
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Prologue: Meeting of the Four Dukedoms


    	Part 1: The Aethometer’s Unveiling


    	Part 2: To the Institute of Magic


    	Part 3: The Duel with Claudia


    	Epilogue: A Curious Encounter


    	Afterword


    	Glossary


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Table of Contents
      

      	
        Color Images
      

    

  


  
    
      Prologue: Meeting of the Four Dukedoms


      At the center of one of many magnificent rooms within Lainur’s royal palace, a pentagonal table stood, with five chairs surrounding it. One of those chairs was all but covered in gold, giving it a spectacular appearance that the others, while adorned with embellishments of their own, were clearly not meant to live up to. Perhaps more obvious was the fact that the quality of each chair was meant to represent the status of the person sitting in it. In the most splendid chair sat none other than Ceylan Crosellode, Lainur’s Crown Prince himself.


      He wore a headdress reminiscent of those worn by Buddhist priests, adorned with eye-catching ornaments. His face was covered by a black veil. His hair and ears, too, were hidden beneath the headdress, anonymizing him from the shoulders up. Presently, he wore a white robe embroidered with golden dragons, and had propped his chin up on the armrest of his chair.


      Three men sat across from him. They were heads of the Four Dukedoms, noblemen tasked with supporting the very foundations of the kingdom itself, and therefore allowed in the prince’s presence. Five chairs, but only four attendants. No one made any mention of the empty spot, for it had never been filled.


      Ceylan spoke to the three men before him. “I would like to begin by thanking you for your presence here today.”


      “This is not enough to deserve your thanks, Your Royal Highness.”


      “For you, we would traverse hot coals and fields of ice.”


      “There is no risk I would not undertake on the orders of you and your family, Your Royal Highness.”


      The speakers were the heads of the Romalius, Saifice, and Zeele Dukedoms, respectively.


      Brendan Romalius, clad in a military uniform, was a man in the prime of his life. His crew cut and muscular frame made him the living model of a military house’s patriarch, and yet he had a curiously sharp eye when it came to political matters. In a space like this, one had the sense that brute strength was not his only point of excellence.


      Egberd Saifice was a tall, older man, with a stern countenance. His age afforded him pure-white hair and a long beard to rival that of a mountain hermit. He was currently wearing traditional noble attire under his robe; he sat in his chair in a state of utmost calm.


      Quorido Zeele headed the dukedom with the shortest history among the three, and was therefore the youngest. He wore a constant amiable smile that reflected his personality, and his constitution and majesty were severely lacking compared to his tablemates. In some ways, however, that was his greatest asset.


      “I believe this is only the second meeting I have held with the three of you. I ask for your patience while I acquire a feel for how we ought to converse with one another.”


      His words elicited a grin from Brendan. “Your nerves are unfounded, Your Royal Highness. Anything you ask of me will receive an honest answer.”


      “In that case, I shall endeavor to afford you the same generosity,” the prince replied.


      “In fact, I should like to ask Your Royal Highness for your patience myself. I am a military man; merely conversing does not come naturally to me.”


      It was unclear whether their exchange was banter or whether Ceylan was testing the waters. Naturally, all of the dukes were aware that the prince had used Gaston’s unforgivable behavior as an excuse to tie the noose around the necks of a great number of nobles. They would not dare to make light of him, despite the fact that he was still a child.


      “I would be most interested to see Your Royal Highness’s countenance.”


      “There is not one thing interesting about it. Yes, you three have never seen the face beyond this veil when we have met like this, but I am sure that you can picture it in your mind’s eye.”


      “Your Royal Highness, there exists a wide gap between one’s educated guesses and the reality of seeing things for oneself.” Quorido added his thoughts.


      The disputed veil turned to the third man, who sat as still as a plaster bust. “Do you share these sentiments, Egberd?”


      “I would not deign to, sir.”


      “Saifice is a deeply serious man,” Brendan said. “While I am deeply fretful. Unbearably impatient, even.”


      “Truth be told, I agree with my fellow dukes,” Egberd said. “It is by no means my intention to make light of a royal tradition, but I do believe that Your Royal Highness’s power is such that the veil becomes unnecessary.”


      Brendan laughed. “My thoughts on the matter exactly!”


      “I heartily look forward to seeing the face of our kingdom’s next ruler,” Egberd summarized.


