the floor while letting out an incantation-like battle cry. The concrete floor soon started to crack, forming countless rifts. In the next instant, those rifts began to morph, one after another, until they all turned into the shape of human lips. The lip-shaped rifts flapped up and down before they started to speak all at once.


  “Dammit, that bastard already has a side piece.”


  “I bet no one’s found out that I bet in the totocalcio the other day.”


  “Gotta pin the blame for my mistake on him.”


  “Maybe I beat the kid up too much.”


  “Spread more unsavory rumors about that jerk.”


  None of these utterances had any coherent context or connection. They didn’t form a single conversation as a whole, but instead—


  Oh, I see, Fugo thought, quickly working out what the lips were chattering on about. These are all things uttered by the people who worked in this warehouse in the past. Feelings they don’t want others to hear have soaked into this place, I suppose. Maybe they can be called residual thoughts? Those strong emotions that accompany guilt—the feelings that make people think, “I feel terrible” or “I know I shouldn’t say this”—that remain in the ground like an earthbound spirit due to the intensity. Maybe Sheila E. is capable of evoking them with her ability.


  Sheila E. had been searching for the person who killed her sister. Her desire for revenge was reflected in her ability, to help her search for any clues left behind and make the killer pay for his crime. In a way, her personality seemed truly straightforward and genuine.


  Then that means, for me—


  But Fugo forcibly cut off his train of thought. He started to feel his skin crawl. He didn’t want to begin to think about what Purple Smoke’s killer virus said about him.


  Meanwhile, Sheila E. erased one meaningless voice after another until only one remained: “I’m just following your orders. Following your orders. Following your orders. Following your—”


  Fugo gasped, “That’s it! I’m sure of it. That’s Massimo Volpe’s voice!”


  By his side, Murolo nodded, surmising, “I see. So there was a fight here after all. The hunters before us must’ve gotten taken out here. Their bodies must’ve been dumped somewhere else. My guess is that they’re in some fishes’ bellies at the bottom of the sea by now.”


  “But what does this mean? Does this Volpe guy feel guilty about following Kocaqi’s orders? That’s weird. For example, if he’s hiding the fact that he wants to be in charge of the team, then Voodoo Child would have exposed that.” Frowning, Sheila E. stared at Fugo, but he didn’t have much insight.


  “I don’t know either. It’s not like I was that close with him.”


  Boorishly, Murolo said, “It’s not like we need to psychoanalyze them. Anyway, this proves that my Watchtower’s prediction was right, yeah? There’s no doubt that those guys left the port, crossed the strait, and headed to Taormina!” He smirked, chin pointing toward the sky in confidence.


  Sheila E. was still suspicious, but eventually sighed. “Well, whatever. No use in overthinking things.”


  “Anyway, we just came here to check. Let’s stick to the schedule and head out,” Murolo said.


  The trio walked toward a yacht docked at the end of the port. Since all public ferries were halted because of the sciopero, the only way to Sicily was via private vessel. Fugo’s eyebrows twitched upon seeing the yacht prepared for them—it was the same model as the one Bucciarati had owned, the Lagoon. The first time his team was shown the Lagoon suddenly resurfaced in his mind.
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  “WHOAAA, AWESOME! So cool! Is this Bucciarati’s boat?!”


  “You heard him say it was.”


  The most overjoyed to see the boat was Narancia Ghirga. His eyes lit up like those of a six-year-old as he pranced around the pier. Fugo had braced himself for some sort of special mission as soon as Bucciarati had mentioned letting them aboard his boat, but judging by his carefree display of joy over the potential ride, that thought had not crossed Narancia’s mind at all. Fugo shook his head, exasperated. He then turned to Leone Abbacchio, who had been standing beside him. “Hey, Abbacchio, what do you think?”


  Abbacchio did not offer a response. The former cop had an intimidating presence when he was quiet. Fugo was used to it, but he had seen this fierce face cause nearby children to cry before. In response, Abbacchio would glare at those children without so much as a twitch in his brows.


  “In my opinion, I think it’s time. I don’t know what that newcomer Giorno is capable of, but if we’re bringing on new members at this phase, then I think it’s probably time.”


  Abbacchio still said nothing, but Fugo continued enthusiastically. “Yeah, it’s time for Bucciarati to become a capo. I’m sure of it. Considering his popularity and achievements, it’s long overdue, but—”


  Abbacchio’s gravelly voice finally cut him off. “Quit speculating, Fugo. You tend to do that a lot. You have a habit of overthinking and wasting brainpower on unnecessary things.”


  Fugo scowled at him.


  “We just have to follow Bucciarati’s orders. Give him our unwavering faith. That’s all. Am I wrong?” Abbacchio continued, adding, “Also, we can’t trust that new guy. Stay on your guard.”


  “Hold on. Bucciarati is the one who brought him in, yet you’re saying you don’t trust him. Isn’t that a contradiction?” Fugo shot back.


  “Shut up. That and this are two different matters.”


  As the two whispered fiercely back and forth, Narancia came back from his running around, shouting, “Hey, hey, let’s take a picture! Let’s all line up in front of the boat to commemorate the moment!”


  Fugo couldn’t help but laugh at his naivety. Guido Mista, who was standing a stone’s throw away, heard Narancia’s suggestion. “That’s a good idea. Bucciarati, you get over here too. Hey, newbie. You take the picture,” he said, throwing the camera to Giorno and moving to the front of the boat. Bucciarati grimaced but followed suit.


  “Okay, everyone, please face this way,” Giorno said.


  Almost like it was second nature, he got the five team members with the Lagoon perfectly in frame and snapped the photograph. An immaculate blue sky hung overhead.
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  HOWEVER, THE SKY that currently hung over Fugo’s head was bleak and cloudy. I wonder what happened to that photo, Fugo thought. He had completely forgotten about it until now. They had taken the yacht to Marina Grande on Capri, where Bucciarati was made capo, and they had received orders to escort the boss’s daughter, which led to a deadly battle against Risotto Nero’s crew. They didn’t have time to worry about developing the film. Was it still in the camera? Where could it be right now? As Fugo pondered, the ship steered by Murolo was approaching Sicily.


  Throughout its long and rich history, Sicily had been conquered by numerous people—Phoenicians, Greeks, Arabs, the Normans—and even today, in the twenty-first century, its inhabitants referred to themselves as Sicilians and not as Italians. Their culture had assimilated a multitude of styles, making it difficult to distinguish what was uniquely their own. Many of its churches were a mix of Arabic and Norman styles, for example.


  Called the Crossroads of the Mediterranean, the convergence point for all matter of historical trends, Sicily attracted both light and dark at the same time. Archimedes, one of the three great mathematicians of Greece, was captivated by it and chose it as a place to share his wisdom with the people, but he was eventually killed by invaders. “It’s a great human spectacle in which farce and tragedy are continually renewed” was what the anti-Mafia writer Giuseppe Fava had to say about the island before being killed by the very same organization he criticized. During World War II, when the region was invaded by the Allies, the defeat of the Axis was all but certain, marking a major turning point in history.


  As Fugo gazed blankly at the approaching island shore, Sheila E. came up beside him. “What are you spacing out for?” Her tone was accusatory.


  “Nothing.”


  “Don’t tell me you feel awkward because Volpe is an old acquaintance of yours.”


  “No, that’s not it.”


  “He’s the root of evil. Someone who can’t be left alive, under any circumstances.”


  “Because of the drugs, right? Yeah, I know.”


  “No, you don’t understand.” Sheila E. shook her head. “I’m guessing you think like this: ‘People who want to do drugs should be allowed to do so. It’s their personal freedom. People who die can die however they want.’ Right?”


  When Fugo said nothing, Sheila E. continued, “But that’s not how you should be looking at it. Drugs don’t simply destroy the body. They eat away at the soul. The human body is naturally designed to release opioids—endorphins—to alleviate pain. Those are just meant to help you fight the source of your pain. But drugs injected from the outside don’t eliminate the pain, they double the pain itself. You just become less aware of it, and you shift the pain to the innocent people around you, like your family. What drugs do is this: they exploit and tread on the weak. Which means those who sell those drugs are insulting the entire world. They’re insulting humanity, dignity, the future, and life itself. It absolutely can’t be tolerated.”


  Sheila E. spoke as if she were reciting a script, or more likely as if she had memorized someone else’s words to her and was reciting them verbatim. She spoke without a shadow of a doubt—she believed that whatever this person said was right.


  It’s Giorno Giovanna, Fugo realized. This girl believed in Giorno wholeheartedly. He knew that if Giorno told her to die, she would without a second thought. She would have been fine with dying from coming into contact with Fugo’s virus. That was why she was the one who came to pick him up.


  Fugo had seen this before. He knew a boy who believed from the bottom of his heart, who had faith in others more than he did his own life. He remembered the desperation in his eyes. And at the time, that boy had said, “Hey… What should I do, Bucciarati? Do you think I should go with you? I-I’m terrified. B-but just order me. Order me to come with you, and I know I’ll be brave. When you’re commanding me, nothing is scary.”


  Right now, Sheila E. had the same look in her eyes as Narancia. Narancia, Fugo thought, wasn’t always like that. His trust in Bucciarati was not a hasty thing. Naturally, Narancia had his own life, his own struggles, and his own sense of pride before everything happened. Fugo knew this. Because—


  I was the one who brought Bucciarati and Narancia together.
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  ONE DAY, FUGO had been called to Bucciarati’s favorite ristorante for a business meeting. He was rushing a bit as he was running late. That was the first time he saw that young boy. He was scrounging through the trash cans behind the kitchen, picking out vegetable scraps and pieces of meat that were boiled for soup and gnawing on them with his bare hands. He was a typical homeless boy. The recession was in heavy swing and there were kids like him all over the city. Normally, Fugo would not have given him a second glance.


  It was hard to say what drew Fugo to him. Even though the boy noticed Fugo staring at him, he did not show an ounce of timidness, or shame, or inclination to justify his actions. It was instead as if he knew that making an argument for himself against anyone’s criticisms would be a waste of his time. Fugo would later find out that the boy was suffering from an eye disease, and that he had resigned himself to his fate because of it. At the time, however, Fugo did not feel any heavy sense of resolve from the boy. In fact, it was the opposite—an extremely light and superficial resolve, so light that Fugo felt neither pity nor contempt for him.


  That was how Narancia Ghirga and Pannacotta Fugo first met.


  He could not recall what made him do it, but the moment their eyes met, Fugo walked over to Narancia, grabbed his arm, and pulled him into the ristorante. Narancia did not resist, letting Fugo do as he pleased. Without giving Narancia a moment to react, Fugo called out to Bucciarati, who was already waiting inside. “I want to get this kid some spaghetti, if nobody minds!”


  The maître d’ appeared startled, but Bucciarati signaled for the two to approach and offered his own plate to Narancia, unflinching, not sparing Fugo a single glance. Fugo had known he would do this. Bucciarati was kind to children, especially the weak and downtrodden. Fugo could have said he had brought Narancia in to cover his own tardiness, but even he was unsure why he really did it.


  Upon noticing that Narancia was ill, Bucciarati called for a taxi and took him to the hospital. Fugo was left alone in the restaurant. However, he had no appetite and poked listlessly at the food on his plate without ever putting it in his mouth. Narancia’s eyes were on his mind. He felt like he had seen those eyes before. He was certain he knew the hollowness behind them from somewhere.


  “We have an issue, Mr. Fugo,” the restaurant owner said with a grimace as he approached. This was Bucciarati’s turf, so Fugo was obliged to protect the establishment. “You know kids like that take a mile as soon as you give them an inch, right? If they start gathering at the restaurant, then—”


  Fugo interrupted his roundabout warning with a curt, “Don’t worry about it. That boy doesn’t have any friends.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he wondered why he was so certain of it, but he knew he was not wrong.


  “If you’re sure. But—”


  “I understand. I won’t do that ever again, and I’ll pass the message along to Bucciarati.”


  The owner heaved a sigh. “Mr. Bucciarati can be too soft, can’t he? Well, my mamma is a fan of his, so I can’t say anything too harsh, but I’d much rather pay a little more protection money to have him set things straight.”


  “No one’s been causing you trouble, right? Then you’re fine.”


  “I’d like some higher-class customers. Customers that will pay well. We get so many poor people here—”


  Fugo stood up and smashed the piping hot plate of food with his bare fist, cutting the owner off. He had snapped. When these fits of rage came over him, he could neither control nor predict what he would do.


  The owner jumped with a start. Fugo kept his face a blank slate and refused to look at the owner. He used his burnt, bleeding, shard-studded hand to pull out his hefty wallet, which he then tossed at the owner. “For the damage and the trouble. Keep the change,” he said, leaving the establishment. What was he so angry about? He could not be bothered to even ponder why.


  About six months later, Fugo spotted Narancia on the street.


  Narancia came running up to him. “H-hey! You’re the guy, right? You helped me out a while ago.” He seemed to have completely recovered from his illness. Fugo felt a bit annoyed. He did not like being approached so familiarly by strangers. However, Narancia sounded strangely desperate as he said, “I’ve been looking for you. You’re the only one I can count on.”


  Fugo looked into Narancia’s eyes and noticed that something was off. His gaze felt different from what he had seen half a year prior. Narancia said, “You’re part of the organization, aren’t you? I heard rumors around town. They say you’re Bucciarati’s right-hand man. That’s so awesome. Everyone respects you.”


  Fugo cut to the chase. “Your name was Narancia, right? What do you want from me?”


  “Um, well, I’ve got a favor to ask of you. I’ll do whatever I can to repay you. Will you let me join that…organization?”


  “What did Bucciarati say?” Fugo asked, already knowing the answer.


  As he expected, Narancia grimaced and pursed his lips before replying, a bit reluctantly, “He told me that a kid belongs with his parents and that I need to go to school, but—”


  Fugo interrupted him. “Then you should do just that.”


  “Th-that’s easier said than done! It’s because, well, you know. How do I put it? Like, um…” Narancia tried to stammer out a gibberish counterpoint.


  It should have been impossible to understand what he was trying to say, but for some reason, Fugo understood him perfectly. “You don’t trust your parents, and you feel on edge because you think they’re teaching you nothing but lies at school. Am I right?”


  Narancia was startled. “Y-yeah! That’s exactly how I feel!”


  “Give it up. That’s just how the world is.”


  “D-don’t be so cold! You get it too, don’t you? When I think about him, I feel, you know…really at ease. I feel braver! He got really angry at a mangy kid like me even though there’s nothing in it for him. My father and the teachers only scold me to take their frustrations out on me, but with him—”


  At this point, Narancia was on the verge of tears. Nevertheless, his eyes had not lost their newfound shine. They were far different from when Fugo first met him. Those were not the same eyes he’d had when he was scrounging through trash cans—when he was devoid of hope. In meeting Bruno Bucciarati, Narancia had found the future, a golden dream of how he wanted to live his life.


  Fugo now realized why he had saved Narancia back then.


  I see now, Fugo thought. This kid was like me. Like me when I was left with the cops by myself, before Bucciarati saved me. He could not help but reach out to Narancia, because he was the same as Fugo, back when he had lost all hope and had given up on everything. But things were different now. The boy’s eyes no longer resembled Fugo’s in the slightest, past or present, and they were looking toward something different altogether.


  “C-c’mon, I’m begging you. I won’t tell Bucciarati, so please…” Narancia clung to Fugo, clasping his hands together.


  Fugo knew that Narancia would not give up even if he said no. He also knew that if Narancia went around to other folks asking to let him join the organization, he would not live to see the next day. Fugo took a deep breath in, out. He lowered his voice and said, “Hey, kid, look behind you.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “Just turn around.”


  Narancia hesitated, but slowly turned his head around. He squinted his eyes in suspicion, then let out a yelp. “Whoa! Th-there’s something there! Transparent, like a ghost—”


  Seeing his reaction, Fugo nodded. “If you can see my Purple Smoke, that means you have potential.”


  “Purple…what? Huh?”


  “With this, you should be able to pass Polpo’s initiation test. You’ll get by without dying.”


  As Fugo called Purple Smoke back to him, Narancia asked with his eyes wide, “S-so, that’s basically a yes? I can join?”


  “I’ll introduce you. The rest is up to you. But when you interview with the capo, you’d better not talk like a total idiot.”


  Narancia grimaced. “But I’m not an idiot.”


  “That’s something an idiot would say, kid.”


  “You know, this has been bugging me, but what’s the deal with that?”


  “What’s the deal with what, kid?”


  “I mean, that tone. Why are you calling me ‘kid’? You’re acting really superior and it’s annoying me. Aren’t you younger than me?”


  “So what? As far as the organization goes, I’m a senior member to you.”


  “Well, that may be true, but still…” Narancia looked dissatisfied, but the reason why was clear. He did not want to kowtow to anyone who was not Bucciarati. He did not care about the authority that the organization held.


  “Good grief. I won’t call you ‘kid,’ then. Just regular old Narancia.”


  “Why did you say it like that? You’re making fun of me even more, aren’t you?”


  “You can call me Fugo. No titles. We’re even.”


  “That really doesn’t sit right with me. Can’t you call me ‘Mr. Narancia’?”


  “Absolutely not. I am not addressing an idiot like I would a superior. It’s better if we’re all equal, right? It’s how Bucciarati addresses all of his teammates.”


  “O-oh, does he? Wait a second. Did you just call me an idiot again?”


  “Bucciarati hates people who ask too many questions.”


  “Ugh…”


  Back then, Fugo and Narancia had been equals—two boys Bucciarati had saved who made their purpose in life paying him back for his kindness. There was little difference between them. But now, Narancia was dead and Fugo was being sent off to fight to the death against the Drug Team in order to prove he was not a traitor.


  Which of them was superior now? How would Narancia feel, since he was so hung up on age being a factor? No, none of this mattered now. Narancia was gone. Fugo would have to find the answer on his own.


  Narancia, Fugo thought as their boat made its way toward Sicily, I keep thinking about the last thing I ever heard you say, back at San Giorgio Maggiore. What did you mean by those words?


  “It’s starting to rain,” Sheila E. said, looking up as a light drizzle began to fall from the cloudy sky.
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  MUROLO DECIDED TO AVOID docking the ship at the port and dropped anchor near the rocky shore, planning to land on the island using a rubber raft. The island had many areas with jagged rocks, making it impossible to dock in the first place. They were able to scale the cliff walls, but Murolo claimed his ability was not suited for physical labor, so Fugo and Sheila E. used Purple Smoke and Voodoo Child to pull him up. Fugo had to be careful not to accidentally spread his virus.


  “Are we just going to leave the yacht?” Sheila E. asked.


  “There are sensors aboard,” Murolo assured her. “If anyone tries to get on, we’ll be instantly notified. And I’ll blow it up if Volpe’s crew is caught on the security cameras.”


  “Wouldn’t it be dangerous if an innocent person slipped in?”


  “Quit sweating the details. If they do, that’s just tough luck.”


  Sheila E. stared at the yacht for a moment, then had Voodoo Child pick up one of the rocks lying around. Voodoo Child threw it at the yacht, shouting, “Eriiiiii!” The rock pierced the hull, and the yacht began to sink before their eyes.


  “H-hey, wait!” Murolo grimaced.


  Sheila E. started to walk away, calling behind her with a non-chalant, “Come on, let’s go.”


  Fugo and Murolo reluctantly followed behind her. Since the rocky area had no paved roads, the group slowly made their way along the extremely steep, unsteady path. The light drizzle showed no signs of stopping, but it did not seem to intensify, either. There was not a single crack of sky visible from the sheet of ashen clouds. The Mediterranean coast was often prone to unstable weather during the changing of seasons. The weather’s what helped us land here without drawing notice, Fugo thought to himself, but I also feel like we made it here a little too easy. After all, the members of the Drug Team were a skilled group that broke through Giorno’s dragnet and escaped all the way to Sicily, so it only made sense—


  Fugo shivered slightly. Whenever Fugo thought of Giorno, he got goose bumps. Though they had only worked together for a short time, in retrospect, that blond boy always spoke of what was “right.” His every action was precisely executed to ensure that it would lead to a bigger move down the road. Whatever Fugo could only see as hopeless, Giorno would overcome them with the greatest of ease.


  Why is Giorno making me chase after the Drug Team? Fugo knew that boy never did anything without a purpose. There had to be a clear reason for this plan. He could not imagine Giorno’s choice being as simple as pitting traitors against suspected traitors in the hopes of killing two birds with one stone. There must be some purpose—a true, hidden purpose.


  Fugo then realized Sheila E. was staring a hole into the side of his face. Still walking, he asked, “W-what is it?”


  Despite the uneven ground, her eyes were on Fugo, and she did not slow her stride at all. She moved like a mountain cat or a ninja. “You were thinking about Mr. Giorno just now, weren’t you?”


  She hit the nail on the head. Fugo was slightly embarrassed. “I wasn’t thinking anything bad. I was just wondering how much of this plan he expects to succeed.”


  “Tell me, what did you think of Mr. Giorno when you first met him?”


  “I—what?”


  “What did you feel?”


  “Well…” Fugo hesitated, but Sheila E.’s eyes were too sharp to deceive, so he decided to tell the truth. “At the time, I didn’t know who he was or where he came from, so I didn’t think much of him. I thought he had a reserved attitude that could be taken for weakness at first glance, but I also thought he had the potential for massive growth in the future.”


  Sheila E. said nothing.


  “That’s how he struck me at the time. Back then, I still really only thought of him as some random newbie Bucciarati brought in.”


  Sheila E. stared at him somewhat suspiciously until she said, suddenly, “Mr. Giorno once told me this: ‘You feel I’m an honest man because you yourself are honest.’”


  “Pardon?”


  Sheila E. continued, shrugging off Fugo’s confusion. “I asked Mr. Mista the same question I asked you. He said he thought Mr. Giorno ‘might just be that lucky, a living good-luck charm.’ Do you get what that means?”


  “E-erm, well…”


  “The good-luck charm is actually Mr. Mista himself, right? Basically, whenever people look at Mr. Giorno, they come face-to-face with his enormous benevolence and wind up projecting themselves onto him. That feeling swallows you whole until what you end up feeling is qualities of yourself.”


  Although she did not know this, a boy named Koichi Hirose had once said this about Giorno: “He’s refreshing…which is an odd thing to say after he stole my luggage.” Koichi himself was also a good-hearted person who was loved by all of his friends.


  Fugo stammered and could not respond. Sheila E. regarded him with even more suspicion. “If we go by that logic, the one with the potential for massive growth is you yourself. At least, you believe that to be so whether you’re aware of it or not. But your Purple Smoke spreads a virus that causes mass death. That’s clearly its end point. Its qualities don’t lead me to believe there’s anything beyond that. So where’s the growth in that?”


  Pressed by the question, Fugo had no answer. “I mean, even if you asked me, I don’t—”


  “Hey, what the hell are you two arguing about? We’re just a bunch of lowly grunts. We shouldn’t be saying this, that, and the other about Mr. Giorno or Mr. Mista. Insolence,” Murolo scolded them after he finally caught up, panting all the while.


