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      Prologue: Alcohol and Its Allure


      Arcus and Noah were visiting Craib’s library, which he kept inside a small storehouse in one corner of his estate. He called it a storehouse, at least, but as haphazardly organized as it was, “dump” suited the place better. Had it been a closet, it would be fit to bursting with everything Craib casually crammed in there, but fortunately it was a mite bigger. The thick layers of dust spread about the place gave the impression that nothing in here was important enough to bother caring for. The shutters nailed onto the building to keep out the rain meant there wasn’t a lick of natural light allowed inside. Arcus and Noah were forced to bring in a Sol Glass lantern to carry out their search.


      “This place feels kinda haunted,” said Arcus.


      “I have heard that Craib does not exactly prioritize keeping this place in order.”


      “Ugh! Look at the size of that spider! There’s enough webbing here to lose a grown man in it.”


      Arcus shuddered as the creature came into view under the light of the lantern. Even compared to the most impressive spiders from the man’s world, this one was on the larger side.


      “If I might ask, Master Arcus, what exactly is your objective in coming here?” Noah asked, without even batting an eyelid at the sinister arachnid.


      “I was thinking I might be able to find something that my uncle overlooked. I know he’s smarter than me, but we don’t look at things from the same perspective; I thought it was worth having a rummage through here.”


      “I see. And your real reason?”


      Arcus paused. “Things’ve been kinda slow on my end lately. I haven’t made any new discoveries for ages, and to be honest, I’m pretty desperate.”


      Though he laughed to hide his embarrassment, it was true that his studies had slowed to a snail’s pace. His work with the Ancient Chronicles was very stop-and-go, with more stopping than going, and it had been a long time since he had learned any new artglyphs. He’d been beating his head against spell development, too; if he was lucky, something in here might provide the critical spark of inspiration.


      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m doing what I can, but it’s just that my uncle has so much more stuff than I do.”


      “Indeed he does. However, it may surprise you to know that this is not where he keeps his most valuable materials.”


      “Yeah, I know!” Arcus replied, a little more snippily than he intended.


      It was as he was rifling through one of the bookshelves, frustration quickening his movements, that a pile of books atop it came crashing down. Arcus let out a cry.


      “Try not to be so impatient,” Noah sighed, moving in to pick up the books and sweep away the dust. “Has anything caught your eye just yet?”


      “Dunno. I’m gonna keep looking.”


      Arcus continued his search along and around the dust-covered shelves. Going through each book, he opened it up and brought the lantern up to skim it. None of these books had been opened for several years, as evidenced by each one housing a family of booklice which Arcus wiped away under his glove. After a while, he found what appeared to be a discarded bundle of books.


      “Huh?”


      Just like everything else in this place, it had not been treasured in the slightest, stuffed away in here because its owner deemed it unnecessary. Arcus was instinctively intrigued by it. Even if Craib scanned these books, he doubted his uncle would have paid much attention to their details. It was quite possible that there were secrets inside waiting for Arcus to be the first to discover them.


      He rummaged through them and pulled out one with a peculiar-looking cover. The book was written in the Elder Tongue.


      “This looks interesting...”


      Arcus’s heart began to race in anticipation. The rush he felt was stronger than usual, because it had been so long since he found anything like this. He read the cover: Klin Botter’s Guide to Surreptitious Distillation.


      “What?! It’s just a guide to moonshining!” Arcus growled, slamming his fist on the floor in frustration.


      Noah stopped what he was doing to approach his master. “Is something the matter?”


      “Nah, it’s nothing. How are you getting on?”


      “I am afraid I haven’t found anything particularly relevant.”


      The search went on long after that, but the pair found nothing magic-related at all. As the only thing that looked slightly interesting, Arcus reluctantly took the moonshining guide home to look through. It was written in the Elder Tongue, after all. Even if the contents had nothing to do with magic, there was a chance he might pick up some new words or phrases.


      “I guess it’s worth a read.”


