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      Panfried Giant Chicken and Cleaning Out His Room


      “Oh, it even sounds delicious...” Across the table, the black-haired young man stared with his bewitching golden eyes at the thick slab of meat sizzling on the hot iron skillet.


      It was by recommendation that they were visiting this certain restaurant located in the Central District of the capital of the Kingdom of Ordine. Apparently, their lunch specials were to die for, and so they had both ordered the same thing.


      “So this is giant chicken? It’s my first time trying it...” she said, looking at her extremely exclusive Panfried Giant Chicken Special. The special consisted of two cuts of giant chicken imported from abroad: the first cut was in the shape of a curled ellipse and the other was a thick, flat steak that looked incredibly toothsome. The chickens in her previous life had been bred for their meat, and giant chickens in this life were no different. Selective breeding was especially common in the neighboring nation.


      Dahlia was able to make the comparison because she had been reincarnated into this world. In her previous life, she had worked for a company that dealt in household appliances, and, perhaps influenced by that, Dahlia had found her calling in crafting magical tools that made everyday life easier. The silver vase on the table reflected her vivid red hair and green eyes and her otherwise modest countenance.


      In sharp contrast was the youth sitting across from her, Volfred Scalfarotto, looked to be captivated by the meal before his eyes. His glossy black hair evoked the night sky, his visage was so beautiful that onlookers questioned their eyes, his perfectly chiseled jawline and—most entrancing of all—his dazzling eyes of liquid gold won over every lady he came across, though that only burdened the man with trauma. Volf was a knight of the kingdom, a member of the Order of Beast Hunters, and the fourth son of an earldom. After meeting twice through sheer coincidence, he and the commoner Dahlia had become the fastest of friends.


      “Gotta start with the oyster first, since that’s the most special, right?” Volf asked.


      “I think you’re right.”


      The two of them turned to the elliptical cuts of meat, which were limited to only ten orders per day. Located on the back on either side of the spine and beside the thighs, the oysters—or sot-l’y-laisse, as some called them—were the size of table tennis balls on a regular chicken, making the coveted part very scarce. However, what was in front of them were more like softballs; it was just a little scary to think that giant chickens were also about three times the size of regular chickens. Steam wafted out as she cut it with her fork and knife, and when she took a bite, the flavor and the heat of the poultry filled her mouth. The cut’s unique tender-but-springy texture was delightful; it was almost a shame to swallow it. The simple seasoning of salt and pepper did wonders to enhance rather than mask the savoriness of the meat.


      As she was relishing her bite, Volf said, “I guess I don’t need to ask if you enjoy it.”


      She could always tell how much he enjoyed his food by how many times he chewed, but it was a little embarrassing now that it was the other way around. “Um, how about you, Volf?”


      “It’s good. I’ve had it before at home when I was little; it’s one of my brother’s favorites, and he’d always share it with me.” He still did, but Guido must’ve really doted on his baby brother when they were growing up. “Huh. You know, I forgot about that until now.”


      “That must be a fond memory for you.”


      “Yeah. I’m glad it popped up in my head too. Did you have chicken with your father as well?”


      “We used to buy a whole roast chicken for the winter festival. That way my father and I would get an oyster each.” This end-of-the-year ritual likely had its origins in her memories of Christmas from her past life. Be that as it may, her father really looked forward to it too—mainly because it went so well with a glass or five of wine. “But giant chickens are much larger, aren’t they?”


      “So big, in fact, that it’s quite the problem if they make a break for it.”


      Regular chickens were enough of a headache if they escaped—to say nothing of the noise—and so nearly all chicken farms had been moved outside of the royal capital and into the surrounding villages. What was worse was that they could fly quite well compared to the chickens Dahlia once knew. While that risk could be easily defeated by clipping their wings, it was said that the practice made their meat taste worse—it stressed the animals out, as the people in her previous world would have put it. Instead, the chickens of Ordine were pastured with lots of feed to prevent them from escaping.


      After they were finished with their oysters, the two of them moved on to the thighs, panfried to a delicious golden brown. “It says the sauce is made with a blend of spices, apples, and ruby ale. That’s a little different,” Dahlia said, reading from the menu next to her plate. Accompanying each of their mains were an unchilled ruby ale, salad, roasted tomato soup with cheese, and a mini fruit tart for dessert. Everything was served at the same time, so there was no need to worry about the server interrupting their meal.


      When Volf poured the sauce on his chicken, it immediately began spattering. “Looks like the skillet’s still plenty hot, so let me pour it on for you.”