      When Quorido spotted a gap in their eager bootlicking, he spoke. “Your Royal Highness. There is something I wish to tell you before we move on to our main agenda. I understand that it is a great affront to do so, but I beg your forgiveness on this occasion.”


      “Speak,” Ceylan commanded.


      “I beg your pardon, Your Royal Highness. It concerns the matter of attendants. It is common knowledge among those of us privileged enough to visit the palace that you do not have any in the same capacity we might expect. It is my humble belief that you may require one, as you are likely to become much busier from now on. I would very much like to offer an appropriate candidate for your consideration, sir.”


      “An attendant?” The prince hummed. “Your thoughtfulness pleases me, Quorido.”


      “Sir.”


      “Whom do you have in mind?”


      “Kane Lazrael, sir. Eldest son to House Lazrael of the south.”


      Brendan’s eyebrows shot upward. “Ah, the man believed to be the reincarnation of the Paragon of Courage.”


      “Indeed. Having seen his talents for myself, I fully believe him to be up to the task.”


      “I have heard that he has mastered almost all of the southern magic. Is he as impressive as they say?” Ceylan asked.


      “The last time I met him, he was able to perform Mighty Fortress right before my eyes.”


      “Hm. The Paragon of Courage,” the prince muttered, as though to himself.


      The Paragon of Courage was a hero described in Demons and Society’s Collapse, one of the volumes that made up the Ancient Chronicles. Said to have played a significant role in defeating the Demon Kings, his name (and its synonym, “Lionheart,”) was often used as a moniker to describe those who excelled in the magical or sword arts.


      “As Romalius alluded to,” Quorido went on, “they say he might be the reincarnation of the paragon himself.”


      “It is true that there are many examples of reincarnation within the Chronicles. What similarities are there, then, between Kane and the paragon?”


      “I am afraid that I am unfamiliar with the specifics, but I do believe him to be an excellent choice, especially if such talk were to be true.”


      Ceylan nodded thoughtfully. “Brendan, Egberd, what are your thoughts on my appointing an attendant?”


      “I have no objections, Your Royal Highness, so long as the chosen candidate has the requisite ability,” replied Brendan.


      “My suggestion would be for Your Royal Highness to meet with Mr. Lazrael before coming to a decision,” Egberd said.


      “Then that is what I shall do,” Ceylan decided. “You will arrange the meeting for me, Quorido.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Brendan, Egberd. Have you knowledge of any other capable candidates?”


      “No one in particular, sir,” Brendan said. “Although I have heard that Saifice’s grandson has demonstrated remarkable talent.”


      “He is much too inexperienced at this stage,” Egberd said, “and such an appointment would hinder my family’s current duties.”


      “Those duties being the investigation surrounding the Institute of Magic?” Ceylan prompted.


      “The very same, sir, as His Majesty is also aware. My house has been tasked with keeping an eye on them since before Lainur held the power that it does.”


      “Yes... Something will have to be done sooner or later—the threat to our royal capital is too great. It is my intention to have the whole thing dealt with by the time father passes the crown to me.” Ceylan’s tone was courageous and resolute.


      But Egberd shook his head. “I ought to tell you, sir, that the one to defeat them has already been decided.”


      “What? Elaborate.”


      “Sir. That person’s feat has been foretold in The Prophecy of Shadows. For generations, my house has been told that we must do nothing to intervene until that person should appear, nor should we allow anyone else to attempt such intervention.”


      “A final request from your house’s founder... Well, then, can you tell me about the one who will appear?”


      “The Saint,” was all he said.


      Quorido frowned. “Are you talking about one of the three sages from The Spiritual Age?”


      “Indeed, I am.”


      “Mistletoe. Saint. Chime,” Brendan said. “I remember those names well from my childhood and the fairy tales recounted to me before bed. However, I struggle to believe that one of them is to appear in the flesh.”


      “It could be a reincarnation, or a new Saint altogether. That much is not clear. All I know is that it is my family’s duty to wait for them.”


      “According to the promise made with Lainur’s very first king,” Ceylan said knowingly.


      “Indeed, sir. The hope we hold for their defeat cannot be fulfilled until the Saint appears.”


      “Yes, I remember now. The Prophecy of Shadows... In that case, I have no choice but to stay my hand,” the prince said.


      “There is a purpose behind the securing of every locked box,” Egberd agreed.


