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      Year 1938, Summer 1


      Miss Medic’s Diary at War


      The World War had left its scars everywhere—scars which did not heal.


      At the height of summer, I was traveling to a rural town located along the Austin Empire’s border. It had all the good qualities of such a place, with no incessant city noise or factory smog to blot out the sky. It was a good town with clear air, delicious grape wine—its specialty—and the liveliest people.


      I’d heard that during the previous World War, this town had been the site of a fierce battle. If you went a little farther out, you could still find empty cartridges scattered all around. In these times of peace, I wanted to personally experience what remained of the war that had claimed so many lives. And so, I was using my extended leave to go sightseeing.


      “Yep, if you wanna get to the battlefield ruins, just keep right on ahead.”


      “Thank you.”


      After receiving directions from one of the locals, I headed toward the plain that’d been the stage for the World War. I followed the well-kept footpath for around thirty minutes before I began seeing traces of battle—just what I was looking for.


      The air definitely felt different. Rotted wood sprung out among the scattered, thick weeds like it had been thrust into the earth. The black soil, trampled flat, was dug up haphazardly as if moles had been burrowing through. The earth in this region was supposed to be yellow from the sulfur, so why was this battlefield the only place with ominous black soil?


      I felt the historical malice, the suggestion that a tragedy had occurred here.


      “This is what’s left of the trenches,” I murmured to myself.


      Even while I was overwhelmed by the peculiar atmosphere, I wandered a little through the dug-up black lumps of dirt.


      This pit, which had once been called a trench, used to hide a great number of soldiers. Looking carefully, I could see prints made from combat boots on the wood nailed into the earth. Those marks were likely from soldiers planting their feet on the wood while engaging the enemy.


      My heart throbbed at the sight. Each footprint was like the lingering spirit of a soldier who had lost their life.


      “Now then...”


      I’d heard that if you dug up the earth around here, you could find human remains and various items. The number of soldiers who’d gone MIA on the battlefield had risen to over ten thousand, and many bodies and belongings had still not been recovered.


      With the heavy shovel I’d carried all this way, I began digging up the earth around me.


      If I did manage to find anything in these ruins, I’d have to turn it in to the police. This poor rural town couldn’t afford to retrieve the items itself, so the task was handled by volunteers—usually curious history buffs like myself. We were drawn to these ruins of war, eager to feel the traces of soldiers’ lives.


      After spending several hours digging up what was left of the trenches, it was the early afternoon. As I was thinking about having lunch, I felt some resistance at the end of my shovel.


      “Hm? I hit something.”


      What was buried beneath this black soil? What sort of emotions did this item harbor? With quickening breaths, I began devoting myself to its excavation. I hurriedly dug through the earth with my bare hands, uncovering some kind of shiny black leather. It was a belonging of the deceased.


      I felt my heart racing faster. Little by little, I meticulously dug up the earth around this item. It was meant to be delivered to the bereaved family, so it’d be rude not to preserve it as best I could.


      It took around a full hour before I safely dug up that shiny black item.


      “It’s a notebook,” I said.


      The shiny black leather had been the cover of a notebook. The quality of the paper was rather old, but its leather cover had kept it in pretty good condition. This...was definitely something left over from the war.


      I gulped. Slowly, carefully, I opened the front cover. It made an unpleasant peeling sound, but the notebook opened without tearing.


      I could read it. It was a diary written in meticulous, easy-to-read Austinese. Many pictures discolored by time were carefully folded in; I felt as though I was meeting the gaze of the blank-eyed girl in the photos.


      My heart was pounding. I knew that this diary recorded the footprints of someone who’d once ran through this very battlefield. Everything I wanted to see—everything I wanted to know—was right here.


      I forgot myself and sat down there on the spot, and with the sun beating down on me, I opened the first page.


      Before anything else, the sentence inscribed inside the cover captivated my gaze.




      My dearly beloved Tory Noelle,


      All I ask is that you return home safely.


      -Isaac Fenn, Director of Noelle Orphanage


    


  



  

    

      Western Front 1


      April 1st, Evening


      I think I’ll leave this diary as a memento. I’m sorry to the director, who gave me such kind words, but it’s impossible for me to believe that I’ll make it out of this battlefield.


      And to whoever picks up this diary after my death, I’d be happy if you could deliver it to Director Isaac Fenn of the Noelle Orphanage. Please grant this small wish of a departed soul.


      Also, this diary will contain the anguish and emotions that I could no longer carry, so please keep it as private as possible.


      Now, this may be sudden, but are you familiar with the FPS genre of games? I think that word would be new to you. Whether it was a dream or reality, I have memories of a previous life. They’re memories of a world far in the future that held peaceful, advanced civilizations.


      FPS is a generic term for a first-person shooter game—something that had been popular in that future world. Most were themed around war, using guns to fight one another in a virtual world.


      Playing in first person was extremely difficult. Your weapon of choice may affect your field of vision, and you’d often get sick from looking at the screen. And worst of all, if something was in your blind spot, then you couldn’t react. As such, it was normal to find yourself in unfair situations where you were running just fine before meeting a sudden death. However, that was what made it fun; it was satisfying to think about how you’d get to your enemy’s blind spot and subject them to that same unfair fate, killing them.


      I was a god at FPS games. I had an amazing ability to sniff out the enemy, crazy aim, reflexes that could react in sudden gunfights, and beyond anything else, the ability to predict what the enemy was thinking.


      I’d been an expert in all those skills and became the world champion of a certain battle royale game. I’d even received company sponsorships and went pro, although I’d been nothing more than a game addict in peaceful Japan. In the world of war, so long as I had a gun in my hand, I was invincible.


      In the world of fiction, anyway.


      Wars in games were merely entertainment. Once the fight ended, you could exchange stupid quips with the people you’d shot dead and laugh together.


      However, in real war...


      “Take this!!!”


      “Gah...”


      A soldier who’d been killed by a piercing wound to the neck spewed dark sprays of blood and bubbles from his nose and mouth before he fell silent, never to speak again.


      “Hey, little girl! Don’t zone out! We’re charging in!”


      “Huh? Oh, yes, sir.”


      Our squad commander—a young man who was similar in age to my past self—was stabbing at the soldiers who had come to attack us. After barking commands at the soldiers around him, he boldly went charging into enemy territory.


      As someone whose duty was to follow the commander, I could only run after him.


      “We’ll seize this hilly area,” he shouted. “Follow me!!!”


      Today was my first time participating in this war. The bellows and dying cries of soldiers flew through the air, and amid the foul stench of human waste and rotting flesh, my footsteps were wet. As I grew sticky with other people’s bodily fluids and grease, the two of us dashed up the enemy’s hill.


      Fifty-eight meters. That’s the distance we’d earned today. After going back and forth over and over again, we’d used the lives of many as stepping stones to advance that far.


      About eight hundred of our comrades had been sacrificed for that much. Our front line had shifted forward fifty-eight meters, but we’d lost eight hundred people.


      People’s lives became distances, and distance was territory. That meant our country’s border had advanced fifty-eight meters.
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      “Gah ha ha!!! It’s a great day for us, kid!” the squad commander bellowed.


      “Congratulations,” I said. “It’s thanks to your bravery and leadership, Squad Commander.”


      “It’s a good thing you were under me for your first battle. I’ll work you to death as efficiently as possible. You can die easy knowing that!!!”


      Starting today, I was a medic assigned to the Western Front to battle against the neighboring country.


      Ha. Ha ha ha ha.


      “I’ll make your life worth a full meter!” he declared.


      “I intend to fulfill my duty to this country.”


      “Don’t worry. When you die, I’ll be sure to tell your family all about your heroic deeds.”


      Man... This was all messed up.


      April 1st, Night


      I’ll give a proper self-introduction. I’m Tory Noelle. My first name is Tory, and my last name is Noelle. I was an FPS addict in my previous life in Japan. My sex changed in this world, so I’m a girl now.


      By the way, the director of the orphanage named me Tory, and Noelle is the location of my orphanage. Apparently, my parents got wrapped up in the war and died in the bombings. However, I’d survived, and while the village was engulfed in flames, a villager happened to carry me all the way to Noelle. The Noelle Orphanage took me in, so I adopted Noelle as my surname.


      But my life at the orphanage was not well-off by any means. There were more orphans like me because of the war, and it was extremely hard to keep it running.


      Through growing barley and vegetables, gathering dandelions—the local specialty—and asking for more donations, we’d barely managed to keep food on the table. That was the financial state of the orphanage, so when I became an adult at fifteen, I was told I should start working.


      “You...have the potential for recovery magic,” Isaac said to me one day.


      “What? Really?”


      “That affinity of yours will probably shine with some polish. Are you interested in joining the military?”


      When the people of Austin become adults, they must take a military physical exam. However, women were rarely drafted, so I wasn’t supposed to get involved in the military. Despite that...


      “Even if you don’t apply, they’ll eventually make you a soldier if they see that you have an affinity for recovery magic. You’ll be treated more favorably if you apply of your own accord first.”


      There was nothing I could say to that.


      “Volunteer soldiers get paid a high salary, and the orphanage will get some grant money too.”


      For better or worse, I apparently had a rare talent for recovery magic. And so, with barely any choice in the matter, I enlisted in the military.


      “Thank you for taking care of me, Director,” I said.


      “Don’t push yourself, Tory,” he replied. “If you get hurt, don’t hesitate to come back.”


      But to be honest, I hadn’t been all that reluctant. I was confident I’d make an excellent soldier based on my past life’s performance with games. And unlike my previous world, you just never knew when you were going to die in this country. With that in mind...


      “If the war ends...” I said, “I’ll come back here.”


      “Tory...”


      “Please take care, Director Isaac.”


      When soldiers died, the bereaved family received condolence money for that soldier’s service. If Director Isaac was my recipient, I could contribute to the orphanage even if I were to die on the battlefield.


      I was deeply indebted to the Noelle Orphanage. When every day was a gamble, I wanted to use what life I did have for the orphanage.


      By the way, one other person from the orphanage had enlisted in the military this year besides me: Bernie Noelle, a mischievous young boy. He was the same age as me, and a childhood friend I often used to play with since we were little. I remember him saying that even if he got sent to the front lines, he’d definitely come see me. It was very reassuring to have a friend on the battlefield.


      However, in today’s battle, he’d apparently been mowed down by enemy magic and died, burnt to a crisp. As a fellow Noelle, I was treated as Bernie’s bereaved family and allowed to see his dead body.


      Just yesterday, we’d been talking and laughing, but he’d died with his eyes wide open, a pained look on his face and his body bloated. He’d been the only one I knew on the battlefield, and my childhood friend. His death hit me hard.


      Please tell me this isn’t real.


      April 2nd, Morning


      “What a first day you had, suddenly getting thrown into a battle. I’ll bet our enemies are taking a break themselves, so we probably won’t be going at it like that again today.”


      “Right...”


      It was the day after we’d suddenly been sent out to the battlefield for an attack. Having no time to grieve Bernie’s death, Commander Gabak had called me out for an orientation.


      “All right,” he started, “you can use recovery magic, right? You can stay behind me for a while...”


      “I can’t use it.”


      “Huh?”


      I realized the commander had made a huge misunderstanding. While it was true my potential for recovery magic had been discovered, I still hadn’t learned to use it. I was only told to learn on the spot, then sent to the battlefield without a lick of training.


      He was silent for a moment. “Then what can you do, Missy?”


      “Nothing.”


      “Then what did you come here for?”


      It wasn’t that I’d wanted to come. I just didn’t have many other options.


      But I felt like he would smack me if I said that, so I didn’t.


      “I wanted to contribute to our country in my own way,” I replied, “as someone who can’t do anything.”


      “Ha!” he spat. “Look at you, Missy, talking all big when you got nothing to show for it! It pisses me off!”


      “Gah!”


      He smacked me anyway.


      “The way you are now, you’re nothing but dead weight,” he told me. “A ground beetle, a parasite that sits around and does nothing but eat. I’ll introduce you to a veteran medic, so hurry up and learn that magic.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      It was a cruel world. Was this what a real war was like? This world had a pretty strong fantasy component, so I thought their wars would be more peaceful, with the heroes’ magic going “boom” or the dragon’s breath going “fwishhh” or something.


      “Now follow me. Don’t step on the corpses around here. They’re full of maggots.”


      “I’ll be careful...” I murmured.


      There weren’t really any heroes in this war. Just like wars in my previous life, this was just humans killing each other in bloody battles. Even in a fantasy world, wars were crude, filthy things.


      ***


      “You’re the new recruit who was assigned to Gabak’s forces? My condolences.”


      The commander had led me to a kind-looking older lady in a military uniform. She was beautiful, well endowed, and had a charming mole under her eye.


      “My name is Gale,” she said. “I’m a Medical Second Lieutenant, and the Head of Health that supervises the Health Department.”


      “Hello. I’m Second Class Combat Medic Tory,” I replied with a salute.


      “Nice to meet you,” Gale said, smiling back at me. Her smile was so beautiful, it made me want to sigh. “Gabak’s an idio— Ahem. All he thinks about is charging in. I’m sure it was a lot for you, right?”


      “Well, I’m still new to this post, so...”


      “Oh, I see. Well, you’ll understand eventually.” Gale, with her incredibly beautiful face, watched Gabak’s back as he left after saddling her with the job of educating me. “Gabak is excellent as an assault infantry soldier. It’s because the exhilaration he feels from killing is stronger than his fear of being killed. He charges into enemy camps undaunted, and that boldness has certainly gotten results in this war.”


      She looked troubled as she continued. “But he’s also well known for using his subordinates as shields. If he feels like he’s gone in too far, he’ll abandon subordinates like a lizard cutting off its tail and be the first to run.”


      I had nothing to say.


      “And he does it so shamelessly. He thinks it’s better that his subordinates die in his stead.”


      I didn’t know how to respond to someone suddenly bad-mouthing my superior. And she only kept going.


      “However, just so you know, you absolutely must obey the commands of your superior officers, no matter how foolish. Gabak mercilessly punishes those who disobey.”


      “I’m aware.”


      “I hear that if you’re executed for disobeying an order, your family won’t get any condolence money. If you must die, die following a foolish order.”


      By her logic, it sounded like dying was a given for me. I’d thought that the FPS skills I’d honed in my previous life might be of some use to me now that I was on the battlefield, but...every action a soldier took was under their superiors’ orders anyway. You barely had the opportunity to make decisions and move on your own.


      “Well, live as long as you can,” she said. “Let’s work together from here on.”


      The longer I listened to Gale talk, the more I realized that I’d been put under the worst kind of superior officer there was.


      Wars were so fun in games, but they’re hell in reality. I realized I might’ve been a little too optimistic just because of this world’s half-baked fantasy elements. Man, how I loathed myself for enlisting in the military. I should’ve forgotten all about the orphanage’s financial state and just ran away.


      However, there was nothing I could do since I was already in hell. I just had to struggle to survive for as long as possible, even if only for one more day.


      April 3rd, Evening


      “Um... Heal! Is that right?”


      “Oh my, you’re so talented.”


      It had been three days since I was assigned to the Western Front. We hadn’t had any battles as big as the one from my first day. In the meantime, I was receiving lectures from Health Head Gale along with the other new recruits.


      “Congratulations,” she said. “You’re officially a combat medic now.”


      “Thank you.”


      The head’s lectures were easy to understand, and all of us novice medics became able to use recovery magic. Apparently, no matter what kind of recovery magic you could use, you were recognized as a combat medic. Your magical ability could be absolute garbage, unable to heal anything but scratches at best, but you were still a medic.


      “There are dozens of combat medics on the battlefront,” she told us. “However, that means there are very few soldiers who can use recovery magic throughout this entire warfront.”


      “Right.”


      “You five are extremely precious to our war efforts. Please work hard for us.”


      There were five new combat medics this term, including myself. Close to one hundred thousand Austinese soldiers had been sent to the front lines, but less than a tenth of even one percent of them were combat medics. The individuals who could use recovery magic were extremely valuable.


      “You have more mana than most, Tory. If you work hard, you could use your recovery magic at least twice.”


      “Only twice?” It seemed that, mana-wise, I could manage my basic Heal spell two times in a row. That seemed a little lacking for a magical specialist, though; during class, Head Gale herself had already used four or five rounds of recovery magic.


      “For a novice, that is excellent,” she assured me.


      “For a novice...” I murmured.


      “You can train your mana,” she said. “If you survive and gain experience, you’ll find that you can use it much more frequently. If you’re able to use it over ten times, you could be reassigned to the rear as an excellent practitioner.”


      Huh... So basically, I couldn’t use my mana that often yet because I was still pretty low level. But if I increased my mana, I’d get...rewarded? By being moved to a safe place.


      Wait, shouldn’t it be the opposite?


      “Um... Forgive me, but for us recovery magic users, wouldn’t it be more efficient if we gained experience in the rear until we can use it more frequently, and then get sent to the front lines?”


      “There’s simply no time,” she replied. “And there are no facilities or places where combat medics can take their time training in the rear. This country’s already nearing its end. After all, a young girl like you, who can’t even be considered a soldier yet, had to be shipped off to the front lines.”


      I wanted to butt in and say that if healers were so important, then they should be treated better, but it sounded like this country didn’t have the luxury. This war had been ongoing for over ten years; I bet all of the great soldiers and mentors had already died by now. That’s why they allowed such a ridiculous policy like this.


      “Oh, that’s right. Tory, I’ll show you how to use Shield.”


      “Shield?”


      “Yes. If you’re going to be following Gabak, you need to learn how to defend yourself at a moment’s notice. This magic is usually reserved for armored units, but many of us combat medics pick it up as well.”


      The Head of Health then cleared her throat and told the other combat medics to come to her if they were interested.


      I was all too eager to learn such magic, as it sounded like a massive boost to my survival rate.


      “Shield can deploy a magical barrier,” she said.


      “Oh?”


      “It can defend against things such as lighter magical attacks and thrown objects. It won’t work against ballistic magic or guns, though.”


      At the end of the Head of Health’s palms, a light-purple glass-like plane appeared. When I touched the plane, I found it to be decently strong.


      “It could save your life or your comrades’ in an instant,” she said.


      “Ooh...”


      “It’s essential for Tory to learn it, but if anyone else is interested, please practice it.”


      This certainly did seem useful. I felt like there used to be a similar skill in the game I’d played in my previous life, although that one defended against anything, including bullets.


      Anyway, a suggestion like this from a veteran combat medic was extremely valuable. I’d master these skills and prepare to be at the mercy of Gabak’s unreasonable demands.


      April 4th, Morning


      “How long are you going to sleep for, you damn maggots?!”


      It was the fourth day since I’d been assigned to the Western Front.


      “Our squad has just taken on a mission to invade enemy territory! Hurry up and get ready.”


      “Understood.”


      It was so early in the morning that the sun had yet to rise, but I’d awoken to Squad Commander Gabak’s angry voice. My brain wasn’t functioning because of my grogginess, but it sounded like we had to go out on an offensive mission immediately.


      Ugh... My whole body hurt since I’d had to sleep on the ground. I longed for my bed at the orphanage.


      “Commander Gabak... Wait, right now?!”


      “You idiot! You’re going to talk back?! This is an order!”


      I changed clothes immediately and began a detailed inspection of my equipment, but my fellow newbie private—I think his name was Salsa—talked back, earning him a smack from the squad commander. Man, why would he purposefully step on a land mine?


      “No, it’s just...if you’d told us beforehand instead of right before it’s happening...” he protested.


      “What? Are you a spy now too?” Gabak snapped. “This is an important military operation. Why should we explain it to the likes of you?”


      “I-I’m sorry! Ow, please don’t hit me!”


      That’s right, us low-ranking soldiers were left completely in the dark regarding when we’d be sent out for a military operation. Our orders to attack were only ever sudden, just like this.


      “All three members of the Murrue Elite Infantry Team are ready.”


      “Both members of the Allen Scouting Party are ready.”


      “Second Class Combat Medic Tory, ready.”


      “P-Private Salsa, ready!”


      “All right.”


      The Gabak Squad was ten people under the command of Sergeant Gabak. However, there were less of us since three had died in the battle four days ago. Afterward, the squad commander had sent out a request for reinforcements. Private Salsa had been sent to us, and now we had eight people.


      Incidentally, Salsa was a newbie who’d been freshly sent to the warfront four days ago. In other words, we’d entered the war at the same time.


      The squad commander began giving out orders. “Murrue Team, go on ahead. Allen Team, stand by my side. Tory and Salsa, stay right behind me.”


      “Understood, Squad Commander,” the soldiers bravely replied with fierce looks in their eyes.


      For the past three days, Health Head Gale had been training me, so I still hadn’t yet greeted the other squad members. All of a sudden, I had to act as a team with people I’d barely spoken to as we risked our lives. I was anxious.


      But it might’ve been for the best that I’d kept my distance with them. There was very little chance we’d all see each other again at the end of the day.


      April 4th, Evening


      “Nice. That’s the magic artillery force for you,” said Gabak. “Not much work left for us to do.”


      Today’s attack had begun with a long-distance shelling from the magic artillery force. They’d done a thorough job, taking several hours to burn down the enemy’s trenches and sandbags.


      This was a common tactic in this world. It was standard practice for the magic artillery force to do a preliminary shelling and kill the enemies before the infantry charged in. The longer the preliminary shelling went for, the more you whittled down enemy numbers. When you carried out this practice, you could obtain territories while minimizing losses.


      “It’s amazing,” I said.


      “I hate to admit it, but they’re the stars of this war. We rush out to attack the enemies and cut off their heads, but the magic artillery force does way more damage, raining hell on the enemies from afar.”


      “Then why don’t they bombard them every day?”


      “Casting magic on such a large scale uses up a massive number of magic stones. No matter how high our budget, if we bombarded the enemy every day, we wouldn’t be able to afford anything else.”


      The squad commander continued. “If the enemy predicts our attacks and evacuates their encampments in advance, that’d be a major setback for us. That’s why we can’t carry out this attack unless we know their position for sure.”


      “I see. That’s rather enlightening.”


      “Good. As soon as the shelling ends in five minutes, we’re going in,” the squad commander announced. “Our squad’s tactical objective is to advance to the riverside, and if possible, collaborate with another force to secure the river.”


      Then, with a fierce smile, he took out the bayonet he carried on his hip.


      “All right,” he said, “it’s time for the slaughter. Let’s turn those rotten invaders into dog shit!”


      With those words, we charged into the enemy camp.


      ***


      It ended badly.


      “Commander! A fire has broken out somewhere!”


      “God damn it!!!”


      We’d charged into an empty and charred enemy camp with no corpses to be found. The commander, puzzled, soon began to hear the shrieks of our allies around us and hurriedly ordered an evacuation.


      “We’re pulling out! They’re going to bombard all of us soon! They predicted our plan! What the hell is the general staff doing?!”


      “H-Help! I’m gonna die! I’m gonna be burned to death!”


      “Salsa, you idiot! Get burnt to a crisp!”


      Nothing seemed to be on the ground, but flames had suddenly sprung up out of nowhere, engulfing Private Salsa and leaving him writhing on the ground. It was probably a foothold magic circle, a kind of magic trap that acted like a land mine; if you stepped on it, you’d be turned to ash. For the enemy to have laid this kind of trap, they really had known about our attack today.


      “Please keep rolling around on the ground!” I shouted. “Really go at it! I’ll put dirt over you to extinguish the fire!”


      “I-It’s so hot! Hurry, hurry!”


      “Hup!”


      As someone who’d enlisted at the same time as me, I couldn’t leave him alone, so I tossed the dirt over him and helped him put out the fire. Then we ran after our squad together, who were already evacuating.


      “Ah! My leg!!!” he cried.


      I paused. “I understand. Just wait a moment.”


      However, he collapsed, unable to stand. His leg was blistered and completely swollen. There was no way he could walk in that condition.


      “Heal...” I said. “Heal...”


      “Aah, ah... Ah.”


      “I cast my spell twice,” I told him. “Even with my shoddy magic, I’m sure it feels a bit better.” My recovery magic was only as effective as a charm, but by repeating my spell, his leg’s swelling had gone down slightly. It was still a pretty serious injury, but this was as much as I could do.


      “I apologize, but if you can’t run, I’ll have to leave you behind,” I told him.


      “Ugh... Guh...”


      “I’m not strong enough to run while carrying you on my back.”


      “I get it. I’ll run... I’ll run, so don’t abandon me!” He was probably still suffering from intense pain, but he stood up and took off once more.


      After confirming that he could manage, I also started evacuating again, using all my power to sprint after the others.


      It seemed the enemy was starting their shelling. Explosions and death throes resounded in the air all around us.


      “Hah! Hah! Hah!” Salsa gasped. “I’m seriously going to die.”


      “Yes, all you can do is pray to god. Let’s pray that the shelling doesn’t come our way.”


      We ran, chasing after our seniors who had already left us far behind. We dashed with a single-minded devotion, each explosion filling us with fear. Flames billowed all around us from the enemy’s attack. We wouldn’t survive even a single direct hit.


      “Aah... Hah...” I panted. My physical strength was lacking to begin with. I’d been a game addict who barely exercised in my previous life, and in this life I’d been a bookworm who would hole up in the library.


      How long had I run for? I could only keep going thanks to the extreme adrenaline pumping through my veins, fueled from being on the verge of death. I was exerting myself so much, I normally would’ve passed out long ago.


      “I don’t want to die! I don’t want to die!” Salsa cried. “I still haven’t paid back my mom for anything!!!”


      “If you’re well enough to shout like that, then please run.”


      Salsa was more energetic than I’d expected. His leg was in such unbearable pain, but he could still afford to shout while running. As for me, I only tasted blood with every breath I took.


      “Aaaah!!!”


      As I ran next to Salsa, who just wouldn’t shut up, we crossed several hundred meters. In a stroke of incredibly good fortune, none of the ballistic magic attacks had hit us directly, and we managed to retreat back to our military’s farthest encampment. The enemy shellings probably wouldn’t reach us here.


      “Huh? H-Hey, Tory?!”


      I didn’t remember anything from after we’d reached our goal. From what I’d been told, I had lost consciousness. And I heard that Salsa had carried me to medical.


      April 5th, Evening


      “You absolute idiot!”


      It was after I’d woken up. After the commander had summoned me, I found that a tightly clenched fist was awaiting me as punishment.


      “Why did you use your recovery magic without my permission?” Gabak demanded. “Why did you rescue Salsa, defying my orders to evacuate?!”


      “I apologize.”


      It seemed my late evacuation to save Salsa was deemed a violation of his orders. That hadn’t been my intention, but I decided against talking back.


      “You got a soft spot since he enlisted at the same time as you or what? Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused for the people around you?!”


      I hesitated. “No, I don’t.”


      “I see. Then I’ll tell you. It was by chance—by sheer happenstance that you and I made it back without getting hit by enemy fire. How extremely lucky that was, am I right?”


      “Yes, it was incredibly fortunate.”


      The moment I answered, I felt a dull shock to my stomach. It seemed the commander had just punched me.


      “Ngh...” I grunted.


      “This is just hypothetical, but imagine that, in a stroke of bad luck, I’d been hit by the shelling. And then, after you were late, you happened to pass by me.”


      “Y-Yes?”


      “Would you have had the mana to save me?” He kept slapping my cheeks again and again. At the end, he kicked me as hard as he could, his face twisted in fury. “That’s how serious your transgression was. You put my life in danger to save that new recruit, a man who’s lower than a maggot.”


      “I deeply apologize.”


      “You’re only allowed to use recovery magic when receiving permission from your superior. Doing it without my say-so is inexcusable!”


      “I’m sorry.”


      “Otherwise, you’re not to use your recovery magic on anyone but me! Why do you think I went out of my way to request a combat medic?! I have to dive even farther into enemy lines and end this war!”


      His assaults were fierce. He was so violent, he tore my military uniform, and you could see the skin peeking out from the side of my stomach, swollen and red. I was in so much agony, my responses were growing weak.


      “Your punishment is to go without lunch today. And stand up straight in front of my tent until sundown.”


      “Yes, sir...”


      That was the punishment I’d received.


      ***


      Noon passed, and the sky was turning red. As I was standing with my face all bruised, Salsa spoke to me.


      “I’m sorry. It’s my fault.”


      “No, this was my mistake,” I said. “You have nothing to worry about.”


      To be honest, I questioned Gabak’s corporal punishment. I thought it was inefficient to strike your subordinate so severely that they’d become a burden in upcoming battles. However, thinking about it, it was obvious that I’d need my superior’s permission to use my recovery magic. I’d neglected to obtain that permission, and ran off to act on my own. That was definitely a mistake.


      “But if you hadn’t saved me...” he started.


      “You probably would’ve died since the commander abandoned you. You don’t need to worry about my punishment, but please feel indebted to me for saving you.”


      “O-Of course!” he stammered. He looked at me the way you’d look at a goddess. I felt like that could lead to trouble.


      “If you feel indebted to me, then could you share some of your dinner?” I asked. “I’m hungry.”


      “S-Sure...”


      “We can consider ourselves even then.”


      He seemed bewildered. “That’s all? My life is so cheap...”


      Honestly, I didn’t intend to get too friendly with him. I mean, in all likelihood, he’d die soon. We still hadn’t really worked together much, but I’d seen that he was pretty careless and couldn’t read the room. I really couldn’t see him as a great soldier who’d survive until the end of the war.


      And I was the type who would be deeply affected if a friend died. If I was going to get hurt anyway, it was better I didn’t get close to anyone in the first place. I didn’t need love.


      “Well, that’s fine,” he agreed. “Of course you’re hungry. You didn’t get lunch.”


      “Thank you. Well, I have to keep standing up straight until sundown, so...”


      “Right. I just got called by the commander, actually. I’ll go now.” After he saluted me, he entered the commander’s tent.


      This was probably a good distance to keep with comrades. Not getting too close, but also not being hostile toward them. Cooperating in battle, but talking little in private. I felt I could get along all right with Salsa this way, for as short as that would be.


      ***


      A few minutes later...


      “You worthless idiot! You utter failure! Scum! Die!!! If you wanna throw away your life after narrowly escaping from death, then I’ll kill you myself!”


      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”


      Salsa was made to stand in front of the tent, injured more severely than I was. His face was swollen and bleeding here and there. A pitch black liquid was dripping from his nose, and as for his right arm... It looked broken.


      This definitely went beyond the realm of punishment for the sake of correction and guidance. Even if I attended to him with my recovery magic, he wouldn’t be in any shape to fight for several days.


      This was inefficient, no matter how you sliced it.


      “Damn it,” he mumbled. “It hurts...”


      “Um...” I started. “What did you do, Private Salsa?”


      “I forgot the noon briefing...”


      I sighed. He really was something else. Had the commander determined that if he hadn’t beaten Salsa to a pulp, Salsa would be dead before there was any hope of correcting his behavior?


      “Um, this hurts crazy bad. Tory, could you, um, secretly use your recovery magic or something?”


    


  



  

    [image: insert2]

  



  

    

      “I was reprimanded for using magic without permission,” I replied. “If I did that again while standing as punishment for that very action, he’d probably strangle me to death.”


      “I figured...”


      Was Salsa really remorseful? Or did he intend to send me into another hellish storm of corporal punishment? Besides, even if I were allowed to use it, I’d use it on myself first. I was seriously hurt, too, after all.


      “And, you know, Tory... Sorry, but he said I won’t get dinner today...”


      I really had nothing to say to that.


      April 7th, Morning


      A week has passed since I was assigned to the Western Front. Fortunately, I’m still alive. My fellow newbie and my violent superior have caused me a lot of grief, but I want to work hard again today for the orphanage I call home.


      ***


      Yesterday, the Head of Health told me about how the war had been going lately.


      The Western Front, which I’d been assigned to, was the front line for the East-West War that had been ongoing for ten years, between our country of Austin and the Sabat Union. At the beginning of the war, a back-and-forth battle had ensued at the Tarl River, which served as the border between Sabat and Austin. However, little by little, the Sabat Union pushed the warfront back, and the entire Tarl River basin was now under their military occupation.


      It was little wonder. Our current military power was made up of one hundred thousand soldiers, as opposed to their estimated one hundred eighty thousand. Of course we couldn’t win.


      However, the Austin Army wouldn’t give up, and they were vigilantly watching for their opportunity to recapture the Tarl River. The goal of our assault mission four days ago had also been to recapture the Tarl River, but the enemy had either intercepted the plan or predicted it. The enemy camp that we’d bombarded had been an empty shell, and our magic artillery force’s attack had all been in vain.


      However, the assault infantry forces, such as the Gabak Squad, had sustained heavy damage and fled in a rout. As a result, the enemy stole our encampment and the supplies we’d abandoned, setting us back over one hundred meters. The Tarl River was growing even farther away.


      Currently, we were quickly digging up new trenches, using the line we’d retreated to as a focal point.


      Trenches were important. After the front line shifted like this, the infantrymen picked up their shovels and spent the whole day digging holes. Ten percent of your life was focused on risky battles; the other ninety percent was spent on dangerous construction work.


      That was the everyday life of a soldier on the warfront.


      ***


      “It’s time to wake up. Please get ready quickly.”


      “U-Ugh... Oh, it’s you, Tory. Good morning.”


      Mornings started early for lowly soldiers. There were regular briefings for the squad conducted at 5 a.m. before the sky would lighten. As such, you had to get up before then to conduct a detailed inspection of your equipment and prepare yourself to be sent out for an attack at a moment’s notice. We didn’t have anything as handy as an alarm, so late risers needed to be woken up by their comrades or someone whose bed was next to theirs. That wasn’t a problem for me, as I would naturally wake up once the others started talking; perhaps my sleep was shallow due to stress.


      “I’m already prepared,” I informed Salsa. “I’ll be blamed too if you’re late, so please get ready at once.”


      “O-Okay.”


      We were told during briefings whether we’d go out on a mission that day. There were cases when, after you showed up to the briefing, you’d immediately head out for battle, so being on time was a must.


      And as an underling, I currently slept in the trenches, surrounded by the sounds of shelling. The Health Department lodgings were located in the rear, but since I belonged to the Gabak Squad, I had to sleep on the front line. Squad Commander Gabak was provided with a personal tent, but low-class soldiers didn’t get that luxury. Men and women slept together side by side in a huddle in the holes they’d spent hours digging.


      “You’re quick to change, Tory,” Salsa said.


      “I’d be seen by a lot of people if I didn’t change first thing in the morning,” I replied.


      We were in the trenches on the front lines, so nobody was considerate of women. The places where we’d change and even relieve ourselves had no separation. There were rumors that female soldiers had been groped in their sleep or attacked. However, rape was of course seen as a violation of military regulations, so perpetrators would receive considerable punishment if it was reported to our superiors. Even with mutual consent, a female soldier who got pregnant would be forced to leave the front lines, so it was a serious offense.


      “Second Class Medic Tory, ready.”


      “Private Salsa, ready.”


      “All right. We’ll start the briefing.”


      Sergeant Gabak was arrogant and violent, but he was extremely strict about military regulations. If I were to suffer an incident like that, Health Head Gale told me that Gabak would definitely punish the transgressor accordingly. Sergeant Gabak wouldn’t hesitate to kill his subordinates if it followed military regulations. That might be why none of the Gabak Squad members had dared to sexually harass me.


      “Second Class Medic Tory,” Gabak said, addressing me. “Today, I order you to move according to Health Head Gale’s command.”


      “Roger that,” I said. “I will repeat my order: For the next twenty-four hours, from now until 5 a.m. tomorrow, I will act according to Health Head Gale’s command.”


      “Good.”


      My order for today was to help Health Head Gale. Combat medics were usually located in the very back of the warfront, where gunfire wouldn’t reach, and military tents were set up as field hospitals to treat injured soldiers. Even combat medics like me, who belonged to an infantry squad, were recruited to help out at a field hospital on peaceful days.


      These duties served as my combat medic training. The place was safe since it was farthest in the back, and Health Head Gale and everyone in the Health Department were all nice, so it was awesome.


      You could say it was the Health Department’s special privilege to be excused from the tough manual labor of digging up holes.


      Salsa, standing next to me, secretly muttered, “Digging more holes today again, huh?”


      By the way, I recently learned why Squad Commander Gabak was allowed to sleep in a tent in the rear where it was safe... It’s because he’s one of our aces on the warfront. I had suspected that Squad Commander Gabak was getting some particularly favorable treatment. He’d received a combat medic for his squad—albeit a new recruit—and he had his own tent. It turned out all these special privileges had been granted to him for his contributions.


      “That’s why nobody criticizes his arrogance. They can’t argue against him when he tells them to try getting better results than he does,” Health Head Gale said.


      “That’s... How should I put it?” I said. “It’s reassuring to know my direct supervisor is an excellent soldier.”


      “He’s just a brute,” she replied. “He makes light of the lives of his allies and himself, just charging into battle and managing to survive with sheer luck.”


      And with a grimace, Health Head Gale added that he only got through by using his men as meat shields.


      “Their sacrifice is his glory,” she continued. “Every time, he stages another reckless assault, and when things get dangerous, he leaves his subordinates to die and add on to his pile of achievements. He might be an outstanding assault infantry soldier, but he’s the worst kind of commander.”


      “Um, Health Head Gale... Perhaps you should be careful...” It felt like she was going to keep complaining about him forever, so I gently chided her.


      “Oh, you’re right. I apologize.”


      I didn’t have the best impression of Gabak either, but it wasn’t good for the Health Head to be bad-mouthing other soldiers to their subordinates.


      “I just get so emotional when it comes to Gabak. He... He killed my little brother.”


      I was silent.


      “I still remember the day Gabak handed me my little brother’s dog tag and told me that he had died in battle. He smiled at me and said, ‘Your brother’s life was worth twenty meters.’”


      “Um... Er...”


      “I later heard that it had happened because of Gabak’s own mistake. His squad had gotten carried away, gone in too far, and then evacuated, leaving my little brother for dead.” As she spoke, she made a dreadful expression like that of a hannya mask. “When we received a request to dispatch a combat medic to his squad, I was thoroughly against it...but it seems the top brass approved it anyway. You’ve gotten the short end of the stick as a result. I’m sorry.”


      “No need for an apology. It’s the duty of us soldiers to follow orders,” I assured her.


      “Right. But if there’s anything I can do for you, you only need to ask. So please, take care.”


      I see. It’s no wonder Health Head Gale was so critical of Gabak. Indeed, I didn’t want to die cleaning up after my squad commander’s mistake. However, a recovery magic user was too valuable to waste; as things stood, the next one of us on the chopping block was more likely to be Private Salsa. As such, so long as he was alive, you could say I was safe.


      You take care too, Salsa.


      April 7th, Evening


      I’d spent the whole day working as a combat medic in the field hospital. However, as a new recruit, I wasn’t really useful as a war asset yet. That’s why my fellow newbie combat medics and I helped out around the hospital while receiving our seniors’ guidance.


      “You need to do better with your mana. You gotta go, gah! And then, pow!”


      “Sir, I apologize for the trouble, but could you be a little more specific?”


      “Like I said, you need to do a good fist pump, all right?”


      As my seniors tried to guide me, I realized just how comprehensive Health Head Gale’s lectures had been in comparison. Apparently, it was very difficult to logically explain the fundamentals of using recovery magic. Most of my seniors could only offer vague advice.


      However, a lot of them said the same thing: “The more you use recovery magic, the more you come to understand it.”


      Experience really was the best teacher, apparently.


      Anyway, there was no lack of demand for recovery magic in the field hospital. To practice, I was assigned to soldiers with relatively minor injuries.