      Dahlia was very grateful for the offer; she had on a white blouse today. “That would be great, thank you.” Having applied the sauce, they tucked into their second pieces of chicken. Judging by its size, the dark meat looked to be boneless. All sides were well seared, making it nearly difficult to get a knife in it without being very careful. Once she did, though, plenty of juice ran from the meat. Dahlia took a small bite and the apple in the sauce took center stage. With a good balance of fat to the meat, it was flavorful and tender without being heavy or cloying—in other words, it was very delicious.


      With how much Volf was savoring his bite, he must have loved it as well. “Oh, this is so good. I wonder if we can smoke it and turn it into bacon as well...” The Order of Beast Hunters had quite the limited menu, subsisting mainly on stale rye, jerky, cheese, dried fruits, nuts, and the like. However, with the recent introduction of the camp stove—one of Dahlia’s magical inventions—the knights were finally able to have warm meals in the field. Giant hog bacon had become one of their favorites, so Volf must have wanted to have giant chicken the same way.


      “Then you’d be able to have giant chicken bacon on your expeditions.”


      “Yeah, and we could have it in our rooms in the barracks, although that might draw quite the crowd.”


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “Whenever we fry up bacon at night in our own rooms, we’re bound to find uninvited faces and accompanying drinks.”


      “With how good it smells, I could hardly blame them.”


      “Fair. It used to be only Dorino and Randolph who’d swing by to my room, but I’ve been getting more company as of late. I don’t want my room to stink of men, so we’ve started to drink out in the mess hall. But once some jerky or dried meat gets going on the compact magical stove, we’ll have a whole party before we know it.” He may have been grumbling, but in spite of his words, he sure didn’t look to be bothered by it. Dahlia couldn’t be happier that he’d found a way to connect with his squadmates.


      “Try not to drink too much, Volf?”


      “Of course. The other time, one of the older guys got a bit too rowdy, so everybody’s been drinking in moderation now.”


      “Was the older knight a bad drunk?”


      “No, he just fell into a deep sleep in the mess hall and thus couldn’t go home for his day off.”


      “Oh, what a waste, then. His family must have been very worried for him.”


      “Yeah. The morning after, his wife—who’s an ice mage in the Mages’ Corps, by the way—came by to the barracks to ask what happened to him. There was no chilling fan in the room, but a shiver went down my spine.” Hopefully, the only thing that had happened to him was falling asleep.


      Dahlia hurried on to another topic. “I assume the Beast Hunters also frequent nearby establishments as well?”


      “Yeah, and also each others’ homes—though I abstain from that.”


      “You’re worried, I suppose?”


      “Well, I make it a point not to visit anyone whose daughter is unwed. Kirk invites me over from time to time, but his fiancée shows up from time to time as well, so, um... I don’t know. Maybe I’m just overly self conscious.” The burden of being too attractive. But that wasn’t him being overly self conscious—it was only natural for someone who’d had such ill fortune with women.


      “You’re being prudent is all. But it’s not like you hit on girls or anything, Volf, so it’s shocking to hear that people would make those accusations about you...”


      “There’s no smoke without fire, but for a noble like me, there’s still some sort of haze, I guess. I haven’t been chaperoning Lady Altea as often lately, so they’re saying all sorts of stuff about how I’ve just been fooling around with her and her money.”


      “Oh, Volf, there aren’t even any embers there...” Dahlia couldn’t imagine how rough it must be for him. There must be lots of dry ice around him, considering all the fireless smoke.


      “It is what it is,” Volf said dejectedly. “Everything’s all right as long as I can share a good meal with you, Dahlia.”


      There he goes, all of a sudden saying something I might just take the wrong way, Dahlia thought to herself as her heart skipped a beat. “I’m, um, very happy to be able to share a meal like this with you as well. It seems everyone’s been so busy lately, though...”


      “Marcella’s said the same. He must be swamped with work at the Couriers’ Guild.”


      “Irma too. She sent a letter saying she’s been too busy to meet up. And if she’s that busy, Marcella must be taking care of the chores at home as well.”


      “That makes sense. I guess salons have their peak seasons too.”


      “Indeed. If things are really that hectic, I’m sure they’ll have to hire someone at the salon or someone to take care of the chores, even if it’s just twice a week or something.”


      “You’ve been really busy too. Have you thought about hiring a cleaner?”


      “No, I can handle things, since I live alone. I only use so many rooms, and I even send out my laundry to get cleaned. Other than that, I get people to clean the exterior walls and the roof once a year.” The sturdy tower may have been built out of stone, but it was still important that it got checked for cracks, so Dahlia hired people with magic and water jets to clean the walls of any moss.


      “If there’s any manual labor or cleaning I can do to help, let me know. I’ve been mooching from the Green Tower Diner, after all.”