      “Yes, and that purpose sometimes goes beyond keeping out thieves.” Satisfied, Ceylan nodded before moving on. “I believe it is about time we discussed the topics at hand. Are we all agreed?”


      The three dukes humbly voiced their assent.


      “The first is a matter I have already discussed with you,” Ceylan began.


      “Sir?” Brendan asked.


      The young royal responded by producing an aethometer from his breast pocket and sliding it across the pentagonal table.


      The muscular duke recognized it at once. “Ah. The aethometer.”


      Quorido beamed at the introduction of the device. “There have been more offices lent to its production at the Magician’s Guild lately, if I am not mistaken. Speaking of which, are you all aware of the new ‘switch’-type Sol Glasses that have come from there? They, too, are utterly fascinating. One is able to dismiss and retrieve the light at will by the simple pulling of a string. It completely removes the issue of light leaking out from the cloth one covers it with!”


      “Ah, yes,” said Ceylan. “I witnessed several such marvels on my visit to the Guild.”


      “You have seen them then, sir? House Zeele is already in negotiations to introduce them to our home.”


      “They will soon transform the palace too...but again, I digress.”


      “No, sir, I sincerely apologize for distracting us from the matter at hand. To you as well, Romalius and Saifice.”


      “If anything, less serious discussion is also a necessity,” Brendan said.


      “I am sure that it helps to put His Royal Highness at ease,” Egberd agreed.


      Though the pair seemed forgiving enough, it was impossible to know what they were really thinking. They may have been in agreement, or not, or perhaps they were simply impressed by Quorido’s ability to converse so lightheartedly with the prince.


      “Nonetheless, the preparations to announce the aethometer’s existence to the public are complete,” said Ceylan.


      “How exciting,” Brendan said.


      “Indeed. It will not be possible to sweep Nadar’s uprising under the rug. Instead, we shall unveil this extraordinary device in order to wipe that shameful incident from the public’s mind.”


      “Sir, it is difficult to find a connection between that incident and this invention that will make such a gambit successful.”


      “Not so. The aethometer was used to train a number of the units that took part in the war. Our military gains in the conflict were impressive, and we were able to suppress the insurrection at the earliest stages. That result will be known by the nations surrounding us, and its cause attributed to our thorough preparedness. And that is no exaggeration; the magic troops deployed for the fighting showed remarkable improvement compared to any we have known before.”


      “I expect the difference comes in the quality of the incantations?”


      “Correct. Not one of our magicians mis-incanted during the conflict. Furthermore, I hear they kept perfect time with one another.”


      “Will the device’s creator be made known at the same time?” Quorido asked.


      “No, it is too soon for that. We shall announce that the aethometer exists and nothing more.”


      “Might I ask why? The creator is sure to become a household name.”


      “People will be more grateful for the blessing that is the aethometer after they have experienced it for themselves. Its full benefits are not immediately obvious. Only once its usefulness is widely known will the inventor be able to receive maximum renown.”


      “But we already know of its full potential...” The amount of thought that Ceylan had put into this surprised Quorido. However, House Zeele was made up of civil officials rather than soldiers; the full benefits of the aethometer eluded them.


      Egberd was staring intently at the device and stroking his long beard thoughtfully. “When one looks back at Lainur’s history, the number of inventions as impactful as this one can be counted on a single hand. I daresay it even rivals the development of Sol Glasses. Personally, I believe its maker ought to be handsomely rewarded.”


      “Is it truly that magnificent a thing?” Quorido asked.


      “It is. When I first got ahold of it, my heart danced like it hadn’t in many, many years. It won’t be long now until it becomes a staple for every student of magic, and nothing could bring me more joy. It will reduce the time required to learn any spell, allowing that extra time to be put to good use elsewhere.”


      “Egberd,” Ceylan began, “it grieves both my father and myself that we could not have the aethometer introduced to the Institute any earlier.”


      “It was unavoidable. The device being what it is, I do not think anyone can refute that.” Egberd bowed his head.


      “I shall now officially share with you three the name of its creator. He is Arcus Raytheft of the eastern military houses. Brendan, you were present for the presentation at the Guild, so you should already know his name and face. What about you, Egberd?”


      “I have heard the name, sir.”


      “You know him, Saifice?” Brendan said. “I could barely believe my eyes when I first saw him at the presentation.”


      “Because he was so young?” Ceylan prompted.


      “Indeed. Especially since I was expecting Abend to be unveiling something.”