  However, Sheila E. did not so much as look at him. She shot her head forward and started to sniff the air. “This smell.”


  “Huh?” Fugo asked, confused.


  “The smell of vomit. If it’s this rich with stomach acid and smells this putrid without any fermentation, then there’s no mistake…” She muttered something incomprehensible before kicking off the rocky, uneven terrain and sprinting away at top speed.


  “H-hey,” Fugo cried out. “Wait!”


  “You two stay in town! I’m going to check something!” She replied without turning back and continued to run. In the blink of an eye, she was out of sight.


  “The hell’s up with her? Checking what?”


  “No clue…”


  Murolo and Fugo were left standing behind, completely dumbfounded.
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  THE STREETS OF SICILY’S coastal region were, for the most part, narrow. People lived clustered together, making effective use of what little space they had to construct buildings on steep slopes. Many of the streets were narrow enough that cars could not pass, and people could barely walk without bumping shoulders. There was no space for yards, so the walls of buildings directly faced the street. The view toward the coast was vast and serene, but further inland the roads were insular and mazelike. This contrast held a distinctive charm for tourists of the area, but as for what the local residents felt about the place was something one would have to live there to know.


  Sheila E. walked into one such narrow alley by herself. The dilapidated area held no signs of life. It appeared to be in a state of limbo, abandoned because no one could decide whether it should be preserved as a historical landmark or demolished and redeveloped. She stooped down at the corner of the cobbled road, drenched from the constant drizzle from above. There was a stain there, a different shade from the rest. She lurched her nose over to it and sniffed. She did not touch it with her hands, did not close her eyes, investigating the stain while remaining vigilant but getting no closer than necessary. She nodded to herself a couple of times as if to confirm her suspicions. “A man. Drinks frequently, but not so much drugs. Not a member of the team, then?”


  She was able to sniff out the vomit of someone under the influence of Manic Depression’s drugs. This was not a part of her ability, but one of her own unique skills. Her acute sense of smell was honed when she was a child. She had often played in the forest with Toto, her dog. Toto was her best friend, absolutely precious to her, but one day it was killed by a group of delinquents having a bit of fun. The rage from that day still burned within her. Her fundamental detestation of humanity stemmed largely from this childhood experience. She was not inclined to show mercy to a fellow human. She saw it this way: peel back their skin and they’re all the same as the bastards who killed her precious Toto. This mindset was only cemented when her beloved older sister was also murdered, and it was unlikely that it would change ever again.


  “But their reaction was too severe, too raw for someone taking drugs,” she murmured to herself.


  It was then that something strange happened to the wall behind her. For just a moment, the flat, hard wall surface rippled and swayed. Those ripples slowly slid downward, toward the ground at Sheila E.’s feet. Then, from a minuscule crack in the cobblestones, something jumped out: a hand, sheet-thin and flimsy like paper, that gripped an equally thin needle. The hand thrust forward, attempting to dig the tip of the needle into Sheila E.’s back.


  However, by then, she was already gone—upward. With the jumping power of a serow, she kicked off the ground and over to the wall, clinging to it with her fingertips like a spider. Realizing that it had failed in its surprise attack, the hand vanished with a slither.


  “Was that,” Sheila E. started, recognizing the enemy she had glimpsed, “the ability to strip thickness from objects and flatten them—Tender Machine? You must be Mario Zucchero!” Her eyes darted around the street. The seams between cobblestones, cracks in the wall—so long as the gap was even a micrometer in width, Tender Machine could move through it. It would not stay in the same spot forever.


  “Zucchero, you were supposed to go ahead of us and track down Volpe. Have you betrayed us? Or did he drug you and turn you into his puppet?” Sheila E. asked, jumping away from the wall and moving up to a more isolated spot, to the lightning rod atop one of the buildings. From there, she looked over the area—a city with countless narrow alleys. It all made sense to her now.


  “I know Tender Machine is helpless in open spaces. Taormina has plenty of places to hide, making it the perfect place for an ambush.” Sheila E. sniffed at the air, but she realized the stench of vomit was too strong to detect Zucchero’s scent. The rain was also helping to mask it. Not only that, she realized. When the rainwater soaks the ground, he can slip between the membrane of the water and the cobblestones. Perfect weather for him!


  However, although it seemed she was in dire straits, Sheila E.’s lips were curled in a cocky grin. With a chuckle, she addressed the person who could be hiding anywhere. “Hey, Zucchero. Do you know who I am? You were part of a team in Rome, weren’t you? Then you must have at least heard of the name Sheila E. I was the one who crushed Milanza’s gambling ring over there and expanded Passione’s turf—and I was only ten years old. That achievement got me promoted to be one of the boss’s elite guards.” She heard no response, but she continued regardless. “The ‘E’ in my name stands for Erinni, the Greek goddesses of revenge. That name is proof that I’ve sworn to show no mercy to my enemies. Well, Zucchero? Knowing what this name represents, are you still going to oppose me?”


  Despite her haughty monologue, there was no response from Zucchero. When the wall at one end of the alley wobbled slightly, Sheila E. moved swiftly. She jumped to the spot and crashed Voodoo Child’s fist into it. However, it was merely rainwater dripping from above—a false alarm. Despite this, in anticipation of Zucchero closing in, Sheila E. attacked, launching a flurry of attacks in all directions. The walls and ground rapidly started to crumble, but there was no bite. Nevertheless, she continued her relentless assault.


  “Eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri eri!”


  The impact from the destruction reverberated to Zucchero as he hid between the cracks, but she needed to hit him directly. Currently, all Zucchero felt was a burning sensation inside him. That sensation made it impossible for him to stay as a paper-thin weakling. He had become a land mine, attacking anyone who approached him. In spite of his meager upbringing, he had trained tirelessly with his ability to develop combat techniques to get a leg up in the criminal underworld, but now those techniques were merely a set of reflexive actions. He had been made into a robot executing preprogrammed orders—no, even worse: he was now no better than an automatic door sensor.


  Sheila E.’s muttering also reverberated with the sounds of her attacks. “Well, Zucchero, Zucchero, Zucchero…!”


  But Zucchero could no longer pick up on her angry chanting of his name. He simply moved toward the source of the sound and poised himself behind her, his muscle memory leading him to the perfect blind spot. Without thinking, he pounced and thrust the sharp needle of Tender Machine into her back—only to hit thin air. Zucchero’s reflexes were confused, his nerves losing track of the next course of action and flying into a panic. Sheila E. should have been there, but she was not. His thin body emerged from between the cobblestones in an attempt to check the nonsensical situation with his own eyes. He was shocked by what he saw.


  Just…lips…


  The voice calling Zucchero’s name was coming from a pair of lips formed from a hole carved into the ground. Her Voodoo Child ability had merely repeated the words Sheila E. had spoken just moments ago. Sheila E. was not just speaking at length to provoke or brag, but to set up this trap. And a moment later, the trap was complete. The hole from which Zucchero had emerged, and all the cracks carved around him, turned into lips.


  Chomp!


  The lips bit down on Zucchero, sinking their teeth into his paper-thin body and gnashing on it as if they were trying to wrench open a plastic seal. He was immobilized. The lips slid up from the ground, stretching him out on a wall nearby. His body was being mounted like the hide of a hunter’s kill on the wall of a log cabin after being skinned in the forest.


  “Dear me, you’re not stretching as much as I thought,” Sheila E. commented, walking up to him from where she was a short distance away. Everything was going according to plan. By the time she had deduced that Zucchero was relying on his hearing rather than his vision while tunneling in the ground, she had already perfected her strategy. She had planned on capturing and not killing him from the very start. He was a valuable clue, after all. “I was convinced you’d be more springy like rubber, but I suppose not, huh? You just get thinner.”


  “Ghh, ghh ghh ghh, ghh ghh ghh…!” Zucchero’s lips twitched and wriggled, unable to properly enunciate.


  “Ah, you can’t talk anymore? Well, don’t worry, I can read lips, so don’t worry and say what you want to say.”


  “Geh, geh geh geh geh, ghh geh, ghh gah gah gah gah…”


  “Let’s see here… ‘Must’… ‘Else’? What are you talking about? Can’t you move your lips a little more clearly?” Sheila E. asked, grabbing Zucchero’s face with her hands and pulling it to emphasize his lips. Despite being stretched further, Zucchero’s lips continued to flap incoherently.


  “Gi gi gi, gi gi bhh, bhh bhh bhh bah bah…”


  The sound of the gurgles had changed due to the amount of air escaping from his mouth, but there was not much difference in the movements of his lips themselves. Sheila E. tried her best to read them. “Um, let’s see… ‘Ving’… ‘Moving’… ‘Must keep moving, or else’… Is that it?”


  Must keep moving, or else. Or else what?


  Sheila E. did not need to ponder that for very long, because barely a moment later, Zucchero’s thin body, pasted on the surface of the wall, shriveled up and—exploded. Every single vein in his body burst, spraying an immense amount of blood everywhere. His bodily functions had been stimulated to such an abnormal degree that his body was no longer able to endure his own blood pressure.


  Sheila E. jumped back out of reflex. Zucchero’s crumpled body lost its Tender Machine ability upon his death and reverted to its original form before her eyes—into a corpse destroyed beyond recognition, having burst from the inside out. Every bone was crushed to pieces, making his body resemble a rolled-up blanket soaked in mud.


  “H-he…!” Sheila stammered, her face grim.


  Not only had Zucchero been manipulated like a puppet, but he had already been disposed of. The difference in combat ability between her and the enemy was too great, which meant just one thing.


  “Dammit!” Sheila E. promptly bolted back the way she came. Zucchero was just a decoy to buy time!


  It was now clear that she had fallen for the enemy’s ruse, being lured away from Fugo and Murolo. The three of them had long since fallen into the clutches of the Drug Team.
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  Vladimir Kocaqi


  IV. Tu ca nun chiagne — You Who Does Not Weep


  IV.


  Once, Pannacotta Fugo’s former teammate Leone Abbacchio had explained Fugo’s ability this way: “It represents fury! And like fury, it comes on like an explosion and vanishes like a retreating storm.”


  As street gang members, Abbacchio and Fugo had fought alongside one another on several occasions. The jobs were always bloody affairs, with Abbacchio investigating perpetrators and Fugo rubbing them out. Under the pretense of protection, they eliminated people who, in an effort to snuff out corporate scandals, tried to embezzle large amounts of money and run away, or executed feuding members in the lower branches of Passione to minimize further casualties.


  They handled the kind of dirty work that could not be reported to the police but was necessary for the city. Half of these tasks were assigned by Bucciarati, while the other half were orders from Polpo. Some of Polpo’s jobs they did in secret without reporting to Bucciarati at all. While they were obligated to report to the organization, they feared that their compassionate team leader would have showed mercy if the target had had a young daughter or something of the sort.


  Whenever Fugo felt that Bucciarati might end up feeling more guilt than necessary over a matter, he would keep it under wraps. And whenever that was the case, Abbacchio never snitched. To those around them, they gave the impression of being a close-knit duo, but in reality Fugo had never asked Abbacchio about his past, nor had Abbacchio asked about Fugo’s. Neither knew what the other was thinking at all. Fugo believed that if they had ever been faced with a situation where either one of them needed to be sacrificed, Abbacchio would have abandoned him without a moment’s pause, and Fugo felt that he would have done the same thing to Abbacchio. It was not that they did not trust each other, but there was no bond between them. It had been that way from the beginning.


  When Abbacchio was on trial for corruption as a police officer, Fugo had gone to visit him during his suspension. He originally wanted to get information from the petty thug who had bribed Abbacchio since he was under Passione’s umbrella, but Fugo learned that he had died in the detention center under abnormal circumstances—freezing to death in the thick of summer. In other words, the thug had already been disposed of by other members of the organization. Abbacchio was the only one who could be questioned.


  All the women and alcohol had left Abbacchio a wreck, with deep, dark bags under his eyes. An icy stare was all he had for Fugo.


  “Come on, Mr. Abbacchio, be smart. If you go to jail, you’ll definitely die there. You know what other prisoners would do to a former cop like you, don’t you? And the guards won’t help you. They’ll just think you’re the worst scum imaginable.” After a pause, Fugo continued. “Which stretch of territory did you give him a pass for? I heard you hesitated to shoot that thug, but was that because you had some kind of deal with him?”


  When Abbacchio offered nothing, Fugo pushed on. “Was it drugs? That thug was dealing drugs, wasn’t he? And you gave him a pass. Is that right?”


  No response.


  “The silent treatment, huh?” Fugo said, furrowing his brow. “Well, this is a problem.”


  Fugo had his suspicions that it was actually Passione itself that was spreading drugs in the city, and he wanted to confirm it. Even though a good deal of the rival families have already been wiped out, the drug circulation hasn’t decreased a bit, Fugo thought. I have a hunch that our mysterious boss has started selling the very drugs that he banned. He knew that if that were the case, Bucciarati would be in a very awkward position. Bucciarati had gained the trust and respect of the citizens because they supported his stance on getting drugs off the streets. It would be disastrous if he ended up being discredited.


  What should I do? While Fugo was in the midst of pondering his next steps, Abbacchio spoke up.


  “Why?”


  “Huh?”


  “Why are you looking so damn serious? You’re just a shallow brat,” Abbacchio said, looking thoroughly annoyed and hostile.


  Fugo thought he was trying to start a fight, but something about him seemed off. “Erm… What did you say?”


  “You’re no different from me. You’re as much scum as I am. So why are you so confident?”


  “Um, listen, Mr. Abbacchio, I—”


  “I know you’re just like me. You’re someone who has failed. I can tell by looking at those rotten eyes. So, why are you so damn confident?”


  “I don’t understand your accusations.”


  “Just tell me and I’ll tell you everything I know.”


  “Tell you what?” Fugo asked, confused.


  “Your reason. The reason that keeps you moving forward. Tell me what it is.”


  “I’ve sworn my loyalty to the organization, nothing more.”


  “Then teach me how to do that.”


  Fugo’s eyes widened. “Are you saying you want to join the organization?”


  “If you say that’s your reason, then I’ll do it too.”


  “You’re a former cop, so you’ll never rise within the organization. You won’t be given a turf, and you’ll have to spend your whole life doing someone else’s work. Is that really what you want? Also, you might get stabbed in the back. The organization won’t seriously protect you either. I think you’d be better off making a deal, taking the money, and living in leisure abroad.”


  Abbacchio ignored the warning and continued to glare at Fugo with his terrifying, dark eyes.


  And now, Fugo and the team led by Massimo Volpe, the source of the drugs that had first brought him to Abbacchio, were about to meet—and fight to the death.
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  AT THE EASTERN END of Taormina stood an open-air theater dating back to the third century BC. This Greek theater, known as the Teatro antico di Taormina, featured a semicircular seating structure surrounding the stage. Even now, long after the Hellenistic culture that built this site and the Roman era that later remodeled it had passed, it remained in remarkably good condition. Although it was a tourist attraction, it was rarely ever crowded, and visitors were able to take casual strolls through it.


  The Teatro antico was where Fugo and Murolo currently stood. The drizzly amphitheater was a ghost town.


  “Oh, come on, now. I guess I miscalculated,” Murolo muttered. “I wanted us to blend in with the tourists and sneak into town, but we’re sticking out like sore thumbs here. I guess the rain’s to blame for this…”


  “Still, we have no choice if we’ve already come this far. We just have to accept the dangers and move on.”


  “Sometimes, I can’t tell if you’re careful or just careless. You sure seem to know when to cut your losses—or maybe it’s more like once you’ve made up your mind, you don’t give the matter any more thought. But considering things to come can help break through sticky situations, can’t it?”


  “Overthinking is a waste of time,” Fugo answered. “As long as we have our intel in order, there’s naturally only one answer.”


  “And that’s what makes your thinking so rigid. Both you and Sheila E. You guys lack flexibility. You gotta have some,” Murolo scolded with an air of superiority.


  To Fugo, however, Murolo’s reasoning was weak. It came off as wanting to act important. That attitude reminded Fugo of the professor who had caused his life to go downhill.


  “I advise you to be careful,” Fugo said coldly.


  “Huh?” Murolo asked, raising an eyebrow. “Whazzat?”


  “I advise you to not make me angry for no reason. If I snap, I don’t know what I’ll do.”


  This was not a threat. In fact, he had once stabbed Narancia in the cheek with a fork for no real reason other than that Narancia had made a mistake on a simple math problem while Fugo was tutoring him. It was not the first time he had tutored Narancia, and him making mistakes was not uncommon, but in that specific situation, he had randomly lost his temper. Even now, he could not even begin to identify what triggered that episode.


  Murolo twisted his lips into a moue, annoyed. “Oh, come on, now. What is your deal? What’re you saying? ‘Handle with care’? ‘Danger—don’t touch’? Maybe you should take up meditation or something—spiritual training to get yourself in order. I mean, for one thing—”


  Murolo cut his rant short. When Fugo turned to look at him, he noticed that Murolo was not looking his way, but in a different direction—toward the sloping audience seats of the amphitheater. He had gone pale, like he could not believe what he was seeing. Fugo looked in the same direction.


  There was a man sitting in the audience seats all alone. He was holding an umbrella to shield from the rain, and the outline of his figure blended into the surroundings like part of a landscape photograph. The man appeared to be quite elderly, countless wrinkles cutting into his face, but his body was trim and his posture was as straight as a board. His eyes appeared docile at a glance, but upon closer inspection they were much too sharp. Fugo had just seen this old man’s face in the pre-mission file photographs.


  Fugo stuttered in surprise. “N-no, it can’t be. Is that—”


  Murolo grunted a response. “There’s no doubt about it. It’s Vladimir Kocaqi, the leader of Passione’s Drug Team!”


  The old man was staring straight at them. Of course, they were being ambushed. There was no way this was a coincidence. But why was he by himself?


  Murolo frantically looked around, but there were no other enemies around—not a trace. “D-dammit. We should…” He trailed off, thinking of running away, but then he noticed that his teammate was already walking toward Kocaqi—Fugo was walking toward the enemy.


  “H-hey!” Murolo cried out.


  “We have no choice. We can’t escape now,” Fugo said, zero hesitation in his voice.


  “Hey, don’t jump the gun! He’s not just some geezer! Even Diavolo decided to negotiate with him rather than make him submit by force. This guy’s a skilled veteran! You’re not nearly experienced enough!”


  Fugo disregarded Murolo’s shrieks and kept heading straight toward Kocaqi. Meanwhile, Kocaqi smiled faintly as he waited for his opponent to approach, a boy who was just old enough to be his grandson.


  Fugo glared back at him, frantically exercising his brain. He oozes confidence, and he’s showing up in front of us alone, which means he already knows about our abilities to a certain extent. And he’s certain he can beat us. But Purple Smoke makes it so that any person within its five-meter range has absolutely no hope of surviving. It’s hard to imagine overcoming that with pure power. He must have some manner of long-range ability. That means I just have to close the distance and drag him into my range!


  Fugo continued to stride forward. Something… He’s going to come at me with something… I’ll nail whatever it is with Purple Smoke as soon as I see it and use the opening to get within range. That was the best course of action he could come up with.


  Kocaqi stared at Fugo with a gaze that could be considered calm, and spoke. “I heard you were classmates with Massimo at the University of Bologna. To be honest, you don’t have a very good reputation, Pannacotta Fugo. It seems to me that you have the wrong idea about life.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I bet you’re thinking something like this. ‘I don’t want to make mistakes. I always want to choose the right answer.’ But that way of thinking itself is already the wrong idea.” Kocaqi spoke as if he were a teacher patiently explaining things to a student who has problems understanding lessons.


  “What is life? That’s something every Sicilian knows. It might be hard for a spoiled Neapolitan boy like you to understand, but life, in brief, is unfair. Life doesn’t always go as planned. The first step toward progress is accepting that truth. Everything starts from there. Even if others don’t do what you expect them to do, or if they act differently than you expected, you must accept it. Losing your temper and lashing out at those around you, like you do, is the worst recourse. That will not lead to anything. Nothing but devastation.”


  Fugo said nothing.


  “We Sicilians place value on silence. Silence and patience—we find what’s known as hope in these tenets. Thinking you can blaze your own path in life with your own will is a selfish idea. Destiny is not so kind to people. There is no right answer, Fugo. You being able to make choices that aren’t wrong is not something that exists. No matter how hard you try not to drown in your ideals and make calls you think are pragmatic, they are just matters of comparison. There isn’t much difference between dreams and reality—the reality you think you see is nothing more than another petty delusion.”


  In the midst of Kocaqi’s quiet and somber words, Fugo had reached the five-meter range of Purple Smoke. One more step. One more step, and he would be in a position to deliver a fatal blow to the old man. However, despite being so close, Kocaqi attempted nothing. Fugo would be able to see his ability if he brought it out. And as long as Kocaqi’s reflexes matched how he appeared in age, they would be inferior to Fugo’s, and he would have to take the initiative if he was going to do anything. Even so, Kocaqi did nothing.


  What’s going on?


  Fugo had stopped moving without realizing it. He was poised to strike at any moment, but he hesitated where he stood. Various thoughts ran through his head. Maybe he should not kill him. Maybe he should capture him and interrogate him if he was not resisting. Maybe this old man was just stalling for time to let his team escape. Shallow thoughts blinked in and out of his mind. He knew—those were all excuses. From the old man’s bloodlust-filled gaze, Fugo was acutely aware that Kocaqi planned on fighting and killing him. However, there did not seem to be an end to his thoughts, so he could not decide on what to do.


  What’s wrong? Why am I hesitating over this?


  Seeing that Fugo was not moving, Kocaqi slowly nodded toward him, lifting the corner of his lip into a sneer. “You know nothing, Fugo. What you think you know is nothing but superficial, shallow wisdom. You don’t know what courage is. You don’t understand the strength that comes from a person abandoning their sense of self to live. You’re a flea trying to suck the blood of someone wise only to get swatted flat.”


  Fugo was being insulted, but for some reason, he did not feel his temper flare. Why was he not angry? If it had been Narancia saying these things, he would have instantly lost his temper and charged at him. If it were him, he would have done just that.


  Narancia, you—


  Feeling neither anger nor impatience and propelled by a bizarre irritation, Fugo kicked off the ground and sprinted up the slope to the seats where Kocaqi was sitting. He staggered and the ground beneath his feet crumbled slightly, but he brushed it off and quickly tried to regain his balance. That was when it happened.


  “Huh?”


  The foot he tried to brace slipped in a strange manner. He had tried to step on nothing. However, he was sure that he had a good grasp on his footing and put his weight on a solid surface. Just then, his foot once again strained itself unnaturally, buckling, and he lost balance.


  “W-what’s going on?!” Fugo exclaimed, not knowing what he was doing. His feet staggered, an unknown force redirected them to one strange direction after another. “Th-this… this feeling…!”