      “What are you talking about?” Her home was not a restaurant, nor was Volf freeloading. He always brought over nice liquor and cooking ingredients, not to mention all the crafting materials. And after every meal, he took care of the cleanup before heading home; he’d even brought over special detergents the other day and made her kitchen gleam. If anything, she should hire him, but she chased that ridiculous thought out of her head.


      The black-haired youth beamed broadly. “Just say the word and I’ll gladly work for you.”
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      After their meal, the two dropped by the bookstore before going back to the tower. Much to Dahlia’s happiness, they had recently brought in a book on magical tools from Ordine’s neighbor. Each nation varied wildly from the others in its magical tool development, and Volf had been shocked to hear Dahlia explain that this book was about tools specifically for capturing and raising monsters. Her eyes had practically sparkled as she said how much she wished to see the tools in action someday. With the way she bored into the descriptions in the book, Volf was almost sure that she would like to take a shot at making them as well. Perhaps instead of culling monsters, the Order of Beast Hunters would one day capture them with the magical tools she made—so thought Volf as he listened to her explain.


      Now, on the second floor of the tower, she fit today’s purchase onto the bookcase filled primarily with books on cooking and magical tools. On the lower shelf was the bestiary he’d bought a few days ago, and beside that were two pairs of white gloves. One pair was smaller and the other bigger—for her and for him—which brought a warm smile to Volf’s face.


      “I’m not sure if your bookcase can hold many more,” he said. With the new addition, there really wasn’t much space left.


      “There’s a large bookcase up on the fourth floor too, but before I start using it, I suppose I’ll have to clean that room one of these days...” Her words were marked by hesitancy, and it showed on her face as well. He had heard that Dahlia’s room was on the third floor, and he deduced that it was her father’s room on the fourth floor. It must have been hard to clean and throw out so many memories in physical form left in that room.


      “There’s no need to rush. You can clean your father’s room when you’re ready.”


      “I’m fine. It’s been more than a year since he passed, so I know it’s about time I did it. It’s just...”—she paused, searching for her words—“difficult entering his study.”


      “I understand...”


      “No, I don’t mean it like that. There’s a lot of, erm...”—she paused again—“sentiment in there.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Dahlia froze. She turned and looked away from him and began speaking to the wall. “When I was in college, I figured I ought to clean his room, since he never did. And so one day while he was out, I opened the door and, ugh, the floor was covered in picture books...”


      “Scintillating ones...?”


      “Yes, those ones. I threw every single one in a garbage bag and torched them with the enhanced dryer.”


      “I see...” Volf said, trying to play it off as cool as possible. Her mention of that so-called enhanced dryer caught his curiosity, but it wasn’t the time to ask about it.


      “When he came home, he said, ‘Those books contain a man’s sentiment, so leave the cleaning to me and don’t go in there.’ For the three days that he ignored my entire existence, his eyes were completely vacant. Those must’ve meant a lot to him.”


      “Ah...” Undoubtedly, it wasn’t so much the books; rather, he must’ve reacted like so because it had been his daughter who found them. But who was Volf to tell her?


      “Since then, I’d never gone back inside that room and left it as is, even after his passing. I’ll light an insect coil by the door from time to time, but, well, I dare not venture in for fear of whatever creepy crawlies or sentimental picture books lying in wait.”


      It was painfully obvious that she didn’t want to deal with it, and Volf couldn’t bear not helping a friend in need. “You want me to take care of it? I’m not bothered by that kind of stuff.”


      A friend in need is a friend indeed, they say, but here his friend had laid a trap out for him. “If you find anything you like, you can take it home with you, Volf,” said Dahlia.


      The last time he’d broken into a cold sweat like this was when Captain Grato demonstrated his intimidation during boot camp. “Oh, no, I swear the thought hadn’t even crossed my mind!”


      “I promise I won’t be upset.” Her voice was calm, but again, as they say, that only preceded storms. “What would I have to be upset about anyway? I mean, I don’t get it, but that stuff seems to contain a lot of sentiments. Plus, you said you were a behinds-man and my father had a thing for legs, so maybe you’ll find that you have the same tastes.”


      “Hold on! Don’t lump us together...”


      “Oh, sorry. It’s a whole world of difference for stuff like that, isn’t it? Legs and behinds must be two completely separate things, right?”


      Her straight face begged for a straight answer, but Volf wasn’t sure how to respond, if he should at all. All he could do was try to look as indifferent as possible. “Ah, um, well, summer’s over and it’s been a year already, so there might be a lot of bugs inside.”