      His expectations low, Arcus did just that. To his surprise, the book was more about brewing alcohol legitimately than moonshining.


      Still, it’s not much more than a book of recipes...


      Most of the words and expressions in the book were ones Arcus knew already. The recipes themselves were simply altered versions of common ones found in any book. Why the author had gone through the effort of writing it all out in the Elder Tongue remained a total mystery.


      “Wait, what’s this? ‘Thaumaturgical Strategies for Optimal Beveragecraft’?”


      It was a section tucked away at the very back of the book. The process was written out in detail, and even included accounts of how different temperatures affected brewing.


      Temperature. Humidity. These were concepts that Arcus only knew from the man’s world; in this world, they remained undiscovered—so much so that even the way his aethometer combined the expansion of a material with a measure seemed innovative to this world’s people.


      The way temperature was described in this book in such a matter of fact way meant that, whenever it was written, it was a well-known concept that could be measured.


      They do say that civilization was at its height when The Magician’s Elegy was written...


      It had been a time where magical knowledge and innovation was at its peak—but it was that very same technology that had brought about the period’s downfall. That had been several centuries ago now, though.


      “Optimal beverages, huh?”


      Arcus knew the taste of alcohol from the man’s world. The alcohol he drank in celebration was particularly delicious. Of course, Arcus was too young to drink anything like that here, but it wouldn’t hurt to begin preparations in any case. Something he could drink as a toast when the aethometer was finally announced to the world on a mass scale. His mouth was already watering at the prospect, and he was forced to swallow to avoid drooling.


      “The stuff sure is tempting...”


      Arcus wasted no time in getting to work. He quickly scribbled out a list of the required ingredients in plain text. The key was to imbue a certain plant with a secret magic, creating a new plant known as soma.


      “Now to give this list to Noah and ask him to get all this stuff for me.”


      And that was how Arcus got into brewing alcohol.

    

  

  
    
      Part 1: The Aethometer, Revealed


      Today, Arcus was visiting the Magician’s Guild with Craib, Noah, and Cazzy. They were here regarding the aethometer; it was finally time for its official unveiling, and it was to be announced at the Guild itself.


      That being said, the announcement would be limited to a very select few. The meeting could almost be considered secret, with only a number of state magicians, medical luminaries, generals, and important military figures in attendance. There was a good reason for keeping the meeting so small, and that was to do with the aethometer’s inherent nature.


      One of the biggest advantages of the device was its potential to increase the pace of magical acquisition, which could lead to an explosion of powerful magicians in a very short span. This potential would have a direct influence on military affairs. Not only would this boom of powerful magicians create more might for the armed forces to make use of, but those already in the army would benefit from the aethometer as well.


      This was also why unveiling the aethometer on a grand scale was risky. Assuming its existence became common knowledge, the device could easily leak to foreign powers, meaning Lainur would not be the only country to reap the benefits. Even if it was just a matter of time before rumors spread anyway, it was paramount that the kingdom treat it like any other secret weapon; the overwhelming advantage it offered would only last as long as its mystique.


      The representatives had gathered in the Guild’s Blue Room. The room was reserved for large meetings and high-priority gatherings of state magicians. The room was long, narrow, and windowless. The embroidered carpet was bright red. Tapestries hung from the ceiling. The abundant pillars were hung with the royal family’s flag. In the very center of the room was a glass, C-shaped table, with nameplates set at each seat.


      All in all, it was everything a meeting room should be, with the flair of a medieval European castle to boot. The state magicians and military leaders who Godwald and Craib had summoned were already in their seats. In less clandestine circumstances they would have called on the heads of more military families. Purce Cremelia was present, but Joshua Raytheft was not, which was likely a decision made by Godwald and Craib.


      It took ages, but I finally made it...


      Arcus was waiting to speak, partitioned off in a small space in the room and trembling in joyful anticipation. It had taken two whole years to get to this announcement. Two years of finalizing and fine-tuning his invention, and acquiring the means to mass produce it. His age played no small part in the timing, and while he knew that it was important to unveil it at the right time, two years was not an insignificant wait for a child.


