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      Prologue


      “Why did it have to be this way?”


      The question endlessly haunted her.


      The great Sage had left behind a truly wondrous art. It should have saved countless lives and improved people’s standards of living... It should have made the world a better place, peaceful and safe.


      She’d taken his research and built it up into “magic” for that very purpose...at least, she thought she had—believed she had, without a shred of doubt.


      The thought of the smiles that magic would inspire had spurred her on. She’d given shape to the countless blueprints in her mind and tested them over and over to make sure others could use them, even cutting down on sleep just to further the craft dearest to her heart.


      All to make the world a better place.


      So why...


      “Why did it have to be this way?”


      From the top room of a decrepit steeple, she stared blankly at the landscape spread out before her eyes: pure and utter nothingness. No trees, no grass—just a ravaged wasteland dotted with rubble and dust.


      This place had once been filled with people and life, with rows of buildings and bustling streets. It had been the greatest, most prosperous imperial capital in the world, earning the admiration of many.


      Alas, there was nothing left of it—nothing but a tale of past grandeur, buried beneath centuries. Long had it been destroyed, ravaged, and reduced to naught but ash—and by her very own hand, no less.


      “Why?”


      Her empty gaze was set upon the vast nothingness as broken mumbles fell endlessly from her lips.


      She had thought that her magic would bring peace to people’s lives. But she was wrong. Her magic had been used to take countless lives. Upon mountains of corpses and a gruesome sea of blood, Altane had grasped within its greedy hands even the distant land across the sea and became the greatest empire known to man.


      So she’d destroyed them.


      She’d rained judgment upon the vile and heinous Altanians who had dared to use her magic for such evil. She’d crushed their homes and killed the people. She’d destroyed until there had been nothing left to destroy, until nothing but a question remained echoing emptily in her head.


      “Just why?”


      Left with nothing, the people still did not cease their fighting. Far from it, they began calling her the “Demon Lord” and even tried to kill her with none other than her very own craft.


      “This is not what I made magic for!” she once screamed.


      “Magic wasn’t made to hurt others!” she once cried.


      But no one had listened.


      She’d been left with no other choice. She’d killed those who dared to wield magic so filthily. Any who approached, she had killed them one after the other.


      She killed and killed and killed again.


      Over and over and over and over and over and over and over and over...


      For hundreds of years.


      In the end, nothing remained. Even the continent itself, corrupted by slaughter and bloodshed, could no longer sustain human life.


      “Why did it have to be this way?”


      She had never wished for any of this. From the very beginning, the only thing she ever wanted was...


      “Eluria.”


      She slowly turned around. The one who had called her name was a silver-haired man; his lips were quirked in a wry smile like always.


      “What is it, dad?”


      “We have a guest, so I came to call you.”


      “Oh.” She turned back to the window as if she’d already lost interest.


      The next second, a loud explosion rattled the air, and the steeple tilted. However, neither of them batted an eye. They were gone in a flash, and just as quickly they reappeared outside.


      “Yo. Been about five years, hasn’t it?” Standing before them was a young man wielding a broadsword. His deep red hair fluttered in the wind as his lips turned up into a smirk. Then, he paused and cocked his head. “Oh, hang on. It’s been five years for me, since I have all these memories, but I guess it’s your first time meeting me... Should I introduce myself?”


      “Doesn’t matter,” Eluria mumbled, her voice carrying emptily through the air. “You’re the Hero. That’s all I need to know.”


      The young man smiled. “Sounds about right. I’m the Hero, chosen and fated to defeat the Demon Lord and save humanity.”


      Over the centuries, not a single human had been able to stand against Eluria, but only the Heroes would try time and time again. She’d killed them over and over, but they never disappeared for good. They passed their mana and memories on to the next human, and once again a new Hero would appear to challenge humanity’s nemesis. Once an expert swordsman, once the master of a dragon horde, once the vessel of divine beastly power... Many lives strung together, all striving to retake their peace from the Demon Lord’s evil hands.


      “You know,” the young man drawled. “I personally find it weird that we’re called ‘Heroes.’ If we were made to fight the ‘Demon Lord,’ then wouldn’t a title like ‘Brave’ have made a bit more—”


      “Doesn’t matter,” Eluria mumbled again.


