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      Prologue


      Once, in a certain land, there lived a man known as the Hero. A master of weapons of every kind, he charged into battlefield after battlefield, turning many hopeless battles to his land’s favor with his unyielding strength. He stood tall and proud till his final days, and thus did he inspire the people’s awe as they lauded him as their Hero.


      Once, in a neighboring land, there lived a woman known as the Sage. She refined the art of magecraft into a new form called magic, overturning disadvantageous battles as she promulgated her skills across the nation. Her magical arts brought the land to new heights, and thus did she inspire the people’s admiration as they lauded her as their Sage.


      Two geniuses with two sets of strengths were born in two different lands. Their relationship, however, could be aptly demonstrated with but one simple interaction:


      “Hey. I had a feeling you’d show up.”


      In the middle of the battlefield, Hero Raid Freeden hefted a broadsword far larger than his own stature over his shoulder. Normally, one would never stop to heed the enemy’s words, but the girl floating in the air quietly responded to him.


      “Yeah. Since I heard you’d be here too.”


      Her voice was but a wisp, yet it somehow carried clearly through the air and to his ears. The girl was perched comfortably atop her staff, her immaculate silver hair fluttering leisurely behind her. Then, when she trailed her eyes over the chaos that Raid had created all around him, her lips twisted into a scowl.


      “Stop breaking stuff,” she whined.


      “Huh? Well, what do you want me to do? If we let you secure your supply route, then our base over here’s good as gone, and you’ll all be free to waltz right past.”


      “Yep. That’s the plan. So...” She trailed off, then mumbled, “I can’t just leave you be.” In the blink of an eye, countless sigils formed in the air around her—a manifestation of magic, the new art that Sage Eluria Caldwin had created herself. “I brought a big one today.”


      “Sounds great. Maybe we’ll finally settle this during our hundred-somethingth battle?”


      “Today will be...our 629th.”


      “Already? Thanks for always keeping count.”


      “Only because you always forget...” Eluria grumbled, frowning.


      “What do you expect? I’m dumb, unlike you.” Raid shrugged as he pointed the tip of his broadsword toward the floating girl. “But,” he continued, “I can’t be looking too lame in front of those calling me their Hero.”


      In the face of Raid’s wide and toothy grin, Eluria just silently nodded. “Yeah. As the Sage, I can’t lose either.”


      The magic circles glowed brighter, and Raid pulled his broadsword back as he stood ready for battle. For three days and three nights, the two fought. They spared not a single second for rest yet showed no signs of slowing. Far from it, in fact—their movements only grew sharper as time passed, almost as if they were enjoying every moment of it.


      However, as a true testament to their evenly matched strength, their clash here would meet no conclusion. It was only when the tides of battle shifted not for them, but for their respective armies, that their own bout came to an end with them swearing to settle things next time before rushing to the aid of their allies. Then, they would meet once more on the next battlefield, where sword and magic would collide yet again.


      Such was the routine of the world’s strongest, the Hero and the Sage, each and every battle. For Raid, there was only one word that could describe their relationship:


      Rivals.


      The one and only person in the world he could fight with all his might and with the greatest joy from the bottom of his heart—that was what the Sage, Eluria Caldwin, meant to him.


      However, that relationship could not last forever. Someday, they would settle once and for all which of them was truly the strongest. Death came equally to all, and even this enjoyable rivalry was bound to meet its own kind of end.


      For these two, that end would come knocking on their doorsteps fifty years after their first meeting.




      “The Sage is dead?” The wrinkles on Raid’s face deepened as he heard the soldier’s report. “Are you absolutely sure about that, Ryatt?”


      “Y-Yes, sir...! This information was sent via an urgent report from the spy we sent into Vegalta, so we suspect it to be highly reliable!”


      Raid scoffed, ruffling his bed of pure white hair. “Seriously? I always thought I’d kick the bucket first.”