      “That’s a good point. I can’t stand the things...” With goosebumps all over her, she waved the white flag, and Volf accepted the task of cleaning the study.


      Though Volf had been up to the roof plenty of times, he had never set foot on the fourth floor. It was split into two rooms—Carlo’s bedroom and his study. But Dahlia’s father—who was apparently infamous for his messiness—had slept and studied in his bedroom and turned his study into more or less a storage closet. It was that storage room that was the problem at hand.


      “That’s somethin’, all right...” Volf could but awkwardly smile when he swung the door open. The floor was covered in books, notes, and pretty portraits of debaucherous dames—that is to say that there wasn’t much flooring visible at all. Perhaps Dahlia had been right to be so angry.


      “I know this can’t be easy, Volf, so you don’t have to...”


      “Nah. All I have to do is put everything into the bag, right?” He took the burlap sack from his distressed friend and stepped inside. The stacks of skintone softbacks easily reached chest height, and almost all of them featured leggy ladies. Honestly, it was a damn impressive collection. It would be a feast for the eyes if not for the glare, devoid of any warmth, that would come from Dahlia; Volf respectfully refrained from indulging in the art. Instead, he opened up the bag and began grabbing a handful of the books, but then what seemed to be magical toolmaking memos fell out. He took them to the hallway to see what to do with them. “Dahlia, there are quite a few loose sheets between the pages. What should I do with them?”


      “Those look like the plans for the large hot water dispensers...” she replied. “Sorry for the extra trouble, but could you please set these aside? It might be helpful to keep them around.”


      “Sure thing.” It turned out that it wasn’t as easy as stuffing everything into the bag; Volf had to flip through the pages of the picture books for hidden notes and memos, then pile them up for Dahlia to sort through afterwards.


      Atop the next mound, a thick notebook lay open, displaying its contents: a date and the words “Dahlia, waterproof cloth.” A report? A journal entry? Whatever the case may have been, it wasn’t something for Volf to read or throw away, and so he closed it and put it aside with the notes. Then it was back to mechanically flipping through the pages of the picture books and tossing them into the bag. Though some of them may have caught his eye, none of them could convince him they were worth keeping for himself. Volf tied the sack tightly with string once the task was complete. This experience had taught him that he and Carlo may have had similar tastes—something he could never tell Dahlia.


      “Guess that’s everything...” It was only when the floor was finally visible that Volf noticed there was a large, flat, brown leather briefcase hidden behind a mountain of papers under the desk. It looked tough and sturdy, so perhaps there were important magical toolmaking files tucked away inside. That, or really important picture books—Volf couldn’t rule that out, and so he had to open it to check. Inside was a thick book bound in chestnut leather, and on its cover was an orange garnet and some sort of magic circle—telltale signs of a spellbook. Forcing it open might turn it to ashes or even freeze his hand solid, so he placed it back into the briefcase.


      He was about to bring it out to the hallway, but when he saw that it also contained a dust-covered sketchbook and a white handkerchief, he paused for a moment. On the cover of the sketchbook was a block printed sword. The edges were slightly yellowed, but as none of the high-quality pages were filled in, it could likely still be used. The needlework on the old handkerchief was crude—it took some squinting to see a flower stitched in red. The gift of an embroidered white handkerchief was traditionally a noblewoman’s way of declaring “You are my first love.” But whoever the lady was, she must’ve churned these out and handed them out to every man she saw, given how crude the handiwork was. Still, given that it was enshrined in this room, it was probably something from when Carlo was young. Perhaps it was a present from Dahlia’s mother.


      Though Volf wasn’t sure what he should do, he brought it all outside for Dahlia to examine. “All the picture books are in the burlap sack. I’ll bring it downstairs later. Here are the notes; some of them only have numbers, so you should take a look at them.”


      “Sorry for imposing this on you, Volf, and thank you so much.” Dahlia looked a little troubled.


      “Not a problem. This was on the floor too. Some sort of spellbook?”


      “It looks like it. It might be something my father was writing,” she said, as she tried to flip open the cover. “Oh. I can’t open this.”


      “Is it bound to your father?”


      “I think it might be for Mr. Orlando instead, judging by the color of the gemstone. I suppose it makes sense, seeing how he’s the senior apprentice...”


      “Dahlia, with how suddenly your father passed, I imagine he just didn’t have time to prepare one for you as well.”


      “Yeah, unfortunately. At least I have my own spellbook at Professor Oswald’s workshop. Though I am a little curious as to what’s in here.”


      “Is there no way for you to crack it open?”


      Dahlia shook her head as she looked at the orange garnet with crestfallen eyes. “An elite mage might be able to strip the enchantment off the cover, but more likely than not, doing so would set the book ablaze. That’s what the professor said. In any case, it’s bound to Mr. Orlando, so I ought to hand it to him...”