      It’d only been a week since I first began learning magic, but I felt my magic had already become noticeably more effective. It seemed it was true that the more experience you gained, the better your magic.


      I enjoyed feeling my improvement. I wished things could be like this forever, with no invasion operations.


      April 8th, Morning


      “We’re taking back the encampment we lost last time. Gabak Squad, we’re heading out on an attack.”


      The next day, we once again received orders for an attack.


      So long as I was in the front lines, living a peaceful life was still a pipe dream.


      “It’s believed that the enemy has still not finished building their new encampment,” Gabak continued. “Right now, they’re probably working on quickly sorting out their resources and strengthening their trenches. We’ll shell them, charge in, and gain total control.”


      “Roger.”


      The plan was the same as last time. It reminded me of our failure back then, so I felt a little anxious.


      “Private Salsa, Second Class Medic Tory. Stay behind me again.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander,” I said.


      “If you go against my orders again, I’ll shoot you dead without a second thought. Prepare yourselves and fulfill your duties.”


      “Understood.”


      The squad commander gave me a firm warning after what I’d done last time. If I was executed for disobeying orders, the orphanage wouldn’t get any money. As depressing as it was, I’d have to die obediently even if I received a dangerous order.


      “All right, let’s move. I’ll show you all what a real attack is, the Gabak way!!!”


      We were heading to battle, but the squad commander had a wide smile on his face. He looked thrilled to have the chance to kill people. Indeed, his delight from killing the enemy exceeded his fear of being killed.


      “We’ll turn those invader scum into filthy minced meat!!!” he roared.


      Did everyone turn out like this once they’d been on the battlefield long enough? The end of this war still seemed so distant. I’d heard from my seniors that our country had been repeatedly engaging in back-and-forth battles for ten years. The earth around the Tarl River had once had soft, light brown soil with abundant grass fields. However, it had almost been entirely turned black.


      The reason for the change in color was simple: increased iron content. The sheer amount of prolonged bloodshed had repainted the earth itself.


      Silently, I trampled on the pitch-black earth as I dashed across the plains, bullets whizzing around me. The very ground I was running on might’ve once been a part of someone’s beloved family. And today, the blood of our countrymen would soak into the soil and blacken it once more.


      On this battlefield, just being alive was a miracle.


      I don’t want to die. I don’t want to become yet another stain on the earth in a miserable place like this.


      As I thought that with every fiber of my being, I desperately chased after the squad commander’s back.


      April 8th, Evening


      “Charge!!!”


      After the magical artillery force’s shelling had continued for about five hours, Squad Commander Gabak ordered us to charge.


      I hadn’t received orders to attack the enemy. I was only told to leap out of the trenches at the signal, dash across the plains while enemy bullets flew out around me, and run as fast as I could to the other trenches.


      “Stay behind me, Tory! Salsa, protect her with your life!”


      “Understood,” I said.


      “Right!!!” said Salsa.


      It seemed that the squad commander didn’t put much stock in either of us as soldiers. I was probably seen as a mere healer, and Salsa as a meat shield to protect me. Salsa seemed somewhat aware of that, too, but...


      “I shall repeat the order! I will protect Second Class Combat Medic Tory even if it costs me my life!”


      “That’s the spirit!” Gabak exclaimed. “You better carry that through.”


      Salsa seemed strangely enthusiastic. How could he have such high morale when he was being treated as a disposable pawn?


      Well, it was better if he was gung ho about guarding me. Also, based on what the squad commander just said, it sounded like Private Salsa’s life was worth less than mine.


      That gave me some relief.


      ***


      Our assault operation today was apparently a success. Unlike three days ago, we found the enemy corpses scattered about the place, and I was smacked with the sharp stench of burnt human flesh and iron.


      “Gah ha ha ha! Guess they weren’t expecting another attack so soon. I’ll give the leftover vermin their last rites!!!”


      Roaring with laughter, Squad Commander Gabak cut his way deeper into the enemy camp. The sounds of gunfire rang out in all directions. Explosions and sprays of blood whirled through the air, and he took to the chaos like a fish to water.


      “H-He’s...fas—” Salsa gasped.


      “We’re gonna pick up the pace so he doesn’t leave us behind,” I said.


      Squad Commander Gabak continued to charge in before anyone else. We were running with all our might, but he only grew further and further away.


      “You bastards will be rust on my blade!!!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs.


      As someone who had to follow him, I was mentally screaming for him to stop with all the reckless charging. He had completely disregarded the support of those around him to leap directly into a hail of bullets. That undaunted nature to keep charging in by himself seemed utterly suicidal.


      The irony was that, since he was spearheading the attack and cutting into enemy territory, right behind him was the safest place on the battlefield.


      “Why don’t the bullets hit him?!”


      I paused for a moment. “He’s cutting them.”


      I’d almost forgotten that this was a fantasy world of swords and magic. The crude nature of this war had made it completely slip from my mind. The squad commander was a swordsman...one skilled enough to cut down bullets.


      “If he’s doing all that while running, then why is he faster than us?!” Salsa cried.


      “I...don’t...know!!!” I gasped.


      The squad commander’s combat method was nothing short of shocking. He leaped right into the trenches where the enemy was lurking, sprayed their blood everywhere, and seized control of the territory. Salsa and I could only trail behind him like the shit of a goldfish. The only reason we were managing to keep up was because he’d occasionally stop to lop off an enemy’s head.


      “Hey, you rookies are gonna get left behind at this rate!” he shouted at us. “Stay behind me if you don’t want to die!”


      “R-Roger!” I gasped.


      I didn’t think I’d ever see something so daring as a mere human cutting down bullets.


      Until now, I’d only thought of Gabak as a rough, arrogant, and all-around awful superior officer. But even Health Head Gale, who certainly held many things against him, acknowledged that he was at least an excellent assault infantry soldier. For all his faults, he was an ace.


      “Squad Commander! We’ve gone in too far. Any further, and we won’t be able to coordinate with the other forces.”


      “What, again? Pathetic.”


      Of course, he lived up to Health Head Gale’s complaints about his bad habits, which she’d told me of time and time again. Charging in was so irresistibly fun for him. He’d keep cutting his way deep into enemy territory if you let him, unconcerned about anyone else.


      I looked back to see our allied forces still fighting, dozens of meters away. Indeed, we had gone a little too far.


      I wheezed. “Hah! Hah... Sir...Squad Commander. I-I suggest that we prioritize...securing the stronghold...over advancing forward.”


      “Jeez. Fine. You guys are worn out, so we may as well.”


      There was no doubt our squad was isolated right now—he might’ve realized that himself. He looked like someone had just rained on his parade, but he sighed and stopped the advance.


      “Soldiers, assemble. Our squad will make these trenches our stronghold and go assist in our allied forces’ advancement.”


      “Understood.” The other squad members showed up around us at nearly the same time as his orders. Unlike Salsa and I, who were dripping with sweat, my seniors still looked composed. They had been keeping up with the squad commander while battling, as they should. You could really tell they were veterans.


      “Excuse me, Squad Commander,” one of them said. “I have a report.”


      “What? Spill it.”


      “Private First Class Gray from my team has sustained a bullet wound to his femoral region. He may die if he continues to bleed. I’d like to request that the combat medic provide him aid.”


      I glanced up and saw a young soldier with his face twisted in pain, propped up on the speaker’s shoulder.


      The squad commander looked like he was thinking over it a bit before turning to me. “Hmm... Tory, you can use your magic up to two times, right?”


      “Yes.”


      “All right. I’ll permit one use of your recovery magic to provide first aid treatment to Gray.”


      “I understand. Private First Class Gray, please let me see your wound.”


      This was a pretty normal combat medic task. My total exhaustion made it difficult to keep standing, but providing medical treatment like this was my purpose, so I’d put my back into it and do a thorough job.


      “All right. We will secure the surrounding area,” Gabak announced. “Guard Tory and Gray while helping the other squad advance.”


      “Y-Yes!” Salsa stammered.


      I was surprised that Squad Commander Gabak had actually permitted me to use recovery magic on his subordinates. He said I should only use it for him, but maybe he’s unexpectedly flexible. Or maybe it was because the day’s battle had already concluded.


      “There’s a hematoma forming in your thigh,” I said. “I’ll drain the blood first, so it’ll be a bit painful.”


      “Gah! Thank you, Tory. Hey, let’s go on a date sometime.”


      “The blood clot has been removed. I will now use my recovery magic. Heal.”


      “Come on... Don’t leave me hanging...”


      Private First Class Gray, who I was providing treatment for, was a man with a frivolous way of speaking. This was the first time he’s spoken to me face-to-face, but he was awfully friendly with me. And a date on the battlefield? Where exactly was he planning to take me?


      But despite his flirtatious nature, his body was well trained. He might be a veteran in his own right.


      “I’ve finished treatment. I’ll provide you with an oral hydration solution, so please take it quickly. If you notice bloody urine within the next twenty-four hours, promptly seek help from myself or another combat medic.”


      “R-Right. Thank you. Ugh... Ouch...”


      “I apologize. My skills weren’t enough for you to make a full recovery.”


      “Oh, no, just stopping the bleeding is enough. I honestly thought I was gonna die.”


      I disinfected Sir Gray’s femoral region after draining the blood, and after I used magic to close up the wound, I wrapped it up in bandages to protect it.


      Judging by his face’s complexion, he’d lost quite a lot of blood, so I provided him with some fluid.


      “I’ve successfully stopped the bleeding. Your life is no longer in danger, so long as you’re not hit again.”


      “Right. I’ll be careful, then.”


      “You done?” Gabak asked. “Then, Gray, go and provide back up for our allied forces. Tory, you hide in the trenches.”


      After that, I holed up in the trenches according to the squad commander’s orders. I was unarmed, with my only equipment being the medical supplies and instruments in my rucksack. I couldn’t participate in combat in the first place.


      “Gabak Squad, we appreciate you for going ahead,” said one of the allied forces’ members.


      “You’re late, you idiot,” Gabak huffed.


      Fortunately, our allied forces caught up with us, successfully reconvened, and secured the enemy trenches. The Gabak Squad stuck close to the trench walls and continued to keep watch of our surroundings.


      “The battle has ended!” Gabak announced. “Everyone, change places with the rear force and maintain this position!”


      Finally, we handed over the warfront to another squad who’d come, and the day’s battle came to a close.


      ***


      Today, we successfully advanced thirty-one meters. We hadn’t recovered all the territory that the enemy had taken from us in their previous invasion, but we did manage to pay them back.


      “Gah ha ha ha! What an overwhelming victory! Just one sacrifice from our squad bought us thirty-one meters! It’s been so long since we’ve advanced so efficiently.” Squad Commander Gabak cheerfully laughed from the bottom of his heart. “If the other squads had advanced a little faster, we would’ve recovered everything we lost last time. What a waste. If only there were ten of me...”


      After the battle had ended, the squad commander’s words made me take a look around my surroundings. That’s when I realized there were only seven of us. One of us had died.


      “Squad Commander,” said one of my seniors. “Let’s do what we always do.”


      “Oh, right. Scout Lendl’s life became the foundation for our success. His sacrifice earned us the thirty-one meters we gained today. Everyone, salute the brave Scout Lendl.”


      We saluted Scout Lendl for a while, although we didn’t know where he had died. From what I’d heard, he’d been a new recruit who hadn’t been on the front line for even a year. In frantically trying to keep up with the squad commander’s assault, he’d neglected to keep watch of his surroundings and got shot in the head by an enemy right in front of him.


      “All right. Let’s go back and have ourselves a drink. I’ll steal some ale from the storehouse again for your reward.”


      “Thank you, Squad Commander!”


      “Gah ha ha. That’s right, you should be thankful.”


      However, nobody was sad over Lendl’s death. Gabak was laughing in good spirits, and the other squad members looked cheerful too.


      “Salsa? Tory?” Gabak addressed us. “You survived. Pretty impressive for a couple of maggots. I’ll specially permit you two to sit with us.”


      “It’s an honor. Thank you for your consideration,” I said.


      “In exchange, put on a performance for us!”


      Someone had died. Why were they all so cheerful?


      Oh, right. This was a battlefield. Death was nothing out of the ordinary here.


      “Are you okay, Tory?” Salsa asked me. “You look pale.”


      “It’s nothing. You look pale yourself, Salsa.”


      “I’m...okay. I’m fine.”


      What had Scout Lendl looked like? What kind of person had he been? I knew nothing about him. It shouldn’t matter to me at all that a stranger had died. And yet, why did I feel like vomiting?


      “Hey, Tory... What are they smiling for?”


      “We achieved our mission’s goal in today’s battle.”


      “I see. Right.”


      This everyday life, so entwined with death, was the nature of our war. Scout Lendl had died, but his sacrifice benefited our country. All we could do was accept it with a smile. “Hey, greenhorns, don’t just stand there. We’re turning over this position to the next squad and withdrawing.”


      While I was somehow managing to keep my nausea in check, Private First Class Gray, who I had just treated, had worriedly called out to me.


      “R-Right, sir,” Salsa stuttered.


      “Huh, you do look pretty gloomy,” he said. “Newbies always look like that after a comrade dies. Don’t worry about it.”


      Our squad was leaving us behind because I was zoning out. I had to reflect on my actions.


      “I deeply apologize, Private First Class Gray,” I said. “I will withdraw immediately.”


      “Good. You’re always so expressionless, Tory, so I’m surprised to see you look like that. You really are pretty.”


      “I’m ashamed of my immaturity.” And it was apparently clear I was shaken up by our comrade’s death. I was doing a poor job of hiding my emotions. Don’t tell me the squad commander will train this out of me too...


      “Honestly, I’m jealous you can make that kind of face,” he said. “We’ve given up a long time ago.”


      “Um, so...the death of your comrades really is part of everyday life, Gray, sir?” Salsa asked.


      “That’s about right,” Gray replied. “We’re assault infantry soldiers; someone dies in battle every day. There’s no guarantee I’ll live until tomorrow either.”


      He didn’t look angry. It was more like he was carefully considering us. It was the affectionate gaze of a parent comforting their crying child after a nightmare.


      “But, you know... Think about it,” he said. “What do you think the goal of this war is?”


      “The...goal?” I asked.


      “Yeah.” With a weary smile, he slumped his shoulders and continued. “We’ve been fighting here for ten years already. It’s been like an endless game of tug of war, our front line constantly pushing forward and pulling back.”


      “I truly admire all your hard work, sir...”


      “No need to say that. Do you know what will end this war?” Private First Class Gray asked, then mentioned that we should think about the enemy’s position too.


      He didn’t really wait for a response. “We’re a little overwhelmed right now, but we can still fight. We could probably hold out for another ten years if we resort to drafting the young men still in our country. The same probably goes for the enemy. They still have plenty of manpower to increase their military force.”


      That might be true. I basically hadn’t had a choice to refuse being drafted because of my recovery magic, but most of my friends from the orphanage had gone into town to make money instead of enlisting in the military. Even Bernie, who was the only one to serve at the same time as me, had volunteered. He hadn’t been drafted.


      To put it another way, this country still had human resources to expend for war. The country itself did need a certain degree of manpower to keep functioning, though, so I doubted they’d draft anyone yet.


      “When it comes to trench warfare, the defensive position has an overwhelming advantage. The side that holes up in the trenches shoots the enemies who’ve come to attack them. In this scenario, the ones who are on the offensive will always suffer the heaviest losses.”


      “True,” Salsa murmured.


      “And while the magical artillery force does good work for us, their bombardments can’t possibly obliterate every soldier hiding in those trenches. The enemy also has Shield spells and anti-air magic to survive the rain of shellings and prepare to counterattack as we charge in.”


      Just like Gray said, in normal combat, the side that hides in the trenches had a huge advantage in gunfights. That’s why we had the magical artillery force spend time thoroughly bombarding them, though.


      “This war will probably last another ten years. As assault infantry soldiers fighting on this battlefield where no tomorrows are guaranteed, do you think we’ll survive a whole ten years?”


      “All you can do is pray to God, or desperately cling to your life,” Salsa said.


      “It’s impossible. We’re going to die here—that much is certain.” He told us that was why they’d given up, smiling in a lonely way. “Dying is our goal. It’s God’s salvation, releasing us from our suffering after the hard work we’ve done.”


      “But...if we break through the enemy strongholds and topple their capital...”


      “Not possible. War doesn’t work the way it used to. The cavalry once actively participated in the war not too long ago, but after guns and gunpowder weapons spread throughout the world, trench warfare became the usual.”


      “Ah...”


      “And trench warfare never ends. Even if the enemy loses and retreats, they can just dig new holes, lay in them with guns in hand, and have a solid position. That’s why we can’t invade the enemy capital in one go anymore.”


      Gray asked if we saw where he was going with this.


      “Those who’ve died here have reached their goal. They’re the lucky ones who got to leap out of hell sooner than the rest of us. I’m sure even Lendl is living it up in heaven right now with our other fallen comrades.”


      “That’s...how you view life and death?” I asked.


      “I couldn’t make it as an assault infantry soldier if I didn’t. Death is salvation for us. It’s a privilege that God grants us.”


      “B-But...I don’t wanna die yet,” Salsa said.


      “Of course you don’t. You and Tory haven’t experienced enough to feel that way. But, you know, I’m sure you’ll understand one day.”


      Gray put a hand on Salsa’s head. “Eventually, you’ll be jealous of the ones who’ve died.”


      ***


      After we were rebuked for being immersed in Gray’s speech, Salsa and I went to the squad commander’s tent together.


      “Jealous that they died? I don’t get it,” said Salsa.


      “I feel the same way, Private Salsa.”


      After we returned to our own base, we were going to have a “party” at Squad Commander Gabak’s behest. According to Gray, the squad commander became almost doubly more unreasonable when he was drunk, so I definitely didn’t want to be late.


      “I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna become a maggot-filled piece of rotting meat discarded like trash in this lonely place,” Salsa mumbled.


      “I agree.”


      “But...if I stay on this battlefield for long enough, will I start thinking that way too? Seeking death as salvation?”


      “Who knows? That depends on your view of life and death.”


      Salsa looked like he was thinking deeply about what Gray had said. Indeed, Gray’s face had been so calm as he was reasoning with us that it was difficult to think he was sane.


      “Private First Class Gray is probably too kind,” I said.


      “You think?”


      I felt like Gray’s words had given me a glimpse of his true nature. I could imagine that he was fundamentally a very kind person.


      “What’s so kind about wanting death to save you?” Salsa asked.


      “It’s possible that he’s simply distracting himself from the fear of death.”


      Death as salvation—if he truly did believe in something so twisted, then why wouldn’t he just commit suicide? Despite what he’d said to us, he was probably just as afraid of dying.


      However, more than that...


      “What else is there?” Salsa asked.


      “Maybe he’d go insane if he didn’t believe that his fallen comrades had been saved in the afterlife,” I replied.


      I had to believe in that myself too.


      April 8th, Night


      “I’m first! I’ll take off my clothes and dance!!!” Salsa announced.


      “Go home, you idiot!!!”


      War was hell. Staying sane in such a harsh environment was impossible. The same went for drinking parties.


      “Who the hell would be happy seeing a naked man? I’m gonna kill you, Salsa!!!” Gabak roared.


      “S-Sorry! Forgive me!!!”


      “Newbies are just worthless!”


      Even after the sun had gone down, the front line remained rowdy, excited by their first sweeping victory in a while. Squad Commander Gabak had appeared last with booze in his hands and different types of confectionaries that were scarce on the battlefield.


      In Austin’s military, if the assault infantries succeeded during an offensive mission, they could get time off that night. And it was customary to use that time to hold a party and make noise.


      “I got no booze to spare for worthless bastards,” said Gabak. “Stay back if you don’t want a bullet up your asshole.”


      “I’m sorry!!!”


      The Gabak Squad was no exception, and when their party commenced, Gabak chugged down a bottle of strong booze and got into good spirits.


      Then Salsa and I were immediately ordered to provide entertainment. In a panic, Salsa had suddenly stripped down with the intention to dance naked, but he was promptly pummeled.


      This world has nude comedies, too, huh?


      “You’re a new recruit, but you can’t even put on a good show?! Are you screwing with me?”


      “I apologize,” I said.


      Terrifyingly enough, these things he was forcing us to do at this party were considered official orders from a superior. If I opposed him, that would be considered my second violation, and I’d be executed. I refused to be executed for such an idiotic order. I wanted to think it was all a joke.


      My seniors had a few things to say too.


      “Aha ha ha. You might be thinking this is totally unreasonable, but other squads have this tradition too.”


      “Well, our squad commander is particularly strict about these performances, though.”


      “If you put me in a bad mood, I’ll beat you up and bury you in the dirt,” said Gabak.


      True, I had heard that new recruits were often made to liven up the party with their performances. That’s how it was even in my previous life. However, throughout that previous life, I’d never experienced a drinking party before.


      Now then, what should I do in this situation?


      “Hey, what the hell are you zoning out for, brat?” Gabak demanded.


      “No, um...” I started, trailing off. “Judging by what you just said, does that mean I should take off my clothes and dance?”


      If Salsa had danced naked and they had liked it, then it followed that the next person who had to dance naked would be me, a woman. If I had to choose between being shot or dancing naked, I’d obviously choose the latter, but I’d rather be excused from it altogether.


      I wished Salsa would read the room a little more.


      “We don’t need that, you scrawny runt! What idiot would want to see the body of a little brat?! I’ll kill you!”


      “I apologize.”


      I was a little relieved that he yelled at me. He’d shouted to Salsa that men shouldn’t take off their clothes, so I thought the squad commander was implying that I wasn’t exempt from giving a nude performance. But judging by what he’d just said, I wouldn’t be given any weird demands.


      “But if you don’t got any good performances in you, I’ll let you off the hook, Tory. Salsa, you do something funny.”


      I hesitated. “I don’t want to dance naked, but could I perform something else?”


      “Oh? Do you actually have something, girl?”


      There was only so much I could do in a performance, considering there were no stage props here. Luckily, I’d been taught an art by some sisters back when I was at the orphanage, so I’d use it to get out of this predicament.


      “Yip yip, I’m a fox. Woof woof, I’m a doggy.” I used my fingers to imitate a dog and fox and moved them around, imitating their cries without moving my lips.


      “Oh, ventriloquism? Not bad.”


      It brought back memories. I’d often play with the other kids at the orphanage like this. I’d normally use puppets, but I didn’t have any with me, so I used my hands as substitutes.


      “Huh, you got skills. You’re changing your voice, and your mouth isn’t moving at all.”


      “It’s cute watching you mimicking animals like that, Tory. I think this is good enough, Squad Commander,” said Gray.


      “Woof woof,” I barked. “I’ll sing a song like this, then, woof.”


      “Wow, you can even sing like that?” the squad commander marveled.


      I was pretty confident in this performance. Before I’d volunteered for service, I’d honestly been considering making a living through ventriloquism as an itinerant entertainer.


      “Our homelaaand (homelaaand) casts a liiight (a liiight),” I sang.


      “Huh? There’s two voices.”


      “May our most courageooous (courageooous) foundeeer (foundeeer) protect us.”


      “Wait, Tory, I’ve never heard someone harmonizing with themself before,” said Gray.


      “That’s amazing! She’s harmonizing through ventriloquism! Gah ha ha ha!!!” Gabak guffawed.


      While I used ventriloquism, I mimicked the animal voices as I sang a famous Austinese war song. I’d practiced a long time at the orphanage before I finally could sing with two voices at once while changing my tone.


      This performance had given me the nickname “Tory the Ventriloquist” and always earned me plenty of applause at the orphanage.


      “That’s all,” I said at the end. “It may not have been much.”


      “Oh, you did well,” said Gabak. “Here’s a reward. You’re still a brat, so I’ll give you chocolate instead of ale!”


      “I’m delighted to receive such generous praise, Squad Commander.”


      “I’ll praise anyone who’s got skills, gah ha ha ha!”


      Luckily, I hadn’t offended the squad commander. If anything, he roared with laughter and cheerfully patted my head.


      Oh, I’m so relieved. It really is true what they say: Art brings bread.


      “Tory... You betrayed me...” Salsa pouted.


      “How so?”


      As I stuffed my cheeks with chocolate, Salsa was looking at me with resentment for some reason.


      If anything, you betrayed me by almost making me dance naked.


      “So, Salsa, what are you gonna do?” the squad commander asked.


      “Um... First, I’ll get naked—”


      “Forget about it. I’ll kill you.”


      Salsa kept saying stupid things like that, so he got saddled with a lot of strength training. He was told to do one hundred push ups, squats, sit ups, and more. He wound up completely spent only midway through the drinking party.


      On the battlefield, it seemed that it was custom to crush new recruits with physical exhaustion rather than give them precious ale. I probably would’ve met the same fate had I refused to dance naked with no other performance to offer.


      “Squad Commander, may I have permission to massage Salsa so he can move tomorrow?” I asked.


      “Do what you want.”


      At this rate, he’d be so sore tomorrow that he wouldn’t be able to move. As someone who’d been entrusted with preserving the squad’s health, I’d give Salsa a massage and some cooling.


      He was my precious meat shield after all.


      April 9th, Early Dawn


      “Are you awake, Private Salsa?”


      “Wh-What do you want? It’s so late.”


      It was the middle of the night, and the sun had yet to rise. I’d heard rustling nearby, so I woke up.


      I yawned. “You’re up working late, sirs. Is this a mission?”


      “Gah, Tory woke up too.”


      “Huh?”


      When I looked, I saw several members of the squad—Gray included—waking up a half-asleep Salsa. It was the dead of night. The open-air fire in the trenches had already gone out, and all the soldiers were asleep.


      “Second Class Combat Medic Tory, awake,” I said. “May I ask what you need?”


      “Uhh...”


      I’d jumped up to my feet, thinking that someone was injured, or that we had an order for a late-night operation. But for some reason, everyone looked like they were saying, Oh, we’ve done it now.


      Now that I thought about it, they hadn’t really woken me up. Was there a top secret mission that only Private Salsa had to undertake?


      “Um, is this going to be a night attack?” Salsa asked. “Should I examine my equipment?”


      “Oh, no, it’s not that. It’s not a mission.”


      “Then what is it?” I asked.


      “Um... Err... Uh... Private First Class Gray, explain it to them.”


      “You’re shoving this onto me now?! Oh, what the hell...”


      My seniors somehow seemed panicked after I’d asked what they needed me for. This atmosphere certainly wasn’t that of a nighttime military operation. I was starting to get the picture.


      “Well, our squad commander really roughs up the newbies,” Gray said. “I’m sure you’re pretty stressed, Salsa, so we thought we’d help you let off some steam.”


      “Just me? But Tory’s also...”


      “Take a hint, Salsa. You’re a man. You’re pent up in certain ways, aren’t you?”


      “Ah...” Salsa looked like he’d realized what Gray meant.


      So it was like that. It was some male bonding time.


      “Oh. I see,” said Salsa awkwardly. “Um, well, then...”


      I stood there silently, feeling rather sheepish.


      Laying a hand on a female soldier was considered a violation, but I heard that constantly being in life-threatening danger heightened one’s instincts and increased lust. My seniors likely had to let some of it out; I bet they had a stash of erotic pictures and books somewhere.


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but if you have no business with me, I’ll go back to sleep,” I said.


      “R-Right. I kinda feel bad, Tory. Sorry.”


      “Don’t oversleep tomorrow, Salsa.” Oh, now I’ve done it. It was really awkward since I’d woken up. I decided to act oblivious and go back to sleep.


      “Hm... If you’re awake anyway, do you wanna come along?”


      “Gah?!” I’d gone back to lay down, but Gray’s words made me choke. What in the world was he saying?


      “Huh? Sir Gray?”


      “I mean, you’ve already figured out what we’re talking about anyway. Aren’t you curious about the world of adults?” Gray invited me with an innocent look in his eyes.


      Inviting a girl to look through pornographic books? What was wrong with him? It’d definitely be awkward.


      “N-No, I’ll refrain...” I stammered.


      “The other female combat medics often come to sell too. It’s to earn extra money.”


      Come to sell...


      Without thinking, I jumped up and whirled to face Gray. “Wh-What do you mean, Private First Class Gray?”


      “There are barely any girls on the battlefield,” he said. “Women from the nearby towns periodically come here to sell their bodies, but among them are some of the female soldiers like the combat medics and engineers.”


      “W-Wait,” I stammered, “but what about military regulations? From my knowledge, that’s a violation.”


      “Oh, only things that could get a girl pregnant are forbidden. Oral and hand stuff are fine. Oh, and between men is fine too.”


      “Between men?!” I was naive. I had thought that, at most, the squad members would gather late at night to read erotic books together. However, they were planning something way more intense.


      “Squad Commander Gabak also tolerates buying sex. He whacked me the other day when I invited him, though.”


      “There are rumors that even the current Head of Health Gale used to sell herself a long time ago.”


      “That sexy lady? Man, the guys back then were lucky.”


      I went silent. Oh, I don’t want to hear that... I deeply respected the Head of Health, so I didn’t want to believe a rumor like that. It was true that Gale was extremely beautiful, though, but it’d be a huge shock.


      “Um, sirs. Tory looks like she’s bothered, so let’s leave it here,” Salsa said.


      “Yeah, this isn’t something we should be talking about with a girl. Sorry for saying weird things.”


      “N-No, it’s fine...” I stammered. “However, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bring up such topics around me in the future.”


      “She’s younger than us,” Salsa continued. “She’s still fifteen years old. We should really wait a while before exposing her to these dirty topics.”


      He took consideration of me and came to my defense. Good job. I did hear that men became indecent once they immersed themselves in the military, but did that really lead them to become this tactless? You’d normally never think about telling a girl to consider prostitution, not even if your life depended on it.


      “Sorry, sorry,” said Gray. “But, Tory, you always have such a blank look on your face, so I thought you’d say something like, ‘I don’t really mind.’”


      “How do you all see me?” I murmured. The reason I was so expressionless was the stress of the battlefield. I’d often smiled back at the orphanage, but I couldn’t anymore.


      “Well, let’s get going, then, sir. Sleep well, Tory.”


      “Yes, I will.”


      “All right, it’s been a while. Let’s go get some!!!”


      “We’re gonna have fun!!!”


      “Ah ha ha...ha.”


      As my seniors walked off with crude smiles on their faces (except for Salsa, whose was rather stiff), I watched them off, astonished.


      Salsa, please don’t let our weird seniors influence you. Don’t lose that tenderness you’ve shown me. If it became my everyday routine to be subject to dirty jokes from my only fellow rookie, I think I’d go crazy.


      I yawned. While I was a little miffed that my sleep time had been whittled away for no reason, I once again gave myself up to a deep sleep.


      Ah, the dirt’s cold again...


      April 9th, Morning


      “Sniff... Sniff... I can never get married...”


      It was the next morning. When I came to, Salsa was already awake and crying with swollen, red eyes...while holding his butt.


      “Um... What did you make Salsa do?” I asked my seniors.


      One of them laughed. “Oh? Ah ha ha ha. Last night, Gray tricked Salsa and made him charge stark naked into the men’s room.”


      “I thought he’d bolt right out,” Gray said, “but apparently, they got ahold of him, and—”


      “Don’t make me remember!!!” Salsa wailed.


      Oh... I see.


      “It’s all right, Private Salsa,” I said. “Whatever you do, I won’t hold anything against you.”


      “I can’t believe my eyes!!! Tory, you look so kind... But, no! I defended my last bit of dignity!”


      So that’s why Salsa had been holding his butt. I heard a lot of men swung that way in the military, so as a young man, he’d probably been very popular.


      “Hey, cheer up, Salsa. I’ll actually treat you next time.”


      “We got a little too carried away last night. Sorry.”


      “I’ll never trust any of you again!” Salsa cried.


      And so, this was how our first victory party after we were recruited came to a close: with Salsa now bearing multiple emotional scars. I’d heard that on nights like yesterday, after an overwhelming victory, soldiers often headed out to blow off some steam. Many of them lived for these few pleasures.


      “By the way, Salsa, how many people did you...?”


      “I didn’t go all the way with anyone! I was just touched! I protected my chastity!!!” With teary eyes, he firmly continued to claim his innocence.


      On the contrary, I’d feel safer if this experience had made Salsa awaken to an inclination toward men.


      “My body is still pure!” he continued to insist.


      “I see... It must’ve been difficult,” I said gently.


      “Tory, why do your eyes still look so kind?!”


      Madness did run rampant on the battlefield. I really sensed it that day.


      April 10th, Early Dawn


      “Rain...”


      “Whoa, it’s raining!”


      Weather changes had an extreme effect on the battlefield.


      “Hey, I went to fetch a cotton sheet. Everyone, gather together.”


      “We’re gonna make a roof!”


      For example, rain was normally a blessing for crops, and a precious chance for us to replenish our drinking water, since we still had yet to secure the river.


      “Don’t we have umbrellas or raincoats?” asked Salsa.


      “You can get them when you’re promoted, newbie.”


      On the front lines, rain was...the toughest enemy us grunt soldiers could face.


      “Achoo!!!”


      It was before dawn. The squad had been asleep in the trenches, but we were awoken by the cold sensation of rain dripping onto us.


      “Hey, Salsa, fasten down the other side of the sheet with spikes.”


      “R-Right!”


      When it rained, we’d go fetch a large cotton cloth that was provided to each squad. Then we’d cover the trenches with that cloth and create a temporary roof. We foot soldiers would wait under it for the rain to pass.


      “When you’re making the roof, you have to make sure it slopes. Do you know why, Salsa?” Gray asked.


      “Um, so the water doesn’t accumulate?”


      “That’s right. If you keep it level, the water will drip from the middle. So instead, you prepare a ditch that’ll serve as the lowest point to create a kind of draining system.”


      Rain was basically a disadvantage for infantrymen. First off, the ground became muddy, making it hard to advance. Furthermore, weapons that used gunpowder like firearms were more likely to stop working. I’d heard that the guns provided to infantrymen were supposed to be completely waterproof, but when you used them in the rain, there was a good chance they wouldn’t fire due to the humidity.


      “But the enemy is dealing with the same problems. Because of that, we aren’t really recommended to fight many battles in the rain.”


      “So that means we won’t go out for an attack today?” Salsa asked.


      “No. Weapons that don’t use gunpowder—like bows and swords—can be used in the rain. They’ve even developed waterproof grenades. So we might still be sent out for a surprise attack.”


      “But bows wouldn’t be optimal in the rain either, right? They have a limited range, are harder to aim, and get slippery. We’re told it’s just better not to fight in the rain.”


      As such, it was difficult for battles to happen on rainy days. For those on the offense, gaining land and using gunpowder was no easy feat, so those on the defense were at an even bigger advantage. That meant there was a good chance I’d be sent to the field hospital today instead.


      “In that case, I wish it’d rain forever,” Salsa said.


      There was a pause. “Are you stupid? I bet you don’t get it because it’s still warm, but there’s no enemy out there that’s worse than rain.”


      Our seniors grumbled at Salsa’s insensitive comment, their faces twisted from bitter memories.


      Honestly, I felt the same way as Salsa.


      “Really?” asked Salsa. “Worse than the enemies who hide out in the trenches and shoot us?”


      “Yeah. We can get by with the squad commander charging at other soldiers. But there’s nothing we can do about rain.”


      Our senior was saying he was more scared of the rain than our armed enemies. I thought he was joking, but he looked dead serious.


      “I was assigned to the defense forces before this,” he said.


      “The defense forces?” I asked.


      “That’s right. They’re the ones who are defending us while shivering in the trenches of the front lines as we speak.” Scout Allen, a middle-aged senior soldier with a ghastly look on his face, recounted that experience to Salsa and me. “The rain took five of my comrades and three of my toes.”


      “The rain did that?”


      The defense forces were assigned to the absolutely dreadful task of hiding in the frontmost trenches and devoting themselves to waiting for the enemy.


      As soldiers who were in the assault infantry forces, it was our job during battles to advance, kill enemies who were hiding in the trenches in front of us, and secure the stronghold. It was the job of the defense forces to hide out in the trenches and intercept the enemies’ assault infantry forces.


      Our jobs were different, so the equipment we used and our combined arms were vastly different. The assault infantry forces were preferentially provided with firearms and composed of soldiers from branches of service that held high offensive strength and suppressive power. That included scouts who went on ahead to scope out the enemy trenches they were going to invade, and grenadiers who could gain control of those trenches from afar. That’s why we set up our bases in the rear of the battlefield so that we could act flexibly.


      And although there weren’t any in the Gabak Squad at the moment, most assault infantry forces were provided with grenadiers.


      Grenadiers came from a branch of service that threw small explosives like hand grenades into enemy trenches, and their own exclusive guns fired unique exploding rounds. Grenadiers were efficient at killing and wounding enemies inside the trenches from a long distance, so they were an extremely powerful military resource.


      The Gabak Squad had once had a grenadier assigned to it, but in the past, there was a disaster where the newbie grenadier had misjudged the speed of the squad commander’s advance. The newbie had tossed a hand grenade into the enemy trenches right after the squad commander had rushed in. Since then, Gabak no longer had a grenadier assigned to his own squad. As for that new recruit...no one would tell me what became of him.


      Meanwhile, the defense forces were preferentially provided with defensive armaments and composed of soldiers from branches of service that specialized in defending strongholds. That included armored soldiers who could use Shield, combat medics who could provide medical treatment in the front lines, and engineers who put up barbed wire.


      The defense forces had a slightly higher survival rate than the assault infantry forces, and because having medical treatment available on the front lines was a significant benefit, combat medics were sometimes provided to them.


      The brutality of the defense forces’ duty was second to none. They were a hellish unit that lived in fear of shellings while on constant vigilance in preparation for enemy surprise attacks. Perhaps the harsh nature of their duty was why they got more time off than the assault infantry forces. In the current warfront, I heard they could get a day off every three days.


      There were no penalties for what they did on their days off, so long as it wasn’t in violation of military protocol. They could play card games with their comrades and pay for women to have fun. They basically were treated a bit better when it came to how they amused themselves.


      “Well, even if they’re treated well, the defense forces have the highest rates of madness.”


      “I figured as much...” I murmured.


      Before the assault infantry forces attacked, they had some time to prepare themselves mentally. And if they weren’t given any orders in the briefings, they could relax knowing there wouldn’t be any combat that day.


      However, the defense forces didn’t get any of that. Once they took up their posts, they were stuck holding their breaths on the front lines, fearing the shellings until it was time to switch. The stress was apparently unimaginable, and it wasn’t unusual for them to lose their minds and be sent to the rear.


      “It’s the absolute worst when the defense forces get rained on during the job,” said Allen. “They can’t get a sheet from the front lines. They basically get hit with the full brunt of the rain. Gross-smelling juice comes running out of the toilets, soaking into the ground, and it gets all muddy with sewage.”


      “Yikes...”


      “Contagious diseases run rampant because of that, and the diarrhea of those with upset stomachs covers the ground beneath your feet. Your toes get unbearably cold, but you can’t even wipe them because it’s too disgusting.”


      We were silent.


      “Even in my team, people were getting bloody diarrhea, and my comrades were dropping like flies from dehydration. Death by dysentery is a miserable way to go. You’re paralyzed, covered in your own feces.”


      “Ugh...”


      “In the winter, it gets so cold that it freezes, and your toes go necrotic. It doesn’t matter if you’re wearing boots; when the water level rises, the sewage mixed with diarrhea gets in.”


      It seemed like Allen didn’t want to recall these memories, so with a weary face, he stopped his storytelling there.