      Eluria Caldwin was not a human; she was an elf, a race that had a lifespan of several hundreds of years. Raid had every right to assume that he, with his human aging and stiffening joints, would eventually bring a natural end to their years-long rivalry with his loss and subsequent death. The end that actually stood before them left a terrible taste in his mouth.


      “A-And with this news, you have been issued a decree from above, Your Excellency Freeden.”


      “What? Are they done with a geezer like me now that the Sage is dead?”


      “N-No...” The soldier’s expression twisted bitterly for a moment. “Our nation of Altane has ordered you...to take advantage of the chaos left by the Sage’s death, lead our entire army into Vegalta, and bring an end to this long-standing war.”


      The order left Raid at a loss for words. The stifling silence was only torn when his anger turned palpable in the air. “Are you seriously saying that?” he growled.


      The soldier flinched, freezing up in fear, but swiftly fixed his posture. “Your Excellency,” he began, his features heavy and burdened. “As your accompanying standard-bearer, I am keenly aware of the hopes that you and the Sage carry within your hearts each time you cross swords. That you fought to ensure the weak and powerless would not be senselessly caught in the cross fire, too, is something that any who have set foot upon the battlefield know well.”


      Both nations saw unprecedentedly minuscule losses in troops throughout the war, something that should have been unthinkable with combatants as powerful as the Hero and the Sage wielding their power in the forefront. Raid, however, fought one-on-one with Eluria at every chance with precisely that goal in mind—one that Eluria herself likely shared.


      Thus was born their routine of facing off at every battle, carrying upon themselves the lives of those behind them...and the hope that their warring nations would someday set their weapons down and look toward a peaceful future together. However, their wish never reached those in power. At the very least, the upper echelons of Raid’s homeland of Altane showed not a single morsel of sympathy.


      “That is why I am exceedingly vexed!” the soldier continued, tears welling up in his eyes. “The esteemed Sage, who sought peace alongside you, has perished! I...cannot bring myself to use her death for war when I am still beside myself with grief!”


      The wrinkles on Raid’s face deepened once more, this time from the upward curl of his lips. “You sure know just what to say to make this old man happy.”


      The soldier must have spoken from the bottom of his heart, and it was safe to say that anyone who saw the Hero and the Sage’s battles up close would share those sentiments as well.


      With that in mind, Raid slowly got to his feet. “I’ll need to pass those words on to her,” he said as he unequipped his armor, removed his gauntlets and gaiters, and tossed it all aside.


      The soldier watched on pensively. “Your Excellency, what are you doing?”


      “Hm? Just going for a little walk. All this equipment isn’t doing my poor ol’ back any favors.”


      Raid’s gaze fell upon the broadsword leaning against the wall—his irreplaceable partner throughout all these years of fighting against the Sage. Then, he took it in his hands and stabbed it into the ground.


      “I can’t go visiting my friend all dressed for war, now can I?”


      ◇


      How exactly this story will be passed down through the generations remains to be seen. For those witnessing it with their own eyes, however, only a single, unified thought came to mind:


      Hero Raid Freeden was a monster.


      He broke right through the surveillance network laid out across the battlefront, repelled all the armed forces that attempted to suppress him, and charged straight into the royal capital of Vegalta like there was no tomorrow. More shocking yet was the fact that he left not even a single corpse in his wake, as if to embody the wish that he and the Sage carried all along.


      By the time he arrived at the capital, the soldiers had bolstered their defenses to maximum capacity in preparation for the Hero’s invasion.


      “Halt! If you take a single step—” The bellowing soldiers instantly fell speechless when they caught sight of Raid.


      The recipient of their gazes, however, merely curled his lips into a fearless smile. “Yo. Sorry ’bout this. I’m a bit tight on time, though, so you gotta let me through,” he murmured as his eyes swept right past the funeral procession. “But I can’t say I wasn’t expecting this kind of welcome...being your enemy and all!”


      One step, then another. Raid forced his trembling legs against the ground and trudged onward, a viscous sound squelching beneath his feet with each step. The blood pouring from his body painted the ground and carved out his path.


