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      Chapter 10: The City in the Sky


      01 — The Guildmaster of Sorcery


      Moments after being transported to Neldahl by the pope, we spent a while mesmerized by the splendor of the room we had arrived in.


      “We must be in the City in the Sky. This is amazing,” Lydia murmured in awe.


      It was so amazing that even she couldn’t help but comment on it. Nadia shared her sister’s curiosity, but with a little more caution in her demeanor.


      The first thing to catch my eye was the gem-studded chandelier hanging from the ceiling. Drawn to its gaudy glistening, I noticed a mural of vibrant colors like a kaleidoscope on the ceiling. When I was finally able to rip my gaze away, the next thing to strike me was the sight of the warmly colored walls, reflecting the sunlight pouring in from the many windows, without a single mark or flaw. The abundance of natural light made the whole room feel as if it were shining. Furnishings decorated the space tastefully, and everything seemed to harmonize with each other.


      After recovering from the shock, we proceeded to the door marked “Entrance” and opened it. A single monotonous hallway extended outward. Something about it felt strangely ominous and intimidating, unlike the welcoming room we stood in.


      With a small breath, I took the first step forward, and my foot sank deeper into the carpet than expected. It was thick and completely soundproof. I’d walked on similar carpets in my past life, but nothing on this level. It made me oddly nervous. What reason would they have for something like this?


      As we continued down the corridor, I noticed magic lights placed along the walls at irregular intervals, but their purpose seemed less for lighting our path and more for illuminating the paintings on the walls. They were all abstract and impossible to decipher.


      The one thing I did manage to determine was why the hall felt so cramped: the ceiling was getting lower the farther we went. I only noticed it after turning around to glance behind us, and the thick carpet likely played a role in the effect—whatever its purpose might be.


      We pressed on, spurred by the courage given to us by having solved at least one of the many mysteries surrounding the place. After some hundred meters or so of idle conversation about the strange paintings, we arrived at a large, forbidding door. Before I could figure out if we were supposed to open it ourselves, it began to rumble open all on its own. Nadia and Lydia gasped while I simply smirked at Lord Reinstar’s craftiness.


      Through the door, beams of sunlight hit us from the right. Looking that way, the wall was, in fact, a giant pane of glass—an extremely rare material in this world. A cloudless sky stretched out as far as the eye could see.


      “Sure is a far cry from that tiny hallway,” I said. “Look at the view.”


      “It really makes the trip worth it all on its own,” Nadia replied.


      “Yes, I agree,” said Lydia, “though I would still like to learn the secret of what keeps Neldahl afloat.”


      I had brought them along purely on a whim, so it was nice to hear them being so positive.


      “That would be Lord Reinstar’s work, so I bet someone related to him might know. Or the guildmaster,” I said.


      “I’ll have to hear the story.”


      “There’s a good chance I’ll be busy trying to get my healing magic back, so feel free to ask around in the meantime.”


      “You’re right. We’re here on business. I apologize.” Lydia lowered her head and Nadia followed suit. It made me feel awkward.


      “No, really, it’s fine,” I insisted. “I’ll ask for help if I need it, but you can spend the rest of our time here however you want. I’d actually prefer it that way.”


      We approached the door before us, and like the first one, it opened by itself, this time revealing a vast garden of blooming flowers.


      “They definitely like to outdo themselves,” I said. “I’ve never seen a garden like this before.”


      “It is impressive,” Nadia agreed. “One can only imagine how many gardeners they must need to employ to keep it so beautiful.”


      “Nadia, there might be elves!” Lydia exclaimed excitedly.


      Nadia smiled with amusement. Being a spirit magic user, Lydia must have had something of an interest in the elvish people. It reminded me of some friends in Yenice I wanted to visit once I reacquired my powers.


      “All right, where to next?” I murmured. “That big building looks like a good place to start.” Past the admittedly eye-catching garden, there was a distant yet distinctly large building. “I can sense strong magic coming from there, so I think it’s gotta be the Sorcerer’s Guild. Let’s check it out.”


      “Yes, sir,” the sisters replied.