      Instantly, the young man’s body was engulfed in blazing fire. The earth beneath his feet was scorched and the air around him crackled; it was a hellfire so relentless any ordinary human would have been erased from this world in less than a second.


      “Sheesh! No mercy right from the get-go, I see!”


      However, the Hero was different—he emerged from the flames mostly unscathed, save for a few singes on his clothes and skin.


      The Hero was the one and only being in this world who, after accumulating mana for generations, could freely draw mana from the Divine Realm. It was with this power that the Hero stood as the only human who could face the Demon Lord.


      However, facing her was the most they could manage, before ultimately dying by her hand. No number of accumulated lives could place them on par with the Demon Lord who had created and mastered the art of magic.


      “But I didn’t come all this way just to die!”


      Even then, the glint of hope never disappeared from the Heroes’ eyes. Time and time again, they would grip their weapons and appear before her once more.


      Alas, their resolve might have been unchanging, but so was the result of their clashes. It was set in stone, like the past that could no longer be changed.


      “I don’t care,” Eluria mumbled expressionlessly, and as she quietly raised her hand—


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa! Hold your horses! I’m not here to fight!”


      Eluria’s hand froze in midair.


      “Hey, Wallus! You damn geezer! Didn’t you explain anything to the Demon Lord?!”


      “I was just about to, when you suddenly attacked our steeple,” Wallus replied. “Also, don’t call her that. My daughter’s name is Eluria.”


      “Ah, right. Names are important. I wouldn’t appreciate having some nasty title just slapped on me either.” The young man nodded casually before stabbing his broadsword into the ground. “Anyway,” he continued, “I came here to surrender.”


      Eluria blinked. “Surrender?”


      “Uh-huh. We humans can’t defeat you. The Sage crafted ‘Hero’ for us, but no matter how many times we reincarnate, humanity will perish before we can ever surpass you.”


      As it stood, much of the continent had already been rendered uninhabitable to humanity. To escape the Demon Lord’s growing sphere of influence, people had fled to Legnare across the sea, but the Calamities—the Demon Lord’s apostles—were already encroaching on that foreign land as well. Humanity’s destruction was but a matter of time.


      Heroes repeatedly reincarnated while inheriting past mana and memories, and were granted growth beyond human limits. However, only humans could become Heroes, so once humanity became extinct, the cycle would end. And as the young man had said, this would happen much sooner than the Heroes could even dream of surpassing the Demon Lord.


      “We acknowledge our sins,” declared the Hero. “We deceived Eluria Caldwin, the venerable progenitor of magic, and used magic to satisfy our greed and self-interests. Moreover, we even declared you ‘evil’ and dubbed you the Demon Lord. For all this, we apologize.” The young man then somberly bowed his head.


      However, Eluria’s eyes remained empty as ever. “I don’t care,” she muttered again, not a spark of life or emotion in her gaze. “That you humans misused magic, called me evil, or accepted your deaths... None of it matters to me anymore.”


      And she meant every word of it.


      For a thousand years, Eluria had drowned in the darkness of her heart and slaughtered countless humans—over and over, each life she extinguished taking a little bit of her along with it. By now, neither rage nor sorrow remained.


      “Because nothing can be changed now.”


      The only thing left was an endless abyss of regret. Eluria had made magic for people’s happiness, but instead they had used it to take countless lives and trample all over her dearest wish. Whether she hunted the humans down to the last soul or they showed remorse and accepted their demise, the past deaths could not be undone, nor could she ever grasp her dream again.


      “So it doesn’t...matter anymore.”


      With a heart so weary and eyes so devoid of hope, Eluria could only repeat the same words over and over.


      However, the young man simply smiled and asked in return, “Then what would you do if you could start all over again?”


      The unbelievable words drew Eluria’s empty gaze, and the young man grinned.


      “This might sound weird coming from me, but ‘Hero’ is some real crazy magic—it can draw out mana from the Divine Realm that exists beyond the human world. And I’m sure you’d know how crazy that is, given you’ve reached the pinnacle of magic and even attained immortality...yet still can’t reach the Divine Realm yourself.”