      “Nervous? You’re shakin’ like a leaf,” Craib, who was waiting with Arcus, said.


      “Yeah, I mean... look at where we are.”


      “You need not be nervous, Arcus Raytheft,” Godwald chipped in from behind him, his expression as grim as ever. “Should anything go wrong, we are here to step in.”


      “Th-Thank you, Guildmaster.”


      “Though it’s not like we know as much about your invention as you do,” Craib added.


      “Indeed,” Godwald said with a small smile.


      Despite their attempts to calm him, Arcus was unable to feel completely at ease. He was about to address Lainur’s highest authority figures. Anybody with even an ounce of respect for them would feel nervous. Craib and Godwald, of course, were exceptions.


      “These are not the type of people you need to be nervous around,” Godwald said.


      “Yeah, just look at ’em.”


      At Craib’s encouragement, Arcus peered around the side of the partition. Everyone in the room was currently enjoying themselves and partaking in high-spirited conversation. Only the military leaders were quiet, presumably because they knew this announcement was magic-related, and therefore decided it didn’t directly concern them. The magicians, on the other hand, were brimming with excitement as they chattered earnestly among themselves. Arcus studied them one by one.


      There was a slender man who looked equally likely to be fifteen or forty; an elegant, elderly gentleman dressed to the absolute nines; a magician who busied himself by playing with the walnuts on the table as he leaned back in his chair, hardly seeming to care where he was; a woman with long bangs clad in a white dress; and a young girl who was the spitting image of a stereotypical witch, hat and all.


      Arcus pricked his ears to see if he could pick up any interesting tidbits of conversation.


      The walnut magician let out a deep sigh. “I can’t be assed with this...”


      Whoever he was, he had quite a nerve to be speaking like that in a place filled with so many important people. Quite aside from his words, even his tone of voice gave off a clear message that he didn’t want to be there.


      The witch in the high-peaked hat sitting across from him glared at him. “Why did you attend if you would rather be somewhere else?”


      “Crucible asked me, that’s why. It was easier to come than to argue with him.”


      “Really, it shouldn’t matter who invited you. We have a duty to attend these meetings. I cannot understand why you wouldn’t be excited about this, either.”


      The walnut magician’s expression hardened. “I had to give up something incredibly important to be here, y’know.”


      “And what would that be?”


      “Sleep.”


      “Oh, you are awful!” The witch glared coldly at him.


      Meanwhile, the magician in the white dress was speaking to the man sitting at the head of the table.


      “Have you heard anything about today’s presentation, Roheim?”


      “I have. The Guildmaster explained it to me in great detail.”


      “And?”


      “Well, listen to the presentation, and you shall see for yourself.”


      “O-Oh, of course. Please excuse me.” Clearly, she felt he was chastising her for being too impatient. She bowed her head several times in apology.


      “No need to apologize,” Roheim responded. Apparently he didn’t mean to criticize her.


      The walnut magician smiled suggestively at Roheim. “You sure you just don’t know yourself, Master Waterwheel?”


      Roheim chuckled, neither confirming nor denying his question.


      “Hey, don’t just laugh! I wanna know!”


      “Waterwheel, if I may. I believe he is trying to get the information from you so that he might leave before the presentation.”


      “Yeah, ’course I am.”


      “Is that right, Frederick? Well, please be assured that you would regret sitting this one out.”


      “Ugh...”


      Despite his attitude, even he didn’t dare to speak back to his superiors.


      The older gentleman sitting opposite Roheim spoke up. “From your words, I gather the presentation we are due to witness is not to be sniffed at.”


      “Indeed, although I’m surprised the Guildmaster hasn’t already told you all about it, Gastarque.”


      “I’ve been busy planning our new stronghold, not to mention training up my disciple. I didn’t have the time to ask him.” Gastarque turned to the general sitting next to him, Purce Cremelia. “How about you, Count Cremelia? Heard anything? You are fairly close to Mr. Abend, aren’t you?”