      Signs throughout the area pointed us in the right direction, so we managed not to get lost and the scenery certainly wasn’t boring. We proceeded towards our destination, taking in the amazing sights and appreciating the lengths Neldahl went to to create such an experience for its visitors. I had to think of a few ideas for Yenice once everything was settled.


      Without the directions, it would have felt like we were wandering through a labyrinth. Heck, for all I knew it really would turn into a labyrinth during emergencies.


      Eventually, we reached our stop, and it looked more like a fortress than any guildhall I had ever seen. The doors opened for us just like all the others. Inside was a grand hall rivaling the room we had arrived in. Directly ahead was a reception desk, with stairs leading down to the left and up to the right. Even more interesting was the seemingly endless corridor of bookshelves crammed with tomes behind the desk.
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      I couldn’t help but wonder if one of those books contained a hint for regaining my abilities.


      “Well, this is something,” I remarked. “Let’s head to reception.”


      The sisters followed as I approached the desk. A bespectacled woman of about thirty-ish appeared from the library in the back.


      “My name is Luciel, healer of the Republic of Saint Shurule,” I said in greeting. “The two behind me are my attendants. I’ve come with a letter from the pope to the guildmaster. May we meet with him?”


      “Of course. One moment, please,” the receptionist replied, pulling out an arclink crystal.


      It seemed Neldahl was similar to Shurule in terms of communication standards. I glanced around at the guildhall’s interior to kill time while the woman conversed telepathically, and I spotted more direction signs hanging from the ceiling. At least we wouldn’t get lost, but I would’ve liked something to hold on to as well.


      “Pardon the wait,” the receptionist finally said. “Someone will be with you shortly.”


      “Thank you. May I ask a question in the meantime?”


      “I will do my best to answer.”


      “Appreciated. Do you have any maps of the guild or guides on the city in stock?” I asked.


      “Yes, we do. They...come at a fee, however.”


      Running a facility of this size probably cost a small fortune, but then again it was open to the public for free. Perhaps the quality of service or level of access differed depending on what you purchased, or maybe Neldahl facilitated rivalries among the nations and people by giving special treatment to whoever could provide the highest donations.


      Of course, it would have been faster to be upfront and just ask about it.


      “That’s fine. How much?” I replied.


      “An encyclopedia of all of Neldahl will cost ten gold pieces. A guide to the Sorcerer’s Guild will be five gold pieces,” the woman answered.


      In Japan, that would come out to about fifteen million yen. It was within my budget but certainly not cheap. The cost of living here must have been through the roof. Thank the heavens I had my magic bag.


      “I’ll take both,” I said.


      I took out fifteen coins exactly, and the receptionist blinked at them in surprise. She probably hadn’t expected anyone to actually buy a couple of maps for such a price. The fact that they dealt in gold, though, told me that Neldahl must have regular business with the outside world. I could feel myself getting excited at the thought of all the mysteries and magic of a flying city, though not as much as Lydia, surely.


      Part of me hoped buying both at once would net me something special, but maybe that was wishful thinking.


      “You’re certain?” the woman asked.


      “There’s a chance we’ll be here for a while, so I think a map would go a long way in making our stay smoother,” I replied.


      There might be some smart, famous, or important people from all over the world here, and I didn’t want to get on any of their bad sides because I was wandering around aimlessly. My smile seemed to convince the timid receptionist, so she handed me a hardback book and a small pamphlet. The latter was in line with my expectations, but I hadn’t expected to get a full B5-sized volume out of the transaction.


      “This will tell you everything there is to know about Neldahl,” she said, pointing at the larger tome. She gestured towards the smaller book. “This is a map and guide to the Sorcerer’s Guild, as well as your pass to the archives of magic.”


      I flipped through the large volume, noting the lack of information in certain places as well as the descriptions on how to use certain facilities, why they had been made, and other trivia. It’d make a good souvenir for Kefin.


      “You said the guide was my pass to an ‘archive of magic’?” I asked.


      “Yes, sir. Not many visitors purchase it, so we throw something special in as a little incentive.”


      “The pass, you mean.”


      “Yes, sir,” the woman said. “We sell tickets to the archives, but at five gold for a day of access. I think you’ll find your purse will be very happy with this arrangement.”