      In this moment, he was the very image of a wounded beast. His body was entirely drenched in blood and covered in wounds, and his clothes were reduced to tattered rags and singed scraps. Stone spears and ice blades formed by magic jutted out from where they had pierced his back and legs.


      Despite it all, Raid did not stop.


      “I’ll drop dead for you guys once I’m done talking to her... So just this once...” With blood trickling down from his mouth, he glared at the soldiers who were standing stock-still and roared out like a ferocious beast. “STOP GETTING IN MY WAY!!!”


      The casket was finally within his sights, so he made a mad dash toward it. Not a single soul was left to stand in the Hero’s way. Battered as his body may have been, his figure was the most gallant around.


      Finally, he reached the Sage, asleep within her casket, and called her name.


      “Hey, Eluria.”


      But of course, no answer came.


      “Oh, come on... You’re actually dead? Feels like you’re ’bout to jump me any second now.”


      Even as she lay within the casket, Eluria was truly beautiful. She looked no older than a girl in her teens, just as she did that day they first met on the battlefield fifty years ago. However, her unaging body could no longer move.


      “Jeez... Your pupils are all way too strong, you know? Not as strong as you, of course, but they fire their magic like a buncha lunatics. It was real hard holding back and not killing ’em.”


      Despite the blood gushing from his numerous wounds, Raid grinned as he gazed at Eluria’s prone form. However, her eyes would never meet his again.


      “I knew it... You really are something else. I’m just some idiot, but you thought all about your nation’s future. I mean, just look at all these people mourning your death...”


      He dragged his dimming vision across his surroundings, at all the people who had gathered to mourn the loss of their great and beloved Sage. Every last one of them was shedding tears of grief. As he took in the scene, Raid’s vision suddenly began to blur as well.


      “In the end, we never got to settle who was stronger, but I still got to fight someone like you for more than fifty years of my life... Man, what a blast...”


      Raid felt his strength leave him as he collapsed onto his knees, but he mustered every last bit he had to string these final words together.


      “If only...we weren’t on opposing sides...”


      With his fading consciousness and rasping voice, he laid bare his true feelings for the Sage who had walked along the battlefield with him.


      “I’m sure...we could’ve been friends.”


      Raid looked up at the heavens with a bright smile on his face. His vision began to darken, as if that motion took every last vestige of strength he had left.


      “You know...I think I was...actually...”


      His body turned numb, and an odd floating sensation embraced him before his mouth could form those last words. Even then, Raid was satisfied. He was able to convey these feelings he had been holding on to for the past fifty years.


      However, he couldn’t say that he was entirely without regrets. He wasn’t able to fulfill the one promise he made with Eluria back when they first met.


      “Let’s settle who’s stronger between us, once and for all.”


      The promise they made while facing one another from opposing sides of the battlefield—that was the last thing on Hero Raid Freeden’s mind as he gazed up at the heavens and passed on.








      Chapter One


      Those were the final memories of Hero Raid Freeden.


      “Raid! Get down here!”


      Now, he was just casually letting out a great big yawn as he descended the stairs in his home. “What’s up, mom?”


      “Don’t give me that!” his mother snapped, her face pale as a sheet. “What in the world did you do?!”


      “Um, nothing that I know of...?”


      “Well, the village chief just told me that some aristocrat from the royal capital came looking for you this morning!”


      “An aristocrat... So, a magician?” In the present day, those who specialized in magical combat were known as magicians. “Sounds like that’s got nothing to do with me.”


      “I thought it was some sort of mistake too. But it turns out the aristocrat asked for you by name,” his mother said with a sigh. She settled down onto a chair, looking a little more collected. “Just how did things turn out this way...?”


      “It’s probably no big deal.”


      “Wow. Nothing ever fazes you, does it? I always thought you were a bit different from the other kids, what with how little you cried or how mature you acted...”