      The frontline trenches apparently had abysmal sanitation. I was glad I wasn’t assigned to the defense forces.


      “The assault infantry forces are lucky. We have high death rates, but we can keep out the rain with a roof like this.”


      “Yeah... We’re super lucky...” Salsa murmured.


      Gray chimed in. “Well, if the squad commander hadn’t complained, Tory could’ve slept in the field hospital tent.”


      “Combat medics aren’t actually combatants. I’d never heard of a combat medic being assigned to the assault infantry forces.”


      Oh, so that really was the case. No matter how you thought of it, it was weird to make a combat medic run across the front lines.


      “Why did the squad commander want a combat medic anyway?”


      “After Squad Commander Gabak got injured during a shelling and was forced to evacuate, he apparently jumped down the top brass’ throats, saying he could’ve kept going if the front lines had had a combat medic.”


      “So the squad commander intended to keep going even as he was being shelled?”


      Seriously? At that point, just turn back and evacuate.


      “We’re about to hit the rainy season. Our attacks—and the enemy’s—will probably become less frequent soon.”


      “That’d be nice,” I said.


      “That’s why you need to take advantage of this time to learn all that you can, newbie. That goes for you too, Salsa. The squad commander won’t babysit you forever.”


      “R-Right.”


      “Well, first off, remember to crouch while you’re running. You’re gonna die immediately if you keep bobbing your head up like you do now.”


      After we’d been roused awake by the early dawn’s rain, we listened to our senior’s old tales until the sun rose. I hadn’t had the chance to hear them before, so it was a fresh experience.


      “You’ve got to make yourself smaller to make it harder to shoot you. By just ducking your head and crouching, you reduce the area they can target by ten to twenty percent compared to running normally. It’s a technique that raises your survival rate. Remember that.”


      “Like...this?” I asked.


      “That’s right. You don’t run as fast, and it does some numbers on your back, but it’d be good for you to get used to bending forward like that...if you’re going to continue being an assault infantry soldier, anyway.”


      We were still fledglings. There were so many things we didn’t know, like the established battlefield tactics and techniques.


      “It’s almost time for the briefing. All right, we’re going to the squad commander’s tent.”


      “Got it. Thank you,” Salsa said.


      “I learned a lot,” I said. As baby chicks, we’d grow into soldiers this way little by little.


      April 11th, Morning


      “Tory, you’re off to the field hospital today. Obey Health Head Gale’s instructions until tomorrow.”


      “Understood.”


      Squad Commander Gabak gave me my orders inside the trenches under the relentless downpour. It sounded like we wouldn’t head out to battle today.


      “As for the rest of you, you’re digging in the trenches. It’s easy to slip in the rain, so be careful.”


      As Salsa shivered from the cold rain that pelted him, he raised his voice and answered, “Understood.”


      The infantry would probably take up their shovels and continue scraping out the dirt and mud in the rain. I don’t think I could survive having to perform construction work for the entire day; I was glad I was a combat medic instead.


      “Now then, dismissed. Everyone, go to your designated posts.”


      Just as I was feeling relieved, shivering from the rainwater dripping from above, I heard a thud. A large tremor resounded in the far-away trenches like something had exploded.


      Gabak immediately realized what was happening. “It’s an enemy attack! Everyone, prepare for battle!”


      “Understood!”


      Panicked, we dove into the trenches in the rain. We pressed our backs against the walls, holding our breath, the mud clinging to us.


      “What do you see, Allen?” asked the squad commander.


      “I report that around five hundred meters north of us, there are multiple fumes rising out from the direction of our ally trenches. I hypothesize that it is an aggression started by the enemy magical artillery soldiers.”


      “All right, we’ll ask the top brass. I’ve revoked my previous order. Everyone’s on standby.”


      Scout Allen poked his head out of the trenches and used his scouting mirror to keep us updated about our surroundings.


      It was an enemy attack. I’d heard that firepower was less effective in the rain and we were unlikely to be attacked, but...


      “This is an order from the top,” said Gabak. “Our squad will head north to intercept the attack.”


      “U-Understood.”


      “As soon as we arrive, we move according to Major Lenvil’s command.”


      Major Lenvil supervised the dozens of kilometers of land from the center of the nearly one-hundred-kilometer battlefield to the north. He was Squad Commander Gabak’s superior and quite advanced in age, having taken command in the military since before the war’s outbreak. He was a veteran among veterans.


      This time around, we’d fight under the orders of a great commander like him...but all of his orders would pass through Squad Commander Gabak first, so it felt like this fight would pretty much be business as usual.


      “Be happy, you bastards. The idiots have come to be turned into mincemeat.” The squad commander’s face had lit up, and his fierce eyes stared intensely toward the north. We had no orders to attack, but he was probably all too happy to kill the enemy.


      “You lied, sir! You said the enemies wouldn’t attack us much in the rain!” Salsa complained to our senior.


      “Well, they did...”


      The sounds of heavy bombing resounded from the northern direction we were headed for. Right now, the enemy was likely bombarding the trenches where Austin’s military was.


      “They’ll be spending several hours bombing the defense forces in the trenches to whittle down their numbers,” said Squad Commander Gabak. “In that time, we’ll head north and back up our allies.”


      “Understood.”


      “The bombings are pretty dense. We’ll probably have to give up the trenches in the front lines, but we can’t let them have more than that.”


      This attack was called a preliminary shelling. It was a tactic where you spent several hours pelting the enemy with magical bombardments before you charged in. Attacking an untouched defensive position was like throwing away your chance of victory. That’s why a preliminary shelling was considered essential in modern warfare.


      However, there was a downside to this: It let your enemy know ahead of time where you’d be attacking. During a preliminary shelling, the defending side could just prepare plenty of soldiers in the rear.


      So even if the defense forces were completely eliminated in a bombardment, the enemy couldn’t break through the warfront in one move. That’s why the war had been in a deadlock for nearly ten years.


      “This is an order from the major. We’ll put up a defensive net in the third trenches.”


      “Understood.”


      The trenches were made up of several layers. If the first trenches fell under enemy control, we’d meet the enemy in the second. If we pushed back the enemy attack in the first, we’d have a complete victory. If they took the second trenches, both sides would likely suffer. Support would arrive from around us during the preliminary shelling, so the third trenches were rarely taken.


      “If the defense forces just hang in there, we won’t have to act.”


      “These days, the enemy takes advantage of their numbers and comes charging in at full throttle. Maybe they’ll break into the second trenches again.”


      “We worked so hard to get that territory...”


      My duty as a combat medic in the construction of the defensive net was...nothing, really. I’d heard that if you got injured in the third trenches, which were near the rear, you could swiftly be carried to the field hospital anyway. They’d get some more proper medical treatment than what a novice like myself could offer, so I didn’t understand why I was here. I was more of a hindrance, just taking up space.


      “Tory, in the worst-case scenario, your role is to risk your life to provide me aid and give me medical treatment. If that doesn’t come to pass, hunker down and keep shivering in the trenches.”


      “Understood, Squad Commander...” The way the squad commander spoke made me wonder why he’d even brought me along. If I had to somehow identify what my reason for being here was, at best, it was probably to be a small safety measure that’d slightly reduce the chances of him dying.


      ***


      Several hours later...


      “The enemy assault infantry forces are coming at us!”


      The magical artillery force’s attack had ended, and the enemies came charging in. From what Allen had seen in his scouting mirror, their assault infantry forces were clearly more packed than ours. That was probably what my seniors had meant when they said that the enemy had been taking advantage of their numbers.


      “Oh. They’ve already charged through the first trenches.”


      “Tch.”


      Not even an hour after the start of the attack, Allen announced that they’d broken into the front lines. That meant the soldiers hiding in those trenches had either been killed or captured.


      “Damn. Couldn’t they have held out a little longer? We risked everything to gain that territory, and for what?!” Gabak exclaimed.


      Squad Commander Gabak didn’t seem the least bit worried for the defense force soldiers. He even clicked his tongue and complained.


      “It looks like they’ll soon break into the second trenches,” said Allen. “Get ready, Squad Commander.”


      “What?! Gah! They’re charging in the rain, but they’re moving too fast. Are the defense forces made up of only cowards now?”


      “Rather...the force in front of us seems pretty skilled. They acted ahead of the other enemy forces and are barrelling in.”


      The force in front of us was advancing with formidable power.


      Hearing Allen’s report, Squad Commander Gabak’s eyebrows twitched. He’d looked displeased, but his face completely shifted, his lips twisting into a smile. “Oh? How does the commander look?”


      “He’s a small-spear wielder with long, golden hair who rushes in while clad in lightning.”


      “Oh, good. That’s the head of a general.”


      Barking a laugh, the squad commander snatched Allen’s scouting mirror. He looked to be in a good mood. Then, as he verified the enemy’s face with his own eyes, he grinned.


      “There’s no mistaking it. That’s the Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri.”


      “Kamikiri?” I asked.


      “He’s one of their aces. What an unlucky bastard, charging into this defensive stronghold and right to me.” Squad Commander Gabak’s eyes darted around fiercely.


      Kamikiri was an ace. That meant he might be someone like Squad Commander Gabak for the enemies.


      “It’s raining. That’s why the enemy’s lightning magic is even more effective.”


      “He’s fast to charge in, but quick to back off,” Gabak noted. “We have to reduce his mobility... Aim for the legs.”


      “Leave it to me.”


      “All right, we’ll lure them in. I’ll give a signal, so when I leap out, shoot at the enemy’s legs. I’ll take that opportunity to send his head flying.”


      Getting the head of a general was a great feat. Gabak was obviously delighted, itching to cut down his enemy. It was hard to believe that he’d looked so displeased just a moment ago. As for me, I was disheartened to hear that an ace player was spearheading the invading forces.


      “It’s our lucky day!” The squad commander was thrilled that such a strong foe was coming to kill him. There was definitely something wrong with him. “Tory, stick your head out of the trenches and keep your eyes on my back. In the worst-case scenario, don’t hesitate to use your recovery magic. Allen, stay vigilant of our surroundings, and if I’m injured, jump out and provide me aid. Murrue, when that happens, you jump toward the Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri and stall for time.”


      “Understood,” we said in unison.


      “The rest of you, fight back against the other enemies in the trenches. Don’t let a single one in.”


      The squad commander had ordered me to keep my head slightly above the trenches. If I were a scout, I would’ve had a mirror scope that could extend upward for scouting purposes, but I wasn’t provided with one. Would I be shot while poking my defenseless head out of the trenches?


      “Relax. No bullets are gonna pass by me,” said Gabak.


      “Understood. I’ll leave it to you.” Honestly, I was afraid, but these were the squad commander’s orders. The sad reality was that if violating orders would get me shot anyway, it was better I at least died according to those orders.


      “Squad Commander! The enemies will soon infiltrate our trenches!”


      “All right!!! Ready your guns! We’re going for a counterattack!” With the signal, Squad Commander Gabak eagerly dashed up the trenches. The dust from the soil might have been kicked into Salsa’s mouth, as he grimaced and spat on the ground repeatedly.


      “Oh...” Just as I’d been ordered to, I stuck my head out from the trenches and watched over the squad commander’s back.


      The squad commander kept himself bent forward as he made a beeline for the general, charging in.
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      With an incomprehensible cry, the Lightning Spear Demon with long, golden hair was cutting through the barbed wire entanglements.


      Barbed wire entanglements were fence-like shelters and covers made of steel wires. Normally, you either had to take a detour or use hand grenades to blow them away to get through. Cutting them up so easily meant the enemy general was also insane...


      “Die for my glory!” Gabak bellowed. Soundlessly, as raindrops dripped from the squad commander’s blade, he plunged it into the Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri’s abdomen.


      Blood sprayed across the battlefield, and a hoarse, bitter cry reverberated in the rain. The surprise attack had shaken the enemy, and he was trying to take a big leap back.


      Squad Commander Gabak didn’t let that opportunity escape. He took a step forward and swung his sword wide. However...


      “Tch.”


      Right after that, a high-voltage current that was enough to vaporize the rain masked Kamikiri. I’d been watching from a distance, but the brightness had taken even me aback, my vision going white.


      “That cheeky insect!”


      Was that some sort of lightning magic? I’d panicked, thinking Squad Commander Gabak had been scorched from its sheer power, but it seemed like he’d managed to dodge it at point-blank range.


      “Now! Go help the squad commander!”


      “Fire!”


      Seconds after the squad commander dodged the magic and distanced himself, blood sprayed out of the enemy general’s right thigh. It looked like someone had shot Kamikiri’s legs as instructed.


      “Hell yeah, got him!”


      “Nice one, Gray!”


      But the enemy was formidable. Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri’s leg should’ve been shot, and his abdomen torn, but he was retreating, running at top speed despite being so wounded.


      “Hey, where are you going, you damn worm?! Fire more rounds and bring him down!” Squad Commander Gabak shouted, rushing after his opponent.


      The enemy moved fast, but our squad commander’s speed was simply inhuman. He closed the distance in moments, and it seemed he’d soon have the enemy general’s head.


      That was how it seemed, but...


      Something curious flashed at the corner of my vision.


      Far beyond Squad Commander Gabak and his beheading sword, I saw someone launching something at us with a gun.


      Based on my FPS experiences, not only had I learned to pay attention to the enemy in front of me, I also had a habit of glancing at the corners of my vision. I did it all the more often now that it could directly impact my survival.


      There was no mistaking it: I’d just spotted a grenadier. And that grenadier had just fired something at the trenches where we were.


      “Ah!” I was the only one from my squad who’d noticed, and I went into a quiet panic. In less than a second, something the enemy had launched was falling into our trenches.


      If that happened, then everyone would die...


      “What’s wrong? Did you get hit?”


      “Shield!” I used my defense magic against that unknown object. That meant I’d moved of my own accord, but I had no time to receive the squad commander’s permission.


      “Huh? Hey, Tory?”


      “Please get down!”


      I just did it without thinking. Even now, I feel like I’ve done something very foolish.


      I’d summoned my flimsy Shield, a spell that was only as strong as glass, against a high explosive.


      “A high explosive has been thrown this way!” I said, panicked. If what was falling on us was an impact grenade—a high explosive that detonated upon impact—I would’ve been burnt to a crisp already.


      Fortunately, the high explosive wasn’t the type that was triggered on impact. It was the type with a time delay.


      “A-A high explosive?!”


      “Get down!”


      I was told later that high explosives thrown by hand were largely impact-based, but those launched from dedicated guns were usually time-based. That was so we wouldn’t accidentally bomb ourselves from the gun’s impact.


      “I...repelled it!”


      The physical impact of the grenade alone shattered my Shield, and the object rolled across the ground. It made an ominous hissing sound and stopped several meters away from me. I was probably still within range of its blast. At this rate, I’d be gravely injured.


      “Please work in time... Shield!” Immediately, I once again used my Shield spell.


      A thin blue barrier appeared to block the squad members from the fallen projectile. My Shield was fragile and wouldn’t withstand a point-blank bomb blast, but I thought this was way better than doing nothing.


      “Tory! Watch out!!!” I heard Gray shout.


      Right after I completed my spell, someone pushed me down. I figured it must’ve been Salsa, who was beside me.


      I was slammed down onto the muddy trench floor, and Salsa bent over me. Immediately following that, I heard an ear-shattering explosion, and my vision went black from sediment.


      “Huh...”


      When I came to my senses, the air I was breathing was so hot, my lungs felt like they were on fire. My whole body hurt from the brutal force. It took me several seconds to realize that Salsa and I had been enveloped in flames.


      “You damn cockroach!!!”


      Through my consciousness, hazy from the intense ringing in my ears and my headache, I heard Squad Commander Gabak’s angry voice resounding through the air.


      “Don’t run, you worm! You idiot!”


      When I slowly opened my eyes, I found I was lying covered in mud, face up in the depths of the trenches. The ice-cold rain was incessantly pouring down on me like needles.


      “You’re alive, Second Class Combat Medic Tory!”


      “Hey, get a hold of yourself!”


      Apparently, the bomb blast had blown me away several meters, and I was lying on the ground. Fortunately, the rain had softened the earth into a cushion, and I managed to avoid any fatal wounds, but...


      I felt a searing pain in both of my legs.


      “You’ve got some bad burns. You can’t stand like this. Hey, are you there?”


      “I am,” I replied. “What... What happened to me?”


      “Your legs are red and swollen, but you don’t really have any other wounds. You’re not gonna die yet, so stay with me.”


      Steadily, I started taking in my surroundings. I realized there was mud and snot in my mouth, and I accidentally choked on them.


      “You bastards!!! That damn coward got away!!!”


      As I came out of my daze little by little, the squad commander returned to the trenches with his face twisted in rage. It sounded like he’d failed to kill the enemy’s ace.


      “And we’ve got some heavy damage too. Hurry up and fall back, you wounded weaklings!”


      “Ah... Right...”


      At the squad commander’s order, Gray turned to me.


      “Here, relax, Tory. It’s all right. I’ll carry you.”


      “Thank you...very...much.”


      Gray, who was mostly uninjured, carried me, and I could finally survey the surroundings.


      I saw people staggering with their entire left sides scorched, as well as twitching soldiers still lying in the trenches. It was appropriate to say that the Gabak Squad had taken a heavy beating.


      “W-Wait, please... That person...needs treatment...” I murmured. Among the bomb blast victims, there was a person twitching in the trenches who bore a particularly serious injury. His back was charred black, trembling in small jerks, his breathing ragged. “If I don’t treat him, he—”


      “It’s too late for him, Tory...” Gray started walking while carrying me.


      But it wasn’t too late. If that man was breathing, then there was still hope. If I gave him some emergency first aid, then...


      “Allen, sir. Show her his face.”


      Allen hesitated. “Right.”


      Slowly, Allen turned over the man lying face down on the ground. Allen raised the man’s body to make sure I could see him.


      “Salsa...?”


      That soldier was Salsa.
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      He’d pushed me down during the explosion to protect me—and in turn, was hit by the bomb blast at point-blank range.


      “A grenade fragment took half of his face,” Gray said solemnly. “There’s no saving him.”


      “Let him rest,” said Allen. “He did well.”


      There was a large crack from Salsa’s right eye to the back of his head. When he raised it, thick, dark red brain fluid spilled onto the ground.


      “Sal—” I was in a daze, but before I’d even finished saying his name...


      With a large, final convulsion, Salsa’s body stopped moving at all.


      April 12th, Morning


      After both of my legs were injured in yesterday’s battle, I was sent to the field hospital. Gale’s face went pale. She ran over to me, and I received swift medical treatment. While I wasn’t critically injured, as a recovery magic user, I had high priority when it came to receiving aid.


      While the field hospital had a line of people awaiting treatment for minor injuries, I was quickly assigned a bed, and I managed to sleep.


      Amid the stench of corpses and moans, I slept in the field hospital bed right after battle.


      Private Salsa had joined the Western Front and died in a mere ten days. He’d apparently still been eighteen years old, fresh out of high school. Salsa, a young man who’d likely had hopes and dreams for the future, protected me after I’d acted so recklessly, and died for it.


      His future, which was supposed to be so bright and dazzling, was lost in the piles of mud in the rain.


      But tragedies like that were commonplace on the Western Front. In just one battle, nearly a thousand lives were lost, both friend and foe, and a majority of the dead were newbies who’d died shortly after recruitment.


      When those rookies were assigned to the assault infantry forces, it was said that eighty percent of them died within half a year. Only the surviving twenty percent of the best assault infantry soldiers had the privilege of living a hellish everyday life in the trenches.


      I honestly didn’t know which of us had it better.


      I didn’t think the young Salsa and I had been close enough to consider him a friend. We’d interacted with each other on a shallow level, and we’d never had a friendly conversation before. I’d been much closer to Bernie Noelle, someone who’d come from the same orphanage as me and died on the first day. I’d known that a careless idiot like Salsa wouldn’t survive on this battlefield. That’s why I’d put up a wall between us so that I wouldn’t get too close.


      And yet... Why? Why was it that even after I’d slept the night, that image of Salsa, his face half-missing, clung to my mind? Whenever I closed my eyes, I saw his expressionless face as the brain fluid dripped from his head and his body convulsed. That memory wouldn’t leave. When I let my mind wander a little, I felt like I would start wailing.


      If Salsa hadn’t pushed me down, my face probably would’ve been blown off instead. I didn’t think it’d be so painful to have survived in someone else’s place. My heart was apparently far more fragile than I could’ve ever thought.


      ***


      “Looks like your legs have healed, Combat Medic Tory.”


      It was the day after I’d survived that battle. I’d just been absently staring into space, the image of Salsa’s spirit reflected in my hollow eyes. But I heard the squad commander calling for me, and his face was terrifying.


      “Squad Commander Gabak...” I murmured.


      “I got something I need to ask you. Report to my tent at once.”


      I sat there in silence as the squad commander stood before my sickbed and gave me his orders. His face was colored with rage, his lips quivering as he glared at me. I had a few ideas as to why he was so angry.


      “Understood.”


      “Hey! Sir, she still needs to rest...”


      “Shut up,” Gabak snapped. “Those are my orders as her superior.”


      Oddly enough, back then, I’d have been grateful if I were going to be reprimanded. If I’d done better, Salsa wouldn’t have had to die—I was sure of it.


      “On your feet, Tory. Get moving.”


      “Understood...”


      I got up as I was prompted to, feeling as if part of me had already left the world of the living. On my legs, which Gale had so carefully healed the burns of, I followed the squad commander.


      “You see, Tory, there’s nothing I hate more than bastards who can’t learn their lesson.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander.”


      It happened immediately upon entering his tent.


      A terrible shock rippled through my cheek, and I fell facefirst on the ground, my nose bleeding.


      “It was just the other day. What did I say you needed before you could use that magic of yours?”


      “I needed your...permission.”


      As expected, a violent reprimand and assault was waiting for me in the squad commander’s tent. After Squad Commander Gabak pulled me up by my collar, he slammed me back onto the ground. The shock knocked the wind out of my lungs, and I thought I heard the dull sound of my right heel breaking.


      I’d used my Shield spell without permission. That’s why I was being punished this time.


      “You remember, so why didn’t you listen?”


      “Because...I was incompetent.”


      As soon as I replied, the squad commander relentlessly pummeled my face, chest, and stomach. This assault was much more brutal than when I’d used my recovery magic on Salsa without permission.


      “Didn’t I tell you what would happen if you disobeyed my orders again?”


      “You said...I’d be executed.”


      “If you had half a brain to remember what I told you, then what you did this time was no accident.”


      “I have no excuse.”


      “Then die, you damn brat!!!”


      I don’t remember what he did to me after about midway through his blows. All I know is that he brutally assaulted me.


      I was going to die. Squad Commander Gabak was going to beat me to death. I instinctively understood that, but I no longer had it in me to fight back or beg for my life.


      “Die, die, die, you worthless good-for-nothing! If you don’t want to listen to my orders, then I’ll make sure you die on our next mission! Then you’ll never have to listen to me again!!!”


      At some point, the squad commander’s fist had been dyed red, and the floor of the tent was stained in the blood I vomited. On my hands and knees, I silently continued to take my beatings.


      “You think you’re special? There’s plenty more of you out there!”


      This assault continued until my whole body was beaten to a pulp. From my hands to my feet, I was covered in bruises. I’d vomited blood several times, my bones creaked, and I was swollen all over.


      “You get no meals today,” he said. “And stand up straight in front of my tent.”


      “Understood.”


      “You won’t be getting treated either. Just stand there and die, scum.”


      I’d received my orders. As I wobbled off, dragging my broken legs, I stood in front of the tent just as I’d been told.


      The squad commander’s “lecture” had ended after an hour. After being forced to stand in front of the tent, I saw Scout Allen. He looked apologetic upon seeing my ragged body.


      “He really roughed you up, Second Class Combat Medic Tory. Jeez... I understand the need for punishment, but this is going too far.”


      “Um, Allen, sir?”


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Um... What happened to you?”


      His face had startled me. That was because...


      “Yeah, he beat me to a pulp too,” Allen said. “It really hurts, don’t it?”


      I was silent. Allen was just as hurt as I was, and it looked like he’d taken the beating quite some time before me.


      “I’m sorry for being rude, but...did you violate orders or something too?” I asked.


      “No? I’ve done nothing.”


      “Did you offend him, then?”


      “Well, I guess I did.”


      With that, I firmly believed that Squad Commander Gabak’s assaults went way too far. Allen, who was also standing as punishment, was so severely injured that he should normally be resting at the field hospital. It didn’t matter what he’d done to offend Gabak; behaving this violently was simply too unproductive.


      “I... I deserve it,” he said. “For not doing anything.”


      “What?”


      “As a scout, it’s my job to keep watch of our surroundings once the squad commander goes out on an attack. I should’ve noticed that high explosive.” Allen bit his lip with a pained expression. Small drops of blood trickled from his lower jaw. “If I’d noticed that grenadier, we could’ve dealt with it using magic or instructed everyone to take shelter. But until the moment you used that defense spell, I didn’t notice that projectile.”


      After a bit, I replied. “It was shot from quite a distance. It might’ve been in your blind spot at the time.”


      “Then I should’ve heard it. I was too focused on watching the battle between Squad Commander Gabak and the Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri. I wasn’t watching our surroundings carefully enough.”


      I listened to him quietly.


      “A total rookie had noticed that enemy projectile that I’d overlooked, and the entire troop fell into a crisis. The squad commander chewed me out, asking why a veteran didn’t notice something like that. And that’s how I ended up like this.”


      I asked Allen what I should’ve done back then. If I’d noticed that a high explosive had been thrown at us, I was supposed to indicate where it made impact and order an evacuation; time delay grenades wouldn’t explode for a few seconds after impact. The range of a bomb blast that’d cause a fatal wound was around four to five meters, so you could survive if you immediately ran away from where the high explosive had fallen.


      “It’s just as the squad commander said. My mistake got a newbie with a promising future killed.”


      “N-No, you’re wrong,” I protested. “Salsa protected me. I got down too late.”


      “It’s not a combat medic’s duty to keep watch of your surroundings. That’s not your fault. The fact that I’m making you—a fifteen year old girl who was just assigned to us around ten days ago—say that makes me feel absolutely pathetic.”


      Allen’s words were mixed with an indescribable frustration and regret. Was that cold sweat from the sharp pain running down his cheeks, or tears?


      He continued. “If I’d done my job properly, Salsa wouldn’t have died, and you wouldn’t have been beaten to a pulp. Hate me, not the squad commander.”


      “I don’t—”


      “He’s a selfish man with a violent and terrible personality...but this time, the blame lies squarely on me. Of course he’d fly into a rage, and he probably went too far because all this got him so irritated.”


      After Allen said that, he gave me a quiet apology. He probably felt like he was at fault for everything that happened.


      “Chin up, Tory. Yeah, you defied orders, but if you hadn’t changed the trajectory of that projectile so soon, even more people would’ve died. That grenade was right on its target. It would’ve wiped half the squad.”


      “You think so?”


      “No doubt about it,” he said. “I saw the moment your shield repelled that projectile. Your disobedience definitely saved lives.”


      For the first time, Allen smiled kindly at me.


      “So don’t blame yourself,” he said.


      ***


      “It’s gotten dark,” Gabak said. “All right, Allen, I’ll allow you to get medical treatment.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      In the end, we stood that entire time without eating or drinking. My broken legs were dark red and swollen, and my smashed heel had been throbbing painfully the whole day.


      Allen, who’d been made to stand all day, finally obtained permission for medical treatment once it got dark.


      “But not you, Tory,” Gabak told me. “I’m going to personally teach you a lesson you won’t forget.”


      “Thank you, sir.”


      “P-Squad Commander?!” Allen seemed alarmed.


      I hadn’t been forgiven yet. It seemed the commander was still angry that I’d disobeyed his orders again.


      “I-If you’re still going to punish someone, then let me take it instead,” Allen pleaded. “This is all my fault!”


      “Shut your damn mouth, Allen. I’ll kill you. Follow me, Tory.”


      I dragged my lifeless feet and wobbled after the squad commander. It was an order.


      “Squad Commander! Please wait!”


      “Shut up! Ready yourself for tomorrow! Hurry up and get treated!”


      Allen tried to follow after me until he toppled over. But he couldn’t get up. It looked like he couldn’t move his body the way he wanted. The squad commander ignored him, and after we walked a few minutes from the tent to somewhere farther toward the rear, I was ordered to stand straight.


      “Now then, it’s lecture time, you damn brat,” the squad commander said, casually picking up a small stone on the ground. “Take this!”


      “Ack!!!”


      He hurled the stone at me. It hit my side, scraped my flesh, and left a large wound.


      “Don’t dodge,” he said. “I’m teaching you a lesson.”


      “Understood...”


      My body was already thoroughly wounded, but it seemed like I’d be subjected to more violence. Was he actually trying to kill me? Was I being executed for disobeying orders?


      “Why did you know that spell? Who taught you?”


      “Health Head Gale said it’d be good for me to learn it.”


      “I should have figured...” With a sour face, he picked up another small stone and prepared to throw it. “And? What good is that trash spell?”


      “It’s...um...for defense.”


      “I’m asking if there’s a reason to waste your mana on such a weak spell. Now then...” With an intense look in his eye as if he were facing an enemy, he said, “I’ll allow you to use that Shield spell. Try defending against me.”


      At the same time, he suddenly threw that stone with all his might.


      “Shield! Ngh!”


      “Come on, what’s the matter? Isn’t it supposed to defend you?”


      My Shield spell was still imperfect; I couldn’t make it firm and thick enough like Health Head Gale could. The stone broke through my shield and went straight for my broken legs.


      “What’s wrong? Defend against it. Use that spell you’re so proud of!”


      “Sh-Shield! Ack...”


      “All my shots are hitting you, you piece of shit! What idiot would waste their mana on a garbage skill like that?!”


      No matter how much I used my shield, I couldn’t defend against a single stone the squad commander threw at me.


      “Now do you understand how incompetent you are, you weakling?!”


      Because I didn’t have permission to dodge, a fist-sized stone directly hit the pit of my stomach, and I crumpled to the ground. Something sour rose up in my throat, and vomit mixed with blood and snot filled my mouth.


      I’m starting to understand what Gray said. Death really would be better.


      “Y-Yes... I’m...incompetent,” I murmured.


      “You good-for-nothing! What are you lying down for? Hurry up and get up! Use that damn Shield spell!”


      Being recruited for war had set my misfortune in stone. Maybe I was better off getting killed here.


      “It’s a diagonal shield. You bring out that Shield spell diagonally, you idiot!!!”


      The squad commander finally stopped throwing rocks. He brought out a large, triangle-shaped Shield and let me get a good look at it.


      “H-Huh?”


      “Health Head Gale might be a pro at medical treatment, but she’s worthless on the front lines. If you could use Shield, then why didn’t you learn from me?” Squad Commander Gabak silently maintained his Shield. He showed me the shape of his shield, which looked like it was broken into a tent-like shape with the angle in front of me. “Now bring it out like this, Tory.”


      “Ah, um, er... Sh-Shield!”


      “No, you’re still doing it wrong.”


      Bring out the shield so it looks like a tent.


      Those instructions were just so sudden. I was failing, unable to imagine it well. My usual flat board appeared before me.


      “If you still can’t get the hang of it, imagine thrusting a board beyond your palms,” he said.


      “Beyond my palms...”


      “And then, with your palms, you make the shape of the shield you want.”
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      With that, he faced both of his palms outward to form a triangle.


      I copied him, and tried forming a Shield before my palms. “Sh-Shield! Ah...”


      “Yeah, that’s it.”


      When I said my spell, I made a triangle-shaped, albeit thin, Shield like the squad commander.


      I see. This shape...


      “There.” He promptly threw a small stone at me. Just like earlier, he didn’t hold back. However, when the stone hit my Shield, which I’d brought out diagonally...


      While it did smash my Shield, it repelled the stone and sent it flying elsewhere.


      “You get it? You’re supposed to disperse the enemy attack, not just receive it head-on,” he said.


      I remained quiet.


      With a grave voice, Squad Commander Gabak continued, “If you’d brought out that Shield spell diagonally before the bomb blast, several of those fragments would’ve bounced elsewhere. Our losses would’ve changed drastically.”


      If I’d learned this skill, we wouldn’t have suffered so many losses.


      “Then, Salsa...” I asked, my voice quivering.


      “He probably could’ve been saved with better luck.”


      I was dizzy. It would have been so easy. My Shield would’ve been stronger if only I’d had the squad commander teach me the right way once. If I’d just learned that you had to bring out this skill diagonally, then Salsa, who’d been such a kind person, wouldn’t have...


      “If you’d asked for permission in advance to use Shield in time-sensitive situations, I naturally would’ve taught you this skill.”


      I didn’t respond.


      “Do you understand why I beat you into a pulp for this lesson?”


      I felt utterly hopeless. I’d been negligent. I’d neglected to tell the squad commander that I was learning Shield because Health Head Gale had still been teaching me. Because of that, Salsa...


      “I’m done lecturing you. I’ll allow you to get treated at the field hospital.”


      “Y-Yes, sir.”


      “Also, from now on, I’ll allow you to use the Shield spell up to two times, but only in emergencies. There probably won’t be time to obtain my permission at the last minute.”


      I deserved to be beaten. I’d learned how important my superior’s orders were before, yet I’d neglected that anyway and gotten my fellow recruit killed.


      “There’s no next time, Tory.” With those final words, Gabak returned to his tent alone.


      ***


      “T-Tory?!”


      Fighting the urge to vomit, I wobbled back to the field hospital. I felt like I was going to go crazy from the pain all over my body and the weight of my sins.


      “That damn Gabak!!! How could he do this to a female soldier when she’d already been injured so badly?!”


      I couldn’t even muster the energy to think of anything. Health Head Gale’s shrill, furious cries blurred and became like a lullaby.


      “That’s it!!! As the health head, I’m going to protest! Injuring her this severely after treatment... What on earth is that brute thinking?!”


      Slowly, I let go of my consciousness.


      April 13th


      It was the next day. I, who had fallen asleep devastated by the weight of my own failures, awoke on a bed in the field hospital. My fellow squad member Allen was lying down next to me.


      “I see you’re awake, Tory,” a kind voice addressed me after I raised my head.


      When I turned, I saw the beautiful Head of Health Gale with the mole under her eye, sitting at her desk.


      “Good morning, Tory,” she said, smiling at me. “I’m pleased to see you well after surviving that hell yesterday.”


      “Yes, Health Head. Good morning.” It seemed Gale had worried about me and checked to see how I was doing.


      My injuries were healed, with barely a scratch remaining. Gale herself might’ve tended to me.


      “If you’re awake, could you get changed?” she asked. “We’re drowning in injured patients.”


      “Is it bad?”


      “It’s terrible.”


      Apparently the defense forces had suffered heavy damage in the defensive battle yesterday. There were over a thousand casualties alone in our allied forces—including the injured, around three thousand people had been affected. The enemy had really gone all out in yesterday’s attack.


      “I feel terrible since you just got healed up, but we don’t have nearly enough hands on deck. I’ve obtained permission from Gabak, so I’d like you to help provide treatment today.”


      “Yes, understood. From now until 5 a.m. tomorrow, I will obey your commands.”


      “Thank you... I’d actually wanted you to start helping me from last night, but because that idiot just had to vent his anger out...”


      For just a second, Health Head Gale made a terrifying face.


      The work of combat medics became quite hectic when a large number of patients were admitted. And yet I’d been fast asleep during such a busy time. I’d probably incurred everyone’s displeasure. I needed to give them all a proper apology later.


      “I wonder how much less work we’d have to do if only Gabak wasn’t around,” Health Head Gale said, sighing.


      “I apologize. I’ve caused trouble for everyone because of my failure.”


      “It’s not your fault, Tory. You take your work seriously and work hard. Actually, I heard the reason Gabak beat you was because of the Shield spell I taught you. I am sorry for that.”


      “No, it’s my fault for neglecting to report that information to the squad commander. I understand that what the squad commander did in yesterday’s lecture was quite appropriate.”


      “Hm... You truly are so earnest. The assault infantry forces don’t deserve you.”


      Health Head Gale looked troubled at my response. Why was that?


      “I might as well not hide it,” she said. “Yesterday, I actually appealed to the top brass to have you return to my health unit.”


      “Is it because you believe I’m unfit for my duties in the front lines?”


      “That’s not it. As a condition for sending a combat medic to Gabak, I made him firmly agree to protect the combat medic’s life no matter what. And yet...you were brought in with such severe burns, and then he personally hurt you so cruelly as part of his corporal punishment. That’s not what we’d agreed on at all.”


      “I see...”


      “The Health Department is short-staffed as it is, so I’m definitely going to have him give you back.”


      The field hospital was chronically short on combat medics. When all beds were full, the combat medics as a whole couldn’t use recovery magic enough times to go around. As such, although it was bad for their own health, they’d drink a secret remedy when they ran out of mana and use recovery magic until they were bone-tired. It was such brutal work that it would’ve made the exploitative companies from my previous life shake in their boots.


      “I don’t know if appealing to them once is enough but...I’ll continue trying to convince them that many more soldiers can be saved with even one more combat medic.”


      There were evident dark circles under Health Head Gale’s eyes; she’d likely pulled an all-nighter. There were only a few dozen combat medics, and having as many recovery magic users as possible was really important. Even a newbie like myself would greatly increase productivity. They’d definitely be in trouble if I just up and died.


      “Now, if you’re awake, please go wash your face. The medics will start going around the Section D sickbeds, so please follow them.”


      “Understood.”


      Well, whatever my role was, all I could do was follow the decisions coming from the top. My negligence had caused me to make the mistake that’d gotten Salsa killed. If they decided it’d be better to have a careless young girl performing medical treatment in the rear instead of sending her to the front lines, there was nothing I could do.


      “Also, remember to not worry too much. You were crying out a lot in your sleep.”


      “I’ll be careful.”


      Just before she got up from her desk and left, she gave me a gentle reminder. She really did observe others carefully.


      To be honest, what happened to Salsa was still weighing heavily on me. However, I had to put those feelings behind me for the sake of these suffering patients. If a well-rested combat medic like me made a medical error because I was unfocused, I’d have nothing to say for myself.


      ***


      “Tory, I didn’t expect your mana would increase this much,” one of my seniors told me, who’d been working in the D sickbeds since the morning doctors’ rounds.


      “Really?”


      “You’re fifteen, right?”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      “Wow, so you’re still growing. At this pace, you might be our main powerhouse.”


      “No way. I wouldn’t catch up to you in just a year.”


      “Well, I won’t be here next year.”


      This senior was what you’d consider a pretty capable person. He was originally a healer researching medical treatments in university and had been sent to the front lines upon being drafted. He had extensive knowledge and recovery magic skills, and although he had been drafted, he was put in charge of the sickbeds. “Next year, I’m going back to university after my military service ends. If you survive that long, too, wanna come to my university?”


      “Your school?”


      “Yeah. If you train diligently and learn how to use your recovery magic, I’m sure you’ll be able to get by even after the war ends.”


      “Thank you for the invitation. By all means, I will consider it.”


      My senior had mentioned, If you make it back in one piece. Combat medics who engaged in work at the field hospitals basically didn’t die. It was rare for any damage to reach the field hospital, which was located at the very back of the battlefield.


      “It’s not very likely I’ll survive, though,” I said.


      “Oh, yeah. In your case...you have my sympathies.”