      “You know, I don’t think you need to. With what he did to you, he has no right to take it.”


      “It’s all water under the bridge now, and he is my father’s apprentice regardless.” She fell silent as she took the briefcase from Volf, brushing him with her frigid finger. “I’ll think about how to get it to him. Maybe I’ll have someone deliver it to him, or maybe I’ll get a witness and hand it over to him at the guild.”


      It was hard seeing how she hurt, so Volf scrambled to find a new topic. “Here’s an unused sketchbook with quite the intricate cover.”


      “Oh, that’s the Magical Water Blade from the fairy tale.”


      “The one where the knight slays the fire dragon?” Now that she mentioned it, Volf could see it. The Magical Water Blade was a story that Volf’s mother used to read to him. When a fire dragon appeared and terrorized the kingdom, a knight set out on an adventure to find the eponymous magical sword. He brought home the magical sword, slew the dragon, and married the princess, then lived happily ever after—so the clichéd children’s story went. Volf remembered how he had begged his mother over and over again to read the story to him.


      She continued, “When I was in college, woodblock-printed covers like these were all the rage. There were cool ones with swords, dragons, and lions, and cute ones with flowers, kittens, and whatnot. We did a lot of concept and technical drawing in magical toolmaking classes, so this might be one of the sketchbooks I got in bulk.”


      “Is that right? We almost never drew in chivalric studies except for stuff like topography, though I do some sketching from time to time on expeditions.” There was a water-type magical sword in the castle as well. The longsword was rather heavy, and its sheath was blue like the ocean. However, the blade had probably never seen the light of day, as no one could draw it. Any knight could put in a request to try, and Volf had done so twice without any success. If magical swords didn’t require their wielder to control powerful magic, then it probably took someone with a pure soul. That said, it wasn’t as though he had any regrets—he loved the swords that Dahlia made him infinitely more.


      “It’s a bit old, but would you like to keep it as a notepad, then?” She must’ve thought the sword on the front cover would entice him, and Volf took her up on her offer.


      “There’s this as well. I’m thinking it might be something important...” Volf handed her the white embroidered handkerchief. He didn’t know if she wanted it, seeing how it was caked in a layer of dust.


      “Oh, no, we can toss this too. I was the one who did the embroidering.”


      “You did, Dahlia?”


      “When I was six or seven, my father said he had never received one, so I asked him if he would like one. He was probably just being nice and said he would, even if it was from me. So, well, that’s the story behind it...” She looked at the needlework with a frown.


      Volf found it an endearing story. “Have you given any other embroidered handkerchiefs, Dahlia?”


      “Only this one to my father. I’ve never been asked for one either...” she said. “Now that I look at it again, that’s some terrible craftsmanship. I won’t need it, so would you toss that in with the garbage?”


      He paused. “Could I take it to wipe my hands, then?”


      “Sure, be my guest. I suppose the room was really dusty, so let me go get you a wet towel as well.” Then she trotted down the steps.


      As Volf saw her off, he thought to himself: he’d never really had a female friend before, let alone a girlfriend. And after his mother died, there hadn’t been any other women in his family, so he had never received anything embroidered from anyone. Sure, there were the occasional strangers who would foist handkerchiefs upon him, but he had never accepted any of them. People thought of him as super popular with the ladies, but he had never received anything with accessories embroidered in blue either—a token of platonic love. He didn’t even have anything stitched on the back of his shirt for luck on expeditions. As he examined the handkerchief, those thoughts made him just a little envious. It was way out of order, but he tucked it into his jacket pocket instead of using it as a rag.


      Carlo’s room was indeed filled with sentiment.

    

  

  
    
      The Benefactors and the Beneficiary


      “Wow. There’s so much I didn’t know, even with my experience in the field...”


      After dinner at the tower, Volf and Dahlia sat side by side reading the bestiary they had bought a few days ago. The tome contained eye-catching artwork of the monsters in the neighboring nation, such as the sköll and unicorn, the mighty forest serpent, and the terrible hydra. There was detailed information on how to raise bombastworms and pasture crimson cattle and baphomets, demonstrating the common attitude in that country that monsters were livestock.


      Volf continued, “It says there that cockatrices charge up before unleashing their petrification breath. That sounds like something we could exploit instead of hacking away at its head as we usually do.”


      Even Dahlia was surprised by how much was new to her. “I knew that cockatrice beak prevents petrification, but I never knew that its feathers could be used as material for one-time protection from petrification.”


      “I can’t help but kick myself for wasting its feathers and all the other parts.”