  A bizarre floating sensation overcame his entire body. That split-second feeling he’d had when he lost his footing still remained—no, remained was selling it short. It was as if it had been engraved into his body.


  “N-no, this must be his… This can’t be!” Fugo stuttered, moving farther and farther away from Kocaqi, poised as if running looking backward.


  It’s his ability! That’s the only explanation. I’m being attacked by his ability! But when did he launch his attack? I didn’t see anything! I didn’t feel anything! If I’ve felt anything so far, it’d be—Fugo cut off his thought as it finally hit him. The drizzle that had been soaking his body this entire time. This rain! This is it?!


  It was not that he did not see anything. It was not that he did not feel anything. He had long since been able to see it and feel it—and he had been under attack the entire time.


  “That’s right. This is my Rainy Day Dream Away,” declared Kocaqi. “The action of you perpetually stumbling—that isn’t me pushing you with my power. It’s you. Your own senses are trying to prevent you from tripping and automatically triggering your reflexes. Because I’ve locked the sensation you felt when you almost tripped for a split second.”


  Even as Kocaqi spoke, Fugo’s body continued its bizarre dance. He could not help but try to recenter himself.


  “Locking a sensation—that is my ability. People can’t help but feel things. Even if they don’t want to, they’re constantly feeling something or another. I can make that momentary sensation last forever. From now on, you’ll be bound by the sensation that you have to try to recenter yourself because you’re about to trip. You’re locked in that sensation. And people can never escape from their own feelings.”


  “A-argh! Arghhh!” Fugo’s body lurched over heavily and spun around, but he never fell. He might have been able to stay put if he did complete the fall, but that was currently impossible for him.


  “That sensation of almost tripping—what, in brief, do you think that is?”


  “Argh, arghhh, arghhhhh!”


  “That’s right. It’s the sensation of falling. Right now, you’re trapped in the sensation of almost falling. And the sensation of falling can only lead to…”


  Fugo was unable to hear the rest of Kocaqi’s words. The power in his legs as they tried to regain balance was growing stronger and stronger. He was gradually tripping toward one direction until—he started to crash sideways. He was technically kicking off the ground, but “crashing” was the only way to describe the action. He was moving faster than if he were running and accelerating indefinitely. He was being blown away. It was almost as if the sensation he was trapped in was testing the limits of the laws of physics.


  Fugo screamed as he zipped out of the theater.


  But how far was he going to go? Would he reach the sea? Or hit a wall? Either way, they both led to one thing—death.


  “Well, that’s one down,” Kocaqi said, slowly standing up with the umbrella still open over him.
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  FUGO’S SCREAMS reached Sheila E.’s ears.


  “Dammit!”


  She spat through gritted teeth as her swift feet carried her toward the source of the sound. However, the scream grew more and more distant, its source traveling faster than her feet could manage. On the way, she passed through the theater.


  She let out a surprised sound as she stopped. An old man was coming down from an area of the amphitheater where the audience seats were in ruins. His stare indicated that he was expecting her.


  “K-Kocaqi?!” she raised her voice.


  Murolo ran over and hid behind her. “Y-you idiot! You’re freakin’ late!”


  “What’s going on? What happened to Fugo?” Sheila E. asked.


  Kocaqi answered. “I eliminated him.”


  Sheila E.’s face froze at the quiet declaration, an overwhelming pressure washing over her. But if she were intimidated by that feeling, she would not be here in the first place.


  “Voodoo Child!” she called out, charging full force and unleashing her ability at the detestable old man.


  Kocaqi did not move from where he stood. Unlike Fugo, Sheila E. was not approaching the man with any sort of hesitation. The only thing on her mind was delivering the sharpest blow she could to the old man. In an instant, she closed the distance to slam Voodoo Child’s fist into the old man’s face—but he used his flexible movements to dodge the punch.


  Like a willow that would not snap in a strong wind, Kocaqi’s tai chi–esque movements pushed Sheila E.’s body past him.


  Shit! But how about this—


  Sheila E. quickly turned around and faced the old man again. Kocaqi had taken no real damage from the blow itself, but he was rubbing his cheek with his fingertips. There was a slight scratch, only as big as a razor nick. From that scratch, however, appeared a pair of small, girlish lips. The lips trembled before letting out a tiny sigh.


  “Is this…?”


  “Any wound that Voodoo Child’s fist makes turns into lips that expose any facts you have hidden inside.” Sheila E. pointed at him. “No one can maintain their sanity after hearing the abuse from their inner psyche! I win!”


  The lips attached to Kocaqi’s cheek twitched and began to speak. But the voice did not belong to Vladimir Kocaqi. It was the voice of a young girl.


  “Brother, I had a happy life. It really was unbelievably happy…”


  It was a very bright and cheery voice that reflected positive feelings backed by rich experiences. It clearly did not sound like it was speaking ill or insulting anyone.


  “What…?”


  Kocaqi slowly raised his head and looked at Sheila E., who was lost in confusion. He said, completely unshaken, “I see. So your ability digs up whatever you’re guilty about and inflicts psychological damage. That’s too bad, however.”


  He traced his fingertips along his cheek. Then, even though Sheila E. had not yet disengaged her ability, the lips were absorbed into Kocaqi’s body without leaving a mark.


  “B-but how?!” Sheila E. exclaimed.


  “Your ability will never miss so long as there’s guilt in a person’s heart. Am I correct? That is why. I harbor no guilt. I have always lived saddled with that fact in my heart, so even without you exposing my lack of guilt, it constantly rings in my ears.” Kocaqi’s lips curled into a gentle smile. “That voice you heard was the voice of my younger sister, Amelia. Those were her last words, her voice, at the end of her life, when she died in my arms.”


  Sheila E. was speechless.


  “August 6, 1943—that was the day my sister died. Do you know the significance of this date?”


  She did not respond.


  “At the time, Sicily was a battlefield. The Allied forces had landed here and were waging a fierce battle against the Fascists and Nazis occupying the land. However, the Nazis never intended on defending this land. Their plan was simply to give a halfhearted war effort here and withdraw. While that was a huge relief to the residents, as the Nazis retreated they purged innocent civilians, suspecting them of being spies. My parents were among those suspected, and they were both shot dead. I carried my sister on my back and ran for our lives.”


  Kocaqi continued to speak in a neutral tone, not a hint of nostalgic reminiscence in his voice. His composure made it sound as if he were recounting something that had happened yesterday. “As I fled, I could feel something leaking down my body. I figured that I had wet myself out of fear. Undaunted, I kept on running, until I realized it wasn’t urine at all. It was Amelia’s blood. She had been hit by a stray bullet. No,” Kocaqi furrowed his brow, shaking his head. “Maybe it wasn’t a stray bullet. The soldiers were firing at my back as I ran away, so it’s reasonable to assume that Amelia shielded me and took the bullet in my stead. She sacrificed herself for me.


  “I tried to treat my sister, but there was nothing I could do. She was bleeding profusely, and she was too young to have the stamina to endure the wound. At death’s door, she started saying strange things. She suddenly said she was happy. She was hallucinating that we escaped safely. In her delirium, she kept telling me, ‘Thank goodness we made it. Thank goodness we made it.’ She had clearly lost vision in her eyes, but I kept nodding to her.


  “That was when my ability manifested itself. I locked my sister’s hallucination and made it last forever. I protected that vision, that possible future, until the very end—her escaping, living in peace, and seeing out the rest of her days surrounded by a big collection of grandchildren.


  “After she died, the Allied forces’ tank division led by Lieutenant General Patton passed through. If they had shown up an hour earlier, my sister might not have died. But I had no complaints about how fate played out. And that was because Amelia was smiling until she died. It was just a few minutes in reality, but it was an entire eighty years for her. How different would her fantasy have been from reality?”


  Sheila E. was completely overwhelmed by Kocaqi’s docile gaze. It was strikingly similar to that of her deceased sister. But—but even so, that did not change the fact that this old man was her enemy. She gritted her teeth and tried to attack him. This time, the old man did not react or budge at all. She tried to launch a barrage of punches at him as he stood unguarded, but every single strike missed.


  “Wha—?”


  She tried again and again, but could not land a single blow. That was when Sheila E. finally realized—she was already under attack. Kocaqi looked at her face and gave her a nod. “Just now, for a split second, you felt that you might not stand a chance against me. That feeling is now permanently locked in place. You can no longer attack or resist me. That is the power of Rainy Day Dream Away.”


  Sheila E. struggled, groaning.


  “Can you break free? Can you overcome me with your mental fortitude? No, for this isn’t just my power alone. It bears the weight of the eighty happy years of Amelia’s life. Do you have enough unwavering conviction to break through and stick to your initial intent?”


  She shrieked with effort.


  “Rest assured, Sheila E. We won’t kill you. There’s no reason to. You can hide somewhere until our fight with Giorno Giovanna is settled. However…” Kocaqi turned his sights to another direction. “You are a different story, Cannolo Murolo.”


  Murolo flinched in fear upon hearing his name.
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  FOR WHATEVER REASON, Fugo was thinking back to that one time.


  It was around when Guido Mista had joined, the crew was taking shape, and their existence was starting to be recognized within the organization. One day, Fugo alone was summoned to Bucciarati’s quarters.


  “Hello? Pardon me,” Fugo said before opening the door, but he froze for a moment after entering. The atmosphere was peculiar. The room was silent and dark, with thick curtains drawn over the windows. There were no lights on. Bucciarati was sitting on the sofa in the living area.


  Fugo approached him cautiously. “Um, Bucciarati?”


  Bucciarati waved his finger to cut him off. Then, he motioned for him to sit down in front of him. Fugo quietly plopped himself in the seat opposite, folding his hands on his lap in anticipation for Bucciarati’s next words. But Bucciarati said nothing.


  The silence dragged on. The faint ticking of an old clock echoed unreasonably loud. What’s going on? Fugo thought, feeling more anxious by the second. It was rare for the usually quick-thinking and decisive Bucciarati to eat up so much time.


  At last, Bucciarati spoke. “Fugo. Did you know?”


  The question left him confused for a second before the answer sprung to mind. “Are you talking about the drugs? I thought something was a little off, so I did a little digging with Abbacchio,” Fugo spoke while gauging Bucciarati’s reaction. His expression had not shifted, so he continued. “Recently, there’ve been several pieces of evidence that suggest the boss has started dealing drugs himself. When we pressed a member of an organization we thought we had snuffed out, he laughed at us and said, ‘There’s a new wholesaler in town.’


  “When I reported this to Polpo, his gigantic face went pale, and he started shivering all over. He ordered me not to look into it any further. Apparently, the boss hasn’t told Polpo anything. He’s probably keeping Polpo out of the drug game in order to keep his growing influence in check. I think Polpo realized this and grew afraid—he doesn’t want the boss keeping tabs on him any more than necessary. I believe that is why Polpo never told you about anything. He doesn’t want any of us getting involved. Which is why I—”


  Just as Fugo was about to finish his thought, Bucciarati raised his hand. “No, that’s enough. I understand.”


  His voice was cold and hard as ice. Fugo’s body froze solid. Is he going to kill me? Fugo seriously contemplated for a second. There was a tenseness in Bucciarati’s voice that made the situation seem life-or-death. However, Bucciarati remained seated on the sofa, doing nothing more. His face was as still as a sculpture. It was less that his expression was stiff and more that his face had no expression, much like a doll.


  Fugo peeked over at the living room wall. There was a net hanging there, a fishing net once used by Bucciarati’s late father. Bucciarati had told him that he always kept it displayed as part of a vow to his father, despite it being well-worn and torn in places. He said that his father happened upon the site of a drug deal and got shot, Fugo recalled. He died from the gunshot wound. That’s why Bucciarati has always had such an intense anger toward drugs…


  Finally, Bucciarati spoke. “Fugo, could you put on a record?”


  Fugo snapped out of his daze and shot up from his seat. It was the usual signal. When Bucciarati wanted to be alone, he would ask one of his subordinates to play a record. It was his way of saying “Leave the room.”


  “R-right. Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew?” Fugo asked, checking if he wanted his usual favorite.


  In a rare turn, Bucciarati shook his head. “No, make it Elevator to the Gallows.”


  Fugo was surprised. It was a record by one of Bucciarati’s favorite artists, but he had once said he did not like it very much. As instructed, he took the LP from the record shelf and removed the vinyl from its sleeve, placed it on the turntable, and lowered the needle. The somber sound of a trumpet echoed from the speakers.


  It was a superb performance. A constant creaking sound, like molars gnashing against each other, mingled with what resembled an endless line of sighs. These came together to create a tune that was as fascinating as it was tragic.


  Fugo snuck a glance at Bucciarati’s profile as he listened in silence and gasped at what he saw there. He had never seen Bucciarati look like that before. It appeared as though he was crying without shedding a single tear. In fact, his eyes were completely dry. His lips were cracked and colorless, his face was pale, and his eyes looked like bottomless pits, devoid of any light.


  Why was he recalling that moment in time now?


  Fugo felt that Bucciarati was in pain back then, but at the same time, he knew Bucciarati would overcome the pain and become even stronger. He was not wrong. From that point on, Bucciarati continued to solidify his position within the organization and became more skilled at dealing with the disputes around him. There should have been no need to be worried.


  Yet why, now, was he remembering Bucciarati’s expression from back then?


  He should have known better. He should have known that Bucciarati was not okay. That look in his eyes—it was the look of someone who was feeling his spirit die a slow death. And the root cause of that was drugs.


  He made that face because—


  Amid the overwhelming sensation of endlessly crashing, an urge began to well up inside of Fugo. It was as hard as stone, filling his mind until it was bursting at the seams. This new sensation was solidifying so intensely that all other urges became meaningless.


  It was the same urge he’d once felt when he had grabbed a four-kilogram encyclopedia in front of the professor that scoffed at his grandmother’s death.
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  “YOU ARE A DIFFERENT STORY, Cannolo Murolo. I can’t leave someone like you alive,” Kocaqi said coldly, walking toward Murolo while holding up his umbrella.


  Groaning, Murolo slowly backed away. He did not want to turn his back to Kocaqi. He was afraid of taking a fatal blow from behind, so he was unable to shift gears to make a break for it.


  “You knew, didn’t you? That Risotto Nero was a traitor. You then set him up to fight Diavolo, ensuring that neither side winning affected you.” Kocaqi continued to approach Murolo. “The only reason Risotto’s team even opposed Diavolo was to seek revenge for their teammates who were purged because they tried to dig up the boss’s identity. But I know that the one who leaked intel to Sorbet and Gelato in the first place was you, Murolo.”


  Murolo made a noise in his throat.


  “You push dangerous tasks onto others while you look on from safety. You stir the pot needlessly and help yourself to any leftovers once the dust clears, never once taking responsibility for your actions.”


  “U-urghhh…”


  “This world is a twisted place because of people like you. And I, Vladimir Kocaqi, will now put an end to that warped life of yours.” The old man pointed at Murolo’s hat. “What’s the matter? You have your vaunted weapon in there, don’t you? I can tell by your movements that you’re hiding something in there. Is it a gun, a knife, or maybe a bottle of acid? Whatever it is, go ahead and use it.”


  Murolo groaned, face contorted in agony. He knew what would happen too. When a person is about to use a weapon, they will always be careful. If the weapon is a gun, careful not to shoot themselves; if a knife, careful not to cut their own hand. However, the mere thought of that meant Kocaqi had his number. If he tried to attack, he would be digging his own grave. How was he supposed to fight a foe like this?


  Sheila E. was out of commission, and Murolo was in dire straits. Were they bound to fail their mission?


  At that moment, the faint sound of thunder echoed from the distance. It was so far away that the rumbling was faint and muffled. However, the clouds floating in the sky were producing nothing more than a light drizzle. And, because this rain was Kocaqi’s ability, there should not have been any other weather phenomena tied to it. Just as Murolo processed this information, Kocaqi also caught on to the sound.


  Rumble rumble rumble rumble grm grm grm grm…


  Kocaqi gasped. Something dawned on him and his eyes widened in surprise. “N-no, it can’t be…” The old man quickly swung his eyes toward the cloudy sky from where the rain fell. The sound was also coming from there.


  Grm grm grm grm grm grm grm grm grm grm grm grm…


  The sound that was supposed to be distant thunder continued unabated, only growing louder and louder.


  “It can’t be!”


  Grm grm grwooooooooo…


  The sound was not only growing louder—it was getting closer.


  As whatever it was accelerated from above toward where Kocaqi stood, the sound that it emitted expanded and echoed. That something accelerated at about 9.8 meters per second, the terminal velocity of an object falling from above.


  Oooowooooooo…


  By the time a single dot was visible in the sky, it was already too late.


  Did he use the power from his locked sensation to throw his own body hundreds of meters in the air? Kocaqi questioned himself as if he had overlooked something. Had he made a mistake? But he could not answer. He had no time for that. For a split second, Kocaqi’s eyes locked with Pannacotta Fugo’s as he fell from high, high in the sky.


  Yes, the only time the sensation of falling endlessly would be rendered void was when one was actually making a descent from a high point in the sky to the ground. That was the only way to negate the unbreakable hallucination—and one would fall at the same speed as the raindrops.


  “Ar—” Kocaqi could not even finish his groan.


  It had appeared without a moment’s delay and dashed at Kocaqi before Fugo could. It was the one emitting that thunderous sound. Fugo’s spiritual double let out a battle cry—no, a screech.


  “Ubashaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  As it slammed its fist into Kocaqi, the virus erupted. The old man’s fragile neck shattered like a withered tree before its brutal power, but it ignored even that, infecting, corroding, and propagating throughout his body in an instant before completely consuming him.


  Fury. It came on like an explosion and vanished like a retreating storm.


  Purple Smoke—touching it meant death.


  This was Pannacotta Fugo’s ability.
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  OH!


  Sheila E. snapped back to her senses, leaped forward, and caught the falling Fugo with Voodoo Child. His fall was akin to a suicide plunge with no consideration for landing or breakfalling, so the tremendous impact rocked her to the bone. Her entire body started tingling, numb. She groaned, staggering, but managed to stay on her feet. She was about to breathe a sigh of relief—until something grabbed her neck with incredible force. Fugo was grabbing her throat, throttling her with enough force to possibly strangle her to death. As Sheila E. stood frozen in confusion, a voice called out from behind her.


  “Stop. That’s enough.” It was Murolo. Sheila E. looked at him as if to ask for help, but Murolo shook his head and said in a cold tone, “I didn’t mean him. I meant you need to stop. Disengage your ability, Sheila E., and let go of Fugo.”


  That was when Sheila E. realized that Voodoo Child had its arms wrapped around Fugo’s body so tightly that it was ready to snap his spine.


  Once Sheila E. dismissed her ability and threw Fugo’s body aside, he also released his hands from her neck. Fugo stood up, slowly and silently. Something still remained on his face—a shadow of some kind—but there was not an ounce of hesitation in his eyes. They were the same eyes that Bucciarati noted as belonging to someone who could only live on their side of the tracks.


  Sheila E. had been glaring up at him, but looked away in search of the body of the enemy he had just killed. However, she could not tell where it had gone. The body had melted away, evaporating without a trace.


  The punch alone would have killed the old man instantly, she thought, but you’re telling me that his virus infected the scant vital signs left in his corpse, making it rot away and evaporating every single cell in his body? She was unable to contain the chill that ran down her spine. She was saved, but she felt no joy at all.


  The unscathed Murolo approached Fugo and started saying something to him. However, Sheila E. had no energy left to join the conversation. The rain had stopped and the bright, beautiful Sicilian sky began to emerge, but in her heart, it felt as though things were growing darker and darker.
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          Range: A

        
      


      
        	
          Staying Power: A

        

        	
          Precision: E

        

        	
          Potential: E

        
      


      
        	
          Ability: Locks a belief or sensation in place. A Stand with a wide range that resembles a misty rain. Any person within the drizzle who holds a misconception will not be able to break free from it. If a target were to wonder if a minor illness would kill them in passing, then they would actually die. Since the ability uses the target’s mental energy, it will not disengage no matter how far the target is from the user.

        
      

    
  


  A: Amazing B: Very Good C: Average D: Poor E: Terrible
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  Angelica Attanasio


  V. Mi votu e mi rivotu — I Turn and Turn


  V.


  The man’s name was Gianluca Pericolo.


  Once, when he was a child, he had suffered from a serious illness. Just when doctors were about to give up on him, he had been saved by the auspices of Passione. To repay that favor, he and his father, Nunzio Pericolo, joined the family.


  It had been six months since he’d been told of his father’s death—a gunshot to his own head. Normally, this would have been construed as a suicide, but he quickly comprehended the truth.


  Papa gave his life to the boss in place of mine.


  He considered that if his father was on a mission secret to even his own son, then it meant it was a very important matter. He warned his subordinates to prepare for a major event that would shake Passione to its core. Less than a week later, the secret identity of the boss was suddenly revealed. It was a reveal that shocked everyone except Pericolo, who remained calm. Alone and unarmed, he went to the other capos who were harboring doubts and spread the word, telling them, “Swearing even greater loyalty to Mr. Giorno is the right choice.”


  Pericolo believed it was now his turn to sacrifice his life to maintain the stability of the organization that his father had fought to protect. This earned him the new boss’s favor. Not only was he approved to inherit what had been entrusted to his father, but he also skyrocketed to being the boss’s confidant. His position was right under the vice-commander Guido Mista. However, he held no pride or arrogance about it. He considered himself nothing but a stand-in for his father’s work, always keeping himself one step removed from any situation.


  When Pericolo received a message from his subordinates that day, he immediately went to report it to the boss. “Pardon me, sir…”


  The place was the library within the grounds shared by Naples Junior/Senior High School and the University. Officially, the boss maintained his status as a student here. He rarely attended classes, but any time he wanted to lose himself in thought, he came to this library from the late hours of the night to the early morning, when students were not present.


  It was still before opening hours, so the lights were off. Pericolo stepped into the dimly lit space. The librarians, who were all under the organization’s control, made themselves scarce when the boss was around. The vast interior was quiet save for the small echo of Pericolo’s footsteps.


  The shelves of this library were arranged so that the books were older the further back one went. It was said to house medieval Latin manuscripts as well. The boy was in the art history section. He was standing on a rolling staircase ladder designed to reach the taller shelves, flipping through the pages of a book. The cover read Michelangelo politico e altri studi sul Rinascimento fiorentino, by Giorgio Spini.


  “I apologize for disturbing you, sir,” Pericolo said.


  The boy waved a finger as if to say it was no bother.


  Pericolo bowed and continued on. “This is a report from Cannolo Murolo of the Intelligence Team. Vladimir Kocaqi, the leader of the Drug Team that is currently on the run, has been eliminated. That leaves three enemies—”


  Before Pericolo could finish, the boy said, “We lost a great man…”


  He was mourning the man who had betrayed him. His voice was pure and unclouded, and whenever he spoke, Pericolo was reminded of the sublime resonance of a church pipe organ.