      Two thousand years ago, a great and venerable Sage had left behind the knowledge and research that eventually served as the foundation for magic as it was known today. The notion of “Heroes” was also proposed by this very Sage, and it was later made into reality by Lailas of the Celios Federation and Yahigashi of the Legnarian nation-state after much time and sacrifice. This became humanity’s one and only hope—a spell that could only be used by humans, and was thus beyond the grasp of even the progenitor of magic herself. Not to mention that this progenitor, Eluria, had also created magic through the knowledge left behind by the Sage.


      “When we Heroes are reincarnated upon death, mana bursts forth from the Divine Realm,” the Hero continued. “We can use that to undo your time so you can start over.” His eyes were crystal clear, free of falsehoods, unlike the countless humans she’d seen before.


      “He’s telling the truth, El,” her father piped in, a gentle smile on his face. “At the very least, I’ve judged that it’s plenty possible. I called him here so he could share the idea with you.”


      Eluria watched as her father reached his hand out as if to pat her head, but she felt neither warmth nor touch from the gesture. Even after Eluria fell to madness and slaughtered everything within her sight, her father had promised to stay by her side—a promise he fulfilled, even at the cost of abandoning his body and becoming no more than a soul.


      “You are a kind child, El. Kinder than anyone in this world. Yet in your anger, you killed countless humans, drowned in guilt and slaughter, and lost everything you knew. And all the while, I could do nothing but watch it all happen... I just can’t bear it anymore.” The intangible figure, wavering in the air, tenderly embraced Eluria. “So let’s start over...to fulfill your dearest wish.”


      “My...dearest wish,” Eluria echoed emptily, her thousand-year-old desire resurfacing in her mind.


      “I want magic to make everyone in the world happy!”


      It was a truly childish dream, but it was without a doubt Eluria’s one true wish.


      The young man smiled and nodded. “I won’t have a hand in what happens from this point, but it looks like Wallus has some plans in store.”


      “I do. I swear to fulfill my promise to you...and all the past Heroes.”


      “Awesome to hear.” The young man grinned. “Thanks to you, it looks like I’ll get to die in peace.”


      Reincarnation was only triggered upon the Hero’s death. In other words, this young man was sacrificing himself to send Eluria and Wallus off to the past.


      “Why...”


      “Hm? What’s up, li’l missy? Got the sudden urge to confess your love for me?”


      “Why...are you doing this?” she asked, her eyes no longer as empty as they had been for centuries. The slightest glint of life had returned to the ocean blue orbs staring at the young man before her.


      He simply smiled and answered, “If I have to say, it’s because we decided that this was probably the Sage’s will.”


      “The Sage’s will...?”


      “Yeah. I mentioned it earlier too—if the Sage had designed this magic to be used for defeating powerful forces, then he wouldn’t have named it ‘Hero.’”


      After going through so many reincarnation cycles, the Heroes had come to realize the purpose behind their existence.


      “A hero is someone who saves others. People, countries—heck, sometimes even the entire world...or perhaps,” he whispered, “a single, lonely girl who was condemned as evil.” The young man pulled his broadsword from the ground and tossed it over to Wallus. “We’re sure that the Sage—no, the first Hero who created us would think the same way. Magic that will save those who must be saved... That is what ‘Hero’ was always meant to be.”


      The young man smiled, as finally, his turn had come to pass on his hope. “So,” he whispered to the void, “we’re leaving this girl to you, our first Hero.”


      The moment Wallus stabbed the sword into the young man’s heart, the world flashed white. As she was embraced by a strange, unplaceable sensation, a certain name came to Eluria’s mind.


      The man who had inspired her to create magic, who must have carried the same wish as her, yet she’d only known through documents and texts.


      “Raid Freeden...”


      Eluria whispered the name of the great and venerable Sage before everything she knew faded away.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One


      “I told you we’d come see you right away...didn’t I, Wallus Caldwin?” Raid’s lips curled into a cold smile as his chilling gaze was locked on the girl known as Elise Lammel. “Oh, and you’d better not try to lie or bluff your way out of this. I’m not just taking a shot in the dark here.”


      The absolute certainty in Raid’s tone had Elise freezing up on the spot, wide-eyed. Soon, however, she narrowed her eyes and hummed. “Well, you certainly sound confident.”