      Quorido, the least informed in the room, spoke then. “Are you talking about the Raythefts’ eldest son? I heard he accompanied Your Royal Highness on the battlefield and achieved great things.”


      “You heard correctly. Were it not for Arcus, I might not be here today.”


      “However, there is a much more prominent rumor that he was disinherited for his shocking lack of skill compared to the other magic houses.”


      “That can be attributed to his father’s blindness,” Ceylan explained. “His skill with a blade and his grasp of magic saw him fit to fight by my side.”


      “Said father is younger brother to a state magician, and he himself achieved great success fighting on the front lines to subjugate the Hans. They are a capable pair,” said Brendan.


      “The Raythefts are certainly one of the most prominent noble houses of Lainur, and one with a long history,” Egberd added. “When offered the chance to rise through the ranks, however, they have historically refused. Otherwise it might have been a march by now, having surpassed even House Cremelia that stands above them.”


      “I was not aware of that,” said Brendan.


      “Alas, but it is true. The situation is rather complex.”


      “I have heard the same,” Ceylan interjected. “Hence the house’s good name, despite its relatively low standing.”


      Egberd began to explain, his words flowing like a fast river. “From what I have heard, it all started shortly after the kingdom’s sudden rise in power. Disapproving of the Crosellodes’ prosperity, a militant faction from Bǎi Liánbāng invaded. The kingdom was still small, and had very few vassals it could rely on. The Raytheft head went to buy time until the royal family could get its forces together, meeting the enemy accompanied by a flaming titan. Once the eastern houses and royal family were able to join the fighting, they succeeded in pushing back the invasion. Raytheft, however, had fought hard and died in the battle, leaving his territory and population heavily damaged. That was one of the main factors behind the Raythefts’ decline in power and House Cremelia granting them its protection.”


      “That is also why the bond between the Raythefts and the Cremelias is stronger than those between the other eastern houses,” Brendan said. “Purce Cremelia was likely looking to strengthen that connection further by having his daughter marry into House Raytheft.”


      “It was their pride as a guardian of Lainur’s eastern front that led the house to turn down promotions too,” Egberd continued. “The same pride that presumably sees it stick stubbornly to certain outdated traditions.”


      “And yet, their loyalty to the royal family is unwavering. It used to be said that the Raythefts would be the last family standing by His Majesty’s side, although not as many people are aware of that reputation these days.”


      Quorido listened carefully to his seniors’ assessment. “About Arcus Raytheft, then. Is it true that his aether runs lower than the average for those military houses?”


      “Unfortunately, it is so. If only his aether had been higher, he, too, might be known as a Lionheart.” Ceylan sighed before continuing. “I am considering making him a state magician.”


      The three dukes looked at him in surprise.


      Brendan knitted his brow. “Is it not too soon to be making such a decision, sir?”


      “Oh? He ought to be rewarded for his efforts, and I believe that would include conferring unto him a suitable position.”


      “Do you really mean that, sir?”


      “It was in jest. As you said, it would be rather hasty to make that decision at this point.”


      Though Ceylan laughed it off, Egberd looked none too pleased. “If I may, sir, he ought to be made to take the exam, lest the public suspect favoritism.”


      “Certainly. I was not suggesting anything as tyrannical as neglecting due process. I do consider it something of a waste of time, however. I can already predict how he will fare. Unfortunately...”


      “His lack of aether will pose a problem, won’t it?” Egberd said.


      “Yes. I doubt that the other military houses will stay quiet, considering that his aether lies below the average.”


      “So unveiling this device will also serve to lay the groundwork for his eventual appointment?”


      “Frankly speaking, yes. However, I am not asking you to act at this time. Nor is his magic yet at a level worthy of the title of state magician. Do not forget that father and I are keeping a very close eye on him, given what he has created.”


      Ceylan’s message was clear: the royal family expected great things from Arcus and favored him besides. They had laid claim to him, and woe betide any of the dukes should they do anything to interfere.


      Having already established himself as the one to ask the most questions at this meeting, Quorido turned to Brendan. “What are your thoughts, Romalius?”


      “The boy may have invented the aethometer, but that is all he has done. That is indeed impressive in its own right, but is it enough to become a state magician? I agree with His Royal Highness. A state magician must possess both tremendous magic and the power with which to use it.”


      “And you, Saifice?”


      “It is difficult to say without having met the boy in question. I shall no doubt have plenty of opportunities to do so at the Institute.”