  “It’s not over yet, then,” the boy went on to say.


  Pericolo stiffened, but replied immediately. “No, it seems not.The main target, Massimo Volpe, has not yet been taken down. It appears that Kocaqi ambushed them in order to buy time for his comrades to escape. The whereabouts of the remaining members are unknown.”


  “I figured as much,” said the boy with a nod, turning his eyes back to his book and elegantly flipping the page.


  “Um, sir… Should we take action?”


  The boy waved his finger side to side and said, “Not necessary.”


  “Should I bring my subordinates?” Pericolo suggested. “I feel like we don’t have enough people out to deal with such a formidable opponent…”


  The boy did not feel the need to repeat himself.


  But Pericolo decided to be bold. “Um… May I ask you a question, sir?”


  The boy nodded.


  Pericolo spoke his mind. “Do you trust Fugo? I don’t feel I can rely on that man at all. He’s the same person who abandoned a frail girl and his teammates to run away by himself in the middle of a mission so important that my father, Nunzio, gave his life for it. Entrusting such an important mission to him—it’s a bit reckless, is it not?”


  He was fully prepared to be reprimanded for his opinion. However, the boy showed no anger. His tone was docile as he said, “I see your point.”


  “Then why, sir?” Pericolo asked. He was given no answer, and he decided not to press the matter further. Instead, he made a suggestion. “Should we put pressure on the Sicilian police to search for Volpe and his crew?”


  The boy waved his finger side to side again and said, “That won’t be necessary.”


  What he said next made Pericolo’s eyes bug out from his face, causing him to repeat the statement back to him.


  “What was that, sir? What do you mean, ‘The enemies will tell us where they are’?”
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  “WAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH! Wah! Waaah! Waaaaah!” Vittorio Cataldi screamed hard enough to split his throat, crying and wailing as though all were lost. “Oh, ohhhhh… It’s my fault! It’s all my fault! If I had fought, Kocaqi wouldn’t have died!”


  He bit down on his lip, tearing into the tissue and causing blood to trickle out. The room was in a strange state. There were teeth marks all over the wallpaper. Even now, new teeth marks were being carved into the walls. Seventy percent of the damage inflicted on Vittorio’s body was being transferred to the wall reflected in the dagger hanging from his waist.


  When Vittorio began to bang his head against one wall, a dent formed on a different wall. The fact that the wall, which should have been harder than a human skull, was deforming in the first place showed that the impact would have instantly killed him under normal circumstances. He was hitting his head with all his might. Holding back was the furthest thing from his mind.


  No one knew whether his ability to transfer damage from himself to other sources developed due to his unhinged personality, or if gaining the ability was what caused his personality to go off the rails. Vittorio himself never even considered that. Thirty percent of the damage stayed with him, so Vittorio was covered in blood, but it did not deter him from pounding his forehead into the wall.


  In the corner of the room, Angelica was sobbing her eyes out. Several times Vittorio had tried to calm her down, to no avail. He resorted to hurting himself even more. The door slowly opened and Massimo Volpe staggered in, but neither of his companions had the mental leeway to even glance in his direction. Wordlessly, Volpe sank to the floor in the middle of the room. A gruesome, heavy weight settled in the air, punctuated by the sound of sobbing and the banging of a head against a wall.


  After a while, the banging stopped. “There’s no other way…” groaned Vittorio, mournful. “We gotta use the thing Kocaqi mentioned before…”


  “The thing?” Volpe shook his head. “But Kocaqi himself said that was a last resort. And that it’s not clear what might happen in the first—”


  Vittorio interrupted him. “Okay, but is there any other option? These guys were good enough to take down Kocaqi. It pains me to admit it, but even I could only hope for a draw at best… We need that thing’s help, don’t we?”


  “Do you believe it will work?” asked Volpe.


  “Well… Even Kocaqi himself said he was skeptical…”


  Volpe shuddered involuntarily as he recalled Kocaqi’s explanation.


  “The reason I chose Sicily as the base for our counterattack is because it’s my hometown. I know the area well, and Passione’s reach has not extended too far here,” Kocaqi had said. “But there’s actually one more reason. It’s related to those Nazis who once occupied this land. They said their main center of activity was in Rome, but here in Sicily, they were conducting some very specific research. The Nazis were apparently reaching out to every corner of the world in search of the secret. The same fantasy held by the emperors of old, which that idiot Führer held as well—yes. Research into immortality.


  “The Nazis poured considerable effort into the search, as they also had plans to mass-produce an army of undying soldiers with unmatched power… However, with the operation supervisor, SS Colonel Rudol von Stroheim, killed in action in Stalingrad and the Allies raiding Sicily, the Nazis weren’t able to recover the item. I haven’t been able to figure out what exactly it looks like, but it’s said to remain hidden in this land to this day, and I do know the words that serve as a hint to use it—‘blood is life.’”


  Still trembling, Volpe said, “Undying soldiers with unmatched power…”


  “We gotta use that if we’re gonna beat ’em!” Vittorio’s voice was rife with desperation.


  Volpe narrowed his eyes as he muttered, “I suppose we need that to avenge Kocaqi.”


  From the corner of the room, Angelica suddenly let out a loud, sorrowful wail. “I won’t forgive them… I won’t forgive them… I won’t ever…I won’t ever forgive them… I won’t forgive them… I won’t forgive them… I won’t forgive them…” She mumbled repeatedly, her expression ghastly as she stared into space.


  Vittorio nodded strongly in agreement. “Yeah, we’ve got no choice but to do it! We gotta go all the way!” He stood up with vigor and rushed out of the room. Angelica staggered after him. Left alone, Volpe slowly got up from his spot on the floor and stepped out of the room.


  There, a scene of carnage was laid out before him. Human organs and blood were scattered and splattered across the entire room—ribs were stuck in the walls, and jawbones from skulls were pasted to the ceiling. There were twenty bodies in total littering every corner, destroyed beyond recognition—the aftermath of Massimo Volpe’s abilities running berserk. As he slowly walked through the carnage, he muttered under his breath. “But what in the world is the Stone Mask…?”
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  “THIS IS TERRIBLE,” Murolo muttered as he stepped onto the bloodstained floor.


  “What happened here?” Sheila E. asked, frowning.


  “These were guys local to Sicily—a gang that operated far away from Passione. Kocaqi’s friends, apparently. But with the old man dead, I’m guessing they tried to get rid of Volpe and the others instead of sheltering them and ended up getting wiped out instead.”


  “You’re telling me they were able to murder these people, people who were their allies up to a few moments prior, without any hesitation? Even if they were about to be caught, they could have run away if they wanted to, so there would’ve been no need to kill them all like this…” As he viewed the mountain of corpses, Fugo felt more doubt than fear. This goes far beyond just being cruel or setting an example for others. There’s a more definitive disconnect here.


  While Fugo twisted his lips in disbelief, Sheila E. said with a somewhat indignant expression, “These people were never their allies to start with.”


  “Huh?”


  “Volpe’s team never trusted them, never felt indebted to any of them—it’s not like they had the connection of relatives or the bond of the syndicate. The only thing in their hearts is their teammates. I’m sure of it,” she said with somewhat carelessly, looking down at the corpses strewn across the floor.


  Fugo almost asked her, “Does the same go for you?” but he kept his mouth shut. He had a feeling that Sheila E.’s attitude toward him had changed somehow. She used to glare holes into him, but now she seemed to be doing her best to avoid any eye contact. Perhaps she was wary of him; after all, Fugo had almost strangled her during the fight with Kocaqi.


  But I had no choice back there, he thought. I couldn’t be sure if she had escaped the influence of Kocaqi’s ability. I wonder if she’s holding a grudge against me for that. He was starting to feel dispirited again. He still felt as if he were backed into a corner, and he knew the feeling was not going to weaken any time soon.


  Completely oblivious to the awkward tension between the two, Murolo said, “Well, I guess we won’t need to look for them. Volpe and his crew are going to leave mountains of bodies wherever they go, heedless to the consequences. They’re basically telling us where they’re going to be.”


  Then, he stopped and sniffed the air before moving to the room in the back. After a short while, the sound of applause rang from the back room. Apparently, Murolo had manifested and used his ability. The tower of cards had just come crashing down when Fugo and Sheila E. entered the room. The Ace of Spades uttered, “Ortygia…” before collapsing onto the table. As Murolo clapped again, the cards stood up one after another and took a bow before going back into his hat.


  “Did they just say…” Sheila E. began.


  “Yeah, that’s right,” Murolo said with a nod, “Ortygia. It’s safe to assume they’re heading to Ortygia in Syracuse, off the coast of Sicily.”


  Sheila E. was suspicious. “But that place is like Manhattan, a small island connected to the mainland by bridge. There’s nothing there but the old city with all the ruins and historical architecture. What are they doing heading over there?”


  “You’ll just have to ask them once we nab them. If we have the luxury to do so, that is,” he said as he quickly pulled his cell phone out of his breast pocket, dialing a number. “It’s me. Yeah. Bring it over here ASAP. We’re going to Syracuse. Make sure you have enough fuel to make the trip.”


  “Fuel? What did you just call over?” Sheila E. asked.


  Murolo put away his phone and haughtily answered, “A copter, what else? You know, short for helicopter? Helicopter. We’ll zip on over there, get there before them, and lie in wait to ambush them.”


  Fugo frowned upon hearing that word uttered. He remembered a time when helicopters were mentioned in conversation. He remembered Narancia saying, “It’s a helicopter! That key must go to a helicopter! A helicopter could go anywhere without being caught!”


  In the end, they never ended up using a helicopter as their means of transportation, but if they had, would Narancia have been as excited as he was with the yacht? Or would he have been more reserved because they were in the middle of a serious escort mission? He never could stay tense for very long, Fugo thought. He couldn’t stay focused long enough. Or, more like, he would always end up easing up when it really mattered… Fugo gritted his teeth, wondering if that was what killed Narancia in the end. No—Fugo did not know how it happened. There was no way of knowing. He could not follow them there, which was why he was here now.
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  TRISH UNA.


  Protecting her ended up being Team Bucciarati’s last mission in Passione. Trish was the daughter of Passione’s boss Diavolo, but she was raised ignorant of that fact. After her mother’s death, she went to meet her father for the first time, only to almost be killed by his very hands. Her story was the epitome of tragedy, but to this day, Fugo could not bring himself to feel sympathy for her.


  He had traveled with her for less than two days, and she had spent the entire time stone-faced, whatever was going through her mind a mystery to all. When she eventually did speak up, it was with disdain in her voice, ordering them to go buy unnecessary luxury items despite being in a situation where shopping posed a risk. She had asked him to take off his shirt to use in place of a handkerchief—in short, she was the worst kind of person to protect, because nothing she did made you want to protect her. Fugo hated even his own mother, so he could not find kindness in his heart for women in general. He especially hated fussy women, and Trish fell squarely into that category.


  Why all that, for someone like her? Even now, Fugo could not wrap his head around what Bucciarati might have been thinking.


  “I’ve returned with Trish because I betrayed the boss! The boss ordered us to protect his daughter so that he could kill her by his own hand. Left alive, she would instinctively recognize him as her own blood. When I learned that, I couldn’t allow him to do it. I couldn’t turn around and walk away, pretending I didn’t know. And so I betrayed him!”


  That was what Bruno Bucciarati announced to Fugo and the others that day on San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice. It was still dawn. The world was draped in silence, and there was a faint chill in the air. Fugo could not believe his ears, but it was all the truth. Trish lay unconscious before them, bleeding. The situation had completely derailed from what they were initially ordered to do.


  “Bucciarati…have you lost your mind?” The words slipped from Guido Mista, unable to process what was going on.


  “Surely you know what happens to those who betray the boss. He has never once let a traitor escape. In fact…” Leone Abbacchio said, deep creases forming in his brow. Indeed, they had killed enemies of the organization—some of their own, even—the exact same way. “For all we know, he’s already surrounded Venice with his elite guards.”


  And yet, there was no hesitation in Bucciarati’s stance. The same went for Giorno Giovanna, who was standing behind him. Bucciarati was resolute as he addressed the group. “I need help. If any are willing to join me, walk down these steps and get in the boat.” He pointed to the small boat floating on the canal. In the boat lay Trish, bleeding from the wrist.


  “With that said,” Bucciarati added, “I will not order you to come with me. Neither am I requesting that you do so. I took this action on my own. You need not feel any personal obligation to me. However, I’ll say one more thing, self-righteous as it may sound. I did what I did because I believed it was right. I regret nothing. I have no illusions about our way of life. Nevertheless, I want to walk the path I believe in. For now, all I can do is escape, but when I discover his weakness…I will bring down the boss. And make no mistake, I will find his weakness!”


  Even after hearing Bucciarati’s powerful words, only one thing welled up inside Fugo’s heart: confusion. He had no idea what Bucciarati meant by the right path. That kind of unwavering conviction was not something he had ever felt in his life. It was as if his vision had suddenly been snatched away. He was left with no guidelines, no references, no standards—he had no idea what to rely on. Up until that point, Fugo had faith in Bucciarati. He had felt that Bucciarati’s judgment was generally correct and believed that whatever he did to benefit himself would also benefit Fugo.


  Now it was all crumbling from the ground up.


  When Bucciarati had first scouted Fugo, he’d said that Fugo was on their side of the tracks. But here he was now, brandishing some shallow, baseless, and seemingly meaningless vision of justice, calling a straight path to sure destruction a path he believed in and trying to march on without a second thought about the consequences.


  Abbacchio sat on a nearby structure, deflated.


  Mista also turned his back, looking off into nowhere.


  Narancia stood shivering, as he had been for a while.


  Why was no one speaking up? Fugo was perplexed. Was it not imperative that they do something? That they try to fix this incomprehensible state of affairs?


  Fugo gritted his teeth and eked out a sentence. “I’ve heard what you have to say. And you’re right, Bucciarati.”


  Since he believed what Bucciarati said to be unconvincing nonsense, Fugo’s words ended up sounding insincere, more pandering than he intended. That was not going to work. He needed to make himself clearer.


  “But I won’t mince words. I’m sorry, but…no one will be getting on that boat with you. I can’t believe you’d let yourself get swept away by sentimentality… I owe you my life, but I can’t go with you. You’ve lost your grip on reality. No one can survive in this world on ideals alone. And we can’t live without the organization.” He took a step backward up the stairs he stood on.


  At the time, Fugo had thought that maybe, just maybe, there was still a way out of this situation. Although it was a faint hope, he thought that if Bucciarati changed his mind and offered Trish to the boss himself, he might be spared. There was still hope. That was what he wanted to believe. His words had been a plea to Bucciarati to change his mind.


  Just then, Abbacchio followed up on Fugo’s statement. “Yeah… Fugo speaks the truth, Bucciarati. What you did is nothing short of suicide. Wherever you may run, there will be no refuge for you.”


  That’s right, Fugo thought. Keep it going and say something that will make Bucciarati reconsider. These are our teammates, people bound by a deep trust. Tell him he is not allowed to throw that away so he can go on some selfish crusade.


  Just as Fugo finished that thought, Abbacchio continued speaking. “Besides, I swore an oath of loyalty to the organization—not to you. However—” Abbacchio stood up abruptly. “I’m a man who’s never belonged anywhere or had any place to go. I’m an outcast from society… There’s only one place where I feel at ease, Bucciarati. At your side.” Without a moment’s hesitation and seemingly in the blink of an eye, he landed in the boat with a thump and lounged back in the wooden seat.


  Fugo raised his voice in disbelief. “W-what?! Abbacchio!”


  What the hell is he doing? Fugo thought, enraged. I tried so hard to talk Bucciarati out of this, and he’s flushing that down the drain?!


  As Fugo stood rattled, Mista chimed in. “Let’s say you manage to take down the boss. Well, just in terms of who’s strongest, that’ll make me the next capo, right?” Absolutely carefree, Mista walked briskly onto the boat. He, too, showed no signs of indecision.


  Y-you dumb sons of bitches! Fugo’s blood was boiling.


  “You’ve… You’ve all lost your minds! You’re going to be completely on your own! Where do you think you can run?! You won’t even escape Venice alive!” Fugo’s voice was shrill, but not a single member looked his way.


  The only one unusually calm was Giorno, who asked in a somber voice, “Narancia… What will you do?”


  Fugo twitched and turned to look at Narancia. Narancia was confused. He was panicking like a lost child.


  “W… W…” Narancia stammered, turning to Bucciarati for help, asking in a pleading tone, “I… I… W-what should I do? Hey… What should I do, Bucciarati? Do you think I should go with you?”


  Bucciarati asked a question in return. “Are you scared?”


  Narancia replied, nodding. “Yes… Terrified. But…” His jaw was shaking violently, but he went on. “B-but just order me… Order me to come with you, and I know I’ll be brave. When you’re commanding me, nothing is scary.”


  Bucciarati shot back, stern. “I cannot. This is the only thing I can’t order you to do. You must decide for yourself. Decide your own path to walk.”


  “I-I don’t know. I just don’t know…”


  “But I will give you my warning. Don’t come, Narancia. You aren’t fit for this fight.”


  “U-urrrgh…” While Narancia clutched the sides of his head, Bucciarati and the others quickly finished prepping the boat.


  “We’re leaving!” Bucciarati declared as they began to set sail. “Once this boat leaves the island, we will all be branded as traitors!”


  Fugo felt his entire body fill with regret and resentment. He felt so frustrated that he could not help but grind his teeth. He was upset—furious—that none of them understood why this was a bad idea. “Why are they doing this…? This is madness! What are they thinking?! Why would they throw away their lives for a girl we only met two days ago… A girl who has barely said a word! She’s nobody to us! Hell, we don’t even know what kind of music she likes!”


  Fugo’s ranting and raving made him sound like a sore loser. There was a futility behind his words—what he was saying was completely useless, but he could not help but come out and say it.


  As he glared at the boat leaving shore, Narancia uttered weakly behind him, “Trish has been abandoned…by someone she be-lieved in.”


  Fugo could barely pick up on what Narancia said, but he was far too frustrated to humor any sort of reply, instead continuing his rant. “Damn it all! The boss has his own reasons for what he chooses to do with his daughter. That has nothing to do with us! All we have to do is look the other way. I don’t understand how they can do this!”


  All the while, Narancia kept muttering to himself. “Long ago…I was abandoned too. By my father, by the friend I trusted. They abandoned me… We both were. Trish and I… We’re…alike.”


  Catching the last of Narancia’s words, Fugo blinked and turned to him, but Narancia had already made his move—he had started to run to the canal in front of them. Diving into the water, he proceeded to swim toward the boat.


  What? Fugo was too dumbfounded to even react.


  While he stood stunned, Narancia swam a terrible front crawl and yelled at the crew frantically. “Bucciaratiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii! I’m coming! I’m coming with you!”


  Fugo could only watch as Narancia’s voice sounded farther and farther away. Narancia’s breathing was labored, but he still screamed as loud as he could. “Please, don’t order me to stay behind! Trish is me! She’s me! The wound on her wrist is my wound!” Eventually, they picked Narancia up, loaded him in the boat, and left. Not once did they look back at Fugo. Not even a passing glance.


  Fugo had been left behind. And before he knew it, he was all alone.


  After a while, he realized that any buildup of annoyance he had felt had completely disappeared. There was no displeasure over being betrayed, and there was no relief from being spared. His mind was blank. He was incapable of feeling anything. He was abandoned, but by what? Was he not the one who had abandoned them? Yet why could he not shake the feeling that he was the one who had been abandoned?


  Fugo stood in a daze. Dawn was beginning to break, and the sky grew brighter and brighter. The morning sun beating down on him seemed to slowly sear his skin. He was in pain. He was hurt somewhere. Something hurt, but Fugo did not understand what it was.


  He wondered why—why aren’t I snapping now? Even though he was in such an unreasonable and irrational situation, he could not understand why he felt no urge to lash out—why he did not feel like destroying everything around him.
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  THE HELICOPTER flew along the coast of Megara Hyblaea, over the expansive Ionian Sea that stretched to the east of Sicily.


  Watching the land race past them below, Fugo pondered. What did Narancia mean by “Trish is me”? Why did he say that? Did he sympathize with her situation? But he was certain that Narancia and Trish never shared any rapport that would warrant that. They had no relationship at all. Narancia did not know Trish well enough to risk his life in service of his supposed sympathy—that he was sure of. He also could not understand why Bucciarati was so eager to give up his life in order to save her.


  He could understand Abbacchio. Somewhere deep within, Abbacchio had been looking for atonement from the guilt he carried as a former dirty cop. He practically joined the organization in search of a place to throw down his life. He had no real interest in protecting Trish and merely jumped at Bucciarati’s words about doing what he thought was right. The how of it all really did not matter to him.


  The same went for Mista. He must have decided from the beginning to follow Bucciarati. Knowing him, he had probably thought he could get his hands on some secret fortune, so his nonchalant decision was not surprising. But he did not want to be the fourth member to join by getting on the boat right away. That was why he went after Abbacchio, to be the fifth. Trying to understand Mista’s blind devotion to the idea that he was bound to be lucky so long as he avoided the number four was a lesson in futility.


  And Giorno… Fugo felt a chill run down his spine. If Fugo had made any error in judgment at that time, it was that he had failed to identify that Giorno was the one calling the shots, not Bucciarati. He should have directed his words at the young newcomer instead. Giorno Giovanna had a strong, steadfast desire to take down the boss and supersede his power, and Bucciarati was simply following his lead.


  Come to think of it, Fugo thought, Giorno volunteered himself to take Trish to the boss. Abbacchio opposed the idea, which is why Bucciarati ended up taking her to him…but if Giorno had gone instead and been done in by the boss, then none of this would’ve happened…


  Or perhaps Giorno would have left Trish to die. In return, they would have gained a clue about the boss’s identity, formulated a strategy that was more sure, and ended up with fewer casualties. He could not say for sure that that would have been the better option, but he would not have been forced into leaving the team, at the very least. If Abbacchio had never butted in, then—Fugo stopped himself. There was no point in mulling over hypotheticals.


  In the end, they were merely caught in a fated battle between Giorno Giovanna and Diavolo to decide who was the true ruler, not unlike contests of survival of the fittest in nature. Whether the rest of them fell into the conflict or ran away, the fact that they were not the principal offenders but the victims remained the same.


  What had Narancia been thinking? That question was stuck in Fugo’s mind like a fish bone caught in his throat. He had once tried to convince himself that he was smarter—that he played his cards better than Narancia did—but it was useless.


  Narancia was able to go. And I…couldn’t. That was a hopelessly undeniable fact.


  Why did you say “Trish is me,” Narancia? What were you feeling at that moment?


  The helicopter flew toward Syracuse as the sun set over the horizon. The pilot flying the helicopter was part of the organization. Murolo sat in the passenger seat. Sheila E. sat quietly in the seat next to Fugo, arms folded. Fugo snuck a glance at her. She was like Trish in the sense that she did not talk much. He began to address her, “You—”


  Keeping her eyes forward, Sheila E. interrupted him. “What?”