      With the exception of an odd combat medic such as myself who belonged to the assault infantry forces, the survival rates of combat medics were exceedingly high. Death was very rare, especially if you weren’t assigned to the defense forces.


      Volunteer soldiers could be assigned to the rear once they’d racked up enough achievements, and in the case of a draft, you could return to your hometown if you survived three years of military service. However, there were also commendable people who chose to continue being combat medics on the front lines.


      “I want us to hurry up and lose. I’d be much more helpful to the country developing medicine through research instead of cleaning up the mess from bloody massacres on the front lines.”


      “Wouldn’t it be bad if the higher-ups got word that you said that?”


      “Not at all. Besides, it’s how I really feel.”


      So, generally, people who were assigned to the Health Department didn’t really think of themselves as soldiers. A majority probably saw themselves as ordinary people who were being forced to work somewhere dangerous.


      “We have to heal the wounds of people who go out to kill others... To us healers, it’s a sick joke,” he said.


      I felt that his views were pretty close to the townspeople’s. The department was full of people with proper sensibilities, uncorrupted by war.


      My senior pointed outside. “Take a look outside the hospital tent. The soldiers are digging holes, right?”


      “Yes. It seems they’re digging more trenches again.” Many soldiers equipped with shovels were gathered together and digging a big hole. It was a common sight on the front lines.


      “What good is it to dig trenches behind the field hospital? No, that’s a grave.”


      “A grave?”


      “Yep. It’s the grave of the guys who were lucky enough to have their corpses recovered. The corpses of those who’ve died on the battleground have been exposed to the elements, so the people who can be buried and burned are fortunate.”


      Now that he mentioned it, the hole they were digging was rounder than what they’d make for the trenches. And around the hole, I could see some soldiers shedding tears or praying silently. It definitely did look like a burial.


      “This morning, I saw someone in that hole who I’d been in charge of. He’d been a patient with a torn-off wrist, and he was carried here, wailing. I gave him perfect medical treatment—if I do say so myself. I carefully performed surgery on him, and he could move his wrist again, good as new. I remember his big smile as he thanked me. Three days later, he died in battle and wound up in that hole.”


      “He was just unlucky...”


      “Luck? Make no mistake; if this country had just said, ‘We surrender. Let’s end this,’ he wouldn’t have died. Our nation has his blood on its hands.”


      With a faraway look in his eyes, he gazed at the corpses that were being dumped in the hole.


      “I pray that you won’t one day be among those piling corpses,” he murmured.


      “Oh...” That’s when I noticed something. “I’m sorry, sir. May I have a small break?”


      “Hm? Oh, sure. You’ve probably run out of mana. You should refresh yourself a bit.”


      “Thank you. I’ll be away for a short while.”


      I’d caught sight of someone near the grave. It was my senior, Allen, a scout who Squad Commander Gabak had disciplined plenty yesterday and had been made to rest in the field hospital. If he’d recovered enough to move again, I decided I’d call out to him.


      “Allen, sir.”


      “Oh. Tory.”


      The Health Department really did work miracles. Most of the wounds Allen had incurred from last night’s beating were healed. He was holding a shovel and had been assisting in making the pit.


      “Are you feeling all right?” I asked.


      “I am, thanks. I’m glad you seem to be doing better than I thought too.” He smiled kindly at me. He looked like he could easily make a comeback tomorrow. “Good timing, Tory. Looks like he still has some fight left in him.”


      “‘Good timing’?”


      “Yeah. It’s not often that we get much time to rest, so opportunities to see our comrades off are rare.”


      Allen urged me with his gaze to look at the mountain of bodies. Lying there was...


      “Salsa...” I murmured.


      “Yeah. It’s almost time for the cremation.”


      The face that popped up from the mountain of corpses, piled up in disarray, was my fellow recruit, Salsa.


      I felt my heartbeat quicken. His skin was eerily pale, his face hideously burned in a dark red color, and a piece of cloth was tied around his head to hide his injury.


      I remembered. At the party we just had, he was about to perform a funny naked dance. He was silly, yet somewhat kind. I definitely hadn’t disliked that about him.


      “That’s right, Tory. I have some good things to look back on with you about Salsa.”


      “With me?”


      “Yeah. Although it isn’t anything special.”


      Finally, after all of the gathered corpses had been tossed into the hole, the soldiers began gathering flowers and wild grasses that’d been growing around the area. A soldier wearing minister-like garments stepped forward and began praying for their souls.


      “I talked to him the other day when we were going out to buy women,” said Allen. “He was really preoccupied by how you’d saved him.”


      “He was?”


      “Yeah. You’d saved his life, but he couldn’t even share his dinner with you. He said it felt like he’d borrowed something without returning it.”


      I remembered it, actually. After I saved his life and disobeyed my orders the first time, he’d neglected the briefing and had his dinner taken as a result, so he didn’t do anything in return for me in the end.


      “He said that no matter what it took, he was going to protect you next time. He got all worked up, saying he’ll pay back what he was given.”


      “So that’s why he did something so dangerous...” I mumbled. Ah... I hadn’t realized that Salsa had thought that way. Now that I looked back on it, he had been strangely enthusiastic about being ordered to be my meat shield. So...because he was too eager to protect me, did he...


      “He certainly made good on his word. I’ve got to pay my respects to him.”


      “That’s why...” He wound up getting himself killed?


      Allen went quiet. “We’re going to have a moment of silence now.”


      Eventually, the pastor-like soldier murmured a spell, and the entire hole was wrapped up in flames. A humid, foul stench like burning lard swept the area. However, none of the soldiers moved a single step.


      Corpses were a hotbed for contagious microbes. Burning them whenever possible was preferred over burying them as is. But fuel was precious, so you couldn’t spray it over the corpses. They slowly burned, using only human grease and their garments as fuel.


      I stood there wordlessly as Salsa was quietly engulfed in the inferno. His skin dissolved, something black dripping off his body, and he was burned away in a silent flame like a candle.


      Salsa didn’t look peaceful as he was wrapped in the blaze. The heat opened his mouth, his hands bent, and his back curled up like he was in agony.


      I quietly looked on, but...


      “That’s it, Tory. Go ahead.”


      I couldn’t help it anymore. No matter how hard I tried, the tears burst from my eyes and wouldn’t stop.


      “Don’t keep them pent up. You don’t need to act like a grown-up.”


      I...


      “You’ll pick yourself up again faster if you let it all out. So...this is the right thing to do.”


      I couldn’t bear watching Salsa as he burned away. My heart was weak. I hadn’t realized I was so fragile.


      I fell to both knees, covered my face, and stifled my inhuman sobs. My tears kept rolling down my cheeks. The teardrops that spilled reflected the wavering flames.


      “A moment of silence for our brave comrades,” someone said.


      And pathetically, I wailed.


      April 16th


      Four days after Salsa died, I was working in the Health Department without returning to the front lines. The enemy had launched attacks every day since then, and the field hospital was in a state of bloody chaos.


      Although I was still only a newbie, Health Head Gale appealed to the squad commander, insisting they didn’t have the luxury of not using everyone they could.


      I was working day and night, but I felt it was preferable simply because my life wasn’t at risk.


      “Man, that’s the stuff...”


      “I live just to get one more glass of this stuff.”


      Every so often, my senior combat medics would take out a blue medicine bottle from their pockets and drink. After I asked what it was, I’d learned it was a mana potion.


      Indeed. Like what you’d see in the fantasy genre, medicine that recovered mana existed in this world. If you took this medicine, you’d forget about your fatigue, and you could easily continue working no matter how long you stayed up. I’d also had some of that mysterious secret remedy, and it really did perk me up and quicken my thinking.


      My senior medics drank many bottles of it, and they’d work with dull-eyed, giddy smiles. While the medicine had pretty strong effects, it was bad for your health and addicting, so apparently you were only supposed to drink one a day.


      Gale had told me that, but there were five empty medicine bottles toppled over on her desk. This kind of medicine might’ve been illegal by my previous world’s standards, so I decided not to question the ingredients.


      “Tory. I’m sorry, but...Gabak wants you to head back today,” Gale told me.


      “Understood.” I’d been working myself to the bone every day, but for the first time in a while, Squad Commander Gabak in the front lines called me over. Things were still hectic around here, but the squad might be going out for an attack today if he was calling me back anyway.


      I wasn’t in great shape since I hadn’t slept at all in four days but...orders were orders.


      “I’m sorry. I simply don’t have the authority to do anything about it.”


      “Um... No need to apologize. I’m not unhappy with the work I’m given.”


      It was 4 a.m. The sky was still dark, and the soldiers were sound asleep. After I saluted Health Head Gale and left, I ran toward Squad Commander Gabak’s tent. I’d be subjected to corporal punishment if I didn’t make it back by the usual meeting time of 5 a.m., so I was desperate to get there.


      “Second Class Combat Medic Tory, arrived.”


      “Hmph. You came, you blockhead. Did you enjoy your easy life working in the rear? Get your head back in the game.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander.”


      After I’d managed to make it to the meeting on time, the squad commander was leaning against the trench wall like always. The other squad members had also already gathered, and I saw Allen looking like his usual self, his wounds all healed up.


      “I’ll tell you all your orders. Soldiers, dig trenches. Tory, I’m going to work you hard, so follow me.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander.”


      I’d prepared myself for battle today, but the squad commander ordered the soldiers to dig trenches. Even as I surveyed the other forces around us, I didn’t sense the highly tense atmosphere that preceded an attack.


      The commander said he’d “work me hard,” so would he continue teaching me the Shield spell from before? Or maybe he’d gotten upset about something again, and a beating awaited me. As terrified as I was, I decided to quietly follow orders.


      “Hmph. Also, Tory, you still haven’t met our reinforcements. Introduce yourself.”


      “Understood.”


      At Squad Commander Gabak’s instructions, I looked out over the squad members and saw some unfamiliar faces. The squad had received some new members while I was gone.


      “I’m Second Class Combat Medic Tory Noelle. I’m a rookie who was assigned here just two weeks ago. Please give me guidance as my seniors.”


      From what I gathered, there were three new people. But...they were really young. They were all Salsa’s age or even younger.


      “I’m Private Nalidome.”


      “I’m Private Rodrey. You’re as scrawny as they say.”


      Two of the three new faces were privates. Just like Salsa. They might’ve been sent to the front lines at the same time as me.


      I stared.


      “What are you looking at, you half-pint?” Rodrey spat, glaring at me. Meanwhile, Nalidome had looked away without saying anything. I had the impression that one was untalkative and unfriendly, and the other one was foulmouthed.


      “I’m Corporal Veldy. I’ve been appointed to this squad with secondary authority under Sergeant Gabak. I was in the scouting branch of the army, so I have a decent amount of information. If there’s something you don’t know, don’t hesitate to ask me.”


      Corporal Veldy, who introduced himself last, felt like a kind of decent guy. Had he graduated from a military academy? Despite his youth, he seemed high up in the ranks. Nobody here ranked higher than Squad Commander Gabak, but corporals were one rank below sergeants. I decided I’d make sure to speak politely to Veldy.


      “You’ve finished. Now then, Tory. Over here.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander.”


      However, these three were strangers. I’d take care to keep my distance as much as possible. If I got weirdly attached to them, I’d be as hurt as when Salsa died. This time, I’d steel my heart and cultivate a detached mindset where I wouldn’t care who died.


      ***


      “Ten more laps! Raise your voice and shout!”


      The squad commander decided to make me run. I had to run for a long distance while carrying the same gear I’d take on the battlefield.


      “One, two. One, two.”


      “I can’t hear you! Are you panting like that to tempt me, you slut?!”


      “One, two! One, two!”


      “That’s it. Raise your voice!”


      What was this? I had no doubt that this was how infantrymen were trained. Naturally, I knew how important this kind of foundational training was. I knew that this endeavor would greatly matter to my survival rate. But I was a combat medic. Even now as I was training, my seniors were desperately providing medical care in the rear. Honestly, after causing me to abandon that duty, all this running was only making me feel guilty.


      “I’ve completed ten laps!” I cried.


      “Good. Now it’s time for defense training. I’ll allow you to use the Shield spell twice.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander!”


      After I reached my quota, Sergeant Gabak immediately chucked a large number of rocks at me. I immediately faced my palms outward as I’d been taught. So long as I was receiving training, I had to improve a little.


      “Shield.”


      Just like I’d been taught the other day, I succeeded at making a tent-shaped shield. The shield repelled the squad commander’s stones, preventing them from hitting me directly and only grazing my side.


      “Your speed is good, but your angle needs work! Bring it out so that the shield makes a right angle.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander!!!”


      As the squad commander criticized me, he chucked stones one after another. Just like I’d been told, I adjusted the angle of my shield to be as much of a right angle as possible. None of the following stones even scratched me.


      “All right, start running again! Don’t get tired now. We’re only getting started.”


      “Yes, Squad Commander.”


      “As you’re running, I’m going to throw stones and try to catch you off guard. Use Shield to defend against them. Watch your surroundings as you run!”


      “Yes, Squad Commander!”


      I was a little hesitant to say this, as someone who was being trained, but...if only I’d received these training drills before I’d been sent to the front lines...


      “Your pathetic endurance is dragging down our whole unit in our advances, slowpoke.”


      “I know... I’m sorry...”


      “During your combat medic duties, do the running portion of our training drills at the bare minimum. If you’ve got the time, ask anyone around to throw stones at you. They won’t complain about you training while on break.”


      As someone who was still inexperienced, training after pulling an all-nighter was extremely rough. I couldn’t even stand in the end, and all my muscles were cramping and screaming in pain. If I left them untreated, I probably wouldn’t be able to move tomorrow from how sore I’d be. I had to loosen them up later.


      “All right. You can return to your combat medic duties tomorrow. No slacking,” Gabak said.


      “Yes, thank you...very much...”


      “You’ll probably grow from a maggot to an ant after a few weeks. If you don’t, you’re dead.”


      Based on what he’d said during my training, the squad commander disliked how my slow speed made him halt our advances. I was a fifteen-year-old girl who, until two weeks ago, had lived her life playing in an orphanage; of course I’d be lacking in the physical department.


      Squad Commander Gabak wanted to make me stronger somehow, but he didn’t really have the chance since Gale needed me with the Health Department. So, he concluded that I should train during my combat medic duties, and he assigned me a self-training regiment.


      “I’ll summon you again to see the results of your training,” he told me. “Don’t you dare skip it, or you’ll have a new face when I’m through with you.”


      It sounded like I’d no longer be able to rest during my breaks while tending to my busy combat medic duties. I understood that I needed basic physical strength so long as I was working in the front lines. But would my body be able to handle all that?


      ***


      “What is it, twerp? Your eyes look dead as hell.”


      “H-Hello...um...Private Rodrey,” I stammered.


      “Worn out just from running? That’s pathetic.”


      After completing my training with Squad Commander Gabak, I was totally wiped. Words couldn’t even properly describe the condition I was in at the time. Both in this life and the previous, this might’ve been the first time I’d depleted my strength and energy to these lengths.


      “I-I’ll go on...ahead.”


      Rodrey scoffed at me. However, after this, I’d have plenty of sleep for once. That’s because Squad Commander Gabak had ordered me to work at the field hospital starting from 5 a.m. tomorrow—so this was the one night I could sleep soundly.


      I’m sorry to my senior combat medics who’re still working, but please let me sleep just for tonight. Otherwise, I’m seriously going to die.


      “Good work, Tory,”


      “Th-Thank...you, Sir Gray.”


      “You sure seem exhausted. That Sergeant Gabak really is a slave driver.” Gray, who was near Private Rodrey, looked at me sympathetically.


      Yeah, the physical training on top of the all-nighters I pulled knocked me out. I couldn’t move a single finger anymore.


      “It’s a little early, but... Um, I’m going to rest,” I said.


      “Right, sleep early. One of the new recruits is already sleeping too.”


      I glanced at the trenches and saw the silent private already lying down. If I remembered right, that was Nalidome.


      “Why do...I...” He was curled up in a ball facing the trench walls, muttering to himself. Even when I tried to greet him, he completely ignored me.


      “Um... Is Nalidome...” I started.


      “Oh, new recruits often get like that after they’ve gone through some scary things. Just leave him be,” Gray told me with a dry laugh. He might’ve guessed what I wanted to say. This was similar to the patients I’d seen at the field hospital who’d lost themselves and gone berserk. It was a little scary, so I decided I’d keep my distance from Nalidome and sleep.


      “I’ll take my leave then, Sir Gray.”


      “Right. Good night, Tory.”


      When I laid down in a small groove in the trenches opposite Nalidome, I fell asleep, literally like a log.


      ***


      A nostalgic scene played out in front of me. I saw myself and my childhood friends, chasing each other in the empty lot next to the orphanage. Bernie was among the ring of children playing and enjoying themselves.


      That had been my everyday life until half a month ago. Laughing with my orphan friends and playing somewhere safe had been the usual for me. But I’d enjoyed that peace thanks to the soldiers who risked their lives on the front lines to stop the enemy.


      I wanted to return to this place. I wanted to run away from the war, throw everything away, and go back home to the orphanage. And I wanted to drink the warm soup that the director would make and sleep in a soft, fluffy bed.


      “You can’t, Tory.”


      However, Salsa’s dead face then flashed across my mind, his voice echoing. I saw his body, twisted painfully, becoming burned and blackened from the flames enveloping him. Just the sight of his mutilated face made my chest tighten and my heart beat faster.


      He’d saved my life by risking his own. But my imperfect Shield spell had caused his death—it was my fault. That was why I couldn’t leave him here. I couldn’t be the only one to return home while he was buried in such a lonely place. I had to work hard enough for the both of us.


      “It’s not fair if you’re the only one who can have it easy,” he said.


      So, Salsa, at least in my dreams... In these small moments of rest, please let me dream of the orphanage, a place that was so fun and warm... When the morning comes, I promise I’ll fight with everything I have...


      Please don’t get angry. Please don’t do something so scary like grabbing my collar. Please, I beg of you—




      “Ah!” I gasped.


      I heard another voice exclaim in surprise.


      I’d woken up because it was all wrong. Salsa had been so kind, well-mannered, and mild. He wouldn’t have angrily grabbed me by the collar.


      I was confused. “Huh? What?”


      “Tch.”


      So that meant someone was grabbing me by the collar in reality. Once I realized that, I opened my eyes. I saw the face of a man with bloodshot eyes.


      “What are you— Gah!”


      “Shut up. Be quiet.” Once he realized I was awake, he immediately covered my mouth and tightened his hold on my neck. “If you resist, I’ll kill you. Don’t talk.”


      It was too dark for me to see his face clearly. But someone from the squad had attacked me in my sleep. His hand had already slipped under my military uniform and was violating my bare skin.


      I’d been careless. I didn’t think he could have gotten this far. Normally, being touched at all would be enough to wake me, but my sleep had been a little deeper today.


      I would just quietly— Actually, if I didn’t resist, I’d be considered guilty of violating the military’s regulations against fornication. And I might be killed to destroy evidence of the sexual assault before that could happen.


      “Ah— Ow! Huh? Wait, what?!”


      “Wh—”


      That’s why I reached over with my leg and kicked—not at the man bending over me, but at my sleeping neighbor. I could be killed if I carelessly screamed. I had to seek help as silently as possible. So I quietly used my free foot and swung it to wake up the person beside me.


      “Um... Tory? Hey, wait, what are you doing?!”


      Based on the voice, it sounded like Gray had been the one sleeping next to me. After kicking him a few times, Gray noticed that something wasn’t right.


      “Hey, you! Who are you?! Identify yourself!” he demanded.


      “What the hell? Whatever... Tch.”


      Gray aimed a gun at the attacker, who begrudgingly let go of my throat. Before long, the other members awoke and shined a light on him.


      “Nalidome?!”


      Their light illuminated Private Nalidome, the ominous new recruit who’d been muttering to himself earlier.


      “Don’t move, Nalidome. Tory, come over here,” Gray told me.


      “Thank you.”


      Private Nalidome clicked his tongue and raised both of his hands. I crawled across the ground and slipped out from under this obscene man.


      Once I stood up, I noticed that my clothes were considerably disheveled. My shirt was pulled up to the back of my neck, and my pants and underwear had been shifted. Just how deeply was I sleeping?


      “Explain yourself immediately, Private Nalidome,” Gray demanded.


      “Jeez... This always happens. At least let me have some fun in the end...” Nalidome muttered.


      “Hey, answer me!”


      As I fixed my disheveled clothes, I moved behind Gray. I hadn’t expected anyone to look at me that way. I’d let my guard down.


      “Please calm down, Gray. It’s the middle of the night. You’ll bother the other forces.”


      “I understand, Corporal Veldy.”


      “As a superior officer, I’ll take over for now,” said Veldy. “Please protect Tory, Private First Class Gray.”


      “Right...”


      The corporal, who’d seemed like a respectable guy among the newbies, changed places with the furious Gray.


      After Gray shot Private Nalidome a dirty look, he held out his hand to protect me and took a step back.


      “We’ll ask again,” Corporal Veldy began. “What were you doing, Nalidome?”


      “Nothing,” Nalidome mumbled.


      Laying hands on a female soldier in the front lines is a grave offense, and in cases of sexual assault, the perpetrator might even be executed. What Nalidome had just committed was a felony that could warrant death.


      “Nalidome... If you continue to remain silent, we’ll have to restrain you.”


      Nalidome sighed. “Yeah, yeah, I did it. I got a bit aroused and touched her...”


      “You do realize that you’ve violated military regulations.”


      “As long as you don’t go all the way, it’s fine, right? You even went out to buy women on your time off.”


      “Hiring prostitutes does not violate military regulations. Right now, I’m asking about your indecent conduct toward this female soldier.”


      “Tch. I only touched her...” Private Nalidome, the man who assaulted me, replied to Corporal Veldy’s interrogation without a hint of shame. Somehow, he didn’t seem to care at all what could happen to him. “Oh, right. She tempted me.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Yep, there was mutual consent. That means I’m innocent, right? Um... Who were you again, little Miss Combat Medic?”


      What I saw in his eyes was resignation. He’d lost to his fear on the battlefield, given up on surviving, and assaulted me on his way down to hell.


      “But, Miss Combat Medic, you tempted me yesterday evening, didn’t you? You said we should have some fun together.”


      “No such thing happened,” I replied curtly.


      “No, no, I remember.” He paused. “Oh, so you set me up. You tempted me, made me attack you, and now you’re acting all innocent in the end. You’re the worst.”


      “Private Nalidome, I confirmed that she went to sleep immediately after returning from training,” Gray said. “False reports are subject to execution.”


      “Tch.” Nalidome’s face looked insane as he made excuses. I’d denied his lies, and as he gave off a malice that was so tangibly potent, he smiled vulgarly at me. This was the furthest thing from the typical behavior of one trying to explain themselves after being caught red-handed.


      “That was Private First Class Gray’s testimony. Nalidome, did you give your superior officer a false report?” Veldy questioned.


      But Nalidome only kept looking at me. “Until yesterday, you had it all nice and easy away from the front lines—in a safe place. You’re playing the victim all because I, a hard worker, gave you a little touch?”


      “So then, Nalidome, you have no excuse,” Veldy said. “We’ll have you restrained and await the squad commander’s instructions tomorrow morning.”


      “Ahh, I’m going to be killed. I’m going to be killed, and it’ll all be your fault, Miss Combat Medic.”


      Nalidome didn’t resist as Corporal Veldy tied his hands and feet, only glaring at me with spite. I didn’t think he had any reason to look at me that way, though.


      “If you’d just played along, I wouldn’t be about to die,” he continued. “Oh, this is just the worst. Hey, as a combat medic, how does it feel to kill someone?”


      “Don’t listen to him, Tory. He’s crazy,” Gray said.


      “And, as a girl, you came to the battlefield and expected us not to fool with you? Get real. The only reason you’d be here is as a comfort woman.”


      Nalidome kept up his spiteful complaints to get under my skin. But if I’d gone along with his story, I would’ve been punished for tempting a man, so I didn’t feel a shred of guilt.


      “You’re a murderer... If you’d understood my intentions, this wouldn’t have happened...”


      “Hey, Nalidome! I’ll shoot you right now if you don’t stop!”


      “Whaaat? You’ll execute me without permission from a superior...uh...Team Leader Allen? That’s a violation of military conduct, you knooow?”


      “Don’t let him get to you, Tory,” Gray said to me. “It’s okay. You’ve done nothing wrong.”


      “Yes, thank you, Sir Gray.”


      Gray and Allen defended me while treating me as if I were made of glass. They were probably being very considerate, thinking I was deeply wounded, but I felt surprisingly apathetic toward everything. Health Head Gale had told me before that female soldiers were often sexually harassed in the front lines, so I’d been prepared. And while being touched was gross, I’d been a man in my past life, so it wasn’t like I didn’t understand. Rather than hate Nalidome, I just found him pitiful.


      “Murderer!”


      I didn’t respond to his goading. He could call me whatever he wanted; he was only reaping what he’d sown. None of the hateful words he spat meant a thing to me.


      “If I die, I’ll curse you! I’ll turn into a vengeful spirit and curse you for your entire life, you damn murderer!”


      “You idiot. On the battlefield, murderers command the most glory.”


      Restrained by Veldy and held at gunpoint, Nalidome continued to hurl all kinds of abuse at me.


      Suddenly, a giant that emerged from the darkness grabbed his face, and he shut up.


      Oh...


      “Is this the idiot who dared disturb my sleep?”


      “P-Squad Commander...”


      “Yeah. He’s done for.”


      Sure enough, it was Squad Commander Gabak. It seems the commotion we were making from my assault had woken him up. And as he sluggishly descended into the trenches, his voice betrayed his abysmal mood.


      “G-Good morning, Squad Commander,” Gray stammered.


      “It’s the middle of the night.”


      “U-Um, uh... Then shall I report the current situation?”


      “I’ve already heard.”


      When Gray timidly offered a report, Gabak’s sharp rebuke shut him up.


      When I saw the squad commander’s eyes, a chill ran down my spine. They were the eyes of a killer. Private Nalidome’s looks had been intimidating, but Squad Commander Gabak was a hundred times scarier.


      “Hey, Nalidome...”


      “O-Ow... Let go of...my face...plea—”


      “Say your last words. You lose your head in ten seconds.”


      “Eek?!”


      Without hesitation, the squad commander drew his sword.


      He was deadly serious. The squad commander was incredibly strict about military discipline, so it was only natural that he’d execute someone on the spot.


      “No, you’ve got to be kidding me!!!” Nalidome protested. “What about court-martial—”


      “So those are your final words,” said Gabak. “I’ll tell that to your family, word-for-word.”


      “God damn it, you bloodthirsty killer!!!”


      As Sergeant Gabak kept hold of Nalidome with one hand, he poised his sword against his subordinate’s neck. It was inevitable that Nalidome’s head would roll, but I only felt numb.


      “I’ll stick a note on your death notice: You caused trouble for your comrades, brought no benefit to this country, and came to the battlefield to die a meaningless death.”


      “Stop...”


      I didn’t want to watch someone get killed, so I quietly turned my face away.


      I didn’t think Nalidome had started out as a bad person. This place... It had destroyed him. If we’d met elsewhere—not on the battlefield, but some ordinary place—would things have been different?


      “W-Wait, Squad Commander. Considering our current war status, I feel it’s a waste to unnecessarily reduce our numbers further.”


      “What was that?!”


      While every member of the squad was passively watching, someone—possibly driven by a sense of justice—recklessly turned on Gabak.


      “Did you say something, Corporal Veldy?”


      “As I stated,” Corporal Veldy said, “Squad Commander, there’s no reason to kill him, is there? We thwarted his attempt and cornered him.”


      “I don’t care. Rules are rules. He deserves to be executed.”


      Corporal Veldy was a new superior who’d just been enlisted to this squad. And yet...


      “However, if the perpetrator’s attempt at violation has ended in failure, their direct superior officers can reduce the penalty at their discretion.”


      “Why should I have to reduce it?”


      “Because there aren’t enough soldiers on the front lines. I think it would be more beneficial to our army to train and rehabilitate him, rather than kill him.”


      “A hazardous ally is worse than an enemy.”


      Veldy had called it a failed attempt, but judging by the state my clothes had been in, Nalidome had probably gotten pretty far. My chest felt kinda sticky too.


      “Sergeant, you take your subordinates’ lives too lightly. He’s only a first-time offender, so whip him into shape.”


      “I can’t trust a man who’d harm his allies. He could stab me in the back.”


      “He’s lost to his lust only once. If you’re really going to cut off his head...”


      Corporal Veldy’s tone was fierce as he kept pushing back. I honestly didn’t know how he had the guts. I’d be frozen to the spot from just one look by the squad commander in such a foul mood.


      “...I will report the details to my uncle,” Veldy finished.


      The squad commander stopped.


      His uncle?


      “His Excellency Lenvil is deeply dissatisfied with the current lack of firepower,” Veldy continued.


      “And?”


      “We’ve heard rumors about you for quite some time now. Some good, some bad.”


      It seemed those words held quite some significance to Gabak. He twitched. He let go of Nalidome’s face, and turned to Corporal Veldy with a blank expression.


      “If those bad rumors are true... That is, if you have continued to take the lives of your subordinates too lightly, we’ll have to reevaluate you appropriately.”


      “Hmph. In short, you’re the watchdog. What idiocy.”


      “You have the option of lightening your subordinate’s penalty, all according to military regulations, yet you’re going out of your way to execute him. I can only see this as making light of your subordinates’ lives. Amend your decision at once.”


      Corporal Veldy’s words clearly deviated from his standing as a subordinate. For the most part, his words were almost authoritative.


      “Now that you’ve said all that, I expect you to make good on your word and take responsibility, rehabilitating him,” said Gabak.


      “Of course.”


      “And if this bastard tries something again, I’ll also punish you as his instructor. Got that, Veldy?”


      After a moment of hesitation, Veldy answered. “Yes...”


      The sergeant’s voice was chilling. However, he didn’t say anything else after that, and returned to his tent.


      “Whew. Now then, Nalidome, let’s go and give you a proper lecture.”


      Veldy had successfully kept Squad Commander Gabak in check.


      April 17th, Morning


      “Lenvil is my uncle, and he’s the current commander on the front lines.”


      It was the morning after that spine-chilling incident. We were learning about Corporal Veldy’s background and why he’d made Squad Commander Gabak back down last night.


      “Squad Commander Gabak has made splendid contributions, but at the same time, there are endless dark rumors of how he discards his subordinates,” he continued.


      “Er... Well, yeah.”


      “But no soldiers were in the position to report whether that was the truth. As such, I came here to find out the details, upon a certain someone’s request.”


      Corporal Veldy was a brand new graduate from a military academy, and he was a new recruit who’d been assigned to the front lines this month. Judging solely by when he’d enlisted, it seemed we’d joined the military at the same time.


      “After half a year, my ranking will exceed Squad Commander Gabak’s. He really can’t do much to me.”


      Veldy was only fulfilling his duty in the front lines as part of the process of becoming a commissioned staff officer. After working in the front lines for about half a year, he’d be promoted to commander and wield his authority.


      “From now on, if the sergeant hands down clearly inappropriate instructions or punishments, please consult me,” he said. “Depending on the situation, he may be the one who gets punished.”


      “Thank you...”


      “Nalidome, please accompany me for a while. I’ll give you some proper guidance today.”


      Corporal Veldy looked smug, and my seniors had indescribable looks on their faces. Honestly, I was in the same boat. If you’d asked me if this unreliable young man in front of us could manage to tame the terrifying Sergeant Gabak, I’d definitely find it impossible.


      “Ah, Corporal,” I said. “Well, um, don’t overdo it.”


      “Hm? What do you mean?”


      Just because he’d had the squad commander back down, we feared the corporal would fall victim to a dreadful vengeance beyond our wildest imaginations. If Nalidome committed a second offense, it seemed Corporal Veldy would be considered equally at fault. The squad commander would shoot them both to death without batting an eye.


      “Second Class Combat Medic Tory, please forgive him,” Veldy said to me. “What happened was like...a bomb that all men carry, so to speak.”


      “R-Right...”


      “From now on, he’ll be a comrade fighting alongside you. He’s family. Don’t hate him and distance yourself. Please get on with him.” Corporal Veldy smiled at me as he spoke, not realizing the looks my seniors were giving him.


      Was this something you should say to a victim of a failed rape attempt? Besides, I had no intention of getting close to anyone on the battlefield.


      “Now then, let’s head to the briefing. We can’t be late,” Veldy said.


      At first, I’d thought of him as a decent guy. But there was something eccentric about him, just like the others.


      “Gray, sir? Um... I’m sorry for kicking you yesterday. And thank you for helping me.”


      “Hm? Ah, it’s fine. That was scary, wasn’t it?”


      “No, it wasn’t,” I said. “Your voice was very reassuring.”


      “Oh, really? Hm.” He paused. “Wait, are you inviting me—”


      “If the same thing happens two days in a row, even Corporal Veldy won’t be able to defend you, so be careful,” I said.


      “Right...”


      I gave Gray my thanks. Even if I wasn’t going to become close with my comrades, manners were important.


      April 17th, Noon


      After the briefing, Squad Commander Gabak once again ordered me to head to the field hospital. He was in an incredibly sour mood this morning, and it was a striking sight to see him glaring at Nalidome and Corporal Veldy like he wanted to shoot them dead.


      “There was another large-scale enemy aggression in the south,” Gale said to me.


      I had no words. What had awaited me at the field hospital was a shocking number of patients overflowing the sickbeds. I didn’t think there had been a major battle in the area, though... When I asked, I learned that they’d been transferred here from the south.


      “I’m sorry for putting you to work so soon. The medics are already making their rounds, but please go to the Section D sickbeds,” Gale said.


      “Yes, understood.”


      The current front, which was nearly 100 kilometers, was split into the northern troops, southern troops, and central troops. The Health Departments also had field hospitals in the rear for each troop. As such, normally the Southern Health Department would be responsible for treating the southern troops’ wounded, but...


      “While we don’t really have any room, things are even worse in the south...”


      The Central Medical Care HQ that I was assigned to was the biggest. That’s why when the north or south received too many patients to handle, they were transferred here.


      “I get the sense that the enemy’s attacks have grown stronger... Tory, do be careful.”


      “I will, thank you,” I said to Gale.


      A large-scale enemy aggression had occurred in the Southern Front last night, causing quite a number of casualties. As such, our army had sustained severe losses and had to retreat dozens of meters in the warfront.


      “Tory, please hold out a little longer.”


      I blinked, puzzled. “I’ll try.”


      This endless back-and-forth war turned so many lives into pieces to be gambled. How could soldiers treat people’s lives so lightly? It was crazy to sacrifice the lives of a thousand people to gain just twenty steps worth of distance.


      “I’ll be going, Health Head Gale,” I said.


      “Yes, it’ll be over soon.”


      It was when I’d resolved to put my all into rescuing as many patients as I could that I heard a sinister voice from the back like a curse.


      “Just a little longer, and that devil’s wickedness will come to light...”


      “What?” Those strange words had made me look back, but Gale was only smiling at me.


      Urged by that peremptory smile, I headed to my position, unable to ask anything.


      ***


      “So that’s what happened...” I said.


      There were a lot of women in the field hospital despite being on the battlefield. The gender ratio of combat medics was relatively even, and there were more female army nurses.


      “Wow, that’s awful.”


      “It figures. Those guys on the front think of us girls as prey to feast on.”


      During my spare time during work, I talked with my senior female combat medics and army nurses. Of course, I was asking how to handle sexual harassment from the men in the forces.


      “I can bear it if it’s just touching, but I don’t wanna be killed. He tried to kill me last night,” I said.


      “To be honest, I wouldn’t be able to stand even being touched. Those guys in the front reek.”


      “Ugh, so disgusting.”


      “Can’t anything be done?” I asked.


      When I confided in my female seniors about what’d happened last night, they sounded less surprised and more sympathetic, like, Oh yeah, that happens often. They might’ve had tons of experiences like that.


      “Right, well, I think you should get a boyfriend from your squad. As high ranking as possible.”


      “A...boyfriend?”


      “Why not the squad commander? Guys will definitely think twice about laying a hand on their superior’s girl.”


      “Whaaat? I wouldn’t want an assault infantry soldier boyfriend. He’ll croak in no time.”


      “Exactly. There are no future risks. He won’t live long enough!”


      While they did have a point, I was reluctant to get a boyfriend. My sex in my previous life made me pretty incapable of viewing men in that way. It’s true that if I made Squad Commander Gabak my boyfriend(?), I doubted anyone would attack me. But I couldn’t fathom having such a violent man as my partner. The thought was absolutely terrifying. No way.


      As for Corporal Veldy... While he didn’t seem violent, something wasn’t quite right with him either.


      “Even if you get a boyfriend, someone who’s seriously messed up wouldn’t care anyway, would they?”


      “Right, there’s nothing you can do if he gets desperate and attacks you while you’re asleep. How about you consult a superior and have the guy kept at a distance?”


      “Or... Well, you’d wind up having to walk a bit, but maybe you can just request to sleep in the field hospital.”


      “Would the squad commander allow that?” I murmured. I doubted he’d ever allow me to stay the night at the field hospital, though. If I was sleeping at the field hospital while we were suddenly thrown into a defensive battle, I didn’t know how long it’d take for me to arrive, prepared and ready.


      “The hospital beds aren’t completely safe either. I’ve been assaulted by a patient while I was sleeping before.”


      “Huh?” I was stunned.


      “Getting touched during examinations happens every day. It’s way obvious that they’re touching our chests on purpose.”


      “They’re going to die anyway, so we turn a blind eye, but...it’s not a great feeling.”


      It sounded like my seniors were used to getting sexually harassed by the soldiers. Strangely enough, I had yet to go through something quite that bad...


      “At your age, Tory, only those with some particular tastes will lay a hand on you.”


      “You’re cute, but your build doesn’t seem like it’d inspire any lust.”


      “You’re the type guys would want as a daughter or a little sister. You’re pretty meek too.”


      “Uh-huh...” So the reason I’d experienced minimal sexual harassment was because of my appearance. I was still fifteen—the minimum age to enlist in the military—and I’d always looked younger than my age. I could probably pass as a precocious elementary school student, so even the soldiers would think twice about sexually harassing me. But as the years passed and my body grew, would it start happening more frequently?


      “At any rate, watch out for that freak; he’ll definitely try to attack you again.”


      “For now, you should sleep next to someone who could protect you.”


      “Understood.” Someone who’s likely to protect me... Gray, who was a bit of a playboy, and the calm veteran Allen came to mind. From now on, I’d ask one of them to let me sleep next to them.


      “Well, don’t worry. In the worst-case scenario that you get pregnant, military regulations say you can be brought to the rear by the ninth month.”


      “So if your hands really are tied, you can just choose not to resist too.”


      I’d forgotten that pregnant female soldiers were transferred to the rear. The country’s population was declining, so pregnant women were treated as precious.


      “Has it happened before?” I asked.


      “It has. However, she had a miscarriage from the strain of the Health Department duties and committed suicide from the shock.”


      Well, yeah, in such severe working conditions, that’s not too surprising. Still, I wish I hadn’t heard that.


      “Actually, Tory, do you have a boyfriend back home?”


      “Do you have experience?”


      “Ah, no. I, um...”


      “Women on the front lines eventually get attacked for real, apparently. If you have no experience, you might wanna find a good guy to get started with.”


      “If we’re talking from the Health Department, I think I’d recommend the manager. His family’s super rich!”