      “Nothing this time, I’m afraid, My Lord.”


      “Is that so? It would appear that anything substantive regarding this project is being kept closely guarded.”


      “Oh?”


      “Information like this spreads very easily through the routes the researchers use to procure their materials or consult their documents, or through the state magicians they ask to assist them. Yet in this case, nobody even knows who will be presenting; whoever it is has been very careful to circulate the information to a small and tight-lipped circle.”


      Purce and the other generals let out a hum of admiration at Gastarque’s deduction.


      Roheim looked back at him. “I have heard that the project in question was not Craib’s.”


      “What? But he’s the one who called us here.”


      “What could this mean?”


      “It shan’t be long until you all find out. From the looks of things, the presentation is ready.”


      The Guildmaster stepped out onto the stage, and all at once the curious magicians fell silent. Reaching the center of the stage, he began to address the members in front of him, his voice as stern as ever.


      “Thank you very much for taking the time out of your busy schedules to join us today.” The Guildmaster swept his gaze over the crowd, leaving a highly-charged tension in its wake.


      This man was the leader of the state magicians, and even the generals respected his authority. The only people in the room who weren’t shrinking back were Gastarque, Roheim, and Purce, who looked to be the eldest among the military representatives.


      Aside from them, there was someone who reacted very differently. It was the young witch in the robe and hat. Arcus studied her closely, his curiosity piqued.


      “That is Mercuria String,” Noah whispered in his ear, noticing his confusion. “I understand what you might be thinking, but she is actually in her late twenties.”


      For whatever reason, Mercuria was burying her face in her hands.


      Godwald cleared his throat. “Mercuria? What is the matter?”


      “I’m sorry, sir! Your face is just too terrifying! I cannot bear to look at it!”


      Arcus felt a prick of pity in his chest for the poor Guildmaster. Godwald waited patiently until Mercuria slowly began to peer out from under her fingers.


      “C-Can I look now, sir?”


      “Yes. Don’t worry, I shan’t look your way anymore,” Godwald lied, staring right at her.


      Mercuria, however, seemed to believe him, and removed her hands from her face... before swiftly flying into a panic.


      “A-Ah! S-S-Sir! You deceived me! You’re looking right at me!”


      “Simply seeing my face should not fill you with despair!” Godwald snapped.


      “Eeeek! I’m sorry, sir! I’m so sorry! Please! Spare my life!” Mercuria wailed.


      Arcus thought back to the last time they visited the Guild. It seemed there were a lot of people who decided the Guildmaster was after their blood. Perhaps he had a very dark past Arcus wasn’t aware of. It wasn’t too hard to imagine, given the scar on his face.


      “Good show as always, sir,” Gastarque said. “Your very existence strikes fear into the hearts of even us state magicians.”


      “That... wasn’t...” Godwald’s eyebrow twitched.


      Once he somehow managed to finish up his address, Arcus took to the stage alongside Craib. His uncle was acting as his guardian today, with Noah and Cazzy as Arcus’s assistants.


      The crowd couldn’t disguise its surprise at the sudden appearance of a child and his two unconventional attendants. Craib was the first to speak once everyone was in position.


      “I cannot thank you enough for taking the time to be here today.”


      It took Arcus a split second to realize those words really had come from his uncle, and no one else. He didn’t know Craib was capable of being so polite, given how blunt he usually was. Undoubtedly it was to do with the number of people in the audience who outranked him. He recalled the last time Craib and Purce met; Craib had surprised Arcus the same way.


      Once Craib finished speaking, the walnut magician opened his mouth. “Hey, Crucible! Could ya try and keep things short today? I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t you and the Guildmaster who summoned us.”


      “Huh? Who’dya think you are? You saying if Gastarque or Roheim called you here, you’d have skipped?” Craib asked.


      “What? Uh, no, I didn’t...” he glanced at the two older magicians, a stream of flustered excuses gushing from his mouth.