  “No, um… If you suddenly found yourself thrown into a group of men you didn’t know, how would you act?”


  “What kind of question is that?”


  “It’s nothing all that deep. Just curious.”


  “I mean, I don’t know…” Sheila E. began, “but I wouldn’t want anyone underestimating me.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Meaning I wouldn’t say a damn word to them.”


  Fugo was taken aback. Could that have been the reason behind Trish’s cold attitude? That she did not want anyone to under-estimate her—was that her desperate form of defensive response? Maybe her haughtiness was not because she was the boss’s daughter. Maybe that stuck-up attitude was her attempt to maintain her sense of self in those circumstances.


  But, still… He tried to remember his impression of Trish, but he still could not bring himself to sympathize with her at all. After all, just because she did not want to be hurt did not mean she could heedlessly hurt others. He could not bring himself to make any concessions for her.


  Is it because I was hurt by her? That thought caused a pang in his chest. Did he still despise Trish for being the cause of Bucciarati’s and the others’ defection? Did he have an unconscious urge to seek revenge for his wounded heart? Was he holding that strong of a grudge? Bearing a grudge for this was too much, Fugo knew that. Even so, he could not deny that these feelings existed within him.


  Fugo was lost in his own thoughts, with only the whirr of the helicopter blades punctuating the silence. Eventually, Sheila E. spoke up.


  “Hey, Fugo… Could it be…you’re—”


  She paused, holding her tongue. Fugo looked over at her, but she said nothing more, so he simply sat without saying anything back. While the two of them kept quiet, Murolo and the pilot confirmed various things in the front seat.


  “Hey, pilot, aren’t we up too high? Drop us down a little. They’re gonna spot us.”


  “No, things in flight are harder to notice the higher up they are. They appear smaller when you’re looking from the ground. Man, you are an amateur, aren’t you?”


  Murolo refused to be cowed. “I don’t give a damn if the copter looks small or big. I’m saying they’ll notice the direction we’re coming from.”


  “But if we drop altitude, we’re gonna lose speed. You’re the one who told me to make it snappy.”


  “Quit complaining about every little thing! It’d still be faster than a train or car! Now, enough lip, do what you’re told, and—”


  Murolo cut his sentence short. His gaze went past the pilot and out the window, where he saw a tiny bird flying alongside the helicopter, parallel to it.


  “Hey. How fast are we flying right now?”


  “Huh? Like I said, you told me to make it snappy, so I’m pushing the speed. This is a high-speed copter. She can do two hundred and fifty kilometers per hour easily—”


  “Then…what’s with that bird?” Murolo asked, pointing to the tiny creature.


  It did not appear to be flapping its wings that much, but it was flying far too close to the side of the helicopter. The turbulence caused by its rotating blades meant birds should not have been able to approach a helicopter. However, that small bird was approaching with barely-there movements, as light as if it were flying in a clear, windless sky.


  “Wha…?”


  “No, wait… That’s no bird! That’s an enemy—”


  But before Murolo could finish his sentence, the bird’s ability kicked in. The helicopter took a sudden plunge, then began to fall toward the sea.


  A girl who could only survive hooked on drugs had sent forth a desperate, bottomless hatred to track down the ones who’d wronged her—and now its sights were locked on to them.
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  Cannolo Murolo


  VI. Fantasia siciliana — Bird of Fantasy


  VI.


  The tune came from nowhere at all.


  “La, la la… la la la la, la la, la…”


  It seemed to drone on endlessly in the back of Fugo’s mind, but it was so faint, and so much quieter than the ringing in his ears, that before long he forgot he was hearing it at all.


  “Huh…?” Fugo lifted his head. He was in a room surrounded by shelves packed with old books. It was the professor’s office at the University of Bologna.


  Before him was his angry professor, rebuking him at great length. “What in the hell is even going through your head? You think you can just ignore your core subjects?! How dare you give me that look! Lift your head and look at me properly.”


  Reluctantly, Fugo raised his head. The professor nodded before continuing. “I think highly of you, Fugo. You seem to think that you only managed to get into this university because of your family’s circumstances, but they have nothing to do with it. You are you. You focus on your studies not to raise the status of your parents, but to foster your own potential.”


  Just then, his secretary came rushing into the office. “Terrible news, Fugo. I’ve just heard that your grandmother has fallen ill. You must return home at once.”


  Fugo was dumbfounded. His professor arranged a trip on an express train for him, and he was back home before the end of the day.


  “Ah… My precious Panní. The sight of your face makes me feel so much better.”


  Although she was in critical condition for a while, Fugo’s grandmother managed to bounce back, much to his relief. Seeing the faces of his family all gathered around in concern for his grandmother, and seeing them light up in joy that she was all right—all of it delighted Fugo to no end. Wow, family is family after all. Everyone’s hearts are one, he thought.


  It was coming up on vacation season, so he was only told by the university to send over his final assignments, and Fugo decided to stay in his hometown. During his time at home, he and his brothers ended up going to the beach to fish. When they got to the harbor, they found that the fishing boat they had reserved had broken down and was unable to set sail. Seeing the boys at a loss, the captain of another boat offered them a ride. However, the passengers who had already booked began to complain.


  “We told you not to let anyone else on.”


  “Oh, where’s the harm? There are seats open.”


  “Shut your trap and do as I say!”


  “It’s only natural to help out when another ship is in trouble,” the captain said. “If that’s how you’re going to act, I’m going to ask you all to get off.”


  “Whaaat?!”


  The less-than-personable passengers saw that the commotion had gathered a crowd, so they decided to back down, clicking their tongues in defeat. The captain then turned to Fugo and his brothers and welcomed them aboard.


  “Since there are kids, I might as well bring my son on to help. Hey, Bruno!”


  A clever-looking boy showed up in front of Fugo. “What is it, dad?”


  La la, le la, le la la la, la…


  The boy’s name was Bruno Bucciarati, and he was three years older than Fugo.


  “Wow, you’re already going to college? That’s amazing.”


  “Not really.”


  “I’ve been reading books to try studying on my own, but it’s been pretty hard.”


  “What do you read?” asked Fugo.


  “Stuff like Machiavelli.”


  “Ah, The Prince, right?”


  “Ha ha, leave it to a college student to know the exact book. I’ve got an interest in history, you see. But in my opinion, putting aside Cesare Borgia serving as the subject of the book, Machiavelli himself wasn’t as authoritarian as people say. I’d say he was more of a forward-thinking realist who never got caught up in schemes. Or rather, I feel like he was arguing that one should do what’s within one’s means.”


  “Hmm, that’s pretty advanced…”


  “Not the kind of thing you’d hear from the son of a fisherman?”


  “No, it’s a tad surprising, but I think it suits you pretty well.”


  “Same to you,” Bucciarati said. “Sorry if this offends, but you don’t really act like a noble. I don’t pick up any arrogance from you.”


  “Well, you’re not wrong…”


  “Huh? You sound like something’s on your mind.”


  “Just a little. Mind hearing me out?”


  Fugo found himself completely captivated by the boy’s charming personality and confided his day-to-day problems. Bucciarati listened to him with sincerity. The two hit it off and became close friends. Whenever the university went on break, Fugo made sure to return to his hometown and visit Bucciarati. One day, Bucciarati’s father told Fugo that he had something to discuss with him.


  “The police seem to be suspecting me as of late. They think that I’m involved in the drug trade.”


  “What do you mean, sir?”


  “I don’t want to speak ill about fellow fishermen, but I’ve heard that some of them are helping out with the deals. Do you think I should cooperate with the police?”


  “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea. If the Mafia finds out that you snitched, then you’ll have trouble on your hands.”


  “My son said the same thing. You know your way around the law and whatnot, right, Fugo? Could you help him?”


  “Yes, of course. If you’d like me to.”


  Le la la, la la, la la le le, la la…


  That was how Fugo found himself with one foot in the underworld. Bucciarati was always a popular guy around town, so many people flocked to him. There was Narancia, who he saved from almost going to jail on a false charge. And there was Abbacchio, who he stopped from getting involved in corruption. Both of them became part of their crew.


  Their crew became a unique presence in town. By keeping their distance from the existing gangs, they gained the trust of the townspeople, and those from other organizations had no choice but to show them respect.


  “Like, I mean… Fugo, would it kill you to be a little more adventurous?” Narancia asked.


  Next to him, Mista laughed. “The same goes for you. There’s a bunch of stuff you turn your nose at before even trying it. The other day, we went to a ristorante for their seafood, but all you ate was fruit.”


  “H-hey, shut up. It’s fine! I like fruits, okay?!”


  “Being a really picky eater proves you’re a kid,” Mista taunted.


  “Wh-who’s a friggin’ kid?!”


  “Still,” Abbacchio interjected, clad in his police uniform, “you really should put some more meat on those bones. You’ve got no muscles. It can be pasta, pizza, whatever—just eat more. But not just pizza Margherita topped with porcini either. You need more beef or pork. Otherwise you’re not gonna grow.”


  “N-no, I’m fine. I’m not too short, you’re just too tall! You’re scary for no good reason, Abbacchio!”


  “Well, I am a police officer.”


  “What the hell kind of beat cop are you?! You’re always slacking off! You’re the most delinquent officer around. You’ll never get promoted if you keep hanging out with us here!”


  “I don’t give a damn about getting promoted. Promotions are for people who can think on the fly and get high scores on tests. I’d much rather help out Bucciarati than deal with that crap. And I’m on patrol, so it works just fine.”


  Narancia paused. “Hey, wait, isn’t that an insult to Fugo?”


  “Ah, right. You got first on your exams again, right?” asked Abbacchio.


  Fugo replied, “I study so that no one underestimates Bucciarati. Not even the people who make fun of him for not having any formal schooling can say anything if I’m the top student at Bologna, right?”


  “Man, you can be nasty,” said Narancia.


  “You’re top at school too, aren’t you, Narancia?” asked Fugo.


  “Yeah. The top of the bottom,” said Mista.


  “What did you just say?!”


  “Come on now. I mean, you won an award for your volunteer work, didn’t you? It was even in the newspaper.”


  “Th-that wasn’t how I meant that to turn out…”


  Mindless conversation, a mundane meal. For whatever reason, all of it felt extremely precious and valuable. Only those who had led a full and rich life could achieve this level of peace and tranquility. Fugo thanked the heavens that none of them had strayed off the path.


  As the four boisterously chatted among each other, Bucciarati returned to the room.


  “All right, I take it everyone is here?”


  “What’s the deal, calling us out here like this?” asked Fugo.


  Bucciarati nodded. “There’s someone I want to introduce to you all.”


  He opened the door and led a person into the room. It was a teenage girl. She had slightly sharp features, but a gentle smile. “This is the girl who has been helping me as of late.”


  “Pleased to meet you. My name is Trish Una,” she said, looking at Fugo and the others and giving an elegant bow.


  “Trish…” Fugo said. “If I recall, she’s the only daughter of the head of the Passione Foundation…”


  “If you’ve heard of her, then I can cut to the chase. We and the Foundation will be collaborating from now on.”


  “Wait, does that mean—” Narancia started, his face lighting up until Abbacchio covered his mouth to prevent him from finishing his sentence.


  “You dummy, that is not something you should just blurt out.”


  “Bucciarati has told me all about all of you. He said you were all wonderful, reliable people.” Trish lifted the basket she was holding up to chest level. “As a token of friendship, how would you like some of the cake I baked?”


  Narancia was the first to take a piece in great joy, followed by Abbacchio and Fugo.


  “Wow, this sure looks good,” said Mista as he took a slice of cake between his fingers and started to chomp down on it.


  Huh? Fugo looked at Mista with a start. “Mista?”


  “What?”


  “You were fine with that? That didn’t bother you?”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I mean, just now. You were the fourth to grab a piece of cake… You always avoid the number four.”


  But as soon as the words left Fugo’s mouth, the expression disappeared from Mista’s face. He became still, like a doll. Startled, Fugo looked around to see that Narancia and Abbacchio had also turned into dolls. They were lifeless lumps, sitting straight up.


  “W-what is this…?”


  In front of him, Bucciarati quietly said, “You’ve already been locked in place.”


  However, his voice sounded different. It was the voice of an old man.


  “You’re…Vladimir Kocaqi…?”


  “You have been dreaming this entire time. And you will never wake up from this dream,” Bucciarati said, his face steadily changing into that of an old man.


  Fugo reached for him, but the figure who was not Bucciarati moved farther and farther away. The cake fell from Fugo’s hand. The moment it made contact with the floor, the ground underneath him shattered like glass, sending him plummeting down into an empty void.


  “You can no longer escape. You shall fall forever,” Kocaqi’s voice echoed.


  And from behind that echoing voice, Fugo began to hear something else.


  La la la, le la la, le le la la la…


  It was an off-tune rendition of “Vitti ’na crozza,” but Fugo had never heard the voice before. Drowning it out, however, was the loud laughter of Kocaqi that surrounded him, echoing endlessly.


  I-is this… It can’t be that I… Have I been caught in Kocaqi’s ability this whole time? Had he only hallucinated that he’d defeated him? If that was the case, then he was already too late. There was nothing he could do—


  No! No…this isn’t it!


  Fugo concentrated on the sensation of his own fall, and he realized he was not just falling. He was spinning as well. He was falling in a tailspin state. This feeling was different from before—it was not a fixed fall, but one with constant variation.


  This feeling… I know where I am now!


  As he fell through the void, he saw Mista and the others frozen like dolls nearby. Among them, Trish was also present.


  If I get to her… I’m sure of it!


  Fugo frantically reached out toward her in freefall. Like two skydivers attempting to hold hands, Fugo swam over to Trish. Then, he placed his fingers atop her pale cheek and pinched it as hard as he humanly could.
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  THE INTENSE PAIN from her pinched cheek ran through Sheila E.’s body, and she gasped, coming back to her senses.


  The helicopter was in a tailspin, hurtling toward the ocean. And Fugo, next to her, had his hand outstretched. He was still pinching her cheek, but he was not fully awake due to lack of external stimulation, taking action in a trance.


  “W-what’s going on…?!” Sheila E. leaned forward—the momentum removing Fugo’s fingers from her cheeks—and looked at the pilot’s seat.


  It was already too late, however. The pilot was dead, his tongue bitten off. While it was uncertain what kind of hallucination he’d been shown, it must have been terrifying enough that he had committed suicide while unconscious. Beside him, Murolo’s eyes had rolled back in his head, and he was foaming at the mouth.


  We’re not gonna make it!


  The ocean was drawing dangerously close. Sheila E. leaned forward into the cockpit, grabbed the cyclic, and pulled it back as hard as she could, but the response was too heavy. The helicopter could no longer ascend.


  “Sh-shit!” Sheila E. turned back to Fugo and used Voodoo Child to kick him and the helicopter door with him. Fugo and the door went flying. Even though the ocean’s surface was below him, he was still plummeting from a considerable height. He would be saved if he woke up, but if he stayed half conscious, then he was done for. Following him, Sheila E. jumped out of the cabin.


  It was just in the nick of time. The helicopter slammed into the surface of the ocean, scattering into pieces from the impact. Not long after, the engine exploded, sending a giant pillar of water into the sky. Sheila E. emerged from the water with a gasp.


  “W-where’s Fugo…?” She looked frantically around her.


  Fugo was floating nearby. She could not tell if he was conscious or not. She tried to swim up to him, but the rapid current was sweeping Fugo farther and farther away.


  “H-hnghhh…” Groaning, Sheila E. paddled through the water at a frenzied pace. I can do it, she told herself as she swam and swam, eventually catching up with Fugo.


  She grabbed him by the scruff of his collar and pulled him onto a nearby reef. His heart was still beating, but his breathing had stopped, so she performed CPR to resuscitate him. She pinched his nose and blew warm air from her own lungs into him, mouth to mouth. After the fourth round, Fugo resumed breathing with a cough. He hacked up the seawater in his lungs and opened his eyes.


  “U-urghh… W-we’re alive?” Fugo asked, looking around before turning to Sheila E. “What happened to Murolo and the pilot?”


  She silently shook her head in response. Fugo gritted his teeth and grunted under his breath in vexation. After two or three fierce shakes of his own head, he managed to regain his composure.


  Sheila E. then asked him, “What do we do now? Maybe we should call backup and wait for them to arrive?”


  Fugo shook his head. “We don’t have the time to spare. The fact that they ambushed us now…”


  That was when it hit her. “I get it now. They had a clear goal in Ortygia, the place Murolo predicted they’d be at, and they wanted to stop us from getting near no matter what…”


  Fugo nodded in agreement. “That’s exactly what it is. Once they learned we were trying to get the jump on them here, they could have just changed course and gone somewhere else. But they didn’t.”


  “Kocaqi was a Sicily local. Maybe he was hiding something, some sort of information… Either way, the surviving members of his team are likely trying to get it at all costs.”


  The sky overhead was growing darker and darker. Night would soon be upon them.
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  “NICE! THE COPTER’S CRASHED!” Vittorio cheered, pumping his fist in the air.


  “But it seems we weren’t able to take out all of them. The way the debris flew was unnatural. The door flew off before hitting the ocean. A few of them are alive,” Volpe surmised.


  Beside him, Angelica nodded. “My Night Bird Flying is an ability with long range that moves on its own, so I can’t exactly tell what happened…but I only felt one or two of their lives end. At least one of them definitely survived.”


  “We should assume two—Fugo and Sheila E.,” added Volpe.


  “As long as it slowed them down, that’s good enough. I can clean up the rest,” Vittorio said, clapping his hands together.


  “Wait.” Volpe’s voice was sharp. “Vittorio, you need to head to the destination right away.”


  “Huh? Why?”


  “It’s well and good that we managed to stall them, but we need to assume that the organization knows we’re looking for something now. Before those two find us, one of us has to go and fetch the item. And that has to be you—you’re the one most suited for solo action, and you have the best defensive prowess. The two of us will stay here and keep them at bay.”


  “Th-then I’ll fend them off. You two—”


  “No, Vittorio,” Angelica said. “I can’t move that quickly.”


  Vittorio grunted in reply. With her weak body, Angelica was not cut out for rough, physical activity—that was obvious. There was also the fact that Volpe could not stray from her side, since he needed to be there to treat her if her condition worsened.


  “It’s okay, Vittorio. Don’t worry,” she said, softly taking the boy’s anguished face by the cheeks and caressing it. She drew her face toward him and planted light kisses all over. “You are going to be our hope… It’s all up to you. We’re fine. You’re strong. I know you can do it.” The way she looked at him was not unlike that of a mother comforting her crying child.


  Vittorio nodded. “Right… If I go fast enough, I probably won’t have to expose either of you to any danger. But, Massimo, you guys try to keep moving back, you hear?”


  “Yes, so we can meet back up as soon as you grab the thing, right? I know.”


  “All right! Let’s do this!”


  The three of them immediately sprang into action.
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  AFTER STEALING A CAR from a parking lot along the coast, Fugo and Sheila E. headed straight to the island of Ortygia. Sheila E. was doing the driving. Fugo had been feeling a sharp pain in his side; he had fractured his ribs.


  “What are they trying to get, though? Some kind of information? Or a tangible item?” He tried to sort through the options, but naturally, he did not come up with any sort of answer. If they were after a way to totally hide from pursuers, like the turtle that Diavolo had once given to Bucciarati, then that would be disastrous. As it was, with their Intelligence Team member Murolo gone, Fugo would have no leads—he would not be able to track their trail at all.


  That’d be bad, Fugo thought, really bad. If I end up being even more useless… I’m not getting another reprieve. Mista is probably going to kill me. Passione likely had plenty of hit men to replace Fugo, if need be. This was his last chance, and retreat was not an option. That was why Fugo had shot down Sheila E.’s suggestion to call for backup. He had given her a plausible reason, but really, he just valued his own life.


  Anyone who comes as backup will have been ordered to kill me while they’re at it. The incompetent aren’t needed—that’s the way our world works, no exceptions. Fugo knew that Sheila E. would be fine. She had no past offenses. Unlike Fugo, she had never abandoned anyone, had never run away from a mission. She had Mista’s trust, and any credit for tracking down Volpe’s team so far would go to her, so she would most likely receive help. In fact, if she followed the organization’s rules that rewarded good deeds and punished bad ones, she would likely rise in the ranks. The blame for any mistakes would fall on Fugo, and the credit for their accomplishments would go to Sheila E.


  Dammit! I need to stop them at all costs… But what if I can’t do that? Fugo was starting to overthink. Would he really be able to escape from the organization? Sure, he had run from what he’d thought would be an unwinnable battle against Diavolo, but Giorno Giovanna was even stronger than the previous boss. Would he be able to flee from someone like him?


  I’ve already killed Kocaqi. It would be too late for me to switch to Volpe’s side—no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no! No! What the hell am I thinking?! Quit cooking up stupid ideas! I’m doing the same thing I did back then! I started thinking about things so much that I couldn’t get on the boat—


  That thought made Fugo jump.


  He could not get on the boat—that was definitely the thought that had just crossed his mind. Did that mean he had wanted to get on that boat? Had he really wanted to follow them? Deep down inside, was that what he’d truly wanted?


  No, that can’t be. It was unlike him to begin with. Bucciarati scouted him because he expected Fugo to be more composed, to always choose the option with the least amount of loss.


  N-no, wait… Wait a second… His logic was going in circles in his head. When he asked himself why did not get on the boat, it ended up being because that was not what was expected of him. And when he asked himself who was expecting that of him, it ended up being Bucciarati. However, it was also Bucciarati who had told him to get on the boat.


  No, Fugo corrected himself. That’s not it. He never said that…


  Bucciarati had told them: “I will not order you to come with me. Neither am I requesting that you do so.” Those were his words. That was why Narancia had begged him to “order him.”


  Did I…abide by those words? His order of saying that he wouldn’t order us?


  In the absence of orders, the safest option was to wait and see. He made no careless moves until what would happen next was clear. Was that why he did not take the first step? He thought he had made a decision on his own, but was he actually following, like a robot, the common sense that had been imbued into him since childhood?


  I… Fugo was not aware that he was holding both shoulders and shivering. His face was pale, and his teeth were chattering.


  Sheila E. glanced over at him and asked, “Are you scared?”


  Fugo looked up with a jolt. “Huh?”


  “Are you afraid of Volpe and his group?”


  “No, I’m…”


  “To be honest, I’m not that afraid of them anymore.” Sheila E’s words caught Fugo by surprise. Her tone was too detached for the words to be considered daring. “I’m more afraid of what lies ahead.”


  Fugo raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”


  Instead of answering, Sheila E. asked a different question. “Tell me, Fugo. It was you, wasn’t it?”


  “What?”


  “You were the one who killed Illuso, right? You killed my sister’s killer with Purple Smoke.”