      “I said what I said. So just cough it up already.”


      “Before that...” Elise frowned. “Could you tell me how you knew I was Wallus?”


      “I had definite proof.” Raid tapped his ear. “I was a general a thousand years ago. To manage so many soldiers and grasp the vast battlefield, I learned to identify and distinguish people’s voices.”


      Voices contained a wide range of identifiers: volume, pitch, accent, intonation, and so on. Each of these varied from person to person, all coming together to embody their unique habits and tendencies. Because even the slightest discrepancy in intel could spell death on the battlefield, Raid had learned how to identify these factors to distinguish each individual. Of course, it was only possible thanks to the extraordinary physical capabilities that sharpened his five senses.


      Although people could control the volume or pitch of their voices, the same couldn’t be said for the other, more minute, habitual factors in their speech. In fact, normally one would never even think to mask these parts of their voice—after all, who would expect that the person they were hiding from could hear such minute details with such incredible accuracy?


      Thus, Raid had intentionally created a situation that would force Wallus out of hiding—to have a conversation, or more specifically, to hear him speak. After comparing Wallus’s voice with every single one he’d heard until now, the closest result he’d gotten was...Elise Lammel.


      “Besides that,” Raid added, “Alma told me that you’re a genius at crafting magic devices and even helped advance technology by decades...almost as if you had a vision of what technology looked like in the future. Not to mention a lot of your devices felt very similar to Altane’s machines.”


      During the simulation exam, when Raid had been watching the students with Alma in the instructor’s tent, he’d felt a subtle sense of déjà vu. The multiple screens displaying different scenes had reminded him of the surveillance cameras used to monitor public order in the imperial capital, and the bangles that could track the students’ locations and movements had been rather similar to the transmitters embedded into the bodies of criminals and slaves. Of course, it wasn’t entirely farfetched to say she’d simply come up with similar inventions, especially since over a millennium had passed, but the similarities were so striking to Raid’s mind that it felt more likely that the inventor had seen such machines before.


      “I’d already suspected that the mastermind was near us,” Raid continued, “meaning the chances were high that we’d already made contact. All that was left was to hear their voice and pin them down.”


      Elise sighed. “Yes, of course... In the previous timeline, you were an exceptional inventor and even conceived voice recognition technology... It’s just crazy that you can do it physically now.” Her lips momentarily twisted into a bitter smile before she finally nodded. “All right. A promise is a promise. No more secrets from me.”


      “In that case, first and foremost, I want to clear this up.” Eluria suddenly raised her hand and set her somber gaze on Elise. “Tell me—are you really my dad?”


      Elise momentarily pursed her lips. “Hm... I suppose you could say that, in a way.”


      “Mm... Then, with that, I have something very important to confirm.” Eluria’s eyes glinted sharply, her narrowed gaze pinning the girl claiming to be her father, as she slowly spoke. “Have you always wanted to be a girl? Is that why you’re wearing such frilly clothes now?”


      “Well, I... Wait, what?! No, hang on!”


      “My dad became a little girl in a cutesy dress...” Eluria mumbled.
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      “Oookay! Let’s start by clearing up this misunderstanding, shall we?! My, or rather, Wallus’s honor as a father is at stake!” Elise flailed her hands around before clearing her throat. “Er, you see, I am most certainly Elise Lammel. But I also carry within me the memories of Wallus Caldwin.”


      “So...you’re different people?”


      “I myself am undoubtedly a girl,” said Elise. “I’ve inherited and have been influenced by Wallus Caldwin’s memories, but they haven’t replaced my memories and personality as Elise Lammel.”


      “So...my dad didn’t want to be reborn as a little girl and wear cute and frilly clothes...?”


      “Who are you calling a little girl?! Do I have to remind you that I’m older than you?! Also, I don’t wear these frilly clothes because I want to! People keep giving them to me, saying, ‘Oh, Elise, you’re as lovely as a doll! Try this on!’ So I can’t just toss it all aside, can I?!” she shrieked, slamming her hands over her desk. Her frustration was evident, but even then she dutifully wore everything they gifted her; such a young girl, yet she was already so polite and conscientious.