      I hadn’t really received any substantial information before my seniors headed into girls’ talk. This was the front line, and barely any hobby items or luxuries were provided here. Therefore, this was the only kind of entertainment the girls of the Health Department had.


      “Actually, there is an adult world where you can make money, but...maybe that’s a liiittle too early for you, Tory?”


      “Hey, don’t tempt her. How old do you think she is?”


      I realized the rumor that Gray said about combat medics prostituting themselves might be true. This senior was probably doing exactly that.


      “If you’re interested, I’ll introduce you to some people who seem safe.”


      In the depths of my mind, I thought to myself, I should’ve talked to someone else.


      ***


      It happened sometime early in the evening...


      “This is an emergency announcement. There’s been an enemy attack on the battlefront! Everyone, stay on alert!”


      The alarm resounded through the hospital. The enemy nation hadn’t even let us breathe after the last attack, yet they were once again coming at us.


      “Again?! All of our sickbeds are full!” Health Head Gale cried.


      No matter how you sliced it, there’d been way too many attacks lately. Maybe they’d grown impatient and were trying to close in on us all at once.


      “Second Class Combat Medic Tory! Commander Gabak has ordered you to return to his forces.”


      “Understood.”


      This was going to be a defensive battle, so I was called to the front lines. It seemed that Gale’s negotiations on my behalf hadn’t been enough to guarantee that I wouldn’t be deployed while working at the hospital.


      “Stay calm, Tory. Do a careful detailed inspection of your equipment and head out for the attack. They’ll only be shelling for the next few hours, anyway.”


      “Yes, ma’am.” Explosions were already sounding off from the distant front lines. I didn’t know if it was something to be grateful for, but I had plenty of time to run from the field hospital to the front lines before this shelling ended.


      The enemy’s attacks are gradually growing more brutal. It almost seems like they’re panicking. It’s possible they’re pushing themselves to settle this never-ending war. In that case, then after a bit longer, they might wait until their front lines have moved to an acceptable place before making peace.


    


  



  

    

      Year 1938, Summer 2


      “It’s already dusk, huh.”


      Before I knew it, I’d already been absorbed in this unearthed diary for half a day. When I looked up, the sky was colored by an evening glow, illuminating the battlefield’s black soil in red.


      “I got lost in reading... This is exactly what I wanted.”


      The contents of this diary terribly excited me. This was undoubtedly the diary of a combat medic who’d been mobilized in the East-West war. It was packed with a soldier’s real experiences that hadn’t been recorded in the history books.


      “This is an amazing discovery...”


      What interested me most was when this diary had been written. Unfortunately, only the days and months had been recorded, and I didn’t really know the precise year. However, the description about the enemy’s intensifying attacks caught my attention.


      “The successive attacks recorded here... Isn’t it talking about the Sabat Army’s April Aggressions?” The entries in the diary were dated in April, so it was quite likely.


      The April Aggressions were a series of large-scale attacks that the Sabat Government had spearheaded. The author likely had no way of knowing that the April Aggressions were nonsensical attacks without much meaning behind them. At that time in Sabat, the people were holding repeated anti-war demonstrations to express their dissatisfaction with the prolonging of the war. In doing a series of attacks, Sabat tried to prove their superiority and pacify their citizens by claiming that the war’s end was near. The April Aggressions were essentially political plays rather than attacks with any strategic merit.


      “In that case, this diary was written in the year of the historical turning point...”


      I already knew the real story behind the history, through newspapers and primary sources. Sabat had sacrificed the lives of over ten thousand young soldiers, all because the politicians had wanted to show their superiority. Those who had fought in the April Aggressions faced heavy criticism in the postwar period. I’d also heard that it had taken quite a long time to quell the rage of the bereaved families.


      “This is incredible.”


      I felt bad for the owner of this diary, but I’d read it to the end.


      If these were indeed the April Aggressions, then that girl’s name might turn up soon. A girl who was the most notorious of all, an arrogant and foolish maiden of a commissioned officer who was ridiculed as the worst commander in history. The most foolish and pathetic soldier there was—Sylph Nova.


      I wanted to experience that girl’s impact during the time she’d gained notoriety, through the eyes of a soldier.


      “But it’s gotten too dark out. I can’t keep reading.” I was about to turn the next page, when I realized the sun had come down already. Reading with so little light would be difficult.


      It seemed the time I’d planned to head back had already passed as well. I’d just been so absorbed in reading this diary. It was a bad habit of mine to get tunnel vision when excited.


      “I should get back to the hotel.” I was really invested in how the rest of the diary would go, but it’d be dangerous in multiple senses to stay on these battlefield ruins any longer.


      Reluctantly, I closed the diary and began heading back in the waning light.


      ***


      “Listen! I dug up something amazing today!”


      That night, I went around proudly bragging about the diary I’d unearthed today to the other Austinese hotel guests at the dinner table.


      “It’s a diary of a soldier who’d served in the East-West War,” I said. “It’s a memento that might become a historical document.”


      “If something like that becomes a historical document, then you may as well put my grandpa’s diary in a museum while you’re at it.”


      However, no one understood its value. Austin had experienced many wars, so diaries of servicemen were nothing out of the ordinary.


      “More importantly, you better turn that in to a government office. Who knows how long their relatives have been searching for it?”


      “I know. But what’s the harm in checking the contents myself first?” I asked. “I’ve traveled to this town hoping to get a taste of the reality of those soldiers who’d served in the war.”


      “Jeez... I really don’t get history buffs.”


      Disappointed in everyone’s reactions, I returned to my room. It seemed no one else in this hotel understood how wonderful this diary was.


      I lit a candle, and upon getting enough light, I once again opened that diary.


    


  



  

    

      Western Front 2


      Miss Medic’s Diary at War


      April 17th, Evening


      Gabak Squad was assigned to the location that was expected to bear the most fierce attacks—directly under the enemy shelling.


      While gunshots resounded through the air only meters away, I ran low to the ground, dust clouds rising all around me.


      “Second Class Medic Tory Noelle, arrived,” I said.


      “You’re late,” grumbled the squad commander. “I’m gonna kill you.”


      “I apologize.”


      When I’d arrived, the squad members were ready for battle. Our forces were truly the best of the best, and always quick to act. I was a little concerned why the two new recruits had such large bruises on their faces, though...


      “Tory. If I get injured... Heal. Me. Immediately. Otherwise, keep trembling in the hole.”


      “Understood.”


      Just like last time, I was basically Squad Commander Gabak’s first aid kit. If he rushed out, I’d have to stick my head out of the trenches. I could only hope that bullets and hand grenades wouldn’t come for me.


      Oh, that reminds me...


      “Squad Commander, I have a report,” I said.


      “What is it?”


      “I was on duty at the hospital until now, so I’ve exhausted my mana. With what mana I have left, I can manage one use of my recovery magic at most.”


      “Tch. Got it.”


      I learned from my mistakes last time and reported on every single thing, including details like this. I didn’t want to be yelled at or beaten anymore.


      “Save some more next time.”


      “Yes... I’ll endeavor to, Squad Commander.”


      While I at least replied, I doubted it was possible. When I was on duty at the hospital, I had to devote myself to using my recovery magic. I didn’t have the luxury to set aside any mana. Honestly, I was completely out of mana at the moment, but I felt like I could manage at least one use by the time the enemy started their attack.


      “Also, my mana has apparently increased,” I continued. “So when I’ve fully recovered my mana, I can now use my recovery magic three times in a row.”


      “Right.”


      The other day, upon the sickbed manager pointing it out, I realized I could use recovery magic more now. I’d decided to report that too, just in case.


      Three times wasn’t nearly enough to brag about, though. The average combat medic could use it five or six times. Still, the manager had praised me for my potential since it was on the higher side for a rookie.


      “You done with the reports? Then get ready for deployment.”


      “Understood.”


      That was a thorough enough report, wasn’t it? I don’t think I missed anything...


      It was time to tremble in the trenches until the squad commander got injured, just as he’d told me to.


      “The enemy is advancing.”


      “All right. All hands on deck.”


      The shelling continued for about an hour before, finally, the enemy began their attack.


      Most of our defense forces had been eliminated in the preliminary shellings, which had gone on for a particularly long time today, so the enemy was able to break through the first and second trenches. With minimal losses themselves, the enemy came to charge into the third trenches we protected.


      “Now! Fire now! I’ll make them regret coming for my trenches!” Gabak declared.


      “Understood, Squad Commander!”


      “Diiie, you Sabatian devils!!!”


      However, Austin would also put up a much fiercer resistance in the third trenches, which were outside the range of the shellings and were filled with members of the defense forces who were unhurt. One after another, the Sabatian soldiers fell to the ground amid a hailstorm of bullets.


      “Haaa ha ha haaa! I’ll massacre you all!”


      “Rookie! I can’t hear the enemy’s gunshots, so don’t yell!”


      “Ow!”


      The foulmouthed rookie Rodrey had started shouting in excitement at the sight of our dying enemies, but the squad commander immediately punched him. What an idiot.


      Still, why did the enemy continue charging into the third trenches, throwing more bodies at us to no avail? Securing the second trenches first seemed like the wiser move.


      “Sabat must be doing well for themselves if they have the luxury of throwing away their soldiers’ lives like this.”


      “Rumor has it they harvest men from fields. Could it be true?”


      For a good while, there was nothing but the sound of gunshots reverberating through the air. We mowed down countless Sabatian soldiers, but they showed no signs of stopping. They simply stepped over their comrades’ twitching corpses as they continued to charge through the trenches we were protecting.


      “Squad Commander! It looks like they’ll take over the right trenches!”


      “Tch. Murrue, Gray, watch the right!!!”


      At last, the Sabatian soldiers invaded the trenches to our right. In trench warfare, the enemy capturing your adjacent positions was a massive loss, as they could follow along the walls and attack you.


      “The Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri... He’s not here,” Squad Commander Gabak muttered with little interest as he surveyed the battlefield while Gray and my other seniors were clinging to the trench walls, keeping watch. Why did he seem disappointed?


      “The base next to us seems to be in combat. I don’t sense they’ll come here yet.”


      “Keep your guard up.”


      As the squad commander took glances at the right base to check, he used his gun to shoot down every enemy who came our way with perfect precision. His aim was crazy. Not only was he good with swords, he was the cream of the crop with guns too.


      “Squad Commander. I didn’t realize you’re using your gun like normal today,” I said.


      “What was that? Of course I am, idiot.”


      “I mean...I had the impression you used swords.”


      It was kind of new to see Squad Commander Gabak holding a gun. It might’ve been my first time seeing it at all.


      “There’s no better way to use our advantage in the trenches. When we’re attacking, I use the sword to repel bullets.”


      “Thank you, squad commander. Then why did you use your sword before when you were battling the enemy’s ace soldier?”


      “Because it was the Lightning Spear Demon Kamikiri. Bullets don’t do squat against the top dogs.”


      Bullets didn’t work on the best of the best; now that he mentioned it, I realized that was true. When Squad Commander Gabak charged through a rain of bullets, he didn’t get a single scratch.


      “With a good command of the sword, equipment, and spells like Shield, you can defend against bullets,” he said. “Ace soldiers who live long enough on the battlefield all have some kind of ‘answer’ to firearms.”


      “I see...” I murmured.


      “Learning how to keep yourself from getting shot is all you need to live a carefree, luxurious life here in this hell. You all better work hard to get to that level too,” Squad Commander Gabak boasted, reloading his gun in a well-practiced manner.


      But if it were as easy as he made it sound, then nobody would die in war. He talked about repelling bullets with swords like it was nothing, but being able to do that was just too unthinkable. Even Allen, who’d been fighting for nearly ten years, had never seen anyone else who could do that.


      While I was planted alongside the trench walls, dumbfounded by the squad commander, I heard Gray’s panicked voice.


      “Squad Commander! They’ve likely gained total control of the right base!”


      “If they attack us, fight back! If it looks like you’ll lose, then beg!”


      It sounded like the neighboring base had fallen into enemy hands in the end. Even though we now had to keep watch of our right flank, the commander’s face was completely calm. That was because these trenches had various mechanisms in place to account for these cases.


      “Tory, hide in a blind spot!”


      “Yes, sir!”


      Sandbags piled up to a full meter high divided the bases inside the trenches. Each trench was dug out in an S-shape, snaking around, making it impossible to see across to another. In the event that the enemy attacked us along the trenches, we could wait around the corner for the enemy so long as we hid behind the defensive sandbags. A lot of thought had gone into making these trenches.


      “I’m deploying a hand grenade!”


      “I’ll allow it!”


      A decent amount of time had passed since the right base had been taken, but there were no enemies in sight. Had they headed toward the opposite side? It seemed securing the trenches took priority for them.


      Gray checked by throwing a hand grenade into the right base. A moment later, we heard startled voices.


      “Got ’em!”


      The enemy apparently hadn’t moved after all. Whether they’d been providing mass medical treatment to their injured or providing support to their allies, I was unsure. Either way, the enemies couldn’t defend against the hand grenade and sustained heavy damage.


      “Well done, Gray,” I said.


      “We know exactly where our ally bases are located. I could toss a grenade into any of them with my eyes closed.”


      The enemy couldn’t know the structure of the trenches they’d entered for the first time, which gave us the distinct advantage. If the enemy didn’t move immediately after securing a base, it was a prime opportunity for a well-placed hand grenade.


      “Gaaah ha ha ha ha!!! They’re running off. Aim for their backs!”


      The hand grenade had given the enemy force a fright. They panicked, crawling out of the trenches and evacuating as the squad commander giddily shot at their backs.


      If only one force went ahead to secure the trenches like this, they suffered. In war, to recklessly charge ahead alone was to invite death. It was the most foolish thing to do on the battlefield.


      “This is what happens when you don’t know your place!”


      To properly secure the trenches, you had to coordinate with your allies and take control alongside several other forces. That was how you minimized losses. That was how it was supposed to work. And yet...


      “And yet a certain someone always wins by doing the same thing...” Gray murmured.


      “What’s that, Gray? You have a problem?”


      “No! Not at all, sir!”


      After securing the base, the monstrous squad commander next to me massacred the enemies along the trenches one after another. On the defensive this time, we’d gotten another taste of our superior’s formidable nature.


      An assault infantryman who could carve a sea of blood with a single sword, cutting down every bullet in his path, was unbelievably terrifying.


      “Squad Commander. The enemy’s once again coming to attack.”


      “What? Again?”


      “And they have more manpower this time.”


      The forces on the right base had evacuated, and it looked like the enemy attack had failed. However, half an hour later, the enemy resumed their attack. And they seemed to be coordinating this time.


      “Hmph. Come at us as many times as you want. I’ll always come out on top.” The squad commander laughed and readied his gun, looking like he was having the time of his life.


      As confident as he was, it looked like there were more enemies than before.


      “They’ve once again gained control of the right base!”


      “Focus on the enemies in front of us! Leave the right side to Murrue’s team.”


      The right base, from which all of our defense forces had been eliminated, easily fell. Once again, Gray and my other seniors kept watch of it.


      “Jeez. Where were those swarms hiding?”


      “They’re going out of their way to get killed by us.”


      While I was hiding, I heard a great number of death throes across the trenches. Allen was blasting the enemies with a stiff, stone-cold face. I was sure the world above the trenches was the very picture of hell.


      “There really are a lot of enemies...”


      “No matter how many times we kill them, they just keep coming.”


      Why did they keep advancing at the cost of so many sacrifices? I could only think of how each fallen soldier was another life snuffed out.


      “Squad Commander Gabak, this is an emergency. The enemies have invaded the left base. If they capture it, we’ll be attacked on both sides!”


      “What?! There isn’t a damn soldier worth their salt around here!”


      Allen’s voice had sounded panicked for once. If the enemy gained control of the left base, we’d be surrounded and forced into a battle with an extreme disadvantage.


      “Fine. I’m going to provide support to the left base. Hide in the corner, Tory!” the squad commander ordered me.


      “Yes, understood.”


      “The rest of you, hold the line against the enemy in front of you! Do not lose this base before I get back.”


      The squad commander was unable to ignore the threat of the left base’s collapse. He drew a sword and leaped out of the trenches.


      “You pests!!! Die!!!”


      Bullets whizzed through the air. An enemy gave a short-lived cry as the squad commander beheaded him while rushing by. He bent forward like a beast and dashed off into the adjacent base.


      “Gaaah!!!” As he roared, he minced up scores of enemy soldiers.


      Yeah. He really was stronger with swords.


      That’s when I realized... “Allen, sir!”


      “I know!”


      Suddenly, at the corner of my vision, I saw the enemies in front of us throwing a hand grenade. I immediately called out to Allen, but he was already reacting.


      “Wind!!!” He shouted, repelling the hand grenades with wind magic.


      Huh, so this is what he meant by using magic to deal with high explosives.


      “They’re still coming!”


      “Do they want to die?!”


      The enemies cried indistinctly. Even after Squad Commander Gabak leaped out, we still kept up our desperate resistance. However, the squad commander’s absence had left behind a gaping hole.


      Slowly, the enemy numbers were putting pressure on us, gaining ground toward the front of our trenches.


      “What are you doing?! Shoot, Nalidome!”


      “...”


      Each time you fired, you needed to eject the casing. The enemies would take that brief pause to come running in. That’s why we needed to get as many shots in as we could and reload as quickly as possible, but...


      “Don’t zone out! Hurry up and fire back!!!”


      Private Nalidome—the new recruit who’d assaulted me before—suddenly stopped shooting. He just stood still, dumbfounded.


      A Sabatian soldier with a scar on his eye decided to take advantage of that. He cut his way through the rain of bullets with his sword and ran toward us.


      “Nalido—”


      The enemy bellowed a battle cry. Even at point-blank range, Nalidome didn’t move a single inch. Before long, the enemy kicked Nalidome’s head aside and invaded the trenches.


      Nalidome, who’d been kicked away, fell to the ground just like that, knocking his head on the ground. And then I finally understood what had happened to him.


      “Eek!”


      There was a hole on Private Nalidome’s forehead. At some point, he’d been shot dead.


      The soldier who came into the trenches shouting was a man about in his thirties. As he landed, he held his sword over his head. Without even giving Corporal Veldy time to scream, the soldier slashed at the man right in front of him.


      “Eeeek?!”


      In a panic, Corporal Veldy raised his gun, but the enemy’s blade was faster. He cut off the corporal’s arm, and with the dull sound of breaking bone, the gun flew through the air amid a spray of fresh blood.


      The middle-aged Sabatian soldier turned over his sword, soaked in blood and grease, and stepped forward bent low before—


      “Stay down, Corporal!”


      The soldier grunted in surprise. The moment he was about to slash again, Allen fired. The enemy, who had left himself defenseless, halted his attack to leap to the side.


      While spraying blood in the trenches and slipping through the clouds of dust, that soldier stopped in front of me.


      “Tory!!! Run awaaay!!!”


      Our eyes met. We were about a meter apart. I was definitely within range of his sword.


      The enemy made some kind of sound. I didn’t know their language, so I had no idea what he was saying.


      However, I understood the meaning perfectly.


      “I’ll kill you!!!”


      There was an overflowing bloodlust and hatred in the enemy’s eyes. I was a fifteen-year-old little girl—and sometimes I even looked younger than my age—but there was no hesitation in his eyes. He’d charged in here, prepared to kill his enemy, no matter who it was.


      “Die.”


      “Ah.”


      I couldn’t follow his sword’s trajectory with my eyes. Before I knew it, he’d raised his sword. The blade caught the sunlight and obstructed my vision.


      I’d die at this rate. Salsa had saved my life, but it was going to be snuffed out for no reason. I didn’t want that—both for my sake, and his.


      “Shield!”


      I moved on pure instinct. The shield I’d deployed was at an angle much more acute than what Squad Commander Gabak had taught me. It was shaped like an isosceles triangle, like the sharp point of a spear. I forgot myself in my desperation and deployed it.


      The enemy made an indistinct cry of confusion. The blade of his sword slipped on my Shield’s surface and slid harmlessly off.


      I hadn’t intended to do that. My body had simply moved on its own to stay alive. However, because of that, I felt like I’d made perfect use of my Shield to repel and parry the enemy’s sword just as the commander had taught me.
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      “Die...” I heard a voice.


      I’d avoided a point-blank attack, and I could sense that the enemy had lost his balance. In that split-second gap, someone came charging in.


      “Die die die die diiie!!! You piece of shit! You savage!!! You beast!!! You bloodsucking lowlife!!!”


      It was the foulmouthed new recruit, Private Rodrey.


      The enemy gave a cry.


      “What, is it painful? Serves you right!!! That’s what you get for killing whoever you want! Aha ha ha!!!”


      When Rodrey leaped in from behind the enemy, he slit the soldier’s neck. The enemy’s lukewarm spray of blood rained on my face.


      “Ehe hee hee hee!!!”


      Rodrey looked clearly different from my first impression of him. He was quick and frenzied as he smashed the Sabatian soldier on the ground with a crazed voice. I got the impression that something important in him had snapped.


      “Ahee ahee ahee!!!”


      With a combat knife, he stabbed the enemy’s face over and over as the soldier lay defeated on the ground. It looked like he’d already died on the first strike. Even so, Rodrey persistently stabbed at the corpse.


      The sight was anything but reassuring. There was something so surreal about it.


      “Calm down, Rodrey!” Gray shouted. “If you killed him, then hurry up and go back to intercepting the enemies from the front!!!”


      “What? Tch. Understood.”


      Private Rodrey immediately returned to the original mission after Gray called out to him. With a nonchalant look, Rodrey once again stood along the trench walls to gun down the enemy.


      What in the world was that just now?


      “Damn it. I should’ve let him suffer more before I killed him. Ugh.”


      What Rodrey mumbled at that time somehow clung to my ears. It kinda gave me the creeps, but he had saved my life. I’d thank him properly later.


      I wished he had at least considered which way the blood would be sprayed, though. My military uniform was covered in it and sticky.


      “Ah!!! Aaah!!! My arm!!! My arm!!!”


      “Corporal!” Corporal Veldy’s cries brought me back to my senses. I remembered that he’d just been hurt. I hurried over to him to check his wound.


      From what I saw, his arm had been cut only from the elbow. The cut was rather clean, so if I provided swift medical care, I felt I could reattach it. I’d request to provide medical treatment once the squad commander came back.


      “Corporal Veldy, please pick up your dismembered arm and come over to the trench wall. I’ll provide treatment to stop the bleeding.”


      “Ngh!!! U-Understood...”


      You had to stoop down near the front wall to provide medical treatment in the trenches. It was an enemy blind spot, so you could safely provide aid.


      “I-I picked it up!” he stammered.


      “I’ll wash the wound,” I said. “I have no time to use painkillers, so please brace yourself.”


      “Y-Yes. Ngh... Gaaah!!! Aaaagh!!!”


      After I washed the wounded area with saline, I applied gauze to the wound and tied it with rope to stop the bleeding.


      A combat medic’s rucksack had quite a lot packed in it. On top of scalpels and sutures to provide treatment on the front lines, there was also saline and burners to sear wounds closed. There were all kinds of stuff packed inside so that even one person could act as a small-scale clinic.


      “I’ve successfully stopped the bleeding. You’ll no longer bleed to death, so please wait patiently. I’ll request the squad commander to provide you aid once he comes back.”


      “Huh? You’re not going to use your recovery magic right now?”


      “I apologize,” I said. “I can’t use my recovery magic on my own. I need the squad commander’s permission.” As I asserted that, I used the remainder of the saline to clean his wounded area and gave it to him, telling him to drink it. It was important to rehydrate after losing blood.


      “Th-Then, Second Class Combat Medic Tory, I order you to use your recovery magic on me.”


      “Huh? Ah, um...”


      “I want to hurry back to the warfront, so could you treat me?”


      I was thrown off a bit. Corporal Veldy was higher ranked than me and a team leader. If he ordered it, could I use my recovery magic? Was that how it worked?


      “Hurry. At this rate, you won’t be able to reattach my arm!”


      I remained silent. I needed to calm down. I didn’t want any more of Squad Commander Gabak’s “lectures” for using my recovery magic without permission.


      The right to command—that was the problem. It all came down to whether or not Corporal Veldy had the right to command me.


      Let’s calm down and sort out the chain of command again.


      As the commanding officer of our squad, Squad Commander Gabak had the right to command all of his subordinates. Then there were two teams within this squad. There was the Allen Scouting Party and the Veldy Elite Infantry Team. Then after you added myself, a combat medic, to these two teams, you had the Gabak Squad.


      As team leaders, Allen and Veldy possessed the right to command only their respective team members. I wasn’t an infantry soldier, so I didn’t belong to either team. I was under Squad Commander Gabak’s direct supervision.


      That meant...


      “I deeply apologize, Corporal Veldy. I’m aware that you do not have the right to command me,” I said.


      “What?”


      “Please relax. The golden window to treat a dismembered arm lasts several hours. There’s plenty of time left.”


      “Huh? Hey, wait!”


      Yes, that’s right. No matter how higher ranked they were, commissioned officers couldn’t order me to provide medical treatment. If that were allowed, then even Private First Class Gray could boss me around as much as he wanted. However, when Gray was injured before, he’d used his direct supervisor, Team Leader Murrue, as a mediator to request medical treatment from the squad commander. That meant if I healed Corporal Veldy without permission, I’d be subjected to a vicious assault.


      “Corporal Veldy, I suggest that you rest and keep your severed arm up. If your blood pressure rises, there’s a possibility that your wound will blee—”


      “Hold on! You do get that my arm has been cut off, right?!” he protested. “You don’t have to check in with him! He’ll definitely let you use your recovery magic! It’s absurd not to just because I lack that kind of authority.”


      “It’s not absurd. Orders are absolute.”


      Sounding panicked, Corporal Veldy shook my shoulder, his face pale.


      I calmly addressed him. “Or are you telling me to endure even more beatings, Corporal Veldy?”


      “What?”


      I’d already been violently lectured for violating orders twice. Gabak showed no mercy when it came to physical punishments, and because I could heal with recovery magic, he’d keep beating me until my body was nothing but rags.


      “Orders...are absolute.”


      “Huh... Tory?”


      “I don’t want that... I-I don’t want to be lectured anymore,” I stammered. “I apologize, Corporal Veldy. Please wait until the squad commander returns.”


      If I disobeyed orders again, I knew my beating would be even harsher than last time. The squad commander’s enraged face appeared in my mind, and my breathing gradually grew more ragged. Eventually, the sound of my heartbeat quickened, and I clutched my chest with wide eyes and bent down.


      “Please...understand...”


      “I apologize,” he said eventually. “I lost my composure. Just as you say, I don’t have the authority to command you.”


      “I’m glad that you understand.”


      “I apologize. I didn’t mean to frighten you so much. I shouldn’t have said that.”


      My face was so pale that it worried Corporal Veldy. It seemed Squad Commander Gabak had instilled quite a lot of trauma in me. The thought of him beating me gave me unstoppable palpitations and cold sweats.


      I had absolutely no desire to go against Squad Commander Gabak anymore. That was probably what he wanted too.


      “Oh, look. The squad commander is coming this way.”


      “It seems he’s finished providing support over there.”


      Speak of the devil—Squad Commander Gabak was returning, crossing the battlefield amid the flurry of bullets, slaying enemies as he came our way.


      He was far scarier than the enemy that just attacked me—but you didn’t hear that from me.


      ***


      “It looks like they’ve stopped attacking,” said Gabak. “All right. You can heal Veldy.”


      “Thank you,” I said.


      It seemed not healing him on my own had been the right call. When I requested permission to provide medical treatment to Corporal Veldy, Gabak told me to wait until the battle ended. Until he could ensure his own safety, he wouldn’t allow recovery magic for his subordinates. If I’d carelessly followed Corporal Veldy’s orders, I might’ve been strangled to death.


      “Heal.”


      “O-Oh?”


      “Please don’t move, corporal. I’ll secure it with a bandage.” I somehow managed to squeeze out enough mana to reattach Corporal Veldy’s arm. I felt like its effect was a little weak, maybe because I was a bit spent. Was it because I’d used Shield?


      “Squad Commander, this was a stopgap treatment,” I told Gabak. “I believe he’ll require continued medical care at the field hospital.”


      “I figured. Fine. Hurry off and get medical treatment.”


      I didn’t have confidence that I’d treated him sufficiently, so I decided to have him sent to the field hospital.


      Was he going to be okay? His arm wouldn’t come loose from his elbow as he walked, would it? To ensure that wouldn’t happen, I secured that area rather firmly.


      “Oh, Squad Commander. Before Veldy goes, should we do that one thing first?” I heard someone ask.


      “For Nalidome? No need to salute for the likes of him,” said the squad commander as he glanced at Nalidome’s dead body, which had fallen to the ground, the hole in his forehead clearly visible.


      Were they talking about doing that salute you did for casualties?


      “He’s the same, dead or alive. A rookie who gives in to despair is no good in war,” Squad Commander Gabak said, looking away from Nalidome’s corpse with disinterest.


      ***


      “Um, Rodrey...”


      “What?”


      Rodrey was going to carry Nalidome’s body to the rear. The job of carrying the bodies of fallen allies went to the newest recruits in the forces.


      “Thank you for today,” I said.


      “Huh? What are you talking about?”


      The foulmouthed new recruit had saved my life this day. I’d called out to him to give him my thanks, but he gave me a puzzled look in return.


      “Um... You saved me when I was in danger...”


      “Did I?”


      “Remember? When the enemy swordsman came jumping into the trenches.”


      “Oh... Oh yeah, you got attacked,” he said, seeming completely unaware of the fact. “An enemy turned his back on me, so I creamed him. That’s all.”


      That’s how it was, apparently. He hadn’t cared about my safety at all. I decided to leave it at that.


      “If anything, why didn’t you fight back against the enemy right in front of you?” he asked. “Where’s your fighting spirit?”


      “I’m a combat medic. I don’t have the equipment to fight.”


      “You’ve got arms, don’t you? Why do you have teeth if not to bite and gnaw at things? Weapon or not, you should try to kill an enemy when they’re in your face.” He then pointed at me with contempt. “You were the most useless on the battlefield today. Nobody would go out of their way to save the likes of you.”


      I said nothing.


      “There was an enemy I could kill, so I did. That’s all. Don’t get close to me; it makes my skin crawl. You want me to babysit you?” He spoke with a venom in his voice and spat on the ground. “There’s nothing I hate more than sweet-talking weaklings. Like you.”


      “I see...”


      “Don’t ever talk to me again. You make me sick.”


      With those words, he turned away from me and trudged off, dragging Nalidome’s corpse along the ground.


      April 17th, Night


      The squad commander allowed me rest, and I packed my body into my usual ditch in the trenches. As I thanked my lucky stars that I’d survived, I closed my eyes under the night sky.


      Nalidome wasn’t around anymore, but I asked Gray if I could sleep by his side just in case. He seemed kinda happy about it, but Rodrey shot me a scornful look.


      “Maaan. I wanna kill more tomorrow.”


      Rodrey’s grumble echoed in the late-night trenches. It seemed he wasn’t reluctant to fight at all; rather, he was eager to kill.


      I felt that worked for a soldier, but I wished he would at least cut me some slack. I could only use recovery magic, after all. His contempt for me was unnerving.


      I thought to myself in silence. After meeting many people, my mind once again returned to him. He’d felt unreliable when I’d first met him, and I’d treated him with apathy as a careless, foolish fellow rookie.


      “I’m first! I’ll take off my clothes and dance!!!”


      “She’s younger than us. She’s still fifteen years old. We should really wait a while before exposing her to these dirty topics.”


      “I shall repeat the order! I will protect Second Class Combat Medic Tory even if it costs me my life!”


      He was the best fellow rookie I could’ve had. He’d been friendly, a gentleman, and hadn’t had a foul mouth. If he’d survived, how much anguish would that have saved me?


      For the first time since losing him, I truly felt how much I’d appreciated his existence.


      April 18th


      “Sir, I’d like hand grenades too.”


      “Too bad.”


      It was yet another morning after I’d escaped death. As usual, I finished my detailed inspection of my equipment and prepared to head back to the field hospital.


      “Why don’t I get any?”


      “You’ll get explosives once you’re at least ranked Private First Class.”


      While I still hadn’t been told anything, I thought I’d be sent to work at the field hospital today. Considering the losses from the defense forces last night, I imagined the field hospital was a nightmare, and Health Head Gale would need me to return. And after all of our losses, it was hard to think that our allies would go out to attack.


      “How many enemies do you think I can kill with just one of those things?”


      “How much do you think it costs to make one? There’s no way they can make enough to hand out to rookies.”


      Right beside me, the combat-addicted Rodrey was complaining to Gray. From what I gathered through eavesdropping, Rodrey wanted hand grenades.


      “If you want them that badly, then tell that to the squad commander,” Gray said. “Why are you telling me?”


      Rodrey hesitated. “Well, because you have two.”


      “They’re my spares. If I let some rookie have it, he’ll have my head for sure.”


      “Aw, that’s no fair. Blowing someone up sounds like fun.”


      Hand grenades were terrifying weapons. The bomb blasts had a radius up to four or five meters, and they sent small fragments flying at high speeds, so you could kill and maim numerous people within range. I’d also gotten caught up in one, and it’d killed Salsa.


      I wish he wouldn’t be so casual about wanting to kill people with bombs.


      “Well, whatever. I’ll go straight to the squad commander, then.”


      “Actually...you should probably give up on that. There was a grenadier who got in trouble in the past.”


      “What? You’re just scared of me racking up some achievements, aren’t you? Coward.”


      As Rodrey spat out insults, he took his leave. That was no way to treat a senior.


      “Jeez, you’re not cute at all. Well, I warned you,” Gray said. Instead of getting upset, he handled it calmly without taking offense. The guy seemed shallow on the surface, but he was unexpectedly mature.


      “Oh?”


      As I was casually watching their conversation, I met Gray’s gaze.


      “What’s wrong, Tory? Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for me. I’m feeling your passionate gaze on me so early today.”


      “I respect you, Sir Gray...apart from that side of you.”


      With a broad smile, Gray started talking to me. Though I wasn’t sure, I had a feeling that he was fond of me. It wasn’t something like you’d feel toward the other sex, but rather the affection a senior had for his juniors.


      “Good women generally know a good man when they see one. That means you’re a good woman, Tory.”


      “Right, that’s one of your favorite pickup lines. Allen told me about your tricks.”


      “Oh, uh-oh. You knew?”


      “I did,” I said.


      After hearing my reply, he let out a loud laugh as if to brush that off and patted my head.


      If only he wasn’t like this, I could respect him with all my heart. On second thought...he might act this shallow on purpose.


      ***


      “Tory, get to the field hospital right away. Full speed!”


      “Huh? U-Understood!”


      Five minutes before the briefing, Squad Commander Gabak, who was already at the meeting place, saw me and gave me my order. “You’re assigned to the field hospital today. It seems they’re considerably busy.”


      “Yes.”


      “Join them at once. Hey, what are you dawdling for? Run!”


      The order I’d received first thing in the morning was “Run to the field hospital.” I was correct about being sent there today, but...


      “It doesn’t sound like you’ll have the spare time to train,” he continued. “Do your training while you head over there.”


      While I was at it, the squad commander was saying I might as well run as part of my training. As someone with no endurance, he probably wanted me to gain the ability to run like an infantryman.


      “Understood. I will now run to the field hospital with all my might. Afterward, I will obey Health Head Gale.”


      “That’s right. Now go.”


      Whew. I was already being put to work so early, but I’d do my best.


      “Hah, hah, hah, hah...”


      And just like I’d been told, I ran with most of my strength to the field hospital. I was dripping with sweat, but an early morning run was nice. It might have been some good exercise if I wasn’t carrying heavy equipment. I felt like I should start making it a habit to run voluntarily from the trenches to the field hospital, but that would mean getting drenched in sweat first thing in the morning.


      I resolved to wipe the sweat off my whole body in the dressing room before appearing in front of the patients.


      ***


      “Thank you for coming, Tory,” Health Head Gale greeted me. “Could you go to the emergency clinic right away?”


      “What’s that?” I asked. After I’d caught my breath and wiped the sweat from my body, I’d gone to Health Head Gale who then made that request of me. It sounded like I wouldn’t be tending to the sickbeds.


      Instead, I was taken to a crude tent with the longest line of people I’d ever seen.


      “This tent contains the basic equipment required for providing consultation and treatment. Please treat the injured one by one inside,” she instructed me.


      “I see. Understood,” I said.


      I was assigned to consultation and treatment. That entailed looking at the conditions of the injured, determining the severity of their wounds, and carrying out the appropriate treatment. You needed experience for this job, so I didn’t think a rookie like me would be assigned to it.


      “There aren’t nearly enough sickbeds to go around, so those who can walk on their own are all lined up there without being admitted.”


      “Wow...”


      “We give those with minor injuries the bare minimum treatment before having them rest in the front lines to heal. We wouldn’t be able to treat everyone we could otherwise,” Gale griped, looking thoroughly exhausted. Surely she hadn’t pulled an all-nighter?


      No, there was no way she could sleep. I bet a staggering number of patients had been transported to her from yesterday’s attack.


      “Ow... It huuurts...”


      “I can’t feel my arm... Is it necrotic?”


      From what I gleaned from the line, these people would’ve previously been hospitalized, but they were now made to wait outside instead. There were many soldiers with torn-off, rotting arms, as well as people who were lying down, unmoving. Was it okay to leave them alone?


      “The only people in line are those with comparatively minor wounds, so I’ll leave them all to you, Tory. Make sure to use your recovery magic when appropriate.”


      “Huh?!” As I was standing there with my face pale, the Head of Health gave me an absurd order. There were around one hundred people in line, and it sounded like I had to examine them all by myself.


      All of them?!


      “I’m sorry. We don’t have nearly enough hands on deck in the sickbeds. I’ll eventually send someone to take your place, so hang on until then,” Gale said.


      “Y-Yes, ma’am...”


      They couldn’t get around to the treatment of the soldiers with minor, non-life-threatening injuries, so they were dumping them all on me... Not to mention, I’d gotten sleep yesterday and had plenty of mana and stamina.


      “I’m counting on you!” She looked apologetic as she hurried off at breakneck speed.


      All right, no matter how I look at this, there are...at least one hundred people. Um, if I spend ten minutes per person treating them, it’ll take over sixteen hours...


      I couldn’t make the people at the end of the line wait that long. That meant I’d have to handle all these wounded soldiers by spending less than ten minutes per person.


      “Oh, a combat medic’s finally here. Over here. Please enter.”


      “Y-Yes.”


      An army nurse had already been on standby inside the tent.


      While the difficulty of this duty that’d been thrust upon me hadn’t truly sunk in yet, I was made to wear a white gown and sit in a consultation room seat. The gown wasn’t my size, and my palms were buried in my sleeves.


      “H-Hey! After all that waiting, this brat is gonna treat us?!” a patient exclaimed.


      “You’re free to leave if you have a problem...” I said.


      “I’ve been waiting since last night! Bring out someone who knows what they’re doing!”


      This was how I was assigned to consultation and treatment for the first time. The work was grueling like no other.


      “Use your recovery magic! See, I can’t move my leg,” one patient protested.


      “I believe it’s only a fracture,” I replied. “It’ll heal without my magic so long as it’s secured in place.”


      The injured frantically pleaded with me since their own bodies were at stake. I wished I could’ve used my recovery magic on all of them, but I could only manage three uses with my mana. Those with injuries that’d heal without magic would just have to endure it.


      “My arm... What am I supposed to do?!”