  Fugo did not respond.


  “I knew once I saw how Kocaqi died. What Mr. Giorno said was right. Your flesh rotting and melting until you meet your demise—the most brutal and excruciating way to die imaginable. Kocaqi died instantly from his neck being snapped, but if he had lasted just a few seconds longer, then he would have likely died in enough pain to regret ever living.”


  Sheila E. looked at his reaction. “Yeah, I figured you probably didn’t kill Illuso with the intention of delivering punishment upon him. But facts are facts. I owe both you and Mr. Giorno more than my life can offer. I know that, but…” Sheila E.’s face contorted in anguish. “I got scared. All I could do was watch you and Kocaqi fight from the sidelines, and it made me realize my limitations. At the time…” She took a deep sigh. “At the time, I thought that what Kocaqi said was right. And once I did, I thought I stood no chance against him—”


  Fugo cut in. “That’s because you were caught under his spell, right?”


  “No, that’s not it. It’s the opposite. I was the one who thought I stood no chance, and that’s what caught me. I can’t fight opponents who I think are right. That’s my limit. But there are too many things in this world that I can’t label right or wrong. Betraying or not betraying, if I were made to stand at that crossroads, I probably wouldn’t be able to follow.”


  She had uttered the last part of her sentence quietly, almost under her breath. Fugo was dumbstruck by her revelation. “You what? What did you just say?”


  But she ignored Fugo’s question. “I know there will be a time when that moment comes, when I will have to stand up to someone who is more right than my resolve to live my life in service to Mr. Giorno. But I doubt I ever could. I doubt that I could cross that boundary. I’m sure I’d end up backing away…” She looked ready to burst into tears.


  “Sheila E., you…”


  Fugo started to speak, but that was when the car in front of them suddenly swerved to the side. Without showing any signs of hitting the brakes, the car flew off of the coastal road and plunged into the sea. It was too unusual an occurrence for an accident. Plus, it was not just that one car—one after another, cars plunged into the ocean and crashed into walls.


  Then, from behind, an impact jolted their car—bam. The car that rear-ended them bounced off, hit a wall, and exploded. Other cars crashed into them from every side. They were rear-ended over and over; cars in front U-turned and charged at them, scraping the metal exterior with horrible screeching sounds. Before long, their car was a wreck, but they used their battered vehicle to escape the storm of traffic incidents. It was as if the drivers in the area had lost their minds all at once—no, that was exactly what it was.


  “Th-this must be…!”


  It was an attack by one of their enemies—Angelica Attanasio’s Night Bird Flying. Had they been spotted? No, things were playing out too oddly for that to be the case. The range of the attack was far too wide. Nothing about it seemed targeted.


  Sh-she’s going to do it… She’s going to drag every person in town into this! She doesn’t care if hundreds of innocents die as long as she keeps us at bay! Fugo was painfully reminded of the horror of the enemy’s infinitely dark mind.


  “I’m sure we’re already infected by the enemy’s ability. Thanks to the injuries we sustained in that crash, we’ve been producing endorphins that have been counteracting them and keeping the effects from getting too bad, but it’s only a matter of time,” Sheila E. explained.


  Fugo’s hand automatically went to the injured side of his body. As intense as it was, the pain was actually reassuring right now. “So we’re in danger if we stop feeling the pain. But what do we do, then? If we keep on track to Ortygia, the amount of sane people are going to thin out. We’ll be spotted instantly… No,” Fugo muttered, “I guess we have no choice but to brace for the worst and march straight ahead.”


  Just then, Sheila E. slammed on the brakes. With a jerk and a sudden stop, Fugo lost balance and staggered forward. At the same time, the door on his side flung open. He looked to see that it was Voodoo Child that had opened the door. It grabbed Fugo by the lapels and tossed him into the street.


  “Wha…?” Fugo sat up just in time to see the door slam shut in front of him. “H-hey! Sheila E.?”


  “I can’t go with you. I’ll leave the rest to you. Even if it’s not right, use that power for Mr. Giorno in my stead—”


  The rest of her sentence was drowned out by the sound of the car whizzing away from him. She was heading to Ortygia Island on her own.


  “Sheila E., you can’t be serious… You’re going on a suicide run!”


  [image: images]


  SYRACUSE. Once this city, originally built by the Greeks, was placed under Roman control, the statesman Cicero wrote the following:


  
    You have often heard that the city of Syracuse is the greatest of the Greek cities, and the most beautiful of all. It is so, O judges, as it is said to be; for it is so by its situation, which is strongly fortified, and which is on every side by which you can approach it, whether by sea or land, very beautiful to behold. And it has harbours almost enclosed within the walls, and in the sight of the whole city, harbours which have different entrances, but which meet together, and are connected at the other end. By their union a part of the town, which is called the island, being separated from the rest by a narrow arm of the sea, is again joined to and connected with the other by a bridge.

  


  At its peak, Syracuse was said to have a population of one million. Nowadays, it was a quiet suburban city with just over a hundred thousand residents. Within that area, Ortygia remained as beautiful as ever. The small island, with a circumference of just over four kilometers, maintained its old-town atmosphere with Baroque architecture rich with history that coexisted with hotels and other modern facilities. At night, the streets were bathed by the warm, reddish hue of the streetlights, giving them a unique and seductive quality.


  Down one of those very streets ran Vittorio Cataldi.


  If I heard toward the Via della Maestranza and turn south, I’ll reach the Duomo!


  The trip had been smooth sailing. He had made it here unobstructed thanks to the anomaly that was currently consuming the townspeople. The people wandering the streets had no light in their eyes, and streams of drool poured from their mouths. The rich, the poor, policemen, criminals, men, women, children, the elderly—everyone was having their minds crushed equally. Even as Vittorio shoved past them in his sprint, they did not turn to face him or utter a single complaint because they were unable to see or feel anything. They were each trapped in hallucinations of their own creation and had lost all comprehension of the outside world. Vittorio ran past zombies in the dusky city.


  Way to go, Angelica. Excellent work. I’m gonna do my best too!


  As Vittorio turned away from the seaside roads and headed inland, something came crashing into the rocky water’s edge around the bend. What ended up washing ashore was a luxury Borsalino hat made of high-quality material that retained its shape even when it was soaked with seawater. It was the kind of hat one would wear while pretending to be a dandy gentleman from a 1930s gangster movie, like James Cagney or Humphrey Bogart.


  The bobbing hat looked like it was about to wash back out to sea, but it was stopped by an outstretched hand. A man picked up the hat like it was second nature and popped it on his head, unfazed by its dampness. The shadowy silhouette turned and faced the street into which Vittorio had just vanished, and his leather-soled footsteps echoed discreetly on the road.
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  “IT LOOKS LIKE they’ve finally shown up,” Massimo Volpe said, standing up in the dark as he sensed the approach of his foes.


  Behind him, Angelica looked up, gaze blank and unfocused, at the night sky. She was supposed to be using her abilities, but she did not appear to be concentrating at all. Volpe checked her pulse for a moment. “You should be fine for a while. I’m going to go, but I want you to stay put, Angelica.”


  She gave no reply, but Volpe did not press her. Instead, he left her sitting alone, motionless. The occasional explosion and the crash of cars echoed around her, but there was still not even a twitch in her brows. Eventually, a small bird returned to her with a chirp. As it perched on her fingertip, Angelica finally moved to lean her ear to its tiny, tiny beak. It chirped and chirped like a tiny chime, informing her of something. Her pale white skin flushed ever so slightly, and a black flame lit in her eyes.


  “I won’t forgive you. I won’t forgive you, Fugo… I will not forgive you…!” She continued to mutter to herself as she staggered to her feet. Unbothered by her own physical struggle, she slithered out of the dark and walked off.
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  SHEILA E. WAS RACING IN HER CAR. Her car was the only vehicle on the road still in one piece. There was only one route to take to cross from Syracuse to Ortygia in a hurry. She had to drive down the Corso Umberto I and cross the stone bridge, Ponte Umbertino. As she raced down the street, she noticed a lone figure had drifted onto it, blocking her path.


  It was Massimo Volpe.


  Sheila E. trained her sharp gaze on him. Their eyes met. He showed no signs of hesitation, but neither did she. Both of them were putting their lives on the line.


  “Yaaaaaaaaaaaah!!” she cried, slamming her foot on the gas and flooring it. Volpe’s ability is to produce drugs. It doesn’t have any power itself! I’ll run him over dead! She charged straight at him with an unflinching bloodlust.


  Volpe’s lips curled into a grin, ready to take the hit straight on. His ability—his double—revealed itself before him. Manic Depression was a shriveled, emaciated, stunted figure wrapped in bandages, like the mummy of a malnourished child. The two cavities at the front of its skull-shaped head seemed to correlate to its eyes, but they were utterly devoid of any energy. Despite the sickly-looking appearance of his double, Volpe’s expression was filled with over-whelming pride.


  You’re going to try to run me over? You fool… You’re about to learn.


  Kocaqi had once described Massimo Volpe’s ability as something that would be able to rule over all humankind.


  I’ll show you, Volpe thought, how my ability truly allows me to become more than human!


  “Mu mu ke ke ke ke ke ke ke ke keeeeeeh!”


  With a bizarre, high-pitched yell, Manic Depression latched itself to Volpe. All at once, a countless number of barbs shot out from its body—syringe needles. Their sharp tips penetrated every spot on Volpe’s flesh. There was a squishing, rippling sound. It was the sound of something tearing—the sound of the human body being freed from its limits.


  “Dooo…pe…” Volpe inhaled and exhaled in a strange, inhuman way. He took a step forward, and the car rammed into him—


  Or so it appeared, but the bumper never made contact with his abdomen. Before it could, his arm swung down faster than the naked eye could track into the front of the car, slamming it downward, causing it to recoil off the ground and go flying into the sky.


  He did this with his bare hands.


  The one-ton car had bounced into the air like an overfilled tennis ball. The heavy frame spun in the sky as if it were dancing, and only once it had made contact with the ground did the car seem to remember how much it was supposed to weigh. The impact made a thunderous crunch. The single, ferocious attack had destroyed the car, denying it an explosion. It could barely even be called a car now—it was simply a dented, disfigured lump of metal.


  Volpe approached the wreckage with Manic Depression still clinging to his body. He then ripped off the roof of the car as easily as if he were tearing bed linens from a mattress. Inside was the hapless, bloody form of Sheila E. She groaned painfully, staring up at the man—the monster—who towered over her, like she could not believe what she was seeing.


  “The only flaw to this ability,” Volpe spoke coldly, “is that it can’t be used for long periods of time. But Vittorio is on the way to fetch the means to overcome that flaw right now. They say it’s a sacrament that grants humans eternity. Do you know what that means?”


  Sheila E. could not speak.


  “It means that all your hopes have been crushed. That’s what it means.”
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  IL DUOMO, OR THE CATHEDRAL OF SYRACUSE, was the most imposing structure on the island of Ortygia. In antiquity the site was, among other things, a temple for the goddess Athena. In the fifth century BC, the Greek tyrant Gelon had the site rebuilt as a temple in the Doric order. Though its foundations had remained largely the same since, a great number of renovations by various groups throughout its history had created conceptual juxtapositions in its design. The rather somber medieval interior stands in opposition to the imposing Sicilian-Baroque facade of post-Renaissance construction. Upon entering the Duomo, any hot and humid air from the outside would instantly turn cool and frigid.


  Huffing and wheezing, Vittorio ran through that very cathedral. He was heading for its deepest recesses—the corner of the chapel where the relics of Santa Lucia were enshrined. However, that reliquary was not his goal. He was after a block of wall next to it.


  “Seven…three…four…” Vittorio counted the blocks in the order he was given, until he arrived at a block in that section that looked no different from the rest. He broke down the patch of wall with Dolly Dagger’s blade and unearthed the thing that had been sealed inside. It was no larger than a human face, but it was weighty. Its eerie features had the design language of the Aztec civilization of Mexico, completely divorced from the cathedral’s ancient Greek and Roman roots.


  For the sake of convenience, it was called the Stone Mask. No one knew its official name. It was said that the Nazi SS, while researching it, had been unable to determine its exact pronunciation.


  “This is it,” Vittorio said under his breath, gulping at the weight in his hands. It was as if the hollow eyes of the Stone Mask were staring back at him. “But how are you supposed to use it…?” He turned it over to find something written on the back, but he could not read the Aztec script. With the item safely procured, Vittorio decided to reconvene with Volpe and Angelica for the time being.


  However, out of nowhere, he began to hear the sound of clapping.


  Clap, clap, clap—it was a dry, almost weightless clap.


  What the…? Vittorio knew that everyone in the area had been driven out of their minds, but the clapping did not seem to come from any of them. It was something different.


  In the next moment, Vittorio’s eyes bugged in horror. The Stone Mask had disappeared from his hands. It was on the floor, even though he had not heard it drop. He rushed to pick it back up, but the Stone Mask glided across the floor as if it were alive, escaping from his grasp. The mask moved like a cockroach, abnormally fast, making scuttling noises. Vittorio chased after it in a panic.


  The mask, and Vittorio behind it, moved from the back of the Duomo toward the expansive interior of the sanctuary. In the middle of the sanctuary stood a man. The Stone Mask stopped near his feet. He was the one giving the light applause. It was a dapper gentleman wearing a Borsalino hat—Cannolo Murolo.


  Before Vittorio even had a chance to be surprised that Murolo was still alive, Murolo picked up the Stone Mask with his left hand and brought his right index finger to his mouth, breaking the skin with his teeth. He then placed his finger over the Stone Mask and dripped blood onto it. The blood was sucked into the cracks and crevices of the mask.


  The change was instantaneous. Countless curved barbs—bones—flew out from the rim of the Stone Mask. If a human being were to wear it, the bones would pierce their brain. It was a device that held a secret art to push and awaken one’s brain.


  Murolo checked the item and nodded. “I see, it’s the real deal—”


  His next movements showed no hesitation. Almost before he finished his own sentence, he pulled out a pistol from his coat pocket faster than the eye could see. He pushed the barrel between the eyes of the Stone Mask and pulled the trigger. The Stone Mask was blown to smithereens. The echo of the gunshot howled through the cathedral.


  “Y-you son of a bitch! What the hell are you doing?!” Vittorio exclaimed.


  Murolo gave him a cold glare and whispered, “Eternity, eh? You know what Mr. Giorno told me? He said, ‘Eternity and absolutes don’t exist in this world. Anything that appears that way is nothing more than an illusion.’” He paused before elaborating further. “The destruction of the Stone Mask—that was my real mission. And that was the reason we let Kocaqi swim in the wild for so long. We needed you to take us to where it was hidden.”


  “W-what did you say…?”


  “Mr. Giorno himself can’t get near the Stone Mask, you know. Too much history and all that. The Speedwagon Foundation and Jotaro Kujo would ring alarm bells if he did. That’s why I came out all this way in his stead.” Murolo’s gaze on Vittorio was unwavering. “Good work. You’ve all done your part.”


  “F-fuck yoooou!” shouted Vittorio, raising his dagger with Murolo’s face clearly reflected in the blade. “My Dolly Dagger…will end you!”


  Vittorio slashed his own windpipe. Seventy percent of the damage was transferred to the person reflected in the blade—what should have been a spray of blood was only a small scratch on his throat. As a trade-off for taking 30 percent of the damage, he gained the right to inflict guaranteed damage to his foe. That was what made Dolly Dagger invincible, no exceptions. Its attack could not be shielded by a solid object. Any injury to Vittorio would be transferred to his target. It could cut something as hard as diamond or as soft as rubber in half. That unfailing ability was what went after Murolo’s throat…


  At least, it was supposed to go after him. But one second passed, then another—Murolo stood, unbloodied and in one piece.


  “Huh?” Confused, Vittorio noticed something strange fluttering down from above.


  It was a flimsy piece of paper—a playing card. The Jack of Clubs fell to the floor. The card had a cut that almost split it in half. The knave depicted on the card had his throat slit.


  “What the…?” Vittorio looked up and was left speechless. There they were, stuck to the high ceiling of the Duomo. A cluster of playing cards, each with tiny arms and legs, clinging to the walls and stained glass windows. “Wha… What the hell are these…?”


  Murolo answered him. “They’re my Watchtower Troupe—but that’s just a stage name. They’re really a group of assassins. One ability formed among a cluster of fifty-three cards—that is All Along the Watchtower.”


  Vittorio let out a low keen. It was these playing cards that had pilfered the Stone Mask. They were thin enough and small enough to be able to sneak in anywhere, tamper with things in secret, and investigate pretty much anything. It was the perfect ability for a spy.


  “Y’know, the researchers at the Speedwagon Foundation told me something a while back. They said that people who possess this type of colony ability have big voids in their hearts. Risotto Nero’s Metallic was apparently this type. They also had records of abilities like this in a town in Japan called Morioh—those abilities were named Worse Company and Harvest. All of these users had critical deficiencies in their mental states. They would do anything to achieve their goals, and they’d betray their friends without batting an eye for some petty financial greed. Yeah,” Murolo added quietly, “I’m the same way. I don’t believe in myself. I don’t trust my own self. That’s why my ability is all split up. I don’t think there’s one solid thing in this world, or in life—”


  All the while, by his feet, one of the cards was swaying in a bizarre dance and singing a familiar tune.


  “La la, la la la, le la la, le la le la…”


  The Joker was singing “Vitti ’na crozza.” This was clearly a symptom of Night Bird Flying, but the Joker was the only card affected.


  “N-no way…” Vittorio looked at the flock of cards, then at Murolo.


  Murolo nodded. “That’s right. It’s not that your ability and Angelica Attanasio’s ability don’t affect me. It’s just that their effects are distributed in fifty-three parts. The damage from any ability’s attack is first taken by each of my cards. In the end, only a very insignificant amount ends up reaching me. I think you know what this means.”


  “No…”


  “You have to take 30 percent of the damage for every attack, but what I take is a fifty-third of 70 percent. Your 30 percent against my 1.3 percent—no need to even compare. The difference in the amount of damage we take is too great. I’m your natural enemy. Someone you will never stand a chance against.”


  Vittorio groaned in terror.


  “Now then, Vittorio Cataldi, do you know why I’m so considerately explaining this to you?”


  Vittorio gulped.


  “I know exactly how you feel. Yeah, you’re the same as me. You have a void in your heart. You were born and raised in a dump at the bottom of society. You’ve lived a life devoid of hope. You think nothing of stealing or murder. You’ve never felt an ounce of guilt since the day you were born. Saying you’re fearless has a nice ring to it, but it’s just that you don’t have anything you value enough to care if you lose it. You’ve spent your entire life venting what angered or irritated you in the moment. That’s right… That’s the way I had lived my life too, till I met him.”


  “Urgh…”


  “I had lived life thinking I was invincible. I had believed I could kill anyone I wanted. I took no pleasure in pulling Risotto’s and Diavolo’s strings. I had just picked whatever side worked best for me. I thought that wearing out my nerves for either of them was a waste of time. Why would I stress myself out for anyone else? That’s the kind of life I used to live. But then, I…”


  For a moment, Murolo’s face went distant, as if he were staring at a horizon far, far away. “For the first time, I wholeheartedly thought, this man is the last person I want to disappoint. When I first met Mr. Giorno, this is what he said to me: ‘You didn’t betray everyone. It’s just that no one ever let you. You never trusted anyone, and no one ever trusted you. Your invincibility is actually useless. No matter how strong you may be, you have no goals to work toward or future to build up. Useless, useless.’


  “I was ashamed. Having someone see right through my shallow bravado left me ashamed. I’d never felt like that before. The burning sensation of shame. That was the first warmth I’ve ever felt in my life. I’d been waiting all of my empty life to come across this feeling.”


  Vittorio was silent, so Murolo went on. “I can’t trust the good guys or the bad guys. I don’t feel guilty for betraying anyone either. I can’t tell good from evil. Hell, I don’t even know the difference between God and the devil. But as long as this feeling of shame exists within me, I will never do anything to disappoint him. Even if everyone else spits on me. What about you?”


  Vittorio did not respond.


  “Volpe’s a goner. He’s too dangerous. There’s no room for compromise. It’s too late for Angelica too. That girl doesn’t have long left anyway. But you…” Murolo paused, staring at Vittorio before nodding. “You are a different story, Vittorio Cataldi. You and you alone, we have a reason to spare.”


  Murolo paused again for dramatic effect. “Let’s be friends, Vittorio. You’re strong. You’ll be more than useful to him. I don’t trust you, and I doubt we’ll ever form any kind of positive mutual understanding, but who cares? Our current conflict isn’t what’s important. What’s important is using your power to work toward a goal and build the future. Will you try using that ability of yours to make his dream a reality?”


  The measured tone Murolo used in his speech was very unlike him. Most likely, these words were not his own, and he was repeating something he had been told with similar delivery. And most likely it was in this way, relayed from person to person, that the calm, resolute manner of speaking so unique to Giorno Giovanna was now spreading all over the world.


  Vittorio’s face twitched and spasmed in confusion over how to express the feelings he had inside. Eventually, he looked up with determined eyes and let out a long, wailing cry.


  “Yaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrgh!”


  He brandished his dagger, pointed it toward himself, and let himself have it. Throat, chest, stomach, face, arms, legs, eyes, nose, lips, ears, navel—he sliced up every available part of his body. Cards fluttered down from the ceiling, cut to pieces. Each time Vittorio dealt a fatal blow, one of the cards would be killed. If the damage was only a small fraction of 70 percent each time, he would just have to keep piling on attacks until something finally reached Murolo. Vittorio did not hesitate.


  Murolo watched this violent display stone-faced, but eventually a small trickle of blood seeped from his mouth.


  He had made it. Vittorio’s face lit up with joy. I did it. Angelica, Massimo, Kocaqi… I did it, guys. We won. Victory is ours. Satisfied, he stopped moving his hands. All at once, his arms drooped to his sides, his head rolled forward, and his knees crumpled. Blood gushed from every inch of his battered frame as it tottered toward the ground. The dagger fell from his hand. Whatever hold his ability had on the weapon was lost as the dagger returned to its original old, rusty appearance. It shattered on the floor. His body collapsed on top of the shards, and it did not move again.


  Vittorio was dead.


  His face was so badly mutilated that even his facial muscles were severed, making it impossible to recognize his features.


  Murolo took a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped away the line of blood that had trickled from his lips. The handkerchief did not wipe well from being soaked with seawater, but still, there was so little blood his face was clean once again. He took off his hat, held it to his chest, and bowed to the corpse.