      Roheim raised a finger in the air. “Don’t worry, Frederick. Every generation of state magicians has its troublemaker. You’ve always been difficult to deal with, and we are very much used to it.”


      “U-Uh... Um...”


      “Look at you, stumbling over your words,” Mercuria said.


      “Shut your mouth,” Frederick grumbled.


      “Hold on a second, Roheim,” Craib chimed in. “If every generation has a troublemaker, who was ours?”


      “I am sure I do not need to answer that question.”


      At that, every head in the room turned to look at Craib. It seemed the rumors were true. Roheim started to chuckle, leaving Craib with a very uncomfortable look on his face. Since he wasn’t speaking back, Arcus guessed that Roheim was also one of his superiors, just like Godwald.


      Craib cleared his throat before sweeping his gaze over the room. “Alicia’s not here for obvious reasons, but has anybody heard from Renault or Cassim?”


      It was Godwald who answered his question. “I’m having Renault keep an eye on the south, and His Majesty has asked Cassim to keep watch over Alicia.”


      “Right. I was hoping everyone would be here, but I guess we’ll just put it down to bad luck.”


      “Bad luck?” Roheim asked quietly with a raised eyebrow.


      “The worst of luck. I can see Renault throwing a fit when he realizes what he missed.”


      “Renault? Throwing a fit? Are we thinking of the same man?”


      “That’s exactly how big this announcement is.”


      Gastarque watched their exchange with great amusement. Arcus meanwhile, couldn’t help but frown. Craib implied there were three magicians missing tonight, but even counting those three, the numbers didn’t add up.


      “Noah,” he whispered, “there are twelve state magicians, right, including Alicia Rotterbell? But that means there are more than just three missing, doesn’t it?”


      “Indeed. The remaining two, however, come from and reside in different kingdoms. Twisted Karma, or Shurelia Rimaleon, is a general of Sapphireberg, one of Lainur’s allied nations. Swift Wind, better known as His Majesty Al Ritsuellie Baldan, is king of Zelipus, a kingdom which falls under Lainur’s jurisdiction.”


      “Oh... I didn’t know Lainur appointed state magicians from different nations.”


      That would explain why they weren’t in attendance. Sapphireberg was one of Lainur’s neighbors, but it was still a long way from the latter’s capital. As for the king of Zelipus, it wouldn’t be a great look for you to rush off at the request of another country when you had your own country’s problems to deal with and territory to look after. Then there was the aforementioned issue of wanting to keep the aethometer a secret within Lainur’s borders...


      Arcus suddenly realized that the female magician in the white dress was looking at him. “Who is that young girl with you, Craib? I’m assuming she must be related, with hair like that.”


      “Indeed. She looks as though she’ll be a stunningly beautiful woman in five years or so,” Gastarque added with an unsettling chuckle.


      Arcus began to tremble, but couldn’t quite pinpoint why. Perhaps it was the lecherous glint in the old man’s eye.


      “Please, Gastarque, he’s my nephew.”


      Frederick’s eyes widened. “‘Nephew’?! He’s a boy? A boy, with a face like that?! Or is this a wolf in sheep’s clothing-type deal?”


      Meanwhile, Gastarque was completely stiff for a split second, before he righted himself. “Oh, I see. He’s a boy. Unusually pretty, for a boy. What a shame!”


      The old magician wasn’t even trying to hide his disappointment. Arcus wished he would stop sobbing about it. Despite how well he was dressed, he couldn’t conceal his moral bankruptcy. If he wasn’t mistaken, the two women in the room had shifted their chairs ever so slightly away from him.


      So this was the real Gastarque Rondiel, the state magician known as Fortress. He was the most famous magician in the land, and Arcus was a little disappointed to find out the true nature behind this national hero. He was a soldier from the previous king’s generation, and it was common knowledge that, without Fortress and his military exploits, Lainur would long have been absorbed by the more powerful Empire.