      There was so much they thought they ought to have known that was seemingly common knowledge in Ordine’s neighbor. Different people in different places know different things, after all.


      Volf peeked out the window and said, “It’s dark out already.” The two of them had been so enraptured by the book that time had just flown right by.


      Perking up her ears, Dahlia heard faint drops of rain. A streak ran down the windowpane. “Oh, it looks like it’s raining. Would you like to stay a little longer?”


      “It’s gotten so late already...” Just then, as if to shut him up, the passing shower fell even harder. The two of them looked out and saw the pouring rain before turning to each other and chuckling.


      “Volf, could you stay longer?”


      “I’ll do that, thank you,” he replied. Suddenly, his brows furrowed. “Sounds like someone’s coming.”


      “Huh? At this time?” The sound of the rain nearly masked the bell at the gate. Dahlia looked out the window and saw a figure in a cloak. It must’ve been something urgent, and she rushed down the steps.


      “Sorry for coming at this hour...”


      “Marcella!” There he was, standing soaked at the front gate. Dahlia hurried him inside.


      Marcella took a step past the threshold and sank into a deep bow as water dripped off his sandy hair. “Dahlia, I need your help! Please save Irma!”
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      “What happened to Irma?! Is she okay?!”


      “She’s pregnant, Dahlia. But she ain’t doin’ so hot. She’s in danger.” When Marcella finally raised his head, he showed everyone how terribly red his eyes were.


      Dahlia handed him a towel. “What is her condition?”


      Still dripping wet, he refused the offer to go upstairs and instead sat on the stone steps. It was only after firmly pressing the towel against his eyes that he spoke again. “Remember how Irma couldn’t get down the steps when the four of us got together for dinner last time?”


      “Right, the summer festival...” She distinctly remembered how Marcella had had to carry Irma home in his arms. That was nearly three weeks ago, and Dahlia hadn’t seen Irma since; the only exchange they had had was through letters, and Irma had said she had her hands full. Dahlia had assumed she meant that business was good, but it seemed like that assumption was incorrect.


      “Yeah. Afterwards, it was obvious that something was up. She felt nauseous, but brushed it off as having eaten too much or caught a cold or somethin’. But it didn’t get better, and so I dragged her to the docs, who said she was with child. At first, we couldn’t have been happier, but then it got harder and harder for her to move...”


      “Is Irma still with the doctors right now?”


      “No. They couldn’t do nothin’ about it, so she’s at the temple.”


      “The temple? Can the priests use healing magic to cure her morning sickness?”


      “It’s no morning sickness. It’s hypermageia. The baby’s magic is too powerful, and they said Irma’s body can’t handle it.”


      “What?!” She was taken aback. Hypermageia could lead to difficulty in breathing or even cardiac arrest. Dahlia had heard that if the magic got out of control, it could cause burns or frostbite as well. It was supposed to be something that happened to nobility, and only very rarely at that. Why, then, would it affect Irma? “How did that happen? Irma only has grade two magic. How much do you have, Marcella?”


      “Fourteen...”


      “Hm?” For a moment, she thought she’d heard wrong. Fourteen was way more than what Dahlia had as the daughter of a noblewoman and a magical toolmaker. Fourteen was at the level of high-ranking nobility—something that almost never occurred in common folk. Someone with that much magic could get a full ride through mage school.


      “Is that maybe, uh, a case of late-blooming magic?” Volf asked hesitantly.


      Marcella cast his gaze to the ground. “Yeah. I started with grade four magic, but after nearly frickin’ dyin’ in a carriage crash when I was seventeen, my magic shot way up. That’s when I learned that my old lady and old man were actually my aunt and uncle. My birth mother worked in the red-light district and my birth father was probably some noble, but who knows.”


      “Marcella...”


      “Volf, Dahlia, you two ever thought it was weird how a guy like me is named Marcella?” There seemed to be a shadow over his smile. In Ordine, “Marcello” was typically the masculine and “Marcella” the feminine form of the name, but the pattern was only that—typical—and so Dahlia had never thought twice about it. He continued, “Well, it’s because I got the name from my mother. She chose it in case my father were ever to come looking for either of us. Not that it means much.”


      “Marcella, is your mother...” But she didn’t need to finish her sentence.


      “She didn’t survive the childbirth ’cause I was quite premature, they said. Maybe it was a case of hypermageia too...” Marcella’s pained words dripped onto the floor along with the rainwater. “Before we got married, the doctors told us that we wouldn’t be able to have a kid together because we’re more than ten grades apart, but now...”