      “You’re right about that. Whose idea was this?”


      “Why, the former guildmaster and founder of Neldahl itself, Lord Reinstar.”


      That guy had made this place not as a tourist attraction, but a genuine oasis of knowledge for people with the drive to seek it.


      No sooner had that thought crossed my mind than I heard the tapping of footsteps coming up the left staircase. A woman emerged, and a single glance at her face made me freeze in shock. She was the spitting image of the woman we’d been speaking with at the reception desk. Were they twins?


      “You said we have guests, Guildmaster?” the new woman asked. She looked at her twin behind the desk and anger filled her eyes in an instant. “Wait, what in the world are you doing transformed like that?!”


      The receptionist(?) guffawed heartily. “Oh, I couldn’t help myself when I heard it was a request from Her Holiness.” The stranger turned back to us. “Hello, friends. I am the guildmaster of the Sorcerer’s Guild, but you may call me Olford. Let us move this conversation somewhere more comfortable.”


      The woman called Olford began to ascend the stairs to the right, gesturing for us to follow, but the other woman shook with rage and shouted at her back, “You’ll do it in your own skin, if you don’t mind!”


      “Oh, fine,” Olford relented. “Release!”


      A puff of smoke engulfed Olford’s form before dissipating a second later and revealing not a woman but a gentle old man with a long white beard and a somber blue robe. My jaw dropped. His magic was something I had been quite interested in at one point in my life.


      “Excuse me,” I said, unable to contain my curiosity, “what affinity of magic was that spell?”


      “A combination of water and fire,” he replied placidly. “Now, off we go.”


      He spoke like it was no big deal to him, and if he was the guildmaster of the legendary Sorcerer’s Guild, it probably wasn’t. A man like him could surely help me get my holy magic back.


      Olford summarily ignored the woman’s question about why she had even been called to the desk and proceeded up the stairs. At the top was a rather tasteful room contrasting the showy splendor of the hall before.


      “This is my room,” Olford said.


      I followed him inside, but he passed right by the obvious sitting area and headed for the mirror in the back. Then he kept walking—straight through it.


      “Did he just...disappear?” I asked bemusedly.


      “Maybe?” the sisters replied, unsure.


      A moment later, Olford poked his head out of the mirror with a mischievous grin and let out that same friendly guffaw as before. “Got you! This is a magic mirror. Only those with the appropriate mana signature or authorized individuals may enter.”


      “You totally forgot to authorize us, didn’t you?” I answered flatly.


      “Don’t be a poor sport, now! Come along.” With that, the old man disappeared back into the mirror. He certainly seemed to be the mischievous type, but maybe part of that was to alleviate my tension.


      “He definitely forgot,” I said to the girls.


      “He is rather advanced in years, after all,” Nadia said.


      “I think he just likes to play with people,” Lydia remarked. “I could tell he didn’t mean anything by it.”


      Well, he had certainly alleviated their tension, but I’d been feeling rather on edge since coming here. Like someone was testing me.


      I took a breath to calm my nerves. “Better follow him.”


      Holding my hand cautiously in front of me, I stepped towards the mirror. When I saw my hand slip inside, I proceeded through it more confidently, and on the other side was the exact same room. Except, well, mirrored.


      “Where are we?” I muttered.


      “Ah, there you are,” Olford said. “This is my real office. The prior one is a decoy we put together to counteract the occasional ill-mannered miscreant who likes to barge in unannounced.” The girls entered next. “Now, sit. Relax.”


      “Thank you.” I accepted his offer, waving Nadia and Lydia over to sit with me when I saw them standing behind the sofa. “Allow me to properly introduce myself. My name is Luciel, S-rank of the Healer’s Guild. I appreciate you making time to meet with me.”


      “I know I mentioned manners before, boy, but this is bordering on stoic. Really, relax. Speak freely.”


      I realized I was actually more nervous than I thought. The kindly old man seemed to see through me with strikingly bright and lucid eyes.


      “I appreciate the kindness. I’ll work on it,” I said. “I have a letter from Her Holiness, addressed to you.”


      “Understood. By the way, do you drink tea by any chance?”