      “I mean, it’s not that shocking.” Raid sheepishly scratched his cheek. Of course, it wasn’t as if nothing ever shocked him; he’d just been through so much that these days it took a lot to truly surprise him.


      After all, when he opened his eyes again after his death, he found himself a thousand years in the future—with all his memories as Raid Freeden intact, to boot. He even looked exactly the same as he had in his youth.


      After living a life of war and hardship, the Hero had barged into the Sage’s funeral, littered with wounds, and breathed his last by her casket. And then...he woke up as a baby. To say he was baffled would be quite the understatement indeed.


      Not to mention, a thousand years had passed since then. His homeland of Altane had fallen and disappeared without a trace; the neighboring nation they had been at war with was now known as the Magic Kingdom of Vegalta; and magic had gone from being the arcane art of a small nation to a practice that was commonplace all across the world. Faced with all these changes, Raid found it rather difficult to be shocked by much else.


      Besides, eighteen years had already gone by since he began this second life. He’d grown accustomed to this changed world, where all was at peace with no grand wars in sight. Counting his past life, he was mentally close to being ninety years old. It would be harder to find something that would faze him at this point.


      He snapped out of his reverie when his mother placed a hand on her cheek. “Maybe,” she muttered, “it has to do with how you can’t use magic?”


      In this modern world, magic was accessible to all. The Sage had invented it, and those who inherited her will had diligently researched and studied what she left behind. As a result, magical techniques had developed and promulgated so far and wide that even civilians could use the simpler forms.


      However, Raid couldn’t manage even the slightest spell.


      “Well, my big brother and little sister are both pretty good at it. Guess I had to balance the scales for ’em?”


      “That’s how you rationalize it?!”


      “I mean, you just gotta live life and let go of what’s beyond your control. Besides, I don’t need magic to help plow the fields and carry stuff around for the villagers.”


      “Well, I don’t really plan on nagging you if you say you’re content...”


      However, Raid had no response for that.


      In this world, everyone looked up to magicians. They possessed mana and skill that far surpassed the average person and used those abilities to protect the common folk’s peaceful lives from dangerous manabeasts. Naturally, magicians tended to be quite renowned and were thus showered with both admiration and envy from all sides.


      Inversely, anybody who couldn’t use magic was considered worthless. The kind of magic you could wield determined what kind of occupation you could take, and only certified magicians were allowed to take on combat-related occupations. This was now a world of magic elitism, so to speak. Even the man once known as the Hero was worthless without any magical capabilities and would never be allowed to fight so long as he wasn’t a magician.


      But Raid was in no way dissatisfied with his current life. Compared to his past life ravaged by war and conflict, where many lives were taken and lost upon the battlefield, this current world was the epitome of peace. Plowing the fields in a tranquil countryside village was a nice and refreshing way to live, he could say for sure.


      However, the little itch he felt never disappeared. The Hero in him still craved battle. He just wanted to unleash his all and have a fun fight. That was his one little dissatisfaction, but there wasn’t much he could do about it. His current life was simply one of fieldwork and raising the crops with care.


      “Guess I’ll head over to the village chief now,” Raid said. “Shouldn’t keep ’em waiting too long. It must be pretty urgent if they know my name.”


      “If it turns out you did cause a problem, can I just pretend not to know you?!”


      “Sure.”


      “What a depressing response! Never mind! I will bear the responsibility with you as your mother!”


      “Have you considered that maybe I didn’t cause a problem?” Raid chuckled wryly at his mother before heading off to the village chief’s house.


      He made his way through the village while gazing at the placid scenery and feeling some stares on his back, courtesy of the villagers who were watching him from a distance. In typical countryside fashion, word that he’d been summoned by an aristocrat had already spread. This would probably be the talk of the village for a good while.