      “I see...” Irma had said that having a kid wasn’t in her plans, citing the fact that work was so busy and she had to pay back the loan she’d taken to build the salon. Despite knowing how much she loved children, Dahlia had understood that Irma wanted to put work first.


      “The priests are healing her with magic, but she’s not keeping any food down. She also hasn’t been able to move her fingers for three days—they became rock hard. Why did my kid have to have my useless earth magic?” In place of his usual unfailing smile, he wore teary eyes. Marcella stood up, bit his lip, and bowed. “Please, Dahlia, convince Irma to give up on the child instead of her own life! No matter what I say or how I beg, she won’t listen to me, but maybe she’ll listen to you. I know I’m scum for asking this of you, but please, for Irma’s sake...”


      “Marcella...” Instead of acknowledging him, Dahlia turned to Volf.


      He nodded. “I’ll go fetch us a carriage to the temple. Dahlia, you go get ready to leave.”


      “Thank you, Volf. Marcella, let’s go to the temple together and I’ll talk to Irma.”


      “Thank you, you two, thank you...” The rain struck even harder, drowning out all their voices. Marcella bowed again, looking smaller than ever.


      [image: ]


      The carriage headed northeast towards the castle where the temple was located. In this world, a temple was a large complex, something between a church and a forum of Dahlia’s previous world. Its walls were made of some kind of white crystal that glimmered in the noon sun; a dark, rainy night like tonight did little for it. Dahlia had thought that their destination would’ve been the Hall of Healing, but Marcella directed the driver to stop at the small entrance beside. That was where they provided palliative and end-of-life care, and it was where the mortuary was as well.


      Dahlia tensed up as she crossed the threshold into the building—she hadn’t been here since Carlo’s funeral. Volf, beside her, had an obvious frown as well. They continued down a corridor with gray walls and a darker gray floor, then the three of them greeted a priest sitting down in a chair. The man had a sympathetic look on his face and seemed to recognize Marcella. Then, at the back of the building, a white door came into view.


      “Irma’s in this room,” Marcella said. “Sorry, Dahlia, but—”


      “It’s okay, Marcella, I understand. Let me talk to her for a bit,” she said, preventing him from finishing his sentence. He nodded.


      “I’ll be in the waiting room with Marcella. Hang a right at the end of the hall and you’ll find us.”


      “Okay, and, um...thanks,” she replied.


      “Of course.” It was hard for her to ask him to take care of Marcella, but Volf seemed to have read her mind.


      Dahlia took a deep breath and slowly cracked the door open. “Irma?” She got an answer immediately.


      “I’m giving birth.” Irma, wrapped around in a blanket, was already getting up from her bed in the middle of the room. By her feet was a large tub. She had shrunken, her face was as pale as paraffin, and all redness was gone from her lips. Her usual shiny tea-colored hair was dull and pale, as if she had aged fifty years.


      “Hey! I haven’t even said anything yet.”


      “I bet Marcella told you to come persuade me. But I’m not going to listen, you know? I’m giving birth to this child no matter what.”


      “I knew you’d say that...” Dahlia knew her friend well and had known her answer even before coming here. What she hadn’t expected was how hoarse Irma’s voice was. “Do you know how much magic you have?”


      “I had two originally, I’m up to eight now with this child in me. Pretty amazing, huh?” She placed her hands on her belly and laughed, only to immediately bend over and throw up into the tub; out came little else but blood-tinged water. The fingers grasping the tub looked like they had light brown crystals stuck to them. Her child’s power was probably activating the earth magic.


      Dahlia rushed to the bedside table to pour a cup of water, then brought it to Irma, who gargled with it between grasps of air.


      “Thanks. Don’t worry, Dahlia. I just have to put up with this for a few more months.” Irma’s wan smile didn’t make a convincing case that she could last that long. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you? Are you handling work okay?”


      “I’m not that busy, especially not since I have Ivano handling the business side of things. No overtime at our company either.” Dahlia didn’t want Irma to worry about her, not right now.


      Irma stared back with sunken eyes. “Hey, Dahlia? Are you and Volf really not dating?”


      “We’re really not. Just friends. Why do you ask?” Dahlia wondered if Irma was just trying to change the subject, to distract Dahlia from trying to persuade her. She walked closer to Irma so she didn’t have to strain her voice.


      “Can I ask you for a favor?”


      “Ask away.”


      “It’s something only you can do for me...” Irma’s eyes fluttered as she grasped Dahlia with her cold, hard, bony fingers. “Dahlia, if anything happens to me, I want you and Marcella to—”


      “Don’t even joke about it, Irma!” The words escaped her lips as a scream. “You’re going to get better, and you, Marcella, and your baby are going to be happily together forever! And that’s how it’s going to be!”