      “Yes, I suppose I do on occasion.”


      Olford chuckled deeply. “Just a moment.”


      He stood from his seat, that grin still on his face, and began to prepare drinks in the small kitchen.


      “Those eyes of his,” Lydia remarked quietly. “I wonder if he might have an appraisal skill of some kind.”


      “It’s possible,” Nadia agreed.


      “That would make him the third person I’ve met with the ability,” I replied. “But I don’t think it’s appraisal, necessarily. It’s something else. Something that sees deeper.”


      Lord Reinstar and Vlad had both had appraisal skills, and that sensation had felt more like a constant watchful gaze. It felt somehow different with Olford.


      “Deeper?” Nadia echoed.


      “Yeah. Like he can gauge the exact kind of person you are with his eyes alone.” I vaguely recalled feeling something similar a long time ago, but I couldn’t pin it down. “Or maybe not being a healer is messing with me. My thoughts and emotions are changing.”


      “Sir?”


      “At any rate, it’s good that I know my head’s a little jumbled. Compared to Olford, I really am just a boy, but I’ll take that to mean I’ve still got plenty of room to grow.”


      Lydia gave me a worried look, telling me my attempt at self-deprecating humor hadn’t gone over very well. It did manage to sort out my insecurities, though.


      Nadia put her hand to her chin and thought for a moment, then said, “I’m curious to know what Olford was hoping to find in you.”


      “Likewise, but we’ll just have to go with the flow for now,” I said.


      “I’ll take that to mean you’ve finally calmed your nerves?”


      “I sure hope so.”


      Olford returned with the tea with perfect timing. “I hope I haven’t parched you.”


      “Not at all. I used the time to sort my thoughts out,” I replied.


      “Very good. I’ll read that letter while you drink, then.”


      I handed him the pope’s missive in exchange for a cup of tea. As his eyes scanned every line, I took the opportunity to savor the beverage. A single sip filled my nose with a sweet aroma and my mouth with a very mild yet distinct deliciousness. It wasn’t the least bit bitter, and the sisters appeared to share in my enjoyment, though I preferred my tea a little sweeter—even more so now to soothe my tired mind.


      While Olford was busy with the letter, I furtively took out a bottle of honey and added a dab to my drink. Lydia and Nadia noticed and promptly asked for some themselves, so I obliged. They brought their cups to their lips with newly sweetened smiles.


      I started to stow the bottle back in my magic back when I looked up and met Olford’s gaze.


      “Is that...honey?” he asked, his voice shaking. “Is that honey you have? Vespian honey?”


      For a moment, my heart nearly stopped. I thought he was angry, but the expression on his face wasn’t one of rage.
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      “Is that bad?” I asked in reply.


      I handed over the bottle, which Olford looked up, down, and all over carefully before opening it and inhaling a large whiff of the scent.


      “It’s unmistakable,” he said resolutely. “My word. Vespian honey. Where did you acquire this?”


      “At my honeyworks. I’m on good terms with the vespians,” I answered. “So, about that letter...”


      “Yes, right. You’ve lost your class and holy magic as a consequence of exploiting the forbidden arts. However, your affinity for that magic remains, so the pope has requested my aid in helping you regain what you’ve lost. There were other, less important details as well.”


      “I see,” I said. “Then I second that request. I beg you, Guildmaster. Please help me.”


      “On one condition,” Olford replied quickly.


      “Anything, as long as it’s within my power.”


      “Honey,” he stated. “Bring me mountains of honey, and you will have my aid.”


      “That can be arranged. As soon as I get my powers back, I’ll have a shipment sent to you, as well as our specialty alcohol.”


      “G-Goodness gracious! Then what are we doing wasting time here? To the magic archive! If a solution exists, by the gods, I’ll find it!”


      “Right. Thanks...”


      Was it ethical for a guildmaster to be this easily swayed? I didn’t know the answer, but I was glad to have someone so qualified helping me on this journey.

    

  

  
    
      02 — Plot Twist


      Olford practically leaped from his seat, and we had to move fast to keep pace with him. Passing through the mirror again, I expected us to head for the archive downstairs, but instead he stopped in front of a tapestry hanging on the opposite wall. Printed on it was a diagram of a magic circle.