      “It’s necrotic. Magic can’t do anything for it, so please brace yourself for amputation.”


      “No!!!”


      The line in front of my examination tent was full of people with injuries that had been determined to be minor, but “minor” injuries included anything that wasn’t life-threatening.


      “Aah... Ugh...”


      “It seems your face got caught in a bomb blast. Don’t worry, I’ll bring out an ointment.”


      It didn’t matter if their faces were completely burned or if their arms were hanging off and rotting; these soldiers all had to line up and sleep on the ground in front of my tent.


      The Health Head had described them as people with comparatively minor injuries, but those who were deemed unlikely to return to the front lines even after treatment might’ve also been given low priority and made to stand here.


      The severities ranged drastically. Some could get by with lighter treatment, while others would likely deal with lifelong effects.


      “Ah, Tory...”


      “Oh. Hello, Corporal Veldy. How does your arm feel?”


      “Oh, yes. It seems all right.”


      Around noon, a familiar face popped into the examination tent. It was Corporal Veldy. It seemed he’d been diagnosed with a minor injury and sent to the line.


      I hadn’t been very confident in my treatment last night, but his arm seemed well attached from what I saw. Good.


      “You’ve made a complete recovery,” I said. “You’re all right to return to the warfront.”


      “Right. Thanks.”


      It felt kinda weird to talk to a squad member in the hospital. The corporal left me with some words of encouragement, telling me to hang in there, and left the emergency clinic.


      I’d hang in there, just like he said.


      “Please look... My ass...exploded...” a patient whimpered.


      “Oh, wow, that’s a pretty bad burn,” I said.


      ***


      In the end, I cleaned up that massive line after dark. I drank the secret medicine on many occasions and wrung out my mana, and my willpower and stamina were reaching their limits. I hadn’t had any time for even a food break, so I slurped up ration packs in between examinations to keep my body moving.


      “Second Class Combat Medic Tory. You’ll be done after a few more people,” the veteran army nurse who I’d been working with called out to me.


      “I-It’s going to end...” I stammered, exhausted. The Health Head had told me she’d send someone to take my place, but she ultimately hadn’t.


      Well, that was obviously impossible. The sickbeds were busy.


      “You’re so young, but you have a good head on your shoulders,” a patient told me. “Thank you, young combat medic.”


      “Thank you. Please take care of yourself.”


      A portion of the injured were in a pretty bad state, but most of the patients had minor injuries and were courteous. They were my saving grace, so I mechanically examined their wounds and kept treating them.


      Near the end, I felt like my head had stopped working too. This was on a whole different level from my usual hospital duties.


      “Last person. Please come this way.”


      Even so, this rigorous work would end here. Health Head Gale would surely give me a break after it finished. Right? I could expect to at least have dinner in peace, right?


      So I’d muster all of my remaining energy and sociability to politely and calmly attend to this patient...


      I was then speechless.


      “What?”


      My last patient was Rodrey, who was heavily injured.


      “Um,” I said.


      “Hurry up and treat me, you good-for-nothing,” he snapped.


      “So you really did request hand grenades from the squad commander...” I murmured.


      “Shut up.”


      And Rodrey was the most severely injured patient today (from an ally’s corporal punishment). He’d been beaten all over, bones fractured, and some joints were even dislocated. These injuries were severe enough that he could’ve died.


      “Please wait a moment,” I said, taking out a bottle.


      “Huh? What the hell are you drinking?”


      These injuries were severe enough that they required recovery magic, so I doped up on the secret medicine and used Heal.


      As the one giving medical treatment, it was irritating that I had to treat the results of Squad Commander Gabak’s violent “guidance.”


      Please don’t increase my workload, Squad Commander...


      “What are you dawdling for, half-pint?!”


      “Huh...” I was exasperated. At the very least, since he’d saved my life, I took particular care in treating him.


      I felt like I gave him all the medical treatment I could, but even so, he spat, “You took too long, and I still feel pain. Some doctor you are,” and went home.


      I was struck with an indescribable emptiness.
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      In the end, my last patient had tired me out the most.


      “Thank you, Tory. You can relax a little,” Gale said.


      “Yes, thank you.”


      Once I reported that I’d finished my duties in the emergency clinic, I received a one-hour break. That was enough time for a tasty meal and a nap.


      “Tory, I’ll leave bed thirteen to you!”


      “Understood.”


      However, that was it. At night, I was assigned to a sickbed patient whose condition had suddenly turned for the worse. Unlike emergency clinic patients, if you made a mistake attending to the sickbed patients, they’d die.


      Alarms all around the beds that alerted when a patient was in danger blared, and I ran around according to the manager’s orders.


      “Eighteen is already beyond hope. Give up and see him off. Focus on treating those who can be saved!”


      “Manager, fifteen is also in critical condition.”


      “He can still be saved! Give him more extracellular fluid! Watch for signs of heart failure.”


      Scarily enough, I realized that I actually was given particularly favorable treatment. From what I heard, the sickbed manager and my seniors hadn’t slept for a week.


      “M-Manager. Bed four’s blood pressure is dropping.”


      “That’s sepsis! Where are the antibiotics?”


      “The only antibiotics left are for the other patients.”


      There was a hesitation. “Then attend his deathbed.”


      The sickbeds at night were truly a scene of bloody carnage. There were simply nowhere near enough medical resources to keep up with all the patients. When we had no means of providing medical treatment, all we could do was choose which unconscious patient’s life to prioritize.


      “Number eighteen has passed away.”


      “Carry him out. And bring in the severely wounded patients with high triage priority that are waiting outside.”


      “Yes.”


      If I’d been unlucky, I might’ve been lying in one of these beds. And if I died here, I’d probably be mechanically carried off the sickbed under the manager’s orders and dumped in the grave.


      The front lines and the field hospital were the hell of this world.


      April 19th


      “Hey, you all. It’s the moment you’ve been waiting for. Today’s the day we attack.”


      It was early morning at 5 a.m. After I’d stayed up all night working at dizzying speeds, that was the first thing the squad commander announced after I was summoned.


      “We’re going on a second attack with our current manpower?” I asked.


      “According to the scouts, the enemy is considerably short-staffed on defenses. If we attack them now, we’ll regain our territory in one go.”


      “Understood...”


      In trench warfare, the ones on the offense generally suffered the heaviest losses. We’d been hit with some serious damage on our end from the enemy’s back-to-back attacks, but they should’ve lost even more than us.


      “Their dilemma is our opportunity,” said Gabak. “Soon, our allied magical artillery force will begin shelling them. Everyone, get ready to charge in.”


      “Understood, Squad Commander.”


      In this war, we did the same thing over and over. If the enemy forced themselves to pull off an attack, we’d take advantage of their exhaustion to attack them. And the border between Austin and the Sabat Union would move back and forth by a matter of meters. We expended scores of soldiers just for the lines to change so slightly.


      “They got carried away overexerting themselves. We’ll rain down divine punishment on those bastards!!!”


      “Yeaaah!!!” Squad Commander Gabak’s words had really fired Rodrey up. Actually, now that I thought about it, this was Rodrey’s first offensive mission since he’d been assigned to this squad.


      “Allen Team, go on ahead. Veldy Team, you can just mindlessly follow me. Tory, stay behind me as always. Veldy Team, take on a formation to cover our flanks and protect Tory and me.”


      “Understood.”


      The Gabak Squad would take on the same formation as always. The highly experienced team was sent ahead and cleared the way for Squad Commander Gabak to charge. The other team secured Gabak’s left and right flanks so Gabak could focus on taking control of what’s in front of him.


      “Veldy, you’re furthest back. Protect Tory from behind.”


      “Understood.”


      Then Corporal Veldy and I, who were inexperienced, were put in the back to be protected. Soldiers placed behind the squad commander were probably meant to learn through observation.


      “I’m next to you today, huh, Tory? Let’s do our best.”


      “I’ll be counting on you, Sir Gray.”


      Gray was securing my side right next to me. He was also part of the Veldy Team.


      The veteran assault infantry soldier Murrue had originally been responsible for the Veldy Team. However, because Corporal Veldy, someone of a higher rank, was assigned to our squad, the Murrue Team became the Veldy Team since Murrue was overwritten by the chain of command. That being said...


      “I can take charge today, correct, corporal?” Murrue asked.


      “Yes. Please do, Murrue,” Veldy replied.


      Murrue overwhelmingly had the upper hand when it came to commanding in actual combat. The corporal’s graduation from a military academy was irrelevant in the face of Murrue’s firsthand experience. As such, Corporal Veldy would entrust commanding today’s attack to Murrue.


      “Corporal. I won’t ask for anything difficult at the beginning. Just run and cover Combat Medic Tory’s back,” said Murrue.


      “Understood.”


      “Enemies seldom attack from behind, so let’s keep our heads high and press onward.”


      Well, that was enough for the pre-attack briefing, but...


      “I’m part of the Allen Team, so why am I back here?” Rodrey grumbled.


      “You’d just disrupt the formation with your lack of training,” Allen said.


      Rodrey had been so pumped up, thinking he could go on ahead, but he was complaining about how Allen had ordered him to stay in the back.


      Indeed. Corporal Veldy, Rodrey, and I were all new recruits, so we were stationed behind Squad Commander Gabak.


      “Learn well and get strong. Then you can join the advance team.”


      “How am I supposed to kill anyone from back here?”


      As always, Rodrey’s bloodthirst was incredible. I’d want to stay far away from him during peacetime.


      “You got something to say about a superior’s orders again, Rodrey?” Gabak asked.


      “N-No.” Even Rodrey, who’d been drooping his head and mumbling complaints, turned pale at the squad commander’s glare and let it go. It looked like yesterday’s lecture had worked on him, as now even he was scared of Sergeant Gabak.


      When Rodrey was prompted by the squad commander, he went silent and dejectedly took his place behind me.


      When I glimpsed his face, he was puffing his cheeks, discontented. He gave off the impression that he was mentally pretty young. How old was he? Was he the youngest at fifteen like me?


      ***


      After hours of shelling...


      “The time has come. We’re starting our attack!!!”


      With the squad commander’s roar, the Gabak Squad was deployed.


      At the same time, other forces crawled out of the trenches on both sides and charged in.


      “Graaah!!!”


      With a battle cry, we chased after Squad Commander Gabak. If we could dive into the enemy trenches and gain control of their bases, we’d win.


      “Gah ha ha haaa!!!”


      However, a terrifying number of bullets flew our way from the trenches. Squad Commander Gabak was the only one who could run through it unscathed. I could see that the Allen Team, who was ahead of us, was already pretty worn out.


      Ah. Someone was shot in the head. It also looked like Allen’s right shoulder had been shot too.


      “We’re gaining total control. Prepare to die!!!”


      After all that, Squad Commander Gabak followed after the Allen Team who’d gone before us, and charged into the trenches. As always, he stirred up a storm of blood, not paying any mind to an ally’s death. In just seconds after leaping in, he’d secured the first base.


      “I’m going to take over the bases on both sides!!! Provide Allen medical treatment now, Tory!”


      “Understood.”


      The squad commander left us with those words before running over the trenches and disappearing.


      The nerve plexus of Allen’s right shoulder was injured. If this wasn’t treated in the rear, then he likely wouldn’t be able to move his arm. For now, I’d at least stop the bleeding.


      “This is as far as I go,” said Allen. “Sorry, Murrue. I’ll leave the rest to you.”


      “Understood.”


      Allen dropped out here. Soldiers who were injured and unable to move were left behind in a secured trench as the squad advanced. It was safer that way.


      There were now seven members left in the squad.


      “All right. We’ve secured the north base. We’re going after the south base now!!!”


      “Right!”


      While I gave Allen the bare minimum of treatment, the squad commander was sweeping across the trenches with a monstrous force.


      I suddenly realized... During my first attack, I’d only barely managed to keep up with Squad Commander Gabak, but now I could keep up with him just fine. However, it didn’t seem possible to gain such physical strength in a mere few weeks. Maybe I’d mastered the right running skills?


      “Th-This is reckless. This is just absurd!!!”


      “What are you doing? We have to run, Corporal, or we’ll be left behind.”


      “This makes no sense!!! Why is he going ahead and taking over the bases when his allies can’t even keep up?! He’s going in too far!!!”


      I could hear Corporal Veldy’s almost shrill complaints from afar.


      This charge really was strange, though. It’s dangerous to leave your allies far behind you and charge in by yourself.


      “If you have the luxury to scream, Corporal, then run!”


      “The textbooks never covered this charging tactic!!! If anything, this is a good example of what not to do!!!”


      “Corporal, a word of advice: Textbooks are just toilet paper written by the cowards who ran to the rear!” Private First Class Murrue, who’d become the commander of the advance team in Allen’s place, mockingly responded to Corporal Veldy.


      Wow, this feels like something right out of the war stories from my previous life. But jokes are a little indecent in a place where lives are taken and exchanged...


      “So you’re saying I’ve had the pleasure of memorizing toilet paper?”


      “Don’t look down on toilet paper, Corporal. Even paper to wipe your ass is valuable on the battlefield.”


      “Oh, is that so?! Then I wish the brave squad commander had handed us his textbooks from the start! I’m sure the sacrifices would’ve been dreadful, though!”


      “Aha ha ha! Hey now, corporal, our squad commander don’t got the education to write a textbook.”


      Corporal Veldy and Team Leader Murrue chased after Squad Commander Gabak as they chatted up a storm. In combat, you could perform the best with a moderate degree of tension and the appropriate relaxation. So, although indecent, they were intentionally throwing quips to relax.


      “If we have to follow Sergeant Gabak while charging, we’re as good as dead. I request that we urgently review our battle formation.”


      “The Gabak Squad actually has a pretty high survival rate, Corporal. Good enough to allow a combat medic to be assigned.”


      “That’s absurd...” Veldy was fed up with Squad Commander Gabak’s recklessness.


      That’s right. Sergeant Gabak’s protection kept survival rates relatively high in this squad—“relatively” being the key word here.


      “Haaah. Haaah.”


      “Hey, you all right?”


      However, Corporal Veldy was keeping up with the charge even as he bad-mouthed the commander. It seemed he’d racked up plenty of physical strength from his time in the academy.


      “Um, Rodrey? If this is too much, how about you stay behind in these trenches?” I suggested.


      “I-I can keep running,” he said. “You and your mosquito bites can just leave me alone.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      Out of everyone in our squad, Rodrey was the one most at risk. He seemed to lack endurance, based on how he was already breathing heavily.


      “I still...haven’t killed anyone...”


      He was also wheezing. Was he okay? He was teeming with so much bloodlust, but the fact his stamina couldn’t keep up was... Well...


      “All right. I’m back. We’re charging into the second trenches!” Gabak declared.


      “Right!” Rodrey shouted.


      The squad commander had returned in the meantime, apparently having already secured the neighboring base.


      Rodrey had given a good reply at least, but he was clearly straining himself. He should’ve just sucked it up and pleaded to Sergeant Gabak to let him stay behind.


      It’d be way too sad if, after all the hard work I put into treating Rodrey yesterday, he just went and died in battle right away.


      ***


      Squad Commander Gabak easily secured the second trenches as well. However, the enemy had put up more of a resistance than anticipated, and some injuries were starting to pop up in the squad.


      “How much mana do you have left?” Gabak asked me.


      “I’ve been saving up my mana in preparation for an attack since last night,” I replied. “I can use Heal two times—three if I use my medicine.”


      “Hm. Then use it just once.”


      Fortunately, there’d been only one casualty since the beginning of the attack. A bullet had grazed Corporal Veldy’s heart, and I saved him from a nigh-fatal wound with my frontline treatment. Once I explained that he’d die if I didn’t give him immediate treatment, Gabak reluctantly gave me permission. That was rare.


      “Squad Commander, the forces behind us can’t keep up at all. Isn’t it about time we fall back?” asked Murrue.


      “Idiot. The real deal starts from the third trenches. If we don’t bite and tear them up now while they’re shorthanded on fresh blood, then when?”


      After Corporal Veldy, who’d incurred a fatal wound, and a soldier with a wounded foot dropped out, there were five members left in the Gabak Squad. And it was anticipated that the enemy would put up a fiercer resistance starting from the third trenches, which we’d advance to next.


      As such, it was wiser to secure this place, end the battle, and consider this a strategic win, but...


      “Once our allies catch up, we’re gonna charge in and lead the attack.” The squad commander had no intention of backing down.


      “You look like you can still run, too, Tory,” he said to me. “Hmph. I guess you’ve grown from a caterpillar into an ant.”


      “It’s an honor, Commander...” I muttered.


      Oh, I get it. I still have stamina left today, so he’s going to keep charging in. This whole time, the pace of his advances have been based on my stamina.


      “Both of our neighboring allies have joined the advance.”


      “How about that? I’m feeling good about today after all.”


      Should I start acting exhausted now? No, if I do that, he’ll lecture me, thinking I’ve been slacking on my training.


      “All right, we’re heading in. Today, we’ll tear a hole in their line of defense!!!”


      For the first time, I’d step foot into the enemy’s actual defensive net.


      Unlike how things had been until now, where we captured the trenches after dousing the enemy in plenty of shellings, this time we’d head to the third trenches where the energized, unharmed forces were lying in wait.


      “Here we go!!!”


      They put up far more of a resistance than I’d expected.


      When I looked forward, unlike the bullets from the world I knew, these bullets sporadically leaping out at us from the enemy trenches were firing prismatic colors. I saw a shining starry sky in the daytime trenches of the battlefield.


      That was likely because weapons in this world didn’t only use gunpowder; some used magic as well. I’d heard that the luminescence of magic stones had many varieties. From first glance, I’d describe what I saw as a vividly pop-colored scene like a game screen.


      Yes, I’d compare it to an aurora. The mysterious, fantastically rainbow-colored curtains were drawn, looking as if they were coloring the boundaries of the trenches. There was the great, noisy chaos, and then there were the rainbow colors so beautiful that I wanted to sigh.


      “Give ’em heeeeeell!!!”


      That was exactly the scenery I saw in the third trenches I charged into.


      ***


      From that point, the enemy resistance was even fiercer than I’d heard.


      “Gah...”


      First off, the moment we all crawled out of the trenches, Private First Class Murrue was shot in the stomach and fell back in. He wouldn’t die instantly, but that was probably a fatal wound that’d be difficult to save him from.


      “Team Leader Murrue!!!”


      “Forget about me! Run!!!”


      There were now four people. Among those four were two new recruits—Rodrey and me...


      “Don’t think, small fries!!! Just follow me!!!” Gabak bellowed.


      The only decent manpower left was Squad Commander Gabak and Gray. What did Gabak think was going to happen if we advanced in this state?


      “So long as I’m alive, we’ll get by!!!”


      Squad Commander Gabak might’ve intended to capture these trenches by himself all along. His subordinates were just safeguards to cover his back. Even the fact that I, a combat medic, had been assigned to this unit...


      “My left foot was shot! Hurry up and treat me, Tory!!!”


      “U-Understood!”


      Had it been because Gabak couldn’t rely on anything else but his own abilities, so he concocted a plan where he’d use me, his first-aid kit, to heal himself in the front lines as he charged in?


      “Heal!”


      “Take the medicine,” Gabak commanded. “You might have to use your magic again right away!”


      “Understood.”


      Even as the squad commander’s leg spurted blood during treatment, he showed no signs of stopping. I kept up with his pace and used my healing magic on him as I ran.


      With a face like a demon’s, Gabak bore through the pain and charged alone at the forefront against the harshest twenty meters on the battlefield.


      “Squad Commander! My arm and leg!!!”


      “Follow me like your life depends on it, Gray!!!”


      Gray, who’d accompanied Squad Commander Gabak, was instantly covered in blood. He’d been shot at least three times. Fortunately, however, his leg had only been grazed.


      The bullet had hit a major blood vessel in his arm. While it didn’t seem fatal, it needed immediate care.


      “You have a duty to protect the trenches I’ve secured!!! You can die ten minutes later for all I care. Run for now!!!” Gabak shouted.


      I obviously had no permission to treat Gray.


      I can at least stop the bleeding once we’re in the trenches, so please hang in there, sir.


      ***


      The distance between trenches varied since they were dug out in snaking patterns, but currently the space we were running across was about twenty meters. A track athlete could probably clear it within four seconds. However, for us soldiers, running twenty meters took an eternity.


      We couldn’t get a crouching start, we had obstacles on the battlefield like barbed wire entanglements and magic traps, and we had to run carrying more than twenty kilograms of equipment.


      “Gray, throw the hand grenade!!!”


      “Understood!”


      Additionally, there was also the need to fight between the trenches like this.


      We obviously had to dispose of some of the enemies in the trenches before we leaped in. If we jumped in without doing anything, death awaited us.


      “I’m throwing it!”


      Gray’s left arm was wounded, so he used his mouth to rip out the hand grenade pin and threw the grenade at the trenches. It arced in a parabola, and the trenches where the enemy lurked cleanly swallowed it up.


      There were some indistinct exclamations.


      “Tch.”


      Gray’s hand grenade unfortunately didn’t kill the enemy. The enemy shot out a wind bullet from the trenches and sent it flying away. That was the same anti-air magic Allen had also used in the past.


      “Gah ha ha ha haaa!!!”


      However, Squad Commander Gabak had also factored in the risk of anti-air magic being used against us. He exploited that instantaneous gap, suddenly picked up speed, and entered the trenches. Apparently, just distracting the enemy for a moment was enough.


      “We’re going, Rodrey!!!” I shouted.


      “R-R-Right...”


      We’d been abandoned, but we couldn’t fall behind. I was sure that the squad commander was already beginning to take control inside the trenches. If we had time to stand around in a dangerous place like this, we had to go help as soon as possible—


      “You hurry, too, Sir Gray!”


      “Ah... Aha ha ha...”


      But Gray’s reply was weak.


      That worried me. When I looked behind me, I saw that Gray had collapsed, missing his left leg.


      “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t anymore.”


      I was shocked.


      Everything below Gray’s left thigh was scorched off.


      This was bad. I didn’t know if he had fallen into a magic trap or been shot by enemy magic, but Gray had lost his left leg.


      “Go on. Hurry up and go ahead.” He urged us to leave him. However, we now wouldn’t be able to secure the base after entering the trenches. There was no way Rodrey and I could defend it by ourselves.


      “Ngh!” The second I thought that far, I automatically rushed over to Gray and carried him on my shoulder.


      “W-Wait, you idiot! Leave me behind and go!”


      “If we leave you behind, the squad commander’s efforts to secure the base will be wasted,” I said, straining.


      If he’d collapsed a little farther away, I might’ve abandoned him. But luckily, he was only about two or three meters from the front of the trenches. Moreover, the squad commander was in the process of capturing the base in front of us, so the attacks had ceased.


      I decided it was plenty possible to provide him relief.


      “U-Urgh...” I grunted.


      “Hey, don’t push yourself!!!”


      However, the moment I shouldered his body, I realized my lapse in judgment. Gray was way too heavy.


      Indeed, infantrymen carried various equipment on them. The weight of a well-built male soldier like Gray probably surpassed 100 kilograms. There was no way a petite girl like me could provide him swift aid. I should’ve at least had him discard his equipment before carrying him on my shoulder.


      “One...step...”


      However, I couldn’t take back what I’d just done. If I walked just a few steps forward, I’d reach the goal.


      I dragged Gray’s body and took a step forward with the rush of adrenaline.


      “O-Oh?”


      “I won’t let you die yet, sir...” I said, straining. “I want you to protect us in the base...”


      I could see a glimpse of the inside of the trenches. The squad commander was mowing down enemies, beheading them. Their numbers were already dwindling.


      Good. It looked like we could jump in immediately.


      “You can die ten minutes later, so please...defend the trenches that the squad commander secured. It’s...a superior’s orders.”


      “I’m not even allowed to die yet?” Gray murmured. “You sure are bossy with men, Tory.”


      Gray was extremely heavy, but after mustering the strength to take the first step, the rest managed to follow. Once I dragged him into the trenches, I’d be in my element. I could stop his bleeding while we protected the secured base.


      “Just...a little farther...”


      Had it happened just before I took the last step? Enemy reinforcements came from the neighboring bases, which I’d carelessly been neglecting.


      A round object floated toward us. The soldiers from the enemy’s base on my right had fired a hand grenade at us as we were trying to jump into the trenches. By the time my brain registered that fact, it was already too late.


      “My...hands...”


      I wouldn’t be able to use my Shield in time. If I couldn’t put both hands in front of me, then I couldn’t form a diagonal Shield. With both of my arms currently occupied with carrying Gray, I could only form a useless plane-like Shield.


      “What’s wrong, Tor—” Gray started.


      “Ah, ah, ah!!!”


      No, there was no way my clumsy Shield could defend against the hand grenade’s blast anyway. It was too close to us. The only way for me to survive here was to abandon Gray and move out of the way.


      And yet, maybe it was because I’d let down my guard right before our goal, but the moment that hand grenade was thrown, my mind went blank for an instant.


      Death. Back then, I became keenly aware that I’d die a cruel death like Salsa.


      You could say I’d fallen into a panic. I was unbelievably incompetent for letting my mind shut down, stunned in this emergency.


      But in my current circumstances, with Gray’s weight preventing me from moving freely, all I could do was stand dumbfounded, accepting my impending death in the face of the hand grenade thrown before me.


      And then, the world—time—moved slowly.


      Was this what they meant when they said your life flashes before your eyes? All of my memories burst forth across my mind. Meanwhile, the only thing I was aware of was how the enemy’s hand grenade was gradually falling at my feet like a slow motion film.


      Ah. I’d die so easily.


      I’m sorry, Salsa. You went out of your way to save my life, but it was all for nothing.


      I shouldn’t have gone to war. I shouldn’t have become a soldier. I detested myself for how casually I’d gun people down all I wanted in that game from my past life.


      I wanted to curse my foolishness for readily enlisting based on my carefree past. I wanted to kill that past self of mine.


      If I could be reincarnated again... I don’t mind if my next life is uneventful. At the very least, I want to live in a peaceful world free of war.


      “Oh! Look what we have here!”


      Just as I was prepared to die, a cheerful cry from next to me cut through the flashbacks of my short life. The voice was thick with dark, twisted emotions.


      “Yes! Thank you!!!”


      “Huh?”


      Then, in that world of slow motion, as the grenade inched toward impact, a hand sprung out from the side.


      That hand scooped up my explosive death right before it fell onto the earth.


      And then...


      “Thank you for giving me something so gooood!!!”


      “Huuuh?!”


      With roaring laughter, that hand grenade was thrown back toward the base that’d sent it our way.


      It might’ve been so unexpected that even the enemies couldn’t react, as there was no anti-air magic to counter the grenade. It tumbled right into the base and was followed with a violent explosion.


      “There! Bombed them to death!!! Ahee ahee ahee ahee!!!”


      Yep, it was Rodrey. He’d pulled off a feat of reacting to the hand grenade, catching it and throwing it back.


      “T-Tory! Now!” Gray shouted.


      “R-Right!”


      Having survived thanks to Rodrey’s miracle, we safely entered the trenches. I was unhurt, and although Gray bore a serious injury, he was alive.


      Was this...a big military achievement for Rodrey?


      “You’re injured, Gray? Can you defend the base?” Gabak asked.


      “My left hand’s no good, but I can fight if I can secure the gun,” Gray said.


      “Hmph. Fine. Stop his bleeding, Tory.”


      Squad Commander Gabak had already eliminated the enemy forces inside the base. He was swinging his sword, blood flying through the air with a splat. From what I could tell, he didn’t seem to have suffered any serious injuries.


      “Huh? Everyone’s already dead...” Rodrey murmured.


      “You’re fine, too, Rodrey? Then all of you, defend this base.”


      “Understood.”


      “I wanted to kill too...” Rodrey pouted.


      After the squad commander gave his order, he promptly ran off into the neighboring base. As always, he had formidable stamina.


      “What? The hell you looking at?”


      While I was treating Gray, I stared idly at Rodrey.


      No, really, what should I do? He’d insulted me to no end when I gave him my thanks the other day. But I couldn’t help feeling grateful for his act of courage earlier. He could get angry at me for all I cared. Should I tell him my thanks again anyway?


      I remained silent.


      However, he likely hadn’t intended to save us. He just wanted to kill. In that case, he’d only get irritated even if I thanked him. If I had to say something to him right now, then...


      “Um. G-Good job bombing them,” I stammered.


      “Huh? The hell are you saying? I’ll kill you.”


      Apparently that was also the wrong thing to say.


      ***


      “Ow...” Gray said, wincing.


      “I apologize, but please endure it,” I said.


      After we entered the trenches, I let Rodrey keep watch of our surroundings while I treated Gray. His leg and left arm were gravely injured. Both of them had torn major blood vessels, so I had to use a burner to sear the outside of the flesh to stop the bleeding.


      I had to sear the nerves as well, so he’d likely have difficulty moving them in the future. However, this was the most treatment I could give him without recovery magic.


      “Now, Tory, put a gun between the sandbags.”


      “Like...this?”


      “You got it. And then pile one more on top of it.”


      After I finished treating Gray, I started fixing the gun in place according to his instructions. The gun barrel was supported by the sandbags so you could shoot with one hand.


      As a new recruit, Rodrey did his best in his own way to hide out in the sandbags and keep watch.


      “Thank you. This is excellent. Now hide behind me, Tory.”


      “I’ll leave it to you, sir.”


      Gray smiled at my crude gun emplacement, content. He said it was excellent, but it was extremely misshapen because of my clumsiness. I should’ve learned this beforehand.


      “Hey, Gray, sir. Don’t we have one more hand grenade?” Rodrey asked.


      “We don’t, and I wouldn’t give it to you if we did. We told you to protect the base, so why are you itching to fight so badly?”


      Even as Rodrey was hiding among the sandbags and awaiting the enemy, he was teeming with bloodlust. But he’d just bombed the enemy to death; was that still not enough?


      “Hmph. The squad commander’ll kill them all first.”


      “Why do you want to kill so bad, Rodrey?” I asked.


      “Because I obviously hate the enemy, you runt,” he answered with a glare.


      So that was his reason?


      “C’mon, half-pint, hasn’t anyone from Sabat killed someone important to you before?” he asked.


      I thought for a moment. “If I had to say, they did kill a childhood friend of mine recently—a fellow soldier.”


      “Then that’s reason enough to want ’em dead.”


      A reason to kill them... I’d never thought of that before. I was a combat medic, so I didn’t kill directly. But...


      “If you don’t have a reason to kill the enemy, you’ll hesitate at the most crucial moment and die.”


      “Huh. For a new recruit, you talk like you know a thing or two,” Gray said.


      “My last squad’s team leader said the same thing,” Rodrey replied. “He was a veteran ranked higher than you.”


      “Gotcha.”


      For infantrymen, who had to take lives to keep their own, a “reason to kill” was probably vital.


      “He was actually a reliable senior, unlike a certain someone who’s got one foot in the grave already,” Rodrey added pointedly.


      “Jeez, you sure aren’t cute.” Gray ignored Rodrey’s insult with a wry smile.


      At the most crucial moment, if there was an enemy before my eyes that only I could kill... Would I be able to kill that enemy without hesitation?


      “Well, you don’t need that, Tory,” Gray said.


      “Huh? Even a combat medic needs bloodlust,” Rodrey insisted.


      Salsa had died from an enemy’s hand grenade. It was an event full of extreme sorrow, and I still dreamed of Salsa’s dead face. And the enemy had attempted to kill me many times. There was also a time where the enemy was about to bring their sword down on me with a clear intent to kill.


      “I...” I started.


      Even so, why? I just couldn’t hate the enemy soldiers much. I was more sad about my allies’ deaths than resentful of the enemy.


      No, if anything...I sometimes even felt sorry for them as they died in large numbers.


      “I’m...not really good with...that kind of stuff,” I finished.


      “Then you’re a worthless coward,” Rodrey spat.


      I’d made a huge mistake in thinking that my previous life’s experience with games would make me a great soldier. But it seemed that, perhaps because of my sense of values from my previous life, I felt strongly against killing people.


      Or perhaps I was never cut out to be a soldier to begin with.


      As I came to that realization, Gray suddenly patted my head.


      “Hey, Rodrey. Do you wanna know the kind of people who become combat medics?” Gray asked.


      “Huh? Beats me.”


      “An aptitude for recovery magic apparently doesn’t manifest unless you strongly care for others over hurting them. Well, that’s what people say, anyway,” Gray said with a laugh. “Tory, you probably just aren’t the kind of person who can hate someone that much.”


      “Well...”


      “Someone like you doesn’t need an intent to kill. We barbarians can just protect them.”


      My personality makes me unfit to hate someone. Gray’s words somehow rang true to me.


      He might have been right. Hating others just didn’t come naturally to me. Whether it was the violent and unreasonable Squad Commander Gabak, or Private Nalidome who had assaulted me in my sleep, I couldn’t even feel much hatred toward them.


      I did feel fear, though...


      Rodrey scoffed. “So basically, they’re just cowards.”


      I hesitated. “Yes, that’s right. I’m very much a coward.”


      “Tch.”


      I was easily frightened. I was reminded of that time and time again since coming to this battlefield. I was scared to get hurt, so I kept my distance from others. I was scared to be beaten, so I stopped disobeying Squad Commander Gabak.


      “If you’re such a chicken, then hole up in the damn hospital and never come back to the front lines.”


      “Jeez, what are you saying to her? She put aside her fear to come all the way out here to treat us. You’re going to get abandoned.”


      “Hmph. Die out here on the battlefield? Sounds good to me; in fact, I’d love it. I’ll take as many people down with me as I can.”


      It all clicked. That was why he held a grudge against me: I was scared of dying. Unlike him, I couldn’t even pretend that I’d like dying. However, that might be why someone like Rodrey was well suited to be an infantryman.


      “You’d love to die, huh?” Gray looked at Rodrey with his grandiose words, sympathetic while also slightly amused.


      ***


      “I’m back.”


      It wasn’t long before Squad Commander Gabak returned to the base, his face grim.


      “I’ve gained control of the surrounding bases. All that’s left is to wait for our allied forces to advance.”


      “Good work.”


      “And I was shot in the stomach. Tory, heal me.”


      Squad Commander Gabak immediately put down his equipment and removed his shirt. He revealed a muscular body with countless old gunshot wounds and gashes. There was a dark red hematoma on the upper right of his stomach, and blood was gushing out.


      “Wait, this is fatal!” I exclaimed.


      “Yeah, so hurry up and treat it.”


      He said his stomach had been shot, so I examined it. His wound was on the location of his liver. Based on what I felt, it was swollen by ascites. His liver had definitely ruptured. How could he walk like this?


      “Y-You require emergency surgery,” I said. “I’m going to use a technique I’ve only seen others use, so if I make a mistake and you die, please don’t haunt me as a spirit.”


      “Enough with the talk. Don’t mess up.”


      This was a serious injury that required intensive care. Just how reckless had he been?


      I couldn’t afford to hesitate. If I let it be, the squad commander would die.


      After I administered anesthesia through an injection, I recalled the medical treatment my manager had done as I cut open the squad commander’s stomach.


      “E-Eek...”


      “The enemies might come back. You’ve got five minutes,” Gabak said.


      “Th-That’s impossible!!!” I sputtered.


      The blood was spilling like a waterfall. As I seared the wound shut along the way, I shoved my hand into his stomach in desperation. I hadn’t brought any surgical instruments, so with my hand donned in a sanitary glove, I forcibly grabbed the bullet left inside the liver. I seared the blood vessel inside his stomach while I was at it, which was bleeding too much.


      I’d never been as glad for my small size as I was today. I could conduct this operation well thanks to these small hands.


      Within his damaged liver, I cut off the areas that looked necrotic, and as for the parts that seemed able to connect, I sewed them and forced them together.


      Lastly, with Rodrey as my temporary assistant, I had him douse the squad commander’s stomach with a saline solution and cleansed it.


      I could only administer surface-level anesthesia, so I was certain that the squad commander was experiencing unimaginable pain, but...


      “Um...”


      “If you have time to look at me, then hurry.”


      The way the squad commander glared at me without twitching an eyebrow while I did something so crazy was absolutely terrifying. His face had changed so little that I had no idea what his current bleeding and vital signs were like.


      Squad Commander, I’d rather you show your physical condition through your face right now. Please...


      I exhaled. “Whew. I’ve finished the bare minimum treatment. All that’s left is... Heal.”


      “Are you done?”


      I very crudely repaired his ruptured liver’s form, removed the bullet, and successfully stopped the bleeding. After that, all I could do was pray that my recovery magic would do its thing.


      I was only a slightly-better-than-average amateur. Had it been all right for someone like me to conduct such a difficult operation barehanded? I felt I’d left many things undone in the wake of that rush job.


      “I...think so.”


      “Hmph.”


      I didn’t really have the confidence that even using Heal to force the bleeding to stop was good either.
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      Actually, was I the first one to conduct surgery on the very forefront of the front lines?


      “So I can get up now, right?”


      “No. It doesn’t matter what medical treatment you receive; the severity of your injury requires complete bed rest.”


      “Hmph. Well, I do feel better. So, I can keep going.”


      “You need complete bed rest...”


      Oh no. He’s not listening to me at all. You still wanna go on, Squad Commander? Gray can’t move either. Let’s be content and call it here.


      “Squad Commander, I believe advancing any farther will be difficult in your condition. I propose that we cease fighting and secure this current base,” I said.


      “Denied. I can’t let this chance go. Today’s attack is the first good opportunity we’ve had in years.”


      I proposed we end combat here, but the squad commander rejected it outright. Why did he want to move forward so badly that he’d get surgery on the front lines?


      “Squad Commander, what do you mean by a ‘good opportunity’?” I asked.


      “Tory, what do you think it’ll take to end this war?”


      “We’d need to capture the capital...right?”


      “That’s impossible. Totally unrealistic.” Squad Commander Gabak glared at me. “Tory, what’s in the rear of the enemy’s position?”


      “In the rear? Likely the enemy treatment facilities, and food and weapons stockpiles.”


      “That’s right. We’ll strike those today.” Squad Commander Gabak took out a small bottle from his chest area. Was that alcohol? He silently began guzzling it down.


      He was drinking right after surgery...and right after his liver burst too.


      “Even soldiers are human,” he said. “They can’t fight without food or treatment. That field hospital you always spend time at, thinking it’s safe, is the best target for us frontline soldiers.”


      Without pause, the squad commander chugged the liquor down all at once and threw away the empty bottle.


      “You mean...mercilessly killing even civilians?” I asked.


      “We can’t end the war otherwise.”


      “And you’re saying today’s our chance?”


      “The enemy has worn themselves out from their successive attacks over the past several days. Apparently, this is the thinnest their defense has been in years. If we can’t break through their front lines today, there’s no telling when our next chance will be. That’s why we go as far as we can today.”


      He sat on top of a sandbag. Then he looked up at the sky, as if in prayer.


      “We secured the neighboring bases. Now once our allies catch up to us, then...” he murmured.


      ***


      After that, all we did was wait.


      “I sense the enemy’s presence again. I’m going to check next door,” said Gabak.


      “Please be careful.”


      I’d exhausted my mana, so I was completely useless here.


      “Tory, can you prop me up a bit?” Gray asked.


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Thanks.”


      It was way too dangerous to retreat by myself. Having said that, there was no point in me keeping watch since I was unarmed. As such, I became Gray’s support, who couldn’t move his arm and leg.


      “Have our allies still not advanced?” I asked.


      “I wonder...” Gray said.