      Neither of them had given Quorido an especially satisfying answer.


      “In any case, the aethometer will be announced to the public shortly. Now, on to the next topic of our agenda...”


      With that, Ceylan moved on to other matters.

    

  

  
    
      Part 1: The Aethometer’s Unveiling


      That day, Arcus was visiting one of his favorite large stores. While a nobleman with his own estate might very well call on a merchant to visit, he felt it would be too arrogant; he didn’t yet have his own title and he was still a child. So, as usual, he sent word to let them know he was coming before setting off.


      When he arrived, he was greeted by the proprietor and the clerk with whom he often dealt, who then showed him into the reception office. Inside was a glass table, leather couches, and a faint, floral scent. Arcus took a seat on the couch, at which the other two men sat across from him. The maid, who had come in with them, held a glass water jug with red petals floating in it. When Arcus took a sip from the glass he was poured, the aroma of roses spread over his tongue, and he took a moment to savor it.


      “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.” He addressed the broad-shouldered storekeeper.


      “Not at all! We are honored that you choose our store for all your engraving needs. It pains me to think that you so often call on us, when we should be coming to you.”


      “It’s no big deal.”


      “Oh, but it is! You hold the Order of the Silver Cross, at your age, and you even have a workshop within the Magician’s Guild! We are endlessly grateful that you still continue to do business with us.”


      “Oh... Oh, right. I guess when I start getting more responsibilities, I’ll have you come to my estate instead.”


      “Are you expecting things to change in that regard?”


      “Not expecting. Hoping, I guess.”


      “My, my. Well, it is certainly our intention to maintain a good relationship with you, no matter what happens.”


      “Same here.”


      The storekeeper bowed his head.


      Unless he was dealing with especially important seals, Arcus tended to deal only with the clerk. Lately, however, the storekeeper had been coming to see him too, providing he had the time to do so. Arcus supposed he shouldn’t be surprised—as the proprietor had alluded to, he did have his own seal workshop in the Guild now.


      “How have the sales been on those pull-cord Sol Glasses?” Arcus asked.


      “They have been very popular. The authorities have been eager to get them in their offices, and we have had floods of requests from novelty-loving nobles hoping their own employees will reverse-engineer them.”


      “In that case, please be sure they put forward the necessary royalty forms for the regular switch versions to the Magician’s and Artisan’s Guilds, as we agreed.”


      “Certainly.”


      Arcus had developed two forms of Sol Glass that could be turned on and off on demand: one with a simple switch and one with a pull cord. This store was acting as a mediator for their sale. The Magician’s Guild didn’t sell anything directly, so it was common to sell one’s products and technology wholesale to a trusted venue, then collect a portion of the profits as royalties. Though both he and the Guild were dipping into those profits by quite a bit, it seemed the store was not faring too badly at all from the arrangement. Otherwise the storekeeper wouldn’t be beaming like he was.


      “We look forward to serving you again,” he said. After handing a few bills to Arcus, he left, still bowing.


      The boy turned back to the clerk, who, as ever, was rubbing his hands together eagerly enough to start a fire. Arcus had to wonder whether he still had fingerprints, or whether they had been dissolved by friction long ago.


      “Have you got what I asked for?” he asked the clerk.


      “Aah,” the clerk sighed dramatically. “This is the first time you’ve ever asked for a gemstone. Might there be a lovely young lady you wish to gift it to?”


      “It’s nothing like that. Sorry to get your hopes up, but I just need it for magic—as usual.”


      “Is that right? Well, if you ever find yourself in need of a gift, I would be happy to help. I guarantee to find you something sure to put a smile on the face of the recipient.”


      Arcus laughed nervously. “I’ll bear that in mind. Thanks.”


      When he had contacted the store to give warning of his arrival, he had requested to be shown a certain jewel.


      “You must seek an emerald.”


      That was the instruction Chain had given him—something she had claimed would “prove useful.” He wasn’t sure how the jewel would help him, but he figured the first step would be to get ahold of one.


      The clerk spread a cloth over the glass table, upon which he lined up a number of gemstones. “This one is sodalite, mined in the Stone Valley. Here we have a ruby, and this one is a diamond from Zeilner. And finally, a sapphire—one of Sapphireberg’s finest.”


      “Wow, look at them! Is that all of them?” Arcus asked.