      “It would be nice to believe that.”


      Hearing her friend so defeated, so resigned to her fate, made Dahlia want to scream again. Come on, Irma. Why do I have to raise your kid with Marcella? Marcella belongs beside Irma, and Irma belongs beside Marcella. But she held her tongue and bit through her fingernail. Dahlia dug through her memories, hoping to remember whether she had an old classmate who’d dealt with a similar situation. The nobility must’ve had some magic or magical tool to help, maybe even potions or drugs of some kind. She had the connections and money to make it work, just as long as someone had the means to save both mother and child. “Irma, don’t you give up yet. This sort of stuff happens to nobles all the time, I’m sure, so I’ll ask around. I frequent the castle, and I’m sure I know someone who might know something.”


      “But I wouldn’t want to cause you any trouble...”


      “I have Volf too. We’ll be fine.”


      “Then I’ll be troubling him too...”


      “He’s a friend to you and Marcella, isn’t he? That’s what friends are for. Besides, if you’re dead set on becoming a mother, then you’ll have to rely on us a bit more!” Dahlia half-pleaded, half-demanded of her friend.


      “Look at you, Dahlia. You’re about to burst into tears.”


      “I am about to.” That much was true, even if Irma was saying it to tease her a little. “And I’ll bawl if you’re going to leave me too, Irma.”


      “Dahlia...”


      She had first lost her mother. Their maid had returned home when Dahlia went off to college. The friends she had worked so hard to make had all left school for family reasons. Her dear father had suddenly died when he went out one day. The fiancé with whom she was supposed to navigate life side by side had left her before they got married. That left Irma, someone who had been together with her since they were little and an older sister to her. Even if it were all for selfish reasons, Dahlia was not about to lose anyone else.


      “Fine,” Irma continued, “I’ll take advantage of your kindness. Lend me your aid, Dahlia, and ask Volf for me too.”


      “You’d best bet, Irma!”


      “But don’t do anything too rash, okay?”


      “What are you talking about? You’re supposed to encourage me here.”


      “You’re right. Dahlia, I hope everything goes well.”


      “Same to you.”


      Irma lifted her trembling hands and took Dahlia’s. Dahlia, ignoring the rocky fingertips, gritted her teeth and smiled.
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      “Marcella, I’m just gonna pop out for a bit.”


      “Sure. And, uh, sorry for draggin’ the two of you here today...”


      “Hey, that’s what friends are for.” The waiting room became even emptier when Volf headed back up the hallway. Unfortunately, he knew the layout of the temple well—he’d been here on numerous occasions to visit his squadmates—and quickly arrived at the potion dispensary.


      “Hi, good to see you again. My name is Volfred Scalfarotto. I’m from the Order of Beast Hunters,” he said, removing his glasses.


      The lady at the counter shot to her feet as she looked straight into his eyes. “Oh, yes! Hello!”


      “May I please get one bottle of high potion and two potions? And may I also trouble you to put the high potion into a regular bottle? I’m visiting a friend today and I didn’t want to cause any more worries, you see.”


      “Of course! Let me get that for you right away.” The clerk ran to the back to get his order. The few other people in the room looked at them but didn’t challenge them otherwise. Normally, the dispensary would never transfer a potion into a different bottle, which prevented people from counterfeiting potions as more expensive high potions. But since it was the other way around, he said he was trying to do something nice for an ill friend. He was a Beast Hunter, so it seemed like she was willing to help him out. Volf was glad she hadn’t made a fuss.


      High potions were more potent than standard potions, and the price reflected it—fifteen gilt silver versus five—and Volf figured neither Marcella nor Irma would have an easy time accepting one from him. Disguising it as a potion might make them feel better. Worst-case scenario, he’d unseal the bottle and hand it to them. It should help Irma a bit, even if she wouldn’t be able to keep it down for too long. Volf knew from experience that high potions could prolong someone’s final hours; the knights even called them “succor for the dead.” Nevertheless, it was worth a shot.


      Once he had the potions in his hands, Volf briskly walked back to the waiting room. “Here, Marcella. Give these to Irma when you go see her. Crack open the top and have her drink as much as she can handle.”


      “Much obliged, Volf.” Marcella bowed again—how many times has it been today?


      “If you don’t mind talking about it, could you tell me what the priests said?”


      “They said we can either give up on the baby or keep up with the healing magic. Either way, it’ll be a big strain on Irma. The priests might be able to save the child if it’s in her body until the last possible moment.” It was one or the other. The two of them sank into silence until familiar footsteps came their way.


      “Dahlia! How, um, did Irma...”
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