      Squad Commander Gabak, despite his serious injury, would check on the neighboring bases from time to time, kill the enemies, return, and silently sit on the sandbags in front of Gray and me.


      ***


      “Wait here for a bit. That’s an order.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Was it about fifteen minutes after we secured the base? The squad commander received a call through the magic communication device he held.


      “I see... I understand...”


      “Um, Squad Commander?” I said after the call had ended.


      With a heavy sigh, Squad Commander Gabak looked up at the sky. “We’re evacuating. We’re discarding our current position.”


      It seemed our allies had failed to capture the third trenches.


      “Discarding...”


      “The enemy will likely come to invade this base soon. Gather up your belongings.”


      He clenched a trembling fist in frustration.


      We had to abandon this base that we’d risked everything to secure. When I thought about it, I was also tormented by a deep sense of emptiness.


      Then, Rodrey spoke up. “Squad Commander Gabak...”


      “What is it, Rodrey?”


      “What are we gonna do about this guy?”


      He was referring to the one who collapsed, having lost his leg.


      “Hmph. You understand, don’t you, Gray?”


      “Yes, I do, Squad Commander.”


      Right. Who was going to carry him? By all rights, it should be Rodrey, but did a rookie like him have the endurance to run twenty meters?


      “He’s the rear guard. We’re leaving him here.” Squad Commander Gabak glanced at Gray, who was missing a leg. “Don’t let the enemy get behind us while we’re evacuating. Die protecting this place like hell,” he said over his shoulder.


      How do humans feel when they’re faced with their own imminent death? Without batting an eye, Squad Commander Gabak had given Gray an order. Die here.


      “Understood, Squad Commander,” Gray replied like it was natural.


      I probably would never forget his face back then.


      Sir, why are you smiling?


      “All right. Tory. Rodrey. Follow me,” Gabak said.


      “Huh?”


      “The enemies won’t miss the moment we evacuate. We’ll match our timing with the battles in the neighboring bases as close as possible and head out. Run at my command.”


      He beckoned us to the trenches’ back wall. He didn’t even glance at Gray, who he’d ordered to die.


      “Hurry up and go, Tory,” Gray urged me.


      “S-Sir...” I stared dumbfounded at him, who’d received such a merciless order. He was quietly sitting cross-legged in front of the gun encampment I’d secured, grasping the gun.


      I’d probably been crying at that time.


      “Oh, right. Squad Commander, there’s a letter addressed to my family in my belongings.”


      “I see.”


      “I’m sorry to put work on you, but could you stick it with my death notice?”


      “Got it.”


      He was ordered to be the only sacrificial pawn left behind with the enemy. There was no way he wasn’t scared. It had to be absolutely terrifying. But Gray didn’t show that at all.


      “And lastly, thank you for everything, Squad Commander.”


      The squad commander grunted a response.


      Gray was acting as easygoing as always. He was probably doing that on purpose to keep us rookies calm.


      I’d been staring at Gray for a while, when Rodrey suddenly murmured something.


      “Hey, Squad Commander Gabak...”


      “What is it, Rodrey?”


      “I still have plenty of energy. Can I not carry Sir Gray as a personal meat shield on my back?” he said.


      “No.”


      After a pause, he spoke up again. “Why not?”


      “Because you’re more likely to die if you do.”


      That was the last thing I had expected to hear from Rodrey. The intent was clearly to save Gray. I didn’t think Rodrey would go so far as to put on a brave front to carry Gray. He definitely didn’t have as much stamina as he claimed either.


      “That’s not true...” he said.


      “Denied.”
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      Rodrey, whose proposal was so curtly dismissed, glared at the squad commander with displeasure and frustration.


      “What’s the point in saving Gray?” Gabak asked. “He can’t fight anymore without a leg.”


      I didn’t really participate in digging trenches, so I wasn’t sure, but were the two of them actually close? To the point Rodrey wanted to save Gray even if by pushing himself?


      “It’s all right, Rodrey. Just forget about me. Leave it here, or else you’ll be in for a beating when you get back.” At the end, Gray himself reasoned with him.


      “Hmph.” Rodrey turned away. He might’ve been crying too.


      “Oh, right. Rodrey. One last piece of advice from a dead man.”


      “What is it?”


      “I don’t think you should pick fights with everyone around you anymore.”


      As the squad commander quietly awaited our opportunity to escape, Gray said those words, looking as kind and warm as always.


      “You’re a lot like me, Rodrey,” he continued. “The way we think and feel is probably a lot more alike than you think.”


      Rodrey was listening intently.


      “You were pretty close to the guys in your previous unit, right? I heard from the survivors,” Gray said.


      At that, Rodrey’s expression changed.


      So Rodrey once had a unit he got along well with. Had he been nicer to everyone in his previous unit?


      “It’s really tough when your buddies get killed,” Gray said.


      “Of course it is...” Rodrey murmured.


      “You hate the enemies so much, you want to kill them.”


      “Of course!!!” he said louder.


      The survivors of an annihilated unit each get assigned to squads with vacancies as reinforcements. So if he was assigned here, then his previous unit had probably...


      “So that’s why you say nasty things to everyone and get into all kinds of fights, right?”


      “Well...”


      It was after Gray went that far.


      “You probably thought that if everyone’s going to die anyway, it’d be easier not to get close to anyone, right?”


      Gray began to pat Rodrey’s head, who was crying. “But you can’t live like that. You’re too kind. Since you were assigned, you were paying attention to what was happening with your comrades the whole time, right? You were so scared of losing more of them.”


      And Gray added, “It’s fine. It’s not your job anymore.”


      Rodrey was biting his lips as he listened to Gray.


      “Wait, Rodrey...” I said.


      “That’s right,” Gray confirmed. “Show him your appreciation, Tory. He’s had a nasty mouth on him this whole time, but he was protecting you as someone weaker than him. It’s crazy that a guy like that would try to fight in isolation.”


      That made me realize many things. While Rodrey had said it was a coincidence, he’d already saved me from two predicaments...with all too perfect timing.


      “You’re wrong...”


      “Then why did you say you’d carry me and run?”


      Rodrey and I were the same; we gave everyone the cold shoulder so that we wouldn’t feel too strongly for our comrades, yet we couldn’t fully throw away our soft hearts. Just like how I’d carried Gray without thinking, I was sure Rodrey had come to my aid by reflex too. As much as we tried to isolate ourselves from everyone, we couldn’t help but act this way.


      “No... I...”


      “Stop lying to yourself,” Gray said. “Don’t hide in your shell. Mourn the deaths of your comrades, and carry the strength to move forward. If your mental state worsens further, you’ll wind up dying.”


      As soon as he said that...


      “Now!!! Go! Run at full speeeed!!!” Squad Commander Gabak roared, giving us our order.


      In a panic, Rodrey and I crawled out of the trenches, then took cover behind the squad commander’s Shield and ran.


      “Sir Gray!!!” Rodrey cried out. “I—”


      “If you have time to talk, then move your legs, idiot!” Gabak snapped.


      I was the slowest out of the three of us, so I was fully focused on running as fast as I could toward the safe trenches of our allies.


      “I’m sick of it!!! I don’t want everybody who’s nice to me to die anymo—”


      Amid those words, shrill gunshots echoed from the trenches Gray was securing. I was sure that the enemy had awaited our escape before invading.


      “Aaaargh!!!”


      I could hear a battle cry from behind me. It was the heroic roar of my kind, warm, and cool senior.


      “Haah... Aah... Aaaah!!!”


      However, that voice soon started breaking up, growing hoarse.


      “Aah...”


      And eventually, it ceased entirely with the sound of an explosion. I kept my eyes trained on the squad commander’s back and ran, sobbing.


      He was a goner—I’d heard it with my own ears. His was the agonized voice of a wounded soldier in their final moments after blood entered the lungs. Even if I turned around and ran to Gray right this second and used every drop of mana I had, saving him would take a miracle.


      He had bought us time, just as ordered. He’d desperately put up a fight to save us, who’d abandoned him and ran.


      By throwing away his life, he’d only bought us a few seconds.


      “Just...a little more...”


      But we got a big head start with those few seconds.


      It was after we safely jumped into the trenches in the rear that I heard a voice.


      “Aaaargh!!!”


      From somewhere far away, I heard a sorrowful death throe.


      “Save me, mama—”


      I faintly heard Gray’s final cries.


      He had called for his mother.


      ***


      “Squad Commander, you sacrificed Private First Class Gray?!”


      For an hour or so, Rodrey and I, who’d safely returned to the second trenches, silently sank down to the ground. We’d become like dried husks, while next to us, Corporal Veldy’s face was contorted in anger as he lashed out at the squad commander.


      “I did,” said Gabak.


      “Why didn’t you cease combat after securing these trenches? There was no way we could break through with our remaining manpower.”


      “We could have...if there were ten more of me.”


      Murrue, who’d been shot when we leaped out of the trenches, was already dead. That made three casualties today.


      “You should have just given up on advancing!!!”


      On the other hand, Corporal Veldy, who I’d treated in time, seemed fine. As soon as he awoke, he grasped the situation and hounded Sergeant Gabak for answers.


      “This advance was clearly too reckless, so much so that it calls your aptitude as a commanding officer into question,” Corporal Veldy said gravely.


      “I see.”


      “I’ll be reporting this. Frontline commanders should not rush in recklessly for no good reason.”


      “Do what you want.”


      The corporal kept fervently rebuking Gabak, his superior. I listened to their exchange, dumbfounded. I didn’t know what their argument should make me feel, since I was numbed by various emotions.


      When Corporal Veldy was finally finished, he came to apologize to us. He looked truly sorry from the bottom of his heart.


      “I apologize. If only I hadn’t lost consciousness after I was shot. Private Rodrey, Second Class Combat Medic Tory, are you hurt?”


      “No...” I murmured.


      “I’d like to ask you two about some details.”


      “I...understand.”


      “I’d like to know what damages the squad had sustained by the time the squad commander ordered the advance, as well as the remaining bullets. And...I also want to know what Private First Class Gray said in his final moments. Is that all right?”


      I remained silent.


      “These are things I’d be adding to my report.”


      When giving your superior a report, honesty and accuracy was paramount. However, I wasn’t in any condition to respond to the corporal’s question in detail. I was pretty much an empty shell.


      “He was...cool...” Rodrey said quietly.


      “Huh? ‘Cool’?”


      “Sir Gray was cool. That’s all,” Rodrey said with a strained voice, clenching a fist, his lips bleeding. I’d never seen him cry as hard as he did here—not before then, and not after that.


      “Unlike me, he didn’t run,” he continued. “He knew that you eventually get hurt if you get close to someone, but he supported a guy like me until his last moments without closing himself off.”


      “Private Rodrey?”


      “He died accepting his fate. He thanked Squad Commander Gabak and died with a smile.”


      After Rodrey spilled those words from his lips, he abruptly seized Corporal Veldy by the collar. His aggression was just so sudden that it took the corporal by complete surprise.


      “Corporal, please don’t report anything that’d tarnish his reputation, by any means! Don’t report anything that would spit on his determination, like saying the squad commander had ordered him against his will, or that he didn’t want to make that sacrifice.”


      “P-Please calm down, Private Rodrey.”


      “I-I at least want to protect his dignity. I have to protect it, no matter what!”


      “What do you mean? What are you—”


      “He readily consented to Squad Commander Gabak’s order,” said Rodrey. “He fought back to help Tory and me escape, without any hesitation.”


      Rodrey was acting out against a superior officer, but Corporal Veldy didn’t try to scold Rodrey. That was because...


      “How can you call that anything but cool?” While Rodrey held on to the corporal, he began crying, not even trying to hide the big teardrops rolling down his face.


      “I feel the same, Rodrey...” I said. Gray’s words had deeply moved me as well. Mourn the deaths of your comrades, and carry the strength to move forward. That was probably something important that I’d been missing.


      I had closed my heart because of just how scared I was of my comrades’ deaths. Plenty of other new recruits probably did the same. But you couldn’t cooperate with others in your unit like that. If you fought alongside people who didn’t have your back, who weren’t allies you could put your faith in, you’d never win.


      “That’s why we have to mourn Gray’s death and move forward.”


      After I said that, I grabbed Rodrey by the arm and pulled him away from the corporal. “So please calm down, Rodrey. The corporal isn’t your enemy.”


      “Tch.”


      I looked at the corporal. “I apologize for troubling you, Corporal Veldy. Rodrey is a little tired.”


      Rodrey said nothing.


      “I’m exhausted too. So, could you wait a little for this report?”


      “R-Right... You two certainly do seem tired.”


      If Rodrey caused trouble, the squad commander would likely give him another physical punishment. I didn’t want my savior to meet that fate; that’s why I’d stepped in to mediate.


      “Rodrey?” I called to him.


      “What? I get it already.”


      I took his hand.


      “Thank you for helping me when I was in trouble today. You were also cool.”


      Without hesitation, with straightforward honesty, I expressed my thanks from the bottom of my heart.


      Rodrey seemed taken aback.


      Our charge operation today had ended in a huge success. Thanks to how shorthanded on defense the enemy was, we didn’t really sustain much damage. Many units had minimal losses and successfully advanced more than fifty meters.


      The frontline soldiers erupted in great joy, and they wrapped their arms around their comrades’ shoulders, singing a song of triumph. They were boosting their morale, claiming that the day they’d push the warfront to the riverbank was near.


      Additionally, to celebrate their victory, each soldier received some sweets. With a successful attack and their first luxury goods in a while, the soldiers’ morale was through the roof. You couldn’t fault their cheerful mood.


      If you only looked at the outcome, they’d endured the enemy’s fierce attacks, exhausted the enemy’s manpower, and regained distance with minimal losses. It was a significant victory no matter how you looked at it, and apparently General Headquarters announced it as such to the general public.


      However, within that wild enthusiasm, a very small portion of the soldiers were watching and clenching their fists in frustration.


      Although they were few in number, there were also soldiers who saw yesterday’s outcome as a loss.


      April 20th


      “Rodrey?”


      “What is it, pip-squeak?”


      On the night they succeeded in a charge operation, assault infantry soldiers received a rare break. Tonight was no exception, as the squad commander announced we’d have time off.


      “Can I start sleeping next to you from tonight on?” I asked.


      “The hell?!”


      “It’s a countermeasure against rape. I’d been asking that of Sir Gray until now.”


      “Oh... Right.”


      However, unlike our break last time, Squad Commander Gabak didn’t hold a party. He’d ruptured his liver, so booze was out of the question on the grounds that he could die from it.


      For his health, I’d recommended he promptly head to the field hospital.


      The squad commander himself didn’t seem in the mood to party anyway, so he replied with a, “Hmph, I see,” and walked to the field hospital without protest. It was still a wonder that he could walk like that.


      “Whatever, but I won’t be here tonight,” Rodrey said.


      “Huh?”


      “I’m having Allen take me along,” he said, looking away a bit bashfully.


      Allen had withdrawn during the early stages of the operation because of his injury, so he’d already been treated. I was glad that it hadn’t been life-threatening...


      “I see you’ve actually decided to participate in that kind of stuff,” I said.


      “I’m following Gray’s example. And I’m not going to be a kid forever,” he replied.


      All of the malice that used to show on his face had vanished. It seemed he’d grown considerably today, both as a person and a soldier.


      “So where are you two going?”


      “Well, you know...”


      The way he was dancing around the subject made the answer pretty clear.


      “Oh, right. If that’s where you guys are headed, I have a good pickup line to teach you.”


      “Y-You already know where I’m going?”


      “A certain wonderful individual said this while hitting on me before.”


      It brought me back. Now that I thought about it, our seniors had also invited Salsa after the invasion and gone there.


      “‘Good women know a good man when they see one,’” I quoted. “‘That means you’re a good woman.’”


      “What’s with that cheap line? It makes my skin crawl.”


      “I think it’s a good line. Please hone yourself to become the kind of person who can say it smoothly one day.”


      “I didn’t think you liked snobby men.”


      I smiled back at Rodrey, who looked at me with a puzzled face.


      ***


      In the evening, all of the male soldiers had already gone off somewhere. I was the only one here, left behind in the trenches.


      The front lines had a cheerful vibe today thanks to our victory. I’d also had a taste of this atmosphere before at our last victory party.


      “People died, but they can smile so happily...” I murmured.


      Once again, the insanity of these circumstances really sank in. Of course, there were probably units who had successfully advanced unharmed, but that was rare. Even in the recent charge, most squads had likely sustained casualties of some kind.


      Was everyone already used to their comrades dying? Or were they only hiding their sadness behind a cheerful mask? In that case, a victory party might be a ritual to help them overcome their comrades’ deaths.


      “Sir...”


      I still hadn’t gotten over the fact Gray had died. There weren’t that many people who knew how cool and brave he was. The only ones in the military who knew his last moments were the squad commander, Rodrey, and myself.


      “Sir...”


      Death was a soldier’s salvation and their goal. How much easier would it be if I could cling to these words Gray had once said? I still couldn’t believe that he was lucky to be killed.


      So I’d quietly mourn him by myself. Then, from tomorrow, I’d accept his death and overcome it.


      He’d given me so many things. He called out to me kindly in hard times, saved me when I was in danger, and used his last moments to open Rodrey’s heart. I couldn’t just brush off his death and overcome it like it was nothing. At least, I didn’t want to.


      So please, just for today, let me mourn.


      In the empty trenches, I squeezed myself into a small ditch near Rodrey’s belongings and started going to sleep.


      I can do it now, right? No one’s watching.


      After I cried for a while, stifling my sobs, I wiped my face and closed my eyes. Rodrey would tease me if I left tearstains on my face.


      Soldiers always walked side by side with death. It felt like each individual life on the battlefield gradually blurred into the next.


      Why did I have to fight with the enemy? Why did we have to kill each other?


      Surely, the reason was pent-up resentment between nations from long ago. And the more we fought, the stronger that old hate grew.


      What kind of meaning did the top brass find in continuing this game of tug-of-war? Would they secretly develop new weapons to break through the stalemate? Or was Squad Commander Gabak right, and this war would just keep going on forever if we didn’t break through enemy lines and attack their rear?


      “Whew...”


      As someone so far down the ranks, I had no means of getting an answer. Until this war ended, how many comrades would I lose, and how many times should I cry? Or rather, how many times could I even survive to cry?


      When it was my turn to die one day, what would my final cries be?


      Those questions continued to repeat in my head, questions that had no answers.


      “Zzz... Zzz...”


      And before I knew it, I fell into a deep sleep.


      ***


      It was late at night.


      “Those damn bastards... I’ll never trust them again...”


      Last night, I hadn’t slept much since I’d been assigned to my hospital duties, and I’d headed straight into today’s attack in that state, so exhaustion had pulled me into a deep sleep. I was probably pretty mentally depleted from Gray’s death too.


      That’s why, on this night, I was a little imperceptive of my surroundings.


      “The hell do they mean ‘paradise’? I’ve never been to such a disgusting place before.”


      I heard afterward that it was a tradition in the Gabak Squad to invite new recruits to the nightlife district and have them charge naked into the men’s room.


      When I asked, “Who came up with that stupid tradition?” they brought up my very respectable, womanizing senior’s name.


      Rodrey hadn’t been exempt from this prank; Allen had made Rodrey charge into the men’s hut stark naked.


      “Eugh. The half-pint’s hugging my rucksack...”


      Unlike Salsa, who’d been dishonored while putting up no means of defense, Rodrey had desperately tried to put up a resistance. And after he managed to get away somehow, he broke free of the men’s room and ran back, not even picking up the clothes he’d taken off.


      “You better not wake up...”


      That became the cause of this miserable incident. I had something of a funny way of sleeping, and my habit of embracing whatever’s close to me had likely come to bite me.


      Apparently, I’d been hugging his rucksack.


      “Mm?”


      “Ah.”


      When Rodrey tried to take out a change of clothes from his rucksack, he grabbed my arm and I finally woke up.


      We both blankly stared at each other for a while.


      How would this scene look to someone with no context? If I were to describe this situation objectively, I’d say that a stark naked Rodrey was grabbing my arm while mounted over me as I was sound asleep.


      “Hold on... It’s not what you think, half-pint.”


      I glared at Rodrey silently. I was glad our surroundings were dark. Thanks to that, I didn’t have to see Rodrey’s “goods” clearly.


      “Like I said, this is a misunderstanding, so calm down first. And let go of my rucksack.”


      I still said nothing.


      “I’ll explain myself. I’ll talk, so calm down first...”


      Rodrey kept telling me to calm down, but he was the one who was actually about to lose it. I was calm back then.


      Rodrey was pretty young, and I was sure he didn’t know how to manage his lust. While I had various misconceptions—like that maybe he liked girls like me, who hadn’t hit puberty yet—I was at least willing to hear him out first. The problem was...


      “What are you doing, Private Rodrey?”


      “Gah! Corporal Veldy?!”


      Whether it was good or bad timing, this was when Corporal Veldy woke up and came to see what was going on.


      Veldy sighed. “Do you remember what happened to Nalidome?”


      “Wait! This is a misunderstanding, so let me explain.”


      “It’s natural to struggle with managing your young passion, but I find it questionable to direct that sort of lust toward a comrade.”


      “Ah, no, you’ve got it wro—”


      Corporal Veldy was the only one here because he’d been reporting about Squad Commander Gabak in the top brass’ tent. It’d tired him out, so he’d returned to the trenches to sleep instead of going out to buy women.


      “Um... I am indebted to you for saving me, Rodrey, and while I am reluctant, if you want me to cooperate with you in a way that doesn’t conflict with military regulations, then—”


      “I told you, that’s not it, you damn pip-squeak! This isn’t... You know!”


      “Just put on your clothes, please, Private Rodrey,” Veldy said, exasperated. “I’ll ask you for more details.”


      “I want to put on my clothes!”


      Afterward, Corporal Veldy started giving him a stern lecture. My sleepiness won over me, so I received permission from the corporal and once again fell into a deep sleep.


      In the end, Rodrey’s explanation immediately cleared up the misunderstanding. With Allen giving his testimony after he’d returned, and seeing how I was hugging Rodrey’s rucksack again after falling back asleep, Veldy determined that it was enough to trust Rodrey’s explanation.


      But for a while after this, our other seniors in the squad would tease Rodrey with a shameful nickname: Erodrey.


      “It’s good that you’ve become on good terms with the squad so quickly...”


      Rodrey was silent.


      That was a joke from our seniors, of course, and it was probably their way of showing affection toward Rodrey, who had started speaking with us. It might’ve been revenge for all of the abrasive language he’d thrown their way too. As a result, he started to complain to me, grumbling about what a ridiculous organization the military was.


      “It’s okay. I don’t think of you as Erodrey,” I assured him.


      “Shut up.”


      Rodrey’s heart, which had finally opened, once again firmly shut. He was a surprisingly serious person.


    


  



  

    

      Year 1938, Summer 3


      This attack recorded in the diary matched what I knew of the end of the April Aggressions; though initiated by the Sabat Army, it had ended in a major failure. Attacking multiple days in a row had thinned out their defensive power, and a counterattack pushed the warfront back a significant distance.


      When news of the battle reached the country of Sabat, the people’s dissatisfaction grew. Violent anti-war ideologies began to make themselves known, and public order quickly deteriorated.


      These April Aggressions were Sabat’s first blunder.


      “There’ll be days of peace that continue for a while after this. Just like I thought, this day was the turning point where the Sabat Army stopped their attacks.”


      After the April Aggressions, the Sabat Army stopped launching attacks. That was because the commander of the Sabat Army at the time, Alex Evert, had carried out a strike against the government.


      Austin’s counterattack was so dreadful, they might’ve been one step away from tearing through the front lines.


      And to begin with, the soldiers on the actual battlefield had had enough of being tossed around by the government’s whims. In the wake of the failure that was the April Aggressions, Alex judged that the government’s unreasonable demands would lead their homeland straight into ruin.


      “The diary starts talking all about her gripes about training and her friendships with her comrades,” I noted.


      For around half a year, the Western Front should have become peaceful. Even in this diary, the defensive battle on April 19th had been the last, and days of peace continued afterward.


      Alex rejected all orders to attack from the government and deployed strong defensive encampments on the Western Front. And the Austin Army also saw the Sabat Army’s secure defensive web that they’d laid out and couldn’t attack either. As such, there were no hostilities for around half a year.


      “Hmm... What’s written in this diary must be about that one terrible year.”


      After reading this far, I was convinced. The contents of this diary matched up with the history I knew. And from this one year, history began to change drastically.


      Apparently, the Sabat Union’s politicians back then were thinking, “We have nearly twice the manpower, so we can win by brute force if we simply forget about sacrifices.”


      Before the East-West War, it was the norm to fight in hand-to-hand combat on the plains with no firearms. Politicians who lived through those times were always criticizing military authorities, asking why couldn’t they force their way through when they had nearly twice the manpower. However, if you knew anything about trench warfare, that criticism would make you wanna snap, “What a stupid suggestion.”


      When fighting across trenches, the side on the offensive sustained dreadful losses. It was common for the defensive side to remain relatively unscathed while only the assault infantry forces were annihilated. In trench warfare, having twice the manpower hardly made a difference.


      Commander Alex, who knew the reality of the battlefield, insisted on a plan to utilize the difference in manpower and take time to advance steadily. However, the Sabatian politicians couldn’t accept such a slow plan.


      Unrest among Sabat’s people rose higher by the day, and it only felt like a matter of time before it’d all come to a head. And all that sweet talk to pacify their citizens—promising that the war would end soon and that a life of luxury awaited them after victory—was also reaching its limit.


      Then, several months passed after the strike was carried out. Alex was finally dismissed, and a man named Brewstaf Nova was sent to the front lines as a replacement commander. He was a brilliant, sharp man, faithful to the government, and commanded great trust with the soldiers. However, even someone as brilliant as Brewstaf had apparently racked his brains upon receiving that reckless request from the government: “Win the war within half a year.”


      How was he supposed to end this war in half a year when it hadn’t been settled for over ten? To put it bluntly, this demand was unreasonable.


      In those circumstances, he focused on the bizarre writings of Sylph Nova, his daughter. Sylph was a genius young girl who had graduated at the top of her military academy. In an essay, she claimed to have a plan that could win the war in less than a month.


      Of course, nobody believed that pipe dream. The girl’s essay was rejected, and her father had found it lying abandoned in her room.


      Brewstaf gave it a casual read without expecting much, figuring, “Well, this might be a start for coming up with a real idea, at least.”


      However, after he’d finished reading that essay, he started to seriously consider the contents of his daughter’s plan. She might’ve hit the mark; the paper certainly convinced him so.


      Brewstaf, who’d been driven into a corner by the government’s demand, made some adjustments to his daughter’s essay and presented it at the General Staff Headquarters.


      And then when fall had come around, under Brewstaf’s leadership, the Sabat Army General Staff Headquarters decided to carry out the operation that revolved around the young fifteen-year-old girl’s essay. Sylph herself also left for the front lines as a general staff commissioned officer.


      As for what she claimed in her essay, which a proper soldier would faint at the sight of... It was to invade all battlefields of the Western Front at the same time.


      With an attack on such a large scale, there weren’t enough magic stones and magical artillery soldiers to go around, so a preparatory shelling would have to be very brief. In that case, the essay said they’d do the bare minimum of preparatory shellings, then disperse their manpower evenly over the battlefield and invade.


      It was the height of madness.


      In trench warfare, the offensive side was at a disadvantage. And charging in without any magical support toward the trenches where the enemy lurked was sheer stupidity.


      Everyone on the front lines who heard the details of that plan went pale and strongly opposed the General Staff Headquarter’s decision. In tears, they said that if they did that, then the corpses of the one hundred eighty thousand Sabatian soldiers would litter the battlefield, and the enemy would capture the capital in one fell swoop. In an extreme case of protest, a frontline commander split open his stomach on the spot to warn Brewstaf against the plan.


      However, Sylph, the planner for the military operation, looked at those commanders and sneered. “I bet the reason you think it’s impossible is because you’ve been slacking off with your fights.”


      Thus, the foolish commander, Sylph Nova, who’d leave her dazzling name in history, finally stood at center stage. The demonic operation that would come to be known as the Sylph Attacks began its preparation during a period of peace.


      “But if I remember right, the Sylph Attacks occurred in September. That’s still a ways off,” I murmured.


      I tried to read the diary up until the day of the Sylph Attacks, but I was getting sleepy. When I checked the clock, it was already a new day.


      I didn’t need to rush through this precious document I’d managed to obtain. I still had plenty of vacation time. I should save some fun for later.


      With that thought, I let go of my consciousness in bed.


      ***


      “No, hurry up and deliver it.”


      It was the next day. As I continued to read while eating breakfast, the hotel guests scolded me.


      “You don’t know how much longer the bereaved family will be alive for. They might die while you’re still busy with it.”


      “That rarely happens,” I replied. “Besides, it starts getting good from here.”


      “Personally, I wouldn’t want someone to read the diary of my family member who died in battle just because they were curious. Shouldn’t you get permission from the bereaved family first?”


      They were right. Through my desire to satisfy my own curiosity, I’d lost my respect for the dead.


      This diary was meant to go to the director of the orphanage that had raised the author. And if I wanted to read the rest, I needed permission from that director.


      “It was the Noelle Orphanage,” I said. “Noelle is pretty far from here.”


      “If you give it to a government office, they’ll send it for you.”


      “Right...”


      This diary should be delivered to the Noelle Orphanage director. It had even said so at the beginning of this diary. Could I travel to Noelle and return within the time I still had for my vacation? Schedule-wise, I felt that was pretty tight.


      “It’s as you say. I’ll deliver this diary to the government office,” I said. “The bereaved family should read this before I do.”


      “Yep. Ha, you’re pretty quick to understand.”


      “I intend to pay respects to the heroic souls who died nobly on this land.”


      In that case, I’d relinquish this diary with a heavy heart and deliver it to the bereaved family. And I’d attach a letter requesting permission to read it. As the person who picked up this memento, it was the right thing to do.


      “Could you tell me where the government office is?”


      “Oh, you just head straight down the main street.”


      “Thank you.”


      As much as it pained me, I held the diary and headed for the government office.


      ***


      The government office was a weather-worn stone building, like an eatery. There was an obligatory reception desk by the entrance, and it was surprisingly rather crowded.


      When I surveyed my surroundings, I saw people here and there coming to report items that belonged to the deceased. It seemed this was a pretty common occurrence.


      After the reception desk gave me skilled guidance, I reported the diary.


      “If we cannot find the bereaved family, you can have this item instead. If that’s what you desire, could you provide us with your contact information?” the female government official asked.


      “By all means.” I followed her suggestion and gave my contact information.


      By all rights, I should hope for this memento to properly make it to the bereaved family, but in my heart, I wound up wishing that it wouldn’t. I had to laugh at my own shamefulness.


      “We thank you for assisting us with the recovery of items.”


      I waved my hand at the female government official who was bowing her head at the counter, and left the government office behind. With plenty of vacation time left, I still had a chance of finding some other wonderful items.


      The next day, I once again headed for the battlefield ruins with my shovel, remembering that peaceful period of time I’d read about in the diary.


    


  



  

    

      Western Front 3


      Miss Medic’s Diary at War


      July 13th


      “Thank you, Tory. You can have a meal break.”


      “Thank you.”


      It’d been several months since the enemy attacks suddenly stopped. The Sabat soldiers firmly reinforced their defenses, and it didn’t look like they’d make a move today either.


      Alongside the barren sickbeds, I was having black tea with Gale and the sickbed manager.


      “It really has been so peaceful lately. I wish this would truly be the end of the war,” Gale sighed.


      “Either way, I’ll be done with my military service,” said the manager. “Whether it’s the end or not, I’m kissing this hell goodbye.”


      “I’m jealous...”


      Nothing had happened over the past several months. If I had to mention something, then it was that Health Head Gale’s demands for me to be assigned to the Health Department had been denied, which had left her fuming. She told me that, because I’d saved Squad Commander Gabak’s life, they’d started to consider that maybe there really was merit in assigning a combat medic to an ace unit. In short, my own actions were coming back to bite me.


      “I’m jealous that you get to go back to your hometown,” I said.


      “That’s right; since you enlisted, Tory, doesn’t that mean you have no end date for your military service?” said the manager.


      “Right.”


      I’d heard a dark rumor circulating around the Health Department recently. Apparently, it was none other than Health Head Gale who’d recommended I be assigned to the Gabak Squad. She’d expected a girl as small and frail as me to die immediately in the assault infantry forces, and since I was an orphan, it wouldn’t cause any trouble. Then, Gale could tell Gabak, “See? This is because you decided to send a combat medic to the front lines.”


      If that rumor was true, then that’d mean Health Head Gale was a terribly wicked person.


      “I had someone buy us this black tea from town. Help yourself to some, Tory.”


      “Thank you, Ms. Gale.”


      But rumors were rumors. The Gale in front of me right now was as kind and beautiful as ever. I’d try not to think about it too much. And even if the rumors were true, that plan might’ve been the most resistance she could put up.


      “Can I have some too?”


      “Yes, Manager. Go ahead.”


      For the past several months, the field hospital had been the very picture of peace. We even had the luxury to enjoy a refined tea break. We could count our current patients on one hand, and hospital visits were usually for communicable diseases rather than external injuries. In a complete reversal from those all-too-busy days, work now was like heaven. Well, I was still pretty busy since the squad commander assigned me training.


      “Look, Tory. This is my daughter,” said the manager, showing me a picture.


      “Oh, wow. I didn’t know you were married, Manager,” I replied.


      “I am. If I work hard for just another two months, I can see her again.”


      “Was she around two the last time I saw her? I wonder if she’s forgotten her papa’s face?” In good humor for once, the manager started to talk fondly about his daughter.


      “I’ll see her for the first time in three years. I need to get her a good souvenir before I go back home. If I remember right, there’s a store in the nearby town famous for their dolls.”


      “Yes, I’ve heard of that place myself. It’s a marionette store.”


      “I’ll get plenty of severance pay and bring back a nice doll for my daughter. I’m sure she’ll be happy.”


      It’d been almost half a year since I was assigned to the front lines. The battlefield as of late was eerily peaceful. And that peace wasn’t limited to our battle zone; it had spread across the entire warfront.


      Our military had tried to attack the enemy several times, but their defenses were just too firm. All we did was suffer losses ourselves, so we eventually stopped. The battles had died down so much, soldiers began to wonder if there were peace talks going on behind closed doors.


      All we could do was pray for such rumors to be true.


      August 1st


      Once again, a peaceful wind was blowing through the trenches.


      “Tory. I’m making the first throw.”


      “Please do, Allen.”


      Allen lightly threw the grenade into the trenches I was holed up in. I stayed calm and aimed my wooden gun at the hand grenade.


      “Wind!” I shouted.


      “Well done. That was great.”


      A gust of wind spouted out from this gun—commonly known as a wind gun—and blew that hand grenade far away. Allen whistled at my good results and clapped for me.


      “Looks like you got it right in the middle, all right. This grenade may just be a model, but it’s as heavy as the real deal. Hard to blow away.”


      “Thank you. You threw it lightly, so I was able to get a good shot at it.”


      “Don’t worry, that’s usually how they throw them on the battlefield too.”


      When you throw a hand grenade on the battlefield, it’s recommended that you aim for a high arc. If you threw it at a low trajectory, you risked having it accidentally land near your ally or yourself and explode. You might think that wouldn’t happen, but...


      “If you can at least react, it’s easier to strike back at a low trajectory. We’ll train for that later,” said Allen.


      “Yes.”


      In this world, there was a spell called Wind that created an extremely strong gust of wind, easily pushing back objects like hand grenades. This was a common spell, usable by anyone with mana and a magical tool.


      “So it’s really easier to aim toward a low trajectory?” I noted.


      “That’s because it doesn’t really require precise height adjustment,” Allen agreed. “Even if you panic and your aim winds up a bit off, it works out somehow.”


      Because of this spell, if you threw a hand grenade at a low trajectory, there was the chance it could be repelled and sent back toward you. That’s why you should throw a hand grenade as far away from allies and as close to an arc as possible.


      “We don’t let the rookies have the hand grenades because they usually wind up endangering the unit by throwing them in a low trajectory,” Allen explained.


      “I see.”


      “Even just throwing them lightly like this requires training.”


      Apparently, it was pretty difficult to hit the mark with an arced trajectory. When an infantryman went from a private to a private first class, they had to learn how to handle these hand grenades.


      “All right, I’ll give you a passing mark. Starting today, this wind gun is yours.”


      “Roger. Thank you for your guidance,” I said.


      “Right.”


      The wind gun was like a wooden flare gun. It was the only thing I was provided with that could be considered an armament. Normally, a combat medic like me wouldn’t be provided a weapon at all. We were prohibited from engaging in combat in the Austin Army, and allowing us to hold rifles and hand grenades violated military regulations.


      As for why these sorts of regulations existed, it dated back to over a hundred years ago, when the heavy calvary was considered the strongest branch of the military due to how its defensive power kept fatal injuries to a minimum. Austin’s commander in chief back in those days only trained recovery magic users for the heavy cavalry, in an attempt to build an immortal troop.


      However, the results were disastrous. The recovery magic users weren’t cut out for combat, so they’d desert under enemy fire, miss when the enemy fled, and make no significant military achievements. Moreover, when evacuating from the warfront, the majority of recovery magic users, who had little endurance, failed to escape and were killed.


      Having lost a large number of recovery magic users, who were precious even back then, the Austin Army was dealt a major blow. Ever since, Austin took that failure as a lesson and prohibited combat medics from engaging in combat. That lasting impact was why I couldn’t be given a weapon.


      However, the wind gun was simply a magical tool to blow out wind. Its main purpose was to intercept hand grenades, therefore it was classified as a defensive armament, so to speak. Combat medics had apparently been provided with them in the past, so I also received permission to hold a wind gun.


      “Now I won’t have to be the only one the squad commander scolds.”


      At the same time, I now also bore a certain level of responsibility against hand grenade attacks. I’d be beaten senseless like Allen if I failed to notice an enemy’s hand grenade. I was working hard and accumulating training, yet I’d increased my risk of getting beaten...


      “But I’m surprised at how much you’ve improved in such a short time. Maybe you really are cut out for the infantry,” Allen said.


      “A soldier as small and scrawny as me? What are you saying?”


      Incidentally, Squad Commander Gabak had ordered me to undertake this wind gun training. I was apparently pretty good at reacting to hand grenades, so the squad commander said, “It’s good to have as many wind gun users as possible. Do it.”


      “Thank you. It’s an honor.”


      That was how the squad commander abused his power over me last week.


      Hand grenades held plenty of bad memories for me. When I lost Salsa, how the squad commander had beaten me senseless, when I was shouldering Gray—those were all moments I was close to death from a hand grenade. And without Rodrey, I would’ve died to one. Those kinds of experiences might’ve played a role in how I was now on high alert against hand grenades.


      “Oh, and don’t ever aim your wind gun at someone, even as a joke. That blast of air can rupture an eardrum if it gets into the ears.”


      “Right.”


      Wind guns had essentially no lethal power, only blowing a gust of wind. They had enough force to potentially knock an enemy off-balance if you shot them at point-blank range, but if you were going to go out of your way to shoot the enemy with a wind gun, a real gun was a hundred times more effective.


      September 3rd


      I finally had juniors. Two new recruits were assigned to the Gabak Squad. Their names were Zoid and Kelvin, both young boys the same age as Rodrey.


      Rodrey took his first-ever juniors under his wing and tried to help them wherever he could.