  He looked toward the exit and muttered, “Now, to find Fugo and Sheila E.…”
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          Stand Name: All Along the Watchtower


          User: Cannolo Murolo (age 32)

        
      


      
        	
          Destructive Power: C

        

        	
          Speed: B

        

        	
          Range: A

        
      


      
        	
          Staying Power: A

        

        	
          Precision: A

        

        	
          Potential: E

        
      


      
        	
          Ability: Stand that has possessed a deck of playing cards. Once the user builds a house of cards, the cards grow arms and legs, turn into dolls, and act out what the user wants to know in a stage show–like presentation. Although the user calls this fortune-telling, that is a lie. It is a long-range Stand composed of fifty-three cards that move autonomously to assassinate enemies. The presentation is just the cards reporting the results of the information they’ve gathered. Murolo keeps this a secret even from his allies, and the boss often orders him to eliminate traitors in secret.

        
      

    
  


  A: Amazing B: Very Good C: Average D: Poor E: Terrible
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  Pannacotta Fugo


  VII. Luna nova — New Moon


  VII.


  The sky over the Mediterranean Sea was dark, with only a few stars twinkling feebly throughout. There was no moonlight to cast a comforting glow. In the night of the new moon, even lovers on a tryst could not gaze upon each other’s faces. All things became shrouded in its darkness, never to be revealed. Truths and lies alike were obscured and left to drown in the amorphous black.


  A deadly struggle was about to reach its conclusion.


  This conflict was a culmination of all those that had come before, and its destiny was to cycle on to the next generation, where it would eventually compel a new battle. Today’s victors would earn defeat tomorrow; after their demise no one would be able to tell who was better or worse, and everything would disappear into the chaos of history.


  Their thoughts, decisions, sacrifices—all of these things would be added to the pile of eternal mysteries, lost to time. Like a stone mask buried in the forgotten ruins of a bygone civilization, these mysteries waited for the day they would be questioned—waiting for their chance, silently…
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  BY THE TIME Massimo Volpe was born, his family’s fortunes had long since fallen.


  Most of his extended family had sold their noble status to bourgeois merchants, leaving him with many uncles and aunts of no blood relation. He grew up watching his father grovel and abase himself to those nouveau riche pseudo-relatives while lambasting them behind their backs. Massimo’s older brother was to become the next head of the family, but he had grown disgusted with it all and announced that he was going to become a chef, leaving Massimo, the second oldest, to take over. Antonio was a talented cook, but their father, stuck in his old-fashioned views of class, refused to acknowledge his noble son engaging in such menial trade, kicking Antonio out and disowning him.


  As they parted ways, his older brother said sorrowfully, “I’m sorry, Massimo. I ended up dumping all of this into your lap. But you’ll forgive Father, won’t you? He just can’t accept that times have changed. I know things won’t be easy for you, but try to do what you can, all right?”


  “What are you going to do now, brother?”


  “Well, I’ll probably continue my training for a while. But a fallen nobleman like me won’t be accepted here in Italy, so I plan to travel the world. Eventually, I want to open my own restaurant, no matter how small, where I can serve the food I want to serve. Of course, to avoid dishonoring the Volpe name, I intend to take our late mother’s maiden name, Trendy.”


  “Does it really matter which name you use?”


  “Father would never allow me to use his name.”


  “If you’re leaving because you hate him, then why are you worried about the consequences?”


  “This affects you, too.” Antonio looked concerned. “You’ll be the one carrying the weight of the Volpe name from now on.”


  “Whatever happens, happens,” Massimo replied with a faint smile. “But nothing will happen. You know that, right?”


  “Massimo…” Antonio shot him a look, as if he had discovered something unsettling in Massimo’s face. “Don’t you have any dreams of your own?”


  “Dreams?” Massimo repeated with a scoff. “You mean, like being happy? Are you going to make everyone happy with your cooking? Well, Tonio?” He called his older brother by a nickname he had never used before.


  Antonio was confused, but he shook his head. “It’s not my place to say this, but you should take better care of yourself. That’s all I can say as your brother.”


  “I know.”


  “No, you don’t. You probably understand less than father. He’s pessimistic about the state of the world, but you’re ignoring it…”


  That was the last time Massimo saw his older brother. A few years later, when the family’s enormous debts became impossible to pay, he sold himself and his status to Passione. His father had aged years overnight and had become full-blown drug addict—a regular user of the drugs his son had created.


  When Passione had forcibly awakened his abilities, Massimo wondered if his brother, somewhere on the other side of the world, had awakened his own. It was said to happen frequently among blood relatives. Given who he is, Massimo thought, even if he does have an ability similar to mine, it would probably be something that’s more in line with his own dreams. It might stimulate biological reactions like mine does, but I bet it would help him make healthy food or something like that. Now there’s a funny thought. Here I am, creating more drug addicts, and he’s out there making more healthy people. Oh well, whatever.


  Despite his reprobate, apathetic personality, there was one time in his life when he grew weary of his own careless way of thinking. It was in university, when he saw his much younger classmate, Pannacotta Fugo. Massimo disliked him immensely.


  Unlike Massimo, who was always skipping class, Fugo appeared to be a prudent model student, but Volpe knew better. He knew Fugo did not care about the people around him any more than he did. When Fugo eventually self-destructed and left university, Volpe was not the least bit surprised. He had fully expected it to happen, and so it had.


  But within him remained a discomfort, a gut feeling that that no-good brat would show up before him again and cause him trouble. And now, that moment was close at hand.


  “He’s not here. Where is he?” Volpe demanded.


  He had torn off the roof of the car and was looking down at Sheila E., who was lying in a twitching heap inside. She was moaning in pain, but Volpe could not tell whether she was refusing to answer him, or could not answer him. The impact had left her body severely injured. “Maybe I went too far. Still, you were the one who tried to run me over. Well, whatever. You’ll make for a decent hostage, at least.”


  He grabbed her body violently and dragged her out of the wreckage. Sheila E. hung limply, like a kitten held by the scruff of its neck.


  “G-grkk… Voodoo Child!” she cried, mustering all of her strength to summon her ability. However, Voodoo Child’s fist was parried with ease by Volpe’s bare palm. With his body enhanced by Manic Depression, Voodoo Child’s power and speed had no effect on him. In fact, Sheila E. was the one getting crushed. When Voodoo Child’s arm was snapped, Sheila E.’s arm also twisted and fractured. Before she could use her ability to deliver a kick, both her legs were shattered.


  “And while I’m at it, here!” Volpe slammed his head into hers, splitting her forehead open.


  Sheila E. screamed as blood flooded her eyes, robbing her of her vision. Her neck had whiplashed into an unnatural position and stayed that way. She was completely incapacitated, and her opponent had barely used 20 percent of his strength. The gap in combat power was overwhelming.


  “Okay, that’s taken care of,” said Volpe, turning around with Sheila E. still dangling from his arm. “Angelica, you can come out now. Check if anyone is approaching.”


  However, Angelica did not respond or show herself.


  “Angelica?” Panic began to grow in his chest. Volpe threw the immobile Sheila E. violently aside and peeked into the place where he had told Angelica to hide.


  It was empty.


  “Don’t tell me…did she go after Fugo alone…to avenge Kocaqi?”
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  “HUH?!” Fugo stopped dead in his tracks. He had been chasing after Sheila E., running toward Ortygia, but he noticed people were flooding the streets ahead of him. They could only be described as a swarm. Every last one of them was charging toward Fugo.


  What struck Fugo was their eyes, which were devoid of all color. Their bodies charged forward despite their expressionless, vacant stares, which swiveled in random directions. Because they were running blindly, they were tripping and stumbling, but whenever some of them fell to the ground, the people behind them stepped over them and pressed on. They were not stopping. It was eerily quiet, too, the people being trampled over barely making a sound. It was a scene straight out of hell. All of their senses had been wiped clean. The only thing that permeated the people was a warped intent to kill.


  Fugo’s blood ran cold.


  This was the future brought about by Manic Depression’s drugs. Night Bird Flying was simply helping to propagate it. A world where all spirits, personalities, and thoughts were rendered meaningless; where mobs, given the slightest drop of stimulation, swayed this way and that mindlessly. Giorno was absolutely right to think Volpe was the most dangerous man on his list, Fugo thought. All I sense up ahead is a bottomless darkness, like looking into the crevasse of a glacier.


  All at once, the swarm lunged at Fugo.


  “D-dammit!” Fugo tried desperately to shake them off. His virus attack could easily wipe out the entire crowd, but he could not attack so carelessly. I only have six capsules to attack with. If I use them here, I won’t make it to Volpe!


  Fugo fought to move forward. Retreat was impossible. He would be dragged down to his demise if he turned his back on the zombie-like mob. He had no choice but to charge forward. The people clawed at him. A bald-headed middle-aged man scratched at his cheek. With a pained hiss, Fugo kicked the man away.


  Something dripped onto his thigh. It was blood—not from the man he’d kicked, but his own. The gash on his cheek was deeper than he’d thought. He gasped, thinking, I barely feel the pain! It was a sign that Night Bird Flying’s ability was taking control of his body. And if the ability’s power was getting stronger, that meant one thing.


  The enemy must be nearby…


  As soon as that thought crossed his mind, someone bumped into him from the side. They pulled away without trying to grab on to him, unlike the rest of the swarm. Just as Fugo was about to turn his head to look, his body lurched sideways. He lost his balance and toppled over. He felt weak. There was a weird feeling in his flank, so he looked down. There was something sticking out. It was a knife—jammed deep into his side. He tried to muster his strength to stand, but his body refused to cooperate. The small figure that had stabbed him was getting farther and farther away.


  “U-ungh… Purple Smoke!” screamed Fugo, using all the energy he had to squeeze out his ability. He could not let the enemy Stand user escape. If he did not defeat them here and now, the damage would spread uncontrollably, killing not just everyone on Ortygia, but eventually all of Sicily.


  The crazed mob rushed toward his immobilized body. One after another, they clung, scratched, and bit. However, he was letting them do it. He deliberately kept still. The mind-wiped horde came toward him, but the enemy, confident in their victory after stabbing Fugo with a knife, was moving away from him. He could spot the difference.


  “Busshaaaaaaaaah!”


  Purple Smoke’s shriek echoed through the dark night sky. Did the single blow hit its mark? Fugo could not confirm it with his own eyes. He had no choice but to wait as he was jostled around violently.


  Soon, however, an excruciating pain surged up from his side. The pain hit so suddenly and so hard that he could not help but let out a scream. But this pain, this sensation of his organs being gouged out and hot lead being poured into his abdomen, only meant one thing. It’s…gone… The anesthesia is gone!


  The effects of the enemy’s ability had worn off, and the crowd surrounding him collapsed onto the street, likely losing consciousness as a side effect of their rampage. Whether they would be able to regain their sanity was unclear at this point.


  Groaning in pain, Fugo staggered to his feet with the knife still stuck in his side. He could not pull it out. If he did, blood would gush out from the wound and he would bleed to death in no time. He had no choice but to continue on like this—to where Massimo Volpe awaited him for their final showdown.
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  “ANGELICA?!” Volpe called out. The people roaming around him were falling one after another. It was clear that something had happened to her.


  Driven by anxiety, he headed toward the bridge to cross over to the Sicilian mainland. That was when, underneath the flickering light of the streetlights damaged in the battle earlier, a silhouette drifted into view—a pale silhouette, half swallowed by the darkness. It was Angelica Attanasio with her snow-white skin.


  “I’m here, Massimo…” she said, staggering toward him. She stumbled and leaned her insubstantial weight against the blinking streetlight. Her unusually large eyes stared at Volpe.


  “Angelica! You’re okay? I’m so relieved—”


  Volpe was about to rush over to her, but Angelica interrupted. “There,” she said, pointing at him. “You…see? That’s better… That is way better.”


  “Huh?”


  “Massimo, when you…smile like that, you’re so cute… Yeah, you really…are cute…you know…” Angelica said with a sweet smile.


  She then crumpled to the ground.


  The threads barely holding her body together had snapped, infected with Purple Smoke’s killer virus. Like a water balloon popped with a needle, what was left of her life force spilled out onto the dark street.


  Sheila E. flinched. She thought she had heard an explosion. She guessed that maybe there was a gas buildup in the pipes underground that had ignited. But she was wrong. It was a sound coming from a human throat.


  It was Volpe’s screeching roar. The intensity of it was a flame that threatened to scorch all of the air around him, a blizzard that froze everything in sight.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Like the trumpets of judgment said to resound from the heavens on the last days of Earth, the howl reverberated and rattled everything around them.


  Then it stopped. Silence fell.


  Volpe’s body lurched unsteadily from side to side before slowly turning toward Sheila E. His head tilted, and his eyes looked at her. Even the glass beads on the face of a doll had more warmth than what Volpe displayed in his expressionless eyes. It was a gaze with no mercy, with nothing left in his heart.


  By the time Sheila E. realized it, Volpe was already standing next to her prone body.


  The tips of his toes dug into her stomach. To call it a kick would be underselling the impact. His legs were powered like jet engines, and her body was launched into the air. She soared into the skies, then fell—to where Volpe had already caught up to her below. He grabbed her body with one arm just before it hit the ground. He swung her around and slammed her into the ground.


  They were in a slightly open area. Separated by a short, tree-lined avenue and fencing, with a cluster of palm trees to one side, the space resembled an empty lot. It was the oldest place on Ortygia—the ruins of a peripteral stone temple. It was once believed to be dedicated to the virgin goddess Artemis, but in recent history it was said to be dedicated to the sun god.


  The Temple of Apollo.


  Groaning, Sheila E. tried desperately to get up, but her body would not move. She was stomped on. She heard Volpe’s cold, whispering voice.


  “Call him.”


  “Huh…?”


  “Call Fugo. Scream and call for him to help you.”


  Sheila E. moaned in pain.


  “Resistance is pointless. Your will is powerless in the face of the bodily reactions I can control with Manic Depression.”


  He pierced her throat with his fingertips.


  However, she did not bleed. The wound healed rapidly around his fingers. His fingers rotated slowly in her throat, and a scream erupted from Sheila E.’s throat that surprised even her. She shouted wordlessly, her voice clear as a chorus. With each twist of his fingers, the sound grew louder, as if someone were turning the volume dial up on an amp.


  Her vocal cords burst, spraying blood in a fine mist, but even that healed immediately. She let out an even louder scream. She could feel her heart beating abnormally fast. Her body was not able to handle the strain. Blood rushed to her throat and lungs, and she lost sensation in her broken limbs.


  N-no… I’m about to…pass out…


  Sheila E.’s vision was filled with countless flickering dots of light caused by the sudden loss of blood, flitting around in the night sky like fireflies.


  Clara… Goodbye… I’m sure you’re watching over me from heaven, but I’m probably going to hell, so I’ll never see you again—


  Just as she whispered those words in her heart, the sound that had been coming from her throat suddenly cut off, as if someone had pressed the stop button. Volpe’s hand had left her throat. He was no longer looking at Sheila E. and had lost all interest in her. Bottomless hatred seeped from every bone in his body as he focused his attention elsewhere.


  At the entrance to the ruins of the Temple of Apollo stood a figure. Legs twitching and trembling, a knife still stuck in his gut, he had made it to the site through sheer force of will alone.


  “Volpe. You have a score to settle with me, don’t you?” said Pannacotta Fugo quietly, his first words to his former classmate in years.
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  SHEILA E. LOOKED AT FUGO WITH SURPRISE, as if she was wondering why he was here. Next to her, Volpe stood up and charged toward Fugo, burning with a desire for revenge. As he took in the spectacle through hazy eyes, Fugo’s mind was elsewhere.


  I get it now.


  A strange sense of understanding filled his heart. The questions that had been bugging him were now clear.


  So that’s what you meant. Right, Narancia?


  Why did Narancia say what he did? Why did he do what he did? Fugo had never understood any of it. How could he betray the family over a woman he did not even like? Trish is me. Her wound is my wound. How could he declare that about a woman he hardly knew? All this time, he had never understood the reason.


  But now I do.


  Fugo toughed out the injury that, in any other circumstance, would have rendered him incapable of standing and used eyes that could not focus to look at the enemy coming after him, and at Sheila E. on the ground.


  That girl… She told me “I can’t go with you.” I’ve said those same words in the past…


  He knew that feeling. He knew of the unbearable frustration, the sadness that tormented one’s entire body.


  That’s right. This. This is it, Fugo thought. It’s this feeling. She and I are alike…


  A faint smile appeared on his lips, slightly self-deprecating in nature. Even Narancia, whom Fugo had ridiculed so much, had instinctively known something that Fugo, who prided his intelligence, only finally understood half a year later.


  Sheila E. is me. Her rage is my rage!


  Volpe was closing in. There was no time to waste. The moment either of them entered the five-meter range would be the moment one of them died.


  Fugo stood still. Volpe rushed at him.


  Seven meters, six, and then—Volpe entered the five-meter range.


  Fugo’s double tore out from his body. Purple Smoke unleashed its ferocious bloodlust and charged toward his foe.


  Sheila E. could not believe it. She thought she had sacrificed herself to save him.


  Why is he here?!


  Did he stand any chance? The virus attack was a one-hit kill, but fired at a range of zero, it was murder-suicide. It had to be used at a distance where it infected the target but not the user himself. If the attack did not hit within that tiny window of opportunity, Fugo would fall victim to Volpe’s superfast attacks. Even if he went in at close range prepared for a mutual kill, if Volpe dodged his blow, it would be over. Fugo would die a dog’s death as his own viral infection took hold, while his foe watched and laughed from the side.


  What is he going to do?


  Sheila E. saw Fugo unleash Purple Smoke. He was within range. The chance was fleeting and it would be over if he missed it. However, it was at that moment that something unbelievable flew into her field of vision.


  Wha… I-is that…?!


  In the moonless, pitch-black sky, it floated, basking in the scant light reflecting off the ground.


  “Chirp, chirp, chirp…”


  Night Bird Flying.


  Impossible! The girl in control should be dead. There’s no way she’s still alive after being infected by the virus…


  Could it be that Volpe was using Manic Depression to forcibly keep the girl, who had been melted down to the bone, alive in a near-death state?


  She can’t even be capable of thought, but that small automatic ability is the only solid thing that remains of her… But why would he…?


  There was only one real reason, Sheila E. realized in horror.


  Th-this is bad! That tiny bird is going to make Fugo lose his grip on sanity! If he gets affected even a little bit at such a critical range…!


  In front of her, Fugo and Volpe were about to collide.


  Purple Smoke should have flown out and charged at the enemy, but it did not. It was in a strange location. It was rushing off in the wrong direction. The punch it delivered hit nothing but air. Meanwhile, Volpe instantly closed the five-meter on Fugo. He had broken through Fugo’s last line of defense.


  Just when Sheila E. had given up hope, she noticed something bizarre.


  Huh…?


  There was something strange, something unthinkable that was happening.


  W-what’s going on? Purple Smoke’s fists…


  The capsules which contained the killer virus, the capsules that should have been stored on its fists…


  The capsules…are gone!


  “It’s overrrrr! Fugooooo!”


  Sure of his victory, Volpe charged forward with his hand raised. His knifehand strike came down, scant centimeters away from tearing Fugo’s body in two—but then he looked at Fugo’s eyes, staring straight at him.


  Volpe gasped.


  They were eyes he had never seen on Fugo before. They were not the eyes of some big-headed loose-cannon classmate keeping up his know-it-all honor student shtick. Nor were they the eyes of a petty thug who only cared about following the organization’s orders and logic. These were the eyes of determination. The eyes of someone who had made their decision and was betting everything on it.


  Volpe heard the sound of something cracking. It came from somewhere very close, from Fugo in front of him. From his head, which he was in the midst of attacking—no, from inside his mouth.


  D-dammi—


  Not even his enhanced physical reactions were fast enough. In the next moment, blood sprayed from Fugo’s mouth and splattered all over Volpe’s body. It was blood from biting down on a virus capsule.


  By the time Volpe stepped back, it was already too late. Any defensive measure was pointless. Fury. It came in like an explosion, multiplied, and attacked.


  Volpe opened his mouth, but his voice was trapped, and no sound came out. His lungs had been perforated, and air was leaking out from them. He tried to brace himself with his legs, but he was unable to muster any strength. His muscle fibers were torn to shreds. He turned his head toward the night sky, but he could see nothing. His eyeballs had liquefied and were flowing out of their sockets down his face. He tried to feel regret, but even that was impossible. His brain cells had been devoured.


  Like dead leaves in an open storm, Massimo Volpe’s life was blown away and wiped from this plane of existence.
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  SHEILA E. COULD NOT BELIEVE what she had just seen.


  Volpe’s body had melted instantly and evaporated into dust. However, despite having broken the virus capsule himself, Fugo’s body was still there, collapsed on the ground. He opened his mouth and coughed violently, spitting out blood.


  He was not dead.


  “How…?” Sheila E. murmured to herself.


  That was when she heard a voice right next to her. “Abilities reflect the user’s personality. If your spirit changes, so does your ability.”


  She turned to see Murolo standing there. She paused, wondering how he, too, was still alive.


  Feeling her gaze upon him, he shrugged his shoulders. “Whoa, now. Don’t you dare tell me to go rescue him right now. Fugo’s virus is probably far more vicious than before. When he bit into that capsule, the massive amount of virus that multiplied in his mouth most likely cannibalized itself before it could destroy his body. I won’t be going anywhere near something like that.”


  Murolo crouched down, poking at her body, and gave her a wry smile. “Still, you’re a tough one. Your limbs are broken, but there’s no damage to your internal organs. Your life’s in no danger. No wonder Mr. Mista was so certain you’d be able to handle this.”


  Something about him seemed different from before. He seemed more confident.


  This guy…


  However, she was much too exhausted to think. She closed her eyes and let out the longest sigh ever.


  It was standing right beside him.


  It was looking down at him, a terrifying sight. A stitched-up, patchwork body. Wide-open, bloodshot eyes. A mouth that always seemed to be gnashing its teeth.


  “Zlrrrrrrrrrrrrp…” An eerie moan escaped its twisted lips.


  Purple Smoke—his physical double. A reflection of his inner self. The other Pannacotta Fugo. It was staring at him intently. For the first time, Fugo stared back at it. He could not help but notice the look in its eyes. I didn’t realize how lonely they appeared, he thought.


  Loneliness—perhaps this was an emotion that he had misplaced somewhere along the way. Like the bacteria that the world had in overabundance, persisting even when ignored, permeating everything even when sterilized. A manifestation of something given shape that not even Fugo himself could comprehend—a feeling he wanted to erase, but at the same time knew should exist no matter what. A reflection of contradicting emotions.


  Purple Smoke stared at him as he stared at it.


  Even if he was unable to believe in anything else, even if he lost everything he could rely on, he was sure that this inner reflection of himself would always be standing by his side.


  Neither of them said anything to the other. Above them, a small bird flew by, flapping toward the moonless sky, fading out of sight into the darkness of the night.


  Their mission was complete.
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          Stand Name: Purple Smoke Distortion


          User: Pannacotta Fugo (age 18)

        
      


      
        	
          Destructive Power: A

        

        	
          Speed: B

        

        	
          Range: C → E

        
      


      
        	
          Staying Power: E

        

        	
          Precision: E → C

        

        	
          Potential: B → ?