      “Yes. These are all the gemstones we have in stock at the moment.”


      The sun streaming in through the window caught each stone and set it aglow with shimmering light. Their vivid colors and clarity spoke to their quality. None of them, however, were what Arcus was looking for.


      “Um, would you happen to have any emeralds?”


      “Emer... I am afraid I might be unfamiliar.”


      “An emerald. Haven’t you heard of them? It’s a green stone and, when you polish it, its color gets even brighter.”


      “A green stone? I know of jades, but...in all the thirty years I’ve worked here, I’ve never seen anything like what you are describing.”


      “Oh...”


      Arcus must have looked disappointed, because the clerk bowed his head deeply.


      “I apologize that I could not be of more use.”


      “It’s fine. If you don’t have it, you don’t have it.”


      “An...‘emerald,’ was it? Would you like me to see if I can locate one for you?”


      “Yeah, that’d be great. They’re not the same shade of green as jades. If you could be as thorough as possible in your search, I’d appreciate it.”


      “Understood.”


      Now that the arrangement was made, it was back to the drawing board for Arcus. Thinking about it now, he had never seen anything resembling an emerald either. The only time he had even heard the word was when Chain had appeared in his dream. His knowledge was limited to the pictures and videos from the man’s world—the man whose life he had once experienced through another dream. It was quite possible that the precious stone wasn’t a part of the gem industry in this world. That was likely why he had been told to “seek” one, rather than to “obtain” one, which also seemed to suggest that “obtaining” one would be far from an easy task. All things considered, however, Arcus did not possess a mine of his own, and he had no idea in which sort of mine he might find an emerald. Though he revisited the man’s memories, he couldn’t recall any sorts of documents that might help him either.


      “Wait... I did get that letter saying Gilles was planning to show up soon.”


      The sudden memory put a stop to his reverie.




      There was a room in the tower of Arcus’s home that acted as both a library and a reception area. He sat there now, across from a young man who wore a tulip hat. He was as suspicious as they came, with his narrow, fox-like eyes and a thin smile that never seemed to leave his lips. When he spoke, he did so with sweeping, theatrical gestures, all the while taking a good look at his surroundings. No doubt he was searching for any sort of business opportunity. His name was Gilles, and he was a traveling merchant.


      It wasn’t long after Arcus received his letter that Gilles turned up at the estate. His commercial spirit was as robust as ever. No sooner had Arcus shown him in than his eyes sparkled at the pull-cord Sol Glasses, and he came out with a deluge of questions about the items around the boy’s home.


      They had only been speaking in the reception room for a short time when Arcus was forced to speak those ruthless words. “No deal. And that’s final.”


      “Whoa, whoa, hold up a sec!” Gilles cried, springing up from the couch.


      But Arcus wasn’t about to back down. He stayed seated, folding his arms and giving the merchant a hard stare. “Sorry, but I’ve made my decision.”


      “Y’said y’were gonna listen to me, Arcus! What’s changed?!”


      “Yeah, listen. I didn’t say I was gonna deal with you.”


      “Well, sure, but...”


      Arcus knew he still ought to be wary of Gilles. The merchant’s background and goals were unclear, and sometimes he said things that mystified Arcus. He doubted this man was setting him up for anything, but he was definitely the type to covertly benefit from any dealings “by accident”—the shameless type, who didn’t consider lying by omission to be dishonest. There was no such thing as being overly cautious around people like that.


      “You really want to deal in the stuff I’ve made?”


      “You betcha.”


      “What sorts of profits would we be looking at?”


      “I reckon it’d take a while before we’d find out. But I can promise y’a heckton of new connections!”


      “You want me to take a loss initially? Listen, I’m new to all this stuff. You’re gonna have to explain the exact benefits having all these new connections is gonna bring. Otherwise I can’t deal.”


      “Yeah, thought not...”


      “And what would you gain from selling my stuff?”


      “Oh, y’know. A teeny portion of the profits.”


      “That’s not all though, is it?”


      Gilles chuckled like he thought it constituted an answer.


      “You can tell me that much, right?” Arcus pressed.


      “Now, Arcus, y’gotta understand that I can’t tell y’everythin’.” The merchant grinned, but that tactic wasn’t about to work.


      “All right. Deal’s off, then.”


      “Grrk!”