      A little farther down the street, an unfamiliar sight caught his attention: a magic automobile, an iron vehicle that moved not by horse but by mana. Such a contraption would’ve been unfathomable a thousand years ago, but magical techniques had significantly evolved since then. The Sage had created not only the craft of magic but also the concept of mana circuits that could activate simple magic as long as mana was supplied. With further advancements made over time, the circuits had become deeply ingraved in people’s daily lives.


      Of course, magic automobiles in particular were not as widespread. Only those on the more elite side of society could privately own one. For example, renowned aristocratic families that produced talented magicians for generations, or old and prestigious households that had long and venerable histories. Since someone of such reputable standing had specifically summoned Raid, his mother’s harried reaction was quite justified—as was the village chief’s.


      The elderly man, who had been restlessly pacing back and forth, snapped his head up once Raid arrived. “What in the world did you do, Raid?!”


      “Huh. I just got a real odd sense of déjà vu.”


      “Like I care! I feel like I just lost ten years of my life!”


      “Are they that big of a deal...?”


      “Just hurry it up! And whatever happens to you ain’t my business, got it?!”


      “Got it.”


      “Argh! Do you take me for a chief who doesn’t care ’bout his villagers?!”


      “Déjà vu again,” Raid remarked dryly. “But thanks, Chief.”


      Despite the extraordinary circumstances of his visit, Raid’s dynamic with the village chief was just as casual as ever.


      “So, who is it?” he asked as he followed the elderly man into his residence. “All I know is that I was called by some aristocrat.”


      “‘Some aristocrat’?” the chief echoed incredulously, his features growing tense. “You weren’t called by just some aristocrat. The one who summoned you is an incredibly influential collateral relative of the royal family who also happens to be widely known all across the Magic Kingdom of Vegalta.”


      Raid blinked. “And why would someone like that be looking for me...?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “I wish you hadn’t called me until you did,” he deadpanned.


      “You’ll know once you get there, or so I was told. Even I wasn’t given many details.”


      “But I’ve barely ever left the village.”


      “That’s why I don’t know.” Creases formed between the chief’s brows. “Look, just go in and see,” he urged with a slow nod. “You might know something after all.”


      “All right. See ya.”


      Raid stepped in front of the drawing room and slowly opened the door. The next moment, he fell speechless.


      Pale silver hair as brilliant as a full moon’s glow.


      Blue eyes as deep as the endless ocean.


      And an impassive expression set upon delicate features.


      It was like gazing at an image that came straight from his memories, but Raid knew this couldn’t be. A thousand years had passed since then, and besides that, she was dead. He saw her corpse with his own eyes.


      “Long time no see, Raid.”


      Yet here she was, calling his name with that same chiming voice he knew all too well. Standing quietly on the other side of the door was none other than Eluria Caldwin herself.


      ◇


      After Raid entered the room in a daze, Eluria ordered her attendants to wait outside. Once the two of them were alone, she sat down on the couch and nodded.


      “Long time no see, Raid,” she said once more, her azure eyes meeting his. The seat cushion had sloped under her weight, telling Raid that she wasn’t just a figment of his imagination.


      His silent staring prompted Eluria to tilt her head in concern. “Raid?”


      “Oh, my bad—I mean, my apologies.”


      The silver-haired girl frowned. “Why are you speaking so formally?”


      “I believe this is the proper etiquette to uphold when in the presence of a distinguished member of House Caldwin.”


      His answer only deepened her concern, her brows knitting closer together. “Don’t tell me...you don’t remember?”


      “Pardon me. Have we met, perchance?”


      Eluria’s shoulders visibly sagged in disappointment. She painted such a pitiful picture that even Raid felt bad just watching her.


      He scratched his head with a sigh. “Have you come in search of the man once known as the Hero?”


      She snapped her head up in an instant—but immediately wilted once more. “The Raid I knew didn’t talk like you, though...”


      “Hang on a second. We’ll end up going in circles at this rate.”


      “That sounded a lot more like him.”


      “Because I am...” Raid sighed. “As the Hero of Altane, I had to meet the nation’s bigwigs sometimes. I at least spoke politely when the situation called for it, you know?”