      ...But he was also a freak of the highest order.


      Quickly gathering his bearings, Arcus introduced himself with a hurried bow. “My name is Arcus Raytheft. It’s a pleasure to be here.”


      There was a stir throughout the room. Many of the attendees here likely knew of him as Joshua’s talentless son.


      Frederick was the first to voice his confusion. “So what’s this nephew of yours doin’ here, then, Craib?”


      “He’s the one givin’ the presentation, that’s why.”


      “What? Really?” Frederick turned to Godwald this time.


      “That’s right.” The Guildmaster nodded. He then stepped forward to stop the place descending into chaos. “Please, if I may have order. I understand you might have your doubts; however...”


      Sensing what was about to happen, everybody in the Blue Room got to their feet at the Guildmaster’s words.


      “In the absence of the usual chair, Renault Einfast, please allow me, Godwald Sylvester, to whom His Majesty has bestowed the title of Magician’s Guildmaster, to lead the oath instead.” Godwald’s deep, somber voice boomed out over the room. “First, however, we have some absentees. As mentioned already, the fifth state magician, Stronghold: Renault Einfast. The eighth state magician, Swift Wind: His Majesty, Al Ritsuellie Baldan. The tenth state magician, Twisted Karma: Shurelia Rimaleon. The eleventh state magician, Blinding Flare: Cassim Lowry. The twelfth state magician, Dry Spell: Alicia Rotterbell. The above state magicians cannot be in attendance for various reasons, and I ask for your understanding on the matter.”


      Godwald paused before continuing in a loud voice.


      “Please join me. For His Majesty the King!”


      “For His Majesty the King!” the room echoed.


      The magicians, the military leaders... Everyone in the room swore their eternal loyalty to the king in one clear voice, their hands on their hearts and their boots stomped firmly on the floor. The booming tapestry of their voices seemed to shake the entire building. Arcus felt like the gravity in the room increased tenfold.


      Wh-Whoa...


      Darkness seemed to overtake his vision for a split second. Lights flashed before his eyes. It didn’t take him long to realize it was an accumulation of the intense majesty of every person in the room. He looked at their faces, but not one of them looked calm any longer. They all seemed to have a bloodcurdling shadow cast over them. That included the military reps, despite their former lack of interest in this magical presentation. It fell on the young witch, who had cowered at the Guildmaster’s face; the indolent walnut magician; the lecherous national hero. Even Craib, who was standing right next to him, was not exempt.


      Every face in the room was so starkly stoic, they almost gave off an air of a total disconnect from reality. Every last pair of eyes burnt with the unwavering desire to die for their king, should it come to that. Arcus didn’t need to ask them to know that everyone here was willing to sacrifice their life, not just for the king, but for their country and its honor too.


      They were united by a force stronger than iron. Arcus only managed to hold on to consciousness because of how much time he spent in Craib’s overwhelming presence.


      Just then, Arcus felt Noah’s face by his ear. “Are you all right, Master Arcus?”


      “I-I think so. What about you?”


      “More or less, although I’m having some difficulty remaining upright.”


      Cazzy’s face looked gaunter by the second. “I wanna go home.”


      “No.”


      “You can’t.”


      “I was just sayin’...” He let out a tired sigh.


      Arcus could sympathize completely, but if they didn’t stand their ground now, they were essentially throwing years of hard work down the drain.


      The pledge finished, Godwald moved on to the main topic. “Today’s presentation concerns the creation of a new device based on research by the eldest son of the Raytheft house, Arcus Raytheft. It has the potential to revolutionize this kingdom’s magical advancement, and so I would like you all to pay close attention.”


      “Revolutionize?”


      “Correct. That is what I believe.”


      “Yes, but...”


      “I understand you may have your doubts, but please listen to the presentation first. Arcus, could you step forward?”


      “Yes, sir,” Arcus replied, stepping up onto the stand Noah prepared for him.


      Though the fact that he needed a stand like this would usually irritate him, this meeting was too important for him to worry about that now.