      Arcus didn’t have enough experience dealing with merchants—the only technique in his arsenal was to be a stone wall. He had to remain stubborn until his negotiating partner gave in out of frustration. There was no reason to force himself into a contract with Gilles at this very moment. It was almost relaxing to be able to put up a firm front.


      “Listen, Arcus. I guarantee this’ll make you a profit.”


      “Well yeah, that’s the most basic of my conditions. What kind of merchant is gonna try and offer me a deal where I lose out? I need to know how this is gonna benefit me on top of making money.”


      “I can’t tell y’that till the stuff starts to sell big.”


      “Forget about how much it sells. Give me some immediate benefits.”


      “You’re gonna be makin’ a ton of new acquaintances, that’s for sure. The more folk y’know, the better, right? Least for nobles like yourself. They can help y’out in a pinch and stuff.”


      Arcus couldn’t argue with that, especially from a noble point of view. It was quite common for nobles to create a widespread network to help protect their vested interests. The question was whether a single deal with a mere merchant could really help him foster that network. Furthermore, Arcus didn’t need so many connections at this point, so it wasn’t exactly an enticing offer for him.


      Man, this is all so complicated...


      His lack of experience meant he was really struggling to judge this deal. Not to mention...


      I’d have to put a whole lot of trust into Gilles for this one.


      When someone came to you guaranteeing a profit, common sense said they were trying to scam you. There was no such thing as a risk-free investment. Arcus could remember an encounter between the man in his dreams and an acquaintance who worked as a salesman. The salesman had offered him guaranteed work, but with the risk of a loss. As he recalled, the offer had come over a drink.


      Their experiences in Rustinell meant Arcus didn’t entirely distrust Gilles—but he still wasn’t entirely comfortable with all of this.


      “C’mon, you’re lookin’ at me like I’m a crook!” Gilles protested.


      “But you know how fishy all of this sounds, right? I feel like you’re making it fishier on purpose.”


      “Maybe I am.” Gilles smiled at him thinly.


      “And that’s why I’m frowning at you.”


      What on earth was this man thinking? Arcus was starting to think that he didn’t want to go through with this deal.


      An impish grin rose to the merchant’s face. “Y’know, what I’m hearin’ is y’don’t have anythin’ y’think is actually gonna sell.”


      “Now that’s definitely not true.” Arcus produced one of his inventions and placed it on the table. It was the kettle he had made in his workshop, a device that heated up water in an instant that had greatly impressed the group he’d shown it to.


      “Whazzat?” Gilles asked.


      “It boils water instantly.”


      “Instantly? Y’mean...”


      “Well, okay, not instantly, but it’s pretty quick. You fill it with water like this and then put it on this stand here...”


      It wasn’t long until steam was emitting from the kettle’s spout.


      “Wah!”


      “Now you can have hot water quickly without the need to start a fire.” As he spoke, Arcus poured the water into a glass pot filled with tea leaves. Steam clouded the top part of the pot as the stream of water sent the leaves dashing this way and that. Soon, the hot water leached the color from them, leaving the liquid a reddish brown. Arcus poured the tea into a cup, from which a puff of steam and a gentle aroma rose.


      Gilles’s eyes sparkled like he had found a rare treasure. “I could sell that! ’Specially up north! It’d sell like crazy over there!”


      “Oh yeah?”


      “Yeah! It’s mighty cold up there, and there ain’t no easy way to get hot water.”


      “That’s true. All you’d need to do is melt some snow and stick it in here. Though I guess it’d need some reworking to bear the temperatures...”


      “True, true! This is gonna be great! Even the folk outside the mountains are gonna love this!”


      That wasn’t news to Arcus. Products like this were wildly popular in the man’s world. To people who bought them for the first time, they were a total game changer.


      In certain rural areas of this world, it could take anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour to heat up water. A product that could do it in seconds was bound to be popular.


      Although Arcus was selling his pull-cord Sol Glasses through the store, there were a number of other items that he was selling by himself. The kettle and anything utilizing a similar technique, however, were things he had been saving.


      “Y’can’t show me somethin’ like this and then tell me ‘deal’s off’!”


      “You’re the only person I’ve shown this to, apart from my close associates. That should be enough for you.”


      “Eh, I guess you’re right...”


      “I owe you one for giving us that info back in Rustinell, which is why I’m doing this. Think about it like this. Selling this means you won’t have to rely on weapons all the time, right?”


      “Yeah... I way prefer sellin’ stuff that’s useful over weapons.”