      In any case, Raid had hit the bull’s-eye with his memory succession theory—reincarnation and time travel weren’t so easy to achieve, after all. Otherwise, there would have been more people reincarnating from the past or traveling from the future.


      But although this had proven his theory, Raid could hardly feel relieved—not with new players jumping into the picture.


      “First things first—tell us about those guys who summoned the Calamity. How were they able to cross over from the future?” Raid demanded, thinking back to the group of soldiers wearing Altane’s crest, as well as the white-haired man who led them.


      Elise raised her brows and answered, “I’m sure you already have an inkling, but those guys are Altanians who came from what would be a thousand years in the future, from our perspective. Hm... It gets a little complicated, so let me clear this up first.”


      She took out a sheet of paper and drew a vertical line. “This is our first timeline,” she began. “In this world, Raid, you were hailed as a great and venerable Sage. You left behind research and knowledge that led to the development of magic and technology.”


      “So Raid gets lots of praise in that world... That makes me happy,” Eluria preened.


      Raid chuckled wryly. “I was called the Sage, huh? You sure that was me?”


      “Don’t say that. You’re smart.”


      “Ahem! I feel a wave of flirting coming along, so I’m afraid I’ll have to stop you there,” Elise said. “Anyway, using the Sage’s research as the foundation, Eluria, you invented magic just like you did in this world. But you ultimately became a powerful threat and eradicated most of humanity from this continent of Etrulia.”


      The girl froze. “I did...?”


      “Yes. Because you made magic for the sake of others...but Altane betrayed you and used it to massacre and conquer the continent.” Elise bit her lips as Wallus’s memories played in her head. “You see, since you were so young, Wallus served as your agent of sorts and handled matters related to your magic inventions—to ensure both of you would be safe in Altane.”


      Raid could easily imagine the reason: elven persecution in Altane. Worse yet, because their race possessed a long lifespan while appearing exceedingly similar to humans, they had been experimented on to research the means of attaining perpetual youth. The worst of the lot, in their foolish belief that elven flesh and bones could stop aging, had even dared to do the unthinkable. To escape that wretched fate, Wallus had probably wanted to use magic as a bargaining chip to keep him and his daughter safe.


      “But Wallus knew that his daughter wished for peace and happiness in the world,” Elise continued. “So he handled everything for her and isolated her from the outside world—so she’d never have to know what Altane was actually using her magical techniques for.”


      However, he couldn’t keep it hidden forever. Eluria eventually found out what wretched deeds her beloved magic had been used for—and that had been the birth of the world’s worst enemy.


      “But why were you guys captured by Altane?” Raid asked. “Eluria entered the Vegaltan army, so I always figured she was from the western region...”


      “Hm... That’s also a bit difficult to explain, so back to the paper we go,” Elise said with an awkward smile. On the vertical line she drew earlier, she added three horizontal lines. “Consider these horizontal lines as separated by a thousand years each,” she began. “The topmost is the point in the future where the world is very nearly destroyed, and the bottommost is the era you were born in, Raid. Originally, Eluria and I were born in this era in the middle.”


      “Oh... Basically, right around this era we’re living in now?”


      “Exactly. By the time we were born, Vegalta had already fallen to ruin.”


      In Raid and Eluria’s remembered past, Vegalta had opposed the great empire of Altane with the new art of magic. However, in the original timeline, magic was invented a thousand years later, when Eluria was originally born. With no means of defense, in that timeline, Vegalta must have been invaded and eventually collapsed.


      “That was why Wallus went all the way back to a thousand years before they were born—to your era, when Vegalta was still standing. He handed magic to the nation with a history in magecraft to grant them the power to oppose Altane.”


      And that was how he created a different future, a new timeline.


      The people of the western region had also feared elves, but at most they maintained a reasonable distance from them and nothing more—a far cry from the cruel atrocities that took place in the eastern region. With Altane as their common enemy, Wallus saw no better place to take on the role of the opposing Magic Kingdom. And leading the Magic Kingdom would of course be the one person who could always be trusted to use magic the right way—Eluria. Thus did Vegalta earn its symbol, the Sage, and inherit the philosophy of using magic for the good of all people.