      “This isn’t decorative, is it?” I asked.


      The old man gave a low chuckle. “Wait until you see where it leads.”


      He removed the tapestry to reveal a small door. Inside was a tiny, closet-like space with a magic circle that seemed to bear the guild’s insignia on a cloth in the center. After removing even that, there was yet another circle underneath. A magic circle under a fake magic circle in a hidden room. What was Lord Reinstar, a ninja?


      Olford stood on the circle gleefully and the rest of us followed suit.


      “Is there a capacity limit here or something?” I asked.


      “We’re only going a hop and a skip away, so not to worry,” he replied.


      The circle lit up, and in the blink of an eye we were somewhere new. The archive we found ourselves in extended upward in the shape of a column, with bookshelves lining the curved walls. I’d never seen so many books in one place before. My first thought was that we were in the archive behind reception, but this looked to be somewhere entirely different. I was speechless at the sheer scale of it.


      “See?” Olford said. “I will scour the restricted section while the rest of you browse at your leisure. Only certain personnel are allowed in here, but if anyone gives you trouble, simply mention my name.”


      Despite his warning, I couldn’t sense a single librarian nearby. Perhaps they were concealing themselves by some means, but that only made me curious to know how. Also, this was the Sorcerer’s Guild, so I could see the place being managed by golems or something.


      “I have just one question,” I said. “Why do you call this an ‘archive’ and not a library?”


      There were a staggering number of books here, absolutely, but not much else. I was curious to know what earned it such a specific moniker. Olford, however, simply laughed and went on his way.


      While I wondered what that could possibly mean, the sisters were glancing impatiently at all the tomes.


      “Olford already gave us the okay, so feel free to pick out and read whatever catches your eye,” I told them. “I’m sure we’ll be back, but I have a feeling we won’t have many chances to do casual reading.”


      “Thank you, sir,” Nadia replied.


      “I don’t know how I could possibly decide where to start,” Lydia said, her eyes dancing.


      The two went off to dig for something while I found a seat nearby. Olford’s response to my question still weighed on my mind. What secrets was this place hiding?


      Setting that mystery aside for later, I remembered the books I’d purchased at reception. One of them was supposed to be my pass in and out of here. Taking out the guild pamphlet, I noticed a magic seal printed on it. Was that my key to areas like this? It would certainly be a useful measure for security and keeping track of who was coming and going. I’d have to test it when we were done.


      If they could turn a small book into a key, I wondered what other contrivances existed in Neldahl. Lord Reinstar surely wouldn’t disappoint on that front. I was surprised by how curious I was, but imagining all the things I might discover was just so exciting when it involved the legend himself. I thought of Dhoran, Pola, and Lycian and smiled to myself, picturing the ruckus they’d raise trying to figure out all the mechanisms. A city like this had to be harboring not only the secret to regaining my magic but all manner of knowledge.


      I took a breath to steady myself and flipped open the pamphlet. My gaze immediately fell on one of the subheadings: “Why is the Sorcerer’s Guild situated in the City in the Sky?”


      Neldahl hadn’t been created specifically for the guild. That much I knew from my conversation with Reinstar. So why then? I read on and found the answer in a single line.


      “He who controls the skies controls the war.”


      I’d heard that quote somewhere before. Further reading revealed the words had resonated deeply with the guildmaster at the time, so he had pleaded with Neldahl’s hero to allow his guild to reside in the city. And considering “hero” was basically synonymous with “Lord Reinstar” in this world, I had a feeling I knew who it was.


      I was surprised that this information hadn’t been expunged. Reinstar had spoken of Neldahl as if it were some secret shelter or abode of his, so I would have expected his involvement to be more confidential. Maybe he’d been under contract? Then again, the man had founded a country of healers by then, so he’d already had a track record.


      According to the text, the hero had only accepted the plea on several conditions, and the pamphlet listed them. They were to exist passively, be a hindrance to no one, and only allow access to those seeking genuine knowledge of the magical arts.


      “It’s like Rockford, but with magic instead of crafting,” I murmured.
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