        
      


      
        	
          Ability: Spreads a killer virus. Has matured into a much more ferocious form in which the virus consumes other parts of the same virus. Because of the virus cannibalizing itself, attacks at full power have less lethality toward their target, and pulling punches is what ensures a kill—a contradictory nature. Why is it that the user will die if infected by the virus, yet the Stand itself remains immune? That remains a mystery.

        
      

    
  


  A: Amazing B: Very Good C: Average D: Poor E: Terrible
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  VIII. ’O surdato ’nnammurato — The Soldier in Love


  VIII.


  Six months ago, when a man named Leaky Eye Luca died, Bruno Bucciarati was ordered to investigate the details. Luca had been a member of Passione and had died under suspicious circumstances, having hit himself over the head with his own shovel. His death had been ruled accidental and linked to his drug addiction, but an investigation was opened just to be sure.


  Fugo, who thought it a trivial task for someone like Bucciarati, who was sure to become capo in the future, had offered to take it on instead. However, the diligent Bucciarati had insisted on conducting the investigation himself.


  Fugo had later recalled this incident. As for why, it was because the story had no ending. Fugo never learned what had come of the investigation. He did not even know whether Bucciarati had truly looked into it.


  A few days later, Polpo, their capo up until that point, had committed suicide in his prison cell, which promoted Bucciarati to capo to fill his space and led to Bucciarati being assigned to guard Trish. As a result, the details of that minor task were left to drift into obscurity.


  But in retrospect…


  When Bucciarati returned from the investigation he was supposed to conduct, he spoke of a young boy he had never mentioned before, saying, “He might join us soon.” Fugo and the others had not been able to hide their confusion.


  “What do you mean? Who the hell is he?” Narancia asked, flaring up.


  Bucciarati brushed him aside. “He’s just someone I think I can trust. If you have a problem with that, you can join another team.”


  As expected, this ticked everyone off.


  “Hey, hey, hey,” Abbacchio interjected, clearly angry. “That’s no way to speak to us. We trust you, but you’re talking about some kid we’ve never seen before and know nothing about.”


  Abbacchio loomed over Bucciarati, but Bucciarati remained completely calm. He said with certainty, “If you trust me, then you should be able to trust him too.”


  “In that case, how about we check him out before we bring him into the team?” asked Fugo.


  “No need for that,” replied Bucciarati.


  “Pretty heavy-handed, don’t you think?” Mista snorted with a grimace on his face.


  Despite everyone’s objections, Bucciarati remained firm and ended the discussion. “The decision is final. There will be no changes.” His behavior that day was unnatural, and it was very unlike the Bucciarati they all knew.


  In retrospect, Fugo thought, I guess everything had already been set by then. Bucciarati had met Giorno and made a choice that would change his life—just like Fugo did when he first met Bucciarati.


  How strange. In that sense, Bucciarati was lagging behind everyone else in his crew. Their lives had been changed when they met him, but Bucciarati himself had never experienced that feeling—until he met that boy.


  They had always trusted him. They had always believed in him. They all thought that Bucciarati could do anything. Yet, up until that point, Bucciarati had never known that simple feeling of admiring someone so much that it made one want to entrust their future and dreams to them.
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  A WEEK HAD PASSED since the deadly struggle.


  Fugo’s coughing echoed inside of the dim ristorante. It was before opening, so there were no other customers around. The worker who had showed him to his seat was nowhere to be seen, leaving him by himself.


  The morning sun streamed in through the cracks in the curtain hung over the large window, but that was the only light in the entire establishment. The radio was still on and turned to a program called Musica Tradizionale Italiana playing the sweet canzone of Gaetano Donizetti’s “Te voglio bene assaje (I Love You Very Much).”


  Fugo coughed again.


  Despite being at the restaurant, he was unable to eat. Although the virus had quickly eradicated itself, the rampage ended up destroying the interior of his oral cavity, and the lining of his airway was left peeling and raw, making swallowing impossible. Because of this, he had been receiving all of his nutrition via intravenous drip for the past week. Naturally, the sutures on his abdomen had yet to be removed.


  Weak as he was at the moment, however, he was still summoned by the organization. Was he finally going to be snuffed out? He had carried out the orders he was given, but he had no way of knowing how he would be judged. He did not know who was coming to see him. Perhaps no one was coming at all, and he would simply be handed some sort of notice.


  He coughed, despite his best efforts to contain it. Blood had accompanied this round of coughing, dripping from his mouth down his chin. He tried to pull out his handkerchief to wipe it off, but his trembling fingers caused him to drop it below.


  Damn, he thought, bending down to pick it up.


  At that moment, mixed with the singing from the radio, Fugo heard the distinct clank of silverware on a plate from the table behind him. He looked up and saw a customer who had appeared out of nowhere, poking at a plate of food with a fork.


  It was a boy with curly blond hair and ladybug-shaped brooches on his lapels.


  Fugo knew the boy. Not very well, as they had barely spent three days together. Still, he was not the kind of boy that people forgot, and he had left an indelible impression on Fugo. An entity from which both light and darkness shone at the same time.


  While Fugo was still awkwardly stooped over to grab his handkerchief, the boy started talking to him with a slightly dissatisfied expression on his face. “Well, this is an issue, huh?”


  Before Fugo could say anything, the boy went on. “The chef here is amazing, but for some reason he insists on serving me duck and chicken. I’ve told him I don’t like poultry, but he tells me, ‘You haven’t lived unless you’ve tasted the succulent flavor of this meat.’ The octopus salad is absolutely delicious, though,” he said, pushing at the food with his fork. “He told me to try this chicken and potato bake and brought it out without me ordering it, but what do I do now? He’ll probably be angry if I don’t eat it.”


  Fugo was speechless.


  “It certainly smells good, don’t you think? Then again, you don’t dislike chicken in the first place.”


  Fugo gasped. For the past week, the bleeding from his throat had been overwhelming any other scent that came his way, but now the aroma of garlic and onion sauteed in olive oil tickled his nose. He lifted a hand to his mouth to find that the throbbing pain he had been enduring was gone. Not only that, but his missing teeth were back in place.


  Th-this is…


  The handkerchief that Fugo had dropped was balled up. He picked it up and opened it. Inside were severed threads, stained brown. They were the sutures that were supposed to be closing the wound in his abdomen. The pain from the various injuries that had littered his body was almost entirely gone. He had been healed.


  This is his ability…


  The power to manipulate life energy—that was this boy’s ability, Golden Wind.


  Fugo had no idea what had been done to him, or when it had happened. There was a severe gap in power between the two of them. They were in completely different leagues. Dumb-founded, Fugo looked up. The boy was bringing a forkful of food to his mouth. After a few chews, he frowned slightly.


  “It doesn’t taste bad, but I just can’t bring myself to like it. Maybe it’s because of my childhood. I remember my mother would just hand me yakitori to eat before leaving me alone at night. Do you know what yakitori is? It’s Japanese cuisine that’s usually eaten as a snack with beer, spit-roasted chicken impaled on a sharp bamboo skewer. Not very safe for little kids, don’t you think? It left me with bitter memories. You could tell me to get over it, but that’s pretty difficult to do… Do you get what I mean?”


  Fugo said nothing.


  “Then again, it’s also just personal preference. I don’t like the dry, mushy texture. It feels like I’m chewing on a sponge soaked in machine oil,” he said, continuing to munch on the food he said he hated.


  “Gio—” Fugo started to say, before realizing that he did not know how to address him now. Boss?


  “Ah, about that. Could you call me ‘GioGio’ from now on?” the boy said with a nod. “If you call me boss, it makes me think of Diavolo, and I’m trying to change a lot of how we do things around here. GioGio is simple and easier to say, don’t you think?”


  That being said, it felt far more familiar than just calling him by name. Fugo was hard-pressed to react.


  Giorno Giovanna—this boy really was a mystery.


  “Now then, Fugo. I assume you have a lot of questions,” Giorno said, setting down his fork and wiping his mouth with his napkin. “And I am obliged to answer them. You can ask me whatever you’d like.”


  “W-well…” Fugo stammered, at a loss for words.


  Just then, singing came from the radio. The previous song had ended sometime during their conversation, and another song was playing. It was a female voice.


  “Huh?” Fugo was startled. He recognized that voice. It was the voice of the person who had, upon their first meeting, asked him to remove his shirt before adding, “Just do it. I’m not trying to see you naked.”


  The song was “’O surdato ’nnamurato (The Soldier in Love),” a composition based on the feelings of a young soldier heading to the battlefield in World War I, longing for his lover back home. While the lyrics were sorrowful, the music had the jaunty confidence of a march. She was singing freely in a young woman’s voice, conveying the fullness of life. Eventually, the song ended, and the host of the program began to interview the singer.


  “Now then, all you listeners out there, let me introduce our guest—the rising star Trish Una.”


  “Good morning, everyone. I’m Trish.”


  “Hey, Trish. Following your appearance at the last event, I hear you’re making your CD debut.”


  “I couldn’t have done it without my fans.”


  “I hear you’ve spent your whole life on stage. Performing with your mother, yes?”


  “Yes. I was a little depressed after she died…but I’m okay now.”


  “They say you went missing for a while. Your manager and agent must’ve been worried sick.”


  “I’m very sorry about that. I was traveling, wandering around Sardinia and Rome.”


  “You had a lot on your mind, I bet.”


  “I did, but I bounced back thanks to my friends.”


  “It’s a good thing to have friends, isn’t it?”


  “It really is. I would be lost without them. I owe them a debt I can never repay.”


  “I hope all of you out there cheer her on as she does her best. Now, for our next song…”


  Another song started playing from the radio, but Fugo barely heard it.


  As he stood there speechless, Giorno took the pitcher of water on the table and filled his glass. “In Venice, I remember you said, ‘We don’t even know what kind of music she likes.’ Well, now you do.” He raised the glass to his lips and took a sip before placing it back on the table. “And just so you know, we didn’t help her with any of this. We don’t do that anymore. She got signed on her own merit.”


  At his lighthearted tone, Fugo turned toward him. But he kept his head down, unable to meet Giorno’s gaze. “Um…”


  “Yes?”


  “Why me?” Giorno let Fugo continue. “That was a critical mission. Setting aside Sheila E. and Murolo, was it really necessary to send someone like me? I mean…” Fugo hesitated. “I mean, an untrustworthy traitor like me?”


  Giorno took another sip of water. “That is your worst trait.”


  Fugo froze, and Giorno nodded. “You don’t believe your own words. You don’t believe you betrayed anyone, do you? In fact, I think you feel that Bucciarati is the one who betrayed you. Am I wrong? You expected that we’d think you betrayed us, so you said all of that just now to get ahead on your own story, even though you yourself don’t mean a single word of it.”


  Fugo was speechless.


  “It was the same back then. You only said what seemed like common sense in our underworld. None of what you said reflected your feelings. You were just parroting some arbitrary social norms. But…” Giorno was looking straight at Fugo. Fugo felt the pain of it in his bones. “But the truth is, you hate social norms. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have hit your teacher with that encyclopedia in the first place. Deep inside, the fact that other people don’t believe in what you believe in constantly infuriates you. That’s why you lose your temper over the smallest things. That’s who you are.”


  Fugo realized he was shivering all over. It felt like ice was being pressed directly against all of his skin.


  Giorno quietly continued. “We encountered an enemy Stand called Notorious Chase. This was after you’d left, so you wouldn’t know about it, but it was something special.” He folded his arms, pensive. “The man was a formidable enemy who only manifested his true ability after he himself had died. Apparently, Notorious Chase was powered by the vengeful rage of being killed, so there was no need for a thinking human behind it. It was a truly terrifying foe, immortal and immune to all attacks. After we fought it, I thought to myself, ‘I’ve seen this before.’”


  Fugo could not respond.


  “That’s right. Your Purple Smoke. Your ability is also powered by vengeance and hatred. Not only that, but your virus would even kill you, regardless of your will. The fact that you didn’t die from awakening this ability was truly a stroke of luck. You would have been long dead under normal circumstances.”


  Fugo was still silent.


  “You implied that I could have picked anyone other than you, but you have that backward. You were the first problem, and the rest came after. You were my top priority.


  “It would have been easy to dispose of you. But if I had killed you and Purple Smoke had survived… If that ability alone had been left to ravage the world, we would’ve had no means of countering it. The world would have been destroyed.”


  Fugo was stunned as Giorno delivered this terrifying revelation with his calm, level voice.


  “There was only one person who could do something about it. That’s right—you, Pannacotta Fugo. You were the only one who could counter this threat. In the end, you’re the only one who can manage your ability.


  “Everything was riding on whether you could overcome the disgust and fear of your own virus. I couldn’t force you to change your mind. You had to make the decision yourself. That was the only thing I was worried about. But in the end, that worry wasn’t even necessary.”


  “Huh…?” Fugo could not help but look up.


  Giorno said, “I didn’t know you very well, so I had no place to judge you, but Bucciarati believed in you. And I believed in Bucciarati. So I had no reason to fret about you.”


  Giorno stared at him. Fugo could not turn away from his piercing gaze.


  “I… I…”


  “And there was one more thing I was concerned about—Sheila E. You’ve spent some time with her, so I think you’ll understand. That girl tends to find ways to punish herself. She deliberately chooses danger and tries to sacrifice herself for justice. But that’s not true resolve. What she needed was the courage to help her retreat. I wanted her to learn that by teaming with a careful individual such as yourself. Whether she learned anything will be revealed in time.”


  “Courage…”


  Fugo suddenly remembered Vladimir Kocaqi’s words: “You know nothing, Fugo. What you think you know is nothing but superficial, shallow wisdom. You don’t know what courage is. You don’t understand the strength that comes from a person abandoning their sense of self to live. You’re a flea trying to suck the blood of someone wise only to get swatted flat.”


  Kocaqi had been right. Fugo still knew nothing.


  Seeing the expression on Fugo’s face, Giorno nodded. “That’s probably a goal in life that all human beings share. To learn what courage means to each of us. And searching for that answer all of our lives is the fate thrust upon us. It’s like a door. You won’t be able to tell it’s a way forward unless you open it yourself. And right now, you’re standing in front of that door. You’ve made it this far. The rest is solely up to you.”


  “Me…”


  “Oh, right. There’s something I need to give back to you. See? On the table,” said Giorno, pointing down. An envelope had been placed on the table at some point during their conversation. Fugo opened it to reveal a single photograph.


  He gasped. It was the photo they had taken at the port, in front of the Lagoon. They were standing in the sunlight. Fugo’s expression seemed to be halfway between one emotion and the next. Bucciarati looked a little confused, Mista and Narancia were laughing loudly, and Abbacchio had a sullen look on his face. The image captured everyone with hope still in their hearts.


  As he stared at the photo, Fugo began to tremble again. He lost his grip on the photograph and dropped it onto the table.


  Giorno spoke. “Well, Pannacotta Fugo? Will you lend me your power and talent once more? I have a dream. And to achieve it, I need allies.”


  With that, Giorno held out his hand. Fugo felt as if taking hold of that hand would forgive all of his sins.


  “I…” Fugo started to say, his body trembling. This was his third choice. The first time, he followed. The second, he left. And now—


  And now…


  He fell silent for a while, his head down. He noticed tiny drops splashing on the table in front of him. He was crying. Tears were streaming from his eyes. He could not go. He could not move forward. He could not take that first step.


  Fugo sobbed.


  Giorno asked, gently, “What’s wrong?”


  Fugo could not look up. “I-it’s just… Why am I here, instead of Bucciarati? Why is it me swearing loyalty to you instead of him…”


  Indeed, he could only imagine how much easier it would have been if that were actually the case. How easy it would have been if Bucciarati were swearing loyalty to Giorno, and the rest of them needed only to watch from behind. His teammates surely would have had things to say. Fugo could almost hear their voices.


  “Huh? How’s that gonna work?! Giorno is younger than you! Wait, but Bucciarati is older than me, so… Ah, damn, I hate thinking about this! Do whatever!”


  “It kind of pisses me off, but oh well. If Bucciarati is fine with it, then I’ll go along with it. If anyone complains, I’ll beat the shit out of them.”


  “Just to let you know, no matter what happens, do not put me fourth in the pecking order.”


  Then they would all laugh.


  Their images felt so vivid to Fugo. They seemed so much more real than he ever had. He could not accept the fact that he was the one here, and not them.


  Fugo sobbed. The tears would not stop. Why was that? Why was he crying now, after all this time? If he was crying now, why had he not gone with them back then? Regret was not enough to describe this feeling. Something all too big had left him, and it would never return.


  Giorno was standing in front of him. His shadow fell upon Fugo, and Fugo lifted his head. Giorno looked at him straight on.


  “Half a step,” he said. “If you can’t take the first step, then I’ll take a half step toward you.”


  After a moment, Giorno continued. “Everything hinges on your decision, but if grief is weighing down your legs, then let me share it.”


  Fugo felt, for the first time, that he finally understood why Bucciarati had decided to place his life in this boy’s hands. He felt it not with his head, but in his heart.


  “Gio…”


  His legs shook so violently that he almost fell, but Fugo still pushed himself that half step forward. He ended up on his knees, but he clung to the hand that Giorno held out to him.


  Giorno spoke softly to him. “The legacy of those who have gone before us is ours to carry even farther forward. That is our responsibility. We mustn’t destroy things that dissatisfy us like a dio—a god—would, but do whatever we can—rely on a tiny starlike glimmer of light, even—to traverse our hardships.”


  Fugo was no longer shaking. Slowly, he brought his face toward the palm of the warm hand he held, kissed it, and spoke. “So long as I may live, my existence will forever be in service of your dream. Please allow me to devote my body, my heart, my soul to you. That is my hope, and that is my future.”


  His face was resolute, and his oath was true. “I am yours. Our GioGio…”


  As the morning sun poured through the curtains, the sound of bells echoed, signaling the start of the day.


  PURPLE SMOKE DISTORTION CLOSED.


  AFTERWORD:


  About Feelings and Courage Lacking an Outlet


  Lucky Luciano was a real-life Mafia boss, legendary gangster, and the subject of many movies. He is known for collaborating with the US military during World War II, contacting local Mafia to help during the Allied invasion of Sicily. It is an accepted fact that the Mafia was working behind the scenes when the Allied forces liberated Sicily from Nazi Germany occupation. Luciano, imprisoned at the time, was released in return for his cooperation. In the face of the enormity of war, his crimes took a back seat. But that is also what led to the rampant rise of organized crime in postwar Italy, the distribution of drugs and other illegal goods that ended up causing tremendous damage to the people.


  It is often said that a little evil must exist for the greater good, but that means nothing to a person who comes into direct contact with such evil. In fact, that “greater good” often ends up becoming that person’s evil. And trying to resist or oppose it leads to more bloodshed. The problem that surfaces here no longer becomes a matter of good and evil, just grudges and resentment.


  Take an example from everyday life: your friend sings the song you were about to sing at karaoke. Say they do this several times over, and you get so miffed that you complain about it. Your other friends look at you like, “What’s up with this guy? Why is he randomly flipping out over something this stupid?” From there, things get awkward. You might end up resenting everyone in that space. Everyone was having a good time, so ignoring something so minor would have been the right call by social norms, but for the person who had their song stolen over and over, it is extremely uncomfortable to get stared at like that by everyone else. At that point, it no longer matters which side is right or wrong, you just find yourself getting pissed.


  People say that you should turn a blind eye to the small things because that’s what’s deemed normal in society, and I would tell that to others myself, but when I actually do run into these kinds of issues, it’s hard to behave in such an enlightened manner. When the world suddenly turns against you, what are you supposed to turn to for support? When other people hear what you thought was right and tell you that they thought it was wrong, what are you supposed to do? Do you meekly back down and say they’re right? Do you double down and stick up for your beliefs? Why do you have to worry about such things in the first place? You end up pissed at that too, so your feelings end up lacking an outlet.


  Of course, people are bound to make mistakes. There are bound to be plenty of times where you’re wrong and everyone else is right. You need to cede when that happens, but you end up oddly stubborn. You need to summon the courage to admit your mistakes, but you cannot. Something about it bothers you, but you don’t know exactly what it is. Still, if you decide to conform to the group’s status quo, you feel like you’ll lose something intrinsically precious to yourself. So you try to go against the flow, but even when you do, you end up getting pushed back and swept away by those around you. That is when that precious thing that flashed in your mind’s eye actually ends up fading away somewhere, so profoundly that you are unable to remember what it was afterward. People will often regret and wish, “Man, if I only did this or that back then,” but perhaps the true regret—the loss of someone or something irreplaceable—lies in those things that fade away so fleetingly that we cannot even recall them.


  The courage to admit your mistakes and the courage to stick to your guns are both forms of courage, but it’s hard to determine which is right. Every situation is unique. Therefore, what is important here is not the satisfaction of summoning your courage, but rather the ability to discern what will be lost as a result. As we know from Giorno, “righteous acts born from the truth will live on forever,” but our daily lives are also a constant process of loss, so we cannot only cling to that which will live on for eternity. We must know where we stand. I feel like this afterword has absolutely no conclusion, but perhaps that is the fate of this problem—it is something that may never be clearly defined in our lifetime. That said, it is also unlikely that I’ll have the courage to give up on it.


  By the way, there are people who cannot stand the Japanese phrase nehori hahori,* or “dig up the roots and dig up the leaves.” They tend to lose their cool over the fact that you can dig up roots, but it’s not possible to do the same for leaves. However, a little trip to the mountains would clear problem that right up. There are fallen leaves everywhere, in every nook and cranny. If you dig up the soil, you’ll find nothing but leaves. There’s an endless supply of leaves before they turn to mulch. You can dig up those leaves as much as you want. With a cool head, the answer comes right away. You should have the courage to admit you’re wrong. Okay, I’m done now.


  Wait, write something about JoJo’s.


  Ah, well. It’s too late now.


  BGM: “MACHINE GUN” BY JIMI HENDRIX


  *This phrase is a Japanese idiom that essentially means “look around every nook and cranny.” It was mentioned in the Japanese in JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure: Part 5—Golden Wind, chapter 65, by Ghiaccio and localized as “elbow grease” in English. The source of his frustration was about how that phrase does not make much sense if one thought about it, similar to the logistics of the phrase nehori hahori.


  
    Kohei Kadono is a writer best known for his Boogiepop series. His debut work, Boogiepop wa Warawanai, won the Dengeki Novel Prize in 1997, and was adapted into an animated television series twice, in 2000 and 2019. Kadono’s previous series, JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure: Shining Diamond’s Demonic Heartbreak, complete in three volumes, is available in English from VIZ Media.


    Hirohiko Araki made his manga debut in 1981 with the Wild West story Busô Poker. He experimented with several genres, including mystery (Mashonen B.T.) and action-horror (Baoh), before beginning JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure in 1986. Propelled by imaginative storylines, weird imagery, and individualistic artwork, JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure is one of the longest-running and most popular shonen manga ever.
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