      “But how did you guys return to the past to begin with?” Raid asked.


      “Oh... Well, we borrowed the Hero’s power.”


      Raid frowned. “Mine?”


      “I guess it does count as yours,” Elise mused. “The power you hold now is something you, from our original timeline, came up with.” She pointed at Raid and smiled. “Among the documents and literature left behind by Sage Raid Freeden was a draft that included the ‘pathways and conditions to becoming a Hero.’ The head of the former Celios Federation, the Lailas clan, and Totori Yahigashi from the nation-state of Legnare, took that draft and created a spell called ‘Hero.’”


      Eluria flinched upon hearing those very familiar names. “Lailas... That’s Lufus’s last name.”


      “Right. When Lufus Lailas formed contracts with the Guardian Dragons, she became the first person to touch upon the suprarational Divine Realm. Totori Yahigashi, the leading researcher in forbidden arts, reached out to her, and they collaborated to craft a spell.”


      “To fight me...?”


      “Well...” Elise trailed off nervously.


      “It’s okay. I want you to explain everything.”


      Elise winced and nodded. “A hundred years after magic was promulgated, you finally learned the truth and fell into a rage. You reduced the entire continent to a mountain of rubble, indiscriminately bestowing death and destruction upon all. And so, Eluria Caldwin became the enemy of the entire world.”


      The spell known as Hero had been crafted to oppose her, but alas, it seemed Eluria could not be stopped. Elise had said that the horizontal lines—the eras—were separated by a thousand years each. In other words, Eluria must have remained undefeated for another nine hundred years.


      “Hero was made to fight against Eluria. It was a spell that extracted mana from the Divine Realm to pass on memories and abilities upon death. Ultimately, this succession continued for fifty generations and helped the Heroes surpass human limits...but none were ever a match for Eluria, and humanity was left with little time. So...” Elise narrowed her eyes. “Wallus struck a deal with the fiftieth Hero.”


      “What kind of deal?” Raid asked.


      “They would use the Hero’s immense mana to eliminate Demon Lord Eluria—by sending her very existence to the past.” Elise turned to Eluria before dropping her gaze. “To atone for hiding the truth, Wallus unconditionally stood by Eluria’s side. Even as the entire world turned against her, he watched over her... Yes, he watched as his daughter, who had once dreamed of a beautiful world, destroyed and ravaged it all with her own hands as she broke down from the guilt and sorrow.”


      And so, Wallus set out to save his daughter, even if it meant betraying her once more by borrowing their enemy’s power. He chose the only way to save her: to return to the past and change the history of the world itself.


      “Fortunately, the Heroes had also begun to harbor doubts about the meaning of their existence. The fiftieth colluded with Wallus and decided to make a new timeline.”


      “And that’s...this world?”


      “Precisely. After Wallus returned to the past, he worked behind the scenes to make Vegalta into a Magic Kingdom that would rightfully inherit Eluria’s will. Then, he erased the sinful empire from existence.”


      And that was how the history of the world had been rewritten into one wherein Eluria’s ideal had become a reality.


      However, it seemed it hadn’t necessarily been tied into a neat little bow of happily ever after.


      “Well, if Wallus has changed the past, then shouldn’t the future have changed too?” Raid frowned. “So how the heck did Altane’s remnants pop up here?”


      “That’s...also a little complicated. You see, a timeline is like a large river,” Elise said, drawing another vertical line on the paper. “Just as a heavy storm or earthquake can greatly alter a river’s flow, a shift as huge as changing the past made the timeline split into new channels. In other words, our world is now simultaneously housing two separate timelines.”


      “So the world you guys came from still exists?”


      “Simply put, yes...” Elise sighed. “Eluria has disappeared from that world, but it is still quietly waiting for its end...at the hands of the Calamities she left behind.”


      Calamities were ultra-sized manabeasts the likes of those that had appeared over the eastern sea. Even special-class magicians, known for their extraordinary magical abilities, shuddered and cowered in the face of their immense power.


      “Although the greatest threat had disappeared, the Calamities she left behind were still beyond humanity’s capabilities to eliminate. Even the Heroes had their hands full just pushing them back, only ever subduing them through sheer luck.”
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