      “I want you to think about what you can offer me before we meet again.”


      “Aight. I’ll have a potential market for you next time. Can I look at that pull-cord Sol Glass again for a bit?”


      “Sure.”


      A while after their conversation ended, Arcus asked, “Say, Gilles, have you ever heard of an emerald?”


      “An eme-what-what?”


      “An emerald.”


      “Naw.” Gilles frowned, puzzled.


      “Huh. I thought there was a chance you might know something...” Arcus mirrored the merchant’s expression.


      He had been to jewelers all over the capital since speaking to the clerk, but none of his efforts had borne any fruit. All the dealers he had asked had told him they’d never heard of or seen such a gemstone, and now he was at a loss. It didn’t make any sense. This world had sapphires, rubies, and even aquamarines, which had the same composition as emeralds, but there was no trace of the stone itself.


      “This eme-thingy important to you, Arcus?”


      “I dunno if I’d say that. I just haven’t spotted any.”


      “Huh? Y’seen ’em before, then?”


      “Yeah, a while back.”


      “What do they look like?”


      “When polished, they shine with a green light. But they’re not jades. You ever seen anything like that?”


      “Dunno... But if y’want one, I’ll see what I can find.”


      “Thanks. You don’t have to get me one or anything. Just let me know if you see one.”


      With that, their first round of talks was over, ending with as much success as Arcus’s last hunt for an emerald.


      The aethometer’s announcement had now been officially confirmed. There was still much to do before the exact date was decided, but there was little doubt that it would happen sometime in the near future. Porque Nadar’s abortive civil war had pushed the royal family to make the decision.


      The kingdom’s reputation had suffered thanks to Nadar’s treason. The royal family would rather the kingdom remain seen as a great power than one prone to dissension and internal strife. Likewise, the royal family’s desired narrative was that the war had been a fluke, only made possible by the Empire’s interference. They had decided to announce the aethometer in order to strengthen this posture.


      The aethometer was a symbol of innovation. It would likely be enough to instantly kill off all conversation of an isolated nobleman’s minor rebellion. Lainur’s magicians, who were already known for their prowess, were set to grow even stronger. The announcement would set that knowledge firmly in the minds of other nations, and any who might have been hoping to take advantage of the kingdom’s perceived weakness would be forced to reconsider.


      Any hostile nation that charged blindly ahead regardless of the announcement would find its military reduced to fodder for Lainur’s magicians. Meanwhile, any allied nations that got on the kingdom’s bad side would find it reluctant to export aethometers to them. And every nation would be forced to change its diplomatic strategy in regards to Lainur. It was unlikely that any of them would try to meddle even slightly in the nation’s affairs for the time being.


      Domestically, the announcement was sure to bolster the nation’s sense of solidarity. With a powerful military force behind it, nobles would be less inclined to leave the kingdom or, indeed, rebel. Nobody would want to become the next Porque Nadar.


      The nation’s interests aside, Arcus was personally rather satisfied with the timing. He was settled into his new house and had everything he needed to prepare for the announcement. The only caveat was that his name was not to be announced with it; he would be known as talentless for a while longer. Apparently, it would be more of a boon to his renown if his name was revealed after the aethometer and its blessings were widely known. And so, they would wait a year to do so—two at most.


      Though it struck Arcus as odd that the royal family was putting so much work into the reveal, he was also aware that there were things they weren’t telling him. Ceylan confirmed as much when he called Arcus to the palace.


      “Your Royal Highness wishes for me to create more powerful spells?”


      “Correct. I am expecting great things from you. And it should not be too much to ask of a boy of your talents. You have already created the aethometer; your name’s place in this nation’s history is guaranteed. What remains is a necessity to excel as a magician. You must create spells to impress even the most seasoned mages and make a real name for yourself.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Good. I shall look forward to your success.”


      Though Arcus accepted the instruction, he had no idea how he was actually going to accomplish it. Creating a powerful spell wasn’t exactly easy, but his status was such that he could not deny a request from the prince.


      His lack of aether would be the bottleneck to producing such spells. His levels were equivalent to the average magician one might find on the street; any spell he made needed to be light on its aether consumption and, even then, he would quickly run out when experimenting. That would make the process even longer. He had been trying to solve his aether troubles for quite some time; he hadn’t thought such a large request would be made of him before he had found a way to do so.




      “I can’t believe how late it is...”
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