      “Hey, half-pint, can you join in on the rookies’ training?” he asked.


      “Me?”


      “They barely have any stamina. They can’t even manage the kind of training a half-pint like you can do. So, you know...”


      Today, Rodrey invited me to their training. Rodrey and I had to train every day under Squad Commander Gabak’s orders. I was told that peaceful times were the prime time to train, so after I’d kept running, I felt like I’d gained quite a lot of stamina over the past half year.


      “We’re doing the usual drills,” Rodrey said.


      “Understood. I’ll request Ms. Gale for some time off for training.”


      “Thanks.”


      These days, I could easily get time off if I requested it. Particularly in a case like mine, as someone assigned to the frontline troops, I was usually granted time off to train if I asked. The number of injured patients had decreased remarkably as of late, so there wasn’t much going on in the hospital.


      ***


      “Um, Private Zoid here. I’ll be training with you today.”


      “Oh, she’s gonna join us? Can she do it?”


      “Hey, show some respect. This shorty’s a First Class Combat Medic. She outranks you.”


      This was how, for the first time in a while, I did some training with my squad member comrades.


      The two rookies looked perplexed when they heard I’d joined in their training. Their faces asked, Why is a combat medic training?


      “I’m not an infantry soldier, so I won’t participate in training that involves guns. I’ll only join in on stamina-building drills,” I said.


      “Let’s work hard together.”


      “Oh, right. Yep.”


      Zoid seemed polite, but Kelvin was pretty rude. Even when Kelvin spoke politely to me, it felt like he was really looking down on me.


      “All right, training starts now. First up is running,” Rodrey announced.


      “Okaaay.”


      “Roger.”


      Judging by Kelvin’s attitude, I could somewhat imagine why Rodrey had called me to train.


      Well, I owed Rodrey a great debt, so I’d keep quiet and tag along.


      ***


      “After running, it’s core training! Give me two hundred back extensions!” Rodrey barked.


      “Y-Yes!!!”


      “Don’t get tired out now! Zoid, you’re getting slow! Pick up the speed!”


      “Sorry!”


      “Your head’s not up, Kelvin! Start over!”


      “No way!”


      There was a fixed regimen for infantrymen training: running, muscle building, crawl and close-quarters combat training, and firearm training.


      The squad commander would supervise training that used guns and close-quarters combat, but otherwise we were on our own.


      We’d fulfill our fundamental training quotas in the morning, and then Squad Commander Gabak drilled us from the afternoon. Well, I was a combat medic, so I was only made to do running and strength training.


      “Hey, you damn rookies! If you’ve got the time to be panting, then hurry up and meet your quota!”


      “Eek...”


      “Look beside you! This puny combat medic is finishing her quota, no sweat!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding!”


      This was probably why Rodrey had invited me to train. He probably wanted to light a fire underneath the rookies by showing them that a puny, childlike runt like me could complete my training.


      Honestly, I was also struggling quite a bit, but I apparently gave off an unbothered vibe—maybe because I wasn’t very expressive.


      “I’ve finished my one-lap quota,” I said.


      “Good job. But sorry, half-pint, the rookies haven’t caught up, so wait a bit.”


      “Understood...Erodrey.”


      I was a little bothered about how my childlike appearance was being used, but I’d endure it if it got the rookies going. As their senior, Rodrey was trying to raise their chance of survival as much as possible. I was willing to oblige with his consideration for others.


      “‘Erodrey’? Rodrey, sir, what did you do to earn that nickname?”


      “I still remember,” I said. “On the day we finished our charge operation, he suddenly mounted me late at night while stark naked, and—”


      “Hey, you damn half-pint! Don’t go spreading stupid rumors!”


      “If you want me to call you by your name, then you should use my name too.”


      “‘Half-pint’ is good enough for you!”


      When I tried to explain the origins of Rodrey’s nickname, he covered my mouth with a bright red face. Had I gone a little too far in front of his juniors?


      “That’s awesome, Rodrey, sir...” Kelvin was in awe.


      “Wow...” said Zoid.


      “The hell’re you looking at?! I’ll double your assignment!”


      “S-Sorry!”


      Zoid looked between Rodrey and I in turn, his face red. It seemed he was under a big misunderstanding. I’d have to clear it up later.


      “Hey, half-pint...”


      “Owah...”


      With how furious Rodrey was, he started pinching my cheek. I was only teasing him as revenge for calling me a half-pint in front of our juniors, though... It seemed that being teased was pretty new to him. I’d be careful next time.


      “Wow, Rodrey, I’m impressed,” said Kelvin.


      “About what?”


      “I heard you had a taste for men, but brats too? Just how wide is your playing field?”


      “Who the hell’s spreading that rumor?!”


      Allen, who’d finished his quota and was resting, burst into laughter as he watched us stirring up a ruckus.


      Moreover, as revenge for Kelvin calling me a brat, I tacked on another lap to his assignment. It’s not that I personally cared, but I had to punish him to make him understand our hierarchy. Even if I was younger than him, he couldn’t talk down to a higher-ranked senior.


      September 3rd, Late Night


      I woke up with a slight sense of foreboding. I didn’t understand why myself, but this sense of uneasiness had been making it hard to breathe for a while now. Did I have a bad dream?


      Nothing really came to mind, but anxiety persistently squeezed my heart.


      “Zzz... Zzz...” After finishing his training, Rodrey was snoring beside me.


      It’d been a peaceful day. The training had been harsh, but I’d gained a lot too. I could communicate with the two new recruits, and I felt we’d become somewhat close. So what was this uneasiness?


      The night sky was so beautiful and the air so clear, it was hard to believe this was a battlefield. We hadn’t had any battles in a while, so the trenches were free of the stench of rotting corpses, and you could sometimes hear the jubilant laughter of the soldiers enjoying themselves.


      It was so peaceful, so what was I scared of?


      “Director Isaac.” For some reason, I murmured the name of my father figure.


      I shifted my weight to Rodrey sleeping next to me and closed my eyes to sleep.


      Tomorrow was the sickbed manager’s farewell party, who’d finished his military service and was going back home. He’d taken care of me, so I was determined to give him a good send-off.


    


  



  

    

      Year 1938, Summer 4


      This was the last day of my fun vacation.


      “I’ve brought another memento.”


      “Oh, it’s you.”


      I’d once again dug up a memento and came to deliver it to the government office.


      My excavations had produced decent results the past week. I’d found corpses too, but I obviously couldn’t carry them, so I hoisted flags with the names written on their dog tags. I hoped that would help them be discovered and retrieved more easily.


      “Yes, understood. Thank you for informing us about the remains and for recovering the mementos. We will notify the bereaved families at once.”


      “Thank you.”


      With this recent excavation, I found two corpses. I had no idea who they were, but all I could do was hope that they’d safely make it to their families. However, nothing in this past week had been better than that diary. The diary of a soldier who had laid their soul bare was a rare find, and I still hadn’t been able to let it go.


      “Oh, and regarding the diary you brought to us...”


      “Yes? Have you already sent it to Noelle?” I asked.


      “No, um...” The government office manager’s face darkened. Had there been some trouble?


      “Well, it’s unclear whether Director Isaac of the Noelle Orphanage is still alive,” she said. “Even if he was, he’d be over eighty years old.”


      “Oh... I see.”


      That was obvious, now that she mentioned it. It’d already been twenty years since the East-West War. Of course the family of that combat medic would have aged during that time, and so it was unlikely that the director was still alive.


      “So, I can have that diary, then?” I asked hopefully. “Since you don’t know where to send it.”


      “No. Once we searched for information regarding Combat Medic Tory’s family in the military records, we found them. She had registered someone else as her memento’s recipient aside from Mr. Isaac.”


      “Right... No, that’s great.”


      The female government official’s phrasing had knocked the wind out of my sails a little, but they’d managed to locate Tory’s surviving family. It looked like that diary would safely make it home.


      I felt a little disappointed, but if the deceased’s wishes had been granted, then I should be happy.


      “Um... If possible, I’d like to ask who her family is,” I said.


      “Well, normally, we can’t reveal that, but...”


      “Could you make an exception? If that’s not possible, then could you at least include a letter from me?” I hounded the female government official, unable to let that diary go. I knew it was inappropriate, but I longed to read what was next, one way or another.


      The female government official sighed at my indecent behavior and held out the diary. “Please take this.”


      “What?” I blankly stared at the government official’s face. Even though a question mark popped into my head, I accepted the diary. “What do you mean?”


      “You’re Cedre Weber, right?”


      “H-Huh... Yes, I am.” Without being able to really comprehend the situation, I answered. I must have written my name in the documents on the first day, so why were they confirming that now?


      “The owner of this diary, Tory Noelle... She registered your name as the recipient of this memento, Cedre,” the female government official said. And to answer my doubts, she presented the document meant for receiving mementos.


      “What?”


      “Do you really not remember her name?”


      “No, I don’t.”


      My heart’s desires were granted, and I obtained that diary. However, I was more bewildered than happy. I didn’t know why my name was registered as her memento’s recipient.


      “She might’ve been a distant relative, then. She was apparently from an orphanage, so maybe she happened to find her relatives and registered them.”


      “I see. I can imagine that.”


      To be honest, just like Tory, I’d lost my parents in the war before I could remember. After that, I was adopted and raised by someone in the same village. In other words, I didn’t actually know who I was connected to. So it was definitely possible that Tory was my relative.


      “I’d like to look into my relation to Tory. Could I ask for her family registry information?”


      “If you’re a member of the bereaved family, then that’s possible. However, the military registry will have to release it, so could you wait a little for us to send a request?”


      “I don’t mind. Please do.”


      I’d never seen Tory face-to-face, but I might be her relative. In that case, it was my job to pray for her soul and conduct a memorial service.


      After I requested the government office for information about Tory, I gratefully took the diary back to the hotel.


      “Oh. You didn’t deliver that memento?” a hotel guest asked.


      “They returned it to me today.”


      “Right. Then I guess it’s yours to keep.”


      After I returned to the hotel, I went straight to my room and opened the diary. But rather than simple curiosity, I now felt a sense of duty.


      I had to know about her. I had to know the way this potential relative of mine had lived, bravely running across the battlefield.


      I prepared myself and, at last, opened the diary to the September pages. To the date of the Sylph Attacks, the turning point of the war, the moment that shook history.


      September 4th’s page was stiff, and it crackled as I opened it. On that day in that diary, with trembling, frightened letters, the page was steeped in blots of sweat.


    


  



  

    

      Western Front 4


      Miss Medic’s Diary at War


      September 4th


      Am I in a nightmare? Were those days we spent on the peaceful battlefield until yesterday some kind of mistake? I felt like the reality of war had slammed me in the face.


      Everything had ended this morning. It was fine weather this time of year, and we were under the transparent, cloudless blue sky.


      It started with the groaning of preparatory shellings resounding all the way out to the field hospital.


      “What’s that sound?” I asked.


      “A magical artillery attack... How rare,” Gale said.


      I hesitated. “I apologize. We were in the middle of talking, but...”


      “Of course. Please head to the front lines, Tory. Afterward, fall under Squad Commander Gabak’s orders.”


      Today, I was working at the field hospital, and I was undergoing practice surgery under my seniors’ instructions. After we heard the enemy shellings, I was going to return to the front lines at Gale’s directions.


      It was our first defensive battle in a while, but I was calm since I was growing accustomed to the battlefield. I was even casually thinking things like, Wow, a rare attack. The squad commander will yell at me if I’m too late, so I should get a head start running.


      Looking back on it now, there were a lot of odd things about this morning’s attacks. I should’ve realized it sooner.


      “Huh? They’ve already started to charge?”


      For example, the enemy was charging in way too soon. They’d only conducted their preparatory shellings for around ten minutes, but they’d already started combat.


      A stray bullet could hit me, so I distanced myself from the trenches to make sure I wouldn’t be shot, and aimed for our base.


      I hadn’t realized I didn’t have the luxury to be taking my time.


      “What are you doing, half-pint?! Hurry up and come here. You’re gonna get shot!”


      “Huh? Rodrey?”


      The next thing that felt wrong was the range of the enemy attack. I’d been running for about an hour toward the Gabak Squad’s standby position, but there were already attacks going on everywhere. The sheer scope of these attacks was unimaginable.


      “The enemy is already right in front of us!” he barked. “Jump into the trenches!”


      “R-Right!”


      Of course, the trenches the Gabak Squad was protecting were already under attack. The squad commander was furiously repelling the enemy, but their numbers seemed endless, like ants crawling out of an anthill.


      When I reached our standby position, it looked like some of the trenches had already been invaded.


      “This is bad, Squad Commander. The adjacent base has been taken over!”


      “I can see that.”


      “Squad Commander! The enemy forces are behind us—”


      “I know.”


      I’d jumped into the trenches while totally confused, having no idea what was going on. Why had the enemy attacked us so suddenly? Why did they charge into our allies’ trenches so easily? The only thing I somewhat had a grasp of was...


      “It’s bad news if they’re threatening our rear.”


      It was the reality that my homeland, Austin, had been completely defeated.


      “Squad Commander? Shouldn’t you go elsewhere to provide support?”


      “At this rate, we’re going to be left behind and surrounded!”


      “I know!” Gabak snapped.


      When I looked at the squad commander’s face, I understood that reality clearly. Squad Commander Gabak’s face was twisted with frustration, rage, and—for the first time—resignation.


      During my leisurely tea party with Health Head Gale, the outcome of the war had been decided.


      “I know, but I’m not getting any orders,” he said.


      It was a felony to abandon the frontline defenses and evacuate of your own accord. It was considered battlefield desertion. Even Squad Commander Gabak was not above that law. Without an order, he couldn’t evacuate.


      “Here they come again!”


      “Intercept the enemy! Don’t let them get through!” Gabak shouted.


      “Like I’ve said, they’ve already come through the other bases!”


      “Then pay attention to our back too.”


      The squad commander repeatedly contacted the General Staff Headquarters, but each time he was only met with silence. It didn’t matter that Squad Commander Gabak was an ace; he couldn’t evacuate and advance all he wanted.


      As we were abandoned without any orders to evacuate, all we could do was cling to the trench walls and continue attacking the enemy on all four sides.


      “But at this rate—”


      “Just wait!” Gabak shouted. “I’m sure we’ll get an order.”


      “But there aren’t any!” Kelvin shrieked.


      Was the panic setting in?


      “I’m running!” he yelled. “You all should hurry up and run too!!!”


      “Stop!”


      With a half-crazed cry, the rookie Private Kelvin began to crawl out of the trenches, even while the enemy had us surrounded on all sides, without Squad Commander Gabak’s protection. He was probably too overcome with fear to make rational decisions.


      “Ah?!”


      “You idiot!”


      Of course the Sabat soldiers around us were watching the trenches we were holed up in. The second Kelvin poked his head out, blood spurted from his temples and he went still.


      “E-Eeeek!!!”


      “Shut up, Zoid! That’s what’ll happen to you if you disobey me too.”


      At this moment, I was also prepared to die. We were completely surrounded by the enemy, and even our last hope, Squad Commander Gabak, was unable to move without an order. Our annihilation was only a matter of time.


      Several hours after the enemy attacks had begun, we finally received the order we’d been waiting for.


      “Yeah. Understood,” Gabak said, ending the call. “This is an evacuation order. We’re falling back.”


      “Y-Yes!!!”


      “I’m going ahead. Wait exactly one second after I leave, then run after me.”


      As Squad Commander Gabak said that, he donned the Shield spell over his whole body.


      “Here we go!!!” With a battle cry, he leaped out of the trenches and rushed out across the plains.


      The squad commander’s magic and swordsmanship were truly spectacular. As he protected us, repelling the bullets that flew our way, he ran across the battlefield at a terrifying speed.


      “So fast... Slow down a little... Please...” Zoid gasped.


      “Follow me like your life depends on it, Zoid!” Gabak barked.


      Squad Commander Gabak never looked back at us. It didn’t matter how excellent he was as an assault infantry soldier, there was no way that dealing with bullets was easy. That’s probably why he couldn’t afford to look back.


      And neither could I. I was desperate to run as fast as I could, and looking back was simply too risky. If I were shot from behind, I just had to accept it as bad luck.


      “I...can’t! Don’t leave me...behind!” Zoid panted.


      Thanks to my training the past six months, I somehow managed to keep up with Squad Commander Gabak. I could at least keep up with his full speed.


      During my first battle that Salsa and I had been sent on, the squad commander’s back had been so far away, but the fact that it now remained in front of me was reassuring.


      “Gah...”


      And as I was running after the squad commander, I heard the sound of someone falling to the ground behind me with a thud. I never heard Private Zoid cry for help again. Half a year ago, I probably would’ve met the same fate.


      “Ah.” As I chased Squad Commander Gabak, I realized the field hospital was in flames. The hospital, a place that had been full of kind people, was being assaulted by gunshots and explosions.


      Checking on the field hospital was also something I couldn’t do. I couldn’t afford to save them.


      As I prayed for their safety, we fled for the woodlands.


      Our own chances of survival were slim.


      “Squad commander! There’s an enemy...behind us!!!”


      The enemy’s charges, filled with an intense determination, were terrifying. As if dispelling the anger they’d pent up until now, the enemy screamed like hungry beasts and sought to shoot us dead.


      Just like how the Sabatian soldiers had killed Salsa and Gray, we had also killed their comrades. That hatred was probably driving them to chase us.


      “We’ll be safe once we cross the enemy invasion line. We’re running nonstop. Whoever can’t keep up will be left behind!” the squad commander shouted and kept running ahead of us.


      Plains of black dirt surrounded the trenches. There was nowhere to take shelter in our surroundings, with only temporary warehouses set up here and there.


      “Keep going until we reach the woodlands! We can hide there!”


      The plains of the Western Front’s rear spanned over ten kilometers. We had no choice but to run that whole distance while exposed.


      “Don’t try to fight back. If you have the time to stop and shoot, then run,” Gabak instructed.


      “Understood.”


      “If you’re shot, then give up. We’ll abandon you and run.”


      As Squad Commander Gabak ran, he gave us brief orders. I had a feeling that his last comment was meant for Rodrey and me. Was he warning us since we had a bad habit of trying to save our comrades?


      “If we’re not fighting back, then should we throw away our bullets and such?” Corporal Veldy asked.


      “Idiot. Do not throw away your gear, no matter what. We’re not getting replenishments anymore,” the squad commander snapped at Corporal Veldy. We only had enough ammunition left for one battle. Gabak probably wanted to avoid unnecessary combat that would waste our resources.


      “Understand that our lives depend on what we carry on our backs,” he said.


      “Yes, sir...”


      Ammo was now valuable. From this point on, if we found ourselves needing to break through enemy lines, we’d probably have no hope without bullets or hand grenades. That’s why we had to save them as much as possible.


      “We’re going for where there are few enemies. Allen, you lead the way.”


      “Yes, sir, Squad Commander.”


      It was also possible the squad commander had considered that you’d stand out if you fought back, making you an easier target. He thought that the very best option was to sneak around and run without being captured.


      And thus, the Gabak Squad’s hellish marathon began.


      While a pleasant, refreshing breeze blew across the plains, we flinched from the bullets whizzing in the air and bolted through the hellish tumult. We were hopelessly visible in this place, so all we could do was spit up bloody vomit and run without pause.


      Luckily, with Allen’s guidance, we avoided any settlements and moved forward without encountering many enemies. Most of the enemy soldiers seemed to be attacking the military bases and the neighboring town. It looked like they’d let us go, determining that we weren’t worth going after as we moved undercover in deserted areas.


      “Stick to my back,” Gabak said.


      “Understood!”


      Squad Commander Gabak’s Shield was truly reliable while we were evacuating. His Shield was different from my shabby one, and it was firm enough to repel the bullets properly. My Shield had improved a little after training for about six months, but it still hadn’t become as firm as Squad Commander Gabak’s.


      Allen and I each dealt with the grenades thrown our way. I was really thankful that I’d received training against enemy grenades. The work I’d put in hadn’t been a waste.


      “There! The forest!”


      “Hurry up and hide yourselves,” Gabak demanded. “Everyone, keep watch of our surroundings from the shade.”


      Our squad safely evacuated to the woodlands located in the southeast of the Western Front. It’d long grown dark when we’d entered the forest, but we could finally catch our breath. There was no need to worry about being sniped in the forest, and even if we encountered an enemy, the invincible Squad Commander Gabak would settle it in close-quarters combat.


      “Squad Commander Gabak. A report of our losses...”


      “Just two,” said Gabak. “Well, we did pretty well.”


      However, by the time we reached that forest, two members had fallen behind in the Gabak Squad. Kelvin had carelessly stuck his face out from the trenches and gotten his brains blown out. Zoid had run too far from the squad commander’s Shield and was killed by a sniper. This evacuation had been their first battle.


      It was said that newly assigned rookies had the highest chance of dying in their first battle. All you could say was that it was unfortunate that their first battle had been so harsh. However, those two new recruits were our only casualties, thanks to how Allen had done a good job leading the unit away from enemies.


      “No sign of the enemy anymore.”


      The squad continued to march at night even after fleeing into the woodlands, but we stopped encountering the enemy at all. We were on alert for an ambush in the forest, but it seemed that we were worried for nothing.


      “It seems there are no signs that they’ll pursue us into the forest.”


      “No one wants to go out of their way to die in a winning battle.”


      There probably was no reason for the enemy to bother pursuing us into the forest. Even with Austin’s meager remaining manpower, they still had a chance of winning with guerrilla attacks in the forest. Rather than taking a risk to deal with a few fleeing soldiers, it was way more worth it for the enemy to capture or destroy some facility.


      As the ones who were evacuating, we were very thankful.


      “What will we do from now on, Squad Commander?” asked Corporal Veldy.


      “We’ll go straight ahead into the woodlands for Mashdale,” said the squad commander.


      He decided we’d evacuate to Mashdale. That town was a stopover for supplies for the Western Front, and it was also a fortified city, which made it suitable for defensive battles. It also neighbored my hometown, Noelle.


      “Mashdale stores ample wartime supplies. I believe they’ll likely target that town first.”


      “Major Lenvil ordered each soldier to aim for Mashdale. He’ll likely evacuate there himself.”


      The enemy soldiers knew that Mashdale was rich with supplies. There was no mistake that they’d keep their momentum going and attack it.


      “What will we do if it’s already a sea of flames by the time we make it there?”


      “There’s no way Mashdale will fall before we reach it. Just like us, the enemy can’t fight if they don’t replenish their ammo.”


      “I see.”


      “It’s a race against time. So the major ordered us to gather in Mashdale before it falls, and fight.”


      Mashdale was around forty to fifty kilometers away from the Western Front. If we ran on level ground, we could probably make it within two days. However, we’d be slowed down by having to move through the forest while staying alert of the enemy.


      Even so, the enemy’s advance should be slower than ours. They had to prepare their supply line, and they had to move forward while seizing towns and staying vigilant of their surroundings. Considering all we had to do was run, we moved at a totally different pace.


      Even if they decided to advance without resupplying, it would likely take them a week—or four to five days at the least. In that time, we should be able to make it to Mashdale first even while advancing through the forest.


      “As for food and water during our evacuation...”


      “Get them from the forest.”


      “I figured...”


      But the problem was, humans couldn’t move without water. I’d been carrying saline solutions for cleansing and such in my rucksack, but I hadn’t prepared for a several-day march.


      “Relax. Humans don’t die without eating or drinking for two to three days, Corporal,” Allen said.


      “No, I mean we’d probably risk dying of heatstroke.”


      Corporal Veldy went pale, maybe thanks to how we took a breather in the forest, allowing him to reassess the situation. After all, we were only equipped with what important goods fit into our rucksacks: weapons, ammunition, food, water, and clothes. And because of our five-hour defensive battle in the trenches, we had very little ammo left.


      Not to mention, we were in a forest full of beasts and pests.


      “All we can do is pray we can find a river or spring water,” Gabak gruffed. “Oh, and save your piss from now on. Apparently you can drink it.”


      After catching my breath, I once again went pale at our dire situation.


      September 7th


      We got a break for once. I think it’s been three days since I last wrote in my diary like this?


      Over the past three days, the Gabak Squad had run nonstop through the forest. The gun-wielding soldiers weren’t our only enemy on the battlefield. I realized that the frontline trenches that I’d seen as the pits of hell were actually paradise, with all the necessities of life.


      During an evacuation—from weather to terrain to animals to insects to hunger to thirst—every conceivable thing bore its fangs at us. I hadn’t imagined that just running away would be so agonizing.


      “Everyone, come over here. Get a good grip of the rope and don’t slip,” Allen said.


      During our evacuation, Allen’s scouting equipment was extremely handy. His baggage had everything you needed for marching through the mountains, like a compass, binoculars, and climbing ropes for moving along mountain paths. In this forest with poor visibility, he was the reason we could head to Mashdale without losing our way. I didn’t know what we would’ve done without him.


      “Everyone, over here! It’s spring water!”


      It seemed our allies’ battle array had already fallen apart. I saw burning villages along the way.


      By all rights, we servicemen should step in to help private civilians, but since we were in such bad shape, we couldn’t afford to as we were evacuating. Through suppressive fires and warning shots, we were running out of ammo and hand grenades. And endurance-wise, it was determined that it’d be difficult for us to battle.


      The Gabak Squad wasn’t waltzing through the forest either. As we battled starvation and thirst, climbing over moss-covered fallen trees, we continued to walk for three days without sleep.


      “Water! Good job!”


      Unfortunately, we didn’t come across any water for those three days of walking. We were just barely moving along, lapping up my empty bottles of saline solution and sipping urine that we’d peed into our helmets. My dehydration had grown severe. I was painfully dizzy, the air I breathed tasted sour, and my feet had grown heavy like lead. Another day without a source of water would probably have been the end of us.


      “It’s water!!! Hell yeaaah!!!”


      “N-No, Rodrey!” I shouted.


      When it came to food and water, Squad Commander Gabak had told us to fend for ourselves. But now that we’d advanced into the forest, securing them was harder than I thought. It would’ve been nice if there were plenty of rivers along the direction we were headed, but unfortunately, no matter how far we went during the first couple of days, we didn’t reach any rivers.


      Then, on the third day, right before we were about to collapse after long exhausting the water we had on hand, Allen finally found a small spring.


      “F-Finally... Wateeer...” Rodrey murmured in a daze.


      “P-Please wait a seco—” I pleaded.


      Dehydration was no joke. Even Squad Commander Gabak looked like a corpse, with his lips chapped and his eyes sunken in. If he hadn’t ordered us to save our urine, some of us probably would’ve died. I had no idea that surviving in the forest would be so difficult.


      “If no one’s gonna try it, then I’m gonna help myself...”


      “Hm.”


      “Ow?!”


      While we were barely hanging on by a thread, the squad commander’s tight fist struck Rodrey, who’d leaped at that precious water source.


      I was grateful that Gabak had stopped Rodrey, but I wished he’d considered the time and effort it’d take to treat him. Gabak had really sent Rodrey flying.


      “Rodrey, we have to boil it first,” I said, exasperated. “If we get sick from something in the water, it’s over.”


      “Urk...”


      “Everyone, after you form a stove using the dirt, please put your helmets upside down and gather the water. You can drink it after the boiled water cools down.”


      “Understood...”


      It’d be no laughing matter if the forest water was contaminated by contagious microbes. A nasty case of diarrhea could wipe us all out. With the worst-case scenario in mind, it was probably better that we boil it once before drinking.


      “So that means, um...”


      “We’re taking a brief rest,” said Gabak.


      That’s how we stopped our march and had a break for the first time in three days.


      “H-Hot...” Rodrey winced.


      “Please drink it after it’s cooled down enough,” I said.


      My first taste of water after so long was truly delicious. I probably would have cried if I wasn’t too dehydrated to shed tears. With each mouthful, I felt my whole body brimming with life. It once again affirmed just how important water was to the human body.


      “Now that I think about it, a lot of combat medic equipment is actually good for survival.”


      “Yes. It was a good thing I had my burner for searing wounds.”


      Fortunately, starting a fire hadn’t been a problem, as one of the medical instruments I had on hand was a burner to stop bleeding. Furthermore, there were a lot of supplies that were useful in critical situations, such as the two empty bottles that had originally held saline solution, the small bottle of antiseptic solution, clean cloth, and ointments for external injuries. This equipment was probably so handy because it was provided to enable a combat medic to perform their duties over a several-day period in the frontline trenches. I had nothing but gratitude toward Health Head Gale for establishing that we’d be given two heavy bottles of saline, especially because the solution contained precious water and salt.


      “Squad Commander, can we sleep a little?”


      “No. We’re moving slower than I expected. Once we replenish our water, we’re immediately heading out.”


      “Understood...”


      And because we’d replenished our water late, our progress had slowed down quite a bit. Midway, we’d all started running on unsteady feet from dehydration, so our pace had greatly dropped.


      “We’ll probably be given replenishments in Mashdale. Hold out until then.”


      In the end, we only rested for a few hours here. So long as we were unaware of how fast Sabat was moving, we might wind up annihilated in a surprise attack if we stayed the night.


      That was how things were, so we had to crack the whip over our tired bodies and move forward.


      Incidentally, over the past three days, we couldn’t reconvene with our allied troops in the forest. We were surrounded by enemies on all sides, so the number of units who had managed to survive was probably low. If anything, the Gabak Squad, who only lost two soldiers, might’ve been the odd one out.


      September 10th, Noon


      I feel like I’m going to throw up. This headache that feels like a hammer smashing down on my skull won’t stop. Right now, I’m trying to calm myself down somehow by writing in my diary.


      I didn’t think I’d come to Mashdale in this situation.


      As a child, I’d seen the Mashdale fortresses from a distance, as the city neighbored my hometown of Noelle. But this was my first time actually stepping foot in it.


      Noelle was a quiet, rural village that didn’t really have anything other than fields. We country orphans had yearned for the bustling Mashdale. I remembered talking with my friends about how we dreamed of going there one day, eating at tasty restaurants and watching fun plays. I hadn’t imagined that this was how I’d finally arrive in the city my young self had yearned for.


      “One last push. We’re going,” Gabak said.


      “Whoa, yikes. That village over there’s burning,” Rodrey pointed out.


      “The enemy...has invaded faster than we thought,” I said.


      Luckily, the Gabak Squad successfully evacuated to Mashdale without the enemy catching up, while leaving many civilians to die along the way.


      “Damn it... Those Sabatians... They’re massacring everyone! Don’t they care that those are civilians?!”


      “Calm down, Rodrey.”


      That was how it’d been from the start. We’d exhausted most of our ammo when we evacuated the Western Front. So even if we noticed the villages around us burning, we kept running undercover.


      “What’s wrong, half-pint? Hurry...”


      That day, we emerged from the woodlands and arrived at Mashdale. I saw a nearby village burning to the ground, and my mind went blank. It might have been because this was a sight I unconsciously was trying not to consider.


      “Ah...”


      It was where the enemy was currently located. That was to say, the burning village that Rodrey had pointed out was the village of Noelle, my hometown.


      “Noelle...is...”


      That village had no military supplies. It only had the kind orphanage director, and the mischievous children living there. It only had fields growing yams that weren’t very tasty, and bitter vegetables.


      “Noelle...is on fire!” I cried.


      “Where the hell are you going, half-pint?!”


      Noelle was burning.


      The severe shock made me lose control of myself, and I started running toward Noelle.
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      If Rodrey hadn’t grabbed my shoulder, I might’ve actually ran off.


      “The enemy...is assaulting the village,” I cried. “They’re attacking my home!”


      “Right,” said the squad commander.


      “Squad Commander, we have to hurry up and save it!” I pleaded, unconsciously moving closer to him. “Everyone’s going to—”


      I’d lost my composure. I probably wasn’t capable of thinking anything.


      There was a dull sound.


      Right after I’d gotten close, a dull shock hit my face. That force threw me violently to the ground. I fell on my backside, tasting blood.


      It seemed for the first time in a while, the squad commander had punched my face.


      “Snapped out of it?” he asked.


      I said nothing.


      “We’re evacuating to Mashdale. We’re running.”


      Even with my eyes prickling with pain, I staggered to my feet. The squad commander was silently looking down on me.


      The squad commander was strong. I felt like he was nearly invincible in close-quarters combat. If he went to Noelle right now, wouldn’t he be able to repel the enemy?


      The orphanage director had a bad back. I was sure he hadn’t escaped. And the infants still in their baby carriages couldn’t even run in the first place. But if we went now, we might be able to make it. If we headed for Noelle right now, we might be able to save someone—


      “Under...stood...” I forced the word from my lips.


      “Hmph.”


      “I’m very sorry for my discourtesy,” I said. “I’ll repeat the order. I will run for Mashdale.”


      However, after being hit, a part of my brain that had cooled down understood. Right now, there was no strategic reason for the Gabak Squad to take a risk and provide Noelle aid while we were exhausted. And it understood that it was the optimal course of action to abandon the people of my hometown, who might be saved if we ran over there immediately.


      “You held yourself back, Tory. In light of what you just said, I’ll ignore how you’re glaring at me right now.”


      “Thank you very much...”


      “We’re going now.”


      At the time, I was completely unaware that I was apparently glaring at the squad commander. Somewhere in my heart, I was probably harboring an all-too-selfish desire, that if the squad commander would just go and help them, they’d be saved.


      In order to evacuate this far, many towns and villages were burned. We abandoned them to save ourselves. It’d be too shameless of me to ask him to only protect the one I called home.


      This was a matter of my feelings regarding my hometown being burned down. That’s all.


      The thumping of my heart reverberating in my chest was getting to me. From here on, I never looked back at Noelle. If I looked back, I wasn’t sure that I wouldn’t break into a run for it.


      The main reason I’d risked my life and enlisted in the army to become a combat medic was to pay back the orphanage. I’d wanted to repay them even a little—the people there who were my only family in this world.


      “Ah...”


      I was thirsty, and my mouth was dry. After walking unsteadily without eating for three days, my eyes couldn’t muster any tears.


      “Aah... Aaaah...”


      The only thing that escaped my lips was a low, dry moan.


      September 10th, Evening


      “You’re all right? I’m impressed.”


      “Yeah.”


      In the evening, we reached Mashdale’s outermost fortress.


      Just as the term “fortified city” suggested, the three fortresses that surrounded Mashdale gave it strong defensive capabilities.


      In a checkpoint of that weathered stonebuilt fortress, stern guards stood like gatekeepers.


      “We’ve finished verifying with the military registry. Please enter, Sergeant.”


      The squad commander grunted.


      After the squad commander had told the guards each of our names and our affiliations at the fortress’s checkpoint, they welcomed us inside.


      It might’ve been that they knew each other, but there were some who were embracing the squad members, thrilled about their survival.


      Within that joyous atmosphere, all I could do was silently stare into space.


    


  



  

    

      Year 1938, Summer 5


      “Mashdale...” I murmured.


      The fortified city, Mashdale. I knew the city’s name well.


      Befitting its moniker, Mashdale was a city formerly known as an impregnable stronghold. It had been a firm and sturdy stronghold, embraced by three massive fortresses. And it was also the city that became the stage of the famous Mashdale Evacuation. The Austin Army that shut themselves up in the sturdy fortified city of Mashdale put up a do-or-die resistance against the invading Sabatian soldiers. Tory had apparently been involved.


      “I know that city well.”


      The second I’d heard that name, I went cold. I knew Mashdale. After all, when I was very young—when my parents were still alive—I’d been born and raised in that city.


      Escaping the wartime fires surging in, my parents had escaped Mashdale with me while I was young. Then, my family abandoned the country of Austin and fled.


      “Who...”


      I felt like I was about to remember something. Like a realization that I’d forgotten something.


      I’d met someone back then. What had their face looked like? I felt like it was a mysterious older girl with an emotionless, doll-like face, always looking far away.


      “N-Ngh...”


      I broke out into a relentless cold sweat. I couldn’t remember. Even though I was one step away from remembering her face.


      I might know her. I might’ve met Tory Noelle. But I couldn’t remember anything.


      I felt fragments of some flashbacks crossing my mind. Her warm breath. The feel of a thin young girl’s skin, as she gently embraced me while I was caked in mud.


      “Cedre, you can’t dirty your clothes like this.”


      Someone’s voice resounded in my head. A voice that was kind, honest, and a little nagging.


      “Please don’t leave any vegetables. You won’t grow big if you do.”


      “Yes, good boy. I’m happy you did your best to eat them.”


      “I’m sorry. I have to go somewhere far away again soon.”


      “If I come back alive, please show me you’re grown and healthy.”


      My piercing headache quickened my heartbeat. An indescribable nausea welled up inside me, and I couldn’t stand from the dizziness.


      “Cedre?! What’s wrong?”


      I didn’t answer. Unable to take it anymore, I’d left my room and rushed into the hotel’s medical office. I felt like I was going to go crazy from my heart palpitations and my headache.


      “Please calm down. It’s okay. Your body is completely fine.”


      “I...see...”


      “Slowly regain control of your breathing. Deep breaths, deep breaths.”


      “I understand...”


      I knew. I knew who wrote this diary.


      “Please slowly breathe in while clearing your mind.”


      If I thought about it any more, my head would hurt so much it’d practically split in half.


      So I lay down on the medical office bed and gave up my consciousness.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      Hello, nice to meet you. I’m Tama Masaki. Thank you very much for purchasing my work, Miss Medic’s Diary at War.


      Back when this was being serialized, I had no idea that I’d be approached about making it into a book, so it makes me deeply emotional to see the real thing published. It’s thanks to you readers that I was given the privilege. Thank you very much for always giving me your warm support.


      Now then, this work was born from the support of various individuals. To be honest, I made one big decision regarding its novelization.


      I believe those who’ve read the web version have noticed that I actually tweaked the title in the novelization. I’d originally posted this work titled The Rise of Miss Medic. I’d made this change based on the difference between the story being from the protagonist Tory’s perspective (web version) versus the story of Cedre Weber reading her diary. But also, a lot of people have pointed out since the web serialization days that Tory doesn’t really “rise” at all, so that was another reason.


      I wanted to write a story where the protagonist grows little by little and climbs up the ranks, but because of that, Tory’s promotions wound up taking a long time...


      Just as many people have pointed out, as of the first volume, there’s no “rising up the ranks” component, so I took the plunge and changed the title. I apologize for complicating things.


      Oh, also, my name has changed from the web version, but there’s no deeper meaning behind it. Among the gods of my hometown, there’s a goddess named Ikutamasakitamahime-no-kami, so I borrowed her name and changed my pen name to Tama Masaki. I hope it blesses me.


      That was a simple explanation of the differences between the printed version and the web version. I don’t know if this was the type of thing to write in the afterword, but I didn’t have the chance to explain them, so I wrote them down here.


      This has gotten long-winded, but the protagonist of this work, Tory, is a character that takes time to grow. I think it’ll be nice to take my time writing her story as she faces off against many trials, repeats mistakes, and becomes stronger.


      If you enjoyed this work even a little, I’d be happy if I could have your support next time too.


      I’ll use this afterword again to express my deep gratitude for everyone who was involved, including my editor I-sama, who gave me lots of advice for the novelization, and my illustrator Kureta-sama, who drew some wonderful illustrations.


      Lastly, I will also express my thanks to my master, Nakamura, for all the advice he gave me about writing this work. He’s my senior who guided me on the fundamentals of writing novels since I was a beginner, and he was also my classmate in high school. Thank you always, master.


      That’s all from me. This was Tama Masaki.
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