      Arcus took as deep a breath as he could, holding the air in his lungs for a moment before speaking. “Today, I would like to introduce you all to a tool that is capable of measuring aether.”


      It was finally time for the first step in unveiling his invention to the entire world.




      Arcus had just concluded his opening statement on the aethometer. The Blue Room was so quiet, you could hear a pin drop. It wasn’t that the attendees hadn’t understood the presentation; far from it. They needed time to let the vast significance and implications of Arcus’s invention sink in.


      After a long, long pause, finally the magicians began to stir.


      “A-A tool which measures aether?” The magician in the white dress murmured.


      “That certainly is something...” Gastarque remarked.


      Next, the walnut-bearing magician came back to his senses, and he turned towards Craib.


      “Hold up, hold up! Is this for real?! Crucible, this isn’t some kinda joke, right?!”


      “Gimme some credit. I wouldn’t call on the most important folks in the kingdom for a joke.”


      “Well, yeah, I know, but...is this...really for real?” Frederick began to mutter under his breath over and over, as though he couldn’t believe his ears.


      The tiniest of smug smiles rose to Craib’s lips as he witnessed the confusion Arcus had unleashed within the Guild. “Like I said, Fred, this ain’t a joke. I mean, look, even old man Godwald’s here!”


      “I-I know. But...”


      “Right, so this is clearly real,” Roheim cut in. “Now, Craib, does this mean that you—no, that this nephew of yours has actually created said tool?”


      Craib nodded. The next moment, the magician in the white dress was on her feet, leaning across the table. The skidding of her chair was amplified in the silent room, causing everyone to look at her. They waited patiently for her to speak, but so far her mouth was just opening and closing like a fish gasping for air.


      “C-Craib,” she finally managed. “Is this... It is real, isn’t it? I mean...”


      “I know it’s a shock, Muller. I get it. Just keep listening, and all’ll become clear, yeah?”


      “Oh! Yes, I’m sorry... I was just...it really is a surprise.” Muller bowed her head repeatedly at every corner of the room, firing out apologies at a breakneck pace.


      From the looks of things, the presentation had shocked her more than anyone else, and it seemed like Craib knew exactly why.


      Craib turned his gaze back to Frederick. “Hey, Fred. Still wish you sat this one out?”


      “Nope. This is way more interesting than sleep. To think I was gonna skip, huh? Feel free to praise me for workin’ up the motivation.”


      “Yeah, well done. Now you just gotta keep quiet till the end, ’kay?”


      “’Course.” Frederick was practically on the edge of his seat at this point.


      He sat back down and straightened his back, as if to show that he wasn’t going to move an inch until the presentation was done.


      “Oh, that’s right, Crucible. You must have been keeping this amazing thing under wraps all this time.”


      “Well, yeah. Actually, that was Godwald’s fault.”


      “I beg your pardon?!”


      “I mean, it was, right? You said we should keep it quiet for a while.”


      “Yes, but you needn’t make it sound like a bad thing...”


      “C’mon, it’d be way nicer to have a Guildmaster who’s totally honest, right?”


      “I’ll have you know I had very good reasons for suggesting we keep it quiet!”


      Craib seemed to be picking on Godwald in an attempt to lighten the mood. No one was ready to point out that he was being particularly insolent to his superior, likely because they were already aware of the bond the two shared.


      “Um... may I start presenting the details now?” Arcus spoke up tentatively.


      At those words, Noah smoothly passed his master some documents. Aside from that, he didn’t make any move to help Arcus catch everyone’s attention. He was probably enjoying this as much as they were. The subtle twitching at the corner of his lip showed as much. Arcus doubted that he’d ever grow out of this immature streak.


      Once he had Craib’s and Godwald’s permission, Arcus spoke up again.


      “Noah, Cazzy, if you please.”


      His servants nodded, stepping towards the magicians. Each carried a pre-prepared paper bag.