      With that, the spark returned to Eluria’s eyes. “Then you are Raid!”


      “Sure am. Might as well ask too—you’re the Eluria I remember, yeah?”


      “Eluria Caldwin. Born and raised in Vegalta. Approximately two hundred years old. My hobby is reading, and my favorite drink is warm milk tea. When I’m tired, I like to nap under the sun.”


      “Only the first two bits are things I would know...”


      Her head drooped again. “Sorry...”


      There was certainly precious little he knew about her. They only ever met on the battlefield, and while they did exchange a few words here and there, he knew next to nothing about her personal hobbies or preferences. On the contrary, however, there was one thing he could use to confirm her identity.


      “How many times did we fight?”


      “Six thousand three hundred and twenty-nine times.”


      “Cool. Not like I remember.”


      “Yep. I always had to remind you.” At that point, all the tension finally fell from her face. “Thank goodness... It really is you.” With tears welling up in her eyes, Eluria placed a hand over her chest and nodded to herself in relief.


      Meanwhile, Raid breathed out a sigh and plopped down on the couch. “I never thought we’d meet again, let alone like this.” Who could’ve imagined they’d reunite with their dead rival a thousand years in the future? “Come to think of it, how were you able to find me?”


      “Since I’d been reincarnated, I figured you’d be around too.”


      “You just went looking with zero evidence? Wow...”


      “My intuition is evidence enough,” she said with a smug quirk of her lips.


      But more importantly, a certain word had caught Raid’s attention. “You said you ‘reincarnated’? What does that mean?”


      “Simply put, it’s when a person lives their next life while having inherited all their memories and abilities from their previous one. More precisely, it’s the effect of reincarnation magic.”


      “Wait, magic? So you cast it?”


      “No, it wasn’t me.” Eluria shook her head. “To be clear, ‘reincarnation magic’ is just a provisional label on my part. It exists in theory, but I have no way of executing it.”


      Raid hummed. “I see what you’re getting at.”


      Although she wasn’t exactly the most articulate person out there, he could piece together a rudimentary understanding. Basically, Eluria had determined what the effects of reincarnation magic were, but the methods of casting said magic were beyond her.


      “So, even the founder of magic herself doesn’t know? Must be some pretty crazy stuff.”


      Eluria indignantly puffed up her cheeks. “Not even the Sage knows everything,” she grumbled.


      In any case, their reincarnation wasn’t Eluria’s doing. Of course, Raid had no recollection of doing anything of the sort himself. The Hero and the Sage had reincarnated together a thousand years into the future... It would be too much of a stretch to wrap it all up as a pretty little coincidence.


      “Well...” Raid shrugged. “There’s no use in me racking my head over something even you don’t understand.”


      “Mhm. You don’t know what you don’t know,” Eluria concluded very philosophically. “There are just way too many question marks in our case. I tried digging around a bit, and apparently, reincarnation magic should perfectly replicate the target from their past life. But I’m completely different.”


      “You are?”


      Eluria’s eyes instantly sharpened into a glare. “You didn’t notice?”


      At that moment, Raid’s gut told him that he’d be in a world of trouble if he couldn’t give an answer, so he took another good look at the girl before him.


      Her silver locks were as beautiful and immaculate as ever.


      Her eyes were the same deep ocean blue shade he remembered.


      Age aside, she still looked to be around fifteen to sixteen years old.


      As for her figure... He’d never looked too closely in his past life, but he recalled that her height was around average, and that the curves of her figure and the slightness of her limbs were feminine enough at a glance, all the same as they were now.


      In conclusion, nothing had changed.


      Unable to stand his silence any longer, Eluria began restlessly fiddling with her hair. It was only then that Raid finally found what he was looking for: the characteristic pointed tips of her ears had turned very familiarly rounded.


      “Wait... You reincarnated as a human?”


      “Yep.” Eluria lifted her hair to fully show him. “So now, I have matching ears with you.”
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