      “There’s an aethometer for each magician in these bags, which my attendants will hand out to you. I would like to ask the non-magicians to pay close attention too.”


      Every attendant received a manual, as well as a reference sheet with the mana required for various words and phrases. The magicians in particular wasted no time in studying the materials they received.


      “What is this?”


      “A wooden frame with numbers, a glass tube, and some... red liquid?”


      “I haven’t seen anything like this before. Although I can’t quite see how it would work...”


      Aethometers were being lightly shaken and turned upside down all around the table. However, thanks to the red liquid’s cohesive properties, it didn’t move an inch.


      “The liquid inside those tubes is a specially-processed form of Sorcerer’s Silver. If you release a little aether, the colored Silver will react and expand, moving as far up the tube as the amount of aether that has been released. Please stand the device upright and try releasing some aether now.”


      The magicians immediately followed his instructions as the military leaders looked on with bated breath. The next moment, the room was filled with gasps.


      “Wow!”


      “Oh, my!”


      “Th-The liquid’s moving! A-And you say it’s in response to my aether?!”


      Every magician was staring at the Sorcerer’s Silver as if nothing else in the room mattered.


      “The numbers on the aethometer represent mana, the unit of measure for aether. Using psychokinesis requires ten mana. If we split the spell into its three components, it’s three plus three plus four mana, equaling ten.”


      The spell’s full incantation was: “Guide the object according to my will.”


      Split into three, it became “Guide,” “the object according(ly),” and “according to my will,” with the two final phrases overlapping somewhat. Each of these components cost roughly three, three, and four mana respectively.


      Psychokinesis was the most basic spell around, and would be as simple as breathing for the magicians gathered here. They cast it one by one, each aethometer showing the exact same result. The magicians eagerly began to compare their aethometers to the mana guides in front of them.


      One of the military leaders leaned forward to speak to Muller. “Madame Quint? Does the tool match up with what it says on that paper there?”


      “Yes, indeed it does. It’s a perfect match.” Muller showed the aethometer and paper to him.


      “You’re right...”


      Arcus looked at the rest of the magicians. It looked like they were done explaining to their neighbors, too. Even Frederick was leaning back in his chair like before, though he seemed to be in a daze of astonishment.


      “Maybe I really am sleepin’, and this is all a crazy dream...”


      “Come on now, if this were a dream you’d have woken up from the shock. Although you’d likely have gone straight back to sleep,” Mercuria said.


      “I guess.”


      The magicians were still playing around with their aethometers, looking even more surprised with each consistent result.


      “What do you think?” Arcus asked, once the magicians finally started to calm down. “I’d be happy to answer any questions.”
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      Roheim put his hand up in the air. “Arcus, was it? I’m afraid I have several questions—is that all right?”


      “Ask as many as you like.”


      Noah leaned in to whisper in Arcus’s ear and remind him that this was Roheim Langula, the state magician known as Waterwheel.


      “I know it was already in your explanation, but could you tell us again about this liquid?”


      “Certainly. This is ordinary Sorcerer’s Silver, which has been specially processed and colored with cinnabar. I have yet to give it a name.”


      “Understood. And from what distance is this tool—this aethometer—effective?”


      “From around three to six-and-a-half feet. Any further than that, and although it is likely to detect aether, it will not guarantee an accurate reading.”


      “In other words, it could not be used for detecting aether.”


      “That is correct.”


      “Equally, one of these could not be used dishonestly to learn how much aether is required for another magician’s spells,” Roheim said. “What about measuring aether in continuous increments?”


      “I could not recommend that, either. It takes a while for the Silver to react, so it would be difficult to measure a single spell all at once. You would get a much more accurate reading by breaking a spell down into its components and measuring each one by one.”


      The aethometer was slow, and the Silver needed time to expand and contract. It would be difficult to keep track of if you were trying to feed it too much information at once. It wasn’t like a speedometer, scales, or indeed a traditional thermometer, which could react in an instant. Although the aethometer was sensitive, it was also still rather primitive.
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